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ABSTRACT

This thesis, rooted in the fields of social, cultural, and military history, examines
connections and correlations between civilian and military dissidence during the French
Crisis of 1917. Previous studies on the Crisis have isolated moments of unrest on the
home-front from those occurring on the Western Front, which has in turn created a
significant gap in historiography and in popular memory. This research seeks to
complicate the narrative of the Crisis by connecting mutinies in the French Army on the
Western Front to labour actions at home, arguing that both movements are key to a better
understanding of civil-military relations in France during the Great War. This thesis
explores their shared motivations and further analyses the ways in which soldiers and
civilians shaped, influenced, and legitimized each other’s dissent in an effort to reclaim

their political voice from their war-time state.
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DEDICATION

To the strikers and mutineers.

Vive la Révolution.
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Introduction

In late May and early June of 1917, 49 of the 113 French infantry divisions on the
Western Front collectively stopped responding to army commands. When ordered to
assemble, they cried, “Nous ne monterons pas aux tranchées! [We will not advance into
the trenches!]”' On 3 June, a soldier outlined his compatriots’ demands in a letter to his
uncle: “Peace and the right to leave [...] We demand peace, peace.”” Nearly 140
kilometers away, in the span of those same few weeks, over 42,000 workers took to the
streets of Paris, effectively shattering the relative quiet of the home-front for the first time
in three years. Their march may have appeared to be a simple labour strike, if it were not
for such signs as “We want our soldiers!” and “Vive nos poilus! [Let our soldiers live!]™
Historians have largely interpreted both these acts of subversion—occurring during the
French Crisis of 1917-as isolated responses to war-weariness and frustration, and have
produced little work to connect them. Were the workers in France striking against their
factories, or were they attempting to support the army mutineers by initiating a wider

“strike” from the war effort? How did attitudes about the mutinies help shape the social

unrest of 1917? Were the mutinies further exacerbated by the assistance they gained from

! Rapport du Lt. Colonel Brenot Compt. Le 74e RI sur les actes d’insubordination ayant eu lieu dans
la journée du 6 juin 1917,” G.Q.G., 2e Bureau, Section Spécial Morale, 16 N 1521, in Leonard V.
Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience: the Case of the Fifth Infantry Division During World War I,
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 185.
? Ille Armée, 2e Bureau Service de Renseignement, Rapport No. 334/A, 3 June 1917, in Guy
Pedroncini, 1917: les Mutineries de [’armée frangaise, Collection “Archives,” no. 35 (Paris: Julliard,
1968), 122.
3 Laura Lee Down, “Women’s Strikes and the Politics of Popular Egalitarianism in France, 1916-
1918,” in Rethinking Labour History.: Essays on Discourse and Class Analysis, (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1993), 123, 125.
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the home-front? How were these events perceived, managed, and presented by the French
government? What were the consequences for the generalized war-effort, and for a
growing anti-war movement? In examining these questions, this thesis seeks to achieve a
more detailed understanding of the dynamics of this crucial period and, in doing so,
endeavours to garner a more nuanced awareness of how civil-military relations can affect
a war. In short, it contends that the mutinies and strikes of 1917 represent corresponding
efforts by soldiers and civilians to reclaim their unified political voice, leading to a
renegotiation of consent and agency between French citizens and their war-controlled
state.

The purpose of this introductory chapter is twofold: first, to situate the reader in
the cultural, social, and military scholarship of the French Great War, and to showcase
that there is a historiographical gap within that literature, specifically concerning the lack
of emphasis on the relationship between the French civilian population at home and
soldiers at the front; and second, to outline the methodologies that form the foundations
of my research, both in terms of the influencing ideas and the documents consulted.” The
following chapters proceed to analyse in broad terms the slow disintegration of France’s
union sacrée [sacred union] over the course of the war by describing the increasing
power of the war-time state and evaluating the events and ramifications of the tumultuous
spring of 1917. This chronological approach does not suggest teleological assumptions,

nor a sense of inevitability. Rather, it seeks to emphasize the underdeveloped theme of a

* In France, this conflict is known as the “Great War” or the “War of 1914-1918.” This thesis will use
either “Great War”, or the British/Canadian term, “First World War.”
2



relationship, forged by common goals and collective problems, that encompassed the

whole of France: that between soldier and civilian.

Historiography:

The historiography of France during the Great War is both complicated and
diverse, spanning multiple languages, several sub-disciplines, and over 80 years of work.’
It begins with first-hand accounts. Between 1915-1930, numerous French soldiers and
civilians took up their pens and chronicled their own experiences of the war, whether
through individual memoirs or through ‘fictionalized’ characters. Some of these works
remain ingrained in the French memory of the Great War and have become a part of the
scholarly memory as well. One of the most famous examples of these accounts is Henri
Barbusse’s war novel, Le Feu.® Barbusse was a soldier in the trenches when, reportedly,
he began writing. He released it chapter-by-chapter as a serial in the French newspaper
L’Euvre, before publishing it in its entirety in 1916. In twenty-four ‘episodes,” he

describes in vivid detail the horrors of trench life for the French soldiers over the first two

> Elizabeth Greenhalgh, “Review Article: Writing about France’s Great War,” Journal of
Contemporary History, Vol. 40, No. 3 (2005), 1. Before any literature review can occur, though, it is
important to note that the French historiography has developed and evolved very differently to that of
other belligerent nations, largely due to France’s geographic and emotional proximity to the conflict.
For more information on the different traditions, see Greenhalgh’s article. On language, it is not
unsurprising that the majority of research on the French experience of the Great War has been
conducted in French. Many of those works have been published into English, but not all.

% Henri Barbusse, Le Feu: Journal d une escouade, (Paris: Gallimard, 2013; 1916).



years of the war. He outlines their fears, methods of endurance, their need to survive, and
most of all their abiding hatred of the war.” Roland Dorgéles similarly expressed the
perspectives of French soldiers in his 1919 novel, Les Croix de bois.® Prior to the war,
Dorgéles worked as a journalist, and during his years in active military service he
continued to write articles for French newspapers. He was outspoken in his criticism of
the war, and while some of his works were censored, the novel he published post-war
was free of governmental editing. Les Croix de bois follows several small groups of
soldiers and explores their daily lives; the book emphasises the relationship between
veterans and new recruits, the quick shattering of innocence in the trenches, and
overwhelming feelings of pointlessness.’ Like Barbusse, Dorgéles described the war in
ways that his fellow soldiers could understand, but which shocked many civilians: to
other soldiers, Barbusse and Dorgéles laid bare their grievances and struggles; for
civilians at home, they served as mediators “between their own suffering and those at the
front.”"”

Both authors have had their critics. Jean Norton Cru, a French writer, distrusted
the rush of war novels that followed the Great War, and wrote a series of essays
questioning their veracity in his 1929 publication, Témoins."' Both Le Feu and Les Croix
de bois featured prominently in his analyses. Cru concluded that Barbusse’s novel was an

amalgamation of truth and fiction, and that it should not be completely disregarded as a

’ Barbusse, 41-72.
Z Roland Dorgéles, Les Croix de bois, (Paris: A. Michel, 1931).
Ibid.
' Matt Leonard, “Under Fire,” in Military History Monthly (August 2014), 58.
' Jean Norton Cru, Témoins: essai d analyse et critique des souvenirs de combattants édités en
frangais de 1915-1928 (Paris: “Les Etincelles,” 1929).
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representation of the war; however, he considered Les Croix de bois to be entirely
fanciful. Cru’s analyses demonstrate the principal issue in considering first-hand
accounts, namely the difficulty in separating fact from fiction. Personal narratives are,
and will continue to be, crucial to understanding the Great War, especially in coming to
terms with the experience of soldiers in the trenches, and how those experiences shaped
the French people in the ensuing years. Yet despite how these novels, and others, have
permeated public memory and have even appeared in scholarly accounts, it must be
remembered that these are stories with biases, gaps, and purposes. They represent
singular perspectives, and must be read in conjunction with other primary documents and
scholarly works in order to delineate the whole of the French war experience, both at
home and on the front.

The academic literature on the experience of the French home-front has
traditionally focused on civilian experiences from the perspectives of social and cultural
histories. The scholarship on the cultural history of France during the Great War is
dominated by two primary schools of thought that debate the issue of civil and military
“consent,” more specifically the extent to which both French citizens and soldiers agreed
and supported the war-time measures that their government imposed. These contrasting
views are represented by the Historial and the Collectif de Recherche International et de
Débat (CRID)."? The Historial de la Grande Guerre was established between 1986 and

1992 by the Departmental Council of the Somme as both a museum and a centre for

"2 Libby Murphy, The Art of Survival: France and the Great War Picaresque (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2016), 27.
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international research and documentation. It was created to study cultural aspects of the
First World War, with a specialized focus on how individual soldiers and civilians
experienced and perceived the war. In essence, it sought to study the culture de guerre
[war culture] of France and “the field of all the representations of the war.”'? Scholars
whose work emanates from the Historial generally maintain that as early as August 1914,
the people of France rallied behind notions of patriotism and national unity, which then
led them to accept and consent to the extreme war-time measures imposed by their own
government. 14

Jean-Jacques Becker is one of the most prominent French Historial writers of the
First World War. He is particularly noted for his 1983 monograph, which appeared in
English two years later as The Great War and the French People; it was one of the first
scholarly works to focus primarily on public opinion on the home-front. Becker largely
regarded the civilian population as “tragic victims,” an interpretation that he brought to

the Historial and which grew to be synonymous with the school."> Utilizing an

" S. Audoin-Rouzeau and A. Becker, ‘Violence et consentement: la «culture de guerre» du premicre
conflit mondial’, in J-P. Rioux and J-F. Sirinelli (eds.), Pour une histoire culturelle (Paris: Editions du
Seuil, 1997), 252, as quoted in Leonard V. Smith, “The ‘Culture de guerre’ and French
Historiography of the Great War o 1914-1918,” History Compass, Vol. 5, No. 6 (2007), 2.

' Charles Sorrie, “Censorship of the Press in France 1917-1918”, Doctoral Thesis at the London
School of Economics and Political Science, under the supervision of Dr. David Stevenson, (2014), 15-
16.

1 Jean-Jacques Becker, The Great War and the French People, trans. Arnold Pomerans (New
Hampshire: Berg Publishers, 1985). Becker is one of the most established and prolific French
Historians of the Great War, and his works have influenced most of the Historial School of Research.
His many works include 1974: Comment les Frangais sont entrés dans la guerre, (Paris: Press the
National Foundation for Political Science, 1977), “That’s the Death Knell of Our Boys...” In The
French Home Front, ed. by Patrick Fridenson, 17-36, (Oxford: Berg Publishers Limited, 1992). His
works set the groundwork for future historians, many of whom were his students.



impressive combination of primary materials, such as newspapers, police reports,
prefectural and departmental reports, Becker concludes that the opinion of the French
civilian population suffered in the median years of the war, but was far from collapsing
into ruin; however, it is important to note that Becker focuses his attention on the home-
front, and does not spend much time considering how events on the Western Front may
have coloured the picture.'® Despite this, his methodically researched work is now
considered one of the pioneering texts of the Historial school of thought.

Becker’s work was especially influential for his student, Stéphane Audoin-
Rouzeau, who furthered the research on French cultural history with a focus on print
media during the war. Audoin-Rouzeau agreed with the Historial ideal of consent,
specifically as it related to soldiers on the front. He is noted for his chapter contribution
to Les sociétés européens et la guerre 1914-1918, in which he examines how soldiers on
the front reacted to the sensational news being published back home; however, he is even
more recognized for his monograph Men at War 1914-1918."" In this book, Audoin-
Rouzeau devotes his attention to the phenomenon of trench journalism on the frontlines

of the Great War, using the papers to examine the day-to-day lives of French soldiers and

16 Sorrie, “Censorship of the Press”, 16.

17 Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau, “Bourrage de crane et information en France en 1914-1918,” in Les
sociétés européennes et la guerre de 1914-1918, edited by Jean-Jacques Becker and Stéphane Audoin-
Rouzeau. (Nanterre: Université de Paris X Nanterre, 1989), and Men at War, 1914-1918: National
Sentiment and Trench Journalism in France During the First World War (Oxford: Berg Publishers
Limited, 1992). Audoin-Rouzeau was one of J.-J. Becker’s doctoral students, and many of his future
works were done in collaboration with his mentor.



their perceptions of the conflict. He uses a masterful array of newspaper examples to
demonstrate that, in his opinion, even the soldiers consented to war-time measures.

Several other scholars associated with the Historial were strongly influenced by
Becker’s general arguments on French cultural history. Leonard V. Smith furthers
Audoin-Rouzeau’s work on the experience of soldiers during the war in his recent
monograph, The Embattled Self, though he uses war novels and poetry instead of
newspapers in his analysis.'® John Horne, in contrast, spent years examining the personal
letters exchanged by soldiers and their loved ones for his article “Soldiers, Civilians, and
the Warfare of Attrition: Representations of Combat in France, 1914-1918.”"" He
concludes that though there was a significant period of adjustment, both on the home-
front and in the trenches, morale was maintained in the nation due to the country’s war-
time measures, which the citizen body had already accepted. Furthermore, in his essay
“Remobilizing for ‘total war’: France and Britain, 1917-1918,” Horne evaluates the
difference between coercion and persuasion in French war-time measures, and argues that
the French people were persuaded to accept the government impositions rather than

20
coerced.

'8 Leonard Smith, The Embattled Self: French Soldiers’ Testimony on the Great War (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2007), 196. Smith is primarily noted for his works on the 1917 French Army
mutinies along the Western Front, but he has worked in conjunction with Becker and Audoin-Rouzeau
and other aspects of French cultural history. His bibliography includes “Remobilizing the Citizen
Soldier Through the French Army Mutinies of 1917,” in State, Society, and Mobilization in Europe
During the Great War edited by John Horne, 144-159 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1998).
' John Horne, “Soldiers, Civilians, and the Warfare of Attrition: Representations of Combat in
France, 1914-1918,” in Authority, Identity, and the Social History of the Great War, edited by Frans
Coetzee and Marilyn Shevin-Coetzee, 223-250 (Oxford: Berghahn Books, 1995), 230.
2 John Horne, “Remobilizing for ‘total war’: France and Britain, 1917-1918,” in State, Society, and
Mobilization in Europe During the Great War, ed. by John Horne, 195-211 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998).
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In more recent years, many scholars of the Historial have examined specific
government measures during the Great War, in a wider effort to substantiate the
pioneering works of Becker, Audoin-Rouzeau, Smith, and Horne. Olivier Forcade, for
example, is one of the leading experts on French censorship and propaganda during the
war, and has published prolifically on those subjects. In his 1998 doctoral thesis
supervised by Becker at the University of Paris-X (Nanterre) entitled “La Censure
Politique en France pendant la Grande Guerre,” as well as his later journal article and
book, he argues that both journalists and French citizens accepted the system of
censorship as a necessary evil.”! He then posits that this conclusion can arguably be
applied to each of the other government measures. Forcade’s work was especially helpful
to an emerging scholar in the field, Charles Sorrie, who completed his thesis, “Censorship
of the Press in France, 1917-1918,” at the London School of Economics and Political
Science in 2014.>* Sorrie maintains that France’s censorship system was effective in
achieving its goal of consolidating civilian morale during the conflict, but his view differs
slightly from the Historial school, in that it does “not assume that the vast majority of
French citizens, journalists, and soldiers supported the repression of the press” for the

entire duration of the war.”® He represents an interesting link between the school of the

! Olivier Forcade, “La Censure politique en France pendant la Grande Guerre,” Doctoral Thesis, sup.
Jean-Jacques Becker at University of Paris-X (Nanterre), Paris, 1998; Olivier Forcade, "Dans 1'oeil de
la censure. Voir ou ne pas voir la guerre," in Vrai et Faux dans la Grande Guerre, ed. Christophe
Prochasson and Anne Rasmussen (Paris: La Découverte, 2004); Olivier Forcade, La censure en France
pendant la Grande Guerre (Paris: Favard, coll. Histoire, 2016).
22 o . »

Sorrie, “Censorship of the Press.
> Ibid, 9.



Historial, and the other distinguished historiographical centre in French cultural history:
the CRID.**

The Collectif de Recherche International et de Débat sur la Guerre 1914-1918
(CRID) is a newer research initiative. Based in Craonne, it was founded in 2005 with the
purpose of creating a “counter-paradigm” to the model of consent and the culture de
guerre, arguing that the civilians and soldiers of France were coerced and unwillingly
constrained under the draconian war-time measures imposed by their own government.*
It also holds that the soldiers continued to fight in the trenches for over four years of war,
not due to any sentiment of patriotism or duty, but rather because they were offered no
alternative.”® As the CRID was founded considerably more recently than the Historial, its
body of scholarship is not nearly as well defined nor has it yet reached the foreground of
most French cultural studies. Despite its relative immaturity as a research centre, the
CRID has notably—and publically—fought the pervading theories of the Historial, calling
it a “culture of the elites and of the rear.””” A 2006 article published in Le Monde
discusses the two schools and refers to the historiography of the French Great War as “a

veritable battleground” in which “two troops face it, defending their positions step by

** This is by no means an exhaustive list of the historians associated with the Historial School; those
named in the body paragraphs of this paper are merely those whose work is particularly relevant to
this subject matter. Other major historians working within this school of thought include Jay Winter,
Heather Jon, and Annette Becker, but their works are largely considered with other aspects of French
culture 11during the Great War, and are therefore not as relevant to this body of work.
> Murphy, Art of Survival, 9.

6 Sorrie, “Censorship of the Press”, 8.
*7 Jean Birnbaum, “1914-1918, guerre de tranchées entre historiens,” Le Monde, 10 March 2006.
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step, determined to conquer, with one and the same impetus, the strongholds of the
university as the wide spaces of the opinion.”**

Maurice Rajsfus is not an official member of the CRID, but his extended
monograph on French censorship holds closely to its claims, and his seminal work on the
subject is often cited by members of the school. His book La Censure militaire et
policiere 1914-1918, strongly argues that the French government over-extended its
powers beyond what was necessary in the effort to maintain public opinion, morale, and
order during the conflict.” He is often cited in the works of Rémy Cazals, the director of
the CRID. Cazals traditionally studies the history of labour movements, but has expanded
those social analyses to include the experience of civilians and soldiers during the Great
War. In his article “Oser penser, oser écrire”, he is clearly critical of the Historial, calling
out Becker and Audoin-Rouzeau by name and rejecting their “consent” theses.”” He

finishes this particular article with a call for further examination of historical documents

in order to properly analyse the mood of the French people.’’

¥ Birnbaum, “1914-1918, guerre de tranchées entre historiens,” Le Monde, 10 March 2006.

* Maurice Rajsfus, La Censure militaire et policiére 1914-1918 (Paris: Le Cherche midi éd., DL
2014, cop., 1999). Sorrie claims that Rasjfus’ work is the sole extended monograph, in both French
and English circles, that has been published on French Censorship; this claim, though, was before
Forcade’s book was published and is therefore no longer true. It is important to note, though, that
Rajsfus’ book was the first, and is therefore of incredible importance to this field.

30 Remy Cazals, “1914-1918: Oser penser, oser écrire,” in Dossier Genéses, Vol. 46 (2002), 43. As
stated above, much of his work concerns the history of labour movements in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, but some of his work touches on the cultural history of France during the great
war, such as his collaborative work with Emmanuelle Picard, and Denis Roland, La Grande Guerre:
Pratiques et experiences (Paris: Privat, 2005), or with André Loez, 14-18: Vivre et mourir dans les
tranchée (Paris: ST2, 2012).

* Ibid.
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Cazals often worked with his colleague at the CRID, Frédéric Rousseau, who
himself is a specialist of the Great War. The two collaborated on a monograph entitled
14-18, le cri d'une génération, examining specifically the correspondence and diaries of
trench soldiers.” In evaluating how the soldiers wrote about their experience, how they
described it to loved ones, and how they described it to themselves, the two authors
reveal a great tension between private and public memorialization. They also addressed a
“culture of obedience” in the army, in which “education and instruction did not just make

patriots, they made obedient patriots.”’

This type of patriotic conditioning, they contend,
was no more than nationalist coercion which made the idea of ‘consent’ impossible.**
Rousseau has additionally written surveys on the experience of European combatants as a
whole and concludes that coercion was a powerful force in the entire continent, including
France.

Unsurprisingly, scholars of the CRID are very involved in the study of the 1917
mutinies, as the military dissent represented very vocal opposition to the war. Nicolas
Offenstadt assembled a group of like-minded historians to create his edited work, Le
Chemin des Dames, de ['événement a la mémoire.” In this collection, CRID scholars

such as Rousseau, Cazals, André Loez, and Antoine Prost analyse soldiers’ consent—or

lack thereof—both in the Nivelle Offensive and in their corresponding mutinies. They

32 Frédéric Rousseau and Remy Cazals, 14-18, le cri d'une generation: La correspondence et les
carnets intimés rédigés au front (Paris: Privat, 2003).
33 Cazals and Rousseau, 714 —18, 145.
34 11
Ibid.
35 Nicolas Offenstadt, ed, Le Chemin des Dames, de I’Evénement a la mémoire (Paris: Stock, 2004.)
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reference the conditional nature of French consent and the ways in which trench warfare
influenced those decisions.’® As previously noted, the CRID is relatively new to the field
of French cultural studies, and most of the works have not been translated into English; as
such, it has not yet established the same level of international legitimacy as the Historial
school. This is quickly changing, though, as more and more historians are moving beyond
the “myths” of unanimous consent or collective coercion in their cultural studies. >’
Historian Jay Winter calls the divide between the two schools “a false one,” as both
consent and coercion “were in abundance” between 1914-1918.%® He argues instead that
French historians are fighting over what de Gaulle and others termed “a certain idea of
France” and how everyday people remember the war.”” As more nuanced studies are
conducted in this area, both centres may adapt to reflect a more complex and dynamic
idea of “France,” one that does not discriminate or invalidate the myriad experiences of
French people living under the conditions of total war.

Social histories of the Great War are not as sharply divided as between the
interpretational schools of culture. Instead, they tend to reflect dominant popular themes.

Much of the early social histories examined labour, the working classes, and the politics

36 Offenstadt, Le Chemin des Dames.

37 Once again, this is not an exhaustive list of all French historians associated with the CRID: other
major names include Nicolas Mariot, André Bach, and Emmanuelle Picard. The scholars listed in the
body of this essay are those who are most relevant to this specific subject matter. Much of the other
work generally associated with the CRID explores other aspects of French society and culture during
the Great War, but still examine the issues of “consent” and “coercion.”

3% Jay Winter, “P vs C: The Still Burning Anger when the French Talk of the First World War’, Times
Literary Supplement, June 16, 2006.

* Ibid.
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involved. The social history of First World War France became an especially popular
study in the 1960s, but at that point historians’ biggest focus was finding the roots of
French communism in the working class of the Great War; the lives and experiences of
the workers themselves were not deemed as interesting. Robert Wohl and Annie Kriegel
were pioneers in this field, with their respective works French Communism in the
Making: 1914-1924 and La Croissance de la C.G.T., 1918-1921: Essai statistique.”® Both
works claim that the early trade unions of radical syndicalism served as a predecessor of
French communism.

As the decades passed, the focus of social history slowly evolved. In the 1970s
and 1980s, labour during the war was still the dominant theme for scholars in this field,
but less as it concerned the politics of the time and more as it affected the lives of
everyday people. In this period, there was an explosion of works written on the French
Great War. Patrick Fridenson wrote expansively on the subject, his most important pieces
being [1914-1918: L’ Autre Front and his article, “The Impact of the First World War on
French Workers,” in which he argued that heterogeneity was the key to a successful
working class.*' Fridenson also was a great believer in the “consent” theory of the
Historial, as reflected in his writings on social history: in his books, the civilian

population of France stood resolutely behind their army and their government, united and

0 Robert Wohl, French Communism in the Making: 1914-1924 (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1966); Annie Kriegel, La Croissance de la C.G.T., 1918-1921: Essai statistique, (Paris: Mouton,
1966).

*! Patrick Fridenson, “The Impact of the First World War on French Workers,” in The Upheaval of
War: Family, Work, and Welfare in Europe, 1914-1918, eds. Richard Wall and Jay Winter,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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determined. By the end of the 1980s, though, other scholars were emerging with evidence
that the theory of a “united” home-front was, in fact, a myth.

John Horne, who writes prolifically on cultural history as well as social history,
challenges the idea of labour heterogeneity when he explores “Immigrant Workers in
France during World War 1.”** Horne, amongst other historians, began introducing the
agents who served to disrupt the “unified” picture of the French civilian population and,
by looking specifically at immigrants who entered the country during the war, he sheds
light on rising social problems, including racial and gender tensions. Tyler Stovall
furthers Horne’s arguments in his two articles “Color-Blind France? Colonial Workers
During the First World War” and “The Color-Line Behind the Lines: Racial Violence in

France during the Great War.”*

With these pieces, Stovall explores how immigrant and
colonial workers—essentially, nonwhite workers—disrupted the relative “peace” of the
French home-front. These works serve not only to highlight the anti-immigrant and racist
undertones of French society in the early twentieth century, but they also show how race
factored into the risings tensions at home during the war.

According to social historians of the 1980s, foreign labour was not the only issue

for French workers. Jean-Louis Roberts wrote a seminal piece in labour history, entitled

“Women and Work in France During the First World War.”** This study demonstrates

%2 John Horne, “Immigrant Workers in France during World War I,” French Historical Studies (Vol.
14, No. 1, 1985).
* Tyler Stovall, “Color-Blind France? Colonial Workers During the First World War,” Race & Class
(Vol. 35, No. 2, 1993) and Stovall, “The Color-Line Behind the Liens: Racial Violence in France
during the Great War,” American Historical Review (Vol. 103, No.3, 1998).
* Jean-Louis Roberts, “Women and Work in France During the First World War,” in The Upheaval of
War: Family, Work, and Welfare in Europe 1914-1918, eds. Richard Wall and Jay Winter
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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how women were often exploited by the employers in this period, and emphasizes that
their presence in the workforce was disruptive for many reasons, including their lack of
unionization, their effects on wages, and their subversion of traditional gender roles.
Roberts’ piece is substantiated by Laura Lee Down’s works, “Women’s Strikes and the
Politics of Popular Egalitarianism in France, 1916-1918” and Manufacturing Inequality:
Gender Division in French and British Metalworking Industries, 1914-1939.* Both
historians worked to draw attention to the role of women in the labour force during the
Great War and in the process highlighted further societal dissonance that was forming on
the home-front.

In more recent works on the social history of France during this period, most
historians agree that the civilian population faced great difficulties during the war, and at
times were near collapse. Stovall’s 2012 publication Paris and the Spirit of 1919:
Consumer Struggles, Transnationalism, and Revolution analyses these difficulties
through his exploration of immediate post-war Paris. He emphasizes the social tensions
brought on by the presence of women and colonial workers in the factories as well as the
inherent differences between French artisans and the working class. He similarly notes
the increasing war-weariness and civilian frustrations with the government, and argues
that the non-homogeneity of the working classes impacted political and social actions,

both during and after the war. Eric Alary’s La Grande Guerre des Civils tackles

* Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” and Laura Downs, Manufacturing Inequality: Gender Division in
French and British Metalworking Industries, 1914-1939 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995.)
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comparable issues, and he likewise emphasizes the divisions on the home-front as
generators of change.*® These issues are undoubtedly significant in the study of the First
World War; however, historians continue to study the home-front in isolation from the
Western Front, while examinations of the French Army on the Western Front have been
mainly confined to the field of military history. This partition has created a sharp
disconnect in the understanding of the French experience as a whole, one which this
thesis seeks to remedy.

The literature on the military history of the Great War is vast, and is often studied
with multi-national perspectives.*’ Regarding the French experience of the war
specifically, the French government released its 11-volume official histories, Les Armées
frangaises dans la Grande Guerre, in the early 1920s.*® These volumes, organized and
published by the Ministry of War, present the Great War from the top-down, relating
primary objectives, the narrative of battles, objectives achieved, and consequences. In the
1930s, this trend towards combat history—descriptions of military battles, with regard to

their operation, geography, tactics and logistics—continued, as seen in the 1932 work of

% Stovall, Tyler, Paris and the Spirit of 1919: Consumer Struggles, Transnationalism, and
Revolution, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012) and Alary, Eric, La Grande Guerre des
Civils, 1914-1919 (Paris: Perrin, 2013).

" Eric J. Leed, No Man’s Land: Combat & Identity in World War I (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1979); Tony Ashworth, Trench Warfare, 1914-1918: The Live and Let Live System
(London: Macmillan Press, 1980); Richard Holmes, Acts of War: The Behaviour of Men in Battle
(New York: The Free Press, 1985); for a more recent work that has become a foundational study in the
field, see Hew Strachan, The First World War (New York: Penguin Books, 2003).

* Ministére de la Guerre, Les Armées Frangaises dans la Grande Guerre, (Paris: Etat Major de
I’Armée—Service Historique, 1922-1923).
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Jean-Marie Bourget, Petit Histoire de la Grande Guerre.* Andreé Ducasse, Jacques
Meyer, and Gabriel Perreux present a similar narrative in their 1962 publication, Vie et
Mort des Francais 1914-1918: Simple Histoire de la Grande Guerre, though with less
governmental jargon and slightly more emphasis on the role of individual soldiers.”® In
addition to combat histories, the military literature on this time also focused on the
“decision-makers” in France during the war—primarily army generals, the commanders-
in-chief, and the ministers of war. In 1967, Georges Bonnefous added to the study of
military history with his work analysing the relationship between all military and
governmental authorities, examining all decision-makers of the war and their impact on
the conflict.”’ This work, though, displays one of the early problems in the field of French
military history: if it was not outright combat history, or biographies of military
authorities, then it was not considered to belong to the field.

The initial scholarship on the French mutinies reflects this top-down methodology
in military historical writings. Guy Pedroncini, who wrote the pioneering history on the
subject, 1917: Les mutineries de |’armée frangaise, is the first to truly make use of a
plethora of government documents to chronicle the causes, dynamics, and end of the
dissent in the military.>* His use of the sources is masterful, yet the ministerial and army

reports often leave the agency and the will of the soldiers on the sidelines. This is also

* Jean-Marie Bourget, Petit Histoire de la Grande Guerre (Paris: Editions Rieder, 1932).
> André Ducasse, Jacques Meyer, and Gabriel Perreux, Vie et Mort des Frangais 1914-1918: Simple
Histoire de la Grande Guerre (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 1962).
! Georges Bonnefous, Histoire politique de la Troisieme République, Vol. 2, La Grande Guerre
(1914-1918) (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1967).
52 L
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clear in his conclusions, in which he credits Marshal Philippe Pétain as the sole reason
the mutinies were ended peacefully.” Other writings on the mutinies, such as Victor
Bataille and Pierre Paul’s Des mutineries a la victoire...(1917-1918) and John Williams’
Mutiny 1917 take similar views.”* Richard M. Watt, in his 1963 book, Dare Call it
Treason, returns attention to the soldiers themselves, and defends their sense of
patriotism; however, in his final chapter, his conclusions do not differ from the other
scholars of his time.”

Beginning in the late 1970s and going through the 1980s, the trend in military
writing shifted in two ways. First, historians began writing works with social elements
that would often be classified as military history, therefore reshaping the discipline.
Though identifying strongly as a military historian, John Keegan was instrumental in this
transition, particularly with his publication of The Face of Battle in 1976. In this work,
Keegan combines military examinations of three specific British battles—Agincourt,
Waterloo, and the Somme—with sociological analyses, studying the evolving nature of
‘modern’ warfare and man’s capability to engage in it. Keegan uses the perspectives of
generals and foot-soldiers alike, acknowledging the different workings of both and
combining military studies with analyses of people. Jules Maurin’s 1982 Armées, Guerre,
Société: Soldats languedociens, was one of the first French scholarly works to attempt a

sociological approach to military history. He analysed the conscription records of soldiers

53 Pedroncini, 261.

> Victor Bataille and Pierre Paul, Des mutineries a la victoire...(1917-1918) (Paris: Robert Laffont,
1965); John Williams, Mutiny 1917 (Toronto: William Heinemann Ltd., 1962).

> Richard M. Watt, Dare Call it Treason (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1963).
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hailing from two different French areas, describing their respective experiences of the
war and how they dealt with the ramifications.’® His work, though, is considered to
belong less to military history and more to sociology or psychology.

In addition to this trend of analysing the psychologies of soldiers and of warfare,
military history also began to include more bottom-up studies, with narratives that
centered more on smaller groups of people rather than the whole of the French Army.
This period saw a resurgence in the publication of individual soldier memoirs and
autobiographies, as well as microhistories. Leonard V. Smith’s work, especially in
relation to the 1917 mutinies, is one of the greatest examples of this transition. In 1994,
he published one of the most cited works concerning the military dissent, titled Between
Mutiny and Obedience: The Case of the French Fifth Infantry Division during World
War 1”7 Smith explores the mutinies through the experience of a specific infantry
division, one that was especially active during the mutinies and, in the process, he
restores agency to the individual mutineers. Using letters, newspapers, memoirs, and
government documents, he relates the conditions under which the soldiers mutinied as
well as the root causes of their crusade. He concludes that the mutinies were a way for the
soldiers to reclaim their rights as citizens, not just as soldiers.”® He continues that
argument in his 2003 chapter “Remobilizing the Citizen Soldier Through the French
Army Mutinies of 1917,” in John Horne’s collection State, Society, and Mobilization in

Europe During the Great War.”’ By training, Smith is a cultural historian of the First

>® Jules Maurin, Armée, guerre, société: soldats languedociens (1889-1919) (Paris: Cujas, 1982).
> Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience.

* Ibid, 13.

> Smith, “Remobilizing the Citizen Soldier.”

20



World War. In his writings on the mutinies, he expresses a concern that he has
transitioned too far into military history and has in fact become a military historian. He
continues, though, by firmly stating his growing belief that cultural history and military
history should not be separated in academic studies, but taken together as two parts of a
whole.®’ This line of reasoning is representative of the multi-disciplinary approach that
the CRID is trying to establish within the French historiography on the Great War.

The individual foci of the separate fields of cultural, social, and military history
indicate a split in the understanding of the French experience of the Great War: with only
a few exceptions cultural and social historians have studied the home-front, and military
historians have studied the mechanics of the conflict. Scholars have yet to fully establish
the link between the two fronts. This constitutes a large gap in the historiography of the
French Great War narrative, one that this research seeks to address. By connecting the
literature of cultural and social history with that of military history, this thesis will
demonstrate the complexities, interdependencies, and consequences of civil-military

relations in war-torn France.

Methodologies and Sources:

This research is rooted in several ongoing and intertwining historical

conversations within the scholarship on the First World War, regarding the nature of

50 Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience, xv.
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authority, the issue of consent, and conflicting nationalist loyalties. The language most
used in discussions on authority in times of conflict is that of the Just War Theory, which
primarily addresses the ethical ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ use of force.®' The theory traditionally
is centered on two lines of inquiry: the ius ad bellum, which questions how war can be
justified, both in cause and in proper authority, and the ius in bello, which looks at how
war can be conducted in a just manner.®* This research is more concerned with the
former, though the latter does have some important connections. In the justification of
war, one of the most-asked question is who has the right—and the power—to send a state to
war. In works of philosophy spanning centuries, this proper authority has transitioned
from God, to absolute monarchs with God’s sanctification, to monarchs with the people’s
reasoned blessing, to ideas of popular sovereignty that molded the citizen body into the
legitimate political power.® The collective citizenry would then elect state officials as
their choice of proper authority, with the understanding that the official represented the
political will of the people. This change then permanently bonded people to politics, and

politics to war.®*

ol Anthony F. Lang Jr. and Cian O’Driscoll, “Introduction: The Just War Tradition and the Practice of
Political Authority,” in Just War: Tradition and Practice, ed. Anthony F. Lang et al. (Washington,
DC: Georgetown University Press, 2013), 1.

62 Cecile Fabre, “Cosmopolitanism, Just War Theory, and Legitimate Authority,” International Affairs
Vol. 84, No. 5 (Sept. 2008), 963. Fabre also notes a more recent line of inquiry in Just War Theory,
that of jus post bellum, which concerns how belligerents treat one another after a war.

63 Lang Jr. and Driscoll, 3. For philosophical writings on each form of the proper authority, see Saint
Augustine, Thomas Aquinas, Hugo Grotius, John Locke, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau respectively.

64 Carl von Clausewitz, On War, ed. Michael Howard and Peter Paret (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 1976), 84.
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The other prevalent question is how that proper authority then legitimizes the war
to its people. This idea has shifted from the ideas of Holy War, to protectionism, to the
notion that the state exercises legitimate violence to advance its aims.®> With the
secularization of the proper authority, though, came larger reliance on human
responsibility for determining the common and “just” good, which in turn made
disobedience and protest to war more common.® John Locke, for instance, provided the
template for the sovereign and people to communicate in the form of his Social Contract—
but if the sovereign misused their authority in performing an unjust war, or came to break
that contract, the subjects could refuse and overthrow the sovereign; however, Locke only
applied his theory of the right to overthrow the authority to citizens, not to soldiers in the
army. He believed that complete obedience was required on the battlefield. But the 19"
century saw the postulation of citizen-soldiers who, by obeying their commanders, were
obeying the proper authority that they themselves had elected. This idea further tied
politics to conflict and demonstrated that the use of warfare increasingly depended on the
consent of all people.®’

Much recent work has been done on the concept of ‘total war,” and how its
development has impacted the Just War Theory. In these discussions, many scholars

prioritize the ius in bellum questions, and how the use of force applies to a civilian

6 Lang Jr. and Driscoll, 3. The German philosopher Max Weber gave this famous definition of the
modern state in his Vocation lectures.

% Sandi E. Cooper, “The Reinvention of the ‘Just War’ Among European Pacifists Before the First
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University of Toronto Press, 1996), 306.
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population that has technically been mobilized for war.®® In a similar vein, though, total
war also evokes the problem of how the proper authority can justify, and continue
justifying, a conflict that mobilizes and endangers all people for a long duration.”” At the
time of the First World War, France was once again a Republic, in which the citizen body
elected state officials to carry out their political will. In the summer of 1914, these
officials united the French people in a union sacrée of patriotism, and legitimized the war
as one being fought to protect the country from an invading enemy who was growing too
powerful.”” These causes, and these officials, were reasoned to be just and good, and
most of the French people consented to the war. Yet consent can be fluid, especially in a
drawn-out conflict that inspires long-lasting circumstances which grow to challenge the
fundamental rights of citizens.

As the war continued, the justification of national defense and patriotism mattered
less and less in the face of war-time conditions and the horrors of the trenches, and the
consent of the people became less of a guarantee. Not supporting a national war effort is
often seen as traitorous and a proponent of defeatism. But in the case of the French
people, a growing desire for peace went hand-in-hand with a sense of patriotism: citizens
were withdrawing their consent to the war in order to save further French people from

slaughter and from violations of their civil liberties. Simultaneously, then, they were

6% James Turner Johnson, “The Just War Idea: The State of the Question,” Social Philosophy & Policy
Foundation (2006), 170. These types of question particularly analyse the limitation and
proportionality of war; there have also been many studies in this regard that examine civil wars and
the Just War tradition, guerilla warfare, and the use of terrorism.
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defending their right-both in terms of politics and the Just War Theory—to do so. This
tension between patriotism and pacifism brought into question who was acting in the
country’s best interest, and further emphasized the issue of consent.”’

Lastly, a distinction needs to be acknowledged within the wider scholarship on
peace movements. The historian A.J.P. Taylor defines pacifism as “the advocacy of a
peaceful policy,” and pacificism as “the doctrines of non-resistance.”’> Martin Ceadel
clarifies Taylor’s position by calling pacifism an absolutist position, defined by a
rejection of force, killing, or war. He defines pacificism as a reformist position, through
which people seek “the abolition of war through a restructuring of the political order.””
The former, he argues, has largely been studied on a moral scale, while the latter is
essentially political and is often found in political ideologies such as liberalism,
socialism, radicalism, and ecologism.”* The peace movements that developed over the
course of the spring of 1917 lean more towards Taylor and Ceadel’s understanding of

pacificism; however, many scholars use “pacifism” as a blanket term for peace

movements, and use “absolute pacifism” to refer to the moral objection. This research

! Jay Winter, “Paris, London, Berlin 1914-1919: Capital Cities at War,” in Capital Cities at War:
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University Press, 1997), 17.
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will consistently use the term “pacifism.” As Ceadel states, the distinction between the
two matters more than their specific labels.”

The primary sources consulted in this research are housed at the Service
historique de la défense at the Chateau Vincennes in Paris. The principal collections
referenced are: the Cabinet of the Minister, with ministry and prefect reports; the Grand
Quartier Générale, with documents pertaining to the French army, as well as postal
censorship records; and the Clemenceau Papers, which includes papers concerning the
morale of the French population. These state documents are official reports made to a
war-time government and military force; as such, a bias must be acknowledged. Further,
more personal works, such as diaries and memoirs, fill some gaps left by the official
sources. This thesis additionally draws on several French newspapers, such as Le Petit
Parisien, Le Journal, Le Matin, Le Petit Journal, L’Echo de Paris, and the Bulletin des
Armées—through the Bibliotheque Nationale’s website, BnF Gallica—to investigate the
state of morale and public opinion, especially as interpreted by the army and government,
bearing in mind the conditions of censorship that existed at the time. Together, these
documents ensure that the reader understands the conditions under which dissent began,
the demands that the mutineers made and how they relate to pacifism, and how the
mutineers attempted to disseminate their ideals to the civilian population at home. They
also reveal an understanding as to how much information those civilians actually

received, how much influence and sway the soldiers themselves believed they had—which

7 Ceadel, 23. In the field of peace studies, there are also different kinds of pacifism/pacificism. For
more on this subject, see Peter Brock, Pacifism in Europe to 1914 (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1972).
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reflected their strong relationship with the home-front—and the ways in which the French
government continually tried to limit and control that influence. This thesis will shed
light on the complex, nuanced, and interdependent dynamics of French civil-military
relations during the Great War, and will emphasize that the Western Front and the home-
front should no longer be studied in isolation, but rather, in harmony.

In the following chapters, this thesis outlines the 1917 army mutinies and crisis at
home more explicitly, before linking the two as representations of reclaiming political
agency in war-time France. The first chapter begins with an examination of the French
Army leading up to the First World War, and the problems in structure and doctrine that
it encountered over the first years of the conflict. It then analyses the more specific
grievances on the Western Front that compounded soldiers’ already deteriorating morale,
including their concerns related to food, leaves, and xenophobia, before examining how
the Nivelle Offensive served as a breaking point for their ‘consent.” Finally, the chapter
examines the mutinies themselves, the demands that were made, and the responses from
both government and military officials. It then charts how the mutinies spread within the
army, and how news was relayed to the home-front. Chapter two shifts the focus to the
home-front, analyzing how the interior experienced the war and the worsening living
conditions that it induced. Thereafter, it elaborates on central problems amongst the
French workers, such as pay, labour conditions, food shortages, and social strife. It then
delineates the strike movements that rose in May and June, specifically in Paris, after
news of the soldier mutinies began to reach the civilian population. This chapter
concludes with an initial examination of the connections between the demonstrations of

unrest on the two fronts. The third and final chapter continues to analyse the correlations
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between their respective repressions, in terms of their similar structures, methods, and
demands. It also outlines the rising pacifist ideas and socialist elements in both situations,
connecting both fronts to the leftist politics of the time. Finally, bringing all three sections
together, it showcases how both movements can be interpreted as corresponding attempts
by civilians and soldiers to reclaim power and control from the war-time state, while

restating their own political agency as the people of France.
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Chapter One

Regarding the army mutinies, the first question that must be asked is why 1917.
Why did the French soldiers spend three years fighting the Great War, quite literally
entrenched in the defense of their patrie [homeland] and their loved ones, before
demonstrating against their army and government in this particular spring? This chapter
begins with a preliminary examination of the war-time difficulties that the French Army
faced, prior to and during the Great War. It delineates the slow disintegration of morale
within the military, its problems with structure and doctrine, and its growing contentions
with the state’s union sacrée. After establishing the army’s unsettled and restless state,
this chapter proceeds to make three arguments: first, that the failure of the 1917 Nivelle
Offensive gave impetus to the French Army’s growing discontent with the war, and
inspired the first of the army mutinies in May; second, that those mutinies targeted
specific grievances and represented the renegotiation of terms between the soldiers and
their commanders; and finally, that the soldiers actively sought to draw the civilian
population into their uprisings, in order to create a unified citizen body in opposition to

their own government and the war as it was being waged.

The French Army, 1914-1917:

The first issue that must be addressed is the structure and training of the French
Army. Prior to the war, unlike many of the other belligerents, France relied on universal

conscription to fill its army positions: any able-bodied young man was obligated by law
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to serve a certain number of years in the military.”® In 1913, concerned with the ever-
rising population of the Germans as compared to their own declining population rates, the
French government introduced the Three-Year Law, which required three years of active
military service, in addition to a decade in the reserve afterward.”’” While this law did
little to combat the overall population issue in the country, it did increase the size of the
army to be more comparable to that of Germany. Due to this system, after war was
declared in August of 1914, the French Army was immediately able to mobilize 823,000
conscripts and 2,887,000 reservists to active duty.78 Hundreds of thousands of volunteers
followed in the ensuing months.” This quick mobilization was impressive, yet there are
inherent issues in a conscript army, one of which is their training. The majority of this
French Army, consisting of citizen-soldiers and volunteers, had been training and
preparing for a war of the late nineteenth century; as such, they had 91 cavalry regiments,
their infantry relied heavily on bayonets, they boasted inferior rifles, and they were

lacking in terms of heavy artillery.*® When French troops first came into contact with the

’® Jean-Louis Maurin, Combattre et informer: 'armée frangaise et les médias pendant la premiere
guerre mondiale, (Sainte-Fleuve-des-Loups: Editions Codex, 2009), 13. The number of years of
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Many men who had already finished their service volunteered. Another channel for these volunteers
were young men who had not yet entered their obligatory active service—either they were 17, which
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German Army in August of 1914, they were unprepared for their opponent’s use of
modern technology, especially machine-guns, heavy artillery, and superior hand-
weapons.

The French army had also been trained under the doctrine of an offensive a
outrance [extreme offensive]. Generals such as Ferdinand Foch and Charles Mangin held
to the goal of a percée [piercing], or a complete break-through of German lines.®!
Leonard V. Smith describes this entire doctrine as the “strategy of hurling masses of men

82 The citizen-soldiers were trained to

against invariably superior defensive firepower.
believe that persistence and the strength of their will would help them achieve this goal,
however, these ideas were proven flawed within the first days of battle. Between 18
August and 1 September, the French army had 306,515 men killed, wounded or missing;
in the first twelve days of battle, 10% of their entire officer corps had been killed. Yet the
General Staff continued to order attacks based on outrance, even after the Battle of the
Marne and the Western Front became static lines of trenches. Each subsequent offensive
and operation sought to achieve a percée, regardless of the heavy costs.*

By the spring and fall of 1915, even High Command admitted that the chance of
a percée was becoming increasingly slim as the months passed. The violence of the war

was also becoming more apparent, as other countries were simultaneously adjusting their

own battle tactics and goals. French Generals turned instead to a strategy that General

8l Smith, “War and Politics,” 181.
82 Smith, Beyond Mutiny and Obedience, 12.
% Smith, “War and Politics,” 181.
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Joseph Joffre called a “grignotage” [nibbling], which was mainly an exercise in
attrition.* General Philippe Pétain described the goal as “the wearing down of the
enemy, while wearing down ourselves as little as possible.”™ Grignotage still operated in
conjunction with a belief in the offensive a outrance, and still countless soldiers were
being thrown into offensives, but this time with the purpose of killing as many enemy
soldiers as possible.*® The larger strategy continued until early 1916, much to the
increasing dissatisfaction of the soldiers themselves.

Beyond creating dissension and distrust amongst the troops, the constant
adherence to [ offensive a outrance had created, by this point, a severe manpower crisis in
France. This was then further exacerbated by the Battle of Verdun, fought between
February and December 1916, which historians have termed “the bloodletting of
France.”®” The Germans, pursuing their own strategy of attrition, had designed their
attacks to “bleed France to the death.”® Verdun was the longest battle of the war for
France, and the high intensity of the trench-warfare in that sector further increased
General Staff’s fears over their rapidly declining army. The battle broke the offensive
spirit of the army, and Commander in Chief (CinC) Joffre finally turned to a strategy that

relied on the defensive. The new goal for the French was simply fenir [hold on]-they

8 Smith, “War and Politics,” 181.
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% Michael Nolan, ““The Eagle Soars Over the Nightingale”: Press and Propaganda in France in the
Opening Months of the Great War,” in A Call to Arms: Propaganda, Public Opinion, and Newspapers
in the Great War, ed. Troy R.E. Paddock (Westport: Pracger Publishers, 2004), 69.
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anticipated the American entry into the war, and were waiting for support from their
allies.® Robert Desaubliaux, a French soldier, known as a poilu, defined the new
strategy: “Tenir means to stay where you are, even if you are isolated and
surrounded...[it] means to die where you stand, while giving up your life as dearly as

%0 With the new focus on the defensive and a determination to hold on until

possible.
help arrived, the French Army all but settled in to withstand the ensuing months of the
war.

Yet a large number of soldiers resented that it had taken years for the General
Staff to adjust their war-strategy, at great costs. In addition to the horrors of trench
warfare and poor conditions at the front, this increasing mistrust in army commanders
damaged the morale of the soldiers. In December 1916, a change in High Command
furthered their distrust: General Robert Nivelle became the new CinC of the French
Army, replacing Joffre.”' Nivelle saw no glory for France in defensive strategies and,
unlike his predecessor, he saw no reason to delay attacks. His plans for a spring offensive
in 1917-rooted again in the belief in the offensive a outrance—further cemented the
army’s dissent until it came to a breaking point.”> The growing contention within the

army, the Nivelle Offensive, and conditions at the front sowed the seeds of a crisis in the

spring of 1917.

% Smith, Betrween Mutiny and Obedience, 127.
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The Nivelle Offensive, April-May 1917

The foundational problems in the French Army—the ill-trained conscript army and
their dependence on the doctrine of the offensive—precipitated further issues on the
ground as the war continued, such as shortages of equipment, food, and leaves. The
soldiers were growing increasingly frustrated with the war and the conditions they were
forced to endure; small moments of unrest were not uncommon throughout 1916,
especially during the height of the Battle of the Somme and the Battle of Verdun.” Yet,
the government—with help from their censorship boards and press bureaus—played a
crucial role in managing the unrest in the armies during this year through the use of
sensational news and positive propaganda. Most notably, they were able to spin the
calamities of Verdun into stories of heroic patriotism, which served to bolster public
opinion of the army and rejuvenated the soldiers themselves.”* Until the spring of 1917,
the morale and resolve of the French army may have been relatively tenuous, but
leadership did not view their commitment to the war as substantially at risk. Then, when
the doctrine of the military turned to the theory of tenir and defensive battles instead of
constant offensives, the soldiers were further placated.”” The unrest in the military only
truly came to a head when yet another offensive was launched and failed to deliver

victory.

%3 Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience, 18.
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The Government and military headquarters (the Grand Quartier Générale—GQQG)
were not blind to the issues at hand. Centered in Paris, witnessing the rise both in
censored news articles and in civilian discontent, Prime Minister Aristide Briand
suggested that he himself should resign in order to revitalize the government and to
reassure the French people that matters were being resolved. President Raymond
Poincaré, though, feared that the country would interpret Briand’s resignation more as a
betrayal than as a self-induced punishment, and that it would utterly destroy what was left
of the union sacrée.”® He refused Briand’s offer and instead made changes to military
leadership. In December 1916, General Pierre Rocques was removed from his position as
Minister of War, and General Hubert Lyautey succeeded him. Additionally, Poincaré
appointed a new CinC of the French army to replace General Joseph Joffre, whom many
in leadership positions viewed as disgraced. The two options available to Poincaré were
Generals Philippe Pétain and Robert Nivelle, both war heroes of Verdun who were noted
for their respective patriotic phrases of “We shall have them!” and “They shall not
pass!”®’ Of the two, Pétain was the more experienced general, both militarily and
politically; however, he also had little faith in the theory of the offensive and held the
opinion that the French should continue with the doctrine of fenir until further allied
troops or armaments became available to them. His plan for the army was a complete
contradiction of decades of military training and, despite his field experience, Poincaré

chose the ‘safer’ route and named Nivelle as the new CinC in December 1916.

% Elizabeth Greenhalgh, The French Army and the First World War (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2015), 172.
97 Sorrie, 63.
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Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothéque nationale de France

Figure 1 - General Robert Nivelle, c. 1920

Unlike Pétain, Nivelle firmly believed in offense, and wanted to return the French
armies to the offensive a outrance by seeking a decisive battle in 1917.°® His energy and

confidence revitalized the government and the GQG, so much so that mere weeks after

% Greenhalgh, 170.
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his appointment, he laid out his plans for a spring offensive in the Noyon Salient. His
plans included both the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), which at this point numbered
1.59 million men situated in five armies on the Western Front, in addition to the nearly 3
million men of the French Army who were organized in 114 infantry divisions.” The
French still outnumbered the British army, despite the blood-letting of the previous years
and their growing manpower shortage, but they also were responsible for a significantly
larger portion of the Western Front and had more recently suffered high costs in a large
operation. Nivelle’s inclusion of the British, then, was not only a tactical decision but
also a necessary one, made to alleviate some of the pressure on his own men.'* Nivelle
initially proposed a four-step offensive: first, artillery bombardment of the enemy’s heavy
batteries with rapid-firing guns (in an approximately 8km zone); second, a breakthrough
to enemy’s lines as far as their main lines of heavy gun batteries; third, lateral
exploitation to occupy enemy gun batteries, lines of communication, and railways; and
finally, to establish a bridgehead. Each of these steps was to be carried out as a single,
sudden action. In short, Nivelle advocated a quick percée with lateral exploitation, which
he assured Poincar¢ and Briand would serve as a decisive operation on the road to
France’s victory.'’' Desperate to change the tide of the war and to regain people’s
confidence, the government and the GQG approved Nivelle’s plans. They gave him

authorization to make the changes necessary to the formations of the French Army, even

% Greenhalgh, 176.
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though those exact plans had already failed the Allies in the earlier years of the war, most
notably at the Somme and Verdun.'**

In January of the new year, Nivelle formalized the plan for his offensive, breaking
it down into three distinct operations instead of his original four. First, the Ie and Ille
Armées in the Groupe d’Armée Nord (GAN) were to break the front between the Avre
and Oise rivers, holding down enemy troops and exploiting success to capture the
enemy’s lines of communication. To their north, the BEF would then attack north of

103
Bapaume, as far as Arras.

These separate attacks were meant to rupture the enemy
front or, at the very least, to wear them down. The main, second task then fell to the Ve,
Vle, and Xe Armées of the Groupe d’Armée Reserve (GAR), commanded by General
Micheler, which would attack on a different part of the front six to fourteen days later.
The VIe Armée was to push toward Laon and Saint-Quentin, with their right covered by
the Ve Armée, freeing the Reims-Laon railway; the Xe Armée was to pass between the
other two, exploiting the breach in the line with the help of five additional cavalry
divisions, and to reach the line of Craonne-Guise. Finally, the Groupe d’Armée Centre
(GAC), under the command of the recently-slighted General Pétain, would advance from

their more-southern positions to support Micheler’s men and to further exploit the percée.

All of this, Nivelle ordered, should begin on 15 February.'®* Many in leadership viewed

12 4e Bisthoven, 18. To prepare for this offensive, Nivelle made changes to the organization of the

French Army, both in terms of leadership positions and in structure. He gave GAE to General
Castelnau, GAN to General Franchet d’Espérey, and left Pétain in command of GAC. Additionally,
though, he formed a new Army Group—GAR-and put General Micheler in command. This army
roup, in Nivelle’s plans, would play the key role in the spring offensive.
03 Greenhalgh, 176.
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this as an impossibly early start date for the operation, especially given the poor weather
of the winter months, as well as the fact that new French military leadership had a largely
new, and inexperienced, staff at the GQG. To promote their confidence in Nivelle,
though, the French agreed; however, the British CinC, General Haig, did not. He cited
poor French railway lines as his excuse to delay the action and forced Nivelle to make
concessions to the BEF.'”

Nivelle faced a further delay to his plans in the early days of 1917. As the BEF,
French Army and GQG prepared for their spring offensive, reports began to appear that

: 106
the Germans were enacting a slow retreat.

In February, they withdrew from the Noyon
Salient, the area in which Nivelle had planned his great operation, to their newly-
constructed Hindenburg Line—a succession of heavily fortified defensive positions which
incorporated natural features, such as canals, and which extended the depth of a main
battle zone.'”” In French and British newspapers, this retreat was heralded as a great
victory for the Allies but, in reality, it was a strategic success for the Germans. By
withdrawing to their fortified defenses, the Germans shortened their line on the Western
Front by 40 km, and they were able to pull 14 divisions of men from the West for

redeployment in the East.'”® Additionally, as they withdrew, the Germans set booby-

traps— including mines in roads and abandoned buildings, poisoned wells, and destroyed
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farmlands—to ensure that the Allies would not be able to advance quickly. Their defenses
were also much stronger than the Allies had previously estimated, and General Micheler
of the GAR wrote to Nivelle, telling him that an attack against the Germans now might
be halted immediately.'® Nivelle’s only response was to update the dates of his
offensive: under his new plans, the BEF would launch their diversionary attack on 8
April, Micheler’s GAR would commence their main attack on 12 April, and Pétain’s
GAC would begin the exploitation on 13 April.'"?

Due to the delays, army and government leadership had time to start doubting
Nivelle’s planned offensive. In March, Minister of War Lyautey insulted his own
Chamber of Deputies, belittled the Briand government, and clearly stated that the Allied
spring offensive would fail. His subsequent resignation brought down the already
unstable Briand government. Alexandre Ribot was then sworn into office as prime

111

minister on 20 March, and he appointed Paul Painlev¢ as his minister of war.”~ Both men

were far more skeptical of Nivelle’s position and ideas. One deputy, Henri Galli, believed

that with Painlevé in office, “Nivelle would not last a fortnight.”''*

Painlevé began to
meet with French generals in private to hear their own opinions concerning the offensive,
making a point of not inviting Nivelle as CinC. Pétain, in particular, was outspoken in his

opposition but so too were Generals Micheler and Castelnau.''® As the armies continued

to prepare for the offensive, President Poincaré called a war council with his prime

109 Greenhalgh, 183.
1o Greenhalgh, 183.
" Ibid, 184.
"2 1bid.
' Ibid, 185.
40



minister, minister of war, CinC, and all the army group commanders to discuss the battle
plans. Despite his criticism of Nivelle and the offensive, Painlevé and his supporters also
had to contend with the spirit of the times: by this point, the Russian Tsar had abdicated,
and Russia was in turmoil; the arrival of the Americans into the war was imminent; and,
due to the newspaper propaganda on the German retreat to the Hindenburg Line, the
French people were more supportive of their military than before. Furthermore, with the
offensive scheduled to begin in mere weeks, there was little that the war council could do
to stop it.

Ribot and Painlevé agreed to Nivelle’s plans, under the conditions that “the battle
would be stopped as soon as it seemed that it would impose excessive losses on [the]
army.”''* Even as the plan was finalized, French intelligence learned that a German raid
had captured over 400 soldiers in the 37e Division d’infantérie (Infantry Division—DI),
including a sergeant who carried plans for his unit and two others for the spring
offensive. This event was unpublished in French papers, while Nivelle spoke to any

»115 1t cannot be

journalist he could, promoting “the next great Allied offensive.
emphasized enough that these plans had already failed the French at the Somme and at
Verdun, yet the CinC continued to promote the operations as the “path to victory.” It also

can be noted here that the Nivelle Offensive is the only offensive in the history of the

Great War to be named for an individual general.''®

e Greenhalgh, 185.
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Figure 2 - The Nivelle Offensive, April 1917 (US Dept. of Defense, Public Domain)

On 9 April, the British launched their preliminary diversionary attack, which
would come to be called the Battle of Arras.''” While the British distracted the Germans
to the north, on 16 April the French launched their operation on the Chemin des Dames,

with the overarching goal of breaking through German defensive lines within 48 hours in

"7 G.W.L.Nicholson, Canadian Expeditionary Force, 1914-1919: Official History of the Canadian
Army in the First World War (Montreal, Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2015), 233.
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a complete percée. Within the first five days, they had managed to push the Germans

18 In the few

back a total of seven kilometers, and had suffered over 130,000 casualties.
areas where gains had been made, the French troops that held newly-won ground were
exhausted, depleted, and under-armed. Rather than pushing forward to achieve a percée,
Nivelle held to Ribot and Painlevé’s condition and stopped this phase of the offensive.
The “exploitation” phase began on 21 April and continued into May, as individual army
corps moved along the Chemin des Dames in an attempt to make the best of the
operation. As army corps of the GAC moved onto the line, divisions of the GAR and
GAN were able to be taken off the line to recover and recuperate. Meanwhile, in Paris,
the politicians struggled to face the public. The Press Bureau and censorship boards
instigated a mass of sensationalist propaganda, which the soldiers called bourrage de
crane [skull-stuffing], to erase all mentions of the “path to victory” that the government
had promised with the Nivelle Offensive. Instead, they published the message that the

119

offensive’s gains were as successful as planned. ~ Furthermore, Poincaré, Ribot, and

120

Painlevé ousted Nivelle as CinC, and replaced him with Pétain on 15 May. “~ Pétain was

given control over the final days of Nivelle’s offensive, but as the exploitation and
recovery phases had already begun, there was little he could do but continue. French
leadership applied Pétain’s reputation as a hero of Verdun and as a believer in the

121

doctrine of tenir to further settle the declining public opinion. ~ Yet, the French home-

e Sorrie, 111.
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front in the spring of 1917 was not the cooperative union sacrée that had begun the war.
Already distrustful of their own government and facing issues such as labour laws, food
shortages, falling wages, and rising inflation, the failure of the offensive was a
devastating blow to the civilian population; even more affected, though, were the
soldiers.

French soldiers were enraged, not only at the failure of the offensive, but also at
the government and GQG for continually sending them into operations that were doomed
to fail. In addition, they were increasingly dissatisfied with the horrific conditions that
they endured and the persistent bourrage de crdne that filtered their actions; they were

bone-weary of the war.'?

The fundamental problems in the French military—limited
training and dependence on the doctrine of the offensive—were compounded by further
complications over the course of the war, including inadequate armaments for the men,
shortages of food and leaves, and the horrific conditions of trench warfare. Beginning in
1915, soldiers began to list these concerns in the letters home, which were often
censored, but also began to complain to journalists and their own political
representatives. Small protests were not uncommon in 1915-1916, but it was not until the
spring of 1917 that matters truly came to a head. The Nivelle Offensive of April and May
and its connotation that the GQG had learned nothing in the first years of the war

convinced soldiers that change was only possible through extreme and collective

resistance.

'22 Doughty, 309.
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The Outbreak of Military Dissent: 16 May-31 May 1917

In late May, as resting infantry units that had fought on the Chemin des Dames
were ordered back onto the line, the first acts of indiscipline occurred with many of the
soldiers refusing to return to the trenches. The word “mutiny” was not use in the initial
reports—instead, letters directed to the Minister of War reported on “acts of collective
indiscipline.”'* In fact, the word “mutiny”” may not even be entirely accurate for
describing the events of May-June. Certainly, there was disobedience, demonstrations,
and dissent, but the incidents were so many in number, so varied in size, duration, and
outcome that it is difficult to use a single term to define the entire movement. Historians
in the field debate the use of the term; some, such as Smith, refer to it as a governmental
euphemism for a larger and more intrinsic army problem, while others, such as
Greenhalgh, consider it to be too strong a word for what occurred.'** These arguments,
taken in account with the fact that the official reports do not use the term until well into
June, are worth considering; however, when the ringleaders of the indiscipline were put
on trial at their respective military tribunals at the end of June, “mutiny” was the main
charge levied against them, and “mutiny” is why some of them were hanged. Therefore,
in keeping with the spirit of the events as they were interpreted at the time, this thesis will

continue to use the word in conjunction with the other terms used in the official reports

and subsequent studies.

'3 Note on Morale of Troops, July 1917, Grand Quartier Générale, GQG 2¢ Bureau, GR 16N 298,
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Beyond terminology, another controversy in the study of these mutinies concerns
the magnitude of the incidents. Pedroncini, in his pioneering 1967 work on the topic,
recorded a total of 250 primary incidents involving over half of the French army units on
the Western Front. The official army records list only 170, while more recent scholars
such as Rolland and Loez claim the number to be 200 and 108 respectively.'** Similarly,
it is difficult to project exact numbers, but historians estimate that anywhere between
30,000-80,000 individual soldiers took part. The discrepancies in the historiography may
emanate from a variety of assumptions: the scholars’ own definitions of mutiny and what
constituted an incident; the sources to which they gave precedence; and even their
conclusions concerning the causes, outcomes, and significance of the dissent.

The mutinies began as early as 16 May and continued in certain army units until

126 The earliest

10 June, with various reports of disobedience persisting well into July.
incidents manifested simply as disobedience: upon receiving their orders to return to the
trenches, groups of soldiers refused to comply, putting down their weapons and staying

where they were.'?” The first reports that reached Painlevé’s desk read only that orders

were not being met but, rather than blaming the individual soldiers, these early accounts

125 Greenhalgh, 183.
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blamed the commanding officers for their poor leadership skills and lack of discipline.'*
Some officers were relieved of their command as a result.'*” This preliminary
identification of a ‘cause’ can be seen as symptomatic of the government’s views on the
more sweeping problems in military leadership—namely, that of Nivelle, and even the
previous ministers of war. With this root cause, though, the only solution that government
officials could recommend was to install better leaders in the relevant disobedient

.. 130
units.

Rather than dissipating quietly, though, the indiscipline only grew in the
following weeks. By the last week of May, reports from nearly half of the French army
divisions relayed news of some sort of indiscipline among the ranks, stretching along the
active sections of the Western Front."*'

As more divisions became involved and the frequency of the unrests increased, so
did the gravity of the incidents, as soldiers escalated the movement beyond simple
refusals to re-enter the trenches. Some units turned to violence and began to arm
themselves, not for the front-lines, but for personal defense. Reports from the 158e DI,

. . 132 :
for instance, reference “scenes of disorder” and “numerous shots fired.” °* Other units,

such as the 36e and 129¢ DlIs, picked up their weapons with the intention of marching to

128 Report from the Commissaire Spécial, 24 June 1917, Comptes-Rendus de la Streté et de la
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133

Paris to confront the Chamber of Deputies directly. ~~ In the 207e Régiment d’infantérie

134
These cases of

(Infantry Regiment-RI), mutineers hurt and killed several officers.
extreme violence did occur over the course of the mutinies; however, for the most part,
the incidents concerned outright refusals to return to the front lines for further action. As
the mutinies progressed, though, and more and more divisions disobeyed direct orders,
groups of soldiers began to gather in open fields in order to collectively discuss the issues
at hand and to air their grievances.

When the GQG realized that small changes in leadership had made little to no
effect on the growing movement, Pétain, as the new CinC, began seeking alternative
causes and respective solutions to the growing dissent. In order to find these causes, he

needed to understand the mutinying soldiers at a fundamental level.'*

Yet, the reports
coming to him and to the Minister of War were primarily from army group commanders,
brigade generals, and other senior officers who, by this point in the war, actually had very
little contact with the common French soldiers due to army hierarchy."*® To gain an
alternate perspective of the mutineers, the GQG largely turned to a different group for
mediation: junior officers and non-commissioned officers (NCOs). These men—corporals,

sergeants, second lieutenants, first lieutenants and captains—were generally the

commanding officers who were in the field with their men, in battle, training, and rest.
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Both junior officers and NCOs had very different relationships with the common soldiers,
as they shared kindred war experiences.'®’ Therefore, they were in the best position to
identify the grievances of the mutinying soldiers and to serve as intermediaries from High
Command in their efforts to dispel the mutinies in the Army. Many of these men
compiled lists from the mutineers and passed them on to their respective commanding
officers."*® The outright causes and the ways in which the soldiers demanded change
were as varied as the soldiers themselves. It is nearly impossible to gather a full list of
soldierly tenets and objectives, but many of the fundamental origins of the mutinies
targeted specific grievances with their roots in the politics, military tactics, and conditions
of the war.

Once Pétain and Ribot instructed the junior officers and NCOs to pinpoint the
soldiers’ demands, the reports to the minister of war changed in nature. In addition to
descriptions of the indiscipline and narratives of frustration, they also began to identify
the issues that the French soldiers were championing. Chief among these was their
inordinately political demand for “peace, peace, peace.”'*” A type of localized pacifism
grew in the army—with pacifism defined as an end to the war, rather than an all-
consuming belief. Initially, the government and the GQG identified strands of German

propaganda as the cause of this “defeatism,” in addition to the influence of the February
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.o . 140
Revolution in Russia.

With the involvement of the junior officers and NCOs, however,
they were pointed more toward specific, internal issues rather than their own fears of
external interference. The commander of the Se DI wrote that the soldiers’ calls for peace
originated from one of the biggest causes of the unrest: “the length of the war.”'*' One
soldier of the 129¢ RI wrote home that he mutinied because “we can’t allow it...how
long the war has lasted.”'** Another said that “we want peace...we have had enough of
the war and we want the deputies to know it...we will not fight until the peace is
signed.”'* These sentiments reflect the idea that the soldiers had entered the Great War
under the assumption that it would be a short and decisive conflict. By the spring of 1917,
the idea that they would be home for Christmas had long since passed, and the soldiers
were strongly reconsidering their consent to the action as a whole, as well as their own
individual participation in it.

In addition to the length of the war, many soldiers expressed their frustrations
with the tactics being used, particularly the offensive a outrance and the sheer number of
casualties that it entailed. Essentially, beyond the increasing length of the conflict, they
were also just weary of fighting and of dying. One infantryman from the 129e RI asked
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for “no more butchery; another soldier asked, “When will the war be over? If it lasts
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much longer, there won’t be any French left.”'* Another claimed that he mutinied to
make the government understand “that we are men, and not beasts to be led to the

abattoir to be slaughtered, that we want what is due to us and we demand peace.”'** I

n
1917, it was not the Germans that the French soldiers blamed for the war but rather their
own government, for allowing the war to take place, to continue, and to escalate. In a
letter home that was censored, a soldier labeled the French government and military as
“the criminal, who maintains this mandated war.”'*’ In many cases, it did not matter to
the soldiers if the peace was garnered from a victory—they were perfectly willing to
broker a peace without victory over their enemy, stating “after three years of great

.. . . 148
massacre...it is now possible to negotiate.”

Their demands for change targeted their
government, as they asked “the Minister of War to make the necessary overtures as
promptly as possible, because there are enough dead as it is.”'*’ Such phrases highlight
the profound frustration behind the soldiers’ growing refusal to comply with orders. An
end to the war was a consistent and over-arching goal of the mutinying soldiers, but that
demand was overly political, and a sudden exit without victory from the Great War likely

would have toppled the French Third Republic."”® Peace was not the only change for

which the soldiers advocated, though. Their other requests concerned matters of military
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logistics, as opposed to politics. Peace was their ultimate goal, but the mere presence of
other demands—ones that concerned conditions of life in the French Army—is evidence
enough that many of the soldiers were still willing to fight, so long as some of their
demands were met. As such, each of their subsequent demands are representative of a
conversation between French soldiers and their state and of a renegotiation of terms.

One of their key interests lay in the state of their leaves (permissions) from the
army. While soldiers were given rest periods from active duty in the trenches, during
which they were brought behind the reserve lines for several weeks, they were also meant
to receive a three-to-ten-day leave from the army every three to four months, prompting

at least three leaves a year."'

With their ongoing casualty rates and resulting manpower
crisis, the French Army neglected their traditional leave policies—but only for the
common soldiers; officers received their leaves as promised. A soldier tried to write
home: “They delight us with one leave per year, while they are supposed to give them
every four months, and here we are five months have gone by...but the officers go on
leave every four months, and then they forget all about us, whether we get to go or not.
We can’t allow it.”'** A soldier’s leave was often their main connection to the home-front
and to a world beyond the war. Without it, the soldiers were completely alienated from
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the lives they once had and from their country as they remembered it. ”~ Furthermore,

they were cut off from their loved ones, intensifying anxiety about the welfare of their
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families. Fears—whether spouses, children, or parents were going hungry, or if they were
able to work their farms alone, or had to work in factories—heightened the soldiers’ sense
of isolation."** This isolation, in conjunction with the fact that officers were still receiving
leave while they were not, was yet another blow to the ordinary soldiers’ state of morale.
The junior officers and NCOs reported that the “poor state of leaves” and the
“unanswered requests for leave” were one of the crucial issues that mutineers
espoused.'”

Another challenge that the mutineers faced was the food available to them on the
front. The transportation of food to the trenches was often in question, due to the enemy
targeting communication and railway lines during their bombardments, as well as the

general difficulty in procuring food for large numbers of people.'>

These challenges
were compounded in 1917 by two main events. First, in February, Germany resumed
their tactics of unrestricted submarine warfare, targeting Allied merchant ships in order to
break the morale of their home-fronts.">” Since food production rates in France had

declined by at least 1/3 over the course of the war, the Allied shipping routes around

Europe and the importation of provisions had become integral to France’s food
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industry."”® Second, in February and early March, poor weather disrupted French
agricultural plans: the sowed harvests were deficient and the planting of the next crops
were either delayed or uncompleted, with ramifications for the future harvest periods.'”
Both of these issues in the early months of 1917 meant that the food reaching the French
armies was unprecedentedly unreliable and lacking. When the mutinies began in May and
June, the “food, which is shameful” was one of the soldiers’ recurring complaints.'® One
captain from the 36e regiment reported to the Minister of War that the mutineers
lamented the food, both that which was available and that which was not.

The soldiers in the army were not the only people in France who were affected by
the food shortages of 1917—in fact, one could argue that the soldiers were luckier in terms
of food than many French citizens on the home-front, who had to contend with the
general shortages in synchrony with the resulting rising prices.'®' This complementary
issue, though, only furthered the soldiers’ concerns. Their letters home indicate that they
were occupied, not only with the food shortages that they were experiencing in the army,
but also with what those shortages meant for their families at home.'®* Certain mutineers
requested leaves to go home to help on their family farms; more still believed the

terrifying rumours that their loved ones at home were starving. In an incident involving

nearly 350 men of the 129¢ Regiment on 29 May, an officer described one of the
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soldier’s complaints as “our wives and children are dying of hunger behind the lines.”'®

The issue of food, then, represents an important link between the home-front and the
Western Front; it was an integral part in maintaining morale amongst the French troops,
but it also added to their worry over their families at home. Pervasive food shortages,
together with the problems of leaves, length of war, and continual use of unsuccessful
tactics, drove soldiers to disobedience and revolt in the final days of May. Their
presenting of these grievances, though, is evidence of their willingness to negotiate. Their
dissent in this phase of the mutinies represented a dialogue between army and state, as
soldiers refused to re-enter the trenches and resume battle until their demands for change

were addressed, or the war came to an end.

Networks of Communication: 16 May to 31 May 1917

At the very heart of these mutinies was the intent to propagate dissent. The
soldiers wanted their grievances to be known—among fellow army units, at home, and
even in the Chamber of Deputies. Their aim was to induce change, whether to achieve a
general peace or to improve the conditions under which they were living.'®* However,
while the mutineers sought to spread the word, the French government and the GQG

sought to stifle it. As politicians and generals began addressing the issues in the army,

'3 Report of Capt. Canoge to GQG, 30 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
164 Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience, 91.

55



they simultaneously had to work on keeping the incidents quiet, both on the international
and national levels.'®

First and foremost, French officials could not allow the Germans to know that
there was any instability in the army, and they especially could not allow their opponents
to perceive that specific sections of the Western Front were vulnerable in any way.'®°
They tried to ensure that no unusual movements occurred in the relevant areas, lest they
be viewed by German aerial photography. Additionally, they limited their long-distance
correspondence concerning the incidents to avoid the danger of it falling into enemy
hands. Naturally, they also made changes to their regular cyphers, in case of enemy
decryption. The French also wanted to keep the other Allied countries unaware of their
internal issues. France was already in significant monetary debt to its allies and further
relied on them for men, armaments, and food; they could not afford to be seen as weak in
another way.'®” To remedy this, Painlevé suspended all direct communication between
the Allied diplomatic and military officials in Paris and the French front.'®® Finally, both
the government and the military wanted to keep the news from spreading, either to other
army units that had thus far remained obedient, or to the home-front. For this phase, the

government relied upon censorship. Any newspaper article related directly to the front

was cut from the papers, and army censors received “urgent instructions” that they were

165 Greenhalgh, 201.

166 French, 574.

17 Theo Balderston, “Industrial Mobilization and War Economics,” in A Companion to World War 1,
ed. John Horne (Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell Publishing Ltd., 2010), 223.

168 French, 574.

56



to increase their vigilance and surveillance, lest soldiers attempt to communicate their
activities and intentions.'® These highly invasive and oppressive measures were meant to
be short-term efforts, intended to keep the indiscipline localized.'"™

French efforts to limit knowledge of the scope of military unrest were largely
successful on an international scale. The Allied powers had some idea of what was
happening: sources indicate that the British, in particular, used diplomatic and
intelligence ties in order to discover what exactly was occurring in the French Army. But,
while British officials had their suspicions, they also recognized that it was in their best
interest to keep their conclusions quiet.'”' The Germans, on the other hand, never had
substantial evidence that any French sector of the Western Front was particularly
vulnerable. This is partly due to France’s efforts of suppression, but it was also because
the Germans were occupied with other battles, including the British operations in
Flanders in early June and July 1917."7? On a national scale, however, news of the
insurrection still spread amongst the French people, between units at the front and behind

'3 With the government and GQG suppressing the rumours of mutiny

the lines at home.
through conventional channels, such as press censorship and postal screening, soldiers

turned to unconventional methods of contact in order to circumvent the system and
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establish points of contact for communicating their dissent, such as trench journals,
leaves, and deserters.

The French soldiers were not ignorant of the system of information management
that curbed their efforts to disseminate their cause; after all, the same system had been
affecting their news of home and of elsewhere on the front for the full duration of the
war.'” Sick and tired of the constant bourrage de crine that they were receiving in the
trenches, some of the French poilus took matters of news coverage into their own hands
late in 1914: they began making and circulating trench journals. Some were handwritten
and were passed from soldier to soldier like a newsletter. Some bigger operations used a
variety of small machines in the process of polycopying, which made a few dozen
replications.'” Other units, though, found, stole, or borrowed printing presses and set up
an entire operation. Le Poilu, for instance, was a paper published by the 108e RI: its
members printed a total of 48 issues over the course of the war and had a distribution of
30,000."” Trench journals faced many difficulties, such as postal delays, paper shortages,
the unavailability of ink and printing materials and, of course, the unpredictability of war.
On many accounts, editions were delayed because the editors and writers were
preoccupied with battle. Despite all this, trench journals were extremely popular because

they presented an uncensored, unedited, and extremely personal type of newspaper.'’’
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Soldiers would not only write about the combat in which they were engaged, but they
would also submit poetry to express their mental state, comics to lighten the mood, and
satirical cartoons of the newspapers at home to soothe their irritation. Trench journalism
created a heightened sense of unity among the poilus, providing a platform for them to
interact and unify without direct interference from the army or government. While the
army mutinies were taking place, most of the ‘insubordinate’ divisions failed to receive
post and official newspapers. But trench journals, handwritten or typed, continued to
circulate. They were the fastest and easiest way for the mutinying divisions to connect
with each other over distances and to continue spreading their unrest. These journals were
immensely popular on the front; however, they did not have the same impact at home.
As stated in some of the reports written to the Minister of War, the mutineers
wanted the news of their dissent to reach Paris, from the Chamber of Deputies to the
ordinary citizens: “they’d had enough of the war, and they wanted the government to
know it.”'”® Letters home were heavily censored during this period, especially those that
contained messages concerning the mutinies in the army. Soldiers did not abandon their
efforts to contact their loved ones via post, though; on the contrary, in May-June 1917
censors encountered a distinct increase in letters home that carried messages of
disobedience.'” It is also worth noting that some of these made it through the
information management system, despite the best efforts of the censors.'® Yet while the

occasional letter made it through, soldiers could not rely solely on the laxity of the
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censors to broadcast their dissent and aims. Rather, they had to bypass the information
management system entirely in order to develop alternative, and more reliable, methods
of communication. One of the aforementioned grievances that soldiers expressed was
their short, or non-existent, leaves. As the mutinies continued, the high command and
general staff could not cancel any more leaves, for fear of further upsetting the troops and
exacerbating the existing problem. The result of this concession was that soldiers from
mutinying divisions were permitted—by the guidelines of the army—to return to the home-
front for their leaves which, in turn, created a whole new chain of information that the

soldiers could exploit.
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Figure 3 - Arrival of Permissionnaires at East Station, 1916
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Soldiers on leave (permissionnaires) would not only spread the word to their own
families and friends, but in fact they carried messages and letters from their comrades as

"1 Through these leaves, soldiers

well in order to reach as wide an audience as possible.
who remained trapped at the front were still able to let their grievances be known to their
own families. This tactic had developed prior to the mutinies, but it was only in May and
June of 1917 that its use became common and that the government and GQG had to
intervene. Army intelligence from 6 June reads: “Reports...signal that a great number of
soldiers are giving letters to soldiers on leave in order to escape postal control.”'® One
French general warned the war ministry on 3 June 1917 of the “bad influence of soldiers

95183

on leave behind the lines, at home.” " Numerous reports and letters to the ministry

further cautioned that the “permissionnaires are spreading revolutionary ideas” at home,
and they began to list the permissionnaires as one of the continuing causes of the
unrest.'**
As these reports came in, headquarters implemented guidelines to control this new
flow of information. Permissionaires, for instance, were compelled to sign documents

185

swearing that they would not share sensitive information at home. ™ Military police and

junior officers were also required to search anyone departing on leave, and any letters or

181 Newspaper clipping, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.

182 GQG to Minister of War, 6 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 159, SHD.

183 Commissaire spéciale to Interior Streté, 28 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
184 Report from 26 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.

185 Greenhalgh, 182.

61



documents found were immediately confiscated.'®® Furthermore, certain units were
forbidden to allow the soldiers to return to Paris itself on leave, except in cases of family
emergencies; otherwise, they had to stay in smaller cities and towns closer to the front.
This last measure was implemented discreetly, on 27 May 1917, and soldiers were not
made aware of their destination when they departed on leave.'®” When permissionnaires
realized the new conditions placed on their leaves, they had to consider new ways to
register their disapproval and dissent. Banned from Paris and its news stream, they began
to demonstrate at any train station that they frequented. Their rallies and protests in
“these gares [stations], trains, in the cities of the interior” spread the word concerning the
army mutinies, not only in the nation’s capital, but also to the rest of the country.'®® This
was a non-written network of communication, completely reliant on word of mouth, that
army censors and officials could not control without completely limiting civilian use of
French railways. Consequently, any people who happened to be at French stations when a
train carrying permissionnaires passed through, were exposed to the army discontent.
Newspapers were unable to report on these incidents, but the government and GQG did
not have the capabilities to stop people from talking.

Both the smuggling of letters through the permissionnaires and the
demonstrations of the soldiers in stations and on trains represent networks of

communication that the soldiers developed that operated within the army system. Other
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soldiers decided to completely abandon the system that they were mutinying against and
chose instead to desert the French army. According to GQG records, the desertion rates in
the army increased dramatically in the spring of 1917, with unprecedented “masses of
deserters.”"™ One soldier from the 155¢ RI wrote that “at least 400” soldiers were
abandoning their posts; another, from the 245¢ Régiment d’artillerie (Artillery Regiment-
RA) claimed that “the number of deserters was rising to nearly 300. These men there

190
7”7 These deserters were

have returned home, and no longer wish to fight. They’re right.
most often from the army divisions that were already resting, off the lines, and therefore
are not classified as having left their post. Once they left the army, then, these soldiers—or
rather, ex-soldiers—were able to quietly spread the news of the mutinies and of the large
number of deserters. It should be noted that these soldiers were likely not only influenced
by the events within their own army but also by the events within the Russian Army.
Following the February Revolution in Russia, the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II, and the
creation of the Provisional Government, soldiers in the Russian army began to desert en

191

masse, no longer believing in their government or in the war.~ With the Russian soldiers

as an example, many French soldiers tried to recreate that political break in their own

192

army, as seen in a report to the GQG. "~ Upon reaching the home-front, these deserters

subsequently had full contact with the French civilian body, and many prefectural reports
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and interior ministry papers indicate that they were instrumental in passing on
information concerning the mutinies and generalized dissent in the army.'”> One letter
cautions that “we are not sending [permissionnaires], [they] are leaving anyways and...

99194

can make great discourse in Paris.” ™" The GQG responded by increasing the
punishments for desertion in the army, which in turn became another grievance for the
mutineers to advocate. Moreover, the measures put in place after the fact could not stop
the men who had already deserted, so news of the mutinies continued to spread behind
the lines on the home-front.

Through the means of trench journals, letters covertly passed on to
permissionnaires headed to the home-front, the opening demonstrations on train stations,
and the en masse desertions from the Army, the mutineers were successful in their quest
to spread word of their cause. The following chapter returns to early May in order to
expand on the central problems on the home-front, including pay, labour conditions, food
shortages, and social strife. Then, it explores how the news of the army mutinies
impacted the home-front and further delineates the strike movements that occurred in late

May and early June. Finally, it begins to examine the connections between the two

movements, their similarities, and their influences on one another.
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Chapter Two

As morale and cohesion deteriorated in the French Army, coinciding upheavals
were taking place at home. Over the course of 1917, France saw over 300,000 workers
participate in 696 separate strikes, many of which were concentrated in the months of
May and June in Paris.'”> The spring of this “year of all dangers,” as Becker calls it, saw
the culmination of myriad troubles and contentions that began with the war.'”® Like the
soldiers, the civilian population of France had also “consented” to the war and to the war-
time conditions that accompanied it; however, by the spring of 1917, their consent was
tenuous at best, and several incidents in May resulted in their break from Poincaré’s
union sacrée and, ultimately, a renegotiation of terms. Before an effective analysis of
these events can be made, it is first important to establish the events and circumstances
that shaped their growth. As such, this chapter follows a structure parallel to the last, in
order to best emphasize the similarities shared between the development of the
contemporaneous crises of the Western Front and the French interior. It begins with an
examination of the home-front between 1914-1917, focusing on the war-time laws that
governed and influenced the French citizens. The difficulties which arose and escalated
as a result of these laws and conditions manifested as reduced civil liberties, deteriorating

labour conditions, fractured societal bonds, and a rapidly declining economy that faced
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rampant price increases and food shortages. Through this analysis of rising discontent,
this chapter argues that public opinion and morale in France were at a breaking point by
the spring of 1917. The chapter then outlines two key events in the early spring—the
failure of the Chemin des Dames Offensive and the strike of the midinettes—that served as
a catalyst for the crisis. It illustrates that these events further shaped the vulnerability at
home, and that they caused the French people to begin broadcasting their frustration to
their government by way of occupational strikes. The chapter subsequently delineates the
labour movement in Paris in May-June, which arose from an intolerance of the
grievances and conditions that had arisen following their initial consent to the war, and
which they now wished to renegotiate. The chapter then transitions into an initial
examination of the nature of this civilian movement, concluding with the establishment
of communication and collaboration between the strikers and the mutineers on the

Western Front.

The French Home-Front, 1914-1917:

On 2 August 1914, the day before France declared war on Germany, the French
government enacted the State of Siege Law of 1849."7 This act was one of the many

measures meant to secure the civilian population in times of uncertainty, but it was also
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created to ensure that the machines of war ran smoothly. As such, this law also resulted in
the curtailment of some legal rights and civil liberties of the very people that it aimed to

'8 The State of Siege had many legal ramifications. First, free speech and

protect.
freedom of the press were no longer guaranteed. Instead, the government strongly
encouraged civilians to adopt the mindset of the union sacrée, and to stand unanimously
behind their armed forces against a common enemy. In the absence of these civil
liberties, anyone who spoke out against the war, either privately or publicly, was labelled

199
These measures may seem extreme to a modern reader;

both a defeatist and a pacifist.
but it must be remembered that many people in France had a long-standing hatred of the
Germans, especially given the ending of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870/71 and the
German annexation of Alsace-Lorraine. A broad segment of the population was keen to
recover their “lost provinces” and to take revenge on their European neighbours for the
humiliation of 1870/71.°° What’s more, many people—citizens, politicians, and soldiers
alike—believed wholeheartedly that it would be a short war; these oppressive measures
would not be in place for long, and the reward far outweighed the brief loss of their
liberties. Therefore, when President Poincaré, in a speech to the National Assembly on 2

August, strongly encouraged the French people to adopt the mindset of a union sacrée,

the great majority of French people banded together in a patriotic alliance. They gathered
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under the slogan, “La France quand-méme!” [France above all!] and, in essence,
‘consented’ to the war.*'

Although the President and the government encouraged this attitude and enforced
this law, in actuality the State of Siege held no punitive power over the people. To
remedy this oversight, the government soon passed the Law of 5 August 1914, which
forbade the publication of troop movements, the mobilization effort and organization,
changes in High Command, and “in general, any news or article concerning military or
diplomatic operations of a nature favouring the enemy and having a troubling influence
on the spirit of the army or the populations.”””> Any contravention of this measure could
result in fines or even arrest. This vague and open-ended law was mostly unquestioned by
the press and the public in the early period of the war—due not only to the wide-reaching
belief that it would be a short conflict, but also to the fact that most people assumed the
ban would only apply to news of military or diplomatic nature. By the end of the first
year of the war, both of those assumptions were proven to be false.””’

Holding with the State of Siege and the Law of 5 August, the French government
slowly developed a centralized system of information management, which was overseen
by the Ministry of War and the Ministry of the Interior. A wide network of censors
evaluated every newspaper article, every political pamphlet, and even many literary and

theatrical writings, and they “cut” out any passage that they deemed unfit; the “cut”

201 Nolan, 54. This idea of ‘consent’ that is inherent in the union sacrée is where the Historial and its
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articles would appear in their publications as blanks.”** At first, as expected, the pieces
that they censored were generally of a military or diplomatic nature. In the final months
of 1914, though, officials began to cut anything that questioned the actions or capabilities
of government officials, High Command, or the army: this became known as political
censorship.”” One of the first people to openly challenge this system was a seasoned
French senator and advocate for free speech: Georges Clemenceau. While waiting at a
station in Bordeaux in September 1914, he noticed a train that was vastly overcrowded
with wounded soldiers that was not receiving adequate medical support or supplies.”*® He
wrote a scathing article in his paper L ’Homme Libre [The Free Man] that questioned both
the government’s and army’s competence and that challenged the bureaucracy of a
system that could not even look after its own soldiers. The article did not reveal sensitive
information pertinent to the war, nor did it share information that people could not see for
themselves at similar train stations. What it did do, though, was publicly criticize the
systems of power in France.””’ The article, published on 29 September, was not only
censored, but it also marked the first major press suspension in France. L Homme Libre
was forbidden to publish for over a week, losing money for the editors and reputation for
Clemenceau. Upon its return in early October, Clemenceau changed the name of his

paper, a move which some argue was an effort to confuse censors or gain new readership.
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Others, however, read it as a clear sign of defiance against the system: the paper was
renamed L ’Homme Enchainé [The Chained Man.]**

In the spring of 1915, various press unions and socialist committees launched a
campaign to limit both the government’s and the military’s power to censor newspapers;
Clemenceau was one of the leading voices.”® The campaign was successful at first, as it
raised awareness about the issue, and it actually reached the Chamber. Paul Meunier, a
socialist deputy, proposed a bill with Clemenceau’s backing that would limit censorship.
Meunier declared to the Chamber that “the truth is owed to French citizens, a truth
different from the official one.”*'’ Clemenceau reiterated that fact and stated that the
system was outrageous because “it now censored people’s thoughts.”*'! Not only did
their bill ultimately fail, but in the following months censorship became even more
pervasive within the country. The War Ministry then established the Postal Censorship
Boards, which examined mail to and from the front, with the official purpose of
monitoring opinion and morale.”'* Many people, though, had now spent years watching
the system of information management expand and escalate, and it was clear that the true
purpose of this postal censorship was to further restrict free thought and communication,
now between civilians and their loved ones at the front.*'*> By 1917, the French state was

influencing from all sides how the population experienced and witnessed the war on their
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doorstep: concealing the events that were actually taking place in the war, disavowing
any opposition to their actions, propagating “positive propaganda,” and actively
separating the public from French soldiers. These measures had unanticipated
consequences; due to the legal actions of politicians and military generals, the civilian
population of France learned to doubt their own government, which then resulted in a
growing sense of mistrust, injustice, and war-weariness.”'*

Freedom of speech and the freedom of the press were not the only liberties that
the State of Siege affected in the country. It also dramatically altered the nation’s labour
conditions by suspending all protective legislation in working industries. This measure
was initially created to give the French war-time economy a much-needed boost, but the
war factories had previously never been required to create such an outpouring of
manufactured goods for such a long period.?" As a result, labour conditions in the war
industries deteriorated into an abominable state, as employers gained full autonomy and
control of the factories. Under this law, employers were able to “cut corners” in the
industry. They could disregard the law that required dangerous machinery to be fenced
off to protect the operators and, by doing so, could force more machines into the same
building than safety allowed.”'® Furthermore, laws concerning maximum hours of a
work-shift-which had been in place since the Industrial Revolution—were considered

moot. In the first three years of the war, most factory employees were required to work a
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13-day stretch, on rotating shifts of 11-12 hours a day, and only received the 14™ day to
rest. Employers additionally reinstated night work, thereby ensuring that their factories
were running continuously day and night, despite the fact that the machines often ran into
dangerous technical difficulties the longer that they were operational.*'” Explosions and
fires in powder, fuse, and grenade works killed hundreds of workers in Paris alone and
mutilated hundreds more; however, the exact number is difficult to parse, given that any
press that tried to report on the accidents was subsequently censored and banned. For
example, when the Billaud grenade factory exploded in 1916, newspapers reported under
30 deaths; however, eye-witnesses from a nearby factory counted over 125 corpses, “not
to mention [those who were] horribly wounded, and transported to the hospital, where
they must have surely succumbed...”*'®

While conditions in the factories worsened for the workers, employers
simultaneously raised the quotas, pushing the workers to greater speeds and production in
order to better support the increasing demands of their war-time economy. The popular
patriotic goad during this time, meant to encourage the labourers, was “a single minute

lost, another death at the front.”*"

It is interesting to note that this motto was meant to
encourage the workers to hasten the production of war munitions; yet, somehow, no

extensive study has been conducted into how this kind of attitude shaped feelings of

responsibility and co-dependence between the labourers and the soldiers. The more the
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two groups relied on each other and actively collaborated, the stronger their sense of
unity as a collective citizen body of France grew. Due to these sentiments, as well as the
pressure from the factory owners, the production rates in France’s war industries rose but
were still unable to sustain the needs of the war-economy. This resulted in the rise of
severe economic tensions across the country, as well as social issues within worker’s
unions and movements.**’

Another dynamic to be considered is the changing composition of the labour
force. With so many men required at the front, French industries lost over half of their
workers to the army. The war-time workforce comprised many newcomers, some of
whom were especially unprotected. Women were not strangers to working for a living in
France, by any means; tens of thousands were employed in the garment trades of Paris

221
alone.

Yet, the working positions vacated by men in 1914 led an unprecedented
number of women to the farms and factories of the country. In terms of agriculture, over
3,000,000 women filled the roles left by men, working and harvesting the fields and

supplying France with much-needed food and grain.*** Nearly 30,000 women entered

jobs in the civil sectors, working in post offices, in schools, and on transportation
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2 In the labour industry, approximately 430,000 women worked in the war

routes.
factories, constituting nearly 30% of the work force. Another 10% was filled by foreign
and colonial workers. These two categories served as the platform for an entirely new
system of labour, wherein employers and factory owners took advantage of their lack of
experience and protective unions. These women and foreign/colonial workers joined
civilian men who were ineligible for duty—whether they were too old, unfit, or
noncitizens—who represented another 30% of the force.***

Yet even with these millions of workers in all French industries, the Ministry of
Labour and Ministry of Armaments and War Production were both painfully aware, even
at the beginning of the war, that they did not have the manpower to support and sustain
their demanding war economy: too many of their skilled workers were serving on the
Western Front. By the end of September 1914 Minister of War Alexandre Millerand had
representatives tour the front-line units of the French Army, appealing for skilled
workers. Those soldiers were then withdrawn from active service and were placed in

225 ye r
These men, known as the mobilisés,

jobs—most often in war factories—in the interior.
naturally created a tense environment within the military, as well as in French society.

The army functioned on a basis of republican equality, as the soldiers were fulfilling their
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duties within a system of conscription—duties that were most often referred to as an impot
de sang [blood tax]. When certain men were excused from the horrors and dangers of the
front to return home, often on no other basis than their claims of “skill,” that republican
dynamic shifted and the union sacrée was imbued with feelings of hostility and envy.**®
This became especially true as soldiers made false claims of their working skills in order
to return home; these ‘shirkers’ became known as embusqués. Efforts were made over the
course of the war to maintain the best balance of combatants and non-combatants in the
French Army but, in the end, the government and GQG had to prioritize efficiency over
equality. Between 1914-1918, the mobilisés made up the remaining 35% of the labour
force. They worked in factories alongside civilian labourers, but they were still
considered to be soldiers and were subject to military discipline. They were, however,
permitted to participate in union activities—with the critical exception of strikes.””’

The mobilisés were not the only workers to cause contention in French society

during the First World War: the presence of women and foreign workers in the war

industries also had consequences for the social composition of the country. Women who

2 Horne, “L’impot de sang,” 212. In January 1917, there was a legislative attempt (The Mourier
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passed in August 1917, with some changes: the principle was maintained, and all men between 19-34
who were not irreplaceable were to be sent to the front.

27 Downs, “Women’s Strikes, 117. France is the only country to make use of mobilized soldiers in
their own labour force in this manner — other belligerent countries took different approaches. For
instance, Great Britain increased their dependence on colonial/refugee labour, whereas Germany
instituted a law in 1916 that required all men at home between 17-60 years of age to work in war
industries.
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had generally only held significant roles in private spheres, not public ones, were not
heartily welcomed into French factories despite the contributions they made to the war
effort. Male labourers, beyond begrudging them for their tendency to work quickly and
with dexterity, also resented women for “stealing” jobs from able men, who could
subsequently be called up to the front; one union leader, Alphonse Merrheim, even went
so far as to declare that “women’s work leads only to men being sent to butchery.”**®
These resentments led many men to view women’s complaints about the wage-gap as
greedy and their efforts in the factories as war-mongering.”*’ Additionally, it put a strain
on the normative state of French gender roles; having women in the work force created a
sense of emasculation in many men, who feared that they could no longer ‘provide’ for
their families themselves. It also raised questions concerning lifestyle: with most women
at work, who would look after the children? Who would look after the house? Who
would do the cooking? Even with their grueling labour at the factories, many women
were also still expected to take care of all the “home life.” But, as time went by, they
began to challenge that system or at least express their dissatisfaction.”** At first, the
change in gender roles was grudgingly accepted as a part of the country’s sacrifice for the

war effort but, as the years passed and women’s roles in the labour force became more

and more prominent, social animosity grew stronger.
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Figure 4 - Women Worker's Canteen, c. 1915

The other element that provoked anger in French society was race, specifically the
presence of foreign workers. Some of these immigrants were European labourers, mostly
from neutral Spain, who were attracted by the promise of work. Yet, the French
government also imported over 200,000 workers from their own colonies in an effort to
sustain their agricultural and munitions industries.®' Hailing from colonies such Algeria,

Indochina, Morocco, West Africa, and Madagascar, colonial workers immediately
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became the target of severe racial discrimination in factories. Again, French workers
thought that these colonial subjects were stealing jobs and forcing more Frenchmen to the
front; moreover, they considered them to be less efficient, lazy, and, most importantly,

232
dangerous.

The biggest fear French men had concerning colonial workers was their
potential interactions with French women. These two marginalized groups had much in
common: both were paid less, were subject to workplace discrimination, and were often
given the least desirable tasks. French men, though, were less concerned about women
and colonial workers forming a united front against their poor treatment, and more
concerned about the potential sexual nature of their relationship.”* This fear of
miscegenation—the mixing of two “races”—was a primary cause of the regimented
segregation of colonial workers during the war; however, even that system could not
entirely guarantee that there would be no contact, especially on factory grounds where

both groups worked.”**

French men were further emasculated by the potential sexual
competition of colonial subjects, and many reacted by actively persecuting foreign
workers. Violent assaults of these workers occurred in late 1916 and early 1917, in
individual instances as well as in collective riots. The issue of race and the imagined
problems that race entailed created fierce tensions within French society, much in the
same way that women did.

French men, mobilisés, women, and foreign workers had to contend with

deteriorating industrial conditions. Worse still, in addition to the poor working
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environments, employers also enforced high rates of production, while simultaneously
cutting wages. The war had already reduced wages by nearly 25%, while the cost of
living was raised by inflation. But employers further targeted women and foreign workers
to cut more costs. Women especially were paid about a half of what their male
counterparts made, but that wage was often reduced even further.”*> At the Wilcog-
Regnault grenade factory in Paris, for example, women started at half the men’s rate. But
then the owners wanted to create a greater output: they decided to cut women’s wages
down to 8F a day and offered a bonus of 1F for every extra hundred grenades that women
made. Due to the incentive of a few extra francs, production output increased as
expected. Since their plan was successful, employers continued to cut the rates: wages
fell from 8F to 7F, and then to 5F and 50 sous; the bonus fell to 50 sous for every 100

¢ production, though, went from 350 grenades per woman a day,

extra grenades made.
up to 1,700. When management cut the rates to SF 25 sous, the women labourers
attempted a strike but, since they were unprotected by labour unions and undervalued by
the factories, they were all fired. Wilcog-Regnault found a whole new force of women
and started them at that low wage of 5F 25 sous, which was less than a third of what male
labourers were making.”’

In 1917, Minister of Armaments Albert Thomas attempted to help these neglected

workers by publishing a detailed wage list, the “Thomas Scale,” which recommended the
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raising of minimum rates for workers of both sexes and which narrowed the gendered pay
gap.”*® Though many workers initially celebrated the publication of this scale, they came
to realize that it was more of an empty promise: the scale may have ordered change, but it
had no power to enforce it. The largest employers in France refused to implement its
policies.”®” As conditions in the factories worsened, as employers continuously demanded
more of their under-paid labourers, and as the French government did little to actively
protect its citizens from its own war machine, workers grew restive and indignant.

These economic and social issues were then compounded by general war-time
conditions, the largest of which concerned food shortages, as seen in the grievances of
soldiers in the previous chapter. Prior to the war, French agriculture had functioned
relatively self-sufficiently, relying on as few imports as possible.”** At the beginning of
the war, however, France lost its ten northernmost departments to German occupation in
1914 and, with them, large contributors to industrial and agricultural output.**' For

example, these departments had contributed 1/5 of France’s cereal production, over %2 of

its sugar-beet production, as well as % of its coal supply.*** Furthermore, with the
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mobilization of the army, fewer men were left to farm. These issues, in addition to the
reality of disrupted trade routes and generally poor harvests, meant that food shortages
abounded in France between 1914-1917. Becker argues that the people of France surely

went hungry during these years, though he believes they did not starve.**

That argument,
though, reflects a classist view: with food shortages and rising inflation, the price of the
food that was available was incredibly high, and many of the working and lower classes
suffered. This, in turn, furthered social tensions.”** At the outset of the war, the
government did attempt to control the price of bread, as “Traditionally, the rise in the
price of this commodity [was] a source of popular discontent.”** The Law of July 1791
fixed the price of bread for nearly the duration of the war, seeing only a slight rise in the
early months of 1917, as opposed to the prices of potatoes, meat, butter, milk, and sugar,
which all increased drastically over the course of the war.**°

Though the entire country suffered food shortages throughout the war, Paris was
particularly affected by the scarcity. This was in part due to its widely fluctuating
population. In the summer of 1914, Paris was home to over 4,000,000 people, which

represented 10% of the total population of the country.**” In September, though, there

was a wave of French refugees who arrived in the city from the war-torn areas of France,
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mostly the northern departments and the Department of the Seine. More arrived in the fall
of 1915.%*® These refugees were, of course, in addition to the number of foreign workers
who came into the capital and the millions of Allied soldiers who passed through the city
throughout the war. Germany’s decision to resume unrestricted submarine warfare in
February 1917 further damaged France’s food supply, leading to greater shortages all
across the country.

The French people did not allow these conditions and issues to go completely
unchallenged for three years.”* Trade unions, left-leaning politicians, and reform groups
certainly made attempts as early as 1915 to remedy these offences in the Chamber of
Deputies.””® Generally, though, these endeavours were small affairs, tied-up in other
politics and lacking in support from the majority of French people. Workers did strike in
the early years of the war as well, but their grievances were rooted primarily, as labour
historian Jean-Louis Robert discusses, in general salary disputes rather than in salary
issues as aggravated by the war; likewise, their actions were generally not condoned by
the rest of the population.”' This early dearth in support can trace its roots back to

Poincaré’s union sacrée and the idea of the total mobilization of France. While the
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soldiers were paying their impot de sang in active service on the Front, many civilians
viewed their suffering war-time conditions at home as representative of their own service
for their country; this was especially the case for those working in the war factories.*>>
Moreover, there was the overwhelming belief—and understanding therein—that the men at
the front were more deserving of weapons, food, and financial support from the
government than those left behind at home: the needs of the soldiers surpassed those of
the civilians. Albert Thomas appealed to this belief in a speech to a small group of
striking women in January 1917: “Have you thought of the enemy, who never ceases his
labor, of your brothers, your husbands who impatiently await the means of defense that
you provide them? ... Be here on the job tomorrow, each and every one of you.”>> Yet,
as historian Jay Winter observes, “to say [the civilians] mattered less does not mean they
were unimportant, or that they could be lowered by fiat ... the price civilians believed
they could, and should, pay for victory or peace was not limitless.”*>* After almost three
years of these conditions and sacrifices, though, that patience and forbearance was, as
demonstrated previously, wearing thin.

By the spring of 1917, the French home-front was far from the cooperative union
sacrée that the government had first envisioned. Instead, the state had to contend with a
highly vulnerable civilian population who were largely distrustful of their own

government, due to systems like censorship, and who were frustrated with the war-time
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measures, such as the lack of protective legislation. The laws and ordinances that the
people had agreed to at the start of the war—under the assumption that they would not be
in place for long—had become oppressive and despotic in their eyes. Moreover, falling
wages, rising inflation, the poor conditions of factories, and a failure to enforce reforms,
such as the Thomas Scale, had created extreme issues for the French working population.
Finally, societal norms were being threatened by the increasing presence of women and
foreign workers. The only force that united this divided home-front was their army on the
Western Front: the people’s faith and hope lay with these soldiers, not with their

government.

The Nivelle Offensive and the Strike of the Midinettes, May 1917

It was into this industrially disturbed and politically charged atmosphere that
news of the failure of the Chemin des Dames Offensive landed. Since early February, the
French press had been releasing articles regarding a new military offensive on the
Western Front. While the systems of censorship forbade the papers from printing exact
dates, methods, or locations, they nonetheless published numerous articles regarding a

big push in the spring and “the next great Allied Offensive.”*”

In the earlier days of
French censorship, sharing this much news with the French public would have been cut;

however, government officials and military leadership—Nivelle in particular—encouraged
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these types of news stories as they served to improve morale on the home-front.>® As
such, newspapers such as Le Temps, Le Matin, and Le Petit Parisien referred to the early
spring as “the calm before the storm,” during which the French people got “ready for big
battles that may lead [them] to the end of the war.”*’ When the Germans began their
strategic withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line at the end of February, and into early March,
the newspapers in Paris increased this positive propaganda, widely claiming that the
Germans were ill-prepared for further battles, that they were desperate, and that this

258
d.

heralded the beginning of the en: Certain newspapers even portrayed the Allied
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pursuit of the Germans “as if it were the hunt of the season.
without any proof, but as the government made no move to censor the papers for
speculating along these lines, the articles continued to circulate. Moreover, Nivelle
withheld any negative information from the official army communiqués to the press,

260 The number of relevant articles

promoting the growing morale and sense of victory.
increased in March and early April. On 5 April, the Press Bureau tried to censor an article

by Maurice Barres, a French journalist and right-wing politician, who made several hints

%8 Sorrie, “Censorship of the Press,” 109. Sorrie calls this tactic “deliberate neglect” on the part of the

Press Bureau, as instigated (and instructed) by the French Government and GQG.

7 e Temps, 7 February 1917.

238 Sorrie, 115.

239 Greenhalgh, The French Army and the First World War, 182. The French Press was not the only
reporting body to make these types of claims. The British Press were similarly representing the retreat
to the Hindenburg Line; however, the British systems of censorship were not nearly as controlling or
entrenched in the war society as the French system of information management, and nor did the
British High Command make the same effort to conceal any negative news from the Front.

20 Nolan, 60. These communiqués were the official reports that the Army sent to the Press Bureau, to
ensure that all French newspapers had the same information regarding the war effort.
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regarding the offensive; the article was published, and the paper went unpunished. Once
the Nivelle Offensive began, the newspapers largely stopped their articles and reported
only what the military communiqués revealed, which continued to be uniformly positive.
Additionally, the newspapers continuingly relied on positivist bourrage de crdne to

o eqe 261
assure the civilians that the war was nearly won.

Even the internal politics of this time
period reflected their blatant belief in this offensive: when Minister of War Lyautey
stated that the offensive would fail and belittled the Briand administration in March 1917,
there was a change in government, as previously discussed. With Ribot—a longtime
politician who had served as Prime Minister for three terms already—sworn into office as
prime minister, and Painlevé as minister of war, the French people further accepted that
they were on the road to triumph because the leaders who had failed them in the earlier
years of the war were no longer in power.>*

The consequence of this overconfidence was a civilian population that genuinely
believed that their struggles were coming to an end. The growing troubles at home—
including the rising food shortages, high prices, societal tensions, labour divisions and
oppressive war-time laws—were bearable because things would soon change. But, as the
previous chapter demonstrated, the outcome of the Chemin des Dames offensive was
very different than expected. The French press continued their optimistic approach

through the British phase of the offensive, during the opening days of the Battle of Arras,

and even through the French bombardment and diversionary attack.”> Once the French

*0! Sorrie, 117-118.
262 Greenhalgh, The French Army, 183. Chapter 1 discusses these changes in government in more
detail. Ribot’s ministries included: 1892-1893, 1895, 1914, and finally, 1917.
263 Greenhalgh, The French Army, 183.
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army launched their primary attack on 16 April and failed to achieve a percée within the
promised 48 hours, Nivelle, the government, and the Press Bureau had to make some
quick changes. As early as 18 April, the information management system entered a new
phase of damage control, saying that the French Army was held up only because “they
were taking the precaution of fortifying the terrain,” and that they were “widening their
action” instead of deepening it.*** Furthermore, newspapers claimed that they were
having “great success” and had “seized valuable positions,” presenting the story as if
those positions, and not a percée, had been the goal all along.”®> Additionally, the press
emphasized that the French were taking tens of thousands of prisoners, further
encouraging the stories of success. Continuing into early May, the front pages of
newspapers heralded the success of the British operations to the north and emphasized
unrest on the home-front in Germany; any news of the French offensive was kept to a
minimum, including the official communiqués.**® Editorial calls for the “patience of the
civilians” became more common, as both the government and GQG sought to convince
the public that nothing was wrong.”®” Meanwhile, over 130,000 Frenchmen died on the
Chemin des Dames.*®®

The effect of this deception on the French people was monumental. For months,
the only news they had been given concerning a new offensive had been utterly positive,

all but guaranteeing that this last push would provide a victory for France. Much to the

2% I "Humanité, 18 April 1917.

295 1 "Echo de Paris, 19 April 1917 and L "Humanité, 19 April 1917.

26 I "Humanité, 22-23 April 1917 and L’Echo de Paris, 22-23 April 1917.
27 "Echo de Paris, 27 April 1917.

268 Sorrie, 166.
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dismay of the government, the people quickly realized that the offensive had been greatly
misrepresented, due to foreign newspapers, letters from the front, and the obvious
continuation of fighting. Many perceived the failure and subsequent duplicity as yet
another betrayal by their own government: the war had not ended by Christmas 1914, the
oppressive laws at home were not temporary, victory was not at hand, the authorities
could not be trusted. The failure of the Chemin des Dames Offensive transformed the
once strong union sacrée into a simple veneer of cooperation, one which any disturbance,
on any grounds, could serve to crack.

The first notable—and sizable—challenge to the war-time state and its conditions
came from the garment trade.”®® On 11 May 1917, 180 midinettes [skilled seamstresses]
collectively struck from Madame Jenny’s couture house in Paris. They took to the streets
and marched, singing of their right to a mandated Sunday afternoon of rest (known as the
270

semaine anglaise [English Week]) and for an end to les salaires miseres [war wages].

These war wages had been negotiated in the early days of the war in many industries,

269 Downs, Manufacturing Inequality, 126-130. Previous actions had taken place—the first strike that

broke the “peace” of the union sacrée actually occurred in June 1916, during the Dion Strike. The
entire shop of women gun workers put down their tools and put to strike; it also lasted 11 days, but
with much less success, and with far fewer people involved (only 4,000), total. For that reason, the
midinettes strike of 1917 is being used here as the start of the French Crisis

70 patricia Tilburg, ““Sa Coquetterie Tue La Faim’: Garment Workers, Lunch Reform, and the
Parisian Midinette, 1896-1933,” French Historical Studies, Vol. 38, No. 2 (April 2015): 282. The term
midinette comes from the noon lunch hour—between 1901-1917, seamstresses from the garment trades
demanded reforms by way of various strikes to gain a free lunch hour and lunch facility at their places
of employ. The term “English Week” most commonly refers to a five-day working week—Monday to
Friday, with both Saturday and Sunday as days of rest. Saturday was often given off to French
workers, but not consistently during the war-time labour conditions; Sunday was often “scheduled”
off, but then workers were called in at the last minute without any increased payment. This included
holiday weekends.
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including haute couture, in order for businesses to survive the economic downturn that
came with the war. They were put in place under the condition that when business
returned to normal levels, the pay would as well. In 1917, the couture industry had more
than regained its footing: business was booming due to extensive purchasing by foreign
clients. The wages of the tailors in the couture industry reflected that increase, as their
pay had returned to their regular salary.””' The midinettes, though, were still receiving
war wages. In a letter addressed to Madame Jenny, one woman wrote: “it is completely
impossible to survive during the crisis of the vie cher [war-time inflation] with this
reduction in salary.”*’* As a result, the 180 women put to strike. That afternoon, they
were joined by another 100 women from the Chiruit house. More joined the next day, and
the one that followed. Over the next 11 days, 20,000 women from over 23 couture houses
and other garment trades joined the march in Paris. On the eleventh day, the Chambre
syndicale de la couture parisienne—the governing body devoted to organizing, regulating,
and protecting Paris couture houses—ceded to their demands, under pressure from the

"> The Chambre agreed to pay for the

Ministry of Armaments and Ministry of Labour.
English Week, in addition to giving salary increases for the midinettes: a 75 centimes
increase for seamstresses and a 50 centimes increase for their apprentices. These numbers

mark a return to pre-war wages. These changes were voted into law and adopted by the

. 274
Senate in early June.”’

27 Bass-Kreuger, 27.

°7 Ibid., 28.
273 Tilburg, “Sa Coquetterie Tue La Faim,” 285.
274 Bass-Kreuger, 27-28.
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Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliotheque nationale de France

Figure 5 - Small group of striking midinettes, May 1917

The strike of the midinettes is extremely important in the story of civilian consent
to the Great War, largely because it constitutes the most obvious, most efficient, and most
successful break from typical war-time conditions; however, most scholars of labour
actions during the Great War do not consider their strike to be a part of the French Crisis.
The midinettes’ strike has been seen as an apolitical movement, separate from any
discontent that was rising as a result of politics and war. Even their contemporaries

viewed their actions with amusement. Parisian daily newspapers only reported on the
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strikes in the chroniques théatrales and faits divers sections, rather than giving them
front-page coverage like other strike movements.””> Gender and labour historians, such as
Laura Lee Downs, argue that this trivializing interpretation of the midinettes originated
with their contemporaries, who viewed the strikes as a “wage-hungry female crowd,” for
whom “the conduct of the war and other serious issues were remote affairs.”*’® The
gender of the strike of the garment trade is significant, as women of the time in France
were customarily seen as apolitical. Even in workplaces where women were common, the
female workers were largely excluded from struggles on the shop-floor, and striking was
a largely male phenomenon.””” To add to this perception, the midinettes were not backed
by any official trade union and therefore lacked any socialist or other leftist ties that
could endear them to the population. Additionally, the manner in which the midinettes
protested differed greatly from traditional French labour strikes. The midinettes were
primarily young, often unmarried, women. In the French nationalist imagination, they
represented the ideal hourgeois Parisian woman: flirtatious, whimsical, and fashionable,
with “her charm and her chic,” and “that Parisian spirit that one cannot acquire ... an

innate taste.”*’®

When the midinettes struck, they did so while presenting the image of
elegant, well-dressed women; when they marched the streets, they did not shout and heft

signs, they sang and tossed flowers. Furthermore, they did not march aimlessly—the

3 Tilburg, Working Girls, 159.

276 Downs, “Women’s Strikes”, 116.

77 Fell, 15. France is often portrayed with “less gender equality” than other European countries in the
early 20" century, largely because French women did not receive suffrage until 1944, whereas British
women were enfranchised by laws passed in 1918 and 1929; Robert, “The Parisian Strikes,” 35.

278 Tilburg, “Mimi Pinson Goes to War,” 94.
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midinettes specifically sought out other fashion houses and other garment trades and
incited them to strike as well. They were extremely successful in this regard: women
from the hat-making, fur, leather, artificial flowers, and embroidery trades joined the
seamstresses.”’” This tactic, which became known as débauchage, began a new trend for
labour unrest in Paris and was most often used in strikes begun by women workers.**’
Finally, the work that they were striking from was not inherently tied to the war effort.
Fashion was an important industry for the country, but it was not vital to success on the
Western Front.

Due to these elements, the strike of the midinettes was seen as apolitical and, for

France’s war effort, largely inconsequential.”'

A deeper analysis, though, sheds new
light on this perception. First, it demonstrates that women were becoming more active in
labour struggles during the war years, due to their increased presence in French factories
and workplaces. Historian Alison Fell argues that the war gave women a sense of their
political identity and power within the French state; these identities, as political scientist

Charles Tilly explains, “are relational and collective; they therefore alter as political

networks, opportunities and strategies shift.” As women realized these identities, they

" Tilburg, Working Women, 158.
280 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 119.
281 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 116.
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began to play a larger role in the political and labour spheres of France, as seen in the

later weeks of May and for the rest of the war.?*

Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothéque nationale de France

Figure 6 - The meeting of employers and the midinettes, 18 May 1917
Beyond gender roles, the midinettes and their demands greatly affected the unity

of the home-front. After all, the seamstresses were not simply demanding salary

increases. Rather, they were demanding a change from the war-time salaries that they had

282 Fell, Women as Veterans, 165.
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originally consented to because the inflation and food shortages—both caused by the war—

8 1 ikewise, they sought reform to their working hours

had rendered their lives unlivable.
which, as previously shown, the State of Siege Law and the war-time economy had
dramatically impacted. Therefore, their strike constitutes a significant break from the
once-strong union sacrée on the part of the people and a retraction of their consent. Not
only that, but it was a successful break. Within a mere 11 days, the Chambre and the two
Ministries met the demands of the midinettes and instituted their reforms. This
accomplishment cannot be understated because even though people were following the
strikes with amusement and patronization, people were still paying attention, even more
so when the strike was successful.”** As a result, the midinettes prompted twin
realizations in the minds of French people: first, that they did in fact have the right to
protest the war-time conditions and demand change; and second, even more importantly,
that the French state was willing to negotiate those conditions. As a result, there was a
shift in power within the union sacrée. The French population better understood that their
consent was the foundation upon which the war was built, and that vocal opposition was

8 The strike of the midinettes therefore ushered in a new phase of labour

an option.
unrest during the Great War—one that was founded on the ideal of collective bargaining

with the French state, and one that had a career of success.

283
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Bass-Kreuger, 31.
Tilburg, Working Women, 160.
Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 116.
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The Onset of Internal Disorder: The Strike Movement of May 1917

The midinettes may not have been a cause of great concern to the French state or
the war effort; however, the munitionnettes [female munitions workers] posed a far

greater threat.”

The dressmakers’ strike had barely been resolved when, on Tuesday 29
May, 38 women labourers from the Salmson Aircraft Factory at Boulogne-Billancourt
returned to work after observing an extra day off for the Pentecost weekend.”® That extra
day off, known as “Saint Monday,” had not been granted to them by the director of the
factory and, as a result, five of the women were subsequently fired.**® Outraged at the
restrictive work hours that no longer respected their religious holidays or previous labour
laws, these five women gathered another 200 women from nearby factories and,
following on the heels of the midinettes, moved to strike. They used the new tactic of
débauchage and stood under the windows of factories “with the clear intention of

spreading and aggravating the conflict.””*®

Ultimately, no other women from their own
factory dared to join them on that day, and they later moved to incite workers from other

branches and industries. Another 150 women from the Hanriot Airplane Works factory

286
287

Horne, “Labour at War,” 181.

Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 116. Notably, the first day of this strike coincides with the first day of
the army mutinies on the Western Front. No document exists that suggests the two events were staged
together; however, both resulted from the conditions that aggrieved the French people. Further, while
the first day may not have been planned together, soldiers and civilians in the ensuing days certainly
influenced each other’s respective dissent, transforming two distinct crusades into a unified
movement.

288 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 123.

2 AN, F7, 13366, police report: “L’Agitation ouvriére ... a Boulogne-Billancourt,” 4 June 1917, p. 3,
as quoted in Downs, Manufacturing Inequality, 138.
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left their workstations and joined them. The next morning, over 1,000 women from
different factory regions, and even different industries, joined them. Nearly 2,000 women
from the Renault factory assembled with them later in the afternoon.*”’

This labour movement did not just grow within days, it grew by the hour. Not all
of these women were protesting the disregard toward holiday weekends. Rather, these
women had diverse problems that all derived from the war conditions that they no longer
accepted; the problem at the Salmson factory simply gave them a platform upon which

291

they could gather.”" Male workers similarly realized the potential of this action and

arrived in smaller groups to their strike in order to communicate their frustrations.”?
Within only a few days, nearly 43,000 Parisian workers from the munitions, clothing,

293 Yet, this industrial dissent was not

civil, and metalworking industries joined the strike.
unique to Paris. Occupational strikes occurred across the departments of France in the
days that followed 29 May, particularly in the major munitions centers of the Rhone,

Loire, Lyon, and Cher.**

Many officials regarded this unrest as having spread from Paris
to the surrounding departments, despite pre-existing symptoms of unrest in the respective

cities. This line of thinking suggests the government hoped that it was facing a localized

290
291

Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 123-124.

Prefect of Ille-et-Vilaine (Rennes) to Interior Ministry, 6 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N
85, SHD.

292 Fell, Women as Veterans, 167.

% Downs, Manufacturing Inequality, 139. This number is difficult to pin down with certainty. Louis
Malvy, the Minister of the Interior at the time, estimated that the strike involved over 100,000 workers
in total; Downs disagrees with this number.

294 Horne, Labour at War, 182.
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problem with only some reverberations, rather than a wider problem that was generating
a national movement.

Individual to each factory, the workers established spokespeople and sent them to
speak to the foremen regarding their compiled petitions. Their demands concerned: pay
increases in order to meet the cost of living in war-time; better working hours, to meet
pre-war labour laws on hours and conditions; and guaranteed days of rest, such as holiday

. . 295
weekends and the semaine anglaise.

While this bargaining was taking place, the rest of
the workers took to the streets employing more traditional strike methods. They marched
with their arms crossed, waved signs, chanted in unison, unfurled red flags (commonly
known as the workers’ colour), and placed flowers in the button-holes of their jackets.”
At first, each factory and trade union attempted to calm their own workers. Collectively,
though, this extensive gathering of people also threatened the politics of the French state.
For one thing, the work stoppages were originating in the war factories. The strikers’
motivations for halting the production of arms and armaments for the fronts was twofold:
first, any impediment to the war effort would naturally receive the most notice from the

state and was therefore positioned to achieve better results; second, it was an extreme and

deliberate display of war-weariness.”” In their acts of débauchage, strikers called out to

%5 General Commanding 15e Region to Minister of War, 1 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N

85, SHD; Robert, “The Parisian Strikes,” 36.

2% Commissaire Spéciale to Streté to Military Governor of Lyon, 13 May 1917, Cabinet du Ministre,
GR 5N 85, SHD.

27 Jamie H. Cockfield, With Snow on Their Boots: The T ragic Odyssey of the Russian Expeditionary
Force in France During World War I (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999), 21. The French did not
only supply their own army with weapons and armaments, but also had supply deals with some of
their Allies. Their biggest exchange was with the Russian Empire; in late 1915, the French, who were
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other women that “the poilus will come back sooner, the war will end of its own accord

2% This cry further reflects

on the day we stop building weapons and munitions of war.
the relationship between workers and soldiers and simultaneously emphasizes the state’s
reliance on the people’s consent. Their dissatisfaction with the war-effort in the spring of
1917, specifically the failure of the Chemin des Dames Offensives, received great
attention. On 29 and 30 March, women chanted “Vive nos poilus!” [Long live our
soldiers]. One woman waved a banner that read “We want our soldiers!” on one side, and
“We demand the English Week” on the other, thereby demonstrating the interlacing of
politics and industrial unrest. It was these sentiments that generated the most concern for
the government. They worried that the unrest and attitudes toward peace being expressed
by workers would translate into agitation on the part of the general population, and even
the army. A police report on the agitation at Boulogne-Billancourt cautioned: “Whatever
else they may be, these women’s strikes are creating ... a spirit that the government
should look into.”*”

The government did indeed explore this spirit, but not with great success. When

labour unrest erupted in the war factories during the closing days of May, the state was

interested in the correlations between such agitation within France and that which had

experiencing an extreme manpower shortage promised large numbers of arms to the Russians, who
lacked supplies, in exchange for troops. The Russian Expeditionary Force (REF) landed in France in
early 1916.

2% AN, F7, 13366, police report: “L’Agitation ouvriére ... a Boulogne-Billancourt,” 4 June 1917, p. 4,
as quoted in Downs, Manufacturing Inequality, 133.

9 AN, F7, 13366, police report: “L’Agitation ouvriére ... a Boulogne-Billancourt,” 4 June 1917, p. 1,
as quoted in Downs, Manufacturing Inequality, 144.
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only recently taken place in Russia. The role of workers” movements in the February
Revolution, and the ensuing collapse of the political order and hierarchy of the Russian
Empire, was a cause of great fear for the French authorities.’® They increased their
monitoring of the socialist groups and parties in the capital, and the Ministry of
Armaments, Labour, and Trade took an increased role in handling the labour unrest,
overruling some of the left-leaning trade unions of the country. The Russians were not
the only suspected influence; the government placed much of the blame for the rising
anti-war sentiments on defeatism, whose “foreign origins [were] not difficult to

. 301
discern.”

In their minds, German defeatist propaganda had penetrated the home-front
via pamphlets, socialist newspapers, and badly-censored letters.’** Their initial focus on
German defeatism provides an explanation as to why the state was unable to cripple the
strikes at the outset of the unrest: they tried to tackle external causes, without first
examining the internal roots. They were therefore incapable of stemming the movement
that would only grow more anti-war in the early days of June.

The direct communication—such as letters and verbal conversations—that these
strikers had with mutineers on the Western Front is impossible to quantify. Based on the
previous chapter’s discussion of mutineers avoiding the censorship system by sending

letters home with soldiers going on leave, though, it can be assumed that many workers

were in contact with some of the dissenters in the French Army; however, one method of

00 Fell, 165.

301 Downs, “Women’s Strikes, 130.

392 «“German Propaganda,” 7 May 1918, GQG 2¢ Bureau, GR 16N 1540 and Forcade, “Dans 1’oeil de
la censure,” 39.
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dissemination that cannot be denied is the trains.>®*

The French departments that served
as major munitions centers—the Rhone, Loire, Cher, as well as the city of Lyon and its
environs—were also home to some of the largest train stations along the routes of military
transports and, as a result, saw many of the largest anti-war demonstrations from the
permissionnaires. As such, the civilians in these departments were the most impacted by
the news of the mutinies spreading to the home-front by means of train station

. . 304
demonstrations by French soldiers on leave.

By the early days of June, there was no
denying that the permissionnaires were inciting the people: soldiers on passing trains
called out “A4 bas la guerre!” [Down with the war!], “Vive la paix!” [Long live Peace!],

!].305

and “Assez de boucherie!” [Enough butchery Those phrases became rallying cries

for the civilians as well as the soldiers, and were propagated across the departments.**®
Furthermore, the permissionnaires who arrived to the French cities did not only incite
further unrest, they joined it; prefect reports from multiple departments indicate that
soldiers on leave joined in the strikes.>”” Their collaboration—as soldiers, not as workers—
is an excellent representation of how these occupational strikes became indicative of a
movement that surpassed labour disputes.

The following chapter further explores the influences the army mutinies and the

labour strikes had on one another during the French Crisis. It examines their continuous

303 Unsigned and Undated report, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
394 Sub-Prefect of Senlie to Director of Sdreté, 9 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 267, SHD.
395 Btat Major to GQG, 24 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 267, SHD and unsigned report, 31
May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
3% prefect of Ille-et-Vilaine (Rennes) to Interior Ministry, 7 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N
85, SHD.
307 Report of Postal Control to GQG, 5 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 267, SHD.

100



communication and their respective roles as inspirational sources of structure,
methodology, and validation. It also briefly investigates the increasing interest in
socialism as a party vocally calling for peace. Lastly, the thesis will conclude with an
analysis of the resolution of the French Crisis, and the manner in which the French state

dealt with its peoples’ dissidence.
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Chapter Three

The American political scientist James C. Scott considers the scale of public
outcry and disturbance displayed in the French Crisis of 1917 a “saturnalia of power,” in
which the common citizens seized the “capacity to produce political breakthroughs.”%*
Certainly it cannot be denied that the French mutineers and strikers sought to seize
control of their war-time state through the declaration of their diverse grievances and the
expression of their discontent. As soldiers refused to re-enter the trenches or launch any
further offensives, and as the civilian workers quit the war-factories in droves, the French
war-effort ground to a halt. The British were still engaged with the Germans in the
regions of Messines, Belgium, which gave the French some time to recover, but the
government and military were faced with the understanding that they would not be able

to continue the war without the renewed consent of the people.*”’

The governing bodies
scrambled simultaneously to recover their power and to defuse a situation that they

worried could quickly radicalize beyond repair: their greatest fear was an escalation like

3% James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1990), 227. Scott’s work postulates that throughout history, in every society, there is
political dissent occurring unseen behind the scenes, which he calls “the hidden transcripts.” Once this
unrest becomes declared and publicized, enters the “public transcripts” and achieves the saturnalia of
power, wherein the masses gain the ability to successfully influence their own governing body. This
claim is based on the idea that any form of government relies on the consent of the people, who
relinquish their ‘freedom’ for power, but who also hold the capacity of reclaiming that power if the
governing body betrays them.

399 I.F.W. Beckett, “Introduction,” in 1917: Beyond the Western Front, ed. 1. F. W. Beckett (Leiden:
Brill, 2009), x. The British operation in West Flanders, Belgium, forced the Germans to move reserve
army groups from the Arras/Aisne fronts into Belgium, thus relieving the French troops stationed
there.
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that which had only recently taken place in Russia.’"

To maintain their control, the
French government and GQG initially worked to hide the two movements from each
other and to resolve them independently. As Chapters One and Two have already
demonstrated, though, the two incidents were far more intertwined than previously
hoped: both reflected the increasing war-weariness and civic distrust of the nation’s
populace; both were born of an intolerance of war-time conditions; and both were shaped
by the failure of the Chemin des Dames Offensive and the devastating prolongation of the
war.”'" Additionally, the chapters have shown that the two rebellious groups not only
shared motivations, but that they also had established networks of communication that
they employed to relay their grievances and broadcast their dissent from the very
beginning. This section continues to investigate the communication between the two
dissenting fronts, thereby furthering the argument that they reinforced and conditioned
each other over the course of the Crisis. This chapter has three aims: first, by examining
the course of the mutinies and strikes, it showcases the ongoing interaction between the
fronts and argues that the two groups drew inspiration from each other’s discontent as
sources of structure, technique, and legitimization; second, it demonstrates that they
shaped each other’s politics in significant ways, as seen in the civilians’ transition from
war-wage and war-hour disputes to an anti-war movement and the growth of socialist

attitudes among all the protesters; and finally, this chapter concludes with the resolution

of unrest, analysing the state’s ultimate response to these movements and the relative
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Forcade, "Dans 1'oeil de la censure,” 39.
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success of the united French people’s renegotiation of their commitment to the war effort

in the spring of 1917.

Patterns of Dissent:

The actions of the permissionnaires and the smuggled letters of their comrades
had initiated the subversive communication between soldiers and civilians. Over the
course of the Crisis, both groups continued to be mindful of each other’s actions. For the
mutineers, the labour disputes at home served multiple purposes. In some cases, the
strikes acted as an originator of unrest. On 3 June, a soldier from the 129e RI wrote
home, “We demonstrated because we knew that Paris was on strike.”*'? On 14 June, a
commissaire spécial reported that a soldier of the 363e infantry only participated in the
mutinies after receiving a letter from his wife; the report then cautioned that this man had
asked his wife to “communicate the information” about the strikes in her area at home to
share news of the strikes occurring in Paris.’"® These scenes, and others like them, reveal
the fluidity and multidimensional nature of the military unrest. There was no one, direct
cause; rather, the mutinies broke out as more and more soldiers reached their personal
limit for hardship. For some, the worsening conditions of the trenches and the failure of

the Chemin des Dames Offensive had been enough. For others, it was the news that the

312129 RI, Secteur Postal 63,” 3 June 1917, 19 N 305, as quoted in as quoted in Leonard V. Smith,
Between Mutiny and Obedience: The Case of the Fifth Infantry Division During World War 1
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994),190.
313 GQG to War Office, 14 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 159, SHD.
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home-front too was suffering beyond what they had expected. The state was unable to
quell the mutinies in the final days of May because by June, new soldiers were laying
down their weapons in solidarity with the larger movement in the military and the labour
force.

The government was aware of this source of instigation. In the early weeks of
June, junior officers and other army officials increasingly reported that a primary cause of
soldiers continuously joining the army mutinies was “the recent strikes in Paris” and
“especially the strikes of women,” in which the “permissionnaires had taken part.”'*
Moreover, a report to the GQG in late June asked “Where do these letters that blow the
worst winds of revolt into the trenches come from? From St. Etienne, Lyon, Levallois-
Perret, from Paris, from Rouen, from 1’ Allier, precisely these regions that are the most

d 99315

worke Those regions—particularly Paris, St. Etienne, Lyon and Rouen—were also the

sites of the largest strikes at the end of May.'°

But beyond their previously established
methods of limiting the locations of leaves, compelling soldiers to sign documents
forbidding the share of knowledge, and searching the permissionnaires, there was very
little the government could do to prevent this transmission. They did not have enough

permissionnaires to warrant individual trains, which could impede the demonstrations at

stations, nor could they completely limit with whom the permissionnaires interacted or

314 Report of apt. Delanrande of 6e Army, 29 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.

315 ftat Major to GQG, 24 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR SN 267, SHD: “D’ou viennent les
lettres qui souffle le plus mauvais vent de révolte aux tranchées? De St. Etienne, de Lyon, de
Levallois-Perret, de Paris, de Rouen, de L’Allier, précisement des régions les plus travaillées.”
316 Horne, Labour at War, 182.
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what letters they received while they were at home.’'” Even if they could have imposed
more rigorous regulations to halt this flow of information, officials were beginning to ask
whether that was something they were willing to do. These protests had been forged in
part by the oppressive measures of the state, and further drastic measures ran the risk of

318

intensifying the unrest into a true revolution.” ~ For this reason, officers such as Colonel

Martenet, Commander of the 5e DI, ordered that “No rigorous measures must be taken.

2319 Martenet’s

We must do our best to dilute the movement by persuasion, by calm ...
instructions indicate that a learning curve was taking place, as some French officials
began addressing the specific grievances of the mutineers and strikers. Meanwhile, the
dialogue between the cities and the trenches continued.

For the soldiers already mutinying, the affairs of Paris served to exacerbate their
pre-existing dissent. Many took the unrest to mean that war-weariness extended across
the whole of the nation, and that there was the potential for a united effort to end the war.
A corporal from the 74e RI wrote home, “I see that in Paris things have come to a stand-
still. This makes me happy, because it is already a beginning! If only all this can shorten

the war!”*** Another soldier simultaneously encouraged the strikes and emphasized the

role of permissionnaires in sharing the news from home:

31T Lt. Col. To GQG, 31 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.

318 Report from Commissaire spéciale, 24 June 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 154, SHD. Again, the
French were desperately trying to avoid a situation like that of Russia.

319 As quoted in Smith, Berween Mutiny and Obedience, 197.

320 ‘Compte-rendu, Objet: Controle postal,” 5 June 1917, in GQG, 2¢ Bureau, Service de
Renseignements des Armées (SRA), 16 N 1522, as quoted in Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience,
186.
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A soldier on leave told me that things in Paris are heating up
and that today there is supposed to be a general strike there, so much
the better as long as nobody gets killed and it can bring this Hell to an

end, which for three years had tormented us physically and morally...**'

In a sense, the contemporaneous protests occurring at home became a sort of
legitimization for the mutinies: they may have been disobeying their government, but
they were doing it for the people. This sentiment refers back to the tension between
dissent and patriotism, as the soldiers defied their government for the sake of their nation.
Many mutineers saw themselves not as traitors to the state, but rather as patriots who
were defending not only the lives of their fellow citizens, but also the Republican
political rights of their country.’** Hearing of the unrest at home only strengthened this
attitude and therefore greatly influenced the broadening of the mutinies.

Another escalation occurred in the form of government action. While the army,
under the new leadership of Pétain, worked to dispel the mutinies and cover those areas
of the front that were left open by the deserting soldiers, the Ribot administration enacted
a plan to diffuse the problems at home. Their largest concern was the marches, as they
had advanced beyond labour strikes and were verging on riots that threatened the stability

323

of the state.””” French police made hundreds of arrests in Paris alone, targeting the

“ringleaders” of the movement, men and women alike. As protesters clashed with officers

32! Rapport No. 334/A, quoted in Guy Pedroncini, Les Mutineries de 1917 (Paris: Presses

Universitaires de France, 1967), 123.
322 Etat Major to GQG, 24 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 267, SHD.
323 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 115.
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in the streets, though, people also noted the increasing presence of foreigners in the city.
Colonial troops, en route to the Front to replace units of the French army, were making

324 The extent

stops in the cities and, when ordered, helped in the repression of the strikes.
of their role in this crackdown is uncertain; some government documents deny any
involvement of colonial troops in the strikes, while police reports from St. Etienne claim
that “two hundred women [were] killed by colonial soldiers.”**> Another possibility is
that the foreign intervention actually came at the hands of colonial workers, not soldiers,
who already had a negative reputation amongst French citizens as being used as strike-
breakers by the trade unions and employers.**

However, the rumours that reached the mutineers in the trenches were far more
explicit. A report from 129e RI demonstrates the soldiers’ abject fear of the presence of
colonial soldiers among their families, as the chief of the battalion said that one of the
key reasons for his unit’s unrest was the fact that “Indochinese soldiers had been brought
to Paris to repress the strikes and that they had fired on their wives.””*” A report from

Colonel Duchene of the 10e Corps d’Armée (Army Corps-CA) outlines a chant from the

mutineers in his army as “They’re firing on our wives in Paris! Revolution!”*** An

2 Ibid, 125.

2 Ibid.

326 Stovall, “Colour-Blind France?” 50. Their “use” as strike-breakers was another element in the
rising racial tensions in the country.

327 Report on incidents in 129¢ RI, on 29 May, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD: “des annamites
avaient eté amenés a Paris pour réprimer les greves et que ces annamitées avaient tiré sur leurs
femmes.” The term “annamites” refers to the people from the Annam region of Vietnam, then the
French colony of Indochina.

328 Report of Capt. Delanrande, 29 May 1917, GQG2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD: “On zigouille nos
femmes a Paris!”; “La Révolution!”
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account of incidents on a train of permissionnaires from June reports that there were

. . . . 329
“always the same shouts: “our wives are being shot in Paris!”

These rumours spread
rapidly amongst the French units and, as a result, GQG officials were reporting by the
end of June that the “colonial presence” and involvement in the cities was one of the
main causes of the prolongation and, even, an intensification of the mutinies.”**

The mutineers did not only look to the workers for legitimization of common
protest, but they also saw industrial actions as their primary example of successful
negotiation. Because of this, soldiers often emulated the methods of strikers in their own
collective bargaining with the French Army. This can be seen in numerous examples,
beginning with the very structure of the mutinies and the soldiers’ initial readiness to seek
arbitration.”' In the beginning, the mutineers were not simply demanding peace without
any compromise, but rather displayed a willingness to negotiate the living conditions that
they were enduring in order that they may better continue the war. There was a growing
desire for peace, it cannot be denied; but, for the most part, soldiers were more in want of
changes to how the war was being fought. This meant no further drastic offensives in a
war of grignotage: if the enemy attacked, “the boches [Germans] would not pass,” but

332

the French soldiers would not willingly instigate an offensive battle.””” These changes

also meant better food and leaves for the poilus, less restriction on news to and from the

329 Report on incident on train of permissionnaires, June 1917, GR 16N 298, SHD: “Toujours les

mémes cris: “Nos femmes sont fusillées a Paris!”

330 Etat Major to GQG, 24 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 267, SHD.
331 Smith, “War and ‘Politics’,” 190.

332 Smith, “War and ‘Politics,”” 190.
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Western Front, and better food supplies for their loved ones back home. Barring those,

they demanded peace—but only as a last and desperate resort.>*

They then took their
demands to the junior officers, men who ultimately had no control over the trench
conditions, but who could deign to take the grievances to their commanders. This
structure resembles a strike, whereby the workers would nominate a representative to
speak to the foreman of the factory, who would decide whether or not he brought their

complaints to the owner.***

When their troubles were not immediately addressed, the
soldiers threatened to march to Paris and refused to re-enter the trenches—just as workers
would leave their workplace and take to the streets.”® As the mutinies continued, the
demands of the soldiers became increasingly focused on peace, not simply the war-time
conditions. Yet, even then, negotiation remained a possibility, and even this resembles
the strategy of any labour strike—ask for a lot, gain a little.

Mutineers did not only use the organizational structure of strikes; they also
emulated the methods of workers in their demonstrations. This can be seen in multiple
scenes of soldiers marching through their barracks with their arms crossed—a stance

336

commonly associated with striking workers.””” The soldiers even announced that they

were “making a strike of bras croisées [crossed arms]” when they refused to pick up their

333 Inspector Stratigaire Robert to Commissaire de la Sareté, 31 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N
298, SHD.

334 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 120.

335 Report of Commissaire de Police, 29 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.

336 Commissaire spéciale of the Stireté to Military Governor of Lyon, 13 May 1917, Cabinet du
Ministre, GR 5N 85, SHD and Commissaire spéciale to Captain of Sireté, 30 May 1917, GQG 2¢e
Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
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weapons and marched instead. Colonel Boucher of the 3e Battalion further noted in his
report from late May that some of the soldiers were leaving their jackets unbuttoned and
wearing flowers in their buttonholes “to make themselves appear like strikers.”>’
Inspector Raoul of the mobile police reported that many of these flowers were even red,

the colour of the worker.>®

Mutineers donned red sashes, waved red flags—both on their
marches and from the cars of trains as they passed through cities and stations.”*” The
military and government recognized each of these allusions, and in the majority of their
reports on the mutinies, the soldiers were not referred to as mutins or mutinieres
[mutineers], but as grévistes [strikers].>*

As more and more soldiers identified with the common worker, the strikers in
Paris and surrounding areas similarly mimicked the actions of the mutineers. Following
in the wake of the permissionnaires, strikers began to concentrate large demonstrations at
train stations, where they would intercept other workers on their commutes and would
incite permissionnaires and soldiers passing through.**' No single document reveals the
rationale behind these efforts, but from the mobile police reports and army accounts,
various explanations can be made: they may have seen the soldiers as potential allies to

their industrial cause, since the soldiers themselves were mutinying on the front; they

may have wished simply to spread the news of their strike and recognized that trains were

337 As quoted in Smith, Berween Mutiny and Obedience, 184.
338 Report on mutineers, GQG 2¢ Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
339 Report on incidents at train stations, 31 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
349 Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience, 184. In the archives, most of the folders and boxes related
to the 1917 army mutinies refers to the military incidents as mutinies and strikes, interchangeably.
3 prefect of the Haute-Garonne (Toulouse) to Interior Ministry, 14 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre,
GR 5N 85, SHD.
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the easiest way to achieve their goal; or they may have perceived that their unrest was
larger than a worker’s strike and sought to join their military compatriots in dissent.
Regardless of their reasoning, many travelled to other stations with the sole purpose of
spreading the unrest and compelling additional workers and soldiers to join in the
walkout. On 1 June, a group of women reportedly called out to soldiers on trains: “Come
my little one, we will cry out together: down with the war! Long live the Strike!”**
Accounts indicate that permissionnaires sometimes abandoned their trains, disobeying
orders as to where they were allowed to take their leave, and joined the strikers.”*’ The
manner in which these workers targeted the trains and train stations reflects the soldiers’
own circumvention of the system of censorship and represents the way in which strikers
drew their inspiration from the mutineers.

Another military target for the strikers was situated in Paris proper. The Reuilly
military barracks were located in the 12" arrondissement, on the right bank of the Seine
River. During the war, Reuilly was home to the French soldiers who were charged with
the maintaining of public order.>** In the early days of June, approximately 2,000 women
workers from the Renault factory broke through police barricades and surged through the
city streets. At first, they focused on nearby factories but, after gathering more workers,
they turned toward the soldiers at Reuilly. Marching on the barracks, the women called

out “Down with the War!” and “Long Live our poilus!”**> They also attacked the so-

342 Report of Train strikes, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD: “Viens mon petit, nous allons beugler
ensemble: a bas la Guerre Vive la Greve!”
3 General Commanding 4e Region to Minister of War, 14 January 1916, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N
85, SHD.
3* Emmanuelle Cronier, Permissionnaires dans la Grande Guerre (Paris: Belin, 2013), 52.
* Downs, Manufacturing Inequality, 132.
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called embusqué workers and their presence at home as opposed to in the trenches. Many
women yelled “Draft Dodgers to the front and our husbands will come back!” which is
significant as it relates directly to the government’s bypassing of the French republican
impot de sang and is therefore representative of yet another war-time condition that the
civilians could no longer bear.**® They incited large groups of soldiers, who abandoned
the barracks—and their duties—for the avenues of Paris, waving flags and singing popular
songs alongside the strikers. This fraternization gave tangible form to the developing
civil-military coalition, as soldiers and workers marched together.**’

The permissionnaires and the soldiers from Reuilly barracks were not the only
military personnel to take part in the industrial strikes. The mobilisés, the mobilized
soldiers who had been returned to the home-front to combat France’s manpower crisis in
their industrial sector, were also observing the unrest in the cities. These men laboured in
the factories as skilled workers alongside civilians; however, they were still considered a
part of the French Army and were subject to military rules and discipline.’*® They were
paid less than soldiers performing active duty on the front and were allowed to take part
in certain union activities, but were absolutely forbidden from participating in work
stoppages or strike movements.**’ At the first sign of trouble, factory management could
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dispatch them to military depots for trial by military courts.”" This did not stop the
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mobilisés altogether: reports from the Ministry of Labour indicate that a small group took
part in a strike in the fall of 1916, but they were quickly disciplined and the overall strike
was unsuccessful. In the early days of June 1917, though, when the mobilisés constituted
nearly 35% of the work-force in war factories, statistics show that between 13% and 20%
of the mobilized soldiers took part in strike actions.””' One incident from 26 June
involved nearly 350 mobilisés at the Société Provengale construction navales Laciotat
who struck with “bras croissés” after a thousand other workers stormed their factory.**?
Their involvement is further evidence of the collaboration between soldiers and civilians
during the French Crisis and of the entanglements of civil-military grievances. After all,
it was forbidden for mobilisés to strike. Yet, they did so in the labour movement, meaning
that they disobeyed military authority which, by definition, is considered mutiny.
Therefore, just as there were strikes occurring in the trenches, there were also mutinies

occurring at home. This is evidence enough of a single, united movement that has been

differentiated only by terminology.

The Politics of Escalation: June 1917

The emerging alliance between soldiers and citizens changed the very nature of

their respective revolts. The more they inspired, imitated, and supported each other, the

331 Robert, “The Parisian Strikes,” 33.

352 Commissaire Police Laciotat to Inspector of Streté, 26 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N
159, SHD.
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more general their united demands became. The mutineers and strikers had not been
successful in their initial petitions for change to their war-time conditions and, as such,
they turned their attention to helping each other confront the very foundation of their
problems: the war. The permissionnaires, mobilisés and Reuilly soldiers were not striking
because of simple low wages and poor work hours but because of how those wages and
other conditions had been affected by the conflict.*>® The strikers similarly were not
supporting the mutineers’ demands for more leaves and fewer offensive actions, but
rather for an end to the butchery; for their husbands and loved ones to come back home.
Together, the groups demonstrated for a cause that was bigger than either front
individually, encouraging and supporting each other in an escalation toward outright
opposition to the war.>* Over days and weeks, soldiers and civilians continued to
influence each other, going beyond mere structures, methods, and provocations and
diverging away from labour unrest and military insubordination, toward a potentially
dangerous escalation and a truly pacifist movement.

As the soldiers and workers leaned increasingly toward extreme changes to their
war-time conditions, such as their shift toward pacifism, it comes as no surprise that they
began to look to other groups with the same priorities. By the spring of 1917, the largest

group of peace advocates in France were the socialists, whose organizational history and

353 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 126; Horne, “‘L’imp06t de sang,” 211; Bonzon, “Consumption and
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355

stance on questions of war and peace were complex.”” In the late 19" century, socialist

groups were divided on multiple issues, including the fallout of the Paris Commune in

3% Most of these key

1871, an economic depression and, of course, the Dreyfus Affair.
issues were resolved in the early 20™ century, though, when two socialist groups merged
in 1905 to create the Section Frangais de [’Internationale ouvriére (SFI10). This group
became France’s sole socialist party and served as the national delegate to the
international organisation that united the global left and focused on the struggles of the
worker.”>” One of SFIO’s most influential figures at this time was Jean Jaurés, who had
previously been the leader of one of the merging socialist groups.*® Jaurés was

ideologically and morally opposed to war and even to revolution, which seems

contradictory for a politician who believed in the struggles of the worker; yet, he was a

3% David W. Lovell, “The French Revolution and the Origins of Socialism: The Case of Earlaf French
1!

Socialism,” French History, Vol. 6, No. 2 (1992), 186. Certain scholars consider 19™ and 20 century
French socialists as the ‘heirs of the French Revolution.” For more on this topic, see G. Lichtheim, The
Origins of Socialism (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1969) and L. Kolakowski, Main Currents of
Marxism. I. The Founders, trans. P.S. Falla (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981.) Both scholars also
considered French socialism to be very different from English socialism or the like.

336 For more on the Paris Commune, see Donny Gluckstein, The Paris Commune: a Revolution in
Democracy (Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2011) and Harvey Mitchell and Peter N. Stearns, Workers
and Protest: The European Labor Movement, the Working Class, and the Origins of Social
Democracy, 189-1914 (Itasca: F.E. Peacock Publishers, Inc., 1971); for the economic depression and
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York: Metropolitan Books, Henry Holt and Company LLC, 2010).
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reformist who believed that international socialism could be achieved without a
revolution.””

Jaurés was intensely active in the months preceding the First World War; during
the July Crisis, he sought to promote the preservation of peace through international
arbitration. This position set him against rising nationalist sentiment in the country, and
even the SFIO stood divided on the topic. As war became more and more likely, Jaures
attempted to arouse strikes in France, Germany, and Great Britain, threatening the

0
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respective governments that if war was declared, the workers would revolt.
meeting of the International Socialist Bureau on 29 July 1914, he cautioned that after a
war, the people “will turn toward the rulers ... and will ask the reasons for all the corpses.
And the swiftly spreading revolution will say to them: ‘Go and beg pardon before God
and Man!”*°' Two days later, Jaurés was assassinated by a French nationalist named
Raoul Villain. Without their greatest advocate, the anti-war faction of the SFIO lost their
influence. On 3 August, France was at war with Germany, and the socialist deputies
unanimously voted to support all measures of national defence and to set aside all
political differences—including their antimilitarism and pacifism—in order to join

. . . ;362 ; i
Poincaré’s union sacrée.”” There was no general strike and no worker’s revolution.

Instead, the great majority of French people consented to the war.

3% Harvey Goldberg, The Life of Jean Jaurés (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1962), 456
and Brenstein, 164.
360 Henry Heller, “Introduction,” in A Socialist History of the French Revolution, by Jean Jaurés, trans.
and abrid. Mitchell Abidor (London: Pluto Press, 2015), vi.
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The union sacrée held firm for several months following the outbreak of war. In
May 1915, small pacifist minorities grew as questions regarding the length of the war, its
objectives, and its impact on French workers. Some of these pacifists belonged to the
SFIO, but a growing number of them hailed from the trade unions of the CGT
(Confédération Générale du Travail), such as Alphonse Merrheim and Albert
Bourderon.*® In September 1915, anti-war unionists and rising socialists from across
Europe met in Zimmerwald, Switzerland, in a conference known as the First

1.3%* In an effort to hold with the union sacrée, the SFIO sent no socialist

Internationa
members of their own; however, both Merrheim and Bourderon attended on behalf of
French trade unionists and were active in the discussions. Delegates from the belligerent
countries—including those from France, Trotsky and Lenin from Russia, and Georg
Lebedour from Germany, among others—debated and formed a manifesto in which they
all criticized their governments’ allowance of war and called for a “peace without

99365

annexations or indemnities.”””” This manifesto was spread widely across France and

3 Horne, Labour at War, 86. The CGT, founded in the early 1900s as a reaction against the

Socialists, was the most important trade union organization in France. After the declaration of war,
socialists and syndicalists founded a new organization called the Comité d’Action, which sought to
economize their forces post-mobilization and the loss of manpower. The Comité was established to
sound as a single ‘labour voice in answer to social disruption,” and to protect the working-class people
in the most efficient manner while still ensuring national defense.

364 Talbot C. Imlay, The Practice of Socialist Internationalism: European Socialists and International
Politics, 1914-1960 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 22. Not to be confused with the First
International Working Man’s Association Conference, which took place in the late 19* century. The
Zimmerwald Conferences of the First World War were dominated by the Russian Bolsheviks, Lenin
and Trotsky; these conferences also paved the way for the creation of the Communist International—
the Comintern—after the war.

305 As quoted in Bernard Degen, “Zimmerwald Conference,” trans. Brier Field, 1914-1918 Online:
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greatly influenced a number of workers who grew to believe that “this war was not [their]
war.”?%

In April 1916, the Second International Conference was called, this time at
Kienthal. Once again, the SFIO-holding with the union sacrée—refused to send any
delegates. Yet, several French socialists attended the conference without the backing of
their party, which is representative of the growing war-weariness and political leftism
within their country.**” While advocating for international peace, Pierre Brizon—one of
the French delegates—still preached the patriotism of the union sacrée: “Comrades,
though I am an internationalist, I am still a Frenchman...I will not utter one word, nor will
I make any gesture which might injure France, France, the land of Revolution.”**® He
added that he would vote against the war at every opportunity but only “once hostile

troops leave France.”*®

Brizon’s simultaneous advocacy for peace and national defense
is the core of the debate between patriotism and pacifism during war-times and reflects
the problem many French people faced going into the third year of the war and the
conditions it brought. The manifesto drafted at Kienthal repeated the socialists’

condemnation of the war and provided their respective governments with the opportunity

of peace, based on debates and negotiations—none of which were implemented. French
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people were dismayed at the lost chance for peace, but their frustrations with war-time
conditions and war-fatigue were not yet at their peak.’”

By the spring of 1917, as the previous chapters have already shown, this was no
longer the case. French delegates from the SFIO prepared to attend the Third
International Conference, in Stockholm, but rather than aiming directly for peace, their
main duty in these proceedings was to ensure that the Russian delegates—who were now
representing the Provisional Government of Russia, not the dethroned Tsarist regime—

were still adhering to their alliance with France.>”'

Upon learning that the Conference
would focus not on the revitalization of Russia’s Eastern Front campaigns, but on the
“liquidation of the policy of “national unity” between government and classes” and
pacifist internationalism, the French delegates returned home. On 3 June 1917-at the
height of the strikes and the mutinies, when morale and public opinion were at a breaking
point-the French government refused to support participation in the Third International
and the resulting public outcry was deafening.’’* Naturally, the loudest objections came
from the socialists, including those involved with the SFIO at this point, and from those
who were already demonstrating their dissatisfaction.

Mutinying soldiers and striking workers saw the government’s ban on

participation in the Third International as a sign that the state was not even trying to

achieve peace and, consequently, as a betrayal of the French people. In the days that
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followed, soldiers stopped singing La Marseillaise at their rallies and on their trains and
instead began to sing ‘I’ Internationale,’ the left-wing anthem.’”> Some troops stationed in
camps near towns and cities, such as the 162e RI, began marching toward those
communities chanting /'Internationale and the phrase “du repos! [rest!]” in tandem,
demonstrating the integration of civil politics and military grievances.’”* They also
related the socialist anthem with the struggles of the striking worker at home. One gunner
from the 7e Artillery Battalion said of his unit’s mutiny: “It’s the song of
I’Internationale, of our mother’s strike and our cries: Down with the War!”*"® In the
cities, the soldiers marching from Reuilly joined the strikers with a chorus of
[’Internationale, and the socialist anthem quickly spread to other striking areas.

French dissenters were thus energized by the official government rejection of the
Stockholm Conference. In addition to their socialist songs, they took up the manifesto
from the First Conference. One of the most popular tracts in the trenches in the middle
weeks of June was entitled “Peace, without annexation, without conquest, without

. .. 376
indemnities.”’

Dissidents of the 119e RI circulated pamphlets addressed “Aux Peuple de
Paris [To the People of Paris],” calling for that same peace and referencing a socialist

revolution that could bring an end to the war—just as Jaurés had envisioned in 1914.%"

The explicit emergence of politics in the strikes and the mutinies was extremely

373 General Duchene to General Commanding the GAN, 29 May 1917, GQG 2¢ Bureau, GR 16N 298,
SHD.

37% Extracts from letters, 23 May 1917, GQG 2¢ Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.

375 fitat Major to Minister of Armaments, 28 February 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 267, SHD.
376 Tract for the People of Paris, 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 1541, SHD.

377 Peace Pamphlets, 25 June 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 1541, SHD.
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worrisome for the state, partly because it constituted another key link between the
trenches and the interior but also because it reshaped the ongoing unrest in an
increasingly political direction. On 24 June, the Etat Major reported to the GQG that he
detected the formation of a “revolutionary mentality,” one that surpassed mutinies or

strikes and that could envelop the whole of France with pacifist “defeatism.”’®

Reports
from the GQG and the mobile police illustrate that the French state saw socialism as a
threat to their government and to their war-effort, as seen in their condemnations of
pacifist articles in two socialist newspapers, the Journal du Peuple and L’Humanité.””* In
addition, officials began listing disappointment about the Stockholm Conference as one
of the major causes of the civil-military revolts, further tying socialism to the unrest;
some, such as Colonel Martenet of the 5e DI, even went so far as to claim that the
mutinies had originated solely due to orders from socialist agitators in Paris.”® But it
must be remembered that these citizens did not advocate for peace because they were
inherently socialist; rather, they began to encourage socialism because they wanted
peace. Moreover, that desire for peace had grown out of the demand for changes to war-
time conditions and strategies. The injection of explicitly political themes into the
mutinies and strikes was significant, as it represented the reclamation of the citizen

body’s political voice within a war-time state, but it was not the foundation of the

movement. Therefore, socialism played a critical role in the development of the French

> Etat Major to GQG, 24 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR SN 267, SHD.
379 fitat Major to Minister of Armaments, 28 February 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N 267, SHD.
380 Report of Colonel Martenet, 30 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298, SHD.
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Army mutinies and the labour movement but only as an escalation of political expression

and not as a governing ideology.

The Renegotiation of Consent: June 1917

Faced with a possible pacifist revolution on two fronts, the French government
responded by returning to the initial grievances of their citizens and commencing an
initiative of joint repression and concession. In both instances, the ringleaders of the more
extreme demonstrations of pacifism or, as the French labelled it, “defeatism,” were
punished.*®' In the army, there was swift retribution against mutineers. In some cases,
there are tales of immediate corporal punishments: Henri Barbusse details a story in
which 250 mutineers from several regiments were gathered into a specified area and then

382 There are similar reports of firing squads.*®* The CinC

killed by French artillery.
Pétain also distributed military justice in a more official capacity by convening courts
martial, or les conseils de guerre. According to Pedroncini’s archival assessment, these
courts martial convicted 3,427 soldiers for having committed mutiny in the spring of

1917. Of this number convicted, over 550 of them were given the death sentence.”™ Of

that group, an even smaller number of sentences were carried out: only 50 soldiers were

381 Bentley B. Gilbert, and Paul P. Bernard, “The French Army Mutinies of 1917.” The Historian, Vol.

22, No. 1 (November 1959): 40.

3%2 Henri Barbusse, I Saw it Myself (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., 1928), 77-81.
3% Gilbert and Bernard, 40-41.

384 Pedroncini, 194.
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shot, despite appeals for clemency.’® There was—and still is—debate concerning the guilt
of those soldiers killed and how they were determined to be ringleaders of the mutinies.
Many historians, including Smith and Greenhalgh, consider the soldiers executed to be

scapegoats, not the actual original mutineers.**®

Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothéque nationale de France

Figure 7 - General Pétain (centre) meeting with army commanders, c. 1917

* Ibid, 215.

3%6 Greenhalgh, 205. The 19-year old Corporal Gaston Lefévre, for instance, was executed as a
ringleader of the mutinies on 16 June, despite his insistence that he had not exacerbated the
movement. In 2011, the town council of Morfontaine agreed that his name could be added to the
town’s war memorial, alongside his brother and his father.
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These courts martial began at the onset of the mutinies and still the disobedience
continued—and even escalated—for weeks after they started. The threat of punishment
from these war councils, then, was not the only reason that the mutinies finally ended. In
addition to military justice, the mutinies also resulted in significant changes to the
structure and administration of the French Army.”®” While implementing highly
publicized disciplinary measures within the army, Pétain concomitantly addressed the
earliest grievances that the mutineers had championed, therefore conceding to the

388 .
His reforms were

soldiers’ demands and negotiating their consent to the war.
extensive. In terms of food, he instated mandatory training for all army cooks, in addition
to ensuring their supply of fresh fruits and vegetables. He also restructured the
organization of each army to match each division’s needs for a greater variety of

foodstuffs and alcohol.*®’

As well, he enforced changes to the army’s pay policy with an
allowance of a franc a day for every soldier—at any level-who was in the firing line and
another allowance that reflected long-service to the professional army. Pétain then
addressed the problem of leave policies and recommended that, at most, one quarter of a

unit’s soldiers may be allowed to be on leave at one time; for those divisions and army

corps off the line, that number could reach one half.**® Most importantly, Pétain also

**7 Smith, “War and Politics,” 200-201.

3% Many of the early histories written on the French Army mutinies, including Pedroncini, credit
Pétain ascension to Commander in Chief as having “solving” the problem of morale in the armies and
on the home-front. There is some truth to this, as the reforms he implemented did appease many
mutineers. However, Pétain became CinC on 15 May—prior to the mutinies themselves, and it was his
continuation of the offensive that led many soldiers to mutiny.

389 Greenhalgh, 211.

" Ibid, 211-213.
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made it clear to all of France that there would be no further offensives until there was a
genuine possibility of success, thus putting an end to the offensive a outrance. By this
point in June 1917, this ‘possibility of success’ came in the form of American troops,
who landed in Europe in the summer and joined in Allied operations in the fall.*”' By
instituting these reforms, Pétain altered the war-time conditions against which the
soldiers had revolted, conceding to their demands for change and thereby recognizing the
political power they held in terms of popular consent. The only element of the mutinies

that Pétain himself could not address was the tie to the home-front.

Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bibliothéque nationale de France

Figure 8 - American Troops marching past Reuilly Barracks in Paris, 4 July 1917

39! Smith, “War and Politics,” 180. The first American troops actually started arriving in June;
however, the full American Expeditionary Force only saw combat on the Western Front in October of
1917.

126



Even as the army arbitrated with the mutineers, politicians, trade unions, and

employers sought to reconcile with their workers at home.***

Like the mutinies, there
were punishments. Besides the claims of colonial firing squads, the biggest discipline for
the strikers came in the form of arrests.””> According to police reports, by mid-June they
had detained approximately 390 individual strikers, 277 of them women. Out of that
number, few were prosecuted outright. The five women from the Salmson factory who
had instigated the first strike on 29 May at Boulogne-Billancourt, for example, were
interrogated for a day, before being released. In an interesting connection to the apolitical
strike of the midinettes, the men and women were also treated differently over the course
of these arrests: men were questioned on political grounds, such as whether they
belonged to any socialist or syndicalist groups and whether they were fulfilling their
prescribed impot de sang to the war effort; women, on the other hand, were questioned on
“moral” criteria, including whether they were married or if they were having affairs.
These latter questions would then relate to the woman’s loyalty, both to her husband and
to her nation. Often, it was concluded that the women put to strike for no other reason
than that they were unused to work and were looking for excuses to be lazy, or that their

995394

labor militancy sprang from “an unchecked sexuality.”””" Their activism, political and

pacifist, was largely unexplored.

392 Fridenson, 238.

393 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 129.
3% Downs, Manufacturing Inequality, 140. These claims of “laziness” were in spite of the good
reputations of many of the ringleaders of the strikes, including Pauline Dantan and Louise Spat.
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While these arrests were being made, employers and unions also looked to find
common grounds with the strikers. The first concession that they made, at the urging of
the Ministry of Labour, was salary. Most war-factory employers instituted a raise of 0.5-
1.5 francs per worker, which was better than the war-wages, but still did not match the
pre-war wages.””> However, like the textile industries, they also mandated better work
hours, including some allowances for the English Week. The changes to salary alone
helped the workers, but the government also addressed other war-time conditions such as
the rising cost of living in order to minimize their grievances. In response to the supply
crisis, the Minister of Armaments, Albert Thomas, re-organized the Coal Offices and
began a program of national distribution in July 1917. That same month, he fixed the
price of coal-which had been rising aggressively in the past months— and it remained
unchanged until February 1920.°°° In addition, the government introduced the rationing
of food in 1917, which by spring 1918 affected bread, sugar, fresh butter, fresh milk, and
frozen meats.>’

By enforcing these changes, both the employers and French government
improved the war-time conditions for key elements of the population in the spring of
1917, specifically targeting many of the initial causes for the strikes of May and June. As
in the case of the midinettes, though, the biggest success of this labour movement lay in

the very fact that the government had instituted the changes that the people were seeking,

highlighting the power that the citizen body held in regard to France’s war effort. Like

393 Robert, “The Parisian Strikes,” 37.

3% Bonzon, “Consumption and Total Warfare,” 58.
37 Bonzon and Davis, 329.
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the soldiers, the workers did not secure an end to the conflict but, as already shown, that
had not been their original goal. Instead, both the army and the civilian population were
successful in renegotiating their consent to the war and in establishing a precedent for
protest and compromise that would continue to influence France in the remaining year of

the war.
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Conclusion

The spring of 1917 was a period of intense turmoil and upheaval in France. The
unrest at home and the dissent in the army—along with the increasing manpower deficit,
the widespread food shortages, the unabated conflict and its worsening conditions—
constitute what historians have deemed the French Crisis. During those turbulent months,
the government and its allies faced the very real possibility that it would have to sue for
peace and negotiate a quick exit from the war.”*® By July, though, the regrouped French
armies were assisting the British in what would amount to the Third Battle of Ypres, and
the French interior had settled in for several more months of war.**” The Crisis had
passed; however, the fear of being compelled to surrender by its own people remained
fixed in the government’s approach to the conflict. For the following months, the
monitoring and censoring of the population became even more severe, especially the
surveillance of the interactions between the army and the interior in the forms of letters
and newspapers. When Georges Clemenceau, once an outspoken advocate against the
system of information management came into power in November 1917 as prime
minister, reporters asked if he planned to limit or disband the system of censorship.
Clemenceau reportedly looked shocked and replied, “Me? Abolish censorship? I’'m not a

995400

complete idiot! No, never! You are my best policemen.”" The system stayed in place,

398 French, 573.

399 Greenhalgh, The French Army, 235-257.

40 Collins, 19. Censorship remained in place in France even after the Armistice was signed in
November 1918 — the last directive to censors was dated 15 October 1919, three days after the
network was dissolved.
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and the French government carefully ensured that the army and the home-front would no

longer support or encourage each other for the duration of the war.*"!

By doing so, the
state alluded to the potential power that the united French people held over their own
government and the influence that they could have on the war. Yet, historians have done
very little concerning the relationship between the army and civilian body during the
spring of 1917, studying them as a series of individual crises that together create the

“French Crisis” rather than as two manifestations of a single movement.*”> B

y
reassessing the dynamics of this critical period, this thesis has endeavoured to
demonstrate the undeniable entanglements between the two fronts and thereby highlight
the importance of civil-military relations in times of war.

The first two chapters outline the difficulties that developed in France in the first
years of the war, emphasizing that both the troops on the Western Front and civilians on
the home-front faced differing but intense pressures and restrictions. In the trenches, the
French Army faced foundational problems that pre-dated the war—such as their reliance
on conscription, their insistence on training for a war of the late nineteenth century which
favoured bayonets, the cavalry, the spirit of ¢/an, and their belief in constant

403

offensives.”~ This military grounding led them to begin the Great War on a very different

footing from their opponent and, as a result, many soldiers began to question the

1 Sorrie, “219. Several scandals on the home-front over the summer of 1917, and into 1918
(including further uproar concerning the Stockholm Conference, a series of strikes in May 1918, etc.)
had no impact on the war-effort; a continuing small number of desertions from the Army, and soldiers
on leave, did not influence the civilian body.

2 For more on this subject, see the historiographical entries in the introduction.

403 Maurin, Combattre et informer, 13; Smith, “War and ‘Politics,”, 181-182.

131



capability and very capacity of their nation’s war machine. The problems that then grew
on the ground, such as shortages of equipment, food, and leaves exacerbated these doubts
and fueled genuine unrest amongst the troops.*** At home, the civilian population
originally consented to the curtailment of many civil liberties that accompanied the State
of Siege Laws, as they agreed to participate in President Poincaré’s union sacrée. As the
years of the war passed and the living conditions worsened—such as the oppressive
system of censorship, the rising costs caused by inflation, the lowered war-wages, the
shortages of food and goods, and the social tensions for women and foreign workers—
many began to distrust their own government and their tolerance for the war grew thin.**
For many soldiers and civilians, the Nivelle Offensive in April 1917 was the final
indignity. The government had promised its people that this offensive would bring a final
victory, and its abject failure had severe ramifications for the populace. The soldiers
viewed the offensive as evidence that the army had not yet learned from its mistakes, and
that they would continue to needlessly throw French soldiers against superior guns; the
civilian population was similarly infuriated by the gross loss of life on the Chemin des
Dames, and the fact that the state had lied to them once again was only further proof that
they could no longer trust their government.**® Drawing inspiration from the strike of the
midinettes in early May, workers demonstrated their dissent in city streets, hoping for

change. Therefore, declining morale was a motivating factor in the trenches and in the

494 Smith, Between Mutiny and Obedience, 18.

495 Forcade, 37; Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 116; Stovall, “Color-Blind France?” 36; Bonzon and
Davis, 309.
4 Greenhalgh, The French Army, 182-190.
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interior, quickened by the worsening war-conditions under which soldiers and civilians
were living. The failure on the Chemin des Dames sparked both of their revolts.

Both groups protested against the prolongation of the war and the dire conditions
they were experiencing, doing so in a manner that reflected the idea that they were
willing to be convinced back into supporting their nation’s war effort. The strikes and the
mutinies were negotiations with the French government, as seen in the gathering of
petitions in both cases and their presenting of specific grievances. The soldiers asked for
the army to uphold their promised number of leaves, to better their supply of food and
equipment, and to stop the ineffectual offensives for the sake of offensives.*”’” Peace was
certainly an option in their many petitions, but the very fact that they provided alternative
solutions highlights their willingness to negotiate their consent to the war.*”® At home,
the people protested the war-time salaries, working conditions and hours, and the food
supply, as well as the republican impdt de sang and how it related to the presence of
embusqués in the factories.*”” The people similarly called for peace but, once again, only
as an ideal resolution and not as an ultimatum. Therefore, both the soldiers and the
civilian population of the interior presented their respective authorities with the means of
continuing the war, as long as certain adjustments were made to their current lives; as
such, both the strike movement and the army mutinies represent a reclamation of agency

from the French people and a renegotiation of terms.

47 Rapport No. 334/A, quoted in Pedroncini, 123.
% 1IIe Armée, 2e Bureau Service de Renseignement, Rapport No. 334/A, 3 June 1917, in Pedroncini,
122.
49 Robert, “The Parisian Strikes,” 36; Horne, ““L’impot de Sang,”” 203.
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The unrest of mutineers and the strikers not only developed in tandem, with
parallel motivations, but they also established networks of communication through which
they influenced, supported, and encouraged each other. Soldiers circumvented the system
of information management through hiding letters on friends going on leave, passing
news through deserters, and by holding demonstrations on trains and at stations. Using
these methods, they successfully disseminated the news of the mutinies to the French
people, despite the government and army’s attempts at concealing the whole affair. For
their part, strikers moved their protests to train stations as well, calling out to passing
permissionnaires and enticing them to join in the dissent; they also specifically targeted
soldiers stationed in the city, as seen in the women’s march on the Reuilly barracks in
Paris. Moreover, the mobilisés participated in the strike movement and, as such, further
blurred the line between the mutinies and the strikes.*'*

The third chapter of this thesis also analyses the ways in which the strikes and the
mutinies influenced each other. It argues that they shared structures and techniques, as
shown in the soldiers’ efforts to petition their junior officers—treating them as a worker
would a foreman in a labour action—and in the ways in which both soldiers and civilians

1 Furthermore,

engaged in the act of débauchage, the deliberate enticing toward protest.
it illustrates that the unrest on the two fronts served as sources of legitimization, as the

mutineers and strikers saw themselves as defending each other and their collective rights

410 Eridenson, 240.

" Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 119; Etat Major to GQG, 24 June 1917, Cabinet du Ministre, GR 5N
267, SHD and Report on incidents at train stations, 31 May 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 298,
SHD.
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as French citizens. For the workers, this manifested in their escalating demands for peace
and for their husbands’ return; in the trenches, this was shown in the soldiers’ increasing

*2 This chapter then evaluates how,

worry over their striking loved ones at home.
together, the protestors leaned toward socialist attitudes, as the political left was the
dominant voice calling for peace in the country. This shift is significant, as it establishes
the people’s recovery of political agency from their war-time state, and it also
demonstrates the move from negotiation to outright pacifism; however, neither the strikes
nor the mutinies were intrinsically socialist, and when the state instituted reforms to
satisfy their initial demands, both groups largely stopped calling for an immediate
peace.*"”

Finally, the third chapter evaluates the end of the unrest in the spring of 1917. The
army quelled the mutinies, in part through the trials of the military courts and the
punishing of the so-called ringleaders, but also through the acknowledgement of
problems in army life. Pétain instituted a series of reforms that targeted leaves, food, and
the doctrine of the offensive—the grievances against which the soldiers had initially
mutinied. By mid-June, the workers of France had largely trickled back to their places of
employment, though the Ministry of Labour and the employers worked together to better
the factory conditions, raise war-time salaries, and mitigate the cost of living in the

nation—again, recognizing those initial grievances of the citizens. In this way, then, the

people successfully petitioned their government and renegotiated their participation in the

42 Downs, “Women’s Strikes,” 115-118.

1 Lovell, 186; Tract for the People of Paris, 1917, GQG 2e Bureau, GR 16N 1541, SHD.
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war. Moreover, their joint action demonstrated the power that a citizen body holds over a
government at any time, as seen in the government’s increased monitoring and awareness
of its people in the ensuing years. Poincaré’s union sacrée weathered the rest of the war,
not through any misrepresented nationalism or patriotism, but through the collaboration
and concession of all French people—government, soldier, and citizen alike. This thesis
has striven to demonstrate the complexities of civil-military relations and, in reassessing
the dynamics of the French Crisis of 1917, it has unveiled the influence and power that

common people have on a global war.
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