
militarism ap world history
militarism ap world history is a critical concept that explores the influence of military
power and values on societies, governments, and international relations throughout
history. This article delves into the origins, development, and consequences of militarism
in various civilizations and periods, highlighting its role in shaping conflicts, empires, and
political ideologies. Understanding militarism is essential for AP World History students as
it intersects with themes such as imperialism, nationalism, and technological
advancements in warfare. The discussion will cover key historical examples, from ancient
militaristic societies to the arms races preceding major 20th-century wars. Additionally,
the article examines how militarism affected social structures, economies, and diplomatic
strategies globally. This comprehensive overview provides a foundation for analyzing
militarism’s enduring impact on world history and its relevance in contemporary global
affairs.
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Definition and Origins of Militarism
Militarism refers to the belief or desire that a country should maintain a strong military
capability and be prepared to use it aggressively to defend or promote national interests.
In AP World History, militarism is understood not only as the buildup of armed forces but
also as the cultural and political domination of military values in society. This ideology
often leads to increased military spending, conscription, and the glorification of war and
soldiers. The origins of militarism can be traced back to early human societies where war
and defense were essential for survival. Over time, as states formed and centralized
power, militarism became institutionalized and intertwined with governance and identity.

Core Characteristics of Militarism
Militarism encompasses several defining traits that distinguish it from other political or
social ideologies. These include:



Emphasis on military power as a primary means of achieving national goals.

Promotion of martial values such as discipline, honor, and loyalty.

Integration of military leaders into political decision-making.

Expansion of military institutions and permanent standing armies.

Normalization and glorification of war within culture and education.

Militarism in Ancient and Classical Civilizations
Many ancient civilizations demonstrated early forms of militarism, where military prowess
was crucial for survival, expansion, and political legitimacy. From Mesopotamia to China,
the military was often the backbone of state power and social organization. In AP World
History, these examples illustrate how militarism shaped early state formation and
imperial ambitions.

Mesopotamia and the Militarization of City-States
In ancient Mesopotamia, city-states such as Sumer and Akkad developed organized armies
to defend against rivals and conquer territories. Kings often portrayed themselves as
military leaders, and military success was a key source of legitimacy. The use of bronze
weapons and chariots exemplifies early technological advancements linked to militarism.

Sparta: A Militaristic Greek City-State
Sparta represents one of the most explicitly militaristic societies in classical antiquity. Its
social structure was centered around the training and maintenance of a powerful army.
Spartan males underwent rigorous military education and discipline, reflecting
militarism’s influence on culture and governance. Sparta’s dominance in the
Peloponnesian War highlights how militarism affected regional power dynamics in ancient
Greece.

Militarism and Imperialism in the Early Modern
Period
The Early Modern Period (c. 1500–1800) witnessed the rise of powerful empires that
relied on militarism to expand and maintain control over vast territories. The development
of gunpowder weapons and naval power intensified militaristic competition among
European states and between empires globally.



Gunpowder Empires and Military Innovation
Empires such as the Ottoman, Safavid, and Mughal used advanced military technology
including cannons and muskets to conquer and govern diverse populations. These
gunpowder empires exemplify how militarism was linked to technological progress and
centralized authority.

European Naval Militarism and Colonization
European powers like Spain, Portugal, England, and the Netherlands invested heavily in
naval militarism to dominate sea routes and establish colonies. The militarization of navies
facilitated overseas expansion and the establishment of global trade networks. Naval
supremacy became a key factor in the balance of power during this period.

Militarism in the 19th Century: Nationalism and
Arms Races
The 19th century saw the rise of nationalism, which often fueled militarism as states
sought to assert their identity and power. The Industrial Revolution enabled mass
production of weapons and facilitated large standing armies. This century witnessed
significant militaristic developments that set the stage for 20th-century conflicts.

The Prussian Military Model and German Unification
Prussia’s military reforms, including universal conscription and efficient mobilization,
became a model of militarism that contributed to German unification under Otto von
Bismarck. The emphasis on military strength was closely tied to nationalist ambitions and
state-building.

Arms Races and Military Alliances
European powers engaged in arms races, expanding their military capabilities in response
to rival states. Military alliances such as the Triple Alliance and Triple Entente were
formed based on mutual defense agreements, increasing tensions and the potential for
conflict.

Militarism Leading to World War I
Militarism was a central cause of World War I, as the aggressive buildup of armed forces
and war plans created a volatile environment. The glorification of military power and the
belief in the inevitability of war contributed to the outbreak of the conflict in 1914.



Mobilization Plans and the Schlieffen Plan
Military strategies such as Germany’s Schlieffen Plan relied on rapid mobilization and
preemptive strikes, demonstrating how militarism influenced war planning. These rigid
plans reduced diplomatic flexibility and escalated the crisis following the assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand.

The Culture of Militarism in Prewar Europe
Many European societies celebrated military virtues and honored soldiers, reinforcing
public support for war. Nationalistic propaganda and military parades were common,
reflecting how militarism permeated civilian life.

The Role of Militarism in 20th Century Conflicts
Militarism continued to shape global conflicts throughout the 20th century, including
World War II, the Cold War, and various regional wars. The arms race extended into
nuclear weapons, and military technology advanced rapidly.

World War II and Total War
World War II exemplified total militarism, where entire societies and economies were
mobilized for war. Military-industrial complexes expanded, and ideological militarism
justified large-scale violence and conquest.

The Cold War Military Buildup
The Cold War era featured intense militarism through the nuclear arms race and proxy
wars. The United States and Soviet Union invested heavily in military technology and
maintained large standing armies to deter each other.

Effects of Militarism on Societies and Economies
Militarism has profound impacts beyond warfare, influencing social structures, economies,
and political systems. These effects are an important aspect of AP World History’s
thematic study.

Economic Consequences
Military expenditures often consume large portions of national budgets, affecting
economic development. While militarism can stimulate industries related to arms
production, it may also divert resources from social programs and infrastructure.



Social and Cultural Impacts
Militarism shapes societal values, promoting discipline, hierarchy, and patriotism. It can
also lead to the suppression of dissent and the marginalization of groups opposed to war.
The militarization of education and media reinforces these cultural norms.

Political Ramifications
In militaristic states, military leaders may gain political power, sometimes resulting in
authoritarian regimes or military dictatorships. Militarism can also exacerbate
international tensions, increasing the likelihood of conflicts and undermining diplomacy.

Emphasis on military power reshapes national priorities.1.

Militarism influences technological innovation in warfare.2.

Promotes nationalism and state cohesion through shared military identity.3.

Leads to arms races and geopolitical instability.4.

Impacts civilian life through cultural glorification of the military.5.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is militarism in the context of AP World History?
Militarism in AP World History refers to the belief or desire of a government or people
that a country should maintain a strong military capability and be prepared to use it
aggressively to defend or promote national interests.

How did militarism contribute to the outbreak of World
War I?
Militarism contributed to World War I by creating an arms race among European powers,
fostering a culture that valued military strength and readiness, which increased tensions
and made diplomatic resolutions less likely.

Which empires or nations are examples of militarism
during the early modern period?
Examples include the Ottoman Empire, which maintained a powerful military to control its
territories, and Prussia, known for its highly disciplined army and military culture.



How did the Meiji Restoration reflect militarism in
Japan?
The Meiji Restoration reflected militarism in Japan by modernizing and strengthening the
Japanese military, adopting Western military technologies and organization to build a
powerful army and navy.

What role did militarism play in the expansion of
European empires?
Militarism enabled European empires to conquer and control vast territories during the
Age of Imperialism by maintaining superior military forces and technologies.

How did militarism affect society and culture in 19th-
century Germany?
Militarism in 19th-century Germany fostered a culture that glorified military values,
discipline, and nationalism, influencing education, politics, and social life.

What is the relationship between militarism and
nationalism in AP World History?
Militarism and nationalism often reinforced each other, as nationalist fervor encouraged
building strong militaries to defend or expand the nation’s interests, while militarism
promoted national pride and unity.

How did militarism influence the Cold War era?
During the Cold War, militarism influenced the arms race between the USA and USSR,
with both sides investing heavily in nuclear and conventional weapons to deter each other
and assert global dominance.

Can militarism be seen in non-state actors or societies?
Yes, militarism can be observed in non-state actors such as warrior societies, tribal
groups, or militant organizations that prioritize military strength and values.

What were the consequences of militarism in early 20th-
century Europe?
Consequences included heightened tensions leading to World War I, large-scale
destruction, loss of life, and shifts in political power due to the reliance on military
solutions over diplomacy.



Additional Resources
1. “The Gunpowder Age: China, Military Innovation, and the Rise of the West in World
History” by Tonio Andrade
This book explores the pivotal role of gunpowder technology in shaping global military
power dynamics. Andrade examines how China’s early innovations in gunpowder
influenced warfare and how the West eventually adapted and expanded upon these
developments. The book provides a comparative analysis of military evolution that is
crucial for understanding militarism in a global context.

2. “War and Society in Ancient and Medieval History” by Kurt A. Raaflaub and Nathan
Rosenstein
Focusing on the interplay between war and societal change, this collection of essays
delves into militarism from ancient through medieval periods across different cultures. It
highlights how military structures, strategies, and technologies affected political and
social institutions. The text is valuable for AP World History students studying the
foundations of militarism and its impact on civilizations.

3. “The Military Revolution: Military Innovation and the Rise of the West, 1500-1800” by
Geoffrey Parker
Parker’s influential book outlines the transformative changes in military tactics,
technology, and organization during the early modern period. He argues that these
changes led to the rise of Western powers and reshaped global geopolitics. This work is
essential for understanding how militarism contributed to state formation and imperial
expansion.

4. “Empires at War: The French and Indian War and the Struggle for North America,
1754-1763” by William M. Fowler Jr.
This book focuses on the militaristic conflicts between European empires in North
America, emphasizing the broader implications for global power structures. Fowler details
how warfare was central to imperial ambitions and colonial control. The narrative
connects regional military struggles to larger themes of militarism in world history.

5. “The First World War” by John Keegan
Keegan’s comprehensive account of World War I provides insights into the scale and
nature of industrialized warfare. The book examines the causes, military strategies, and
consequences of one of history’s most devastating conflicts. It is a crucial resource for
understanding the height of militarism in the early 20th century.

6. “Militarism and the Indo-Pacific: War and Military Power in Asia’s Long Twentieth
Century” by Peter J. Dean
This work investigates the development of militarism in Asia, particularly in the context of
imperialism, nationalism, and global conflict. Dean analyzes how military power shaped
political and social transformations in the Indo-Pacific region. The book offers a nuanced
view of militarism beyond the Western perspective.

7. “The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from
1500 to 2000” by Paul Kennedy
Kennedy explores the connection between economic strength and military power over five
centuries. The book discusses how militarism influenced the rise and decline of major
world powers. It is an important text for understanding the long-term global impact of



military competition.

8. “The Cold War: A New History” by John Lewis Gaddis
Gaddis offers a clear and concise overview of the militarized tensions between the United
States and the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The book highlights the role of nuclear
weapons, military alliances, and proxy wars in shaping global politics. It is essential for
grasping the dynamics of militarism in the modern era.

9. “Soldiers and the State in Africa: Militarism and Political Change” by Paul Nugent
This book examines the relationship between military forces and political authority in post-
colonial African states. Nugent discusses how militarism has influenced governance,
conflict, and nation-building on the continent. The text broadens the understanding of
militarism’s diverse manifestations in world history.
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