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PREFACE: ENCYCLOPEDIA OF MODERN FRENCH THOUGHT

French thought has had a profound impact on modern intellectual and cultural life,
notably in the United States. It is an influence that has been keenly felt in (among other
fields) philosophy, linguistics, political and social thought, cultural studies, history,
psychoanalysis, literary theory and criticism, anthropology, the philosophy of science
and technology, media studies, and in the theory and practice of the arts. Moreover,
in recent decades French thinkers have played the leading role in attempting to charac-
terize those profound changes in our intellectual, cultural, and moral life that have
been labeled the “post-modern condition.”

Though it is not possible to consider all the defining characteristics of modern
French thought — the range of disciplines and themes is far too wide — there are several
features that, though not universal, illustrate the unique significance of French thinkers.

The first is their response to German thinkers: Kant certainly, but also, and with
dramatic impact, Hegel, Marx, Freud, Dilthey, Durkheim, Husserl, Jaspers, Heidegger,
and — especially during the second half of the century, when faith in”’big theorie” *gave
way to a radical skepticism — Nietzsche. Many of the most original interpretations of
these major thinkers, interpretations that have in turn been influential in the United
States, Britain, and elsewhere, are the work of French intellectuals.

A second and related feature is the key role played by French thinkers in the
radical reappraisal of many of the central assumptions, concepts, and values of Western
thought, notably those inherited from the Enlightenment. These include such closely
related themes as the authority of reason — the degree to which it is limiting or even,
as an agent of the dominant ideology, repressive; the unstable nature of the self — a
questioning of the Cartesian cogito, the thinking self as autonomous and foundational;
the pervasive and inescapable role of language in determining our understanding of
ourselves and the world, and in determining the limits of thought; and the status of
“grand narratives” such as religion, science, or Marxism in a postmodern world that
is increasingly complex, skeptical, and pluralistic. During a century when traditional
social, moral, and religious beliefs have been lost or greatly weakened, French thinkers
have explored, among other things, the ethical implications of living in a world that
seems to have no meaning or purpose; they have closely scrutinized the changing
nature of political power and analyzed the individual’s potential for resistance; and,
largely through feminist, gay, and lesbian thinkers, they have helped to redefine our
understanding of gender and sexuality.

Another important feature is the responsiveness of French intellectuals to the forces
shaping the modern world. In part at least, modern French thought can be seen as a
series of reflections on the major events of national and international history — on
two world wars, on the rise of Fascism and Communism in the interwar years, on
colonial struggles for independence, on the postwar rise and fall of revolutionary
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Marxism, on the plight of minorities, on the social unrest reflected in the protests of
May 1968, and on the spread of global capitalism. This responsiveness to events is
also seen in a willingness to engage directly in social and political action, a characteris-
tic role of French intellectuals since eighteenth century that was given fresh impetus
by the Dreyfus affair. Both right-wing and left-wing intellectuals have formed action
groups, written for journals and newspapers, literally taken to the streets, and more
recently used television in order to influence opinion on such issues as social injustice
and the misuse of power; race, colonialism, and immigration; the need for revolution
and the desire for stability; sexual politics; religious fundamentalism; the role of the
mass media; and environmental issues.

French thinkers have also played a key role in French, and therefore Western,
culture. It is difficult fully to appreciate twentieth-century French art and architecture,
fiction, poetry and drama, music, cinema and photography without an understanding
of French ideas. Often this is not simply a question of the inevitable influence of the
prevailing intellectual trends: artists and writers have often consciously concerned
themselves with exploring ideas through their art — the novelist Frangcois Mauriac was
typical (in this, at least) when he described himself as “un métaphysicien qui travaille
dans le concret.” Moreover, French thinkers have themselves done likewise — the
most celebrated example is Sartre, who wrote novels, plays, biography, criticism, and
autobiography as an important complement to his formal philosophical works — and
they have also shown a keen interest in the arts in terms of their own disciplines such
as sociology, anthropology, political science, semiotics, and philosophy.

The Encyclopedia of Modern French Thought is intended to provide a wide-ranging
guide to the wealth of ideas represented by these and other features, its scope being
twentieth-century thought across disciplines. It will be of particular interest to those
who study modern French life, ideas, and culture; but also, given the international
significance of many French thinkers, to those interested in modern thought in general.

It does not include science, though it does include the philosophy of science. Novel-
ists, dramatists, and poets are included only when they have made a contribution to
debate through their essays, and have played a particularly important role in French
intellectual life (for example, Breton, Gide).

By “French” thinkers is meant those who have engage in French intellectual debates
in French. This includes those born and perhaps educated elsewhere: examples include
Kristeva and Todorov (Bulgaria), Greimas (Lithuania), Poulet and Irigaray (Belgium),
Starobinski (Switzerland). It also includes francophone intellectuals from former colo-
nies. This is not an unthinking form of cultural neo-colonialism. Many francophone
writers have engaged in French intellectual debates and often in France itself, and
most received a French education. Moreover, the entries were selected and written in
the full knowledge that such writers were (or are) striving to fashion their own unique
intellectual, historical, cultural, and political identity, a process that involves a system-
atic resistance to assimilation. By contrast, because of their very different intellectual,
educational and colonial history, French-Canadian thinkers are not included.

Some 150 diverse scholars have shared their expertise to create the 234 entries in
this Encyclopedia of Modern French Thought. The selection of entries, which range
from 1,000 to 5,000 words, is based on a desire to balance range of subjects with
depth of treatment. Most are on individuals, but there are also entries that provide a
different and complementary focus by looking at specific disciplines (Anthropology,
Classics, Linguistics. . .); at influential theories, belief, and methodologies (Catholi-
cism, Feminism, Phenomenology . . .); and at a number of key themes and subjects that
draw together several disciplines (Anti-humanism, Sexuality, Language . . .). There are
also entries that provide the historical, social and political background to intellectual
life (Colonialism, Journals, Historical Surveys . . .). A thematic table of contents delin-
eating these can be found on page XXX.

Because some recent French writers are notorious for the difficulty of their style,
which is usually a way of trying to avoid easy assimilation in the dominant forms of
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understanding, contributors were asked to pay close attention to clarity of exposition.
This is not an attempt, however, to reduce complex, challenging, and far-reaching
theories to simple, predigested summaries; concerns about the subtle power of domi-
nant ideologies, and also about the limits of the sayable, are important. The aim,
rather, as with any such project, is to encourage both student and lay reader to turn
to the works in question and engage directly with their authors’ ideas and strategies.

Given the close relationship between intellectual developments and both cultural
and social factors, we have provided the reader with a Chronology that provides a
detailed timeline of works and events in several categories: ideas, literature, music,
art and architecture, film, and political/social life. As a guide to the many writers,
works, and subjects in the book, there is (as noted above) a Thematic Table of
Contents, and also a comprehensive, analytical Index at the end of the book. The
entries on individuals contain a Biography at the end of each article, thus focusing
the entry itself on that person’s ideas and their impact on French thought. The entries
include See Also to identify key links and interrelationships and Selected Writings
and Further Readings, which are bibliographies to guide readers through the ever-
growing wealth of literature.
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CHRONOLOGY

The timelines below guide readers to major developments in contemporary French
thought. The academic timeline marks the publication of significant works by key
authors, as well as foundation dates for notable institutions and schools of thought.
The art and architecture timeline marks the composition date of influential works and
seminal exhibits. The film timeline delineates the date of release of key French films
of the modern and postmodern eras. The literature timeline traces the publication dates
of works exemplifying the primary tendencies of modern French thought, and the
founding dates for important journals or reviews, as well as notable honors won by
seminal authors. The music timeline does the same for innovative and influential
musical works of the modern and postmodern eras. The political and social life timeline
supplies a context for principal developments in French thought and the arts in France

over the course of approximately the last 100 years.

Academic Timeline

1896
Bergson, Matiere et mémoire

1897
Durkheim, Le Suicide

1900
Bergson, Le Rire

1903
Gourmont, Physique d’amour

1907
Bergson, Evolution créatrice

1912

Durkheim, Les Formes élémentaires de la vie religieuse

1915
Bloy, Jeanne d’Arc et I’Allemagne
Rolland, Au-dessus de la mélée

1916
Saussure, Cours de linguistique générale

1917
Gourmont, Pendant la guerre

1919
Gilson, Le Thomisme

Xix

1920
Maritain, Art et scolastique

1921
Alain, Mars, ou la guerre jugée
Brunschvicg, L’idéalisme contemporain

1922
Febvre, La Terre et I’évolution humaine

1925

Mauss, Essai sur le don

1927

Benda, La Trahison des clercs
Gide, Voyage au Congo
Maritain, Primauté du spirituel
Massis, Défense de I’Occident

1928
Febvre, Un destin: Martin Luther

1929
Annales founded

1930
Berl, Mort de la Morale bourgeoise

1932

Alain, Idées

Gilson, L’Esprit de la philosophie médiévale

Maritain, Distinguer pour unir, ou les degrés du savoir



Chronology

1934
Alain, Les Dieux
Blondel, La Pensée

1935
Marcel, Etre et avoir

1936
Sartre, L’Imagination

1937
Céline, Bagatelles pour un massacre
Marcel, Etre et avoir

College de Sociologie formed

1938
Bachelard, La Psychoanalyse de feu

1939-40
Bloch, La Société feudal

1940
Sartre, L’Imaginaire

1941
Grenier, Inspirations méditerranéennes

1942

Febvre, Le Probleme de l'incroyance au XVle siecle, la
religion de Rabelais

Merleau-Ponty, La Structure du comportement

1943

Bataille, L’Expérience intérieure
Camus, Le Myth de Sisyphe
Sartre, L’Etre et le néant

1945
Merleau-Ponty, Phénoménologie de la perception

Les Temps modernes founded

1946
Sartre, Réflexions sur la question juive

1947
Kojeve, Introduction a la lecture de Hegel
Sartre, L’Existentialisme est un humanisme

1948
Sartre, Qu’est-ce que la littérature?

1949

Bataille, La Part maudite

Beauvoir, Le Deuxieme Sexe

Braudel, La Méditerranée et le monde méditerranéen a
I’époque de Philippe 11

Poulet, Etudes sur le temps humain, 1

1950
Ricoeur, Philosophie de la volonté

1951

Camus, L’Homme révolté
Malraux, Les Voix du silence
Marcel, Mystere de ’étre

XX

1952
Fanon, Peau Noire, masques blancs
Sartre, Saint Genet comédien et martyr

1953
Barthes, Le Degré zéro de l’écriture

1955

Aron, L’Opium des intellectuels

Goldmann, Le Dieu caché

Lévi-Strauss, Tristes tropiques

Teilhard De Chardin, Le Phénoméne humain

1956
Cioran, La Tentation d’exister
Sarraute, L'Ere du soupcon

1957

Barthes, Mythologies

Bataille, La Littérature et le mal, and L’Erotisme
Teilhard De Chardin, Le Milieu divin

1958
Bataille, L’Erotisme
Lévi-Strauss, Anthropologie structurale

1959
Diop, L’Unité culturelle de I’Afrique noire
Morin, Autocritique

1960

Aries, L’Enfant et la vie familiale sous I’Ancien Régime
Merleau-Ponty, Signes

Ricoeur, first volume of Philosophie de la volonté
Sartre, Critique de la raison dialectique

Tel quel founded (—1983)

1961

Bataille, Les Larmes d’Eros

Bachelard, La Poétique de I’espace

Fanon, Les Damnés de la terre

Foucault, Folie et Déraison: Histoire de la folie a l’dge
classique

Levinas, Totalité et infini

1962
Lévi-Strauss, La Pensée sauvage
Mandel, Traité d’économie marxiste

1963

Barthes, Sur Racinebache

Beauvoir, La Force des choses
Robbe-Grillet, Pour un nouveau roman

1964

Beauvoir, Une Mort tres douce
Lévi-Strauss, Le Cru et le cuit
Goldmann, Pour une sociologie du roman

Lacan founds Ecole Freudienne de Paris

1965

Althusser, Pour Marx, and (with Balibar) Lire ‘Le Capital’
Duvignaud, Sociologie du theatre

Picard, Nouvelle critique ou nouvelle imposture

Vernant, Mythe et pensée chez les Grecs



1966

Canguilhem, Le Normal et le pathologique

Foucault, Les Mots et les choses: Une Archéologie des
sciences humainesGreimas, Sémantique structurale

Lacan, Ecrits

1967

Debord, La Société du Spectacle
Debray, Révolution dans la révolution
Derrida, De la grammatologie

Diop, Antériorité des civilisations negres

1968

Baurillard, System des objets

Deleuze, Différence et répépetition

Lefebvre, La Vie quotidienne dans le monde moderne
Lévi-Strauss, L’Origine des manieres de table

1969

Foucault, L’Archéologie du savoir

Kristeva, Séméiotike: Recherches Pour une Sémanalyse
Ricoeur, Le Conflit des interprétations

Psychoanalyse et politique (psych et po) group founded

1970

Aron, Marxismes imaginaires
Barthes, S/Z

Beauvoir, La Vieillesse

Derrida, Positions; La Dissémination
Duvignard, Spectacle et société
Monod, Le hasard et la nécessité

1971

Poulantzas, Pouvoir politique et classes sociales
Poulet, La Conscience critique

Veyne, Comment on écrit I’histoire

1972

Barthes, Le Plaisir du texte

Deleuze and Guattari, L’Anti-Oedipe
Derrida, Positions

Hocquenghem, Le Désir homosexuel

1973

Cioran, De [’inconvénient d’étre né

Mudimbe, L’Autre Face du royaume

Nancy, La remarque spéculative, un bot mot de Hegel

1974

Derrida, Glas

Irigaray, Spéculum de I’autre femme
Laroui, La Crise des intellectuals arabs
Leclerc, Parole de femme

Levinas, Autrement qu’étre

Lyotard, Economie libidinale

1975

Aries, Essais sur [’histoire de la mort en Occident du
Moyen-Age a nos jours

Barthes, Barthes par Roland Barthes

Ellul, Sans feu ni lieu: Signification biblique de la Grande
Ville

Foucault, Surveiller et punir: Naissance de la prison

Lacan, Le Séminaire XX: Encore

Chronology

Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou, village occitan, 1294—1324
Lévi-Strauss, La Voie des masques
Ricoeur, La Métaphore vive

1976
Foucault, first volume of Histoire de la sexualité (—1984)

1977

Barthes, Fragments d’un discours amoureux
Baudrillard, Oublier Foucault

Canguilhem, Idéologie et rationalité
Glucksmann, Les Maitre-penseurs

Irigaray, Ce Sexe qui n’en est pas un

1978

Lacoue-Labarthe and Mathieu Bénezet, Miséere de la
littérature

Todorov, Symbolisme et interpretation

Touraine, La Voix et le regard

1979

Baudrillard, De la séduction

Blanchot, L’Ecriture du désastre

Bourdieu, La Distinction

Debray, Le Pouvoir intellectuel en France

Fourastié, Les Trente glorieuses

Lyotard, La Condition postmoderne: rapport sur le savoir

1980

Barthes, La chambre claire

Certeau, L’Invention du quotidien
Deleuze and Guattari, Mille plateaux
Derrida, La Carte Postale

1981
Baudrillard, Simulacra et simulation
Duby, Le Chevalier, la femme et le prétre

1982

Levinas, De Dieu qui vient a l'idée
Mudimbe, L’Odeur du pere
Todorov, La Conquéte de I’Amerique

1983

Lévi-Strauss, Le Regard éloigné

Ricoeur, Temps et récit, vol 1

Vovelle, La Mort et I’Occident (1750-1820)

1984
Bourdieu, Homo academicus

1985

Vovelle, La mentalité révolutionnaire

1986

Baudrillard, L’Amérique

Lacoue-Labarthe, L’Imitation des modernes
Nancy, La communauté déseceuvrée

1987

Derrida, Psyché: inventions de I’autre
Finkielkraut, La Défaite de la pensée

Kristeva, Soleil Noir: Dépression et Mélancolie
Rousso, Le syndrome de Vichy
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Chronology

1988
Balibar, Race, nation, classe
Nancy, Expérience de la liberté

1989

Bourdieu, La Noblesse d’état

Duvert, Abécédaire malveillant

Vernant, L’Individu, la mort, [’amour: Soi-méme et I’autre en
Gréce ancienne

Vovelle, Les Aventures de la raison. Entretiens avec Richard
Figuier

1990

Derrida, Mémoires d’aveugle

Nancy, Une pensée finie

Serres, Le Contrat naturel

1991

Baudrillard, La Guerre du Golfe n’a pas eu lieu
Debray, Cours de médiologie générale

Deleuze and Guattari, Qu’est-ce que la philosophie?
Derrida, Circonfession

Todorov, Face a I’extréme

1992
Debray, Vie et mort d I’image

1993

Derrida, Spectres de Marx

Kristeva, Les Nouvelles Maladies de I’Ame
Serres, La Légende des anges

Vovelle, Combats pour la Révolution frangaise

1994
Balibar, Lieux et noms de la vérité
Derrida, Force de loi

1996
Derrida, Résistance a la psychanalyse

1997
Irigaray, Etre deux

1998
Bourdieu, La Domination masculine

1999
Eribon, Réflexions sur la question gay

2000
Lacoue-Labarthe, Phrase
Nancy, Le regard du portrait

2001
Balibar, Nous, citoyens d’Europe? Les frontiéres, I'Etat, le
peuple

2002
Nancy, La création du monde: ou la mondialisation

Art and Architecture Timeline

1896
Redon, Tentation de saint Antoine

1897
Rousseau, La Bohémienne endormie
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Gauguin, D’ou venons-nous? Que sommes-nous? Ot
allons-nous?
Rodin, Balzac

1901
Maillol, Le Méditerranée
Picasso, Femme au verre d’absinthe

1903
Cézanne, Les Grandes Baigneuses

1904
Rodin, Le Baiser

Major Cézanne exhibition, Salon d’ Automne

1905

Matisse, Luxe, calme et volupté
Picasso, Famille d’acrobates au singe
Vlaminck, Paysage aux arbres rouges

Les Fauves at Salon d’Automne

1906
Derain, Les Deux péniches

Exhibition of ancient Iberian art, Paris

1907
Picasso, Les Demoiselles d’Avignon
Rousseau, Charmeuse de serpents

1908
Braque, Maisons a I’Estaque

1910

Vlaminck, Bords de riviere

Utrillo, Le Lapin agile

Picasso, Portrait d’Ambroise Vollard

1911

Chagall, Moi et le village

Duchamp, Nu descendant un escalier
Matisse, L’Atelier rouge

1912

Delaunay (R), Fenétre

Duchamp, Nu descendant un escalier, No 2
Perret, Théitre des Champs-Elysées

1913

Apollinaire, Les Peintres Cubistes

La Fresnaye, La Conquéte de I’air
Picabia, Udnie (Jeune Fille américaine)

1914
Delaunay (R), Hommage a Blériot
Delaunay (S), Prismes électriques

1915
Gris, Nature morte au livre, a la pipe et aux verres

1916
Modigliani, Portrait de Max Jacob

1917
Léger, Partie de cartes



1918
Rouault, Miserere

1919
Duchamp, L.H.0.0.Q.

1920
Ozenfant, Composition

L’Esprit nouveau launched by Le Corbusier and Ozenfant (—
1925)

1921

Léger, Le Grand Déjeuner

Matisse, L’Odalisque a la culotte rouge
Picasso, Trois Femmes a la fontaine

1922
Picabia, Nuit espagnole
Valadon, Nu au bord du lit

1923

Gris, Arlequin assis

Le Corbusier, Vers une architecture
Perret, Church of Notre Dame, Le Raincy

1924
Picasso, Mandoline et guitare
Freysinnet, airship hangers, Orly

1925

Dufy, Féte nautique au Havre

Rouault, L’Apprenti ouvrier (autoportrait)
Soutine, Le Boeuf écorché

1928
Chagall, Les Mariés de la Tour Eiffel

1930
Giacometti, La Boule suspendue

1931
Le Corbusier, Villa Savoie, Poissy
Masson, L’Enlevement

1932
Giacometti, Les Cages
Picasso, Jeune Fille devant une glace

1933

Bonnard, Nu devant la glace

Braque, Nature morte a la mandoline
Matisse, La Danse

1935
Le Corbusier, La Ville radieuse
Picasso, Minotauromachie

1936
Braque, L’Oiseau et son nid

1937
Picasso, Guernica

1938
Chagall, La Crucifixion blanche

Chronology

1939
Masson, La Terre
Picasso, Péche de nuit a Antibes

1940
Maillol, Portrait de Dina

1942

Balthus, Le Salon

Le Corbusier, La maison des hommes
Tanguy, Divisibilité infinie

1943
Fautrier, Otages

1945
Léger, Acrobates et musicienes
Richier, L’Escrimeuse avec casque

1946
Picasso, La Joie de vivre

1947
Dubuffet, Dhotel nuancé d’abricot

1948
Matisse, Saint Dominique

1949
Giacometti, Homme traversant une place
Richier, L’Ogre

1950

Dubuffet, Corps de dames
Léger, Les Constructeurs
Picasso, La Chevre

1951
Picasso, Massacre en Corée

1952

Le Corbusier, Unité d’Habitation, Marseille
Matisse, La Tristesse du roi

Staél, Les Grands footballeurs

1953
Richier, Tauromachie

1954

Balthus, Le Passage du Commerce-Saint-André
Dubuffet, Vache la belle allegre

Staél, Les Martigues

1955
Le Corbusier, Notre Dame du Haut, Ronchamp
Picasso, Les Femmes d’Alger

1956
Souleges, Peinture, 14 avril 1956

1957

Mathieu, Cérémonies commémoratives de la deuxieme
condemnation de Siger de Brabant

Vasarely, Vega

1958
Klein, Le Vide (exhibition)
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Chronology

1959
Vasarely, Album 111

1960
Giacometti, Grand Femme a sa toilette
Klein, Anthropométries (exhibition)

1962
Klein, Feu couleur FCI

1963
Saint-Phalle, Hon

1964

Masson, Thaumaturges malveillants menagant le peuple des

hauteurs

1965
Giacometti, Caroline

1966
César, La Victoire de Villetaneuse

1967
Dubuffet, L’Hourloupe
Vasarely, Constellations

1973
Dubuffet, Don Coucoubazar

1977
Piano and Rogers, Centre Pompidou, Paris

1980
César, Compression murale, vélo

1983
Saint-Phalle and Tinguely, fountain, Centre Pompidou

1984
César, Hommage a Eiffel

1986
Musée d’Orsay completed

1990
Von Spreckelsen, La Grande Arche, Paris

Film Timeline

1902
Mélies, Le Voyage dans la lune

1915-16
Feuillade, Les Vampires

1919
Gance, J'accuse

1922
Gance, La Roue

1923
Dulac, La Souriante Madame Beudet

1925
Duvivier, Poil de carotte
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1927
Clair, Un Chapeau de paille d’Italie
Gance, Napoléon

1929
First talking movies

1930
Clair, Sous les toits de Paris
Vigo, A Propos de Nice

1933
Vigo, Zéro de conduite

1934
Pagnol, Merlusse
Vigo, L’Atalante

1936
Pagnol, César
Renoir, Le Crime de Monsieur Lange

1937
Duvivier, Pépe le Moko
Renoire, La Grande Illusion

1938
Carné, Quai des Brumes
Pagnol, La Femme du boulanger

1939
Duvivier, La Fin du jour
Renoir, La Regle du jeu

1942
Carné, Les Visiteurs do soir

1943
Clouzot, Le Corbeau

1945

Cocteau, La Belle et la béte
Carné, Les Enfants du Paradis
Pagnol, Nais

1946
First Cannes film festival

1950
Cocteau, Orphée

1951
Cabhiers du cinema founded

1952
Clair, Les Belles-de-nuit
Pagnol, Manon des sources

1953
Tati, Les Vacances de Monsieur Hulot

1956
Resnais, Nuit et Brouillard
Vadim, Et Dieu créa la femme

1958

Chabrol, Le Beau Serge
Malle, Les Amants
Tati, Mon oncle



1959

Godard, A bout de souffle

Renoir, Le Déjeuner sur I’Herbe
Resnais (Duras), Hiroshima, mon Amour
Truffaut, Les Quatre Cents Coups

1960
Chabrol, Les Bonnes Femmes
Malle (Queneau), Zazie dans le Métro

1961
Resnais (Robbe-Grillet), L’Année derniere a Marienbad
Truffaut, Jules et Jim

1962

Godard, Vivre sa Vie
Robbe-Grillet, L’Immortelle
Truffaut, Jules et Jim
Varda, Cléo de 5 a 7

1963
Chabrol, Landru
Resnais, Muriel, ou le Temps d’un Retour

1964
Godard, Une femme mariée

1965
Godard, Alphaville

1966
Robbe-Grillet, Trans-Europ-Express

1968
Godard, Weekend
Chabrol, Les Biches

1969
Godard (Cohn-Bendit), Vent d’est

1971

Chabrol, Le Boucher

Ophuls, Le Chagrin et la pitié
Tati, Traffic

1973

Eustache, La Maman et la putin
Malle, Lacombe Lucien

1975
Truffaut, L’Histoire d’Adele H

1976
Cassenti, L'Affiche rouge
Ferreri, La Derniere Femme

1977
Metz, Le Signifiant imaginaire
Varda, L’une chante, I’autre pas

1978
Truffaut, La chamber verte

1983
Robbe-Grillet, Belle Captive

1985

Charef, Le Thé au harem d’Archimede
Lanzmann, Shoah

Varda, Sans toit ni loi

Chronology

1986

Resnais, Mélo

Beineix, 372 la matin

Berri (Pagnol), Jean de Florette

1987
Malle, Au Revoir les Enfants
Varda, Jane B. par Angés V.

1989
Nuytten, Camille Claudel
Tavernier, La vie et rien d’autre

1991
Carax, Les Amants du Pont-Neuf

1992
Collard, Les nuits fauves

1993
Godard, Hélas Pour Moi!

1994
Chabrol, L’Enfer
Robbe-Grillet, Un Bruit Qui Rend Fou

1997

Besson, Le Cinquiéme Element
1999

Carax, Pola X

Literature Timeline

1895
Valéry, Le Soirée avec Monsieur Teste

1896
Jarry, Ubu Roi

1897
Barres, Les Déracinés
Gide, Les Nourritures terrestres

1902
Gide, L’Immortaliste

1904
Rolland, first volume of Jean-Christophe (—1912)

1905
Claudel, Le Partage de midi

1908
France, L’lle des pingouins

1909
Gide, La Porte étroite

La Nouvelle Revue Frangaise (NRF) launched

1910
Claudel, Cing grandes odes
Péguy, Le Mystere de la charité de Jeanne d’Arc

1911
Colette, La Vagabonde
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Chronology

1912
France, Les Dieux ont soif

1913

Alain-Fournier, Le Grand Meaulnes

Apollinaire, Alcools

Cendrars, La Prose du Transsibérien et de la petite Jehanne
de France

Proust, first volume of A la recherche du temps perdu (-
1927)

Vieux-Colombier theater set up by Copeau

1914
Gide, Les Caves du Vatican

1915
Rolland awarded Nobel Prize

1916
Apollinaire, Le Poete assassiné
Barbusse, Le Feu

1917

Duhamel, Vie des martyrs
Jacob, Le Cornet a dés
Valéry, La Jeune Parque

1918
Apollinaire, Calligrammes

1919
Reverdy, La Guitare endormie

1920

Colette, Chéri

Duhamel, first volume of Vie et aventures de Salavin (—1932)
Valéry, Le Cimetiere marin

Théatre National Populaire (TNP) created

1921
Anatole France awarded Novel

1922

Martin du Gard, first volume of Les Thibault (—1940)
Rolland, first volume of L’Ame enchantée (—1933)
Valéry, Charmes

1923
Radiguet, Le Diable au corps

1924
Breton, Manifeste du surréalisme
Saint-John Perse, Anabase

1926

Aragon, Le Paysan de Paris
Bernanos, Sous le soleil de Satan
Cendrars, Moravagine

Cocteau, Orphée

Eluard, Capitale de la douleur

1927

Green, Adrienne Mesurat

Mauriac, Thérese Desqueyroux

Proust, last volume of A la recherche du temps perdu
(1913-)

Bergson awarded Nobel Prize
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1926
Gide, Si le grain ne meurt

1928

Bataille, Histoire de [’oeil
Breton, Nadja

Malraux, Les Conquérants

1929

Cocteau, Les Enfants terribles
Giraudoux, Amphitryon 38
Saint-Exupéry, Courier Sud

1930

Claudel, Le Soulier de satin

Desnos, Corps et biens

Eluard, Breton, and Char, Ralentir travaux

1931
Saint-Exupéry, Vol de nuit
Simenon, Pietr-le-Letton (first Maigret novel)

1932
Céline, Voyage au bout de la nuit
Mauriac, Le Noeud de Viperes

Romains, first volume of Les Hommes de bonne volonté
(—19406).

Légitime Défense published in Paris

1933
Duhamel, first volume of Chronique des Pasquier (—1944)
Malraux, La Condition humaine

1934

Aragon, Les Cloches de Bile

Char, Le Marteau sans maitre

Drieu la Rochelle, Comédie de Charleroi

1935
Giraudoux, La Guerre de Troie n’aura pas lieu

L’Etudiant noir launched in Paris

1936

Bernanos, Journal d’un curé de campagne

Céline, Mort a crédit

Giono, Les vrais richesses

Montherlant, first volume of Les jeunes filles (—1939)

1937

Anouilh, Le Voyageur sans baggage
Jouve, Matiere celeste

Martin du Gard awarded Nobel Prize

1938

Artaud, Le Thédtre et son double
Nizan, La Conspiration

Sartre, La Nausée

1939

Césaire, Cahier d’un retour au pays natal
Leiris, L’Age d’homme

Sarraute, Tropismes (revised 1957)
Yourcenar, Le Coup de grace



1941
Aragon, Le Creve-coeur

1942

Anouilh, Antigone

Camus, L’Etranger

Ponge, Le Parti pris des choses
Saint-John Perse, Exile
Vercors, Le Silence de la mer

1943

Bernanos, Monsieur Ouine
Saint-Exupéry, Le Petit Prince
Sartre, Les Mouches

1944

Camus, Caligula

Cassou, 33 Sonnets composés au secret
Genet, Notre-Dame-des-fleurs

Sartre, Huis Clos

1945

Colette, Gigi
Guillevic, Terraqué
Sartre, L’Age de raison

1946

Char, Feuillets d’Hypnos
Genet, Miracle de la Rose
Gide, Thésée

Prévert, Paroles

1947

Camus, La Peste

Montherlant, Le Maitre de Santiago
Sartre, Les Jeux sont faits

Vian, L’Ecume des jours

Avignon festival founded

Diop launches Présence africaine in Paris
Gide awarded Nobel Prize

1948
Simenon, Pedigree

La Nouvelle Critique launched

1949

Queneau, Exercices de style

Sartre, La Mort dans I’dme

Senghor, Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie négre et malgache
de langue francaise

1950

Duras, Un barrage contre le Pacifique

Ionesco, La Cantatrice chauve

Michaux, Passages

1951

Beckett, Malone meurt

Sartre, Le Diable et le bon dieu
Yourcenar, Mémoires d’Hadrien

1952
Mauriac awarded Nobel Prize

1953
Anouilh, L’Alouette

Chronology

Beckett, En attendant Godot
Bonnefoy, De mouvement et de 'immobilité de Douve
Laye, L’Enfant noir

1954

Beauvoir, Les Mandarins
Montherlant, Port-Royal
Sagan, Bonjour triestesse

1955

Adamov, Le Ping-Pong
Robbe-Grillet, Le Voyeur
Vailland, 325 000 francs

1956

Butor, L’Emploi du Temps
Genet, Le Balcon
Senghor, Ethiopiques

1957

Antelme, L’Espéce humaine
Camus, La Chute
Robbe-Grillet, La Jalousie

Camus awarded Nobel Prize

1958

Beauvoir, Memoires d’une jeune fille rangée
Duras, Moderato cantabile

Jaccottet, L’Ignorant

1959

Queneau, Zazie dans le métro
Sarraute, Le Planétarium
Sartre, Les Séquestrés d’Altona

1960
Simon, La Route de Flandres

OULIPO (Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle) founded

1961
Guillevic, Carnac
Rochefort, Les Petits Enfants du siecle

1963
Césaire, La tragédie du roi Christophe
Le Clézio, Le Proces-verbal

1964

Leduc, La Batarde

Sartre, Les Mots

Wittig, L’ Opoponax

Sartre refuses the Nobel Prize

Théatre du Soleil created by Mnouchkine

1965
Bonnefoy, Pierre écrite
Perec, Les Choses

1966
Rochefort, Une Rose pour Morrison

1967

Ponge, Le Savon

Tournier, Vendredi ou les limbes du Pacifique
Yacine, Les Angétres redoublent de férocité

XX Vil



Chronology

1968
Yourcenar, L’Oeuvre au noir

1969
Perec, La Disparition
Wittig, Les Guérilleres

1970
Robbe-Grillet, Projet pour une revolution a New York
Tournier, Le Roi des aulnes

1971
Tournier, Vendredi ou la vie sauvage

1972
Beauvoir, Tout compte fait

1973
Duras, India Song

1975

Bonnefoy, Dans le leurre du seuil
Cardinal, Les Mots pour le dire
Perec, W: ou le souvenir d’enfance

1976
Robbe-Grillet, Topologie d’une cite fantome

1977
Tournier, Le Vent Paraclet

1978
Jabes, Le Soupcon Le Désert
Perec, La Vie mode d’emploi

1980
Jabes, L’Ineffacable L’ Inapercu
Navarre, Le Jardin d’acclimatation

Yourcenar first woman elected to Académie Francaise

1981
Ernaux, La Place

1983
Sollers, Femmes

1984
Duras, L’Amant

1985
Tournier, La Goutte d’or
Wittig, Virgile, non

Simon awarded Nobel

1987
Baroche, L’Hiver de beauté

1988

Char, Eloge d’une soupconnée
Ernaux, Une femme
Rochefort, La Porte de fond

1990

Guibert, A I’ami qui ne m’a pas sauvé la vie
Kourouma, Monne, outrages et défis
Kristeva, Les Samourais
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1991
Guibert, Mon valet et moi

1992

Guibert, Cytomégalovirus: journal d’hospitalisation

1994

Kofman, Rue Ordener, Rue Labat
Robbe-Grillet, Les derniers jours de corinthe
Semprun, L’Ecriture ou la vie

Music Timeline

1890
Satie, Gnossiennes

1894
Debussy, Prélude a I’apres-midi d’un faune

1899
Ravel, Pavane pour une infante défunte

1900
Charpentier, Louise

1902
Debussy (Maeterlinck), Pelléas et Mélisande
D’Indy, Symphony No 2

1903
Debussy, Estampes
Satie, Trois Morceaux en forme de poire

1904
L’ile joyeuse

1905
Debussy, La Mer

1907

Debussy, Images

Dukas, Ariane et Barbe-bleue
Fauré, Vocalise

1908
Ravel, Gaspard de la nuit

1910
Fauré, Le Chanson d’Eve

1911
Ravel, Valses nobles et sentimentales

1912
Ravel, Daphnis et Chloé
Roussel, Le Festin de I’araignée

1913
Debussy, Jeux

1915
Debussy, Sonata for cello and piano

1917

Cocteau (Diaghilev, Satie, Picasso) Parade
Fauré, Violin sonata No 2

Ravel, Le Tombeau de Couperin



1918
Varese, Amériques

1919

Milhaud (Cocteau), Le Boeuf sur le toit
Poulenc (Apollinaire), Le bestiaire
Satie, Socrate

1920
Honegger, Pastorale d’été
Milhaud, Saudades do Brazil

1921
Fauré, L’Horizon chimérique
Roussel, Pour une féte de printemps

1923

Cantaloube, Chants d’Auvergne (first set)
Honegger, Pacific 231

Milhaud (Cendrars), La création du monde

1924
Poulenc, Les biches

1925
Auric, Les Matelots
Ravel (Colette), L’Enfant et les sortilege

1926
Milhaud, Le Carnival d’Aix
Mistinguett, Ca c’est Paris

1928
Honegger, Rugby
Ravel, Boléro

1929
Poulenc, Aubade

1930
Ibert, Divertissement

1931
Ravel, Piano concerto in D major

1934

Milhaud, Concertino de printemps

Reinhardt and Grappelli form the Quintette de Hot Club de
France (-1939)

1936
Honegger, Nocturne

1937
Dupré, Poemes héroique
Milhaud, Suite provengale

1938
Messiaen, Nativité du Seigneur

1940
Francaix, L’apostrophe

1941
Messiaen, Quatuor pour la fin des temps

1942
Langlais, Organ symphony

Chronology

1944

Honegger, Chant de libéeration

Jolivet, Chant de Linos

Messiaen, Technique de mon langage musical

1945
Trenet, La Mer
Poulenc (Eluard), Figure humaine

1946
Piaf, La vie en rose

1947
Duruflé, Requiem
Poulenc (Apollinaire), Les Mamelles de Tirésias

1948
Boulez (Char), Le Marteau sans maitre
Messiaen, Turangalila-Symphonie

1950
Gréco, Je hais les dimanches
Tailleferre, Il était un petit navire

1952
Barraqué, Sonata
Milhaud, David

1955
Aznavour, Sur ma vie

1956
Messiaen, Catalogue d’Oiseaux (—1958)
Poulenc (Bernanos), Les dialogues des Carmélites

1957
Brel, Quand on n’a que I’amour

1958
Francaix, Divertimento

1960

Barraqué, Au dela du hazard
Messiaen, Chronocromie
Piaf, Non, je ne regrette rien

1962
Boulez, Pli selon pli
Brel, Ne me quitte pas

1963
Loussier, Play Bach

1965
Boulez, Eclat

1966
Barraud, Symphonie concertante

1968
Barraqué, Concerto for clarinet, vibraphone and six trios

1970

Dutilleux, Tout un monde lointain

1972
Boulez, Explosante-Fixe

XXIX



Chronology

1974
Boulez, Rituel in memoriam Bruno Maderna
Messiaen, Des Canyons aux étoiles

1976

Frangaix, Ouverture anacréontique
Gainsbourg, L’Homme a Téte de Chou
Jarre, Oxygene

1981
Boulez, Répons

Radio Beur in Paris popularizes rai

1985
Dutilleux, L’arbre des songes

1986
Francaix, Danses exotiques

1989
Dutilleux, Mystere de ’instant

1991
Moumen, Rih el Gharbi (Le vent d’ouest)

Political and Social Life Timeline
1879—1940 Third Republic

1893
Dreyfus convicted of treason

1898
Zola, J'accuse

1899
Action Frangaise movement launched

1900
Exposition universelle in Paris

Péguy launches Cahiers de la Quinzaine (—1914)

1901
Parti républicain radical et radical-socialiste founded

1904
Jaures launches L’Humanité

1905
Legal separation of Church and state

Socialist part formed (Section Frangaise de I’Internationale

Ouvriere)

1906
Dreyfus rehabilitated

Marie Curie becomes first woman professor at the Sorbonne

1908
L’Action Frangaise launched (—1944)

1909
Blériot flies across Channel

1911
Agadir incident (Morocco)

1912
Morocco becomes French protectorate

XXX

1913
President: Poincaré (-1920)

1914
July Jaures assassinated
August World War I (-1918)

1916
Battle of Verdun (nearly 350,000 French casualties)

1917
Clemenceau becomes Prime Minister (—1920)

1918
November End of World War I

1919
Bloc national in power (—1924)

1920
Jeanne d’Arc canonized
French Communist party (PCF) established

1921
Rif uprising in North Africa
France occupies Rhineland

1922
Radio-Paris begins to broadcast

1923
France occupies Ruhr

1924
Cartel des Gauches in power (—1928)

1925
Rif War in North Africa (-1926)
Thérese of Lisieux canonized

1928
Croix-de-Feu founded

1929
Work begins on Maginot Line

1931
Exposition coloniale

1932
First television broadcasts (in Paris)

1934

Stavisky affair

Front populaire formed
Political riots in Paris

1936
Front populaire in power under Blum (-1937)
Parti populaire frangais formed

1938
Daladier becomes Prime Minister (—1940)

1939

September World War II (—1945) (les années noires)
3 September France declares war

September 1939-May 1940 (dréle de guerre)



1940

10 May German offensive begins

14 June German troops enter Paris

1 July Vichy government set up under Marshal Pétain (-
1944)

October: Anti-Jewish legislation (le statut des juifs)
introduced

1941
Légion des volontaires francais (LVF) formed
Law allowing confiscation of Jewish property

Combat launched (-1974)

1942

July 13,000 French Jews held in the Vél(odrome) d’Hiv(er)
stadium before being sent to concentration camps

November German forces occupy south of France

1943

Free French headquarters set up in Algiers

Melice formed in Vichy

Compulsory call-up of men and women to work in Germany

1944
6 June Allies land in Normandy
25 August Paris liberated

1944 Provisional government under De Gaulle (—1946)

Women granted suffrage
Le Monde launched

1945

May End of World War II (in Europe)

August Beginning of war of independence in Indo-China
(-1954)

October Laval executed

1946

De Gaulle resigns

French Guiana, Guadeloupe, Martinique, and Réunion
become départements

1946—-1958 Fourth Republic

1947

France accepts Marshall Aid

Rassemblement du peuple francais (RPF) movement
launched by De Gaulle

1949
France a founding member of NATO

1950
Regular television broadcasts in Paris area
Club Méd(iterranée) created

1953
Poujadist movement launched

1954

May Dien Bien Phu is lost to the Vietminh

July War of independence in Indo-China ends

November Beginning of Algerian war of independence (-
1962)

Chronology

1956
Morocco and Tunisia gain independence
Suez crisis

1957

Treaty of Rome lays foundation of European Economic
Community

Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, Lieutenent en Algérie

1958
De Gaulle recalled over Algerian crisis
President: Charles de Gaulle (-1969)

1958— Fifth Republic

1959
Malraux appointed minister of culture (—1969)

1960

Manifeste des 121 condemns French campaign in Algeria
Parti socialiste unifié (PSU) formed

Sub-Saharan African colonies gain independence

France explodes atomic bomb

1961
April Failed putsch by army officers
OAS terror

1962
July Algeria gains independence

1966
France withdraws from NATO

1969
President: Georges Pompidou (—1974)

1970
Mouvement de liberation des femmes (MLF) created

1971
Manifeste des 343 calls for legalization of abortion

1972
Front National formed by Le Pen

1974
President: Valéry Giscard d’Estaing (—1981)
Age of majority reduced to 18

1975
Abortion legalized

1978
Success for the Right in general election

1981
President: Francois Mitterrand (—1995)
Death penalty abolished

1984
Le Pen elected to the European Parliament

1986
Le Pen elected to National Assembly
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Chronology

1987

Klaus Barbie on trial in Lyon for ‘crimes against humanity’

1988
As candidate for the presidency, Le Pen wins 14.4 per cent
of the vote

1991
Edith Cresson becomes first woman Prime Minister

1992
Euro-Disney opens

1993
European Union established
Success for the Right in general election

XXX1i

1994

Le Pen reelected to European Parliament

Touvier put on trial for ‘crimes against humanity’

Bill passed to protect French from influx of English
expressions

1995
President: Jacques Chirac ()

1997
Sans-papiers granted amnesty

2000
Corsica granted autonomy

2002
Franc replaced by Euro



ALAIN (EMILE-AUGUSTE CHARTIER)
Philosopher

Alain, an unconventional philosopher in both style and
substance, chose his pseudonym in homage to the
fifteenth-century Norman poet Alain Chartier. Beyond
a common surname, the identification is doubly appro-
priate: Alain was himself a native of Normandy and a
man of letters. For many years over three decades, he
contributed short daily essays to La Dépéche de Rouen
(Rouen Dispatch) under the general heading, “Propos
d’un Normand” (1952—-1960, Remarks of a Norman).
The brevity and humane outlook of the propos estab-
lished Alain’s literary philosophical lineage: Mon-
taigne, Pascal, and perhaps the first-person Médita-
tions of Descartes. Five volumes of propos were
published between 1908 and 1928, then collected and
reprinted after Alain’s death under the same title as
his newspaper column.

Many of Alain’s propos offer practical advice, often
in the form of moral or psychological maxims and aph-
orisms; because he tends to identify happiness with
self-mastery and freedom from pain, these propos usu-
ally involve matters of personal distress, not one’s obli-
gations to others. Stoicism is a prominent influence:
“It is rain and storm, it is not part of me” (Propos sur
le bonheur, revised 1928; Alain on Happiness, 1973).
However, more broadly observed propos, together
with longer essays and extended works, constitute a
reflective record animated by a central philosophy.
Like many of his contemporaries (notably Henri Berg-
son), Alain defends a philosophy of becoming, as op-
posed to “closed systems,” claiming certainty on the

basis of logical demonstration or protracted argument.
The real is said to be always in process, as sensed by
way of the richness and uncertainty of lived experi-
ence. Many propos reinforce this point stylistically:
written as stories or conversations, they open up dis-
course, fashioning an outcome not logically predeter-
mined.

Truth for Alain is not a question of the mind’s col-
laboration with nature: Science holds no patent where
truth is concerned. In Entretiens au bord de la mer
(1931, Conversations by the Seashore), his wise old
man finds it “more than strange” that anyone should
expect the world to hold still for the observer, “to order,
by the succession of objects, the succession of our
thoughts.” One philosopher’s river is another’s ocean;
like Heraclitus, Alain likens time and experience to
the constant motion of a body of water. There is no
such thing as one wave ‘“alongside of another.” The
sea, “refus[ing] all of our ideas,” teaches us that “[all]
forms are false.” Thus, reason must fail in its attempts
to ride the waves—to divide the indivisible, set limits
to the unbounded. However, what Alain’s oceanic met-
aphor excludes from consideration is scientific rea-
son’s historical success in mapping nature’s regularity.
(Oceanographers confidently classify and explain
waves, currents, and tides.) For Alain, truth is “mo-
mentary,” to be realized only through observation and
insight in a lifelong process of dispelling errors and
illusions through doubt. With such comments, he sus-
tains his Cartesian skepticism, as in a propos of 1924:
“To think is to say no”; doubt is “attached like a
shadow to all of our thoughts.”
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In Alain’s view, Plato’s Allegory of the Cave is
entirely compatible with a skeptical notion of truth.
Although he shares Plato’s goal of surpassing the blind
opinion of cave dwellers, what Alain particularly ad-
mires about the allegory is its depth of meaning, always
open to new interpretations. The Cave thereby serves
his dominant intention—portraying knowledge as con-
tinual inquiry within the perceived world—in contrast
to its traditional interpretation as a world separated
from the realm of timeless, always-true Forms, or
Ideas. Alain does, however, embrace Plato’s image of
the Good as a sun “at the horizon of intelligible things”
that “makes all ideas knowable” (Histoire de mes pen-
sées [1936, The Story of My Thoughts]).

One might then suppose that the Good’s illumina-
tion serves to unify the three areas of spiritual expres-
sion with which Alain is largely concerned—morality,
art, and religion. On the contrary, if there is one theme
that unites his commentaries, it is not at all spiritual
but bodily. Our sense of the real “has nothing to do
with physical change” but relates directly to the
“movement of growth,” the child’s sense of a changing
world as his or her remembered past is acted out in the
present and imaginatively projected toward the future.
From Les Dieux (1934; The Gods, 1974): “[T]he real
is what is expected, what is obtained and discovered
... as being within our own power and always respon-
sive to our own action.” “There is a profound relation-
ship between our human destiny and the functions of
our body” (Propos sur le bonheur). This is to voice
an idealist position—all knowledge as ultimately self-
knowledge—in terms that anticipate Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of the body. However, the philosophy
is basically practical: “In moments of anxiety, do not
try to reason, for your reasoning will only turn against
you. Instead try ... arm-raising exercises. ... Thus
the moralist sends You to a gymnast” (Propos sur le
bonheur).

Having throughout his career said no to formal rea-
son, Alain does specify a faculty to which to say yes—
the imagination. Imagination chooses its own objects,
creating its own reality in the form of literature, music,
theater, and the visual arts. Again, the context is physi-
ological: In his example, a person is shocked and
frightened by having seen two cars that narrowly miss
crashing. The effect of the imagined crash—an image
drawn by “the movement of blood and muscle”—is as
real as if the accident had actually occurred. This is
to regard emotionally charged imagery as the somatic
counterpart of a belief in something that did not occur
that can then be creatively channeled. Still, Alain
seems ambivalent: Is imagination bad (residence of
false beliefs) or good (creative antithesis to reason)?
Both, it seems; in the latter case, what makes the differ-
ence is said to be judgment, with which imagination

enters into a corrective dialogue. Eloquent but disor-
dered, “always wandering and sad,” imagination needs
to be objectified—transformed into “finished and dura-
ble works of art” (Systéme des beaux-arts [1926; Sys-
tem of the Fine Arts]).

Alain’s approach to religion at first seems to parallel
his analysis of moral and artistic activity: Religious
doctrine, prayer, and ritual are forms that respond to
human needs equally, likewise carrying no implication
of transcendence. Desire and fear are ordered and
calmed through story-telling, ritual, spectacle, and
such physical acts as raising one’s arms or kneeling
with head in hands. Where this interpretation departs
from its aesthetic counterpart is that Alain does not
regard religion as imaginatively creative—he does not
validate an observant life through association with
judgment or the will to seek happiness. Instead, reli-
gion integrates prayer, dance, and music as natural ele-
ments that always recall man to himself; and through
commemoration of good men and their deeds—respect
for the past—religion offers examples of intrinsic
worth that the individual comes to accept “as a duty,
to oneself.” Clearly it is Alain the humanist who allies
himself with religion as it shares with art and morality
the aspiration toward a life of value and meaning; but
with a skeptical touch: “Religion . . . is a story, which,
like all stories, is full of meaning. And one doesn’t ask
if a story is true” (Les Dieux).

BERNARD ELEVITCH

See also Maurice Merleau-Ponty

Biography

Alain was born on March 3, 1868, in Mortagne-au-
Perche, Normandy. He studied with Alencon at the
Lycée de Vannes and went on to attend the Ecole Nor-
male Supérieure. On graduation, he took a post as an
assistant professor of philosophy at the Lycée Cor-
neille of Rouen. He later moved to the College Henri
IV, in Paris.

Between 1908 and 1928, five volumes of his propos
were published. In 1926, he published Systeme des
beaux-arts. Several works followed, including Propos
sur le bonheur (revised 1928) and Histoire de mes pen-
sées (1936). Alain died June 2, 1951, in his house in
Vésinet.
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ALTHUSSER, LOUIS
Philosopher, Political Theorist

The name of Louis Althusser has become a landmark
in twentieth-century French thought, being associated
predominantly with the structuralist school of Marx-
ism. In Anglophone circles, this school even came to
be known under his own name and was responsible for
stimulating important discussions around the relative
autonomy of the superstructures, the nonsubjective na-
ture of the historical process, the validity of the concept
of ideology and its permanence, the scientific nature
of Marxism, and the mutual overlapping of politics and
philosophy. There can be no dispute that Althusser’s
writings have had theoretical effects and consequences
that he could not have anticipated, effects resonating
from Western Europe to Latin America, through the
disciplines of sociology and political and social theory,
to gender and film studies, as well as to cultural and
literary studies and, more obviously, Marxist econom-
ics and radical philosophy.

ALTHUSSER, LOUIS

As his foreword to For Marx reminds us, many of
Althusser’s essays were shaped by the ideological and
political conjuncture that saw the death of Stalin, the
denunciation of the cult of personality, and the con-
comitant rise of a liberal-humanist Marxism galvan-
ized to transcend Stalinist dogmatism with an ideology
of the liberation of authentic man. Althusser con-
demned and fought hard against this ideological fusion
of Marxism and humanism, claiming that the revolu-
tionary character of Marx’s philosophy was both hind-
ered and threatened by such intraideological currents.
It was this tension between science and ideology that
was to dominate many of his writings, producing from
his readers cries of theoreticism and the denial of con-
crete politics, as well as vindications of his sophisti-
cated account of the complex reality of political socie-
ties.

Whatever place we might assign the historical spec-
ificity of Althusser’s writings, it is clear that any as-
sessment of his significance at the start of the twenty-
first century will be quite different from one written
in the 1970s or 1980s and guided by the so-called de-
mise of Althusserianism (see Benton, 1984). This is
not, as one may reasonably digress, because the politi-
cal climate has rendered Marxism a different kind of
ideological animal than it was several decades ago, and
neither is it because of the tragedy of his final years,
recorded in his autobiography (1993; Elliott, 1994). It
is rather the result of the astonishing number of posthu-
mous volumes of Althusser’s writings that have now
come to light. These afford a more nuanced, finely
sketched picture of the sheer range and depth of his
thought, which embraced among others the figures of
Spinoza and Machiavelli as well as Marx, Freud,
Lacan, and the French epistemological tradition. Al-
thusser’s structuralist approach to Marxism was so dis-
tinctive and powerful that we continue to feel its latent
effects among so many poststructuralist thinkers who
have continued to work both inside and outside a
Marxist perspective (e.g. Balibar, Badiou, Foucault,
and Ranciere).

Against Humanism and Historicism

Althusser may share the title of “Western Marxist”
with Korsch, Lukéacs, Gramsci, Sartre, and Merleau-
Ponty, but it is one that fits him in name alone. In
developing a structuralist method (albeit one attribut-
able more to Spinoza than Lévi-Strauss, as we shall
see below), Althusser endeavored to bring a new appa-
ratus of thought to Marxism in the form of a science
of history, freed from all evolutionary and historicist
tendencies and autonomous in its object of analysis,
its theory, and its method. Above all, this new science,
which Althusser claims to recover in embryonic form
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in Marx’s writings and build into an epistemological
system himself, would be untainted by any of the ideo-
logical currents of Marxism, which continued, in his
view, to compromise and weaken it. To this end, Al-
thusser positioned himself against many of the Western
Marxists noted above, claiming that there remained a
residual Hegelianism in their readings of Marx. His
project, he writes in For Marx, was “to draw a line of
demarcation between Marxist theory and the forms of
philosophical (and political) subjectivism which have
compromised or threatened it” (1969, p. 12). Thus be-
gins Althusser’s diatribe against all forms of Hegelian
Marxism; notably that of Lukacs with its attendant his-
toricism and humanism as well as its residual idealism,
but also against many other forms of humanism, partic-
ularly the Sartrean variety that ultimately remained tied
to a conception of the subject as cogito (1969, p. 219-
247; 1968, p. 119-144).

Although the recent publication of Althusser’s early
writings affords a more balanced consideration of Al-
thusser’s negotiation of Hegel, who was the subject of
his 1947 Master’s dissertation (see 1997, p. 36—169),
by the 1960s his tendency was toward a largely nega-
tive reading of Hegel. Hegel’s system is understood
to correspond to an expressive totality in which the
dialectical movements of the relations of the totality
are inseparable from their own genesis as concepts.
The totality is therefore circular: the Hegelian system
is inseparable from its goal, which is given in the dia-
lectical structure of its conditions of becoming. Trans-
ferred by Marxists to the realm of history, this Hegelian
logic produced either teleological accounts of the sub-
ject’s historical realization in the movement of history
(Lukacs, Sartre) or mechanical, economic determinist
accounts of the steady march of the productive forces
toward their inevitable realization in communism
(Kautsky and Luxemburg). The theoretical and politi-
cal lesson to be drawn from this is a clear one. However
much Marxist conceptions of totality try to counter
Hegelian idealism by appealing to history, the compo-
nent parts of this totality are “flattened out ... into
a variation of the Hegelian totality” (1968, p. 132).
Furthermore, by collapsing the theoretical field of
knowledge into the movement of real history, that is,
by historicizing knowledge, Marxist forms of knowl-
edge, like those associated with Hegelianism, are sub-
jected to the ideological idiosyncrasies of the historical
process.

It is against these ideological (and hence regressive
and idealist) tendencies that Althusser pits his own
symptomatic reading of Marx’s Capital, analogous to
the one performed by Jacques Lacan on Freud’s writ-
ings. Such a reading attempts to recover the latent dis-
cursive structure underlying the text; it shifts the focus
away from economism (the language of classical polit-

ical economy) and away from humanism and histori-
cism (the language of Hegelianism), and isolates the
new object of analysis inaugurated by Marx’s “theo-
retical revolution”: the mode of production. This invis-
ible structure articulates all the elements of a social
formation as a complex totality in which each element
or instance (the legal, the ideological, the political) is
understood as relatively autonomous, being deter-
mined only in the last instance by the (ever tardy) eco-
nomic instance. Discussions as to whether a relation
of reflection, determination, or homology character-
izes the base—superstructure topography were to all in-
tents and purposes displaced. As with structural lin-
guistics, it was the difference between these various
complex levels, rather than their underlying expressive
unity, that takes on greater significance for Althusser.
To emphasize the unevenness of structural relations
and to analyze their historical complexity, Althusser
used the Freudian concept of overdetermination, al-
ready repositioned in Lacan’s structuralist reading of
the psychoanalyst. Freud used this concept to refer to
the multiplicity of dream-thoughts contained, by the
censorship of psychic agency, within a single dream
image.

Although Lacan reconfigured the concept in rela-
tion to language, Althusser repositions it in relation to
the economy. Here it indicates that where a specific
level may appear to determine the general form of the
structure, it is itself “also determined in one and the
same movement, ... by the various levels and in-
stances of the social formation it animates” (1969, p.
101). If, in every structural totality, there was always
a “structure in dominance” that articulated the other
levels, it was not determinant; this role was reserved
for the economy even as it was once again overdeter-
mined by the other levels. In this way, no simple Hege-
lian logic of contradiction can prevail; where effects
are attributable to a single cause, overdetermination
ensures the absence or deferral of any primary cause
or uniform causality and renders each level mutually
determining and determined, complex and decentered.

The antihumanism of this structuralist schema has
far-reaching implications. No longer can the subject
be considered as the origin or foundation of meaning
or the author of history. Althusser displaces the subject
from its function of determination; instead, a system
of objective relations is understood to underpin and
construct subjectivity. Thus, “considered as agents,
human individuals are not ‘free’ and ‘constitutive’ sub-
jects in the philosophical sense of these terms. They
work in and through the determinations of the forms of
historical existence of the social relations of production
and reproduction” (1984, p. 134). With this anti-
humanist strategy, Althusser calls into question the
metaphysical properties that tie the subject to empiri-



cist and idealist conceptions of knowledge, as well as
to individualist and voluntarist forms of politics. Each
of these opposes an original subject (perceiving sub-
ject, subject of praxis) to an object (object of knowl-
edge or social totality). Unsurprisingly, this claim tar-
nished Althusser’s name in the French Communist
Party and was greeted with condemnation by many
Marxists (e.g., see Thompson, 1978).

Nevertheless, Althusser located such a preponder-
ance of metaphysical elements in Marx’s early, pre-
scientific writings. Here, he argued, the influence of
the German idealism of Feuerbach and Hegel, and their
concepts of species—being, human essence, alienation,
and consciousness, gave Marx’s thought an anthropo-
logical, humanist content. It is not until 1845-1846,
with the writing of The German Ideology, that the set-
tling of accounts with German metaphysics takes
place. Hence, the well-known formulation of the epis-
temological break identified by Althusser—itself more
akin to a tension or tendency rather than a definitive
break (1968; Balibar, 1993)—whereby Marx’s writ-
ings became recognizably antihumanist and a new sci-
ence, the continent of history, is opened up by him. No
longer can history be viewed as the activity of subjects;
history becomes a “process without a subject or goal,”
one which begins with the concrete determinants of
the mode of production rather than with the ideological
notion of the voluntary agent (1972, p. 161-186; 1984,
p. 133-139).

Certainly, for postwar philosophical currents such
as the phenomenological Marxism of Merleau-Ponty
and the existential humanist Marxism of Sartre, the
discourse of structuralism, with its antihistoricist and
antihumanist arguments, proved distinctly unpalatable.
For Althusser, the battle was clearly more than a war
over concepts: It was about creating a scientific dis-
course for Marxism that could be insulated from the
ideological residues of subjectivism and naive ideal-
ism. As a result, Marx’s fledgling science of historical
materialism would emerge more able to respond politi-
cally and analytically to the historical conjuncture of
late capitalism, whereas the sturdy epistemological
structure brought to it by Althusser would render
Marxism autonomous of bourgeois socialist ideology
and sufficient unto itself, its conditions of existence
and its object of investigation now being wholly inter-
nal to its structure of knowledge. It is only when Marx-
ism is able to distinguish its scientific basis from the
ideology latent within it, to deal with the difference
between them, that the consequences of this epistemo-
logical rupture with philosophy would be felt. For his
critics, however, this rigorous attempt to isolate Marx-
ism could only result in a dogmatic theoreticism, scien-
tific idealism, and ahistoricism (Anderson, 1976).

ALTHUSSER, LOUIS

Marxist Science in the Wake of Spinoza

Curiously, the theoretical novelty of Althusser’s re-
casting of Marxist philosophy as a theory of theoretical
practice is largely generated via non-Marxist sources.
Although the theory of the discontinuity or break in
Marx’s oeuvre is provided by the epistemology of
Bachelard and the imaginary structure of ideology fur-
nished with recourse to Lacan’s structuralist psycho-
analysis, the antiempiricist theory of knowledge is con-
structed with close philosophical allegiance to the
seventeenth-century Dutch rationalist philosopher
Baruch Spinoza. If Althusser once noted his unusual
affinity with the latter two thinkers, namely, their
shared marginalization (all faced forms of excommuni-
cation as a result of their ideas), he also noted more
pertinently that his alleged structuralism was to be at-
tributed less to the Parisian intellectual fashion of the
day and more to Spinoza’s antihumanism (1976, p.
132). Similar to Althusser, Spinoza was critical of the
authority imparted on the subject as the creator of
knowledge (an authority that was, in its Cartesian form,
guaranteed by religious faith). This led Spinoza toward
a theory of knowledge that departed from a simple
correspondence between the subject and the real and
from an uncritical account of the role of representation
(of both ideas and images) in the formulation of knowl-
edge. Thus, according to Althusser, Spinoza con-
structed a theory that reflected on “the difference be-
tween the imaginary and the true” (1969, p. 17). He
recognized, in other words, that the empiricist con-
struction of the object gave rise to an imaginary or
ideological formulation of knowledge. In Reading
Capital, Althusser links empiricism with what he calls
a “philosophy of vision,” described there as “the logic
of a conception of knowledge in which . . . the whole
nature of its object is reduced to the mere condition
of a given” (1969, p.19). The formation or structure
of knowledge requires no separation or dislocation
from the ideological impurities of the object because
the object of knowledge is intrinsic to the real, empiri-
cal object. Empiricism invests in the kinds of dualisms
that contravene its own efforts to isolate the kernel of
objectivity (e.g., a conception of a divided subject split
between mind and body, essence and appearance, the
visible and the hidden). These dualisms, particularly
the sovereign fundamental conflict between truth and
fiction, are wholly internal to the structure of ideology,
according to Althusser. Empiricism then is resolutely
attached to the givenness of reality, and its critical dis-
tance from the concrete—real, for Althusser, the ideo-
logical, is henceforth denied.

For Althusser and Spinoza, knowledge of the “true”
is not the result of a philosophy of reflection, whose
mast is always empiricist; rather, it is derived a priori,
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according to conditions internal to the production of
knowledge itself. Here the object of knowledge is en-
tirely internal to thought and is to be distinguished
from the empirical or real object of mundane reality.
The derivation of scientific knowledge has three
phases: generality I consists of the raw material or
brute facts on which scientific theory labors. These
facts are never pure and uncontaminated, but always
carry conceptual residues from previous ideological
interpretations (hence Marx’s early negotiation of the
ideological currents of Hegelianism). Science must
maneuver a path between this dimension of the real,
generality I, and generality III; namely, the theoretical
field in which science produces and practices a distinct
mode of knowledge. Sandwiched between these two
regions, generality II is “an extremely complex and
contradictory unity” that will always contain their ide-
ological residues and their scientific possibilities. Gen-
erality II is the problématique of knowledge; it is the
set of related concepts that must be worked on by sci-
ence, and it will take markedly different forms depend-
ing on the degree of development of a knowledge at
a specific point in its history. For an ideological prac-
tice to become a scientific one, then, the mode of fram-
ing the questions asked of knowledge must be trans-
formed. It was precisely this reframing of the objects
of analysis in The German Ideology (i.e., the creation
of anew problématique) that, for Althusser, constitutes
the immense theoretical revolution initiated by Marx
that transforms Marxist philosophy into a science of
history.

Althusser’s epistemology has some difficult paths
to negotiate in its journey away from the ideologies
of humanism, historicism, and empiricism. It seems
unclear whether the resources necessary to counter ide-
ology have been developed adequately. Given that
every science must emerge out of ideology, perhaps
there can be no pure science but only a science of
ideology (Macherey, quoted in 1969, p. 41). If science
is the Other of ideology, then insofar as it tries to extri-
cate itself from the clutches of the latter, it will be
continually reinhabited and contaminated by it. In this
way, the risk of the conceptual breakdown of science
is implied from within, as its tautological structure will
be riven with ideological residues. Thus, criticisms re-
garding Althusser’s theoreticism and the alleged con-
tainment of science from the world of ideology (and,
hence, its divorce from any other theoretical referent)
must, to some degree, be misdirected fire, being antici-
pated already in the failed logic of his epistemology.

Ideology with no End

If Althusser’s epistemological efforts were to banish
all ideological elements from Marxism, his conclu-

sions in the realm of politics were diametrically op-
posed. Here he claimed ideology as an omnihistorical
reality akin to the eternity of the Freudian unconscious,
immutable in structure and form and secreted by all
human societies (be they capitalist or communist) “as
the very element and atmosphere indispensable to their
historical respiration and life”” (1968, p. 232). Ideology
is at once a priori and timeless in that it is a necessary
transhistorical structure without which there could be
no society; at the same time, ideology is also endowed
with a specificity that allows its historical variance and
a necessary responsiveness to the needs of particular
political and social formations. Any accusation that
Althusser’s structuralist analysis implied the displace-
ment of the dimension of history fout court is an error
of interpretation.

In keeping with his critique of empiricism and hu-
manism, a formulation of ideology as an inversion or
mystification of the real (as presented by the Marxist
metaphor of the camera obscura in The German Ideol-
ogy) must be rejected outright. Likewise, Althusser’s
critique of the subject precludes him from establishing
an overly simplistic account of ideology as false con-
sciousness, where the subject’s experience of the world
must become the source of knowledge necessary to
transcend ideology. In his influential essay of 1972
“Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses,” Althus-
ser’s central focus is on precisely how ideology is able
to reproduce the relations of production by establishing
modes of identification for subjects (subject-positions)
so that they may take up their allotted place in the
social formation. The state, no longer viewed simply
as the instrument or agent of the bourgeoisie against
the proletariat, consists of ideological state apparatuses
(church, school, family, political parties, communica-
tions, and so on) and repressive apparatuses (army,
police) that secure the conditions of class domination
by consent and force, respectively. This revision and
elucidation of the operation of the state owes some-
thing to the reflection on the logic of consent and the
role of the state in Western states presented by Gramsci
in his Prison Notebooks (1971, part 2). It was also
this aspect of Althusser’s work that was to open up
important discussions within feminism regarding the
role of the family and the construction of gendered
identity in the reproduction of capitalist relations of
production (Barrett, 1988; Assiter, 1990).

How does ideology account for the constitution of
the subject of ideology? Here Althusser’s focus is the
ideological mechanism through which thought, per-
ception, and subjectivity are produced, or in other
words, the representation of ideology within con-
sciousness. Althusser understands the subjects’ per-
ceptions of their lived relations to be anchored reso-
lutely to an imaginary relation. Thus, ideology



“represents the imaginary relationship of individuals
to their real conditions of existence” (1984, p. 36). This
concept of the imaginary is invested with allusions to
Spinoza and the psychoanalyst and philosopher
Jacques Lacan. From Spinoza, Althusser takes the
view of the imagination as a source of deception and
illusion; from Lacan, he takes the view that the imagi-
nary is a necessary form of misrecognition. It deceives
subjects as to their relation to the symbolic social order,
the place of the law, and the only possible place for
speaking and acting subjects. According to Lacan, the
imaginary only partially constitutes the subject with
a fantasy of wholeness and containment. It leaves a
dimension of experience, the real, that is forever fore-
closed and cannot be represented in the symbolic ex-
cept through its effects. Althusser’s theoretical expla-
nation for this process of constitution is the much more
inclusive notion of interpellation. Interpellation per-
forms a vital hailing function of identification for Al-
thusser, enabling subjects to recognize themselves in
the dominant ideology. That such a structure of recog-
nition is a profoundly unconscious event remaining
forever on the level of misrecognition (méconnais-
sance) is a necessary and essential counterpart to the
receipt of consciousness, belief, action, and speech by
the subject.

It is significant that ideology works not only to tame
and discipline subjects but also, as Althusser’s former
student, Michel Foucault, would later explore in Disci-
pline and Punish, to normalize and subject the body
according to certain models of behavior. Dislocated
from its association with the realm of ideas, ideology
is inscribed in material practices and rituals that consti-
tute subjects. In his example of religion, Althusser
notes the modalities of kneeling, the discourse of
prayer, the sign of the cross, and the gaze of the Abso-
lute subject, all of which interpellate and insert the
subject into the materiality of religious ideology. Al-
thusser’s analysis nonetheless stops short of a consid-
eration of how the process of interpellation must be
continuous if it is to produce and maintain self-
disciplined subjects. There is no focus on the perpetual
process of interpellation and, similarly, no discussion
of the link between ISAs and the historically specific—
and flexible—ways of constituting subjects of capital-
ism. The attempt to supplement Marxism with psycho-
analysis did not extend to an elaboration of the possible
relation between ideology and its profoundly uncon-
scious effects. This was, as Althusser admits in an un-
dated letter to a friend, “a limit that had not been
crossed” (1996, p. 4-5).

For many of his critics, the net result of these theo-
retical weaknesses was not merely the death of the
subject but the erasure of Marxism’s revolutionary
project. Althusser’s structuralism was viewed as oscil-
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lating between an antihumanism, insensitive to the
questions of resistance and transformation, and an
ahistoricism, ignorant of the idiosyncrasies of the his-
torical process. Poststructuralism’s regard for the
reinscription of subjectivity (albeit one vigilant to all
metaphysical risks and without any determining
power, hence essentially coming after Althusser), with
a conception of history as genealogy, replaced Marx’s
role in this trajectory with the figure of Nietzsche. Al-
thusser’s later writings offer ample evidence of his
continued preoccupation with the tensions that mark
his thought, as well as anticipating some poststructura-
list themes.

Although these final writings do not amount to a
distinct theory or perspective, it is apparent that Al-
thusser was moving toward a more dynamic concep-
tion of the subject as well as continuing his regard for
the contingency of history, aspects of his structuralist
position often overlooked by those preferring to em-
phasize his ahistoricism and antisubjectivism (see
Elliott [1998] for a convincing assessment). Here
Althusser traces a subterranean materialist tradition
originating with Democritus and Epicurus and continu-
ing by way of Hobbes, Spinoza, Machiavelli, and Marx
(1994, p. 29-48). Under the idea of “aleatory material-
ism” Althusser gives weight to specter of the encoun-
ter, to the singular historical event that disrupts the
course of historical necessity, thus introducing an ele-
ment of contingency into the supposed authority of
synchronic lawlike structures. Althusser’s reflections
on Spinoza and the concept of freedom similarly cau-
tion a too-hasty surmising of his apparent rejection of
the subject:

That one can liberate and recompose one’s own body,
formerly fragmented and dead in the servitude of an
imaginary and, therefore, slavelike subjectivity, and take
from this the means to think liberation freely and strongly,
therefore, to think properly with one’s own body, in one’s
own body, by one’s own body, better: that to live within
the thought of the conatus of one’s own body was quite
simply to think within the freedom and the power of
thought. (1998, p. 12-13)

It is fair to say that Althusser’s reading of Marx
owes as much to Spinoza as it does to Marx. In this
extract, we find evidence of Althusser thinking of
knowledge and politics beyond the elusive difference
between science and ideology. This is not to say that
the thought of this influential Marxist philosopher was
not structuralist or antihumanist in content, and neither
is it to suggest that his thought is not plagued with
unruly contradictions between voluntarism and deter-
minism, contingent and structural necessity. It is to
suggest, however, that it is only by thinking beyond
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these dualistic categories that the complex matrix of
Althusserian Marxism is revealed.
CAROLINE WILLIAMS

See also Alain Badiou, Etienne Balibar, Michel Fou-
cault, Jacques Lacan, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Maurice
Merlau-Ponty, Jacques Ranciere, Jean-Paul Sartre

Biography

Althusser was born in Algiers in 1918. He joined the
Communist Party in 1948. In 1965, he published his
influential work For Marx, which was followed by
Lenin and Philosophy in 1969. In 1980, he murdered
his wife; he was thereafter confined to an asylum until
his death in 1990.

Selected Writings

Pour Marx, 1965; as For Marx, translated by Ben Brewster,
1969

Lenin, Philosophy and Other Essays, translated by Ben Brews-
ter, 1971

Politics and History: Montesquieu, Rousseau, Marx, translated
by Ben Brewster, 1972

Essays in Self-Criticism, translated by Graham Lock, 1976

Essays on Ideology, translated by Ben Brewster and Graham
Lock, 1984

Philosophy and the Spontaneous Philosophy of the Scientists,
translated by Ben Brewster, James H. Kavanaugh, Grahame
Lock, and Warren Montag, 1990

The Future Lasts a Long Time and The Facts, translated by
Richard Veasey, 1993a

Ecrits sur la psychoanalyse: Freud et Lacan, 1993b; as Writings
on Psychoanalysis, translated by Jeffrey Mehlman, 1996

Sur la philosophie, 1994

Sur la reproduction, 1995

Ecrits philosophiques et politiques. Tome 11, 1995

The Spectre of Hegel: Early Writings, translated by G. Gosh-
garian, 1997

The only materialist tradition, Part I: Spinoza, in The New Spi-
noza, edited by Warren Montag and Ted Stolze, Minneapo-
lis: Minnesota University Press, 1998

With Etienne Balibar, Roger Establet, Pierre Macherey, and
Jacques Ranciere, Lire le Capital, 1965

With Etiene Balibar, Reading Capital, translated by Ben Brew-
ster, 1968

Further Reading

Anderson, Perry, Considerations on Western Marxism, London:
Verso, 1976

Assiter, Alison, Althusser and Feminism, London: Pluto, 1990

Balibar, Etienne, The non-contemporaneity of Althusser, in The
Althusserian Legacy, edited by Anne Kaplan and Micheal
Sprinkler, London: Verso, 1993

Barrett, Michele, Women’s Oppression Today: The Marxist
Feminist Encounter, revised edition, London: Verso, 1988

Benton, Ted, The Rise and Fall of Structural Marxism, London:
Macmillan, 1984

Callari, Antonio, and David F. Ruccio, eds., Postmodern Mate-
rialism and the Future of Marxist Theory, Hanover: Wes-
leyan University Press, 1996

Elliott, Gregory, Analysis terminated, analysis interminable: the
case of Louis Althusser, in Althusser: A Critical Reader,
edited by Gregory Elliott, Oxford: Blackwell, 1994

Elliott, Gregory, The necessity of contingency: some notes, Re-
thinking Marxism, 10(3), 1998, 74-79

Gramsci, Antonio, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, edited
and translated by Quentin Hoare, London: Lawrence and
Wishart, 1971

Thompson, E. P., The Poverty of Theory and Other Essays,
London: Merlin Press, 1978

ANTHROPOLOGY

The opening of the Institut d’Ethnologie (Institute of
Ethnology) at the Paris University in 1925 marked the
institutionalization of a French anthropology that had
until then been split into a myriad of organisms with
no organic ties. Created by Marcel Mauss, Paul Rivet,
and Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, under the patronage of Edou-
ard Daladier, then Minister of the Colonies, the Insti-
tute was meant to serve colonization. The latter, how-
ever, paid little attention to it, as is demonstrated by
the fact that field studies were financed mostly by the
banker A. Khan and the Rockefeller Foundation. Right
away, the Institute became the sole rightful owner of
the discipline: Its creators held at the same time its
means of transmission through teaching, of practice
through the financing of expeditions (104 between
1928 and 1940), of publishing its results through the
creation of the collection Travaux and mémoires de
I’Institut d’ethnologie (Works and Papers from the In-
stitute of Ethnology), and of museology with the
Musée du Trocadéro followed by the Musée de
I’Homme (Museum of Man) in 1937.

The creation of the institute synthesized five main
currents of different intellectual traditions. The first
dated at least from Bonaparte’s expedition in Egypt
(1798-99), when very erudite research in terms of hu-
manities had developed, especially within the Institut
des Langues Orientales (Institute of Oriental Lan-
guages), the Ecole Francaise d Extreme-Orient
(French School of the Far East), and the French Insti-
tute in Damas. For example, Cambodian inscriptions
were being meticulously detailed, but almost nothing
was reported on the country’s inhabitants. The amount
of knowledge accumulated on the folklore of the
French regions was equally massive. After the publica-
tion of the works of Herder and the Grimm Brothers,
Europe had been won over by anthologies of folktales
and of popular beliefs, whereas the nationalist move-
ments stirring across the continent were often associ-
ated with a search for origins in ethnic terms (Taine,
1875).



The second current, gravitating around the Société
d’Ethnographie (created in 1859), involved newly cre-
ated learned societies in the provinces that mixed re-
search on popular lore, archeology, and prehistory. The
results of this approach appeared in the works of Sébil-
lot (Le Folklore de la France), then those of Saint-
Yves (Les Saints successeurs des Dieux: Essais de my-
thologie chrétienne), as well as in Saint-Besse, étude
d’un culte alpestre from the Durkheimian Robert Hertz
and the eight volumes of the Manuel du folklore
francais contemporain (Handbook of Contemporary
French Folklore) by Van Gennep.

A third contribution came from physical anthropol-
ogy. In 1856, Quatrefages de Bréau transformed his
chair of Anatomy and Natural History of Man at the
Museum of Natural History into a chair of Anthropol-
ogy and defined the program “to make known from
all points of view the various human races” (de Qua-
trefages, 1889: V). Within this line of thought were
the works of Broca, who founded the Paris school of
anthropology and endowed it with Bulletin et mémoire;
the works of Hamy, who created the Museum of Eth-
nography at the Trocadéro in 1878; and also of
Verneau, a popularizer of the discipline who held the
Museum’s chair of anthropology before Rivet came to
replace him in 1928.

A fourth contribution was made by colonial science.
From the beginning of colonization, the military, ad-
ministrators, and Church officials gathered an incredi-
ble amount of information. Thus, Faidherbe, after ar-
riving in Gorée in 1852, wrote linguistics studies and
monographs on the peoples of the region. Later works
were written by Delafosse, Monteil, and Decary. The
development of this knowledge was supported by the
geographic societies (Lejeune, 1993). The first of such
societies was created in Paris in 1821, and by the turn
of the century their importance was remarkable. For
example, the geographic society in the city of Lille
alone counted two thousand members in 1905.

Aside from these four sources, the institute owed
its origins mostly to the French School of Sociology,
from which came Lévy-Bruhl and Mauss. Lévy-Bruhl
held a chair of philosophy at the Sorbonne, and Mauss
directed the study of the religions of primitive peoples
in the 5th section and, starting in 1931, held a chair
of sociology at the College de France. Often referred
to as “primitive sociology,” ethnography (and conse-
quently ethnology) was dedicated to peoples with no
writing systems according to Durkheimian positivist
sociology. This is important because Karady noted that
an average of 45 percent of the recensions published
by L’Année Sociologique (The Sociological Year) had
ethnological or exotic themes (“Le probleme de la 1ég-
itimité dans I’organisation historique de 1’ethnologie
francaise” and “Durkheim et les débuts de I’ethnologie
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universitaire”). Essentially, ethnography concerned it-
self with questions of “social morphology” and, to use
Mauss’s vocabulary, of “social physiology”; that is,
the study of the categories at work in collective psy-
chologies. This field of research was especially pro-
moted by Lévy-Bruhl and Mauss and pursued on the
Kanaka field by Leenhardt (Gens de la Grande Terre,
1937) with the same philosophical tone of inspiration,
then by Griaule and his students with the African Do-
gons, Bambaras, Bozos, and Songrays—to the point
that for the longest time, French ethnology seemed es-
pecially concerned with the descriptions of perception
systems (Balandier 1955).

The first generations of students from the institute
graduated between 1928 and 1938. They included Gri-
aule, Leiris, Mus, Métraux, Dieterlen, Gessain, Lif-
chitz, Victor, Lévi-Strauss, Paulme, Leroi-Gourhan,
Soustelle, Cazeneuve, and Rodinson (Gaillard, The
Routledge Dictionary of Anthropologists). In the 1930s
there was a systematic effort at field studies. The most
famous mission organized by the institute was the
Dakar-Djibouti expedition, which, under M. Griaule’s
leadership, crossed Africa from west to east between
1931 and 1933. L’Afrique Fantome (The Ghost Africa,
1934), the acerbic diary written by Michel Leiris, the
expedition’s secretary and archivist, was one of the
large-scale literary works of French culture of the time.
In its pages, Leiris denounced colonial compromising
and its means of acquiring works of art. In fact, the
expedition had brought back to France more than 3,500
objects because such undertakings were as much mu-
seological predatory and stocking-up endeavors as
they were taking the census of the peoples, languages,
and customs of the world.

Exoticism had been in fashion since the 1920s. The
American troops that came at the end of World War
I had brought jazz, which was followed by the Revue
Noire with Josephine Baker (1925). Along with the
surrealists and cubists, plastic artists were interested
and inspired by the arts then called primitive. The nov-
elist Pierre Loti gave in 1930 a giant head from Easter
Island that still stands at the entrance of the museum.
It was also the apogee of travel writers, such as Blaise
Cendrars and Paul Morand, who wrote about life in the
faraway countries of Africa or Asia, where the young
Malraux would travel and that he would use as the
topic of his first novels. Tristan Tzara published a
Poemes Negres, made up of a compilation from the
ethnology journal Anthropos; Georges Bataille started
the journal Documents, with the subtitle: “Archeology,
fine arts, ethnography, varieties” (financed by the art
dealer Georges Wildenstein), in the third issue of
which Mauss published an article on Picasso. Le Mino-
taure, a magazine that succeeded it, devoted its entire
second issue to Dogon masks and Dakar-Djibouti; and,
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according to Maurice Agulhon’s calculations, eight
million French people visited the 1931 colonial fair
(33 million in tickets), for a total population of about
40 million (Agulhon, 1997). The director of the small
Museum of the Trocadéro since 1928, Rivet hired
G.-H. Riviere to renovate it. Riviere, who had no diplo-
mas, went from being a pianist in a bar called the
Boeuf-sur-le-toit to being Rivet’s assistant. Volunteers
rushed to the museum; all of Paris visited its rooms,
and wild parties were organized, such as the pareo-
costumed evening. Paul Rivet, a Deputy and freema-
son, unlocked the funds that allowed the construction
of the Musée de I’Homme. The new building, done in
pure totalitarian style, replaced the Palais du Trocadéro
and was inaugurated in 1937. A cantata with lyrics
by Robert Desnos and music by Darius Milhaud was
written.

Still, it is in this museum that the first network of
French resistance was formed during the Occupation
(Blumenson, 1979). Its members would be executed
or deported (including Vildé, Lewitzky, Tillion, and
Oddon, among others), whereas other anthropologists
in danger or against the Vichy government fled to other
countries or chose to go to London (including Sous-
telle, Lévi-Strauss, Rivet, Métraux, Caillois, and oth-
ers). As a result of the Vichy government’s anti-
Semitic laws of June 2, 1941, Mauss was replaced by
Leenhardt as the director of study of the primitive peo-
ples in the 5th section of higher education (Fabre,
1997). During that same period, in 1942, the Sorbonne
finally agreed to create a chair of ethnography, which
Mauss had been demanding for years, and which was
held by Griaule, the first person to defend a thesis of
ethnology with Dogon masks as a main theme (Paris,
Institut d’ethnologie, 1938). Many doctorates would
follow: Denise Paulme (La communauté taisible des
Dogon [The Dogon Family Community], 1942),
Leroi-Gourhan (Archéologie du Pacifique nord: Maté-
riaux pour [’étude des relations entre les peuples river-
ains d’Asie et d’Amérique [North Pacific Archeology,
Materials for the Study of the Relations between Wa-
terside Peoples of Asia and America], 1945), and Lévi-
Strauss (Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté [El-
emental Structures of Kinship,] Paris, Mouton, 1967
[1948cb]).

Three organizations created shortly before the war
played an important part during the Liberation: the
Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS,
National Center for Scientific Research), 1’Organisa-
tion de la Recherche Scientifique Outre-mer (ORS-
TOM, Organization of Overseas Scientific Research),
and I’Institut Francais d’ Afrique Noire (IFAN, French
Institute of Black Africa). These organizations would
allow not only numerous expeditions but also long-
term stays in exotic fields. To complete the training
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offered by the Institute of Ethnology, Leroi-Gourhan
created in 1946 a training center for ethnological re-
search (Centre de Formation a la Recherche Ethnolog-
ique, CFRE), opened to students who had graduated
from the Institute (Gaillard, 1989, 85—-126). In a paral-
lel move, with the financial support of the Ford and
Rockefeller Foundations, an economics and social sci-
ences section was created in 1947 within the practical
school of higher education, constituting a 6th section
(Mazon, 1988).

Rivet and Leenhardt retired in 1950. Specializing
in “races,” Vallois succeeded Rivet at the head of the
Musée de I’'Homme and hired Pales, a doctor-colonel.
For the most part, the museum devoted itself to physi-
cal anthropology, but postwar research would be led
by the works of Leroi-Gourhan, Bastide, Devereux—
whose influence would be mostly retrospective—and
above all, Griaule, followed by Lévi-Strauss’s structur-
alism and, last, Balandier’s dynamism.

Joining the development of the Negritude move-
ment with the magazine Présence Africaine and the
works of Aimé Césaire and L. S. Senghor (President
of Senegal in 1960, but also a linguist and a graduate
from the Institute of Ethnology), Griaule’s research
placed the Dogon cosmologies on the same level as
the ones from classical civilizations. This was the main
contribution of a life’s work that would be continued
by his disciples after his death (Lebeuf, de Ganay,
Paques, and Zahan). Here it is worth mentioning the
filming by Dieterlen and Rouch of the Sigui, a cere-
mony that only takes place once every sixty years. The
Africanism of Griaule, who was bound to authenticity
and so valued the civilization of the traditional Black
Africa, would nevertheless soon be challenged by a
new approach based on the notion of the “colonial situ-
ation.” This idea, taken from Sartre, was created by
Octavio Mannoni, who, in Psychologie de la Colonisa-
tion (published in 1950 by Le Seuil after having been
serialized in the magazine Esprit), tried to describe
both the transition from the old to the new Malagasy
society and especially the psychological aspect of colo-
nial dependency, which goes through the emergence
of both a guilt and an inferiority complex.

The graduates from the training center were hired
by ORSTOM and IFAN as early as 1946. They left to
take up residency in overseas territories for many
years. A first wave included Balandier, Mercier, Lom-
bard, Guiart, and Condominas. By 1950, the first two
suggested a new Africanism that began with the study
of the growing cities as a “colonial sociology or ethnol-
ogy”’ before becoming an anthropology of decoloniza-
tion and finally a dynamic anthropology (Balandier,
1955b). One no longer looked at the African as the
“first or original man” who would teach us something
about ourselves but, rather, as a man in a situation



within a society animated by antagonisms that could
take the form of religious movements. More of a classi-
cist, Lombard participated in the advent of an ethno-
history of the African state societies that would become
one of the most remarkable aspects of French anthro-
pology (works by Dampierre, Tardits, Izard, Adler, and
Terray, among others). Guiart restarted an ethnology
of contemporary Oceania, whereas Condominas took
Asia away from the Belles-Lettres approach, as Du-
mont would do for India and Berque and Rodinson for
the Arab and Eastern worlds. Most of them would start
teaching at the 6th section of the EPHE Ecole Pratique
des Hautes études on their return to France by the sec-
ond half of the 1950s. There, they would create several
research centers (center for African research, center
for Indian research, center for South-East Asia re-
search, etc.) that would soon be linked to laboratories
at the CNRS that are still in existence today.

After taking over the direction of the primitive peo-
ples study center (following Leenhardt’s retirement in
1950) in the religious science section of the EPHE,
Lévi-Strauss renamed it the “peoples without writing
systems” study center and suggested a more in-depth
theoretical research and a new opening to foreign sci-
entific influences to which the members of the young
generation adhered. In 1949, after having given new
prominence to the study of kinship—ignored until
then—and having imposed a new reading of Mauss,
who favored the reciprocity principle though the triad
duty of giving, duty of receiving, and duty of giving
back, Lévi-Strauss launched an ambitious program for
the discovery of the “innate structures of the human
spirit,” to begin with a “ready-made” exploration
(structuralism) of the level of intelligibility (kinship,
Amerindian mythology, dualistic system). This scien-
tific goal was coupled with literary works, notably the
magnificent Tristes Tropiques, whose first sentence,
“I hate travelling and explorers,” was a declaration of
war against the exoticism still in place. French ethnol-
ogy was now granted recognition through science. The
Secretary of the International Social Sciences Counsel
of the UNESCO since 1962, Lévi-Strauss was also the
advisor of Braudel, the president of the EPHE’s 6th
section, who did not make a decision with regard to
anthropology without consulting with Lévi-Strauss
first. Next to structuralism, sometimes denounced as
the ideology of the technocracy because the individual
or collective object no longer played a role, other and
less flamboyant works were being developed. The me-
ticulous research of Leroi-Gourhan gave way to an
ethnology of the techniques and the works of Bastide,
who mostly focused on the study of syncretism in the
Black Americas, leading to an ethnopsychiatry. The
great works of Devereux, a scientist from Romania,
belong to this latter field, as he proposed an ethno-
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psychiatry of individual subjects (Reality and Dream:
The Psychotherapy of a Plain Indian) as well as of
collective myths, including Graeco-Latin ones (Eth-
nopsychanalyse complémentariste and Tragédie et
Poésie grecques). As a specialist on India, Dumont
offered a global idea of the caste system, which he
demonstrated as being based on the opposition be-
tween pure and impure in a religious whole that en-
compasses politics and economics (Homo hierachicus:
Le Systeme des castes et ses implications). To report
it, he developed the concept of holism, which defines
an ideology in which the individual is subordinate to
the social whole, and that he opposed to individualism,
the emergence of which in the Western world he would
relate in several works.

Although Griaule had been teaching at the Sorbonne
since 1942, the provincial universities were slow to
take to ethnology. In 1945, Leroi-Gourhan inaugurated
in the city of Lyons a lectureship in colonial ethnology;
in 1953, the Bordeaux University created a post of
Senior Lecturer for Métais; Montpellier would do the
same for Servier in 1958, and Zahan would be ap-
pointed Professor in Strasbourg in 1960. The lecture-
ships would become chairs in the 1960s, which would
create lectureships in the 1970s and, in the 1980s, de-
partments of anthropology or social sciences where
ethnology would be prominent. The Fouchier reform
created in 1966 a “masters of ethnology,” followed
almost right away by the creation of a Bachelor’s de-
gree offered by the department of sociology and eth-
nology of the Nanterre-Paris X university—a depart-
ment opened in 1967 and run by de Dampierre. By
October 1968, the university of Jussieu-Paris VII
offered training in ethnology dubbed “pirate” by its
promoter, Jaulin, who denunciated the “criminal and
soulless” Western world. Finally, in 1969, the Paris-
VIII-Vincennes University offered the sociology de-
partment anthropology with strong Marxist character-
istics (Gaillard, 2003).

Thanks to the support of the philosopher Merleau-
Ponty, Lévi-Strauss was offered a Chair in 1959 at the
College de France, which he called social anthropol-
ogy. There, he created a laboratory and two journals:
L’Homme (Man) and Etudes rurales (Rural Studies).
In the second half of the 1960s, the success of structur-
alism pushed into the background Sartre’s Marxist-
flavored existentialism. It is to be noted that the film
critic Metz, the linguist Greimas, and the psychanalyst
Kristéva, as well as the essayists Todorov and Barthes,
were all members of the social anthropology laboratory
at the beginning of their careers. Ethnologists were
also members of the laboratory, of course, including
Francoise Héritier, who pursued Lévi-Strauss’s works
on kinship and succeeded him at the College de France,
and Godelier, who, influenced by the ideas of Althus-
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ser, tried to bridge the gap between Marxism and struc-
turalism and created an economics anthropology (Ra-
tionalité et irrationalité en économie) before going to
live with the Baruya in New Guinea (La production
des grands hommes). It was also in Lévi-Strauss’s lab-
oratory that French Americanism reappeared—worth
noting here are the works of Pierre Clastres, who was
inspired by the philosophical thought of Gilles De-
leuze. Directed against ethnocentrism, Clastre posi-
tively turned the “lack of State” that characterized most
of the Amerindian societies into an act of will from
its participants who refused the centralization of power
and its consequence: the separation between dominat-
ing and dominated. The political and social blended
because, “the primitive society is the place of refusal
of a separate power, because [society] itself, and not
the chief, is the real place of power” (La société contre
I’Etat). By asking “What is an order?” or “What is a
law?” Clastres went beyond Marxism, which, trium-
phant in the first half of the 1970s, had brought the
question of social order back to alienation and means
of production (Recherches d’anthropologie politique).

Far from leading to its rejection, decolonization
gave anthropology a formidable impetus in the 1960s.
To maintain its influence, France sent dozens of young
graduates overseas who chose to accomplish their
compulsory military service in the Cooperation ser-
vices. Often sent to Africa, they found there fields of
study that did not necessitate any further subventions,
and Balandier created in 1960 Les Cahiers d’études
africaines (African Studies Notebooks) where they
could express themselves. Augé followed in these foot-
steps and, after African works, suggested an anthropol-
ogy of the subway or of other places such as airports on
his return to France. The situation of the civil volunteer
ethnologists did not keep some of them from rejecting
the word ethnology, which they associated with colo-
nialism (everyone then preferred to be called an “an-
thropologist”), and from proposing a Marxist and revo-
lutionary anthropology (Copans, Schlemmer, or Rey).
The post-1968 years (between 1971 and 1978) fol-
lowed C. Meillassoux (Anthropologie économique des
Gouro de Cote-Ivoire) and were ruled by the theoreti-
cal hypotheses of the Marxist school (Terray, Godelier,
and Bonte); as they looked to apply Marx’s schema on
societies then called precapitalist, they found means,
tools, and returns of production determining specific
dynamics.

In the second half of the 1960s, an ethnology of
France was revived. After a strong start with the crea-
tion in 1937 of the Musée des Arts et Traditions Popu-
laires (Museum of Folk Arts and Traditions), which
initiated vast research, the ethnology of France fell into
disrepute during the Occupation. With an anti-Semitic
background set as a national tradition, G.-H. Riviere
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and André Varagnac had agreed to actively collaborate
with the Vichy government, which wanted to revitalize
the “true French traditions.” Thus, the ethnology of
France only survived in the 1950s through very iso-
lated works: L. Dumont’s La Tarasque, essai de de-
scription d’un fait local d’un point de vue ethnograph-
ique, Nowville, un village francais (1953) by Lucien
Bernot and René Blancard, and Village in the
Vaucluse, An account of life in a French village by
the American Laurence Wylie. Such authors no longer
emphasized tales, architecture, or folk dances, and they
abandoned what looked like inventory for data collec-
tion requiring lengthy stays in small communities of
which they tried to offer a global image, one that in-
sisted on the relationships between individuals and
communities.

In an attempt at synthesis, in 1962, R. Gessain or-
ganized a multidisciplinary research on the Plozévet
isolate in Brittany, which monopolized over 150 re-
searchers and contracted employees. It produced three
books: Commune en France, la métamorphose de Plo-
zévet, by Edgar Morin; Bretons de Plozévet, by Andrée
Burguiere; and Goulien, commune bretonne du Cap
Sizun, by Charles Pelras. This crucible of renewal was
followed by the creation in 1966 of the Centre d’Ethno-
logie Francaise (Center for French Ethnology) and re-
search teams working on France: “France Est” (Eastern
France) and “Recherche ethnographique sur un élev-
age transhumant dans les monts Aubrac.” In the early
1980s, the researchers’ retrospective outlook paid par-
ticular attention to the limits of the transition from
“macrocosm to microcosm’ that had been taking place
since the 1950s (Bromberger, 1987). Researchers de-
nounced falling back on small communities taken as
frame and object of research, creating a global vision
that was partially artificial. Thus, after the nostalgic
or militant search for the past, the singularity of the
differences prevailed without noting that it would be
difficult to move toward comparative work. Gérard Al-
thabe, on his return from Madagascar, began to work
on neighborliness within tall buildings and put together
a team devoted to urban anthropology. By the mid-
1970s, the computerized handling of civil and parish
registries stimulated the anthropology of kinship, giv-
ing it the means to superimpose on a large scale ma-
trimonial strategies, kin relations, and estate sys-
tems (Cuisenier et al., 1970). Research was done in the
Chatillonnais by Jura, Béarn, Eure, Finistere, Morvan,
Pyrénées, and others.

Lévi-Strauss’s lecture at Unesco in 1971 (Lévi-
Strass, 1983a) gave at the same time a new legitimacy
to the anthropology of France. In 1952, he was plead-
ing to the same assembly for the mixing of cultures:
conceptual and technological transfers were recipro-
cally enriching, and nothing was worse for a culture



than “to find itself isolated” (Race et histoire). With
such mixing apparently reigning in 1971, Lévi-Strauss
then invoked the dangers of cultural standardization
and the need to protect particularities. In the following
years, he developed the notion that “the greatest peril
threatening humanity today is a universalization of the
ways of life” and talked to the Assemblée Nationale
in 1976 about it (Lévi-Strass, 1983b). Politicians,
moved by his words, decided to protect endangered
identity particularisms, trades, and knowledge, and in
1979, the Ministere de la Culture set up a think tank
on the theme.

The year 1980 was declared the year of the national
heritage. Promoted to concept, the words “national her-
itage” were defined, according to the structuralist sys-
tem of opposition, as “everything that is the basis of
a group’s identity and differentiates it from another.”
A temporary counsel set up to help complete the report
remained as a “Mission du patrimoine ethnologique”
(Mission of the Ethnological National Heritage), a ser-
vice subordinate to the minister of culture. By defining
subsidized topics of research, it played a key role in the
ethnology of France. The works of the 1980s, which
resulted from the Mission bids, dealt with ethnology
of the techniques, know-how, and their transmission.
Research showcased regional heritages: salt produc-
tion and shellfish breeding in Brittany (Delbos and Jo-
rion, 1984), hunting in Eastern France (Hell, 1985),
bourgeois culture (Le Wita, 1998), the slaughterhouses
in Adour (Vialles, 1987), paper, leather, vineyards, and
so on (Chevallier, 1990). In 1983, the Mission created
the journal Terrain, which published studies belonging
to an anthropology close to daily life, but that also
gradually attempted to draw different fields closer (in-
cluding exotic ones), with thematic issues devoted to
objects that were in principle universal (drinking, the
body, fire, time, sight, love, landscape, and so on).
Simultaneously, a growing process of decentralization
of power was taking place, and the regions’ rise to
power would be accompanied by the creation of eco-
museums.

With regard to research at the beginning of the
twenty-first century, the more classical fields are doing
well: kinship (Bonte, Héritier, and Houseman), study
of Amerindian thought systems (Menget, Tylor, and
Descola), African thought systems (Jonckers, Henry,
and Journet), or technology (Signault and Geist-
doerfer)—all are still very dynamic fields. The evolu-
tionist approach is getting stronger (Testard), the an-
thropology of law has its own journal (Droit et
Cultures; Law and Cultures), and there are those who
are attempting to apply concepts of psychoanalysis to
ethnographic materials (Bidou, Juillerat, Gaillard, and
Geffray). The discipline is also examining itself with
works on its history by Blanckaert, Gaillard, and espe-
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cially Jamin, who started the journal Gradhiva and the
reprint collection of the same name. Last, promising
new fields have emerged, such as medical anthropol-
ogy (Benoit, Laplantine, Epelboin, Sindzingre, and
Zempléni), development anthropology (de Sardan),
cognitive anthropology (Sperber and Boyer), and an-
thropology of migration and globalization. The main
element is that the division between anthropology or
ethnology and the other social sciences, notably sociol-
ogy, is nowadays often dismissed. The result is a scat-
tered anthropological knowledge and, consequently, a
possible end to an intellectual collectivity. Ethno-
anthropology is far from being as successful today as it
was in the 1960s—1980s, when structuralism controlled
the whole intellectual field. Other disciplines, such as
classical studies and especially history, are now more
popular. Also happening is a certain fading of the so-
cial sciences, which did not keep their promises, and
a great comeback of the novel, now popular with culti-
vated audiences.

GERALD GAILLARD

See also Louis Althusser, Roland Barthes, Georges Ba-
taille, Aime Cesaire, Gilles Deleuze, Arnold van Gen-
nep, Algirdas Julien Greimas, Julia Kristeva, Michel
Leiris, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Lucien Levy-Bruhl,
Maurice Mauss, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul
Sartre, Tzvetan Todorov
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Historian

Though often associated with the Annales school of
social historians, most of whom had left-wing origins
or leanings, Philippe Aries belongs to that odd species,
a right-wing social and cultural historian, and one
moreover who never repudiated his early loyalties and
commitment to Action Frangaise in the 1930s. There
was a clear link between the nostalgic politics of his
family’s royalism and his deployment of historical
memory in his studies of the history of childhood and
death in European culture. For him, memory consti-
tuted a permanent commitment, a kind of security
against, and an alternative to, the fragmented and
state-run lives of modern society.

Aries, therefore, was not haunted by guilt at his
involvement in the wartime educational program pro-
moted by the Vichy—not for him the “Vichy syn-
drome” (Hutton, 1997). Nevertheless, he seems to have
rejected the nationalist abuse of history imposed during
that period while retaining confidence that historical
memories remained a vital resource for the present. In
his view, the community of the long historical past was
ever present as current memory in French culture. This
community was integrated in that the fundamental dis-
tinctions of rich and poor, young and old, kin and
strangers, and the living and the dead were fused in
open households in which public and private lives were
seamlessly intertwined. This was in essence the grand
household of his family’s memory, but for Aries, it
also represented the cultural foundation that had been
undermined by the subsequent historical changes that
led to modernity.

In the study that made him internationally famous,
translated as Centuries of Childhood, Arigs built up a
picture of that disintegration of the social whole into
age groups by setting out a model of the changing
social role of children before industrialization. His
early work had used demographic evidence as a reflec-
tion of family culture and custom, but in studying the
concept of the child, he drew enterprisingly on figura-
tive and symbolic sources in art, as well as personal
memoirs and other documentary records. He was
rather vague about the causation and timing of the
sweeping changes in cultural attitudes toward, and so-
cial institutions designed for, children. Strikingly, he
proposed that during the Middle Ages, when children
were kept in the home as dependants during a long
infancy, there was no concept of the child. In other
words, whatever the private relationship between par-
ents and children, there was no social recognition of
the distinctive nature of childhood; someone too young
to take part in social life was of no significance. It was
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only when a child entered the adult world, at about the
age of seven years, that he or she was noticed, at which
time the child left to go straight into training for adult-
hood. It was at that age, significantly, that they began
to wear smaller versions of adult dress. Only with the
segregation of children in schools and colleges in the
later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries did distinctive
children’s and young people’s clothes develop. This
physical and symbolic separation of the age groups
created a fissure in more than organization, for it also
occasioned uncertainty of social attitudes toward chil-
dren. At first treated with indulgence (coddling), chil-
dren faced growing mistrust in society and were sub-
jected to controlled development in a carefully
rigorous educational curriculum. Uncontrolled, preco-
cious development was viewed as unnatural because
the young needed to pass through carefully phased
stages of growth in schools before they were released
onto the wider stage to join the adults. In this sense,
the psychology of the young was invented along with
their distinct social identity.

There are many problems with this model, which
Aries himself nearly admitted. However valid the
model for some men of the early modern period,
women of all classes continued to be kept at home and
were dressed as little ladies until girls’ schools were
systematically implemented in the nineteenth century.
In that period, too, the working class had “childhood”
imposed on them and work and sexuality were seen
as dangerous forms of exposure to the adult world.
Later historians have therefore reinforced this skepti-
cism by introducing more subtle complications into the
original schema, pointing to elements of class control
and political intervention in the creation of mass child-
hood. The image of the Middle Ages also attracted
considerable criticism, as the medieval church showed
a consistent educational concern for children as a dis-
tinct group (Wilson, 1980). However, the picture of
the late twentieth century is strikingly close to that
suggested by Aries: segregated institutions, distinctive
youth cultures, and specialist forms of dress and disci-
pline, reinforced by commercial exploitation, all iso-
late the younger from the older age groups.

Aries’s subsequent work on death followed a simi-
lar approach and perhaps demonstrates the limitations
of his method. At its heart again was culture embodied
in custom and an emphasis on the intensely personal
context of family and social life. His first version
(Western Attitudes towards Death, 1974) proposed a
sequence of phases of social changes in the culture
of death, from an integrated world where death was
familiar and omnipresent, the “tame death” for which
we prepared, to a modern situation where death is both
a forbidden topic and a virtually invisible process.
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Medicalization has robbed us of control and participa-
tion. In between, in the early modern period, the pri-
mary obligation of drawing up a will, thus reconciling
oneself to both God and society, meant that the individ-
ual had to take control of the deathbed scene, a process
in which the deathbed speeches of the dying person,
rather than the rituals of the bereaved, were central.
Witnesses were required not to ensure the salvation of
the dead so much as to organize the continuity of prop-
erty and family afterwards. Aries’s subsequent elabo-
ration on these themes (L’Homme devant la mort,
1977) adopted a more impressionistic qualitative ap-
proach, “more intuitive and subjective, but perhaps
more comprehensive.” (The Hour of Our Death, p. xiii)
His cultures of death lasted many centuries, sometimes
coexisting as contrasting practices. Contented resigna-
tion and preparation in the face of death were exempli-
fied by actions in the Chanson de Roland and in
twentieth-century English memoirs. Yet increasingly,
under modernity, death was seen as an enemy to be
fought and resented. Although elaborate funerals be-
came less acceptable from the late seventeenth century
except for monarchs and other national figures, private
funerals led increasingly to more elaborate and extrav-
agant monuments erected as memorials to those cruelly
taken from the living. These themes are pursued with
some brilliance, drawing on the history of art and archi-
tecture, with asides on the history of cemeteries and
urban health policies, national monuments and cere-
monies. The overall picture, however, is complicated
and defies a simple historical schema. In the end, Aries
suggests, the Anglo-Saxon cultures may be demanding
the return of control of death and dying to those most
affected—the dying and their relatives.

As an historian of mentalités, Aries has been both
inspirational and much criticized. The work of this
“Sunday historian,” as he called himself, has some par-
allels with that of Michel Foucault, whose work on
madness Aries was instrumental in seeing published.
Both felt a deep unease about modernity and the social
forms of intrusion and control that it imposes. Unlike
Foucault, however, Ariés did not seek to denounce the
many forms of power or locate roots of resistance. He
perhaps sought a reintegration of society rather than a
challenge to modern fragmentation, a return to the hid-
den tradition. In this sense, history could be both a
living past and a hope for the future.

PETER RUSHTON

See also Michel Foucault

Biography

Aries was born in 1914 and did not become a profes-
sional historian until after his major works on child-
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hood and death were published, when in 1978 he was
appointed at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes, a post he
held until his death in 1984. Before then, he was always
what he himself called a “Sunday historian,” working
on his studies while employed in charge of the publica-
tions of an institute for trading in tropical fruits, the
Institut Francais de Recherches Fruitieres Outre Mer.
Paris intellectuals were reportedly shocked by the
rumor that a banana importer had written a revolution-
ary study of childhood. His involvement as a reader
with Plon publishers, however, allowed him wider in-
fluence on historical scholarship, for it was largely
through his insistence that Michel Foucault’s first
book, the outcome of his doctorate on madness, was
published.

Selected Writing

Les Traditions sociales dans les pays de France, 1943

Histoire des populations francaises et leurs attitudes devant la
vie depuis le xviiie siecle, 1948 and 1976
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nos jours, 1975; in English as Western Attitudes towards
Death: from the Middle Ages to the Present, 1974.
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Death, translated by Helen Weaver, 1981

Un Historien du dimanche, edited by Michel Winock, 1980
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The World of Children, 1966

With A. Benjin, Western Sexuality: Practice and Precept in
Past and Present, 1985

With George Duby, Histoire de la vie privée, 5 volumes, 1985—
1988; in English as A History of Private Life, 1989
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Historian

A useful way to understand Arkoun’s method and ori-
entation is by examining the titles of some of his princi-
pal works. These include, in English, The Unthought in
Contemporary Islamic Thought (2002) and Rethinking
Islam: Common Questions and Uncommon Answers
(1994) and, in French, Lectures du Coran (Readings
of the Qur’an, 1982) and Pour une critique de la raison
islamique (Toward a Critique of Islamic Reason,
1984). This is because Arkoun has described himself as
a “historian-thinker,” or someone who considers that
whatever the personal costs, knowledge is an absolute
right of all human beings. However, its pursuit requires
that research has to be alive not only to yesterday’s
but also to today’s problems because it is only by the
proper situation of the past that it is possible to inter-
vene in the present and thereby act as a counter-force
to the usually distorting effects of official ideologies.
Methodologically, like a number of his contemporaries
in France (Pierre Bourdieu being one of these), he is
concerned with the nature of the links among philoso-
phy, the social sciences, and education and, therefore,
the role that the engaged intellectual can play in
society.

In considering his work, it is necessary to take into
consideration three major contexts of influence. These
are his Maghreb/Algeria/Kabyle roots, his early histor-
ical studies and the importance in their direction of
Claude Cahen, and finally, French sociological writing
wherein both Michel Foucault and Pierre Bourdieu
have provided ways of working. In addition, his histor-
ical studies have also been influenced by the work of
the Annales school and in particular, Lucien Febvre
and Marc Bloch, whereas Arkoun’s interest in the idea
of an encompassing logosphere of the Mediterranean
brings into focus Fernand Braudel’s idea of total his-
tory. Perhaps two other influences can be highlighted:
Jacques Derrida in respect of the very nature of lan-
guage, and the nineteenth-century sociologist Emile
Durkheim, whose notion of what is a social fact is
reused by Arkoun to express two core problematics:
the “Qur’anic fact” and the “Islamic fact.” It is central
to Arkoun’s method that he explores the processes
through which ideas and practice become established
as fact. To achieve this work of deconstruction, it re-
quires him to examine not only the nature of the text
itself but also the social and political contexts within
which the text emerged. As a result, two of Foucault’s
works are of particular importance—7he Archaeology
of Knowledge and The Order of Things. Two aspects
of Arkoun’s methodology link him to Foucault: the
employment of Foucault’s idea that understanding the
nature of knowledge requires one to use similar tech-
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niques to the archaeolgist, that is, putting together the
piecemeal fragments of a bygone age in such a way
that it is possible to construct a coherent narrative; and
the idea that philosophical discourse is the result of
the bringing together of the different branches of
knowledge that exist at any specified moment in time.
This is the importance for Arkoun in insisting on an
examination of the social, political, and economic con-
texts within which discourse developed around the
core artifacts of the belief system of Muslims. Further-
more, the interpretation of these also has to be seen in
terms of the changing social, political, and economic
contexts within which Muslims operate.

What these opened up for Arkoun was the possibil-
ity of shifting from the “historico-transcendental the-
matic” that was the standard method of traditional Is-
lamology to a different paradigmatic base that focuses
on the structure of knowledge. Arkoun illustrates this
method of textual analysis and the importance of the
social, political, and economic contexts within which
these were written and developed in his Lectures du
Coran. The importance of Foucauldian ideas as a cen-
tral influences on Arkoun’s thinking is also apparent
in The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought.
Arkoun’s purpose, as the title suggests, is to explicitly
explore what has been a recurring theme in his work:
The effect of the “unthought” and the “unthinkable”;
that is, until Muslims choose to explore what they have
previously not thought to explore, it will be virtually
impossible for them to move forward. In chapter 2, he
sets up six triangles, or topoi, that he argues are re-
quired to be understood if there is to be a “critical
reassessment of all living traditions.” His six triangles
are respectively a cognitive triangle of Language, His-
tory, and Thought that includes within it a triangle of
Revelation, History, and Truth; a theological—philo-
sophical triangle of Faith, Reason, and Truth; a herme-
neutic triangle of Time, Narratives, and the Ultimate
Absolute Truth; an empirical triangle of Mind, Society,
and Power (authority); an anthropological triangle of
Violence, Sacred, and Truth that he uses to focus on
Sura 9 of the Qur’an, most commonly referred to as
“repentance,” to explore what he calls “the so-called
religious regime of truth;” and finally, a philosophical—
anthropological triangle that he further defines as the
“social institution of mind” and the “imaginary institu-
tion of society,” in which the three elements of the
triangle are Rationality, Irrationality, and Imaginary
(or the imaginaire), the elements of which are also
relevant to the subsidiary triangle of Revelation, His-
tory, and Truth. Of these triangles, it is the anthropo-
logical triangle of Violence, Sacred, and Truth that is
perhaps the most important—particularly, first, for the
understanding of the relationship between the West
and Muslim societies as he subsequently illustrates
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through a discussion of the role of the “just war/jihad
idea as it was used first to explain the Crusades and,
second, the naval confrontation between the Ottoman
Empire and Venice at the Battle of Lepanto in 1571.
Finally, in both Rethinking Islam and The Un-
thought in Contemporary Islamic Thought, where he
also uses the Violence, Sacred, and Truth triangle, Ar-
koun devotes a lengthy consideration to a discussion
of what is understood to be the nature of the “person,”
both in the classical texts and in how these influence
the understanding of the person in contemporary Mus-
lim societies. However, this emphasis on the rereading
of the text can be seen, as Robert D. Lee, the translator
of Arkoun’s Rethinking Islam, argues, as concerned
with the search for “authenticity” in much the same
ways as the writings of the antecedents of the contem-
porary Islamist movements like Sayyid Muhammad
Qutb. Although this seems a valid criticism, neverthe-
less, in a very real sense, contemporary conflicts in

Muslim countries are struggles over authenticity.
KAy ApAaMSoON

See also Marc Bloch, Pierre Bourdieu, Jacques Der-
rida, Emile Durkheim, Lucien Febvre, Michel Fou-
cault

Biography

Born in 1928 at Taourirt-Mimoun in Little Kabylia,
Mohammed Arkoun studied first at the University of
Algiers. After he was nominated as a Professor of Ara-
bic in Strasbourg in 1956 at the age of twenty-eight,
he then studied with Claude Cahen, the eminent French
historian who was teaching medieval history and who
focused on the period from the origins to the Ottoman
Empire. Both were nominated to Paris in October
1959, where Cahen would be the only holder of a main-
stream post on medieval history outside of Europe and
where Arkoun would undertake his doctorat d’Etat ex-
amining Arab humanism of the fourth century A.H.
(tenth century A.D.) and, in particular, the work of the
philosopher and historian al-Miskawayh. Arkoun es-
tablished himself at Paris III (Sorbonne), where he spe-
cialized in the comparative history of religions and is
an emeritus professor. He is also the long-time editor
of Arabica: Journal of Arabic and Islamic Studies,
which was originally founded by the prominent orien-
talist E. Lévi-Provencal, whose focus had been the his-
tory of Muslim peoples in Spain. Arkoun is also a
member of the Institute of Ismaili Studies in London.

Selected Works

It is possible to follow the broad outline of Arkoun’s thinking
through his publications in English. These consist of, most re-
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cently, The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought. The
Institute of Ismaili Studies Web site also provides access to
other material about and by Arkoun.

L’Humanisme arabe au IVe/Xe Siecle. Miskawayh, philosophe
et historien, second edition, 1982

Lectures du Coran, 1982

Pour une critique de la raison islamique, 1984

Rethinking Islam: Common Questions, Uncommon Answers,
translated and edited by Robert D. Lee, 1994

Islam, Europe and the West: meanings-at-stake and the will-to-
power, pp. 172—189 in Islam and Modernity: Muslim Intel-
lectuals Respond, edited by John Cooper, Ronald L. Nettler,
and Mohamed Mahmoud, 1998

The Unthought in Contemporary Islamic Thought, 2002
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ARON, RAYMOND
Philosopher

A philosopher, sociologist, political scientist and com-
mentator, teacher and academic, Raymond Aron be-
longs to a tiny group of figures who, through their
fundamental excellence, surpass given categories of
function and output. Raymond Aron enjoyed prestige
within the world of politics through books and journal-
istic commentaries—of which de Gaulle was an avid
reader—as well as in academia, where his superior
analytical skills were acknowledged by academics
from the humanities, sociology, and political science.
Still, for most of his postwar career, Aron seemed a
perennial outsider. Never acquiescent or docile, he re-
fused—except as a Gaullist during a brief period after
the Liberation—membership in any political party or
theoretical school. As a liberal Frenchman and an indi-
vidualist sociologist, he was a doubly paradoxical fig-
ure. His concern was not for structures, classes, or
theoretical abstractions but, ultimately, for humanity’s
present reality: This commonsense perspective, which
belies his philosophical insight and sophistication, ex-
plains how Aron, despite his huge effect in academic
circles, was somewhat sidetracked in the Parisian Par-
nassus by the changing scholastic movements. It was
not until his late years, in the 1970s, when the tide
finally turned for the pro-Communists on the French
intellectual scene, that Aron came to enjoy the rever-
ence that in France befalls agenda-setting spirits.
Aron wrote several thousand editorials and several
hundred academic articles, essays, and comments, as



well as about forty books. Thematically, his diverse
writings fall into two categories: the “international”
as political phenomenon and meta-Marxist analysis of
modern society are combined with a concern for the
conditions, practices, and traditions of either thought
or action—an oscillation somewhat comparable to
Marx’s own shifting between superstructure and basis.
In his own words, the total oeuvre is a “reflection over
the 20th Century in the light of Marxism and an attempt
to clarify all parts of modern society: economy, social
and class relations, political regimes, international re-
lations and the ideological discussions” (Le Spectateur
engagé, 1984).

Aron’s central works include The Opium of the In-
tellectuals (1955), Peace and War (1962), Clausewitz
(1976), and his Mémoires (1983). Yet the masterpiece,
binding together all of the works by philosophically
exploring the limits of historical intelligibility and thus
developing the framework for historical sociology, is
his main doctoral dissertation Introduction a la philo-
sophie de I’histoire. Essai sur les limites de I’objectiv-
ité historique (1938, Introduction to the Philosophy of
History: An Essay on The Limits of Historical Objec-
tivity). An often-overlooked intellectual pearl of the
twentieth century, the dissertation situates itself at
the juncture between philosophy, historiography, and
the social sciences. It contains a philosophical exami-
nation of the hermeneutic condition of human under-
standing, carefully balanced between History’s relativ-
istic insistence on particularism and Sociology’s
deterministic search for causal dependence. From this
phenomenological starting point, Aron works his way
back to the generalities and develops a methodology
for historical sociology, which—through its demarca-
tion of the conditions of understanding and emphasis
on both regularities and accidents in history—also gen-
erates a political philosophy of action.

Because history has no prime mover, the disserta-
tion points out that the future is never completely deter-
mined by the past, and because every historical work
is always ambiguous and inexhaustible, the compre-
hension of history is always contingent on its analyst.
As a consequence, the individual has a limited possibil-
ity of free action. This freedom makes us human, but
it also imposes an obligation to act. The very impossi-
bility of establishing a philosophy of history beckons
both political moderation and liberal tolerance for di-
verging opinions. Against the backdrop of Durkheimian
positivism (Brunschvicg and Simiand), Aron intro-
duces the historical situatedness of German hermeneu-
tics (from Dilthey to Weber) into the French context of
transcendental philosophical analysis. Thus, unexpect-
edly, the latter’s intertwining with German phenomeno-
logical speculation becomes the foundation of Aron’s
liberal individualism and historical sociology.

ARON, RAYMOND

The dissertation begins and ends with the individual
perspective—from the conditions for knowing oneself
to the responsibility for political choices following the
reflection over reality. The emphasis on the limits of
reason and comprehension is profoundly Kantian.
Even though Aron does not solve the philosophical
riddle of relativism, he points to a pragmatic solution
whereby the individual has the moral and political re-
sponsibility to keep searching for the truth to the best of
one’s ability. Aron thus transposes the epistemological
dilemma from a transcendental to a moral domain in a
profoundly secular, even Weberian, protestant fashion.
Through the meticulous unfolding of its subject, the
dissertation is both a worthy conclusion to the preced-
ing century’s differentiation of Sociology from History
(thereby completing Max Weber’s work) and an
agenda-setter, still pertinent for today’s epistemologi-
cal battle that divides the social sciences and humani-
ties. Furthermore, the dissertation is a cornerstone in
Aron’s production, as all of his later works are con-
ceived within its confines and very often can be seen
to perpetuate both its conclusions and discussions.

Aron’s concern for the Marxist philosophy of his-
tory was not limited to the philosophical discussion
and refutation of the Introduction. Through a number
of works, he delivered sharp analyses of how the Marx-
ist Left’s constructed myths formed a quasi-religious
belief-system. As is the case here, Aron’s arguments
are often worked out in shorter essays and then later
developed into whole books. His writings on Marxism
as a secular religion include, among others, a double
article from 1944 and two selections of essays, Polém-
iques (Polemics) (1955) and Marxismes imaginaries—
d’une sainte famille a I’autre (1968, Imaginary Marx-
isms—From One Holy Family to the Next). A high
point in this liberal critique of ideology is The Opium
of the Intellectuals (1955). The book was written on
the backdrop of the geopolitical realities of the Cold
War, which had left France on the fringe of world
politics, as well as in reaction to the irresponsibility
and naiveté of the “communizing” fellow travelers of
the French intelligentsia.

Opium of the Intellectuals gave ideology its bad
name. Its critique of the Marxist philosophy of history
and the predilection of pluralism and openness share
many elements with, for example, Hayek’s Road to
Serfdom (1944) and Popper’s Open Society and its
Enemies (1945). Aron’s basically new move was to
identify the wrongful convictions as something pecul-
iar to the class of intellectuals whose attitude in France
is determined by frustrated “national pride and a nos-
talgia for the universal idea.” Basically, deploying a
calm and empirical historical sociology of knowledge,
Aron noted that those who preach the proletariat’s
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cause are themselves of bourgeois origin. Moreover,
their myths of the ever progressive Left, of the inevita-
bility of the coming revolution, and of the irreconcila-
bility of bourgeois and proletarian interests, are all left-
overs of either Christianity’s Messianic anticipation or
the historical struggle against the aristocracy of Ancién
regime. Intellectuals are particularly prone to fall for
these myths because their special domain, rationalism,
contains “a nostalgia for religious truth.”

In the West, the days of the revolution are behind
us, not before us; in reality, proletarians share the bour-
geois aspirations, and the idea of the class struggle
is merely a proposition denied by history. Negating
immoderate and quasi-religious ideologies that lead to
fanaticism, Aron set the ideal of an individual who
“because he likes individual human beings, partici-
pates in living communities, and respects the truth
[then] refuses to surrender his soul to an abstract ideal
of humanity, a tyrannical party, and an absurd scholas-
ticism.” (p. 334) Aron thus shared the cautious attitude
toward undue faith in science and progress with con-
servative critic of the excesses of the 1789 revolution,
Edmund Burke, as well as with fellow analyst of inter-
national politics, Hans J. Morgenthau’s Scientific Man
and Power Politics (1945).

Precisely the field of international relations pairs
Aron’s concern for identification of the important
long-term elements of the historical conjuncture with
his sense for necessity of political acuity. One of
Aron’s finest legacies is the result of his historical soci-
ological writings on international relations, from the
weekly commentaries to Peace and War (1962). His
teaching experience in 1930s Germany awoke the geo-
political instinct in the young intellectual of Jewish
descent. This instinct was further refined through the
war articles from London and later in journalism and
lectures in Paris. The theoretical point of view of Peace
and War was developed through a series of articles in
the 1950s (reprinted in Etudes politiques [1972]). From
the prolific climax of 1962 and through to his death,
Aron never ceased to rework both his theoretical prem-
ises and his concrete political evaluations—especially
in his penultimate great book, Clausewitz (1976) and
the posthumous new introduction to the 1984 edition
of Peace and War.

Aron defined international relations as the suste-
nance of relations between autonomous centers of de-
cision—the states—in both war and peace. As a conse-
quence, diplomacy and strategy are complementary
and international relations can be defined as the field
of diplomatic-strategic action. Praxeological interna-
tional relations thus aims to identify the building
blocks that actors, politicians, and analysts employ to
account for material determinants and possible belief
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systems. In the United States, a set of pseudo-scientific
propositions believed to contain the eternal wisdom of
international relations has been tentatively subtracted
from the herbarium of history into so-called realism.
This scientific attempt fails, as it does not grasp the
fundamental temporality of the human situation—and
thus, the best thing a social scientist can obtain is not
eternal laws, but regularities, bound to a given con-
juncture. Although he also emphasized the empirical
side of material determinants and especially the impor-
tance of how technological development is a crucial
factor in changing the historical setting, Aron funda-
mentally offers a sociology of the two belief systems
that constitute the ‘“antinomies of the diplomatic-
strategic type of action”; namely, the Machiavellian
question of means and the Kantian question of peace
(Peace and War, French 8th Ed. 1984, pp. 563-560).
Even if Aron as such can be categorized as a “construc-
tivist,” he still insists on the realistic necessity of pru-
dence.

Alongside Jean Touchard, René Rémond, Alfred
Grosser, Maurice Duverger, and others, Aron was in-
strumental in the refounding of French political science
that took place after the war—on the backdrop of the
dynamism of American political and social science and
in the institutional setting of the new Fondation Natio-
nale de Science Politique (FNSP), which continues to
educate the country’s leading civil servants without
primarily being a research faculty. Aron’s clear and
erudite style was ever emblematic of the methodologi-
cal ambitions of the FNSP, which amounted to a
“well-tempered aronisim” (Vineeut 1987, p. 209).

This position, combined with his antipositivistic
stance in social scientific methodology, certainly
played a role in the comparatively few nomothetical
aspirations of French political science up until the end
of the twentieth century, but it also demarcated a cen-
tral tension within French social thought dating from
1945. Aron’s style may come as a surprise to foreigners
who have been introduced to French standards of
expression through familiarity with the dense, literary
prose of Sartre, Derrida, Foucault, or Bourdieu, but the
method of exposition induced by the French lycées
strives for a different type of clarity. Aron was a cham-
pion of this tradition whose concrete method always
consists of a symmetrical structuring of the argument
around a set of abstract concepts derived from the main
question, la problématique, and each subpart plays har-
monically into the whole through a meticulous unfold-
ing and discussion of the subtopic’s facets. In opposi-
tion to the drifting Anglo-Saxon essay, a French
exposition of a subject matter is constructed around its
plan, and Aron’s works are all tributes to this principle.

In French social science, literary ambitions often
turn the unfolding through precise description into ori-



gami through chiasmic circumscription. Aron, in re-
sponse to a rather lofty dissertation defense, replied
with the words, “Let’s return to earth!” (Colquhoun
1986, Vol. II, p. 8) The exclamation also serves as a
headline for his style and his emphasis on making an
argument, a point, a case for or against something. In
the 1960s, left-bank students guided by Structuralism
and Marxism in various guises labeled Aron’s moder-
ate liberalism as reactionary and, as a paradoxical
token to his superior skill or their own demise of rea-
son, launched the incomparable slogan, “rather be
wrong with Sartre, than right with Aron.”

Aron’s essential legacy is the honest, moderate hu-
manism expressed in the style and content of his writ-
ing and analyses. A liberal free-thinker of the classic
sort, he was cautiously rationalist: “If the civilizations,
all ambitious and fragile, are to bring the prophets’
dreams to life in a far future, which universal vocation
could unify them aside from Reason?” (Mémoires p.
729). As such, he is a towering, yet lonely, figure in
French thought since 1945.

HENRIK ESTERGAARD BREITENBAUCH

See also Pierre Felix Bourdieu, Leon Brunschvicg,
Jacques Derrida, Emile Durkheim, Michel Foucault,
Jean-Paul Sartre

Biography

Raymond Aron (1905-1983) was born into an upper-
middle class Jewish family. He graduated first in his
class as agrégé in philosophy from the ENS (Ecole
Normale Supérieure) in 1928. Aron went to Germany
as an academic for some years in the 1930s, where he
discovered the German sociologists as well as the ris-
ing Nazi movement. Aron presented his doctorat d’Etat
at the Sorbonne in 1938, then fled to London, from
where he wrote analyses and comments for France
Libre during the war. On his return, he worked in aca-
demia and journalism until the end of his life. He be-
came Professor of Sociology at the Sorbonne in 1955,
was named member of the Académie des sciences mor-
ales et politiques in 1962, was appointed to the College
de France in 1970, and died a few weeks after publish-
ing his Mémoires.
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ART HISTORY, CRITICISM,
AND AESTHETICS

French art history and criticism has a long and impres-
sive history, including practitioners, theorists, and phi-
losophers such as Divert, Tine, Baudelaire, de Montes-
quieu, Zola, Proust, and Male. The preeminence of
France—especially Paris—in the Fine Arts (at least
since the mid-nineteenth century), explains the breadth
and depth of debate.

Any account of contemporary aesthetics has to ac-
cept the enormous diversity in approaches, even within
any particular school or group of critics. Even the very
definition of aesthetics—the reflection on, sensibility
to, and perception of art—has been disputed, decon-
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structed, and reconstituted in the second half of the
twentieth century. There is a danger, then, of fragmen-
tation. This is true more in Anglo-American thought,
which since the late 1960s and early 1970s has seen
the emergence of gay and feminist aesthetics, than in
France, where Cultural Studies is seen as part of the
communitarian tradition that French Republican val-
ues tend to discount. Important work has emerged, if
not synthesis, from Hocquenghem, Irigaray, Guibert,
Wittig (see Heathcote, Hughes, and Williams, 1998),
and the move by Buci-Glucksmann (1986) to claim
the baroque as feminine moved in this direction.
Nevertheless, (working-)class-based aesthetic theories
have appeared (Ragon, 1978; Bourdieu, 1979). The
fragmentation is such that we are forced to say that
every individual has his or her own aesthetic categories
and, therefore, that no meaningful synthesis may be
possible. It is with these caveats in mind that the main
currents of art history, criticism, and aesthetics in post-
war France need to be considered.

Periodization itself is a minefield, as prewar aes-
thetic concerns in France were carried through the Sec-
ond World War, coming to dominate the debates of
the 1950s. However, it is possible to say that 1945 saw
a desire for and an assertion of a fabula rasa as far as
art history and fine arts were concerned. The post-
Holocaust world was never to be the same in any do-
main of the arts. Theodor Adorno’s assertion that “no
poetry is possible after Auschwitz” could be applied
to the poetic nature of art in general. Hence, the spec-
tacular growth of Abstract Expressionism, especially
out of the United States, allegedly funded by the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency to undermine the politicized
avant-garde movements (Dada, Constructivism, Surre-
alism, and the like) that had swept across the world in
the aftermath of the Russian Revolution of 1917.

Ironically, the postwar period is often hailed as the
moment when the world art capital moved from Paris
to New York. Following the art movements of the last
decades of the nineteenth century (Impressionism,
Symbolism), Paris had consolidated the title during the
first third of the twentieth century, mainly because of
the exile of artists from Soviet Russia and Nazi Ger-
many. Since the Second World War, however, the
United States had begun to challenge France’s preem-
inence for some historians because France clung so
closely to the Iron Curtain, but France—especially
Paris—was not happy to let this unofficial tag move
west across the Atlantic. France had its own answers
to the Jackson Pollacks of the 1950s. The Lettristes
and Cobra group led by Isidore Isou laid the basis for
the Internationale Situationniste. Nicolas de Staél
showed that the prewar migration to Paris by talented
artists from Eastern Europe had not yet finished. Ma-
tisse, Dubuffet, Léger, and Masson, not to mention
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other fragments of Surrealism, were still active, and
Picasso was happily working in the south of France.

Indeed, in the postwar period, France was producing
new important artists such as Jean Hélion. The early
1960s saw crucial developments in the visual arts: the
so-called new realism of Yves Klein, the pop art of
Raymond Hains. Situationism and happenings saw art
bursting out of the galleries into the streets in a prelude
to the radical upheaval of May 1968. Niki de Saint-
Phalle’s early work and that of Christo (wrapping
everything in plastic sheeting) contributed to the grow-
ing radicalization. Much of the art created in the 1960s
worked with notions of the sacred (or to the debunking
of old notions of the sacred) that had emerged from
the work of Georges Bataille and, more conservatively,
from that of Roger Caillois. Of course, the May events
produced their own politicized artwork: the agitational
poster, produced in long sessions at the Ecole des
Beaux-Arts in Paris, and other more militant abstract
work by artists such as Gérard Fromanger and perfor-
mance artist Jean-Jacques Lebel.

Fromanger is considered in a work by the radical
anti-psychiatry theorist Gilles Deleuze on Francis
Bacon (1981), and even though Jacques Ranciere has
recently doubted the concept of a Deleuzian aesthetic,
Deleuze’s theories have been crucial in informing crea-
tivity since the 1960s. His forthright rejection of the
dialectic leading to a positive conception of the philos-
ophy of art has had a huge effect on artists, with his key
concepts of rhizome, multitude, desire, and machine
undermining traditional notions and metaphors of root,
singularity, taste, and creativity. Indeed, the copying,
borrowing, and general sending-up of serious modern-
ism, so typical of today’s postmodernism, was, in the
1960s, a deeply political challenge to the art institution.

Not surprisingly, aesthetic theories tend to run
alongside artistic practices, to the point that it is nigh
impossible to say which came first. Similarly, develop-
ments in critical theory in relation to literature can be
seen in parallel with those in the visual arts in France.
For example, Abstract Expressionism seemed to in-
form the aesthetics of the New Novel in the 1950s.
The slow dematerialization of the art object across the
1960s (evident in the minimalist, pop art, and concep-
tual movements) is replicated in the literary theory of
the time. Theorists of narrative attempted first to show
how narrative texts are structured and then to decon-
struct the literary text in a gesture that was further
proof that the visual and the written arts have always
and will continue to have a dialogue. Communist Party
thinker Pierre Daix attempted to summarize the meet-
ing of modern art with la nouvelle critique (1968).
However, it is the art criticism of Marcelin Pleynet
that was the important bridge.



Originally a poet and central figure in the avant-
garde journal Tel Quel, Pleynet began in the late 1960s
to specialize in art criticism. The use of Paul Valéry’s
Nietzschean expression for the journal’s name was a
hint of the radical formalism with which the old Col-
Iege de France poet was going to be associated. Pleynet
analyzed painting dating from Cézanne (1971) in rela-
tion to ideology, displaying his freedom to dissent from
established forms of art history and criticism. A cham-
pion of Support(s)-Surface(s), an important group of
artists questioning the (physical and material) limits of
art, he also played a crucial role in bringing American
art into France, writing lucidly (1977) on Twombly,
Motherwell, Francis, and minimal art. Similarly, Jean-
Louis Schefer, also a onetime Tel Quelian, produced
an important scenographic form of art criticism (1969),
in which a painting was treated like a piece of theater
and was analyzed structurally and semiologically, as if
it were a narrative. In the wake of the 1960s theoretical
explosion, Sarah Kofman produced a useful synthesis
of Freudian aesthetics (1970); Nicos Hadjinicolaou
(1973) produced a Marxist version of the history of
art, building on the genetic-structural work of Lucien
Goldmann (1970); and J. G. Merquior tried to summa-
rize Claude Levi-Strauss’s structuralist aesthetics
(1977). An important dissenter against the perceived
speculative nature of structuralism and semiology in
art criticism was the Swiss theorist Philippe Junod
(1976), whose work argued the case of the late
nineteenth-century aesthetician Konrad Fielder.

The art criticism of the 1960s was a fast-moving
phenomenon. Nevertheless, there were attempts in the
postwar period to transcend one’s historical moment
and erect monuments of art criticism. One of these
was by the great French politician and novelist of the
Chinese revolution and of political action, the future
government minister of the Arts under General de
Gaulle, André Malraux. Fine-art criticism was domi-
nated by Malraux in the 1950s and early 1960s. His
magisterial three-volume magnum opus, La Psycholo-
gie de I’Art (1947-1949), as well as Les Voix du silence
(1951) and republished studies (1957, 1965), at-
tempted to understand art globally, and his work has
influenced subsequent art debates in France. The es-
sayist Gaétan Picon (1974) continued this erudite tradi-
tion in the 1960s and into the 1970s.

Other figures from the 1930s continued to play im-
portant roles in postwar aesthetics. Maurice Merleau-
Ponty (Johnson, 1993) and Jean-Paul Sartre influenced
art-criticism debates with their differing versions of
existentialism. Existentialist philosophy swept away
the Bergson-inspired philosophy of art of the prewar
period, dominated by Charles Mauron’s work on the
psychology of aesthetics (1935), by Emile Male’s ex-
haustive efforts to understand how religious art is af-
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fected by other ideological spheres (1932), and by
Henri Focillon’s archaeological treatise on form in art
(1934). Here, “form” and “content” were hotly de-
bated. In arguing that technique in medieval art has
obscured subject matter, Male was proposing an ico-
nology that shows how in medieval (and presumably
all) art, “every form clothes a thought” (1913), an ap-
proach that was to have a big influence on Erwin Pa-
nofsky and the Warburg school.

Alongside this more traditional approach in the
1920s and 1930s there emerged a more skeptical and
yet more rigorous approach to art and aesthetics.
Merleau-Ponty’s Phénoménologie de la perception
and Sartre’s L’Imaginaire were key moments in the
effort by Phenomenology to set up aesthetics as a
branch of the sciences, rather than of the arts (Kaelin,
1966), as well as an opportunity for Sartre to settle
scores with Alain. In the wake of Phenomenology’s
success, Etienne Souriau and Pierre Francastel were
to become important theoreticians and art historians.

The 1960s thus saw a battle between a traditionalist
school, represented by Etienne Gilson (1963, 1964),
which tended to rely on a psychological and compara-
tive approach—of which the artist René Passeron is a
good example (1962)—and the emerging functional-
ists, of whom Souriau was the best-known. One-time
director of the influential Revue d’esthétique, Souriau
was eminent in his field, and his later work on the
correspondence between the arts paralleled that in po-
etry of Gaston Bachelard (Cazeaux, 2000). Another
phenomenologist, Mikel Dufrenne, who was originally
influenced (like Merleau-Ponty) by Walter Benjamin,
contributed to the “linguistic turn” debate. His Esthét-
ique et philosophie (1967), asking whether art could
be considered a language, was an important bridge be-
tween Structuralist and formalist aesthetics. The 1960s
also saw, within the rise of sociology, significant stud-
ies of society’s aesthetic preoccupations and practices,
with regard to art (Francastel, 1965; Bourdieu, 1967;
Duvignaud, 1967) and to photography (Bourdieu,
1965).

Tel Quel’s materialist mysticism carried this spirit
on, though in an altogether different vein, importing a
heady mix of psychoanalysis, Structuralism, Russian
formalism, and Marxism into the debate, drawing on
Louis Althusser’s rereading of Marx while promoting
all things Chinese in a new form of (seemingly politi-
cally correct) orientalism. Barthes’s novelistic writing
of Japan (1970) from a deliberately superficial per-
spective contributed to this valorization of Far Eastern
aesthetics, whereas his radical rereading and rewriting
of a Balzac short story, in the enigmatically titled S/Z
(1970), redrew the aesthetic map. On the one hand,
Balzac’s Sarrasine showed that the written, perform-
ing, and visual arts were one; on the other hand, that
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the viewer and the reader were now (ideally at least)
producers of meaning and text. His work on pleasure
(1973) in the decadent early 1970s then deployed La-
canian concepts to win back the concept from its own-
ership by the Right.

The dramatic events of May 1968 fractured the de-
bate further, in a rush of politicized creativity that ques-
tioned the very definition of art. Pierre Gaudibert
(1972), curator of the Musée d’ Art Moderne de la ville
de Paris, drew on Althusser, Wilhelm Reich, Paul
Nizan, and Daniel Mothé to show that art and all cul-
tural activities under capitalism were simply the
Bourgeoisie’s way of integrating and normalizing the
working class into Neo-capitalism. The short-lived
Maoist cultural hegemony in post-1968 France—
which saw all art as bourgeois (and therefore fascist,
rather curiously)—merely pulverized any aesthetic
categories left standing. Aesthetics, like the very object
it aimed to theorize, was considered compromised, as
a form of bourgeois ideology, which merely gave a
semblance of autonomy. In the 1980s, Kofman could
write only about the melancholy aspect of art (1985).
The French art world was similarly affected. However,
the mess that art fell into in 1970s France, fueled by
the perception that, like social revolution, the avant-
garde was dead, helped American artists to become
more appreciated (see Pleynet).

The 1980s shifted the artistic debates toward more
functional media such as architecture, typified by the
“grands projets” inaugurated by France’s first socialist
President for many decades, Francois Mitterrand
(Ragon, 1986). The 1980s also saw more communitar-
ian considerations arise, especially in relation to the
bicentennial celebrations of the French Revolution (see
Sayag and Julia, 1989). The consolidation of Trotskyist
Marxism in France, following May 1968, allowed Mi-
chel Lequenne (1984) to unearth the Lukacsian ap-
proach to aesthetics, occulted by decades of Stalinism,
socialist realism, and the Althusserian grip on the
French intelligentsia.

It is often suggested that the debates within art his-
tory and criticism of this period, of the 1960s and since,
have merely replayed those that had taken place in the
1920s. For example, Daniel Buren’s installation work
(since 1968) or Support(s)-Surface(s) experiments
could be seen in the Dadaist and Surrealist excesses
of fifty years before. Such a view, though easy to assert
(the 1960s follow, by definition, the 1920s), is not only
historically analogical—evacuating the content of the
more recent debates, such as key developments in art
history—but also fails to engage with the aesthetic
preoccupations of the end of the twentieth century. A
key area of these preoccupations is postcolonial aes-
thetics.
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At the turn of the twenty-first century, a growing
minority of art critics is reassessing certain art move-
ments to expose their complicity in maintaining colo-
nial and racial stereotypes. One need only compare the
work of Archer-Shaw (2000) on the Parisian avant-
garde of the 1920s with that of Jean Laudes (1968) of
thirty years before. Bidima (1997) goes a stage further
by showing that expropriation of African art in West-
ern art markets, especially in Paris, has always con-
stricted and continues to alienate all art forms created
in Africa. Only an art that deconstructs all aspects of
art and posits a new utopia, he argues (following De-
leuze), is valid aesthetically; and thus, he has no truck
with Afrocentric or male-centered viewpoints. Yves
Michaud (2001), in contrast, considers that the utopia
of art is now finished and that an aesthetic pluralism
now dominates that promotes, in theory, a democratic
and subjectivist approach and eschews all established
aesthetic (or political) criteria (Michaud, 1997).

Another important development is the growing ac-
ceptance of photography into the arena of art criticism,
and a burgeoning market of work on the photograph
in all of its dimensions by theorists, essayists, and crit-
ics is evident in France at the start of the new century
(Soulages, 1998). The theorization of photographic
aesthetics relies heavily on phenomenologic methods
of art criticism, helping to renew interest in Merleau-
Ponty and even Sartre while maintaining a psychoana-
lytical dimension (see, for example, Barthes, 1980).
The work of Régis Debray (1992) on the notion of
“médiologie”—the study of how reality is mediated
by images (photographic or otherwise)—helped bring
photography into the center of aesthetic reflection.

If Lyotard’s postmodern theories (1978, 1979) did
little to stem the perceived decline of aesthetics in the
late 1970s—Derrida’s effort (1978) being more of an
exception, in all senses of the word—then the 1990s
showed a marked return of aesthetics. Philippe
Lacoue-Labarthe, Jean-Luc Nancy, Jacques Ranciere,
and Giorgio Agamben, all based around the College
International de Philosophie, as well as Jean-Marie
Schaeffer, Luc Boltanski, and Gérard Genette have all
helped to rekindle interest. Genette (1994) argues that
poetics makes aesthetics redundant, showing tran-
scendence to be the crucial category of art once im-
manence is excluded. Boltanski (1999), Nancy (1993),
and Lacoue-Labarthe (1989) put forward politicized
considerations, the former on how we (are forced to)
adjust to (media) representation, the latter two more
interested in the very limits of mimesis and representa-
tion. Paul Virilio (1980) and Jean Baudrillard (1991)
have wrestled with understanding humanity now con-
fronted with cyberreality. Virilio suggests that we are
all subject to “picnoleptic” moments in which both
time and image stand still, and Baudrillard suggests



that the hyperreal nature of the virtual world is such
that the Gulf War of 1991 was merely a televisual
spectacle. Returning to a phenomenological approach,
Georges Didi-Huberman has recently asked how we
see an image (1990).

However, the most important contemporary philos-
opher of art in France is undoubtedly Jean-Marie
Schaeffer. Heavily influenced by the analytical philo-
sophical tradition, he has suggested controversially
(1992) that aesthetics have too often excluded pleasure
and taste, privileging high art over popular forms. He
criticizes the German aesthetic tradition, from Hegel to
Heidegger, for its view that art produces an “ecstatic”
knowledge, and consequently, he has argued for a new
form of aesthetics and criticism (2000) that seems to
privilege description over evaluation.

Much of the fallout from 1960s radical theory still
remains. Following the fascination with Lacanian bod-
ily aesthetics in the 1980s, Christine Buci-Glucksmann
wrote perceptively on the baroque (1986). Recent art
criticism has continued the post-1968 fascination with
psychoanalysis and desire into the 1990s, Damisch
(1992) and Millet (1997) being fine examples of this,
the latter in her steering of the journal Art Press. Louis
Marin’s work (1994) on representation in art has
worked to combine structuralist and poststructuralist
approaches. Meanwhile, Pierre Fresnault-Deruelle
(1989) and the Groupe w (1992), based in Liege in
Belgium, have continued a rigorous semiological ap-
proach, attempting to produce a general grammar or
rhetoric of the language of the visual, using the theories
of Umberto Eco and Roland Barthes. The 1990s have
also seen the attempt to understand the institutional
and patrimonial nature of art and criticism. Recent
studies by Luc Ferry (1993) and Marc Fumaroli (1991)
are good examples of how the debate has shifted to one
in which France’s very cultural heritage, threatened
by globalization, Americanization, and the triumph of
English, needs, it seems, to be defended.

Aesthetics must today battle with the complexity,
ambiguity, and contradictions of the modern world.
Indeed, the stunning shift in material and physical ar-
tistic supports brought about by computers means that
possibilities are nigh limitless, requiring a theorization
in a Benjaminian perspective. Aesthetics seems to have
separated itself today from criticism, which, in the best
of cases, does not mean that there is no judgment or
that others’ judgments are ignored. For some, on the
contrary, it means that spontaneous acts of judgment—
or “taste”—are themselves ripe for normative reflec-
tion. Aesthetics in France today then tends—the final
triumph of Kant over Hegel?—to be descriptive of
these acts rather than normative in the wider social
sense.
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Furthermore, the act of designing an art history re-
quires explanations and judgments. Therefore, Jime-
nez (1995, 1997) suggests that contemporary art criti-
cism—similar to (because of?) art—is “sans reperes”
(without points of reference), a rudderless, chaotic,
valueless activity. The turn toward an analytical phi-
losophy, represented by Schaeffer, in which descrip-
tion replaces evaluation, is, Jimenez argues (1999), a
function of the crisis of contemporary art. The next
debate must surely be then whether (and if so, how)
there can be a return to a politically committed form
of art criticism and, of course, of art.

ANDY STAFFORD
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ARTAUD, ANTONIN

Dramatist, Actor, Poet

In a letter of 1946, Antonin Artaud writes about his
works The Umbilical and Nerve-Scales: “At the mo-
ment, they seemed to me to be full of cracks, gaps,
platitudes. ... But after twenty years gone by, they
appear stupefying, not as my own triumphs, but in rela-



tion to the inexpressible.” He refers to the fact that
after all those years, his work went its own way, “con-
stituting a bizarre truth by themselves.” Concerning
that “bizarre truth,” one cannot deny that his peculiar
work gave rise to the most passionate, if not eccentric,
commentaries. His writings are often made to bear wit-
ness, as an example or martyr, to clinical studies, cult-
veneration, and biographies: Artaud became a legend.
Moreover, his tragic life, for example, his internment
in mental asylums, made of him a victim or a “suicide
of society.” As dramatist, actor, and poet, Artaud was
certainly a pioneer of experimental theater and poetry,
and the importance of his writings as such became
more and more acknowledged, thanks to the edition
of his collected works (twenty-two volumes); the cri-
tical and philosophical approaches of thinkers such
as Blanchot, Derrida, or Deleuze; and some recent
studies.

One of the central features of his work is certainly
the anguish for dispossession: The stupefying fact that
his own work seems to “lie in relation to the author”
and constitute “a bizarre truth.” It is not exaggerating
to say that most of his writings are motivated by the
obstinate desire to conjure that continuous awareness
of dissociation, dispossession, the “loss” or “traps in
our thoughts.” The origin and urgency of his speech,
which impelled him into expression, was precisely the
suffering of a lack of “true communication with our-
selves.” He indefatigably described “something fur-
tive” that separated him from his words and his
thoughts. This impouvoir (powerlessness) appears the-
matically in his correspondence to Jacques Riviere, di-
rector of the NRF, who reproached the poems Artaud
had sent to him for their lack of consistency and matu-
rity. For Artaud, however, that lack is not accidental,
caused by a simple impotence or a lack of inspiration
and practice. In his famous answers to Riviere, he al-
ways stresses how much the “dispersiveness” of his
poems and their “formal defects” are not to be attrib-
uted to a lack of mastery or intellectual development
but to a “central collapse of the mind” (effondrement).
He writes in one of his letters to Jacques Riviere (Janu-
ary 29, 1924), “There is thus something that is destroy-
ing my thinking, a something which does not prevent
me from being what I might be, but which leaves me,
if  may say so, in abeyance (en suspens). A something
furtive which takes away from me the words which I
have found.” What is this “something furtive,” which
finally not only takes away from him his memory and
his desires, but his body? Since even my body, thus
Artaud, has been stolen from my birth. All his work,
writings, and theater can be seen as a tentative to con-
jure that loss, the “abnormal separation” and disposses-
sion, trying to restore a kind of life and of body no
longer threatened by the “voids” and “orifices.” He
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writes in that context, “I am a man who has lost his
life and who is seeking every way of re-integrating it
in its proper place.”

Hence, in Nerve-Scale, Artaud describes “true in-
spiration” as the spirit that would give him back speech
and would enable him to re-establish that “true com-
munication with myself.” However, this inspiration
can only be attained after having been able to over-
come the dissociations occurring in normal speech,
thinking, and writing (classical literature is “trash,”
“cochonnerie”’). He must therefore get rid of every-
thing that deprives him of his own nature. Words, for
example, will have to be “physical signs” that do not
“trespass towards concepts” but that “will be construed
in an unconditional, truly magical sense.” Or else his
thinking will have to “whip his innateness” in favor
of a “genitality” of thinking (Deleuze). This magical
speech resembles an inspired incantation, “intellectual
cries” (des cris intellectuels) as he says in Position of
the Flesh, “cries which stem from the marrow’s deli-
cacy” (des cris qui proviennent de la finesse des moel-
les). In that sense, Artaud attempts to elaborate a real
system of shouts, a system of gestures and “mysterious
signs” that escape the classical systems of expressions
and language, and that “correspond to some obscure
reality which we here in Occident have completely
repressed.” That “obscure reality” is what he calls “the
flesh,” and his theater will have to be governed accord-
ing the requirements of that kind of “physical signs”
and writings. It is well known that he sought the themes
for that “theory of theater” (elaborated in The Theater
and Its Double) in non-Western forms of theater; for
example, the ancient Balinese theater. He also used
also the term “theatre of cruelty,” meaning to define
a new kind of “spectacle” that neutralized intellectual
associations by minimizing the spoken word and relied
instead on a combination of physical movement and
gesture, sounds, and the elimination of conventional
spatial arrangements and sets. Thanks to what he called
the “hieroglyphs of breath,” he tried to recover an idea
of “sacred theater,” where a real union with life was
made possible. In The Theater and Its Double, he
writes at this occasion, “It happens that mannerism,
this excessively hieratic style, with its rolling alphabet,
its shrieks of splitting stones, noises of branches,
noises of the cutting and rolling of wood, compose a
sort of animated material murmur in the air, in space,
a visual as well as audible whispering. And after an
instant the magic identification is made: we know it is
we who were speaking.” The theater of cruelty
achieves a restoration of life, a repossession of thought
and body, precisely because it restores a speech in im-
mediate presence with flesh. This notion, however, has
no ontological meaning and is deeply opposed to what
a phenomenologist as Merleau-Ponty would have
understood by it. It does not refer to some deeper di-
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mension or “element” of being but to a “fluctuating
center” that escapes all forms of thinking, of meaning
and understanding. Moreover, what he means by body
is not an animated unity or original subjectivity. The
body he wants to restore is an unarticulated, exploded
plurality of forces that can not organize themselves
into a unity. A “body without organs”: “The body is
the body, it is alone and has no need of organs, the
body is never an organism, organisms are the enemies
of bodies.” It is clear that in The Theater and Its Dou-
ble, Artaud transcends the simple treatise on theatrical
practice, as it means to be a global and nontheoretical
“destruction” of the Western metaphysical premises
(of duality between body and soul, sign and concept,
and so on). But it is also clear that “destruction” is
impelled by the inner obsession to conjure that contin-
uous dissociation (and the metaphysical dualities it im-
plicates) that is caused by that “something furtive” to
which he referred in his letter to Riviere; the incanta-
tory character of the writings in his “cahiers de Rodez,”
written in the asylum, are certainly a good illustration
of it. In conjuring the separation, his writings gravitate
around that “something furtive,” origin of all dissocia-
tion. But precisely thanks to its intensive presence and
thanks to the obsessive incantation it awakes, some
unity seems to be achieved. As a consequence, it ap-
pears that the origin of the separation seems to be at
the same place the origin of the recovered unity or the
“re-established communication with one’s self.” That
communication, he says in Nerve-Scale, presupposes
“a certain flocculation of objects, the gathering of the
mental gems about one as yet undiscovered nucleus.”

RoLAND BREEUR

See also Maurice Blanchot, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques
Derrida, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jacques Riviere
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Antonin Artaud, French poet, dramatist, and actor, was
born in Marseilles in 1896. Artaud went to Paris in
1920 and became a stage and screen performer. In
1927, he cofounded, together with Roger Vitrac and
Robert Aron, the Théatre Alfred Jarry. Originally a
member of the Surrealists, he was expelled after two
years, in 1926. After a “mythical” journey in Mexico
(cf. D’un voyage au pays des Tarahumaras) and Ire-
land (in 1936—1937), he underwent asylum internment
from 1937 to 1946. During the internment years, his
health greatly deteriorated because of prolonged star-
vation and electroshock treatments. However, his final
two years of life were extremely productive (cf. the
essay Van Gogh the Suicide of Society and the radio
broadcast To have done with the judgement of God).
He died in a Paris suburb in 1948.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY

Autobiography has conventionally been defined as the
biography, or life story, of the person writing that story,
usually in the form of a first-person, chronologically
ordered narrative. Over much of the twentieth century,
reliance on such a conventional definition tended in
France, far more than in many other national cultures,
to reflect and reinforce a pervasive devaluation of the
genre, with only the odd exception—such as Rous-
seau’s Confessions (written in the 1760s)—being rec-
ognized as worthy of serious critical scrutiny. Lacking
intellectual legitimacy, autobiography remained out of
favor among both writers and critics for much of the
twentieth century. Surrealism, for example, was based
on a set of premises and values that, in promoting
above all the cause of the lyrical subject, spurned pe-
destrian autobiography as much as it disowned the real-
ist apparatus of the novel. It was only after the Second
World War, with the advent of existentialism, that a
group of writers and intellectuals eventually discov-
ered in autobiography a global form eminently compat-
ible with their theoretical preoccupations. As structur-
alism gradually took over from existentialism in the
1950s and 1960s as the key provider of new ideas and
methods in the human and social sciences, autobiogra-
phy was once more dislodged from the intellectual
agenda. Only in the last quarter of the twentieth cen-



tury, when the demise of structuralism opened the way
for the broad cultural phenomenon known as the “re-
turn of the subject,” did autobiography finally begin
to attract widespread and sustained attention among
contemporary writers and critics. Something of a mis-
nomer, the “return” of the subject might more aptly
be characterized as a process of refiguration because
the survivor of the structuralist critique of the “found-
ing” or “sovereign” subject resurfaces bearing the
traces of its critique. Neither self-determining nor fully
determined, the refigured subject or self is located (as
opposed to disengaged), embodied (as opposed to un-
affected), ongoing (as opposed to unchanging), and
relational (as opposed to autonomous).

Under this new dispensation, autobiography has
come to be studied both as a specific genre, synony-
mous with the developmental narrativity of “life-
writing,” and as a pervasive, scattered, cross-generic
register, variously labeled “self-writing,” ‘“autogra-
phy,” or “the autobiographical.” Reflecting the post-
modernist turn to hybrid forms, autobiography in this
more general yet more erratic sense is considered to
manifest itself in a given text as one discursive ingredi-
ent among others. Coextensively, whether geared to-
ward the generic or the cross-generic field, the study
of autobiography as a key mode of research into the
modalities of human identity has come to be informed
by a broad spectrum of theoretical and methodological
interests, ranging from linguistics, psychoanalysis, and
ethnography to feminism and queer studies. As aresult,
the study of autobiography has never been more
steeped in intellectual endeavor at large than over the
last three decades of the twentieth century.

As happens with any major shift in intellectual out-
look, the “return of the subject” has resulted in a signif-
icant revision of past literary history: in this case, a
revision that seeks to incorporate, not always uncriti-
cally, all things autobiographical. Among French au-
thors from the first half of the twentieth century whose
work has been revisited in this light, the cases of André
Gide, Colette, and Michel Leiris are perhaps the most
noteworthy. Long considered a documentary resource
for those interested in the author’s background, Gide’s
Si le grain ne meurt (If It Die, 1926) is now regarded
as a work of such compelling ambiguity and complex-
ity that it demands to be treated on a par with his most
strongly admired fictional output. The fact that the am-
biguities in question arise through the oblique ways
in which Gide negotiates the issue of his homosexual
nature has led specialists in queer studies to highlight
the value of this autobiography as a pioneering work
of confessionalism whose confusions and evasions,
initially suggestive of a sexually repressed mind, end
up challenging any attempt to reduce the diverse facets
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of a subjectivity to a uniform, easily stereotyped, ho-
mosexual identity.

Colette is among a large number of women writers
whose work was not taken seriously by the critical
establishment until it was revisited by feminist critics.
Autobiographical works such as Colette’s La Nais-
sance du jour (Break of Day, 1928) and Sido (1929)
have benefited in particular from contemporary femin-
ist studies, not least because feminism in the 1970s
and 1980s, in reacting against structuralism’s neglect
of the gendered, embodied subject, was one of the key
driving forces behind the return of the subject. Valued
for the frank way in which it maps the donning of
masks, disguises, and fictional selves on a stage of
androgynous desire, Colette’s autobiographical writ-
ing has come to be read, like Gide’s, as another exem-
plary affirmation of dispersed identity.

Based on a thematic rather than chronological prin-
ciple of organization, Michel Leiris’s L’Age d’homme
(Manhood, 1939) enacts a different—and innovative—
kind of dispersal. Described by the author himself as
a “collage,” this work marshals a diverse set of aes-
thetic and intellectual imperatives drawn from surreal-
ism, existentialism, ethnography, and psychoanalysis
into the writing of a relentlessly lucid self-portrait.
Through primarily sexual confession, Leiris aims to
“liquidate” his past while remaining conscious that, in
the very process, he is fatally destined to do little more
than glamorize the tormented inner life he seeks to put
behind him. Thus, L’Age d’homme not only anticipates
contemporary interest in the genre of auto-ethnography
but also proves compelling for an audience familiar
with deconstructionist thought insofar as it acknowl-
edges the ambiguous space opened up in autobiograph-
ical writing between intention and effect, writer and
reader, self-writing and self-reading. Following L’Age
d’homme, Leiris went on between 1948 and 1976 to
write the four volumes of La Regle du jeu [The Rule
of the Game], widely recognized as constituting one
of the great works of twentieth-century autobiography.

In these revaluations of past autobiographical
works, the principle of ambiguity or uncertainty
emerges as a highly valued leitmotif. Under the sway
of postmodernism, moreover, this motif has come to
unsettle the question of genre itself. Insofar as one of
the main axes of generic ambiguation in contemporary
textual practice coincides with the shift from life-
writing to more mixed and unstable forms of self-
writing, contemporary critics have been encouraged to
seek out forerunners of the latter. Thus, surrealism,
rarely seen as a movement promoting the cause of au-
tobiography, can nevertheless be construed to have en-
gaged widely with the autobiographical. Opening on
the question, “Qui suis-je?” (Who am 1?), André Bret-
on’s Nadja (1928) announces the author’s intention
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to explore some of the more irrational workings of
subjectivity as prompted by a series of real-life inci-
dents, many of which are incorporated into the narra-
tive of a love affair. But Breton’s ambition to write
about himself is constantly supplemented, and beset,
by a wider range of discursive ingredients that make
the text as much an essay, a treatise, or a manifesto as
it is an example of autobiography. Similar patterns of
generic hybridity inform Breton’s prose ventures in
Les Vases communicants (Communicating Vessels,
1932), L’Amour fou (Mad Love, 1937), and Arcane 17
(Arcane, 1944): texts that are all autobiographical in
their appeal to the writer’s own experience but that, in
the long run, escape any unambiguous generic defini-
tion, including that of autobiography.

Because of their commitment to the lived experi-
ence of concrete individuals, writers associated with
existentialism brought about a return to more conven-
tional forms of autobiographical writing. Between the
mid-1940s and the mid-1960s, works such as Jean
Genet’s Journal du voleur (A Thief’s Journal, 1948),
André Gorz’s Le Traitre (The Traitor, 1958), Simone
de Beauvoir’s Mémoires d’une jeune fille rangée
(Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter, 1958), and Violette
Leduc’s La Bdtarde (La Batarde, 1964) demonstrated
in a rich variety of ways the need for a revaluation of
autobiography as the most appropriate way of explor-
ing the significance of human agency in terms of both
its capacities and its limits. This was, of course, a
“need” rendered all the more urgent by the collective
experience of the Second World War. Among this
group of writers, the key promoter of autobiography
(and biography) at the theoretical level was Jean-Paul
Sartre. Sartre’s influential essay Questions de méthode
(Search for a Method, 1957) replaces the traditional
notion of a life’s fil conducteur (main thread) with that
of the projet (project), characterized as the dynamic
orientation whereby a consciousness seeks to confront
and overcome the constraining givenness of its envi-
ronment. He then went on to apply his own theory to
himself in a work that proved to be the high point of
existentialist autobiography. In Les Mots (The Words,
1964), Sartre engages in a pitiless demystification of
childhood and, with it, of the child he himself was,
the family members who raised him, and the entire
bourgeois society whose ideology his grandfather in
particular foisted upon him. Rarely has childhood been
treated in the context of autobiography with such cut-
ting intellectual verve and stylistic flair by such a self-
distant, “dissonant,” narrator. Indeed, Sartre’s irony in
Les Mots goes so far as to encompass autobiography
itself, as his brilliant critique of the “retrospective illu-
sion” (near the end of the book) underlines. This is a
problematization echoed in numerous external com-
ments made by Sartre about his book, remarks to the
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effect that Les Mots is as much a novel as an autobiog-
raphy. In these and other ways, Sartre seems to antici-
pate, even to herald, the disqualification of autobiogra-
phy implicit in the structuralist critique of the subject,
already underway even as Sartre was adding the last
touches to Les Mots.

Whether understood as a quasi-scientific methodol-
ogy espousing Lévi-Strauss’s “distant gaze,” or as
what Foucault called a “critical activity” stemming
from a deconstructive outlook, structuralism consti-
tuted an intellectual paradigm that proved exception-
ally inhospitable to autobiography. Ironically, how-
ever, as structuralism began to break up in the
mid-1970s, the “return” of the subject in the wake of
this demise was most tellingly announced by a van-
guard of intellectuals formerly closely aligned with
structuralist thought, most notably Roland Barthes. In
his famous essay “La Mort de I’auteur” (The Death of
the Author, 1968), Barthes offered one of the most
extreme denunciations of the “founding subject” to be
found in the library of structuralism. And yet, a few
years later, we find him surprising his readers with a
self-portrait, Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes (Ro-
land Barthes by Roland Barthes, 1975). Composed of
fragments, the text takes the form of what Barthes him-
self calls a “patchwork.” Although the alphabetic or-
dering of the fragments serves to prevent any slide into
sustained self-narration, Barthes does appeal recur-
rently to moments of personal experience. At the same
time, he engages in essayistic forays into the kind of
critical discourse for which he remains best known,
juxtaposing these with memories, photographs, illus-
trations of his doodlings and amateur artwork, and nu-
merous reflections of a confessional nature. An intel-
lectual turning point, this self-portrait is written on a
knife-edge between a “return” to autobiography and a
still lively critique of autobiography, as is nowhere
more evident than in the book’s opening salvo: “Tout
ceci doit étre considéré comme dit par un personnage
de roman” (All this must be regarded as spoken by a
fictional character). Barthes subsequently ventured
even further along the road of autobiographical writing
with Fragments d’un discours amoureux (Fragments
of a Lover’s Discourse, 1977) and La Chambre claire
(Camera Lucida, 1980), completing a kind of trilogy,
broadly comparable in its hybrid mix of critical and
personal registers to the aforementioned sequence of
works by Breton.

A watershed year, 1975 also saw the publication of
Georges Perec’s W ou le souvenir d’enfance (W or
The Memory of Childhood), an innovative work in
which childhood autobiography alternates with the re-
construction of a fiction first written by the author at
the age of thirteen. That autobiography was back on
the map is a point strongly underlined by another work



published in 1975, Philippe Lejeune’s Le Pacte autobi-
ographique (The Autobiographical Pact), a major theo-
retical study that almost single-handedly reignited crit-
ical interest in the genre. What Lejeune arguably failed
to anticipate, however, was the turn toward hybrid
forms of autobiographical writing already being sig-
naled in the groundbreaking experiments of Barthes
and Perec. This turn was quickly confirmed two years
later by the publication of Patrick Modiano’s Livret de
famille (Family Record), at once a patchy autobiogra-
phy, a series of biographical sketches, and a collection
of short stories (a multi-generic mix echoed in Pierre
Michon’s superb Vies minuscules [Minuscule Lives,
1984]), and Serge Doubrovsky’s Fils (Son/Threads),
described in the author’s own blurb as “fiction, d’événe-
ments et de faits strictement réels; si 1’on veut, autofic-
tion” (a fiction, made from strictly real events and
facts; if you like, an autofiction). Indeed, as Doubrov-
sky first coined the term “autofiction,” it has gained
widespread recognition, both within and beyond the
French-speaking world, as a suitable descriptor of a
growing range of works seeking to demonstrate that,
just as fiction is inevitably to some degree autobio-
graphical, so autobiography cannot—and should not—
disguise the fact that it is at least partly fictional. In
France, most of the autobiographies produced from the
late 1970s onward by the former nouveaux romanciers,
most notably Enfance by Nathalie Sarraute (Child-
hood, 1983), L’Amant by Marguerite Duras (The
Lover, 1984), and the three volumes of Alain Robbe-
Grillet’s Romanesques (Fictions, 1985-2001), can in
various ways be construed as “autofictions.”
Although the term “autofiction” has come to be
understood as highly symptomatic of the postmodern-
ist approach to autobiography, it should not for all that
be mistaken for yet another variant of postmodern
irony. The notion of autofiction has in fact come to
be invested over the late twentieth century with an
increasing sense of necessity. Our contemporary
models of the refigured subject emphasize the uncer-
tainties informing selfhood, identity, experience, and
memory, and contemporary writers have responded to
these models by producing more conjectural and con-
ditional forms of autobiographical writing in which a
pervasive sense of disquiet, encompassing questions of
genre, gender, and self, is assumed as both an aesthetic
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resource and an ethical safeguard. Fictionality is thus
invoked by the vigilant autobiographer not only to as-
sert the power of the imagination but equally to con-
cede the limits of re-imagination. Whether evidenced
through the foregrounding of loss and absence in So-
phie Calle’s photo-textual autobiography Des His-
toires vraies (True Strories, 1994), or through the in-
scription of forgetting and trauma in works such as
Jorge Semprun’s L’Ecriture ou la vie (Literature or
Life, 1994) and Béatrice de Jurquet’s La Traversée des
lignes (Crossing the Lines, 1997), this concession has
resulted in a generic “pact” between autobiography and
fiction. Fiction no longer impinges as the counterforce
or ironic undertow of autobiography but, rather, as the
only opportunity we might have of bearing witness to
our own, and others’, lives. As so memorably de-
scribed by the American writer William Maxwell in
his poignant autofiction So Long, See You Tomorrow
(1980), this is a fragile and always contestable opportu-
nity, relying as it does on “the unsupported word of a
witness who was not present except in imagination.”

JOHNNIE GRATTON
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BACHELARD, GASTON
Philosopher

Bachelard first established his reputation as a philoso-
pher of science. Over a period of three decades, begin-
ning in 1927, he published over a dozen books and
a number of articles, about half of which have been
collected in three volumes. During this period he rose
from the post of a science teacher in a provincial col-
lege in Champagne to a prestigious chair at the Sor-
bonne and became the leading philosopher of science
of his generation.

The originality of Bachelard’s thinking follows
from his particular conception of rationalism. The stan-
dard view, one could say, is that rationalism is an effort
to describe the nature of reality or to find criteria to
establish truths about it, through the power of reason.
Bachelard argues that rationalism’s strength lies in its
capacity to transcend reality as it presents itself; ration-
alism is an open-ended quest that creates new realities.
Scientific thinking is rationalism at work; new inven-
tions change and multiply the material and epistemo-
logical terrain in which scientists operate; “there is lit-
tle thought that is more philosophically varied than
scientific thought” (Rationalisme appliqué, 1949).

Following the tradition in French philosophy of sci-
ence (Poincaré, Duhem, Meyerson) Bachelard’s analy-
ses are set in a historical context. To elucidate his views
he most frequently used as an example the transition
from classical mechanics to the theory of relativity and
quantum physics (Le Nouvel esprit scientifique, 1934).
The key to his argument is the specific role he assigns
to mathematics in the new scientific developments.
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This is a brief outline of how Bachelard presents these
developments: The first breach in the order of Newton-
ian mechanics begins with the creation of non-
Euclidian geometries (by Lobatchevsky and Riemann).
Bachelard underlines that these constructions have
nothing to do with a “description of reality” but begin
as mathematical hypotheses. Should there be events
that take place in the spaces suggested by the new
geometries, they would violate the Newtonian laws.
Such is indeed the world as conceived by Einstein’s
relativity, which cannot be understood within these
laws. Quantum physics was also based on mathemati-
cal constructs, yet the outcome is a new, tangible, and
hitherto unknown reality that is not only the domain
of physicists but has also entered everyday lives. These
developments demonstrate the “ontologizing” capacity
of mathematics, “the power of mathematics to create
reality” (Le Nouvel esprit scientifique, 1934).

What follows is that scientists do not deal with sets
of given facts inserted in “nature” that are progres-
sively discovered and understood. Instead, “we quit
nature to enter a factory of phenomena” (L’Activité
rationaliste de la physique contemporaine, 1951). To
a scientist facts are constructs, they begin by an organi-
zation of objects of thought, a “noumenology,” and
progress to a collective “phenomeno-technique” that
creates effects (Zeeman’s effect, Compton’s effect,
etc.), manufacturing new matters such as artificial iso-
topes, for example.

In its evolution, science increasingly detaches itself
from the world as it is commonly understood. The the-
ory of relativity and quantum physics developed inde-
pendently of such understanding and end up violating
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it. This, Bachelard holds, is the mark of reason gaining
its autonomy, in the sense that it frees itself from the
limited world that the senses give us. Science is not an
accumulation of “objective knowledge” but develops
through ruptures, corrections of errors, which are
mostly induced by habits that have their roots in com-
mon knowledge.

Common knowledge is enslaved by the senses and
by physical needs and are obstacles to scientific activi-
ties; therefore, for science to progress it has to separate
itself from common knowledge and for this the scien-
tific mind has to undergo a cleansing operation. It is
necessary to undergo a process, which not unlike psy-
choanalysis discovers and eradicates all ordinary
knowledge from the scientific idiom. Only then will
the separation between the two types of knowledge be
complete, and only through this the “Interests of life
are replaced by interests of the mind” (La Formation
de Uesprit scientifique, 1938). This program of purifi-
cation is similar to Bacon’s call for the renewal of
science through purging the mind of non-scientific
idolatry.

In 1938 Bachelard published La Psychanalise du
Seu. The book was meant to illustrate in detail the folly
of pre-scientific thinking, in this case through examin-
ing theories that were advanced to explain the phenom-
enon of combustion. However, as the work progressed
Bachelard’s hostility to the confused unscientific
thinking gave way to an appreciation of the effect fire
has on imagination. This was the beginning of his in-
vestigations into the nature of the imaginary for which
he is far better known to the English-speaking world.

His first work devoted specifically to the question
of imagination was a study of Lautréamont’s poem Les
Chants de Maldoror (Lautréamont, 1939), one of the
most violent poetic outpourings on offer. But it was
the series of monographs that explored imagination in
relation to water, air, and earth—thus returning to the
ancients’ fascination with the four elements—that
brought Bachelard’s work to the attention of the wider
public. Reading through endless poets, alchemists,
mythological texts, and any other sources that would
supply striking images, he proposed a structure of the
imaginary that is organized around the four elements.
A work of the imaginary is usually bound by a particu-
lar element, forming a “poetic complex.” Bachelard
distinguished dynamic and material imagination, link-
ing (loosely) the former to air and fire and the latter
to water and earth.

In two later works, La Poétique de I’espace and La
Poétique de la réverie, Bachelard abandons attempts
to group images around the elements (or, as he sug-
gested in Lautréamont, to classify poetic images fol-
lowing procedures similar to the way mathematicians
identify groups). An image is always alone and its
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depth can only be grasped when it is studied in isola-
tion. The state of mind in which the imaginary faculty
is alive is reverie. This is an ontological reverie, which
is a heightened state of consciousness (unlike day-
dreaming, which is a diminishing consciousness). Rev-
erie is the source of well-being.

Unlike scientific concepts that evolve historically
and in a collective context, a poetic image has no his-
tory and it is an instant of solitude. A concept and an
image belong to separate poles of the psyche, “between
the concept and the image there is no synthesis . ..
concepts and images belong to two divergent planes
of spiritual life” (La Poétique de la réverie, 1960.
Nevertheless, in one important aspect the world of con-
cepts and the world of the imaginary are similar—both
are faculties that surpass physical reality. Just as the
scientific concept develops independently of percep-
tion, the imaginary does not draw from a pool of im-
ages of objects perceived but it is a creative faculty,
“A man should be defined by those tendencies which
impel him to surpass the human condition” (L’Eau et
les réves, 1943). In this sense a mere representation of
reality is in effect a betrayal of the spiritual life. But
one more difference has to be noted. Scientific thought
sees perception of everyday reality as an obstacle and
works against it; the poetic imagination is just as free
from this reality without, however, needing to destroy
it (although it may want to as in the case of Lautréa-
mont’s poem).

There are two other important works, L’Intuition de
Uinstant and La Dialectique de la durée, published in
1932 and 1936, respectively. They deal neither with
science nor the poetic image, but deal with the question
of time. Both begin with a critique of Bergson’s central
thesis, namely, that time is duration, a single and con-
tinually changing flux that forms our élan vital, a life
force that pushes us along, so to speak. Duration, ar-
gues Bachelard, is a fiction, it can be compared to the
sense of perspective that we create in order to arrange
objects in space; it is a fiction created by an inattentive
mind. We cannot have an immediate experience of
duration; the more attention is focused the more it will
reveal that all thoughts, images, ideas are in their na-
ture instantaneous. “Time has but one reality, that of
an instant” (L’Intuition de !’instant, 1932), the only
reality that we have is the “reality that the present in-
stant presents us with” (L’Intuition de l'instant, 1932).

Bachelard does recognize a “lived time” that Berg-
son proposes and he refers to it as a transitive, or hori-
zontal time and its flow, in his view, is identical with
life processes. He opposes to this time a vertical, or
“willed time” which is the time of instants. Instants
are atoms of time, they cannot touch each other or
dissolve into one another; they have no duration but
vary in richness and density. Instants are separated by



a void (which means that horizontal time does not bind
them together), “the decisive centers of time are its
discontinuities” (La Dialectique de la durée, 1936). It
is out of the void that instants emerge. Willed time
does not flow; it is a time of acts, it spurts out.

This atomist conception of time is an ontological
basis for Bachelard’s consistent antisubstantialism. So,
although an atomist, Bachelard rejected as ill-
conceived Democritus’s atoms of bits of substance. He
considered Bergson’s conception of time substan-
tialist, he rejected Descartes’s “thinking substance.”
The modern physicists’ matter, he reminds us, is not
substance either. And to avoid any misunderstanding
Bachelard specifically states that, although he often
refers to the poets’ four elements as matter, this should
not be conceived as substance but only as a poetic
orientation. What emerges from this is a world in
which there is nothing to unfold, no substratum, and
no transcendental reality. All acts of consciousness are
instants, intermittent and discontinuous; it is a world
of poetics where acts create the world rather than re-
spond to it. Instants can be so rich that they have been
likened to “eternity,” which is why a singular act can
have profound resonance; the human destiny is a poetic
destiny (La Dialectique de la durée).

Such a conception of time seems without precedent
in Western philosophy, but it is strikingly close to the
views put forward by some Buddhist philosophers
(particularly of the School of Dignaga), who also ex-
pounded a temporal atomism to argue against the con-
cept of substance. Bachelard did not seem to know
these. He took the notion of the instant from the histo-
rian Gaston Roupnel, and drew matter for his argu-
ments from other nonphilosophers such as Janet and
an obscure Brazilian psychologist, Lucio Alberto Pin-
heiro dos Santos. He also found support for his views
in the new scientific developments.

Bachelard’s importance in the philosophy of sci-
ence in France can be compared with that of Popper’s
in Britain. For decades he was on the syllabus in
schools and many leading philosophers of science of
the following generation made a point of positioning
themselves in relation to Bachelard’s work. This often
took the form of a criticism, particularly of his conten-
tion that for science to progress it has to reject all com-
mon knowledge. It has been argued that in this view
science cannot serve the interests of life (Stengers),
that Bachelardian epistemology degenerates into a
Comtean catechism (Serres); and that once Bache-
lardian epistemologists rid science of all common
knowledge there will be nothing left with which to do
science (Latour).

Nevertheless, a number of his views have filtered
through. The idea that science evolves unevenly and
through ruptures, creating a proliferation of theories
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with differing epistemological standards and that,
therefore, there cannot be a unified scientific method,
as well as bringing to the fore the view that science
does not deal with “nature” but creates its own subject
matter in a collective context, have had a great impact
in France. In this he also anticipated some aspects of
the more recent historically oriented Anglo-Saxon phi-
losophers of science (Kuhn, Feyerabend, Hacking, for
example), although they did not seem to be aware of
Bachelard’s work (with the exception of Hacking). His
influence was felt outside philosophy of science, too.
Althusser’s use of the concept of an epistemological
rupture was quite famous, and Marxists were drawn
to some of Bachelard’s thinking (but were also criti-
cal). But it is the writings of Canguilhem and Foucault
that are most clearly marked by Bachelard’s epistemo-
logical investigations.

Bachelard’s writings on the poetic imagination were
received by academia with less enthusiasm but were
(and still are) very widely read. They made a consider-
able impact on literary criticism. Barthes, Starobinski,
Poulet were among those who expressed their admira-
tion, and were to varying degrees influended by him.
He was also criticized. Blanchot, for example, re-
proached him for concentrating too much on single
images but losing sight of the narrative force of poetry.
Bachelard’s work also triggered some more systematic
historical and philosophical studies on imagination
(Durand, in particular).

His writings on time, although of great philosophi-
cal interest, have received less attention and have had
little impact.

Largely due to his background (he did not pass
through the Ecole Normale Supérieure, nor did he
study in Paris), Bachelard’s approach was unorthodox
and it is difficult to locate him within major philosophi-
cal currents. He seemed completely unaffected by Pla-
tonic or Aristotelian thought; the German philosophers
(apart from Schopenhauer) had practically no influ-
ence on his thinking. One movement that expressed
views that were very close to his was that of the Surre-
alists. Bachelard befriended some them; he was at-
tracted to their poetry, and often commented on it. He
referred to the thinking of modern physicists as a surra-
tionalism, and the worlds they create surreality. His
views on time and the spiritual necessity to create reali-
ties that defy the world of the senses could serve as a
philosophical basis for Surrealism.

During his fifteen years at the Sorbonne, Bachelard
had many students, some of whom became later distin-
guished philosophers. He taught at school level; he
had, for a philosopher, a remarkably wide readership,
references to his work come up in most unexpected
places. Because of all this, he probably left a deeper
mark than is generally realized.
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But Bachelard was not a product of a “school” and
he did not create one. In the next generation different
trends began to dominate. There was an increased en-
gagement with German thought; the end of metaphys-
ics, or of philosophy fout court, among other things,
began to be contemplated. This formed a large chunk
of French philosophy (at least as seen from the Anglo-
Saxon shores), and there was little place in it for
Bachelard; his presence subsequently diminished.
However, he remains one of the most original and sig-
nificant figures in modern philosophical thought.

ZBIGNIEW KoTowicz
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BADIOU, ALAIN
Philosopher

Unlike many of those schooled in the antihumanist
principles of Althusser and Lacan, Badiou has never
been tempted to celebrate the apparent end of philoso-
phy, to question the possibility of metaphysics, or to
qualify the classical attributes of truth: rigour, clarity,



and eternity. In his determination to take another step
in the distinctly modern understanding of these attri-
butes, he has devised the only truly innovative theory
of subjectivation since Sartre.

Rather like Sartre, Badiou’s chief concern is with
the transformative power of radical commitment. Un-
like Sartre, however, Badiou’s peculiar understanding
of commitment subordinates it to a process that in cer-
tain respects is antithetical to the notoriously imprecise
existentialist notions of authenticity or project—the
process that Badiou calls a truth, or truth procedure.
As Badiou explains in detail in his major work to date
(L’Etre et I’événement, 1988), truths are militant pro-
cesses that, beginning from a specific time and place
within a situation, pursue the step-by-step transforma-
tion of that situation in line with new forms of broadly
egalitarian principles. Only a pure commitment, one
detached from any psychological, social, or “objec-
tive” mediation, can qualify as the adequate vehicle
for a truth, but reciprocally, only a properly universal
truth qualifies as worthy of such a commitment. Only
a truth can “induce” the subject of a genuine commit-
ment.

Badiou’s notion of truth is thus subjective for the
same reason that it is universal: truth is a matter of
actively holding true to a principle or cause that can,
from within the constraints of a given situation, consis-
tently solicit the adherence of every member of that
situation. Though it develops from a particular place
within the situation, a truth holds true without refer-
ence to the prevailing criteria of recognition, classifica-
tion, and domination which underlie the normal orga-
nization of the situation: this “subtractive” condition
of a truth-procedure applies, for example, as much to
the invention of new means of mathematical formaliza-
tion as it does to the implications of modernist art, the
practice of radical politics, and the discipline of love.
Withdrawn from its situation’s general means of dis-
cernment, every truth is new by definition, and every
subject is sustained by his or her contribution to its
novelty.

Badiou’s most general goal can be described, then,
as the effort to expose and make sense of the potential
for profound, transformative innovation in any situa-
tion. Every such innovation can only begin with some
sort of exceptional (though invariably ephemeral)
break with the status quo, an “event.” An event can
occur at any time but not in just any place; an event
will generally be located close to the edge of whatever
qualifies as “void” or indistinguishable in the situation,
i.e., in that part of the situation where for literally fun-
damental reasons the prevailing forms of discernment
and recognition cease to have any significant purchase.
A truth then expands out of this “evental site” [site
événementiel] insofar as it elicits the militant convic-
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tion of certain individuals who develop the revolution-
ary implications of the event, and by doing so consti-
tute themselves as the subjects of its truth. A subject
is thus anyone carried by his or her fidelity to the con-
sequences, as rigorous as they are haphazard, of an
event, while a truth is nothing other than the cumula-
tive collection of such post-evental consequences. The
laborious, case-by-case application of these conse-
quences will then serve to transform the entire way
the situation organizes and represents itself, in keeping
with the implications of the event.

An ordinary individual or “some-one” only be-
comes a genuine subject insofar as he or she is caught
up in a materially transformative procedure of this
kind. By the same token (for reasons sketched in Bad-
iou’s most accessible short work, L’Ethique [1993]),
subjects only remain subjects insofar as their fidelity
is in turn equipped to resist the various sorts of corrup-
tion it must inevitably face: fatigue, confusion, and
dogmatism. For example, those mobilized by the civil
rights, feminist, or anticolonial movements remain true
subjects insofar as these movements, initially sparked
by certain events affecting particular groups of people
in particular situations, call for the transformation of
the situation as a whole in terms that can be directly
and universally affirmed by its every inhabitant. But
should such a movement seek simply the promotion
of a particular group for its own sake, then its partisans
act only as the proponents of an interest in competition
with other interests. The identification of suffering vic-
tims is not by itself the sufficient basis, Badiou insists,
for a genuine political movement. Like all truths, poli-
tics must proceed in a sphere of rigorous universality,
on the basis of statements that literally anyone could
make or affirm. This doesn’t mean, however, that truth
operates in the domain of consensus or communica-
tion. Every genuinely universal principle has its origin
in an active and precisely situated faking of sides;
every true affirmation of the universal interest begins
as divisive. There is no philosopher more opposed to
the “ethical” coordination of opinions or differences
than Badiou.

A subject, in short, is someone who continues to
hold true to a cause whose ongoing implications relates
indifferently to all members of the situation, and which
thereby considers these members as elements of an
effectively indiscernible or “generic” collection.

Badiou distinguishes four general fields of truth, or
four domains of subjectivation (which in turn operate
as the four generic “conditions” of philosophy itself):
politics, science, art, and love. These are the only four
fields in which a pure subjective commitment is possi-
ble, that is, one indifferent to procedures of interpreta-
tion, representation, or verification. Badiou provides
his most concise overview of the generic procedures
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in his Manifeste pour la philosophie (1989). True poli-
tics is a matter of collective mobilization guided by a
“general will” in something like Rousseau’s sense, and
not the business of bureaucratic administration or the
socialized negotiation of interests. Within the limits of
the private sphere, genuine love begins in the wake of
an unpredictable encounter that escapes the conven-
tional representation of sexual roles, continues as a
fidelity to the consequences of that encounter, and is
sustained through an unrepresentable exposure to what
Lacan famously described as the “impossibility of a
sexual relationship.” True art and true science proceed
in somewhat the same way, through a searching experi-
mental fidelity to a line of enquiry opened up by a new
discovery or break with tradition. Mathematics is then
the most “truthful” component of science simply be-
cause, thanks to its axiomatic foundation in the basic
postulates of set theory, it is the most securely ab-
stracted from any natural or objective mediation.

For the same reason, as Badiou explains in the diffi-
cult opening meditations of L’Etre et I’événement,
mathematics is the only discourse suited to the literal
articulation of pure being-qua-being, or being consid-
ered without regard to being-this or being-that, being
without reference to particular qualities or ways of
being: being that simply is. More precisely, mathemat-
ics identifies what can be said of being-qua-being with
pure multiplicity, meaning multiplicity considered
without any constituent reference to unity or unifica-
tion. (Why? Because the theoretical foundations of
mathematics ensure that any unification, any consider-
ation of something as one thing, must be thought as
the result of an operation or counting-as-one; by the
same token, these foundations lead us necessarily to
presume that whatever was thus counted, or unified,
is itself not-one, i.e., pure multiplicity.) Such pure mul-
tiplicity is by definition a medium in which no genuine
change or innovation is possible. Every truth must
therefore begin with a break in the fabric of being-as-
being—an event is precisely “that which is not being-
as-being.” Truth and being cannot be said in one and
the same discourse. In other words, by thus consigning
the tasks of ontology to mathematics, Badiou frees phi-
losophy proper from its ultimate coordination with
Being, a coordination maintained in their different
ways by Spinoza, Hegel, Heidegger, and Deleuze. Any
actively inventive philosophy is conditioned by the
varied truth procedures operative in its time, rather
than by an essentially timeless mediation on being.

Badiou’s many examples of a truth procedure are
varied enough to include both St. Paul’s militant con-
ception of an apostolic subjectivity that exists only
through proclamation of an event (the resurrection of
Christ) of universal import but of no recognizable or
established significance, and the Jacobin or Bolshevik
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fidelity to a revolution which exceeds, in its subjective
power and generic scope, the various circumstances
that contributed to its occurrence. Mallarmé, Schoen-
berg and Beckett are foremost among the practitioners
of a suitably subtractive or generic art, which is always
an effort to devise new kinds of form at the very edge
of what the situation considers formless or void. After
Descartes and Galileo, Cantor and Cohen demonstrate
what inventive scientific formalisation can achieve, at
the limits of mathematical consistency. In the end,
every truth is “founded” only on the fundamental “in-
consistency” that Badiou discerns as the exclusive and
insubstantial being of pure being-qua-being—the ge-
neric being of all that is simply insofar as it is, but
that is only exceptionally accessible, through the rare
commitment of those who become subjects in the wake
of its evental exposure.

It is not hard to understand why Badiou’s work is
only just beginning to get the general recognition it
deserves. Though it relies on a minimum of technical
knowledge, its reference to the austere rigor of contem-
porary mathematics distances it from readers more
comfortable with the playful indeterminacy of poetry,
sophistry, or rhetoric. Its sharp separation of philoso-
phy from ontology alienates the disciples of both Hei-
degger and Deleuze. Its unyielding resistance to the
linguistic turn will repel those who follow Wittgenstein
or Habermas in the cautious supervision of language
games and discourse ethics. Its subtractive orientation
resists any nostalgia for the metaphysics of Presence,
just as its ultimately literal or formal integrity frustrates
any will to interpretation, figuration, or representation.
Its explicit antihumanism, its enthusiastic affirmation
of the revolutionary legacy of la pensée soixante-huit,
is designed to confound our modern “Thermidori-
ans”—all those who, invoking the authority of Kant,
Tocqueville, or Rawls, effectively defend the status
quo in the name of liberal democracy and a respect
for human rights. Its trenchant universalism, finally,
its insistence upon the difficult Platonic category of
the Same, will alienate those who justify the retreat
from radical political mobilization through an apparent
respect for the Other, for community, or for cultural
difference. It is precisely for these reasons that Bad-
iou’s work is perhaps the most promising contribution,
in all of contemporary French thought, to the lasting
renewal of philosophy.

PETER HALLWARD
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BALIBAR, ETIENNE
Philosopher

Etienne Balibar’s writings oscillate between philoso-
phy and politics, merging investigations into the his-
tory of ideas with a resolute commitment to the present.
In his early work, Balibar’s major concern was histori-
cal materialism. As a student and close collaborator of
Althusser, he coauthored Lire le Capital (1965), one
of the most systematic attempts to read Marx philo-
sophically. The book’s aim was the elaboration of a
“true science” of historical materialism, centered on
the pivotal concept of mode of production, depicting
the political economy as a complex and overdeter-
mined structure. This anti-Hegelian reading broke with
a prevailing teleological conception of history in post-
war Marxism. Balibar’s contribution confronted the
theoretical problem posed by the refutation of histori-
cal determinism: the succession of different modes of
production. All production is foremost a reproduction
of social relations. The mode of production reproduces
the elements’ places within a given structure and is
thus the fundamental concept of historical continuity.
The immanent contradictions of one mode of produc-
tion do not bring about a transition to another mode;
they can only arrive at equilibrium. Far from tending
toward demise, capitalism only reproduces itself and
perpetuates its cycle. A consistent and nonteleological
theory of transition hence requires a consideration of
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different temporalities articulated within a mode of
production.

Balibar carried on the project of systematically re-
constructing Marxism until the late 1970s. Among his
main themes were questions regarding the philosophi-
cal and scientific status of historical materialism, the
relation between the state and class struggle, and the
function of ideology. His reflections on the state and
historical transformations continued through Sur la
dictature du prolétariat (1977), written in the context
of the rise of Eurocommunism. Against the “revision-
ism” of the French Communist Party leadership, Bali-
bar maintained that a genuine extension of democracy
beyond the dominant classes required the dismantling
of the state apparatus. His vocal critique of the Com-
munist party’s policies paralleled a theoretical shift
away from historical materialism.

Although Balibar later rejected some of the posi-
tions he had upheld in the 1970s, the dialogue with
Marx has remained a constant feature in his work. The
critical disengagement that Balibar subsequently
called a “deconstruction” of Marx set the stage for a
new set of concerns clustered around the question of
the subject: a research agenda that would lead him to
focus on the question of philosophical anthropology.

This investigation of modern identities and subjec-
tivities is highly influenced by Balibar’s materialist
reading of Spinoza (Spinoza et la politique, 1985),
where he discovers a theory of transindividual subjec-
tivity. Neither purely individual nor collective, subjec-
tivity is constituted through communication, that is,
through the imaginary. The mechanisms through
which subjectivities are established are the focus
of Race, nation, classe (1988, with Immanuel Wal-
lerstein). Contemporary racism, Balibar suggests,
functions as a meta-racism, as racism without races,
where notions such as culture or immigration substitute
for biological race. Racism, in Balibar’s explanation of
nationalism, operates as the production of a “fictitious
ethnicity.” The reproduction of the nation requires the
individual to be socialized as a homo nationalis, by
means of normalizing institutions and practices. Radi-
calizing Benedict Anderson’s account of the nation as
an imagined community, Balibar maintains that not
only are communities imaginary, but “only imaginary
communities are real.” In his later Masses, Classes,
Ideas (1994), Balibar expands on the crucial relation
between the imaginary and the real, arguing that the
imaginary is not an effect, but a cause. The imaginary,
understood as the sphere of social relations, is not a
reflection of underlying real processes, but retains its
own autonomy and efficiency; in other words, the
imaginary (and a fortiori ideology) should not be
understood as a “superstructure,” but as a “base.”
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When Jean-Luc Nancy asked the question “Who
comes after the subject?” Balibar’s response was un-
ambiguous: the citizen. Both in political and philo-
sophical terms, the revolutionary epoch of the late
eighteenth century points to the displacement of the
subject in favor of the citizen. Citizenship is indeed
one of the leading themes in Balibar’s recent work,
often seized through the pivotal question of immigra-
tion. Political philosophy, as a reflection on the consti-
tution of the public space, can no longer axiomatically
suppose the categories of “belonging” and “reciproc-
ity.” What is at stake, then, is a rethinking of democ-
racy, in terms of its borders ( frontieres). The poly-
seomy of the border stands both for the concrete
political institution, where issues of identity, commu-
nity, and citizenship are regulated, and for the concep-
tual question about the limit of politics. The national
border is a privileged site, condensing processes of
subjectivation and normalization while separating the
exclusion of the foreigner from other schemes of an-
thropological differentiation. Counter to the prevailing
politics of structural exclusion, Balibar proposes three
models of politics: emancipation, transformation, ci-
vility. In their constitutive dissonance, they overdeter-
mined a universal concept of the political (La crainte
des masses, 1997). Emancipation is the name of an
autonomous, unconditional politics, that of the self-
determination of a people (understood as demos, not
ethnos), articulated in the proposition of égaliberté,
that is, in the inseparability of equality and liberty.
Transformation stands for a heteronomous politics, a
practice under given socio-economic conditions aimed
at the alteration of these very conditions. Yet both poli-
tics as emancipation and as transformation is heterono-
mous in the sense that it is only possible within the
absence of ultra-violence. A third concept, that of civil-
ity, is therefore necessary. As opposed to traditional
conceptions of politics that externalize violence, civil-
ity takes the global proliferation of violence as its very
object to create the necessary space for politics.

Influenced to some extent by Derrida, Balibar’s
later work is marked by an attention to textual prob-
lems, contradictions, and aporias. These are not seman-
tic obstacles a hermeneutic approach to the text can
overcome. Rather they define the specificity of philo-
sophical writing, insofar as the philosophical text radi-
calizes the contradictions that go beyond it. In a sense,
then, this “symptomatic reading” reveals a continuity
of Balibar’s method from the early days of Lire le
capital. An example of this is his analysis of Marx and
Engels’s “vacillation” with regard to the necessary, yet
impossible, notion of a proletarian ideology. Linking
the very notion of politics to this vacillation, Balibar
demonstrates that a mass revolutionary politics is al-
ways tied to a conjuncture.



Conjuncture is a key concept for Balibar: it is the
condition of possibility for both emancipatory politics
and truth. Arguing against the “metaphysics of truth
and totality” that haunt historical materialism, Balibar
contends that truth can only be the effect of a conjunc-
ture. If ideology (as a subset of the imaginary) is part
of the materiality of history, then truth can only appear
as a moment from within ideology. Neither historically
determined nor historically relative, truth is the very
break that disrupts and suspends the governing con-
figuration of the imaginary. In other words, truth is the
effect of a critique that confronts and contradicts the
dominant ideology and its criteria of universality. Al-
though truth effects relate to their historical contexts,
they are not predetermined by history, but imply a
“non-contemporaneity” of critique and its conditions.

This conception of truth as a moment sheds light
on two of the characteristic traits of Balibar’s work.
The first is the absence of a unified corpus. Balibar’s
writings present themselves almost exclusively under
the form of dispersed yet related essays: singular texts
that differentiate, dissociate, and displace their objects.
Finally, it elucidates the twin aspect of his work, at
once philosophical and political. A work that in its
double articulation is fundamentally that of a public
intellectual, committed to “philosophy as a practice.”

YVEs WINTER

See also Louis Althusser, Jacques Derrida
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BALIBAR, RENEE

Literary Critic, Linguist

In 1974 Renée Balibar, a professor of literature at the
University of Tours, published two books that were to
have a lasting impact on literary sociology and the
historical and sociological study of linguistics: Les
frangais ficitifs: Le rapport des styles littéraires au
[frangais national (Fictitious French: The Relationship
of Literary Styles to National French) written with Ge-
nevieve Merlin and Gilles Tret, and Le frangais na-
tional: Politique et pratique de la langue francaise
sous la révolution (National French: The Politics and
Practice of French Language during the Revolution)
written with Dominique Laporte. Les francais fictifs
studies the relationship between French literature and
the institution of an “official” French language by
means of national education viewed as a “state ideo-
logical apparatus” (a concept made famous by Louis
Althusser’s Lire le Capital, written in collaboration
with Etienne Balibar, Renée’s son, and published in
1968). Le francgais national examines the linguistic
policies of the First Republic, especially the creation
of an idealized French language, not only as a means
for the dissemination of centralized power throughout
the nation, but also as a democratic tool allowing citi-
zens from every province equal access to political par-
ticipation. Balibar’s originality resides partly in her
transcendence of the critique, common in Marxist soci-
ological criticism of the time, of written language’s
subjection to bourgeois ideology, by viewing it as a
potential means of liberation from the artificial bound-
aries of class, nationality, and culture.

Les Frangais fictifs contains themes that dominate
her research in subsequent years, including the creation
of “national French” as two official, artificial lan-
guages: an ideal of direct communication among citi-
zens on the one hand, and an obscure, elitist “literary”
code on the other. The dissemination of these artificial
languages occurs in the national school: primary edu-
cation for the ideal of “direct communication” or trans-
parency, secondary education for the opaque “code”
embodied in the pedagogical literary canon.

Balibar applied her analysis of the educational sys-
tem to literary texts. In Les Frangais fictifs, the author
she refers to most is Flaubert. One characteristic of
“literary” French imposed in secondary education by
the idealization of seventeenth-century verse is the imi-
tation of the sounds and structures of Latin. In Flau-
bert’s Un Coeur simple, for example, Balibar claims
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that the phrase “les bourgeoises . . . envierent a Mad-
ame Aubain sa servante” [the bourgeoises envied Mme
Aubain her servant] is an allusion to Latin syntax, and
therefore a sign of the difference between literary and
nonliterary speech (111). The ability to “read” that sign
is a privilege acquired during secondary education. A
contrast to Flaubert is Albert Camus’s narrator Meur-
sault in The Stranger. On the surface, Flaubert’s “fe-
tishization” of Latin and of literary irony could not be
more different than the literalness and lack of self-
consciousness of Camus’s anti-hero, whose education
was interrupted before he became initiated into literary
French at the lycée. Balibar shows, however, that Ca-
mus’s work is no less “literary” than Flaubert’s: not
only does the substitution of “primary school French”
for “secondary school French” by Camus merely re-
place one “fictitious” French with another, there is in
fact a common misperception that Camus did not use
the literary past tense, the passé simple, in his narrative.
Balibar points out that there are in fact several uses of
the passé simple, and that Camus’ anti-style is simply
traditional literary style in disguise.

In Le Frangais national, the ideological aspects of
her thought are more evident. Her concern is not litera-
ture, so much as language policy as a means of political
domination (a process in which literature does, how-
ever, play a role). She begins with a distinction: lan-
guage policy under the Revolution was overtly deduc-
tive, imposing from the top down a particular linguistic
and cultural practice upon each member of the nation;
under its Third Republic custodians, it was ostensibly
inductive, attempting to derive linguistic principles
from the diversity of linguistic practices. The actual
implementation of linguistic and pedagogic policy
under the Third Republic, however, was in the end just
as, if not more, oppressive than the unrealized policies
of the First. Balibar and Laporte end the book with a
radical vision: “penser le francais national a I’envers”
[to conceive of national French in reverse], to reclaim
language as the collective artifact of humanity rather
than a jealously guarded secret handed down by a caste
of priest-pedagogues.

In 1985 she published L’Institution du frangais:
Essai sur le colinguisme des Carolingiens a la Ré-
publique (The Institution of French: An Essay on Col-
ingualism from the Carolingians to the Third Repub-
lic). She develops two concepts that dominate her later
work: colinguisme, the relationship among various
“official” languages, such as French and Latin in the
national school system; and grammatisation, the at-
tempt by society to impose a codified language on the
population, thereby preventing it from taking control
of the means of expression. The birth of colinguisme
in France occurs with the simultaneous presence in
Carolingian society of an “official” vernacular and of



Latin, the latter artificially maintained by a progres-
sively rarefied elite. For Balibar, colinguisme begins
at the moment when the speakers of a vernacular at-
tempt to found it formally as a separate, official lan-
guage with its own legal authority. This occurred with
the creation of the first known French text, the Ser-
ments de Strasbourg in A.D. 842, an event that is a loss
of innocence for the French language. By creating a
de facto “‘state language,” the authors of the Serments
and other non-Latin legal (and literary) documents of
the time were in effect dividing the vernacular into an
oral language for the masses and a written one for the
elite.

According to Balibar, schoolteachers ritualistically
repeat the same founding gesture every day in their
classrooms, and every French child in his or her first
encounter with the school experiences on an individual
level the same fall from grace that originally occurred
on a collective scale in the ninth century. Furthermore,
because the inauguration of the legal and artistic status
of the French language constituted a foray onto the
turf of Latin, the history of French colinguisme is the
history of the re-latinification of the vernacular, a trend
that has historically prevented French from being the
unmediated expression of the masses. The legal and
artistic capacities of French are therefore similar, as
both coincide with the emergence of the written ver-
nacular, a form that has always been more than the
simple transcription of French as it was actually
spoken.

Although Renée Balibar is best known for her
Marxist critique of institutions licensed by the state to
define and disseminate French language and literature,
her contributions to the field of literary criticism are
no less important. In addition to the readings of Flau-
bert and Camus, she contributed greatly to the criticism
on Charles Péguy, the subject of her earliest publica-
tions in the 1960s, and whose school notebooks she
researched for a 1990 article. Her constant return to
individual literary texts and their pedagogical roots is
one of the characteristics that distinguish her from the
literary sociology that emerged in the wake of Lucien
Goldmann, Pierre Bourdieu, and others.

M. MARTIN GUINEY
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18, 1915 in Le Creusot, in the Burgundy region. Her
father died in World War I shortly after her birth. Her
mother worked for the postal service in Paris, where
Balibar studied at the Lycée Fénelon. She completed
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the classes préparatoires at the Lycée Henri IV, and
in 1935 entered the Ecole Normale Supérieure at the
rue d’Ulm. She was one of only a small number of
women between the wars to have been admitted to the
most prestigious “ENS” for men, as opposed to the
ones for women situated in the suburbs of Sevres and
Fontenay-aux-Roses. She married fellow student
Pierre Balibar, a mathematician, in 1937. They had
four children: Etienne (1942), Marie (1943), Anto-
inette (1945), and Sébastien (1947). She intended to
take the concours de I’agrégation for men, but the start
of World War II interfered, and she took the exam for
women instead. After the agrégation she taught for
many years in the lycée, first in Auxerre, then Lyon,
and from 1946 onward in Tours. She joined the Uni-
versity of Tours in the mid-sixties and stayed there
for the remainder of her career. Renée Balibar died in
1998.
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BARDECHE, MAURICE

Literary critic and political polemicist

Maurice Bardeche was the intellectual doyen of the
French extreme right during the second half of the
twentieth century. A man of letters more than of action,
Bardeche distinguished himself as a literary scholar
and a leading exponent of neofascism. Though he con-
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tributed to radical right-wing journals in the 1930s, his
real political awakening dated from the liberation of
France in 1944-45. The key event was the execution
for treason in February 1945 of Bardeche’s brother-
in-law, the pro-Nazi writer Robert Brasillach. Due
mainly to his close association with the latter,
Bardeche was imprisoned for six months. The specta-
cle of Brasillach’s execution and the liberation purges,
he would later claim, determined his political engage-
ment.

Bardeche’s intellectual legacy derives from three
distinct genres: scholarship, political polemic, and
journalism. He co-wrote with Brasillach an acclaimed
Histoire du cinéma (1935) and a pro-Franco Histoire
de la guerre d’Espagne (1939). Appointed professor
of literature at the Sorbonne (1941-42) and University
of Lille (1942—44), he published notable and enduring
works of literary criticism on Balzac (1941) and Stend-
hal (1947). These were followed by further studies of
Balzac (1964, 1980), a work on Proust that won the
Prix de la Critique Littéraire (1971), and studies of
Flaubert (1975), Céline (1986), and Bloy (1989).
Bardeche also edited the complete works of Balzac
(1957-63) and of Flaubert (1971-76), together with
those of Brasillach (1963-66), whose reputation he
sought to rehabilitate.

Ostracized from academia, Bardeche attracted noto-
riety through his overtly political writings. Reacting to
what he perceived as the injustice of the postwar judi-
cial process, he published in 1947 his first major po-
lemical work, Lettre a Francois Mauriac. Here he
argued the essential legality of the Vichy regime and
the illegitimacy of the Resistance, inveighing against
the “lie” that had transformed resisters into patriots
and collaborators into traitors. Pétain’s government,
Bardeche protested, had entered into collaboration
with Nazi Germany as a necessity; it had sought rightly
to exterminate its enemies in the pursuit of national
unity. The Vichy administration had preserved France
from extinction, while its Jewish Statutes had done
more to protect than to endanger French Jews.

The following year, in Nuremberg ou la terre prom-
ise (1948), Bardéche turned his attention to Nazi war
crimes. He challenged the authority of the war crimes
tribunals—a cover, he charged, for Allied crimes such
as the bombing of Dresden. He accused the Allies of
largely fabricating the case against Nazi Germany and
pointed the way for later revisionists by casting doubt
on the evidence of the Holocaust, arguing that there
had been no state-sponsored policy of genocide.

Although the Lettre a Francois Mauriac outraged
a section of public opinion, it brought no legal proceed-
ings against its author; as an apology for Nazism and
a denial of Nazi war crimes, Nuremberg ou la terre
promise was banned and saw Bardeéche put on trial.
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Defended by the former counsel for Pétain and Bra-
sillach, he was sentenced to a year’s imprisonment. He
served only days of his sentence before being par-
doned, in a controversial move, by President Coty.

Bardeche’s writings and imprisonment marked him
out as the standard-bearer of French and European neo-
fascism. In 1951, he played a prominent role in the
creation of a pan-European neofascist movement, the
European Social Movement (MSE) or “Malmé Inter-
national.” The vision propounded by Bardeche and the
MSE was that of a Europe of nationalist states, militar-
ily and economically unified in the face of the super-
powers and constituting a “third order” between liberal
democracy and communism. This was the European
neofascism to which Bardeche owed his ideological
allegiance and for which he argued vigorously in
L’Oeuf de Christophe Colomb (1951) and Les Temps
modernes (1956).

Bardeche’s political credo was nowhere more sys-
tematically defined than in his best-known book,
Qu’est-ce que le fascisme? (1961). As a political
thinker, this is his most important and lasting contribu-
tion. Here he proclaimed himself a “fascist writer”” and
endeavored to theorize a form of fascism stripped of
the “errors and excesses” of the Italian and German
models. Only thus, reasoned Bardeche, could fascism
move beyond its discredited past and reinvent itself as
a viable political alternative.

Described as the “catechism of post war fascism”
(Algazy) and the “Mein Kampf of the 1960s” (Del
Boca and Giovana), the book was to have a profound
impact on the ideological renewal of the French and
European extreme right, appearing in several editions
and translations. Through analyzing the failed fascist
projects of the past, it sought to rescue some transcend-
ent essence of fascism and articulate the elusive syn-
thesis between nationalism and socialism. Mussolini’s
early fascism was admirable, with its public works,
concern for social justice, and corporatism, before it
lapsed into Caesarism. National Socialism, awesome
in its mobilizing power, was vitiated by its revanchist
impulses, its anti-Semitism (which had no place in the
“fascist contract”), and its Germanocentric aspirations.
Here, for Bardeche, lay the fatal weakness of the Italian
and German experiments: both foundered on their es-
sential nationalism, failing to attain any truly European
or universal stature. The closest Bardeche came to re-
covering from the past a model for contemporary fas-
cism was in Mussolini’s Sald Republic of 1943-44,
with its progressive program and social radicalism; its
tragedy, for Bardeche, was that it was launched too
late to revive Italian fascism.

Written a decade and a half after the defeat of fas-
cism, Bardeche’s book stands as a landmark in the



development of the postwar extreme right in France.
It provided the first critical assessment of Hitler’s Ger-
many and Mussolini’s Italy from within the French
neofascist community, and the most self-reflexive
statement of the fundamental values around which this
community coalesced (“nationalism, socialism, anti-
communism, and authoritarianism”). It also offered an
opportunity to cast a retrospective judgment on Pé-
tain’s regime, defined as a “pseudofascism” lacking
the raw energy and transformative spirit that were the
driving force of true fascism for Bardeche.

In confecting a selective, sanitized, “moderate’ con-
cept of fascism, Bardeche’s work sought to dispel the
opprobrium attaching to the extreme right. The
strength of his analysis lay in its “third force” Europe-
anism and its critique of some classic features of fas-
cism; its weakness lay in its utopian abstraction and
ultimate disregard for practical politics.

In addition to his books (published mainly through
his own publishing house, Les Sept Couleurs),
Bardéche made a sustained contribution to extreme-
right thought through the journal that he edited from
1952 to 1982. Défense de [’Occident was the most
important organ of the postwar French extreme right,
bringing together leading militants, intellectuals, and
propagandists of the interwar and postwar generations.
Vehemently anticommunist and antidemocratic, it pro-
moted Bardeche’s Europeanist neofascism, opening its
columns to German, Italian, and other European con-
tributors. Here again, Bardéche showed his independ-
ence of mind, articulating a nuanced position on the
highly charged issue of French Algeria in particular.
Less nuanced was the support extended by Bardeche’s
journal and publishing house to historical revisionists
seeking to question, and ultimately to deny, the Holo-
caust.

A self-proclaimed “fascist,” Maurice Bardeche was
a bold, provocative, sometimes eccentric political
thinker. Lucid and trenchant, his writings retain an in-
tellectual rather than pragmatic appeal. With their Ma-
nichaean world view, they stand as a testament to the
radicalizing effects on the French extreme right of oc-
cupation, liberation, and the Cold War.

J. G. SHIELDS

See also Léon Bloy

Biography

Maurice Bardeche was born October 1, 1907 in Dun-
sur-Auron, Cher. He studied at the Lycée de Bourges,
Lycée Louis-le-Grand in Paris, and Ecole Normale
Supérieure. He married the sister of Robert Brasillach,
Suzanne Brasillach (1934), with whom he had five
children. Having acquired a doctorate on Balzac and
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a university teaching qualification, he taught French
literature at the Sorbonne (1940—41) and University of
Lille (1942—-44). He was disqualified from teaching
and imprisoned for six months at the liberation (1944—
45), then imprisoned again briefly, in 1954, for the
publication of Nuremberg ou la terre promise (1948).
Bardeche founded the publishing house Les Sept
Couleurs (1948-78), the journal Défense de I’Occident
(1952-82), and co-founded the European Social
Movement (1951). He was an influential figure behind
various French extreme-right movements. He wrote
mainly works of literary criticism and political po-
lemic. He won the Prix de la Critique Littéraire for his
study of Proust (1971). Bardeche died July 30, 1998.
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MAURICE BARRES

Writer, Politician

Maurice Barres, who arrived in Paris in 1883, initially
to study law, met here some of the foremost representa-
tives of literary decadence, and succumbed to the gen-
eral despondent mood. As he abandoned plans of a
legal career, he made connections among the literati.
He was introduced to Anatole France, and joined the
Parnassian circle of Leconte de Lisle. At the same time,
Barres became familiar with such motorious works as
Paul Bourget’s Essais de psychologie contemporaine
(1883), a compelling cultural analysis of the decadent
condition, and Joris-Karl Huysmans’s novel A Rebours
(1884), whose hero Des Esseintes embodies the nihil-
ism of his generation. Although deeply affected by
these works (he wrote an influential article on Huys-
mans’s novel that pointed to its decadent aesthetics),
Barres was trying to find his voice. He found it in Le
Culte du moi, his first fictional trilogy, where he de-
fines the cultivation of the self as a form of existential
therapy, a redeeming virtue, and only source of happi-
ness in a “barbaric” age plagued by uninspiring ideas,
political mediocrity, and mass consumption. But be-
yond exploring the limits of existential freedom and
aesthetic pleasure through the meditations of the
young, partially autobiographic hero, Philippe, the
novels that make up the trilogy—=Sous [’oeil des barb-
ares (1888), Un homme libre (1889), and Le Jardin de
Bérénice (1891)—also seek solutions to the quandary
posed by subjective idealism. How does one find conti-
nuity and renewed interest without linking the self to
the greater community, and the individual ethos to a
collective set of values? As the young hero returns to
his native land, the Lorraine region, and muses on its
sad fate and noble past, nationalism emerges as a re-
sponse to the hero’s self-searching. In Barres’ own life,
as well as in his writings, the nation and its past will
eventually provide the providential answer. In philo-
sophical terms, the nation offers a reliable ontological
support for the hesitating subject, an inextinguishable
reservoir of energy and meaning going all the way
back in time, and extending to the dimensions of the
collective unconscious.

Barres’ good fortune or terrible luck, depending on
how one looks at it, is that unlike other fin-de-siécle or
modernist writers who only dabbled in politics, Barres
embraced politics as a career, as he later put in his
Cahiers, as an escape from his ceaseless ruminations
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and existential doubts. Leaving aside the part of ambi-
tion that undoubtedly went into his choice, Barres con-
fesses, “I almost went mad . . . Politics saved my life.”
His restless imagination was soon captured by the po-
litical figure of Georges Boulanger, the general who
became minister of war in 1886, and who embodied
the hopes of all those who were dissatisfied with the
parliamentary republic, of those who sought justice as
well as power, and dreamed of revanche (revenge) and
the faded glories of the nation. Boulanger mounted a
coup to overthrow the republic, but the attempt ended
in disaster. This pitiful episode did not diminish, how-
ever, Barres’s worship for his hero. Barres’s political
career was marked throughout by his attachment to
Boulanger. In 1889 Barres chose to represent the Bou-
langist party in Nancy on a populist platform meant
to carry the blue-collar vote by appealing to vague
socialist promises and by raising the specter of foreign
workers. Barrés won election to the Chamber of Depu-
ties, a seat he held until 1893. He had already been
active in political campaigning as editor of the patriotic
journal La Cocarde (1894-95), which sought again an
alliance between the Boulangists and the socialists. Al-
though Barrés was active on the left of the party, his
sentiments were never too far removed from the right
wing of the movement, sustained by the virulent anti-
Semitic pamphleteering of Edouard Drumont. In all
his political capacities, Barres was also following a
personal agenda, implementing an existential and aes-
thetic program, and seeking self-promotion as much
as political renewal. The confusion between the per-
sonal and the collective, social good and individual
success never ceased to influence his career. In effect,
as a member of the Chamber, Barrés was often more
interested in rhetorical effects than tangible results, and
as writer, especially in his later years, the propagandist
often took over the fictional creator. Maurice Barres’s
shift from Romantic revolt to nationalist dogma is not
as remarkable as it may seem. Several important cul-
tural historians have analyzed this particular phenome-
non, Zeev Sternhell in Maurice Barreés et le nationali-
sme frangais (2000), among others. As Sternhell
argued, the conceptual leap from radical subjectivity
and individual difference to organic nationalism is al-
ready present in the works of German thinkers, such
as Herder, Fichte, and Hegel with which Barres was
familiar in his youth. Although Barres repudiated these
foreign masters, as he became increasingly xenophobic
and leery of “barbaric” influences, their effect on his
thought was undeniable. But even without this direct
influence, he could draw on indigenous sources from
Michelet to Bergson, who had already absorbed a good
dose of German philosophical idealism. Other intellec-
tual trends favored Barres’s nationalist creed. Writers
seemed especially sensitive to the antipositivist trends



of the period, and many questioned the intellectual her-
itage of the Enlightenment, including its secular hu-
manism and its belief in progress. The Wagnerian furor
in France completed the formula of cultural national-
ism, by giving it a popular appeal.

The Dreyfus affair crystallized the nationalist ideol-
ogy in France. In 1894, the wrongful condemnation of
a Jewish officer, Alfred Dreyfus, for treason, polarized
French public opinion. Although many French intel-
lectuals courageously sided with the wronged officer,
and mounted a campaign for judicial revision, espe-
cially after Zola’s publication of his famous pamphlet
J’accuse, Barres retrenched in his nationalist convic-
tions, which from then on also took a distinctive anti-
Semitic coloring. This racial influence was strength-
ened by other intellectual encounters. Through Jules
Soury, a professor of psychology at the Sorbonne, and
a militant ethnologist, Barrés became familiar with the
tenets of social Darwinism, and its implications: racial
warfare and national conservation. These pseudo-
scientific teachings complemented Taine’s mainly lit-
erary doctrine of the influences of la race, le milieu,
and le moment, with which Barrés was familiar in his
youth. The transition to an intolerant, racist form of
nationalism is particularly evident in Barres’s second
fictional trilogy, Le Roman de [’énergie nationale,
comprising Les Déracinés (1897), L’Appel au soldat
(1900), and Leurs figures (1902), and in Scenes et doc-
trines du nationalisme (1902).

Barreés’s defining nationalist fiction, suggested by
the metaphor of roots, and its negative counterpart,
uprootedness, is presented in his novel, Les Déracinés.
The destinies of the young Lorrainers who leave their
native soil to seek their fortunes in Paris, much like
the author himself, end up (with some exceptions) in
tragic fashion: squalid poverty, moral decay, and death
on the scaffold. The consequences of uprootedness and
servile careerism are vividly displayed in an allegory
which seems contradicted by the author’s own life.
But such contradictions seem minor in an ideology
centered on the determinism of the soil, and the sym-
bolic burden of the dead, la terre et les morts, which
resonate, at least in part, with the national-socialist
mystique of Blut und Erde, as Robert Soucy has ar-
gued.

For Barres, the turn of the century is also the period
of a retroactive assessment of the native Lorraine,
which encapsulates for him the magic beauty and mar-
tyrdom of the nation. His traumatic childhood experi-
ences in a land ravaged by an occupying army take
renewed importance, as does regionalism as a whole.
Barres gives one of his most poetic descriptions of
Lorraine in La Colline inspirée (1913), centered round
the ancient shrine at Sion-Vaudrémont, where a group
of priests tried to re-establish a popular cult at the be-
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ginning of the nineteenth century. In this reconsidera-
tion of the past, heredity (la voix du sang) becomes
for Barres a major formative principle in the makeup
of the individual psyche, by stamping the self in an
irreversible way. The subject is seen no longer as a
self-sufficient entity, but as an echo chamber of the
collectivity. It is true that in Barres’s thought education
was called to reinforce the natural effect of heredity,
and it comes as no surprise that his series of articles
entitled, Scénes et doctrines du nationalisme, found
approval with the nationalist movement in education
(L’Education nationaliste). Moreover, as Barres be-
came more traditionalist in form, he also returned to
the Catholicism of his youth, which now played an
important role in his nationalist vision.

In Barres’s revised philosophy, the subject is thus
defined a priori by the traditions of his forbears and
has to protect against any outside influences that might
contaminate its purity: no longer those peddled by na-
tive Barbarians, but by Jews and Germans. This is a
far cry from Barres’s initial stance on the primacy of
the ego, a form of self-betrayal in the eyes of some of
his peers, André Gide, in particular, whose experi-
ments in subjective freedom had taken him to distant
and forbidden territories. If Barres traveled far away,
it was in the service of the French missionary schools
in the Levant, whose ‘“civilizing” mission was pro-
moted by colonial France. In this late period Barres
produced a third fictional trilogy, Les Bastions de I’Est
(1905-21): Au service de I’Allemagne (1905), Colette
Baudoche (1909), Le Génie du Rhin (1921) centered
on the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine, which stand
as faithful bastions against any “barbaric” invaders
from the East.

In politics, Barres joined the anti-Dreyfusards in
forming the League of Patriots dominated by the ultra-
nationalist politician, Paul Déroulede. In spite of ideo-
logical differences with Charles Maurras, the founder
of the Action Francaise, Barres remained faithful to
right-wing causes, especially in education. Sensing a
change in the political mood in the first years of the
twentieth century, he settled for a milder form of con-
servatism, which implicitly accepted the republican
status quo and the heritage of the French Revolution,
and thus reentered Parliament in 1906 as a deputy of
Paris. The same year he was elected member to the
Académie Francaise.

The Great War further enhanced Barres’s national-
ist fervor; too old to serve, he threw himself with unbri-
dled passion in the service of the country, by writing
daily patriotic articles for the Echo de Paris. They were
later collected in the fourteen volumes of Chronigue
de la Grande Guerre (1920-24). After the war, his
patriotic passion mellowed, and his nationalist creed
became increasingly mystical. Un Jardin sur Oronte
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(1922) is a poetic allegory upholding the primacy of
native place and religion over the strongest emotions
of the subject. The romance between a Crusader and
a bewitching Syrian girl (a thinly veiled portrait of
the “foreign” poet Anna de Noailles, for whom Barres
nurtured a strong attraction) ended predictably with the
sacrifice of love in the name of cultural allegiance.
Published shortly before the end of his life, Un Jardin
sur Oronte is perhaps Barres’s most personal novel. In
revealing the dangerous attraction of the exotic Other
personified by the oriental woman, he both accepted,
and transcended in fiction, at least, the fearful seduc-
tion that inhabited his nationalist creed, as it did many
similar ideological currents of the period.

The immediate posterity, represented by avant-
garde and modernist writers, was unkind to Barres.
Even before his death, the Parisian Dadaists repre-
sented by André Breton, Louis Aragon, and Tristan
Tzara organized a mock trial of Barres as the embodi-
ment of the most retrograde trends in recent French
culture, but French writers on the Right found in Barres
a useful ally. A closer look at his influence on
twentieth-century French writers finds, however, a
more complicated picture, suggesting the ambiguous
make-up of French intellectuals during this period.
Even if Barres’s style were less exceptional than many
French critics have asserted, his influence would be
no less important. His writings have marked not only
traditional, conservative writers, such as Mauriac,
Montherlant, Bernanos, but also more liberal, if not
politically opposite figures, such as Aragon, Malraux,
and Cocteau. Even more importantly, Barrés was an
inspirational figure for General de Gaulle, and later
for Francois Mitterand. One can only wonder to what
extent the mixture of personal and collective grandeur
in Barres’s writings plays a part in his posthumous
seduction. Although shunned by the literary establish-
ment in the aftermath of the Second World War, as an
undesirable reminder of the role that native nationalism
played in the constitution of the Vichy regime, Barres
made an unexpected comeback in the late 1960s, and
his reputation has benefited from an appreciable num-
ber of new studies and biographies. Two recent biogra-
phies, by Francois Broche in 1987 and by Sarah Vajda
in 2000, take a clear position against the anti-Barres
phenomenon. In their biographical studies the authors
downplay or even defend (in Vajda’s case) the ex-
cesses in Barres nationalist philosophy, in the name
of his literary importance or authentic patriotism. The
history of Barres’s reception is certainly far from set-
tled.

AvriNa CLEJ

See also Henri Bergson, Georges Bernanos, André
Breton, André Gide, Charles Maurras
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Biography

Maurice Barrés was born in 1862, in the small town
of Charmes-sur-Moselle, on the northeastern border of
France. As a young child he witnessed the devastating
effects of German occupation during the Franco-
Prussian War (1870-71), and the humiliation of the
French population in defeat. Frail and hypersensitive,
Barres suffered in his school years. In 1889 he was
elected to the Chamber of deputies, where he repre-
sented the Boulangist party. Although he started on the
left side of this populist movement, he became increas-
ingly involved in nationalist, conservative causes. Dur-
ing the Dreyfus affair, he took the side of the army.
Barres was re-elected to the Chamber of deputies in
1906, and became member of the Académie Francaise
the same year. The bellicose prewar atmosphere and
the clamor for revenge (Revanche) accentuated the
chauvinist aspect of his nationalist creed. In July 1914,
he succeeded Paul Déroulede as Chairman of the Ligue
des patriotes. During the war Barres wrote daily pa-
triotic articles for the Echo de Paris. Barres died of a
heart attack in 1923.
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BARTHES, ROLAND

Essayist, Literary Theorist and Critic,
Philosopher of Culture

It would take a long time to cover the areas and the
widely diverse approaches taken by Roland Barthes in
his relatively short career. The tendency is to treat his
body of work as within Literary or Critical Theory,
particularly that of semiology and structuralism, in-
forming areas as diverse as photography, literature and
poststructuralist philosophy. However, it is also possi-
ble to see Barthes as a writer who, although never pub-
lishing any novels, was fascinated by the act of writing,
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and, later on in his career, went on to become a practi-
tioner of what he called the “novelistic.” Indeed, the
essayistic and novelistic tendencies in his writing are
evident in his early work as a journalist.

Barthes’s swift rise to fame clearly benefited from
spanning two intellectual generations—the Sartrean
one and then that of the postmodern. And yet it is (the
relationship between) the literary and the political that
fascinated him throughout his career. As Stafford
(1998) suggests, Barthes’s career can be divided up
into three categories: journalist (1953-60), academic
(1960-), and writer (1970-), and none of these is in
any way exclusive, all are present within each other.
One of the last intellectuals of the second half of the
twentieth century, Barthes was heavily influenced by
postwar intellectual culture. A keen reader of Sartre
(by his own admission, 1971), in the postwar golden
age of political engagement, he had also read the nine-
teenth century historian Jules Michelet just as thor-
oughly while ill during the War, and had also been
influenced by Gide and Nietzsche in the 1930s. Mixing
the historical and the historiographical, the empathetic
historian of Michelet and the stern theorist of writing
and acting in situation of Sartre, Barthes became fasci-
nated by Brechtian theory and epic theater. He was a
crucial leader in the moves in the 1950s to import the
German dramatist’s ideas and plays into France. At
the same time, influenced by semiologist and fashion
theorist Algirdas Julien Greimas, whom he had met in
Alexandria in 1949, Barthes began a serious study and
application of the ideas of Ferdinand de Saussure, the
Swiss linguist and father of semiology. Into this heady
mix of Sartre, Michelet, Brecht, and Saussure, Barthes
added an unorthodox, Trotskyan version of Marxism,
to produce his best-known work, Mythologies (1957).

Looking for a “sociologie engagée” (a “politicized
sociology”), and drawing on his left-wing journalism
which he had been publishing in Les Lettres nouvelles
and Esprit just as the Algerian War for independence
was beginning, his monthly mythological studies
launched an ideological critique, both bitter and amus-
ing, of France, as the country moved through the trou-
bled and ideologically-controlled 1950s. This was a
time when sociology as a discipline was only just be-
ginning to grow. Barthes was influenced by the An-
nales thinkers, such as Lucien Febvre, who promoted
“history from below” and a “longue durée” view of
change. Mythologies was an acerbic and humorous col-
lection of vignettes, which, in turn, praised, satirized,
and exposed the values of 1950s France with a sophis-
ticated, highly dialectical view of capitalist society.
Mythologies has been hailed as a classic of Cultural
Studies. Not only did it treat Racine and the new Ci-
troén DS on an equal footing, but it also showed how
anything from literature and photography to women’s
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magazines, cooking recipes, and wrestling could be
seen to have wider ideological functions. Barthes’s
avowed enemy was the petite bourgeoisie, whose ten-
dency to convert History into Nature was a key element
in maintaining the capitalist and colonialist status quo
in France. The final essay, “Myth Today,” showed
Barthes to be a consummate theorist, deploying Saus-
sure, Marx, and Brecht in equal measure, and is one
of the earliest attempts to popularize semiology.

Barthes had also read and absorbed Lévi—Strauss’s
structural anthropology. The very act of writing could
thus, for Barthes, be seen anthropologically. Seeing
writing as part of the literary institution, he had devel-
oped the idea of écriture in relation to History, and
considered that writing was tending toward, though not
finding, a “degree zero” in which “style” was becom-
ing absent (1953). His new literary history, based on
this view, re-addressed (“Marxianized,” Barthes
claimed later, 1971) the area Sartre had ignored in his
hurried What is Literature? of 1947. If for Sartre lan-
guage was opaque, then political commitment on the
part of the writer had to ignore questions of literary
form. Barthes agreed with the political ethos of writing
being politically situated. But, as his analysis of mod-
ern literature—a very limited selection, running from
Flaubert to Camus—pointed out, the modern writer
was torn between, on the one hand, using a language
owned and created by the Bourgeoisie since the mid-
nineteenth century, and, on the other, trying to express
the fracture that modernity had visited upon the human
psyche. Writing at a time when the Communist Party
“socialist realist” line, perversely and in philistine
fashion, decreed that militant and critical literature
should avoid the artistic innovations associated with
formalism (such as Surrealism), and considered all ex-
periments with form as “bourgeois,” Barthes was put-
ting forward the opposite view. Literature had to recog-
nize that it was rooted in society and history, but also
so was the language that it employed.

His desire for an engagement of literary language
and form led him in the 1950s to work on (and, at
times, run) the radical popular theater journal Thédtre
Populaire that was championing Jean Vilar’s attempts
at the TNP to bring the masses to enjoy a politically
mature and questioning form of theater. Paradoxically,
perhaps, this interest in form encouraged Barthes also
to be one of the first advocates of the Nouveau Roman,
especially the novels of Alain Robbe-Grillet, whose
prose eschewed all traditional forms of narrative and
story-telling (including that of political commitment),
and showed, according to Barthes, that chosisme (the
world of things) needed to be included in the novel.
His collected essays (1964), drawn from journals such
as Critique, were important catalysts for the ensuing de-
bates over the renewal of the novel’s aesthetic premises.
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Barthes’s introduction to the work of Michelet,
which he had published in 1954, had caught the eye
of the Annales historian Lucien Febvre. In it Barthes
displayed a fascination with Michelet’s “bodily”
attachment to history and writing, anticipating
Bachelard’s existentialist and phenomenological poetic
sensibility. And his deep knowledge of Michelet’s post-
romantic history-writing and treatises on natural sci-
ence helped Barthes to earn temporary posts in the Soci-
ology section of the CNRS during the 1950s. At one
stage, he was working on the sociology of vocabulary in
1830s France, later on work and clothing with Georges
Friedmann. He was also to play an important part in the
founding of a new intellectual journal.

The growth of “the New Left” (following the Soviet
invasion of Hungary in 1956) saw him set up, with
Edgar Morin and Jean Duvignaud (a colleague from
the journal Thédtre Populaire), the intellectual journal
Arguments, one of the most important noncommunist
publications of the intellectual left after the War. Fol-
lowing the success of Mythologies as well as his mono-
graph on Michelet, Barthes claimed to have always
been commissioned to write his many varied journalis-
tic pieces. This was a golden state of affairs for a bur-
geoning, performative essayist, well versed as a jour-
nalist in how to operate in the publication revolution
in France and within the growing discipline of the soci-
ology of culture. It is here that he landed his first per-
manent post at the age of forty-five.

Appointed to a post in the “Sociology of Signs” at
the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in 1960, along-
side Fernand Braudel, Lévi-Strauss, Jean-Pierre Ver-
nant, and having set up (with Morin) CECMAS (the
Centre for the Study of Mass Communications) and
its journal Communications, his fortune and fame
could not but grow in the 1960s. Semiology, structural-
ism, and the heated debate over Racine and literary
criticism, helped by a judicious attachment to the jour-
nal Tel Quel and its founder Philippe Sollers (1978),
made Barthes into a household name.

Important articles now appeared on photography
and advertising, on car culture and on the semiology
of food. He held important seminars on rhetoric, argu-
ing that the study of rhetoric, which had been excluded
from school and university curricula since the late
1870s, needed to be rediscovered, in order for language
in modern society to be fully understood. His magister-
ial study of rhetoric (written in 1966, but not published
until 1970) was modestly subtitled an “aide-mémoire,”
but was in fact an erudite account that showed the
finer workings of rhetoric from Ancient Greece to the
present day.

This interest in the rhetorical nature of language
affected his long and painstaking work on fashion.
There was now a shift of emphasis in it. Having tried



in the late 1950s to account for and explain how fash-
ion forms changed, Barthes now accepted that this was
nigh impossible, and that the only way to explain how
an article of clothing became “fashionable” was by
considering it to be written or verbalized (rather than
simply “seen” or worn). And, though it was an impor-
tant publication of his work of a decade (1957 to 1967),
The Fashion System merely ended up confirming that
fashion was a “poor” system, with only a small number
of possible variants. This mirrored the inevitable con-
clusion on the structural analysis of narratives (1965)
that had reduced the world’s narratives, following the
work of the Russian Formalist Vladimir Propp, to a
small number of types. There was a realization then
that structuralism had ended up showing narratives
also to be a “poverty of forms.” This realization fore-
saw an important shift which was to take place in the
second half of the 1960s, in which narrative became
to be considered as smaller than a story but longer than
a few words, a crucial move toward poststructuralism
which drew on the work of Chomsky, championed by
Nicolas Ruwet. But Barthes could not have foreseen
the episode that catapulted him into the limelight, the
joust between himself and Sorbonne professor Ray-
mond Picard.

Picard was a specialist of Racine, and the republica-
tion in book form of Barthes’s various essays on the
seventeenth century dramatist of tragedy (1963),
sparked a series of rather malicious attacks on Bar-
thes’s deployment of new critical methodologies. The
old was pitted against the new, the Sorbonne expert
against the marginal literary critic and sociologist. Bar-
thes’s psychoanalytical and structuralist reading of Ra-
cine’s world was only one among a rising number of
readings, in what was loosely termed la nouvelle cri-
tique, which (broadly speaking) applied to the litera-
ture of (relatively) new epistemologies in the social
sciences—Marxism, existentialism, psychoanalysis,
structuralism, formalism. The row also raised impor-
tant questions about the role of the critic. Barthes’s
response, Criticism and Truth (1966), was an impor-
tant statement of the shift that taken place in his
thought. It showed that literary criticism, far from
looking for the truth of literature, was (or should be)
looking rather for its validity. Barthes’s influence on
the rapidly-changing perspectives of literary criticism
in France in this period can be gauged by the extraordi-
nary regularity with which his ideas and formulations
are invoked in the 1966 Cerisy Colloquium on contem-
porary criticism (Poulet 1968).

Nevertheless, Barthes’s conception and deployment
of semiology (1965) have been criticized by linguists
and theorists alike. His claim that linguistics was
merely a branch of semiology (rather than the other
way around) annoyed semiologist and linguist alike.
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Culler has criticized the conclusions on fashion. In-
deed, Barthes’s flights of fancy into various areas of
the social sciences during the 1960s were not always
appreciated, neither by technocratic specialists, nor by
Marxist philosophers.

The search for validity over “Truth” in literature
was an important change of perspective. He had al-
ready signalled his attachment to semiology (1965),
but a key shift had appeared in the preface to his col-
lected Critical Essays (1964). A belief that the act of
writing was one of questioning rather than of affirma-
tion, that writing was “intransitive,” an end in itself
rather than a means, joined with a growing anti-
scientific approach towards structuralism, which
would make him, alongside Foucault and Derrida, De-
leuze and Lacan, a key 1960s theorist. But Barthes
never let go of the Sartrean “situation”—dialectics. So,
from high structuralist who analyzed stories on James
Bond (1965) to theorist of the “adventure of the signi-
fier,” Barthes work saw a radicalization of his écriture.
Having shown how “realism” in Flaubert was merely
a set of codes guaranteed by some apparently insignifi-
cant signifiers (1968), Barthes now analyzed another
short story for its codes. His choice of France’s greatest
literary writer, Honoré de Balzac, whose work still in-
spired numerous publications of literary criticism, can-
not not have been innocent.

During 1968-69, while teaching a seminar on Bal-
zac’s curious, gothic story “Sarrasine”, he wrote his
analysis and published it as S/Z (1970). Based on his
seminar with doctoral students, S/Z was a radical re-
reading, even rewriting, of Balzac’s story about a
sculptor’s love for an opera singer. Barthes showed,
using close analysis of the codes deployed in the story,
that the different levels of narration, the “economic”
mystery of the family’s fortune and the psychoanalyti-
cal level of desire, could be left as possible entries
into the story, without any one being privileged. This
“suspension” of judgment by the critic at the end of
his reading mirrored the pensiveness of the character
telling the yarn in Balzac’s story. Barthes had finally
undermined the high structuralist belief that there were
a finite number of archi-narratives by showing that
every reading of a narrative was a rewriting of it,
thereby showing its difference from itself. He had also
put into practice his belief that the author—or literary
authority—was dead. Rather than a text’s meaning
being controlled by its creator, on the contrary, the
reader was now the producer of meanings, necessarily
plural as the subject doing the reading is always in a
state of historical, psychic, and social flux. The “Death
of the Author” (1983), published in late 1968, is per-
haps the classic text of the 1968 democratization of
literary culture in France. Yet S/Z also confirmed that
this new freedom for the reader was not set to become
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anew form of literary scientism. The digressions sprin-
kled between the numbering of the various codes found
in Balzac’s story were speculative, provisional, and
essayistic in the extreme, undermining any notion of a
“science” of the text. Zen Buddhism was an important
influence here. With sarori acting as a search for peace
and wisdom, Barthes used Japanese haiku (three-line
poems with little discernible import) to show the re-
writing of a Balzac story could undermine the produc-
tion of singular meanings, which characterized West-
ern literary criticism. Seeing in haiku a silence, or
exemption of meaning, which seemed to escape the
constraints of signification that language seemed to
operate, Barthes was reiterating the Mallarméan poetic
stance that language (especially poetry) is not simply
communication. This interest in silence was a prelude
to a more controversial comment that appeared in his
1977 inaugural lecture (1978): because language
obliges us to speak, he argued, it is a form of “fascism.”

Barthes’s shift to avant-garde writer in the late
1960s paralleled that shift made by the group of writers
running Tel Quel, whose theoretical fundamentalism
and Maoist vanguardism is an enduring moment of the
turbulent years 1967—1974 in France. He followed the
Tel Quel fascination with Sade, Bataille, and Artaud,
and was an important participant in the journal’s estab-
lishment of a Theoretical Research Group (GET,
“Groupe d’études théoriques”). He even supported the
journal’s curious rapprochement with intellectuals in
the French Communist Party. But Barthes never en-
dorsed Tel Quel’s Maoist rejection of bourgeois cul-
ture, as his literary interests at the time showed. From
1967 to 1972, he wrote acclaimed pieces on Flaubert,
Proust, and Loti (1972), reading and writing on litera-
ture as if it were his own creative production, and sup-
plying libertarian rereading of Sade, Fourier, and even
the Jesuit spiritualist Loyola (1971). Indeed, he was
simply carrying on his writerly habit, since the 1950s,
of providing prefaces for editions of the classics of
French literature (Stendhal, Hugo, Chateaubriand, La
Bruyere, La Rochefoucauld, Fromentin).

One other important parallel with Tel Quel, other
than the interest in and promotion of “theory,” was the
use of the Orient as critique of the West. After a num-
ber of visits to Japan, Barthes published his brilliant,
if (self-avowedly) “superficial” account of Japanese
culture (1970). Here, in fine poststructuralist fashion,
he deliberately ignored social reality, revelled in his
linguistic exclusion from Japanese culture, and de-
scribed how he found decentered cities, hatku-led cul-
tural practices, a world as if it were a literary text. But
his stay in Morocco in 1969 was less fruitful, as he
found himself, with his distinctly Proustian interests,
considered part of the colonial and bourgeois French
society against which the Moroccan students he was
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teaching were in constant revolt. Nevertheless, he
made important friends, such as the poets Abdelkebir
Khatibi and Zaghloul Morsy, both involved with the
radical, literary journal Souffles.

The return to unstable post—1968 France saw
Barthes now theorize the power of the state to
(re-)impose its will via the Doxa of everyday life.
Though Mythologies had foreseen this, Barthes now
moved to see this phenomenon as a function of lan-
guage, not so much that of myth. Therefore, to under-
mine and escape the social Doxa, language itself had
to be changed. The stereotype was one way of enacting
this. Instead of seeing the stereotypical as a petite-
bourgeois simili of bourgeois culture, he now advo-
cated the stereotype as a way undermining the belief
in the individual’s original creativity in language. This
strategy was not dissimilar to his urging in S/Z to re-
read, as rereading could help to counter the capitalist
encouragement towards regular and serial consump-
tion of narratives. Finding ways of fighting society’s
control of language and language production was thus
in the early 1970s the key aim of his writing.

In his next publication (1971), he showed how the
libertarian Sade, the utopian Fourier, and the spiritual-
ist Loyola were all examples of what he called “logo-
thets,” writers who had produced new, counter-doxal
languages. The suggestion was that the Left in post-
1968 France needed to work in this direction of recast-
ing language, in order to combat the restrictions of
the social idiolect, language’s tendency to solidify to
which we are all subject. One way was to “textualize”
as much as possible. His dictionary entry, the “Theory
of the Text” (1972), zigzagging through Freud, Marx,
and Nietzsche, was anything but a scientific account
of “text.” Instead it was a playful but iconoclastic at-
tempt to put this logothetic view into practice, by
showing how textuality—the search, critique and re-
writing (via writing) of language’s production of
meaning—can shake the status quo of contemporary
society. Thus writing became Barthes’s praxis. He had
shown in S/Z how the students’ desire to speak out
(rather than write) had been a weak link in the mass
protests of May 1968, and he now began work on an
extensive history of writing, which was unfortunately
published only posthumously (2000).

Barthes’s unpredictability saw him then move, in
the decadence of the early seventies, to an unsuspected
area of research: a theorizing of the pleasure of litera-
ture (1973), which, for the sharp critic of bourgeois
and petite bourgeois culture, seemed to many like a
sudden change of heart. But the brief essay is a Lacan-
ian attempt to show how his reading habits took shape,
divided between jouissance (ecstasy) and pleasure, de-
pending on whether the text being read was avant-
garde (scriptible, and therefore fully rewritable by the



reader), or merely classic and readable (/isible). Using
notions of intertextuality, Barthes also recast literary
history, not as one of progression, but of regression, in
which Robbe-Grillet came before Flaubert, in formal,
writerly terms, because Flaubert merely anticipated
Robbe-Grillet’s prose.

This concentration on pleasure was indicative of a
return to the “subject,” a term that the antihumanist
structuralism of the sixties had seemingly ignored. Fol-
lowing his performative interview in Tel Quel in 1971,
Barthes became more interested in the self. His writing
insisted more on the place of the body within the act
of writing that belonged to the “scripteur.” The brilliant
idea of writing his own biography, in the same series
in which he had written on Michelet, was the polar
opposite of egotism (1975). For Barthes now theorized
the self—his self—in the third person, as if spoken in
anovel. This was the crowning act of Nietzscheanism,
of the avant-garde’s cherished aim: to make life into
literature. In this biography of the self, he playfully
theorized his own image (in both the photographic and
the media sense), displaying how writing the self could
allow the self to escape society’s pigeon-holing of the
individual. Writing could even be a form of salvation
against the attempts by society to constrain, contain,
and immobilize the intellectual.

His work on the discourse of love (1977) continued
this “literarization” of life, and once again saw the self
as competing with language. In a series of well-
observed vignettes, gesturing towards Goethe’s ro-
manticist story of unrequited love, the Fragments (as
they are affectionately known) played out scenes of
romantic conversations and missed meetings, in a the-
atrical manner that harked back to the passion for
drama in his earlier career. Refreshingly, it used Win-
nicott, rather than Freud, for its psychoanalytical mus-
ings. Fragments is also the book that has consistently
sold the best in Barthes’s writing career, addressing a
topic in mid-seventies France that was almost taboo
on the intellectual left. Then again, Barthes did seem
to have deserted confrontational writing and politics,
just as the media assault by nouveaux philosophes such
as Bernard-Henri Lévy and André Glucksmann began
to dominate intellectual horizons in mid-seventies
France. His slow acquiescence before the changing
French political scene had been catalyzed by his trip
to China in 1974 with the Tel Quel group, just as
Maoism was becoming compromised as a totalitarian
and corrupt regime. The trip was clearly not inspira-
tional to him, neither for his writing nor his political
views. His refusal on his return to comment on his
trip became a suspension of judgment similar to the
conclusion of S/Z. This suspension became the very
subject of his essay on China (1975). Thus the thor-
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oughly literary period of his career emerged just as the
post-1968 ennui had become generalized.

Barthes now sought intellectual solace in his own
creativity. He took up calligraphy, working more on
music too, and he wrote numerous prefaces on the vis-
ual arts, introducing American painters into France
such as Cy Twombly, and new French photographers
such as Lucien Clergue and Daniel Boudinet. He still
maintained a deep attachment to écriture, arguing in
interviews that it was unfortunate that the vast majority
of the population was excluded from it, and that, in
order to read the world accurately (he suggested in a
neat trademark, Barthesian paradox), one needed to be
able to write. Here was an example of Barthes’s skillful
interview technique (1981).

Appointment in 1977 to a chair in literary semiology
at the prestigious College de France now confirmed
Barthes as a well-known intellectual figure and al-
lowed him to pursue his interests. He gave lectures on
Proust and the preparation of the novel, and on Proust
and photography. But he also developed other finer
areas of research such as the “neutral,” which may
seem ironic given the stark criticism (in Mythologies
published twenty years before) of petite bourgeois ide-
ology’s tendency towards “neither-norism.” He also
worked on what he called, in the great French moralist
tradition, an “ethology,” a politics of living, in a series
of lectures called “How to Live Together.” The self
had finally returned to the center stage of Barthesian
writerly “performance.” And in the Cerisy conference
on him (1978), he could now proudly proclaim that
his work was able to bridge the gap between idealism
and materialism.

The return to the self was crowned by his final book,
a wonderful essay on photography (1980), which con-
founded all the critics by skirting round a theory of
photography (as language). His study was a romantic
attempt to refind in a photograph his cherished mother
who had recently died, in a deeply moving and essay-
istic account of the numen of photography, eschewing
his trademark view of language as ubiquitous. Bar-
thes’s main point was that photography avoided the
tangles of linguistic communication because it was a
physical, material trace of existence, not (merely?) a
referent. The problem was how to “read” photography,
or rather how to avoid “reading” a medium that, by
definition, had no referent, only the individual sub-
ject’s affective and memorial input. Thus Barthes navi-
gated his way through subjectivity and phenomenol-
ogy, to produce an essay of moving proportions, and
(paradoxically) of theoretical worth, as photography
and death was shown to be deeply linked. He was dead
within months of it being published, such, it is said,
was his grief after his mother’s death.
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Fame brought with it some playful if pointless criti-
cism. The “Roland Barthes Made Easy” by Burnier
and Rambaud (1978) mimicked Barthes’s writing
style. And since his death he has caused nearly as much
debate and argument as during his lifetime. The post-
humous publication of his writings from time spent in
Morocco in 1969 (1987) revealed notes surprising in
their crudeness. And despite his delicate, anti-
hysterical, modest side, Incidents showed a crude, ho-
mosexual side to his life. Then there was the court
case over whether some of his lectures on the “neutral”
could be published. More recently, and controversially,
a Roland Barthes Institute has been set up in Paris.
Much of the posthumous Barthes seems then to be at
odds with the modest but maverick iconoclast that he
was in his lifetime.

Barthes’s wide interests have led him to be charac-
terized in many different ways: as theorist and semiolo-
gist, utopian thinker, moralist, “deft and supple” intel-
lectual mover, and high structuralist. Ultimately, he
was a theorist of alienation who saw Literature, or the
literary, as a means of dis-alienation. It may be that
Barthes, the postromantic social theorist and literary
critic, will endure also as a writer and essayist.

ANDY STAFFORD
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Biography

Born in Cherbourg (Normandy) in 1915, brought up
in the Bayonne region of France, Roland Barthes was
a classics student at the Sorbonne until tuberculosis
interrupted his studies. This affected his future career
dramatically. World War II saw him convalescing, and
then emerging with no formal postgraduate qualifica-
tion, only a degree in Classics. The 1950s saw a period
of unstable employment, in which journalism became
crucial, and during which he began various research
posts in the burgeoning area of Sociology. Le degré
zéro de I’écriture (1953) and Michelet (1954) were
well received, but it was Mythologies (1957) that made
his name. A series of essays from his left-wing journal-
ism, the collection drew together his fascination with
Brecht and his growing interest in Saussure and semi-
ology. Work on clothes and fashion history then helped
him in 1960 to secure a post in the VI section of the
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, and led to his trea-
tise on fashion (Systeme de la Mode, 1967). The attack
launched in 1965 by Sorbonne professor Raymond Pi-
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card, over Barthes’s application of la nouvelle critique
to Racine (1963), and the ensuing debate, summarized
as the “old” university versus new critical theories
(1966), made Barthes a household name; and his struc-
turalist and semiological theories guaranteed his im-
portance as an important intellectual figure of the
1960s. An iconoclastic reading of a Balzac short story
and an ethnographic portrait of Japan (S/Z and L’Emp-
ire des signes, 1970) launched the final phase of his
career, in which the themes of pleasure (1973), the
self (1975), love’s language (1977) and photography
(1980) dominated. He was elected in 1977 to a Chair
of Literary Semiology at the prestigious College de
France in Paris. He died in 1980, after an accident.
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BATAILLE, GEORGES
Writer

The writings of Georges Bataille are heterogeneous in
the extreme, at times didactic and pedagogic, at others
approaching a limit of sense in their opening toward
experience, or silence. Bataille draws on philosophy,
anthropology, economics, literature, painting, and on
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his own experience in a nonsystematic manner, creat-
ing a body of thought that it is difficult to synthesize
or to unify. The difficulty of Bataille’s thought does
not lie in terminology or philosophical complexity, but
in the fact that it addresses the relations between
thought and experience, and constantly insists on the
impossibility of resolving the tension between them.
However, in the acuity of the exploration of this ten-
sion, in its heterogeneity, the plurality of its modes,
and in the breadth of Bataille’s interventions across
nearly half of the twentieth century, Bataille rivals his
contemporary Jean-Paul Sartre in importance and in
force.

Bataille’s thought is a sustained attempt to give an
account of an experience of sacrifice. The attempt,
however, constantly admits to its failure or its betrayal
of the experience, and in this admission thought is clos-
est to the account that is its aim. Sacrifice, according
to Bataille, takes different forms. Indeed, it is difficult
to say that one theme or premise remains at the center.
Bataille displaces his own terms: transgression, eroti-
cism, the acephalous, sovereignty, sacrifice . . ., and in
this displacement thought dissolves its own authority
and so is sacrificed. Thus, according to one moment,
it is possible to say that the thought of sacrifice is a
theory of limits. In sacrifice, a limited consciousness
experiences the momentary suppression of its limits
and is opened to an experience of limitlessness. The
notion of transgression that is elaborated here is prem-
ised on a vision of human consciousness as necessarily
limited, yet through its very limitation construing an
“other side” of the limit. This other side is experienced
through transgression as a violence (the sense of the
rupture of the limit), as a dissolution of the limited
person and an experience of the “totally other” (fout
autre). The totally other is represented, historically and
culturally, in different ways, but Bataille’s term the
sacred is intended to refer not only to the explicitly
religious (which in some contexts is a betrayal of the
sense of the sacred and its representation as a superior,
transcendent but limited “person” or as God) but also
to the erotic, or to an experience of immanence, which
Bataille calls “inner experience” (see L’Expérience in-
térieure, 1942). Bataille insistently returns to erotic
experience and to death as two instances of the dissolu-
tion of personal limits. Ultimately, however, both of
these are flawed as experiences of sacrifice, and reveal
sacrifice as a simulacrum. Erotic experience, which
affords the subject an experience of self-dissolution,
is nevertheless constrained within the physical dimen-
sion and, in erotic love, within the form of the couple
(see L’Erotisme, 1957). The experience of death is un-
available to me as an experience of my own death, and
so is given to me in the form of ritual or as representa-
tion. The subject of sacrifice in this case is not the
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victim that is killed but the witness of the death of the
other, in which the subject “participates.” The experi-
ence is mediated via an object that is destroyed. Sacri-
fice is thus, Bataille admits, a ruse or a subterfuge,
because it is a spectacle (see “Hegel, la mort, le sacri-
fice”). At its core, Bataille confronts the impossibility
of sacrifice, of the thought of sacrifice, and opens up
a space in which thought admits to its own impotence
and finitude.

Bataille attempts to account for sacrifice in several
different modes. It constructs a fragmentary and not
altogether empirical anthropological and historical
narrative for humanity which hypothesizes the passage
from animal to man as resting on the creation of taboos
or limits, notably around sex and death, and the emer-
gence of work as a system of reserve and economy
which leaves behind the immediate form of animality
but at the same time ritualizes the experience of this
“lost” immediacy as the sacred (in L’Erotisme, for ex-
ample). In a different mode, Bataille addresses the con-
cept of economy, proposing that a “general economy”
persists above and beyond any limited or reserved
economy (see La Part maudite). The limited economy
depends upon accumulation, usefulness, and commen-
surability. It is fundamentally an economy of ex-
change. But in the economic world there are instances
that fall outside this understanding of human relations,
instances of useless expenditure, loss, or destruction.
These nevertheless accrue some value, in terms of
prestige or honor. The general economy remains there-
fore an economy, and sacrifice remains an economic
gesture as long as it is premised on the notion or the
possibility of a return. Much of Bataille’s thought thus
addresses forms of human culture and activity which
tend towards the unmediated experience of the totally
other, but which fold this experience back within the
mediated form of the economic. It is a question, Ba-
taille says, of introducing into this world the most in-
tense experience of the totally other that it can bear.
Bataille nevertheless strains toward an exceeding of
this limit, where sacrifice would be for and to nothing,
where it would be in other words not itself; not a “sacri-
fice without sacrifice” or a sacrifice of sacrifice, but a
space in which sacrifice collapses.

The dimension of sacrifice and the economic mo-
ment both inform Bataille’s insistent focus on the no-
tion of sovereignty (see particularly La Souveraineté).
The sovereign is that which has its end in itself, in
effect knows no end other than itself, no other authority
than itself. Bataille’s sovereign is one who may enjoy
or consume an object beyond the purely necessary or
useful; sovereign experience is beyond need or the de-
mand to survive. The sovereign is not only, however,
the king or the master, but any man, in the sense that
the servile worker may from time to time experience
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some enjoyment beyond the useful, beyond work.
Much of Bataille’s writing of the postwar period is
devoted to the exploration of the fortunes of sover-
eignty, construing a form of historical anthropology
which charts the prominence and decline of instituted
forms of sovereignty through religion, through to the
situation of sovereignty in the postwar world, whose
ultimate horizon Bataille locates in communism. Ba-
taille looks to art and literature to provide, in the post-
religious world, representations of the experience of
sovereignty that are no longer mediated through these
instituted forms. A crucial insistence throughout his
work, and significantly through his consistent empha-
sis on the figure of Nietzsche, is that sovereignty as
such is nothing. The experience of sovereignty that
takes place beyond the domain of usefulness and pro-
duction, of servitude in Bataille’s terms, is an experi-
ence of liberation from the constraints of time, in the
instant. It liberates from anxiety before death but re-
mains an experience of man’s finitude.

Bataille’s thought is a sovereign experience both in
the sense of thinking this experience and attempting
to think, and to write, according to it. Thus Bataille’s
writing maintains a distance from philosophy properly
speaking, although it may engage with it. As a writer,
Bataille wants to avoid becoming constrained within
the domain of philosophy that he sees as servile (lim-
ited by its nature as system or project). His postwar
nonfictional works are thus characterized by a tension
between pedagogic imperatives—to write in a way that
establishes a communication with any reader around
sovereign experience—and the failure and collapse of
explanation and commentary. Bataille believed that
discursive language itself forms a constraint and a sys-
tem in which the experience of sovereignty cannot be
communicated except as if in secret, or in the interrup-
tion of itself. Fiction, particularly narrative, offers Ba-
taille a frame in which this tension between language
and sovereign experience can be effected, and as such
his fictional writings are to be read as significant ele-
ments of his thought (see Le Bleu du ciel, Madame
Edwarda, L’Abbé C.). Poetry, for Bataille, is a limit
at which thought and language most acutely confront
their own dissolution, where the tension between
meaning and sovereign experience is most demanding.
He is thus critical of the everlasting potential fall of
poetry into the decorative or sentimental, and his own
poetry forms again a conjunct to his thought (see
L’Impossible).

Bataille is not systematic, to the extent that one can
say he elaborated a philosophy; his is a thought that
lives off the relations that it engages with other bodies
of thought. This is not to say that it is not original or
singularly marked by a particular style of thinking.
Bataille is a thinker who consistently addressed the



relation of his own writing and thinking to those with
whom he entered into relation, and addressed the dis-
cursive and existential status of his own thought in
relation to other bodies of thought. Thus Bataille is not
a “philosopher” though he engaged with the work of
philosophers and wrote using philosophical concepts.
He is not an anthropologist, an economist, nor a sociol-
ogist, although his work may certainly be seen as a
heretical contribution to these disciplines. It is more
appropriate to designate him as a thinker who under-
took to engage with the prominent intellectual currents
of his time from the perspective of his specific experi-
ence. His work is thus interrupted by moments of dis-
ruptive experience, by a Nietzchean laughter, which
punctures and exposes the systems of thought with
which he engages. His thought is not, however, an
apology for unmediated experience at the expense of
discursive seriousness; both components of the dy-
namic of transgression are necessary (“Il faut le sys-
teme et il faut [’exces”). Moreover, given Bataille’s
status as the author of several highly structured and
self-conscious fictions, is would be naive to think of
him as an apologist for experience over thought and
writing; the incidence of these moments of violence
within a discursive and often intentionally pedagogical
and dogmatic writing suggests a rhetorical strategy
rather than an affirmation of nondiscursive and “real”
experience.

Bataille’s engagement with the intellectual currents
of his time may be considered in three classifications.
Firstly, a relation to monumental philosophies without
which Bataille’s thought is inconceivable and incom-
prehensible, a relation such that it is through a specific
relation with this philosophy that Bataille’s thought
reaches for its own specificity. Although writers and
thinkers such as Durkheim, Freud, and Kiekegaard
may be thought of as important for Bataille, this rela-
tion exists only with Nietzsche and Hegel. The notion
of the death of God and of the instant of eternal return
are crucial to Bataille, to his attempt to do justice to
the atheological demand imposed by Nietzsche, and to
the insistence on the instant of sovereign experience.
A large part of Bataille’s trajectory as a thinker is char-
acterized by a desire to respond to the demand imposed
on thought by these aspects on Nietzsche’s writing,
from the fragmentary and polemical articles of the
journal Acéphale in the mid-1930s, to Sur Nietzsche
and Mémorandum (a book consisting of citations from
Nietzsche’s work). Hegel is no less significant, how-
ever, and it is in Bataille’s relation to Hegel that lie
some of the most challenging and fascinating elements
of his thought. The Hegel with whom Bataille was to
engage, however, was the Hegel of the Phenomenology
of Spirit, in so far it is this element of Hegel’s philoso-
phy that was presented, commented, and interpreted
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by Alexandre Kojeve in his lectures at the Ecole Pra-
tique de Hautes Etudes from 1933 to 1939. Hegel’s
importance for Bataille lies partly in the emphasis
placed on death or negativity as that through which
man’s consciousness of himself must be mediated, the
notion developed in Phenomenology of Spirit of a ““so-
journ with death.” But while for Hegel this experience
of negativity is put to work in the service of the dialec-
tical movement of knowledge, toward le savoir absolu,
for Bataille there remains a “negativité sans emploi”
or a non-savoir that is not mediated and transformed
(see the letter to Kojeve published in Le Coupable).
The pure negativity or death thus experienced consti-
tutes the ruin of dialectics and of le savoir absolu, such
that after the end of history as hypothesized by Kojeve,
for Bataille there remains an unemployable negativity
that is experienced as sovereign. Through this relation
to Hegel one can read Bataille as caught in a tension
between different forms of mediation of this experi-
ence, or the putting to work of death (sacrifice being
one), and a stress on the finitude and immanence of
death.

A no less significant form of Bataille’s engagement
with his time is his involvement with groups, commu-
nities, and reviews. Through this involvement Bataille
responds to the demands placed on him by his century,
but also develops and explores a fascination with the
possibility of community which has been the focus of
recent interventions by Jean-Luc Nancy and Maurice
Blanchot. Bataille’s engagement with French sociol-
ogy (the work of Durkheim, Mauss, and others), and
his disgust with the fascism of the 1930s lead him, in
the inter-war period, to become fascinated with the
possibility of a community bound not by a leader, nor
through the mediation of capital, nor through the
quasi-religious forms of instituted sovereignty such as
king or State. Bataille’s prewar work develops particu-
larly through his involvement with groups such as the
review Documents, a non-polarized forum for work on
the image, which is significantly opposed to and partly
dissident from the Surrealist camp formed around
André Breton. The transgressive materialism empha-
sized in Bataille’s work for Documents develops in
his interventions in the early 1930s in the review La
Critique sociale, a more politically oriented journal of
dissident Marxism under the direction of Boris Souva-
rine. Bataille’s contributions to this journal, and his
interventions in the group associated with it, the Cercle
Communiste Démocratique, develop a form of hereti-
cal Marxism through an emphasis on unproductive ex-
penditure (dépense) that does not fit easily with the
orthodox Marxist stress on production. The domain of
expenditure beyond relations of exchange and produc-
tion, informed in Bataille’s thought by encounters with
Freudian psychoanalysis, French sociology, and Ger-
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man phenomenology, will be the basis for further anal-
yses of the exploitation of this affective dimension in
fascism. Thus Bataille articulates a politically engaged
and urgent attempt to counter the rise of fascism in
France, through a critical analysis of the affective vio-
lence that it exploits in the form of instituted power.
Although this is announced as necessary given the in-
capacity of Socialism or Communism to confront fas-
cism (through their inability to think beyond the limit
of commensurate relations mediated by exchange or
production), it runs the dangerous risk of complicity
with the fascism against which it is directed. In the
mid-1930s, specifically at the moment of the Popular
Front and the rise of fascist leagues in France, Bataille
was involved in activist politics through left-wing
groups such as Masses (almost a political party which
also involved a form of popular university) and
Contre-attaque (founded by Bataille and André
Breton, among others). The short-lived Contre-attaque
represents an acute moment of political engagement
intended to be on a mass scale, perhaps the last moment
of explicit resistance to fascism. At this point in his
intellectual trajectory Bataille and his intellectual inter-
ventions took the explicit and urgent form of resistance
to fascism. But his subsequent exploration of forms of
community, after the demise of Contre-attaque, are no
less informed by an attempt to think and to establish
a community based neither on the implicit servitude
of the bourgeoisie nor on the incarnation of violence
in the fascist leader, supported by military power. The
community of Bataille’s experiments is precisely
acephalous, without a head, its bond effected through
a relation to the experience of sovereignty. The com-
munication that founds this community is not that of
commensurate exchange but the fundamental commu-
nication of the experience of death. The “secret soci-
ety” named “Acéphale” was reputedly an attempt to
form such a community, but the apparent importance
of sacrifice and of ritual, associating the community
with forms of mythic or religious mediation, may be
proposed to have led to its failure. Bataille is also con-
stantly in flight from his own position as an intellec-
tual, resisting being positioned as the “leader” or
“head” of a group, a position that would betray the
acephalous imperative of his thought, and of the com-
munity. The “College de sociologie,” an extra-mural
forum for debate which undertook to explore and to
disseminate an analysis of a “sacred sociology”’—
bringing to bear the insights of French sociology on
the contemporary forms of social and political life—
shows Bataille engaged in a fraught relation with the
other founding members of the College—Roger Cail-
lois and Michel Leiris. Bataille’s always eccentric po-
sition and the movement of his thought at this time
toward his own experience of an atheological mysti-
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cism led to the dissolution of the College in 1939 and
Bataille’s isolation from intellectual communities dur-
ing the early years of the Occupation.

The impetus toward community is, however, also
present in Bataille’s encounter and relation to Maurice
Blanchot, whom he met in 1941. The relation between
Bataille and Blanchot is one of distant proximity, de-
scribed by both thinkers as a relation of friendship,
complicity or shared guilt in relation to the experience
of sovereignty and the necessity of responding to its
demand. Blanchot’s presence is strongest in Bataille’s
L’Expérience intérieure, where Bataille marks
Blanchot’s crucial intervention through the phrase:
“Experience itself is the authority, but this authority
dissolves” (“que [’autorité s’expie”). Sovereign expe-
rience has its end in itself but is the dissolution of
that end, of that authority. That authority is ruined in
sovereign experience is an insight that at the same time
responds to the prewar experience of fascism, and the
war itself, and sets the agenda for Bataille’s postwar
writing on sovereignty and on literature and art.

A third type of engagement with the context is Ba-
taille’s consistent activity of critique, critical analysis,
mostly in the form of articles, of current publications.
The review Critique, which Bataille founded in 1946
and with which he was heavily involved until the mid-
1950s, represents one of his most significant contribu-
tions to the postwar French intellectual context. His
own publications in the review form the basis of many
of his publications in book form and of other aborted
projects such as the four volumes of La Souveraineté.
Critique was intended and functioned as an intellectual
forum opposed to and critical of the dominant intellec-
tual tendency of Sartre and Les Temps Modernes. Ba-
taille’s book La Littérature et le mal consists predomi-
nantly of essays which were initially critical reviews
of Sartre’s essays on writers such as Baudelaire and
Genet. If Sartre develops a philosophy of committed
literature, and judges the writer’s life on the basis of
the success or failure of this commitment, Bataille in-
sists in La Littérature et le mal that literature is its own
end, that it is necessarily guilty of its disconnection
from action. Bataille was relatively unknown for much
of his life, perhaps the most prominent moment being
Sartre’s hostile review of L’Expérience intérieure in
1943; his influence and huge importance in the present
is largely the result of the affirmation of his work by
French writers and thinkers of the 1960s and 1970s
for whom Bataille’s position in distinction to Sartre,
his critique of Hegel and to a lesser extent his interrup-
tive and transgressive fictional texts were exemplary.
Bataille thought informs, not without reserve, the work
of Foucault, Derrida, Barthes, Lacan, Baudrillard, and
perhaps particularly the Tel Quel group whose affirma-



tion of Bataille was a significant factor in the posthu-
mous notoriety he now enjoys.
PATRICK FRENCH

See also Roland Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Maurice
Blanchot, Jacques Derrida, Emile Durkheim, Michel
Foucault, Alexandre Kojeve, Jacques Lacan, Marcel
Mauss, Jean-Luc Nancy, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone
Weil

Biography

Georges Bataille was born in Billon, Puy-de-Ddme, in
1897. He entered the army in 1916, but was discharged
due to tuberculosis in 1917. He studied at the Ecole
des Chartres, in Paris, from 1918 to 1922. Upon com-
pleting his studies, he received a fellowship to attend
the School of Advanced Hispanic Studies in Madrid.

Bataille’s first published work, Notre Dame de
Reims, reveals the religious faith that dominated much
of the early part of his life, a faith from which he was
to radically sever himself in the early 1920s. During
his time in Madrid and in Spain he witnessed the goring
of the bullfighter Granero, an experience that would
mark him. His early work with the philosopher Leon
Chestov on Nietzsche and Tolstoy would also be influ-
ential. From the mid-1920s onwards he held a position
in the Department of Coins and Medals at the Biblio-
theque Nationale, a position he maintained for most
of his life. Alongside this, however, he was introduced
into the milieu of intellectual Paris and frequented
groups such as that around the Rue Blomet, establish-
ing lifelong friendships with Michel Leiris and the
painter André Masson. In 1926 he undertook psycho-
analysis with Dr. Adrien Borel, and as part of his cure
wrote the book Histoire de [’wil, published under
the pseudonym Lord Auch. Borel would show him the
photograph of the “Torture of a thousand cuts”—the
execution of a Chinese man—which would fascinate
him and remain an obsessive reference point in his
writing right up to the final book Les Larmes d’Eros.
From this period also he was involved with the journal
Documents. He was politically mobilized in the 1930s
through involvements in a series of groups (see above)
for which the most urgent task was the resistance to
the rise of fascism. He planned but abandoned a book
on Le Fascisme en France. He wrote the novel Le Bleu
du ciel in 1935, on the eve of the Spanish Civil War,
and in it confronted the tension between political com-
mitment (symbolized partly by a fictionalized Simone
Weil) and erotic excess. His movement toward an
atheological mysticism in the late 1930s contributed
to his isolation at the beginning the Second World War,
an isolation compounded by the death of his lover
Laure (Colette Peignot). During the war years, he
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wrote several volumes that were later to be collected
under the title La Somme athéologique. A fiction, Mad-
ame Edwarda, is also published under the pseudonym
Pierre Angélique. He was also plagued by illness, a
condition that affected him throughout his life, and an
experience that informed his thought. During the war
he instigated a College d’Etudes Socratiques, where
his main interlocutor was Maurice Blanchot. The Col-
lege was abandoned, but the friendship and dialogue
with Blanchot continued until his death. From 1945
on, Bataille was intensely involved in the polemics and
intellectual life of his time, particularly through the
review Critiqgue, which he founded in 1946. His writ-
ing in this period was also voluminous, characterized
by many aborted projects. Alongside major discursive
works such as La Part maudite, L’Erotisme, and the
substantially complete but unpublished La souverai-
neté, Bataille also write the novel L’Abbé C, the collec-
tion of narratives and poetry L’Impossible (originally
Haine de la poésie), and works on art (Manet, Lascaux
ou la naissance de ’art, Les Larmes d’Eros). At the
end of his life he occupied a position in the Biblio-
theque d’Orleans, and, beset by financial penury, was
able to purchase an apartment in Paris thanks to a sale
of paintings organized by his close associates. Bataille
died in Paris on July 8, 1962.
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BAUDRILLARD, JEAN
Writer

Jean Baudrillard is one of the foremost critics of con-
temporary society and culture and is often seen as the
guru of French postmodern theory. A professor of So-
ciology at the University of Nanterre from 1966—1987,
Baudrillard took the postmodern turn in the mid-1970s,
developing a new kind of social analysis that went
beyond the confines of modern social theory. He is
ultimately important as a critic of modern society and
theory, who claims that the era of modernity and the
tradition of classical social theory are obsolete, and
that we need a novel mode of social analysis adequate
to the emerging era of postmodernity.

A prolific author who has written over twenty
books, Baudrillard has commented on the most salient
sociological phenomena of the contemporary era. His
commentary includes the erasure of the distinctions of
gender, race, and class that structured modern societies
in a new postmodern consumer, media, and high-tech
society; the mutating roles of art and aesthetics; funda-
mental changes in politics and culture; and the impact
of new media, information, and cybernetic technolo-
gies in the creation of a qualitatively different social
order. For some years a cult figure of postmodern the-
ory, Baudrillard moved beyond the problematic of
postmodernism from the early 1980s to the present,
and has developed a highly idiosyncratic mode of so-
cial and cultural analysis.

Baudrillard’s 1960s and early 1970s studies of the
consumer society and its system of objects drew on
classic sociological theory and provided critical per-
spectives on everyday life in the post—World War II
social order organized around the production, con-
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sumption, display, and use of consumer goods. His
work on political economy merged semiological and
neo-Marxian perspectives to provide deep insights into
the power of consumption and how it was playing a
crucial role in organizing contempobjects, needs, and
consumerism. His 1970s studies of the effects of new
communication, information, and media technologies
blazed innovative paths in contemporary social theory
and challenged reigning orthodoxies. Baudrillard’s
claim of the emergence of a radical break with modern
societies was quickly appropriated into the discourse
of the postmodern and he was received as the prophet
of postmodernity in avant-garde theoretical circles
throughout the world.

Baudrillard proclaimed the disappearance of the
subject, political economy, meaning, truth, the social,
and the real in contemporary postmodern social forma-
tions. This process of dramatic change and mutation,
he argued, required entirely new theories and concepts
to describe the rapidly evolving social processes and
novelties of the present moment. Baudrillard under-
took to explore this disturbing and original situation
and to spell out the consequences for contemporary
theory and practice. For some years, Baudrillard was
a cutting-edge, critical social theorist, one of the most
stimulating and provocative contemporary thinkers.
He became a cult figure and media celebrity of post-
modernism during the 1980s, and although he contin-
ued to publish books at a rapid rate, a noticeable de-
cline in the quality of his work was apparent. In
retrospect, he can be seen a theorist who traced in origi-
nal ways the life of signs and impact of technology on
social and everyday life.

In his mid-1970s work, Baudrillard posits a divide
in history as radical as the rupture between premodern
symbolic societies and modern capitalism. In the mode
of classical social theory, he systematically develops
distinctions between premodern societies organized
around symbolic exchange, modern societies organ-
ized around production, and postmodern societies or-
ganized around simulation. Against the organizing
principles of modern and postmodern society, Baudril-
lard valorizes the logic of symbolic exchange, as an
alternative organizing principle of society. Against
modern demands to produce value and meaning, Bau-
drillard calls for their extermination and annihilation,
providing as examples, Mauss’s gift-exchange, Saus-
sure’s anagrams, and Freud’s concept of the death
drive. In all of these instances, there is a rupture with
the logic of exchange (of goods, meanings, and libidi-
nal energies) and thus an escape from the logic of pro-
duction, capitalism, rationality, and meaning. Baudril-
lard’s paradoxical logic of symbolic exchange can be
explained as expression of a desire to liberate him from
modern positions and to seek a revolutionary position



outside of modern society. Against modern values,
Baudrillard advocates their annihilation and extermi-
nation.

Baudrillard’s distinction between the logic of pro-
duction and utility that organized modern societies and
the logic of simulation that he believes is the organiz-
ing principle of postmodern societies postulates a rup-
ture between modern and postmodern societies as great
as the divide between modern and premodern ones. In
theorizing the epochal postmodern rupture with mo-
dernity, Baudrillard declares the “end of political econ-
omy” and of an era in which production was the organ-
izing principle of society. Following Marx, Baudrillard
argues that this modern epoch was the era of capitalism
and the bourgeoisie, in which workers were exploited
by capital and provided a revolutionary force of up-
heaval. Baudrillard, however, declared the end of polit-
ical economy and thus the end of the Marxist problem-
atic and of modernity itself.

The discourse of “the end” signifies his announcing
a postmodern break or rupture in history. We are now,
Baudrillard claims, in a new era of simulation in which
social reproduction (information processing, commu-
nication, and knowledge industries, and so on) replaces
production as the organizing principle of society. From
now on, capital and political economy disappear
from Baudrillard’s story, or return in radically new
forms. Henceforth, signs and codes proliferate and
produce other signs and powerful sign machines in
ever-expanding and spiraling cycles. Technology
thus replaces capital in this story and semiurgy, (the
proliferation of images, information, signs) replaces
production. His postmodern turn is thus connected to
a form of technological determinism and a rejection of
political economy as a useful explanatory principle—a
move that many of his critics reject.

Baudrillard’s postmodern world is also one of radi-
cal implosion, in which social classes, genders, politi-
cal differences, and once autonomous realms of society
and culture collapse into each other, erasing previously
defined boundaries and differences. If modern socie-
ties, for classical social theory, were characterized by
differentiation, for Baudrillard postmodern societies
are characterized by de-differentiation, or implosion.
For Baudrillard, in the society of simulation, econom-
ics, politics, culture, sexuality, and the social all im-
plode into each other, such that economics is shaped
fundamentally by culture, politics, and other spheres,
while art, once a sphere of potential difference and
opposition, is absorbed into the economic and political,
and sexuality is everywhere. In this situation, differ-
ences between individuals and groups implode in a
rapidly mutating dissolution of the social and the previ-
ous boundaries and structures upon which social theory
had once focused. In addition, his postmodern universe
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is one of hyperreality in which entertainment, informa-
tion, and communication technologies provide experi-
ences more intense and involving than the scenes of
banal everyday life, as well as the codes and models
that structure everyday life. The realm of the hyperreal
(i.e., media simulations of reality, Disneyland and
amusement parks, malls and consumer fantasylands,
TV sports, and other excursions into ideal worlds) is
more real than real, whereby the models, images, and
codes of the hyperreal come to control thought and
behavior. Yet determination itself is aleatory in a non-
linear world where it is impossible to chart causal
mechanisms and logic in a situation in which individu-
als are confronted with an overwhelming flux of im-
ages, codes, and models, any of which may shape an
individual’s thought or behavior.

In this postmodern world, individuals flee from the
“desert of the real” for the ecstasies of hyperreality and
the new realm of computer, media, and technological
experience. In this universe, subjectivities are frag-
mented and lost, and a novel terrain of experience ap-
pears that for Baudrillard renders previous social theo-
ries and politics obsolete and irrelevant. Tracing the
vicissitudes of the subject in contemporary society,
Baudrillard claims that contemporary subjects are no
longer afflicted with modern pathologies like hysteria
or paranoia, but exist in

a state of terror which is characteristic of the schizo-
phrenic, an overproximity of all things, a foul promiscuity
of all things which beleaguer and penetrate him, meeting
with no resistance, and no halo, no aura, not even the
aura of his own body protects him. In spite of himself
the schizophrenic is open to everything and lives in the
most extreme confusion

For Baudrillard, the “ecstasy of communication”
means that the subject is in close proximity to instanta-
neous images and information, in an overexposed and
transparent world. In this situation, the subject “be-
comes a pure screen a pure absorption and resorption
surface of the influent networks.”

Thus, Baudrillard’s categories of simulation, implo-
sion, and hyperreality combine to create a new post-
modern condition that requires entirely original modes
of social theory and politics to chart and respond to
the novelties of the contemporary era. His style and
writing strategies are also implosive, combining mate-
rial from strikingly different fields, studded with exam-
ples from the mass media and popular culture in a new
mode of postmodern theory that effaces all disciplinary
boundaries. His writing attempts to simulate the new
conditions, capturing its novelties through inventive
use of language and theory. Such radical questioning
of contemporary theory and the need for alternative
theoretical strategies are thus legitimated for Baudril-
lard by the radicality of changes in the current era.
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For instance, Baudrillard claims that modernity op-
erates with logic of representation in which ideas repre-
sent reality and truth, concepts that are key postulates
of modern theory. A postmodern society explodes this
epistemology by creating a situation in which subjects
lose contact with the real and they fragment and dis-
solve. This situation portends the end of modern theory
that operated with a subject-object dialectic in which
the subject was supposed to represent and control the
object. In the story of modern philosophy, the philo-
sophic subject attempts to discern the nature of reality,
to secure grounded knowledge, and to apply this
knowledge to control and dominate the object (i.e.,
nature, other people, ideas). Baudrillard follows here
the poststructuralist critique that thought and discourse
could no longer be securely anchored in a priori or
privileged structures. Reacting against the logic of rep-
resentation in modern theory, French thought, espe-
cially some deconstructionists (Rorty’s “strong textu-
alists””), moved into the play of textuality, of discourse,
which allegedly referred only to other texts or dis-
courses in which “the real” or an “outside” were ban-
ished to the realm of nostalgia.

In a similar fashion, Baudrillard, a “strong simula-
crist,” claims that in the media and consumer society,
people are caught up in the play of images, spectacles,
and simulacra, that have less and less relationship to
an outside, to an external “reality,” to such an extent
that the very concepts of the social, political, or even
“reality” no longer seem to have any meaning. And the
narcoticized and mesmerized (some of Baudrillard’s
metaphors) media-saturated consciousness is in such
a state of fascination with image and spectacle that the
concept of meaning itself (which depends on stable
boundaries, fixed structures, shared consensus) dis-
solves. In this alarming and novel postmodern situa-
tion, the referent, the behind and the outside, along
with depth, essence, and reality, all disappear, and with
their disappearance, the possibility of all potential op-
position vanishes as well. As simulations proliferate,
they come to refer only to themselves: a carnival of
mirrors reflecting images projected from other mirrors
onto the omnipresent television and computer screen
and the screen of consciousness, which in turn refers
the image to its previous storehouse of images also
produced by simulatory mirrors. Caught up in the uni-
verse of simulations, the “masses” are bathed in a
media massage without messages or meaning, a mass
age where classes disappear, and politics is dead, as
are the grand dreams of disalienation, liberation, and
revolution.

In a sense, there is a parodic inversion of historical
materialism in Baudrillard. In place of Marx’s empha-
sis on political economy and the primacy of the eco-
nomic, for Baudrillard it is the model, the superstruc-

62

ture, that generates the real in a situation he
denominates the “end of political economy.” For Bau-
drillard, sign values predominate over use values and
exchange values; the materiality of needs and com-
modity use-values to serve them disappear in Baudril-
lard’s semiological imaginary, in which signs take pre-
cedence over the real and reconstruct human life.
Turning the Marxist categories against themselves,
masses absorb classes, the subject of praxis is frac-
tured, and objects come to rule human beings. Revolu-
tion is absorbed by the object of critique, and techno-
logical implosion replaces the socialist revolution in
producing a rupture in history. For Baudrillard, in con-
trast to Marx, the catastrophe of modernity and erup-
tion of postmodernity is produced by the unfolding
of technological revolution. Consequently, Baudrillard
replaces Marx’s hard economic and social determinism
with its emphasis on the economic dimension, class
struggle, and human praxis, with a form of semiologi-
cal idealism and technological determinism where
signs and objects come to dominate the subject.
Baudrillard thus concludes that the “catastrophe has
happened,” that the destruction of modernity and mod-
ern theory, which he noted in the mid-1970s, has been
completed by the development of capitalist society it-
self, that modernity has disappeared and a new social
situation has taken its place. Against traditional strate-
gies of rebellion and revolution, Baudrillard begins to
champion what he calls “fatal strategies” that push the
logic of the system to the extreme in the hopes of col-
lapse or reversal, and eventually adopts a style of
highly ironic metaphysical discourse that renounces
opposition and the discourse and hopes of progressive
social transformation. Baudrillard’s Fatal Strategies
(1983, translated in 1990) presented a bizarre meta-
physical scenario concerning the triumph of objects
over subjects within the “obscene” proliferation of an
object world so completely out of control that it sur-
passes all attempts to understand, conceptualize, and
control it. His scenario concerns the proliferation and
growing supremacy of objects over subjects and the
eventual triumph of the object. In a discussion of “Ec-
stasy and Inertia,” Baudrillard notes how objects and
events in contemporary society are continually sur-
passing themselves, growing and expanding in power.
The “ecstasy” of objects is their proliferation and ex-
pansion to the Nth degree, to the superlative; ecstasy
as going outside of or beyond oneself: the beautiful as
more beautiful than beautiful in fashion, the real more
real than the real in television, sex more sexual than
sex in pornography. Ecstasy is thus the form of obscen-
ity (fully explicit, nothing hidden) and of the hyperrea-
lity described by Baudrillard earlier taken to a higher
level, redoubled and intensified. His vision of contem-
porary society exhibits a careening of growth and ex-



crescence (croissance et excroissance), expanding and
excreting ever more goods, services, information, mes-
sages, or demands—surpassing all rational ends and
boundaries in a spiral of uncontrolled growth and repli-
cation.

Yet growth, acceleration, and proliferation have
reached such extremes, Baudrillard suggests, that the
ecstasy of excrescence is accompanied by inertia. As
the society is saturated to the limit, it implodes and
winds down into entropy. This process presents a ca-
tastrophe for the subject, for not only does the accelera-
tion and proliferation of the object world intensify the
aleatory dimension of chance and nondeterminacy, but
the objects themselves take over in a “cool” catastro-
phe for the exhausted subject, whose fascination with
the play of objects turns to apathy, stupefaction, and
an entropic inertia.

In retrospect, the growing power of the world of
objects over the subject has been Baudrillard’s theme
from the beginning, thus pointing to an underlying con-
tinuity in his project. In his early writings, he explored
the ways that commodities were fascinating individu-
als in the consumer society and the ways that the world
of goods was assuming new and more value through
the agency of sign value and the code—which were
part of the world of things, the system of objects. His
polemics against Marxism were fuelled by the belief
that sign value and the code were more fundamental
than such traditional elements of political economy as
exchange value, use value, production, and so on in
constituting contemporary society. Then, reflections
on the media entered the forefront of his thought: the
TV object was at the center of the home in Baudril-
lard’s earlier thinking and the media, simulations,
hyperreality, and implosion eventually came to obliter-
ate distinctions between private and public, inside and
outside, media and reality. Henceforth, everything was
public, transparent, ecstatic and hyperreal in the object
world that was gaining in fascination and seductive-
ness as the years went by.

And so ultimately the subject, the darling of modern
philosophy, is defeated in Baudrillard’s metaphysical
scenario and the object triumphs, a stunning end to
the dialectic of subject and object which had been the
framework of modern philosophy. The object is thus
the subject’s fatality and Baudrillard’s “fatal strate-
gies” project an obscure call to submit to the strategies
and ruses of objects. In “banal strategies,” “the subject
believes it to always be more clever than the object,
whereas in the other [fatal strategies] the object is al-
ways supposed to be more shrewd, more cynical, more
brilliant than the subject.” Previously, in banal strate-
gies, the subject believed it to be more masterful and
sovereign than the object. A fatal strategy, by contrast,
recognizes the supremacy of the object and therefore
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takes the side of the object and surrenders to its strate-
gies, ruses, and rules.

In his later writings, Baudrillard posited an “imma-
nent reversal,” a reversal direction of direction and
meaning, in which things turn into their opposite. Thus,
the society of production was passing over to simula-
tion and seduction; the panoptic and repressive power
theorized by Foucault was turning into a cynical and
seductive power; the liberation championed in the
1960s became a form of voluntary servitude; sover-
eignty had passed from the side of the subject to the
object; and revolution and emancipation had turned
into their opposites, snaring one more and more in the
logic of the system, thus trapping individuals in an
order of simulation and virtuality. His concept of “im-
manent reversal” thus provides a perverse form of
Horkheimer and Adorno’s dialectic of Enlightenment,
where everything becomes its opposite,—where En-
lightenment becomes domination, where culture be-
comes culture industry, where democracy becomes a
form of mass manipulation, and science and technol-
ogy part of an apparatus of domination.

Baudrillard follows this logic and a perverse and
nihilistic metaphysics based on this vision into the
1990s and to the present where his thought becomes
ever more hermetic, metaphysical, and cynical. The
texts of the past decade continue the fragmentary style
and use of short essays, aphorisms, stories, and apergus
that Baudrillard began deploying in the 1980s, and
often repeat some of the same ideas and stories. They
contain few striking ideas or perspectives, but are often
entertaining, although they can be outrageous and
scandalous. These writings can be read as a continual
commentary on current social conditions, along with
a running dialogue with Marxism and poststructuralist
theory. Yet after his fierce polemics of the 1970s
against competing models of thought, Baudrillard’s
dialogue with theory now consists mostly of occasional
asides and his mode of analysis consists of ruminating
on contemporary events and trends.

In general, in Baudrillard’s post-1990s musings, the
postmodern condition is one of absorbing otherness,
of erasing difference, of assimilating and imploding all
oppositional or negative forces into a viral positivity, in
which the positive radiates throughout every interstice
of society and culture, irradiating into nullity any nega-
tivity, opposition, or difference. It is also an era in
which reality has disappeared, constituting the “perfect
crime,” which is the subject of a book of that title.
Baudrillard presents himself here as a detective search-
ing for the perpetrator of the “perfect crime,” the mur-
der of reality, “the most important event of modern
history.” His theme is the destruction and disappear-
ance of the real in the realm of information and simula-
cra, and the subsequent reign of illusion and appear-
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ance. In a Nietzschean mode, he suggests that
henceforth truth and reality are illusions, that illusions
reign, and that therefore we should respect illusion and
appearance and give up the illusory quest for truth and
reality.

Baudrillard has never been as influential in France
as in the English-speaking world and elsewhere. He is
an example of the “global popular,” a thinker who has
followers and readers throughout the world, though,
so far, no Baudrillardian school has emerged. His in-
fluence has been largely at the margins of a diverse
number of disciplines ranging from social theory to
philosophy to art history, thus it is difficult to gauge
his impact on the mainstream of social theory, or any
specific academic discipline. He is perhaps most im-
portant as part of the postmodern turn against modern
society and its academic disciplines. Baudrillard’s
work cuts across the disciplines and promotes cross-
disciplinary thought. He challenges standard wisdom
and puts in question received dogma and methods.
While his early work on the consumer society, the po-
litical economy of the sign, simulation and simulacra,
and the implosion of phenomena previously separated
can be deployed within critical social theory, much of
his post-1980s work quite self-consciously goes be-
yond the classical tradition and in most interviews of
the past decade of the twentieth century Baudrillard
distanced himself from critical social theory, claiming
that the energy of critique has dissipated.

Baudrillard thus emerges in retrospect as a transdis-
ciplinary theorist of the fin-de-millennium who pro-
duces signposts to the new era of postmodernity and
is an important, albeit hardly trustworthy, guide to the
new era. Baudrillard exaggerates the break between
the modern and the postmodern, takes future possibili-
ties as existing realities, and provides a futuristic per-
spective on the present, much like the tradition of
dystopic science fiction, ranging from Huxley to
cyberpunk. Indeed, Baudrillard’s post-1970s work
may be read as science fiction that anticipates the
future by exaggerating present tendencies, and thus
provides early warnings about what might happen if
present trends continue. It is not an accident that Bau-
drillard is an aficionado of science fiction who himself
has influenced a large number of contemporary science
fiction writers.

In retrospect, Baudrillard’s early critical explora-
tions of the system of objects and consumer society
contain some of his most important contributions to
contemporary social theory. His mid-1970s analysis
of a dramatic mutation occurring within contemporary
societies and rise of a new logic of simulation that
sketched out the effects of media and information on
society as a whole is also original and important. But
at this stage of his work, Baudrillard falls prey to a
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technological determinism and semiological idealism,
which posits an autonomous technology and play of
signs generating a society of simulation which creates
a postmodern break and the proliferation of signs,
spectacles, and simulacra. Baudrillard erases autono-
mous and differentiated spheres of the economy, pol-
ity, society, and culture posited by classical social the-
ory in favor of an implosive theory that also crosses
disciplinary boundaries, thus dissolving social theory
into a broader form of social critique.

In the final analysis, Baudrillard is perhaps more
useful as a provocateur who challenges and puts in
question the tradition of classical social theory than as
someone who provides concepts and methods that can
be applied in social or cultural analysis. He claims that
the object of classical theory—modernity—has been
surpassed by a new postmodernity and that therefore
new theoretical strategies, modes of writing, and forms
of theory are necessary. While his work on simulation
and the postmodern break from the mid-1970s into the
1980s provides a paradigmatic postmodern theory and
analysis of postmodernity that has been highly influen-
tial, and that despite its exaggerations continues to be
of use in interpreting present social trends, his later
work is arguably of more literary and philosophical
than sociological interest. Baudrillard thus ultimately
goes beyond social theory altogether into a new sphere
and mode of writing that provides occasional insights
into contemporary social phenomena and provocative
critiques of contemporary and classical social theory,
but does not really provide an adequate theory of the
present age.

DoucLas KELLNER
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Jean Baudrillard was born in the cathedral town of
Reims, France in 1929. He told interviewers that his
grandparents were peasants and his parents became
civil servants. He also claims that he was the first mem-
ber of his family to pursue an advanced education and
that this led to a rupture with his parents and cultural
milieu. In 1956, he began working as a professor of
secondary education in a French high school (Lyceé)
and in the early 1960s did editorial work for the French
publisher Seuil. Baudrillard was initially a Germanist
who published essays on literature in Les temps moder-
nes in 1962-63 and translated works of Peter Weiss
and Bertolt Brecht into French, as well as a book on
messianic revolutionary movements by Wilhelm Miihl-
mann. During this period, he met Henri Lefebvre,
whose critiques of everyday life impressed him, and
Roland Barthes, whose semiological analyses of con-
temporary society had lasting influence on his work.



In 1966, Baudrillard entered the University of Paris,
Nanterre, and became Lefebvre’s assistant, while
studying languages, philosophy, sociology, and other
disciplines. He defended his “These de Troisiéme
Cycle” in sociology at Nanterre in 1966 with a disserta-
tion on “Le systeme des objects,” and began teaching
sociology in October of that year. Opposing French
and United States intervention in the Algerian and
Vietnamese wars, Baudrillard associated himself with
the French Left in the 1960s. Nanterre was the center
of radical politics and the “March 22 movement,” asso-
ciated with Daniel Cohn-Bendit and the enrageés,
began in the Nanterre sociology department. Baudril-
lard said later that he was at the center of the events
of May 1968 that resulted in massive student uprisings
and a general strike that almost drove de Gaulle from
power. Baudrillard continues to devote his time to uni-
versity teaching, writing, traveling, and producing
books.
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Film critic and theorist

André Bazin passionately argued for a vision of cin-
ema that conveyed the meaning of human experience
in the encounter with the objective fact of material
existence. Through an attentive and compassionate
gaze, the cinematic image discovers the “authentic”
appearance of reality. It intercedes on behalf of the
mundane world to restore a sense of the identity of
things as they are, but only through the intervention of
a subject who recognizes its own agency in reference to
the historical, social, and psychological conditions of
its being-in-time. Cinema, therefore, must fulfil an eth-
ical, political, aesthetic, and philosophical imperative:
to show, rather than to interpret or explain, the “hidden
meaning in people and things without disturbing the
unity natural to them.”

Bazin developed a theory of cinema that was based
on the fundamental capacity of film to record and pre-
serve an image of the world through purely mechanical
means. Itis in this sense that the invention of photogra-
phy realizes the age-old dream of art to create the illu-
sion of resemblance. But the image reproduced by the
camera possesses the qualities of a natural phenome-
non, despite its origin as an automatic copy, because
it bears the trace of living things in the form of a “lumi-
nous imprint.” Bazin claims in “The Ontology of the
Photographic Image” that the indexical properties of
photography permit “transference of reality from the
thing to its reproduction.” After the manner of a death
mask or a fingerprint, the image shares “a common
being” with its model. Cinema merely extends their
identity into the realm of time and motion. Just as the
ancient Egyptians embalmed the dead body in a protec-
tive cocoon to insure the survival of the immortal soul,
so cinema sustains its phantom existence by imbuing
the image of things with the semblance of life. Film
mummifies change and endlessly projects the passage
of time as a movement between presence and absence.

The ontological premises of his theory of represen-
tation led Bazin to develop a critical position as regards
the course of film history. Accordingly, he favored a
film practice that tended toward the achievement of
realism. The mimetic qualities of the cinematic image
contribute to the production of a more or less complete
picture of reality or, as he calls it in an essay of the
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same name, “the myth of total cinema.” But, despite
the referential claim of the image, the basic technical
and formal elements of the medium may be used to
frame or focus the presentation of an event on screen.
The construction of a shot or a sequence establishes a
set of visual and pictorial relationships that shape the
content and form of the film image for narrative or
dramatic purposes. Bazin, however, opposes the tradi-
tion of filmmaking that applies the creative resources
peculiar to cinema—the stylistic procedures of compo-
sition, lighting, set design, performance and, particu-
larly, editing—toward modifying or manipulating the
raw material of reality.

To varying degrees, German Expressionism, Soviet
montage, and the classic Hollywood style submit the
spatial and temporal unity of appearances to a process
of abstraction. The meaning of an image no longer
resides in its “objective” status but is derived from
its association with other images. Their organization
increases the psychological or polemical impact of a
scene. Bazin, on the other hand, insists upon a cine-
matic method that maintains the integrity and auton-
omy of the object or action depicted. He sought an
aesthetic form that would respect the ambiguous struc-
ture of reality. The work of Flaherty, Murnau, Stro-
heim, and Dreyer suggests an approach to realism that
“reveals” the perceptual structure of the visible world,
rather than describes or interprets it. Ultimately,
though, deep-focus photography and the long take pro-
vided Bazin with an expressive technique that would
reconcile the paradoxical strain of materialism and ide-
alism that inflected his theory of film. The internal
consistency of the image retains its dynamism and den-
sity in the films of Jean Renoir and Orson Welles be-
cause the significance of narrative events unfolds
within a mobile and multiply focused frame. In the
case of Rossellini and De Sica, the factual dimension
of space and time remains accessible because the emo-
tive force of a dramatic situation emerges within a
transparent and neutral mise-en-scéne. Each method
places spectator and author alike in a relation to the
real that demands a more concentrated level of affinity.
Therefore, Bazin celebrated Citizen Kane, La Regle de
Jjeu, and neorealism in general not just as significant
advances in film style but as final affirmation of the
power of cinema to deliver the “truth” through the con-
crete substance of an image.

Bazin has been criticized for a naive belief in cine-
matic presence over filmic representation, for privileg-
ing authenticity and essence over construction and con-
vention. In the 1970s and 1980s, his reputation suffered
at the hands of the theoretical model that dominated
film studies in the United States and United Kingdom:
a structural-semiotic account of the “film apparatus”
that sought to demystify its ideological effects. In
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France too, his ideas engendered considerable debate,
beginning with Jean Mitry’s denial of the “natural”
relation between film and reality independent of cul-
tural mediation, and including Jean-Louis Comolli’s
political revision of the role of the subject in securing
the meaning of an image. But it would be a misconcep-
tion to reduce Bazin’s critical position to a simple issue
of reference and resemblance, a direct equation of ap-
pearance and reality. He places as much emphasis on
mind as matter, on consciousness and perception as
concrete evidence or physical fact. His thinking on cin-
ema was forged in the intellectual context of existen-
tialism and phenomenology, and inherits a Bergsonian
attitude to experience and the Personalist perspective
on human agency. Perhaps for this reason echoes of
Bazin’s metaphysical belief in the transformative po-
tential of realism, stripped of the analogical bond be-
tween being and image, return in the theoretical writ-
ings of Gilles Deleuze, Jean-Louis Schefer, and Nicole
Brenez.

Bazin always arrived at his theoretical insights
through an analysis of specific films. The latest popular
movie or the more challenging innovations in film lan-
guage and style served as the pretext for a rigorous
critical inquiry into the relationship of cinema to paint-
ing, theater, and the novel; the social and symbolic
significance of particular genres like the Western and
the gangster film; the mythic appeal of the star; eroti-
cism and censorship; religion and film; the work of
important figures like Charlie Chaplin, Renoir, Welles,
and Robert Bresson; the state of contemporary French
cinema. The venue for these reflections was not just
limited to the pages of film journals. Bazin pursued
his cultural program in the public arena by organizing
a network of cine-clubs and discussion groups across
France, speaking at screenings and lectures, agitating
and arguing for the films and directors he loved at
festivals and conferences. His ideas and personal ex-
ample directly influenced the next generation of
French film critics who worked under his tutelage at
Cabhiers du Cinéma and eventually formed the nouvelle
vague. By the end of his life, Bazin had established
cinema as a serious field of artistic and intellectual
activity and a necessary key to the understanding of
French cultural life and modern thought.
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Born in 1918 in Angers at the end of World War 1,
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He studied at the Ecole Normale Supérieure with the
intention of pursuing a career in education, but a seri-



ous stammer and the onset of an intellectual and reli-
gious crisis prevented him from becoming a teacher.
In the early years of World War II, he became involved
with a number of cultural groups influenced by the
ideas of Christian activists like Marcel Legaut, Em-
manuel Mounier, and Teilhard de Chardin. While
working at the Maison des Lettres, Bazin discovered
cinema and started to organize public screenings, lec-
tures, and journals. His first essays date from this pe-
riod. Between 1945 and 1950, he wrote numerous arti-
cles and reviews as a film critic in Le Parisien Libéré,
L’Ecran Frangaise, Esprit, and Les Temps Moderne.
He also helped launch the national film academy,
IDHEC Institut des Hantes FEtudes Cinémato-
graphiques, and directed the cinema arm of Travail et
Culture, where he ran educational programs in facto-
ries and schools. As the cultural ferment after the Lib-
eration waned, Bazin found it increasingly difficult to
reconcile his political and aesthetic ideals with the
Communist party line, and devoted his time to promot-
ing film culture in cine-clubs, festivals, and his own
writings. He encouraged a group of young cineastes,
which included Francois Truffaut and Jean-Luc Go-
dard, who later wrote for Cahiers du Cinéma, the influ-
ential film journal he founded with Jacques Doniol-
Valcroze in 1951. He continued to work tirelessly as
his health declined. He was diagnosed with leukemia
in 1954 and died on November 11, 1958.
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BEAUVOIR, SIMONE DE
Writer

Simone de Beauvoir was one of the most influential
French thinkers of the twentieth century. When she
died in 1986, she was mourned not only by her intimate
friends in France, but by women throughout the world
who had taken courage, inspiration and, most of all,
hard-headed argument from her oeuvre. As the preemi-
nent foundational theorist of twentieth-century femin-
ism and as female intellectual icon extraordinaire, her
name had become synonymous with the women’s
movement for millions. But Simone de Beauvoir’s
contribution to the development of modern thought
was much broader than this. She also is remembered
for the pivotal part that she played in one of the most
exciting and influential periods of French intellectual
history, the emergence of French existentialism fol-
lowing World War II. The ideas she developed as a
Parisian existentialist philosopher provided her with
much of the analytical framework that she used to such
fine effect as a feminist theorist.

The debate regarding Simone de Beauvoir’s own
place in French intellectual history is illustrative of and
runs parallel to the recent history of women’s struggle
for equal rights. So far there have been three eras in
Beauvoir scholarship, each distinguished by its meth-
odology. The first, and oldest, treated Beauvoir as a
disciple of her life-long friend and companion, Jean-
Paul Sartre. It found Beauvoir’s writings interesting
and worthy mainly because they offered exemplifica-
tions of what were presumed to be the ideas of Sartre.
The second era of Beauvoir scholarship began in the
1970s. Inspired by the international feminist move-
ment and at ease with the notion of the intellectually
creative woman, it sought to identify ideas and themes
found in Beauvoir’s writing but not in Sartre’s. By
focusing on this residual thought, scholars succeeded
in creating an intellectual persona for Beauvoir distinct
from Sartre’s. This early feminist approach, however,
shared with its predecessor the a priori assumption
that the distinctive ideas shared by Beauvoir and Sartre
could only have originated with him. The third and
most recent era of Beauvoir scholarship features a
completely traditional methodology. It seeks to deter-
mine on the basis of empirical evidence the individual
contributions made by Beauvoir and Sartre to their
common fund of ideas. Initially this research program
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suffered from a shortage of documentary evidence. But
from the mid-1980s on, Beauvoir and Sartre’s private
letters, diaries, and notebooks became available to
scholars. These documents show that Beauvoir was, at
the least, an equal partner with Sartre in the develop-
ment of their shared philosophical ideas. It is from this
recently established historical basis that commentary
on Beauvoir’s place in the history of ideas and of
French culture must begin.

In many ways, Simone de Beauvoir, her thought
and its orientation, can only be understood in terms
of the twentieth-century Parisian intellectual tradition.
Beauvoir began her university studies at the Sorbonne
in 1926. There she read Plato, Schopenhauer, and
Bergson, developed an enthusiasm for Nietzsche, was
deeply influenced by the Cartesian rationalism associ-
ated with the teaching of Alain, worked closely on
Kant and Hume, and prepared a dissertation on Leib-
niz. She excelled as a student, coming second to Si-
mone Weil, but ahead of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, on
the pass list for the moral science and psychology ex-
aminations of 1928. Intrigued, Merleau-Ponty intro-
duced himself to Beauvoir. They quickly became close
friends and philosophical associates and, for a while,
enjoyed daily dialogues in the Luxembourg Gardens.
This was the first stage in the building of the influential
intellectual circle that would ultimately include Beau-
voir and Merleau-Ponty, but also Sartre, Raymond
Aron, Albert Camus, Boris Vian, Jean Genet, and
Claude Lanzmann.

Two salient characteristics of Beauvoir as philoso-
pher are her phenomenological approach and her use
of fiction as a means for developing philosophical
ideas. Her student diaries show that she became con-
verted to these methods following her early reading
of Henri Bergson, whom Edmund Husserl credited as
being “the first phenomenologist.” In a diary entry
from 1926, Beauvoir comments on Bergson’s Time
and Free Will: An Essay on the Immediate Data of
Consciousness (1899) as follows: “whereas in reading
other philosophers I have the impression of witnessing
more or less logical constructions, here finally I am
touching palpable reality and encountering life.” For
the phenomenologist, the challenge is not to develop
philosophical systems but rather to find a way through
the constructs that the intellect has imposed between
consciousness and reality. In Time and Free Will Berg-
son identifies fiction, with its focus on the concrete
and the particular, as a literary form especially well
suited to this philosophical task and imagines some
“bold novelist” of the future as the one who achieves
this unveiling. The teenage Beauvoir took Bergson’s
challenge to heart. In a diary entry from 1927, she
wrote “I must . .. write ‘essays on life’ which would
not be a novel, but philosophy, linking them together
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vaguely with a fiction. But the thought would be the
essential thing . ...”

After university, employed as a schoolteacher,
Beauvoir persisted in addressing herself to Bergson’s
methodological challenge, and produced several ap-
prentice novels, slowly developing her skills at writing
philosophical fiction. She finished Quand prime le spi-
rituel, a set of five interlocking short stories that devel-
ops her then novel view of the self as a narrative con-
struct, in 1937, but the book did not find a publisher
until 1979. Originally offered to Gallimard, it was
turned down on the grounds that Beauvoir’s very hon-
est “essays on life” from women’s points of view
would undermine their reputation. Her debut in print
was thus delayed until the publication of her novel
L’Invitée in 1943.

Begun in 1937 and finished in 1941, this novel takes
up the philosophical questions that had fascinated
Beauvoir as a student and develops a set of answers
that served as the underlying conceptual framework
for her later works, including Le Deuxiéme sexe
(1949). These foundational principles must be noted,
before tracing their development in her fiction and es-
says of the 1940s.

Beauvoir pursued her philosophical investigations
from the point of view of a situated individual con-
sciousness, which, in the tradition of Franz Brentano,
she identifies as a relation (rather than as a substance
or being) that some objects, most notably humans, have
to the world. This relational approach to consciousness
divides being into two primary categories, but ones
that are very different from those of Descartes. The
most elementary, nonconscious being or being-in-
itself, includes anything that can be made an object of
consciousness. This category, much wider than mate-
rial objects, embraces not only the meanings of words
and concepts, but also memories, including moments
of consciousness reflected upon. Beauvoir’s other pri-
mary category of being, conscious being or being-for-
itself, is synonymous with human being in her work.
It is an assemblage of nonconscious being, especially
a body and a past, which possesses the power of con-
sciousness.

Beauvoir identifies two primary dimensions of
human reality, which she calls transcendence and
immanence. It is important to understand how
this distinction accords with the history of modern
philosophy. Kant, in the eighteenth century, shifted
philosophers’ attention away from cosmic reality and
on to humankind, especially onto the nature of human
being. But his analysis remained abstract and excluded
individual existents in favor of the notion of a universal
ego. Half a century later, this concept was rejected by
the Danish philosopher, Kierkegaard, thereby opening
philosophy’s door to the indeterminacies, the concrete



particularities, the social constructions and, therefore,
the differences in human existence. This turning led
to new philosophical questions that became the key
questions for the existential-phenomenological tradi-
tion and for Beauvoir in particular. Of these, the most
fundamental is: What is the relation between individu-
als’ freedom and the givens of their situations, or, in
Beauvoir’s terminology, between their power of tran-
scendence and their immanence?

From one point of view, one is free to make choices
about one’s being; from another, one is predetermined.
The individual faces different possibilities, about
which she or he cannot keep from making choices. But
juxtaposed to the dimension of freedom are the givens
of an individual’s existence, most especially the body.
Everyone is embodied, which means having fixed attri-
butes, including sex and race, and being always located
at a single and unique point in physical space and time.
Everyone also possesses a unique past. In addition,
they hold images of themselves generated by the peo-
ple around them and by the social categories to which
they find themselves assigned.

Beauvoir’s innovation was that she tied this split
between transcendence and immanence in human exis-
tence to her ontological categories of conscious being
and nonconscious being and to the principle of inten-
tionality, a feature of Brentano’s relational view of
consciousness. If consciousness is not a kind of recep-
tacle for perceptions and images, but rather a relation
to the world, then consciousness is always conscious-
ness of something. Whereas immanence is self-
evidently a universal property of nonconscious being
and, thus, also of conscious being, the ontological basis
of transcendence or freedom had remained unclear
prior to Beauvoir and Sartre. Beauvoir, especially,
identified the origin of transcendence with conscious-
ness and its property of intentionality. If transcendence
is a process of “forever going beyond what is” (Pyrr-
hus et Cinéas, 1944), then according to the principle
of intentionality, consciousness is intrinsically a con-
tinuous process of transcendence, a deliberate positing
of one object of consciousness after another. Beauvoir
identifies this transcendent nature of consciousness as
that which compels human beings endlessly to project
their existences beyond the present and as that which
makes transcendence an essential dimension of human
existence. “One never arrives anywhere,” she says in
Pyrrhus et Cinéas, “‘there are only points of departure.”

Although Beauvoir’s contributions to delineating
the basis of human freedom, the structure of conscious-
ness, and the implications of embodiment are signifi-
cant, it is her solution to the problem of other minds
and, through it, her exploration of the realm of inter-
subjective relations, especially between the sexes, for
which she is most remembered. Indeed, “the problem
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of the ‘Other’ ” was, as she indicated on several occa-
sions, her central philosophical obsession from her stu-
dent days onward.

Beauvoir argued that our belief that other people
are conscious beings like ourselves is based, not on
the philosopher’s traditional argument from analogy,
but rather on the phenomenological event of experi-
encing oneself as the object of another’s look. Her fic-
tion emphasizes situations where being looked at or
judged by another person (for example, being caught
in an unseemly act) causes a metamorphosis in one’s
consciousness, in the sense of being made aware that
one has another self, an objective self that exists for
someone else. One’s “self-for-the-Other” is revealed
to one as an awareness that they exist as an object in
a world whose center of reference is another person’s
consciousness rather than one’s own. The experience
of being an object, argues Beauvoir, entails the
“Other-as-subject,” because only another conscious-
ness could cause this decentering of one’s sense of self.

This ever-present possibility of experiencing a
transformation in one’s mode of consciousness, from
experiencing oneself wholly as a subject to an object
in a world organized by someone else’s consciousness,
provides the ontological basis and the dynamism of
Beauvoir’s theory of intersubjectivity. Rather than
holding the traditional view of the self as a fixed entity
residing in consciousness and knowable by introspec-
tion, Beauvoir perceives the self as an ongoing project
that other people continuously and unpredictably influ-
ence.

In interpersonal encounters, a person experiences
not only one’s self as subject, but also one’s self as
the other person’s object. Over time, an individual ex-
periences and remembers many of these encounters.
But under the relational view of consciousness none
of these selves is ever more than an object of con-
sciousness, and, therefore, none of them is ontologi-
cally privileged. Thus the Beauvoirian notion of self-
hood is far removed from the self-identity of the
Cartesian subject.

Her theory of intersubjectivity, with its central sub-
ject/object relation, extends naturally to cover socio-
logical relations. Rather than two individuals, the terms
of the binary relation may be an individual and a group
or two groups, for example, men and women, or colo-
nialists and colonized. Thus analysis of intersubjectiv-
ity provides a foundational basis for social theory ap-
plicable to every level of aggregation.

The asymmetry of Beauvoir’s subject/object rela-
tion is inherently reversible. X may cause Y to experi-
ence them as X’s object, but Y may subsequently do
the same to X. The potential for reversibility holds
whether X and Y are individuals or groups. Thus Beau-
voir’s intersubjective social theory is not only inte-
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grally dynamic, but also provides a theoretical under-
standing of the processes and possibilities of deliberate
liberational change.

Beauvoir’s first published novel, L’Invitée (1943),
provides a paradigmatic example of her literary-
philosophical method, inspired by her student reading
of Bergson. The novel takes place in the bohemian
Paris of the late 1930s and is centered on the lives of
five young people variously involved in the arts. Most
of the narrative takes the point of view of Francoise,
who is thirty and an aspiring writer. The book opens
with Francoise personifying well-known positions re-
garding two important philosophical questions: the re-
lation of body to consciousness, and the possible rela-
tions between one’s own consciousness and those of
other persons. Francoise then undergoes a series of
lived situations that test these and other hypotheses,
the metaphysical drama of the novel being coextensive
with the philosophical argument. The events of the first
half of the book falsify the traditional positions, while
the second half develops Beauvoir’s own theories fur-
ther, with constant testing against the characters’ expe-
riences.

In the mid-1940s Beauvoir published two book-
length philosophical essays. The first, Pyrrhus et Ci-
néas, was rushed into print following the Liberation
of Paris in 1944 and became a major vehicle for the
introduction of “Existentialism” to the French reading
public. She followed these two years later with Pour
une morale de I’ambiguité (1947), which develops eth-
ical arguments based on the ontological framework
that she had developed in earlier works. These included
her novels Les Sang des autres (1945), which explores
social and ethical implications of intersubjectivity, and
Tous les homes sont mortel (1946), which charmingly
examines the existential significance of mortality. Her
semi-autobiographical novel Les Mandarins, which
appeared in 1954 and won that year’s Prix Goncourt,
also explored these issues while providing an intimate
representation of Parisian intellectual life at mid-
century.

In 1947 Simone de Beauvoir traveled to the United
States, where her reputation as an important new
French intellectual had preceded her. Indeed, Ameri-
can universities eagerly opened their doors to her. In
a period of three months Beauvoir lectured on philoso-
phy at twenty three if America’s leading institutions,
including Harvard, Vassar, Yale, Princeton, and
Berkeley. The following year her social and philosoph-
ical essays that had appeared in Les Temps Modernes
were collected in L’Existentialisme et la sagesse des
nations (1948).

Beauvoir published the two volumes of her classic
study of the condition of women, Le Deuxieme sexe, in
1949. With a good claim to being judged the twentieth
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century’s most important feminist text, the book re-
mains one of the landmark political, social, and philo-
sophical studies of its era. And while the impact of the
book can only be judged adequately in the international
arena which is its proper territory, it is very much a
product not only of directions in philosophy in modern
France, but of French culture in that it draws on the
history and culture of French women for the greater
part of its examples of the condition of women in gen-
eral. The book continues to attract the kind of passion-
ate, engaged debate that is only afforded to works of
great significance.

The ideas that inform Le Deuxieme sexe come di-
rectly from Beauvoir’s philosophical explorations of
intersubjectivity and the nature of the Other in L’In-
vitée, Pyrrhus et Cinéas, Pour une morale de I’ambi-
guité, and the rest of her early fiction. The thought
deployed in the text is also closely related to Beau-
voir’s exploration of the social and cultural fabric of
the United States, which forms the topic of her book,
L’Amerique au jour le jour (1948), an account of her
postwar journey to America in 1947, which vividly
registers the problematic conditions of race and racism
for the first time in her writing. In addition, Beauvoir
herself stressed a characteristic autobiographical im-
pulse that contributed to the decision to write the book.
As she considered the possibilities for a new project
after the completion of Pour une morale de I’ambi-
guité, it was her realization that she herself belonged
to the category “woman,” that this was the first thing
that she would need to say about herself in any autobi-
ography, that led her directly to her topic. It took Beau-
voir only two years to research and write her study of
women. When it appeared Le Deuxieme sexe was not
only an instant classic, it was an instant international
best seller. It made Beauvoir’s name not only in France
but also around the world. It was, Beauvoir said in old
age, “possibly the book that has brought me the great-
est satisfaction of all those I have written.”

The pivotal philosophical theme in Le Deuxieme
sexe is the question of the “Other.” Just how central
this is can be seen in the two alternate titles Beauvoir
considered for her study: The Other, the Second and
The Other Sex. Beauvoir’s thesis is that the condition
of women, throughout history, has been governed by
their social construction as the inessential “Other” in
relation to the full “Self” granted to the human male.
This thesis is illustrated exhaustively, as Beauvoir
draws on biology, psychology, history, law, anthropol-
ogy, classics, mythology, and religion to provide har-
monious examples of the ways in which woman has
been consistently relegated to a secondary position in
all of these areas of intellectual and imaginative en-
deavor, despite the violently incompatible propositions
regarding women this has entailed. Throughout the his-
tory of culture and ideas, woman has been judged too



pacific, too violent; too spiritual, too physical; too
forceful, too timid; too practical, too vague. In the great
chain of historical binary illustrations that Beauvoir
provides regarding the definition of woman at different
times and in different places, the only constant is that
woman is always judged to occupy the less valued of
the dualistic positions. This is one of the most influen-
tial strains in Beauvoir’s text, and one which provided
a fruitful starting point for the next generation of
French feminist thinkers such as Helene Cixous, Luce
Irigaray, and Monique Wittig, who pursue the notion
of the social impact of binary thought in a variety of
ways. For Le Deuxieme sexe, the idea of the construc-
tion of woman as the eternal “Other” remains one of
its key points. But the contribution of Le Deuxieme
sexe to the history of ideas neither begins nor ends
with this argument. The text is dense with quotations,
full of voices speaking about women across the centu-
ries. And, as a writer who refused to accept the ordinary
distinctions between philosophers, memorialists, and
writers of fiction, Beauvoir’s authorial voice aligns it-
self equally with a great diversity of precursors. In
terms of philosophy, Le Deuxiéme sexe resonates with
concepts drawn from or developed from those of Berg-
son, Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, Levi-Strauss, Husserl,
Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and, especially, Hegel. But
Beauvoir is equally indebted to diarists such as Marie
Bashkirtsev, and writers of fiction such as Virginia
Woolf and Katherine Mansfield. Beauvoir draws as
well on previous feminist thought from Poulain de la
Barre to Mary Wollstonecraft to Susan B. Anthony to
make her points. One of the most engaging aspects of
Le Deuxieme sexe is the historical honesty and cultural
generosity in its great panoply of works and individu-
als cited as working and having worked counter to the
relegation of women to a secondary place. This aspect
of the text is crucial, not only because it allows Beau-
voir to present herself as joining rather than initiating
an important fundamental challenge to the oppression
of women, but it also enacts the second great point
made by the study, by providing examples of those
who have challenged or violated the norm to which
they were supposedly destined to conform.

This point is best summed up in the most famous
and most often cited sentence in the text: “One is not
born, but rather becomes a woman.” It is Beauvoir’s
profound contention that the epiphenomena associated
with the enactment of individuals’ biological sex in
each age are social and cultural constructs rather than
natural givens. The ramifications of this idea have been
deeply influential, particularly in the Anglophone
world, where the distinction between sex and gender,
based directly on Beauvoir’s work in Le Deuxieme
sexe, has provided a fundamental point of departure
for two generations of feminist thinkers, best repre-
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sented by Kate Millett in the late 1960s and 1970s with
her ideas of sexual politics, and by Judith Butler, in
the 1980s, with her equally influential notion of the
performance of sex. In Le Deuxieme sexe itself, Beau-
voir deploys this concept in support of her argument
for the need to move away from the unequal ascription
of subjectivity to men and women, to a position in
which both are granted full subjectivity, and work to-
ward associations which are based, not on dominance
and dependency, or on poles characterized by fullness
of being for men and its lack for women, but on inter-
subjectivity, reciprocity, and full recognition of the
equal sharing of the status of Other. The means to bring
this about, argues Beauvoir, are psychological, social,
and political. Women must refuse complicity with their
victimization, and both men and women must work,
in all areas of life, to bring about the sexual equality
from which, as Le Deuxiéme sexe demonstrates, they
will both benefit. The philosophically informed cul-
tural and political analysis in Le Deuxieme sexe has
profoundly influenced feminist thought and practice
throughout the world, with Christine Delphy’s social
materialist analysis in France, and Alice Schwarzer’s
broad-based feminist campaigns in Germany being
two important examples.

The same principles that animate Le Deuxieme sexe
are utilized by Beauvoir in her study of the treatment
of the elderly, La Vieillesse, which appeared in 1970.
Along with Beauvoir’s final interviews with and brutal
but loving meditations on the death of Jean-Paul Sartre
in Le Cérémonie des adieux (1981) and powerful re-
flections on the death of her mother in Une mort tres
douce (1964), this work forms part of Beauvoir’s work
on the ways in which individuals are excised from the
body of society and exiled to its margins. In these
cases, it is the position of those whose bodies are fail-
ing which interests Beauvoir, and to whom she applies
her philosophical analysis of the ways in which cul-
tures deploy the category of “otherness” to relegate to
a social wilderness those who have the misfortune to be
placed in that category. That wilderness, as Beauvoir
demonstrates in La Vieillesse, is full of dangers for the
elderly, who are at risk of both mental and physical
death because of the cultural habit in the West of de-
claring the nonproductive worker nonhuman and there-
fore nothing but a drain on the resources of society
in general. As in Le Deuxieme sexe, but even more
convinced, as she explained, of the importance of the
material conditions of those assigned to the social cate-
gories she discusses, Beauvoir looks at the ways in
which the elderly are defined as Other before being
denuded of dignity, support, and sometimes life itself.
As in Le Deuxiéme sexe, Beauvoir is interested in the
psychology of consenting to be defined as Other, and
examines the ways in which the relinquishing of the
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ability to devise projects and imagine goals for one’s
activities soon sets those who accept the definition of
old outside the scope of human endeavor. Beauvoir’s
existential emphasis on choice and action is clearly in
play in her analysis, but in ways that once again bring
to the fore her idiosyncratic and original interest in the
intersubjective and reciprocal aspects of experience.

Like Le Deuxieme sexe, La Vieillesse is a text that
functions in a number of ways. It is, from one point
of view, a philosophical study of the ontology and eth-
ics of old age. From another, it is a sociological and
cultural history of the treatment of the aged. From yet
another, it is a rich psychological survey of the experi-
ence of age, an experience, which is only now, with
the demographic changes in the West accentuating the
aged, receiving the kind of attention it needs. It interro-
gates and analyses the representation of the elderly in
art. Finally, and in this it is also similar to Le Deuxieme
sexe, it is a fine piece of polemic, a kind of philosophi-
cal study which is also a call to action in the tradition
of Paine and Rousseau. And again Beauvoir stresses
the way her life, her thought, and her passions coin-
cided in the selection of her topic. In the opening to
the book, Beauvoir underscores the outrage she caused
by addressing the “forbidden subject” of her own aging
at the end of the third volume of her autobiography,
La Force des choses, in 1963. In La Vieillesse, she
says, she aimed to “break the conspiracy of silence”
about aging, to challenge society on its treatment of
the aged, to confront her readers with the voices and
lives of those who are subjected to the barbarous treat-
ment reserved for the old in modern society. Once
again, the study illustrates the ways in which Beauvoir
enacted her philosophically informed refusal to draw
boundaries between the kinds of material that might
appear in any one text. Philosophy and polemic, auto-
biography and fiction, are all mixed in La Vieillesse
to Beauvoir’s usual fine effect.

Beauvoir’s interest in aging and in women, along
with her categorical refusal to segregate any element
of her work from other elements, served her particu-
larly well in her late fiction. In particular, La Femme
rompue (1968), her collection of three stories con-
cerned with women who feel themselves to be growing
old and who are subjected to the humiliations reserved
for the aging woman in sexist society, draws brilliantly
on her philosophical principles and political commit-
ments in the compelling presentation of the psycholog-
ical and social experiences commensurate with the
marginalization based on sex and age. This intersection
of the political, the personal, the philosophical, and
the psychological also worked exceptionally well for
Beauvoir in her novel, Les Belles Images (1966), like
La Femme rompue, a strong and excellent piece of
work that provides one of the finest critiques of tech-
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nology in modern fiction. That critique, and indeed
Beauvoir’s critique of life in the twentieth century, is
given its fullest rein in the volumes of her autobiogra-
phy which she published intermittently from the end
of the 1950s to the beginning of the 1970s. Memoires
d’une jeune fille rangée (1958), La Force de l’age
(1960), La Force des choses (1963), and Tout compte
fait (1972) form an extraordinary quartet of texts which
have largely been read for the fascinating detail Beau-
voir provides about her life and that of her friends in
one of the most important intellectual circles of the
century. However, these volumes are also of great in-
terest not only because of the historical detail they pro-
vide regarding the texture of life in Paris, one of the
world’s great cities, in the context of a century racked
by wars which were themselves underpinned by ideo-
logies of race and fueled by technologies of violence
previously unknown, but because they, too, provide
illustrations of the ways in which Beauvoir’s ideas re-
garding reciprocity and intersubjectivity inform her
personal experience of life and of the politics of her
time.

In all of her work, Beauvoir builds on the radical
conceptions of the ontology of reciprocity and the em-
bodiment of consciousness that she developed in her
earliest writing. These philosophical foundations pro-
vided her with an extraordinary platform from which
to survey some of the most widespread and seemingly
intractable abuses in human culture. By attending to
the effects of social practices on consciousness, and
the ability of the individual to act freely as an agent,
Beauvoir produced a striking body of ethically in-
formed work which continues to engage readers inter-
ested in existentialism, ethics, and ideas attuned to the
promotion of justice for previously marginalized
groups.

KATE FULLBROOK AND EDWARD FULLBROOK
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Lycée Moliere from 1936 to 1939 and at the Lycée
Camille Sée from 1939 to 1941. From then on she
lived as a writer producing novels, essays on ethics,
polemics, and serving as a founding editor of the influ-
ential journal, Les Temps Modernes. Her novel, The
Mandarins, was awarded the Prix Goncourt in 1954
and her classic feminist study, The Second Sex, ap-
peared in 1949. She died in Paris on April 14, 1986.
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BEGUIN, ALBERT
Literary Critic

Albert Béguin belonged to the generation of intellec-
tuals who renewed literary criticism in the 1930s. His
doctoral thesis on German Romanticism, which was
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published in 1937, L’Ame romantique et le réve (Ro-
mantic Sensibility and Dreams), exerted an immediate
influence on literary circles. The Surrealist movement
found new material in this study that fed into its con-
ception of dreams and surreality. But the main reason
for the success of Béguin’s first work lies in its affini-
ties with the various existential philosophical strands
of the 1930s. Dreams, myths, and poetry provided the
basis for an ontological exploration in L’Ame ro-
mantique et le réve. The analysis of works by Lich-
tenberg, Moritz, Herder, Hoelderlin, Novalis, Von
Arnim, and Brentano did not only constitute a rich
anthology of German Romantics, but also inaugurated
a new critical approach to this area of study.
Béguin’s methodology corresponds to the new criti-
cal paradigm of the Geneva School, which was initi-
ated by Marcel Raymond, and which privileged the
use of the first person singular discourse as part of
textual analysis. The text itself was no longer consid-
ered as an object of analysis, but as a source of “pres-
ence.” The commentator entered into an “existential”
relationship with the author. The approach was gov-
erned by the intention of overcoming the historical and
cultural differences of mentality in order to establish
a communication with the “I”’ hidden behind the text.
How can one define this critical method? First, the
commentator’s personal involvement in the interpreta-
tive discourse accounts for the fact that quotations no
longer display their function of objective denotation
but become re-appropriated by the critic’s hermeneuti-
cal “I.” From this perspective, the act of reading be-
comes linked to an act of reflection leading to self-
knowledge. Thus, the famous introduction to L’Ame
romantique et le réve reads: “Is it myself who dreams
of the night? Or is it rather that I have become the
theatre in which someone else, something else is un-
folding its performances, which are sometimes trivial,
and sometimes full of inexplicable wisdom?” Second,
as in Marcel Raymond’s case, the biographical ap-
proach was established as part of a long-standing Ger-
man hermeneutical tradition from Schleiermacher to
Dilthey. The emphasis that Dilthey placed on Erlebnis
(the inner, lived experience) in the process of creation
as well as in the critical reception of art had already
strongly influenced Marcel Raymond’s conception of
literary criticism. The relationship between the author
and the commentator, which Albert Béguin calls “sub-
jective interpretation,” and which is similar to the vi-
talist philosophers’ Einfiilhung, refers to the work as to
a world one can inhabit, and whose phenomenological
dimensions one needs to share in the quest for a “living
language (parole), man’s spoken language (parole) to
another man, running water capable of quenching our
thirst.” Thirdly, this active comprehension is often ac-
companied by mythical elements: the death of Noval-
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is’s young lover, Bettina Brentano’s fantasies, Pascal’s
illness or Novalis’s madness, guide and determine the
process of interpretation. The act of reading becomes
the site of a spiritual exercise through which the com-
mentator confronts the questions raised by the work
and, in particular, the ontological and religious ques-
tions.

What is the content of the work of art? The reading
of the works leads to the classification of Romantic
aspirations according to the myths of the Golden Age,
of dreams, of knowledge, of the unconscious. At the
center of these myths lies the idea that the genuine
spiritual world belongs to the deep layers of the uncon-
scious, which correspond to a cosmic or divine reality.
The self can only regain this reality by freeing itself
from any personal ties through poetic experience.
However, Béguin does not fail to notice that, in grant-
ing poetry the status of “absolute reality,” one elevates
it beyond aesthetic pleasure to the level of “visionary”
poet’s art, on a par with knowledge and metaphysical
or religious experience. “It will always be the greatest
merit of Romanticism to have recognized and asserted
the profound affinity between poetic states of mind
and religious revelations, to have given credence to
irrational powers, and to have devoted itself, body and
soul, to the great nostalgia of exiled beings.” Béguin
emphasizes absolute idealism, as ultimate temptation
of Romanticism, in his conclusion, while at the same
time warning against the inherent risks of such myths:
madness, Promethean excess, devaluation of the world,
dissolution of the self. This is why the last passage of
Béguin’s study is an ode to the regained “presence of
simple human beings,” to the regained human inter-
subjectivity. This hoped-for spiritual communion actu-
ally ties in with Béguin’s comprehensive method,
which opens up to the reader’s subjectivity through the
reading process.

During the 1930s, Béguin’s book had a significant
impact on intellectual debates concerning the nature
of poetry and its relationship with religious experience.
Benjamin Fondane, J. Riviere, Rolland de Renéville,
Jacques Maritain, and Marcel Raymond were among
the most important writers and critics involved in this
debate. Béguin continued to employ the same critical
method during the 1940s and 1950s, when he wrote
on Pascal, Léon Bloy (in Léon Bloy, mystique de la
douleur—A Mystic of Suffering, 1948), Balzac (in
Balzac visionnaire—The Visionary Balzac, 1946), and
Ramuz (in Patience de Ramuz, Ramuz’s Patience,
1950). However, it was especially Béguin’s role as
literary advisor and editor that enhanced his reputation,
first when he launched the magazine Cahiers du Rhone
(which was published between 1942 and 1945 in
Switzerland, and gathered the poets of the Resistance,
in opposition to the Vichy French government), and



later, when he joined the team of Esprit, whose director
he became in 1950. Having converted to Catholicism
in 1940, Béguin participated in E. Mounier’s personal-
ist movement, although his belief in a “lived” rather
than doctrinarian personalism marked his distance
from Mounier’s political commitments. Alongside his
editorial work, Béguin initiated and maintained a dia-
logue between—on the one hand, the German Roman-
tics, Balzac (whose writings he reprinted in 1962),
Nerval, and—on the other hand, modern writers such
as Charles Péguy, Bernanos, Ramuz, and P. Emmanuel
in keeping with his personal interests and affinities.
The religious aspiration came first in the list of such
affinities: for example, in his analysis of Balzac’s work
(Balzac visionnaire), Béguin underlined the trangres-
sive aspect, and sometimes the esoteric or visionary
dimensions, within a sustained, if nonorthodox, inter-
pretation of the redemptive character of Balzac’s writ-
ing. This choice determined his emphasis on Balzac’s
“mystical” writings: Louis Lambert, Sésaraphita, Mel-
moth réconcilié (Melmoth Reconciled), and Jésus
Christ en Flandres (Jesus Christ in Flandres). The sec-
ond recurrent thematic concern can be observed in
studies such as Béguin’s Patience de Ramuz (1950),
which highlights the dialectic of solitude and commu-
nity, within a critical narrative penetrated by the trag-
edy of self-pride and of the human soul cut off from
the divine grace. Thus, Béguin’s participative criticism
ultimately rejoined its genuine spiritual orientation,
manifested in the author’s religious interrogation.
OLIVIER SALAZAR-FERRER
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BENDA, JULIEN

Essayist, novelist, critic

Although during a career extending over thirty years
Julien Benda wrote many books on a wide range of
subjects, he is best known for a single work, a Trahison
des clercs (The Betrayal of Intellectuals), which ap-
peared in 1927. In challenging the role of the intellec-
tual in France during the early decades of the twentieth
century, it soon became a classic defense of enlighten-
ment values in the face of what Benda saw as the rise
of the irrational and the partisan in cultural and politi-
cal life. Its main contention: “Les hommes dont la
fonction est de défendre les valeurs éternelles et désint-
éressées, comme la justice et la raison, et que j’appelle
les clercs, ont trahi cette fonction au profit d’intéréts
pratiques” (Men whose role is to defend the eternal
and disinterested values such as justice and reason, and
whom I call intellectuals, have betrayed their role for
the sake of more mundane interests).

This essay, together with his other main studies of
literature and thought, Belphégor (1918) and La
France byzantine (1945), delineates an attitude which
runs against the grain of the then fashionable currents
of thought led by Bergson, Alain, Valéry, and Gide on
the center left of the political spectrum, and by Maurras
and Barres on the far right. For Benda, what these
writers have in common is a total rejection of the criti-
cal inheritance of the enlightenment, and a tendency
toward the comforts of irrationalism, intuition, or Cath-
olic mysticism; politically, this often led to an almost
mystical sense of nationalism, both left wing (Péguy)
and ultra right wing (Barres, Maurras).

Benda’s analyses of French political and literary life
during his career covered an extraordinary range: he
read almost everything, from obscure Symbolists and
musicologists to lesser-known philosophers, from
Proust to the surrealists and Blanchot, from the then
unknown Husserl, Levinas, and Jankélévitch to
Bachelard. Ironically, the fame of Trahison des clercs
has largely overshadowed his other works.

With hindsight, Benda may strike us as a lay
prophet: his Trahison des clercs reads as an indictment
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of all the intellectuals who gave way to a lazy and
superficial nationalism. Its most cogent remarks rebuff
attempts to revitalize a French culture that was seen
as having been decadent since the 1880s. By defining
the intellectual as someone who uses reason to defend
abstract values forged by Greek civilization and early
Christian thinkers such as Aquinas and Augustine,
Benda was not attempting to isolate thinking from its
historical background. On the contrary, he wanted to
re-establish a coherent and objective approach to his-
tory that eschews passionate involvement or “engage-
ment.” To Benda, the thinking process is abstract, inde-
pendent, scientific, and, most of all, dispassionate; and
he was convinced that this detachment was being sacri-
ficed in the name of political involvement. From the
1920s onwards, the confusion between reason and
action, however worthy the cause, alarmed Benda
deeply.

His insights on nationalism and on the new powers
of the State are penetrating. He viewed nationalism as
a recent invention, born out of the German and Italian
reunification in the 1870s, and put to use by Italy first,
then by Germany. This rise of nationalism broke the
long tradition, mainly “French” according to Benda,
of moving from the particular to the universal: what
is valid should also be valid for all, across national
and cultural boundaries, and no nation should claim
any kind of superiority to other nations. For Benda,
“French nationalism” was an oxymoron: universal val-
ues were not French, but were simply brought to light
in France in the eighteenth century.

The German sense of the supremacy of its own par-
ticular culture was, he insisted, alien to French thought.
Blinded by his love for the eighteenth century, and
pointedly ignoring Napoleon, Benda tells us, for exam-
ple, that when Louis XIV invaded Alsace he did not
impose the French language on its inhabitants. Any
attempt to reclaim a past mythical grandeur revolted
him, both for its lack of historical accuracy, and for
its sheer romantic vagueness. Instead, Benda called for
a return to what he thought of as the intellectual rigor
and clear-sightedness of Goethe, Hegel, and Nietzsche
(all German thinkers, in this case) in order to redefine
the vague abstract categories amalgamated by the likes
of Maurras, Barres, and Bourget.

The worst danger Benda saw in the intellectuals
who forego their independence is their tendency to
think on behalf of the state and no longer for them-
selves, thereby helping to create an intellectual climate
in which those in power are, in effect, able to justify
the unjustifiable. Typical for Benda was the reclaiming
of a “false” past in the name of an “assertion of the
rights of coutume,” which nations use as a divine right
in order to expand and justify any atrocities. Benda
pointed out that in such cases coutume (custom, tradi-
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tion) is interpreted as a sacred truth, a moral justifica-
tion for any national action; for Benda, the appropriate
rights of coutume are subservient to the imperative
claims of raison. For Benda, the “romantisme du posi-
tivisme” (Taine, Comte) and the “romantisme du pes-
simisme” (Barres) were the two corrupting fashions
that beset proper thinking during his day.

Benda’s thesis is best summarized by Walter Benja-
min in a article written in 1933, the year of fascism’s
triumph in Germany: “[Benda] is shocked by the slo-
gans of an intelligentsia that defends the cause of na-
tions against that of mankind, of parties against justice,
and of power against the mind. The bitter necessities
of reality were defended by the clercs of earlier times
but not even Machiavelli tried to embellish them with
the pathos of ethical precepts.” Benjamin sees one
main flaw: “The decline of the independent intelligen-
tsia is determined crucially, if not exclusively, by eco-
nomic factors.” The utopian spirit summoned by Benda
is dismissed by Benjamin as nothing more “than the
manifestation of a figure of the past: the medieval
cleric in his Benedictine cell” (“The Present Social
Situation of the French Writer”).

In his study of literature, Benda was the first thinker
to establish clear links between the early twentieth-
century French novels and the famous French school
of psychologists and other scientists such as Ribot,
Renouvier, Piaget, Janet, Poincaré, and Delacroix.
Using their writings, Benda debunked the theories of
art expounded by Valéry, Bergson, Gide, and Proust.
Once again, Benda pits intellectual rigor and clarity
against mystification, the clear separation of object-
subject against the mystic fusion of the two, and the
independence of reason against the anti-intellectualism
of writers such as Proust and Gide. There is much
to learn from his France byzantine, mainly from its
numerous notes which comprise brilliant analyses of
Gide, Valéry, Proust, and Mallarmé under titles that
are now commonly found in modern criticism: purity,
negativity, hermeticism, and the unconscious. Benda
accuses Gide and Valéry of being irrational, grammati-
cally incompetent, and of pandering to public taste. He
views them as slaves of their own success, which owes
nothing to talent but everything to their way of selling
old ideas under new labels. Here Benda indulges in
the same sort of irony employed by his bétes noires,
and in his study of Proust—in which he looks in partic-
ular at Proust’s rejection of intelligence and his reli-
ance on mémoire involontaire—he exposes the inner
contradictions of Proustian rhetoric with a skill and
subtlety worthy of Paul de Man. Benda’s short study
of Mallarmé is also revealing. By refusing to take Mal-
larmé’s predilection for Wagner for granted, Benda
successfully compares Mallarmé with Debussy, show-
ing that the anti-Wagner feelings expressed by De-



bussy have more in common with Mallarmé than the
poet himself was aware.

Paradoxically, if Benda has been ignored for the last
fifty years, it is by the very same people who shared
his own positivist, almost mathematical reasoning. The
old debates between Classicism and Romanticism, ra-
tionality and irrationality, form versus content, positiv-
ist method versus intuition, in literature as well as in
literary criticism and its avatars, continue, even though
they cannot but supplement each other, and as much
now as in Benda’s day.

Huco AzErap
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Biography

Julien Benda was born in Paris on December 26, 1867
and educated at Louis-le-Grand. Both his parents were
Jewish and middle-class. His favorite subjects were
classics and mathematics. He attended the Ecole Cen-
trale to further his interests in mathematics but soon
switched to history and graduated from the Sorbonne
in 1894. His own life-long passion was for rationality,
music, and literature. He started his career in the arts as
a journalist for the Revue Blanche (1891—-1903), where
Léon Blum was the drama critic and Debussy covered
music. Malarmé was one of their most famous contrib-
utors, and it comes as a surprise to see the advocator
of rationalism making his debut among the chief pro-
ponents of Symbolism. His pro-Dreyfus articles are
collected in Dialogues, but Benda saw himself as a
thoroughly hellenized Jew, rejecting any form of Zion-
ism, a fact which did not prevent the Nazis from de-
stroying his papers and books, and he was made to
wear the yellow star while writing La France byzantine
in Carcassonne during the war. One of his novels,
L’Ordination, was short-listed for the Goncourt, but
his most famous works never sold very well. Writing
for the happy few seems Benda’s fate, but by the 1980s,
La Trahison des clercs was translated in all major lan-
guages. Benda died in Fontenay-Aux-Roses, June 7,
1956.
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EMILE BENVENISTE
Linguist

As an outstanding specialist in Iranian, Benveniste
completed the Sogdian grammar left unfinished at R.
Gauthiot’s death, produced a complete revision of
Meillet’s classic Grammaire du vieux-perse (1931),
and wrote an incisive Les infinitifs avestiques (1935)
in which he eliminated 180 “formes douteuses” that
had been unrealistically postulated for prehistoric
Avestic. In Etudes sur la langue ossete (1959), devoted
to a living trans-Causcasian variety of Iranian, he mas-
terfully demonstrated the interplay between descent
and adjustment, “filiation iranienne” and “intégration
caucasienne.”

From Iranian micro-comparatism, mostly confined
to a palette of about fifteen ancient, medieval, and
modern Iranian languages, Benveniste evolved into a
consummate Indo-European macrocomparatist, jug-
¢gling more than 100 languages and dialects of Celtic,
Germanic, Slavic, Anatolian, or Indic stock. His doc-
toral dissertation on the origins of noun formation in
Indo-European (1935) included a celebrated chapter
on the structure of the Indo-European root. In the sec-
ond part of the thesis, lost during World War II then
rewritten and published in 1948 under the title Noms
d’agent et noms d’action en indo-européen, Benven-
iste elegantly demonstrated that the two Indo-European
agentive suffixes “-fer and -tor” (as in Latin magister
vs. auctor) differed inasmuch as the first had a subjec-
tive value (“agent destined or apt to exercise a func-
tion”) and the second had an objective value (“agent
with respect to an accomplished action at a given mo-
ment in time”). In Hittite et indo-européen: Etudes
comparatives (1962) Benveniste rejected the Yale
School’s hypothesis of a separate Indo-Hittite stage,
recognizing in Anatolian an idiosyncratic, archaic, and
isolated branch of Indo-European that was later influ-
enced by unrelated ancient Near East languages such
as Akkadian and Hurrian.
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Benveniste’s chef-d’oeuvre as an Indo-Europeanist
is Le vocabulaire des institutions indo-européennes
(1969). The task he assigned himself in this volume
is to regress from scattered polyphonic designations
toward past signification by relentlessly comparing
forms, interrogating meanings, and rereading texts.
Take for example Indo-European “peku,” which sur-
vives in Indo-Iranian, Latin, and Germanic. Etymolo-
gists used to explain Latin pecunia “money, fortune”
as deriving from Latin pecus “livestock.” In fact, Ben-
veniste showed, it is not the signification “property,
riches” that was gradually evolved on the basis of the
concrete designation but, on the contrary, an initial,
larger signification “movable property” became the
usual designation of the typical object of their activity
among the insider group of “productors.” To verify
this hypothesis, Benveniste examined Greek, where he
found the Homeric probasis, with the more frequent
equivalent probata attesting a similar evolution. This
development, Benveniste underlined, is not reversible.
“Livestock” could not have evolved into “money,
property’; it is always the general term that, by being
displaced from insiders to outsiders, comes to be used
as a designation for a specific element and not the
reverse. Working on material mostly gathered from
northwestern America, Marcel Mauss had shown that
gifts are a primitive form of exchange. Benveniste bril-
liantly precised the institutions behind “giving,” “tak-
ing,” “buying,” “selling,” and “exchange” by interpret-
ing the Indo-European vocabulary. He started from the
remark that the same Indo-European root do- evolved
into both “give” (in most Indo-European languages)
and “take” (in Hittite). To explain this fact, shows Ben-
veniste, one must first notice that the Indo-European
root in question was used in the acceptation “to take
hold of something,” that could be equally involved in
giving (“to take hold of in order to offer”) and taking
(“to take hold of in order to keep”). An analysis of
Gothic niman “to take” and Greek némo “to give or to
have legally as an allotment” (from an Indo-European
nem-), as well as of their derivations, evidenced the
missing link: “legal attribution as given or as re-
ceived.” Giving is then illuminated by the examination
of a number of Greek synonyms for “gift” that reflect
the opposition between the notions of “a present that
does not impose the obligation of a gift in return” and
“a gift in return or calling for a return.” By extending
the analysis to the Indo-European concept of “hospital-
ity,” Benveniste came to defining an attenuated, non-
antagonistic form of Maussian potlatch (whereby a
man is bound to another by the obligation to compen-
sate a former prestation). Thus, in Latin, hostis first
signified “a foreigner enjoying (as a guest) equal rights
with the Roman citizens” via an institution of alliance
and exchange with a particular Roman citizen and
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hostire had the signification “to compensate, counter-
balance.” Once the nation was constituted (as shown
by the semantic evolution of civis and civitas), institu-
tions ensuring reciprocity regulated by personal or
family agreement was necessary no more and hostis
came to the signification “foreigner,” then “public
enemy” which survives in hostile, hostility. In a similar
way, Latin daps signified “banquet, magnificent
feast,” and the derived damnum came to mean, “dam-
age inflicted, involuntary spending” and gave con-
damnare “‘to condemn.” This shows that festive spend-
ing, frantically exhibiting and destroying riches during
a feast, was perceived as unnecessary, “‘en pure perte”
by later Romans. And the etymological feast continues
with Latin munus (Indo-European mei-), signifying at
some point both “a charge conferred as a distinction
and donations imposed in return” and later giving “re-
muneration” or “community;” or the Greek word for
value (alfdno) indicating at the beginning “the value
of exchange that a human body possesses when it is
delivered up for a certain price” and applicable either
to slaves, or to a marriageable daughter.

Independently of Dumézil, who was developing the
mythological paradigm of the tripartite ideology of the
Indo-Europeans on the basis of an analysis of Scythian
society, Roman religion, and Vedic India, Benveniste
arrived at a parallel description of three social classes
in ancient Iran. He also restored in Umbrian mythology
a triple grouping equivalent to the Roman Jupiter—
Mars—Quirinus triad by linking Vofionus to the Indo-
European “leudhyon- “growth”; he read in the suovet-
aurilia lustration rite of the old Roman religion a triple
sacrifice involving the whole social structure, with the
pig (sus) belonging to the Earth, the ovine (ovis) immo-
lated to Jupiter, and the bull (taurus) dedicated to Mars;
he saw in the Greek libation to the dead, the same
tripartite organization symbolically expressed by the
three liquid offerings: wine (corresponding to war-
riors), honey (corresponding to priests), and milk (cor-
responding to cultivators).

The extraordinary impact of Benveniste’s vision for
linguistics and semiotics became visible to the general
public only after the publication of the two collections
of articles entitled Problemes de linguistique générale
(1966 and 1974). Benveniste introduces the basic dis-
tinction between the “semiotic mode” and the “seman-
tic mode” of language. In the semiotic mode we deal
with an abstract system of signs and with signification
(a property of language), from a paradigmatic point
of view, inside language. In the semantic mode, we
deal with phrases (the concrete manifestations of lan-
guage when it is put to use), which are not signs, do not
exhibit signification, are syntagmatically assembled,
reach outside language, and ensure communication (a
property of discourse).



Benveniste put in the center of his definition of
enunciation the process through which a natural lan-
guage (a particular langue) is converted into discourse
by a speaker who appropriates it and thus becomes a
subject. The enunciating subject produces her/himself
by saying I (“Est ‘Ego’ qui dit ‘ego’ 7). The various
instances of the use of / (and correlative you) do not
constitute a class of reference since there is no “object”
definable as “I” to whom they can refer in identical
fashion. Each [ has its own reference and corresponds
each time to a unique being that is set up as such in
adiscursive reality. / therefore signifies “the individual
who utters the present instance of discourse containing
the linguistic instance /" and you is “the individual
spoken to in the present instance of discourse contain-
ing the linguistic instance you.” They may have spe-
cific explicit forms in different languages or remain
implicit. As “empty” signs, they serve to solve the
problem of intersubjective communication.

To the dialogic correlation of “person” I/you are
associated, via discursive agreement, (a) the demon-
strative pronouns, adverbs, and adverbial locutions
known as deictics, that is, as referring to the situation
in which the utterance is produced by / as addressed
to you (this, that, now, then, today, yesterday, etc.);
(b) certain tenses/aspects to the exclusion of others (in
French, for example, discourse necessarily appeals to
present, perfect, and future, while excluding the passé
simple), and what Benveniste calls “indicateurs de
subjectivité,” that is, verbs like croire, supposer, présu-
mer, conclure, jurer, promettre in constructions such
as: Je crois que le temps va changer; Je suppose (je
présume, je conclus) qu’il est parti; Je jure (je promets)
de le faire. Notice that the last construction, in which
“acte est accompli par Uinstance d’énonciation de
son ‘nom’ (’jurer), en méme temps que le sujet est posé
par Uinstance d’énonciation de son indicateur (‘je’)”
exactly correspond to J. L. Austin’s concept of per-
formative act and was independently defined by Ben-
veniste as early as 1958, in his article “De la subjecti-
vité dans le langage.”

According to Benveniste, the personal pronouns do
not constitute a unitary class. They manifest in fact
two basic correlations: the correlation of personality
that opposes personal I/you to non-personal s/he and
the correlation of subjectivity that opposes I to you.
“I” is internal to the statement and external to “you”
in a manner that does not suppress the human reality
of dialogue; it is transcendent with respect to “you,”
who can be defined as the nonsubjective person, in
contrast to the subjective person /. The ordinary dis-
tinction singular/plural (//we, sing. you/pl. you) should
be interpreted by a distinction strict person/ amplified
person. Only the third person, being a nonperson, ad-
mits of a true plural.
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Likewise, in verbal conjugation, the “third person”
is the nonpersonal form of verbal inflection. In many
languages (Semitic, Turkish, Fino-Ugric, and others),
Benveniste showed, this is manifested by the fact that
there is no specific ending for the verb at the “third
person.”

Historic utterances (which form a secondary type of
enunciation) exclude all “autobiographical” linguistic
forms (like je, tu, deictics), and are limited to the pro-
nominal and verbal forms of the third person. In
French, the tenses for historical enunciation are: aorist
(passé simple, the tense of the event outside of the
person of a narrator), imperfect and pluperfect, while
present, perfect, future are excluded. Discursive enun-
ciation, oral or written (in the form of correspondence,
memoirs, theater, textbooks), can include narrative
segments and, likewise, a récit can frame discursive
segments. The discursive tenses par excellence are
present, future, and perfect. In French, discourse does
not tolerate aorist (passé simple). The present tense
marks the coincidence of the event described with the
instance of discourse in which it is described, “le temps
ol ’on parle,” it is sui-referential. The perfect re-
groups the compound perfective forms of the corre-
sponding simple tenses: perfect of the present (il a
écrit), perfect of the imperfect (il avait écrit), perfect
of the aorist (il eut écrit), and perfect of the future (il
aura écrit); when inserted in a dependent clause, per-
fect also marks anteriority with respect to the correla-
tive simple forms (quand il a écrit une lettre, il I’en-
voie; quand il avait écrit une lettre, il I’envoyait . . .).
Notice that Benveniste’s approach clarifies in the sim-
plest way some of the difficulties of the “concordance
des temps” in French.

Benveniste’s volumes on general linguistics as well
as those on Indo-European linguistics, are dominated
by an elegant and sophisticated selectivity. None is a
“livre a these.” All of them are defined by an inten-
tional looseness of configuration, brief prefatory notes,
no formal conclusion, bibliographical apparatus
trimmed to a minimum, and exotic scripts eliminated,
thus enabling the reader to directly perceive their pol-
ished and daring scholarship, revisions of assumed
meanings, of illusory paradigms, or of naively positiv-
istic ideas. Benveniste has opened new ways not only
in the linguistic and semiotic domains to which he
mainly devoted his study, but also, and essentially so,
in anthropology, sociology, history of religion, philos-
ophy of language, pragmatics, psychoanalysis, poetics,
and feminist studies (which benefited from his liberat-
ing definition of subject and intersubjectivity).

SANDA GOLOPENTIA
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Biography

Emile Benveniste was born in Aleppo (now in Syria,
then pertaining to the Ottoman Empire), on May 27,
1902. He was brought to Paris during his childhood,
entered the Sorbonne at sixteen, and specialized in
Near and Mid-Eastern languages and Indo-European
linguistics under the mentoring of Antoine Meillet.
Briefly involved in the surrealist movement, he signed
the declaration “La Révolution d’abord et toujours” in
1925, together with Aragon, Breton, and Eluard. In
1927, at the age of twenty-five, he assumed Meillet’s
duties and responsabilities for Iranian Philology at the
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes with a rank equiva-
lent to that of a tenured professor and director of stud-
ies. Ten years later, after the death of Meillet, Benven-
iste became his successor at the College de France,
where he taught general linguistics, Indo-European
comparative grammar and Iranian for more than thirty
years, with brief interruptions for study trips to Iran,
Afganistan, and the United States. Beginning with
1945 he acted as secretary of the Société de Lingu-
istique de Paris and as editor of the Society’s Bulletin.
In 1958 he succeeded J. Vendryes at the Académie
des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres. In 1969, Benveniste
survived a stroke but remained paralyzed and unable
to speak for seven twilight years. He died on October
3, 1976, leaving a dense and extraordinary oeuvre
comprising 18 book-length monographs, 291 articles,
and up to 300 book reviews.
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BERGSON, HENRI
Philosopher

Henri Bergson is known primarily as a philosopher of
time. His investigations of the phenomena of time led
him to be held at one point as the greatest living philos-
opher, and certainly he was the first modern philoso-
pher to take time seriously. What was it about his ideas
that made his philosophy so revolutionary? Near the
beginning of his 1911 lecture, “Philosophical Intui-
tion,” Bergson says that in each philosophical system
there is usually only one “infinitely simple” insight
that is central to the philosophy (The Creative Mind).
It is an insight that the philosopher must continuously
reformulate in an effort to express it adequately. Yet
this effort can only ever be an “approximation” to the
thinker’s original intuition. When we look then, for
the defining insight of a Bergsonism, we are already
embarking upon a problematic project. But if it has to
be done, then we could do no better than return to the
opening passage of this 1911 lecture and recall that
Bergson states quite emphatically that philosophy must
be close to real life. Both Bertrand Russell and Julien
Benda labeled Bergson a “pragmatist” and it is certain
that, no less than William James, Bergson’s philosophy
is anti-intellectualist, though without being anti-
intellectual: in the place of abstraction, it posits con-
crete life as it is lived as paramount. Intellectual philo-
sophies that are detached from this life are enabled
thereby to conjure up such artificial and totalizing
world-views as determinism, materialism, or idealism
so long as they maintain a logical consistency within



the terms of their own system. But because they make
little recourse to the real world, they are deemed to be
of no real philosophical value in Bergson’s view. Does
it matter to Idealism that plants exist? Is it significant
to determinism that time moves forwards rather than
backwards? Bergson’s is a philosophy of action, pro-
cess, and movement, and it is our lived experience
alone that validates these as real truths. In various
realms, physics, biology, psychology, and sociology,
Bergson makes it his philosophical goal to argue for
the irreducible reality of action, process, and move-
ment, not only for themselves, but also as synonyms
for consciousness and life.

Metaphysics

In many ways Bergson has been seen as an antithetical
writer whose work consists in opposing the primary
assumptions of the mechanistic and rationalistic philo-
sophies of the post-enlightenment era. If such a charac-
terization has any validity at all, it is in respect to his
first work, Essai sur les données immédiates de la con-
science. Its English title, Time and Free Will, is a better
representation of the book’s contents, for it attempts
to validate the reality of human freedom by an analysis
of real time or what Bergson calls “duration.” It makes
a detailed attack upon the “dogma of quantitative per-
ception” whereby both “inner” and “outer” experience
are deemed to consist of quantitative, homogeneous
units. In contrast to this idea, Bergson attempts to re-
cover the immediate experience of consciousnes dura-
tion. Central to Time and Free Will is the distinction
between this inner duration and space. Duration is real
time; it is the time of conscious experience. It is hetero-
geneous, qualitative, and dynamic. By contrast, sci-
ence emphasizes the concept of “space,” which is an
abstract construct that is homogeneous, quantitative,
and static. Its parts are identical and can be described
mechanistically. Such a notion as this space is vital for
the determinist, for it is the basis of a spatialized time—
time stripped of its intrinsic heterogeneity—which rep-
resents the unfolding of a hidden destiny that exists
predetermined in the present conditions of the world.
Free creativity is outlawed in such a worldview. But
duration, on the other hand, is a creativity whereby a
new and unpredictable entity appears at each and every
moment. The components of duration (our memories,
perceptions, and affections) are all different, yet they
also interpenetrate and cannot be sharply distin-
guished. In contrast, the artifice of spatialized time
consists of segments that preserve nothing in them-
selves of any previous segment. They are all juxta-
posed in an abstracted succession. This artificial time
is created and thrown beneath real time for the practical
purposes of action, of manipulating the world.
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As such, duration cannot be measured and its
progress is not predictable. For example, take the
movement of your own arm. It passes in one indivisible
act, one duration. But though it passes through space,
the movement itself is not the space it passes over, for
space is quantitative and immobile. Movement, like
real time, is qualitative and processional. It cannot be
analyzed into motionless parts that are sequenced to-
gether. Yet for the purposes of manipulation, we are
forever throwing this diagrammatic space beneath
movement and attempting to prove that the former
truly describes the latter. But it is an attempt that is in
vain, for it leads to the paradoxes of movement such
as those posited by Zeno. These paradoxes are based
on the illusion that space is prior to movement, that
we move in a container called space. But it is the oppo-
site view, movement as prior to space, that Bergson
aims to champion.

It is in duration that we live, act, and are free. But
in space we are “acted” upon mechanically and so our
freedom appears to be a chimera. Associationist psy-
chology unwittingly phrases the question of freedom
in terms of space rather than in terms of duration. Psy-
chological determinism can therefore appropriate the
methods of theoretical physics and, utilizing a spa-
tialized reality, portray a subject that is determined by
its states, an entity which has forces acting upon it.
The truth, however, is that the self is not determined
by these states, it is these states. It does not make a
predetermined choice between pre-existing alterna-
tives rather, it creates these alternatives by its free ac-
tion. It is only in reflection that it appears that the
possible alternatives to what it actually enacted pre-
existed and so were alternatives that it could have cho-
sen but was determined not to. The real is prior to the
possible; it creates the latter that is only seen as an
existent in retrospect. Bergson’s concept of freedom in
Time and Free Will is grounded upon these distinctions
between real action and possible choices, real and spa-
tialized time. It is because the former in each of these
oppositions is prior to the latter and is qualitative, het-
erogeneous, and irreversible, that the world is unpre-
dictable and we are free.

However, if it is enduring consciousness alone that
is real and spatialized time is an artificial construct,
why is it that each of us has a spatial dimension to our
own existence? Why do we possess a body? It was in
his next work that Bergson would broach this question.

Philosophy of Mind

Matter and Memory, which appeared eight years later,
was called for by the obvious Cartesian leaning that
could be seen in Time and Free Will in its opposition
of an inner duration and an outer spatial world. It at-
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tempts to overcome these difficulties while also retain-
ing the previous work’s major insights. In Time and
Free Will memory was little discussed, but in Matter
and Memory it becomes central. Duration is only possi-
ble, now, because of memory, in that by memory the
past is accumulated in its entirety. In memory not one
element is lost and every moment that it retains carries
within itself the entire flow of the past and so is, as
such, irreversible and unrepeatable. This is so despite
the fact that the matter that constitutes the observable
counterpart of these memories perishes and decays.
From this Bergson speculates that memory is entirely
independent of matter, that is, that it is in no way con-
stituted by it. In thinking so, he opposes the reduction-
ist point of view that considers memory, and with that
all of consciousness, to be merely an epiphenomenon
of the material brain. Consciousness, in this view, is
seen as an unextended by-product of an extended mate-
rial world, with memory differing from perception only
by degree. However, for Bergson, this creates an irre-
concilable and incomprehensible gap between mind
and world and even more so between mind and body.
In reply to this, he argues that the only way to under-
stand the relationship between mind and body is
through time (the past and the present) rather than
through space (the extended and the unextended).
For Bergson, mind is primarily memory (a position
shared with other philosophers such as Gilbert Ryle),
but by memory, Bergson means the past in itself. The
crucial point to be retained is the distinction between
actual recollections and virtual memories: whereas a
perceived recollection actualizes the past in the pres-
ent, virtual memory is this past. The philosophical or-
thodoxy against which Bergson waged his own thesis
held that memories were only copies of perception.
Bergson wanted to argue, however, that perception and
memory were qualitatively different and, as such, that
our sensory mechanisms were connected only with the
faculty of recollection, having nothing to do with the
creation of memories. But without Bergson’s crucial
ontological distinction (between perception and mem-
ory), and identification (of pure memory with the past),
it would be impossible to understand the emergence
of novelty (we would only have repetition), and so
the theory of duration. The body, on the other hand,
understood as either the brain or our entire nervous
system, cannot produce memories, thoughts, or repre-
sentations: rather, belonging entirely to the material
present, it can only serve to channel the actualization
of our memories as they enter into and color our per-
ceptions. Hence, there is covariance between mind and
brain. There is clearly a correlation between the two:
but it would be a metaphysical leap to add that the
latter causes or produces the former entirely. The more
complex our brains, the more choices we have in how
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to color our material present with the influence of our
past, the more open to subjective variation we are in
terms of our species-specific interpretations of our
present perceptions, and, ultimately, the more are we
free. Our body is the means through which our subjec-
tivity is given a purchase on the material world: its
greater complexity is our greater freedom.

Philosophy of Biology

Creative Evolution was by far the most widely read of
Bergson’s works. It is itself both a reflection upon, and
a critique of, the Neo-Darwinian concepts of evolution
that were established at the time of its writing in 1907.
It has been said that Creative Evolution marks a shift
in Bergson’s thought from a philosophy of human con-
sciousness toward a type of super-phenomenology for
life itself. One might dispute this point—a pluralist
ontology of process might seem a more appropriate
label than simply an extension of the method of imme-
diate data—but it is certainly true that this book is
definitive in Bergson’s own philosophical develop-
ment, not only because of the early and ultimately de-
structive fame it brought to his work, but also because
it does represent the most general extension of his phi-
losophy of time. This last fact must be made clear from
the outset: Creative Evolution posits a theory of time
first and only second a philosophy of life. Even Time
and Free Will suggested that the past was a reality
for living bodies, and it is this temporal property of
biological phenomena that draws Bergson toward this
area in his third major work. Why it should be evolu-
tionary biology in particular that Bergson tackles is
self-evident: in any ordinary sense of the term, evolu-
tion means “change.” That is all there essentially is to
Bergson’s theory of life: a theory of time generalized.

According to Bergson, mechanistic theories of evo-
lution fail to account for the diverse creativity of na-
ture. They explain the advent of life via the contingent
conglomeration of material particles while also assum-
ing a determinism or finalism that understands all fu-
ture life forms to pre-exist in the material conditions
of the present world. By contrast, Bergson believes
that it is the virtual influence of the past that inclines
(without determining) life to take certain directions.
He often uses the term “organization” instead of life,
which is quite appropriate as “organization” connotes
the residual effect of past actions accumulated within
the present. Organization is a type of movement rich
with history. Bergson describes it as a continuous
change of form linking the embryo with the adult or-
ganism, and aging itself is explained as the further de-
velopment of the embryo. Life as such, on the other
hand, when understood as a mode of organization, is



a capacity prior to, or the condition of possibility of,
any organic form.

In addition, life, according to Bergson, proceeds by
dissociation and division. Bergson would take issue
with the image of the tree of life prevalent in many
contemporary versions of evolutionary theory. As the
strong version of this thesis goes, there is a single tree
of life with all species branching off from what was
originally one common ancestor. This idea remains too
Aristotelian and hierarchical for Bergson, for it pic-
tures life as a successive linearity rather than as a net-
work of coincident dissociations in every direction.
Bergson’s alternative image is of an explosion outward
(with each exploded fragment itself generating a new
explosion) rather than of growth upwards. It follows
that there is no “life in general” (Creative Evolution)
marching inexorably toward some goal, but simply
sporadic currents of life with real creation ongoing at
all points along them. Evolution does not operate grad-
ually by slowly (and implausibly) accumulating min-
ute changes mechanically until a new species is cre-
ated. For Bergson, life is a continuum of heterogeneity,
with each species being a sudden emergence of novelty
and invention. This is not to claim that the constant
creativity of evolution is harmonious or progressive
(whatever that “progress” might entail): disparity, dis-
harmony, and failure, Bergson writes, “seems to be the
rule, success exceptional and always imperfect.” What
unity and coherence there is, is the product not of a
movement toward unity, but the disintegration of one
“implied in this movement itself.”

The famous theory of the élan vital, therefore, is
not arguing for a teleology so much as confirmation
of some (strictly nontheological) anterior source of or-
ganization as against the accumulation of traits by pure
chance being proposed by mechanistic theories at the
time he was writing. Hence, it must be regarded as a
type of complex movement rather than a mysterious
power. Any specific point on its path, any organism
in other words, represents a forced accommodation be-
tween the movement of the élan and that of another,
inverse movement, that of matter. Bergson clearly
shows what his so-called vitalism actually comprises:
organic life simply consists of a mutual adaptation be-
tween two modes of movement, that is, nothing more
substantial than time itself.

Ethics

The Two Sources of Morality and Religion is Berg-
son’s attempt to produce a sociobiological explanation
of the origin of ethics and religion. Naturally, then,
Bergson’s theory of time and life must always be kept
in mind when discussing this examination. There are
two sources of morality and religion and both are bio-
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logical because there are two major facets to Bergson’s
theory of evolution, what he describes as a virtual type
of organization on the one hand and the expression of
that order in actual organic forms on the other: evolu-
tion itself and fragments of the evolved. Two facets of
time, in other words, time flowing and time flown.
In The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, these
biological influences appear in morality as two types
of motivation: moral obligation and moral aspiration,
each corresponding to the evolved and the evolving,
respectively. The first acts as a type of pressure, a cen-
tripetal movement of closure, fostering a closed model
of society and a static, institutional form of religion.
The second is an outward, dissociative, and centrifugal
movement, bearing within it the seeds of open sociabil-
ity and dynamic, nondogmatic spirituality. As neither
source of the two is strictly and exclusively moral it
would be foolish, Bergson writes, to try to explain
either in terms of moral or religious theory. Our socio-
biology must be biological.

Now it must be added that both these moralities,
closed and open, are only extreme limits, and are never
found in any actual society in their pure form. The
forces of openness and closure are present in varying
degrees in every society and are intermixed in actual
morality. Such actual morality encompasses what
Bergson describes as a “system of orders dictated by
impersonal social requirements,” as well as a “series
of appeals made to the conscience of each of us by
persons who represent the best there is in humanity”
(The Two Sources of Morality and Religion). Nonethe-
less, the two remain distinct while being united in their
difference, for they represent “two complementary
manifestations of life.” There never has been nor ever
could be either a truly open society or a fully closed
one. These are ideal limits. Where closed morality lies
in obedience before the law, open morality lies in an
appeal, attraction, or call. But the call does not come
from just anyone: it requires a privileged personality.
What is best in our society is bequeathed to us by
individuals Bergson calls heroes, and each hero—Iliv-
ing or dead—exerts a virtual attraction on us. The hero-
ism Bergson describes is of a religious order, though
one that is dynamic and wholly active rather than insti-
tutional and reified. Bergson also calls these heroes
mystics, though again, the notion of some ascetic con-
templative is far from what he has in mind. These mys-
tics are creators, transgressing the boundaries of life,
mind, and society in their inspirational morality. They
are now the personal bearers of what also underpins
all movement and change in thought, life, and soci-
ety—the very stuff of time. Nonetheless, religious dy-
namism needs static religion for its expression and dif-
fusion, and the two are not at all opposed in their
common origin, which Bergson alludes to mysteri-
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ously as “some intermediate thing.” The object of dy-
namic religion is also its source: the generative action
of life, which Bergson periodically describes as “God,”
though this is clearly an immanent and suprapersonal
divinity.

Methodology

In his 1903 essay “Introduction to Metaphysics,” Berg-
son talks of the object of perception as a “metaphysical
object.” He goes on as follows: “a true empiricism is
the one which purposes to keep as close to the original
itself as possible, to probe more deeply into its life . . .
and this true empiricism is the real metaphysics.” (The
Creative Mind). He argues that true, metaphysical em-
piricism is not a fall into the passivity of experience
but an effort to create experience, to perceive what
can only be perceived rather than what is a mixture of
abstraction and everyday experience: as such, meta-
physics becomes experience itself. This effort is its
second, positive facet: radical empiricism is metaphys-
ical to the extent that it focuses on the individual speci-
ficity of its object—the singularity of the individual
that can only be sensed rather than imagined. Meta-
physics is not the contemplation of an alternative real-
ity but the perception of a heightened reality, a percep-
tion Bergson eventually calls “intuition.”

Pinning down the meaning of this intuition requires
a little detective work into the development of Berg-
son’s thought. Intuition is described initially as a sym-
pathy that seems to imply some type of immediate
consciousness; yet intuition is clearly distinguished
from immediate knowledge, being described else-
where as a search requiring prodigious effort. It can
also be “supra-intellectual’—Bergson might even
have chosen to name this faculty “intelligence” instead
of intuition (see Mélanges). By about the year 1911,
though, there was a significant harmonization in Berg-
son’s writing, its broad import being that “in order to
reach intuition it is not necessary to transport ourselves
outside the domain of the senses” (The Creative Mind).
The superior intuition that Kant thought necessary to
ground any would-be metaphysics, Bergson (unlike
Kant) does hold to exist. But it exists, he says, as the
perception of metaphysical reality. It is only because
Kant pictured this intuition as radically different from
consciousness as well as from the senses that he dis-
missed its likelihood so quickly. Bergson not only ac-
cepts its reality, he bases it on the primacy of percep-
tion. Rather than attempt to rise above perception as
philosophers since Plato have wished, sensuous intui-
tion must be promoted. He encourages us to “plunge”
and “insert our will” into perception, “deepening,”
“widening,” and “expanding” it as we do.
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Bergson asserts that the other purpose of metaphys-
ics is “to operate differentiations” (The Creative Mind).
In this respect, intuition can be looked on, in part, as
a method of multiplication. Put at its simplest, this is
something of a reversal of Ockham’s principle, “entia
non multiplicanda sunt praeter necessitatem.” Instead
of emphasizing the fact that the best solution is often
the simplest one, the Bergsonian rule states that false
problems most often ensue whenever we simplify too
much in the face of a true, though unpalatable, multi-
plication of entities. Of course, our intelligence “loves
simplicity”: but, “while our motto is Exactly what is
necessary,” Bergson claims that nature’s motto is fre-
quently “more than is necessary—too much of this,
too much of that, too much of everything.” Bergson’s
working hypothesis is one of disunity in the active
sense of that term: a “dis-uniting” of the ego, of the
present, and even of being. To escape from a false
problematic we must multiply the number of variables
at work within it. Indeed, the problems of philosophy,
in Bergson’s view, most often stem from a set of confu-
sions about which version of an entity one is discus-
sing. However, we would be wrong to view Bergson’s
alternative call for multiplicity as a gratuitous predilec-
tion for the baroque: the importation of wholly new
entities in his method is not being endorsed. On the
contrary, it is a sensitivity toward certain subtle differ-
ences pertaining to what is already within the ontologi-
cal economy of the problematic which is at issue: varia-
tions on a theme, so to speak. Thus we have all the
famous dualities and pluralities at work in Bergson’s
thought: types of time (duration and spatialized); types
of memory (virtual and actual); and types of morality
(open and closed).

Influence

For nearly two decades Bergsonism was at the fore-
front of European philosophy; for half of that time,
from 1907 to 1917, Bergson was the philosopher of
Europe with an influence spreading far beyond his own
discipline and into the fine arts, sociology, psychology,
history, and politics. The literature of Proust, Woollf,
and Stein, the art of the Cubists, and the music of De-
bussy all bear the mark of Bergson’s philosophy of
change. It has also been recently written that French
philosophy in the twentieth-century could well be read
as “a series of footnotes to Bergson.” Yet by the end
of the Great War that influence was over. In a manner
presaging our contemporary cult of change, Bergson-
ian thought departed from the scene almost as quickly
as it had arrived. Among a later generation of philoso-
phers he was attacked for what was seen as his residual
naturalism by phenomenological thinkers (Heidegger,
Sartre, and Bachelard) just as he was criticized by phil-



osophical naturalists for his subjectivism. Yet most of
the errors made in criticizing his work stem from
confusions between the numerous levels at which
Bergson’s analyses operate. Both positions, (pure
humanism and pure naturalism) distort Bergsonian
philosophy and the richer possibilities contained
within it. Just as his own philosophy asserts that there
are levels to reality, space, and even being, so there
are also levels to Bergsonism itself, some naturalist (in
his methodological intercourse with science for in-
stance), and some anti-naturalist (in his metaphysics
of anti-reductionism).

Recent examinations of his work, moreover, have
sought to re-establish the philosophical integrity of
Bergsonism, one avenue of research being its status as
a precursor to postmodernism. Part of this new enthusi-
asm must be put down to the influence of Gilles De-
leuze and his postmodern appropriation of Bergson’s
thought. But this actualité of Bergson goes beyond an
affinity with Deleuze alone. His critique of the spatiali-
zation of time, for example, has been described as fore-
shadowing Derrida’s work. More broadly still, others
think of Bergson’s thought as an early attempt to artic-
ulate such various postmodern ideas as Ricoeur’s nar-
rative self or Lévinas’ proto-ethics. One commentator
has even gone so far as to point to the convergence
between Bergson’s treatment of the body and Fou-
cault’s account of power. A number of younger Conti-
nental philosophers, no longer so judgmental about the
place of science and nature, are also returning to Berg-
son’s texts as exemplary of a type of nonreductive nat-
uralism, one that is also critical and metaphysical.

JOHN MULLARKEY

See also Gaston Bachelard, Julien Benda, Giles De-
leuze, Emmanuel Levinas, Paul Ricoeur, Jean-Paul
Sartre
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was appointed professor of philosophy at a lycée in
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Seven years later in 1896, Matter and Memory ap-
peared. Bergson was given a chair in the College de
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the Meaning of the Comic. In 1907 he published his
most famous work, Creative Evolution, which has ever
since defined Bergsonism as a vitalist or spiritualist
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philosopher, though not without controversy. It was
this work that established his world reputation, Berg-
son being elected to the Academie Francaise in 1914
and receiving the Noble Prize for literature in 1927.
However, from this point forward, due to ill health, his
productivity was greatly reduced. In 1922 he published
Duration and Simultaneity, which concerned the con-
sequences of Einstein’s theory of relativity for his own
of duration as given in Time and Free Will, but his
last major work, The Two Sources of Morality and
Religion, did not appear until 1932. However, two col-
lections of essays, one in 1919, Mind-Energy, the other
in 1934, The Creative Mind, were also published,
though the latter includes older essays such as his, “In-
troduction to Metaphysics,” which dates back to 1903.
Bergson died on January 3, 1941.
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BERNANOS, GEORGES

Novelist and essayist

Georges Bernanos was one of the pre-eminent French
novelists in the Catholic tradition and one of the most
prolific polemicists of the first half of the twentieth
century. Born into a Catholic and royalist family, Ber-
nanos throughout his life had two great obsessions: the
glory of God and the grandeur of France—ideals that
shaped his Christian artistic vision and focused his po-
litical engagement. Coming relatively late in life to
the profession of writing, he nonetheless produced an
important body of fiction—eight novels and one
drama—as well as voluminous and often controversial
nonfiction—political essays, biographical essays, and
compilations of articles, lectures, and broadcasts. His
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writing career was divided into two nearly equal pe-
riods. Between 1926 and 1937 he composed and pub-
lished the majority of his fiction, and then devoted
himself to his nonfiction from the mid-1930s to the
end of his life.

As a novelist Bernanos was influenced notably by
Barbey d’Aurevilly, Bloy, and Péguy—precursors of
the Catholic revival—and he is frequently compared
to Dostoyevski, whom he greatly admired. His novels,
like the Catholic novel of the twentieth century in gen-
eral, rooted in reaction to the rationalism of the En-
lightenment and the ideologies of nineteenth century
liberalism and materialism, depict the plight of modern
man in a spiritually alienated world caught up in the
drama of sin and salvation, torn between God and
Satan. He portrays French society between the two
world wars as being in a final stage of decay resulting
from the loss of Christian virtues and chivalric honor
dating back to France’s distant past—a past embodied
for him by heroic figures such as Jeanne d’Arc.

Bernanosian themes are centered on the heroism of
innocence and suffering, the temptation of despair,
poverty, honor, childhood, and purity, and revolve
around two principal character types: the priest and the
adolescent. The struggle of a country priest is the focus
of Bernanos’ first novel, Sous Le Soleil de Satan (1926,
Under Satan’s Sun), whose immediate success brought
its author national prominence as a Catholic novelist.
In Bernanos’s view, the modern world’s materialistic
preoccupations had led to the “dis-incarnation” of
Christianity, but for him Good and Evil were active
agents in man’s existence. Hence his young priest Don-
issan encounters Satan incarnate and must battle the
demon for the soul of the parish. In his best-known and
most successful novel, Journal d’un curé de campagne
(1936, The Diary of a Country Priest), the impover-
ished and unnamed young priest struggles against an-
other manifestation of Evil—ennui—that eats away at
the soul of his parish like the cancer that causes his
own death. Struggling to overcome self-doubt and fail-
ure, in the moment of his death he realizes: “Every-
thing is grace.”

The theme of the innocence and purity of the child
overcoming Evil dominates L’Imposture (1927, The
Impostor) and La Joie (1929, Joy), in contrast to the
martyrdom of innocence that Bernanos portrays in
Nouvelle Histoire de Mouchette (1937, Mouchette)
wherein the young protagonist, raped and humiliated
by the corrupt adult world, is driven to suicide. In Mon-
sieur Ouine (1943, Monsieur Ouine), which Bernanos
considered his “great novel,” the adolescent Steeny
emerges from the innocence of childhood and encoun-
ters Evil represented by the dying eponymous protago-
nist. In the powerful concluding chapter, the old pro-
fessor of modern languages looks into his own soul
but sees “nothing.” This prophetic and complex work



may perhaps best be read as an allegory of spiritual
destitution at the demise of post-Renaissance civiliza-
tion that had abandoned its Christian foundations—a
demise that Bernanos associated with the fall of France
in 1940. Dialogues des Carmélites (1949, The Car-
melites) was Bernanos’s last literary work written
shortly before his death, and is generally considered
to be his spiritual testament. Based on historical events,
the play recounts the martyrdom of sixteen Carmelite
nuns guillotined during the French Revolution. The
work is a poignant portrayal of the power of Christian
faith to conquer fear and, through sacrifice, attain re-
demption.

From Maurrasian activist to one of the inspirational
voices of the French Resistance, Bernanos was witness
to turbulent political events throughout his life. Over
the years his thought evolved beyond any particular
party line or political stance, and by the end of his life
he was highly esteemed by both the left and the right.
In his youth he greatly admired Edouard Drumont, one
of France’s foremost anti-Semites during the period of
the Dreyfus Affair, who in his diatribes attacked Jew-
ish power as a threat to France’s centuries-old Chris-
tian values. Bernanos’s own anti-Semitic tendency was
the upshot of his anti-capitalist views. In his lengthy
and controversial biographical essay on Drumont (La
Grande Peur des bien-pensants [1931, The great fear
of right-thinking people]), he argues that Drumont’s
anti-Semitism was aimed at money as a controlling
force in the modern world, and fiercely attacks the
political and religious complacency of the French
bourgeoisie. During his university years Bernanos also
enacted his monarchist idealism through adherence to
Action frangaise (French action)—a militant right-
wing royalist movement headed by Charles Maurras—
that vehemently attacked the Republic, Freemasons,
Jews, and Protestants.

Bernanos’s deep devotion to freedom, however,
prevented him from fully embracing the rightist cause.
Living in Majorca when the Spanish Civil War erupted
in 1936, he witnessed firsthand the cruelty of Franco’s
repressive fascist “crusade,” and thereafter until the
end of his life he sacrificed his literary creation to de-
vote his pen to essays and articles exposing injustice,
decrying totalitarianism, criticizing bourgeois self-
interest, bolstering French morale during the war years,
and sounding the alarm about what he saw as the immi-
nent disintegration of increasingly secular Western
civilization.

His first and perhaps greatest political essay is Les
Grands Cimetieres sous la lune (1938, A Diary of My
Times) wherein he describes his experience of the
Spanish Civil War as “the major event” of his life. The
work is a reflection upon the events of the war and
French and European politics, but it also embodies
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Bernanos’s prefigurative vision of the more universal
tragedy of modern divisive society that eliminates bit
by bit “I’homme de bonne volonté” (the man of good
will). For Bernanos the union of mankind could only
take place around ethical values such as honor, liberty,
truth, and justice, and thus, while most French Catholic
intellectuals viewed Franco’s regime as a defense of
Christianity against her enemies, Bernanos was among
the few Catholic voices to criticize the abuses of the
Spanish Catholic hierarchy and to speak out against
the Church hierarchy and the financial opportunism of
the conservative elements. The reaction to Les Grands
Cimetieres sous la lune was harsh. Action francaise
accused Bernanos of abandoning the cause, the Jesuits
condemned the book, and the Catholic press accused
its author of vulgarity, anti-clericalism, and lack of
respect for the spiritual hierarchy. Repudiated by the
right, Bernanos drew attention from the left who were
not then generally familiar with his work.

In the years immediately preceding the Second
World War Bernanos broke off his friendship with
Maurras, explaining in Scandale de la vérité (1939,
The scandal of truth) that he felt Maurras had betrayed
the ideals of France by sympathizing with Mussolini’s
invasion of Ethiopia in 1936 and the Munich Pact in
1938. With the world again engulfed in conflict, in Les
Enfants humiliés (The Humiliated Children) com-
pleted in 1940, Bernanos reflected on the losses of
World War I (in which he had fought) and Hitler’s
motives in the present war, and meditated on the theme
of humiliated adolescence that is so central to his fic-
tion. Revolted by Pétain’s Vichy government, from
Brazil where he was living at the time Bernanos re-
sponded to General de Gaulle’s radio appeal of June
18, 1940 by taking up his pen and tirelessly supporting
the Free French and the Resistance throughout the Oc-
cupation. The resulting articles and broadcasts written
between 1940 and 1945 cover a variety of topics and
give rich insight into Bernanos’ thought during the war
years. They were later published under the title Le Che-
min de la Croix-des-Ames (1948, The Road of the
Cross of Souls). In Lettre aux Anglais (1942, Plea for
Liberty) Bernanos addresses other nations to explain
his idea of French honor and genius and his hope that
his then defeated and humiliated nation might regain
her historic mission as a leader of free men. In his last
essay of the war years, La France contre les robots
(Tradition of Freedom) completed in 1944, he rants
against the culture of “imbeciles” and expresses his
apprehensions about the dehumanizing effect of the
machine age. After returning to France in 1945, Ber-
nanos continued his journalist activity until his death,
writing for a variety of newspapers. In these articles,
compiled under the title Frangais, si vous saviez (1961,
Frenchmen, If You Only Knew), he angrily decries the
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illusions besetting postwar France, appeals for vigi-
lance against violence and imposture, and writes of his
hopes for the France of tomorrow.

Bernanos has been called a visionary and prophetic
writer. André Malraux called him “the greatest novelist
of his time.” But he himself always valued his inde-
pendence and freedom over recognition and official
honors; indeed, he declined the Légion d’honneur (Le-
gion of honour) four times. Bernanos considered his
mission as a writer to be a sacerdotal calling—*“voca-
tus”—and true to his calling he never lost sight of the
human dimension that he charted so compassionately
throughout his fiction and nonfiction. He tells us in
the preface to Les Grands Cimetiéres sous la lune that
he liked to write in cafés, because he needed to be in
the presence of human voices and faces and to speak
nobly of them.

KENNETH S. McKELLAR

See also Leon Bloy, Charles Maurras

Biography

Georges Bernanos was born on February 20, 1888 in
Paris, where he studied at the College jésuite from
1898 to 1901, and then at College Notre-Dame-des
Champs until 1903. His finished his studies in provin-
cial schools and completed the baccalauréat in 1906,
then began university studies at the Sorbonne, com-
pleting a licence in literature and law by 1913. During
his university years he was involved with the “came-
lots du roi” and Maurras’s Action frangaise. In 1913—
14 he edited a small royalist weekly in Rouen,
L’Avant-Garde de la Normandie. He served in the
French army throughout World War I, was wounded
and decorated. In 1917 he married Jeanne Talbert
d’Arc, a descendent of the brother of Jeanne d’Arc,
and by 1933 they had a family of six children. Between
1919 and 1927 Bernanos worked as an insurance in-
spector travelling in eastern France. In 1926 his first
novel Sous Le Soleil de Satan was an immediate suc-
cess, and he soon left his insurance job. His third novel
La Joie received the Prix Fémina in 1929. From 1930
to 1932 he was a columnist for Le Figaro. As a result
of a motorcycle accident in 1933, he would be crippled
for the rest of his life. Because of financial difficulties,
the family lived in Majorca (where the cost of living
was cheaper) during 1934-37, and there Bernanos wit-
nessed firsthand the Spanish Civil War. In 1936 his
novel Journal d’un curé de campagne received the
Grand Prix du roman awarded by the French Acad-
emy. During 1938-45 the family lived in Brazil, where
Bernanos wrote numerous articles and broadcasts to
support the Free French and the Resistance throughout
World War II. At the end of the war General de Gaulle
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appealed to Bernanos to return to France, and the fam-
ily moved back to Paris in 1945. In the period between
1945 and his death, Bernanos gave lectures in Switzer-
land, Belgium, and North Africa, and contributed to
many newspapers, including La Bataille, Carrefour,
Combat, Le Figaro, L’Intransigeant, and Témoignage
chrétien. In 1946 he declined the Légion d’honneur
for the fourth time. Disillusioned with postwar France,
he moved to Tunisia in 1947, but suffering from liver
disease he returned to Paris, where he died on July 5,
1948.

KENNETH S. McKELLAR
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BEYALA, CALIXTHE
Novelist, Essayist

Calixteh Beyala is a controversial figure who has en-
joyed almost overnight success (with Le petit prince
de Belleville in 1992) while at the same time being
repeatedly charged with allegations of plagiarism.
These elements have contributed to make her one of
the most visible African Francophone woman writers
on the Parisian literary scene as well as outside France.

Her first three novels, C’est le Soleil qui m’a briilée
(1986), Tu t’appelleras Tanga (1988), and Seul le Dia-
ble le savait (1990), can be read as a search for new
sexual ethics and social relations, through rethinking
relationships among individuals, men and women,
women, parents and children. In her use of vernacular,
violent, sometimes crude and obscene language, Bey-
ala has contributed to imposing a new visibility for
women writers, demonstrating that political criticism
and sexual or vulgar language are no longer men’s
prerogatives.

Le petit prince de Belleville (1992) and its sequel,
Maman a un amant (1993), introduce the possibility of

a dialogue—albeit limited—between men and women.

They also mark a shift in the author’s gaze, from the
African continent to the African immigrants in Paris.
Immigration is looked at in terms of its dynamics and
the possibilities it may offer women (married, single,
young, middle-aged) to become somebody new. The
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novel is often built around two female protagonists
who are both antithetic and complementary. In that
respect, they embody the two potential sides of the
immigration experience for women, both in terms of
opportunities and of risks and dangers. Men on the
other hand are portrayed as vulnerable, unable to look
toward the future.

All her novels since then—her Parisian novels as
they are often called—have shown a decetering pro-
cess pertaining to the author’s progressive shift from
Africa towards France. Beyala decenters language,
writing, and identity. By humorously manipulating
stereotypes and idiomatic expressions, which are an
integral part of the French language, she both subverts
the canonical language and literature and deconstructs
the often-stereotypical representations of non-Euro-
pean immigrants. Although a certain folklorization is
introduced in her representations, these images infuse
new strength into her narratives. So does the inventive-
ness of her “mots batons manioqués.”

Likewise, that a Muslim Cameroonian protagonist
(Saida) in Les honneurs perdus calls herself “Me, the
Arab” as she bakes Arab pastries points to a shift in
her writing. The fact that Saida becomes interchangea-
ble with a Maghrebi woman in the Belleville neighbor-
hood signals a loss of cultural identity. However, it
also illustrates the similarities between the two experi-
ences of immigration and suggests a phenomenon of
globalization. The métissage of such representations
may not be obvious to most readers; however, it repre-
sents a central point in the evolution of Beyala’s writ-
ing. These linguistic and cultural shifts demonstrate
successful negotiations between the writer and her en-
vironment and, undeniably, an interaction with the
French reader.

Her essays show a similar shift and exemplify an
interesting paradox in the readership. Lettre d’une Afri-
caine a ses soeurs occidentales (1995) created a con-
troversy and ambivalence. Several Africans, most no-
tably women, objected to her portrayal of Africa, of
the African woman, and of Africans in general. As
suggested by the title, her choice of audience was
Western women, and the author positioned herself as
a representative of her African sisters. As such, she
was perceived by the French as the representative par
excellence of Africans, especially African women. In
that sense, her second essay, Lettre d’une Afro-
Parisienne a ses compatriotes (1999) is even clearer
in her own positioning: she now identifies herself as
a bicultural product, where Paris is her locus of cultural
anchoring.

Like her protagonists, Beyala herself has become
somebody new. She was initially disregarded by Afri-
can readers and literary critics, because of, what ap-
peared to be, a facile spectacle of sexual scenes, an
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environment of prostitution, and an overuse of vulgar
language. She suddenly became an overnight success
with the release of Le petit prince de Belleville by the
major publishing house, Albin Michel. Very soon, it
appeared in paperback, becoming available in all the
supermarket aisles in France. Unlike most other Fran-
cophone writers, several of her novels were soon trans-
lated into English. Within a few years, Beyala became
the African female voice heard on the airwaves, the
recognized face featured in women’s magazine arti-
cles, appearing in numerous shows on television. By
then, her many literary awards had gained her accep-
tance within the academic circles and her texts were
now routinely part of French and Francophone litera-
ture courses.

The years 1996 and 1997 were tumultuous for the
author due to allegations of multiple instances of plagi-
arism (as can be found in Le Monde, the magazine
Lire, and Le Figaro). Beyala did experience the effects
of these charges even though it had no impact on the
sales of her novels. In addition, French intellectual life
seemed to regard the marks of plagiarism as “une écri-
ture de la dissipation,” as examined by Jean-Luc Hen-
nig’s Eulogie du plagiat (1997). She did continue to
write and publish, but she has moved on to become a
political figure, engaged in the struggle for a greater
representation of minorities on television and in other
media, through her Collectif Egalité Association, cre-
ated in 1998. Most recently, she ran for Secretary-
General of La Francophonie, a position that is voted
by participating heads of state. Boutros Boutros-Ghali
was the first to hold this important position of spokes-
person for the Francophone world on the international
scene. Beyala later withdrew her candidacy, but she
had reached part of her objective: to take “la Fran-
cophonie” to the street, popularize it, make it less for-
mal and more youthful, more energetic.

The different shifts occurring in Beyala’s writing
and persona indicate not only a change in the context
of writing/reception within the framework of French-
language African literature, but also emphasize a gap
between the new African writings in France and the
novel written from Africa. Her success with a greater
public, which does not specialize in African literature,
may signal a fascination with the author’s flamboy-
ance, but it also shows a new interest in the African
diaspora in Paris and its literary imaginary. Indeed,
Beyala has greatly contributed to shaking the establish-
ment and to making Francophone literature much more
visible on the French literary scene.

OpILE CAZENAVE

Biography

Born in Cameroon in a very modest milieu, raised by
her sister, Calixthe Beyala has been living in France
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since the early 1980s. She is a prolific writer—eleven
novels and two essays since the mid-1980s—and has
received several literary awards, including the Grand
Prix de I’ Académie Frangaise in 1996 for Les honneurs
perdus.
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Amours sauvages, 1999

Comment cuisiner son mari a I’africaine, 2000

BLOCH, MARC

Historian

“What is the use of history?” Marc Bloch asks at the
beginning of Apologie pour I’histoire (1949), and he
answers, “to help human beings live better lives.”
Bloch’s life and work are an eloquent and courageous
testimony to his belief in the importance of his work.
In his scholarship, Bloch insists that all of history is
a single entity and that historians must understand pe-
riods and topics in relation to one another. His ap-
proach to his discipline combines economic and social
history with the study of beliefs, rites, and customs.
One of the founders of the history of mentalités, he
demonstrates in his major study La société féodale
(1939, 1940) how a social organization appears at a
historical moment when people’s worldviews make it
possible. Bloch’s is a total approach to history, sup-
ported by a vast array of documents of all types: maps,
names of places, tools, aerial photographs, folklore,
and the like.

Standing apart both from the triumphant scientific
ideals of the earlier positivists and the lack of interpre-
tive audacity of the pure historians’ school, Bloch uses
Einstein’s relativity revolution as a model. For him,
“each science is a fragment of the universal march
toward knowledge,” toward a better understanding of
the working of each human society within its time
frame. Bloch wants to see the fullness of human his-
tory, to understand permanence as well as change.

He stresses the need to recognize how slowly social
constructs change. A society, Bloch writes, must find
a balance between traditions and change, between im-
mediate and long-term transmission of wisdom and
knowledge. To effectively unearth documents, to use
techniques and approaches capable of making sense of
the past, historians must observe the reality in which
they themselves live. For Bloch, “misunderstanding of
the present comes from ignoring the past” (Apologie)



and “without looking at the present, it is impossible
to understand the past” (L’étrange défaite). In writing
L’étrange défaite (1946), drawing on both his schol-
arly experiences and his direct participation in the
events of his own time, he became a spiritual father
of the field of the history of the present, notes Henry
Rousso, the director of the Institut de 1’Histoire du
Temps Présent.

Bloch was open to many influences—Emile Durk-
heim’s sociology, the geography of Paul Vidal de la
Blache, Francois Simiand’s interest in economic his-
tory, and the work of linguists Georges Dumézil and
Emile Benveniste. His knowledge of English, German,
and Italian, as well as French, gave him a broad vision
of European scholarship, as did his stays in Germany
and his contacts in many European capitals and uni-
versities.

In 1949, Bloch and Lucien Febvre, his Strasbourg
colleague, introduced Annales d’histoire économique
et sociale, an interdisciplinary journal dedicated to so-
cial and economic history. The project demanded enor-
mous energy from Bloch in the interwar years.

Bloch is famous for three major works on the Mid-
dle Ages. Les rois thaumaturges (1924) explains the
centuries-long belief in the healing value of the king’s
touch. It is a pioneering book in the history of men-
talités marking a rebirth of historical anthropology.
Bloch tells the story of a miracle, and of the belief
in this miracle. His explanation covers duration and
evolution, two major themes of the Annales school.
By looking at the origins of the royal touch, Bloch
explores the “sacred” character of the French/English
kings and its political meaning.

La société féodale (1939—1940), Bloch’s acclaimed
two-volume masterpiece, a brilliant synthesis of his
multiple skills and interdisciplinary approaches, is an
illustration of the conception of “total society” he de-
veloped in his contributions to the Annales. He pre-
sents European feudalism as a geographically situated
historical moment that brought to the West the idea of
limiting the power of the ruler through a reciprocal
binding contract, a concept essential in the quest for
freedom.

Les caracteres originaux de [’histoire rurale fran-
caise (1931), a major contribution to rural history,
stresses the diversity of French agrarian civilization
and develops the concept of longue durée. Describing
first the variety of field patterns in 1930s France, Bloch
works back to the Middle Ages, seeking to understand
the social and mental constructs such patterns embody.

Bloch’s last work, Apologie pour [’histoire, was
written during World War II, without his notes or li-
brary, and published after his death. It presents a sum-
mary of his insights and reflections on the value of
history and on directions to explore. Bloch uses some
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of his war experiences as illustrations of the persistence
of human behavior, summarizing his long years of ex-
plorations and studies.

Marc Bloch is a “very French patriot,” Emmanuel
Le Roy Ladurie writes, a “republican citizen,” Stanley
Hoffmann adds. He has had a more lasting influence
and represents a more powerful model than that of a
medieval scholar and innovative historian. The most
striking part of his legacy may well be his account of
the tragic events of 1940. L’étrange défaite was written
in the months that followed the collapse of France and
is, as Febvre phrases it, “one of the two or three deepest
and most truly thought-through books on those painful
years.” Hoffman emphasizes how exact and thorough
Bloch’s analysis of the debacle remains fifty years
later. This short and angry book—written on the spot—
in which Bloch lambastes the failure of the French
intellectual spirit, is an illustration of his dedication to
his craft, of the coherence of his life as a scholar,
French citizen, patriot, and humanist. It is an expres-
sion of his decency and the fine quality of his moral
and intellectual values.

There has been a Marc Bloch revival since the 1980s
(as noted by Olivier Dumoulin), spurred by the repub-
lishing of all his major works and correspondence, with
prefaces and introductions by the major scholars in the
field (Jacques Le Goff, Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie,
Georges Duby, among others), by the constant refer-
ence to his name by specialists of social and contempo-
rary history (Gérard Noiriel, for example), and by an
increasing symbolic recognition expressed in publica-
tions and colloquiums and the naming of lycées and
universities after him.

Bloch’s life was difficult. From the interruption of
his promising career by mobilization in 1914 to his
removal from the Sorbonne after the adoption of the
Statute of the Jews by the Vichy regime in October
1940 and his arrest and execution by the Gestapo in
1944 for acts of resistance, he had to confront opposi-
tion and misunderstanding. He was a first-hand ob-
server of the spread of bolshevism, fascism, and mili-
tant anti-Semitism. Despite all this, Marc Bloch
retained hope, serenity, and energy, along with a fidel-
ity to his beliefs, his work, and his patriotic convic-
tions.

“I am a Jew by birth, not by religion . . . [and] have
neither pride nor shame about it,” Bloch writes in L’é-
trange défaite. “1 claim my origins only when con-
fronted with anti-Semitism. ... But my homeland is
France. . .. I was born here, I drank from the spring
of her culture, I made her past mine. I can breathe only
under her sky, and I tried to fight for her as well as I
could.”

Marc Bloch’s life borders on the tragic, but in no
way did he submit to fate. He never relinquished his
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capacity to fight professionally, personally, and on the
battlefields for his belief in France, universal values,
and the future of humanity.

MOoONIQUE OYALLON

See also Emile Benveniste, Georges Duby, Georges
Dumezil, Emile Durkheim, Lucien Febvre, Emmanuel
Le Roy Ladurie

Biography

Marc Bloch was born in 1886 in Lyons to a family of
Alsatian Jews with republican, liberal, and patriotic
traditions. His father Gustave Bloch taught ancient his-
tory at the Ecole Normale Supérieure and the Sorbonne
during the years of the Dreyfus affair, a major event
in his son’s youth. After studying at Louis-le-Grand,
Marc Bloch entered the Ecole Normale Supérieure,
placed second in the agrégation in history and geog-
raphy in 1908, received a scholarship to study in Leip-
zig and Berlin the next year, then won a fellowship in
the coveted Fondation Thiers from 1909 to 1912 to
work on his doctoral thesis. In 1912 and 1913, he
taught in lycées in Montpellier and Amiens. The war
interrupted his work. Mobilized in 1914, Bloch spent
over four years in active service. He was demobilized
in 1919 with the grade of captain and assigned to teach
medieval history at the University of Strasbourg, an
institution set up to be a symbol of the reintegration
of Alsace into France.

In 1919 Bloch married Simonne Vidal. In 1928, he
traveled to Oslo to attend the Sixth International Con-
gress of Historical Sciences. In 1936, Bloch was
elected to a Sorbonne chair, after failing earlier to enter
the College de France or the Ecole Pratique des Hautes
Etudes. World War II interrupted his career a second
time. Mobilized in 1939, Bloch was assigned to the
First northern army, and declined to be excused from
military duties, despite his age and his six young chil-
dren. Unable to get back to the Sorbonne because of
the German occupation, he joined the exiled University
of Strasbourg in Clermont-Ferrand in 1940. First sub-
mitted to the vexations of Vichy’s infamous Statute of
Jews that prohibited him from holding public office,
Bloch was exempted from the application of the statute
in 1941. He then joined the university of Montpellier
in 1942. Visa difficulties for some members of his
family made it impossible to him to leave for the
United States, despite an invitation from the New
School in New York and financial backing from the
Rockefeller Foundation. After the German invasion of
the zone libre in November 1942, Bloch and his family
fled Montpellier. The Vichy authorities again sus-
pended him from his teaching duties. Bloch joined the
Resistance movement in Lyons. Arrested by the Ge-
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stapo in the spring of 1944, he was executed with sev-
enteen other members of the Resistance in Saint-
Didier-de-Fromans near Lyons on June 16, 1944.
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BLONDEL, MAURICE
Writer

Born in Dijon in 1861, Maurice Blondel came to prom-
inence as the author of a metaphysical work that aimed
to prove that transcendence was a natural presupposi-
tion of human existence. His intended three-part
demonstration (action, thought, and ontology) was to
rely exclusively on philosophical reason. However,
Blondel’s first published volume, The Action, already
pointed to the fact that philosophy alone could not pro-
vide the means to close his system of concepts, which
therefore had to make recourse to religious spirituality
for its grounding principles and ultimate goals. In situ-
ating action, or the conscious activity of the mind as
a whole, between immanence and transcendence,
Blondel stated that immanent phenomena necessarily
related to a transcendent order of things. The analysis
of discrete classes of phenomena (for instance, affec-
tivity or political involvement) showed that no given
level of activity was self-sufficient, but led to the as-
sumption of something transcendent to it. This argu-
ment implied that autonomous reason, as outlined by
the Kantian conception, had to make room for theolog-
ical dogmatism in order to provide answers to the most
important religious questions.

The methodology of Blondel’s Action was modeled
on the Kantian a priori analysis that established the
transcendental conditions of thought and knowledge.
The starting premise was that Christianity represented
a way of life. Action constituted the “geometrical
place” of the original dynamism of this way of life. In
fact, the term “action” covered all the active manifesta-
tions of existence: sensation, perception, volition, wil-
ful and moral action, artistic creation, and even divine
action. However, Blondel’s account of action, as situ-
ated between reason and religion, uncovered a virtually
infinite distance between myself and I. The effort of
the individual wills to bridge the distance between the
subject and the self revealed an insufficiency, that in
turn opened up the possibility of transcendence. The
“willed will,” which sought satisfaction in material,
social, and cultural values, made room for the “willful
will,” the will that willed its own freedom. The third
part of Blondel’s study led to the idea of a subjective
science of action, which would find its foundation in
the very phenomenon of subjectivity. Following an
analysis of the relationship between consciousness and
the unconscious (“The unconscious is not down below
only; it is also above and beyond deliberate resolu-
tions”), Blondel arrives at the necessary postulate of
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the infinite through the very process that was supposed
to integrate lived experience to consciousness, within
action.

Initially, Blondel’s Action became the object of se-
vere criticism from contemporary academics and theo-
logians. The latter considered Blondel’s account of
Christianity as exclusively guided by philosophical
concerns. In academic circles, Blondel was perceived
as a theologian rather than a philosopher, which ac-
counted for his belated appointment to a position in
Lille (two years after he defended his thesis at the Sor-
bonne). In 1895 he received a Professorship in Aix-
en-Provence, where he spent the rest of his life, until
his death in 1946.

The second part of Blondel’s trilogy, The Thought
(1934), employed the same integrative and regressive
method as The Action. The term “thought” corre-
sponded to the totality of psychological and synergetic
processes. Individual thought represented only the first
stage of a three-part process: the individual humaniza-
tion of cosmic thought, the affirmation of a transcend-
ent form of thought, and the aspiration of thought to
become united with God. As a human achievement,
this process presupposed language as well as the
“thought of thought,” that is to say, God. In relation
to the material world, this process found support in a
fundamental “disappointment” caused by the multi-
plicity, the instability, and the complexity of material
phenomena. The observed insufficiency of thought,
like the insufficiency of action, revealed a void that
was to be filled in by transcendence. Therefore,
thought was supposed to seek its grounding principle
and the fundamental source of its knowledge, of its
perception and of its blessedness. In order to be able
to prove the existence of God, thought had first to be
prepared to give, because only the act of giving could
reveal transcendence. This spiritualist type of argu-
ment proposes to go beyond the classical Cartesian
proofs of the existence of God through the infinity of
the idea of God, as presented in the Meditations.

The third movement of Blondel’s trilogy, Being and
beings (1935), relied on the same methodology which
had been used to deduce the idea of necessary Being
through an exploration of contingent beings, in the
Neo-Platonic tradition. The subjective experience of
being was not limited to the contingent world, because
it uncovered a longing that could only be satisfied by
the absolute Being. Christian existence thus became
integrated to the universal ontological history, which
accounted for the participation of finite beings to di-
vine ends. Under the influence of Leibniz’s theory of
the communication of substances in the Monadology,
Blondel considered individual beings as progressive
and distinct realizations of thought in the Universe.
Hence, Christians were seen as mediators between the

93



BLONDEL, MAURICE

Universe and God. They were supposed to accomplish
a Christlike spiritualization of matter. Christ himself,
who was attributed a comprehensible and rationalized
function in this “panchristianism,” provided the exam-
ple of an active process of spiritual mediation in which
all people could participate.

Ultimately, Blondel’s work was defined by the re-
fusal to set dogmatic theology apart from philosophical
thought. The realm of Catholic supernatural phenom-
ena was revealed in the natural realm of existence, and,
more specifically, in every act of willing and thought,
in as much as the essential determinations of these acts
of existence are considered. The ascending movement
of charity was disclosed neither through historical
revelation, nor through dogmatic transmission, but
through reflection. Nevertheless, Blondel attributed a
religious vocation to pure philosophical reflection. He
remained closely attached to the French Cartesian tra-
dition of the autonomy of the spirit, although his sys-
tem ultimately lead to the idea of a universe in which
existence and transcendence were interdependent.
Blondel’s investigation into the legitimacy of the ac-
tual philosophical analysis of the concepts of grace,
revelation, and faith gradually won recognition during
the process of intellectual evolution within Roman Ca-
tholicism. From this point of view, one can say that
Blondel’s work made a significant contribution to wid-
ening the official doctrinal stand of the Catholic
Church

OLIVIER SALAZAR-FERRER

Biography

Maurice Blondel was born in Dijon in 1861. He entered
the Ecole Normale Superieure in 1881. He published
his dissertation, L’Action: Essai d’une critique de la
vie et d’une science de la pratique, in 1893. In 1895,
Blondel became a professor at the University of Lille.
One year later, he took a professorship the University
of Aix-en-Provence, where he stayed until 1927. He
lived in Aix-en-Provence until his death in 1949.
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Essayist, novelist, journalist

Léon Bloy occupies a marginal place in the history
of French literature, among poets and writers such as
Nouveau, Bertrand, Lautréamont, Hello, Barbey
d’ Aurevilly, and Villiers de 1’Isle-Adam. Either com-
ing from atheistic or Christian backgrounds, they ex-
ploded the corrupt values of bourgeois society from
within and wished for nothing less than a total collapse
of the Third Republic. Anarchy (of the right mainly)
or Jesus were the two options left for the renewal of
a society they perceived as being irrevocably decadent
and moribund: in the hands of political usurers, as Bloy
would put it. Such was the mentality of Bloy in particu-
lar, traumatized by the defeat of Sedan (1870, in which
he fought as a franc tireur [crypto-guerrilla fighters]
used by the army and later criticized for being mere
bandits on the loose, by Zola in La Débacle, 1892),
the bloody repression of the Commune (vilified by
Bloy, who sided with the Versaillais, led by Thiers),
and the chaotic triumph of capitalism and its bourgeois
ideology. The scandal of Panama in 1898 brought the
entire economic and political system into disrepute,
along with the Jewish community, which suffered even
more from the surge of anti-Semitism with the “affaire
Dreyfus” (January 13, 1898 was the day when “J’ac-
cuse” was published). Bloy was quick to find a divine
punishment lying behind these catastrophes.
Contrary to Zola and the other Naturalists who all
believed in scientific progress, Bloy was the most viru-
lent proponent of Catholicism as an alternative to de-
mocracy and technical progress. It is in Bloy’s histori-
cal and theological writings that can be found his
Catholic vision, which runs counter not only to positiv-
ist thinking (Taine, Renan, Bernard) but also to the
way the Church conducted itself toward the poor. As
a historian, Bloy’s main model was Thomas Carlyle,
whose writings he encountered through Barbey
d’Aurevilly and read throughout his life (The History
of the French Revolution was translated into French
in 1865). What links the Scottish Calvinist historian
to the Catholic writer is their common conception of
history. The role of the historian is to interpret the
“hieroglyphs” of historical events as if they were signs
of a higher divine design. Both claim that poetry and
imagination can help revivify the rigid facts provided
by events. The historian is an inspired prophet who
decodes the visible text of history in order to find the
transcendent and sacred text behind it. Carlyle casts a
unifying eye on the fragmentary truths provided by
events, guided by imagination, using a poetic and dy-
namic style, in hope of finding the divine plan. For
Bloy, the divine plan is taken literally, for Carlyle it
was perhaps more a metaphor without resolution (“the



bible of universal history,” with, one suspects, Carlyle
as its main prophet and God). If transcendence mani-
fests itself in historical reality, the real agents of history
are its heroes, who take over in turn the task of guiding
mankind. For Carlyle, heroes are privileged mediators
between divinity and Man. For Bloy, saints like Joan
of Arc, Christopher Columbus, even Marie-Antoinette
are akin to Christ, as they partake in the redemption
of mankind, in contrast to the more transitory actions
of heroes like Napoleon: “history is the unfolding of
the loom of eternity under temporal and transitory
eyes” (Glaudes, 1992). Bloy’s historical writings are
more Christocentric than egocentric. Carlyle’s history
is grounded in a sacred and abstract book of revelation
and is based on dynamic cycles of creation and destruc-
tion, whereas Bloy’s is based on Parousia, an ever-
postponed second coming: “history is the story of
God’s efforts to lead mankind toward eternal beati-
tude” (Glaudes, 1992). Bloy oscillates between an
apocalyptic sense of history “a torrent of blood of the
innocents slaughtered in ransom for the culprits,” al-
ways streaming away for Christ, and a firm belief in
the good that will come out of historical catastrophes:
“God is behind it all. I am convinced that everything
is for the better, even though it seems for the worse”
(Glaudes, 1992).

Bloy’s proclivity toward pessimism is perhaps a
consequence of his hatred of the French Revolution
and he saw in the Third Republic a regime that was
entirely deprived of spiritual values and was symbolic
of the nihilistic drive behind modern society. This
helps us to understand his own apparent nihilism,
which was directed only toward his time but which
did not reflect his belief in redemption. It also explains
his pro-Semitic stance in Le salut par les Juifs, which
goes against the grain of the spate of anti-Semitism in
France between 1890 and 1940. It is a complex demon-
stration based on the symbol on the Holy Cross. Instead
of accusing the Jews of murdering Christ, he shows
that they have a crucial role to play: somehow they
hold the key to the second coming of Christ. For Bloy,
to give in to the anti-Semitism of Drumont and his
Libre Parole is to deny God’s will, let alone the possi-
ble reconciliation of both Testaments. Bloy proved
slightly less obscurantist than Drumont, but he re-
mained a staunch anti-Dreyfusard, which can be ex-
plained by the fact that his enemies (Zola) were Drey-
fusards, with all the anti-patriotic and pro-Republican
connotations entailed.

As with Céline, thirty years later—his true disciple
and follower in imprecation and self-abjection, Bloy
makes it a principle to hate most of the other dinosaurs
of French letters, Balzac, Stendhal, Zola, and Huys-
mans, not to forget the now-ignored Coppée, Bourget,
and France. He described himself thus: “I write pam-

BLOY, LEON HENRI MARIE

phlets because I am forced to do so as I live in a world
famished for lack of absolute realities. A writer who
writes without having anything to say is a prostitute,
a scoundrel [. ..] my pamphlets were born out of my
shame and in the name of love, and my shouts rise,
in total despair, above the carcass of my ideal.” (Le
Mendiantingrat).

Bloy published two great autobiographical novels,
Le désespéré (1886) and La Femme Pauvre (1897),
featuring its hero Cain Marchenoir as the mystic beg-
gar who vilifies society and marries a prostitute who
becomes mad. These two novels clearly illustrate that
Bloy sides with the underdogs: “the vanquished, the
cursed, the crushed, those in despair, the starving . . .”
His is a rhetoric of excess, which merges virulent mys-
ticism with the sublime and grotesque as theorized by
Hugo, who was perhaps the only author who did not
incur Bloy’s wrath. Béguin, in a perceptive study, un-
covers the founding stone of Bloy’s brand of political
mysticism: “a wealth of coherent symbols, the idea of
salvation via suffering which belongs to the realm of
the invisible and revives the remembrance of the Gar-
den of Eden” (Béguin, 1950, 20). Indeed, the intersec-
tion of the visible and the invisible is crucial to Bloy,
as is his favorite idea expounded by Saint Paul that
the world is an inverted mirror: His key sentence could
be “We see everything as a riddle and as if in a mirror”
(Le Mendiantingrat) Bloy’s style aims at exploiting
this idea in various fields such as love, social injustice,
race relations, and faith.

To get the best glimpse of Bloy’s variegated talent,
one must look at his aphorisms—often inspired by his
wife (Heppenstall, 1953)—interspersed throughout his
writings, as they are worthy of Wilde or Baudelaire:
“Since men have refused to obey life, they must obey
death” (Mon journal); “1 pray like a thief begging a
farmer for alms, while intending to burn down his
farm” (Mendiant ingrat); or his own untranslatable
definition of his highly grammatical, style: “Le réel,
c’est de trouver des épithetes homicides |[. ..] il faut
inventer des catachréses qui empalent, des metonymies
qui grillent les pieds, des synecdoques qui arrachent
les ongles, des litotes qui écorchent vif et des hyper-
boles de plomb fondu” (in Le Figaro, 1884).

Huco AzErap

See also Albert Beguin

Biography

Léon Henri Marie Bloy, born in 1846, came from a
family of artisans, farmers, and soldiers living near
Périgueux. He was brought up brutally, between his
father’s republicanism and his mother’s piety. He was
expelled from school after a knife fight, and began
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an apprenticeship in industrial drawing. At eighteen,
having read a good deal of poetry, Bloy moved to Paris
to work for an architect. It was there that he met Barbey
d’Aurevilly, who led him to convert to Catholicism in
1869. Barbey would mentor Bloy in his reading, and
encouraged him to become a writer and a Catholic—
an uncompromising one at that. He made friends with
Bourget and Gobineau, who would become his archen-
emies ten years later. Incapable of keeping a stable
job—~nhe corrected proofs for Barbey, worked for Veu-
illot’s L’ Univers, for the railways—Bloy found him-
self in a state of psychological and financial crisis, of
fragility and poverty which plagued him all of his life.
His encounter with Anne-Marie Roulet, a former
prostitute-turned-mystic, drove him away from a strict
religious life and led him instead to a life devoted to
writing about his vision of pure Catholicism. Women
always played a crucial role for Bloy, who acknowl-
edged their influence in his writings. Until 1890, he
ceaselessly wrote essays and fiction, but failed to gain
any recognition. After his second mistress, Berthe Du-
mont, killed herself with a dirty needle, Bloy’s life
reached a nadir and he started living like a tramp, com-
pletely dependent on former friends. He had a child
with another mistress, the child dying at the age of
twelve. In 1890 he married a cultivated Dane, Jeanne
Morbech. After a short self-imposed exile to Denmark,
he wrote with increasing vehemence, while begging
for money to help his family subsist, at the same time
suffering intense bouts of depression. In 1905, Bloy
converted Jacques and Raissa Maritain (herself Jew-
ish), who recognized him as one of the most important
religious thinkers of the time and remained his friend
until his death. However, his books were still not get-
ting any success, and they have obtained the attention
they deserve only in the last forty years. He died peace-
fully, on November 3, 1917, with his few true friends
around him, after telling his wife that he was only
curious about death. His writings have steadily become
influential for writers and theologians of all faiths.
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BODY

Although it would seem that no object is more banal
and familiar to the individual subject than his or her
body, no reality more objective and transhistorical than
the givens of anatomy, and no expression of freedom
more self-evident and modern than liberation of the
body, most of these assumptions have been called into
question and subjected to a radical critique during the
last forty years in France. This questioning and theo-
retical preoccupation with of the body has attracted
great interest. In some sense, “the body” replaced
“being,” “structure,” and the “sign” as the most impor-
tant critical term in post-1968 French thought.

The author most responsible for this change, espe-
cially in the English-speaking world, was Michel Fou-
cault. In his work on the history of madness and disci-
plinary institutions, the body emerges as an object of
intense control and symbolic investments. In a memo-
rable passage at the beginning of Discipline and Pun-
ish, Foucault describes the torture and execution of
the eighteenth-century regicide Damiens. The terrible
punishments inflicted on Damien’s body were not gra-
tuitous acts of cruelty but rather a systematic display
of the king’s vengeance on his would-be assassin. In
this and many other instances, the body is a malleable
substance, made to conform to specific tasks. “The
body is directly involved in a political field; power
relations have an immediate hold upon it; they invest
it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out tasks,
to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.” Foucault’s work
reveals a body in flux, one that has taken strange and
surprising forms throughout history. Instead of being



an inert, neutral dwelling place for the soul, it has con-
stantly been shaped and distorted by a host of dis-
courses, disciplines, and physical practices. Although
torture and other abuses of the body receded during
the Enlightenment, the body remained the ultimate ob-
jective of power and signification. Prisons were more
concerned with rehabilitating the criminal by appeal
to his mind and soul; however, as Foucault insists,
“The soul is the effect and instrument of a political
anatomy; the soul is the prison of the body.” Foucault’s
lesson is that in the political field, despite an ideology
of kindness and humaneness, the body is still what
matters most.

Foucault’s History of Sexuality was a primordial
text in the development of body studies. The first vol-
ume of this work, published in 1976, was an attack on
the Freudian thesis that sexuality has been subjected
to increasing repression from the mythical origins of
society, through the Greeks to the Victorians. Foucault
argues in this that, on the contrary, sexuality has been
under increasing obligations to reveal its secrets, start-
ing with the Christian obligation to confess, continuing
into the present with psychoanalysis and other talking
cures. One of discoveries of the History of Sexuality
was that, before the “medicalization” of sexuality in
the nineteenth century, the concept of “sexuality,” as
we understand it, did not exist; instead there was the
Christian notion of “the flesh,” which did not view
particular sexual acts as conferring an identity. There
was no heterosexual or homosexual identity; only a set
of discreet acts that was all sinful, some considered
more sinful than others. Thus, sodomy, in medieval
legal texts, could mean sex between men or sex with
animals. Foucault’s history thus overturned a literal
and conventional Freudian accounts of the sexual
body. The physical and mental experiences of sexual-
ity were not universal and transhistorical. Neither in
historical terms nor in individual terms did sexuality
develop according to inexorable evolutionary laws.

Such ideas were tremendously influential in the re-
writing of gay and women’s history. Sexuality was not
a “nature.” The female or homosexual body was no
longer considered essentially castrated or perverted or
regressive. The normative male body and its psycho-
logical correlatives were recent historical construc-
tions. For each historical period or cultural milieu, the
sexual body was fashioned out of a host of medical,
legal, religious, and literary texts and practices. One
observes in these different experiences of the sexual
body fluctuating borders between maleness and fe-
maleness, and very different descriptive schemes for
describing bodily experiences. In the field of early
modern anatomy, for example, according to the
“single-sex model,” the female genitalia are simply an
internalized version of the male organs. According to

BODY

this vision of the body and its imaginary projections,
the male and female bodies are perilously similar.
Under extreme conditions of exertion, a woman could
expel her interior body parts and become a man. Dur-
ing the early modern period, following the same
single-sex mentality, medical theory believed that the
female orgasm was necessary for successful procrea-
tion because the female needed to ejaculate in the same
fashion as the male.

The two most influential ideas propounded by Fou-
cault were thus that the body was not a transhistorical
given and that discourse about the body, even “libera-
tory” discourse by individuals about their bodies, had
a long pre-history of use in disciplinary institutions.
Foucault was preceded in postulating the general idea
that the body mattered most of all in political history,
and that there might be alternative ways of talking
about it, in philosophy, by Nietzsche and Merleau-
Ponty.

The human body was central to Nietzsche’s attempt
to create new, life-affirming values in Western philos-
ophy. Following the death of God, no order seemed
apparent in the universe, and no hope or meaning avail-
able in individual lives. Nietzsche did not have faith
that science could fill the theological gap and provide
coherent and final explanations of nature. Anticipating
the continual re-theorizing of the universe in modern
physics, Nietzsche viewed the cosmos as fundamen-
tally chaotic, “Chaos sive natura,” “the beautiful chaos
of existence.” The human being can make an order of
this chaos, but only through the work of the body.
As Eric Blondel writes in his important work, “Chaos
becomes a world only through the body. . .. Prior to
the body, there is no order or relation or text, and the
world is the greatest possible multiplicity. A text
comes into existence only through (or for) drives,
which reduce this ‘absolute’ multiplicity. But this re-
duction is not, like that of the intellect, the introduction
of unity; if the body interprets, it does so as affect, and
if affects interpret, they institute a certain simplicity
only in order to pluralize it.” Consciousness is only
one of many “intelligences” in the human body, and
a simplifying form of intelligence at that. The complex
life of the body is a “miracle of miracles.” Conscious-
ness, enabled by language, is just one of the miracles,
“an instrument, nothing more, in the same sense in
which the stomach is an instrument of the same mir-
acle.”

Traditional philosophical language constantly ob-
scures and distorts the relation between consciousness
and the body, and the body to chaos. To correct this
idealizing tendency, Nietzsche constantly used bodily
metaphors to describe the thought process. Thinking
is really a kind of “rumination”; perception is a kind
of ingestion the expression of a “will to make external
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things resemble us.” All of life is based on a general
process of “nutrition” which includes “everything we
call sensation, representation, and thought.” Thus
Nietzsche was fond of explaining moral and intellec-
tual positions on the basis of digestion: “The wealthy
class in England has need of its Christianity in order
to endure its indigestion and headaches.” Such ironic
remarks, although not devoid of humor, are part of
Nietzsche’s desire to integrate physical and mental life,
to establish a new monism in response to several centu-
ries of mind-body dualism.

In his bodily approach to human thought, Nietzsche
cut a middle path between idealism and mechanism.
Human thought was neither a spiritual nor purely me-
chanical process. Human thought is vital, the product
of multiple intelligences working together in one body.
Each of these intelligences was guided by a drive, a
will to power. As we have seen, Nietzsche used the
metaphor of nutrition to describe all of the assimilating
drives of the human body and mind. In a final sugges-
tive metaphor, Nietzsche compared the assimilating
process to interpretation: “It is our needs which inter-
pret (auslegen) the universe . .. The organic process
presupposes a continuous activity of interpretation.” It
is this overriding image of the body as an interpreting
agency that links Nietzsche to Freud and has proven
highly suggestive in cultural and literary studies.

For Merleau-Ponty (one of Foucault’s teachers), all
human knowledge remains embodied and subjective.
All truth derives from perception, and this situated,
embodied derivation of the truth can never be over-
come—neither through the scientific, empirical project
of sifting out the errors of human perception and de-
scribing objects in measurable terms, nor according to
the idealist approach, which insists that the mind only
grasps ideas, not the distorted data of perception. All
perception and ideation occurs to and for the body. We
see objects as situated in a perspectival field and not
that of others; the pain that we feel from a pinprick is
not objectively “in” the pin, yet it does prove that all
awareness that we have of the pin derives from the
body. Another example of the embodiment of all idea-
tion is the case of pain experienced by amputees in
phantom limbs no longer attached to their bodies. The
reason why a man who has lost a limb still feels pain
in the phantom limb is that he still operates in a world
where things are within arms’ reach, and this physical,
habitual relation to the world carries with it the habit of
feeling sensation in both arms. The pain in the phantom
limb is purely subjective; there is no simple neurologi-
cal explanation for this phenomenon. Although
Merleau-Ponty’s influence was cut short by his un-
timely early death, and the eclipse of phenomenology
by structuralism in France, there is renewed interest in
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his radical philosophy of the body, particularly in the
area of visual studies.

For Freud, the bodily experiences of early childhood
are determinate in the life of the adult, and the body
remains the most important sign of the unconscious in
mental life throughout life. The first successes of the
“talking cure” involved correctly interpreting hysteri-
cal symptoms by making the affected body parts “join
in the conversation.” By listening to his patient’s
speech and their free associations, Freud was able to
reconstruct original scenes, which had caused the
symptoms. A case of paralysis, for example, was the
recurrence of a woman’s arm falling asleep while car-
ing for her father in his final illness. In addition to the
treatment of hysteria, all of Freud’s major theories
were grounded in the persistence and significance of
bodily experiences. Sexual identity followed a path-
way of erogenous zones, oral, anal, and genital. The
ability to symbolize and use language was derived
from encounters between the child and the maternal
body. The mother’s presence and absence gave rise to
anxiety and vocal utterance in the “fort ... da” lan-
guage game. The traumatic discovery of anatomical
difference lead to the designation of the phallus as the
symbol of all sexual difference and the general law of
the signifier. Under threat of castration, the male child
renounces immediate sexual goals in favor of later ful-
fillment. Direct conflict with the Oedipal father is
avoided by the acquisition of the name of the father.
The body is thus the original symbolic repertory out
of which the subject is constructed. In addition, al-
though the medium of psychoanalytic practice is lan-
guage, not physical therapy, the words spoken by the
patients are often read as bodily symptoms. Psycho-
analysis is thus directed at a signifying body. Its ther-
apy is neither rational and cognitive nor simply so-
matic. Like Nietzsche, Freud believed that the most
important part of mental life was spoken through the
body and that the key to integrating the self was to
listen carefully to this language and learn its strange
rhetoric.

The work of the most influential philosophers of
the body in France (Foucault and his predecessors) has
been used beyond the political and historical arena that
interested Foucault. Many correlations between the re-
ligious, juridical, and medical treatment of the body
and the phenomena of the body in art and literature
have been investigated. The school of criticism known
as new historicism has focused attention on the body
and its changing status from the early modern period
to the present.

One of the most interesting arguments to be ad-
vanced from such perspectives is the idea that the birth
of the novel can be traced to the disciplinary practices
and preoccupation with the body during the Enlighten-



ment. The novel emerges in the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury, out of a culture increasingly concerned with pri-
vacy. Paradoxically, as the body becomes increasingly
hidden from view and clothed, the novel seeks to vio-
late and reveal this new space of intimacy. Mirroring
disciplinary society’s obsession with identity and con-
trol grounded in the body, the plot of novels often turns
on revelatory marks inscribed on the body. In Peére
Goriot, for example, Vautrin is exposed as a criminal
when his shirt is removed and a brand that he acquired
in prison is revealed. Vautrin’s shadowy criminal ac-
tivities and his troubling sexuality are controlled and
neutralized because the regime has marked his body
with a readable sign that its agents are able to decipher
at the opportune moment. In the case of Vautrin, an
ambiguous and resistant body is successfully marked
by disciplinary institutions.

The literature of this period also contains instances
when the body evades society’s attempts to mark and
control it. In the Confessions, Jean-Jacques Rousseau
recounts an experience that was foundational for his
sexual life and his whole character. At the age of
eleven, he received a spanking from Mlle Lambercier,
his thirty-year-old governess. Instead of producing
pain and shame, this chastisement provoked an erotic
response, an erection. The young Rousseau is never
disciplined again in this fashion and treated henceforth
as a young man. In contrast to the arrest scene in Bal-
zac, Rousseau’s body resists and re-writes an attempt
to control and typify it through punishment. The young
Rousseau’s body literally changes the meaning of the
beating by translating a painful punishment into a
pleasurable experience. The author of the Confessions
is himself perplexed by the involuntary action of his
body. His higher consciousness, which guides the writ-
ing of the Confessions, records the event as a chance
occurrence that defined his erotic tastes for the rest of
his life. Educators and psychiatrists can ponder this
event and adjust their disciplinary practices to avoid
such results in the future. In a sense, physical beating
is a primitive attempt to control the body and harkens
back to the scene of torture and execution described
by Foucault. Child rearing and pedagogy adopted the
same humane and subtle treatments of the body that
succeeded the cruel treatments of the ancien régime
in the centuries following Rousseau.

The Confessions and other similar texts designate
an area of expertise for doctors, teachers, and psychia-
trists; and one can see in Rousseau an exemplary mod-
ern subject who does the subtle work of discipline by
himself, by recording his most intimate experiences
and creating a mysterious divided self who does not
understand the strange behavior of his body. The sum
of these strange behaviors is, however, the core of
Rousseau’s personality and the key to his existence as
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a writer and a reader. He reads and writes to gratify
his inclinations for masochistic scenarios. As opposed
to the exposé of the sinful body in Augustine’s Confes-
sions, Rousseau’s texts exhibit a mysterious and trou-
bling body. The novel thus reflects the historical at-
tempt to understand and control the body, but it is also
the place where the body resists, escapes, and speaks
its own language.

During the past century and a half, the body has
been the object of considerable efforts to understand
it and control it on the part of medicine, the human
sciences, and a growing array of therapists, counselors,
and experts. The body has been promoted as a human
capitol to be exploited; the individual’s most precious
source of freedom and pleasure. But if the modern
body is no longer subject to gross forms of punishment
and repression characteristic of the ancien régime (and
it is far from certain that the modern treatment of the
body has really decreased the physical suffering of
bodies in third-world factories, prisons, and armies),
it has become clear, following the work of Foucault
and others, that the body is the objective of more re-
fined techniques of investigation and control. In re-
sponse to this, a micro-politics of struggle for the con-
trol of one’s body and the right to live unsanctioned,
“abnormal” lifestyles has evolved. The battle contin-
ues, as market forces and social institutions adapt
quickly to investigate and exploit new forms of bodily
expression.

An extreme form of resistance to the modern poli-
tics of the body is perhaps represented by the growing
interest in cyber-bodies. In cyberspace, outside the ex-
ploitive domain of “meatspace,” the human spirit can
dream of escaping surveillance and control. Fleeting
cyber-bodies can be created and inhabited that are
more difficult to track and control by disciplinary
agencies. This would seem an extreme and perhaps
paranoid response to the dilemma of the body, a delib-
erate rejection of the utopia of the physical body pro-
moted by modern liberal societies. Yet it is an under-
standable attempt to escape the normalizing agenda
that goes along with the acceptance and exploitation
of one’s physical body.

MATTHEW SENIOR
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BONNEFOY, YVES
Poet

Yves Bonnefoy, born in 1923, moved from his provin-
cial town of Tours to Paris in 1945, where he came into
close contact with the surrealist group and its founder,
Andre Breton. Breton founded surrealism on the idea
that reality—that is surreality—was in fact more than
what society and tradition had so far defined as actual
reality, and that it was better circumscribed by the alli-
ance of the worlds of day and night, of wakening and
sleep. However, only two years later, Bonnefoy split
with the surrealists due to the fact that, because of
their use of analogy, they missed the “evidence,” the
“simple”—that is, the world. Bonnefoy fully analyzed
these years later in life (Entretiens sur la poésie, A la
Baconniéere, 1981). However, at heart, it was a matter
of shifting conceptions because the understanding of
reality for Bonnefoy and Breton came from different
grounds, thus engendering in each a different concept
of writing. In Bonnefoy’s case, metaphors, which were
so prominent in surrealism, are responsible for creating
a counter-world in which man enjoys wonders that
keep him away from accepting this world, the one we
live in.

Why should poets and men alike escape the help of
imagination and stick to harsh reality? For Bonnefoy,
“peace” can only be made once we have faced our
condition, and by this Bonnefoy explicitly meant our
“finitude” [limits]. On the contrary, metaphors tend
to give all power to desires and, above all, to that of
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immortality and infinity. From Du mouvement et de
I’immobilité de Douve (1953) to Débuts et fin de la
neige (1991), the author then disciplined himself to
creating a language fully aware of its dangerous pow-
ers and, because of this very awareness, capable of
keeping to the “simplicity” that best defines reality. His
collections of poems and essays on poetry therefore
revolve to a large extent around language. Child of his
century, Bonnefoy formulated a critique of language
that, paradoxically, only language can solve. In other
words, if the “presence” of men in reality has vanished,
it is because of language. But this presence is still at
hand for those who are able to reach, through language
itself, a preconceptual stage in which the once-natural
link of words and things is restored (La vérité de pa-
role, 1988). This stage has a name: poetry.

For these reasons, when Du mouvement et de l’im-
mobilité de Douve was published, critics saw in
Bonnefoy an important rejuvenator of French poetry.
At this time, surrealism and “poésie engagée’ had lost
their initial influence and, together with Bonnefoy, sig-
nificant new voices insisted on the importance of going
back towards the sensitive world: Jacques Dupin, Phi-
lippe Jacotte, and André du Bouchet, for example.
Jean-Michel Maulpoix, writer and contemporary
French poetry, referred to this generation by the name
of “habiter” (to live), because their aim was to live in
the real world. In this respect, contrary to the city-
orientated lives and books of surrealists (Louis Ara-
gon, Le paysan de Paris; André Breton, Nadja; Paul
Eluard, Capitale de la douleur; Marcel Raymond
Queneau, Zazie dans le métro), Bonnefoy often spent
time, and even lived, in the countryside, be it the Lot,
Tourraine, or the Ardeche.

Bonnefoy has broken free from the immediate artis-
tic past and has since tried to reach back to the “vrai
lieu” (true place) where the infinite arises through the
finite. This search has taken him across the entire scope
of arts and ideas, from Italy and Holland to India,
Japan, Iran, and Cambodia; from baroque and Renais-
sance to modern times; from Shakespeare and Yeats
(he is a reknowned translator of both) to Celan, Bal-
thus, Alechinski, and Giacometti. His varied interests,
deep insights, and rich ideas convinced several famous
universities to appoint him as a lecturer (Princeton,
Harvard, Geneva) and, he was given the “Chaire d’E-
tudes comparées de la Fonction poétique” (Chair of
comparative studies of the poetic function) at the Col-
lege de France in 1981.

Bonnefoy never took part in the formalism that
characterized French poetry from the start of the 1960s
to the beginning of the 1980s. Once again, under the
influence of structuralism (prominent in philosophy,
science, and social sciences), the aim of poetry shifted,
toward language itself this time. Radicalizing some of



the logic positivists’ assertions, poetry cut off its links
with the outside world and became essentially inter-
ested in itself. This trend started with poets such as
Michel Deguy, Denis Roche, the group Oulipo, the
journal Tel Quel, and reached an extreme in the 1970s
in the works of Jean Daive, Bernard Heidsieck, Anne-
Marie Albiach, and Emmanuel Hocquard, who trans-
lated and introduced United States objectivist poets
such as Oppen and Deznikoff to France. Along with
the Italian Trans-avanguardia and the works of Jean-
Francois Lyotard (La condition postmoderne, 1979),
among others, on postmodernism, the 1980s witnessed
the rise of “New lyricism” in French poetry. The
expression describes a return to the individual, anal-
ogy, musicality, emotion, and a certain synthesis be-
tween tradition and modernity. Guy Gofette, André
Velter, and James Sacré, for example, wished to pro-
duce a simpler kind of poetry and advocated the impor-
tance of everyday life. In this respect, these poets seem
closer to the ideas of Bonnefoy, but in fact the world
in his work, the “lieu” (place), is mainly essentialized,
whereas it can be almost straightforward in the poems
of the new generation.

Bonnefoy is constantly looking for the detail, in the
painting or the poem, that shows that art is somehow
able to meet with the “absolute,” that is, the world.
However, isolated in French twentieth-century poetry,
he finds an expression of his unending search for a
language freed from language in the plays of Shake-
speare, the works of Giacometti, or the art-life of A.D.
1630 Rome. Besides, connections can be made be-
tween some of his claims and ideas linking modern and
ancient philosophy: indeed, Bonnefoy’s conceptions
show various similarities with the work of Heidegger,
Clément Rosset, or Marcel Conche, which all go back,
for different reasons, to the pre-Socratics. Put other-
wise, what seems to be at work here is a kind of ageless
wisdom.

DEnNis LEJEUNE
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Sociologist

In the course of a publishing career lasting just over
thirty years, Pierre Bourdieu established himself as the
most influential French sociologist of the postwar gen-
eration. His output was characterized by its impressive
range, encompassing the sociology of education, theo-
ries of social class, socio-linguistics, the sociology of
cultural production and reception, the sociology of in-
tellectuals, and anthropological studies of the pre-
capitalist society of Kabylia, Algeria. In the course
of his empirical researches into all of these domains,
Bourdieu forged a set of distinctive concepts— “habi-
tus,” “field,” “practice,” “symbolic capital,” “symbolic
violence”—that laid the foundations for an overarch-
ing social theory he once characterized as “a general
theory of the economy of practices,” but which is often
simply referred to as “field theory.” In the last decades
of his life, Bourdieu increasingly sought to use the
authority conferred upon him by his detailed sociologi-
cal work as the basis for more directly political inter-
ventions, adopting the role of a public intellectual to
speak out against the destructive social effects of neo-
liberal economic dogma. Such interventions were not
always warmly received, with some critics claiming
that Bourdieu’s politics were as dogmatic and divorced
from current realities as his social theory had become.
Whatever the validity of such criticisms, their very
vehemence paradoxically attested to the continuing in-
fluence of Bourdieu’s thought, both within the “re-
stricted field” of intellectual production and in the
broader political and social fields that lay outside it.
At the core of Bourdieu’s “general theory of the
economy of practices” lies a series of fundamental
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principles, of assumptions about the social world. The
first of these is that nearly all social practices involve
the possibility for agents to accrue material profits or
to suffer material losses. Furthermore, the profits and
losses are not reducible to the workings of the cash
economy proper. The social world is characterized by
struggles for the conservation, and accumulation of
specific forms of “capital,” forms of “symbolic capi-
tal” whose nature and logic remains distinct from “eco-
nomic capital,” yet which can be “reconverted” into
“economic capital” at a historically determined, and
hence constantly shifting, “rate of exchange.” Second,
in advanced capitalist societies such struggles to accu-
mulate and conserve these forms of “symbolic capital”
are played out in any one of a series of “semi-
autonomous fields”—the “intellectual field,” the “po-
litical field,” the “literary field,” the “judicial field,”
the “religious field”—each of which generates its own
specific form of capital—*intellectual capital,” “liter-
ary capital,” and so on. Indeed, Bourdieu’s output
might be read as a series of attempts to define these
different forms of “symbolic capital,” to trace the
“structure and historical genesis” of the various
“fields” in which such “capital” is on offer, to explain
why different social classes and fractions possess such
“capital” in differing forms and amounts, and how this
contributes to the reproduction of class divisions in
society. Finally, he examines how certain historical
developments have led to changes in the relative value
of each of those forms of “capital,” changes in the “rate
of exchange” between ‘“cultural capital” and “eco-
nomic capital,” for example.

In his work in the sociology of education and culture
of the 1960s and 1970s, Bourdieu was concerned with
the role of “cultural” and “educational capital” in the
reproduction of class divisions and distinctions. His
empirical research into French higher education, in Les
Heéritiers (The Inheritors, 1964) and La Reproduction
(Reproduction in Education, Culture and Society,
1970), and into European art galleries, in L’Amour de
I’art (The Love of Art, 1966), attributed the strong sta-
tistical correlation between social class and either aca-
demic success, or the tendency to visit art galleries to
the determining role of the “habitus.” The “habitus”
is a structure of incorporated dispositions, a set of an-
ticipations and expectations, of tastes and aversions
picked up from earliest childhood and hence heavily
determined by social milieu. It was the “bourgeois hab-
itus” that disposed bourgeois adolescents to consider
university to be a natural or inevitable destination,
while endowing them with the modes of speech, the
categories of thought and action that the university rec-
ognized and rewarded as signs of inherent intellectual
ability. Thus, Bourdieu argued that the primary func-
tion of education and high or “legitimate culture” was
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to naturalize, legitimize, and reproduce class distinc-
tions.

If his early work on education and culture had re-
vealed the importance of ‘“‘symbolic,” rather than
purely economic forms of capital in the reproduction of
class divisions in the West, Bourdieu’s anthropological
studies of Kabylia offered the chance to examine a
“pre-capitalist” society in which, in the absence of
monetary exchange, only “symbolic capital” could be
accumulated. In his two monographs on Kabylia, Es-
quisse d’une théorie de la pratique (Outline of a The-
ory of Practice, 1972) and Le Sens pratique (The Logic
of Practice, 1980), Bourdieu could thus refine the con-
ceptual tools he would subsequently use to elucidate
the role and logic of “symbolic” forms of capital in
the West. These anthropological studies also enabled
Bourdieu to elaborate the concept of ‘“habitus” into
a fully-developed “theory of practice,” an account of
structure and agency which aimed to overcome the
very opposition between object and subject, structure
and agency by locating and working through the limita-
tions of Sartre’s subjectivist existential phenomenol-
ogy and Lévi-Strauss’s objectivist structural anthro-
pology. According to this theory, Kabyles who
accumulated “symbolic capital” through gift exchange
or judicious “matrimonial strategies” were neither
mutely submitting to the structural laws governing kin-
ship and gift exchange nor were they making free ra-
tional choices as to the most profitable “strategy” to
pursue. Rather, their “strategies” reflected their “pre-
reflective” or “practical” investment in the stakes of
the Kabyle social field, an almost intuitive “feel for
the game,” a “practical sense” of which moves would
prove most profitable, which had been incorporated
into their “habitus” at the level of embodied affect, “on
the hither side of words or concepts.”

Bourdieu argued that Le Sens pratique and his im-
mense study of taste, class, and lifestyle in France, La
Distinction (Distinction, 1979), should be seen as two
complementary books. In La Distinction, he applied
his “theory of practice” to an analysis of postwar
French society, a society, that is, characterized by the
existence of a range of differentiated semi-autonomous
fields within which agents competed for specific forms
of capital. Social classes, and the different fractions
making up those classes, were defined not merely in
terms of the amount of their economic capital but also
of the amount and different forms of “symbolic capi-
tal” they possessed. Here Bourdieu rehearsed his ear-
lier point about the role played by “linguistic” and
“cultural capital” in the reproduction of class distinc-
tions. However, the model of society contained in La
Distinction was by no means static. In pursuing their
various “strategies” in the particular “fields” they in-
vested, in struggling to conserve or accumulate their



stocks of, say, “cultural capital,” agents and groups
were also struggling to impose new definitions of just
what would count as “legitimate culture.” In particular,
Bourdieu identified a struggle between two fractions
of the “dominant class” over the dominant definition
of “legitimate culture,” a struggle between the intelli-
gentsia, who were wedded to a belle-lettriste concep-
tion of culture, and a “progressive,” cosmopolitan,
commercially-minded fraction of the bourgeoisie, who
were seeking to impose a kind of international business
culture. In his later La Noblesse d’état (The State No-
bility, 1989), Bourdieu traced the effects of this strug-
gle into the field of French higher education, noting
the relative decline of those grandes écoles that stood
for a traditional humanist education in the face of the
rise of more technocratic or commercially-oriented
écoles. Moreover, in light of the role the grandes
écoles play in training France’s top civil servants,
Bourdieu argued that the rise of these commercially-
oriented écoles challenged the disinterested public-
service ethos at the core of the civil service, threatening
to bring the logic of the commercial world with its
narrow and partial interests, into the heart of State insti-
tutions charged with working in the universal interest.

Both La Distinction and La Noblesse d’état had,
therefore, begun to trace the rise of those social frac-
tions and institutions that would promote the neo-
liberal agenda against which Bourdieu’s political inter-
ventions would be directed in the last decades of his
life. Bourdieu’s contributions to La Misere du monde
(The Weight of the World, 1993), an extensive collabo-
rative study of contemporary forms of social exclusion,
examined the destructive effects of neo-liberal policy
on some of France’s most vulnerable social groups.
Even Les Regles de I’art (The Rules of Art, 1992), a
detailed study of the nineteenth-century French literary
and artistic fields, formed part of this political agenda.
An account of the struggles of Flaubert, Manet, and
Baudelaire to achieve artistic autonomy, it was also
an attempt to “rediscover the forgotten or repudiated
principles of intellectual freedom,” threatened by the
increasing dominance of the “heteronomous” forces of
media and market over the once relatively autonomous
“field of intellectual and artistic production.” This con-
cern with the threat posed to intellectual autonomy by
the power of the media and the market was to be
echoed in the polemical pamphlet Sur la télévision (On
Television and Journalism), which Bourdieu published
in 1996. Sur la télévision was the first in a series of
such pamphlets published in the “Liber-Raison d’agir”
series, a series established by Bourdieu precisely to
allow him and those researchers with whom he felt an
intellectual and political affinity to communicate their
ideas to the broadest possible audience. Bourdieu him-
self published two further books in the series, Contre-
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feux (Acts of Resistance, 1998) and Contre-feux 2
(2001), collections of political speeches and articles
that testify both to the energy of his interventions
against neo-liberalism and, by the diversity of their
locations, to the global influence of his ideas. When
Bourdieu died in January 2002, he left behind him not
only an immense body of work but also a model of
detailed, engaged, and often collaborative sociological
practice.

JEREMY F. LANE

See also Clause Levi-Strauss, Jean-Paul Sartre

Biography

Pierre Bordieu was born August 1, 1930 in the Béarn
village of Lasseube. He attended, and excelled aca-
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after his tour of duty to teach at the University of
Algiers. He began teaching at the Ecole des Hautes
Etudes in 1964. In 1981, he was named chair of sociol-
ogy at the College de France. He was featured in the
award-winning film, Sociology is a Marital Act, in
2000. Bordieu died in January 2002.
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BRETON, ANDRE
Poet

Although Breton was described by Leon Edel as the
man “who more than any one in the world of art and
literature sounded the depths of the twentieth-century
imagination,” his formal education in philosophy did
not continue beyond his schooldays. His philosophy
teacher was the positivist André Cresson, whom he
recalls being particularly sarcastic about Hegel. The
very eclectic range of reference in his writings, from
Berkeley to Sade, from Raymond Lulle to Lenin, dem-
onstrates, however, that he continued throughout his
life to approach from different angles problems that
have intrigued thinkers throughout the ages. His medi-
cal studies exposed him to the ideas of Freud, whose
influence would prove crucial in his establishment of
the theoretical basis of surrealism. Nonetheless he
seems to have decided at a very early age that his true
vocation was to be a poet, and he quickly realized that
the crux of the problem was the nature of inspiration.
His reading of Rimbaud and Lautréamont above all
focused his attention on lyricism: one evening in 1919
he was struck by the nature of strange phrases that
would come to him out of the blue as he was about
to fall asleep. Rich in imagery and perfectly correct
grammatically, their poetic potential was immediately
apparent and they led Breton and Philippe Soupault to
evolve a mode of automatic writing that resulted in
their joint publication of Les Champs magnétiques
(1919-20), which is widely regarded as the first surre-
alist text. The desire to access the subconscious led
to experimentation with, for example, hypnosis and
dream-narration. The Manifeste du surréalisme (1924)
set out the movement’s founding ideas, but perhaps
inevitably it is by no means a complete or discursive
presentation of his thought, which continued to evolve.

Its provocative starting-point was a profound skep-
ticism about realism, logic, and the rationalism that
had dominated Western philosophy since the Renais-
sance. He saw his stance as “absolute nonconfor-
mism.” In such a climate Freud’s discoveries opened
up new possibilities, and Breton’s response was to
highlight the potential offered not only by dreams but
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also by the imagination and “le merveilleux” (“the su-
pernatural” or “the magical,” as well as “the marvel-
ous”). In the domain of aesthetics, he pinned his hopes
on the image, the more surprising and irrational the
better. At the heart of the project was a fundamental
re-examination of language, its origins, its nature, its
function, its shortcomings (its inherent inadequacies
as a tool of communication), and its achievements and
potential (in poetry especially). This first Manifeste
also contains Breton’s famous epistemological “defini-
tions” of surrealism: “Pure psychic automatism by
which it is proposed to express, whether verbally or
in writing or in any other manner, thought’s true modus
operandi; The dictation of thought, in the absence of
any check exerted by reason, without any aesthetic or
moral preoccupation.

ENCYCL. Philos. Surrealism is based on the belief
in the higher reality of certain hitherto neglected forms
of association, in the omnipotence of dream, in the
disinterested play of thought. It tends to ruin defini-
tively all other psychic mechanisms and to act as a
substitute for them in the solution of life’s main prob-
lems.”

In the years that followed, his linguistic revolution
went hand in hand with an awareness of the need for
a social revolution. He began reading Marx (The Holy
Family, Poverty of Philosophy, rather than Capital),
Engels (Anti-Diihring), and Lenin (Materialism and
Empiric-criticism), not to mention Hegel (Phenome-
nology of Mind) and Trotsky. When he joined the Com-
munist Party in 1927, he was soon disillusioned by
the nature of the tasks he was allotted (for example,
compiling economic statistics rather than ideological
matters proper) but a series of meetings with Trotsky
while on a lecture tour of Mexico in 1938 were much
more positive.

The philosophical background to his dealings with
the Communists is one of the aspects of the Second
Manifeste du surréalisme (1930), but this text is argu-
ably more interesting for the way in which it steered
surrealism in the direction of occultism. Breton’s
thinking began to take on many of the features of the
subsequent New Age movements: in the Second Man-
ifeste itself he discusses astrology, psychical research
(including extrasensory perception), and alchemy. He
proclaims “surrealist research and alchemical research
are remarkably analogous as far as their goals are con-
cerned” (Manifestes). He was later to spell out that the
Great Work entailed an “inner revolution” (Entret-
iens).

Breton’s study of alternative belief-systems lies be-
hind his lifelong interest in tribal art, especially that
of Oceania. His distrust of Western values led him to
conclude his “Introduction au discours sur le peu de
réalité” (1924) with a fervent invocation of the Orient;



his stay in the United States during the Second World
War allowed him to study Hopi and Zuiii civilization
at close hand and to develop an interest in Inuit art.
This was to culminate in the writing (with Gérard Le-
grand) of L’Art magique (1957), an encyclopedic sur-
vey of the links between art and magic across the ages.
Ferdinand Alquié has claimed that surrealism repre-
sented in the history of humanism “the most daring,
the most total project that has ever been conceived to
restore to man all his right to happiness and the free
deployment of his passions” (Philosophie du surréa-
lisme). It involved inter alia a celebration of love, de-
sire and revolt. Breton coined the concepts of convul-
sive beauty (“convulsive beauty will be erotic-veiled,
exploding-fixed, magic-circumstantial, or it will not
be”) and objective chance (“the form of manifestation
of exterior necessity working its way into man’s sub-
conscious”). The chance discovery in New York of the
complete works of Fourier was the spur to a long poem,
the Ode a Charles Fourier (1947), which combines
reference and allusion to aspects of the nineteenth-
century Utopian philosopher’s system with reflections
on the contemporary world, including the atomic
bomb. Arcane 17 (1945) too is a meditative response
to the end of the war in which the difference between
liberation and liberty is analyzed: the former is com-
pared with struggle against sickness whereas the latter
is presented in terms of health. A brighter future for
women is envisaged in this text, even though Simone
de Beauvoir would criticize its ongoing view of the
“second sex” as the “Other” (The Second Sex, 1988).
Though it would be attacked by Camus in L’Homme
révolté, Breton’s almost Luciferian stance of revolt
continued in the postwar period. His internationalism
was demonstrated by his support for Garry Davis’s
Citizens of the World movement. He died two years
too early to be able to witness his role as a guru for

the Paris students in May 1968.
KEITH ASPLEY
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writing influenced his formulation and development of
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periodical, Littérature. He published the first Surreal-
ist Manifesto in 1924, joined the Communist Party in
1927, and published Nadja in 1928. (He helped found
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published the second Surrealist Manifesto in 1930.
With Trotsky and Diego Rivera, he founded the Inter-
national Federation of Independent Revolutionary Art
in 1938. The third Surrealist Manifesto appeared in
1942. Breton died in 1966.
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BREUIL, HENRI
Anthropologist

Henri Breuil dominated the study of Palaeolithic cave
art in France for almost fifty years. “With his [Breuil’s]
death in 1961, the world lost the man who alone was
responsible for more documentation of Palaeolithic art
than all other workers put together” (Ucko and Rosen-
feld 1967). Breuil’s major work Four hundred centu-
ries of cave art presented records made by Breuil and
his contemporaries in over ninety caves in France and
Spain. Breuil’s copious drawings have profoundly in-
fluenced our image of the art.

Art is now considered one of the defining traits of
anatomically modern humans, but at the start of the
twentieth century it was considered more a mark of
civilization. Most archaeologists refused to accept that
the cave paintings at Altamira in northern Spain, dis-
covered in 1879, could have been created by Stone Age
hunter-gatherers. The paintings discovered in 1896 at
La Mouthe, in the Dordogne, were met with equal
skepticism. Breuil was among the first to accept that
they were genuine. The year before Carthaillac fa-
mously apologized for having refused to accept the
authenticity of Palaeolithic art, Capitan and Breuil had
already published a preliminary report on the paintings
and engravings of Les Combarelles and Font de
Gaume (see Breuil 1952; Ucko and Rosenfeld 1967).
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At the start of his career, Breuil was therefore faced
with two problems. One was to date the art, and relate
it to the sequence of material cultures found while ex-
cavating rock shelters. The other was to explain why
supposedly primitive people (the first anatomically
modern humans to enter Europe) had produced such
sophisticated art. The idea of art for art’s sake was
soon rejected on the grounds that many paintings and
engravings were difficult to reach, deep underground,
and that hunter-gatherers would lack the time to paint
purely for the sake of aesthetic contemplation. Breuil
and others therefore turned to the available documen-
tary evidence for art in small-scale societies and philo-
sophical thinking on the evolution of human thought.
By 1912, Breuil had defined the basic sequence of
stone and bone tools in the Upper Palaeolithic. He
identified three main stages, the Aurignacian, Solu-
trian, and Magdalenian, and later adopted Perony’s ar-
gument that another stone tool tradition, the Perigor-
dian, co-existed with the Aurignacian (Ucko and
Rosenfeld 1967). This sequence is still broadly ac-
cepted.

Breuil approached the problem of dating from three
angles. Carved portable objects and engraved frag-
ments of rock wall were found in excavations, along-
side stone tools diagnostic of particular stages in the
Upper Palaeolithic. Breuil supplemented this evidence
with a developmental model borrowed from art his-
tory. The Aurignacian/Perigordian cycle began with
hand stencils, then developed into elementary animal
figures and geometric “signs.” “Barbarously” painted
animals give way to sophisticated bichrome figures in
red and black that reached a peak of sophistication at
Lascaux. This first cycle was largely characterized by
a twisted perspective, whereby horns and hoofs are
depicted frontally, but the body of the animal from
the side. In order to accommodate the evidence from
excavations, Breuil had to propose a second cycle
played out through the Solutrian and Magdalenian,
which partially recapitulated the first but was distin-
guishable because artists had now mastered correct
perspective. The second cycle culminated in the “very
clever” black shaded paintings seen at Niaux (French
Pyrenees), and the polychrome bison at Altamira
(Breuil 1952).

Breuil ingeniously derived an absolute chronology
by plotting the movement of Magdalenian sites into
areas that became accessible with the retreat of gla-
ciers, giving him a date of around 15,000 years before
present for the final Upper Palaeolithic. Aurignacian
deposits were contemporary with animals found in
cold climates, implying the deposits were formed at
the height of the last glaciation. “To attribute them 30—
to 40,000 years” he concluded, “seems to be a very
moderate average estimate” (Breuil 1952). Radiocar-
bon dating has since shown Breuil’s absolute dating
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to be broadly correct, but demolished his stylistic se-
quence. The youngest directly dated painting is a large
horse from Le Portel, Ariege, at 11,600 plus or minus
150 years before present (see Chauvet et al. 1996).
Niaux and Altamira prove (as Breuil anticipated) to be
more or less contemporary, with at least some paint-
ings created around 13,000 years ago. The earliest di-
rect date so far obtained, 32,410 plus or minus 720
years before present, comes from a rhinoceros at
Chauvet cave in the Ardeche. The paintings at Chauvet
are, remarkably, as sophisticated as any found at later
Upper Palaeolithic sites. The first radiocarbon date for
excavated deposits at Lascaux (c. 15,000 B.p.) became
available shortly before Breuil published Four
hundred centuries, but he refused to accept it since the
twisted perspective seen in numerous figures led him
to attribute the art to the Aurignacian/Perigordian
cycle.

At the start of the twentieth century, the best ethno-
graphic work available on hunter-gatherers was that of
Spencer and Gillen in central Australia. Spencer and
Gillen were in correspondence with Durkheim in
France, and Frazer in England. Following Frazer and
Reinach, Breuil was impressed by the part that rock
paintings in central Australia played in “increase cere-
monies,” designed to increase the numbers of a clan’s
totemic species such as “witchetty grub” or “red kan-
garoo” (Spencer and Gillen 1899). Influenced by
Comte’s philosophical notions about the evolution of
human thought from magic through religion to science,
Breuil regarded most paintings as magical in purpose.
The production of paintings of game animals would
have a direct effect on the success of the hunt. This
explained the supposed presence of weapons placed
against the bodies of animals, and the apparently ran-
dom accumulation of figures over time. It could also
explain why many figures were deep underground.
Rectangular “signs” were interpreted as traps or huts,
perhaps shrines to spirits. Breuil’s assumptions about
stylistic evolution led him to construe many ambiguous
or obscure figures as primitive attempts at drawing
animals, and stray lines tended to represent weapons
symptomatic of homeopathic magic (Layton 1991).

By the 1950s, anthropology had advanced consider-
ably. Shortly before Breuil’s death, younger archaeolo-
gists proposed a radically different approach to the sig-
nificance of Upper Palaeolithic cave art. Laming and
Leroi-Gourhan argued that figures were not distributed
at random through the caves and that the juxtaposition
of different species expressed cognitive oppositions in
Palaeolithic culture. Leroi-Gourhan claimed to have
found the means to interpret these oppositions in the
“signs” that Breuil construed as weapons or huts (Lam-
ing 1959, Leroi-Gourham 1958). Although these ar-
chaeologists’ particular interpretations have since been



rejected, there is no doubt that only a few of the possi-
ble pairings of species actually occur in Upper Palaeo-
lithic caves (Sauvet and Wlodarczyk 2000—1). The cur-
rently most popular theory of Upper Palaeolithic art—
that it is the product of shamanism—relies, however,
on a method similar to Breuil’s. A ubiquitous mode
of cognition among hunter-gatherers (altered states of
consciousness) is postulated by citing examples from
contemporary cultures. The presence of art deep in the
caves, the occurrence of composite human-animal
forms, and simple “signs” resembling those experi-
enced when entering trance are argued to show sha-
manic practices during the Upper Palaeolithic (Clottes
and Lewis-Williams 1996).

ROBERT LAYTON
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BRUNSCHVICG, LEON
Philosopher

Léon Brunschvicg was Maitre de Conférences and
Professor of the History of Modern Philosophy at the
University of Paris (Sorbonne), where he advanced the
already prominent role of philosophy in the French
educational system—notably as president of the jury
supervising the concours d’agrégation (examinations
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for the degree required for a state-assigned teaching
position). Well-known for his edition of Pascal and his
studies of Descartes and Spinoza, he was respected for
an idealist philosophy that placed science foremost in
the history of ideas. Although Brunschvicg’s [’idéa-
lisme critique (critical idealism) recalls a Kantian cri-
tique of the necessary conditions of experience, he was
more directly influenced by two nineteenth-century
idealist traditions in France, one epistemological, the
other metaphysical. Of the epistemologists, Charles
Renouvier added finality, personality, and freedom of
choice of Kant’s categories of the understanding. The
metaphysical group extolled a unified, purposive mind
or self as freely creative, “an existence from which all
other existence derive” (Félix Ravaisson).

Reflecting this complex background, Brunschvicg
maintains that the interwoven histories of science and
philosophy disclose the inventive vitality of mind as it
immanently and progressively constitutes knowledge
and moral self-awareness. La Modalité du judgement
[1897; The Modality of Judgement], originally
Brunschvicg’s doctoral thesis, defines judgments as a
unifying affirmation essential to thought. “The subject
is he who judges, and to judges, and to judge is an act.
The subject is activity.” One judges that something is
the case either by reflection on the relation between
ideas (the “form the interiority”’) or in response to a
“shock of reality,” a self-imposed restraint through
which a state of affairs is recognized as given (the
“form of exteriority”). In Les Etapes de la philosophic
mathématique [1912; Stages of Mathematical Philoso-
phy], Brunschvicg interprets mathematical judgment
as the highest expression of the form of interiority, yet
inseparable from experience in its synthesizing task of
assimilating being to the understanding. The Fichtean
theme of limiting conditions—the form of exterior-
ity—is developed in L’Expérience humaine et la
causalité physique [1922; Human Experience and
Physical Causality], an historical analysis defending
the continuous spontaneity of scientific invention
against the claim that the nature of science can be de-
termined from its present state. Le Progres de la con-
science dans la philosophic occidentable [1927; The
Progress of Consciousness in Western Philosophy] is
Brunschvicg’s magnum opus, a history of philosophy
(favoring Plato, Descartes, and Kant) intended to sub-
stantiate his thesis that in constituting intelligible order
over the centuries, mind has also guided mankind’s
advance toward conscientious judgement and choice.

In adding a moral dimension to cognition, here and
throughtout this work, Brunschvicg is aided by the
double meaning of la conscience, which translates as
both “consciousness” and “conscience,” and by the
fact that [’esprit means both “mind” and “spirit.”
Moreover, by distinguishing between [’humanité
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idéale (ideal humanity) and [’humanité concreéte (con-
crete humanity), he is able to assert that the spiritual
unity he envisions for mankind is not compromised by
the actual beliefs and practices of a particular era. “The
curve of human knowledge has an intrinsic signifi-
cance,” orienting mankind toward its ultimate goal as
a community of rational beings. What remains prob-
lematic is not Brunschvicg’s Socratic thesis of moral
and epistemic parity, elaborated through immense eru-
dition, but his evocation of mind—the term is never
capitalized—as both individual and universal subject.
The latter is said to be a vital force operating through
but not to be identified with a succession of actual
embodied minds. Why then refuse to call it transcend-
ent? The answer seems to be that recognition of univer-
sal mind occurs or an entirely natural plane: “total
knowledge” of the positive record allows one to recog-
nize an immanent “rhythm of progress” operating
throughout the history of intellectual achievement.
Thus because the question is epistemological, not me-
taphysical, there is no reason to look toward a power
superior to that of humanity at its best. Still, a critic
may observe that Brunschvicg, who denies any en-
counter with the absolute, nevertheless employs a me-
taphysical vocabulary open to implications of a tran-
scendent subject.

A related issue is bound to arise, once mind is de-
fined as an activity apart from the particular choices
of scientist and layman alike: are individuals free or
determined? A possible inference, after all, is that the
individual is merely the agent of universal mind. For
Brunschvicg, however, the traditional opposition of
freedom and determinism is mistaken; he writes that
the “labor” of Western philosophy since Pythagoras
and Socrates “is a question of understanding the affir-
mation of freedom, not as a thing which would be
given to us, but as a work which is to be made.” His
distinction is between free will (libre arbitre) “given
as a thing cut out of the discontinuity of becoming,”
that is, abstracted from natural and historical process,
and freedom as a response to novel circumstance, un-
hindered by rigid methodology or (as in organized reli-
gion) fixed doctrine and ritual (Le Progres de la con-
science). Getting one’s bearings within this idealist or
spiritualist context is especially difficult because it is
conceivable that Brunschvicg believed his reading of
philosophical history to be reflexively disclosed and
validated. Engaged in the progress of consciousness—
not viewing it from the sidelines—he may have intro-
duced his own understanding into the historical pro-
cess.

In any case, a more concrete issue—science as the
cornerstone of his thought—was of primary interest
of his contemporaries. Dominique Parodi labeled
Brunschvicg’s philosophy of science a positivisme idéa-
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liste (idealist positivism) and suggested that it has sup-
pressed “every classical problem of interpretation”
from “space and number” to “the nature of the real in
its rapport with mathematics.” Moreover, rejection of
“a properly philosophical systematization of nature”
opens the door to agnosticism, intuitionism, and mysti-
cism (La Philosophic contemporaine en France [1919;
Contemporary Philosophy in France]). Brunschvicg
responded in an eighty-page essay reasserting many of
the claims that Parodi questioned (reprinted in Ecrits
philosophiques [1951; Philosophical Writings]). Al-
though he and Parodi agreed that reason in science is
not to be considered “a deductive system that closes
on itself,” Brunschvicg seemed to believe that even
a “philosophical systematization” would misrepresent
science’s dynamic vitality. In fairness, it should be
added that for Brunschvicg the future of science, how-
ever open to innovation, would be a rational future.
Thus his philosophy, ambiguous as it may be, resists
mysticism and intuitionism as strongly as it does logi-
cal methodology. (He was proud, however, to share his
emphasis on creative spontaneity with the intuitionist
Henri Bergson.)

Although it may seem that Brunschvicg’s aversion
to logical structure anticipates recent philosophical dis-
satisfaction with deductive models of scientific expla-
nation, his emphasis on spiritual continuity gives us
little reason to believe that he might have support such
historical analyses as Gaston Bachelard’s “epistemo-
logical break” or Thomas Kuhn’s “paradigm shift.”
Still, Brunschvicg’s defense of creative reason influ-
enced a generation of his students, most notably
Bachelard—see, for example La Formation de [’esprit
scientifique [The Forming of the Scientific Mind]. Al-
though only a few of his works are still likely to be
found in the bookstores near the Sorbonne, Brunsch-
vicg deserves to be remembered as an interpreter of
the French philosophical tradition and as an exponent
of the life of reason and the value of science.

BERNARD ELEVITCH
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Semiotician

Roger Caillois compared his life to the legendary river
Alphée. It was believed that the Alphée flowed through
the Mediterranean and kept going on the other side.
Likewise, said Caillois in his late autobiography, he
emerged from over thirty years of reading and passion-
ate scientific writing (in the multiple domains of soci-
ology, anthropology, history of religions, poetics, aes-
thetics, one could say general semiotics), which he
called “la parenthese,” with a deeply-felt need to face
and mystically describe “nontextual” stones, the taci-
turn archives of our world, and to author intriguing
récits fantastiques, thus recapturing his initial “precul-
tural” self during the last years of his life.

The first period of the “parenthese” is an activist
one. In the historical and sociopolitical context of the
thirties, Caillois tensely looked for concrete action, for
a “révolte efficace” that would go beyond “I’équivoque
surréaliste,” to reactivate the lost social dynamic. Such
an action of “sur-socialisation” can be instrumented
neither by literature (representation is alienating), nor
by limiting political ideologies, doctrines, or programs;
it requires, instead “une activité unitaire de l’esprit,”
that examines and convokes the affective energies, the
powers of the imaginary, in order to infinitely enlarge
the powers of reason. Affectivity is intelligible. A sci-
ence of the irrational, a hyperscience, a sacred sociol-
ogy would have as its object of study myths the sacred,
the fantastic, power, and the like. Myth represents to
conscience the image of a conduct that solicits it press-
ingly. The sacred opposes to the profane, that is, to the

111

rational occupations aiming at material security and
the conservation of the subject; it is a category of sensi-
bility in which the instinct for autoconservation and
the freedom of action are absent. It is transcendent,
unifies via affective communion, and reaffirms authen-
tic social bonds. It is also ambivalent, basically oscil-
lating between inducing respect and cohesion or bring-
ing about transgression and a regenerating dissolution.
The last is the case of the feast (“la féte”) as well as
that of war. The fantastic reveals the sensible points
in the imaginary; their knowledge could provoke emo-
tional states that, in being shared by a group of individ-
uals, reinforce its cohesion. In Caillois’s ethics of the
moment, the resacralization of collective existence
can be achieved only by an intransigent and methodi-
cally virulent “élite” that is able to go beyond the affec-
tive affinities of the individuals that compose society,
by willfully mobilizing and disciplining them. The real
power of such Luciferian elites paradoxically resides
in their systematic refusal of power, in their capacity
for a strictly controlled experience of the sacred, in
their being permanent producers and never consumers
of “sur-socialisation.”

Caillois complements this post-Durkheimian “per-
formative” sociology, visibly influenced by Mauss,
Dumézil, and by Bachelard’s surrationalisme, with a
“sociologie littéraire” mainly devoted to illuminating
the impact of literature on the collective sensibility of
a given community. He will basically distinguish in
this respect between three phases: a first phase, of ster-
ile revolt, represented by the romantics and the surreal-
ists (whose images have to be studied nevertheless in
order to apprehend the mechanisms of empirical imagi-
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nation); a second, pedagogical phase, exemplified by
Balzac or Baudelaire, who offered models for “sur-
socialisation” (the secret societies and the dandy re-
spectively); and the third phase, that of the rebellion
against the real, represented by fantastic literature.
Caillois situated the golden age of literary fantastic in
the first half of the nineteenth century and viewed in
it an essential reaction against positivism.

In Argentina (1939-45), during the war, Caillois
reconsidered his approach. When exalted, strong social
bonds can lead to violence and abuse of power. How-
ever, because the sacred exists and cannot be eradi-
cated, one still has to learn to master it. Writing, which
he now viewed as the human instinct par excellence,
has such a civilizing force. Therefore literature is nec-
essary and has an ethic value; it manifests the sacred
in accordance with the rules of an aesthetic game, of-
fering a symbolic feast, a “‘féte du cerveau.” It compen-
sates the excess of utilitary action or of reason and
allows one to “reprimitivize” oneself at the level of
thought, while continuing to affirm one’s anthropolog-
ical reality. By proposing an abstract, internalized, me-
diated sacred, literature protects against the delirious
externalization of the sacred. Fantastic literature, with
its images of death, specters, vampires, and so on is a
cathartic “jeu avec la peur” that helps purge its readers
of their will to power and thus diminishes the risk of
“sursocialisation.”

From then on, Caillois’s approach steadily grew in
extension and generality. He thus demonstrated that
plastic arts in turn manifest the sacred via a specific
aesthetics. In contradistinction to fantastic literature,
which was contemporary with positivist strictness and
countered it via representing supernatural beings, fan-
tastic painting and engraving appeared during the Ren-
aissance and were permeated by the infinite openness
of young sciences and techniques. They therefore
could remain figurative, presenting an “insolite ob-
Jjectif,” and resorting to “idéogrammes objectifs,” that
is, to signs that materially realized in the external world
lyrical and passional virtualities of conscience. A next
move was the elaboration of the theory of natural fan-
tastic. Nature becomes fantastic when it seems to refute
its own laws. Natural anomaly induces fascination and
anxiety inasmuch as it manifests “des cohérences déro-
bées,” “des convergences dissimulées,” “des carre-
fours,” “des récurrences,” “des analogies aléatoires.”
Human, vegetal, and animal species, even minerals,
dispose of a finite inventory of terrifying appearances
to provoke the “frisson fantastique,” the desire to be
scared or to scare is a universal law. Imagination is
but “un prolongement de la nature.” Caillois chose “le
pari analogique” and postulated a labyrinthine, unitary
universe in which nature and human creation are regu-
lated by a limited number of recurrent principles. Fi-
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nally, Caillois examined the ways in which “diagonal
sciences” can look for the manifestation of the same
law, principle, element, by coalescing concrete and ab-
stract, measurable or unmeasurable phenomena that
would remain meaningless if kept in isolation. Thus,
for example, the impeccable circle that one can find
on some agates, the hypnotizing ocelli exhibited by
peacocks and butterflies, the disposition of certain
leaves around the stem, and the geometric circle are
“diagonally” related fascinating forms that can be more
fully understood if brought together. Likewise, the be-
havior of the praying mantis isomorphically echoes the
myths of human destructive sexuality uncovered by
psychologists, psychoanalysts, and anthropologists,
and studying it together with them helps combine the
self-interrogation of the knowing subject with the in-
terrogation of her/his object of study. Caillois thus
practiced what he called an “antropomorphisme a re-
bours”: he detected features like imagination, intelli-
gence, the capacity to dream, asymmetry, and so on
that are common to humans and the nonhuman (ani-
mals, plants, minerals).

Coming out of the “parenthese,” Caillois’s fantastic
stories complete the circle and mark his full reconcilia-
tion with literature. In Ponce Pilate, he ambivalently
imagined the historical consequences of Jesus’s acquit-
tal by Pilate. Living in peace to reach an advanced age
after a fruitful life, his fictional Jesus radically changes
the course of history, because his death will not result
in the emergence of Christianity. Likewise, in Noé,
Noah comes to realize that the Deluge is an incon-
gruous catastrophe, that in fact it benefits fish, and thus
the feeling of revolt is born. Other récits play with the
blurred limits between real life and dreams (Mémoire
interlope) or with the authorial status (Petit guide du
XVE arrondissement a l'usage des fantomes presents
its author as a phantom).

SANDA GOLOPENTIA
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CAMUS, ALBERT
Writer

Albert Camus did not share the intellectual brilliance
of some contemporaries such as Sartre, Beauvoir,
Aron, Merleau-Ponty, or Lévi-Strauss; neither did he
ever attain the radical chic of others such as Blanchot,
Bataille, Klossowski, or Barthes. Even so, he occupied
an important place in the French intellectual, artistic,
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and political scene as a nonpartisan voice of the Left.
He emerged from the Second World War with more
integrity than most, having edited the underground
newspaper Combat through much of the Occupation.
His friendship and subsequent rift with Sartre, his de-
nunciation of Stalinism at a time when the brutality of
the Gulags was still widely denied, and his reluctance
to take sides over the Algerian War of Independence
were all widely debated and helped establish his repu-
tation as the tortured conscience of his age, deeply
engaged with its most pressing issues and striving for
clarity amid its murderous dilemmas and conflicts. His
two long philosophical essays, Le Mythe de Sisyphe
(1942) and L’Homme révolté (1951), analyzed the
problems of the contemporary world through the lens
of what would become defining terms of the mid-
twentieth century: the Absurd and revolt.

The Absurd

Le Mythe de Sisyphe begins with a famous rhetorical
flourish that brashly sweeps aside centuries of philo-
sophical speculation: “There’s only one truly serious
philosophical problem: it’s suicide” (Le Mythe de Si-
syphe, Gallimard 1942, Idées edition, 15). Is life worth
living or not? All other questions pale in significance
when compared with this one. In a world without val-
ues, without God, without hope for an afterlife, without
direction and meaning, why carry on living, why not
simply kill oneself and put an end to the misery here
and now? But Camus’s aim is not to drive his readers
to despair. He ends by describing Sisyphus, the hero
of senseless endeavor who every day rolls his rock to
the top of a hill only to see it roll down again; despite
everything, we should not regard Sisyphus as a figure
of despair, as Camus insists in a final sentence, which
is no less famous than the first: “We must imagine
Sisyphus to be happy” (166).

What robs life of hope and meaning is the awareness
of the Absurd, the notion with which Le Mythe de
Sisyphe is most notoriously associated. Although the
term was in common use in the 1930s and 1940s,
Camus gave it his own distinctive inflection, and one
that must not be confused with the sense it would later
acquire in the later Theatre of the Absurd, of which the
best known representatives are Ionesco and Beckett.
Camus’s Absurd is not a quality of the world or of
man; rather it is the nature of their relation or their
nonrelation (in common with nearly all his contempor-
aries, Camus cheerfully uses the term [’homme to refer
to all human beings). Man desires clarity, unity, and
reason, but the world fails to comply with his desires:

| said that the world is absurd and that was too rapid.
This world in itself is not reasonable, that’s all one can
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say about it. But what is absurd is the confrontation of
this irrationality and the hopeless desire for clarity that
appeals to the deepest part of man. The Absurd depends
as much on man as on the world. It is for the moment
their only link. It binds them one to the other as only
hatred can. (37)

The Absurd, then, lies in an essential mismatch be-
tween the world and human desire. No values are
given; no knowledge is assured. Attempting to achieve
something equivalent to a Cartesian tabula rasa,
Camus dismissed all human thought and science as
metaphor or simple error: “This world, I can touch it,
and I judge that it exists. That’s where my science
ends, the rest is construction” (34). Man is a stranger
to the world and to others; he is condemned to live in
contradiction, paradox, and impotence. So why does
he not kill himself? Camus’s response was that we
have the choice of evading the Absurd or confronting
it. Suicide does not abolish it; it merely avoids it and
robs us of the only value we can know: life itself.
Camus also traced this evasion of the Absurd in the
history of philosophy as he accused his intellectual
precursors of what he called “philosophical suicide.”
Kierkegaard’s leap of faith provides the best example
of a philosophical renunciation that Camus also finds
in Jaspers and in Husserlian phenomenology. The en-
deavor to fix the philosophical gaze unflinchingly on
the Absurd falters when even the most able philoso-
phers of existence glance aside to find transcendence,
hope, and consolation. Camus’s four heroes of the Ab-
surd are Don Juan, the actor, the adventurer, and the
creator, characters who have no illusions about the fix-
ity of values and identity and who know that only fail-
ure and death await them.

The Absurd, then, appears as the stumbling of rea-
son and knowledge. The world simply does not corre-
spond to the faculties through which we apprehend it.
However, this does not entail a thoroughgoing episte-
mological skepticism. It has frequently been observed
that Camus’s practice in Le Mythe de Sisyphe implic-
itly reaffirms the values of reason and clarity, just as he
explicitly insists on logic, self-awareness, and lucidity.
Moreover, Camus’s prose is heavily laced with apho-
risms that call for the reader’s tacit assent: “Every
healthy being aims to reproduce itself” (94), “A beauti-
ful woman is always desirable” (95), “It’s only in nov-
els that people change state or become better” (96).
The text does not pause over these provocative gener-
alizations. Camus proffers them with breakneck rapid-
ity, as if their self-evidence were too glaring to warrant
justification. If the aphorisms do not amount to a co-
herent philosophical system, they nevertheless imply
the pertinence of a stock of knowledge and authority
for which Camus serves as privileged mouthpiece. The
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Absurd may represent the limit of reason and the defeat
of knowledge, but it does not invalidate all truths.

The preservation of some vestige of knowledge and
intellectual authority is replicated in relation to ethics.
For a work published during the Second World War,
written by someone who had been a member of the
Communist Party and who would be an active sup-
porter of the Resistance, it is striking that Le Mythe de
Sisyphe has virtually nothing to say about ethics or
politics. Published a year later, Sartre’s L’Etre et le
néant also famously raised and then postponed the eth-
ical question in its final lines. Neither thinker had yet
found a means of deducing an ethics from the appar-
ently bleak world picture of existentialism or the Ab-
surd. Camus insisted, “There can be no question of
writing a dissertation on ethics” (93), but he also
stepped back from embracing ethical nihilism. There
may be no rules, but this does not mean that all courses
of action are of equal value. In a world without values
and denied the tutelage of a moral God, it is hard to
resist the appeal of Dostoyevsky’s Karamazov as he
declared, “Everything is permitted.” But Camus coun-
tered that the absence of given values does not mean
that there are no restraints on human action: “Every-
thing is permitted does not mean that nothing is forbid-
den” (94). At this stage in his thinking, Camus did not
get much further than this blunt paradox. He offered
nothing that would explain what is forbidden, why,
and by whom. He asserted rather tamely that “honesty
doesn’t need rules” (94). We may not know how to
define values, but we all recognize them when we see
them. So despite what might seem to be the ethically
and epistemologically nihilistic thrust of the Absurd,
Camus retained a sense that there is a core of value and
knowledge that we neglect at our peril. His subsequent
essay, L’Homme révolté, would be an attempt to de-
velop this more fully.

Revolt

The theme of revolt is already present in Le Mythe de
Sisyphe, where it is described as “a perpetual confron-
tation of man with his own obscurity” (76) and as a
“demand for an impossible transparency” (77). Here,
it is the individual’s confrontation with his own condi-
tion as he comes to terms with the resistance of the
world to his longing for clarity and unity. In L’Homme
révolté Camus took the important step from the singu-
lar to the collective, a move reflected in his literary
work by the shift from a focus on the individual in his
first novel, L’Etranger (1942), to the depiction of a
whole town in time of crisis in his second major fic-
tional work, La Peste (1947). In this perspective mur-
der replaces suicide as the most pressing question.
Whereas Le Mythe de Sisyphe wrestled with the ques-



tion of why man shouldn’t kill himself, L’Homme ré-
volté ponders why man shouldn’t kill others in a cen-
tury of totalitarianism, war, and revolution that had
made murder commonplace. Camus observed that re-
volt is not only man’s revolt against his own condition;
it may also occur at the sight of another’s mistreatment.
Revolt, then, is not just for myself; it is also for the
other, it is the discovery of solidarity and of a value
that surpasses the individual. Provocatively using
terms that definitively marked the distance between
him and his existentialist contemporaries, Camus also
insisted that revolt is the attempt to preserve something
permanent, a value and a human nature that transcend
history. On the basis of this, Camus proposed a new
cogito, in which the certainties of the self ensure the
existence of the collectivity: “I revolt, therefore we
are [Je me révolte, donc nous sommes]” (L’Homme
révolté, Gallimard 1952, Idées edition, 36).

It is difficult to know how seriously Camus wanted
us to take this new cogito. Certainly he described his
procedure as a version of Cartesian methodical doubt
that discovers revolt as the first and only certainty that
derives from the Absurd (21). It is unclear, though,
whether Camus’s cogito is intended as a provocative
slogan or a genuine philosophical refounding of sub-
jectivity. If the latter is the case, it lacks the intuitive
appeal of its Cartesian precursor, and its influence on
subsequent thinkers has been negligible. The logic un-
derlying the shift from “I” to “we” in “I revolt, there-
fore we are” was not convincingly justified, and no
sustained attempt was made to resolve the evident
problems in demonstrating how my actions can found
the existence of a community of others. Moreover,
Camus equivocated over whether revolt is a historical
phenomenon or an essential human trait, as it would
need to be if it were to found a genuine new cogito.
He claimed that it is “one of the essential dimensions
of man” (34), but he also argued that the sense that he
gave it applies only to a particular stage in the develop-
ment of Western societies: “The problem of revolt only
makes sense inside our Western society” (33).

Given these confusions, it is not surprising that
Camus’s contemporary critics had little trouble in be-
littling the philosophical seriousness of L’Homme ré-
volté. Although Camus had had some training in phi-
losophy in his student days, his academic studies had
been curtailed by illness. He had neither the back-
ground nor the acumen to be a genuinely original phi-
losopher. Where L’Homme révolté is more interesting
is in its lengthy analysis of the artistic, political, and
philosophical prehistory of the totalitarian régimes of
the twentieth century. Camus’s contention is that fas-
cism and Stalinism are the culmination of a history of
nihilism that can be traced back to European culture
and thought from the eighteenth and nineteenth centu-
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ries. To support this, Camus gave detailed readings
of Sade, Romanticism, and Surrealism, and of Hegel,
Nietzsche, and Marx. In particular, one aspect of
Camus’s work that would find an unexpectedly wel-
come reception in the 1970s among the so-called
nouveaux philosophes (Bernard-Henri Levy, André
Glucksmann, and others) was his attempt to show how
fascist and Stalinist totalitarianism could be seen as
consequences of philosophical trends exemplified by
Hegel, Nietzsche, and Marx. Nietzsche’s world with-
out meaning or God led to the release of irrational
forces by fascism; Marx and Hegel’s endeavor to find
meaning in history led to Stalinist atrocities, which
were justified by the need to expunge anything that
did not conform to that meaning. Either way, the result
is the same: “Those who rush into history in the name
of the irrational, crying that it has no meaning, encoun-
ter servitude and terror and they emerge into the
concentration-camp universe. Those who throw them-
selves into history preaching its absolute rationality
encounter servitude and terror, and they emerge into
the concentration-camp universe.” (292)

As it sketches the philosophical roots of twentieth-
century totalitarianism, L’Homme révolté develops
into a diagnosis of a world in which murder is made
legitimate and commonplace. This is the point at which
Camus’s notion of revolt comes into its own. Revolt
is carefully and consistently distinguished from revolu-
tion. The latter is the attempt to overthrow the order
of the world in order to make reality conform to an
idea of what it should be. Far from being a first step
on the way to revolution, revolt is in permanent opposi-
tion to it. Revolt has no overriding idea or goal to guide
it; therefore it has no grounds on which to justify any
crimes that might be committed in its name. It entails
a rejection of the injustice of the world and also an
affirmation and defense of values transcending the his-
torical moment. Whereas the revolutionary sees man
as infinitely malleable, to be formed in the image of
his own ideals, revolt asserts the existence of a nature
common to all. If only history counts, there can be
no stable values that are separate from the process of
historical change; but if values are sought outside his-
tory, then the misery and injustice that form our histori-
cal reality are neglected. So revolt rejects the belief
that history is the sole reality, but equally it rejects any
possibility of standing entirely outside history. Revolt,
then, is a difficult position that attempts to maintain a
balance between historical flux and stable values. It is
an attitude of protest and affirmation, with no guiding
idea to direct it, and no possibility of ultimate success.
It is, as Camus concedes, an attitude to reality that is
characterized by ignorance and risk.

Crucially, what distinguishes revolt from revolution
is the notion of limits, which Camus retrieved from
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his youthful study of Greek thought. The revolutionary
does not accept limits because the desire to fashion the
world in the likeness of an ideal legitimizes any action
that brings the ultimate goal closer. But revolt knows
no ultimate goals; therefore it has no final ends that
could justify its means. Revolt, then, is experienced as
a permanent state of dilemma, in which choices must
be made between competing imperatives without any
assurance that we have got it right. Revolt poses the
necessity of choice between violence and nonviolence,
when the former justifies revolutionary murder but the
latter tacitly perpetuates injustice; or between freedom
and justice, when justice restrains freedom and the oth-
er’s freedom may result in injustice. Violence and non-
violence, freedom and justice, find their limit in each
other, although this limit is never stable and never
given once and for all. Unlike revolution, revolt offers
no picture of a better world to be created; it represents
an intuition of values and of a human nature to be
preserved, but it has no clear knowledge of what they
might be. It must negotiate a difficult, constantly shift-
ing limit between incompatible imperatives; its moral-
ity is founded neither in formal rules nor in future ends.
Its limits are always to be drawn afresh, and its success
is never guaranteed.

Revolt, then, is a state of mind that can never be
fully identified with any particular political program.
Because it has no clear goals, it refuses violence as
a legitimate means to a desired end. Camus’s essay
displays distaste for violence, even in the most extreme
situations. So, he suggests that the rebel who takes a
life must be willing to give his own life in return. If
there is no moral alternative to murder, at least the
rebel should aspire to be what Camus calls an “inno-
cent murderer.” It is not surprising that Camus’s desire
to maintain some sort of moral purity in violent times
attracted the derision of some contemporaries, and its
political effectiveness may be limited in cases of the
most extreme oppression. Camus was aware that there
is a fine line between perpetuating injustice and sanc-
tioning violence. To find a path between them is pre-
cisely the rebel’s dilemma. Camus attempted to de-
scribe the sensibility of revolt, its consequences and
risks, without denying his starting point in the percep-
tion of the Absurd. It is by no means certain, however,
that he did not end by evading the Absurd in precisely
the manner for which he criticized the philosophers of
existence discussed in Le Mythe de Sisyphe. Solidarity,
human nature, the intuition of values common to all:
these emerge from man’s nostalgia for unity, but they
also entail in their way a leap of faith that turns away
from the noncorrespondence of desire and reality that
characterizes the Absurd. Camus’s Absurd is the stum-
bling block of knowledge, but this is a harsh insight
from which even he looked aside. This can also be

116

seen in his account of art, which is at once a privileged
expression of the Absurd, a site of revolt, and a place
where the Absurd is denied.

Creation and Revolt

Both Le Mythe de Sisyphe and L’Homme révolté con-
tain lengthy discussions of artistic creation. In the ear-
lier book, Camus described the creator as “the most
absurd of characters” (124). The work of art is a phe-
nomenon of the Absurd; it immerses the creator and the
reader in the experience of the Absurd without trying to
explain or to justify it. Rather than a refuge from unsa-
vory realities, it is the place in which such realities can
be honestly and lucidly confronted. While arguing this
position, however, Camus’s analysis of actual works
suggests a rather different picture. Even important pre-
cursors such as Dostoyevsky and Kafka succumbed to
the temptation of offering explanations and justifica-
tions. Art, it seems, is as much a refuge as a place of
lucid confrontation. This ambivalence is reproduced in
the more ambitious discussion of creation in L’Homme
révolté.

In L’Homme révolté Camus described creation as
an activity in which the sensibility of revolt can be
observed in its purest form. Indeed, revolt is closely
tied to art. Revolt is the demand for unity coupled with
the knowledge that it cannot be achieved. It therefore
attempts to fabricate a replacement universe that may
supply the unity lacking in reality. In as far as this
is precisely what art does, the fundamental impulse
between art and revolt is identical, and revolt is re-
vealed to be in part an aesthetic phenomenon. Art cre-
ates enclosed worlds in which “man can reign and
know at last” (306). For Camus the novel in particular
serves as a vehicle for revolt in its protest against the
incompleteness of the world. The novel draws on the
desire for a better world, but better here does not mean
different in detail so much as unified. The novel reme-
dies the incompleteness of the world by giving charac-
ters a destiny. Life acquires meaning and coherence;
great emotions endure rather than fading away with
the passing of time. Art, then, is the correction of expe-
rience through the lens of man’s nostalgia for unity.

Camus was adamant that art should be related to
the sensibility of revolt rather than to revolution be-
cause, in his account, the rejection of reality that it
entails is not an absolute negation. The refusal of the
world coexists with an acceptance of its beauty and of
the nature of man. The artist’s correction of reality is
not a revolutionary destruction of it in the name of
some abstract idea; it is rather a reconfiguration of
experience in the light of the desire for unity. Creation
is a revolt against the nonsense of the world, so that,
as Camus put it, “there is no art of nonsense” (309),



or more affirmatively still, “Literature of despair is a
contradiction in terms” (314). Art both rejects the
world and tries to save something of value in it from
the pure flux of history. It is not difficult to see ele-
ments of Camus’s own fiction in this uneasy balance
between an awareness of meaninglessness, absurdity,
exile, and alienation on the one hand and a perception
of beauty, belonging, and the intensity of sensual expe-
rience on the other.

It might legitimately be asked, though, whether this
conception of art and the theory of revolt to which it
is related do not represent precisely the sort of evasion
of absurdity that Camus uncompromisingly criticized
in Le Mythe de Sisyphe. Moreover, it becomes clear
that Camus’s account of artistic creation is normative
rather than descriptive when he castigates art that de-
viates from his account. Almost all of modern art is,
Camus asserted, “an art of tyrants and slaves, not of
creators” (323). It has succumbed to the nihilism that
revolt combats. Camus’s rhetoric implies quite simply
that art that does not correspond to his principles is
not true art at all. So the reason that he can assert that
“there is no art of nonsense” is that in his account an
art of nonsense would not deserve to be called art. And
yet it might be thought that an art that reproduced the
nonsense of the world rather than “correcting” it by
supplying sense and unity to the fragmentation of ex-
perience would be more honest, more in tune with the
Absurd, than Camus’s art of revolt. Ultimately, al-
though Camus castigated the evasion of the Absurd as
a form of dishonesty, he was himself out of sympathy
with the collapse of meaning and values that an uncom-
promising acceptance of the Absurd brings. Both his
theory of revolt and his practice as a writer reaffirm
the values of justice, decency, human nature, knowl-
edge, and reason, even if these sometimes appear to
be empty forms for which the content has still to be
discovered. Camus’s essays, like his fiction, are poised
on the tension between a sense that no values are left
and the need to affirm something, as yet unknown, in
their place.

In the final section of L’Homme révolté Camus
sketched what he calls “the thought of midday (la pen-
sée de midi).” Gesturing back to Greek thought, he
indicated that this would be a positive alternative to
contemporary nihilism. It would be a philosophy of
limits that refused the historical condition of man while
maintaining a balance between nature and becoming,
freedom and justice. It would be a philosophy of light
to counter the dark forces that had overrun Europe in
Camus’s lifetime. This “thought of midday” remains ill
defined, a poetic aspiration rather than a philosophical
position. Camus was a solitary humanist voice on the
left of the French political spectrum. His life and work
can be read as the endeavor to maintain an ethical posi-
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tion even when he could offer little by way of persua-
sive philosophical justification. His writing embodies
nostalgia for unity, clarity, certainty, and knowledge,
in conflict with his founding insight that the Absurd
makes a mockery of our desire to know. The theory
of Revolt can be read as the attempt to remystify the
world, to restore to ethics and to politics a grounding
in nature and values outside history. As a thinker,
Camus is more interesting for what he illustrates than
for what he says, for the struggle to pre