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Matt : Hello and welcome to VAMUN! You have been selected to participate in the 

Wilson Global Systems Simulation Crisis Committee as representatives for France in 

pre-World War 1 Europe. My name is Matthew Scheffel and I will be serving as your 

committee chairman. I am a second year at the University of Virginia studying 

Economics and Psychology with a minor in Spanish. A Baltimore, Maryland native, I 

attended my first Model UN conference at Johns Hopkins “JHUMUNC” in my junior year 

of high school as a member of a historical crisis committee based in ancient Greece. 

Outside of IRO, I participate in UVA’s Club Running team, work at a restaurant on the 

Corner, and struggle to complete my homework on a timely basis. I look forward to 

reading all of your position papers and to interacting with you during VAMUN. Good 

luck, or Bonne Chance ! 
 

Will: Bienvenue à tous! My name is Will Krag and I am a second year at the University 

of Virginia studying Economics and Political Philosophy with a minor in French. I will be 

serving as CD for the conference, and I’m excited to engage with what I am sure to be 

well thought out crisis arcs. Outside of MUN, I am a member of the Jefferson Literary 

and Debating Society, the McIntire Investment Institute, Student Entrepreneurs for 

Economic Development, and the University Democrats. I’m a huge Wolverhampton fan 

for anyone who’s into soccer, and I love UVa sports as well. Bonne chance!! 

 

 



 

 
Overview :  
 

Over a century has passed since the tumultuous period of the French Revolution 

and the Napoleonic Era, but the turn of the century has not held much peace, nor calm, 

for France and the rest of Europe. The Balkan Wars are the latest bout of violence to 

envelop Europe and its surrounding territories. They are to be one of the last straws in a 

series of events which will cause the entire European continent to erupt into the 

deadliest war yet witnessed by humanity. However, the tensions for the conflict were 

laid earlier than the beginning of the 20th century. In this background guide, we will 

explore factors and events specific to France and what eventually pushed them towards 

joining the war effort in 1914 against the Central Powers of the Ottoman Empire, 

Germany, Austria, and Bulgaria. Our conference will begin in June of 1913, 

approximately a year before the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the event 

attributed with setting World War 1 fully into motion. This month also marks the 

beginning of the Second Balkan War, a precursor to the Balkan Crisis of 1914 that plays 

a major role in igniting World War 1. The following background guide will provide 

information that will help you educate yourself on the growing factors and tensions 

throughout Europe over the past few decades before 1914. Use this information to 

synthesize and formulate how France will handle both the events preceding the “Great 

War” and the war itself, but make sure your research extends beyond this guide. 

 

 



 

Franco-Prussian War :  
Following Napoleon Bonaparte’s final fall from power, France rotated through 

multiple forms of government including various republics and monarchies. By 1870, 

Napoleon III (the nephew of Bonaparte) had risen from President of the Second 

Republic of France to become Emperor of an authoritarian France. In an effort to 

restore and boost his popularity, Napoleon III was goaded into taking military actions 

against Prussia after disputes over who would succeed the Spanish throne, which was 

considered an area of influence and importance to the French empire . Believing their 1

military to be highly superior, the French were caught off guard by the quick and 

efficient mobilization of German troops under Otto von Bismarck’s guidance. France 

was easily defeated and Napoleon himself was captured, sending the French into a 

panic and inspiring another revolution which would lead to the establishment of the 

Third French Republic . After some internal disputes, the new government entered into 2

peace negotiations and established the Treaty of Frankfurt. In addition to monetary 

payments, the French had to surrender the territories of Alsace and Lorraine to the 

Prussians. That same year, Prussian KIng William I was crowned Emperor of Germany 

at the palace of Versailles (the same location where all French monarchs had been 

coronated.)  These events took a deep toll on the national pride of the French people 3

and led to harbored feelings of hatred and a desire for revenge towards the Germans in 

the decades leading up to World War 1. On the other hand, the resounding victory of 

1 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on Napoleon III 
2 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on the Third French Republic 
3 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on William I 



the German empire over France strengthened the German faith in the use of militarism 

to achieve their ends and expansionary goals, an attitude which would prevail with them 

through World War 2 . 4

 

Belle Epoque:  
The 1800s were not entirely troublesome for the French, as they also entered the 

period of Belle  Epoque  throughout the 19th century, or the “beautiful era.” This period 

allowed for the French to evolve from a very poor nation with wealth centered amongst 

the monarchy (think of the original French Revolution and the lower classes’ spite 

towards elitist attitudes and comments such as Marie Antoinette’s, “ Let them eat cake. ”) 
into a more diversified and advanced modern economy like that of Britain and the 

United States. A large exodus of French farmers into cities in search of factory jobs 

hastened France’s urbanization, with about a quarter of the French population working 

in urban or factory related jobs by the 1870s. A large number of railroads began to be 

built and extended, allowing for more efficient internal trading and exporting/importing of 

goods. Modern inventions and better access to resources were just some of the new 

things enjoyed by the French people during the belle epoque, additionally; belle epoque 

was a time of cultural and artistic growth including the introduction of the cinema and 

cabaret, for example. However, despite the rapid and large growth, the French working 

class were still the ones to benefit the least from the industrial growth and 

modernization. As a result, socialist policies began to appeal to disgruntled and poor 

4 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on Franco-German War 



French workers and their communities. In the early 1900s, France passed laws 

regarding separation of church and state, free elementary education, and a progressive 

tax system - all of which were very unusual and revolutionary for their time. Abroad, 

France continued to expand their influence and empire by tightening their grip on 

French Indochina and vying for control of new African territories with Great Britain.  5

 

Franco-German Relations :  
All the while, fears of Germany loomed over France’s head as they sought to 

outgrow a quickly and vastly growing German empire and military force. Such fears 

came to a head in the much maligned “Dreyfus Affair” of the 1890’s. In the drawn out 

saga, Captain Alfred Dreyfus was a French military officer of Jewish descent who was 

accused of selling military secrets to the Germans. Although originally convicted and 

found guilty, over the next decade many documents and statements were found to be 

forgeries or lies. Dreyfus was eventually exonerated by a civilian court in 1906 . The 6

scandal showed how much both anti-Semitic and anti-German sentiments were 

affecting the country, as well as an excessive trust in the military, and served to divide 

many over the issue. New governments coalitions were formed and the separation of 

church and state was made stronger as a result of the Dreyfus affair. As 1914 

approaches, Raymond Poincaré has become a name to watch in national politics: as a 

leader of the more conservative faction of French politics, he is well known for his 

nationalist and anti-German views. 

5 From alpha history’s “France before World War 1” 
6 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on the Dreyfus Affair 



 

Growing European Tensions:  
Nearby in the Ottoman Empire, changes have been occuring that will deeply 

impact France and the rest of Europe. In 1908, a small group of Ottoman revolutionaries 

have come to power, known as the Committee of Union and Progress (CUP), or the 

“Young Turks.” After overthrowing the authoritarian ruling Sultan Abdulhamid II, they 

re-established the Ottoman constitution, a move well-received by the Armenian people. 

Previous to this, the Young Turks had a former revolutionary attempt foiled in the late 

1880’s. Many of the failed coup leaders fled to Paris to lie in refuge and plan their 

eventual next (and successful) plot against the Sultan. The Armenians and other 

non-Turkish peoples were encouraged into cooperating with the Young Turks through 

promises and hopes of winning influence through democratic elections and governance. 

However, it was not long before pro-Turkish nationalist policies and ideals became the 

norm within the Young Turks. The Young Turks began to suspect the Armenians of 

secretly cooperating with their enemies as they became increasingly focused on military 

success and power. These issues kept the Young Turks divided and inefficient until 

1913, when a militant triumvirate staged a coup d'etat within the party and cut off the 

more liberal leaders of the party. The resulting government was one of a much more 

authoritarian and militant lean .  7

Slightly before the 1913 Ottoman coup d'etat and the rise of the militant Young 

Turks faction to power, the Ottoman Empire had entered into the First Balkan War. 

7 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on The Young Turks 



Beginning in October 1912, the Balkan League was formed, made up of Bulgaria, 

Greece, Serbia, and Montenegro with the intention to seize Macedonia from Turkish 

control. Facing sieges on multiple fronts, the Ottoman Empire wholly collapsed and was 

ready to enter into a armistice by December of 1913, only 2 months after the beginning 

of the war. However. War resumed in January of 1913 upon the aforementioned 

successful coup d'etat of the Young Turks triumvirate. The following battles simply led to 

even more defeats for the Ottoman Empire to the allied Balkan countries, and upon the 

signing of a peace treaty in May of 1913 in London, the Ottoman Empire had essentially 

lost all of its European territory (most notably Macedonia and Albania.)  By the end of 8

the war, Turkish anger and distrust towards Armenian Christians had grown to a 

heightened point and Turkish nationalism was boiling over . Albanian independence 9

was granted, but the issue over how to divide Macedonia and its spoils amongst the 

Balkan allies quickly escalated, and now threatens to bring about more conflict as a 

Second Balkan War appears inevitable. The results of these wars will play a large role 

in how the Ottoman Empire decides to align itself in future major wars which may be 

looming on the horizon... 

 

Closing:  
France itself is mostly caught off guard by the Balkan crises and does not play a 

very large role in the events leading up to World War 1, but it is a major power during 

the catastrophic war itself. The way France decides to align itself during the War can be 

8 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on The Balkan Wars 
9 Per Encyclopedia Britannica's section on Armenian Genocide 



found through the past few decades of history and France’s interactions with its 

European neighbors. Issues such as France’s imperialism, militarism, alliances, and 

sentiments of nationalism and religiosity will determine the course of action you will take 

as delegates in order to determine France’s role and influence throughout Europe in this 

tumultuous time.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Some questions to consider as you write your papers: 
 
Militarism : What factors led to France’s growing militarism? Just how powerful is 
France’s military? What are France’s greatest military assets and weaknesses? Who 
are important leaders in France’s military? What are important territories and points of 
protection for France from a military perspective? France’s greatest points of 
vulnerability? 
 
Alliances : Who are France’s closest allies? Their greatest enemies? What history led to 
France’s relationship with these countries? How well can you trust your allies? What do 
your allies have to offer you? What threat do your enemies pose? How do the French 
people feel about your allies and enemies? 
 
Nationalism : What factors have led to France’s sense of nationalism? Is it greater or 
lesser than surrounding countries? Does the sense of nationalism stem from the 
masses or populist leaders? How much can French nationalism motivate citizens in a 
war?  
 
Religion: What is the role of religion in France? What about the role of religious 
leaders, especially in a predominantly Catholic country throughout its history? How well 
do religion and the state coexist?  
 
Imperialism : How much of a force an imperialistic force is France? What territories 
does France already possess, and which ones are they vying for? Who are they 
competing against for these territories? How does their imperialistic actions affect their 
relationships with other countries? 
 
Impacts of Balkan wars : What role did France play in the Balkan wars? Their role in 
the aftermath and before the wars? How did the wars affect France’s relationship with 
certain countries? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Useful Resources to aide in your research : 
 
The British Library: https://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/articles/europe-before-1914 
 
National WW1 Museum and Memorial: https://www.theworldwar.org/education 
 
The Balkan Causes of WW1: http://staff.lib.msu.edu/sowards/balkan/lect15.htm 
 
The Encyclopedia Britannica: https://www.britannica.com 
 
TCA Fact Sheet: 
http://www.tc-america.org/resource-center/tca-fact-sheet-the-first-balkan-war-571.htm 
 
History of France; Primary Documents: 
https://eudocs.lib.byu.edu/index.php/History_of_France:_Primary_Documents 
 
Oxford Academic: https://academic.oup.com/fh 
 
Discover France: http://www.discoverfrance.net/France/History/DF_history.shtml 
 
French Culture; Customs and Traditions: 
https://www.livescience.com/39149-french-culture.html 
 
War in the Balkans: 
https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/war_in_the_balkans 
 
 
*USE THESE AS A GUIDE BUT THERE ARE MANY MORE DIVERSE, ACCURATE, 
AND USEFUL RESOURCES OUT THERE! FIND THEM AND USE THEM!* 
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