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Introduction

I imagine that if there were such a thing as a collective Jew, he might well ask himself . . .
am I the same today as the Jew of thirty-five years ago? Yes, it is indeed me; it is indeed
us. But there are deep clefts, despite appearances: everything has changed and yet nothing
has.—Saul Friedlander, When Memory Comes

Over the course of the twentieth century, the crime of genocide— the attempt to
eliminate an ethnic, national, or religious minority— has grown in scope and fre-
quency. Such attacks have, in the current parlance, allowed nation-states to “con-
struct” themselves —if in the most radical way —around ideals of one nation, one
state, forcing out those who would cast national identity into question. Univer-
sally condemned, these violent massacres nevertheless have often obtained their
objectives, providing some states with a definitive means to establish the nation’s
citizenry, identifying a particular set of persons as its own while marking others
as aliens.t

Although scholars have paid attention to the role of genocide in shaping
the nature and composition of existing societies, few have investigated its long-
term impact on those cast as national outsiders.? And yet those dubbed aliens by
genocidal regimes have faced more than violent uprootings from their homes and
communities; they have also confronted ideological onslaughts that cast doubt
on their place in an international civil society constituted primarily along national
lines. The growth of the modern nation-state, and its consolidation in Europe
following World War I, defined the rights and obligations of those living in its
midst, certified their citizenship, and provided for their welfare. Implicit in this
relationship between citizen and state was the understanding that those not of
the nation were “outsiders” to it. International treaties regularized the status of



immigrants from one nation to another; those stripped of any citizenship or na-
tional allegiance often have found themselves outside this international web.3

This study focuses on how survivors of genocide have responded to being
cast so definitively from the nation-state structure. In what ways —if at all— have
the religious, ethnic, and national affiliations among escapees shifted to reflect
the recent violent past? Have such attacks challenged previously held notions of
faith, communal solidarity, and national identity? How have survivors assessed
the feasibility of living as national minorities or diaspora populations after an
attack on their status as such? How have they come to terms with “transna-
tional” identities in a world seemingly determined to define itself according to
national lines?

To address these broad questions, I turn to a comparative study of thevictims
of two twentieth-century genocides: Armenians fleeing the Young Turks during
World War I and Jews rebuilding after the Holocaust. In both cases, the victims
had been transformed into national pariahs in states determined to eliminate all
traces of their existence.* Such violent upheavals had a profound impact on those
who escaped. Wherever they settled, whether in the lands in which they had previ-
ously been persecuted or elsewhere, survivors had to face significant challenges.
Foremost among these was their material reestablishment after years of disrup-
tion; indeed, rebuilding homes, families, and communities became a priority for
those who had escaped. Also important, however, were broader questions about
the nature of community affiliation and minority status after years of being per-
secuted for that status.

Particularly interesting in this regard were survivor communities in France,
the focus of this investigation. Home to the largest Armenian and Jewish sur-
vivor populations in western Europe, France nevertheless had a mixed record over
the course of the twentieth century with regard to its ethnic, national, and reli-
gious minorities. Long committed to a politics of integration, which sought to
incorporate ethnic and religious minorities quicklyand seamlessly into the polity,
French policies shifted direction radically during the Vichy years, as officials iso-
lated foreign minorities, particularly Jews, from their “French” neighbors. This
shifting political terrain on the question of national minorities, which once again
became “integrationist” in the decades immediately following Vichy, shaped the
context in which local Armenian and Jewish communities came to terms with
their respective pasts.

For French Jews these shifts were particularly disruptive. Under German
occupation and Vichy collaborationist rule, Jews faced a wide range of discrimi-
natory legislation restricting their movements, property ownership, and civil lib-
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erties. Furthermore, as the Nazi attack on European Jewry evolved, the Vichy gov-
ernment collaborated in the deportation of approximately seventy-six thousand
Jews.5 And yet, although deportations drastically reduced the size and diversity of
the community, two-thirds of the population survived (approximately 250,000),
as did much of the prewar institutional framework.¢ Moreover, with the freeing
of Paris in August 1944 under de Gaulle’s liberation forces, Jews began quickly
regaining the rights of which they had been stripped. As one Jewish author de-
scribed the moment, “For the first time in four years, that day we were finally like
other people . . . we could call out our names, cry out who we were on the tele-
phone, in the streets, in the stores, and in the restaurants. . . . We had returned
to our true identity, to society, to France.””

Yet, could French Jews return so simply to their prewar position in French
society? Vichy legislation had rejected a more than century-long tradition of view-
ing religion as a personal matter regulated by the state but conducted outside the
public domain. By introducing religious affiliation as a factor in determining legal
status and using this new status as a way to institute state-sanctioned oppres-
sion, officials had transformed the relationship between the state and its Jewish
minority. Hence, although the duration of the Vichy regime was relatively short,
its effects were felt by every Jew in France, as former citizens became aliens in the
land of their birth, as newly declared Jewish citizens —those who had migrated
to France in the two decades preceding World War I1—found themselves uncere-
moniously stripped of their newly acquired legal rights, and as Jewish refugees
and new immigrants faced the ever-increasing threat of internment.8

This study considers the impact of these four years on French Jewry after de
Gaulle’s armies had restored democracy and transformed their status back to that
of the prewar years. Once again free to live as they chose, how did the local Jewish
population respond to their immediate past? After such an attack on their funda-
mental rights as citizens and as human beings, could they really reestablish their
prewar position in their society? Or did notions of community, nationality, and
ethnic identity change as a result of the years of persecution?

These questions are addressed by comparing France’s post-World War II
Jewish population to Armenians who settled in France after the genocide of World
War I. Like the Holocaust, the Armenian genocide was an attempt to alter the na-
ture and composition of the existing society. By deporting and murdering popula-
tions that had been in place for centuries and by confiscating Armenian property
and desecrating places of worship, the Young Turks virtually eliminated all traces
of these ancient communities from eastern Anatolia. Those Armenians who were
not killed were forced to renounce all connection with their ethnic and religious
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heritage.® Although some survivors escaped the violent onslaught, they did so
only by going into exile, leaving their ancestral lands and seeking refuge in the
diaspora.

Approximately sixty-five thousand of these survivors ultimately made their
way to France, where the post-World War I economy necessitated dependence on
immigrant labor. For them, disjuncture and ruptures with the past were far more
dramatic than for most of France’s post-World War II Jewish population.1® Not
only had the migration to France transformed the primarily rural, agriculturally
based peasant population into an urban, working-class ethnic minority, butithad
also forced them off their ancestral lands and left them to seek refuge abroad.1?
For many, finding a final settlement point took nearly a decade; for some, it took
even longer. Arriving as stateless refugees without passports or visas and with no
obvious country of origin, their position in French society was precarious, par-
ticularly in the early 1920s, when the government had not yet worked out coherent
policies for dealing with stateless minorities. With no protection through immi-
gration treaties and no international rights, the first Armenian arrivals in France
were utterly dependent on the government’s benevolence and their own meager
resources. The combination of their precarious position in the polity and their
own search for stability set the scene for their integration into French society.

For these Armenian refugees, then, questions of religious, ethnic, and na-
tional allegiance were forged out of their own past of statelessness, genocide, and
exile, a story that differs considerably from that of the post-World War II French
Jewish population. Armenians never were persecuted on French soil; French Jews,
on the other hand, had been victims of native aggression during World War II.
Also, changes in French receptivity to immigrants, as well as changing political,
social, and economic conditions, affected those populations differently. It should
be clear, however, that to make this comparison, the conditions facing the two
populations need not have been identical. Although emigration and settlement
patterns differed for both, as did modes of integration and communal construc-
tion, both addressed remarkably similar dilemmas as they faced the challenges
of rebuilding their disrupted communities in the French context.

Four such parallels stand out particularly clearly. First, and most obviously,
both Armenians and Jews had been victims of state-sponsored attempts at total
eradication. The Nazis’ destruction of European Jewry is often held to be the para-
digmatic case of genocide in our time, and comparative studies of such massacres
have identified the Armenian genocide as most similar to the Holocaust.2 Such
studies have focused particularly on the motives, killing methods, and extent of
destruction achieved by the perpetrators. Yet few have extended this methodology
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to the aftermath of genocide by comparing the responses of the victims them-
selves.13 However, the striking parallels linking the Armenian and Jewish cases
extend into the reconstructive periods as well. Most important, in both cases,
these onslaughts forced survivors to address pressing immediate concerns, such
as how best to use communal resources in light of the massive destruction, as well
as more existential questions, such as how to assess the viability of living as an
ethnoreligious minority within a larger nation-state after having been persecuted
for that status.

Inaddition, the state in which they were living was more than a “host nation”
to these two populations. France provided the context in which they rebuilt their
homes and communities, a context with little tolerance for ethnic distinctive-
ness and with a strong state-centered, assimilationist model of governance that
shaped the incorporation of all ethnic and religious minorities into the state.14
Armenian and Jewish genocide survivors were no exception, and the French tra-
dition of intense cultural conformity shaped how they came to terms with their
pasts. This context and its impact on survivor communities thus form the second
important subject of inquiry for this book.

A third and fourth parallel arise from these first two. Both Jews and Arme-
nians are members of ancient diaspora populations. In both cases, this diaspora
network shifted, both empirically and discursively, as a result of the genocides,
forcing survivors to reconsider previous notions of communal responsibility, na-
tional identity, and transnational solidarity. Such shifts took place, moreover, in
a European context itself beset with questions of nationalism and dilemmas over
national identity. Furthermore, Armenians and Jews both faced the establishment
of independent homelands quickly following the wartime destruction. In both
cases, the newly created nation-states and the immediate threats to them forced
survivors to question their own relationship to the fledgling states in light of their
position in French society.

These four parallels, then—genocide, position in the polity, diaspora, and
homeland — provide the central thematic concerns of this study. If, however, such
a thematic separation proves conceptually helpful, it should not conceal the great
overlap among them. Memories of genocide, for example, shaped how survivors
thought about their status as members of diaspora populations, and living in
diaspora affected how they conceived of the formation of independent national
homelands. Moreover, by focusing on these areas, I do not mean to suggest that
all French Jews or Armenians shared a single interpretation or point of view about
them. To the contrary, conflict and disagreement characterized survivors’ discus-
sions and activities regarding all four of these issues. In addition, the way they
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played themselves out in each population differed according to chronological
moment (whether pre- or post-World War II) and position in the French state
(wWhether refugee, immigrant, or citizen). Yet, in both cases, these issues remained
definitive in shaping Armenian and Jewish postgenocide communities, as sur-
vivors reconsidered, and at times recast, articulations of nationalistic sentiment,
communal responsibility, and ethnic solidarity.

In broader terms, then, the comparison of Armenian and Jewish postgeno-
cide populations in France raises some important questions as to the value of
comparative analysis as a whole. In the introduction to a compilation of essays
comparing Jewish societies, Todd Endelman notes that “historians of the Jews
and their religion have been a conservative lot . . . reluctant if not averse to
introducing a comparative dimension to their writing.” And yet, Endelman ar-
gues, because of its lack of territorial focus, Jewish history “offers unique, al-
most laboratory-like opportunities for examining how communities with similar
but not identical backgrounds and traditions adapt to different environments.”
Comparing Jewish communities across time and/or space or comparing Jews with
non-Jews in the same place or in different national contexts “transcends the bor-
ders of Jewish historiography” both by revealing what is “individual, specific and
unique as much as what is more general.” 15

By comparing Armenian and Jewish survivor communities in France, this
study seeks to do just that: to explore the specificities of the narratives under con-
sideration while still highlighting the wider concerns that transcend the bound-
aries of either minority population. As such, it builds on the methodological
terrain mapped out by recent historians interested in studying structural similari-
ties in different national or chronological contexts. Whereas, as has been recently
argued, “historians . . . have been more reticent than other social scientists to
move from the particular to the general,” a new generation of comparativists have
begun to break down these barriers.1¢ Particularly influential to my own thinking
has been Laura Lee Downs’s Manufacturing Inequality, which explores the gender
division in French and British metalworking industries from 1914 to 1939 and
which argues that gender-based job discrimination was a phenomenon that tran-
scended national boundaries. The comparative method allowed her to “suggest
how national culture and differences in state structures defined distinctive routes
to what were, in many important respects, rather similar outcomes.” 17

Adopting a similar analytic approach, Nancy Green uses the comparative
method to trace immigrant labor in the garment industries of France and the
United States. She, however, goes one step further than Downs. In addition to
examining two national contexts, she makes her analysis doubly comparative by
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examining different immigrant groups within one industry. This approach allows
her to emphasize change over time and space while also demonstrating how “each
period reinvents certain perceptions of progress and newness.” 18 Green’s “post-
structural structural” approach thus demonstrates the power of economic struc-
tures in transcending chronological and spatial categories while allowing for the
histories of specific interests to emerge.

Both Downs and Green thus use the comparative method to determine what
is individual and specific while also focusing on what is structural, and both rely
on traditional social historical methods to think through larger sociological ques-
tions. Likewise, the diachronic nature of the present study offers just such an
approach, focusing on genocide survivors as a means to trace both the particular
history of each population in question as well as the striking structural similari-
ties that link these two French ethnoreligious minorities. My hope is that such a
perspective will raise new questions concerning how genocide shaped communal
life in its immediate aftermath and how national and ethnic identities converged
in twentieth-century France.

Genocide: Memory, Experience, and Identity

Memories of genocide have defined, in large part, how Armenians and Jews have
constructed contemporary understandings of communal affiliation and group
solidarity. It took nearly fifty years, however, for Armenian communities to rally
around the genocide as a public symbol of theircommunal life. Likewise, as recent
scholarship has demonstrated, several decades passed before the memory of the
Holocaust became a central pillar of identification for contemporary Jewry.1° This
“silence” of the immediate post-Holocaust years has been analyzed from a num-
ber of different perspectives. Some scholars have considered the difficulty that
both survivors and historians have faced when attempting to represent memories
of genocide.2® As Doris Bensimon has described French Jews in the decade im-
mediately following the war, “The overwhelming majority preferred silence. . . .
Indeed, in France, three or four decades had to pass before memory could disen-
tangle itself from forgetting [de 'oubli].” 21 Others, less interested in the “silence”
of survivors, have examined the reluctance of governments or the general pub-
lic to recognize or take responsibility for the events of World War I1.22 These
works share a common interest in the visible manifestations of memory, such as
commemorations, memorials, memoirs, and historical monographs. The former
focus on difficulties in representing memory, the latter on shifting interpreta-
tions and political manipulations of those memories. Still others, examining the
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“silences” in the decades immediately following World War II, suggest that the
first generation of survivors was able neither to face nor to comprehend the extent
of the tragedy. Fleeing painful memories, they silenced discussion of the geno-
cide and omitted systematic commemoration from communal agendas. As Bruno
Bettelheim wrote in an essay on the Holocaust’s effect on children, “It seems that
it requires a distance of twenty years or more, to understand how much a par-
ticular tragedy suffered in childhood can transform your whole sense of life.” 23

To focus on survivor silence and the lack of public memorials as a sign that
those who escaped could not face their recent past, however, is to misinterpret
the impact of the recent upheaval on survivors. Some may indeed have been so
traumatized that they opted to remain silent; others “were willing, indeed anx-
ious, to talk of their experiences but made a deliberate choice not to do so, except
among themselves,” due to a correct perception that “listeners” were not par-
ticularly anxious to hear their stories.2* Moreover, even if public manifestations
of communal memory were few and far between, individual Armenians and Jews
manifested a different kind of public response to the experiences through which
they lived, one that was reflected in the communities they created.

For Armenians, communal memorialization of the recent losses was never
totally absent.?5 Not surprisingly, however, such commemorations were not the
central concern for a population of refugees seeking to reestablish stable home
lives, rebuild a steady family economy, learn the local language, and find lost rela-
tives. As noted above, the migrations to France had transformed the occupational
makeup of the population, removing survivors from their peasant-based, agri-
cultural communities and transforming them into a factory-based, urban prole-
tariat. The disruption of patriarchal, familial, and economic norms shaped how
the first waves of Armenians established themselves and their communities in
France. Most, busy with the task of building a life in a new country, expressed
communal identification not through commemorations of the recent massacres,
but through various other channels, including church life, diaspora political
parties, youth groups, and compatriot organizations. It is in these arenas, there-
fore, where the community’s cultural values were both reflected and promoted
and where there were plenty of voices to fill in the postwar “silences,” that we can
trace responses to the genocide. Whether intent on building roots in France or
turning their attentions to their “homeland” in the Caucasus, survivors grappled
with their recent past as they integrated into their new home.

Unlike the uprooted Armenian refugees, post-Holocaust French Jewry was
not forced to build a communal structure from the ground up. Nevertheless,
World War I had proven disruptive and traumatic to every Jew in France, whether
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born there or of immigrant extraction.2¢ Many were forced to give up homes and
sell businesses as they fled the Occupied Zone. Those unable to flee sometimes
paid with their lives, and even those who escaped often lost family and friends
to deportations. Others, seeking refuge in Vichy-governed areas of the country,
were reduced to second-class status, stripped of the basic human rights to which
they had become accustomed.

Thewar’s conclusion brought an end to such discriminatory legislation, but
it could not erase memories of the four preceding years. Legal battles over lost
homes and property continued well into the 1950s. A constant flow of refugees
reminded escapees of the destruction of the war and the pressing needs of Jews
throughout Europe and the Middle East. Simultaneously, diaspora organizations,
such as the American Joint Distribution Committee, funded the construction of
schools, youth centers, and other arenas of Jewish life, transforming the com-
munal landscape over the subsequent twenty years. Thus, from the moment the
Holocaust ended, French Jews were faced with its repercussions both personally
and institutionally.

Interestingly, the few historians and sociologists who have commented on
these years have argued that the Holocaust initially devastated what remained of
French Jewish life. As one observer commented, the profound disarray that faced
French Jews made “most aspire to erase all difference definitively and to give way
to the anonymity of secular society.” 27 Similarly, William Safran argues that the
reethnicization of French Jewry that occurred during the 1970s and 1980s was
“hampered” in the postwar decades because “the Jewish community had been too
decimated, impoverished and demoralized to rebuild its institutions quickly.” 28
Safran is right to point out the remarkable resurgence in public manifestations of
French Jewish ethnic identification in the last decades of the twentieth century,
but his characterization of the postwar decades is too stark.

Like Safran, most scholars of French Jewry have focused their attention on
contemporary developments, including the arrival of three hundred thousand
North African Jewish immigrants, the impact of the Six-Day War, the rising tide of
anti-Jewish sentiment throughout the 1970s and 1980s, and the articulation of a
particularistic and vocal Jewish politics. Although it is perhaps unfair to criticize
these scholars for not fully analyzing the immediate postwar years, as their own
areas of interest were directed toward contemporary questions, it is still worth
noting that those who addressed the 1945-68 period—and most simply ignore
these years —oversimplify the picture. By leaping from the devastation of World
WarII to the drama of the late 1960s, these scholars simply assumed that the Holo-
caust brought Jewish communal life to a halt, frightening survivors away from
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any identification with their religious/ethnic heritage. Furthermore, by treating
the prewar, Vichy, and postwar periods as distinct from one another, historical ac-
counts have divided French Jewish history around the Holocaust. Although such
an approach highlights the changes that faced French Jewry as a result of the Nazi
invasion, it ignores the continuities linking these periods. Thus, postwar Jewish
life remains a separate chapter in the history of French Judaism and one that has
been covered only minimally in the scholarly literature.2®

Recent scholarship has begun to rectify the problem. Particularly important
is David Weinberg’s assertion that far from destroying Jewish communal affilia-
tion, the Holocaust enticed certain of those with assimilationist tendencies to
reconsider their Jewish heritage. In his words, “Jewish identity in post-war France
was a complex weave of internal tensions born of contradictory memories of de-
portations and the contributions made by Jews to the Resistance effort. The re-
sult was an embryonic new consciousness, which combined the hesitancy and
self-effacement of the frangais israélite with a growing pride in the dual heritage of
Frenchman and Jew.” 3°

This study seeks to explore Weinberg’s assertion of a “new consciousness”
in greater depth. As such, it challenges earlier assumptions that the Holocaust
devastated surviving French Jewish life. It is here where the comparison to the Ar-
menian case proves particularly instructive. For the latter, the genocide was even
more disruptive than for most of the Jewish survivors, for its dislocations proved
more permanent, causing fundamental transformations in the nature of com-
munal life. Nevertheless, it would be a mischaracterization to describe the post-
genocide Armenian communities in France as “decimated” or “demoralized.”
To the contrary, in these years we find a notable vibrancy taking root. Likewise,
French Jewish populations, while also facing great challenges, proved more than
capable of beginning the process of rebuilding their communities, and most did
not flee their ethnoreligious affiliations in the aftermath of the Holocaust. As one
particularly well-known survivor remarked in response to questions of how he
readjusted to normal life, “The truth is, it was not that difficult—less difficult
than adjusting to death.”31 The ease of this “adjustment” for the communities
in question can, in part, be explained by the political and cultural milieu in which
they found themselves. It is to this milieu, therefore, that I now turn.

Position within the Polity: Minorities and the French State
Both Armenian and Jewish populations faced a similar paradox after their respec-

tive genocides. The persecutions of World War I and Il seemed to prove that mod-
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ern nation-states, even those committed to democracy, could never really tolerate
ethnic minorities in their midst.3? And yet, both Jewish survivor communities re-
building after Vichy and Armenian survivor communities building anew in France
remained just that: minorities within a larger nation-state. Their position within
the French state, however, differed from one another. Indeed, although a small
community of approximately 4,000 Armenians was already in France prior to
World War I, most of France’s 65,000 Armenians migrated there following World
War I as uprooted, stateless refugees seeking shelter from persecution abroad. In
contrast, the 250,000 Jews who made up France’s post-World War I Jewish popu-
lation had generally survived World War II on French soil (although an additional
35,000 Jews migrated to France between 1944 and 1949).33 It would be too sim-
plistic, however, to reduce the comparison between them to one between citizen
and refugee. Indeed, of the approximately 300,000 Jews who lived in France in
1939, nearly 150,000 had migrated there since 1919. Approximately 44,000 other
immigrant Jews had preceded them between 1881 and 1914.34 Thus, if the two
populations under study maintained different relationships to France— Armeni-
ans as refugees from a foreign oppressor and Jews as victims of a previous French
regime —both were influenced by national minority policies, particularly those
directed at foreign immigrants. Moreover, and perhaps even more interesting,
whereas a certain portion of the Jewish population was of immigrant extraction,
a significant percentage traced roots in France back several generations. This
study, then, situates the reconfiguration of Armenian and Jewish communities in
the context of these different relationships to the French polity and asks: What
was the impact of citizenship or lack thereof on communal understandings of
the recent past, and how did French minority policies influence this process?

Recent historiography has demonstrated the importance of state-centered,
assimilationist models of government in France’s civic self-definition, shaping
the incorporation of ethnic and religious minorities into the state.35 This process
particularly began gathering steam at the end of the nineteenth century thanks to
the ever-growing power and importance of the centralized state, which worked
to transmit aristocratic and bourgeois elite cultural norms in Paris over regional
languages and practices throughout the country. This national culture was sup-
ported and reinforced through schooling, military training, and new organs of
information. While regional distinctiveness and local cultures resisted such ho-
mogenizing goals, and while ethnic, economic, and religious particularisms con-
tinued to assert broader conceptualizations of French national identity, state poli-
cies continued to promote a universalistic conception of French citizenship that
downplayed minority affiliations.36
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France’s Jewish population, like its regional minorities, was shaped by such
integrationist trends. The Revolution had brought full civil and legal rights to
local Jewish populations, in exchange for which it was expected that they would
meet all the obligations of citizenship and move away from the self-governing
enclaves that had characterized communal life prior to this period.3” Napoleon
went even further in confirming the relationship between Judaism and Jews’ po-
litical status. In 1806, he convened the Assembly of Jewish Notables in Paris, a
meeting of seventy-four layand religious leaders, to attain a public pledge that the
religious strictures of Judaism were not in conflict with French law and to guar-
antee that Jewish allegiances rested first and foremost with the state, not with
their own religious-ethnic community. In addition, he organized the consistorial
system to centralize rabbinical authority in the state’s hands. The Consistoire was
to act as the administrative body of French Jewry, overseeing all religious activi-
ties, supervising the work of the rabbis, and officially representing Jews to the
state. By organizing Jewish life in a centralized and hierarchical manner and by
linking it directly to the state, Napoleon sought to bind the internal decisions of
the organized Jewish community to France’s national interests while removing
its power as a rallying point for ethnic identity.38

Although historians disagree as to the success of such an assimilatory proj-
ect on Jewish communities in postrevolutionary France, most agree that over
the course of the nineteenth century, Jews slowly began adopting national cul-
tural norms, shedding Yiddish for French and abandoning traditional apparel and
practices. Social change did not occur overnight, particularly in the more tradi-
tional communities of Alsace, and even the most acculturated were able to culti-
vate a Franco-Jewish identity that recognized the coexistence of Jewish particu-
larism within the universalism of their French citizenship; yet France’s Jewish
population, like linguistic and regional minorities throughout the country, was
not immune to the pressures of acculturation.?®

State-centered and assimilationist idioms of nationhood became increas-
ingly important in the early twentieth century, when the acquisition of colonies
and widespread labor shortages brought large minority populations to France.4®
As early as the 1880s, government officials began expanding definitions of citi-
zenship in the hopes of incorporating the growing foreign population. Afraid
that newcomers were avoiding the increasingly universal obligation of military
conscription and concerned that solidarity among ethnic minorities posed a chal-
lenge to state centralization, government officials extended the principle of jus
soli to immigrant populations. With citizenship based on territorial ascriptions
rather than solely on the basis of descent, foreigners were thus incorporated all
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the more rapidly into the national apparatus. Those favoring an expansive citi-
zenship law argued that the legal transformation “would be accompanied by a
social transformation: immigrants could be redefined legally as Frenchmen be-
cause they would be transformed socially into Frenchmen through the assimila-
tory workings of compulsory schooling and universal military service.” 41

Such incorporative measures seemed even more importantin the early twen-
tieth century, as the nature of the foreign population began to shift. Whereas the
immigrants of the late nineteenth century generally migrated from surrounding
countries, such as Belgium and Italy, those who arrived during and after World
War I were more likely to have come from eastern Europe, Indochina, and North
Africa. The distinctive ethnic and cultural characteristics of these new arrivals
challenged the government’s central role in determining cultural norms.42 As im-
migration bureaucracies grew and policies became more coherent, authorities
began to institute procedures meant not only to incorporate immigrant labor but
also to integrate immigrants rapidly into French culture and society. Such poli-
cies remained at the heart of national immigration law until the 1970s.43 Indeed,
although the Vichy regime represented a rupture in French minority policies with
its stress on ethnic hierarchies, “the legal framework that would determine im-
migrants’ relationship with the French political system until the mid-1g970s was
largely in place” by the outbreak of the war.#4 As one French official noted in 1945,
following the collapse of Vichy, “Itis in France’s interest . . . to facilitate the rapid
and complete integration of foreign elements who prove worthy and on whom
we are obliged to rely due to our demographic insufficiencies.” 4> Aware of the
need for foreign labor, officials once again formulated policies that were aimed
at the full integration of distinctive ethnic minorities.

As we have seen, Armenian and Jewish genocide survivors in France were
not all immigrants. Nevertheless, such integrationist policies shaped their rela-
tionship to their surrounding society in several important ways. For Armenian
refugees, grateful to find a haven after years of flight and massacre, France sym-
bolized stability and safety. Nevertheless, as apatrides (stateless refugees), they
lacked the basic protections of most immigrant populations, and having arrived
some years before the articulation of coherent refugee policies, they occupied a
precarious place in the polity. This stigma of being stateless shaped how the new
population responded to their adopted home, encouraging most to “lie low” and
avoid any activity that would undermine their chances of being allowed to remain
in France. For authorities charged with establishing refugee policies in the post-
World War I era, the Armenians’ statelessness posed interesting dilemmas. For
some, co-opting the loyalties of this new and potentially malleable population
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remained a central concern. Others, however, distrusted this population with no
identifiable allegiances. Refugee policies reflected this ambivalence as officials
sought both to integrate and police the newcomers. Although sympathy for the
uprooted population is evident in certain circles of society, government policies
were more concerned with transforming them into loyal citizens of the state than
with any humanitarian concern over their recent past.

France’s long tradition of political and cultural integration also influenced
how authorities addressed the problems posed by Jewish reintegration after
World War II. Both a desire to move past Vichy as quickly as possible and a re-
newed commitment to republican law made government officials hesitant to call
attention to Jewish losses. Although the principle of equal rights for all French
citizens—and the nullity of all German and French legislation to the contrary—
was instituted immediately after republican order was restored in August 1944,
the provisional government proved ineffective in creating adequate compensa-
tory legislation for those Jews who had suffered under Vichy’s antisemitic laws.
With no room for particularism in government policies, Jews were treated simply
as equivalent victims of the war.

From a policy perspective, then, France’s long tradition of political integra-
tion shaped how the government responded to Armenian and Jewish survivors
after their respective genocides. In making such a case, however,  am not seeking
to make a direct link between French governmental policies toward Armenian
refugees in the 1920s and the post-World War II provisional government’s re-
sponse to reintegrating Jewish survivors. In other words, in each case, officials
made choices based on the political realities of the day, choices that were in-
formed by the particular relationship of the group in question to the French state.
What I am arguing, however, is that a long tradition of policies geared toward en-
suring cultural conformity among ethnic minorities influenced how both popu-
lations integrated into French society, shaping how survivors came to terms with
their pasts.

And yet, as we will see, even while influenced by the surrounding integra-
tionist culture, both populations were also able to cultivate identities that rec-
ognized their own particularism.*¢ Indeed, neither the appeals of France’s uni-
versalistic society nor the genocidal persecution led survivors to abandon links to
their ethnoreligious heritage. As a comparative study indicates, then, although
the French context provided survivors with a framework to understand and come
to terms with their recent past, it did not prevent their memories from coalescing
into sites of ethnic solidarity.
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Diaspora and Homeland

Thus, relationship to the polity was one of the determining factors in shaping
Armenian and Jewish postgenocide populations; equally significant was the shift-
ing relationship to their brethren abroad. Indeed, in both cases, the genocides
of World War I and II raised new questions of diaspora solidarity and national
allegiance. As noted, both Armenians and Jews are members of ancient diaspora
populations. Indeed, traditionally, the very concept of diaspora was rooted in the
history of Jewish exile from Jerusalem, a banishment that was viewed as a punish-
ment for straying from God’s way. Over time, “the concept of ‘diaspora’ became
suffused with the suffering that accompanies many sorts of exile,” particularly
that of dispersed Greeks and Armenians.

In recent years, however, the meaning of “diaspora” has broadened, be-
coming integrated into historical discussions on the nature of difference and
expanding to encompass a larger semantic domain, including such words as
immigrant, refugee, and expatriate.#” Thanks to the increasing globalization of po-
litical and economic structures and communication networks, previous con-
straints on the extent to which individuals might participate in more than one
society have diminished. Such shifts have had a profound impact on how scholars
have conceptualized minority identities. Thus, whereas those who worked on im-
migrant communities once focused primarily on “distinctions between the here
and the there, the center and the periphery, black and white. . . . [sJuch anal-
yses are being supplemented by a whole set of new, unbounded concepts . . .
[including] multiplicity, border crossing, disjunction and ethnoscapes, cultural
hybridization, porousness, webs, and transnational communities.” 48

Such conceptual tools, though generally useful in describing contemporary
migration waves to advanced industrial nations, are more limited in showing how
diaspora identification shifted for Armenians and Jews in theyears following their
respective genocides.*® Not yet beneficiaries of the postmodern moment that has
celebrated overlapping and hybrid identities, these escapees had been singled out
for persecution in part because of their multinational identity, which marked them
as cultural outsiders to the nations in which they lived.>° In the aftermath of the
genocidal violence, therefore, survivors were faced with new questions regard-
ing where they belonged. Moreover, such questions were inextricably linked to
survivors’ relationship with the “homeland.”

As several recent studies have stressed, the idea of an original homeland —
either real ora “mythic place of desire” —is essential to the process of shaping co-
hesive and conscious diaspora communities as well as to the formation of coher-
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ent diaspora nationalist movements.5! In the two cases under study, the mythical
homelands, centered around Jerusalem for Jews and Mt. Ararat for Armenians, re-
mained a constituent part of the diaspora condition until the modern era. What is
particularly interesting for both, however, is that following the wartime destruc-
tion, the question of a national homeland was brought out of the realm of myth
or prayer with the formation of legally constituted, identifiable national states.

The birth of the State of Israel and the Republic of Armenia provided sur-
vivors with options that previously had seemed feasible only to a small minority of
activist idealists. A national state could bring their diaspora status to an end and
could provide security to those who had been persecuted for that status. And yet,
few chose to leave France for their new “homeland,” most opting to remain where
they were while still taking an active interest in diaspora nationalist movements.
Thus, they faced a paradox. On the one hand, they remained the “paradigmatic
Other of the nation-state,” maintaining allegiances that defied the nation-state
structure; on the other, they actively sought to integrate into the French state.52

Comparing the impact of genocide on Armenian and Jewish survivor com-
munities in France thus sheds light on the power of the national idiom to in-
fluence minority culture. Indeed, one can argue that the very consolidation of
the nation-state system in twentieth-century Europe made the “transnational”
or “denationalized” status of these genocide survivors untenable. Unable to exist
comfortably outside of this system, survivors took part in newly energized nation-
alist movements, which sought to provide a “space” for them—however dis-
connected from their own settlement plans—in the international arena. Thus,
whereas some have argued that contemporary diaspora groups are “emblems of
transnationalism” because their existence questions the notion of borders at the
heart of the definition of the nation, I would argue that Armenian and Jewish sur-
vivors in France were actively seeking to end such questions.>3 This may seem
counterintuitive. By participating in nationalistic movements that transcended
the borders of the country in which they lived, they were certainly encompassing
the diaspora/homeland divide that seems to interest so many contemporary theo-
rists. It is my argument, however, that these now thriving nationalist discourses
served not as a celebration of transnationalism, but as proof of the power of the
national idiom.

As the above discussion suggests, a comparison between the Armenian and Jew-
ish survivor communities in France makes it clear that, although in both cases
genocide disrupted and, at times, destroyed surviving communal life, it did not
necessarily force survivors to make a clean break with the past, with past ways of
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thinking and understanding themselves and their place in the nation. Even Arme-
nian genocide survivors, who faced more disruption than the French Jews under
study, did not immediately abandon former understandings of communal orga-
nization, nordid they prove incapable of constructing viable communities in their
new context. In comparison, it seems hardly surprising that strong continuities
link the French Jewish community of the post-World War II era to those of the
preceding decades. Indeed, it becomes immediately clear that despite the far-
reaching destruction caused by the Holocaust, its occurrence did not delineate a
dramatic conclusion to a period born with the civil emancipation of the Jews in
1789, as some scholars have suggested. One historian, whose fine study of inter-
war French Jewish history has essentially defined the field for future scholars,
nevertheless concludes her book by arguing that the great social, political, and
ideological changes that had enlivened French Jewry in the 1920s and 1930s were
“cut short by the Holocaust,” and that they “withered” after being “denied the
test of time.” 54 Similarly, as noted earlier, scholars of postwar French Jewry have
assumed that it took the arrival of three hundred thousand North African Jews in
the late 1950s to reinvigorate a community decimated during World War II. I cer-
tainly do not contest the Holocaust’s centrality in shaping modern Jewish history,
but I do argue that using a central and eastern European model for explaining
postwar Jewish life in France is problematic. The Holocaust was tragic, devastat-
ing—but it was an important chapter in the unfolding narrative of French Jewish
history, not its end.

In broader terms, then, In the Aftermath of Genocide seeks to break down the
isolation that tends to bracket the history of genocide from the wider histories of
its victim groups. By looking at the years that followed as years of continuity as
well as years of change, I seek not to de-emphasize the criminality of these events
nor to downplay their devastation, but to consider what structures, perceptions,
and institutions were able to withstand such a brutal attack and to explain the
historical roots of such resilience. My hope is that such an investigation will offer
new avenues of analysis for those interested in the history of genocide as well as
those interested in the history of Jews, Armenians, and modern France.
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1 Orphans of the Nation: Armenian Refugees in France

Writing in the late 1930s, Aram Turabian, an Ottoman-born Armenian who mi-
grated to France in the 18gos and fought as an officer in the French army, thanked
local authorities for opening the nation’s doors to Armenian refugees in the after-
math of World War I. Assuring his readers that in their gratitude Armenians
would “respect and submit willingly to the laws of this noble country,” he asked
only “that our French friends do not confuse us with all the other foreigners. Our
situation is special, we have neither consulate nor ambassador to defend us, we do
not even have a national homeland . . . where we could seek refuge if necessary; all
our trust is placed in French Justice and we respectfully request that the compe-
tent authorities of this country take our grievances into serious consideration.”

Although Turabian viewed the Armenian plight as “special,” the situation he
described in fact clearly illustrated the problem that most refugees posed to post-
World War I European governments intent on consolidating along national lines.
The war had led to the disintegration of the large multiethnic Romanov, Haps-
burg, and Ottoman Empires. The small national states that replaced them and
the violent conflict that accompanied their births produced large populations of
stateless refugees. Having been stripped of citizenship and national allegiance,
these new refugees posed particular problems for the international community.
Unlike earlier generations of political exiles who had sought refuge in central and
western Europe, these newcomers arrived in unprecedented numbers, straining
the international community’s abilities to care for them. In 1926, for example,
approximately 9.5 million refugees were said to be wandering Europe. Moreover,
twentieth-century European refugees often remained in exile for extraordinary
lengths of time without being able to “regularize” their status, at times even



passing this refugee status on to a second generation. Perhaps most important,
however, the exiles of the post-World War I era and after were a unique addition
to the European landscape because of the particular nature of their homeless-
ness, “which removed them so dramatically and so uniquely from civil society.”
The consolidation of the modern nation-state in the war’s aftermath increasingly
solidified the relationship between the citizen and the state. Presuming that citi-
zens followed through on all national obligations, the state provided for their
basic protection and welfare. International treaties provided some protection to
those who migrated from one nation to another, but refugees, by virtue of having
lost their citizenship, were not beneficiaries of such arrangements; they found
themselves “deprived of legal protection, mutual support, the access to employ-
ment, and the measure of freedom of movement which happier mortals take as
a matter of course.”2 Although diplomats in Paris attempted to make some pro-
visions for refugees in postwar peace treaties and the League of Nations created
a High Commission for Refugees, “these efforts were like using bedroom sheets
to block a hurricane.”3

Rendered stateless by the Ottoman genocidal attack against them, Arme-
nian refugees who made their way to France were thus part of a larger problem
facing European nations in the aftermath of World War I. If Armenians like Tura-
bian saw their postgenocide plight as exceptional, French authorities were blind
to the distinction. On a per capita basis, France ranked highest among west-
ern European nations to open its doors to World War I refugees.* Eager to re-
build its war-devastated economy, the French government recruited foreign labor
of all kinds. Immigration numbers had been steadily increasing since the mid-
nineteenth century, especially from countries such as Belgium, Italy, and Poland,
and liberal immigration policies accompanying the labor shortages of World War
Itransformed France into the leading “immigrant nation” in Europe. Newcomers
from central and eastern Europe fleeing the First World War’s political and eco-
nomic upheaval as well as those from former French colonies not only increased
the number of foreigners in France but changed the makeup of the population as
well.5 Then, after 1924, when the United States began tightening its own immi-
gration policies, the numbers coming to France increased further. By 1931 a full
11 percent of France’s workforce was made up of foreigners, and for all but three
years in the 1920s, between 150,000 and 200,000 foreigners arrived annually.®

For government officials interested in increasing the labor pool, distinctions
between immigrants and refugees were irrelevant. As a result, when large num-
bers of Russian émigrés began to flee the Russian Revolution and the Bolshevik
regime, France admitted nearly 120,000, basically opening the door to any who
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were willing to work as industrial or day laborers.” In the early 1920s approxi-
mately 65,000 Armenians (nearly 30 percent of all Armenian refugees in Europe
and the Near East), driven from their homes first by the Young Turks in the geno-
cide of 1915 and then by Kemal Ataturk’s forces a few years later, sought shelter in
France.3 These new populations, however, presented the French governmentwith
complex socioadministrative problems for which they had no ready solutions.®
Whereas most foreign immigrants settling in France at this time maintained an
obvious national-political (and thus administrative) link to their country of ori-
gin, the apatride, or stateless person, fell “under no particular state’s jurisdic-
tion.” 10 These “orphans of the nation,” as one sympathetic journalist referred
to them, had no passports or visas to facilitate their movements, no consulates
to represent them, nor any treaties to protect them. Nor could they return to the
lands from which they had come.1?

As a result, the apatrides threw into question previous understandings of
immigrant participation in the polity, defying previous immigration categoriza-
tions and befuddling administrators seeking to integrate them into the country’s
broader economic structure. As we will see, for French officials Russian apatrides
posed less of a conundrum than Armenians because the League of Nations’ High
Commission for Refugees created an internationally recognized juridical cate-
gory for them in 1922; it took until 1924, however, for this privilege to be extended
to Armenians. Thus, in the initial years of their settlement in France, Armeni-
ans, lacking all international documentation, “often were unable to establish of
what country they were citizens —who they were in a juridical sense.” 12 For French
authorities working within a national paradigm, Armenians —stripped of any na-
tional status by the World War I genocide— proved a challenge.

Although this lack of an internationally recognized “identity” was solved
in 1924, the Armenians’ anomalous position in the state had important conse-
quences. In particular, some officials, wary of the vague loyalties of this ancient
diaspora population with no identifiable national allegiance, actively sought to
enact policies that would encourage their transformation into citizens. As such,
Armenian integration into French society is part of a larger story. Indeed, if, as
recent historiographical discussions have suggested, France’s state-centered and
assimilationist model of civic self-definition and governance shaped the incorpo-
ration of ethnic and religious minorities into the state, the eventual incorporation
of Armenian genocide survivors followed a similar pattern, providing us with a
clear example of conscious and directed attempts to extinguish foreign distinc-
tiveness through the implementation of state policy.?3 As this trend suggests,
French authorities, even those aware of the genocidal attack against Ottoman Ar-
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menians, saw no reason to implement policies to preserve “Armenianness.” If
anything, local authorities distrusted the refugees’ “transnational” identity and
sought to remove any sign of ethnic distinctiveness as rapidly as possible.

It is important to note, however, that such integrationist approaches to in-
corporating the foreign “other” were not uniformly implemented by French offi-
cials, particularly in the 1930s, when new waves of mostly Jewish and Spanish
refugees began testing the boundaries of France’s tradition of political asylum.
The growing antagonism directed at these most recent arrivals was not particu-
larlyaimed at those who had come in the 1920s. If anything, public sentiment was
sympathetic to these first waves of apatrides and even positively distinguished
them from the refugees fleeing fascism in the 1g30s. Nevertheless, the new anti-
refugee atmosphere of the 1930s reminded Armenians of the precariousness of
their stateless status. Wary and insecure amid the growing hostility, the new refu-
gees felt compelled, as Turabian would in 1938, to justify their inclusion into their
surrounding society. Thus for them, having been rendered stateless meant more
than being uprooted from the land that had once been theirs; it also shaped how
they integrated into their new society.

Exile and Dispersion: The Development of an Armenian Refugee Problem

To understand the relationship between Armenian refugees and the French state,
one must first consider the role of Western governments in the Armenian exile
and dispersion during and after the genocide. The Armenian refugee problem
arose both as a result of the brutal massacres of World War I and from the geo-
political settlements of the postwar years. One of numerous second-class Chris-
tian minorities in the multinational and multireligious Ottoman Empire, the Ar-
menians had consistently been subjected to official discrimination throughout
the centuries of living under Ottoman rule.1* Nevertheless, they were able to live
in relative peace and even prospered as the Empire grew. In the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, however, as the Empire began to collapse under growing
economic and administrative problems, intolerance and exploitation of the non-
Muslim minorities began to increase. In response, Armenian communal leaders
petitioned the sultan for protection from increasing taxation, administrative cor-
ruption, and sporadic violence. When promised reforms proved inadequate, Ar-
menians began turning westward in the hopes that European powers to whom
the Ottoman Empire was indebted would be able to enforce reforms to benefit
local Christian minorities. Indeed, beginning with the Treaty of San Stefano fol-
lowing the Russo-Turkish war of 1877-78 and rearticulated in the Treaty of Ber-
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lin, the Ottoman sultanate did agree to enact reforms for Armenian peasants and
artisans living in the Empire’s eastern provinces. Widespread massacres in 1894-
99, however, as well as those at Adana in 1909, indicated that the government
had no intention of carrying out such reforms, and the Armenian plight wors-
ened. In response, Armenian intellectuals continued to turn to western European
powers, now legally bound through the treaty to ensure that the sultan carried
out the much-needed reforms. Despite the promises, however, such aid was never
forthcoming.1s

The success of the Young Turk revolution in 1908 initially gave Armenians
renewed hope that their situation would improve, as the new leadership initially
seemed interested in working to resolve the problem of minority relations in
the Ottoman Empire. Within a few years, however, under the strain of increas-
ing economic and political problems, the liberal and egalitarian government was
transformed into one of extreme chauvinism determined to bring an end to the
Armenian Question. In 1915, the Young Turks used the cover of war to initiate a
genocide against the Empire’s Armenian population, first by accusing local Ar-
menian populations of aiding the Russian army’s advance, then by eliminating the
intellectual elite in Constantinople, and finally by deporting and slaughtering en-
tire Armenian communities from the eastern provinces. Of those who managed to
escape, many moved to the Russian Caucasus; others made their way to the Leban-
eseand Syrian provinces of the Ottoman Empire. Although Western reliefworkers
attempted to help survivors, by the end of World War I, starvation and disease
were prevalent throughout the refugee populations wherever they were located.16

Like Armenians from the Ottoman Empire, those living in the Caucasus
under Russian dominion also experienced great upheaval during World War 1.
Both the refugees who settled there as well as the natives of the region were caught
up in the Russian Revolution of 1917, and independence for the small Armenian
Republic was thrust on its reluctant leadership shortly thereafter. After the new
Soviet government signed the Brest-Litovsk Treaty in March 1918, ending Russian
involvement in the war and, in exchange, handing over large areas of Transcau-
casia to Turkey, Armenia—and Transcaucasia more generally—became vulner-
able to Ottoman advances. After a minor attempt to coordinate a Transcaucasian
federation, Georgia negotiated its own treaty with Germany and declared inde-
pendence; the Azerbaijani Tartars rapidly followed suit. Armenian leaders had
little choice but to declare independence for the tiny region of eastern Armenia
that had not been conquered by the Turks.1”

The end of the war brought some optimism to Armenian leaders attempting
to build a state and solve the refugee problem. With the defeat and collapse of
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the Ottoman Empire and the Allied victory, Armenian leaders hoped that Western
powers would meet their previous obligations, protect Armenians from further
harm, and even support their struggle for national independence. Indeed, every
Allied power was initially pledged to support a separate autonomous or indepen-
dent existence for the Armenians in their historic lands.2® In addition, the small
republic in the Caucasus gradually expanded as the Turkish army withdrew from
the area. In this atmosphere, many war refugees began returning to their ances-
tral lands. French forces, in particular, repatriated tens of thousands of Armenian
refugees from Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt to the southeastern region of the former
Ottoman Empire known as Cilicia, now under French control, and Armenians in
Transcaucasia also began returning to the lands they had fled.

Armenian optimism, however, quickly dissipated. To be sure, throughout
1919 and 1920, the Western powers remained publicly committed to establishing
a united Armenian state, which would combine the Russian and Turkish Arme-
nian provinces under the mandatory leadership of the United States. If, however,
all the Allies theoretically supported the idea of a free Armenia, none would com-
mit sufficient financial resources to repatriate hundreds of thousands of refugees
to the new state or to defend it properly. The United States, under its own domes-
tic pressure and isolationism, ultimately refused the mandate, and Great Britain
and France, despite the entreaties of Armenian delegates to the Paris Peace Con-
ference, turned their energies to the Ottoman Empire’s former Arab provinces,
which were of far greater strategic value to them and where they fought over ter-
ritorial control. Indeed, rivalries among the Allies in the Near East caused long
delays in drafting a peace settlement. In addition, the formation of a Turkish
nationalist movement under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal aimed at preserv-
ing the territorial integrity of the region began to gain momentum at the end
of 1919. The occupation of the Cilician region of the former Ottoman Empire,
for example, into which tens of thousands of Armenian refugees had streamed,
proved unacceptable to Kemal and his nationalist forces, and throughout 1919
and 1920, he began attacking French-controlled areas. The isolated and weakly
defended French forces often fled, providing little cover for Armenian repatriates
who were, once again, deported or massacred by Turkish nationalist forces.

When the Treaty of Sévres was finally signed and imposed on the Ottoman
Empire in August 1920, nearly two years after the war’s end, it recognized cer-
tain Armenian concerns. Most important, the Turkish government officially rec-
ognized the free and independent Armenian Republic and renounced rights to
important regions of eastern Anatolia that would be included in the new state.
The concessions of the treaty, however, were worthless without Allied enforce-
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ment, and it soon became clear that no government was willing to accept that
responsibility. Shortly thereafter, when Mustafa Kemal ordered his army to ad-
vance into the heart of the independent Armenian Republic, the Allied powers
took no action to protect the fledgling state, thus forcing local leaders to turn
to the Red Army for aid. By the beginning of 1921, hopes for a free, autonomous
Armenia had been dashed as Soviet forces occupied the small republic. Kemal
also turned against the small areas of western Cilicia that the Treaty of Sévres
had left under French mandate. In response, the French signed an independent
accord with Kemal that allowed them to maintain their mandate in Syria as long
as they pulled out of Cilicia. Panic seized the local Armenian populations, and
when the French evacuated, most Armenians went with them. By January 1922,
the final French contingent had left the region, and most of the sixty thousand
Armenians—many who had been repatriated since the war under promises of
French protection— had fled and were once again seeking homes as refugees.1°In
1922, when Turkish forces attacked Greek troops and burned the city of Smyrna,
Armenians were, with the exception of Istanbul, forever eliminated from Turkey.

In their attempts to normalize relations with Mustafa Kemal, the Allies con-
tinued to retreat on Armenian matters, finally signing the Treaty of Lausanne in
1923. Among other things, this treaty brought an end to the Armenian Question
by ensuring that the Armenians from the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Em-
pirewould nolonger be able to return to theirancestral homelands. As one scholar
noted, “The absolute Turkish triumph was reflected in the fact that in the final
versions of the Lausanne treaties neither the word Armenia nor the word Armenian
was to be found. It was as if an Armenian Question or the Armenian people them-
selves had never existed.” 2° Stranded and without recourse, Armenian refugees
made their way to whatever countries would admit them. Although most fled to
the eastern Mediterranean— Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, and Greece—these countries
were incapable of economically absorbing all of them. Others sought homes in
Soviet Armenia. Still others made their way westward. Indeed, by 1925, more Ar-
menians were living in scattered communities throughout the world than were
living in Soviet Armenia.

Of all European countries, France accepted the greatest number of these
refugees. A certain sense of responsibility concerning the Armenians’ plight after
French forces had evacuated under Kemal’s attack may have encouraged officials
to keep an open-door policy toward them, although open-labor policies were un-
doubtedly the more decisive factor. Certainly, local political rhetoric often cast
Armenian refugees as the truevictims of the war. As national orphans, pushed off
their own land, massacred without mercy by one of France’s World War I rivals,
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the Turks, Armenians were pitied for all they had suffered. In some cases, politi-
cal commentators, journalists, and politicians argued that France, well-known
for its humanitarian tradition, should provide shelter for these new refugees. In-
deed, those who were aware of the Armenian plight were often quite sympathetic
to the trials they had undergone. As early as the 188os, after Sultan Abdul-Hamid
unleashed the first wave of massacres against his Armenian subjects, certain well-
known French writers and propagandists began agitating on their behalf. From
1895 to 1923, such French Armenophiles, as they were called, held demonstra-
tions, wrote books, published journals, and petitioned their government to aid
the Ottoman Armenians. Whereas the majority of French officials took no inter-
est in Armenian concerns, this small but active group of pro-Armenian activists
in Paris agitated for French intervention in the Ottoman Empire.21

With the outbreak of World War I, the pro-Armenian movement established
a propaganda organization to continue bringing Armenian concerns to the larger
public. This organization, known as the Société France-Arménie, was founded
in 1916 as one section of the Amitiés Franco-Etrangéres. Numbering prominent
French officials among its members, this organization’s self-proclaimed goal was
neither political nor philanthropic.2? Rather, members vowed simply to build
sympathy for the Armenians among the French population. Aware that most
French citizens knew absolutely nothing about Armenians and that those who did
viewed them merely in caricaturistic terms either as martyrs of Ottoman blood-
shed oraggressors against Turks (some French newspapers initially reported that
Armenian revolutionaries had brought the massacres upon themselves by pro-
voking the government with their nationalism), French Armenophiles worked to
counter this image.

Organizing a demonstration on g April 1916 in the Sorbonne amphitheater,
the Société vowed to educate the French public about Armenia, “its historic role,
the important part it has played for civilization.” Speakers included Paul Des-
chanel, the president of the Chamber of Deputies, Paul Painlevé, the minister
of public education, and Anatole France. Approximately fifteen hundred people
attended to hear these speakers as well as to “condemn the enormous crime com-
mitted by the Turks and Germans in Armenia and to pay homage to the heroism
of the Armenian people.” 23 Likewise, the Society sponsored other efforts to bring
news of the Turkish atrocities to the wider public. One member, for example,
wrote a pamphlet to teach schoolchildren about the Armenian people.2+

After the war ended, the Société France-Arménie transformed itself into a
new organization, the Association Franco-Arménienne. Unlike its predecessor,
the new organization had expressly political goals, which included establishing
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permanent contacts with the Armenian delegation to the peace conference, send-
ing aid to the Armenian population in Turkey, and spreading information about
Turkish atrocities. Believing that France had a moral responsibility to aid Arme-
nians, the members argued that their country should endorse Armenian claims
for the establishment of an independent homeland and should play an active role
in caring for the displaced refugees. In addition, the Association sent a delegation
to the minister of foreign affairs in November 1918 requesting that Armenians
be recognized as wartime belligerents; by being counted among those who had
been the war’s primary actors and victims, Armenian leaders hoped to be given
the right to participate in postwar peace negotiations. Association members also
pushed French authorities to establish an autonomous Armenian region in Cilicia
and insisted that the government take action against postwar massacres in the
Caucasus.?®

The Association’s activities were only marginally successful, and though its
members often gained audiences with government officials they sought to con-
vince, the results were never very satisfactory. Pronouncements of moral outrage
could not withstand the pressure of France’s larger political, economic, and stra-
tegic interests in the former Ottoman Empire.2¢ Nevertheless, the Association
was active into the early 1920s, keeping news of the Armenian plight before the
French public. In 1922 alone, the Association Franco-Arménienne presented a
petition to Poincaré concerning the status of Armenians in the Ottoman Empire,
attended meetings on the evacuation of Cilicia, held conferences on the Arme-
nian Question, organized a banquet to discuss the political situation of Armeni-
ans abroad, worked in the provinces to spread information outside of Paris, and
collected photographic evidence of the deportations and massacres.?”

Although it is hard to determine the effect of such pro-Armenian efforts on
French society at large, some intellectuals were undoubtedly moved by stories of
the Armenian plight. Thus, when the refugees began migrating to France, they
were met with some sympathy. As one film reviewer put it after attending a view-
ing of the Armenian film Andranik, “In modern history, there is no people who has
suffered as much as the Armenian people.” Some journalists called on France to
aid the refugees as they settled in their new homes. After comparing Marseille’s
rich Armenian colony of seventeenth-century merchants with the poor postwar
refugees, one journalist wrote, “It does not matter; the heart of Provence is open
even more to misfortune than to success. If she has in the old days taken advan-
tage of a few rich merchants, today she welcomes the poor exiles with tender-
ness.” 28

Without exception, those journalists who showed pity for the Armenian
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refugees reminded their readers that France was obliged to aid them for humani-
tarian reasons. Helping Armenians was the least France could do, it was argued,
after having failed to protect them in Cilicia after World War I. Such humanitarian
concern undoubtedly fueled the government’s decision in 1920 to provide 100,000
francs to a Franco-Armenian committee working to aid refugees in Greece and
the Caucasus. Similarly, in Syria and Lebanon, where nearly a hundred thousand
Armenians settled and which were under French mandate, the government estab-
lished orphanages, schools, and vocational training for the professional reedu-
cation of refugee populations and contributed 3 million francs to aid in their
settlement.2®

Far more important than humanitarian concerns in encouraging open-door
policies toward the refugees, however, was the enormous national labor shortage.
By the end of the war, 1.3 million French men were killed or missing and an-
other 1.1 million had been severely wounded.2° Immigrants, it was believed, could
fill the labor gap created by these losses. Throughout the 1920s, contractors and
industrialists toured Greece, Lebanon, and Syria in search of refugee laborers.
Through the offices of the Haut-Commissariat frangais in Lebanon and inter-
mediary Armenian recruiters, the practice of delivering work contracts to refu-
gees became widespread. These contracts were valid for one year and directed
those interested to mining and textile centers throughout France. Between 1922
and 1931, when the international economic crisis hit France, a significant number
of Armenians came to France to take advantage of the open-door policy; some
went immediately to the industrial centers, others headed for Paris, and a signifi-
cant minority remained in the port of entrance, Marseille.31

The open immigration policies that had encouraged so many Armenians to
come, however, soon proved ineffective in addressing the particular problems of
their settlement. Indeed, although the refugees were encouraged to come as part
of the wider immigrant labor force, it was soon clear that Armenians were not
economic immigrants and that previous policies were inadequate for dealing with
the new stateless refugees of the post-World War I era.

Refugee, Apatride, or Immigrant: Armenian Refugees in French Legislation

The problem of statelessness did not arise for the first time at the end of World
War 1. Indeed, the constitution of 24 June 1793 proclaimed that the French state
would provide refuge to foreigners who had been exiled from their own country.
Theoretically, the Republic was open to all; in practice, foreigners posed a prob-
lem for the new state seeking to define who was “of” the nation and who was
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not. That said, the problem of statelessness per se emerged fairly infrequently
throughout the first third of the century, when the number of political refugees
counted in the hundreds. Even when that number jumped into the thousands as a
result of the revolutionary fervor that swept Europe between 1830 and 1848, most
officials did not view these newcomers as a permanent problem. Having insti-
tuted a variety of policies to both welcome and monitor the refugees, authorities
simply assumed that most would return to their country of origin as soon as it
was politically possible; others would blend into French society. For them, the
“refugee problem” was thus a temporary and containable phenomenon.32

Such views began to change, however, at the end of the nineteenth century,
as homogenizing institutions such as the popular press, the educational system,
and the military began to solidify what until then had been relatively fluid notions
of national identity. As conceptions of “Frenchness” solidified, so too did con-
ceptions of the “foreigner,” a shift thatwas quickly reflected in policies toward the
latter. Backing away from the laissez-faire policies of previous decades, the Third
Republic leadership began taking an ever growing interest in monitoring the re-
lationship between citizens and immigrants. Naturalization policies are a case in
point. Committed to instituting universal and equal military service throughout
the country, the Third Republic’s governing elite soon realized that nonnation-
als, who were exempt from serving in the army, had a competitive advantage over
French citizens in the labor market. As a result, they began broadening nation-
alization policies based on the principle of jus soli; citizenship would now be
granted to immigrants on the basis of territorial ascription rather than descent.

Paradoxically, however, if such integrationist policies allowed authorities to
broaden notions of French citizenship, they also allowed for the establishment
of greater juridical distinctions between natives and foreigners. Thus, those who
were not naturalized faced an ever growing administrative system designed to
identify and control their movements. First by requiring all foreigners to register
their residence in France and then by requiring foreign workers to obtain a license
at their local town hall or police station (proving their identity with a birth certifi-
cate or an identity document validated by a consulate), officials began attempting
to control a process that had been much more haphazard in the early decades
of the nineteenth century. Subsequently, border dwellers or “nomads” were re-
quired to adopt a fixed identity by carrying a booklet that attested to their civil
status and provided their physical description, fingerprints, and photograph.33

Politics around immigrant issues intensified dramatically during and after
World War I, when increasing numbers of ever more diverse and non-Western im-
migrants sought work or shelter in France. The suspension of the standard prac-
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tices of democratic life during wartime paved the way for the adoption of greater
policing mechanisms of such foreign populations, and soon all immigrants above
the age of fifteen were required to carry identification cards. In a relatively short
time, officials also outlined regulations to control borders, to issue passports, and
to set public health standards. Yet, despite all this regulation to monitor foreign
residents, France remained dependent on immigrantlabor, meaning that it was in
the state’s interest to encourage their migration. As a result, the state established
two foreign worker recruitment services in 1919, one in the Agricultural Ministry
and one in the Ministry of Labor. Moreover, in July 1920, an interministerial com-
mission on immigration was established to coordinate the activities of these two
ministries as well as to prepare and regulate a series of treaties and conventions
regarding immigration.34 The treaties, made with all the countries of emigration,
guaranteed the rights of foreign workers when in France and ensured the same
rights for French workers abroad. One commentator of the day noted, “The state
that had, until then, remained unconcerned or opposed to intervening in migra-
tory movements at once became recruiter, importer, inspector, and employment
agent for the foreign labor force.” 35

From the first, the stateless Russian and Armenian refugees seeking shel-
ter in France in the 1920s did not fit into this highly bureaucratized system. By
the 1930s their status had improved considerably due to a number of interna-
tional conferences; then, in the first years following World War I, when “having
a nationality was as important for an individual as having a nose in the middle of
his face,” they faced numerous problems.3¢ Most important, the newcomers had
no passports or visas nor any documents attesting to their civil status.3” These
identity papers were crucial to the French system of registering and monitoring
the activities of noncitizens. When the system functioned correctly, an immigrant
worker would arrive with a work contract already in hand. The contract ensured
transportation from the border to the place of employment. There, after register-
ing with the police (within forty-eight hours of arriving), the immigrant would
receive an identity card that specified occupation and civil status. The card, which
had to be renewed every two or three years, gave the foreign worker the right to
reside in a given region. Although valid anywhere in France, the slightest change
in address or occupation required an entirely new document. Without it, no em-
ployer could legally hire the laborer, nor could the migrant obtain any state social
services.38

The system did not always work as well as intended. One immigration spe-
cialist lamented in his 1932 study, “All this control, however theoretically well
organized, is unfortunately far from being effective as a result of the great number
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of cards there are to distribute, the notorious inefficiencies of the administrative
services, as well as the difficulty in adjusting such services that are by definition
rigid to populations that are particularly mobile.” Commenting on the many for-
eigners who entered France illegally each year, he singled out “the 27,000 Greeks
and Armenians entering between 1921 and 1926, only 1,100 [of whom] have been
registered [contrdlés].” 32 As such a comment suggests, the apparatus put in place
for welcoming immigrant laborers was not immediately able to adapt itself to
the particular problems that these early waves of apatrides posed. With no spe-
cial governmental office of refugee affairs to which they could turn for answers
and few policies adopted to address their stateless position, the stateless refu-
gees who migrated to France in the first half of the 1920s found themselves sunk
in an administrative hole.#°

Time and again, immigration regulations proved to be inadequate for the
first waves of incoming Armenians. Many had already obtained work contracts
before migrating, relying on the aid of labor recruiters throughout the Middle
East; others fell through the cracks.#! For example, those who arrived with travel
documents issued by a French consulate but without a work contract were di-
rected immediately to Marseille’s Office of Foreign Labor. In theory, the travel
documents required refugees to accept any farm or industrial labor that the office
had to offer, and many did so. Others, however, were unable to find work in Mar-
seille. Seeking jobs elsewhere, these Armenians left for other towns in southern
France, where they discovered that their right to work was invalid; their travel
documents that named Marseille as their final destination could not be used else-
where. Officials in these towns immediately sent them back to Marseille, where
unemployment levels were higher and work opportunities more limited.*2

In truth, the apatrides’ lack of international documentation was not solely
a French problem. In 1922, the League of Nations’ High Commissioner for Refu-
gees, the Norwegian explorer, scientist, and diplomat Fridtjof Nansen, called an
intergovernmental conference to consider the problem of Russian refugees at-
tempting to move across borders without passports or visas. Nansen had been
named head of the League’s High Commission in 1921 with some reluctance on
the part of the member states, who viewed caring for refugees as a fairly low pri-
ority, particularly because they continued to understand the problem as tempo-
rary in nature. Although uprooted populations had been wandering throughout
eastern and southeastern Europe since the beginning of World War I, their care
had been left primarily to private charitable organizations such as the Red Cross.
Russian refugees, however, caught the Allied nations’ attention in a different way.
At first hoping that fleeing Russians would return to their homes to continue
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the fight against the Soviet government, Western powers supported these refu-
gees for political as much as humanitarian reasons. When it became clear that
the anti-Bolshevik struggle was hopeless, the League turned to Nansen to help
the uprooted population, eight hundred thousand of whom were living scattered
throughout Europe, primarily in Constantinople and Poland, in desperate con-
ditions and clamoring to enter other European countries. At the 1922 Geneva
meeting, sixteen countries agreed to issue travel documents to facilitate their
movement. Then, in May 1924, thirty-eight states agreed to grant the same right
to Armenian refugees.

The new document, called a Nansen passport, was not a passport in the con-
ventional sense. Rather, it served as an identity certificate that could be used as
a travel document. Issued for one year, after which it could be renewed once, it
gave the holder the right to return to the country that had issued it (after 1926).
Although it did not guarantee the refugee’s equal treatment in regard to labor per-
mits, social security, or taxation, it did provide a certain measure of international
protection. One commentator noted, “The refugee who is de facto stateless and
has neither protection nor representation from his state is provided with both by
the High Commissioner for Refugees.” 43

France was one of the original countries to recognize and issue the Nansen
passport, but prior to 1924 none of the Armenian apatrides had any legal travel
documentation.*4 This did not, however, stop them from coming. Some made
their way to France in the years immediately following World War I and the Rus-
sian Revolution; the largest waves did not arrive until after the Greco-Turkish
war and the burning of Smyrna (where many genocide survivors had settled) in
1922. As these boatloads of refugees began arriving, they brought unique prob-
lems. Most important, no foreign government was sponsoring and financing
their settlement. The French army donated several military camps in Marseille
(previously used for German war prisoners) as temporary housing for the refu-
gees and repatriates who arrived in September and October 1922, but it was ex-
pected that the consulates of the states from which these refugees had come
would fund their settlement. Thus, in September 1922, the Ministry of the Interior
provided 100,000 francs for the lodging of French repatriates. As for foreigners, it
was up to the prefect in Marseille to arrange the costs of lodging and repatriation
with the concerned consulates.*5

Armenian refugees lacked a state to care for their needs. The independent
Armenian state had collapsed in 1920, and the Soviet Republic did not have the
resources to care for those refugees abroad.*¢ In addition, Turkey refused all re-
sponsibility for the refugees.*” Despite this, French officials treated the refugees
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as if they were immigrants. Indeed, although the Armenian Republic collapsed in
1920, because of the uncertainty over the long-term fate of the region French bu-
reaucrats did not mark that fact on official documentation for several years. Thus,
it was only in 1925 that the Ministry of the Interior finally informed various pre-
fectures that “since the signing of the Treaty of Lausanne [1923], the provinces
that once made up Armenia are now divided between Soviet Russia and Turkey.
There is thus no Armenian state, and as such, no Armenian nationality.” Until
then, however, many French officials operated as if these apatrides actually did
have a national base.*8

When the first Armenian refugees arrived, they were immediately put in the
care of the consul of the Armenian Republic in Marseille and the president of the
Comité de secours aux réfugiés arméniens, Tigran S. Mirzayantz. He took charge
of this small group by transferring them from the refugee camps to the Hotel du
Levant. By November 1922, however, when four hundred Armenians arrived in
Marseille on the ship Tourville, Mirzayantz’s resources were quickly overwhelmed.
The French military was forced to intervene, establishing two refugee camps on
the outskirts of Marseille, Camp Mirabeau and Camp Oddo, the latter of which
remained a home for Armenian refugees for several years.*

The establishment of Camp Oddo and the hands-on/hands-off approach of
the authorities illustrates the problems the apatrides posed for French bureau-
crats. On the one hand, the government’s active intervention on behalf of the
apatrides was a necessary result of their stateless position.5° Without a foreign
government to protect them, the French administration was forced to intercede.
Thus, the government turned over the camps to Armenian organizations and even
provided 80,000 francs to aid their settlement, insisting that they were doing all
they could “to respond in the most favorable manner possible to the requests of
individual Armenians in France.” 51 And yet, they did not want to become overly
involved with Armenian settlement. Reluctant to absorb the full cost of settling
these refugees, officials depended on Armenians to care for their own. Although
the military provided camps, it was up to the refugees and their compatriot unions
to run and maintain them, including all the costs of lodging, bedding, mail ser-
vice, hygiene, discipline, and medical services.>?

The example of medical care well illustrates the degree to which Armenian
apatrides were expected to care for themselves. As noted earlier, the interministe-
rial immigration commission forged agreements with most foreign governments
to protect their nationals abroad. These international treaties assured the immi-
grant equal taxation, equal pay for equal work, and equal access to social services.
No such agreements protected the apatrides, making them particularly vulner-
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able in areas where other immigrants remained protected. Access to medical care
was one such area.>3 In the late 1920s, the French Armenian population was par-
ticularly susceptible to contagious diseases such as tuberculosis.5# The standard
French response to the disease was to house those afflicted in a sanitarium, but
the government refused to subsidize the same care for foreigners. Fortunately,
most of those infected with the disease could return to their own country, where
they were eligible for medical care or at least could rely on their consulate for
financial or medical assistance; Armenians could not. Tuberculosis posed such
a threat to the local Armenian population that Dr. Eugene Prat-Flottes wrote a
pamphlet encouraging Armenian benefactors around the world to raise money
for a private sanitarium in France. “From the most distant corners of Europe,”
hewrote, “the sick Armenian will be admitted in a sanitarium where he will be at
home and in which he will be certain to find air, sun, and hygiene as well as the
most modern and dedicated care.” In his pamphlet, Prat-Flottes implicitly argued
that because French aid was not forthcoming, Armenians would have to depend
on their own generosity and sense of group solidarity.>> Without the protection
of standard international treaties, Armenians fell between the cracks of French
bureaucratic regulations. Thus, while liberal immigration policies brought large
numbers of refugees to France, the immigration bureaucracy was unprepared for
the particular problems they raised.

What many officials did not realize, however, was how poorly prepared Ar-
menian organizations were for the task of caring for thousands of refugees. At
first, the incoming refugees were cared for by the Comité de secours aux réfu-
giés arméniens, which raised money for its task from Armenians already settled
in France and from those new refugees who found work quickly. As early as Sep-
tember 1923, however, the Comité de secours’s resources were extremely taxed,
and local officials worried that additional arrivals would lead to its insolvency.
The situation became difficult so quickly that the president of the Délégation de
la république arménienne wrote to the League of Nations asking for help.56

Despite their lack of resources, Armenian officials were forced to house
many boatloads of Armenians in Camp Oddo. By October 1923 the camp was full
to capacity with twelve hundred refugees. Nevertheless, no provision was made to
house newcomers elsewhere. Although the commandant de la base de Marseille
requested that measures be taken to direct the refugees at their disembarkation
to some place other than Camp Oddo, no action was taken to ease the situation
at the camp. By 1924 it housed over two thousand refugees, with several hundred
sleeping without shelter in front of the barracks. Local leaders voiced complaints
over the hygiene and poverty of the new refugees. Siméon Flaissiéres, the mayor
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of Marseille, for example, worried that “this number, already troubling, will con-
tinue to grow . . . from day to day, and . . . is intolerable for the hygiene of our
town.” In a letter published in Le Petit Provencal, he requested that the government
refuse entrance to these “immigrants” and that they “repatriate without delay
these lamentable human herds who pose such a grave public danger to the whole
country.” 7

Marseille’s prefect, who shared the views of these local officials, informed
the national government of the problems that Armenian settlement posed to his
city. In numerous appeals to the Ministry of the Interior, he requested that further
arrivals be curtailed and that the government intervene more actively in refugee
settlement. In response, the Ministry finally gave permission for some of the new-
comers to move to Paris. Likewise, the Foreign Affairs Office told its consulates
in Constantinople, Salonica, and Athens to limit future Armenian migration and
particularly to admit only those refugees who would accept employment immedi-
ately upon arriving. Nevertheless, the prefect complained that he was not get-
ting enough support from the national government: “In spite of all my repeated
requests for subsidies to aid Armenian refugees, never was any credit put at my
disposition either by the Foreign Affairs Ministry or by the Sanitation Ministry.”
Only private charity organizations and the Armenians themselves, he continued,
“through pure self-sacrifice . . . and without any official aid,” had carried out the
task of settlement.>®

Ironically, however, it was not a desire to solve such settlement problems
that finally induced French authorities to shut Camp Oddo. Rather, having suc-
cessfully relied on Armenian sources to fund and maintain the establishment of
the refugee camp, authorities began to fear that a “véritable colonie” of Arme-
nians had taken shape in the camp and surrounding area. As one French official
remarked, “The Armenians have installed themselves freely in the camp without
being subject to any control and under the direction of their compatriots have con-
stituted a veritable colony with its own stores for provisions and its own schools.”
By late 1924, officials feared that the colony would endanger French assimilation-
ist policies and national security, and soon the Commission interministérielle
permanente de 'immigration determined that the camp should be evacuated.5®

The details of the evacuation, which stretched over several years, are ad-
dressed more fully in chapter 5. It seems that the Armenians living in the camp
had no interest in leaving—a fact that officials were reluctant to address. What
is important here, however, is to note the contradictions in policy toward them.
By the mid-1920s, fears about the establishment of an autonomous Armenian
colony caused officials to evacuate Camp Oddo. Noting that the nature of the
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camp had changed, the labor minister warned that “it has become a veritable ad-
ministration in the hands of certain Armenians.” ¢© Yet it was French authorities
who had initially insisted that Armenians rely on themselves. New fears of Arme-
nians’ “unassimilability,” however, quickly encouraged authorities to contradict
their initial policies. Such fears were bolstered by the local press, which at times
hinted that rather than integrating into French society the Armenians would take
it over. The eminent journalist Ludovic Nadeau, for example, though not unsym-
pathetic to the Armenian plight, warned readers that over time, “these men who
played as children at Camp Oddo will be municipal officials or even deputies from
Marseille; they will control the major newspapers and will rigorously work those
few native Frenchmen who may still remain.” 61

Although Camp Oddowas a source of particular concern for French officials,
their worries over Armenian social cohesion spread to all areas where the refugees
had concentrated. A local Valence official, for example, complained that the Ar-
menians’ preference for living clustered together was preventing them from inte-
grating into the wider population. Armenians, he claimed, were the only foreign
group displaying a tendency to live outside the population and to preserve their
original customs: “They are grouped, indeed, piled up, in the same spaces,” he
noted, and “certain women are even still wearing their national garb.” Comment-
ing on how slowly Armenians were assimilating to French customs, he implied
that they remained too preoccupied with their own ancestral traditions. Interest-
ingly, however, though quick to point out hygiene problems and poverty among
the Armenian population, he also praised them for their work ethic, describing
them as industrious, submissive, and fairly clever.52 As will become clear, Ar-
menians often escaped the harshest criticisms that were later directed at Jewish
refugees, particularly in the 1930s, when those fleeing Nazi Germany began pour-
ing into France. Nevertheless, praise for their industriousness did not alleviate
concerns over their ability to integrate into the wider society. As another official
commented, “It is certain that for the most part Armenians are less assimilated
than the Russians; many speak French poorly and their physical attributes are
certainly less European than those of the Russians.” 63

Hardly a major journalistic concern of the day, Armenians —distinguishable
by language, customs, and culture as well as for their trials during World War I—
did surface occasionally in the French press. Inevitably such discussions com-
mented on the Armenians’ preference for living close to one another. Rather than
assuming that poverty drove the refugees into close quarters, an article in Paris-
Midi, forexample, attributed their tendency to house twelve in a three-room apart-
ment to their “essentially sociable nature” and likened them to a primitive tribe.
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Similarly, an article in Paris-Soir noted that Armenians in the Parisian suburbs had
established a “veritable foreign enclave on French soil.” By living “unsociably
withdrawn into itself,” continued the article, this “enclave” had “formed a per-
fectly homogeneous community” that held only “the strictest, most necessary
and minimal dealings with official bodies. . . . rarely does one find among a group
of individuals a collective instinct that is so extreme.” ¢4

Concerns that Armenians would not integrate into the wider society if they
remained clustered together began pushing policymakers in new directions. In-
deed, the financial concerns and bureaucratic inefficiencies that had encouraged
Armenians to rely on their own initiative during the first two or three years of
their settlement began to give way to the more pressing interest of turning the
newcomers into loyal and productive citizens. As Rogers Brubaker has demon-
strated, twentieth-century French immigration policies were geared specifically
to turning immigrants into Frenchmen.®5 Such aggressively assimilationist poli-
cies, though not directed toward the Armenian apatrides specifically, were ex-
pected to operate in the same manner for all foreign minorities. As the 1920s
progressed, however, local authorities became increasingly concerned with help-
ing that integration along. In fact, for some, the refugees’ statelessness, which
signified their lack of citizenship anywhere and the impossibility of returning
to their country of origin, worked well with assimilationist ideologies; the apa-
tride’s fate was tied to his or her inclusion in the heart of the welcoming society.6
As a result, officials began adopting policies to encourage Armenian workers to
move away from their fellow refugees. When Camp Oddowas closed, forexample,
authorities provided employment incentives for residents to leave Marseille.

Interestingly, however, a renewed commitment to integrationist policies did
notalways bring an end to contradictory refugee policies. Indeed, from the grant-
ing of the Nansen passport to Armenian refugees in 1924 until the early 1930s,
two conflicting strategies seemed to shape French policies for Armenians and
for stateless refugees more generally. On the one hand, the granting of the pass-
port seemed to signal policies of inclusion and a greater willingness to recog-
nize these refugees’ distinct situation. Likewise, the government’s participation
in various international endeavors to regulate the position of refugees signaled
a growing willingness among French officials to take the specific nature of the
apatride’s plightinto consideration.®” These endeavors included two intergovern-
mental conferences in 1926 and 1928 that discussed expanding travel rights for
those holding Nansen passports, guaranteeing their right of residence, and en-
couraging the recognition of their legal status in such areas as the protection
of acquired and matrimonial rights. To prepare for the 1926 conference, for ex-
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ample, the government finally made a serious attempt to count its Armenian and
Russian populations and to establish some system for regulating them.®8 As a re-
sult of this conference, the Ministry of the Interior issued official definitions for
both populations, in which Armenians were defined as “all individuals of Arme-
nian origin, formerly subjects of the Ottoman Empire, who do not enjoy or will no
longer enjoy the protection of the Turkish government and who have not acquired
some other nationality.” Those in a similar situation who came from the Soviet
side of the border were considered Russian refugees.® Special offices were also
established and legally recognized to facilitate the issuing of Nansen passports
and to administer the affairs of each of these refugee groups, such as granting
identity cards, permits, and the like.”°

Yet, although the French government seemed prepared to recognize the dis-
tinctive position of these initial apatrides, contradictory policies toward them
did not immediately disappear. Such contradictions emerged particularly clearly
around the issue of expulsion, where the government continued to apply stan-
dard mechanisms for settling and policing foreigners with the status of apatride.
Here too, the contradictions were not a specifically French problem. Most Euro-
pean nations resisted international attempts to restrict their rights to expel any
foreigner, stateless or not. In the French case, however, expulsions of refugees
proved a particularly vexing problem because of the large numbers involved.”?
With alarge foreign population of both immigrants and refugees, the state turned
frequently to expulsion as a means to monitor and police their activities.

In the eyes of the state, all foreign residents were expected “to conform to
the principles of law and order and to respect French authorities and institutions
scrupulously.” The government would provide liberty, security, and the right to
work freely, in exchange for which foreigners were obliged to avoid “disrupting
the general peace by taking part in provocative demonstrations or by transport-
ing the political struggles and conflicts of their country onto our territory.” In the
eyes of French officials, refugees and apatrides were no different from other im-
migrants in terms of how they should behave: “To political refugees, [we offer]
the asylum that our country has always been honored to give tovictims of oppres-
sive regimes provided that they observe our laws, do not disrupt public life, and
do not compromise our interests.” 72

If the immigrant refused to follow these rules, the state reserved the right
to expel him or her.”3 In the interwar years, French officials were particularly ner-
vous about revolutionary activities. Thus, any immigrant accused of anarchist or
communist activity could be expelled. Because the only existing Armenian na-
tional entity was based inside the Soviet Union, the refugees were assumed to
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have strong pro-Soviet sympathies and as a result were watched closely by the
police. In 1925, for example, four Armenian students were arrested and expelled
for having founded a communist propaganda organization whose goal was “to
promote communist ideas among Armenian workers in France.” In justifying the
expulsions, government officials noted the importance of “ridding French terri-
tory of undesirable elements suspected of spreading propaganda or of offending
common law [droit commun].” 74 In this case, the four suspects were well-known
communists in whose homes the police found incriminating propaganda.

Many immigrants, however, were expelled for lesser crimes. Indeed, once
having served time in prison for any reason, a foreigner could be expelled. Thus,
vagabondage, minor theft, or disruption of the peace could—and often did—
lead to expulsion.”s In one case, for example, an Armenian woman was arrested
for fighting with her Armenian neighbor and subsequently expelled. Similarly, in
November 1926, Minas Keusseian, a laborer living in France since 1924, was ar-
rested for vagabondage and subsequently imprisoned and ordered to be expelled.
Others were sent on their way for as small a misdemeanor as having migrated
to France under a false name or even for reasons they themselves did not under-
stand.”®

In most cases, however, the apatride caused unexpected problems for a gov-
ernment committed to using expulsion as a central means of policing its foreign
minorities. Generally, the authorities carried out expulsions by transporting the
criminals in question to the border of their country of origin and handing them
over to the border police there.”” Immigrants who did not come from a surround-
ing statewere transported to a bordering country, and officials there, theoretically
at least, would give the immigrant safe passage to his or her country.”® The apa-
tride, however, had nowhere to go. Stateless and without resources, many apa-
trides pleaded for clemency. In cases where the government denied such appeals,
the apatrides often went into hiding. In 1926, for example, Youghaper Kotcho-
glonian, a mother of two who had been living in a refugee camp for over three
years, was caught stealing coal. Although she had no previous record and served
six months in prison for her crime, the Ministry of the Interior ignored numerous
pleas on her behalf and ordered her expulsion. Appeals and rejections of such
appeals went back and forth for manyyears, but Kotchoglonian was unable to nor-
malize her situation. Rather than leave the country as ordered, she left the refugee
camp and went to live illegally with one of her sons in Paris. Although French
authorities never gave her clemency, they also never pursued the case, allowing
her to remain indefinitely. Similarly, authorities searched for Keusseian for three
weeks but ultimately gave up.”®
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In such cases, the apatride often remained in France, living in hiding with-
out official working papers or access to social services. According to the law, any
foreigner who refused to leave or who returned from an expulsion without autho-
rization could be imprisoned for one to six months, after which he or shewould be
reexpelled. One newspaper article commented in response to such cases: “These
guests that we have welcomed and lodged presently find themselves in a situation
with no escape. Indeed, if they commit the slightest misdemeanor —even by acci-
dent—they are automatically expelled. But hardly have they put a foot on the soil
of a neighboring country when the authorities of that country, after having left
[the refugees] to rot in prison for some time just on principle, drive them back
to France. There, as they are found in violation of the order that had [originally]
expelled them, they are reconvicted, expelled, and so it goes until they have been
driven to despair or suicide.” 80

Indeed, in certain cases, expelled apatrides resorted to drastic measures. In
1929, the Armenian paper Le Foyer reported that Antranik Krikorian drowned him-
self because of an expulsion order. Despite such reports, however, the numbers
of expelled Armenians never rose higher than several hundred.8* French officials
relied more heavily on expulsion as a means to police foreigners as the 1920s pro-
gressed, yet the number of Armenians expelled still remained small. From Febru-
ary 1925 until December 1929, approximately 34,300 foreigners were ordered to
leave French territory. Of these, approximately 370 (or just over 1 percent) were
Armenian.82 The figure is small, but the size should not discount the impact of
expulsions on the individuals themselves and on their surrounding community.
Having already survived numerous deportations and state-sponsored exiles, the
Armenian refugees regarded the possibility of expulsion with great trepidation.
As one newspaper editorialized, “Expulsion measures toward Russian and Arme-
nian refugees are so tragic that those who are struck by one are lost forever.” 83
Anxious to build stable lives in their new homes, refugees viewed expulsions, no
matter how few and far between, as a reminder of their precarious position in
the state.

From the perspective of the state, however, expulsion policies for the apa-
trides, although almost impossible to enforce, remained the main punishment
for transgressors of the law. Indeed, even after the French government began
officially recognizing the special status of such foreigners in the aforementioned
international conventions—the second of which included a recommendation
that no expulsion should be ordered in the case of Russian and Armenian refu-
gees—members of both populations were still occasionally expelled. In 1930, for
example, an official at the Ministry of the Interior assured the prefect in Marseille
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that the League of Nations’ propositions were “only recommendations” and that
Armenian refugees could still be expelled after a careful examination of the case
against them.84

Thus, throughout the 1920s, as incoming refugees raised new questions
for national immigration officials seeking to settle the large foreign presence
in their midst, the French government shifted between policies that recognized
their distinctiveness and those that lumped them together with all other for-
eign migrants; between those that viewed their statelessness as a quality that
would facilitate their integration and those that viewed their statelessness as a
particularly dangerous threat. Such contradictory policies continued to dictate
the state’s response to incoming refugees in the crisis-ridden 1930s, as rising
numbers of asylum seekers fled crises in Spain, Germany, and further east. Inter-
estingly, however, while attitudes toward later waves of refugees— particularly
Jews —fluctuated widely in the 1930s between those who favored more open-door
policies and hard-liners who sought to protect France from foreign influence,
policies toward earlier waves of apatrides stabilized considerably.8> Indeed, by
the end of the decade, those holding Nansen passports benefited from unabash-
edly assimilationist policies that sought to bind this initial wave of refugees all
the more closely to their adopted land.

The Enemy from Within: Refugees in 1930s France

The 1930s was a traumatic decade for France. On a national level, a crippling
economic crisis in the early part of the decade turned into the longest and deep-
est economic crisis in national history. In 1932, for example, production fell 27
percent and over a quarter of a million people were unemployed. This economic
decline was coupled with internal political instability as ministries fell in rapid
succession and as Nazism took root in neighboring Germany. In this tense atmo-
sphere, France’s large foreign population soon began bearing the brunt of na-
tional fears. Although some of these foreign workers left as the economic crisis
developed, any decrease was offset by the arrival of new eastern and central Euro-
pean refugees, many of whom were Jewish. These new refugees were often viewed
as a threat to national interests. Most obviously, they seemed to threaten the al-
ready unstable national labor market. In addition, rising xenophobic sentiment
suggested that the newcomers would endanger French culture, already weakened
by millions of immigrants. Moreover, the refugees were seen as a political threat,
as, most often, they were fleeing countries that France hoped not to antagonize.
In response to these fears, a virulent xenophobia began to develop, which linked
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France’s international weakness, its economic decline, and its political disorder
to the involvement of foreigners, particularly Jews, in French society.8¢

Refugee policies reflected these concerns. Fluctuating throughout the 1930s,
such policies indicated officials’ desire to reduce the numbers of incoming refu-
gees while still bolstering the country economically and militarily. Thus, while
still receiving more refugees than any other European country, the government’s
immigration bureaucracy began working to keep numbers down, particularly
during the antirefugee crackdowns in 1934-35, when officials turned back some
refugees, refused entry to others, and expelled those who entered illegally. Under
the socialist-led Popular Front that came to power in 1936, the situation eased
somewhat, leading to the overturning of some of the harshest antirefugee policies
of the previous years. The collapse of the Popular Front in 1938, however, brought
anew refugee crisis. As increasing numbers of Jews and Spaniards sought asylum,
government officials, wedded to a policy of appeasement, grew to believe that
“the refugees, together with their alleged communist allies, were seeking to drag
France into war against Hitler merely to satisfy their personal lust for revenge.” 87

In this environment, an increasingly vocal distrust of the apatride took
shape. “It must be feared,” warned the head of national security in 1938, “that
some number among those foreigners claiming to have lost the diplomatic pro-
tection of the consulate of their country of origin [are] agents of foreign powers.”
Similarly, the Minister of the Interior reminded the various prefectures that be-
cause of the country’s liberal refugee policies, foreigners from various countries
would flock to France pretending to be apatrides or political refugees. In light
of such threats, he stressed that every attempt should be made to find another
nation willing to take those expelled from France.®® Thus, as the nation moved
toward war, the allegiances of any individual not linked with some recognized
state became increasingly suspect, and fear of foreigners, particularly those with
questionable loyalties, grew all the stronger.

Interestingly, however, if distrust of refugees’ political loyalties was voiced
repeatedly in official circles, governmental policies demonstrated an ever-
growing willingness to actively incorporate into the polity those holding Nansen
passports.8° As early as 1933, as officials began narrowing the eligibility criteria
for refugee status, they made exceptions for stateless persons who had already
been granted the Nansen passport.2® Expulsion policies provide another case in
point: Russian and Armenian apatrides continued to face the threat of expulsion
throughout the 1930s, and the numbers of those suffering such a punishment
even grew considerably in the antirefugee atmosphere of late 1934, when the gov-
ernment sought to reduce the entire foreign population. By 1935 the new Min-
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ister of the Interior, Joseph Paganon, began to realize the hopeless situation in
which most refugees found themselves. Unable to return to their country of ori-
gin, many languished in prison, either unable to regularize their position or to
attainvisas to any other destination. As aresult, Paganon issued two circulars that
exempted apatrides and refugees from arbitrary expulsions, insisting that only
his office could pronounce an expulsion of an apatride and only in extremely seri-
ous criminal cases or when the accused had acted against national security or the
interests of the state. Thus, at the very moment when foreign populations of all
kinds, particularly Jewish refugees from eastern Europe, whom the Siireté Natio-
nale refused to recognize as stateless, saw their expulsion numbers increase for
the most minor offenses, Armenians, Russians, and other formally recognized
apatrides found themselves protected.

Even more important, however, was the government’s decision in early 1936
to ratify the League of Nations’ Convention of October 28, 1933 regarding Nansen
refugees. The rights protected by this convention—including far-reaching so-
cial benefits, the right to attend French educational institutions, the provision
of international travel documentation, and an agreement not to apply expulsion
orders to refugees who were authorized to reside legally in the country (bar-
ring any action on their part against national security or the public order) —gave
Nansen refugees a legal status almost equal to that of French citizens. Moreover,
in 1937, desire to increase military recruitments led to new provisions designed
to incorporate Nansen refugees into the French military. While other refugee
groups — particularly Jews from Germany who had already been settled in France
for several decades —also benefited from more inclusive policies that recognized
their difficult situation, Jewish refugees continued to face conflicting and contra-
dictory policies throughout the remainder of the decade. Those holding Nansen
passports, in contrast, continued to benefit from the more inclusive policies that,
from 1936 forward, sought to integrate them into the French polity militarily,
economically, and educationally.9t

Such policy shifts should not suggest that Armenians entirely escaped the
anti-immigrant attitudes so prevalent during the period. Many lost their job dur-
ing the depression as foreign workers were let go to protect the native-born. In-
deed, for many French, Armenians were an indistinguishable addition to the mix
of peoples they blamed for overcrowded cities, job competition, and the general
degeneration of French culture.92 Others saw them as part of the larger refugee
problem. In such cases, antiapatride sentiment became entangled with rising
antisemitism, as commentators conflated Jews and Armenians. In an article label-
ing Armenians “dirtier and less adaptable than others,” for example, the right-

Orphans of the Nation 43



wingjournalist Lucien Rebatet compared Armenians with Jews: “[They share] the
same aptitudes, the same absence of an attachment to any territory (all left with-
out any thought of returning), the same promiscuity in the ghettos, where they
seem crushed, where the same pogroms decimated them, and from where they
suddenly emerged just as cliquish and as congested as they had been previously.
The Armenian is, with the Jew, the same type of foreigner [méteque-type]. The only
differences are: [the Armenian] is more deceitful; he does not have the feverish
vitality of the Semite. Further, having recently come to the West, he is not yet con-
cerned with politics.” Blaming the Armenians for their own massacres, Rebatet
accused them of being dirty beggars who polluted the streets of Paris.%3

More interesting, however, were the cases where commentators made spe-
cial exceptions for Armenians. Indeed, as apatrides became increasingly suspect,
some advocates for the Armenians stressed how their stateless nature made them
a particularly welcome addition to the French polity. In 1930, prior to the new wave
of antirefugee sentiment, there were already examples of such rhetoric. A three-
part article on Armenians in Marseille, for example, described the local popu-
lation in the following terms: “ ‘All men have two fatherlands: their own and
France.’ The fifteen thousand Armenians who live in Marseille find that this apho-
rism is no longer true for them. They only have one fatherland, they say, France.
Their own has ceased to exist for them.” The series concluded by arguing that
France should not regret having granted asylum “to this hereditarily unhappy
people. This heredity can fade away and open for the Armenians, future French
citizens, an era of happiness and prosperity.” 94

Such a defense of France’s Armenian population may not seem particularly
outof place in 1930, when the mostvirulent xenophobia had yet to take root. More
interesting, however, are those defenses that came in the middle of the decade
as unemployment and economic upheaval caused an increasing hostility toward
foreign populations. A 1936 article in Le Petit Journal, for example, insisted that
giving refuge to Armenians had been a correct and worthy decision. The Armeni-
ans, noted the article, “work quietly, without our having to take care of them. . . .
far from giving way to despair, which would certainly be understandable when
we know the sum of the misfortunes that have fallen upon them, [the Armenians
of France] work and hope. In 1936, these are great virtues.” Similarly, Camille
Mauclaire, the well-known anti-immigrant art critic, defended Armenians to the
French public: “It is with chagrin and indignation that I recently saw an Arme-
nian colony in Valence —maintaining itself, just as perfectly as the Spanish Reds
maintain themselves dishonestly—referred to as ‘unemployed foreigners.” Un-
employed? Perhaps out of necessity. But ‘foreigners’? They are protégés, and only
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this name suits them. We should never confuse them with other suspect indi-
viduals, undesirables who invade us and who with the sinister manipulations of
the communists can become auxiliaries of social upheaval. Among the Armenian
refugees in France, we will find in times of danger only loyal soldiers. And it is
urgent to grant them a special status, for they are ours.” 95

Mauclair’s defense of Valence’s Armenian population is particularly inter-
esting given his general disgust with foreigners and particularly Jews. As a con-
tributor to the populist paper LAmi du peuple, Mauclair regularly denounced the
foreign influences eating away at French culture. “One really does not have to
be xenophobic,” he wrote in an attack on German Jewish art dealers and critics
in Paris, “to feel concern at the growing number of méteques who, brandishing a
naturalization certificate whose ink is scarcely dry, install themselves in France
to judge our artists without an intimate sense of our race.” 96 Armenians, how-
ever, were not really foreigners. Rather, Mauclair argued, they were in a special
category and should be treated as such. In their case statelessness was an asset,
because they would prove a dependable and loyal addition to the polity.

Such views are particularly striking on the eve of World War II, when Jewish
refugees were often distrusted precisely because of what was perceived as their
cross-national affiliations. Whereas Armenian refugees were viewed as stateless,
Jewish refugees, particularly those from Germany, were distrusted as alien spies.
Thus, French xenophobia was not monolithic. By the mid-1930s, Jews occupied a
particular place both symbolically and materially in the surrounding society. Al-
though most of the anti-Jewish campaigns were directed at the foreign-born, they
often spread to include all Jews, French-born or not. Thus, campaigns against
Jews were not merely expressions of general xenophobia.®” One scholar has ar-
gued thatby the late 1930s Jews and refugees had become synonymous (both sharing
an entirely negative connotation) in the public imagination, yet it is clear that
Armenian refugees who had arrived prior to the major antirefugee wave were, at
times, able to escape such antagonism.3

Certainly the xenophobia of the 1930s and the racial distinctions that even-
tually “justified” legal sanctions against Jews polluted the environment for other
immigrant groups as well. Once war broke out, the policing of nonnatives in-
creased tenfold as local prefectures watched noncitizens closely for the smallest
signs of “disloyalty.” If immigrants participated in any anti-French propaganda,
associated with the wrong types of people, traveled too often, or “did not ob-
serve the neutrality imposed on all foreigners,” they could be legally interned or
deported.?®

Antiforeigner sentiment flourished even more after France’s collapse in May
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and June 1940, when three-fifths of the country came under German occupation.
As part of the armistice agreement, a new regime run by Marshal Pétain and tem-
porarily located in the resort town of Vichy administered the unoccupied regions
of the country. This new government’s program —authoritarian, traditionalist,
and pious in form —adopted an officially neutral position in regard to the war be-
tween Germany and the Allies. Its policies capitalized on the anti-Jewish and anti-
immigrant sentiment of the 1930s, allowing for the active persecution of both
over the next four years.1°° Thus, after the Pétainist government had fully estab-
lished itself, articles condemning the impact of immigrants on French society
appeared ever more frequently in the national press. In this environment it is not
surprising that Armenians also came under attack. In October 1942 for example,
Le Matin, a prominent daily newspaper, accused Armenians of actively participat-
ing in the black market along with Jews, Turks, and “bad Frenchmen.” Similarly,
in August 1943, a diatribe against immigrants published in Echo des étudiants ar-
gued that government immigration policies should prevent newcomers and their
descendants from living in dense collectivities; otherwise, “turbulent and some-
times irredentist minorities” could work against France’s interests and in favor
of their compatriots elsewhere. Cases where collective living had negatively in-
fluenced the population could be documented, the author continued, by looking
at the example of Armenians: “Isolated, they are hard-working, capable artisans
who do not exploit their clients, although they are after a profit. In contrast, con-
centrated in colonies of many hundreds or thousands . . . they stand out with
their swindling and for their serious engagement in the black market.” 101 In this
and other articles, Armenians were portrayed as a perfect example of the foreign
threat. Whether Armenian, Polish, or Jewish, the nonnative population posed a
menace to the surrounding society.

In this atmosphere, the work of race scientists and immigration theorists
began moving further into the mainstream. Immigrants were soon being viewed
not simply as a drain on the national economy but as a threat to the French nation
and “race.” In 1942, forexample, an article entitled “Race et nation,” published in
the journal Illustration, argued that interwar integrationist policies had failed and
that large unassimilable foreign groups were seeking to dominate and transform
French society. These millions of immigrants had been gallicized only superfi-
cially, argued the author, and were “incapable of feeling and thinking as those of
the French race.” Refugees were particularly corrupting, having been chased from
their own homes because of their distasteful ideas, religious practices, or racial
makeup. Having come to France as antagonists and fanatics, they had swelled
the ranks of social and revolutionary movements and provided an army of dis-

46 In the Aftermath of Genocide



ruptive forces all too willing to participate in strikes or street demonstrations.
Warning of the moral and physical contamination of “our race” by those of in-
ferior makeup, signs of which were already evident in literature and the arts, the
author suggested that immigrant populations be sent by small groups into the
interior of the country, mixed in with the native-born, and kept as far as possible
from their own kind.102

Interestingly, however, despite criticism of refugees and worry over racial
contamination, race scientists and immigration theorists tended to downplay Ar-
menian racial distinctiveness. In the initial debates over blood purity in the late
1920s, just as French scientists and anthropologists began focusing attention on
the question of racial types, Nicholas Kossovitch, one of the most prominent an-
thropologists of blood groups in France (himself a native Serb who moved to
Paris after World War I and obtained a position at the Pasteur Institute), pub-
lished a study of Armenian refugees in Paris. By examining 380 Parisian Arme-
nian refugees from Turkey, Persia, and the Caucasus, he attempted to determine
if blood groups could be related to other anthropometrical characteristics. His
study provided basic information on the physical characteristics of the “Arme-
nian race,” such as height, skin color, head size, and eye color, although from
this information he concluded that Armenians did not constitute one homoge-
neous race.193 Nevertheless, he categorized them in a biochemical index that his
teacher, Ludwik Hirszfeld, had created for categorizing and ranking the differ-
ent blood groups. In the 1930s, as immigration theorists began seeking a more
“rational” basis for selecting and controlling the influx of foreigners into France,
they relied on Kossovitch’s work, with its biochemical index as proof that certain
types of blood would lower France’s racial index.

It is significant for our understanding of the Armenian position in France
in this period, however, to note that for two of the most important race and im-
migration theorists, René Martial and Georges Montandon, Armenians ranked
much higher when compared to other non-French minorities. Martial, whose re-
spected position as a specialistin public health provided him with a wide audience
for his work, taughta course on immigration at the Institut d’hygiéne of the Ecole
de médecine and wrote numerous books and articles in which he stressed the
central role race should play in the selection process for new immigrants. Most
interesting is the hard-line attitude that Martial adopted toward France’s apa-
tride population. Like other immigration theorists of the day, Martial questioned
refugees’ loyalty and ability to assimilate and called for their immediate expul-
sion. Interestingly however, he made a special exception for Armenians. After
some prominent Armenians took issue with Martial’s antiapatride position, he
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explained that he never meant to collapse Armenians into the category of apa-
tride: “The Armenians have a homeland [ patrie] — of which we all know the ven-
erable antiquity —and are ardent patriots. Yet it seems that the League of Nations
categorized them with those who have no state. The diplomats know nothing of
the question of races; this is regrettable but this is not the case with me, and I
would never confuse the Armenians with the man who does not have, or no longer
has, or never had, or does not even want to have a homeland [i.e., the Jews].” 104

Like Martial, Georges Montandon, a professor of ethnology at the Ecole
d’Anthropologie de Paris, also believed that Armenian racial stock put them in
a higher category than other groups. Montandon’s work, in May 1943, won him
the editorship of the journal La Question juive, the official journal of the Commis-
sariat général aux questions juives, the agency established by the Vichy govern-
ment to coordinate all anti-Jewish programs in France. In this position as well
as through his directorship of the Institut d’études des questions juives (IEQJ),
Montandon made it clear that he was no fan of racial mixing. Indeed, he be-
lieved that the ethnoracial makeup of France’s foreign population was central
to national interests, particularly when considering questions of intermarriage.
He did not, however, believe in categorically rejecting all non-Europeans as non-
Aryans. In particular, he focused on the Armenians, whose “Aryan” language,
Christian heritage, and low level of “negrification” required a more complex as-
sessment. Although not ready to label them all Aryans, Montandon encouraged
the adoption of German racial hierarchies that assessed Armenians on a case-
by-case basis.105 For him, as for Martial, Armenians’ Christianity as well as their
Indo-European language placed some of them in a higher racial category.

This conflation of religion and culture with scientific discourses of biologi-
cal properties characterized most of the discussions of late nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century race scientists.1°¢ Similarly, economic status and political in-
clinations were often used to prove the racial superiority of one group over an-
other. In a summer 1942 article, the newspaper Appel, for example, attacked Jews
who had “baptized themselves Armenian” so as to reenter auction houses (Hotel
des Ventes) from which they had been banished. However, after receiving numer-
ous letters complaining that the article treated France’s Armenian population
unfairly, Appel’s editors published a formal apology: “We never meant to attack
the Armenians, whose age-old friendship as well as their heroism under our flag
is well known to us.” The paper then reminded its readers of the Armenians’ love
for French culture and of the thousands who had mobilized for the short-lived
war against Germany, two thousand of whom remained in captivity. As further
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evidence of the positive Armenian contributions to French society, Appel indicated
that Marshal Pétain had accorded them his personal protection.107

It is curious to a contemporary eye just how easily Armenians escaped the
harsh criticisms to which Jews were subjected during the same period. Indeed,
while antiforeign sentiment among the wider French population—unlikely to
distinguish between one immigrant and another— certainly influenced how Ar-
menians experienced the 1930s and early 1940s, we cannot dismiss the fact that
the most influential racial theorists of the day, as well as the head of state, Mar-
shal Pétain, sought to exclude Armenians from the general antiforeign bias they
otherwise promoted. This is particularly curious given that, superficially at least,
Armenians were the segment of the foreign population that most resembled Jews.
As stateless refugees, they had no homeland to which to return, despite Martial’s
arguments to the contrary. Moreover, the “homeland” they did claim was located
in the Soviet Union, hardlyan ally to the German-friendly Vichy regime after 1941.
Like Jewish immigrants, Armenians had congregated in cities and in artisanal
trades, often rejecting attempts to move them away from their compatriots or
into agricultural professions. Most ironically, they stood out physically, many ex-
hibiting characteristics that had been ascribed to Jews by the prominent racial
thinkers of the day.108

Why, then, were Armenians exempted from the criticisms leveled at Jews?
Did their Christianity make them less offensive to their French hosts? This is cer-
tainly possible, although the traditional Armenian religious rite, practiced in an
ancient dialect and rich with customs that Western Christianity viewed as super-
stitious, would certainly have proven as foreign to the French as the traditional
rites of the Jewish immigrants. Moreover, as has been well documented, the anti-
semitic sentiment of the World War II era was considerably more complex than
simply a rejection of Judaism. Is it possible that two decades of the argument put
forth by Armenians themselves —that they were the most loyal of minorities, a
trope they adopted to defend themselves against attacks of those fearful of their
statelessness —had influenced French political and intellectual leaders? Such an
explanation rings hollow when we remember the much longer tradition among
acculturated French Jews of pledging loyalty to their native land.109 Perhaps, then,
Armenians were viewed less antagonistically by virtue of their statelessness—
their lack of a national affiliation making them seem less threatening than later
refugees, who often had lost diplomatic protection but were not necessarily state-
less. Such an explanation is compelling, because there is no doubt that German
Jews, many of whom still had passports, at times seemed to French national secu-
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rity officials to pose a military threat. And yet, many eastern European Jews who
came to France during the 1930s had also been rendered stateless, yet, if anything,
faced harsher refugee policies than their German coreligionists.

The Armenian exemption from racial stereotyping can be explained by con-
sidering the nature of racism in Western societies itself. Beginning in the mid-
nineteenth century, Jews became Europe’s enemy from within. Having accepted
the liberal promise that they could participate fully in their surrounding soci-
eties if they adopted the rules that defined those societies, Western Jews fought
for and then took full advantage of the emancipation awarded them throughout
the nineteenth century. The more they tried to integrate, however, the more they
encountered hostility and rejection. In France, such hostility was evident in the
Dreyfus Affair at the turn of the century and even more violently throughout the
1930s and during the Vichy regime. In his analysis of Jewish self-hatred, Sander
Gilman has defined this relationship of western European Jews to the states in
which they lived as one in which the “Other” negotiates a place within a society.
“On the one hand,” writes Gilman, “is the liberal fantasy that anyone is welcome
to share in the power of the reference group if he abides by the rules that define
that group. . . . On the other hand is the hidden qualification of the internalized
reference group, the conservative curse: The more you are like me, the more I
know the true value of my power, which you wish to share, and the more I am
aware that you are but a shoddy counterfeit, an outsider.” 110

According to this model, a clear difference arises between the Jewish and
Armenian populations in France. Whereas there had been a significant Jewish
presence in France for well over a century, Armenians were truly outsiders. Or,
to put it another way, Jews were France’s internal outsider, the “other” against
which society defined itself, whereas Armenians were clearly not part of the host
society but an oppressed minority group from another society (in which they had
been the internal “other”) who deserved sympathy and aid. Although immigrant
Jews were new arrivals in much the way Armenians were, perceptions of them
were influenced by a longer tradition of French antisemitism that shaped dis-
courses against all Jews, whether of native or immigrant origin. Indeed, what is
particularly interesting about the antisemitism of the 1930s and 1940s was its
tendency to blur the lines between native and immigrant Jew, hence marking the
anti-Jewish rhetoric as distinct from other xenophobic movements of the day.111

Yet if hindsight shows that Armenians had little to fear from the xenopho-
bia of the 1930s, life “on the ground” was undoubtedly quite different. Facing
little threat from policymakers, Armenian refugees were nevertheless surrounded
by an antiforeign, antirefugee rhetoric. Such rhetoric was particularly discon-
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certing because of Armenians’ recent past of deportation and genocide, during
which they had been viewed as pariahs in their own society. Thus, whatever the
real threat, Armenians in France viewed the rising tide of xenophobia with great
alarm. For them, antirefugee sentiment was an indictment of their position in
society; hence, they believed they occupied a tenuous place in theiradopted home.
Throughout the first decades of their life in France, they thus came to understand
their position as that of uprooted, stateless wanderers, and this understanding
shaped how they integrated into the wider society.

The genocidal attack against Armenians during World War I was an attack on their
juridical existence. By stripping survivors of residency rights, the Young Turks
removed their victims not only from their regions of birth but from the interna-
tional community, constituted increasingly around national lines. In migrating
to France survivors sought, among other things, to regularize their anomalous
status. Initially, however, French authorities proved unable to distinguish them
from the mass of foreigners arriving during the same years. Indeed, policies
toward them were rarely, if ever, based on humanitarian concerns over their recent
past. Rather, such policies were shaped by two contradictory impulses: the first
sought to integrate a population whose loyalties were potentially malleable; the
second sought to police a groupwhose allegiances were unidentifiable. Over time,
however, it was the former approach that prevailed, as international agreements
provided Nansen passport holders with a juridically recognizable position and as
French officials continued to pursue strategies designed to transform immigrant
minorities into French nationals. Indeed, even in the 1930s, when hard-liners
began backing exclusionist policies designed to marginalize the most recent im-
migrant and refugee populations to France, Nansen refugees were increasingly
integrated into the state’s welfare, military, and economic structures.

A similar stress on integration is evident in the post-World War II policies
toward Jewish Holocaust survivors. Although the two populations had different
relationships to the French state, Armenians as refugees from a foreign oppressor
and Jews as victims of a previous French regime, both had been stripped of their
juridical rights and cast outside the nation-state system. Although French au-
thorities certainly did not have Armenians in mind as they created policies for the
reintegration of Jewish survivors after World War I, once again France’s long tra-
dition of political and cultural integration influenced how authorities addressed
the problems posed by Jewish reintegration. In both cases, such models pro-
foundly influenced how survivors came to terms with their minority status in the
aftermath of their respective genocides.
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2 The Strange Silence: France, French Jews, and

the Return to Republican Order

Although World War II proved traumatizing for the stateless Armenian refugees
who had arrived in France in the previous decade and a half, the years of German
and Vichy rule proved far more devastating for local Jewish populations. As has
been well documented, during World War II the Vichy government actively col-
laborated with the Nazi occupiers to implement its own program of anti-Jewish
legislation —a set of policies that ultimately led to the deportation and murder of
a quarter of the French Jewish population. Thus, unlike Armenians who arrived
in France stripped of their civil and juridical status by a foreign power, Jews in
France, by and large, reconstructed their communities on the land in which they
had been persecuted.

There were dramatic differences in the genocide histories under consider-
ation, yet there were also remarkable similarities to the situations both minority
populations faced in France in the decades following their respective genocides.
Indeed, despite the gap of over twenty years and the dramatic shift in political
regimes over the period, those Jews who survived World War II in France, like
the Armenians who had come previously, found themselves face-to-face with a
well-entrenched political tradition of cultural integration that survived the Vichy
era and returned strengthened after the upheaval of the previous years. Thus, the
country’s long tradition of political and cultural integration, which so influenced
how authorities addressed Armenian integration after World War 1, also shaped
how officials addressed the problems posed by Jewish reintegration after World
War II. Indeed, if any lesson seemed to emerge from the years that the Vichy
regime singled out and persecuted local Jewish populations, it was that earlier
models of state-sponsored integration were the only viable means through which



the state should interact with its ethnic and religious minorities. As chapter 3
documents, such assimilationist models of incorporating ethnic and religious
minorities into the state profoundly influenced how both Armenian and Jewish
communities integrated into it, ultimately shaping their resettlement options and
ethnic expression.

Reintegrating the Jewish population in the postwar era depended first and fore-
most on restoring the citizenship and civil liberties of those who had been
stripped of them in the early years of the conflict. Indeed, long before liberation,
on 12 November 1943, the government in exile agreed to eliminate all racial dis-
tinctions as soon as the French Free Forces retook the country. The postliberation
government Kept this promise, and on g August 1944, after General de Gaulle’s
forces retook Paris from the Germans and brought an end to the Vichy regime,
the Jews of France were immediately freed from the four years of state-sponsored
discrimination. Once again equal citizens, they were able to participate freely
and openly in their society. Further anti-Jewish measures were henceforth illegal:
government officials no longer confiscated Jewish homes and businesses and the
yellow star no longer distinguished Jews from the rest of the population.
Moreover, as news of the death camps became more well-known, blatant
antisemitism and xenophobia were generally suppressed. Hostility still surfaced
in regions where housing shortages were particularly acute after former Jewish
residents returned to reclaim the homes from which they had been evicted or fled.
However, what is most striking about the immediate postwar years is the absence
of Jews from public discourse. Indeed, “a strange silence” suddenly surrounded
the entireJewish Question.t Although occasional newspaperarticles documented
the horrors of the gas chambers, journalists, social commentators, and even Jews
themselves seemed reluctant to isolate their experiences from those of the rest
of French society.2 Government officials in particular, anxious to reestablish re-
publican rule, were hesitant to call attention to Jewish losses during the war. To
do so would mean once again singling Jews out as a distinct group in the popu-
lation, and French officials were seeking to do just the opposite, that is, to erase
the category “Jew” that had been erected by Vichy and the German occupiers.
This unwillingness to recognize the particularities of the Jewish experience
during World War II interfered with all other efforts to reintegrate French Jews
after the conflict. Most significant, authorities were called on to provide Jews with
an economic base to ensure their successful return to society. A vital stage in the
exclusion of French Jews from national life during World War II had come from
laws depriving them of their means of subsistence. By “Aryanizing” the econ-
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omy, first the Germans and then the Vichy authorities —who wished to prevent
the Germans from confiscating Jewish assets and hence taking their wealth out
of France—drove Jews from French economic life.3 Thus, returning civil rights
to those from whom they had been stripped could not in and of itself ensure the
successful reintegration of France’s Jewish population. Government authorities
would also have to write legislation that would recognize the specificity of their
suffering and restitute them for their losses. These same officials, however, were
anxious to return to the previously established relationship between Jewish citi-
zens and the state, a relationship that since the Revolution had conceived of Jews
“in terms of the individual, in terms of the private person.”#+ This contradiction
in governmental goals—on the one hand de-emphasizing Jewish particularity,
on the other recognizing their losses —interfered with the conceptualization and
implementation of coherent restitution legislation.

Five policy areas affected the reconstruction of Jewish life in postwar France:
the restoration of their rights and the suppression of racial distinctions; the re-
turn and reintegration of surviving deportees; the establishment of welfare and
relief activities; the return of confiscated and stolen property; and the punish-
ment of those functionaries, administrateurs provisoires, and others who profited
illegally as they carried out Vichy’s anti-Jewish laws. As we have seen, few juridi-
cal or practical problems prevented government officials from eliminating dis-
criminatory statutes or returning full civil rights to all French Jews. In all other
areas, however, government officials immediately faced controversies that placed
returning Jews against other French citizens who also claimed to have suffered
greatly during World War II. For example, thousands of Jewish enterprises had
been sold to non-Jews during the war, most of whom were disinclined to return
their newlyacquired property.> Government restitution policies had to determine
if the contested property belonged to the new buyer, or if the original owner had
alegitimate claim given that he or she had not agreed to the sale. And what if the
original owner had agreed to the sale as a means to protect his or her property
while in hiding? Did he or she have the same rights as the Jewish owner whose
property was sold without consent? Similarly, restitution policies had to address
cases where the claim by a French Jew would displace another war victim, as in
the numerous cases where a French family who had lost its own apartment as a
result of a bombing or another war-related disaster had moved into an apartment
previously occupied by a Jew.

Even when considering a relatively simple question, such as how long to
wait before declaring the property of deported Jews “unclaimed,” the provisional
government faced controversy. In such cases, officials had to determine whether
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the Vichy-appointed administrateur provisoire should continue managing the
property. During the war, the Vichy administration and the German occupation
government had named nearly eight thousand administrateurs provisoires as
trustees of Jewish property. Their role was to take control of Jewish enterprises
and force their sale to “Aryan” owners. If the sale was impossible or likely to be
unsuccessful, the administrateur saw to its liquidation. By 1 May 1944, 42,227
businesses had been placed under such trusteeship.® Hence, these eight thousand
administrateurs had participated in the implementation of German and Vichy
anti-Jewish policies and many had profited as a result. Postwar policies regard-
ing these functionaries had to consider if they were criminals simply by virtue of
their compliance with Vichy laws, or if they were the unsung heroes of the war
who had protected their “clients” as best they could given German pressure and
Vichy anti-Jewish legislation.

These are but a few of the quandaries the provisional government was left
to untangle in the years following Vichy’s demise. Moreover, reintegrating Jews
was not the highest on the government’s list of priorities given the chaos that
the country faced as it rebuilt from four years of war and occupation. Influenced
by conflicting claims and interested in settling matters as quickly as possible,
governmental authorities wrote restitution policies that de-emphasized particu-
larities in the population. By considering all who had suffered as “equivalent
victims” of the war’s upheaval, the new legislation rarely had the needs of de-
spoiled Jews at heart. As will become clear, such policies did not necessarily result
from a latent antisemitism still hovering in governmental circles after the war.
True, anti-Jewish sentiment had not entirely disappeared from society at large.
Moreover, certain Vichy officials still held administrative positions in the post-
war government and in some cases attempted to interfere with Jewish reinte-
gration. In most instances, however, officials were sympathetic to the plight of
Jewish citizens.” Nor can the formation of restitution policies be attributed to
pandering to right-wing pressure groups, as one scholar has suggested, an analy-
sis that overemphasizes the size and impact of such groups.® Rather, as in the
case of Armenian genocide survivors whose specific plight remained invisible to
policy shapers intent on integrating the large foreign and refugee populations as
rapidlyas possible, along tradition of political integration shaped the provisional
government’s relationship to France’s postwar Jewish minority. In this case, a
firm commitment to restoring republican order and prewar stability as well as a
desire to distance the postwar regime from the Vichy past encouraged officials
to back away from any legislative initiatives that singled out particular groups in
the population. Maintaining legal distinctions, even for compensatory purposes,
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seemed incompatible with the basic principles of republican justice. De Gaulle
and his followers, actively seeking to distance themselves from the recent past,
thus adopted a rhetoric that stressed French unity above all else.1° Focusing on
the particularity of Jewish suffering could only detract from this goal. If, how-
ever, eliminating racial categories and discrimination was a laudatory aim, the
effects were often counterproductive. By refusing to acknowledge the categories
established under German and Vichy rule, the provisional government continued
to disadvantage returning Jews.

The Postwar Climate

Although German forces occupied eastern France until the end of 1944, the lib-
eration of Paris brought an end to German rule and Vichy collaboration. In the
euphoria of victory, French citizens moved rapidly to wipe out the vestiges of
the previous five years. Individuals seeking personal or political revenge against
Vichyites and collaborators instituted an unofficial épuration (purging) of those
associated with the Vichy government. Soon after, special courts were established
for the sole purpose of carrying out the purges, and within a short time most of the
Vichy-era political elite had been removed from positions of power.1* Similarly
interested in erasing the Vichy legacy, de Gaulle and his advisors sought to estab-
lish a new government that returned the country to prewar stability. The inter-
regnum government that established itself with the liberation of Paris was thus
neither insurrectional nor revolutionary. Rather, it sought to centralize powerand
to allow for a legal and peaceful reconstruction of the republican state.

Efforts to centralize authority had begun as early as September 1941 in Lon-
don, Algiers, and within France itself on the assumption that once liberated,
a ruling power would be needed to assume direction of the state quickly and
peacefully. The Comité francais de libération national thus became the Gouverne-
ment provisoire de la République francaise on 2 June 1944. The new body quickly
worked to consolidate its authority by sending commissaires de la République
to take over from de facto authorities working to liberate individual regions of
the country. According to Jean-Pierre Rioux, these governmental representatives
were above all “to safeguard a national consensus which was no longer simply that
of the Resistance itself; the Jacobin conception of the State they incarnated was
to be avital counter to the fragmentation of the country. Thus at every level of the
hierarchy were appointed men committed to the reconstruction of the machinery
of the State in its pre-war forms.” Anxious to protect their position in the postwar
government, various political parties and resistance groups, including the Com-
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munist Party, either fell in behind this effort and behind de Gaulle or were slowly
excluded from exercising any influence. Rioux continues: “With its reintroduc-
tion of political parties into national life, the emphasis on the continuity of the
State and the submission to military goals and government authority, a strong
atmosphere of ‘Union sacrée’ pervades this carefully ordered interregnum.”12

Over several months, de Gaulle and his appointed officials attempted to
address the problems facing France, including the reestablishment of law and
order, the formation of a sound and legitimate government, the rebuilding of
a devastated economy, and the repatriation of French citizens who had fled or
been deported during the conflict. France had emerged from the occupation eco-
nomically devastated. In the fall of 1944, over a million families had no home.
Transportation was ata standstill, as most roads and railways had been destroyed.
Energy supplies such as oil and coal were depleted. Industrial production had
fallen to 40 percent of the 1938 level. Food was scarce, a black market flourished,
and unemployment raged.13 Immense problems such as these could not be solved
quickly. The provisional government could not even begin to tackle some of them
until the war had reached a conclusion and the deportees and political prisoners
had returned home. Over a year after D-Day, therefore, France still lacked coal,
adequate transportation, shelter, and material supplies.#

Despite such widespread upheaval, the government immediately took steps
to regain control of French society, which included the reintegration of the Jew-
ish population. The ordinance of 9 August 1944 reestablishing republican law
expressly nullified all racist measures and discriminatory laws. In principle, this
decree provided the legislative basis for dispossessed Jews to recover their posses-
sions and property, and certain policies were immediately enacted. In September
1944, for example, most Jewish bank accounts that the Germans had blocked in
1941 were returned to their rightful owners, providing that there were no third
parties involved whose role had to be adjudicated.?s Similarly, as news of the death
camps became more well-known, the blatant xenophobia and antisemitic propa-
ganda that had characterized the previous several years all but disappeared.

Nevertheless, five years of anti-Jewish propaganda had taken its toll. Al-
though there were few public antisemitic attacks in the years immediately fol-
lowing the war, some anti-Jewish hostility still surfaced. This hostility was often
rooted in social tensions related to postwar shortages, particularly in the housing
market. In the two years following liberation, both Jews and non-Jews faced
housing shortages and a depressed economy. Such shortages had induced non-
Jewish war victims —thosewho had lost homes in bombings as well as repatriated
prisoners and deportees —to begin to occupy abandoned Jewish apartments.1¢
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Having themselves lost family members, property, and homes, these new occu-
pants felt justified in demanding rights to their new apartments. One, for ex-
ample, pleaded with the government for permission to keep the property she had
obtained from a missing Jewish family: “[I have] two cases worthy of interest in
my family —a sister, mother of three children of whom the eldest has been a pris-
oner since 1940 and who has been seriously wounded by the war and a brother
who was in a concentration camp for nearly five months and who came out sick,
possibly for the rest of his life. [He] has received no financial support [nor has]
my sister who upon returning from her exodus found nothing in her home.” 17
Suchwarvictims felt their sufferings entitled them to keep their new possessions.
AsJews began returning to their homes and attempted to reclaim their prop-
erty, anti-Jewish sentiment flared, particularly in regions where the war had been
exceptionally devastating, such as Alsace-Lorraine. In Strasbourg, for example,
where bombings, administrative confusion, and war pillaging had left nine thou-
sand French families without homes, the prefect complained that the sudden,
massive return of three thousand foreign-born Jews was causing widespread re-
sentment among the native population. Most of these Jews had come to Stras-
bourg just prior to the war and had fled when the Germans conquered the terri-
tory. After liberation, they returned to a chilly reception. Though sympathetic to
their plight, the prefect considered their presence a burden on the city’s French
citizens, Jewish and non-Jewish alike: “I try to reconcile all these diverse antago-
nisms, but I have to pay attention to the discontent that has already taken hold
in all parts of the population on this subject of the return of the foreign Jews.” 18
Clearly, here, old prejudices against foreign-born Jews remained firmly in place.
This kind of hostility was not limited to Strasbourg. In Paris in April
1945, disputes over housing shortages led five hundred demonstrators to march
through the streets crying “Death to the Jews” and “France for the French.”1°
Nina Gourfinkel, a Russian Jewish writer who had lived in France since the Rus-
sian Revolution, observed of the postwar years that German propaganda had
not made the French antisemitic; rather, they had become so in the days after
liberation. “The Jews began returning,” she wrote. “They were reclaiming their
homes, their stores, and even, what impudence, their accounts. Then the provi-
sional owners felt a bitter regret: ‘Why didn’t they all perish in the ovens!’ ” 20
Supporting the efforts of such anti-Jewish agitators was a new network of
organizations formed to defend those who had rented or purchased Jewish prop-
erty during the war. Claiming to be free of antisemitic motivations, these orga-
nizations sought only to protect their members’ rights against “all Jewish claims
of redress.” 21 Their pamphlets, however, were often enmeshed with distinctively
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anti-Jewish subtexts. The Association nationale intercorporative du commerce,
de I'industrie et de I’artisanat, for example, argued that all purchases of Jewish
propertywerejuridicallyand economically legitimate. Juridically, these assets had
been sold according to a law promulgated by the authority recognized as the de
facto French government; the current government was bound to protect the sales
even if power had shifted hands. From an economic perspective, the Association
argued, those who bought Jewish property protected French interests. By buying
property that the Germans threatened to liquidate, the purchasers “preserved a
precious inheritance [ patrimoine] for the national economy.” Moreover, by paying
taxes on earnings from these businesses and by keeping them in French hands,
the buyers prevented the inevitable perturbation that would have been caused had
so many Jewish businesses, so important in every area of commerce and indus-
try, fallen into enemy hands. Such actions, the Association contended, prevented
widespread postwar unemployment and bolstered the national economy.

The seemingly “objective” nature of this defense was actually peppered with
anti-Jewish rhetoric. Not content with simply defending the purchases from a
juridical and economic perspective, the Association also asserted that French
businessmen were more honest than their Jewish counterparts. The new owners,
they insisted, had “filled the state coffers with significant back-taxes not paid
by the Israélites for many years.” Moreover, Jewish businessmen shirked other fi-
nancial responsibilities: “It is indispensable to eliminate those businessmen who
do not respect employer association dues and who pay neither social security
nor family allowances.” 22 Such anti-Jewish overtones contributed to a postwar
discourse that was not particularly racial in nature but that nevertheless distin-
guished between juif and frangais.

Even those citizens who were not overtly antisemitic often made distinc-
tions between their own plight and that of their Jewish compatriots. One non-Jew,
for example, whose apartment the Germans had emptied complained to post-
war officials that he had been “robbed for no reason” and that he and his family
could not return to Paris to an empty apartment. The implication was that Jews
had been justifiably robbed or at least that those citizens who had been pun-
ished for “no reason” should receive restitution first. In another case in which a
company had been “Aryanized” despite the fact that none of its associates was
Jewish, the partners complained, “We emphatically insist that we were victims
of an act that was absolutely illegal; not even Vichy laws authorized the French
administration to take such measures against us without the least proof. These
measures, already arbitrary with respect to Jewish businesses, were all the more
unjustifiable vis-a-vis a venture that was exclusively Christian, or, to use the racist
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word, ‘Aryan.’ ”23 The author of this letter clearly sympathized with those Jews
dispossessed by the racial laws of the Vichy years, but he also makes a distinction
between those “legally” and those “illegally” persecuted. The World War II envi-
ronment had thus affected even those who had never actively adopted antisemitic
attitudes. By recognizing Vichy as a legally legitimate government, organizations
and even “ordinary citizens” pointed to its policies as a basis for supporting their
own restitution claims.2* However unjustly Jews had been treated, other “truly
French” citizens had prior claim to access postwar resources because their losses
could not be justified even by Vichy’s standards.

Itis not surprising that some of these discriminatory categorizations spilled
over into the postwar years. Although the épuration in theory purged the gov-
ernment, the bureaucracy remained largely intact, allowing some Vichy officials
to retain their positions. As elsewhere in post-Nazi Europe, the new government
“punished the makers and shapers rather than the executors of policy except
where underlings had sinned by excess of zeal for the occupying power.” 2> In
most cases, therefore, civil servants were able to retain their positions, and even
in cases where a high civil servant or minister was removed from his post, his
vacancy was generally filled from within the already established administrative
ranks. Indeed, most of the grands corps de I'état were characterized by a surprising
continuity from 1939 to 1946, and even those whose activities most strongly en-
forced state policy, such as the judiciary, diplomatic corps, and prefectural corps,
displayed a basic stability.

Certainly the prefectural corps came the closest to undergoing a full purge.
Immediately after liberation new prefects took over in all eighty-seven mainland
departments, only twenty of whom came from the old corps. Nevertheless, by
1947 many of these newcomers had returned to their former jobs, and those who
had come up through the old prefectural corps and who had held junior posts
under Vichy held half of the new prefectural positions.2¢ Such administrative
continuity occasionally caused problems for Jews attempting to reintegrate into
French society. For example, Michel F., a Polish-born Jew who had fled to Spain
when the Germans occupied the southern zone, complained that he could not ob-
tain avisa to reenter the country because of the police commissioner in Marseille.
During the war, the official (who was working for the Toulouse police department
at the time) had twice asked F. to inform on fellow Jews. F. had refused, and as a
result his visa applications were rejected after the war.2”

Other returning Jews complained about continuity in the judicial system.
Although the judges of Vichy’s extralegal courts had been sentenced during the
épuration, most of those in the state’s ordinary courts survived the worst purges
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despite having applied Vichy’s law for four years. Such continuity created certain
legal quandaries. In one instance, a judge who had himself been the purchaser of
a Jewish business sat on Limoges’s commercial court. For victims, his presence
was paradoxical at best, fraudulent at worst.28

However, although certain Vichy officials escaped épuration and continued
towork in the postwar administration, occasionally using their positions to inter-
fere with Jewish reintegration, such antisemitism was not officially sanctioned
by governmental policies, nor was it supported by the majority of the administra-
tion. In F.’s case, for example, the president of the county council of the Haute
Garonne intervened, arguing that F. deserved pity because he was an israélite. Less
than a month later, F. and his wife were awarded visas.?® Indeed, what is striking
about the immediate postwar years is that despite occasional anti-Jewish demon-
strations and a certain hostility toward those attempting to regain lost property,
Jews were eerily absent from public discourse. As a1945 article for the Jewish Tele-
graphic Agency commented, “Observers here note a general reluctance in official
circles not only to do anything to remove the disabilities against the Jews, but
even to discuss them. The attitude seems to be one of desire to smother the whole
issue under a blanket of silence, perhaps on the principle that the situation will
not exist if it is not acknowledged.” 3°

As the article asserted, governmental attempts to ignore a specifically “Jew-
ish” plight were intentional. Indeed, authorities were anxious to remove all signs
that Jews had ever been considered a legally distinct category of the population.
A striking example of this occurred in December 1946, when the Ministry of
the Interior instructed departmental prefects to destroy all wartime dossiers and
records in which the category “Jew” had been used as a basis for discrimination.
Such documents had no place in the French administration, for republican law
had been reestablished.3 Such an order did not arise out of any conscious attempt
to destroy the history of Jewish persecution. Indeed, the Ministry of the Interior
repeatedly proved itself sympathetic to Jewish concerns and maintained close
contacts with prominent members of the French Jewish community.32 Rather, in
this order we see efforts to eliminate discriminatory categories from official docu-
mentation and to move toward a prewar conception of the place of minorities in
French society. But four years of systematic discrimination could not be erased
by simply destroying its paper trail. In a rapid reversal, a month later the Ministry
requested that previous orders be ignored so as not to “inconvenience the inter-
ested parties themselves.” In the new circular, prefectures were requested to keep
all documents relating to investigations and arrests “of those persons considered
Jews” when those documents would be advantageous to the victims. Neverthe-
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less, the circular noted that in the near future the complete destruction of these
archives should be expected.33

The Ministry of the Interior was not the only government department to
make efforts to eliminate the racial categories established under German occu-
pation and to avoid calling attention to Jews. General de Gaulle, who stood at
the head of the provisional government and who set the tone for France’s rela-
tionship to its Vichy past, was particularly interested in stressing French unity
after World War II and in establishing Vichy as an aberration.34 One component
of establishing this “founding myth” of the post-Vichy era was to downplay the
suffering of any one group of the population. All French citizens had suffered and
society as a whole had to move forward together. Such a perspective inevitably
influenced matters of legislation, and that, coupled with the drive to return to
republican law and order, dictated that in most policy areas Jews qua Jews were
notablyabsent.35 Nowhere is this more clear than in government-organized relief
activities that generally treated Jews and non-Jews as equivalent victims.

Relief Activities

The enormous economic and political problems facing the provisional govern-
ment— repatriating refugees, deportees, and political prisoners; creating social
welfare programs for those most affected by the war; writing restitution policies
for those who had lost their homes and belongings — overextended its abilities to
provide comprehensive aid to any one needy group in the population. Jewish war
victims found government-sponsored relief efforts particularly inadequate. As
citizens, aliens, former soldiers, or returning deportees, they qualified for govern-
mentaid, butas Jews they qualified for nothing. Many thus had to turn to commu-
nal agencies for financial support. The American Joint Distribution Committee
(AjDC), an American Jewish relief organization, reported in fall 1944, “There are
huge gaps in the assistance program, particularly for needy Jews. Every effort has
been made to close those gaps, and to persuade the French government to assume
responsibility for basic assistance which we feel is a governmental obligation, but
not only have they failed to assist many thousands of Jewish displaced persons,
but we have had to maintain many thousands of French nationals as well.” 3¢
Government programs for returning deportees were indicative of this prob-
lem because the provisional government felt no desire to call attention to the
specific nature of Jewish deportations. Particularly influenced by the Communist
Party —whose strength in the immediate postwar period was unprecedented and
which for political reasons focused on those deportees who had suffered for their
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patriotic acts of resistance rather than those who had been deported for their
“racial status” — government officials opted to emphasize the role of French Re-
sistance and heroism during the war rather than the suffering of one specific mi-
nority.3? Given that the number of returning Jewish deportees was infinitesimal
when compared to the larger population of war prisoners and French deportees,
it was easy for officials and the population at large to overlook the specificity of
their plight. Thus, while 37,025 of the original 63,085 French men and women
who had been deported returned (59 percent), only 2,500 of the at least 75,721
Jews who had been deported returned (3 percent).3® This handful of returning
Jews received the same aid as other deportees even if the extent of their losses was
greater.3° Thus, all returning deportees, regardless of religion or political affilia-
tion, and provided that they had lived in France prior to deportation, were given a
one-time grant of 5,000 francs (later raised to 8,000) as well as a ration book for
food, clothing and shoes, free transportation, free medical care for nine months,
access to small business loans, a work permit, and other support.#° Such services
were often adequate for returning deportees who had a familial support network
to which they could turn. For many Jews, however, such a network was lost with
the rest of their homes, jobs, and property.+

Nonnaturalized, foreign-born Jews who had lived in France prior to World
War II faced a more dire situation, as they were often ineligible for certain relief
programs. For example, in the last few months of 1944 the government awarded
amilitary allowance to those French nationals whose family head had been mobi-
lized or deported. Foreigners could benefit from this allowance if they had fought
in the French army. Because many foreign-born Jews had been deported on racial
grounds and not because they were military personnel, they were ineligible for
the military allowance. Similarly, all French families who had been obliged to
leave their home as a result of the war or occupation were guaranteed financial
aid. Foreigners, however, were granted this allowance only if the authorities had
ordered them to abandon their home prior to their departure. Because many had
fled to avoid Nazi persecutions and hence before receiving “official” orders to do
so, they were not compensated for their losses.+2

Moreover those who did qualify for state aid did not always receive the prom-
ised sums. As one AJDC official complained, “The policies are for rather broad
coverage by category although the amounts given are inadequate. However, in
actual practice the agencies just simply fail to give assistance to all who qualify,
the reason usually given being lack of funds. I don’t think this situation will soon
be remedied because of the general confusion in the government and also because
thevirus of antisemitism has had a real effect here as in all occupied countries.” 43
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Despite this official’s willingness to attribute government actions to anti-
semitism, evidence suggests otherwise.** In light of the great demands on the
government from all sectors of the population, Jewish losses were relatively in-
significant. Relief programs may have proved inadequate for foreign-born Jews
and returning deportees, but many surviving French Jews did not fall into either
of these two categories.#5 And although many had suffered great losses during
the war, they were rarely indigent. When considering the most pressing priori-
ties for the postwar years, the government thus turned elsewhere. Moreover, and
perhaps even more important, a commitment to the restoration of republican
government and to the removal of all legal distinctions among categories of the
population encouraged the formulation of policies that blended Jewish war vic-
tims into other, broader categories of the population. Such policies may, in fact,
have been based on a “pro-Jewish” sentiment, one that hoped to reintegrate Jews
rapidly into French society. Nevertheless, the great reluctance to recognize the
specific nature of Jewish losses ultimately slowed this process, particularly in the
area of property restitution.

Restitutions

In February 1997, Prime Minister Alain Juppé appointed Jean Mattéoli, a former
Resistance worker, deportee, and chairman of the Economic and Social Council,
to examine the history of Jewish property confiscation and its return during and
after the German military occupation and Vichy regime. A glance at the reports of
this commission suggest the complexities facing any researcher interested in the
question of postwar restitution. Several years of work and dozens of researchers
have only recently produced a complete account of how the various restitution
laws were implemented and who benefited from the legislation.#¢ The following
abbreviated discussion thus cannot begin to cover the scope and complexity of
restitution as it was carried out from 1944 forward. Rather, I offer an overview of
the restitution legislation and some cases of its implementation as an example
of the difficulties that arose as the provisional government came to terms with
the legacy it had inherited. As in the case of postwar relief activities, we will see
how the return of republicanism and calls for French unity influenced the writing
and implementation of laws designed to restitute Jewish losses.

As noted earlier, French liberation forces committed themselves to ending
all racial distinctions and to reestablishing republican law even before Paris was
liberated. In so doing, they created the legislative basis for dispossessed Jews to
recover their possessions and property. The principle was formally tested for the
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first time as early as July 1944 in the Tunisian courts, when a local Jew claimed
that he had been compelled to sell his property because of the Vichy administra-
tion’s anti-Jewish laws in North Africa. The court’s vindication of his claim was
welcomed as an important legal precedent. Within a month, however, the com-
missioner for the liberated areas of France cautioned against easy optimism con-
cerning the restitution of Jewish property. Prophesying that profound irritation
and anti-Jewish feeling would be engendered when new purchasers were required
to return Jewish property, particularly if their purchases had been legal according
to law of the day, his comments reflected what would become the government’s
cautious approach to property restoration.*”

Indeed, if from the outset the government displayed its intention to restitute
despoiled Jewish property as quickly and entirely as was feasible, officials also
realized that simply declaring Vichy’s antisemitic statutes null and void would
not be enough to erase the consequences of the previous several years. Rather,
new legislation would have to be written that took the years of property transfer
into consideration. Creating such laws was a long and difficult process, requir-
ing close study of the problems at hand and careful legislative responses. In the
meantime, many sectors of the French population —including Jews who had been
despoiled during the war, those who had purchased Jewish property at reduced
prices, and administrators of Jewish estates —anxiously awaited the settlement
of the restitution question. Inevitably it was impossible to satisfy all the conflict-
ing interests and needs of such a diverse set of individuals. Indeed, many officials
believed that the rapid creation of simple restitution laws was ill-advised and
would lead to “inextricable chaos.”#8 As the commissioner of liberated France
had predicted in August, influential pressure groups made up of the purchasers
of Jewish properties argued that restituting Jewish property would lead to grave
societal problems. The Association nationale intercorporative du commerce, de
l'industrie et de ’artisanat, for example, claimed that by supporting such restitu-
tions, the government would be favoring one part of the population over another.
As the Association explained:

One can only disapprove of the inhuman persecutions that certain Jews suf-
fered (unfortunately many French resistance fighters suffered them as well)
but can one distinguish between the Israélite whose business or industry
was sold and the homeless businessman who also often had to mourn the
mutilation or death of his family members and who also lost everything:
business, merchandise, stock, and furniture? Theyare both war victims, only
in a different way. . . . Because of the hostilities and the four years of German
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occupation, France unfortunately lost a part of her wealth. The Israélites lost
some of their property and at least that was bought and paid for. The war
victims, however, lost everything. The Israélites must, thus, be considered
the same as war victims and reparated like them. If we even consider the
possibility of returning businesses to the Israélites, it will be impossible to
do so equitably.*9

According to the Association’s members, although Jews had suffered, their losses
were no less severe than those of other citizens, and by favoring the former,
French leaders risked alienating the latter. Similarly, anonymous pamphlets cir-
culated in the streets asking French Jews to have pity on those who had inhab-
ited their homes and purchased their businesses and who had themselves lost so
much during the war. “It is easy,” noted one, “when you have lived in England
or in hiding for the last four years to say, ‘one ought to have done this or that.’”
Those who had remained in France, however, did the best they could and should
be considered victims as well. There can be no “privileged victims,” the pamphlet
declared: “Accept what is irreparable as other children of France have accepted
the damages caused by the war.” 5°

Pressure groups such as those that distributed the above propaganda began
organizing as early as the end of 1943 to ensure their interests in the event of
a German defeat, and although the provisional government disbanded several
after liberation, they immediately reorganized under new names. Of course, not
every purchaser of Jewish property belonged to one of these pressure groups or
accepted their often barely disguised anti-Jewish biases. Indeed, restoring Jew-
ish property might have been easier had it all fallen into clearly collaborationist,
antisemitic hands. Unfortunately for the dispossessed Jews, however, restoring
their property often meant creating new conflicts among almost every segment
of the population, conflicts that government officials hoped to avoid. Therefore,
although the National Assembly appointed a commission on 11 October 1944 to
draw up equitable restitution regulations, the first two such laws published in
early November seemed incomplete and unsatisfactory to many of thosewhowere
primarily affected.5t

In some regions, local officials did not wait for national policies before
taking radical and rapid steps to aid their Jewish residents. The period immedi-
ately following liberation was one of transition, during which representatives of
the provisional governmentand other Resistance factions vied for power through-
out the country. Before centralized power had been completely restored, local
officials, usually made up of members of various Resistance movements, exer-
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cised a certain autonomy over local affairs.52 Thus, in some regions sympathetic
officials quickly moved to return Jewish property. In Languedoc-Roussillon, for
example, the commissioner of the republic established a delegation to protect
Jewish rights as early as September 1944. Similarly, in the department of Hérault,
the prefect relieved the administrateurs provisoires of their duties and named
new trustees to oversee Jewish property provisionally while waiting for the pub-
lication of national restitution laws.53 These new managers were generally more
sympathetic to their “clients” than the original administrators had been.54 Nam-
ing these functionaries did not, however, solve the problems of the dispossessed.
One complained, “Now . . . we find ourselves once again under the guardian-
ship of a provisional administrator while those who purchased our property re-
tain complete freedom.” 55 Elsewhere, attempts to implement more radical steps
failed. In Lyons, for example, Professor E. F. Térroine, a physiologist of the Uni-
versity of Strasbourg who had himself been imprisoned during the occupation,
was put in charge of liquidating the local Commissariat-Général aux questions
juives. He immediately froze all funds of the former administrateurs provisoires
but was soon removed from office under their storm of protest.5¢ Even in those
regions where local administrators were anxious to aid dispossessed Jews, there-
fore, missing legal texts tied their hands.

On 14 November 1944, the provisional government finally produced the
first restitution law “nullifying all seizures carried out by the enemy or under
his control.” The special nature of Jewish plundering, though taken into ac-
count in certain aspects of subsequent legislation, was not mentioned in this ini-
tial ordinance, which was instead directed at the implementation of broad legal
principles. In its introduction, the law explained what had already become clear:
“The despoilment measures adopted or imposed by the enemy were so consider-
able . . . that they pose problems that cannot be resolved by a single legislative
text which can be passed immediately.” In this initial text, the provisional govern-
ment addressed only the least complicated cases. The scope of the law, therefore,
was limited to laying out the procedures for the return of property that had not
been liquidated or sold. Other possessions, declared the 14 November ordinance,
would be addressed in forthcoming legislation.5” In addition, the decree intro-
duced a complicated judicial procedure with which to claim this unliquidated
property. Rather than entrusting return of Jewish property to an administrative
commission (as, indeed, the liquidation had been carried out), such returns were
placed within the jurisdiction of the courts, a step that paved the way for arbitrary
rulings due to the lack of clarity in the formulation of the initial ordinance.58

Although the goal of dividing restitution legislation into several stages was
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designed to allow those affected to regain at least part of their property in the
shortest time possible, few people were happy with the government’s decision to
treat the restitutions in a series of ordinances. Some argued that this method was
less favorable to Jewish war victims than the traditional laws of the French legal
code. Moreover, the slowness with which these texts were being prepared forced
many of thosewhose property had been seized towait in destitution for months.>°
In the department of Hérault, the delegate working to safeguard Jewish interests
reported that although the new ordinance allowed their office to close certain
cases quickly, “in other cases the difficulties continue and even worsen.” ©©

The limitations characterizing the 14 November restitution legislation were
also present in a second ordinance published the same day concerning tenant
rights. This ordinance declared that tenants could legally reclaim their former
apartment or place of business if they had been forced to leave as a result of the
war. Like the restitution law, the proclamation on tenant rights was not particu-
larly directed at Jewish war victims. Nevertheless, on its surface, this law allowed
dispossessed Jews to petition a civil court to reinstate them as tenants even when
the new tenant had occupied the apartment in good faith. Because of the severe
housing crisis, however, the provisional government provided several exceptions,
exempting from eviction war victims, evacuees, and refugees as well as widows,
spouses, children, and parents of mobilized soldiers, war prisoners, and depor-
tees. As aresult, many Jews were unable to claim their home.%* Indeed, according
to the socialist newspaper Populaire, 10,000 out of 25,000 occupants of Jewish
homes were able to keep their apartments.62

The delays and contradictions in the two November laws made resettlement
difficult for those Jews whose lives had been greatly disrupted by the war. Al-
though some qualified for aid available to all French citizens, such as grants for
the resettlement of deportees or militaryallowances, the needs of many others far
surpassed the limitations imposed by the provisional government’s restitution
attempts.®3 One lawyer favoring more rapid restitutions noted, “It seems to me
that there is reason to end the current situation as quickly as possible; five months
after liberation, people whose commercial activities were under jurisdiction for
years have urgent need for the blocked sums in order to rebuild their lives.” ¢4

The provisional government did not legislate more comprehensive restitu-
tion policies until 21 April 1945.95 This new law attempted to redress some of
the more delicate problems raised during the restitution process, including the
annulment of official measures confiscating property and, more important, the
restitution of property that had been liquidated or sold. Given the intricacies with
which it was involved, this ordinance was the longest and most complex of all the
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restitution laws. With its passing, those whose property had been sold without
their consent were finally authorized to reclaim what they had lost. Moreover, the
law protected the rights of former owners who had died or disappeared during
thewar, ensuring that new purchasers could not benefit from the original owner’s
disappearance.®¢ Those who could prove that the sale of their property had taken
place under the threat of violence or to avoid imminent forced sale were also pro-
tected under the April ordinance. If, however, the purchase had taken place at a
fair market price, the dispossessed owner was now in the position of proving that
he or she had sold the property under threat of violence. If the former owner was
unable to prove coercion, he or she was legally obliged to compensate the new
buyer’s expenses in increasing the value of the business, and the buyer was able
to retain any proceeds generated from the time of the sale. Thus, the law sought
to address the rights of those who had purchased plundered assets in good faith.
While not allowing them to keep what did not belong to them, it addressed the
question of what compensation they should receive.?

In its attempt to protect the dispossessed, new buyers, and those who had
disappeared during the course of the war, the April restitution ordinance was
widely heralded for its benevolence and comprehensiveness.® But even this law
did not fully solve the problems of the dispossessed. To cite but one example:
Article 16 promised that legislation on the reimbursement of appropriated bank
accounts would soon be written, but several months later individuals were still
complaining about the lack of adequate legislation.®® Moreover, the new legisla-
tion did not protect victims of Vichy in all circumstances. In several cases, indi-
viduals complained about having to pay property transfer taxes when reclaiming
property that they had sold to non-Jewish friends for protection during the war.
In May 1942, for example, shortly before their deportation, the K. family bought
a house in Varennes. Due to Vichy’s anti-Jewish legislation, they asked family
friends to buy it in their name. Following the war, Robert K., son of the original
purchasers, attempted to reclaim the property, but to do so, he was told that he
would have to pay property transfer taxes. In response to his protests, authorities
remained inflexible. The law “only applies to despoiled victims and not to acqui-
sitions made with their money in order to escape Nazi legislation.” In a similar
case, the despoiled party was told that no such ordinance would be written. When
repurchasing, the original owner would have to pay the same property transfer
taxes as any citizen.”°

The government also encountered problems enforcing the 21 April ordi-
nance. The law required purchasers of Jewish property to declare themselves
to government authorities. In Alsace-Lorraine, however, where 40,000 wartime
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files attested to such property transfers, only 2,000 individuals initially came for-
ward.”* As such examples indicate, restitution ordinances, no matter how com-
prehensive, did not fully address all concerns.

Two more ordinances rounded out the overall program for the restitution of
looted property. An order of g June 1945 automatically canceled property transfers
and transactions conducted by the enemy. Here, however, the order only applied
to property belonging to French individuals or legal bodies and thus did not cover
property owned by foreigners. Although this law was seen as part of the body of
restitution legislation, its primary aim was to attack the legality of acquisitions
of French economic interests by the enemy. The government chose to view such
purchases as looting rather than as legal purchases. In this instance, however, the
victim was not only the original owner but the French state, hence the exclusion
of foreigners’ property located in France. Clearly, then, the overall purpose of
this legislation went well beyond that of restituting looted Jewish property—and
indeed excluded the property of foreign Jews. Rather, in this instance the govern-
ment sought to use restitution legislation to protect the national economy, even
if not fully protecting all individuals in the process. A last ordinance of 16 June
1948 declared that the government would accept liability for the repayment of de-
ductions from the proceeds of property disposal or from other assets belonging
to the victims of the theft.

These four ordinances, although later followed by numerous amendments
and laws regarding their implementation, remained the most significant legis-
lative record of restitutions. Indeed, none of the subsequent laws influenced the
broad outlines of the original government orders.”2

In addition to writing legislation to address the restitution of stolen prop-
erty, government officials were faced with creating an administration to imple-
ment the process —another vexing task, as numerous organs of state had either
been informed of the looting as it had taken place or had actually participated
in the systematic pillaging. Governmental agencies, such as the Caisse des Dé-
pots et Consignations, the prefecture of police, and the national museums, had
been involved in some aspect of the looting and now had to reverse their activi-
ties of the previous years. The agency most involved in the pillaging of Jewish
property, however, was the Commissariat-Général aux questions juives (CGQJ).
This agency, established in spring 1941 by the Vichy government, had coordinated
all anti-Jewish programs. Its functions were to propose legislation concerning
Jews, to coordinate the various governmental agencies to this end, and to initiate
police measures against Jews. Its primary responsibility, however, was the man-
agement and liquidation of Jewish enterprises. As such, its employees appointed
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and supervised the agents involved in this task and kept methodical records of
all their activities. It was to this organization, therefore, that the postwar govern-
ment turned when commencing restitution procedures.”?

Immediately after liberation, government agents shut down all adminis-
trative activities at the Commissariat-Général. Moreover, liberation forces acted
quickly to safeguard these records by placing the building under surveillance and
forbidding all personnel from entering.”# Until restitution legislation had been
written, however, little could be done with these materials.”> Finally, in January
1945, the Ministry of Finance established a Restitution Office based on the cGQJ’s
archives, the Service des restitutions des biens des victimes des lois et mesures
de spoliation, under the direction of Professor Térroine, who, as we have already
seen, was active in Lyons’s restitution activities in September 1944.7¢ While other
agencies were established to help with restitution, including the Commission de
récupération artistique (in the Ministry of Fine Arts) and the Office des biens et
intéréts privés (OBIP), a department in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that dealt
with assets removed from France by the Germans, it was the Service des restitu-
tions that was in charge of returning property that had remained in France and,
hence, found itself administering property exchanges among French citizens.

Térroine and his staff were committed to reversing the injustices of war-
time discrimination. Their ability to help victims was often constrained, however,
by the limitations of the legislation under which they were working, legislation
that was slow in coming and often not comprehensive in scope. Those working in
restitution services, therefore, were often besieged with requests that they could
not fulfill. Similarly, although restitution services faced an enormous task, they
were not given the staff to complete the job efficiently. While the cGQJ carried
out its tasks in three years with the aid of 10,444 agents, Térroine’s office had 192
agents who were expected to complete their task much more rapidly.””

Despite these limitations, the Office of Restitutions sought to establish itself
throughout the country. This meant coordinating the activities of the local inde-
pendent restitution offices under one central Parisian administration. To do so,
Térroine actively recruited those individuals who had worked at the local level into
his own regional offices. Over 1945 and 1946, he established nine such offices in
Limoges, Lyon, Marseille, Nice, Toulouse, Bordeaux, Dijon, Nancy, and Rouen.”®
The size and scope of each branch differed according to the Jewish population
of the region and the degree of pillaging that had occurred there. Whereas the
office in Limoges had 568 dossiers from the former cGQJ, the one in Nice had
approximately 3,000. Each one, however, was responsible for applying national
restitution legislation at the local level, keeping the central office informed about
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all restitution activities, classifying files, searching for and sequestering property
abandoned by deported Jews, giving advice to victims of racial laws, compiling
files on the administrateurs provisoires, and, when possible, facilitating amicable
settlements.”®

Exploring one of the major activities of these restitution offices in depth—
that of the return of stolen property abandoned by the German army during its
rapid retreat— demonstrates the problems that Térroine’s well-meaning admin-
istrative task force faced.®° During the final month of the war, the German army,
which had appropriated and transported a good deal of furniture and other prop-
erty out of France for distribution to bombed-out German citizens, abandoned
large stockpiles of everything from priceless rugs and grand pianos to used cloth-
ing and old silverware. Because this property was stolen by the Germans and
not the Vichy government, its return proved less controversial than the return of
property purchased by other French citizens.81 Nevertheless, even this seemingly
simple task proved extremely difficult to carry out in a systematic and rapid fash-
ion. Indeed, the property stood unclaimed until April 1945, when the provisional
government finally legislated its return to its rightful owners. As with the other
postwar restitution policies, these laws were not specifically directed at French
Jews. Other citizens had been pillaged, and so the laws included anyone whose
property had been confiscated during the German occupation. In practical terms,
however, Jewish homes and businesses had been most affected by the German
occupation, and hence an examination of this legislation and its implementa-
tion further illustrates the complexities of postwar restitution policies for French
Jewish citizens.

The ordinance returning stolen property dictated that all confiscated books,
furniture, clothing, linen, china, and so on should be divided into two categories:
identifiable and nonidentifiable. The latter category—which included all linen,
clothing, underwear, curtains, drapes, blankets, bedspreads, toys, leather, and
leather scraps —was donated to Entr’aide francaise and to other charity organiza-
tions to distribute to returning deportees. Identifiable objects were put on display
for those who claimed to have been pillaged to view and repossess.82

Implementing these restitution procedures did not, however, function effi-
ciently. Although the law was promulgated in April, most regional restitution
activities did not begin operating for several months, and even then many victims
were unable to reclaim their property quickly.83 Assuming that those who had
been pillaged just prior to liberation had a greater chance of finding their property
than those whose belongings had been stolen several years earlier, officials gave
the first authorizations to visit the furniture depots to the former. Nevertheless,
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even they often had to wait months. One woman whose apartment was emptied
in June 1944 complained that she had requested authorization to visit the depots
three times with no success. Others had to wait for over a year before receiving
permission.84

The 11 April ordinance also did not take into account the differences among
various regions of the country. The decree stipulated that claimants had twoyears
from the date of liberation to make their claims, but the Germans had abandoned
certain regions of the country before others. The department of Moselle, for ex-
ample, was not liberated until six months after the rest of France. Although this
region had been characterized by some of the worst pillaging in the country, dis-
possessed residents were often unable to file a claim for their property within the
two years stipulated by law. About 350,000 of Moselle’s inhabitants had either
been deported or sent to the interior of the country. As a result of the late lib-
eration date and a severe housing crisis, repatriation was slower, and those who
had been dispossessed had less time to identify their furniture, request restitu-
tion, and pursue claims. Indeed, by January 1947, 40,000 of those expelled had
still to be reintegrated.®5 By not taking such regional differences into account,
the 11 April ordinance could not satisfy the needs of those most affected by the
pillaging.

The restitution officers also faced problems unlinked to faulty or tardy legis-
lation. Occasionally clients would identify a possession in the furniture depots,
butwhen they returned to claim it, it would be gone. Preventing individuals from
claiming furniture that was not their own was virtually impossible. On 8 June
1945, the Restitution Office broadcast a warning over the radio reminding lis-
teners that such behavior was criminal and would be prosecuted.8¢ In most cases,
however, they had few reliable methods for proving ownership. Because few war
victims had receipts of purchase, restitution officers depended on signed and
notarized inventories detailing prewar belongings. Unfortunately, such proce-
dures also posed problems. Many despoiled Jews had fled their homes early in
the conflict and had stayed away for a number of years. For them, completing
comprehensive inventories proved daunting, and their lists often lacked relevant
and important details. Problems would arise when individuals, after visiting the
depots of stolen furniture, would claim a piece not listed on the original inven-
tory. One Polish Jewish family explained the inconsistency by arguing that their
poor knowledge of French caused oversights in the original inventory. Another
man insisted that his son had very hastily compiled an inventory for him when
passing through Paris with the army: “Having myself only returned to Paris at
the end of April 1945,” hewrote, “I could not control the statement that was sent
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to you. It was inevitable under such circumstances and after an exile of several
years that omissions would be present in the enumeration of missing objects.”
Another woman remarked that her own inventory was incomplete because her
sons were still at the front and were unable to help her: “I had, thus, to rely en-
tirely on my memory. But I am seventy-five years old and have suffered a stroke,
and the six years of war with its accompanying worries for freedom, for the lives
of my own family threatened doubly as Jews, as well as [for] my own unstable life
as a wandering Jew . . . have made me forget a good deal.”8?

Many war victims regarded as unfair policies restricting them to their origi-
nal inventory. Yet how else could restitution officers determine which claimants
were taking advantage of the relatively open system? Often visibly uncomfort-
ablewhen demanding further precision on inventory lists, the restitution officials
claimed to be doing their best “to safeguard the right of the rightful owners.” 38
Their efforts were often fruitless, however, such as in the case of ten people claim-
ing the same piece of furniture as their own. In such contested cases, the clients
were invited to take their claim to the courts. These legal fights could turn ugly,
some lasting a number of years.8°

For Jewish returnees attempting to put their lives in order, the incomplete
legislation and the bureaucratic slowdowns caused great difficulties. For ex-
ample, G., who had fled Paris in June 1940, returned in 1944 to discover that she
and her husband had lost their apartment, furniture, and jobs. Unable to repos-
sess her home, she attempted to regain some of her property by adhering to the
various restitution regulations. After a ten-month delay, the couple were finally
allowed to view the furniture displayed in the depots, where they found little that
was theirs. Finally, after turning to ’Entr’aide francaise for aid (where G. claimed
shewas received in a shameful manner and insulted by the employees), she began
to lose all hope. “After an entire life of work, to find oneself without money, with-
out anything,” she wrote, “to have so much to reconstruct, it’s almost not worth
having survived.” Citing her family’s great sacrifices, including seven in the army,
nineteen deported, and twenty-three dead, she called on the government to honor
its obligations: “Oneyear after liberation, there are still families without anything
and without restitutions of money, linen, or furniture. These are French families
who did as expected both in 1870 and in 194o0. . . . These are the families who are
insulted by various services when they go to request aid. . . . These are the families
prevented from claiming the little they can find.” 9°

Such appeals did not fall on deaf ears. Indeed, Térroine himself was all too
conscious of the plight of those he represented, and he worked actively to fight
further injustices.9t To his great dismay, however, his own actions were con-
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strained under the incomplete restitution legislation. As he wrote to one discon-
tented client, “I do not need to tell you how aware I am of your difficult situation,
which, unfortunately, is that of a great number of your co-religionists. You know
that I do my best to try to bandage all the wounds, but they are so numerous that
our actions are not always effective. I realize that the responses you receive from
all agencies—that you must wait—are frustrating, but we are all subject to the
laws and we cannot institute any policies nor give any advice as long as we do not
have precise texts to guide us.” 92 Without more comprehensive legislation, even
Térroine, a sympathetic and active advocate, could do little to facilitate a more
complete restitution process.

Even when clearly frustrated by his inability to do more, however, Térroine
was also convinced of the importance of his office. When he resigned in the
spring of 1946 to work for the Ministry of Education, he pleaded that the office be
kept open. Both he and his successor, André Braun, believed such work should
continue until all businesses and real estate had been returned to the legitimate
owners and that new laws should be written to address the gaps in existing legis-
lation.3 Nevertheless, Braun faced severe budget cutbacks almost immediately
and was expected to cut his staff in half in September 1946. Most regional resti-
tution offices were shut down by 1947.94

Despite the bureaucratic and legislative difficulties, those working for the
restitution offices tried valiantly to protect the rights of those who had been most
hurt by the war. They sent circulars to all victims asking if they had recovered their
property or if they had initiated proceedings to do so. They published notices in
local papers asking victims to come forward and instructing them in how to re-
search their particular claim. They actively sought out property that had gone un-
claimed by working closely with local police prefectures and courts. They chased
down those who had overseen the liquidation of Jewish property, demanding that
they submit their accounts.9> Clients were not always happy with the service, and
it did take several years to satisfy many requests for aid, yet some were able to
regain some property without significant problems. Still, there were those who
felt abandoned by the new system. A year after liberation one woman tellingly
complained, “I do not understand why nothing can be done for me. I have no
furniture. My father, who fought in the war of 1914, has been deported and I still
have no news of him. I am taking care of my mother. My husband died in June
1940 fighting the war, and I have a daughter who is five and a half years old. My
brothers, former prisoners of war, have just returned. My furniture was taken at
the last minute and I have great hopes that I can reclaim it, but I already made a
request over a year ago and I wonder if anyone is even aware of it.” 96 To clients
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such as these, the massive restitution proceedings instituted in the postwar years
seemed inefficient and unhelpful.

Procedures to regain homes, businesses, and property provided the main
means through which French Jews could redress material losses, but they were
not the only available option. In some cases, dispossessed Jews could demand
reparations from the administrators who had managed their property. The laws
regulating this process were, however, equally complex and contradictory. By
sympathizing with Jewish victims without unequivocally condemning all those
who had profited at their expense, the government was unable to compensate all
victims for their losses.

Administrateurs Provisoires

Although some well-known antisemitic officials, such as Xavier Vallat, were tried
after the war, the state’s position toward those functionaries who implemented
anti-Jewish measures was frustrating for those who desired rapid and severe rul-
ings. As we have seen, the purges removed Vichy’s most visible policy shapers
while ignoring “ordinary” civil servants and professionals. Nowhere were such
policies more evident than in the postwar treatment of the administrateurs pro-
visoires. These “trustees” had carried out the seizure and Aryanization of Jewish
property. Through such legalized confiscation, argued some, thousands of “ordi-
nary” French citizens had helped systematically dispossess Jewish citizens while
simultaneously legitimizing Vichy’s antisemitic regime. Nevertheless, the post-
war government remained reluctant to condemn them. While many returning
Jews clamored for justice against those who had sold and liquidated their prop-
erties, the former administrateurs defended their tenure, as did others who had
worked under Vichy, on the grounds that they had acted legally in the service of
the state. Some argued that they had actually protected Jews as best they could
from even harsher German persecution.

In the months following liberation, the provisional government sought to
sort through these contradictory visions of the administrateurs’ tenure and to
write legislation that protected those Jews who had been persecuted and those ad-
ministrateurs who had carried out their tasks while strictly adhering to the laws
of the state. Protecting both, however, proved difficult. Not hesitant to prosecute
those who had illegally taken advantage of their position, officials remained sym-
pathetic to those who had simply followed the letter of the law as it was written
under Vichy. Thus, even when sensitive to Jewish losses, the government proved
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reluctant to promote further divisions in the population, opting instead to bring
an end to further conflicts by placing most administrateurs out of the law’s reach.

In September 1940 Vichy laws created the position of administrateur provi-
soire, a trustee whose task it was to manage the property and businesses of all
those legally incompetent to own or run such enterprises. Although explicit men-
tion of Jewish enterprises was not detailed until July 1941, the creation of the
CGQJ in March of that year provided a structure through which the administra-
teurs would ultimately carry out their task of liquidating Jewish businesses or sell-
ing them to “Aryan” owners. The proceeds of these transactions were turned over
to a specially created account, most of which was used to pay the German “fine”
on the Jewish community. The administrateurs themselves — some of whom were
named by local prefects, others by German authorities, and others by a Service de
controle des administrateurs provisoires created in December 1940 —were pro-
vided with a broad mandate to take over the operations of Jewish enterprises,
which generally included granting themselves healthy “administrative fees” for
their work, dismissing the Jewish employees, and frequently raising wages of the
non-Jewish employees so as to win their confidence and undermine their loyalty
to their previous employer.97

At the time of France’s liberation, 50,000 to 55,000 Aryanization proceed-
ings had been instituted, but not all had been concluded. Although in many cases
the property had been sold or liquidated, particularly where the business had little
ongoingvalue, in other cases the provisional administrator was still managing the
property with which he had been entrusted.?® The liberation of France brought
the status of such administrators into question, and certain regional liberation
forces moved quickly to freeze their bank accounts and to return nonliquidated
property to the original owners.?° For these officials, allowing Vichy functionar-
ies to maintain control over Jewish property seemed contrary to the very essence
of the liberation movement. Similarly, many returning French Jews saw the ad-
ministrateurs provisoires as guilty of participating in Vichy’s antisemitic regime
and of collaborating with the Germans. To them, rapid punishment was the only
conceivable option. One angry returnee insisted, “If we do not ask for personal
reimbursement from all the administrateurs, what can we say to the good French
citizens who refused to accept this very lucrative job?” Without strong punish-
ments, he warned, future generations would believe that they could appropriate
the money of others without fear. Similarly, J. angrily argued that the admin-
istrators should be forced to reimburse three times what the owners had lost,
“otherwise we must fear that in case of a future invasion of France in fifteen or
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twenty years, sons will follow the example of their fathers and collaborate.” De-
spite the virulence of J.’s denunciation, however, his administrateur did not be-
lieve that he had broken any laws or hurt J. in any way. Instead, he defended his
tenure, claiming he had protected J. from full liquidation despite orders to the
contrary.1°° As this example illustrates, the administrateurs and their “clients”
often had contrasting understandings of their relationship, and both believed
they had the moral and legal right to demand satisfaction from national officials
once the war had ended.

Government leaders, however, were initially unprepared to sort through
the competing claims. Although the Minister of Justice declared in August 1944
that “placing [an enterprise] under an administrateur provisoire usually led the
enterprise to ruin,” and that even Vichy officials had been distressed by “the in-
numerable and incredible abuses carried on . . . by a good many administrateurs
provisoires of Jewish property,” the postwar government remained reluctant to
condemn all such functionaries of criminal behavior.1°1 To do so would be to
implicate those administrateurs who had done exactly what J.’s administrateur
claimed to have done, that is, to protect those whose property and businesses were
in their care. And such cases did exist. In one example, the administrateur provi-
soire not only protected Zélick].’s fur business from liquidation but also accepted
his three-year-old daughter into his home after his wife had been deported. In
another case, the administrateur left Felix B. “completely free.” “Knowing per-
fectly well that the sale of my business in 1941 . . . was fictive,” B. noted, “[he]
gave us advice, never putting a foot in our business.” This same administrateur
even helped B. avoid paying 9,000 francs demanded by the government. Still an-
other returning Jew reported that because of his administrator’s helpful attitude,
he was able to keep his restaurant.102

Many other administrateurs simply did their job, neither aiding nor perse-
cuting those they supervised. One never met the owner of the business he man-
aged; in this case, the administrateur turned over the store’s books and keys to
the owner’s wife after she returned from an eighteen-month absence. Because the
business had never been sold, the owner was able to take possession immediately
upon his return. Another claimed that although his administrateur provisoire was
an antisemite, he had not acted criminally. Throughout his tenure he “behaved
perfectly correctly and even quite amicably.” 103

Basing their claims on such cases, the administrateurs provisoires worked
rapidly and effectively in the months following liberation to foster their image as
innocent bureaucrats doing their best in a bad situation. Having organized the
Association des administrateurs provisoires de France well before the war ended
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as an advocacy group to protect their interests, the administrateurs maintained
that they had acted in good faith by following the laws of the state in which they
lived: “We have neither to defend ourselves nor to bear the brunt of attacks,” noted
their September 1944 circular. “We are administrateurs who took charge of aban-
doned and unclaimed property so that the Germans would not themselves take
over its management and auction it.” Fundamental to their defense was that they
had committed no crimes: “We have managed this property according to the law
and under governmental supervision.” Having scrupulously followed French law
was justification enough for their actions.104

Despite reassuring their members that they required no defense, the direc-
tors of the Association clearly felt insecure with their postwar position. The initia-
tives of September 1944, during which certain local officials moved to freeze the
accounts of administrateurs provisoires in their region, left the trustees feeling
nervous about their position in French society. In addition, occasional newspaper
articles accused them of collaborating with the German occupiers. Given the anti-
collaborationist sentiment fueling the épuration, such public attacks made the
administrateurs provisoires uneasy. Thus, like much of the French Jewish popu-
lation, the administrateurs hoped that the chaos surrounding Jewish property
would be quickly resolved, along with their own legal and financial status, and
in the months while restitution legislation was under consideration, they actively
lobbied on their own behalf. Seemingly surprised by the rancor with which their
former “clients” criticized them, they insisted on the completion of legal texts
that would regulate their relationship with those whose accounts they had ad-
ministered. Forever defending their position, the administrateurs insisted that
returning Jews should thank rather than insult them.105

Defenders of the administrateurs provisoires came from other quarters as
well. Albert Neuville, honorary director of the Bank of France, defended their
work in glowing terms, implying that they were the unsung heroes of the war
years. By resisting orders for the complete liquidation of Jewish property and
by struggling to preserve assets in their care, these administrateurs, Neuville in-
sisted, often found themselves in dangerous opposition to the German adminis-
tration. Moreover, their work was costly. In many cases, he argued, the adminis-
trateurs had worked against their own interests, deliberately reducing their own
possibilities of remuneration, whereas their “clients” had returned to find their
affairs intact or in good shape, some worth more than before.106

Not all government officials accepted such exaggerated claims. Still, pres-
sure from the administrateurs and theiradvocates certainly had a decisive impact.
In a short time, officials began to look leniently on the administrateur provisoire,
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viewing him primarily as a government functionary whose role was administra-
tive rather than political. This shift had far-reaching implications for the creation
and implementation of policies concerning their status in postwar France. If the
administrateur provisoire held an administrative position, then the new govern-
ment had no incentive to dismiss him no matter which regime had originally
appointed him. Certainly, in cases where a Jewish business owner had come to
an amicable agreement with his or her administrateur, the latter’s tenure ended
rapidly. However, in more complex cases where Jewish owners could not immedi-
ately return to their former activities or take over their businesses, the original
administrateur seemed the best qualified to maintain and preserve the business,
protecting its personnel from being deprived of jobs and salaries.107

Moreover, if administrateurs provisoires were simply apolitical bureaucrats,
the legality of their tenure would have to be adjudicated on a case-by-case basis.
No single law could condemn their role in the liquidation of Jewish property
because to do so would mean judging those who had never taken advantage of
their position and, more important, would reemphasize divisions in the post-
war population. Thus, when finally written, the ordinances that addressed the
administrateurs provisoires’ tenure generally went far in legitimizing their acts.
While the 14 November ordinance ruled that all sequesters, administrateurs pro-
visoires, managers, or liquidators of property would have to render accounts of
their management or liquidation within two months of receiving a request to do
so, it also recognized their legitimate rights by promising to create laws regu-
lating the fees they could charge for their management and expertise. Thus, the
14 November ordinance recognized the administrateurs provisoires as state func-
tionaries whose administrative role had no relationship to the political nature of
the regime under which they had served. Then, as promised, a second ordinance
on 2 February 1945 guaranteed the administrateurs’ fiscal rights by establishing
a procedure for the retribution of losses they might have incurred.108

It should be noted that these ordinances did not protect all administrateurs.
“No fees can be kept,” proclaimed the 14 November ordinance, “when the goods
were not administered with due diligence [en bon pere de famille.]” Though vague,
this stipulation provided means to prosecute those who had broken Vichy laws,
cheated the state of legal revenue, or behaved in a criminal fashion.1°9 As such,
the provisional government accepted Vichy’s legislative precedent that had de-
clared inJuly 1941 that all administrateurs provisoires would be prosecuted if they
did not administer their accounts diligently. According to the initial law, the ad-
ministrateur was a salaried agent, liable before judicial tribunals, and subject to
the rules of common law. Yet, according to legal historian Richard Weisberg, the
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“bon pere” statutory standard was not enforced under Vichy and the courts stood
aside, permitting the legalized looting of Jewish property.110

By accepting Vichy’s legal precedent—even if attempting to enforce it more
fully— the provisional government protected the administrateurs provisoires and
legitimated their activities. The legality of the “administration” had been rec-
ognized; the administrateurs could retain their profits and be indemnified for
their losses.1* As Neuville remarked when analyzing this legislation, “There is
no doubt, no discussion possible: the administrateurs provisoires who conducted
[their business] as good upstanding citizens have the right to remuneration. That
is the will of the law.” 112 Furthermore, nothing in either ordinance permitted the
prosecution of those who carried out their duties in a poor or negligent manner.
Accordingly, Jews whose property had been sold at undervalued prices and whose
merchandise had been dispersed had little legal recourse.113

Unlike under Vichy rule, however, the postwar government did not allow
all administrateurs provisoires to escape justice. In cases where the “trustee” at-
tempted to avoid restituting required sums, the courts intervened, as they did
in cases where the administrateur had overstepped legal duties by stealing from
or persecuting those in his trusteeship. Hence, in one example, where an ad-
ministrateur not only stole his “client’s” furniture but also denounced her par-
ents to the authorities—leading to their arrest and deportation to Germany—
the courts prosecuted.1# Determining guilt or innocence in such cases was rarely
this straightforward, however, as very often contrasting viewpoints and fuzzy evi-
dence blurred guilt.

Toaddress such cases, the Justice Ministry created the Service de controle des
administrateurs provisoires et liquidateurs de biens israélites in February 1945 as
an advisory body to the courts. Created neither to prosecute nor defend former
administrateurs, this department’s goal was merely to inspect the records of the
property’s management after a complaint had been filed and to inform the courts
of the specifics of the case. Such records, housed in the Office of Restitutions
in the archives of the ex-cGQJ, provided the history of the Aryanization, how it
was implemented, and who if anyone was guilty of committing illegal acts.115 As
a result, this verification department worked closely with the Restitution Office,
and as the latter spread throughout the country, so did the Contréle générale des
administrateurs provisoires de biens israélites.116

Despite the important task with which it was assigned, the verification de-
partment, like Térroine’s office, was never given the resources to do its job well.
Initially staffed with only a head comptroller and an adjunct, the department was
quickly overrun with requests for information. In March 1945, the government
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responded to the overflow by instructing the Finance Ministry to supply the verifi-
cation department with necessary agents. In response, a paltry four new employ-
ees joined the office. Although the comptroller requested more hands in April,
his pleas went unheeded despite the debilitating effect the lack of personnel was
having on his department’s services. By November 1945, the department was re-
ceiving approximately 450 requests per month and had dealt with 1,300 com-
plaints or litigations. Still stressing the impossibility of treating these numerous
cases with care if continually refused the required personnel, the comptroller
again begged for more help. Once again the requested aid never came. As a result,
though promised 77 agents in March 1945, the verification department had only
28 by 1946. With new cutbacks in 1947, the number dropped to 17.117

Despite these problems, by February 1948 the verification department had
received 9,530 written and verbal requests and had settled 2,916 complaints or
civil suits. In each of these cases, the comptroller researched the history of the
Aryanization process and summarized the events for the courts. The goal of these
reports was to present all the relevant details affecting the case. Rarely did the
comptroller take a position on the innocence or guilt of the administrateur pro-
visoire. Rather, he would present the “facts” to the court and leave interpreta-
tion to the judges. Nevertheless, the comptroller was occasionally moved to draw
certain conclusions from the evidence he reviewed. In one case, for example, he
concluded, “Having not found in the dossier the essential elements proving em-
bezzlement or misappropriation of funds, it seems. . . that the complaint lodged
by L. against M. and Mme. C. is unjustified.” 118

This example should not suggest that the comptroller always took the side
of the administrateur. In one case, he accused the administrateur of forgery, fal-
sifying written documents, causing mental and material injury, and intending to
harm. Whether defending or indicting the administrateur, however, the comp-
troller always built his case on the records of the cGQJ. But relying on these ar-
chives to determine the administrateur’s guilt or innocence was not without prob-
lems. Although the cGQJ’s archives were systematic and well-organized, they
did not, for obvious reasons, always indicate clearly if an administrateur provi-
soire had behaved criminally. Establishing guilt or innocence was thus a compli-
cated matter. In one case, for example, the plaintiff accused his administrateur
of having ordered his sister’s arrest and deportation to Drancy, a fate from which
she never returned. When examining the CGQJ’s records, the comptroller deter-
mined that, indeed, the administrateur provisoire had denounced the plaintiff’s
sister but was unwilling to say that her arrest had resulted from the denunciation:
“It does not seem established that [her] arrest was the direct consequence of [his]
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denunciation because while the report [of the denunciation] is dated 19 November
1941, [she] was not arrested until July 1942.” As evidenced here, the comptroller
examined the complaints literally. If he could not prove that the administrateur’s
actions led directly to the deportation, then the complaint was unfounded. Never-
theless, the comptroller judged the administrateur’s actions as falling under laws
condemning antinational activities.119

Other difficulties also interfered with the work of the Contréle générale des
administrateurs provisoires des biens israélites. Most notably, the gaps in na-
tional restitution legislation, which so hindered the Office of Restitutions, equally
frustrated those working for the Justice Ministry. In some cases, no relevant resti-
tution laws could answer the questions of those submitting claims; then, the
comptroller had to make his own determination of how to settle a case. Occasion-
ally, however, he did not know how best to proceed, such as in one case, where
the administrateur provisoire, having been deported himself, was unable to pro-
vide the documentation of his administration legally required by the 14 Novem-
ber ordinance. The comptroller forwarded the case to Térroine, unsure how to
safeguard the interests of the relevant parties.12°

A decree of 11 August 1947 stipulated that civil suits or judicial complaints
filed after 31 December 1947 would no longer be submitted to the verification de-
partment. The office was given ten months to complete its work. This decision
seemed arbitrary to its employees because in their minds restitutions were far
from complete. By 1947, however, government officials no longer felt any urgency
to complete restitution activities. Although the war had ended only two short
years before, as the Fourth Republic took shape and government policies began
to focus on the future rather than the past, in some ways it was already ancient
history.121

In the year after liberation, government officials struggled with how best to
tackle the controversies related to the restitution of property and the persecution
of those who had implemented anti-Jewish legislation. Once French Jews were
no longer legally viewed as a distinct subject minority, government officials were
hesitant to create special laws protecting them. However, for them to be rapidly
and fully reintegrated into the surrounding society, the government could not
avoid addressing their plight. Eventually, officials instituted compromise policies
that simultaneously restituted and de-emphasized Jewish losses. A commitment
to republican government that since the Revolution had de-emphasized all cul-
tural pluralism in the public sphere (and that had encouraged government offi-
cials to misunderstand the Armenian plight following World War I) led them to
treat Jews as one among many of Vichy’s numerous victims.
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Ultimately, the delays and gaps in these policies slowed but did not prevent
French Jews from regaining economic stability. Granted, many spent the first year
after the war in dire conditions. As one writer complained, “More than a halfyear
after their liberation, France’s disillusioned Jews are still awaiting enactment of
measures that will permit them to reconstruct the economic bases of their exis-
tence and rebuild lives shattered by four years of relentless persecution.”122 A
year later, Jewish publications were still complaining about gaps in the restitution
legislation.23 And yet, the provisional government did make active efforts to re-
store stolen property to its rightful owners. Property that had not been liquidated
or sold was returned. New buyers were legally required to report their purchases;
if they did not, they were subject to severe fines. The previous owners’ rights were
protected both through out-of-court settlements and through summary proce-
dures in civil and commercial courts. Moreover, previous owners could sue those
who had managed their property for poor work or excessive fees. In many cases,
survivors could receive compensation for property that had been stolen or de-
stroyed during the occupation. As a result of such policies, about two-thirds of
all stolen assets were claimed and returned after the war.124

Nevertheless, postwar welfare and restitution policies had a lasting impact
on French Jews in two ways. First, when restitution policies proved inadequate,
the surviving Jewish population was forced to rely on its own initiatives. Because
their lack of resources made them ill-equipped to create a widespread welfare
support network, they turned to diaspora organizations such as the American
Joint Distribution Committee for help. Compensating for government inadequa-
cies, the AJDcC created welfare institutions, centers for returning refugees, and
employment agencies for those Jews unable to construct viable living conditions
on government subsidies. By relying on private organizations to provide the as-
sistance they could not, French officials may have encouraged the very movement
theywere trying to avoid, namely, the creation of a “Jewish” infrastructure, which,
though not fighting integration, would still highlight and encourage Jewish dif-
ference.125 Thus, in an indirect way, restitution policies directly influenced the
nature of Jewish expression in the postwar era as well as the way resettlement
played itself out. The next three chapters document the intricacies of that process.

Second, the postwar welfare and restitution policies, though well-meaning
in the sense that they sought to reintegrate Jews into French society, also down-
played the specific nature of their losses during the war and in so doing con-
tributed to silencing discussion of the Holocaust. As Henri Rousso, Annette
Wieviorka, and others have documented, it took nearly twenty years for that
history to begin resurfacing in France, as filmmakers, historians, and journal-
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ists began to review the Vichy legacy and suggest greater culpability for wartime
atrocities than had previously been recognized. Postwar welfare and restitution
policies were not written in an effort to silence discussion about the mistreatment
of Jews during the war years; still, they served to bolster a trend that had already
begun to take root, which de-emphasized the suffering of particular minorities
in an effort to point to French solidarity and heroism in a time of war.
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3 Integrating into the Polity: The Problem of Inclusion after Genocide

The genocidal attacks of the first two world wars raised new questions about the
ability of modern nation-states to integrate ethnic and religious minorities. Vic-
tims of a spreading ethnic nationalism, both Armenians and Jews were singled

“ <

out as “ ‘alien’ to the historic culture-community” in which they had previously
lived.1 Yet, paradoxically, in the aftermath of the persecutions, both populations
found themselves constituting minority communities once again. This chapter
thus asks how the recent past of ostracization, harassment, and expulsion influ-
enced survivors’ integration into the French state. How was their minority status
understood in light of having been persecuted for just such a status? And how
did the French context influence these understandings?

As a comparison of the two populations shows, the first priority for both,
notsurprisingly, was to rebuild themselves materially. Financial and demographic
losses coupled with large-scale communal upheaval disrupted and temporarily
devastated both populations, albeit in different ways. In both cases, therefore, the
drive to reestablish stable financial, familial, and institutional structures shaped
how each population responded to the challenges of integrating or reintegrating
into state and society.

Perhaps even more important in shaping their integration, however, was the
larger national context in which they found themselves. As the previous two chap-
ters have demonstrated, French authorities in both the 1920s and 1940s pursued
assimilationist models of incorporating ethnic and religious minorities into the
state. Armenians and Jews, despite maintaining extremely different relationships
with that state, thus faced similar policies with regard to their incorporation
within it. Such policies ultimately encouraged survivors to believe integration



was possible and even desirable, a particularly noteworthy development in the
case of French Jews, who seemingly had the most to distrust when confront-
ing national authorities. As a result, neither incoming Armenian populations nor
the longer-established Jewish communities responded to the systematic attacks
against them by questioning the possibility of living as national minorities in a
larger nation-state. Indeed, if to some these genocides posed a challenge to the
feasibility of living in diaspora, most survivors did not draw similar conclusions,
seeking instead to secure their position in France.

Material Consequences and the Pace of Recovery

Rebuilding Armenian Lives

As noted earlier, Armenian migration to France took place primarily in the 1920s,
several years after the genocide occurred. Having spent nearly a decade wander-
ing throughout Russia and the eastern Mediterranean, most of these first arrivals
anxiously sought an end to the state of flux caused by the massacres and depor-
tations of World War 1. Thus, for most, the earliest priorities were shaped by the
drive to put food on the table, put a permanent roof over their heads, and put in
place a basic institutional framework.

Theinitial settlement of Armenian refugee communities suggests the degree
to which the drive for stability shaped their first years in the country. Bound by
the one-year work contracts that had provided them with the legal papers to gain
entry, many refugees were directed to the industrial regions of France. After stop-
ping in Marseille, they moved to mining centers in Lorette, Gardanne, and Saint
Chamond; textile centers in Ardéche and Isére; or ironworking regions in Saint-
Etienne (although the most educated often went directly to Paris). Having lost a
job or having met the obligations of their initial labor contracts, however, many
of the refugees ultimately joined their family or sought a spouse in Paris, Lyon, or
Marseille, where the biggest concentrations of Armenians gathered.? Such family
reunification often meant negotiating the complex French immigration bureau-
cracy, which was more interested in integrating laborers into the French economy
than creating cohesive Armenian communities in the largest French cities. Thus,
when one young Armenian woman requested to go to Paris to join her family,
officials in Marseille told her she would first have to fulfill the obligations of her
travel permit, which had directed her to Strasbourg.3

Such barriers to internal migration, however, did not prevent Armenians
from eventually joining their family and friends in the largest cities. There they
generally grouped together in ways characteristic of most immigrant popula-
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tions. In Marseille, for example, they congregated in the place d’Aix and on the
rues Victor-Hugo and Dominicaine, as well as in Camp Oddo; in Lyon, they settled
on the perimeters of the seventh and third arrondissements; in Paris they mi-
grated to the rue Belleville and the rue Mouffetard.# Such collective living arrange-
ments provided a sense of security in their new environment. As one refugee, Jean
Der Sarkissian, described his youth in Valence in the early 1930s, “I lived in Para-
dise. A paradise of Armenians, rue Bouffier, a small artery of Valence on which
the Genocide survivors lived.”s

Although Der Sarkissian painted an idyllic vision of his childhood, for most
new arrivals, the first few years were less than ideal. Finding a permanent place of
settlement was no small relief after many months of wandering, but not all Arme-
nian refugees fell rapidly into stable working conditions. For example, Edouard
Khédérian, a professional diamond cutter in Constantinople, did manage to find a
jobin a Parisian diamond workshop. However, the salary of 1 franc an hour proved
insufficient for procuring enough to eat. To supplement, he began helping out in
an Armenian restaurant where he could eat for free.¢ Similarly, Takvor Philipos-
sian, a fifty-one-year-old lawyer who had fled with his family from Smyrna, tried
to make ends meet by teaching French to incoming immigrants at the Foyer fran-
cais. With the small sum he earned, however, he was unable to pay the 375 franc
fee necessary to renew his family’s identity papers.” For many others, finding em-
ployment in their new environment required a shift away from their traditional
occupations. Indeed, the needs of the French labor market transformed what had
been a largely artisanal and agricultural population in the Ottoman Empire into
a population of unskilled laborers, miners, and textile workers.8

A glance at the professional breakdown of the population in Camp Oddo
demonstrates just how poorly this new population fit the needs of the French
labor market. As we saw in chapter 1, the French government established Camp
Oddo in the early 1920s as a temporary home for a few hundred refugees. For
initial arrivals, this camp, and others like it, operated as intended, with fami-
lies remaining days or weeks until they could be moved to their permanent place
of settlement. In this capacity, approximately six thousand new refugees passed
through Oddo’s gates en route to jobs in the growing industrial sectors of the
national economy. The Armenian population, however, was made up not only of
young, strong, unskilled laborers but also of theveryold, the infirm, and children.
Indeed, the Armenian population mirrored the patterns of other refugee groups
with its considerably larger number of women and children. Of the 2,505 in the
camp in December 1923, for example, 857 were men and 894 were women; in
addition, there were 754 children.® Furthermore, the Armenian population had
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been largely rural before being uprooted from the Ottoman Empire. Hence, of
the 817 who made up Camp Oddo’s working population in November 1923, 460
were agricultural workers or farmers; the rest were small craftsmen such as black-
smiths, woodworkers, tailors, and shoemakers, while others worked as butchers
or bakers. Only 100 of the group worked as day laborers, mostly on the docks.
These men had difficulty obtaining permanent employment in the Marseille re-
gion, preventing them from establishing their families in more stable living con-
ditions. Furthermore, many refused work that would take them too far from the
region as they feared an even greater isolation from other Armenians.1° As a re-
sult, within three months in 1923 the camp population rose from several hundred
to nearly three thousand, many of whom had few resources and no plans to move
elsewhere.11

Thus, those in Camp Oddo, like other Armenians in France, migrated to
their new country with skills that did not address the most pressing needs of
the national labor market; however, the work-related similarities end there. In-
deed, although a high percentage of the camp’s permanent residents were unem-
ployed and without prospects, pushing some to beg or to steal, most Armenians
—nearly go percent of the first generation — had found work as unskilled laborers
by 1930.12 By way of comparison we can look briefly at the Armenian popula-
tion in Courbevoie, a northwest suburb of Paris well-known for its textiles and
foundries. Over the mid-1920s, this town attracted a tiny Armenian population
of approximately eighty, most of whom congregated together in two buildings on
the rue de Bezone and worked in local automobile factories. Here, as throughout
other industrial and agricultural sectors that hired Armenian laborers, the initial
work contract offered a measure of security for the new refugees, providing them
with an income and often with lodging, medical care, and even food.13 They often
worked long hours for low pay and were, at times, subject to anti-immigrant hos-
tility from their French colaborers; nevertheless, they were able to provide for
themselves and their families. Indeed, although, as we will see, some Armenians
eventually moved from industry to more familiar artisanal professions, the early
1920s were shaped first and foremost by a drive to find employment and financial
stability, pushing many into large French factories where they stayed for a decade
or longer.

Also shaping the refugees’ initial years in France was a desire to reproduce
the family they had lost. Indeed, many of those who had survived the genocide
and migrated abroad were young orphans who had lost all their immediate rela-
tives to the slaughter. After finding a permanent settlement place, these young
men and women quickly began to marry and have children. Birthrates were thus
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high, even among those whose resources were reduced, and raising these young
children became a preoccupation for a generation that had lost so much.14

In addition to creating stable financial and familial structures, the new refu-
gees also turned immediately to providing for their basic spiritual and educational
needs. Here too, an examination of Camp Oddo is instructive. Initially, conditions
in the camp —as for Armenians everywhere in France —were extremely difficult.
Aside from the major financial deprivations that accompanied unemployment,
refugees also lacked medical care and other essential services. As one French au-
thor described the camp’s living conditions, “Decidedly, this is the lowest level
of living, the only lower being under the bridges.” Another claimed that Oddo’s
population was living like animals. Indeed, conditions became so unbearable that
a group of refugees chose to live on somevacant land along an ill-smelling stream
near the rue des Aygalades rather than in the camp’s crowded barracks.1s Over
time, however, and in response to thevarious problems, the local Armenian popu-
lation began to care for its own. Indeed, it is instructive to look at Camp Oddo as
a microcosm of Armenian activities more generally in the initial months follow-
ing their arrival in France, for even here, where conditions were at their worst,
the newcomers were able to establish a functioning community.

From the beginning, those in the camp were given the responsibility of
caring for their own administration. Having established the Comité des secours
aux réfugiés arméniens de Marseille, local Armenians ran the camp and raised
money for the new refugees. Employed residents paid the committee 50 cen-
times a day, providing funds for the barracks, heating, and electricity.16 Inside
the camp, the Comité de secours selected representatives to keep order and to
enforce basic discipline. This internal administration quickly became permanent
under the watchful but noninterfering eye of the local police. Indeed, in keep-
ing with the assimilationist logic discussed in the previous chapters, the police
viewed both the director of the camp, Takvor Hatchikian, and its director of pub-
lic health and mail delivery, Moses Deirmendjian, as acceptable liaisons between
the refugees and the national government because both had fought under the
French during World War I and because the former was a French citizen and the
latter was in the process of naturalization.1?

Inside the camp, residents were assigned the task of maintaining hygiene,
medical, and mail services. Thus, although a French doctor visited the camp two
times a week to distribute medicine, an Armenian nurse lived in the camp and
provided daily first aid to residents. Similarly, education of the camp’s several
hundred children was provided in its own school by three French teachers, paid
for by the government, and three Armenian teachers, paid for by Oddo’s adminis-
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tration. Because many of the students were too old to attend Marseille’s schools,
the camp’s educational system provided essential language training to teenagers
who may not have been able to acquire it elsewhere.18 In addition, despite housing
shortages within the camp itself, the residents transformed one barracks into a
chapel.

From 1922 to 1926, then, the Armenians in Camp Oddo set up their own
village, one that functioned in relation to but independent of the larger city. Al-
though living conditions were far from ideal, it provided its residents with a sense
of community in which they were surrounded by familiar language and customs.
As such, Camp Oddo served as a retreat from the life of the city where those
who held jobs spent their days. Moreover, it provided those who had spent years
looking for a permanent place of settlement with a safe environment in which
they could rebuild from the upheaval of the preceding decade. Yet, as will become
clear, the camp’s stability proved temporary. Nevertheless, a focus on camp life
suggests that for most incoming Armenian survivors, material concerns such as
finding a home, employment, education, and medical care dictated communal
priorities for the better part of the 1920s as residents sought to make a place for
themselves in their new country. Whether creating new families to replace those
they had lost, working to put food on the table, or establishing basic communal
institutions, Armenians in the camp as well as throughout Paris, Marseille, and
Lyon were preoccupied with establishing the basic structures to support their life
in France. Not surprisingly, for Jewish survivors of World War II, such concerns
were also paramount.

Rebuilding Jewish Lives
Like their brethren throughout Europe, Jews in France suffered severely as a re-
sult of the Holocaust.1® Not only was a quarter of the prewar population deported
and killed, but communal life was also severely damaged, as synagogues, schools,
and cultural organizations throughout the country were systematically closed and
dismantled. As one returnee to Strasbourg reported in October 1945, “The syna-
gogue has been destroyed. None of our rabbis has returned — either due to de-
portations or to death — everything must be rebuilt from top to bottom.” In Paris
alone, seventeen of the city’s consistorial rabbis were deported, leaving only six
to rebuild religious life.2° As one surviving rabbi described the community’s state
of affairs, “We find ourselves in the aftermath of the Liberation in the presence
of a destroyed community. Our rabbis are prisoners, deported, or have been shot.
Our institutions have vanished in the torment.” 21

Foreign-born Jews who had immigrated to France during the interwar
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years were hit the hardest. Although antisemitic policies were directed at all
Jews, French xenophobia ensured that those policies were most fiercely enforced
against recent arrivals.?2 As a result, immigrant Jews lost property, places of wor-
ship, and communal centers and were deported in larger numbers than native
French Jews. Indeed, entire congregations disappeared from the Parisian map as
they were systematically arrested and deported.23

In the aftermath, however, both foreign-born and native-born faced similar
struggles. To cite two examples, Camille C., an Iranian Jewish immigrant, lost
her husband and home and was left alone to raise eight young children. Paul B.
was a French citizen and an upper-middle-class businessman; nevertheless, his
home and two major commercial enterprises were sold without his consent. In
addition, his brother, brother-in-law, sister-in-law, and niece were deported.2*
Although his postwar resources were greater than Camille C.’s, both faced great
challenges, and both were left to replace their material losses while coming to
terms with those that were irreplaceable.

Following World War 11, then, rich and poor, immigrant and native faced
comparable dilemmas. Reestablishing themselves, however, did not necessarily
occur at the same pace. Several months after liberation, when some had al-
ready taken significant steps toward reclaimingjobs, homes, and property, others
“were still using false addresses and fictitious names” and “were just beginning
to come out of hiding in remote rural areas.” 25 As this quotation suggests, those
lucky enough to have suffered only minimal material losses or who had suffered
few displacements faced fewer problems picking up where they had left off. Such
was the case for those native Jews who had preserved some wealth or who were
well-connected to postwar government officials. Perhaps the majority, however,
spent the immediate aftermath searching for lost relatives, recommencing inter-
rupted careers, and fighting legal battles over homes and property. Edouard B., for
example, a Jewish lawyer from Strasbourg, reported to friends in 1945, “Outside
of professional work for my clients, I am still preoccupied with my own affairs,
searching for dispersed furniture, rental questions, and above all the one hundred
administrative formalities in place everywhere but particularly here.” Although
he ultimately played an active role in rebuilding his local Jewish community, be-
fore turning to communal concerns, B. first had to concentrate on his own great
losses. Like him, many French Jews spent the mid-1940s preoccupied with the
material concerns of daily living. “The first needs,” noted one AjDC report of this
period, “were basic human needs for food, clothing, shelter and medical aid,”
followed quickly by the quest for gainful employment.26

One of the first steps in the search for these basic necessities entailed a de-
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cision to relocate. Of the approximately two hundred thousand Jews who had
remained on French territory throughout the war, many had been displaced from
their homes. While Paris remained an important demographic center for the
population, many others moved to Lyon, Grenoble, and Montpellier as well as to
a variety of small rural towns. Moreover, ten to fifteen thousand had been held
as prisoners of war since 1940, and several thousand others had fled the coun-
try for Switzerland, London, and Algeria. Immediately following the liberation
of Paris, surviving Jews began flocking to the nation’s capital in search of family
members, homes, and employment.2?

For most, finding work was the first priority, as it could provide the means to
reestablish all other aspects of life. And yet, obtaining employment could prove
particularly vexing. Even those ready and willing to work often lacked the neces-
sary capital to regain their former business or purchase the materials and supplies
required to fund new ventures. One war victim, for example, having regained pos-
session of his clothing store, found only a depleted stock of outmoded styles.
Having no resources, he was forced to close the store.2® Others like him who had
been dispossessed by anti-Jewish legislation faced tremendous difficulties in the
first few months following liberation.

Four overlapping categories from within the Jewish population proved par-
ticularly vulnerable, “[remaining] seriously maladjusted, dependent and in need
of long-time assistance or institutional care.”2° First were the old and infirm,
such as Berthe R., a seventy-eight-year-old war widow, or Jules D., a crippled
soldier whose entire fortune was seized under anti-Jewish legislation. Second
were immigrant Jews who had migrated to France from central and eastern Euro-
pean countries during the 1930s. When World War II hit, many had only recently
fled their own country. Having just begun the process of integrating into French
society, they were suddenly forced to uproot themselves yet again. In the after-
math, they found themselves, as one put it, “once again in a situation of difficult
flux without family, money, work, furniture, and with my health very affected by
so much unhappiness.” Establishing homes and finding employment when they
lacked both experience and connections often proved difficult.3°

Third were those Jews, native and immigrant alike, who had survived de-
portation. Returning to France “morally destitute,” many had lost not only every
member of their family but also their communal support network. Jewish relief
agencies sought to house them temporarily with other Jewish families, but lack of
housing meant that in many cases these former deportees were forced to remain
in refugee centers. René P. and his wife, for example, returned from seven months
of imprisonment and torture to find themselves residing in a refugee center with
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few hopes of finding surviving family or property. In other cases, deportees re-
quired convalescent care and intensive retraining after years of unemployment.31

Fourth were new Jewish migrants to France, a significant percentage of
whom were Holocaust survivors themselves. Unable to return to their own coun-
try in light of new antisemitic violence that had broken out in eastern Europe
in the months following World War II, many so-called displaced persons sought
shelter in central and western Europe. A large percentage remained residents of
concentration camps (now transformed into refugee camps) in Germany as inter-
national authorities sought solutions for their settlement; others made their way
towhatever country would take them in.32 For France, these newcomers provided
a necessary labor force to bolster the floundering postliberation economy, and
as a result immigration policies remained relatively open in the years following
the war. This fact, coupled with a steady flow of illegal immigration, ensured
that Jews from all over eastern and central Europe as well as those from Algeria,
Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt made their way to Paris and other urban centers.33
Slightly less visible than their eastern European brethren, these latter popula-
tions became numerically significant only in the late 1g50s. As earlyas 1949, how-
ever, Jewish officials were reporting on the large numbers arriving in Paris and
Marseille. The sum of all these migration waves meant that by 1949, thirty-seven
thousand new Jewish immigrants had arrived in France.34

These refugees often arrived destitute and in desperate need of medical,
occupational, and financial aid. One Jewish social worker described the North
African arrivals as “sometimes simply naked and hav[ing] numerous families
with small children.” Despite their tremendous needs, however, the newcomers
could expect little aid from the already established French Jewish population,
which was seeking desperately to regain its own footing. Robert Gamzon, the
head of the Eclaireurs israélites de France and a leading member of the Jewish
Resistance, commented in 1946: “The wandering Jews from Eastern Europe are
coming in every day for aid but we have become so poor ourselves, we have no
houses, no furniture, no jobs. Our whole country is in ruins, and often, too often,
all we can give is an understanding smile, a handshake, moral help.” 35

As noted in the previous chapter, in the months immediately following the
liberation of Paris, the French government was not prepared to handle the nu-
merous political, social, and economic problems facing its population, and par-
ticularly not that of surviving Jews. Local Jewish welfare agencies thus did their
best to fill in the gap. Lacking adequate resources themselves and often depen-
dent for funds on diaspora organizations, particularly the American Joint Distri-
bution Committee, numerous agencies made a valiant effort to provide financial
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grants, medical treatment, and legal assistance to a diverse population of new
immigrants, returning deportees, children, and senior citizens. Particularly sig-
nificant were the actions of the Fédération des sociétés juives de France (FSJF), an
umbrella organization originally formed in 1913 to coordinate the activities of im-
migrant Jewish groups, particularly those sympathetic to Zionism and hostile to
communism.3¢ Under the wartime persecutions the Fédération had transformed
itself into a “multi-faceted social agency,” instituting a wide range of welfare
projects such as child and senior citizen care, aid for immigrants and returning
deportees, and medical and financial relief, all of which continued in the war’s
aftermath.3?

The diverse activities of the FSJF were seconded by other Jewish institutions.
The Union des Juifs pour la résistance et ’entr’aide (UJRE), a communist organi-
zation that had been active in the Resistance, helped Jews with restitution claims,
aided them in their fight for apartments, built children’s homes, and tried to in-
fluence the government towork on behalf of Jewish interests.38 Likewise, various
organizations provided care for Jewish children and orphans, including the Eclai-
reurs israélites de France, a Zionist youth movement; the Oeuvre de protection
des enfants juifs (OPE]), a Zionist child care agency that had grown out of the Re-
sistance; and, mainly, the Oeuvre de secours aux enfants (OSE), an international
child care organization that worked actively in France prior to, during, and after
the war.3°

Relying both on the aid of these local and diaspora Jewish agencies and
on their own efforts and energy, the Jewish population in France spent the first
months and years after liberation “pounding the pavement,” seeking apartments,
belongings, jobs, and lost family members. The struggle for housing was among
the most pressing problems they faced. The delays in the creation of restitution
laws meant that those whose apartments had been occupied were often forced to
remain in the provinces or abroad.*® After November 1944, when the provisional
government issued laws to allow dispossessed Jews to reclaim their homes, many
still had to wait for lengthy court proceedings while the current occupants con-
tested their eviction. Such cases were particularly difficult in war-torn regions like
Alsace and Lorraine, where returning refugees and the native population vied for
the few remaining apartments that had not been bombed by the Germans or occu-
pied by military and civil administrations.#! Legal cases, though often successful
for those who sought redress, stretched well into 1946. Even those settled out of
court often required months of negotiations.*> Moreover, many such “amiable
exchanges” ended up in court if simply to recognize legally that which had been
agreed upon in principle by the two concerned parties. Despite simply represent-
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ing legal recognition of a friendly exchange, they took time and money to settle.*3
Moreover, the struggle to reclaim or locate housing, even when successful, did
not complete the resettlement process. Edward A., for example, finally won the
right to reclaim his apartment; unfortunately, once there, he had nothing to put
in it. Hence, even when a war victim received an apartment relatively quickly,
the struggle to regain lost possessions often stretched on.#4 During the first few
years after liberation, then, survivors turned inward, directing their energies to
reassembling their property, rebuilding their professional lives, ensuring their
economic stability, and in many cases, building new families.*s Not surprisingly,
they, like the Armenians discussed above, sought first and foremost to regain a
sense of personal and communal stability. This search for the foundations of a
stable life had profound implications on how both populations integrated into
the French state in the aftermath of their respective genocides.

Integrating into the Polity

Version Originale vs. Version Doublée: Armenians and the French State
For the thousands of Armenians fleeing deportation, violence, and dislocation,
France seemed a particularly welcome haven. Indeed, unlike local Jewish sur-
vivors who had suffered at French hands, Armenian refugees saw France as a clean
break from the recent past of massacre, flight, and poverty. Grateful for the sta-
bility France afforded after all the years of upheaval, many voiced real love of their
new home. Memoirs such as that of the well-known Armenian filmmaker Henri
Verneuil depict the joy the refugees felt as their boat pulled into Marseille’s docks,
finally ending months and sometimes years of flight. Other authors recount the
awe and happiness that newcomers felt upon arriving in Paris: “They had been
taught to love and venerate this country,” writes Marig Ohanian, “where the
words ‘Liberty, Equality, Fraternity’ represented all that they had never known.” 46
But although, for many, France seemed to provide a new beginning, this re-
lationship was tinged with insecurity. In his memoir and subsequent film of his
childhood, Verneuil captures how first-generation Armenian refugees mediated
between that from which they had come and their new society. “In a constant
state of vigilance to insure that the habits of the past [plis d’origine] did not offend
their new environment,” he writes, the refugees, like a film, moved at all times
between the original version (version originale) and the dubbed version (version dou-
blée), mediating their own customs, culture, and fashion of seeing things into the
language and customs of their new setting.4? Although Verneuil’s metaphor could
describe how most immigrants interact with new surroundings, it is particularly
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insightful when characterizing the plight of Armenian refugees in the 1920s and
1930s. As stateless refugees and genocide survivors, these apatrides could not re-
turn to their land of origin. Having been uprooted and permanently cut off from
the past, they were left only with what lay before them —in this case, France. Fear-
ing further disruption and realizing how entirely dependent they were on French
benevolence, the local Armenian population remained constantly aware of its
precarious position. This awareness, coupled with the intense search for stability
described above, shaped how Armenian refugees integrated into their new state.

Particularly nervous was the generation of Armenians who had come to
France in the decades preceding World War I. Given the importance of Paris for
World War I diplomacy, numerous Armenian representatives had flocked there
hoping to influence foreign powers on behalf of their causes. One scholar has
noted: “It was in Paris that Armenia’s fate was decided, where the church and
Armenians rushed their representatives. During thewar, it was to Paris that Arme-
nian volunteers . . . flocked en route to the Caucasus or for the Eastern front.” 48
These men joined an already well-integrated population of prosperous business-
men and intellectuals, many of whom were active participants in the city’s highest
social and cultural circles.*9

This small community of approximately four thousand thus witnessed the
genocide from afar. Although actively involved in Armenian affairs — particularly
with mediating the Armenian Question in diplomatic circles and establishing
an autonomous homeland for Armenian refugees under Western mandate —they
suffered few daily consequences either from the genocide or from the subsequent
refugee problem.>° For them, the refugee crisis was a political problem that had
to be managed, preferably by establishing an autonomous Armenian region in
the borderlands between the Ottoman and Russian Empires. As one well-known
French Armenian writer noted in 1916, “The Armenian majority will be quickly
reestablished in an autonomous Armenia by the return of a large number of the
numerous émigrés who are scattered throughout Europe, Egypt, America, and
in the diverse non-Armenian regions of Turkey.” 51 Thus, while actively involved
in providing for the thousands of uprooted refugees, local political leaders and
wealthy philanthropists in Paris tended to view the post-World War I upheaval
as temporary. The refugees’ dispersion and displacement would end as soon as
Armenian national aspirations were realized.

In 1922, however, local understandings of the refugee problem began shift-
ing radically as thousands of Armenians began migrating to France. No longer
an abstract or distant category, the newcomers arrived with real problems and
needs, often turning to the settled population for aid. Furthermore, the signing
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of the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 brought a new permanence to the refugees’
fate. Local philanthropists rose to this new challenge, establishing facilities to
which the newcomers could turn for material support. One such organization
was the Office National Arménienne, a multifaceted employment and settlement
agency established in Marseille in 1922 by Aram Turabian, an Armenian who had
settled in that city in the late 189os. Understanding that his newly arriving com-
patriots had suffered great hardship in recent years, he worked tirelessly to ease
their integration into their adopted country, interceding with government offi-
cials on their behalf and helping them find work in local industry. If sympathetic
to their plight, however, he also worried that they could quickly wear out their
welcome. Those lucky enough to find refuge in France, he explained, “must never
lose sight of the fact that we are guests.” As such, Armenians had to continually
prove their worth to their hosts by working hard, respecting the laws of the land,
keeping a low profile, and avoiding any involvement in French internal affairs.
“The Frenchman is a good child, a good comrade,” he wrote, “but he does not
like being taken for a sucker [prendre pour une poirel; if due to the tactfulness of
his race he does not tell you bluntly how he thinks of you, he has an opinion just
the same.” 52

Turabian’s advice to his fellow Armenians is particularly interesting given
that it came several years before the most virulent anti-immigrant sentiment sur-
faced in France. Never enthusiastic about the foreign influx, the public displayed
considerably less aversion to non-French workers prior to the economic depres-
sion of the mid-1930s.53 Moreover, as we have already seen, even when the popu-
lation turned aggressively against foreign workers, Armenian refugees often es-
caped some of the harshest criticisms. Certainly there were those who came under
attack, such as those concentrated in Camp Oddo or singled out occasionally by
labor organizations protesting their hiring at low wages.>* Such responses were
rare, however, and most were able to blend into the wider foreign labor market
without calling much attention to themselves.

Why, then, was Turabian so concerned with influencing his compatriots’
comportment? If Armenians faced little threat, why was it necessary to instruct
them on how to behave? Turabian’s concern, like that of the established Armenian
leadership more generally, can be seen as a reflection of a shifting understand-
ing of the urgency and permanence of the refugee problem as well as a growing
awareness of their dependence on French benevolence. Once it was clear that the
status of the refugees would not be addressed adequately in any of the postwar
peace treaties and following new waves of massacres in Turkey, the Armenian
leadership began looking for other alternatives to the refugee problem. With no
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national base of their own, however, and with most international doors remain-
ing closed to the refugees, Armenian leaders had little leverage. Indeed, as dreams
of a national homeland faded, France’s willingness to take in two hundred thou-
sand Armenians (including those in Syria and Lebanon) seemed ever more sig-
nificant. As Turabian argued, “Among our war allies, France is the only country
(other than Greece) that has given us hospitality on its territory, and it is perhaps
the only Great Power [ puissance] that resents the injustice committed towards the
Armenian people.” 55 Concerned that if the newcomers alienated the government
they could be deprived of the right to settle, Armenian communal leaders from
across the political and social landscape thus began urging their compatriots to
blend into their new home.

This new awareness manifested itself in constant public praise for the “gen-
erous hospitality” France had provided to Armenians. Indeed, all public commu-
nal events became opportunities to express gratitude to France and to encourage
loyalty to its culture and institutions.5¢ More important, however, were the at-
tempts of various Armenian benevolent institutions, like Turabian’s, to influence
refugee behavior. For example, while the benefactors of the charitable organiza-
tion the Société de bienfaisance des Arméniens de Paris, were committed to aiding
indigent refugees, they worried that too many unemployed workers were arriving
in Paris.5? Relying on French charity, however, was out of the question because
they feared that in so doing Armenians would be perceived as a financial drain.
To encourage self-reliance, the Comité des jeunes filles, an auxiliary organization
of the Société de bienfaisance, awarded a 2,000 franc prize annually to five young
Armenian women. The prerequisite for winning was that the woman, having ar-
rived without resources, had supported her family “through diligent hard work
without turning to a third party” and thereby “given proof of the best virtues of
our race.” Thus, although the Société de bienfaisance was a charitable organiza-
tion, its award celebrated those who cared for themselves and their family, kept
alow profile, and did not rely on institutional support. According to those provid-
ing communal charity, then, self-reliance and a strong work ethic were the traits
that most deserved recognition and should serve as a model for others.58

The most vocal efforts to shape refugee behavior were made by the half-
French, half-Armenian paper Le Foyer. The bilingual paper, which went into pro-
duction in 1928 under the direction of editor H. D. Nersessian-Massis, con-
tinually stressed the harmonious and mutually beneficial relations between the
Armenians and the French dating back to the Crusades.5® Similarly, it praised
Armenians as the “the most conscientious and devoted agents” of the “dissemi-
nation of French [rayonnement francais] in the Orient.” ¢® For Nersessian, celebrat-
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ing these former ties was more than a rhetorical ploy to ingratiate Armenians
with government officials. Rather, he believed that the past links between these
two nations had serious implications for newly arriving refugees. For them, he
insisted, France was more than a second homeland: “Armenians who came to
France because we did not have a home elsewhere, because we were exiles, émi-
grés, refugees, wanderers seeking a land, a home, we have proclaimed: Here is
our new homeland.” 61

Numerous of Le Foyer’s articles stressed the contributions that Armenians
would and did make to French society, as if trying to convince a skeptical reader
that the refugees deserved a special place in the average citizen’s heart. The defen-
sive nature of these articles reflects the notable insecurity emerging among the Ar-
menian community’s established leadership. For example, one article argued that
Armenians would not be a continual source of trouble like other foreigners be-
cause their immigration was confined to a limited number; no newcomers would
augment the sixty thousand already there and, hence, they could pose no danger
to the national labor force. Moreover, the high birthrate among Armenians posed
no threat: “Their children, born in France, are no longer refugees; most often they
areregistered as French [citizens] and, as a result, will be assimilated.” The article
also stressed practical contributions that Armenians could make to the national
economy: having no homeland to which to return and no loyalties anywhere else
in the world, they would keep their wealth inside the country. Furthermore, they
would bring in new industries through their involvement in the silk trade and
their links in commerce and industry with other Armenians throughout the Near
East. In sum, the refugees were a stable addition to the national landscape who,
having arrived without resources, had rapidly sought “to create a home, a house,
a nest.” The results “constituted obvious proof of the Armenian people’s inher-
ent virtues: dedicated labor, family spirit, love of the home, frugality, sobriety,
and saving.” 62

If the French half of Le Foyer stressed the refugees’ assets to an imagi-
nary non-Armenian reader, the Armenian half—directed at the new refugees —
stressed rules of behavior that would transform them into citizens worthy of re-
spect. One article, for example, noted, “Every Armenian living in France will find
that in this country he is obliged to live according to precise rules and laws.” Ne-
glecting this legal code would bring swift punishment. Nervous of expulsion laws
that could instantly turn the newly settled workers into refugees again, the article
provided instructions for how the newcomers should behave. Moreover, the first
Armenian-language editorial, “Our Goal,” reminded readers that France was the
only country to open its doors to the refugees after waves of terrible massacres
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and thus deserved their loyalty. To inculcate the appropriate pro-French senti-
ment among its readers, the editor also included a section on the country’s geog-
raphy and history so that they would “better know and appreciate this admirable
country that is henceforth our home.” 63

Like Le Foyer, other Armenian publications attempted to influence the refu-
gees’ comportment and to teach them about the country in which they found
themselves so as to make them feel more attached to their new setting. One
Armenian-language guide in Marseille, for example, provided newcomers with a
pictorial and textual history of their new city. In a slightly different vein, the Pari-
sian Armenian satiric journal Gavroche published a tongue-in-cheek article called
“The Ten Commandments According to Armenian Refugees Wherever They May
Be,” which demonstrated the importance of blending in while simultaneously
pointing to the impossibility of the task. “Remember that you are not in your
father’s house,” instructed the first “commandment,” “but that you are only a
guest wherever you are. Thus, do not forget that a guest makes no fuss in the
house to which he has been invited; he stays calm, eats what is put before him,
and conforms agreeably to all of their manners and customs.” The second re-
minded Armenians to be kind and polite to their hosts, staying far removed from
their business and trying to remain in their good graces. Furthermore, the third
continued, “Do not annoy the master of the house and his family with your own
personal quarrels and discussions. You have no right to disturb the decent people
who opened their home and theirarms toyou and do not leave them saying: ‘What
disagreeable people. It is not surprising that they could not be accommodated in
their own home!” ” The other “commandments” continued along similar lines,
insisting that a good guest fulfills his duties, conforms to the rules of the house,
speaks the language of the host, and never presumes to act as he would in his
own home: “The master of the house may walk in slippers . . . but you are not
permitted to take off your shoes.” The evident irony in this list of instructions
suggests that its authors were aware of how well it would resonate with a public
conscious of such admonitions about their behavior. Indeed, if not yet entirely
clear in the nine other “commandments,” the tenth summarized them all: “Be
polite, act with tact, keep the laws, do not argue, do not speak in a loud voice, do
not bring your quarrels with you to your new country, and . . . do not put on the
airs of the master of the house where you are only a guest.” ¢4 In short, do nothing
to call attention to your existence.

Thus, in numerous examples there is evidence of efforts to control the
behavior of newly arriving refugees. In this respect, the established Armenian
leadership responded to their incoming compatriots much like native French
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Jews responded to eastern European Jewish refugees in the same era, using their
philanthropic institutions “as agents of assimilation” in an attempt to remake the
culturally, linguistically, and ethnically distinct refugees “in their own image.” 65
However, whereas the French Jewish leadership was motivated by fears of de-
veloping antisemitism, Armenian representatives were primarily concerned that
if the newcomers alienated the national government, they could be deprived of
the right to settle in France. Moreover, if, as has been well argued, many immi-
grant Jews proved hostile to these attempts to influence their behavior, incoming
Armenian refugees clearly shared the insecurities of their leadership. Although
Gavroche’s ten commandments clearly adopted the integrationist rhetoric as a tool
of parody, other refugee publications often pleaded with the newcomers to adopt
“respectable” behavior and to remain as inconspicuous as possible, particularly
in public spaces. One newspaper, for example, reported with dismay that the
benches in the garden surrounding Marseille’s train station had been removed be-
cause they had become meeting places for Armenian women and children whose
veils and “colorful untidy rags . . . presented a very unpleasant view for the trav-
eler’s eye.” Such careless behavior, the article continued, was typical of the Arme-
nian presence in all public areas where they refused to wear suitable clothing or
to accommodate themselves to the local population; this negligence was discred-
iting the Armenian name. To address the problem, the article asked local com-
patriot associations to teach their members rules of hygiene and proper conduct
in public arenas such as the street, market, and stores.%¢

Unsurprisingly, such organizations did take shape. In Marseille in 1925,
the Union arménienne des amis du progrés was established to educate Arme-
nian youth and young adults morally and intellectually and to familiarize them
with Western civilization. A secondary goal consisted of providing aid to indi-
gent members, but the Union was focused primarily on fostering a knowledge of
literature and art through its adult education classes and its library.67 Similarly,
other compatriot organizations stressed the importance of learning French and
adopting basic cultural standards.

The newcomers thus remained quite conscious of how they appeared to their
neighbors, particularly in the public sphere, where some feared that any disrup-
tion could lead to new difficulties. In Valence, for example, one communal repre-
sentative publicly congratulated the police for arresting three Armenian burglars.
According to him, the arrests had created an inaccurate impression of the local
refugee population, which was hardworking and dedicated to making an honest
living. “Concerned with safeguarding the honor of a civilized people of whom
we are only the debris . . . and indignant over the misdeeds committed by cer-
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tain dishonest people,” he remarked, “I am obliged to make a public appeal to
the conscience of our French friends and to ask them not to attribute to a whole
nation the abominable acts of the few whom we detest just as much and whom
we are happy to see fall into the hands of Justice.” 68 Clearly, no loyalty to other
Armenians transcended the need to keep up appearances for the surrounding
population.

Verneuil speaks directly to this desire to “pass unnoticed” in his description
of his discomfort with his apatride status. “To benefit from this title of ‘Mr. No-
body,” ” he writes, “I was required immediately to substitute a new fashion of
speaking for my own.” % Referring here to the necessity of learning French in
order to “disappear,” Verneuil suggests that some of the new refugees saw lan-
guage not only as a useful tool that would allow them to participate in the world
around them but as a step on the road to seeming less foreign. Admittedly, Ver-
neuil was a child when he arrived in France and, therefore, much more inclined to
adopt surrounding cultural norms as his own. Indeed, for tradesmen interested
in selling wares to French buyers and for children attending local schools, French
skills were a necessity. Although some Armenian communities established their
own schools that attracted a substantial number of children, they often lacked
funds to function well.”° In fact, the refugees generally preferred to send their
children to French schools, well aware that without language skills the children
would be at a disadvantage in their new society.”* Rapidly, then, Armenian —like
most immigrant languages —became a language of the home and local commu-
nity, and French became the language for the public sphere, often with children
acting as the connection between them.”? As Verneuil’s comment suggests, how-
ever, this shedding of foreignness had a particular resonance for these apatrides,
whose settlement options remained so constrained.

As the above examples suggest, the recent past of genocide and deportation
induced tremendous caution among Armenian refugees in France. For them, this
new context provided the safe haven they so craved after years of disruption, and
they opted for a path of peaceful integration into their new home. But if to Ar-
menians integration into the French state seemed a way to protect their safety in
a postgenocide world, one might well ask how this national context appeared to
French Jews in the aftermath of World War II. Unlike Armenians, most Jews were
rebuilding their community in the country in which they had been persecuted. It
seems inconceivable that for them France could seem an equally welcome haven.
Nevertheless, Jews in postwar France, like the Armenians who settled there pre-
viously, rarely questioned the state’s ability to integrate them. With the restora-
tion of republican government, French Jews fully expected to regain their former
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status and, like the Armenians preceding them, they relied on their faith in the
French state to reestablish stability in their postgenocide world.

Reintegrating after Genocide: Jews in Postwar France

To think about how French Jews constructed their relationship to the state in their
post-Vichy society, we must first recall the particular relationship that France had
carved out with its Jewish residents in the century and a half following the Revo-
lution. Such an examination will highlight the shock that followed the promul-
gation of Vichy’s first antisemitic laws for those who believed that their position
was guaranteed by the rule of law. It will also reveal why French Jews were so
eager to reintegrate into the French polity following the Holocaust.

As noted in the introduction, the immediate impact of the 1791 emancipa-
tion of France’s Jewish population has been a matter of considerable debate. And
yet, although historians disagree over the rate and degree of Jewish religious and
ethnic transformation once citizenship was granted to them, most agree that the
legacy of the legal shift determined the relationship between the Jewish com-
munal leadership and the state throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. As historian Paula Hyman has observed, “[French Jews] were able to
identify with the French political system and express confidence that its rule of
law would ensure their continued equality.” Simultaneously, however, “they rec-
ognized that as the adopted children of France they would have to repeatedly
prove their devotion and worthiness as French citizens.” 73 As such, Jewish insti-
tutions sought to create patriotic citizens, comfortable both with French social
norms and a Judaism that was compatible with French citizenship. Although few
French Jews understood their citizenship to be a rejection of their Jewish identity,
by the end of the nineteenth century most had come to wholeheartedly embrace
Enlightenment and republican ideals, believing themselves to be protected and
equal members of their society. Indeed, “to one degree oranother,” as one scholar
has put it recently, “all French Jews . . . remained fous de la République, or zealots
of the Republic.” 74

Such an assessment is not to suggest that Jewish faith in the French state
never wavered. In eras of particularly strong hostility toward Jews, most notably
during the Dreyfus Affair, some Jews reconsidered their place in their national
community and reaffirmed their commitment to Jewish culture and communal
ties. Indeed, the cries of “Death to theJews!” thataccompanied the arrest and trial
of the French Jewish army captain for treason “marked a critical reference point
in the development of [French] Jewish identities.” 75 Interestingly, however, even
in these periods, few believed their status in their birth land to be in question.
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Indeed, Dreyfus’s eventual exoneration was proof positive that the Republic was
ultimately blind to religious differences among its citizens and that justice would
prevail even in the face of intolerance.”® Moreover, active Jewish participation in
French military activities during World War I and a marked decline in antisemi-
tism in the years after the Dreyfus Affair, particularly in the 1920s, reconfirmed
the secure position of Jews within the state.””

In the 1930s, however, this status came into question once again. Indeed,
during the ten years preceding World War II, a rising antisemitism threatened
once again to undermine the position of Jews in French society and challenge
the long-established relationship they had maintained between their ethnoreli-
gious affiliations and their national loyalties. This surge in antisemitic rhetoric
coincided with rising numbers of Jewish refugees flocking to France from Ger-
many and further east. By 1939, between 45,000 and 50,000 new Jews had arrived,
joining the ranks of approximately 100,000 other Jewish immigrants from the
eastwho had migrated to France in the previous decades.”® Worried that the new-
comers’ “foreignness” would undermine their own position in French society in
this new atmosphere of economic depression and rising anti-Jewish sentiment,
the local Jewish leadership actively worked to encourage the immigrants’ accul-
turation, prevailing on them to adopt French customs and to shed their “Jew-
ish” traits. Indeed, even those Jewish communal leaders most sympathetic to the
refugees’ plight and dedicated to creating a safe refuge for them in France never
stopped admonishing the newcomers to acculturate quickly, arguing that in ex-
change for such transformations, the French government would provide immi-
grants with citizenship and defend their equality.”®

Many of the recent newcomers, however, were unconvinced. Unlike earlier
waves of eastern European Jewish immigrants who had already begun the process
of adapting to French cultural, social, and political norms, those who came in the
1930s, particularly from eastern Europe, were more wary.8° In their native coun-
tries, antisemitism and administrative discrimination had provided Jews with few
means of integrating into the larger society. As a result, few trusted that national
governments would act benevolently, protecting them from anti-Jewish discrimi-
nation. Moreover, they “could not understand the natives’ continual allusion to
the distinctiveness of the French Jewish experience,” and many “remained un-
impressed by native arguments about the differences between an ‘enlightened’
French government and ‘backward’ eastern European regimes.” 81

When, in October 1940, the Vichy government enacted the Statut des juifs,
officially relegating Jews to second-class citizens, those who had migrated to
France most recently were in some ways more psychologically prepared, as they
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already doubted their host society’s ability or willingness to protect them. Those
whose allegiance to France went back a generation or more, however, were taken
by surprise when Vichy imposed its anti-Jewish legislation, no matter how aware
they had been of a growing antisemitism in their midst.82 Indeed, many re-
sponded with “pain and anguish,” whereas recent arrivals reacted with “nothing
like the emotional soul-searching that characterized native Jewry’s response.” 83

As the war continued, however, it became increasingly difficult for French
Jewish citizens to defend their patrie. Vichy’s anti-Jewish policies, which at first
affected immigrantJews more than the native-born, soon caught up with even the
most devoted French Jewish patriots.84 Moreover, in the immediate aftermath,
various communal authorities could not help but distinguish the particularity of
the Jewish fate during World War II, thereby distancing themselves from their
French compatriots even in the glorious days of liberation. As Guy de Rothschild
noted in 1945, “The tragedy is too great to be fully grasped but it dwarfs in the eyes
of France thewonderful, victorious war news.” Likewise, the Bulletin d’information,
a journal of international Jewish news, reported, “Although French and foreign
Jews hail [the victory] with immense joy the same as all their compatriots, they
have been too branded in their flesh and spirits by the defeat of June 40 and by
the ignominious Hitlerian persecution to be able to detach themselves for even
a moment from the memory of their dead and their martyrs.” Or as one French
rabbi later remarked, “On the day of the Liberation of Paris, we did not have the
heart to surrender fully to the collective joy.” 85

And yet, if for some France’s victory was shrouded with memories of the
preceding years, for others the end of the war meant principally the immediate
abrogation of all of Vichy’s discriminatory statutes, after which Jews in France
were once again emancipated. In some sense, whatever conclusions had been
reached during the war had now to be reassessed in light of the restoration of full
equality. On the one hand, the four years of state-sanctioned discrimination and
persecution had proven that Jewish emancipation was reversible and therefore
insecure. On the other hand, the restoration of full equality also suggested that
the recent past was nothing but an aberration. The active attempts to defeat the
Germans, the flowering of a native French Resistance movement, and the post-
war prosecution of Vichy officials bolstered this theory and validated the prewar
position of the native Jewish leadership. For nearly 150 years republican govern-
ment had protected Jewish rights, and it would continue to do so as long as fascist
dictators were contained.

In the postwar years, advocates of both positions made their case, as sur-
vivors reconsidered, or in some cases reconfirmed, their understandings of Jew-
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ish national identity in light of their wartime experiences. For example, Samuel
René Kapel, a native-born rabbi and a member of the Orthodox Zionist organiza-
tion Mizrachi, repeatedly stressed that if there was one lesson to be learned from
the “bloody events” it was that emancipation had failed to ensure Jewish inte-
gration. “It is in our interests and in that of our children to reject assimilation
once and for all,” he declared. “We will no longer allow ourselves to be deluded
by vain promises; the awakening was cruel and our deception profound.” Kapel
believed that antisemitism had so infected French society that it would take years
for it to be purged; his own solution was a Jewish nationalism that would allow
Jewish voices to be heard and their culture and traditions to flourish. Indeed, in
1954, after working for ten years to encourage the spread of Zionism, he settled
permanently in Israel. For Kapel, therefore, the Holocaust had proven the need
fora Jewish homeland; assimilation was a profoundly dangerous choice, not only
because it undermined Jewish life but because its adherents had misjudged its
success, believing themselves safe in a country that, in fact, proved ready to turn
against them without provocation.8¢

Others shared Kapel’s strong viewpoint, as is clear by an excerpt from the
Zionist paper La Terre retrouvée, which chastised those who still remained com-
mitted to prewar assimilationist tendencies:

Numerous are those among us who believe that the pure and simple return
to the prewar status quo will suffice to end [the war] and to make us for-
get the nightmare through which we have lived; according to them we must
simply cross our arms and wait until the complete abrogation of all anti-
Jewish measures redresses the wrongs that were done. . . . However, there
are those of us who believe that a return to the past, however marvelous [it]
can seem amidst the infernal distress in which we currently reside, is not
enough, and that it is necessary, on the contrary, to uncover in this past all
the germs that could breed the illnesses from which we sufter today in order
to eliminate them.3”

Yet despite such charges, for others, recent events reconfirmed that assimilation
was, in fact, the correct response to resolving the Jewish Question once and for
all. Jean-Jacques Bernard, for example, a well-known native French Jewish writer,
and son of the even better known French dramatist Tristan Bernard, became a
public proponent of radical assimilation. Already in the mid-1930s, Bernard was
insisting that the solution to the Jewish Question was the integration of the Jews
“into the great mass of humanity.” Despite being interned in Compiégne from
December 1941 to February 1942 as part of a sweep of French intellectuals and
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daily faced with the increasing anti-Jewish hostility in his society, which even-
tually led to his own father’s incarceration, Bernard’s faith in integration never
wavered. Rather, the events of World War II reconfirmed his belief that assimila-
tion was the answer to any residual anti-Jewish sentiment in society. As if proving
that Judaism was simply an affiliation that could be changed as easily as an old
suit, Bernard converted to Catholicism soon after the war. Moreover, in his mem-
oir and several controversial articles, he argued that French Jews had come out
of the war with their understandings of citizenship, loyalty to the nation, and
love for country intact.38 “We cannot hold two nations in our hearts,” he wrote,
and French Jews could and should be loyal only to France. For him and his com-
rades in the concentration camp, Bernard claimed, there was no racial or national
link between themselves and non-French Jews, only a “complete solidarity with
our brothers of persecution without distinguishing between origins.” Thus, un-
like Kapel, Bernard adamantly refused all Jewish national aspirations, criticizing
those whose only true desire is “to annex us, to demonstrate to us that the land
that is ours is not really our own, to chain us to their vagabond fate.” Such indi-
viduals, he insisted, should be fought against as aggressively as Hitler.8°

The publication of Bernard’s book and articles in 1944-45 unleashed a storm
of controversy. Some accused him of providing fodder for antisemites in his criti-
cisms of fellow Jews. Others insisted that the war years had proven that whatever
ideological, religious, and political divisions separated Jews from one another,
they shared a common fate. All Jews had been persecuted and must henceforth
stand together.?° Marc Jarblum, a Polish Jew by birth and president of the Fédé-
ration des sociétés juives de France, took such a stance, criticizing Bernard for
placing his French citizenship ahead of his Jewish heritage. “The facts are in: the
Germans arrested many Frenchmen, but because they were socialists, commu-
nists, Catholic resistors, and not because they were French. On the other hand,
they arrested Jews independent of their opinions or their nationality in France as
well as in Belgium, Holland, and other occupied countries.” Nevertheless, Jar-
blum did not urge his readers to revoke their citizenship, nor did he criticize
France for its role in persecuting Jews. Rather, like Bernard, he placed the bur-
den of guilt on the Germans and maintained that Jewish efforts in the Resistance
and at the front were offered in their “double capacity” as French citizens and
as Jews.91

Intrigued by the controversy and by the “strange silence” surrounding the
Jewish persecution and losses in postwar France, Emanuel Mournier, editor of the
Catholicjournal Esprit, devoted the 1 September 1945 issue to the Jewish Question.
In the journal, Jean-Jacques Bernard’s assimilationist views were pitted against
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those of Henri Hertz, a poet, novelist, and critic who rejected all such notions.
Like Bernard, Hertz was a native-born French Jew who had distinguished himself
in journalism and literature. Unlike Bernard, however, he had been drawn —even
before World War II—to the nascent Zionist movement, writing much on Jew-
ish problems in the French press and in 1925 becoming the general secretary of
France-Palestine, an early Zionist organization. For Hertz, who survived the war
while fighting in the Resistance, the Holocaust reconfirmed his belief in a Jewish
national identity.92 In his article in Esprit he advocated a double patriotism, claim-
ing that if there was no identifiable Jewish “race,” there was certainly a Jewish
people. For him, like Kapel, the war provided clear indication that emancipation
had not worked; rather, Jews must be given the “city, metropole, political cen-
ter that they have lost.” However, Hertz did not suggest that French Jews should
abandon their birth land for a new national homeland, but rather that such a state
would provide them with “a clear and distinct reference of their lineage and of
their legitimacy.” 93 Thus, even among those most willing to criticize Bernard’s
stance, there was a clear preference to emphasize dual loyalties. The Vichy legacy
did not mean that Jews had to reject their French patriotism; rather, they had to
supplement this loyalty with a stronger commitment to Jewish nationalism.%*

What is most striking to the contemporary reader, however, is the degree to
which neither Bernard’s call for total assimilation nor Hertz’s notion of double
patriotism resonated for many of those in positions of communal authority—
at least initially—despite the upheaval that their community had recently ex-
perienced. Certainly Bernard’s assimilationist stance and particularly his conver-
sion to Catholicism proved unacceptable to those striving to rebuild Jewish life
after the war. Georges Wormser, president of the central administrative body of
French Judaism, the Consistoire de Paris, called Bernard’s views “repugnant.”
Willingly condemning all forms of radical assimilation, however, Consistoire
officials proved reluctant to publicly endorse those arguing against him, com-
menting nervously that “the moment did not seem propitious for engaging in
politics.”95 Although, as we will see in chapter 4, the Consistoire leadership did
eventually come to support a measured Jewish nationalism, in the immediate
aftermath of the war they preferred the “strange silence” surrounding the Jewish
Question to a public debate on the place of Jews in French society.2¢

Others, such as the editors of the Bulletin du Centre israélite d’information, re-
flected the measured response of the Consistoire leadership, adopting an actively
“centrist” position on the controversy: “It is fitting to note that ‘double patrio-
tism’ is Mr. Henri Hertz’s personal conception . . . [which] corresponds to the
tendencies of only a limited faction of Zionists, while on the other hand, Jean-

Integrating into the Polity 109



Jacques Bernard . . . recently converted to Catholicism, which was naturally his
right but which does not indicate the position of those Jews in favor of assimila-
tion.” 97 Like the Consistoire, the editors of the Bulletin, in reporting on what they
believed to be the attitude of most French Jews, adopted a position that continued
to view integration into the French state as a possible and desirable goal.

Indeed, to the extent that the controversy surrounding Bernard’s publica-
tion provides a window into postwar Jewish responses to the Vichy years, it is
clear that for many, the losses and upheaval associated with these years reconfirmed
much of what they had already assumed prior to the war’s outbreak. For Bernard
himself, confinement in a concentration camp provided strong evidence that his
allegiances lay not with other Jews but with fellow French prisoners. His postwar
conversion and publications served as public pronouncements of that loyalty, but
his views favoring integration took root in the years preceding World War II. Simi-
larly, those favoring a more active Jewish nationalism, such as Hertz, Kapel, and
Jarblum (as well as many members of the immigrant Jewish community, as we will
see in chapter 4), were also working to that end in the 1930s. Meanwhile, those
who had previously been concerned with keeping a low profile to maintain what
theyviewed as the delicate balance between “Frenchness” and “Jewishness,” such
as the leaders of the Consistoire, remained committed to that goal.

Inall of these cases, then, the Holocaust did not provide a complete break with
previous ways of thinking about national identity. This is even clearer when we
consider the responses of those not in communal authority. Although difficult to
document, most evidence suggests that the years of Vichy persecution had not
visibly shaken most native Jews’ faith in the French state and that neither radical
assimilation nor radical nationalism resonated with most French Jews. Bernard’s
conversion to Catholicism was not widely imitated, despite the fears of some com-
munal leaders. Nor did many take Kapel’s route by migrating to Israel —a paltry
6,436 deciding to make the move between 1948 and 1966.9¢ One Mossad agent
commented when describing the small numbers of French Jews interested in up-
rooting for Palestine, “Nowhere else have I met Jews who have suffered so much
without learning anything.” To Ben Gurion and other Yishuv leaders, it soon be-
came clear that “unlike survivors of the death camps, French Jews continued to
view their country as their homeland.” 9°

Further evidence of Jews’ faith in the restored Republic is evident in their
attempts to reclaim property after the war’s end. Confident that the state would
return what was rightfully theirs, thousands applied to government-established
restitution offices for compensation. Their requests indicate that most had not
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lost faith in France’s will or power to protect its citizens, Jews and non-Jews alike.
Moreover, their letters illustrate that they understood their citizenship as their
historical right. Many claimants indignantly reminded officials of their sacrifices
for la patrie and of their roots in France dating back to the Revolution. Maurice P.
wrote, for example, that he belonged to a family of old French stock and that his
father had been a veteran of the Franco-Prussian war. Another demanded the ar-
rest of one of his French persecutors “in the name of French humanity and for the
future and security of the Republic.” The claimant strengthened his own rights
by citing his participation in both world wars and his son’s service in the Resis-
tance.190 Such assertions of loyalty and historical lineage are not particularly sur-
prising given that the writers in question were seeking to prove the legitimacy of
their restitution claims. Nevertheless, it is also clear that these Jewish citizens did
not hide from the public spotlight, nor did they assume that the persecution they
had suffered would have repercussions for their postwar status in French society.
Rather, they insisted on their legal rights to defense and financial reparations on
the grounds that their citizenship offered such protection.

True, not all returning Jews proved quite so willing to overlook their perse-
cution at their neighbors’ hands. One quipped, “It was bad enough that we had
to suffer through the continual persecution of the enemy without also having to
suffer through that of the French.” 101 For the majority, however, France remained
a country of liberty and justice. Although occasionally complaining that the gov-
ernment was not attending to their needs rapidly enough, few French Jews voiced
ambivalence, publicly atleast, about their countryorits leaders. Indeed, the oppo-
site seems to be true; most seemed secure in the knowledge that republican law in
general and the provisional government in particular would right Vichy’s wrongs.
Moreover, despite an awareness of having suffered at French hands, many were
quick to excuse the majority of French citizens from any connection with the per-
secution. Robert Gamzon, for example, stressed that “with the exception of very
few, the French people helped us a great deal. I can say without exaggeration
that every living Jew in France was saved at one time or another by a non-Jew.” 102
Such an assessment was, in fact, based in reality. As Susan Zuccotti has shown,
many Jews in France survived the attack against them largely because of the aid of
courageous fellow citizens.193 Nevertheless, the degree to which Jews sought to
put the past behind them is striking. Guy de Rothschild, for example, linked the
worst of the persecutions to the Nazis. Although claiming that during the war,
he had read Vichy’s Statut des juifs in “a state of nausea,” feeling “excluded, in-
sulted, designated for public vindictiveness, marked with the brand of infamy,”
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he quickly thereafter “never gave it a thought.” Firmly convinced that the French
had “rejected this wicked plagiarism of the Nazis,” he excused his own nation
from any wrongdoing.104

Itis in this response of Rothschild’s that we begin to discern an explanation
for the willingness of many Jews to reembrace their prewar faith in the French
state. As we saw in chapter 2, unlike Jews from Poland and elsewhere in the east
who returned to their homes after the war only to find ongoing antisemitic per-
secution, those from France returned to a notable silence on issues having to do
with the Jewish fate during World War I1. Indeed, if some antisemitic rhetoric still
singled out Jews from others in the population, the absence of Jews from public
discourse was far more striking. As Sartre noted in his well-known essay on anti-
semitism, “Now all France rejoices and fraternizes in the streets; social conflict
seems temporarily forgotten; the newspapers devote whole columns to stories of
prisoners of war and deportees. Do we say anything about the Jews? Do we give a
thought to those who died in the gas chambers at Lublin? Not a word. Not a line
in the newspapers.” 105

Such silence on questions of Jewish losses were part of a larger phenome-
non that Henry Rousso has labeled “the Vichy Syndrome.” This national myth
de-emphasized French complicity with the Germans by stressing that the Vichy
government had been administered by a small group of misguided men, and that
the Germans had committed most of the crimes. If a few French citizens had col-
laborated, the population as a whole had resisted. The Vichy years could thus be
regarded as an aberration; the majority of French citizens had done their part by
resisting German fascism and saving their nation’s honor.106

Most Jews in France participated in maintaining this public myth, which
prevented them from calling attention to France’s role in the persecution of its
Jewish residents.1°7 Although, as we will see in chapter 4, some Jews of immi-
grant extraction were more unforgiving of the recent past, the lines dividing im-
migrant and native were becoming increasingly blurry in the 1940s. Immigrant
Jews had indeed suffered a more dramatic fate during the Vichy period, but those
who had arrived in France in the 1920s or previously had, in fact, already gone
far in integrating into their new society prior to the outbreak of war.198 Indeed,
in the immediate postwar years, naturalization rates were high among those of
immigrant extraction despite the persecution they had recently faced.1% Thus,
for all such “French Jews,” whether of more recent or more distant lineage, the
post-World War II French recommitment to republican norms was enticing. For
most, therefore, public silence on the implications of French complicity with
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anti-Jewish violence during the war was the rule of the day, and returnees pursued
a rapid reintegration into their state.

Why Integration?

Although the two cases under study are undeniably different, a comparison be-
tween them displays a striking confidence in the French state’s ability and desire
to integrate minorities into its fold. Given that both Armenians and Jews had been
recently persecuted for their status as distinctive minority groups and given that
the latter had been persecuted for that status on French soil, this confidence is quite
noteworthy. How can it be explained?

As this chapter has argued, the most pressing concern facing both post-
genocide Armenian communities and the post-Holocaust Jewish population was
the quotidian needs connected with the reestablishment of their lives and com-
munities. At least in the immediate aftermath, such concerns far outweighed
larger existential questions about the position of minorities in nation-states. For
both, France seemed to provide a safe context in which to pursue this much de-
sired stability. Indeed, in both cases, improving economic conditions rapidly in-
dicated that the deprivations of the previous years would soon be a thing of the
past. For most survivors, therefore, it was the present and not the past that seemed
the best measure of their relative safety and potential to thrive. And in both cases,
there were few indications that the present posed any dangers whatsoever.

Although Armenian refugees spent 1922 and 1923 struggling to establish
some kind of economic stability, the new society in which they found themselves
nevertheless provided numerous opportunities and freedoms, allowing them to
improve their position rapidly. Not only did most find employment quickly on
arriving, but within a relatively short time, large numbers of refugees began mov-
ing away from factory work to more familiar artisanal trades, such as tailoring
and shoemaking. This shift brought a new economic mobility that allowed Ar-
menians, as we will see subsequently, to build private homes on individually pur-
chased land.

And whereas the arrival of the world depression in 1931 signaled a down-
turn in the economic fortunes of most French citizens, for Armenians these years
actually continued to facilitate their economic integration and occupational di-
versification, as even more were pushed from industry to artisanship and shop-
keeping.110 As factories began to close and unemployment rose, new laws limited
to 10 percent the proportion of foreign workers in French factories. Although the
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Armenians’ status as apatrides often made them the last foreign workforce to be
fired, many eventually found themselves unemployed.111 In response, the poorest
among them turned to peddling or set up small grocery and clothing stands. Over
time, the number of these stands increased, some transforming into small shops,
groceries, and bakeries. Not all Armenians abandoned manual labor for shop-
keeping and craftsmanship, but the population did overwhelmingly transform
its economic makeup. By as early as 1923 in Marseille, for example, Armenians
were already moving toward more familiar trades, and by 1939, literally dozens
of Armenian tailors and shoemakers had set up shop.112

Moreover, the economic crisis 0of 1931-32 led to the development of subcon-
tracting, particularly among unemployed Armenian women, who, after having
been laid off from the factories, began to make and sell scarves, lace, and knit-
wear. Over time, some families invested in sewing machines and designated one
member, usually the male head of household, to become the intermediary be-
tween those working at home and the local clothing merchants of the quarter.
In the most profitable cases, after accumulating some capital, the family could
open its own store. A similar process took place among shoemakers. True, the
conditions in which most of these families lived remained generally deplorable
and most were faced with great poverty and poor living conditions, yet a small
group was able to make its way into the middle class by the outbreak of World
War I1. Moreover, in shifting to subcontracting, even those without great means
had begun the process of moving away from industrial labor as their primary
means of subsistence. This shift in professional makeup was the first step in the
process of creating new and more durable roots after years of rootlessness.113

Similarly, although the process of recovery for post-World War II Jewish
populations was neither smooth nor immediate, particularly in the first year or
two following the cessation of fighting, a number of positive indications sug-
gested that life would return to normal now that the Germans had been ousted.
Indeed, those with connections and means quickly reported an improvement in
their condition, sometimes as early as 1946.114 For most others, however, the pro-
cess took longer and many were faced with great poverty. Nevertheless, a variety
of economic and political measures suggested that such conditions might remain
only temporary.

In some cases, economic stabilization was facilitated through the restitu-
tion legislation, which, though not ideal, still functioned to some degree, par-
ticularly in the provinces. Thus, although restitution laws prevented many dispos-
sessed families from retrieving their formerapartments, somewere able to use the
November 1944 ordinance to their advantage. Others were able to reclaim their
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businesses and stores without engaging in protracted battles with new owners.
Still other dispossessed French Jews began using the legal system to their advan-
tage, sometimes in contested cases that would take several years to settle, but
also in “amiable” exchanges that placed the original owner quickly at the head
of his former business. Restitution thus proceeded apace, allowing the Toulouse
restitution department, for example, to declare in March 1946, “The businesses
and furniture that had been sold or maintained under provisional administration
until liberation have been returned to their legitimate owners almost in their en-
tirety.” There were numerous cases still in dispute, but by the end of 1946, most
Jewish property in this region had been returned to its rightful owners.115 As this
case suggests, in some regions of the country, restitution was an effective means
of restoring to Jews what had been taken from them and, hence, providing them
with a restored sense of “normalcy.”

In Paris, restitution moved more slowly, often giving Jewish war victims the
impression that they were being ignored or marginalized. Nevertheless, the po-
litical conviction to reverse Vichy’s discriminatory legislation provided an opti-
mistic indication that the government was committed to restoring Jews into the
body politic, and over the course of several years, restitution legislation did work
to put this political conviction into practice. Indeed, as the Mattéolli Commission
recently concluded in its review of restitution procedures in postwar France, even
if such procedures were not put in place as rapidly or efficiently as some would
have liked and even if there were gaps, the most essential losses were covered:
“Overall, the restored Republic did its duty.” 116

Perhaps more important than property restitution in the stabilization of
French Jewish economic life, however, was the potential to find employment. In-
deed, by the first few months of 1946 there was a marked improvement in employ-
ment levels in all but a few lines of work. Because the war had caused “no direct
or sharp break in the continuity of the economic forms and structure” of French
Jewish life, many were able to return to their former occupations and trades.11?
Thosewho needed more help, such as the immigrant Jews discussed above, could
turn tovarious AJDC subventioned organizations such as loan societies and credit
cooperatives to provide funds for their professional reestablishment. From 1945
to 1950, for example, the Funds de démarrage économique and the Caisse israél-
ite des préts, two such loan organizations, aided approximately 23,500 borrow-
ers.118 In addition, local vocational institutions such as those sponsored through
the Organization for Rehabilitation and Training (ORT) retrained those unable to
return to their previous professions or trained those youth who had received no
education or training of any kind. In France, ORT also provided over two thou-
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sand artisan families with the necessary machines and tools to enable them to
establish themselves.119

In addition, over the course of the next ten years, the French economy ex-
panded, facilitating the process of Jewish financial reestablishment, although in
the first four years after the war, the country faced severe economic problems as
increasing inflation and labor shortages demoralized the population and under-
mined governmental attempts to stabilize the economy. Nevertheless, advances
in social policy and an active state intervention in production meant that by 1947
“industrial output reached its 1938 level, labour productivity was rising, and the
economyappeared to have recovered its suppleness and dynamism.” This is not to
suggest that for the working public life had returned to what it was prior to World
War II. Indeed, for most, work weeks were longer and purchasing power had de-
clined. With the implementation of the Marshall Plan, however, through which
the United States offered significant financial support to help restore stability to
Europe and to prevent the spread of Soviet influence, new prosperity came to the
French economy. As a result, from 1948 to 1952 industrial output rose, trade was
revived, and production was modernized.120

This economic stimulation provided returning Jews with the opportunity to
reestablish their financial well-being. Those engaged in commerce, both whole-
sale and retail, were able to take advantage of rising consumer needs. As they
had before the war, Jews continued to occupy an important place in these areas,
particularly in textiles, ready-to-wear clothing, leather goods, jewelry, and handi-
crafts. In Paris, the Jewish immigrant population —both those who had survived
Vichy and incoming refugees — often worked in these fields. In addition, the ex-
panding economy and the end to legal restrictions meant that Jews could return
to positions in the civil service and education. Therefore, doctors, lawyers, and
teachers were able once again to practice the occupations in which they had been
trained. Although no precise figures indicate the exact rate of Jewish economic
recovery in France, anecdotal descriptions suggest that within ten years the popu-
lation’s economic situation had radically improved. In 1956, the World Jewish
Congress reported that “the material lot of the majority of Jews of France. . . is
relatively good and there remain only residual traces of the distress which pre-
vailed immediately after the war.” Similarly, the AJDC reported, “Ten years after
the liberation of France the Jewish community has recovered economically to the
same extent that the rest of France has and is developing more and more the
patterns and activities of any normal community.” 121

Thus, for both Armenian and Jewish populations in France, improving eco-
nomic conditions helped ease their integration (reintegration) into the French
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state. Though previously persecuted for their status as minorities, evidence sug-
gested that in the current context they would prosper. French integrationist rhe-
toric and policies helped bolster such views. For Armenians, this is perhaps less
surprising, because for them France seemed a sanctuary far removed from the
lands in which they had been persecuted. Concerned with securing their posi-
tion in the state, they never questioned the wisdom of integration and instead
pursued it without reservation. Even for Jews, however, a successful economic
reintegration, coupled with the removal of all anti-Jewish legislation, a profound
silence among those who had previously called for anti-Jewish restrictions, and
the persecution of war criminals provided concrete evidence that the four years of
Vichy rule had been a violent deviation from a long century and a half of republi-
can commitment to equal Jewish participation in the polity. As Georges Wormser
remarked in 1955, “The Jewish community in France enjoys a position of com-
plete equality in national life. . . . to be a Jew is merely one of the many ways of
life for a citizen in a country where diversity is an essential feature.” 122 Such a
comment, coming only ten years after the end of the war, suggests that belief in
France’s liberal tradition remained strong and that the massive disruptions of the
war years had not shaken confidence in the state’s commitment to protecting its
minorities.

For both groups, then, France’s integrationist culture proved sufficiently
welcoming to help distance survivors from the fears of the past. To some, the
genocidal attack proved the impossibility of maintaining viable and enduring
communities outside a national homeland; however, most survivors did not con-
cur. Nevertheless, both populations were quickly faced with questions over just
what kind of relationship should be established with just such a national home-
land. It is to these questions that we now turn.
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4 Diaspora, Nation, and Homeland among Survivors

One of the striking similarities in the histories of Jewish and Armenian survivor
communities is the emergence in both cases of national “homelands” in the years
immediately following their respective genocides. These new states posed inter-
esting dilemmas for two minority populations determined to integrate success-
fully into the state in which they lived. Because these “external national home-
lands,” to use Rogers Brubaker’s term, defined their “ethnonational kin in other
states as members of one and the same nation,” Armenians and Jews around the
world were suddenly implicated in the political history of a state in which they
did not live. For some members of each population, particularly the ideologues
who had been making such nationalist claims for decades, the birth of such states
simply legitimized what they had always held to be true. For others, however, the
claims of these new states to speak for their “nationals” wherever they lived were
disconcerting. For Jewish and Armenian genocide survivors just beginning to re-
build some stability, the birth of the State of Israel and the Republic of Armenia
thus raised new questions about national and transnational allegiances.

In France, these questions were particularly pressing because, as we have
seen, survivors of both genocides were seeking to establish themselves in a
broader integrationist culture that discouraged distinctive minority political af-
filiations. And yet, the emergence of these “external national homelands” in fact
emphasized their minority status by shifting it from an ethnic to a national desig-
nation. Indeed, in theory at least, Armenians and Jews could now “demand state
recognition of their distinct ethnocultural nationality” and as such assert “certain
collective, nationality-based cultural or political rights.”1

Such political leverage was appealing to some survivors, given their recent



past of disenfranchisement and persecution, but most rejected any political des-
ignation that suggested they were displaced members of a distant state. That
said, they did not reject nationalistic discourse entirely. Indeed, in both cases,
emerging nationalistic movements became central to group identification, allow-
ing both to assert their right to existence — crucial in the postgenocide decades —
according to internationally recognized norms. For both, then, albeit in rather
different ways, negotiating a relationship with Armenia and Israel, respectively,
was as much aboutarticulating a distinctive political voice at home as it was about
establishing a rapport with the “homeland.”

Diaspora and Homeland among French Armenians

The recent past of genocide and deportation naturally induced tremendous cau-
tion among Armenian refugees in France, predisposing them to integrate peace-
fully and rapidly into their host nation; these events had also transformed the na-
ture and character of the larger Armenian diaspora, raising new questions about
the potential success of that integration. For centuries prior to the war, small
pockets of Armenians gathered in scattered colonies throughout the world; this
dispersion steadily increased in the nineteenth century.? Thus, small Armenian
colonies took root in France, Holland, Italy, and England, which attracted an
intellectual and cultural elite seeking political freedom, educational opportuni-
ties, and commercial success. Larger and more significant colonies took shape
throughout the East. Hence, the Russian Empire, the Middle East, eastern Europe,
North Africa, and Afghanistan, as well as India, Indonesia, and the Philippines
all housed Armenian colonies of differing sizes and importance.

After World War I, however, the profile of the diaspora changed as a “dias-
pora of elites became a diaspora of refugees.”3 The ultimate effect of postgeno-
cide migrations was that nearly half the Armenian population established homes
in the diaspora, the other half finding shelter in Soviet Armenia. Such signifi-
cant demographic and geographic shifts had important consequences for those
colonies already in place. Familial links from the United States to the newly estab-
lished Soviet Republic tied the communities closely to one another. One survivor
noted of his family scattered in France, Iran, Colombia, and Belgium, “My family
is ‘international.’ ”# An intensified “transnational” consciousness grew out of
this new dispersion, which shaped how this first generation of genocide survivors
in France viewed their position at home and abroad.

Thus, at the very moment when Armenian refugees were seeking to ensure
their position within the French polity, new questions were emerging as to where
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and with whom their allegiances lay. For some, maintaining relationships with
Armenians elsewhere meant navigating what were at times conflicting loyalties.
The focal point around which these various loyalties converged was Soviet Ar-
menia. Most Armenians had enthusiastically supported the small Armenian Re-
public that had declared independence in the aftermath of World War I; far fewer
had been pleased a few years later, when the Red Army asserted its control in the
region, transforming the independent republic into a Soviet state. Subsequently,
negotiating a relationship with Armenia became even more complicated, with the
French government watching its supporters closely as potential spies. As we will
see, whereas certain enthusiasts chose to “repatriate” when Stalin provided the
opportunity in 1936 and then again in 1947, the majority of French Armenians,
although unwilling to renounce all connections to the Soviet Republic, were wary
of cultivating strong links with it. Their passive support was often influenced by
their desire to prove theirallegiance to their host nation. As a result, Armenians in
France mediated between their enthusiasm for the idea of an Armenian homeland
and their ambivalence about the Soviet Armenian state.

In response to these dilemmas, distinct divisions emerged throughout the
Armenian diaspora over how best to pursue Armenian national aims. In broad
strokes, these divisions coalesced around two poles: those who supported Soviet
Armenia as the only viable option for Armenian national aspirations and those
whoviewed Soviet involvement as the collapse of those national aspirations. Such
disputes ricocheted throughout the diaspora, shaping the nature of Armenian
political life in highly antagonistic ways and dividing small refugee communities
into even smaller factions.

Likewise, for those in France, home not only to the incoming refugee popu-
lation but also to a vocal political elite, the relationship with Soviet Armenia was
complex from the outset. Where was “home” for these transplanted masses? Was
it in the ancestral lands from which they had been torn? Was it in the country
that had welcomed them? Or was it in Yerevan, the Soviet Armenian capital? Such
questions emerged most clearly in Armenian political articulations, as various
factions of the population debated their relationship to the Soviet Armenian Re-
public.

Three diaspora political parties dominated Armenian political life through-
out the diaspora. Two of them, the social democrats or the Hnchak Party, founded
in Geneva in 1887, and the Armenian Revolutionary Federation, the Dashnakt-
sutiun, founded in Tiflis in 1890, had already established themselves in Paris in the
late nineteenth century, when small numbers of Armenian journalists, writers,
and revolutionaries fled antiminority oppression in the Ottoman Empire. Sharing

120 In the Aftermath of Genocide



a common desire to raise political consciousness among the masses, to break the
Church’s monopoly over political decisions, and to interest rural communities
in the Armenian Question, these two parties differed from each other and from
the Armenegan Party, a third party of the day, in method, timing, and degree of
Marxist and/or socialist orientation.> Thus, they often opposed each other while
working for the same greater causes.

In the postwar era, they were joined by a bourgeois liberal party, the Ram-
gavar Azadagan Gusagtsutiun, or the Ramgavars, originally founded in Cairo
in 1908 as the Sahmanadir Ramgavars and merging in 1921 with other groups
to become the Ramgavar Azadagan. Support for this party generally came from
the wealthy and established Armenian bourgeoisie, many of whom had roots in
France dating back to the previous century or earlier, when a merchant class had
been attracted to France’s ports. Concentrating in commercial and trade endeav-
ors, this population made a name for itself in the diamond and Oriental carpet
businesses and, with the intellectuals and revolutionaries mentioned above, con-
stituted a well-established, if small, Armenian colony prior to the arrival of geno-
cide escapees.®

The significance of this well-integrated, politically literate elite—no matter
what their party affiliation —became particularly noteworthy in the years leading
up to and following World War I due to the importance of Paris as a diplomatic
center for discussing cross-European problems. Indeed, a discussion of Arme-
nian political life in France during these years indicates just how central the Pari-
sian Armenian population was to Armenian diaspora politics more generally before
masses of genocide survivors began migrating to France. As such, it also helps
explain why the pro- and anti-Soviet Armenian debates that characterized the en-
tire Armenian diaspora throughout the history of that regime were particularly
salient in France in the 1920s and 1930s.

In 1912, as new problems surfaced inside the Ottoman Empire, the Catholi-
cos in Russian Armenia, Kévork V, turned to Boghos Nubar Pasha, wealthy son
of the former prime minister of Egypt and himself previously the director of the
Egyptian State Railways, to establish an Armenian delegation in Paris. The dele-
gation, it was hoped, would advance the Armenian national cause and encourage
European allies to enforce reforms in the Ottoman Empire.” Once World War I
broke out, the delegation’s importance increased, as Nubar worked in conjunc-
tion with other Turkish Armenian intellectuals and clergy to free Armenian prov-
inces from Ottoman control and, in 1918, to secure the status of belligerents for
Armenians so that they would be allowed to participate in the Paris Peace Con-
ference.
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Following the war, the poles of leadership split between those in the newly
declared Republic of Armenia in May 1918 and those in France. Paris, however,
remained the political center of Armenian life in the diaspora and the voice for
western Armenians uprooted from the Ottoman Empire.® Representatives from
the Republic of Armenia attended the Paris Peace Conference under the leader-
ship of Avetis Aharonian, the celebrated author and chairman of the Armenian
National Council, hoping to influence the direction of political events. Their ar-
rival was quickly overshadowed by the work of the long-established Armenian
National Delegation.® Thus Armenians in Paris, already the center of diaspora
political life during World War I, maintained that role well into the early 1920s.
Their position was bolstered as civil war in the former Russian Empire forced
local leaders in Transcaucasia to focus on problems at home. When the inde-
pendent republic fell to Bolshevik control in December 1920 (initially, it was an
independent Soviet republic and in 1922 was absorbed into the Transcaucasian
Soviet Federated Socialist Republic), Paris remained an important political cen-
ter of Armenian life outside the Soviet state. Indeed, many ousted leaders of the
independent republic made their way there.1°

Thus, by the early 1920s, the Parisian Armenian population had already
established itself as one of the most politically charged Armenian populations
in the diaspora, despite its tiny size. There, debates raged over the best path for
realizing Armenian national aspirations. These debates centered around the three
main political parties described above. Although, for reasons that will become
clear, most refugees did not affiliate directly with any of these parties, their rheto-
ric and positions nevertheless had a fundamental impact in shaping the nature of
diaspora-homeland relations among the refugee population. Hence it is crucial
to explore their activities and positions in greater depth.

Two of the diaspora political parties enthusiastically supported the Soviet
Armenian state, although for very different reasons. The Hnchaks, whose influ-
ence in the diaspora was the weakest, maintained their Marxist socialism, which
led them to support the new regime primarily for ideological reasons. Similarly,
the Ramgavar Party, which was made up largely of the wealthy and established
French Armenian bourgeoisie, also actively supported Soviet Armenia. Though
perhaps notenthusiastic aboutits political regime, Ramgavars believed the Soviet
state could provide Armenia with the protection it needed to survive in the post-
World War I world. In contrast, the Dashnak Party, initially the most influential
diaspora political party, was both anti-Soviet and anti-Soviet Armenian. Having
made up the majority of the government of the independent republic until it fell to
the Soviets, Dashnak leaders believed that any outside rule was detrimental to Ar-
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menian interests and dedicated themselves to rebuilding a free and independent
state.11In addition to these parties was the Haistani oknoutian gomidé (HOG), or
the Armenian Aid Committee. The French chapter of this international organiza-
tion was created in 1924 through the efforts of the Soviet Armenian government’s
representative in Paris, Siméon Piroumian. It was charged with promoting pro-
communist propaganda, raising funds to support national reconstruction, estab-
lishing intellectual and economic links between those in the “homeland” and
those abroad, and facilitating their “repatriation.” 12

Itis worth noting that political divisions among the Armenian parties did not
necessarily divide neatly into “right” and “left.” While the conservative party rep-
resenting the bourgeois classes defended Soviet Armenia, the Dashnaks, whose
political ideologies were shaped by socialism, were fiercely opposed to the com-
munist regime.13 Thus, although political divisions among these groups often
fell neatly between those who supported Soviet Armenia and those who did not,
the political map of French Armenians was more complex than this dichotomy
suggests. On the one hand were those among the wealthy French Parisian elite
who did not support the communist regime; yet, because they favored Armenian
nationhood, they would not speak out against the Soviet republic and even sup-
ported it through their charitable works. Nevertheless, due to their political, so-
cial, and economic position in the French state, they actively opposed the HOG
and its local activities and even came into conflict with Soviet Armenian officials
who attempted to encourage support of communist activities in France.# On the
other hand were those who supported socialism but actively opposed Armenia’s
Soviet incorporation. Moreover, participation in French political structures did
not predicate repudiation of Soviet Armenia. Hence, one of the first leaders of
the HOGs activities was a naturalized French citizen and a World War I veteran.1s
Complicating this picture further were those Armenians allied with the French
Communist Party who participated in this Party’s international effort, which down-
played loyalties to any national movement whatsoever. The Comité intersyndical
arménien thus argued that HOG was simply a propagandistic organization that
did nothing to help Armenian workers in France. Such overlapping and conflict-
ing loyalties often led to confusing messages from political leaders. The HOG
leadership, for example, actively dissuaded its members from joining the French
Communist Party (although there were members who participated in both), argu-
ing that the refugee population should refrain from participating in theiradopted
country’s internal politics. Simultaneously, however, they advocated a procom-
munist stance, one that was frowned upon by the French government.1®

During the interwar years, the various parties fought for influence in com-
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munal affairs, and, as elsewhere in the diaspora, each created its own organiza-
tional structures, schools, youth movements, newspapers, sporting groups, and
women’s groups to forward its causes, particularlyamong theyoung.1” Beginning
in August 1925, for example, the Dashnaks began publishing Haratch, a triweekly
newspaper (which became a daily in 1927). Initially driven by its political agenda,
Haratch declared itself a literary and political journal whose goal was the “national
rebuilding of Armenia and the struggle against Soviet domination.” The HOG,
in contrast, published Erivan, which was dedicated to disseminating pro-Soviet
propaganda. Although this paper closed in 1930 due to lack of funds, it was fol-
lowed by several others promoting a similar agenda. Yet another series of papers
promoted the Ramgavar’s views.18

By publishing newspapers, organizing cultural and educational conferences,
and providing aid to their compatriots, the parties provided a variety of political
and social outlets for their members. The Dashnaks were particularly sophisti-
cated in this regard, functioning in the diaspora like a government in exile and
using all the buildings and resources of the former independent Armenian Re-
public to forward their cause.1® Hence, the Party scheduled seminars to discuss
Armenian culture and history and established a women’s charitable organiza-
tion dedicated to providing Armenian language courses to children, visiting the
sick and aged, and organizing annual colonies de vacances. In addition, the Dash-
naks established schools for Armenian children such as the Ecole Khrimian Var-
jaran, opened in Issy-les-Moulineaux in 1921.2° Likewise, the HOG operated its
own schools throughout various regions of France, seeking to teach Armenian
and to foster a connection between Armenian youth and the “motherland.” The
Ramgavars, in contrast, though not bolstered by as sophisticated a local infra-
structure, had great wealth at their disposal thanks to the makeup of their mem-
bership, allowing them to promote their views both locally and through their
philanthropic endeavors in Soviet Armenia.

Such contrasting political and social structures led, at times, to conflicts
among these groups as each struggled to represent the refugees to local authori-
ties. They also fought over emotion-laden symbolic issues, such as which date
should mark the official celebration of Armenian independence: 28 May 1918,
when the Dashnaks came to power, or 29 November 1920, when Soviet forces
entered Armenia? Debates also raged over which flag should represent the Arme-
nian state at political functions. The Dashnaks insisted that the diaspora should
adopt the first flag of independent Armenia; their opponents recognized the flag
of the Soviet Armenian Republic.21 Not surprisingly, advocates of each group held
their own celebrations/commemorations despite the objections of their oppo-
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nents. Like clockwork each year at the end of November or early December, sev-
eral hundred Armenians gathered in Paris, Marseille, and Lyon to celebrate the
anniversary of the Soviet Armenian Republic. Replete with speeches by Soviet, Ar-
menian, and French communists and films and concerts, these events allowed
those who supported Armenia, whether officially affiliated with the Communist
Party or not, to demonstrate their allegiance to the Soviet Republic. In Lyon in
November 1925, for example, participants gathered to express their “affection
and love” for the government of Soviet Armenia. Moreover, they published propa-
ganda attacking their political rivals. One, entitled How Was a Free and Independent
Armenian Born, for example, insisted that the Dashnaks had tricked the Armenian
people by proclaiming 28 May a day of struggle, sacrifice, triumph, and freedom.
Instead, it had been a day of defeat and mourning, as subsequently the Armenian
people had been trapped in the “Dashnaks’ claws.” 22

Meanwhile, the Dashnaks sponsored their own celebrations of Armenian in-
dependence. These events where marked by a strong anticommunist tone while
still attempting to unite all Armenians in a single nationalist agenda. In 1926, for
example, one former official of the independent republic insisted that indepen-
dence had not been a victory for the Dashnaks but for the Armenian people as
a whole, who, after six centuries of fighting oppressors, had finally been freed.
“None of the political parties has the right to claim the honor of having saved
Armenia,” he proclaimed. “This honor belongs to the Armenian people them-
selves, to their heroic children who fell while fighting against their enemies.”
Such a nonpartisan tone, though perhaps rhetorically pleasing, did little to close
the gap between Dashnaks and their opponents. Indeed, representatives of the
Armenian notables and wealthy businessmen who supported the Soviet Arme-
nian state were notably absent from this very meeting, which was filled instead
with workers and the owners of small businesses.?3

The most visible public conflicts, however, broke out between the Dash-
naks and the HOG. In May 1926, to cite one example, Armenian and French
communists disrupted a meeting of the Société littéraire arménienne in Lyon at
which Aharonian was speaking; the ensuing fight left one participant dead. As
Aharonian continued to tour France, anti-Dashnaks distributed tracts demand-
ing that their compatriots refuse to attend his talks: “There is no longer room for
adversaries of Soviet Armenia,” proclaimed one. “Aharonian is the representative
of a committee responsible for the misfortunes that have stricken the Armenian
people. He should not be able to speak, the wretch! The working class in Lyon and
its surrounding area must protect its reputation and assert its fellow-feeling [sym-
pathie] for Soviet Armenia!” Violence did not accompany all political events, but
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in some cases, such as in Lyon in December 1928, disputes between Armenians
of opposing political opinions led to gunfights. Even in cases where no blood was
shed, French and Armenian communists often stood outside communal gather-
ings singing the “International” and shouting “Long live the Soviets!” 24

Even the Armenian Church, theoretically a central meeting ground for those
of different political ideologies, could not avoid becoming enmeshed in the tur-
moil. In 1930 a violent outbreak during the Church’s commemorative ceremony
for the 1915 massacres led to its dissolution. Likewise, in Valence, conflict be-
tween Dashnaks and their opponents led to the dismissal of a local priest for his
allegiance to Soviet authorities.?> Certainly religious leaders used their position
to promote peaceful coexistence among the various factions of Armenian life, to
encourage their compatriots to conduct themselves in a dignified manner, and
to observe French laws faithfully. This is not to say, however, that they held no
political opinions of their own. During one mass, five hundred congregants were
told that although the Soviet regime was not ideal, it was not in Armenian inter-
ests to oppose it. First Armenian unity had to be reconstituted. “Later there will
always be time to explore if the current regime . . . will need modifications or ad-
justments.” Such measured instructions, theoretically promoting unity among
the population, actually reinforced the Ramgavar position: Armenians should re-
main supportive of the Soviet Republic while remaining silent over its relative
merits. This position on the part of the religious leadership was not surprising.
Because the Armenian Apostolic Church was under the jurisdiction of the Holy
See in Echmiadzin, which was located in Soviet Armenia, religious officials had
an interest in adopting measured relations with the Soviet Republic. While Dash-
nak sympathizers were also active in the Church administration, it—like all areas
of communal life—could not escape political conflict, leading often, as Haratch
noted, to disunion, spite, and enmity among the various segments of the popu-
lation.26

Reviewing the history of violence and enmity among the political parties
demonstrates the saliency of homeland politics in Armenian life in the 1920s and
1930s. Indeed, if to a contemporary eye these debates seem oddly intense given
how far removed they were from the daily concerns of most refugees or to the
playing out of international politics, to political activists of the day they were
central to determining the place of Armenians in the postgenocide world. As a
result, wherever Armenians lived in large numbers, these debates raged, often
determining not only individuals’ political viewpoints but also where they social-
ized, prayed, and lived. Clearly, for those on the front lines of the political parties,
physical distance from the “motherland” did not translate into a sense of detach-
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ment. For them, the “homeland” was not abstract but played a significant role in
shaping their sense of national identity and affiliation.

Andyet, in the French context one must be cautious in estimating the signifi-
cance of party politics. Although the parties were extremely vocal and although
they had a profound impact on social interaction, they were also somewhat lim-
ited in their reach. Unlike in Lebanon, home to a significant postgenocide Ar-
menian community, where party representatives could actually run for office in
the local government, in France Armenian political parties had no power in na-
tional affairs. Moreover, some evidence suggests that the parties’ visibility did
not translate into large memberships. To cite one telling example: in Grenoble in
1933, a brawl between Dashnak and HOG supporters led to the serious injury of
five people. This event provoked police officials to worry about political infight-
ing among Armenian refugees and to watch them even more closely for signs of
upheaval. They determined, however, that those actively supporting either party
were very few. The Grenoble Dashnak chapter numbered fifty-six members and
the HOG sixty-four. At the event in question, only thirty people had attended.
Similarly in Valence, out of a community of approximately 3,500, the Dashnaks
had 45 active members, the HOG 30, the Ramgavars 7, and the Hnchacks only 2.27

As these numbers suggest, most Armenians avoided active participation in
the parties. Usually only a few hundred people attended rallies or political events,
and even the largest never attracted more than two thousand. The HOG, for ex-
ample, though extremely vocal, had a tiny membership that dropped over time.
Its two thousand members in 1928 had decreased to nine hundred by 1932.28

It is perhaps not surprising that the majority of the Armenian population
avoided activist politics. Even under the best of circumstances, most people are
not politically motivated or mobilized. Moreover, as refugees, the population had
more pressing daily problems, far removed from the concerns of the political
parties. Even more important, however, was the concern among the refugee popu-
lation that active engagement in political life would hamper their much valued
integration. Worried aboutincurring the government’s disapproval, they thus pri-
marily supported those parties that would allow them to express their Armenian
nationalism without damaging their position in their new home. The Dashnakt-
sutiun was most appealing in this regard because of its anticommunist stance
and because the Party discouraged any activities that might infringe on French
hospitality. Indeed, such rhetoric was an explicit part of the Dashnak effort to at-
tract supporters in France. Avetis Aharonian, for example, argued that whereas
the refugees should refrain from supporting the Soviet regime because of their
political convictions, they also should do so because their continued welcome

Diaspora, Nation, and Homeland 127



in France depended on their abstinence from communist activities. Similarly, in
1926, he reminded an audience of over twelve hundred that France was more hos-
pitable to Armenians than Armenia itself under the current regime. Therefore, it
was up to the refugees to respect the country’s laws and to conduct themselves
without reproach.??

Communist sympathizers, in contrast, often sought to disrupt public events.
As a result, many blamed the HOG rather than the Dashnaks for the continual
disturbances that upset communal life.3° The HOG sought to reverse the charge
and even formed an international subcommittee ostensibly to protest against the
Dashnaks’ use of violence, but the preference to remain inconspicuous discour-
aged most members of the Armenian population from supporting any pro-Soviet
activism. As noted previously, national officials were inclined to watch those with
communist sympathies very closely and had even expelled four Armenian stu-
dents in 1925 for having promoted such sentiment among Armenian workers.31
Moreover, in the mid-1930s, the French government shut the HOG down com-
pletely.32 Government officials kept an eye on Dashnak activities as well, but they
were far less ready to condemn this group, which “presents no political charac-
teristics hostile to our country” and which “struggles against the current Turkish
government and the Communists.” Indeed, the anti-Soviet position of the Dash-
naks made them a natural ally of the post-World War I French government, itself
wary of Soviet Russia.33

Attempting to avoid trouble with their hosts, then, kept many Armenian
refugees from defending communism, and even those who supported Soviet Ar-
menia did not necessarily take a public stand to defend its regime. In 1925, for
example, after police authorities reported that certain Armenian refugees were
suspected of communist agitation, the prelate of Armenians in southern France,
Mampré Calfayan, begged his congregation to refrain from such activities. As
guests of France, he insisted, they had no right to participate in a movement so
frowned upon by government officials.34

Fear that Armenian refugees might be attracted to communism was not en-
tirely without basis. Certainly, a handful of radicals believed that their recent
experiences of exploitation and persecution necessitated an active engagement
with communism. Such was the case for Mélinée Manouchian, wife of the famous
World War II Armenian communist Resistance fighter, who linked her decision
to join HOG to her own suffering during the genocide. She wrote, “I discovered
then that misery was not only the fate of the Armenians and that in the coun-
tries through which I had traveled, it seemed that the combat was always the
same, between those who had exploited and those who worked without having
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anything.” 35 Others were attracted to the French Communist Party, which dis-
tributed pamphlets in Armenian trying to incite the refugees to protest against
their own national parties and to strike against managerial persecution and unfair
policies. Moreover, Fraternité, the Party newspaper linking French and immigrant
workers, published an Armenian issue in 1937. These appeals, however, never
went far. Indeed, Le Foyer, while repeatedly warning its readers against the “sub-
versive maneuverings” of the Communist Party, noted that, with the exception
of a handful of radicals, most Armenians were not attracted to communism or
to French political life more generally. Although in some cases the HOG received
financial support from those who feared reprisals against their relatives living in
Armenia, few others responded to their appeals. General attempts to attract Ar-
menians toworker solidarity movements gained even less ground. In March 1926,
for example, French syndicalist workers in a Valence truck repair factory came
into conflict with Armenian coworkers over the latter’s reluctance to participate
in awork stoppage. Preferring to alienate their fellow workers rather than endan-
ger their status in their host nation, Armenian laborers actively avoided struggles
for better wages and working conditions. Indeed, in the Valence case, the tension
rose to such levels that French and Armenian workers began fighting in front of
the factory gates over the latter’s refusal to participate in the strike. In most cases,
however, Armenian workers simply responded with indifference to communist
propaganda, avoiding all situations that would reflect badly upon them.36

The reluctance of Armenians to participate in labor struggles was clearly
linked to their concerns over angering the French government and endangering
their newfound security. In this atmosphere, political involvement was discour-
aged and many refugee organizations policed their members to that end. Several
compatriot unions, for example, refused admission to anyone who had served
time in prison or to any communist who had taken partin demonstrations against
the government. In addition, they forbade their members from participating in
any political movement—communist or other —and even prohibited the discus-
sion of political matters at meetings.3”

While distancing themselves from party politics, however, these compatriot
unions were actually deeply engaged in the refugees’ efforts to negotiate the “tri-
adic nexus” among themselves, the state in which they lived, and their ancestral
lands.328 A closer examination of these organizations, which sprang up through-
out the refugee community in the 1920s and 1930s, demonstrates the significant
relationship that many Armenians maintained with the “homeland,” even when
downplaying political activism on its behalf.

As noted, the new refugees did not constitute one homogeneous entity. Al-
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though a large majority came from the eastern provinces of the Ottoman Empire,
others arrived from Russia, Transcaucasia, and Constantinople. Their host society
labeled them all Armenian, yet these regional differences were not insignificant
to the refugees themselves, many of whom began forming associational networks
with others from similar regions. Thus, those who had fled Russia under the Bol-
sheviks came together in one group and those from Constantinople formed an-
other.3° Most, however, were survivors from small cities or villages in the Otto-
man Empire seeking connections to one another in their new land. Armenians
from Arabkir thus formed one group, those from Yerznga another, those from
Ghantaroz another, and so on. Even those in Camp Oddo, a homogeneous unit
in the eyes of the surrounding population, broke into subgroups.*°

Similar in form to the landsmanshaftn, which sprang up among the east-
ern European Jewish immigrant population in France and elsewhere during the
interwar years and served as their organizational core, or to local compatriot orga-
nizations that united French migrant workers in Paris and other cities, Armenian
compatriot unions provided emotional and material assistance to their members,
easing their transition to their new home.** One association of Armenians from
Tchepni (Sivas), for example, founded in the Parisian suburb Issy-les-Moulineaux
in 1930, provided financial aid to its members, developed solidarity among those
from Tchepni, instituted language courses, and aided the new refugees with their
administrative problems. Another group from Sivas helped its members to estab-
lish, educate, and care for themselves, located and reunited their dispersed family
members, and helped them find work.42 Likewise, other groups provided aid to
orphans, unemployed workers, the elderly, and the infirm.

Most such groups were quite small. The Union of Armenians from Marash
(in Marseille), for example, had only sixty voting members, and in Valence more
than half the compatriot unions had fewer than twenty. In addition, because these
groups were generally composed of day laborers, tailors, shoemakers, other arti-
sans, and small-scale merchants, their budgets and activities were limited. Never-
theless, by providing financial aid to others more unfortunate than themselves,
they helped one another integrate into the new country. Thus, five compatriot
unions in Marseille, for example, worked together to establish evening courses
in Armenian, French, math, history, and geography. In this way, they worked to
integrate the newcomers while keeping them connected to that from which they
had come.*3

Indeed, like the landsmanshaftn, which allowed Jews who collectively iden-
tified with a particular foreign origin to ease into their new environment, the Ar-
menian compatriot unions also relied on regional ties to facilitate the transition
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to the new country. By uniting those from a particular region, suburb, quarter, or
even street in France according to their place of origin, the unions relied on past
ties to create institutional forms in the new setting. The administrative leader-
ship of the union from Tomarza, for example, all came from one small area of
Saint-Antoine. In other cases, the entire associational headquarters was based in
the president’s home, with several members of the administrative board living
at the same address.#* Thus, in addition to providing basic financial assistance
to members, the compatriot unions created new links among those dispersed by
the genocide, providing them with a substitution for the physical link to the land
they had lost.4>

Furthermore, in some cases, the compatriot unions actually sought to recreate
this physical link to their lost territory by transforming their associations into “re-
construction” organizations as soon as the membership had become financially
established in France. In 1935, for example, members from the Yenihan (Sivas)
union changed their organization’s by-laws; subsequently, the bulk of their re-
sources was directed to rebuilding their destroyed village rather than to mutual
aid. A compatriot union of Armenians from Ak-Chehir followed suit in 1936.
These new villages were not to stand where they had once stood, which was a
political impossibility, nor, interestingly, were they to be built in France. Rather,
they were to be constructed in Soviet Armenia as a home for those refugees who
had yet to find a stable living environment. Armenians from Tcharsandjak thus
worked first and foremost to provide moral and financial aid to their compatriots
in France and to teach them the French language and laws. Their long-term goal,
however, was to “rebuild” Tcharsandjak in Soviet Armenia.*6

Jonathan Boyarin has argued that the landsmanshaftn allowed Polish Jews
in Paris to mediate among three conflicting claims to their loyalties: the land
from which they came (Poland); the land in which they lived (France); and the
land to which they were ideologically committed (Israel/Palestine).#” Similarly,
the Armenian compatriot unions provided an outlet for members to maintain
a connection to the regions from which they had been uprooted, to their new
patrie, France, and—in many cases —to Soviet Armenia. In this last case, how-
ever, the connection was not straightforward, because Soviet Armenia did not en-
joy universal support among the refugees. Thus, in some cases, disputes erupted
over whether to rebuild the destroyed village in the Soviet Union. When those
from Sivri-Hissar voted to begin rebuilding theirvillage, eleven of the thirty-seven
members voted against the decision.#® Nevertheless, the organization turned 75
percent of its resources away from helping refugees in France and toward the re-
construction project. Not surprisingly, however, the association’s membership
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had no intention of moving to the newly founded village. Rather, as in the earliest
western and central European Zionist projects, the new city was envisioned for
those refugees more unfortunate than themselves who had yet to find a perma-
nent settling place. Some French Armenians did hope to “repatriate,” particularly
after 1936, when Stalin opened the doors to those from the diaspora, but only a
small minority chose to leave. Indeed, only after the Soviet Union fought on the
Allied side during World War II and just prior to the cold war did several thousand
French Armenians “repatriate.” In the 1920s and 1930s, however, they had little
desire to go anywhere: uprooting again after finally finding some stability and
prosperity was inconceivable. The reconstruction efforts allowed them to connect
with a national agenda, therefore, without endangering their newfound security.

Clearly, then, the compatriot unions played a role greater than that of mutual
aid. Having lost their own territory, they nevertheless grouped by territory, seek-
ing to make connections with one another and to recreate a sense of familiarity in
the unfamiliar setting.#° Hoping to bring together as many Armenians from the
same area as possible, most of the associations sought to transcend all divisions
in the population. Therefore, they were generally inclusive, permitting member-
ship to all regardless of sex or age (although sometimes only those over fifteen
could join, and women, in some instances, were not allowed to vote). To ensure
an open environment some, as we have seen, forbade political debates at meet-
ings, hoping to keep a unified front among their small memberships.>° But when
such differences interfered, the Armenian population simply broke into smaller
groupings. Such was clearly the case in Marseille when two compatriot unions
from the same village opened within a few months of each other, both based in
a similar region of Marseille and both proclaiming similar goals.>?

As this example again indicates, political divisions, particularly around the
issue of allegiance to Soviet Armenia, were often heated. As survivors came to
terms with the disruptions of previous years and the inability to protect them-
selves in the international arena, many hoped instead to create a homeland. But
the nature of that homeland, as it evolved, raised concerns among those seek-
ing to integrate into their new diaspora communities. Hence, a political land-
scape evolved that allowed refugees to participate in their own nationalistic cul-
ture while also integrating into their new environment. For those opposed to the
Soviet state, the “homeland” was simply an ideal that had still to be obtained and
that thus raised no questions of dual loyalties for its supporters. Given these reali-
ties, it is not surprising that the overwhelming majority of the refugee population
supported the Dashnak cause and its antagonistic relationship to Soviet Armenia.
This is not to suggest that the refugees’ preference for the Dashnak agenda was
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entirely utilitarian. Those who had survived the genocide tended to be far more
willing than their predecessors to believe in the importance of a free and inde-
pendent Armenia, and for many the “return” to Armenia remained their declared
objective. Indeed, committed Dashnaks refused to obtain French citizenship on
the grounds that such a choicewould not be compatible with their ultimate aim to
return to the homeland.>2 In 1925 the journal Haratch described the various dias-
pora communities as “ports where we have been forced to dock while waiting
to be able to return to our homeland. . . . Our compatriots must actively main-
tain the idea of the homeland, their language and their national conscience.” 53
For those comfortably settled in France, however, the drive to “return” was more
an “expression of immense nostalgia than a genuine political strategy.”5* For
such refugees, the Dashnak platform was the ideal nationalistic vehicle, allow-
ing them to stress the importance of Armenian nationhood in the postgenocide
world without invalidating the diaspora experience.

For those who supported Soviet Armenia, the tension between Armenian
and French interests was considerably greater. Nevertheless, a significant mi-
nority came to terms with the problem by supporting the Soviet regime as the
best option for those refugees who had yet to find a safe place to settle. Most of
these efforts were centered on the Armenian General Benevolent Union, which,
though technically politically neutral, was made up primarily of Ramgavars.5>
Founded by Boghos Nubar Pasha in Cairo in 1906 to provide charity to Armenians
throughout the world, the AGBU moved to Paris in 1911. By the 1920s, its board of
directors pulled together some of the wealthiest and most well-known members
of the international Armenian elite, many of whom donated substantial sums for
Armenian orphanages, schools, artisanal workshops, medical dispensaries, and
soup kitchens, particularly in the Near East. The bulk of the AGBU’s resources,
however, were directed at Soviet Armenia. Indeed, in 1928 the organization spent
over 2.2 million francs on orphanages, workshops, refuges, dispensaries, and
schools, particularly in Syria; still more telling were the sums raised at its twenty-
fifth anniversary fundraising drive in April 1931, projected at 10 million francs
and earmarked for the construction of refugee homes in the Soviet Republic.56
By supporting the Soviet state as a site for refugee resettlement in this way, those
comfortably settled in France could thus help their compatriots without raising
doubts about their own loyalty.

Thus, if on the surface, the political leanings of French Armenians seemed
divided into two diametrically opposed camps, they actually shared a significant
core assumption. For neither group did a commitment to the notion of “home-
land” require physical relocation to that territory. While HOG representatives
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worked in France and elsewhere to encourage “repatriation,” in the 1930s only
about two thousand Armenians left France for the USSR.57 In this regard, the
Armenian refugees in France in the 1920s and 1930s very much mirrored the re-
lationship of post-Holocaust French Jews to the founding of the state of Israel.
Indeed, for both groups the commitment to a newly invigorated national politics
without any commitment to become nationals of the state in question allowed
genocide escapees to be politically active on their own behalf, while still allowing
for their comfortable integration into the French polity.

Diaspora and Homeland among French Jews

As for Armenians, the founding of an independent “homeland” had a signifi-
cant impact on Jewish diaspora communities throughout the world. For those
in France, many of whom had suffered through the persecutions of both Vichy
and the Nazis, the birth of Israel was welcomed with great fanfare. The Jewish
press followed with great interest the struggle for Israeli independence as well
as the war that ensued. In addition, support for the fledgling state was wide-
spread among those active in communal life. Aware that the displaced persons
camps in Germany were filled with Jewish refugees, communal leaders encour-
aged their government to support the new state. Similarly, Jewish philanthropic
organizations contributed a significant portion of their funds to provide Israel
with necessary financial support.

And yet, as we have seen, between 1948 and 1985, fewer than twenty-five
thousand French-born Jews decided to make Israel their new home. Of those,
most went to Israel after the Six-Day War, more than twenty years after World
War II had come to an end.58 Such low emigration numbers remind us that neither
the Holocaust nor the birth of the State of Israel had induced most Jews to ques-
tion the validity of their French citizenship. These statistics mirror the responses
of Jews throughout the Western world to Israel’s birth, but the French Jewish
response is particularly noteworthy. Unlike Jews in the United States or Great
Britain, who also welcomed Israel’s birth with great fanfare without opting to
leave their comfortable diaspora communities, Jews in France had been victims
of Vichy persecutions. One might well have expected them to respond to the new
state with the explosive excitement that characterized the response of Jews fur-
ther east. And yet, French Jewish responses were actually much closer to those
of their coreligionists further west, where material and political support for the
new state rarely translated into an abandonment of the “diaspora condition.”>°
Rather, as with Armenians, nationalist discourses evolved that allowed French
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Jews to respond to the previous years’ upheavals by publicly affirming a distinctive
political identity without forcing a reevaluation of their position in the French
state.

Engaging in Zionist discourse as a way of affirming a distinctive Jewish iden-
tity in the public sphere had already emerged in France during the first decade of
the twentieth century among a small group of French Jewish intellectuals.®® For
the most part, however, the organized Zionist movement had few adherents. In-
deed, from the birth of political Zionism at the end of the nineteenth century until
World War I, the native French Jewish leadership remained quite hostile toward
the movement. Long committed to proving their ardor for France, most feared
that support for the movement would lead to questions about Jewish national
allegiance and accusations of dual loyalty. Although the well-known philanthro-
pist Baron Edmond de Rothschild sponsored Jewish agricultural settlement in
Palestine, by and large most French Jews, committed to preserving their position
in their own land, felt at best indifferent to and at worst threatened by an ideology
that affirmed a Jewish identity that transcended national boundaries.

Nevertheless, the movement developed some roots in France as elsewhere
throughout the Jewish world, particularly as an ever worsening Jewish refugee
problem in central and eastern Europe forced some to consider the value of a
Jewish state for those facing unacceptable conditions in their birthland.e* With
the issuing of the Balfour Declaration in 1917 declaring Britain’s support for
the establishment of a Jewish homeland in Palestine, and with the arrival of
large numbers of eastern European Jewish immigrants in France following World
War I, many of whom were sympathetic to Zionism themselves, “increasing num-
bers of French Jews began to look to Zionism for inspiration.” Though never
embracing the notion of a Jewish state in which all Jews should live, some Jewish
intellectuals and communal leaders were influenced by Zionism’s promotion of
Jewish pride and its legitimization of an ethnic Jewish identity. Even French Jew-
ish notables, rabbis, and some of the consistorial leadership—those most hesi-
tant to concede any validity to the nationalist movement—became more willing
to support Zionist goals if only as a means to help refugees from the East. Thus,
although the vast majority of French Jews did not define themselves as “card-
carrying” Zionists, by 1939 the movement had significantly influenced notions
of Jewish identification: “Whether rejected, embraced, or critically examined, the
Zionists’ re-framing of Jewishness as an ethnic or national heritage provided a
changed conceptual framework through which to understand the place of the Jew
and Judaism in the modern world.” 62

During the German occupation, many of these subtle shifts regarding Zion-
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ism that had begun in the interwar years took firmer root, and the movement
found a new legitimacy. What had once been a divided, institutionally weak move-
ment primarily among immigrant Jews became more unified as various factions
began working together to bring relief to families in distress. During the interwar
years, the Zionist movement in Paris had been highly sectarian, as secular nation-
alists, socialists, religious traditionalists, and philanthropists debated in ideo-
logical and often utopian terms the nature of a future Jewish state and how best to
achieve it.53 The German occupation, however, transformed the movement into
a unified relief effort. After the occupation of Paris, most Zionist leaders fled to
the Southern Zone, where they became actively involved in welfare, relief, and
Resistance activities. Bolstered by the participation of Jewish youth, they estab-
lished agricultural communities to teach them farming and helped refugees flee
France. Moreover, the emergence of acommon enemyand acommon goal — over-
throwing the German occupants and the Vichy government—allowed those with
different political visions, such as communists and Zionists, to work together.

By the end of the war, this unified effort became even more pronounced. Of
particular note were the efforts of the Consistoire Centrale and the immigrant
Zionist leaders to form a new umbrella organization, the Conseil représentatif
israélite de France (CRIF). The goal of this organization was to study political
questions, particularly those raised in regard to restitution, to articulate a united
public voice against further antisemitism, and to provide a unified front to the
government on Jewish issues.® Such cooperation between immigrant and native
leaders was extremely rare in the pre-occupation years due to an inability to agree
on a common communal agenda. Moreover, faith in the state had long prevented
native Jews from organizing to safeguard their political rights. Because this coun-
cil vocally defended Jewish rights and represented all political, religious, and so-
cial affiliations, its birth was unprecedented.®s

Despite its lofty goals, CRIF’s ability to effect change was “practically non-
existent.” %6 Indeed, the much heralded unity broke down when splits between
communists and their opponents prevented the organization from maintaining
a single voice with regard to political questions, hence weakening its strength in
the eyes of its constituents.5” Nevertheless, the attempt to organize in this way
suggests that the native leadership was becoming increasingly vocal in defending
French Jewry on the public political stage. Moreover, and perhaps more impor-
tant to our current discussion, the new organization took an actively pro-Zionist
stance. Its final charter called for the elimination of the British White Paper of
1939, a policy paper that had established quotas on Jewish immigration to Pales-
tine and declared British intentions to transfer political control of the territory
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to the local Arab majority within ten years. Like other Zionist organizations of
the day, cRIF called for the free immigration of Jewish refugees to the region
and an official political resolution to the problems of the region, one that recog-
nized Jewish national rights. This one organization, uniting all components of
French Jewry around a single charter, thus gave Zionism the official legitimacy it
had lacked previously.¢8

This formal institutional recognition of Jewish nationalistic claims reflected
a widespread willingness among those representing Jewish life to become more
vocal in such activities. Like Jewish organizations throughout the Western world,
which at early points in the century had publicly declared their hostility to Zion-
ist goals, French Jewish organizations became actively involved in the Zionist
cause.®® An example of such a shift is clear in the pronouncements of the Alli-
ance israélite universelle de France (A1U). The A1U had been founded in 1860 to
educate and aid Jews throughout Muslim lands as well as to encourage their legal
emancipation in places where they were still living as second-class subjects. Yet,
although the A1U committed itself to bettering the lives of their coreligionists
abroad, the organization was equally driven by concerns at home. In their efforts
to regenerate and transform poorer and more traditional Jews into “civilized”
citizens, A1U leaders sought to prevent these more distinct Jews from reflecting
badly on their coreligionists in France. Thus, while certainly committed to a cer-
tain kind of transnational Jewish solidarity, the A1U leadership was, in fact, made
up of devoted French patriots, anxious to promote the dissemination of French
culture in places that were, in their estimation, more “backward.””® Zionism,
with its claims of a Jewish national identity, seemed seditious to these men. Ini-
tially extremely hostile to the Zionist agenda, the A1U leadership began moving
toward a more measured nationalist stance only in the interwar years, but even
then they viewed Palestine as a refuge for eastern European Jews, not as a place
of general Jewish settlement.”?

Once World War II ended, A1U leaders became more vocal in their efforts to
create a refuge in Palestine. In a 1947 memorandum on the Palestinian question,
René Cassin, the A1U president as well as an important member of de Gaulle’s
provisional government, called for the abrogation of the White Paper and for the
immediate transfer of one hundred thousand Jewish displaced persons to Pales-
tine. Inaddition, he suggested thata United Nations’ trusteeship guarantee Pales-
tine’s security and remove it from British control. Ever a diplomat, Cassin did not
insist on the immediate formation of a Jewish state, for he believed that a political
solution must be found that would satisfy both Jew and Muslim. But “if a gen-
eral solution agreeable to all countries proves to be truly impossible,” he insisted,
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“then the Alliance would favor all other solutions that would permit a massive
immigration and colonization as well as the free development of a Jewish state in
Palestine [Foyer national juif 1.” Neither Cassin nor other Alliance members were
prepared to give up their faith in emancipation or their own national connec-
tion to France, yet they strongly affirmed the rights of those Jews who longed to
construct a new life in Palestine.”?

It is by turning to the Consistoire de Paris, however, that we can best begin
to evaluate the impact of Zionism on post-Holocaust French Jews. Like the A1U,
this centralized religious institution, created under Napoleon to serve as the ad-
ministrative body of French Judaism and to represent French Jews to the state,
proved extremely hostile to the emergence of Zionism. Even after the separation
of church and state in 1906, when the Consistoire lost this official governmental
role, its leaders viewed themselves as self-appointed representatives of the com-
munity. In this capacity, they actively opposed the Zionist movement, arguing
that as a loyal minority within the state, Jews made up a religious group and not
anational entity. Although Zionism made some inroads with Consistoire leaders
in the 1930s, supporters and opponents alike were quick to insist that a state for
Jewish refugees could have no claim on those Jews who were citizens of other
countries.”3 Having long been linked directly to the French state, Consistoire offi-
cials were thus its staunchest defenders, believing that a Jewish state was of no
consequence to those living in politically open societies such as their own.

Such views were surprisingly unshaken by the Vichy years. Indeed, despite
the persecution and violence directed against them, those directing the Con-
sistoire “continued to trust the ultimate goodness of France and its bond with
the Jewish religion.” Rejecting all racial distinctions, the Consistoire leadership
maintained that Jewish communal affiliation remained a voluntary religious af-
filiation with no bearing on national or racial makeup. Even by the end of the war,
when Consistoire officials had comprehended the severity of the crisis and begun
to adjust accordingly, they never rejected their faith in the republican tradition.”*

Thus, in the war’s immediate aftermath, Consistoire officials recommitted
themselves to familiar goals: on the one hand, guaranteeing the regular and dig-
nified practice of Judaism and the maintenance of a well-managed Jewish com-
munity; on the other, demonstrating that Jews deserved their citizenship because
of their loyalty and devotion to their patrie.”s In fulfilling the latter, the Consis-
toire leadership, like the French government, was not interested in overempha-
sizing the distinct nature of Jewish suffering during World War II. As Annette
Wieviorka has shown, the Consistoire’s initial commemorations built for Jewish
war victims focused first and foremost on those “martyrs” who had fought in the
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French army or in the Resistance, thus de-emphasizing the “Jewishness” of their
suffering.” Even though the Consistoire Centrale immediately began gathering
names for a memorial to French Jewish losses, their interest was in distinguished
and wounded soldiers, prisoners, and Resistance fighters.”” The great majority
of Jews who had died in deportation were not included on this list.

Similarly, to families who hoped to rebury their war dead in Jewish ceme-
teries the Consistoire gave only an ambivalent nod. Concluding that individual
families must decide the fate of their own kin, Consistoire officials neverthe-
less strongly recommended that Jewish soldiers remain interred with others who
fought for France: “The interest and honor of Judaism requires that the israél-
ites who were condemned to death and shot stay mingled with the other victims
of the capitulation, occupation, collaboration, and treason. If Jewish martyrs are
kept shut away in our own cemeteries, the public would forget what contribution
we made to the Resistance and to the Liberation.” 78

Clearly, the Consistorial leadership felt no inclination to call attention to
Jewish war-time losses, preferring instead to unite their own experiences with
those of their non-Jewish French compatriots. In this respect, the Consistoire’s
stance mirrored its prewar positions that had placed national identity and reli-
gious affiliation in different spheres; Jews had fought as French citizens, not
as Jews.

Yet even if certain Consistoire attitudes mirrored those of previous decades,
a sense that the war had united all French Jews in a common fate caused a shift in
previous dismissals of Jewish nationalist claims, particularly after the founding
of the State of Israel. As before the war, however, this support was not offered
without some qualifications. Thus, a telegram congratulating the chief rabbi of
Palestine after the United Nations declared its support for the creation of an au-
tonomous Jewish state was quick to note that the new refuge was specifically for
“our brothers still in distress.” In no way would the new state impinge on the
status of Jews already well-established elsewhere. Adolphe Caen, the vice presi-
dent of the Consistoire Centrale, reaffirmed this position in a March 1949 speech
welcoming representatives from the Israeli army to France. On the one hand,
Caen celebrated the heroism and strength of the Israeli forces. On the other, he
reminded his visitors that their success in establishing a state was “for all who do
not have the good fortune, like us, to have one, for all our fellow Jews —unfortu-
nately still so numerous—who have neither the desire nor the ability to stay in or
return to their countries of origin.” 7 Moreover, he placed Israeli military accom-
plishments in the context of military victories wherever Jews may have fought.
Thus, although his remarks were meant primarily to celebrate the heroism of
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the Israeli forces, he also recalled how, since the Revolution, Jews had fought for
France, “the first to give us liberty and civil rights.” French-born Jews, he main-
tained, would continue to provide France with “signs of indefectible attachment
in all domains,” including militarily. In this way, Caen’s comments both honored
the Israeli army and reaffirmed that those Jews born in France still owed their
country a debt of loyalty that would not be superseded by the birth of Israel.

If Caen’s remarks reflect a certain continuity to Consistoire positions re-
garding Jewish national assertions in the prewar era, we also see a subtle shift
taking place. Thoroughly insistent that French Jews could be citizens of only one
state, Caen nevertheless could not ignore the implications of Israel’s birth for
Jews throughout the diaspora. Now an Israeli military, identified with a “legiti-
mate” state, was asserting its claim to defend a Jewish state for all Jews. Having
been claimed in this way by an “external national homeland,” the native French
Jewish leadership could no longer simply dismiss Zionist assertions that a na-
tional link tied all Jews together, no matter where they called home. Indeed, as
the chief rabbi of Paris, Jacob Kaplan, noted in a 1949 speech to Jewish religious,
social, and cultural leaders: “The State of Israel is a reality from which henceforth
no Jew will be able to disassociate himself, a state that thrusts itself upon us as on
all other men.”8° The new state’s existence was thus raising profound questions
about prewar assumptions that religion was the most significant component of
Jewish identification in the modern world. Such questions had already emerged
in the 1920s and 1930s as the Zionist movement gathered steam; now Consistoire
officials could no longer avoid tackling them head on.

Kaplan, a Parisian-born rabbi who succeeded Isaie Schwartz as the chief
rabbi of France in 1955, had already struggled with these issues while working
as an auxiliary to the chief rabbi of France from 1929 to 1939. Like other Jew-
ish communal figures of the interwar years, Kaplan had begun supporting the
notion of a Jewish state in Palestine as a place for suffering Jewish refugees. For
him, however, the links tying Jews together were primarily religious rather than
the secular nationalism stressed by many political Zionists. Thus, even before
World War II, he stressed a Torah-centered, religious Zionism, insisting that reli-
gion should be the significant bond tying Jews together. As such, he mirrored a
growing trend among French Jewish leaders emphasizing the spiritual, religious
aspects of Zionist ideology and linking the ethnic and national aspirations of the
movement with the need for a religious revival throughout the diaspora.st

In many ways, World War II did not challenge Kaplan’s fundamental beliefs
in this regard. He spent the occupation working as a rabbi in Vichy and Lyon and
was ultimately chief rabbi of France from January 1944 until the liberation, al-
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though the Gestapo arrested him briefly that August. As one of the few surviving
rabbis of the German occupation, Kaplan greeted Israel’s birth with enthusiasm.
While insisting on the primacy of Jews’ links to their countries of birth, Kaplan
also believed that Jews in the diaspora were called on to feel more than a pass-
ing interest in the new state. In fact, he compared international Jewry’s love for
Israel to the love an adopted child has for his newly discovered birth mother. On
the one hand, the child cannot reject the mother that fed and raised him; on the
other, he cannot help but love the mother who gave him life. Moreover, these two
loves were not and could not be mutually exclusive; the Jew’s love for Israel was
like the Canadian’s attachment to France or the Irish American’s dedication to
Ireland. French Jews, he explained, could be loyal to France and Israel simulta-
neously. Indeed, he added, given the French state’s good relations with Israel,
“We will be the first to rejoice, knowing that in serving the cause of Israel we are
simultaneously serving those of our French nation.” 82 Most interesting, however,
was Kaplan’s defense of those Jews who chose to leave France for Israel. Their
motives, he explained, were entirely commendable. Worried that apathy, mixed
marriages, and occasional conversions were rapidly diminishing the number of
Jews in France, those who fled to Israel sought to protect themselves from the
ravages of assimilation. They were not disloyal French fleeing their homeland but
those most concerned about the future of their people.

Andyet, even while seeming to endorse the adoption of Israeli citizenship by
French Jews, Kaplan was quick to insist that Jews were neither a nation nor a race
but a religion. “This is the solid, unassailable ground,” he insisted, “on which
Israeli Jews and those in the diaspora can constantly meet each other.” A lead-
ing Consistorial religious figure, Kaplan therefore reaffirmed that the strongest
bond linking Jews around the world was their religious tradition.®? In adopting
such a position, Kaplan was thus able to welcome the birth of the Jewish state
without raising questions about the status of Jews at home. Rejecting Nazi and
Vichy determinations of Jewish identity as well as those of the secular founders of
the Jewish state, Kaplan promoted a Zionism that was consistent with the intel-
lectual traditions of the Consistoire and that could in no way be interpreted as a
threat to the national identification of French Jews with their birthland.

Not surprisingly, no absolute consensus shaped how all French Jews, or even
how all Consistoire representatives reacted to the founding of the State of Israel.
Some adopted Kaplan’s stress on religious links above all else; others encouraged
a cautious stance toward the new state; still others insisted that the Consistoire
link its own interests directly with those of the new state. And yet, it seems clear
that, with the exception of a small handful, most understood the new state to
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have a claim on them in a way that previous nationalist discourse did not. In May
1948, for example, immediately after Israel’s declaration of independence, one
Consistoire official requested that all synagogues add a special prayer on its be-
half in addition to the traditional prayer for the French Republic. Similarly, he
proposed adding prayers for the Haganah and for dead Israeli soldiers. Others
went further and requested that a formal ceremony be held in one of the Pari-
sian synagogues honoring the birth of the new state. The administrative council
for the Montmartre synagogue, for example, “convinced that the life and honor
of world-wide Judaism [was] implicated in the struggle in Palestine,” strongly
urged the Consistoire israélite de Paris to demonstrate its sympathy as well as
its moral and material support for Israel and to “offer its deep admiration and
infinite gratitude to the glorious fighters of Israel in the Holy Land.” 84

In contrast stood the views of the Consistoire de Paris’s president, Georges
Wormser, who still feared that if Jews linked their aspirations too rapidly to the
new state their loyalties would be called into question. Professionally, Wormser
had maintained a long involvement in French national politics. A graduate of the
Ecole Normale and an agrégé in letters, he had worked closely with Georges Cle-
menceau first as his civil staff director in 1919 and then in 1934 as the head of
the ministry staff of the postal system. In later years he worked in the Ministry
of the Interior. During this period, Wormser was not entirely hostile to Zionism,
and while serving as a member of Clemenceau’s cabinet in 1917 and early 1918, he
played a significant part in France’s recognition of a Jewish settlement in Pales-
tine.8> Nevertheless, in a speech to the directors of the Consistoire de Paris in
June 1948, Wormser pleaded that they respond cautiously to Israel’s arrival on the
international arena. For him the new state posed a real dilemma. Although he be-
lieved it important that Jewish refugees uprooted by World War IT have their own
nation, he felt compelled to remind the Consistoire leadership that French Jews
were French first: “Jews and gentiles alike [must] know that we who enjoy all the
rights of Frenchmen and in so doing accept all its obligations are determined to
remain French above all else.” It was essential to him that the Consistoire refrain
from recognizing Israel until France had done so. In this way, their loyalties to
their own country would remain unquestioned.8¢

Such views, already well in place prior to World War II and seemingly unaf-
fected by Vichy, continued to be voiced long after Israel had been officially recog-
nized. As much as a decade later, another Consistoire official insisted:

AFrenchJewisaboveall else French. . . and feels French like a French Catho-
lic, Protestant, Muslim, or free thinker. French Jews love France as much as
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any other French citizen, feeling equally the joys of their homeland and com-
miserating with its misfortunes. They know how to live and die for it. . . .
And if against all odds war should break out between France and Israel, the
duty of French Jews—no matter what it would cost them —would be to fire
against the Israelis. . . . For if we feel the greatest admiration and love for
Israel, we French Jews would put France, our country, above all others. And
if there is a Jew who declares, I am Jewish before French, he should leave.8?

As such examples indicate, the Consistoire’s prewar identity politics, which
stressed allegiance to one state and downplayed a national component to Jewish
ethnic and religious affiliation, remained part of its ideological makeup after the
war as well. Indeed, for some at least, neither the Holocaust nor the birth of the
State of Israel was enough to challenge their universalistic notions of citizenship:
national allegiance, they suggested, should not be informed by particularistic
ethnopolitical concerns.

What is interesting about the postwar period, however, is that even if such
views existed, they did not necessarily reflect those of the majority. In response
to the heated debate that followed Wormser’s speech, which led to his tempo-
rary resignation when his colleagues would not accept his position, Consistoire
officials ultimately compromised, agreeing to hold a religious ceremony that rec-
ognized Israel’s struggles without pledging political support to the new state.
Nevertheless, Wormser’s more traditional appeals for caution were rejected on
the grounds that it was not, in fact, prudent for the Consistoire to ignore Israel’s
birth and thata show of strength and solidarity was the only wise position. As one
official remarked, “In light of the current struggle, we cannot be cowardly and
[we must] associate with those who fight for Palestine.” Another member noted,
“An attitude that is too cautious will put the Consistoire in a poor position vis-
a-vis our enemies and our friends.” 88 Indeed, even those who did not believe the
Consistoire should hold an official celebration of Israeli independence believed
that, at the very least, they should organize a religious service commemorating
those dying in the war of independence and praying for future peace.

Thus, although not all members agreed on the extent to which they should
support the new state, it is clear that many, if not most Consistoire officials ac-
cepted at face value that a relationship between French Jews and Israel must now
be articulated. As a legitimate actor on the political stage, Israel could not be
ignored, if for no other reason than that its officials claimed to be speaking for
world Jewry. Indeed, in a world that recognized a Jewish state, rejecting Jewish
nationalism seemed “cowardly.” No longer a high-minded position among those
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who felt secure at home, anti-Zionism was now perceived as weak. Moreover,
most Consistoire officials believed that public sentiment stood in favor of the new
state and feared alienating their Jewish constituency. As one member remarked
when suggesting that the Consistoire send two representatives to a meeting spon-
sored by Secours a I’état d’Israél, “An absence would not be a wise policy vis-a-vis
the majority of our fellow Jews.”39

The belief that Zionism had captured the hearts and minds of French Jews
was shared by other communal leaders unaffiliated with the Consistoire. As early
as October 1944, Joseph Fisher, director of the French chapter of Keren kayemet
le Yisrael (the international fundraising arm of the Zionist movement) prior to
the war and founder of the Zionist paper La Terre retrouvée, reported to the Zion-
ist Executive that “the Zionist movement in France has never been as strong as
it is now.” Indeed, the organized Zionist movement was extremely visible in the
postwar years, as militant Jewish nationalists staged vocal rallies denouncing all
assimilatory projects and calling for the immediate creation of a Jewish state. For
such activists, Consistorial insistence on protecting the place of Jews in French
society was below contempt. To them, the Nazi years had only proven once again
how vulnerable Jews remained throughout the diaspora. An article in La Terre re-
trouvée asked in 1945: “Did the so-called civilized countries, belligerents and neu-
trals, do everything in their power to save our hundreds of thousands from depor-
tation and extermination?” One revisionist Zionist proclaimed at a rally in 1946
that there were only two solutions to the Jewish problem: “a Jewish state . . . or
the crematoriums.”9°

Such radical views tended to emerge from the remnants of the eastern Euro-
pean Jewish immigrant population. As noted previously, most of the war’s anti-
semitic persecution had been aggressively directed at those not born in France.
Immigrant Jews were uprooted and deported in higher percentages than native
Jews, and their survival rates were considerably lower. Some of these immigrants
had in fact integrated comfortably into French society prior to World War II;
others, and particularly those who arrived in the 1930s, tended to make up a
highly politicized group, many of whom firmly believed that the only acceptable
response to the Jewish Question was to found a Jewish state. For these committed
Zionists, World War II was only further proof of this position.

Moreover, the numbers of such pro-Zionist activists increased after World
War II as waves of new refugees, freed from across occupied Europe and en route
to Palestine, sought temporary shelter in France. The French government, sym-
pathetic to the plight of Jewish survivors and disgruntled with Britain over the
latter’s attempt to oust France from any substantial role in the Middle East, took
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little action against the migrants, allowing borderand port officials to turn a blind
eye to their movements. Thus, by spring 1946, the illegal migration of Jewish
refugees to Palestine was operationally based out of Paris, with twenty thousand
departing from Marseille’s ports between March 1946 and May 1948. Following
the declaration of Israeli statehood that month, the numbers increased dramati-
cally. Local Jewish agencies processed so many of those migrating to Israel from
Europe each month that Marseille’s ports were “packing them in from all sides.”
By December 1948, the main organization facilitating this migration process,
Hechalutz, maintained twenty holding camps where an average of five thousand
people waited for a period of five days to three weeks —and sometimes as much
as six months —before embarking for Israel.91 In addition, various Jewish orga-
nizations worked to bring children throughout Europe to France until they could
secure safe passage. Rabbinical and yeshiva groups also moved through France
on their way to the Promised Land.9?

Clearly, these migrants held pro-Zionist views; hence, throughout the mid-
1940s, France saw numerous rallies held in Yiddish that protested British actions
in Palestine and antisemitism in eastern Europe and that called for the immedi-
ate transfer of all Jewish refugees from the pP camps to Palestine. Such rallies
brought Zionism tremendous visibility in Paris and elsewhere. After British offi-
cials ordered the arrest of the Jewish Agency’s leaders in Palestine in 1946, for
example, rallies were held in Paris, Lyon, and Alsace. Demonstrators demanded
the liberation of the leaders, the immediate admission of one hundred thousand
Jewish displaced persons into Palestine, and the abrogation of the White Paper.
Such demonstrations, though often numerically small, attracted many important
figures from French public life. On 4 July 1946, for example, twenty-five hundred
people gathered to hear speeches from several former cabinet members, Léon
Blum, and David Ben Gurion.?3 Numerous prominent intellectuals, both Jewish
and non-Jewish (including Léon Blum) had supported Zionism in the interwar
years; now the growing participation of well-known French political figures gave
the postwar Zionist movement an increasing legitimacy and visibility.

Postwar support for the new Jewish state was also aided by the fact that al-
though the French government did not officially recognize Israel until more than
ayear after its creation, public sentiment lay strongly on its side. Well-publicized
events like the plight of Jewish refugees onboard the Exodus bolstered French pub-
lic opinion in favor of a Jewish state. In this famous incident, the British Navy
attacked and captured a boatload of refugees after they had attempted to enter
Palestine clandestinely in the summer of 1947. Although the boat had sailed from
a French port, the French government would not permit the British to defuse the
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issue by returning the refugees to Marseille. In frustration, the British govern-
ment forced the boat to sail to Germany, where the passengers were compelled to
disembark and then placed under military guard. Both during the Exodus incident
and after the declaration of the State of Israel, newspaperarticles and government
officials declared support for the Jewish state.

In this atmosphere, those who had feared that a Jewish state would place
their own allegiances in doubt now had evidence that Jewish and French national
interests were not at odds. Even in this supportive environment, however, most
French Jews did not become militant Zionists. Indeed, rallies attracted no more
than a few thousand people. One Zionist organizer complained, “In the after-
math of the liberation of our territory, the Jews have concerned themselves princi-
pallywith recuperating their stolen belongings rather than with the Zionist move-
ment.” This activist, incensed by German and Vichy persecutions, assumed that
French Jews would reject their formerly passive interest in Jewish nationalism
and reevaluate their position in their surrounding society. However, while inter-
national organizations such as the World Jewish Congress and Keren Hayessod
attempted to foster Zionist sentiment throughout the population, few French
Jews became activists and even fewer considered leaving their native land. Indeed,
David Ben-Gurion, having interacted extensively with French Jewish Resistance
fighters, particularly those in the pro-Zionist Jewish Army, initially believed that
France provided the most welcoming base on which to build support for Zionist
activity in Europe. It soon became clear to him, however, that unlike survivors of
the death camps, French Jews continued to view their country as their homeland.
Indeed, even those who had fought in the Resistance viewed themselves as full
members of French society.o*

Those hoping for a more visible pro-Zionist response from French Jewry
suggested that fear of a resurgence of antisemitism prevented the population
from acting. In August 1945, for example, Ben-Gurion explained, “In France,
people are not interested in Zionism; they are afraid that antisemitism will grow
and deepen.” 95 Similarly, in 1946, when Lyon’s native Jewish leadership criticized
Zionist activists for asking that more Jewish refugees be allowed to migrate to
France in light of Britain’s closed-door policy to Palestine, observers suggested
that fears of provoking a new antisemitic movement were driving them.%¢

If, however, some Jews feared new waves of antisemitism, a reaction that
would not have been particularly surprising given the recent past, far more had
been touched by the new Zionistic atmosphere than the more militant activists
conceded. “Even in the circles most removed from Zionism,” noted one govern-
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ment report, “people generally approve of the energetic attitude of Zionists of
all tendencies and of Jewish patriots who call for the creation of an independent
Jewish state in Palestine.” 97 Indeed, it seems that only a minority hesitated to
support Zionism out of fear that it might lead to the resurgence of the sentiments
that had driven Vichy persecutions.

On the contrary, according to various observers, French Jews, like Jews
throughout the world, began exhibiting an unprecedented interest in Jewish
nationalism immediately after the war and thereafter. “The devastation caused by
thewar and the extermination of six million Jews,” wrote Guy de Rothschild of his
family’s transforming views toward Zionism, “radically changed all our former
attitudes. The idea of a Jewish homeland acquired an intense emotional appeal; I
myself became an ardent Zionist, without however envisaging a change of direc-
tion in my personal life or that of my family.” Like Rothschild, few expected “a
change of direction” in their personal lives because of their new support of a Jew-
ish nationalistic agenda; nevertheless, a growing interest was evident. As early
as spring 1945, Chief Rabbi of France Isaie Schwartz reported to the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs that French Jews, having felt abandoned by government authori-
ties during the war, were adopting less reserved attitudes toward Zionism than
had been true in the 1920s and 1930s: “Now they have a real and active attraction
to this movement.” 98

Once the State of Israel had been established, the AJDC’s representative
Harry Rosen went even further, calling the concern for Palestine among French
Jews “the strongest single cohesive force” in communal life. Similarly, in their re-
port on European Jewry ten years after the war, the World Jewish Congress noted
the great popularity of Zionism in French Jewish circles: “In present conditions
given the feeble influence of the synagogue, Zionism, with its manifold bureaus,
numerous officials, and continuous agitation, is still the most manifest ‘address’
of Jewish existence in a country like France.”9° Thus, although the wjc con-
sidered the Zionist movement to be “feeble” in France, they, like Rosen, were
convinced that it played a significant role in the postwar period, even replacing
religion as the single most cohesive factor in Jewish life.

Such assessments of Zionism’s strength may have been exaggerated, but
there is no question that throughout the late 1940s and beyond, interest in Zion-
ism was significant. Fundraising efforts for Israel are indicative of its appeal. By
June 1948, Rosen estimated that a variety of pro-Zionist organizations had raised
200 million francs on behalf of the Haganah and other organizations. This num-
ber was undoubtedly inflated and based more on his impressions than any em-
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pirical data, yet fundraising for Israel grew throughout the 1950s. In 1955, for
example, the Aide a Israel, a fund dedicated to raising support for Israel, brought
in 1go million francs.100

Even more noteworthy than the steady financial support for Israel among
French Jews was the fact that following World War II organized opposition to the
Zionist movement disappeared. Although occasional lone voices called fora cau-
tious approach to the new state, all organized anti-Zionism had been silenced.
This silence stands in sharp contrast to the years before the Holocaust, when
native French Jews were much more likely to criticize any project that might call
their own loyalties into question and when communal organizations proved cau-
tious toward and often hostile to immigrant Zionist activism. Indeed, for most
French Jews, as for most of the Armenians discussed earlier, supporting nation-
alist priorities was a significant part of their postgenocide politics. And yet, as
for Armenians, their commitment to a more vocal Jewish nationalism was not
based on migration. Rather, in even greater numbers than before the war, they
supported a Jewish state for those who had been stripped of statehood while re-
maining committed French citizens themselves.

Comparing Nationalisms

When comparing Armenian and Jewish nationalisms in post-World War I and
-World War II France, obvious differences emerge. Most glaringly, whereas the
independent Armenian state had fallen to Soviet control within a few short years
of its declaration, the independent Jewish state that was declared in 1948 retained
its autonomy. One result of these differing historical paths was that diaspora-
homeland relations were shaped quite differently. For Armenian genocide sur-
vivors in France, any relationship with the “homeland” was influenced by the
knowledge that their host government was no particular friend of communist
Russia. In contrast, French Jews were generally confident that their government
shared their interest in and support of the emerging Israeli state. Thus, whereas
most French Jews felt comfortable expressing enthusiastic support for Israel,
most Armenians cautiously avoided any public declarations on behalf of Soviet
Armenia. Moreover, Armenian survivors, newly arrived in France, were far less
“rooted” in the country than their Jewish counterparts twenty years later. In con-
trast, French Jews, despite their recent history of de-emancipation, generally
proved secure enough in their post-World War II citizenship to “risk” public
pronouncements on behalf of Jewish statehood. Not surprisingly, then, differ-
ent political and social contexts influenced the range of nationalistic discourses
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among survivors, shaping expressions of transnational allegiances somewhat dif-
ferently. Moreover, itis worth noting that different types of source material render
different types of conclusions. Hence, the highly political nature of the Armenian
sources cited above provides a somewhat different picture from the religious and
cultural sources from which the material on French Jews is drawn.

Yet, despite these differences, some interesting similarities emerge. Par-
ticularly noteworthy is the impact that statehood had on both of these national
minorities. As “external national homelands,” both Israel and Soviet Armenia
soughtto create dynamic relationships with Jews and Armenians across the globe.
Both thus adopted “the axiom of shared nationhood across the boundaries of
state and citizenship and the idea that this shared nationhood [made] the state
responsible, in some sense, not only for its own citizens but also for ethnic co-
nationals who live[d] in other states and possess[ed] other citizenships.” 101 In
concrete terms, this meant that politically active states were now claiming to
speak in the international arena for Jews and Armenians everywhere and calling
on them to support the new states economically, politically, and even militarily.102
Moreover, both Israeli and Soviet Armenian officials assumed that Jews and Ar-
menians throughout the diaspora would opt to leave this dispersion behind to
settle in their newly established “homelands.”

For Armenian and Jewish genocide survivors in France—no matter how dif-
ferent their situations— facing these claims presented a similar set of options,
which broke down into roughly three categories. First, some, of course, demon-
strated their allegiance to the new states by promoting immediate migration or
by packing their own bags. For both populations, however, this option was ex-
tremely rare. Indeed, despite having been singled out and persecuted for their
status as foreigners in their respective diaspora communities and having been
“claimed” by newly formed external national homelands, most Armenians and
Jews in France remained committed to staying put. Nationalist discourse, though
powerful, was not enticing enough to challenge the even more powerful French
integrationist discourse, which promised survivors an opportunity to prosper
again in the diaspora.

Second, there were those in both populations who absolutely rejected the
nationalizing claims of their respective homeland on the basis that citizenship
was not a transnational phenomenon. In some sense, this was the most common
response in both populations, whether seeking safe haven in France or victim of
French-sponsored persecution, whether drawn ideologically to the new states’
regimes or opposed to them. For Armenians, such a stance was shaped, in part,
by the Soviet character of the Armenian state, but even most French Jews believed
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that the new Jewish state had no legal claim to their political allegiance. If they
supported Israel it was because of the ethnic or religious connection they felt
for Jews living around the world, particularly those seeking shelter in the post-
Holocaust era, not because they believed the new state had any say in their legal
status in the world. Here too we see the impact of the French context on the
two populations in question. Because France itself was not an “ethnocultural na-
tion but a political nation open, in principle, to all,” most Armenians and Jews,
whether refugees or citizens, believed there was a place for them on French soil.
With this belief came the concomitant rejection of the notion that they were dis-
placed citizens of foreign states.103

And yet, even while rejecting the nationalizing claims of their external na-
tional homelands, Armenians and Jews in France were influenced by them, bring-
ing us to a third response that can be discerned in both populations. Having
in both cases recently suffered through several years of isolation and persecu-
tion and having narrowly escaped exterminatory policies shaped around their
minority status, escapees were not immune to the powerful political presence
these new states constituted in the international arena. Thus, if representatives
of both populations publicly rejected the notion that any government other than
the French had legal claims on their international status, they also were visibly
active in nationalist politics, helping to assert their cultural and political pres-
ence in France. Indeed, in both cases a distinctive political agenda emerged, even
among Armenians whose communal representatives were emphasizing the im-
portance of blending into the surrounding society and culture. As the example of
politics suggests, therefore, although survivors of both genocides proved readily
willing to integrate (or reintegrate) into the French state, few opted to flee their
“dangerous identities” completely. Rather, as the next chapter demonstrates, the
assimilationist rhetoric of the state, coupled with concrete proof of economic
and social integration, provided survivors with a “safe” place to be Armenian and
Jewish.

150 In the Aftermath of Genocide



5 Maintaining a Visible Presence

In considering the impact of the recent genocidal persecutions on Armenian and
Jewish escapees, the previous two chapters documented the ways in which fears
of the past were overcome by the promise of a secure and prosperous future on
French soil. Integrationist policies backed up with evidence of real economic
opportunities suggested to members of both populations that the persecutions
through which they had recently lived were a thing of the past. Nor did the al-
lure of nationalist politics convince escapees to abandon their minority status
or their diaspora condition. The question, therefore, remains: How did survivors
understand the nature of their minority status? Or, to put it another way: How did
“Armenianness” and “Jewishness” manifest themselves in these postgenocide
communities?

Not surprisingly, the answer differs considerably when comparing the two
populations. As refugees, first-generation Armenians in France were clearly out-
siders in their adopted home. Like all new immigrants, they came with their own
linguistic, cultural, religious, political, and economic traditions, few of which fit
seamlessly into their new Western setting. Thus, despite the communal rhetoric
stressing the importance of blending in, most remained marginal to their host
society, rebuilding familiar familial, organizational, and cultural structures that
could help them maintain their links to the past. Unable to avoid acculturating
to their new environment, they nevertheless established distinct ethnic commu-
nities based on shared conceptions of religion, ethnicity, language, and point of
origin.

For French Jews the situation was somewhat different: the country in which
they rebuilt their communities had stripped them of their rights despite a long



history of Jewish inclusion inherited from the Revolution. Until the implemen-
tation of Vichy law, the French state had regarded Judaism as a private religious
distinction. Although Jews maintained their particular concerns, in their public,
national roles they were viewed either as French or as nationals of other lands, in-
distinguishable from other immigrant minorities. Whereas Vichy had challenged
that relationship, the postwar French government was quick to return to time-
tested policies: Jewish distinctiveness was again a private, religious matter that
had no bearing on one’s public, political status. For postwar French Jews, how-
ever, the matter was more complex. This state ideology certainly had a powerful
impact on those Jews who traced back for generations their roots in France, caus-
ing many to downplay all but the religious distinctions as dividing them from
their fellow citizens. Nonreligious affiliations, however, had never entirely disap-
peared.? Indeed, in the prewar years, the idea that Jews formed a distinct ethnic
or cultural group had become increasingly acceptable as notions of French uni-
versalism came into question and waves of immigrant Jews came to France from
central and eastern Europe.2 It was only in response to the Vichy persecutions that
such ideas entered mainstream Jewish life in such a way as to really transform its
public face.

A comparison of the nature of Armenian and Jewish minority affiliation
in their postgenocide periods thus suggests profound differences based on the
makeup of the population in question. Such differences, however, should not
overshadow an equally important similarity. Despite having recently been perse-
cuted for their ethnoreligious distinctiveness, few survivors from either popula-
tion opted for complete assimilation, nor did they question their ability to retain
their heritage while living within a larger nation-state. Rather, in both cases we
find a striking commitment to maintaining visible communities despite the as-
similationist rhetoric of the state and the racist persecutions through which they
had lived.

A Minority on the Margins

The first generation of Armenian survivors quickly established a relationship to
the state that stressed their compliance with national law and their abilities to
acculturate to national norms, but they were not necessarily rushing to become
“French.” Rather, as Martine Hovanessian has effectively argued, most processed
their rupture with the past by reestablishing traditional patriarchal familial and
communal structures. By building homes and communities outside urban set-
tings, leaving factories for home work, and recreating religious, political, and
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organizational structures that had existed prior to the genocide, Armenians, like
other migratory groups of the day, sought to preserve the integrity of their village
life despite the disruptions that had taken place.3

The experience of the refugees in Camp Oddo once again provides an ex-
ample of this phenomenon. Despite a clear preference to integrate peacefully into
Marseille’s economic and cultural landscape, these refugees had no intention of
abandoning their communal identification which had proven so dangerous in the
Ottoman Empire. Complying with national norms did notimply complete assimi-
lation, nor did the recent genocidal persecutions frighten them into flight from
their ethnoreligious distinctiveness.

As noted in chapter 1, Camp Oddo became increasingly distasteful to local
and national officials the more it seemed to function as an independent colony.
Indeed, to observers in 1920s Marseille, the camp became a tangible sign of the
failure of immigrants to integrate rapidly into their new society. In 1925, there-
fore, officials began taking steps to close its doors, eventuallyappointing a special
examiner to replace the Armenian administration and empty the camp. Through
his efforts, Oddo was closed in 1927.4

Butdespite Oddo’s dilapidated conditions, its residents did not leave without
afight. The camp’s director, Hatchikian, argued vigorously for a reversal of policy
on the grounds that the refugees, after having been chased from their countryand
stripped of all their belongings, had finally been able to establish a self-sufficient
community in Camp Oddo. Unaware that national officials were motivated pri-
marily by a desire to break down this internal administration, Hatchikian sug-
gested that the camp’s closure would force into the street a population that had
been caring for itself and that “can have no other tendencies than to assimilate
well and deeply into the life of this great country that had sheltered them.” There
they could become a burden to the state. Thus, according to Hatchikian, Oddo
accelerated the very processes that the French administration feared it was pre-
venting: the camp encouraged integration by keeping the refugees off the public
dole. Similarly, he suggested that the camp’s closure would deprive its four hun-
dred schoolchildren of an essential French-language education (they were too old
to attend local schools), alienating them from their adopted society. As a last ap-
peal, he reminded officials that among the camp’s residents were thirty men who
had fought in the French armed forces during World War 1.5 All three of these
appeals suggest that Hatchikian viewed Camp Oddo as an arena in which loyalty
to and integration into the French state were cultivated.

Although Hatchikian’s appeal to the government stressed the camp’s im-
portantrole in helping Armenians assimilate into their new home, his petition to
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Armenian national and compatriot associations to help Oddo’s residents under-
lined just the opposite. By participating in Oddo’s school, church, and charity
organizations, he argued, local Armenians had been able to preserve their cul-
tural heritage. Relying on their own hard-won and limited resources, residents
had formed educational, medical, and administrative services that allowed them
to sustain themselves and their connection to their own culture. It was now up to
Armenian organizations, Hatchikian argued, to help these “remains of a much
tortured people” go to Soviet Armenia.® Thus, whereas his initial plea to French
authorities stressed Oddo’s role as an arena in which to foster loyalty to France,
the petition to Armenian organizations underlined Oddo’s role as a center of Ar-
menian language and culture.

The contradiction between these two communications is noteworthy. Were
camp residents in the process of adopting French language and customs, or were
they uprooted refugees waiting patiently for their return to their homeland? Was
Camp Oddo a stepping stone toward their ultimate assimilation, or a safe envi-
ronmentin which to nurture “Armenianness”? What seems like a contradiction to
the contemporary eye was not, in fact, a contradiction for Hatchikian. As a natu-
ralized citizen and former soldier himself, he believed in teaching the residents
the local language and customs. Nevertheless, he hoped to maintain Oddo as an
Armenian enclave within Marseille’s perimeters. Indeed, the residents’ ability to
care for themselves while providing a space in which they could maintain their
heritage was, in his eyes, the camp’s main asset. While he clearly recognized and
adopted many of the French government’s integrationist policies, he also fought
against complete assimilation into the broader society.

Resistance to abandoning the camp increased greatly when the special ex-
aminer began pushing Oddo’s refugees to leave Marseille altogether.” Encour-
aged by the nation’s integrationist policies, he urged even those who had bought
land or rented houses in the region to accept work contracts elsewhere, hoping
to disperse them throughout the country, even threatening to expel from French
territory any refugee who evaded initiatives to place his family in the prov-
inces. Hatchikian greeted this new policy with alarm, arguing that dispersing the
camp’s population was yet another forced exile for a group that had already been
uprooted far too often.? In the meantime, however, the residents simply refused
to leave Marseille, moving instead to private plots in the city’s suburbs. In so
doing, they followed the pattern of Armenians all over France who moved quickly
from industrial centers and big cities to private land and their own small homes
in surrounding suburbs. The special examiner saw their behavior as a combina-
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tion of insurrection and laziness, but most were simply seeking to remain in the
vicinity so that their children would continue to learn their native language.®

Afocus on Camp Oddo, despite its unique position as a refugee camp for the
indigent and unemployed, highlights Armenian settlement patterns throughout
France. In spite of great financial difficulties, those in the camp worked quickly to
establish their own community, complete with school and church. Moreover, al-
though they could not entirely withstand French administrative attempts to inte-
grate them into the larger population, they nevertheless fought for the right to
remain close to other Armenians; relief at finding a safe haven did not necessarily
dictate blind adherence to all assimilationist policies.

Such resistance emerged often at the individual level, particularly when, on
arriving in France, Armenian refugees were directed by their work contracts to
areas that were distant from their friends and families. Arsene Bogbad, a sixteen-
year-old Armenian orphan from Tokat, had been sent to Epinal to be entrusted
to the care of the Union des syndicats agricoles vosigniens. Soon after, however,
he ran away to join his compatriots elsewhere in the country.1°

Indeed, it is significant, if not surprising, that those who moved away from
Oddo or from other initial points of settlement in search of better pay or living
conditions rarely broke away from other Armenians.1* Generally moving quickly
from the cities into suburbs and from renting rooms and apartments to buying
small plots of lands and individual homes, they nevertheless tended to remain
concentrated, mirroring typical patterns of immigrant residential settlement.12
Thus, where one went, others followed —to Beaumont in Marseille, Valensolles
inValence, or small towns surrounding Paris, such as Bagneux, Cachan, Chaville,
Versailles, and Bois Colombes. These added to the larger and more well-known
communities in Alfortville, Issy-les-Moulineaux, and Asniéres de Courbevoie,
which took shape in 1922-23 after local industries attracted refugees there.13

Hence, after several years of living from hand to mouth, the uprooted sur-
vivor population moved rapidly into their own suburban communities, establish-
ing their own associations, compatriot unions, newspapers, athletic clubs, the-
atrical events, and concerts and thereby creating their own “villages” among their
French neighbors. Here, their lifestyle, culture, marriage patterns, and birthrates
distinguished them from their neighbors.1# This is not to say that the new sub-
urban areas homogenized the refugee population. We have already seen that po-
litical preferences, different points of origin, and religious divisions broke the
population into various subgroups. Social divisions existed as well, with those
from higher economic classes settled on different streets from their poorer com-
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patriots.rs Within the range of this diversity, however, Armenians were able to live
an Armenian lifein France. A glance at the Guide to Marseille in the Armenian Language,
published for the first time in 1928 and annually thereafter, gives a sense of the
extensive subculture that Armenians created. Not only did the guide list a range of
available Armenian social, political, and religious organizations, but numerous
advertisements displayed the network of services of which they could avail them-
selves. Thus Armenian lawyers, dentists, real estate brokers, builders, tailors,
grocers, electricians, and hairdressers provided services to the local population,
allowing them to remain largely within their own community for any number of
services.16

Religious divisions helped consolidate this cultural isolation. Armenian
communal life in France and throughout the diaspora was centered around the
church.?” Serving primarily as a house of worship, it also provided a variety of
social services to all members of the community, quickly becoming the one insti-
tution in which almost all members of the population participated at one point or
another. In establishing the church as an important center of communal life, the
refugees imported familiar organizational structures from their past into their
new, unfamiliar environment.8 In the Ottoman Empire, where religious affilia-
tion had been the primary factor determining the individual’s relationship to the
state, the function of the Armenian Apostolic Church had been much more than
religious. In the fourth century c.E., when the Armenian King Tiridates was con-
verted to Christianity, making Armenia the first “nation” to adopt Christianity
as its state religion, a sacred culture was born, linking the history of the people
with that of their religion.1® Then, in the fifteenth century, when Armenians came
under Ottoman rule, the sultans gave the Armenian Patriarchate in Constanti-
nople unprecedented political, economic, and social power to oversee the admin-
istrative affairs of the Empire’s Armenian population. As a result, the Constanti-
nople Patriarchate soon evolved into a powerful body that ran Armenian affairs
in the Empire, including its political and administrative life (running schools
and hospitals, representing Armenians to the national leaders, etc.) and its reli-
gious life (running monasteries and churches, overseeing marriages, etc.). By
the nineteenth century, this power was being questioned by a new generation of
Western-educated Armenian intellectuals who challenged the clergy on its cor-
ruption and its alliance with national authorities; still, the overwhelming majority
remained committed to familiar religious practices and maintained a strong link
with the church. Another small minority responded to the call of Catholic and
Protestant missionaries and left the national church to create their own religious
institutions.2°
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By the end of the nineteenth century, then, three separate Armenian reli-
gious denominations administered the population’s affairs in the Empire, each
of which was represented in the refugee population that migrated to France.
As in the Ottoman Empire, the Apostolic Church was by far the most influen-
tial, attracting the greatest number of adherents and serving as the most impor-
tant center of communal life. Although Armenian Catholics and Protestants also
established their churches, most of the refugees gravitated around the Apostolic
Church, the main seat of which was located on the rue Jean Goujon in Paris. Bol-
stered by lay committees of observant Armenians interested in promoting reli-
gious life, the Church eventually built parishes and schools to instruct children
in Armenian language and religion in all areas of the country where Armenians
had settled in large numbers. In addition, a variety of social service organiza-
tions either operated from the Church or used it as a base, including a medical
dispensary, a women’s league, and a veterans’ organization.?* In Marseille, for
example, the Association de bienfaisance des dames arméniens de Marseille oper-
ated out of the church, providing financial and medical care to indigents, widows,
orphans, and the infirm. In addition, the church provided a meeting space where
nonreligious groups could come together and served the French government by
issuing identity cards, small financial loans, and marriage and birth certificates
to the incoming refugee population.??

Aside from its various religious and social services, the Church provided the
community with an arena in which those with differing political and regional af-
filiations could come together. Although conflict did occasionally break out, the
Church nevertheless remained opened to everyone. For example, Armenian com-
munists, notoriously atheistic, would often participate in major religious cele-
brations such as Armenian Christmas (January 6) and Easter.23 The Church thus
served as an identifiable site of Armenian affiliation and identification, even for
those who did not accept or share in its religious doctrine. Moreover, like the
new Armenian suburban communities that were developing, it helped isolate the
newcomers from their French Catholic neighbors. As one Armenian student de-
scribed contacts between his own community and the surrounding population,
“Outside occupational links, there were little or no relations at all between the
Parisians and the Armenians.” 24

This social and religious division was reinforced in the political arena. In-
deed, despite acommunal rhetoric that called on the refugees to blend in, particu-
larly when it came to local politics, Armenian representatives actually pursued a
particularistic agenda, which pointed to Armenian distinctiveness. We have al-
ready seen how this played itself out in debates surrounding Soviet Armenia. Even
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on the domestic front, however, Armenian representatives would take stands on
issues that affected the local population. Thus, once the Treaty of Lausanne was
signed and the Armenian National Delegation no longer had an official raison
d’étre, it was transformed into the Comité central des réfugiés arméniens, the
main task of which was to resettle refugees and orphans around the world. Like
the National Delegation, the Comité central’s scope was international; as such,
it worked with the League of Nations to relieve the Armenian plight in Syria,
Lebanon, Cyprus, Greece, and Soviet Armenia. Its efforts, however, were also
directed at the domestic front, where it served as the officially recognized link
between the refugees and the French government, standing in place of a formal
consulate.?s

In this capacity, the Comité central pursued an agenda that distinguished
Armenians from those around them. Thus, in August 1926, for example, it re-
quested that impoverished and unemployed stateless Armenians be exempted
from new taxes created for immigrant workers. Moreover, in 1931, when the gov-
ernment—which had welcomed immigrant labor throughout the first two de-
cades of the century—began a process of halting immigration, strictly enforcing
border controls, tightening labor laws, and encouraging foreigners to leave, rep-
resentatives of the Comité central met with various sympathetic French officials
to discuss the “lamentable situation” facing stateless Armenians in France. Point-
ing to their difficulty obtaining legal identity papers, their weak position in regard
to French immigration law, and their inability to return to their point of origin,
the Comité central requested that Armenian workers be treated with “clemency
and indulgence,” and that they be the last among foreign workers to be fired from
their jobs.26

Such particularistic concerns were also pursued at an individual level.
Comité central representatives often pointed to a particular refugee’s stateless
condition or status as an atrocity survivor to make a case for legal exceptions on
his or her behalf. Such was the case in 1927, when the Comité central intervened
on behalf of a forty-two-year-old widow who had been refused residency status,
arguing that leniency should be awarded because her husband had been killed
and because she had a fifteen-year-old son to support. Likewise, the Comité re-
quested special entrance visas in cases where refugees had been separated from
their family, such as when Angele and Sirapi Erganian, who had been placed in two
Lebanese orphanages, sought to reunite with their mother, who was working in
a textile factory in France. Furthermore, the Comité attempted to obtain perma-
nent papers for refugees who had arrived on temporary visitor visas. In February
1927, for example, they requested residency rights for the Mahramadians, who
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had come from Constantinople to visit their son. Similarly, in January that year,
the Comité requested that Artin Chariguian, who had come to visit his mother
and brother for three months, be allowed to stay. “His greatest desire,” wrote
Léon Pachalian, the secretary-general of the Comité central, “is to live near to his
family whom he has finally been able to rejoin after a long separation.” 2”

By promoting such Armenian issues as family reunification, the Comité cen-
tral thus distinguished a distinctive political agenda for the Armenian commu-
nity. As such, it served as a quasi government in exile, establishing contact with
all the independent self-help organizations that the refugees had begun con-
structing on their own, and even offering a number of social services, such as
help locating dispersed family members and aid for those in search of employ-
ment.28 Indeed, because incoming refugees were more likely to obtain the nec-
essary French travel visa if they had established work contracts prior to arriving,
the Comité recommended Armenian workers to various employers and sought
employment opportunities in all regions of France.?®

The Comité central’s activities in France, however unsystematic, remind us
that no matter how strong the rhetoric of integration, those Armenians who
established homes and communities in Paris, Marseille, and elsewhere saw them-
selves as part of a distinctive ethnocultural community with its own concerns and
needs. Even the pro-integrationist paper Le Foyer, which was adamant in its re-
fusal to take a stance on any contemporary political debate in France, used its
pages to criticize national policies, when France —as one of many nations— dealt
poorlywith refugee questions at the League of Nations.3° Thus, even in the highly
charged political arena in which Armenian representatives adamantly insisted
that cultural assimilation was paramount, we can find evidence of a distinctive
Armenian voice emerging. As scholars have noted, “This first generation of Ar-
menian immigrants, whose main preoccupation was to assure the means of sub-
sistence, lived in an autarchic fashion on the margins of French society except
when in the workplace.”31

In making such an argument, however, one must be careful not to go too
far. Although first-generation refugees remained fairly isolated, it is also true that
they were not immune to the cultural influences of their new setting. Indeed,
as with most migratory groups, from the moment refugees started working in
French factories they began adopting the local language in their professional en-
deavors.32 Traditional familial structures were also challenged, as children began
attending local schools and women joined the industrial workforce.32 Similarly,
Armenian institutional structures could not simply replicate themselves in the
French context. Religious life provides a useful example of this phenomenon. No
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matter how important the Church became as acommunal center for the refugees,
its power and prestige were quickly reduced in the new setting. In the context
of the French secular state, where division of church and state was the presiding
norm, the Church could not provide the same legally sanctioned administrative
functions it had in the past. Like the synagogue—and its official administrative
structure in France, the Consistoire—which was recognized solely as a religious
institution by the Third Republic leadership, the Armenian Church had no legal
power to organize communal life. Though it maintained some responsibilities
linked to the arrival of the refugees, refugees’ adherence to and participation in
church activities remained purely voluntary. Thus, it wielded much less control
over the population than it had at any time in its history. As an example of this
phenomenon, we can turn briefly to the question of schools.

In the Ottoman Empire, the Patriarchate had been the primary force be-
hind the education of Armenians, fostering a sense of nationhood/peoplehood
throughout the population. Although that influence diminished somewhat in the
nineteenth century, when a European-educated intelligentsia began encouraging
secular education for the Armenian public, the Church still maintained its central
role. In France, however, the Church was relegated to a secondary position, its
schools reaching children only one or two afternoons a week, after they had al-
ready participated in the national educational system. As a result, its impact was
necessarily limited.

Moreover, the French context, which had transformed the Church from a
legal to avoluntary organization, also encouraged a wide range of other organiza-
tions to develop simply by providing space in which they could do so. As a result,
the Church had to competewith political and compatriot unions that formed their
own schools and educational agendas, and communal life became increasingly
diversified. Although political parties had already begun exerting a significant
impact on communal life prior to the genocide, their impact had been limited by
their semilegal status and their subordinate role to the Church. In France, how-
ever, political and religious organizations were essentially the same—voluntary
associations in which the immigrant population participated at their own will.
The French setting, which facilitated a variety of ethnic identifications without
privileging one over the other, thus encouraged the development of alternative
centers of Armenian leadership. In one instance, when the Church and the pro-
communist organization Haistani oknoutian gomidé (HOG) were fighting over
whowould provide aid to unemployed Armenian workers, the French police inter-
vened, forcing the two to work together. In this case, the government treated the
Church as one among numerous sources of communal leadership rather than the
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sole voice directing Armenian affairs. In this setting, it should not be surprising
that numerous quarrels broke out over who spoke for the community and who
represented it to the authorities.3* The Church, though an important organiza-
tional body, did notautomatically win these fights, creating a space in which other
organizations and associations could take root.

As this example suggests, despite the first generation’s marginal engage-
ment with French cultural and social structures, the new context had a profound
impact on the nature of their minority community. Indeed, if the shift from
“being” to “feeling” Armenian was one that took two or three generations (with
the first seemingly impervious to the most basic signs of acculturation, such as
adopting the national language and abandoning traditional garb), these initial
arrivals nevertheless were affected by their new surroundings in both conscious
and unconscious ways.3> Within a generation the population became increasingly
integrated, and by the late 1940s, Armenians and Jews shared a similar ethnoreli-
gious minority status within the polity.

In the period immediately following the genocide, however, Armenians re-
mained far more marginal to the state in which they lived than most French Jews
two decades later (new Jewish arrivals notwithstanding). As such, their distinc-
tiveness is quite understandable. Having little in common culturally, linguisti-
cally, or religiously with native French citizens, to make their transition easier they
turned to familiar traditions, institutions, and structures. Indeed, far from flee-
ing those traits that had proven so dangerous in the Ottoman Empire, Armenian
refugees remained a people apart, doing whatever they could to avoid offending
their French hosts while still remaining on the margins of French society.

The status of the post-World War II Jewish community was more complex.
Whereas some incoming Jewish refugees obviously mirrored the status of those
Armenians described above, a significant percentage were either French them-
selves or immigrants who had already lived in France for several decades. This
mix of natives, new refugees, and immigrants, though differing from one another
in many ways, all faced a postwar French government recommitted to viewing
Jewishness as a private, religious identification, and one that had no impact on
their civil status, whether as citizens or immigrants. In theory, therefore, local
Jewish populations could have responded to the years of persecution by quickly
disappearing into their surrounding society, shedding any traits that might have
continued to mark them as “other.” In fact, the Jewish population not only re-
mained remarkablyvisible in the decades following World War I, but transformed
the community’s public face to reflect a growing ethnic consciousness among
them.
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Transforming Community: Jewish Life in Postwar France

Fears of a precipitous decline among French Jews after World War II were wide-
spread. In 1949, for example, Robert Sommer, a representative of the Consistoire
de Paris, voiced deep concerns over the future of Judaism in France. Claiming
that 40 to 50 percent of the community had disappeared due to deportations,
postwar attempts to blend into French society, and departures for Israel, Som-
mer worried that French Jewry was decimated beyond repair.3¢ Other communal
leaders shared Sommer’s fears. Indeed, in the years immediately following World
War II, Jewish religious and communal leaders bemoaned the demise of Juda-
ism in France. According to them, deportations had removed the most obser-
vant sectors of the population and postwar attempts to escape Judaism “through
conversions and mixed marriages, through disappearance, evaporation, [and]
camouflages” were forever destroying the community.3”

Requests from Jewish families to legally change their name to one less rec-
ognizably Jewish or foreign-sounding particularly worried the local leadership,
who noted that such requests far exceeded the percentage of Jews in the popula-
tion. One report indicated that from the end of January to the beginning of April
1945, Jews had registered 110 out of 173 requests for name changes. To Consis-
toire officials, such name changes posed one of the “most serious and troubling”
problems facing French Judaism. “In the near or not so distant future,” warned
the chief rabbi of France, Isaie Schwartz, “those of our coreligionists or their
children who have changed their names in this way will abandon their faith; aban-
donment is all the more to fear for we are unfortunately not in a period of deep
belief.” 38

Such fears, however, were exaggerated. Indeed, although a series of post-
war ordinances simplified the process through which individuals could legally
change their name, only 2,150 Jews in France asked to do so between 1945 and
1957. Itis certainly possible that some of these requests were made by Jews fearing
the return of antisemitic persecution and anxious to shed an “onerous identity,”
yet most were requested by eastern European Jews, the pronunciation of whose
names proved difficult for French tongues, or by Resistance fighters who wished
to maintain the clandestine names they had used during the years of fighting.3°

This is not to say that postwar Jewish life was characterized by a vibrant
interest in Judaism. Statistical accounts for Paris suggest that religious prac-
tices among Consistoire-affiliated Jews declined sharply in the postwar years.40
In 1948, for example, 71 bar mitzvah ceremonies were performed in Paris, com-
pared to 296 in 1926. Similarly, the number of consistorial marriages dropped
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dramatically in the first decade after World War II, as did the numbers of children
enrolled in religious instruction.+!

Affiliation with the Consistoire also dropped after the war. In March 1945,
the Consistoire de Paris sent out 3,600 letters to former members asking that they
pay their current and past dues. By June the organization had received only 600
responses. The silence could certainly be explained by the disruption of the war;
most Jews were not yet in a position to pay dues to a voluntary organization, as
they were only just regaining their economic foothold. Moreover, the war’s dis-
location had left the Consistoire with incorrect addresses for many former mem-
bers.#2 Nevertheless, French Jews, even those who had been affiliated with the
Consistoire prior to the war, were clearly in no hurry to reconnect with the insti-
tutions representing French Judaism, much less to seek solace for their losses in
organized religion.

Moreover, although membership numbers steadily increased, they did not
reach prewar levels. In 1932 the Consistoire de Paris’s membership rosters listed
over 7,000 families; in January 1947, only 2,632 families were affiliated. Evidence
suggests that some families were attending religious services without paying
membership dues, yet numbers were still under the 5,000 that Consistoire offi-
cials believed should be listed on their rosters. By December 1948, the Consistoire
reported 588 new members, bringing the total to 3,339. Nevertheless, in 1950,
the president complained after a poor turnout for Consistoire elections, “We can
estimate [approximately] 20,000 Jewish families in Paris and in the department;
[yet] we do not have 4,000 registered in the Association and we do not have 700
who demonstrate any interest in us during elections; this is truly a failure!” 43

How can we understand such numbers? To Consistoire officials, they in-
dicated a crisis in Jewish life brought on by the war and the subsequent flight
from visible signs of Jewish affiliation. And yet, such disaffiliation from Jewish
religious life had begun long before the war. Indeed, religious observance had
consistently declined for both Jews and non-Jews since the Enlightenment, par-
ticularly in Paris.#* Given that the majority of Jews lived in the French capital, the
secular instincts of the city had a wider impact on Judaism than on other religions
in France. If by the first decades of the twentieth century “religion remained the
technical basis for Jewish identity in France, it had clearly lost hold over most
French Jews.” Indeed, while immigrant religious organizations had flourished
during the interwar years, consistorial influence had decreased continually since
the separation of church and state in 1906, when it lost its monopoly over religious
life. From 1905 to 1931, therefore, organized Jewish communities dropped from
seventy-four to fifty and the number of rabbis dropped significantly as well.45
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Although these decreasing numbers can be explained partially by the continual
migration of Jews from the provinces to Paris, it is also clear that the daily practice
of Judaism was in decline.

The post-World War II figures thus suggest that the Consistoire itself was in
crisis rather than Jewish life as a whole. Although some of the postwar disaffilia-
tion may have been caused by fear that active participation in Jewish institutions
could prove dangerous, most was probably caused by the continued impact of
the secular state on new generations of Jews. Unlike Armenians, for whom the
church served as the center of communal affiliation, postwar French Jews did not
view the synagogue the same way. Certainly, first-generation immigrant Jews and
their children tended to remain more religiously observant than those whose an-
cestry in France went back several generations, meaning that both Orthodox and
Hassidic congregations and yeshivas were represented in Paris and the provinces.
These institutions, however, tended to be peopled by incoming Jews from eastern
Europe.46

Indeed, for most French Jews, public religious observance was not strong.
And yet to assume, as communal leaders did, that Jews were fleeing their ances-
tral religion in a desperate attempt to assimilate in the wake of the persecution
seems misguided. In fact, not all religious participation had disappeared. Atten-
dance at high holiday services, for example, continued to fill synagogues to ca-
pacity.” Even more important, however, was that even those French Jews who
had abandoned the synagogue entirely had not necessarily opted for total assimi-
lation. Rather, the nature of their identification with Jewish life was continuing
to shift to ever more nonreligious forms. This shift had already begun several
decades before the Holocaust in response to the Dreyfus Affair and to the inte-
gration of the first waves of eastern Jewish immigrants into French Jewish life. In
light of these challenges, notions of Jewishness had become increasingly diverse,
with religious practice becoming only one of numerous ways that individual Jews
expressed their Jewish affiliation.*8

Such changes were all the more apparent after World War II. Harry Rosen,
a representative of the American Joint Distribution Committee, recognized as
much when he arrived in 1948. Expecting to find a devastated Jewish population
unwilling and uninterested in maintaining any link with its ancestral heritage,
Rosen had a pleasant surprise. After meeting with a wide variety of individuals,
including native and immigrant Jews from various class backgrounds, he con-
cluded that the disaffiliated French Jewish population was not, in fact, alienated:
“There is [in France] identification by a substantial number of Jews with things
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Jewish, with Jewish hopes and aspirations. . . . I am not suggesting that French
Jewry has suddenly become extremely Jewish-conscious or nationalist. I am sug-
gesting, however, that Hitler has left his mark. I am suggesting further that the
birth of Medinat Israel [the State of Israel] has captured the imagination and fired
the hearts of the vast majority of Jews in France. I am suggesting that given some-
thing with which to identify, the greatest number of Jews here will identify.” 4

As Rosen’s comments suggest, postwar French Jews were not in flight from
their Jewishness any more than the Armenians discussed above felt driven to
hide their roots. To the contrary, within a year of the restoration of peace, Jew-
ish institutional life was once again in visible operation, with nearly two hundred
organizations in Paris alone representing all religious, political, cultural, and so-
cial perspectives.>® Moreover, new institutional frameworks took shape, which
allowed ever larger numbers to express their Jewishness in nonreligious ways.
Rosen himself took part in forming the Fonds social juif unifié (Fsju), a united
fund modeled on American Jewish conceptions of centralized fundraising. The
FSJU, in turn, devoted itself to rebuilding Jewish communal life. By directing its
resources to the establishment of numerous Jewish community centers around
France, this new institution provided the population with a number of new arenas
in which to express their Jewishness. By placing emphasis on cultural connections
to Jewishness rather than highlighting religious expression as the sole means
of identification, the Fsju continued to reinforce a century-long shift to secular
definitions of Jewish participation.

For the FsjU’s particular vision of communal development to prevail, how-
ever, deeply divided segments of French Jewish life first had to come together.
These divisions were established in the decades preceding the war, as immigrant
and native representatives as well as subgroups of both bickered over communal
priorities and political outlooks. Such enmity was underlined during the occupa-
tion as differing interpretations about the nature and depth of the threat as well
as contrasting views over methods of response continued to alienate various fac-
tions from one another.5? These ideological divisions became well entrenched in
its aftermath. The emotionally charged field of child care provides a case in point.
As has been well documented, Jewish war orphans captured the communal imagi-
nation in the mid-1940s. Viewed as the “wards of Israel,” these young survivors
were a central concern of those most committed to ensuring Jewry’s future. Post-
war child care agencies, such as the Zionist organization OPEJ, built numerous
maisons d’enfants to take care of those children whose parents had been deported
or killed or who had fled, as well as of those whose families found themselves fi-
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nancially or physically unable to care for their children.52 The largest agency, the
Oeuvre de secours aux enfants (OSE), established twenty-five such homes with
fifteen hundred children by 1947.53

All such homes shared one goal: to provide the children with an education
that might, one day, turn them into the new leaders of their beleaguered people.
As one commentator of the day put it, “Maybe from among these children will
come a great philosopher, scholar, or artist of whom we can say with pride: this is
aJew.”5* Andyet, though sharing the same broad goal, few shared a vision of what
that education should be. In addition to OSE and OPEJ, numerous other groups
ran homes according to their own ideological or religious priorities. The Zion-
ist Organization of France, for example, built two orphanages by 1949 with the
purpose of sending Jewish orphans to Israel, and those concerned with providing
children with a traditional religious education established the Maison israélite de
refuge pour ’enfance and the Oeuvre israélite des sejours a la campagne.>s Addi-
tionally, the communist UJRE, the Bundist Cercle Amicale, and the Zionist youth
movement EIF also operated their own homes.

Each home, whether Zionist, Bundist, communist, or Orthodox, had its own
convictions that its guardians and teachers sought to inculcate in their wards.
Although the educators agreed that they should save the children for the Jewish
people, they often disagreed as to the nature of that Jewish identity. For example,
the secretary-general of the FsJF complained of the UJRE’s communist-based
homes, “The education in these children’s homes is not carried on in a Jewish
spirit, and the instruction of Yiddish, for instance, is a vague formula applied
only for the sake of form.” As cold war attitudes took root, such anticommunism
became further entrenched.>¢

And yet, while certain ongoing political battles continued to be waged
among various subgroups of the population, a profound desire for cooperation
also began emerging in response to the persecutions of World War II. Georges
Wormser noted of Jewish solidarity in 1946, “Wewill stand close together. Racism
made no distinctions between us, destroying the illusions that, one has to admit,
were nursed in some of our consciences.” Another Consistoire official com-
mented of his internment at Drancy that no distinction had been made among
Jews of different rites: “They were Jews; that was all.” 57 Such comments suggest
that the Jewish leadership, aware of the attitudes that had created divisions in
previous decades, was now publicly committed to fighting against “exclusivism
orintolerance.” As aresult, a far greater acceptance of the diverse forms of Jewish
expression was soon apparent in the ranks of the communal elite. As one Con-
sistoire official noted in 1946, “All children of Israel are our spiritual brothers:
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those who claim the Torah, those who speak French, Yiddish, or Hebrew as well
as the peaceful Parisian merchant or the heroic Palestinian soldier. . . . We listen
to the opinions of these spiritual brothers to the same extent as those of the origi-
nal members of our Community. Because the solidarity of Israel endures beyond
persecution. We did not need the ashes of Auschwitz to teach us that.” 58 In truth,
however, it was precisely the “ashes of Auschwitz” that had inspired this new
rhetoric of solidarity among the previously standoffish native Jewish leadership.

Such sentiments were immediately translated into action, as various com-
munal leaders looked to establish new cooperative institutions that de-empha-
sized previous sectarianism. The founding of the Conseil représentatif israélite
de France is a case in point, as is the FsjU.

If, however, French Jews were predisposed to create new unified structures
in the postwar period, the Fsju’s birth was also the product of another postwar
development: the involvement of American Jews in the reconstruction of French
Jewish life. Motivated by a guilty conscience over having not done enough during
the war and by an increasingly centralized and efficient fundraising operation,
American Jews donated millions of dollars to European relief efforts; $14,318,000
of these funds went to France, largely through the auspices of the AJD ¢, the main
American Jewish philanthropic organization to involve itself in international re-
lief programs. The AJDcC used these resources to fund a wide range of children’s
homes, hospitals, schools, refugee relief organizations, and other social welfare
agencies, irrespective of their ideological or political concerns.> Thus, with the
aid of the AJDC’s subventions, the Fédération des sociétés juives, for example,
provided an extensive network of housing aid and property protection for return-
ing deportees and new immigrants as well as a variety of professional, educa-
tional, financial, medical, cultural, and legal services. Through such channels,
the AypC was soon providing for most of the community’s economic needs.°° In
May 1945, Guy de Rothschild thus reported that the Joint Distribution Commit-
tee was caring directly for one third of the population. “Frankly,” he remarked,
“we could do nothing without the Joint.” 61

No matter how willing they were to participate in the rebirth of French Jewry,
however, AJDc officials assumed from the beginning that French Jewry would
eventually care for its own. As soon as the most pressing emergencies had been
addressed, therefore, they began pushing local Jewish institutions to raise their
own money. It was from these endeavors that the idea for the Fsju was born. Be-
lieving that centralization was not only the most efficient way to raise funds but
also the best model for future communal development, AJDc officials imported
American Jewish institutional models to their French setting.
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Centralized fundraising as a nonsectarian activity through which diverse
groups could work together toward a common end had emerged among Ameri-
can Jews at the end of the nineteenth centuryas a means of solidifying the increas-
ingly diversified community. Although initially the call for centralization was
more rhetorical than real, as various subsets of the population continued to rely
on their own resources and efforts, the depression and the crisis in Europe soon
forced a new economic cooperation to emerge. Then, following World War II,
an unprecedented economic boom brought American Jewish philanthropy into
a new era. In 1946 alone, the recently created United Jewish Appeal raised over
$130 million. Even more staggering, in 1948, during Israel’s war of independence,
the UJA raised over $200 million.52 With these successes, fundraising soon be-
came a central tenet of American Jewish communal organization. By donating
funds annually to the UJA or to Jewish philanthropic federations, Jews otherwise
disconnected from communal life took part in its endeavors.®3 Furthermore, a
centralized fundraising organization provided the Jewish American population
with unprecedented ability for communal growth. Although Jews made up only
3 percent of the U.S. population, the Uja was the most successful of all postwar
American philanthropies.o4

It was the successes of American Jewish fundraising that convinced AJpcC
leaders that centralization was the answer to communal development in France.
Generally put off by the “politically minded” infighting among French Jewish in-
stitutions, they turned to fundraising as a way to transcend division. “It is quite
clear,” remarked one AjDcC official, “thatif and when the French Jews will succeed
in organizing their own united fund-raising for their own needs, they will be well
along on the road to a kind of unified communal system.” ¢5 Clearly, for AjDC offi-
cials, communal cooperation and centralized fundraising were inseparable; by
participating in the latter, the former was inevitable. From the beginning, then,
they pushed a centralized model that mirrored their own operations.

Unlike in the United States, centralized fundraising proved far harder to sus-
tain in France, where notions of collective responsibility at times gave way to revo-
lutionary ideals that celebrated the individual’s relationship with the state.c¢ This
inability to unify philanthropic efforts effectively is all the more ironic given the
highly centralized nature of communal life under the Consistoire, the body estab-
lished by Napoleon to coordinate and maintain Jewish life in France. Although
the Consistoire created the Comité de bienfaisance in 1809 in an effort to bring all
charitable activities under one organizational umbrella, its efforts largely failed.
Because of this body’s critical stance toward the Jewish poor —denying aid to the
drunk or idle, placing residency requirements on those receiving aid, and gener-
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ally linking philanthropy with moral improvement—most philanthropic activi-
ties in the early part of the century were driven by those critical of the Consistoire
for notdoing enough for the Jewish poor. Thus, as in nineteenth-century America,
most charitable operations arose from private contributors and from local mutual
aid societies. The Consistoire tolerated their presence and even developed a sys-
tem whereby it received charitable contributions from them in exchange for the
favor of approving prayer meetings. It then used the funds to support the Parisian
Jewish poor. Such efforts meant that by the end of the nineteenth century, French
Jews had created a philanthropic structure that “extended from cradle to grave.”
And yet most of these efforts came under no centralizing framework despite a
significant unifying philanthropic discourse.®”

With the influx of eastern European Jewish immigrants in the 188os and
189o0s, the native Jewish leadership made new efforts to coordinate philanthropy
in the hopes that such efforts would prevent overlapping services and allow for
a greater investigation into the worthiness of the recipients. These efforts, much
like those of the American philanthropists dedicated to aiding eastern European
Jewish migration to the United States, were shaped by a profound ambivalence
on the part of the givers toward the receivers. Indeed, in both countries the native
Jewish establishment initially proved reluctant to welcome the eastern European
Jews—whom theyviewed as an embarrassment—into previously established Jew-
ish communities. In the United States, however, although this contemptuous-
ness never entirely dissipated and Jewish philanthropies remained committed to
using their resources to transform the newcomers in their own image, communal
leaders became increasingly convinced that their country provided the only viable
option for Jews fleeing oppression abroad. As a result, they began working tire-
lessly to oppose efforts to restrict the immigration flow and devoted considerable
resources to settling the incoming Jewish population. In France, however, the
ambivalence toward the newcomers shaped the native Jewish leadership longer
and in more profound ways. Strained community resources and a fear among
community members of a resurgence of the antisemitism of the Dreyfus years
interfered with the kind of centralized philanthropic and political activities that
existed in the United States. This is not to suggest that French Jews remained any
less moved by the eastern European Jewish plight than their American coreligion-
ists. Indeed, wealthy French Jews provided substantial support to their charitable
institutions. However, no centralized effort succeeded in coordinating them all
into one national initiative. In addition, as in the United States, divisions between
immigrants and natives as well as political and religious differences among the
immigrants themselves served as a disincentive to unified fundraising efforts.
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Unlike in the United States, however, the worldwide economic depression did
not force immigrants and natives to coordinate efforts in France. Indeed, in these
difficult years, new waves of refugees kept arriving, leading to new tensions and
a wider proliferation of immigrant self-help organizations.®8

In was only in the aftermath of the war, then, with a new drive for unification
on the part of organized French Jewry and with the encouragement of American
Jewish agencies, that a new model of communal development was born. Creating
such a structure, however, was no easy task. By 1947, 82 percent of the funds
on which French Jewish agencies depended came from abroad. Of the remaining
18 percent, 12 came from the government and only 6 came from local sources.
Nevertheless, local fundraising practices, though disorganized and haphazard,
had been able to raise considerable funds, particularly for Jewish fighting forces
in Palestine, suggesting that French Jews could indeed support their entire social
welfare network.69

Over the course of 1948 and 1949, therefore, various French Jewish organi-
zations began working together to tap into these resources, although due to some
hesitation it took nearly eight months for the “revolutionary endeavor” to take
place. Initially, some were nervous about losing their independence. In addition,
a handful of Zionist and communist organizations attempted to derail the pro-
cess. Clearly, ideological divisions had not entirely disappeared. Nevertheless, a
growing population of “neutrals” in the community, frustrated by the constant
wrangling among political groups, began looking to a united campaign “almost
wistfully as the possible source of ‘peace.’” As a result, the major Jewish organi-
zations, such as the Consistoire, the Alliance israélite universelle, and the Fédé-
ration des sociétés juives, were quite cooperative from the outset, as were several
pro-Israeli organizations. Others joined once centralized fundraising got under-
way. Thus, by 24 October 1949, a general assembly composed of 250 represen-
tatives of Jewish communities in France adopted the charter of the Fonds social
juif unifié.”® For the first few years, a large percentage of the FsJuU’s resources
came from the AjDC and the wealthiest members of French Jewish society, but
its income increased annually, indicating its growing success. By 1955, the united
Jewish fund collected 200 million francs, providing the bulk of all funds for cul-
tural and social welfare institutions.”®

Byestablishing a centralized fund that distanced itself from the political and
ideological voices that had previously dominated local Jewish life, a new vision of
communal organization was born that reflected the realities of post-1945. Quand
méme, the journal of the Fédération des sociétés juives, editorialized in June 1949,
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“From all points of view, the creation of the FSju responds to the vital needs of
the Jewish community in France with an eye toward preparing the solid financial
groundwork for its social and cultural activities and for creating a climate of frater-
nal solidarity among all the organizations.” Indeed, a mere ten years after its birth,
the FsjuU had become, according to its president, Guy de Rothschild, the princi-
pal social and cultural representative of organized French Judaism because of its
nonsectarian approach to communal organization. “We have succeeded . . . in
making all affiliations co-habitate, co-exist, while reserving a place for each one
in such a way that no one can reproach us for favoritism.” 72 Evidently, for Roth-
schild, as well as for other Fsju leaders, the Fonds had achieved what no other
organization had before; it had provided room for diverse expressions of Jewish
identity and as such had widened the base of communal affiliation outside the
confines of traditional political and religious groupings.

This is not to suggest that political division ceased to exist. Until the late
1950s, the “great families” of the native French Jewish population, rather than
representatives of the eastern European immigrants or their descendants, ran
most of French Jewry’s central institutions, including the Fsju, and largely
funded its endeavors.”3 Moreover, splits between communists and their oppo-
nents worsened as the cold war divided West and East.”* Nor was the FSJuU wel-
comed with open arms by every member of the local Jewish population. As noted
above, some communist and Zionist organizations attempted to block its cre-
ation. Nevertheless, the new unified fund came to control the great bulk of com-
munity assets and, thus, soon became extremely powerful. Indeed, within a short
time, over two hundred organizations depended on the Fsju’s annual fundrais-
ing drive (with the extensive financial help of the AJDC) to maintain themselves.
Hence, the umbrella organization could enticevarious and often opposing Jewish
groups to work together to create child care programs, old-age homes, summer
camps, medical facilities, youth movements, schools, study centers, conferences,
and libraries. By controlling the community’s resources it thus became a signifi-
cant force in communal affairs.

This is evident in the shift from the Consistoire to the FSjuU as the most
important body of native French Jews. While the former continued to direct reli-
gious affairs and regained some of its previous influence after the more observant
North African Jews begin migrating to France following French decolonization in
the late 1950s and early 1960s, its relevance decreased dramatically in the decade
after World War I1.75 Indeed, some Consistoire representatives predicted such an
outcome in the late 1940s as they watched the new fundraising organ develop
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with wary curiosity. Generally supportive of the Fsju’s goals, they worried that
those who had responded to its appeals might feel it unnecessary to donate to
the Consistoire.”®

As predicted, by June 1950 the Consistoire was showing a considerable re-
ductioninits charitable donations, and by 1952 the Consistoire’s budget had been
“dangerously amputated,” to the point where its leadership was turning to the
FSJU for aid. That year the secretary of the Consistoire remarked wryly, “If the
organizations that have agreed to group together under the aegis of the Fonds so-
cial claim all of Judaism, do you think they will be able to do it; do you think there
will still be Judaism in France if we have no more synagogues, if our communities
have no means to assure the functioning of the religion, of paying the rabbis—
whose mission is as much religious as cultural and social — if the Consistoire Cen-
trale is no longer able to fulfill its mission of centralization and representation?”
The local Jewish population, however, seemed unconcerned and continued to
send the better part of their donations to the Fsju. By 1956, Consistoire officials
were actively campaigning for the Fsju to keep their own operations afloat.”” De-
spite such efforts, as well as attempts to broaden its appeal by instituting a range
of religious reforms, the Consistoire’s influence on communal affairs remained
secondary throughout the 1950s.

The establishment of the Fsju thus continued the process of moving the
focal point of native French Jewish life away from the synagogue. With its dedi-
cation to being “sufficiently large enough to gather all those who intended to
maintain their attachment to Judaism in whatever form,” the Fonds social gave
institutional legitimacy to cultural and social expressions of Jewish identifica-
tion.”8

This shift became all the more apparent in 1954, when Germany began pro-
viding massive financial restitutions to national and international Jewish agen-
cies. The point of these funds was “to bring back to life, as much as is possible,
French and European Judaism so culturally stricken by thewarand occupation.” 79
As a sign of its centrality in French Jewish affairs and because of its broad ad-
ministrative structure, the FSJU took control of the distribution of these sums
in France. Finally provided with regular resources, the Fsju used the income
to implement a program of cultural renovation by creating the Commission du
plan d’action culturelle. The members of the Commission, run by Vidal Modiano,
then president of CRIF, represented all Jewish religious, political, and ideologi-
cal groups in France. Together they worked to revitalize French Jewish cultural
life and to rebuild small and midsize provincial communities cut off from Jewish
life since World War II by funding a number of community centers.8° These cen-
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ters were designed to provide spaces in which Jewish youth could flourish and
stood as physical symbols of the new commitment to unifying the diverse groups
of Jewish life.

Ironically, like the Fsyu itself, the idea of building community centers came
from an AjDC initiative. This is not to suggest that the idea was entirely foreign
to the local scene. Indeed, as early as the 1920s, the first Jewish youth group in
France, the Union Scolaire, had created a library and a game and conference room
for its members, becoming the first Jewish community center in France. Like-
wise, the Association amicale des israélites saloniciens (AAIS), an organization
created by Jewish Salonican immigrants to France in 1923, built its headquarters
around a cafeteria, library, reading rooms, and recreation rooms.81 Nevertheless,
the model for the new centers was that of the American Jewish community cen-
ter, an organizational structure that had evolved out of the particular nature of
Jewish affiliation in the United States.

The Jewish community center in the United States was born out of fears over
low levels of synagogue attendance among America’s Jews. Originally conceived
of by Mordecai Kaplan of the Jewish Theological Seminary, the synagogue-center
was to serve as more than a place of worship. It was to provide educational, recre-
ational, social, and cultural activities as a means of invigorating Jewish life. The
construction of such centers really took off, however, when eastern European
Jewish immigrants, having achieved a measure of material success and having
moved away from the ghetto neighborhoods in which they had originally settled,
began building a new type of synagogue to reflect the realities of their new set-
ting. These huge edifices reflected the middle-class status and social aspirations
of their congregants and generally housed all the recreational and social needs of
their members, including schools, gymnasiums, pool tables, game rooms, and
other nonreligious facilities. This building surge took on a new momentum fol-
lowing World War II, when entire Jewish communities joined the larger move-
ment from urban to suburban America. Now living in integrated populations
rather than in the insular Jewish communities from which they had come, the
newly established suburban communities sought outlets to express their Jewish-
ness. The synagogue-center was one such outlet, allowing congregants to affirm
their Judaism while also providing them with a variety of secular activities. In this
regard, however, the synagogue-center never fulfilled Kaplan’s original hopes:
many new suburbanites chose to affiliate with the synagogue, but the numbers of
those participating in religious services did notincrease. Soon, suburban America
saw the birth of the Jewish community center, a social, recreational, and educa-
tional facility with no religious component.82
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In postwar France, which shared neither the American Jewish tradition of
religious innovation nor the spread of middle-class suburban settlement, com-
munity centers in the form so familiar to American Jews by the 1950s were non-
existent. Synagogues had remained sites for religious worship and, if once cen-
ters of communal life, had lost that role with increasing secularization. Nor had
the native Jewish population created new secular arenas in which to express
their Jewishness, the two small community centers noted above notwithstanding.
While immigrant Jews maintained their shuls, political organizations, and lands-
manshaftn, the differing priorities between immigrants and natives in the 1930s
prevented cooperative communal development. Moreover, the arrival of World
War II and the subsequent disruption of Jewish life made any further growth
impossible.

Itwas not until the early 1g50s, therefore, thatlocal communal leaders began
tolook to such centers as an arena in which to expand Jewish affiliation, and under
the guidance of the AJpc’s Director of Cultural and Educational Reconstruction
Judah Shapiro, these American institutions were now adapted to their French
setting. For Shapiro, the community center offered new ways for French Jews to
express their connection to Jewish life. As he argued at a 1953 FSJU meeting:

Let us consider for a moment the fact that our western world, and for our
purposes Paris itself, offers little opportunity for the daily life of a Jew to
be characteristically Jewish. The largest part of his day involves activities
which conform to the general pattern of the society with no distinguishing
features that are Jewish. It is rare to find the neighborhood where the very
atmosphere is Jewish and where by living alone, one may acquire Jewish in-
formation patterns and an outlook on life. We must provide for the Jew to be
Jewish in specific places at specific times for it is no longer possible to live a
life in isolation from the culture as a whole. We do not seek a return to the
ghetto and do not wish to remove ourselves from the richness of the world
around us but we can enrich ourselves with all the greatness that the Jewish
tradition and culture has to offer.

For Shapiro, the community center was the perfect antidote to the disaffiliation
of French youth, because there the person with “vague loyalties” could find a
home. In addition, those who had the desire to participate in communal life but
no clear idea how to do sowould find in the center a welcome space to meet with
other Jews.83

Such views proved convincing to French Jewish leaders already predisposed
to focus attention on disaffiliated youth, and the first center opened in Paris
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in 1955. Estimated to serve approximately one thousand people, within a few
months nearly eight hundred youth were already using it. With funds from the
Claims Conference, the FSJU built youth centers in Belfort, Roanne, and Lens,
soon followed by others in Metz, Grenoble, Lyon, and Nancy.84

The goal of these centers was not to educate per se—at least not in a strictly
traditional sense. Rather, as one FsjuU official noted, “[The center] leans toward
methods of popular education” by providing leisure activities, organizing con-
ferences, and creating study groups, summer camps, and travel groups. Most
important, however, “[the center] does not take the place of either Jewish orga-
nizations or Jewish youth movements. It creates a new form of co-existence and
hopes to enrich them by opening itself to all, youth and adult, without distinction
of ideology, inclination, or origin. Its ambition is to be a rallying point, a com-
mon home, a place where a new style of community relations can form adapted
to a profoundly secular century.”5 In other words, the community center, like
the Fsyu itself, was to reinvent Jewish affiliation along neither sectarian nor reli-
gious lines.

Thanks to the Ajpc and Fsju, then, and with active support from other
international Jewish organizations, by 1965 fifty-two community centers were
spread out over the French map, providing Jews with new spaces in which to de-
velop secular Jewish identities.8¢ France’s chief rabbi Jacob Kaplan noted, “The
creation of . . . community centers, according to the model of the [American] Jew-
ish community centers, offers opportunities for meeting and for contact that were
not permitted in the synagogues of the nineteenth century, limited to places of
worship.”87 As Kaplan’s remark suggests, even religious leaders were impressed
by the new centers, a fact most clearly reflected in the Consistoire de Paris’s
own campaign, Chantiers de Consistoire, to raise money for the construction of
synagogue-centers in early 1960. The first two such centers were built in Massy
Antony and Sarcelles, two Parisian suburbs where many incoming North African
Jewish immigrants settled. As one brochure insisted, the “enormous beautiful
consistorial synagogues” of earlier eras no longer corresponded to the popula-
tion’s needs. New communities no longer needed unidimensional places of wor-
ship. Rather, they required sanctuaries that could be transformed with the aid of
mobile partition walls into conference rooms, projection halls, or classrooms. For
the Consistoire, then, the synagogue was no longer just that, but an “ensemble, a
communal home regrouping religious worship, instruction, youth group activi-
ties, cultural programs, etc.” 8 Thus, by the early 1960s, even the Consistoire de
Paris was adopting institutional forms that encouraged many kinds of communal
participation.
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The development of such community centers is symbolically important
for two reasons. First, their growth and development transformed the postwar
French Jewish institutional landscape. Whereas synagogues had provided com-
munal gathering spaces throughout the nineteenth century, the new community
centers were expressly built to provide cultural and social outlets. Groups with
differing political views and religious rites could intermingle and participate in
communal life without observing religious traditions. The centers reflected the
realities of the postwar era, as the Jewish leadership not only recognized but en-
dorsed the shift away from a strictly religious definition of French Jewish identity.
Second, the centers represented in concrete, physical form a French Jewish pres-
ence in their local landscape. Far from fleeing their distinctive minority status,
Jews participated in creating new structures that not only reasserted their right
to exist but promoted nonreligious forms of communal development.

Comparing Minority Status

A comparison of Armenian and Jewish understandings of their minority status
yields quite different responses based largely on their position within the state. As
refugees, Armenians remained on the margins of French society. Unable to avoid
its acculturating influence, they nevertheless turned to the insularity of their own
community as a means of processing their dislocation. As a result, their insti-
tutional forms, familial structures, and settlement choices all reinforced a sense
of their distinctiveness. Indeed, far from fleeing their ethnoreligious roots as a
means to move past the genocidal attack, they repeatedly asserted their particu-
larity. Such a move may not have been conscious, but it nevertheless suggests
that for these survivors, the recent persecutions had not led to a radical reevalua-
tion of the nature of their community. Until World War I, Armenians in the Otto-
man Empire had experienced little conflict between their position as subjects in a
multiethnic empire and their Armenian heritage. Regarded not as equal citizens
but as members of a Christian minority in a larger Islamic empire, their affiliation
to this community defined their relationship to the state. Although periodic vio-
lence against them had characterized their long history in the Empire, most had
been able to pursue a lifestyle that was entirely Armenian, constructing their own
schools, religious institutions, and welfare networks. Despite the great upheaval
of World War I—or maybe because of it—most new refugees to France sought to
recreate their autonomous communities in their French context. They hated the
Turkish authorities who had persecuted them, and believed that France would
provide the stability they needed to reestablish their devastated communities.
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For French Jews, however, the situation was altogether different. Unlike Ar-
menians, a significant percentage of the Jewish population had roots in France
prior to the Holocaust. Although the recent past had included a period of margin-
alization, post-World War II French political culture had welcomed them back to
the national fold. In the state’s eyes, this meant that Jews were once again viewed
primarily as a religious minority, distinguished from other citizens and immi-
grants only by the nature of their private religious practices. For those who had
lived through World War II and Vichy persecutions, however, such a designation
no longer made sense. Notions of Jewish identity had begun to expand before the
Holocaust; in its aftermath, these changes gathered steam. Aided by the infusion
of American Jewish money and influence, French Jews began exploring new ways
of identifying that placed their ethnic and cultural distinctiveness in the fore-
ground. Indeed, if, as some have argued, the past two decades have seen French
Jews move away from universalistic conceptions of citizenship and toward an
ever greater emphasis on their own particularism, Iwould argue that this change
began taking root immediately after World War I1, as those who had lived through
the upheaval began to redefine the nature of Jewish identity in France.8®
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6 Genocide Revisited: Armenians and
the French Polity after World War II

One of the most illuminating ways by which to compare the impact of genocide
on the ethnic and national affiliations of Armenian and Jewish survivors is to look
at the chronological moment when the two stories temporarily merged —after
the establishment of the Vichy government in summer 1940. Given their own
recent history of state-sponsored persecution, it is instructive to consider how
Armenians responded to the transformation of their “safe haven” into the more
restrictive Vichy regime and, parenthetically, how they reacted to the persecution
of their Jewish neighbors at the hands of the Germans and French. Did they see
parallels between their own plight fifteen years previously and that of European
Jewry in the early 1940s? In other words, did they understand the persecution and
deportation of the Jews as a “shared fate”? If so, did it shape their behavior dur-
ing the war, and did their own understanding of their position in French society
shift as a result? What impact did these events have on their connection to Soviet
Armenia and to a broader diaspora identity?

Unfortunately, although the first of these questions is fascinating, it is vir-
tually impossible to answer and must thus remain at the margins of this chapter
and book. Certain anecdotal evidence suggests that some Armenians were well
aware of the Jewish plight and even defended them, but the evidence is too spotty
to allow for any generalizations about the Armenian response to Jewish victim-
ization.! What can be said with certainty, however, is that the arrival of the war,
which cut off diaspora allegiances by placing Armenians on opposite sides of
the international conflict, and the new regulations on foreigners forced not only
Jews to reevaluate their position in their surrounding society. Armenians, too,
faced the tumultuous period by reconsidering their relationship to the French



state. Evidence for this comes most clearly after the war when, on the one hand, a
great naturalization wave transformed most Armenians into French citizens and,
on the other, approximately seven thousand more, or 10 percent of the French
Armenian population, heeded the Soviet Union’s call for Armenians throughout
the diaspora to return “home.”2 Although becoming a citizen or leaving France
altogether were mutually contradictory impulses, they stemmed from a wider
common realization born of the war, the economic crisis of the 1930s, and its ac-
companying xenophobia: Armenians in France, despite being “welcomed” and
“saved” by their new patrie, actually had little protection without a permanent
national affiliation.

This chapter considers thewar’s impact on Armenians’ notions of their place
in the French polity. As will become clear, the fear and dislocation of the Vichy
years disrupted more than Jewish life in France. Although the Vichy government
never directly persecuted Armenians (indeed, the response to Armenians stands
in stark contrast to the much harsher policies toward Jewish refugees), the Ar-
menian refugees nevertheless responded to the upheaval by seeking a permanent
national solution to their apatride status. Indeed, ironically, Armenian responses
in the postwar years contrast sharply with Jewish responses as far more reactive.
Unlike the majority of native French Jews who saw the arrival of de Gaulle’s forces
as an opportunity to return to their former national status, Armenians actively
sought to transform their position in the polity as soon as possible.

Thus, in the years immediately following World War II, Armenians nego-
tiated a new relationship to the state in which they were living. An explosion
in associational life accompanied this shift, as various groups sought different
means of being both French and Armenian. Indeed, even though a large number
chose naturalization over repatriation, their decision to become French was ac-
companied by a surge in public demonstrations of loyalty to and identification
with Soviet Armenia. This shift was due, in part, to the coming of age of a second
generation, who had arrived in France as small children or had been born there
and who had a different relationship to the past and to Soviet Armenia than did
their parents. More important, however, was the role of the Soviet Union on the
side of the Allies during the latter half of World War II, temporarily removing its
status as a pariah nation. The active participation of Armenian communists in
the Resistance movements gave Soviet supporters a new moral high ground from
which to argue their position once the conflict had ended. In this pro-Soviet envi-
ronment, traditional party splits began to break down, and Armenians of all reli-
gious and political affiliations began actively articulating a new patriotism, one
linked directly to the Armenian territory within the Soviet borders. This period of
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more open allegiances ended in 1947 when the cold war put old party alignments
back into place more tightly than ever. Thus ended nearly a decade of flux for
French Armenians, when their political allegiances and loyalties were tested and
retested, ultimately forcing them to abandon their stateless status and choose
between remaining in France—but now as citizens — or leaving altogether for the
Soviet Union.

World War Il and the Armenians

Neither the German occupation nor the indigenous Vichy anti-immigrant poli-
cies had the impact on Armenians that it had on Jews. While the latter were sub-
jected to systematic state-sanctioned oppression in the form of loss of citizen-
ship, property, and civil rights and ultimately deportation, Armenians suffered
no particular loss in status. Indeed, as we saw in chapter 1, the refugees were at
times even looked on favorably by some of the most virulent antisemites.

Nevertheless, racial stereotyping, the occupation, and accompanying xeno-
phobia affected Armenians as well. Anti-immigrant attitudes, so prevalent during
the period, influenced the environment in which they lived and worked, making
them fear for their jobs and safety. Moreover, like most of those living in France
during these years, Armenians also suffered great losses due to the war and the
resulting atmosphere. Some lost jobs and closed their shops; others fled Paris
for the Unoccupied Zone. Homes were destroyed in bombardments and various
communal associations shut their doors.3 Compatriot unions, forexample, began
sufferingas earlyas 1939, when laws restricting foreign associational life led many
to stop holding meetings. Political parties also suffered, particularly those favor-
able to the Soviet Union. Hence, the Hnchaks were ordered to disband by Vichy
authorities (the HOG had been shut down in 1937), and in 1940 censorship regu-
lations muzzled the pro-Soviet Armenian press. Likewise, the war was a tremen-
dous blow to thevibrant Armenian intellectual life that had developed during the
interwar years. Haratch, for example, was not published from 1940 to 1945, when
its antifascist editor decided to shut its doors.*

In addition, Armenian families were caught up in national defense activi-
ties as efforts to increase the size of the French military led to the increasing
recruitment of the foreign-born. As early as 1937, military leaders had made ar-
rangements to integrate four hundred thousand Nansen refugees into the French
armed forces. Then, in April 1939, a decree designed to augment those numbers
required all those enjoying the right of asylum to fulfill the same two-year tour of
duty required of all Frenchmen. As a result, numerous Armenians were incorpo-
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rated into the French fighting forces, both in the regular infantry and the Foreign
Legion, many of whom remained German prisoners for the war’s duration.5

Those who remained in Paris had to negotiate various interventions by Ger-
man officials and French police. Particularly debilitating was the Service du travail
obligatoire (STO), which sent those caught in its web to forced labor in Germany
or to certain French industrial areas routinely bombed by the allies.® In February
1944, for example, 150 Armenians from Valence were rounded up for the sTO. To
avoid such engagements, Armenian laborers often joined the Organisation Todt
(0T), which promised its volunteers that they would not be taken from France.”
Others avoided forced labor by using more behind-the-scenes methods. When
Edouard Khédérian was called up by the sTo, for example, he bribed a French
officer to make his folder “disappear.”8

Moreover, all Armenians under German occupation were watched closely as
potential supporters of the Soviet Union. After Germany attacked the Caucasus,
Armenian refugees were instructed to report periodically to the Office des émigrés
caucasiens en France. Those who failed to do so were automatically considered
citizens of the Soviet Union and henceforth subject to all actions taken against
them.? In addition, as the German army penetrated further into the Caucasus,
local authorities began recruiting pro-German administrators from among Ar-
menian university students, forcing some to go to the front.1° In short, Armenians
in France, despite being “welcomed” and “saved” by their new patrie, experienced
deep insecurity during the war years as a result of their status as “outsiders.”

Thus, even if Armenians were not the “villains” of French society during
World War II, their precarious position kept them on the defensive throughout the
Vichy years. Prominent Armenians watched racial debates closely and responded
quickly to any perceived attack on the Armenian character. To cite one example: in
1943, a week after the immigrant expert Georges Mauco publicly criticized local
Armenians for a variety of physiological, social, and economic flaws, the Arme-
nian anthropologist Kherumian defended his people, insisting that Armenians
came from a genetic stock similar to that of western and central Europeans, and
as such they constituted “a valuable ethnic contribution.” 1 His defense echoed
the chorus of previous Armenian spokespeople who had argued that Armenians
made up a hardworking, stable, law-abiding, healthy, and brave population that
would continue to serve France well. Elsewhere, Kherumian argued that Armeni-
ans were a “race” of warriors who had never given up the fight for freedom. This
warrior culture, combined with their Christianity and their “profound spiritual
kinship” with the West, justified their protected place in French society.12

In such arguments we can see the intensification of the pro-Armenian pro-
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paganda campaign used to garner French support for the apatrides in the 1920s.
Still concerned about ensuring their safety in an increasingly insecure environ-
ment, Armenian representatives continued to insist that Armenians could make a
significant contribution to French society. Some went so far as to adopt the racial
tone of the day by insisting on the Armenians’ “ARYAN and CHRISTIAN” heri-
tage.13 Such defense activities were seconded by other, more material attempts to
safeguard the Armenians’ place in French society. The Office des réfugiés armé-
niens, for example, now merged with the Comité central des réfugiés arméniens
de Paris, handed out certificates to the local Armenian population attesting that
the holder was of Armenian origin and, “like his parents, of the Armenian race.” 14
And, throughout the war, communal representatives made vocal pledges of loy-
alty to the French state and backed these pledges with financial contributions.
Most indicative of this relationship was the 909,885 franc gift from the Comité
central des réfugiés arméniens to Marshal Pétain in 1943 “to benefit the Marshal’s
social works.” 15

If, some, however, chose to safeguard their position by pledging loyalty to
the state, others chose the opposite path and became actively involved in the Re-
sistance. For Armenian communists this was a particularly easy decision, because
once the Germans turned against the Soviet Union, those in the Resistance were
fighting not only to protect the land that had provided them shelter but against the
threat to their national homeland. Thus, theirs was a double mission, concerned
with freeing both France and Armenia from the German peril. The most famous
figure of this Resistance was Nissak Manouchian, or “Manouch,” a genocide
orphan who arrived in France in 1925. To support himself as a poet, Manouchian
worked first in the factories of Marseille and Paris, joining both HOG and the
French Communist Party in 1934 and ultimately becoming head of the latter’s im-
migrant section, the Main d’ceuvre immigrée (Mo1). In 1935, he was named edi-
tor of the Armenian paper Zangou, which discussed problems of immigrant life,
contemporary political questions, and life in the Soviet Union. The paper’s prin-
cipal mission, however, was its anti-Nazism. According to Manouchian’s wife,
Mélinée (who wrote a book about his life many years after the Nazis executed
him), Manouchian’s anti-Nazism developed out of his own losses during World
War 1. Having experienced oppression firsthand, he felt a personal obligation to
fight against fascism wherever it arose.1¢

This anti-Nazi sentiment, coupled with a sincere loyalty to his adopted land,
led Manouchian tojoin the Resistance immediately after returning from the front.
Indeed, despite his pro-Soviet tendencies, Manouchian was also a French patriot.
As with many of his generation, loyalties to France and to Armenia were not
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mutually exclusive, even when actively agitating on behalf of the Soviet Union in
the 1930s. During World War II, these loyalties merged even more completely as
communists and noncommunists worked together to free France. According to
Mélinée, for both her and her husband the choice to resist arose from their loy-
alty to their adopted land: “We lived in France, and our combat had to be carried
out at the side of the people of this country against the most terrifying thing that
could exist: Nazism.”1?

Manouchian encountered no trouble linking himself to the Resistance. Al-
ready a member of MOI before the war and well-known to the leaders of the
Union populaire franco-arménienne (the organization that took over after HOG
was closed in 1938) and the French Communist Party, he was asked to organize
resistance and distribute literature among Parisian Armenians. Then in 1943, he
was named military head of the Francs-Tireurs et partisans immigrés in the Pari-
sian region, otherwise known as the “Groupe Manouchian.” From 17 March to
12 November 1943, Manouchian’s group carried out over one hundred actions in
the Parisian region, for which twenty-three of the group’s members were ulti-
mately caught and executed on 21 February 1944.18 The Germans carried out the
execution with great publicity, hanging large red posters with pictures of ten of
the condemned men. Although there were French citizens among the group, the
posters indicated that they were primarily foreign bandits, most of whom were
Jewish, working for Moscow and London. With this, the Germans hoped to pro-
voke additional xenophobia and antisemitism among the native population, but
the publicity campaign instead provided a certain notoriety for the condemned
men, a notoriety that lasted well after the war ended.1®

In the postwar years, the organized Armenian community celebrated and
mourned Manouchian’s Resistance activities and high-profile death as an in-
dication of their patriotism, resistance, and loyalty to France throughout the
occupation. That several other Armenians had seconded Manouchian’s activities
simply provided additional proof that the population as a whole had risen up
against the Germans and helped restore freedom to France. According to Mélinée
Manouchian, who herself remained active in the Resistance until the war’s end,
fellow Armenian communists “from Lyon to Marseille and Grenoble to Loiret”
fought against the Nazis by distributing tracts in Armenian neighborhoods. Even
noncommunists, she insists, were overwhelmingly anti-Nazi, actively support-
ing Resistance activities throughout the war. Indeed, according to her, only a tiny
minority refused to support the Resistance movement, not so much because they
were pro-Hitler as because they were so actively opposed to the Soviet Union and
communism.2°
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Similarly, a book published shortly after the war, Sur le chemin de la libération,
1040-44: Réseau Liban, claimed that a sizable Armenian Resistance had fought
under the name réseau liban [Lebanese group]. According to its leader, Haig Ste-
phan, Armenians in France sought revenge on the Germans for allowing the mas-
sacres of World War I when, as Turkey’s ally, they could have offered resistance.
Nor, claimed the book, were French Armenians able “to accept the presence of
racial hatred on the soil of their adopted country.”2* Turning to their history of
resistance, born at the turn of the century when their own country had come
under attack, French Armenians fought to protect the land that had welcomed
and sheltered them by joining together in a complex Resistance network.

Further research has suggested that, in fact, there was no réseau liban. As
thewell-known Resistance historian Henri Michel has written, “A certain number
of Armenians who played a role in the resistance collecting money, tracts, false
papers, and transporting arms wanted to be recognized after the war for their
efforts. They gave a framework to their group but evidence of the group’s activi-
ties is both slim and imprecise.” Michel contends that after the war, clandestine
fighters sometimes came together by profession, nationality, or religion claim-
ing to have resisted as a coherent group when in fact they had fought in entirely
different units.?2

The extent of Armenian participation in the Resistance thus remains under
debate. Certainly there were those who collected money, wrote and distributed
anti-German tracts and false papers, and transported arms. In 1940 some con-
cerned Armenians in Paris, for example, created the Institut Arménien, which
under the cover of its activities as a sporting association worked to prevent Ger-
man propaganda from attracting Armenian youth.?3 Elsewhere, Armenian com-
munists came together in 1941-42 into the Front national arménien (FNA) and
the Association des jeunes patriots arméniens (which later became the Jeun-
esse arménienne de France) to recruit and organize the refugee population into
fighting units. Both of these organizations also worked after the war with the
Comité d’épuration to arrest traitors and collaborators. The FNA was particu-
larly important in Marseille, where some if its members also participated in the
Francs-Tireurs et Partisans francais.2* Moreover, certain Armenians fought with
de Gaulle under the banner of the Forces francaises libres and others worked with
the Travail allemand to undermine the German forces from within. What should
by now be evident, however, is that the picture is more complex than postwar
testimonies may have suggested. Whereas some Armenians joined the active Re-
sistance, about fifty dying in the struggle, and many others supported its goals,
most sought to negotiate a safe space for themselves in what had become an un-
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settling and volatile environment. For some this meant rejecting the status quo
and joining the Resistance; for others it meant participating in the racial debates
of the day to secure a safe place for Armenians in French society; for still others
it meant profiting from the German occupation.?s Perhaps for the majority, how-
ever, it meant simply lying low, trying to make ends meet, and waiting to see how
the political winds would shift next.

Whatever their response to the events of World War II, however, there is little
doubt that the occupation and the new regime transformed how the majority of
Armenians understood their position in their host society. This transformation is
evident in the years immediately following the war, when most abandoned their
apatride status for the safety of naturalized citizenship, and when a new explo-
sion in associational life attested to the development of a new Franco-Armenian
identity, particularlyamong thosewho had been born in France or had come there
as young children.

Politics and Participation after World War 11

Although for many in France the restoration of republican government after
World War II meant a return to familiar patterns and structures of the past, for
Armenians the situation was quite different. The preceding years had posed new
questions as to their place in France, and few felt comfortable maintaining their
unprotected, stateless position of the interwar period. In this atmosphere the vast
majority applied for and received French citizenship.2¢

Prior to World War 11, very few Armenians made the decision to become
French citizens, despite the liberal naturalization law of 1927. According to offi-
cial French figures, there were 29,227 nonnaturalized Armenians living in France
in1g31versus 5,114 who opted for citizenship. The overall figures are undoubtedly
too low, but the gap between them still gives a sense of the large numbers who
did not follow through on the naturalization process.?? In part, this reluctance
can be explained by their protected status as Nansen refugees, which made natu-
ralization seem somewhat redundant, particularly after 1936, when the French
government ratified the League of Nations’ convention expanding the rights of
Nansen refugees. Moreover, a certain “aversion on the part of the French to natu-
ralize Armenians, who are regarded as Asiatics,” may have also played a role.28 As
such a comment suggests, a general xenophobia in France influenced the num-
ber of naturalizations despite liberal laws to the contrary. Thus in 1930, only 11
percent of the foreign population had been naturalized compared to 55 percent
in the United States, and rates dropped dramatically between 1933 and 1935.2°
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Whatever the reason, the great majority of the French Armenian population
entered World War II without the protection of citizenship, and for most these
few years suggested that a change in status was of the utmost importance. This
impulse had three broad sources, the first of which was largely external to the
Armenian population and originated from inside the French government, which
committed itself to a broad campaign of pushing citizenship requests through as
quickly as possible. Immediately following the war, demographers, economists,
and politicians believed that intensive recruitment of foreign labor was the fastest
means to ensure France’s full recovery. Worried over repeating the mistakes of
the 1930s, however, the government introduced even greater state supervision of
the immigration process. By carefully overseeing the growth of the foreign work-
force, “according to the criteria of ethnic and cultural ‘balance,” assimilation and
national cohesion,” officials hoped to promote the rapid integration of the new-
comers and to prevent any one foreign group from predominating.3° Naturaliza-
tion was one means to ensure thatimmigrants would rapidlyjoin the surrounding
society, and as a result the Ministries of Justice and the Interior worked together
to decentralize the process, giving greater authority to individual departments
to carry out naturalizations, thereby ensuring that citizenship would be granted
more quickly and efficiently. Here too, however, the government sought to con-
trol the balance of the incoming population; officials in both ministries stressed
that the naturalization process should favor “Nordic elements” as well as agricul-
tural workers and miners, with limits placed on those “less desirable” elements
of the foreign population, such as artisans, those in commercial and liberal pro-
fessions, and those coming from the big cities. “This measure,” commented one
circular, “is aimed at reducing the considerable proportion of naturalized citi-
zens in the cities and distributing naturalizations more normally throughout the
whole of the foreign population and in all regions.”31

Given theirartisanal professions and urban concentration, Armenians seem-
ingly fit into those “less desirable” members of the foreign population. Never-
theless, their naturalization requests were granted over the course of the next
few years. Because of the increased commitment to integrationist policies, the
government could find no good reason to prevent these former refugees from be-
coming citizens, particularly as the children of the first arrivals, on reaching the
age of eighteen, were already able to declare themselves citizens.3? Naturalizing
their parents was a way to facilitate the integration of entire families and thereby
promote the national cohesion so sought for in the immediate postwar years. The
police still kept a close eye on Armenian associations and particularly monitored
their political activities, but with each passing year these refugees were becoming
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less “foreign”; naturalization brought them into the national fold all the more
completely.33

As the discussion above suggests, a second push for naturalization came as
a result of demographic change and reflects the coming of age of a second gen-
eration of Armenians who had either come to France at a very young age or were
born there. By obtaining citizenship, their status could now reflect their increas-
ing integration into the heart of the nation.

But although governmental receptivity and demographic change were pri-
marily responsible for the wave of Armenian naturalization requests, the impact
of the war years on the sensibilities of those who had been living as apatrides
should not be discounted. Although the Vichy government had revoked the rights
of both French-born and foreign Jews, those without citizenship had proven far
morevulnerable. Indeed, if citizenship provided no guarantee of safety, it certainly
afforded more than that available to the apatride. As we have seen, non-Jewish
foreigners were treated poorly during the war years, often conscripted into forced
labor battalions. Likewise, the nonnaturalized could claim no protection as pris-
oners of war, even if they had fought for the French. Indeed, this very fact had
encouraged mobilized Armenians to seek French citizenship as quickly as pos-
sible after being drafted.3+ After the war, such logic continued to influence refu-
gee behavior as they and their descendants sought to ensure their position in their
adopted home.

Moreover, the decision to naturalize oneself was the ultimate declaration of
loyalty to France. World War II had certainly not brought an end to Armenian
assertions of allegiance, as was clear at the memorial service that the Armenian
Church in Paris held for those who had fallen in the fight to free France. Similarly,
in October 1944, two months after liberation forces retook control of the coun-
try, a delegation from the Union Franco-Arménienne met with de Gaulle, giving
“a moving address of loyalty and devotion to France.” Because the vice president
of this organization, Archag Tchobanian, a well-known Armenian intellectual
who had been actively involved in communal life since the days of the Armenian
Delegation, had also pledged Armenian support to Pétain, his new pledge indi-
cated that Armenian loyalty was to the French nation writ large rather than to any
particular regime.35 Like Jewish leaders who, throughout the politically unstable
nineteenth century, had formally congratulated each new French government in
the hopes of protecting their community’s civil rights, Armenians sought to pro-
tect themselves from one regime to the next by publicly pledging their loyalty.36
Now, however, individuals seconded the declarations of their representatives by
opting for citizenship.
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Not all, however, responded to the war’s upheaval by applying for citizen-
ship. A significant minority chose instead to leave France altogether for the
“homeland.” To understand the new wave of public support for Soviet Armenia
that encouraged this “repatriation,” it is first necessary to consider the impact of
the Armenian Resistance movement, however small its numbers, on the postwar
relationship to politics and nationalism.

Manouchian’s Resistance efforts and high-profile death immediately trans-
formed him into an ethnonational hero for all French Armenians. In the weeks
and months following liberation, his example came to symbolize the entire popu-
lation’s sentiments and actions throughout the war. One author noted in 1945,
“Many of the Armenian youth in France, after having completed their military
obligations during the war of 1939-40, joined the ranks of the Francs-Tireurs par-
tisans (FTP) after the armistice of 10 June, courageously organizing armed revolts
against the invaders and falling heroically on the fields of honor.” As evidence,
he cited Manouchian, Tavitian (another Armenian, shot with Manouchian in Feb-
ruary 1944), as well as three others executed by the Germans for their Resistance
activities.3”

By exaggerating stories of their Resistance activities, Armenians simply mir-
rored the surrounding population. As we have already seen, the post-World War I
French popular imagination was quick to celebrate French Resistance as the con-
tinuation of republicanism and French patriotism, overemphasizing its demo-
graphic significance.3® In constructing their own Resistance myth, Armenians
proved that they too had protected France’s honor and, as such, deserved to be
considered loyal Frenchmen. Manouchian’s visibility made him an ideal hero for
the whole population, as communists and noncommunists alike pointed to him
as their reigning icon. As a self-declared communist and a member of HOG and
as a symbol of the Resistance, Manouchian’s hero status transcended politics. In-
deed, he was not only an Armenian communist but also a genocide orphan and a
French patriot. The conflation of these three characteristics made him the perfect
hero for the postwar years. Having successfully straddled the triple loyalties that
divided the population —to France, Armenia, and the Soviet Union — Manouchian
served as a unifying symbol. Memorials to him stressed these triple identifica-
tions equally, noting his enduring attachment to his ancestral past, his love for
the new Soviet state, and his status as an immigrant hero of France. The news-
paper Notre Voix, organ of the pro-Soviet French Armenian youth organization
Jeunesse arménienne de france (JAF), for example, published an annual testa-
ment to Manouchian’s group. Typically these would include a short biography of
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his past as a survivor, a description of his Resistance activities for France, and a
poem expressing his love for Soviet Armenia.3°

Manouchian’s role in the communist Resistance also provided pro-Soviet
Armenians with greater legitimacy in the eyes of their compatriots. Armenian
communists who had fought for recognition and support in the decade preced-
ing the war suddenly had a new moral high ground from which to launch their
appeals, blurring the boundaries between left and right, communists and “loyal”
French. France’s immediate postwar climate favored such a blurring of politi-
cal allegiances. With all of the Second World War’s twists and turns, the Soviet
Union had ended on the side of the Allies and, thus, of the provisional govern-
ment. Moreover, the communists’ important role in leading the general Resis-
tance movement encouraged a new respect for them among the nation as awhole.
Vichy had discredited the right wing of the political spectrum and, though it did
not take long for it to regain its footing, in the immediate postwar years public
opinion moved toward the left. In the euphoria of the war’s end, for example,
communist, socialist, and Resistance newspapers accounted for over half the cir-
culation of the daily press, and the readership of communist dailies quadrupled
compared to the prewar period.+°

A similar shift to the left occurred within Armenian organizations, particu-
larly in the first two years after the war. The example of organizations of former
combatants provides a helpful case in point. Following World War I, Armenians
who had fought under French command in the Légion d’Orient came together
in August 1917 to form the Association des anciens combattants volontaires ar-
méniens de Parmée francaise (originally under the name Union des Volontaires
Arméniens de ’Armée Francaise). Generally mirroring other such commemora-
tive groups of the era, this association sought to maintain and develop the links
of camaraderie and mutual aid among its members, while also “defending” their
moral, social, and material interests. In addition, the association organized com-
memorations for Armenian soldiers who had died for France. On 11 July 1926, for
example, its members presented a commemorative plaque to the church on rue
Jean Goujon in memory of those volunteers who had fallen during their armed
service.*1 Then, in 1935, a commemorative monument was added to the church’s
entrance; an Armenian soldier dressed in French uniform now greeted all new-
comers to the church.#2 Through such monuments and commemorative events,
including annual participation in the November Armistice Day commemorations,
the members of the association continued to link their own patriotic and national
interests with those of their adopted home. Following World War II, however,
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another group of combatants took shape, the Anciens combattants de la guerre
1939-45, Forces francaises de linterieur (FFI) a résistants arméniens. Whereas
the former was made up of those of mostly moderate political sympathies unwill-
ing to question French policies or participate in national political life, the newer
members were products of the Resistance and held political sympathies with the
left and even the extreme left.43 This latter group remained pro-French, having
fought to free the country from Hitler, but their politics were more radical than
their predecessors’ and, in the postwar atmosphere, more popular.

In this environment, support for the Soviet Union flourished under the ban-
nerof the FNA and the Association des jeunes patriotes. Claiming to be the official
representatives of those who had fought in the Resistance (it was largely due to
the FNA’s efforts that Manouchian’s Resistance activities became so celebrated),
these two organizations capitalized on the enthusiasm born of the war’s end.44
Attempting to straddle the differences that had once divided the community, the
FNA took advantage of the more open postwar atmosphere to call for unity. To
cite one example: in January 1945 the FNA helped found a federation of Armenian
youth associations, which included, among others, the Union des jeunes gens ar-
méniens, the Cercle de la jeunesse arménienne, the Union des jeunes patriotes
arméniens, and the Scouts arméniens. By bridging different political and reli-
gious affiliations, this federation sought to bring together diverse youth groups
into one larger association dedicated to teaching Armenian culture, art, and lan-
guage, as well as providing youth with a sense of Armenian continuity. According
to its own literature, “More than ever we are obliged to unite and to act. We must
enter into this action with a new breath, an increased energy, and fertile dreams
and accomplish our noble mission toward our youth, our people, and our country
with spirit and enthusiasm.” 45

Such efforts did not necessarily change the structure of organized commu-
nal life; as prior to the war, regional and local associations continued to break
the population into smaller subgroups. Moreover, although it established itself
in all areas of the country where Armenians congregated, the FNA’s member-
ship remained small. In Lyon, for example, they numbered about 150 in 1946.
In Aix, police reported that most of the population did not want to join an ex-
pressly political organization, thus mirroring communal behavior from before
World War II. Yet even without a huge membership, the FNA made its mark by
participating in a postwar explosion of Armenian associational life and by capi-
talizing on the more open environment to push its own leftist, activist, pro-Soviet
agenda. As the HOG had done in the interwar period, the FNA organized anni-
versary celebrations for Soviet Armenia during which several thousand people
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would gather to listen to the Soviet ambassador and the president of the FNA
toast the Armenian homeland.*¢ In addition, the organization regularly showed
propaganda films to promote life in the Armenian Republic and to attract new
adherents. Through these efforts, the FNA also became the primary force behind
organizing the large “repatriation” wave in 1946 and 1947.

Equally interesting was the FNA’s relationship to activist politics. Because of
its links to the Resistance and its acceptance in Armenian associational life, the
FNA, as opposed to its more cautious predecessor, was actively engaged in French
political life wherever it related to issues affecting Armenian life. Hence, the FNA
took part in Centre d’action et de défense des immigrés (CADI), an organization
formed to protect immigrant rights after the war, and defended Armenian politi-
cal rights on the public stage. It fought, for example, to ensure that citizenship
was provided to all Armenian combatants of 1939-40 and for the suppression of
foreign workforces organized under Vichy. Thus, despite its pro-Soviet stance and
its later push to repatriate Armenians, the FNA did not shy away from local po-
litical debates.#” Rather, as distinct from organizations of the prewar period, the
FNA showed a willingness to organize as Armenians on the domestic scene. This
new active ethnopolitical stance, as we have seen, also developed among France’s
postwar Jewish population, suggesting that Vichy had sparked a more public and
vocal ethnopolitical consciousness among various local minority groups. This
willingness to work as a pro-Armenian advocate strengthened the FNA’s stand-
ing in the eyes of the refugee community, as did organizational efforts to cele-
brate and enhance the Armenian Resistance record. The greatest evidence of this
influence came in 1946, when the Soviet government convinced seven thousand
Armenians to leave France for a new life in the USSR.

Nerkaght

In September 1943, Archag Tchobanian published an apologetic article in Mar-
seille-Soir arguing that Armenian refugees were not, in fact, stateless but rather
displaced.*8 Responding to the prevalent antirefugee sentiment of the day, Tchoba-
nian argued that if the Soviet Union would simply open its doors as it had in
the 1920s, Armenians from across the diaspora would opt to return “to the land
of their ancestors.” In closing, however, he conceded that not all Armenians
were prepared to leave French territory: “A part of the Armenian population, pro-
foundly attached to France and integrated into French life, will want to remain
and live in the nation that they have made theiradopted home.” 49 For Tchobanian,
who supported the notion of Armenian resettlement in the Soviet Republic and
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who cited Armenian attachment to this land as proof of their nonapatride status,
migration was not an option. Only those notyet integrated into French life should
be expected to make such a move.

Although published at the height of the Vichy years, Tchobanian’s article
cannot be dismissed as wartime propaganda. His 1945 republication of the article
as a pamphlet suggests that the question of the Armenians’ place in France still
remained a salient topic after the occupation ended. Moreover, the pamphlet
pointed to the tension that still surrounded the question of national affiliation as
soon as the Soviet government opened Armenia’s borders to refugees throughout
the diaspora. Where was the Armenian homeland? Was it in the Soviet Republic,
a country that was in name their own but that was far removed from the ances-
tral lands of most refugees living in France? Was it their “adopted home,” the
place where they found safe haven but that had proven unsafe? The intensity of
the repatriation campaign of the 1940s and the strong opposition it ultimately in-
spired suggests that the question of national allegiance remained as complex after
World War 11 as it had in the years before the conflict began. Certainly, as Martine
Hovanessian has suggested, the repatriation movement provided the community
with a tangible political project after years of what had been theoretical if charged
debates over the nature of political allegiances.>° Yet, whatever the enthusiasm
surrounding the national movement in the initial months after liberation, it did
not take long for intense debates to resurface over where Armenians really be-
longed and which nation deserved their primary loyalty.

Repatriation had arisen as an issue well before World War II. Immediately
following the Sovietization of Armenia, the new state’s relationship to displaced
genocide refugees remained undefined. Shortly thereafter, however, the Soviet
government began encouraging the “return” of western Armenians to the Re-
public. These first migration waves brought approximately forty thousand to the
Caucasus between 1921 and 1936, mostly from countries such as Greece and Bul-
garia, where their settlement had been hindered by poor conditions and lack of
resources. Members of the long-settled French Armenian community, as well as
wealthy Armenians throughout the diaspora, supported these efforts with funds
from the AGBU, but, as we saw in chapter 4, very few opted to leave France at this
juncture.>® Only after World War II, when the Soviet government claimed land
from Turkey, did attempts to organize a massive relocation of diaspora Armenians
gain widespread support. While similar attempts to attract Russians, Ukrainians,
and Georgians failed, approximately one hundred thousand Armenians, or about
10 percent of the diaspora, responded to the Soviet state’s appeal. The disillu-
sionment that most of these “returnees” felt on arriving in Armenia during the
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lastyears of Stalin’s rule prevented most from entering the new society with ease.
Nearly all of the approximately seven thousand Armenians who left France for
Soviet Armenia between 1946 and 1947 and theirdescendants tried to return in the
late 1950s.52 Such figures do not, however, discount the importance of the initial
migration wave when it occurred. During the immediate postwar years and prior
to the solidifying of cold war allegiances, Soviet Armenia served as a focal point
for Armenian national aspirations, even for those of opposing political views.

Great hope spread throughout the diaspora immediately following World
War II as the Soviet Union began encouraging Armenian settlement. As part of
its policy to establish a sphere of influence in the countries along its borders, the
government sought to extend southward into Turkish lands. By settling new refu-
gee populations in what had been Armenian lands in eastern Turkey, the Soviet
government hoped to protect itself from what it saw as a growing Turkish threat.
Though not particularly dedicated to satisfying Armenian nationalist aspirations
(or those of other national groups in the region), Stalin’s attempts to extend
his influence brought those on all sides of the Armenian political spectrum into
agreement. Hopes for the recovery of ancestral lands lost during the genocide and
their incorporation into a larger and stronger Armenian state allowed political
organizations and religious leaders of various affiliations to mobilize in support
of Soviet demands.53 Immediately after liberation, for example, the Comité de
défense des droits de I’émigration arménienne published a pamphlet attacking
the Armenian massacres of 1914 and demanding reparations that would allow
the Armenian provinces to regenerate themselves. “We have great hope,” com-
mented the Comité, “that in the near future we will be able to join together with
our brothers who have remained in the country to commence the reconstruction
of our dear fatherland.” 54 Such sentiments blended the issue of land restitution
with repatriation; new immigrants could settle in the recovered territories. As
a result, representatives of all political parties as well as the Church leadership
agreed to support repatriation drives in the hopes that they would reunite Arme-
nians and end the period of exile brought on by World War I. After several years
of hostility between Soviet Armenia and those in the diaspora, a new relationship
developed. Now all were fighting in coordination to raise and solve the Armenian
Question for good.>s

In France, as elsewhere, repatriation received the support of the Church
and the wealthier, more established members of the community regrouped
around the Ramgavar Party and the AGBU. But support also came from the
Hnchaks, the communists, and even the Dashnaks, who, despite their anti-Soviet
stance, were attracted by the hope that Turkey would finally release Armenian ter-
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ritory. The new political agenda, therefore, attracted more than the ardent com-
munists among the population, and even Dashnaks —the most fervent anticom-
munists of the interwar years— put aside their quarrels to collaborate with the
FNA; for a time, Dashnaks even sat at the highest levels of the FNA’s organiza-
tional structure.5¢

This political collaboration did not last, however, and the issues that divided
the most ardent supporters of the Soviet Union from those who strove for an in-
dependent Armenian state began to break apart as international politics began
to crystallize into the cold war. Fearing Soviet expansion into the Middle East
and an imminent invasion of Turkey, the United States began actively support-
ing Turkish resistance to Stalin’s plans. By early 1946, having achieved little more
than the creation of a widespread hostility on the part of Turkish and American
authorities, the Soviet government began to back away from its claims to Ar-
menian and Georgian lands. In March of that year, relations between East and
West deteriorated further, inspiring Winston Churchill to make his famous “Iron
Curtain” speech, and the Soviet Union saw most of its attempts to attain Turk-
ish concessions end in failure. While repatriation plans continued for the rest of
1946, expansion into the Middle East became a lower priority, and by the end of
that year the United States had become the most important power in the region.
From that point on, all chances for the recovery of Armenian lands came to an
end as relations between East and West continued to deteriorate.>”

The beginning of the cold war and the end to Soviet claims on Turkish Ar-
menian lands spelled doom for the previous two years of cooperation among di-
vergent political groups throughout the Armenian diaspora. In France, the split
was dramaticized as early as June 1946, when two Dashnak Party leaders from
Paris attended a celebration of Armenian independence in Marseille. There they
faced great hostility from Soviet supporters, all members of the FNA, who pro-
moted a boycott of the meeting and even accused one of the two visitors of being
Nazi collaborators. This incident, as well as a subsequent brawl between Dash-
naks and members of the FNA, led to the immediate resignation of the Dashnak
representative from the FNA’s directing committee. In addition, the Dashnaks
announced a definitive break with their rivals, demanding that all Party members
refrain from participating in any organization affiliated with the FNA.58

This split between the two organizations intensified during the repatriation
campaign of the next six months. Indeed, Dashnaks were notably absent from a
1July 1946 symposium on the Armenian Question in which the FNA was actively
involved, as political turmoil split the two organizations apart. During this meet-
ing, attended by nearly two thousand people and sponsored by the Défense des
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revendications des arméniens de Turquie, an umbrella organization that united
those political parties interested in Armenian concerns, participants insisted that
Armenian zones in Turkey be attached to Soviet Armenia and encouraged those
in the diaspora to “repatriate.” > By now, however, the Dashnaks refused to work
with the FNA or to cooperate in any repatriation efforts.

Nevertheless the repatriation drive continued to pick up steam, and from
the summer of 1946 until its abrupt conclusion in 1947, Soviet propaganda bom-
barded the Armenian population. In France, the Soviet embassy in Paris estab-
lished the Comité central d’immigration, which, with the help of the FNa, ini-
tiated a major propaganda campaign to encourage Armenian departures. Well
before the Soviet government was ready to load boats with immigrants, the pro-
pagandaworked to convince the local population thatlifewould be good for them
in their “homeland.” An Armenian diplomat working for the Soviet embassy in
Paris and also serving as the Soviet’s official representative to the FNA was re-
sponsible for the repatriation. He organized conferences throughout the country
to convince hesitant Armenians to pack their bags and established local and re-
gional offices to facilitate the process and carry out the necessary paperwork.6°

Supplementing the propaganda activities of these local committees for re-
patriation was the newspaper Joghovourt, the main organ of the pro-Soviet contin-
gent of the French Armenian population. For months its pages published articles
encouraging readers to join the repatriation movement and attacking those who
would leave their descendants “ignorant of their origins.” Seconding these efforts
was the pro-Soviet youth organization JAF, which reported in its organ Arménie
that no effort would be spared in executing the decisions of the Comité central
d’immigration and in facilitating the massive departure of young Armenians to
the “motherland.” %1

As the repatriation effort intensified, the FNA, which had spent much of the
first two years after liberation stressing the Armenian commitment to France,
began insisting that the refugees’ real home was in Soviet Armenia. Proclaim-
ing that the surrounding population held Armenians in disdain, organizational
propaganda attacked the French government for the slow speed with which natu-
ralization requests were being carried forward, particularly of those prisoners of
war who, despite five years in captivity in service for France, had not yet obtained
citizenship. Within a few months, the FNA backed away from the more open
and unifying rhetoric of 1944 and 1945. Now Armenians would have to choose
between their nation of refuge and their “homeland.” Those who discouraged
repatriation were labeled fascists who were preventing their compatriots from
finding a happiness that they had never before known.62
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Initial attempts to lure Armenians away held little appeal. For those estab-
lished businessmen and artisans, many of whom were naturalized or on their way
to becoming so, leaving was never a viable option. Those regrouped around the
Ramgavar Party and the AGBU helped fund the migration, but they never consid-
ered moving themselves.®3 Not unlike postwar French Zionists who supported
the creation of a Jewish homeland for their less fortunate brethren, these finan-
cially comfortable and settled Armenians continued to feel no contradiction be-
tween supporting the Armenian state for others while opting to live in the dias-
pora themselves. Nor did they insist that all new refugees settle only in Armenia,
hoping instead that France would open its doors to more Armenians seeking to
leave the Middle East.o4 If repatriation seemed a viable option for some unfortu-
nate refugees, it was not the only solution to their problems.

The most organized resistance to the repatriation movement unsurprisingly
came from the Dashnak Party, which, after its split from the FNA in the summer
of 1946, did its best to counter the pro-Soviet propaganda. Its own Party paper,
Haratch, though increasingly geared to presenting news without commentary,
nevertheless published numerous anti-Soviet articles and protested FNA policies.
In addition, the paper reemphasized the Armenians’ historical commitment to
France, for example, the role of young Armenians in French military service. In
its 29 October edition, Haratch went so far as to condemn the repatriation pro-
paganda: “We owe it to ourselves not to influence those Armenians who are well
aware of the reception that France has offered them and who prefer to finish
their days in their second homeland rather than to attempt the Soviet adventure.”
Haratch thus countered appeals for repatriation by reminding its readers of the
hospitality of their “second homeland.” The assumption underlying such articles
was that Armenians would be more at home in France than in the Soviet Republic.
Indeed, in its next edition Haratch questioned whether Armenians in the diaspora
could ever consider Soviet Armenia a motherland as most had originated from
Turkey, not from the Soviet state.6>

Other local Armenian organizations, such as the Institut arménien de
France, once so committed to its anti-German propaganda, now worked to
counter the impact of repatriation by encouraging students from Armenia to
come to France to complete their education. Indeed, the issue became so charged
that in September 1946 the director’s life was threatened by his political oppo-
nents. Such incidents suggest that the fight over repatriation quickly became a
battle over communal leadership. The FNA, anxious to elevate its position in the
eyes of its compatriots, worked for two years to receive official recognition from
the French government for its role in the Resistance. Finally obtaining such rec-
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ognition in November 1946, the FNA used its new legitimacy to further the re-
patriation cause, organizing more informational meetings, showing films, and
collecting names of those interested in repatriation.c6

In a December 1946 attempt to consolidate its drive for communal control,
the FNA’s president and the director of Joghovourt, Henri Marmarian, attempted
to replace the director of the Office des réfugiés arméniens with someone sym-
pathetic to the repatriation movement. This move backfired because those un-
affiliated with the FNA supported the leadership of the Office des réfugiés ar-
méniens and were angered by Marmarian’s attempt to extend his own control.
Nevertheless, the incident attests to the degree to which repatriation became a
power struggle among various factions within the communal leadership. Soon
organizations were divided between those opposed to the repatriation efforts
and those who believed Armenians belonged in the Soviet Republic. In October
1946, for example, the Marseille chapter of the Union générale arménienne, a
sporting club with a twenty-year history, nearly split into factions. The organiza-
tion’s central office in Paris had chosen to fuse with the FNA’s youth association,
JAF, and a core of those in Marseille demanded autonomy.” Repatriation was
now becoming a dividing line across which members of the community situated
themselves.

Nor could the Church escape the battle over repatriation that raged through-
out Armenian associational life. In August 1946, Ardavast Sumeian, a representa-
tive from the Central Gregorian Church in Etchmiadzine, came towestern Europe
with instructions from the Grand Catholicos to reorganize the Church through-
out the region. Supporters of the Front national arménien welcomed him, but the
Dashnaks greeted him coldly, seeing in him an official representative of Moscow.
In France, the central leadership of the Armenian Church was made up primarily
of Dashnak sympathizers who remained hostile to all Soviet influence. Sumeian
hoped to change the makeup of this leadership and to reconstitute the Armenian
Church according to a new base. Delaying Church leadership elections for several
months, despite the fact that no new elections had taken place since 1939 and
the terms of those already in office had long expired, he attempted to influence
its makeup. Soon, however, the battle over Church leadership became fused with
the battle over repatriation, when Sumeian participated in the Front national’s
efforts to prepare Armenians for departure.®8

Thus, from the summer of 1946 to early 1947, a fever of excitement sur-
rounded the whole issue of repatriation as defenders and critics of the Soviet
Union fought for influence in the community, and as seven thousand Armenians
chose to leave the relative security of their new land to rejoin their compatriots
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in the homeland. Who were these migrants, and why did they decide to go? By
and large, the passengers on the boats were younger and less well off than those
they left behind in Paris and Marseille. As Edouard Khédérian described those
waiting at the ports to board the boats, “They were, for the most part, people of
modest means who were poorly assimilated in France and who believed that the
Soviet Union was a socialist country.” Many came from poorer areas of the city
where workers concentrated.®® The prorepatriation campaign waged throughout
the diaspora had created a fervent idealism among them about the path that lay
ahead and assuaged the fears of those initially hesitant to leave. As one Egyptian
repatriate described it:

In 1947, the Armenians who lived in Egypt and who wished to go back to
the motherland would tear out letters from our compatriots who had left
the preceding year republished in the daily papers. If these letters empha-
sized the warm clothes we should pack for our departure (which left us a
little worried), they stressed above all the large sums the Soviet government
delivered to each immigrant who wanted to build a house or provided us
with names of young people that we had known in exile and who had just
been received brilliantly at the University of Yerevan where they were pursu-
ing their studies at the cost of the State. Our correspondents assured us that
unemployment was unknown in the USSR and that each new arrival could
count on finding work. In contrast, the anti-Soviet press warned us against
the fate that awaited us in Armenia, but we did not give credit to remarks
that contradicted our desires and that proposed nothing in exchange for our
renouncement of the return to the old country. The arrival of a delegation
sent by Moscow succeeded in strengthening our convictions. These men who
spoke our language and responded kindly, fraternally to all our questions
reassured us.”®

In France, such propaganda had an important impact in shaping how young
Armenians understood their link to the “motherland.” Describing how he justi-
fied his departure Jacques Parvanian recounts, “My parents had made this voyage
in the other direction twenty-five years previously. . . . They were fleeing their
persecutors. I am returning to the homeland. They were poor. I am also poor but
I sense a difference. I am rich in faith, in energy. I know what I want. I am not
going adrift. I am returning home, I have been told. Very well; so be it!” Ironi-
cally, Parvanian was in no way returning home, as he was a native-born Parisian.
Nor did animosity toward France fuel his departure. His descriptions of how he
and his shipmates viewed their native land display a sense of loss over what they
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were leaving behind: “We are leaving [France] forever. We know that we are not
to see it again. We are a little regretful. She had been our foster mother for our
entire lives. We abandon her with a little heartache. But we know we are going to
a country where everything is better, more fair.” 71

The regret that accompanied leaving France behind was intensified by the
difficulty of leaving loved ones on its shores. Only twenty-two years old when he
left France on 23 December 1947, Parvanian was the only member of his family
to repatriate. His parents, having come to France in the early 1920s, had no inter-
est in uprooting again. As a result, Parvanian set sail with forty-two hundred
strangers to return “home,” leaving behind everything he had ever known. Thus,
the choice to repatriate divided not only communal organizations but families as
well. During his voyage Parvanian befriended a family, one side of which decided
to migratewhile the other remained in Marseille. In another case, Dikran Iranyan,
a repatriate to the USSR from Egypt who had studied in Paris in the early 1930s,
where he had become a devoted Marxist, left his wife and children to return to
the “homeland.” Despite his sadness over leaving his family, he opted “to see my
homeland again and to construct my life on the land to which my body and soul
belonged. In addition, my faith in the communist gospel remained intact.” 72

Thus, a youthful idealism that the Soviet Union could provide new oppor-
tunities encouraged those in the diaspora to depart for the unknown. As noted
above, for most the repatriation proved to be a tremendous disappointment. In
the international arena, the years 1947-49 saw the beginning of the cold war,
bringing an end to alliances forged during World War II. As relations between
the Soviet Union and France deteriorated, the Ministry of the Interior began for-
bidding naturalized French citizens and those born in France from departing,
while giving authorization quickly to those nonnaturalized Armenians who had
not fought in the French army, had criminal records, or had not paid their taxes
or rent (much to the anger of some of those still hoping to depart who did not
fall into these categories).” In the Armenian diaspora, antagonism and resent-
ment between partisans and opponents of Soviet Armenia continued to fester.
The end of repatriation and the reports of the conditions that new immigrants to
the USSR faced on their arrival led anticommunists to accuse repatriation propo-
nents of deception. Thus, the arrival of the cold war brought old party alignments
back into position more firmly than ever and ultimately forced the FNA to close
its doors in 1948.

It should not be assumed, however, that the end to this overtly pro-Soviet
Armenian political organization brought an end to sympathies for their cause.
Indeed, World War II, the notoriety of the Armenian Resistance movement, the
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postwar atmosphere of collaboration among various groups of divergent political
affiliations, and the calls for unity had made support for the Soviet Armenian state
respectable. Previous attempts to downplay connections to the Republic were
now balanced by a newfound dedication to celebrating links between those in the
USSR and those in the diaspora. Within a year of closing its doors, the FNA was
replaced by the Union culturelle francaise des arméniens de France, an organiza-
tion with less overtly political goals but still dedicated to strengthening the bonds
between the French and Armenian peoples and to teaching both local Armenians
and the French population more generally of Armenia’s culture, history, and de-
velopment. Despite these cultural goals, however, the Union’s raison d’étre was
to establish and maintain connections with their national homeland and to keep
avibrant Armenian identity alive among the French population through organiz-
ing commemorative evenings that celebrated the anniversary of Soviet Armenia
and, later, through coordinating tours to the Republic.74

Similarly, the youth organization jAF, founded in the postwar enthusiasm
for Soviet Armenia, continued to flourish after 1948, rapidly spreading through-
out French Armenian communities and dedicating itself to promoting cultural
exchanges of all kinds with Soviet Armenia. Through activities such as dances,
bazaars, film viewings, and theatrical evenings for the communities’ youth, the
JAF served as a site where patriotic links to Soviet Armenia could be explored and
developed without demanding an overtly supportive stance in favor of the regime.
Through jaF’s efforts, Armenian youth could thus maintain an emotional link
to Soviet Armenia without having to repudiate their position as French citizens.
In addition, the organization provided an arena in which youth could embrace a
sense of ethnic identification with their Armenianness. Born in France, many of
theseyouth did not share the same direct link with their ancestral heritage as their
parents. Participation in JAF’s many activities allowed them, now often French
by birth, to maintain or create such a link.7

The popularity of JAF should not suggest that other political positions faded
or disappeared. To the contrary, cold war divisions brought the political parties
into sharp contrastwith one anotheronce again. Not onlydid the Dashnakleaders
continue to work against pro-Soviet tendencies in the Armenian population, but
they founded their own youth movement, Nor-Seround, in 1945 to enlarge their
anti-Soviet base. Despite their different political stances, however, the youth af-
filiated with Nor-Seround, like those in JAF, expressed their Armenian affiliation
through avariety of cultural activities, such as sporting clubs, dances, choirs, and
debates, organized to inculcate a sense of Armenian patriotism in a new genera-
tion of militants. Indeed, no matter how starkly opposed these two groups were
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in political terms, evidence suggests that most students joined Nor-Seround or
JAF less for their political ideologies than for the variety of social activities they
offered. In both cases, although the groups may have been organized primarily
as a means to instill a particular relationship to the Armenian Question and to
the nature of a national homeland, both served to create a local Armenian socia-
bility, priority being given to the social rather than to the political. A struggle for
leadership and power in the community thus did not necessarily divide the larger
agenda. While one faction remained pro-Soviet and another remained actively
opposed, their suborganizations often remained devoted to the same broad cul-
tural goals, cultivating a sense of Armenianness among their compatriots either
through celebrating a link with the “motherland” or through cultivating a link to
the “Armenian nation” writ large.76

Beginning in the 1940s, the international Armenian press, which had used the
term “colonies” to designate the various Armenian communities throughout the
world, shifted to the term “diaspora,” indicating a changing sensibility as to
the permanence of their dispersion.”” This shift was particularly clear in France,
where World War II and the accompanying regulations on foreigners, followed
quickly by the nerkaght, forced a reevaluation of the community’s minority status.
If, in the immediate post-World War I years, most sought to rebuild the autono-
mous communities of their Ottoman Armenian past, by World War II it had be-
come clear that something fundamental had changed. The irony is that although
some chose to leave France for Soviet Armenia, most opted for citizenship in a
state that had just proven itself intolerant of ethnic distinctiveness and willing to
de-emancipate its own citizens without question.

If Armenians —whose lack of persecution under Vichy stands out so starkly
next to the far more brutal treatment of French Jews—responded so radically
to the questions posed by World War II, one would surely have expected native
French Jews to have also sought radical transformations in their minority status.
Andyet, as we have seen, most French Jews were not anxious to do so. Rather, their
responses more closely mirrored those of Armenians immediately after World
War I as they attempted to reconstruct their disrupted communities. Neverthe-
less, as for Armenians in the early 1940s, major international events, well beyond
the confines of the Jewish community, soon unfolded that showcased the long-
term impact of the Holocaust in shaping the community’s minority affiliations.
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Conclusion

In his 1996 book Vanishing Diaspora, Bernard Wasserstein argues that the Jews of
Europe are in the process of a rapid and steady decline. Pointing to the central role
of Nazism in creating this state of affairs, Wasserstein places most of the “blame”
on broader cultural and social factors. Due to diminishing birthrates, increas-
ing migrations from eastern Europe, secularizing trends that have undermined
the centrality of Judaism, and the rapid disappearance of “authentic” Jewish cul-
ture —its languages, scholarship, literature, music, and so on —Wasserstein pre-
dicts that the Jews of Europe are “slowly but surely . . . fading away.” “Soon,” he
insists, “nothing will be left save a disembodied memory.”1

Whether or not one accepts Wasserstein’s most dire predictions about the
current state of Jewish life, a close study of postwar French Jewry seems to con-
firm the position that, aside from substantial demographic consequences, World
War II did not in and of itself pose a definitive threat to the continuation of Jewish
life in France. Not only did nearly two-thirds of the population survive, but be-
cause of American Jewish aid and the continued involvement of surviving native
and foreign-born communal leaders, organizational lifewas rapidly reconstituted
and, in some cases, enhanced. Although affiliation in organized religious activi-
ties continued to dwindle in the decades after the war, this seems to have been
driven more byliberal forces that had long sought to pull Jews into their surround-
ing societies than by Jews’ persecution during World War II. To put it another way,
despite the devastating ways the Holocaust played itself out in France, its occur-
rence had little immediate impact on stemming the tide of Jewish integration.
Neither driving Jews from their ancestral heritage, as some communal leaders
feared, nor encouraging them to maintain a greater affiliation with communal



life, the Holocaust did not force most surviving native French Jews to question
their place in French society.

In making such a point, [ am not trying to downplay the significance of the
Holocaustin shapingand, in most cases, destroying European Jewish life. Studies
on the extent of the devastation have well documented its horrific impact. Rather,
my main interest here has been to trace how that persecution was understood in
France by those who lived through it by asking what impact, if any, it had on their
notions of national identityand communal solidarity. In considering these issues,
the comparison with Armenian genocide survivors in France after World War I has
been instructive. This population faced a considerably greater disjuncture with
the past than that faced by most Jews in France (if more closely resembling that of
“displaced persons” who found refuge in France after World War II). Neverthe-
less, those Armenians who struck roots in France sought quickly to reestablish
those traditions and institutions that had existed in their villages further east. In-
deed, even a superficial comparison of the two cases suggests that in the immedi-
ate aftermaths of their respective genocides, neither Armenian refugee popula-
tions in France nor Jewish Holocaust survivors responded to the attacks against
them by questioning the possibility of maintaining a successful diasporic exis-
tence. Although both experienced a surge of support for their own nationalistic
movements and although some opted to leave France for their “homeland,” the
overwhelming majority chose to remain in their dispersed communities without
engaging in much sustained public dialogue on the question.

This is not to suggest that Armenians and Jews followed identical paths
when rebuilding from genocide. Indeed, in both cases, the questions that drove
communal life were dictated by concerns internal to each and shaped by each
group’s specific history and relationship to France. Such specificity is most evi-
dent when we consider the impact of genocide on communal politics and self-
expression. For native-born French Jews, particularly the Jewish leadership, the
most significant impact of the Holocaust was an increasing willingness to mo-
bilize politically as Jews and to acknowledge a growing appreciation of the ethnic
links binding Jews to one another across national borders. Although the events of
World War II did not force an immediate self-conscious exploration of the effect
of genocide on communal life or on group self-identification —except perhaps
among some communal leaders who feared that French Jewry would never re-
cover—the shift in status from that of equal citizens within the polity to that of
a subject and hounded minority had an enduring legacy.

In particular, notions of Jewish ethnic and political participation continued
to expand, a shift that is particularly clear when we consider the native Jewish
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institutional leadership. Before the occupation, the native leadership, shaped by
their assimilationist culture, had participated in attempts to gallicize eastern
European Jewish refugees. Reluctant to stand out as distinct, they sought to ease
the newcomers’ settlement while trying to prevent them from calling attention
to themselves or engaging in political activities that focused on their Jewishness.
After the war, many of these leaders remained committed to former institutions
and practices. Shifts, however, are evident in their notions of ethnic bonds and
political engagement. During the occupation, many of these same leaders had
been forced by the Nazis and Vichy alike to participate in the policing of French
Jewry. Others spent the war years hiding Jews, fighting in the Resistance, forging
passports, and engaging in clandestine activities to sabotage the Nazis’ exter-
mination effort. As such, they were forced to confront certain unquestioned as-
sumptions they had maintained about the place of Jews in French society.

These same Jewish leaders led the reconstruction effort in the postwar years.
The institutions they established and directed reflected the lessons they had
learned. Particularly interesting was a new willingness to accept and even em-
brace the legitimacy of diverse expressions of Jewish identity evident in the com-
munity centers and fundraising institutions they helped develop. In cooperating
with the American Joint Distribution Committee to build new arenas of commu-
nal expression, they displayed a willingness to move away from the traditional
religious and benevolent societies that had characterized institutional life and
to embrace models of communal organization that encouraged broader concep-
tions of Jewish participation and ethnic diversity.

In addition to such internal changes, a new commitment to ethnic politics
also characterized postwar French Jewish life. By embracing a more overtly pro-
Zionist and pro-Israeli stance as well as becoming more actively involved in fight-
ing for Jewish rights in France, Jews in France, like their coreligionists through-
out the Western world, began to articulate a more politically defined notion of
Jewish identity. Even here, however, national context played a significant part in
shaping articulations of this politicization. As we saw, an initial caution charac-
terized how some French Jews viewed the founding of the State of Israel; familiar
refrains echoed the necessity to prove that the primary loyalty of French Jews re-
mained firmly embedded at home. Nevertheless, it is clear that the Holocaust and
persecutions of the Vichy regime tempered previous inclinations to downplay a
political aspect to Jewish identity, creating ever-broader notions of communal
solidarity and ethnic participation among French Jews.

Similarly for Armenian refugees, the genocide and the subsequent flight
to France profoundly influenced internal conceptions of Armenianness. Unlike
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most of the Jews under study, however, whose efforts to rebuild took place on the
land in which they had been persecuted, Armenians fled attacks abroad. Their po-
litical expressions and self-conceptions were as much shaped by their integration
into a foreign land as by the genocide itself. Whereas the agendas of particular po-
litical parties had been influenced by the events of World War [, this was less true
for those not actively involved in political life. For them, whatever the genocide’s
lessons, they were relevant to a country in which the refugees no longer lived.
As long as they behaved inconspicuously and obeyed French laws, their position
in France was assured and they could reestablish their traditional familial and
communal structures in the new setting. However, they initially sought to estab-
lish communities that closely resembled those they had left behind, although
their status had changed dramatically from that of a subject religious minority
in a multinational empire to that of stateless refugees in a homogenizing nation-
state. This shift in status affected communal development from the moment the
refugees arrived in France. It was only with the outbreak of World War II that
French Armenian populations took stock of the tremendous changes that had
occurred. Like French Jews, a new generation of Armenians, generally all French
nationals, began articulating a more ardent Armenian nationalism and a self-
conscious perception of diaspora solidarity. Now safely protected as citizens of
France, they could express a more vocal connection to Soviet Armenia. Counter-
ing this trend, however, was an ever-increasing integration into the French state
that pushed many away from communal activities altogether.

As the above discussion suggests, the genocide and Holocaust shaped these
two survivor populations quite differently. In both cases the surviving population
more or less sought to pick up where it had left off; for French Jews this remained
a real possibility, whereas for Armenian refugees, the ruptures were too great to
allow any sustained link with communal structures of the past. As a result, com-
munal development in both populations differed substantially. Nevertheless, it is
interesting to note that in both cases, genocide, in and of itself, did not force sur-
vivors to make a clean break with the past. Moreover, in neither case did the recent
history of genocide suggest to survivors and escapees that integration into the
surrounding nation-state was a potentially dangerous choice. Indeed, a striking
silence on this question is notable in both populations.

The nation in which they settled did much to ensure that such discussions
remained muted. The power of France’s integrationist heritage shaped the rela-
tionship between both minorities to their respective pasts and to their national
allegiances. For Armenian refugees grateful to find a haven after years of flight
and massacre, theirapatride status —and not their particular position as genocide

Conclusion 205



survivors —shaped how they integrated into their surrounding society. Although
certain French authorities expressed sympathy for the uprooted population, most
were more focused on integrating the large foreign and refugee populations as
rapidly as possible than on the particularities of their past. Such attitudes on the
part of government representatives encouraged most Armenians to avoid any ac-
tivities that would undermine their chances of being allowed to remain, including
those that might suggest that their loyalties lay primarily with Soviet Armenia. In
this case, then, their political choices were determined as much by their current
relationship with the French government as by their recent past of massacre and
deportation.

Similarly, governmental policies toward French Jews after World War 11—
and not the shadow of the previous four years of government-sponsored persecu-
tion—shaped how survivors and escapees understood their position in the polity.
In this case, the postwar commitment to restoring republican order and national
stability prevented authorities from supporting initiatives that singled out Jewish
particularism. Thus, even in an atmosphere in which the right wing had been dis-
credited, the government proved uninterested in addressing the challenges that
Vichy had posed to its assimilationist approach to ethnic distinctiveness. Local
Jewish populations, frustrated by efforts to stonewall the return of their prop-
erty and belongings, nevertheless took heart in the return of familiar republican
norms and thus accepted the provisional government and the later Fourth Re-
public as the legitimate heirs of the fallen Third Republic, rejecting Vichy as an
aberration. However dramatic and disturbing the persecutions they had faced,
French Jews, whether born in France or the product of the massive prewar migra-
tions, did not, by and large, respond by reassessing their position in the polity.

What, then, can we conclude about the impact of genocide on the ethnic
and national affiliations of survivors? Recent reflections have interpreted these
events as major turning points in Armenian and Jewish history. Can the same be
said for survivors and escapees themselves? Did they experience the ideological
and physical attacks as transformative? The answer is both yes and no. Clearly,
for both Armenians and Jews, the loss of family members, friends, homes, eco-
nomic security, communal support systems, and—in the Armenian case—their
ancestral lands was brutally destructive. Survivors of both populations were thus
well aware of a systematic, violent attempt to be rid of them forever. Nor were
the recent pasts stifled and suppressed in some kind of postgenocidal communal
decision to silence what had happened because of a collective inability to under-
stand or process those events. Rather, they commemorated their losses and threw
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themselves into recovering from the upheaval in ways that, at times, transformed
the face of their communities.

Andyet, in both cases, the nature and extent of this transformation was lim-
ited by the particular context in which they found themselves. Indeed, for both
populations the immediate present was at least as important in establishing com-
munal priorities as was the recent past. And for both, this “immediate present”
was promising. Quickly benefiting from the complex interaction among govern-
ment, culture, and ethnic distinctiveness that characterized much of twentieth-
century French history, survivors of both populations saw few threats to their
desire to reconstitute their homes and communities. This feeling of security was
so powerful that in many cases it overshadowed the fears of the previous years
of destruction. A comparative study of these two cases thus directs our attention
to the importance of context in shaping minority culture. Armenians and Jews
rebuilt their communities amid the distinctly different conditions of pre- and
post-World War I1 France and faced distinct problems related to the nature of the
aggression that had been directed against them, to their particular position in the
polity, and to their historical relationship with the French state. Nevertheless, a
comparison between them suggests that the common denominator, integration
into the French state, was at least as significant as the genocides themselves in
directing the shape and direction of communal life for the next several decades.
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Introduction

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are mine.

1 Agrowing literature on the topic of genocide has emerged in recent years. In general,
this literature has fallen into one of two broad categories. The first tends to be spe-
cific historical studies that detail the cultural, social, political, and economic causes
and consequences of a given case of genocide. Examples of such literature are cited
throughout this introduction, where appropriate, with regard to both the Armenian
and Jewish cases. The second category tends to be larger comparative studies focus-
ing on a number of sociological, psychological, and political questions pertaining
primarily to the origins, prevention, and international implications of genocide. For
a recent discussion of the dimensions of this literature and its limitations, see Alex
Alverez, Governments, Citizens and Genocide: A Comparative and Interdisciplinary Approach
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), pp. I-7, 14-18.

2 A small body of psychological literature on the impact of trauma on genocide sur-
vivors has addressed this issue from a different angle. See, most recently, Antonius
C. G. M. Robben and Marcelo M. Suarez-Orozco, eds., Cultures under Siege: Collective
Violence and Trauma (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Liter-
ary scholars have also turned to this topic. For example, Rubina Peroomian, Literary
Responses to Catastrophe: A Comparison of the Armenian and Jewish Experience (Atlanta, Ga.:
Scholars Press, 1993), p. 1, sets out to “assess the impact of the Genocide on the col-
lective psyche of the Armenian people” by comparing Armenian literary responses to
genocide to those of Jewish Holocaust survivors. Although this project is interesting
from the standpoint of assessing the two genocides’ impact on individual intellectu-
als, itis less convincing in its attempt to explore the “collective psyche” of Armenian

survivors. For literary examinations of the Holocaust’s impact on postwar French



Jewish intellectuals, see Seth L. Wolitz, “Imagining the Jew in France from 1945 to
the Present,” Yale French Studies 85: Discourses of Jewish Identity in Twentieth Century France
(1994): 119-34; Lawrence D. Kritzman, “Critical Reflections: Self-Portraiture and the
Representation of Jewish Identity in French,” in Auschwitz and After: Race, Culture, and
“the Jewish Question” in France, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman (New York: Routledge, 1995),
pp. 98-118; also interesting is Jeanine Parisier Plottel’s article “Jewish Identity in
Raymond Aron, Emmanuel Berl, and Claude Lévi-Strauss,” in the same volume. The
historical investigation of particular survivor communities has also begun to emerge
in certain cases. Some notable examples in the case of the Holocaust include Michael
Brenner, After the Holocaust: Rebuilding Jewish Lives in Postwar Germany, trans. Barbara
Harshav (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); Hanna Yablonka, Survivors of
the Holocaust: Israel after the War, trans. Ora Cummings (New York: New York University
Press, 1999); William Helmreich, Against All Odds: Holocaust Survivors and the Successful
Lives They Made in America (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992). In the case of Arme-
nians, historical accounts of various postgenocide communities have, by necessity,
documented the great upheaval of the genocide on these communities. See, for ex-
ample, Anny Bakalian, Armenian-Americans: From Being to Feeling Armenian (New Bruns-
wick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 1993); Susan Paul Pattie, Faith in History: Armenians
Rebuilding Community (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1997).

3 Michael Marrus, The Unwanted: European Refigees in the Twentieth Century (New York:
Oxford University Press, 1985), pp. 3-13; Gérard Noiriel, Réfugiés et sans-papiers: La
République face au droit d’asile (Paris: Hachette Littératures, 1998), pp. 84-100, 154
55 (originally published as La Tyrannie du national: Le droit d’asile en Europe (1793-1993)
(Paris: Calmann-Levy, 1991); John Hope Simpson, The Refugee Problem: Report of a Survey
(London: Oxford University Press, 1939), pp. 227-30.

4 For a comparison of the two genocides, see Robert Melson, Revolution and Genocide:
On the Origins of the Armenian Genocide and the Holocaust (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1992).

5 The major text tracing Vichy policies toward Jews still remains Michael Marrus and
Robert Paxton, Vichy France and the Jews (New York: Basic Books, 1981). For other im-
portant works on the subject, see André Kaspi, Les Juifs pendant I'Occupation (Paris:
Seuil, 1991); Serge Klarsfeld, Vichy Auschwitz: Le Rdle de Vichy dans la solution finale de la
question juive en France, 143-1944 (Paris: Fayard, 1983); Donna Ryan, The Holocaust and
the Jews of Marseille: The Enforcement of Anti-Semitic Policies in Vichy France (Urbana: Univer-
sity of Illinois Press, 1996); Susan Zuccotti, The Holocaust, the French, and the Jews (New
York: Basic Books, 1993).

6 PaulaHyman, The Jews of Modern France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998),
p- 185. Others place the number closer to two hundred thousand. See Annette Wievi-
orka, “Despoliation, Reparation, Compensation,” in Starting the Twenty-First Century:
Sociological Reflections and Challenges, ed. Ernest Krausz and Gitta Tulea (New Bruns-
wick, N.J.: Transaction Publishers, 2002), p. 205. Of those deported, approximately
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Jews to the memory of the Holocaust, with scholars disagreeing over its significance
in theimmediate postwar years. Nevertheless, most agree thatitwas not until the late
1960s, in the aftermath of the Eichmann trial, that public commemorations of the
Holocaust began playing a central role in defining the nature of contemporary Jew-
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224 Notes to Chapter One



48

49

50

5I
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4M957, Bouches-du-Rhone. Material on initial aid from Armenian sources is drawn
from Tigran S. Mirzayantz to Préfet des Bouches-du-Rhéne, 12 October 1922, same
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1923, 4M957, Bouches-du-Rhone.
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1923, 4M957, Bouches-du-Rhone. The threat that the refugees posed to hygiene
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tober 1923, 4Mg957, Bouches-du-Rhone, and Ministre du Travail to Ministre de
I'Intérieur, 4 July 1925, same carton. Although the numbers decreased from Novem-
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October 1945, but the other four still had to be set up. All other departments worked
through the Parisian delegation.

Reports on the delegations of Limoges, Toulouse, Marseille, Nice, and Lyon can be
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du Ministere de Finance. The central government’s attempts to regulate and coordi-
nate the different regions’ activities faced some resistance. Occasionally local offi-
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Mme C. to Services des restitutions, 18 October 1945, Proces Verbal — 4704, B41502,
Archives du Ministere de Finance.
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1945, AJ/38/1138, AN. Due to a socialist amendment in the Assembly in May 1945, a
compromise ordinance was adopted that softened the impact of trusteeship on Jew-
ish victims by voiding all confiscations and false sales. As a result, legitimate profits
were to be returned to the owner and damage made good by the persons who had ac-
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AN. Information concerning the establishment of the other delegations are in this
carton as well as in Aj/38/1110.

Note sur I'organisation du Service de contrdle des administrateurs provisoires et
liquidateurs des biens israélites: création-attributions-situation actuelle du service,
16 February 1948, Classeur 24, AJ/3/1132, AN. Contréleur général des administra-
teurs provisoires de biens israélites to Ministre de laJustice, 14 April 1945, Classeur 1,
AJ[38[1109, AN, and Controleur général des administrateurs provisoires de biens
israélites to Chef du Service des restitutions, 17 May 1945, same file. Rapport sur la
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