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THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF PAUL CLAUDEL

Christopher G. Flood

Linacre College, D. Phil., Trinity Term 1980[74 vALL

Claudel's interest in political and social questions was
reflected in almost every area of his writings, but it has not
hitherto been the subject of a broad survey showing what his ideas
were, how far they cohered together, how they evolved in response to
changing circumstances,and how they reflected wider currents of
opinion in France. This thesis is the first step towards a balanced
overview. Since reliable contemporary evidence of his ddeas up to
approximately 1905 is relatively scarce, the study concentrates
primarily on his writings from 1905 to the time of his death in 1955,
but takes account of earlier evidence where relevant. Reference is
made not only to Claudel's published works but also to a large body
of unpublished material, including correspondence with writers such
as Frangois Mauriac and Georges Duhamel or with political figures,

such as édouard Herriot and Charles de Gaulle.

The study is structured on the basis of broad chronological
divisions. It gives parallel coverage of Claudel's views on French
society and on international affairs during each of the major periods
under discussion. In both of these areas his thinking is shown to
have reflected a wealth of idiosyncratic contradictions. His
political views manifested the complexity of a personality which could
swing rapidly Letween savage intransigence and pragmatism, cynicism and
neare.utopian idealism. The labels often applied to Claudel during his

lifetime - reactionary, traditionalist, conservative, authoritarian,



jingoist - were all accurate. But there was also a side of Claudel which
could accept the modern world, welcome change,and be concerned by the

need to find solutions to the social problems of his day. Equally, his
capacity for bellicism and patriotic bombast did not prevent him from
developing increasingly fervent sympathy for the cause of European unity,
international organisation in general,and a mystical ideal of the

unification of mankind.
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THE POLITICAL THOUGHT OF PAUL CLAUDEL

Christopher G. Flood
Linacre College, D. Phil., Trinity Term 1980

INTRODUCTION

Claudel's interest in political questions was reflected in
almost every area of his writings, but there has hitherto been no
attempt to make a broad study of his ideas. The need for such a
study is all the greater because of the complex, unsystematic, often
self-contradictory nature of his thinking. As illustrations of the
oversimplified judgements so often passed on Claudel by his
contemporaries, mention is made of a number of articles in the
press at the time of his death in 1955. This thesis is the first
step towards establishing a balanced overview. It sheds light on
the cross-fertilisation between his many diverse interests as
religious thinker, diplomat and artist. It also brings forward new

evidence in the form of a large body of unpublished material.

The subject is limited in three ways: (a) Claudel's consular
and diplomatic activities are used as background, where relevant,
but are not discussed in their own right; (b) his plays are used only
as supporting evidence since they are not necessarily reliable
statements of their author's opinions; (¢) the thesis - which is
structured on the basis of broad chronological divisions - focuses
primarily on his writings from 1905 to 1955, since the earlier part
of his life furnishes little solid evidence. Two sets of examples -
the first, relating to his outlook on French society around 1890 and
the second, concerning his reaction to Chinese society during the
late 1890s - serve as a prologue and as an illustration of the

problem of establishing his early development.
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CHAPTER I. The Reactionary

After opening with brief background remarks on Claudel's
consular career and other aspects of his life during the decade
before 1914, the discussion turns initially on his reaction to
various forms of attack on the Church, which strongly coloured his
whole approach to questions of French government and society
throughout the pre-war period. His denunciations of the nineteenth-
century worship of science, his views on the Dreyfus Affair, the
Church-State separation, -the education gquestion, and other related
issues reflect the polarised political climate of the time. Against
this backcloth consideration is given to Claudel's hostility towards
the Revolution and its contemporary heritage, both in terms of

moral values and political organisation.

As against the moral and spiritual ills which he attributed to
French society - materialism, individualism, egalitarianism and
others - Claudel formulated an ideal of unity and practical charity
based on traditional Catholic principles. Like many Catholic
traditionalists of the time he defended the Church, the family and
a paternalistic conception of the workingmen's association as moral
bastions against the encroaching, impersonal power of the
centralised State. He was also attracted to the principle of
monarchical government. However, his attitude towards the Action
Frangaise group showed that: (a) he did not seriously believe a
restoration of the monarchy was likely in the foreseeable future;
(b) despite his own tendency to violent reaction he was wary of

Maurras's violent attacks on the Republic.
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CHAPTER II. The Enlightened Imperialist

The chapter is entirely devoted to discussion of Claudel's
views on imperialism in China during the pre-1914 period. It is

based largely on the various drafts of Sous le signe du dragon

(1905-1911) and starts out from observations on unanswered guestions
surrounding the evolution of the book and the circumstances under
which it was written. The second section of the chapter gives an
outline of Claudel's positivistic analysis of Chinese social
structures and the characteristics of the Chinese people. Although
his manner was for the most part detached, his arguments suggest
sympathy (echoing his earlier writings and anticipating his later
nostalgic reminiscences) for this closed, traditional, organic
society. How then did Claudel reconcile this sympathy with his
awareness that the presence of the imperialist Powers (of which he
himself was a representative) was destroying the social balance which

had previously existed? In his Claudel et l'univers chinois

Gilbert Gadoffre has given an excessively negative impression of
Claudel's attitude towards imperialist activity there. A

re-examination of the evidence shows the extreme complexity of

Claudel's position. He was prepared to justify the opening-up of China
(to European trade, to European civilisation and to Catholicism) despite
its disruptive effects on Chinese society. But his awareness of these
effects also reinforced his belief that the anarchical rivalry between
the imperialist Powers themselves was costing them much of the commercial
profit which could be gained by a more rational, concerted approach to
developing China. He was therefore led to argue the need for the

Powers to collaborate in imposing a coherent administration ef the

country on modern European lines and a massive programme of public works.



CHAPTER III. The Patriot

Claudel had returned to Europe from the Far East in 1909 and,
after a two-year posting to Prague, was to be serving in Germany
during the last three years before the outbreak of war while heated
debate raged in France on the question of extending the period of -
compulsory military service to counter the military threat from
Germany. Although Claudel's contact with the German people had given
him a certain sympathy towards them, he was acutely sensitive of the
question of French security. He wrote a number of articles in support
of the Three Year Law. They show the contrast between Claudel's
rational and fanatical sides - rational assessment of Germany's

position, uncontrolled polemic against antimilitarists in France.

With the coming of war, Claudel's hatred was turned against the
invaders, whose actions he interpreted as an attack by Satanic
forces of Protestantism and a manifestation of Germany's destiny
to fulfil an eternally disruptive role in Europe throughout history.
Conversely, at the outset, he believed that France was being purged
of her past crimes in preparation for return to her Providential
role as defender of the Catholic faith, though this conviction
appears to have faded as the war continued. His mystical speculations
on the meaning of the war were ultimately inconclusive, but, on
another level of his thought, there was a growing belief that the
conflict was preparing the way for new, more rational forms of

organisation within and between nations.
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CHAPTER IV. Progress and Tradition

During the inter-war years Claudel's interest in the idea of
movement towards a more united, better organised society showed
itself in different forms according to changing circumstances.

In the years of relative stability before the crises of the 1930s
he was not preoccupied with the need for political changes, though
he remained critical of the existing system. At this time his
attention was turned to more general reflections of contemporary

social development. The Conversations dans le Loir-et-Cher

(1925-1928) showed Claudel airing many of his old grievances against
the values of the modern world, but also illustrating, by means of
examples drawn from particular areas of social life (notably
urbanisation, agricultural and industrial organisation), how a new
spirit of community and co-operation might emerge in the future.

The book also suggests Claudel's continued attachment to the idea of
authoritarian government, but it now anticipated the somewhat
technocratic colouring which this notion was to gather in his

writings of the 1930s.

When the crises of the 1930s seemed to threaten the whole
established order in France, Claudel turned more closely to
specifically political issues. His writings contained an eclectic
mixture of ideas but were broadly in line with the positions of the
neo-traditionalist ligues and various other groups of the new Right.

Extending certain themes which had appeared in the Conversations, he

took up the call for class fusion, rationalisation of the economy on
the lines, for instance, of the New Deal, managerial reforms in
industry, co-operative experiments in agriculture, and, inevitably,

strong leadership.



CHAPTER V. The Idiosyncratic Internationalist

Discussion of certain aspects of Claudel's diplomatic activity
from 1919 to 1935 serves as background to the analysis of his
views on international relations during the inter-war period.
Particular emphasis is placed on his association with Briandist
policies towards Germany and the USA. A set of general articles
written early in 1936 is taken as a vantage-point for looking back
over a mass of disparate evidence dating from earlier years, to show
the component elements of the curious internationalism which had been
developing in his thought. His ideas showed a wealth of inconsistencies -
elements of pacifism alongside elements of bellicism; elements of
Catholic universalism alongside echoes of the nineteenth-century
historicist myth of progress; elements of imperialism alongside
elements of federalism; and a willingness to see all paths as leading

towards the unification of mankind.

The contradictions within Claudel's thinking were to manifest
£hemselves in his reactions to the crises punctuating the last years
before the Second World War. To some extent his inconsistencies
were the reflection of wider confusions in French public opinion,
but they also owed much to the idiosyncratic nature of his
internationalism. Tracing his reactions to the war in Ethiopia, the
remilitarisation of the Rhineland, the Spanish Civil War, the

Anschluss, Munich, the Nazi-Soviet Pact and the approach of war

explains how, on the very eve of the German invasion of France,
Claudel could be found arguing that the unification of Europe could

follow the conclusion of the forthcoming war.



CHAPTER VI. Hopes and Humiliations

The German invasion nullified Claudel's hopes of a short, victorious
war, but he remained pro-British and anti-defeatist throughout the
conflict. He was also able to offer himself consolations in the form
of a mystical interpretation of the war as a further paradoxical step
towards the unification of mankind, and, on a more concrete level, he

continued to reflect on the future organisation of Europe.

In the early months of the Occupation Claudel's attitude towards
the Vichy régime appeared ambivalent, rather than enthusiastic, despite
the fact that he welcomed the ending of parliamentary government, the
restoration of authority, and the introduction of legislation favouring
the interests of the Church. However, for a few months (from
December 1940 to the early summer of 1941) he held Pétain himself in
high esteem. This was followed by rapid disenchantment and outrage
at the repressive measures taken against Jews and others at the

behest of the Germans.

From the time of Montoire onwards Claudel had condemmed the
Government's policy of collaboration. Although he does not appear to
have made any practical contribution to resistance work except in the
most indirect sense he saw himself as being among the spiritually
unconquered. However, he was later accused of economic collaboration,
since he had been a director of a firm which had taken orders for
aero-engines from the Germans. Details are given of his explanation
of his position and the difficult questions which it raises. At the
Liberation Claudel was overjoyed and wrote a fulsome ode to de Gaulle
whom he saw as the man destined to give France the leadership she

needed in the future.
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CHAPTER VII. Short-Lived Dreams

The need for economic reconstruction and political
reorganisation after the Liberation stimulated Claudel to a
period of enthusiasm for the idea of change. While protesting
against left-wing pressure for nationalisations, he himself wrote
a long series of articles in 1944 and 1945 advocating widespread
application of co-operative principles in industry, agriculture,
the organisation of services, local government, and other fields.
As always, however, there were ambiguities in his thinking, and it
is also uncertain whether he fully understood the economic
implications of the programme he was suggesting. His enthusiasm

for these ideas appears to have faded after 1946.

Claudel's other great hope had been that de Gaulle would
hold onto the reigns of power at all costs and prevent any
return to the political system which had existed under the
Third Republic. At that time Claudel seems to have been thinking
in terms of some form of plebiscitary presidential system. He had
written to de Gaulle on the morrow of the Liberation. From that
time onwards, personal contacts developed and were maintained
after de Gaulle's resignation from power in January 1946. 1In
1947 Claudel was urging de Gaulle to take control of the country
by any means necessary. A year later de Gaulle nominated him to
the Conseil National of the RPF. By that time, however, Claudel
was beginning to lose faith in the General and the way had already

been paved for their subsequent break in 1951.
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CHAPTER VIII. Grand Designs

In the immediate aftermath of the war Claudel had hopes that
he would see temporal manifestations of his earlier prophecy that the
conflict had marked a step in the Providential movement of mankind
towards unity. Certain events confirmed his belief that humanity
was, indeed, destined to move in this direction, but, in the
immediate,the concrete temporal possibilities were more limited.
With the coming of the Cold War his position was firmly atlanticist
and ferociously anti-Soviet. He shed no tears for the progressive
abandonment of France's between-East-and-West-policy. He served
for some years as president of the Société France-USA, a government-
sponsored friendship organisation. His faith in the American link
was dented, however, by what he saw as a culpable series of retreats
in South-East Asia, culminating in Eisenhower's refusal to
intervene militarily on France's behalf at the time of Dien Bien Phu.
This led Claudel to a reassessment of his previous bellicist

position.

On the question of Franco-German relations and European organisation,
the need to find a durable solution to the former, in order to
initiate the latter, was an idea which recurred constantly in his
writings, though his thinking was by no means devoid of ambiguities.
It was on this guestion that his views came to diverge particularly
from de Gaulle's and this was ultimately a decisive factor in his
resignation from the RPF in 1951, when the latter aligned itself
against the plan for the European Coal and Steel Community.
Claudel himself achieved a near-apotheosis in 1953 when he addressed

an audience in Hamburg on the theme of Franco-German reconciliation.
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CONCLUSIONS

The thesis does not claim to be definitive, but to have
produced a sufficient body of evidence to give an accurate
picture of Claudel's central preoccupations and of the essential
characteristics of his approach to political guestions. While
recognising the danger of exaggeration, the most striking feature
of his thinking was his capacity to swing rapidly between mutually
contradictory, or at least inconsistent attitudes. The conclusions
centre on the charges levelled at Claudel by his political
detractors at the time of his death. As they claimed, there was a
reactionary in him who could pronounce sweeping condemnations of
the modern world; a traditionalist who clung to the values of the
past; a conservative who feared change; and an authoritarian. But
there was also the side of him which could accept the modern world,
welcome change and be concerned to find solutions to the social
problems of his day. As his critics also claimed, Claudel could be
a jingoist. But that had not prevented him from increasingly
fervent sympathy for the cause of European unity and the notion of
coherent international organisation in the world as a whole. As
his critics claimed, there may well have been an element of
opportunism in Claudel's ability to come to terms profitably with
successive régimes. But this ability was also the product of a
mind which consciously rejected dogmatic attachment to any political
system, group or theory. Claudel was an extraordinary man. Taken
individually, his ideas were not necessarily original or especially
profound. Taken as a whole, they have a certain sprawling grandeur
and are sufficiently idiosyncratic to defy conventional political

classifications.
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ABBREVIATIONS
AA Politisches Archiv des Auswartigen Amt
ASPC Archives of the Société Paul Claudel
BSPC Bulletin de la Société Paul Claudel
ccc Cahiers canadiens Claudel
Chroniques Chroniques du Journal de Clichy
Corres.PC-AG Correspondance Paul Claudel-André Gide
Corres.PC-AS Correspondance Paul Claudel-André Suares
Corres.PC~-LM Correspondénce Paul Claudel-Louis Massignon
Corres.PC-FJ/GF Correspondance Paul Claudel-Francis Jammes-

Gabriel Frizeau

Corres.PC~-JR Correspondance Paul Claudel-Jacques Rivie€re
CpC Cahiers Paul Claudel

Jo. Journal (Pléiade)

MI Mémoires improvisés

oc Oeuvres completes

Po. Oeuvre poétique (Pléiade, 1967 edition)
Pr. Oeuvres en prose (Pléiade)

QNSP Qul ne souffre pas ?

Th. Théatre (Pléiade, 1967 edition of Vol.I,

1965 edition of Vol.II)

Full publication details of the sources mentioned above are to be
found in the bibliography appended to this thesis. Where individual

works by Claudel have been reprinted in both the Oeuvres complétes

and the Pléiade aditions, I have made reference to the latter since
these include useful footnotes and indexes which are not to be found

in the Oeuvres complétes.




INTRODUCTION

Born two years before the fall of the Second Empire, Claudel
lived to see the entire course of the Third Republic, the short but
profound upheaval of the Vichy period, and almost the whole span
of the Fourth Republic. Throughout most of his life he was close
to the political world. After leaving school in 1885 he took
Politics and Law at university while he was preparing himself for a
career in the civil service. Later, his professional activities as
a consul and diplomat not only made him an agent of French foreign
policies, but also brought him into contact with political circles in
other countries and allowed him to observe societies with very
different traditions from those of France. After his retirement in
1935, he continued to maintain wide contacts among leading politicians,
publicists and diplomats. It is not surprising, therefore, that his
interest in political and social guestions should have been reflected
to a greater or lesser degree in almost every area of his writings,

from poetry to newspaper articles to commentaries on the Scriptures.

. However, while other areas of his thought have been

extensively analysed during the twenty-five years since his death,
Claudel's political views have hitherto been studied in only the

most piecemeal, and often superficial manner. There has been no

attempt to make a broad survey of what his ideas were, how far they
cohered together, how they evolved in response to changing circumstances,
and how they reflected wider currents of opinion in France. The need
for such a study is all the more important because Claudel was a

particularly complex character, who was not inclined to systematise



his opinions, nor to iron out the contradictions in his thinking:
the evidence itself is therefore diffuse, scattered in fragments
and fregquently ambiguous. Consequently, without an overall frame
of reference to distinguish the constants, the changes and the
confusions, any comment on his politics runs a serious risk of

falsifying or oversimplifying his position.

This was an error which was widely committed by Claudel's
contemporaries, who were, in many cases, all too eager to pass
facile judgements based on a confused amalgam of impressions gleaned
from his plays and other creative writings, a few notorious
positions which he had adopted at various times, or his ability to
gain official honours and material wealth under successive political
régimes. For example, in the Parisian press during the week
following his death on 23 February 1955, there was no shortage of
such comments from his political detractors, even though they might

pay homage to his talent as an artist. Thus, one finds the remarks

of André Fontaine in Le Monde:

Catholique affiché, partisan en politique
d'une assez fumeuse théocratie, il servit sans
embarras, fidélement, appuyé par Philippe Berthelot,
la République trés laique. Son ceuvre conserve des
traces, parfois superflues, de son dévouement aux
autorités. Le 'Tant que vous voudrez mon général'
des Poémes de guerre constitue un lyrique pendant
aux exhortations du général Cherfils et 1'on s'en
voudrait d'insister sur 1'étonnante ressemblance a
trois ans d'intervalle de 'l'Ode au maréchal' et
'1'0de au général'. Pour qu'il se risquat a
critiquer 1'Etat il fallut les nationalisations;
elles inspirérent & l'administrateur de Gnome et
Rhdéne une bien curieuse page, farcie de citations
de la Bible qui eussent pu trouver un mejilleur




emploi. Mais pourquoi le talent serait-il 1l'apanage
des héros et des saints?l

Others on the moderate and extreme Left might not label
Claudel a theocrat, but he could be variously portrayed as a
traditionalist,2 an authoritarian,3 a conservative,4 or as a
reactionary, clinging to nostalgia for a bygone civilisation to
the exclusion of any concern for the aspirations of modern society.
Nor was Fontaine alone in drawing attention to Claudel's jingoistic
war poems, his capitalistic business connections, or the striking
similarity between his ode to Pétain in 1940 and his ode to

de Gaulle in 1944.6

A faint echo of these criticisms could even be heard in
La Croix, where Lucien Guissard felt obliged to note that Claudel

had often shown himself forgetful of 'les miséres sociales',

1. André Fontaine, "Une ceuvre a 1l'échelle de la création",
Le Monde, 24 Feb. 1955. Like the authors of other articles
quoted in this preface, Fontaine nevertheless acknowledged
Claudel's great abilities as an artist.

2. Pierre de Boisdeffre, "Paul Claudel reste vivant",
Combat, 24 Feb. 1955.

3. Henri Jeanson, "L'Opération Claudel", Le Canard enchainé,
2 March 1955. This article contains a long and particularly
venomous diatribe, written in the days immediately
following the grandiose funeral (financed by the State)
at Notre-Dame.

4. Georges Altman, "Ce gqu'on aime dans l'irritant génie
de Paul Claudel", Franc-Tireur, 24 Feb. 1955.

5. Paul Morelle, "Paul Claudel, un grand poéte étranger &
son temps", Libération, 24 Feb. 1955.

6. See, for example, Henri Jeanson, art. cit; Paul Morelle,
art. cit; Maurice Merleau-Ponty, "Claudel était-il un
génie?", L'Express, 5 March 1955.

(O3]



though this oversight was disarmingly attributed to Claudel's
overwhelming preoccupation with the spiritual, rather than the
temporal salvation of the world.l As for Jules Romains in
L'Aurore, his judgement was that "Claudel chérissait 1l'ordre
dans son antique établissement; et & défaut d'antiquité, le fait
d'étre établi constituait a ses yeux un titre, lui insufflait un
bon commencement d'enthousiasme".2 Meanwhile, on the extreme

Right, in Aspects de la France and Rivarol, although he was

naturally exempt from being attacked as a reactionary, Claudel was
denounced as an opportunist who had been, as one columnist put it,
“"fervent de la troisiéme République tant qu'elle existe, puis la
traitant d'affreuse barague aprés sa chute", then hailing Pétain,

3
and later de Gaulle, “"qui a relevé la baraque'.

Most of these summary judgements contained some element of
truth, but they nevertheless conveyed an entirely false impression.
There was, indeed, a reactionary in Claudel who could pronounce
sweeping condemnations of the modern world; a traditionalist who
clung to the values of the past; an authoritarian, and a conservative
who feared social change. But there was also a side of Claudel
which could accept the modern world, welcome change and be concerned
by the need to find viable solutions to the social problems of his

day. So too, he was capable of the most bombastic jingoism, but

1. Lucien Guissard, "Paul Claudel", La Croix, 27 Feb. 1955.

2. Jules Romains, "Paul Claudel succombe ....", L'Aurore,
24 Feb. 1955.

3. Jacques Villedieu, "Revue de la presse", Aspects de la
France, 4 March 1955. See also, André Thérive, "Souvenirs
sur Paul Claudel", and Robert Poulet, "Paul Claudel et son
oeuvre", both in Rivarol, 3 March 1955.




that did not prevent him from developing increasingly fervent
sympathy for the cause of European unity, and an attachment to
the ideal of coherent international organisation in the world as
a whole. Equally, while the charge of self-serving opportunism
cannot be entirely dismissed, his ability to come to terms
profitably with successive régimes was also the product of a mind
which consciously rejected dogmatic adhesion to any political

system, group, or ideology.

The purpose of this thesis, then, is to explore the central
preoccupations and paradoxes in Claudel's political outlook as a
first step towards establishing a balanced overview. Because it
draws on material scattered through so many areas of Claudel's
published writings, it will, in turn, throw a clearer light on
the cross-fertilisation between his remarkably diverse interests
as an artist, religious thinker, diplomat, and hard-headed man of
the world. At the same time, it will also add to existing
knowledge by bringing forward a considerable body of new evidence
in the form of unpublished correspondence with Charles de Gaulle,

Frangois Mauriac, Wladimir d'Ormesson, Georges Duhamel, and others.

Certain limitations have been placed on the subject as a
whole. On the one hand, I have not made a detailed examination of
Claudel's consular and diplomatic activities as such. In
accomplishing his duties he enjoyed a greater or lesser scope for
initiative, for personal judgement, and for making recommendations
in his reports, but he was nevertheless an agent, whose field of

action was defined by the instructions of his superiors in response



to governmental policies. However, the general nature of his
experience, and the crucial influences to which it exposed him

are naturally taken into account.

On the other hand, I have not sought to offer a
reinterpretation of any of Claudel's dramatic works, nor to use
them as a foundation on which to establish his ideas. This thesis
will provide valuable background material which will help to
correct many of the misunderstandings and oversimplified judgements
which have been made on the basis of his plays, but the dramas
themselves are, at best, unreliable sources for my own purpose, and,
at worst, could be positively misleading. The complexity of his
dramatic technique, the interweaving of themes, the balance of
contradictions, the use of polysemic symbolism, and a variety of
other factors - including the vague, changeable, sometimes mutually
conflicting, retrospective accounts given by Claudel himself - leave
these works of creative fiction open to a wide variety of
interpretations and make it extremely dangerous to read them as if
they were exact statements of their author's opinions in the real
world. The diversity of political meanings which have been
attributed to L'Otage, for instance, is an ample illustration of
this problem. The precise extent to which the words or actions of
Claudel's characters do, in fact, correspond to his views, can only
be judged when these views are already established on the basis of
other less equivocal evidence. For this reason my own references
to the dramatic works will be restricted, for the most part, to brief,
parenthetical comments in the cases where themes in the plays can be

usefully noted to corroborate non-fictional sources.



Given the unsuitability of the plays as reliable evidence,
I have placed a partial limitation on the chronological focus of
the thesis. Because much of the published and unpublished material
on which I have drawn records, or is strongly coloured by Claudel's
reactions to immediate issues arising in France or on the
international stage, the study as a whole is structured on the
basis of broad chronological divisions, within which the analysis
is ordered in various ways, depending on the nature of the evidence
available for the particular periods under consideration. 1In the
best of all possible worlds I would, therefore, have set out to
trace his development from the time of his youth in response to
formative influences, such as the views of his family, friends and
teachers, his studies and his private reading. However, this is
impracticable. For the earlier part of Claudel's life, up to the
time when he was in his mid-thirties, there is little contemporary
evidence apart from his plays themselves. Moreover, his later
reminiscences of that period were extremely imprecise and may well
have been distorted.l Consequently, my detailed analysis will
take as it's starting point the ten years before the outbreak

of the First World War.

1. See Henri Guillemin, Eg_"Converti“, Paul Claudel, Paris,
Gallimard, 1968, p.l7, where Guillemin quotes from an
interview given to him by Claudel on 3 - 4 Sept. 1942:
"J'ai une excellente mémoire, mais déformante".
Guillemin's own attempt to unravel the truth behind
the legends of Claudel's early life was, of course,
hampered by the lack of contemporary evidence. However,
his book amply illustrates the veracity of Claudel's
words to him in 1942, and emphasises the danger of
identifying Claudel too closely with his fictional
characters.




As to the earlier period, I shall, of course, have reason
to refer back to it on occasion in the light of his positions
during the pre-war years. In the meantime, by way of a prologue,
and as an illustration of the problem of establishing his early
development, two brief sets of examples may be mentioned here;
the first, relating to his outlook while he was still living in
Paris in the late 1880s and early 1890s; the second, concerning
his reactions to Chinese society during his first posting to the

East between 1895 and 1899,

Claudel's later reminiscences - expressed, for the most part,
in explanation of his frame of mind at the time when he wrote

Téte d'Or (1889) and La Ville (1890-1891) - laid considerable

emphasis on his mood of revolt during this period. He had felt a
violent desire for freedom, which had been stimulated by his need
to escape from the conflicts within his family, his continued
inability to adapt to life in Paris after a childhood spent in
small provincial towns, and, above all, by the massive spiritual

conflict arising from his conversion.

In this mood of tension and revolt, did Claudel, like many of
his young contemporaries, see himself as an opponent of the
established political and social order? Henri Guillemin reports
that in a letter written to him by Claudel on 22 May 1952, Claudel
described himself and his father as having been passionate admirers

of General Boulanger during the political crisis of the late 18805.2

1. See MI, pp. 24-25, 28-29, 50-51, 56-57, 6O.

2. op. cit., p.96.



Indeed, Professor Guillemin suggests that alongside the Shakespearian,
Rimbaldian and other literary influences, this admiration was surely

"une source complémentaire' of Téte 4'Or, and that the charismatic

warrior-hero of the play was Boulanger “'dans une transfiguration
sublime".1 If that was the case, and if we disregard the ambiguities
of the play itself, as well as the other, deeper levels of symbolism,
we might be tempted to assume that Claudel felt an early attraction to

Caesarism and aggressive nationalism.

Claudel also recalled on more than one occasion that he had
felt a considerable sympathy for anarchism during the 1890s, a
2 :
feeling which he had shared with many of his friends. In his

Mémoires improvisés, he claimed that, hating Paris, he had also

been appalled by the selfish, divided society which he saw around him,
and had thus seen anarchist terrorism as, in a sense, a justified
gesture against this claustrophobic, hideous world.3 Certainly,

his play, La Ville, captures the atmosphere of social conflict which

underlay the bright veneer of the dawning belle époque. It evokes the

contrast between the private gardens of the rich and the working-class
slums, the confrontation between representatives of liberal capitalism
and those calling for a new socialist order. But would Claudel really
have wished to see the old society destroyed by revolution as it is in

the play? And if this was the case, does the fact that the play ends with

1. id. See also André Alter, Claudel, Paris, Seghers, 1968, pp.46-47,
for a similar view (though Alter gives the erroneous impression
that Boulangism was an exclusively left-wing phenomenon) .

2. See MI, p.73; Conversations dans Le Loir-et-Cher, Pr., p.670; words
to Henri Guillemin, gquoted by Guillemin in "Claudel et Zola", Les
Cahiers maturalistes, XIII, 1959, p.526; and Paul Claudel interroge

1'Apocalypse, OC XXV,p.148 for a further melodramatic recollection
of his hatred of Paris.

3. MI, p.73.



the installation of a Catholic king mean that Claudel's long-delayed
return to religious practice in December 1890 had transformed his
previous taste for Caesarism into some form of revolutionary

monarchism?

Speculation on these, and other, similar questions becomes
even more hazardous when it is remembered that Claudel's mental
energies were by no means exclusively concentrated on developing
his creative faculties or on the spiritual upheaval which had
followed the moment of revelation at Notre-Dame in 1886. Nor was
the entirety of his time spent in the company of his Symbolist
and other young avant-garde literary acquaintances who saw
themselves as artistically and socially in revolt against the
sordid materialism of bourgeois society. The son of a minor civil
servant who was prepared to make financial sacrifices to provide
a first-class education for his children, Claudel had meanwhile
been diligently studying his Law and Political Economy at the
Faculté de Droit, where he had graduated in 1888.l At the same
time, he had been successfully completing courses in a variety
of political, administrative and economic subjects at the
prestigious ficole libre des Sciences politiques, one of the
educational bastions of the Third Republic, and a major training-

ground for aspiring entrants into the more esteemed branches of

1. Claudel's fiche de scolarité is held in the Archives
nationales, file Fiches individuelles de scolarité,
régime nouveau de 1840 & 1905 (catalogue no. AJ 16 1697).
Details of the courses forming the licence (Histoire
générale du droit francais public et privé; Droit
international privé; Economie politique) can be found in
Faculté de Droit de Paris: Programme de Cours, Paris,

Imprimerie Moguet, 1885-1888.
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the civil service.

Claudel had at first intended to try for entry into the

Conseil d'ﬁtat, but later chose to attempt the Grand Concours

for entry into the Foreign Ministry.2 Although the system of
competitive examinations had considerably democratised admission
into the more favoured civil service departments, Claudel was
undoubtedly aware that it was still advisable for a candidate to
have the backing of republican notables as initial proof of general
suitability for this type of career. So it was that 1889, the

year in which he wrote the violent, Wagnerian saga of Téte d'Or,

was also the time when he was seeking referees to attest to the
respectability of his social and political credentials for being

permitted to sit the Grand Concours. With this aim in mind, he

wrote to his cousin, Louis, who was evidently on cordial terms

with the veteran ex-minister, Jules Ferry:

1. Claudel's dossier at the Ecole libre, shown to me by
courtesy of the Director of the Institut des Sciences
politiques, records that he was registered there for the
academic years 1885-1886, 1887-1888. During those two
years he took, and passed the following courses:
Droit constitutionnel; Histoire parlementaire;
grganisation administrative comparée; Matiéres administratives;
Economie politique (M. Dunoyer's course on history of social
and economic theory) ; Economie politique (M. Cheysson's
course dealing with basic concepts - production,

distribution, circulation, etc.); Commerce extérieur; Statistique;

Langue étrangére (English, no doubt). In all of the above,
except the language paper, he achieved marks of 4/6

('assez bien') or higher, except in the language paper

(2%/6 'mauvais'). Two short essays, as well as lists of

some of the questions he answered in examinations are also
included in the dossier. A long essay, "L'Impdt sur le thé
en Angleterre" was published in the Annales des Sciences
politiques, IV, 15 Oct. 1889, pp.640-653 (reprinted in CPC 1V,
pp.81-98). Summaries of the courses are to be found in Ecole
libre des Sciences politiques: Organisation et programme des
cours. Renseignements sur les carriéres auxquelles 1'Ecole
prépare, Paris, Librairie Vuibert, 1886-1888.

2. See MI, p.71.
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Tu sais que je me présente le 15 janvier 1890
au Concours ouvert pour l'admission dans les Carriéres
diplomatique et consulaire. Or, cette carriére peut
se comparer & une personne qui ne nous connait pas,
et & qui nous avons besoin d'étre présentés par d'autres
personnes qu'elle connait. Ce n'est donc pas tant une
recommendation que j'aurais voulu demander de (sic)
M. Jules Ferry, qu'une simple attestation de l'honorabilité
de ma famille et de la fermeté de ses opinions
républicaines qui me rendent digne d'étre placé sur la
liste d'admissibilité préliminaire & ce concours. C'est
13 un service que la vérité d'abord et puis la gratitude
personpelle qu'il doit avoir envers toi lui rendent
facile d'accorder il me semble.l

Ferry complied with the request, and the Quai d'Orsay was to
receive two other similar references on Claudel's behalf.2 After
taking the Concours and being listed first among the successful
candidates, Claudel started his training in the commercial section at
the Quai d'Orsay, and it was during the earlier part of this period
that he wrote La Ville. On the one hand, then, his working days were
spent in learning the intricacies of protocol, the drafting of
dispatches and economic reports, or details of monetary, commercial

. . 3 . .
and industrial agreements. On the other hand, in his moments of

1. Letter to Louis (Claudel?), "Jeudiv (1889 , ASPC. Since
this letter has only recently come to light, I have not
yet had the opportunity to investigate the connection
between Claudel's cousin and Jules Ferry.

2. The note from Ferry reads simply:"M. Jules Ferry se
porte garant de l'honorabilité et des idées républicaines
de M. Claudel". The other notes to the same effect were
from Rodin, the sculptor, and Auguste Burdeau, a leading
republican politician who had formerly been Claudel's
philosophy master at the Lycée Louis-le-Grand. All of
these are reproduced in a study of Claudel's personal
file at the Quai d'Orsay, by Guy Thuillier, "Un jeune
diplomate, Paul Claudel", La Revue administrative, 184,
July - Aug. 1978, p.374.

3. §ee Jean Claude Berton, " Premier séjour de Claudel aux
Etats-Unis 'in CPC IV, Claudel diplomate, Paris, Gallimargd,
1962, pp.99-101.
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leisure, he was writing the play in which Paris and its discordant
society were consigned to violent destruction before the birth of a
new Christian world. It is small wonder that Claudel's friend,
Jules Renard, should pose the question in March 1893: "Mais pourquoi

Claudel écrit-il d'une fagon Téte 4'Or, La Ville et d'une autre ses

compositions pour obtenir le poste de vice-consul & New York?".

In short, there appears to have been a marked dichotomy in
Claudel's thinking at that time, but in the absence of reliable
contemporary evidence it is impossible to judge how far this really
was the case, or whether it was more the product of Claudel's
retrospective desire to build his own legend around his dramatic
fiction. My second example, relating to his early experience in
China, again seems to point to Claudel's ability to compartmentalise
his mind, and in this instance there is a certain amount of
contemporary evidence outside his plays. Yet, it is still
insufficient to allow a confident assessment of where the balance

lay between his contradictions.

By conventional European standards - and in marked contrast
to those of the United States, where Claudel had served his initial
overseas posting - the Eastern civilisation which he had first
encountered in 1895 was stagnant, archaic, pre-industrial, ill-
governed, and endowed with a culture turned entirely towards the
past. However, as Gilbert Gadoffre has observed, the legend of the

artist seeking a new life in more innocent climes far from the ugly

1. Jules Renard, Journal 1887-1910, Paris, Gallimard,
(Pléiade), 1960, p.154 (16 March 1893).




soullessness of bourgeois industrial society was by then well
established among the French literary avant-garde, and Claudel
appears to have cast himself, to some extent, in this role.
Within a short time of his arrival he had certainly shown
immense enthusiasm for his new surroundings and a corresponding
hostility to the world he had left behind. Thus, he wrote to

Mallarmé in December 1895:

La Chine est un pays anclen, vertigineux,
inextricable. La vie n'y a pas été atteinte par le
mal moderne de l'esprit qui se considére lul-méme,
cherche le mieux et s'enseigne ses propres reveries.
Elle pullule, touffue, nalve, désordonnée des profondes
ressources de l'instinct et de la tradition; J'ai la
civilisation moderne en horreur et je m'y suis
toujours senti étranger. Ici, au contraire, tout
paralt naturel et normal; (....).2

A year later, in another letter to Mallarmé€, the same idea
was still at the forefront of his mind when he remarked: "J'ai
trouvé dans le peuple chinois avec sa salubre horreur de tout
changement, un peuple selon mon coeur".3 And he had added:
"La Chine devient le seul pays ou un individu décent peut vivre
en paix".4 His fascination with this timeless, innocent world

was also mirrored in the prose-poems of Connaissance de 1'Est,

whether he was evoking the total absence of mechanisation and the

teeming animal vitality of the native Chinese quarters of Shanghai,

1. Gilbert Gadoffre, Claudel et l'univers Chinois, CPC VIII,
Paris, Gallimard, 1968, pp.51-53.

2. Dated 24 Dec. 1895, in CPC I, T&te 4'Or et les dfbuts
littéraires, Paris, Gallimard, 1959, p.46.

3. Dated 23 Nov. 18396, in ibid., p.50.

4. id.



"maison unique d'une famille multipliée' which seemed to capture
the very essence of man's past;l or whether he was contemplating
landscapes, the rhythm of the seasons, figures silhouetted
against the sky;2 or the architecture which the Chinese were able
to harmonise with nature;3 or even when, despite his condemnation
of the "fraude diabolique" of Bhuddism, he was exploring the

temples of Chinese religion.

These lyrical or meditative reflections contrast with his
comment, in a letter to Maurice Pottecher on 20 February 1896,
observing that he occasionally read the French press to remind
himself of "“cette impression de détresse, de misére et de bas
vice qui émane & trois heures de l'aprés-midi de la devanture des
cafés-concerts des quartiers excentriques".5 Or again,in 1899 he

wrote to Pottecher expressing his scorn for the latter's "idées

de progrés auquel nous devons tous travailler, de démocratie

6
éclairée, etc.". This led him to point out that the whole idea

1. "ville la Nuit", Ppo.,p.33.

2. See, for example, "Le Temple de la conscience , ibid.,
pp. 51-52, " Novemb.e', ibid., pp. 53-55, "La Source",
ibid., pp.96-97. :

3. See "Qa et 13", ibid., pp.87-88.

4. "ga et 13", ibid., p.90 for remarks on the satanic
nature of Bhuddism, but for fascination with the temples
and their symbols see, for example, "Pagode", ibid.,
pp-26-30, " Religion du signe", pp.47-48.

5. In CPC I, p.99.

6. Undated (1899), in ibid., p.1l07.
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of progress was meaningless to him: he did not believe that mankind
progressed, "mais qu'elle développe sur le plan de 1l'éternité

comme un tableau et comme une harmonie'.

Yet Claudel had not come to China as a bohemian exile, but
as a professional agent of French imperialist interests, at a time
when the Great Powers were intent on extracting maximum advantage
from the disintegration of the Manchu Empire in the wake of the
Sino-Japanese War. It was the period of concession-grabbing and
the carving out of spheres of interest. Moreover, while considerations
of strategy, prestige and cultural expansion played their part,
commerce was a major impetus to Western penetration of China, which
meant that the consular services had a particularly important role
to play. In his study of Claudel's life and work in China,
Gilbert Gadoffre has shown that Claudel was a conscientious and
enterprising agent during his first period of duty there. He might
profess little love for the hectic social life of the European
concessions, but in all other respects he was very much a part of
the imperialists' world. He was a party to hard-headed politico-
commercial negotiations with businessmen and officials to obtain
mining or industrial rights or the extension of transportation
facilities. He was the author of detailed reports analysing
aspects of commercial development in China, and, in a number of
cases, putting forward recommendations for means of deepening French

penetration of the market. Administration of the French municipalities,




the deployment of native labour, the quest for trading opportunities

- all of these activities formed part and parcel cf Claudel's working
life as a representative of the very forces of progress which were

most alien to the traditional patterns of Chinese civilisation.

What are we to make of this curious ability to condemn modern
society and admire the picturesque archaism of China, while acting
on behalf of France in the execution of policies which, in conjunction
with those of other imperialist Powers, could not but affect the
balance of the society that he admired? The contradiction is
interesting in so far as it anticipates paradoxes which we shall
encounter later. However, given the paucity of reliable evidence, it
would be dangerous to read too much into it at this stage. We do not
know, for instance, whether his admiration for this changeless
society extended at that time to its governmental system, its
administration and its economic organisation. Nor do we have any
information on his attitude towards the effects which imperialist
activity was having in China, or for that matter, towards the question
of imperialist expansion in general. Equally, his few scathing
remarks on the subject of French society give little more than a
general impression of emotional distaste and offer no hint of what
his political preferences were, or whether they had changed since

the time of his youth. We might, of course, speculate further on

1. For details of the above, both historical background and
Claudel's activities, see Gadoffre, op. cit., pp.59-107:
also, Thuillier, art. cit., pp.378-385, which includes
some further details, such as favourable reports on
Claudel's abilities; his efforts to obtain promotion;
his participation in the defence of the French concession
at Shanghai against Chinese rioters in 1898.
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these questions in the light of his revision of La Ville during
those years.l However, rather than attempt to build further on
shifting sands, it will be more fruitful to turn now to Claudel's

writings of the pre-war decade.

1. For an attempt to deduce Claudel's political ideas
from this play (viewed as the crystallisation of
tendencies which had merely been latent at the time
when he wrote La Ville I), see Jacques Petit's
introduction to his critical edition of La Ville,
Paris, Mercure de France, 1967, especially pp.66-70,
82-90, arguing that Claudel chooses theocracy as
the solution to conflicts in his thinking.
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CHAPTER 1I. The Reactionary

A. Prefatory Remarks

In many ways the years between 1905 and 1914 were to mark a
period of increasing stability and considerable fulfilment in
Claudel's life, despite the fact that they did not pass without
crises. On the one hand, they saw him make substantial advances in
his consular career. During the 1890s his progress had been perfectly
satisfactory, if not as rapid as he would have wished, and he had

reached the rank of consul titulaire in 1898.1 But during the latter

half of the second posting which he served in China from 1901 to 1904,
his position had been threatened by scandal arising from his liaison
with the wife of a businessman and from his activity on behalf of her
husband's firm. Catastrophe was averted, however, by the departure

of his mistress and by the intervention of Philippe Berthelot, his
friend and future protector at the Quai d'Orsay.2 After his return to

France on leave in 1905, he was promoted to the rank of consul de

premiére classe and was made a chevalier of the Légion d'honneur (an

3
honour for which he had applied some four years earlier). A further

1. See Thuillier, "Un jeune diplomate ...", pp.378-380, for
discussion of Claudel's and Claudel's father's efforts in 1897
and early 1898 to obtain his promotion. Claudel's father
enlisted the aid of two politicians, Henry Boucher and Charles
Krantz, and of Francis de Pressensé, editor of Le Temps, on his
son's behalf.

2. See Gadoffre, Claudel et l'univers chinois, pp.109-121, for
discussion of the antecedents of the scandal, investigation of
Claudel by the Ministry, Berthelot's intervention, and the
ending of the affair.

3. See Thuillier, art. cit., p.382, for details of Claudel's
initial application on 28 Sept.1901, listing his consular
achievements and projects.



period in China from 1906 to the summer of 1909 - most of it spent

as overseer of the important French concession at Tientsin - involved
him in more administrative work than he would have wished, and its
closing months were overshadowed by another scandal, when he was
accused of "menées cléricales" and the denunciations were taken up in
France by Berteaux, vice-president of the Chamber of Deputies.
Nevertheless, he was saved by a further intervention by Berthelot, as
well as by his own ability to refute the charges.1 He took up a
posting to Prague in 1909 and while there he was confirmed in the

rank of consul général. Subsequently, from the autumn of 1911 to the

summer of 1914, he moved on to new posts in Frankfurt and Hamburg

successively.

1905 had also marked a spiritual and emotional crossroads for
Claudel. The ending of his relationship with a married woman was
traumatic indeed, but it did allow him to make his peace with the
Chuxrch. In the early spring of that year he became an oblate of the
2

Benedictine Order, which he had come near to joining as a monk in 1900.

By the closing months of 1905 he felt that he was beginning to recover,

[\ )]
[o%}

1. See Gadoffre, op. cit., pp.135-142 for an account of accusations
brought against Claudel by a former employee of the mairie at
Tientsin, and of the subsequent development of the matter. 1In
the wake of the crisis Berthelot (at that time sous-directeur
d'Asie at the Quai d'Orsay) wrote to Claudel reassuring him
that his future had by no means been jeopardised and that he
still had "une brillante carriére & parcourir", (letter dated
5 May 1909, ASPC, Dossier Philippe Berthelot, quoted at length
in Gadoffre, op. cit., pp.141-142).

2. Claudel was received as an oblate on 18 April 1905: see Dom
Roger-Marie Debard, "Paul Claudel oblat de Ligugé", Lettre de
Ligugé, 51, reproduced in extenso in Jo.I, pp.1040-1041. For an
attempt to define the major reasons for Claudel's failure to
commit himself to entering the Order as a novice in 1900, see
Guillemin, Le "Converti" Paul Claudel, pp.170-192.
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and that God had saved him, though at the price of excruciating
torment.1 Moreover, in December the process of putting his
spiritual house in order was accompanied by the quest for moral
stability through his engagement to the young daughter of a
patriarchal Catholic family.2 He was married early in 1906 and by

1914 was the proud father of four children.

He undoubtedly had his share of problems during the years
after 1905, but in so far as it is realistic to generalise about a
man as volatile as Claudel, it would appear that he was reasonably
contented with his lot, though on more than one occasion his letters
to friends contained a note of self-reproach because he felt he was
leading an excessively comfortable, worldly existence which did not
entirely accord with the spiritual heroism and self-sacrifice which
he saw as an essential part of Catholicism.3 He was also less
isolated than he had been in his earlier years. Besides the non-
Catholic friends, such as Gide and Suarés, whom he was attempting to

convert, he had a small circle of Catholic correspondents and was to

1. See the series of letters to Gabriel Frizeau and to Francis
Jammes, 6 Sept.- 19 Oct. 1905, Corres. PC-FJ/GF, pp.57-65.

2. For details of Reine Sainte-Marie-Perrin and her family, see
Louis Chaigne, Vie de Paul Claudel, Tours, Mame, 1961, p.92.
For the idea of his forthcoming marriage as a quest for moral
balance, see letters to André Suarés, 3 and 28 Jan. 1906,
Corres. PC-AS, pp.63, 68.

3. See, for example, letter to Gabriel Frizeau, 3 Feb. 1907,
Corres. PC-FJ/GF, p.98, comparing his own situation with that
of Francis Jammes and referring to "un esprit de fatalité de
bonheur humain qui s'impose a moi malgré toutes les crises".

The theme of self-reproach recurs most frequently in his letters
to Louis Massignon whom he believed, for some time, to be
destined for sainthood: for discussion of this theme see
Michel Malicet's introduction to Corres. PC-LIM, pp.17-25.




be the co-founder of a coopérative de priéres, intended to establish

a spiritual union of Catholic writers, intellectuals and others.

During this period Claudel reached full maturity as an artist.

In December 1905, not long after he had completed Partage de midi, the

fictional transposition of his recent experience, he told Gide that
he felt he had at last come to terms with the problem of reconciling
his art and his religion, for he had realised that the two could
coexist in a fertile state of tension.2 Despite inevitable moments of
self-doubt, he was to show a considerable confidence in his

role as a Catholic artist during the years that followed,Band he was,

in fact, to write some of his finest works; notably, L'Annonce faite

a Marie, L'Otage, Le Pain dur, and the Cing Grandes Odes. Moreover,

although he was far from reaching a vast public, the staging of

L'Annonce in 1912 and L'Otage in 1914 brought him considerable

critical acclaim.

These brief biographical details need to be borne in mind as we
consider his views on questions of government and society in France
during those years. Often enough his remarks on the divisive issues
of the period - the Church-State controversy, the education
question, the problem of social reform, the power of the centralised

State, the parliamentary system - took the form of sweeping, emotional

1, See Chaigne, op. cit., p.116, for a list of those who joined
during the early years (including, among the younger members,
Mauriac, Jacques Maritain, and Henri Massis).

2. Reported by Gide in his Journal, 1889-1939, Paris, Gallimard,
(Pléiade), 1948, p.190, (5 Dec. 1905).

3. See, for example, letters to Gide, 7 Nov. 1905 and 28 Jan., 1909,
Corres. PC-AG, pp.54,97; letter to André Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911,

Corres. PC-AS, p.160; letter to Jacques Riviére, 7 Nov. 1912,
Corres. PC-JR, p.250.
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assertions or crude polemic which showed his capacity to react
violently against the forces that he regarded as inimical to the
wellbeing of his country. However, it would be wrong to suggest
that he was constantly obsessed by these questions, for he was an
extremely busy man, leading a full, and in many ways satisfying life,
divided between a multitude of diverse preoccupations. Moreover,
although the evidence which will be examined in the present chapter
shows little trace of the reasoned, analytical approach which we
shall encounter when discussing his opinions on certain aspects of
international relations during those same years, there was,
nevertheless, an element of moderation and even acquiescence in his_

thinking, which to some extent belied the savagery of his

condemnations.

B. The Attack on the Church.

Nunc autem derident me juniores tempore quorum
non dignabar patres ponere cum canibus gregis meae.

Tous les sectateurs et auteurs des faibles et
sottes théories modernes, dont les péres ne se sont
méme pas €levés a la hauteur des anciens hérésiarques.
( - - ). Philosophes modernes, non seulement nous ne
vous €levons pas a la dignité de chiens, mais pas méme
vos péres et vos auteurs.

Quorum virtus manuum mihi erat pro nihilo et vita
ipsa putabantur indigni; egestate et fame steriles gqui rodebant in
solitudine, squalentes calamitate et miseria.

La "science" moderne, misérable et dégoutante, qui
grignote des détritus et des hypothéses mortes et s&ches:
les rats de bibliothéques, les rongeurs de textes, la
lettre morte.l

These words appear in the opening pages of the diary which

Claudel began to keep in September 1904: they form the first sections

1. Jo.I, pp.3-4, (Sept. 1904).
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of a commentary on Chapter XXX of the Book of Job, interpreted in
the light of the contemporary attack on the Church in France. It
was understandable that his catalogue of "plaintes de 1'fEglise
persécutée 1l'an de honte 1904" should begin with a denunciation of
modern philosophers, idolaters of science and those who sought to
apply scientific methods to other fields of knowledge, since the
nineteenth—century heirs of the Enlightenment had done much to create
an intellectual climate in which the Church could be widely regarded

as a bastion of superstition opposed to the march of progress.

As Claudel himself was aware, by the turn of the century the
pendulum of philosophical fashion had to some extent swung away from
dogmatic faith in all-embracing scientific explanation.2 In
philosophical circles positivist theories no longer enjoyed the
pre-eminence that they had thirty years previously, nor did the
early mechanistic theories of evolution, nor the scientism once
represented by figures such as Taine, Renan or Marcelin Berthelot.
However, while the closing decades of the century had brought to
the fore a number of philosophers whose ideas reflected at least a
partial reaction against scientific determinism, the challenge had

been primarily in the name of neo-criticist or spiritualist theories

1. ibid., p.3. See Henri Verbist, Les Grandes Controverses de
1'£glise contemporaine de 1789 & nos jours, reprinted, Verviers,
Gérard & Co., 1971, pp.118-135 for discussion of the intellectual
confrontation between new scientific theories and the Church
during the nineteenth century; and Adrien Dansette, Histoire
religieuse de la France contemporaine, revised edition, Paris,
Flammarion, 1965, pp.325-330, 402-412 for the influence of the
cult of science on the development of republican anticlericalism.

2. See letter to Gide, 7 Aug. 1903, Corres. PC-AG, p.48: "Ma grande
joie est de penser que nous assistons au crépuscule de la Science
du XIXe siécle. Toutes ces abominables théories qui ont opprimé
notre jeunesse, celle de Laplace, celle de 1l'évolution, celle des
équivalents de force, s'écroulent 1l'une sur l'autre". Also,
letter to André Suareés, 25 July 1907, Corres. PC-AS, p.106, for a
later, less exaggerated expression of similar hopes.
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which were not themselves compatible with orthodox Catholic belief.

The cult of scientific progress had also begqueathed an
enduring legacy of dangers to the Church. Within the Catholic fold
itself controversy continued to rage around Loisy, Mignot and other
modernists who had attempted to incorporate the lessons of science
into their theological or exegetical studies, exhibiting an approach
which Claudel later described as symptomatic of "la vieille tendance
antichrétienne a toujours minimiser le surnaturel, & lui faire la
part aussi restreinte que possible, et & se faire une petite
réligion raisonnable et bourgeoise".2 On the other hand, outside the
Church, the cause of Reason, Science and Progress was still
frequently invoked in the rhetoric of anticlerical publicists and
politicians demanding the consolidation of secularism or further

curbs on the influence of the clergy.

Moreover,’Claudel saw himself as having formerly been taken in
by the claims of atheistic science. On a number of occasions he
described this as a crucial factor in the crisis through which he had
passed before his return to the Church. At the Lycée Louis-le-Grand

he had studied for his baccalauréat en philosophie under Auguste

1. For discussion of the various schools of thought and the swing
away from positivism towards the end of the nineteenth century,
see J. Alexander Gunn, Modern French Philosophy: a Study of the
Development since Comte, London, Fisher Unwin, 1922; and for the
wider reflection of the reaction against positivism among French
and other European intellectuals, see H. Stuart Hughes,
Consciousness and Society, London, Paladin, 1974, pp.33-66.

2. Letter to Gabriel Frizeau, 25 Sept. 1907, Corres. PC-FJ/GF, p.111.
For general discussion of the modernist controversy, see Dansette,
op. cit., pp.670-694; Verbist, op. cit., pp.181-187.

3. See Jean-Marie Mayeur (ed.), La Séparation des Eglises et de
1'Etat, Paris, Julliard, pp.32-33.




Burdeau, whose own predilection was for neo-Kantianism. But Claudel
himself, by his later account, had inclined to a purely monistic,
mechanistic view of the world, in the belief that "tout était

soumis aux 'lois' et que ce monde était un enchafinement dur d'effets
et de causes que la science allait arriver aprés-demain a
débrouiller parfaitement" - a conviction which had, however, filled

him with depression rather than optimism.

There may, of course, have been an elemént of distortion and
self-dramatising exaggeration in his recollections, but his desire
to join the counter-attack on the excessive claims of nineteenth-
century science had been strong enough to make him draw his ideas

together in his Art poétique, the set of quasi-philosophical

treatises which he completed in 1904. 1In this work he put forward
his own metaphysical theory (certain aspects of which will be
discussed later in this chapter) while at the same time attempting
to cast doubt on some of the central assumptions underlying
scientific determinism - for example, by seeking to show that the
same effects do not necessarily imply the same causes in every
instance, or by emphasising the disproportion between our limited

empirical knowledge and the iron general laws being induced from it.

1. "Ma conversion", (first published on 10 Oct. 1913), Pr., p.1009.
For other remarks referring to the effects of his exggéure to
the ideas of Taine, Renan, Kant and others, see, for example,
letter to Frizeau, 20 Jan. 1904, Corres. PC~-FJ/GF, p.33; letter
to Jacques Riviere, 12 March 1908, Corres.PC-JR, pp.142-143.
Compare with Léon Daudet's retrospective account of the "gavage
évolutionniste et criticiste" dispensed by Burdeau, in Daudet,
FantOmes et vivants, lére série, Paris, Nouvelle Librairie
Nationale, 1914, pp.129-140.

2. See Po., pp.127-135.
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Thus, he claimed, "tout cet appareil et les 'lois' qu'on en déduit
ne sont que des instruments de critique, des plans de simplification,

des moyens d'assimilation intellectuelle“.1

It was an extremely uneven book which constantly vacillated
between sweeping rhetorical assertions and rational argument. Nor
did it do justice to the positions which it sought to attack.
Nevertheless, the writing of it evidently gave him considerable
satisfaction and no doubt encouréged his wider hope that France was
now witnessing the twilight of nineteenth century scientism and the
approach of a new era when even the savants themselves would
recognise "la bienheureuse ignorance".2 Yet, although he could look
for signs of change in this area, it did nothing to alleviate the
immediate reality of the political attack on the Church. "Pas un
fils de chien qui n'insulte notre Sainte Mére l'Eglise", he had
written in his diary for September 1904:3 politicians, journalists,
Protestants, Freethinkers, teachers and a host of others all seemed

eager to trample everything that was most sacred.

He was on leave in France at the time when the Chamber finally
voted the law separating the Church from the State on 9 December 1905,
and he was a witness to the subsequent uproar over the initial moves

to enforce re-allocation of Church assets under the control of lay

1. ibid., p.132.

2. Letter to Gide, 7 Aug. 1903, Corres. PC-AG, p.48. This idea is
prefigured in La Ville II, (Th.I, p.468), where the scientist,
Besme, recounts his discovery of the inadequacy of his knowledge,
and announces: "J'ai retrouvé l'Ignorance". Similar themes also appear
in the work of a number of other Catholic writers, such as Bruneti&re and
Bourget: see Richard Griffiths, The Reactionary Revolution, London,
Constable, 1966, pp.22-28.

3. Jo.I, p.5.

4. See ibid., pp.5-6.



associations cultuelles, In fact, notwithstanding his own delicate

position as a civil servant, his anger led him to join other

militant Catholics in one of the attempts to physically bar the

agents of the State from entering Church buildings to take

inventories of their property. In a letter to André Suarés on

1 February 1906 he declared bitterly:

J'ai passé la journée d'hier a Sainte-Clothilde
ol nous avons essayé de défendre les biens de 1'Eglise.
Les procédés de nos ennemis ne varient pas. Le premier
inventaire est celui qui a été fait des vétements de
Notre-Seigneur au pied de la croix.l

Eyven though he believed, in principle, that the Christian should

2
accept persecution as "l'état normal de 1'fglise",” during the years

that followed his sense of bitterness was sustained by the news which

reached him abroad through the French press. As he remarked to Gide

in February 1908, it was as if he were watching his parents being

attacked, for "tous les journaux, tous les livres, toutes les revues",

seemed to contain nothing but insults against the Church, or "des

: . . : 3 .
nouvelles de ruines, de persécutions et d'apostasies". On leave in

France during the summer of 1909,after finding himself accused of

Corres. PC-AS, p-72. For general discussion of the furore
surrounding the Inventories, see Mayeur, op. cit., pp.111-145.

Letter to Suarés, 25 July 1907, Corres. PC-AS, p.105.

Letter to Gide, 6 Feb. 1908, Corres. PC-AG, p.8l. See also, for
example, ibid., pp.167 (6 March 1911), 190 (9 Jan. 1912); letter
to Riviére, 4 Feb. 1909, Corres. PC-JR, p.18Q; - letter to
Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911, Corres. PC-AS, pp.159-160; letter to
Frizeau, 14 May 1914 (predicting the expulsion of the last
religious orders and a new war over education), Corres. PC-FJ/GF,
p-268.
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clerical machinations at Tientsin, he learned that even the roadside
cross at Feére, near his birthplace, had been hacked down.1 In his
more pessimistic moments it must have seemed that nothing holy could
escape ruin. Thus, when he received news of heavy flooding in the
centre of Paris in January 1910 he was at first tempted to see it as
the start of divine retribution. He wrote to André Suarés on

3 February: "Ces inondations de Paris m'ont épouvanté. Comment depuis

dix ans un chrétien ne serait-il pas dans une attente continuelle de la

colére de Dieu? Cette fois encore il ne s'est agi que du débordement d'un

2
égout ( - - )."
Particularly revealing of his frame of mind was the attitude
which he showed towards Charles Péguy when they were first brought
into contact. 1In February 1910 Gide had sent Claudel a copy of

Péguy's Mystére de la €harité de Jeanne d'Arc. Replying to Gide,

Claudel remarked that he had approached the book with extreme

caution; since he had believed it's author to be "le type du dreyfusard,
de 1l'anarchiste, de 1l'intellectuel, du Tolstoisant et autres
horreurs".3 At the time of the affaire Claudel himself had been

against the Dreyfusist campaign on the grounds that it was undermining

1. See Jo.I, pp.104-105, (Sept. 1909); also ibid., pp.112, (Dec.
1909), 119 (Feb. 1910), 122, (March 1910), for remarks on
similar actions by anticlericals.

2. Corres. PC-AS, p.151.

3. Letter to Gide, 21 Feb. 1910, reproduced in Gérald Antoine,
"Péguy et Claudel, deux itinéraires politiques et mystiques*
Feuillets mensuels d'informations de 1'Amitié Charles Péguy,
165, Jan. 1971, p.27. This and other letters on the subject of,
or to Péguy are also reprinted in Henri de Lubac and Jean
Bastaire, Claudel et Péguy, Paris, Aubier-Montaigne, 1974, p.47
and passim thereafter.




the reputation of France in the eyes of the world, and, according

to Jules Renard's account, he had made no secret of his anti-semitism.

Now, in 1910, he also made a straightforward equation of Dreyfusism
with anticlericalism, and claimed to be amazed that a pious work such
as the Mystére could have been written by "un destructeur" who had

2
contributed to the attack on the Church.

When he wrote to Péguy a few months later, after reading Notre
jeunesse as well, he reinforced this blanket judgement by totally
denying the distinction which Péguy made between Dreyfusist mystique

and the Combist politique which had arisen from the perversion of

that ideal. For Claudel the issue was simple: "Le combisme est 1lié
au dreyfusisme comme les massacreurs de septembre aux principes de
89.":3There could be no separation, for they constituted "un seul
individu organique gu'il est impossible de dissocier".4 Given the
tense atmosphere of the times, and the intransigent positions of both
sides, it was understandable that a man of Claudel's irascible
temperament should be so willing to reduce complex issues to the

crudest black and white terms. In this aggressive-defensive stance

his retrospective assessment of Dreyfusism was an amalgam of themes

1. See Jules Renard, Journal, p.386, (13 Feb. 1900) : "Claudel
déjeune. 11 parle du mal que l'affaire Dreyfus nous a fait a
l'étranger. Cet homme intelligent, ce poéte. sent le prétre
rageur et de sang acre. 'Mais la tolérance?' lui dis-je.

'I1l y a des maisons pour ca', répond-il. Ils éprouvent je ne
sais quelle joie malsaine a s'abétir et ils en veulent aux
autres de cet abétissement. Ils ne connaissent pas le sourire
de la bonté. Il revient & son horreur des juifs, qu'ils ne
peuvent voir ni sentir”.

2. Letter to Gide, 21 Feb. 1910, in Antoine, art. cit., p.27.
3. Letter to Péguy, 10 Aug. 1910, in ibid., p.29.

4. 1id.
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which had been commonplace in the writings of the Right at the time
of the Affair. fomented by subversive, socially maladjusted
intellectuals with no respect for legitimate authority or loyalty to
their country, it had also been the result of a Jewish conspiracy

against the French nation.

It should perhaps be said here that Claudel's anti-semitism
(which he shared with his father and with his sister Camille - both
of them admirers of Drumont)2 was tempered in his calmer moods by an
ambivalent fascination with the Jews. His personal contacts with
individual Jews had not, it seems, been antipathetic and he was to
assure his half-Jewish friend André Suarés in February 1910: "Au lycée
de Bar-le-Duc j'avais beaucoup de camarades juifs et j'étais loin
d'avoir pour eux l'aversion profonde que je ressens a 1l'égard des
protestants, bien au contraire, ils m'étaient trés sympathiques”.
Moreover, he was already taking the first steps along a somewhat
similar path to Léon Bloy in what was to be a lifelong speculation on
the meaning of the prophecy of St. Paul which suggested that Israel's
rejection of the Messiah, though culpable in itself, had been
necessary for Christianity to reach the Gentiles, and that ultimately,

when all the Gentiles had been gathered in, the Jews too would be

1. For the positions and the rhetoric of the anti-Dreyfusards, see
Roderick Kedward, The Dreyfus Affair, London, Longmans, 1965,
passim.

2. See Renard, Journal, p.386: "Sa soeur a dans sa chambre un
portrait de Rochefort et, sur sa table, La Libre Parole. also,

Claudel, Jo.II, p.754, (Nov. 1950): "Sur £douard Drumont

gu'admiraient tant ma soeur et mon pére, voir Barrés, Mes Cahiers,

tome XIII, pp.l12 et 13."

3. Letter to Suarés, 3 Feb. 1910, Corres. PC-AS, p.151.
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reconciled with Christ.1 This interest in the supposed Providential
destiny of Israel, and the personal contacts which he developed
with individual Jews, were to lead him in later life towards pro-
Jewish political positions. But as yet that was not the case. In
his letter to Péguy he declared his astonishment that "un vrai
Frangais, un soldat de Saint louis", should have fought for Dreyfus
alongside "des gens qui ne sont pas de sa race contre la sienne,
avec des gens tout primitifs et imbus de la malédiction de Dieu".

Later, he continued even more forcefully:

Enfin je comprends difficilement que vous niiez
l'action de la juiverie dans cette affaire. J'ai vécu
dans tous les pays du monde et partout j'ai vu les
journaux et l'opinion dans les mains des Juifs. J'étais
a Jérusalem en décembre 1899 et j'ai vu au moment de la
seconde condamnation la rage de ces punaises a face
humaine qui vivent en Palestine des razzias que leurs
congénéres opérent sur la chrétienté.>

The very savagery of Claudel's outburst against Péguy's
defence of Dreyfusism may not have been entirely unrelated to the

fact that his own equivocal position as a fonctionnaire of the

anticlerical State normally prevented him - a man who professed to

. 4
admire Louis Veuillot as "le type du héros" - from speaking out

1. = See letters to Suarés, 3 Jan.1206 and 3 Feb. 1910, ibid.,
pp.62, 151; also, letter to Darius Milhaud, 4 Aug. 1914,
CPC 11I, pp.42-43. For discussion of his fragmentary remarks
on the subject during this period, and their relation to
themes in Le Pain dur, see Denise R. Gamzon, "Claudel rencontre
Israél (1905-1920)", CPC VII, pp.71-101; also Jacques Petit, 7
Bernanos, Bloy, Claudel, Péguy: quatre écrivains catholiques
face & Israél, Paris, Calmann-Lévy, 1972, passim, for a useful
general discussion of Claudel's approach to the Jews, and
comparison with that of other Catholic writers.

2. Letter to Péguy, 10 Aug. 1910, in Antoine, art. cit. p.29.
3. ibid., p.30.

3. Letter to Gide, 2 Feb. 1910, Corres. PC-AG, p.118.
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in public controversy, and even made him feel obliged to publish
his play, L'Otage, in semi-anonymity for fear that its possible
interpretation as an attack on the Revolution might attract the

unwelcome attention of his superiors.

In 1912, however, he was offered the opportunity to fight
back, albeit within a small arena, without running too much risk of
losing his livelihood. 1In June of that year Louis Massignon
introduced him to the abbé Daniel Fontaine, former confessor to
Huysmans, and priest of Notre-Dame-Auxiliatrice at Clichy. At that
time Fontaine was involved in the production of a local newspaper,

the Journal de Clichy (describing itself as an "Organe républicain

indépendant d'intérét local") which was locked in battle with the

anticlerical Réveil municipal de Clichy (the "Organe de l'Union des

groupes radicaux, radicaux-socialistes et socialistes indépendants").
The situation was thus a classic one for the period, with the two
factions ranged in bitter opposition to each other, acting out in
microcosm the conflicts which divided the nation as a whole. As a
result of his meeting with Fontaine,Claudel was to enter the field

and, thanks to Massignon's help, was able to publish a considerable

1. For references to his anxiety concerning L'Otage, see letters to
Gide, 17 Feb., 2 June, 17 June, 16 Sept., 20 Oct. 1910, and
27 Feb. 1911. Corres. PC-AG, pp. 121, 137, 140, 153, 154, 164.
Later, after being reassured by Berthelot, he published the play
as a book (see letter to Gide, 6 March 1911, ibid.,
p-167). His sense of being under threat at the Ministry had also
been an important factor in making him refuse to allow La Jeune
Fille Violaine to be staged in 1909 (see letter to GideT_EE;EQEL
1909, ibid., p.99), and also made him wary of being drawn into
literary controversies (see letter to Gide, 17 June 1910, ibid.,
p.141: "Ah, si je n'étais fonctionnaire et pére de famille ... mais
tout le monde a ses raisons pour ne pas attacher le grelot").




number of political articles in the Journal without having to reveal

his identity to the readership.1

As we shall see later, the content of these articles was not
restricted to attacks on present anticlerical policy and its
supporters. But it was in this context that he produced some of his
most venomous invective against the Radicals, whose selfishness,
vanity, ignorance and contempt for the suffering of others he

. . 2 . . . s
evoked in damning terms. Likewise, even the conservative président

du Conseil, Raymond Poincaré, was denounced as harshly as any other

enemy to Claudel's working-class readers when it was announced that
he had condoned further closures of Church orphanages. Claudel
depicted him above all as a bourgeois hypocrite, wining and dining,
attending meetings at the Académie Frangaise, cynically courting
Catholic notables such as Albert de Mun, while condemning the
children of the poor to unbearable suffering. The populistic tone of

this attack may be judged from the following paragraphs:

1. For background to Claudel's collaboration with Fontaine, see
Chroniques, pp.11-27; his correspondence with Fontaine in ibid.,
p.99 ff.; and Corres. PC-LM, pp.172-185, 198-201. Apart from the
first two articles, which were published unsigned, the rest were
signed "M" so that Massignon could cover for Claudel in the
event of attempts to discover the author's identity. In a letter
to Massignon on 10 July 1912, (Corres. PC-LM, p.173), Claudel at
first professed: "Je ne puis dire que ce dgenre de littérature me
ravisse. Mais enfin je la prends comme une mortification. Et je
ne puis laisser sans y répondre aucune indication de la
Providence". However, when Massignon later offered to take over
from him, Claudel seemed reluctant to give up a task which he
probably enjoyed more than he was willing to admit: see letter to
Massignon, 2 Aug. 1912, (ibid., p.182): "Je vous céde la plume
bien volontiers pour le complément de coups a porter! Mais ne
croyez pas que le temps me mangue. Je n'en ai que trop, hélas!
et je suis heureux de faire un peu de milice pour 1'Eglise."

2. See "Les Plaisirs de M. Poincaré", (11 Jan. 1913), Chroniques,
p.34, where Claudel remarked, inter alia: "I1 a fallu en France
des siécles d'envie, d'avarice, d'égoisme, de vanité souffrante
et comprimée, de haine consciente et tenace, des générations de
basochiens, de jansénistes, de jacobins et de bousingots pour
produire enfin ce miracle de méchanceté et de sottise qu'est le
Radical pur."”




Ah! tenez, si je pouvais, je vous proposerais
un marché. Je vous dirais: Pas de prétres, pas de
religieuses pour les riches. Fermez la Madeleine et
Saint-Augustin o vous mariez pieusement vos filles au
son de l'orgue et & la fumée de l'encens. Démolissez
Notre-Dame! Abattez ces cliniques et ces maisons
religieuses ou vos amis vont chercher soin, quand leur
vessie ou leurs intestins gorgés de bons vins et de
viandes fines refusent de fonctionner. Mais Jje vous en
supplie, laissez Dieu aux pauvres! Laissez un consolateur
aux malades, laissez un pére aux orphelins; laissez leurs
méres aux enfants, n'éteignez pas ces derniéres lumiéres,
ne désespérez pas les ames innocentes. Car c'est la
bonté incréée elle-méme qui 1'a dit: "Celui qui
scandalise, celui qui désespére un de ces petits, il
vaudrait mieux qu'il fft jeté & la mer avec la meule d'un
dne a son cou!

Oui, d'un &ne, Monsieuwr 1l'Académicien. C'est écrit.
Avec l'instrument dont se sert le quadrupéde Radical pour
sa détestable meunerie.1

Nor did Claudel neglect the occult forces behind the
politicians. The power of Freemasonry in political circles had long

been known and detested by Catholics, especially after the affaire des

fiches of 1904.2 It was not a subject on which Claudel had dwelt in
his earlier writings, but in his articles for the Journal he painted
Freemasonry in the most sordid light. He produced two articles
viciously satirising the activities of the local Lodge at Clichy,3

and another piece in which he compared the open, joyful nature of
Catholicism to the secretive, underhand character of Masonry, with its
furtive meetings at night "sous la présidence de quelque Juif" to vent

its hatred in vile machinations against the Church.

1. "Les Plaisirs de M. Poincaré", ibid., p.35.
2. For discussion of the affaire des fiches, see Dansette, op. cit.,
pp.602-604.

3. See "Le Réve de M. Durillon", (2 articles, 3 and 10 May 1913),
ibid., pp.59-63.

4. "Les Cloches de Paques", (5 April 1913), ibid., p.52.
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Some mention also needs to be made of the five long articles
which he devoted to the education question under the title, "La
Faillite de 1'Ecole laique". It is useful to remember here that in
the years following the Separation the long-standing debate over
secular education had entered a new phase. Although Catholics and
their allies were by then largely resigned to the continued
exXistence of State primary schooling, their protest had subsegquently
turned on the secular moral code which was propagated in these
institutions. With Barrés leading a vigorous press campaign, and
the French episcopate proscribing certain textbooks in the name of a
call for impartial teaching, there had been a mounting hue and cry
from the Right against the rise of juvenile delinquency and sexual

laxity, while the Centre and Left had fought back under the banner of

défense laique.

Claudel had been aware of the parliamentary debates provoked
by the controversy. He had written to Jammes on the subject in
January 1910, and had noted bitterly in his diary around the same
time: "Discussion de l'ﬁcole lafique a la Chambre. Etrange malédiction
de la raison sans Dieu qui ne sait plus ce que c'est que le bien et
le mal. ( - - ). 1Ils ne savent plus parler aux petits enfants et sont
confondus par eux".2 As for his opinion of the subsequent campaign

for défense laique, it had been summarised in his diary in September

1. See Mona Ozouf, L'Ecole, L'Eglise et la République 1871-1914,
Paris, Armand Colin, 1963, pp.219-255.

2. Jo.I, p.116, (Jan. 1910). See also, letter to Jammes, 26 Jan.
1910, Corres. PC-FJ/GF, p.171; and, letter to Adrien Mithouarg,
7 Feb. 1910, BSPC, 6€, p.2.




1912: "Défense laique, défense républicaine. Aprés 30 ans de
persecutions il est exaltant de ne les entendre parler que de

défense. La position de l'enfer est défensive".

When he came to write his articles for the Journal, his aim
was to show that secular education was both a failure in practical
terms, and an unqualified evil, as shown by its conseguences, the
quality of its teachers and the very nature of its doctrine. As to
the first of these accusationssClaudel was a faithful echo of the
charges commonly made by the Right at that time: illiteracy was
spreading rather than decreasing and the juvenile crime rate had
risen dramatically.2 Moreover, the large number of abortions, the
spread of Malthusianism, and the rise in desertions from the army
could all be traced to the process of public demoralisation

resulting from thirty years of atheistic teaching.

Claudel's technique when making thesg and other accusations
was to intersperse his own subjective comments with quotations from
teachers, educationists, and even philosophers. These, when taken
out of context, might seem to be confessions of the inadequacy of
the system as a whole: it could thus appear condemned by its own
admission. So, when attacking the concept of secularism itself, he

produced a series of short quotes from men like Henri Poincaré,

1. Jo.I, pp.238-239, (Sept. 1912).

2. See "La Faillite de 1'fcole laique", (1), (1 Feb. 1913), ibid.,
pp.38-39.

3. See "La Faillite ...", (2) and (4), (8 Feb. and 1 March 1913),
ibid., pp.40-41, 46.
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Renan, Boutroux or Le Dantec apparently pointing to the impossibility

of devising a true secular morality.1 He also cited the "principal
organe des Instituteurs laics", in which a writer had made a
statement: "Nous ne savons pas ce que c'est qu'un honnéte homme".
And when faced with the question of what was to become of public
morality and society as a whole, the writer had supposedly replied:
"Elles deviendront ce gu'elles pourront".3 In other words - Claudel

maintained - there was no such thing as a moralelaique, hence the

fact that every congress of free-thinkers still debated "la
constitution d'une morale laique".4 However, lest his message
become too academic for his readers,Claudel also stated the issues
in starker terms. With a burst of impassioned rhetoric not unworthy

of Veuillot's lineage, he declared:

Il y va du salut de la France, il y va de 1'é&me
des pauvres enfants empoisonnés par ae sinistres
malfaiteurs qui, de leur propre aveu, ne savent ce
qu'ils disent. Entre les puissances du bien et celles
du mal, entre le matérialisme et la religion, entre
les doctrines qui font de l1'homme une béte brute et
celles gqui lui révélent sa mission et sa dignité, une
terrible bataille s'est livrée au siécle dernier.
Aujourd'hui la bataille est gagnée, tout le misérable
échafaudage €levé par les philosophes positivistes et
naturalistes s'est écroulé avec bruit. Il n'y a plus
un homme éclairé en dehors des universitaires, des
Juifs et des savants d'Etat, qui croie aujourd'hui ce
que croyaient autrefois un Victor Hugo ou un Michelet.
Mais si tous les gens intelligents et cultivés sont
revenus a la religion ou, du moins, au respect des

1. See "La Faillite ...", (3), (22 Feb. 1913), ibid., pp.44-45.
2. "La Faillite ...", (4), ibid;, p.46.
3. id.

4. "La Faillite ...", (3), ibid., p.45.
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choses religieuses, 1l reste encore la masse énorme
des primaires, des demi-savants, des minus-habens, des
Homais d'arriére-loge. Ce sont ces arriérés qui
remplacent aujourd'hui ces 'pagani', ces villageois
incultes qui furent les derniers tenants des vieilles
idoles.

In addition to the polemic and the crude sophistries, he did
offer a number of more solid, traditional Catholic arguments for
dismissing the notion of secular morality. It could be no more than
"un code plat de prescriptions hygiéniques", because it contained
no element of transcendency.2 That is to say, it offered nothing
beyond the human to inspire the individual to sacrifice immediate
gratification for a higher goal; nothing that was "plus puissant que
ces passions formidables dont l'homme doit tout de méme arriver a
se rendre le maitre".3 Only the hypothetical interest of Society or
Humanity was given as an incentive for man to act in a way that was
against his nature - by working, or refraining from stealing and
acting violently, for instance. Furthermore, apart from legal
sanctions, it could impose no measures to make people restrain their
baser instincts.4 In other words, atheistic humanism was condemned
on the implicit assumption that human nature was innately prone to

sin and was not perfectible.

The teachers themselves were treated by Claudel with a classic

mixture of abuse and hollow sympathy. On the one hand, they were

1. id.
2. "La Faillite ...", (4), ibid., p.47.
3. id.

4. "La Faillite ...", (4), ibid., p.48.



portrayed as entirely lacking the altruistic dedication necessary
for shaping the minds of the young, and were accused of being
obsessed with base considerations of pay and working conditions.
The only question which really interested them was "la piéce de
cent sous", and even the traitorous anti-militarist declarations
of the left-wing Fédération des Instituteurs Syndicalistes could
be seen as a means of blackmail to extract more money from the
Government.1 On the other hand, the teachers were described as
being underpaid by the corrupt, exploitative State,2 and they were
to be pitied for being forced to carry out the impossible task of
purveying "la morale de son et de sciure de bois" in the schools.
In concluding his last article on the question he appealed to them
‘to recognise that their. real enemies were not the Catholics but the
"théoriciens pédantesques" and the "saltimbanques de la politigue"

who were using the teachers to further their own ambitions.

From what has been seen so far it will be apparent that

although Claudel was not inclined to sever his own connection with

the State during these years of crisis, the views which he expressed

in reaction to the attack on the Church were an apt reflection of a
polarised political climate in which both sides tended to believe
that they were fighting a battle for Light against Darkness, and to

scent heinous conspiracies between the forces to which they were

1. "La Faillite ...", (2), ibid., p.41.
2. See "La Faillite ...", (1), ibid., p.39.
3. "La Faillite ...", (2), ibid., pp.41-42.

4, "La Faillite ...", (5), (8 March 1913), ibid., pp.48-49.
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opposed. However, it should be remembered that when Claudel came to
write for the Journal he was contributing to a paper which was
involved in a struggle against heavy odds in a predominantly left-
wing suburb where anticlericalism had most of the advantages on its
side. Claudel had once written to Gide that, whilst the Church did
not advocate violence, it had a duty, as the possessor of the sole,
eternal truth, to protect its members from those who sought to lead
them astray. That is undoubtedly what he considered himself to be

doing when he wrote his articles for the Journal.

C. The Revolution and the Republic

It is probable that the impact of the Church-State controversy
played an important part in turning Claudel's thoughts to the
Revolution, of which the dominant political forces of the Third
Republic so proudly declared themselves the inheritors. As was his
habit, he did not seek to formulate his ideas in the shape of a
coherent critique. 1In his references to the subject there was little
sign of the type of reasoned arguments which had been employed by
anti-revolutionary thinkers such as de Maistre, Bonald, Taine, or - at
the time when Claudel was writing - Maurras. However, although his
comments on the Revolution and its heritage were sporadic, fragmentary

and often confused, they were nevertheless revealing of the emotional

reaction - which he shared with so many Catholic writers of the period1

- against the moral climate of contemporary French society, and his

distaste for the political system by which his country was being governed.
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1. For general background discussion of this diffuse reaction in
Catholic literature, see Richard Griffiths, op.

pp.225-287.
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Al though Claudel felt a horror of "la Carmagnole autour de
l'échafaud",1 and a loathing of the "monstres au coeur sec et froid"2
who had led the Revolution, he was prepared to concede that it had
perhaps been justified in so far as it expressed a desire to form a
rational, intelligible society which would no longer be based purely
on the blind force of tradition and acceptance of historical precedent.
But he also held to the classic anti-revolutionary view that whether
or not some of its aspirations might have been legitimate, it had been
led too far, and in the wrong direction, by the rationalistic desire

3 . .
to create a new society on the basis of a tabula rasa. Thus, in his

diary for August 1908, he wrote:

La Révolution a eu ceci de légitime, que le citoyen
a voulu faire partie d'un ensemble social raisonnable et
explicable, ne dépendant plus uniquement du fait et de la
tradition. C'est ce que j'appelle la révolution contre le
hasard. L'erreur n'a pas été de vouloir étre gouverné
selon la raison, mais selon une raison incompléte, de
vouloir créer au lieu de comprendre.4

As he told André Suares in February 1911, when again making
comments to the same effect, the problem was that the Revolution had
sacrificed, "la place du coeur, du dévouement féodal d'homme", and had
created "une espéce de mysticisme rationaliste", which had become

intolerable.5

1. Jo.I, p.43, (March 1507).

2. Letter to Suarés, 1 Feb. 1911, Corres. PC-AS, p.157. See also
letter to Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911, ibid., p.160; Jo.I, p.59, (May
1908) .

3. For discussion of the central themes of the anti-revolutionary
tradition in France, see Marie-Madeleine Martin, Les Doctrines
sociales en France et 1'évolution de la société frangaise du
XVIIJe siécle a nos jours, Paris, Conquistador, 1963, pp.171-198.

4. Jo.I, p.68. See also ibid., p.82, (Jan. 1909).

5. Letter to Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911, Corres. PC-AS, p.159.
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In line with this general belief was his denunciation of the
deformed conception of justice which he considered to have impoverished
the spirit of French society since the time of the Revolution. He saw
this new justice - epitomised during the nineteenth century by Proudhon
and Michelet1 - as being based on the misguided conviction that its
source must lie in man alone, without reference to God, and that the
rule of law, rather than Christian moral imperatives was the basis for
a proper social order. For Claudel, as a Catholic, any notion of
social relations which was not derived directly from Catholic teaching
on the nature of man's relationship with God was necessarily inadequate.
Moreover, he felt a powerful distaste for the sterile legalism of the
Revolution, with its obsessive worship of impersonal written codes and
formal legal rights. It was with these assumptions in mind that he
wrote to Arthur Fontaine on 30 May 1910 deriding "la loi écrite, la
justice morte et impersonnelle que la Révolution a ramené des temps de
Tibére et de Néron", and pointing out that there could be no true
community outside the Church: separated from his spiritual bonds, the
individual could only remain "un isolé", incapable of doing good for

others because his own life was deprived of all direction and meaning.2

More specifically, the demand for a purely human justice

enshrined in the law (associated in his thoughts, no doubt, with the

1. Claudel refers sweepingly to Proudhon's, De la Justice dans la
Révolution et dans 1'Eglise on two occasions in the context of
this question: see "Propositions sur la Justice", (L'Indépendance,
15 May 1911), OC XV, p.160; letter to Sylvain Pitt, 4 July 1910,
ibid., p.166. Michelet is mentioned by name only once in this
context, and with no reference to a particular work: see Jo.I, p.110,
However, it seems likely that Claudel had some familiarit§_With

Michelet's Histoire de la Révolution francaise, see below p.44,
note 2.

2. OC xv, p.321 . For variations on the theme of isolation outside
the Church, see, for example, letters to Gide, 3 March and 30 July
1908, Corres. PC-AG, pp.84, 86; letter to Piero Jahier, 10 Sept.
1912, in Henri Giordan, Paul Claudel en Italie: avec la
correspondance Paul Claudel-Piero Jahier, Paris, Klincksieck, 1975,
p.109.




tyranny of scientific reason and the iron, mechanical laws which it

posited) put him in mind of St. Paul's epistle to the Romans, where

the apostle had preached that faith, not law, was the source of

righteousness and that, since the coming of Christ, men were called

to live under Grace, serving God and their fellows freely in the way

1
of the spirit rather than the o0ld way of the written code. Hence,

for example, in his diary for October 1909, a set of notes on "l'idée

de justice qui fait le fondement de la Révolution (Proudhon, Michelet)’

included the words:

Elle fait disparaltre la liberté et la gratuité
de la société humaine. Je vis dans un état perpétuel de
banqueroute. Le Christ a libéré 1l'homme de la Loi (S. Paul),
la voici de nouveau sur nos épaules, non plus la Loi de Dieu,
mais celle des hommes, comme au temps de l'Empire et du Droit
Romain. -Contra, la parabole du débiteur exigeant, d qui le
maitre réclame cent mines et qui fait rentrer lui-méme ses
créances. "Que votre justice soit supérieure a celle des
Pharisiens!" - "Cherchez premiérement le royaume de Dieu et
le reste vous sera donné par surcroit".?

Discussion of this question occupies nearly the whole of the
epistle.

Jo.I, p.11C. See also, letter to Sylvain Pitt, 4 July 1910,

OC XV, p.167; "Propositions sur la Justice", ibid., p.165. The
same idea is voiced in L'Otage by the counter-revolutionary
aristocrat, Georges de Coiufontaine, (E@, II, p.247). See

J.-P. Kempf and Jacques Petit, ftudes sur la "Trilogie" de

Claudel (1):"L'Otage", Paris, Minard, (Archives Claudéliennes, 5),

1966, p.8, where it is pointed out that this idea seems to have

been inspired particularly by arguments in Michelet's Histoire, in

which the latter claims that the "fiction” of the ancien régime

had been "de mettre 1'Amour a la place de la lLoi" (Paris, NRF,

Pléiade edition, vol.I,1939,p.54) and that the Revolution had been

"la réaction tardive de la justice contre le gouvernement de la
faveur, et la religion de 1la gréce“(ibid., p.30). It is
interesting to note that Michelet also refers specifically

to St. Paul when arguing that the nature of the Catholic faith is

incompatible with true justice (see ibid., pp.26-27).
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Likewise, in an incoherent outburst to Sylvain Pitt against
"le nouveau droit révolutionnaire qui a remplacé l'ancienne et naive
coutume"”, he claimed that the new principle allowed no room for
gratuity, no awareness of real human needs, no spirit of giving in
imitation of God's Grace.1 This left precious little scope for human
relations to be motivated by anything other than material self-
interest, and, he claimed, this mentality had spread through the whole
of French society, damning the rich and, what was worse, corrupting

the poor.2

A further aspect of his attack on the sterility of the modern
conception of justice was to be illustrated in a rather garbled set
of "Propositions sur la Justice" which were published in Georges

Sorel's periodical, L'Indépendance, on 15 May 1911. Part of this

article was devoted to outlining his own ideal of justice, which will
be discussed later in this chapter. But first he set out to show the
inadequacy of what he termed "la Justice négative" - by which he
meant, primarily, the notions of contract and exchange - as a basis
for social relations.3 He claimed that his article had been inspired

in particular by his reaction to Proudhon's De la Justice dans la

Révolution et dans l'Eglise, and to "cette Justice profane et

découronnée qui du livre de Proudhon s'est echappfe sur nos places

1. See letter to Pitt, 4 July 1910, OC XV, pp.166-167.

2. See ibid., p.167.

3. ibid., p.160. Compare the words of Georges de Cofifontaine in
L'Otage (Th.II, p.248), denouncing "ces hommes de loi qui pensent
que tout peut se régler par un contrat". The themes of exchange,
contract, law and justice recur frequently in various guises
throughout Claudel's dramatic works: for a recent interpretation,
see Josée van de Ghinste, La Recherche de la justice dans le
thédtre de Paul Claudel, Paris, Nizet, 1980.




publiques".1 However, he did not concern himself with the details of
Proudhon's theories nor indeed with those of any other writer.
Instead he gave himself an easier target by taking the notion of
contract in the abstract, defining it in negative, legalistic terms,

and linking it in turn with the mentality of contemporary society as

a whole.

He defined contractual obligation as an extension of the purely

negative principle that one should not do to others what one would

not want done to oneself, and hence that one should return what was
owed. He asserted that neither this nor any other principle of natural
justice offered a source of positive action, in the sense of initiating
gratuitous acts of kindness to others or allowing repayment of "les
bienfaits que nous avons regus a titre purement gratuit et sans que
nous puissions nous en passer, de Dieu, de nos parents, de nos amis, et
méme de la Société; et dont nous ne pouvons absolument pas rendre

1'éguivalent".

The contract itself was a limited instrument of balance for
cases where "le bien que nous avons regu est le corrélatif d'un autre
. = n3 :
bien que nous nous engageons a procurer . In any case, it was
necessarily an approximate instrument which could never achieve a
perfect balance,since there could be no absolute equivalence between

the services or goods exchanged,because the subjective human needs of

1. OC Xv, p.160.
2. ibid., p.162.

3. ibid., p.161.

46



of the parties to the exchange were never comparable. It was merely
an artificial tool suited to dealing with conventional values
assigned to objects or services for practical transactions contingent
on the fulfilment of agreed conditions, and therefore of restricted
duration. But it was, he implied, an apt expression of the mentality

of contemporary society:

Par l'échange les deux parties conviennent
simplement de se libérer de toute obligation ultérieure.
Bien loin de relier les hommes, la Justice ainsi comprise
les sépare et bien loin de créer des obligations elle les
éteint. L'idée populaire de la Justice est de "ne
devoir rien & personne". Supréme éloge: "C'est un homme
qui ne doit rien a personne".

In so far as these observations were prompted by Proudhon's
ideas in particular, they were obviously a long way from even
scratching the surface of the latter's immensely rich theories,
except to the extent that Proudhon did indeed view social relations in
terms of exchange and contract (though on the basis of a positive moral
theory, not the purely negative principle which Claudel had defined).2

On the other hand, his animosity towards the author of De la Justice

was surely stimulated by another factor besides his view of Proudhon as

a representative of the general post-revolutionary tendency to

1. ibid., p.163.

2. See, for example, Proudhon's definition of the basic social contract
in De la justice .., Oeuvres complétes (ed. by C. Bouglé and
H. Moysset), Vol.VIII(1), Paris, Marcel Riviére, 1930, p.419: "11
existe donc un contrat ou constitution de la société, donné a priori
par les formes de la conscience, qui sont la liberté, la dignité, la
raison, la justice, et par les rapports de voisinage et d'échange
gue soutiennent entre eux les individus. C'est l'acte par lequel
des hommes, se formant en groupe, déclarent, ipso facto, l'identité
et la solidarité de leurs dignités respectives, se reconnaissent
réciproguement et au méme titre souverains, et se portent 1l'un pour
1l'autre garants". For wider discussion of Proudhon's writings on
the subject of justice, see Robert L. Hoffman, Revolutionary Justice:
The Social and Political Theory of P.-J. Proudhon, Chicago,
University of Illinois Press, 1972, especially pp.226-259, 283-308.




substitute lifeless formal or theoretical mechanisms for living
Christian ideals. He could scarcely have been unaware that Proudhon's
whole approach to the question of justice was based on the idea of
equality, and was formulated in opposition to the traditionally anti-
egalitarian social teaching of the Church.l Certainly, Claudel

hims elf rejected the ideal of justice when it was linked with
egalitarianism. In a letter to Gabriel Frizeau on I May 1908 he aired
this view in a curious mixture of metaphysical imagery implying the
inadequacy of any ideal of earthly justice, crude echoes of Darwinism,

and an appeal to the Catholic value of hierarchy:

La nature de l'homme condamne toutes les utopies

fondées sur la justice, car la seule justice gqui puisse
étre faite & la nature humaine, c'est l'attribution de
1'infini. Et pas l'homme seulement, mais le pou lui-
méme par la reproduction de ses myriades, si on le
laissait faire, il occuperait 1l'infini. Le socialisme
est un paradis de bétes chatrées privées du ton le plus
intense, réduites & leurs fonctions les plus ignobles.
Comment ne comprend-on pas la céleste doctrine de la
religion? Il me semble gu'il doit y avoir une joie
immense & voir des &tres supérieurs & soi. De m8me
qu'il y a un immense bonheur paternel & rompre le pain
aux étres qui vous sont confiés. Et il est certain que
la société actuelle n'est gu'une image affreuse de cette
céleste république. Mais enfin on n'enfreindra pas la loi
sacrée de l'inégalité parce qu'elle est celle de la vie.
Toute civilisation est fondée sur la lutte, et sur la
prédominance stte et nécessaire qui doit appartenir
aux meilleurs.

Be that as it may, although Claudel was hostile to Proudhon's

own theory of social justice, he was quite prepaed to make use of him

1. The notion of (approximate) equality is the lynchpin of the whole
work, but see especially, Oeuvres complétes, Vol.VIII(2), I931I,
pp-1-136, for its concrete application to the economic realm in
opposition to the doctrines and practice of the Church. For
discussion of the idea of equality within the wider context of
Proudhon's work as a whole, see Hoffman, op.cit.,passim.

2. Letter to Frizeau, 1 May 1908, Corres.PC-FJ/GF, pp.l30-131. See
also Jo.I,p.110; and compare, in La Ville I, (Th.I,p.317), the
contemptuous words of Avare to the utopian socialist Pasme, after
Avare and his lieutenants have emerged as tyrants following the
destruction of Paris: "Ne comprends-tu pas/Qu'une justice parfaite
pour chacun,c'est qu'il s'approprie/Tout le reste?Nous l'avons fait".
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as a weapon with which to attack an earlier political thinker whose
name was indelibly associated with the Revolution. The particular
occasion was provided by the official bicentenary of Rousseau's
birth, which was celebrated by the Republic at the end of June 1912
amid great enthusiasm from the Left and predictable acrimony from

, 1
the Right. In the Journal de Clichy, to follow up a piece of

venomous personal polemic against Rousseau, based on sordid details

2 .
from the Confessions, Claudel reproduced "deux fortes pages" which

he had extracted from Proudhon's Idée de la Révolution au XIXe

siécle.

In the extract used by Claudel, Proudhon had denounced
Rousseau's individualism as the primary element underlying social
conceptions which were a recipe for conflict, because they were based
on a denial of the good which could be intrinsic in society. Proudhon
had also derided Rousseau's overriding tendency to think in meaningless
abstractions - abstract political rights which left fundamental economic
questions untouched, and a view of the people as an abstract entity |
rather than a living society based on concrete needs. Moreover, he
accused Rousseau of propagating political ideas which fostered division

and injustice. Having posed the principle of popular sovereignty and

1, For a brief discussion of the controversy surrounding the
celebrations, see Eugen Weber, The Nationalist Revival in France
1905-1914, University of California Press, Berkeley and Los
Angeles, 1959, p.109.

2. See "L'Exemple de Jean-Jacques Rousseau", (20 July 1912), Chroniques,
pp.31-32, and "Encore Jean-Jacques", (10 Aug. 1912), ibid., p.33.
The first of these articles had been written in reply to a eulogy of
Rousseau by Georges Moitet in the left-wing Réveil municipal de
Clichy on 7 July 1912, and Claudel's second article was a rejoinder
to the reply published in the Réveil on 28 July: see Corres. PC-LM,
pp-173, 179-180.

3. See letters to Massignon 10 July and 2 Aug. 1912, Corres. PC-1M,
pp-173, 182, for references to the extract. Claudel admitted in
the second of these letters that he himself knew little of Rousseau's
ideas, having only read La Nouvelle Héloise and the Confessions.




law as the expression of the general will (itself a meaningless
abstraction) Rousseau had changed tack by substituting the will of
the majority and, on the pretext that the nation could not be
permanently occupied with public affairs,had argued the need for
elected representatives to legislate on behalf of the people.

Rousseau had, thereby, produced a blueprint for tyranny where, instead
of being ordered on the basis of direct personal transactions, the
people were subjected to the oppression of a numerical majority and

the exploitation of parasitic elected representatives.

Obviously there was a strong element of demagogy in Claudel's
use of one revolutionary thinker to condemn another. However, he
was following an established precedent when he used Proudhon in this
way, for the latter's hatred of Rousseau, and of parliamentary
democracy, was one of the factors which had allowed the Action
Francaise group to adopt him as one of the spiritual forebears of the
counter—revolution.2 Moreover, Claudel himself had no love for the
parliamentary system. As he had remarked in his diary for January
1911, when taking the principle of democratic consent to taxation as an
example of "langage archi-faux et démodé" which France had inherited
from the Revolution, the nature of the electorate, the system of
majorities, the impossibility of choosing an adequate representative,
and the whole process of parliamentary wheeling and dealing made it

impossible for the individual to exercise any real right of consent.3

1. Published as "Sur le contrat social", in Journal de Clichy, 27 July
1912, (not reproduced in Chroniques). For the context of this extract
in Proudhon's books, see Oeuvres complétes , VQl.II, ,
(ed. by C. Bouglé and H. Moysset), Paris, Marcel Riviére, 1924, P.191.

2. See Zeev Sternhell, La Droite révolutionnaireL1885—1914, Paris,
Seuil, 1978, pp.391-392.

3. Jo.I, p.183, (Jan. 1911).



The elections were merely "une mélée immonde, une image fictive de

la guerre", and the people were simply being taken in by an illusion.

Claudel took up similar themes in his articles for the Journal

de Clichy, where he placed a particular emphasis on the corruption

and duplicity of the politicians, as he sounded the battle-cries:

"le REgime parlementaire, c'est le régime des appétits“,2 or "c'est
toute l'arméé de la Révolution, c'est tout le parlementarisme. , c'est
tout ce régime d'écrivassiers et d'hommes de loi qu'il s'agit de
liquider".3 The parliamentary system, he claimed, gave a parasitic
minority the opportunity to maintain their privileged position by
preventing the people from exercising any real right of control over
their own affairs. The electoral process, "une opération compliguée

de magie blanche" was designed to conceal the reality of the situation
and offer an image of participation without any substance.4 In other
words, the nation was being subjected to a massive confidence trick,
while the politicians formed a class apart, trading in words, selling
their services to the highest bidder,but maintaining a facgade of
irreconcileable party oppositions in order to hide their common aim of
exploiting the electorate.5 Claudel was thus a faithful echo of
charges which were commonly levelled at the Republic by the extreme

Right - for instance, in 1899, Maurras had pronounced the following

1. id.

2. "La Faillite de l'Ecole laique, (1), Chroniques, p.39.
3. "La Nouvelle Jeunesse", (9 Aug. 1913), ibid., p.72.

4. "Parlementarisme", (5 July 1913), Chroniques, p.66.
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5. See ibid., pp.66-67. These ideas are prefigured in T&te d'Or II, Th.I,

pp. 229-238, in the satirical portrayal of the group of professional
politicians who surround the aged King and attempt to usurp the fruits

of T@te d'Or's victory.



judgement on the parliamentary system and its personnel:

... L'Etat est lui-méme impuissant a remplir
sa fonction d'Etat. Il est abandonné aux représentants
du pouvoir législatif. Les ministres ne sont que les
commis et serviteurs des sénateurs et députés et ne
songent qu'é& leur obéir pour défendre leur portefeuille.
(evenn. ). Une classe de citoyens, profondément
méprisée du pays entier, fait métier, fait commerce de
1'intrigue et de l'influence; sénateurs, députés,
courtiers électoraux, c'est hasard si 1l'on trouve un
caractére indépendant sur mille individus de cette
profession.

In Claudel's articles, denunciation of the chaos and corruption
of the parliamentary system was coupled with an attack on the power of
the centralised State - another of the habitual targets of the Right2
- which he linked in turn with warnings to his working-class readers
against the lure of socialism. The State was portrayed as despotic,
impersonal and largely indifferent to the pressing social problems of
the moment. Here, too, Claudel introduced the idea of conspiracy, for
the extension of the power of the State since the Revolution could be
depicted as the result of a process consciously fostered by professional
politicians in order to prevent the people frém organising their own
destiny through the development of associations - natural, profeSsional
and religious - which allowed the growth of a proper sense of social

responsibility. Hence, he asserted:

1. Charles Maurras, "Dictateur et Roi", reproduced in his Petit
Manuel de l'enguéte sur la monarchie, Versailles, Bibliothéque
des Oeuvres Politiques, 1928, pp.208-209.

2. See, for example, ibid., p.206, for Maurras's denunciations of
this "César anonyme, tout-puissant mais irresponsable et
inconscient"; also, Maurice Barrés, Scénes et doctrines du
nationalisme, Paris, Félix Juven, 1902, pp.483-507.




...la Révolution, faite par des hommes de loi,
a vu d'un mauvais oeil tous les groupementS qui
pouvaient constituer un centre de vie quelcongue
étranger & l1l'omnipotence de 1'ftat. Elle a fait
disparaitre les congrégations, les corporations, etc.
Le seul fait de s'associer était puni par la
législation de 1793. Seule la famille était une
association naturelle si forte gu'elle résistait a
1'attaque des principes révolutionnaires. Aussi
c'est contre la famille gue toute la législation
issue des principes de 1789 est tournée.

He further argued that the low birth rate in France was not only
a consequence of dechristianisation,accompanied by inevitable moral
decline, but also the result of deliberate policies aimed against the
fathers of large families - for exampler the crippling laws of
inheritance, taxation and divorce.2 Similarly, with regard to
professional associations, present day republicans were following the
example of their forebears by limiting the power of the trade unions
through such means as refusing them the right to own property. The
aim of the politicians was to reduce them to mere debating circles

"3 1l'image de la grande parlotte au bord de la Seine".

From these accusations, it was but a short step to denouncing
the danger of socialism, which he defined as an extension of the evils
already fostered by the existing political system. The parliamentary
régime was built on envy, idleness and cowardice. These vices would
be infinitely extended under a socialist system. On the one hand, the
pursuit of equality could only lead to the institutionalisation of

mediocrity, "la négation des inégalités salutaires fondées sur le
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1, "les Familles nombreuses”, (2 Aug. 1913), Chroniques, p.69.

2. See ibid., pp.68-69.

3. "Parlementarisme", ibid., p.67.



travail, 1l'intelligence et la prévoyance".1 It would mean the end of
individual striving, since this was a reproach to the ignorance and
idleness of the majority. It would bring the end of competition -
itself the key to progress - with the inevitable consequence of
stagnation and reduction of all to the level of the most inept. On
the other hand, basing himself on the assumption that men will always
give in to tyranny rather than fight it, Claudel warned of the
further extension of the State's power to every area of life. It
would always be easier to depend on the State for one's personal
wellbeing rather than struggling for it by "des efforts personnels ou
collectifs".2 In other words, for Claudel, socialism meant the State
omnipotent and omnipresent, impersonally run by bureaucratic

3
committees and delegations, "le régime des sycophantes".

D. The Need for Moral Unity

In a recent study of conservative ideologies Noél O'Sullivan has
argued that beneath the differences separating the various schools of
thought within the spectrum of the French traditionalist Right, the
common underlying ideal offered in opposition to the divided, lifeless,
materialist character of modern society may be defined as "the
creation of spiritual unity - a broad consensus, that is, upon
fundamental values. Without spiritual unity, political order, social

. : . : : 4 : L
justice and a vigorous cultural life are impossible". This description

1. See "Le Socialisme parlementaire", (Sept. 1913), ibid., p.73.
2. id.
3. id.

4. Noél O'Sullivan, Conservatism, London, J.M.Dent, 1976, p.34.
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is particularly appropriate to Claudel's viewpoint during the

pre-1914 period.

As we have seen, Claudel believed that the root cause of the
malaise which he saw in French society was the abandonment of
Christian beliefs and the moral values which stemmed from them. The
corollary of this conviction was his ideal of true community arising
from a shared recognition of the mutual obligation dictated by the
Christian precept of loving one's neighbour. The manner in which he
formulated his conception of this bond was to parallel certain aspects

of the metaphysical theory which he had outlined in the Art poétique,

where he had offered a finalistic conception cf the universe as a
creative entity existing for the purpose of glorifying its Creator.
Strongly influenced by the spirit, though seldom by the letter and

still less by the clarity of Aquinas's Summa Theologica, Claudel had

described the universe, not as a confused chaos of atoms, nor, of
course, as a machine governed by iron mechanical laws, but as a
living whole within which, he emphasised, all things were linked

1
"dans un rapport infini avec toutes les autres".

Yet he was also anxious to contend that this overall unity was
in fact based on the unigueness of every part. On the one hand, all

things (Claudel constantly refers to "les choses" without defining

1, Po., p.143. For an interpretation of Claudel's ideas emphasising
the influence of Aquinas, see Ernest Friche, Etudes claudéliennes,
Porrentruy, Portes de France, 1943, pp.151-233. For a discussion
of central themes in the Art poétique emphasising the extreme
eclecticism of philosophical approaches on which he draws, see
Maurice de Gandillac,"'Scission' et 'co-naissance' d'aprés 'l'Art
poétique' de Claudel”, in Entretiens sur Paul Claudel, (Décades
du Centre Culturel International de Cerisy-la-Salle, 20-30 July
1963), Paris, Mouton, 1968, pp.115-133.




clearly what he means by the term) are viewed as being different

from each other, finite (God alone being infinite) and incomplete in
1 .

themselves. According to Claudel's nebulous argument, each thing

lacks and therefore needs all that it is not, but forms particular

combinations with other things on the basis of a "différence-mére,
essentielle et génératrice" arising from its individual part in the
ever-changing harmony of the overall pattern.2 Thus, what is, in
effect, a notion of cosmic supply and demand founds universal unity

on mutual need and complementary differences, while each thing plays
its role in an unfolding creative design where "il ne s'agit pas d'une
rangée d'automates isolés produisant le méme geste infiniment, mais

3
d'une action commune, d'une commedia dell'arte". On the other hand,

man naturally has a special place in this scheme as God's intermediary,

"le délégué aux relations extérieures,le représentant et le fondé de

pouvoirs".4 While manifesting in their most complex form the forces
and processes which define the universe as a whole, mankind's gift of
free will and an immortal soul confers the duty of being a conscious
witness and actor at the centre of the cosmic drama - each individual
being called to recognise and fulfil the particular part of the

universal design for which God had designated him.5

Applying similar conceptions to the moral realm in his

"Propositions sur la Justice", Claudel was able to offer a position

1. See Po., pp.131, 157.
2. ibid., p.131.
3. ibid., p.144.
4. ibid., p.184.

5. See ibid., pp.142, 190-191.



which was implicitly anti-individualistic, anti-materialistic and also
éontrary to any view which reduced the individual to an anonymous oOr
interchangeable function of the social machine. The moral basis for
society was the fact that all men were creatures of the one God and
shared a common duty to love their Creator through loving each other.
At the same time, society could be described as a living entity "un
ensemble d'organes complémentaires, un corps, une église", bound
together by the mutual need of all its members.1 But in Claudel's
mind the idea of organic unity was evidently not intended to minimise
the unique value of the individual person. Rather, it was for the
individual to rationally recognise and freely accept that he could

only fulfil himself in response to the needs of others. Thus, he

argued:

La mesure de ma justice a 1l'égard des autres
hommes ne sera donc pas celle de mon obligation, mais
celle de mes forces. En effet si Dieu est la fin unique,
je ne puis m'aimer que par rapport & Lui; aimer mon
prochain comme moi-méme, c'est donc aussi l'aimer par
rapport a Lui. J'ai ainsi un intérét dans toutes les
créatures raisonnables. Qu'il s'agisse de moi ou de mon
prochain, le but est le méme, mea res agitur: ici comme
l1a il s'agit de forces que j'ai a utiliser, d'une
réponse dont je suis responsable, d'un concert que j'ai
a déterminer en fournissant la note juste. Je ne suis
pas complet sans la gamme de tous mes accords & qui je
suis relié par une parenté innée et pr&&tablie.

So, for Claudel, the path to true society lay in a spirit of
giving, not in the relentless pursuit of codified legal rights or the

Proudhonian quest for contractual balance. As he told Louis
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1. 0C XV, p.164.

2. id. The idea is anticipated in La Ville II,(Th.I, pp-462-463, 488).



Massignon, it meant serving others in an egquitable Christian way,
according to one's particular vocation - the rich man providing

money, the "savant" giving his knowledge, the monarch dispensing
justice, and so on throughout the whole community.1 It also meant

the sanctification of social life. He wrote to Arthur Fontaine that
he wanted to exalt "cette idée de la beauté de la foi, de la confiance

personnelle d'homme & homme, de la Gréce véritable et gratuite" against

the lifeless ideals of the Revolution.2 And when writing to Sylvain
Pitt he maintained that if society were understood in the proper

spirit - as he believed it had been to some degree before the
revolutionary era - then even the mundane act of buying a loaf of
bread from a baker would be "aussi grave, aussi solennel, aussi sacré
que celui de deux prétres qui, aprés la communion, s'embrassent en se
mettant les deux mains sur les épaules".3 Moreover, in the "Propositions"
themselves Claudel also stressed the idea of practical charity: for the
Christian, real justice meant not only loving one's fellow-men in
general, but also, above all, in the concrete sense of caring for "le
plus prochain” whom circumstances may place close to us, as in the

example of the Good Samaritan.

In principle, therefore, Claudel appears to have believed that

if everyone could be brought to the Catholic faith, to a recognition

1. Letter to Massignon, 5 May 1912, Corres, PC-IM, p.164.

2. Letter to Fontaine, 30 May 1910, OC XV, p.232.
3. Letter to Pitt, 4 July 1910, ibid., p.168.

4. oC XV, p.164.
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of their interdependence and to an awareness of their individual
vocations within the social body as a whole, there would no longer

be any fundamental social discord. However, Claudel was aware that

he himself was not very good at living up to his "théories édifiantes",1
and there is no reason to suppose that he imagined them being the
pattern for French society as a whole in the foreseeable future. What
then, did he have to offer in terms of practical remedies for the
pressing, concrete problems of the moment? When he came to touch on

the subject in his articles for the Journal de Clichy his views were

vague in the extreme, but in so far as he advocated or implied any
specific measures, they were naturally the counterpart of his
denunciations of the politicians, the power of the State and the
repressive legislation against any form of association which protected
the rights of the community. Writing to the abbé Fontaine in January
1913 he remarked that he wanted to see the Journal fighting for a
positive rather than a purely negative programme. The positive aims

were defined as follows:

‘Pour Dieu, pour la morale, pour une &école capable
d'enseigner l'énergie et la discipline, indispensables a
la classe ouvriére plus qu'a toute autre;

Pour la protection avant tout des familles, des
femmes et des enfants; (les vieillards sont beaucoup
moins intéressants) ;

Pour les associations de toute nature.2

1. See letter to Massignon, 6 Feb. 1912, Corres. PC~-LM, p.155:
"J'ai parfois honte de ce ton dévotieux que je prends dans ma
correspondance et qui n'est guére qu'hypocrisie. Si vous m'aviez
vu 1l'avtre jour expulser impitoyablement par une neige terrible
deux de ces mendiants qui 'infestent' le consulat, vouS m'auriez
fait souvenir de mes théories édifiantes sur le proximus. En
réalité la charité envers le prochain n'a jamais été mon fort,

comme tout ce qui exige un peu de peine. Mais mettez-moi une
plume & la main!"

2. Letter to Daniel Fontaine, 13 Jan. 1913, Chroniques, p.103.




In the event, Claudel showed more taste for castigating his
enemies than for demonstrating the positive aspects of his thinking.
He did, however, have a few words to say on the need for protection
of the family, and for development of workers' associations. The
family, it should be remembered, had been vigorously defended by
many traditionalist writers from the early nineteenth century
onwards as a moral bastion against the individualism reigning in the
wake of the Revolution. Indeed, it was common for such writers to
stress that the basic unit in society was not the individual but the

family. For example, in Ce qu'est la monarchie, Dom Besse argued

that"la Famille est au corps social ce que la cellule est au corps
. . v < . : 1 .
vivant, son premier élément constitutif". This too was Claudel's

view.

Since the time of his own marriage in 1906, he had more than
once stated his belief that wedlock should be considered as a form of
indissoluble order or enclosure, in a sense equivalent to the order
and enclosure of monastic life. He had, for instance, sought to
persuade Louis Massignon that he should either marry or enter a
monastery in order to provide himself with a necessary "enceinte
extérieure",2 and when referring to Massignon in a letter to the abbé
Fontaine he had again stressed the notion of moral discipline in

marriage: "Cet état de liberté est extrémement dangereux, je le sais,

1. Paris, Jouve, 1906, p.6. See also Griffiths, op. cit., pp.265-266
for discussion of the same theme in the work of other Catholic
writers.

2. Letter to Massignon, 24 Dec. 1909, Corres. PC-LM, p.77. See also,
letters to Massignon, 19 Nov. 1908 and 2 March 1912, ibid.,
pp-54, 159.




1'ayant traversé. Il faut absolument 1'ordre, quel qu'il soit, la
soumission & une autorité et a une tache“.1 It therefore comes as no
surprise that in the Journal itself he should have claimed that "dans
toute société bien réglée, la véritable unité, ce n'est pas 1'individu,
c'est la famille", because - he no doubt assumed - the family, "cette
petite nation" represented a natural moral and social training-ground
that was essential to the stable society.2 Indeed, according to
Claudel, the very fact of undertaking to have a large family was a
gesture of confidence in society in the same way as Malthusianism was

symptématic of a lack of faith.3

He was prepared to admit that the recently passed law granting
an allowance to poor families with more than three children had been
"un premier pas dans la voie de la justice",4 but from his sweeping
criticisms of other defects in existing legislation it is evident that
he wanted to see the unit strengthened by the abolition of divorce;
changes in the law on division of inheritances and on death duties; and
tax concessions to fathers of large families: again, these demands were
characteristic of those made by the social thinkers of the Catholic
Right.5 Equally, Claudel added a proposal that the conditions of
suffrage should be changed so that every father would be given "un

nombre de voix proportionné aux parts d'intérét gqu'il a prises dans la

1. Letter to Daniel Fontaine, 13 Jan. 1913, Chroniques, p.102.

2. "Les Familles nombreuses", ibid., p.69.
3. ibid., p.68.

4. id.

5. See Charles Baussan, De Frédéric Le Play a Paul Bourget, Paris,
Flammarion, 1935, passim.




société".1 In effect this would have enshrined the family as a
political as well as a social unit, and was obviously based on the
assumption that power would thus devolve to the more conservative,
morally responsible (moral responsibility being equated with

Catholicism) members of the community.

Claudel's articles for the Journal give a rather less clear
impression of his position on the question of professional association.
He had shown an interest in the question some five years previously,
when he had noted in his diary for August 1908 that monarchism,
federalism and syndicalism were three forces which could work together
to restcre the real organic unity of France, as opposed to the false
unity created by the Revolution. However, it is apparent that, when
talking of syndicalism in this context,he was not thinking of the

modern syndicat, but of the old, hierarchical corps de métier, dear to

anti-revolutionary ideology. Thus, he wrote later in the same set of

comments:

Le point encore obscur est l'organisation des
corporations: l'ouvrier actuel est socialement uné image
de 1'électeur politique, indifférent, interchangeable,
et 14 on ne peut dire que ce soit la conséquence d'une
erreur théorique. L'intéresser? La collectivité est
également incapable de conseil et de direction.
Au-dessus de l'entreprise privée, le rattacher a son
corps de métier. Il faut que celui-ci ait des
obligations et des responsabilites et non pas seulement
des exigences. Il faut qu'il y ait une autre volont€ au-dessus.

1. "Les Familles nombreuses", Chroniques, p.70.

2. Jo.I, p.68.



Since Claudel did not elaborate on these cryptic remarks, it
is impossible to judge what practical measures, if any, he may have
had in mind at the time. But it is clear that he believed the
corporation could be used as a means of mitigating the psychological
alienation of modern industrial labour, and somehow involving the
workers more closely in the system. When he came to discuss the
subject in the Journal it was apparent that he still had the same

intention in mind. Although he now talked exclusively of syndicats

rather than corporations, and seemed to accept that they should be
run by the workers themselves, he nevertheless expected them to be
ultra-moderate and the very opposite of class-conscious: hence this

paternalistic advice to his readers:

C'est cependant uniguement dans le Syndicat bien
compris, honnétement et intelligemment dirigé, débarrassé
des politiciens et des fous furieux, que la classe
ouvriére peut trouver l'organe de défense et de progrés
dont elle a besoin. On n'est bien servi que par soi-
méme. L'ouvrier doit renoncer a toute espérance
d'améliorer son sort, s'il ne fait usage de sa liberté
que pour s'emporter en injures contre celui-ci ou
celui-la, pour lire L'Humanité et La Guerre sociale et
pour €lire tous les quatre ans, des politiciens du
genre de Willm.!

According to Claudel's extremely conservative view, the
syndicat should serve primarily as an educational body. The workers
should learn habits of thrift, temperance and, above all, "une forte

formation morale qu'ils ne peuvent trouver que dans la religion", to

give them a sense of discipline and dignity which would allow them to

. 2 .
raise themselves "en dépit des sens adverses". Thus, he evidently

1. "Parlementarisme", Chroniques, p.67.

2. id.
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conceived the trade union as a means of drawing the men away from

the influence of the marchands de vin, the cafés-concerts and the

cinema, which he believed to be draining the pockets and sapping

the moral fibre of the working classes,

Claudel also envisaged the syndicat offering another form of
education, intended, in this case, as a partial remedy for the
stultifying and dehumanising effects of labour conditions in modern
industry. The distaste which he had shown for any over-mechanical
approach in the realmé of philosophy or social relations was matched
by his feeling that one of the root causes of working-class alienation
was the trammelling of the industrial labourer to the machine. As he
put it in the Journal, his ideal for the worker was that "a la
maniére d'un artiste, il trouve & la fois dans son travail plaisir et
liberté", and he could not but feel a measure of horror at the thought

of a human being "réduit a la régularité inconsciente d'une machine".

At this stage in his life, Claudel did not appear to have any
idea for mitigating the concrete problem itself, but he believed that
its psychological effects might be tempered if the syndicat could
offer some form of general technical and economic education. This

would help to give the workers the understanding of the industrial

1. See letter to Daniel Fontaine, 13 Jan. 1913, ibid., p.103; also,
letter to Fontaine, 20 Feb. 1913, ibid., p.113: "Je suis
consterné de voir que vous avez un cafetier parmi vos directeurs!
Ces gens-la sont partout. Pas moyen de jamais se lancer a fond

contre eux.

2. "Le Chronométrage", (8 March 1913), ibid., p.51. This idea is
prefigured in La Ville II, IE:I, p.452, where the anarchist,
Avare, describes the impersonal, mechanical character of modern
labour (which has replaced the creative, artisanal production of
the past) as the reason for the unrest of the workers in the City.
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world to which they belonged and, he presumably imagined, a greater

sense of involvement in the existing capitalistic industrial system:

Les ouvriers ont souvent l'esprit rétréci par
la division du travailr il faut qu'ils apprennent a
comprendre ce qu'ils font, & connaitre le vaste organe
économique dont ils sont une partie, & faire un autre
usage de leur intelligence et de leurs loisirs gue pour
lire 1l'immorale littérature radicale et socialiste.
Combien peu d'ouvriers savent la différence d'une action
et d'une obligation? Combien ont une idée méme sommaire
de la maniére dont s'établit le budget d'une grande
entreprise? Combien de la concurrence que la branche
qui les intéresse trouve dans les pays étrangers? C'est
cette instruction pratique, professionnelle et
réellement affranchissante que la République se garde
bien de leur donner. Il vaut mieux les nourrir de
fables extravagantes sur les crimes des rois et des
prétres.l

In all of this there was no mention of improvements in pay or
working conditions, nor was the subject raised in any of his other
writings during the pre-1914 period. Of course, it may have been
something which he took for granted, and it would, after all, have
been a logical extension of his ideal of caring for "le plus prochain".
Whatever the case, it did not prevent him in one of his articles from
contrasting the socialists' "réves imbéciles de paradis terrestre"
with the Church's teaching that "le bonheur n'est pas de ce monde" and
that poverty was a privileged condition which should be borne
courageously and patiently - as Christ had done - while awaiting a
just reward in the after—life.2 On the other hand, he did appear to

favour the idea of political representation for the syndicats,

presumably within some form of wider corporatist framework, for in one

1. "Parlementarisme", Chroniques, p.67.

2. "Le Socialisme parlementaire", ibid., p.73.
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of his articles, alongside his remark on the need for multiple votes
for heads of families, he also stated his intention (which he did not

fulfil) of writing at a later date on "la représentation des

professions".

In short, Claudel's views on the Social Question during this
period do not form a particularly clear picture. He knew what he
detested - the desertion of Catholic beliefs and moral values; the
encroaching power of the State; the politicians' use of the Church-
State question as a distraction from the problem of social reform;
the spread of class-conscious socialist and revolutionary syndicalist
ideas among the urban proletariat. He had his own reformulation of
the traditional Christian principle of loving one's neighbour, and
he could dream of a united Catholic society. He was attracted by the
idea of association which embodied the idea of personal contact and
moral community. But in practical terms there was no suggestion that
he had thought out his ideas on the subject in any depth: they were
not much more than crude echoes of the slogans (rather than the
theories) of the extreme Right. However, there was little reason for
him to do otherwise. Apart from the fact that these issues were not
his sole concern in life, there was scant cause for him to believe
that the climate of the times favoured fundamental change in the
direction which he would have wished to see., Nothing is more
revealing in this respect than his words in the summer of 1913 when
he welcomed the findings of Henri Massis and Alfred de Tarde, who had

sought to prove, in Les Jeunes Gens d'aujourd'hui that the rising

1. "Les Familles nombreuses", Chroniques, p.70,




generation of students and young intellectuals were returning to
traditional religious and social values.l He maintained that their
conclusions seemed to be supported by a conversation which he himself
had had with two young teachers. But he also remarked that it was
hard for him to accustom himself to this possibility, since he
belonged to a generation of Catholics who were so used to reacting
against a hostile society that "le triomphe de leurs idées les
laisserait déconcertés, et qui sait méme? un peu mélancoliques”.
These words also need to be borne in mind as we consider his attitude

towards the Action Frangaise group.

E. Political Authority: the Problem of Ends and Means

It would be somewhat misleading to categorise Claudel as a
monarchist during the pre-1914 period, for that would imply a level
of commitment which was ébsent in his case. His was not the fervent,
hereditary devotion of the royalist aristocrat, nor did he share the
preoccupation of Maurras and his group with the need to found a
coherent monarchist ideology. Nevertheless, like many Catholic
traditionalists of the day, he would, ideally, have wished to see the
re-establishment of a monarchy which would provide a unifying
authority over the French nation in place of the sterile parliamentary

feuds and governmental instability of the discordant, secular Republic.

1. See 'Agathon', Les Jeunes Gens d'aujourd'hui, Paris, Plon, 1913.
This highly selective enquéte/propaganda work was a follow-up to
L'Esprit de la Nouvelle Sorbonne, Paris, Mercure de France, 1911.

2. "La Nouvelle Jeunesse", (9 Aug. 1913), Chroniques, p.70.
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It should, perhaps, be said here that on occasions when he was
in a particularly savage frame of mind Claudel could show traces of
the most brutal elitism. Mention has already been made of his remarks
to Frizeau in 1908 dismissing socialism on the grounds that civilisation
was based on struggle in which the strongest deserved to dominate.l It
was this same underlying contempt for the masses which made him
remark to André Suarés in August 1908 that Czarist repression in Russia
was justified even if the people did have legitimate grievances. Thus,
he demanded: "Mais comment résigner son pouvoir entre les mains de ces
épouvantables brutes que je connais moi-méme de vue et dont Gorki est
lui-méme 1l'image? L& nait le véritable crime. J'aime encore mieux le
despotisme gue l'anarchie, le chaos".2 Or again, there were the
comments in his diary for January 1911, at the end of a list of
criticisms of the Revolution: "On peut mériter d'un homme, d'un
supérieur. La foule ne peut qu'étre entrainée ou corrompue. Les
€lections sont l'abdication rabdchée tous les quatre ans par un peuple
gateux".3 And immediately below, he had added: "La premiére vertu
d'un roi est le courage de verser le sang. L'expérience de la vie

rend indulgent & l'égard des 'tyrans'".4

After an unpleasant journey on a crowded boat in May 1911 he
could even speculate that true civilisation might require "une

répression impitoyable des classes inférieures"”, such as his loathing

1. See above, p.48.

2. Letter to Suarés, 31 August 1908, Corres. PC-AS, p.132.

3. Jo.I, p.183. See also Claudel's comments on the elections of 1914,
in ibid., p.286 (May 1914), and letter to Jammes, 14 May 1914,
Corres. PC-FJ/GF. p.268.

4, Jo.I, p.183.



of the mob and his "horreur de leur déchainement".l However, this
type of emotional outburst represented a side of his personality of
which he himself was wary,2and it did not, of course, indicate that

he was a convinced advocate of despotism. On the contrary, his

ideals of charity and moral unity were also parallelled by the ideal of
the benign Catholic monarch who would heal the wounds of France with

a firm but gentle authority.

Claudel's diary for August 1908 contains a newspaper cutting
which reprinted the text of a long interview given in 1871 by the
Comte de Chambord, who had at that time been the legitimist pretender
to the throne. These "admirables paroles", as Claudel called them,
amounted to a brief summary of post-revolutionary royalist doctrine.
The Count explained that he had not accepted, and would never accept
the possibility of a Restoration which repeated the error made by
Louis XVIII in attempting to reconcile the throne with revolutionary
institutions. He remarked that if he ever took the throne, he would
rescind the Code Napoléon "en tout ce qu'il renferme de contraire &
l'éélise”, especially the laws dealing with marriage and inheritance.
Equally, he would abolish parliamentary democracy, end administrative

centralisation, and destroy the University.

1. Jo.I, p.196, (May 1914). Compare with the words of Téte d'Or as
he cowes the crowd into submission after he has murdered the
Emperor: "Arriére!/Qui de vous osera me braver et me regarder face
a face misérables!/O chiens!/ ... /O que comme un dieu, je pusse
lever deux bras chargésde tonnerres/Pour écraser cette basse
chiennaille!" (Th.I, pp.100-101).

2. See, for example, Jo.I, p.240, (Nov.1912), where Claudel refers to
"ma dureté de coeur envers le prochain, et cet esprit détestable
de querelle et d'animosité".

3. Jo.I, p.64. The original source of the cutting itself is uncertain.

4. In ibid., p.65.
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Under the firm, unifying authority of the monarch, provincial
liberties would be restored, and the people given a voice in local
administration (through town and provincial councils of notables,
themselves sending delegates to national councils) where they were
competent to express an opinion. But national political decisions
must be placed primarily in the hands of the king, supported by
properly qualified individuals, who would be chosen on their merits,
since Chambord accepted that there could be no return to the class

system of the ancien régime. In conclusion he had stated that the

anarchy of party politics and the absence of any real authority
would of themselves destroy the heritage of the Revolution: then the

time would be ripe for the monarchy to save France from disintegration.

Claudel had entirely approved of this declaration, and had been
particularly impressed by the idea of a return to a quasi-federal
administrative structure, "beaucoup plus souple et plus moderne que
l1'unité révolutionnaire".2 At that moment he had seemed willing to
believe that a re-establishment of the monarchy was a serious
possibility for the future. The post-revolutionary period could
merely be a transitory historical crisis which would ultimately be
seen to have had a beneficial effect by leading the monarchy to shape

itself to the needs of modern society:

La monarchie francaise a déja passé par des
crises d'adaptation aussi graves que celle-ci. La
guerre de Cent ans. Faiblesse des premiers Capétiens
comparée a Clovis ou Charlemagne.

1. See ibid., pp.66-67.

2. id.



Une théorie bien constituée est comme un
homme vivant qui est appelé & se faire sa place. Au

bout d'un siécle la théorie monarchique commence
a étre vivante et organique. M. ne l'a pas faite:
mais il 1'a comprise.l

As Frangois Varillon and Jacques Petit suggest in their
notes to Claudel's diary, the 'M.' in gquestion here was probably
Maurras.2 There is evidence to indicate that during these years
Claudel approved of the latter's attachment to monarchism, but
disagreed with important aspects of his ideology. At one point,
around the time when the Church-State controversy had been nearing
its climax, it seems likely that Claudel had, in fact, been drawn
towards the neo-monarchist group, for a letter written to him by
Francis Jammes in May 1911 on the subject of the Action Francgaise
contains the comment: "Vous et moi qui avions tant d'idées communes
déja en 1905, je sentais que vous vous trompiez quand vous vous
orientiez vers eux".3 Moreover, Claudel himself was to recall in
a letter to Suarés that at the time of the Inventories he had been
impressed, almost despite himself, by the force of Maurras's attacks

on the Republic:

Un impie et un croyant ne luttent pas & armes
égales, toutes les injures contre Dieu et la religion
lui vont au coeur et lui font de profondes blessures.
Dans ces conditions un homme est un homme, et j'avoue
que 1l'dpre polémique de Maurras m'a plu, peut-&tre
non pas par les meilleurs cOtés de mon a&me. Mais du
moins il hait autant que moi la démocratie, il donne
une voix a ce furieux sentiment de dégoilit d'un coeur
noble qui se sent écrasé par les bestiaux, par la
force brute, par le nombre . 4

1. id.
2. See ibid., pp.1086-1087.

3. Jammes, letter to Claudel, 16 May 1911, Corres,PC-FJ/GF, p.205.

4, Letter to Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911, Corres. PC-AS, p.1l60.
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Yet,from this letter and from other correspondence it is
apparent that whatever sympathy he may have felt at that point was
largely dissipated in the ensuing years. Claudel undoubtedly
shared many of the same antipathies as Maurras, and similar
preferences for a number of traditional social and political values
or institutions. But beneath the common ground there lay fundamental
differences. Notwithstanding the wide support which Maurras
commanded among the Catholic Right, including many churchmen, these
differences, coupled with certain contingent circumstances, rapidly
led Claudel towards an outright hostility which he was to retain

throughout the rest of his life.

In the first place he was repelled by Maurras's ideological
dogmatism. Although Claudel had, up to a point, attempted to
discipline his fertile, erratic mind within the framework of his
religion, his temperament did not lend itself easily to rigid
theoretical systems. Moreover, in political terms his experience
tended to militate against attachment to the value of abstract theory.
His consular duties had brought him into brolonged contact with the
pragmatic world of politico-economic negotiations and colonial

Realpolitik where flexibility was the crucial factor in achieving

success. And he had recently acquired some difficult first-hand
experience of local government while administering the French

. . .1 . . s
concession at Tientsin, More than once in his writings Claudel
expressed a general disdain for ideological theory as inappropriate
to the realities of human existence, and this was a reproach which

he levelled at Maurras in a letter to Gide on 15 January 1910:

1. See Gadoffre, op. cit., pp.127-131.
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?outes ces hautes théories politiques ressemblent
discours d'école sur Richelieu et Mazarin. La pratique
des affaires désapprend les grandes théories, tout l'art
de l'homme d'Etat se réduit i parer au plus pressé, et &

profiter de l'occasion au travers de beaucoup de b&tises,
d'erreurs et de méprises,
peut.l

A nos

et & faire chaque jour ce qu'on

Besides this basic difference of perspective, there was also
the fact that Claudel distrusted the particular philosophy on which
Maurrassism was founded. Maurras proudly claimed to be the
inheritor of Comte and the positivism of the nineteenth century.
His adoption of monarchism was allegedly the result of a rational
choice, based on historical analysis. As René Rémond has pointed
out, it was essentially a demystification of the monarchy, an
attachment to the institution, not a personal reverence for the
charismatic figure of the king himself.2 This approach did not
inspire Claudel. The essence of his argument against Maurras, as
conveyed to Suarés in February 1911, was that a living idea could
not be produced from dead material. To Maurras's "sécheresse
pédantesque" (including his doctrine of rigid classicism in
literature), to his admiration for the execrable Comte, and to his
"maniére réaliste de concevoir la monarchie", Claudel opposed his own

ideal of "une monarchie revétue d'un caractére religieux et dont

1. Corres. PC-AG, p.ll7. See Jo.I, pp.l64-165, (Aug. 1910), where
Claudel refers contemptuously to "les idéologues, les poly-
techniciens, les sociologues, les socialistes" who seek to
bring "une rigueur incongrue" into human affairs. See also,
letter to Piero Jahier, 18 Feb. 1912, in Giordan, Claudel en
Italie, p.93.

2. See René Rémond, La Droite en France de la Premiére

Restauration d la Ve République, Vol. I, revised edition, Paris,
Aubier, 1968, pp.181-182,
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l'autorité est celle moins de la force que de la persuasion”,

or, as he put it in another letter, "un Roi & la maniére de Salomon

et non pas de Louis-Philippe".

Moreover, although he was not entirely immune to its
attraction, Claudel could not condone the persistent savagery of
Maurras's call to revolt. His position in this respect was an
extension of ideas which he had frequently expressed in his writings
on religious subjects. Claudel, like many Catholic writers during
this period, tended to lay emphasis on the value of willing
submission to a spiritual rule, as against the lure of any false
liberty which lay outside Catholicism.3 Order and unity were the
products of willing acceptance of God's design, acceptance of
orthodox Catholic dogma, acceptance of the authority of the Church
hierarchy.4 Similarly, in principle, Claudel believed that the
Catholic should submit to established authority in the temporal
realm. In 1910, when explaining to Péguy why he had been appalled
by the revisionist agitation in the Dreyfus Affair, Claudel had
written: "Car si vous &tes chrétien, vous étes ami de l'ordre, si

vous aimez l'ordre vous reconnaissez l'autorité et quelle autorité

1. Letter to Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911, Corres. PC-AS, p.160. Compare
with the words of Georges de Coilifontaine in L'Otage exalting the
ideal of the Catholic feudal monarch (Th.II, p.247); or the
qualities ascribed to the future king, Ivors, in La Ville II -
balance, level-headedness, "une tendre sollicitude et une
autorité irrécusable"” (EE,I, p.476), awareness that happiness
does not lie in earthly pleasures (ibid., p.477), prudence
(ibid., pp.482-483), and submission to the Church (ibid.,
pp.486-487) .

2. Letter to Suarés, 27 May 1911. Corres. PC-AS5, p.1l68.

3. For discussion of this theme in Claudel's and other literature of
the Catholic Revival, see Griffiths, op. cit., pp.317-347.

4. The theme recurs with particular frequency in Claudel's letters
to Gide. See, for example, letters 9 March 1906, 3 March 1908,

30 July 1908, 19 March 1912, Corres.PC-AG, pp.65-66, 84, 8¢ 196
4 ’
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y a-t-il si vous la jugez comme ayant vous-méme autorité sur elle?"l
With some justification, he argued that the Gospels taught the duty
to obey one's masters, however cruel they might be.2 Drawing an
unexpected parallel between the condemnation of Dreyfus and that of
Savonarola, he concluded that however saintly the latter might have

been, and however unworthy the pope who had tried him, the verdict

on the "révolté" had been just.

In this case the argument for submission to constituted
authority was being used to condemn political disruption by the
Left, but to be consistent it would also negate support for right-
wing agitation, and there is no doubt that Claudel was aware of the
fact. With regard to Maurras, he could feel the appeal of the Action
Francaise brand of force, understand its power, and be disturbed by
its implications. At the same time, when writing to Suarés, he
showed a pragmatic - and perhaps self-interested - willingness to
accept that his own ideal of a benign Catholic monarchy was not
really a serious possibility for the near future, so he had no
intention of fighting for it when there were more important

Christian duties calling him:

1. Letter to Péguy, 10 Aug. 1910, in Antoine, art. cit., p.30.

2. See Dino Bigongiari (ed.), The Political Ideas of St. Thomas
Agquinas, New York, Hafner, 1953, pp.XXXI-XXXII, for a brief
discussion of St. Peter's and St. Paul's pronouncements on the
subject (and Aquinas's interpretation of the question).

3. In Antoine, op.cit., p.30. Compare letter to Elémir Bourges,
23 June 1905, CPC I, p.176: "Vous vous doutez, cher Bourges, du
dissentiment qui me sépare de votre Déchainé. Je suis pour
l'autorité légitime, avec tous les Jupiter contre tous les
Prométhée. J'espére que la seconde partie de votre apocalypse
reclouera sur son rocher le détestable pandoride."
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Pour l'instant cette monarchie est un réve et
un homme de pensée a d'autres devoirs que de se méler
a la cohue des carrefours. Mon seul roi est le Christ,
c'est pour Lui que je lutte. Les violences peuvent
plaire un moment & ce qu'il y a de moins bon en moi.
L'instant d'aprés j'en rougis. Parmi ces gens qui
nous font tant de mal, beaucoup sont de braves gens et
de bonne foi. Et le mot de 1'Apdtre est toujours vrai.
Ce n'est pas par le mal qu'on fait du bien. Sed
vincere in bono malum. T

These barriers between Claudel and the Action Frangaise
group combined with more personal reasons for his distrust. 1In 1911
the Maurrassian intellectuals were campaigning vigorously for a
return to classicism in literature, and in this context Claudel found
himself the object of a scathing attack by Pierre Lasserre on 30 April
of that year.2 After receiving letters of protest from a number of
his readers Lasserre subsequently produced a rather more flattering

article on 7 May, but he still referred to Téte 4'Or, for instance, as

- . s 3
"ce pandémonium de littérature barbare". Claudel appeared to take
Lasserre's attack in good part, even describing it on one occasion
" s . .. a4 _
as "une critique loyale et sincére". Nevertheless, it can scarcely

have increased his regard for the Maurrassians.

Furthermore, he regarded the Action Francgaise as a threat to
his efforts to convert André Gide. It was particularly important to

him that nothing should damage the reputation of the Church in the

1. Letter to Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911, p.160. Compare with the neutral,
fatalistic, submissive views attributed to the Pope in L'Otage
throughout Act I, scene 2 (EEfII, pp.237-251); or the position
adopted by Coeuvre before the revolution in La Ville II (Th.I,
p.464), though he hails the destruction of the City after it has
taken place (see ibid., p.486).

2. Pierre Lasserre, "Un livre allemand, une lettre de M. Giraud,'
L'Action francaise, 30 April 1911.

3. Pierre Lasserre, "Paul Claudel", L'Action francaise, 7 May 1911.

4, Letter to Jammes, 19 May 1911, Corres. PC-FJ/GF, p.206.
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eyes of his friend. Meanwhile, Maurras, an atheist with no interest
in the spiritual basis of Catholicism, vociferously defended the
Church as a model of social authority, and used the religious
guestion as a political battering-ram for his own ends, thereby
associating it in people's minds with the more extreme aspects of
his ideology. Early in 1910, Claudel had already had a warning of
the danger when he read an article in which Gide had shown signs of
resenting Maurras's hard-headed attitude towards matters of
religion,l but the issue was raised even more pointedly in January
1912 when Gide's NRF became involved in a heated exchange with

—

Georges Sorel's L'Indépendance which had by then adopted an

increasingly monarchist colouring and even posed as a defender of the
Church. Claudel thus found himself in a somewhat delicate position,

since he was a contributer to both of these periodicals.

The particular issuesat stake in the polemics are not relevant
here, but while the debate was continuing, Gide had written to Claudel
expressing his contempt for those who mixed Catholicism with
TP : . 1] = " : . 2
politics and used religion as "un casse-téte" to crush their enemies.
He had also remarked: "Me rapprocher du Christ, c'est m'éloigner

3 : .
d'eux". In Claudel's reply it was evident that he assimilated

Sorel's group to the Maurrassians and, while he sought in general

terms to explain the anger of Catholics in the face of persecution,

1. See Robert Mallet's summary of Gide's article (which had
appeared in the NRF, Jan. 1910) in Corres. PC-AG, pp.297-298;
and Claudel's letter to Gide, 15 Jan. 1910, ibid., pp.1ll16-118,

2. Gide, letter to Claudel, 7 Jan. 1912, ibid., p.189.

3. id.



he was at pains to stress that "tous ces violents, les gens de

L'Action francaise et les autres, ne sont catholiques que de nom,

ne croient, ne pratiquent pas et n'observent pas les commandements".

This was something which obviously remained fixed in his mind,
for Gide was to record in his diary, following a meeting with
Claudel ten months later, that the latter had indulged in a long
diatribe against the "catholiques politiciens" of Action Frangaise.2

By that time, of course, Claudel had begun to write his own

aggressive articles for the Journal de Clichy. If he had been

challenged on the subject, he would presumably have argued the
distinction between the Church being forced to use politics as a
weapon in its defence, and politics using the Church as a weapon for
its own ends. Even so, his position was scarcely consistent with

the submissive attitude which he had vaunted to Péguy. Yet, the

fact remains that he was already aware of something which many
Catholics did not recognise at that time; namely, the incompatibility
of Maurrassism with some of the most basic tenets of Catholic belief.
In practical terms, he was thus condemned to an essentially negative
political position. He distrusted the one meaningful group which was

pledged to re-establish a monarchy in France, and he clearly did not

believe in the possibility, or even the desirability of a coup de force

1. Letter to Gide, 9 Jan. 1912, ibid., p.190. See also, letter to
Gide, 15 Jan. 1912, ibid., p.192, where Claudel remarks that he
has no liking for "ceux qui ne veulent voir dans la religion
qu'une autorité et une discipline, et qui voudraient garder le
Christianisme sans le Christ".

2. ' Gide, Journal, I, pp.384-385, (19 Nov, 1912).
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to overthrow the Republic. This left him only with the options of
fatalistic acquiescence, sterile protest, or, as was the case in
his articles for the Journal, demands for piecemeal electoral
reform; which were almost as unrealistic in the political climate

of the day as was the dream of a Catholic monarchy itself.
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CHAPTER II. The Enlightened Imperialist.

A. Opening Remarks.

Claudel did not leave anything resembling a chronicle of his
reactions to all of the major international questions which occupied
public attention during the pre-war years. However, he did leave
evidence of his views on two particular issues with which he was
brought into contact, directly or indirectly, by the course of his
consular career. On the one hand, his long years of service in
China placed him in a remarkably good position to have developed
informed opinions on the nature of Western imperialist activity
there. On the other hand, he was to be serving in Germany during the
last three years before the outbreak of war, and was therefore to be
particularly conscious of the threat which German military strength
posed to France. The present chapter will be entirely devoted to
the first of these issues, since the second can be more appropriately
placed in the next chapter as a preface to his writings during the

war itself.

His views on imperialism in China were perhaps more complex,
and in some ways more paradoxical, than on any other political issue
which he encountered in the course of his life. Several sets of
broad, overlapping questions were involved. What was his attitude to
the native civilisation of China? How did he assess the methods, the
values and the institutions which were being projected by France and

the other imperialist Powers into the regions which fell within their
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spheres of influence? How did he judge the rivalry between the
imperialist Powers? And, in more general terms, did he regard

imperialism as a morally justified, historically desirable process?

The principal source of evidence for this period is to be

found in the various drafts of Sous le signe du dragon, a book which

was completed in 1911 after some six years gestation, but was left
unpublished until more than thirty years later. Gilbert Gadoffre

has made a fairly detailed survey of this work in his Claudel et

l1'univers chinois. However, it will need to be considered here in

considerable depth, both because of its importance, and because
Professor Gadoffre's interpretation of Claudel's position needs to

be modified.

It should be stated at the outset that the nature of the
evidence itself raises a number of difficulties relating to authorial
responsibility, and to the evolution which occurred during the
gestation of the work. The first known draft - the most important -
is a typeécript dating from the time of the Russo-Japanese War of
1904-1905, and couched, for the most part, in telegraphic style or

1 . .
note form. It appears to have been written with some form of

1. The typescript is in ASPC, File PVIIA, "Contacts et circonstances.
Sous le signe du dragon." It consists of seven individually
paginated fascicules,each containing one or more chapters or sets
of notes: references will be given in the form, "fasc.I,p.7".
Gadoffre's dating of the draft is somewhat misleading here. He
suggests that the text was probably written over the period 1904-
1909 (op.cit., p.144). It may, in fact, have been started in 1904
but was almost certainly completed in 1905, though the marginal
notes for projected modifications or amplifications (which
Gadoffre does not mention) were probably not added until three
or four years later (see below, my p.83 , note 1 ). The dating
of the original draft is suggested by the following factors:

(a) remarks in fasc.II (pp.13,25) assuming the continued existence
of the Chinese mandarinal examination system, whereas this was
abolished in Sept. 1905; (b) references to books or other
documents cited do not go beyond 1904, but there is a reference



collaboration from Philippe Berthelot, since the preface refers to
"les auteurs",1 and although a much revised version was eventually
to be published under Claudel's name alone, the preface to the printed
edition mentions Berthelot as "le confident et l'inspirateur de ce
petit ouvrage".2 In the first draft the stated intention of the
authors is to offer a broad survey of Chinese affairs for the
information of statesmen, journalists and others who might be called
upon to exercise "une action quelconque"” in the Far East.3 However,
the contents go beyond this intention: they include a great deal of
scathing criticism of the policies of the imperialist Powers, while
at the same time offering a programme of positive action for the

mutual benefit of the Powers and the native population.

The project then seems to have been placed in abeyance for some
time. Claudel made corrections to the original draft some three or

four years after it had been written, and penned in a large number

to "la restitution récente de 100 millions en 1905 par les
Américains & la Chine", (fasc.V, p.24) and to a Russian diplomat,
"ministre & Pékin depuis mai 1905" (fasc.V, p.20); (c) there are
several references indicating that the Russo-Japanese War (Feb.
1904-Sept. 1905) was in progress,and in some cases anticipating
the consequences of likely Japanese victory: see fasc.I, p.24
(referring to the certainty of Japanese success); fasc.III, p.26
(consideration of roles played by the Powers in China leaves the
sections on Japan and Russia blank),; fasc.IV, p.7 (trade
threatened by the war); fasc.VI, pp.2, 4-5 (refers to the fact
that the Japanese hold Port Arthur - captured in Dec. 1904);
fasc.VII, p.11, (refers to "la conclusion désormais imminente de
la paix"). My impression is that most of the draft was written
during the late summer of 1905 while Claudel was on leave in
France.

1. fasc.VI1I, p.l1.
2. See OC IV, p. 11 (preface dated 20 June 1947) .

3. fasc.VII, p.l.
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of marginal notes with a view to updating the typescript.1 These
cowments wake it clear that although he saw a need to change some
arguments in the light of subsequent events since the time when the
book had been conceived, he still held to the programme of policies
advocated in the original: for example, at the end of the chapter of

general conclusions, he remarked: "Tout ceci reste vrai".

In 1910 Claudel also started to write another, more discursive
draft.3 As far as it went it was close to the final version, but it was
left incomplete. Later that same year, he began a further draft,
virtually identical to the version eventually published.4 As Gilbert
Gadoffre observes, there is some evidence to suggest that Berthelot was

still following the project at this stage, for there is a pencilled note

1. I can as yet give only a tentative estimation of the dating of
these notes, since most of them simply suggest an unspecified
lapse of time since the writing of the original, being of the
type, "Parler aujourd'hui de .."; "Reste trés vrai ..."; "A
modifier aujourd'hui ..", or referring to developments in very
general terms - for instance, concerning the eclipse which he
had foreseen for Russia as a result of the war with Japan: "Ce
n'est déja plus vrai." (fasc.I, p.26). However, assuming that
the notes were all added around the same time, crucial remarks
would seem to be: "Voir 1'histoire de ces 4 derniéres années"
(fasc.VI, p.15); or a note at the end of the same fascicule
observing that the basic ideas remained valid, but the arguments
were to be seriously modified "en s'inspirant des événements de
ces 3 derniéres années". Claudel also remarks (in fasc.II, p.30):
"A T'tsin tous les mandarins parlaient anglais”. The use of the
past tense might suggest that the notes dated from after the

.ending of his period in Tientsin, which he had completed in the
summer of 1909.

2. fasc.I, p.31. Other examples relating to specific points are
quoted in context later in this chapter.

3. The dating may be deduced from the fact that (a) in Chapter VI,
pp.3, 4, 12, Claudel gives sets of trade figures which include the
year 1909; (b) the third draft was written entirely,or for the
most part, in 1910 (see below, note 4).

4. The dating is given by the fact that on p.141 of the draft, Claudel
writes "aujourd'hui (1910)", and the trade figures are left as in
the second draft. Gadoffre is incorrect when he states (in op.
cit., p.167) that this draft lacks the chapter on Chinese
religions: the chapter covers pp.60-92 of the manuscript.



on the back of page 59 of the manuscript: "Je crois gu'il est
préférable que nous signions d'un pseudonyme. Que pensez-vous de

'Le Bouton de corail'."1 Possibly Claudel was expecting Berthelot

to contribute chapters to this version. All we know for certain is
that the actual writing of the draft was completed by Claudel himself.
Finally, there was another typescript (probably dating from 1911) of
which only the chapter on Chinese religions and one or two other pages
have survived,2 while the book itself was left unpublished until 1948

when it was produced in the guise of a historical curio.

These details are important, because by the time it reached its
more or less final form in 1910 the book had changed considerably in
relation to the original draft. Whereas the sections dealing with
Chinese civilisation had been written up very fully, those dealing
with imperialism in China had been considerably narrowed in scope.
The latter no longer offered a committed analysis: several of the
projected chapters had disappeared almost without trace: most of the
criticisms were veiled or omitted altogether: almost all of the
arguments for positive change had been removed, leaving the study as

an emasculated, inconclusive survey.

In the absence of external evidence directly relating to the

original conception and subsequent transformation of the book, the

1. See Gadoffre, op.cit., p.146.

2. These fragments are not mentioned by Gadoffre. The first page of
the typescript is corrected in the handwriting of Claudel's old
age, and on the second sheet he wrote "la page 2 mangue" which
would seem to suggest that the typescript dated from the period
when Claudel had originally been involved in writing the book,
but that large parts of it had subsequently been lost. Since
the published version is virtually identical to the third draft,
the question is immaterial for the purposes of the present
discussion.
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reasons for this self-censorship remain a matter for speculation.

As will be seen later, one contributory factor may well have been

sheer discouragement at the course which events were taking in China.
Possibly, Claudel also felt increasingly out of touch with developments
in the Far East after he returned to Europe in the summer of 1909.
Possibly, he feared that if the book was published, even pseudonymously,
in the form originally envisaged, it might be traced back to him and
further jeopardise his career (which had so recently been threatened

by the investigation into his alleged pro-clerical machinations at
Tientsin). Possibly, there were other entirely different reasons. It
is also unclear how far Berthelot contributed directly or indirectly

to the first draft and continued to consult with Claudel thereafter.

Be that as it may, the first draft is obviously the most revealing

from the political viewpoint and, notwithstanding the elements of

uncertainty surrounding the project, it can be taken as an accurate

1. See Gadoffre, op.cit., p.146, for speculation on Berthelot's
connection with the work. Gadoffre believes that, with the
possible exception of a brief note in fasc.VII, there is
nothing in the first draft which does not reflect Claudel's
style, ideas and mannerisms, but that Berthelot was probably
intended to write up the chapters on broad diplomatic and
financial aspects of the Chinese situation, and was still
expected to do so in the final draft, though in the event
pressure of work forced him to withdraw. Whether or not this
was the case, the only way to test the question properly without
direct evidence must be to make an exhaustive, chapter-by-
chapter stylistic and thematic comparison of the first draft
with the diplomatic correspondence and other writings of both
men - a task which lies outside the scope of this thesis.
Berthelot himself remains an enigmatic figure, who took the
precaution of burning most of his personal papers before he
died (see Claudel, Pr., p.1277). Bas far as I have been able to
ascertain,there has still been no detailed study of his views
during this period, nor has Auguste Bréal's, Philippe Berthelot,
(Paris, Gallimard, 1937) been replaced by a more serious
biography.
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expression of his opinions during his last years in China. Indeed,
it is a veritable storehouse of ideas and images which we shall
encounter in his later writings on other international questions.

It will serve here as the main focus for analysis, though cross-
reference or comparison with the later versions and with other texts
dating from the pre-war period will, of course, be included where
useful. For ease of reference I shall refer to the first draft as

if Claudel was solely responsible for it.

B. An Organic Society.

Comprised, as it was, of little more than extended working
notes, the discussion of "La Chine et les Chinois" in the first draft
offers little direct indication of Claudel's subjective reactions to
Chinese society and the Chinese people. Nevertheless, it is valuable
because it reveals one of the sides of Claudel which did not emerge
in the writings that we examined in the last chapter. Whereas the
opinions which he expressed in relation to French society during the
pre-1914 period largely took the form of emotional outbursts and
crude polemic, his outline of the functioning of Chinese society
showed the mentality of the consul whose training was in the
dispassionate analysis of facts - especially economic facts - and
the distillation of essentials from a mass of disparate evidence.
Moreover, as Professor Gadoffre has pointed out, the first draft
shows the basic framework of reasoning which was to be somewhat

ma sked by the addition of supplementary detail and other forms of
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padding in the later versions.

It was, in fact, an eminently positivistic analysis which
bound the essential characteristics of Chinese society to "des
nécessités fonciéres".2 He started out from a general assumption
of which we shall find many echoes in his later writings; namely,
that the dominant features of any given society derived from the
geographical conformation and natural resources of its environment.
Hence, he asserted: "Un pays est une chose qui a une forme et qui
est caractérisée par une direction. (...). Un pays est une
civilisation, un groupement social au service d'une direction
géographique“.3 The exposition which followed was disordered and
incoherent by comparison with the later versions. However, it was

already clear that he considered the basic characteristics of Chinese

1. See Gadoffre, op.cit., p.158. However, Gadoffre is exaggerating
when he claims that the first draft is purely the product of
Claudel's own first-hand observation, whereas the later drafts
show Claudel borrowing details from the work of other writers to
pad out his own knowledge. Certainly the borrowings are more
overt and more extensive in the later versions. But it is
evident that Claudel had already read E. H. Parker's, China, her
History, Diplomacy and Commerce, (London, 1901), since he refers
to Parker by name (fasc.I, p.7). It is also probable that he
had already read Terrien de la Couperie's, Western Origin of the
Early Chinese Civilisation, (London, 1894), since many of the
comparisons with ancient Egypt, Assyria or Chaldea, which Gadoffre
shows to be borrowed from de la Couperie in the later versions,
are already present in the first draft (fasc.I, pp.3, 4, 7).

2. fasc.II, p.7.

3. ibid., p.1. The principle is restated at greater length in
the second version (see Pr., p-1046), but is not stated in the
final version, although it still guides the analysis. For
discussion of various literary reflections of Claudel's interest
in geography, see CCC IV, especially Jacques Petit, "La Carte
chez Claudel”, pp.107-122, and Patrice Angelini, "La Géographie
symbolique de Claudel: 1'Italie", pp.123-148,
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society to have been determined, on the one hand, by the fact that
it was "un pays fermé", largely surrounded by natural barriers,
which meant that its civilisation had developed in virtual isolation
and had only been affected to a very slight extent by incursions
from outside.2 Moreover, the fact that this society had been
"élaborée en vase clos" explained why it had preserved ancient

patterns of life which had disappeared from other countries.

On the other hand, the vast interior of the country was
characterised by its homogeneity of agricultural resources, and this,
in turn, was matched by the homogeneity of Chinese society. The
immense mass of the people were engaged in working the same type of
arable land and cultivating the same type of products. The
circulation of people and products tended to be highly localised
since all the necessities of life could be obtained at short
distances, and there had never been any reason for the development
of durable rivalries between the regions, because they were all
fundamentally the same. Thus, Claudel remarked in general terms
that China was "un immense bien-fonds, ayant les mémes besoins
partout; cela supprime les différences politiques, conséquence de

. . . 4
la suppression des différences sociales".

Claudel maintained that "le trait dominant créateur" of

1. fasc.II, p.1.
2. See ibid., p.Z2.
3. ibid., p.6.

4. ibid., pp.1-2.



Chinese society was "la transaction".1 With its high density of
population living off the resources of the soil, Chinese life
revolved around processes of negotiating, buying, selling, mortgaging,
obtaining title to land, and cementing agreements by means of
traditional forms of contract; hence "le trait principal du caracteéere
chinois, de tout régler par des compromis, des titres".2 This, in
turn, accounted for the importance of scribes (the mandarin
administrators) in China. As had been the case in ancient Egypt,
Assyria or Babylonia, for instance, the prestige and power of the
scribes was a natural outcome of the fact that the whole process of
transactions and contractual agreements could only function
successfully as long as the contracts could be recorded and
authenticated. Moreover, the mandarins played another essential
function in China by manipulating and exploiting the mass of the
people. Claudel observed that the idea of administration according
to abstract principles of public good and absolute justice was
completely alien to this civilisation. Instead, the society was held
in balance by parasitism "exactement & la maniére des sociétés
animales", and the mandarins played the central role in this

process: over the vast, level mass of the population they exercised
the function of regulators, preventing the development of major
inequalities, mediating in conflicts of interests,or even stirring

3 .
disputes where necessary. As Claudel put it, "le parasite est

1. ibid., p.2.
2. ibid., p.3.

3. ibid., p.4.
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attiré et s'applique la ol il y a pléthore dans ce corps social”.
Thus, for example, it was impossible to retain a fortune for long
once it had been accumulated, for a mandarin would inevitably
intervene to lure its possessor into some form of ruinous business
deal. In short, the mandarins presided over a whole system of
exploitation, wheeler—-dealing, and negotiation which maintained

equilibrium:

L'administration est une couche sociale superposée
a une autre, comme dans les sociétés animales, la
réglementation et la régularisation des conflits aménent
le soulagement des inégalités; le corps social a besoin
d'étre débarrassé de son trop-plein et il se produit
ainsi un certain niveau constant augquel il est toujours
ramené. Les conflits d'intéréts sont nécessaires au
bien public, ils empéchent les trop gros monopoles, la
puissance excessive des associations, corporations,
congrégations qui, en Chine, se créent naturellement et
sans cesse par une sorte d'organisation spontanée, de
force nécessaire.

Ainsi: sociétés de scribes et sociétés d'exploiteurs:
1l'exploitation est légitime et bienfaisante.?

On the one hand, then, Claudel had described a society which
he found "trés intéressante” as a survival of Antiquity.3 He had
also chosen to define its characteristics in positive, rather than
negative terms by showing how it had maintained itself in a healthy
state of natural balance. However, when he turned to consider the
psychology of the Chinese people, his words seemed to imply that he

was by no means devoid of a sense of ethnic superiority in relation

1. ibid., pp.4-5.
2. ibid., p.5.

3. ibid., p.4.
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to the human products of this civilisation. The first set of traits

which he mentioned, used the analogy of rodents:

I° Ce sont des rats, sales, pullulants,
granivores, rongeurs, il a une queue, des dents
avancées et "ces yeux impitoyables", ricaneurs,
curiosité inintelligente éternellement renouvelee,
sans tact, sans pudeur, sans initiative, fuyant
brusquement, puis acharnés en légions se ruant a
l'assaut.

His second point was that the Chinese were all traders at
heart, whatever their occupation, and his final point was that the
Chinaman was "un étre collectif".2 Apart from "1l'absence de nerfs"
they had similar mental capacities and feelings to those of
Europeans, but their behaviour was conditioned by the fact that they
were always part of a group.3 To these comments he subsequently
added marginal notes referring to their slow reactions, their

laziness of mind, and their "vanité solide, incommensurable".

By the time the book reached its final form, Claudel had
tempered some of his cruder generalisations on the nature of the

society and the people. He had also filled in some of the gaps in

1. ibid., p.6. Compare with "ILe Régime monétaire d'un petit
port chinois", (report or article dating from 1904), CPC IV,
p.135, describing the system of intermediaries used in all
Chinese commercial transactions: "Deux principes dominent la
guestion: le premier est que le Chinois est né écornifleur et
gqu'avec le rat il est l'animal social par excellence."

2. fasc.II, p.b.
3. id.

4. id.
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his analysis, while still maintaining the same basic line of
explanation. There would be little purpose in making an exhaustive,
and inevitably repetitive survey of all the modifications here, but

a number of points may usefully be made.

To some extent, Claudel's description had begun to anticipate
the nostalgia with which he was often to recall his contact with
China when he looked back on it from the vantage-point of his
retirement.1 The country was now described almost lyrically as
the last survival of "ces régions heureuses et ségquestrées, comme
la Mésopotamie et 1'fElam, contenues entre le sable et 1l'eau, ou
1'Humanité primitive fut versée comme le métal dans une lingotiére".
Organic imagery was also frequently used to emphasise how this
closed society had developed naturally, without serious upheaval
over the centuries. It had thus formed a "systéme organique et
complet",3 which had slowly spread outwards from the centre of the
country, gradually absorbing other groups on the periphery with "nulle
violence, une alluvion humaine qui s'étale en isolant, en encerclant
les corps réfractaires, irréductibles".4 The homogeneity of resources
and the levelness of the land meant that "la Plante humaine y est

aussi uniforme, épandue en nappe aussi égale gque les moissons

1. See, for example, "Choses de Chine", (Les Nouvelles littéraires,
22 March 1936), Pr., pp.1020-1025, where Claudel recalls its
innocence, colour,vitality, anarchy, religions, the power of
the family, its state of natural symbiosis, etc.; also "Préface
a un album de photographies d'Héléne Hoppenot", (Le Labyrinthe,
3 Sept. 1946), Pr., pp.393-399.

2. OC 1V, pp.¥5-16.
3. ibid., p-17.

4. ibid., p.18.



interminables de gaoliang et de riz".1 There might have been
occasional revolts or other passing disorders, but there was no
deep-rooted divisions in this level world where man had spread "par

germination comme une céréale".

Explaining the collective, relatively egalitarian nature of
the society, Claudel now showed the importance of the extended
family as "la cellule vitale" under the patriarchal authority of the
father.3 In a country where each village was largely self-sufficient
there was no property-ownership in the European sense, for in
practice (though not in law) land was held undivided by the whole
family which might itself form an entire village or several villages
farming communally. This basic conditioning in clan membership
could, incidentally, be taken to account for the strength of the

trade guilds and modern syndicats in China.

On the subject of parasitism and the impossibility of
retaining a fortune if one was made, he pointed out that anyone who
acquired wealth was immediately surrounded by hoards of impoverished
relatives,but, he emphasised, this was "universellement acceptée et
imposée"5 (though he also added that this levelling of conditions had
an unfortunate consequence in so far as it also led to a levelling

6 . .
of abilities). Moreover, Claudel pointed out that this equality

1. ibid., p.22.
2. ibid., p.25.
3. ibid., p.Z26.
4. See ibid., p.28.
5. ibid., p;29.

6. id.



and, of course, the absence of any meaningful state authority meant
that "les rapports des individus entre eux ne peuvent étre régis
que par la coutume et par un agrément mutuel" in some form of

negotiation.

As for the system of government and administration, Claudel
again stressed that its role was essentially parasitic, but
nevertheless valuable in preserving the social balance in a world
where everyone was to some extent exploiting others. Hence, he
remarked: "Le Gouvernement n'est que l'image de 1l'état général et
personne autrefois ne songeait a s'étonner de ses pratiques ou méme
a s'en plaindre".2 Furthermore, the acceptability of this sytem had
been reinforced by the fact that anyone, regardless of social origin,
could manoeuvre or buy his way into the civil sexrvice. In this
context he added a semi-humorous lament on the recent abolition of
the system of examinations which had regulated promotion through the
endless hierarchy of grades within the service. They had possessed
the outstanding merit of channelling the potentially subversive
energies of the intellectuals, "qu'on devrait appeler plutdt les

inadaptés”, into the harmless pursuit of prestigious but largely

meaningless offices, thereby making them allies rather than enemies

of the established order.3

His discussion of the psychology of the Chinese people (now

expanded to a full chapter and prefaced by the remark that he

1.  id.
2. ibid., p.34.

3. ibid., p.37.
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realised the artificiality of generalising about "un type national")1
also deserves some brief comment. Much of this section was still
devoted to a clinical account of characteristics which scarcely

showed the Chinese in a flattering light: for example, their uniformity
of appearance; their lesser physical strength; their capacity for
inertia; a slowness of the senses by comparison with the European;
their lack of initiative; their inferiority as workers; their
rapaciousness; their inability to see beyond short-term interests;
their lack of military courage.2 Yet, at the end of the chapter he
observed that he might have presented "une peinture trop peu aimable"
of the Chinese, and proceeded to list their virtues.3 Except for those
who had received "1'éducation protestante ou européenne" they were
polite and well-mannered to an extent which was no longer known in
Europe.4 Contrary to popular European belief, the Chinese were by no
means incapable of showing gratitude. They were friendly, good-humoured,
ingenious, capable of enjoying simple pleasures, and, in the regions of
the country which had not been "trop européanisés" they were
scrupulously honest in business.5 Even those who were addicted to opium
did not produce the degrading behaviour which alcohol caused in Europe.
He remarked: "Il est rare gque l'impression qu'un Européen rapporte 4'un
long séjour en Chine ne soit pas celle de l'estime et d'une sympathie

affectueuse".

1. ibid., p.38.

2. See ibid., pp.40-50.
3. ibid., p.50-51.

4. ibid., p.51.

5. id.

6. ibid., p.52.



Finally, the part of the book dealing with Chinese civilisation
contained ainewly added chapter on Chinese religious beliefs. Again,
the overall impression given by his discussion was one of sympathetic,
if somewhat patronising understanding. At the outset he observed
that he was using the word religion in a purely conventional sense,
since the Chinese had no equivalent of the Christian, Islamic or
Judaic conception of a personal God. However, if the word was taken
to cover any form of transcendental belief, then China, in this area

as in others, was a fascinating survival of the past:

De ce point de vue la Chine offre a l'observateur
un spectacle d'un intérét peut—€étre sans égal. Tout
l'ensemble de traditions, de spéculations et
d'imaginations qui constituait le systéme religieux de
1'Antiquité classique, le paganisme, nous le retrouvons
en Chine agissant et vivant: nous devenons les
contemporains du passé, des gens pensent autour de nous a
peu prés comme pensaient le vieux Caton et la matrone de
Juvénal. En Chine comme dans l'Empire romain, et a la
différence de 1'Inde, aucune des doctrines élaborées par
l'esprit religieux n'a pris avec le temps de force
suffisante pour évincer les autres; toutes se sont
ensemble combinées tant bien que mal en une sorte de
syncrétisme aussi intéressant que ces sites naturels qui
sont 1l'oeuvre de forces diverses et contraires.!

The idea underlying the whole chapter was that in China -
described at one point as '"ce conservatoire des vieux ustensiles de
l'humanité"2 — could be found sets of beliefs which, though pagan and
superficially obscure to the modern European, were in fact the
reflection of fundamental needs of the human mind. Thus, to take but

one example, the idolatry of the Sun, the Moon and the elements could

be described as catering to a "besoin d'interpellation, qui réside dans

1. ibid., p.54,

2. ibid., p.65.



le coeur de tout homme" - a natural instinct to represent and

communicate with "les objets gui nous frappent le plus vivement®.

Obviously there were many aspects of the old China which did
hold a strong appeal for Claudel. His references to the country as
"un pays fermé" and to Chinese society as having developed tranquilly
within a "vase clos" serve as implicit reminders that the motif of
enclosure constantly recurs in Claudel's writings during this period
to evoke the idea of a form or entity which is in some sense
harmoniously complete and ordered within itself. Thus, for example,

Claudel's image of eternity in his Art poétique was that of a circle

2
and "une fermeture". His symbol for the universe was also, as he
once told Massignon, that of "le cercle, le zéro, l'coceuf, le germe.

Vous pouvez €largir indéfiniment la circonférence, ses propriétés

- 3 .
restent les mémes..,. I1 y a fermeture". Moreover, as we saw earlier,

marriage and the monastic life could both be seen as forms of enclosure:

hence his words to Massignon in November 1908: "Un homme non marié ou
non consacré n'a pas regu d'ordre, il reste ouvert et imparfait. ILe

sacrement remplace la sainte cl&ture".

1. ibid., p.55. See also, for example, ibid., pp.57, 69,
2. Po., p.203.

3. Letter to Massignon, 24 Feb. 1911, Corres.PC-LM, p.108. For other
similar uses of the idea in the context of his metaphysical
speculation, see, for example, letters to Frizeau, 6 Sept. 1905
and 12 July 1907, Corres.PC-FJ/GF, pp.58, 106; letter to Georges
Polti, 10 Dec. 1907, in "Deux lettres inédites de Paul Claudel a
Georges Polti", Résonances, 129, Feb. 1965, p.7: themes discussed
in Georges Poulet, Les Métamorphoses du cercle, Paris, Plon, 1961,
pp.477-496; André Vachon, Le Temps et l'espace dans 1'oeuvre de
Paul Claudel, Paris, Seuil, 1965, passim.

4. Letter to Massignon, 19 Nov. 1908, Corres.PC-1IM, p.54.
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Moreover, although he himself had not sought to draw contentious
comparisons between Chinese society and that of his own country, there
had nevertheless been implicit reminders of general ideas which he
expressed in relation to France - notably, his ideal of society as a
living, united body based on trad;tional values, personal contact,
practical charity to "le prochain”, the strength of the family, and
development of other forms of association at grass-roots level, as
opposed to the formal, rationalistic shell of legal rights, iron codes,
the pcwer of the centralised State, class struggle and the sterile,
divisive ferment created by alienated intellectuals. Furthermore,
whatever the imperfections of the Chinese people, he regarded them
with affection,and although they were pagans,he was prepared to describe

their religious beliefs with a degree of sympathy.

Yet, if comparisons are to be artificially drawn between his
description of China and his views on French society during the pre-war
years, it is as well to remember that even during this period when his
thought was particularly marked by reaction against many of the values
and institutions of his own country, there were suggestions that his
traditionalism was not as wholehearted as that of some of his
compatriots. As we have seen, he was prepared to allow that the
Revolution had to some extent been jusfified as the expression of a
desire to form a rational, explicable society no longer depending
purely on tradition,and as a refusal to continue to be "dirigé(s)
comme les bé&tes par le seul instinct, par la coutume".1 On the other

hand, Chinese society was, as he knew, a "société quasi-fossile", a

1. Letter to Suarés, 10 Feb. 1911, Corres.PC-AS, p.159.
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last survival of the past.l It was based entirely on instinct,
tradition and the haphazard consequences of its isolated situation.
Equally, Claudel's ideal of moral unity in French society was
formulated in terms of consciously recognising the God-given mutual
need arising from complementary differences between unique individuals.
But, in his description, China and the Chinese constituted a uniform,
collective mass with very little internal differentiation. The

society itself was the mirror of a geographical environment which did
not form "un corps dont les organes sont complémentaires l'un a
1'autre"”, but "une masse spongieuse dont les cellules se trouvent a

2
des degrés différents de saturation”.

Be that as it may, even at the time when Claudel had been
writing the first draft in 1905, the state of balance which he had
described was already severely undermined.3 In the regions most
closely affected by foreign influence the traditional patterns of
Chinese life had been deeply eroded. New tensions had been created.
Partisans of the o0ld ways were opposed by a growing reformist
movement. From 1901 onwards the Manchu dynasty had itself introduced

a programme of educational, administrative and military reforms in

1. oC 1V, p. 15.
2. ibid., p.20.

3. Most of the information in this paragraph is synthesised from
Harold M. Vinacke, A History of the Far East in Modern Times,
London, Allen & Unwin, 1960, pp. 146-224; Jean Chesneaux,
Marianne Bastid, Marie-Claire Bergére (trans. by Anne Destenay),
China from the Opium Wars to the 1911 Revolution, New York,
Pantheon, 1976, pp. 344-357. References to calls by the
Americans and the Chinese for international conferences are in
Hosea B. Morse, The International Relations of the Chinese
Empire, Vol.III, reprinted Taipei, Ch'eng Wen Publishing Co.,
1971, pp.346, 369.




the direction of modernisation: by 1905 these changes had as yet been
more nominal than real, but the long-term consequences were
unpredictable. Moreover, the presence of the imperialist Powers had
been acting as a destabilising influence in other ways. Foreign

trade with China had been constantly increasing since the 1890s, under
the provisions of the "unequal treaties", but the balance showed a
permanent deficit against China. Foreign investment in the modern
sector of the Chinese economy had also been increasing, but the
development of modern transportation and industry was fragmentary,
unco-ordinated and distorted by the intense competition between the
rival Powers. Furthermore, this competition still threatened, in
itself, to lead to wider disruption of the country. The extent to
which the Powers were prepared to co-operate together in the interests
of balance had hitherto been very limited. The "open-door" policy
inaugurated in 1899, or colilaboration in producing the joint Protocol
of 1901 had, perhaps, been steps in that direction, but proposals for
round-table international conferences on contentious issues such as
treaty-revision had fallen on deaf ears. And, of course, in 1904-
1905 the Russo-Japanese War was ample proof that rivalry in seeking

bigger slices of the prey was by no means abating.

In 1905 Claudel had already been aware of these factors. His
attitude towards them is obviously of central importance, and it is
on this score that some correction needs to be made to the

interpretation offered by Gilbert Gadoffre in his Claudel et

l'univers chinois.
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C. Imperialism (1): Professor Gadoffre's Assessment of Claudel's Position

Professor Gadoffre's assessment of Claudel's position is stated
in the form of general conclusions, following what is virtually a
chapter-by-chapter summary of the various drafts. I shall argue later
that his conclusions need to be modified because his summary
overlooks crucial elements, especially in the first draft which he
himself considers to be the most revealing. However, since my
objection to his interpretation stems more from what he does not
include, than from what he does include, and since it is necessary in
any case to establish the broad outline of the convoluted evidence
under discussion, the first step must be to give a résumé of Professor

Gadoffre's summary of the chapters in question.

In his discussion of the first draft, Gadoffre observes that
in Chapter I1II, "L'Europe en Chine", Claudel had started out from the
straightforward question of whether European influence in China had

been injurious or beneficial:

Claudel se contente, ici, de poser une question:
la présence et l'action de 1l'Europe ont-elles été
utiles ou nuisibles a la Chine? La réponse est
formelle: nuisible. Sans s'encombrer de phrases sur
les bienfaits de la colonisation dont ses contemporains
se contentaient, il ne voit dans la présence européenne
en Chine gue le contact de deux civilisations trop
différentes 'dont l'une a exercé sur l'autre une action
destructrice', et il précise sa pensée en s'appuyant
sur des observations:(...).

1. Gadoffre, op.cit., p.149, (refers to fasc.II, p.9).



1
There follows a summary of the observations in point.

European activity had destroyed the economic balance in China,
disrupting the circulation of products, supplanting the Chinese in
lucrative fields, levying financial exactions, and causing immense
suffering among the native population. The combination of economic
subjection and military defeats had also undermined the prestige of
the Emperor, leading to tensions within the realm as a whole.
Furthermore, the process of disintegration had been hastened by
clumsy, piecemeal attempts to bolster the State by grafting
European administrative structures onto the existing Chinese

system, thereby bringing further chaos and friction. Gadoffre

continues:

Claudel conclut en affirmant - aprés Eugéne
Simon - que 'ce qui reste solide en Chine, c'est la
force d'une civilisation agricole conservatrice', et
il n'y a de vraiment sain en Chine que ce qui se
trouve & l'ouest de la ligne Pékin - Hankeou -
Canton, & l'écart des contaminations européennes. A
l'est de cette ligne, ce qui a été touché par les
Blancs se décompose.

Ce chapitre hardi et agressif, dont la
publication efit été impensable en 1909, disparaitra
des versions ultérieures.

Given this interpretation of Chapter II, Professor Gadoffre's

summary of subsequent chapters leaves the impression that the draft

was a curious hotch-potch. The outline for a chapter on "Les

Missions" revolved largely around defending the Catholic missionaries'

1. See Gadoffre, pp.149-150, (corresponds to fasc.II, pp.9-20).

2. Gadoffre, p.151, (corresponds to fasc.II, p.20).
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involvement in business affairs, and pointing out that their direct
contact with the Chinese could give them a vital role as intermediaries
between the French residents and the nativesif only the French were
more willing to recognise the fact.1 The chapter on education
discussed the question of extending French cultural influence in

China, remarked that the British had an unassailable lead in providing
schooling for the Chinese, but pointed out that rather than
concentrating on schools in China itself, the best policy would be to
send Chinese students to France where they could properly absorb

French culture.

The chapters discussing the mentality and business methods of
the Europeans in China were particularly scathing. Conditioned by
the privilege of exterritoriality, they were portrayed as complacent,
ignorant of the country, the people, and the language, and
unwilling to leave the concessions to make direct contact with their
native trading clientele.3 There were also what Professor Gadoffre
describes as "les pages impitoyables. consacrées aux différentes
variétés de Blancs".4 The British were honest in business but they
were indolent, unintelligent, unadventurous and had failed to take
advantage of the uniquely favourable situation which they enjoyed in
China. The Germans,on the other hand,were described as dynamic,

efficient, and intelligent: even their brutality was seen to be

1. See Gadoffre, p.151, (corresponds to fasc.lI, pp.21-24).
2. See Gadoffre, pp.151-152, (corresponds to fasc.lI, pp.25-36).
3. See Gadoffre, p.152, (corresponds to fasc.III, pp.1-3).

4. Gadoffre, p-152, (corresponds to fasc.III, pp.4-27).
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advantageous. But the French were judged "sans ménagements",1 for
although there had been interesting initiatives and some impressive
commercial achievements, these had not been co-ordinated or followed
up, and the large French firms tended to be appallingly unenterprising.
Furthermore, while the consuls were capable and hard-working, the same
was not true of the‘Legation, and the work of the consuls was in any
case hampered by the internal régime of the French concessions where
the laws and codes of France were applied without any allowance for

local conditions.

There were also chapters on various aspects of the Chinese
economy. In the section dealing with commercial geography Claudel
could be found arguing for the extension of rail links to improve the
circulation of products from North to South and vice-versa. Equally,
he pointed to the need for opening up routes through the barriers of
mountains which obstructed communications between the interior and
the coastal regions.2 Another chapter synthesised consular reports
which Claudel had previously written on the chaos of the monetary
system.3 A chapter on industrial development gave a somewhat
jaundiced history of what had been achieved,and pointed to the many
factors, both on the Chinese and the European sides, which had prevented

the rapid economic progress that had once been expected.

Lastly, having mentioned the existence of a chapter entitled

"Entente possible de 1l'Europe contre le Japon", Professor Gadoffre

1. Gadoffre, p.153.
2. See ibid., p.155, (corresponding to fasc.1V).
3. See Gadoffre, p.155, (corresponds to fasc.V, pp.1-9).

4. See Gadoffre, pp.155-156, (corresponds to fasc.V, pp.10-30).



briefly alludes to a set of notes on the policies of the Powers, the
commercial and financial interests at stake, and the general

principles on which French policy was officially based. Gadoffre

suggests that these notes might well have been intended to be written

up by Berthelot.1

In discussing the later versions Gadoffre points out that
Claudel had chosen the path of prudence in steering away from
subjective judgements. The chapter dealing with "L'Europe en Chine"
now consisted largely of an impersonal historical survey of
European contact with China, followed by a "portrait-charge" of the
expatriates which, though still unflattering,was slightly counter-
balanced by a few conventional remarks naming Frenchmen who had
sacrificed themselves for the cause of humanity, honour and duty in
China - these remarks being supplemented, in turn, by a paragraph
(which may not have been added until the book was on the verge of
publication in 1947) to the effect that the order introduced "tant
bien que mal" by the Europeans had given China the most materially
prosperous period of her history.2 Equally, there was little trace
of critical comment in the chapters on the monetary system,
commerce and industry, though Claudel did point out in the latter

that China's deficit in trade with Europe was progressively

impoverishing her.

1. See Gadoffre, pp.156-157, (corresponds to fascs.VI and VII).
2. See Gadoffre, p.166, (corresponds to OC IV, pp.76-93).

3. See Gadoffre, p.162, (corresponds to OC IV, pp.94-127).
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Finally, there was a hastily written, incisive, and seemingly
incomplete chapter on "lLa Position actuelle des Puissances",
assessing the relative strength in China of the major Powers.1 As
Professor Gadoffre puts it, Britain was "toisée sans indulgence"”
for her absurd treaty with Japan, her timidity and weakness which
had made her miss every chance to play a decisive role as arbitrator
since 1895, and had thus cost her much of her former ascendancy. The
French, too, had missed their opportunities for expansion, though in
this case Claudel attributed the major fault to the French
businessmen, bankers and industrialists in China, on the grounds that
they never looked beyond short-term interests. Little was said on
the subject of Germany, but Claudel now doubted that her efforts
would bring any great advantages. Equally, he doubted whether the
United States would do much more than bluff despite its commercial
successes. Meanwhile, Japan was pursuing expansionist designs which
were beyond her own resources. Eventually - human nature being as
it was - she would attempt to conquer new regions of China, but he
doubted whether she would be able to assimilate her congquests, since
she had always shown a notable inability to treat the Chinese with
any consideration for their native customs and traditions. That left
Russia, the only country which was situated in an essential, organic
relation with China, and was therefore led, as if by natural instinct
to expand in this direction. Russia's defeat by Japan in 1905 had
merely been a temporary check,and he foresaw that in the future she

would take and digest a massive empire.

1. See Gadoffre, pp.163-165, (corresponds to OC IV, pp.128-140).

2. ibid., p.163.
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Professor Gadoffre's overall conclusions give the impression
that Claudel's view of imperialist activity in China was fundamentally
negative. On the one hand, Claudel's viewpoint owed much to his
affection for the Chinese people (or at least for the ordinary
working Chinese as opposed to the mandarins) and to his sympathy for
the changeless, traditional agrarian civilisation which he still
fondly imagined to exist in the eastern half of the country.
Conversely, Claudel was convinced that in the western half of China,
where European influence was strongest, the effect of the foreign
presence had been destructive and contaminating. This belief was
"pour le moins surprenante & une époque ou l'idéologie colonialiste
triomphait"”, but Claudel only rallied to the notion of the mission

2
civilisatrice after the First World War. At no time while he was

serving in China had he considered European influence to be other
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