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Une sacrée désunion? Conflict continues

Occupied culture drew on both pre- war norms and the experience of 
daily interaction with the enemy; it did not mark a wholly clean break 
with what went before. The occupation did not erase all pre- war conflicts 
and tensions, but provided a new context for these and fresh areas of 
contention. Only a few scholars have examined such division among the 
occupied population. Salson demonstrates that the Aisne experienced 
class conflict, ‘social violence’ and criticism of municipalities  –  espe-
cially regarding their role in food provisioning.1 Nivet highlights the 
tensions between refugees evacuated further behind enemy lines 
and host populations.2 Similar conflicts were present in the occu-
pied Nord to varying degrees.3 This chapter considers three important 
flashpoints:  religious, political and social divisions. Studying these 
allows for a more comprehensive view of local reactions to the occupa-
tion and the gap between the expectations of occupied culture and the 
reality of occupied life.

Naturally, complete unity among any population is impossible. In 
unoccupied France, attempts to impose a political and social Union 
Sacrée –  an abandonment of pre- existing conflicts for the national good –  
broke down by 1917 at the latest,4 and the Union was often more a lofty 
aim than a lived reality. Yet post- war memoirs and histories regarding 
the occupied zone say little about social, political or religious divisions 
among locals, giving the impression of a real, permanent Union Sacrée 
here. This is best summarised by Gromaire’s remark that:

In general, the population acted in a dignified and exemplary fashion 
[…] workers showed the greatest firmness and courage. The bourgeoisie 
moyenne remained in this period, as always, the backbone of the nation. It 
conserved a magnificent solidarity and a lucid awareness of its duties. Rich 

  

 

 

 

 

James E. Connolly - 9781526117816
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:03:04AM

via free access



Une sacrée désunion? Conflict continues

v 117 v

117

like poor, the lamentable percentage of miscreants signalled above aside, 
knew how to suffer and to cope wonderfully with the sacrifices they owed 
France.5

Such a view has even permeated histories since the 1990s. Annette 
Becker claims that in occupied France and Belgium, ‘The republic, the 
kingdom of Belgium, were seen as incontestable regimes, to be defended 
in their entirety. All other struggles, social, political, religious, were put 
aside.’6 I will suggest that, although there were many acts of unity, the 
occupied French did not engage in unqualified solidarity. Indeed, the 
experience of occupation offered opportunities for and even encouraged 
expressions of disunity among locals, beyond forms of misconduct 
examined thus far. Such a state of affairs may seem self- evident, but it 
has rarely been studied.

Religious conflict

Tensions between the Third Republic and Catholicism, especially 
between anti- clericals and clericals, had worsened with the separation 
of Church and State in December 1905, and continued up to 1914.7 Yet 
at the outbreak of war, and for the remainder of the conflict, Catholics 
generally offered support for the national effort.8 Much work has been 
carried out on the implicit and explicit religious undertones in the ‘war 
cultures’ of belligerents, and, more specifically, in France itself.9 However, 
few works deal exclusively with religion in occupied France. Patrick 
J.  Houlihan emphasised the way in which transnational Catholicism 
brought some French Catholics closer to Catholic Bavarian troops,10 
whereas Carine Cnudde- Lecointre demonstrated that here, as elsewhere, 
certain Catholics viewed the war as a divine punishment for the sins of 
secular France.11 This was partly why some individuals described the 
occupation as an expiatory experience, a ‘Calvary’ and ‘martyrdom’.12 
The faithful professing this opinion was one thing, but when clergymen 
criticised the Republic and its secularism, French authorities perceived 
this as a dangerous threat to unity. Clergy in the unoccupied section of 
the Nord were sanctioned for such behaviour,13 but in the occupied area 
this was seen as particularly unacceptable given the need to support each 
other in this time of suffering.

The first Republican suspicions of clergymen’s actions and motives in 
the occupied Nord came in January 1915, when socialist député Albert 
Inghels wrote to the Préfet:
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I have learned from trustworthy people that the clericals in the churches are 
right now engaged in a campaign against the Republic, they have no shame 
in heaping all their sarcastic phrases onto republicans[.]  The campaign is 
being led with the total complicity of the Germans in their newspapers 
such as ‘Le Bien public’ Le Belge’ etc not forgetting the Bulletin Ardennais.

The author continued by criticising the ‘arrogance’ of these clericals, who 
attracted people to churches by posting casualty lists inside, describing 
this as an ‘abuse’ carried out by priests. These events occurred, he noted, 
in Tourcoing and Lille.14

Historians have concluded that before the war the diocese of Lille had 
been in a ‘latent state of civil war’ between clericals and anti- clericals,15 
and clearly this did not disappear with the occupation. Lille was a battle-
ground for further such conflict in 1916. In his New Year wishes for 1916, 
the Bishop of Lille (Monseigneur Charost) remarked that ‘God is sending 
us a test, he has chosen us as expiatory victims for the faults of France.’16 
This theme reappeared later that year. From 12 to 17 March 1916, the 
Lent conference season at the parish of Saint- Étienne in Lille contained 
three talks on secularism, modern impiety and morals without God; 
these subjects were underlined, seemingly, by a local policeman investi-
gating anti- Republican sentiment in churches.17 In late March 1916, the 
Commissaire de Police of Lille informed the Préfet of the contents of the 
recent mass celebrating the feast of Saint Joseph in Saint Joseph’s church, 
which had been under police surveillance:

Monseigneur Charost preached for about an hour. After having recounted 
the life of Saint Joseph and his escape to Egypt, he spoke of the catastrophe 
of Moulins- Lille (explosion of the dix- huit ponts). On this subject he said 
that it was a punishment that God had sent, because among the 750 people 
living on rue de Ronchin, 200 at most were for the church. In rue Desaix, 
where there were so many victims, just a single child went to catechism 
and even then not always regularly. His words produced a bad effect on the 
witnesses.18

Clearly the bishop’s opinion was not shared by his parishioners, and the 
Commissaire had felt Monseigneur Charost’s words striking enough to 
report to the Préfet. The very fact that the police monitored masses at a 
time when its personnel was strained (see the next chapter) underlines 
the suspicion with which the Republican regime viewed the Church. 
However, in this instance, Charost concluded the sermon more posi-
tively, by speaking of the hoped- for victory of France at the battle of 
Verdun.19
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The following month, according to another police report, at the 
church of Saint Étienne in Lille, the priest gave a sermon entitled, ‘A 
great peril for faith  –  School without God.’20 Monseigneur Charost 
apparently supported such an attack on the secular school system, him-
self stating in a sermon in May 1916 that Catholics were obligated to 
send their children to religious schools. The sermon upset a teacher, 
who complained about this in a letter seemingly sent to the Préfet in 
February 1917. It is unclear quite why this teacher took so long to bring 
this to the attention of the French authorities.21 Throughout the war, 
Charost professed anti- Republican sentiments and understood events 
as a divine punishment for France’s sins.22 However, he was careful to 
adhere to French law. In July and September 1916, a leaflet entitled 
‘The National Sin’ was distributed in the letter boxes of houses in cer-
tain areas of Lille. The leaflet stated that the suffering experienced by 
the local population was God’s punishment (out of love) for the sins 
of France –  sins of legislators acting with a criminal folly in pursuing 
secular policies, sins of children sent to secular schools, sins of electors 
voting for men ‘without religion’23 (a nod to the socialist gains in the 
region). When Charost was confronted with this leaflet by the Acting 
Préfet, he denied all knowledge of its existence, promising to stop fur-
ther leaflets from appearing and to punish the person responsible.24 
Just two days later, Charost had indeed ceased the circulation of the 
leaflet and had located its author –  M. Margérin, rector of the Catholic 
University, whose right to print was revoked.25

Nevertheless, a similar theme was present in a ‘conference’ given to 
students of technical classes in Roubaix in October 1916. A  copy of 
this lengthy speech has been preserved, although it is unclear who the 
speaker/ author was. The text attacked the Republic, and especially the 
1914 Chamber of Deputies (‘the most socialist and the worst France has 
ever elected’), for having focused on religious persecution rather than 
national defence. It continued: ‘So, here is the justice of God falling down 
suddenly on France, the plague of God appears at the border, invades 
her soil and occupies her richest provinces.’ Just as ‘official France’ had 
impoverished the Church, so now France itself was being impoverished 
and its economic future undermined. ‘This is justice, we have sinned, 
it’s the plague of God that is occurring’ was the key, repeated sentence 
of the text. The author also attacked the Republic’s expulsion of reli-
gious orders, especially from schools, and its ‘persecution of those who 
consecrated their lives to God’. Both the occupation and trench warfare 
were the direct result. It ended:
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CONCLUSION: It is official France herself that called for the plague that 
is striking her; and if she had put as much energy into preparing for war 
as she did into attacking God and his Church, the German people would 
never have dreamed of attacking. They chased God from France, it is the 
plague of God that has come. We are waiting for official France to enact, 
above all, new reparatory and liberating laws.

[When] God [is] returned, the plague will go away.26

The branch of Catholic thinking, attributing the suffering of the war and 
occupation to the sins of the Republic, was clearly alive and well in Lille 
and Roubaix in 1916. There was no Union Sacrée with the regime for 
individuals professing such views.

Although evidence is scarce, there is some suggestion that in other 
towns similar religious conflict occurred. In Cambrai, according to Eric 
Bukowski’s unpublished study, Monseigneur Chollet wanted to use the 
war to renew the faith of those who had strayed from the Church. To do 
so, he engaged in a modus vivendi with the occupiers to reinstate certain 
religious practices banned before the war, such as processions. Chollet 
‘seems to have continued the religious battle that ravaged the town before 
the war and he wanted to use the occupation to accentuate his role in the 
town’.27 Yet one repatriation report from February 1917 also remarked 
that Chollet’s sermons ‘are always full of profound patriotism and dem-
onstrate great courage. He therefore contributes greatly to supporting the 
morale of the population’.28 Admittedly, the two positions –  reasserting 
the place of religion in local society and patriotism –  were not mutu-
ally exclusive. There are other examples of clergymen from Lille alluding 
to French victory in patriotic sermons without criticising the French 
Government or the Republic  –  arguably representative of a genuine 
Union Sacrée among certain priests.29 According to Blin’s diary, in July 
1915, one priest ‘arrested for preaching certain Victory’ was condemned 
to death, commuted to two years’ imprisonment.30 Other priests and 
Charost himself were involved in forms of resistance, examined in Part 
II. Throughout the war, Charost promoted a Catholic form of patri-
otism and advocated various forms of solidarity: he implored believers 
to help the municipality pay fines,31 and played an important role in the 
Church’s ‘moral and social works’ focused on combating juvenile delin-
quency, prostitution, and providing food and goods to the poor of Lille.32 
Cnudde- Lecointre argued that Charost supported the Union Sacrée 
because he hoped it would allow the Church to return to its rightful 
place in French society,33 although his repeated criticism of the Republic 
suggests that for him this did not necessitate an end to pre- war conflict. 
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Overall, no blanket statement can be made regarding the clergy’s attitude 
regarding the occupation. However, it is clear that at least until late 1916 
some saw it as an opportunity to continue and even heighten attacks of 
the secular Republic.

Towards political conflict

Given the anti- clerical policies of the Third Republic, religious and polit-
ical conflict were not mutually exclusive. In August 1916, the Mayor and 
Municipal Council of Anstaing addressed a twelve- page letter to the local 
curé, a copy of which was sent to the Préfet. The priest, M. Prussenac, 
had moved to the village from Lille’s Saint- Saveur parish in 1915 after 
the death of his predecessor.34 Since then, the municipality claimed, he 
had been making false ‘allegations against us and most of our electorate’. 
The angry letter listed the priest’s actions, interspersed with the phrase, 
‘We accuse you’, echoing the style of Émile Zola’s J’accuse. The authors 
accused the priest, among other things, of having said (in the pulpit or 
in the sacristy) that the socialists were the cause of the war, of telling a 
woman who paid for a mass for her son at the front that the son was not 
a practising Catholic and was therefore ‘yet another one who will not 
return’, of having said that God was getting revenge via the plague of 
war because the French became detached from him, of calling the war 
‘necessary’, of sullying the reputation of the municipality, and of stating 
that socialists were ‘thugs’. He attacked ‘Our deputies, our senators, all 
that is secular.’ The municipality outlined that it was fulfilling its duty 
during the occupation by providing food for the population and gener-
ally assuring its well- being, in an act of solidarity that helped everyone 
‘without bias’  –  contrary to the attitude of the curé. These socialists 
even highlighted how Prussenac’s predecessor was a ‘dignified priest’ 
who only preached religion, never mentioned politics and was well 
respected. The new curé, the authors argued, was going against the tenets 
of Christianity and ‘would be kicked out of the temple’ if Christ were to 
return. He was engaging in ‘an underhand war against us, without a care 
for our ruins, our distress’; he ‘sowed hatred and discord’ rather than 
focusing on the generosity and mercy. An attempt to show the priest the 
error of his ways extended into an assessment of human nature mixing 
politics and religion: ‘Theologians do not admit that human nature, in its 
essential qualities, is good; we socialists, we find the contrary, that man 
in his natural tendencies […] is generous, compassionate, loving, and 
that he is animated […] towards tenderness and sacrifice.’ The authors 
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claimed that if the priest continued to discuss politics and continued his 
ill- intentioned accusations, his faithful (who already reproached him 
for his attitude) would distance themselves from him. He could discuss 
the ‘Union Sacrée among all, peace, faith in the future’, but not politics. 
The authors ended by providing an example of the type of sermon he 
should be giving, emphasising equality for all, peace among nations and 
kindness instead of selfishness –  especially in the tragedy of war.35

The 1916 letter seems to have had no effect: Anstaing was one of the 
communes subject to detailed investigations in 1918– 19. The reason? 
The curé denounced the Mayor’s occupation behaviour to French author-
ities. He accused the Mayor of having denounced him to Germans for 
hiding photographic equipment, of having denounced his wine stash, 
and of generally being subservient to the occupiers.36 The Procureur de 
la République decided that there was not enough evidence to open judi-
cial proceedings against the now- former mayor, although it did seem 
like he had ‘acted reprehensibly’ during the occupation.37 Yet the final 
report by the Commissaire Spécial of Lille noted that the priest’s denun-
ciation was motivated by his previous ‘campaign’ against the munici-
pality and his anger at the 1916 letter. It was true that the Mayor had at 
times ‘become the instrument of the Kommandantur’ and ‘had given in 
too easily to [German] demands’. However, the Commissaire concluded 
that the Kommandant was ‘particularly brutal’ and the Mayor ‘suffered 
greatly during the occupation’  –  eventually being expelled from his 
home (which was pillaged), arrested for fifteen days and threatened 
with a knife by the Kommandant.38 Yet again the complexity of occupied 
life is laid bare:  individuals could be involved in misconduct but also 
suffer punishments from the Germans. Also laid bare is political tension 
during and after the occupation, although this is not the only example.

In January 1915, Député Inghels and the socialists of Tourcoing’s 
Municipal Council wrote separately to the Préfet. They complained that 
the Mayor, radical Gustave Dron, was ignoring the socialist minority’s 
suggestions to resolve the food- provisioning crisis by copying Roubaix’s 
Municipal Council and writing to the Kommandant to secure more flour. 
Instead, Tourquennois had to walk to Roubaix to get bread.39 Inghels 
suggested that Dron ignored any ideas that were not his own, refused 
to discuss proposals, and was ‘intransigent’; the ‘little manners of an 
angry mayor’ were starving the population. Furthermore, Inghels noted, 
the previous week Dron had overseen the distribution of flour but had 
excluded the cooperative ‘La solidarité’ because it was socialist: ‘everyone 
was sickened, even our adversaries’. The socialists had not complained 
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earlier, because unity was important, but had now reached the end of 
their tether:

We did not want and we still do not want that in the present sad 
circumstances, in the painful ordeal that we are going through, the shadow 
of a dispute between French citizens can appear or seem to appear, but 
unfortunately this situation can no longer continue. We are treated in an 
insolent and harsh fashion by a maniac whose pride goes too far and who 
believes that he can do anything, joining his boot with that of the Kaiser in 
order to crush us.40

The letter ended by asking the Préfet to intervene for the sake of the 
population.41 While there is an insinuation of genuinely anti- patriotic 
misconduct here, the dispute was more a disagreement about the role of 
mayors and municipal councillors during wartime, and Dron’s treatment 
of socialists.

Days later, in a second letter of complaint, the socialist municipal 
councillors explicitly accused the Mayor of breaching the Union Sacrée 
and abusing his power. The letter began:

On 3 August last year, i.e. at the very beginning of the hostilities that would 
go on to bathe our beautiful department of the Nord in blood, the muni-
cipal council of Tourcoing went to the Mairie saying that during the war 
political opinions should disappear and that it was entirely ready to put 
itself at the service of the Municipal Administration for whatever useful 
task; the latter took note of our declaration, but the Mayor took care to 
never call on the municipal council for anything.42

The Municipal Council agreed to meet three times a week to dis-
cuss issues affecting the town. Yet, on 4 December 1914, the Mayor 
refused to participate at such meetings; then on 22 January 1915 he 
ordered that no more meetings of the council would take place until 
further notice. The socialists ‘protested energetically’ against this deci-
sion and implored the Préfet to overturn it.43 Frustratingly, neither the 
Préfet’s response nor the nature of relations within the municipality 
of Tourcoing for the rest of the occupation are documented. However, 
Dron remained mayor and, despite the insinuations of the socialists, 
did not merely acquiesce to the Germans, as will be seen in Chapter 6. 
Despite this, the clash of January 1915 demonstrated both that the 
Municipal Council believed that unity was important during the 
occupation and that such unity was lacking in Tourcoing at this time. 
The source of disunity was a single individual, which was a common 
occurrence during the occupation.
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The political gets personal

The early occupation in particular saw conflict between key political per-
sonalities, notably municipal councillors, mayors and Préfet Trépont. 
These representatives disagreed on the best way to react to German 
orders from an official standpoint. Trépont’s unpublished war memoirs, 
seemingly written after his return to France in January 1916, prove useful 
in this regard. However, they also represent his attempt to justify his own 
actions in this period and comprise a response to accusations that he 
had not supported the defence of Lille during the invasion. A govern-
ment inquiry found the accusations to be false, and the attendant docu-
mentation, including Trépont’s diary, sheds yet more light on political 
infighting.44 Trépont was critical of what he perceived as any weakness 
in dealings with the Germans, whereas mayors tended to seek a modus 
vivendi while maintaining some opposition. In particular, Trépont 
attacked the Mayor of Lille, Delesalle, whom he disliked before the occu-
pation because of the events of spring 1914 and disagreements about the 
defence of Lille during the invasion. Delesalle’s election in April– May 
1914 was plagued by electoral fraud; he resigned, and was re- elected in 
July 1914, but Trépont viewed his position as illegitimate.45 The experi-
ence of occupation exacerbated Trépont’s criticism of Delesalle.

On 12 February 1915, Trépont wrote to the Minister of the Interior 
providing a summary of the occupation thus far. This was a day after 
his refusal to acquiesce to German demands and threats, and five days 
before the beginning of his imprisonment that would lead to his even-
tual deportation to Germany. Explaining how he guided municipalities, 
Trépont remarked that:

Without doubt some failures occurred. Certain mayors neglected to take 
my advice, or believed that they must neglect it. It is regrettable that M. the 
Mayor of Lille too frequently ignored the Representative of the French 
Government, and did not endeavour, as was his duty, to establish with my 
administration the community of views and the indispensable entente.

The danger of disunity was clear, and Delesalle incarnated this; yet the 
majority of mayors, Trépont noted, did demonstrate such unity. This 
letter did not mention the precise failures of Delesalle, but it is implied 
that he acquiesced too readily in providing the Germans with workers 
or lists of men of working age.46 A  diary written by an employee of the 
Prefecture, seemingly Trépont’s right- hand man and Secrétaire Général de 
la Préfecture, M. Borromée, similarly accuses Delesalle of such weaknesses 
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and of abandoning his duty.47 It is true that Delesalle avoided the harshest 
punishments during the occupation, such as deportation, causing historian 
Robert Vandenbussche to argue that he did give in too easily to German 
demands.48 However, I will demonstrate in Chapter 6 that Delesalle was no 
pushover for the Germans. In any case, whether we take Trépont’s criticisms 
at face value or consider Trépont himself to have been embroiled in clashes 
of personalities and politics, it is clear that political disunity existed here.

Naturally, tensions between key political figures continued throughout 
the war, often linked to accusations of misconduct and situations spe-
cific to the occupation. Personal attacks between local notables took 
on a symbolic, political significance. The Mayor of Loos (M. Potié) was 
involved in a series of disputes in 1916 and 1917, particularly with Acting 
Préfet Anjubault (previously Sous- Préfet d’Avesnes). From May to June 
1916, Potié corresponded and spoke in person with Anjubault regarding 
a loan of 240,000 francs from Lille for Loos,49 which had been voted by 
the municipality of Loos but which required prefectoral authorisation. 
Anjubault refused this because the demand was not accompanied by a 
separate, detailed financial breakdown, as he had outlined in a December 
1915 decree;50 actually, the demand did contain a breakdown, but not as 
a separate document, and it was not as comprehensive as the standard 
model.51 Potié wrote numerous letters to Anjubault to persuade him to 
authorise this loan, which was required to pay for, among other things, 
food provision, municipal salaries, occupation taxes and unemployment 
benefit. The tone of both men grew increasingly angry. Anjubault stated 
that ‘the representative of the French Government has better things to do 
than to engage in a polemic with the mayors of the occupied area’.52 Potié 
responded: ‘It’s not a polemic that divides us, but a question of respon-
sibility.’53 Anjubault eventually issued him a formal warning, refusing to 
respond to further letters.54 However, this was not the end of the conflict.

In July 1916, Potié clashed with a pharmacy worker in Lille regarding 
the distribution of medicine. Potié was interviewed by the Commissaire 
de Police of Loos but during the interview launched a scathing attack on 
Anjubault. He considered Anjubault to be avoiding his responsibilities, 
noted that everyone he spoke to said Anjubault was ‘not up to the task’ 
and refused to recognise Anjubault’s authority because he had not been 
appointed by the French Government. The Commissaire tried to explain 
to Potié ‘the extent to which the words he had spoken were imprudent 
and serious and above all incompatible with the current situation’, but 
Potié shouted over the Commissaire.55 The Mayor’s attitude had not 
changed when, the next month, he was reported to the police for having 
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stated, in front of numerous people in a café in Lille, that he had visited 
Anjubault, who had refused to see him. Potié told his audience:  ‘The 
Sous- Préfet did well not to see me, he must have sensed what was coming 
to him: I would have smashed my cane in his face.’56 While Anjubault’s 
position was legally questionable, and his actions regarding the loan for 
Loos could be seen as petty, most mayors and notables tried their best to 
work with him during the occupation; Potié’s reaction was exceptional. 
Yet Potié himself was not free from criticism: in March 1917, a clerk at 
the Mairie of Loos wrote a formal complaint about the attitude of the 
Mayor. The clerk was ‘disgusted at the way’ Potié was ‘fulfilling his man-
date’, including a scandal in which he had sold a cow at great profit to the 
local hospice, only to have it slaughtered and keep the meat for himself 
and his friends. The clerk underlined that ‘The actions of this man are so 
disgusting, [that] after the war, I would prefer to work as a road- mender 
than continue to be his clerk. I told him this, in any case, a few days ago, 
during a violent discussion I had with him.’57

Infighting involving a mixture of politics and personalities continued 
into the final year of the war. In February 1918, the Mayor of Toufflers, Paul 
Bont, exchanged stern words with Anjubault on the subject of how to spend 
local paper money. The Préfet’s letters are not preserved, but it seems that 
he was unwilling to offer advice on such spending. Bont’s letter extended 
to a criticism of ‘the administration’ (centralised, prefectoral guidance and 
regulations), seen as distinct from the acts of mayors who were:

crushed by the great weight of the occupation and the invasion, which 
the Administration resolves by feigning to ignore […] and which the 
public powers seem to have envisaged with a light heart, unless they have 
envisaged nothing at all! The mayors are well within their rights to formu-
late their judgements, shedding clear light on the facts and circumstances.

They would betray their populations, in sometimes not providing a 
faithful echo of the discontent provoked by certain vexations and the 
failure of the Administration.58

Bont attacked not only the perceived complacency of the Prefecture 
during the occupation but also the lack of governmental planning for 
invasion in 1914, and outlined his right to speak frankly. He certainly did 
so towards the end of the letter, maintaining that his commune would 
continue to attempt new solutions to administrative problems, because:

Our only satisfaction (for at present it is admitted that public gratitude is 
zero) is to obtain exceptional results, so that people can take inspiration 
from these. You see the contrast in mentalities. We see that a marching 
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troop needs an avant- garde; others prefer to see all their elements huddled 
together in a single mass with neither head nor tail; no particular incidents 
en route, so no fuss. It’s more administrative!59

It is unsurprising that relations between municipalities and the last rep-
resentative of centralised administration became strained, given that 
municipalities were faced with increasing financial struggles, problems of 
food supply, a feeling of impotence towards the occupiers, criticism from 
the wider population and generally overwhelming administrative work 
due to the ‘municipalisation of power’. The fact that from February 1915 
the Préfet had been named by the Germans, even if Anjubault was still 
legally a sous- préfet, further complicated matters. Like accusations of mis-
conduct concerning men in positions of authority, political disputes and 
clashes often involved both personal and systemic criticism. Nevertheless, 
both the Préfet and mayors explicitly or implicitly stated that they desired 
cooperation, unity and steadfastness in this time of need; and they were 
outraged when others, in their minds, were deliberately sabotaging 
this. Aiming for political unity and solidarity was an important part of 
occupied culture, but this aim was never entirely fulfilled. That said, the 
cases examined here were exceptional, and, in general, politics in occu-
pied France involved considerable cooperation even among those with 
contrasting political views, for the good of the population.

Social conflict

Previous chapters have already touched upon perceived differences in 
the experience of occupation according to social class: for instance, cer-
tain members of the bourgeoisie believed that in Roubaix the working 
class suffered less, in Lille mill workers displayed no sense of economy, 
and in Saint- Amand the working class ‘accommodated itself ’ with the 
Germans. Social tensions seem to have been strongest in the indus-
trial triangle of Lille- Roubaix- Tourcoing, where pre- war conflicts took 
on new meaning when compounded with the suffering of occupation. 
This meant that criticisms did not come exclusively from the middle 
class: repatriation testimony suggests that the working class was equally 
critical of bosses and the bourgeoisie by early 1917. A  summary of 
interviews with 472 rapatriés from Lille in April 1917 remarked that,

Between workers and bosses from Lille, the pre- war antagonism has lost 
nothing of its intensity. It is to be feared that after the hostilities there will 
be an explosion of troubles: the working class[,]  pushed by the misery and 

 

 

James E. Connolly - 9781526117816
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 03:03:04AM

via free access



The experience of occupation in the Nord, 1914–18

v 128 v

128

suffering that it has encountered[,] professes hatred towards the wealthy 
class which manages to use gold to buy provisions.60

Another summary of interviews with Lillois remarked that the ‘poor 
class, despite the assistance it is provided by municipality and private 
initiative, protests in general and often against public authorities and 
those who help them’.61

Mme Pollet, the owner of a large factory in Tourcoing that was forced 
to work for the Germans, in her repatriation interrogation felt that she 
‘had to signal a resurgence of the pre- war antagonism between bosses 
and workers; she attributes this animosity to the growing suffering that 
the working class has to bear’.62 The situation in Tourcoing so alarmed 
the authors of repatriation reports that one officer advised that after the 
eventual German evacuation of Tourcoing, ‘it will be prudent to assure 
order via an armed force[,]  if possible English[,] to avoid troubles and 
demonstrations. After a lull at the beginning of the war, which lasted 
for a good few months, the working class embittered by sufferings is 
beginning to again demonstrate hostile sentiments towards bosses.’ The 
author stated that the cause of this discontent was the privation and 
suffering endured in the harsh winter of 1916– 17, when workers used 
up all their money and still were not able to feed themselves or heat their 
homes, whereas the ‘rich’ could do so.63 Thus, the abandonment of social 
conflict at the beginning of the war did not endure and was particularly 
apparent from late 1916.

However, class conflict involved recriminations from above and below, 
and not all occupied French people were willing to let accusations slide. 
Criticism of industrialists and the middle class was so strong in late 1916 
that one individual (presumably a factory boss or other member of the 
bourgeoisie) produced a typewritten rebuttal. The document appears to be 
a tract or poster discussing events in Tourcoing, entitled ‘Some reflections’. 
It is a detailed, angry response to accusations against the rich, beginning:

The recent German poster on the subject of the right to requisition man-
power is causing a great emotion in town; people are saying:  ‘These 
measures always fall on the workers and the poor, the “rich” do not suffer 
from them.’

That is a false affirmation; for certain demagogues, all those who in one 
way or another receive benefits from the town are […] workers and poor. 
The others are ‘rich’ even though very few are in reality.

The author argued that workers were in fact the ‘last people to be affected 
by the occupation’  –  not materially, but regarding ‘life, liberty, home, 
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family’. It was people of means who had to lodge Germans, feed them, 
who were expelled from their home or taken as hostages. The Germans 
spoke to industrialists when they demanded work be carried out; it was 
these bosses who resisted such demands and who were deported in 1915. 
The author underlined that the Easter 1916 ‘deportations’ made no dis-
tinction between rich or poor. However, the text ended in a manner 
encouraging further division. It attacked the municipality for having 
provided the Germans with a list of unemployed people whom the 
Germans would use as labourers. Thus, the staff of the Mairie ‘delivered 
compatriots’ to the enemy:  ‘they knew their responsibility; they are 
trying to escape from it in seeking to divide yet again compatriots whom 
common suffering should unite’.64

Municipalities were perceived as stoking social divisions in other 
ways. Mayoral Adjunct Henri Thérin, a socialist, was made replacement 
Mayor of Roubaix in March 1915 after the arrest of Mayor and fellow 
socialist Jean- Baptiste Lebas. Thérin was attacked by one repatriated 
woman for misconduct and, implicitly, for his socialist values favouring 
attacks on the wealthy. Mme Prouvost stated that ‘The replacement 
mayor […] is greatly criticised; he is terrorised by the Germans and is 
completely in their pocket. He did not protest against the requisition of 
copper, alleging that the measure would only affect the rich class, the 
working and destitute class not possessing any.’65

The reality of class- based differences regarding occupied life is hard to 
judge, as the sources are often contradictory: some state that the middle 
class suffered the most,66 others the working class.67 Locals of all classes 
were affected by various hardships of occupation –  requisitions, forced 
labour, fines, deportation, unemployment, hunger –  although it is likely 
that those with recourse to greater finances could use money to circum-
vent some of these, at least temporarily. As the occupation continued, 
few people avoided some level of impoverishment and hunger, no matter 
what their social class. Yet it is clear that some locals believed that certain 
social groups suffered more or less than others, whatever the truth of the 
matter, and this fuelled a sense of disunity and conflict –  which also drew 
on pre- war tensions between workers and bosses.

Conclusions regarding disunity

The notion of the occupied population jettisoning all existing 
disagreements is problematic, as various pre- war conflicts continued 
among some sections of the population. The occupation also provided 
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fertile ground for new forms and expressions of disunity. However, evi-
dence for these forms of disunity is relatively scarce, and, while absence 
of proof is not proof of absence, the existence and importance of disunity 
should not be exaggerated. Many clergymen, politicians, administrators 
and members of the wider population did put aside differences, or at least 
public expressions of these, in the exceptional situation of the occupation. 
That not all did so is to be expected; this brief and suggestive outline of 
aspects of disunity here aims to adds nuance to our understanding of the 
occupation rather than undermine genuine forms of solidarity that existed. 
Notions of unity or solidarity –  of disparate groups of individuals coming 
together for a greater good, or acting in a certain manner –  are implicit 
throughout Part II. They also provide an important starting point for the 
next chapter, which examines French behaviours that further strained the 
local authorities and inter- French solidarity: acts of criminality.
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