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Directions: Read and annotate the source. 

World War I 
Overview 

It was known as “The Great War”—a land, air and sea 
conflict so terrible, it left over 8 million military personnel 
and 6.6 million civilians dead. Nearly 60 percent of those 
who fought died. Even more went missing or were injured. 
In just four years between 1914 and 1918, World War I 
changed the face of modern warfare, becoming one of the 
deadliest conflicts in world history. 

Causes of the Great War 
World War I had a variety of causes, but its roots were in a 
complex web of alliances between European powers. At its 
core was mistrust between—and militarization in—the 
informal “Triple Entente” (Great Britain, France, and 
Russia) and the secret “Triple Alliance” (Germany, the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire, and Italy). 

Women and children hang posters urging Americans to join the military. 
N a t  G e o  I m a g e  C o l l e c t i o n

The most powerful players, Great Britain, Russia, and Germany, presided over 
worldwide colonial empires they wanted to expand and protect. Over the course of 
the 19th century, they consolidated their power and protected themselves by forging 
alliances with other European powers. 

In July 1914, tensions between the Triple Entente (also known as the Allies) and the 
Triple Alliance (also known as the Central Powers) ignited with the assassination of 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the 

throne of Austria-Hungary, by a Bosnian Serb nationalist during a 
visit to Sarajevo. Austria-Hungary blamed Serbia for the attack. 
Russia backed its ally, Serbia. When Austria-Serbia declared war on 
Serbia a month later, their allies jumped in and the continent was at 
war. 

 Archduke Franz Ferdinand (1863-1914), above, was assassinated in 
Sarajevo by a Serb nationalist. The event incident precipitated World 
War I. 

The spread of war 
Soon, the conflict had expanded to the world, affecting colonies and 
ally countries in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and Australia. In 1917, the United States entered the war after a 
long period of non-intervention. By then, the main theater of the war—the Western Front in Luxembourg, the 
Netherlands, Belgium, and France—was the site of a deadly stalemate. 

      World History 
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World War I. Game of cards in a German trench (Belgium). Ca. 1916.   
N a t  G e o  I m a g e  C o l l e c t i o n  

 
A solider and dog work to find the 
wounded in poisonous war areas. N a t  
G e o  I m a g e  C o l l e c t i o n  
 
Despite advances like the use of poison 
gas and armored tanks, both sides were 
trapped in trench warfare that 
claimed enormous numbers of casualties. 
Battles like the Battle of Verdun and the 
First Battle of the Somme are among the 
deadliest in the history of human conflict. 

 
Aided by the United States, the Allies finally broke through with 
the Hundred Days Offensive, leading to the military defeat of Germany. 
The war officially ended at 11:11 a.m. on November 11, 1918. 
 
By then, the world was in the grips of an influenza pandemic that would infect a third of the global population. 
Revolution had broken out in Germany, Russia, and other countries. Much of Europe was in ruins. “Shell shock” 
and the aftereffects of gas poisoning would claim thousands more lives. 
 
Source: National Geographic  
 
 
Directions: Complete the graphic organizer with the reasons why M.A.N.I.A. were the long-term causes of 
World War I. 
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Directions: Read and annotate the source. Then, answer the questions. 
 

Ending the First World War: The Paris Peace Conference 
Exactly five years after the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand—the event that tipped Europe into world 
war—the Treaty of Versailles was signed in Paris on June 28, 1919. The armistice signed on November 11, 1918 
officially ended the hostilities, but the negotiations between the Allied victors at the Paris Peace Conference lasted 
six months and involved diplomatic delegations from over thirty-two countries. 

 
Signing of the Treaty of Versailles in the palace's Hall of Mirrors, 
June 28, 1919. Image courtesy Wikimedia Commons. 
 
US President Woodrow Wilson had delivered a speech in January 
1918, in which he laid out his vision for the postwar world. 
The Fourteen Points elaborated Wilson’s plan for the 
comprehensive overhaul of international relations. He called for an 
immediate end to the war, the establishment of an international 
peacekeeping organization, international disarmament, open 
diplomacy, the explicit disavowal of war, and independence for 
formerly colonial territories. Wilson’s Fourteen Points were hugely 

influential in shaping the contours of the postwar world and in spreading the language of peace and democracy 
around the world. 
 
In addition to negotiating the Treaty of Versailles, the Paris Peace Conference established the League of Nations, an 
international peacekeeping organization tasked with resolving international disputes without resorting to military 
force. 
 
Terms of the Treaty of Versailles 
The Treaty of Versailles established a blueprint for the postwar world. One of the most controversial terms of the 
treaty was the War Guilt clause, which explicitly and directly blamed Germany for the outbreak of hostilities. The 
treaty forced Germany to disarm, to make territorial concessions, and to pay reparations to the Allied powers in 
the staggering amount of $5 billion. 
 
Although US President Woodrow Wilson was opposed to such harsh terms, he was outmaneuvered by French Prime 
Minister Georges Clemenceau. France was the only Allied power to share a border with Germany, and therefore 
suffered the bulk of the devastation and casualties from the German war machine. The French aimed to weaken 
Germany to the greatest extent possible. 
 
Consequences of the Treaty of Versailles 
Although President Wilson was heavily involved in negotiating the treaty, which reflected his vision for the postwar 
world, isolationists in the US Congress proved a major stumbling block to ratification. The so-called 
“Irreconcilables,” mostly Republicans but also some Democrats, opposed the treaty, particularly Article X, which 
committed member-states of the League of Nations to go to war on each other’s behalf in the event of an 
unprovoked act of aggression. The Irreconcilables saw this as a violation of US sovereignty and some believed that 
it would commit the United States to an alliance system that could lead to another war. Due to the opposition of 
the Irreconcilables, the Treaty of Versailles was never ratified by Congress, and the United States never became a 
member of the League of Nations. 
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An American political cartoon suggesting that Germany was crushed by the 
giant reparations demanded by the Treaty of Versailles. New York World, 
1921. Image courtesy Wikimedia Commons. 
 
When Adolf Hitler came to power in Germany in 1934, his government began 
to violate many of the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. Not only did Hitler 
announce a moratorium on all debt payments and cease making reparations, 
but he began to build up the German armed forces in earnest. Some historians 
believe that the onerous terms of the treaty laid the psychological and 
economic groundwork for the rise of the Nazi party, which capitalized on 
German resentment of the burdens imposed by the Allied powers after the 
First World War. 
Source: Khan Academy 

 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 

Write It Out 
1. How did Wilson’s Fourteen Points influence the terms of the Treaty of Versailles? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. What were the strengths and weaknesses of Wilson’s vision for the postwar world? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Was the Treaty of Versailles a direct cause of World War II? Why or why not? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Directions: Read and annotate the sources. Then, answer the questions. 
 

The Cold War  
Overview 

 Sustained state of political & military tension between the United States & the Soviet Union following World 
War II 

 Never met in a direct military combat 
 Struggle for global influence (space race, nuclear weapons build-up, the “containment” of communism) 
 Began after the success of their temporary wartime alliance against Nazi Germany 
 Major difference between the two was that they were superpowers with profound economic & political 

differences (capitalism & communism) 
 1945-1991 

Timeline of the Early Cold War 
1945: February 4-11 - Yalta Conference 
1945: August 6 - United States first used atomic bomb in war  
1945: August 8 - Russia enters war against Japan 
1945: August 14 - Japanese surrenders, ending World War II  
1946: March - Winston Churchill delivers "Iron Curtain" speech  
1947: March - Truman announces Truman Doctrine 
1947: June - Marshall Plan is announced 
1948: February - Communist takeover in Czechoslovakia  
1948: June 24 - Berlin blockade begins 
1949: July - NATO treaty ratified  
1949: May 12 - Berlin Blockade ends 
1949: September - Mao Zedong, a communist, takes control of China 
1949: September - Soviets explode first atomic bomb  
1955: May – Warsaw Pact 

 

Document A: The Iron Curtain Speech (Modified) 
 

It is my duty, however, to place before you certain facts about the present position in Europe. 
 

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic an iron curtain has descended across the Continent. Behind 
that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, 
Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia; all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in what I 
must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject, in one form or another, not only to Soviet influence but to a very 
high and in some cases increasing measure of control from Moscow. 

 
In a great number of countries, far from the Russian frontiers and throughout the world, Communist fifth 
columns are established and work in complete unity and absolute obedience to the directions they receive from 
the Communist center. 

 
I do not believe that Soviet Russia desires war. What they desire is the fruits of war and the indefinite expansion 
of their power and doctrines. 

 
But what we have to consider here today while time remains, is the permanent prevention of war and the 
establishment of conditions of freedom and democracy as rapidly as possible in all countries. 

 
Source: Excerpt from the “Iron Curtain Speech” delivered by Winston Churchill, March 1946 in Fulton, Missouri. 
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Document B: The Truman Doctrine (Modified) 
 

The United States has received from the Greek Government an urgent appeal for financial and economic 
assistance…Greece is in desperate need of financial and economic assistance to enable it to resume purchases 
of food, clothing, fuel, and seeds. 

 
The very existence of the Greek state is today threatened by the terrorist activities of several thousand armed 
men, led by Communists, who defy the government's authority Greece must have assistance if it is to become a 
self-supporting and self-respecting democracy. The United States must supply this assistance… No other nation 
is willing and able to provide the necessary support for a democratic Greek government. 

 
One of the primary objectives of the foreign policy of the United States is the creation of conditions in which we 
and other nations will be able to work out a way of life free from coercion. 

 
It is necessary only to glance at a map to realize that the survival and integrity of the Greek nation are of grave 
importance in a much wider situation. If Greece should fall under the control of an armed minority, the effect 
upon its neighbor, Turkey, would be immediate and serious. 
 
Confusion and disorder might well spread throughout the entire Middle East Should we fail to aid Greece and 
Turkey in this fateful hour, the effect will be far reaching to the West as well as to the East. 

 
The free peoples of the world look to us for support in maintaining their freedoms. If we falter in our leadership, 
we may endanger the peace of the world. And we shall surely endanger the welfare of this nation. 

 
Great responsibilities have been placed upon us by the swift movement of events. 

 
Source: Excerpt from the “Truman Doctrine Speech,” delivered by President Truman to Congress on March 12, 
1947. 

 
 

Document C: Soviet Ambassador Telegram (Modified) 
 

The foreign policy of the United States, which reflects the imperialist tendencies of American monopolistic 
capital, is characterized in the postwar period by a striving for world supremacy. This is the real meaning of the 
many statements by President Truman and other representatives of American ruling circles; that the United 
States has the right to lead the world. All the forces of American diplomacy -- the army, the air force, the navy, 
industry, and science -- are enlisted in the service of this foreign policy. For this purpose broad plans for 
expansion have been developed and are being implemented through diplomacy and the establishment of a 
system of naval and air bases stretching far beyond the boundaries of the United States, through the arms race, 
and through the creation of ever newer types of weapons. . . . 

 
During the Second World War ............................ [American leaders] calculated that the United States of America, 
if it could avoid direct participation in the war, would enter it only at the last minute, when it could easily affect 
the outcome of the war, completely ensuring its interests. 

 
In this regard, it was thought that the main competitors of the United States would be crushed or greatly 
weakened in the war, and the United States by virtue of this circumstance would assume the role of the most 
powerful factor in resolving the fundamental questions of the postwar world. 

 
Source: Excerpt from a telegram sent by Soviet Ambassador Nikolai Novikov to Soviet Leadership in September 
1946. 
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Document D: Henry Wallace (Modified) 
 

I have been increasingly disturbed about the trend of international affairs since the end of the war. 
 

How do American actions appear to other nations? I mean actions [like] the Bikini tests of the atomic bomb and 
continued production of bombs, the plan to arm Latin America with our weapons, and the effort to secure air 
bases spread over half the globe from which the other half of the globe can be bombed. I cannot but feel that 
these actions must make it look to the rest of the world as if we were only paying lip service to peace at the 
conference table. 

 
These facts rather make it appear either (1) that we are preparing ourselves to win the war which we regard as 
inevitable or (2) that we are trying to build up a predominance [largest amount] of force to intimidate the rest 
of mankind. 

 
Our interest in establishing democracy in Eastern Europe, where democracy by and large has never existed, 
seems to [the Soviets] an attempt to reestablish the encirclement of unfriendly neighbors which might serve as 
a springboard of still another effort to destroy [them]. 

 
Source: Secretary of Commerce and former Vice President Henry A. Wallace letter to President Harry S. Truman, 
July 23, 1946. Truman asked Wallace to resign shortly after this letter. 

 
 
Iron Curtain Speech 

1. Sourcing: Who was Winston Churchill? Why would Americans trust what he has to say about 
the Soviet Union? 

________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Close reading: What does Churchill claim that the Soviet Union wanted? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Truman Doctrine 
1. Close reading: Why did Truman believe Greece needed American aid in 1947? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Context: What does Truman mean when he claims, “Should we fail to aid Greece and Turkey 
in this fateful hour, the effect will be far reaching to the West as well as to the East”? 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Close reading: Does Truman present American policy as offensive or defensive? What 
words or phrases does Truman use to present policy this way? 

_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Soviet Ambassador Telegram 
1. Sourcing: Who was Nicholas Novikov? When did he write this telegram? 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Close reading: How does Novikov describe the United States? What evidence does he use to 
support his description? 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

3. Context: What does Novikov claim the United States planned during the Second World War? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Henry Wallace Letter 
1. Sourcing: Who was Henry Wallace? When did he write this letter? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

2. Close Reading: What is Wallace’s main argument? 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 
3. Corroboration: How does Wallace’s description of American foreign policy compare 

to Truman’s and Novikov’s? 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
_________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Activity adapted from Stanford History Education Group 

Record your first claim: Who was primarily responsible for the Cold War - the United States or 
the Soviet Union? Why? 

Record your second claim: Who was primarily responsible for the Cold War - the United 
States or the Soviet Union? Why? 




