
Who was to blame for 
starting WW1?

European 
countries

Germany

Part of alliance 
systems

Increased their 
empires – for 
example during 
the scramble for 
Africa. 

Built up their 
armies and naval 
power.

Part of alliance 
system

Increased their 
empires – the 
Kaiser was keen to 
have his ‘place in 
the sun’

Built up their army 
and naval power.

Developed the 
Schlieffen Plan and 
put it into 
operation quickly

The Long term causes of WW1

Militarism Countries were building up their armies and weapons.  
This led to an arms and naval race for superiority (being 
the best). 

Alliances Europe was split into two armed alliances.  The Triple 
Entente and the Triple Alliance.  Both were equally 
suspicious of each other and believed the alliance system 
would act as a deterrent against attack.

Imperialism During this period many countries were building up their 
empires and were prepared to compete for more land. 

Nationalism Countries were keen to promote their own interests and 
defend their position in Europe/the world.  No matter 
what the cost.

Short Term Cause (the spark of WW1)

Assassination of Franz Ferdinand – A Serbian nationalist 
Gavrilo Princip shot and killed the heir to the Austro-Hungarian 
throne, along with his wife, while was visiting Sarajevo (in 
Bosnia). This caused Austria to declare war on Serbia, which led 
to Russia declaring war on Austria and then due to the alliance 
system other European countries declaring war on each other. 

Why was WW1 fought in the 
trenches?
The Belgium army held up the Germany 
army which gave time for other countries 
like France to mobilise their army, this 
slowed the German attack.

After the Battle of the Marne the German 
army was pushed back towards the East but 
dug trenches to hold out their position.

With the introduction of new weapons like 
the machine gun soldiers needed protection. 

Neither side would give up their position so 
they war dragged out for 4 years - 
STALEMATE

What were conditions like in the 
trenches?

Trenches were long, narrow ditches dug into the ground where 
soldiers lived. They were very muddy, uncomfortable and the 
toilets overflowed. The conditions in the trenches led to 
diseases such as trench foot.

The structure of the trench system

The Schlieffen Plan
This was a plan designed by Field Marshal Alfred von Schlieffen 
to ensure Germany victory if war broke out.  The plan was 
designed to avoid a war on 2 fronts (east and west) by 
attacking France via Belgium, taking control of the sea ports 
and then turning their attention on Russia.

History Y9 HT Knowledge Organiser: ‘Was Germany solely responsible for the start of WWI?’



Tasks: 

1 Write a PEET paragraph explaining why militarism was a cause of WWI. Complete? 

2 Write at least 15 questions and answers using the information on this KO, they should help you 
remember the key facts about the causes of WWI. 

3 Create a timeline of the main events which led to WWI, you need to include a minimum of five 
events and explain how they lead to the war. 

4 ‘Germany was solely responsible for WWI’ How far do you agree? Write a PEET paragraph 
explaining whether you agree or disagree. 

5 Write a PEET paragraph explaining why WWI was fought in trenches 

6 Draw your own version of the trench diagram, label each part of the trench and add your own 
facts 


