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Who can forget those Parisian days, so burning with patriotism, when the whole population, 
crowding forward along the main streets of the capital, applauded the long columns of those 
magnificent regiments of Algerian, Tunisian and Moroccan infantrymen going to shed their blood 
for France.1 
        --O. Depont, 1928 
 
This is a land that only loves money, one whose inhabitants take us for savages.  I assure you that 
since my arrival in Paris nothing has pleased me.  I can’t stand this country: everything is 
expensive, work is hard, and it freezes all year long.2 
       --Anonymous laborer, 1917 

 

Despite having a self-image of living in the most egalitarian nation in the western 

world, white French men and women have always had a complicated relationship with 

the non-white people they encountered as a result of the colonial project.3 During the 

First World War, as French crowds greeted colonial soldiers with open arms and open 

hearts, many colonial laborers, brought in to assist the French industrial war machine, 

were mercilessly abused and sometimes killed by white French mobs.  The experience of 

“Arab” and Black African colonial subjects as well as African-American soldiers and 

laborers highlights the best and worst of French racial relations in the early twentieth 

century.  How do we as historians reconcile this seeming contradiction?   

                                                
1 Quoted in Neil MacMaster, Colonial Migrants and Racism: Algerians in France, 1900-62 (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, Inc, 1997), 123. 
2 Anonymous, presumably Tunisian, laborer stationed at Saint-Denis writing to an acquaintance in Tunis, 
June 1917, quoted in Tyler Stovall, “National Identity and Shifting Imperial Frontiers: Whiteness and the 
Exclusion of Colonial Labor after World War I,” Representations 84(Autumn 2003), 56. 
3 I am using the term “non-white” as a stand in for the rich variety of West African, North African, and 
African-American men who came to France during the Great War.  The unifying trait is, of course, not their 
skin color, religion, or culture, but that French whites viewed them to a greater or lesser extent as the Other.  
Similarly, “white” refers to the comparatively privileged and powerful Caucasian French and is not 
necessarily a description of their skin hue. 
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This essay will explore this question by examining the discourse of French 

nationalism and citizenship4 as it related to race, class, and gender during this 

unprecedented influx of non-whites in the second decade of the twentieth century.  

Attitudes about colonial newcomers expressed by French whites in this period varied 

along race, class, and gender/sexuality lines depending on whether whites perceived the 

non-whites as threatening their jobs and females or whether they were taking their place 

in the trenches of the western front.  Further, many French whites treated the African and 

African-American soldiers who got off the boats and marched to the western front so 

much better than the laborers, because to the French, the colonial soldiers embodied the 

qualities required for French citizenship much more than the laborers who stayed behind 

the lines.  The answer lies in the longstanding idea that colonial subjects of France earn 

citizenship not as a group, but individually, and based on merit. 

 

In the early years of the twentieth century, France faced a demographic crisis.  

Low birth rates due to increased contraception and restrictive immigration policies 

combined with the massive casualties of World War I to create a shortage of military age 

men and menial laborers for industry and agriculture.  French officials turned to their 

colonies, especially in Asia and Africa, to fill this gap in manpower.  Approximately 

three quarters of a million colonials were brought in to fight and to take jobs in the mines, 

foundries, chemical plants, refineries, and seaports of the motherland.  Most of the 

laborers were Algerian and Indochinese (220,000), while the soldiers tended to be 

                                                
4 Although some African soldiers were offered naturalization in 1918, most of the black soldiers and 
laborers were sent home after the war.  My interest in this essay is not so much citizenship per se, but the 
terms of equality, even affection, with which French whites treated African and African-American soldiers 
during the war. 
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Algerian and Senegalese (350,000).5 Add to this number the thousands of African-

American troops that came to France in 1917, and one begins to get an idea of how 

dramatic this influx of non-whites must have been at the time. 

France already had a long history of using African subjects as warriors, albeit not 

on French soil.  For half a century prior to World War I, the Tirailleurs Senegalais6 

operated mostly in the French colonies as garrison troops and enforcers for the French 

colonial elite.  At first composed exclusively of Senegalese soldiers, the Tirailleurs 

Senegalais soon drew from many French colonies.  As the first epigraph at the top of this 

paper indicates, the Tirailleurs and other brightly uniformed soldiers from Africa made 

quite an impression as they marched through Paris on the way to the front to face the 

Central Powers.   

The French had other sources of non-white soldiers as well.  When the United 

States entered the war in its third year, U.S. commanders effectively gave away an entire 

division of African-American troops to the French high command.  Because of American 

Jim Crowism, few white American troops wanted to serve along side Blacks, let alone be 

compelled to take orders from Black officers.  When the Americans landed, the French 

were understandably desperate for reinforcements, and the American military leadership 

saw an elegant solution to their race problem.  They assigned four regiments of the all-

African-American 92nd Division directly to the French to equip and employ as they 

pleased.7  

                                                
5 For more on this colonial labor, see MacMaster, Colonial Migrants, 3-4. 
6 See Myron Echenberg, Colonial Conscripts: The Tirailleurs Senegalais in French West Africa, 1857-
1960 (London: James Currey, 1991) and Joe Lunn, Memoirs of the Maelstrom: a Senegalese Oral History 
of the First World War (Oxford, 1999). 
7 For more on African-American troops in World War I, see 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, 
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The French authorities attempted to keep the Black troops somewhat segregated 

from the white population, particularly from white women.  Algerian troops were housed 

and trained in small, out of the way towns like Agde, Lodeve, Casteljaloux or Carpentras.  

In 1916 French female nurses were taken out of hospitals that treated wounded Algerians 

to prevent any untoward relationships from arising.8 Nevertheless, these soldiers received 

much better treatment from whites in the metropole than they got from the colonial elite 

they had left behind in the Maghreb.9  

How does one account for the mild, even friendly, treatment that these non-white 

soldiers received at the hands of white French men and women?  It is possible that due to 

their massive casualties on the battlefield, the French public was relieved to have any 

help from abroad no matter their race.  The real reasons, I argue, are more fundamental to 

the French conception of the nation and the qualifications for citizenship.  Historians 

often point to the pride that the French took in seeing these colonial soldiers dressed in 

their splendid uniforms marching to defend the motherland, and that they were 

“welcomed as living symbols of the unity and power of the French Empire, the Union 

Sacrée.”10 

Far from being overawed by these living symbols of colonial pride, most of the 

French disregarded American entreaties not to intermingle with Black doughboys.  One 

reason may have been economic, because the French welcomed African-American 

soldiers “as temporary visitors who assumed their fair share of military responsibilities 
                                                                                                                                            
2001), and Mark Whalan, The Great War and the Culture of the New Negro (Gainesville: University Press 
of Florida, 2008). 
8 MacMaster, Colonial Migrants, 60. 
9 Tellingly, in addition to racist white Americans, white South African officers were particularly appalled at 
the racial mixing that occurred during the war.  Many of them despaired that in killing white Germans 
Black South African soldiers might lose their inhibition for killing white South Africans, although this fear 
would have been common among the white colonial officers from North and West Africa as well. 
10 MacMaster, Colonial Migrants, 60. 
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and, like all Americans, injected much welcome cash into the French economy.”11 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 [African-American troops] 

are stationed declare they like them better than whites.”12 By these demonstrations of 

warmth and acceptance, through often intimate contact with African and African-

American troops, the French public refuted on a daily basis any easy accusations of 

racism that might have been leveled at them. 

 

In stark contrast, whites in wartime France often horribly mistreated the colonial 

subjects imported to work in the fields and factories.  This aversion probably began years 

before the war even started.  During the first decade of the twentieth century, French 

companies imported Algerian Kabyles—about 13,000 by 1914—to work in industrial 

jobs.  In 1910 oil and sugar refineries in Marseilles shipped in Kabyle workers to break 

strikes by unionized Italian immigrants, resulting in clashes between the two groups.  

This tactic by French capitalists convinced many working class whites that Algerians 

would be used against them to drive down wages and steal their jobs.13 

As the war dragged on into 1917 there were major demonstrations and strikes that 

often resulted in attacks on North Africans in places like St Etienne, Rennes, Clermont-

Ferrand, Bordeaux, Lyons, and Le Havre.  Clearly gender played a role in some of this 

growing violence.  At Brest an attack on an encampment of Arab workers by local French 

whites resulted in troops killing five immigrants.  Women led some of these actions 

probably due to anxiety over sons and husbands being in the military.  Neil MacMaster 

                                                
11 Keene, Doughboys, 127. 
12 Quoted in Keene, Doughboys, 128. 
13 MacMaster, Colonial Migrants, 52. 
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notes that all this came to a head, because of the French fear of the Algerian as “a 

sexually overcharged primitive, a rapist, molestor of children, vector of syphilis and a 

dangerous threat to the purity and honour of French womanhood.”14 One marvels at this 

characterization compared to the image of the almost mythologically heroic colonial 

troops marching splendidly through the streets of Paris. 

Numerous other incidences of racial violence occurred in the summer of 1917, as 

the war deteriorated for the French and resentment of foreigners was building 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.15  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.16  

African-American soldiers returning home after their congenial treatment by 

whites in France met with a virtual blizzard of racially motivated violence.  In the years 

after World War I lynchings in the United States increased dramatically, sometimes 

involving Black soldiers still wearing their service uniforms.  One white racist summed 

                                                
14 MacMaster, Colonial Migrants, 124. 
15 Tyler Stovall, “The Color Line Behind the Lines: Racial Violence in France during the Great War,” 
American Historical Review 103(3)(June 1998), 752. 
16 Stovall, “Color Line,” 756 
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up his reason for this violent backlash, when he proclaimed that whites had an obligation 

to put those “military, French-women-ruined negro soldiers back in their place.”17 

Historian Tyler Stovall contends 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 French had “created a climate that effectively defined colonial workers as 

the Other, in both concrete and symbolic terms.”18 This labor-related violence is 

relatively easy to understand in the early twentieth century in almost any country.  Why 

then did the French “define” colonial laborers and colonial soldiers so differently? 

 

To understand the contradiction between the treatment of colonial laborers versus 

colonial soldiers during the First World War, we must start by exploring the origins of the 

idea of citizenship and nationality in the French Republic.  Numerous historians, 

philosophers, and other commentators have struggled to reconcile the idea of French 

republicanism with the reality of every day life in France.  Three decades before the start 

of the war, Ernest Renan asked, “What is a Nation?”19 After dismissing several other 

factors that might bind a people together, such as race, language, religion, or geography, 

Renan concludes that a nation is “a soul, a spiritual principle.”20 Renan stresses the 

                                                
17 Quoted in MacMaster, Racism in Europe, 119. 
18 Stovall, “Color Line,” 768. 
19 Ernest Renan, “What Is a Nation?” (1882), in Omar Dahbour and Micheline Ishay, eds. The Nationalism 
Reader (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1996), 143-155. 
20 Renan, 153. 
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participatory and collective nature of nation, calling it “a daily plebiscite”.21 Renan’s 

conception of citizenship, however, does not allow for dark-skinned colonial Others. 

Taking issue with this notion of “abstract egalitarianism,” Max Silverman notes that 

Renan’s daily plebiscite makes sense only “through an implicit acceptance of the notion 

of free and equal individuals, capable of making choices as an expression of their free 

will.”22 Silverman concludes that the French have merged citizenship with cultural 

conformity, “the second seen as the condition but also as the means to attain the first.”23 

The requirement of a priori conformity helps explain why non-white laborers would be 

shunned, but were mostly conscripted colonial soldiers demonstrating free will?  Perhaps 

their arrival in France was evidence enough for French whites that the non-white soldiers 

were on a somewhat equal footing with them. 

Another historian points out that, despite the violence against some Algerian 

strikebreakers, most of the French showed little sign of anti-Arab racism, and, as 

mentioned above, non-white colonial troops were welcomed as symbols of the French 

Union Sacrée.  To the extent that French whites thought about the colonies, then, it seems 

they regarded the presence of non-white colonial troops as proof that France’s “civilizing 

mission” was succeeding, and the gallant African troops were the physical embodiment 

of this success.   

Taking up this theme of French moral superiority Alice Conklin dismisses 

historians who casually describe France as racist, without examining this notion of the 

                                                
21 Renan, 154. 
22 Max Silverman, “Rights and Difference: Questions of Citizenship in France,” in Alec Hargreaves and 
Jeremy Leaman, eds., Racism, Ethnicity, and Politics in Contemporary Europe (Aldershot/Brookfield, VT: 
Edward Elgar, 1995), 253-263. 
23 Silverman, 257. 
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mission civilisatrice more closely.24 She asserts that by acting within certain prescribed 

limits in the colonies, the French could obscure the contradiction between democracy and 

the forceful acquisition of an empire.25 Undoubtedly, Conklin continues, racism is to 

blame for the blindness of the French toward the individual cultures of their colonies, but 

the civilizing ideology was “never only racist in content.”26 This “modified” racism—

unlike the purified American version—helps explain the different treatment of colonial 

subjects.  Conklin’s ideas on the nature of French racism bring us a long way toward 

understanding the complexity of the French attitude toward race and citizenship, but we 

must search for the heart of this conundrum in the French notions of who qualifies for 

acceptance to the Motherland.   

Other historians have also addressed the conflicts between French republicanism 

and French racial history in creative ways.  Tyler Stovall groups the French exclusion of 

colonial laborers after World War I in with the so-called “whiteness” studies of recent 

American history.27 He notes that since the French Revolution, Republican ideology has 

emphasized the color-blind nature of French national identity; “Frenchness” was about 

culture and Republican values, not skin color or biology.  Stovall continues, 

In this racially stratified context one should consider French universalism not just as a 
noble ideal not always perfectly applied in practice, but as a kind of whiteness, 
serving to mask the dominance of one group in a polyglot society.  This is not to 
condemn simplistically French universalism as racially coded, however; the historical 
context is crucial.28 

 

                                                
24 Alice Conklin, A Mission to Civilize: The Republican Idea of Empire in France and West Africa, 1895-
1930 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997). 
25 Conklin, A Mission to Civilize, 2. 
26 Conklin, A Mission to Civilize, 256. 
27 Tyler Stovall, “National Identity and Shifting Imperial Frontiers: Whiteness and the Exclusion of 
Colonial Labor after World War I,” Representations 84(Autumn 2003), 52-72. 
28 Stovall, “National Identity”, 53. 
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Thus, using Stovall’s template, it is plausible that the historical context of France’s fight 

for survival in the First World War compelled French whites to embrace colonial 

soldiers, but not all non-white colonials as a group. 

Richard Fogarty describes the “singular” nature of French nationalism taking race 

into account.29 Membership in the nation—citizenship—is limited not by race or 

ethnicity, but by the “willingness to embrace the nation’s culture and its revolutionary 

and democratic heritage….”30 The practice of this political creed, however, was always 

complicated by the race, culture, and religion of France’s colonial subjects, making it 

difficult to integrate them easily into the national fold.  Thus, for Fogarty the French 

notion of “open” nationality was often derailed by any deviations from “prevailing 

notions of cultural identity.”31 As we have seen, the colonial soldiers’ presence on French 

soil at least partially fulfilled this white French requirement that someone who fights to 

protect the motherland deserves respect and possibly citizenship.  Perhaps to French 

whites then, the desire to fight for France was an expected return on the investment of a 

French colonial education—a product of their adopted “revolutionary” heritage.  

Although West African colonial soldiers and laborers both contributed blood, 

sweat, and tears to the French war effort, the final clue to the disparate treatment afforded 

the two groups can be found in the way the French absorbed immigrants into the national 

polity in the early twentieth century.   

On the eve of the Great War in 1912 the French colonial ministry enacted a law 

that delineated the qualities that colonial subjects needed to possess in order to be 

                                                
29 Richard S. Fogarty, Race and War in France: Colonial Subjects in the French Army, 1914-1918 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008). 
30 Fogarty, 2. 
31 Fogarty, 234. 
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considered worthy of admittance.  If someone was of West African birth and residence, 

could prove devotion to France or had a position in the colonial administration, could 

communicate in French, was financially sound, and had no criminal or bankruptcy 

history, they could be considered for citizenship.32 Contained in the decree was the 

assumption that this extension of citizenship was to be strictly personal.  Unlike the case 

of the U.S. Constitution’s 14th Amendment, wherein any person born in the United States 

is automatically a U.S. citizen, regardless of race, socio-economic status, or personal 

devotion to America, this 1912 French decree considered only the individual in question, 

not the group.  From an American point of view, it’s illogical for a nation to embrace 

Black soldiers and not Black laborers, because they all belong to the same “group”.  

From the French perspective, however, a colonial laborer, often regarded as stealing 

French jobs and women, did not qualify as a potential citizen and would remain as a 

subject of the Republic with duties and not rights.  Only the individual African soldier 

who bravely fought for France had demonstrated the characteristics that qualified him to 

be a citizen of the Sacred Union.33 

 

For centuries the whites citizens of France have nurtured a mythology of 

republican universalism to convince themselves that they are perhaps the most open and 

egalitarian society in human history.  This self-delusion is not disingenuous, but the 

reality, it seems, is much more complicated.  The French nation—and thus its ideas on 

race and citizenship—grew up intertwined with the contradictions of the colonial project.  

                                                
32 See Alice Conklin, “Redefining ‘Frenchness’: Citizenship, Race Regeneration, and Imperial Motherhood 
in France and West Africa, 1914-40,” 289, note 20, in Julia Ann Clancy-Smith and Frances Gouda, eds., 
Domesticating the Empire: Race, Gender, and Family Life in French and Dutch Colonialism 
(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1998). 
33 For a longer discussion of this dichotomy, see Conklin, “Redefining ‘Frenchness,’” 66. 
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French republicanism in its mythic form should have welcomed all non-white colonial 

subjects in its fight for national survival during World War I.  Race, gender, class, and 

culture, however, intruded on this ideal, and the result was tragically unequal treatment of 

non-white laborers and soldiers.  In the First World War non-white, colonial soldiers 

demonstrated to the French that they were individually deserving of acceptance into the 

ancient fraternity of French citizenship, but their peers who labored in the munitions 

factories of France received no such consideration and were despised.  Unfortunately, this 

question of how the French nation accepts or rejects non-whites is no merely academic 

issue.  As any Muslim girl wearing a headscarf to school can attest, France continues to 

struggle well into the twenty-first century with issues of belonging and difference. 
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