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There could hardly be a historical subject which yields itself to the Nationalistic viewpoint more readily than that of the French military in the era between the French Revolution and the Treaty of Versailles.  Authors John Hutchinson and Anthony D. Smith are of the opinion that, “After 1792 the French Revolution, with its tricolour, ‘Marseillaise’, assemblies, oaths, processions, fetes, and the like, began exporting its patriotic ideals all over Europe, and in this respect Napoleon’s conquests, and the strong reactions they provoked in England, Spain, Germany, Poland, and Russia, intensified and diffused the civic ideas of national autonomy, unity, and identity across Europe.”
  Thus, in what must have seemed to Napoleon a bitterly ironic twist, it was the first stirrings of foreign senses of “nationalism” and “patriotism” which rose against and ultimately defeated his own nationalistic endeavor, i.e. to make the national ideals of France common to all of Europe.  Despite his failure in this regard, there can be no denying the fact that the Napoleonic Conquests changed the face of European history, and furthermore, that this glorious Era has had a profound affect upon the “French National Myth” throughout history, from the 19th and 20th Centuries all the way down to the present day.


The European community of the early 1790s found itself deeply disturbed by the actions of Revolutionary France, and understandably so.  The old order had been forcibly removed from power in an endless flow of blood, wherein anarchy and chaos seemed to rule supreme.  A great terror had indeed inflicted France, one so violent and rampant that the French people held out no trust for one another.  As it stood, this disjointed “nation” was no threat to anyone but itself.  1792 changed all that, as that was the year when a combined Austria-Prussia force marched into the heart of France, hoping to end the bloodshed and restore some form of order.  This proved a grave miscalculation; the sight of an enemy army on French soil was all that was needed to unite the French people, thus making this Revolutionary nation more dangerous than ever before.  Within months, the stirring “Marseille” had been penned, French patriotism had been reawakened, and the former invaders were forced to beat a hasty retreat before the onslaught of a motivated Revolutionary army.


Apparently the Golden Rule had not been given proper emphasis within the new French educational curriculum, because only weeks after dispelling these foreign armies, the French became invaders themselves.  Naturally, this action was justified on an entirely faultless, highly nationalistic basis.  The children of the Revolution were most certainly not attempting to increase their own wealth and territory; they were instead attempting to spread the French virtues of Liberty, Freedom and Equality across the continent, all the while instilling freedom and (just for good measure) overthrowing the evils of serfdom.
  The countries being overrun were understandably upset, and their unification against the common threat of upstart France, combined with further revolutions and a financial collapse within Paris, spelled the end of this movement after only a few short years.


Just as it looked like the state of affairs in Europe would return to their pre-Revolutionary status quo, a hero arose who promised to once against unite the French people under one banner.  By the year 1795, the masses had become entirely untrusting of politicians; the stage was set for a military man to take command of the situation, as that was the only occupation still regarded as pure and patriotic.
  The man who leapt headfirst into this power void was named Napoleon Bonaparte, a persuasive and well-connected young General who had won early fame within Paris by successfully (if ruthlessly) dispatching a street mob that had been intent on overthrowing the government.  Only two years after this incident, Bonaparte’s fame had already increased to near-legendary proportions due to his brilliantly executed, unbelievably successful campaign in the north of Italy.  Sooner than anyone would have thought possible, Napoleon’s leadership had brought an entire nation under French control, and the general returned to Paris in 1797 as a conquering hero.

In the minds of the newly subjugated Italian people, of course, Bonaparte was at best an evil genius, at worst a villain of the highest order.  This opinion is entirely contradictory to what one would have imagined, given the highly humanitarian ideals of freedom and equality which the French people believed their young general to be spreading.  As Owen Connelly points out, however, “It seems significant that he made scant mention of the vaunted Revolutionary mission of the liberation of oppressed peoples from aristocratic regimes; instead, he appealed to the baser instincts of the men, like an Italian condottiere of old.”
  This truth would have been readily evident to any Parisian willing to look the matter in the face, but the minute that gold and prestige began to once again flow into the country, the French proved all too willing to turn a blind eye to such minor annoyances. While still under the influence of the glory such easy victory had bestowed upon the troubled city, many in Paris heedlessly suggested that now was the time for Bonaparte to rally the nation behind himself and strike out against England.  Napoleon, ever the showman, had another plan in mind.  Rather than destroying his reputation in what would have been sure defeat at the hands of the powerful British Navy, the general instead set out to conquer Egypt, a move designed to fire the French imagination by drawing parallels to none other than Alexander the Great.  In this regard, the Egyptian voyage proved a success.

In every other regard, however, the absurd scheme proved a spectacular failure.  When not dropping dead from heat exhaustion or a variety of Nile-borne plagues, Napoleon’s men were kept busy by the British Royal Navy, which took great joy in blowing French ships out of the water and harassing Napoleon’s land-borne army from the shorelines.  It was not long before Bonaparte realized his mistake; fortunately for the general, he soon received word that France was once again under attack, and thus it was that Napoleon was able to flee to Paris under the guise of a savior returning to rescue his flock, rather than that of a foolish, defeated young commander, crawling home with his tail between his legs.  Good fortune or not, the general soon proved that his reputation as military genius (if not exactly savior) was well justified.  In the year 1800, Napoleon again chose to echo history, this time by reenacting Hannibal’s crossing of the Alps in a brilliant strategic move that caught Italy entirely unawares.  For the second time, Napoleon had taken Italy, and for the second time, the victory was his seemingly in the blink of an eye.


As victories built upon victories, Napoleon began to further exert his influence, until before anyone knew it, he was the most powerful man in Europe.  All of France lay at his feet, and Prussia and Russia were so intimidated by his seeming invulnerability on the battlefield that they were coerced into treaties with the new European power, essentially isolating Great Britain.  Due to their supreme control of the open seas, France had to settle for a stalemate with its oldest rival in the following years.  Although it is true that Napoleon gave some thought to crossing the English channel and openly invading England, he never held out any real chance of success for the mission, and kept it up more as a distraction than anything else.
  If such an invasion had any hope at all, it was surely destroyed in 1805 at the devastating Battle of Trafalgar, where 33 French ships were lost without the sacrifice of a single ship on the side of the attacking British fleet.
  Despite this setback, Bonaparte’s dominance over land continued, as 1805 was also the year of the greatest French victory of the entire Napoleonic Era:  the Battle of Austerlitz.  At the end of a single day, a combined Austria-Russian force has lost 25,000 men, compared to fewer than 9,000 casualties on the side of the French.
  With this attack repelled, Napoleon had only to conquer Poland before he could be considered the master of all Europe.  In 1807 this final task was accomplished; in a mere decade, France had gone from being home to one of the most fractured and disjointed peoples in history to creating one of the largest empires that Europe had ever seen.  Immense pride over such an astounding accomplishment was a given; the fact that this sense of pride remains a part of the French national myth to this day could hardly be considered unexpected.


Unfortunately, one of the casualties of success was the loss of any of the earlier high-minded justifications of war.  Napoleon no longer pretended to be spreading “the French way of life” for the good of people everywhere; by the end of his reign, he was merely engaging in conquest for conquest’s sake.  As a result, the general was kept too busy putting down uprisings across the continent to actually enforce any of his major demands on his occupied territories.  In the year 1812, the French Grand Army was stretched so thin that it finally, inevitably, snapped.  That snap came as a result of a fruitless war of attrition on the empire’s far eastern (Spain, where over 260,000 French soldiers were lost over a 5 year period) and far western borders.  That latter was the ill-fated Russian invasion of 1812, where poor planning and a harsh winter lead to an incredible 210,000 casualties in only a year and a half.
  Sensing weakness at last, the formerly “allied” or “conquered” nations of Europe united to do away with the French menace once and for all.  For the second time in his prestigious career, Napoleon rushed back to Paris in time to organize a brief, but brilliant, defense of the capitol, yet this time it was simply not to be.  With no hope of victory, France gave in to the Allied demands, and Bonaparte was forced to leave the country.  Although his 1815 return to Paris has been much heralded, his defeat at Waterloo was, in fact, inevitable.  The true significance of Waterloo lies in Napoleon’s overwhelming popularity amongst his own people, regardless of the surety of defeat.  “He represented French glory, and the emotional attachment to him was enormous.”


Consequently, Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo was devastating not only emotionally, but also militarily.  The Allies not only occupied France for five years, but also made sure to keep its power in check for generations afterwards, in the fear that a second “Napoleon” would someday rise through the ranks, capturing the French imagination and once again leading the proud nation onward to conquest.  Finally, in the year 1870, it appeared that the next Napoleon had arrived.  Fittingly enough, it was Napoleon III who drove the nation forward into battle against Bismarck’s formidable Prussian force.  By all means, the Prussians should have been considered clear favorites in the war, as they had numbers on their side, and were well trained and battle-tested.  Even 55 years later, however, the French mystique left over from the Bonaparte era was difficult to overlook.  Until, that was, the first actual meeting of the opposing armies.  Hampered by poor training and terrible leadership, the French were utterly routed by Bismarck; for all intents and purposes, the war was over within mere weeks.  In May of 1871, a new era of French nationalism was ushered in, at the cost of 5 billion francs, German occupation, and Alsace and Lorraine.


Borne out of humiliating defeat, the new ideals of French nationalism are much more in keeping with what we associate to be the French thought of today.  The dreams of a second French empire died a painful death in 1870, as the embarrassing state of the French military made it apparent that their only hope of standing against the powerful new force of a united Germany lay in thinking defensively.  This thought process was first signaled in 1904, when France swallowed its pride in order to form a protective treaty with England, its most bitter enemy for centuries untold.  Further confirmation of the defensive strategy came in 1907, with the forming of the famous Triple Entente between France, Britain, and Russia.  As a result, only 7 years later all three of the powers were dragged into a Great War that none of them really wanted, but which they were well aware was unavoidable.


The Age of Napoleon was long over, and 1870 had proven that there would never again be a grand French empire.  Still, France saw the coming war as an excellent opportunity to avenge their earlier loss, most notably through the retaking of Alsace Lorraine.  In addition, there has never been anything like a full-blown war when it comes to stirring up feelings of patriotism and national pride.  As De Groot puts it, “The discontented, chief among them the workers, were diverted from their political goals by the aim of national resurgence.  Militant patriotism was an effective way to neutralize working-class discontent.”
  Motivated or not, however, the French were once again found to be largely unprepared for so violent a German strike.  Technically, it wasn’t until Hitler that the Germans would invent the “blitzkrieg,” but you certainly could have fooled 1914’s Europe.  Within weeks, Belgium had fallen and an overwhelmed French military was being forced to retreat well beyond its borders.  For the second war in a row, France found itself outmanned, outgunned, and out-trained by a German force, and so it is not surprising that the Germans were soon within miles of overrunning Paris, and thus effectively ending the war for mainland Europe.  Fortunately for the Allies, the French once again rallied around the flag in their most desperate hour, valiantly throwing everything they had into what became known as the Battle of the Marne.  This time it was the German’s turn to be overwhelmed by the violence of this desperate push, and by the end of the day the French had them on the run.


Despite all the early movement, WWI developed into the greatest stalemate the world had ever seen, with both the Allies and the Germans dug into trenches.  Although the death tolls quickly became staggering, this type of fighting does not lend itself well to heroics.  Nevertheless, the French military managed to earn itself the kind of glory not seen since Napoleon’s time, at the Battle of Verdun.  The largest German offensive of the war was successfully held back at this battle, allowing the Allies just enough time for the front lines to be refreshed with new troops just arriving from Britain.  The line held for two more years, until everything was nearly lost in the final German push of the summer of 1918.  For the third time in five years, the French stiffened on their home soil and beat back the invaders, which this time allowed for fresh reinforcements from America to arrive and turn the tide of battle.  Within months, the offensive had been countered, the Germans were on the run, and the pursing Allied force could finally be confident of victory.  That victory was made official with the Armistice of November 11th, 1918.


The Allies were the victors, and the French military were its heroes, having only bent, never broken, while bearing the full brunt of German aggression.  The people of France took great pride in this accomplishment, as well they should have, especially since one of major French national myths had been demonstrated yet again:  in times of great need (i.e. Paris being threatened), no one can stand against a motivated French force.  Overall, French pride over the Great War was on the same level as such grand victories as Austerlitz.  In the words of Michael Howard, “For France the wars and victories of the old monarchy were to be almost obliterated by the victories more directly associated with the French people.”
  Yet despite the honor and glory, there has rarely been any nation more physically and emotionally exhausted than France of 1918.  1.4 million young men had fallen in battle (a greater toll than any of the other powers), and the country’s industry had been largely ruined amongst the battle-scarred home soil of the Western front.  Given these circumstances, it is understandable that, when it came to the military, the French began thinking entirely defensively after this point in their nation’s history.  The French national myth reflects this militaristic paradigm shift to this very day.
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