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Introduction

There are few topics that have generated more controversy between 
historians than the causes of the First World War. The conflict that 
began in the late summer of 1914 was expected by all sides to be 
over quickly and the nature and ferocity of the four year conflict 
was almost universally unexpected. The war shaped the rest of 
the century and involved every power in Europe, their colonial 
empires and nations as far removed from the western front as 
Japan, Mesopotamia, Ireland and Brazil. Therefore the question as 
to what the long term and short term causes of the war were is still 
important a century later, when many of the problems that emerged 
from the conflict still cast a long shadow over international affairs.

This ebook addresses ten aspects of international affairs between 
the Franco Prussian War and the outbreak of the First World War. 
It features a historiographical essay at the end and a discussion 
on how to maximise your marks in an essay. There is also a short 
appendix with recommended reading and a glossary. Because this 
is a short introductory guide, inevitably there will be areas where 
readers will wish to know more. 

The ebook covers the changes in diplomacy throughout the 
period 1870 to 1914, a period of nearly a half century in which 
tensions between the great powers gradually increased. There 
were several occasions when a European war was possible, but 
throughout the period, the great powers were frequently successful 
in drawing back from conflict. While we in the 21st Century know 
that the war broke out in 1914, it is important to remember that for 
most of the period, the war was not inevitable or seen by the great 
powers of Europe as inevitable.

Each chapter in this ebook will cover an important question 
about the period which regularly features on UK exam papers. 
The ebook does not focus on one particular exam board but covers 
issues which are common to all of them.



Question 1

What was the significance of the Unification 
of Germany on European diplomacy?

In 1871 the British leader of the opposition, Benjamin Disraeli 
said: “There is not a diplomatic tradition which has not been swept 
away. You have a new world, new influences at work, new and 
unknown objects and dangers with which to cope…The balance of 
power has been entirely destroyed, and the country which suffers 
most, and feels the effects of this great change most, is England.”

He was referring to the unification of Germany, an event that he 
argued was a ‘revolution’ and one which was more significant that 
the French Revolution of 1789. In 1871, the German Empire was 
proclaimed with Kaiser Wilhelm I as the head of state and Otto Von 
Bismarck, the architect of unification, as its Chancellor. In order to 
unify Germany, Bismarck had fought three wars against Denmark 
(1864), Austria (1866) and France (1870). He had established 
Germany as the largest, most economically powerful and militarily 
successful nation in Europe, presenting a direct challenge to the 
pre-existing balance of power.

The Balance of Power
The balance of power was a diplomatic concept that had been 
developed following the defeat of Napoleon Bonaparte in 1815 
at the Congress of Vienna. The British believed that the balance of 
power meant that no one state on the European continent should 
become excessively strong so that it could economically dominate 
the continent or be so militarily strong it could threaten or invade 
multiple rival states. France had been able to achieve this under the 
rule of Napoleon up to 1815 and the result had been two decades 
of almost continuous war from 1792 onwards.



The British, with their large empire stretching from Canada to 
India and Australia (later in the 1880s and 1890s encompassing 
Africa), saw European countries as the chief markets for their 
manufactured goods and the raw materials that flowed from 
their imperial possessions. One dominating state such as France 
or Germany on the continent would disrupt British trade and 
become a natural rival. Britain was an island with a large navy and 
an overseas empire and the dominant global power for much of 
the 19th Century, the rise of Germany threatened that dominance. 
However, for most of the period between 1871 to the end of the 
century, Anglo German relations were surprisingly good, British 
politicians, diplomats and the general public and popular press 
were far more hostile towards Russia and France.

Germany and Her Neighbours
The rise of Germany as a great power had a far more direct effect 
on France, she was defeated by Prussia during the Franco-Prussian 
War of 1870 which resulted in humiliation for France and the 
unification of Prussia with the other German states to create the 
German Empire. The French emperor, Napoleon III abdicated and 
fled and the French capital, Paris, rose in revolution. France’s role 
as the dominant continental power was lost and instead the title 
went to her far larger, more populous and economically powerful 
neighbour, Germany. France became diplomatically isolated in 
Europe as Bismarck (see chapter seven) formed alliances with 
Europe’s other great powers, Austria and Russia.

The Dreikaiserbund (the league of three emperors), was created 
in 1873 in order to prevent France from forming close friendships 
with either of Germany’s potential great power rivals, Russia 
and Austria-Hungary. Bismarck knew that the British were not 
interested in becoming drawn into continental alliances and had 
no love for the French, so the Dreikaiserbund kept France without 
alliances. He encouraged the French instead of seeking back their 



lost territories of Alsace and Lorraine (annexed by Germany), to 
build empires in Africa and Asia in order to take the sting out of 
wounded national pride. Bismarck knew that Germany had been 
lucky to win three wars in a row and believed that fighting France 
or another great power would be foolhardy, as it would only take 
one defeat to destroy Germany. He was also keen to make sure that 
Germany was not surrounded by enemies, because she was a nation 
in central Europe that was always at risk of being attacked on both 
sides. Bismarck feared the possibility of a war against Germany on 
two fronts and was convinced that it was the kind of war that it 
would be impossible for Germany to win. For this reason he was 
wary about building an overseas empire for Germany, similar to 
that of the British, French or Belgians, believing that imperial 
disputes could lead to war in Europe.

A Strained Alliance
Germany’s two main allies, Russia and Austria, both had conflicting 
interests in the Balkans (see Chapter Five) and Bismarck realised 
that he would have to choose one of the two powers and could 
not back both of them. In 1878, following a dispute between 
Russia on one side and Austria and Britain on the other over the 
former’s plans to create extend their influence into the Balkans, 
Bismarck called a congress of the great powers in Berlin. At the 
congress he backed Austria and Britain over Russia’s claims, an act 
that gradually saw Russia become more and more alienated from 
Bismarck’s system of alliances.

The overall impact on European diplomacy of the unification 
of Germany was to create tensions and anxieties in the other 
major continental powers that could not be reconciled. Bismarck’s 
diplomacy worked at containing these tensions throughout the 19 
years he was in office (1871-1890), but even before he resigned as 
Chancellor, his system of treaties and alliances was unravelling.



Question 2

What were Britain’s main objectives 
between 1870 and 1904?

The British, by the middle of the 19th Century, had the largest 
empire the world had ever seen, it was the key to Britain’s wealth and 
had been accumulated largely through Britain’s trading activities. 
The most valuable part of her empire was India (a territory that 
incorporated modern day Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and Burma), 
which served as a vast captive market for British goods and a source 
of cheap raw materials such as cotton and opium. The British were 
anxious to prevent any threat to India, in the 18th Century they had 
fought several wars not only against various regional Indian rulers 
but also against France to prevent her from having any control 
over the subcontinent. In 1857 a violent and bloody uprising by 
native Hindu and Muslim soldiers who fought for the East India 
Trading Company (the private company that represented Britain 
in India and ruled in the Queen’s name), resulted in direct control 
over India from London once the uprising had been crushed. India 
was referred to by British Imperialists as the ‘Jewel in the Crown’ of 
empire and as such, protecting it from rival powers or nationalist 
uprisings was Britain’s number one priority.

Threat From Russia
By the 1850s the British had grown increasingly suspicious of the 
former ally Russia. The growth in power of Russia throughout 
the first half of the 19th Century, following their victory in the 
Napoleonic Wars threatened to upset the delicate balance of 
power in Europe. Russia expanded her empire eastwards into Asia 
throughout the 19th Century, dominating the Caucuses, Central 
Asia and expanding up to the borders of China, who she even 



invaded in 1858. The Russians fought and won wars against Persia 
and the ailing Ottoman Empire and as her sphere of influence 
extended East and South it came closer and closer to the Northern 
borders of India. The territory in between the two empires 
comprised of Afghanistan and Persia and the British and Russians 
engaged in a lengthy, secretive struggle in both countries against 
one another. This was referred to by the British as ‘The Great Game’ 
and popularised by Victorian and Edwardian writers like Rudyard 
Kipling. Most of Russia’s coastline was in the far North and during 
winter months her ports such as St Petersburg, would freeze over 
and this prevented her from becoming a major maritime power. 
Russia had several warm water ports on the Black Sea, but was 
unable to use them effectively after 1856 because of her defeat by 
Britain and France in the Crimean War. One of the clauses in the 
peace treaty was the demilitarisation of the Black Sea, preventing 
Russia’s navy from then accessing the Mediterranean Sea. This 
was important to the British because it meant that the Russians 
could not threaten one of the most important routes to India. The 
Sinai peninsula in Egypt, then an autonomous part of the Ottoman 
Empire, was a short land route between the Mediterranean and the 
Red Sea and was an important route to India that shaved months 
off the journey (the alternative was to sail round the Cape of Good 
Hope at the tip of Southern Africa). Keeping Russia out of the Black 
Sea and the Mediterranean became one of the British Empire’s 
most important priorities. It became a far more important priority 
after 1869 when the Suez Canal was dug across the Sinai Peninsula, 
connecting the Mediterranean and the Red Seas.

Eastern Question
The creation of the Suez Canal meant that trade ships and warships 
could sail from Britain to India far more quickly than had been 
previously possible and the canal became a key asset for Britain. 
It was initially built by the French engineer Ferdinand De Lesseps 



and was financed half by French banks and half by the Egyptian 
Government. When Egypt experienced a financial crisis in 1875 
and was forced to sell her share of the canal, British Prime Minister 
Benjamin Disraeli and Rothschild Bank bought the shares and 
purchased half of the canal for £4 million. Disraeli believed that 
Britain had a key interest in propping up the Turkish Ottoman 
Empire, which had been in decline for most of the 19th Century. 
Not only was the empire a vast market for British goods, but it 
also acted as a barrier to Russian expansion. By the 1870s the 
Christian Ottoman territories in the Balkans, sensing that she 
was growing weak, rebelled against their Muslim rulers. In 1875 
an uprising in Bulgaria began and was defeated by mid 1876 with 
savage violence from the Turks. In Britain Disraeli believed that 
the Turks were useful in blocking Russia, were the lesser of two 
evils and continued to support them. In 1877 the Russians saw the 
crisis as an opportunity to wage war against Turkey, seize territory 
and have a powerful influence in the Balkans, and between 1877 
and 1878 they fought and defeated their Southern neighbour. The 
Russians imposed the Treaty of San Stefano on Turkey, creating 
a large Bulgaria which had access to both the Aegean and Black 
Seas, perfect for Russia’s naval ambitions. Britain’s protests at this 
move nearly led to war and resulted in Russia’s humiliation at the 
Congress of Berlin (See Chapter Six).

South African Gold
South Africa had been a part of the British Empire since the Cape 
Colony annexed by Britain at the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 
1814. The British used it primarily as a fuelling station on the route 
to India, but the discovery of diamonds and gold increased its 
importance in their eyes, second only to India. The discovery of 
both precious commodities in the Boer Republic of the Transvaal 
in 1886 led Britain to wage two wars to dominate the Cape Colony, 
Natal and Transvaal. Suddenly, protecting Southern Africa from 



rival powers became far more important than it had previously 
been. When in 1895 Kaiser Wilhelm II decided to intervene in 
Britain’s affairs in South Africa in a poorly judged telegram to 
the Transvaal’s President Paul Kruger, offering him Germany’s 
support, British public opinion was outraged and it resulted in a 
significant decline in Anglo German relations



Question 3

Why did Colonial Empires lead 
to an increase in tension?

By the late 19th Century it was accepted by most European nations 
that ‘great power’ status for any nation could not be achieved 
without the acquisition of a colonial empire. Bismarck, who was 
reluctant to become involved in the development of a German 
overseas empire eventually bowed to popular pressure in the early 
1880s and allowed colonial expansion in Africa. Older imperial 
nations like Britain and France had developed colonies around 
the world over a period of several centuries and whilst popular 
jingoism developed in Britain from the 1870s onwards, it had not 
been a significant factor motivating the growth of empire in the 
preceding century. In Germany, Italy and Serbia the newest nations 
to emerge in Europe, there was an immense popular agitation for 
overseas imperial acquisitions or in Serbia’s case, expansion in the 
Balkans. In the case of Germany and Italy, Africa was perceived to 
be the ideal place for colonies, but in the case of the Serbs, simply 
expanding into the Balkans and challenging the dominance of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire in the South Eastern part of Europe 
was sufficient. Rivalries over colonies and the important economic 
resources that many of them possessed has been cited by some 
historians as a key factor in the development of tensions that 
caused the First World War. The black American intellectual and 
civil rights campaigner WEB DuBois argued that the origins of the 
First World War were not in the Balkans, but in Africa. This view 
has some strengths, but its main flaw is in the fact that imperial 
tensions over Africa were declining in 1914, not escalating and 
most major imperial disputes were resolved peacefully. Colonies 
did cause tensions, however, and they cannot be completely 



ignored in explanations of the start of the First World War. This 
chapter looks at the following sources of imperial rivalries:

Empires Within Europe
The main source of imperial tension within Europe herself was 
rivalry over the Balkans. For Russia and Austria, the domination 
of the Balkans was an important priority, and as the power of the 
Ottoman Empire, who had previously ruled the region receded, 
newly independent states began to assert themselves, often in 
ways that existing imperial powers found inconvenient and 
alarming. The Serbs, Bosnians Bulgarians, Slovenes, Croats and 
Montenegrins of the Balkans all shared a common Slavic ethnicity 
with the Russian people and most shared the same religious beliefs, 
Orthodox Christianity. The Tsars of Russia were each crowned 
not just as emperors but as defenders of the Orthodox faith and 
many Russian nationalists looked to the Tsars to protect other 
Slavic peoples. Not only was the ability to project power over the 
Balkans an indicator of Russia’s ‘great power’ status, but as Russia’s 
internal problems grew throughout the 19th Century and unrest 
within the country became an increasingly serious issue for the 
Tsars, the ability to act as a great power in the Balkans helped to 
keep a lid on tensions. In the second half of the 19th Century a 
cultural, romantic, ethnic ideology called ‘Pan-Slavism’ developed 
in Russia, which emphasised a union of all slavic peoples under 
Russian leadership.

Austria’s interest in the Balkans was equally important but based 
on fundamentally different needs. The Austro-Hungarian Empire 
was a multi national, multi ethnic empire, it comprised not just of 
Austrians and Hungarians but Poles, Czechs, Croats, Romanian, 
Slovak, Jewish, Italian and Ukrainian speakers. As the Austro 
Hungarian Empire declined in power and prominence throughout 
the 19th Century, nationalist movements within its borders 
developed, mirroring the general development of nationalism 



across Europe. This meant that the development of powerful 
nation states on Austria-Hungary’s borders in the Balkans such as 
Serbia began to present Austria with a serious problem. Austria 
had lost territory to both Germany and Italy when they completed 
the process of unification, and an independent, unified Serbia also 
threatened to diminish Austria in territory and influence in the 
Balkans.

Empires Across Africa
The 1880s and 1890s saw the rapid colonisation of sub-saharan 
Africa. In the mid 19th Century explorers such as David Livingstone 
had mapped much of central Africa and in the process they 
discovered the continent’s vast resources. The British in the 1870s 
controlled only the Cape Colony and the French Algeria, but by 
1914 European Powers dominated over 90 percent of the continent’s 
landmass. Colonisation became easier by the development of anti-
malarial medicines such as quinine, the creation of railways and 
the telegraph, but the real cause of the rapid expansion of European 
power in Africa could be found within the British economy. 
In the 1880s and 1890s the British economy experienced a long 
depression, the glory days of the British industrial revolution were 
coming to an end and Britain’s title of ‘workshop of the world’ was 
under threat from competitors like Germany and America. What 
Britain could still claim to be was the financial centre of the world 
and the banks of the City of London looked further afield for new 
investment opportunities. Resource rich Africa presented them 
with this, especially once gold and diamonds were discovered in 
South Africa. As British investment began to pour into Africa, it 
ceased to be an irrelevant region of the world to Europeans and 
instead became a much sought after territory. The British had 
other reasons for annexing territory in Africa, in 1882 the growing 
opposition to Britain’s presence in Egypt led to an anti European 
uprising, which the British crushed. They then formally occupied 



Egypt to secure the Suez Canal and to defeat the Islamic Mahdist 
uprising that had begun in Sudan. The British were less interested 
in Egypt itself and more focused on keeping the waterway open to 
her imperial acquisitions in Asia, namely India, Malaya, Singapore 
and Hong Kong. They suspected that these colonies might be at 
risk from other European rivals or from nationalist uprisings if 
they lost access to the canal. The acquisition of Egypt sparked a 
race for colonies throughout the 1880s by other European powers. 
The French were particularly determined to dominate north and 
central Africa and Belgium under King Leopold established the 
Congo Free State in 1885, committing horrific atrocities against 
the Congo’s native people. Germany and Italy, both new nations, 
determined to establish themselves as great powers sought to 
acquire colonies. In both countries there was immense popular 
clamour for colonies and in Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm articulated 
these ambitions by demanding that Germany had her ‘place in 
the sun’. New territories in Africa could bring vast new manpower 
resources to European nations. The French relied on African 
soldiers and used hundreds of thousands of them in both world 
wars and all imperial powers exploited to cheap and often free 
labour they offered. The race to establish colonies in Africa led 
to rising tensions between powers, but, as previously mentioned, 
they were all resolved without conflict. In 1885 in order to limit 
the possibility of war in Europe over African colonies, Bismarck 
called the West Africa Conference in Berlin which formally 
created ‘spheres of influence’ in Africa. Territories that were 
not incorporated into these spheres were quickly occupied by 
colonising powers in the following decade, but the conference 
itself did not diminish tensions and the ‘scramble’ that followed 
served to increase them between Britain and France. The French 
had attempted to annex the Sudanese town of Fashoda on the 
upper Nile to link their western and eastern African possessions 
together, but it was instead seized by the British General Herbert 
Horatio Kitchener. Kitchener had recently crushed the Mahdist 
revolt in Sudan and Fashoda was key to controlling the country. 



Popular anger in both Britain and France pushed both nations 
to the point of war, but the French backed down first. French 
ministers could see little point in risking war with the British over 
Fashoda, especially when they looked on Germany as the main 
threat to France.

Empires In Asia
The empires of European powers in Asia did not generate the same 
degree of tension that African colonies did, but this did not mean 
that India and the far east were not sources of potential conflict.

The British were keen to support a weakened Ottoman Empire 
in order to keep the routes to India open, particularly after the 
building of the Suez Canal. They were suspicious of Russia’s 
intentions over India and knew that they lacked the manpower to 
repel the vast Russian Army if it were capable of invading through 
Afghanistan or Persia. After 1878 the inability of Russia to expand 
its influence into the Balkans meant that other imperial ventures 
had to be considered. Russia encroached dangerously into Japan’s 
sphere of influence over the next two decades, particularly as 
a result of the reckless policies of Nicholas II. The 1904-1905 
Russo Japanese War put an end to Russia’s imperial ambitions in 
the East, following the sinking of the Russian fleet at Tsushima. 
Anti colonial and anti European nationalists from China to Egypt 
celebrated the sinking of the Russian fleet, even if they were at that 
point being ruled by the British or French. As they saw it, the myth 
of European supremacy had been dispelled and Japan presented 
herself as a potential for the leadership of a post colonial Asia.



Question 4

How did Bismarck’s diplomacy 
shape European affairs?

Otto Von Bismarck, the architect of the unification of Germany 
in 1871, was the German Empire’s Chancellor from 1871 to 1890. 
During the two decades that he dominated Germany he also 
dominated European diplomacy in order to benefit the German 
Reich he had created. The main objective of Bismarck’s diplomacy 
was to keep France isolated and unable to participate in alliances 
against Germany. The French had been the pre-eminent continental 
power before 1871 and following the French Empire’s defeat in 
the Franco Prussian War, that role was taken by Germany. French 
politics were dominated by the desire for revenge for a generation 
following the war and the almost sacred goal in France of regaining 
the ‘lost provinces’ of Alsace and Lorraine. Bismarck was also a 
realist when it came to the extent of Germany power, he knew that 
Germany was a militarily successful nation, but he also believed 
her to be vulnerable. As a continental power she was surrounded 
by well armed and often unfriendly neighbours, specifically 
France, Russia and Austria. He knew that further territorial gains 
risked further war and there were only so many successful wars 
Germany could fight until she faced an overwhelming coalition of 
her enemies. Bismarck was not interested in annexing any further 
territory, partly because it risked war, and partly because it also 
risked the creation of an unstable multi ethnic empire, similar to 
that created by Austria Hungary. Bismarck’s solution to his sense 
of insecurity was to prevent a grand alliance of Russia, Austria and 
France by allying with Russia and Austria, creating the League of 
Three Emperors or Dreikaiserbund in 1873.

The league not only isolated France but it divided central and 
eastern Europe into spheres of influence between the three 



great powers and ensured a great degree of cooperation over the 
suppression of Polish nationalism. The former Grand Duchy of 
Warsaw, created by Napoleon, was divided evenly between the three 
powers and it was in their interests to prevent Polish nationalism 
from developing in any of their territories. The Balkans were 
divided into Russian and Austrian spheres of influence, and as the 
alliance began to decay tensions over the Balkans grew.

Bismarck believed that a republican government in France 
was less likely to attack Germany than a right wing conservative 
one. To this end he interfered in French politics and attempted 
to intimidate France between 1873 and 1877 to encourage the 
republicans, but in 1875 his actions nearly led to the kind of 
European war he had been desperate to avoid. Five years after 
the humiliation of the Franco Prussian War, the French military 
had recovered much of its strength. Bismarck attempted to bully 
France into abandoning its re-armament programme, banning 
the export of horses to France that could be used by the army and 
placing an article in the Berliner Post entitled ‘Is War In Sight?’. 
Germany’s generals discussed whether it might be in their interests 
to launch a pre-emptive attack on France and the British and 
Russians, fearing war, protested to Bismarck and promised to back 
France if she were attacked. The crisis had serious implications for 
Bismarck, his great diplomatic coup, the Dreikaiserbund had been 
undermined. Not only had the Russians, whom he had wooed in 
order to keep them from a Franco Russian alliance spoken up in 
defence of the French, but also the very kind of encirclement that 
Bismarck feared had come closer than before to being a reality, all 
largely due to his aggressive activities. In the next two questions we 
will see how Bismarck’s alliances fell apart as a result of the Balkans 
and the decisions he took at the Congress of Berlin. Bismarck was 
perhaps the most influential 19th Century European statesman, 
but by the time he was forced to resign by Kaiser Wilhelm II in 
1890 the diplomatic systems he had spend a career building 
were decaying and the Bismarckian system that had managed to 



maintain a degree of order after 1871 was in decline. It would be 
replaced by a diplomatic system far less predictable and far more 
volatile, one which would break all of Bismarck’s diplomatic rules.



Question 5

Why were the Balkans such a source of tension?

The Balkans, a region in the South East of Europe, were situated in 
the mid to late 19th Century between three empires, the Ottoman, 
Austrian and Russian. The region was of immense strategic 
importance to all three great powers and were one of the principal 
causes of the outbreak of the First World War.

The Ottomans and the Balkans
The Ottoman Empire was the only non Christian power in Europe. 
The Muslim Ottomans ruled the Orthodox Christian peoples of the 
Balkans and had dominated the region since the 15th Century. The 
Empire was still powerfully expansionist two centuries later, but by 
the 18th Century it had started to go into decline. The power of the 
Ottomans was challenged across the Balkans in the 19th Century 
by their subject peoples, particularly the Serbs and the Greeks who 
both rose up against the empire. From 1839 the Porte (government) 
of the Ottoman Sultans began to institute a series of reforms called 
the ‘Tanzimat’. These reforms were a recognition of the empire’s 
weakness and allowed for changes to the management of the army 
and the civil service, the introduction of new technology such as 
telegraph and eventually the railway. Throughout the Tanzimat 
era, which ran until 1876, there were further nationalist challenges 
to the Ottomans, from Egypt, Armenia and Bulgaria. In 1876 the 
Ottomans brutally suppressed the Bulgarian national movement 
and reports of Ottoman atrocities, perpetrated by mercenaries 
called Bashi Bazouks, reached an international audience through 
the Times newspaper in London. The British Prime Minister, 
Benjamin Disraeli, while no admirer of the Turks, was happy to 
ignore the atrocities, as was Queen Victoria. Both were aware 



that war against the Turks would benefit the empire’s northern 
rival, the Russians, whom were anxious for an excuse to attack 
the Ottomans and extend their power into the Balkans and the 
Mediterranean. William Gladstone, Disraeli’s rival and leader 
of the opposition, believed this to be the worst kind of political 
cynicism and demanded action over the ‘Bulgarian Outrages’. The 
British did not intervene on the side of the Bulgarians, however; 
instead, the Russians did. Tsar Alexander II used the opportunity 
to extend Russian power into the Balkans and waged war against 
Turkey between 1877 and 1878. The victorious Russians imposed 
a peace treaty on the the Turks at San Stefano that created a huge 
new ‘principality of Bulgaria’, stretching from east to west across 
the Balkans. The Russians were aware that the borders of this new 
state, which would act as a Russian proxy in the Balkans, would 
probably be revised at a future date, but they were unprepared for 
the furious reaction of the British and Austrians.

Russia
It became increasingly important throughout the 19th Century 
for the Russians to have a presence in the Balkans and a role in 
determining the region’s future. As civil society within Russia 
developed throughout the 19th Century, with the growth of a 
small middle class, the development of a (relatively) free press 
after the 1860s and the relaxation of some controls over public 
debate, the relationship between the autocracy and public opinion 
experienced a gradual change. The last three Tsars of Russia still 
maintained their autocratic powers, but they were increasingly 
vulnerable to shifts in popular opinion against the Romanov 
dynasty. Some commentators argued that the Tsars should project 
power overseas, principally to protect the Orthodox religion from 
being threatened in the Ottoman Empire. A rise in Pan-Slavist 
sentiments in Russia and a resurgence in religiosity amongst the 
middle classes encouraged many Tsars to think that intervening 



in the Balkans on the part of the Bulgarians and later the Serbs 
was a way of bolstering their support at home. From 1861 to 1917, 
a revolutionary period can reasonably be said to have existed 
in Russia, with unrest in the countryside, the development of 
revolutionary parties, assassination attempts on all three Tsars of 
which one was successful, and a changing urban population that 
the regime was increasingly out of step with. These inner conflicts 
in Russia led to a heightened belief in the need to project power 
abroad in order to hold the empire together. Being thwarted in 
the Balkans carried huge risks for the Tsarist regime, a weakened 
autocracy abroad could be vulnerable to unrest at home. Following 
Russia’s humiliation at the Congress of Berlin (see section six) her 
rulers looked to Asia over the next two decades for easier imperial 
expansion and the focus of their energies in Manchuria and Korea 
led them into direct conflict with Japan in 1905.

Austria
Austria was the second largest land power in Europe after Russia 
and for much of the 19th Century had been a formidable force in 
European affairs. It was a multi national land based empire with 
a majority of imperial subjects being non Austrian in nationality. 
Poles, Czechs, Italians, Slovenes, Ruthenes, Hungarians, Croats 
and other central European peoples came under the Austrian flag, 
a diversity that would prove to be the empire’s critical vulnerability 
by 1914. In 1815 the Austrian foreign minister, Prince Metternich, 
was pivotal at the Congress of Vienna in creating a post war 
European order that suited both Austria and Russia, the two most 
vehemently autocratic and reactionary states in the coalition against 
Napoleon. Austrian military might led to the suppression of waves 
of nationalist and liberal revolutions across the Austrian Empire 
in 1848. After 1866 and Austria’s defeat by Prussia at the Battle 
of Koenigratz, Prussia became the most powerful and important 
Germanic state in the German Confederation (which was 



subsequently abolished and a new North German Confederation 
was established without Austria as a member). Austria’s influence 
in the affairs of Germany was limited after 1866, and the defeat was 
a catastrophe for Austria both internationally and internally. The 
Hungarian monarchy, who had been subjugated by the Austrians, 
demanded autonomy and in 1867 received it and the Austrian 
Empire became the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In 1870, the final 
unification of Italy meant that Austria’s influence in the Italian 
peninsula, where she had been the most dominant of the great 
powers after 1815, was curtailed. It appeared to contemporary 
observers in Vienna that on all fronts throughout the 1870s and 
1880s, the empire was under threat from the emergent forces of 
nationalism, not just in Germany and Italy, but from the Balkans. 
As the power of the Ottoman Empire declined, new states 
emerged, particularly Serbia, which had successfully fought for its 
independence in 1876 against the weakened Ottomans. Following 
the declaration of independence a powerful wave of nationalist and 
expansionist sentiment swept through Serbia and was expressed 
through the country’s politics, folk traditions, poetry, popular song 
and literature. A widespread desire to annex neighbouring Bosnia, 
however, was thwarted at the Congress of Berlin when the province 
was placed under the control of Austria. It was this decision that 
placed the aggressively expansionist emerging power of Serbia on 
a collision course with the relatively declining, but vastly more 
militarily powerful Austria. Control of the Balkans became vital to 
the interests of Austria in the two decades leading up to the First 
World War, not simply because of the resources that her Balkan 
acquisitions could provide to the empire, but more importantly 
to stem the development of further nationalist movements that 
threatened to splinter the entire Austro Hungarian Empire.



Question 6

What was the significance of 
the Congress of Berlin?

In 1878, the most important meeting of the great powers since the 
Congress of Vienna in 1815 was called by Bismarck in Berlin. As 
we have seen, by the late 1870s, Bismarck’s system of European 
diplomacy was starting to unravel and his policy of attempting 
to ally Germany with both Austria and Russia was facing serious 
challenges. Following the Russo-Turkish War in 1878 and the 
signing of the Treaty of San Stefano, Austria threatened war over 
the enhanced influence that Russia had in the Balkans with the 
creation of a ‘big’ Bulgaria. They feared that the Russians would 
encourage Slavic nationalism across the Balkans and further 
undermine their rival. The British were unwilling to allow a 
Russian satellite state access to the Adriatic Sea and from there 
to the Mediterranean, as might allow Russian ships to blockade 
the Suez Canal, opened in 1869. The British were acutely aware of 
Russian designs on India, and they suspected that if the Russians 
could block access to the Suez Canal, they could ferment rebellion 
in parts of the subcontinent and even commit the Tsar’s troops to 
an invasion, all the while slowing down the movement of warships 
and troops from Britain.

Bismarck was concerned that the Balkans presented the potential 
to drag all the major European powers, including Germany, into a 
war. He wanted to find a way to defuse tensions over the Balkans, 
but also to prevent the development of pan-slavism in the Balkans. 
This was an ambition shared by both Britain, France, Germany and 
Austria, all of whom feared Russian domination of the Balkans. 
Both the British and French had ambitions to carve up the ailing 
Ottoman Empire between them when the opportunity presented 
itself, and neither wished to see a further southward expansion 



of Russia. British Prime Minister Disraeli, accompanied by his 
Foreign Secretary Lord Salisbury, attended the Congress, and 
Disraeli threatened war against Russia if there was no satisfactory 
outcome. The British had concluded a secret treaty with the 
Ottomans prior to the congress, where they had been granted use 
of the island of Cyprus, from which to attack Russia in the Black 
Sea if necessary.

Bismarck did not want to see the British go to war with Russia, 
but more importantly, he did not want to see Austria break up the 
Dreikaiserbund by going to war with Russia either. He was certain 
that once the alliance broke up, a Franco-Russian alliance would 
quickly follow, resulting in Europe divided into a Austro-German 
and Franco-Russian camp; a highly dangerous and volatile position 
for Germany to be in. A recognition between all European powers 
that the Ottoman Empire’s power was vastly diminished in the 
region was a key part of Bismarck’s strategy, as was the decision 
to press for a Bulgarian state within the region to appease Russian 
nationalism. The Bulgaria that emerged, however, was far smaller 
and less strategically advantageous to Russia than had previously 
been envisaged. Serbia, Montenegro and Romania were all declared 
to be independent principalities, free of the Ottoman Empire and 
Austria was given control over Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia 
also fell into the Austrian sphere. This effectively meant that Russia 
had a sphere of influence in the eastern Balkans and Austria had 
a sphere of influence in the west. However, Tsar Alexander II and 
much of Russian public opinion was angry that Russia had been 
denied her full entitlement to a ‘big’ Bulgaria and a strain was put on 
the Dreikaiserbund that permanently weakened it. Having fought 
a century of inconclusive wars against the Turks, a final decisive 
victory should, in the eyes of most Russians, be rewarded by great 
territorial gains. Berlin was a deep humiliation to the Russians and 
many in the Tsar’s foreign ministry vowed never to allow Russia 
to be treated in such a way on the international scene again. In 
1879 Russia withdrew from the Dreikaiserbund altogether, leaving 
Germany and Austria together in a new defensive pact the ‘Dual 



Alliance’. A second Dreikaiserbund was attempted in 1881 and 
lasted until 1887, when it was replaced by the Reinsurance Treaty 
which was a bilateral agreement between the two powers. Bismarck 
was still determined to keep France isolated and did not want 
Russia to form an alliance with her. The new treaty kept Russia and 
Germany neutral if they were attacked by a third power (France in 
Germany’s case, Austria in Russia’s), but that both powers could 
intervene if either were the aggressors against France or Austria.

The Serbs were critical of the Russians for allowing Austrian 
influence to prevail and the Russians believed that a war with 
Austria was inevitable in the long run. The British, having got 
their own way, began to view the situation in the Balkans as one 
that would also lead to a war over the Eastern Question, as there 
was no way the Ottomans in the long run could maintain their 
empire. As the remainder of it eventually collapsed the Balkans 
would be a region of continuing tension. Even in Austria, there 
was disquiet, the Austrian Diet (parliament) heard a motion that 
criticised foreign minister Andrassy, who had conducted the 
empire’s negotiations in Berlin, claiming that he had risked war 
by extending Austria’s sphere of influence far too widely into the 
Balkans. The tension that Bismarck hoped to defuse perpetuated 
itself after the end of the Congress of Berlin, with all powers 
believing that war in the coming decades over the region was more 
likely, not less.



Question 7

How did the fall of Bismarck affect 
European diplomacy?

In the final two years of Bismarck’s rule, the old certainties that 
had seen him dominate domestic German politics and European 
diplomacy vanished. The death of Kaiser Wilhelm I in 1888 and 
the subsequent death of his brother Friedrich III three months 
later from throat cancer resulted in the great political player 
lacking a patron he could control. Bismarck’s relationship with 
Wilhelm I had been one that suited the chancellor, as long as the 
interests of the Prussian nobility were protected, Wilhelm had 
been happy to leave most political issues to Bismarck, but when 
Friedrich’s son, Wilhelm II was crowned emperor, the position 
that Bismarck had enjoyed as an autonomous operator came to an 
unexpected end. Bismarck did not anticipate Friedrich’s death and 
presumed that he would never live to see the Wilhelm crowned 
as Kaiser. He was well aware that Wilhelm was a difficult, erratic 
and unpredictable character but had never prepared a strategy to 
deal with him or contain him. Bismarck’s role in Wilhelm’s early 
life as a mentor had developed in the older man a dismissive 
contempt for the new Kaiser, who he hoped to marginalise and 
keep out of politics and diplomacy as he had with his uncle. 
Tensions rose between the two men when it transpired that 
Wilhelm, encouraged by sycophants, believed that he should 
have a direct role in politics and diplomacy. He took issue with 
the central tenets of Bismarck’s diplomacy and argued that instead 
of simply maintaining Germany’s dominant position in Europe, 
that the German Empire should seek a world role and become a 
global imperial power like France and Britain. Bismarck’s policy of 
‘realpolitik’ was based on a realistic understanding of Germany’s 
power to influence international affairs and it meant that while 



Bismarck’s goals were initially expansionist, they were limited in 
their scope. When finally Bismarck resigned over the interference 
of the Kaiser in his domestic anti socialist laws, Wilhelm was able 
to pursue ‘Weltpolitik’ or ‘World Politics’. This manifested itself in 
a drive for colonies, and aggressive involvement in international 
diplomacy and the development of an arms race with Britain.

However, it is too simplistic to state that Bismarck was the 
preserver of peace in Europe and Wilhelm disrupted his carefully 
planned system. As we have seen in chapter six, the system of 
diplomacy that Bismarck created was starting to decay by the late 
1870s as Russia and Austria’s ambitions in the Balkans proved to be 
incompatible. The German foreign ministry who orchestrated the 
Bismarckian system of diplomacy at the Iron Chancellor’s behest 
had been less than enthusiastic participants in some of his key 
strategies throughout the era of Bismarck’s rule, many believing 
that there was no future in an alliance with Russia, and feeling 
that Russia could not be trusted. Instead, many of Bismarck’s 
most able diplomats openly articulated support for Austria over 
Russia, and following Bismarck’s demise this attitude became more 
pronounced. Therefore, a polarisation of Europe into two camps 
was not exclusively a transition that happened under Wilhelm II’s 
reign, it had begun with the decay of a system that Bismarck himself 
found it difficult to maintain in the long run. Despite Bismarck’s 
aversion to imperial entanglements, in 1884 he relented to popular 
enthusiasm for colonisation and to the various organisations such 
as the German Colonial Society and began to acquire colonies in 
Africa. He was a reluctant imperialist at best and in 1889 attempted 
to offer German South West Africa to the British, hoping that they 
would bear what he viewed as the expense and inconvenience of 
owning the colony.

Wilhelm II’s intervention into foreign affairs certainly had 
a dramatic impact in raising diplomatic tensions, however. 
His resentment of Britain was based in part over his envy of 
Britain’s overseas empire and her large navy, two institutions 



he was determined that Germany should develop. When 600 
British volunteers in the Cape Colony in South Africa raided 
the neighbouring Boer Republic of Transvaal, the attack ended 
in an embarrassing fiasco for the British, but it was the Kaiser’s 
decision to send a congratulatory telegram to Transvaal president 
Paul Kruger that inflamed British public opinion. He applauded 
the Boers’ success and implied that Germany would be willing to 
protect the republic against its enemies, a not too subtle threat to 
the British. When the contents of the telegram were revealed there 
was outrage in Britain, the fact that the Kaiser saw fit to meddle 
in Britain’s imperial affairs was bad enough, but to threaten the 
British into the bargain saw relations between the two nations 
rapidly decline. Precisely why the Kaiser chose to congratulate 
Kruger in such a manner is a matter of controversy for historians, 
some argue that he was simply an inept ruler who’s domination 
of foreign policy in a post Bismarck era inevitably led to disaster. 
Others believe that his egotistical nature led him to demand the 
role of a world statesman, intervening in the affairs of other nations 
and reminding certain powers such as Britain that they could not 
ignore or overlook Germany. Others believe that the Kaiser hoped 
he could pressure Britain into an alliance with Germany, Italy and 
Austria by emphasising the empire’s vulnerability. It seems clear 
that whatever the case, the Kaiser was an erratic and inconsistent 
character who vacillated between Anglophilia and Anglophobia. 
In 1908 the Kaiser further inflamed relations between Britain and 
Germany when the British newspaper the Daily Telegraph. In the 
interview he attempted to defuse tensions between the two nations, 
but his crass and clumsy and often provocative language achieved 
the opposite. Here is an extract of the interview:

“But, you will say, what of the German navy? Surely, that is 
a menace to England ! Against whom but England are my 
squadrons being prepared? If England is not in the minds of 
those Germans who are bent on creating a powerful fleet, 



why is Germany asked to consent to such new and heavy 
burdens of taxation? My answer is clear. Germany is a young 
and growing empire. She has a worldwide commerce which 
is rapidly expanding, and to which the legitimate ambition 
of patriotic Germans refuses to assign any bounds. Germany 
must have a powerful fleet to protect that commerce and her 
manifold interests in even the most distant seas. She expects 
those interests to go on growing, and she must be able to 
champion them manfully in any quarter of the globe. Her 
horizons stretch far away. She must be prepared for any 
eventualities in the Far East. Who can foresee what may 
take place in the Pacific in the days to come, days not so 
distant as some believe, but days, at any rate, for which all 
European Powers with Far Eastern interests ought steadily to 
prepare? Look at the accomplished rise of Japan; think of the 
possible national awakening of China; and then judge of the 
vast problems of the Pacific. Only those Powers which have 
great navies will be listened to with respect, when the future 
of the Pacific comes to be solved; and, if for that reason only, 
Germany must have a powerful fleet. It may even be that 
England herself will be glad that Germany has a fleet when 
they speak together on the same side in the great debates of 
the future.”

The end of the Bismarckian system of diplomacy saw the 
polarisation of Europe, though it can be argued that this was a 
process that was underway during his time in office. In 1890 the 
Reinsurance Treaty with Russia was cancelled following Bismarck’s 
fall and by 1892 the one scenario he had worked hard to prevent 
occurred; France signed not just an agreement, but a full alliance 
with Russia, presenting Germany with the spectre of encirclement 
and a war on two fronts. The addition to this alliance of Britain 
in 1904 (see chapter nine) when she signed the Entente Cordiale 
with France and in 1907 when she concluded the Anglo Russian 



Entente left Germany with little other choice than to place her 
trust in Austria-Hungary. In many ways, after 1907, Germany felt 
dependent on Austria for friendship and support, meaning that 
the Kaiser was far more willing to back Austria during the July 
crisis of 1914.



Question 8

Why did Britain sign the Entente Cordiale?

For much of the 18th and 19th Centuries, Britain and France had been 
engaged in a bitter imperial rivalry with one another for colonies 
an world markets. The Seven Years War and the Napoleonic Wars 
were both lengthy battles for dominance in the Americas, Asia and 
Africa. The British fought France in Europe as well, principally 
to prevent one dominant power on the continent shut out British 
trade interests. In 1904, nothing short of a diplomatic revolution 
occurred as both powers signed an entente. This was a general 
understanding over colonies and spheres of influence, it was not a 
direct military alliance, but it was a clear response to the threat that 
both countries now shared; the Kaiser’s Germany.

France, as mentioned previously, had already entered into an 
alliance with Russia in 1892. The isolation that had been imposed 
on her by Bismarck was finally ended by the 1904 entente. The 
British, throughout the 1880s and 1890s had paid far more 
attention to their own imperial affairs than to continental politics, 
and existed in a state described by Lord Goschen, First Lord of 
the Admiralty as ‘Splendid Isolation’, deliberately avoiding all 
continental entanglements. This policy reflected a general belief by 
successive Liberal and Tory Governments that European alliances 
meant ultimately one thing, the possibility of being dragged into 
someone else’s war. The factor that changed British policy on 
European alliances forever was her long and tortuous experience 
in the Second Boer War (1899-1902). The war, against the Boer 
farmers of the Transvaal in South Africa had been unexpectedly 
difficult for Britain to win, had dragged on far longer than 
anticipated, and had exposed serious military weaknesses, in 
particular in the health and fitness of British recruits. The need to 
find friends in Europe to counter the threat of Germany, therefore, 



became more urgent after the conflict in South Africa. There had 
been occasional attempts at improving Franco British relations 
during the 1880s and 1890s, but rival ambitions in Africa made this 
impossible. The British Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain 
pressured Prime Minister Lord Salisbury to join Germany’s Triple 
Alliance with Austria and Italy, but, as previously discussed, there 
was little desire to become involved in an alliance that seemed 
destined to result in a European war.

Fashoda
In July 1898 Franco-British relations reached the highest levels of 
peace time tension in the period 1870-1914. The British, who had 
conquered Sudan after destroying the Mahdist Islamic Army at 
Omdurman weeks earlier, were attempting to dominate the entire 
length of East Africa. The French, who’s colonies were mainly on 
the Atlantic Coast and in North Africa, sent a small force from 
the Congo to seize the fort at Fashoda in the Upper Nile Valley, 
and thus allow the French to control a huge swathe of Africa 
from East to West. They hoped to dominate the Northern half 
of the continent above a line between the Atlantic and the Red 
Sea. Southern Sudan, where Fashoda was situated, was the site 
where both imperial ambitions intersected. The French hoped 
that pressure on the British in Sudan might force them to leave 
Egypt, which they had dominated since 1882. After an expedition 
by the French to seize the fort that took over a year to complete, 
the British, led by Lord Kitchener, sent a flotilla of gun boats to lay 
siege to the French if need be. Kitchener chose to negotiate with 
his French opposite number, Marchand, but when the stand off 
(which turned out to be more amicable in Africa than the news 
reports back home claimed) became common knowledge in both 
Britain and France, the public in both countries claimed that 
their armies in Africa were being threatened by the other force. 
In Britain, on the eve of the Boer War, popular imperialism and 



the jingoistic songs of the music hall shaped public opinion in a 
profoundly nationalist, imperialist, xenophobic and warlike way. 
The Fashoda crisis was resolved, peacefully and France climbed 
down, but it was the public at large in both Britain and France 
that seemed most keen on matters developing in the direction of 
open conflict. The tensions over Fashoda led to a decision in both 
Paris and London to explore ways of diffusing tensions, and was a 
contributory factor in the development of the entente.

The Russo Japanese War
In 1904, Britain’s ally Japan (the British had signed an alliance with 
the Japanese in 1902 to check the rising power of the Germans in 
the Pacific), and France’s ally Russia went to war. The implications 
for the French and the British were stark, both feared being 
dragged into a conflict with each other not of their choosing over 
matters in the far east that were of no concern to either power. The 
decision to form an ‘understanding’ therefore was a skilful device 
to prevent conflict between the British and French which could 
only have benefitted Germany in the long run.

The Terms of the Agreement
The main focus of the Entente Cordiale for both powers was Africa. 
The agreement was formally titled the: ‘Declaration between the 
United Kingdom and France Respecting Egypt and Morocco, Together 
with the Secret Articles Signed at the Same Time.’ The agreement 
placed Egypt and the Suez Canal in Britain’s sphere of influence 
and Morocco fell into the French sphere. Both sides agreed not 
to interfere in either sphere of influence and to offer the other 
diplomatic support in acquiring territory overseas. The agreement 
was the result of mutual anxieties about the Kaiser’s Germany, but 
it resulted in an increase from Wilhelm of resentment towards and 
suspicion of both Britain and France.



Question 9

How did the crises over Morocco 
change European affairs?

The signing of the Entente Cordiale came as a shock to the Kaiser 
and to Germany’s diplomats. No longer was France isolated on the 
continent and the British, who had previously shied away from 
continental affairs, were now becoming increasingly involved. The 
Kaiser argued that Germany should re-kindle its relationship with 
Russia, and he enjoyed a closer personal relationship with Tsar 
Nicholas II, his cousin.

The Tsar, by the summer of 1905 was struggling to hold on to his 
crown, the disastrous war he had provoked with Japan had led to 
the loss of two fleets and nearly 300,000 men killed, wounded or 
captured. Russia had been shaken by revolution in 1905 following 
a massacre of workers outside the Winter Palace in January and 
the Tsar was open to any friends he might be able to cultivate.

The two men sailed on their respective royal yachts to Bjorko 
in the Gulf Of Finland and moored them side to side as they 
discussed a possible alliance. The Kaiser persuaded the Tsar to sign 
a treaty with Germany, convincing his naive and impressionable 
cousin that the British and French could not be trusted, even 
though France was an ally of Russia.

When the Tsar returned to Russia and explained to his diplomats 
what he had done, he was over-ruled by them. They were shocked 
and outraged that he had taken such a reckless decision to effectively 
annul the terms of the Franco-Russian Treaty. France had no 
intention of accepting any form of understanding between Russia 
and Germany whilst remaining in an alliance with Moscow. This 
meant that any hope the Kaiser had of breaking Germany’s growing 
diplomatic crisis could not be done by developing a relationship 
with Russia, so a westward strategy was required instead and the 



Entente Cordiale presented the Kaiser with an opportunity, or so 
he thought, to push the new friendship to breaking point.

In January 1905 the French sent envoys to the Sultan of Morocco 
to announce their intention to extend their control over the 
country. French involvement in Morocco dated back decades, as 
did their formal control over Algeria (1830) and Tunisia (1881). 
France demanded control over the Moroccan police and army, 
but the Sultan refused. The other powers that had an interest in 
Morocco in particular and North Africa in General were Spain and 
Italy and both were offered concessions in order to smooth the way 
for France’s acquisition of the country. The Kaiser, who expected 
to be consulted on all international issues in recognition of 
Germany’s status as a world power, was ignored. An international 
agreement in 1881 had stipulated that the status of Morocco could 
not be changed without the involvement of all the great powers, so 
France presented the Kaiser with an opportunity by a deliberate 
policy of provocation. The Kaiser was less interested in the nuances 
of international law and more concerned with demonstrating 
to the French that their new British friends were unreliable. His 
diplomats had told him that the British were less than keen to 
intervene on behalf of France in its dispute. If the Kaiser’s gamble 
was correct, then dealing a humiliation over Morocco would 
have split the entente within a year of it having been signed. The 
visit of France’ diplomats to Morocco in 1905 was followed two 
months later in March by the arrival of the Kaiser at the Moroccan 
city of Tangier, a deeply provocative act, but one that saw him 
welcomed by cheering crowds. There was a climate of anger and 
apprehension in Morocco amongst most sections of society who 
were outraged by French demands on the Sultan. The Kaiser was 
seen as an important block on French ambitions and he claimed 
that Germany’s economic and diplomatic rights and interests in 
Morocco would have to be respected.

As predicted, the French were deeply angered by the Kaiser and 
the British were ambivalent over France’s rights and reluctant to get 
involved. Attempts by France to negotiate directly with Germany 



were spurned and the Kaiser, determined to make the most of 
what he saw as a diplomatic victory, demanded an international 
conference to decide Morocco’s fate. The Germans hoped to have 
Morocco’s police and banks placed under international control, 
meaning that they would be governed by a council of European 
powers, which Germany believed she could use to extend her own 
influence in Morocco. At the conference at Algeciras in Spain 
in 1906, the German plan was rejected in large part because the 
French had already done deals and offered concessions to the 
other delegates. Germany was humiliated, the British continued 
to diplomatically support France and after 1906 their friendship 
deepened. The Germans had failed in both Russia and over the 
issue of Morocco to break out of their isolation and the following 
year, in 1907, it deepened.

The British signed another entente, this time with the Russians. 
As with the Entente Cordiale, it was an understanding, not a treaty. 
It created clear spheres of influence between the two powers over 
Tibet, Persia, Afghanistan and India, but it was interpreted in 
Berlin as the final encirclement of Germany and Austria.

The Agadir Crisis
Between 1906 and 1909, the realisation of German isolation led 
the Kaiser and his closest political allies to seek better relations 
with France. The result, in 1909 was the Franco-German 
Moroccan Agreement, in which the Kaiser agreed to have no 
further involvement in Morocco’s internal political affairs, in 
return for a role in Morocco’s economy. In 1911 a new and hostile 
administration in Paris sought to destroy the agreement and end 
Germany’s economic role in the country. The Germans, who were 
investors in and developers of the Tangier to Fez railway were 
forced out of project. In turn the Kaiser decided to intervene again 
over France’s claim to Morocco.



In 1909 a new Sultan of Morocco Abd al-Hafid overthrew his 
brother Abdelaziz. His unpopularity and the loyalty to his brother 
resulted in an uprising in 1911 that left him besieged by his enemies 
in his palace in Fez. The French saw this as a perfect opportunity 
to wrest further concessions from him and sent a military force on 
April 8th to crush the revolt, claiming they were merely attempting 
to protect European lives and property. The Spanish, who also had 
territorial claims in Northern Morocco, also sent a force, suspicious 
of French intentions. However it was the arrival of a German 
gunboat, The Panther at the port of Agadir that alarmed the French 
and British. The Kaiser, by 1911 had lost interest in Morocco, but 
his ministers were determined not to allow the French to be able 
to exercise rights over the country unilaterally, especially since 
they had broken the Franco-German Agreement. The German 
Government hoped they could wrest some concessions from the 
French in the Congo in return for allowing them to control all of 
Morocco, but pressure must be applied first.

The British were worried that they would be dragged into a 
war by France, having not known that the French were planning 
to deploy troops in Morocco. The arrival of a German warship 
was deeply troubling, as Morocco had an Atlantic coastline and 
German warships in the Atlantic could threaten British trade with 
the Americas.

The crisis began to spiral out of the control of the French or 
German Governments when Germany’s right wing nationalist 
newspapers began to campaign for war over Morocco, igniting 
popular tensions amongst the population, who were increasingly 
eager for some kind of conflict with France. Negotiations eventually 
defused tensions between Paris and Berlin, with the Germans 
being given concessions in the Congo in return for recognition 
of a French protectorate over Morocco beginning in 1912. The 
long term effects of the crisis were significant, however, it led to 
the strengthening of the Entente Cordiale and a popular belief in 
Britain that Germany was a dangerous power seeking to threaten 



her on the high seas (see the next chapter for more on this). It was 
another diplomatic success for France, and nationalist sentiment 
within France was appeased as a humiliation appeared to have 
been inflicted on Germany.



Question 10

How did the arms race contribute 
to international tensions?

Between 1898 and 1912 Germany passed four navy laws to rapidly 
expand the size of the German surface fleet. In the eyes of the 
British there could be only one target for this growth in naval 
power; Britain and her empire. Britain’s Royal Navy and her vast 
maritime presence was a source of pride to the British, an integral 
part of national culture and history, and the source of much of 
the island nation’s world power. It was the means by which the 
empire was protected and trade routes too and from Britain were 
protected. Any challenge to the navy was an existential threat to the 
British themselves. There is little evidence that the Kaiser actually 
wished to threaten Britain to this extent, instead for him naval 
building was a matter of national pride and prestige. He wrote in 
his memoirs that: “I had a peculiar passion for the navy. It sprang to 
no small extent from my English blood. When I was a little boy…I 
admired the proud British ships. There awoke in me the will to build 
ships of my own like these some day, and when I was grown up to 
possess a fine navy as the English.”

One problem for historians studying the rise in tensions between 
Britain and Germany throughout this period is the contrary and 
inconsistent nature of the Kaiser himself; at times it seems as if he 
was personally driven by envy and resentment towards Britain, at 
others he seems aloof and distant from the question of building a 
navy. Part of the desire for a large naval force was based around 
the Kaiser’s vision of a large colonial empire generating wealth for 
Germany, protected by a fleet that could rival Britain’s. Much of 
his thinking was less practical, however, and the issue of prestige 
came to dominate. The Kaiser favoured a fleet of smaller, cheaper 
cruisers that could defend German waters and project German 



power internationally through gunboat diplomacy. The Secretary 
of State for the Navy, Alfred Von Tirpitz, who was the creator of 
the Kaiser’s naval laws believed that a large fleet of battleships 
was necessary, which would have the sole purpose of fighting 
the Royal Navy at sea. Tirpitz believed that the Royal Navy was 
too large to defeat by Germany alone, but that the proposed 
German battleships could cause such huge damage to the British 
that they would be vulnerable to other powers and unable any 
longer to control the seas. Tirpitz was ultimately suggesting that 
Germany build a fleet to break Britain’s control over her empire. 
Tirpitz believed that the programme of ship building would act 
as leverage on the British, who would be inclined to avoid naval 
confrontations at any cost and would be willing to negotiate over 
colonial and trade issues, offering Germany generous concessions 
in Africa and Asia. The British believed that at any time they must 
be ready to fight the next two largest maritime powers. This policy 
was referred to as the ‘two power standard’. In the last quarter of the 
19th Century, Britain’s two main naval adversaries were the French 
and Russian navies and the two power requirement, enshrined in 
the Naval Defence Act of 1889 saw a massive expansion in naval 
building in Britain to counter these two powers. The act brought 
about the creation of ten battleships and thirty eight cruisers, but 
even with this huge increase in naval power, the rise of a German 
naval presence in the following two decades presented the British 
with a serious challenge. The development of a three power rule 
was beyond even Britain’s means and so ententes with Britain’s 
former enemies to cope with the greater German threat were 
the only realistic option. Therefore, instead of strong-arming the 
British into helping the development of the German Empire, the 
development of the German navy actually encouraged them to ally 
with Germany’s enemies. Tirpitz’s second round of naval building 
began in 1900 with the Second Naval Law, which also coincided 
with the outbreak of the Second Boer War a year earlier. German 
public opinion closely supported the Boer cause and the British 
were very sensitive about German interference in South Africa, 



and interpreted the development of German warships negatively 
within the context of the conflict. The German Social Democrat 
Party (SPD) and the Conservative Party both opposed the naval 
expansion, believing that it was a huge waste of money and that it 
would be years until Germany had any chance of taking on France 
or Russia, let alone Britain.

Instead of bringing the British to heel, it sparked off further 
ship building, adding an additional six battleships over and above 
the normal two power standard. Under Admiral Jackie Fisher, 
the Royal Navy was re-organised to take account of the new 
German threat and in December 1906 a new type of battleship, the 
Dreadnought was launched, which was faster, more heavily armed 
and better armoured than any warship of its kind, rendering its 
rivals obsolete. The British popular press demanded a fleet of new 
dreadnoughts and in 1908 a third navy law in Germany sparked a 
full blown crisis in Britain. In 1909 the First Lord of the Admiralty, 
Reginald McKenna, increased the naval spending estimate to once 
again counter the size of the growing German Navy, which had 
responded in the third navy law to the development of the HMS 
Dreadnought. Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey said: “…we 
should not complain of Germany’s right to build as many vessels as 
she pleased, she must not take it amiss if we built the number of ships 
which we thought necessary for our own protection.”

Some members of the British Liberal Government, including 
Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George, were keen to 
keep defence spending low. The government plans for far reaching 
social reform, but the development of a naval race between Britain 
and Germany committed Prime Minister Herbert Asquith to costly 
ship building. Four new dreadnoughts were eventually ordered in 
1909, but a popular music hall song demanded; “We want eight 
and we won’t wait.” This shows that naval rivalries had seeped into 
popular jingoistic nationalism reflecting more militant popular 
attitudes across Britain. By 1914 Germany was able to dispatch 
battle cruiser squadrons to Africa and Asia with impunity, a fact 



that caused acute anxiety in Britain. In 1911 Grey said that: “What 
really determines the foreign policy of this country is sea power,” 
and three years later he believed that British non involvement in 
the war would ultimately lead to impotence on the high seas: “If 
Germany and Austria win, crush France, and humiliate Russia, with 
the French fleet gone, Germany in occupation of the Channel, with 
the willing or unwilling cooperation of Holland and Belgium, what 
will be the position of a friendless England?”



Conclusion

Final Crises, the Assassination and the July Crisis

So far throughout this ebook, we’ve explored mainly the long 
term causes of the First World War, and whilst tensions had built 
up throughout the four decades before the war, it would be a 
mistake to think that by 1914 war was inevitable. A set of disasters, 
miscalculations and calculated gambles that went disastrously 
wrong took a volatile European situation and escalated it past a 
point of no return. In this concluding chapter, we will examine the 
July Crisis of 1914 that triggers the war, but we will also examine 
the final crises of Europe, from 1909 onwards.

The Bosnian Crisis
Since 1878 and the Congress of Berlin, Austria-Hungary had been 
granted special rights over Bosnia-Herzegovina. The province had 
been part of the Ottoman Empire and from 1878 it was occupied 
by Austria and jointly administered along with the Ottomans 
(the latter rulers where gradually marginalised by the Austro-
Hungarian administrators and soldiers, however). Austria also 
controlled a small administrative territory called The Sanjak 
of Novi Pazar, which sat between the new nations of Serbia and 
Montenegro. These two nations were ethnically and politically close 
to one another and Austria’s intervention created a barrier between 
their closer union. In 1903 a bloody coup in Serbia brought the 
Karađorđević dynasty to power and the plotters masterminded the 
overthrow of the ruling Obrenović dynasty steered Serbia in a far 
more expansionist, nationalist and warlike direction. A widespread 
nationalist culture within Serbia supported the goal of seizing the 
Sanjak of Novi Pazar and Bosnia Herzegovina from the Austro-



Hungarian Empire. In 1908, the Russians and Austrians began to 
discuss revisions to the Treaty of Berlin that would be mutually 
beneficial to both powers. The Russians proposed that Austria 
support a repeal of the Black Sea Clauses that kept the Russian 
Navy from leaving the Dardanelles. In return, Austria would be 
supported in its claims for a full annexation of Bosnia Herzegovina 
and the Sanjak of Novi Pazar. Both powers believed that the real 
loser from these measures would be the Ottoman Empire, as 
more Balkan states would declare full independence from the 
Turks, particularly Bulgaria, which had existed nominally within 
the empire since 1878. The Austrians knew their decisions would 
outrage the Serbs and Montenegrans, and even though they were 
unwilling to moderate their claims over Bosnia-Herzegovina, they 
gave vague promises to support Serbia’s expansionist ambitions in 
the Balkans. The problem with this, of course, was that the Serbs 
prized Bosnia-Herzegovina and saw it as a legitimate part of the 
Serbian nation. When Austria annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina on 
October 6th 1908, the Emperor of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
announced that the Bosnians would have a constitution and 
autonomy within the empire. The annexation was deliberately 
timed to coincide with a Bulgarian declaration of independence, 
which resulted from a revolution in Turkey, when army officers 
known as the ‘Young Turks’ deposed Sultan Abdul Hamid II and 
created a constitutional monarchy within the empire, raising 
hopes in the Balkans of reform. Despite the fact that discussions 
were entered into by Austria and Russia over the annexation, when 
the Austrians finally claimed Bosnia-Herzegovina, the Russians 
reacted with shock and anger. Britain, France and Italy all claimed 
that the Treaty of Berlin had been violated and demanded a new 
conference to discuss the issue. Italy used it as leverage for its own 
claims against Austria, demanding parts of the Dalmatian coastline, 
referred to by Italian nationalists as the ‘Irridenta lands’. Despite 
the fact that Britain had made steps to normalise its relationship 
with Russia in 1907, the British opposition to any revision to the 



Black Sea Clauses, caused the Russians to then abandon their 
support for Austrian claims in the Balkans. The Russians alleged 
that the Austrians had tricked them, but an Austrian threat to 
publish secret correspondence showing Russian support for 
Austria’s actions in the Balkans since 1878 caused the Russians to 
finally back down and accept Austria’s claims. The Serbs, under 
threat of military action from Austria were forced to abandon their 
protests and adopt an attitude of ‘good neighbourliness’ towards 
Austria, though the reality throughout Serbia was one of outright 
hostility. The crisis permanently soured relations between Austria 
and Russia, but it showed that Austria was willing to go to war 
in the Balkans if necessary. It also meant that the many members 
of the Serbian government and army were committed to defying 
Austria and having revenge over the empire.

Italo Turkish War
The failure of Italy to make any gains at the Congress of Berlin 
had long been a sore point to Italian nationalists and Italy’s Liberal 
Government, who believed that imperial gains were the mark of 
‘great power’ status. Ever since Italy’s final unification in 1870, 
many in her political classes had argued that an empire would 
help to unify an otherwise disparate and divided society. During 
the Congress, sensing the weakness of the Ottoman Empire, the 
Italians had demanded territory from the Turks in North Africa, 
specifically the territory of Libya. The French were able to occupy 
Tunisia as a result of the Congress and the British were able to 
claim Cyprus as a naval base. The Italians demanded concessions 
of their own, though it was only in 1902 that they signed a secret 
agreement with the French that gave them freedom to act in Libya. 
The same agreement ensured that Italy would not interfere in 
France’s Moroccan affairs, but Italy took no action in North Africa 
until 1911. As the problems and crises of Liberal Italy mounted, 
her increasingly conservative and nationalist press demanded 



action to announce the country’s great power status and Prime 
Minister Giovanni Giolitti felt pressure to act. The Ottomans, 
when threatened with war by Italy in September 1911 offered 
to make Libya a suzerain, officially part of the empire but under 
Italian control, much as Egypt was under British domination. 
Giolitti refused and chose war instead, knowing that open conflict 
would be far more attractive to the nationalist press than simple 
negotiation. Italy’s war in Libya was marked by poor planning and 
incompetence, and even though the Ottomans offered to negotiate, 
Italy pressed on, creating instead a mood of belligerence and 
resistance among the Turks and their Arab subjects. Turkey used 
Bedouin tribesmen to fight, but Italy’s use of superior armaments, 
including aircraft resulted in an Italian victory. The bedouin had 
little love for their Turkish masters (who for most Arabs in North 
West Africa, were a distant form of government at best), but they 
viewed the invasion of a ‘Christian’ power such as Italy as a sacrilege 
and helped the Ottoman Turks by waging a bloody guerrilla war 
against the far larger Italian Army, who responded with atrocities 
against the local Arab populations. The war resulted in vast cost 
to Italy and a humanitarian disaster in Libya as the population 
became decimated by war, famine and exodus. However, the 
conflict had a far more significant consequence, in that it sparked 
wars in the Balkans as the recently liberated nations of the region 
scented a final opportunity to force the Ottomans out.

Balkan Wars
The Italo-Turkish war demonstrated just how weakened the 
Ottomans had become. Italy, a second rate European power with 
only marginally more political stability than Ottoman Empire, 
had inflicted a powerful humiliation on her. Bulgaria, Greece, 
Montenegro and Serbia saw that there was an opportunity for 
territorial expansion at the expense of the Turks and formed the 
Balkan League in order to annex Ottoman territory that they 



believed legitimately belonged to the four nations. All four nations 
had the tacit approval of Russia to act against the Ottomans, even 
though the British and French, Russia’s allies, had no desire to see 
the development of the league. Bulgaria, Serbia and Montenegro 
coordinated military plans with one another and they preyed 
on Ottoman weaknesses. When assault on the Turks began on 
October 8th 1912, the majority of Ottoman forces were stationed 
in Turkey, the Levant or Arabia and had to access the Balkans by 
sea. The Greek Navy fought the Turks in the Aegean Sea, defeating 
them twice in naval battles. The First Balkan war pushed the 
Turks politically to the point of revolution and was ended with a 
coup that overthrew the Young Turks. By this point, however, the 
Ottomans had been defeated by the league and all but expelled 
from the Balkans. This was ratified by the Treaty of London, which 
followed an international conference in London in May 1913.

The four new Balkan allies were still riven by territorial rivalries 
and the defeat of the Turks set in. The promises that the Serbs and 
Greeks had made to Bulgaria about the territory she would be 
entitled to (most of Macedonia) were reneged upon. In June 1913 
the Bulgarians attacked Serbia and Greece and the Montenegrins, 
allied with the Ottomans, attacked Bulgaria. The intervention of 
first the Romanians and then the Ottomans saw the Russians offer 
their support to the Serbs and threaten to mobilise their naval forces 
in the Black Sea, which led to the British threatening to intervene. 
The two Balkan wars, therefore, had all the potential to draw in 
the great powers into the conflict and turn a local conflict into a 
European one. As Bulgaria’s enemies grew, it became increasingly 
important for the Bulgarians to seek a negotiated settlement. The 
Russians intervened diplomatically before Romania was able to 
occupy the Bulgarian capital Sofia. The Balkan crisis exposed great 
power tensions as never before. Austria and Germany both eyed 
the newly dominant Serbia with immense suspicion, seeing it, 
rightly, as a Russian proxy state. They had no desire to see Russia 
finally dominant in the Balkans and were increasingly inclined to 



go to war in order to blunt Serbia’s influence. The French, allied to 
the Russians informed their ally that they would not be dragged 
into a Balkan war, even though Russia supported and had helped 
to create the Balkan league. France looked to Britain to support 
her stance on the Balkans and to present a united front to Russia, 
and despite undermining Russian attempts to gain influence in the 
Balkans by supporting Bulgaria and Greece, the British did little 
to dissuade Russia from taking an increasingly belligerent stance. 
Tensions over the Balkans in the aftermath of the Second Balkan 
War were at their highest and it would take just one more crisis 
to start a war in the Balkans that would spread across the rest of 
Europe.

Sarajevo and the July Crisis
On June 28th 1914 in Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, the region 
annexed by Austria and coveted by the Serbs, the killing that would 
spark a Balkan and then a European war took place. Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Habsburg throne had been sent by 
Austrian Emperor Franz Joseph to view Austria’s troops in Bosnia 
and to open a museum in Sarajevo. He was a tempting target for 
Serbian nationalist assassins because he had proposed to expand 
the dual monarchy in the Austro-Hungarian Empire to include a 
third, Slavic crown. This would have given the Slav peoples within 
them empire autonomy, and far less reason to rebel or to break 
away and join Serbia. This was dangerous to Serb nationalist 
ambitions. Serbian gunmen had targeted Austrian public officials 
in Bosnia and Croatia from 1904 onwards. Many of these assassins 
were citizens of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, but they were 
encouraged by the nationalist government in Belgrade and 
sometimes received money, intelligence and arms from the Serbian 
secret services. The secret society that would carry out the fateful 
assassination was called The Black Hand or ‘Unification or Death’, 
as it was also known. It had formed in 1901 and reformed again 



in 1911. The chief objective of the group was to achieve a ‘greater 
Serbia’ and to use terrorist violence in order to do so. On the 28th 
the archduke and his wife arrived in Sarajevo by train and made 
their way through the city in a motorcade. The first attack on the 
party failed, a bomb thrown by one of the four assassins along the 
route bounced off the Archduke’s car and exploded under another 
vehicle. Despite the risks that were now clear, Franz Ferdinand and 
his wife Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg continued with the official 
visit. The Archduke made a speech at Sarajevo town hall and then 
left to visit the wounded from the bombing. It was this delay that 
allowed the conspirators to put a final assassin in place, Gavrilo 
Princip and he succeeded in killing the royal couple when their 
motorcade took a wrong turn.

The killing provoked a storm of anti Serb violence in the Austro 
Hungarian Empire and particularly in Bosnia. Princip and the 
other plotters hoped to enrage the Austrians to the point of war; 
they believed that an attack by Austria on Serbia would galvanise 
Serbian national sentiment and unite the nation it its quest for 
expansion to become ‘Greater Serbia’ . They got their wish, as the 
involvement of Serbian intelligence was soon ascertained by the 
Austrians. The following day, on June 29th the Austrian foreign 
ministry and the army discussed how to respond to the Serbs. The 
army demanded an invasion of Serbia, but the foreign ministry 
instead suggested a series of demands, including a cessation of all 
‘anti Austrian’ activities. When, on July 1st, the Austrians began to 
receive messages from Berlin via intermediaries that they would 
have Germany’s support if they decided to invade Serbia, the 
mood in Vienna changed. Arguments for restraint were becoming 
increasingly sidelined by arguments in favour of war. Four days 
before the assassination the Austrian foreign minister Bechtold 
had prepared a document for Kaiser Wilhelm in Berlin, claiming 
that the Russians were building a coalition in the Balkans and 
were looking to dismember the Austro-Hungarian Empire, a 
process that would leave Germany absolutely isolated in Europe. 



The Kaiser, in a meeting with on of Berchtold’s ministers, Count 
Hoyos, gave the strong impression that Germany would back 
Austria against Russia, even in war, and that in any event, the 
Kaiser did not believe that the Russians were not ready to fight. The 
Kaiser went on to state that if fighting the Serbs was necessary, an 
opportunity like the current one would be unlikely to present itself 
again and so must be seized. The Germans had a vested interest in 
speeding up the timetable for war, they believed that the two likely 
enemies in the coming conflict, France and Russia, would soon 
be fully mobilised and able to defeat Germany if they were fully 
prepared, so a pre-emptive war on Germany’s terms could only be 
had if Austria was decisive.

The ‘war’ party in the Austrian Government agreed with the 
Kaiser and saw the assassination as an opportunity to put into 
action plans to break the power of Serbia that they had devised two 
years earlier. Emperor Franz Joseph demanded German backing 
before Austria acted, and the Hungarian Prime Minister István 
Tisza refused to back war as an option at all, guessing correctly 
that it would involve Russian intervention.

The Austrians delivered an ultimatum to Serbia that was 
designed to be completely unacceptable to its government and 
popular opinion. The Germans were informed that the ultimatum 
was deliberately fashioned in this manner ensuring that both 
empires gained the wars that they were seeking. The ten demands 
that Austria set down amounted to an effective control of Serbia’s 
government by Vienna, under threat of military force. Among 
other demands, it gave the Austrians the right to keep ‘anti 
subversive’ forces stationed on Serbian soil.

Initially, the Russians told the Serbs to accept the ultimatum 
and refused to help, and the Serbs accepted all but of the clauses 
(rejecting the right of the Austrians to station forced in Serbia). This 
rejection led to ‘rejoicing’ in Germany’s conservative and militarist 
circles. The British offered to mediate between both sides, seeing 
the possibility of a war that would drag them in. The Austrians 



rejected this offer and by July 28th declared war on Serbia. This 
was followed by a partial Russian mobilisation, meaning that the 
Russians chose to advance against Austria only, not Germany. The 
Tsar, Nicholas II, hoped that Russia would simply be able to fight 
Austria and placate Germany. A last minute desperate exchange 
of telegrams between Kaiser Wilhelm II and Tsar Nicholas II, who 
were cousins, failed to find a compromise and Russian mobilisation 
led by July 30th to German mobilisation. On August 1st Germany 
declared war on Russia and two days later, declared war on France. 
On August 4th, in order to gain swift passage through Belgium to 
fight the French, Germany declared war on the small kingdom and 
in response (as a result of a defence treaty the British signed with 
Belgium, in 1839), Britain declared war on Germany.



Historiographical essay

Since the immediate aftermath of the First World War in 1918, 
there have been several different interpretations as to its causes. 
These interpretations have changed over time and often they 
reflect the politics and circumstances of the times in which they 
were written more than any objective truth.

Inter War Years
In the immediate aftermath of the First World War, even during 
the post war Paris Peace Conference, British, American and French 
historians were writing accounts of the war that supported the idea 
that it had been an exclusively German crime of aggression. This 
was in part due to the fact that much of the peace negotiations 
rested on forcing Germany to accept war guilt. In the writings of 
several of the key political figures in Britain such as David Lloyd 
George and Winston Churchill, the sole culpability of Germany 
was challenged. These accounts were written in part to provide 
both men with generous post war incomes (particularly Lloyd 
George, who’s career went into terminal decline after World 
War One), but they also reflected a new anxieties and concerns. 
The partial re-habilitation of Germany in the 1920s became 
increasingly important for British politicians as the spectre of the 
Soviet Union and its threat to export revolution haunted Europe. 
During the 1920s British mandarins, politicians and intellectuals 
began to be gradually more circumspect about the punishment 
of Germany at Versailles. Some, like John Maynard Keynes in his 
book The Economic Consequences of the Peace stated that German 
punishment had been counter productive and unfair and had 
created the conditions in Europe for future instability. Historians 
of the decade, most notably the American Charles Beard, 
suggested that all European powers had been jointly responsible 
for the outbreak of the war. Beard himself was the most influential 



American historian of his generation and has supported America’s 
intervention in the war, seeing it as an example of a ‘just war’ i.e. 
one fought for American liberal democratic war aims, not for 
European imperialist goals. The idea that Germany was not solely 
to blame was a view that would dominate the debate for most of 
the century. Other contemporary commentators pointed the finger 
at different causes. Vladimir Lenin, leader of Bolshevik Russia 
had written in 1917 an explanation of the war based on Marxist 
ideas. He wrote a pamphlet called ‘Imperialism, the highest stage 
of capitalism’. In it he suggested that the need for new markets and 
new territories in which to invest capital led to empires developing, 
and these empires inevitably led to rivalries, war and then to world 
war. The guilty party was not simply a nation state but an entire 
economic system. As previously mentioned, WEB Dubois in 
America continued this theme and suggested that the war, fought 
by a segregated US Army and imperialist Britain and France who 
relied on their Indian and African troops, originated over African 
rivalries. As we’ve also seen, these rivalries were for the most part 
contained and defused, far more successfully than Balkan rivalries 
were.

Post World War Two
The experience of a second, even more destructive world war, 
changed how the narrative that related to the First World War. In 
Europe, Germany’s responsibility for the outbreak of war in 1939 
was abundantly clear and a generation of historians emerged in the 
post war era who were more willing to ascribe blame to Germany 
in 1914. Far less was written in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s on the 
First World War in general, as the causes of the Second World War 
and events such as the Holocaust were the main focus of academic 
debate. However, in 1961, a German academic, Fritz Fischer, wrote 
one of the most controversial theses on the causes of the war ever 
published. His book Germany’s Aims in the First World War, set 



out what subsequently became known as the ‘Fischer thesis’. It was 
only published in Britain in 1967, and it suggested that Germany 
had been involved in a failed ‘grab for world power’ in 1914, one 
which led to a deliberate war of aggression. Fischer sustained his 
argument by stating that the advance of the Social Democratic 
Party in Germany who’s socialist programme had widespread 
appeal, left the German upper classes fearful of revolution. War 
was needed, Fischer argues, to distract the workers and unify 
them behind the Kaiser as a national leader. Fischer points to a 
meeting of the German War Council on December 8th 1912 which 
appeared to set out a timetable for war. Other historians take issue 
with this, suggesting that, given the tense state of European politics 
at the time, it was only understandable that a military planning 
meeting might be taking place and that it does not imply the desire 
for an aggressive war of conquest. Fischer attracted immense 
criticism in West Germany, as his views undermined the idea that 
Germany’s recent Nazi past had been an aberration in German 
history. Instead, the Fischer thesis seemed to imply that Hitler was 
merely attempting to finish off what the Kaiser had started in 1914. 
This suggested that Germany had a ‘Sonderweg’ or ‘Special Path’ 
in history and had developed in a uniquely warlike and belligerent 
way.

Calculated Risk
Another significant viewpoint emerged in the 1960s, that of 
German historian Andreas Hilgruber. He argued that the Kaiser’s 
government had made a calculated gamble in 1914, which had gone 
disastrously wrong. The Kaiser, fearful of German encirclement, 
he argued, encouraged the Austro-Hungarians to invade Serbia, 
knowing this would draw in Russia. He assumed the British and 
French would have no desire to fight a war over Serbia and would 
abandon their treaty obligations to the Russians, thus breaking the 
triple entente. In the final analysis, Tsar Nicholas II, realising he 



lacked support from his allies, would back down and Germany 
would be victorious in a high stakes diplomatic gamble.

Railways
The British historian, AJP Taylor came to dominate the popular 
perception of the war in Britain for most of the post war era. His 
works were often tainted with an anti German sentiment that was 
often ahistorical and bordering on the xenophobic (he suggested, 
for example, that German racialism was endemic to all German 
history and all former German leaders had been mere forerunners 
to Hitler). In 1969 he suggested that the rigid plans for mobilisation 
meant that there was a ‘timetable’ for war. Each nation sought to 
avoid war, but their method war to mobilise more quickly than 
their rivals, a capability that would act as a deterrent. The systems 
of mobilisation trapped the rival powers into an unstoppable 
process of troop movements in 1914, meaning that the systems 
that were meant to prevent war actually caused it.

New Interpretations
Both Fischer and Taylor’s work has been viewed in recent years as 
largely over simplified. Whilst both historians brought important 
contributions to the debate, their approaches have been seen as 
too narrow and in some cases ahistorical. The British conservative 
historian Niall Ferguson blamed the war on the weak and 
sometimes reckless diplomacy of Sir Edward Grey, Britain’s foreign 
secretary. His book, The Pity Of War, has attracted widespread 
critical acclaim, even from historians on the left who do not 
share his politics. The most recent contribution to the debate is 
from Christopher Clark, who’s 2013 book The Sleepwalkers also 
detracts from the Fischer thesis. Clark’s main argument is that of 
institutional chaos reigning in the capitals of Europe, with foreign 
ministers, prime ministers, presidents, chancellors and monarchs 



all sending out contradictory messages. The result of this chaos 
was to encourage rival powers to take risks without understanding 
the real intentions of their opponents. This, combined with 
unprecedented crises in the Balkans led to war in 1914.



Exam advice

The period 1870-1914 is one of great change and instability in 
international relations, each country was affected by this process 
and there is an immense amount of detail to learn in order to 
master this topic area. Most exam boards will focus on one main 
question when it comes to looking at the period however:

‘What was the principal cause of the First World War between 
1870 and 1914?’
No doubt there will be variants on this question, but this will 
essentially be what the exam boards will be asking. The problem that 
students face in this question (even ones with excellent memories), 
is that is tempting to simply tell a long and convoluted story with 
the knowledge they have learned. This is not what examiners are 
looking for, they are looking for you to make a specific historical 
judgement (ie it was largely the fault of Austro-Russian Balkan 
rivalries) and then to select the appropriate knowledge that will 
support you line of argument. A student might have to weight 
up several factors against each other in order to be evaluative. 
By comparing the relative strengths of different factors you can 
move beyond simply story telling and start to make historical 
judgements, which will gain you extra marks. This means that you 
need a clear line of argument with which to address the question.

The exam is not simply a knowledge test and examiners are not 
there to mark you on your ability to remember ‘things’. Of course 
accurate and relevant information is required in your answers but 
it has one role and one role alone: to support the argument. If you 
deploy knowledge and it does not answer the question or support 
or relate to the argument you are making, then it is damaging the 
essay, not enhancing it.

Most exam boards allocate about 40 percent of the total marks 
in an essay to knowledge, the other 60 percent is allocated to 
argument and judgement.



Arguing
Most students find constructing an argument difficult, which is 
ironic, considering that it is something all of us do all day long 
every day. Whenever we are asked what we think, be it about a TV 
show, a holiday destination or a brand of breakfast cereal, we tend 
to give an opinion based on some kind of evidence. If we are asked 
about a new TV show and what we thought of it, the response is 
normally something like: “Yeah, it was ok, it had some good bits, 
I thought it was funny but the acting let it down towards the end.”

Here there is judgement: “It was ok but…”, there is evidence: “I 
thought it was funny” and evaluation (ie there were both good and 
bad bits and an overall picture can be identified). On a very basic 
level in this answer, the person is responding with a distinct line of 
argument.

If this is a seemingly natural way to speak to other people in order 
to be understood, why do students abandon it when they start to 
write essays and instead begin to churn out endless ‘facts’ or narrate 
the story of events? Why would one respond to the question: “To 
what extent was the failure of the Bismarckian system responsible 
for the outbreak of the First World War?” by simply saying all the 
things that happened between 1871 and 1914? A student might be 
able to ‘say’ an awful lot about events in that period but they won’t 
be able to explain historical change at all.

Instead, by giving a judgement that is based on evidence students 
can automatically start to address the question and be marked 
higher. Here is an example:

‘To what extent was the failure of the Bismarckian system 
responsible for the outbreak of the First World War?’

“During the 1870s and the 1880s the Bismarckian system 
began to unravel. Tensions in Europe increased and the 
continent began to divide into two rival camps, suggesting 
that the system’s failure had a key part to play in the eventual 
cause of the war. However, during this period a number of 



other factors including colonial rivalries, Balkan tensions 
and the unpredictable behaviour of the Kaiser himself had 
a significant impact.”

The above example is a line of argument that can either be inserted 
into a introduction or can be used as an introduction in its own 
right. it sets the direction and tone for the entire essay and shows 
the examiner what you are attempting to argue. From here you can 
create the paragraphs that would support this line of argument.

Paragraphs
Each paragraph in your essay has a distinct purpose, it is not 
just a chunk of text designed to ‘fill’ a page. Each one addresses a 
particular part of the answer and if it is not actively addressing the 
question, then it does not need to be in the essay at all. On a subject 
as expansive as this one, you will need to be concise and limit what 
you are saying in the exam (if you tried to say everything there is to 
say on the subject, it would probably take you decades). Therefore 
each paragraph needs to make a point, which is supported by 
evidence which leads to a judgement. Or, put more simply, each 
paragraph is a case of stating: “Here’s what I think, here’s why I 
think it, and here’s what it shows us.”

Here is an example:

Point
Imperial rivalries have been seen by some historians as a major 
source of tension, however, in most instances they were resolved 
peacefully.

Evidence
In 1904 both France and Britain were able to set aside decades of 
animosity and suspicion over their rival claims to African territory 



and sign the Entente Cordiale, ensuring that tensions between 
them did not develop into war.

Judgement
This would suggest that the claim that imperial rivalries were a key 
source of tension is problematic, and it also ignores another key 
aspect of the Entente Cordiale itself. Imperial rivalries were set 
aside because of rising tensions in Europe, both Britain and France 
abandoned their quarrels with one another over Africa because of 
the threat of Germany, suggesting that Germany was a much more 
important source of tension that imperial rivalry.

Let’s see how it looks all together as a paragraph:

“Imperial rivalries have been seen by some historians as a 
major source of tension, however, in most instances they 
were resolved peacefully. In 1904 both France and Britain 
were able to set aside decades of animosity and suspicion 
over their rival claims to African territory and sign the 
Entente Cordiale, ensuring that tensions between them 
did not develop into war. This would suggest that the 
claim that imperial rivalries were a key source of tension 
is problematic, and it also ignores another key aspect of 
the Entente Cordiale itself. Imperial rivalries were set aside 
because of rising tensions in Europe, both Britain and 
France abandoned their quarrels with one another over 
Africa because of the threat of Germany, suggesting that 
Germany was a much more important source of tension 
that imperial rivalry.”



Recommended Reading

Here is a deliberately brief list of further reading. Where possible, 
support your local bookshop when you’re buying one of these titles, 
they are centres of expertise and excellence, and we’ll miss them 
when they’re gone.

Hobsbawm, E, The Age of Empire, Abacus Books

Clark, C, The Sleepwalkers, Penguin

Macmillan, M, The War That Ended Peace, Profile Books

Ferguson, N, The Pity Of War, Penguin Books

Watson, A, Ring Of Steel, Penguin Books

Tuchman, B, The Guns of August, Penguin Books



Glossary

Bismarck, Otto: German Chancellor from 1871-1890, creator of 
the Bismarckian system of European diplomacy

Congress of Berlin: A meeting of the Great Powers called in 1878 
in the aftermath of the Russo-Turkish War and the Treaty of 
San Stefano.

Congress Of Vienna: The meeting of Great Powers called in 1814 
to decide the fate of Napoleonic France and Europe in the 
aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars.

Disraeli, Benjamin: British Prime Minister in 1868 and again 
between 1874 and 1880. Passionate imperialist and opposed 
to Russian expansionism, enjoyed close relationship with 
Queen Victoria.

Dreadnought: A new type of powerful warship launched in 1906.

Dreikaiserbund: The League of Three Emperors, established by 
Bismarck in 1873, allying Germany, Austria-Hungary and 
Russia to exclude France.

Entente Cordiale: A general ‘understanding’ between Britain and 
France on claims in Africa.

Grossdeutschland: A ‘greater Germany’ featuring both Prussia and 
Austria.

Kleindeutschland: A smaller Germany, excluding Austria.

Metternich, Klemens: Austrian foreign minister in 1815 at the 
Congress of Vienna.

New Course: Kaiser Wilhelm II’s new approach to foreign policy 
following the resignation of Bismarck in 1890 (see Weltpolitik).



Realpolitik: Diplomacy that ignores ideology and is based solely in 
‘real world’ considerations such as military force.

Scramble for Africa: The race by European powers in the 1890s for 
African colonies.

Splendid Isolation: Britain’s policy of avoiding European alliances 
that might risk war.

Treaty of San Stefano: The treaty imposed by Russia on the 
Ottoman Empire at the end of the Russo-Turkish War.

Weltpolitik: ‘World Policy’, an aim by Kaiser Wilhelm II to 
ensure Germany had not just a European but a world role. 
This involved acquiring colonies and involving Germany as a 
mediator in imperial disputes.


