
What was the International 
System like before 1914? 

L/O – To understand the nature of the Great Powers of Europe and 
suggest reasons why they might be in conflict 
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What are the causes of war? 

1. Militarism – when countries build up their armies, navies and 
weapons in order to attack others or defend themselves 

 

2. Imperialism – when countries try to build large empires by 
conquering other countries 

 

3. Ideology – a set of beliefs about how a country is governed 
and how its people are allowed to live 

 

4. Alliances – the agreements countries make to support each 
other, especially during times of war 

 

5. Nationalism – the strong feeling of national pride which 
sometimes makes countries feel superior to others 



The Great Powers 

• In 1900, Europe contained 
the most powerful 
countries in the world and 
was dominated by six 
‘Great Powers’: Britain, 
Germany, France, Austria-
Hungary, Russia and Italy. 

 

• Each wanted to control as 
much of the world’s trade 
and become as wealthy 
as possible. This meant 
they were rivals. 
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Europe today 



 

Europe in 1900 
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Great Britain – An Island Empire 

• Great Britain is a small country but at the 
start of the 20th century she was the world’s 
greatest power.  

 

• Under Queen Victoria (1837-1901) Britain 
had become the richest and most powerful 
nation on earth. She had the richest 
industries, the most trade, largest empire 
and biggest navy.  

 

• King George V (1910-1936) was shy and 
quiet. He spent 15 years in the Royal Navy 
before becoming King. He was a devoted 
family man. King George had little power. He 
could not make his own laws. 



British power in 1914 

In 1900, Britain had a huge empire 



The British Empire 

• George V was also the Emperor of 
India and other lands overseas. 
These colonies formed the British 
Empire which took up nearly a 
quarter of the world’s land 
surface and population. 

 

• This is one reason why Britain was 
the greatest power in the world 
by 1900. 

 

• How could a large population 
help Britain to be powerful?  

 

 

Statistics for 1914 

Population of 
Britain  

40.8 million 

Population of 
Colonies 

390 million 

Number of 
British Colonies 

56 

Size of the 
British Colonies 

27 million sq. 
km 

Britain’s army 700,000 
soldiers 

Britain’s navy 388 ships 

Coal output per 
year 

292 million 
tonnes 

Steel output per 
year 

11 million 
tonnes 



Problems 

• Unemployment was rising. 
Workers in powerful trade unions 
were organising strikes. Riots and 
demonstrations were becoming 
common. 

 

• Ireland also posed a problem. 
Ireland was part of Britain but 
most Irish people wanted to break 
away from Britain. Protestants in 
the North wanted to stay British.  

 

• By 1914, it looked as if there 
would be civil war in Ireland. 



Germany – a new empire 
• In 1914 Germany was a new 

country. Before 1870, Germany 
was just a collection of small 
states, each with its own ruler. 

 

• The biggest state, Prussia, wanted 
to unite all the provinces. France 
and Austria wanted to stop this 
and went to war in 1871. 

 

• Prussia actually won the 1871 
Franco-Prussian War and united 
the German provinces into the 
German Empire. France was 
humiliated. 





Germany’s Ruler 

• Kaiser Wilhelm II (1888-1918) was 
King George V’s cousin but was the 
exact opposite in character. He was 
energetic with a strong personality.  

 

• Although he was born with a 
withered left arm, he was an 
excellent horseman who could swim, 
shoot, fence and hunt. 

 

• Wilhelm also spent his youth in the 
army and loved army life. He could 
be very charming but was often 
impatient and rude.  



Germany’s Empire 
• The Kaiser was jealous of the mighty British 
Empire. He decided that Germany too must have 

colonies overseas. 

 

• He once said that Germany must have ‘a place in 
the sun’ and that his main aim was ‘world-wide 

power’. 

 

• What do you think he meant by ‘a place 
in the sun’? 

Statistics for 1914 

Population of 
Germany 

65 million 

Population of 
Colonies 

15 million 

Number of 
German 
Colonies 

10 

Size of the 
German 
Colonies 

2.5 million sq. 
km 

Germany’s army  4,200,000 
soldiers 

Germany’s navy 281 ships 

Coal output per 
year 

277 million 
tonnes 

Steel output per 
year 

14 million 
tonnes 
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Problems 
• Many workers were unhappy with 

low wages, food was expensive and 
working conditions were bad. More 
and more workers were joining 
trade unions and organising strikes, 
hoping this would force the 
government to improve conditions.  
 

• Many were also joining the Socialist 
Party which wanted the Kaiser to 
share his power with Germany’s 
parliament. Some even wanted to 
overthrow the Kaiser. 
 

• The Kaiser refused to share power 
and by 1914, one in three German 
workers supported the Socialist 
Party and some even supported the 
Communist parties. 



Russia – A Giant Empire 
• Russia is the largest country in 

the world, but, in 1900, was also 
one of the poorest. Russia had 
plenty of resources but they 
weren’t used fully enough. 

 

• Russia had a huge population but 
most people lived in the west. 
Hardly anyone lived in Siberia 
where it was too cold for 
farming. 

 

• Its long coastline was also frozen 
for half of the year, making sea 
transport impossible. 



Russia – A Giant Empire 
• The Russian empire also 

contained many different 
peoples speaking many 
languages. This made Russia 
hard to govern. It was a ‘weak 
giant’. 

 

• How could Russia, the weak 
giant, be strengthened? The 
Trans-Siberian railway was 
one attempt and was opened 
in 1901 and was over 10,000 
km long. 







Russia’s Ruler 
• Tsar Nicholas II was a weak man 

and not very clever. He was a 
bad judge of people and was 
easily influenced by poor 
advisers like Gregory Rasputin. 

 

• His greatest weakness was to 
try to rule Russia as an autocrat. 
This means he had complete 
control of the country and 
would not share power. He 
believed God had chosen him to 
rule in this way.  

 

• This made him unpopular with 
many of his subjects who 
believed in Democracy. 



Russia’s Place in the World 

• Russia had no overseas colonies. 
But Tsar Nicholas did want to get 
more land beyond his borders like 
The Balkans, Persia and Manchuria. 

Statistics for 1914 

Population of 
Russia 

159 million 

Russia’s army 1,200,000 
soldiers 

Russia’s navy 166 ships 

Coal output per 
year 

36.2 million 
tonnes  

Steel output per 
year 

3.6 million 
tonnes 

• All three areas had 
ice-free ports and 
raw materials and 
also allowed naval 
access to other 
oceans for trade. 



Russia’s Problems 
• Most Russians lived and 

worked in dreadful 
conditions. Workers in the 
towns laboured for up to 
fourteen hours a day for very 
low wages. Homes were 
crowded and unhealthy. 
Many hated the Tsar. 

 

• 8/10 Russians were peasants 
who scraped a living farming. 
Life was hard and short. 
Many died in famines. They 
also hated the Tsar. 



Austria-Hungary – a Patchwork Empire 
• Austria-Hungary was actually 

a union of two separate 
countries. In each country 
lived many different peoples, 
or nationalities, each with its 
own language, its own 
customs and its own way of 
life. 

 

• Like Russia, this made the 
country very hard to govern, 
as most people wanted to be 
independent and rule 
themselves.  





Austria-Hungary’s Ruler 
• Emperor Franz Joseph II (1848-

1916) was 84 in 1914 and the 
oldest of Europe’s rulers. He 
was quiet, serious and religious, 
devoted to his work.  

 

• In his life, his brother, son and 
wife had all been murdered or 
committed suicide! He was 
upset that his nephew, Franz 
Ferdinand, married beneath 
him. 

 

• He was well liked by his subjects 
but many hated the officials 
who ran the country. 



Austria-Hungary’s Place in the World 
• Like Russia, A-H had no 

colonies overseas. Nor did 
Franz Joseph want any. He 
had enough problems trying 
to rule and empire of over 11 
nationalities, all wanting their 
own independence.  

 

Problems 

• By 1914, many peoples in the 
A-H empire wanted 
independence and were 
willing to fight for it. A-H 
looked on the verge of 
collapse. 

Statistics for 1914 

Population of 
Austria-Hungary 

50 million 

Austria-
Hungary’s army 

800,000 soldiers 

Austria-
Hungary’s navy 

67 ships 

Coal output per 
year 

47 million 
tonnes 

Steel output per 
year 

5 million tonnes 



France – A Republic 
• France was twice the size of 

Britain and about the same size 
as Germany. The land was 
fertile, people were hard-
working, had good transport 
and owned many colonies. 
 

• However France was weaker 
than Germany and Britain. Her 
farms and factories produced 
less and population was 
shrinking! 
 

• The French has also lost their 
national pride in 1870 when 
they lost the Franco-Prussian 
war to Germany. The Germans 
took away two valuable 
provinces – Alsace and Lorraine. 



France’s Ruler 
• President Raymond Poincaré 

(1913-1920) was elected as 
President by the people. France 
was a Republic – a country 
ruled by an elected President. 

 

• He was clever, honest and 
outspoken and sometimes 
short-tempered, cold and 
unsympathetic. 

 

• He was born in Lorraine which 
was taken by the Germans. 
People respected him but did 
not like him very much. 



The French Empire 
• France had the 2nd largest 

empire in the world. Most 
colonies were in Africa where 
they built schools and were 
well liked.  

 

• Other colonies in Indo-China 
were more resistant though 
and the French Army was 
often at war with groups of 
rebels who wanted 
independence, and the cost 
was a drain on France’s men 
and money. 

Statistics for 1914 

Population of 
France 

39.6 million 

Population of 
Colonies 

58 million 

Number of 
French Colonies 

29 

Size of the 
French Colonies 

11 million sq. 
km 

France’s army 3,700,000 
soldiers 

France’s navy 207 ships 

Coal output per 
year 

40 million 
tonnes 

Steel output per 
year 

4.6 million 
tonnes 





France’s Problems 
• Until 1870 France was the most 

powerful in Europe. But the 
French felt ashamed when the 
Prussians beat them in the 
Franco-Prussian War. Many 
could remember their 
grandparents telling them 
stories of the great victories of 
Napoleon Bonaparte. 

 

• Not only had they lost their 
national pride, they had also 
lost the rich provinces of Alsace 
and Lorraine to the Germans. 
They wanted revenge! 



The Ottoman Empire 
• The Ottoman Empire (modern 

day Turkey) controlled large 
areas of land in Eastern Europe.  

 

• But the Ottoman Empire was 
growing weaker, and both 
Austria-Hungary and Russia 
wanted to take land from the 
Ottomans. 

 

• So, with so many countries in 
competition, you can 
understand that there was a 
real possibility of 
disagreement and armed 
conflict in the future. 
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Activities 
• Copy and complete this grid using the statistics in this presentation. 

Then answer the questions on the following slide. 

Country Britain Germany Russia Austria-Hungary France 

Population 

Number of 
colonies 

Size of colonies 

Population of 
colonies 

Size of army 

Size of navy 

Coal output each 
year 

Steel output 
each year 



Activities – Part One 
1. a) Which country had the biggest overseas empire in 1914? 

b) Which of the other two overseas empires would you say was stronger 
than the others? Explain your answer. 

 

2. a) Which country had the biggest army? 

b) Which had the biggest navy? 

c) Can you think of reasons why these countries kept such large armed 
forces? 

 

3. Which of the five countries had the strongest industry? 

4. Which of the five counties had the largest population? 

5. Using the evidence above, which country do you think was the 
leading world power in 1914? Think about what makes a country strong. 
Size of army, industry, trade or a combination of all those things? 



Activities – Part Two 
1. Here are five statements made by the rulers of the great powers you have 

studied. Try to work out which ruler made each statement: 
a) ‘In the future, no great decisions will be taken without Germany…’ 
b) ‘I shall uphold the principle of autocracy just as firmly as it was by my father.’ 
c) ‘I’m really quite an ordinary sort of chap.’ 
d) ‘Henceforth the President of the Republic must freely use the powers of which he 

has been deprived.’ 
e) ‘My policy is a policy of peace.’ 
 

2. Which of the rulers you have studied do you think was most 
able and why? B) Which do you think was the least able? 
Explain your answer. 

 

3. Which countries had problems caused by nationalists wanting 
independence? 

 

4. Why was nationalism a serious problem for these countries? 


