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The Origins of the First World War 787 


Snternationa! Competition and Rival 
Alliance Systems 
To understand w h a t t ransformed this A u s t r o -
Serbian conf l ic t into a European war, we need to 
l o o k at the r i v a l alliance systems that emerged i n 
response to heightened internat ional compet i -
t i o n . These alliances helped escalate a regional 
conf l i c t into a European and then a global war. 


The u n i f i c a t i o n of Germany in 1871 upset 
the balance of power by creating a m i l i t a r y and 
economic powerhouse i n the middle of Europe. 
U n t i l 1890, however, the d i p l omat i c maneuvers 
of O t t o v on Bismarck, the new Germany's chan-
cellor, ensured stabil ity. Bismarck recognized 
that the Franco-Prussian W a r of 1870 ( w h i c h 
b r o u g h t about German uni f icat ion) had made 
antagonism t o w a r d Germany central to French 
foreign policy. H e also recognized that Ger-
many's pos i t ion in the center of Europe made i t 
vulnerable to encirclement, should France suc-
ceed in f o r m i n g an ant i -German alliance w i t h 
another European state. To a v o i d such encir-
clement, Bismarck mainta ined alliances w i t h 
Russia, A u s t r i a , and Italy. The D u a l Al l iance 
between Germany and the A u s t r o - H u n g a r i a n 
Empire i n 1879 became the T r i p l e Al l iance of 
1882, w h i c h joined Germany, A u s t r i a , and I ta ly 
in a defensive treaty. W i t h the Reinsurance 
Treaty of 1887, Russia and Germany agreed to 
remain neutral i f either was attacked. 


But in 1888, a new emperor, Kaiser W i l l i a m I I 
(r. 1888-1918) , ascended the German throne . 
W i l l i a m , an ambit ious and impat ient young 
m a n , dismissed Bismarck in 1890 and launched 
Germany d o w n a more dangerous path . The new 
kaiser broke w i t h Bismarck's policies i n t w o 
areas. First, W i l l i a m let the Reinsurance Treaty 
w i t h Russia lapse, thus a l l o w i n g ant i -German 
France to j o i n w i t h Russia i n the Franco-Russian 
Al l iance of 1894. Germany n o w faced exactly 
the sort of encirclement by hostile powers , and 
the resulting tlireat of a two- f ront war, that 
Bismarck had sought to avo id . 


Second, W i l l i a m favored a n e w " w o r l d 
p o l i c y " (Weltpolitik) fo r G e r m a n y tha t a l ien-
ated B r i t a i n . Whereas B ismarck had c o n f i n e d 


Germany's interests to E u r o p e , W i l l i a m and 
m a n y p r o m i n e n t Germans w a n t e d to see Ger-
m a n y c l a i m its "p lace i n the s u n " as a g l o b a l 
p o w e r : G e r m a n y needed a m i g h t y overseas 
empire a n d a navy t o defend i t . Such policies 
were guaranteed t o aggravate the B r i t i s h . 
As an is land state dependent on its overseas 
empire , B r i t a i n based its defense o n its n a v a l 
supremacy. F r o m the B r i t i s h p o i n t o f v iew, 
a s t r o n g G e r m a n navy chal lenged B r i t i s h 
n a t i o n a l securi ty and an e x p a n d i n g G e r m a n 
empire conf l i c ted w i t h B r i t i s h i m p e r i a l 
interests. 


H o s t i l i t y t o w a r d German a m b i t i o n s over-
came Britain's long t r a d i t i o n of " sp len d id isola-
t i o n " f r o m cont inental entanglements. I n the 
f i rs t decade of the t w e n t i e t h century, a series of 
m i l i t a r y and economic arrangements f o r m e d 
ever-tighter l inks between Br i ta in and Russia and 
France, clearing the w a y for the f o r m a t i o n of the 
Tr ip le Entente among these three powers . A n 
i n f o r m a l association rather than a f o r m a l 
alliance, the Tr ip le Entente d i d n ot require 
B r i t a i n to j o i n in a w a r against Germany. M a n y 
Bri t ish off ic ials , however, viewed Germany as the 
major threat to Br i t i sh interests. 


I n this s i t u a t i o n , G e r m a n p o l i c y m a k e r s 
placed heavy emphasis o n the all iance w i t h 
A u s t r i a - H u n g a r y . Strengthening this c ruc ia l 
a l ly became p a r a m o u n t . I n July 1914, t h e n , 
w h e n A u s t r i a n of f ic ia ls debated their response 
to the assassination o f Franz F e r d i n a n d , the 
G e r m a n g o v e r n m e n t urged a q u i c k and decisive 
b l o w against Serbia. Kaiser W i l l i a m assured the 
A u s t r i a n ambassador tha t G e r m a n y w o u l d 
stand by A u s t r i a no mat ter w h a t the cost. 


Both German and A u s t r i a n pol icymakers 
recognized that the cost m i g h t w e l l be w a r w i t h 
Russia. Eager to expand its influence i n the 
Balkan region (and so gain access to the M ed i te r -
ranean Sea), the Russian imper ia l regime had for 
decades posi t ioned itself as the c h a m p i o n o f 
Slavic peoples i n the Balkans and as the protector 
of independent Slavic states such as Serbia. Thus , 
if Austr ia attacked Serbia, Russia m i g h t w e l l 
mobil ize i n Serbia's defense. 
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German officials gambled, however, that 
Russia was not yet s trong enough to wage w a r 
o n Serbia's behalf. A decade earlier, Russia's 
defeat i n the Russo-Japanese W a r (see Chapter 
23) had exposed its m i h t a r y weakness. Yet i f 
Russia d i d choose war, then, the German chan-
cellor T h e o b o l d v o n B e t h m a n n - H o l l w e g 
explained, Germany's chances of v i c tory were 
"better n o w than in one or t w o years' t ime . "^ 
B e t h m a n n - H o l l w e g and his advisors knew that 
the tsarist government, in response to its loss to 
Japan, had implemented a m i h t a r y r e f o r m and 
rearmament p r o g r a m . Russia w o u l d only g r o w 
stronger. 


IVIobHlzation Plans and the 
industrialized Military 
The alliance system helps explain the beginnings 
of W o r l d War I : Germany's alliance w i t h Austr ia 
emboldened Aust r ian policymakers to attack Ser-
bia, w h i l e the l inks between Serbia and Russia 
made i t l ikely that this attack w o u l d p u l l i n the 
Russian E m p i r e — a n d Russia was allied w i t h 
France. Alhances alone, however, d i d not trans-
f o r m the Austro-Serbian conf l ic t i n t o a European 
war. N o alhance required either Russia or Br i ta in 
to enter the fray. Moreover , Italy, a member of the 
Tr ip le Al l iance , d i d not j o i n Germany and Aus-
tr ia i n August 1914. I n fact, when I ta ly entered 
the w a r i n 1915, i t fought agamsf Germany and 
Austr ia . (See M a p 25.1.) 


To understand the origins of W o r l d War I , 
then, we need to look not only at the impact of 
nationahsm and r ival alliance systems, but also at a 
t h i r d factor—the widening gap between the expec-
tations of tradit ional diplomacy and the require-
ments of an industriahzed mil i tary. This growing 
gap ensured that when preparations for war began 
i n the summer of 1914, control of the situation 
slipped out of the hands of the diplomats and their 
polit ical superiors and into the grasp of the gener-
als. The generals had planned for a European war. 
Once set in m o t i o n , their plans dictated events. 


A n i m p o r t a n t factor in these plans was the 
r a i l r o a d , w h i c h enabled m i l i t a r y planners to 
move large numbers of men q u i c k l y to precise 


locations. The speed w i t h w h i c h governments 
c o u l d n o w t h r o w armies i n t o battle m u d d l e d the 
d i s t i n c t i o n between m o b i l i z a t i o n and actual 
war. Mobilization refers to the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
o f a s tanding a r m y i n t o a f i g h t i n g force—cal l ing 
up reserves, requis i t ion ing supplies, enl ist ing 
volunteers or draftees, m o v i n g troops to battle 
stations. T r a d i t i o n a l l y , m o b i h z a t i o n meant 
prepara t ion for a possible f i g h t , a process that 
t o o k months and c o u l d be halted i f the d i p l o -
mats succeeded i n a v o i d i n g war. But the r a i l -
roads accelerated the m o b i l i z a t i o n process and 
thereby altered m i l i t a r y p l a n n i n g . A w a r e that 
the enemy could also mobihze quickly , planners 
stressed the importance of preventive attacks, of 
s t r i k i n g before being struck. Once a state m o b i -
l ized, the m o m e n t u m t o w a r d w a r seemed almost 
irresistible. 


These developments help explain the 
Schiieffen Plan, the m i l i t a r y b luepr int that struc-
tured German act ions—and A l l i e d react ions—in 
the summer of 1914. Af ter the creat ion of the 
Franco-Russian All iance i n 1894, German m i l i -
tary planners had to prepare for a t w o - f r o n t war. 
They devised the Schiieffen Plan for just that 
eventuality. The p lan assumed that Russia's 
m o b i h z a t i o n w o u l d take t ime : The vastness of its 
t e r r i tor y and the underdevelopment of its indus-
t r i a l infrastructure ( inc luding railroads) w o u l d 
s low its m i h t a r y m o b i l i z a t i o n and so guarantee 
that Russian troops w o u l d not pose an i m m e d i -
ate threat to German borders. A c c o r d i n g to the 
Schiieffen Plan, then, the smaller A us t r i an army 
w o u l d h o l d of f the s lowly m o b i l i z i n g Russians 
w h i l e the German army moved w i t h l i g h t n i n g 
speed against France (see M a p 25.2) . Af ter a 
quick k n o c k - o u t b l o w against France, the Ger-
mans w o u l d concentrate on defeating Russia. 


The Schiieffen Plan's need for speed thus 
pressured German poli t ic ians to treat a Russian 
declarat ion of m o b i h z a t i o n as a declarat ion of 
w a r itself. As soon as Russia began to mobi l ize , 
German m i l i t a r y leaders pushed theif pol i t i ca l 
counterparts to break of f d ip lomat ic negotia-
tions so that the t roop- laden trains could set off . 
O n l y t w o days elapsed between Russia's order of 
m o b i l i z a t i o n and the German declaration of war. 
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