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Lecture #2: The First World War



What I Want You to Know

• Why war?
– Has both immediate and longer term origins

• Assassination and alliances

• European colonial rivalries

• Liberal confidence and ignorance

• What was it like?
– Horrible: mustard gas and trench warfare; stupid waste of life

• Why is it so important?
– Millions died, obvsly

– Profound weakening of Europe’s place in the world

– Profound weakening of Europe’s confidence in itself
• Liberal ideals

• Art and culture

– Totally new map and the unlocking of nationalisms around the world



Europe in 1914



Immediate Origins of World War I

• June 28, 1914 Assassination of Archduke 
Francis Ferdinand (1863-1914)

• Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina
– occupied by Austro-Hungarian Empire 1878, 

annexed 1908

• Ferdinand in favor of greater Serbian 
autonomy
– Not enough for Serbian extremists



Gavrilo Princip

• Bosnian Serb (1894-1918)

• One of seven assassins

– First balked, second bungled, attempted suicide

• Princip shot Ferdinand, expectant wife Sophie 
as couple went to hospital to visit victims 

• Princip swallows ineffective cyanide, captured 
by mob and tortured

• Too young to be executed, sentenced to 20 
years in prison, dies of TB



Gavrilo Princip



Franz Ferdinand



Franz Ferdinand



Outcome of Princip’s Bullet

• First conflict of global proportions

• Conservative estimates of 15 million dead (5 
million non-combatants), 20 million injured

• End of three empires, rise of nine new 
countries

• Massive global economic dislocations

• End of Europe’s domination of globe



Why World War I

� Culmination of competing nationalisms

- Especially in South, Eastern Europe

� Rivalry among Empires

- Especially between Britain and Germany

� Inflexible diplomatic alliances

- Germany, France, England, Russia



Competing Nationalisms

• Inevitable outcome of French Revolution

• Self-determination and independence 

movements

– Belgium, 1830

– Unification of Italy, 1861

– Unification of Germany, 1871



Nationalism in Multi-National 

Empires

• Austro-Hungarian Empire

– South Slavs

• Russian Empire

– Poles, Ukrainians, Balts

• Ottoman Empire

– Greeks, Serbians, Romanians, and Bulgarians



Nationalism in Multi-National 

Empires



The Austro-Hungarian Empire



Rivalry among Empires

• Dominance of British Empire declining

– 1870, 32% of world industrial output (Germany 

13%)

– drops to 14% by 1914

• Imperial competition

– Germany latecomer, but aggressive

– Small-scale disputes around the globe, esp. in 

Balkans



Naval Competition

• Arms race between UK and Germany to 

control seas

• Decisive for control of trade routes in case of 

war

• Construction of dreadnoughts



Role of Public Opinion

• Beginning of media age

• Availability of cheap newspapers

• Little accountability

• Awkward pressure on politicians

– Sacrifice diplomatic expediency for public support

• Liberalism and the public



Inflexible Diplomatic Alliances

• Agreements of mutual defense

• Chain reaction for Global War

• Dual Alliance

– Germany and Austro-Hungarians 

• Triple Entente

– Russia, France, and the UK



Concerns of the Entente

• Cultural similarities of Germany, Austro-

Hungary

• Worries over two-front war

• Worries over English domination of the sea

• Worries over possibility of French attack, 

Russian interference over Austrian Balkan 

policies



Concerns of the Alliance

• Russia worried about strong German-Austro-
Hungarian alliance

• UK concerned with maintaining balance of 
power

• France worried about hostilities with 
Germany

• Military pact signed summer 1914

– Reciprocal treaty obligations



Mutually Threatening War Plans

• French “Plan XVII”

– Heavy emphasis on rapid offensives

• German Schlieffen plan

– Fear of encirclement

– France to be defeated swiftly, then 

attention turned to Russia

• Conditional on mobilization of enemy forces



War Plans on the Western Front



The Chain Reaction

• 23 July Austrians issue ultimatum to Serbs

• 28 July Austrians declare war

• 29 July Russia mobilizes to defend Serbia

• 31 July Germany issues ultimatums to Russia, 
France 

• 1 August Germany declares war on Russia, France 
mobilizes

• 3 August Germans declare war on France, invade 
Belgium

• 4 August Britain comes to defense of Belgium



War of Attrition

• West: three years of stalemate

– Trenches from English channel to Switzerland

• East: more movement, treaty of Brest-Litovsk 

in March 1918 places much in Entente control



The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk



Brutality of New Warfare

• Unprecedented causalities

• Verdun, 1916

– 315,000 French killed

– 280,000 German casualties 

– Less than 160,000 bodies recovered

• The Somme, British gain few thousand yards

– 420,000 casualties

– No significant strategic advantage



River Somme



New Military Technology

• Barbed wire, Gatling Gun

• Gas

– First used by German troops, 1915

– Mustard gas, 800,000 casualties

• Tanks 

– Initially effective but ground quickly lost to counterattacks

• Airplanes

– limited bombing, strafing, used primarily for reconnaissance

– Dirigibles

• Submarines



Trench Warfare



Poison Gas



Rupert Brooke

“The Soldier”, 1914

If I should die, think only this of me:

That there's some corner of a foreign field

That is for ever England. There shall be

In that rich earth a richer dust concealed;

A dust whom England bore, shaped, made aware,

Gave, once, her flowers to love, her ways to roam,

A body of England's, breathing English air,

Washed by the rivers, blest by suns of home.

And think, this heart, all evil shed away,

A pulse in the eternal mind, no less

Gives somewhere back the thoughts by England 
given;

Her sights and sounds; dreams happy as her day;

And laughter, learnt of friends; and gentleness,

In hearts at peace, under an English heaven. 



Wilfred Owen



“Dulce et Decorum est” (1917)

Bent double, like old beggars under sacks,

Knock-kneed, coughing like hags, we cursed through sludge,

Till on the haunting flares we turned our backs,

And towards our distant rest began to trudge.

Men marched asleep. Many had lost their boots,

But limped on, blood-shod. All went lame; all blind;

Drunk with fatigue; deaf even to the hoots

Of gas-shells dropping softly behind.

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling

Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,

But someone still was yelling out and stumbling

And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.—

Dim through the misty panes and thick green light,

As under a green sea, I saw him drowning.



“Dulce et Decorum est” (1917)

In all my dreams before my helpless sight,

He plunges at me, guttering, choking, drowning.

If in some smothering dreams, you too could pace

Behind the wagon that we flung him in,

And watch the white eyes writhing in his face,

His hanging face, like a devil’s sick of sin;

If you could hear, at every jolt, the blood

Come gargling from the froth-corrupted lungs,

Obscene as cancer, bitter as the cud

Of vile, incurable sores on innocent tongues,—

My friend, you would not tell with such high zest

To children ardent for some desperate glory,

The old Lie: Dulce et decorum est

Pro patria mori.


