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‘Grenzlandschicksal’: Historical
Narratives of Regional Identity
and National Duty in ‘Gau
Oberrhein’, 1940-1944

Thomas Williams

‘With the defeat of France’, the Gauleiter of Baden, Robert Wagnefr, wrotr;.» tri-
umphantly to his regional party colleagues in December 1?40, our Heimat
[homeland] has finally ceased to be a borderland. Alsace is German once
more’.! Wagner had recently been appointed as the heac% of the adTnu}—
istration in annexed Alsace and given the task of overseeing tTle region’s
integration, in as short a time as possible, into the Germaz.l national com-
munity. The allocation of this task to the regional leadership of Baden was
no coincidence; situated directly across the Rhine from Alsace, Badel:l was
considered to share close ties with its neighbour in Ferms of Iace,_hlston-
cal development and regional culture. The incorporatl_on of Alsace 1nt9 the
Reich, it was hoped, could be best achieved through‘ sunultan.eous regional
integration within an ‘Alemannic’ cultural commgmty spanning t%le Up pe;
Rhine, and the limits of the new administrative unit u.nder Wagner's contro.
(for which the name ‘Gau Oberrhein’ was gradually 1r1tT0duced] were pur-
ported to reflect the ancient cultural boundaries of this single bran.ch of thg
German Volk. ‘Baden and Alsace’, Wagner concluded his lgtter, ‘this land. of
identical language and identical blood on the two banks of the UpPer mae
will, in future, be the strongest bulwark of the Greater German Reich in the
West.'2 Thus, while Wagner could rejoice that his narrow homeland of Baden
was no longer to suffer the fate of an exposed and threat'ened bgrderland, the
new Upper Rhine would still be characterized as a region by its role as the
defensive wall of the national community. . ‘

During the four-year annexation of Alsace, a wide-ranging programine
of cultural and historical propaganda was organized to prgnmte an Upper
Rhine regional identity and to demonstrate the }.nstoncal role of the
Alemannic ‘Grenzvolk’ (border population) as the military and cultural bull-
wark of the German Reich in a perpetual conflict against the Latin West, This
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chapter examines the National Socialist attempt to instil in the Alsatians
an understanding of past, present and future based on the inescapable
destiny of geography: the location of the Alemannic Upper Rhine at the
threatened and contested periphery of a German national space, In the
new ‘Gau Oberrhein’, it was claimed, regional history was not to be under-
stood as narrow provincialism but as the fate or destiny of the borderland:
Grenzlandschicksal.

Though drawing on the cultural, linguistic and historical definitions of
the national community which had characterized the German claim to the
territory of Alsace-Lorraine after the Franco-Prussian war, and firmly rooted
in the nineteenth-century myth of Franco-German hereditary conflict, the
representations of space and identity in National Socialist propaganda in
annexed Alsace can only be understood in the context of nationalist intel-
lectual developments in Germany after the First World War.3 In recent
years, innovative research has shed light on the development of theories
of contested national space and cultural boundaries in the interwar years
and, particularly, on the mobilization of academics in the attempt to lay
claim to western borderland territories and the identities of their popu-
lations: the phenomenon of ‘Westforschung’ (Western Research).* Focusing
on Franco-German cultural competition in the occupied Rhineland and the
Saar, meanwhile, other studies have demonstrated the importance attached
by contemporaries to the uses of historical commemorations and Heirnat
festivals in articulating claims to the historical identity of these contested
and threatened border regions.® The cultural-historical approach taken in
these studies has yet to be extended to wartime Alsace, despite the pri-
mary importance attached by the annexation regime to the promotion of
regional ‘historical education’ and its very clear political manipulation of the
notion of Heimat. After the concept of Heimat had been mobilized during the
period 1918-1940 by Alsatian regionalists in opposition to the centralizing
demands of the French state, the annexation years witnessed an attempt to
‘re-nationalize’ the understanding of Heimat in Alsace, while simultaneously,
through the portrayal of a united Upper Rhine homeland, undermining
Alsatian particularist claims which could be used to set Alsace apart from
the rest of Germany.

Borderland history and contested national space, 1918-1940

Opposition in Germany to the territorial provisions of the Versailles Treaty
brought about a shift of political and academic focus towards the German-
speaking populations on and beyond the new national boundaries. A num-
ber of national institutes were established to stake a German claim to
the lost or threatened border regions through historical, geographical and
ethnographical research, often grouped together under the broad title of
Raumforschung (spatial research).® In such research, a conceptual vocabulary
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was developed which combined ideas of national culture with those of
geopolitical space, producing notions such as Kulturraum (cultural space),
Kulturgrenzen (cultural boundaries) or Volks- und Kulturboden (national and
cultural territory).” Influenced, in particular, by the geopolitical research of
Karl Haushofer, academics such as Max Hildebert Boehm, director of the
Berlin Institute for Borderland and Foreign Research, wrote of the border
not as a linear barrier but as a zone (Grenzraum O Grenzland), claim-
ing that the character of the borderland population (Grenzvolk) had been
forged by the turbulent historical experiences of living in a contested space
(Grenzlandschicksal).®
In the West, a range of regionally-specific research institutes, most notably
the Institute for the Historical Geography of the Rhineland, founded at
Bonn University in 1920, were established to investigate and reinforce
claims to the Germanic identity of a variety of lost or seemingly threatened
borderlands.” The loss of Alsace-Lorraine to France, the internationalization
of the Saar basin and the inter-allied occupation of the Rhineland increased
the perception that these regions were exposed not only to military attack
but also to the supposedly destructive influence of French cultural impe-
rialism. Partly in response to French historical propaganda in the occupied
Rhineland, which attempted to use cultural and historical claims to the iden-
tity of the left bank of the Rhine to encourage its separation from the rest
of Germany, the study and commemoration of regional history and the pro-
motion of regional traditions were portrayed as part of a defensive struggle
against foreign influence, a struggle described as ‘Heimatdienst' (service of
the homeland) or ‘kulturelle Abwehrkampf' (cultural defensive stru ggle)."”
Though neither subject to an allied occupation like the Rhineland after
1918, nor internationalized like the Saar, the narrow south-western region of
Baden was seen by many to have suffered a similar ‘borderland fate’. Roughly
half the state fell within the fifty kilometre demilitarized zone imposed by
the Versailles Treaty, French troops occupied the bridgehead of Kehl across
the Rhine from Strasbourg, and the new national boundary on the Rhine
brought a need for profound economic re-adjustment.!! The unnatural divi-
sion of the Upper Rhine, claimed a report commissioned by the Baden state
government on the region’s ‘borderland distress’, had not only cut off the
economic lifeblood of the region but even inhibited cultural activity and cre-
ativity.!? The theory that the Upper Rhine was a natural cultural, geographic
and economic unit was developed most fully by the geographer Friedrich
Metz, who, in his influential 1925 study Die Oberrheinlande, claimed that the
division of the Upper Rhine plain was ‘a sin against the spirit of geography’
and that the only possible future for Alsace lay in the German ‘life comi-
munity’.”* Metz viewed regionally-focused academic research, including his
own, as a means of continuing the struggle against France, claiming that,
after Versailles, ‘the weapons of iron and steel have been replaced today by
those of the intellect.*
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. Alemannic history and culture were promoted in Baden during the
interwar years as a means of discrediting the new national boundary of the
Versailles Treaty. Cultural ties between Baden, Alsace and Switzerland would
be celebrated and promoted, from 1926 onwards, in an annual ‘Alemannic
Week’ in Freiburg, a series of lectures, concerts, small exhibitions of art and
handicrafts and theatre productions, coordinated by the ‘Badische Heimat'
organization and its chairman, Hermann Eris Busse.'® In 1931, Friedrich
Metz helped found the Alemannic Institute in Freiburg, an independent
research centre for the historical and cultural study of the cross-border
Alemannic cultural space.

While the organizers of the Alemannic Week and the members of the
Alemannic Institute initially avoided making direct statements about the
location of the national boundaries, the promotion of Heimat traditions
and regional history was ever more frequently referred to in the militaris-
tic terms of a defensive borderland struggle. After the National Socialists
came to power, the political implications of Alemannic regionalism would be
made more explicit. Just nine days after the appointment of Adolf Hitler as
chancellor, Freiburg’s mayor wrote of the need, in a forthcoming Alemannic
Wee}g to ‘emphasize the political interests...in a way that brings into view
tl}e importance of Freiburg as the defender of the border’.!S Many regional
historical societies in Baden soon followed suit. The annual report of the
‘Historical Association for Central Baden' for 1933 cited the claim by local-
born National Socialist government minister Otto Wacker that * “Here in
the border march of Baden we have the enormous task of being the pro-
tector and defender, shaper and awakener of the German being” ', adding
that ‘in this mission, the cultivation of Heimat history would be a valuable
help’ insofar as it would create men who ‘led back to the soil and to the
Volk, would love their Heimat and therefore defend it’.}” A 1936 study of
the Alemannic people claimed that they had ‘the inescapable and unceasing
duty, to be the defender of the South Western marches of the German Volk’
and that raised historical awareness was necessary ‘for the greatness of past
service to become quite visible, so that it can forge unity and instil a sense
of duty in future generations’.'®
' The rhetoric of Alemannic struggle was embraced by the National Social-
ist movement in southern Baden, with Franz Kerber, future mayor of
Freiburg, founding the regional party newspaper Der Alemanne in 1931.
In 1935, the Baden Nazi party held its first ‘Alemannic Cultural Convention’
(Alemannische Kulturtagung), similar in many respects to the Alemannic Week
but setting the region firmly within the National Socialist vision of a German
Volksgemeinschaft. The event was described as a manifestation of the com-
mitment of the Alemannic people to struggle ‘for its Alemannic Volkstum
(cultural identity), for its narrow Heimat and at the same time for the Reich
and the National Socialist idea’ and to act as ‘border guard and protector
of the German spirit, today as it has for very nearly 2000 years’.’ Shortly
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afterwards, an article in the Vilkischer Beobachter claimed that the entire
question of cultural activity in Baden had to be centred on the fact that
Baden was a borderland under constant threat from both French military
invasion and the equally destructive ‘ideas of western democracies’, citing
Gauleiter Robert Wagner's recent call to transform Baden into a ‘spiritual
fortress’.?

The mobilization of the regional past in the attempt to instil a sense of
duty and historic mission in the borderlands can be observed particularly
clearly in the regional activities of the Reich’s Labour Service. Labour Service
in Baden was portrayed in a 1935 brochure as means of ‘transmitting the
experience of the border marches’ to the ‘borderland youth’ and, in the pro-
cess, creating ‘spiritual armour plating on the border’.?! To reinforce the idea
of historic borderland struggle, almost every branch of the Labour Service in
Baden adopted the name of a local historical figure who had participated in
a broader struggle on the western frontier, ranging from Ariovistus, who had
led a Germanic army against the legions of Julius Caesar in 58 BC, to Albert
Leo Schlageter, whose ‘Alemannic defiance’ in opposing the French occupa-
tion of the Rhineland made him a hero ‘not only of the narrow Heimat but of
all Germany’.?2 These inspirational figures from the past, a souvenir brochure
of Labour Service explained, had defended their Upper Rhine homeland with
a consciousness of a greater struggle for the Reich as a whole, insisting that
‘whoever imbibes deeply the image of the homeland, whoever has history,
in all its tragedy and all its greatness, forever in his mind, will not fail to
understand the task at hand’.® .

After 1940, the raising of a similar kind of borderland consciousness in
Alsace was seen by the Gau authorities as one of the most important tasks
of the new regime. An extensive campaign of cultural and historical propa-
ganda promoted precisely the ideas of boundaries, cultural space, national
consciousness, struggle, duty, fate and destiny that had developed in the
western regions of Germany after Versailles. Propaganda in Alsace did not
simply assert the claim that Alsace was culturally or historically Germgn,
but rather attempted to promote an Alemannic regional identity and raise
awareness of the historical destiny of the Alemannic people in the perpetual
struggle for the Reich’s western frontier.

Heimat, Oberrhein, Fatherland: promoting historical
spaces of identification in annexed Alsace

The political construction of Gau Oberrhein in the summer of 1940 was
accompanied by an attempt to present the Upper Rhine as an ancient his-
torical and cultural region, which, reunited after the defeat of France, could
finally fulfil its true potential. In this frequently repeated claim, the annex-
ation of Alsace was justified by the abstract notion that the political unity
of the Upper Rhine allowed for the natural force (Kraft) of the region to
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be unleashed, whether in economic, political, military or artistic terms.
In 1940, Hermann Eris Busse, founder of the Alemannic Week, wrote of
the historical fate that had tied Alsace to Baden across the centuries: ‘when
Germany's leadership was weak, the Alsatian paid the penance with war and
foreign domination; when Germany was strong, it [the region; T.W.] blos-
somed as a Gau on the Oberrhein.’** The Gau on the Oberrhein had recently
become a political reality, an occasion which Busse had marked by officially
renaming his Badische Heimat organization ‘Oberrheinische Heimat' and
dedicating the 1940 volume of its periodical, similarly renamed, to Alsatian
history and Alsace-Baden relations. Writing to local branches of the National
Socialist administration in Alsace early in 1941, the Oberrheinische Heimat
editorial committee expressed its hope that this volume would contribute
to the work of Robert Wagner in ensuring ‘that the entire Upper Rhine
space (Baden-Alsace) would soon develop into a strong, never again to be
separated, cultural-politically bounded, Heimat-conscious unit within the
Greater German Reich’.*®

The Gau authorities and party organizations attempted to encourage
Alsatians to identify with a broader Upper Rhine space through cul-
tural events such as the ‘Upper Rhine Culture Days’, a series of concerts,
film screenings and theatre performances (held in Strasbourg from 14 to
19 November 1940) and the annual ‘Upper Rhine Art Exhibitions’.*® After
four years of National Socialist rule, the brochure to the 1944 art exhibition
claimed, the unity of the Upper Rhine was already bearing fruit; the paint-
ings on display were not only ‘rooted in the experience of national struggle’
but evidence of the ‘creative power of a space which had been torn asunder
for centuries by an unnatural state frontier’.?” The argument for the destruc-
tive influence of the unnatural division of the Upper Rhine was put forward
in grandest style by the exhibition ‘German Economic Power: Reconstruc-
tion on the Upper Rhine’, an event which attracted 500,000 visitors when
open in Strasbourg from 29 August to 21 September 1941.%® In the exhibi-
tion guide, the Minister of Finance for Baden, Walter K&hler, assured visitors
that, while the Versailles boundary had brought great economic misfortune
and shown both Baden and Alsace ‘the harsh reality of what it meant to be
a borderland’, the amalgamation of the regions would ‘rapidly heal these
wounds and usher in a period of great economic flowering in the south-west
corner of the Reich’.? The exhibition also presented the case for the natural
cultural unity of the Upper Rhine, using exhibits of traditional handicrafts
and needlework in an attempt to demonstrate that ‘one people, one blood
and one culture’ inhabited the two banks of the Upper Rhine.*

Regular articles in the regional press, along with a number of specialist
publications, attempted to present the visual similarities between certain
features of regional heritage in Alsace and Baden as irrefutable proof of the
cultural unity of the Upper Rhine.*! Similarly, the images chosen to promote
the ‘Gau Street Collection’ and the ‘"Winter Help’ charity collection drives
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almost invariably employed these traditional elements. Images which had so
often been used as depictions of Alsatian regionalism were thus rebranded
as evidence of Upper Rhine unity. For example, the 1941 poster for the
'Gau Street Collection’ depicted, against the background of a map of Gau
Oberrhein, two women in regional costume — one from Alsace, one from
Baden — reaching their hands out to each other across the Rhine. Around
them, the coats of arms of three Alsatian towns and three Baden towns were
shown.*? By relying frequently on the juxtaposition of similar, though not
identical, regional images to support the idea of Upper Rhine unity, atten-
tion was also drawn to the degree of difference between the two sides of the
Rhine. In order for the intended messages of such images to be communi-
cated, textual explanations often proved necessary. When badges depicting
traditional buildings from the two sides of the Upper Rhine were sold for the
‘Gau Street Collection’ of January 1942, for example, newspaper advertise-
ments explained to readers that ‘the emblems of the “Gau Street Collection”
are symbols of common Volkstum, common history and common destiny
on the Upper Rhine’.** Messages of historical struggle, a key component of
official discourse on the symbols of the Heimat, were even less easily com-
municated in the classic images of regional heritage. The Strasbourg press
had to explain that miniature replicas of municipal coats of arms, sold for
the January 1941 collection drive for the ‘Winter Help’, ‘bear witness to the
history of landscape and to the struggle for the Germanness of the Upper
Rhine’.*

In the official pronouncements of the regime, Alsatian regionalism was
firmly situated within a national framework, and the protection and cultiva-
tion of Alsatian costumes, folk traditions and regional dialect were presented
as part of a perpetual struggle to protect national cultural space. In a
party rally on 20 October 1940, Robert Wagner congratulated the Alsatian
people for their untiring defence of German Volkstum against French incur-
sions. Their historical struggle, he proclaimed, had meant that ‘the German
language, German spiritual life and the German soul...could not be extin-
guished from the consciousness of the Volk’, a fact which ‘today makes
work easy for all of us in Alsace’.*® In an article on ‘the defensive force of
the Alemannic people’, government minister Wilhelm Frick claimed that,
‘threatened again and again by foreign influence, the Alsatian had with-
drawn to the family, the commune and to the narrow Alsatian Heimat’
and that regional dialect, in times of French rule, had acted as a ‘protec-
tive wall’.% Andreas Hohlfeld, a historian who played a prominent role in
the organization of historical education in annexed Alsace, developed this
argument, connecting any introspective regionalism in Alsace to a feeling
of abandonment by the Reich. When the Reich was weak, he wrote, ‘the
German of the borderland looked over, full of hurt, at the Reich which, in
its adversity, had abandoned him to his fate; he searched in the Heimat for
the strength that that he no longer found in the Reich.”’
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In the weeks following the defeat of France, a number of key figures in
tht‘:’ interwar Alsatian regionalist movement, motivated by varying degrees
of ideological conviction and political expediency, declared their support for
the new regime.* While the complex relationship between interwar Alsatian
‘z.iutc.mornists’ and the Nazi regime cannot be discussed in detail here, it is
significant that those prominent figures who did rally to the regime ;Ilade
a clear attempt to portray the interwar regionalist movement as part of an
eternal struggle at the western edge of a German national space. Taking up a
similar theme to Andreas Hohlfeld, Paul Schall, a prominent member of the
autonomist Landespartei who was later appointed to the position of Kreisleiter
of Strasbourg, wrote to his Alsatian compatriots shortly after the annexation

arguing that, in future, the Reich could replace the narrow Heimat as the
primary space of identification:

From the Heimat we have come to the Fatherland! Everything which in
past years bound us to our Heirnat ... now extends outwards into National

Socialist feeling and thought and unites us with all Germans of the
Reich.¥

Robert Ernst, a prominent figure in the interwar regionalist movement in

exile, appointed as an advisor to the Gau regime in 1940 and later mayor of
Strasbourg, made a similar claim:

Through their struggle to protect their German character and their Heimat
against intolerant French cultural imperialism .. the people of Alsace and
Lorraine were also playing their part in the great work of German free-
dom and unity. The difficult sacrifices made in this struggle were Alsatian
contributions to the construction of the Reich of Adolf Hitler.*°

The leader of the interwar autonomist Landespartei, Karl Roos, who had been
found guilty of treason and espionage by a French court and executed in
February 1940, was transformed into a martyr within precisely this regional-
national frammework. Roos was presented as a model of heroic self-sacrifice for
both the narrow Alsatian Heirmat and the nation as a whole, to be considered
on a par with Baden's hero Albert Leo Schlageter.’ On 19 June 1941, the
anniversary of the 1940 ‘liberation’ of Strasbourg, the body of Karl Roos’ was
transported back to Alsace from France amid great pomp and ceremony.*
On this day, in a grand tribute on the front page of the Strasbourg press

l?is party colleague Paul Schall claimed that, even if Roos had given his lifé
for his Heimat, it was Greater Germany which was welcoming him home.*?
Evoking the memory of Karl Roos and the ‘countless martyrs’ who had given
their ?ives in the struggle for ‘German Volksturm’, Robert Wagner proclaimed
that, in the new Upper Rhine, there would no longer be any contradiction
between Alsatian regionalism and German national identity.*
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2000 years of struggle on the Rhine’:
borderland consciousness and war mobilization

Despite claiming that the Alsatians had, for centuries, consciously defended
Alsace’s German heritage against French cultural imperialism, the Gau
authorities also identified a pressing need for ‘historical re-education’ and
frequently spoke of a lamentable lack of public awareness about the German
past in Alsace.” In order to combat the effects of decades of ‘French myth-
making’, the year 1942 was officially designated as a ‘year of historical
education in Alsace’. A propaganda report of December 1941, after outlin-
ing the range of initiatives for the year, underlined the importance which
the Gau propaganda division attached to the task of historical re-education,
claiming that raised public consciousness of ‘the true historical develop-
ments' was ‘the prerequisite for the complete integration of Alsace into
the National Socialist German Volksgemeinschaft'** The messages of the
‘year of historical education” were firmly set in the historical framework of
borderland struggle. The same report identified the need to emphasize that
‘Alsace was always the heartland and the protective wall of the Reich’ and
that ‘an unbroken series of the best Alsatian personalities had stood against
France on the side of the Reich.’¥’ Guidelines for one commemoration, sent
to every mayor in Alsace, emphasized the connection between historical
awareness and a sense of duty in the present, calling on the Alsatians to
‘be aware of their great German past at all times, to follow without hesita-
tion the example of those men who, ready for action, acted and fought for
the Reich, to obey the call of blood and duty in the current struggle and to
work and to struggle with all their strength for victory’.*®

The year of 1942 saw the fortuitous coincidence of two anniversaries,
both of which could be used to lay claim to the ‘original’ spatial bound-
aries of Franco-German perpetual conflict. The 2000th anniversary of a battle
between the Germanic armies of Ariovistus and Julius Caesar's legions, near
present-day Mulhouse in 58 BC, was used to demonstrate the ‘original’ pres-
ence of Germanic tribes on the left bank of the Rhine and to argue that, for
2000 years, Germans had been defending Alsace from the Latin West.** Even
though the Romans were victorious, it was argued, the vanquished Germans
nonetheless began to settle the land: a direct challenge to a French nation-
alist claim that the Rhine represented a barrier between peoples, nations or
races.®® The second large commemorative event, the 1100th anniversary of
the Strasbourg Oath, was equally used to lay claim to the ‘original’ bound-
aries of the French and German worlds. This pact between Louis the German
and Charles the Bald, two of Charlemagne’s warring successors, was swormn in
842 in early versions of French and German and was considered as a found-
ing moment in the linguistic division of the Carolingian Empire and the
birth of the French and German nations. A propaganda report circulated to
all district administrators described the oath as ‘the first historical witness
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to the national division between Germans and French, from which all the
political struggles for power in the west had ensued’.’® Andreas Hohlfeld
argued that the Strasbourg Oath also proved unambiguously ‘that the Upper
Rhine belonged to the German national and linguistic community’.%

On 19 June 1942, the second anniversary of the German ‘liberation’ of
Strasbourg, an exhibition entitled ‘2000 Years of Struggle on the Rhine’
opened at the Schiffmatt exhibition ground in Strasbourg. After laying claim
to the original boundaries of the German world in 58 BC, the exhibition
presented Alsatian history through the lens of permanent Franco-German
conflict, ending with the martyrdom of Karl Roos and the glorious (and
final) return of Alsace to Germany in 1940.5* All French influence in Alsace
was presented as a brutal attempt to stamp out the heritage and traditions of
the Germanic Alsatians,

The historian Alfred Rapp, whose 1937 work Deutsche Geschichte am
Oberrhein had presented the history of the two banks of the Upper Rhine
within the framework of a single historical space, was commissioned to pro-
duce a brochure for the exhibition, entitled Alsace: Heartland and Protective
Wall of the Reich.>* Although the intended messages of the exhibition are
Flear in the text of the brochure, it is difficult to assess how effectively these
ideas were conveyed to the average exhibition-goer. In fact, as Hans-Ulrich
Thamer has commented with regard to earlier National Socialist exhibitions,
it is a matter of some doubt whether the familiar historical artefacts put
on display in a historical exhibition of this kind could be used successfully
to convey the complex and often somewhat abstract messages of regional-
national space and eternal conflict to the public.®® Alfred Rapp identified
precisely this problem in a report to the Gau propaganda department. The
patticular difficulty of finding suitable visual material for the brochure from
among the exhibits of the exhibition, he wrote, was that ‘very little was to
hand which treated the themes directly’ and that he would, instead, have
to resort instead to ‘indirect illustrations, i.e. images which have no direct
political character in themselves but which convey a general impression of a
particular period’.*® Even though reviews of the brochure would claim, quite
to the contrary, that the historical documents ‘spoke for themselves’, it is
clear that the presentation of any ideas of borderland identity and perpetual
conflict depended heavily on the text of the brochure.’” This being the case,
it should be recognized that the majority of those who attended the exhibi-
tion would have been unlikely to have seen the exhibition brochure at all.
While a daily average of almost 4000 visitors were passing through the exhi-
bition, only around 15 copies of Rapp’s brochure were sold each day: roughly
one copy for every 200-300 visitors.®® It might be safely assumed, never-
theless, that those who attended the exhibition would have left it aware,
at least, of the most basic arguments of the ‘year of historical education’:
Alsace should be viewed as historically German and that its history could be
summed up by the title ‘2000 Years of Struggle on the Rhine’.
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The messages of the ‘year of historical education’ were supposed to pene-
trate every level of Alsatian society. An Alsace-wide essay competition invited
high school students to answer questions on regional history and heritage,
all encapsulating the issues of hereditary conflict and the historical role of
the western borderland. Questions required, for example, a discussion of the
history of the western frontier from the Strasbourg Oath to the present,
an outline of the ‘great tasks’ in the history of Alsace ‘in Roman times,
under French rule, and in the present’ and a treatment of the theme ‘the
Alemannic people as defenders of German unity and culture on the Reich’s
south-western boundary’. The competition, according to its organizers, was
intended to ‘raise historical consciousness not just in school but also among
parents at home'.*

These messages of historical consciousness, perpetual conflict and national
duty would become especially pertinent when on 25 August 1942, 24 houts
after being granted German citizenship, young Alsatian men were con-
scripted into the Wehrmacht and Waffen $$.% In propaganda which targeted
Alsatian troops, an appeal was frequently made to the history of local anti-
French struggles and to the historic duty of the borderland population.
Almost every issue of the Alsatian Soldiers” Newspaper: Letter from the Home-
land on the Upper Rhine contained a historical article about Alsace’s ‘eternal’
struggle against French rule, including ‘“The valley of Miinster in the strug-
gle against the French oppressors’, “The pillage of Strasbourg in 1681’ and
the story of ‘Andreas Ulrich: a fighter for Alsatian Volkstum at the time of the
French Revolution’.®! The same messages of perpetual conflict against the
French and the duty of Alsace to protect the Reich in the west were present
in the exhibition ‘Eternal Infantry’ which opened in Strasbourg in Febru-
ary 1944, and in an army museum which opened in Strasbourg in May of
that year.®

The constant repetition of arguments about hereditary conflict with
France and the defence of the Reich in the west seemed, however, to miss
a crucial issue relating to the present situation: the war to which the vast
maijority of soldiers from Alsace were sent was not being fought locally at
all, nor against France, but far away on the Eastern front. The conflict in the
Fast was somewhat awkwardly tacked on to the end of a dominant narrative
of perpetual conflict over national space in the west, a problem visible, for
example, in the fact that, when the army museum opened in Strasbourg,
it had a permanent exhibition dedicated to Alsace’s eternal struggle against
invasion from the west while, in a room for temporary exhibitions, it pre-
sented an 'Ost-Ausstellung’ showing the service of Alsatian soldiers in the
battle for the Eastern front.®® There were certain ways of getting around
this issue, however, most notably an emphasis on following the example
of the Alsatian soldiers in the German armies on both fronts during the
First World War who, as Robert Wagner put it, ‘fought in the same German
uniform against the same enemies’.® Other appeals to historical spaces
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of identification in propaganda messages for soldiers included attempts to
presgnt Soviet Communism as a direct and terrible threat either to the local
traditions and heritage of the Alsatian Heimat or to ‘European civilization’
as a whole. Nevertheless, the messages of local borderland struggle were by
far the most frequently used. The constant repetition of such anti-French
messages, even if it did not apply wholly to the situation from 1940 to
1944, represented an attempt to eliminate the greatest remaining conflict
of loyalty on the part of the Alsatian population.

The five years of National Socialist rule had a profound effect on the way
the Alsatian population understood its regional identity and perceived the
rolf:s and destinies which stemmed from its position as a borderland, but in
quite the opposite way to how the National Socialist regime had intended
The collapse of the Third Reich in military defeat, and the brutal experiences;
of political repression under National Socialist rule (not least in the issue
of conscription and the punishment of those who refused to fight) almost
entirely discredited the German national claim to Alsace and marginalized
the regionalist movements which had lent their support to Nazism. As David
Allen Harvey has put it, ‘the Third Reich effectively severed any sentimental
ties that Alsatians still felt for Germany.'® Under French rule in the post-
war years, the historical discourses of perpetual conflict and the role of the
borderland would, however, remain prominent, but would instead locate
Alsace firmly on the western side of the ‘eternal’ boundary. The suffering
of Alsace under Nazi rule would be put down to its exposed position as
borderland, and even resistance to German rule would be worked into a his-
torical narrative of Alsace as the permanent bulwark of French civilization on
ﬂ:}.e Rhine.* Neither did the notion of an Upper Rhine community entirely
disappear in 1945. In the context of post-war Franco-German rapproche-
ment and European integration, a vision of an Alemannic Upper Rhine has
been reinvented and has gradually re-emerged as a model of ‘cross boundary’
cooperation, in which the regional cultural and linguistic ties between Alsace
and Baden could be used as a means of encouraging cooperation across an

increasi.ngly open national boundary, without ever challenging the existence
or location of the boundary itself.%
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