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Introduction

In yet another iteration of the “banality of
evil,” (Bergen, 2000) this haunting image' captures
the grim collaboration between German and French
policemen as they deport Jewish families during the
Nazi occupation of France.

Figure 1: The Deportation of Jews from France

This stark reminder of one of France’s
darkest chapters raises profound questions about
memory, responsibility, and the narratives we choose
to remember—or forget. Of particular interest here is
how the collective processes of remembering and
forgetting are orchestrated and directed by political
institutions and state-based actors. In contemporary
France, the legacy of the Nazi occupation during
World War II (1940-1944) and the brutalities of the
Algerian War (1954-1962) remain deeply embedded
in the nation’s collective consciousness, yet also
disavowed - collective traumas were simultaneously
registered and repudiated. Hence, for many years, the
French government has attempted to obscure its
complicity in these atrocities, promoting narratives
that downplayed or refused tout court (outright) the
darker aspects of what transpired. However, the
rewriting of history as the repression of traumatic
memory rarely fully succeeds - following Freud’s
topology, “the return of the repressed” remains
forever smashed through personal and collective
defense mechanisms. Stated otherwise, these two
tragedies loomed silently in national memory, waiting
to be “heard,” “spoken,” and truly “exorcized.” It
took France many years, even decades, to start facing

! Figure 1

the uncomfortable truths about its past. Yet, while it
began to address these issues, it avoided fully
confronting them and often used biased political
language to discuss these national traumas without
truly engaging with them. This essay asserts that
French government initiatives have shaped modern
France's collective memory and identity to construct
a hegemonic narrative that may lend itself to
nation-building, potentially at the price of the truth.

The Nazi occupation

During the Nazi occupation of France, the
Vichy government collaborated with the Third Reich
and persecuted Jews. French police assisted in the
roundup and deportation of around 75,000 Jews, most
of whom were sent to concentration camps like
Auschwitz, where they were murdered and gassed
(Le bilan de la Shoah en France, n.d.). The Vel' d'Hiv
Roundup in 1942 was a notorious example, where
over 13,000 Jews were arrested in Paris alone (AIDH,
n.d.). Ever since the war, France has been grappling
with its role in these atrocities. At first, it only
punished those it deemed responsible (Cointet, n.d.).
Only much later did it come to accept its mistakes as
a united nation (Rousso, 1991; Paxton, 1972;
Gensburger, 2015).

The devastation of war left profound
wounds and lasting trauma on the French. Around
400,000 buildings were destroyed, and five times that
number was damaged. Industrial and agricultural
production was running at just 40% of what it had
been pre-war. The French population was sick and
starving: rationing would continue until 1949, and
two-thirds of children were suffering from rickets.
One child in 10 did not survive childbirth (Davis,
2015; Kyte, 1946). While citizens who participated in
the Resistance were celebrated and recognized, those
who embraced Vichy’s regime were punished: people
suspected of collaborating were executed by the
government, and women who had had relations with
German soldiers had their heads shaved. In the
middle of this chaos lay two conflicting forces: on the
one hand, Charles de Gaulle's desire to craft a
narrative of a triumphant, unified France emerging
from the shadows of occupation - a new Republic
that would defeat the specters of recent history. On
the other, the everyday experiences of French
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citizens, who struggled to reconcile their memories of
suffering, loss, and complicity. De Gaulle’s focus on
liberation overshadowed the darker aspects of the
war, as he sought to close the door on a painful past.
After France was liberated, De Gaulle allowed his
countrymen to witness the German surrender in an
attempt to put France “in a position to [...] go on”
(“this [...] allowed the French to evade what had
actually happened during the war—the abject
armistice with Hitler, the delivery of the deportees to
their persecutors, the entire black hole of Vichy from
which so little light escaped for so long”) (Gopnik,
2018; Jackson, 2018). This attitude of propping up
the good and ignoring the bad effectively misled the
population into subconsciously forgetting the
atrocities of its country, and it persisted for some
time. It was replicated by De Gaulle again when he
ran for president of the Fifth Republic in 1958, and
by Nicolas Sarkozy much later in 2007. But is this
truly enough of a reckoning, or does it shift the blame
onto those actors without addressing the deeper
source of the problems?

While some argue that France’s postwar
trials were significant steps toward accountability,
they fell short of a full reckoning. These trials, while
seen as efforts to bring justice, ultimately served to
scapegoat a few individuals, allowing France to
distance itself from its trauma. By focusing on
punishing a select group, the nation avoided
confronting the deeper, systemic issues and collective
responsibility that enabled the Vichy regime to thrive.
In doing so, France projected its trauma onto these
individuals, using these trials as a means of symbolic
purification and a form of catharsis, effectively
casting a handful of figures as the embodiment of
Vichy’s crimes while absolving broader society of
accountability.

The French disavowal of Vichy is systemic
and thus we must also examine how, during the
twenty-five years following the war, the French
government dismissed the horrors of the Nazi
deportation of Jews, choosing instead to focus on
narratives that absolved or minimized their own
complicity, such as the glorification of the Resistance
(Simons, 1995; Hershco, 2007). After the Second
World War came to a close, the French felt extreme
guilt and shame for having colluded with the Nazis

and were reluctant to confront this truth®. This denial
came to be known as Vichy Syndrome?; coined by
historian Henry Rousso, it depicts “an agonized
postwar France somehow attempting to reconcile
itself to its history” (Gordon, 1995). Indeed, when De
Gaulle became the first president of the Fifth
Republic in 1958, his narrative of “a nation unified
against the Nazi oppressor” was characterized by
Professor Nathan Bracher as containing “distortions
and lacunae”, and his account of French grandeur
was “highly selective” (Bracher, 2007, p. 54).
Nevertheless, he was a respected figure—and
rightfully so—he was, after all, considered a French
war hero—and thus received support from a sizable
majority. The resistance narrative prevailed, yet, there
was still a concerning silence around the Vichy
collaboration with the Nazis, especially when
compared to those surrounding the acts of the
Resistance.

The emphasis on the heroic hagiography of
the Resistance served as a convenient way to sidestep
the uncomfortable truths of the Vichy collaboration.
It was as if the government had decided that if it were
going to revisit this period, it should be done through
the lens of the Resistance’s valor, making it the
cornerstone of the collective consciousness.

Similarly, when former president Frangois
Mitterand was elected in 1981, he separated the
Vichy Regime from the French Republic. He refused
to apologize, claiming that “the Republic had nothing
to do with [the Vichy Regime]” and that France was
not responsible for any crimes committed (Simons,
1995). Moreover, he also refused to “make a formal
declaration of recognition” (Carrier, 2005). In an
interview with Jean-Pierre Elkabbach (Elkabbach,
1994), Mitterand doubled down on his position,
asserting that France would not present any apologies
(“La France n’a pas d’excuses a donner”). He even
attacked those who wanted an apology or recognition,

2 See more on German Collective Guilt after WWII):
Jaspers, Karl, and E. B. Ashton. The Question of
German Guilt. New York: Fordham University Press,
1965. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt13wzz9w.

3 Full Definition: Scullion, Rosemarie. 1999.
Unforgettable: History, Memory, and the Vichy
Syndrome. Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature
23 (1) p. 1. https://doi.org/10.4148/2334-4415.1452.
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saying that it was an excessive demand from people
who did not profoundly feel the honor of being
French. This hyperbolic response can be understood
as a defensive maneuver to protect the sanctity of
French Republican history. By framing calls for
acknowledgment as unpatriotic, Mitterrand deflected
scrutiny away from deeper questions about France’s
national identity and the Republic’s moral failings
during the Vichy era. His stance is also likely
influenced by his own controversial connections to
Vichy; a duality that raised persistent questions about
his loyalties and motivations. This personal history
may have made him particularly resistant to framing
Vichy’s actions as an integral part of French history,
as it risked implicating him and undermining his
legacy. By doing this, Mitterand implies that those
wanting an apology do not resonate with France, and
by the same token the actions of the Vichy Regime do
not align with France. However, no matter what he
claimed, Vichy would always be ingrained in the
history of the Republic, and denying this fact
demonstrates the extent to which politicians feel they
can choose what, or what not, to include in the story,
even though it had already happened. This is a
powerful quote from Mitterrand, as it truly depicts
the government’s grasp on the “story,” as he outright
denies the existence of real events.

Mitterand’s actions during the Vichy regime
are a very controversial subject, with many believing
that he was an ally to the government despite reports
of his resistance behavior. This suspicion lends
credence to the idea that his active rejection of Vichy
later in his career was not just a reflection of national
reconciliation efforts but also a strategic attempt to
distance himself from his own associations with the
regime. According to Franz-Olivier Giesbert,
Mitterand “came to Vichy to work™ (Frangois
Mitterrand, 1977, p. 43) and discovered letters
revealing that he qualified Pétain as “magnificent”,
comparing his face to “that of a marble statue” (Péan,
2014). Furthermore, to the outrage of the Jewish
community, he would often stop by Petain’s grave
and adorn it with flowers: on the 22nd of September,
1984; the 15th of June, 1986; and every 11th of
November from 1987 to 1992 (Rousso, 1990, p. 389).
This tradition only stopped after heavy protests from
the Jews (“Vie-publique.fr,” 2008), and Mitterand
explained that he was simply following what

previous presidents had done before (Editions du
Seuil, 2001, pp. 646—647). Finally, the straw that
broke the camel’s back involves Mitterand’s friend
René Bousquet. The latter was a general secretary of
the Vichy police and their friendship aroused many
questions: Lionel Jospin, former prime Minister of
France from 1997 to 2002, was perplexed by
“[Mitterand’s] continuing relationship into the 80s
with the likes of Bousquet who organized the mass
arrests of Jews” (“FRANCOIS MITTERRAND
Répondra Aux Questions,” 1994); Pierre Moscovici,
another French politician, was “shocked” by
Mitterand’s friendship with “someone [...]
instrumental in state antisemitism and the final
solution”, claiming that René Bousquet was “absolute
evil” (“FRANCOIS MITTERRAND Répondra Aux
Questions,” 1994). When put all together, there is a
solid case regarding Mitterand’s connections with the
Vichy regime, but we must also remember that these
are rumors and take them with a grain of salt.
Regardless, Mitterand’s trustworthiness is suspect,
adding a hovering question mark over his words.*

After a generation of presidents’ failed to
acknowledge France’s collusion with the Nazis, it
was finally former president Jacques Chirac who
broke this tradition when he was elected in 1995.
Chirac publicly recognized the role the nation played
in the oppression of Jews. He claimed that those dark
hours were an injury to France’s past and traditions
(“[ces heures noires] sont une injure a notre passé et a
nos traditions”) and that they will forever stain the
country’s history (“ces heures noires souillent a
jamais notre histoire”) (Allocution de M. Jacques
Chirac,” 1995). He then went on to give specifics,
detailing how 450 French policemen and gendarmes
complied with the Nazis to arrest nearly ten thousand
Jewish men, women, and children (Allocution de M.
Jacques Chirac,” 1995). Chirac condemns this
catastrophe, labeling it as irreparable (“[La France
accomplissait] l'irréparable”) and asserts that France
has failed to protect its people and instead delivered
them to their deaths (“Manquant a sa parole, [La

4 Rumors

3 For the purposes of this paper, we are focusing on
the discourse of De Gaulle and Mitterand as they
were the most engaged with the subject See
Hollande, Pompidou, and Valery D’Estaing for
further information.
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France] livrait ses protégés a leurs bourreaux™). The
country did not live up to its status of “terre d’acceuil
et d’asile” (land of welcome and asylum), instead
failing to defend those it vowed to protect.

Nevertheless, Chirac’s acknowledgment
marked a significant turning point in the national
consciousness. His public admission forced the
nation to confront its complicity and the moral
failures that accompanied it® At the time, newspapers
ranging from Le Monde to The New York Times
praised Chirac, noting that he “went well beyond the
positions of his predecessors” (Simons, 1995).
Renowned Nazi hunter Serge Klarsfeld hailed Chirac
for his “courage,” (“Chirac Admits France’s
Complicity,” 1995) while Henri Hajdenberg,
president of the Representative Council of Jewish
Institutions of France, described the moment as a
turning point: “It is, finally, looking the truth in the
face, lifting the veil” (“Chirac Admits France’s
Complicity,” 1995). Joseph Sitruk, the chief rabbi of
Paris, expressed that he was “fully satisfied” with the
statement, and Jean Kahn, president of the European
Jewish Congress, remarked that Jews, as well as all
those who fought the Nazis, “must have been
delighted to hear these words” (Simons, 1995). But,
going back to Sitruk’s words, can one truly be “fully
satisfied” with mere acknowledgment? Of course,
recognizing the darkness is the first step but the
larger historical and psychological question remains:
what does it mean to be fully satisfied in the face of
such profound historical wrongs? Still, by bringing
these dark chapters to light, Chirac initiated a broader
conversation about accountability, memory, and
justice, signaling a shift toward greater transparency
and responsibility. His speech not only challenged the
narrative of French innocence but also set the stage
for ongoing efforts to address the wrongs of the past,
making it a crucial step in the country’s journey
toward historical reconciliation.

While Chirac’s acknowledgment of France’s
complicity marked a turning point toward greater
transparency, subsequent leaders, like President

%It is important to note that academics were
discussing these things previous to Chirac’s
comments: see Robert Paxton (curiously enough, he
was the first historian to write about this topic even
though he is American)

Nicolas Sarkozy, continued to emphasize narratives
that celebrated the Resistance, often downplaying the
darker aspects of French collaboration with the Nazis.
At the inaugural commemoration in the Bois de
Boulogne, the newly elected president, following in
De Gaulle’s footsteps, wanted to acknowledge the
Resistance’s military and political triumph. To do so,
he decided to focus national attention on 35 resistants
who valiantly died fighting the Nazis, appointing
Max Gallo to deliver an eloquent speech (“These 35
heroes are our present. They show us the courage and
spirit of sacrifice of young people when they are
uplifted by the power of idealism and love for the
nation”) (Bracher, 2007). However—and this is
where Sarkozy’s approach differs from De
Gaulle’s—the resistants were not only promoted as a
symbol of heroism but also as a symbol of uniting
through diversity, putting differences aside to strive
for a greater good. All thirty-five resistants had
“differing social origins and political sensitivities”
but shared “a common goal: to make France free and
sovereign so that its people will control their own
destiny” (Bracher, 2007, p. 66). This powerful
assertion not only presented the Resistance as heroic
but also established it as a model of unity and
accepting diversity for the nation to follow’. Unlike
De Gaulle, Sarkozy was willing to recognize the
country’s faults. Gallo was quick to highlight the
collaboration between the French and Nazis: “There
were indeed French citizens willing to betray, torture,
and massacre (Bracher, 2007, p. 67). But, he refuses
to blame the entire French nation for these actions.
Instead, he believes that the true “soul of the nation”
is embodied by the young resistants who fought to
see Paris—described by de Gaulle as “violated and
broken”—eventually "liberated by itself” and “by its
people” (Bracher, 2007, p. 67).

While Sarkozy acknowledged the
collaboration between the French and the Nazis, he
refused to credit this collaboration to the entire
nation, instead selecting a few individuals who,
according to him, did not represent the state. This is
disingenuous, as it not only fails to exonerate the
French but also raises the question of how these “few

7 It is ironic to instrumentalize the Resistance in a
moment where French debates about French
multiculturalism are live and complex
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individuals” gained the necessary support to enable
such collaboration. As such, this recognition was
insufficient and should have been accompanied by
deeper, more comprehensive repentance. The
mention of the collusion with Germany was primarily
a clever trick to reinforce values of patriotism and
heroism throughout the nation. It almost undermines
this goal by depicting those who participated in the
collaboration as not truly representative of France,
instead emphasizing that the real embodiment of the
nation’s spirit were those who fought to liberate the
country. Yet it is undeniable that those who
participated in the collaboration were French. They
did not represent French values, such as liberty,
equality, and fraternity, but the reality remains: they
were French. This highlights a deeper issue—both
then and now, there is no clear consensus on what
France truly represents. The narrative of France is not
singular; it is complex, branched, and conflicting.

France’s collective memory of the Vichy
collaboration has evolved into an incomplete
reconciliation. While leaders like Jacques Chirac took
significant steps by acknowledging the nation’s
complicity, others have chosen to downplay or
reinterpret this history for political ends. These
selective narratives demonstrate the ongoing struggle
within France’s memory politics, oscillating between
unity and accountability. Still, Chirac’s
acknowledgment, though imperfect, marked a pivotal
moment, highlighting the importance of confronting
difficult truths. This evolving memory reflects the
unresolved tensions between the ideals of the French
Republic and the realities of its past.

The first step of authentic reconciliation
requires acknowledging the actions of those complicit
and the broader implications for the nation. France’s
reckoning with its collaboration during World War
Two demonstrates that acknowledgment, however
delayed or imperfect, is a vital foundation for
addressing historical injustices. Once this initial step
is taken, society can begin enacting meaningful
reforms, such as educational initiatives, policy
changes, and public discourse that address historical
injustices. The reckoning with collaboration revealed
the dangers of crafting selective narratives to avoid
uncomfortable truths. Future efforts must approach
these truths with transparency and accountability.

The question remains: what should this
“confrontation” look like?

The Algerian War

The Nazi collaboration was not the only
major event in French history that the country was
ashamed of and avoided for many years. The
Algerian War holds an equally shameful place in the
nation’s memory due to the numerous war crimes
committed by the French, as well as the controversy
that emerged from its aftermath and the moral
questions it raised about colonialism, violence, and
national identity. The war’s death toll is uncertain,
ranging from 400,000 to 1.5 million Algerians
(“Ombres et lumieres de la révolution algérienne,”
1982; FRANCE 24, 2012). The French committed
various war crimes, including rape, massacres of
innocent civilians, and torture. Dr. Kevin Shillington
reports that “more than 8,000 villages had been
destroyed in the fighting”, roughly “three million
people were displaced” and “one million Algerians
and some 10,000 colons lost their lives”. There were
“hundreds of thousands of instances of torture”
committed by the French (Vidal-Naquet, 2014, p.
118). Additionally, internment camps were also used
during the war (Bernardot, 2008) as well as after the
war to detain Harkis (Miller, 2013).

The trauma of the Algerian War extends
beyond the battlefield, seeping into the very fabric of
French society. For soldiers who served in Algeria,
the experience often left deep psychological scars, as
many were involved in or witnessed acts of brutality.
Bachir Hadjadj, a fighter in the National Liberation
Army, the military arm of the National Liberation
Front that fought for Algerian independence,
recounted how he felt extreme disgust: “I saw torture.
I heard how the soldiers treated villagers.
Surrounding them, raiding their villages, exposing
women’s genitals to see if they were shaved [...] I felt
resentment” (“Algerians and French Share Their
Stories,” 2022). Similarly, Serge Carel, a harki®,
commented on an act of revenge against innocent
villagers, which marked a moment of disillusionment

8 Algerians who fought alongside the French army
during the Algerian War of Independence, often
viewed as traitors by Algerian nationalists and
marginalized in post-war France.
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with the actions of his side: “That shocked me.” He
also conveyed the deep trauma and horror he endured
during the war, expressing his regret with the words:
“This period of time fills me with horror” (“Algerians
and French Share Their Stories,” 2022). Finally,
Jacques Massu, a former French general who served
during this time, expressed his remorse over the use
of torture. Revisiting these experiences was shameful
and challenging after the war, and the massive influx
of Algerian immigrants into France only deepened
the unresolved wounds of the past.

Moreover, the war aggravated tensions
within France, as the influx of Algerian immigrants
heightened social and cultural divisions. The number
of Algerians in France skyrocketed, going from
211,000 in 1954 to 350,000 in 1962 (“Algerian
Immigration into France,” n.d.). The Harkis were
subject to memory politics “on both sides of the
Mediterranean” (Sims, 2016): in Algeria, they were
vilified as traitors to the independence movement,
while in France, they were marginalized and largely
excluded from the dominant national narrative,
further entrenching their sense of alienation As
Benjamin Stora asserts, while France engaged in a
forty-year policy of deliberately forgetting about the
conflict, Algeria mythologized the war as part of the
nation-building process (Stora, 1991, p. 8). After the
conflict ended, they were left vulnerable to
retribution in Algeria, forcing them to seek refuge in
France. However, upon arrival, the Harkis were
marginalized. Their loyalty to France was met not
with gratitude but with neglect and ostracization, and
they struggled to integrate into French society. They
were confined to isolated, substandard camps, living
there for “weeks or months” while some remained
“over a decade” (Miller, 2013). Technically, the
Harkis were not prisoners, but they were treated and
viewed as such. During their time at the camps,
Harkis endured unhealthy living conditions,
segregation from the rest of society, military
oversight, and “reeducation” classes. These camps
effectively “fostered an exilic existence” and
“socially excluded them from French society”. The
government justified this treatment by claiming that
re-education would help Harkis adapt to life in
France by giving them “a more profound knowledge
of the French language and of [French] morals”
(Archives nationales [AN], 1965, p. 104). However,

this “reeducation” resembled a thinly veiled attempt
to impose assimilation while keeping them at arm’s
length from mainstream French society. The
government’s justification for this treatment
underscores a troubling hypocrisy, where the promise
of integration was coupled with actions that deepened
their exclusion and alienation. This treatment starkly
contradicts the very values of liberty, equality, and
fraternity that France claims to champion in its
national motto, highlighting the limitations of French
universalism. By perpetuating a system of exclusion
that denied the Harkis their rightful place in the
society they had served, it becomes evident that
France’s professed commitment to universal
principles has often been selective and exclusionary
rather than truly inclusive.

Despite facing significant adversity, the
Harkis persevered in their efforts to integrate into
French society. This persistent admiration for France,
despite the discrimination they faced, reflects the
effectiveness of the pro-French propaganda that
colonial Algerians were subjected to. As one Harki
child explained: “It’s true that France locked us up in
Harki camps, we did not go to school, we were
discriminated against everywhere, we were treated as
Arabs, but it’s France. It’s like a mother who hits her
children, but she’s nevertheless our mother and we
must pardon her and love her” (Zalamit, 2006). This
troubling statement reflects the deeply ingrained
colonial psyche, where the colonized internalize their
subjugation and view the colonial power as both
oppressors and protectors. The analogy of France as a
violent yet beloved mother underscores the
psychological dependency created by colonial
systems, where loyalty to the colonial power persists
despite systemic abuse. It reveals the extent to which
colonial structures distort relationships and identities,
fostering a sense of obligation to the very system that
marginalizes and dehumanizes its subjects. This
dynamic highlights the enduring emotional and
cultural scars of colonialism, which persist long after
political decolonization. Using various websites, the
Harkis also diffused an anti-colonial narrative to
describe the relationship between France and Algeria.
Such examples include statements like “Algeria was
a French creation” (Massi, 2006) and “the
falsification of history resides precisely in
considering Algeria as a sovereign and constituted
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power that was invaded and occupied by a colonial
power” (Khader, 2006). This mentality explained
their actions: “That is why the Harkis fought for
France. It was their country. It’s normal to fight for
your country against those we call ‘terrorists.”” (Zinc,
2008). This statement highlights a paradox within the
Harkis’ identity: while their rhetoric denies Algeria’s
historical sovereignty, it also reflects a need to
rationalize their alignment with France. By framing
their allegiance as “normal” and positioning Algerian
nationalists as “terrorists,” they inadvertently adopted
colonial narratives that justified French rule. This
internalization of colonial ideology not only shaped
their perspective but also served as a defense
mechanism, enabling them to reconcile their
marginalized status within both Algeria and France.

Shockingly, this attitude was also promoted
by the French government: on the 23rd of February,
2005, Law No. 2005-158 was passed by the National
Assembly, stating that schools should “acknowledge
in particular the positive role of the French presence
overseas, particularly in North Africa, and accord to
the history and sacrifices of combatants in the French
army originating from these territories the important
place to which they have a right” (Otto, 2013). This is
a clear example of how government legislation,
ordinary media, and popular culture can directly
influence the construction of historical narratives to
serve a particular political agenda. By presenting
colonialism as a benevolent and constructive force,
the atrocities committed during the war by the French
are downplayed and legitimized. This also indicates a
desire to “misinform” children of the next generation,
making them unaware of the country’s shady past,
effectively erasing and changing memory. France
avoids a critical confrontation with the darker aspects
of its colonial past, instead framing its narrative in
ways that obscure the suffering and resistance of the
Algerian people. This approach shifts the focus
toward a sanitized version of history that highlights
colonial “contributions” while sidelining its violent
realities. By selectively amplifying pro-colonial
ideologies, the state creates a narrative that hinders
the process of genuine historical reckoning and
reconciliation, perpetuating a distorted collective
memory.

The law sparked major controversy among
the population, and eventually, Chirac repealed it
(Lotem, 2016)), asserting that “writing history is the
business of historians: it should not be circumscribed
by laws” (“History Should Not Be Written by Law,”
2005). Chirac was also appalled when he found out
that torture was used during the war, and when he
was informed (Human Rights Watch, 2001) that
former general Paul Ausaresses claimed torture was
“efficient” and that his conscience was clear, he
ordered Aussaresses to be suspended from the Legion
of Honor and asked Defence Minister Alain Richard
to propose eventual disciplinary action (“Chirac
‘Horrified” by War Claims,” 2001). Chirac also
tasked historians to quickly shed light on the war
period, urging them to study archives made available
for the first time last month. Finally, Chirac also
made efforts to acknowledge the suffering and
sacrifices of the Harkis (“Chirac Hails Algerians
Who Fought for France,” 2001), such as organizing
public ceremonies like the 25 September 2001 Day of
National Recognition for the Harkis.

Chirac’s behavior, reflecting a commitment
to confronting uncomfortable truths and promoting
historical accuracy, was not shared by his successor
Sarkozy. The latter refused to apologize for colonial
misdeeds, vaguely stating that terrible crimes were
committed on both sides and did not elaborate further
(Agence France-Presse, 2007). He also argued that
leaders should focus on the future and not “beat their
breasts” (Reuters, 2007), maintaining that building a
constructive relationship required looking forward
rather than dwelling on the past—a stance that
echoed the selective memory politics of the Vichy
Syndrome debate, where the focus on unity often
overshadowed the darker truths of collaboration
(Aaron, 2007). When around 160 Algerian and
Moroccan politicians, lawyers, and human rights
advocates published a joint appeal for France to
acknowledge the “trauma caused by the colonization
of Algeria,” as an effort to heal ties, it was ignored
(Reuters, 2007). When Sarkozy planned to visit
Algeria, he was not welcomed with open arms.
Mohamed Said Abadou, an influential Algerian war
veterans’ leader was quoted saying the president was
not welcome until he apologized for the colonial past:
“Sarkozy is not welcome in Algeria [...] and we
won’t turn the page with France until we get an



SCHOLARLY
1| REVIEW

apology” (News24, 2007). To top it all off, Sarkozy’s
previous “Kéarcher” comments, in which he referred
to using a high-pressure cleaner to rid the Paris
suburbs of “scum” during the 2005 riots (“‘Nettoyer
au Karcher,”” 2022), further inflamed tensions and
reinforced the perception that he held deeply negative
views toward communities of North African descent,
including Algerians. His remarks were inflammatory
and derogatory, solidifying harmful stereotypes that
cast Algerian and other North African immigrants as
violent and unassimilable. The rift between these
communities and the French state was aggravated,
making reconciliation and integration increasingly
difficult.

When Frangois Hollande came into office in
2012, succeeding Sarkozy, the dominant narrative
was not altered. He did not formally apologize to the
Algerians, “[stopping] short of apologising for the
past,” but instead acknowledged France’s colonial
legacy by stating: “I recognize the suffering the
colonial system has inflicted” (“Francois Hollande
Acknowledges Algerian Suffering,” 2012). However,
while previous presidents remained silent about the
October Massacre, during which French police
violently suppressed peaceful Algerian protesters in
Paris, resulting in dozens of deaths, Hollande stood
out by addressing it; he was “the first high-ranking
official to own up to the tragedy, unnerving the
French right. Two months later, he doubled down
with his apologetic speech to the Algerian
Parliament” (Pecastaing 51), a stark contrast from the
silence maintained by previous presidents about the
1961 massacre of peaceful Algerian protesters. Yet, it
is important to remember that there was still no
apology, only an acknowledgment.

Additionally, similarly to Sarkozy, Hollande
advocated for turning the page and embarking on a
fresh start, asserting that this new beginning must be
“supported by a base,” which he defined as the truth:
“nothing is built in secretiveness, forgetting, denial”
(“Frangois Hollande Acknowledges Algerian
Suffering,” 2012). Yet Hollande's reluctance to offer
a formal apology suggests that his acknowledgment
of past traumas might have been more about creating
a reason to move on than a genuine effort to address
them. This reflects how memory, in such cases, often
becomes utilitarian—a tool employed to serve

political and social objectives rather than a sincere
reckoning with history. In this instance, memory
promotes closure or appeases public sentiment
without requiring meaningful accountability or
systemic change. The question, then, is not merely
about memory itself but how it is wielded, often as an
instrument to justify selective narratives or strategic
forgetting. While Hollande did recognize the
suffering inflicted by the colonial system, his
hesitation to provide a complete apology raises
questions about whether mere acknowledgment is
enough to overcome a legacy of secrecy and denial.
Indeed, Professor of Middle East Studies, Camille
Pecastaing comments on the long-term effectiveness
of this apology, claiming it remains questionable: “it
is not clear that, aside from their value as theater,
Hollande’s regrets will have measurable effect, one
way or the other.” Pecastaing compares his gesture,
seen as a one-off statement, to President Obama’s
2009 Cairo speech, which ultimately did little to
change the dynamics of Middle Eastern relations.
Hollande’s actions were viewed as unlikely to bridge
the rift between France and Algeria, with Pecastaing
suggesting that historical grievances may not
significantly influence current relations: “time passes
and the crimes of French colonialism do not reflect
on contemporary French society”. Acknowledgment
alone is insufficient. Without a formal apology,
France’s efforts to address its colonial past cannot be
considered a genuine attempt to turn the page.
Moving forward requires more than just recognition;
it demands a sincere apology.

Years later, with Emmanuel Macron running
for the presidency, there was still no apology. During
his 2017 election campaign, Macron condemned the
occupation of Algeria as a “crime against humanity”
and described French actions as “genuinely barbaric”
(“Macron Calls Colonialism a ‘Grave Mistake,””
2019). However, despite this strong denunciation, he
did not actually apologize, explicitly stating that there
would be “no repentance nor apologies.” While
denouncing past actions is a step forward, it is clear
that a genuine apology is necessary to address
historical grievances and move toward real
reconciliation. There has already been lots of
condemnation; more needs to be done now, and the
crucial step forward is offering formal apologies.
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This necessity for deeper accountability
continues to be highlighted, this time by recent
revelations. In a significant admission, President
Macron publicly acknowledged for the first time that
French soldiers were responsible for the torture and
murder of a prominent Algerian independence figure
and subsequently covered up his death (“Ali
Boumendjel: France Admits ‘Torture and Murder,””
2021). French authorities “previously claimed that he
had committed suicide while in detention, a lie that
his widow and other family members had
campaigned for years to see overturned” (Al Jazeera,
2021). Macron’s reluctance to discuss the issue until
he was pressured suggests an underlying tendency to
conceal such historical truths. This raises a critical
question: how many other stories remain untold,
obscured either by historical neglect or by the lack of
sufficient public pressure to compel political leaders
to confront and address them?

Conclusion

The Nazi Occupation and the Algerian War
leave France with deep dilemmas and they reveal the
complicated interplay between memory and identity
and justice. Some argue that silencing parts of
memory is necessary to encourage solidarity and ease
nation-building but this approach risks creating a
fragile foundation that is built on denial and
omission. France actively engages with its past to
show how it can wield memory in order to craft
narratives that zero in on national cohesion and also
overlook historical accountability.

To achieve true unity, we must address and
heal from suppressed trauma and embrace all
narratives rather than selectively choosing only some.
An engaged and truthful reckoning demands a
multidimensional approach that links
acknowledgment and reparative justice. We must
honor the victims of both the Nazi Occupation and
colonial violence and integrate marginalized histories
through educational reforms and provide reparations.
Reparations are a way to acknowledge the harm done
to affected communities actively and they also
represent a commitment to rebuilding trust with those
same communities. Germany’s reparations to
Holocaust survivors are shown to depict how such

actions can contribute to reconciliation and address
systemic injustices.

To foster an inclusive collective memory,
public spaces for dialogue must be created where
competing narratives can coexist and be critically
examined. Initiatives like truth commissions,
testimonial projects, or state-sponsored efforts can
provide platforms for acknowledging silenced voices
and confronting the complexities of both colonial and
wartime histories. By actively engaging with the past
rather than selectively forgetting it, France can
dismantle the selective narratives that have long
shaped its understanding of itself and foster a
collective identity that embraces accountability and
inclusivity.

Ultimately, embracing the truth must involve
using apology as a starting point for change, not as a
conclusion to close the doors of the past. Reparations,
education, and inclusive memorialization should
work together to confront historical injustices and
honor the diversity of experiences that constitute
France’s national story. This is not about diminishing
the country’s achievements but enriching its identity
by confronting contradictions—acknowledging that
strength lies in vulnerability and greatness in
humility. Such efforts are not only essential for
historical reconciliation but are also vital for shaping
a Republic that truly lives up to its principles of
liberty, equality, and fraternity. Only by listening to
the silenced, honoring the unspoken truths, and
committing to transparency and accountability can
France build a future grounded in justice and the
shared memories of all its citizens. This journey
demands moral courage and promises a national
identity that celebrates its diversity rather than
erasing it.
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