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Turning gymnasts into citizen-soldiers: the militarization of physical

activities during the Third Republic in France (1870-1940)

Lionel Pabion

This synthetic paper analyzes the development of the “military preparation”
movement during the Third Republic, which, in turn, gives an insight into sports
development in France in comparison with its neighboring countries. On the eve
of the First World War, militarized physical activities were widespread in France.
Gymnastics (USGF), shooting (USTF), and military preparation (USPMF)
federations had more members than sports federations. The spread of training
societies was linked to military and political issues, with the support of the
republican government being a key explanation for the rise in the number of
training societies. The latter aimed to prepare young men for military service; and
turn them into French citizens. Furthermore, gymnastics and shooting societies
fulfilled a social function in providing leisure activities. The distinction between
sports activities and militarized activities was not always clear. Recent studies
have underlined that the growth of shooting and gymnastics societies has been
underestimated, especially for the interwar period. Such associations were still
numerous in the 1930s. For a long time, physical activities were oriented by
military or political issues, and early sports policies were mostly designed to

develop militarized activities.
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The practice of sport was not extensive in France at the beginning of the twentieth
century.' In 1914 there were only around 50,000 football players in France,” and the
main federation for sport, L ’Union frangaise des sociétés de sports athlétiques
(USFSA), had around 1,500 affiliated clubs on the eve of the First World War.? At the
same time, however, larger federations were structuring the field of physical activities
in France. More than 3,000 societies were affiliated to the Union des sociétés de tir de
France (USTF)” and over 2,000 clubs were members of the Union des sociétés de
gymnastique de France (USGF);’ L Union des sociétés de préparation militaire de
France (USPMF) had 1,500 affiliated clubs® while the catholic federation, the
Fédération gymnique et sportive des Patronages de France (FGSPF) also claimed
1,500 affiliated clubs.” More than 10,000 gymnastics and shooting associations were
officially created between 1901 and 1914.% All these federations sought to prepare
young men for military service, through physical exercise, gymnastics and training in
shooting. These were also taught in many primary schools.” “Military preparation”, as
contemporaries called it, reached its peak on the eve of the First World War.'® Notably,
this movement of sporting associations did not disappear after the conflict, despite the
strength of pacifism. In the 1930s, there were still more than 3,500 clubs'' offering
“conscriptive practices”."?

This situation was largely due to the military position in which the French Third
Republic found itself. In the wake of the 1870 Franco-Prussian War, conscription
became a vital issue."> Following the implementation of the “two years” military law of
1905, almost all 20-year-old men were required to undertake military service.'* It was a
question of compensating for the demographic inferiority of France compared to
Germany, with the aim of maintaining an equivalent number of soldiers. Physical

education of the future conscripts prior to their military service was another way to



increase the military potential of the country. This aim therefore remained relevant in
the interwar period."” As a result, the association movement for military preparation was
strongly supported by the republican governments from the 1880s to the 1930s.
“Approved society” (“société agréée par le gouvernement”, SAG) status was created in
1908. Clubs could receive grants and subsidies. In 1937, more than 12,000 clubs still
benefited from this status.'® In 1908, a military aptitude certificate (“brevet d'aptitude
militaire”, BAM) was also created. It gave certain advantages to young men who agreed
to prepare in these clubs before their military service. Between 1908 and 1914 alone,
about 50,000 certificates were given, and in total nearly 300,000 young men were
members of these associations.!” During the interwar period, about 20,000 teenagers
obtained the certificate each year.'®

Besides the military dimension, these associations were also favored by the
republican regime in the context of secularization, particularly after the separation of the
Church and State became law in 1905."” The challenge for the republicans was also to
compete with the Catholic movement, which tried to exert influence on the youth
through sports and gymnastics.”” Subsidies were therefore reserved for secular
associations loyal to the regime. This led to the creation of some surprising hybrids of
sports and militarized exercises. Gymnastics and shooting societies often organized
football games before the First World War in order not only to attract young people but
also to train them physically, with an educational and military perspective.”' Yet, a good
number of sports clubs also organized militarized practices only in order to obtain
subsidies.*” The Catholic federation was the most advanced in mixing sports and
military practices.” This situation continued during the war, and in some cases even

into the 1930s.



Nevertheless, few studies have given consideration to these clubs, in comparison
with the quantity of available research into school physical education and sports
federations. Specific studies carried out in the 1980s have not yet garnered the renewed
interest they are due.”* This is why the spread of training societies has often been
misinterpreted. Many historians saw their reach as a manifestation of a revanche
spirit,”> fundamentally different from the practice of sports.”® But gymnasts and shooters
constantly asserted their pacifism. They were neither nationalists nor warmongers.*’
They were republicans who wanted to train strong and disciplined young citizens in
collaboration with schoolteachers. The “preparatist federations”, like the USGF or the
USTF, almost became republican institutions, aiming to prepare boys during the time
between school and military service, hence their name. The aim was also hygienic, at a
time influenced by the social reformers. Gymnastics and shooting societies were also
places of sociability. These practices, despite their disciplinary aspects, could be
attractive and enjoyable to young people.*® Perhaps surprisingly, the Catholic societies
pursued similar objectives to those of the republicans. Their aim was to train young men
to serve “God and Fatherland”,” using gymnastics and sports to attract them to their
associations.

This paper considers the political and military aspects of physical activities in
France between 1870 and 1940. Gymnastics, shooting societies and some sports clubs
participated to turn young men into citizen-soldiers. The strength of this “preparatist
movement” underlines the singularity of the French physical activities field in the early
20th century, compared to its neighboring countries. The development of sport in
France was deeply influenced by these military and political dimensions for a long time.

Four “preparatist federations” in particular have been examined for the present

study: USTF, USGF, USPMF and FGSPF. A range of documents can be used to study



these associations. Firstly, the study of legislation and physical education policies is
fundamental to understanding the appearance of these mass movements.*® Secondly,
federal bulletins provide a very useful resource®' that complements a view of physical
activities in the early 20" century that is sometimes too exclusively based on sports
newspapers, as the latter tend to make the militaristic and political dimensions invisible.
And, finally, the archives of gymnastics and shooting societies provide essential insights

into the reality of practices at the time.*

Ludus pro patria: the influence of the preparatist federations in the field of

physical and sports activities before 19143

Mass movements of physical and military education

USGF is one of the oldest French sports federations. The first gymnastics societies
appeared in the 1860s, but the federation was not really structured until 1873, There
were only about thirty clubs at the end of the 1860s.?” The key figure at the time was
Eugene Paz. He wrote in 1869 that “choral and gymnastics societies are trading posts,
where the rich sell morality, entertainment and regeneration to the poor, and where the
poor pay the rich with esteem and recognition”.*® The Franco-Prussian War of 1870—71
gave him the opportunity to develop the gymnastics movement, insisting on the idea of
a national recovery.37 The federation grew rapidly, and by 1914 more than 2,000
societies were affiliated.”® Young members mainly practiced gymnastics and
participated in large, uniformed parades. They also prepared for the military certificate,
although the importance of the sporting dimension increased in the 1930s.” Charles
Cazalet became president of the USGF in 1896 until his death in 1933. This position
gave him significant political influence and he became president of the International

Gymnastics Federation in 1924 until 1933.%



The USTF was created later, in 1886. Paul Dérouléde, the “Ligue des Patriotes”
leader,*' was the initiator of this federation.** Its growth was clearly even more rapid
than that of the USGF, as the 1889 directory of the federation announces more than
1,000 affiliated clubs. In 1914, this number almost tripled. The USTF was then the
largest sports federation in France, and one of the largest in Europe, claiming 400,000
members.* Many shooting societies also organized gymnastics sessions in order to
prepare future conscripts for the BAM. Daniel Mérillon, who was a republican deputy,
became the president of the Union in 1886. He remained in this position until his death
in 1925, also acquiring significant influence. He became the first president of the
International Shooting Federation in 1907.**

A third federation devoted to physical and military education appeared later.

L Union des sociétés d’instruction militaire (Union of military training societies) was
established in 1887. At first, its focus was on military drill. With the transformation of
the federation into the USPMF in 1906, physical education became more important. Its
main purpose became the preparation for the BAM after 1908.*> About 1,500 clubs
were affiliated in 1914.% Adolphe Chéron, a former gymnast, was the president of the
federation until his death in 1951. He also developed a great political influence,
becoming a deputy in 1919 until 1936.*” This federation was so popular that a dissident
leader, Lucien Lattés, formed a rival federation in 1911.%%

Before 1914, France had no specific ministry of sports. In contrast, since 1908,
an under-secretary of state attached to the Minister of War directed the military training
movement and distributed subsidies to associations devoted to physical activities. In this
context, major preparatory federations acquired and maintained very significant
influence. Preparatory union presidents were identified by the Ministers of War as

important interlocutors. In 1913, an advisory committee was set up to prepare a bill in



order to make physical exercise and military preparation for young men compulsory
before their military service. Chaired by Senator Paul Doumer, it was composed of
some fifteen parliamentarians and military officers and included Unions leaders Daniel
Meérillon (USTF), Charles Cazalet (USGF) and Adolphe Chéron (USPMF).*’ Despite
the militaristic element of “preparatist federations”, they occupied a very significant

position in the field of physical activities.

The institutionalization of militarized physical education: a proto-sports policy?

Military preparation therefore functioned as a form of proto-sports policy in
France.”® This process, which has profoundly structured the field of physical and sports
activities, was a long-lasting phenomenon. Two successive regulations were adopted in
1885 and 1892 to regulate shooting and gymnastics societies.”’ A first advantageous
military certificate for gymnasts was introduced in 1900.>* The 1905 reform of military
service (reduction in length of service; but increase in the number of conscripts) made
the development of military education a more pressing issue. This explains why 1908
was a crucial date, setting the stage for the military preparation movement on the eve of
the First World War; with the creation of the BAM.

“Preparatist federations” were training young men to get this certificate. It was a
mixture of physical activities, close to athletics, and other more directly military
practices. Applicants had to pass two 24km walking tests, shoot six bullets in standard
army positions (standing, kneeling, prone) and pass a map reading test. But the tests
were also physical: they had to perform six gymnastic movements, a 60m run, another
run of 2km, two long and high jumps with and without a run-up. Finally, they had to
pass a rope climb and a high bar pull-up test.”” This diploma oriented physical activities
in France towards practices that mixed sports with military exercises. Many clubs

affiliated to the USFSA therefore began to practice military preparation, at least



formally, in order to receive subsidies from the government. Approval was given in
1909-1913 to sports clubs such as the Stade Bordelais Université Club, Association
sportive Michelin, Union sportive Tourquennoise, Union sportive Boulonnaise,
Association sportive Biterroise, Foot-Ball club de Lyon, Stade Lavallois, Club
athlétique de Marseille, Sporting Club Rémois and Union sportive le Mans. More than
6,000 societies were approved between 1908 and 1914, demonstrating the success of

this administrative status.’*

USTF and shooting practice: the national sport before 1914

Furthermore, the example of shooting shows the importance of militarized practices in
the origins of French sports. Shooting was the national sport on the eve of 1914. Of all
the sporting federations, the USTF had the greatest number of both affiliated clubs and
members (3,000 clubs, and claiming 400,000 members). Only cycling could claim this
title, since cyclists were very numerous and big races were organized, but the clubs
were incomparably less numerous.”> USTF was undeniably a sport federation, despite
its patriotic decorum. According to Guttmann’s criteria, shooting was indeed a practice
with a clear sporting identity.’® The major national and international shooting
competitions organized at the beginning of the 20th century resulted from a
combination of sporting specialization, bureaucratic and rationalized organization and a
quest for quantifiable records. Champions emerged, and shooting was a prestigious
Olympic discipline. It was a massive, popular practice that was widely spread and
enjoyed the support of republican institutions.

In addition, the format of the military training certificate encouraged shooting
societies to practice gymnastics and physical exercises, contributing to the spread of
new practices, especially in the countryside.’” This is shown in the associations’

archives. The Meuse department, in the east of the country, was home to several



shooting societies. For example, in the small village of Trémont-sur-Saulx, a shooting
society was founded in 1909. The army provided ammunition to the association so that
the young men could train and pass the certificate. In order to prepare the future
conscript, societies purchased gymnastic material and organized lessons in addition to
shooting exercises. At the same time, the association “La Patriote de la Saulx”
functioned as a sports club, organizing small competitions and festivities for the
inhabitants. It was the only association in the village that offered physical recreation to
young men before the Great War.”®

Such associations were characteristic of the years before the war. They were
particularly numerous in industrial regions like the Paris region (744), the north of the
country (Nord 320, Pas-de-Calais 214), the eastern border, or the Bordeaux (206) and
Lyon (96) areas. This is what appears from an inventory of 6,000 “approved societies”
based on the archives of the Ministry of the Interior.”® Regions with fewer associations,
such as the Massif Central, were mainly rural and agricultural. It therefore seems that
sociological factors were more important than geographical ones. Young men from the
working class; formed the majority of the club's membership, and girls were excluded.
For example, in a sample of nearly 3,800 members of associations in the Rhone region
between 1870 and 1900, 26% were shopkeepers and craftsmen, and 30% were

workers.*

Training “athletes of the Republic” on the eve of the First World War®!

The significant political influence of “preparatist” federations

Military issues are not the only explanation for the emergence of these mass
movements. The idea was also to offer healthy, moral leisure activities to young men.

The leaders were social reformers, typical of their time.*” Since the end of the 19th



century, hygienism had occupied a central position in France and it was welcomed in
the hope that it would regenerate the country, both physically and morally.® The aim
was also to bridge the gap between school and military service, and maintain control
over young men. Adolphe Chéron, for instance, proposed a model of education based
on military training, but also moral and civic education, walking, shooting and
gymnastics (including athletics, boxing, swimming and “sports games”). According to
Chéron, “the teacher forms the child, the officer forms the man; all post-school and pre-
regimental groups form the adolescent”.** This plurality of factors explains the support
provided by the republican State. The military preparation movement fits well with
republican ideology, especially for the so-called “radical republicans” (center-left party)
who were in the government during the Third Republic.®

This support was particularly visible, from a symbolic point of view, during the
major ceremonies organized by the federations.®® Starting in 1875, the USGF organized
a large gymnastics festival every year. It was both a sport competition (with a prize list)
and a show. According to the historian Pierre Chambat, these demonstrations were a
“mixture of popular festivity and official ceremony”, a “pedagogical spectacle which
took its features from military reviews, classrooms, electoral meetings and religious
Mass”.%” These were massive demonstrations: in the 1910s, they gathered between
3,000 and 5,000 gymnasts in uniform.®® On almost all occasions the President of the
Republic came to honor the festival with his presence, in order to show the
government’s support. The USPMF also organized an annual event in the Tuileries
Gardens in Paris. The event included a large physical education competition followed
by a huge parade. President Raymond Poincarré came himself to greet gymnasts in
1914.% The republican state very nearly delegated to these federations the task of taking

care of the physical education of masculine youth. Given the importance of these



Unions and the support of “radical” leaders, federal presidents acquired a certain

political influence and largely directed public policies of physical activities.

The links between “preparatist” unions and schools

Militarized physical education was also promoted in schools. This policy was promoted
from the 1880s, as soon as the republicans came to power. Léon Gambetta, one of their
leaders, declared as early as 1871 that his aim was to put “the gymnast and the soldier
alongside the primary school teacher”.”” Gymnastics was made compulsory in primary
schools by the “George Law” of 1880. A survey conducted in 1882 found that more
than 800,000 pupils practiced disciplinary gymnastics;’" in spite of the legal obligation,
many schools did not immediately implement this form of teaching.
Shooting exercises were included in the school curriculum in 1882 and 1893.

40,000 rifles were distributed to schools in the 1880s. After 1907, school shooting was
widely developed. Teachers were strongly encouraged to create school and post-school
shooting societies to train young men, especially in rural areas.’” The brief but
significant experience of the school battalions was a symbol of the development of
military exercises in schools.” Their withdrawal in the early 1890s symbolized a
relative demilitarization of physical education, which re-emerged after the 1905 military
law.™

The preparatory unions were closely involved in this militarized school physical
education. Firstly, the association leaders participated in defining the content of school
physical education, in conjunction with the very influential “Ligue de I'Enseignement”.
Charles Cazalet was a member of the League’s higher council from 1911.”> The USTF
organized an annual “primary schools shooting competition” until the Second World
War, with the support of the school authorities. In 1914, more than 2,500 schools

participated.”® Edouard Petit, who held an important position in education



administration, was the leading figure in popular education. He sought to develop
physical activities in after-school groups, to train adolescents between school and
military service, in close connection with associations.”’ In a speech in 1911, he said

that:

“[USPMF] is a school of citizenship. It makes soldiers for the regiment. It makes
citizens for the Republic, because it teaches exercises rationally, it knows how to
educate. It provides its pupils with a sense of freedom that respects the freedom of
others, a sense of equality that respects recognized superiority, a sense of
brotherhood that applies to effective mutual aid in the solidarity of collective work.
[...] According to the plan that you have decided upon, military preparation will
penetrate more and more from the towns into the countryside and, thanks to the
associations of former pupils, thanks to the after-school activities, thanks to the
teachers trained for their mission at the Joinville school, the hour is close when the
future conscripts, “those who will be twenty years old”, will have completed the
necessary apprenticeship that will make France ever stronger and more

respected.””®
This speech was very typical of the thinking of the “radical republicans™. It can also be
interpreted, using Michel Foucault’s concept, as a desire to create new forms of
‘governmentality’.”” In other words, these associations were created as government
tools for educating and controlling the youth, especially young men from the working
classes, supervised by middle-class and upper-middle-class leaders. These new
technologies are characteristic of modern states. It was not just a matter of increasing
the military value of the country. It was also a question of forming young men’s bodies
and minds, following the political and moral model of the citizen-soldier. The
gymnastics and shooting societies did not only have an important influence on the
history of physical and sports activities. They were also a significant development in the

history of social control.



The importance of competition between the republican movements and the

Catholic FGSPF

The Catholic federation was also a key element for several reasons, first of which was
its size. It was a large federation, with over 1,000 affiliated groups in 1914 and certainly
over 150,000 members.® Dr Michaux, FGSPF founder and president in 1898, was an
ardent patriot, exiled from Metz after the annexation by Germany in 1871, who began a
kind of “sports apostolate”.®! From the outset, therefore, military preparation was an
essential issue for these Catholic organizations dedicated to physical exercise. It was
about serving two holy causes, “God and Fatherland”.** These Catholic groups mixed
sports and physical education to attract young people and maintain the influence of the
Catholic Church, in the secularizing context of the “anticlerical Republic”.* Even if
“the objective remained catechism and religious edification”,* this federation played a
significant role in the history of physical activities in France, at least until the Second
World War.

The government tried to limit the development of these Catholic groups, despite
the significance of their military dimension, in favor of republican associations. The
1908 statute explicitly mentioned “political and religious neutrality” as a requirement of
such associations.®® Societies had to respect this neutrality to be administratively
approved. The Minister of the Interior ensured this by means of administrative
investigations, via the prefects. In reality, this was a way of excluding Catholic groups
from receiving subsidies, and favoring republican groups. Catholic societies had
therefore to operate by their own means.*® This situation led to intense competition
whereby societies emulated one another and produced a global development of

associationism. There were often two rival clubs in the same town, one Catholic and

one republican. These would compete to attract young people. Competition would also



lead to a number of innovations: patronages widely adopted football, contributing to its
spread in France.®’

The rivalry became less intense after the First World War, since Catholics took
part in the “Sacred Union”. However, it did not completely disappear. Many patronages
were approved and received subsidies for military preparation. In 1924, the “Cartel des
Gauches” came to power. The “radical republicans” in this government remained very
anti-clerical and tried to reactivate the fight against Catholic influence, recalling the
obligation of religious neutrality.*® But the Catholic societies were by then well

integrated and retained their accreditation during the interwar period.

Reorganization of physical activities in the interwar period

Physical training in postwar France

Clearly, the First World War was a major challenge for these federations. Many
associations disappeared when soldiers left for the Front, and the federations themselves
were severely affected. For example, Adolphe Chéron was seriously wounded in action;
and was held prisoner in Germany from 1915 until the end of the war.* Paradoxically,
despite the strong postwar pacifism, the preparatory federations were strengthened by
the conflict. The Chamber of Deputies elected in 1919, known as the “Blue Horizon”
Parliament after the blue of the veterans’ uniforms, was very attentive to military
concerns. Several unsuccessful draft bills were proposed (1913, 1916, 1919, 1921,
1928),” trying to make military training for young people compulsory.”’

The administrative structuring of militarized activities therefore continued
during the interwar period. Physical education departments were gradually set up in
every region, under the authority of an under-secretariat. Staff were mainly military, and

the Joinville school®”, with its military setting, continued to be central and influenced



sports policies.”” In 1926, a High Commission in charge of “physical training, sports
and military preparation” was attached directly to the cabinet of the Minister of War,
Paul Painlevé, under the direction of a civilian, Jean Bourguignon. Paul Painlevé was
the author of a major reform of military service in 1928 and a major figure in French
defense policy.” This direct control by Painlevé shows the importance of the issue of
military preparation at the time. There was, however, still no dedicated sports ministry
in France. Despite the proliferation of sports clubs in the 1920s, particularly football
clubs, militarized physical education therefore retained a significant position throughout

France.

The relative decline of militarization in the late 1920s

Nevertheless, preparatory practices declined in the late 1920s. Subsidies were
lacking; in a France ruined by the First World War. The demographic crisis caused by
the conflict prompted the Ministry of War to reduce the military certificate’s advantages
in order to avoid unbalanced recruitment, which led to a decrease in the number of
gymnasts. From 1924 to 1926, the number of candidates for the military brevet dropped
from 29,471 to 27,500.%° After an upturn following the 1928 changes in military service,
the number rose to 33,600, but fell again to its lowest level of 24,000 in 1934.%¢

At the same time, sports became a mass activity. The symbolic milestone of
100,000 licensed football players was reached in 1928, with over 3,500 functioning
clubs.”” Sport became a mass entertainment industry. Stadiums multiplied, as did the the
number of sports press publications. It was the emergence of a sport without military
concerns. In this context, journalists and sports leaders began to criticize this militarized
type of physical education, which appeared somewhat archaic. For example, Henri
Desgrange, famous editor of the sports paper /’Auto, wrote that the enormous subsidies

received by the "preparatist federations" were a scandal and disproportionate to the



federations’ actual importance.” Young men, who formed most of the 'conscript
associations', moved massively to sports clubs, which focused more on competition and
leisure activities.

The new society's relationship with the Army was the final element #
explaining this relative decline. School physical education was completely
demilitarized, which removed a major source of support for the preparatory movement.
Shooting training was deleted from the school curriculum in 1923. Physical education
classes lasting from 1 hour 45 minutes to 2 hours were introduced.” Lastly, a strong
anti-military trend emerged in France. Communists in particular began to criticize
militarized physical exercise. The “Popular Front”, an alliance of left centrists,
socialists, and communists, which came to power in 1936, promoted leisure activities
affordable for all, as shown by Léo Lagrange's appointment as Undersecretary of State
"for the organization of leisure and sports". A "popular sports certificate" (Brevet
Sportif Populaire, BSP) was created in 1937. The decree's document showed this

growing distinction between sports and military objectives:

“Compulsory military preparation is only possible through compulsory physical
education. Both institutions are complementary but do not overlap. Physical

education must remain the task of teachers. Military preparation, which is

fundamentally distinct, is the task of the Army's cadres”.'”’

A proto-sports policy?

In spite of this major shift, the influence of preparatory federations largely
persisted, as shown by the case of Adolphe Chéron, who briefly became Under-
Secretary of State for National Education, responsible for physical education, in 1933-
34."°" As Marianne Lassus has shown, he was one of the leading political figures on
these issues in the interwar period.'®” Identified as a specialist, even in sports

newspapers, he played a role in the construction of a sports ministry, placing military



issues at its center. Even in the 1930s, his federation had considerable power. In the
midst of a financial crisis, the USPMF received considerable subsidies to renovate its
building in the very heart of Paris. The building was inaugurated in 1933 in the presence
of the President of the Republic, Albert Lebrun, and the Under-Secretary of State for
National Education, responsible for physical education, Hippolyte Ducos.'®® This
ceremony showed the influence retained by these groups.

Yet this institutional, political influence also had tangible effects, and there were
many hybrids of sports and military training in France. In the 1930s, some major sports
clubs still had a military training section. For example, the Olympique de Marseille
football club was affiliated to the USPMF in 1930 and its military preparation section
obtained some twenty military certificates that year.'® In 1934, I'Association Sportive
Stéphanoise was also approved and received subsidies as a result of the military
certificates obtained.'® These sports clubs were only supported by the government
insofar as they could be useful from a military and hygienic point of view. In this
perspective, military preparation can be analyzed as a kind of early sports policy, which
oriented the form of physical activities.

In a tense international context at the end of the 1930s, preparatory federations
were even revitalized. The number of candidates for the military certificates increased
from 24,000 in 1931 to 35,817 in 1937; and went as high as 49,220 in 1938."” This can
be explained by the government's desire to support the training of young men. The
military certificate was reformed in 1938.'"7 For their part, young men applied in large
numbers for the certificate in order to be assigned to less dangerous positions during
future conflicts thanks to the advantages granted by the certificate.

According to data provided to a Member of Parliament by the Ministry in 1937,

there were then about 26,000 sports clubs, in the broad sense, throughout the country.



Of this total, about half had government-approved status (12,000). Over 3,500 clubs had
obtained military certificates for their members, i.e., about 10% of the total number of
sports clubs.'® This was far from the decline of militarized practices during the interwar

period.

As a conclusion: a French originality? Some points of comparison

It may seem interesting, in conclusion, to consider this picture of physical education in
France in a broader geographic context. Of course, the aim is not to draw up a complete
description of practices in Europe during the first half of the 20th century. It is rather a
matter of suggesting a few points of comparison with some of France's neighboring
countries (Great Britain, Italy, Switzerland, Germany), in order to highlight its original

features, especially before 1914, since all these countries were democratic states.

The British context was very different before the First World War, especially
from a military point of view. The absence of conscription did not produce the need for
the physical and military training of young men. The Edwardian Army was essentially a
professional army with very limited British troops. It was intended to be deployed
rapidly all over the world, with the support of colonial troops, as a complement to naval
power.lo9 As a comparison, this fundamental difference underlines the importance of
military issues in the French case, marked by the need to compensate for the
demographic deficit compared with its neighbor Germany.''® As a result, attempts to
militarize school and physical activities remained very limited in Great Britain.'"! There
were debates about introducing drill in schools, but, as Alan Penn has shown, drill did
not become widespread.''? There were also patriotic, nationalist and militarist mass
movements, such as the National Service League,'"? but these remained outside the field

of physical activity.



The scouting movement seems to have been the British innovation that most
closely resembled the militarized physical activities in France,''* even if there were
rather a lot of differences. The Boy Scouts did not practice the disciplined exercises of
French gymnasts. Moreover, the British situation was characterized by the early
development of a sports industry that was largely detached from military issues, as there
were more than 500,000 football players in Britain at the beginning of the 20th
century.'" These football clubs did not operate under the authority of the army and did
not make the war one of their main concerns, despite the fact that sport was at the same
time a part of military training.''®

In Italy, conscriptive gymnastics was not very successful either. On the other
hand, as in France, shooting was highly developed before the First World War. The
practice developed in the 1860s, with ideological and patriotic backgrounds. Garibaldi
was a central figure in the movement, like Dérouléde in France. The aim was to

"7 There were therefore

strengthen the young Italian nation around the practice of war.
similarities in political and ideological terms. However, the practice was much more
ideological than in France, where the sporting nature of shooting was much less
pronounced. Moreover, the Italian state supported shooting less and less at the
beginning of the century, whereas in France the USTF became a republican associative
institution.''® In a movement similar to that witnessed in the French context, the Italian
state tried to use gymnastics, especially in a school setting, to unify the nation.'"” In the
interwar period, the difference between Italy and France lay mainly in the authoritarian
control of sport and leisure by the Fascist state from the 1920s,'*” whereas the French

Republic remained more liberal. The French preparatist unions did not have the

recruiting power of the Opera Nazionale Balilla.



Before 1914, shooting was also a widespread practice in Switzerland, where it
remains so to this day. Here, again, the nation in arms military model largely explains
why it is so relatively commonplace. The Swiss militia system was even often cited as
an example by supporters of the reduction of military service in France, such as Jean
Jaurés in his military reform project, “l'armée nouvelle”.'*! The Swiss shooting societies
also inspired the leaders of shooting in France, like Lermusiaux, one of the leaders of
the USTF, who was very enthusiastic.'*> Gymnastics also became a national sport in
Switzerland, charged with a number of ideological dimensions.'** But state control does
not seem to have reached the same proportions as in France, particularly because the
military issues were very different in the two countries.

Only in Germany was gymnastics more widespread in the early 20th century
than in France. With more than one million members, the Deutsche Turnerschaft was
the largest sports federation in the world, and it contained a significant proportion of
women.'** Gymnasts’ demonstrations of strength were impressive: 63,000 participants

gathered at the Deutsches Turnfest in Leipzig in 1913.'%

Beyond the numbers, there
were many similarities between French and German gymnasts, underlining the
importance of the conscription military model, which was similar in both countries. The
German Turnen also played a role in the cultural and patriotic unification of
Germany.'*°

Two major differences seemed to exist. The integration of the USGF was greater
in the French republican state, while the German gymnasts were more independent, in
particular with regard to the military authorities. German gymnastics was also less
fundamentally oriented towards military preparation, something illustrated in particular

by the much less considerable presence of weapons and shooting exercises than in

France. Between the wars, the authoritarian policy of youth propaganda on the part of



the Nazis, using physical and militarized activities, created a strong contrast with the
liberal situation in France.'?” This authoritarian voluntarism, as in the case of Italy,
produced a certain attraction for French athletics communities, especially among leaders

who were in favor of compulsory physical education.'®

Similarities can therefore be found across different European countries, although
there were clear variations in national situations. In short, the originality of the French
model of physical activities in the early 20th century lay above all in the importance of
military aspects in those activities. The centrality of the Joinville military school and the
importance of the preparatory federations were the clearest proof of it. The objective of
military preparation through physical activities, sports and shooting was fully supported
by the Third Republic. This characteristic provides an essential explanation for the poor
development of sport in France before 1914, which remained a very limited and mostly
elitist practice. Public policies were structured around military preparation rather than
sports competitions, and this largely continued in the interwar period. In this way, sport

remained by and large absent from French schools, at least until the Second World War.

The 1920s and 1930s were marked by a certain continuity. The French experience
showed a attempt to develop a form of youth control, albeit within a democratic and
liberal framework, through physical and military activities that were similar in some
ways to those of fascist and Nazi dictatorships. Despite the relative failure of this
attempt, which never became widespread, it illustrates the inherent temptation to use
physical and sports activities in this way in modern Western European societies. The
authoritarian achievements of the Vichy regime — such as the development of physical
education and sport and “Chantiers de Jeunesse” — were largely part of this tradition,

and were in fact only a radicalization of trends that had already been present in France



for a long time.'?’ Situated in this long perspective and in a Western European
framework, these experiences of control and sport militarization therefore look more

understandable.
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