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Though the history of French memory of the Second World War is a well trodden path1, Olivier 

Wieviorka shows that there is still room for a well written summary of the political history of this 

memory. As the subtitle indicates, the book is mainly about the strategies and use of memory by those 

in power or those who at least have considerable political influence. The book is therefore structured 

around the different presidential administrations, respectively around the governments of the fourth 

republic for the pre-1958 period when France was still a parliamentary republic. The influential actors 

addressed in this book include political parties and associations such as the different veteran 

organizations. Organising the book around the different presidencies makes sense in so far as so-

called »collective memory« is not based on a democratically chosen collective remembrance, as the 

term might wrongly suggest, but on a power struggle between different discourses2. The ability to 

legitimize a particular discourse over others obviously depends to a large extent on the hierarchical 

position within a certain society from which such discourse is presented. The president finds himself 

naturally at the very top of this hierarchy with potential power to influence the definition of a dominant 

discourse. This does not exclude the possibility to shape such discourse from below, as Wieviorka 

shows, happened in the 1970s. 

Wieviorka demonstrates how in the first two years of the fourth republic it was de Gaulle who is able to 

impose his discourse, celebrating the army and the military resistance by connecting the memory of 

the recent conflict with the glorious memory of the First World War. The Second World War was, in the 

interpretation offered by de Gaulle, the end of a »thirty years war« with Germany, which eclipsed the 

aspects of (French) civil war and neglected the ideological aspects of the conflict. De Gaulle’s aim was 

to reunite an arguably deeply split society after the experience of occupation, collaboration, 

deportation and resistance and present a heroic story of the conflict. To achieve this aim de Gaulle 

constructed the myth of an overall resistant French nation united behind himself since June 1940. 

Vichy was considered an aberration and de Gaulle did everything to erase this episode from the 

country’s history (p. 28–42).

De Gaulle’s main competitor on the political stage as well as in terms of national collective memory 

was the communist party (PCF). Interestingly, the image presented by the PCF of the dark years did 

1 For example: see first of all Henry Rousso, Le Syndrome de Vichy. De 1944 à nos jours, Paris 1990; Henry 
Rousso, Éric Conan, Vichy. Un passé qui ne passe pas, Paris 1994; on commemorating the past see: Gérard 
Namer, Bataille pour la mémoire. La commémoration en France de 1945 à nos jours, Paris 1983; Serge 
Barcellini, Anette Wieviorka, Passant, souviens-toi! Les lieux de souvenir de la Seconde Guerre mondiale en 
France, Paris1995; focusing on the memory linked to the Résistance: Laurent Douzou, La Résistance française. 
Une histoire périlleuse, Paris 2005.

2 The use of term »discourse« is ours, but Wieviorka implicitly follows the same logic. 
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not differ that much from the Gaullist view. Both presented the Résistance as the real France and the 

vast majority of the French as silent supporters. Similarly to de Gaulle, the PCF celebrated the armed 

resistance over the non-armed expressions of resistance as, for example, the clandestine 

newspapers. In competition with the Gaullist discourse, the PCF claimed to be the true inheritor of the 

armed Résistance and dubbed itself the Party of the »75 000 martyrs« (a number heavily 

exaggerated, p. 44). The celebration of these martyrs, the overemphasising of its own contribution and 

the invention of a long tradition from the French revolution through the commune to the Résistance, 

also had the purpose of covering up the inglorious first year under German occupation. This happened 

when the PCF sought an agreement with the occupant and celebrated the fraternization between 

proletarian German soldiers and French proletarians in the party press (p. 42–48). 

The different governments of the fourth republic, most of which were made up of former resistance 

fighters, continued to nurture the unified image of the résistance and the French people, improved the 

legal status of former résistants and deportees, but did not make major efforts to substantially 

strengthen or question the dominant discourse.

The period after de Gaulle’s return to power in 1958 can be considered the heyday of the Résistance 

myth and the silence about France’s Vichy-past. The apotheosis of Gaullist politics of memory was the 

transfer of the mortal remains of Jean Moulin, de Gaulle’s delegate in France killed by the Gestapo in 

1943, to the Pantheon in 1964. While the construction of museums and monuments had been left to 

local communities, de Gaulle now also tried to get control over this expression of memory through the 

creation of a Commissariat général au monument commémoratifs des guerres mondiales et de la 

Résistance and a series of constructions were initiated such as the Musée du débarquement de 

Provence or the Memorial in the former concentration camp (mainly for résistants!) of Struthof. Under 

de Gaulle’s presidency the Second World War was taught for the first time at school, obviously 

representing the Gaullist vision of the war. Furthermore, most films of the time faithfully echoed this 

vision of the dark years. »Paris brûle-t-il?« reached semi-official status offering a Gaullist interpretation 

of the liberation of Paris. France’s most successful feature film of the last century, »La Grande 

Vadrouille«(1966), sees the country’s most famous comedians Bourvil and Louis de Funès helping a 

British aircrew, shot down over Paris, to escape to the unoccupied southern zone. Bourvil and de 

Funès do not meet one single collaborator on their way to the South, but many helping (French) hands 

(p. 149–172). Wieviorka could have mentioned here also Jean-Pierre Melville’s epic »Armée des 

ombres« (1969) which reinforced the myth of a united Résistance – united behind its unchallenged 

leader Charles de Gaulle.

Wieviorka shows how this apparent consensus around the Gaullist (and communist) myth covered a 

vast amount of dissenting memories. While the First World War was easily symbolised by the heroic 

trench fighting of the poilus, the Second World War had been a highly fragmented experience in 

France. The official heroic myth did not include the experience of nearly two million prisoners of war. 

The same is true for the 650 000 workers forced to work in Germany. And last but not least, the 

experience of the Jews who had survived the death camps hardly featured in the official collective 
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memory before the 1970s. While the representatives of the former POWs focused primarily on 

material compensation rather than on memory building, the French Jewish community was mainly 

interested in re-integrating itself into the national community from which they had been excluded 

(p. 73). The fragmentation described in some detail by Wieviorka also explains the title of the book »La 

mémoire désunie« – a divided memory. Not even the former résistants were able to agree on a 

unifying memory. Different associations represented different fringes of the Résistance and during the 

Algerian war former leaders of the Résistance found themselves in opposing camps. Claude Bourdet, 

former number two of the biggest résistance group »Combat«, became one of the most outspoken 

critics of the use of torture by the French army in Algeria and found himself at the forefront of the anti-

colonialist movement. Georges Bidault, on the other hand, the successor of Jean Moulin as president 

of the National council of the Resistance (CNR), fervently defended the French empire in Algeria. Both 

fell back on the memory of the Second World War to justify their sharply contrasting views of the 

Algerian crisis. Bidault even resurrected an »ephemeral« (Wieviorka, p. 141) National council of the 

Resistance to fight for French Algeria. 

In the early 1970s the generational revolt, the definite withdrawal of de Gaulle from policy-making, a 

certain discredit of the communist party, and the awakening of Jewish self-consciousness changed the 

conditions under which the Gaullist-communist myth had previously been silently accepted forever (p. 

183–199). The communists were questioned about their attitude during the first year of the German 

occupation, and their leader, Georges Marchais, found himself under heavy fire when it turned out that 

he had not been deported to Germany under the forced labor (STO) scheme as he had always 

claimed, but had worked voluntarily for the German war industry (p. 181–183). When de Gaulle’s 

successor Georges Pompidou granted pardon for the former Milice leader Paul Touvier, French civil 

society reacted with an outcry. In this atmosphere Max Ophül’s documentary film »The sorrow and the 

pity« and Robert Paxton’s »Vichy France. Old Guard and New Order« revolutionized the collective 

view of France in the dark years. Simultaneously, former leaders of the Résistance in the French 

motherland (Résistance intérieure) such as Henry Frenay and Claude Bordet claimed their own 

memory which was neither Gaullist nor communist. 

The Vichy past became central to the understanding of France in the Second World War, as did the 

singularity of the fate of the Jews under German occupation. If Buchenwald symbolized the horror of 

German concentration camps in the 1950s, Auschwitz now obtained its central and singular role in the 

collective memory (p. 125, 187). The figure of the hero faded into the background and the figure of the 

victim took its place (p. 186). 

President Georges Pompidou and his successor Valéry Giscard d’Estaing remain rather colourless in 

Wieviorka’s account. While important parts of civil society called for a »coming to terms« with the past 

neither of the two made any significant progress in this direction apart from a careful opening of some 

relevant archives under Giscard d’Estaing. Under François Mitterrand (1981–1995) steps were taken 

towards a further acknowledgement of the specific plight of the Jews under the occupation. The Shoah 

became an official part of the school syllabus, and Mitterrand conceded that 16th July became a 
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national day of mourning for the Jews. Furthermore, 110 museums were opened under his presidency. 

On the other hand, he continued to refuse to take any official responsibility for the French part in the 

persecution of Jews during the occupation and continued placing a wreath on the tomb of Marshal 

Pétain on the anniversaries of the Armistice of 1918. His friendship with Vichy’s Secretary General in 

charge of the police, René Bousquet, and the silence about his own Pétainist past, shocked the nation 

when they both were revealed in 1994 by the journalist Pierre Péan and destroyed Mitterrand’s 

credibility in terms of collective memory. Wieviorka insists that Mitterrand’s mistake was not his 

Vichyste past. Many resisters had followed the same trajectory as Mitterrand. The problem resides 

rather in Mitterrand’s handling of memory. He had always claimed that once he had escaped from a 

German POW camp he had joined the resistance immediately, thus obscuring his relatively long 

service for Vichy which was even rewarded with Vichy’s main decoration the Francisque in 1943. Apart 

from covering up this past in the post-war period he had also portrayed himself as the speaker of the 

Resistance within the motherland against de Gaulle whose control of this Résistance intérieure he had 

continued to denounce (p. 203). 

Interestingly, it was a former Gaullist, Jacques Chirac, who finally accepted the responsibility of the 

French state for France’s part in the Holocaust on 16th July 1995 at his famous speech on the 

occasion of the commemoration of the biggest anti-Jewish dragnet operation in France. For this brave 

and overdue assumption of historical responsibilities the Chirac years get a remarkably favourable 

verdict in »La mémoire désunie«. Moreover, the Shoah, for many years hardly acknowledged by the 

French authorities, obtained a privileged status corresponding to its historic singularity under Chirac. It 

was also under Chirac that the memory of the colonial soldiers was reappraised and Vichy got its 

appropriate place in the national narrative. The trial against Maurice Papon, former secretary-general 

of the Gironde prefecture and as such co-responsible for the deportation of 1500 Jews from his 

district, sparked yet another intensive debate about France’s past. Wieviorka gives little emphasis, 

however, to the impact of this highly mediatised trial as a pure »epilogue« of the divided memory. As 

for the Sarkozy era, it is described rather than analysed, though Wieviorka’s critical opinion is clear 

throughout this last brief chapter. 

Wieviorka’s account of the policy of memory is notably enriched by a number of important 

comparisons with other Western countries. These comparisons shed a different light on some aspects 

of the French experience and help to put it into a wider historical context. In Belgium and Italy, for 

example, collective memory similarly focused on the armed resistance for a very long time, neglecting 

other expressions of resistance and equally denying collaborators any significance in the historical 

narrative of the two countries. Wieviorka is able here to fall back on the findings of a collective 

international project on memory of the two world wars he directed together with Alain Prost for the 

French ministry of defence last year. These findings give Olivier Wieviorka’s work a breadth that other 

syntheses of the French collective memory after 1945 cannot offer, in addition to the good readability 

of his book.
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