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Those studying the extreme right in interwar France face a twin challenge. The so-
called Immunity Thesis championed by a wide variety of French academics mini-
mizes the existence of Gallic fascism, positioning such movements as miniscule 
and completely at odds with the vast majority of politicians and the general public 
alike. On the Anglo-American side, the prevailing trend seeks to define fascism as 
a generic political model, and particularly to underscore its success in France.

In a way, both positions reflect the established doctrines of their respective 
eras. The Gaullist resistancialist myth of the post–World War II period found 
its ultimate expression in the work of historians who, following the lead of René 
Rémond in the late 1950s, sought to portray France as anti-fascist, staunchly 
Republican, and, if anything, proponents of moderate conservatism characterized 
by the small-town and provincial elites of the Alliance démocratique and Fé-
dération republicaine, their background and parliamentary liberalism not much 
different than the centrist Radicals. Conversely, the leading historians of French 
fascism from the 1970s onward, including Zeev Sternhell, William Irvine and 
Robert Soucy, sought to revise this portrait at the very moment when a series 
of scholarly and cultural voices began to challenge the prevailing narrative of 
France as a nation of resistance to fascism, in which the wartime Vichy regime 
was termed a mere blip in an otherwise unbroken republican trajectory. The re-
sult was a Manichean divide: either France was fascist or it was not, and scholar-
ship increasingly took sides, with evidence mobilized in support of one version 
or the other. As for the study of the non-fascist right, it practically disappeared 
by the 1980s, not least because its conclusions did not easily fit into the dualist 
schema. This is not to deny the very real value in the research and published 
work that appeared during those decades. Yet by the 1990s, a number of young 
historians began to move beyond the traditional confines, broadening the field 
of inquiry to include examinations of organizations themselves (including con-
servative parties and groups) as individual actors, and paying increased attention 
to gender, culture, imperialism, and many other variables, in addition to politics.

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



With this in mind, our collection aims to refocus scholarly energy in the pur-
suit of a more nuanced portrait of the French right. Its contributors do not wish to 
engage in the debate over the rectitude of the Immunity Thesis, or to contribute 
to the discussion over the existence of a unique French fascism, and what its 
defi ning characteristics might be. Rather, The French Right Between the Wars aims 
to reevaluate conservative and fascist movements and intellectuals, seeking to 
provide a new interpretive framework based upon the centrality of gender, im-
perialism, political culture, and intellectual or cultural trends to fascist discourse 
and action. Chapter subjects range from the cultural politics of the right in 1930s 
France and its twinning of physical culture and racial rejuvenation to attempts to 
forge a specifi cally fascist femininity in interwar France and the relationship be-
tween fascist movements and colonial violence in French Algeria. This volume 
thus provides a current snapshot of innovative trends in the study of the Gallic 
right and the nation’s political, cultural, and social history more broadly, from a 
wide variety of critical perspectives.
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INTRODUCTION

Samuel Kalman and Sean Kennedy

R

Even casual observers of contemporary French politics will recognize that to 
speak of the French Right in the singular is profoundly misleading. France’s mod-
ern Right has always been multifaceted in outlook, divided between moderates 
and radicals, pious Catholics and secularists, establishment elites and angry popu-
lists. While the lines between these various tendencies is often blurred, and short 
and even longer-term alliances are frequent, so is fi erce rivalry and even outright 
political warfare. Focusing on the interwar period, the present volume seeks both 
to recapture the complexity and fl uidity of the French Right, and contribute to 
a historiography marked by fi erce controversies but more recently shifting priori-
ties as well.

Since its formation in the 1870s, the French Third Republic had often faced 
powerful opposition from the Right.1 By the early twentieth century, sharp criti-
cisms of the regime were articulated by infl uential fi gures such as Maurice Barrès 
and Charles Maurras, rooted in strident nationalism, hostility to democratic prin-
ciples, and animosity toward supposedly manipulative “outsiders” such as Prot-
estants, Freemasons, and, above all, Jews. Populist movements, some enduring, 
most short lived, were another recurring feature of the French Right. In times 
of crisis—for instance in the 1880s and again after 1894 during the Dreyfus af-
fair—organizations such as the Boulangists, and nationalist formations such as 
the Ligue des patriotes, the Ligue antisémitique de France, the Ligue de la pa-
trie française, and the monarchist Action française (AF) took shape, assailing 
the republican system, its political establishment and the Left, to the point of 
advocating and even seeking the overthrow of the regime. Then in the years 
following the exoneration of Dreyfus, the separation of Church and state led to 
deepened political mobilization on the part of French Catholics, in both political 
and pressure group form. Throughout these years, emerging conservative parlia-

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



2 • samuel kalman and sean kennedy

mentary formations, such as the secular and pro-business Alliance républicaine 
démocratique (ARD) and the nationalist and Catholic Fédération républicaine 
(FR), struggled to adapt to changing conditions while continuing to promote 
their vision of an orderly society.

The First World War transformed French political culture in complex ways. 
Memories of the wartime experience, defi ned in terms of an unquestioned na-
tionalist unity and profound sacrifi ce, shaped the rhetoric and outlook of right-
wing militants for decades to come. In some ways, the Republic came to enjoy 
greater acceptance in the eyes of hitherto hostile Rightists, on account of its 
wartime triumph: but the success of the Bolshevik Revolution and the spread 
of social unrest during and after the confl ict engendered new fears among many 
conservatives and ultranationalists. The electoral victory of the Bloc National, 
whose candidates ranged from moderate republicans to Léon Daudet of the AF, in 
1919 can be regarded as both an expression of nationalist triumphalism but also 
a reaction against the possibility of social revolution in France itself. In the years 
that followed, this right-wing coalition weakened as it was beset by economic 
troubles, social unrest, controversial political and religious reforms, and divisions 
over foreign affairs. By contrast, the French Left, itself multifaceted and often 
fragmented, nevertheless formed an electoral alliance (excepting the Commu-
nists) known as the Cartel des Gauches to win the 1924 elections.

The emergence and victory of the Cartel sparked a mass mobilization on the 
Right, leading to the creation and expansion of several new formations, many 
of them enjoying support from veterans. They included Antoine Rédier’s Lé-
gion and Pierre Taittinger’s Jeunesses patriotes (JP), both established in 1924, 
as well as the Faisceau, which was launched by AF dissident Georges Valois the 
following year. Relations between these movements were turbulent; the Légion 
was soon absorbed by the JP, while the creation of the Faisceau provoked bitter 
struggles with the JP and the AF over membership.2 Serious as these internecine 
confl icts were, and despite distinct features in each group’s platform, they shared 
a strident nationalism and bitter antipathy toward the parliamentary system. 
They demanded a stronger executive, called for more forceful measures against 
Communists and other dissidents, and decried “foreign” elements that supposedly 
manipulated France’s economy and undermined its international prestige. They 
also attracted considerable, if volatile support: the JP had an estimated 65,000 
members by 1926, the Faisceau around 60,000.3

Catholic political engagement also intensifi ed at this time. The Parti démo-
crate populaire (PDP), established in 1924, promoted Social Catholic values in 
conjunction with an acceptance of republican institutions. However, its rela-
tively moderate stance and limited success must be contrasted with rise of the 
Fédération nationale catholique (FNC), established by conservative Catholics in 
response to the anti-clerical rhetoric and agenda of the Cartel des Gauches. The 
FNC soon enjoyed spectacular growth, claiming 1.8 million supporters within 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



introduction • 3

two years.4 Catholic women’s organizations such as the Ligue patriotique des 
françaises (LPF), which dated back to the early twentieth century, also gained 
renewed support as they mobilized against the Cartel.5 Increased Catholic activ-
ism should not simply be confl ated with the rise of the nationalist leagues, but 
it would be misleading to overlook the links and parallels between them. For 
instance, the FNC’s attacks on the Cartel, and its calls for a spiritual and national 
revival, paralleled those of the leagues in some ways: in addition, these organiza-
tions often shared members.

Many older formations remained active during this period as well. The AF 
was weakened by a papal condemnation in 1926, but its newspaper remained 
infl uential and its authoritarian nationalist message helped shape the outlook of 
future generations of right-wing militants, even if they often moved on to other, 
newer organizations. Nor were the formations of the parliamentary Right inac-
tive: stung by their defeat at the hands of the Cartel and impressed by the appeal 
of the leagues, conservatives tried to strengthen their party organizations. The 
Centre de propaganda des Républicains nationaux in 1926, spearheaded by the 
conservative politicians Henri de Kerillis and Paul Reynaud, was an important 
initiative in this regard.6 But if on one level the parties were part of a system 
decried by the leagues, the links between individual conservative politicians and 
the new extra-parliamentary formations were sometimes extensive. The career of 
Xavier Vallat, who went on to become the fi rst commissioner for Jewish affairs 
under the Vichy regime, is instructive. A sympathizer of the AF and militant for 
the FNC, Vallat went on to join the FR and also became a member of François de 
La Rocque’s Croix de Feu for several years.7

The right-wing surge of the 1920s proved to be short lived, however. Gener-
ated in large measure by the election of the Cartel des Gauches, as the latter 
faltered and then fell from power in 1926, much of the impetus behind the mobi-
lization of its foes also faded. The conservative Raymond Poincaré returned to of-
fi ce as prime minister and presided over the stabilization of the franc and a period 
of economic expansion: the Right’s hold on power was cemented by victory in 
the 1928 national elections. However, despite the relative calm of the late 1920s, 
intellectual critiques of the Republic still appeared and conservative political 
parties sought to further consolidate their dominance of national politics even 
as they debated how best to achieve this goal. As for the extra-parliamentary 
organizations, it would only take another crisis to revive them.

That crisis soon came, and it proved to be notably more severe than its pre-
decessor. The Great Depression did not strike France as quickly or as harshly 
as Germany or the United States, but its effects were debilitating enough. The 
impact of the economic downturn was magnifi ed by a growing crisis of legitimacy 
for the republican system, which was intensifi ed by the victory of a center-left 
coalition in 1932 and the ensuing failure of a string of administrations to address 
the country’s problems. Already deep divisions between left and right were now 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



4 • samuel kalman and sean kennedy

exacerbated, and remained so for the rest of the decade. The fact that one of 
Europe’s leading democracies had entered a period of protracted crisis at a time 
when dictatorial solutions seemed to be vindicated in countries such as the So-
viet Union, Italy, and above all Germany, ensured that French international and 
domestic politics converged in an extremely volatile way. Over the course of the 
1930s, the country’s political contestation was conditioned by growing debates 
over how best to confront Fascist and especially Nazi expansion, and to what 
extent the Soviet Union could serve as a partner. While it would be mislead-
ing to suggest that France’s internal troubles made the shattering defeat of 1940 
inevitable, the fevered political climate of the 1930s powerfully conditioned the 
subsequent years of Vichy rule and German domination.8 For all these reasons, 
the activities of the Right (and Left) in the 1930s have been a source of perennial 
fascination and debate, as they were of profound signifi cance.

A constellation of right-wing forces emerged to challenge the republican 
system in the 1930s. Well-entrenched intellectual and political foes of democ-
racy such as Charles Maurras remained intensely active, and over the course 
of the decade were joined by new writers and polemicists. Some, such as the 
individuals associated with the Ordre nouveau group and the Catholic thinker 
Emmanuel Mounier, distanced themselves from conventional political labels but 
their denunciations of the liberal democratic state and corrupt bourgeois society 
converged with those of the far Right on key points. Others, like Robert Brasil-
lach and Pierre Drieu La Rochelle, openly admired the dictatorships of Italy and 
Germany.

As for the nationalist leagues, the AF and JP reemerged as infl uential players, 
and were joined by new formations such as the Francistes and the Solidarité fran-
çaise (SF), both of which were established in 1933. For a brief time, they seemed to 
attract substantial numbers of supporters—the SF alone claimed 180,000 within 
a period of months—as they called for an authoritarian remaking of the political 
system. In the countryside, hit hard by the Depression, Henry Dorgères launched 
his Comités de défense paysanne, better known as the Greenshirts, which also 
attracted a signifi cant following. Most successful of all was the Croix de Feu. 
Established as a veterans’ movement in 1927, under the leadership of Lieutenant-
Colonel François de La Rocque it developed into a mass organization, going on 
to attract perhaps half a million supporters by 1936. Nor were these movements 
alone: many of the roughly 800,000 members of the Union nationale des combat-
tants (UNC), a nationalist veterans’ group, were profoundly disaffected, as were 
supporters of the Fédération nationale des contribuables.9

Matters came to a head with the explosive events of 6 February 1934. Thou-
sands of rioters, with the right-wing leagues and nationalist veterans playing 
a prominent role, marched on the Chamber of Deputies. The demonstrations 
only ended after considerable violence, and precipitated the resignation of the 
Radical-led government of Édouard Daladier. Though historians continue to de-

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



introduction • 5

bate what the rioters intended at the time, there were widespread fears that an 
attempted fascist coup was imminent.10 Thereafter, the Radicals gradually formed 
a coalition with the Socialist and Communist parties that became known as the 
Popular Front. This alliance mobilized against the Right in the streets, and won 
the 1936 legislative elections. Its victory, however, took place amidst a grow-
ing left–right polarization that only intensifi ed after Léon Blum, France’s fi rst 
Socialist and Jewish prime minister, took offi ce. In response, some right-leaning 
formations, such as the ARD and PDP, proposed a “centrist” solution whereby 
the Radicals would break with the Socialists and Communists and form a new 
coalition with conservatives. But on the far Right, Maurras and others unleashed 
a torrent of anti-Semitic hatred and wild accusations against Blum, evoking fears 
of an impending Bolshevik-style revolution. Most extreme of all were the group 
of nationalist conspirators who formed the secretive Cagoule, which sought to 
undermine the regime by terrorist means, wreaking havoc in the process.

As part of its platform, the Popular Front had dissolved the nationalist leagues, 
some of which transformed themselves into political parties. By far the most im-
posing of these was the successor to the Croix de Feu, the Parti social français 
(PSF), which likely attracted over a million members by the end of the 1930s. 
The creation of the PSF posed a serious challenge to established conservative 
parliamentarians. Before 1936, some members of the ARD and especially the FR 
had deemed the nationalist leagues potentially useful allies, but in their new guise 
they were competitors, and it did not take long for tensions to emerge.11 The 
situation was further complicated by the creation of the Parti populaire français 
(PPF) by the former Communist Jacques Doriot. Initially, it seemed that the PPF 
might pose a major threat to the PSF, but by early 1937, the latter was clearly out-
distancing it in the race for members. In May, Doriot tried to regain the initiative 
by proposing a coalition of anti-Marxist forces in the Front de la liberté, a strategy 
likely aimed in part at containing the PSF, but La Rocque quickly refused a formal 
alliance, as did the ARD and PDP. Nevertheless, the Front de la liberté did gain 
support from the FR and several smaller organizations, indicating how the crises 
of the 1930s and the challenge of the Popular Front were often met with growing 
cooperation between various conservatives and the far Right.

Despite claims that it was a stalking horse for Communist revolution, the Pop-
ular Front coalition was in fact riven with internal divisions, and proved fragile. 
By 1938 it had collapsed as the Radical Party moved to the right and Édouard 
Daladier formed a new ministry, in which conservatives occupied key positions. 
Mass demonstrations by the Right also waned as fears of a left-wing revolution 
subsided, and the focus shifted to how to confront Nazi expansion. But this did 
not mean an end to bitter partisan divisions, especially when it came to foreign 
affairs. There remained sharp differences between those who were advocating 
a more conciliatory approach in dealing with Hitler and the growing number 
of partisans of greater fi rmness: sometimes this led to a sundering of ties, such 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



6 • samuel kalman and sean kennedy

as when Paul Reynaud left the AD. Nor had the bitter hatreds of the Popular 
Front years simply evaporated: fears of a left-wing revival endured among many 
nationalists. The chasm between Left and Right, and the confl icts within the 
Right, would shape French political life during the years of war and occupation 
that followed.

Historiographical Overview

What exactly the interwar French Right sought to achieve, and the implications 
of its activities, are issues that have attracted considerable scholarly attention 
and debate. Until recently, much of the relevant literature has focused heav-
ily, though not solely, on the question of how the various components of the 
interwar Right should be labeled, a matter which in turn has profound implica-
tions for characterizing their signifi cance. The foundational work in this regard 
is René Rémond’s Les droites en France, which fi rst appeared in 1954. Surveying 
the history of the French right since 1815, Rémond argued that the many move-
ments that took shape over the following decades could usefully be understood 
as manifestations of three tendencies in French politics dating back to the revo-
lutionary era: Legitimism, Orleanism, and Bonapartism. In his discussion of the 
1920s and 1930s, Rémond identifi ed the various nationalist leagues as examples 
of the Bonapartist tradition, stressing the virtues of stronger executive authority 
but also seeking popular endorsement in the form of mass mobilization. Rémond 
was aware that other labels, in particular that of fascism, had been applied to the 
leagues, but it was a category that in his view described only a small proportion 
of them. The largest movement, the CF/PSF was, he argued, too conservative 
and legalistic to be identifi ed with fascism: the fact that La Rocque had accepted 
the dissolution of his movement in 1936 and transformed it into a political party 
was most revealing. Rémond did believe that a few formations, notably Doriot’s 
PPF, merited the fascist label by virtue of their greater radicalism and unabashed 
emulation of foreign movements. Ultimately, however, he concluded that while 
Bonapartism in France was potent, fascism had remained essentially marginal.12 
Rémond also tended to stress distinctions between traditional conservatives and 
extremists, though he conceded that there were disturbing cases of formerly 
mainstream conservative politicians, such as Philippe Henriot and André Tar-
dieu, who migrated to the far Right during this period.

Rémond’s interpretation has proven tremendously infl uential, but it does have 
challengers, especially with respect to the signifi cance of fascism in France.13 Ar-
guably the most controversial critic is the Israeli historian Zeev Sternhell, who 
in the 1970s published studies of the nationalist Right prior to World War I, and 
then turned his attention to the interwar years with Ni droite ni gauche: l’idéologie 
fasciste en France, published in 1983.14 In many ways, Sternhell turned Rémond’s 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



introduction • 7

interpretation on its head. Rather than being simply a more extreme version 
of conservatism, as contended by some scholars, Sternhell argued that fascism 
had both a Leftist and Rightist heritage, in which an anti-materialist revision of 
Marxism melded with a nationalist critique of democracy. That ideology retained 
its purity in France, relatively uncompromised by association with established in-
stitutions in contrast to its Italian counterpart. Moreover, rather than being mar-
ginal in French politics, Sternhell concluded that the country was the “cradle” of 
fascist thought, and that by the 1930s fascist ideas permeated its political culture. 
The calls of dissident Leftists, such as the “neo-socialist” Marcel Déat, for an au-
thoritarian, nationally minded brand of socialism converged in key ways with the 
right-wing nationalist views of writers like Thierry Maulnier, as well as the con-
demnation of materialist, bourgeois democracy emanating from non-conformist 
Catholics like Emmanuel Mounier. The growing purchase of these ideas gravely 
undermined the Third Republic, explaining the initial widespread acceptance of 
the Vichy regime after the defeat of 1940.15

Sternhell’s interpretation evoked considerable debate in the years that fol-
lowed.16 In 1983, Serge Berstein contended that, while certainly faced with se-
rious challenges during the 1920s and especially the 1930s, French democracy 
demonstrated notable “impermeability” to the fascist temptation.17 Other schol-
ars conceded some ground to Sternhell, but only to an extent. In his 1986 study 
La dérive fasciste, Swiss historian Philippe Burrin asserted that fascism appealed 
to a wide range of opinion in France, including dissident Leftists. However, he 
carefully distinguished between his position and Sternhell’s, suggesting that the 
latter paid too little attention to the international context or to “fascistization” 
as a process. In later publications, Burrin, while noting that it was wrong to ex-
aggerate France’s “allergy” to fascism, also stressed that the latter’s signifi cance 
should not be overstated.18 Similarly, in his 1987 survey, Pierre Milza discerned 
that fascism had appeal for various groups in France, ranging from radicalized 
conservatives to disillusioned Leftists. Nevertheless, he saw Sternhell’s thesis as 
too sweeping and concluded that in terms of generating mass support, French 
fascists trailed conservatives and reactionaries.19

Sternhell was not alone in contesting the idea that fascism had limited appeal 
in interwar France. Another infl uential challenge came from the American his-
torian Robert Soucy, who in two books and several articles detailed the activities 
of various formations and contended that many of these movements, notably the 
JP and CF/PSF, were indeed fascist.20 However, in contrast to Sternhell, Soucy 
underscored the affi nities between fascism and right-wing conservatism. In this 
regard, his work reinforced the conclusions of William Irvine, whose 1979 study 
of the FR noted how various members of a party supposedly committed to the 
democratic order also joined the JP and/or CF, and that cooperation with the 
nationalist leagues only really broke down when La Rocque created the PSF, thus 
challenging the FR’s electoral position. Irvine also argued, in a later article, that 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



8 • samuel kalman and sean kennedy

there were considerable parallels between the Croix de Feu/PSF and the Ital-
ian Fascists and Nazis.21 Another major critic of the Rémond-inspired consensus 
is the French political scientist Michel Dobry, who in 1989, advanced a broad 
critique of what he termed the “immunity thesis.”22 For Dobry, the study of the 
interwar French Right has become distorted by a tendency to read backward from 
outcomes; hence, the fact that the Third Republic had not succumbed to fascism 
during the 1930s has led many scholars to conclude wrongly that French democ-
racy was never seriously threatened at that time.

Regional studies of the Right have added depth and nuance to these interpre-
tations. Kevin Passmore’s 1997 study of the Rhône traced the evolution of the 
interwar Right as a whole in that department. Examining the various intra-Right 
divisions over attitudes toward democracy, economics, and religion, and assessing 
a range of movements, Passmore concluded that the rise of the CF was a response 
to the failure of local, established conservative elites: he also contended that the 
league’s drive to attain power through paramilitary means placed it within the 
fascist camp. However, the dissolution of 1936 and resulting transformation into 
the PSF led the movement down a different path, still authoritarian but more 
constitutionalist in outlook.23 Where Passmore stressed the mutability of far-
Right movements, Samuel Goodfellow stressed their variety; in his 1999 study of 
the borderland region of Alsace, he concluded that fascist movements of various 
stripes gained considerable support there.24

Yet despite various challenges to the view that fascism was only a marginal 
player in interwar French politics, no consensus has emerged, certainly not as far 
as the CF/PSF is concerned. Jacques Nobécourt’s extensively researched biogra-
phy of La Rocque, published in 1996, repeatedly defended him against charges of 
being a fascist, instead characterizing him as a “Christian nationalist.”25 Albert 
Kéchichian’s detailed study of the CF conceded that the movement evinced an 
authoritarian outlook, but the author also stressed its traditionalist ethos.26 Jean-
Paul Thomas has completely dismissed claims that the PSF was fascist, or indeed 
anti-democratic, instead emphasizing the continuities in its membership and out-
look with General Charles de Gaulle’s postwar Rassemblement du Peuple Fran-
çais (RPF).27 Prominent scholars such as Michel Winock have also reaffi rmed 
their previous interpretations, conceding that the CF/PSF and other elements 
of the Right displayed worrisome features, but ultimately concluding that France 
was not fertile ground for movements akin to Italian Fascism or Nazism.28

Yet even as the debate continued, calls for moving beyond it emerged. In 
his 1991 article on the CF/PSF, Irvine suggested that the most important thing 
scholars could do regarding these formations—still relatively neglected at that 
time—was to give them the attention they deserved.29 Kevin Passmore’s study of 
the Rhône pays attention to classifi cation, but also to the relationships between 
the various movements of the Right. Robert Paxton’s study of the Greenshirts, 
published in 1997, also stresses the importance of studying context and processes 
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rather than applying rigid labels. Paxton argues that Dorgères did display ele-
ments of a fascist outlook, but that the real value of studying the Greenshirts was 
to show why it was that in France the far Right never succeeded in taking power. 
Among the factors he invokes are the fact that the French state remained more 
capable of ensuring order than did its Italian or German counterparts in times 
of crisis, thus reassuring frightened elites, many of whom thus did not feel suf-
fi ciently threatened to turn to a fi rebrand like Dorgères.30

By the 2000s, this desire to take the study of the interwar Right in new direc-
tions, beyond classifi cation, was becoming increasingly apparent. A 2003 col-
lection of essays edited by Michel Dobry challenges the tenets of the immunity 
thesis, but also seeks to break with an emphasis upon classifi cation. Instead, Do-
bry stresses the need to study the ideas, structures, and actions of movements in 
a relational perspective, appreciating that nationalist organizations constantly 
responded to each other and adapted to a changing political climate.31 Brian 
Jenkins, editor of the 2005 volume France in the Era of Fascism, assesses various 
critiques of the immunity thesis and concludes that they amount to a compel-
ling challenge, but also closes the volume with a suggestion that the debate was 
growing stale and that new perspectives were needed.32 Sean Kennedy’s Recon-
ciling France against Democracy attempted to situate the CF and PSF along the 
political spectrum but also sought to assess these movements’ social presence.33 
Samuel Kalman’s study of the programs of the Faisceau and the Croix de Feu, 
The Extreme Right in Interwar France, highlights the fl uidity of far-Right doctrine 
and the signifi cance of tensions within as well as between movements.34 Laurent 
Kestel’s 2012 study of the PPF concentrates on how a movement founded by ex-
communists and non-conformist intellectuals moved to the far Right as a result of 
various agendas playing out on an ever-shifting fi eld of political competition. He 
focuses on how the fascist label came to be applied to the PPF at the time, rather 
than whether scholars should use it.35

Evidently, much recent work has tried to heed the call for fresh perspectives. 
While this brief overview cannot discuss all recent publications, it does highlight 
some trends. One of these is the deepening interest in women’s activism, and 
in applying gender analysis to the interwar French Right. There is a growing 
appreciation of the extent to which women played a key role in Catholic and 
nationalist organizations, and of the need to assess the visions of femininity and 
masculinity promoted by different movements. Scholars such as Cheryl Koos, 
Daniella Sarnoff, and Magali Della Sudda have explored women’s presence in a 
variety of formations.36 Works by Kevin Passmore, Caroline Campbell, and Laura 
Lee Downs focus on the CF/PSF, showing how these movements’ mission of so-
cial pacifi cation, in which women played a leading role, was at the heart of their 
vision of a future France.37 Geoff Read demonstrates that the CF/PSF’s vision of 
masculinity was crucial to grasping its sociopolitical objectives; Paul Schue shows 
that this was also the case for the PPF.38

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



10 • samuel kalman and sean kennedy

A second trend is the enduring appeal and growing diversity of intellectual 
and cultural approaches, as demonstrated in recent works by John Hellman, Paul 
Mazgaj, Gisèle Sapiro, and Jeannine Verdès-Leroux.39 Many of the new publica-
tions in these fi elds strike out in fresh directions, often transcending the issue of 
categorization. Thus Bruno Goyet’s biography of Charles Maurras confi rms the 
radical, even fascistic character of its subject’s opposition to republican democ-
racy, but also tries to understand Maurras’s activities in light of his intellectual 
interests and professional aspirations.40 Similarly, in his article about Bertrand 
de Jouvenel’s activities as a member of the PPF, Laurent Kestel is less concerned 
whether or not his subject was a fascist than with detailing the various forces 
that shaped his complex intellectual and political itinerary.41 Nimrod Amzalak’s 
study of the convergence between non-conformist intellectuals, and professional 
groups such as engineers, around the goal of promoting technocratic government 
also eschews defi nitions in favor of tracing shifting alignments.42 David Carroll 
and Mark Antliff have underscored the signifi cance of aesthetic concerns to 
various right-wing authors and activists; this theme has also been explored by 
Sandrine Sanos, who considers the neglected connection between far-right con-
ceptions of gender and racism of both the anti-Semitic and colonial varieties.43 
Other historians have examined neglected modes of popular mobilization, paying 
careful attention to distinctions but also parallels between different movements. 
Thus Jessica Wardhaugh explains how the cultures of the Right and Left related 
to one another as both deployed fi lm, music, and celebrations to attract mass 
support, appropriate popular symbols, and promote their vision of “the people.”44 
Having previously explored the role of commemoration in far-right discourse, 
Joan Tumblety has recently analyzed the signifi cance of physical culture for in-
terwar French politics, demonstrating its profound signifi cance for a wide range 
of right-wing formations.45

Thirdly, organizations and areas that have been somewhat neglected are 
now receiving renewed attention. A 2008 collection of essays, Les deux France 
du Front populaire, provides new perspectives on the Right as well as the Left. 
Some contributors such as Gilles Le Béguec adopt a social perspective, focusing 
on the networks that helped to generate the emergence of a new generation of 
right-wing parliamentarians. Others revisit the programs and tactics of infl uential 
formations such as the ARD; Arnaud Chomette argues, for example, that during 
the 1930s Pierre-Étienne Flandin blended an ongoing commitment to liberalism 
with a growing admiration for authoritarian political systems and commitment to 
appeasing Nazi Germany.46 Though the signifi cance of the AF has been long af-
fi rmed, it has also been the subject of new work that revisits its evolving ideology, 
social bases, and political tactics.47 The FNC, and its relations with other nation-
alist movements, is now the subject of a detailed study by Corinne Bonafoux-
Verax.48 Gayle Brunelle and Annette Finley-Croswhite have recently made a 
strong case for paying more attention to the threat that the terrorist Cagoule 
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posed to the Republic in the 1930s.49 Extending the geographical scope of recent 
historiography, Samuel Kalman has drawn renewed attention to the extent and 
intensity of popular support for the far Right among the European population of 
colonial Algeria.50

Finally, there is evidence of a stronger interest in understanding better the 
relations between the different formations of the Right. David Bensoussan’s 2006 
book, Combats pour une Bretagne catholique et rurale, traces the evolution of mul-
tiple right-wing groups, as traditional Catholic elites and clergy confronted a 
changing society and the emergence of dynamic mass movements such as the 
Greenshirts and PSF.51 Commenting on recent French-language scholarship on 
the Right in Les deux France du Front populaire, Gilles Richard sees the restruc-
turing of the Right, prompted in particular by the emergence of the PSF, as a key 
feature of the 1930s. At the same time, he acknowledges that despite the rise of 
a potentially hegemonic movement the nationalist response to the Popular Front 
was in fact very diverse; notwithstanding shrill rhetoric about the need for unity, 
it provided unattainable.52 Writing in the journal History Compass, Brian Jenkins 
has called for further examination of the relationship between right-wing parties 
and the leagues, arguing that in particular the rivalry between different forma-
tions, notably the PSF and the FR, is critical to comprehending the obstacles that 
La Rocque and his followers confronted in their quest to remake France. Tracing 
such rivalries, and the evolving outlook of various formations, is critical for grasp-
ing the dynamics of the late Third Republic.53

As this discussion indicates, it would be quite misleading to claim that a con-
sensus has emerged in the study of the interwar Right. Though it has perhaps lost 
some of its intensity, the debate over whether fascism was a signifi cant feature 
of French political life in that era continues, and scholars who have explored 
hitherto neglected themes such as gender remain engaged in debates over clas-
sifi cation. Nor do those who share a desire to transcend longstanding controver-
sies necessarily agree on key issues. For example, signifi cant differences between 
scholars as to the role of women in nationalist movements have emerged, with 
some historians focusing upon the extent to which women were pressed to con-
form to conservative gender norms, while others highlight the opportunities and 
relative degree of independence that some individual women enjoyed.54 This is 
hardly worrisome, however, as controversy is the lifeblood of good history. What 
does stand out is the extent to which the interwar French Right remains a subject 
of enduring historical interest and vibrant historical scholarship.

Chapter Overview 

The present volume aims to contribute to the renewed debate on the nature and 
organization of the French interwar Right, highlighting current historiographi-

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



12 • samuel kalman and sean kennedy

cal trends. Contributors provide a critical reassessment of the methodology and 
interpretation of French right-wing movements from traditional conservative fi g-
ures to fascist leagues, eschewing the struggle for a plausible defi nition of fascism 
or attempts to categorize various fi gures and movements. Although not denying 
the scholarly value of such efforts, the authors nonetheless wish to move beyond 
the political labeling of groups, individuals, and political parties, instead seek-
ing to broaden the characterization and historicization of the movements them-
selves. For this reason, the collection probes the Right in all of its forms, rather 
than confi ning itself to French fascism.

The contributors further seek to examine the French Right in situ, relating 
intellectuals, parties, and leagues to a variety of political, social, and cultural 
trends in the 1920s and 1930s, while engaging with the broader outlines of the 
historical experience of the late Third Republic. This implies a contextualiza-
tion of their actions, programs, and memberships, an effort to avoid treating the 
Right as a historical actor detached from the events and debates of the interwar 
era, but rather as one participant in an ongoing quotidian negotiation between 
various actors, factions, and events, whose words and deeds were shaped by (and 
responded to) the lived reality of interwar France.

Thus certain authors seek to examine the traditional and extreme Right 
within the boundaries of diverse strands of historical inquiry, focusing upon the 
impact of gender/feminism, empire, and memory, or invoking collective psychol-
ogy, satire, or pacifi sm in attempting to explain the relative success or failure, 
relevance or diminution, of various groups and movements. Such readings wish 
to transcend the positioning of the right-wing experience in the realm of mas-
culine, metropolitan, and/or standard political discourse, attempting to move 
beyond the traditional analytical tools used by scholars of conservatism and the 
extreme Right. Others invoke previously peripheral movements or periodicals—
the Union nationale des combattants, the Alliance nationale, the Ligue patrio-
tique des françaises, and political science / law journals—in order to revise the 
political and juridical topography of the interwar French Right. Redrawing the 
boundaries of conservatism and fascism, they attempt to broaden the parameters 
of inclusion. Finally, certain contributors wish to modify the entire conceptual 
apparatus for investigating les droites, either reexamining the doctrinal founda-
tions of prominent movements (the PSF, for example), or rethinking the political 
spectrum itself and the scholarly categorization of left and right altogether.

The collection is organized in four parts, each refl ecting one facet of this col-
lective effort. The fi rst section proposes new methodological avenues for the 
study of the extreme Right, new interpretive directions for investigation from 
veterans associations to the Ligue des droits de l’homme, anti-southern prejudice 
to imperialism. Kevin Passmore makes this agenda clear in the opening chap-
ter, providing a new explanation for the Right’s nascent anti-republicanism in 
the 1930s. Using the functionalist sociology of Émile Durkheim and Max Weber 
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in combination with collective psychology, Passmore argues that the 6 February 
1934 riot was not a simple reaction to political and economic crisis or a manifes-
tation of public anger at various scandals. Rather, the demand for regime change 
traced to longstanding prejudices against Masons, Jews, and southerners, a dema-
gogic “counter-elite” that had purportedly seized control of French politics by 
effectively swaying the masses. From detective fi ction through the popular press 
and the discourse of conservative politicians, Passmore traces the impact of con-
servative anti-southern sentiments, which peaked with the Stavisky Affair and 
its epicenter in the town of Bayonne, and intimations of gangsterism, unbridled 
sexuality, and alcoholism. These accusations were habitually linked with anti-
Semitism (the corrupt money-grubbing bankers of fi ction and the popular press) 
and anti-Masonic rhetoric (the lodges as anti-Catholic and deeply republican) in 
a vast conspiracy theory that drove events like the 6 February riot.

The évenements of 6 February are equally central to Chris Millington’s work 
on the Union nationale des combattants and the veteran’s movement’s ties to 
the French extreme Right in the 1930s. In contrast to previous historians such 
as Antoine Prost, Millington places the group squarely on the anti-republican 
extreme Right, a fact clearly visible in their central role on 6 February. Attempt-
ing to copy the organization and style of fellow veteran’s movement and extreme 
Rightist league the Croix de Feu, the UNC left behind lobbying for politics, as 
leader Jean Goy authorized the formation of an Action combattante wing for 
civilians, complete with newspapers and mass meetings. Although highly con-
troversial within the membership due to its embrace of non-veterans, the plan 
faltered due to the UNC’s inability to compete with established rival leagues, 
and many members ultimately joined the CF, Jeunesses patriotes, and Action 
française. Although Millington notes that “a veteran may have joined the CF as 
he believed it was a genuine veterans’ association,” he effectively demonstrates 
that, by 1934, this was increasingly unlikely, and hence the UNC’s later support 
for the Vichy regime.

A revision of previous historiography is equally at work in Norman Ingram’s 
investigation of pacifi sm, the Ligue des droits de l’homme, and fascism during the 
interwar and Vichy eras. His piece simultaneously explains the evolution of cer-
tain non-communist Marxists toward collaboration while debunking the myth 
that the Ligue (and France as a whole) proved allergic to fascism. Many members 
condemned French militarism on pacifi st grounds, a non-negotiable stance that 
led them to support Vichy and excuse Nazism in order to avoid confl ict. Beyond 
Jacques Doriot, Robert Brasillach, or Pierre Drieu La Rochelle, the collaboration-
ist extreme Right counted fi gures like the Ligue’s Lyon section president Léon 
Emery, a Jacobin anti-fascist who nonetheless slid to the right due to his anti-
communism and aversion to war. Ingram relates that Emery et al. (and their 
postwar supporters) ignored the ideological nature of World War II altogether, 
and “could not or would not see was that the advent of Hitler in 1933 changed 
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everything.” Thus he effectively challenges the defi nitions of pacifi sm and fas-
cism, asking where to place an anti-war/parliamentarian/Semite who nonetheless 
seemingly rejected the French extreme Right.

Such ambiguity could also result from geography, particularly in the French 
empire, where the extreme Right found fertile ground during the interwar era. As 
Samuel Kalman relates in surveying the department of Oran in French Algeria, 
the municipal police and gendarmerie—supposedly the defenders of republican 
order—engaged in a campaign of violence against Leftists, Jews, and Muslims at 
the behest of local authorities. The latter were frequently on the extreme Right, 
led by Oran mayor Gabriel Lambert, in a rabidly anti-Semitic department where 
the population consistently opposed the Left, and in a territory where the popu-
lation viewed Muslims as dangerous religious fanatics subject to legal inferiority 
through the indigénat. Algeria became a repository for colonial fascism, which 
proved very attractive to police and soldiers trained by ultraconservatives, fac-
ing hostile local communities, and enduring poor pay and working conditions. 
Unsurprisingly, Kalman writes, violence against Leftists, Jews, and Muslims was 
commonplace, as offi cers and gendarmes assaulted Muslim and Jewish demonstra-
tors and joined extreme-Rightist attacks against communists, in a display of colo-
nial violence that foreshadowed the campaign of torture and murder perpetrated 
by security services during the 1954–1962 Algerian War.

Although traditionally highlighted in works on the French Right, race is only 
one component of conservative or fascist doctrine. The collection’s second sec-
tion focuses upon the centrality of gender in interwar right-wing discourse, in an 
attempt to move beyond the standard depiction of masculine-dominated move-
ments. To Geoff Read, fascist groups in particular viewed women in contradictory 
terms, both as potential leaders and as housewives and mothers. Read rejects the 
notion that the extreme Right proved uniquely misogynist, reminding the reader 
that hegemonic femininity permeated the Left, Center, and Right in interwar 
France. If anything, fascist movements actually prioritized women, on one hand 
evincing the pronatalism of the day in the form of the image of the nurturing 
mother who ensured a proper moral and patriotic formation for her children, 
yet often providing employment and responsibilities outside the foyer familial at 
the same time. Thus the Croix de Feu women’s auxiliaries had 100,000 members 
performing home visits, organizing charity sales, and advising the group’s male 
leadership, despite its avowedly traditional rhetoric concerning gender roles. Yet 
in the fi nal analysis, despite being remarkably innovative in organizational terms, 
the leagues did not truly support feminism, Read concludes, insisting that women 
fi rst and foremost remained in the home and raised children.

Right-wing pronatalism was equally apparent outside of the leagues, where the 
Alliance nationale indefatigably harnessed masculine archetypes to defi ne gender 
roles and national characteristics. Although heralded by politicians across the po-
litical spectrum, the AN regularly displayed a penchant for authoritarianism and 
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fascism, supporting Italian and German efforts to replace republican sterility with 
virile youth and large families. As Cheryl Koos demonstrates in her contribution, 
the group’s gendered critique aided preparations for the Vichy regime, viewing 
women primarily as childbearers, and as weapons against demographically supe-
rior Nazi Germany. AN leaders Ferdinand Boverat and Paul Haury led the inter-
war chorus of voices against the femme moderne, Koos notes, accusing women of 
moral failings and encouraging dénatalité, while lauding Mussolini’s bachelor tax 
and pronatalist speeches, the Soviet Komsomol, and the Hitler Youth in equal 
measure as antidotes to corrupt, lazy, and weak democracy. By 1934, the Nazi 
“new man” became AN policy in a critique of French obsessions with marketing 
and consumerism over sacrifi ce and discipline, combined with the Italian Fascist 
emphasis on family as the key to national renewal.

Yet as Daniella Sarnoff counters in her overview of women and gender in 
French fascism, “in many ways women would be simultaneously exalted and sub-
jugated within fascist ideology.” In a panoramic survey of gender and French 
fascism, Sarnoff probes attempts to recruit women and families to renovate the 
nation, attempting to restore gendered order but also enabling female agency. 
Various historians have overlooked the fascist portrayal of women as workers and 
voters, she claims, and if the leagues did not jettison the image of the nurturing 
mother saving the nation alongside the proud father, they nonetheless encour-
aged female militancy in the quest for national health and virility. Her chapter 
portrays women in various leagues as public fi gures in uniform, even policing 
events, unthinkable in Leftist, Centrist, or conservative movements. If anything, 
the extreme-Rightist obsession with femininity often diverted attention from 
their more sordid discussion of anti-Semitism and violence: using cooking tips 
and fashion pages, for example. Family also functioned as an antidote to the 
republic, which supposedly encouraged individualism, birth control propaganda, 
and prostitution.

However, the question of gender is not merely confi ned to studies of the ex-
treme Right. Magali Della Sudda shifts the discussion toward conservatism, ex-
amining the Ligue patriotique des Françaises and the Fédération nationale des 
femmes, Catholic “feminist” organizations dedicated to preserving the “natural 
order” of fathers, mothers, and family as the primary social unit. With 800,000 
members by 1919, the LPF engaged in “civic training” in order to obtain female 
suffrage, believing that conservative women could provide conjugalism through 
the ballot box. Della Sudda aptly observes that the group’s agenda was far re-
moved from struggles for women’s rights or gender equality, with the LPF eventu-
ally moving away from suffrage altogether toward more traditional social work. 
The FNF fi lled the void after 1925, countering republican and secular feminist 
groups and eventually becoming the women’s branch of the conservative Fédéra-
tion républicaine. Both organizations were enabled by a postwar ralliment, in 
which the Church perceived an opportunity to use democratic means to spiritual 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



16 • samuel kalman and sean kennedy

ends, while conservative parties granted women a political role in order to obtain 
their votes.

Much like gender, historians of the French Right frequently ignore the cul-
tural dimension of their subject—the topic of the third section. Jessica Ward-
haugh examines efforts by the leagues to attract mass support through cultural 
production, part of a continent-wide effort during the interwar era to provide 
state legitimacy through control of the arts, from the Soviet Union to Fascist 
Italy. Much has been made of the Popular Front’s experiments with the aestheti-
cization of politics, and mobilization of art as a conduit for politics in everyday 
life. Wardhaugh extends this argument to the Action française and Croix de Feu; 
if neither league took power, they nevertheless used newsreels, summer camps, 
fi lm, and theatrical performance as “a means to develop images of political sal-
vation, to satirize political events, and fi nally to promote an associative life.” 
Both the AF’s anti-republican plays lampooning a variety of enemies and the 
CF’s counter society fulfi lled this need, with the latter incorporating everything 
from collaborations with the Ballets fantastiques to the Groupe photo-ciné in order 
to showcase the group as an alternative to communism, the Popular Front, and 
rampant individualism.

Furthermore, as Sean Kennedy notes in his chapter concerning the PSF and 
Christian civilization, even after its 1936 transformation into a political party, 
the CF prioritized cultural means of transmitting anti-pluralism, albeit couched 
in the rhetoric of Christian reconciliation. However, there were strict limits to 
Christian tolerance, and PSF leaders and members rejected a variety of enemies, 
including Leftists, members of the Jewish community who supported the Popular 
Front, and those deemed incapable of embracing authentically French values—
notably, Algerian Muslims. Furthermore, the group tended to view international 
relations through the prism of Christian civilization, lauding Franco in the Span-
ish Civil War as a staunch defender of Western civilization, and championing 
any authoritarian regime of the same cloth (albeit not the pagan and anti-Gallic 
Nazis). Hence, Kennedy concludes, the PSF social Catholic agenda was “primar-
ily cultural and political, a weapon of ideological and rhetorical combat.”

Yet as Laurent Kestel observes in his contribution, discussions of authoritarian 
political culture equally pervaded the French conservative press, which published 
leading academics, jurists, and political voices on the Right. The authors ignored 
unpalatable programmatic elements while praising various far-right regimes for 
bringing unions and communists to heel, improving economy and society, and 
eliminating decadence. Thus the same personnel who concocted Vichy’s anti-
Semitic laws claimed that anti-Semitism was not Nazi, but rather traced to a 
longstanding German tradition. The three journals in Kestel’s study—The Revue 
politique et parlémentaire, Revue du droit et de science politique, and Sciences poli-
tiques—could barely contain their enthusiasm for Franco, Mussolini, and Hit-
ler. They concomitantly portray the Third Republic as weak and corrupt, led by 
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the Popular Front’s slaves to Moscow, and desire a “sanitization” of government, 
culminating in projects like the Plan Tardieu to strengthen the executive and 
minimize parliament, and calls to imitate the Nazi support of the strong over the 
weak.

Racial strength and national regeneration are more closely examined in Caro-
line Campbell’s chapter concerning the CF/PSF’s efforts at transforming French 
physical culture along gendered and racial lines. The league’s program was sui 
generis, Campbell writes, not least because it included women on an equal foot-
ing in sports and training programs infl uenced by positive eugenics and social 
Darwinist theory. Group leaders wished to eradicate ugliness and fl ab, believ-
ing (pace Jean Ruffi er and Margaret Mead) that physical and sexual traits were 
culturally formed. In this regard, Antoinette de Préval’s Women’s Section and 
Gaëtan Maire’s Société de préparation et d’éducation sportive founded thousands 
of physical education centers across France, where instructors taught the natural 
method of Georges Hébert, using physical exertion and conditioning exercises on 
men, women, and children. Furthermore, in defi ance of the stereotypical delicate 
female commonly portrayed by the Left and Right in interwar France, the SPES 
offered girls the chance to play basketball and soccer, while partaking in a similar 
regimen to their male confreres.

These subversions of the standard historiographical portrait of the French 
Right push William Irvine to challenge normative portrayals of Left and Right 
altogether in the concluding chapter. Irvine questions the value of political cat-
egorization en-soi in modern French history, adroitly demonstrating that attempts 
by historians to compartmentalize political movements through the formula-
tion of a defi ned set of unique traits inevitably falter in the face of historical evi-
dence. Both the Left and Right claimed to be progressive at various times, stak-
ing a claim as the inheritors of the French revolutionary tradition. Worse still, 
the Left formally advocated various positions often ascribed to the Right: anti-
German nationalism, anti-feminism, anti-Semitism (in both metropolitan France 
and Algeria), and even philo-Nazism—a signifi cant number of French fascists 
moved from Left to Right, after all. The Right, meanwhile, championed suppos-
edly Leftist initiatives, from support for Munichois pacifi sm and female suffrage to 
the Parti démocrate populaire’s ambivalence toward the Catholic Church, while 
many clerical conservatives actually dismissed anti-Semitism. To be sure, Irvine 
concludes, the extreme Right was authoritarian and xenophobic, and most on 
the Left consistently promoted anti-clericalism and defended Jews during the 
Dreyfus affair and again in the 1930s. Yet the ambiguity present in the discourse 
and platforms of the French Left and Right demand further debate concerning 
the characterization of Gallic politics.

Irvine’s call for a new interpretive framework echoes the modus operandi of 
this collection: to reinvigorate the study of the French Right, harnessing new 
methodological perspectives and thematic investigations. Although far from an 
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encyclopedic overview of the topic or a “state of the fi eld” manifesto, the authors 
and editors nonetheless collectively present a variety of new perspectives, simul-
taneously building upon older arguments and controversies while positing new 
modes of engagement. Most importantly, the emphasis is placed squarely upon 
a continuing dialogue between various historiographical opinions, methods of 
inquiry, and scholarly visions. If the contributors often disagree with established 
ideas concerning the French Right, and just as often with one another, this rep-
resents a sure sign of the vitality of the topic as an object of academic inquiry. 
Clearly there remains a vibrant intellectual desire to understand one of the most 
important actors in Gallic politics, society, and culture from 1789 onward.
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chapter 1

CROWD PSYCHOLOGY, 
ANTI-SOUTHERN PREJUDICE, 

AND CONSTITUTIONAL REFORM 
IN 1930S FRANCE

The Stavisky Affair and the Riots of 6 February 1934

Kevin Passmore

R

On 6 February 1934, several tens of thousands of members of right-wing leagues 
and veterans associations converged on the Place de La Concorde in central 
Paris.1 They were protesting against the installation in the Chambre des députés 
on the other side of the Seine of a center-Left government under the Radical-
Socialist Édouard Daladier. The most determined demonstrators attempted to 
force their way across the Pont de la Concorde and into the Chamber, some 
of them hoping to ignite a “national revolution.” In the ensuing riots, fourteen 
demonstrators and one policeman died, and two more of the former succumbed 
some months later. The next day, Daladier tendered his resignation, frightened 
by the reluctance of the judiciary and forces of order to defend him. His party 
switched its support to a government dominated by the Right, under the elderly 
ex-President Gaston Doumergue, which promised to reform the constitution and 
implement budget cuts. On 12 February, fearful that France was about to fall to 
fascism, the trade unions organized a general strike. The Communist and Social-
ist parties formed the alliance that would become the Popular Front. Years of 
violent Franco-French confl ict began.

The Right justifi ed the riots on two grounds. First, it accused Daladier of sack-
ing the anti-communist Paris prefect of police, Jean Chiappe, in order to secure 
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left-wing support for his new government. Secondly, it charged Daladier’s Radical-
Socialist predecessor, Camille Chautemps, with covering up a fi nancial fraud, 
orchestrated by Alexandre Stavisky.2 The latter had sold bonds of the Crédit 
municipal de Bayonne against overvalued or non-existent security. The fraud 
was discovered before Stavisky could reimburse investors with the proceeds of 
another scam involving Hungarian bonds. Joseph Garat, Bayonne mayor, Radi-
cal-Socialist deputy, and Freemason, was arrested for his part in the affair. On 
9 January 1934, another Radical-Socialist, Colonial Minister André Dalimier, 
resigned because back in 1932 he had advised offi cial social welfare funds to in-
vest in the bonds. On the same day, the police “discovered” Stavisky’s body in his 
Alpine chalet. Skeptics claimed that Chautemps had ordered Stavisky’s death, 
and that his brother-in-law, Public Prosecutor Georges Pressard, had prevented 
a junior colleague, Albert Prince, from prosecuting Stavisky. That both Chau-
temps and Pressard were Freemasons brought more grist to the conspiracy theory 
mill, as did the discovery of Prince’s dead body on a railway line on 24 February.

By previous standards, the Stavisky Affair was not especially serious.3 Yet the 
Right, from the royalist Action française to the moderate republican Alliance 
démocratique, saw it as evidence of a deep crisis. The latter claimed that the 
bloodstains would never be washed from Daladier’s hands, and demanded pros-
ecution of mysterious grands responsables.4 The Right agreed that the Stavisky 
Affair was more than a judicial matter, and that only constitutional reform and 
strengthening of the executive could solve the Republic’s problems, not least 
through budget cuts.

For decades, the conviction persisted in the historiography that the Republic 
was intrinsically incapable of dealing with economic and international diffi cul-
ties and scandals seemingly confi rmed this impression. We may still glimpse the 
assumption in works that casually list economic problems, parliamentary instabil-
ity, and social confl ict as if they automatically explained calls for reform of the 
Republic and the emergence of the leagues. More importantly, until recently, 
historians such as Michel Winock and François Monnet unwittingly recycled the 
protagonists’ own notions of “progress” and “modernization” to understand the 
“defects” of the regime, and used crowd psychology, with its elite/mass distinc-
tion, to make sense of 6 February itself.

Implicitly, these historians divide the protagonists of 6 February into three 
categories, according to their degree of awareness of the problems of the regime. 
First an elite, including right-wing politicians such as André Tardieu, understood 
the nature of the crisis and its solution. Such fi gures battled against the grain, suf-
fered for contesting “common sense,” and ended their careers as heroic failures—
at least until Charles de Gaulle, after his own period in the wilderness, solved the 
problems of French history. By association, Winock and Monnet belong to this 
elite, for they possess historiographical understanding of the course of history and 
the national interest. Secondly, ordinary French people, possessed of the good 
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sense of the crowd, were vaguely aware of the regime’s failures, without possess-
ing the elite’s capacity for detached analysis. Indeed, the “mass” was vulnerable 
to passions that “demagogic” politicians could exploit. Demagogues constituted 
the third category. They included the dwindling band of hereditary opponents of 
the regime, who exploited the anger of the normally sensible mass. Demagogues 
of a different kind led the Left.

Historians use these categories differently. Serge Berstein believed that the Re-
public’s faults were exaggerated, and attributed the riots to a “mass” that suffered 
from real problems in daily life, and so was “available” to (demagogic) parties that 
proposed simplistic solutions.5 Whereas Berstein’s interpretation resembles that 
of the 1930s moderate Left, Winock’s is closer to the moderate Right’s. He con-
tends that the 6 February riots brought together elite reformers with a reasonable 
majority that wanted to correct the Republic’s real defects. Insofar as the riots 
expressed anti-republicanism, it was the work of a clique of right-wing dema-
gogues who had exploited the Stavisky Affair.6 Nevertheless, Winock argues, the 
demagogues ultimately won. He contends that for the Left the “trauma” of 6 
February reactivated outdated myths of confl icts between republicans and their 
enemies, and installed “the demonology of civil war in the collective psychology, 
and provoked rumors of fascism and communism.” Extremists “exasperated the 
passions” and provoked the victory of the Popular Front.7

Winock and Monnet assume that the Stavisky Affair and 6 February riots ex-
pressed an objective crisis of the Republic, to which the solutions were technical 
rather than ideological. Indeed, in La fi èvre héxagonale, Winock combined posi-
tivism and crowd psychology to diagnose the ills of French society—Dr. Gustave 
Le Bon had the same ambition. Winock sought the “laws” underlying the succes-
sive crises of French history, and argued that however prone the French were to 
“fevers” and simplistic antiparliamentarianism, the riots of 6 February stemmed 
from a half-conscious recognition on the part of a “profoundly moderate” country 
of real defects in the Republic.8

Certainly, events since the Left’s victory in the elections of May 1932 alarmed 
the Right. In 1932, they had experienced a stinging electoral defeat. Subse-
quently, four left-wing governments had come to grief on fi nancial issues and 
another fell on the related US debts question. The Right accused the majority 
of failing to implement budget cuts, which it believed to be necessary to counter 
the effects of the world economic crisis in France. Meanwhile, in October 1933, 
Hitler’s departure from the Disarmament Conference portended another war.

It is not self-evident that the government should have been held account-
able for the aforementioned diffi culties. It is even less obvious that conserva-
tives should have believed that confronting economic and international dangers 
required a change of constitution, or even regime, rather than a change of gov-
ernment. Nor does it go without saying that the Stavisky Affair signifi ed the 
corruption of the regime rather than the criminality of individuals. To under-
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stand how contemporaries understood crisis we must distinguish their ideas and 
purposes from academic conceptualizations of evolving social structures, even 
though these changes were an important part of the context in which contem-
poraries operated. So far as contemporaries are concerned, we must ask “crisis of 
what” and “crisis for whom?” On the one hand, the Right was so convinced that 
the parliamentary regime endangered the nation that it was prepared to endorse 
the overthrow of an elected government through street violence. On the other 
hand, the Left saw a crisis of capitalism, but after 6 February denied that the Re-
public was in crisis, and took to the streets to defend it.

Indeed, much research nuances the view that the Third Republic was fl awed. 
Ministerial instability was as much apparent as real,9 the interchangeability of 
parliamentary majorities may have permitted fl exible responses to new prob-
lems,10 and the Right was wrong to believe that the Republic was ruled by over-
promoted provincial nobodies.11 It is an open question as to how much infl uence 
governments in the 1930s had on the economy, given the available knowledge 
and machinery. The Republic’s response to the economic crisis was not obvi-
ously worse than that of any other regime, and plausibly parliamentary opposi-
tion spared France the extreme defl ation that damaged other economies. The 
question of the Republic’s response to the rise of Hitler is equally complex. One 
cannot read French history backward from the defeat of June 1940,12 and anyway 
war was not necessarily the supreme test of the “fi tness” of a political system.13 
Paul Jankowski argues convincingly that responses to the scandals of the Third 
Republic owed more to their cultural and social context than to their actual 
gravity.14

In fact, none of these revisionist accounts prove that the Third Republic was, 
after all, “effective” or “modern.” My point is rather that expectations of the 
Republic were historically constructed, and evaluation of its effectiveness de-
pended on perspective. Thus, state intervention during the Great War had en-
couraged the belief that government policy was decisive in orienting the econ-
omy, and André Tardieu’s governments of 1929–1930 had explicitly staked their 
future on prosperity. Likewise, the Right’s (often underestimated) Darwinist 
assumptions engendered the fear that Republic’s alleged unfi tness for war con-
demned it.

My purpose in this essay is to understand the logic that led the Right to see 
the Stavisky Affair as a symptom of constitutional dysfunction that rendered the 
nation vulnerable to invasion and communism. I shall therefore focus upon what 
for Winock were the “excesses” of 6 February, not least because they were actu-
ally widely shared in elite and popular culture. Of course, to demonstrate the 
importance of prejudices about Freemasons and Jews hardly counts as a historio-
graphical discovery, but others, concerning southerners and criminality, are less 
well known, as is their relation to crowd psychology or their precise position in 
political debates.
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The ideas that I discuss were not used unrefl ecting in the sense that they had 
been “internalized” or represented a pre-conscious “habitus.” They were too con-
tradictory for that; their meaning varied according to context, and confronted 
with the right sort of “falsifi cation,” or when they confl icted with other priorities, 
protagonists could modify them or drop them altogether. I focus on the politi-
cal uses of historically constructed categories, used more or less consciously in 
proportions that varied according to context. My discussion of the meanings of 6 
February complements a historiographical shift away from the use of transhistori-
cal abstract models to detect the presence or absence of fascism or republicanism 
in the riot, models in which objectivist assumptions about the nature and ends of 
society also play a part. New approaches focus on the use and transformation of 
available ways of seeing the world as they were used for new purposes in political 
struggles. I examine the inherited intellectual and cultural resources that com-
peting elements of the Right used to make sense of the circumstances of February 
1934, to evaluate the goals of their opponents, and to pursue their own interests 
both against the Left and against rival conservatives. I do not argue that the ideas 
I discuss explain responses to the Stavisky Affair or the 6 February riots. Ideas on 
their own can do nothing—practice matters more.15

Conservative Political Culture

I have already stressed contemporary historians’ unwitting debt to Le Bon’s crowd 
psychology. Mark Meyers shows that both Left and Right used its categories.16 
However, they did so differently. The Left felt that the state (the elite) could 
nurture the rationality of the mass through education and by removing the infl u-
ence of the obscurantist, demagogic Church from society. Moderate conserva-
tives were less optimistic about the rationality of ordinary people, but believed 
that they possessed an innate conservative good sense. To govern effectively, the 
elite must know the mass through the study of history and experience of life, 
and thus govern in accordance with the “realities” of the national psychology. 
The extreme Right was more likely to stress an intuitive, elemental relationship 
between leader and mass, often discovered in the trenches of the Western Front. 
Both Left and Right saw their opponents as demagogic counter-elites.

The assumptions of crowd psychology pervaded the political culture of the 
Right. The discipline posited an unequal dialogue between two naturalized con-
cepts, the “elite” and the “mass,” conceived organically and hierarchically as a 
thinking head and body, and as a gendered, classed and racialized dichotomy. The 
mass was irrational, vulnerable to extremism and to exploitation by demagogues. 
It learned through the repetition of slogans and images, which may be incarnated 
in a leader. The elite shared the crowd’s patriotism, but through the accumula-
tion of reason over generations, it had learned to control its irrational impulses. 
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The elite would draw inspiration from the mass’s idealism and channel it into 
purposeful activity.17

Crowd psychology was related to four key terms in contemporary political 
discourse: realism, experience, competence, and generalism. The elite’s pursuit 
of “realistic” policies required knowledge of the psychology of the mass and the 
country. That in turn required “experience” of life, which could be gained through 
military, professional or academic careers, business, or involvement in provincial 
affairs. Experience also provided the “competence” necessary for government. 
Furthermore, a politician who brought experience to government would be a 
“generalist,” a rounded man who was in contact with reality, capable of treat-
ing problems on their merits, and free from dogma. Generalism also transferred 
into the intellectual sphere. The Right largely rejected the specialized academic 
knowledge of the emergent human sciences in the universities—the history of 
Marc Bloch or the sociology of the Durkheimians. The elite used race science, 
social biology, social Darwinism, and Lamarckianism to understand national psy-
chology. Thus, doctors could diagnose the ills of a polity by applying germ theory 
and Lamarckianism; the Facultés de droit dispensed a generalist education de-
signed as much to equip graduates for government as to practice the law.

Crowd psychology remained infl uential in the 1930s and beyond. Le Bon died 
in 1931, bitter that the University had not recognized his talents. Yet the leaders 
of both main conservative parties, Pierre-Étienne Flandin of the secular Alliance 
démocratique and Louis Marin of the Catholic Fédération républicaine, were 
devotees.18 In the 1930s, crowd psychology was given a new lease of life by the 
supposed success of Fascists, Nazis, and Communists in the “age of the masses.” 
In France, crowd psychology was especially visible in the belief in the need for a 
“mystique,” capable of rivaling that of the totalitarians. A mystique supposedly 
derived from the depths of the people, the elite would shape it and thus guide 
the mass. Contending political groups sought to elaborate a true mystique and to 
ensure that demagogues did not propagate false ones.19

Conservatives differed sharply among themselves over what the elite looked 
like, and their disputes were entangled with class, religious, and historic divi-
sions. Royalists idealized the Catholic landed gentry and sometimes condemned 
lawyers as a category, while republican conservatives located competence in the 
“elite” of the professions and the administration. Such disputes hardly threatened 
crowd psychology because its categories were unfalsifi able and empty. They were 
vaguely enough formulated both to excuse imperfection in friends and to identify 
character fl aws in political opponents.

Right-wing political culture disqualifi ed the Left from government on two 
counts. First, left-wing politicians had chosen to become professional politicians 
precisely because they had failed in their careers. They lacked experience and 
could not be competent. They were lawyers without clients, doctors without pa-
tients, or bankrupt businessmen. For the Right, the Stavisky Affair confi rmed 
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these failings. The Journal des débats attributed the Affair to the fact that politics 
was a salaried trade, and lamented the days when “the parliamentarian was a 
man who had decided to divert from his own work in order to serve the public.”20 
Tardieu agreed that the député-avocat was the chief agent of corruption.21 Le Jour 
campaigned to forbid deputies from pleading in the Paris Bar.22 For the royal-
ist Léon Daudet, Chautemps was surrounded in the Chamber by “the worst 
scum of the bar, magistracy, police and press, capable of quietly doing his adver-
saries in.”23

Secondly, left-wing politicians had been educated in abstractions—Kantian 
idealism or worse Marxism—rather than in practical science based on experi-
ence: hence Marin’s denunciation, as the scandal broke, of a “politics of dema-
gogy … impregnated with primary school Marxism.”24 Left-wing parliamentarians 
were demagogues in Le Bon’s sense: they were half-educated men, capable only of 
fl attering the materialism of the mass and fl aunting utopias before its eyes. They 
could not genuinely “know” the people, since they were insuffi ciently detached 
from its passions and materialism and knew only abstract theories. The Stavisky 
scandal confi rmed left-wing deputies’ inherent corruption, and explained their 
resistance to budget cuts.

Corruption was all the more dangerous because it weakened France in the 
struggle between nations. Historians have underestimated the extent to which 
conservative politicians envisaged international relations in Darwinian terms. 
True, conservatives did not advocate conquest (if we forget the Empire) and they 
applied Lamarckian notions of organic harmony to domestic policies. Yet they 
regarded a strong economy and domestic order, as well as a numerous popula-
tion, as essential to France’s survival in a competitive international environment, 
in which Communists and Germans were bent on the destruction of France. 
Stavisky symbolized these threats. The Right saw itself as an elite, engaged in a 
life-and-death struggle with a demagogic counter-elite for the allegiance of the 
masses, the guarantee of national strength. I shall now turn my attention to the 
signs by which the Right recognized this counter-elite.

Anti-Southern Prejudice

Historians sometimes mention in passing that professional politicians were of-
ten depicted in literature as southerners.25 Anti-meridional prejudice is less well 
known than anti-Masonism or anti-Semitism, but was more widely spread across 
the political spectrum. It has a long history in France and Europe, dating back to 
the seventeenth century, when northern civilizations displaced Mediterranean 
preeminence. For instance, Jules Michelet and Hippolyte Taine attributed the 
alleged inferiority of southerners to mongrelization of the race, or to Arab admix-
ture.26 Certainly the Right rarely evoked a conspiracy of southerners and no one 
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advocated legal discrimination against them. Yet the southern accent was a sign 
by which one could recognize the defects of the professional politician.

The association between political corruption and the south was well estab-
lished: Marx and Ernest Renan both saw the Second Empire as dependent upon 
southern clientelism.27 With the establishment of the Republic, monarchists re-
deployed the stereotype to signify the supposed leveling of parliamentary democ-
racy. The southerner Léon Gambetta, as the herald of the couches nouvelles, was 
a favorite target.28 The high point of political anti-southern prejudice followed 
the Radical-Socialist triumph in the elections of 1902. The religious struggles of 
those years took on the air of a confl ict between southern anti-clericalism and 
northern piety, provoking Maurice Barrès to describe the Loire as a “profound fi s-
sure” in the nation.29 Meanwhile, the Radical-Socialist campaign for income tax 
provoked attacks on southern materialism, while the Midi winegrower rebellion 
of 1907 apparently confi rmed the south’s desire for subsidies and the expense of 
northern taxpayers.

In 1911, the moderate conservative Maurice Colrat, in the review L’Opinion, 
launched an enquiry into the alleged southern preponderance in parliament. His 
article provoked many approving responses, some from the great names of French 
intellectual and political life.30 Almost all contributors endorsed Colrat’s views. 
They attributed southern domination of parliament to the racial predisposition 
of Latin types toward talkativeness and expansiveness, which prevented them 
from pursuing a profession but facilitated the formation of a clientele, and thus 
to a parliamentary system in which talk mattered more than action. Contributors 
also assumed that southern weaknesses were aggravated by the sun, which caused 
both laziness and the overheating of the brain, especially when stimulated by 
alcohol (just as women’s brains were destabilized by anything from the vibration 
of the uterus to intellectual activity). Worse, southerners’ selfi shness made them 
antipatriotic: Barrès claimed, “there is no France except on the frontier of the 
Rhine.”31

We may note two further points. First, the north/south antagonism dramatized 
the elite/mass dichotomy that was intrinsic to crowd psychology. In his Psycholo-
gie des foules, Le Bon described the democratic crowd as Latin and feminine; he 
denounced the republican elite’s lack of will and practical knowledge, and its 
predilection for abstract constitutions. He regarded the English elite as more in 
touch with practical reality.32 He contributed to the Colrat enquiry the view that 
“we are in the age of crowds. To be an effective agitator one must be able to speak 
well and think little. Southern politicians, who possess this double quality to a 
high degree, will govern until the day of the debacle.”33 Secondly, the south was 
geographically malleable: to serve his purpose, Colrat excluded Nice, Cannes, 
and Antibes from the south. Sometimes the south stood for a specifi c geographi-
cal area; sometimes for France as a whole, often in contrast to Britain; sometimes 
it represented rural France, or simply southern cities.
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The fl exibility of anti-southern prejudice and the persistence of anti-parlia-
mentarianism accounts for its long survival. During the Great War, it was sus-
tained by the alleged “cowardice” in 1914 of the 15th Corps of Marseille, by the 
belief that southerners shirked service in the northern war, and by the alleged 
treason of the Gascon interior minister, Louis Malvy.34 The war also encouraged 
contrary tendencies, for hostility to German culture and the entry of Italy into 
the war provoked a movement in favor of “Latinity.”

The postwar “années folles” brought new attacks on the south as a site of 
easy pleasure. Politically, the question of the south became more complex. 
Initially some were optimistic, in line with Barrès’s conviction that the loss of 
Alsace-Lorraine had unhealthily increased southern infl uence in the national 
psyche. The deputy George Noblemaire thus felt that its recovery now permitted 
northern tenacity to compensate southern enthusiasm.35 Yet the rise of autono-
mism in Alsace deeply worried conservatives. Some blamed the appointment of 
southern administrators to Alsace for the rise of autonomism.36 This tendency 
to demonize southerners jostled with fear that excessive criticism would further 
undermine national unity. That was especially true in Brittany, where the once 
monarchist far Right tried to reconcile Breton regionalism with nationalism and 
anti-southern prejudice. In 1931, on the foundation of the nationalist newspaper 
Breiz atao, a contributor to L’Écho de Paris recalled Barrès’ warning of the disloca-
tion of France, and expressed concern about links between Breton and Alsatian 
autonomism. The writer also admitted that the government’s favoritism toward 
the south provided autonomists with real grievances, and that when Breiz atao 
declared the unwillingness of Bretons to die for regions with low birthrates, they 
expressed “certain essential truths.”37

Thus, doubts reconfi gured anti-southern prejudice without eliminating it from 
political discourse. In 1923, the business journalist Lucien Romier described “the 
winegrowing Languedoc as one of the gravest factors of instability in our na-
tional life.” His article was part of a sustained tirade against the south.38 Neither 
was Colrat’s enquiry forgotten.39 In 1928, a journalist at the right-wing veteran 
newspaper La Voix du combatant evoked it in an article about Président du conseil 
Raymond Poincaré’s decision to present his policies in Carcassonne and Bor-
deaux. The journalist promoted Colrat to the status of “eminent statistician,” and 
remarked that if Poincaré had chosen to speak in the south “in order to prove 
that politics is only really interesting beyond the Loire,” he had troubled himself 
for nothing: “even those from the deepest Midi” know that “it’s a matter of pro-
fessional politics, of the so-called politics of the stomach, of which the purpose 
is to feed some well while reserving the consequent nausea to others, the ‘cash 
cows’ [cochons payants].”40

Narrowing our focus to the years immediately preceding the Stavisky scandal, 
it is possible to see that anti-southern stereotypes persisted in popular culture, 
press, and political science. Detective fi ction represents a good example, since 
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it stretched from Détective magazine, with a circulation of 800,000, to the more 
bourgeois appeal of the new wave of detective fi ction, which in 1930 began its 
golden age. The links between elite and mass culture are evident in the contribu-
tions of eminent politicians and lawyers to the lurid Détective, and the magazine’s 
success permitted Gallimard to fi nance the Nouvelle revue française—in which 
André Gide wrote a column on the fait divers. Besides illustrating the chassé-croisé 
between high and low culture, Détective blurred the frontier between imagination 
and reality.41

In 1929, the critic René Messac described the crime novel as essentially re-
publican, in that the policeman uncovered the truth through an investigation 
of facts and applied universal standards of justice to the guilty.42 Commissaire 
Maigret, the creation of the Belgian Catholic Georges Simenon, proceeded dif-
ferently. Maigret reconstructed a criminal’s motivations through immersion in 
her/his milieu and through understanding of his/her ethnic and class determin-
isms.43 Maigret’s method chimed with the combination of reason, science, and 
intuition that was essential to crowd psychology.

Indeed, Maigret’s immersion in the crowd could be dangerous. In Liberty Bar 
(1932) he makes a rare trip to the south, and is nearly overcome by the ambiance 
of this place of laziness and pleasure. Maigret is the uneasy, apparently slow north-
erner, dressed in his suit and bowler hat, among the scantily clad vacationers and 
locals of Antibes.44 A local commissaire who “does not like silence” annoys him; 
Maigret struggles with the sun, and with the constant offers of aperitifs; readers 
familiar with a beer-loving detective are surprised to hear him order a Vittel. 
Maigret felt that since the murder victim, a hard-working Protestant Australian, 
had surrendered to the local atmosphere, the weakness of local functionaries was 
understandable. Yet on a café terrace on the Place Jean Macé in Antibes, Maigret 
rouses himself and takes the “path of work.” Simenon may have been thinking of 
Michelet’s depiction of “the vaporous thoughts that fi ll a northern brain between 
a stove, tobacco and beer” as he conceived Maigret, a man who loved his pipe, 
beer, and a warm stove.45

Nothing illustrates the reach and pliability of anti-southern prejudice better 
than Gabriel Chevallier’s satirical novel Clochemerle. It was published in March 
1934, with the Affair still monopolizing the front pages, and was on its 142nd 
edition within a year. Half ironically, Lyon républicain, published in the depart-
ment in which Clochemerle is set, reassured its readers that the story was fi ctional. 
The latest in a long line of parodies of political life, Clochemerle recounts a querelle 
de clocher in a Beaujolais village. A dispute about the building of a public lavatory 
in a passageway adjacent to the church escalates into a national political crisis, 
and causes the failure of a major international conference. True, the Beaujolais is 
not necessarily the south. However, it may be signifi cant that the real inspiration 
for the novel was Burgundy, some miles to the north, where the young Chevallier 
had spent his summers. Whatever the reason for moving the action southward, 
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the novel contains all the usual anti-southern motifs—sun, alcohol, and cor-
ruption, coupled with 1930s anti-parliamentarianism. One character, the deputy 
Alexandre Bourdillat, left Clochemerle as a young man to work in a Parisian café, 
which happens to host an unnamed political group resembling the Radical-So-
cialist Party. One day he cries: “By God, I’ve helped elect deputies for so long by 
serving drinks that it ought to be my turn. I want to be a deputy, by God!” During 
the war, Clemenceau makes Bourdillat a minister because “the more fools I have 
around me, the more chance there is that they’ll leave me the f … alone!”46 Clo-
chemerle is sometimes read as an indulgent portrait of la France profonde. In fact, 
Chevallier’s use of anti-southern stereotypes shaded into a dislike of the country-
side and provinces, of the “routine agitation leading men to enact the same in-
exorable tasks, by the same routes, in the same perpetual monotony”—precisely 
the characteristics of the mass.47

These prejudices were not confi ned to popular literature. Contemporary elec-
toral geography was based on the notion of regional mentalités. The discipline 
was founded by André Siegfried, a member of the board of the Annales and the 
son of a moderate republican deputy. Regional stereotypes were fundamental to 
his Tableaux des partis en France (1930). Siegfried depicted himself as “a heavy 
northerner,” contrasting with the light, talkative southerners, of mobile opinion. 
“The Midi,” he says, “is no more than a caricature of the rest of France, but the 
caricature is not always a bad portrait.”48 Siegfried denounced deputies who were 
more responsive to local clienteles than to the national interest, the bonhomie of 
parliament, in which deputies “se tutoyaient trop facilement,” the weakness of 
the executive, empty debates about grand principles, and lack of competence. 
Siegfried concluded, “We are a Latin democracy, in which the individual affi rms 
himself not only through action, but by denial. In the Anglo-Saxon democracies, 
practical social realisation is more important than anything else.”49

The conservative press understood the Cartel’s 1932 election victory in this 
light. During the campaign, L’Écho de Paris ridiculed southern politics. One ar-
ticle evoked the argumentative nature of Marseille inhabitants, which found an 
outlet in every bistro, where “sub-orators” adapted the party program, while ac-
tivists sat and ate, as if around the “trough” [assiette au beurre].50 After the elec-
tion, Fernand Laudet of the Institute proclaimed that “it is to the honour of the 
hardworking departments, those that have suffered [in the War], that they have 
halted the progress of the Cartel; the latter advances more easily in the sunny re-
gions, where empty words prevail over arguments.”51 Meanwhile, the Depression 
renewed attacks on southern wine producers for their excessive protectionism. 
These prejudices were linked to understandings of the Stavisky Affair.

Just as the scandal broke, L’Alliance démocratique argued that moderates’ task 
in left-wing parliaments was to “regulate” the “excessive opinions” that resulted 
from Latin peoples’ predilection for speculative thought and for pushing their 
ideas to the limits.52 In terms of crowd psychology, the Alliance saw itself as an 
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elite that would channel the energies of the mass. More immediately, the racial 
predispositions of the French required a reversal of majorities and a disciplining 
of parliament through strengthening of the executive.

That Bayonne was the starting point of the Stavisky Affair stimulated anti-
southern prejudice. The writer François Duhourcau remarked in La Liberté that 
it was appropriate that the name “Bayonne” meant both “country infested with 
brigands” and “commercial place.” He described the population as a mélange 
of Basques, Gascons, and Spaniards, from which arose the “showiness that se-
duces whoever passes through Bayonne.”53 In a similar vein, a Figaro journalist 
remarked that Parisians would be surprised that the Bal de l’aviation interested the 
inhabitants of Bayonne more than the arrest of député-maire Joseph Garat. He 
evoked the elegance of those received by the municipal council and the sunny 
and picturesque streets, thus connecting with the notion of the south as a place 
of frivolity.54

Le Jour more explicitly linked the south with the crisis of parliament. Under 
the headline, “Garatt, Garatt … ,” it ridiculed the Bayonnais accent. The news-
paper depicted Garat’s crime as the culmination of minor transgressions, includ-
ing the introduction of car-parking charges in the town. The portrayal of Garat 
is worth quoting in full:

[Garat is] a mediocre politician, of which there are so many. … If one examines 
the Garat fact, one quickly understands the mechanism that permits a man of this 
sort to be undone by Stavisky: one begins with little exactions; one becomes a lo-
cal tyrant, and thanks to the appointment of postmen and street-sweepers, thanks 
to doing favors in the Latin style for a fairly poor clientele—without anyone ever 
protesting that they are suffocated by this scattering of little scandals—one ends up 
believing that anything goes. One lives in contact with brilliant towns, in which 
the masters dine with dazzling women, and where they put on great shows. One 
even comes to Paris, as he [Garat] once did, in the hope of becoming a minister (it’s 
astonishing to think that two years ago he nearly became a minister).55

During the Affair, the fact that three of the fi rst four jackpot wins in the new 
National Lottery went to southern towns provided another opportunity for jests 
concerning “trop heureux Provence.” One journalist evoked the negative reac-
tion of northern taxpayers, and concluded “Bayonne lives now only in expecta-
tion of the jackpot.”56 Conservatives had already denounced the Lottery, which 
the Radical-Socialists introduced a few weeks previously, as a swindle. The fact 
that Stavisky had been involved in fraudulent dealing in southern casinos, and 
had fi rst met Garat in the Biarritz casino, added fuel to the fi re. Anti-southern 
prejudice was shared even in the administration’s reading of events: the prefect 
of the Haute-Loire remarked upon the local population’s “snobbery” [forfanterie] 
toward national events.57
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The relationship between anti-southern prejudice and anti-parliamentarian-
ism was less straightforward than it had been in 1911, and in any case it was never 
an unthinking refl ex. For one thing, as a Basque city, Bayonne puzzled the Right. 
Conservatives viewed the Basques positively because, like linguistic minorities 
in Alsace, Flanders, and Brittany, they showed a predilection for Catholic con-
servatism. Yet the Right also feared that Alsatian autonomism would encourage 
separatism in other minorities.

L’Action française found anti-southernism particularly problematic because 
its founder, Charles Maurras, preached that the origin of true France was to be 
found in the Greco-Roman tradition. It therefore depicted the Stavisky Affair as 
evidence of the corruption of national life by Paris, rather than by the south. It 
described Garat’s story as “the drama of one of these politicians of the provinces 
who leave more or less honestly for Paris, and end up in the grip of the Pari-
sian mafi a.”58 L’Action française stressed the probity of the Bayonnais, whereas 
the more moderate Le Jour had depicted them as frivolous.59 L’Action française 
could not, however, free itself entirely from anti-southern prejudice, for Maur-
ras accepted that the contemporary south did not (like Greece) live up to its 
classical past, thanks to infi ltration by “wogs,” Jews and Freemasons.60 Similarly, 
L’Action française saw disturbances in Marseille during the 12 February general 
strike as confi rmation that “as in the state swindle of the Jew Stavisky, the wog 
element played its great role.” It denounced the involvement of the non-natural-
ized in Marseille and suggested that the Italian consulate was the real power in 
the city.61

Even more equivocal was the pro-Action française group behind the Breton 
newspaper, La Province, for it defended Breton identity, but opposed separatism. 
It was alarmed by the stance of the nationalist Breiz Atao, which saw the Stavisky 
Affair as evidence of the corruption not just of the Republic, but of France. Breiz 
Atao was particularly antipathetic to André Dalimier, who had allegedly referred 
to separatists as “assholes” (cons) in a visit to Brittany. It saw the 6 February riots 
as a “vigorous scrap between north and south, a bit like a rugby match” (the 
violence of southern rugby was sometimes contrasted with the gentlemanliness 
of northern and English rugby62), and felt that “southerners had defended their 
fi nest colony [Paris] with bullets.” For Breiz Atao, Jews (Stavisky), half-negroes 
(the scandal journalist Pierre Darius), Freemasons, and mocos (a derogatory term 
for southerners and more particularly for Provençal sailors) represented France.63 
In response, the editor of La Province, Eugène Delahaye, reminded readers that 
Brittany was not free from scandal. He added that “this is not the time to set 
one province against another or for advocating separatism on the grounds that 
Dalimier is a bastard; this is the time for the rapprochement of all honest men, 
from Brest to Strasbourg, and from Lille to Bayonne, precisely, Bayonne.” Dela-
haye acknowledged that anti-southern feeling was an ingredient in the crisis, 
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but preferred to downplay it and to emphasize the involvement of Freemasons 
instead.64

The right-wing Parisian press crossed anti-southern prejudice with dislike of 
the provinces more generally. It situated the demonstrations of January and Feb-
ruary within the tradition of Parisian national-populism, and in keeping with 
organicist crowd psychology, journalists described Paris as the “brain” of France. 
Léon Bailby, editor of Le Jour, felt that if Paris “instructed” the provinces, they 
would eventually understand.65 He wrote against the background of the provincial 
success of the general strike of 12 February. After the strike, Kerillis at L’Écho de 
Paris became embroiled in a polemic with a Marseille journalist, who had claimed 
that the provinces would save France. Kerillis imagined his adversary concocting 
his article in a Marseille café “under the infl uence of a too-strong aperitif and 
electoral funds from local gangsters.” He denounced the provinces that sent to 
Paris hordes of Radical-Socialist and Socialist deputies who fought like cats and 
dogs over the spoils of offi ce.66 Since 1924, Kerillis had been campaigning against 
corruption in Marseille, and we have already noted his newspaper’s caricatures of 
southern politics in 1932.67

These attacks were part of Kerillis’s campaign to create what he saw as a con-
servative party on the British model, and one of the major functions of his Centre 
de propagande des républicains nationaux (created in 1926–1930) was precisely 
to prevent electoral fraud. The identifi cation of northern France with England 
(often defi ned in opposition to its Celtic neighbors) was an old theme in con-
servative thought, and Kerillis had often visited the country to learn about party 
organization.68 Tardieu, the dominant fi gure in the new Doumergue government, 
also evoked the English model as a solution to the French crisis, interpreting its 
parliamentary system in as one in which the executive predominated over the 
legislature.69 Thus, anti-southern prejudice linked the Stavisky scandal to a crisis 
of the parliamentary system, and via the contrast with the north and with Eng-
land, it indicated the solution. I shall now explore the stereotypical association of 
southerners with organized crime, immigration, and communist infi ltration.

Xenophobia and Anti-Semitism

In the interwar years, many immigrants had come from Eastern Europe. They in-
cluded Orthodox Jews, who became a target of anti-Semitism in Paris. In the few 
months before the Stavisky Affair broke, some 25,000 Jewish refugees had arrived 
from Germany. Artisans, shopkeepers, and professionals already resented foreign 
competition, and there was often an anti-Semitic note to their complaints. The 
Stavisky Affair and the Right’s complaints about the participation of foreigners 
in the 12 February counter-demonstration encouraged the Doumergue govern-
ment to strengthen surveillance of them.70
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Explicit prejudice was most common in the extreme-Right press, especially 
L’Action française.71 The Catholic republican Frontière de l’Est also described 
Stavisky as a métèque.72 As one moves toward the moderate Right, references to 
Stavisky’s foreignness were fewer, without disappearing completely. During the 
Affair, Émile Buré, editor of the pro-Alliance démocratique L’Ordre, denounced 
Hitler’s crimes against the Jews, but admitted that there was a “Jewish question,” 
and felt that it was “obviously” a problem that the number of Jews in Paris had 
risen dramatically and that the international banks, which were so opposed to 
French interests, were “Jewifi ed and of Asiatic origin.” Buré’s conviction that 
a strong government would have nothing to fear from the banks showed the 
entanglement of anti-parliamentarianism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, Eastern 
European gangsterism, and the Stavisky Affair.73

Maigret illustrates the reach of this implicit anti-Semitism and connects it to 
Eastern European gangsters. The eponymous protagonist of Petr-le-Letton (1932) is 
a rootless and wandering Eastern European, linked to international crime, banks, 
and politicians. Much of the action takes place in the Parisian Jewish quarter, 
from the Rue des Rosiers to the Rue des Écouffes in the Fourth Arrondissement. 
Simenon portrays the district as a “ghetto,” with its nauseating smells and over-
weight women. The commissaire remarks: “All that in the shadow of Notre 
Dame!”74 Stavisky was a familiar fi gure to the numerous readers of Maigret and of 
the detective genre more generally.

Maigret’s relevance is all the greater because Paris-Soir hired him, via Sime-
non, to investigate the supposed suicide of the magistrate Prince. Simenon told a 
friend: “Do you understand, we’re swimming in a novel, so we must ask a character 
from a novel to lead the enquiry.” Simenon gullibly gathered tips from habitués 
of Chez Cotti, a notorious gangster hangout. He attributed Prince’s assassination 
to Corsican gangsters from Marseille, including the notorious Paul Carbone and 
François Spirito and an ex-boxer, Jo-les-cheveux blancs (re-christened Jo-le-ter-
reur in the Paris-Soir articles). Under the headline “From murder to detective 
novel,” the moderate conservative L’Alliance démocratique commented that there 
were many others who for unknown reasons walked around freely, and acted as 
electoral agents in their spare time.75 After the gangsters were released without 
charge (having received a “Simenon-lieu,” rival journalists mocked), Carbone 
called the house at which Simenon was dinging with friends, and reassured him 
that since friendship was sacred for Corsicans, he would not take revenge. Car-
bone nevertheless advised Simenon to stick to writing his rather good novels, of 
which he had enjoyed reading the latest while imprisoned in the Santé. Subse-
quently, colorful rumors circulated about the revenge infl icted on the “snitch”, 
Simenon.76 Meanwhile, Carbone returned to Marseille, where his longtime ally, 
the fascistic Mayor Simon Sabiani, gave him a hero’s welcome. Doubtless Sabiani 
was grateful that Carbone had allowed his thugs to intimidate the city’s dockers, 
on strike since 12 February.

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



40 • kevin passmore

Stavisky’s Jewishness also resonated with international threats to France. The 
connection between the Bayonne and Hungarian frauds evoked fears that the de-
feated of 1918 were planning revenge and manipulating French opinion. Stavisky 
bought unredeemed bonds that Hungarians had received in return for land lost 
with the collapse of the Habsburg Empire, and who lobbied at international con-
ferences for compensation. The Right accused Stavisky of promoting the Hun-
garian desire for revision of the Versailles Treaty in the French press, theatre, and 
cinema. Buré commented that these activities depended especially on Radical-
Socialist protection, for plutocracy and demagogy naturally went together.77

Communism represented the other aspect of the foreign danger. In 1934, the 
Right saw communism as an Asiatic, barbarian power bent upon the destruction 
of France, usually in alliance with Germany.78 Occasionally, these conspiracies 
were linked explicitly to southern gangsterism. Urbain Gohier’s polemics against 
Maurras associated anti-meridionalism with anti-Semitism. He depicted Maurras 
as “this Mediterranean ruffi an, as fabricated by generations of thieves, gypsies and 
gangsters, in the cabarets and brothels of Smyrna, Salonika, Constantinople and 
Naples: the type of ma’ras or Maurras on whom the Saracens spat.”79 Gohier went 
much further than most, but we may now understand why the Journal des Débats 
believed that the Stavisky scandal exposed the submission of parliamentarians 
to internationalism (i.e., communism) and their feebleness before German in-
fi ltration.80 Deputies were part of a web of demagogic conspirators, incapable of 
recognizing or defending the national interest.

Freemasonry

Anti-Masonic feeling represented another, familiar element of right-wing po-
litical culture, and it too was related to crowd psychology. Catholic conserva-
tives especially were convinced that Masonic involvement in the Affair signifi ed 
generalized corruption. Before the Great War, intransigent Catholics had seen 
Freemasonry as the enemy in the ageless struggle of good against evil. This Mani-
chean worldview was especially strong among Legitimists, who had, since the 
1870s, celebrated the popular piety of pilgrimages, local saints and prophecies as 
an antidote to republican rationalism. Subsequently, anti-Masonism was trans-
mitted through the Rallié Action libérale populaire (ALP) and Action française. 
The latter saw Masonry, along with Jews, Protestants, and métèques (wogs), as 
one of the “four confederated estates” that sought to destroy France. At fi rst, the 
AF polemicist Léon Daudet integrated Stavisky into the baffl ing web of conspira-
cies that he recounted each day on the front page of L’Action française. He con-
nected Stavisky to the deaths in 1923 of the Action française veterans’ leader, 
Marius Plateau, and of his own son, Philippe. Improbably, he declared that the 
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southerner Louis Malvy, the wartime interior minister and longtime bête noire of 
Action française, stood at the center of the Affair.81

Even the most indulgent of Daudet’s readers probably retained from his articles 
little more than an impression of the malevolent power of the nation’s enemies. 
They might have found greater clarity (of a sort) in La Province. Three days before 
the 6 February riots, Delahaye published an interview with the Abbé Élie Daniel, 
author of Serait-ce vraiment la fi n des temps? (1927, republished 1932). Posing as 
a scientifi c critic of prophecies, Daniel insisted that they should be treated care-
fully, but contained an “element of truth.” He maintained that the breakdown of 
the Disarmament Conference demonstrated the failure of the League of Nations 
and therefore the collapse of the Tower of Babel. Universal bankruptcy repre-
sented another “great event,” which would lead to a world war in which France 
would be the fi rst victim. The enemy would invade through Switzerland and 
the southeast, and Paris would be partially destroyed; Freemasons would attack 
the Church. However, divine providence would ensure that a Breton general, or 
perhaps Weygand, who loved Brittany, would save France, and thus prove that 
the province could not be separatist. Delahaye hoped for a restoration, but Daniel 
refused to commit himself.82 Delahaye commented on the 6 February riots, “with 
God’s permission there are in the world two ideas that will struggle until the last 
day: the just and the false.” Freemasons represented the second.83

As in crowd psychology, good and evil battled for the soul of the mass. Dela-
haye claimed that the “crowd” was apparently “satisfi ed by the injection that 
the newspapers give it each morning.” Yet “if the people is still capable of a re-
action in the true and beautiful physiological sense of the word, it will make 
the revolution of the Right, impose a chief who will restore order in the house, 
reorganize the administration and give France the solid and normal constitution 
that it lacks.” Delahaye saw the people as “a big child”; instead of following the 
“bad shepherds of the lodges,” it must understand that its interests lie on the 
side of those who demand justice, and not with the “gilded bellies” of politics.84 
Similarly, the neo-Maurrassian Je suis partout saw Freemasonry as a “camaraderie 
and fraternity, evident in the tutoiement to which even deputies of the right have 
surrendered,” and in the cult of incompetence.85

Anti-Masonism was not confi ned to the extreme Right. Louis Marin, leader 
of the Fédération républicaine, had expressed reservations about anti-Masonism 
in the 1900s,86 but now made it an integral part of his discourse. His party saw 
Freemasonry, anti-clericalism, socialism, free thought, and trade unionism as “a 
fatal cocktail from which France will die unless we resist it.”87 The Fédération’s 
journal published weekly denunciations of Masonic action in the administra-
tion and schools, and Marin described Stavisky as a “scandal of the lodges.” He 
also saw Freemasonry as a dimension of the professionalization of politics: “these 
people, these serfs, have replaced the competences, the workers.” Masons oper-
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ated openly through the distribution of jobs and “demagogies designed to fl atter 
low passions”; in obscurity, they operated through plutocracy.88 In April 1934, a 
confi dential circular to local committees warned them that that the “common 
front of Masons and the extreme Left was preparing a violent campaign against 
Fédération meetings.”89 Delahaye’s belief in diabolical conspiracies was also pres-
ent: Masonry had become even more secretive because it feared Mussolini and 
Hitler. Indeed, the Fédération attributed the Left’s opposition to an alliance with 
Italy to Masonic infl uence.

For both extremist and parliamentary Catholics, anti-Masonism and collec-
tive psychology were integral to anti-parliamentarianism. Their critique of the 
Republic rested upon unproven assumptions about the relative merits of profes-
sional and amateur politicians, on belief in obscure conspiracies and a struggle 
between good and evil. Masons represented a counter-elite that manipulated the 
impressionable mass in order to win the spoils of offi ce.

Conclusion

Whether they saw dictatorship or constitutional reform as the solution, con-
servatives regarded the Stavisky Affair as the sign of a crisis of the regime. In 
various proportions, the moderate and extreme Right used crowd psychology, 
anti-southern racism, xenophobia, anti-Semitism, and anti-Masonism to under-
stand it. Southern clientelism and gangsterism connected Stavisky to an Eastern 
European plot, orchestrated by Communists and Freemasons. Living in a world 
of dichotomies and plots, conservatives vastly overestimated the power of their 
opponents. At stake was the very being of France, engaged in a life-and-death 
Darwinian struggle for survival.90

Of course, none of the prejudices that I have described is suffi cient to explain 
the Stavisky Affair, the events of 6 February, or their consequences. I have dis-
cussed only some of the inherited assumptions that right-wingers used to identify 
dangers and guide their action. The worldview of the veterans, for instance, is a 
fertile area of research on which I have not touched.91 Furthermore, recourse to 
inherited available ideas may not be the only way that protagonists respond to 
new circumstances.92 My major point is that we cannot account for how people 
understood the Stavisky Affair and responded to it by using our own general-
izations or theories about effectiveness, modernity, or the national psychology. 
There is no alternative to careful analysis of beliefs and political strategies. Nev-
ertheless, anti-southern prejudice—and regional tensions more generally—have 
played a greater part in French history than some have allowed.

Antipathy to southerners persisted through the Occupation, and remained 
connected to anti-parliamentarianism. César Fauxbras, the left-wing novelist-ac-
tivist, reported that one of his fellow prisoners of war blamed work-shy southern 
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ministers for the defeat, and would have been happy to join a new country made 
up of Northern France, Belgium, and Holland, if the Germans wanted that.93 The 
Vichy government, based in the south, was nevertheless concerned to preserve 
national unity. Its 1942 Plan d’équipement nationale stated that France is at con-
fl uence of two currents: “Mediterranean thought, the daughter of leisure thanks 
to a gentle climate, inclined towards abstraction; northern thought, which the 
harshness of the climate turns towards the practical realization of useful mecha-
nisms.” The Plan regretted that French greatness had been based on the heri-
tage of Latin and Greek civilization, but the country had fallen behind in 150 
years of industrial progress, because it was too given to abstract speculation and 
demagogy. The result was technological weakness in agriculture and feebleness in 
“organization in general.”94

As for Charles de Gaulle, he allegedly preferred the windy northern plains of 
the Franks to southern cushiness and superfi cial cordiality.95 The constitution of 
1958 was meant to ensure the predominance of will, authority, and competence 
over the ineffective talkativeness of parliament. Todd Shepard argues that de-
colonization was associated with a new emphasis on the racial purity of France.96 
Perhaps the old association between the Midi and Africa extends that insight—
all the more so given that partisans of Algérie française were cast as defenders 
of tradition and routine against de Gaulle’s embracement of France’s European 
future.

I shall fi nish by returning to February 1934. The new prime minister, Dou-
mergue, or “Gastounet,” was a native of Marseille, who had chosen to retire to 
Tournefeuille in the Haute-Garonne.97 For some time he had been seen as a possi-
ble recourse. During the 1932 elections, L’Écho de Paris depicted him as “the only 
man in the Midi uninvolved in politics,” an area in which new candidates every 
day “felt bubbling up in themselves the temperament of a great tribune.”98 The 
conservative press nearly unanimously welcomed Doumergue’s appointment, and 
frequent references to his “return from Tournefeuille” established his credentials 
as a man of la France profonde. Doumergue claimed to understand nothing of 
parliamentary language, only the langue d’oc.99 Others could not resist contrasting 
a man (i.e. Doumergue) “made in the mould of the regime” with the government 
of “new men” that the situation allegedly demanded, and the conservative press 
could hardly write of Doumergue without mentioning his Marseille accent.100 
Breiz Atao remarked that Gastounet “did all that southerners knew how to do: 
talk.”101 Delahaye was still more negative. He claimed that Nostrodamus had 
prophesied the appearance of a man from the southwest whom France would mis-
takenly take for its savior. He predicted that Doumergue would resign in about 
fi ve months, after the fi nancial situation had been secured. German invasion and 
the fi nal crisis would follow.102

In October 1934, Doumergue did indeed fall, the immediate cause being 
Radical-Socialist and moderate conservative opposition to his proposed consti-
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tutional reform. Four weeks before, Foreign Minister Louis Barthou and King 
Alexander of Yugoslavia had been murdered in Marseille, precipitating a wave 
of police action against refugees and immigrants.103 Anti-southern prejudice and 
xenophobia were not, of course, the principal causes of Doumergue’s downfall, 
but it is not too fanciful to suggest that they played some part in conservative per-
ceptions of him as a man of the system, and contributed to pessimism concerning 
the chances of reform within the regime.
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chapter 2

AVEC UNE BRUTALITÉ TOUTE PARTICULIÈRE

Fascist Sympathies, Racial Violence, 
and the Municipal Police and Gendarmerie 

in Oran, 1936–1937

Samuel Kalman

R

On 23 August 1937, in the Algerian department of Oran, a local police captain 
named Léon Nicolas wrote a letter to French Interior Minister Marx Dormoy 
demanding a transfer to the state police. A sympathizer with the Section française 
de l'Internationale ouvrière (SFIO), the French socialist party, Nicolas had been 
initially posted to Sidi-Bel-Abbès in 1932 and then Perrégaux from 1935 onward. 
However, from his arrival he encountered unceasing harassment from extreme-
Rightist colleagues, threats of violence from fellow offi cers, and offi cial repri-
mands from his superiors. His situation became even more perilous during a 25 
February 1937 demonstration by local communists called to protest an attack by 
members of the fascist Parti populaire français (PPF) against left-wing newsven-
dors. A police captain and PPF member named Ferro led the extreme-Rightist 
counter-demonstration, while fellow offi cers who arrived on the scene beat and 
shot at the protestors, resulting in two civilian deaths. After fi ling this informa-
tion in his report, Nicolas was accused of ordering troops to fi re on the crowd 
due to worries that his account would result in prison sentences for the culprits. 
Fearful for his safety, Nicolas sought the protection of Oran socialist doyen Marius 
Dubois, and the transfer to a metropolitan-supervised force.1

The Nicolas affair exposes the sordid reality of the municipal police and gen-
darmerie in interwar Oran: that both offi cers and the rank and fi le were frequently 
fascist sympathizers and involved in violent episodes against Leftists, Jews, and 
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Muslims. Although historians have extensively studied the popularity of the 
extreme-Rightist leagues and political parties in metropolitan France, very little 
has been written about the tremendous popularity of such organizations in the 
French empire.2 Furthermore, although scholars have investigated the recruit-
ment of members among various segments of the French population (farmers, 
women, and intellectuals, among others), there has been relatively little discus-
sion of the relationship between the extreme Right and security forces, either in 
the métropole or the colonies.3 Authors primarily refer to the two in antagonistic 
terms; for example, the role of the municipal police in suppressing the 6 February 
riots or arresting various fi gures for assault, defamation, and unlawful assembly. 
The few links that have been established, such as the sympathies of Paris Chief 
of Police Jean Chiappe for the Right, are invariably discussed exclusively in the 
context of the metropolitan forces.4

Yet colonial law enforcement offi cials often sympathized with the extreme 
Right, and nowhere was this more apparent than in Algeria. Whether on the 
local force or in the employ of the Gendarmerie / Garde républicaine mobile 
(GRM) they were trained and commanded in an ultra-conservative atmosphere 
which often evoked anti-communist, anti-Semitic, and xenophobic themes. Jews 
and Muslims were portrayed as anti-European, desiring Algerian independence 
or revolution, a position bolstered by the violence troops encountered on active 
duty. Already chronically underpaid and poorly housed, and often under consid-
erable pressure to keep order with far too few personnel in the fi eld, police forces 
and gendarmerie units proved susceptible to the appeal of various local leagues 
and from Oran’s municipal governments, many of which were fi rmly on the ex-
treme Right. This was particularly true during the 1936–1937 Popular Front era, 
when a ministry led by Jewish socialist Léon Blum championed moderate social-
ism and colonial reform.

In theory, any such deviation from offi cial policy was rendered impossible by 
strict governmental control of police and army units. In the métropole, policing 
was both a national and municipal affair, with the Sureté nationale’s 7000 of-
fi cers under the purview of the Ministry of the Interior, while municipal forces 
and the Police judicière composed of detectives solved crime on a local level. 
The Renseignements généraux (RG) provided additional support, tracking the 
movements of those groups and individuals deemed dangerous to the state.5 A 
similar arrangement existed in Algeria, where the governor general controlled 
the police through the auspices of the Sûreté générale, who were supported at the 
departmental level by both the RG and the Police administrative in charge of 
public security. The Police municipale patrolled various communities, including 
those in the Department of Oran. However, in practice these resources proved 
insuffi cient, and the GRM were frequently needed to restore order in various 
municipalities in times of crises, while patrolling rural areas and communes mixtes 
at the behest of the governor general’s offi ce.6
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Yet there existed another fundamental difference between metropolitan and 
Algerian security forces: the persistence of race as a vector in administrative de-
cision making and policing. Such attitudes refl ected both the institutionalized 
racism inherent in the colonies and a long history of violence perpetrated by the 
municipal authorities and the armed forces throughout the French Empire, and 
particularly in Algeria. As Jean-Pierre Peyroulou has noted, from an administra-
tive perspective “the indigène was criminalized. Along with religion, violence be-
came one of his defi ning characteristics.”7 That Muslims were primitive, violent, 
religious fanatics was taken for granted by the French authorities, who concluded 
that such a dangerous population should be rigidly controlled. In response to 
these fears, the colonial administration in Algeria developed a multipronged le-
gal strategy. On one hand the government enacted the repressive indigénat, a 
series of laws that imposed a severe judicial and criminal code, empowering the 
prefects with broad police and disciplinary powers, including a harsh indigenous 
tax code. The authorities wedded this approach to the seizure of 1.75 million 
hectares of land through dubious legal machinations, granting direct territorial 
control to large-scale European landowners, those deemed “fi t” to operate win-
eries and farms. Finally, Muslims suffered the indignity of the Statut musulman, 
which declared that citizenship and rights would be granted solely to Algerians 
who agreed to abandon sharı̄ ’ah / Islamic law and accept French customs and the 
code civil, a step rejected by the vast devout majority.8 Not for nothing did Gus-
tave de Beaumont infamously exhort that “in Africa, one needs two things: force 
and the law; force for the Arabs and law for the colons.”9

During the period of conquest and “peaceful penetration” from 1830 onward, 
violence and terror tactics were commonly used to this end.10 Yet after 1870, nei-
ther the governor general nor the prefects viewed force as the preferred mode of 
engagement with Algerians, seeking instead to combine military prowess, tech-
nological capacity, and community policing with efforts to preempt violence, 
pacifying the colonized by other means. Thus the mobilization of ethnography, 
for example, into what one historian terms “an empire of facts” designed to si-
multaneously differentiate the superior European from the inferior Muslim and 
provide a peaceful means to subjugate them.11

Yet such efforts were consistently hampered by the racism of the settlers, who 
rejected the subtle machinations of symbolic violence in favor of direct con-
frontation.12 This was particularly true in Oran, where the municipal authorities 
had a long history of anti-Semitism, combined with anti-Muslim xenophobia 
that typifi ed offi cial discourse. Jews had traditionally been the target of European 
xenophobia in late-nineteenth-century Algeria, yet by the interwar era offi cials 
and populace alike in Alger and Constantine grew increasingly concerned with 
potential Muslim insurrection, and feared that anti-Semitism would further agi-
tate a population already quite susceptible to such ideas. The Constantine riot 
of August 1934, during which Muslims attacked Jews and pillaged shops, seem-
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ingly proved this point. Hence by 1936–1937, settlers in Alger and Constantine 
backed away from overt anti-Semitism, and violence against Jews was eclipsed by 
growing uneasiness over the increasing popularity of the Messali Hadj and the 
Parti populaire algérien, strike activity and Muslim labor militancy, and a mount-
ing press campaign in favor of independence.13

However, Europeans in the department of Oran constituted the majority of 
the population, and thus were less immediately threatened by potential Mus-
lim insurrection. Rejecting the 1870 Crémieux Decree, which granted French 
citizenship and political equality to Algerian Jewry, politicians and populace 
alike throughout the region consistently attacked the department’s substantial 
Jewish community. As a result, Oran’s Jews were victimized by rioting, assault, 
and a constant stream of invective in the press and electoral campaigns dur-
ing the 1898 anti-Semitic wave that swept Algeria, and again after 1924 when 
Jules Molle and the stridently xenophobic Union latines (UL) controlled the 
municipal government in Oran-Ville. From 1936 onward, Gabriel Lambert and 
the Rassemblement national d’Action sociale (RNAS) similarly dominated local 
politics through anti-Semitism, while other municipalities suffered the same fate: 
Lucien Bellat and the local chapter of the Unions latines controlled Sidi-Bel-
Abbès, for example.14 Nor could the population completely ignore the threat 
posed by Muslim independence, and by the 1930s, Algerians were habitually 
identifi ed with potential insurrection, portrayed variously as the followers of 
communist or socialist parties bent on transforming Algeria into a Soviet para-
dise, the nationalist aspirations of the PPA, or the supposedly fanatical Islamic 
societies led by Chékib Arslan or the ‘ulamā.15

This strident xenophobia was exacerbated by the success of the extreme-Right-
ist leagues throughout Algeria, and particularly in Oran. Local denizens fl ocked 
to the extreme Right in far greater numbers than elsewhere in North Africa, and 
almost 10 percent of the department’s population joined the leagues, while many 
more actively sympathized with their goals.16 As a result, Molle and the UL pre-
dominated in Oran from 1924 onward, buoyed by anti-metropolitan sentiment, 
suspicion of the Muslim population, and overwhelming anti-Semitism. Molle 
and his confreres better understood the settler mentality, inspired by the notion 
of algérianité espoused by various cultural fi gures and populist political voices, 
which proffered the cultural and racial superiority of Europeans, and excluded 
both Muslim/Jewish “undesirables” and the French authorities (those opposed 
to the doctrine and plans of the settlers) in equal measure. Thus the UL fl irted 
openly with separatist sentiment, believing that the colons in Algeria forged a 
superior society and institutions due to the fusion of various Latin peoples into a 
unique race, freed from French decadence and meddling.17 Molle also identifi ed 
with the hatred toward Jews that persisted among the inhabitants of Oran to a 
far greater degree than elsewhere in Algeria, primarily due to the presence of a 
large Jewish community that comprised over a fi fth of the department’s Euro-
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pean population.18 Unsurprisingly, given his attention to local concerns rather 
than metropolitan ideas, Molle remained the mayor and parliamentary deputy 
for Oran until his death in 1931, harnessing the support of a vast majority of 
electors, while the UL enjoyed a substantial membership and a successful daily 
newspaper.19

By the 1930s, a variety of metropolitan organizations began to adopt the po-
litical tactics, ardent xenophobia, and algérianiste mentality that characterized 
the UL, succeeding in the streets and at the ballot box. The Croix de Feu fi rst 
appeared in Algeria in 1929, and the group emerged in Oran shortly thereaf-
ter, garnering almost 3500 members throughout the department by 1935.20 Only 
two years later, in the wake of the Popular Front electoral victory, the combined 
membership in Oran’s extreme-Rightist organizations topped 15,000, the vast 
majority engaged by the PPF whose mercurial leader Jacques Doriot prioritized 
Algerian recruitment and moved the bulk of his operations to Oran.21 Of equal 
signifi cance, both the Croix de Feu (transformed into the Parti social français 
in 193622) and PPF, along with various smaller fascist groups, joined the RNAS, 
under the guidance of Oran-Ville mayor Gabriel Lambert. In the tradition es-
tablished by Molle and the Unions latines, Lambert and the RNAS adopted the 
mantle of algérianité and anti-Semitism, readily lambasting French authorities 
and the Jewish community.23

Its members reserved particular ire for socialist Prime Minister Léon Blum and 
the Popular Front administration. Blum named Maurice Viollette as his minis-
ter of state, the ex–governor general of Algeria derided by settlers as “Viollette 
l’arabe” for his friendly overtures toward Muslims. He promptly unfurled an elec-
toral law designed to grant the vote to 20,000–25,000 “Europeanized” Arabs, the 
so-called évolués, educated and favorably disposed to France. Believing that the 
law would actively aid Muslim separatist elements, while auguring the specter of 
equal rights for the numerically superior Muslim population, the colons openly 
fought the metropolitan authorities, including the mass resignation of nearly 200 
mayors throughout the colony.24 In Oran, fascist leagues became the focal point 
of the protest, engaging in the defense of l’Algérie française against its supposed 
enemies: the Popular Front and its communist/socialist allies, Muslim separatists, 
and Jews. Their opposition quite frequently turned violent, culminating in Lam-
bert’s 25 February 1937 demand that all inhabitants of the department openly 
defy the governor general and prefects throughout Oran and Algeria.25

In the midst of this atmosphere, which the metropolitan authorities equated 
with a civil war, the police and gendarmerie were seen as defenders of law and or-
der, engaged in preserving the Republic’s authority. Throughout the empire, the 
colonial state frequently called upon these auxiliaries to utilize violence against 
a variety of enemies. This was particularly true in Algeria, where authority often 
became equated with brutality. The army perpetrated multiple massacres of such 
severity during the process of “pacifying” Algeria that one historian has termed 
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the colonial state “a power that saw itself more as a purveyor of death than a regu-
lator of life.”26 Neither was this unique to Algeria: units stationed throughout the 
empire were acutely aware of their brutal role, crushing insurrections in Morocco, 
Syria, and Indochina during the interwar era.27 Although overwhelming physical 
force was used more sparingly in Algeria after the defeat of the Kabyle revolt in 
1871, at least until the 1945 massacres in the department of Constantine, the 
Algerian authorities did not hesitate to utilize municipal police at the slightest 
hint of trouble, particularly from the so-called indigènes.28

The combination of offi cial xenophobia, the Popular Front electoral victory, 
the increasing popularity of Algerian independence organizations, and the over-
whelming popularity of fascist movements in various locales throughout Oran 
naturally impacted the municipal police and gendarmerie. Offi cers and soldiers 
were also affected by the social and political nature of the institutions in which 
they served. Neither police nor gendarmes were necessarily extreme Rightists 
upon recruitment, but many were selected on the basis of their political leanings, 
and candidates were often inculcated with such views during training and ser-
vice.29 In various municipalities, mayors and their assistants personally selected 
recruits to the local force, enlisting along racial and ideological lines. That a 
candidate was not Jewish or Muslim—or worse still, a Leftist—was paramount, 
even if they were highly undesirable in other respects. Hence in Sidi-Bel-Abbès, 
certain offi cers were functionally illiterate or did not fulfi ll their military service, 
while others included pimps and ex-convicts. This situation became so acute by 
1937 that the governor general recommended the censure and removal of the 
metropolitan force in that city.30 Similarly, in Oran-Ville Mayor Gabriel Lambert 
personally vetted all recruits and frequently disallowed candidates for reasons 
of race or political orientation, despite a shortage of qualifi ed personnel.31 Such 
attitudes refl ected both the institutionalized racism inherent in the colonies and 
the long history of brutality and violence throughout the French Empire, and 
particularly in Algeria.

This xenophobia was combined with the realities of colonial policing: prin-
cipally the role of offi cers and gendarmes in the maintenance and defense of the 
colonial system, and their marginal living and working conditions. For as David 
Killingray notes in surveying the British Empire: “the subjection and domination 
implicit in colonialism meant that policing could not but be political.” In addi-
tion to preventing criminal activity, Algerian police offi cers and gendarmes were 
expected to function as a paramilitary unit against nationalists and Leftists, an 
armed response team during riots, and the defenders of colonial order, including 
the preservation of racial hierarchy. These duties were carried out in an often 
hostile environment, with limited intelligence resources and manpower.32 More-
over, police and gendarmes performed these tasks as underpaid and poorly housed 
individuals, their potential loyalty challenged by the reality of disease, alcohol-
ism, and a language barrier—most spoke little or no Arabic.33
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These factors combined to create a culture of violence and xenophobia in 
the Oran police force and gendarmerie. Serious incidents occurred following the 
election of Blum and the Popular Front in June 1936, in the wake of increasing 
labor militancy and wildcat strikes in imitation of metropolitan unrest, and the 
promulgation of the Projet Blum-Viollette. Viewed as the fi rst step toward indepen-
dence, its authors purportedly in league with the Salafi st ‘ulamā and the banned 
Étoile nord-africaine, the settlers turned toward the extreme Right, attacking 
Leftists, Jews, and Muslims—the supposed allies of the Popular Front, themselves 
emboldened by the new ministry.34

In Oran-Ville, run by a fascist mayor, police frequently clashed with demon-
strators, seeking to suppress any manifestation of support for the Popular Front. 
Recruiting in tandem with various offi cers across the city, Lambert brought a 
signifi cant number of municipal policemen into the RNAS, often with the en-
couragement of their commissaires.35 Thus from the foundation of the RNAS 
on 26 June 1936 onward, the municipal police allowed members of the Croix de 
Feu and other leagues to run riot throughout the city, assaulting and intimidat-
ing Jews and Leftists, and refusing aid from the gendarmerie. Offi cers actively 
suppressed any demonstrations by Popular Front organizations, and particularly 
those led by Jews or indigènes. A gathering of socialists, Jews, and left-leaning 
Muslims on 28 June 1936, for example, was met with extreme force from the local 
constabulary. Led by neo-fascist Commissaire Pancrazi, the police charged those 
gathered in Oran’s Place d’Armes, injuring fi fteen demonstrators with “extreme 
brutality,” in the words of the Prefect of Oran.36 They were particularly vile with 
Jews. As the local Sûreté leader noted in his report: “With each sortie, this same 
police force mercilessly attacks Jews, with utter contempt for the law.” During 
the 28 June demonstration, witnesses testifi ed that offi cers rounded up Jewish 
demonstrators with blood streaming down their faces, while one superior on the 
scene shouted “allez-y et frappez fort!”37 Such incidents were frequently repeated, 
leading the public prosecutor in March 1937 to declare that the RNAS had suc-
cessfully substituted brute force for law and government, policing Oran with a 
private militia. With this in mind, his offi ce called for the immediate dissolution 
of extreme-Rightist organizations throughout the department.38

By far the worst situation occurred in Sidi-Bel-Abbès, a town of 55,000 inhab-
itants—two-thirds European—in the southern portion of the département. In typ-
ical Algerian fashion, municipal elections there were frequently decided through 
fraud, either the purchasing of votes for cash payments or doctoring voting lists. 
As a result, Lucien Bellat and the anti-Semitic Unions latines dominated local 
politics from 1929 onward, and the fascist mayor antagonized opponents through 
violence.39 Uniting partisans of the PPF, PSF, and Amitiés latines, the UL uti-
lized the swastika and the fascist salute, while publicly lauding Hitler, Mussolini, 
and Franco. Bellat further enjoyed the patronage of police offi cials and the lo-
cal gendarmerie, often recruited from his electors and unfailingly loyal to his 
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administration. The former beat Leftist leaders and newsvendors in the streets 
and intimidated voters, or looked the other way when the town’s hired thugs 
attacked opponents. In the mayor’s employ, hoodlums pillaged stores, hoarded 
arms, and plotted a Spanish-style uprising against the metropolitan government. 
Police offi cers and rank and fi le openly supported such actions, often affi liated 
with the UL or Croix de Feu, including the Commissaire central and several 
of his assistants. Jews and socialists were strictly forbidden from serving on the 
police force and denied municipal employment—obtainable only with a UL or 
RNAS membership card.40

Thus gendarmes and police were permitted to engage in extreme violence at 
the behest of the mayor and commissaires, as on 14 June 1936, when a cortege 
of Popular Front supporters, including women and children, were attacked by 
the mayor’s hired muscle alongside police wielding batons, revolvers, and tear 
gas, resulting in forty-six injuries.41 Due to fascist sympathies among the local 
judiciary no indictments were handed down, and there was no offi cial inquiry 
into police brutality despite a request to Léon Blum, the governor general, and 
the Sous-préfet from the local Popular Front committee. The following February, 
police once again openly supported the extreme Right, intervening in an armed 
dispute between local members of the Parti social français and Parti populaire 
français, and Leftist newsvendors, railway workers, and laborers. A wave of po-
lice descended upon the town center, fi ring fi rst into the crowd of workers, and 
subsequently on a group of Muslims, killing two and wounding eight, causing 
general panic in the streets, and resulting in the offi cial protest of Captain Léon 
Nicolas.42

The mayor’s offi ce frequently played a leading role in the violence, inciting 
protestors and ignoring police brutality. On 16 March 1937, a municipal council-
or’s mistreatment of unemployed workers—he urged a crowd to “go ask Blum” for 
bread and jobs—predictably resulted in a near riot. This was facilitated by the use 
of an agent provocateur in the crowd, urging those assembled to attack the police 
and gendarmes, after one of them savagely struck a demonstrator. The offi cial 
response came from the Garde républicaine mobile, who proceeded to the Vil-
lage Nègre, where they attacked protestors with truncheons, while PPF members 
and Bellat supporters fi red on the crowd, resulting in mass hospitalizations. The 
restoration of order by the GRM left many injured and hospitalized, primarily 
Muslims.43

Faced with such actions from municipal authorities and the police in Sidi-Bel-
Abbès and Oran, and the testimony of offi cers like Léon Nicolas, the governor 
general of Algeria requested an expansion of the state police in the Department, 
to ensure order and suppress fascism.44 As early as June 1936, he noted the lack 
of effectiveness of the Oran police force in combating extremism, particularly 
in comparison to municipal authorities in Alger, and even Constantine, where 
the response to riots and disturbances was often tepid at best. Noting that the 
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police were almost entirely sympathetic to Lambert, Bellat, and extreme-Right-
ist organizations, Le Beau asked for platoons of state police to be stationed in all 
municipalities with more than 80,000 inhabitants.45 Following the incidents in 
Sidi-Bel-Abbès in early 1937, the request was renewed, this time for all towns 
with 25,000 residents, due to fears that fascist violence would spread throughout 
the department. Le Beau noted that police corruption and patterns of assault had 
spread to Blida and Mostaganem, as well as various communities in Constantine, 
and appended the draft of a décret-loi to the request in order to speed up the 
process.46 Mere months later, Blum and Minister of the Interior Marx Dormoy 
subsequently ushered in legislation mandating the expansion of the state police 
in Algeria.

The governor general’s request also responded to several incidents involv-
ing the gendarmerie. Government personnel initially assumed that the Garde 
républicaine mobile would provide support in case of disturbances. Despite its 
small numbers—only hundreds of men patrolled an area the size of France—the 
GRM was regularly used in a support role, buttressing local police squadrons, 
particularly during demonstrations and riots. This was particularly true in Oran, 
where the political polarization created by the ascension to power of extreme 
Rightists like Lambert and Bellat led to continual disturbances, often initiated by 
the authorities themselves. However, the effectiveness of the local gendarmerie 
was compromised by fascist sympathies and xenophobia among the leadership 
and rank and fi le. A pre-1914 preserve for royalists and ultra-rightists, in the 
interwar era the GRM command in Algeria continued to demand that offi cers 
remind soldiers of their duty to the patrie and family values, and insisting that 
their families and friends “only frequent healthy places and do not profess any 
subversive ideas.” This vague directive was made more clear by the lieutenant-
colonel in charge of the Algiers gendarmerie, who arranged for each soldier to 
receive a copy of the pronatalist Alliance nationale’s neo-fascist pamphlet Com-
ment nous vaincrons la dénatalité, and ordering offi cers to persuade enlisted men 
to join the AN and uphold its values.47 This refl ected a marked partiality for any 
number of extreme-Rightist organizations that assailed the local Popular Front, 
which became so prevalent by February 1937 that the Oran section of the SFIO 
wrote the metropolitan leadership to complain, demanding that the government 
be pressured into censuring the GRM’s Algerian offi cer corps.48 Nor were such 
reactions confi ned to Oran. The Commissaire central in Alger noted a similar 
pattern, reporting that both offi cers and enlisted men from the local garrison 
supported the leagues, following an intensive propaganda campaign by various 
extreme-Rightist groups.49

A xenophobic mentalité was equally evident in the gendarmerie. Discussions of 
strategy at the highest levels invariably portrayed Algerian Muslims as religious 
fanatics, defenders of barbaric customs, and out to murder the European popu-
lation. A 1938 memorandum prepared by the Ministry of War delineated the 
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need for surveillance networks and troops to combat ultra-Islamic and nationalist 
movements, describing the enemy as “an indigenous mob, far superior in num-
ber, and easily led into acts of savagery due to racial and religious hatred.”50 The 
indigène, one author concluded, “n’obéit que la force.”51 Neither did gendarmes 
shy away from anti-Semitism. In Constantine, the public prosecutor accused the 
GRM in Sétif of engaging in verbal and physical acts against the local Jewish 
community in May 1937, a charge weakly refuted by Général de Brigade Lavigne 
as resulting from ineffective leadership.52

Hence gendarmes and their superiors claimed that Muslims were anti-Euro-
pean zealots, a homogenous morass rather than a diverse population. True, certain 
reports mentioned socioeconomic conditions, hinting that poverty and exclusion 
might be to blame, as low salaries and unemployment had battered Algeria since 
the onset of the depression. Yet most authors simply saw a subversive threat to be 
neutralized, along with the Algerian Leftists who mobilized Muslim discontent 
in the service of global revolution. Naturally, nationalist and communist agents-
provocateurs exploited the situation, transforming Muslim anger into disrespect 
for French authority. The Popular Front worsened things, allowing “foreign in-
fl uences” to infl ame opinions and thus leaving the gendarmerie in the line of 
fi re.53 Although commanding offi cers claimed that the solution to the “Algerian 
problem” ultimately rested with civil authorities, the GRM frequently sought to 
pacify Muslims through violence. As North African Commander General Baert 
noted: “Far too often offi cers and gendarmes resort to violence against the indi-
viduals that they have the duty to protect.”54

This was certainly the case in Oran in January 1937, when the GRM inter-
vened on behalf of local authorities during a strike, wounding eighty-seven dem-
onstrators, many of them women and children. Almost all were Muslims, for 
the action occurred in the neighborhood of Eaux de Brédéah, and the beatings 
were particularly brutal, administered with truncheons and rifl e butts.55 Numer-
ous witnesses, many of them seriously injured, testifi ed against the gendarmes, 
and specifi cally accused Captains Chevalier and Didion of leading the assault. 
One onlooker described being hit in the head and right leg with a rifl e butt as he 
stood in conversation with an Oran Commissaire de police, while others received 
similar head traumas, including a fi fteen-year-old boy.56 Neither were the victims 
alone in their harsh assessment: in a memo to the prefect of Oran, the head of 
the Sûreté départementale noted that the GRM charged into the crowd merely 
because they were booed by the local indigènes, and acted with “une brutalité toute 
particulière, against a group primarily composed of women and children.” Far from 
calming the crowd, their actions stiffened the resolve of the strikers, most of 
whom had not previously displayed any hostile or violent behavior.57

The combination of offi cial pressure and Muslim outrage led to an inquest at 
the request of the minister of national defense, conducted by the GRM’s Inspec-
tor-General Lavigne, who received testimony that accused both Chevalier and 
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Didion of being fascist sympathizers and mingling with the local extreme Right 
during the demonstration. Both had allegedly revealed their sympathies in pri-
vate conversations on numerous occasions, and had a history of brutality toward 
Jews, Muslims, and Leftists, demonized due to their association with the Popular 
Front and the Oran anti-fascist movement. One local commissaire on the scene 
backed up these claims, stating that the crowd had posed no threat to public 
order, neither rioting nor threatening businesses or private property. In fact, he 
noted that subsequent violence was the consequence of GRM brutality, a posi-
tion backed by Oran’s Commissaire central, and that Didion personally charged 
into the crowd brandishing a whip, yelling “cognez sur cette vermine” in order to 
encourage his men.58

Chevalier and Didion naturally declared their innocence on all charges, and 
their superiors blamed the indigènes as a whole for the demonstration and its af-
termath. Rather than being a victim of GRM aggression, they stated, the injured 
child merely fell to the ground.59 Furthermore, the Oran company commander 
noted the frequency of strikes and riots in Popular Front–era Algeria, including 
Muslim-perpetrated violence in Oran before and after January 1937. The real 
issue, he claimed, was “the arrogance of certain indigènes,” who believed that 
they could treat gendarmes like slaves after breaking the law. Striking Muslims 
were probably armed with canes, just like their brethren all over the country, 
and sought to correct perceived injustices through violence, as the indigènes were 
prone to aggressive behavior. If anything, he concluded, the offi cers had shown 
restraint, using rifl e butts rather than live ammunition, a position defended with 
the false allegation that Muslims throughout the country often menaced Europe-
ans and law enforcement offi cials.60

For his part, Lavigne’s report principally worked to debunk testimony against 
Chevalier and Didion, rejecting the notion that either was a fascist, while in-
sisting that police eyewitnesses were Leftists looking to denigrate the gendar-
merie. All those who were attacked clearly threatened security forces (including, 
presumably, the victimized child) and those who claimed otherwise should be 
transferred, as their subterfuge compromised police work and GRM operations.61 
Lavigne declared the commissaire who testifi ed against Chevalier and Didion 
dangerous to the security of the department, and devoted a large portion of his of-
fi cial correspondence to debunking the testimony of the offending offi cer and an 
inspector who testifi ed along similar lines.62 He further claimed that the true au-
thor of the complaints against his men was Oran socialist leader Marius Dubois, 
responsible for the press campaign against the GRM’s actions and the false accu-
sations of the eyewitnesses, while the general in charge of the gendarmerie wrote 
the governor general demanding the immediate transfer of all offi cers who testi-
fi ed against the accused.63 Curiously, in his fi nal report Lavigne did not directly 
confront the issue of fascist sympathies in the gendarmerie, noting in response 
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solely that a few mistakes had been made, while claiming that the riots were sim-
ply an excuse to perpetuate racial antagonism, the product of religious zealotry, 
economic malaise, and extremist propaganda. Neither did he attempt to counter 
charges of GRM xenophobia, instead positing that where the indigènes had once 
been respectful of authority, this “insuffi ciently evolved race” had become prone 
to shootings, senseless violence, property destruction, and open revolt.64

For their part, GRM commanders simply tied the events of January 1937 to a 
larger pattern of violence in Oran, placing the lives of gendarmes in danger on 
multiple occasions across the department. Yet they cautioned soldiers that the 
use of lethal or excessive force was proscribed, and simply exacerbated the hostile 
attitude of the indigènes. Responding in an internal memorandum to public criti-
cisms of the GRM in April, including charges of fascist sympathies and police 
brutality, Lavigne reminded gendarmes that pacifying Muslims required “very 
fi rm” action. Any weakness only encouraged aggression, and he claimed that the 
department was rife with shooting, stabbings, and property destruction caused 
by indigenous discontent with European status, continuing recession, and high 
unemployment.65 Although its commanders successfully prevented the imposi-
tion of disciplinary action against the GRM, the governor general openly contra-
dicted their claims, consistently insisting that the chief security threat in Algeria 
and Oran came from European extremism, and not Muslim violence.66

In a recent study of the North African GRM, Martin Thomas notes that “on 
the eve of Word War II the gendarmes had confl ated their roles as overseers of 
the colonial economy and political police, paving the way for the more violent 
future as targets of anti-colonial opposition and perpetrators of state killing that 
lay ahead of them during the 1945 Sétif uprising and beyond.”67 This was precisely 
the reality of policing, violence, and race relations in 1930s Oran. Both municipal 
police and gendarmerie units there regularly brutalized Leftists, Muslims, and Jews, 
and particularly after the Popular Front’s election in 1936, when they perceived 
them to be potential threats to the established European settler elite and colonial 
order. That Léon Blum had no desire to end the French presence in Algeria, while 
the Left had traditionally demonstrated considerable imperial racism in its own 
right, was never considered by the fascist leagues, or their sympathizers in local 
government and law enforcement.68 Neither were Jews or Muslims ever a genuine 
threat in the department of Oran of the 1930s, where Europeans enjoyed a clear 
demographic advantage throughout the interwar era.69 Nonetheless, a combina-
tion of offi cial indoctrination, a belief in the danger posed by the indigènes and the 
Algerian Left, and the prevalence of sympathy for the extreme Right among Al-
gerian police and gendarmes inexorably led to political and racial violence. Given 
the subsequent history of law enforcement in the region, it is not unreasonable to 
suggest that such actions clearly foreshadow the xenophobia, torture, and murder 
that characterized security services during the Algerian War.
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chapter 3

THE VETERANS AND 
THE EXTREME RIGHT

The Union nationale des combattants, 1927–1936

Chris Millington

R

In spite of the attention devoted to the study of French fascism in recent years, 
the French veterans’ movement has largely escaped the consideration of scholars. 
Veterans were an important constituency for the extreme Right but histories of 
the period for the most part accept the benign role of the anciens combattants 
during the interwar years.1 This is likely due in no small part to the infl uence of 
Antoine Prost’s Les anciens combattants et la société française, 1914–1939 (1977), 
which argued that French ex-servicemen were essentially Republican. Prost 
claimed that though veterans’ associations were anti-parliamentarian and some 
“fascistic” leaders attempted to harness the movement for authoritarian ends, 
the veterans’ true convictions lay in their ideas on a “democratic” reform of the 
state. They rejected the extreme Right and their associations impeded the devel-
opment of fascism in France. The combatant movement was an integral part of 
the Republican political culture that weathered the challenges of the interwar 
period, only to collapse under the external pressure of defeat in 1940.2

This essay challenges Prost’s conclusion on the veterans’ rejection of the ex-
treme Right. The extreme Right was certainly not a “foreign body,” something 
different and otherworldly, for a broader section of the veterans’ movement than 
Prost allows.3 The essay therefore contributes to the debate on French fascism; 
yet rather than rehash the intricacies of this “dialogue of the deaf,” it follows 
recent scholarship in moving beyond the sole issue of classifi cation.4 Suffi ce it 
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to say that the classifi cation of a movement is useful for comparative purposes, 
yet it becomes unhelpful when used to explain a group’s behavior or “essence.” 
Thus in categorizing the veterans’ movement as Republican, one can dismiss its 
inherent and striking anti-parliamentarianism as “incantatory” bombast. Such 
conclusions are predicated on the apparent ability to tell the serious from the 
unserious, selecting “true” intentions from “idle” threats. A group’s policies and 
tactics did not derive from an inherent nature but were subject to myriad internal 
and external infl uences within a political, social, and cultural context, and were 
adapted accordingly.

With this in mind, this essay examines the Union nationale des combattants 
(UNC). With approximately 900,000 members, the UNC was one of the largest 
veterans’ associations in interwar France. The primary focus of this essay is the 
period between the nationalist riot of 6 February 1934 and the election of the 
Popular Front government in 1936. During that period, France witnessed unprec-
edented political mobilization. In response to the violence of February 1934, the 
Left and Radical parties formed the Popular Front, a coalition that established a 
vociferous presence in the streets and proved to be a winning electoral formula 
in June 1936. On the right, nationalist leagues mustered their troops in prepara-
tion for an expected communist seizure of power. In spring 1934, the Jeunesses 
patriotes (JP), Solidarité française (SF), and Action française (AF) founded their 
own coalition, the National Front, to fi ght the Left in the street. Nationalist 
leagues had traditionally maintained their independence yet a pool of similar 
ideas was common to many groups. Their boundaries were therefore permeable, 
which allowed members to share or switch allegiances at will.5 UNC members 
were not different in this respect. Despite the efforts of the National Front alli-
ance, it could not compete with the success and sheer size of Colonel François 
de La Rocque’s Croix de Feu (CF), which by June 1936 boasted half a million 
recruits and several ancillary formations.

This essay examines how UNC veterans reacted to and interacted with the 
extreme Right in this period of extraordinary politicization. It uncovers the pre-
viously ignored diversity of opinion within the association, bringing to light a 
complex situation in which some UNC members collaborated with political 
extremists while others rejected this collaboration outright. UNC policy was 
neither fi xed nor uncontested. In reaction to the changing political climate in 
France and especially the success of the CF, the association adapted its tactics. 
It established a league-style group called Action combattante de l’UNC, which 
however soon became a site of confl ict between factions in the parent organiza-
tion. Members with an activist tendency, who favored entry into the political 
arena and relations with political groups, clashed with those of a more moderate 
inclination who shunned political involvement. These factions contested the 
aims, meaning, and implementation of the UNC’s program.
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The UNC and the Croix de Feu, 1927–1934

Founded in December 1933, Action combattante did not gain any real momentum 
until after the events of February 1934. The UNC’s Parisian section had taken part 
in the riot. UNC veterans mixed with leaguers, fought with police, and smashed 
through barricades.6 An undated document authored by UNC Vice-President 
Jean Goy, and titled “Quelques constatations,” appears to mark the second phase 
of Action combattante’s development and a veritable burst of energy. “Quelques 
constatations” reveals how closely the group’s foundation was linked to the per-
ceived success of the CF and its infl uence on the UNC. Goy asked: “Where does 
their [the CF’s] success come from?” He responded: “From their propaganda in 
youthful and non-veteran milieus! From their mysterious gatherings! From their 
large and imposingly executed meetings! From their discipline! From their leader-
ship mystique!”7 Goy recommended that the UNC adopt a similar style.

In the UNC, Goy, a CF member himself, was neither alone in his admiration 
nor his patronage of La Rocque’s league, for the CF attracted many veterans. 
While it is unwise to judge the whole veterans’ movement on the basis of the CF 
alone, it is nevertheless incorrect that veterans perceived the league as a foreign 
body, alien to their world and something to be avoided.8 True enough, its elitism 
and admiration for the military set the CF apart from the mainstream veterans’ 
movement yet differences between the league and veterans groups have been 
exaggerated. Like many combatant associations, the CF’s discourse condemned 
political fi gures and claimed to embody the camaraderie of the trenches. Its mem-
bers participated in the events of the veteran calendar throughout France. Like 
the veterans’ associations, the CF abhorred parliamentarians. Steeped in the 
mystique of the “fraternity of the trenches,” both the CF and the UNC targeted 
the same clientele: right-wing veterans.

How did CF and UNC members themselves perceive each other’s group? Some 
UNC members joined the CF but defections did not occur en masse. When ex-
amining the extent of cooperation and cross-membership between the UNC and 
the CF, one cannot be sure of the number of veterans who took this course of ac-
tion. One must rely upon police reports, anecdotal evidence, and the information 
printed in partisan newspapers. The picture is unavoidably partial. The motiva-
tions of veterans who joined the league are unclear. Moreover, motivations could 
change depending on the individual and the circumstance. In order to discern a 
veteran’s motives for joining the CF, it is necessary to look at the evolution of the 
league during 1927–1936, from an association exclusively for decorated veterans 
into a “fascist” paramilitary league.

From its foundation in 1927 to the creation of the Fils et fi lles des Croix de Feu 
(FFCF) youth section in 1932, the CF was open only to decorated veterans and 
men who had served at least six months on the front line, known as Briscards. At 
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this time it was a veterans’ association and UNC members perceived it as such. In 
April 1928, Jacques Péricard, a member of the executive and policy-making com-
mittees of the UNC, wrote a short article on the new veterans’ group. This apo-
litical, interclass organization was for “true” combatants who wished to give “a bit 
of splendor to their ribbons.” Reprinted in the national La Voix du combattant the 
following month, the article provided details on how to join the CF.9 Péricard’s 
attention to the league was not disinterested; he was a founding member of the 
CF and would remain a president of honor.10

New CF sections sought a liaison with their UNC counterparts, with varying 
degrees of success. In February 1931, the Rhône section of the CF admitted in 
its press organ, La Relève, “Many of its members [the CF’s] belong to other asso-
ciations (UNC, U[nion des] M[utilés et] A[nciens] C[ombattants], Gueules Cas-
sées, etc. … ) and even hold important posts in them.”11 Relations between the 
movements were not always harmonious, however. In May 1932, La Voix du com-
battant responded acerbically to La Rocque’s accusation that the large veterans’ 
associations were replete with “false combatants.” The UNC denied the charge 
and invited La Rocque to come and inspect the quality of its members. Despite 
La Rocque’s attempt to clear up the matter, the UNC remained intransigent.12 
Nevertheless, some sections were open to a form of collaboration. In January 
1933, the UNC’s ninth section went as far as to open the pages of its bulletin to 
other groups, including the CF. It claimed that the arrangement would better al-
low an exchange of ideas.13 In this period of its development, the league was not 
so “foreign” as to dissuade UNC members from joining it. However, the CF was 
not yet the radical movement that it would become when its paramilitary activity 
increased. Though some of its members may have sympathized with the extreme 
Right, others joined for reasons of solidarity with veteran comrades and there 
were also moderate Republicans in the movement.14

In 1933, as successive governments struggled to fi nd a solution to the deepening 
economic crisis, the CF radicalized. A new, more vociferous manifesto in October 
1933 denounced the failings of French leaders. If politicians proved incapable, 
the movement promised to restore order by physical force. At the same time, the 
CF’s membership criteria became less stringent. Anyone with a subscription to 
Le Flambeau could join the new Regroupement national autour des Croix de Feu. 
Younger men who had not fought in the war were eligible for membership in the 
Volontaires nationaux (VN), which went onto absorb the Briscards and the FFCF 
in mid-1934. It became the most dynamic of all the CF’s affi liates.15

The change in the CF did not deter veterans from joining it. In late 1933, some 
UNC members, while still considering the CF a veterans’ association, now saw 
something different in the league. In November 1933, Jacques Toutain, president 
of the UNC’s Seine-Inférieure section, was invited to the fi rst offi cial meeting 
of the Rouen CF section. Though the large combatant formations concentrated 
solely on improving a veteran’s material circumstances, Toutain reported that the 
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CF concerned itself with “national restoration.” For him, a “particularly evocative 
sight” was that of the CF marching “in rhythmic step … crossing the great streets 
of the large town, sharply regimented.” This imposing demonstration of disci-
pline revealed the high caliber of the CF. Contained within this display, Toutain 
perceived the “something” that France had been waiting for since the victory of 
1918. Nevertheless, though different from other combatant associations, Toutain 
still perceived the league as a bona fi de veterans’ group; in fact, it was one of the 
fi nest groupements de combattants one was likely ever to encounter.16

Relations between some UNC members and the CF continued to be warm 
into the following year. Members of both groups attended the same meetings. 
Le Flambeau reported that on 4 February 1934, the league’s sixty-fi fth section 
held a meeting at Choisy-le-Roi at which CF speakers outlined the “perilous ter-
rain” that France faced. CF members, dispos, and veterans of the Choisy UNC 
attended. All were noted to have “acclaimed [the orators] with the same unani-
mous spirit.”17 On the night of the 6 February riot, CF members joined the UNC’s 
march to the Place de la Concorde. They fought alongside UNC veterans in 
clashes with police on the Rue du Faubourg Saint-Honoré.18

In 1934, the force of attraction that the CF exerted on UNC members con-
cerned Goy. He wrote that despite the fact that the UNC possessed a skilled team 
of propagandists and a concrete program on state, moral, and economic reform, 
the association’s membership was stagnating. Goy acknowledged that a section 
of the membership also participated in the activities of other groups, notably the 
CF, despite the fact that La Rocque’s league had “done nothing for the veterans.” 
The only way forward for the UNC was to adopt similar tactics and undertake “a 
rapid and brutal reform.”19

Action combattante de l’UNC

Action combattante would be the means to regain the initiative. Yet in spite of 
the importance that some members of the leadership placed on Action combat-
tante, others on the executive committee were ignorant of its workings. Several 
disputes in the executive committee over the UNC’s political action demonstrate 
a split between moderates and activists. Originally, the leadership had agreed to 
undertake civic action within the structures of the association, and so remain 
“100 percent UNC,” rather than establish a separate entity, which would recruit 
non-veteran sympathizers. Some feared that this latter course of action would 
attract “political black balls” who wished to improve their reputation through 
membership of the UNC. It was decided that no independent group should be 
founded. Civic action would concern only veterans.20

Action combattante apparently contravened this decision. UNC executive 
members expressed reservations in June and July 1934 that the new association 
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had been founded without the express permission or the knowledge, of the com-
mittee. President of the UNC in the Ille-et-Vilaine Dr. René Patay, Francisque 
Gauthier, vice-president of the Lyon section, and Daniel Desroches, UNC presi-
dent in the Finistère, feared losing control of Action combattante, which acted 
with apparent independence yet was funded largely by the UNC. Gauthier com-
plained that the committee had not been informed from the start that the UNC 
was responsible for the new group. Citing the CF as an example, Vice-President 
Alfred Charron explained that, contrary to the earlier decision of the execu-
tive committee, it had been necessary to found a separate organization in order 
to take action as quickly as possible. Other executive members objected to the 
rumored provenance of Action combattante funding, namely from industrial-
ist Ernest Mercier. A “ranking member” of the Paris UNC and with “numerous 
friends among its leaders,” Mercier was not new to the combatant world. During 
the 1920s, his Redressement Français utilized the esprit combattant in an attempt 
to unite industrialists with right-wing veterans. It was closely associated with the 
national UNC and Goy collaborated with the Redressement from its creation.21 
With the founding of Action combattante, the activists in the executive com-
mittee had outmaneuvered their colleagues.

Like the CF’s Regroupement National, Action combattante expanded the 
UNC’s action into the non-veteran milieu. The association encouraged youths, 
women, and all “honest” people to join.22 Yet unlike the Regroupement National, 
there is no evidence to suggest that women actually joined Action combattante. 
It would be unsurprising if women were indeed absent from the group. After all, 
the UNC’s plan for rescuing France was gendered; it depended upon the veterans 
and their sons. Nevertheless, the association was now publicly prepared to wel-
come non-veteran members.

Despite this foray into the non-veteran milieu, local UNC veterans were 
closely involved with the establishment of Action combattante. UNC Vice-Pres-
ident Paul Galland left delegates under no illusions that it was their responsibility 
to help Action combattante: veterans should act as the catalyst.23 The task of 
recruitment was left to local sections. It is possible that local UNC section chiefs 
found it hard to resist the recruitment of readymade leaguers from within the CF. 
Indeed, the national UNC leadership sent men, probably CF, under the auspices 
of Action combattante to preside over departmental UNC meetings.24 The new 
association would found groups affi liated to the UNC that could then be ab-
sorbed into the organization proper.25 Action combattante was successful to this 
end in departments where the UNC had not been previously established, helping 
to create new UNC sections in the Drôme, the Var, the Alpes-Maritimes, the 
Hautes-Pyrénées, the Basses-Alpes, and the Gard.26

Throughout France, Action combattante chefs de région molded public opin-
ion, informed local newspapers of local activities, and produced posters and 
tracts. Each departmental section further trained orators and conference orga-
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nizers. The program of Action combattante took center stage at these meetings. 
This program was essentially the UNC’s plan for state reform: the institution of 
proportional representation followed by dissolution of the Chamber. A constitu-
ent assembly of “worthy” fi gures would then reform the state. The largest of these 
meetings took place at Rennes on 14 October 1934. Action combattante already 
had a presence in the area, at least since June 1934, when a meeting of forty 
men took place under the auspices of the local UNC president, Dr. Patay. At 
the October congress, Goy and Roger d’Avigneau, founder of the UNC’s Loire-
Inférieure section and secretary of the Fédération interalliée des anciens combat -
tants addressed a reported 8000-strong attendance. Police stated that the meet-
ing demonstrated the discipline of the group and its willingness to “enter into 
the struggle” if its demands were not satisfi ed. Later in October, a similar meeting 
took place in Caen that 8000 people attended.27

Within the UNC, the meaning of Action combattante was contested. This 
confl ict refl ected the different tendencies that coexisted in the association. In 
some cases, Action combattante activity was organized for street confrontation 
with the Left. In the Ille-et-Vilaine, the local UNC designated district and can-
tonal Action combattante delegates, each of whom possessed a telephone and a 
car. It was thanks to this organizational structure that Action combattante was 
able to mobilize an entire arrondissement against potential “political” (read Left-
ist) demonstrations.28 This tactic was not dissimilar to CF action. Thus at Tours 
on 27 June 1935, La Rocque declared: “From now on we are able to affi rm that 
thirty-six hours would suffi ce to muzzle the red suburbs and to take power if nec-
essary.”29 In “Quelques constatations,” Goy had demanded that future UNC tac-
tics emulate those of the CF. In the Ille-et-Vilaine, Action combattante, like the 
CF, used technology to assemble members in a short space of time when left-wing 
action threatened.

Perhaps Action combattante could have ultimately functioned as a combat 
group. In September 1934, UNC President of Honor Humbert Isaac described 
it as an auxiliary force in which a taste for action, even combat, motivated de-
voted activists. Yet for Isaac and others of the more moderate trend in the UNC, 
street action held less appeal. The use of Action combattante in the broader 
campaign for state reform trumped its use in combat, for the time being at least. 
Even Georges Lebecq, the UNC president who had led street action on 6 Febru-
ary 1934, admitted that this latter tactic had proved fruitless.30

Action combattante was thus oriented more toward electoral participation. 
According to the UNC, as the veterans alone could initiate national renovation 
it was necessary to increase the number of anciens combattants in the Chamber of 
Deputies.31 Yet until the national elections in 1936, the UNC had to settle for the 
municipal elections of May 1935. Action combattante supported the campaigns 
of UNC members and put up its own candidates in this election. Goy summed up 
this new political direction: “What it is necessary to establish are ententes with 
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sympathetic town councils … the constitution of [electoral] lists with youths and 
under the title Action combattante … [to act] purely on veterans’ issues would 
result in failure.”32 Moreover, Action combattante’s intervention on behalf of 
UNC candidates would preserve the apolitical image of the UNC. In preparation 
for the election, the UNC reported that 23 departmental delegates and 700 com-
munal Action combattante activists had discerned the “electoral mentality” of 
each area.33 In the Ille-et-Vilaine, where the UNC printed its election victories, 
UNC members or candidates won 53 percent of council seats (701 of 1317), with 
a majority share on 68 percent (63 of 93) of councils. The organization boasted 
a UNC mayor in 54 percent of councils (50 of 93). The UNC credited Action 
combattante with the electoral success of its members in this department.34

Despite the success of Action combattante in some areas, overall it must be 
judged a failure, a fact that the UNC recognized at its national Pau congress in 
1936.35 Does this prove a general distaste for political action among the veterans? 
In some areas this was the case.36 In the absence of membership lists, one cannot 
specify the proportion that was favorable to Action combattante. Yet although 
the UNC’s claim that Action combattante had 100,000 members is likely an ex-
aggeration, one can argue that the veterans’ rejection of militant political action 
was not unanimous. The desire for such action did not pervade the UNC but it 
was greater than historians have estimated.

The UNC and the Extreme Right, 1934–1936

Recognizing the importance of the context in which groups existed, one must 
look beyond the confi nes of the UNC in seeking the reasons for Action com-
battante’s failure. The group failed to halt the recruitment of veterans to the CF 
after the riot of February 1934. The fact that these individuals were joining a 
movement embarking upon increasingly provocative paramilitary displays sug-
gests a radicalization among sections of the UNC.37 Rather than being a foreign 
body, therefore, some UNC veterans considered the league a viable option for 
political action. CF sections continued to recruit members from the veterans’ 
movement and especially the UNC.38 In the Parisian suburb of Meudon, UNC 
activists defected to the CF.39 In May 1934, after a conference held by La Rocque 
in Bordeaux, the local CF section welcomed 500 new members, the majority of 
which came from the UNC. Police suggested that UNC members preferred the 
CF as this association only admitted “real veterans.”40

The CF was not the only league to target the anciens combattants. Other leaguers 
sold newspapers and distributed leafl ets at the doors of veterans’ meetings.41 Soon 
after the February 1934 riot, extreme right-wing groups founded the National 
Front coalition. Pierre Taittinger, head of the JP, and SF leaders Jean Renaud 
and Jacques Fromentin, courted the UNC in an effort to secure the association’s 
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membership of the alliance.42 The JP depicted UNC veterans and its own fol-
lowers as the avant-garde of “national ideas,” and proclaimed the similitude of 
the groups’ programs.43 The SF recognized too the UNC’s civic action program 
as compatible with that of the National Front. In May 1934, Jacques Fromentin 
urged the UNC to enter into the Front and show the way to all other veterans. 
Yet while L’Ami du peuple, the coalition’s offi cial organ, named the affi liation of 
those men who attended National Front meetings it reported only anciens com-
battants as having participated. This suggests that if UNC members did attend 
these meetings, it was not in any offi cial capacity.44

The UNC did not offi cially join the National Front. Police reported that Leb-
ecq was wary of signing a pact with the organization, as it might provoke attacks 
from the Left and perhaps see the resignation of UNC members. Instead, Leb-
ecq, himself a member of the JP, decided to encourage members to work with 
the anti-revolutionary alliance and attend its meetings without signing a public 
agreement. This tactic would obtain the desired collaboration without offi cially 
compromising the UNC.45 This relatively cautious stance is interesting, given 
that Lebecq was not alone in his patronage of the JP. During the 1920s, some 
UNC veterans had attended JP meetings and joined the league. Among those 
members affi liated or sympathetic to the league were vice-president of the Nord 
section André Auguste, president of the UNC in the Aisne, André Parmentier, 
his comrade in the department right-wing deputy Henri Rillart de Verneuil, and 
national executive committee member and deputy of the Deux-Sèvres Emile 
Taudière. Deputy of the Seine Edouard Soulier was both a member of the UNC 
and president of honor of the JP. Members and section leaders of the JP, the VN, 
and the Centre des Républicains Nationaux were present in the leadership of the 
UNC’s youth auxiliary, the Jeunes de l’UNC (JUNC).46

Though the National Front was frustrated with the UNC’s apparent reluc-
tance, local veterans did indeed pursue informal collaboration with the coali-
tion.47 UNC members and section presidents attended National Front meetings, 
alongside JP, AF, and SF activists.48 On 23 June 1934, Le National, the JP’s news-
paper advertised a meeting of the National Front in the sixteenth arrondissement 
at which Pierre Plument of the UNC would speak. Entry to National Front meet-
ings was granted upon production of either a National Front or a UNC member-
ship card.49 In October 1934, at a meeting of 2000 UNC veterans in Caen, police 
noted the presence of numerous CF and the AF’s street fi ghters, the camelots du 
roi.50 At Metz in October 1935, Magny, head of a sub-group of the UNC, presided 
over a meeting of 600 people, with the presidents of the local JP and AF. He 
called for the fusion of all “national” groups to “clean up the country.”51

Collaboration with the National Front did not please all UNC veterans. In 
July 1934, president of the Nord section Aimé Goudaert advised his colleagues 
on the executive committee to avoid involvement in both the Leftist Common 
Front and the National Front. In the Nord, the UNC had remained neutral, a 
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decision which had allowed the association to hold meetings even in “the most 
socialist regions” without the threat of disruption. Goudaert recognized that the 
UNC was hostile to the Common Front but warned that if the association de-
clared this publicly it could expect to lose a third of its members. Eugène Félix of 
the Eastern group, Goy and Isaac agreed.52

Throughout 1934, UNC cooperation with the CF had also remained on ap-
parently informal terms, though UNC president Lebecq did not hide his personal 
endorsement of the CF. On 10 November 1934, he and La Rocque attended a 
ceremony under the Arc de Triomphe. In response to a telegram from La Rocque, 
which expressed the colonel’s “cordial feelings” for the UNC, Lebecq wrote, “I 
was particularly pleased about our meeting at the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier: 
this gesture will be understood by our comrades and by the country.”53 What was 
to be understood from this meeting? At the very least, Lebecq appeared to en-
dorse some form of alliance between the CF and the UNC.

In 1935, links between the UNC and the CF were formalized. During a single 
night in January, La Rocque spoke to approximately 17,000 CF across four venues 
in Paris. The colonel lauded cooperation with the UNC, affi rmed the “common 
thought” of both associations, and announced that he and Lebecq were “working 
towards the close and united collaboration of [their] two great associations.”54 On 
this subject, a press communiqué was published in the following days that bore 
the signatures of both the UNC and the CF presidents.

Lebecq and UNC national Vice-President Charron’s attendance at a CF 
march on 14 July 1935 appeared to confi rm the alliance, though their participa-
tion caused consternation among some in the UNC. At a meeting of the ex-
ecutive committee the previous week, members had unanimously decided not to 
take part.55 Subsequently, Lebecq protested that he had attended, “in a personal 
capacity … wanting to associate [himself] with a patriotic demonstration.”56 He 
stated that if the UNC and CF had collaborated in the past it was because both 
groups acted “in a purely national mind (pensée),” and not because there was an 
offi cial alliance in place.57 Lebecq’s apparent lack of forethought concerning his 
attendance at a CF march is unlikely to have simply been a matter of political 
naivety. A public association with the CF may have pleased a man who had led 
street action on 6 February 1934 and desired political activism from his organiza-
tion. As a sop to his comrades, Lebecq offered to resign if the executive commit-
tee believed him to have sullied the good name of the organization. His offer was 
rejected.

The CF took great profi t from the incident. Maillard of the Manche UNC 
complained that CF propaganda in his department had focused on Lebecq’s at-
tendance at the march.58 Certain UNC sections interpreted his participation 
as evidence that the associations were “united in the same spirit.”59 In October 
1935, Desroches informed the committee that a CF militant in his department 
had stated: “We are the moving fl ank, the UNC is the main body of the group.” 
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The situation was particularly galling because this very CF supporter was also a 
member of the committee of the local UNC section.60 Goy and former national 
President Henry Rossignol also profi ted from Lebecq’s uncomfortable situation. 
Police reported that they had stirred up opposition among provincial members. If 
the right wing of the UNC, behind Lebecq, split from the left wing, then police 
expected the former would join the CF.61

While the importance of the veteran in CF discourse declined during 1935, La 
Rocque continued to encourage his followers to recruit veterans from regimental 
associations and the UNC. He advised his activists to march with the veterans 
in the coming Armistice Day parades: “if you take to the street, do not go alone, 
march with the UNC. … Heads of sections [must] recruit amongst members of 
the UNC.”62 La Rocque’s plan was to entice veterans away from the UNC, a fact 
of which the UNC’s executive committee was aware.63 The colonel ordered that 
new recruits “must not come to us as UNC but as CF.”64 In spite of the movement’s 
expanding popular base, veterans remained an important component of the mem-
bership.65 By July 1935, perhaps one in three members was a veteran.66 Throughout 
this period, the image of the Great War soldier, whether fallen or a veteran, was 
used to encourage the cohesion of the group.67 André Gervais, a prolifi c author 
in the veterans’ movement, noted that UNC veterans joined the CF because the 
league offered them something missing from the veterans’ organizations—the sat-
isfaction of their desire for action. Yet he also noted that such veterans belonged 
to both groups at once.68 Goy knew of several cases in which veterans had left the 
UNC to join the CF, only to return to their original association.69

Veterans in the wider movement were aware of the CF’s advances to the 
UNC. Henri Pichot, president of the Union fédérale veterans’ association, ex-
pressed concern that the CF was infi ltrating the veterans’ movement through the 
UNC.70 Similarly, some UNC members considered the CF a threat. President of 
Honor Isaac was the most prominent critic of La Rocque’s league. In late 1935, 
he set out his views regarding the CF in two articles in the pages of the UNC’s 
national newspaper, La Voix du combattant.71 Admitting that their programs were 
similar, he wrote that if an ostensible alliance had existed between the UNC and 
the CF it was now time to clarify matters: this had never been the case. While he 
was aware that some veterans did hold sympathies for the other “camp,” to leave 
the UNC and follow the colonel would be to betray the génération du feu and the 
country itself.

Isaac’s opposition to the CF was due in part to his defense of Republican legal-
ity. He warned that to follow the league would lead to violence and civil war.72 
Within the UNC, Isaac was not alone in his suspicion of the CF. The size of the 
UNC’s membership precluded political homogeneity and political action was not 
to the taste of everyone. While CF sympathizers in the UNC may not have con-
sidered the league to be fascist, conversely its opponents may well have classifi ed 
it as such. A group of veterans that resigned from the UNC in the aftermath of 
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the February riot accused the CF of being fascist and having plans to install a 
dictatorship under La Rocque.73

Isaac’s warning to his comrades also represented an attempt to avoid a loss of 
members. It would be disastrous for the UNC if its activists spent their energies 
on CF action, rather than on the important tasks for which they were needed.74 
As president of the UNC’s Lyon section, Isaac himself had experience of cross-
association membership in the Rhône department. Isaac refused patronage to the 
CF in the Ardèche, founded by a UNC Rhône member.75 Other provincial mem-
bers feared too that an alliance with La Rocque would ultimately see the UNC 
absorbed into the colonel’s league. In April 1934, eighteen months before the 
publication of Isaac’s Voix du combattant articles, the creation of a new CF section 
in Amiens was met with little enthusiasm from the local UNC. Police reported 
that these veterans felt that to join the CF would be detrimental to the cohesion 
of their section.76 In the Côtes du Nord, the UNC’s campaign against Radical 
deputies in the wake of the February 1934 riots caused several members to resign. 
Some subsequently founded UF sections in the department.77

On 18 June 1936, Léon Blum’s government announced the dissolution of the 
paramilitary leagues. Fears of violent resistance to the decree were unfounded; La 
Rocque accepted the decision and founded the Parti social français (PSF). The 
UNC expressed anger that the leagues should be dissolved while more threaten-
ing Leftist formations continued to exist. La Voix du combattant pilloried Minister 
of the Interior Roger Salengro for being a “frightened weakling” in his refusal to 
stand up to the communists and “cholera-spreading Bolshevik métèques.”78 UNC 
President Goy warned that communism was preparing to replace the Republic 
with a Soviet regime. With the leagues dissolved, he argued, it now fell to the 
UNC to “prevent the triumph of Asian barbarism” and rally all those who wanted 
“France to remain for the French.”79

As hundreds of thousands of French turned to authoritarianism in the 1930s, 
a proportion of veterans radicalized. There can be little doubt that UNC leaders 
Lebecq and Goy wanted to take their association in a political direction. This 
view found echo among members throughout France, and the creation of Action 
combattante was a concrete manifestation of this desire. Other UNC veterans 
rejected Action combattante because of its political orientation, yet one would 
be mistaken to blame this failure on a wholesale rejection of political activism 
among UNC veterans. Some preferred to pursue political action through a more 
successful alternative. Not a few UNC veterans collaborated with established 
extreme right-wing groups. They were willing to collaborate with associations 
with whom they perceived to have common goals. They patronized the meetings 
of the CF and the National Front and in some cases even abandoned the UNC 
to join these groups.

One must be cautious, though, about exaggerating the scale of collaboration 
between UNC veterans and the extreme Right and making assumptions about 
their motivations for doing so. It is always diffi cult to discern the motives of po-
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litical activists. A veteran may have joined the CF as he believed it was a genuine 
veterans’ association. After all, even up to 1936 the CF still used the image of the 
heroic and selfl ess veteran in its rhetoric. Yet the CF’s increasing paramilitary ac-
tivity after October 1933 renders this explanation less plausible. The league had 
moved beyond solely preserving wartime camaraderie to demand the wholesale 
renovation of France along authoritarian lines. In the case of the National Front, 
veterans threw their lot in with leagues that had long been openly hostile to the 
parliamentary and democratic Republic.

In March 1938, the UNC joined forces with the usually moderate UF in a 
campaign for an authoritarian reform of the state. That both associations sup-
ported the founding of the Vichy regime in 1940 may therefore seem unremark-
able. However, it would be a mistake to judge Vichy as the culmination of the 
veterans’ authoritarian designs and discourse alone. Marshal Philippe Pétain’s 
regime arose from the circumstances of the defeat and the armistice. Nor were 
the veterans unusual in their support for Vichy. In the wake of the defeat, with 
the Republic discredited, few in number were the French who did not lend their 
support to Pétain’s project for national and moral renovation.80 Though some ex-
servicemen joined Vichy’s Légion in 1940, this did not imply support for the Lé-
gion’s later, more extreme offshoot, the Service d’ordre légionnaire. For, if some 
veterans were pleased with the winding up of the Third Republic, it was not yet 
clear what Vichy would become.

Nevertheless, since the riot of February 1934, the UNC’s discourse and ac-
tions (and to a lesser extent those of the UF) had shown a marked preference 
for authoritarianism, and consequently helped to prepare the ground for Pétain’s 
regime. Veterans were neither inherently predisposed toward the Republic nor 
were they an obstacle to the development of a French fascism. This fi nding forces 
one not only to reassess the veterans’ status as a pillar of French democratic po-
litical culture but also whether such a culture existed at all.
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chapter 4

PACIFISM, THE FASCIST TEMPTATION, 
AND THE LIGUE DES DROITS DE L’HOMME

Norman Ingram

R

Michel Dobry and others have written about the “myth” of the French allergy to 
fascism.1 France also suffered for many decades from an apparent allergy to paci-
fi sm—equally mythical, and one, too, which has begun to dissipate in the past 
twenty years or so. The alleged allergy to pacifi sm is strangely linked to the myth 
of the allergy to fascism. Despite the fact that many First World War and interwar 
commentators believed in a quite incoherent way that France was a profoundly 
pacifi st nation, nevertheless the term pacifi st acquired a strongly negative con-
notation in France following the Second World War because it was assimilated 
in the popular, and indeed scholarly, mind with defeatism, collaborationism, and 
hence ultimately in some cases with fascism.2 At the same time that the consen-
sus school was strenuously denying that France had experienced any form of fas-
cism in the period of the two world wars, it was also, by a kind of perverse, logical, 
albeit unconscious necessity, driven to conclude that there was no pacifi sm in 
interwar or Second World War France. How else to explain the almost complete 
silence, until recently, of French historiography on the subject? The fact, too, 
that the Communist Party had made the peace issue its own in the post-1945 
period only served to add grist to the mill of those French historians, denizens of 
what might be called the “national” school of French history, who deny the exis-
tence of an independent French peace movement in the interwar period.3

In both cases, pacifi sm was a casualty of the early Cold War in the French 
mental universe. It was either a political perversion ostensibly linked to Vichy, or 
it was an integral part of the communist threat. The fact that it was neither was 
almost beside the point. This makes it all the stranger that when, almost twenty 
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years ago now, the French historical profession “discovered” pacifi sm as a subject 
worthy of historical analysis, there was a tendency to revert to the status quo 
ante, to a rose-colored view of the interwar period in which everybody in France 
was allegedly a pacifi st.4 The word was denuded of meaning, but France was try-
ing to play catch-up with Anglo-American and German scholarship, which had 
been interested in the peace question and pacifi sm for almost thirty years by that 
point.5 The history of French pacifi sm is thus doubly damned: it is suspect because 
of the post-1945 links with communism and it is assimilated with Vichy, collabo-
ration, and fascism. The fact that the French Communist Party had an ambiguous 
relationship with the Resistance in the fi rst two years of the war only serves to 
muddy the waters further.6

This apparent paradox is perhaps not so paradoxical. Many, although certainly 
not all, of the pacifi sts who became “fascists” under Vichy were of the hard Left. 
They were not necessarily communists, but they belonged to a Marxist tradition. 
Their apparent evolution toward fascism seems thus in some measure consonant 
with Zeev Sternhell’s thesis regarding the signifi cant contribution made by dis-
sident Leftists to the genesis of fascist ideology. At the same time, however, this 
“evolution” needs to be historicized and understood in the context of the trauma 
of the Great War. It is clear that there were other factors in play—most notably 
pacifi sm, which drew deeply on the memory of the Great War for its inspira-
tion—and, secondly, it seems evident that the political positions of pacifi sts-
turned-“fascists” under Vichy owed something to a historical dissent with deep 
roots in an interpretation of the Robespierre of the pre-French revolutionary war 
period, that is to say, the period before the declaration of war in April 1792.7

To return to the aftermath of the Second World War, however, the post-1945 
Republican consensus demanded that France subscribe to the Gaullist myth of 
the experience of the Vichy years. There was no room for an admission of the 
existence of a French fascism, and the same was true of pacifi sm—and for many 
of the same reasons. No less a person than Madeleine Rebérioux, the noted his-
torian and fi rst woman president of the Ligue des droits de l’homme (LDH), was 
quite categorical in 1991 that there was no pacifi sm in the LDH because the 
Ligue was “one hundred percent patriotic”—as if one concept necessarily pre-
cluded the other.8

The inconvenient fact, however, is that the Ligue des droits de l’homme was 
not “one hundred percent patriotic”—at least not in Rebérioux’s defi nition of 
the word—any more than all of France had been in 1940. The Ligue was riven 
with the same political dilemmas and temptations as the rest of French soci-
ety, and as Simon Epstein has so ably underlined, the role of the “Dreyfusards 
during the Occupation” was often on the side of the Vichy regime and even of 
the Nazis.9 Cylvie Claveau has shown that there was actually a strong current 
of anti-Semitism in the Ligue right through the 1930s.10 And William Irvine 
has demonstrated how the Ligue at the local level was more often about venal, 
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small-town politics than it was about high-fl own human rights ideals.11 Even at 
the level of the largely Paris-based intellectuals who formed the majority of its 
Comité central (CC), there are many cases of important Ligue members who 
ended up on the wrong side during the Second World War. Finally, the LDH was 
not killed by the experience of the Second World War, but rather was already in 
extremis by 1937. In 1938 and 1939, for the fi rst time in the interwar period, the 
Ligue was unable to publish the usual stenographic record of the debates at the 
national congresses held respectively in Avignon and Mulhouse. In fact, not only 
was it dead or dying by 1937, but some parts of the Ligue des droits de l’homme, at 
both the national and local levels, exhibited a strange ambivalence, passivity and 
quiescence in the face of the Nazi invasion of France two and a half years later in 
1940. Most of the Ligue remained staunchly anti-fascist, sometimes in the face 
of appalling personal suffering, but the number of ligueurs who crossed the line 
during Gestapo interrogations and gave up the identities of Ligue members who 
were Freemasons or Jews is noteworthy and diffi cult to explain away.12

What killed the Ligue, then? A facile explanation would be that pacifi sm 
killed the Ligue des droits de l’homme.13 This is a superfi cial analysis, however, 
and does not ask the deeper, more salient question, namely, what provoked this 
pacifi st evolution within the Ligue. The LDH ultimately expired because of its 
inability to square the circle of its political position within the Union sacrée dur-
ing the Great War with the swelling tide of protest within its own ranks about 
the question of unique German war guilt.14 This historical dissent begat a stri-
dent minority that raised troubling questions about the Ligue’s (and France’s) 
position during the 1914 war, which in turn was one of the factors which led to 
the creation of the pacifi sme nouveau style which emerged in France at the end 
of the 1920s.15 Some of the members of this minority represented a rather vague 
pacifi sm during the Great War, but the majority of what was then a very small 
group were not overtly pacifi st. They were, however, deeply troubled by the way 
in which France had been dragged into the war, and their search for answers to 
this conundrum led many of them toward a pacifi st engagement by the end of the 
1920s. It is this historical dissent that was one of the key progenitors of the new 
pacifi sm which emerged in France a decade after the war’s end. What the by-now 
pacifi st minority could not see, however, was that 1933 changed everything, and 
that while there might well have been good reasons for condemning France’s 
position during the Great War, the world was a different place after the Nazi 
seizure of power.

It is thus inaccurate to suggest that pacifi sm killed the Ligue; rather it was the 
Great War that killed it, for reasons that were little appreciated or understood at 
the time. The men (and women) who appeared to travel down the fascist road 
into the Second World War did so in many cases not out of an instinctual philo-
fascism, but rather out of a moral and political contingency that had its origins in 
their visceral rejection of war.
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There were many interwar pacifi sts who did not support Vichy or collabora-
tion with the Nazis. There are also strangely ambivalent surprises in places one 
would least expect them. One of these is undoubtedly Théodore Ruyssen, the 
president of the Association de la paix par le droit (APD) and a member of the 
LDH’s Comité central from 1921 to 1944. The APD represented what I have 
called pacifi sme ancien style. It was formed in 1887 in Nîmes and by the outbreak 
of the Great War was the most important voice in French pacifi sm. Essentially 
collaborative (as opposed to sectarian) in its relationship to French political 
society, it incarnated a liberal, bourgeois internationalist approach to pacifi sm 
which eschewed the approaches of the more radical pacifi sme nouveau style which 
emerged at least partially from within its ranks by the late 1920s.16 Many of the 
APD’s members were professors, teachers, lawyers, and medical doctors. During 
the Great War, it had fulsomely supported the Union sacrée, and in the interwar 
period it was one of the strongest proponents of the League of Nations idea in 
France. Ruyssen, for example, was the secretary-general of the Union internatio-
nale des associations pour la Société des Nations from 1921–1939.17

During the Vichy era, Ruyssen wrote a small number of articles in the col-
laborationist newspaper L’Effort published in Lyons.18 William Irvine downplays 
the importance of Ruyssen’s publications in L’Effort, calling them “momentary 
aberrations.”19 Perhaps. They were certainly one of the factors, however, which 
created problems for the APD, of which Ruyssen was the long-serving president, 
in the immediate post–World War II period.20

What is more disturbing than the essentially benign collaboration of a Ruys-
sen is the much more hardened variety of some prominent interwar pacifi sts who 
were also, or had been, important members of the Ligue des droits de l’homme. 
The political trajectory of Léon Emery, the infl uential president of the Lyon sec-
tion of the Ligue and a member of the Comité central from 1934–1937, is instruc-
tive in this regard, and can be taken as a kind of test case of the nexus between 
pacifi sm and collaboration within the LDH.

Emery is a particularly troubling example. In 1934, the section of the Ligue 
des droits de l’homme in the XIVe arrondissement in Paris published Emery’s 
speech to the Ligue’s Nancy Congress in May of that year as a small booklet.21 
Entitled Contre le fascisme, there is little in it that any convinced anti-fascist at 
the time would have found offensive. In fact, the Nancy Congress responded to 
Emery’s speech with a long, standing ovation.22 Lucien Cancouët, the president 
of the section in the XIVe, wrote with regard to Emery that “democracy still has 
defenders worthy of it.”23 Emery stated clearly that fascism was something new 
and dangerous; it was not a simple reincarnation of older French extreme right-
wing traditions. He rejected the idea that fascism represented a crisis provoked 
by a “traditional Caesarism” or one similar to the Boulangist crisis of the 1880s, 
a position which put him at odds with the offi cially sanctioned resolution of the 
Comité central, which argued that “the fascist regime is only, in sum, a new and 
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aggravated form of the Caesarean regime of which France on two occasions has 
experienced the negative effects.”24 Ironically, the CC’s position was not a little 
unlike that of the “consensus” school of our own times.

Instead, Emery sounded the tocsin, warning that the democratic state was 
perhaps in danger of succumbing to the fascist threat, because “some democrats, 
some socialists, even some communists are coming out in support of fascism, 
because they think that through it they will defend and save the State, and even 
better, the popular State!”25 Fascism was anti-parliamentary, anti-capitalist, and 
most dangerously of all, nationalist. There was more, though. Emery presciently 
noted that fascism represented a form of revolution—and it was this paradox 
that had put the democracies on the defensive and made them conservative.26 
He underlined the “almost mystical and religious” nature of fascism, a phenom-
enon that was “essentially popular” in form, that rested on the very social groups 
that in the normal course of things ought to have been “our friends and our 
supporters”—namely, the lower middle class, the workers, and the peasants.27 
What is important, however, is that despite the jeremiad Emery delivered on 
the fortunes of democracy, he clearly saw fascism as a threat and something to 
be opposed.

The question remained what to do in the face of this threat, and why Emery 
could not support the motion presented by the Comité central to the Congress. 
He believed that the CC’s motion was too complicated, too detailed, and hence 
too scattered to have the effect that was needed.28 Instead, he declared that the 
Ligue needed to move beyond the sterile discussions, the platonic votes of yester-
year, and embrace action. In order to achieve this, Emery proposed a fi ght against 
fascism based on four easily understood formulas.

The fi rst was that of a “crusade for morality.” In the wake of the events of 6 
February 1934, he argued that parliament had to be pure, that no one should sit 
as a député who was not “purely and simply a parliamentarian.”29 This particularly 
meant excluding lawyers from the Chamber since their loyalties were almost by 
defi nition divided between their constituents’ political needs on the one hand, 
and the economic imperatives of their corporate clients on the other. Emery’s 
plea for action contains more than a whiff of Jacobinism: he “begged” the Ligue 
to “run the risk of the bad taste of Jacobinism or, as some will say, of demagogy” in 
order to take “some brutal and immediate measures” to reform Parliament.30

Secondly, he argued that the banks, trusts, and the “venal” press needed to be 
nationalized immediately because the democratic regime was in reality nothing 
more than “a dictatorship of the banks and a dictatorship of the press.” He called 
this “a life and death question for democracy.” Once again, the radical Jacobin 
heritage was fully evident as he excoriated the election of Schneider to the Aca-
démie des Sciences morales et politiques, and the sight of de François de Wendel 
chairing the Congress of the Union nationale des combattants. The only remedy 
was “a Robespierrist intransigeance.”31
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Thirdly, he argued that the political parties were no longer a suffi cient support 
for the democratic regime. He feared that they were in an advanced state of dis-
integration similar to that seen in Italy and Germany before the advent of Mus-
solini and Hitler. The only solution lay in the perhaps temporary establishment 
of an ancillary “economic Parliament with a syndicalist base.” This economic 
parliament would essentially be corporatist in structure, refl ecting the interests, 
social groups, and categories of producers and consumers in France. It would not 
dominate the political system, but rather would be subservient to the traditional 
parliament. In order to strengthen the new system, though, he demanded the 
institution of the referendum and the immediate abolition of the Senate—once 
again, in the latter instance certainly, an idea consonant with radical Jacobin 
thinking.32 The support for a corporatist addition to the political process in 
France can certainly be seen as similar to Italian Fascist corporatism, but the 
importance of this element should not be overemphasized given the radically 
democratic nature of Emery’s other proposals.

Finally, Emery underlined the necessity of the “intransigent maintenance” of 
the pacifi st policies adopted by the Ligue at its Paris Congress in 1932. This rested 
on his “profound conviction” that nationalism had become the “essential instru-
ment of fascist propaganda.” Interestingly, this critique of fascism was conceived 
in purely French terms, that between the “France of Saint Joan of Arc” on the 
one hand, and the “anti-France of the [Communist] International” on the other. 
He fulminated against what he saw as the Barthou government’s preparation of 
France for war by the cultivation of a heightened nationalism. In a foreshadow-
ing of the seminal debate that would almost destroy the Ligue in 1937, Emery 
intoned that “More than ever, a resolute pacifi sm remains the very condition 
for the democratic struggle.” Defending democracy would not save peace. On 
the contrary, it was through defending peace that democracy would be saved.33 
This, too, is entirely consonant with a reading of Robespierre that Emery’s friend, 
Georges Michon, was to make in most explicit form in a book he published in 
1937.34

Emery’s thinking on where the fascist danger lay in France is interesting. The 
fi rst face of fascism was undoubtedly the fascist leagues, and in particular the 
Croix de Feu, which was the most redoubtable of all. Secondly, there was the 
problem of the banks, and thirdly, there was the Union nationale government, 
which was, so he said, “nothing more than the constitutional disguise of fas-
cism.”35 Since its formation after the events of 6 February, every single one of its 
acts had been censured by the Ligue’s Comité central as an “intolerable partiality 
in favor of the right wing organizations and the fascist leagues.”36 The link here 
with Emery’s pacifi sm was clear: he believed that the government of national 
unity had created a “nationalist and pre-war” atmosphere by its policy of alli-
ances deemed necessary because of a supposedly inevitable future confl ict and 
its steadfast refusal to countenance “real disarmament.”37 He called the Ligue to 
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resist against the fascist leagues, the government, and also against the apparatus 
of the state itself.

What is interesting, given the positions Emery was to take later during the 
Second World War, is that he envisaged a union of all of the forces of the Left—
from the most tepid to the most extreme. In short, he asked for nothing less than 
what was to become the Popular Front: “a coalition which must bring together 
all of the forces of the Left and the extreme-Left, including the Communists, 
despite what one might think of them.”38 And, in fact, the LDH was to go on 
to become one of the prime movers in the creation of the Popular Front.39 The 
Ligue had to take the political initiative in this, which led him to his second 
conclusion, namely that the LDH needed to develop an expertise in the creation 
and diffusion of propaganda—with trained orators at its disposal, using model 
speeches, and blanketing the country with propaganda tracts delivered by teams 
on bicycles and motorcycles. Finally, in order to deal with the problem of a venal 
press, he said that the Ligue needed to establish its own press, with a documenta-
tion offi ce at its disposal.

Did Emery think that France was fascist in 1934? No, he did not: “France is 
not fascist; the parliamentary regime has been allowed to continue to exist, but 
it has been separated from that which gave it life, it has been separated from all 
communication with the people that it supposedly represents.”40

That said, despite the fact that the fi nal version of the resolution passed by 
the Nancy Congress incorporated some of the ideas and wording desired by Em-
ery and his supporters, there were certain aspects that the mover of the Comité 
central’s motion, Salomon Grumbach, could not accept. In particular, Emery’s 
text had read that “In order to make these declarations more than just a series of 
platonic wishes, the Ligue will depend only on the people, not on a political class 
which, taken together, was incapable of foreseeing, desiring or acting.”41 Grum-
bach warned that this way of thinking was redolent of what he called a “fascism of 
the Left.” In his view, “it is not fair, it is not wise to put the entire political caste 
of today into the same bag without any distinction whatsoever.”42 Emery agreed 
to remove the offending phrase on condition that Grumbach withdraw his ac-
cusation of a “fascism of the Left,” something Grumbach was only too pleased to 
do since, as he said, he had only been warning Ligueurs against the “mirage” of a 
left-wing fascism, not accusing anyone of anything in particular.43

This long analysis of Emery’s position in 1934 is necessary in order to underline 
even more forcefully the evolution he underwent in the following ten years. That 
notwithstanding, arguably the seeds of Emery’s wartime positions may be seen 
already in this 1934 tract: above all the anti-parliamentarianism, but also the in-
sistence on peace as an “ethic of ultimate ends,” to use Max Weber’s phrase.44 In 
fact, Emery’s pacifi sm is the unifying thread through the entirety of his political 
life. It was his pacifi sm that provided the justifi cation for his harsh critiques of the 
foreign policy of the Third Republic after the Munich crisis, and which created 
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the continuity in his thinking right into the Second World War.45 In a speech 
given at Bordeaux in June 1942, under the auspices of Marcel Déat’s Rassemble-
ment national populaire (RNP), he stated clearly “without demagogy” that “col-
laboration, the reconstruction of Europe, are and will be diffi cult and demanding 
tasks” but that this was the price France had to pay for its past mistakes.46

Two things seem clear from Emery’s analyses of foreign policy immediately 
before the war and certainly under Vichy. The fi rst is the profound antipathy with 
which he viewed the motives and actions of the Communist Party. Secondly, it 
is clear that he was deeply suspicious of Russian motives generally, in a line of 
criticism that can be traced back to the Great War.

Dominique Sordet, in a forward to Emery’s La Troisième République, published 
in 1943, congratulated Emery for his evolution away from his left-wing origins, 
but regretted what he called “certain silences” in the book. The fi rst of these was 
Emery’s refusal to “pronounce himself on democracy,” and the second, qualifi ed as 
“very signifi cant,” was the lack “anywhere in his study of the role of this formida-
ble and almost apocalyptic international power that are the Jews.”47 Emery stuck 
determinedly to his position, however, writing to Sordet that “I intend neither to 
deny past actions for which I accept complete responsibility, nor to contest some 
differences of itinerary and point of view which are obvious.”48 Emery defi ned 
his position as one opposed to parliamentary democracy, but insisted that he still 
hoped for a workers’ syndicalism that would be the “origin of a new state.”49 He 
mentioned his support for the Frontist program, but subordinated everything to 
the “demands of a realistic pacifi sm which could only propose the reorganiza-
tion of Europe, and fi rst of all the settling of the Franco-German problem.” It 
was because of this view of pacifi sm that Emery declared himself a determined 
adversary of a “demagogic anti-fascism, communist-inspired and transposed onto 
external affairs in order to bring us to a Crusade of the democracies.”50 As for 
Sordet’s charge that Emery was ignoring the role of the Jews and Freemasons in 
the disintegration of the regime and the road to war, his answer was equivocal; 
basically he did not know the answer to this “terrible problem” and said that “in 
order not to be unjust or summary, I take the provisional position of leaving aside 
an obvious lacuna from which there is nothing to conclude but my intellectual 
and moral scruples.”51

In fact, it seems clear that what some have construed as philo-fascism under 
Vichy was in fact something less than that. Emery’s primary concern was peace. 
Even as late as the 26 May 1944 issue of Germinal, he insisted that his critique 
of the Third Republic in his eponymous book was above all in the foreign policy 
realm. That said, he argued that the regime he was still trying to help build just 
days before D-Day needed to be “popular and social, or it will not be at all, its 
failure leaving the door wide open to civil war and Bolshevism.”52 The fault lay in 
anti-German sentiment, a way of thinking that spanned the Third Republic from 
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the Action française on the Right to the most convinced Republicans on the 
Left. This “absurd anti-German position, fed by disgusting legends and founded 
on an ignorance of European realities, has been increasingly our diplomatic doc-
trine and the demagogic means to move the masses.”53 France needed to give up 
the “obsession” of Alsace-Lorraine and move beyond the Treaty of Verdun of 
843. The real problem was France’s “blind” alliance fi rst to Tsarist and then to 
Stalinist Russia, the latter “still more imperialist” than the former.54

There was more, too. The problem was not just the threat of Soviet Russia, 
but also of an equally “barbaric empire,” that of the United States. The key to the 
future of Europe was the need to put behind the quarrels of yesteryear that had 
taken on the appearance of “absurd anachronisms”; the Franco-German confl ict 
in the Second World War was thus reduced, in Emery’s thinking, to a simple 
quarrel of long standing between two peoples. Nothing was said about the ideo-
logical nature of the confl ict, or indeed of the atrocities being committed by the 
Nazi regime.55

What is one to make of this? Is Emery’s apparent philo-fascism a position 
of “principle” or a tactical discourse? The minority within the Ligue des droits 
de l’homme, of which Emery had become a leading member, had represented a 
stance of opposition to the Union sacrée since the earliest days of the Great War. 
They were convinced that France had gone to war in 1914 for the wrong rea-
sons, that the real culprits were Tsarist Russia and a complicit French republican 
political establishment bent on revenge for Alsace-Lorraine. Flowing out of this 
analysis of French domestic and foreign politics was the belief that Article 231 
of the Versailles Treaty was a lie. What the minority could not or would not see 
was that the advent of Hitler in 1933 changed everything. Hitler was no ordinary 
statesman—no ordinary German for that matter—but Emery and his colleagues 
in the minority could not see that.56

When Emery was tried for collaboration at the épuration, his erstwhile pacifi st 
colleagues all supported him fulsomely, including those who apparently were not 
in the slightest suspected of collaboration, such as Georges Pioch, and above all, 
Michel Alexandre. Alexandre was a “comrade of the fi rst hour” in the nascent 
pacifi st Ligue minority during the Great War, and a Jew who had lost his position 
under Vichy as a philosophy teacher and been more or less on the run for the 
four years of the regime. Despite his ardent pacifi sm, he had impeccable moral 
credentials in the post–Second World War épuration.

Pioch wrote to Emery’s wife that even though their political positions had 
diverged, this had not at all changed his “feelings of admiration and respect for 
his mind, his work and his character, and my attachment to him remains unbro-
ken.”57 F. Ferre, a reserve captain, Croix de Guerre, and a German prisoner of war 
in both world wars, wrote that he had known Emery for thirty years. Emery had 
always been, according to Ferre, in favor of a policy of Franco-German recon-
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ciliation. There was therefore nothing exceptional in his position following the 
French defeat. Emery had not performed a sudden about-face on the question of 
Franco-German relations. In Ferre’s view, therefore, if Emery had committed an 
error it had been in good faith; Emery’s “so-called collaboration,” according to 
Ferre, implied neither “embrace nor capitulation.”58 Ferre wrote that Emery had 
been horrifi ed by the brutal police measures of the war years, by the deportations, 
by the shootings; far from being a colloborationist informer, Emery had helped 
at least two “unfortunates held in concentration camps” to get out of occupied 
France into the southern zone.59 Marcel Bataillon, who had been a colleague 
of Emery’s in the Comité de vigilance des intellectuels antifascistes, wrote that 
“It is only through this sentiment of a duty towards peace that I can explain to 
myself the error in which he became engaged after 1940 … his obsession with 
Franco-German peace made him less sensitive to the atrocities of the German 
peace which remained a war and whose prison cells dripped with blood.”60 Mi-
chel Alexandre said as much, too, writing that Emery’s actions were the result 
of “the depths of unfathomable despair into which the war had plunged him”61; 
in another note in the same fi le, Alexandre writes, “thus, the purest pacifi sm be-
came the source and the only source of the errors of attitude that he committed 
over the past three years.”62 What is disturbing in Alexandre’s correspondence 
with Emery’s lawyer is the sense that, despite the suffering of which Alexandre 
himself had been the object, nevertheless, out of a kind of “pacifi st solidarity” 
Emery needed to be presented in the best light no matter what. The inference is 
clear: Alexandre was prepared even to edit the evidence in defense of Emery.63

Even Jules Isaac, despite stating forthrightly that he did not approve “in any 
way the ideas professed, the position taken by L. Emery during this awful four year 
period,” nevertheless went on record as saying that “if there is one thing of which 
I am sure, it is the sincerity, the good faith of his absolute impartiality.”64

What can be concluded about Emery’s political trajectory and the putative 
link between pacifi sm, fascism, and the Ligue des droits de l’homme? The key 
is perhaps to be seen in the title of an article by Henri Jeanson published in La 
Flèche back in March 1936 at the time of the remilitarization of the Rhineland: 
“La paix prime le droit.”65 For many of the pacifi st minority within the Ligue des 
droits de l’homme, pacifi sm had become by the end of the 1930s an “ethic of 
ultimate ends,” an absolute philosophical and political proposition that took pre-
cedence over justice. Couple this with the increasingly fi rm conviction that the 
Third Republic was an accomplice in the outbreak of the Great War, and a view 
of history which owed not a little to a reinterpretation of Robespierre, and one 
arrives at a position that looks like fascism, but which in its fundamentals is not. 
It was in some cases anti-Semitic. It was often anti-parliamentary, to the extent 
that the Third Republic was seen as the problem. Because of its anti-Semitism 
and anti-parliamentarianism, it was morally distasteful. But it was not fascist.
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chapter 5

RIGHT-WING FEMINISM AND 
CONSERVATIVE WOMEN’S MILITANCY 

IN INTERWAR FRANCE

Magali Della Sudda

R

This chapter addresses an unacknowledged paradox during the interwar era in 
France: The presence of female agency within conservative movements. Since 
the publication of the Les Droites en France by René Rémond, historians have 
sought to provide a new understanding of the French Right, from the place of 
conservatism in Gallic politics to the vociferous debate concerning French fas-
cism and the “immunity thesis.”1 Among the new insights provided, the use of 
gender analysis has challenged the traditional view of Rightist hostility toward 
women’s emancipation. The pioneering work of Kevin Passmore on women’s mil-
itancy analyzed female agency within the Croix de Feu and its successor the Parti 
social français (PSF), groups frequently compared with Italian Fascism.2 Laura 
Lee Downs similarly pointed out right-wing social action involving children as 
a locus of political socialization.3 Other works based upon cultural analysis dem-
onstrate the ambivalence of gender and how masculinity and femininity have 
been reshaped within the leagues.4 As Daniella Sarnoff demonstrates, support 
for feminine enfranchisement within the ranks of the far-Right leagues—such 
as the Jeunesses patriotes, the Solidarité française, and the Croix de Feu, among 
others—often consisted of attempts to gain women’s allegiance through the 
prioritization of their roles as mothers within the regeneration of the nation.5 
Nevertheless, a close look at the platform of their women’s sections as well as 
the Catholic women’s leagues, suggests a continuity rather than a rupture within 
right-wing organizations.6
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Yet for all of the consideration of gender and the extreme Right, moderate 
and conservative movements and organizations have aroused comparatively little 
scholarly interest.7 Focused exclusively upon the Belle Époque, the French histo-
riography of gender and the Catholic Right has not addressed the crucial inter-
war period and the transformation of conservative women’s militancy. With the 
exception of Church-based women’s organizations under the rubric of Catholic 
Action, almost all conservative and far-Right movements endorsed gendered ac-
tivism through sections féminines. The main exception remained the Fédération 
nationale des femmes (National Federation of Women), which was based solely 
upon the defense of women’s interests, along with strident opposition to the lib-
eral and left-wing feminist organizations such as the Conseil national des femmes 
(National Council of French Women). Hence, this chapter aims to examine the 
interwar transformation of the Right from a women’s perspective, critically chal-
lenging existing writing about female participation in the French conservative 
movement.

This entails a shift away from the analysis of extreme-right-wing movements 
in favor of a focus upon another key feature of the Right between the wars: the 
sexual division of political activity and the gendered dimension of political mili-
tancy. In this pursuit, the present chapter examines the women’s branch of the 
Action libérale populaire (ALP, a conservative and liberal party born in 1901), 
the Ligue patriotique des Françaises (LPDF), and a right-wing political party, the 
Fédération nationale des femmes (FNF), founded in 1928. These groups were key 
proponents in a fi eld crowded with organizations linked to the Roman Catholic 
Church, practicing what Paul Smith termed “Catholic and Conservative femi-
nisms”: the Fédération nationale des femmes, the Union nationale pour le vote 
des femmes (UNVF), the Union féminine civique et sociale (UFCS), and the 
Women’s Catholic Action (LFF and LPDF, respectively, which merged into the 
Ligue féminine d’Action catholique française in 1933).8

In the interwar era, the prevailing defi nition of feminism was forged by secular 
organizations affi liated with the French branch of the International Council of 
Women and close to the Radical Party, a fervent proponent of secularization. 
In other words, feminism connoted left-wing doctrine and secularization. For 
this reason, the demand for gender equality within a secular frame was contested 
by Catholic organizations that simultaneously advocated for the defense of the 
Church and the defense of women. Accordingly, the true feminism was Christian 
(i.e., Roman Catholic) because it was based on the “natural” order, in which men 
and women acted according to divinely assigned duties within family, church, and 
society. In this view, masculinity and femininity were consubstantial with the fa-
milial categories of fatherhood and motherhood. Family was conceived as the pri-
mary social unit, with the link between the different family members based upon a 
religious commitment whose cornerstone is the sacred spousal union. The impor-
tance of what Anne Verjus defi nes as “conjugalism” is thus a key feature of such 
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movements: The concept of “family,” and more specifi cally the couple, became 
the relevant political unit in the eyes of the French legislator from 1789 until the 
introduction of the franchise.9 Yet the household as a political category did not 
disappear when the Republic was established; rather, the familial and conjugal 
model of citizenship prevailed in the political discourse of Catholic organizations 
despite the introduction of universal suffrage during the 1848 revolution.

As a result, this chapter analyzes how Catholicism (rather than republican dis-
course) shaped right-wing women’s movements. More specifi cally, it explores the 
link between male political parties—or leagues—and female organizations. In ac-
cordance with conjugalist views, pre-1914 French conservatives founded women’s 
associations in order to provide human and material resources to members, and 
to gain electoral support. The gendered distribution of political tasks between a 
male-dominated political party, the liberal Action libérale populaire (ALP) or 
the royalist Action française (AF), for example, and an allied (primarily female) 
association such as the LPDF and to a lesser extend the LFF, was grounded in 
the Catholic conception of sexual differentiation in which men and women have 
separate civic duties. In Catholic dogma, the vote was defi ned as much by male 
prerogative as electoral suffrage. Social institutions and philanthropic work char-
acterized female citizenship. The repeated condemnations of clerics and Pope Pius 
X toward feminism and suffrage enforced this separate sphere.10 Thus, before 1914, 
right-wing women were often instructed to participate in politics by canvassing or 
fundraising, yet the organizations in question strongly opposed the franchise.11

After the Great War, the institutional context within the Catholic Church 
and the aftermath of the confl ict led to a major conceptual shift. First and fore-
most, in 1919, Pope Benedict XV accepted the vote for women. The shift toward 
democracy was interpreted as a second Ralliement, and included the acceptance 
of political rights for women.12 In the eyes of the Vatican, female suffrage was no 
longer considered a transgression of gender roles, but an electoral opportunity to 
vault conservative parties into power. With this in mind, mass movements like 
the LPDF (which claimed 800,000 members in 1919) proposed civic training 
for women and campaigned for suffrage, along with new organizations such as 
the UNVF, founded in 1921 “to join together all Catholic women who desire 
the franchise,” and the UFCS.13 After the condemnation of the Action fran-
çaise in 1926 by Pope Pius XI, the Republic was considered a valuable arena 
to promote women’s rights and to establish Catholic principles within a demo-
cratic framework, resulting in a shift toward political militancy for right-wing 
women14 Yet another group emerged in 1928, when a Catholic woman named 
Aimée Bazy formed the Fédération nationale des femmes (FNF) as a counter-
weight to the overly moderate UNVF. How did this renewed mobilization of 
right-wing women reshape the “conjugal model” that prevailed before the war? In 
answering this question, the chapter will examine two specifi c organizations. The 
fi rst one was the most important women’s association in terms of membership: 
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the LPDF reached more than a million members before it merged with the LFF 
into the Ligue féminine d’Action catholique française in 1933.15 The LPDF was 
ultimately joined by the FNF, which represented a unique attempt to establish 
a women’s political party within a republican framework. Their efforts directly 
affected the second Ralliement and the emergence of a genuine women’s party 
between 1928 and 1935.

The Second Ralliement: A Gendered Perspective

The second Ralliement has traditionally been defi ned by the end of the consub-
stantial link between the Church and the Right. From a gender perspective, the 
conversion of the Church to the cause of women’s franchise was part of this Ral-
liement, and was the product of several factors: women’s participation in the war 
effort, the bill for women’s suffrage voted in the Chamber in 1919 (but rejected 
by the Senate a few months later), sociological and demographic changes affect-
ing the Catholic women’s leagues themselves, and the election of a pope more 
open to democratic government in 1914. The issue of electoral reform fi rst ap-
peared in Italy in 1919. Italian Catholic women petitioned for suffrage as the only 
way to defend women’s interests which were deemed “badly known and hardly 
defended by men.”16 Thus the Commission for Electoral Reform determined that 
“the vote should be conceded to women to reach a balanced collaboration with 
man in the administration of public affairs.”

The same year, Catholic suffragist and President of the International Suffrage 
Alliance Annie Christitch publicized the new papal stance regarding the fran-
chise for women. On 15 July 1919, during a private audience, the pope offi cially 
endorsed the legitimacy of women’s suffrage, and a few months later, Cardinal 
Raffaele Merry del Val, secretary of state of the Vatican, further justifi ed the 
demand for the vote: “Today, we can say with reason that times have changed 
and the actual conditions have broadened the fi eld of women’s activity. For the 
woman, an apostolate within the world has replaced the more restrictive and 
intimate action she previously led in the domestic sphere.”17 Civic duty would 
merely supplement familial duty, the primary mission for women.

In order to justify this shift on religious grounds, the ecclesiastical authorities 
relied upon theology such as the writings of the Dominican theologian Antonin 
de Sertillanges, who called for the participation of women in elections on the 
basis of past religious experiences.18 Catholic women’s organizations across Eu-
rope rapidly endorsed the franchise; in France, the vote for women seemed to be 
an ineluctable fact after the 1919 adoption by the Assemblée nationale of the 
Barthou bill. The LPDF claimed that suffrage would indelibly moralize the nation 
while restoring the primacy of Catholic principles to the state.19

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



right-wing feminism and conservative women’s  militancy • 101

Yet it is important to note that the LPDF were not left-wing suffragettes. If 
they supported the vote, league members never considered this activity a step 
toward political equality, but rather a potential weapon against secularization. As 
LPDF President Marthe de Vélard noted during the organization’s twenty-fi fth 
anniversary celebrations:

We are told too often that the Women’s vote is perceived with incredulity, irony 
or indifference and that civic training is not followed with great enthusiasm. But 
Catholic Women must not disdain their future civic responsibilities, because if to-
morrow they are to be enfranchised, they will have to use the vote. Abstention is 
either unconsciousness or cowardice. Women will have to use the vote to defend 
the Family and its rights, to defend the rights of God in the soul of their children, 
in their home, in the City and in the whole Fatherland.20

Contrary to liberal feminists, therefore, the executive of the LPDF did not con-
sider suffrage an achievement for gender equality. If the vote was to be conceded 
to women, even against their will, it would necessarily be used very carefully to 
send politically sound (i.e., right-wing) candidates to the Chamber. This nec-
essarily included the preparation and training of righteous female citizens who 
could oppose the threats of communism. Thus, throughout 1919, the year of the 
fi rst postwar election, each monthly issue of the LPDF’s bulletin published at least 
one article about women’s suffrage. The vote could be considered as a reward, 
following the Barrèsian perspective on the female vote: “For four and a half years 
you have held the Rear heroically; at the Front, your sons, your husbands, your 
brothers, have resisted even more heroically, often until death. It is your duty 
(to vote), you owe it to God, you owe your Fatherland and your Children whose 
interests are at stake.”21

Despite considerable pressure from Left and Right, and the clear example of 
women’s war service, the French parliament did not grant suffrage. As the issue 
temporarily disappeared from the headlines, fewer articles appeared in the LPDF 
broadsheet between 1920 and 1923 concerning the vote. The league’s leadership 
instead focused upon issues as diverse as the defense of war widows, the laic edu-
cation controversy, and the rebuilding of French society in the aftermath of the 
war. This approach was further aided by the gradual detente between the Vatican 
and the French government, a consequence of the predominance of the right 
wing in the Chamber. But in 1923, the alliance of left-wing parties within the 
Cartel des gauches provoked fears of anti-clerical measures, including a potential 
revision of the status of Alsace-Lorraine, which remained under the aegis of a 
concordat with the Vatican. Catholic organizations mobilized to fi ght the Cartel, 
especially at the ballot box, and in 1923 the Echo de la LPDF published the “Idées 
de Marthe” to provide electoral tips and advice. During this period, the LPDF 
also published monthly articles concerning the law and civil rights for Catholics 
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in their popular press organs the Echo de la Ligue patriotique and the Petit Echo de 
la Ligue patriotique.

In keeping with their emphasis on the vote, in 1925 the LPDF joined the 
Union nationale pour le vote des femmes, a Catholic suffragist organization. This 
move proved to be somewhat controversial, provoking a denunciation, mere 
months after the alliance to the offi ce of Cardinal Pizzardo, prefect of the Affari 
ecclesiastici straordinari (AES) and the Vatican’s minister in charge of political 
matters. The president of the UNVF similarly complained about unfair compe-
tition from some provincial committees of the LPDF. The latter received the 
support of most of the Episcopate to train Catholic women involved in parish 
activities and the diocese, while the UNVF was intended to prepare non-believ-
ers or non-practicing Catholics to vote properly for right-wing candidates.22 Yet 
the LPDF nonetheless continued to actively promote women’s political rights, 
particularly after 7 April 1925, when the Chamber passed a new bill on women’s 
suffrage. The league bulletin promptly published an article urging members to 
embrace Catholic suffrage:

Let’s start to convince those who are shy, those who are scared, those who are be-
hind their times, that we do not have the right to neglect the weapon of the vote. 
That we must want to use it; that we need to know how to use it. Faithful to the 
concept of people’s education, the League is ready to give all necessary instructions. 
We enter a new era of the national life where a woman’s infl uence increases and 
moves toward new destinies. Let’s open our eyes and face all our responsibilities.23

Furthermore, once the rank and fi le accepted suffrage and democratic princi-
ples, the association used a variety of modern propaganda initiatives to prepare its 
members for their civic duties, including leafl ets, newspaper articles, conferences, 
a “Civic Day,” training retreats, and talks given by the “dizainières,” a cadre of 
the association trained to supervise ten grassroots members. Thus Miss Mouton, 
a member of the central offi ce of the association, addressed the local presidents 
of the Seine-et-Oise district about the importance of the home visit paid by each 
cadre of the association to its members as an appropriate means to exert “a dis-
crete and pressing infl uence.”24 For the LPDF did not believe that members were 
born citizens, but rather formed into them through civic education. As President 
Viscountess de Vélard explained in 1927, the “League has never neglected the 
civic training of its members,” informing women about the law or their rights 
and duties. In a speech delivered to the twenty-fi fth Congress of the League she 
defi ned the new agenda for militants: “It is high time for the League not only to 
form Mothers and Women but also to train future voters (électrices).”25

Once again, however, the LPDF rejected the notion of the vote as an opportu-
nity for women to express their political preferences on individualistic grounds. 
As stated in a circular in 1926, “the LPDF, actually, does not demand the vote, 
the league prepares its members by a civic training, that always proved to be use-
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ful and yet is more important than ever.”26 In keeping with Church views, clerics 
and the heads of the local group associations should alone determine political 
preferences, especially for women. Jesuits supervised every aspect of civic train-
ing for LPDF members, with Olivier Bréhier, the chaplain of the association, 
charged with ensuring that women received the same “electoral catechism” used 
to convince Catholic men to vote for “decent candidates” from 1848 onward.27 
This “patronized citizenship” was justifi ed by the lack of electoral experience for 
women. Contrary to the experience of liberal or left-wing feminist suffragist or-
ganizations, the civic training of the LPDF maintained a gendered division of po-
litical activity that reproduced the gendered hierarchy within the Church. The 
clergy defi ned the norms for laywomen, maintaining a strict division between 
feminine and masculine duties, while Catholic associations paved the way for a 
collective repartition of political tasks between right-wing male political parties 
and women’s organizations.

 Becoming Catholic Citizens Without Doing Politics: 
The Case of the Ligue Patriotique des Françaises

In his discussion of feminism in the Third Republic, Paul Smith underlined the 
link between political parties and the various organizations that claimed to sup-
port women’s political rights.28 Christine Bard similarly notes that the exponents 
of the Conseil national des femmes françaises simultaneously belonged to the 
Radical Party. The case of the LPDF offers a convincing example of a competing 
alliance between a masculine organization and a feminine association on conju-
galist grounds. In 1924, the preparation of the general and senatorial elections 
gave Catholic parties the opportunity to formulate electoral lists to counter left-
wing unions.29 While the Fédération républicaine indépendante (FRI) proposed a 
common right-wing front composed of Catholic candidates, the LPDF countered 
with the broader prewar notion of universal appeal in order to gain the sup-
port of women from diverse backgrounds. The FRI ultimately faltered, however, 
having failed to win support for its proposals, and this led the Ligue patriotique 
to set up an alliance with Général Castelnau’s Fédération nationale catholique 
(FNC).30 Formed in autumn 1924, the FNC initially fought the Herriot ministry’s 
revision of the status of religious associations and the Concordat in Alsace-
Lorraine, termed a persecution by right-wing Catholics.31 Buoyed by the Fédéra-
tion’s successful mobilization of French conservatives, the Church hierarchy sup-
ported the shift toward a vast alliance of Catholics groups under the supervision 
of a bishop.32

To the FNC and the LPDF, it was essential to remain above the political fray. 
FNC leaders publicized their intention “to exert all kind of civic action, neces-
sary or useful, in the interest of religion, the family, society and the preservation 
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of national heritage. We remain aloof from party politics.”33 As a consequence, 
although the FNC and the LPDF could generate petitions, organize support for 
“good Catholic candidates,” or infl uence their clientele’s votes through active 
propaganda, their members could not be involved in political parties or the elec-
toral process.34 They were to actively prepare the battleground solely for Catholic 
males involved in party politics. Nevertheless, at the May 1924 LPDF Congress, 
the league vigorously promoted the feminine vote alongside its civic training in 
order to “wage war against the government” alongside the FNC.35

What this precisely meant became evident in the aftermath of a 9 February 
1925 FNC meeting in Marseille, during a period of increasing tension between 
right-wing Catholics and the communist and socialist Left. The gathering de-
generated into a series of riots between Catholic activists and communist groups 
that ended with two dead and several wounded. One of the victims was the son 
of an LPDF militant, and the league responded forcefully in the columns of the 
Echo, depicting the death of the activist’s son as the fi rst act of a religious war: 
“One of the fi rst martyrs of the religious persecution … , M. Louis Auguste Ma-
rie Vian, aged 34, foully murdered in the street in the evening of February 9th, 
while he was going to Général Castelnau’s conference, was the son of a ligueuse 
from the parish St Barnabé in Marseille: Mme Charles Vian. We ask for prayers 
from all the members of the league for the heroic victim and for the mother, so 
painfully distressed.”36 The crime, committed by an Italian communist, was thus 
transformed into the fi rst salvo of a war led by anti-clerical elements. The em-
phasis on the mother, an LPDF member, reminds the female reader of her duty 
as mater familias and “ligueuse” to pray for the cause, while FNC men engage in 
armed combat.

The alliance with the Fédération inaugurated a gendered collaboration of the 
two organizations on multiple levels. FNC adherents regularly addressed LPDF 
meetings and conferences, a signifi cant component of civic training, and the 
League published and sold Fédération leafl ets and publications. In March 1925, 
conservative lawyer and deputy Xavier Vallat, member of the Fédération indépen-
dante and the FNC, presented a report on the “right for freedom of education” 
for Catholics.37 Besides these public events, the alliance between the LPDF and 
the FNC was sealed by members of a secret society, the Société des fi lles du coeur 
de Marie. Founded during the French Revolution by a Jesuit and his penitent, 
its founders narrowly avoided persecution under the laws against religious orders 
by supplementing the three ecclesiastical vows—obedience, chastity, and pov-
erty—with a fourth vow of secrecy, enabling the society to pursue their apostolate 
without incurring “religious persecution.” Hence the Société des fi lles du coeur 
de Marie could offer its members the possibility of living a consecrated life out-
side the walls of the convent. Composed of aristocratic women, it aimed to Chris-
tianize the masses discretely through the actions of an elite few. Their missionary 
know-how and social standing provided a valuable means to promote Catholic 
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associations, gaining the endorsement of the Church hierarchy, and most LPDF 
leaders were SFCM members, as were leading fi gures in the Fédération nationale 
catholique. This development was not entirely welcomed by certain clerics, who 
perceived the SFCM as a threat to their authority. A report send to the nuncio 
in Paris by Gustave Desbuquois (1869–1959), a Jesuit director of the Action 
populaire, detailed the infl uence of these “secular nuns” and attempted to warn 
the Catholic hierarchy of the dangers caused by their infl uence:

In France, at the present time, the two biggest associations are more or less run 
by a secret religious congregation, virtually unknown and independent from the 
Episcopate. Regarding the apostolate, this congregation formulates its inspirations 
and direction on its own. … There we fi nd a very conservatist [sic] mind and a lot of 
sympathy for the Action française. We are speaking here about the Ligue Patriotique 
des Françaises and the Fédération Nationale Catholique. The fi rst one is completely 
run by the Filles de Marie. … The Fédération Nationale Catholique, although it is re-
served for men only, has entrusted the same congregation with the administration 
of the Secrétariat Central, which represents half of the board of directors. In so do-
ing, the congregation exerts an infl uence over the FNC as real as it is veiled.38

Most French conservatives did not share Desbuquois’s opinion, and the lead-
ership of Miss Bouchemousse within the LDPF received accolades from none 
other than the ultramontane Xavier Vallat, who characterized her management 
style as effi cient, methodical, and rational.39 Nonetheless, visibly upset by the 
infl uence of these “Demoiselles,” the Jesuit Desbuquois enjoined the nuncio to 
solicit the intervention of the Vatican. In spite of his denunciation, the cardinals 
did not oust the nuns. The president of the LPDF, Viscountess de Vélard, the 
general secretary, Miss Marie Frossard, and most of the Central Offi ce of the as-
sociation who were fi lles de Marie remained at their posts. They shared the same 
religious superior with the ladies of the FNC and were empowered to give orders 
to the administration of both Catholic organizations.

Increasingly acting within the rubric of missionary work, by 1925 the LPDF 
became a de facto secular branch of the ecclesiastical institution known as Cath-
olic Action, while their original political role disappeared. Although various 
other Catholic women’s groups fl ourished, none could claim a Vatican mandate 
through an association with Catholic Action. LPDF civic training further eroded 
as a result of a new church policy concerning lay Catholics, demanding that men 
and women’s participation in civil life be conducted under the strict supervision 
of the episcopate. Exponents of Catholic Action were strictly forbidden from 
meddling in the doctrine of political responsibility, a judgment partially respon-
sible for the condemnation of the Action française, equally attributable to the 
pagan leanings of leader Charles Maurras and the group’s anti-republican po-
litical campaigning ostensibly in the name of throne and altar. Not only did the 
condemnation provoke various confl icts within right-wing political parties and 
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associations, it also had genuine consequences for women’s activism at a crucial 
moment. New associations led by lay Catholic women were placed fi rmly under 
the heel of the episcopate, though not without some diffi culties.40 This veto on 
political militancy was considered by some republican right-wing women as a 
threat to the Church and the Fatherland, since left-wing women were already 
involved in politics. Thus the LPDF monopoly over civic training for Catholic 
women was rapidly challenged by the Fédération nationale des femmes, a wom-
en’s political party that claimed its independence from men’s organizations, and 
operated independent of Church sanction.

Representing Right-Wing Women in Politics: 
The Fédération Nationale des Femmes

From 1925 onward, the supremacy of the Catholic women’s leagues was chal-
lenged by the creation of the Union féminine civique et sociale, founded in order 
to promote social action, to enforce the preservation of the family through state 
welfare policies, and to train women to accomplish their civic duties. Although 
its members and leader were openly Catholic, the UFCS did not receive a specifi c 
mandate from the episcopate; the association had the support of French bishops 
but was not considered a secular branch of the ecclesiastical institution. None-
theless, although the UFCS enjoyed close ties with the Church, its goal was very 
different from those of the Fédération nationale des femmes (FNF). Founded in 
autumn 1928 by Aimée Bazy, daughter of the famous surgeon Dr. Pierre Bazy, the 
FNF claimed to be a feminine political party, dedicated to preparing women for 
the vote. The radical journal La Nouvelle Lanterne portrayed Aimée Bazy as “a 
representative of the Grande bourgeoisie conservatrice.”41 A graduate of the Ecole 
normale diocésaine in Paris that offered preparation for social action, she trained 
with Mme. Daniélou, an aristocrat, staunch Catholic, and founder of the UNVF 
in 1921. Initially interested in the UNVF, Bazy objected to the moderate and 
conciliatory politics of its president, and left in 1928 in order to form the FNF.42

The main goal of the FNF was to train women for suffrage, preparing them 
for the franchise through membership in a genuine political party. The platform 
of the FNF was clearly right wing, yet it also presented gendered views on po-
litical organization, attempting to raise a political “sex-consciousness” based on 
naturalized differences between men and women.43 According to the federation’s 
manifesto, L’Organisation politique féminine: “By joining together, women could 
extend their zone of attraction. A feminine organization does not raise the same 
objections as masculine political parties. It is logical and normal that women 
meet together to discuss issues that concern them as women, and the men of their 
family should not be offended by this.” In short, the FNF made women “aware 
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of their own power” to formulate an agenda.44 Such feminist rhetoric belies the 
personal ties of various FNF leaders to male organizations. Paul Smith emphasizes 
that the Fédération nationale des femmes “was created after an appeal by Paul 
Reynaud for conservative feminists to counter the move by Cécile Brunschvicg 
and other UFSF women towards the Radical Party.”45 Reynaud’s wife, along with 
the spouses of other prominent right-wing politicians, joined the founding FNF 
national committee in 1928, seemingly confi rming the presence of a conjugalist 
pattern within the movement.

Offi cially, the FNF did not claim any religious affi liation. As the President 
Mrs. Blanche Lescouvé stated during the 1933 Congress, the FNF “is a political 
organization, with its own doctrine, its clearly shaped program; it takes stances on 
all issues, it supports all political propositions that coalesce with its ideal of order, 
liberty, national dignity. It already goes into action, it is actually very busy.”46 
Openly conservative, the FNF appealed to all right-wing women to join a fe-
male party. It was considered a right-wing political party by the Assembly of the 
French Cardinals in February 1932: according to a memorandum, the FNF was 
“1° clearly inspired by Christian principles (since it has a chaplain), 2° inde-
pendent from masculine political organizations, in order to avoid partisan and 
personal quarrels and to favor a broader union, 3° independent from Catholic 
Action in order to avoid compromising the political neutrality of the Church.”47 
Although the leaders of the FNF tended to embrace women’s rights within the 
party, they eventually made clear that their actions were inspired exclusively by 
the defense of religion.

Thus in one early 1930 pamphlet, Aimée Bazy specifi cally mentioned that the 
FNF “addresses non-Catholic women as well as Catholic ones,” due to its insis-
tence on the foundation of a social order on moral grounds, with the Church as 
its guardian.48 Moreover, in her correspondence with the nuncio, Bazy presented 
the foundation of the FNF as a consequence of the Catholic Action veto of po-
litical activity and overtures by the secular Union française pour le suffrage des 
femmes (UFSF) toward Catholic women. In a report sent to the nuncio in 1931, 
Bazy wrote: “The (FNF’s) priority was to enable Catholic women to pursue ef-
fi cient action in the political fi eld, which was prohibited to them as members of 
Catholic Action. Secondly, they aimed to block the road to organizations with 
dubious and appalling spirit that worked to bring to power the candidates most 
hostile to the principles of the Catholic Church.”49 Fearing the infl uence of the 
UFSF, an anti-clerical movement close to the Radical Party, the apostolic nuncio 
alerted Mgr. Chollet, archbishop of Cambrai and president of the Assembly of 
French Cardinals, suggesting that the French episcopate draw Catholic women’s 
attention to the danger of left-wing and “neutral” suffragism. Chollet agreed to 
the proposal and supported efforts to promote the cause of the Fédération natio-
nale des femmes as an effective counterweight, observing that in some “diocese 
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not only has Mme Brunschvicg recruited some members, but she also received 
help from the female leaders of Catholic’s organizations.”50

The Fédération nationale des femmes received additional help from the Jesuits 
of the Action populaire and, more specifi cally, Jesuit Gustave Desbuquois, who 
enjoyed warm relations with the Curia in Rome.51 Desbuquois frequently lobbied 
on behalf of the FNF, while Jesuit Gaston Vanneufville wrote of the Federation:

[T]his organization deserves to receive the most benevolent attention. … It is 
headed by Mrs Lescouvé, wife of the magistrate who presides over the inquiry into 
the Stavisky Affair. The Secretary General, Mlle Aimée Bazy, is a very intelligent 
person and furthermore from a very wealthy background. It is the only organization 
that, in this matter of political training for women, is able to counter the Union 
française pour le suffrage des femmes, presided by Cécile Brunschvicg, and that is 
actually an annex of the Radical Party, heavily infl uenced by the Masonic spirit.52

Shortly after these letters were written, Aimée Bazy received an audience on 12 
March 1934 with Cardinal Ottaviani, prefect of the Saint Offi ce. Despite the 
entreaties, however, no evidence exists of support from the Vatican’s Curia for 
the women’s party after 1934, and the subsequent evolution of the FNF toward 
a feminine branch of the Fédération républicaine (FR) suggests the failure to 
obtain the full approval for a female political party from Church authorities after 
the events of February 1934, despite the FNF’s sincere promotion of Catholic 
principles.

Whether the FNF’s failure to obtain the monopoly on political training for 
Catholic women made it susceptible to appeals from the Fédération républicaine 
is open to debate. Regardless, FNF President Blanche Lescouvé supported the 
move, and after 1935, the organization set up the feminine branch of the Fédéra-
tion républicaine with Lescouvé as president of the section while Aimée Bazy 
remained the leader of the FNF. In an interview with Le Devoir des femmes, the 
monthly publication of the new section, Lescouvé claimed to be motivated by 
the desire to raise “the eloquent voice of women,” placing feminine issues fi rmly 
on the agenda.53 This platform seconded the policies of FR leader Louis Marin, 
and provided common ground for the formation of a women’s section of that 
party, potentially strengthening its ties with the FNF.54 Although his work does 
not focus explicitly on gender, William D. Irvine considers that the Fédération 
républicaine paid signifi cantly greater attention to women’s sections than the 
socialist or communist parties, not to mention the strongly anti-feminist Radical 
Party.55 To some extent, the evolution of the FNF into a women’s section of the 
FR and the concomitant failure to inaugurate an exclusively feminine political 
party confi rmed that the conjugalist pattern was deeply rooted in the political 
culture of the right. As spouses and as allies, right-wing women could not possibly 
enter the political arena without being enfranchised.
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The Two Paths of Politicization for Conservative Women

Excluding the women’s sections of established political parties that fl ourished af-
ter the Great War, two types of right-wing women’s organizations emerged under 
the Third Republic. The fi rst one was the heir of prewar Catholic women’s orga-
nizations, such as the Ligue patriotique des françaises, who offered civic training 
and social action for women under the supervision of the episcopate. It took 
the shape of Catholic action, and eventually feminine organizations such as the 
UFCS and the UNVF. A second type of organization was made possible by the 
Ralliement and allowed conservative women to join within their own political 
party, the short-lived FNF—the sole example of an attempt to create a political 
party for women on the Right. Unsurprisingly due to the preeminence of the 
naturalization of sexual difference as part of conservative ideology, all-women 
associations were found on the Right. This development also owed its success 
to support provided by the Church to feminine militancy within the Catholic 
Action program, and to a lesser extent within Catholic suffragist groups. Yet by 
the mid-1930s, the confl ict between Catholic Action, defi ned as “above and out-
side” political parties in order to avoid confl icts between the Vatican and the 
European States, and a political party based on women’s membership, provoked a 
shift within right-wing activism. While the Ligue féminine d’Action catholique 
française embraced spiritual and strictly religious activities under the control of 
the Episcopate, the Fédération nationale des femmes became the women’s sec-
tion of the Fédération républicaine. Although opposition to the vote for women 
remained strong among ruling politicians, right-wing parties saw in women a 
resource for their organization, capable of delivering an electoral victory for con-
servative parties. From this organizational perspective, it was not very different 
from extreme-Right organizations, providing space for women’s activism within 
their ranks, on the condition that their program not openly challenge the estab-
lished gender hierarchy.
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Chapter 6

GENDER, THE FAMILY, AND 
THE FASCIST TEMPTATION

Visions of Masculinity in the 
Natalist-Familialist Movement, 1922–1940

Cheryl A. Koos

R

In an essay featured in the August 1940 issue of Alliance Nationale contre la 
dépopulation’s monthly Revue, Paul Haury, a history educator and one of the 
organization’s chief propagandists since the early 1920s, could hardly refrain from 
gloating. For almost two decades, Haury had been condemning the fruits of repub-
licanism as manifested in not only a declining birthrate, but also in an impotent 
parliamentarianism and an egoistic, self-possessed society. Since 1789, France 
had been gradually ruined by what he viewed as the most deadly byproduct of 
republican political philosophy: unbridled individualism. Here, two months after 
France’s defeat at the hands of the Germans, Haury once again attempted to 
expose this great evil that had brought France to its knees; “an individualist illu-
sion and a sordid egoism” had fi nally revealed itself fully in the dissolution of the 
Third Republic and had caused death, displacement, destruction, and suffering. 
Haury concluded, though, that the defeat had also revealed the true puissance of 
France, the power of familial sentiment. He claimed complete trust in Maréchal 
Pétain’s ability to implement a new constitution centered on travail, famille, et 
patrie.1

At the center of Haury’s analysis lay an explicitly gendered critique of repub-
licanism that he wove from the early 1920s well into the Vichy regime, in which 
he served as a key architect of family and educational policy. In particular, he 
utilized constructions of masculinity not only to defi ne both powerful and weak 
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nations but also to prescribe the roles that its gendered citizens were to perform: 
men were to be strong, virile, and dynamic, just like the nations such qualities 
embodied, while women were to be passive, violable, and physically weak and in 
need of protection. These arguments were made often and frequently by politi-
cians and cultural commentators who inhabited not only the mouvement natali-
ste et familial, but also by those in the leagues and political organizations of the 
extreme Right. Haury, and by extension the Alliance Nationale, is of particular 
interest because he is a primary example the way in which these gender con-
structions found their way centrally into French politics and culture during the 
interwar period and beyond.

Moreover, Haury, along with associates in the Alliance Nationale, devel-
oped and deployed visions of masculinity that bore much resemblance to and 
dialogued with similar constructions of manhood within extreme-Right, fascist, 
and, perhaps more broadly, authoritarian political movements within France and 
abroad, thus developing what seemed like not just a fascist temptation but one 
that could be characterized as an authoritarian temptation albeit with fascist pro-
clivities.2 They did so in two key ways. First, they used the birthrate policies of 
Mussolini’s Italy and then Hitler’s Germany to laud these authoritarian regimes’ 
prioritization of family issues while providing a condemnation of France’s parlia-
mentary republican system. Indeed, always shrouded in their campaign to raise 
the French birthrate was a scathing critique of republican masculinity and the 
republican state.3 Second, Haury, a secondary school history teacher, analyzed 
and compared the youth policies of these governments as well as that of the 
Soviet Union, particularly those directed toward the civic education of young 
men. Haury’s and his colleagues’ call for a virile, disciplined cadre of young men, 
the future of the nation, to replace the sterile, cerebral, and selfi sh young men 
whom they accused of dominating interwar France, was consonant with similar 
pronouncements emanating from the fascist and fascisant leagues following the 
election of the Cartel des gauches in 1924 and the fascist intellectuals of the 
1930s. These constructions of masculinity were markedly different than those on 
the non-fascist, non-authoritarian Right, formulations that historian Geoff Read 
has identifi ed and analyzed.4 Antoine Rédier, Pierre Taittinger, Georges Valois, 
Jean Renaud, and François de La Rocque, among others in the leagues, along 
with Robert Brasillach, Maurice Bardèche, Thierry Maulnier, and Pierre Drieu 
La Rochelle, among others in the circle of more overtly fascist and later collabo-
rationist intellectuals, all yearned for an authoritarian dictatorship of one form or 
another that would restore dynamism and a mystique to a France they believed 
had grown stale, withering from republican individualism and egoism.5

As historian Christopher Forth has demonstrated with his incisive study of the 
Dreyfus Affair, the practice of one side of the political spectrum attempting to 
demonize the other as emasculated men and/or fi gurative women was not the ex-
clusive domain of the nationalist Right. Indeed, Dreyfus’s champions on the Left 
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developed their own gendered critique of their political foes. What is instructive 
about this important period in both the political and gender history of France is 
that one can argue that political discourse prominently featured constructions of 
masculinity (and, by contrast, femininity) in a historical moment that obsessed 
about male and female gender roles.6 I would argue that the Right, particularly 
the extreme nationalist Right that would develop at times into fascism and em-
braced authoritarianism over republicanism at the minimum, more adeptly de-
veloped a sustained gendered critique of the Third Republic and its supporters, 
one that culturally weakened republicanism and helped pave the way for the 
French public’s initial embrace of Vichy and its architects. As Sean Kennedy has 
recently argued, the far Right, particularly in the case of the Croix de Feu / Parti 
social français, was part of a project to fundamentally recast France and both 
“refl ected and contributed importantly to a sea change in interwar French po-
litical culture which ultimately—though not inevitably—manifested itself in the 
Vichy regime’s National Revolution.”7 Paul Haury and many of his colleagues in 
the Alliance Nationale, though not traditional political fi gures, advanced similar 
ideological and political arguments that aided those fi gures across the spectrum of 
the Right in welding their authoritarian agenda into the public imagination and 
thus propelling the political culture of the waning years of the Third Republic 
decidedly to the right.

Paul Haury and the Fascist Temptation

Paul Haury’s rise in the natalist-familialist movement in the 1920s was nothing 
less than meteoric. Haury burst onto the pronatalist scene in 1922 when his essay 
“La Vie ou la mort de la France” won the Alliance Nationale pour l’accroissement 
de la population française’s Michelin Natality Prize of 50,000F for the best essay 
on the country’s depopulation problem. A normalien and a history teacher at a 
lycée in Lyon, Haury penned his winning essay as a critique of republican politi-
cal philosophy. At the core of his argument, he attempted to show that France’s 
declining birthrate corresponded to a rise in republican and democratic political 
sentiment espousing individual rights. Citing French population statistics that 
showed a proportional decline in comparison with other countries, Haury estab-
lished 1789 as the date at which France began its downfall as a world power.8 In 
doing so, he implicated republicanism as one of the prime culprits for the ills that 
had plagued France from the fall of the Bastille to the present. Through numerous 
examples, he concluded that the Revolution and liberal-democratic thought, by 
rejecting the family in favor of egotism and individualism, had led to what he saw 
as the present state of decay and decline.9 To counter this, he outlined nothing 
less than a plan, taken out of pronatalist orthodoxy, for “the transformation of the 
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general atmosphere of the country.” Central to this project was a revaluation of 
family virtues that would become national virtues and replace what he called the 
république du garçonnisme that was given to a “withered egotism.”10

Following the Michelin award and the public acclaim that followed, Haury 
moved his wife and four children to Paris, where he became increasingly in-
volved in the Alliance Nationale and became the editor of its monthly Revue as 
well as one of its two chief propagandists. Along with the indefatigable Fernand 
Boverat, Haury frontally assaulted the French state’s unwillingness to tackle the 
birthrate issue, which they collectively saw as France’s greatest political, military, 
economic, and moral weakness. Not surprisingly, given his career as an educator, 
he called for the government and the nation to instill natalist-familialist values 
in his country’s youth, thus mirroring an aspect of authoritarian political cultures 
in interwar Europe.11

Moreover, this theme was not Haury’s only tie to rightward movements in Eu-
ropean and French politics. Shortly after his emergence on the public stage in the 
mid 1920s, he began to laud political developments in Mussolini’s Italy. Fascism, 
with its emphasis upon community and the state, order, and duty, prioritized and 
valued the family in ways that impressed Haury. Much in line with his ideological 
stance, the Fascist Italian state promoted traditional gender roles and hierarchies 
as the basis of its political system; Haury, like Mussolini, saw the family and its 
products—children—as the key to national demographic, economic, and mili-
tary renewal. Italian Fascists and French natalist-familialists both venerated the 
father of large families whose virility was a sign of personal as well as national 
strength and spirit and revered mothers who stayed at home and did their duty to 
society and state by bearing many children.12

Haury repeatedly praised the merits and successes of Mussolini and his policies 
relating to both population and the family. The Alliance Nationale Revue, under 
Haury’s directorship, closely followed such developments in Italy. In this manner, 
he attempted to stir the French to action not only by showing that natalist-fa-
milialist policies did have a place in government activities and that they were 
effective, but also by raising the specter that Italy’s expansionist plans could very 
easily include French territory acquired from Italy and that its increased military 
capabilities, made possible through a steadily increasing birthrate, could indeed 
make its threats reality.13

One such example of Haury’s and the Alliance Nationale’s affi nity toward 
Italian natalist policy appeared in the January 1927 issue in an article trumpeting 
Mussolini’s announcement of a tax on bachelors. The article reprinted a size-
able portion of a December 1926 speech in which Mussolini pronounced the 
unmarried man to be “one of the most serious social maladies that could menace 
the development of a nation.”14 Haury and his colleagues continued to publicize 
and affi rm the successes of Italian pronatalist activity throughout the late 1920s. 
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They frequently published excerpts of Mussolini’s speeches as well as articles that 
highlighted Fascist legislation designed to reinforce the family, traditional gender 
roles, and the birthrate.15

A 1929 piece, “La Paille et la poutre,” alluded to how Haury’s political beliefs 
paralleled and even embraced elements of the Fascist political agenda. The ar-
ticle in question detailed a conversation between Haury and a colleague about 
Mussolini’s population-related policies. Brandishing a leafl et from the Radical-
Socialist newspaper L’Œuvre, Haury’s associate asserted, “Well, the famous na-
talist policy of your Mussolini hasn’t yielded brilliant results!” Upon reading the 
leafl et entitled, “The Severity of the Numbers,” Haury proceeded to refute its 
author’s contentions that, one, Mussolini’s recent natalist legislation had been an 
abject failure, and, two, that the French should criticize Mussolini’s policies in re-
sponse to his frequent ridiculing of the low French birthrate. According to Haury, 
France deserved Mussolini’s criticism of its declining birthrate and national stat-
ure since its people have refused to have more children and thought the author’s 
conclusion that Italian strategies had failed was too premature.16

By the late 1920s, Haury’s advocacy of Fascist Italy’s family policies was com-
monplace in Alliance Nationale propaganda. Increasingly, however, his praise of 
Mussolini’s activities raised questions about his support for fascism more broadly. 
In the midst of one such debate, a colleague asked worriedly, “Have you become a 
fascist?” Haury cryptically reassured his friend that he, as a historian, would “leave 
fascism to Italy,” and concluded by warning that France was perhaps encouraging 
the spread of Italian Fascism by not taking stock of its feeble demographic condi-
tion and admitting its severe problems.17

Haury’s mild-mannered and slightly evasive response to such questions is in-
dicative of his fascination and even approval of authoritarian, even Fascist politi-
cal structures. He did not forcefully take exception to being allied with fascist 
policies, but merely offered a mild rejoinder when his friend labeled him an Ital-
ian Fascist. Haury objected only when his Frenchness—something he saw as an-
tithetical to Italian Fascism—was questioned; it was not the ideology per se that 
he eschewed, but the national identifi cation related to the ideology.

Such comments did not appear in a vacuum but rather within a context in 
which Haury had repeatedly sung the praises of Mussolini’s success and ideo-
logical framework that lay in opposition to France’s liberal-democratic tradition. 
They suggest that Haury’s associates recognized that perhaps his political sym-
pathies with fascist ideology existed beyond the natalist debate. It seems that 
Haury endorsed aspects of Fascist and, later, Nazi family policy not only for the 
purported effectiveness of raising the birthrates of Italy and Germany, but also be-
cause fascism provided an agreeable authoritarian alternative form of government 
to the republican system he so despised. Pronatalism and familialism emerged as 
components of Haury’s fundamental beliefs about political and social structures, 
not merely as noble ends.
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Gender and the Future of Young Men

As the perceived military threat to France’s eastern and southeastern borders grew 
after the Nazi seizure of power in 1933, so did the Alliance Nationale’s efforts to 
construct an effective campaign designed to elicit children from the French on 
a scale never before seen in the natalist-familialist movements. After decades 
of failing to fi nd a lasting and unifying collective voice for its propaganda, the 
organization’s most active members, Haury and Fernand Boverat, carefully built 
its most forceful case against dénatalité and its causes. To do so, they combined 
elements from past propaganda, namely ethnocentric and racialist nationalism, 
and attacks upon the republican political system, and intertwined these themes 
with another even more arguably potent and emotionally resonant construct in 
this political context, gender.18

 In the 1930s, gender became a common theme in Alliance Nationale propa-
ganda. Masculinity and femininity, the gendered body, and naturalized traits of 
men and women became convenient and frequently used metaphors for France’s 
decline and loss of world power. Boverat vilifi ed the femme moderne and all that 
she represented as central to France’s declining birthrate. Haury joined Boverat 
in demonizing the modern woman as the cause not only of France’s low birthrate, 
but also as the reason for high unemployment, the current economic problems, 
and what he perceived as the nation’s crisis of morality. Haury also presented 
young women with the choice of being exalted as the life-givers of the entire na-
tion or of damning it to extinction through their vanity and selfi shness.19

Haury also promoted a certain vision of masculinity as the key to France’s na-
tional success. The men of France needed to become strong, dynamic, and virile, 
as evidenced by success in fathering a large brood of children. If French men did 
not live up to such expectations, they proved themselves effeminate, weak, and 
even impotent, having forfeited any claim to manliness by their unwillingness 
or inability to produce children. To make such an argument, Haury once again 
tapped into the thriving discourse about manhood and masculinity that existed 
within the far Right throughout Europe.20

Haury’s formula for the remasculinization of young French men appeared in 
September 1933 amidst increasing political turmoil at home and abroad. “Votre 
avenir, jeunes gens,” addressed young men who in the face of economic depres-
sion and uncertainty about the future were struggling to plan their lives.21 This 
lengthy treatise comprised an entire issue of the Alliance Nationale’s Revue and 
later became a popular tract that the organization reprinted and distributed to 
schools throughout the 1930s and well into the Vichy era.22

Haury feared that young French men lacked the ability and the will to compete 
with their more dynamic and disciplined counterparts to the east and southeast. 
For over a decade, the Alliance Nationale had raised the specter of a resurgent 
Italy as a major political threat. Hitler’s rise to power in January 1933 with a plat-
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form of racialist nationalism and revenge promised a belligerent and decidedly 
militaristic power on France’s eastern frontier as well. Haury worried that sixty-
plus years of rampant republican individualism and a state-run education system 
that promoted this philosophy had made France’s young men soft.

To highlight the damaging effects of the French educational system, he con-
trasted what he perceived as the marked differences between the attitudes of 
French youth and those of authoritarian states such as the Soviet Union, Italy, 
and Germany. Haury concluded that a lack of direction and organized outlets 
with collective goals plagued France. He commended these countries with “great 
collective enthusiasm,” “tightly-organized machines which harnessed the natural 
strength and power of their respective youths for the collective good.”23 Celebrat-
ing the “virtues of action” it instilled in young Soviet men, Haury described the 
Komsomol, the state youth organization, as an important example for France 
if the nation wanted to direct jeunes energies for its survival and good. He sa-
luted the USSR’s efforts to persuade its young men of a mission greater than 
themselves, which resulted in a “militarized, standardized, and passionate youth 
who were guided toward practical things.”24 Similarly, Haury praised Mussolini’s 
youth-oriented Fascist government, itself relatively “young and virile,” as il-
lustrating this attitude; this effective regime targeted male adolescents because 
“they represent[ed] the future; only a nation of ardent, enthusiastic young men 
[would be] able to set right its destiny.”25 The Italian system prepared its boys to 
serve the nation through a rigorous training program; it educated them physi-
cally, morally, and politically in order to instill a “collective awareness of life 
… a veritable moral and spiritual unity.” Haury saluted the centrality of sports, 
strength, and practicality in Fascist education, three vital components he saw as 
working together to transform a culture previously discredited by its impotence.26 
He also lauded young German men under Hitler, at once “evidence and source 
of the dynamic nature of the Nazi regime.” He posited that this government con-
sisted of the “party of youth,” and successfully and admirably generated its power 
by contrasting its youthful dynamism with the stagnant democracy of Weimar, 
an “impotent parliamentarianism.”27 By investing much energy in the formal and 
informal training of its youth through education, extracurricular organizations, 
and propaganda, Haury argued, the Third Reich had secured its future. Such 
methods, combined with the formality of uniforms, the “Heil Hitler” salute, and 
national celebrations, directed youthful enthusiasm for the benefi t of the collec-
tive national good.28

On the other hand, most young French men, Haury maintained, having “worn-
out views and a critical spirit,” being “in love with individual liberty,” could only 
smile pitifully and shrug their shoulders at such ideas. They were unable to under-
stand the force at the root of such dynamism and élan. Haury tried carefully not 
to alienate those in France who held passionately ideals similar to those found in 
Italy and Germany. In a gesture to the young men who took part in the leagues 
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and organizations of the far Right, he saluted those who indeed yearned for an 
authoritarian charismatic leader; he found solace in those who were disillusioned 
and dissatisfi ed with the apathetic mediocrity of their counterparts.

As for the rest, however, Haury condemned the current generation’s “ego-
centric apathy” and its “hardness of heart.” By lumping them together with their 
equally weak British counterparts, he contrasted them with the strong and vigor-
ous Italians and Germans.29 He viewed the young men of France and Britain as 
victims of their heritage, particularly of their respective governments and cul-
tures. Primarily at fault was democratic liberalism with its dilapidated parliamen-
tary regime. Though also the byproducts of this “outmoded” political system, 
some French and British young men—presumably those participating in authori-
tarian/paramilitary organizations—could readily observe how easily the ideals 
of liberalism, freedom, democracy, and parliamentarianism turned respectively 
toward license, demagogy, gossip, and impotency. In marked contrast to their 
democratic peers, according to Haury, these insightful young men yearned for the 
restoration of authority. These vigilant youths desired a more puissant alternative 
while in France the apathetic majority continued to idolize the heroes of the pre-
war era who were not “men of the people” as Hitler and Mussolini were: Marcel 
Proust, André Gide, Anatole France, writers who merely fostered intellectualism 
and individualism, the “vapid basis of republican philosophy.”30

The contrasts that Haury employed were stark. The three authoritarian re-
gimes connoted the ultra-masculine; they emphasized virility, strength, passion, 
will, action, movement, dynamism, even brute force. Their young men were com-
missioned to create new societies. In describing French young men as “marked 
by mediocrity, selfi sh, and impotent,” hence weak and ripe for conquest by these 
powerful adversaries, Haury marked them as feminine, as fi gurative women.31 
That he juxtaposed intellectuels Proust, Gide, and France—two known homo-
sexuals and a socialist, respectively—with Hitler and Mussolini reinforced this 
point. Haury also contrasted his condemnation of a weak bourgeois parliamen-
tary liberalism with images that recalled a pre-industrial masculine France, par-
ticularly the heritage and myth of the hardworking, virile agrarian, but at the 
same time promoted technocratic modernity. In attempting to redefi ne what it 
meant to be a man, he repudiated the Enlightenment vision of manliness, one 
that emphasized rational thinking and intellectual pursuits, in favor of a physical-
ity and practicality built upon twentieth-century authoritarian and fascist ideals 
that synthesized the past and the present.32 Intellect and reason, once cherished, 
needed to take a back seat in France’s quest to rebuild its status as a nation; she 
could only do so if the body politic reestablished and reproduced itself by becom-
ing new men, both literally and fi guratively.33

Key to becoming a newly regenerated nation and creating “new men,” Haury 
proposed, was the obligation to father society fi guratively as the wise, yet power-
ful and effective patriarch who could solve the nation’s ills, and literally as the 
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virile progenitor of a large family who sowed the seeds of future generations. He 
invoked strong imagery to redefi ne such goals as family and home life as mascu-
line and other pursuits as corrupting, thus less than manly.34 He proposed that 
the future generation of French young men arm themselves against the daily se-
ductions of their country’s permissive liberal-democratic society with powerful 
weapons, namely the family and moral purity. Here Haury attempted once again 
to redefi ne the family, to masculinize it, by employing military metaphors to de-
scribe it. Instead of being the domain of women (weak, violable, and penetrable 
by nature) that republican formulations had prescribed, the family became “ar-
mor,” an “impregnable fortress.” The patriarchal home would then function as 
a source of resistance against the temptations and solicitations of a corrupted 
society, inviolable protection against the evils of an “overly-intellectualized, ef-
feminate, and prostitute-like” world. He challenged young men to organize this 
battle line on two fronts: with their physical health, as found in authoritarian 
societies with a focus on strength and virility, and with their moral health, the 
correct channeling of such energy into marriage and the raising of a large disci-
plined and obedient family.35

Haury concluded this lengthy treatise on family and national values by em-
phasizing the masculine nature of this enterprise, the restoration of the family. He 
again challenged young men “to be most courageous, to repudiate pusillanimous 
calculation … to accept the virile responsibilities and worries of family life,” to 
be, in other words, true men.36 In the fi nal paragraph, Haury revealed his ulti-
mate goal: the restoration of the nation through the resurrection of the “fl ame of 
French life” through the renewal of the family, the very foundation of the nation. 
The collectivity, whether the family or the nation, triumphed over the individual 
in Haury’s ideal society. As in the authoritarian states that he so admired, the 
family and its individual members became a vital part of the structure of the state. 
For Haury, the newly restored family, with its virile masculine character intact, 
would give the nation its power and potency.

Between the publication of “Votre avenir, jeunes gens” in October 1933 and 
its September 1934 complement, “Votre bonheur, jeunes fi lles,” the young men 
of the French far Right—those whom Haury implicitly saluted as the future of 
France in “Votre avenir”—rocked the world of French politics.37 Following the 
riots of 6 February 1934, extremist paramilitary leagues like the Croix de Feu 
grew at unprecedented rates.38 Collectively, they promoted a dynamic authoritar-
ian, anti-parliamentarian political philosophy similar to the type that Haury had 
yearned for in the pages of “Votre avenir.” Not only was Haury’s vision of an ideal 
state similar to that of leagues like the Croix de Feu, so was his ideal social order, 
one that consisted of strong, virile fathers and feminine mothers who dutifully 
bore and raised many children for France.

Following the upheaval of 6 February, Haury continued to highlight the gains 
Italy and, more recently, Germany had made in instituting natalist and family-
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related legislation. In 1934, however, what had been largely Haury’s and Boverat’s 
personal preoccupations with natalist-familialist activities and policies in these 
two countries became offi cial Alliance Nationale propaganda strategy. According 
to the minutes of an Administrative Council session in which Haury took part, 
the Alliance Nationale decided to emphasize the pronatalist policies of Germany 
and Italy nine days after the riots.39

As the editor of the Alliance Nationale’s Revue, Haury closely followed this 
dictum. He regularly charted and lauded the success of natalist policies in Ger-
many and Italy, all the while contrasting them with France’s dismal and ineffective 
efforts in this area. One such 1935 article, entitled “Nécessité d’une mystique,” 
illustrated his and the Alliance Nationale’s frustration with the government’s and 
French people’s lack of will to correct what they considered to be the dire situa-
tion of dénatalité. Haury utilized the same stark contrasts between the rising puis-
sant nations and an increasingly weak and declining France that he had deployed 
previously. He respected Hitler’s and Mussolini’s goals to instill national pride in 
their respective peoples, including Mussolini’s invocation of Italy’s Roman tradi-
tion and Mediterranean mission and Hitler’s annexation of the Saar region and 
his promotion of Aryan nationalism.40 Haury postulated that such devices served 
as effective psychological tools and were key factors in each country’s resurgent 
birthrate.

France, on the other hand, he maintained, sorely lacked such a powerful mys-
tique, its only point of reference being a pathetic individualism; as in “Votre ave-
nir,” he reviled this product of nearly 150 years of republicanism. Haury suggested 
that French men, for the most part, had forgotten how to dream of anything 
larger than meager economic independence, the main tenet of republican capi-
talism: “[they] have lived for no more than a petit—to acquire a petit house, a petit 
business, a petit pension … to protect a petit savings, the petit proprietor, the petit 
shopkeeper, the petit bureaucrat the object of [their] policies.”41 Instead, Haury 
yearned for the days just following the Great War, when the national mystique 
embodied the ideals of the veterans, ideals similar to those promoted in 1930s 
Germany and Italy: “the virtue of sacrifi ce, necessary discipline, an awareness of 
a hierarchy of values, the importance of molding young leaders.” Hence, France 
needed to emulate its neighbors by redefi ning notions of law, justice, and integ-
rity, and by increasing respect for all forms of courage and the family. Addition-
ally, he called for a charismatic leader to galvanize the French, just as Hitler and 
Mussolini had succeeded in creating and mobilizing national sentiment for their 
respective goals and policies; Haury wondered “who will be permitted to make 
such waves of sentiment vibrate deeply” across France. 42

Reinforcing these demands, Haury also lauded Mussolini and Hitler in a 
supplement to the Alliance Nationale’s trimestrially published propaganda tract 
series Natalité. In a special issue titled “Au Siècle de la Natalité Dirigée,” Haury 
compared the countries with signifi cant birth-control movements, primarily 
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Great Britain and the United States, with those where natality, not denatality, 
was offi cially sanctioned, namely Germany and Italy. As in his radio broadcast, 
“S.O.S. Natalité Française,” and other essays, he detailed the advantages of state-
directed policies aimed at increasing the birthrate. Because French anti-abortion 
and anti-birth-control measures had proved largely ineffective, Haury promoted 
Mussolini’s statewide crackdown on abortion and neo-Malthusian propaganda 
and devices, as well as his family allowance system. Hitler also rose to near-hero 
status for his “veritable arsenal” of natalist measures, including marriage loans—
what Haury called “the most original piece of [German] legislation”—and his 
ministers’ promotion of large families through their own examples and their 
propaganda.43

Bolstered by the purported successes of Hitler and Mussolini, Haury asserted 
that it was the duty of the state that wanted to survive to help parents and their 
children “in their struggle for life”; it must protect them, as the German and Ital-
ian experiences demonstrated was possible, against the prejudice and injustice 
that affected large families. Such attitudes, he admitted, shocked the French, 
who were “too much in love with individual freedom” to be able to understand 
the benefi ts of a totalitarian state that “took hold of its youth in order to shape it 
to conform to a collective ideal,” one that wanted its youth “as strong as possible 
in number and quality.”44 By not admitting their failures, he believed, the French 
were pointing their youth toward a “comfortable and convenient egoism,” thus 
leading the country, by default, to defeat through directed dénatalité. To reverse 
such defeatism, the nation needed to assert itself and correct the folly of its ways 
by embracing a mystique of duty and justice, as did its neighbors, in place of in-
dividualism and selfi shness.45

In 1937, Haury was elected vice-president of the Alliance Nationale, evidenc-
ing the extent to which his work and ideas had gained favor among its member-
ship.46 Alongside Fernand Boverat, the organization’s newly elected president, he 
played a signifi cant role in the reorganization of the group. After having shared 
many of the same opinions over the years, the two men conjointly controlled the 
preparation and distribution of the Alliance’s propaganda machine.47 Together 
they steered the organization further to the political Right in reaction to the 
Popular Front government of Léon Blum. In one essay, titled “Individualisme 
exaspéré,” for example, Haury condemned much of the labor legislation of the 
Blum government as the working-class manifestation of bourgeois individual-
ism.48 And while the Alliance Nationale asserted that it functioned solely on the 
terrain of ideas and never directly involved itself in politics, Haury, the editor of 
the Revue and the organization’s new vice-president, publicly endorsed the pro-
family platform of the fascistic Parti social français, the 1936 political incarnation 
of the paramilitary league, the Croix de Feu.49

In the fi fteen years since he fi rst burst onto the pronatalist scene after winning 
the Michelin Prize, Haury had carefully articulated a detailed philosophical ba-
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sis for the relationship between sharply defi ned gender roles, authoritarian state 
structures, and a powerful France: for him, republican ideology in the form of ab-
ject individualism had damaged the relationship of men and women to the state 
and society at large. In its place, Haury envisioned was an authoritarian ideology, 
replete with a charismatic leader who restructured France into a patriarchal, hier-
archical society in which men were “men” and women were “women.”

With the support of the Alliance Nationale’s propaganda network that di-
rected its energies toward attacking feminism and the modern woman while pro-
moting patriarchal notions of the family, Paul Haury added philosophical depth 
to its positions that rooted the movement even more fi rmly in the trenches of 
far-right politics. Haury’s and the Alliance Nationale’s fascination with authori-
tarianism and fascism throughout the 1920s and 1930s were no mere anomalies. 
Increasingly in this period, much of the natalist-familialist movement not only 
allied itself with solidly right-wing philosophies and critiques, it aligned with 
right-wing and explicitly fascist elements in the French political spectrum. In 
doing so, he and the organization would play a crucial part in shaking French 
politics and political culture to its core after June 1940.
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chapter 7

WAS THERE A FASCIST FEMININITY?
Gender and French Fascism in Political Context

Geoff Read

R

In 1939, France’s political parties were reaching out to women in the pages of their 
newspapers. One paper offered expectant mothers advice on stylish but healthy 
clothing to wear; another promoted “a family politics,” including “the return of 
the mother to the home”; a third asserted that the proper “role of women in the 
nation” was to “found a home [and] have children.”1 That these newspapers were 
the tribunes of the Communist Party (Parti communiste français, or PCF), the 
Parti démocrate populaire (PDP), and the Parti populaire français (PPF), situated 
on the far Left, center Right, and far Right respectively, suggests considerable 
convergence in the gender discourse of interwar French politics. In particular, 
these and other parties tended to conceive of women as mothers.

This concordance appears to challenge the view that there was a uniquely 
“fascist femininity” in France. There is an emerging and sophisticated literature 
on gender and French fascism. Many scholars including Mary Jean Green, Cheryl 
Koos, Daniella Sarnoff, and Caroline Campbell have examined a variety of groups, 
ranging from relatively marginal leagues such as the Légion to the Croix de Feu/
Parti social français (CF/PSF), the largest political formation in the country in 
the 1930s.2 These authors have successfully demonstrated that gender was an 
important element to French fascism’s aesthetic, rhetoric, and appeal.3

Some authors have emphasized that within the far-Right movements of inter-
war France women achieved a great deal of autonomy. Campbell’s recent doctoral 
dissertation, for example, emphasizes that women in the CF/PSF were “effective 
sociopolitical actors.”4 Campbell focuses, in particular, on Antoinette de Préval, 
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one of three key lieutenants in the movement to Lieutenant-Colonel de La 
Rocque, its leader. She stresses that de Préval enjoyed his confi dence, exercised 
considerable authority, and carved out a sphere of autonomous action through 
her direction of the feminine section.5 Kevin Passmore largely agrees with Camp-
bell’s analysis, arguing that women enjoyed signifi cant space for initiative within 
the CF, and that they were central to its project.6 Similarly, Sarnoff’s research 
into fi ve far-Right movements, the Jeunesses patriotes, Faisceau, Solidarité fran-
çaise, Francisme, and the CF, leads her to suggest that women were “the center of 
fascism, not necessarily in terms of numbers but in terms of French fascist world 
view.”7 Campbell, Passmore, and Sarnoff thus concur implicitly or explicitly with 
Claudia Koonz and Julie Gottlieb who argue in their studies of Germany and 
Britain, respectively, that there was such a thing as “feminine fascism.”8

Conversely, other scholars emphasize the limitations for women of fascist gen-
der discourse. Green, for instance argues that the CF’s traditionalist construction 
of femininity confi ned women to “feminine” tasks such as social welfare work.9 
Samuel Kalman takes a similar view in his analysis of the CF and Faisceau. Ex-
ploring the tensions within both groups’ desire to seem to offer new opportunities 
for women with their goal of raising the birthrate, he concludes that women were 
clearly subordinated within these movements, playing what he describes in the 
case of the Faisceau, as a “token role” within them.10 It would seem in Green and 
Kalman’s analyses, then, that while the possibility for a feminine fascism existed 
and was desired by some women on the far Right, it was ultimately denied due to 
the traditionalist orientation of far-Right gender politics.

This is the tension that lies at the heart of this essay. Was there, within French 
fascism, a specifi cally fascist formulation of femininity as Gottlieb suggests in 
the British case? In order to answer this question, historians need to look be-
yond the fascist parties themselves. Kalman observes that the far Right’s desires 
for women to return to the home and have more babies were “views which ap-
peared across the entire French political spectrum during the interwar period.”11 
Indeed, a survey of the Communist Party, the Socialist Party (Section française 
de l’Internationale ouvrière), the Radical and Radical-Socialist Party, the Alli-
ance démocratique (AD), the Parti démocrate populaire (PDP), the Fédération 
républicaine (FR), the CF/PSF, and the PPF confi rms this view. The construction 
of femininity in the latter two arguably fascist groups was not unique to fascism. 
A traditional defi nition of womanhood reigned in French politics from the Com-
munist Party on the far Left to the PPF on the extreme Right. To borrow and 
modify sociologist R. W. Connell’s term, which she uses with regard to masculin-
ity,12 there was a “hegemonic femininity” within French politics in the interwar 
period: a view of femininity that was so widely held among French political elites 
that challenging it within any of France’s political formations was near impos-
sible. It is true that there were contestations of this predominant feminine ideal, 
but at no time was it signifi cantly destabilized within the fascist movements or 
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anywhere else. The innovation of the fascists, therefore, was not in creating a 
new vision of femininity but in their recruitment and use of women. In the CF, in 
particular, women could and did play crucial roles in the movement’s extensive 
social work and thus enjoyed a certain freedom as Campbell, Passmore, and Sar-
noff argue. That said, Green and Kalman are likewise absolutely correct to stress 
that there were limitations to this freedom marked by the boundaries of gender. 
Moreover, even the originality of the fascist mobilization of women should not 
be overstated as non-fascist political organizations were also organizing women 
by the 1930s. In examining the feminine ideal and the mobilization of women in 
the leagues and parties from Left to Right, exactly how fascist gender discourse 
compared to its mainstream and far-Left counterparts will be revealed.

The Parties and the Leagues

Readers should understand the organizations under examination. The Commu-
nist Party was founded in December 1920 following a split in the old Socialist 
Party at its congress in Tours. By October 1921, the fl edgling party could boast 
roughly 110,000 members. This fi gure, however, shrunk to 80,000 by the spring 
of 1922 and 25,000 by 1932.13 With the advent of the Popular Front against fas-
cism in the mid-1930s, which saw the Communists cooperate with the Socialists 
and centrist Radicals, the party enjoyed a resurgence, jumping from 11 to 72 seats 
in the Chamber of Deputies while seeing their vote increase from 795,000 to 
1,487,000. Party membership likewise expanded to 328,457 in 1937.14

The Socialist Party left the schism at Tours seemingly enfeebled. It exited with 
only 50,000 militants in tow15 and minus L’Humanité, the paper of party founder 
Jean Jaurès; yet, as early as the 1924 elections, it trounced the Communist Party 
and returned as the party of choice for the majority of France’s socialistic voters. 
By 1931, party membership had climbed to 135,000, and in 1936, the Socialists 
emerged as France’s foremost party with 2,200,000 votes and 147 deputies.16

The centrist Radical and Radical-Socialist Party was interwar France’s party 
of power. No one could form a government without the cooperation of at least 
some of its members. Unlike the Socialists and Communists, the Radicals lacked 
a mass-mobilizing organization and evinced little party discipline. The party’s 
membership during the 1930s fl uctuated between 70,000 and 120,000, but its 
electoral strength was impressive. Even after the loss of some 400,000 votes and 
50 seats in the 1936 elections,17 the Radicals remained the second largest bloc in 
the Chamber of Deputies with 116 representatives.18

The foremost party of the center-Right was the AD, reborn as a proper po-
litical party in 1933. With the relatively young and charismatic Pierre-Étienne 
Flandin installed as leader the party was the right-wing formation most often 
participating in government. Its membership was negligible but alone among the 
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parties of the Right it gained electorally in the 1936 elections, and produced no 
fewer than three Présidents du Conseil (the equivalent of prime ministers) in the 
1930s.19

The FR, standing to the right of the Alliance, was a coherent political party 
throughout the interwar years, although its members often belonged to multiple 
political organizations.20 The Fédération often found itself excluded from gov-
erning coalitions from the mid-1920s on because the Radicals viewed it as too 
Catholic and conservative; it remained the largest political party on the French 
republican Right nonetheless.

Formed by a group of Catholic politicians and intellectuals in response to the 
Leftist triumph in the 1924 general elections, in terms of popular vote and elec-
toral representation, the PDP was much less signifi cant than either the Alliance 
or Fédération.21 Never boasting more than a handful of parliamentarians, the 
party was, however, disproportionately infl uential. Contemporaries recognized Le 
Petit démocrate, the party’s newspaper, as a site where key debates took place on a 
number of issues, including women’s suffrage and family policy.

The CF was a special case. It did not become a political party as the PSF until 
1936, and then only under duress (it, along with the other fascistic leagues was 
outlawed and had to reinvent itself). That said, while it did not stand for election 
prior to 1936, the CF provided important support to candidates of the Right. It 
enjoyed truly mass support, boasting a membership of roughly 500,000 by the end 
of 1935 and nearly 1,000,000 by 1937. This made the organization the country’s 
most populous political party.22 As an anti-republican movement, therefore, the 
CF represented the most serious internal threat to the survival of the Third Re-
public in the interwar years.23

Finally, the PPF appeared in 1936 under former Communist Jacques Doriot’s 
leadership and briefl y attracted a good deal of support. Jean-Paul Brunet hypoth-
esizes that it enjoyed a membership of roughly 100,000 by early 1938.24 Thereaf-
ter, as the threat to property of the Popular Front receded, and as Doriot entered 
a spiral of alcoholism and dissolution, the Party’s support melted away rather 
markedly.25

The Feminine Ideal

Sarnoff argues that women as mothers were crucial to the fascists’ desired regen-
eration of the family and race.26 This was certainly true of both the CF and the 
PPF. However, while the political objectives were different in other formations, 
the trope of woman as mother was omnipresent across the political spectrum. 
Women were assumed to be mothers and their role in society was defi ned by 
motherhood. Generally, all activities that the political parties believed to be suit-
ably feminine were seen as extensions of the motherly role.
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The value that the fascist Right placed on motherhood was clear when com-
mentators praised women for abandoning other pursuits in order to raise fami-
lies. One such example came when PPF writer Yves Dautun interviewed a young 
woman named “Claudine,” and asked how French girls could best serve their 
country. Claudine replied that women should pursue an education not to prepare 
themselves for a career but to make themselves better mothers. She believed 
that women should set aside work outside the home in order to pursue their true 
“trade”: motherhood.27 Likewise, the CF produced a discourse of motherhood 
that was similar to that of nineteenth-century republican educational reformers. 
As men like Ferdinand Buisson had pushed mothers to instill republican virtues 
in their sons, so the CF exhorted its women “to educate the men of tomorrow, 
to explain to them the ideal for which they must strive, to raise them with the 
love of France, of their trade, and of their family.”28 The virtues to be propagated 
were different, but the view of the role of mothers in forming the male citizens of 
tomorrow was the same.

This emphasis on motherhood was in no way unique to fascism. In fact, some 
on the republican Right asserted that women had no other purpose than to bear 
children for France. As a young Alliance démocratique woman proclaimed, hus-
bandless young women had no choice but to wait “for marriage to make us true 
Frenchwomen and permit us to give sons to the Fatherland.”29 As in the CF, 
moreover, moderate Rightists understood the importance of motherhood to in-
culcating young children with desirable values. An article in La Nation, for ex-
ample, the tribune of the Fédération républicaine, advised mothers to shelter 
their children from the pernicious infl uence of Communist teachers.30

Motherhood also dominated women’s prescribed identity in Radical, Socialist, 
and Communist circles. Radical senator Louis Martin stressed in his plea in the 
Senate for women’s suffrage that as mothers, female voters would make the wisest 
choices possible for the future of their offspring and nation.31 The Socialist Party 
likewise embraced the trope of woman as mother. In 1919, the Socialist news-
paper Le Populaire reprinted an eight-piece essay entitled, “Advice to a Socialist 
Mother,” and insisted that it should be read by “all proletarian women who desire 
to turn their sons and daughters into noble and good combatants for our great 
cause.”32 The Communists too sought to deploy mothers as missionaries for the 
faith. “It is the mother who guides the fi rst steps in life of he who tomorrow will 
be a man,” explained Communist militant Solange Lecoz, “and, as she gives life 
to his body, at the same time she must shape his brain and heart.”33 As Louise 
Bodin frankly admitted, the Communists intended to make, “the education of 
the child … a revolutionary tool.”34

It is worth asking what characteristics French politicos and commentators 
valued among women and whether these varied across the spectrum. Clearly, 
all felt that women would and should bear children and all hoped they would 
educate their children in ideologically desirable ways: what traits did the politi-
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cal commentariat believe ideal mothers should possess? Here, once again, there 
was a conspicuous uniformity. Without exception, the parties and leagues desired 
women to be nurturing, selfl ess, and pacifi stic. That a proclivity for nurturance 
would be seen as desirable for women among those who placed such a high value 
on motherhood is perhaps unsurprising. One interesting manifestation of this 
conviction that crossed the Left–Right divide was the parallel campaigns to send 
humanitarian aid to Spain during that country’s civil war. Both the fascist and 
Leftist camps appealed to women as mothers to send foodstuffs, medical supplies, 
and money to Spain with piteous stories of children’s suffering.35 The PPF focused 
on stories of republicans mistreating or executing children to move mothers’ pas-
sions. One “fi rst-hand” account, for instance, claimed that a group of sixteen-
year-old boys were executed by republican forces for refusing to take orders and 
“cried ‘Maman!’” as they fell before the fi ring squad.36 Leftists meanwhile, such 
as the Communist Party’s Gabriel Péri, appealed to the “mothers of France” on 
behalf of the “mothers of Spain” to send condensed milk and other necessities to 
support republican families, and focused unrelentingly on the child victims of the 
Francoists’ bombing of civilian targets.37

Such appeals pulled on mothers’ heartstrings and assumed their readiness to 
sacrifi ce in order to help children in need. Selfl essness, in fact, was a feminine 
trait especially prized by commentators of all stripes. The CF’s Madame de Gérus, 
one of de Préval’s key deputies, told a parable to the group’s feminine section in 
1934 that celebrated this idealized characteristic. According to de Gérus, there 
was once a town in northern France where selfi shness and egotism had reigned 
supreme. One day, however, the town’s seigneur happened upon a woman in rags, 
out gathering wood for the fi re:

The seigneur stopped her and asked:

—Woman, what is your name?

The eyes of this woman burned with a magnifi cent light. She responded simply,

—I am maternal love.

Selfi shness disappeared [from the town] never to reappear.38

One mother’s devotion and self-sacrifi ce thus redeemed the entire community. 
On the moderate Right the rhetoric was hardly less bathetic: praise for “the per-
petual selfl essness of mothers” was pervasive.39 Nor did Leftists adopt a different 
position. The Socialist Party’s tributes to exceptional women invariably praised 
their “self-abnegation,” for example.40

The apparently innate feminine inclination to nurturing and selfl essness 
translated readily into pacifi sm. One might expect that fascist femininity would 
be more warlike and aggressive than on the center-Right or Left. This was not the 
case. Commentators of all kinds believed that women as mothers “naturally” op-
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posed war. A CF pamphlet in 1934, for instance, urged “French Women” to join 
the party, “So that your sons … have a guaranteed future, with … peace fi nally 
ensured.”41 A fl ysheet the feminine section produced similarly called on women 
to join the movement in order to fi ght “for your children” against the coming of 
war and “disorder.”42 In the PPF, meanwhile, party intellectual Pierre Drieu La 
Rochelle took to print to explain to a (likely fi ctive) mother that she need not 
fear that the party’s foreign policy would lead to war. He assured his correspon-
dent and all prospective female supporters by extension that once in power the 
PPF would be a guarantor of peace.43 Drieu’s reassurances were in keeping with 
his organization’s sensitivity, as a fascist party, to the accusation of warmongering 
as well as with its growing enthusiasm for a policy of appeasement—an evolution 
that led to leader Jacques Doriot’s endorsing the Munich agreement in 1938.44

This fascist rhetoric reducing all women to mothers and portraying all moth-
ers as natural pacifi sts was indistinguishable from its center-Right counterpart. 
Alliance démocratique writer Maurice Vincent’s piece in September 1939 was 
typical: “how French mothers were right to fear the worst from the Germans,” 
he lamented.45 The PDP’s Marie-Thérèse Archambault explained the logic suc-
cinctly: “Women, whose physiological function is to create life slowly and pain-
fully, consequently instinctively hate all that threatens to destroy it.”46

The assumption that women were pacifi sts also predominated on the Left. 
Radicals Louis Martin and Cécile Brunschvicg, for example, hoped that women’s 
suffrage would see the abolition of war.47 Lucie Marais similarly called on women 
to “protect our children” by joining the Communist Party’s anti-imperialist cam-
paigns,48 while the Socialist Party’s Compère-Morel provided perhaps the best 
example of the gendering of pacifi sm on the Left when he entitled his 1930 series 
on the threat of world war: “Civilization in Peril: To Men and the Mothers of 
Men.”49

There were divergences from this hegemonic vision of femininity in interwar 
French politics. Sarnoff’s research, for example, illustrates that in some of the 
more marginal fascist leagues such as the Solidarité française, women did some-
times wear uniforms like the men.50 Similarly, in the 1920s, there was a group of 
women in the Communist Party who adopted a radical gender politics, advocat-
ing sexual equality and female militancy,51 and the Communist Party did some-
times celebrate strong, militant women as exemplars.52 However, the militant 
alternative to traditional femininity in the Communist Party was eclipsed by the 
early 1930s and disappeared altogether from the party’s publications in the era of 
the Popular Front. This was due fi rst to the Communists’ growing Stalinism and 
intolerance of deviations from the offi cial line; second, to the shift in the Soviet 
Union to a traditional gender politics signaled dramatically by the conservative 
marriage law of 1934; and third, to the Popular Front strategy itself, which neces-
sitated the Communist Party reaching out to mainstream republican and middle-
class voters.53 Thus, the erasure of non-traditional femininity (and subordination 
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of non-traditional women) in the Communist Party combined with the margin-
ality of the aforementioned fascist leagues suggests the overwhelming hegemony 
of the conventional image of women as mothers and motherly.

The Mobilization of Women

Arguably, the fascist parties distinguished themselves in their mobilization of 
women. As Passmore stresses, the CF was the fi rst French political movement 
to have a signifi cant female membership with over 100,000 women adherents. 
Further, these women undertook the social outreach programs that, especially 
post-1936, the PSF leadership saw as key to its success.54 These included the 
activities of the Joan of Arc Medico-Social Association, which provided home 
visits, held clinics, ran a pharmacy, and maintained the Allées rest home.55 In 
addition, there was the party’s “social services” division, which acted as a private 
welfare offi ce,56 and the feminine section, which maintained its own apparatus 
and ran the organization’s youth camps and activities.57 In short, there were many 
roles within the movement that women could and did fi ll. Granted, these were 
“properly feminine,” but that does not negate the fact that the CF provided right-
wing women with an opportunity to become politically involved and to have 
their own role in a political endeavor validated.

The PPF too had a feminine section,58 and its women also ran its youth orga-
nization and summer camps.59 Beyond that, however, little is known, and it must 
be said that the party’s feminine section was nearly invisible in its publications. 
One area where the PPF did display some energy was in the recruitment of young 
women. The party had an organization devoted to this task, the Jeunes fi lles 
françaises, one of whose leaders was Dora Sabiani, the daughter of Marseille party 
boss Simon Sabiani.60 The Jeunes fi lles françaises appear to have been organized 
in early 1939, reinforcing the impression that the PPF was late in mobilizing 
women. The group outlined its goals as fourfold: to counteract the Jeunes fi lles de 
France, the Communist group; to defend the rights of young French girls; to win 
back the standing of same within their families; and to apply the social action 
program of the party.61

While the CF and, to a lesser extent, the PPF did open doors for women, their 
actions were not without precedent. At the initiative of talented women within 
their ranks, the other parties also established their own feminine sections and 
newspapers, and ran activities designed for female recruitment. The PDP, in par-
ticular, anticipated the CF in this regard. As early as 1925, the party’s founding 
year, Le Petit démocrate reported on party women’s meetings in Marseille.62 By the 
end of that year, the party’s feminine section, calling itself “The Civil and Social 
Feminine Union” (UFCS), held its inaugural congress in Paris. Interestingly, the 
UFCS tasked itself with preparing women for the vote, while also advocating for 
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the maintenance of mothers in the home and the breadwinner wage; the title of 
the article covering this congress was “For the restoration of le foyer”: clearly, this 
was not a radical feminist organization.63 Still, the PDP was the fi rst mainstream 
party on the Right to mobilize women in this way.

The Alliance démocratique and the Fédération républicaine too sought to 
mobilize women. The Alliance, despite the prominence of Yvonne Foinant, pres-
ident of the Ardennes section of the “French Union for Women’s Suffrage,”64 
seems to have been the most lackadaisical of the three republican Right parties in 
its approach to women. In 1935, “The League for the Civil and Civic Emancipa-
tion of the French Woman” was born, and became the de facto feminine section 
of the party. Foinant was elected president.65 However, despite the fact that the 
league was fairly active, it was largely ignored by the Alliance; only when Foin-
ant forced feminism onto the agenda, as she did at the 1937 party congress, did 
the Alliance press take notice.66 Tellingly, despite promising in 1935 to carry a 
women’s page, the party’s masthead never did so with any regularity. Perhaps this 
apathy explains the occasionally frustrated tone of Foinant’s correspondence to 
Flandin.67

Like the Alliance, the Fédération only formed a feminine section in 1935. 
However, this group did have its own paper, Le Devoir des femmes, and by 1936 
it also boasted sections in sixty-fi ve departments.68 The party called on members 
of the feminine section to volunteer for candidates’ campaigns,69 but otherwise, 
what activities party women engaged in remain unclear. Lacking the mass orga-
nization of the CF, the party’s efforts at recruiting women were at best modestly 
successful: Le Devoir des femmes had only 1625 subscribers in 1936.70

As on the Right, all the left-wing parties sought to mobilize women. Accord-
ingly, they too established organizations for women that engaged in activities 
similar to their counterparts’ on the Right. In the department of the Seine at 
least, the Communists seem to have had a feminine section from their earliest 
days. The section met, for example, to discuss the party’s upcoming 1921 con-
gress.71 One suspects that they were disappointed: in four days worth of covering 
the congress, the only mention the party’s newspaper made of women’s issues was 
to report that Lucie Colliard had expressed her regret that more women had not 
participated in the proceedings.72 Failure, in fact, characterized the Communist 
Party’s advances to women most of the time. The feminine section reported an-
nually at Party congresses and unfailingly lamented its insignifi cant membership 
and slow recruitment.73

The Socialist Party was no more successful. By 1922, the Group of Socialist 
Women had been founded, with Louise Saumoneau presiding.74 As Saumoneau 
explained, she hoped that creating feminine sections would foster a more wel-
coming attitude toward women among the party’s male leaders and militants.75 
That this was less than a raging success was evident from the following facts: 
the Women’s Group did not hold a national congress until 1930, eight years 
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after its founding,76 at the 1931 party congress in Bordeaux, Saumoneau still felt 
compelled to justify the need for a women’s organization,77 and the group’s secre-
tary-general, Suzanne Buisson, regularly chided the party’s men for their failure to 
support efforts to recruit women.78 As late as 1933, eleven years after the Group 
of Socialist Women’s inauguration, Buisson was boasting of there being thirteen 
federations across the country. According to her own fi gures, this paltry total 
represented a dramatic increase over the previous year, a fact that highlighted the 
group’s long-term underachievement more than its relative short-term success.79

The Radicals did no better. As Serge Berstein points out, until 1924–1925, 
the Radical Party had never even considered admitting women members. It was 
the party’s 1924 congress that decided to permit women’s entry by a thin major-
ity. Thereafter, it housed some impressive female talents such as Suzanne Sch-
reiber, Cécile Brunschvicg, Marcelle Kraemer-Bach, and Éliane Brault, but on 
the whole, its record was unremarkable. The percentage of women on the execu-
tive committee from 1922 to 1938 provides an accurate synopsis of the place of 
women in the party: in that time there were 6984 delegates to the committee, 
including exactly 53 women, or 0.75 percent of the total.80 Moreover, the Party 
put forth almost no effort to mobilize women. It had a “National Mixed Com-
mittee,” founded in 1925; however, the committee’s activities were confi ned to 
Paris, and it performed strictly charitable work; furthermore, men held all the key 
positions within the organization.81 That men dominated the committee despite 
the female talent available is revealing. By 1938, there was a group called “The 
Radical-Socialist Women,” with Kraemer-Bach as president, but its activities re-
main obscure and one can only presume its success was limited.82

Conclusion

Despite the general lack of success in the Left’s approaches to women, there are 
many interesting parallels to such efforts on the Right. Such organizations for 
women as did exist were rigidly segregated into “feminine” spheres, channeling 
women’s energies into roles supposedly suited to their biological difference. This, 
of course, included the CF, where women found themselves in parallel but clearly 
subordinate auxiliary groups. Moreover, while the CF was certainly the most suc-
cessful political formation in France when it came to mobilizing women, it was 
not unique in trying to do so. Whatever claim it has to distinctiveness in this 
regard lies with its succeeding where others failed.

Just as we better understand the CF’s recruitment and mobilization of women 
in political context, we also better comprehend the fascist feminine ideal in com-
parison to the discourses on femininity in the other political parties. The most 
striking thing about such a survey of the political spectrum is the uniformity of 
the feminine ideal from the Communist Party to Doriot’s PPF. In all the parties 
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examined here, women were perceived primarily as mothers and accordingly, as 
nurturing, selfl ess, and pacifi stic.

Thus, there was no distinctly fascist femininity in France, at least not in the 
CF or PPF. Rather, fascists subscribed to the same hegemonic femininity that 
predominated in the non-fascist political parties. This does not mean, however, 
that the fascist representation of femininity was unimportant. Rather, Sarnoff 
makes a salient point in discussing the role of women’s pages in the Solidarité 
française newspaper:

One of the accomplishments of the women’s section, in linking the racist language 
of the Solidarité française with the preoccupations of family and female life, was 
the domestication of fascism. The journal managed to normalize a politics of exclu-
sion, antagonism and violence within the context of everyday life concerns. The 
inclusion of feminine touches in the newspaper … diluted the violence of the other 
pages; however, it also served to legitimate it.83

By adopting a discourse of hegemonic femininity in other words, fascists pre-
sented themselves as normal, domesticated, and unthreatening. The traditional-
ist conception of gender relations served to mask the insidiousness of fascists’ 
broader ideas and the danger they represented to the Republic. Put another way, 
fascist rhetoric on femininity was part of fascists’ strategy of appealing to conser-
vatives on the one hand and to revolutionary elements on the other; it reassured 
conservatives that fascists could be trusted to uphold the social order without 
alienating the radicals who wanted to destroy the Republic and France’s supposed 
internal and external enemies.
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chapter 8

AN OVERVIEW OF WOMEN AND GENDER 
IN FRENCH FASCISM

Daniella Sarnoff

R

Assembled in Reims for a 1926 meeting, the leaders of the Faisceau declared:

There is no greater force than that which moves a man for his children; there is no 
greater force of civilization than that which makes a mother save for her children. 
…

The spirit of the family is the true founder of cities, the real force of arts and crafts.

And it is this spirit that no institution represents in the parliamentary state.

It is this force that fascism wants to make represented in the national state.1

In this proclamation, and many like it, the Faisceau presented itself as the move-
ment that would, unlike the parliamentary system, give families political power. 
Fascism, as understood and proclaimed by the Faisceau, was, at heart, a domestic 
ideology. It was a view of the nation and the world that considered economic 
and political issues through the family. The Faisceau advocated that the family, 
and not individuals or parliament, should be the basic institution of the state and 
nation. And the Faisceau was not alone. For the fascist leagues of the interwar 
years family was both an important metaphor and a real site of intervention for 
fascist issues.

During the 1920s and 1930s, French fascist leagues of various stripes all ap-
pealed to women and family in their pretensions to remake the nation-state at 
a critical moment when the end of World War I provoked efforts to reestablish 
prewar gender norms and when economic volatility destabilized the nation.
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This chapter touches briefl y on Le Faisceau, Les Jeunesses patriotes (JP), the 
Croix de Feu / Parti social français (CF/PSF), La Solidarité française (SF), and 
the Francistes, fi ve leagues that were formed and operated between the wars, and 
argues that women and gender played vital roles in defi ning French fascist ideol-
ogy. An analysis of the leagues makes clear the signifi cance of gender and women, 
as well as the centrality of domestic life, to the fascist attempts to reorder the 
nation. Further, by playing on gender ideals, French fascism helped to legitimate 
and domesticate the fascist message and take advantage of larger social ambiva-
lence about gender roles in the interwar period.

Over the past twenty-fi ve years, there have been numerous works confi rm-
ing the reality of women’s participation in European fascisms. Nonetheless, most 
works, even those that consider gender as operational in fascist movements, con-
tinue to posit fascism as a movement and political ideology so thoroughly focused 
on men and masculinity that the existence of women in fascism is a paradox that 
needs to be explained.2 Certainly studies of German Nazism and Italian Fascism 
have emphasized these groups’ appeal to domesticity and women’s traditional 
roles. The French leagues’ rhetoric often glorifi ed women—frequently as mothers 
having the ability to ensure France’s future by reproducing citizens. Family, and 
therefore women, constituted, “the essential cell of the nation.”3 French fascist 
leagues, however, not only made overtures to women for membership in their 
groups; they also incorporated a certain vision of female agency that has often 
been overlooked. Many French fascist groups also emphasized the importance of 
women as political players and supported women’s suffrage. The appeal to women 
within traditional maternal roles and the advocacy of female political action co-
existed within fascist groups and suggests the complicated gender dynamics of the 
movements. In examining that dynamic, I reassess the masculinist approach to 
defi ning fascism and consider, for a moment, women as essential to fascism, and 
not marginal to it. While men may have been the more highly ranked leaders 
of the leagues and accounted for greater membership numbers, women were not 
only present in the ranks of French fascism, they were essential to the coherence 
of fascist ideology. While French women and mothers were held up as the great 
hope for the future of France it was not in an uneasy tension with the women who 
attended fascist rallies in uniform and employed the racist language of their male 
counterparts. They were the same—a woman or mother would join a league not 
at odds with her feminine or maternal concerns, but to express them.

In examining French fascist ideology, one is struck by French fascist leagues’ 
many arguments about nature: the nature of politics, the nature of parliament, 
but also about women’s nature and the nature of the family. They invoked that 
phrase often and the leagues argued that it was natural for women to be in fascist 
organizations. It was not that these groups thought so differently about women’s 
nature than other groups. They shared the general stereotypical beliefs of the 
time: that women were nurturing, suited for maternal and domestic cares, that 
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they were more moral and sensitive than men, that they were “natural” teach-
ers, nurses, and caregivers. The leagues believed all that. They were not asking 
or expecting women to overcome this nature when they put on the blue fascist 
uniforms and gave straight-armed salutes; they were asking them to express that 
nature.

As historians have shown, the role of women in the economy and society, the 
restoration of men’s place at work and in society more generally after the Great 
War, and concerns over women’s apparent growing independence all played into 
public anxieties about gender and social order in interwar France.4 Indeed, soci-
ologists and political leaders worried aloud about the “health” of the nation, the 
birthrate, and the perceived decline of France during the late Third Republic. 
The fascist leagues, without exception, positioned women as essential to France’s 
national vitality in a vision that deployed competing images of female passivity 
and activity, public and private.

In their meetings, publications, parades, and public demonstrations, the 
leagues made clear that gender ideology played an important role in their un-
derstanding of the nation in interwar France. All of the fascist organizations had 
female members and most created women’s auxiliaries early in the groups’ forma-
tion and sustained sizable women’s membership.

The exact number of members, either male or female, is hard to assess. To 
answer the question of membership statistics, one could turn to the group’s self-
proclaimed membership numbers, which might have been infl ated out of a desire 
to cast themselves as a formidable opposition to parliamentary politics. On the 
other hand, one might accept the estimates offered by police or the Ministry of 
Interior in their reports. Those policing and security bodies might be inclined to 
minimize the membership in the groups, thereby deemphasizing the threat the 
leagues posed to the state, or conversely, they could infl ate membership numbers 
in order to force the ministry to take seriously the threat of the groups (and the 
necessity of police work). Further, the inclination to present the groups in a par-
ticular light (including membership numbers) might correlate with the personal 
politics of any reporting police or ministry worker whose job was to infi ltrate 
league meetings and fi le reports on the gatherings and organization. Perhaps the 
gender politics of the police infl uenced what they noticed or didn’t notice, what 
they reported on or chose to ignore. Because of these issues, as in any historical 
question, the number of women in the group, or their general membership, is 
diffi cult to discern from available sources. Many observers noted that women 
were present at meetings or rallies and if they were speakers; however, a lack of 
mention of women does not necessarily mean that women were not present. It is 
certain that women joined all of the leagues, and, beyond their actual numbers, 
the work they did, the discussions by women and about women, and gender more 
broadly, indicates how fundamental women were to league success and how fun-
damental gender was to French fascist ideology.
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Overview of Women in the Leagues: 
The Jeunesses patriotes and The Faisceau

The earliest of the leagues, the Jeunesses patriotes (JP), founded in 1924 by Pierre 
Taittinger, is estimated to have had from 100,000 to 300,000 members in the 
twelve years between its creation and 1936 dissolution and reformation into the 
Parti national et social français.5

There is evidence of a women’s section of the JP soon after the league was 
formed and the group proclaimed an early intention of creating a women’s sec-
tion (section féminine) in every arrondissement of Paris.6 Beyond simply being a 
vehicle to recruiting greater female membership, which was considered essential 
work for the men as well, the women’s section was tasked with work that was seen 
as gender specifi c in terms of greater likelihood of female success. JP rules and 
regulations asserted that women were to help develop propaganda and distribute 
tracts with the belief that they could be especially successful at propaganda work 
“among the working class.”7 The idea that women could be more successful at po-
litical propaganda work and recruitment (than men) presents us with the possi-
bility that women could be more politically convincing than men, an interesting 
proposition in a country where women did not have an institutional or protected 
political voice. More likely this is based on the idea that members of the women’s 
JP were middle class (as were the men) and that they would have access to the 
homes and concerns of the working class because of their philanthropic work 
with the lower classes. The appropriateness or likelihood of welcoming a woman 
into one’s home was greater (in this gender, political, and class equation) than 
welcoming a man. This political intervention and interaction is conceived of 
within a domestic relationship: a woman, even if acting in a political role, going 
to help another woman in her home, seemed a “natural” state, and one that could 
be leveraged by the political organizations that were interested in expansive re-
cruiting. Male propagandists would have to meet in the streets, which was a space 
fraught with potential violence (especially as these groups advocated violence). 
So while the women of the JP would not be immune from the political violence 
of the streets, the greater hope was that women could penetrate the threshold of 
working-class homes and use their “soft power” of female charity work to bring 
the working class to support the movement.

It should be underscored that women’s work in the JP did also take place in 
the streets. The sections féminines were warned that they needed to be prepared 
for violence and were in charge of readying the aid stations of the arrondissement 
(the Jeunesses patriotes arrondissement headquarters) in case fi rst aid became 
necessary—this was especially noted and important during and after the 6 Febru-
ary 1934 riots.8

While much of the JP women’s work could also be described as social work, 
Pierre Taittinger consistently and repeatedly urged women to engage in a wide 
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range of work for the movement (as his wife had) and expressed his belief that 
women were responsible for the successes and expansion of the organization. He 
urged them to participate in league demonstrations and suggested that “women 
are able, if they want, to steer men of their families and friends towards the league” 
and that ability could make women more politically effective than men.9

In meeting after meeting (conveyed by both offi cial JP reports as well as police 
reports), women were urged to take on active work on behalf of the movement. 
They were frequently complimented for their fi ne propaganda work because “they 
are the best agents of propaganda because they can easily spread the Jeunesse doc-
trine into different milieux during the course of everyday conversations.” And 
yet the JP leadership wanted more and urged all those “inclined by profession 
or taste to speak at meetings and not to hesitate to do so.”10 The group boasted 
about the vitality and success of the women’s section, especially the Parisian sec-
tion. The Jeunesses patriotes publication promoted the possibilities of “French 
Renovation” and proudly noted:

Our women’s sections are enjoying a marvelous expansion In Paris they exceed 
3,000 members and they are not token members. At the Jeanne D’Arc parade 50 
percent of the registered members were present. It is now up to the women’s section 
of the provinces to imitate their Parisian sisters who, in the month of May alone, 
endowed the tuberculosis sanitarium with 92,500 francs in donations.11

Again and again, the women of the JP were extolled as the best propagandists, 
a theme repeated in the rhetoric of the other leagues. In addition to the belief 
that women had greater access to working class environments, they were of great 
help because “they know how to sooth and comfort and to help brave physical 
and moral suffering.” Women were also better at convincing potential recruits 
to the JP’s point of view. Men, the movement noted, were “too frank and too 
straightforward,” and many male members claimed that “if they had not taken 
along a female member [to help in propaganda and recruitment work] they would 
have had to wait a few days [to return] so as not to seem too insistent … but have 
a female member take up the question and nine times out of ten where we have 
failed she will succeed.”12

As if anticipating that the admirable propaganda work of women would not 
be recognized as important and legitimate, the league publication went on to 
note, “These details may seem childish to you, but they are indispensable. … It 
[recruitment] is the most serious and diffi cult work which demands that one be 
minutely prepared … to penetrate diverse circles of people, more or less set in 
their beliefs, and to convince them, and, in a way, to revolutionize.”13 Certainly 
women and their nature, or supposedly gendered characteristics, were being es-
sentialized (as were men with their too-direct and straightforward manner), but 
they were genuinely considered necessary to the revolutionary work of the JP. 
There were female members who were decidedly professional and career women 
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(and schooled in the more “straightforward” manner of men—as lawyers), but 
the possibility that women’s domestically bounded experiences could be an as-
set to this political movements was an assertion to be taken seriously—possibly 
exploited, but also applauded and appreciated, within a movement that was de-
cidedly political, but also interested in mixing the social work of women into a 
call for revolution.

While it is diffi cult to be exact about the number of female adherents in the JP, 
a December 1929 police report gives some sense of the membership. According 
to the report in the beginning of June 1929, the JP had 25,700 members in Paris: 
17,860 men; 3400 women; 2600 Phalangeards—men or women; along with 1840 
friends of the JP. In the provinces, they estimated that there were 76,325 male 
and female members.14 A general tally of the numbers and percentages of men 
and women who attended various JP meeting from 1925 to 1930, from around 
the country, indicates that women made up, on average, 32 percent of the mem-
bership of the organization.

Like the JP, the Faisceau was organized in the 1920s during a period of mount-
ing concern on the part of the Right about the Cartel des Gauches. Founded 
by Georges Valois in 1925, the membership numbers for the Faisceau are also 
diffi cult to discern, as is the level of female membership. It is clear that women 
were members from the beginning of the organization as female membership was 
built into the structure of the Faisceau. The four-part membership of the league 
included the Combattants (veterans of the Great War or colonial wars), Fais-
ceau des Producteurs (farmers, workers, employees, business owners), Faisceau 
des Jeunes (under twenty years old), and Faisceau civique (non-joining men, and 
women). Ultimately, the Faisceau civique was comprised primarily of women.15 
The fact of female membership and interest is also made clear by the request 
for women to not attend certain meetings. Fear of violence, often perpetrated 
by the Faisceau (especially the college-age members of the Faisceau universita-
ire), led the Faisceau, according to police reports, to decide that the expectation 
of “incidents meant that the organizers decided not to allow women into the 
meetings.”16

Notices of meetings closed to women were no longer evident by late 1926 
and most reports indicate that women were at Faisceau gatherings. However, 
the number of women in attendance is vague. While police observers frequently 
noted that there were “beaucoup de dames,” one is left to wonder what qualifi es 
as “beaucoup.” For example, a police and special commissariat report on a Fais-
ceau meeting in Metz in 1926 noted that “the room was full: it had about 900 
people … among which there were many women.”17

By the end of 1926, the reality of women in the Faisceau had affected the 
structure of the group and where women had previously appeared to be part of the 
general “Faisceau civique,” they were now operating as a separate unit, the “Fais-
ceau feminin.” There were also increasing calls on the part of Faisceau leaders 
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(Jacques Arthuys, for example) for women to increase their role in the Faisceau 
and its propaganda work, noting (and complimenting) that they had done their 
work during the war.18 Women worked at the Faisceau newspaper, Le Nouveau 
Siècle, and served in administrative capacities as secretaries or treasurers.19

The core work of women in the Faisceau, however, was recruitment, propa-
ganda, and fundraising. By 1928, all members, men and women, were expected 
to recruit four new members within the month after their own membership had 
begun.20 For women in the Faisceau (and all the leagues), their work in the social 
welfare programs would be vital to attracting new members and also enacting the 
social politics of the league.

The Croix de Feu / Parti social français

Founded in 1927 by Maurice d’Hartoy, the Croix de Feu (CF) attracted signifi -
cant public attention under the leadership of Lieutenant-Colonel François de 
La Rocque, who led the group beginning in 1931, transforming it from a loose 
association of veterans to a signifi cant league of the extreme Right, aided by the 
newly created Fils et fi lles des Croix de Feu, Volontaires nationaux, and the com-
batant Dispos. With the passage of the 1936 law, La Rocque dissolved the CF and 
created the Parti social français (PSF), which is estimated to have had close to 
800,000 members before the war.21

While women had been members of the organization since its inception in 
1927, generally under the category of the Regroupement national, by March 
of 1934 the CF had formed a Women’s Section specifi cally dedicated to social 
work.22 The group, eventually known as the Mouvement social français des Croix 
de Feu, claimed that its goal was “the defense of the moral forces of the nation, 
menaced by revolutionary elements.”23 The group provided visiting nurses and 
social work programs, distributed clothing to the unemployed, provided programs 
for children, served free meals, and ran vacation camps (colonies de vacances).24

The social work of the league was an area of near total female control within 
the CF. Madame de Gérus, Madame de Preval, and Mademoiselle Féraud, among 
others, were in charge of the many different programs within the social work of 
the group. While women’s engagement in these areas may strike one as tradi-
tional areas of female work, and therefore not positions of great infl uence in the 
league, its organization speaks not only to the ongoing presence and interest of 
women within the league, but one of the many ways that domestic ideals, a social 
view, was part and parcel of CF ideology, and, indeed, inseparable from it. As 
Mary Jean Green argues, the social action of the league, the major undertaking 
of CF/PSF women, had an important political role: turning Communist workers 
and families into partisans of the league.25 The same could be said of the social or 
charitable works of all the leagues examined here.
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For the CF/PSF, the morality of women was an essential part of their party plat-
form, as well as part of their recruiting tactics aimed at women. This sentiment is 
clear in the address of Charles Vallin, a vice-president and member of the Execu-
tive Committee of the PSF, to the female delegates of the social action group: 
“It is a certainty that history gives us: We will not save France without women, 
because we will not save France if we do not fi rst create the moral climate without 
which one cannot do anything serious nor durable.”26 This belief and dependence 
on women’s moral powers was something that all the leagues used and shared. As 
the crisis of politics in France was cast as a moral crisis women’s moral strength 
could be the vehicle by which France could be saved from its political crisis.

Like other leagues, the CF/PSF appreciated the impact a woman’s voice might 
lend to their organization. Le Flambeau, the league’s journal, published a front-
page article by Marcelle Tinayre on 16 March 1935. Tinayre, a novelist, nominee 
for the Legion of Honneur, and winner of the French Academy’s prix Barthou,27 
contemplated in “Action des Femmes” what women could do to help France. She 
concluded that there needed to be a total reform of state institutions, particularly 
suffrage, “which will allow the values of all kind, masculine and feminine, to 
serve the country effi ciently.”28 Because the PSF believed the problems of the day 
could be solved by “harmony,” the PSF “addresses itself to women as to the men 
and calls upon them to collaborate in our great common work; the role played by 
the one, while different than the work of the other, is not inferior to it.”29 This 
appeal to women, that they have equal status to men in the eyes of the league, 
even though they are not the same, was a theme frequently repeated. It under-
lined the tension in the leagues over the idea of the equality of the sexes, even as 
they considered women’s particular skills or nature essential to their work.

The Solidarité française and The Francistes

The Solidarité française (SF), founded in 1933 by François Coty and led by Jean 
Renaud, claimed to have 300,000 members in 1934, though historians would 
consider that a signifi cant exaggeration.30 Like the Jeunesses patriotes and the 
Faisceau, the SF included a women’s section from its earliest days and there is 
evidence that women attended meetings from the very fi rst. However, as with the 
other groups, the exact number or percentage of female membership is diffi cult 
to establish (as is the membership of men, of course). Women were singled out 
for address by the meeting’s speakers and police reports consistently noted (and 
guessed at) the percentage of women attending, indicating a steady presence of 
female members and female interest. For example, a 4 November 1934 meet-
ing (reported by the Paris Prefecture of Police) noted, “The meeting opened … 
with about 500 people, among them about forty women and some children.”31 
Or, a report on a late September meeting of the SF in the fi rst arrondissement 
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reported that “the meeting opened at 21:15 with sixty people, where “l’élément 
féminine” dominated.”32 The women’s section of the SF had its own leader though 
the women and men of the group had the same rules and range of activities. 
Male and female members wore the same uniforms (though pants were generally 
replaced by a skirt for women), offered the same straight-armed salute at rallies 
and marches, and were active in a range of league activities, including the riots of 
6 February 1934.33 Like the female cohort of the JP and Faisceau, women of the 
SF were responsible for circulating and selling propaganda tracts and stamps, and 
being part of the “humanitarian” efforts of the group.

At the Maison Bleue, the SF “club-house” and site of the women’s section 
offi ces, many women and men were involved in sports, social gatherings, and 
charity events of the league. The full spectrum of SF work was on view at the 
Maison Bleue where

the nurses section, under the direction of Cheftaine Mme Camus, would develop 
the education of her militants. … On the other side, the women’s propaganda sec-
tion, under the direction of their Cheftaine, Mme Lecouvreu would have her space 
to pursue her charity work and get directives for action. … The two, with Mme 
Pommier, would run a school for drums and bugles, which the group has used to 
retain the echoes of its calls and batteries.34

The mutual aid committee was also run by SF women and the group was respon-
sible for helping the unemployed locate work.

Women were also part of the police force of the group. As the work of the 
SF could often turn to violence (and, in fact, was thoroughly rooted in political 
violence) it was sometimes the work of female members to set up care stations to 
tend to those injured during rallies. Women also participated in the specialized 
police force of the Soldarité française, the Milice. The highly disciplined Milice 
and Milicienne, “impeccably turned out” in the blue-shirted uniforms of the Soli-
darité française and offering the fascist salute, were charged with keeping order at 
the meetings. A strict hierarchy was in place and the expectation of violence, if 
not the promotion of it, was made clear.35

From instruction and participation in childcare, to political violence and 
paramilitary action in the Milicienne, SF women participated in a wide range 
of activities, in many ways illustrating the spectrum of female action in French 
fascist leagues: combatant and maternal. In the SF worldview, this was an ideal 
and natural combination.

The Francistes were also founded in 1933, and, as in the Solidarité française, 
women were present in league activities from the beginning. Women attended 
the fi rst 1933 meeting of the movement, the smallest and most extreme of the 
leagues, accounting for three out of eleven attendees. Francisme’s women’s sec-
tion met regularly, twice a week by 1935, and was enough of a presence, or of 
strategic importance in the league, that in early 1935 Marcel Bucard, the Fran-
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cistes’ leader, organized the First Franciste Women’s Congress. Lauded for their 
work in raising money for the groups as well as charitable works in clothing and 
food collection the women’s section, and their fundraising success, was taken as 
“irrefutable witness to the unprecedented progress of our movement.”36

Gender in the Leagues

The work and structure of the various leagues illustrate the relationship of women 
to the organizations they served. Within French fascist leagues, women could 
march shoulder to shoulder in uniform, collect clothing for the unemployed, and 
organize charity bazaars. While there is ambivalence in much of league writing 
on women, it is also clear that women could play simultaneous roles within the 
leagues. They were, in their various capacities, responsible for some of the most 
essential work of fascism: recruiting, propagandizing, marching, paying dues, 
raising money, setting up children’s camps, and providing information for new 
mothers. Some of these may seem “more fascist” activities than others, however, 
they were not. And, it may be in the childcare and social work that French fas-
cists created their ideology most clearly and consistently. It was those endeavors 
that stressed the all-encompassing nature of fascism, that all aspects of French 
life—politics, economy, society—were connected. Women played a pivotal role 
in connecting all areas of life through their role as mothers and their “essential” 
female character. Within the most practical aspects of the leagues, this meant 
that women could be more tactful and convincing in recruitment; it could also 
mean, as mothers protecting their children, they could be the most combatant.

While many of the groups advocated a traditional view of female subordina-
tion, using the women’s sections to perform and promote traditionally female 
tasks, other groups espoused a more egalitarian view and offered women areas 
of considerable infl uence—particularly signifi cant for a group that had yet to 
win suffrage. Unlike the parliamentary Right, which did not attempt to mobilize 
women until 1935, the fascist leagues envisioned women as key political players 
as early as 1924. Gender as well fi gured prominently in these initial conceptions 
of ideal authoritarian state structures. Leaders did not simply advocate a reproduc-
tive role for women, they also promoted a more public political role for women 
than has generally been recognized. League spokesmen argued that women ought 
to engage in national politics and world affairs. Some had women wear blue shirts 
and emphasized their active participation. In parades they extended their arms in 
the salute à la romain, just like their male compatriots.

The fact that women were appealed to as mothers and also urged to give fas-
cist salutes could strike one as an indication that French fascists had a confl icted 
relationship with the role of women in their particularly violent form of public 
politics. To be clear, there may have been moments of cognitive dissonance for 
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league leaders and authors who advocated the various roles and ideal of women 
and womanhood. However, placing the fi lter of the interests of the French family 
and nation over the dual image of nurturing mother and blue-shirted marcher 
makes those confl icts seem less intractable. In the name of national renovation 
women’s identities could be quite elastic for fascists, in some cases more elastic 
than the traditional Right, Left, or Center parties. Whatever fears there might 
have been about women’s changing roles (suffragist, laborer, and politically en-
gaged) could be assuaged by the belief that women were helping to strengthen 
the nation.

By talking about women in largely domestic and reproductive terms, French 
fascists were certainly essentializing “woman.” Their focus on familial and do-
mestic activities in the service of the nation, however, meant that women were 
not necessarily marginalized within French fascism (nor were they necessarily 
emancipated). They were both important active members and important sym-
bols. Women, even unmarried or childless women, represented the family—and 
not just for fascists, but in the culture of interwar France, Europe, and beyond. 
As representatives of the family, women also were representative of the patrie—
that extended family—and hence they were also representative of the essence of 
French fascist life.

It is clear in league gatherings and publications that the league and the family 
were also sites for establishing expectations of femininity and masculinity, as well 
as national belonging, for French citizens. Within the fascist project the national 
and the familial were connected: the family was a symbol of the nation and a new 
fascist nation could reinvigorate and protect the French family.

The image of and rhetoric about the family runs throughout all league publi-
cations including reports, posters, pamphlets, speeches, references, and pictures. 
Mothers, fathers, and children were constant topics of discussion. The league 
newspapers were fi lled with specifi c advice about childcare as well as articles 
warning about “dangers” to the family. Many of the initiatives of the league were 
undertaken in the name of defending the family and political opponents were at-
tacked as enemies of the French family. While league rhetoric did often replicate 
the familiar gender hierarchies of traditional family, it was not simply a matter of 
leaving domestic cares to the women and public labor and politics to men—the 
family was the highest calling for men and women. In addition to committing 
themselves to the protection of the family, leagues presented themselves as a 
family. Further, the movements were based on the belief that the nation was a 
great family and claimed that fascism alone recognized this and would glorify the 
family in their proposed new French state.

To focus on the role of women in the leagues is not to assert that men were 
not important in French fascism. Nor is it to claim that the leagues were equal 
opportunity political entities or that patriarchy found no home in the leagues. 
In many ways, women would be simultaneously exalted and subjugated within 
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fascist ideology. However, not only would women fi nd fascist leagues welcoming 
of their presence, but it is clear that the assertion of the importance of family and 
women, as well as a belief in women’s superior moral character, were both ways 
that fascists understood their world. It is through the gender dynamics of the 
league that the totalizing philosophy of fascism—the utter melding of public and 
private, the domestic and the political—is evident.

Amidst the pages of La Solidarité française and the warnings that “l’Etoile de 
Salomon” and the “triangle maçonnique”37 were allied against the forces of “real” 
France, one could also fi nd “Chronique gastronomique” and a source for head-
cheese recipes. In addition to being alerted to the dangers of Léon Blum one 
could fi nd help with what to wear during the frustrating demi-saison of fall and 
spring.38 While these different components of the fascist press seem dissonant 
categories—anti-Semitic fear mongering on the one hand and fashion and food 
on the other—they were thoroughly and logically intertwined in the world of the 
Solidarité française and French fascism more generally.

The column “La Maison et le monde” featured the couture and culinary ad-
vice and by its very title conveys the interconnectedness of the ostensibly female 
world of frocks and cuisine and the male world of suspected Judeo-Masonic plots. 
Certainly the paper reproduced the more traditional roles for women (just as 
most women’s sections of papers did, no matter their political stripe); however, in 
mixing the most racist rhetoric with quotidian household advice the SF furthered 
its agenda. It could use the home section of the paper to both soften and legiti-
mate the accusations, conspiracy theories, and racism of the other sections. How 
terrible could a movement be that published a recipe for classic leek preparation? 
Isn’t a world in which women are vexed by fashion choices of changing weather 
exactly the charming fashion-conscious French culture that keeps “France for 
the French”? That conceptualization of France is precisely the one that the SF 
thought was worth fi ghting for, even violently. Clearly, domestic life was central 
to their reordering of the nation and “La Maison et le monde” was one of the 
ways that women’s domestic concerns were made part and parcel of the group’s 
ideology and organizing strategy.

In other ways, the opening quotation of this chapter conveyed the Faisceau’s 
ardent anti-individualism and familialist idea of the nation. In fact, the Faisceau 
positioned itself as the group that was willing to ask diffi cult questions about the 
nature of the relationship between familial or domestic status and one’s ability to 
lead the country toward “prosperity, grandeur, continuity and stability.” The Fais-
ceau pointed out that most do not argue that “a man would be inept at business 
because he is single” or that he may have greater credentials in fi nance or “public 
instruction because he is the head of a family and the father of many children. … 
But that is what we are saying, that is what we affi rm.”39 And so, the Faisceau was 
quite clear in its proclamation that men are also judged and legitimated in their 
public lives by their familial and private experiences and circumstances.
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To the Faisceau, the family was the starting point, and the end point, for all 
philosophical, economic, and spiritual contemplations. As the previously cited 
Assembly at Reims proclaimed:

What then is the great, the true spirit of creation?

The spirit of the family.

Where is the great motor of human activity, of fertile activity? It is at the heart of 
the father of the family.

Where is the great faculty of saving, the great force that maintains the man on the 
land of his fathers, that makes the walls of the city rise?

At the heart of the mother of the family.

Where is the great spirit of sacrifi ce, that makes man renounces his instant gratifi ca-
tion for the happiness that will come later, of the generation to come?

In the love of the father and mother, who renounce the minutes that go by for the 
hour when the child could inherit the fruit of their renunciation.40

The Faisceau viewed all politics and public life through the ideal of the nuclear 
family. In the above they legitimated and sanctioned the public power of both 
men and women (even if they did not share identical power) through their pri-
vate roles. The Reims speech also criticized both individualism and liberal capi-
talism. The implication is that family connections and responsibilities are what 
temper individual motivations and consumption—both based in selfi shness. To 
the Faisceau, the family had been destroyed in the modern economy and the 
abomination of the parliamentary system was that it was incapable of recogniz-
ing the value of the family over the individual, but, in addition, the very spiri-
tual force of familial existence was in danger of utter destruction in the Third 
Republic.

The Jeunesses patriotes showed their belief in these ideas as well. The “Stat-
utes of the Jeunesses patriotes” proclaimed: “The family is the organic and fun-
damental cell of society, based in morality, the stability and fecundity of the 
domestic home, facilitating its formation, avoiding its break up, favoring the 
increase of natality so necessary to the country.”41 To this end, the JP wanted to 
severely curtail any activity, information, or behavior they believed caused harm 
to the family. In targeting existing laws, the JP wanted “to severely repress all 
propaganda tending to pervert morals,” which included information on “abor-
tion, birth control propaganda, pornography, prostitution, hidden or public, and 
the abandonment of family.”42

In contrast to the Parliament of the Third Republic, as it was perceived by the 
league, the JP did not “tend only to the progress and well-being of the individual. 
It equally wants to protect and strengthen the family ‘the keystone of the social 
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edifi ce’ the necessary base of public morality and the grandeur of the country.”43 
In this way, the JP, like other leagues, shifted focus from individualism, which 
they regarded as one of the great errors of the Third Republic, to the family and 
the collection of families in the nation.

The JP also lamented the separation and distinction between the men of gov-
ernment and the people, specifi cally the heads of familles nombreuses. Such was 
the case when M. Restelli, a JP member and leader representing business, spoke 
in the name of familles nombreuses. “The Senate,” he said, “is made up in a ma-
jority by unmarried men, who disinterest themselves in the lot of familles nom-
breuses. If the senators were elected by the people, they would have an awareness 
of their actions and not send the fathers of famille nombreuses to the slaughter.”44 
For the JP, the state was a society, “not of individuals, but of families,” and the 
only member of society “justifi ed to supervise social management was the head 
of the family.”45 In a 1925 brochure, which was a joint venture between the JP 
and the Légion (a group not examined here), both leagues made very clear the 
status of men in relationship to their family: “The heads of the family are, after 
veterans, particularly called upon to join the league, the organism of defense 
against communism and all the agents of destruction.”46 Time and time again the 
groups called upon familial experience to lend political legitimacy to individuals, 
arguing that those who have “built and populated their own home, are qualifi ed 
to rebuild the city where their sons live.” In a belief that the “familial problem 
today is the premier problem,” the JP reiterated much of the basic familial ideol-
ogy of all the leagues—an approach to politics and the nation viewed through 
a relational or familial existence, thereby challenging an individualistic liberal 
ideal that maintained a distinction between public and private (even if just a 
rhetorical one). The JP called upon a familial longing on the part of the young 
men of the leagues, noting that they “want to feel the presence of the fathers of 
France of tomorrow.” Proclaiming that many of these young members were re-
cently back from the war, the JP asserted that these men had “given to the patrie 
this double gesture of fi ghting for her and raising, to save her again, children of 
their blood.”47

With these words, the league emphasized both the family concerns of their 
movement and argued that the role of men—and the masculine ideal—was not 
simply to fi ght or to be a veteran, but to raise children and be a father. The pub-
lication clearly prioritized the role of the male in the family (as both father and 
soldier) and the leagues acknowledged the patriarchal structure of their idealized 
family and polity. However, it is also notable that the consideration of female 
sacrifi ce for war (giving up their children and loved ones to a national cause as 
well as participating directly in the war effort) was given greater importance by 
attaching it to masculine ideals and honor. On the one hand, it positioned men 
as more “feminine” by promoting their reproductive and familial value, and, by 
extension, it strengthened women’s claim to sacrifi ce in wartime—a feminine 
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patriotism evidenced by sacrifi ce of her loved ones. On the other hand, it took 
this “special” category away from women and noted that fathers too were doing 
their patriotic duty by reproducing for the nation. In this way, the leagues pro-
posed that the nation could be redeemed by altering the role of men and women. 
Public and political men needed to be fathers (and not bachelors) and moth-
ers needed to embrace a public and political role. For both sexes, their familial 
relation could be transformative for the nation. The league’s idea of saving or 
reinvigorating the French nation clearly rested upon changing ideas of femininity 
and masculinity.48

The Francistes too considered the family the base of the nation and all other 
political and social considerations were to stem from that. The Franciste press 
often repeated that idea: “[the Franciste economic and social plan] protects and 
strengthens the family, the vital cell of the country, and makes the métier an ex-
tension of the familial home, the region a small country, and the nation the real 
assembly of families.”49 This rhetoric echoes, almost verbatim, earlier sentiments 
of the Faisceau and the Jeunesses patriotes.

The Francistes too considered the individual only in the context of his or her 
function within the family and nation. And, like the other leagues, the Fran-
cistes were deeply concerned about the population’s decline in quantity and qual-
ity.50 Francisme advocated aid to families with many children, including crèches, 
schools, and apprenticeships and called for affordable housing, which would pro-
vide work for masons and health for their children.”51 Refl ecting a fear of the 
racial decline of France, the Francistes argued for childcare that would create 
stronger and healthier French citizens: “A people of athletes cannot be perverse. 
Make handsome and healthy men and you will have good citizens.”52

Paternal and familial status was also emphasized by the Croix de Feu. Like the 
other ligues, the CF believed that “The family is the elementary framework of the 
social collectivity.”53 Seeing the transformation of the family in political terms 
(currently “under the tyranny of Marxist economy”), Colonel de La Rocque ar-
gued that the family needed to be secured and reinforced in order for it to adapt 
to new conditions in the world. The way for that to happen, for the family to be 
maintained, was “to consolidate the authority of parents on their young children, 
to do away with the interference of the state in the instruction of children.”54 La 
Rocque’s position was that one had to reacquaint fathers with their rights and 
responsibilities, as well as “assure the mother an eminent position in the legal 
realm.”55 Here again, the rights and duties of men and women were considered in 
their relationship to their family with an argument that the CF took for granted: 
strengthen the family and the nation will be strengthened. The combining of 
familial and political ideals—the idea of parents having political rights and re-
sponsibilities as parents—was part of the CF’s ideology and an important way in 
which the movement viewed the nation and the power of its own ideology to 
effect positive change within the stagnant Third Republic
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French fascist organizations promoted a public political role for women along-
side motherhood and a paternal role for men alongside their public actions. 
Leagues invoked female work and sacrifi ce during the war, as well as women’s 
supposedly superior moral aptitude and the leagues presented themselves as the 
forces that truly respected women’s potential political importance in the state. 
Many of the leagues advocated female suffrage at a time when many mainstream 
political groups did not. The domestic identities and concerns of women were 
not only compatible with fascist notions of politics, but rendered women poten-
tially better fascists and citizens.

To consider women’s work in the leagues as simply subordination to those 
of men, believing them marginalized in areas that served as extensions of the 
domestic sphere, does not fully take in or address the complications of gender 
ideology within the league. As Kevin Passmore notes, “the position of women 
cannot be reduced to an extension of the familial role, not least because of the 
uncertainties in the discourse and practices of the leadership.”56 While Passmore 
wrote about the Croix de Feu, it is a statement that could be applied to all the 
leagues examined here. All the leagues and leaders called upon the language and 
ideas of the social world as they formulated league ideology. Areas that may be 
considered purely social (and by extension more feminine than masculine) were, 
indeed, deeply political. Because of this, there were often contradictions within 
league rhetoric (and action) on women and women’s work, family, and gender. 
Even as women’s social work might be rationalized as apolitical and maternal 
work, certainly, as Passmore argues, “the unintended consequence of the contra-
dictions in the movement’s discourses was that female activists were able, within 
the limits represented by their own relative lack of power resources, to invest 
the women’s sections with their own purposes.”57 Beyond that, in many groups 
women took on positions of leadership and power, which helped shape league 
ideology and practice.

French fascist ideology positioned women as the moral force of the nation. 
Women’s “outsider” status in French politics and society was often what lent 
them legitimacy as the troops of national and moral regeneration. The leagues 
rejected the separation of the domestic and private spheres and in that way they 
forcefully allied the salvation of France with the salvation of the French family. 
Women would and could be the heroic saviors of both the nation and the family 
as within fascist ideology they were one and the same. Gender ideology—men 
and women as real or imagined—was deeply imbricated in the work of French 
fascism. Women’s social, moral, economic, and reproductive abilities were em-
phasized by the leagues, but women’s work in French fascism also included don-
ning blue shirts and giving the fascist salute, parading, and preparing physically 
for the battle against the forces of the Third Republic—taking on a role that men 
had not successfully played. Men, in turn, would be called upon to embrace the 
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importance of their familial roles. And both sexes would march in the streets in 
the name of la grande famille and la patrie.
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chapter 9

“OUR BODY DOESN’T 
HAVE TO BE UGLY”

Physical Culture, Gender, and Racial Rejuvenation 
in the Croix de Feu / Parti social français

Caroline Campbell

R

“Bodily ugliness is often due to negligence. … Our body doesn’t have to be ugly if 
we have the will to correct the imperfections.”—Gaëtan Maire, CF/PSF physical 
culture theorist

In the aftermath of the extraordinary destruction caused by the Great War, many 
Europeans were faced with mourning the dead and healing millions of bodies 
damaged by physical and psychological trauma. In France, an unprecedented 
infl ux of immigrants from Europe and the colonies added a new dimension to 
debates over how best to regenerate bodies comprising what many referred to as 
the “French race.” Women and men of the extreme Right were key players in po-
lemical discussions over racial rejuvenation and national strength as supporters of 
extremist groups formed one of the most infl uential political blocs of the interwar 
period. Of them, the Croix de Feu (CF) and its successor, the Parti social fran-
çais (PSF), mobilized women and men at rates that not only made it the largest 
political movement in French history but enabled it to galvanize anti-democratic 
forces that had long characterized French political culture.1 This chapter explores 
why CF/PSF militants believed that transforming French physical culture was a 
crucial component of national rejuvenation and how the process of embodiment 
developed along gendered and racial lines.2 In its efforts to transform French 
physical culture, or conceptions of how the bodies of women and men should 
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look, the best way to transform those bodies, and the implication of bodily health 
on national strength, the CF/PSF promoted an inconsistent yet subversive gen-
der ideology. By developing an array of programs, the CF/PSF provided multiple 
opportunities for women while it solidifi ed existing racial hierarchies by confl at-
ing ideal beauty with whiteness.

Throughout the 1930s, the CF/PSF developed a new brand of social politics 
to contest the Republic’s developing social model.3 Combining social and politi-
cal reform, racial rejuvenation was at the heart the CF/PSF social politics, which 
was based upon its militants’ ultra-nationalistic vision of a France comprised not 
of individuals but as an organic whole. In this vein, ultranationalists believed 
that weak, fl abby, or ugly bodies threatened the nation’s fate at the precise mo-
ment when its strength was critical to fi ght the threats of Nazism, Stalinism, anti-
colonialism, and internal political division. CF/PSF leaders argued that republi-
can politicians underestimated the urgent need for racial rejuvenation and that 
the state lacked the capability to mobilize large numbers of people. They accu-
rately claimed that the CF/PSF possessed the organizational structures necessary 
for mass mobilization; by the late 1930s, it had one million members, a third of 
whom were women.4

CF/PSF militants joined many across the political spectrum who believed that 
vibrant bodies, racial regeneration, and national rejuvenation were intercon-
nected.5 As a Communist-affi liated sporting society explained: “We don’t want 
the race to degenerate. We want a strong and healthy youth”; the Popular Front 
asserted that the practice of sports should “be considered as one of the elements 
of the safeguarding of the race.”6 Women were central to debates over racial re-
juvenation although attitudes toward bodily improvement were framed in ste-
reotypical terms. State-run and Catholic physical education societies designed 
programs for women that essentialized their bodies by viewing them as weak 
and best suited for childbirth.7 The CF/PSF, however, had a distinct approach 
to physical culture. As an extreme-Right movement, we might expect that its 
militants sought to limit women to domestic duties or produce offspring for the 
good of the race. However, pronatalist infl uences, so powerful during the interwar 
period, were not pervasive in the movement’s physical education program. While 
the CF/PSF embraced the status quo with regard to men’s physical education, 
confl ating masculinity with action, self-control, competition, and struggle, its 
approach to women’s physical education broke new ground in several important 
ways. CF/PSF militants were inconsistent in their rhetoric, yet its theoreticians 
understood that gender was culturally specifi c and based upon social norms. This 
attitude shaped their organization of a physical education program that offered 
remarkable opportunities to women, including vigorous training to increase cir-
culation, heart rate, and strength, and engagement in competitive team sports 
like basketball and soccer. However, CF/PSF militants’ efforts to improve health 
emphasized perfection and the ideal human form, which not only refl ected the 
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infl uences of eugenics and social Darwinian conceptions of hierarchy, but played 
a key role in contributing to a rightward shift in French political culture during 
the 1930s.

Physiology, Anthropology, and the CF/PSF Approach 
to Transforming French Physical Culture

France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian war in 1871 and a growing pan-European 
interest in physical culture were two factors that drove the creation of various 
gymnastic and sporting societies in the early Third Republic.8 Indeed, the new 
Republic faced many challenges after shock of defeat and the violence of the 
Commune, which civic leaders met by creating a series of associations that em-
phasized physical challenge and sacrifi ce as they prepared young men to become 
citizen-soldiers.9 The broadening of conscription laws in the 1880s helped bring 
about the integration of physical education into the curriculum of schools and 
the concomitant growth of physical education groups outside of schools.10 While 
the fi rst privately sponsored French sporting clubs were aimed at the bourgeoisie, 
Catholic parishes eventually created clubs for the needy in an attempt to recover 
the infl uence they lost after being removed from public education in 1905; the 
Socialist Party developed its own sporting association in 1908 for members and 
opened it to all French men in 1911.11 By the interwar period, as many as four 
million women and men from all classes had joined various sporting associations 
and virtually all political groups either had their own physical education pro-
grams or supported affi liated societies. In this context, it was no surprise that 
many social commentators had an opinion on the state of French bodies.

Eradicating Ugliness and Conceptualizing Race

“We are odiously ugly!” Doctor Jean Edward Ruffi er proclaimed in 1914, arguing 
that it was this supposed ugliness that embodied a weakened nation and the social 
body’s decent into decadence.12 Paris, he bemoaned, while at one time renowned 
for its elegance and beauty, had become fi lled with “ridiculous stomachs, fl ushed 
jowls, rounded backs, pale faces, sloping shoulders, and hunched chests.”13 Ruffi er 
was a leading physical culture advocate who would come to infl uence CF/PSF 
technicians in developing the movement’s physical education program, includ-
ing the man who formulated its conceptual basis, Gaëtan Maire. Like Ruffi er, 
Maire believed that French society was plagued by ugliness, which for him re-
vealed one’s true character. “Bodily ugliness is often due to negligence. … Our 
body doesn’t have to be ugly if we have the will to correct the imperfections. Not 
to devote oneself to these efforts is the mark of a great weakness of character,” he 
opined.14 This sentiment underpinned the CF/PSF’s entire approach to remaking 
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France; will was an essential component of character, and for France to regener-
ate itself, it needed women and men of strong morals. Indeed, ugliness symbolized 
laziness and was evidence of a signifi cant threat facing the French nation, that 
of racial degeneration. Maire explained it this way: “Physical degeneration is the 
defect of civilized people who neglect the culture of the body.”15

Confl ating the state of civilization with race thinking was pervasive in the 
CF/PSF, as many militants believed that they were a part of the so-called French 
race. There was, however, a lack of coherence in conceptualizing the nation’s 
racial origins and traits. In the 1934 work that laid the groundwork for much 
of the CF’s ideology, Service Public, the movement’s leader, Colonel François de 
La Rocque, proposed a conception of race that enabled some militants to claim 
that the movement was inclusive because he rejected the nation’s biological or 
linguistic basis. As La Rocque maintained: “The French race is a magnifi cent 
synthesis, disciplined, cultivated, and well-balanced. It forms a whole; no lin-
guistic, no analysis of heredity can prevail against this fact.”16 In describing these 
traits, La Rocque conceived of cultural aspects to race, which in turn, spurred 
some militants to insist upon more exclusionary concepts of race, including the 
idea that race produced nation. The CF/PSF’s chief physical culture theorist in 
the Rhone, M. Thevenet, for instance, understood race in rigid terms, contend-
ing, “We must make men and women solid and robust. We must give to France 
this physically strong race, which had been until now, distinctively French and 
through the centuries and great social rifts made our patrie what it is.”17 Participa-
tion in the CF/PSF exacerbated militants’ tendencies to think in racial terms and 
was a key reason why their approach to physical culture was imbued with social 
Darwinism and eugenics. Ideologues like Maire and Thevenet were convinced 
that transforming physical culture held the key to strengthening the French na-
tion. As Maire put it, “the physical perfecting of a race is indispensable to main-
tain [its place] in the fi rst rank of great modern nations.”18

In its drive toward racial perfection, the CF/PSF perpetuated a hierarchical 
conception of race and nation, which its physical culture theorists believed could 
be achieved through positive eugenics. Since an individual could be improved 
according to her or his environment and personal desire for change, one’s life was 
neither genetically fi xed nor predetermined. For Maire, if one man was bigger 
than another, it may have been “because he received more favorable genes, but 
also, perhaps because he benefi ted from better food when he was a child.”19 In-
deed, Maire worked within the Lamarckian tradition of eugenics that emphasized 
milieu, as he stated bluntly: “Positive eugenics presents the best means of human 
perfection.”20 A key component of positive eugenics was the rejection of biologi-
cal theories positing that class was based upon genetic makeup in favor of the 
stance that education could enable an individual to seek self-improvement. On 
this point, there was strong agreement among CF/PSF militants that the human 
body could be transformed regardless of ethnic, religious, or class background. In 
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seeking to achieve perfection, Thevenet explained it this way: “We must make 
men of healthy body and spirit without the consideration of blood, money, reli-
gion, or [political] party.”21

The CF/PSF’s emphasis on perfection was rife with racist undertones that 
confl ated civilization with whiteness and primitiveness with blackness, which 
derived in part from how militants developed the physical education program’s 
curriculum. They instituted the “Natural Method” techniques of France’s leading 
expert on physical education, Georges Hébert, whose Hébertist societies domi-
nated interwar programs across the political spectrum. During his time as an ad-
miral stationed in French West Africa, Hébert was struck by what he believed was 
the physical prowess of French colonial subjects. Based upon his observations, 
Hébert contended that Europeans, or les civilisés as he called them, could learn 
from their counterparts, les primitifs. Hébert was one of many who believed that 
a negative effect of modernity was a sedentary and weak population incapable 
of defending itself. Europeans had simply forgotten the types of movements that 
were natural to the human body. Hébert was convinced that physical work could 
reconfi gure one’s basic nature, and, based upon his observations of les primitifs, 
suggested that certain movements came “naturally” to humans: walking, running, 
jumping, climbing, lifting, throwing, and self-defense. In explaining the rationale 
for the CF/PSF’s use of Hébert’s “Natural Method” exercises, Thevenet lamented, 
“these movements have been more or less abandoned by our civilization” and 
drew the following distinction between “primitive” Africans and “civilized” Eu-
ropeans: “The primitive acts not methodically, but by instinct and need … his 
living conditions require him to become strong. To develop the civilized, it is 
necessary to replace his instinct and need with that of steady, regular work, based 
… upon his strength and general state.”22 In this way, whiteness was self-evident 
for most CF/PSF militants.23 Their thinking featured racialized, binary views of 
primitiveness and civilization, which formed key components of the movement’s 
exclusionary conception of Frenchness.

Beauty and Human Nature: The Infl uences of 
Jean Edward Ruffi er and Margaret Mead

Like most interwar efforts to transform French physical culture, the CF/PSF’s ide-
ological approach to reform and the programs that its militants developed were 
not only coded with whiteness but also deeply gendered. While in some ways 
the CF/PSF perpetuated narrow gender stereotypes it was arguably progressive in 
how its theorists used the ideas of cutting-edge scholarship to break new ground 
with regard to physical education. Most notably, the movement rejected the rigid 
view of gender that was common during the interwar years and championed by 
the Vichy regime in terms of ideology and policy. Encapsulating the regime’s rigid 
view of gender, the newspaper published by the elite Vichy-era school at Uriage 
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explained: “Woman is built not to fi ght—which is the privilege of man—but to 
procreate; nature set the boundaries of her physical possibilities, and it would be 
dangerous to transgress them.”24

In contrast, CF/PSF theorists sought to transgress the status quo in terms 
of physical education and applied the theories of Dr. Ruffi er to do so. Ruffi er’s 
studies of the physiology of muscle provided the pedagological approach for the 
movement’s programs. An adherent of cell theory, Ruffi er examined organisms 
at the cellular level and determined that healthy muscle depended upon move-
ment. In his study of the amoeba, for example, Ruffi er documented how it re-
acted to exterior stimulus such as movement, heat, or contact with another body 
by contracting itself, making secretions, or dividing; these reactions were non-
existent in amoebas that did not move, or what Ruffi er called “inert” amoebas.25 
Ruffi er argued that since the human body was an “agglomeration” of microscopic 
cells, human cells needed to move lest they fall into an “inert” state.26 Informed 
by Ruffi er’s fi ndings, Maire stated that if one were to render “the most beautiful 
muscle possible” immobile for two or three months, it would become soft, de-
prived of energy, and eventually “disintegrate.”27 Ruffi er’s contention that cells 
instinctively wanted to return to their nascent state spurred CF/PSF leaders to 
create a program in which movement and bodily health were intertwined. This 
physiological understanding of muscle formed a crucial component of the move-
ment’s program that was gender neutral, in the sense that all muscle was made 
from the same tissue and thus operated in a consistent manner regardless of sex. 
As we shall see, because Maire viewed movement as the basic way to transform 
muscle, he and his colleagues implemented many gender-neutral exercises that 
emphasized strength, coordination, and fl exibility, which they believed would 
form a harmonious, healthy, and attractive body.

A second important infl uence on CF/PSF physical culture theorists was the 
anthropologist Margaret Mead. They were fascinated by Mead’s studies demon-
strating that the behavior of men and women differed according to cultural and 
social norms. Based upon her observation of peoples living in the Sepik region 
of Papua New Guinea, the Arapesh, the Mundugumor (Biwat), and Tchambuli 
(Chambri), Mead concluded that temperament was not fi xed but that women’s 
and men’s “nature” differed according to place and time. While Mead claimed 
that both sexes of the Arapesh were gentle and cooperative, traits she noted were 
consistent with Western conceptions of femininity, she characterized the tem-
peraments of both sexes of the Mundugumor as aggressive and violent, which, 
she stated, the West viewed as masculine traits; in the Tchambuli, however, Mead 
reported that women were dominant and emotionally distant whereas men were 
submissive and emotional.28 Turning gender stereotypes on their head, these ideas 
underpinned key portions of the CF/PSF’s program. “According to the American 
Mead,” Maire explained, “you [can] fi nd women who have masculine behavior 
and men with feminine behavior.”29
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This supposed proof that sexual difference was not innate was critical to the 
CF/PSF’s distinct approach to physical culture. Throughout the Third Republic, 
numerous social commentators had defi ned female bodies as weak and female 
minds as inferior to those of men.30 However, Mead’s ideas provided Maire with 
a language to contest this misogyny. “Weakness is not necessarily an attribute 
of women [and] biological differences between the sexes do not equate to an 
inequality in intelligence,” Maire insisted, leading him to ask:

What [characteristics are] innate and what are acquired? What is hereditary and 
what is circumstantial? When one compares the man with the woman, we must 
remember that it is not a question of one of two natural and biological types, but 
two artifi cial and social types of which the divergence … lies in educational factors. 
From birth, society molds individual conformity to a certain conventional ideal.31

As a progressive feminist, Mead would have been concerned that right-wing mili-
tants used her ideas for their own ends, but for theorists like Maire, Mead’s view 
of human nature reinforced the notion that it was possible to remake French 
temperaments.

While Ruffi er’s attention to movement and muscle and Mead’s fi ndings that 
gender norms were culturally specifi c provided the basis for CF/PSF theorists to 
create a physical education programs that afforded new opportunities for women, 
they applied Mead’s ideas selectively. Most signifi cantly, Maire perpetuated a 
long-standing focus on physical attractiveness and beauty, explaining:

Woman is naturally graceful; she has the instinct of elegance but the blossoming 
of her beauty cannot be complete if she remains a stranger to all physical exercise. 
Slenderness and weakness are not necessarily attributes of the woman. … Without 
physical education, the woman has only an ephemeral beauty; she oscillates be-
tween excessive scrawniness and portliness but never possesses the pure and well 
defi ned form that only a solid skeletal structure and a harmonious muscular devel-
opment can provide in setting the contours of the body.32

Grace, elegance, and harmony were hallmarks of interwar discourses on ideal 
femininity. The idea that women could change (i.e., strengthen) their bodies, 
however, refl ected the intersection between physical education, will, and charac-
ter that was pervasive in the movement. Maire warned, “All women must have 
the spirit of the cult of beauty. … One can momentarily give the appearance of 
beauty to a feeble body by deceptive means, but the woman who doesn’t do physi-
cal education deprives herself of the only elements capable of maintaining her 
vigor and beauty.”33

This emphasis on pursuing beauty was not unique to the CF/PSF, as a woman’s 
body and her level of attractiveness were subject to judgment, debate, and scorn 
for groups across the political spectrum. The Communist women’s youth group, 
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for instance, instructed young women how to apply makeup and achieve the 
perfect tan in order to become “pretty.”34 Maire, however, was hostile to what he 
called the façade of beauty. Underlining the vital necessity of willpower, Maire 
insisted, “by methodical exercise, each woman can become a healthy being of 
strength and beauty because congenital ugliness is not irreparable.”35 On one 
hand, Maire perpetuated the insidious belief that ugliness and weakness marked a 
defi ciency in one’s character. On the other, in emphasizing health, Maire created 
remarkable opportunities that spurred young women to fl ock to the movement’s 
physical education programs.

Men too had a responsibility to work toward perfection as CF/PSF physical 
education theorists sought to enhance their so-called active nature. Perpetuating 
commonly held stereotypes that confl ated masculinity with activity and feminin-
ity with passivity, Maire declared: “Man is generally more of a creator, more of a 
builder, and more adept at scientifi c studies, whereas the woman is more intuitive 
and more artistic. … Man is more aggressive, more proud, more nomadic, whereas 
woman is softer, more sensitive, more shy, more fi ne, more fl irty.”36 In this sense, 
the movement affi rmed the status quo by seeking to prepare young men for ac-
tion. Consequently, its programs channeled youthful masculine energy into sport. 
Maire framed the intersections between the body, sport, and racial regeneration 
this way: “The body, toned and fortifi ed at the end of puberty, longs for perfor-
mance. … It’s the period of Sport, of individual sport, of team sport, the sport of 
combat. … Sport is essential for the formation of an energetic and robust race.”37 
The competitive and team-oriented aspects of sport would prepare young men for 
a variety challenges. According to Maire, boys and young men needed to be ready 
to “struggle against a defi nite element: a distance, a duration, an obstacle, a ma-
terial diffi culty, a danger, an enemy.”38 A negative consequence of this emphasis 
on competition and struggle was uncontrolled aggression, which Maire believed 
could be ameliorated by developing a sense of camaraderie, teamwork, altruism, 
and discipline among male youth. For Maire, these traits were crucial in reinforc-
ing the social bonds that CF/PSF ideologues sought to foster.39

The CF/PSF Program to Transform French Physical Culture

It was incumbent upon CF/PSF militants to implement an effective physical edu-
cation program for these ambitious ideas to have their maximum impact. The 
organizer of the movement’s social program, Antoinette de Préval, explained 
the massive endeavor in a letter to a friend: “You know the evolution of ideas. 
You know the subtlety, the adaptation required by the modern foundations upon 
which we embark. Everything that reminds us of the most respected systems 
of the past must disappear: in a word, paternalism is totally erased.”40 In this 
way, Préval articulated how the movement’s militants sought to undermine the 
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foundations of French society by emphasizing their vision of racial and gendered 
rejuvenation. Structural organization, effective leadership, and grassroots mobi-
lization were three of the key factors in how the CF/PSF galvanized thousands 
to transform French physical culture. While France’s largest women’s physical 
education federation claimed 25,000 members in 565 affi liates and Communists 
mobilized roughly 30,000 youth, CF/PSF militants had created 2800 physical 
education societies serving 64,000 youth across Greater France, which included 
1100 basketball and 750 soccer teams by 1939, making its program one of the 
most dynamic of the interwar period.41

The Women’s Section and the Center for Physical Education, 1934–1936

The fi rst step in the CF’s mission of transforming French society was Préval’s 
creation of the league’s Women’s Section in early 1934. By 1935, the Women’s 
Section had created hundreds of local sections across France, most of which com-
prised hundreds of members, and created multiple social centers, health clin-
ics, summer camps, and welfare services. Emphasizing the interplay between 
centralized leadership and grassroots action, Préval explained that her task was 
“the centralization of the most important and multiple works,” while she would 
“avoid all detailed questions and let them be sorted out on location by those in 
charge.”42 The fi rst step in developing a physical education program was taken 
when Women’s Section offi cials created a Center for Physical Education in 1935. 
Préval appointed Maire as one of the Center’s directors and he worked with the 
Women’s Section to create physical education centers for youth and adults across 
metropolitan France and the Maghreb. In less than two years, the CF had re-
cruited 1200 children to its Parisian centers (table 1), had opened ten provincial 
centers, and was in the process of creating centers in twenty more.43

CF/PSF militants viewed their physical education centers as the lynchpin in 
transforming the nation’s physical culture. As the leadership repeatedly stated, 
physical education focused on not only physical but moral and intellectual de-
velopment. Each center was around 150 square meters in size, the staff was ap-
proved by Women’s Section headquarters, and the students, separated by gender, 
took daily lessons.44 The physical layout of the centers refl ected Women’s Section 

Table 1. CF Parisian Physical Education Centers, 1936

Center Male  Female Boys Girls Boys Total
 Supervisors Supervisors Aged 7–13 Aged 7–13 Aged 14–16 Children
Rosalie 6 3 100 105 110 310
Reuilly 5 3  175 160 110 445
Madrid 
(Perronet) 5 3 125 75 75 275
Colombes 3 0 60 60 50 170
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priorities with regard to physical education, as they included space to perform 
exercises and a foyer-bibliothèque for the program’s intellectual component. The 
Women’s Section organized regular activities, talks on the French colonies, lit-
erature, and sports, a monthly fi lm series, and annual fêtes celebrating gymnastics, 
water sports, and the empire.45 This eclectic range of activities demonstrated that 
the Women’s Section sought make the centers fun in order to socialize youth 
into the movement’s conception of what constituted the best aspects of French 
civilization.

The Scope Broadens: The PSF and its Associations

The Popular Front dissolved the CF in June 1936 and its leaders responded by 
reconstituting the league as the PSF. Préval and La Rocque oversaw the creation 
of four affi liated organizations that collectively sought to remake French culture 
and society through physical education, public health, welfare, and youth devel-
opment. The PSF aimed their services at their own supporters and working-class 
populations that tended to support the Popular Front, whom the PSF sought to 
“pacify” by promoting its values. The four “new” PSF organizations were simply 
expansions of those initiated by the Women’s Section. The Women’s Section 
was renamed Social Action and continued to offer social assistance. Youth for-
mation continued with social centers and summer camps, which were organized 
by a new association offi cially led by Préval, Travail et Loisirs. L’Association 
Médico-Sociale Jeanne d’Arc (AMSJA) operated health clinics, insurance aid 
programs, a convalescent home, and visiting nurses, and La Société de prépara-
tion et d’éducation sportive (SPES) organized the movement’s physical educa-
tion program. Additionally, two bureaus were created to streamline the formation 
of ideology and facilitate the coordination of services. The Social Studies Bureau, 
which La Rocque called “the organizer and controller of the sum of our action,” 
was attached to his cabinet and led by Jeanne Garrigoux.46 As La Rocque’s ex-
pert on social policy, Garrigoux wielded a great deal of authority over many PSF 
men. For instance, in implementing the movement’s social programs, the male 
heads of PSF sections, committees, and federations reported to the Bureau. More-
over, the Bureau supervised home visits made by social workers and nurses and 
oversaw inspections made by women and men at social and physical education 
centers, summer camps, and health facilities.47 The offshoot of the Social Studies 
Bureau, the SPES Study Bureau, designed the SPES program. It was this body 
that Maire headed as he formulated the movement’s physical culture program, 
although the entire SPES program required the approval of Garrigoux, Préval, 
and La Rocque.

The PSF’s efforts to regenerate French physical culture required the collective 
action of each of these organizations, which brought women and men together in 
organizing services, although it was usually Préval who had the fi nal word in deci-
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sion making. Indeed, Préval explained to a friend that she “had the honor of co-
ordinating the efforts of all the past social works.”48 As the only leader who sat on 
the administrative council of all four organizations, Préval worked closely with 
Maire to formulate the SPES curriculum, appoint staff, and organize centers.49 
The coordination of services between SPES and Social Action in metropolitan 
France and North Africa was to be “constant and tight,” according to one cir-
cular, which warned, “If we neglect this essential coordination, we run the risks 
of a competition in recruitment, an overloading in the employment of children’s 
time, a dispersion in effort, and useless expenses.”50 To this end, the leaders and 
staff of all four groups shared membership forms and medical fi les, which included 
notes on each child’s medical history, temperament, educational level, disciplin-
ary problems, and family members for recruiting purposes.51

In organizing their social programs, CF/PSF militants worked with SPES to de-
termine the level of fi tness of youth in their programs and the steps necessary for 
them reach certain standards of health. For instance, the director of the Travail et 
Loisirs social center at Saint Ouen, Madame Regnault, worked with center’s head 
nurse, Madame Horaist, to implement the SPES curriculum. One of Horaist’s pri-
mary responsibilities was to create a “strength index” fi le on each child by using 
thorough medical exams to calculate each individual’s fi tness level; based upon 
the fi ndings, she placed each child into a group labeled along social Darwinian 
lines as “strong, medium, or weak.”52 Staff supervisors cataloged in three-month 
intervals changes in each child’s height and weight and charted the increases in 
strength of their neck, shoulders, arms, abdomen, and thighs.53 At Saint Ouen, 
Regnault’s children, Jacqueline and Claude, were two of roughly twenty supervi-
sors who monitored the groups and coached the boys’ and girls’ basketball and 
soccer teams, which were open to all youth deemed healthy enough to compete 
in team sports.54 The supervisors were of vital importance due to their interac-
tions with youth, and for this reason, Maire, Préval, and other leaders spent a 
great deal of time looking for qualifi ed young women and men who embodied 
CF/PSF values. In order to be approved by the Social Studies Bureau, the supervi-
sors had to be French citizens, were required to pass physical exams, and ideally 
were under thirty years of age.55 Once approved, Préval and others at the Bureau 
assigned the supervisors wherever they were needed.

The supervisors were not only intermediaries in socializing youth into CF/PSF 
values but were also expected to be youthful symbols of ideal Frenchness. The 
SPES training manual dictated: “It is vital that the supervisors always be in good 
muscular shape and be trained perfectly in the practice of the exercises that they 
require of their students.”56 In addition to being fi t and having perfect knowledge 
of SPES exercises, the supervisors were to exude a certain attitude as well. As 
the training manual explained: “The supervisors must be examples and present 
themselves in front of their students in a manner that is always impeccable; they 
must demonstrate proof of absolute mastery and calm authority, and never allow 
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themselves to become angry or use hurtful language.”57 In this way, the supervi-
sors embodied the CF/PSF and represented the best of French civilization.

While the exercise curriculum that the SPES study bureau created was based 
primarily on Hébertist exercises, SPES leaders adapted Hébert’s natural method to 
suit their own ideology and clientele. Since space was at a premium, SPES, like 
other interwar physical education societies, altered the exercises to the limited 
space available in their centers and summer camps and ensured that both sexes 
engaged in the exercises. As an SPES instructional booklet noted: “The same type 
of lesson applies to everyone: men, women, or children.”58 There were around one 
hundred exercises that comprised the curriculum, all of which required students 
to combine strength, fl exibility, balance, and coordination to strengthen muscles, 
coordinate breathing, and reduce fl ab. The SPES developed a diverse range of ex-
ercises based on muscle movement and contraction that ranged from simple ones, 
like push-ups and sit-ups, to the complex, like the “walk like a duck” exercise, 
which required students to squat, place their hands on their knees or haunches, 
and move by alternating one foot in front of the other, straightening and bending 
their legs while gently moving their torso in a rotating motion.59

One of the most important goals of these exercises was to increase participants’ 
circulation and heart rate, which in the case of women, differed notably from 
other physical education programs. Women’s magazines and medical studies, for 
instance, emphasized the necessity of developing the muscles in the pelvic region 
to prepare girls for childbirth. In contrast, SPES sought to strengthen their entire 
body to promote stronger organ function and better health.60 Girls from the ages 
of seven to thirteen focused on gymnastics and games, strengthening the muscles 
along the entire back and thoracic cavity, with secondary emphasis on the arms, 
legs, and neck. Girls from thirteen to sixteen continued to develop these muscles 
and added their abdominal ones to coordinate strength with fl exibility through 
walking, running, jumping, and other exercises. Young women over sixteen not 
only continued to develop these muscles but could join basketball and soccer 
teams as well, which was unusual because many women’s physical education pro-
grams envisioned women as docile and thus deemphasized competition charac-
terized by physical contact.61 For example, the Communists promoted gymnastics 
and swimming and women’s health guides encouraged them to play tennis and 
racquetball.62 SPES leaders created the same expectations for girls and boys with 
regards to sprinting, medium-range running, long-jumping, and high-jumping 
abilities, which contested the widely held assumption that women were weak 
and should to avoid prolonged or intense physical activity (table 2).63

The SPES was not completely egalitarian, however, as its program followed 
the Hébertist belief that the female upper body was weak, which led it to exclude 
girls from climbing and lifting exercises.64 Despite this restriction from the full 
range of exercises, the SPES offered girls many opportunities for physical educa-
tion, from participating in team sports to individual exercises, some of which 
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were rare in a physical culture that confl ated onerous physical activities with 
men’s nature.

The CF/PSF’s curriculum for men mirrored the one for women, emphasizing 
games, calisthenics, and gymnastics at earlier ages, then with the onset of pu-
berty, developing balance and strengthening core muscles through the Hébertist 
movements. The third stage, however, differed from the women’s program.65 
While women continued to focus on exercises and calisthenics with the option 
of engaging in team sports, young men from sixteen to twenty were expected to 
embrace the competitive aspect of sport.66 In this sense, the end goal of physical 
education was different for girls and boys. Boys needed to be physically ready for 
any sort of competitive struggle, which included boxing, rugby, basketball, soc-
cer, and, of course, combat. In this way, the CF/PSF perpetuated the status quo: 
if a young man happened to dislike sports or competition, not only would his 
masculinity be in doubt, but he would be considered a liability to the national 
community.

Once in power, the Vichy government rejected virtually all of the transgres-
sive aspects of the CF/PSF physical education program and embraced only the 
portion of it that had refl ected views of masculinity since the aftermath of the 
Franco-Prussian war. Criticizing interwar physical education programs that were 
overly egalitarian in providing opportunities for youth of both sexes, Vichy es-
sentialized female bodies as childbearing vessels and male bodies as inclined to-

Table 2. SPES Performance Expectations for Girls and Boys

  SPES Expectations (ranges vary according to age)
Activity Age Range Girls Boys

Sprinting 8–18 11–17 seconds depending on  Same as girls
  age for a 50-meter race; 100 
  for those 16–18

Medium-Distance  8–18 1.30–1.50 minutes depending Same as girls
Running  on age for a 300-meter race;  
  500 for those 16–18

Running Long 8–18 2.25–3.50 meters depending  Same as girls
Jump  on age

Standing Jump  8–18 .55–.90 meters depending Same as girls
(straight up in   on age
the air) 

Rope Climbing  Boys only N/A 4.50–5.50
(with legs) beginning at 14  meters

Rope Climbing  Boys only N/A 
(without legs) beginning at 14  4–5 meters

Shot-put Boys only  N/A 4.50–5.50
 beginning at 14  meters
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ward competition, performance, and risk taking.67 For this reason, the regime 
emphasized that physical exercise needed to become distinct at the age of seven 
or eight, and its Commissariat General for Sports was especially critical of orga-
nizations like the SPES whose programs for children did not diverge with the 
onset of puberty.68 Moreover, the CF/PSF never made physical education com-
pulsory, unlike Vichy, which created the Chantiers de la jeunesse for all young 
men twenty years of age to prepare them to become soldiers by building their 
moral character through hands-on work and physical education.69 Indeed, the 
Chantiers embodied Vichy’s worldview, which championed the cult of mascu-
line virility and emphasized that female bodies should not be “built” for national 
service but protected from excessive exertion in order to ready them for child 
rearing.70 While the CF/PSF certainly championed the cult of beauty, it did so 
on a more equitable basis for both women and men that rejected the Chantier’s 
single-minded focus on masculinity.

While inconsistent and not always progressive, the original aspects of the CF/
PSF’s approach to transforming physical culture were rooted in two factors. The 
fi rst was the manner in which the movement broke new ground in creating in-
novative programs for women based on the notion that gender was not a fi xed 
category and that movement was the crucial component to muscle development 
and bodily health. Second, women like Préval sought to subvert the social or-
der by mobilizing tens of thousands for the movement’s ultra-nationalistic proj-
ect, which promoted will as the key to reshaping national character. Confl ating 
whiteness and Frenchness, CF/PSF physical culture programs were inclusive only 
for those who were willing or able to conform to the movement’s rigid concep-
tion of ideal beauty, and yet, individuals who did so found opportunities that they 
could not fi nd elsewhere. This not only provides one reason why the membership 
of the CF/PSF exploded during the 1930s, but helps us to understand how and 
why the conception of French national identity narrowed as the 1930s progressed 
and became one of the defi ning aspects of the Vichy regime.
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chapter 10

DEFENDING CHRISTIAN CIVILIZATION

The Evolving Message of the Parti social français, 
1936–1939

Sean Kennedy

R

Writing in Le Flambeau in August 1936, Lieutenant-Colonel François de La 
Rocque, leader of the newly formed Parti social français (PSF), declared that 
there would be “no national reconciliation if it does not fall within the scope 
of our traditional civilization,” which was “specifi cally, historically Christian.”1 
As leader of the Croix de Feu (CF), La Rocque had long stressed the theme of 
national reconciliation, the process whereby the French people would reject both 
the class warfare of the Left and sterile elitism of the traditional Right and turn to 
his movement, which would ensure the regeneration of France. In the years lead-
ing up to the outbreak of the Second World War, the PSF continued to embrace 
this message but, as La Rocque’s words suggest, combined it with an invocation 
of France as a “Christian civilization.” The incorporation of this concept, I argue, 
sheds light on the evolution of the PSF’s doctrine, its views on the crucial ques-
tion of national identity, and its stance on foreign affairs after 1936.

That La Rocque took his own faith very seriously is well known. He was raised 
in a religious family—his father had participated in the Catholic organization 
Justice-Égalité at the turn of the twentieth century—and was infl uenced by the 
ideas of Social Catholic thinkers like Frédéric Le Play and René de La Tour du 
Pin. During his own military service in North Africa, he was inspired by the 
views of the profoundly Catholic Marshal Lyautey concerning leadership and 
social pacifi cation, and participated in retreats organized by the soldier-turned-
missionary Charles de Foucauld.2 Moving from these biographical details to as-
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sessing the signifi cance of Christian values to the evolution of the CF and PSF, 
however, has proven far more diffi cult. Scholars such as René Rémond, Philippe 
Machefer, Jacques Nobécourt, Albert Kéchichian, and Jean-Paul Thomas all note 
that Social Catholic values infl uenced the CF and PSF. While they sometimes 
concede that these values had authoritarian features, they share the view that the 
PSF was a non-sectarian party that reached other constituencies and gradually in-
tegrated into the democratic republic. Machefer, Nobécourt, and Kéchichian, in 
particular, contrast the CF and PSF’s commitment to Christian values with what 
they contend is the more secular outlook of fascism.3 Conversely, scholars such 
as Robert Soucy, Kevin Passmore, and Samuel Kalman stress that while there 
were diverse currents of interwar French Catholicism, the CF and PSF identifi ed 
with its authoritarian, right-wing elements. For Soucy, this illustrates how deni-
als that the CF and PSF were fascist are problematic; Passmore and Kalman focus 
upon the ideological divisions within, and evolution of, the organizations.4 The 
present essay acknowledges the diversity of French Catholicism and the varying 
outlooks of La Rocque’s followers. However, it contends that after the creation 
of the PSF in 1936 the concept of Christian civilization, though not used in 
sectarian terms, was deployed in order to articulate an exclusionary vision of the 
French national community, and to signal support for authoritarian politics in 
international affairs. This in turn raises questions about the PSF’s commitment 
to republican democracy.

Before examining the PSF’s appeal to France’s Christian heritage, the politi-
cal and civic status of interwar Catholicism must be considered. After the First 
World War, a host of new Catholic groups were formed, including the Christian 
Democratic Parti démocrate populaire (PDP), created in 1924, which established 
a lasting though limited presence in the Chamber of Deputies. More numer-
ous, however, were non-party organizations formed with the goal of dispelling 
class confl ict and encouraging social harmony between workers and bourgeoisie. 
These included the Confédération française des travailleurs chrétiens (estab-
lished in 1919) and the Équipes sociales (established in 1920); they were soon 
followed by Catholic Action movements aimed at encouraging spiritual engage-
ment among young workers, farmers, and students. These organizations empha-
sized their civic, as opposed to political, goals and their acceptance of republican 
institutions. However, the election of the left-wing Cartel des Gauches in 1924 
reawakened Catholic fears of anti-clericalism. For instance, the Radical Prime 
Minister Édouard Herriot threatened to proceed with the separation of church 
and state in newly regained, and hitherto exempt, Alsace-Lorraine, among other 
measures. This in turn gave rise to the formation of yet another organization, the 
Fédération nationale catholique (FNC) in 1924. More strident in its outlook, the 
FNC combined a fi erce defense of Catholic interests with nationalist fervor and 
attracted as many as two million supporters at its peak. After the fall of the Car-
tel, and the Vatican’s condemnation of the integral nationalist Action française 
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(AF) in 1926, tensions relaxed somewhat, but the success of the FNC served as 
a reminder of the complex and often troubled relationship between the Church 
and the Republic.5

La Rocque, it seems, avoided formal involvement in Catholic organizations 
during his time in the army. After leaving the service, however, he hoped to cre-
ate an organization aimed at uniting social classes and different generations in 
the cause of national renewal, a goal for which he sought support from Catholic 
clergy and laity. In 1930, he contacted the secretary general of the French branch 
of Catholic Action concerning the creation of a Groupement de défense sociale 
et civique.6 This initiative did not bear fruit, but as leader of the CF—which he 
joined in 1929 and became president of two years later—La Rocque deepened his 
contacts with his former patron Lyautey. In the years to come, he invoked the 
latter’s belief, dating back to his 1891 article, “The Social Role of the Offi cer,” in 
the duty of the French offi cer class to see to the needs of their men, and to more 
generally promote social peace and disciplined harmony within a divided nation. 
La Rocque also became friends with another “disciple” of Lyautey, Robert Garric, 
a fellow veteran who had founded the Équipes sociales in the hope of recreating 
in peacetime, through the good example and patient work of moral elites, the 
social concord that he believed had existed at the front in 1914–1918. As Nobé-
court points out, elements of this outlook were present in La Rocque’s thinking 
as well, though the CF leader had a nationalist focus and a military approach, 
which Garric did not.7

As the CF experienced a rapid growth in support following the 6 February 
1934 riots, the fact that it was infl uenced by certain Social Catholic values, and 
that it sought to appeal to Catholics, was clear enough. La Rocque was frank 
about his religious convictions, declaring in an interview with the Dominican 
paper Sept in 1934, “I have done nothing which is contrary to the orthodoxy of 
my personal religion.”8 The movement’s burgeoning ancillary organizations, such 
as its Section féminine and colonies de vacances for children, bore the infl uence of 
Catholic predecessors, although they were distinct in their intense valorization 
of the “front generation.”9 The organization’s message of national reconciliation, 
whereby the French people would set aside their differences and unite in the 
cause of regenerating the state, bore traces of Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum 
Novarum, as well as the paternalism of Lyautey and the nationalist ideas of Mau-
rice Barrès. The fact that the CF identifi ed itself as a civic rather than a political 
organization made it acceptable for a number of clergy, including several bishops, 
to endorse this patriotic yet supposedly apolitical movement. It may have also 
made the organization more appealing to some Catholic Action supporters.10

As for the FNC, its leader Édouard de Castelnau and La Rocque were both 
military men who emphasized the ideal of “service” and embraced mass mobi-
lization, though the FNC steered away from overt anti-parliamentarism. There 
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were limited contacts between the two in 1934, although they do not seem to 
have amounted to much, and de Castelnau generally refused to attend patriotic 
celebrations involving the CF. Nevertheless, it seems likely that more than a few 
people joined both organizations, though specifi c numbers remain elusive and 
FNC cadres were advised against holding leadership positions in other groups.11

Despite these infl uences and connections, it would be inaccurate to charac-
terize the CF as a Catholic movement. Some members of the clergy supported 
it enthusiastically, but others were suspicious.12 Jean Verdier, the cardinal arch-
bishop of Paris, evidently admired the CF but emphasized to his fellow arch-
bishops that it was not a Catholic movement and that the church and the CF 
occupied separate spheres; the leaders of Catholic Action adopted a similar line.13 
For their part, La Rocque and his colleagues stressed that people of all faiths and 
none were welcome to join in its mission of French regeneration. They held up 
Marshal Lyautey as an example of how a devout Catholic could be both profes-
sional and non-sectarian when it came to vital tasks such as ensuring the moral 
regeneration of youth.14 The CF underscored its ecumenism by having sections 
attend veteran memorial services for Protestants and Jews as well as Catholics, 
and hear addresses from clergy of different faiths.15 And while La Rocque and his 
supporters professed the need to reassert spiritual values in public life, they did 
not associate this call with any one faith. A key example of this was the manifesto 
the CF distributed during the spring 1936 elections, which attacked the Left for 
its repeated “blasphemy” against religion, and suggested the need for “spiritual” 
education in the schools, but otherwise emphasized the CF support for patriots 
of all stripes.16 This calibrated propaganda campaign seems to have had the de-
sired effect. While committed Catholics like the young François Mitterrand saw 
the CF as a potential vehicle for their aspirations, the authorities reported that 
people of diverse backgrounds joined.17

However, following the victory of the Popular Front, the CF was dissolved, 
though La Rocque had foreseen this possibility and had already made prepara-
tions to establish a political party. As the Popular Front assumed power, he and 
his colleagues within the newly formed PSF stressed the need to defend France 
against the threat of revolution, but also to uphold its identity as part of Chris-
tian civilization. As noted in the introduction to this essay, as early as August 
1936, La Rocque had made clear that the PSF would continue the CF’s work of 
achieving national reconciliation, but added that this could only be possible by 
simultaneously honoring France’s religious heritage. The new party reaffi rmed 
this goal in the months that followed. At the closing of its fi rst national con-
gress in December, the PSF pronounced its supporters “the great defenders of this 
Christian civilization, the adoption of which is the actual mark of French accep-
tance.”18 In a second interview given to Sept in February 1937, La Rocque went 
beyond affi rming the personal importance of his faith, as he had done in 1934, 
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and now identifi ed it with his party’s mission, noting that its platform embodied 
“the exact transposition of pontifi cal precepts into our laic domain.”19 Compared 
to the era of the CF, the PSF leader was noticeably more explicit in identifying 
with Christian values.

To be sure, the party highlighted other themes, including those that had 
been of central importance to the CF, notably its fi delity to the memory of the 
veterans of the Great War. But the defense of Christian civilization became an 
increasingly overt goal of the PSF, with a number of key party fi gures working 
this theme into their speeches. Jean Ybarnégaray had been an FNC orator dur-
ing the 1920s, and continued to make religious references as a vice-president of, 
and prominent orator for, La Rocque’s party. At a 1938 meeting held in Nantes, 
for example, he declared, “‘the fi ery cross’ [i.e, the CF] and ‘the cross of Christ’ 
must merge.”20 Stanislas Devaud, a PSF deputy from Constantine, also promoted 
Catholic ideals; in 1939, he rejoiced at the victory of Franco’s Nationalists in the 
Spanish Civil War, praising “the swift setting aright of nationalist Spain, which 
the Catholic faith again animates.”21 Other leading fi gures came from a Catholic 
milieu as well. Charles Vallin, a PSF vice-president who was also elected a deputy 
for the party in 1938, had previously supported the AF, though he had respected 
the papal condemnation of 1926. Christian Melchior-Bonnet, the editor of the 
PSF-owned daily Le Petit journal from 1937, and Antoinette de Préval, a driving 
force behind many of the CF’s and then PSF’s social initiatives, both appear to 
have been infl uenced by a paternalist brand of Social Catholicism.22 It is true 
that some party notables had other priorities: Edmond Barrachin, the PSF’s chief 
political strategist, avoided appeals to religious rhetoric and instead focused upon 
attracting disaffected supporters of the traditionally anti-clerical Radical Party.23 
However, neither Barrachin nor any other PSF notable seems to have dissented 
from the party’s more explicit identifi cation with Christian values.

La Rocque continued to emphasize the avowedly non-sectarian but neverthe-
less fi rm commitment of his party to promoting France’s Christian heritage in 
the fi nal years before the outbreak of the Second World War. In 1938, he de-
clared, “nothing will check [our] effort until Christian civilization has once again 
opened the French route to complete social progress in a strong and regenerated 
country.”24 Commenting upon the election of Pope Pius XII in 1939, he asserted 
that “believers of all sorts, sincere unbelievers, all fervent with French loyalty, the 
men and women of the Croix de Feu freely and respectfully bow before the most 
illustrious apostle of our national vocation.”25 In his analysis of the French Revo-
lution written for the sesquicentennial of 1789 that following July, La Rocque 
acknowledged France’s republican institutions but again stressed the country’s 
status as an “essential pillar of Christian civilization.”26 The PSF leader’s commit-
ment to identifying with Christian values was thus fi rm and consistent. Though 
he made room for other faiths and political traditions, and even non-believers, he 
also demanded that they respect these values.
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PSF propagandists generally tried to follow this balancing act, reaching out to 
the faithful but disdaining religious currents that the party deemed unsuitable, 
all the while affirming its openness to different confessions and even non-believ-
ers. Writers such as François Veuillot, nephew of the renowned Catholic author 
Louis Veuillot, called upon Catholics who had not yet embraced the PSF to take 
note of how its message of reconciliation paralleled Church teachings.27 How-
ever, La Rocque and his colleagues also made clear that any Christian group that 
embraced elements of socialism or communism was unacceptable. After an early 
edition of the PSF’s official program made a favorable reference to “Christian 
socialism,” the party issued a clarification. Noting that socialism had been con-
demned by Rome, the PSF stressed that it instead identified with the “admirable 
social teachings of the Church.”28

Relations with Catholic organizations and the clergy were also complex. Some 
members of Catholic Action groups and the CFTC were also devoted PSF mili-
tants, and in some cases the CFTC cooperated with the PSF-inspired trade union 
movement, the Syndicats professionnels français (SPF). But there were also ten-
sions between the two union organizations as they competed for supporters, with 
the CFTC accusing the SPF of being too deferential to employers, and the SPF 
denouncing Christian trade unionists for sometimes cooperating with the Leftist 
Confédération générale du travail (CGT). As for the Christian Democratic PDP, 
while some of its supporters believed that the PSF had positive qualities, others 
questioned its commitment to democracy, and there was friction between the two 
as they vied for members and votes.29 PSF supporters also had to tread carefully 
when dealing with some clergy, it seems. For instance, Réalité, the party’s regional 
paper for the Marne, sought to assuage the concerns that some clerics apparently 
had regarding its goals, declaring, “The PSF is too respectful of spiritual forces 
to cause [priests] the slightest worry. … If there are unbelievers among us, very 
sincere unbelievers, we are all partisans of Christian civilization, and we do not 
want Communism or Hitlerism.”30

Evidently, appealing to the notion of “Christian civilization” entailed various 
difficulties. Beyond the challenges of dealing with Catholic clergy and organiza-
tions, there was the matter of how the PSF could continue to invoke this ideal 
while insisting that it was not a confessional movement. The problem only inten-
sified as the party gained mass support; with its membership nearing the 1 million 
mark by 1938, it had obviously attracted people of diverse views and religious 
backgrounds—the authorities noted, for instance, that both the editor of Réalité 
and the Marne’s regional president were Protestants.31 Clearly, the PSF could not 
afford to be sectarian; indeed, La Rocque and his colleagues never wanted it to be, 
sincere though their own personal religious convictions may have been. Rather, 
their notion of a Christian civilization, as advanced in their public discourse, was 
primarily cultural and political, a weapon of ideological and rhetorical combat. 
Characterizing bedrock French values in these terms allowed them to define the 
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national community in ways broad enough to accept a wide variety of supporters, 
but restrictive enough to justify the exclusion of certain individuals and groups, 
in some cases more explicitly than the CF had.

One example of this was the PSF’s position on the political and civil rights 
of Algerian Muslims, a very controversial issue during the 1930s. Before the dis-
solution of 1936, the Algerian CF was completely dominated by Europeans who 
sought to protect their privileged status. The movement did make some efforts 
to attract Muslim supporters but had very limited success, though some alliances 
with Muslim elites were formed, with anti-Semitism becoming one important 
common cause.32 The most prominent non-European member of the Algerian 
CF, it seems, was Augustin Iba-Zizen, a convert to Catholicism, French citizen, 
and lawyer who headed the CF and later PSF section in Tizi-Ouzou. Iba-Zizen 
claimed he was attracted to the CF because it recreated the harmonious spirit of 
1914–1918, and therefore “ably represent[ed] the radiance of the French spirit, 
which alone can win the indigène to the French cause.”33 Such words refl ected 
the appeal of the message of national reconciliation, as well as the Algerian CF’s 
commitment to lasting European domination.

The volatile Algerian situation grew more complicated in 1936, when the 
newly elected Blum government proposed that some 25,000 individuals from the 
Algerian elite be enfranchised without having to renounce their personal statute 
and thus their legal status as Muslims, a restriction which had been a signifi -
cant barrier to their participation in public life in the past.34 Many Europeans 
regarded this Blum-Viollette reform, as it was called, as a threat to their inter-
ests; the newly established PSF fi gured prominently in the strong opposition that 
emerged.35 In the process, the party articulated a very restrictive stance regarding 
political rights for the indigenous population.

On the surface, PSF orators in general and Iba-Zizen in particular promoted 
the party to Muslims as a vehicle for reform. At a meeting held in Constantine 
in August 1936, Iba-Zizen seemed to call for the further integration of elements 
of the local elite, declaring that, “at the present time, you must not, you can-
not, refuse the fl ower of Arab or Kabyle society the right to sit at the banquet of 
the French family.”36 He was applauded, but the party soon clarifi ed that politi-
cal rights were not on the table. Several weeks later, Alfred Debay, at the time 
the head of the Algerian PSF, challenged the idea of expanding electoral rights, 
arguing that since “everyone recognizes that our electoral system [is] defective, 
is now the time to extend it to the natives?”37 The PSF went beyond criticism 
by presenting its own counter-proposal for reform. Though Iba-Zizen, who was 
involved in the drafting process, later claimed that this proposal was more pro-
gressive than what the Popular Front offered, in fact it continued to require the 
renunciation of Koranic law, which in turn made it unlikely to achieve mass ap-
peal among Muslims and more likely to cement European domination.38

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



defending christian civilization • 187

In short, the PSF demanded a level of integration that relatively few Algerians 
were likely to attain, or even to desire. Comments by leading party offi cials at a 
departmental congress held in Constantine in 1938 suggest that their conception 
of French national identity, which afforded little room for incorporating non-
Christian traditions, was at the heart of the matter. Devaud implied his refusal to 
see observant Muslims incorporated into the French body politic, declaring that 
if the PSF, “a French, Christian and Republican party” consented “to [Muslim] 
admission into the French family, that will be an occasion for them to make the 
fi nal sacrifi ce; that of their personal statute.” For his part, La Rocque claimed, 
“There is a single remedy, assimilation. Those [Muslims] who believe themselves 
to be suffi ciently advanced must come to us and incorporate themselves totally 
into the great French family”—which, he had repeatedly declared, was one that 
abided by Christian norms. In any case, he continued, it was social reform, not 
political rights, which most Muslims needed: “Above all, what must be given to 
the natives is a better existence.”39 Disdain for the electoral institutions of the 
Third Republic, a belief that France was at heart a Christian civilization, and a 
prioritizing of the PSF’s Catholic-inspired “social” mission over political reform, 
all fi gured in the movement’s participation in the ultimately successful campaign 
against the Blum-Viollette reform.

The defense of France’s religious heritage was also signifi cant in shaping the 
PSF’s stance on “the Jewish question,” particularly with respect to La Rocque him-
self. As historians such as Laurent Joly have pointed out, anti-Semitic discourse 
was generally on the rise in France from 1936 onward, and it was not restricted to 
the political Right.40 Within that context, as Richard Millman and Samuel Kal-
man have shown, anti-Jewish views within the PSF grew increasingly apparent.41 
They were notably strident in Algeria, long a hotbed of anti-Semitism. Stanislas 
Devaud’s wife came from a Jewish family but this did not stop him from calling 
upon PSF supporters to “unite against Jewry, against the Jew Blum, to ensure the 
triumph of our ideal of justice, liberty and fraternity throughout this country.”42 
Similar comments emanated from various elements of the party in France itself. 
Among the leadership, Charles Vallin slurred Blum by suggesting that his an-
cestors had sold trinkets to the army of emigration in the 1790s; regional PSF 
papers such as La Volonté bretonne and La Flamme du Midi invoked long-extant 
tropes of Jewish economic exploitation and political subversion.43 Despite this, 
the PSF denied claims that it was anti-Jewish and on occasion denounced racial 
anti-Semitism. In particular, its Bulletin d’informations reacted to the 9 November 
1938 pogrom in Germany by condemning Nazi racism as counter to “Christian 
civilization and to French tradition and nature.”44

It has been argued that when it came to the PSF leader himself, La Rocque, as 
a devout Catholic, rejected biological racism and as such his views must be dis-
tinguished from those of his anti-Jewish colleagues and supporters. For example, 
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while conceding that La Rocque was not immune to the general xenophobia that 
characterized much of the French Right during the 1930s, Michel Winock is nev-
ertheless impressed by the extent to which he refused to conform to the anti-Se-
mitic “wave” of the era. Winock also points out that extreme anti-Semites such 
as Henry Coston even accused La Rocque of being beholden to Jewish interests, 
and that in 1938, La Rocque did not shrink from provoking a crisis within the 
PSF’s Moselle organization over the issue of anti-Semitism, which apparently led 
to the departure of as many as 1500 militants.45

It does appear that La Rocque rejected biological anti-Semitism and believed 
that some Jews could integrate into the French nation. Nevertheless, he insisted 
that the onus was upon them to demonstrate their commitment by showing that 
they did not support revolutionary doctrines. Revealingly, in the very same Au-
gust 1936 editorial where he declared the centrality of Christianity to French 
identity he noted how foreign propaganda depicted France’s new government as 
a “Jewish team”; under the circumstances, he concluded, “it is incumbent upon 
the countless patriotic Jews to demonstrate their aversion for Marxism.”46 The 
implication was that La Rocque had no patience for Jews who, he perceived, were 
unwilling to show their respect for the precepts of Christian civilization; he soon 
made this particularly clear as far as Léon Blum was concerned.

Although he avoided explicitly anti-Semitic attacks, La Rocque repeatedly 
depicted the Socialist leader and his government as the antithesis of the Chris-
tian-inspired orderly, patriotic, and moral community that the PSF strove to up-
hold. At the very least this involved mockery, such as when he referred to Blum 
as the “qualifi ed representative of the winegrowers of the Aude,” the implica-
tion being that a “cosmopolitan” intellectual was ill-suited to speak for French 
farmers.47 At times, the PSF leader went further. Commenting upon the Popu-
lar Front government’s commemoration of the 11 November 1918 armistice in 
1936, La Rocque scorned the prime minister’s decision to feature children in the 
ceremonies, asserting that “the French family, whatever its origins, its religion, 
its condition, merits another example of traditional virtues than that of M. Blum, 
the disciple of free love.”48 This was a none-too-subtle reference to the Socialist 
leader’s controversial 1907 book, Du mariage, which advocated greater premarital 
sexual freedom for women as well as men. As Pierre Birnbaum notes, accusa-
tions of sexual perversion were a common theme within French anti-Semitic 
discourse.49 While La Rocque did not make the connection explicitly, it would 
not have been diffi cult for PSF supporters to do so.

Similarly, at times La Rocque cast Blum as a revolutionary whose government 
was a stalking horse for Soviet interests and a prelude to revolutionary terror. In 
the fi rst months of the Popular Front government, he referred to Blum as a “Ke-
rensky” who would pave the way for bloody extremists; later he went so far as to 
suggest that the Popular Front leader was more akin to Robespierre.50 Again, the 
connection between Jews and revolution was a common theme in anti-Semitic 
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rhetoric; La Rocque did not refer specifi cally to Blum’s Jewishness in this context, 
but it seems unlikely that he was ignorant of what he was inferring. To be sure, 
the PSF leader’s rhetoric was never virulent like that of the AF, and he did not 
fi xate upon the issue to the extent that certain far-Right politicians like Xavier 
Vallat did.51 But by implying that Blum did not respect France’s spiritual tradi-
tions, by associating him with sexual libertinism, and by playing upon fears of 
revolutionary terror, La Rocque invoked familiar themes of French anti-Semitic 
discourse, even if he did so in a relatively muted fashion.

The notion of a Christian civilization thus helped La Rocque and his col-
leagues to defi ne the limits and norms of who was properly “French”; it also 
proved critical to orienting their views on international affairs. The formation 
of the PSF coincided with the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, and the new 
party soon emphasized that it saw the Spanish Nationalists as kindred spirits. La 
Rocque declared that he hoped Franco would win “not for himself, but for us; his 
failure would mark a fearsome defeat of Western civilization.” In North Africa, 
some former CF and current PSF supporters expressed solidarity by volunteering 
to fi ght for Franco.52 The religious dimension of the confl ict—notably the anti-
clerical violence that took place—was an important part of this dynamic, with 
some Catholic clergy publicly stating that supporting the PSF was the only way to 
ensure that the French Church was not the victim of the kind of outrages which 
its Spanish counterpart was suffering.53 Franco’s victory in 1939 was cheered en-
thusiastically by Stanislas Devaud, as we have already seen; it was also welcomed 
by Jean Ybarnégaray.54

Although its enthusiasm for Franco was consistent, in other ways the PSF had 
to adjust its foreign policy stance between 1936 and 1939. So long as the Popular 
Front was in power, La Rocque and his colleagues, like much of the French Right, 
downplayed their traditional anti-German sentiment. Instead, they attacked the 
foreign policy of the Blum government, arguing that it recklessly sought confron-
tation with Hitler; this in turn, they argued, would lead to a devastating war which 
would facilitate revolution and Soviet expansion across Europe. But as the Popular 
Front coalition fragmented, the supposed threat of domestic revolution dissipated, 
and the Nazi threat loomed larger in 1938–1939, the PSF gradually adopted a 
tougher line, stressing the need to stand up to Germany, though it continued to 
hope that war could be avoided. For allies, La Rocque and his colleagues looked 
to Britain; they also hoped that Italy could be weaned away from Hitler, but were 
frustrated by Mussolini’s deepening alignment with the Third Reich. The Soviet 
Union posed especially acute challenges in this regard; traditionally anathema to 
the PSF, it was now a potential strategic partner for France. In 1939, La Rocque 
uneasily tried to square the circle by raising the possibility of an economic agree-
ment between the two nations, though he balked at going further.55

As it adopted a tougher line against Nazi Germany, the PSF compared it un-
favorably to the Catholic authoritarian states of Europe. Here it was being con-
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sistent, for it had previously indicated its admiration for such regimes. Alongside 
Franco’s Nationalists, the Catholic-inspired authoritarian government of Austria 
was seen as a positive model; in 1937, the PSF deputy Paul Creyssel paid a visit 
and praised the “very supple discipline” of the regime.56 By 1939, La Rocque and 
other contributors to Le Petit journal were also praising Salazar’s Portugal as an 
example of how national renovation could be carried out according to humane, 
Christian principles while avoiding the demagogy of Hitler, or Mussolini for that 
matter.57 By contrast, the Nazi leader was increasingly cast as a pagan despot who 
threatened not only the geopolitical stability but also the spiritual values of Eu-
rope. Marcel Gatuing, the head of the PSF’s Oran federation, illustrated his par-
ty’s attitude when, following the German occupation of Bohemia and Moravia 
in the spring of 1939, he blustered: “Ah! Let them come now, the fanatics of the 
swastika! After twenty years of lethargy, the Christian West is reawakening.”58

When Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union announced that they had signed 
a pact in August 1939, La Rocque did not appear to be especially troubled; in 
fact, he seemed relieved that the situation had been clarifi ed. Though only weeks 
before, he had broached the possibility of an accord with the Soviets in the name 
of hardheaded realism, he still felt that “Russia, an Asiatic empire in the hands of 
the avowed enemies of the Christian tradition, forms the antithesis of our civili-
zation.”59 Now that the atheist Soviet Union had made common cause with the 
Third Reich, and with the threat of war looming, La Rocque could present the 
international situation in terms of a showdown between religious values on one 
side and the forces of paganism and atheism on the other. “Let us make clear to 
France each day,” he wrote on 28 August 1939, “that the salvation of peace, like 
that of the homeland, depends and will depend upon the triumph of Christian-
ity over barbarism.”60 He had thus pointedly emphasized religious themes, rather 
than characterize the confrontation as a clash between one-party and parliamen-
tary states. Indeed, he had earlier disdained the “slogan of a struggle between 
‘democracies’ and ‘dictatorships.’”61

 In conclusion, the promotion by key fi gures within the PSF—above all its 
leader—of the vision of France as a Christian civilization sheds light on its evolv-
ing discourse and objectives. This theme was never its sole focus; it coexisted with 
other emphases, including the invocation of the patriotic unity of the First World 
War, appeals to specifi c socioeconomic groups, and the idea that the PSF would 
defend “republican” liberties against the threat of Marxism. Nor did the PSF have 
a monopoly on the notion of defending Christian values. Though space precludes 
detailed comparisons, it should be noted that older formations like the Fédéra-
tion républicaine vigorously supported Catholic interests; moreover, even newer 
movements of the far Right with seemingly incongruous political roots made 
moves in this direction. Jacques Doriot, leader of the Parti populaire français, 
conspicuously broke with his Communist past, even undertaking a pilgrimage to 
Lourdes in 1939.62 That said, La Rocque’s and other PSF notables’ commitment 
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to the Christian ideal—as they defi ned it—and the implications of that commit-
ment were clear enough. They demanded the fi delity of religious minorities and 
non-believers to France’s Christian heritage in ways that hindered even cautious 
colonial reform and sanctioned xenophobic attitudes. They cast their opposition 
to Nazism and Communism as inspired by Christian rather than democratic val-
ues, and expressed their admiration for Catholic-inspired authoritarian regimes. 
All of this suggests that while the party might have been playing by the formal 
rules of the democratic game between 1936 and 1939, it had not yet embraced 
the spirit of democracy.
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chapter 11

WERE FRENCH ELITES 
ALLERGIC TO FASCISM?

A Study of the Reception of the 1930s Dictatorships 
in Three French Periodicals

Laurent Kestel

Translated by Samuel Kalman

R

One of the central problems tackled in French political histories of the interwar 
era has traditionally been—and certainly remains—the question of whether or 
not France succumbed to “fascism.” Specialists acknowledge its existence; there 
is no need for any further discussion. Similarly, there is no need to stimulate de-
bate when, following the appearance of Zeev Sternhell’s Neither Right Nor Left, 
various French historians spoke of an “allergy” and an “impermeability of French 
culture” to fascism,1 in keeping with the classic thesis of René Rémond. Over the 
last thirty years, this has been continuously and staunchly contested by numerous 
works2 that have brought to light the rejection, indeed the aversion, of a num-
ber of right-wing political parties (whether termed authoritarian, nationalist, or 
radical) toward parliamentarism, democracy, or “electoralism”—to use the term 
employed by Croix de Feu leader Colonel de La Rocque in Service Public. To this 
list must be added, if this is even necessary, their espousal of a particularly explicit 
anti-Semitism.3

However, a mere analysis of the discourse of the parties of the radical Right, 
in the sense of the term used in this chapter, will not permit the formulation of a 
proper response to the immunity thesis expounded by the French school of politi-
cal historians. To focus on the ideology of such groups and intellectuals indirectly 
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validates the notion that other political and social groups were “authentic repub-
licans.” In other words, it fully supports the thesis that France proved “immune” 
to fascism, with the exception of various marginal fi gures. The application of this 
methodology toward the study of interwar French politics and society is deeply 
problematic, not least because the “outsiders”4 often appeared among the most 
fervent critics of the “system” that they wished to vanquish, yet such groups were 
usually more concerned with self-preservation than with the subversion of the es-
tablished order. Thus this line of inquiry does not constitute a heuristic advance 
of paramount importance, so to speak. There is relatively little to gain by evoking 
the anti-Semitism of the leaders of Action française, for example, with the excep-
tion of contesting the least tenable aspects of the immunity thesis, or once again 
insisting upon the fact that “non-conformist” groups called for the destruction 
of parliamentary democracy and the establishment of an authoritarian regime 
in order to reduce universal suffrage to a mere footnote. Or perhaps, once more, 
to demonstrate that their programs concerned anything but a simple attempt 
to regenerate political thought in France. It seems clear, then, that one cannot 
directly address the question of the impermeability of French political culture to 
fascism without taking into consideration the opinion of established social elites.

Before beginning such inquiries, it is necessary to construct the necessary ana-
lytical framework. We must fi rst abandon the premise that the historiography 
in France of French fascism must be carried out according to hitherto accepted 
methodology. It is not my intention to produce yet another defi nition of fascism 
in order to determine whether or not the individuals under consideration merit 
such labels. Without simply restating various methodological critiques previously 
expressed toward the classifi catory approach,5 it is clear that any resumption in 
extenso of the political ordering of historical actors inevitably transforms the his-
torian into a judge, dispensing “good” and “bad” labels (one group or individual 
is republican, another fascist, etc.). A more effective modus operandi operates 
according to an analysis of tendencies, a study of the reception of fascism in 
its generic sense—the regimes, parties, and individuals that can be classifi ed as 
fascist (Franco, Salazar’s Estado Nuovo, the NSDAP, etc.). In other words, the 
fascism considered here is less an analytical concept than a social word, subject 
to a wide variety of meanings and interpretations.

To the best of my knowledge, only two authors have examined the reception 
of Fascist Italy in interwar France. In his study of the French press, Pierre Milza 
arrived at the conclusion that “until September 1938, French views towards Mus-
solini’s Italy remained more or less unchanged: hostility from supporters of the 
Popular Front and démocratie chrétienne; a wait-and-see attitude and moderate 
stance among centrists and conservatives; sympathy and hope for Franco-Ital-
ian reconciliation from the extreme Right.”6 Bruno Goyet has revised this as-
sessment, demonstrating that numerous leaders of the conservative Right went 
beyond mere attentisme and moderation, and that, a contrario, in the case of the 
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Action française they were genuinely wary of the new fascism.7 This chapter 
will not focus specifi cally upon the French reception of the Italian Fascist re-
gime, however, but on the ambiguity of the term fascism itself. Nor does it engage 
in the construction of an all-encompassing response to the thesis of the French 
school of political history, whose problematic is badly construed, for it incorpo-
rates overly general and inaccessible concepts (“France,” “The French”). Rather, 
I seek to reformulate the terms of the debate while providing the broad outline 
of a resolution.

It would no doubt be erroneous to attempt to fi nd a comprehensive set of 
opinions concerning a group—the established elites—whose homogeneity was il-
lusory, and whose viewpoints mirrored the rationale inherent in each component 
of the various fi elds of power (economic, academic, cultural, political, etc.).8 For 
this reason, it is preferable to limit the scope of the present research effort, un-
dertaking an examination of three important journals from the interwar era: the 
Revue politique et parlementaire (RPP), Revue du droit public et de la science politique 
(RDP), and Sciences politiques (SP). All three accurately refl ect the worldview of 
the social milieu of publicists, lecturers at the l’Ecole libre des sciences politiques, 
and conservative political fi gures. Of the three, the RDP and SP are seemingly the 
most interesting, because they do not belong to the traditional domain of the his-
tory of (political) ideas. Their value lies in the fact that they tended to shy away 
from political discussion, instead adopting the form of exotopic discourse,9 social 
engineering, or even supposedly impartial descriptions of society. When used by 
historical actors, these modes of perception reveal less about the mindset of the 
author than about the workings of everyday life. The works of Norbert Elias are 
of particular importance here. Elias sought to explain the tensions provoked by 
the transformation of the noble and seigniorial warrior caste into an ecclesiastical 
aristocracy weakened by royal power, drawing upon d’Honoré d’Urfé’s L’Astrée, 
which had a signifi cant impact upon court society, rather than various satirical 
works denouncing royal omnipotence. He regarded the novel as much more than 
a simple literary work, “the testimony of human beings that reveals, in a given 
choice, the inclinations, experiences, and behavior that [pave] the way for a bet-
ter understanding of humanity.”10

This chapter takes into account articles that address, in one way or another 
(whether resulting from the study of social achievements, the analysis of laws, 
etc.), Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, Salazar’s Portugal, Spain, and, in order provide 
a useful point of comparison, French political, economic, and social conditions.11 
It may seem unsound to compare a periodical that offered a political reading of 
social affairs (the Revue politique et parlementaire) to two journals that provided a 
scientifi c analysis of political and social events. However, the selection is justi-
fi ed because the RPP enjoyed close links not only with the legal profession, but 
also the l’Ecole Libre des Sciences politiques and the world of politics, notably in 
terms of social recruitment, the circulation of elites, and simply the training of 
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political personnel and the civil service.12 Moreover, this chapter does not con-
sider ultra-conservative periodicals—La Revue des deux mondes, for example—as 
their editorial content was often quite close to that of L’Action française.13 Thus 
it does not pay excessive attention to the élites déclassées, or those threatened by 
a loss of social standing.

For those who wish to consult a biographical dictionary, it is easy to contex-
tualize the authors cited below and, consequently, to remove the persistent ques-
tion of their responsibility (political, moral, etc.). As it is not my intention to 
take this into consideration, I have studiously avoided any analysis of the social 
class of the author. Only very occasionally does the chapter evoke social rank, in 
order to focus exclusively on a grammatological analysis of the discourse under 
examination.14

When Scientifi c Neutrality Emphasized “Positive” Fascist Action

It is almost impossible to understand the meaning and impact of the following 
statements, while avoiding the temptation to pass judgment, without a brief re-
minder of certain facts concerning academics during the fi rst half of the twentieth 
century, and jurists in particular. Given the role entrusted to them by Republican 
governments, as arbitrators between the state and the people, in the fashion of 
saints who mediated between the faithful and the divine in Catholic dogma, 
university professors occupied a central position in the fi eld of power via their 
positions in the grandes écoles of the Parisian elite, administrative commissions, 
ad hoc assignments on the government’s behalf, etc. Among jurists, the posses-
sion of a monopoly on certifi cation in other legal professions, stable recruitment 
patterns, and criteria for professional advancement unchanged since the mid-
nineteenth century encouraged a certain esprit de corps.15 But this did imply ho-
mogeneity: squabbles between Parisian professors and those in the provinces led 
to the emergence among the latter of alternative theoretical systems that seri-
ously questioned the juridical models of the Republican state.16

Nonetheless, juridical positivism, the unifying paradigm of these approaches, 
operated according to a specifi c modality of perception concerning the “real.” De-
clared the sole source of law, the state was most often envisioned as disconnected 
from the social milieu or interest groups that formed it and made up its “reality.” 
As Georges Gurvitch notes, this legal practice led jurists to theorize “within the 
formalist space of the public sphere, with the legislative texts and the verdicts of 
the tribunaux offi ciels preventing any contact with daily life and society at large.”17 
This approach produced severe consequences during the fall of the Third Repub-
lic, particularly in the appearance of anti-Semitic legislation under Vichy.18 As 
Danièle Lochak has demonstrated, the commentary in Vichy’s anti-Semitic laws, 
written by professors of public law, contributed to the trivialization of this legisla-
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tion, “through the effects of euphemism and de-realization which enabled the 
conversion of anti-Semitic rationale into legal rationale. Perceived through the 
abstract veil of juridical concepts, for commentators and readers alike the anti-
Semitic measures lost any concrete meaning, their tragic impact obscured by the 
purely formal treatment of the problems that they caused.”19

In analyses of the Fascist and Nazi dictatorships, this manner of perceiving 
truth resulted in an omission of their ultimate aims and a restriction of scholarly 
interest to the methods and means used in both regimes. Hence this juridical 
positivism found an echo in the productivist arguments of economists. In a study 
of leisure policies under the Third Reich, one author writes: “Our intention is not 
to analyze the motives of German politics. We wish to limit ourselves to a study 
of the organization and mechanics of physical education, sport, and leisure; that 
will satisfy our curiosity.”20 This consisted, more generally, of a reading in terms 
of economic assessment: “More than nine hundred thousand hectares of unculti-
vated and unhealthy land will shortly be sown or planted, after heroic efforts of 
‘improvement.’ A new order and a new spirit today invigorate Italy.”21 As for the 
social assistance campaigns run in Germany, they appeared much more convinc-
ing in the eyes of the auditor of the council of state than “those individuals who 
failed to adopt the welfare mentality.”22

A number of editors from the Revue politique et parlementaire used the same 
methodology, combined with statements that were undeniably value judgments: 
“far too often, fascism is perceived solely as a proponent of order which has com-
mendably disciplined a previously anarchic country. Yet this is only one aspect of a 
fascist revolution that, while reinstituting the primacy of hierarchy, also radically 
transformed the political, social, and economic organization of the nation.”23 
What are the essential merits of Italian Fascism according to this author? “The 
suppression of strikes and, in a way, the severity with which they have quelled 
all acts of insubordination. … [The Fascists] have restored the leadership prin-
ciple, previously so enfeebled, in private life and matters of state alike.”24 The 
author further deplored “the frequent comparisons made between Fascism and 
Bolshevism, two movements that [are] so resolutely opposed to one another,” 
as Fascism had effectuated social “pacifi cation” and economic recovery, unlike 
Bolshevism.25

On the political spectrum, the Italian and German fascist parties (PNF and 
NSDAP) occupied a completely unique position. Yet what did this singularity 
entail, precisely: the activity of the SA or Blackshirts? The ideology propagated 
by their leadership? Or their stranglehold over the political machinery? None 
of them, claims the author in question. Their common uniqueness—and once 
again, their value—is to have overcome political divisions and partisan quarrels. 
Having emphasized that “everywhere electoral politics jeopardizes governmental 
stability, often in alarming fashion,” the author is impelled “to note that [the 
PNF] is not a political party; it is in fact the opposite of a political party. … The 
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PNF more than any other legal entity is an ethical body; it is not an expression 
of social class, but of a religious faith.”26 An analogous view appears in a remark 
by a professor of law from Strasbourg who, on the subject of the NSDAP, wrote 
about “the Hitlerian movement—which transcends the limits of a simple politi-
cal party.”27

To be sure, there was no shortage of warnings in the press, most notably the 
exceptionally lucid commentary by René Capitant concerning the Nuremberg 
racial laws.28 Another author forcefully emphasized the fact that “the fascists re-
pealed many of the guarantees contained in the old legal code that prevented 
errors and arbitrary decision-making.”29 Yet on the other hand, the Revue du droit 
public published the analysis of a German professor who, despite his best efforts, 
presented the NSDAP’s racial theories in a rather unattractive fashion: “far too 
often … National Socialist doctrine is considered exclusively on the basis of 
anti-Semitism. National Socialist theory has a far greater foundation. … Racist 
doctrine certainly confi rms racial inequality, but without actually proclaiming 
the superiority of any one race in particular.”30 Another author reminded his 
readers that racism was not a Nazi “invention,” but a French one, personifi ed by 
the Count Arthur de Gobineau, “one of the most profound and original think-
ers of his era” who “wanted to resolve the racial question that others had already 
advanced. His knowledge was remarkably extensive; he possessed a profound 
knowledge of such matters.”31

The crux of the issue can be found in the meaning that various authors as-
cribed to the concept of “neutrality” in the social sciences. The ambiguity born of 
a twin imperative, to produce studies shorn of political advocacy while examin-
ing “fascism” through the lens of models that emphasized evaluations and growth, 
often resulted in attempts to transform the concept of “neutrality” into “balanced 
and unbiased opinion,” thus reconciling confl icting views on a given subject. For 
example, one author wrote: “In spite of the uncompromising beliefs to the con-
trary supported by a tempestuous press campaign, Italian racism consists of a quite 
moderate fi nal solution to the Jewish question.” His argument concerned the 
conventional distinction between Jewish citizens and Jewish foreigners.32 This is 
a perfect example of the neutralization of political issues (or sentiments) through 
the “neutrality” of scientifi c discourse.

The demands of neutrality, which involves a distancing of the individual or 
group from contemporary political issues, no doubt facilitated the location of Na-
zism within the time-honored tradition of German nationalism: “Do you remem-
ber Imperial Germany? The facade of parliamentarism, sure. But on every street 
corner, there was a cop or soldier to quickly remind you that the German Consti-
tution was just a forgery.”33 Nazi anti-Semitism could be explained by a supposed 
German atavism: “Neither anti-Semitism nor racial theory was invented by Hit-
ler. Pan-Germanism has always been violently anti-Semitic.”34 An even more 
conclusive analysis of Hitler can be found in the following statement: “Let’s not 
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fool ourselves. This man is neither a condotierri nor a corrupt politician foisted on 
the German people by foreigners; he represents the life blood of today’s Germany 
and therein lies the tremendous, genuine danger that we must never take for 
granted.”35 Hence the “Germans” or Germany were less frequently criticized as a 
result of the peculiarity of their leadership or the ideology that they propagated, 
but rather due to the regression of the “German soul.”

Portugal and Spain: Between the Excellence of the Leader 
and the Hatred of the Masses

Of all the countries that experienced dictatorships, Fascist Italy and Nazi Ger-
many roused the greatest interest, the subjects of the vast majority of articles 
reviewed for this study. Contrary to what has been written by certain histori-
ans, Salazar’s Estado Novo sparked little enthusiasm: only one article was written 
about him in the three periodicals examined here. To be sure, the title pulled no 
punches, as it evoked nothing less than “the fi nancial and economic renaissance 
of Portugal.”36 The contents were a panegyric, with a laudatory portrait painted 
by a Portuguese academic depicting a man “without personal ambition … mo-
tivated solely by a sense of patriotic duty.”37 Such unfl inching praise forces one to 
ask whether the author is explicitly campaigning in favor of a French version of 
Salazar, in which case the article can be read less as a scientifi c article, and more 
as a declaration of constituency.

On the other hand, political developments in Spain stirred up far greater in-
terest. In this regard, the Spanish Civil War produced preconceptions in almost 
every article concerning that country. The recurring theme of these tragic events 
can be summarized as follows: the civil war was the fruit of the “Spanish soul,” 
which produced certain unique character traits, notably the absence of any un-
derstanding of the common good. The statements below are thus marred by an-
thropological pessimism, in addition to a rather sullen social racism toward the 
Spanish “masses.” One author notes,

the vast majority have never demonstrated anything but complete indifference to-
wards the res publica; whether this is due to their quasi-oriental passivity and lack 
of political education—or any education at all, for that matter—is hard to say. The 
persistence of ‘idiosyncratic’ tendencies, in spite of advances in communications 
technology, and the glorifi cation of self-suffi ciency and individualism (which can 
be found in the Hispano-American people and lead easily to backwardness) tend to 
prevent the Spanish from developing a suffi ciently practical sense of the concepts 
of the nation and state.38

The same author further states, “the Spaniard is above all a passionate man. His 
awakenings are brusque, even violent; the people move rapidly from one extreme 
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to another, but generally only for a brief time, after which they quickly relapse 
into their customary apathy. One must also take into account another Iberian 
characteristic, a messiah complex, that is to say the exaggerated hope that Spain 
will be forced to effectuate institutional change, whatever that may entail.”39

André Siegfried’s “racial geography”40 serves as a theoretical model for social 
behavior in another article: “If we fi nd certain representatives of the blond haired 
and blue eyed sort [in Spain], there are mostly brown-skinned Iberians of African 
origin. … This brown racial type, the most dolichocephalic in Europe … is a 
Spanish people unchanged since the Stone Age. It is they who form the provin-
cial caste among the population, altered only by a slight racial mixture.”41 The 
author further proclaims that “Spain is completely permeated with this African 
and Oriental character,” and that “hard and dry like the soil, the race bred pas-
sionate characteristics, rebelling against any sense of discipline. Don Quixote 
was the fi rst anarchist and it was his individualism that enabled this anarchy; 
he followed his own path.”42 In the fi nal analysis, this distinctive racial identity 
explained the absence of genuine civilization in Spain: “in the end, despite his 
unshakable faith, the Spaniard has remained a primitive. He has not become the 
slightest bit Christian, any more than he has become altogether European.”43 Fur-
thermore, “rational republicanism is insuffi cient for the average Spaniard, who is 
violent by nature, impatient, and incapable of initiating reform through reason 
and common sense.”44

Regarding the civil war itself, some writers attempted to unmask the hidden 
agenda of the Spanish Republicans: “As they endeavored to fi nd out if Soviet 
Russia would successfully impose its harsh dictatorship, or if an authoritarian 
regime, inspired by those in Italy and Germany, would come to dominate the Ibe-
rian Peninsula, the Left hoodwinked the public by claiming that we were witness-
ing a confl ict between fascism and liberal republicanism.” Between the absolutist 
dictatorship of the Soviets and the mere autocracy of Franco, the public did not 
have much choice. Moreover who, precisely, were the Republicans? “Veritable 
gangs, recruited among political and workers’ organizations, and also—since the 
prison doors had been opened—among the dregs of society.”45 Thus the articles 
did not discuss the relative “merits” of Franco, but rather painted an apocalyptic 
portrait of the Republican camp (a seething herd of savage and violent yokels, 
unfi t for civilization, etc.).

Another Constant: Le désordre français

Having completed a general overview of those European dictatorships that left 
an impression upon the French mindset in the 1930s, it would seem useful in 
concluding this chapter to examine the judgments passed on the French politi-
cal situation itself. It almost goes without saying that if it is certainly possible to 
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fi nd equally positive assessments of Republican institutions, their impact appears 
greatly diminished. In reality, these appraisals were not really that positive, for 
France was only ever understood in light of the disarray produced by its institu-
tions. Moreover, comparisons between the social policies of Italy and Germany 
and those of France never favored the latter. In describing German athletic pro-
grams, one author noted with dismay that “the French authorities appear to have 
become lethargic, no longer willing to support the crusade undertaken by the 
apostles of reform.”46

A government policy subjected to such commentary was often assessed in order 
to fi nd tangible solutions to the problem of French “disorder.” As has been shown, 
descriptions of “totalitarian” or “authoritarian” regimes enabled the sketching 
out (in broad outlines at least) of the outline of an ideal(ized) institutional or-
der, but also—and this constitutes the fi nal point in this study—the theoretical 
framework for examining economic questions or capital-labor relations.

French politics was consumed with the question of institutional reforms for 
the Third Republic, particularly following the events of 6 February 1934, and 
the formation of the Doumergue commission.47 The prevailing slogan of the day 
was “parliamentary government, there is the enemy!” which perfectly summa-
rized the collective opinion gleaned from the articles in all three periodicals. The 
mere mention of governmental crisis allowed authors to fi re both barrels at Léon 
Blum’s Popular Front ministry: “The government of Mr. Léon Blum has cheated. 
Chosen by a diverse array of voices through universal suffrage, in support of a 
vague program of republican defense, he [i.e., Léon Blum] consolidated his major-
ity only to very possibly hand it over to the rioters.”48 The author then launched 
into an analysis wholly consistent with elitist theoreticians of democracy: “It 
would be completely false to claim that the country has spoken with any real 
understanding of the Popular Front’s economic and fi scal platform.”49 The root of 
the problem, according to the author, lay in the fact that “the political formula 
of the Popular Front government is not a French idea. It was instead presented in 
minute detail by Dimitrov at the seventh Congress of the Communist Interna-
tional in 1935 with an eye towards coordinating the fi ght against fascism.”50 Basic 
rights and freedoms were no longer respected after the ascension of the Popular 
Front:

On the pretext of defending the Republic, the rights of Parliament, and the wishes 
of the electorate, since June 1936 we have lived under a regime chiefl y character-
ized by the fact that at every conceivable opportunity the government has taken 
the advice of extra-parliamentary groups with reckless abandon and without due 
parliamentary representation, and they hide behind these opinions.51

Thus the Popular Front ignored the fundamental principles of the Republic, 
proving that the nation’s institutions themselves facilitated corruption and 
divisiveness.
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Criticisms of the Popular Front also opened up the Pandora’s box of anti-com-
munism. As one author noted: “There are two main reasons for the need to take 
special measures against the representatives of a doctrine as dangerous as com-
munism. The fi rst is the complete dependence of all communist parties on the 
USSR, a foreign state. The second is the clearly revolutionary character of the 
actions of such parties.”52 The author lamented that nothing had been done on 
this account, despite the existence “in our legal code of the means to confront 
these revolutionary disturbances. Measures in the penal code concerning crimes 
and misdemeanors against national security, the statute concerning the leagues, 
certain measures within the 1881 law on freedom of the press, the law of 7 June 
1848 on public disturbances, and the law of 28 July 1894 regarding anarchist 
leaders will provide suffi cient ammunition for the government.”53 Worse still, 
bemoans the author, political authorities (i.e., the Chautemps government) and 
the judiciary have proven completely indifferent to the problem: “The absence 
of laws for the defense of France against communism is far too often accompa-
nied by the failings of the police, the prosecutors, and the courts.”54 Yet beyond 
this “basic” critique of the laxness of the authorities, the author denounced the 
absence of fairness among those in power: “Everyone always remembers when it is 
a question of pursuing that so-called criminal organization called the Cagoulards 
or treating a war hero [an allusion to General Duseigneur] like the worst type of 
criminal. Why have we forgotten that the Communist Party’s stated goal is the 
destruction of the current regime by violence and revolution?”55

When they were not providing a detailed denunciation of the supposed weak-
ness and bias of the executive branch, various authors subjected republican insti-
tutions themselves to public ridicule. This was certainly the point that elicited 
the greatest agreement, a commonly shared view even among the staunchest 
defenders of parliamentarism:

Three necessary measures are vital: the legislative branch must be sanitized, the 
authority stolen from the executive branch must be restored, and the judiciary 
must be protected in the most effi cient manner possible. To sanitize the legislative 
branch, the composition of parliament must be changed, altering its work methods 
and limiting its power. To strengthen the executive branch, the President must be 
given the right to dissolve the Chamber without the approval of the Senate, the 
number of ministers must be limited, and the majority among them must be chosen 
from outside parliament. Departments must be safeguarded against the introduction 
of parasites [sic] into their ranks and, on the other hand, managers protected against 
the improper demands of government offi cials, notably against strikes, which are 
incompatible with the concept of public service. To ensure the independence of the 
legal system, it would be best for the justices of the Supreme Courts (appeals court, 
Council of State, and Court of Auditors) … to elect a leader.56

Such proposals largely refl ected the widespread opinions of the time. The ab-
horrence of the parliamentary “game” was a regular topic for discussion in press, 
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political, and legal circles, particularly after the fall of the Daladier ministry in 
February 1934.57 At that time, there were very few conservative politicians or 
jurists who did not regularly engage in anti-parliamentary talk. This viewpoint 
was so commonly expressed that even those least likely to be accused of anti-
democratic tendencies employed it. Even René Capitant, while a professor at 
the Faculty of Law of the University of Strasbourg, described the Chamber as “a 
carnival sideshow where the deputies shred ministerial portraits.”58 Capitant’s ex-
pression was echoed by Jacques Bardoux, for whom the “country is condemned to 
suffer from a regime of cabinets without specialists or stability. And the Republic 
is in the process of dying.”59 André Tardieu set the tone in the political milieu, 
demanding the “restoration in France of a minimum of executive authority, a 
minimum of parliamentary freedom, a minimum of fi nancial order, a minimum 
of electoral etiquette, and a minimum of civic morality.”60 Tardieu campaigned 
for the abolition of Senatorial control over the droit de dissolution, strict parlia-
mentary spending limits, the use of consultative referenda, and the institution 
of a statut des fonctionnaires. It was this plan that inspired Gaston Doumergue’s 
program. Despite the fact that representatives quickly quashed it, jurists none-
theless warmly welcomed the proposals, to the point that some abandoned their 
traditional role of impartial criticism. Hence Joseph Bathélemy could write, “On 
the whole, the Constitution Doumergue tends to strengthen state authority. With 
all my heart and great enthusiasm, and without hesitation, I endorse this excel-
lent, fruitful idea.”61

The section of the projet Tardieu devoted to the civil service became the cen-
terpiece of various articles in favor of institutional reform, usually viewed through 
the prism of modernization: “We must shake off administrative apathy, alerting 
the public to the perils of purchasing the enthusiasm and effi ciency of our offi cials 
abroad with promotions and favoritism, along with those compatriots marshaled 
and guided by our diplomats in the common defense of our endangered country. 
… Must we borrow our motto from Germany, expressed in French terms: ‘France 
Awaken!’”62 Germany once again predominated. The oft proclaimed need for 
a strong executive in France was frequently tendered in the name of Franco-
German relations:

An accord with Germany? YES. It will be a great help. It will further be essential 
if France and Germany do not wish to vanish underneath the ruins of Europe. … 
But to fi nd the solution to the problems at hand, there must be talks with Germany. 
And we know today and have always known that Germany respects only force, and 
has made peace only with the strong. … They despise the weak. … Their mentality 
has always been thus. … So we must be strong and unifi ed, with national discipline, 
knowing how to sacrifi ce personal interest, whether in the case of political parties 
or churches.63

Calls for such harmony were even more pronounced as the nation’s English ally 
was viewed with great suspicion: “In the course of our history, hasn’t England 
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always been the most unceasing and unrelenting enemy of France? … Didn’t 
they start the Hundred Years’ War? Didn’t they burn Joan of Arc? Weren’t they 
Napoleon’s jailers? Haven’t we long called them ‘perfi dious Albion?’”64

A broad consensus thus emerged concerning the issue of institutional reform, 
and particularly its political component, centered upon the strengthening of ex-
ecutive power and the (at times, radical) weakening of parliamentary power. Nei-
ther were reformist wishes limited to the political realm alone, also incorporating 
the economic and social spheres. For many, corporatism seemed to provide the 
answer to those problems, even a miracle cure. The reorganization of worker-
ownership relations was a constant concern. If there existed a pressing need to 
revamp labor relations in the workplace, it was the result of “disorder” caused 
by unionized workers, guilty of having “betrayed” their cause: “the French syn-
dicalism that its creators envisioned exclusively as an act of justice towards the 
working class has, through the natural course of events, become a revolutionary 
movement and the cause of social warfare.”65 Corporatism, and particularly its 
Italian variant, became one of the solutions most frequently proposed to put a stop 
to the disorder: “The corporations prepared since 1926, constituted in December 
1934, and put in motion in 1935, have in eighteen months successfully regulated 
production and operated as skilled and capable vocational parliaments.”66

Conclusion

Given the rather unsympathetic portraits of French politics and society on one 
hand and the approving, if not laudatory, depictions of the German, Italian, and 
even Portuguese regimes on the other, it is quite impossible to speak of the im-
permeability of French political culture to “fascism.” Numerous works had shown 
that this was true of the syndicats de cadres that constantly referenced Italian 
Fascism,67 along with the economists and corporatist theorists who ceaselessly 
boasted of its “merits,”68 not to mention the ambiguity of certain leaders of the 
parliamentary Right or certain “non-conformist” groups. Yet beyond this obser-
vation, the validity of the results produced by an ideological analysis of political 
positions must be called into question. It would be absurd to claim that the econ-
omists, commentators, and any other intellectuals who, in the course of their 
research, expounded upon the relative merits of Italian Fascism (or any other 
type) were “fascist.” Such stances refl ect the perception schemes embedded in the 
specifi c logic of a given fi eld rather than purely political considerations. In the 
fi nal analysis, only the use of broad legal or political categorizations enabled the 
perception of fascist regimes in principally evaluative, yet sometimes laudatory 
terms. That they contributed to the development of a prevailing ideology, in the 
sense of a circular construction of “problems,” legitimate questions, and as many 
suitable “answers,” is undeniable.
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chapter 12

SALVATION, SATIRE, AND SOLIDARITY

Right-Wing Culture in Interwar France

Jessica Wardhaugh

R

The creative relationship between left-wing politics and culture has been justly 
emphasized in studies of interwar France. Many histories of the Popular Front 
describe the lively performances of the October group in the occupied factories of 
spring 1936, or the state-funded production of Romain Rolland’s Quatorze Juillet 
in celebration of political victory, with actors and audience joining triumphantly 
in La Marseillaise and L’Internationale.1 Studies of political engagement in fi lm 
have drawn attention to Jean Renoir’s collaboration with the French Commu-
nist Party for the creation of electoral propaganda, and to the documentaries of 
the socialist Marceau Pivert, testament to the transient exuberance of left-wing 
demonstrations of the period. The demonstration has also received close analysis 
as a form of political and cultural expression.2 But what of right-wing culture in 
the interwar years? Certainly, the Right was similarly endeavoring to appeal to 
and organize the masses, not only in political formations but also in sporting as-
sociations, theatrical and cinematic societies, musical groups, and holiday camps. 
This was particularly true of some of the newer movements and parties of the 
extreme Right.3 Right-wing fi lms, plays, social and cultural associations have not, 
however, received the same attention as their left-wing counterparts. It is unusual 
to fi nd reference to the plays produced by the Francistes or by Action française 
(AF),4 the cultural associations of the Parti populaire français (PPF), or the the-
atrical and fi lm evenings of the Croix de Feu / Parti social français (CF/PSF), 
other than that preceding the notorious riot in Clichy in March 1937.5 Yet if the 
cultural ventures of the Right were less prominent than those of the Left—and 
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certainly than those of a left-wing government—they were nonetheless impor-
tant to the political aspirations and experience of these formations. How, then, 
did these groups and parties conceive of the political role of culture, whether the 
latter was conceived as artistic representation or as forms of association? Is it pos-
sible to detect the infl uence of the Italian or German Right on the cultural theo-
ries and practices of their French counterparts? And what was the signifi cance of 
this expanding role of culture in mass politics?

This chapter offers a preliminary examination of the meanings and role of cul-
ture for some of the more radical right-wing movements and parties of interwar 
France. It seeks fi rst to situate the French Right in its European context, and to 
consider French responses to the political uses of culture in Italy and Germany 
for the dissemination of ideology and the forceful creation of communities on 
national or local levels (the response of the French Right to left-wing cultural 
initiatives in France I have considered more fully elsewhere).6 It then focuses 
on two case studies—Action française (AF) and the Croix de Feu / Parti social 
français (CF/PSF)—in order to suggest the importance of cultural theories and 
practices in interwar French politics.7

Art and Power in Interwar Europe

The interwar years were characterized by an extraordinarily intense relationship 
between culture and politics on a European level. New regimes established in the 
wake of radical upheaval or revolution required in turn new sources and repre-
sentations of legitimacy, and culture offered the potential for the refi nement of 
ideology, the dissemination of propaganda, and the development of a sense of be-
longing (reinforced, of course, by strict policies of exclusion).8 It was important, 
therefore, not only to continue state patronage of the arts, but also to establish 
control over all forms of expression reaching a wide audience, particularly the 
cinema. In Russia, state control over the cinema was established through the cre-
ation of Goskino in 1922; in Italy, Mussolini’s particular interest in cinema and 
especially newsreel gave powerful impetus to the productions of Cinecittà, while 
the simultaneous development of the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro strengthened 
state control over a wide range of leisure activities, from bocce groups to mass 
theater.9 In Germany, the Nazi seizure of power was closely followed by the es-
tablishment of the Reich Ministry of Popular Enlightenment and Propaganda 
under Joseph Goebbels. By 1934, new fi lm legislation had already extended the 
role of the censor and laid the foundations for the Nazifi cation of the fi lm in-
dustry. Meanwhile, party-approved fi lms documented and idealized their mass 
meetings, most notoriously in the case of Leni Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will.10 
Riefenstahl’s fi lm epitomized the theatricality of a form of politics that aimed to 
impress and enthrall its supporters through a heady mix of rites, symbols, and 
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mass fervor.11 This was a combination also favored in Nazi theater, which drew 
inspiration from the völkisch, the expressionist, and the neoclassical to achieve 
its ends.12

This “fascination of fascism,” as it is sometimes termed,13 has captured the imag-
ination of a number of historians in the last twenty years.14 Two themes, closely 
if paradoxically linked, dominate their studies and can also be usefully applied to 
the French context: fi rstly, the aestheticization of politics through culture; and 
secondly, the use of culture to draw politics more closely into everyday life. On 
the one hand, artistic representation (fi lms, plays, even paintings or architecture) 
could develop a political vision—the image of a utopian society, or the denuncia-
tion of its enemies—while at the same time aestheticizing the political experi-
ence by endowing the sense of belonging with a mystic or mythic dimension.15 
Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will, for example, uses the Nuremberg rallies of 1934 
to glorify the powerful relationship between the providential leader and his dis-
ciplined followers, including not only documentary footage of the mass meetings 
but also a heroic musical accompaniment and a series of symbolic images, notably 
that of the mountain.16 Even in more consciously escapist fi lms, political mes-
sages were not necessarily far beneath the surface.17 Among Italian Fascist fi lms, 
The Old Guard (1935) explicitly glorifi ed the moment of conversion to fascism by 
representing a group of peasants joining in the march on Rome, whereas Scipio the 
African (1937) offered a more oblique—though no less forceful—legitimization 
of the regime’s political aspirations through its depiction of the Roman Empire. 
On the other hand, the contexts in which such cultural productions were expe-
rienced by the wider population represented a political conquest of banal and 
everyday activities, potentially normalizing the regime through its infi ltration of 
the comfortably familiar. As Victoria de Grazia argued in The Culture of Consent 
(1981), Fascist occupation of daily life through the control of sporting, theatri-
cal, cinematic, and other leisure associations offered a means of anchoring the 
regime in the experience of its citizens, whether or not they were ideologically 
disposed to be its supporters. While this did not necessarily represent a complete 
success for Mussolini’s conception of “everything in the state, nothing outside of 
the state,” and although Italy remained characterized by a greater pluralism than 
Germany in cultural terms, the political organization of artistic and associative 
life, from football groups to peripatetic theater, certainly increased state presence 
in the social and cultural lives of its citizens: men, women, and children alike.

Culture and the Right in France

The differences between the French Right and its Italian and German counter-
parts were, of course, considerable. First and foremost, the more radical right-

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



salvation,  satire,  and solidarity • 213

wing groups and parties under consideration here were not in power during the 
interwar years: groups such as AF, the Francistes, the CF/PSF, and the PPF simply 
did not have at their disposal the material or fi nancial means available to rul-
ing parties in Italy or Germany, or to the left-wing Popular Front governments 
in France. But this did not deprive them of a cultural vision or production, al-
beit on a narrower scale. The cultural and intellectual infl uence exercised by 
the Right in this period has already been widely acknowledged,18 and is clearly 
evident in studies of such certain right-wing theater and fi lm critics as Lucien 
Rebatet, Robert Brasillach, and Maurice Bardèche.19 In the case of Brasillach and 
Bardèche, nationalistic preoccupations infl uenced both the form and content of 
their analysis: fi lms were classifi ed according to national origin, and particular 
attention was paid to the collective experience of the crowd at the cinema, not 
least when this audience was presented with the visual and aural impression of 
leadership through newsreels and documentary fi lms. Brasillach was careful to 
underscore the potential of the newsreel, and regretted that censorship so often 
suppressed images of leadership in favor of showing “anodyne boxing or tennis 
matches, bicycle races in France or Italy, viticulture in California, harvest-time 
in Denmark, regional festivals the whole world over, beauty contests on every 
beach, dog shows on every pavement, and truth nowhere at all.”20

The strongly politicized refl ections on culture offered by Brasillach and Bardè-
che are well known; other right-wing commentators have received less attention 
but held similar concerns. Newspapers of political groups or parties—the CF’s Le 
Flambeau, for example, or the PPF’s L’Émancipation nationale—employed their 
own regular theater and fi lm critics: Lucien Romans wrote for the PPF on the-
ater and fi lm, while Gabriel Boissy described in Le Flambeau his utopian visions 
for the mass theater of the future: “vast amphitheaters, as welcoming as luxuri-
ous cinemas,” where citizens would gather to be inspired by heroic and patriotic 
spectacles.21

On a more prosaic level, the cultural production of right-wing groups and 
parties was also making progress.22 The Francistes, who quite probably received 
subsidies from Fascist Italy, also showed Italian fi lms to their members: 700 gath-
ered to watch The Old Guard in the Parisian Salle Pleyel in July 1935.23 They pro-
duced their own plays on related themes, concluding a holiday camp in summer 
1935 with a gymnastic display and a drama in which a young revolutionary and 
internationalist was converted to fascism.24 The PPF created Cercles populaires 
français where workers and writers could meet (an explicit imitation of the PCF’s 
Maisons de Culture); Action française continued to develop its satirical theater; 
and the CF and PSF produced documentary fi lms of their activities, organized 
plays and festivals for their children’s summer camps, and planned grandiose mass 
spectacles to celebrate their expanding infl uence. These last two initiatives are 
explored in more detail below.
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The “New Laugh” of Action française

In order to appreciate the signifi cance of Action française’s interwar theater, we 
need to return to its creation in 1907. It was in the October of that year that 
Maurice Pujo, better known as leader of the movement’s young street fi ghters 
or Camelots du Roi, fi rst proposed the establishment of a theater that would 
complement the work of the existing Ligue, Institut, and Revue d’Action fran-
çaise, attracting an attentive public for the diverse purposes of pleasure, study, 
and political activism.25 Pujo intended to establish fi rm foundations for counter-
revolutionary culture, which would in turn act as “a powerful factor in the work 
of French Restoration.” As he underlined, “the program of Action française is 
not solely political and social. It also encompasses the restoration of French or-
der in the moral and aesthetic domains.” The theater of AF was thus to counter 
romanticism in literature and republicanism in politics,26 with the same force 
that the Camelots employed against their republican opponents in the streets of 
Paris. Pujo also made clear that this would not be an ordinary theater with regu-
lar performances in a fi xed location, but a fl exible enterprise offering a limited 
number of private performances each season. The private character he envisaged 
would, moreover, permit greater freedom in the eventual selection and treatment 
of topical subject matter. Pujo hoped for an outpouring of counter-revolutionary 
drama in the neoclassical style, fi nding its inspiration in Aristophanes but equally 
in Molière and Racine. While he denigrated contemporary naturalist plays for 
neglecting the distinction between the dramatic and didactic, he anticipated 
comedies and tragedies that would move away from propaganda to the depiction 
of timeless human emotions and foibles. Indeed, he hoped the new drama would 
favor a rebirth of a “freer, more audacious” comedy, pitiless in its dissection of 
contemporary behavior, social types, and notorious personalities. “We will at-
tempt to recreate for our French democracy,” he explained, “the ancient comedy 
with which Aristophanes, at the close of the fi fth century BC, castigated Athe-
nian democracy. We will bring to the stage a satire that is direct, biting (going 
as far as naming its objects, and even further!), insolent and comical in its treat-
ment of contemporary men and ideas.”27

In essence, therefore, Maurice Pujo intended this counter-revolutionary and 
neoclassical drama to provoke a “new laugh” at republican failings, while also 
offering to AF supporters further opportunities for entertainment and convivi-
ality. Boosted by Pujo’s own enthusiasm and by the collaboration of his fellow 
Camelots, the theater of Action française soon became an established feature of 
the movement’s cultural life, even if it failed to achieve his initial, rather grandiose 
expectations. He himself composed its fi rst play, a comic homage to Aristophanes 
appropriately entitled Les Nuées (The Clouds). If the plot owed much to its classi-
cal counterpart, the characters were nonetheless contemporary (though this, too, 
was faithful to the spirit of Aristophanes).28 Among them were a Jewish writer, 
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an opportunistic aristocrat rallied to the Republic, a self-made bourgeois busi-
nessman, and a left-wing intellectual whose complex and insubstantial theories 
formed the clouds of the play’s title. Performances of the play were held privately, 
but a number of critics nonetheless attended, relaying their experiences (and in 
some cases admiration) in such periodicals as Gil Blas, Comœdia, Le Figaro, and 
Le Gaulois. Pujo had intended to follow this success with a dramatic depiction of 
Joan of Arc, an extremely popular subject in plays of the time, but the call of the 
street and his motto of “politics fi rst” led him to abandon this particular project, 
and pursue his counter-revolutionary ambitions by other means.29

Action française’s “new laugh” at the Republic continued to reverberate in 
the cultural activities of the movement, not only in the street politics of the 
Camelots du Roi but also in their theatrical sketches, and most particularly in 
the revues that often featured in their celebrations. The satirical style of such 
revues changed little between the prewar and interwar years. Some of the targets 
also remained the same, including the once socialist premier (and many times 
government minister) Aristide Briand, served up as a mackerel at an AF banquet 
of 1909,30 and represented in the company of “Léonie” Blum in 1930.31

While cultural events offered opportunities for shared laughter at the expense 
of the Republic, they also fostered loyalty to France’s royal family and to the 
current Orleanist pretender. In April 1935, an Action française meeting at the 
Maison de la Mutualité in the fi fth arrondissement of Paris featured La Croisière 
de Campana, a documentary fi lm depicting the recent voyage of the Comte de 
Paris. In the fi lm, the pretender appears as a dynamic modern prince, an excellent 
swimmer and sportsman, with a keen interest in the life of his crew and a gener-
ous hospitality to visitors (supposedly of all classes) on board his ship. The same 
evening also included another documentary fi lm of royalist interest: Le Sentiment 
populaire en monarchie. This fi lm portrayed Hitler’s reception of a delegation of 
workers (which the Action française audience greeted derisively), the funeral of 
King Alexander of Yugoslavia, the coronation of Leopold III of Belgium, and the 
wedding of the Duke of Kent. As the title of the fi lm suggests, it was the people’s 
fervent acclamation of royal—and by implication natural—leaders that was the 
principal focus.32 Other fi lms on similar themes included Versailles, œuvre royale 
and La Maison de France (an overview of forty monarchs and 1000 years of French 
history).33

The “Counter-Society” of the Croix de Feu / Parti social français

The Croix de Feu movement and its successor, the Parti social français, certainly 
devoted less attention than Action française to the theoretical bases of a politi-
cized culture,34 but their projects were no less ambitious in scale. The grandest of 
them remained unrealized, but provide a fascinating and indeed surprising insight 
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into the party’s cultural ambitions in the late 1930s. Among the private papers 
of Colonel de La Rocque are a series of anonymous designs and draft budgets for 
mass spectacles, intended for performance in theaters, sports stadiums, and am-
phitheaters across France.35 Some of the later plans, particularly those of 1939, 
provide detailed insights into the content of the spectacles. One, for example, de-
picts the struggle of the “Croix de Feu spirit” in the years 1914–1939. While the 
fi rst act charts the emergence of wartime fraternity through sacrifi ce and victory, 
the second portrays the foundation of the Croix de Feu veterans’ movement, with 
its defense of Travail, Famille, Patrie explicitly contrasted with “class struggle,” 
“free unions,” and “the Internationale.” The third act then focuses on the dis-
solution of the CF and its rebirth as the PSF in 1936.36 There were also plans 
for a more abstract depiction of this struggle and victory, notably proposals for a 
festival of darkness and light intended for summer 1939. Here, the battle between 
the elements of earth, air, fi re, and water was to give way to light, harmony, and 
collaboration, the bright and colorful fi nale including tricolor illuminations and 
a 30-meter French fl ag.

Several of these projects envisage not only the participation of young musicians 
and dancers from local sections of the PSF but also—and this represented a large 
proportion of the proposed expenditure—the participation of the Paris-based Bal-
lets fantastiques Loie Fuller. Fuller (1862–1928) was an American dancer who had 
taken Paris by storm in 1892 with the premiere of her “Serpentine Dance” at the 
Folies-Bergère.37 An eccentric character in her own right (she knew the Curies 
and had a laboratory in her garden that she once succeeded in blowing up), she 
impressed audiences and critics alike with her innovative use of fl owing material 
and electric light, the latter still a rarity in the theater. Her most notorious spec-
tacle was probably the “Fire Dance” performed to Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries, 
with Fuller dancing on a glass platform while dramatically illuminated from be-
low with red light. No wonder that the symbolists of the 1890s rhapsodized about 
her intoxicating combination of light, color, and movement, or that she should 
prove so widely infl uential, even attracting praise from the Italian futurist Filippo 
Tommaso Marinetti, whose ideas on dance were ostensibly concerned more with 
the beauty of machines than with human creativity.38 Perhaps Marinetti’s inter-
est in Fuller provides some clue as to why a French right-wing movement with 
its origins in a veterans’ association should have considered the Loie Fuller ballet 
company for its political spectacles. Marinetti seems to have been moved less by 
Fuller’s dexterity than by the dazzling effects she achieved. Such innovative use 
of light, color, and stage mechanics must also have suited the aspirations of this 
new party of the 1930s, concerned both to further its membership and promi-
nence and also to encompass the cultural lives of its members through events and 
activities of mass appeal.

While these spectacular designs remained at the planning stages, smaller-scale 
plays did feature in the life of the CF and PSF.39 The movement and party pro-
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duced their own musical and dramatic evenings, even inviting professional actors 
and singers from the Comédie française and the Opéra,40 and the Croix de Feu 
were in 1936 offered a special discount to performances of H-Hour at the Théâtre 
de l’Humour in Paris.41 Plays were also performed at the Travail et loisirs holiday 
camps that were closely linked (though not explicitly affi liated) to the party.42 
Usually the plays were held at the concluding festival around the campfi re, and 
were not overtly political in nature, seeking rather to integrate the working-class 
children attending the camps into French literary culture, for example through 
the enactment of some of La Fontaine’s fables.43

The most coherent and extensive cultural production of the CF/PSF was, how-
ever, a series of silent documentary fi lms, twenty-four of which are now preserved 
in the collections of the Centre National de la Cinématographie at Bois d’Arcy.44 
The fi lms were produced by what was known as the “Groupe photo-ciné,” or 
Cinémalik,45 part of the propaganda section of the CF/PSF whose activities were 
praised by Charles Vallin, director of propaganda, at the National Congress of the 
PSF in Lyons in November 1937. Vallin explained that the fi lms could be hired 
by local sections for a small fee, and promised to make available “a certain num-
ber of fi lms representing several of our parades, our impressive participation in 
the festival of Joan of Arc in Paris, the charitable sale of the French royal family, 
and the children’s holiday camps.”46 The making of one of the fi lms is also briefl y 
documented in a police report of 1936, which records that a hundred Volontaires 
nationaux (the youth section of the Croix de Feu) assembled in Neuilly to sing 
La Marseillaise, shout “Vive la Rocque!” and also mime attendance at a speaker 
meeting for the benefi t of the attendant fi lm crew.47

The collection of fi lms that remains to us has a broadly documentary feel, 
recording regular events in the Croix de Feu/PSF calendar, such as the Armi-
stice or the commemoration of Joan of Arc, as well as aspects of the wider life of 
the movement: mass meetings, family outings, and so on. Despite the fact that 
these are silent fi lms, they rarely employ intertitles to explain or emphasize the 
action depicted, and only one includes fl ashback. The overall impression is that 
these have been produced with a CF/PSF audience in mind, and were designed 
to complement the depiction of regular and exceptional activities in photographs 
and articles of Le Flambeau or Le Petit journal, or in the recording of La Rocque’s 
speeches.48

Yet the documentary character of the fi lms, and their relative lack of techni-
cal sophistication, should not cause us to forget that they were produced by the 
propaganda section and were intended for more than entertainment. As police 
reports suggest, the meetings recorded in the fi lms were sometimes staged rather 
than spontaneous. And if they provide a fascinating and perhaps unwitting insight 
into the social constitution of the CF/PSF, the fi lms also offer a more conscious 
depiction of leadership, as well as satirical portraits of their adversaries, and an 
impression of solidarity in backstage political life that was key to both movement 
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and party. Unsurprisingly, many of the fi lms follow the photographic conventions 
of the time for the representation of a providential leader, who is customarily 
shown from below in attitudes of resolution. But there is also an evident concern 
to project a more informal image, to move away from La Rocque’s associations as 
leader of a veteran soldiers’ movement to his role as father fi gure in the self-styled 
“great reconciled family” of the PSF. Central in both cases is the relationship be-
tween the leader and his people, vital also to the Croix de Feu/PSF’s conception 
of political salvation. Les Croix de Feu se déplacent (1935–1936) and Une réunion 
du PSF (1937) are good examples of this. Although the fi lms present different 
phases in the development of the movement and party, they both combine the 
depiction of La Rocque as the inspired leader, speaking energetically from the 
platform to a calm, disciplined crowd below, with images of his passage through 
the crowd, greeting adults and children alike, laughing and at ease.49 His attire 
is formal, but non-military. Clearly he is intended to appear as a leader in direct 
contact with his people, far removed from the “house without windows” that was 
the Chamber of Deputies.50

The satire in these fi lms is less pronounced than in Action française’s theatri-
cal productions, but aims at some of the same targets. These fi lms concentrate on 
CF/PSF meetings rather than on moments of political opposition, whether in the 
streets or elsewhere, yet underlying rivalry is nonetheless evident. One of the ear-
liest fi lms depicts Croix de Feu members forcefully ejecting a troublemaker intent 
on sowing disorder among the crowd.51 In 1935, the coincidence of rival political 
commemorations on 19 May—that of the Commune at the Mur des Fédérés; that 
of Joan of Arc on the Rue de Rivoli—offered a pretext for representing the Croix 
de Feu’s enemies as partisans of revolution and civil unrest. The directors of La 
Fête de Jeanne d’Arc, 1935 thus included newspapers headlines such as “Long live 
Stalin, leader of international Revolution!” to contrast with images of their own 
disciplined crowds acclaiming La Rocque and singing La Marseillaise. In 1938, 
Des Croix de Feu au Parti social français continued this diatribe against the “for-
eignness” of the Left in its criticism of Léon Blum for his part in dissolving the 
Croix de Feu. First he is represented ironically as “a true Frenchman”52; later, we 
see a rifl e range at a PSF fair where the targets include not only Léon Blum, but 
also Communist Jacques Duclos, trade-union leader Léon Jouhaux, Mussolini, 
and Hitler.

Images of CF/PSF parades and family gatherings provide a valuable insight into 
the membership of movement and party. As in caricatures in Leftist newspapers 
such as Le Populaire, male participants in the CF parades appear well dressed and 
in their characteristic berets. But we also see families at the Vente de charité, young 
girls at a local PSF section in Montrouge, and women in regional costume as part 
of the procession in honor of Joan of Arc.53 As well as providing images of heroic 
or providential leadership, these fi lms thus offer—as they are surely intended to 
do—a glimpse of the banal, everyday, and familial activities of a movement and 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



salvation,  satire,  and solidarity • 219

party seeking legitimacy and acceptance, and to dispel the widespread association 
of La Rocque’s CF with militarism and extremism. As Jean-Paul Thomas has ar-
gued, the PSF encompassed “an extraordinary range of social activities: sporting 
societies, working-class centers, holiday camps, university centers,”54 so much so 
that its members could potentially spend most of their lives, at work or at leisure, 
surrounded by PSF companions in a sort of “counter-society.”55 For La Rocque, 
this ever-expanding network of supporters at various social levels was intended 
to reinforce the strength of the new party, justifying its claims to represent the 
masses and the “true French.” “The social movement of the Croix de Feu,” he 
insisted in March 1936, “must create … a network gathering all the true French 
together, for France will be strong only through the union of the French.”56 In his 
view, the social and cultural life of the party did not develop alongside its politi-
cal aspirations; it was in fact vital to their fulfi llment.

Conclusion

This desire to create “counter-societies”—political parties that would also en-
compass the social and cultural lives of their members—was a powerful charac-
teristic of the interwar years, and one clearly visible in France as elsewhere in 
Europe. In Germany and Italy, right-wing culture was intended to render political 
experience at once more aesthetic and more banal, more sublime and more ev-
eryday. In France, Left and Right alike (and in deliberate rivalry) similarly turned 
to culture as a means of advancing and consolidating their mobilization of the 
masses. Though French right-wing movements had more limited means at their 
disposal than right-wing governments in Germany or Italy, or than Popular Front 
governments in France, they too employed artistic representation and associative 
life both to develop aspects of their ideology (such as concepts of leadership) and 
also to build up the common life and the fi delity of their supporters. The produc-
tion of plays and fi lms in particular offered a means to develop images of political 
salvation, to satirize political enemies, and fi nally to promote an associative life 
which was, for these self-consciously anti-political movements, a desirable and 
even essential goal.
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chapter 13

BEYOND LEFT AND RIGHT

Rethinking Political Boundaries in 1930s France

William D. Irvine

R

When in 1983, the Israeli historian, Zeev Sternhell, published a book on French 
interwar fascism, entitled Ni droite, ni gauche, he provoked a major controversy. 
To some degree, the uproar was a response to his principles of inclusion and ex-
clusion. Bertrand de Jouvenel was not at all happy to fi nd himself included among 
the ranks of French fascists; others were troubled by a defi nition of fascism that 
excluded the huge but also incontestably right-wing Croix de Feu. But lurking 
behind much of the unhappiness with Sternhell, I suspect, was a widespread un-
easiness that any political formation in France could somehow be “neither right 
nor left.” This violated the cherished conceptions of French historians, weaned 
on François Goguel’s classic dichotomy of the forces of “movement” and those of 
the “established order”: in short, the political Left and the political Right.1 There 
had been, many seasoned historians of France believed, a Right and a Left and 
the twain simply could not meet. Pretending otherwise was perverse; it risked 
scrapping a conceptual framework that had long made it possible to grasp the 
bewildering political universe of Third Republic France.

To be sure, this framework was not always as clear to contemporary politi-
cal actors as it was to their subsequent historians. Granted, Radicals and Social-
ists were usually comfortable enough with the label Left. Witness the Bloc des 
Gauches or the Cartels des Gauches. Socialists did, of course, periodically wonder 
what, apart from anti-clericalism, qualifi ed Radicals as being a party of the Left, 
given their penchant, more often than not, for sitting in governments of the 
Right, or more accurately the center-Right. In light of how much separated them 

                 
                    

     

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



228 • william d.  irvine

from the Communists, not a few Socialists expressed reservations about includ-
ing the latter on the Left, at least as they understood it—anticipating, as it were, 
Guy Mollet’s later celebrated line to the effect that Communists were not left but 
east. Still they did believe that there was a Right, beginning at some (necessarily) 
ill-defi ned point to their right.

The problem was that those to their right did not see it that way. As a self-
identifying label, the word Right lost all political currency after about 1885. It 
was replaced briefl y and plausibly enough by conservative, which soon gave way, 
and rather less plausibly, to liberal. And by the early twentieth century, the pre-
ferred label for those on the right side of the political spectrum was left! The con-
servative Republicans who sat to the right of the Radicals baptized themselves 
“centre-gauche,” apparently undeterred by the fact that in any meaningful sense 
they were on the Center-Right. Their spiritual descendants in the interwar years 
sat in a parliamentary formation called the “républicains de gauche.” Right-wing 
Radicals in the interwar years, distressed by the promiscuous contacts of more 
mainstream Radicals with the Socialists, sat independently as the Gauche Radi-
cale. Indeed, just about any formation that could spot anyone to their right in-
sisted on being designated as left. Only the extreme Right, bereft of neighbors to 
their right, had to eschew any claim to be on the Left and had to settle for being 
“moderates.” In due course, paramilitary, extra-, and anti-parliamentary forma-
tions did emerge with a plausible claim to being to the right of the moderates but 
like the Croix de Feu they persisted in designating themselves as “neither right 
nor left.”

The French Revolutionary tradition was not much more useful in providing a 
political taxonomy, if only because it was invoked by almost everyone, with the 
notable exception of the Action française. In 1889, the Royalists attempted to 
spoil the centenary celebrations by pointedly wondering why the Republicans 
were so enthusiastically feasting off what had been a monarchist achievement, 
the creation of a constitutional monarchy, akin to the one the Royalists wanted 
to restore. The Radicals, they spitefully observed, might have the common de-
cency to wait four years, at which time they could celebrate their own historic 
contribution to French history: the Terror. The Jacobin label apparently fi t the 
Radicals and the Socialists but also, after 1935, the Communists, who in the 
words of historian Daniel Brower had become the “new Jacobins.”2 The pacifi st 
Radical Gaston Bergery comes across as a Jacobin in 1940; much like the arch 
reactionary (and momentarily pro-war) Philippe Henriot in 1939. The Croix 
de Feu peppered its periodicals with Jacobin imagery much like the Jeunesses 
patriotes, forever calling for a Committee of Public Safety to rescue France. The 
famous Jacobin dictum to the effect that when the government violates the rights 
of the people, insurrection is both the most sacred of rights and the most indis-
pensable of duties, was invoked with equal enthusiasm by both the Left and the 
Right.
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Undeterred by these label-mongering antics, most historians persist in be-
lieving that Left and Right are meaningful categories because by and large they 
described two mutually distinct camps subscribing to mutually incompatible 
principles. Those on the Right identifi ed, with various degrees of conviction and 
intensity, with some or all of the following: clericalism, nationalism, militarism, 
racism of one form or another, unabashed defense of the existing social order, 
and a suspicion of, or even intense hostility toward, parliamentary democracy. 
The political principles of the Left were in general the negation of those of the 
Right: anti-clericalism, internationalism and pacifi sm, anti-militarism, profound 
or even revolutionary changes to the social order, an unconditional defense of 
parliamentary democracy, and unqualifi ed hostility to racism in any form. These 
were, as scholars often admitted, sweeping generalities. Not all members of the 
Left or the Right embraced these positions with equal consistency or equal con-
viction. Nonetheless, these broad defi nitions of Left and Right appeared to have 
a general heuristic value. And they did so for the very good reason that at certain 
times in the history of the Third Republic these broad-stroke categorizations did 
seem to conform to observable reality.

This said, though, it was equally and uncomfortably the case that at any given 
moment in the seventy years of the Republic, the above-listed taxonomy could 
do some considerable violence to political reality. Nationalism is a place to start. 
For at least the fi rst two decades of the Third Republic, nationalism—or at least 
a super-heated patriotism seeking revanche against Germany—was rather more 
characteristic of the Radical Left than of anyone on the Right. The Right, be it 
the droite capitularde of the early 1870s, the irenic Opportunists of the 1880s, or 
the Royalists at any point in this period, were profoundly uneasy at the prospect 
of war. Mindful of the experience of 1870–1871 (not to mention that of 1792–
1793), they identifi ed war with revolution. They, or at least the more paranoid 
among them, were not beyond claiming that the only reason that the Radical 
Left sought revanche was to obtain the necessary preconditions for a new version 
of the Commune or indeed the Terror. Such fears dissipated by the later 1890s, 
not least because it became apparent that the current repository of revolutionary 
zeal, the Socialists, were increasingly dead set against war.

The obsession of the Right with the war-revolution nexus went into hiberna-
tion for a generation but did not die. It emerged in even more virulent form by the 
mid-1930s when the Right was confronted with a resurgent Left, some fraction 
of which appeared to call for war or, more accurately, a fi rm diplomatic posture 
with respect to Germany that threatened to lead to war. The clearest statement of 
this obsession came from the erstwhile Germano-phobic nationalist Louis Marin. 
At the height of the Munich crisis, he unblushingly declared that “an interna-
tional clan wished diabolically to unleash a world war, at any price and at every 
opportunity … the weight of the war would have been supported by the French 
they are attempting to Bolshevize. The unquestionable purpose of war was the 
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triumph of the brutal revolution of Moscow.”3 But Marin was in good—or more 
accurately unaccustomed—company. At more or less the same time, the prin-
cipled and impeccably left-wing pacifi st from the Ardèche Elie Reynier was also 
fulminating against those on the Left who were “ready to begin yet again … the 
crime of 1914” by virtue of being under the sway of “the Stalinist warmongers.”4 
Marin’s conversion to the cause of peace, like most of his colleagues on the Right, 
was of recent date, unlike his anti-communism, which was not. Reynier’s pacifi sm 
went back nearly a quarter century, unlike his anti-communism, which was about 
three years old. Pacifi sts of the Left and neo-pacifi sts of the Right differed in one 
critical respect. In the late 1930s, the bulk of the Right became pacifi st (although 
this was a label they deliberately eschewed) because they were and always had 
been anti-communist. A signifi cant element of the Left became anti-communist 
because they were and always had been pacifi st. For all that, in 1938, their posi-
tions effectively converged. By 1939, both Left and Right were returning to a 
neo-Jacobin diplomatic fi rmness, albeit for different reasons. For the Right, it was 
the collapse of the Popular Front and the concomitant disappearance of their fear 
of war-inspired revolution; for the Left, it was the German dismantling of Bohe-
mia and Moravia, disabusing most pacifi sts of the illusion that Hitler’s ambitions 
were limited to undoing the iniquitous Treaty of Versailles.

The issue of militarism poses comparable complexities. The Dreyfus affair 
casts a giant shadow over the whole subject. In its wake, it is hard not to envisage 
the French offi cer corps as a band of Jesuit trained Postards, monarchist by incli-
nation, anti-Semitic by temperament, openly contemptuous of civilian author-
ity, of parliamentary democracy and the elementary values of legal due process. 
Informed contemporaries usually knew better. A quarter century before, a war 
minister, General Louis André, thought it prudent to engage Freemasons in an 
(illegal) inquiry into the religious and political persuasion of the French offi cer 
corps, Léon Gambetta was making discreet inquiries on the same subject—much 
like his conservative predecessors in previous regimes, who did not assume that 
all army offi cers were archly reliable supporters of whatever political regime was 
currently in power. Not surprisingly, Gambetta discovered that many of the gen-
erals and colonels, having come of age under monarchies, were less than ardent 
supporters of the fl edgling Republican regime. Equally unsurprising was the dis-
covery that most of the up-and-coming ranks of colonels and captains did indeed 
favor the latter. After all, even the most obtuse middle-rank offi cer could grasp 
the elementary fact that open conformity with the current regime was a career-
enhancing move. The Republic was only halfway through its second decade when 
it had a general and minister of war who openly and ostentatiously catered to the 
demands of the more militant Left. In the last years of the Republic, by far and 
away the most popular general in the French Army was declared, by no less an au-
thority than Léon Blum, to be “the most republican general in France.” Granted, 
given that the generals in question were Georges Boulanger and Philippe Pétain, 
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the Republican imprimatur probably says more about their political savvy than 
about their basic values. Still, for every reactionary general like Louis Lyautey, 
Maxime Weygand, or “the booted monk” Edouard-Noel Castelnau one can cite 
impeccably Republican ones like Maurice Gamelin or Maurice Sarrail. And for 
every general who could be found frequenting the salons of the political Right, 
there were rather more pacing the antechambers of Radical politicians.5

Still, there was the matter of military justice of which the Dreyfus affair was 
but the most egregious example (and made no less egregious by the fact that 
most Radicals, from Léon Bourgeois to Fernand Buisson, were exceptionally slow 
to recognize the problem). The anti-militarist Left of the early twentieth cen-
tury would understandably believe, even after the post-Dreyfus reforms, to cite 
a later bon mot, that military justice is to justice roughly what military music is 
to music. But this was to simplify matters somewhat, since, as John Cerullo per-
ceptively reminds us, military justice, much like military music, operated in dif-
ferent contexts and was designed to achieve different things than their civilian 
counterparts.6 Equally worth asking is whether French military justice, disgraceful 
though it often was, was actually worse than French civilian justice. After all, the 
features of French military justice that preoccupy students of the Dreyfus affair and 
troubled contemporary anti-militarists—incompetent preliminary investigations, 
overt political pressure on judges and juries, offi cers of the court more concerned 
with career advancement than with justice—were also abundantly present in civil 
justice as well. As Benjamin Martin has noted, next to the “appallingly incompe-
tent” police investigations in civil criminal matters, the French army’s investiga-
tion of Captain Dreyfus, egregiously fl awed though it in fact was, “appears almost 
professional in comparison.”7 Moreover, the overt abuses of the civilian judicial 
system were hardly the exclusive province of the political Right. That a rogue and 
scoundrel like Serge Alexandre Stavisky was able to delay his richly deserved ap-
pointment with the justice system for so long owed everything to a succession of 
Radical deputies, senators and ministers—all but one, ironically, members of the 
impeccably (not to say piously) left-wing Ligue des droits de l’homme.

The gender question is a relative newcomer to the political history of the 
Third Republic. Given some idealized version of the Left and the Right, attitudes 
to women ought to have clearly distinguished the two camps. The reality was 
rather more complex. While no political party in the Third Republic remotely 
met the late-twentieth-century standards of sensitivity to women, it was, by and 
large, the parties of the Right, and not the Left, who supported women’s politi-
cal rights. The Socialists and, above all, the Radicals were at best equivocal on 
the matter, at times conceding the legitimacy of women’s suffrage in the abstract 
but forever fi nding practical reasons for postponing its implementation more or 
less indefi nitely. At the root of this reluctance was the clerical peril, or more 
accurately the seemingly ineradicable belief that women were to a far greater 
degree than men under the infl uence of the clergy and would therefore cast their 
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votes overwhelmingly for the political Right. The same (unexamined) assump-
tion helps to explain the active support for women’s suffrage by the parties and 
movements of the Right and even the extreme Right. Daniella Sarnoff makes it 
abundantly clear that the extreme Right thought that giving women the vote 
would somehow free France from “the rule of egotistical and corrupt politicians, 
freemasons and Jews.” And Geoff Read effectively demonstrates that being a suf-
fragist was entirely consistent with a masculinist view of the world and a very 
traditional and paternalist view of the position of women.8 But there was a lot of 
that going around, on the Left as much as on the Right. Witness the delegate to 
the 1923 congress of the Ligue des droits de l’homme, who unblushingly declared: 
“I am an old feminist and I believe that our role is to defend women and their role 
is to charm us.”9 Granted, it would be hard to imagine any politician of the Right, 
suffragist or not, authoring anything like Léon Blum’s 1907 Du mariage. Still, as 
Read has recently demonstrated, with respect to women’s place in society, not 
so terribly much separated the Right from the Left. Yes there were nuances, not 
always unimportant ones, but at the end of the day and most of the time, from 
Right to Left, this was very much the “Republic of Men.”10

As the gender question so clearly demonstrates, the clerical question was one 
of the few issues that reliably separated Right from Left in the Third Republic. 
The Left was unwaveringly anti-clerical. Certainly by any time after 1906, it was 
never clear what else besides anti-clericalism situated the Radicals on the Left. 
The Right was in general either clerical or, as it were, “anti-anti-clerical.” It en-
compassed politicians who ranged from those who sought to restore the role of 
religion in French society to those who simply thought the time had come to stop 
harassing an increasingly benign church establishment. By and large, the Roman 
Catholic Church supported the political Right, albeit with less intensity and de-
creasing conviction as the years went by as it became more and more obvious that 
close identifi cation with the Right was not an unalloyed asset. One of the great 
ironies in the relations between the Church and politics is that until 1905, the 
concordatory regime, so decried by the anti-clerical Left, gave the ruling Republi-
cans a wonderful weapon with which to temper the right-wing political infl uence 
of the clergy. As anyone who has been immersed in the archives of the Ministry 
of Cults will know, a vigilant (not to say vengeful) Republican administration 
could ensure that an incautious political observation by a village priest would 
yield a year’s suspension of salary. After the 1905 separation of Church and state, 
the Church wavered. Uneasy with liberal Catholics who sought, by way of the 
social gospel, to move the church in a politically progressive direction, it was 
equally unsettled by archly clerical defenders of the Church like Charles Maur-
ras, who was inconveniently an atheist (for which he was subsequently, albeit not 
permanently, excommunicated).

Moreover, political Catholicism and the classic political Right did not always 
see eye to eye. The Parti démocrate populaire that emerged after 1924 was, and 
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still is, classed as a party of the Right, but it always insisted that it was a party of 
the Center, equidistant, a point it made insistently, from the Socialist Léon Blum 
and the conservative Louis Marin. It did not much care for Blum’s anti-clerical-
ism or his threats to private property. But it was no more enamored of Marin’s ex-
treme nationalism. Indeed, the parliamentary representative of the PDP assured 
Blum when he presented his Popular Front government before the Chamber of 
Deputies in 1936 that “our votes will often be mixed with yours.” None of this 
pleased Marin’s Fédération républicaine. The “eternally revolutionary ferment of 
the gospels” that the PDP took such pride in citing, struck the Fédération as little 
more than “the blasphemous rapprochement between the gospels and Revolu-
tion,” which no less an authority than Pope Pius X had recently condemned. 
Correspondingly, the Fédération was fond of suggesting that PDP really stood 
for “Parti des poires” (in French slang, “the party of morons”). Worse, it would at 
times imitate the Action française and refer to the PDP as “les pédés” (a homo-
phobic reference which would have escaped no contemporaries).11

One theme that would appear to defi nitively separate the Right and the Left 
was racism, and more particularly anti-Semitism. Once again, the Dreyfus affair 
seems to have delineated the respective camps, leaving the Left as articulate op-
ponents of anti-Semitism and the Right all too often attracted to it. On closer 
examination, though, the issue becomes more complex. In the fi rst two decades 
of the Republic, the socialist Left was often explicitly hostile to Jews—or at least 
to the economic power allegedly wielded by Jews. Whether it be a youthful Jules 
Guesde, fulminating against le juif de Francfort, that is, Alphonse de Rothschild, 
or the repeated attacks on Jewish wealth in Benôit Malon’s Revue socialiste, anti-
Semitism seemed as congenial to the far Left as to the far Right. To be sure, 
ultramontane Catholics could at times match the anti-Jewish vituperations of 
the Left, but this very fact was a source of dismay for hard-nosed Orleanist lead-
ers. The secretary-general of the royalist party, Eugène Dufeuille, a Protestant, 
despaired of the “narrowly clerical” anti-Semitism of arch Catholics within the 
party’s ranks because it seemed to serve no useful purpose beyond driving French 
Jews, an increasingly infl uential community, into the ranks of the Republicans. 
He was properly indignant about Edouard Drumont’s La France juive, while also 
noting that the book was “perhaps not absolutely regrettable from our perspec-
tive” because it might alert French Jews to the perils of anti-Semitism under 
the republican regime. Implicit here was the possibility that French Jews might 
recognize that a restored monarchy, with rather tighter controls over what could 
get published, might better ensure their safety.

The royalist pretender, the Count of Paris, heavily dependent on Jewish fi -
nanciers and whose political tracts were frequently published by Calmann-Lévy, 
was also acutely alert to the fact that, for a party given to lamenting the religious 
persecution of Catholics, there was nothing very clever about embracing a move-
ment that persecuted a different religion. Moreover, as he repeatedly reminded 
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his more earnest militants, whatever the populist attraction of denouncing Jew-
ish wealth, it was inevitably the case that a war on Jewish capital would degener-
ate into “a war on capital in general.” It was only under his successor, the Duc 
d’Orléans, that royalists embraced anti-Semitism. He was apparently persuaded 
by his advisors that were he to focus on Jews as a race, rather than as a distinct 
religion or as an economic elite, he might avoid the spillover effect that so wor-
ried his father. By the time he got around to making his views on this clear, few 
Frenchmen were interested in the declarations of a frivolous and dissolute head 
of a moribund political movement. There was, however, one notable exception: 
Charles Maurras, who later claimed that this is what galvanized him into an ac-
tive political career.12

There can be no doubt that by the beginning of the twentieth century, the so-
cialist Left had largely abandoned its anti-Semitic baggage, alert, in the words of a 
German counterpart, August Bebel, that anti-Semitism was “the socialism of the 
imbecile.”13 And for much of the remaining life of the Republic, anti-Semitism 
was a far more prominent feature of the extreme Right, be it the Action fran-
çaise, or the vituperations of right-wing torchons like Je suis partout or Gringoire 
in the late 1930s. The more traditional Right was usually, but not always, rather 
more circumspect when it came to anti-Semitism. Xavier Vallat, the deputy from 
the Ardèche and, to the point, vice-president of the Fédération républicaine, did 
feel the need to remind the Chamber of Deputies in the summer of 1936 that 
for the fi rst time in its history, the great Gallo Roman nation of France would be 
governed by a Jew. But Vallat was not entirely typical of the Right, moderate or 
otherwise. It is of some signifi cance that the Croix de Feu went to great lengths 
to deny any anti-Semitism within its ranks and to stress its (in reality, marginal) 
association with French Jews. To be sure, this claim (taken seriously by some of 
the movement’s subsequent historians) has been nicely debunked by Samuel Kal-
man, who, with his gimlet eye for the sources, skillfully demonstrates the preva-
lence of anti-Semitism among the Croix de Feu’s rank and fi le (and not merely, 
as other scholars have assumed, those in Algeria.)14

This said, though, it is also the case that by the 1930s, anti-Semitic discourse 
was once again fi nding its voice on the Left, or at least on the pacifi st Left. When 
the aforementioned Elie Reynier denounced the politicians “linked … with the 
Stalinist warmongers,” he took some pains to identify Jews among them. His list 
included Victor Basch, Emile Kahn, Salomon Grumbach, Georges Gombault, 
Jacques Kaiser, Georges Mandel, Jean Zay, Léon Blum, Jules Moch, and Jean 
Zyromski. These were Jews, all left-wing stalwarts, with the exception of Mandel, 
and characterized as irresponsibly pushing France into war with Germany for no 
better reason than a preoccupation with their coreligionists on the other side of 
the Rhine. In Reynier’s mind, of course, his obsession with Jews was very differ-
ent from that of the fi n de siècle Right. The latter accused international Jewry of 
being in league with France’s hereditary enemy; he, by contrast, accused them of 
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wanting to go to war with Germany. A distinction, to be sure, but a fairly fi ne 
one. Granted, his anti-Semitism—or at least his anti-Jewish animus—was instru-
mental rather than visceral as might have been the case with Vallat. Among the 
“Jews” he targeted were Jean Zay and Jules Moch, both in fact Protestants and 
the latter a notoriously devout one. Reynier, a Protestant himself, was almost 
certainly not unaware of this fact. But an anti-Jewish discourse—cast as widely 
and as sloppily as possible—seemed worth it in defense of the peace. Granted, 
these were the private ruminations of a dedicated pacifi st, in most other contexts a 
dedicated civil libertarian. But they were entirely apiece with the public assertions 
of many of his ideological confreres in the late years of the Republic.

Jews were hardly the only targets of French racists. So too were France’s colo-
nized subjects. Here too, the French Right had no monopoly on racist diatribes 
and at times it was very diffi cult to tell the players without a program. A case 
in point would be the following two assertions about the native populations of 
French Algeria. The fi rst regretted that the “education given to the natives will 
soon permit them to struggle on an equal basis and in advantageous conditions 
against us. If we are not careful the natives will rise in revolt and kick us out of 
here.” The second asserted that even the “educated Arab aspires to only one 
thing: to dominate because he is … fanatical, prideful and full of himself. … He 
is forever on the outlook for our weaknesses in order to exploit them.”15 The sub-
stantive message is the same in both cases. The fi rst emanated from a local leader 
of the Algerian Parti social français; the second represented the collective wisdom 
of a local section of the Ligue des droits de l’homme. The fi rst was public, made 
at a political rally; the second were private refl ections (which, understandably, 
the Ligue chose not to publish.) But the fi rst was also articulated in the Algerian 
context where racist diatribes were often the norm; the second refl ected the senti-
ments of notionally left-wing elements in the Parisian suburb of Antony.

Dianne Labrosse’s work on Gaston Bergery beautifully illustrates the artifi ci-
ality of the left–right dichotomy, especially with respect to the Vichy period.16 
The Bergery Declaration of 10 July 1940 was the closest thing the Vichy regime 
had to a foundational statement. And its author was hardly a man of the Right. 
He began his political career as the rising star in the Radical Party. He therefore 
knew better than did most about the legendary corruption and governmental in-
competence of the Radicals. This knowledge would inform his increasingly dys-
peptic attacks on the regime itself, attacks that did not differ so dramatically from 
those emanating from the Right. Signifi cantly, in the last years of the Republic 
he was opening the pages of his newspaper La Flèche to the virulent right-wing 
deputy from Paris, Georges Scapini. Bergery’s single greatest obsession was with 
the peace and the insuffi cient commitment of his erstwhile allies on the Left in 
preserving it. He too sprinkled his articles with malevolent refl ections on the 
pernicious infl uence of the Jews, diatribes that might not have been out of place 
in publications like Gringoire.17
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The Bergery declaration, signed by deputies from across the political spectrum 
(including one Xavier Vallat), was, among other things, a passionate argument 
for abandoning the increasingly irrelevant categories of right and left.18 Those on 
the Right who had decried the corruption of Radical governments in the early 
1930s and who had descended into the streets on 6 February 1934 to topple the 
Daladier government actually shared much in common with those on the Left 
who had welcomed the Popular Front government of Léon Blum in the summer 
of 1936. Both groups had hoped to see profound changes and both had been 
utterly disappointed. The former had had to settle for Gaston Doumergue’s ir-
resolute government of National Reconciliation, which had reconciled no one 
and changed precisely nothing. The latter obtained only a ministry dominated 
by the union bosses, more interested in catering to the dictates of Moscow than 
the aspirations of the working masses. No government, right or left, conducted a 
competent foreign policy, proved able to stay out of an utterly unnecessary war, 
or win that war when it began.

In proposing a “national revolution,” Bergery clearly hoped to paper over the 
artifi cial political divide that separated Frenchmen. But the “national” part was 
a bit tricky since, as Bergery was aware, that word had been for decades exclu-
sively part of the lexicon of the political Right. This, Bergery frankly admitted, 
had been an error on the part of the Left, which too often underestimated the 
importance of the phenomenon of the nation. As if to comfort former Leftists 
who might feel ill at ease with the newly discovered importance of the nation, he 
hastened to add that embracing the idea of the nation manifestly did not entail 
any attempt to “consolidate the plutocracy.” This concession with respect to the 
“plutocracy” was not calculated to discomfi t the political Right, for whom vague 
denunciations of some nebulous plutocracy had long been a cottage industry. As 
for the classic division between proponents of “authority” and defenders of “lib-
erty,” this too was an outmoded distinction. Both liberty and authority lost any 
real meaning as concepts if they degenerated, as they usually did, into anarchy or 
tyranny. The trick, and the task of the new government, was to fi nd “a synthesis 
of authority and liberty,” which apparently meant losing the form of the latter 
but somehow preserving its substance. The new regime would be both national 
and social and yet in no way a docile imitation of the German National Social-
ist regime. There were any number of variations of national socialism to choose 
from, the more so because, apart from Great Britain, no major nation was any 
longer clinging to old-fashioned capitalist liberal democracy. Everywhere else, 
“a national form of socialism” prevailed, be it in Germany and Italy, Spain and 
Portugal, the Soviet Union or, apparently, New Deal America.

On its merits, this was a manifesto that ought to have been more comforting 
for the erstwhile Right than the Left. But many on the Left did not, certainly ini-
tially, see Vichy as somehow the “revenge of the anti-Dreyfusards.” Pierre Laval 
was no clerical reactionary. His desire for loyal collaboration with the Germans, 
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something the Bergery manifesto also explicitly demanded, was entirely consis-
tent with the prewar demands of the pacifi st Left. Most on the Vichy Left were 
in fact outraged by Laval’s marginalization from power for a year and a half and 
sniped petulantly from the fl anks, lobbying for Laval’s return in the apparent 
belief that back in power he might implement the brave new world articulated by 
Bergery in 1940. Return Laval did, but France got no closer to what Bergery had 
envisioned. Left-wing collaborators continued to decry the pervasive clericalism 
of Vichy, although the old slogan, “clericalism there is the enemy,” was replaced 
by the more moderate formulation “neither clericalism nor anticlericalism.” Sotto 
voce, they noted that of Bergery’s key adjectives, “authoritarian,” “social,” and 
“national,” Vichy seemed to be delivering only on the fi rst, not at all on the sec-
ond and less and less on the third. They gamely extolled the progressive features 
of Nazi Germany, lauded economic collaboration as the key to (an increasingly 
distant) future European peace, and routinely excoriated French Jews whose bel-
licosity had brought France to her knees.

The Vichy experience inevitably raises the question of fascism, what it was, 
whether it really existed in France and if so, whether it was it on the Left or the 
Right. French fascists, or those some scholars deem to be so, emerge from all 
points of the political spectrum: the Left, extreme or otherwise, if one counts 
Doriot, Marcel Déat, or Charles Péguy; the Right, extreme or otherwise, if one 
counts Maurras, Pierre Taittinger, or La Rocque. Jacques Doriot’s Parti populaire 
français was perfectly eclectic. Only two of its principal leaders came from the 
classic Right (if the Croix de Feu counts as such); about half came out of the 
French Communist Party; the rest had cut their political teeth in either the 
Radical or the Socialist parties.19 Some fascists were quite literally all over the 
map: Georges Valois managed to go from anarchism to the Action française to 
the more or less authentic fascism of his ephemeral Faisceau, then back to the 
anti-Munichois Left, and fi nally into the wartime resistance. Fascist movements 
incontestably shared certain features with the classical political Left: a populist 
dynamism, skill at mass mobilization and a related radical rhetoric, at times fairly 
crackling with denunciations of the established order, be it political, social, or 
economic. Yet none of this deterred signifi cant elements of that very established 
order from demonstrating a degree of sympathy for, and at times, an overt com-
plicity with, fascist movements. However uncomfortable they might have been 
with the radical language of fascist movements, many conservatives believed 
(more or less correctly) that they would be useful and effective auxiliaries against 
their enemies on the political Left.

The defi nitional anarchy surrounding fascism—no one can quite agree which 
traits defi ne fascists and only fascists—poses problems for historians of France 
given that no movement of much consequence ever claimed to be fascist. For 
some—the proponents of the “immunity thesis” so skillfully analyzed by Sean 
Kennedy, for example—it follows that France was effectively free of fascism. For 
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others, notably Sternhell, fascists were all over the place and typically in hereto-
fore unexpected places.20 Almost every historian has to wrestle with the question 
of what to make of movements like Doriot’s Parti populaire français and, above 
all, La Rocque’s Croix de Feu and its successor, the Parti social français. Both 
were explicitly hostile to the Left, but neither reassembled the classic formations 
of the Right either. The issue matters most with the PSF, because it enjoyed for a 
year or two by far the largest membership of any political formation of the Third 
Republic. Some have argued, mischievously, that if, following Sternhell, being 
neither Right nor Left is a defi ning feature of fascism, then the CF/PSF, which 
always and strenuously made that claim, ought to qualify. Even Sternhell, once 
categorical in his exclusion of the CF/PSF from the fascist ranks, has made some 
modest concessions to this argument.21 To be sure, the debate about the CF/PSF is 
not really about whether they were left or right (their claim to have been neither 
notwithstanding), but about whether they were fascist or traditionally conserva-
tive. Their skill at mass mobilization and their (related) populist, pseudo-radical, 
and demagogic rhetoric persuade some scholars that they belong in the fascist 
camp. Others, still the majority, insist that the movement was either merely a 
particularly energetic formation of the traditional Right or, and less plausibly, a 
deeply Catholic and democratic movement dedicated to the spiritual renewal of 
France. Sean Kennedy, whose book on the subject22 is by far the most authorita-
tive yet, places the CF/PSF squarely in the ranks of the authoritarian nationalist 
Right, neither fascist in any meaningful sense of the word, nor a benign version 
of Gaullism avant la lettre.

It will be objected that none of the preceding gymnastics can quite conjure 
away the fact that there were (and are) two Frances—one seeking to preserve, or 
restore, the established social and economic order, the other seeking to reform, or 
overthrow it. In the broadest terms, this is probably true. The groups that called 
themselves the nationaux believed themselves to be in the former camp. But who 
was the true nationalist in September of 1938: the Communist who wanted to 
fi ght to save (among other things) French national honor or Kennedy’s authori-
tarian nationalists who by and large thought this was one fi ght France should 
stay out of? Who was more wedded to the preservation of the established order: 
Sarnoff’s fi gures who wanted women to vote, or the Radicals and Socialists who, 
for the most part, thought they ought not to? Questions about the frankly am-
biguous political signposts of Third Republic France admit no defi nitive answer. 
But they should certainly prompt further debate.
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