
The First World War, also called the Great War was a worldwide conflict which started in 1914, lasting 
4 years, mobilizing 70 million men and resulting in 9 million deaths.

The Great War : Global Context

y the end of the 19th century, a developing Europe had begun to crave 
power and more territories, Imperialism and Nationalism were on the Brise. Moreover, countries throughout Europe were entering into 

mutual defense agreements that would pull them all into battle: Russia and 
Serbia ; Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire ; Britain, France and 
Belgium ; Japan and Britain 

The trigger to this war was the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, 
heir to the throne of the Austro-Hungarian Empire by a Yugoslav national in 
Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. This attack divided Europe into 2 opposing 
alliances: Triple Alliance (The Austro-Hungarian Empire, Germany and the 
Ottoman Empire) against the Triple Entente later referred to as the Allied 
Forces (Russia, France and Great Britain) . 

The Austro-Hungarian Empire declared war on Serbia, Russia got involved to 
defend Serbia. Germany declared war on Russia. France was then drawn in 
against Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Germany attacked 
France through Belgium, pulling Britain into the war. Then Japan entered the 
war followed by Italy. 

Colonial  Soldiers in the war
 
The impact of the First World War on the 
colonies was profound. The conflict 
began in the Balkans, turned into a 
general European war, and then took on 
extra-European dimensions, as some of 
the belligerent states ranked as the 
most important colonial powers. 
650,000 colonial troops fought on the 
battlefields. 
European societies were put in direct 
contact with their colonies. For 
instance, France recruited 220,000 
workers from its empire (Algeria, 
Indochina, Morocco, Tunisia and 
Madagascar) as well as from China to 
work behind the lines. These direct 
contacts dramatically affected the 
perception Europeans had of their 
colonies.
The conflict had special relevance to the 
Indian subcontinent as Britain, the 
ruling colonial power mobilised 1.5 
million Indian soldiers during the war, of 
which about 90,000 were killed. Some 
150,000 Indian soldiers were deployed 
in Europe from September 1914. The 
overwhelming majority of Indian troops, 
however, fought in Mesopotamia 
against the Ottoman Empire. Some also 
fought on the Eastern African front.

he middle part of the war, 1916 and 1917, was dominated by trench 
warfare in both the east and the west. Soldiers fought from dug-in Tpositions, striking at each other with machine guns, heavy artillery, 

and chemical weapons. Though soldiers died by the millions in brutal 
conditions, neither side had any substantive success or gained any 
advantage. The United States entering the war in April 1917 changed the 
odds in favor of the Allied Forces.

The war ended in the late fall of 1918, after the member countries of the 
Central Powers signed Armistice Agreements one by one. Germany was the 
last, signing its Armistice on November 11, 1918. As a result of these 
agreements, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was broken up into several, 
smaller countries. Germany, under the Treaty of Versailles, was severely 
punished with hefty economic reparations, territorial losses, and strict 
limits on its rights to develop militarily.

The war left more than 2 millions soldiers dead on the German side and 1,4 
millions soldiers dead on the French side. Trench Somme, 1916 
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