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THE GREAT WAR: UNDERSTANDING THE CAUSES AND CONSEQUENCES OF FIRST WORLD WAR

The First World War, often called the Great War, stands as one of the most transformative and devastating conflicts in human history. Spanning from
1914 to 1918, it reshaped the political map of Europe, redrew national boundaries, and set the stage for the upheavals of the twentieth century. To
truly comprehend the modern world, one must look back at the complex web of factors that led to this global catastrophe. Understanding the causes
and consequences of the First World War is not merely an academic exercise; it is a vital lesson in how nationalism, militarism, alliances, and imperial
ambition can collide with catastrophic results. This article explores the deep-rooted origins of the war and the profound aftermath that followed,
offering a thorough overview for anyone seeking to grasp this pivotal historical event.

The Immediate Spark: The Assassination of Archduke Franz
Ferdinand
While long-term tensions had been building for decades, the immediate trigger for the war came on June 28, 1914, in Sarajevo. Gavrilo Princip, a
Bosnian Serb nationalist and member of the secret society known as the Black Hand, assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir to the Austro-
Hungarian throne, and his wife Sophie. This event alone did not cause the war, but it acted as the spark that ignited a powder keg of pre-existing
rivalries. Austria-Hungary saw the assassination as an opportunity to crush Serbian nationalism once and for all, leading to a series of diplomatic
ultimatums that quickly spiraled out of control. The assassination is the most famous single cause, but it only makes sense when viewed within the
larger framework of European tensions.

The Long-Term Structural Causes of the First World War
Historians often debate the relative importance of various factors, but most agree that several deep-seated issues made a major European war almost
inevitable by 1914. These structural causes created an environment where a single violent act could escalate into a continental war. Below are the
primary long-term causes that underpin the causes and consequences of the First World War.

1. THE SYSTEM OF ALLIANCES

Perhaps the most significant structural cause was the complex system of interlocking alliances that divided Europe into two hostile camps. On one
side was the Triple Entente, consisting of France, Russia, and Great Britain. On the other was the Triple Alliance, comprising Germany, Austria-
Hungary, and Italy (though Italy would later switch sides). These alliances were meant to create a balance of power and deter aggression. In practice,
they ensured that a conflict between two nations would quickly draw in all the major powers. When Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia, Russia
mobilized to defend its Slavic ally. Germany, bound by treaty to Austria-Hungary, declared war on Russia and then on France. The alliance system
turned a localized Balkan crisis into a world war. This rigid network of commitments is a central component of any discussion on the causes and
consequences of the First World War.

2. MILITARISM AND THE ARMS RACE

The decades before 1914 saw an unprecedented arms race, particularly between Germany and Great Britain. Both nations poured enormous
resources into building massive navies, while continental powers like France and Germany expanded their armies. Militarism, the belief that a nation
should  maintain  a  strong military  and be prepared to  use  it  aggressively,  permeated European society.  Military  leaders  gained significant  political
influence, and war was often viewed as a noble or necessary tool of state policy. The Schlieffen Plan, Germany's strategy for a quick victory against
France by  invading through neutral  Belgium,  exemplified this  military  mindset.  The plan's  rigid  timetable  made diplomatic  solutions  less  likely,  as
military leaders insisted on mobilizing immediately to avoid losing a strategic advantage. This glorification of  military power and the stockpiling of
weapons created a situation where war was not just possible, but expected.

3. IMPERIALISM AND COLONIAL RIVALRIES

The scramble for Africa and Asia in the late nineteenth century created intense rivalries between European powers. France and Britain nearly came to
blows over the Fashoda Incident in 1898, while Germany's push for its "place in the sun" clashed with established colonial empires. These imperial
competitions fueled nationalism and deep-seated mistrust. Colonial disputes were often resolved through diplomacy, but they left a legacy of
bitterness  and suspicion.  The  Moroccan Crises  of  1905 and 1911,  where  Germany challenged French influence in  Morocco,  brought  Europe to  the
brink of war and solidified the Entente Cordiale between Britain and France. These imperial tensions contributed directly to the broader causes and

consequences of the First World War, as nations looked to protect and expand their global holdings.

4. THE BALKAN POWDER KEG

The Balkan region was a volatile mix of competing nationalisms, crumbling empires, and great power ambitions. The Ottoman Empire, once a
dominant force, was in decline, creating a power vacuum. Austria-Hungary had annexed Bosnia and Herzegovina in 1908, angering Serbia, which
dreamed of uniting all South Slavs. Russia, positioning itself as the protector of Slavic peoples, supported Serbian ambitions. This created a direct
confrontation between Austria-Hungary and Russia. The Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913 further destabilized the region, increasing tensions and
leaving Serbia emboldened. The region was a tinderbox of ethnic hatreds and political rivalries, and it was here that the assassination of Franz
Ferdinand would have its most immediate effect. The Balkan question is an essential element in understanding the causes and consequences of the
First World War.

5. EXTREME NATIONALISM

Nationalism in the early twentieth century was a powerful and often aggressive force. In nations like France, Germany, and Britain, nationalism
fostered pride and unity, but it also encouraged a dangerous "us versus them" mentality. In multi-ethnic empires like Austria-Hungary and Ottoman
Turkey, nationalist movements threatened to tear the state apart. In Serbia, nationalism fueled a desire to liberate fellow Slavs from Austro-Hungarian
rule.  This  aggressive  nationalism  made  diplomatic  compromise  difficult,  as  leaders  feared  being  seen  as  weak  or  unpatriotic.  The  press  in  many
countries whipped up nationalist fervor, portraying other nations as enemies and making it easier for governments to pursue warlike policies. This
atmosphere of heightened national pride and suspicion is a critical aspect of any analysis of the causes and consequences of the First World War.

The Unfolding of the War and Its Immediate Consequences
Once  the  war  began  in  August  1914,  the  initial  optimism  of  a  quick  victory  quickly  evaporated.  The  Schlieffen  Plan  failed,  leading  to  a  bloody
stalemate on the Western Front. Trench warfare became the defining image of the conflict, with millions of soldiers enduring horrific conditions for
minimal territorial gains. The war soon became a global conflict, involving nations from around the world, including the United States, which entered
in 1917. The human cost was staggering. By the time the armistice was signed on November 11, 1918, an estimated 10 million military personnel and
7 million civilians had died. Another 21 million were wounded. These immediate casualties are the most visceral of the consequences of the First
World War.

The Major Consequences of the First World War
The aftermath of the war was as world-changing as its causes were complex. The conflict reshaped the political, social, and economic landscape of
the entire globe. Here are the most significant long-term consequences.

1. THE COLLAPSE OF EMPIRES

The war directly led to the dissolution of four major empires. The German Empire, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the Ottoman Empire, and the Russian
Empire all collapsed under the strain of total war. In their place, new nations emerged based on the principle of national self-determination, at least in
theory. Poland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, and the Baltic states were created or re-established. The map of Europe was redrawn, but these new
borders often created new ethnic tensions that would persist for decades. The fall of these empires fundamentally altered the balance of power in
Europe and around the world.

2. THE TREATY OF VERSAILLES

The peace settlement, particularly the Treaty of Versailles signed with Germany in 1919, had profound consequences. The treaty imposed harsh
terms on Germany, including massive reparations payments, territorial losses, military restrictions, and the infamous "war guilt clause" (Article 231),
which forced Germany to accept full responsibility for the war. While the Allied powers, especially France, sought to ensure Germany could never
threaten peace again, the treaty was widely resented in Germany. This resentment provided fertile ground for extremist political movements,
including the rise of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi Party. Many historians argue that the punitive terms of Versailles were a direct cause of the Second
World War. The treaty remains one of the most debated elements of the causes and consequences of the First World War.

3. THE RISE OF THE UNITED STATES

The war marked the emergence of the United States as a global superpower. Although American entry into the war came late, the economic and
military contribution of the US was decisive. By the war's end, the United States had become the world's leading economic power and a major player

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 Causes And Consequences Of First World War 2022-09-17

on the world stage. President Woodrow Wilson's Fourteen Points and his push for the League of Nations reflected this new global role, even though
the US ultimately refused to join the League. The shift in power from Europe to the United States is a key long-term consequence of the conflict.

4. THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION AND COMMUNISM

The immense strain of the war on Russia led to the collapse of the Tsarist regime in 1917. The February Revolution brought a provisional government
to  power,  but  it  was  overthrown  later  that  year  by  the  Bolsheviks  under  Vladimir  Lenin.  The  Russian  Revolution  established  the  world's  first
communist state, the Soviet Union. This event had enormous consequences for the rest of the twentieth century, creating a new ideological and
political rival to the capitalist democracies. The war did not cause the revolution alone, but it created the conditions of hardship and instability that
made it possible.

5. SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CHANGES

The war transformed societies in profound ways. Millions of men were mobilized, creating labor shortages that women filled in factories, offices, and
farms.  This  contributed  significantly  to  the  women's  suffrage  movement,  with  many  countries  granting  women  the  right  to  vote  in  the  years
immediately  following the war.  The war  also shattered old  certainties  and traditions.  The scale  of  death and destruction led to  widespread
disillusionment, cynicism, and a questioning of authority. This is reflected in the art, literature, and philosophy of the postwar period, from the "lost
generation" of writers like Ernest Hemingway and T.S. Eliot to the Dadaist and Surrealist movements. The psychological impact of the war was deep
and lasting.

6. ECONOMIC DEVASTATION

The war was incredibly costly. Entire regions of France and Belgium were devastated. The economies of all participating nations were strained to the
breaking point. Britain, once the world's leading creditor nation, became a debtor. Germany faced hyperinflation in the early 1920s as it struggled to
pay reparations. The economic disruption caused by the war contributed to the Great Depression of the 1930s, which in turn fueled political
extremism. The financial burden of the war was a heavy load that the world carried for decades.

7. THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS

In an attempt to prevent future wars, the Allied powers established the League of Nations as part of the Treaty of Versailles. The League was the first
international organization dedicated to collective security and peaceful dispute resolution. However, it was weakened from the start by the absence of
the United States, and its inability to act decisively against aggression in the 1930s (such as Japan's invasion of Manchuria and Italy's invasion of
Ethiopia) showed its fundamental limitations. Despite its failure, the League laid the groundwork for the United Nations and represented a significant
step toward international cooperation.

The Seeds of the Second World War
Perhaps the most tragic of the consequences of the First World War is that it directly contributed to the outbreak of the Second World War just two
decades later. The harsh terms of the Treaty of Versailles, the unresolved national tensions in Europe, the rise of fascism in Italy and Germany, and
the weakness of the League of Nations all stemmed, in


