
Origins and Causes of the First World 
War: Long Term Causes of the War 
I. Imperial Rivalries 

1. The late 19th century saw imperial expansion of European 
powers largely aided by the invention of the steamboat, the 
machine gun and the development of quinine. 

2. Why Colonize? 
a) Economic factors 

(1) Impact of the industrial revolution 

(2) Fear of protectionism led to a desire for self-sufficiency 
(a) Colonies provided sources of raw materials and labor 

(b) Foreign markets for manufactured goods. 

b) Political/Military 
(1) An Extension of rivalries outside of Europe 

(2) Strategic locations of colonies 

(3) Increased manpower for armies. 

c) Nationalism 
(1) Empires brought a sense of pride to the nation. 

3. Great powers would step on each other’s toes in a quest for 
empire. 
a) Especially Britain, France and Germany (more on this 

later) 
b) Moroccan Crises between Germany and France 

 (1) 1905: In the 1904 Entente Cordiale between Britain and France,  
 Britain recognized French control of Morocco.  Germany, in 1905,   
 recognized the Moroccan Sultan as an independent ruler.  Ultimately  
 resolved by a 1906 international conference that recognized French  
 interests in Morocco along with Moroccan independence. 



 (2) 1911: A German gunship arrives in the Moroccan port of Agadir under  
 the claim of supporting German interests during a popular uprising.   
 France saw this as a threat.  Each side prepared for war.  A resolution came 
 with French control of Morocco and Germany gaining some of the French  
 Congo.  France and Britain become more distrustful of Germany. !

B. Nationalism 
1. Dominant ideology in the 19th Century 

a) Especially strong in the Balkan Peninsula (more on this 
later) where minority groups wanted self-rule/self-
determination 

b) German leadership pushed the notion of German 
superiority 

c) Russians pressed notions of Pan-Slavism 
d) The loss of Alsace-Lorraine fueled French nationalism 

and Anti-German sentiments. 
2. War was popular and romanticized 

a) No major European war since Napoleon 
(1) Wars were short and typically involved two belligerents 

b) Little battlefield reporting and that had heavy 
censorship 

c) Belief in the virtue of war as a result of the spread of 
Social Darwinism 
(1) War was seen as a panacea for social ills 

C. Militarism 
1. The value of a state began to be seen in the prowess of its 

military 
a) Dramatic military expansion in the years before 1914 

2. Civil societies became militarized 



a) Compulsory military service (conscription) became the 
norm 

b) Military values regarded as desirable 
c) Quasi-military organizations formed (Boy Scouts) 

(1) “Be prepared to die for your country...so that when the time comes 
you may charge home with confidence, not caring whether you are to 
be killed or not.” 

3. Arms Race 
a) Increased communications/transportation 
b) Increased industrial capacities 
c) Technological advances 

(1) More efficient explosives 

(2) Accurate rifles & artillery 

(3) Self-loading machine guns 

(4) Iron hulled, steam-powered ships 
(a) Dreadnaught class battleships 

(5) Submarines 

(6) Airplanes 

4. Development of massive standing armies 
a) Compulsory service (conscription) 

(1) Age limits would be expanded in the leadup to WWI 

5. Development of Peacetime warplans 
a) Belief that any war would be a short, decisive affair due 

to greater technology and manpower. 
b) Germany-Schlieffen Plan 

(1) An attack of France through Belgium & Luxemborg 

c) France-Plan XVII 
(1) A frontal assault of Germany to regain Alsace and Lorraine 



D. Alliances and Treaties 
1. The increasing military might of the great powers caused 

them to look for ‘friends’ should any conflict arise-or to 
avoid a major conflict. 

2. The Dual Alliance: Germany & Austria-Hungary in 1879 
a) German hopes to prevent France from forming a 

continental alliance that would allow it to retake Alsace 
& Lorraine (Territories lost during the Franco-Prussian 
War) 

b) Germany would have hoped to stay on good terms with 
BOTH Austria and Russia-but Austrian conflicts in the 
Balkans prevented a tri-partitie agreement. 

c) Why side with Austria? 
(1) Austria was partly German and under German leadership 

(2) More easily dominated than Russia would be. 

d) Eventually becoming the Triple Alliance w/ Italy in 
1882. 

3. The Dual Entente-France and Russia-1894 
a) Originally directed against Britain as both had interests 

that could only be gained at British expense 
b) Natural allies against the Triple Alliance 
c) Germany had a sense of being boxed in or ‘encircled’ 

4. Anglo-French Entente (Entente Cordiale)-1904 
a) Eased tensions between the two as they recognized each 

other’s colonial possessions 
5. Anglo-Russian Entente-1907 

a) Agreement about spheres of Influence in Asia 



6. Triple Entente evolves from the previous two.  By 1914, 
the three agree to avoid making a separate peace.


