
Causes of World War I

 

T h e m e W h y   d o e s   i t   m a t t e r ?

System of military alliances

Countries were committed to defending their allies:

     *One side of the conflict:   England - France - Belgium - Russian Emipre

     *Another side of the conflict:   Germany - Austria-Hungarian Empire - Ottoman Empire - Italy

Personality of the leaders

1. The leaders have their own issues - Kaiser Wilhelm had an inferiority complex and felt the need 

    to get the better of this cousins, who were the leaders of other nations; Tsar Nicholas was risk 

    adverse; etc.  Others may have been paranoid, overconfident, prejudiced, etc.  They put the 

    preservation of their ego over preservation of the peace

2. Many European monarchies were inter-related.  They sought power and influence vis-a-vis one 

    another.

3. Many leaders believed in 'fate' or 'destiny'.  There is less incentive to try to avoid war if you feel

    that war is fated to happen.

Misperceptions and 

miscalculations of the 

leaders

"All leaders suffered from greater or lesser distortions in their images of themselves.  They tended to see 

themsselves as honorable, virtuous and pure, and their adversary as diabolical."  (author John 

Stoessinger)

Perceptions of power are revealing.  "Early in the conflict, leaders tended to exaggerate their own power 

and describe their enemies as weaker than they really were.  ...  As stress mounted, these perceptions 

gradually changed and were replaced by acute fears of inferiority.  These fears did not deter any of the 

participants fomr actually going to war.  At the boiling point, they saw their own alternatives (we, to start 

the war or not) as more restrictive than those of their adversaries."  (Stoessinger)

Militarism and new 

technology

New technology gave the leaders and their generals a sense of invincibility and, consequencially, over-

confidence.

Nationalism
Patriotic feelings, taken to the extreme of believing that ones own country is better than any other 

country.

Revelent recent history

Colonial rivalry which led to a naval arms race between Britian and Germany.

The rivalry between Germany and France over territorial issues (Alsace-Lorraine) led to an increase in 

distrust.

Militarism and 

military mobalization

Militarism - The army and military forces are given a high profile by some governments.  By 1914, over 

85% of men of military age in France and 50% in Germany had served in the army or navy.

Military mobalization - The act of mobalizing and transporting the troops by train by one country may be 

seen as a threat or provocative action by another.

Lack of empathy

There has not been a major conflict in Europe for a hundred years, so there was no living memory of war 

nor of the bloodshed associated with it.

People thought of war in its old honorable context, not in its newer bloody context

Social Dawinism thinking

The 'survival of the fittest' thinking was applied by policy makers to political geography (in that believing 

the fittest nation would win).  Social Darwinism carried a sense of inevitability to conflict and 

downplayed the use of diplomacy or international agreements to end warfare.

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire was the spark which lit the fuse, 

but it was not the actual trigger for the outbreak of war.  Once he was murdered, there were five weeks during which 

time the following were direct contributing factors to the start of war.

War was not inevitable.  The below factors gave traction to the momentum toward war in 1914



Imperialism:

Empire building and 

empire maintaining

Austria-Hungary was a declining empire which wanted to solidity its grasp on would-be breakaway 

sections (as evidenced by their ultimatum to Serbia); Germany was a young country which sought to 

acquire the strength and honor or an empire.

A war would prove a 

distraction from domestic 

issues within nations

Britian - It might defuse the tensions (civil unrest) in Ireland

Russia - It might distract from the unpopularity of the Tsar

France - It might distract from the crisis over income tax & the length of military service

Germany - Some of these countries hoped that a victorious short war would put an end to class 

differences and reduce the support for socialism that threatened the existing order

The United States did not join the war until 1917


