
THE CAUSES OF WORLD WAR I 



LONG TERM CAUSES OF WORLD WAR I 

 Nationalism 

 Increasing growth of an 
intense and bitter rivalry 
between nations 

 Imperialism 

 Colonial competition 
intensified distrust and 
fear for one another 

 Militarism 

 Creation of strong 
standing armies with the 
ability to mobilize quickly 



MILITARISM 

 “The entire able-bodied population are 

preparing to massacre one another; though no 

one, it is true, wants to attack, and everybody 

protests his love of peace and determination to 

maintain it, yet the whole world feels that it only 

requires some unforeseen incident, some 

unpreventable accident, for the spark to fall in 

a flash…and blow all Europe sky-high.” 
 Frederic Passy 



BISMARCK’S PLAN FOR PEACE 

 Bismarck now wants 
peace…but how? 

 Keep France isolated 

 Keep Austria and Russia 
on good terms 

 

 1873 – Three 
Emperors’ League 

 United Germany, Russia, 
and Austria-Hungary 

 Doomed to failure? 

 

 



CONGRESS OF BERLIN 1878 

 Two causes: 
 Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78 

 Russians defeat the Turks 

 Treaty of San Stefano 
 Bulgaria is established 

 Serbia gains independence 

 What? 
 Reconstructed the Treaty of San 

Stefano 
 Bulgaria’s size reduced 

 Austria gains protection rights 
over Bosnia 

 Result: 
 Russians terminated the Three 

Emperor’s League 

 Creation of Austrian-German 
Alliance 

 
 



THE ALLIANCE SYSTEM 

 Triple Alliance, 1882-1915 
 Germany, Austria-Hungary, Italy 

 

 Russian-German Reinsurance 
Treaty 1887-1890 
 Designed to prevent a 2-front 

war!! 

 Dropped by Wilhelm II after he 
dismisses Bismarck 

 

 Russian-French Alliance 1891-
1917 
 1907 – Britain joins to form the 

Triple Entente 
 Cause: Moroccan Crisis and the 

Algeciras Conference 



THE POWDERKEG OF EUROPE 

 Serbian nationalism in the 
Balkans conflicted with 
Austrian interests 
 1908 – Austria annexed Bosnia 

 Serbs and Russians were 
prepared for war, but threat of 
German involvement made the 
slavs back down! 

 First Balkan War 1912 
 Balkan League, led by Serbia, 

frees Macedonia 

 Second Balkan War 1913 
 Serbia and Bulgaria fight over 

the spoils 

 Ottomans were finally kicked 
out of Europe 

 Austria angers Serbia by 
creating an independent 
Albania 





THE SHOT HEARD ROUND THE WORLD! 

 Archduke Franz Ferdinand was 
assassinated during a parade 
in Sarajevo in 1914 

 Assassin: Gavrilo Princip, a 
member of the Black Hand, a 
group of Serbian Nationalists 
 Desired separation from Austria 

and unification with a free 
Serbia 

 Austria presents Serbia an 
extremely harsh ultimatum 
 Why? They have a “blank check” 

from Germany 

 When Serbia balks, Austria 
declares war on Serbia 
 The Third Balkan War had 

begun! 



THE DOMINOES TOPPLE! 

 As Father of the Slavs, 
Russia mobilizes for war 
against Austria and 
Germany 

 Why not just Austria? 

 

 Germany mobilizes for war 
against Russia and France 

 How to get to France? 

 Belgium 

 

 Britain declares war on 
Germany! 



THE ALLIANCE SYSTEM IN WWI 

 Triple Alliance  Central 
Powers 

 Bulgaria and Ottomans 
joined too 

 Triple Entente  Allied 
Powers 

 Japan and Italy would later 
join 

 “The lamps are going out 
all over Europe. We shall 
not see them lit again in 
our lifetime.” 



QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT 

 Was WWI simply a tool of mass politics? 

 

 How did the inflexibility of mobilization plans 

contribute to an escalated war? 

 

 


