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Abstract: This paper is both a description and an analysis of some of the most
interesting cases of French intellectuals seduced by the communist project at
the end of the First World War. While the major objective of this paper was
to present the manner in which the communist ideology and the regimes inspired by this one afterwards were imagined and conceived by widely known
intellectuals at that time, its secondary objective was to bring into debate a
salient and, at the same time, somehow neglected issue in the academic literature – the intellectual attachment to the totalitarian ideas in Western Europe.
The First World War made it possible that the utopian philosophies meet the
political will of recreating a new social order and, also, it gave birth to a mass
intellectual movement that, for the first time in the European history, has
burst in the East side of the continent and influenced famous western intellectuals’ outlooks on culture, society and politics.
Among the French intellectuals fascinated by Communism at the end of the
First World War, we distinguished several types, any of them finding its sap in
different sources of attraction. The first profile belongs to the «nostalgic intellectual», who has a particular admiration for the great events from the historical past, especially for the French Revolution of 1789. Alphonse Aulard is one
French intellectual we considered as being attached to Communism due to
its nostalgy. The «idealists», most of them Slavophile, form the second group
of intellectuals. Pierre Pascal, as well as the other French Slavophiles, developed a sincere admiration, sometimes even naïve, for the old Russian society,
perceived as the cradle of the orhodox religion and of the traditional community life. Thirdly, it is the «nonconformist» intellectual’s portrait that draws
our attention. Both nonconformist and idealist intellectuals are conservative,
rejecting certain modern phenomena. Nevertheless, unlike the idealist, the
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nonconformist intellectual does not oppose modernity per se; he only wants
to recreate it as peaceful and tolerant. An outstanding nonconformist intellectual to be mentioned here is Romain Rolland. Finally, the fourth profile
identified in this paper is the «modernist» or the «surrealist» Michel Winock
wrote about. André Breton is one of the most renowned surrealist intellectuals
who were fascinated by Communism in France. The surrealist intellectuals defended the idea of a new régime de l’esprit, proposing new aesthetic categories
(the dream, the unconscious, the illogicality) and, thereby, getting closer to an
aesthetic definition of the revolution and of a modern political project.
Being based on a theoretical assertion resulting from François Furet’s writings,
according to whom intellectuals’ enthusiasm for Communism had a double
nature (ideological/ rational and aesthetic/ emotional), our analysis has taken
into consideration both objective and subjective variables, such as: the profession, the way of perceiving modernity, the attachment to the communist
cause, the political interests, the communist affiliation, etc.
Keywords: First World War, France, communism, intellectuals

Traumatic and bewildering, the Great War confiscated once and for all
the philosophical innocence that came along with the dominant intellectual
manifesto of the French and European Belle Époque1. At the same time, as a
consequence, it opened a new and troubling chapter in the history of intellectuals – a chapter which, at that time, was presumed to be a step forward
towards a moral and cultural renewal. Invested with the function of a social
metanoia, rather than with the responsibility to rebuild on familiar cultural
grounds (already proven auspicious before the devastating war), this new period of time, the ’20s and the ’30s, ended by producing a historically dislocating memory crisis. Instead of trying to maintain historical continuity with the
recent, glorious past, brutally interrupted in 1914, most intellectuals returned
to their old project, this time accompanied by some new readings and radical
interpretations of previous society. New subjects of reflection started to preoccupy those intellectuals who decided to involve themselves in recreating the
political world by putting forward a positivist vision of the future. In France,
the enthusiasm shown by intellectuals for Communism was due to a radicalization of opinions and attitudes – a process which was naturally engendered
by the war.

1

The years preceding the Great War, mystified and idealized, became known thereafter as
la Belle Époque. Jean-François SIRINELLI (sous la dir. de), La France contemporaine. De la Belle
Epoque à la Grande Guerre, 1893-1918. Le triomphe de la République (par Michel Leymarie),
Paris: Librairie Générale Française, Inédit, 1999, passim; Jean-Pierre RIOUX, Jean-François
SIRINELLI (sous la coord. de), Histoire culturelle de la France. Le temps des masses. Le vingtième
siècle, Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1998, p. 165.
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1. Communism in France. The historical context of
an emerging quasi-exogenous phenomenon
Pour comprendre la force des mythologies politiques qui ont empli le XXe
siècle, il faut revenir au moment de leur naissance, ou au moins de leur jeunesse.
C’est le seul moyen qui nous reste d’apercevoir un peu de l’éclat qu’elles ont eu.2
1.1. The impact of first world war on French intellectual life

In France, the trauma of the Great War produced successive waves of intellectual affiliation to utopian ideologies and, as a long-term effect, a veritable
mutation in the history of ideas. The Great War constituted (in an evident
manner) an inexhaustible source of dynamics without precedent in the life of
intellectuals, for at least two reasons. Firstly, we can see an intellectual alignment to ideologies which, although articulated a long time ago, were not
experienced until that moment, being considered locked for good between
the dead pages of the history of thought. Secondly, maybe for the first time in
European history, we find ourselves faced with a mass intellectual movement
bursting out on the east side of the continent and influencing the perspective
of famous intellectuals on culture, society and politics in France and other
neighbouring countries like Germany, Great Britain, etc.
The general climate after the First World War in France was marked by
despair and uncertainty. The war not only triggered a global crisis, destroying
the social, economic and political life of that country, but it also dismantled
the „moral armature of the nation”3. On the one hand, people lost their moral
benchmarks: the values in the spirit of which they were educated over so many
centuries (respect for the human life, individual liberties and rights, etc.) were
disputed this time. On the other hand, French people realized, after a period
of political complacency, that they are no longer “the masters of their destiny”4.
Although this situation persisted throughout the entire interwar period,
historians, due to some distinct important particularities of the ’20s and the
’30s, clearly differentiate between these two chapters in the history of France.
The two intervals of time are also treated separately in various works dedicated
to the history of French intellectuals.
Si l’on considère ces vingt années par rapport à la guerre comme phénomène
répétitif, elles présentent un contraste entre deux versants, qui correspondent
approximativement aux années 20 et aux années 30. La première phase est un
2
François FURET, Le Passé d’une illusion. Essai sur l’idée communiste au xxe siècle, Paris:
Calmann Lévy et Robert Laffont, 1995, p. 13.
3
Jean-Pierre RIOUX, Jean-François SIRINELLI, La France d’un siècle à l’autre 1914-2000,
Tome 1, Paris: Hachette Littératures, 1999, pp. 22-25.
4
Ibidem.
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après-guerre: la France efface, l’une après l’autre, les séquelles du conflit, relève
ses ruines, panse ses plaies; la vie reprend. […] D’année en année la guerre
s’éloigne, son souvenir s’estompe. Au contraire, à mesure qu’on avance dans
les années 30, l’horizon s’assombrit, le climat, intérieur comme international,
s’alourdit. Tout conspire à donner le sentiment de vivre un autre avant-guerre:
la crise qui a frappé l’économie mondiale atteint la France à son tour dans le
deuxième semestre de 1931; elle ébranle la société et affaiblit les institutions;
les divisions intérieures s’exaspèrent […]. Aussi n’est-il pas inexact de décrire
l’histoire de ces vingt années, sous le bénéfice des observations précédentes,
comme celle d’un après-guerre auquel a succédé un second avant-guerre?5

Whereas from an evolution-based perspective the two periods of cultural and intellectual history are separate6, leading political ideas and passions
bring them together. The Great War ruined the old ideological commitments
and convictions and called into question the old scales of values, determining French intellectuals, and society at large as well, to find the way toward a
renewal of thought. Soon after the restoration of peace, French intellectuals
clearly understood that the world had radically changed. The material and
spiritual decline, the moral and cultural decadence became so obvious that
they could not be ignored. In 1919, Paul Valéry had already written in La crise
de l’esprit, that “nous autres, civilisations, nous savons maintenant que nous
sommes mortelles”. The idea of decline was obsessively revisited afterwards:
by geographer Albert Demangeon, author of Le Déclin de l’Europe (1920), by
Oswald Spengler, who published Le déclin de l’Occident in 1922, etc.
Les romanciers anciens combattants comme Henri Barbusse, Roland Dorgèles,
Maurice Genevoix, Georges Duhamel répudiaient l’héroïsme et la gloire; leur
plume, recourant à un réalisme très cru, montrait les soldats couverts de vermine et de poux, assiégés par les rats, pataugeant dans la boue et le sang, écrasés par la souffrance et la mort.7

This general miserable feeling about the state of affairs at that time urged
many scientists, scholars, writers and artists to create the theoretical premises of a better new world. Their strong will to succeed made them oppose
violence, war and its heritage, idealist projects of the future. The triumph
against “bourgeois individualism” and “savage capitalism”, the new importance acquired by spiritual matters, the ideal of pacifism, the aspiration to
5

René RÉMOND (avec la collaboration de Jean-François SIRINELLI), Le siècle dernier de
1918 à 2002, Paris: Fayard, 2003, pp. 38-39.
6
An important criterion for this distinction is, for example, the intensity of collective engagement. Pascale GOETSCHEL, Emmanuelle LOYER, Histoire culturelle et intellectuelle de la
France au 20e siècle, Paris: Armand Colin, 2001, pp. 30-35.
7
Ralph SCHOR, Histoire de la société française au XXe siècle, Paris: Editions Belin, 2004,
p. 127.
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create an united Europe, to restore relations between France and Germany,
the planning of alternative ways of social and political organization, these
were recurrent themes in the discourse of French intellectuals at the beginning
of the interwar period8. Even if such issues continued to hold an important
place in the public debates of the ’30s, these following years, deepening the
quest (and, meanwhile, the struggle) for general social and political solutions,
brought to the attention of the masses more and more unorthodox and purely
experimental readings of the present and of the future.
1.2. “Les années folles” and the temptation of revolutionary political projects

It can be argued that the so-called Années Folles following the Great War
produced more eclectic than autonomous visions about politics. Considering
that French public personalities belonged to different artistic, cultural and scientific milieus on the one hand, and because of their unstable enthusiasm and
emotional attachment to newly developed doctrinal theses on the other hand,
we could partially explain the heterogeneous political manifestos circulating
at that time in France. Throughout the Années Folles, the country experienced
a veritable cultural and intellectual blooming; the dominant artistic currents
and philosophical reflections were, in fact, strongly correlated.
In the history books, the Années folles constitute a very prolific period for
intellectual production. The continuity with the prewar period was mainly provided by the generation of artists, scientists and academics who gave brightness to
the Belle Époque. Bergson, Picasso, Matisse, Maillol, Braque, Léger, for example,
were the most important names that have remained in the annals of literature,
philosophy and the fine arts. They had become famous before the Great War and
after it they were considered classics. Aside from the already well established personalities, the new ones did not take very long to appear: Gide, Claudel, Valéry,
etc. The distinctiveness of Années folles resides in several elements: the new artistic
expressions (abstraction with its two tendencies – lyric and geometric), the yet
unexplored sources of inspiration (the dream, the unconscious, the illusion, etc.).
During these years, exact sciences also made very significant progress – physics
(Jean Perrin, Louis de Broglie), chemistry (Frédéric and Irène Joliot-Curie). Literature flourished due to Mauriac, Morand, Duhamel, etc. Theatre and cinema
have also known an important advance due to Vigo, Buñuel, etc. The new styles
of music (American jazz), literature (automatic writing), painting (the exploration of new forms of reality) and architecture (Art déco, etc.) were all the result
of an artistic and intellectual “revolution” against rationalism, taboos, moral and
social constraints.9
8

Pascale GOETSCHEL, Emmanuelle LOYER, op. cit., pp. 30-35.
René RÉMOND (avec la collaboration de Jean-François SIRINELLI), op. cit., pp. 246250; Serge BERSTEIN, La France des années 30, Paris: Armand Colin, 2001, p. 20; Muriel
MONTERO, La France de 1914 à 1945, Paris: Armand Colin, 2001, passim.
9
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There are four main conceptual elements which particularized in an unexpected way the interwar discourse of French intellectuals: revolution, pacifism,
socialism and communism. However, these subjects were not entirely new in
France. As regarding socialism, for example, it had been tempting the French
intelligentsia and politicians long time before the Great War, starting with the
end of the 19th century, when the first working-class coalitions against the bourgeoisie came into being. In 1905, the first unified socialist party was founded
in France (SFIO or the Section Française de l’Internationale Ouvrière). Guided
throughout its entire prewar period by a truly charismatic figure, Jean Jaurès,
the SFIO tried to advance at least two vast main projects in order to restore the
French political scene: syndicalism and its integration into republican history.10
In France, the socialist project preceded communist writings and, as a matter of
fact, it incubated an important number of propositions that one can pinpoint in
the forthcoming communist platforms. Reinventing the philosophical foundations of the State, re-establishing the supposed initial justice and social harmony, these are just two of the revolutionary and, paradoxically, in synchronicity,
pacifistic objectives envisaged by both French movements, socialist and communist, during the Années Folles. To the crystallization of these objectives had
contributed in an obvious manner the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917 and the
political dynamics that Russia came to know afterwards.
The Bolshevik Revolution played a colossal role in the affirmation of the
dominant leftist philosophies in France. Many famous French intellectuals
considered the Revolution from Russia as a desirable political process, and
Lenin as a messianic figure. After the October Revolution, Russia and, afterward the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics became “objects of exacerbated
passions” for many of those experts, writers, journalists and other widely
known French intellectuals who visited these territories. The numerous voyages between France and Russia (or USSR) gave a lot of them (Pierre Pascal,
Albert Londres, Bernard Voyenne, René Marchand, Louise Weiss, Édouard
Herriot, Georges Duhamel, Luc Durtain) the pretext to idealize Russian Orthodox society and, later on, the Russian Communist regime.11
Already in the first years after the Great War, an important number of
ideas, words and expressions from Russian public discourse penetrated leftwing oriented publications from France. In March 1918, Romain Rolland
wrote “Pour l’internationale de l’esprit”. One year later, Henri Barbusse12, Paul
10
Michel WINOCK, La France politique. XIXe-XXe siècle, Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1999,
pp. 311-317.
11
Very few French intellectuals traveling frequently to the USSR wrote hostile testimonies.
One of them is Henri Béraud, for whom this country represented a “terre d’oppression et de
misère”. François HOURMANT, Au pays de l’avenir radieux. Voyages des intellectuels français en
URSS, à Cuba et en Chine populaire, Paris: Aubier, Collection historique, 2000, p. 22.
12
Barbusse held a major role in the formation of revolutionary consciousness of the masses
in France. Founder of several publications (Clarté, Humanité, Monde), he was familiar with the
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Vaillant-Couturier and Raymond Lefebvre founded a movement named Internationale de la pensée. Both projects were designed to rally all the intellectuals
against the war. In June 1919, Rolland was launching a call through L’Humanité
to the “travailleurs de l’Esprit” who had put their knowledge and their creativity
in the service of the government to redirect all their efforts toward the people:
[…] ils se doivent désormais de retrouver le chemin de l’engagement dreyfusard et d’éviter toute compromission pour défendre, le plus justement possible, le peuple: signe d’un état d’esprit généreux visant à renverser la vapeur
d’un monde intellectuel largement dominé par les haines nationalistes.13

While the first decade (Années Folles)14 following the Great War marked a
rather exploratory phase of the French intellectuals’ affiliation with the Russian communist dogma, the second one, grim and economically depressed,
marked the radicalization of their engagement15. “«L’esprit des années trente»
est donc fils des désillusions des années vingt et, sous leur clinquant, les «Années folles» sont, pour cette génération, l’apprentissage d’une certaine révolte.
Et l’heure est pour eux à l’engagement”.16 Widely known intellectuals had
progressively strengthened their communist views, generally after a certain
rapprochement with Russian political events and personalities. Nevertheless,
the political acculturation was still incomplete. Particularly analytical and
judgmental, French intellectuals rarely adopted the Russian political vision
without amendments. Marcel Déat, for instance, a well-known socialist politician at that time, never utterly accepted the idea of abolishing private property over the means of production. Moreover, he advanced – in disagreement
with Bolshevik society as it was imagined by the Russian revolutionaries – the
project of a socialist society founded on extended popular support, provided
by both the working class and by the middle-classes.
2. Origins and forms of the enthusiasm of french intellectuals
for communism in the interwar period
The prime origin of the enthusiasm for Communism that French intellectuals had after the Great War is to be found in the last three centuries. Two
socialist doctrine before the end of the Great War, and this shown by his earliest writings. In
1916, for example, he wrote in the last chapter of Feu that “la liberté et la fraternité sont des
mots; tandis que l’égalité est une chose […] l’égalité, c’est la grande formule des hommes”. Pascal ORY, Jean-François SIRINELLI, Les intellectuels en France. De l’Affaire Dreyfus à nos jours,
Paris: Armand Colin, 1992.
13
Pascale GOETSCHEL, Emmanuelle LOYER, op. cit., pp. 32-33.
14
Ralph SCHOR, op. cit., pp. 204-206.
15
Ibidem, pp. 207-210.
16
Pascal ORY, Jean-François SIRINELLI, op. cit., pp. 90-91.
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important phenomena occurred and gained amplitude during this period:
“the birth of modern science” and “the crisis of religion”; both were considered
by Alain Besançon as being capable of explaining the emergence of ideology. In
France, the triumph of science, the influence of modern positivism since 1630,
the catholic reform, the controversies around religious intellectual life embodied
in this reform17, the crisis of faith itself, and the general spiritual entropy preceded the modern reflections on ideology of intellectuals. Accordingly to Besançon,
the French ideological left was born for the first time in 1685, when the processes
mentioned above were just beginning. The 18th century is a veritable catalyst for
the ideologies of the left. And, in this sense, the French Revolution of 1789 – giving political power to clubs, permitting the manipulation of minorities, etc. – is
revealing.18 Probably the most important factor persuading a large number of
intellectuals to adhere to Communism was their hate for the bourgeoisie, which
dramatically increased in the course of the 20th century.19
The attachment that intellectuals felt for totalitarian ideas in Western Europe represents a salient issue for the history of intellectuals and equally so for
the analysis of communist ideology and of the fascination it exerted on scientists, scholars, writers, artists, etc. In France, a significant number of researchers20 tried to explain the historical context within which communism, as a
quasi-exogenous phenomenon, infiltrated itself into the interwar intellectual
milieu of the country. Beyond the general historical context, we consider that
it would be particularly important to, if not punctually identify the structural
and circumstantial factors nourishing the French intellectuals’ enthusiasm for
Communism in the interwar period, at least differentiate between the most
relevant categories of such factors.
Being based on a theoretical assertion resulting from François Furet’s writings, according to whom the enthusiasm harbored by intellectuals for Communism had a double nature (ideological/ rational and aesthetic/ emotional),
our analysis is trying to take into consideration both objective and subjective variables, such as: profession, way of perceiving modernity, attachment
to the communist cause, political interests and affiliation, etc. In this sense,
the second chapter of the present article was conceived as a multi-faceted
presentation of our central subject: the enthusiasm felt by French intellectuals
for “October”21 and Communism in the interwar period. This approach is
primarily justified by the difficulty to reduce the myriad of portraits to one.
17

Serge BERSTEIN, op. cit., p. 80.
Alain BESANÇON, Originile intelectuale ale leninismului, București: Humanitas, 1993,
p. 23-38.
19
François FURET, Trecutul unei iluzii. Eseu despre ideea comunistă în secolul XX, București:
Humanitas, 1996, pp. 13-41.
20
François Furet, Michel Winock, Jean-Pierre Rioux, Jean-François Sirinelli, Alain Besançon, Pascal Ory, René Rémond, Pascale Goetschel, Emmanuelle Loyer, etc.
21
Ibidem, pp. 69-108.
18
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Nonetheless, since to speak about a typology would be too ambitious for an
exploratory study, we opted for a description of some of the most interesting
paths that intellectuals took toward the Marxist-Leninist doctrine.
2.1. Four portraits of french intellectuals fascinated by communism
in the ’20s and ’30s

Among the French intellectuals fascinated by Communism at the end of
the First World War we distinguished several types, any of them finding its
root in different sources of attraction: the “revolutionary-nostalgic”, the “idealist”, the “nonconformist”, the “modernist” (or the “surrealist”). The main
differentiation criterion applied here was attitude towards modern times and
subsequently towards the historical past.
2.1.1. The revolutionary-nostalgic intellectuals

The first profile belongs to the revolutionary-nostalgic intellectual, who
has a particular admiration for the great events of the historical past, particularly for the French Revolution of 1789. The revolutionary idea makes
the nostalgic intellectual’s spirit vibrate and brings him closer to a romantic
imaginary which has been recomposed in accordance with the memory of
– annus mirabilis – 1789 and, at the same time, under the gravity of a new
ideological anchor.
Alphonse Aulard is one of the French intellectuals we consider as being
attached to Communism due to their nostalgia about Revolution.
2.1.2. The idealist intellectuals

The idealists, most of them Slavophile, form the second group of intellectuals. Pierre Pascal, as well as other French Slavophiles, developed a sincere,
sometimes even naïve admiration, for the old Russian society, perceived as the
cradle of the Orthodox religion and of traditional community life.
There are reasons to believe that this attitude and the cognate subjective
attachment are the result of the personal fear that a part of French intellectuals
felt with regard to all violent changes at the start of the 20th century. Therefore, the idealist intellectuals supposed that they had a debt to imagine a new
political project, opposed to free market and individualism, to the “religion
of money” and to the reformation of criteria upon which social relationships
were based at that time.22
Perceiving themselves as defenders of the values of humanity and of the
“new man”, perceiving, therefore, their actions as “pacifist” or “humanist”,
22

About Slavophilia, Alain BESANÇON, op. cit., chap. “Educaţia religioasă a Rusiei”.
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the Slavophiles were not the only ones who idealized past societies. Beside
Slavophiles, entire generations of traditionalists in Europe and outside Europe
ended up worshipping times gone by. Oppositions such as past versus present, traditional versus modern, transcendental versus material, religion versus
empiricism, experience versus modern relativism, represent an infinitesimal
part of the polemics pervading the traditionalist universe, whether Romanian
(where Tradiţionalişti were combated by Europenişti starting in 1878 and then
once again in 1910)23, American (the intellectual conservative movement at
the end of the Second World War)24, Russian, or French25.
Slavophiles used to distinguish between two types of civilization: while the
first one was “interior” or spiritual (the Russian Orthodox civilization), the
second one was “exterior” or material (western civilization). Accordingly to
Slavophiles, in spite of its technological progress, the second one is doomed
to remain inferior to the civilization having opted for a different form of development – “moral and profound”. It is very interesting to observe that the
ideas of some Slavophiles were not new at all. There is a certain similarity
between the civilization types they described and the sociological categories
that Ferdinand Tönnies (Gemeinschaft – Gesellschaft)26, for instance, analyzed
in his 1887 book and which anthropologist Claude-Lévy Strauss (société
chaude – société froide) revived much later (1959). This similarity proves that
the Slavophiles were aware of the fundamental changes that were about to
occur throughout Europe. The will to preserve the traditional community
with its solidarity building capacity, its protective and integrative role – now
threatened by the present one, characterized as being “cold”, bureaucratic and
rational – was implicit. The perception of these two realities as being in dichotomy and the resulting interpretation of modernity represent the source of
a particular ontology, responsible to a large extent for the idealist reading of
the Russian political events from October 1917 onwards.
2.1.3. The nonconformist intellectuals

Thirdly, it is the portrait of the “nonconformist” intellectual that draws our
attention. Both nonconformist and idealist intellectuals were conservative,

23

Mihai BĂRBULESCU, Dennis DELETANT, Keith HITCHINS, Șerban PAPACOSTEA, Pompiliu TEODOR, Istoria României, București: Corint, 2003, pp. 316-338.
24
Richard M. Weaver is a representative figure for the American conservative movement.
From his point of view, the effects of modernity were similar to the ones induced by a cataclysm: anonymity, social indifference, man’s solitude in the urban milieu, “cold” social relationships, artificial hierarchies, etc. Richard. M. WEAVER, Ideas have Consequences, Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1948, pp. 1-17.
25
Alain BESANÇON, op. cit., p. 64.
26
Ferdinand TÖNNIES, Communauté et société, Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
1944. (First time published in 1887)
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rejecting most of the modern phenomena that could be more or less directly
related to war, violence, hate, social isolation, individual depersonalization,
etc. Nevertheless, unlike the idealist, the nonconformist intellectual did not
reject modernity per se; he only wanted to recreate it as peaceful and tolerant.
Unlike the idealist intellectual, the nonconformist decided to distance himself
from the immemorial past and its idealized traces. In counterpart, he chose to
live in the present and to dedicate his full attention and thoughtful involvement to another object of idealization and imaginary – the present time.
An outstanding nonconformist intellectual to be mentioned here is Romain Rolland.
2.1.4. The modernist intellectuals

Finally, the fourth profile identified in this paper is the “modernist”, or
“surrealist”27. The surrealist intellectuals defended the idea of a new “régime de
l’esprit”, proposing new aesthetic categories (the dream, the unconscious, the
illogical) and therefore getting closer to an aesthetic definition of the revolution and of a modern political project.
André Breton is one of the most famous surrealist intellectuals who were
fascinated by Communism in France.
2.2. Ideological contagion with communism and communist attitudes
in the french interwar intellectual milieu

The concept of modernity and the nature of the enthusiasm for the communist thesis (or the way the ideological contagion with Communism occurred) have a great importance for the understanding of attitudes and projects that French intellectuals exhibited in the years following the Great War.
Although very important for the sociological analysis of intellectuals and for
historians as well, this theme was less exploited in academic literature. Among
the authors who tried to extrapolate and deepen the study of this topic, François Furet is the one who started by elaborating in his writings28 an inventory
of the manifestations of sympathy that French intellectuals exhibited for Lenin’s Revolution, and continued by examining the routes between the “fascination for October” and French intellectual traditions. For the French historian,
these intellectual traditions form a rich space of ideas and representations, a
set of points of departure for distinct routes, sometimes leading towards a
multitude of types of enthusiasm while causing similar attitudes and ideological attitudes nonetheless.

27
28

Michel WINOCK, Le siècle des intellectuels, Paris: Seuil, 1997, pp. 175-185.
François FURET, op. cit., pp. 68-139.
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The identification that French intellectuals felt with the Russian cause, or
merely with a complex of general ideas promoted in Marxist-Leninist platforms
– such as “revolution”, “progress”, “solidarity”, “equality”, etc. – was based on
ideological considerations or, on the contrary, on aesthetic and emotional considerations. The fact that the “fascination for October” did not end – not in all cases,
however – the moment that the terror of the so-called “Red Regime” surfaced
indicates that identification with Communism was strong enough to overcome
disappointment and to save the object of worship. This is the reason why many
of those “disappointed” intellectuals remained “faithful”29 to the revolutionary
principles long after the collapse of the Marxist-Leninist myth.
At the end of the First World War, the echoes of the French Revolution
were not yet gone. For many of the French intellectuals who were seduced by
the newly born Bolshevik doctrine, the Russian Revolution was simply a continuation of the French Revolution of 1789. Accordingly to Richard Pipes,
both had emerged as a consequence of general social discontent, both had
erupted suppressing the old political authority, implementing radical social
reforms, and installing a regime of terror30.
For the French revolutionary-nostalgic intellectuals, the Revolution represented “l’affirmation de la volonté dans l’histoire, la création de l’homme par soimême, l’expression par excellence de l’autonomie de l’individu démocratique”.31
Here we find essential arguments for the continuation of the Revolution! The
revolutionary project would have remained incomplete without the Russian
sequence, particularly because the French precedent had not succeeded in
making known its ideal to the other European nations. This time, through the
Russian Revolution, endowed with a powerful vocation of spreading out its
principles, French intellectuals could accomplish their ideal. In this order of
ideas, the role conferred to Russia was colossal.
Thus Boris Souvarine, wasting no time after the outbreak of the Bolshevik
Revolution, and convinced that it had as its main objective the establishment
of the democracy of Soviets, became a fanatical defender of revolutionary
principles as they were promoted by the new Russian political regime.
Alphonse Aulard, historian of the French Revolution at Sorbonne University, although skeptical in the beginning, gradually embraced the Bolshevik
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cause. He therefore admitted that the Revolution, as well as any other radical
social change, could not be the work of a majority (or of an entire people) but
the one of a minority, which makes a commitment to preserve and achieve
what is in the common interest. In his opinion, the “capacity vote” – object
of crucial concern for the Bolsheviks– derived implicitly from the good intentions exhibited by the political minority. Moreover, in Aulard’s view, it was
impossible for the minority to betray the majority, and that is because the
revolutionaries were totally dedicated to the cause of the most numerous32.
Obviously, Aulard was very faithful to Communism and to Bolsheviks. He
supported Lenin because the destiny of the Revolution depended solely on
him. The historian was so optimistic about his revolutionary dream that he
came to ignore unpardonably the political events that negatively marked the
history of the European East. François Furet explains such an attitude through
the passion that Aulard already had for the Revolution. Alphonse Aulard had
always considered the Revolution of 1789 as the incontestable source of political democracy in France.
Albert Mathiez, another famous historian of the Revolution, admired a lot
Robespierre, Saint Just and Couthon. Therefore, the enthusiasm that the events
of 1917 in Russia arose in him was foreseeable. The idea of violently knocking
down the bourgeois power made him admire the Bolsheviks. Like any other
revolutionary-nostalgic intellectual, convinced that the revolutionary tradition
and the democratic tradition were inextricably related, Mathiez hoped that the
Russian Revolution could be invested with universal democratic vocation.
The fact that the two Revolutions were perceived as comparable proves
the ignorance, maybe conscious, with regard to the historical significance of
the facts. The histories of France and Russia could not be synchronized. The
delay of the political modernization process in Russia could not be adjusted
on the spot. It was impossible that the new Russian State, formed in a hurry
after abolishing the absolute monarchy (considered as being obsolete and at
the very root of injustice), could conceive a stable, egalitarian and democratic
model for the old European nations. The universal vocation of the Revolution has already shown its limits after 1789, but that illusion continued to
fascinate French intellectuals. This nostalgia is one of the major factors which
determined French intellectuals to stand by to Bolsheviks. Up to that date, famous philosophers (Alexis de Tocqueville, Edmund Burke, etc.) had roughly
criticized the French Revolution. In theory, historians should have been aware
of the dangers posed by a Revolution, and should have avoided anarchism.
Instead of doing so, they perceived the Revolution as “un état d’esprit” and a
vehicle for social progress, they pleaded for a democracy of people governed
32
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by the people and for the elimination of all judicial abstractions. That is how
they became the slaves of a new and, at the same time, old utopia!
Several times, Bolsheviks accused French intellectuals and politicians of passivity and called them to action. Among French intellectuals there were few militants
Lenin could really count upon. The most fervent among them were the revolutionary trade unionists. After the Congress of Tours and the next important wave
of inception into the Third International, the number of exchanges between Paris
and Moscow increased progressively. For the frantic admirers of Lenin and his
political project33, the Russian leader became a Messiah, and Red October became
a historical symbol34 of the European nations devastated by the war.
In contrast with the revolutionary-nostalgic intellectuals, the idealist Slavophiles were not attracted by the radical character of the Leninist project, but by
the promise to revive the lost Russian paradise. Pierre Pascal, former student at
École Normale Supérieure,35 as well as the other Slavophiles, detested modern society and its values. Impressed by the charm of Russian traditional society and of
the Czar’s Orthodox monarchy, he wanted to believe that the Bolsheviks would
defend the “Russian soul” against the threats of the modernity. Slavophile and
Christian, but not Marxist, Pascal became an admirer of theoretical Bolshevism,
of the Bolshevik movement and of Leninism. This admiration ended abruptly
when Pierre Pascal realized that the project of a social revolution, which he considered much more important than the political project, was sacrificed by the
Bolsheviks later on. His journal is revealing in this respect36. The uncovering
of the Bolshevik lie made him unhappy, but his fascination with the Russian
Christian people remained intact. In 1936, Pascal, devoted to the history of
Russia, started to teach this subject at Sorbonne University.
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Unlike Pierre Pascal, Boris Souvarine, born in Russia, never developed a cult
for the Russian people, with whom he was too familiar, instead he turned Bolshevism itself into an object of veneration. As a natural consequence of this affinity,
Souvarine decided to affiliate himself with radical Socialism and afterward with
to the group formed by the founders of the French Communist Party37. In 1924,
at the end of the 13th Congress, being excluded temporarily from the executive
council of the Bolshevik party, Boris Souvarine described for the first time the
harm that Communism was about to do to social and political order alike. In his
view, the most terrible effect of communist regimes was the lies, not the oppression. Although he became a meticulous and merciless critic of the Soviet system,
Souvarine remained faithful to the socialist ideal for long time.38
Henri Barbusse and Raymond Lefebvre are two other French intellectuals
who were seduced by Communism in the interwar period. Their activities were
closely related to Clarté, L’Humanité, Le Journal du Peuple and other publications dedicated to communist issues. These reviews offered to pacifist and to
nonconformist intellectuals the chance to create a space of communication
and, thereby, a veritable International of thinking. The construction of such
an international community was one of their most vivid ambitions. Thus, in
1918 Romain Rolland printed a manifesto with a very suggestive title – “Pour
l’Internationale de l’esprit”.39 In 1919, several famous intellectuals writing for
L’Humanité (Duhamel, Barbusse, Lefebvre, Einstein, Mann) signed his document, which was named “Déclaration de l’indépendance de l’Esprit”. Being
convinced that Communists were able to control the context of the great distress at the beginning of the century, all these intellectuals greeted the decision
of the Russian government to sign the Peace Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, forgetting
that in fact the Russians had no other choice. Moreover, they condemned all
those concepts contradicting communist principles. They perceived violence as
a long-term effect of the bourgeois regime and of capitalist philosophy.
Among nonconformist intellectuals who were fascinated by Communism in
the interwar period, Romain Rolland had one of the most interesting trajectories
after taking a certain distance from the doctrine. Horrified by militarism and
violence, he discovered a new spiritual universe, the Indian universe. Romain
Rolland thought that Asian civilization, far from European modernity, could be
associated with the “original pacifism”40 of civilizations. Influenced by the mystic
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poet Rabindranath Tagore, Romain Rolland decided to establish an international
university dedicated to the teaching of tolerance. Later on, in 1923, trying to
popularize the ideas preached by the Indian sage Mahatma Gandhi, Rolland
founded Europe, a review of culture promoting tolerance.
As regards the surrealist modernist intellectuals in France, who were seduced
by the communist project, they had André Breton as representative figure. Wishing to create new forms of expression, inspired by Magritte, Miró, Ernst, Dali,
the surrealists (Breton, Éluard, Aragon, Desnos, Péret) thought that the communist revolution could be intersected with their own. Breton published the first
Manifeste in 1924, but this movement was prepared much earlier, during the First
World War, the same period when Tristan Tzara launched the Dada movement
proclaiming war against bourgeois culture. Breton wanted to fight against the
war, against its absurdity and cynicism, the dilettantism and the aristocracy of
thought, by means of what he called “désertion à l’intérieur de soi-même”41. This
concept was practically the pretext for “l’aventure surréaliste”42 and for refusing
the standards set by conventional literature, patronized by the “aristocracy of the
thought”. In order to understand the relation that André Breton created between
the state of dream and the revolution, we shall first take into consideration the
parallel he described between the struggle against intellectual liberalism and liberalism per se on the one hand, and the process of replacing the old literary order
with a new one, favoring surrealist aesthetics and artistic subjectivism on the other
hand. The transition towards a revolutionary aesthetic was possible due to the surrealist modernist intellectual adhesion to the communist doctrine. This adhesion
took place in a particular context, that of the protests against the colonial war in
Morocco43. During the second part of the ’20s, an important number of the surrealists became members of Parti communiste français, believing that their affiliation
was a condition sine qua non for revolutionary enrollment. Aragon, Breton, Éluard,
Péret and Unick are the first five surrealists opting for this statute44.
These French intellectuals who were fascinated by Communism – revolutionary-idealist, Slavophile, nonconformist or surrealist – did not embrace
unanimously a unique version of this ideology. In their manifestos they have
even reciprocally challenged the Communist theses about society and politics.
By 1918, Romain Rolland had already developed a radicalized political position. One year later, the author of Au-dessus de la mêlée, published (in l’Humanité) “Un appel. Fière déclaration d’intellectuels”. Addressed to the “travailleurs de l’Esprit”, this text was signed by many intellectuals from France and
elsewhere: Henri Barbusse, Raymond Lefebvre, Jean-Richard Bloch, Alphonse
de Châteaubriand, Georges Duhamel, Marcel Martinet, Jules Romains,
41
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Charles Vildrac, Léon Werth, Albert Einstein, Heinrich Mann, etc. Known
as a “Déclaration d’indépendance de l’Esprit”45, this document sparked a war
of manifestos. Rolland and his fellows accused those French writers who had
harmed thought by turning it into an instrument of government:
Travailleurs de l’Esprit, compagnons dispersés à travers le monde, séparés
depuis cinq ans par les armées, la censure et la haine des nations en guerre,
nous vous adressons, à cette heure où les barrières tombent et les frontières se
rouvrant, un appel pour reformer notre union fraternelle – mais une union
nouvelle, plus solide et plus sûre que celle qui existait avant. […]

“Pour un parti de l’intelligence”, written by Henri Massis, published in
1919 by Le Figaro and endorsed by Paul Bourget from the l’Academie française and 53 other French personalities, was in response to Rolland’s text.
Practically, “Pour un parti de l’intelligence” was a prelude for the Revue universelle, published starting in April 1920 and having Massis as editor in chief.
The purpose of the second manifesto was not the creation of a political party,
but rather of a community of all those intellectuals who believed that their
role was to underpin national institutions.
[…] Une œuvre immense de reconstruction s’impose à l’univers bouleversé.
Citoyen d’une nation ou citoyen du monde, il nous faut des principes identiques qui nous rendent aptes à l’action la plus universelle. Où les trouver,
sinon dans les lois de la pensée qui sont la condition même de notre progrès
individuel et du progrès de l’espèce?

These were two of the most important French intellectual manifestos
and, at the same time, attitudes toward the role that intellectuals should have
played in the interwar period. During the Années Folles, many other petitions
and manifestos circulated in the press, trying to gather around them intellectuals and masses46.
Conclusions
In the interwar period, the filo-communism of French intellectuals took
great advantage of the crisis that the traditional right and left were in at that
time47. The willingness of intellectuals willingness to engage politically had
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different origins: revolutionary romanticism; revolt against the bourgeois order, and Marxist convictions; anti-liberalism, anti-capitalism and anti-rationalism, etc.48 For those intellectuals who were not utterly convinced by theoretical Marxism, sentimentality and idealist sensibilities fatally trapped them.
French intellectuals who were seduced by Communism after the atrocious
First World War needed several years to understand, on the one hand, that
Marxism-Leninism was a dangerous political experiment for Russian society
and, on the other hand, that the democracy proclaimed during the Revolution of October did not belong to the workers, but to a political faction
obsessed by power.49 In 1921-22, Romain Rolland attacked for the first time
the Marxist doctrine, challenging the superiority of proletarian order over
so-called “pensée libre”. Pierre Pascal also unveiled the negative sides of the regime in his Journal from Russia (1918-1921). One year later, Albert Mathiez’s
disappointment became evident in his writings, which associated the Russian
regime with Machiavellianism, dictatorial rule, terror, etc. A few years later,
Henri Béraud testified that Russia was just a “terre d’oppression et de misère”.
In the ’40s, Rolland wrote: “jamais un idéaliste ne devrait se prêter à la politique. Il en est toujours la dupe et la victime. […]”.
But before becoming aware of the onerous character of the Communist
Revolution, important French academics, artists, writers and journalists gladly consented to be the devoted servants of Communism. They perceived it as a
salutary “social idea”, gradually transformed it into a veritable “political myth”
and into an object of enthusiasm or passion (the same as National-socialism in
Germany afterward)50. In the History of intellectuals and, also in the History
of Communism, the period of enthusiasm for Communism in the French intellectual milieu encompasses a vast range of attitudes, movements and events
evidencing the way that utopian ideologies – in awkward times – could conquer, enchant, possess the mind and psyche of the intelligentsia.
Si l’événement fondamental du XXe siècle se révèle être finalement une illusion, les réactions militantes qu’il a suscitées ne peuvent pas se situer au-delà de
toute compréhension, ni être totalement dépourvues de légitimité historique:
il faut aussi que soit considéré comme un résidu injustifié de la vision communiste le fait de refuser de percevoir «autrement que comme un crime l’autre
puissance de fascination du siècle» […] «l’autre grand mythe du siècle», c’està-dire du mythe fasciste.51
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