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Should We Still Commemorate Maurice Barrès, a Notorious Anti-Semite?

The town of Le Puy-en-Valay, in the French department of Haute-Loire, is torn because of the name of a small steep street. The municipal opposition, through one of its members, Jean-Williams Semeraro, demands to rename Maurice Barrès Street because of the proven anti-Semitism of the author of The Uprooted (Les Déracinés). The controversy goes beyond the local level in view of the approaching centenary of the author's death.
It was during a municipal council held in July that this proposal was put forward, evoking a "notorious anti-Semite who shares an identity culture with [Édouard] Drumont," tells us L'Éveil. Faced with this request, the mayor of the town of some 18,000 inhabitants, Michel Chapuis, alleges technical difficulties of such an undertaking. In particular, he points to the constraints of addressing and invokes the need to "accept one's history".
This street in Le Puy-en-Valay isn't the only one named after this literary figure of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a contemporary of Anatole France. In Paris, there is even Maurice Barrès Square in the 1st arrondissement, baptized in 1924, a year after the writer's death.
The department's former director of education Jean-Williams Semeraro conceived of replacing the outmoded Barrès with the lawyer and feminist activist Gisèle Halimi after this proposal was made by the Centers for Information on the Rights of Women and Families (CIDFF).
A Nationalist Writer

Barrès, born in 1862 in the Vosges department, was not only an author, but a committed politician for decades. After standing behind General Boulanger when the latter nearly came to power in 1888, he became deputy in Nancy in 1889 and 1893. He was then deputy for Paris for 17 years, from 1906 until his death.
The novelist, initially avant-gardist in his youth, switched to nationalism at the end of the 19th century, with his great idea of ​​"the earth and the dead", a concept that he deployed in his trilogy of the Novel of the National Energy (Le Roman de l'énergie nationale). World War I and its aftermath would place him as an influential thinker of French nationalism, in particular through his position as President of the League of Patriots (Ligue des Patriotes) since 1914. His vision can be surmised from the Pétainist triptych: "Work, Family, Homeland."
Having become a member of the French Academy in 1906, Maurice Barrès derives part of his respectability from his art as a writer, hailed by figures as distant as the communist Louis Aragon or the royalist Charles Maurras. It has also been proven that Maurice Barrès was an anti-Semitic anti-Dreyfusard, as revealed by a number of articles he wrote in the years 1890-1900.
Nevertheless, he would evolve a little on this question, in particular in his text Various Spiritual Families of France (Les diverses familles spirituelles de la France), published in 1917, where he places the French Jews in "the national genius" and pays homage to the dead Jews of the Great War.
The controversy arises because 2023 will see the commemoration of the centenary of the writer's demise, planned in the year's program of France Mémoire, which organizes national celebrations. In the columns of Libération, Yves Bruley, a historian and director of France Mémoire, details the motivations of this commemoration.
"Barrès was a very influential man in his time. An anti-Semite, xenophobe, and nationalist… These three subjects still exist today, and not only in France. This choice therefore has a real resonance with the present. It is important that public opinion be enlightened on his influence with precise knowledge of the historical context of the time, reliable and non-politicized," he explains.
He also reminds that "to commemorate is not to celebrate", a formula which nevertheless leaves historians doubtful, as in the case of the Belgian historian Marie Peltier: "There is no need to commemorate to make known the history. [...] It is more necessary than ever to analyze them, to know their ideological current and their historical formation, but rather by teaching about them than by paying homage to them."
