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Paper One: Theme One 

 
Why was there increasing tension between the 
Great Powers 1890-1914? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Focus Points:  

 Did the Alliance system make war more likely? 

 Why did the arms race escalate, 1900-1914? 

 How important was the Kaiser in causing the worsening international situation? 

 How far did colonial problems create tensions between the Great Powers? 

 Why were problems in the Balkans so difficult for the Great Powers to solve? 

The Alliance system 

o Europe was divided into two alliances: 

o The Central Powers or the Triple Alliance: Germany, Austria-

Hungary and Italy formed in 1882 

o The Triple Entente: Britain, France signed the “Entente Cordiale” 

in 1904 and Russia joined in 1907  

The Central Powers or the Triple Alliance 

Germany 

 Won a war against France in 1870 & took Alsace-Lorraine. It was united as one 

country in 1870/71.  

 In 1890 Kaiser Wilhelm II took control of the country. He wanted to compete with GB 

and France by having an overseas empire with colonies and a strong navy. 

 Germany was worried about “encirclement” The friendship between France and 

Russia meant that Germany had enemies in the East and the West 

 Germany was worried about the build-up of weapons by Russia and other countries 

Austria-Hungary 

Austria Hungary had many problems. It was made up from different ethnic groups: 

Germans, Czechs, Slovaks and Serbs. These groups wanted to be free from Austrian-

Hungarian rule and either rule themselves or the Serbs wanted to be part of Serbia.  

Austria –Hungary was worried about Serbia as it was becoming more powerful and was 

supported by Russia. 

Italy 

Italy was not strong industrially or militarily. It was a new country formed from smaller 

states that wanted to become stronger with an overseas empire. 

 

 

 



 
 

The Triple Entente 

Britain 

In the 19th Century Britain had an attitude of “splendid isolation” concentrating on its 

empire rather than European politics.  

Britain had seen France and Russia as rivals. By 1904 Britain was much friendlier with France 

and had reached agreements about North African colonies with them. They formed an 

alliance in 1904. Russia had lost a war with Japan and this had weakened it so it was less of a 

threat. Russia joined the alliance in 1907. 

Britain’s main concern was GERMANY. By 1914 Germany’s industry had overtaken Britain’s. 

The Kaiser was making it clear he wanted an empire and a strong navy. This was a threat. 

France 

France disliked Germany. Germany had beaten them in 1870 & taken Alsace and Lorraine. 

They wanted to get their land back and to protect themselves from another attack. 

Therefore they built up their industries, armies and defences. 

Russia 

Russia was large but was mainly agricultural. It had borrowed from France to build a few 

industries. Russia was worried about the power of Germany. It did not like Austria-Hungary 

and supported Serbia as both countries were Slavs. Russia lost a war with Japan in 1905. It 

was building up an army so that they could win a future war. 

Conclusion  

Many thought that the alliance system made war less likely as there was a “Balance of 

Power”. It was believed that the size and power of the alliances would prevent them from 

going to war. However it also made war more likely as countries felt they could rely on 

others for support if and when a conflict arose e.g. Austria-Hungary would not have felt so 

confident to attack Serbia without Germany’s support. However, Italy was part of an alliance 

but did not go to war for the Triple Alliance. In fact in 1915 it joined the triple Entente. 

 



 
 

 

Why did the arms race escalate, 1900-1914? 

 

At Sea: Britain had ruled the waves and was shocked when Kaiser Wilhelm II 

announced that Germany was building a strong navy. Germany needed a navy in 

order to protect its overseas trade and to try and build an empire. In 1906 Britain 

launched HMS Dreadnought, a new class of warship. Following this both Britain and 

Germany embarked on an “arms race” building dreadnoughts. 

 

On land: The “arms race” also meant that countries increased the size of their 

armies: 

 

 1900 1910 1914 

France 0.7m 0.8m 5.0m 

Britain 0.6m 0.55m 0.25m 

Russia 1.1m 1.3m 6.0m 

Austria-Hungary 0.25m 0.3m 3.0m 

Germany 0.5m 0.7m 4.9m 

Italy 0.25m 0.3m 0.75m 

                                           The arms build-up. Military numbers including reserves 

 

Countries built up their armies and navies because they felt war was bound to come. 

Even though it cost huge amounts of money no country wanted to be left behind. 

 

How important was the Kaiser in causing the worsening international situation? 

 In Germany, the Kaiser glorified war. He wanted Germany to have a great empire and was 

jealous of Britain’s Empire. He loved everything to do with the military. He had lots of 

military advisers, was photographed in military uniforms and could see 

no reason why Germany should not win another war. Confidence came 

from beating France in 1870. He had an unpredictable personality and 

did not have enough realists around him to point out the problems 

associated with war. The Kaiser also misjudged situations. He chose not 

to continue with an alliance with Russia which led to Russia forming an 

alliance with France in 1894. He also alienated Britain by interfering with 

British colonies. He supported both the Transvaal (1896) and the Boers 

(1899-1902) in South Africa in their disputes with Britain. This alarmed 

Britain and encouraged them to sign the Entente Cordial in 1904. Finally 

in 1914 he gave a “blank cheque “to Austria-Hungary when it declared 

war on Serbia. His support led to the movement of German troops and 

the start of the war.  

http://dcbarroco.files.wordpress.com/2012/07/120817-kaiser-wilhelm-ii.jpg


 
 

How far did colonial problems create tensions between the Great Powers? 

The main area of Colonial problems was MOROCCO, 1905 & 1911 

In the mid-1870s Germany embarked on a policy of colonial expansion. Britain 

and France both were alarmed by the growing threat from Germany. In 1896 

Kaiser Wilhelm II sent a telegram to the president of the Transvaal in South 

Africa congratulating him on preventing Britain from having more influence in the Transvaal, 

It was clear to Britain and France that Germany was trying to prevent them from expanding 

while trying to increase its own Empire. They both had control of different parts of Morocco 

and were determined not to let Germany “muscle in”. Germany was seen as a serious rival. 

The 1905 crisis: Morocco was weak & France wanted to conquer it so in 1903 they placed an 

army on the Moroccan border. In Feb 1905 France demanded control over the Moroccan 

army and police. The Sultan refused. 

In March 1905, Kaiser Wilhelm visited Tangiers in Morocco. He told the French agent that he 

wanted free trade for Germany in Morocco - then dismissed him before he could reply. He 

then gave a speech in which he promised to defend Morocco as 'free and independent ‘and 

‘subject to no foreign control'. 

There was an international crisis - both France and Germany threatened war. The French 
(scared of another war with Germany) were going to back down, but the British encouraged 
them to take a firm line. A Conference was held at Algeciras (1906). Britain and Russia 
supported France (Britain stationed a navy patrol outside Algeciras harbour). Germany had 
to promise to stay out of Morocco.  
 
 

The 1911 Crisis: In March 1911 there was a rebellion in northern 
Morocco.   The French sent an army to defend. In June 1911, the 
Germans announced that they needed to protect German citizens in 
southern Morocco (even though there were no German citizens in 
southern Morocco). In July 1911, Kaiser Wilhelm sent the gunship 
Panther to Agadir.   It 'rescued' ONE German.  
 
There was an international crisis. Lloyd George verbally attacked 
Germany and promised support for France ('Mansion House speech').  
Nov 1911: Treaty of Berlin - Germany was forced to remove the gunship and accept instead 
a small piece of land in the Congo.   Morocco became a French colony.  
 
There was war-fever in Germany and Britain.  
 

o Nov 1911: Treaty of Berlin - Germany was forced to remove the gunship and accept 
instead a small piece of land in the Congo.   Morocco became a French colony. 

o German resentment: Wilhelm said: 'these events have shown the German people 
where its enemy is'.  

o One historian has written: 'the Kaiser was determined not to be the loser in the next 
crisis'.    

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Morocco_Protectorate.svg


 
 

 
 
The Moroccan crises showed the importance of the alliances with GB and France working 

together. They show the Kaiser’s aims and ambitions for Germany.  

Why were problems in the Balkans so difficult for the Great Powers to solve? 

The Balkans were a very unstable area. Different nationalities were mixed together. Turkey 

had ruled the area and new governments which were set up to replace Turkish rule were 

often in dispute with each other. Both Russia and Austria wanted to control the area and get 

access to the Adriatic and Mediterranean seas. 

Events: In 1908, Austria fully annexed Bosnia (i.e. it became part of the Austrian Empire).  
Serbia, which had been hoping to get part of Bosnia (so it could have a port on the Adriatic 
Sea) protested.  Serbia called up its army and demanded a strip of land across Bosnia to the 
Adriatic Sea. Serbia was supported by Russia who proposed a conference. Austria-Hungary, 
Turkey and Germany agreed a conference was not needed.  
 
There was an international crisis - Germany threatened war.  
Russia and Serbia were forced to back down and humiliated.   Serbia was forced to agree 
publicly to Austria's annexation. The Kaiser boasted that he had stood by Austria 'in shining 
armour'. 
 

The event strengthened Russia’s intention to support Serbia in 

any further disputes. 

The Balkan Wars 1912-13 

In 1912 the Balkan League (Serbia, Greece and Bulgaria) attacked 

Turkey and seized land. The war ended with the Treaty of 

Bucharest. Serbia emerged as the most powerful state in the 

Balkans with a strong army and the support of Russia. Serbia now 

felt confident to challenge the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  

 

 

 

 

EXTRA: BBC Bitesize has an excellent interactive map that you can use to find examples of 

nationalism, imperialism, militarism and alliances in each country. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

 

 

  

 

 

Arms Race 

How? 

 

How? 

 

Colonial Problems 

How? 

Alliance System 

How? 

Troubles in the Balkans 

How? 

The Kaiser 

How? 

What were the Causes of the 

First World War? 


