Commentary on L’Homme qui vient (extract).

L’Homme qui vient: philosophie de l’authorité (1905-06) acts as an important landmark in the political identity of Georges Valois. At this time, a self-described anarchist, he published the work shortly after joining the far-right movement, Action Française. In this extract, Valois uses the richly ironic conceit of a demagogue to discuss the role of work through the lens of his authoritarian politics, wherein civilised society depends on an ordered and definite hierarchy[footnoteRef:1]. This essay will first address the political and social climate during which this text is written, looking closely at the strains of political thought implicated in the identity of the demagogue. Following this will be an analysis of how Valois’ brand of authoritarian, traditionalist and work-oriented right-wing politics have continued over the decades. Looking firstly at his own party, le Faisceau, in the 1920s and then with particular attention to the presentation of labour in Philippe Pétain’s speech on 1st May 1941[footnoteRef:2].  [1:  Georges Valois, L'Homme qui vient (Paris : Nouvelle Librairie Nationale, 1923), Chapter 10, pp. 76–8]  [2:  Philippe Pétain, Les Messages du Maréchal (France : Edition Du Secrétariat Général De L'Information, 1941) pp. 62-64] 


Robert Soucy notes that Valois’ own accounts of his early life place particular emphasis on his upbringing under the rule of his grandmother, who instilled in him an appreciation for authoritarianism and arduous work [footnoteRef:3]. These ideas are notable as Valois was writing shortly after the fin de siècle where society was concentrated on the degradation of moral and family values and a departure from traditionalism. Furthermore, Valois’ hatred for opportunistic entitlement emerged due to his family’s financial situation that barred him from further education[footnoteRef:4]. Therefore, it is argued that his bitterness towards the lack of social mobility within the Third Republic is, as Samuel Kalman puts it, a call for a meritocracy based on the values of heroism, patriotism, and discipline, where class divide could be minimised[footnoteRef:5]. [3:  Robert Soucy, French Fascism: The First Wave, 1924-1933 (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1986) p. 127]  [4:  Soucy, French Fascism: The First Wave p. 129]  [5: Samuel Kalman, The extreme right in interwar France: the Faisceau and the Croix de feu (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2008) p. 16] 


The Russian Revolution of 1905 had a major influence on Valois’ already negative view of revolution as a concept. Soucy writes that in 1903, during his stay with a staunchly Tsarist family in Russia, Valois viewed Russian liberal’s appeal for greater freedoms to be an unnecessary threat to authority, strengthening further his dislike of French Socialism as he saw its strain of ‘Western liberalism’ infecting Russia[footnoteRef:6]. Valois returned to France, declaring himself to no longer be an anarchist[footnoteRef:7], and with an even stronger sense of nationalism, after having ‘concluded that only the non-democratic authority of the Tsar was capable of maintaining the unity of an empire’ and continuing ‘the civilizing process’ of the Asians, whom Valois deemed to be savages[footnoteRef:8]. Whilst Valois supported the ideas Georges Sorel, his views of syndicalism were reformed during his time at Paris publishing houses in 1904. He saw the stance of left-wing Marxist syndicalism on democracy and revolution to be deeply flawed. He noted that once a revolution had been achieved, a democratic system would be put in place wherein a supervisor would be elected and assume the mantel of minimal work for high pay[footnoteRef:9].  [6:  Soucy, French Fascism: The First Wave p. 134]  [7:  Soucy, French Fascism: The First Wave p. 135]  [8:  Soucy, French Fascism: The First Wave p. 133-134]  [9:  Soucy, French Fascism: The First Wave p. 137] 


L’Homme qui vient can be seen as Valois’ core beliefs, which go on to be those of Le Faisceau in 1924. However, in the preface to the definitive edition (1923), Valois concedes ‘J'avais vingt-cinq ans, et j'étais barbare’[footnoteRef:10]. Therefore, while his views remain unchanged enough to be republished nearly twenty years later, it is important to consider that they now came from a place of civilisation rather than of anarchy. [10:  Georges Valois, L'Homme qui vient p.12] 


Now looking more specifically at the extract, it is clear that the piece is immediately distinctly critical of the demagogue and his subject’s rejection of hard work. Valois begins by underlining the qualities of a good leader, who imbues his workers with energy and appreciation for labour[footnoteRef:11]. When the workers become tainted by the demagogue’s call for passivity, they become ‘esclaves’, marking their loss of civility as well as their subjugation to an ideology that primarily appears to mimic Socialism. This is evident when Valois writes ‘Ce n’est pas lui qui commandera les hommes, ce sont eux qui le commanderont’[footnoteRef:12]. This echoes the perceived anarchy following the 1905 Russian Revolution. Moreover, the demagogue’s call to be made the ‘législateur’ who will act as a figurehead is an example of Valois’ dislike of democracy and the way in which it results in a decidedly less strong presence of authority[footnoteRef:13]. This is shown by the acceleratingly opportunistic demands of the slaves, whose greed embodies the decadence of the fin de siècle, as well as a rejection of a meritocratic system.  [11:  Valois, L'Homme qui vient p. 76–8]  [12:  Valois, L'Homme qui vient pp. 76–8]  [13:  Valois, L'Homme qui vient pp. 76–8] 


The piece, likely written for an audience similar to that of Action Française, seeks to legitimise a long overdue move back to monarchy through the key message that civilisation, can only be attained if democracy does not obstruct it. Furthermore, the demagogue’s words represent Valois’ issue with left-wing syndicalism. Particularly in his call to be put in charge of the workers wealth as their new leader, under the pretence of fulfilling the workers’ demands in keeping with his demagogy[footnoteRef:14]. This notion in particular, reinforces the problematic aspects of revolution, wherein the individual is emphasised above the collective and progress in society is stilted as a result.  [14:  Valois, L'Homme qui vient pp. 76–8] 


Now viewing the extract in a wider context, it is first necessary to note the continuity of Valois’ ideas when he became leader of Le Faiseau. The party was formed in response to the left-wing government of the Cartel des Gauches (1924-26). Valois’ social policies put an emphasis on minimising class differences, heavily influenced by his working-class background and interest in trade unionism, alongside a focus on Mussolini’s brand of fascism which coexisted with monarchy[footnoteRef:15]. However, Le Faisceau immediately declined in support when the Cartel des Gauches was no longer in power and is now regarded as an extra-parliamentary group whose relevancy begins and ends in the mid-1920s. However, it can be argued that Valois’ ideas on labour and authority reoccur significantly within later right-wing rhetoric. Kalman writes that Le Faiseau ‘prepared a generation of right-wing, French men and women to support an authoritarian state, creating a substantial clientele for the Vichy regime’[footnoteRef:16]. [15:  Kalman, The extreme right in interwar France p. 5]  [16:  Kalman, The extreme right in interwar France p. 4] 


In his speech on Labour Day in 1941, Philippe Pétain realises many of the ideas raised by Valois in the extract. Pétain categorises work as ‘le moyen le plus noble et le plus digne que nous ayons de devenir maitres de notre sort’[footnoteRef:17]. This both mirrors Valois’ idea of work as a way of becoming more civilised and his thoughts on how leaders should ‘promettre des avantages’ to their workers[footnoteRef:18]. Bill Edmonds notes that work, in Vichy France, whilst being an integral part of the new national motto, was also seen as a ‘spiritual force’. This is particularly evident in groups such as the chantiers de jeunesse ‘which took French youth into the forests to find spiritual renewal through tree-felling’[footnoteRef:19]. Valois too, discusses the link between work and spirituality. Soucy writes that Valois believed that ‘there had to be a larger purpose to work just as there had to be a larger purpose to life’[footnoteRef:20]. Moreover, Pétain declares that it is the duty of employers to look out for their workers and their families, physically and economically. But he, like Valois, does so whilst calling for an abandonment of individualism for the good of the state[footnoteRef:21]. [17:  Pétain, Les Messages du Maréchal p. 62]  [18:  Valois, L'Homme qui vient pp. 76–8]  [19:  Bill Edmonds, ‘The Political uses of unemployment in France from Blum to Pétain’ in Unemployment: are there lessons from history? Ed. by Jill Roe (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1985) p. 69]  [20:  Soucy, French Fascism: The First Wave p. 139]  [21:  Pétain, Les Messages du Maréchal p.63] 


While it can be argued that Pétain’s call for workers’ rights echo core Socialist beliefs, he does not want to break down the hierarchy of leadership, but rather to reconcile the damaged relationship between employers and employees. This is closer to Valois’ trade unionism. However, retrospectively, it is argued that in this speech Pétain fits the role of a demagogue who appeals to left and right alike with propaganda which ignores the reality of an Occupied France, lacking in the most basic resources. The resulting reality of Vichy France’s policy on labour was the Relève in 1942, which categorised work as a means of collaboration with Germany and exploited the very same French worker who Pétain had vowed to protect. With this in mind, it is necessary not to forget that after the 1920s, Valois’ politics swung left once again and, as a member of the Resistance, he fought against Vichy France, despite its alignment with much of his philosophy on authority and labour and its militaristic nature.

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, the demagogue extract can be taken as a representation of Georges Valois’ views on work and its effect on wider society. However, it is essential to note the distinction between his youthful anarchism in 1905 and the more refined, ‘civilised’ manifesto of Le Faisceau. In the same way as in Pétain’s Labour day speech, the extract represents a backlash to the growing left-wing trend of individualism and revolution, in favour of promoting a restored France through self-fulfilling labour and nationalism. Whist his core beliefs align fundamentally with the right, it is impossible to categorise Valois within just one movement. Although Le Faiseau had lost relevancy by 1927, it is hard to deny that Valois’ brand of politics remained present for many decades after they were established, perhaps due to their timeless traditionalist quality, or to the rising presence of Communism across Europe. 
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