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Abstract: This article examines the wartime writing of French resister and historian Edith Thomas. It argues that Thomas’s collection of fictional clandestine short stories, Contes d’Auxois (1943), provides an early social history of the French Resistance. It interprets such wartime writing as offering contemporary insights into women’s contributions to the Resistance, key aspects of which would be taken up by later generations of historians. The article then examines how Thomas’s personal experiences of the Resistance impacted her post-war work as a social and cultural historian. It reads her choice to write women back into history as one inflected by her resistance activism. The article ends by reading Thomas’s Les Pétroleuses (1963) as a collective feminist biography that creates transhistorical connections between the ‘incendiary women’ of the Paris Commune and women’s wartime resistance. In so doing, Thomas coopts the maligned women communards of 1870 to a Republican tradition of popular revolt in an act of feminist recuperation and celebration across centuries. 
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Introduction
This article analyses a collection of short stories about life in occupied France by woman resister, Edith Thomas. It does so through the prism of Margaret Atack’s research on wartime and immediate post-war fiction and the French Resistance. This was published as her first monograph Literature and the French Resistance: Cultural Politics and Narrative Forms (1989).[endnoteRef:1] In the late 1980s, Margaret’s research was pathfinding for its recuperation of wartime texts dismissed by critics as ephemeral writing and as lacking the critical distance from events needed to translate into fiction worthy of study. Margaret’s work examined the literary structures in such wartime writing. She promoted the value of resistance fiction as imbued ‘with a mission, a purpose not grounded in literary values alone’ (Atack, 1989: 20). By depicting what she termed the ‘historical real’ of occupied France (Atack, 1989: 44), Margaret read such fiction as exposing what Nazi and Vichy propaganda sought to conceal; what she identified as the ‘properly unspeakable’ (Atack, 1989: 44). This unspeakable reality was the violence of military occupation and counterinsurgency; the conditions and deprivations of everyday life (including rationing, the black market, and Vichy and German surveillance); the persecution and deportation of Jews; and the horrors of the concentration camps in the East. In opposition to official propagandistic narratives, Margaret argued that literature of the French Resistance celebrated the enduring power of a Western humanist tradition, grounded in Republican values and history. Such clandestine texts functioned as a call to arms for readers to assume individual and collective responsibility and to take direct action. They modelled a patriotic commitment to France that encompassed all political doctrines and ideologies.  [1:  This article is inspired by Margaret Atack’s research and teaching on literature and the French Resistance. I was one of Margaret’s undergraduate students at Leeds University in the late 1980s. The enduring interest I have for French women who write war is undoubtedly due to Margaret’s inspirational teaching and research. My daughter Edith is named after Edith Thomas and Edith Wharton, two women writers who have shaped my professional interest in twentieth-century women writers and an activist mindset. ] 

Edith Thomas’s Les Contes d’Auxois is a repeated reference in Margaret’s analysis of wartime resistance texts.[endnoteRef:2] Published in 1943 as one of a small number of texts from the underground press Editions de Minuit, Thomas’s collection of seven short stories exemplifies the cultural politics central to Margaret’s analysis. Margaret explored how Thomas’s collection portrayed characters who transition from ignorance to knowledge as they confront the realities of German occupation and the Vichy regime and take a stand. She interrogated the figure of the enemy and how such a process of identification did not necessarily split along national lines (there are ‘good’ Germans and ‘bad’ French in Thomas’s collection), and she evaluated the role of Western literature and history as a repository of humanist values central to the resistance cause. Margaret’s focus was resolutely on the literary structures and belief systems shared by French writers of clandestine resistance fiction, such as Thomas, and how their témoignage would have resonated with wartime readers, approaching the texts under considerable duress and danger.  [2:  Contes d’Auxois is difficult to access and is available only libraries in its 1943 edition. A bilingual translation has recently become available in English and French (2021).] 

Since Margaret’s early research, others have deepened the analysis of Thomas’s wartime short story collection. Diana Holmes (2007) has examined the subversion of the romance plot in Thomas’s stories where love and romance for female protagonists are relinquished in favour of political action. Angela Kershaw (2017) has read Contes d’Auxois as positioning Thomas within a tradition of twentieth-century committed French women intellectuals. Others, such as Dorothy Kaufmann (2018), Thomas’s posthumous biographer, have seen Thomas’s own wartime resistance experiences, and those of her close friends, mirrored in the stories. This article will take a different approach. It will read Contes d’Auxois as a wartime narrative actively shaping history and historical narratives by choosing to put women at the centre of events. It will begin by examining Thomas’s short story collection as an ‘action’ history of the Occupation, depicting the Resistance in the making. This article takes as literal the truth claims in the subtitle to Thomas’s collection - ‘transcrit du réel’ – that Thomas’s short stories are an early social history of the French Resistance written from the perspective of a witness-resister. It will explore how women resisters are represented in the short stories and consider the plurality of roles they assume. The article reads this short story collection as one inflected by Thomas’s keen sense of women as unacknowledged historical actors. The article will then argue that Thomas’s representation of women in Contes d’Auxois pre-empts the findings of post-war generations of historians of the French Resistance. Thomas’s wartime writing models an approach to uncovering women’s resistance that is echoed in historiography of the 1970s and 1980s. The article will conclude by speculating on how Thomas’s wartime experiences of the French Resistance shaped her later work as a social historian, above all in Les Pétroleuses (1963), her collective biography of the women of the Paris Commune. This biography counters the myth of working-class Parisian women as violent insurrectionaries. It forms part of a broader body of post-war history writing by Thomas which makes visible the lives and experiences of marginalised and maligned women at moments of historical change and transformation. 
Contes d’Auxois: Writing History in the Making
Contes d’Auxois offers the reader seven snapshots or vignettes of life in occupied France. As Angela Kershaw notes, they are ‘masterpieces of concision’ (Kershaw, 2017: 113). The short story collection is 53 pages in total with each story between six to eight pages in length. Each story features everyday characters who, in all but one instance, confound the image of the Resistance as armed, male and military, the dominant image of resistance for many post-war readers. In Michelle Chilcoat’s words, this is a ‘collection of short stories narrating extraordinary acts of resistance by ordinary people, much based on what she [Thomas] witnessed personally’ (Chilcoat, 2016: 225). 
Thomas’s choice of the short story form would have been dictated by the publishing context of the war years. With rationing, paper shortages and the fear of raids by the Vichy and German authorities as texts were being produced illegally, there was a premium on short narratives that could be printed and distributed at speed. However, Thomas’s decision to write seven free-standing episodes of life under occupation creates specific narrative effects. It codes resistance as a ‘people’s war’, with a cast of characters - from agricultural and factory workers to primary school teachers and retired university professors – who all embody a resistance spirit. There is no omniscient narrator guiding readers through the narrative landscape, although partisan politics are clear as Thomas prompts the reader to contest the status quo and to endorse popular insurrection.[endnoteRef:3] The reader is positioned as a sense-maker of history, alongside intradiegetic protagonists who come to recognise the urgency of resistance in deeply personal ways.  [3:  This vision of liberation by and for the people was one that Thomas would have endorsed as a member of the French Communist Party from 1942. See Dorothy Kaufmann’s biography (2018) for an analysis of Thomas’s fraught relationship with the French Communist Party. She resigned from the Party in 1949 and was subsequently cast out from her closest professional and personal friendship groups.] 

Female protagonists are central to all seven short stories. They are either a main protagonist or key actors in social networks that support male protagonists as they undergo a transition – from ignorance of oppression to knowledge and acceptance of their responsibility to take up arms against the occupier. The diversity of such women’s lives is carefully chosen. They are portrayed variously as single professional women (‘L’Arrestation’), fiancées (‘La Relève’), wives and mothers (‘Veillée’; ‘F.T.P’; Les Evadés’), homemakers and retirees (‘Les Moules et le Professeur’) and rural spinsters (‘Le Tilleul’). They inhabit a variety of contexts: from the streets of Paris (‘La Relève’) to the farms and fields of rural France (‘Le Tilleul’; ‘Les Evadés’) and small villages (‘F.T.P’). They come from across class divides, both educated bourgeois women (‘L’Arrestation’) and illiterate country housekeepers (‘Le Tilleul’). The collection supports a narrative of resistance as a patriotic war against Vichy and the German occupier in a vision of resistance as ‘unity in diversity’ (Atack, 1989: 139).
In terms of their activism, women are depicted as the binding agents of the French Resistance, taking up a variety of roles and responsibilities. They build and repair the social infrastructures that make resistance possible, through information gathering, logistical support and liaison. They also undertake the physical and emotional labour of supporting their husbands, lovers and colleagues to take up arms, especially where there is hesitancy. They coopt the domestic sphere – the home front – for the resistance cause. Two of the seven short stories exemplify how Thomas constructs such gendered stories of resistance and her use of literary strategies to shape a historical narrative: ‘La Relève’ and ‘L’Arrestation’. 
‘La Relève’ recounts the personal dilemma of Robert Bazin, a young factory worker, who is confronted daily by emotive Vichy propaganda urging French men to leave France and work in Germany for the war effort. This is the relève scheme of the story’s title. This scheme will, purportedly, lead to the release of one French prisoner of war for every three French workers who leave for Germany. Thomas sets out the opposing views on the relève scheme in the public sphere as Bazin listens to his fellow factory workers arguing in the bistrot outside his factory. Leaving to work in Germany is presented as an altruistic act for some: ‘mais tout de même, si on pouvait faire libérer quelqu’un, ça vaudrait la peine, même si on ne peut pas faire libérer ceux qu’on connait’ (Thomas, 1943: 16). For others, it is an adventure for the young and hot-headed: ‘il y en avait deux qui s’étaient engagés pour l’Allemagne, deux très jeunes et des cerveaux brûlés’ (Thomas, 1943: 17). For yet others, leaving is a patriotic duty and heeds the injunctions of Maréchal Pétain as the nation’s leader: ‘Je crois qu’il faut obéir au Maréchal, répondait-il avec obstination. Le Maréchal sait ce qu’il fait’ (Thomas, 1943: 17). As the numbers of French men prepared to leave voluntarily for Germany dwindle, Robert receives his call up papers to present himself at the Gare de l’Est for the train journey to Germany. Up to this point, Thomas presents with skill and sympathy the space of public debate and the wider social and political contexts in which personal decisions are being made. No choice is simple, and a range of views are represented.
In contrast to Robert’s inner turmoil and angst about what to do, his girlfriend Simone is adamant when he delivers the news of his call up papers in their apartment: ‘il ne faut pas partir, dit-elle’ (Thomas, 1943: 21). Whereas Robert’s prior internal monologue has been characterised by rhetorical questions, stylistic indicators of an inability to decide, Simone’s voice is one of command and action. Simone offers to hide Robert at her aunt’s house in the countryside. She inducts him into an alternative resistance network that he had not perceived before, and which is intimated to cover the whole of France: ‘Il s’en remettait à cette femme qui était la sienne, à sa parole sûre qui organisait autour de lui, tranquillement toute la complicité d’un pays’ (Thomas, 1943: 22). However, this is not a story of retreat and evasion of responsibility but rather preparation for armed insurrection. ‘La Relève’ ends on Simone’s words: ‘quand il faudra sortir les fusils et les mitrailleuses, alors, va, je ne retiendrai plus’ (Thomas, 1943: 22). By acting as his confidante and adviser, Simone becomes the catalyst for Robert’s conversion to a resistance mindset and direct action.     
In contrast, in ‘L’Arrestation’, we have women depicted as active resisters rather than accomplices. The short story is told from the perspective of Anne Roger who, in the opening pages, is at her mother’s bedside as her mother recuperates from hospital surgery. As she reflects on her mother’s precarious health – a metaphor for an ailing French nation - Anne hears boots approaching in the clinic corridor, a metonymic device for the oppressive German presence (Atack, 1989: 78). This is Anne’s moment of self-reckoning, the moment ‘qu’elle allait savoir réellement ce qu’elle valait’ (Thomas, 1943: 45). Two German officers in uniform ask her to accompany them to search her apartment as a suspected resister. Thomas accentuates the gender power dynamics of the scene: ‘elle était debout devant eux – très petite devant eux - mais prête à leur tenir tête […]’ (Thomas, 1943: 46). The game of predator and prey begins as Anne calculates her next move. 
As Anne leaves the clinic, a world of women there (nurses, hospital orderlies, her mother) and at home (her maid Mariette) provide a protective shield, whilst the German agents search her apartment for compromising papers. They comment upon the books on her shelves: Marx, Nietzsche, Plato and Kierkegaard, a roll call of male philosophers associating Anne with influential European thinkers and an intellectual resistance to fascism. As the agents overturn her apartment, Anne parries the verbal blows of their questions: ‘comme un boxeur qui a l’habitude de recevoir des coups and de les surmonter’ (Thomas, 1943: 48-9). Like her bookshelves, these are a further masculine indicator of her inner strength for the reader. Yet Anne plays to her audience as a woman: ‘elle s’entendait faire la bête et la naïve: dire non’ as she denies all accusations: ‘Non, elle n’avait jamais entendu parler de cette conspiration, de ces réunions, de ces tracts’ (Thomas, 1943: 49). As she is led away for a further interrogation in the final pages, Thomas uses the metonymic device of the sound of shoes once again to indicate Anne’s gender and bravery: ‘Puis ses talons sonnèrent dans l’entrée, aussi durement que leurs bottes’ (Thomas, 1943: 50). 
Both ‘La Relève’ and ‘L’Arrestation’ focus on women’s activism in traditionally feminine spaces that were a first line of defence against the German invader and Vichy propaganda: the hospital and caring responsibilities; the domestic sphere of the apartment. Whilst there is no one image or archetype of women’s resistance, all the women resisters in the collection are represented as deeply embedded in familial and social networks. They demonstrate ingenuity as they respond to opportunities to further the resistance cause. They risk as much as their male counterparts and are associated with expert concealment and secrecy. As the next section will discuss, the cultural narratives and literary form of Contes D’Auxois pre-empt the methodology and findings of post-war generations of historians of women in the French Resistance.
Histoires d’histoires: Writing Histories of Women’s Resistance
Accounts of women in the French Resistance were little in evidence before the mid-1970s. As the early historians of French women’s resistance noted, this can be attributed to a number of factors: the narrow definitions of resistance in the early post-war period (predominantly military and male); the nature of the resistance work women undertook, often interpreted as a normalisation of their traditional domestic roles (liaison, social support services); and the self-effacement of women resisters themselves who did not seek official recognition for their wartime activism in the post-war period. As a result, women’s resistance stories were absent from early efforts to collate resistance archives. Indeed, such archives were difficult to reconstruct at all as few resistance networks or groups kept written records due to the dangers of betrayal and enemy infiltration (Collins Weitz, 1986). 
The first large-scale examination of women in the French Resistance took place in 1975 at the Sorbonne in a colloquium organised by the Communist-led Union des Femmes Françaises. This featured first-hand testimonies from women resisters themselves (Union des Femmes Françaises, 1977). Compendiums of short pen portraits of women resisters then began to emerge as a form of commemorative practice (Chatel 1972; Francos 1978; Coudert 1983). In terms of historiography, the first studies of women in the French Resistance came from American historians, such as Rayna Kline (1977), as well as influential French historians, such as Dominique Veillon. Veillon’s work was particularly important in challenging a dominant masculine presentation of the Resistance as the story of great men undertaking great deeds. Veillon (1985) demonstrated how women resisters’ accounts reinserted the everyday dimension of life under occupation, often missing in men’s accounts, and brought to light how the Resistance was lived through and for loved ones. 
Such early historians of women in the French Resistance were drawn to the life stories of individual women resisters. They had often interviewed women in the field (at home or through family contacts) and were interested in the lived experiences, social networks and friendship groups that motivated wartime activism. In common with Thomas’s use of the short story format in Contes d’Auxois, such volumes and academic articles did not aim at a comprehensive history of women’s resistance but invested instead in a kaleidoscope of individual portraits to highlight the diversity of women’s trajectories. Thomas’s 1943 literary ‘action’ history can, therefore, be viewed as a precursor, an early social history, echoed in the methodology and approach of these pioneering historians of women and resistance in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Such historiographical work was also committed to redefining prevailing concepts of resistance to incorporate the often-unrecognised contribution of women. As Claire Andrieu (2000: 22) has commented, women in the French Resistance both mobilised the traditional social codes that relegated them to the domestic space (as homemakers, mothers, daughters) and subverted them to instrumentalise their feminine roles to great effect. In effect, they resisted by hiding in plain sight. This defining feature of women’s resistance is central to the depiction of women resisters in Contes d’Auxois. As this article has highlighted in the short story ‘L’Arrestation’, Thomas highlights the ability of younger women to deploy sexual stereotypes to their advantage. Anne Roger maximises her chances of survival by appealing to her persecutors’ image of a young woman as ignorant and naïve, a fact her bookshelves would contradict, with their formidable collection of eminent European philosophers. She is the archetype of the liaison agent, entrusted with vital documents and likely to be the first casualty in a compromised resistance network. In Anne, Thomas gives us one of the first iterations – literary or historical - of the female liaison agent now a central figure in historiographical analysis of women’s resistance in France and indeed Europe.[endnoteRef:4]  [4:  See Paula Schwartz (1987) and her influential early essay on the female liaison agent and Juliette Pattinson (2007) who adopts a transnational perspective examining female liaison agents across the European theatre of war.] 

Contes d’Auxois also highlights a second feature of post-war research on women in the Resistance, namely women’s part in the vital support structures that enabled resistance and resisters to function effectively. This emphasis on the Resistance as a social and cultural movement has been central to the pioneering work of oral historians, such as H. R. Kedward (1993) and Hanna Diamond (1999). In both their studies, Kedward and Diamond demonstrate how French women’s contributions to the Resistance give valuable insights into the choices and constraints facing a population under occupation. Kedward famously coined the term ‘the woman at the doorway’ (1993: 89) for those women who sustained the maquis and rural resistance groups through covering for absent male family members when the German authorities came to the house. They organised food supplies and provided information that maintained resistance networks. This recasting of the Resistance as embedded in the home has opened a space to understand resistance as a form of underground society, a mirror world working alongside people’s accommodation of the Vichy regime and the German occupier. Simone in ‘La Relève’ encapsulates well this interpretative framework. She provides her lover Robert with a rural escape route from his call up to the relève scheme through family networks and enables him to evade capture. As ‘a woman at the doorway’, she will provide the cover story when the Vichy authorities come to question Robert’s absence from the train convoy he is meant to take to work in Germany. 
Published clandestinely in 1943, Contes d’Auxois is an action history of the Resistance shaped by its conditions of production. At the time of writing, Thomas was a member of the clandestine Comité National des Ecrivains (the only female member) and a founding editor and writer for Les Lettres françaises, the pre-eminent clandestine resistance literary journal. Contes d’Auxois is written from within the world view of international communism. As a then member of the French Communist Party, Thomas promotes the French Resistance as a forerunner of a broader victory for the working classes. This communist-inflected perspective of a ‘people’s war’ shapes Thomas’s egalitarian representations of Resistance as a social structure and movement woven into all social strata. Yet, the collection is also grounded in an understanding of the unacknowledged role of women as historical agents, making equal sacrifices for the nation but excluded from the right to vote. This would be accorded to French women in April 1944 as one of the first constitutional acts of the post-war French Provisional Government. Contes d’Auxois implicitly supports such a cause, demonstrating how French women resisters had been tried and tested in adversity and earned the right to political representation as full citizens of France.
In the immediate post-war period, Thomas went on to write a short commemorative history of the Liberation of Paris (1945), subtitled ‘témoignage d’une partisane’. This work is undertaken with the same devotion to capturing diverse historical perspectives as Contes d’Auxois. The first-person narrator travels across Paris on her bicycle chronicling the unfolding insurrection of Parisians from 17th to 26th August 1944. Thomas clearly spent much time during the war reflecting on her lived experiences of occupation and resistance. In the 1990s, her posthumous biographer Dorothy Kaufmann published extracts from extensive wartime diaries, Pages de journal, 1939-1944 (1995). This includes an extraordinary text, Le Journal intime de Monsieur Célestin Costedet, the fictionalised diary of a pompous Vichy-supporting provincial bourgeois. Costedet is the antithesis of Thomas in every respect and an experiment in vicariously inhabiting the world view of ‘the other’.[endnoteRef:5] The French Resistance also made itself felt in indirect and profound ways in Thomas’s post-war writing as a social historian of France and women. This final section will focus on such histories, above all Les Pétroleuses (1963) [translated as The Women Incendiaries (1967)], a collective biography of the women communards of 1870.[endnoteRef:6] As the article will argue, Thomas’s resistance past translates into observations on the extent to which women’s historical experiences have been neglected or misrepresented in the historical record. [5:  See Kaufmann (1994) for a comparison between Thomas’s personal diary and the fictionalised diary of Costedet and their parallel representations of life in occupied France. ]  [6:  I will refer to the British English translation of Les Pétroleuses as my source text, The Woman Incendiaries (1967), with quotations in English. ] 

Les Pétroleuses: Reading Backwards to the French Resistance
Les Pétroleuses is one in a series of studies Thomas wrote as a social and cultural historian. Professionally, Thomas was trained at the Ecole des Chartres as an archivist-palaeographer. She worked as a part-time curator in the National Archives during the war and continued full-time in this role until her death in 1970. During the post-war years, she largely abandoned her pre-war focus on journalism and novel writing in favour of historical biographies. These are all (bar one) biographies of French women covering a vast historical sweep. They range from Joan of Arc (1947) to George Sand (1959), Pauline Roland (1956) and Louise Michel (1971), as well as collective biographies of women caught up in momentous periods of history: the revolution of 1848 (1948) and the Paris Commune (1963). All these studies share a common mission to recover the lost voices of women from history and to highlight the misrepresentation and neglect of women as social actors.[endnoteRef:7] What makes Les Pétroleuses stand out is Thomas’s use of the Second World War and the French Resistance to contextualise and connect the reader to the lives and achievements of the women communards.  [7:  A particularly satirical example is Eve et les autres (1952), a pithy rewriting of biblical tales which imagines how women protagonists, such as Martha or the Virgin Mary, would have felt or acted if the narrative had revolved around their life trajectories and not that of their male counterparts.  ] 

Les Pétroleuses positions women as central historical actors and not secondary figures in a play of history told by and through male protagonists. Thomas undertakes meticulous archival research into the lives of the women of the Paris Commune to resurrect their stories. This research encompasses the dossiers of the Councils of War in the Archives of the Ministry of War and the reprieve dossiers in the National Archives documenting the trials of women prosecuted for their role in the Paris Commune. Thomas recreates the lives of largely working-class women – but also bourgeois women and non-French nationals - who have barely been accorded a footnote in other studies, such as the journalist, novelist and communard André Léo. As Thomas notes acerbically: ‘And one might wonder through what injustice of history a woman whose novels are above average, and who played such an important role in the Commune, has nowhere found her rightful place’ (Thomas, 1967: 101). In addition, Thomas cedes substantial narrative space to the published words of such women, providing a posthumous platform for their voices as equally worthy of historical analysis as their male counterparts. One example is Béatrix Excoffon whom Thomas quotes at length to give the reader a vivid account of the ambulance stations that women organised to tend to the wounded of the Commune. 
The result is a collective portrait of a generation of women who have been miscast as harpies and fire starters. Their lives are set out in detail. Thomas excavates their pasts: from their birthplace and education, their working professions (including prostitution), marital status, political actions and writings to their post-Commune lives (some were deported to penal colonies in New Caledonia) and their legacy in poetry and novels. Baudelaire, Verlaine and Hugo are quoted at length in the study’s conclusion raising up the figure of Louise Michel as an exceptional figure: ‘is there any queen who can boast of having gathered such a court of poets about her?’ (Thomas, 1967: 207). Whilst Thomas’ wartime writing in Contes d’Auxois relied of necessity on imaginative resources and social observation for reasons of secrecy and protection, Les Pétroleuses is history writing indebted to Thomas’s training as an archivist and her acute sense of how far women’s lives have vanished from the historical record: 
Doubtless many, like Blanche Lefebvre, died at the barricades, but the others? Neither the Archives of War at Vincennes, nor the National Archives, have preserved complete files on the sentenced Communards. How was the choice made? What criteria were applied for those [files] that were destroyed? Historians always work with a mere fraction of the material, left to them by chance or by arbitrary choice (Thomas, 1967: 178) 
Thomas’s objective is to extricate such women’s lives from historical oblivion. She recentres historical analysis on their life trajectories and calls out historical practices that have misrepresented their actions or maligned their achievements, above all those of censorious contemporaries, such as Académie Française writer and photographer Maxime du Camp.
As part of this process of feminist recuperation, Thomas’s experiences of the French Resistance provide her with a platform to make transhistorical connections between the war years and the Paris Commune. This serves to authenticate the actions of the Communard women and cast them as the foremothers of a resistance movement that subsequent generations would embrace and celebrate. Thomas embeds her own lived experience into this analysis, creating empathic links: 
What allows me, perhaps, to understand the women of the Commune is that during the Resistance, I took part in the co-ordinating committee of the Union des Femmes Françaises, edited their tracts, and helped them to plan the women’s demonstrations against the Vichy government and the Nazi occupation; the barricades of 1944 replied to the barricades of 1871’. (Thomas, 1967: xv). 
A Republican tradition of popular insurrection provides a connecting thread across history.[endnoteRef:8] Yet, this is a matrilineal experience as Thomas makes clear: ‘Cold, hunger, queues at the doors of shops – my generation has known all that. But in 1871 our grandmothers experienced much worse’ (Thomas, 1967: 30). By linking 1944 and 1871 through a form of intergenerational transmission, Thomas counters the stereotype of the pétroleuses as indiscriminate fire starters. She coopts their actions to a respected Republican tradition of protest and revolt. In a consummate piece of feminist demystification, Thomas reads backwards to see the French Resistance echoed in the history of the Paris Commune and thereby justifies and extols communard women and their actions.  [8:  The links between the Second World War and a history of insurrection is also evident in Thomas’s account of the Liberation of Paris. Here, the transhistorical connection is made between 1944 and the storming of the Bastille in 1789 (1945: 93-4). ] 

Conclusion
As Donald Bloxham has argued, ‘it is impossible to remove moral judgements – or at least moral impressions that imply or evoke moral judgements from historical accounts’ (Bloxham, 2024: 55). Bloxham rejects a doctrine of moral neutrality which asserts that historians have no right to make moral judgements about the past. He is alert to what he sees as the moral ‘prompts’ (Bloxham, 2024: 59) in all historical scholarship and which reveal how historians are constantly evaluating the past. Edith Thomas assumed a similar stance in her work, repeatedly instructing readers to be aware of the historian’s subjectivity. ‘L’historien introduit toujours sa subjectivité: dans le choix des documents qui lui sont parvenus, dans leur confrontation, dans leur critique, dans leur enchaînement, dans la manière de traiter le sujet, dans le choix même de ce sujet’ (Thomas, 1956: 7). Thomas’s acceptance of an historian’s biases and preferences was likely out of step with the Annales tradition of scholarship dominant in the early 1960s and which Thomas was to call an ‘histoire de “concepts”’ (Thomas, 1956: 8). In the case of Les Pétroleuses, the outcome of such self-reflective scholarship is a micro-history of the women in the Paris Commune, undertaken with scrupulous documentary evidence and care. In a self-deprecating tone, Thomas comments on the relative success of her approach: 
The historians who lean towards sociology, of course, are only interested in the totality. For my own part, I have tried to do something else – probably not entirely successfully: to break up the masses into their elements, to reach the individual cells that compose them. The documents are incomplete, sketchy, and inadequate. I have come across names and actions, but who were Elizabeth Rétiffe, Eugénie Suétens, Eulalie Papavolne – those humble women hurled into a great cause? In the end, no one will ever know (Thomas, 1967: 204). 
By paying close attention to what and who are unvoiced in history, Thomas shines a light on life stories and cultural sources, including poetry and song, routinely under-represented in historical scholarship. Like Margaret Atack in her research on literature and the French Resistance, as a writer Edith Thomas sought to understand systems of representation that determine how history is written, by whom and for which purpose. Career-long, both Margaret and Edith were committed to recuperating the stories of protagonists – often women - who went unrecognised. Their legacy is a rich body of scholarship that has encouraged generations of scholars to question received views of French history and to appreciate the writings and activism of lost or neglected women in history.      
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