
 

**CLASS SET  World War I: 1914 – 1918*(know those dates!)           CLASS SET** 

 

Prior to 1914, the dominant mood in Europe was pride in 

the accomplishments of Western civilization and optimism 

about the future.  The century had seen advances in 

technology and science, a rising standard of living, and the 

spread of more democratic practices in their governments.  

All of these outward achievements masked the problems 

leading Europe towards a massive cataclysm. 

 

On June 28th, 1914, a young terrorist with the support of 

the Serbian nationalist society called the Black Hand 

murdered Archduke Ferdinand, heir to the throne of 

Austria-Hungary.  Six weeks later, the armies of Europe 

were on the march; an incident in the Balkan Peninsula had 

sparked a world war.  An analysis of why Austria felt 

compelled to attack Serbia and why the other European 

powers became involved in the war shows how explosive 

Europe was in 1914. 

 

Background Causes of WWI 

Nationalism: Nationalism was an almost spiritual force during this age.  Europe had become 

increasingly a continent of states based on the principal of nationality – countries made up of people of 

the same heritage or culture.  Germany and Italy had recently completed the process of becoming their 

own nations, instead of being divided up into dozens of individual regions.  Nationalism worked against 

other countries however, such as the country of Austria-Hungary.  Austria-Hungary was a country made 

up of several nationalities, each with its own history, traditions, and culture.  While it was largely 

dominated by ethnic Germans and Hungarians, it had several ethnic minorities, particularly the Czechs 

and the South Slavs who longed for independence. 

 

Because it had so many troubles with its ethnic minorities, Austria-Hungary became extremely 

afraid that their empire would be torn apart by rebellion.  This fear caused Austria to pursue a forceful 

policy against any other nation that fanned the nationalist feelings of its Slavic minorities.  In particular, 

this caused Austria to have tense relations with the country of Serbia, made up of Serbs who were racial 

cousins to the South Slavs of Austria-Hungary.    Captivated by ideas of nationalism, the Serbs sought to 

create a Greater Serbia by uniting with the South Slavs.  Fearing that Serb agitation would cause the 

South Slavs to try to secede from Austria-Hungary, some Austrian leaders argued for the destruction of 

Serbia. 

 

The tensions arising from the multi-national character of the Austrian-Hungarian Empire in an 

age of heightened nationalist feeling set off the explosion in 1914.  Unable to solve its minority 

problems and fearful of the Serbs seeking to form a united Serb nation, Austria-Hungary felt itself in a 

life or death situation.  This sense of desperation led it to lash out at Serbia after the assassination of 

Archduke Francis Ferdinand.   

 

More generally, rabid nationalism also helped lead to war because people all across Europe were 

becoming more and more ambitious in extending the power of their nation.  The Germans believed their 

country should become the dominant power in Europe – at the expense of other nations.  This was an 

attitude that alarmed other countries.  

 

Alliances: Still, the war might have been avoided or might have remained limited to Austria-

Hungary and Serbia, had Europe not been divided into two hostile alliance systems.  Such a situation 



contains inherent dangers.  For example, knowing 

that it has the support of its allies, a country might 

pursuer a more provocative and reckless course and 

be less apologetic in a crisis.  Think of a bully who 

acts tough when he has his friends with him, but 

backs-down whenever he is alone.  Furthermore, a 

conflict between two states might spark a chain 

reaction, drawing in other countries and 

transforming a limited war between 2 states into a 

general war between many states.  This is what 

happened after the assassination.   

 

The unification of Germany in 1870 created 

a new European power of the first rank.  For the first 

time since Napoleon, a nation was poised to 

dominate all of Europe.  Germany’s increasing 

military strength, industry, and population made it a power to contend with.  Then, Germany also began 

making alliances.  In the 1880’s, it created the Triple Alliance, made up of Germany, Austria-Hungary, 

and Italy.  Other nations, afraid of Germany’s growing power, began making plans to resist German 

power.  France, Russia, and Britain would all come and form the Triple Entente out of fear of 

Germany. 

 

Europe was now broken into two hostile camps:  The Triple Entente of France, Russia, and 

Britain and the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy.  The creation of the Triple 

Entente infuriated Germany, which saw it as a hostile anti-German coalition.  Imagine how Nguyen 

would feel if you formed the McNeil Anti-Azn Club (or MAAC).  Germany was resolved to preserve 

the power of Austria-Hungary, its only reliable ally.  For if Austria-Hungary ever fell, then Germany 

would stand alone against its enemies.  This decision increased the chances for war, as Austria-Hungary 

would be more likely to resort to war against Serbia if it was confident of German support.  

 

Militarism: Militarism is the ideology that military strength is the source of security.  In the 

years leading up to WWI, European countries had been increasing the size and destructiveness of their 

armies.  This increased the existing tensions between Europeans, as countries became wary of the large 

threat posed by their neighbors.  The practice of conscription, of drafting, people into the army had 

become a regular practice, which greatly increased the size of European armies.  As militarism 

increased, so did the power of military leaders.  They drew up complex battle plans to be used in the 

event of war, and they insisted that these plans could not be altered without throwing the army into 

confusion.  For instance, German generals had drawn up plans assuming that any war with Russia would 

also be a war against France.  Their plans involved attacking France first, and then dealing with Russia.  

Because they would not deviate from this plan, a German war against Russia automatically meant a war 

against France as well. 

 

The War Begins 

All of those reasons explain how one assassination would lead to a war that would take over 15 

million lives directly.  Austria had long wanted an excuse to wage war against Serbia in order to end 

agitation amongst its South Slavs who wanted to join Serbia.  The assassination of Archduke Ferdinand 

provided them with that excuse.  But war with Serbia would require the approval of Germany.  

Believing that Austrian power and prestige was crucial to their own security, Germany encouraged 

Austria-Hungary to take up arms against Serbia.  Germany and Austria wanted a quick strike to 

overwhelm Serbia before other countries were drawn into the conflict.  After the assassination, Austria-

Hungary presented Serbia with an ultimatum and demanded a response within 48 hours.  The terms of 

the ultimatum were so harsh that it was next to impossible for Serbia to accept them all.  This reaction 

was precisely what Austria-Hungary wanted, as it sought a military solution (and the destruction of 



Serbia) and not a diplomatic one.  But Russia would not allow the Germans and Austrians to conquer 

Serbia, as it considered the area to be one of Russian influence.  So Russia decided not to abandon its 

Serbian ally. 

 

This was a crucial moment for Germany.  Would it continue to support Austria, knowing that an 

Austrian attack on Serbia would probably bring Russia into the conflict?  Determined not to desert 

Austria and believing that a showdown with Russia was inevitable anyway, the German war party (those 

in favor of war) argued for war against Serbia anyway.  They argued that it was better to fight Russia in 

1914 than a few years later, when Russia would be stronger.  Confident of the superiority of the German 

army, the war party claimed that Germany could defeat Russia, France, and Britain. 

 

On July 28th, 1914 Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia.  Russia, with the assurance of 

French support, proclaimed partial mobilization aimed at Austria alone.  Mobilization is when you 

prepare your army for war.  But the military warned that partial mobilization would throw the slow-

moving Russian war machine into total confusion if the order had to be changed suddenly to full 

mobilization.  Moreover, the only plans the Russian general staff had drawn up called for full 

mobilization, that is, for war against both Austria-Hungary and Germany.  Pressured by his generals, the 

tsar (ruler of Russia) gave the order for full mobilization on July 30th.  Russian forces would be arrayed 

against Germany as well as Austria.   

 

Because the country that strikes first gains the advantage of fighting according to its own plans 

rather than having to improvise in response the enemy’s attack, generals tended to regard mobilization 

by the enemy as an act of war.  Therefore, when Russia refused a German warning to halt mobilization, 

Germany ordered a full mobilization and declared war on Russia.  Two days later, Germany declared 

war on France, believing France would support its ally.  Besides, German battle plans were based on a 

war with both Russia and France.  Thus a war between Germany and Russia automatically meant a 

German attack on France.  Germany would invade France through Belgium, which brought Britain, 

pledged to guarantee Belgian neutrality, into the war.  Although Belgium was its official reason, Britain 

could not stay out of the war and risk having Germany become master over all of Western Europe.   

 

War as Celebration 

With war certain, an extraordinary phenomenon occurred.  

Crowds gathered in capital cities and expressed their loyalty to the 

fatherland and their readiness to fight.  It seemed as if people wanted 

violence for its own sake.  War seemed to offer an escape from the dull 

routine of classroom, job, and home and from the emptiness, drabness, 

and mediocrity of middle-class life.  In Paris, men marched down the 

streets singing the stirring words of the French national anthem, while 

women showered soldiers with flowers.  Soldiers bound for battle acted 

as though they were going off on some grand adventure.  “My dear ones, 

be proud that you live in such a time and in such a nation and that 

you…have the privilege of sending those you love into so glorious a 

battle,” wrote a young German law student to his family.  The outpouring 

of patriotism demonstrated the immense power that nationalism extended 

over the European mind.  Nationalism welded millions of people into a 

collective ready to devote body and soul to the nation – especially in its 

hour of need.   

 

Thus a generation of European youth marched off to war joyously, urged on by their teachers 

and cheered by their delirious nation.  It must be emphasized, however that the soldiers who went off to 

war singing and the generals and politicians who welcomed war expected a short, decisive, gallant 

conflict.  Few envisioned what World War I would turn out to be: four years of barbaric, senseless 

slaughter.   


