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CHAPTER 3

THE BOOK OF LIFE AND THE EXPRESSION
OF SOCIETY

600D STARTING point is the primacy of elocutio, which will give
rise to the theory of the absolute character of styleand to the
notions currently employed to indicate the specificity of mod-
ern literary language, namely the “intransitive” or “self-referential”
character of language. Partisans of literary exceptionality and de-
nouncers of its utopianism both tend to refer to German Roman-
ticism and in particular to a formula of Novalis’s: “It is amazing,
the absurd error that people make of imagining they are speaking
for the sake of things; no one knows the essential thing about lan-
guage, that it is concerned only with itself.” But it is important to
see that this “self-referentiality” of language is in no way a formal-
ism. If language has no reason to be concerned with anything but
itself, it is not because it is a self-sufficient game but because it al-
ready contains within itself an experience of the world and a text of
knowledge, because it speaks this experience itself, before us. “It is
the same with language as it is with mathematical formulae—they
constitute a world in itself—their play is self-sufficient, they ex-
press nothing but their own marvelous nature, and this is the very
reason why they are so expressive, why they are the mirror to the
strange play of relationships among things.”* The abstraction of
mathematical signs leaves representative resemblance behind, But

in doing so it takes on the character of a language-mirror that expresses in its
internal play the intimate play of relations between things. Language does not
reflect things; it expresses their relations. But this expression is itself conceived
as another resemblance. If the function of language is not to represent ideas,
situations, objects, or characters according to the norms of resemblance, it is
because it already presents, on its very body, the physiognomy of what it says.
It does not resemble things as a copy because it bears their resemblance as a
memory. Itis notan instrument of communication because it is already the mir-
ror of a community. Language is made of materialities that are materializations
of its own spirit, the spirit that must become a world. And this future is itself
attested by the way in which any physical reality is capable of being doubled, of
displaying its nature, history, or destiny on its body.

Novalis’s formula thus cannot be interpreted as an affirmation of the intran-
sitivity of language in opposition to communicative transitivity, This opposition
itself is, in fact, an ideological artifact. All communication, in fact, uses signs de-
riving from a variety of modes of signification: signs that say nothing, signs that
efface themselves before their message, signs that have the value of gestures or
of icons. Poetic “communication” in general is founded upon the systematic
exploitation of differences between these regimes. The passage from a poetics
of representation to a poetics of expression overturns the hierarchy of relations
among them. In opposition to language considered as an instrument of dem-
onstration and exemplification, addressed to a qualified auditor, it promotes a
conception of language as a living body of symbols, that is, expressions that both
showand hidewhat they say on their body, expressionsthat do not somuch show
aparticular determinate thing as the nature and history of language as a world- or
community-creating power. Language is not sent back to its own solitude, for it
has no solitude. There are two privileged axes for thinking about language: the
horizontal axis of the message transmitted to a determinate auditor to whom an
object is signified, and the vertical axis where language speaks above all by mani-
festing its own provenance and bringing forth the powers sedimented in its own
depths. There is no contradiction between the “monological” formula of Nova-
lis, the mystical representative of pure poetry, and the reasonable considerations
of the economist Sismondi, who assigns the origin of poetry to the moment in a
nation’slife at which “no one writes for the sake of writing; no one speaks merely
for the sake of speaking.” These apparently contradictory theses are joined to-
gether not only by Novalis’s link with the Schlegel brothers and August Schlegel’s
link with the circle of Mme de Staél, to which Sismondi belongs. Theybelongto a
single idea of the correspondence between language and what it says. Language
is only self-sufficient because the laws of a world are reflected in it.



This world can itself take on a number of figures, variously mystical or ratio-
nalinappearance. For Novalis, inspired by Swedenborg, it is the “sensuousinner
world” that is the truth of the other world, that spiritual truth that the process of
Bildung should one day make identical with empirical reality. But Balzac, another
Swedenborgian, will draw an equivalence between this sensuous inner world
and the anatomy of society. Henceforth, language speaks in the first place of its
own provenance. But this provenance can be just as well ascribed to the laws of
history and society as to those of the spiritual world. The essence of poetry is
identical with the essence of language insofar as the latter is itself identical with
theinternallaw of societies. Literature s “social”; it is the expression of a society
even as it is only concerned with itself, that is, with the way in which words con-
tainaworld. It is “autonomous” insofar as it has no rules proper to it, as it is the
space without contours of its own in which the manifestations of poeticity can
be displayed. It is in this sense that Jouffroy will be able to say that literature “is
not properly speaking an art but the translation of the arts.” Formerly, the “po-
etic” translation of the arts had been the equivalence of different modes of the
same act of representation. Henceforth, it is something entirely different: the
translation of “languages.” Each art is a specific language, a particular manner of
combining the expressive values of sound, sign, and form. But a particular poet-
ics is also a specific version of the principle of translation between languages.
The various “schools” into which the romantic century is commonly divided—
“Romanticism,” “realism,” and “symbolism”—are, in fact, all determined by
the same principle. They differ amongst themselves only in terms of the point
from which they effectuare this translation. As poeticized by Zola, the cascade
of fabrics in Octave Mouret’s shop window is indeed the poem of a poem, the
poem of the double, “sensible-supersensible” being that Marx defines as the
commodity. The Ladies’ Paradise is much more devoted to the poetry of this su-
persensible being than it is to the tribulations of the pale Denise. Interminable
“realist” or “naturalist” descriptions are not derived from a principle of report-
age or the informative use of language, nor from a strategically calculated “real-
ity effect,” but rather from the poetics of the doubling of each thing in language.5
The Ladies’ Paradise presents us with a “sensuous inner world” that is neither
more nor less mystical than Baudelaire’s “double room,” Mallarmé’s “castle of
purity,” or Hugo’s “shadowy voice.” The poetic doubling of each thing can be
interpreted in either a mystical or a positivist manner. In the first case, what it
shows us is the spirit world, in the second the character of a civilization or the
domination of a class. But mysticism and positivism can go together perfectly
well, like Cuvier and Swedenborg in the preface to the Human Comedy. Long
before positivist scholarship, writers strongly marked by symbolist mysticism

such as Hugo and Balzac were concerned to trace the way in which man “has a
tendency to express his culture [mceurs], his thoughts, and his life in everything
that he appropriates to his use” and to expose the principles of the “the history
which so many historians have neglected: that of Manners.” Before the m, it was
historians of the origins of modern European civilizations such as Barante and
Guizot who propagated the new understanding of literature by studying the re-
lationship between its development and institutions and manners.

“Literature is an expression of society”: this formula, which spreads through
France in the opening years of the nineteenth century, is generally attributed to
Bonald. We can see clearly what connects it with the obsessive preoccupations
of counter-revolutionary thought that, mediated by Saint-Simon and Auguste
Comte, will lead to Durkheimian scientific sociology: the critique of the formal-
ism of theories of the social contract and the rights of man; the demand for an
organic society in which laws, customs, and opinions reflect one another and
express a single principle of organic cohesion. Against “philosophie” and the
apriorism of natural law and the social contract, literature presents itself as the
language of societies rooted in their histories and grasped in their profound
organic life. As Chateaubriand notes, it was the émigrés of the Revolution who
first spoke this language.” This does not, however, make it the expression of the
counter-revolution; more profoundly, it is the language of the civilization whose
secret progress is indifferent to the order of governments that attempt either to
advance it or resist it. It is entirely natural that it should have been formulated
first by those whom the revolutionary disturbances put on the outside of the
movement of the age and the language of opinion, but also by those who sought
to define a political order that would found liberty in the movement of societies
themselves have it advance with the rhythm of changing civilization. Indeed, the
new idea of literature was imposed not so much by the counter-revolutionaries
as by the supporters of the third way, in-between Jacobin revolution and aristo-
cratic counter-revolution: the partisans of reasonable liberty whose exemplary
representative was Necker’s daughter, Germaine de Sta&l. They were no more
concerned than Vico had been with the theoretical foundation of a new poetics.
In the Preface to the second edition of The Influence of Literature upon Society,
Staél makes clear that the guardians of the temple of belles lettres can rest easy:

My work has been misunderstood if it is believed that my purpose was to
establish a poetics. I said on the very first page that Voltaire, Marmontel,
and La Harpe leave nothing to be desired in this respect. What I wanted to
show was the relation that exists between the literature and the social in-
stitutions of each century and each country [. . .J; I also wanted to prove
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tnat reason and philosophy have always gained renewed force despite the
innumerable misfortunes of the human race. Next to these results, my taste
in poetry is inconsequential [ . .] and anyone who has different opinions
than I do concerning the pleasures of the imagination could still completely
agree with me about the comparisons I have drawn between the political
situation of peoples and their literature.*

There is a certain irony in this modesty. It was not for nothing that Balzac
made his spiritual brother, the mystic Louis Lambert, Mme de Staél’s godson, It
is true that on many points her tastes do agree with those of La Harpe, and she
certainly knows his work better than she does that of Vico. Her first concert,
moreovet, is not aesthetic but political. Her goals are to find the “spirit” of litera-
ture in the same way that Montesquieu analyzed the spirit of the laws, to refute
those who see the Revolution as a catastrophe brought on by the writers of the
Enlightenment, and to show, through the testimony of literature, the contrary
but necessary historical evolution that determined the Revolution as well as the
role of “littérateurs” in a well-constituted republic. Still, under cover of talking

about something other than poetics and of dealing with the extrinsic relation
between works, institutions, and manners rather than with the value or proper
creation of works, she ruins what was the very heart of the representative sys-
tem, namely its normative character. For representative poetics, it was impos-
sible to dissociate the reasons for the fabrication of the poem from judgments
concerning its value. Poetical science stated what poems ought be in order to
please those whose vocation was to judge them. The place defined by this rela-
tion between knowledge of fabrication and the norm of taste will henceforth be
occupied by the analogy between spirit, language, and society. There is now no
reason to worry about what the poem ought to be in order to satisfy its autho-
rized judges. The poem is what it ought to be as the language of the spirit of a
time, a people, and a civilization. Mme de Sta@l’s lack of concern with its sym-
bolic foundations validates a neutralized or “white” version of expressive poetics,
one which reduces the key oppositions at stake to their common denomina-
tor: the poetics of the unconscious genius of peoples and that of the creative
artist, the intransitivity of literature and its function as a mirror, the expression
of a hidden spiritual world and that of the social relations of production. She

thus gives a foundation to the simultaneous possibility of what seem to be con-

trary procedures: that of the mystics and iconoclasts of the Romantic revolu-
tion and that of reasonable minds such as Guizot, Barante, and Villemain, for
whom the study of literature as an “expression of society” goes hand-in-hand
with the quest for anewpolitical order that will ratify the historical results of the
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revolution and stabilize post-revolutionary society, an order in which the forms
of a government will be “the expression of the manners, the belief, the confi-
dence of a people,” in which laws communicate with manners through “a sort
of stamp for the current habits, opinions, and affections that may be received
on trust throughout the country™; an order of government capable, like Shake-
spearean theater, of simultaneously satisfying “the wants of the masses and the
requirements of the most exalted minds,”® in which laws draw their force from
manners and harmonize with them through the mediation of a regime of opin-
ion. Barante became a peer of France during the Restoration; Guizot and Ville-
main were ministers of the “juste milieu” under Louis-Philippe. Together they
welcomed the iconoclast Hugo to the Académie Frangaise. Literary radicality
and the banalization of the term literature go together, like the absolutization of
art and the development of the historical, political, and sociological sciences.

The principle of this solidarity is simple. There are only two kinds of poet-
ics:arepresentative poetics that determines the genre and generic perfection of
poems on the basis of their invention of a fable; and an expressive poetics that
determines them as direct expressions of the poetic power. A normative poetics
says how poems should be made; a historical poetics says how they are made,
that is, in the end, how they express the state of things, language, and manners
that gave them birth. This fundamental division puts on the same side the ad-
epts of pure literature and the historians and sociologists who see it as the ex-
pression of a society, those who dream of a spirit world along with the geologists
of social mentalities. It subsumes the practice of pure artists and social critics
under a single spiritual principle whose ineradicable vitality consists in its re-
markable capacity to transform itself into a principle of positive science and
materialist philosophy. This principle can be summarized in two fundamental
rules: first, to find beneath words the vital force that is the cause of their urter-
ance; second, to find in the visible the sign of the invisible.

On turning over the large stiff pages of a folio volume, or the yellow leaves
of amanuscript, in short, a poem, a code of laws, a profession of faith, what
is your first comment? You say to yourself that the work before you is not
of its own creation. It is simply a mold like a fossil, an imprint similar to
one of those forms embedded in a stone by an animal that once lived and
perished. Beneath the shell was an animal and behind the document there
was a man [. . .]. On observing the visible man with your own eyes what
do you try to find in him? The invisible man. These words which your ears
catch, those gestures, those airs of the head, his attire and sensible opera-
tions of all kinds, are, for you, merely so many expressions; these express
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something, a soul. An inward man is hidden beneath the outward man, and
the latter simply manifests the former.

The author who thus places himself beneath the mystical sign of Saint-Mar-
tin’s “invisible man,” of the spirit of the letter and the sensuous inner world, is
none other than the great iconoclast who established the hateful “reduction” of
literary works to the conditions of race, milieu and moment: Hyppolite Taine."
No doubt the young Stéphane Mallarmé thought that Taine’s theory, which
makes literature the expression of a specific race and milieu, is “humiliating for
the artist,” but even as he reproaches Taine for not understanding “the beauty of
verse,” he credits him with feeling “the soul of poetry marvelously.”* Similarly,
Proust may claim, against Sainte-Beuve, that the power of the work is autono-
mous with respect to the conditions of its birth, as he will reject the patriotic
and popular art that many of his contemporaries called for. But this is only be-
cause they did not go far enough along the path toward understanding the re-
lation between the work and the necessity it expresses. The deciphering of the
Proustian inner book is inseparable from the observation of the laws and the
transformations of society, and the affirmation that the work is the translation
of the unique world seen by each artist is strictly complemented by the thesis
that each of these unique visions “reflects in its own way the most general laws
of the species and an moment of evolution,” so that a hillside by Marguerite Au-
doux and a prairie by Tolstoy can be relined into a single frame.?

These examples should suffice to show how frivolous it is to oppose art for
art’s sake and the writer’s ivory tower to the hard laws of social reality, or the cre-
ative power of works to the cultural and sociological relativization of literature
and art. Literature and civilization are terms that imposed themselves simulta-
neously. Literature considered as the free creation of individual genius and lit-
erature considered as testimony to the spirit or manners of a society derive from
the same revolution that, by making poetry a mode of language, replaced the
principle of representation with that of expression. Those who invented “litera-
ture” in France (Sismondi, Barante, Villemain, Guizot, Quinet, Michelet, Hugo,
Balzac, and a few others) simultaneously invented what they called “civiliza-
tion” and we call “culture.” They laid down the hermeneutic principles of his-
tory and sociology, the sciences that give the silence of things its eloquence asa
true testimony about a world or refer any proffered speech to the mute truth ex-
pressed by the speaker’s attitude or the writer’s paper. The opposition between
the creative individual and the collectivity or that between artistic creation and
cultural commerce can only be formulated on the basis of the same idea of lan-
guage and the same rupture of the representative circle. This circle defined a

certain society of the speech act, a set of legitimate relations and criteria of legit-
imacy between the author, his “subject,” and his spectator. The rupture of this
circle makes the sphere of literature and that of social relations coextensive. It
places the singularity of the work and the community it manifests in a direct re-
lation of reciprocal expression. Each expresses the other but this reciprocity has
no possible norm. The notion of genius is what makes the passage from one side
tothe other possible. Romantic genius is that of an individual only insofar asitis
also that of a place, a time, a people, a history. Literature is the accomplishment
of the non-normative power of poeticity only insofar as itis also the “expression
of society.” These statements would be equally valid if reversed. Every age and
form of civilization “bears its literature, just as every geological age is marked
by the appearance of certain species of organized orders that belong to a single
system.” But also: “A poem creates a people. It was heroic Greece that produced
Homer, and from Homer that civilized Greece emerged.”

A people makes a poem, a poem makes a people. The formula of the equa-
tion appears under both figures from the beginning. There are those who dream
of anew poem for a people still to come. “The Oldest Systematic Programme of
German Idealism,” tossed onto paper during the French Revolution by Hegel,
Hélderlin, and Schelling, is the talisman of this dream. There are also those who
search in the poems of the past for the physiognomy of the people who made
them. This is the path adopted by Mme de Staél, who will hand it on to the his-
torians of literature of the age of Louis-Philippe. But it was above all Hegel—a
somewhat older Hegel, that of the Lectures on Aesthetics—who will set out the
principles of the latter group, later to be systematized by Taine as a positive sci-
ence of literature. The interminable quarrel between the guardians and the de-
mystifiers of art is based on the infinite reversibility of the formula. In the 1830s,
Gautier polemicized against “social art”; in the 1860s, Taine identified the history
of English literature with the physiology of a people. At the turn of the century,
Lanson imposed the history of literary creators upon the republican school in
preference to that of the literary history of societies; Sartre and Bourdieu, in the
mostrecent half-century, demystified the illusion of the creator. The supporters
of “universalism” can today attack “cultural relativism” and wax indignant over
those who dare to put the sublime art of Shakespeare and the vulgar manufac-
ture of boots into the single category of “culture.” In each case, the terms op-
posed to one another live off of their solidarity. Shakespeare’s genius has only
beenimposed as an artistic model since it has been admitted that both his plays
and the manufacture of boots are expressions of a single civilization. Thisis why
Marxist sociology has been able to take up so large a part of the heritage of the
sciences of spirit for its own profit. No doubt Lukécs repudiated his Theory of



the Novel as the sin of a young man still caught in the hermeneutic idealism of
the Geisteswissenschaften dominant within German universities before 1914. His
analyses have nonetheless been broadly taken up as a materialist explanation of
the relation between novelistic form and bourgeois domination. “Spirit” is the
very name of the convertibility between the power of expression that manifests
itself in the work and the collective power that the work manifests. It is vain to
oppose the illusion of those who believe in the absoluteness of literature to the
wisdom of those who know the social conditions of its production. Literature as
an expression of individual genius and literature as an expression of society are
the two versions of a single text; they express one and the same mode of percep-
tion of works and the art of writing,
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