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“What is a nation?” Ernest Renan’s famous rhetorical question to an 
audience at the Sorbonne on 11 March 1882 has remained vital 

for a wide variety of scholars in fi elds as diverse as history, literary criticism, 
sociology, philosophy, and political science.1 Renan initially posed the ques-
tion barely ten years after the close of the Franco-Prussian War, which had 
sparked the establishment of the French Third Republic, the unifi cation of 
Germany under the leadership of Wilhelm I, and the transfer of the disputed 
territory of Alsace-Lorraine from French to German control in the months 
between July 1870 and May 1871.2 Renan made no overt mention of these 
events while he was speaking, but he rejected any possible answer to his 
question that might attempt to base the creation of nations and national 
identities on shared “race, language, [economic] interests, religious affi nity, 
geography, [or] military necessities.”3 This explicit refusal constituted an im-
plicit rejection of the entire range of German justifi cations for the acquisition 
of the two recently French border provinces.

Although Renan’s own political affi liations had been more constitu-
tional monarchist than parliamentary democratic, his fi nal description of a 
nation as a body that relies on “a great sentiment of solidarity constituted 
by the sentiment of the sacrifi ces that one has made and of those that one is 
still disposed to make again” and that constitutes itself as “a daily plebiscite” 
came to seem particularly compatible with the ideals of the moderate and 
radical republicans who had recently wrested control of the Third Republic 
from the more conservative parties of “moral order”.4 In 1921, the editors 
at the important French publishing fi rm of Calmann Lévy included Renan’s 
talk in Pages françaises, a selection of Renan’s essays and speeches they pub-
lished to mark “the most glorious moment of our history”: the moment of 
the French victory over Germany at the end of World War I, the triumph of 
the Third Republic over the very Wilhelmine empire that had unintention-
ally brought it into being forty-seven years before, and the return of Alsace 
and Lorraine to French control through the Treaty of Versailles.5
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In the years since Renan wrote and spoke, many scholars of modern Eu-
ropean history have focused on the differences between France and Germany 
in similar terms, especially in their reliance on the contrast between pairs of 
opposing terms such as “civic nationalism” and “ethnic nationalism”, or citi-
zenship based on “jus soli” and citizenship based on “jus sanguinis”.6 More re-
cently, however, a number of scholars have begun to highlight the similarities 
between the two countries instead. Even the comparative sociologist Rogers 
Brubaker, who organized his most infl uential discussion of “citizenship and 
nationhood in France and Germany” around the contrast between “French 
understandings of nationhood” that were “state-centered and assimilationist” 
and “German understandings of nationhood” that were “ethnocultural and 
‘differentialist’,” subsequently noted that the popular distinction between the 
related categories of “civic nationalism” and “ethnic nationalism” had be-
come more of a “Manichean myth” than a helpful heuristic device.7 

French historian Patrick Weil’s comprehensive study of French nation-
ality law from 1789 to the present clearly shows that “the equation jus san-
guinis = ethnic conception = Germany, as opposed to jus soli = non-ethnic 
conception = France, does not hold up to an examination of the comparative 
history of German and French—and beyond these European—nationality 
law.”8 German historian Dieter Gosewinkel, who has offered his own se-
ries of “new observations on an old comparison,” concludes similarly that 
“ethnocultural and state-political elements in the citizenship law of both 
countries existed simultaneously” in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies.9 Our volume returns to the study of France and Germany, then, with 
an interest not only in the foreign policies that have pitted them against each 
other, but also in the variety of beliefs and behaviors that they have held 
in common. In particular, although Renan delivered his speech to the Sor-
bonne just before the dramatic late nineteenth-century increase in the pace 
of French and German imperial expansion, our volume extends the study of 
France and Germany to include comparisons of their attitudes and activities 
in the different areas of their colonial empires on the African continent. 

While French national and French colonial history initially evolved 
as separate fi elds, much of the historical scholarship in these areas in the 
past fi fteen years has stressed the impossibility of understanding either the 
metropole or the colonies in isolation.10 The vast majority of scholarship on 
German racial thinking has focused on the study of Germans, Jews, and the 
history of the Holocaust, but there is also a growing body of work on the 
history of the German colonial empire and its signifi cance for understand-
ing the history of Germany in Europe.11 This special issue of Historical Refl ec-
tions/Réfl exions Historiques, which builds upon all of this previous work, also 
makes signifi cant new contributions by considering not only the continuities 
and contrasts between the French and German colonial occupations of other 
countries and territories in Africa, but also the French and German military 
occupations of each other’s countries in their border territories on the Euro-
pean continent.
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Despite some notable exceptions, most of the “new imperial history” 
has tended to focus on the two-part unit that Mary Dewhurst Lewis has 
described in critical terms as the “presumed closed circuit of metropole and 
colony”: the study of one country and its colonies, or of one national in-
dependence movement and its struggle against one imperial occupier.12 As 
we seek to move beyond that “closed circuit” ourselves, we have found the 
four-way study of France, Germany, and the French and German empires 
in Africa to be especially fruitful because of the ways in which France and 
Germany shared intersecting patterns of both national and imperial rivalry 
in the period between the outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870 and 
that of World War II in 1939. 

The fi rst two articles, by Jean Elisabeth Pedersen and Jens-Uwe Guettel, 
reassess French attitudes towards Germany and German attitudes towards 
France in the years before World War I by focusing on how important French 
and German public fi gures considered the changing relationships between 
and among competing nations and their associated empires in the period of 
the First and Second Moroccan Crises. Pedersen highlights the apparently 
paradoxical ways in which French cultural commentators who opposed the 
German occupation of Alsace-Lorraine could also support the French oc-
cupation of African regions as various as Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco, Mada-
gascar, and the Congo. Guettel explores the ways in which liberal German 
observers who prioritized German colonial expansion could nevertheless 
praise French colonial expansion and cooperate with French empire-building 
organizations at the same time.

The second two articles, by Julia Roos and W. Brian Newsome, provide 
new perspectives on French and German experiences of World War I and its 
aftermath by paying special attention to the presence of colonial themes in 
French and German responses to military occupation. Roos focuses on the 
national and international controversy over Die schwarze Schmach, a 1921 
propaganda fi lm that attacked the “Black Horror on the Rhine”: the French 
use of Senegalese and other African soldiers in the postwar occupation of 
the Rhineland. Newsome focuses on French debates over collaboration and 
resistance as they appeared in response to Invasion 14, a popular 1935 novel 
about World War I that described the situation of French civilians under 
German military occupation in the Nord in ways that compared their expe-
riences and behaviors to those of Arab and African subjects under French 
imperial occupation in Algeria and elsewhere.

The fi nal two articles, by Krista Molly O’Donnell and Jennifer Anne 
Boittin, move from the study of French and German attitudes and behav-
iors on the European continent to French and German interactions with 
each other and with the colonized inhabitants of their empires in Africa. 
O’Donnell explores the intriguing similarities and key differences between 
the work of the German Colonial Society and the French Colonial Union, 
two groups that encouraged white German and French women to settle 
their separate countries’ respective imperial possessions from 1896 onwards. 
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Boittin turns her attention to the analysis of race, class, and gender tensions 
as they appear in the case of writer Rosie Gräfenberg, a German reporter 
who not only attracted the attention of the French police in West Africa in 
1929 but also featured at the center of a sensational espionage trial in Ger-
many from 1929 to 1931.

Although the six authors in this issue use different sources, take differ-
ent approaches, and consider different subjects, there are certain especially 
important themes and topics that recur throughout the issue. Pedersen and 
Newsome consider French responses to two different German occupations, 
for example, but the resulting articles work together to highlight the multi-
plicity of ways in which French civilian writers and speakers explored per-
ceived continuities and contrasts between German military expansion into 
France, French imperial expansion into Africa, and the experiences and be-
haviors of subjugated peoples in both situations. Guettel and O’Donnell are 
interested in different foreign and domestic policy aspects of the German 
colonial project, but their articles both approach the comparative study of 
German imperialism in its larger European context by focusing on the work 
of national lobbying organizations such as the Deutsche Kolonialverein, the 
Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft, the Frauenbund der Deutsche Kolonialge-
sellschaft, the Congrès coloniaux français, the Ligue coloniale française, the 
Société française d’émigration des femmes, and the Union coloniale fran-
çaise. Roos and Boittin analyze the controversial representations of race, 
nationality, and sexuality in two completely different sets of newspapers 
and archives, but the two authors’ articles work together to show how the 
French use of African troops to occupy the Rhineland in the years immedi-
ately after World War I was a topic of discussion and debate not only across 
Europe and the United States but also in Africa itself.

Focusing on French and German interactions in Europe and Africa in a 
single analytic framework shows the ways in which identity categories can 
change depending on time, place, and circumstance. French participants at 
the Union for Truth and its Open Conversations could think of themselves 
as part of a larger European civilization and culture, while also drawing vivid 
contrasts between native French speakers and occupying German speakers 
in their discussions of Alsace and Lorraine after the Franco-Prussian War. 
Liberal German colonialists could justify their cooperation with French colo-
nialists in the years between the First and Second Moroccan Crises partially 
through their shared belief that Europeans were different from Africans and 
Asians. Once World War I began, however, Allied propagandists stereotyped 
Germans as barbarians in ways that associated Germans with Africans in-
stead of Europeans, while German propagandists counterattacked against 
the Allies by criticizing their use of colonial troops. When the German au-
thorities who took control of the Nord in 1914 started expelling some of the 
French residents into unoccupied France in 1915, these French refugees and 
exiles faced suspicious criticism from fellow French citizens who character-
ized them in racialized national terms as “Boches du Nord” and “femmes 
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à Boches”. When the French police tracked the presence of foreigners in 
French West Africa in the 1920s and 1930s, they were more interested in 
the travelers’ national origin as Germans than in their racial identifi cation 
as white.

Focusing on the shifting use of different identity categories in French 
and German discussions of war, occupation, and empire can also highlight 
the unexpected ways in which different speakers could use the same cat-
egories but still support different policies. French imperialists all agreed on 
the importance of the French civilizing mission in Africa and Asia, for ex-
ample, but Pedersen’s analysis of the Open Conversations at the Union for 
Truth shows that some of the same speakers who supported colonial expan-
sion could also criticize colonial abuse. French and German colonialists both 
shared a concern about race mixing, but O’Donnell’s comparison of French 
and German national policies and colonial procedures identifi es signifi cant 
differences in the ways in which the French and German empires treated 
the biracial children of white male colonists and indigenous women of color. 
Roos’s article on the creation and reception of Die schwarze Schmach shows 
how even German public offi cials and nationalist political leaders, who all 
opposed the presence of French African troops in the Rhineland, could still 
come to dramatically different conclusions about whether to support, show, 
censor, or attack this particularly controversial propaganda fi lm in the years 
immediately after World War I.

By focusing on the relationships among France, Germany, and their em-
pires in Africa, fi nally, the articles in this special issue also highlight the 
possibility of further comparative national, imperial, international, and 
transnational studies in additional directions. France and Germany both 
compared themselves not only to each other, but also to England. France 
and England had colonies not only in Africa, but also in the Caribbean, 
India, and Asia. The shifting patterns of ethnic, national, and racial alle-
giance and antagonism that we explore here began well before the Franco-
Prussian War and have continued in different ways through World War II. 
Although it is certainly appropriate for historians, following Renan, to focus 
on the importance of the nation, we cannot understand the nation without 
also understanding the region, the empire, the international cooperation 
and competition between nations and empires, and the transnational circu-
lation of people, goods, and ideas among them.
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