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When Pictures Make Politics

Finding new symbols for tackling the German-French past

by Claire Demesmay and Klemens Kober

When German President Joachim Ganck took part in ceremonies marking the June 1944 mas-
sacre of French civilians by a Waffen SS company in Oradour-sur-Glane on September 3, 2013
he closed one of the last remaining gaps in the process of coming to terms with the German and
French past. If the substantial symbolic narrative associated with this history is for the most

part complete, the process of encouraging understanding requires continual cultivation. Mutually
emblematic gestures have been an essential part of the two states’ pragmatic rapprochement. A far
finer art, however, lies in continuing to create—and project—rthe right images.

The policy of rapprochement that has marked the
Franco-German relationship since shortly after the
end of World War II has always been accompanied
by a strongly symbolic iconography. Considered as
a whole, the well-known photographs of the major
encounters that took place along the way form
something of a postwar Franco-German photo
album. A pragmatic path was chosen to achieve
this reconciliation. Set against the background

of the twentieth-century’s pathos-laden history, it
showed awareness of the circumstances, problema-
tizing the open wounds rather than attempting to
conceal them. These well-documented meetings
between the countries’ major political leaders were
set at historical landmarks—including blood-
soaked battlefields—in order to provide positive
reinterpretation of painful memories associated
with places so deeply connected to war.

Perusing the pages of this album, one quickly real-
izes how great a distance both countries have come
in the past decades. At the same time, the album
testifies not only to the gradual process of normal-
ization of the bilateral relationship, but also to the
necessity of developing a new symbolism that cor-
responds to the era of post-reconciliation.!

Reinterpreting Places of
Remembrance

The first of the album’ well-known images date
back to 1962. That summer, Charles de Gaulle and
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Konrad Adenauer—the initial German-French
postwar duo—traveled together through France to
Reims. That historic city and site of royal corona-
tions had been severely damaged in both world
wars and remains highly emblematic of French his-
tory and German incursions. Here Adenauer was
formally received as a head of state and reviewed
the first joint military parade to take place since
1945 before attending a mass for peace in the cele-
brated cathedral at de Gaulle’s side. The gestures of
humility that marked this event would henceforth
form a constant in the history of Franco-German
rapprochement. At the same time, its staging illumi-
nated the different ways the two World Wars would
be addressed—with a sense of national identity
tied up with World War I on both sides, in contrast
to a more sober, rational approach to World War II.

In their respective resistance movements, Germans
as well as French citizens fought National Socialist
ideology, albeit in different ways and on differ-

ent scales. What is more, Nazi ideology has been
entirely discredited. It remains a part of German
identity only in the sense that it has been bluntly
and rigorously rejected. This chapter of common
history can therefore be approached pragmatically.
Conscious of the wider global and European con-
text in the period immediately after World War II,
statesmen acted accordingly. Like civil society
protagonists, many of whom were driven by ide-
alism, they too were realist enough to admit that
only small steps and careful confidence-building
measures could bring about the necessary recon-

9.10.2013 10:32



September 2013 | DGAPanalyse kompakt | N° 6

ciliation between the two peoples. Many steps of
approximation were to follow, for example the
much-touted Elysée Treaty, which did not gain

the symbolism associated with it today until the
1980s. Finally, in 2004, when Chancellor Gerhard
Schréder participated in the sixtieth anniversary of
the Allied landing at Normandy in the company of
a German resistance fighter, he abstained from lay-
ing a wreath at the cemetery for German soldiers,
where SS-soldiers are also buried. President
Jacques Chirac’s response to Schréder’s simple
statement—""We want peace”—was unequivocal:
“Mr. Chancellor, the French will not forget your
presence in Caen on June 6, 2004. Your words,

your vision will remain in our hearts.””

President Joachim Gauck’s visit to Oradour-sur-
Glane on September 3, 2013 provided additional
support to the mutual construct of coming to
terms with World War II. He is the first German
head of state to visit the small French village, a vil-
lage of enormous importance to France. On June
10, 1944, units of the Waffen SS murdered almost
all the inhabitants of the village in an act of repri-
sal for resistance activities. There had in fact already
been attempts at symbolic reconciliation as early as
1947, when thousands of young people from Ham-
burg volunteered to rebuild Oradour—but it was
still too eatly.’

Building on this, the recent visit by Gauck and
Hollande with the last survivors of the massacre
has now successfully transformed one of the last
theaters of war into a common site of commemo-
ration. The image is true to the Franco-German
iconographic tradition: a site of barbarism as a
backdrop; gestures full of reverence and dignity
on the part of both presidents; moving speeches
asking for forgiveness and calling for rejection of
ignorance. Thus did the handshake between Gauck
and Hollande serve to remind us of the meeting
between Kohl and Mitterand thirty years carlier

at Verdun. Especially moving was the presence

of a witness standing between the two heads of
state: 88-year-old Robert Hébras, who survived
the massacre as a young man and now led both
presidents through the village. In an attitude of
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respectful humility, President Gauck proclaimed:

“I bow my head before your victims.” To which
Hollande answered: “You represent the dignity of
today’s Germany. ... Your visit confirms that the
friendship between our two countries defies history
and serves as an example for the entire world.”*
Gauck’s circumspect role of intermediary, more-
over, helped the French come to terms with the
trauma of Oradour.

As far as World War II is concerned, the French-
German intellectual Alfred Grosser has expressed
his objection to the term “reconciliation,” which
he feels is only appropriate in the context of World
War I, a war in which two hostile nations fought
each other.” On both sides, many World War I
memorials, street names, and positive statements
about such controversial figures of national identi-
fication as Ferdinand Foch and Otto von Bismarck
show the extent to which the “Great War” is to
this day an integral part of both national identities.®
This remains an impediment to a conciliatory form
of common remembrance, which inevitably would
result in a partial deconstruction of those identities.

It was not until 1984 that the first symbolically
important rapprochement with a direct connection
to World War I took place. The image of Frangois
Mitterand and Helmut Kohl persisting, despite
relentless rain, to humbly shake hands in front of
the ossuary at Verdun furnishes a striking chapter
in the Franco-German album. It was at Verdun in
the year 843 that Charlemagne’s empire was divided
among his heirs. The apocalyptic battlefields

of World War I turned the site into a thorough
emblem of the “traditional enmity” between the
French and the Germans. Kohl had in fact wanted
to take part in the celebrations commemorating the
Allied landing at Normandy, but Mitterand declined
and suggested Verdun instead.

Finally, on November 11, 2009 Chancellor Angela
Merkel joined French President Nicolas Sarkozy in
marking Armistice Day, the peace of 1918, which
Schréder had still declined to take part in. Together
the two heads of state visited the Tomb of the
Unknown Soldier under the Arc de Triomphe in
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Paris and placed a wreath next to the eternal flame.
Sarkozy announced that he wished to rename the
date “German-French Reconciliation Day” (which
did not take place, since a “Franco-German Day”
already exists in the calendar: January 22), and the
French press declared unanimously that the war of
remembrance was over.” In contrast to the unglam-
orous, deeply sorrowful Volkstranertag in Germany
(the people’s day of mourning)—which has since
the 1950s inclusively commemorated not just those
who die in war but also those who die due to the
violence of an oppressive government—Armistice
Day in France is a major holiday that solemnly
honors soldiers who fell for France during World
War I (and only recently, in all wars generally).

Despite these iconic images of reconciliation, the
path to a communal memory that rests on the
desire to understand the other side without accusa-
tions of guilt remains far off. President Gauck’s
recent visit to Oradour may well have closed the
door on the matter of coming to terms with World
War 11, but World War I still awaits a similar treat-
ment. Apparently, this polarizing historical moment
continues to be too deeply anchored in the national
psyche on both sides for the Germans and the
French to be able to reach out to each other with
enough humility and respect. Next year’s centen-
nial of the start of the conflict could furnish ample
occasion for this.

An (almost) normal neighborhood

With each new picture in the Franco-German
album, the bilateral relationship comes a step
closer to being more natural and, as a consequence,
calmer. Over fifty years ago, when Adenauer

and de Gaulle attended that religious ceremony
together in Reims, a part of the left-leaning press
in France considered the form of the reception
and the choice of the site to be premature. Kohl
and Mitterand’s joint gesture at Verdun caused a
certain amount of agitation; the symbolic chat-
acter of this moment, too, would grow with time.
In contrast, it was unlikely that President Gauck’s
visit to Oradour-sur-Glane, no matter how mov-
ing his speech, would be at the center of much
controversy. The French media, unusually united
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in acknowledging the momentous character of the
occasion, showed deep appreciation of the ges-
tures made by both presidents. The daily Les Echos
wrote of a “moving and historic” meeting, while
the left-oriented newspaper Libération reported with
the headline “A German-French Communion.” In
Germany, too, where Oradour has been largely
unknown until now, the news coverage was particu-
larly full of praise.

This is because gestures of rapprochement have
meanwhile become largely a matter beyond debate.
Such pictures have in the course of time, moreover,
also lost some of their raw power; in the context
of today’s wide-reaching normalization of Franco-
German relations, they are only rarely considered
to be historical moments. Now;, as before, finding
the right tone is hard, but today the fine art of
staging gestures of reconciliation has less to do
with taking sensitivities into consideration than in
arousing any emotions at all.

One of the greatest—if not the greatest—suc-
cesses of Franco-German rapprochement in the
past decades has been the “objectification” of the
approach toward mutual awareness—the removal,
in other words, of prejudice and emotions from
this highly controversial terrain. Regularly con-
ducted surveys make it possible to infer the extent
to which this divide has been overcome in the past
fifty years. Just two years after the Elysée Treaty
was signed, when French citizens were presented
with ten nations to rank on a scale of likeability,
only 6 percent of those surveyed chose Germany
as the most likeable country, while 19 percent
considered it to be the least well-liked (the highest
percentage in the study).® Today Germany enjoys a
completely different image in France; a BBC survey
undertaken in May 2013 revealed that 82 percent of
the polled French participants had a positive view
of their neighboring country.” The fact that the
French do not apparently feel anti-German resent-
ment in connection with the European manage-
ment of the debt crisis—in marked contrast to the
feelings currently prevailing in certain southern EU
member countries—is also an expression of the
degree to which emotion and prejudice have been
removed from perception of Germany. Although
there have of course been a few instances of verbal
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abuse in French politics and media, these have in
fact found little resonance in society as a whole."

In addition to the many civilian programs for
exchange between the two countries, symbolic
gestures by high-ranking politicians have contrib-
uted to substituting an image of a trustworthy
partner for the old stereotype of the threatening
neighbor.!" Of course French perception of Get-
many still contains memories of the war and the
Nazi past—a memory that, appropriately enough
continues to be conveyed in schools through his-
tory books. If the past has not disappeared from
French consciousness entirely, however, the impor-
tance of such references should not be overesti-
mated. A recent survey conducted by the German
embassy in Paris showed that only 6 percent of
French respondents spontaneously associated Ger-
many with National Socialism, and only 5 percent
with World War II. Of the events associated with
Germany that are seen as particularly decisive, the
fall of the Berlin Wall and Reunification were at the
top of the list (32 percent of respondents). Memo-
ries of the war were relegated to second—if cer-
tainly not insignificant—yplace (for 18 percent of all
respondents and 30 percent of respondents under
the age of 35)."2

New symbols beyond the
battlefields

Even if the image of Germany across the Rhine

is now a largely positive and trusting one, it must
nonetheless be continually cultivated and reworked.
This process of building up trust has only become
possible in recent decades because German heads
of state and government have continually shown
humility and historical sensitivity in the course of
such encounters. This is as important for the future
as it has been in the past. In this regard, a continu-
ation of the Franco-German “family album” along
traditional lines remains of the utmost importance.
Alongside this well-functioning dramaturgy, how-
evet, the two countries now also have the task of
developing a new, common symbolism, one that
captures the spirit of “post-reconciliation” and, in
doing so, can serve younger generations as a basis
for identification.
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Overcoming the intense sense of pathos without
ignoring the past in the process is of course no
easy matter. The Germans and the French have a
difficult time giving up a symbolism of reconcilia-
tion that has been up until now fixed on common
battlefields, as shown for example by the estab-
lishment of the Franco-German brigade of 1989.
A volume on German and French history was
planned for the fortieth anniversary of the Elysée
Treaty (January 2003) and in fact appeared in 2000.
The book represents an effort to move away from
an emotional memorializing of the war experience
and toward an educational project with academic
credentials. In doing so, it was geared explicitly
toward schoolchildren. The development of this
three-volume set, which conveys a number of dif-
ferent perspectives on the past, presents the latest
struggle over memory in the minds of the people.
Howevet, the books do not seem to have found
their way into many German and French class-
rooms; nor did they receive prominent attention
in public discourse. As handsome and well-chosen
as symbols may be, their effect depends largely on
whether or not they are used. It remains to be seen
if the Germans and French will embrace their his-
tory book in the future.

Images of tandem visits abroad could also help
introduce a new dynamic into the iconography of
German-French relations. In countries like Ger-
many and France, the discourse of reconciliation
and rapprochement is often taken as a given. This
is far from the case in other parts of Europe and
the world. Particularly in countries currently expe-
riencing strained relations or conflicts with their
neighbors, the Franco-German experience can
only be perceived as projecting a positive, future-
oriented message. French and German citizens can,
in turn, learn much from this outside perspective:
by leaving familiar territory, they will become more
aware not only of the achievements of the past
but also of their responsibilities toward the future
of the EU. Pictures such as the one that showed
European ministers Michael Link and Thierry
Repentin on a visit to Croatia in May 2013 are far
too rare. Above all, one would like to see many
more photographs of heads of state and govern-
ment making joint appearances abroad. At any rate
there is no lack of destinations, whether in regions
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where Germany and France cultivate different
traditions—North Africa and the Middle East, for
example—or areas such as India and China, where
they may indeed be economic rivals.

Claire Demesmay is head of the Franco-German
relations program at the German Council on
Foreign Relations (DGAP); Klemens Kober is a
student at the Katholische Universitét Eichstatt-
Ingolstadt and at Sciences Po Rennes.
Translation: Miranda Robbins.
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