Memory and Identity in Post-Holocaust France

When T was growiﬁg up, both of niy parents -were travel agents. Hearing cqutless tales‘ :
- of their adventures instil_ied in me a young age a desire to experience the world outside mjf oW
So, in high school, while my -friends saved up for cars, T amassed my paychecks fér my first
voyage overseas. [ justified this choice with thé logic that cars would always be ground, while
the opportunity to go to central Furope with my history class would not. Three years have passed
sinece that first trip, and [ have since returned to Europe twice. ?erhaps unsurﬁrisi11gly, [ still
don’t own a car, but my desire to travel has not waned; méaﬁwhﬂe, my bank account
: é{)mpiacently awaits the day [ make another wit’hdrawai to fund my next overseas excursion.

| In seventh grade I moved to Connecticut; while registeri.ﬁg for classes at my néw scﬁooi, '
I faced the choice _éaf French or Sfpanish .as my language elective. As a southern Célifomia. '
native, | found the prospect of French more thrilling and liberating, (even though I héd studied
Spanish for six years), so, on a fortuitous whim, the French language entered my life and has yet
ceased to mesmerize me. Seven years later, T am a French and Chinese double major hoping to
spend her entire junior }éa.r’ abroad: fall semester in Beij i-n.g, and spring semester in Paris. |

[n the spring of my senior year, I traveled to France with my AP French class. Shortly

after arriving in Paris, my teacher led my class on a true Parisian’é walking tour of the city.
While we were anxious to chas%e‘ Quasimodo in the beﬂ toWers of Notre Da?ue and reenact our
favorite scenes from 4mélie in Montmartre, my teacher bréu ght us té the less visited Jewish
Quarter. Pdusing in front of én elementary school, my teacher solemnly called attention to a
| ‘smali plaque, which read, “165 Jewish children from this schooi deported to Germany during the

- Second World War were exterminated in Nazi camps. Don'f forget.” In a detached voice, my |




teacher admitted that she believed Franée had yet to confront this part of its past; curiosity about
*this truth has become an integral part of my fascination {Vith French culture.

As a French Language major and a shameless Francophile, I feel it_ imperative to noft only
admire the emblematic Tour Eiffel when in France, but also to be cognizant of the more haunting
aspects 6f .France’s culture, past, and even to some extent, its present. CISLA 'wouid_ provide me
with an incomparable oppostunity to employ my passion for French to delve deeper into
understanding the culture of France through the lens of history—more specifically, France’s
_contribution to one of the most horrendous moments in human existence: the Holocaust,

b]aude Cha’brol’s documentary film, The Eve of Vichy, examines the anti-Semitic climate

" %)f Vichy France as a construction of Petain, the prime minister during World W’ar II, and fellow
coilabm'ators, -Th;a bﬁlk of the film is a compilation of anti-Semitic propagahda and film clips
which apﬁea:red throughout both the occupied and unéccupied zones of Francle from 19401944,
The film opens with the qﬁ.ote, “This film shows France not as it was from 1940 to 1944, but as
Petain and the collaborators wanted it to be seen.;’ In prefacing the film with this disclaimer,
Claude Chabrol exemplifies the issue of selective memory and accountability in regards to

. France’s role in the Holoéaust. The produetion itself, _released- in 1993, is relatively recent,
leading me to agree with my high school French teacher’s sense that France has yet to reconcile
its involvement in the Holocaust.

- At the'end of the war, France’s circumstances were unigue among European powers;
somehow, France needed to reclaim its pre-war status, so as to benefit in treaty negotiations, in
* spite of the last four vears of Vichy state coilaboratioﬁ. Accordihg to historian Henry Rousso,
France’s response to this predicameni was to begin cons‘tructing an acceptable account of

France’s wartime mentality, in which all but a limited few were wholeheartedly opposed to their



German occup-zmts.s-. There was a -strong desire by De Gaulle and intellectuals, such as Jean-Paul
| Sartre, to promote and uphold this idea that a/l French had been united in resistance to the
‘Germans during the war. In this way, the political and intellectual leaders of post-war Francé

took considerable liberties in constructing a selective and exceptional memory to substitute their

actual history. Of course, the\re were many who actively participated in the French Resist.anc-e,
however, not to the extent the De Gaulle claimed. The byproduct of reaction is a legacy of

| confusion between history and memory, which have operated synonymouﬂy in French WWH
history.

Rousso asserts that France has now teached a point of adequate generational distance
trom the Holocaust so as to be able to more readily glean the .facts from the myth, but the
problem now is incorpofating the true history into Franc¢’s “national narrativé.’f Rousso writes,
| “If the French have had difficulty ‘cmﬁing to terms with the past,” it is because their reiations_‘hiﬁ
to this past weighs heavily bn the present and future, on contemporary and projected notions of
what it means to be French.” | |

France’s recent past is 50 fragmented—so muddled by a mishmash of historical fact,
national mﬁh, and constructed collective memory—that for mﬁch of the twentieth céntury, it |
remained in a state of avoidance of the truth. In 1995, Jacques Chirac became the first French
head of state to acknowledge France’s official collaboration with the Naii’s in the Holocaust,
and the ensuing confusion about France’s participation in the Holoc;iust. Maurice Papon, a
notorious Vichy government official and French Nazi collaborator responsible for the
deportation of hundreds of Jews to death camps, was finally tried énd. convicted fo;‘ crimes
against humanity io 1998. In many ways, French Holocaust history is under revision, and the

search for truth supplants the d.enialr, myth, and silence of the second half of the 20th century.



Yet, despite this progress, the diminishing hesitance and ﬁnease in discussing the Holocaust
has coincided with an upsurge of anti-Semitic violence and discrimination in France. The period
from .2'001-2003 saw a dramatic increase in anti-Jewish attacks and manifestations in France, a
backlash that many associate with the second Palestinian intifada, which begail in 2006. While
anti-Semitism in Europe is by no means confined to France, France has been at the center of anti-
Semitic and Islamié ferlsions because it occupies the unique position of having the highest
percentage of both Jewish and Muslim populations in Europe. Increased Middle Eastern tensions
and an influx of Muslim immigration have brought national and religious cénﬂicts 1o a boiling
point in France, and instead of a crisis of mémory, France now must gl'zii}ple with a crisis .{}f
identity, and reexamine the parameters of French identity.

So, for my Sénjor Integrated Project, I would like to investigate the process of seiec_ﬁ\?e
memory of the Ho]ocauét and situate it in the context of contemporary French discussions of
national identity. To what extent did the French accept or repudiate the responsibility for their
: cémpiicity with the Nazis, and what is the 1egac§ of this decision in France today, not simply as

it pertains to the status of French Jews, but as a player in Frenéh self-identity, and France’s
relation fo other minority groups? How does this incomplete §ense of accountablity inform

France’s p_olicies towards Jews, Muslims, and more recent immigrant groups, suc;h as the‘ Roma?

Is the present notion of whe is eli gible to be truly French hindered by France’s iliébility o

answer this question in its past? |

For my internship, 1 would like to examine how France chooses to remember the
Holocaust—and in particular the J ev.vs whose last glimpse of France was from behind a fence 1':,{[
Drancy, Pithiviers;or other French transit camps, before being directly transferred to a Nazi

- death camp. A possible location for an internship would be an organization such as La Fondation



de la .I\/II.é'moire de la Shoah (The Foundation fof the‘Meinorv of thé Holoc:aust).or La Fon&ation
de la Mémoire de la Deportatmn (The Foundation for the Memory of Deportatlon) both ot
B whzch are based in Paris. Any internship that deals with the preservatlon and comtmcuon of

- France’s memory of the Hélocau:st, such as a museum or archive center, would be an ideal
position.

To Suppie-ment my SIP, lintend to take the folldwing courses: History 234: Modern
Europe, 1790s-1990s, Rel igious Studies 248: Holocaust and Post-Holocaust Responses, French
405: The Art of Speaking, and an additional F?ench history course taken during my semester
abroad in France. The modern European hiétory course will provide the general context for the
political and social climate leading up to World War II and th.e,Hoiocaust.; as one of the
pafticﬂlar focuses of the course is the experience of Jews and Muslims- in Burope, the class will
a_lso serve as an introducﬁon to the atmosphere of anti-Semitism as late as the I..99()s. Holocaust
and Post-Holocaust Rqsponses will aid me in considering what form memory of the H(}lOCéUS‘t.
could and should take, and expose me to analysis of personal accounts of that mémory. The Art
of Speaking is a conversation-based class fécusing on contemporary issues in Erench politics and
cgiture, with particpiar discussion of France’s relation to the “ather.” Finally, as my project
concerns the question of how the French chose to”rgmem’ber their role in the H-olocaustﬂ I feel

| very strongly that one of my care courses shoid;l bea Iﬁode.m French history course taken in
France, so that I may have a more exhaustive sense of whal knowled.gé the avefage French
- citizen receives about this parti.éui.ar period in their nation’s history.
W hiig one aim in partic'ipating in CISLA wduid be to achieve fluency in French, more
importantly, I hope to obtain a broader understanding of the historical constituents of Frmch

identity and the legacies of this abominable past in contemporary French society.
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