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Abstract: The French Left and the New Deal, 1932-1936
by John Earzman

When the 1930's opened, the three main organizations of the
French Left almost universally looked upon the United States as
the epitome of capitalism and its evils. Ry 1936 they had come to
.view the llew Deal as a model to be emulated and the United States
as a power to be depended upon in world politics. At the same time
French workers were swinzing steadily to the left, a shift which
culrinated in the Popular Front electoral victory and general
strike in May and June 1936.

While important movements for social change did develop in
the United States in this pericd, revisionist historians have pointed
to a beginning reorientation towards world enpire, increased
corporate influence in government, and systematic efforts to
coopt and control the unions. Although these new directions had
significant implications for the future of French capitalism and
world politics, they received less and less analytical attention
and publicity from the French Left.

The study is based on the daily newspapers of the reformist
trade union central(CGT), the Socialist party(SFIC) and the
Comnunist party(PCF). It concludes that the few attempts at serious
analysis of the new directions of American capitalism were
subordinated to the needs of rFrench domestic politics and strategic
alliances as well as preexisting streotypical views of the United
States.

Three aspects of historical inquiry are touched upon. As a
study of the formation of working class consciousness it focuses
nelther on top theoreticians and leaders nor on grass roots
networks and immediate class struggle experience, but on an
important link between these two levels, the daily press of
vorking class organizations. As a review of a ma jor programmatic
debate of the 1930's, it examines various proposals for fighting
economic depression and taking sides in the shifting alliances of
world powers. Finally as a study of public opinion it deals vith
the image of one country and people in the eyes of another.




When the'1930‘§ opened, the 3 main orzanizations of the
" French Left almost universally looked upon the United States as
the epitome of capitalism and its evils. Yet by 1936, the very
same organizations had come to view the iew Deal as a model to
be emulated, and the United States as a povier to be depended upon
in warld politics.

There is of course a controversy amonz American historians
on tge nature of the Wew Deal. But, whether revisionist or orthodox,
it should be easy to recognize that the prégmatic and hesitant
measures of the Roosevelt administration haé little in common with
the stated socialist programs of the French Left. The French Left
1tself oftén denounced even the most innovative steps of his
administration as mere palliatives designed to save capitalism.
Clearly then, the policy changes associated with the Hew Deal
alone cannot explain the about face of the French lLeft between
1932 and 1936.

for can vie gttribute i1ts change of mind to a decline in the

radicalism of French workers who made up the largest constituency




of the Left organizations. In fact, election results show the
pendulum of public opinion had been swinging steadily to the
left since the depression hit France in 1931. This was especially
true after 1534, and among workers.

Finglly. it should be pointed out that the Left organizations
Wwere not lacking in other foreién nodels. The Soviet Union had
been.a populat model in the 1920's, and remained so in the 1930's
for many who were impressed by the fact that the :Soviet economy
seemed totally impervious to the world economic crisis. Countries
where the Soclal Democrats had held office also had provided
examples of the feasibility of progressive social reforms: Austria
and Germany in the 1G20's, and the Scandinavian ccuntries in the
1930's., Finally, one could suppose that the massive anarchist
revolution of July 1936 in neighboring Catalonia might have
rekindled revolutionary and syndicalist sympathies among French

workers,
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Clearly then,the French Left's changing attitude towards
the United States deserves a detalled explanation.‘Such a
study could also shed some light on ~ . the processes through
. which the public opinion of one country acquires a particular
lmage of another country, and gnd on the function of foreign
models in political battles. This was the topic of nmy Haster's
thesis which I will try to summarize very briefly tockay I
based my research on the microfilms of the. three main daily
newspapers of the Left: Le FPeuple, published by the Confederation
Generale du Travail, or CGT, the main trade union federation

which had adopted a rather moderate socialistic posture,

Le Populaire published by the Socialist Party or SFIO, and

ngggggggé, published by the Comnunmist Farty or FCf. Jhat I
am presenting is an account of the evolution of the ideas of
the leaders of the French Left over a brief period of time.
Unfortunately reading the dally press of political parties
provides only indirect clues on the actual state éf mind of

the maszses of working people who voted for or sympathized with
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- these organizations. Finally such a study cannot ®over the views
of minority orzanizations sucﬁ as the anarchists, and Trotskyists
who did play & significant 1deological role,

My research then led me to conclude that the attitude of
the CGT, SFIO, and PFCF towards the policies of the American
government and towards the Unitgd States in general, were not based
on a careful analysis of American political, social, and economic
reality and a comparison of that reality to the socialist programs
which the CGT, $FIO, and PCr subscribed to. My first point will
be to present six factors which I think did determine the position
and changes of position of these organizations. I will then
briefly review the particular evolution of e%h of the 3
organizations.

In my opinion, the attitude of the French Left towards
fhe Untted States wias likely to be shaped by the following
slx factora:

-First, the pre-existing images of the United States in

French public opinion. That image has been studied extensively.
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‘ In the period 1mmedi;tely preceding the 1930's, the United States
and things aAmerican vere

usually associated with adjectives such as young, gigantic,
naive and varmehearted but violent, crude or unsophisticated,
_wealthy, technologically advanced and innovative, modernistic
or even futuristic but impersonal, and wealthy. Whenever possible,
the Left tried to connect its views offi the United States with
these preconceptions of the French public.

-A second factor shaping the LEft's view was the degree of
polarization of American political life at any given momemt. The
more more vocal movements of protest challenged american capitalism,
the more critical the French Left would tend to be.toward
American society and the American government.

-A third factor was the perceived compatibility of France's
international interests and Washington's foreign policy. The
The more conflict marred relations between Paris and Washington,
the more critical the Left would be toward all things American.
This was expeclally true of that section of the Léft vhich

aspired to a place in the government and foresaw that it would



-have to represent France's "vital interests" in world politics.

-A fourth factor was the extent to which French workers
were looking for radical solutions, Insofar as the Left organizations
" had to take the feelings of their base into account, they would
then become more critical of the United States.

-a fifth factor was the emphasis which the Franch Left chose
to pléce on 1ts opposition to the domestic economic policles of
the French Center and Right parties. French capitalism remained
adamantly committed to financially conservative policles and
archaic economic structures. Thus the more dynamic and innovative
American ruling class policies vere, the more o easily

to shane

the French Left could put/the pettiness and traditlonalism of the
French ruling class by favorable comments on the United
States.

-A sixth factor was the extent of the Left's turn away from

revolutionary rhetoric towards the advocacy of reform within the

capltalist system. Insofar as it needed to demonstrate to workers




the feasibility of reconciling capitalism with democracy and
economic advance for the working class, the Lef t would becoﬁe
less critical of the United States.

These factors did not apply with the same intensity over the
years covered by fhis study. As the economic, political, and
internationational qonjoncture changed, some factors would take
more.prominence than others. Thus the center of political
attention was alternately focused on the crisis of international
trade, war debts and reparations, the effects of the economic

threat of
depression, the domestic/French reaction,
Tl L e the traditional rivalry

®lth Italina expanSionism, and the rise of German militarism.

Moreover, these factors did not affect the three organizations

five

in the same manner. For example, the CGT was alvays more interested

in econonic questions, the SFIO became more and more 1ntere3tedv
in demonstrating its ability to govern France in‘a respongible

manmer, "according to the rules of the game" as Leon Blum put it,
and the PCF was only intrested in preserving French power in the

world insofar as France was allied with the Soviet Union.
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Let us review then how each of these organizations evolved
‘towards a strong pro-American position.

The CGT

The CGT was the most pro-American of the three organizations.
In the 1920's it had given up its earlier ties with the IWW, and
consolidated new ties with the AFL. The CGT popularized the
reputedly high wages and shorter workweek of American workers,
and advocated collaboration between labor and management on the
American model as a solution to technological unemployment. When
the depression struck American industry, the CGT belleved it was
a paséing malaise. However by 1932, the enduring massive unemployment
in the United States and Washington's pressufe on Frence to pay
i1ts war debts had forced the CGT into a more critical stance. Thus
in 1932, the CGT had resumed some of its pre-war criticisms of the
United States as the land of capitalist anarchy.

As the depression began to affect the French economy, the CGT
was thrown into bitter opposition to the deflationist and conservative
governments of the Center and Center-Right. The CGT advocated new
remedles for the depression: abandoning the gold standard, interna-
tional trade agreements, a shorter work week and public works to
employ the Jobless. When Roosevelt began applying what seemed to
be_similar proposals, the CGT immediately felt that the credibility
of its own solutions depended on the success of Roosevelt's

measures in the United



8tates. It launched a campalgn of exaczerated praise of the New

THE former gzovernor of lew York
Deal, calllng: ... a modern miracle worksr, and his

legislation "the ioosevelt cfevolution”. One of the CuT's

=¥ T
favorite writers, Georzes :oris, compared ths lew Deal with

the french devolution of 1759:

. . "...the YNew liorld is today accomplishinz ar
economic '89. and the acceptance of tne labor codes

P

by the Amer}can bosees ig a sort of Jight of august 4.
40 wonder. ople on the other side of the stlantic
believe they hdve entered a new era".

a conzress entitled Zstates “eneral of Labor and adopted the
Plan of the CiT, a prosran of substantial .. . structural
refora of the economy. In all major spesches oan the CGT :lan,
caT leéders aid not fail to point to the Lia as an example of

the feasibility and success of their proposals.

fode

This identification with the ilew Deal

contimied all the way until 1635, loviever CUT lesders vere

forced to tone dovn thelr prailse after 1334 for a numbar of

S4oin the United
Gtates seemed to indicate that © . american vorkers

i

e
=

3t111 had cause for complaint., Second, the fi.ures on unmeployirent
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and industrial outpuf indicated little progress toward substantital
and permanent recovery. And finally, as the Popular Front prepared |
to assume the reins of power in France, it chose to shelve the
more radical proposals of the Left's program so as not to antagonize
the financlally conservative leaders of the Center Radical Party.
The CGT's Plan and proposed structural reforms such as nationali-
zations of falling industries were among the first planks to be
sacrificed.

The only plank of the CGT Plan which was ultimately implemented
by the Fopular Front government was the 40O-hour week. Although that
demand had not been§z§tthe prlatform on which the Popul;r Front
ran in the elections, it was raised so forcefully by French
workers during the general strike of June 1936 that it had to be
conceded by the National Assembly. It is interesting that one of
the major sources of inspiration for the workers demand had been
press coverage of the New Deal legislation on the ho-hour week.

By 1936 the CGT ieadership had shifted its praise of Roosevelt's
policy away from his economic legislation to another aspect of
his policy. It now saw Roosevelt as a crusader against fascism.

The January 7, 1936 issue of Le Peuple featured a front-page
drawing portraying Eoosevelt as a new Emile Zola, Captioned
"J'Accuse!l", it showed a righteous Roosevelt designating Hitler
and Mussolini as warmongers. Thereafter, the desire for a
Franco-Anglo-American alliance clearly became the major concern

of the CCT and colored all its judgements of the United States.
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The evolution of the Socialist Farty is all the

more striking because it becan from a

position far more critical of the United States thak was the
case for the CuT. In 1932, Jean Longuet,a,‘: respected leader
of the 57FI0 and a specialist of anglo-Saxon countries wrote:

"Governor Hoosevelt is an Anmerican bourzeois

politizian of the common king" and further:"

Roosevelt is the candidate of Aascob , the great

potentate of Geﬁial riotors, while Ford supports
. Hooverh,

Another top leader of the SFI0, Faul Faure, sarcastically cntitled

his articles about the United States "rrom Paradise to Garbage Heap".

‘took effect,
As the reforms of the First iew Dea%« a gzreat debate

took place within the SFI0 on the nature of the iew beal. The

socialists
rignt winzg of the 57IC and those/nost closely tied to the ci7

viere quite favorable to the .. . dirizisnme or
et ' o T
state mamagerialism . aspects of the Lew Deal. Another(favorable Tu !}

current “erphasized the neasures which inereased the purchasing
pouer of the consumers, rather than state mansgerialism
Leon Zlum sook a niddie zround. He believed the R4

Wwas actually transforming the econcny in a non-capitalist mancgerial

girection, tut he.warned Pt the new society which would enarce

" therfore acd +
would be authcri&ariam.Héiﬁsocialists ; ~notntake responsibility

i
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for this kind of authoritarian state collectivism. He placed the

New Deal in a category ehtitled'intermediate societieggléloﬁg‘ﬁith
Nazism, Fasclsm, and Stalinism. 5 - R
A major current on the Left of the party made no

such subtle distinctions. For them, the New Deal was merel; the
y

well known intervention of the capitalist state on behalf of the

capitalist corporations. Faul Faure vrote:

AN

Let us not dream of jintermediate state that would mete out
its favors and even its justece equally to Lavor and Capital,
a stranze conception in vwhich the guestionable methods of
democracy intermingle with the disturbing methods of fascism
without our being able to twll where the first stop and the
other bezgin. ,

Another leftists, Jean Zyromsikl wrote:

The principle Y"there is no soclalism without a workers
movement"® warns us azainst half-baked efforts to traasform
tle capitalist economy in a socialist direction by means

of volleys of decress and without foundations in the workers
moverent. ..35ocialism rmust be carried and transmitted by the
vorkers movenant. '

Throushout 1933, 1934, and even into 1935, those socialists most
- critical " 5f the lLiew Deal dominatsd the party. In 1933,
.the rizsht-vinz neo-soclalists were expelled. The strike waves
of Amerlican viorxers and the successes ofvﬁmeriban goclialists um

and industrial unions vere reported eutiusiastically in the

Boclalist press. s
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However, by 1936, the same factors which operated on the C4T

R

-were pushing the 8FfI0 towards a more positive appraisal of the

Uinted States. The desire to put together a parliamentary majority

with the %Boderate Zadlcal Farty, the search for =~ 7

2]
.

‘ an ally againét Zermany that could replace the
O(Lyw;v(w(«“&?{
faltering Leazus of “auio 1s and«  the o 7 T anglish alliance,

the need to promise material improvements to the workers within the

Qfx,h(.u»uwm&ﬂry

. WP’(,&C-’ ~N

framevork of capitalism led to 1 new . In lay 1636, Leon
F

Blum o tecame the first socialist

prime minister of rrance and broadcast a messaze to the American
people over HEC radio: Ee saild

"The task of the governne i i
e to carry out the wishes of the majority of
people.

nt wnich is about to be formed will
n r the Trench

Are t”gb vishes not closely
ave the american pe rerained
repuolic, ¢ cy, to fr=

} povier

:
5

b O
oo
®

3

g

€]



The PCF
The evolution of the Communist Pérty's attitude was even -

: on the Jnited States
more drastic. In 1932, L'Humanite's articlegAwere commonly entitled:

"In the land of King Deollar", "In the land of Lynch Law", "In the
land of the electric chair", or "Cuba under the Iron Eeel of Iankke
Imperialism". “hen noosevelt assumed office in washington, the FCF
denounced him as a fascisland varmonzer. In 1933 L'humanite
proclained " oosevelt and his LDemocratic administration seek a
gradual fascigzation', and "Under the sign of the Zlue zggle. the

wokkers! blood is flowing in Fennsylvania'. Throughout 1934, the

FCF continued to deny that the isew Leal had improve& the vworkers' lot

ny viay. Durinz this perded, the rCF gloried in denouncing the CGY and the

SFIO as pro-samerican and pro-fascist. Cne series of articles in

«t
ny
(0]

L'Humanite denounced C3T and sociallist leaders as '"the

Christopher Colombuses of Social Fasclsm',

' 2 e Iy \
In 1935, a slizht chance began; the Lew Deal was

no long e 2 1 g ;
1EEr seen as a tool of fascization, but as an arena for class

e T Th v " . 3 :
struzzle. The workers could put some of its clauses to rood use

+3 T e 5 a3 v 3
if they struzgled atalast the intentions of its authors Then

a moredramatic shift toolk place as the EBCS adovnted

Front . dow & 5 e "
policy 0ﬂknoosevelt vias portrayed as a ghanmpion of the

3 v .
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little people fighting Wall Street, the Supreme Court, and the

Hearst press.

PR T e ! A o RS

It is interestinﬂyto note how\fhe uP's coveraze of the Snitﬂd
States became more favorable. where it used to emphasizé the
racism of the wholé sanerican system, it now focused on racist
minorities like the &u Elux ilan. Where 1t used to attack.ali

v {~ X R . dhe, Fhacand -~
bty o~

corporations,

describe brutal repression of strikes, it now portrayed the prosress
of the! trade union movement. Denunciations of American
imperialism gave way to the following disztinctions:

"In the United sStates today, the so-called 'isolaticnists!
are vying with the so-called 'internationalists'!. fThe first
reprﬂsent the industrialistes who prdduce for the none narket.
The :itlerophile press of Lsars suppobits their neutralist
point of view. “he othHErs rspresent biz capital; they snow
that because of the complicatsd nachinery of wiorld trade,
1solation 1is impossible. They advocate collaboration with
all states interested in peace.

However the PCF did not endorse the countef-cyclical
infaationist and state interventionist policies of Roosevelt. The
refusal to endorse the New Deal's economic policies can be explained
by the PCF's desire to retain its doctrinal purity while conciliating
the conservgtive economic orientation of the French Radicals with
whom the PCF was allied. The PCE remained‘Opposed to any version
of the new Keynesian social-democratic economics quite late. It
only endorsed nationalizations and structural reforms under capitalism
tentatively
In the mid-1940's, and decisively in the 1960's in the Precursoss
of the Union of fhe Left. But by this time, advisory plannirg,

nationalizations and counter-cyclical action had become acceptable
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to the mainstream of the French ruling class.

This brief rev@ew of the CGT, SFIO, and PCFkhas hopefully
i .
indicated some of the factors that shaped thelr attitudes toviards
the United States. In general, their comments were critical when
.popular protests in America were more widespread and when Frmnch
:workers were turning to more radiweal solutions. But these
more
considerations were outweighed and their comments became/favorable
when they needed to demonstrate that capitalimm, economic procress
and democracy could coexist, and when they felt America could be
& useful ally against Germany.
In both cases they relied on the store of pre-existing

images of the United States to bolster their case. However, the
lmage of the Untted States could not be manipulated entirely
without risks. Thus the assertion of the feasibility of a

shorter workvieek under capitalism led French workers to demand

its implementation even though it was not part of the Fopular
Front prozram. Similarly, coverage of the Ametrican mass picket
lines, strikes, and union drives may have inspired French workers

to Join the COT in unprecedented numbers and to occupy the

factories in the general strike of June 1936.
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At any rate, the Left's coveraze of the United States was
<
not desizned to analyze the qel workings of Ametrican soclety
and discover what lessons it might hold for French viorkers. In

this respect THe CGT, SFIO and PCF did not behave any differently

than most political organizations making use of foreign models,



