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Historical Background  
 

     
 
Bismarck, von Schlieffen, Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his assassin Gavrilo Princip – all 
contributed to the outbreak of WWI  
 

The Main Causes of WW1 

 

 A system of alliances in Europe that opposed the Triple Entente (UK, France, Russia) and the 
Central Powers (Germany, Austria, Italy) 

 Economic competition between the UK and Germany 

 A naval arms race between Britain and Germany to build the most powerful ships 

 German jealousy of the British and French empires  

 The murder of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo and Austria’s desire to 
punish Serbia (Austria was supported by Germany, Serbia by Russia)  

 Fear that the Kaiser wanted to dominate Europe 

 German fear that they were encircled and that if they did not attack first they could never 
hope to beat their enemies (the Schlieffen Plan) 

 Russia’s decision to mobilise its army to be ready if war came 

 Germany’s invasion of Belgium and the atrocities committed there 

 Britain’s commitment to neutral Belgium 
 

Some Exam-Style Questions 

• Describe how international agreements contributed to Britain’s involvement in the First World 
War. 

• Explain why Germany was seen as a threat by Britain before the First World War. 
• What were the key features of Britain’s rivalry with Germany before the First World War? 
• ‘The political rivalry between Britain and Germany was the main reason why the First World 

War began in 1914’. Do you agree? Explain your answer. 
• ‘The alliance system was the main cause of WWI’. Do you agree? 
• How did the Schlieffen Plan contribute to the outbreak of war? 
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The leaders of the Triple Alliance: Tsar Nicholas II, Mr Asquith and President Poincaré 

 

   
War mongers? The Kaiser, Emperor Franz Josef of Austria and Field Marshall von Moltke, Chief of 
the German General Staff. Who else bears the responsibility for what happened?  

 

Questions  

How does the cartoon on the cover help to explain the outbreak of WWI?  
 
How reliable is this cartoon as evidence about the causes of WWI? 
 
Using your own knowledge, how accurate is the impression given by the cartoon? 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/2/27/Nicholas_II_by_Boissonnas_&_Eggler_c1909.jpg
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/ee/Emperor_Francis_Joseph.jpg
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The Schlieffen Plan 

 

  
 

 

Aim of the Plan:  Germany feared fighting a war on two fronts against both the Russians and the 
French at the same time.  The Schlieffen Plan was devised to prevent that possibility by knocking 
out France before the Russians were ready. 
 

Read this source: 
 

 
How useful is this source in trying to explain the outbreak of WWI?  

 

 
‘The actions of Germany were more responsible than anything else for the outbreak of war in 

1914.' Do you agree? Explain your answer.  

 
 

 

The Failure of the Schlieffen 

Plan:  Results 
     

Battles of Mons & the Marne: 
 

The Germans were checked by the 

allies and failed to capture Paris & 

encircle the British and French 

    

Race to the Sea:  
 

The 1st Battle of Ypres prevented the 

Germans capturing the Channel ports 

    

Winter Sets In - Trenches 

Established: 
 

Germans dig in on high ground to hold 

what they have and the war grinds to a 

halt 


