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Committee Letter: 

Dear Delegates, 

Welcome to the Virginia Model United Nations conference! We are so excited to have 

you all here this weekend, and we look forward to witnessing your fascinating debates, reading 

your thoughtful and creative position papers, and watching history (or at least, a version of 

history) unfold before our eyes.  

My name is Jordan Chapman, and I am the chair of this committee, I am a second year 

in the College of Arts and Sciences and a prospective Environmental Sciences major. My 

interests include 90s music (especially alternative), comic books, volunteering, gardening, 

comedy, and current events.  

My name is John Tiernan and I am your crisis director. I am a fourth year majoring in 

linguistics and history, topics that I became jointly interested in after reading Seamus Heaney’s 

translation of Beowulf, which is definitely on the ‘recommended reading’ list for getting into the 

spirit of this committee! In my free time my interests include baking bread, drinking coffee, and 

listening to electronica remixes of traditional Tuvan throat singing.  

We are looking forward to seeing you all in November! If you have any questions before 

the conference, feel free to send us an email.  

 

Jordan Chapman, Chair (jec2ec@virginia.edu) 

John Tiernan, Crisis Director (jtl8bs@virginia.edu) 

 

 

 

 

2 

mailto:jec2ec@virginia.edu
mailto:jtl8bs@virginia.edu


Overview 

Historical Background 

A 9th century map of England would scarcely be recognizable as the country we know 

today, and the language they spoke and wrote would seem less like an earlier stage and more like 

a distant relative of the language you are reading now. England today is the center of an empire 

whose influence has been felt across the globe, but throughout the first millennium England was 

itself at the mercy of expanding empires vying for power and domination over different regions 

of the European continent.  

The first great empire to incorporate what is now England into its territories was the 

Roman Empire, whose dominion over England, known to the Romans as Britannia, lasted from 

AD 43 to AD 410.  The Romans had made England one of the most economically developed and 
1

integral parts of their empire by the 3rd century, despite its peripheral geographic position, 

nearly 1000 miles from Rome. Evidence of Britannia’s importance to Rome exists in the form of 

road networks traversing the countryside and a number of relatively large towns with evidence 

of markets, manors, large defensive walls, and an abundance of Roman currency.  Roman 
2

colonists and administrators in Britannia, as well as romanized Britons, faced frequent attacks 

from Scots and Picts, two CEltic tribes related to the native inhabitants of the province, and 

when Roman garrisons withdrew from Britannia in the early 5th century, power likely returned 

to these native Celtic groups.  

The historical record for the centuries between 400 AD and 600 AD is, for the most part, 

dark. ALthough knowledge of Latin never vanished from the British Isles, there is a dearth of 

written records from this period. By the mid-6th century, most Britons were Christians,  and the 
3

1  Campbell, James, ed., The Anglo-Saxons (New York: Penguin Books Ltd, 1991). 
2  Campbell, p. 10 
3  Campbell, p. 22 
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most prominent text of this era, Gildas’s De Excidio et Conquestu Britanniae,  refers less to 
4

political or ethnic struggles between the minor kings of his era than to their faith and actions as 

Christian rulers. In fact, Gildas’s account of the “Ruin of Britain” bears little resemblance 

whatsoever to a historical document; he gives few names of people or places, and only dates 

major events relative to other events. The main focus of this text is Gildas’s illumination of the 

“causal relationship between the Britons’ morality and God’s response to it” , linking the coming 
5

of Germanic tribes to Britain with the sins of British rulers, and condemning them for their role 

in Britain’s conquest.  

Gildas blamed the domination of Britain by the “fierce and impious Saxons, a race 

hateful to both God and men”  on British rulers’ lust for power, many of them having imported 
6

large numbers of warriors from the pagan Germanic tribes of continental Europe to serve as 

mercenaries in their armies in order to defeat their rivals. After their initial arrival in England, 

the Germanic peoples decided to remain, and over the ensuing decades and centuries, peoples 

native to Germanic Europe migrated to Britain. The archaeological and linguistic record 

suggests that this migration was large-scale and rapid, with Germanic peoples from a large 

variety of tribes arriving and supplanting the native Celtic peoples in the eastern areas of 

England by the 6th century.  

The lights come back on in England for historians around the 7th century, for which 

there are many more extant textual and archaeological sources. The division of dialects of the 

emerging Old English language,  as well as the slightly later writings of Bede, suggest the 
7

4  “On the Ruin and Conquest of Britain” 
5  Kerlouégan, François. “Gildas” in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2015), 
60-63. 
6  Gildas 
7  Literature will also refer to this language as “Anglo-Saxon”, though more recent scholarship has 
preferred the term ‘Old English’ to emphasize its continuity with our modern English language 
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establishment of three main Germanic ethnic groups in England by the 6th century: Angles, 

Saxons, and Jutes  (See Appendix, Figure 1).  
8

The period between the establishment of Germanic rule over England and Alfred the 

Great’s extension of his power over other English kingdoms is known as the heptarchy, named 

for the seven kingdoms that dominated the country and struggled with each other for hegemony 

for the majority of the 5th through 9th centuries. These kingdoms were: Northumbria, Mercia, 

Wessex, Sussex, Essex, Kent, and East Anglia (See Appendix, Figure 2).  

The influx of Germanic peoples brought with it a revitalization of paganism in England, 

as the majority of Germanic tribes of continental Europe remained pagan through the 5th, 6th, 

and 7th centuries. The first Germanic king in England to convert to Christianity was Æthelbert 

of Kent, who had married a Frankish Christian. He allowed missionaries to enter England in the 

late 6th century, and became a Christian himself sometime between the end of the 6th century 

and the beginning of the 7th. Æthelbert reigned over Kent, but also held influence over the 

nearby kingdoms of Essex and Sussex, and supported missionaries’ efforts there. Among kings 

of Æthelbert’s generation, Christianity was slow to take hold, but within three generations the 

dominant religion among English royalty was once again Christianity.  

Throughout the 7th and 8th centuries the kingdoms in England became more definitively 

established as Germanic Christian domains, with an increase in literary works such as Historia 

Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum,  completed by Bede the Venerable around 731 AD to tell the 
9

story of how England came to be settled by the Romans and later by the Germanic tribes who 

migrated from continental Europe. The Ecclesiastical History is notable for its apparent 

recognition of a common English identity, as opposed to an identity linked to a particular 

8  Yorke, Barbara. “Britain and Ireland, c. 500” in A Companion to the Early Middle Ages: Britain and 
Ireland, c 500-1100 (London: Wiley Blackwell, 2009), 39-56. 
9  “Ecclesiastical History of the English People” 
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ethnolinguistic group with origins in Europe or an identity with one of the seven English 

kingdoms. The famous epic poem Beowulf, of unknown authorship, was also likely composed 

around this time.  

The end of the 8th century brought the beginning of what would eventually come to be 

known as the Viking Age. In 793 AD, Lindisfarne, a small island off the coast of Northumbria, 

home only to a monastery, was raided by Vikings. The brutality displayed by the pagan Vikings 

in this raid shocked the Christian English. This prompted the monk Alcuin of York to compose a 

series of several letters to King Æthelred of Northumbria and his nobles, In these letters, Alcuin 

seems to follow the tradition of Gildas, writing that the attack must be “due to some unheard-of 

evil practice”,  to suggest that the Viking attacks were a form of divine punishment sent to 
10

England, due perhaps to the tyrannical and decadent customs of the monarchs and nobility. 

Whatever the sins of the English were which summoned the Vikings to Lindisfarne in 

793, it seems that the English continued sinning until well into the 9th century. Vikings 

continued their raids on coastal settlements all over England throughout the 9th century, and 

even eventually began settling on the eastern part of the island. Enough Vikings came to 

England for loanwords from Norse to begin appearing in Old English writings of this time, and 

tensions between the pagan Norsemen and the Christian English were constant.  The settlement 
11

of Vikings in England effectively broke the heptarchy system, as much of East Anglia, Essex, 

Kent, and Northumbria were subsumed under the new Norse dominion. Wessex and Mercia 

stood as the dominant Christian kingdoms in England, but their strength was undermined by 

frequent antagonism between the two, as well as the problem of frequent skirmishes at the 

frontiers of Viking settlement.  

10  Alcuin of York, Letter #12 
11  Campbell, p. 147 
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Alfred successfully dealt with the imminent Viking threat in 878 at the Battle of 

Edington, in which he defeated the Viking leader Guthrum, forcing him to submit to Alfred’s 

demands. The truce entailed Guthrum’s and the Vikings’ conversion to Christianity, and the 

establishment of a border between the remaining English kingdoms and the areas in which 

Vikings had settled, called the Danelaw (See Appendix, Figure 3).  

Alfred’s success in 878, where Mercians and Northumbrians had failed time and time 

again, is not easily explained, especially since historians know little about Alfred’s early reign. A 

major factor may be, however, the strength of Alfred’s claim to his throne- the kings of Mercia 

and Northumbria both faced pretenders to their thrones and ambitions family members to 

contend with from within while at the same time battling the Vikings. Alfred, however, had no 

subversive family members and commanded the respect of all his nobles.   
12

What are clear, however, are the reasons behind his continued success: Alfred launched a 

series of reforms throughout his kingdom to improve nearly every conceivable aspect of English 

society, from the military to the education system. He brought in knowledgeable men from 

across the British Isles, as well as continental Europe, to serve as advisers for this endeavor.  

 

Committee Overview 

This committee begins in 879 AD, following Guthrum’s conversion to Christianity and 

his acceptance of Alfred as his godfather. After his conversion, Guthrum withdrew his forces 

east, back over the agreed-upon border between the English kingdoms and the Danelaw. Alfred, 

not naïve, knows that this is not the beginning of a long period of peace, but rather a momentary 

respite from fighting in the midst of a decades-long campaign. Despite being Christian, the 

Vikings of the Danelaw are still not English, and an outright war with them is still a dangerous 

12  Campbell, p. 149 
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possibility. The other English kingdoms pose problems for Alfred as well; they were severely 

weakened by decades of fighting the Vikings, and Alfred’s Kingdom of Wessex is the clear 

dominant power. Certain elements of Alfred’s inner circle believe that Alfred should claim the 

title Rex Anglorum  and claim lordship over all England.  
13

Alfred, in keeping with the religious perspective of writers such as Alcuin and Gildas, 

sees his victory over Guthrum as a reward for his piety. He also sees the danger that his victory 

may only be temporary if English society does not take serious steps to regain its faith. To 

Alfred, the lack of knowledge of the Scriptures, and indeed many monks’ lack of ability to read 

and write in the Latin language, put the country at risk of another devastating wave of Viking 

invasions. As king, Alfred takes his duty to protect his people to mean protecting the spirits of 

the English as well as the borders of England. In fact, he sees spiritual security as tantamount to 

national security. To truly make England save from the Vikings, Alfred has decided to take it 

upon himself to devise a program for spreading the word of God to all in his domain.  

The court that Alfred has summoned represents the best that Britain and Europe have to 

offer. Education, spirituality, administrative efficiency, and military might are all interrelated 

problems, where one cannot be achieved without also addressing the others. With this in mind, 

King Alfred calls together the esteemed members of his court to convene for the first time and 

begin their holy work to ensure not just the survival, but the prosperity and greatness, of 

England and the English.  

 

Structure 

For this committee, it is important to keep in mind that you are all working together. 

Although each representative in King Alfred’s court may have competing interests or priorities, 

13  King of the English 
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the end goal is one which you all share: ensure English spirituality, prosperity, and security. 

Members of the clergy may work with one another more closely than with military advisors or 

nobles, but collaboration is key, and doing so effectively will be rewarded.  

It is our expectation that all delegates will be fully engaged in all aspects of this 

conference, from the writing of their position papers to the final committee session. Delegates 

must treat other conference participants and conference staff with the utmost level of 

diplomacy. The best delegates will work passionately and in such a way that the depth of their 

research into their topic will be apparent. They will know when to yield the floor, they will be 

adaptable, and they will understand that behind the scenes participation, especially in a crisis 

committee, is just as valuable as involving oneself front-and-center in the debate.  

This committee will take place between 879 and 899, with one session being roughly 

equal to four years, although the progression of time may slow down or speed up depending on 

the direction and progress of the committee. Every crisis update will include the month and year 

in order to keep all delegates up-to-date and on the same page.  

A note on discourse: while it is not appropriately called ‘racism’ in the same way we 

think about it today, the English certainly did not think the Vikings were a good group of people, 

and they liked to write horrible things about them. There may also be animosity or distrust 

between the English and the Celts as well as between Englishmen from rival kingdoms. Since by 

and large these groups don’t exist anymore, and haven’t existed for centuries, it is okay to say 

some horrible things about them to act in-character for the period. Just be sure to do it in the 

right way- for instance, nobody would be talking about the racial inferiority of the Vikings, they 

would be calling them heathens, devils, northern savages, et cetera.  
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Topics 

Education 

Alfred was horrified to learn that many members of the English clergy, including some of 

high rank occupying prominent positions, had little to no knowledge of the Latin language, and 

often struggled to read their religious texts. Alfred, following the tradition of Gildas and Alcuin, 

saw that without a pious clergy, the entire country is lost. Additionally, Alfred believed that 

certain texts were so important that all men must read them for themselves, and so he took it 

upon himself to translate several of these important texts from Latin into Old English, which 

was unprecedented at the time. Although Latin was still reserved for the clergy and for the 

nobility, he still believed that more people should be literate in English, and hoped that those 

who could read English would be able to read aloud his translations and help their countrymen 

to hear the word of God and maybe even help others learn to read English as well. 

For Alfred, education of the clergy as well as the education of the common people was 

the foundation for a pious society, but the benefits did not stop there. A pious society would be 

blessed by God with security from foreign threats, such as the Vikings, as well as prosperity 

within the kingdom. The degree to which education alone should be stressed is a topic of debate 

among Alfred’s court. Some of the particularly devout members of the clergy may see education 

in holy texts as the solution to all of the ills plaguing England, while other members of the court 

may recognize the value in education but still prefer a more aggressive military strategy to 

counting on protection from God as a reward for their piety. 

 

Church and Civil Society 

Closely related to the issue of education, Alfred’s goals of improving English society were 

his vision for how to carry out his efforts to expand literacy. He saw fit to budget a certain 
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portion of his treasury to the Church, intending to help the poor, as God commanded. He also, 

however, understood the importance of separating money for the Church from money marked 

for secular affairs. With his secular allocations, Alfred intended to bring in skilled craftsmen in 

every earthly trade to work at improving every aspect of English society.  

More than just improving the skill of English people in their trades and crafts, Alfred was 

committed to a fair and just society. He compiled his own set of laws, modelled after English 

laws from his predecessors as well as Biblical teachings. His legal doctrine was the most robust 

that England had seen, clearly indicating what penalties must be issued for each crime. Alfred’s 

original law code, however, was written specifically for Wessex, not for all of England, and with 

Alfred’s newly expanded influence over other English kingdoms the legal code may need 

reworking.  

 

Military and Security 

King Alfred is sometimes referred to as the “Father of the English Navy”, as he was the 

first ruler to envision a naval force sizeable enough to provide a defense of the country’s shores. 

The Vikings were so incredibly effective in their decades of raids partly due to their ability to 

move quickly into an area along a sea or river, attacking quickly and then retreating quickly if 

necessary. Alfred also feared invasion over land, from the Danelaw, and ordered the fortification 

of towns near the frontier as well as the construction of forts along the border, not unlike the 

Roman towns constructed centuries earlier at the English frontiers. These towns were known as 

burghs. Alfred also recognized the inefficiency of marching through the countryside and calling 

up men to fight whenever the need arose, so he ordered the establishment of a standing army for 

England.  
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All of these measures are being considered to ensure security of England from the Viking 

threat, but opinions in Alfred’s court are divided. For many members of the court, memories of 

Viking invasion are fresh, but so too are memories of invasion by rival English kingdoms for 

some. Alfred is a strong leader for England’s defense against the Vikings, but some members of 

his court may be wary of the potential for their own kingdoms to be subsumed under Alfred’s 

domain.  

 

Questions to Consider 

Should the Crown’s efforts to promote literacy focus on any one subsection of the population? 

Which? 

How can the Crown most effectively promote literacy? 

How can we ensure that the efforts to promote literacy remain tied to promoting piety? 

Who among the English people should be educated? 

 

Which trades are most important to support in England? 

How closely should these trades be tied to the Church, if at all? 

How much political power should members of the clergy wield? 

 

How great a threat does the Viking presence in the Danelaw pose to England? 

Are the coasts more threatened by Vikings, or the borderlands near the Danelaw? 

How important is it to expand the Crown’s authority to incorporate all Anglo-Saxons? 
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Research Tools and Resources 

I would recommend using a source such as the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 

to look up any names you come across, as well as maybe trying to find some concise overviews of 

the period of British history from the 5th to 9th centuries, since this is an era of history rarely 

taught in the United States. The stronger your background knowledge is, the stronger your 

position papers and performance in committee will be. 

It would be a good idea to skim the following primary sources: Bede's Ecclesiastical 

History, Asser's Life of King Alfred, Annals of the Anglo Saxon Chronicle for c.800-900, 

Alcuin's Letters, Early Laws of the Kingdom of Kent, Æthelstan's Laws. Really, just skim these, it 

would be a lot to read them all in-depth. If something is interesting or seems important to you, 

though, by all means read that section more in depth. Good use of primary sources in position 

papers will be looked upon very favorably. Luckily for you, all of these have been in the public 

domain for about 1,000 years, so you should be able to find them online without issue. If you 

need help with finding a good translation, though, please do not hesitate to email me! 

Also email me if you want some help finding secondary sources, or if you want advice on 

whether a source you have found is good. I will be more than happy to help. 

A note of warning: if you are searching for specific terms, such as Alcuin's Letters or 

Alfred's Laws, you will be unlikely to come across this, but some more general terms, such as 

“anglo-saxon”, have been coopted over the past 1000 years by white nationalists, so there is a 

risk of you stumbling on something awful. The best way to avoid this would be to focus on 

finding academic articles with a search engine like Google Scholar, or use well-established sites 

like BBC's history sections. Avoid looking for information from blogs or reddit,  you're unlikely 
14

to find anything of value there. Or, again, email me! 

 

14  The subreddit http://reddit.com/r/AskHistorians/ can actually quite good. Ignore the rest of the website. 
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Appendix: Maps 

Fig. 1  

Origins and destinations of major Germanic tribes migrating to England. 

 

Source: BBC.co.uk, “The Anglo Saxons: Who were they?” 

<http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/primaryhistory/anglo_saxons/who_were_the_anglo-saxons/> 

 

Figure 2 

English heptarchy, circa 800 AD. 
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Figure 3 

Map of kingdoms of northern Europe after Alfred’s defeat of Guthrum, 878 AD 

 

 

Figure 4 

Map of western Europe, 878 AD 
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We appreciate your feedback about our conference. Please 
direct all inquiries and comments to our Secretary-General. 

Ankita Satpathy
Secretary-General
secretarygeneral@vamun.org

You can also contact us at the mailing address below: 

VAMUN c/o The International Relations Organization at 
the University of Virginia 
PO Box 400435 
Newcomb Hall Station Charlottesville, VA 22904-4435

Non-Affiliation Statement

Although this organization has members who are 
University of Virginia students and may have University 
employees associated or engaged in its activities and 
affairs, the organization is not a part of or an agency of the 
University. It is a separate and independent organization 
which is responsible for and manages its own activities and 
affairs. The University does not direct, supervise or control 
the organization and is not responsible for the organizations 
contracts, acts, or omissions.


