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Nations fought in World War I to advance their perceived self-interest, but they 

often conducted the war with their self-identity in mind.  Two of the combatants, France 

and the United States, met racial challenges to this “imagined community” differently.  

France expanded its definition of civic membership to include dark-skinned soldiers, 

while the United States sought to preserve its color-exclusive identity by demanding that 

the French accept its tenets as well.  To achieve these racialized goals both countries 

employed propaganda as a persuasive tool to win over the French populace and to help 

define the war in their own terms.  Close contact between French and American whites, 

black colonial soldiers, and African-American soldiers triggered a complex interaction 

among these groups that would significantly disrupt the racialized social patterns of 

France, West Africa, and eventually the United States.  By studying the often-parallel 

experiences of these black soldiers at war in Europe, historians can gain valuable insight 

into the state of color-coded racism in the early decades of the twentieth century. 

Using both primary and secondary sources, I will argue that French leaders 

successfully persuaded the French citizenry that black colonial soldiers were not the 

savage beasts they had been led to believe they were by years of white supremacist 

colonial policies, thus allowing these soldiers to contribute to the war against Germany.  

Conversely, American military officials attempted to persuade the French people that 

African-American soldiers were rapist criminals to be shunned and abused, but the 

French largely dismissed this propaganda based on first-hand contact and a sense of 
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national identity that grew to include some blacks.  The unintended consequence for both 

governments was that because this propaganda succeeded in one case and failed in the 

other, both groups of black veterans went home after the war and initiated political 

movements that would lead to the destruction of the racialized status quo.  The Great War 

had compelled these black veterans to imagine their own community, and the result was 

independence in one case and the eventual end to Jim Crow in the other. 

After a brief historiographical discussion of this topic, I will explore the World 

War I era racial tableaus of both countries and the attempts to propagandize the French 

population.  This will be followed by an examination of the ripple effects of this complex 

racial interaction, and the role of nationalism in this racialized context. 

 

One of the narratives that emerged from World War I was that African Americans 

were so impressed with their treatment by the French, that they refused to accept the 

racial status quo when they went home, and this was certainly true for many black 

veterans.1  The ubiquity of this narrative has masked significant complexity in the racial 

context of black participation in this war.  In an effort to tease out this complexity, 

several historians of World War I era have studied the contribution that these French 

colonial and African-American soldiers made to the French war effort.2  Historians have 

                                                
1 See for instance Tyler Stovall, Paris Noir: African Americans in the City of Light (New York: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1996), Jennifer D. Keene, Doughboys, the Great War, and the Remaking of America 
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), Frank E. Roberts, The American 
Foreign Legion: Black Soldiers of the 93d in World War I (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2004), Chad 
L. Williams, “Vanguards of the New Negro: African American Veterans and Post-World War I Racial 
Militancy,” Journal of African American History 92(3)(Summer 2007), 347-370, Mark Whalan, The Great 
War and the Culture of the New Negro (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2008), and Shane A. 
Smith, “The Crisis in the Great War: W.E.B. Du Bois and His Perception of African-American 
Participation in World War I,” Historian 70(2)(Summer 2008), 239-262. 
2 Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts: The Tiralilleurs Senegalais in French West Africa, 1857-1960 
(London: James Currey, 1991), Philippa Levine, “Battle Colors: Race, Sex, and Colonial Soldiery in World 
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also compared various other groups of black combatants, such as between various British 

colonial soldiers and American G.I.s.3 But little scholarship has been devoted to directly 

comparing the experiences of black soldiers from West Africa and the United States in 

the First World War. 

The historiographical trope that developed over the decades is largely accurate—

many African Americans were inspired to fight for civil rights at home, because of the 

relatively kind treatment they received in France.  French whites, however, were not race-

neutral, especially toward black colonial laborers imported during the war.  How do we 

reconcile this seeming contradiction?  The answer seems to be that the French conception 

of who was deserving of inclusion in their national narrative expanded in this wartime 

setting, partly because their political and military leaders prodded them to accept military 

help from dark-skinned soldiers, but mostly because their direct experiences with these 

soldiers were usually agreeable. 

Even if one disregards the vast literature recounting French mistreatment of their 

colonial subjects, historians can easily demonstrate the extent of French racism in this 

period by reviewing the plight of black colonial labor drawn to France during the war.  

More than half a million foreigners came to work—rather than fight—in the fields and 

factories of wartime France.  The majority of these laborers (330,000) came from other 

European countries, but significant numbers of came from Algeria, Indochina, China, 

                                                                                                                                            
War I,” Journal of Women’s History 9(4)(Winter 1998), 104-130, David Killingray, “African Voices from 
Two World Wars,” Historical Research 74(186)(Nov. 2001), 425-443, Christian Koller, “The Recruitment 
of Colonial Troops in Africa and Asia and Their Deployment in Europe During the First World War,” 
Immigrants & Minorities 26(1/2)(March 2008), 111-133. 
3 George M. Fredrickson, White Supremacy: A Comparative Study in American and South African History 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), and Neil A. Wynn, “’Race War’: Black American GIs and 
West Indians in Britain During the Second World War,” Immigrants & Minorities 24(3)(Nov. 2006), 324-
346. 
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Morocco, Tunisia, and Malaga, totaling over 200,000.4  Friction between these colonial 

workers and French whites soon arose, however.  French whites came to regard these 

dark-skinned newcomers as a threat.  As one historian puts it, 

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 targeted colonial laborers as an outlet 
for frustrations about the ongoing conflict.5 
 

The majority of the racial violence occurred in the summer of 1917, when the war 

wasn’t going well for the French and resentment of foreigners built up.  On June 22nd two 

Moroccan workers were attacked from behind by four French construction workers and 

beaten.  On June 3rd two French soldiers on leave chased, stabbed, and killed two 

Moroccans in two separate incidences that night.6  On June 19th, after an intoxicated 

French sergeant demanded that a Moroccan man stop playing his mandolin in the street, a 

fight broke out and eventually about 1,000 angry French civilians rioted, surrounding the 

Moroccans’ barracks for most of the night.  The worst race riot occurred in the port city 

of Le Havre, when an exchange of insults between French soldiers, civilians, and 

Moroccans resulted in fifteen people being killed and many more wounded.7 

Historian Tyler Stovall notes that the racialized context of these incidences and 

others was a complex cultural intertwining of race, sexuality, and the harsh economics of 

wartime labor.  As the war got progressively worse for France in 1917, many white 

French civilians came to resent the foreigners taking good factory jobs, avoiding the 

fighting, and potentially having contact with French women.  As Stovall explains it, the 

                                                
4 See Tyler Stovall, “The Color Line Behind the Lines: Racial Violence in France during the Great War,” 
American Historical Review 103(3)(June 1998), 741. 
5 Stovall, “Color Line,” 739-40. 
6 Stovall, “Color Line,” 752. 
7 Stovall, “Color Line,” 756 
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French had “created a climate that effectively defined colonial workers as the Other, in 

both concrete and symbolic terms.”8 

France’s racialized conceptions of the Other extended beyond its borders as well.  

As with England, Germany, and Italy, by the turn of the nineteenth century France had 

significant colonial holdings all over the world.  Since they had conquered parts of West 

Africa, France had used conscripts from Senegal as enforcers of French colonial 

dominance in their overseas protectorates.  These Senegalese fighters had a reputation for 

fierceness, even savagery, which the French government gladly encouraged to scare its 

enemies and to justify to its people the subjugation of such a huge black population.9 

Thus, when the war broke out and French military planners wanted to use 

Senegalese soldiers in the trenches of northeast France, they had a perception problem.  

They, of course, wanted the Germans to continue to fear these exotic warriors in battle, 

but they had to convince the French populous that they wouldn’t be raped or killed by 

these Tiralilleurs Senegalais in the meantime. 

To calm these fears, French military and civilian leaders began a propaganda 

battle on the home front to convince civilians that not only could they co-exist with these 

West Africans, but that it would be a privilege to associate with such honorable sons of 

the French Empire.  The Senegalese soldiers were, as one historian notes, “repeatedly 

praised by French leaders for their exemplary valor, their disciplined behavior, and their 

devotion to France in its hour of need.”10  In 1916, the president of the republic, 

Raymond Poincare, spoke of the Senegalese “brilliant courage” and “wholesome 

                                                
8 Stovall, “Color Line,” 768. 
9 See for instance, Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts and Joe Lunn, Memoirs of the Maelstrom: a Senegalese 
Oral History of the First World War (Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1999).   
10 Lunn, 159. 
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cheerfulness.”  The following month, Gaston Doumergue, the minister of colonies, 

lauded their loyalty, generosity in shedding their blood for France, and their contribution 

to defeating the “true barbarians,” the Germans.11  In 1917 the French government 

commissioned a propaganda poster (see Figure 1 below) that portrayed a Senegalese 

fighter triumphantly crossing an enemy breastwork with his arms raised in martial fervor.  

The poster’s portrayal of the West African, while clearly lauding the soldier’s military 

prowess, also subtly emphasizes his humanity by avoiding the simian features typical of 

the day.  The overall propaganda campaign largely had the effect French leaders wanted.  

Public attitudes toward the Tiralilleurs Senegalais softened, the soldiers eventually had 

numerous low-level social interactions with the white population, and most French 

civilians eventually took a kind of paternalistic pride in their “savage” warriors.   

 

                                                
11 Both men quoted in Lunn, 159. 
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Figure 1: Artist Lucien Hector Jonas poster entitled, “Journée de l'armée d'Afrique et des troupes 
coloniales,” 191712 

 

 

The French government may have had another audience in mind for this 

racialized propaganda.  They may have wanted demonstrate to the Germans that the 

French national identity was superior, because it could include races that would be 

inconceivable to the German national self-image.  When the French used black troops to 

occupy the Rhine region after the war, German propaganda portrayed these same West 

African soldiers as dangerous beasts that threatened Aryan womanhood (see Figure 2 

                                                
12 Poster reproduced in Library of Congress, Digital Collections, http://www.loc.gov/library/libarch-
digital.html. 
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below).  The French propaganda ministers would have likely enjoyed the notion that 

Germans were infuriated by this racial “mixing.” 

 

 

Figure 2: Artist Walter Riemer: “Protest der deutschen Frauen gegen die farbige Besatzung am Rhein,” 
1920.13 

 

 

An ironic side-note to all of this is that French military leadership retained for 

years the belief that the Senegalese actually were better suited by their “nature” for 

offensive military operations.  Thus, they were often put at the point of tactical charges 
                                                
13 Poster reproduced in Library of Congress, Digital Collections, http://www.loc.gov/library/libarch-
digital.html. 
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across “no-man’s land” to strike fear into the Germans on the other side.  Not all French 

leaders wanted their people to accept the black soldiers for noble reasons.  Several 

general officers also thought that it was time someone other than white French men died 

in great numbers at the Western Front.  Speaking to a group of senators in 1918, French 

Prime Minister Georges Clemenceau said, “Although I have infinite respect for these 

brave blacks, I would much prefer to have ten blacks killed than a single Frenchman, 

because I think that enough Frenchmen have been killed and that it is necessary to 

sacrifice them as little as possible.”14 

For their own part, many West African soldiers came to believe that their military 

service would be rewarded when they went home.  French colonial recruiters had 

promised greater citizenship rights to them, if they fought for their French “motherland.”  

The soldiers reasonably expected that if they risked their lives on the Western Front for 

this cause, they should be rewarded when the fighting ended with a higher status in their 

ancestral homeland.15  They had begun the process of re-imagining their own national 

identity. 

An important lesson in all of this, however, is that at least in this case the French 

population was willing to subsume situationally racist tendencies in the name of national 

security.  Another great power was about to enter the war that was willing to substantially 

diminish its own fighting capabilities to protect its racialized social order. 

 

Despite having ended chattel slavery a half-century earlier, the United States of 

the early twentieth century was a malignantly racist nation.  Decades after the end of the 

                                                
14 Quoted in Lunn, 140. 
15 See Lunn, 69. 
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Civil War, when U.S. troops from the North finally left the South for good, white 

supremacists regained control of the governments of the former Confederate states and 

began to systematically purge African Americans from the political, social, and economic 

spheres, often using legal means, or violence and intimidation, when necessary.  So-

called Jim Crow laws kept the races apart to the extent possible, mandating separate 

facilities for everything from public toilets to school houses and passenger cars on 

trains.16 

Cultural phenomena like the 1915 film Birth of a Nation communicated the racial 

hierarchy to swarms of white Americans who flocked to see it.  It seems shocking by 

today’s standards, but the theme of D.W. Griffith’s blockbuster was that black men ran 

for political office during Reconstruction, so that they could rape white women.  Only the 

intervention of the brave Knights of the Ku Klux Klan saved American womanhood from 

this fate. 

Beginning in the early 1900s, the National Association for the Advancement of 

Colored People (NAACP) began tracking the numbers of lynchings taking place across 

the U.S.  Lynching was a form of violent social control that consisted of a public hanging 

(and sometimes burning and mutilation) of a black man or woman witnessed by 

sometimes hundreds of citizens but very rarely resulting in legal prosecution of those 

involved.  The technique had the desired effect, however, as very few black southerners 

voted in the last decades of the nineteenth century or the first half of the twentieth. 

Into this hyper-racialized context two demographic forces intruded.  First, when 

America declared war on Germany and its allies, thousands of white and black American 

                                                
16 For a more detailed discussion of the purging of African Americans from the southern polity, see Eric 
Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877 (New York: Harper & Row 
Publishers, 1988). 
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men were drafted into the army.  Second, thousands of African Americans left their 

homes in the rural South and migrated northward to urban industrial jobs that were now 

available in cities such as Chicago.  I will return to the implications of this migration 

later, but it suffices for now to note that this population shift effectively nationalized the 

Jim Crow mentality that had been traditionally a southern scourge.17 

From the beginning there was no question of integrating the U.S. army.  Political 

and military leaders deferred to the preferences of white southerners time and again to 

keep black soldiers away from them and out of positions of authority over them.18  White 

southerners did not want to answer to black officers, so few blacks were commissioned.  

White southerners did not want blacks to have a majority of soldiers at any one training 

camp, so blacks were parceled out to camps all over the country to maintain a minority 

ratio.  And white southerners were terrified of the idea of thousands of armed black men, 

so blacks were insufficiently trained in weaponry and military tactics.19  The army’s 

solution to their new (old) race problem was to assign blacks to the Quartermaster or 

Engineer Corps, thus relegating them to menial and unskilled labor. 

As American doughboys began arriving in Europe, the American military high 

command had several other problems.  First, how to keep the peace by segregating the 

black units from the white, and, second, how to quickly reinforce the French army that 

was clamoring for more men, but without breaking up American fighting units.   

                                                
17 See Neil Evans, “Red Summers, 1917-19,” History Today 51(2)(Feb. 2001), 28. 
18 See Keene, Doughboys, and Mark Whalan, The Great War and the Culture of the New Negro 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2008) for the difficulties faced by African-American recruits in 
the army. 
19 For a fascinating discussion of the threat to military discipline and good order that all this deference to 
white supremacists had see Keene, Doughboys, chapter 4, “The Politics of Race: Racial Violence and 
Harmony in the Wartime Army.” 
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The commander of the American Expeditionary Force (AEF), General John 

Pershing, came up with what he thought was an elegant solution.  Pershing would “lend” 

four black regiments—an entire division—to the French to integrate with their fierce 

Senegalese fighting men.20  Thus, despite the fact that this transfer of troops depleted its 

fighting power, the American military was willing to take this risk on the eve of entering 

a brutal and destructive war.  White American military leaders did not view their self-

identity as including blacks, and they voluntarily excluded these men in the name of 

maintaining a traditionally racialized social order. 

The Americans were next to employ propaganda, but as with the French, not 

against the Germans.  They began a campaign to “warn” the French people about the 

savage nature of the black riflemen they had just gone to great expense transporting to 

Europe.  In response to this pressure, the French liaison officer to the AEF, Colonel J.A. 

Linard, endorsed the tenets of American Jim Crowism by circulating a memo to French 

commanders.  The memo, later withdrawn by the French General Staff, read in part, “the 

black man is regarded by the white American as an inferior being with whom relations of 

business or service only are possible.”  It cautioned against “any pronounced degree of 

intimacy between French officers and black officers” and warned them not to praise the 

black doughboys too highly.  The memo counseled that, “[white] Americans become 

greatly incensed at any public expression of intimacy between white women with black 

men.”21 

                                                
20 See Dick Van Galen, “Black Shame,” History Today 56(10)(Oct 2006), 14-21, and Frank E. Roberts The 
American Foreign Legion: Black Soldiers of the 93d in World War I (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 
2004) for an extended discussion of Pershing’s decision on the black troops. 
21 “A French Directive,” The Crisis 18 (May 1919), 16-18, http://www.yale.edu/glc/archive/1135.htm. 
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Why did the French people mostly disregard this propagandistic attempt to 

transplant Jim Crow racial sensibilities onto French soil?  Part of it may have been 

economic, because, as one historian puts it, “The French welcomed African-American 

soldiers as temporary visitors who assumed their fair share of military responsibilities 

and, like all Americans, injected much welcome cash into the French economy.”22  But a 

more concise answer may be found in a report by French military intelligence operatives, 

who noted that “many of the inhabitants of villages in which [the black troops] are 

stationed declare they like them better than whites.”23  In a growing number of interracial 

social encounters, the evidence of the French people’s own senses and experience 

contradicted what they were being told by the Americans.   

Admittedly, the African-American soldiers themselves were on their best 

behavior.  Not only would they be severely punished if a French citizen lodged a 

complaint, but the black soldiers seemed to be genuinely fond of their new Gallic allies 

and went out of their way to befriend them.  Additionally, these African Americans had 

begun placing a higher meaning on their military service and were acting accordingly.  

Many of them, along with their Senegalese comrades, hoped that this war would open 

doors to greater civic participation and justice when they got home. 

 

At exactly eleven o’clock on the morning of November 11, 1918, a cease-fire 

took effect all along the Western Front.  The following June sitting in a railroad car in 

France, representatives of the warring parties signed the Treaty of Versailles officially 

ending The Great War. 

                                                
22 Keene, Doughboys, 127. 
23 Quoted in Keene, Doughboys, 128. 
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The French colonial soldiers and most of the foreign laborers were immediately 

sent back to their home countries.  Upon arriving home, the Senegalese veterans were 

greeted as heroes by their fellow countrymen.  Most of their friends and family did not 

even know the war had ended, so the sudden appearance of their soldiers was a shock.  

Most of these returning African veterans simply wanted to go back to their old lives in 

every possible way, but they were changed men.24 

Of course they often had extra money and new language skills, but they also had 

grievous injuries in some cases and the memories of a horrific war and lost comrades.  

But many of these men began to assume leadership roles in their villages.  Many of them 

became a kind of cultural intermediary between their fellow Senegalese and the French 

colonial authorities.25  Because white French men and women had accepted them on a 

nearly equal basis, these veterans were no longer overawed by their French overlords.  

They had seen poor, even illiterate, French citizens during the war, so it had humanized 

the French for them and demystified these previously omnipotent colonial rulers.26 

Because of this new change in their self-identity and in the more humanistic 

regard with which they now held the French, many of these veterans pushed the French 

colonial authorities in Senegal for greater political participation and freedom.  By 1919 

the French veterans organization, Anciens combatants, had associations in each of the 

Senegalese communal districts.  Similar veterans organizations constituted an influential 

political interest group, for instance they helped organize the first labor unions in the 

colony.27  Immediately after the war, a Senegalese politician named Blaise Diagne 

                                                
24 For a detailed discussion of this homecoming, see Lunn. 
25 Lunn, 192. 
26 Lunn, 226. 
27 Lunn, 192. 
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proposed sweeping changes to Senegal’s laws to create more elective equity for natives, 

including calling for “citizenship to be granted to all soldiers in French West Africa who 

had served three or more years in the army during the war.”28  Senegal would finally 

achieve independence from France in 1960. 

The homecoming that African Americans received was not as promising.  These 

black veterans returned to an America that seemed to be on the verge of a war between 

the races, particularly in the northern cities that had recently absorbed so many black 

migrants from the South.  The wartime exigencies of labor distribution had effectively 

nationalized southern racial sensibilities.  White northerners felt threatened by this wave 

of immigration and often responded violently.  In July 1917 in East St. Louis, the 

economic and racial pressure of a recent influx of non-unionized black laborers, caused 

whites to go on a three-day rampage, at the end of which thirty-nine African Americans 

were dead, including women and children who had been clubbed to death.29  All told in 

1919, there were race riots in twenty-two American towns and cities in a period of less 

than six months, resulting in the deaths of 120 people.30 

African-American veterans had expectations similar to the Senegalese veterans.  

Many of them hoped that they had proven their manhood in Europe and would reap the 

rewards of this martial display.  Their experiences, as one historian asserts, “informed 

flexible and complex cultural strategies of resisting U.S. national-racial parochialism.  

Often, this resistance drew on the linguistic resources of a bilingualism gained in 

France.”31 

                                                
28 Lunn, 198. 
29 Whalan, 3. 
30 See Evans, “Red Summers, 1917-19,” for a wide-ranging discussion of this violent period. 
31 Whalan, xiii. 
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The African American desire to be included in the American national community 

led to some political and cultural radicalism.  One of these bids to increase black 

participation in the national narrative was the “New Negro” movement.  Mainly spurred 

on by educated, black elites, this movement revolved around the growth of the radical 

black press, the emergence of racially militant political organizations, and a spirit of 

defiance “stemming from the disillusioning experience of black support for and military 

participation in the war.”32  Nevertheless, the terrible resilience of this Jim Crow “racial 

parochialism” meant that most of these returning black veterans and their families would 

not see significant improvements in their status as full citizens for decades, and today the 

remnants of color-coded racial subordination still linger ninety years after the Treaty of 

Versailles. 

 

Recent scholarship on race and racism links these culturally constructed 

phenomena to the growth of nationalism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries.33  Both France and the United States were born of revolutionary impulses in 

this historical period, roughly a generation apart.  America’s Founders preached that all 

men are created equal, but the constitution they created codified the unequal status of 

African Americans.  In the three-fifths compromise, slave owners got partial electoral 

credit for non-voting black residents of their states.  Thus, white America “imagined” a 

color-coded form of nationalism from the very beginning.  It would take a civil war and 

                                                
32 Chad L. Williams, “Vanguards of the New Negro: African American Veterans and Post-World War I 
Racial Militancy,” Journal of African American History 92(3)(Summer 2007), 348. 
33 See for instance George L. Mosse, Toward the Final Solution: A History of European Racism (New 
York: Howard Fertig, 1978), Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and 
Spread of Nationalism (London and New York: Verso, 1983), and George M. Fredrickson, Racism: A Short 
History (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002). 
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600,000 American lives to settle the question of whether a republic could remain half 

slaveholding and half free, but it would take a century for most white Americans to begin 

accepting African Americans as their equals. 

In the 1789 revolution in France, the French conception of citizenship apparently 

hued more closely to the “egalite” part of the national motto than the Americans did to 

their rhetoric.  French nationalism was tied more to the individual citizen upholding the 

values and the security of the Republic.  Their conception of national membership, as 

historian Richard S. Fogarty puts it, was not based on race or ethnicity, but on “a 

willingness to embrace the nation’s culture and its revolutionary and democratic 

heritage.”  However, in practice “this ideal was complicated by the racial, cultural, and 

religious differences of colonial subjects, differences that made it difficult to integrate 

them easily into existing conceptions of the French nation.”34  Another historian 

describes the French mode of national belonging as a “contractual,” rather than “ethnic” 

model, such as in the U.S.35 This situational French racial flexibility most completely 

explains the historical anomaly of French affinity for black soldiers in the First World 

War. 

 

In conclusion, we see that underlying the simplistic notion that “France was less 

racist” than America in the World War I era is a complex tangle of racialized cultural and 

political forces.  French whites did treat colonial black soldiers and African-American 

soldiers decently, but they horribly abused many of the black colonial laborers imported 

for the war effort.  Contact with black soldiers shook up the national identity narratives of 

                                                
34 Fogarty, 2. 
35 Maxim Silverman, Deconstructing the Nation: Immigration, Racism and Citizenship in Modern France 
(London: Routledge, 1992), 19. 
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France and the United States, but only the French adapted to wartime exigencies by 

joining forces with their dark-skinned comrades to face the emergency.  Fortunately for 

American military planners, they did not face national extinction at the hands of the 

Germans, so they had the luxury of diminishing their own military strength to preserve a 

favored racial order.  

Both countries employed propaganda as a tool to affect the racial milieu, but only 

the French leaders successfully persuaded the French people to their point of view.  Both 

countries reacted to the racial challenge in ways that were tied to their national origins.  

Despite the popularity of the historical trope that France was a race-neutral nation in the 

early twentieth century, the evidence supports the conclusion that France’s less racialized 

founding expanded the possibilities for treating black soldiers better than their American 

allies. 
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