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Introduction

For many AP World History students, Chapter 20—“The Rise of the Great Powers, 1815 �1914”—is a pivotal section

that bridges the Enlightenment and the tumultuous 20th century. Understanding this chapter is essential not only

for mastering the curriculum but also for scoring well on the exam’s multiple �choice and short �answer questions. In

this comprehensive guide, we’ll walk through the key themes, events, and figures of Chapter 20, provide clear

explanations and answers to common study �guide questions, and share practical strategies for exam success.

Whether you’re a first �time AP student or revisiting the material for a retake, this article offers the depth and clarity

you need to excel.

Understanding Chapter /20: The Rise of the Great Powers

Chapter 20 covers the period from the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 to the outbreak of World War I in 1914. It

explores how industrialization, nationalism, and imperialism reshaped global politics and laid the groundwork for

the 20th �century conflicts. The chapter is structured around several interconnected themes:

•  Industrial Revolution and technological innovation

•  Political and social reforms

•  Rise of nationalism and state �building

•  Imperial expansion and the scramble for colonies

•  Diplomatic alliances and the balance of power

By examining these themes, students can see how economic, cultural, and political forces interacted to create a

world of great powers that were both interdependent and in constant competition.

Industrial Revolution and Technological Innovation

The early 19th century witnessed a surge in industrial capacity, especially in Britain, which became the “workshop

of the world.” Innovations such as the steam engine, the cotton gin, and the Bessemer process for steel production

dramatically increased production and lowered transportation costs. These advances enabled rapid urbanization

and the growth of a capitalist economy that demanded new markets and raw materials.

Political and Social Reforms

In the wake of the Napoleonic Wars, many European states pursued constitutional reforms. The 1830 and 1848

revolutions, though largely suppressed, introduced ideas of liberalism and democracy that resonated worldwide.

The abolition of slavery in Britain (1833) and the United States (1865) reflected shifting moral and economic

attitudes.

Rise of Nationalism and State �Building

Nationalism—an intense loyalty to one’s nation—became a driving force behind the unification of Italy and

Germany. The Italian Risorgimento culminated in the Kingdom of Italy in 1861, while Otto von Bismarck’s diplomatic

maneuvers led to the German Empire’s proclamation in 1871. These new nation �states reshaped the European map

and intensified rivalries.



Imperial Expansion and the Scramble for Colonies

European powers sought colonies to secure raw materials, markets, and strategic naval bases. The Berlin

Conference of 1884 �85 formalized the “Scramble for Africa,” while Britain’s “Great Game” with Russia over Central

Asia further extended imperial competition. In Asia, the British annexed India, and the French established control

over Indochina.

Diplomatic Alliances and the Balance of Power

To prevent any single nation from dominating, European powers formed alliances such as the Triple Alliance

(Germany, Austria �Hungary, Italy) and the Triple Entente (France, Russia, Britain). These alliances created a

delicate balance of power that, paradoxically, increased the likelihood of large �scale conflict.

Key Themes and Concepts

To master Chapter /20, students should focus on the following concepts:

•  Industrialization as a catalyst for economic growth and social change.

•  Nationalism and its role in unifying fragmented regions.

•  Imperialism as both a cause of conflict and a means of economic expansion.

•  Diplomacy and alliance systems that maintained a fragile peace.

•  Comparative analysis of colonial policies across Britain, France, Germany, and the Netherlands.

Each of these themes interconnects, and understanding their interplay is crucial for answering both multiple �choice

and short �answer questions.

Important Dates and Events

Below is a concise timeline of major events that define Chapter 20. Memorizing these dates will help you answer

chronological questions on the exam.

1.  1815 – Congress of Vienna re �establishes European borders after Napoleon’s defeat.

2.  1830 – July Revolution in France leads to the rise of Louis /Napoleon Bonaparte.

3.  1833 – Slavery Abolition Act passed in Britain.

4.  1848 – European Revolutions spread liberal and nationalist ideas.

5.  1853 �1856 – Crimean War pits Russia against an alliance of Britain, France, and the Ottoman Empire.

6.  1861 �1865 – American Civil War ends with the abolition of slavery in the United States.

7.  1861 – Unification of Italy begins with the Kingdom of Sardinia’s leadership.

8.  1871 – Proclamation of the German Empire in Versailles after the Franco �Prussian War.

9.  1884 �1885 – Berlin Conference divides Africa among European powers.

10.  1904 �1905 – Russo �Japanese War showcases Japan’s emergence as a global power.

11.  1914 – Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand triggers World War /I.

Major Figures and Their Impact

Below are some of the most influential leaders and thinkers of Chapter /20, along with their key contributions:

•  Otto von Bismarck – Architect of German unification and master of realpolitik.

•  Charles Dickens – Literary critic of industrial society and advocate for social reform.

•  John Stuart Mill – Philosopher who promoted liberty and utilitarian ethics.

•  Queen Victoria – Symbol of the British Empire’s global reach.

•  Sun Yat �sen – Founder of the Republic of China and promoter of nationalism.



•  Julius /Caesar /Sachs – Economist who theorized about the “industrial revolution” and its socioeconomic 

impacts.

Understanding these figures’ motivations and actions will enable you to answer questions about leadership styles

and ideological influences.

Geopolitical Dynamics and Imperialism

Imperialism in Chapter 20 was driven by economic needs, strategic considerations, and a sense of cultural

superiority. The “White Man’s Burden” rhetoric, popularized by Rudyard Kipling, justified colonial expansion as a

moral obligation. However, the competition for colonies often led to diplomatic crises, such as the Fashoda Incident

between Britain and France in 1898.

Colonial Policies Across Europe

While Britain favored indirect rule and economic exploitation, France pursued assimilation, integrating colonies into

French culture. Germany’s “New Imperialism” was characterized by late entry and a focus on economic exploitation

rather than political control. The Netherlands, having lost most of its colonies by the 19th century, maintained a

more modest colonial presence in the East Indies.

Impact on Indigenous Populations

Colonial rule disrupted traditional societies, imposed new legal systems, and led to exploitation of labor. In Africa,

the Berlin Conference’s arbitrary borders created ethnic tensions that persist to this day. In Asia, the imposition of

Western education and legal frameworks reshaped social hierarchies.

AP World History Chapter 20 Study Guide Answers

Below are sample answers to common study �guide questions, along with explanations that highlight key concepts.

Use these as a reference when reviewing your own notes.

1. What were the main causes of the “Scramble for Africa”?

Answer:The scramble was driven by a combination of industrial demand for raw materials, the need for new

markets, strategic naval bases, and the desire for national prestige. The Berlin Conference institutionalized

European claims, while technological advances in steam navigation and telegraphy enabled rapid exploration and

control.

2. Explain the significance of the 1871 Franco �Prussian War for European balance of power.

Answer:The war ended French dominance in Europe and established the German Empire as a new great power.

It shifted the balance of power, leading to the formation of the Triple Alliance and later the Triple Entente, which set

the stage for the alliance system that precipitated World War /I.

3. Compare and contrast the colonial policies of Britain and France in the 19th century.

Answer:Britain practiced indirect rule, allowing local leaders to maintain authority while extracting resources and

establishing trade networks. France pursued assimilation, attempting to spread French culture, language, and legal

systems to create “French citizens” from colonial subjects. These differing approaches led to varied levels of

resistance and integration across the colonies.

4. How did nationalism contribute to the unification of Italy and Germany?

Answer:Nationalism fostered a shared cultural identity among diverse regions. In Italy, the Risorgimento

movement rallied people around the idea of a unified Italian state, culminating in the Kingdom of Italy. In Germany,



Bismarck leveraged nationalist sentiment to unify the German states under Prussian leadership, culminating in the

German Empire’s proclamation in 1871.

5. Discuss the role of the “balance of power” in preventing a European war before 1914.
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