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The Great War was a turning point for France in many respects, setting forth several themes that would characterize the life of the nation during the twentieth century.  It signalled the decline of Church-State conflicts and the birth of the French Communist Party, gave new impetus to the public role of women and demands for gender equality, further reinforced the role of the centralized State in French life, and created a dynamic new intelligentsia that sharply questioned the nineteenth century faith in positivism.
  One such issue that has received relatively little attention from historians is racial difference and the presence of people of color on French soil.  Nonwhites
 have lived in France for many centuries, but after 1914 they became a widespread and integral part of French life.
  During World War I several hundred thousand people came from China and various parts of the French empire in Africa and Asia to serve the French war effort as both soldiers and workers.  While many received a warm reception from the French people, others encountered suspicion and hostility from their hosts.  During the latter years of the war conflicts between the French and these nonwhite newcomers escalated into a wave of racial violence, ranging from numerous small-scale incidents to a few major riots.  Although World War I would give a powerful impetus to the myth of French racial egalitarianism, especially among African Americans, it would also produce conflicts contradicting that myth.


I define race riots, as opposed to incidents of racial violence, as conflicts involving sustained fighting over at least several hours by large numbers of participants on both sides of the battle.  In contrast to much of the literature on collective violence, however, I would argue that the difference between small incidents and large riots is more one of scale than degree, suggesting a fundamental unity between acts of racial violence in wartime France.  In analyzing French this subject the historian is able to draw upon a rich literature offering varied approaches.  Students of collective violence have succeeded in giving nuanced, complex portraits of the ostensibly anonymous crowd, providing information about riot patterns, the sociological backgrounds of rioters, and the value systems that motivated their actions.  Scholars like George Rudé and E. P. Thompson have called into question traditional views of "the mob" as an irrational, emotional maelstrom, instead demonstrating that rioters were motivated by specific agendas and goals.
  Studies of race riots in the United States during the Great War constitute another important body of inquiry.  Historians of America's "Red Summer" have written incisive case studies of individual incidents, using them to explore the dynamics of American race relations.  This approach combined detailed chronological accounts of the riots with portraits of the white and black communities involved to argue that these riots were not isolated incidents but significant benchmarks of American life at the end of the Great War.
  More recently, historians of racial violence have turned towards theories of difference grounded in postmodern and cultural studies approaches.
  This new perspective on racial conflict considers the phenomenon as both providing a glimpse into the cultural markers that construct racial difference, and as an integral part of that process of identity formation.  In a recent article, for example, J. William Harris argues that lynching in early twentieth century Mississippi was a symbolic act that created not just the boundary between blacks and whites,  but their very existence as separate groups.
 The stress on the subjective, culturally driven character of race and racial violence has not remained unchallenged, however, as some scholars have reemphasized the important, if not exclusive, role of material conditions in generating racial conflict.


In my discussion of race riots in wartime France I wish to emphasize the perspective that  culture and material life are not separate, distinct aspects of the human condition, but constantly interact and mutually reinforce one another.  While representations of material life are certainly a cultural phenomenon, it is also true that material practices shape cultural frameworks.  Historical studies of racial conflict should abjure both material and cultural determinisms, instead analyzing the ways in which these clashes have reflected the interaction of thought and action, the conditions of daily life and the representation of those conditions.  In discussing French racial violence during the Great War I therefore stress its specific historical conjuncture, arguing that both material and cultural factors were mediated by the time and place of its occurence.
  This violence formed one important way in which racial categories were defined in wartime France, both reflecting old concepts of race and creating new ones.  Race thus appears as a discourse in which material and cultural considerations were interwoven and transformed.


Accordingly, I contend that one must view French racial conflict in conjunction with the crisis of wartime morale that overtook the nation in 1917 and 1918.  For a variety of reasons, in certain contexts people of color came to symbolize both the war in general and its deleterious impact on the French working class in particular, and some members of the latter targetted colonial laborers
 as an outlet for frustrations about the ongoing conflict.  The negative identification of nonwhite workers with the war did not come automatically in France, but resulted from conscious and specific initiatives undertaken by French unions, employers, and above all by the French State.  In this perspective, racial violence appears not just as a reaction to unprecedented diversity, but also casts new light on the sharpened clash between French capital and labor at the end of the Great War.  Yet race did not simply appear as an epiphenomenon of class in France; the French distinguished sharply between white and nonwhite foreign workers, so that race determined, rather than reflected, wartime class identity.  More broadly, a consideration of French racial violence leads one to look at wartime labor history, especially renewed labor militancy and the rise of a radical movement against the Union Sacrée, in a somewhat different light.  This violence, and the racist attitudes it reflected, shows that dissatisfaction with the war was more complex and diverse than the movement led by major antiwar union activists.  During World War I concepts of racial difference based upon skin color became a significant factor in French working class life for the first time, setting forth the outlines of a discourse of conflict and intolerance that remains powerful today.


Inter-ethnic violence has a long history in France.  Natalie Davis has analyzed the bloody riots between Catholics and Protestants which occurred in sixteenth century France.
  During the more recent past such conflict has often taken the form of attacks by French workers on foreign immigrants.  In 1775, for example, coopers in Sète assaulted foreign workers after demanding their expulsion from the city.  During the 1840s and 1850s French workers in the Nord frequently attacked Belgians for what they saw as unfair competition.  By the late nineteenth century Italians seem to have borne the brunt of this working class xenophobia, and the worst violence was directed against them.  A fight between French and Italian salt miners in the southern town of Aigues-Mortes degenerated into a full-scale pogrom in 1893, resulting in the deaths of eight people.
  These attacks occurred in the context of increasing immigration; from 1881 on French census takers counted over one million resident aliens in France, mostly workers from neighboring countries like Belgium, Italy, and Germany.  Those hostile to foreigners at times used the size of this population, especially prominent in Paris and frontier regions of the country, to make it a scapegoat for French working class discontent.  Attacks on immigrant workers during the fin-de-siècle thus fit neatly into long-standing traditions of violence against outsiders in order to protect one's own community; like Italians in the 1890s, colonial workers during the first world war came to be seen as outsiders to the national community, a perception which underlay the attacks directed against them.
 


A clear parallel exists between attacks upon foreign workers in nineteenth century France and the violence directed against colonial laborers during the Great War, but it is by no means straightforward.  The physical and cultural distinctiveness of this new population, and the peculiar circumstances of its introduction into French life, combined to transform xenophobia into racial violence.  By 1914 France possessed the second largest colonial empire in the world, and did not hesitate to draw upon the human resources of its overseas possessions in its struggle against Germany.  The nation's greatest need was for soldiers, and hundreds of thousands from West Africa, North Africa, and Indochina fought and died on French battlefields during the war.
  But the exigencies of industrial warfare also created a shortage of labor in France's war industries and on its farms, forcing the French to import workers as well.  During World War I over half a million foreigners came to labor in French fields and factories.  The majority of these, some 330,000, came from within Europe, primarily Spain.  However, roughly another  300,000 individuals journeyed from overseas as well.  Official statistics recorded the entry of 78,556 Algerians, 48,995 Indochinese, 36,941 Chinese, 35,506 Moroccans, 18,249 Tunisians, and 4,546 Malagasy, for a total of 222,793 colonial workers.
  The balance was made up by workers employed directly by the French Army, those already present in France in 1914, and those who migrated on their own.
The war thus brought a large non-European, racially distinct population to France for the first time in the nation's modern history.
  


The history of racial categorization in France is both lengthy and very complex.  The concept of "race" has always been notoriously difficult to define, and has varied tremendously according to time and place; only in the twentieth century has it come to be widely associated with differences in skin color.  In early modern France, for example, those writing about race generally emphasized the distinction between Franks and Gauls as the nation's most important historical instance of racial difference.  In 1932 Jacques Barzun, in a survey of such racial thinking in France before the Revolution, argued that "the very roots of French history since the sixteenth century have been buried deep under and around the issue of race"
 The concept of race was also often used to distinguish between aristocrats and commoners.  By the nineteenth century, in contrast, the Enlightenment and the French Revolution had combined to produce a racialized view of the nation as an independent biological entity.  As historians of racism have been at pains to point out, racism and nationalism together helped usher in the modern era.


The numerous interconnections between concepts of race and class are important not just for the subject of this essay, but for the history of race in general.  Not only have class and race identities and conflicts frequently intersected, but the very articulations of these concepts are inextricably intertwined.  While Marxist scholars in particular have emphasized this interrelationship, many others have also analyzed the ties between these two types of social fissures.  Historians of nineteenth century Europe have shown how bourgeois representations of the lower classes were often racialized.
 In his seminal Essai sur l'Inégalité des Races Humaines(1853-55), Arthur de Gobineau portrayed blacks as an insurgent mob threatening white civilization, very much along the lines of the French Revolution's sans culottes.  Social Darwinism was merely the most prominent current of thought to conflate racial and class conflict at the turn of the century, and George Mosse has demonstrated how the rise of racial ideology at the end of the nineteenth century at times took the form of workers' movements, setting the precedent for the idea of national socialism.
  The complex interaction of race and class dynamics that characterized the history of colonial workers in France during the Great War thus closely conformed to the broader evolution of these concepts in modern times.  In assessing this relationship the point is not to argue that race or class was more important, but rather to examine how each both reinforced and contradicted the other.  


In the case of France, the development of racial categorization that emphasized differences in skin color and the contrast between Europeans and non-Europeans has been intimately associated with the nation's colonial history.  As William Cohen has demonstrated, negative French perceptions of nonwhites go back well before the beginnings of French overseas expansion in the seventeenth century, yet the colonial experience combined with intellectual changes in Europe to produce a view of whites and nonwhites as biologically distinct.  In particular, such categorizations often centered around the question of labor.  One of the first official French documents to elaborate this concept of race, the Code Noir of 1685 effectively defined blackness in conjunction with the exigencies of racially-based slavery in the French Caribbean.
  By the late 19th century, French stereotypes of North Africans, Indochinese, black Africans, and other Imperial subjects frequently targetted their perceived inadequacies as workers.  As Albert Memmi later argued, "Nothing could better justify the colonizer's privileged position than his industry, and nothing could better justify the colonized's destitution than his indolence.  The mythical portrait of the colonized therefore includes an unbelievable laziness, and that of the colonizer, a virtuous taste for action."
 The numerous objections to colonial workers expressed by French administrators, employers, and workers during the Great War, laziness, lack of skill or intelligence, physical weakness, and moral corruption, had all previously appeared in discussions of native labor in the Empire.
  Therefore, both the broader racialization of differences in skin color, and the more specific view of nonwhite workers as distinct and inferior, had a prominent colonial heritage.  


Yet the legacy of the French Empire does not alone explain the largely negative reception of colonial workers in wartime France.  By the early twentieth century French consciousness of racial difference had been influenced by global patterns of domination and subordination.  Michelle Perrot has demonstrated, for example, that antagonism to Chinese "coolie" labor was widespread among French workers in the late 19th century, based on a belief that French employers hoped to import them to lower wages and worsen working conditions.  In 1882, for example, Socialist leader Jules Guesde wrote an article congratulating the workers of California on their struggle for anti-Chinese exclusionary legislation.
  The role of this American example is highly significant, for if the Empire provided one model of race relations, the United States furnished another.  The experience of nonwhite workers in France resembled aspects of both:  although they mostly came from the French empire and were treated as colonial subjects in France, they also constituted a non-indigenous racial minority in a predominantly white nation, like blacks and other peoples of color in America.
  Consequently, the reaction of French authorities and workers to wartime colonial laborers both reflected colonial traditions and at the same time set forth new post-colonial patterns for race relations in France.
  


From the beginning colonial workers occupied a singular, highly differentiated position in France's wartime labor force.  Most notably, they worked and lived in conditions distinct not only from French workers, but also from non-French European immigrants.  As part of a broader effort to rationalize labor supplies, the French government sought to impose greater controls upon foreign labor in general.  Although in theory these policies did not distinguish between Europeans and colonials, in practice Spaniards, Greeks, and other white foreigners often successfully evaded such attempts at regulation.
  Nonwhite workers, in contrast, were recruited directly at their point of origin by the French government, frequently by force.
  Once in France they were not permitted to fend for themselves, but instead closely regimented by the War Ministry's Colonial Labor Organization Service (SOTC).  The SOTC would group these workers by nationality into labor battalions, assign them to their employers, and make all arrangements for their transportation, housing, and food.  Colonial laborers worked and lived in isolation from their French counterparts, in conditions more reminiscent of war prisoners or even slaves than independent workers.  Such segregation was in effect an attempt to transplant colonial conditions to French soil, enabling the French war economy to benefit from colonial labor without threatening the dichotomy between empire and metropole.  While couched in "separate but equal" terminology, it essentially reproduced colonial racial hierarchies in France.


French authorities justified this system, known as encadrement (regimentation), with numerous arguments, citing the nation's need to derive the maximum possible return from imported labor, the problem of providing interpreters for people who spoke no French, and a paternalistic desire to prevent the "corruption" of its colonial subjects by the temptations of French society.
 In particular, they often argued that separating workers of color from the French people was necessary in order to prevent racial conflict.  A July, 1917 report on the use of North Africans in the mines of the Pas-de-Calais recommended isolation as a means of ensuring social peace.  

One can now furnish the mines with North African workers by applying the following rules:  choosing workers who have already worked in the mines of France or Algeria, strict regimentation of these workers, housing them in special barracks in order to avoid contact with the local population...[The Pas-de-Calais mines] show little interest in hiring North Africans, objecting especially on the basis of incidents that could occur because of the opposition of the local population.

Another report, on the use of Chinese labor, recommended regimentation as a way of forestalling the kinds of racial conflict that had greeted Chinese workers in America.


Such hostility toward colonial laborers certainly existed, yet a good deal of evidence suggests that the regimentation system worked to promote rather than hinder the development of racial antagonisms.  By concentrating non-European workers together in large numbers, it underlined both their "exoticism" and their possible threat to the employment of French workers.  More concretely, the system's stricture preventing colonial workers from changing jobs worked well to keep them poorly paid, thus reinforcing the already-entrenched idea that peoples of color, like women, would lower wage levels for all.  Although the contracts signed by colonial laborers upon recruitment guaranteed them fixed wage rates equal to those of the French, such rates soon became obsolete under the pressure of wartime inflation and the ability of French (and European immigrant) workers' ability to raise their wages by seeking out higher paid jobs.  Their lack of mobility soon made colonial workers, by contrast, the poorest paid laborers in France.  A February, 1918 report from a camp of Chinese workers in Brest noted that "In spite of the formal protests of the War Minister the colonial workers do not receive anywhere near the same wages as French workers of the same category working in the same shipyards".
 Such protests notwithstanding, there are some indications that French authorities saw colonial labor as a means of keeping wage demands low.  In March, 1918, for example, an administrator of the port of Bordeaux requested 100 colonial workers as a way of regulating the price of local labor.
 The regimentation of colonial labor thus worked to create a split labor force in wartime France.


Finally, while hoping to avoid conflict between nonwhite and French workers, the officials of the SOTC had other reasons for keeping contacts between the two groups to a minimum.  They feared colonial laborers would learn bad habits from French colleagues; not only might they learn a taste for strong drink and white women, but also exposure to local workers might give them experience with strikes and unions.
  Such "contamination" would not only limit their utility for the French war effort, but above all risked upsetting established hierarchies in the French empire itself by returning to the colonies a seasoned body of revolutionaries.  A May, 1916 report from the Marseilles postal censor's office noted this danger, citing as evidence the observations of a French colon in Tonkin:  

"At this moment they are recruiting Annamite volunteers.  50,000 more are needed.  I do not know where they will find them, nor what will result from this.........certainly nothing good, without a doubt; this will eventually create malcontents and revolutionnaries, as well as the upsetting of our beautiful colony.  They will no longer feel like planting rice in their fields after they have seen in France a number of things that one must not let them see nor hear.  This will be terrible, and this is not only my humble opinion, but that of all who know their race well."

The differences between French and colonial workers were not natural but arose to a significant extent from specific actions by the French State.  Public authorities in France must consequently bear responsibility for the conflicts that pitted the two groups against one another in the latter years of the war.  


Gender concerns played a key role in prompting French authorities to segregate colonial workers.  France's use of colonial labor took place in a context of gender relations unusual in two major respects.  First, the drafting of millions of French men radically feminized wartime civilian life:  whole villages lost their adult male population, except for the elderly.  Second, French authorities only recruited nonwhite men from the Empire, leaving women of color behind.  The use of colonial women never seems to have been considered; at a time when occupational restrictions to French women were being suspended, separate spheres of work for nonwhite men and women remained in force.  The reluctant use of French women in war industries, plus the refusal to bring in women from the Empire, reversed the traditional colonial relations of race and gender, bringing together large numbers of white women and men of color in the absence of white men and nonwhite women.  As the quotation above suggests, government authorities thus managed to create the colonialist's worst nightmare on French soil.  


Even more than foreign and colonial labor, French women were central to the mobilization of the nation's industry during the great war.
  Women and colonial workers in wartime France had much in common.  Both groups came as neophytes to the world of heavy industry, both were paid less than French men, and both were often assigned the least skilled and desirable tasks to perform.  As a result, women and nonwhite men often worked side by side in the war industry.  Nothing in France came as a greater shock to colonial workers than the sight of women working in the factories:  one Malagasy worker stationed in Toulouse wrote a friend, "Would you believe that white women, who at home love to have us serve them, here work as much as men.  They are very numerous in the workshops and labor with the same ardor as men."
 In such a situation, sexual relations between non-European men and French women were not surprising, and seem to have occurred frequently.
 As Mahmoud ben Arrar noted in a letter to friends in Tunisia, "...the city [Montereau] where we are stationed is full of women, and here fornication is as abundant as grains of sand."
 Although French censors and labor inspectors tended to portray the mistresses of colonial workers as women of easy virtue, many were doubtless factory workers who had met their lovers on the job.  The threat, and the reality, of miscegenation thus spurred French authorities to isolate nonwhite workers, in an attempt to reestablish the colonial hierarchies that their own policies had undermined.  


The attitude of French unions also justified the decision of public authorities to isolate colonial workers.  The nation's labor organizations remained generally hostile to the massive infusion of non-European workers during the war.  Before 1914, French unions paid virtually no attention to the dramatic growth of the nation's overseas empire, judging it irrelevant to the direct concerns of French workers.  During thirty two national meetings held between 1886 and 1914, only two resolutions were passed dealing with France's colonies, both merely demanding that national labor legislation be applied to the workers of the Empire.
 The Socialist Party paid more attention to colonial affairs, frequently criticizing government exploitation of indigenous populations.  Yet the majority of French Socialists before the war, notably Jean Jaurès, stopped short of demanding independence for the colonies, recommending instead more humane forms of tutelage that would gradually prepare the natives for self-government.
 As several historians have pointed out, French workers in the late nineteenth century were by no means immune to pro-colonial propaganda, which usually included an emphasis on white racial superiority.  In spite of a theoretical commitment to working class internationalism, therefore, the French labor movement's lack of concern with workers in the nation's colonies comes as no surprise.

 
During the war French unions reluctantly accepted the importation of foreign labor for the needs of the national effort, yet closely supervised the process in order to preserve the interests of union members.
  The Confédération Générale du Travail (CGT) insisted that foreign workers be as few as possible, that they be paid the same as French laborers to prevent them from lowering wages, and that the CGT take part in (or at least be consulted about) setting immigrant labor policies.
 In September, 1916, Léon Jouhaux, head of the CGT, wrote the Labor Minister to express his concerns about the use of Chinese workers.  


I must in the name of the C.G.T...protest against the introduction into our labor market of 20,000 new Chinese.  After an earlier interview with you, we agreed that the introduction of Chinese workers would be limited to 5,000, solely for the needs of the arsenals and State [armaments] factories...we judge it necessary that the use of Chinese coolies be limited once and for all to the circumstances that motivated it, and that everywhere upon demobilization French workers should be able to find, in the factories, the workshops, the stores and the yards the jobs they held before they left for military service...


As part of its new acceptance of foreign labor, the union did take moves to counter the history of xenophobia against European immigrants during the war.  A number of articles appeared in La Bataille Syndicaliste discussing the conditions of workers from Spain, Italy, and Belgium.  Often written by immigrants or their national representatives, they argued that immigrants were not taking French jobs and emphasized solidarity between French and foreign workers.
 In contrast, union attitudes toward colonial workers remained unenthusiastic at best.  An article on the labor shortage in French mines at the end of 1916 commented on the possible use of nonwhites by saying "Kabyle, Chinese, Annamite labor?..Hum!...inept and mediocre".
 In a major 1916 editorial on Chinese labor Léon Jouhaux reemphasized the theme of equality for all workers, French and foreign, arguing that "No matter their color or their language, we cannot accept that the worker be brought among us as a slave, and be treated as a pariah".  However, he then went on to say:  


This land must not become a cosmopolitan boulevard where all races may meet each other, with the sole exception of the French, because they have disappeared.  It is imperative that all, in spite of the necessities of the present hour, concern themselves with the problem of the survival of the race.  This will be the most important means to ensure "that the French people do not lose the benefit of national prosperity, acquired at such cost."
  

In the article Jouhaux played upon France's wartime peril to racialize the discussion of Chinese labor.  He also used the presence of an alien people to set forth the concept of the French as a race, treating the Chinese as the classic Other upon whom the construction of whiteness depended.  Colonial workers thus linked hands with the Germans as a threat to France; far from contributing to the struggle against Germany, they represented another way of achieving its objectives.  


Given this kind of perspective, it is not surprising that the CGT's rank and file members felt little inclination to welcome colonial workers into their midst.  Delegates to union meetings frequently and loudly voiced anger against foreign and colonial workers during the war.
 Opposition to European immigrants did not disappear; for example, in 1917 the Paris cafe workers union engaged in a series of protests against the use of Spanish labor.
 In spite of the arguments of union leaders, however, nonwhite laborers bore by far the brunt of this hostility; I have come across no records of physical attacks upon European immigrants by French workers during the war.  Whereas French workers sometimes took part in strikes along with European immigrants, especially Italians, colonial workers were left to their own devices.  French unions made no appreciable attempts to broaden their conception of the working class to include these strangers from a distant shore.  When the widespread hostility against colonial laborers degenerated into violence in 1917, their refusal to deal with the issue helped contribute to an explosive situation.  


The French government began to import large numbers of non-European workers early in 1916, but serious conflicts between them and the local population did not occur until a year later.  The spring of 1917, a time of crises and the low point of the French war effort, ushered in a series of racial incidents, ranging from brawls between individuals to riots involving hundreds of people.  These continued through the summer months, declining in number after September but surfacing again at times in 1918.  One report on Parisian attitudes toward foreign workers clearly noted the change of mood in the early months of 1917.  


During the month of March no problems have come to my attention.  The population observes the native workers with a kind, even benevolent, gaze.


During April one observes a change in mood, due perhaps to certain newspaper articles.
  The crowd loses little by little its benevolent disposition; jeers become numerous and sometimes bitter.  


Rumors circulate among the population of the working class neighborhoods; in certain circles it is said that the North Africans are really soldiers stationed in Paris primarily to suppress any insurrectional movements that might erupt.


Finally violent incidents start to appear from the beginning of May on.


Racial violence constituted an extreme expression of much more widely held prejudices against colonial workers.  The public officials and employers who worked with them frequently portrayed them as inefficient, unskilled workers who also suffered from laziness and a propensity to vices like gambling and drink.  More significantly, many French civilians viewed them with suspicion.  Louise Deletang, a Parisian seamstress, recorded in her diary an encounter with a Moroccan in the street.  Deletang noted his "rough" appearance and the fact that he was accompanied by French street toughs; she gave thanks that an upright French policeman was there to save her from him.
  In a January, 1918 report entitled "Kabyle Manners", a Parisian police spy noted that "These people are the terror of the neighborhood where they are housed.  They provoke fights with the French and do not hesitate to resort to knives.  Last week, several women working the night shift at CITROEN, quai de Javel, were attacked around 9 PM by Kabyles.  A petition will be circulated in the factory to demand action against these attacks.  It would be better if the Kabyles did not live in the Paris area and were housed in barracks.  Their own manners and actions would justify such a measure."
  For some French soldiers, the colonial worker symbolized the ability of foreigners to enjoy the fruits of civilian life while they risked their lives for France, in spite of the fact that colonials also served in the Army and died at the front.  Even though colonial subjects were almost always victims, not perpetrators, of racial violence, many in France considered them unsavory foreigners who caused trouble for innocent French men, and especially innocent French women.   


Most of the racial violence during the spring and summer of 1917 was brief and small in scale, usually conflicts between a few individuals.  Reports of such violence are scattered and incomplete, often incidents alluded to in letters written by colonial workers and soldiers
, or mentioned in official reports.  Attacks upon non-Europeans by French men, both soldiers on leave and civilians, constitued the general pattern.
  At times a provocative gesture of some sort would trigger an attack, but more often than not incidences of racial assault were unprovoked by the victim.  The level of violence ranged from verbal insults to beatings to, all too often, mortal wounds with knives and guns.  While reliable statistics do not exist, it seems clear that racial violence claimed the lives of at least twenty individuals, both foreign and French, during the third year of the war.


A typical incident occurred in the Norman town of Dives-sur-Mer.  On the evening of June 22, 1917 two Moroccans were returning home from work when they were suddenly attacked from behind by four French construction workers.  The assailants knocked one of the Moroccans to the ground, kicking him in the shoulder and the chest, and then struck the other in the face with a bottle.  Hearing the noise of the fight, about thirty Moroccans from the same work regiment came running up, and only quick intervention by their French commander forestalled the development of a pitched battle.  As the commander commented in his report, "All the observers of the incident affirmed that the attack committed by the French workers against the Moroccan workers of my group had profoundly revolted them, since the aggressors had in no way been provoked."
 A similar but more tragic series of attacks took place the same month in Versailles.  On June 3rd a group of two French soldiers on leave and one civilian, all of whom had a history of racial assaults, attacked Moroccan workers in three separate incidents.
  After unsuccessfully chasing one individual who had refused to buy them wine, the group accosted Hamidi ben Allal ben Omar in a restaurant, one of the soldiers stabbing him in the forehead.  Brandishing the bloody knife above his head, the enraged soldier then shouted "this is how we will cut their throats!"  The three attackers lost no time in making good on this promise; later that evening they attacked another Moroccan, Allal ben Hossaine ben Mohamed, beating him and stabbing him to death.
  As the history of these incidents indicates, racial violence was often the work of a few individuals, many if not most French citizens strongly disapproving of their actions.  Yet it took place in an overall context of hostility to colonial workers, and as such represented the most extreme example of the reaction against them.  


In a report to the War Ministry the commander of North African workers in Paris recorded fourteen cases of racial assault in the French capital over six weeks during May and June, 1917.
  Most involved attacks by French soldiers and/or civilians upon North Africans working in the streets of the city.  The most significant example of the presence of colonial workers in Paris was the municipality's use of North Africans, especially Kabyles from Algeria, to clean its streets.  The figure of the Arab street sweeper that would symbolize immigration in France after 1945 thus appeared in the national imagination for the first time during World War I, and in 1917 became a convenient target for public hostility.
 On May 31 Mena Brahim ben Sliman was peacefully cleaning the boulevard Macdonald in the city's 19th arrondissement when a French soldier suddenly stabbed him, fortunately only tearing his coat.  On May 5 Rabah ben Ali Charbi was returning back to his barracks from the movies when a dozen individuals surrounded him, robbing, stabbing, and beating him to the ground.  Although these assaults took place primarily in working class neighborhoods like the 19th and 15th arrondissements of Paris, they also occurred in more central areas, including the Palais Royal and the Latin Quarter.  Seven were perpetrated by soldiers, seven the responsibility of civilians.


North Africans accounted for roughly sixty percent of the non-European workers in France, and they seem to have been the most frequent targets of racial violence in 1917 and 1918.  However, other groups were not immune.  In an August, 1917 letter an Indochinese worker named Cang Xuong described two separate conflicts with the French.  


The other day, on returning from Renée's, I met a gang of French hoodlums who attacked me.  I submitted to their blows and afterwards continued on my way.  


Last Saturday, sergeants Sung and...[unknown] got into a fight with the French in the Café de la Fouguette.  After receiving a few light blows, our sergeants took to their heels...


Here, relations between the French civilians and the Annamites are very poor.

During the spring and summer of 1917 the large gunpowder factory at Saint-Médard near Toulouse, which employed roughly 5,000 Indochinese workers out of a total labor force of 16,000, witnessed numerous racial conflicts.
 Several incidents occurred between French and Malagasy workers in Toulouse at the end of January, 1918.  A fight on the 27th of that month seems to have assumed the proportions of a street battle:  "gunshots were fired by the Europeans while the Malagasy defended themselves with sticks or attacked by throwing stones.  There were several wounded, men and women, and perhaps even some dead.  A bar next to the [Malagasy] encampment was literally torn apart".
 A telegram of September, 1918 noted that one Chinese worker had been killed and several injured in a riot near Troyes, and other reports noted the poor relations between the Chinese and French soldiers and civilians.


Although assaults by the French upon non-Europeans were the dominant pattern of racial violence in wartime France, exceptions to this general rule did occur.  Sometimes colonial workers fought back, or even initiated the conflicts.  In August, 1918 several Vietnamese workers lay siege to the house of a French man who had beaten one of their colleagues.  The Indochinese completely destroyed the house, killing or critically wounding at least three of its inhabitants, while four of their number were wounded by gunfire from the French defenders.
 In January, 1918 a disagreement between a Chinese dockworker and his French superior in Rouen erupted into a full-scale battle between Chinese and French longshoremen.  At one point about seventy Chinese stormed the police station, where the unfortunate French officer had taken refuge, and were about to throw him into the Seine when French police intervened to restore order.  In commenting on the incident the commander of the Chinese work battalion noted that his charges had been provoked by "the shouts of the civilians, mostly dockworkers, people of uncertain reputation whose opinions of Chinese workers are well known.  They are convinced that the Chinese have come to France to take their jobs, thereby preventing them from earning a living".
 


As these two examples demonstrate, individual instances of racial conflict could and sometimes did escalate into collective violence.  Although much fewer in number, France did experience several race riots during 1917. One broke out in the Breton port of Brest on the night of August 4, 1917.  The Brest barracks for colonial workers, primarily Kabyles and Arabs, were located next to a large flea market, a haunt for French hoodlums and prostitutes, much frequented by the workers housed next door.
 On the night of the 4th at 11:15 PM about twenty colonial workers were attacked in the flea market by a large number of French civilians, who forced them to flee and in the process destroyed many of the local merchants' stalls.  As the fighting moved toward the workers' barracks, many of those inside poured out to join in the battle, demolishing a wooden wall to arm themselves with planks.  Finding themselves quickly overwhelmed, the local police telephoned for reinforcements, which soon arrived in the shape of two detachments of soldiers.  Led by a sergeant whom one report described as being "in an obviously inebriated state", the soldiers invaded the barracks and bayonnetting and firing randomly upon the remaining workers there.  Unarmed and caught completely unawares, the colonial workers inside had no chance to fight back.  As a result, three were killed outright and thirty four wounded, two of them mortally.  In Brest, therefore, a riot between colonial workers and French civilians, initiated by the latter, was transformed into a massacre of the former by French soldiers.  Investigators of the incident blamed the nervousness and poor leadership of the troops, but their tragic errors in judgement resulted from a more general perspective which considered nonwhite workers, not those who attacked them, to be the source of trouble.


Although less bloody, the riot that broke out in Dijon on June 19, 1917 involved more people.  The violence was precipitated by a paradoxically peaceful scene.  That evening five Moroccans were strolling through town listening to the sounds of a mandolin played by one of their number.  The music prompted a drunken French sergeant in a nearby cafe to yell at him to shut up.  Not understanding French, the young man continued to play, at which point the officer threw himself upon him, grabbing the mandolin and stabbing its owner several times with a knife.  The friends of both men intervened and soon a large number of French civilians joined in the fighting.  After the Moroccans fled for their lives the crowd turned its fury upon any others they could find, chasing them through the streets and beating those they caught.  At one point the crowd, estimated at 500 to 1500 people, surrounded the workers' barracks, threatening to throw down the gates and massacre all the Moroccans inside.  The rioters controlled the streets around the barracks for much of the night, only dispersing by the next morning. Several Moroccans trapped between the crowd and their barracks took shelter for the night in a military infirmary, where the wounded were also brought for care.  No one was killed, although several individuals suffered serious wounds.  As one of the colonial workers' commanders commented, "...it is inadmissable that drunken fanatics can publicly and with impunity attack peaceful workers, solely for playing a mandolin".


The most serious race riot in wartime France took place during the same week in Le Havre.  The French made widespread use of nonwhite workers in port cities, as the presence of large contingents in Marseilles, Bordeaux, Rouen, Nantes, Cherbourg, and Dunkerque demonstrated.
 By the spring of 1917 1300 Moroccans were employed on the docks of Le Havre.  Unlike in other areas, they had not been regimented in Le Havre, and instead were left to their own devices to find lodgings, usually in the poorest areas of town.
  The conflict between French and colonial workers for jobs was thus reinforced by competition for scarce wartime housing.
 On June 17 an exchange of insults between a Moroccan and a Frenchman quickly degenerated into an all-out brawl in the streets of the city as other French soldiers, civilians, and Moroccans intervened.  By the time military and police authorities could intervene to stop the fighting an estimated fifteen people had been killed and many more wounded.  In order to protect the Moroccans from the enraged local population authorities shut two to three hundred of them in a fort for the next three days.  Immediately after the riot the commanders of colonial workers in the area proposed sending the Moroccans back home, but local employers complained this would leave them without sufficient labor resources.  Ultimately the tragedy led to the imposition of regimentation on colonial workers in the area; as the report on the riot noted, "...our Arab colonial subjects are men and deserve to be treated as such...It is impossible, however...to leave them without benevolent but firm surveillance, both for their safety and our own."


The official reaction to conflicts between colonial workers and the French varied, but in general emphasized reestablishing control and preventing further clashes rather than bringing the perpetrators to justice.  Military authorities invariably undertook investigations of racial violence, which usually concluded that the colonial workers were the victims of French aggression and often recommended their isolation from the surrounding population.  Yet they made few arrests, none at all in the cases of the Brest, Dijon, and Le Havre riots, and no records exist of any judicial proceedings against the rioters.  The objects of these attacks knew little of the French legal system, and generally had no recourse beyond appealing to their commanders.  Given their desire to avoid or downplay any indications of indiscipline among their subjects, or conflict and disunity among the French population as a whole, the military authorities in charge of colonial labor seem to have done little to punish the instigators of racial violence.  This failure to administer justice certainly sent a message to those most hostile to the presence of colonial workers in France that such attacks would be tolerated, or even sanctioned, by public authorities.  Moreover, dealing with the problem by segregating colonial workers not only punished the victims of this violence, but made them a more convenient and visible target for future assaults.


If the authorities most directly concerned devoted little attention to racial violence, this was much more true of the civilian public sphere.  One searches the French press at the time in vain for any mention of such incidents.  Even the labor press remained largely silent about the issue, and for that matter about colonial workers in general.  Humanité, the official organ of the French Socialist Party, published only a few articles about them in 1917, and none at all in 1918.
  Only one article actually dealt with racial violence; in an editorial condemning attacks he personally observed against Kabyle workers in Paris during June, 1917, Pierre Renaudel wrote:  

This is all the more difficult to understand given that one cannot say about the Kabyles what has been rumored about the Annamites.  The Kabyles are not armed, they are only employed as laborers, their presence should not give rise to any concern.  If they are molested, the only excuse is a general hatred "of the foreigner"...The result of all this could be that these men, who have come from foreign lands at the request of France, let us not forget, since we brought them here for their labor, can report overseas how badly treated they have been by us.  We could only lose from such a situation...

 Far more eloquent than Renaudel's denunciation of these attacks, however, was its singular quality.  French labor, and the French public in general, manifested much more concern about the potential threat posed to France by colonial workers than about the very real attacks upon them.
  


In looking over these incidents of racial violence in France during the war, a few patterns emerge.  Virtually all of them represented attacks by French men upon male colonial workers.
  They thus both fit into long-standing traditions of male violence and at the same time represented something new, racial assaults upon people of color.  French soldiers on leave played a notable role in many of these incidents.  For many of these individuals, the presence of so many exotic foreigners must have symbolized both changes on the home front and the hated embusqués, those lazy workers who stayed behind enjoying high wages while they risked their lives in the trenches.
 The soldiers' conviction that importing colonial labor enabled the government to draft more French men for service at the front lines, so that these foreigners were able to enjoy the pleasures of wartime France while they had to return to the slaughter of the trenches, fuelled racist attacks. As Mary Louise Roberts has argued, the war represented a crisis of French masculinity, and attacks on nonwhite laborers represented one dimension of that crisis.
 


In general, the segregation of colonial workers did not prevent them from suffering racial attacks.  The Le Havre riot did provide an example of trouble breaking out when French and nonwhites mixed freely, but in Brest the concentration of North Africans in a military barracks enabled French soldiers to shoot them like fish in a barrel.  Only a policy that hermetically sealed off colonial workers and reduced their contact with the local population to zero could have made a difference, and such a policy was simply not feasible.
 Finally, although both the Dijon and Le Havre riots, as well as several smaller incidents, involved Moroccans, racial assault victimized all groups of colonial workers in wartime France:  Indochinese, Chinese, Algerians, Tunisians, and Malagasy.


It is difficult to explain why the Moroccans seem to have been so singularly unlucky.  Complaints from civilians against colonial workers did not mention them more than any other group.  In fact, more than one report commented on them positively.  For example, in 1916 authorities noted that "The workers from Morocco have given full satisfication...[The Moroccan] is robust, sober, hardworking, and thrifty; placed in a good moral environment, directed firmly but without brutality, he will maintain his racial qualities".
  Although it is possible that they were blamed for anti-French agitation and revolts in North Africa during the war, Morocco was in fact relatively free of armed resistance to colonial rule.  In contrast, a major anti-French insurrection broke out in northeastern Algeria in 1916, while smaller revolts occurred in Tunisia in 1915 and 1916.  Yet neither Algerians nor Tunisians suffered the level of violence experienced by Moroccans in France.
  


A more likely reason for the assaults on Moroccans has to do with the history of Morocco, and its role in the French imagination, just before 1914.  From 1900 to 1912 the gradual French takeover of Morocco produced two international diplomatic crises, making that nation a symbol of Franco-German rivalry and fuelling bellicose French nationalism.  In 1911 the French took advantage of an uprising against the Sultan of Morocco to launch a full-scale military invasion of that country, capturing the capital city of Fez and declaring a protectorate the next year.  This colonial war continued until the end of 1914, giving the French control of much of the country, until the demands of war in Europe led France to suspend operations there.  The war, widely covered in the French popular press, gave Moroccans the image of warlike savages fighting the French, rather than loyal colonial subjects, and may have contributed to attacks against them during World War I.  Moreover, the issue of loyalty to the Ottoman Empire, German ally and nominal suzerain of Morocco before the French conquest, may have also contributed to attacks on Moroccan workers.


By far the dominant pattern of racial violence lay in its timing.  Most of these incidents took place in the summer of 1917, with further examples in the rest of the year and in 1918.  It thus closely corresponded to the crisis of morale and the rise of war weariness sentiment in France.  Moreover, most of these incidents involved French workers, a group whose patience with France's war effort was clearly being strained by the spring of 1917.  It is therefore impossible to analyze the wave of racial assaults in France without placing it in the context of the working class insurgency that shattered the wartime Union sacrée and unleashed a wave of radicalism culminating in 1920's general strike and the foundation of the French Communist Party.
 The final section of this article will therefore focus upon the ways in which working class militancy during World War I helped shape the climate of racial conflict.  


The initial reactions of French working people to the new nonwhite population in their midst were not necessarily hostile.  French authorities concerned with colonial labor generally noted  French acceptance or indifference to their charges in 1916.
 A September, 1916 article in Humanité on war industries in Bourges commented on "the foreign and colonial invasion" of the city in favorable terms:  


One encounters, on their way to the factory, numerous stocky Serbs, Kabyles, Moroccans wearing strange clothing and religiously carrying their chechias.  Italians follow a group of Annamites, small but well built.  If blacks are not yet employed here, one sees on the other hand solid Portuguese workers.  I imagine that, were Caesar to return to Avaricum, he would have trouble recognizing his legions in this new Babylon.  


But what does the native population think of this veritable foreign and colonial invasion?  I have asked many people and must say that the population is only grateful for these cosmopolitan workers.
  

In April, 1917, just as attitudes toward colonial workers were beginning to harden, a Tunisian stationed in Paris named Ahmed ben Haya wrote "The people here honor foreigners, we do not encounter injustice in this land, but only justice and freedom.  These people love us more than our own parents."


Yet such relatively positive observations paled in comparison with the flood of indications of racial hostility and violence, by both French officials and colonial workers themselves, beginning with the spring of 1917.  The early months of that year represented the low point of French morale during the war.  Not only did mutinies break out in the French army
, but a series of strikes broke out in factories across the country, renewing the tradition of labor militancy in France that had abruptly ceased at the start of the war.  The strike wave started among women dressmakers in Paris during April and May of 1917, spreading from there to munitions plants throughout the country.  After dying down somewhat, but not completely, during the fall and winter, strikes broke out larger and more militant than ever in the spring of 1918, involving hundreds of thousands of workers.  To a large extent spurred by inflation and the consequent decline in real wages, strikes in France during World War I gradually took on a certain antiwar, and even revolutionary dimension, especially those of May 1918.  The crises of industrial discipline spilled over into French politics as well, as the French Socialists came out formally against the war at their July, 1918 national congress.  After long years of supporting the national war effort, by the summer of its final year many French workers had clearly begun to tire of government policies that seemed to place the burden of the conflict disproportionately upon working class shoulders while enriching munitions makers and war profiteers.


Attacks upon colonial workers in France took place in this context ; archival and newspaper sources do not indicate a single instance of wartime racial violence before the spring of 1917.  Nonwhites had only come to France with the outbreak of war, and as such constitued a highly visible symbol of the conflict.  French workers did not attack their colonial counterparts simply because they hated war, however.  In explaining the reasons for outbursts of racial violence, historians have frequently pointed to fears of economic and sexual competition, and both sets of tension certainly played a role in France during 1917 and 1918.  Racial antagonisms were frequently expressed in terms of the belief that colonial workers had come to France to take French jobs.  Dockworkers in particular often argued that foreign and especially nonwhite labor threatened their own economic survival.  The same month the riot broke out in Le Havre, for example, the local dockworkers' union noted that it had been complaining about the "excessive" use of Belgian and Moroccan labor in the port since 1915, and claimed that 1,400 French dockworkers lacked jobs.
 In general fears of displacement, rather than actual job shortages, helped motivate hostility to colonial labor.  It is interesting to note that complaints about colonial workers by French labor emphasized these concerns about job loss much more than the problem of the lowering of wage levels, for example, even though there was far more evidence for the latter than the former.  In part, the view of foreign labor, especially nonwhite foreign labor, as threatening French jobs was already well established before the war, and wartime hostility was simply grafted onto previous stereotypes.  At the same time, most people in France recognized that the war was temporary, and feared that even if there was enough work for all while it lasted, this would not be true once the war ended and the soldiers came home.  Such anxieties about economic competition appeared frequently in government reports on relations between French and non-European workers.


Sexual competition also lay behind racial violence.  Colonial workers who went out in public in the company of French women sometimes found themselves attacked by French men, both soldiers and civilians.  In commenting on the January, 1918 riot in Toulouse, a Malagasy worker named Emmanuel Rasafimanjary described how he and a friend beat up three Frenchmen who called them "dirty niggers" after seeing them walking with French women; Rasafimanjary noted that "such incidents are frequent, French men being very jealous of the favors women show the Malagasy."
A report from Saint-Médard concerning assaults upon Indochinese laborers by French soldiers noted "Jealousy concerning women is usually the cause of these aggressions".
 In contrast to the myths which portrayed France as a land where love recognized no boundaries, both French officials and ordinary French men frequently made their dislike of interracial relationships clear during the war years.  French authorities strongly disapproved of these interracial love affairs and pressured colonial workers to abstain from them, threatening them with prison terms; there was in fact a legal ban on marriages between French women and Chinese men.  Of particular concern to the authorities was the interest displayed by many nonwhites in pornographic postcards featuring nude French women:  censors prepared detailed statistical analyses of the flow of such materials to North Africa and Indochina.  The postcards were especially disturbing because they threatened to undermine established racial and sexual hierarchies in the Empire, giving its inhabitants a radically new image of white women.  As one censor observed about Indochinese workers, "...their private conduct, such that we would prefer in order to leave the prestige of the European woman in Indochina intact, leaves more and more to be desired".
  


Whereas such tensions existed before the spring of 1917, they only produced racial violence in the last year and a half of the war.  The role played by colonial labor in the great strikes of 1917 and 1918 reinforced its position as a symbol of war in the eyes of many French workers, thus prompting violence against them.  One key issue was the numerous rumors of colonial troops, especially Senegalese and Indochinese, firing upon striking French workers.  In June of 1917, for example, one such rumor suggested that Vietnamese soldiers had shot women strikers in Paris after French soldiers had refused.
  Though never proven, the idea was accepted by many and helped lead to new assaults against Indochinese workers in Bourges, Saint-Médard, and Toulouse.
 Another rumor suggested that African soldiers had killed thirty demonstrators during a demonstration in Saint-Étienne.  The revival of working class activism in 1917 revived memories of the time a decade earlier when the French government had used troops to break strikes, memories certainly reinforced by the return of Georges "strikebreaker" Clemençeau to power in November.   As a June, 1917 report noted, "People interested in sowing trouble in our ranks have been saying that the Annamites were sent to France in order to shoot upon 'the People', and that in Paris strikes have been suppressed by Annamite contingents."
 


The belief that colonial workers worked as strikebreakers had perhaps more importance, and certainly more validity.  Indochinese laborers were used to break strikes at war plants in Angoulême, Bergerac, and Saint-Médard in June, 1917.  Colonial workers came from nations without functioning unions and had virtually no experience with strikes.  More importantly, their isolation from French workers (language barriers at times prevented even the most elementary communication) meant that they knew little of French unions or the reasons for the dissatisfaction of French workers.  Their isolation from their French colleagues was more important in explaining their willingness to work during strikes than their lack of union experience, because colonial workers frequently staged their own strikes about work conditions, food, and other issues.  The Chinese were particularly noted for this.  Another important factor was the greater level of repression faced by colonial workers, finding themselves in a foreign country and closely controlled by the military.  In July, 1917, for example, 1100 Chinese workers went on strike at a factory in Unieux, and were immediately fired and repatriated.
 


In this case as in so many others, therefore, the policy of isolating colonial workers served to transplant a key characteristic of colonial life, the absence of established labor unions and interracial working class coalitions, to the metropole.  Consequently, when French workers struck their colonial colleagues simply went to work as usual.  A report from Saint-Médard praised Indochinese workers at the munitions factory for their "ardor for work" and their "resolute attitude" in face of a strike which ostensibly did not concern them at all.
 As another report from Saint-Médard noted a month later, "...French workers, a large number of whom have just left for other destinations, hate the Annamites, and one has felt this hatred which has made cooperation impossible since the strike when the demonstrators wanted the natives to make demands like themselves."
 The refusal of colonial workers to go on strike confirmed for many French laborers the idea that their presence in France lowered wages and in general weakened the position of French workers on the job.


In addition, many French workers felt that the government used colonial labor to free up more French men for military service.  In July, 1917 the Ministry of the Interior noted that "the wives of mobilized men believe that if the colonials had not come to France, their husbands would be working in the factories..." This conviction was powerfully reinforced by the Mourier law of August, 1917, which sought to provide more (desperately needed) military manpower by drafting skilled workers from the war plants.  The law not only deepened the hostility of striking workers to the Union Sacrée, but also further underscored the distinction between them and colonial labor.  Having been hired under contract to serve in farms and factories, colonial workers were exempt from conscription in spite of their status as French subjects (except for the Chinese).  For many French workers, therefore, they came to symbolize the hated embusqué, the shirker who stayed behind in the safety of the war plants taking the jobs of those forced to risk their lives in battle.
 Colonial workers were well aware of this attitude;  in a July, 1917 letter a Mr. Lestang, a worker from Tonkin at the munitions factory in Tarbes, noted that "The animosity manifested against the Annamites arises especially...from the fact that many French soldiers have been replaced in the factories by colonial workers".


The relationship between women and colonial workers in wartime France further emphasizes the close connection between labor militancy and racial violence.  While the two groups had much in common, the strikes of 1917 and 1918 graphically revealed the differences between them.  Striking women often appealed to colonial workers in their factories to join their protests, and almost always failed to win them over.
  In consequence, like French men, some women workers came to view nonwhites primarily as strikebreakers and enemies of the people, and reacted accordingly.  Several of the attacks upon North Africans in Paris during the spring of 1917 involved striking women.  One gardener watering a lawn found himself accosted by several women who asked him to stop work and join them; when he refused, they called him a "dirty Sidi come to France to eat the bread of French workers", and struck him in the face.  He escaped by turning his hose upon them, thus holding them at bay until two policemen came to his rescue.  In another incident, a group of North Africans was surrounded by women strikers who called them "weaklings" and "shirkers".
 In general, racial violence in wartime France was almost exclusively a male affair; no one was killed or seriously injured in the encounters described above, and the attacks of most French women upon colonial workers remained restricted to verbal aggression.  It is nonetheless significant that the only instances of female participation in racial assault involved women strikers.  The fact that only women directly participating in France's crisis of civilian morale became involved in racial violence underscores the link between the two phenomena.  For women on strike, attacks on colonial workers represented another aspect of their commitment to militant activism.  


While certainly not supporting racial violence, French unions did little to condemn or restrain workers who took part in them.  It is important to note that the attacks upon nonwhites in 1917 and 1918, and the strike wave of those years, occurred independently of the CGT leadership, and in fact represented a challenge to its support of the war effort.  Yet both the embattled majority and the surging leftist minority in the CGT took a generally negative view of colonial workers.  The perspective of antiwar union activists on colonial labor was especially complex and contradictory.
  Most rejected xenophobia and believed strongly in working class internationalism.  At the same time, they recognized the strength of French feeling against non-European workers, and attacked their use as another example of the evils of war and its negative impact on the French working class.  In March, 1916, for example, leading minoritaire Gabriel Péricat attacked "the superpatriots who import Kabyles, Moroccans, and Chinese who will work for them without complaint".
  Supporters and ostensible leaders of the labor insurgencies of 1917 and 1918, they did nothing to restrain the racial attacks that accompanied them.
 Itself ill-disposed toward the presence of colonial workers in France, the French labor movement was therefore unwilling and unable to prevent racism and racial violence from becoming one type of working class anti-establishment discourse at the end of the great war.  

*
*
*


Racial violence, and nonwhite workers in general, received relatively little attention from French society during the Great War.  Yet the phenomenon is significant for several reasons.  The wave of racial attacks in 1917 and 1918 casts a new light on the history of working class insurgency during World War I.  The war brought about a temporary lessening of tensions between French and European immigrant workers.  The prewar violence against Italians was not repeated:  the two groups worked together at times in strikes, and French unions commented favorably, or at least neutrally, on their presence in France.  However, this was motivated in large part by the arrival of a new group, colonial workers, who now assumed the previous position of European immigrants at the bottom of the nation's socioeconomic hierarchy.  As a result, during the war xenophobia became racialized, and hostile comments about nonwhite workers spoke not just of their economic or sexual threats to French labor, but also of racial differences and inferiority.
 The rise of racial violence as a part of the movement against the Union Sacrée also suggests that a straightforward view of working class activism in 1917 and 1918 as the revival of progressive politics in France is incomplete.  French workers could and did reject national defense policies for reasons and in ways that had little to do with the perspectives of the antiwar leadership.  The anti-colonial subtheme suggests another perspective, one that sees war weariness as in part racially derived and dedicated to the preservation of white privilege.  In this sense, violence against colonial workers strongly resembles the New York draft riots of 1863 in its combination of white working class protest, opposition to war, and racial hostility.


The widespread antagonism against colonial workers contrasts sharply with the reception accorded colonial soldiers.  Roughly 600,000 soldiers from the Empire fought in France during the war.  Like colonial workers they were generally segregated from French civilians and sent home as soon after the war as possible.  Yet the reaction of these civilians to them was much more positive.  In her memoir Des Inconnus chez moi, the French woman Lucie Cousturier describes how the initial trepidation of her neighbors in a village where black African troops were stationed soon turned to a warm spirit of welcome.
  African American soldiers reported similar treatment, in contrast to the bigoted attitudes of their own white officers.
  As a result, many of these soldiers viewed their encounters with the French favorably.  Kande Kamera, from maritime Guinea in French West Africa, commented on the fair treatment he received in the French Army, especially France's willingness to give black officers power over white soldiers.
  The twenty African war veterans interviewed by John Charles Balesi all insisted upon French racial egalitarianism:  said one, "Blacks were highly esteemed there; there was no question of race."
 


The striking difference between attitudes to colonial workers and colonial soldiers underscores the contextual nature of racism, and especially racial violence, in wartime France.  In the years before 1914 a debate had raged in France over whether or not the nation, with its Revolutionary tradition of a citizen army, should use colonial subjects as soldiers.  The forces in favor, led by general Mangin, had carried the day, and the war itself was largely seen as proof that they had been right.
  The use of colonial soldiers was highly popular in wartime France; they were seen as a way of counterbalancing Germany's larger population, and in fact as a primary justification for the Empire in general.  Given France's loss of over a million soldiers by 1917, any who came to fight the Germans would most likely have been very welcome.  Colonial workers, in contrast, were seen not only as competitors for French jobs and French women, but also a substitute labor force permitting the government to send more French men to battle.  In fact, one of the most common complaints addressed against all foreigners, both European and colonial, was that they were lounging around safe behind the lines in France while French soldiers risked their lives at the front.
 Whereas the colonial soldier became a positive symbol of the international effort to free France from German agression, the colonial worker became a negative symbol of all those, especially shirkers, who profitted at the expense of the average French person.  Racial violence in wartime France was not directed indiscriminately against all nonwhites, therefore, but only against those seen as a threat to French interests.  


While the assaults and riots that took place in France during the Great War were very much tied to a specific time and place, they also offers insights into the more general history of race, class, and racial violence.  In important ways they correspond to analyses of whiteness and intraclass racial conflict proferred by David Roediger and Alexander Saxton, but with some significant twists.  French racial violence did represent a successful attempt to redefine the working class by excluding people of color, and to a certain extent, as in the United States, this process involved merging people of different European backgrounds into a common white identity.  Yet the greater marginality and temporary presence of nonwhite labor in France brought about the triumph of a discourse of class over any conscious racial identity; unlike Americans, the French succeeded in so totally excluding people of a different race that the very concept of race disappeared from working class life in metropolitan France, relegated back to the colonies where it belonged.  Few French workers thought of themselves as white workers during the interwar years.
  Many undoubtedly did participate in the French fascination with "exotic" and colonial cultures during the interwar years, listening to jazz and the biguine, or visiting the 1931 Colonial Exposition in Paris.  But they did so as undifferentiated members of a broader French public, rather than as workers.  One reflection of the absence of nonwhites was the reassertion of prejudices against European foreigners in the interwar years, culminating in the harsh and ultimately murderous anti-Semitism directed against foreign Jews during the Depression and the Vichy era.  The French experience thus suggests that the ultimate goal of strategies of racial exclusion may be not integration into a racial upper stratum, but rather the consolidation of racial hierarchy through a denial of its existence.


Yet France's spate of violence against colonial workers also demonstrates that working class racial conflict cannot be separated from class conflict in general.   Many French workers held racial stereotypes for a variety of reasons, but they resorted to racial violence in a specific context of heightened tensions between labor and capital, as part of a strategy to bolster the position of the former.  In investigating the dynamics of race and class as far as violence is concerned, historians should consider less who is to blame for racist behavior and more the ways in which the interests and strategies of all parties to class conflict interact to create or reinforce racial hierarchies.
  During the Great War it took both the willingness of employers and the French state to employ nonwhites against the interests of French workers, and the refusal of French labor to reach out to these newcomers from overseas, to produce an explosive situation.  


In addition, racial violence in France must be considered in the broader context of total war.  The tendency of twentieth century race riots to erupt during wartime is well known, and has generally been explained by historians as the result of the large-scale movement of racial groups to new areas.  This is of course undeniable, but another way of looking at this conjuncture should be considered.  Wartime intercommunal violence represents an implicit rejection of the war effort:  it subverts the attempts of nation-states to create a climate of internal unity and refocus violence exclusively against the external enemy, instead reintroducing domestic conflict  and calling into question the solidity of the national community.  Racial violence, which throws into conflict physically and culturally distinct communities, not only undermines national unity but symbolically reproduces the war between nations on the home front.  French attacks on colonial workers were also attacks on the spirit of the Union Sacrée, and those hostile to nonwhites at times represented them as enemies behind the lines.  Racial conflict in this context thus shows how total war can not only suppress internal social divisions, but accentuate and provide a model for them as well.  


The introduction of 300,000 non-European workers into France during the war constituted a massive new demographic fact, one that clearly would require some adjustment on the part of the local population.  Yet the racial hostility that led to violence in 1917 did not develop naturally, but arose from conscious policies undertaken by different groups in French society.  Employers paid colonial workers the lowest wages in France, and were happy to use them to break strikes when the opportunity arose.  Unions fostered the idea that colonial labor would lower wages and take jobs from the French, but made little effort to ensure equality of salaries for them, or to organize them to defend themselves.  Above all the French state, with its policy of regimentation, created a climate that effectively defined colonial workers as the Other, in both concrete and symbolic terms.  Ostensibly set up to prevent racial clashes, regimentation also had the goal of preventing the integration of nonwhites into working class militant culture and traditions.  It achieved the latter goal, but only at the cost of subverting the former.  Racial violence in wartime France thus played a role in the strategies of both organized labor and the French state.  


Racial violence during World War I represented France's introduction to an issue which would become a major preoccupation during the second half of the twentieth century.  It demonstrates that race did not simply appear as an issue for the first time after 1945, but has played a role in French working class life for most of the twentieth century.  After 1918 the French government sent colonial workers home as quickly as possible, judging that France was not ready to become a multiracial society.  The massive immigration of the 1920s focussed almost entirely upon European immigrants.
 Yet the interwar years represented not the disappearance of the racial question from French working class life, but rather its forced suppression; racial conflict thus became an artificially constructed silence during the 1920s and 1930s.  Nonetheless, the wave of violence against colonial workers during the Great War both anticipated and prepared the ground for dificulties France would face in confronting new populations of color on its soil in the late twentieth century.   French authorities may have wished to recreate a monochromatic image of French identity after the Armistice, but, as with so many other changes unleashed by World War I, this was much easier said than done.  
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