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1. History and myth.

1) The Gaullist myth,

‘If, as they gradually extended their action, they gained support of the
majority of the population, truly active Resisters were never more than a minority.
Everything, at the outset, argued against joining them: the crushing defeat of France,
the isolation and apparent weakness of Great Britain, the instincts of self-
preservation, prudence and even reason; the established organizations and the
highest authorities of the country had opted for ceasing the combat. Alone, a breath
of madness seemed to inspire those who did not despair [of victory].

Along their long, hard road, these minorities, faced with problems they could
not resolve or even forsee, and obliged to undertake everything at once while
diposing of none of the necessary means for success, came to divisions between
themselves. Sometimes, lively conflicts opposed them to each other.

Despite these conflicts, the Iargestnational unity in the history of France was
achieved in the Resistance. In disagreement over just about everything before the
war, the Resisters were of one mind in fighting the occupier and Vichy, restoring
France to its place as a great power, and carrying out wide reforms. Thus, there was
no civil war; the period of disorder was short and localised; the repression was much
fess bloody than has often been said [...]

Internally, in gradually recreating national unanimity, the Resistance spared the
country a civil war when the Liberation came. It assured the partial revival of the
governing classes and provoked a change in the senior civil servants [...]

By cancelling the provisional defeat [of 1940], by giving France back its place
among the great nations, by writing some of the finest paﬂ{;es of its military history,
by prompting a renewal of the finest civic and patriotic virtues, by preparing vast
reforms, the Resistance contributed much to the Liberation and to the renewal of the
Patrie.’

Henri Michel, Histoire de la Résistance en France (1950; 7" ed., 1975), pp. 125-7.




2) The Communist myth.

‘The determinant role of the working class in the Resistance has never been
seriously questioned by by paliticians and bourgeois ideologues. However, if they
have clearly noted, and how could they have done otherwise, the massive
participation of the proletariat in the national struggle and the fact that it counted almost
no collaborators among its ranks, the way this role was carried out and the reasons
for this historical phenomenon can only be analysed by Marxists.

Here are some elements of this analysis on the basis of the documentation
provided by the rich collection of <Souvenirs> (Memoirs) on which 10 volumes
provide much information on the Resistance [NB published by the Communist
publishing house, the Editons Sociales]. It is reasonable to propose the idea that the
working class played the leading role in the Resistance in France, Saying this is not to
under-estimate the meritorious, clear-minded and heroic participation of many
representatives of the middle classes and the bourgeoisie, including the participation
of Gaullists and de Gaulle himself.

But the working class and the Communist militants who animated it on the one
had conceived the idea of the national struggle as a mass struggle and on the other
hand were the only ones with the means to ensure that the struggle was effectively a
mass struggle. The other resistance movements gave themselves goals of [military]
intelligence to help the Free French in London and then in Algiers, and the Allies, and
also propaganda. In these domains their role was important [...]

The organisations and activists of the working class, communists, syndicalists,
because they had a long experience of concrete mass struggle, were able very
early on, and then without stopping, to establish the link between all the actions of
the working class and the people, including economic action, and the national struggle

[..]

How can one explain this role of the working class in the national Resistance?
Not alone by a kind of class instinct that made it sensitive to oppression, which is
true, but abouve all because the history of the working class movement in France in
the pre-war years had prepared the way. One cannot emphasize strongly enough
the decisive importance of the Popular Front and the policy of the Communist Party
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which had conceived this policy as guiding the working class not only in resistance to
exploitation but also towards and awareness and practical implementation of its
historic mission: to assure the direction of the nation in assocation with the other
popular elements [of society].’

G. Willard et al, De la guerre a la libération. La France de 1939 a 1945 (1972), pp,
75-9.
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