
World War I



Long Term Causes
• Militarism

– Arms race to build up weapons
– Germany ~ best army ; Great Britain ~ best navy
– Conscription

• Alliances
• Industrialization

– Europe fully modernized & at its peak
– Advanced weaponry, i.e. machine gun, tank, plane

• Imperialism
– Competition over colonies led to small conflicts

• Nationalism
– Unification of Italy and Germany
– Desire for independence, i.e. the Balkans
– National pride led to desire to dominate Europe





• System of Alliances ~ 
web of treaties to protect 
themselves
– 3 Emperors League 

(1873) – Germany, A-H, 
Russia

• fell apart over the rivalries
– Triple Alliance (1882) – 

Germany, A-H, Italy
• Replaced 3 Emperors

– Triple Entente (1907) – 
Great Britain, France, 
Russia

• Reaction to T.A.









Nationalism in 
the Balkans

• Powder keg of Europe
• Ottoman Empire collapsed 

by mid 1800s 
• Region fought over by A-H 

and Russia
• Congress of Berlin (1878)

– Divided Bulgaria into 3 parts
– Gave Bosnia & Herzegovina to

A-H
– Cyprus given to Britain
– Independence given to Serbia,

Montenegro, & Romania
• Major short-term cause of 

the war



The Spark • Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to 
the Austro-Hungarian throne, visited
Sarajevo, Bosnia on June 28, 1914

• Serbian Nationalist Group, the 
Black Hand plotted an 
assassination

• He survived the first attempt, but his
driver took a wrong turn & Gavrilo 
Princip killed the Archduke and his 
wife

• A-H issued an ultimatum to Serbia
– Serbia should put down subversive 

movements
– A-H can conduct their own murder 

investigation
• Serbia agreed to the first part, but 

not the second
• July 28, 1914 – A-H declared war 

on Serbia



Gavrilo 
Princip



System of 
Alliances begin to 

kick in

• Germany gives A-H a “blank check”
of support

• Russia mobilized against   A-H and 
Germany

• Germany delivers an ultimatum to 
Russia to stop, and one to France 
to not back Russia

• Ultimatums are ignored and 
Germany declared war on Russia 
and France

• Germany invades France through 
neutral Belgium

• G.B. tells Germany to leave 
Belgium or face war

• Germany refuses, G.B. declares 
war on August 4, 1914







WARM UP



When the war began in August 1914,  
Europeans were enthusiastic about fighting 

French Recruits German Recruits
Most people anticipated that the war would be 

over by Christmas 1914….they were wrong 





The World Divides
The Allied Powers
• Great Britain, France, 

Russia, Italy, later the U.S.
• Advantages

– G.B.’s naval superiority
– Manpower: 40 million vs. 21 

million
• Strategy 

– Force Germany to fight on 2 
fronts simultaneously

• French attack at Alsace-
Lorraine

• Russians attack East Prussia

The Central Powers
• Germany, A-H, Ottoman 

Empire
• Advantages

– Germany’s superior army
– Greater mobility

• Strategy
– Schlieffen Plan: defeat France 

first, then fight Russia
• French army not near Belgium, 

Russia unindustrialized
– Failed: France and Russia 

mobilized quicker than expected
– Germany was forced to split their 

army & fight a two front war



When the war began, Germany’s biggest problem 
was the potential of fighting on two fronts 

Germany’s solution was 
the Schlieffen Plan which 
involved quickly defeating 

France in the West…

…then sending troops 
to the East before 
Russia was fully 

mobilized for war 



The Schlieffen Plan seemed to be working 
when the German army marched through 

Belgium & France, within miles of Paris

But, English & 
French troops saved
Paris at the Battle of

the Marne…

…Meanwhile, Russia 
mobilized faster than 

expected, so Germany had 
to divert troops from France



Because the Schlieffen Plan failed, the Central 
Powers were forced to fight a two-front war 

The fighting between 
Germany & France was 

known as the Western Front 

The fighting 
between Germany &
Russia was known as

the Eastern Front 

By 1915, the war settled 
into a stalemate as each 

side fortified their 
positions with trenches 



The War 
Begins: 
1914

• First Battle of the Marne
– Western front
– French mobilization forced Germany to 

abandon the Schlieffen Plan
– Trench warfare emerges

• First 4 months: 1.6 million casualties
• Eventually spread 200 miles
• German trenches had a tactical advantage
• The front did not move more than 10 miles in 

either direction for the next 3 years

• Battle of Tannenberg
– Eastern front
– Russians defeated and ended any serious

threat to Germany’s eastern border
– 1 million Russian dead, 900k taken as 

POWs
– Russia technologically inferior
– Russians were successful against A-H





Soldiers going “over the top”





The soldiers had very 
little decent food, 
and what food they 
had was often 
attacked by rats.

These rats were the 
size of small rabbits 
and badgers because 
they had fed on the 
decomposing bodies 
of dead soldiers.





Trench Warfare

• Introduced at 
Battle of the Marne
– Miserable 

conditions, muddy
– Rats, lack of fresh 

food, difficult to 
sleep



1915 • Emergence of poison gas 
– First used by the Germans at the Second 

Battle of Ypres
– 1 million casualties during the war

• Germany’s submarine warfare
– U-boats
– Began blockade of England in February to 

prevent supplies for war
– Lusitania sunk in May will anger the U.S.

• To prevent U.S. from entering the war 
Germany restricted the U-boats

• Gallipoli Campaign
– British attempt to knock the Ottomans out of 

the war
– Mostly fought by Aussies & New Zealanders
– Failed w/ 50k dead
– Turks led by Kemal (founder of Turkey) and a 

German general



1916 • Italy switched to the Allied side in 
1915
– Fought A-H in 4 battles, but gained little 

ground
• Battle of Jutland: only major naval 

battle of the war w/ a German victory
• Battle of Verdun

– Longest, bloodiest battle of the war
– German attempt to break the stalemate
– 1 million men killed

• Battle of the Somme
– Allied attempt to break the stalemate
– British had a 6:1 advantage
– Over 1 million dead, 60k British killed 

on the first day
– First use of tanks; line advanced only 7 

miles



Fighting on the Western Front slowed to a 
stalemate as neither side could gain an advantage  

During the 10 month
Battle of Verdun 
in 1916, 1 million 

soldiers were killed 
or wounded 

Another 1 million 
soldiers were killed 
or wounded at the 
Battle of Somme 

Despite the deaths, 
neither the Allies or 

Central Powers 
gained an advantage
after these battles



1917
• Germany adopted unrestricted 

submarine warfare
– Sinking of ships by U-boats, along with

the Zimmerman Telegram caused U.S.
to enter the war on the side of the 
allies (April 6th)

• Allies had many failures in 1917
– Heavy casualties & few advancements
– War weariness sets in w/ mass 

desertion, mutinies, & protests at 
home

• Bolshevik Revolution in Nov. 
causes Russia to pull out of the war
– Germany agrees to an armistice
– Germany now fighting a 1 front war

• Birth of Total War



Russia was not as 
industrialized as the rest of 
Europe & failed to produce 
enough weapons or food

Millions of Russian 
soldiers & civilians died 

during the war 
By 1917, Russia was on 

the brink of collapse

Russian women training for combat

On the Eastern Front, the Russian army was 
struggling to hold on against the German military 



The stalemate on the Western & Eastern Fronts 
turned World War I into a war of attrition where 

each side tried to out-produce & outlast the enemy



Nations committed to total war to win World War I
Factories were converted 
to make war equipment 

Industrial resources were 
rationed in order to 

prioritize military needs
Governments used 

conscription to draft 
civilians into the military 

Overseas colonies were used 
to gain resources or 
additional soldiers 

Propaganda was used to 
maintain civilian support 

for the war



To keep Germany from trading with other nations, 
Britain used its navy to blockade Europe

Germany responded by using unrestricted 
submarine warfare to attack the British navy 

& any merchant ships supplying the Allies

German u-boat attacks played a role in
bringing the USA into World War I 



When World War I began in 1914, 
the United States remained neutral… 

…But, the USA was pulled into the war by 1917
As a neutral nation, the 

USA was trading with the
Allies during the war 
Germany’s policy of 

unrestricted submarine 
warfare led to attacks on

U.S. merchant ships & 
British passenger ships

President Woodrow 
Wilson demanded 

“freedom of the seas” 
but Germany refused  



Americans were outraged in May 1915 when a 
German u-boat sank the British ship Lusitania 
killing 1,200 people including 128 Americans



America’s anger with 
Germany increased in 

1917 after the 
discovery of the 

Zimmerman Telegram
Germany knew that 

u-boat attacks would 
eventually bring the 

USA into war 
Germany proposed 

that Mexico attack the
USA in exchange for 
the return of Texas, 

New Mexico, Arizona  
Americans were 

outraged 



On April 2, 1917, the 
United States declared 

war on Germany & 
entered the war



The arrival of millions of 
American soldiers in 1918 

gave a boost the Allies

But in November 1917, 
Russia signed a peace & 

exited the war



Turkish CavalrySikh British Soldiers in IndiaChinese Soldiers 



1918• March – 1 million fresh, well-
supplied American troops arrive in 
France

• Second Battle of the Marne
– Germans were within 40 miles of Paris
– Allies finally broke through the German 

line, forcing a retreat
– Americans played a vital role
– Considered the turning point of the war

• Armistice
– Ottomans: October 30
– A-H: November 3
– Germans: November 11 at 11 am

• Kaiser forced to abdicate
• Ended the war, called Armistice Day



By 1918, the Central Powers 
were running out of supplies & 

tried a massive attack into France

But, the Allies 
halted the attack 
& pushed back

Bulgaria, Ottoman Empire, & Austria-
Hungary surrendered in October 1918 

On November 11, 1918 
Germany agreed to an 
armistice (ceasefire) 
& World War I finally 

came to an end 



The Cost of WWI
• 10 million dead, 20 million wounded
• Russia suffered the greatest casualties: 7 million
• $180 billion in direct cost
• $270 billion in real economic losses
• Men actually killed in battle:

– Russia1,700,000
– Germany1,600,000
– France1,385,000
– British Empire   900,000
– Austria-Hungary   800,000
– Italy   460,000
– Ottoman Empire   325,000
– United States     49,000



• New Weapons
– Machine Gun: deadliest 

weapon of the war
– Improved rifle
– Larger artillery: caused 

Shell Shock
– Poison gas: 75 different 

kinds
– Tanks
– Airplanes
– Flame throwers
– Improved mortar and 

grenades allowed for in-
trench heavy weapons

• Home Front
– Changing role for women

• Working outside the home 
for the first time

• Demand extended rights 
after the war

– Europe forced to rebuild 
– U.S. entered a period of 

prosperity



New weapons were invented to try to gain an 
advantage & win the war 

Machine guns 



New weapons were invented to try to gain an 
advantage & win the war 

Long-range artillery 



New weapons were invented to try to gain an 
advantage & win the war 

Tanks 



New weapons were invented to try to gain an 
advantage & win the war 

Airplanes & 
zeppelins 



New weapons were invented to try to gain an 
advantage & win the war 

Poison gas 



New weapons were invented to try to gain an 
advantage & win the war 

Flamethrowers & 
grenade launchers 



New weapons were invented to try to gain an 
advantage & win the war 

Submarines 



New weapons killed soldiers more effectively; 
During World War I, 8.5 million soldiers died 

& 21 million were wounded  


