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Abstract

READING MACHINES: FICTION, FEMININITY, AUTOMATON 
IN ANCIEN REGIME FRANCE

by Catherine Liu 

Adviser: Professor Nancy K. Miller

This dissertation examines the  w ays in which the  au tom aton  is a figure for 

various problems of difference in the  novel of ancien regime France. In the  midst of 

this work, I have tried to  dem onstra te  th a t  the  figuration of difference itself is shaped 

and formed by the  w ays in which sexual difference is represented in the  work of 

Lafayette, Graffigny, La Mettrie, Rousseau and Laclos. I examine sexual difference in 

its relationship to  classical technology a s  it is represented by the  autom aton. The 

au tom aton  is a very specific sort of machine: singular, precious and aristocratic, it 

embodies an existence defined and limited by the  param eters of its m echanics. Its 

limitations serve to  illustrate the  constraints of convention and the dem ands of 

biensGance th a t  are so  carefully respected in La Princesse de ClSves and so  harshly 

criticized by Graffigny and Rousseau. The ancien regime's fascination with th ese  

objects  can  be read as  a fascination for the  w ays in which au tom ata  mirrored and 

replicated som ething about the  conditions of worldly existence. Worldliness is the  

rubric under which I investigate the  novel and the  au tom aton together. The novel w as  

the  form in which the  tensions of worldly life were  m ost carefully represented: the  

conflicts of external exigencies, internalized injunctions and passion w ere nowhere



more carefully examined, especially insofar as they shaped  the  lives of w om en who 

wrote and read th ese  early modern fictions. The early modern novel represents a 

certain kind of feminine initiation.

In the  midst of this literary s tudy, the  career of Jacq u es  Vaucanson, the  great 

autom aton maker and engineer is explored in som e detail: as  a historical figure, his 

su ccess  in mid-century Paris seem s to  be an exemplary one. The formation of early 

modern science and the seductions of worldly Parisian life play equally important roles 

in his career. He c rosses  paths with an extraordinary eighteenth-century  woman, 

TherSse des Hayes, the  wife of V aucanson 's  patron. Her story sheds  a different kind 

of light on the  various fictional narratives: its tragic and triumphant dimensions both 

exceeds and supports  the  fictional accounts  of feminine destinies.

Finally, this work a ttem pts  to show  tha t writing produces mechanical or 

machine-like effects. When w e take into accoun t both feminist, psychoanalytic and 

deconstructive strategies of literary criticism, w e can show  th a t  a tex t functions in a 

mechanical w ay and can be read as such. Meanings are produced and reproduced, 

function independently and autonom ously of any authorial intentionality: this is the  

au tom aton-effect of linguistic production. If linguistic conventions and social 

conventions, w e  can re-evaluate our ideas of social conventionality and take into 

account the  problems of textual formation and subject formation.

Sexual difference as a linguistic effect is one of the  by-products of textual 

machines: it is inexorable and arbitrary at the  sam e time. The w ay in which sexual 

difference is represented can be described as  conventional. This conventional
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difference can be devastating in its effects  and consequences . In th e  fictions I 

examine, w om en as representatives of the  feminine, seem  to  take the  blame for the 

toll th a t  sexual difference takes . The ancien regime writers tha t  I read in this 

dissertation dem onstrate  uncanny insight into this s ta te  of affairs. The s tra teg ies tha t 

they  describe in their work seem  to  be signs of an early modernism. The w ays in 

which they  avoid and confront the  question of sexual difference, textual autonomy 

and mechanical reproduction of the  human anticipate the  ideological limitations of our 

ow n posf-modernism.
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1

Introduction

Ecrire, c 'e s t  produire une marque qui constituera une sorte  de 
machine ci son tour productrice, que ma disparition future 
n 'em pechera  pas principiellement de fonctionner e t  de donner, de 
se donner d lire e t 3 r6ecrire.

Jacq u es  Derrida

Part I

To introduce is to prepare the  way, to  se t  the  scene  as well as to - intro­

d u c e s  - "intro-duire” to guide and lead into. In order to  lead my reader, and 

prepare the  w ay for the  work to follow, I find tha t  I m ust tell a story tha t 

describes the  history of an apprenticeship in all its phases of idealization, 

disillusionment, repudiation and affirmation, although not always in tha t order. 

In 1983, I w as  an undergraduate a t  Yale University, entering my third year of 

s tudy, well on my way to  completing the  requirements in the  major of my 

choice, Literature, a departm ent theoretical in its outlook, situated intellectually 

and literally betw een English, Comparative Literature and French.

In 1983, I w as  registered to  take Paul de M an's course, "Reading and 

Rhetoric" required for completion of the  literature major. Paul de Man died 

before he could give th a t  course, before I could take it. I had not taken de 

M an 's  seminar on Rousseau tha t w as offered the  year before. I knew nothing



of de Man nor his reputation. Barbara Johnson  w as  called upon to  replace de 

Man tha t year and it w as she  w ho taught us on the  first day of c lass tha t  the 

most problematic word in the  course title w as  the  word "and." The only access  

th a t  I had to de M an's work w as  through the teaching of his faithful disciples 

and through the  reading of his tex ts . His disciples I found intimidating in their 

almost sectarian devotion to  his work and memory. His tex ts  I found infuriating. 

I w as  very young and very impatient with uncertainty. Psychoanalytic theory 

also interested me, but its ambiguities and complexities were daunting. At the 

sam e time, I w as receiving, or giving myself an education in feminism. 

Feminism offered certain ideological certainties tha t were more familiar to an 

adolescent w ho had grown up in a family very much involved, for som e reason 

I have yet to fully grasp, in the vicissitudes of the  Chinese Cultural Revolution.

In New York City, while I received my own sentimental education, I came 

to  re-evaluate my unquestioning idealism about the  possibilities opened up by 

feminism and feminist criticism. Over the  course of my graduate school years,

I becam e less and less certain about the efficacity of feminist stra tegies and 

more devoted to psychoanalytic and theoretical problems. Then I took a course 

with Nancy K. Miller, w hose  work and teaching inspired me to  reconsider my 

reconsideration of feminist criticism. The eighteenth-century and ancien regime 

discourses were opened up to me in the  course of my studies with her and it 

seem ed possible again, to  assum e a feminist position tha t  w as  neither 

essentialist nor essentializing. This w as of the u tm ost importance to me.



I found tha t  there w as  work to  be done in order to  elaborate upon the 

relationship betw een the  work of psychoanalytic theory on the  question of 

femininity (and its representations) and the work of eighteenth-century  writers 

who were preoccupied with similar problems. This eventually turned into the  

site of my dissertation: I took on the  study of the  au tom aton  and sexual 

difference in the  novel, from Lafayette to Laclos. In the  process of researching 

and writing, I discovered tha t  reading for the  machine and reading machines 

w as in fact, something tha t  I had inherited from my de Manian education tha t 

I resisted and repressed for almost ten  years. The work tha t  follows is, in a 

sense , a work of mourning. The more I wrote, the  more I discovered the  

training th a t  I received a t Yale emerging, a training for which now, very much 

belatedly, I am grateful. I never did get to  take a class from Paul de Man and 

I believed for years, tha t this made no difference. Now, too  late, I know tha t 

it did, unfortunately, and I am only beginning to  understand its significance.

At the present time, the  questions and problems raised by 

deconstruction 's  commitment to radical uncertainty interest me far more than 

dogm as or ideological agendas although I insist on pursuing the  question of 

sexual difference and its representations. Today, the  work of Derrida and de 

Man is criticized for being reactionary and insular, cryptic and unknowable - 

ahistorical. Psychoanalytic theory has come under similar attack. The critics of 

deconstruction and psychoanalysis subscribe to certainty, be it historical or 

ideological. Its critics seem  to know w hat is wrong with the  world and how  to



fix it. Theory as  I w as  taugh t it, and as I have com e to understand it, questions 

the  very w ay w e know by examining the  way we read and write: w hat theory 

assails is certainty itself, the  certainties of "bonne conscience" or good faith.

The work tha t  follows is a convergence of the  three  great influences of 

1983: feminism, psychoanalysis, and unexpectedly, for no one less than the 

writer, deconstruction. I have a ttem pted  to  explore the  model of writing 

machine and machines as writing. Writing, for Derrida, is the  production of a 

mark tha t works, tha t  is, produces, despite the  absence  and disappearance of 

the  writer, the  maker of th a t  mark. There is nothing more machine-like, nothing 

more automatic, than the  functioning of writing itself. Writing is always the 

anticipation of a d isappearance at the  sam e time th a t  it is the  address  of an 

absence. My appreciation of de M an's  work has come too late. I am filled with 

regret and sadness , but I suppose  I will always be a s tudent, in one way or 

another, of the  ironic master.

There is also the  problem of his writings from 1941-1942 , discovered 

post-humously, tha t  seem s inexcusable, writing for which he himself, offered 

no confessions or excuses. His writings a t tw enty-tw o, however, do not 

mitigate the  importance of his work today because  de M an 's  writing is a work 

tha t does not allow room for any kind of fanaticism, intellectual or political. At 

tw enty-tw o, I too believed tha t  there  were answ ers  to all the  questions and 

questions to all the  answ ers . De M an's tragedy w as  tha t  he seem ed to have



found, if for a m om ent only, a principle of certainty in anti-Semitism and 

Nazism. The tragedy of dogmatism in my ow n life has to  do with my parents ' 

sym pathies for the  Chinese Cultural Revolution which offered answ ers  for all 

questions as  it scapegoated  and persecuted in an almost arbitrary manner, 

individuals and groups for their supposed  bourgeois, W estern or intellectual 

tendencies.

De Man and Derrida never offered any easy  answ ers , only difficult 

questions. Miller's work has also been a work of questions and questioning. 

Theoretical criticism offers a challenge to  the  w ays in which w e know, and the 

w ays in which we know difference, in order to insist upon identity as a 

question and femininity a question mark. It is as a question tha t  Freud left the  

problem of femininity: w ha t does w om an w ant?  His inability to give a 

satisfactory  answ er can be understood as a fortuitous failure. That he puzzled 

over this problem allows us to  take up the  puzzle. It w as  with enigmas and 

formulae tha t  Lacan addressed  the  Freudian problem. I found tha t this question 

left is mark on the  d iscourses of the  ancien regime. This mark is the  point of 

departure: it is in the  process of inquiring after difference that I hope to 

approach the  autom aton  and its cultural and discursive significance in ancien 

regime France.

Andreas H uyssens 's  "The Vamp, the  Virgin and the Machine" covers in 

much less space , som e of the  problematics tha t I w ant to address  in the  

chap ters  to  follow. He is interested in the  w ays in which wom an and machine



are represented in Fritz Lang's Metropolis. He oversimplifies the  situation by 

describing wom an as "other." The other of "man" is depending upon the 

situation, either nature or technology. The absurd quandary tha t  this kind of 

dualistic thinking leads us to is tha t woman can  be identified with either the 

natural or the  technological, or any force tha t is perceived by "man" as 

overwhelming and alien. Huyssens offers a reading of w om an as other tha t 

completely neglects the  notion of "difference." How the  other differs is 

completely taken for granted.

I w ant to avoid this kind of dualistic thinking: women-other, woman- 

technology, wom an-nature, etc. I intend to  show , in the  work tha t follows, tha t 

femininity in the  system  of sexual difference is tha t  which poses  a question 

to  knowing as such. Femininity or w ha t Huyssens calls "w om an," can be 

located on the  side of both technology and, nature, thus  upsetting the  order of 

difference itself. H uyssens 's  assertions tha t  Metropolis is about the  fear of 

w om an 's  sexuality only serves to further essentialize dualistic s tructures. I hope 

to  upset them.

Part II

In the  second part of this introduction, I would like to present som e ideas 

about the  literary and linguistic configurations around the  autom aton or 

/'automate  in order to dem onstra te  tha t it served to  formulate ancien regime 

ideas of difference as such. In examining the w ays in which La Bruyere and 

Rousseau uses  the  image of the  autom aton to criticize and describe the



behavior of others, I would like to  se t  the  scene  for the  discussions of the  

au tom aton tha t  take place in the  following chapters. La BruySre's "le so t e s t  

au tom ate"  w as  such  a powerful image, th a t  it still resonates , almost a century 

later, in Laclos's novel w hen  Valmont describes those  around him as  useless 

au tom ata . R ousseau 's  paranoid vision of persecuting "§tres m6caniques" 

provides us with an image of others as diabolical figures machinating the  

downfall of an innocent victim. The significance of this paranoid vision will 

becom e clearer w hen w e explore the  way in which Rousseau is responsible for 

the  demise of an innocent victim of his own, Marion.

The Petit Robert defines the  automate as first of all (in its archaic sense): 

"Toute machine anim§e par un m6canisme int6rieur." The example of its archaic 

usage is a citation from Descartes, "Une montre ou autre au tom ate, c'est-S-dire 

machine qui se  m eut de soi-meme." The secondary  definition is defined as  a 

current one and includes a mention of Vaucanson: "Appareil mO par un 

m6canisme int6rieur e t imitant les m ouvem ents d 'un  §tre vivant. Les automates 

de Vaucanson.” The tertiary definition of automate is a figurative one, "Homme 

qui agit com m e une machine, sans  Iibert6." W hat follows is a quote from La 

Bruy6re, "Le so t e s t  au tom ate , il e s t  machine, il e s t  ressort" (267) .1 The proper 

name of Jacq u es  V aucanson the  great m&canicien of the  eighteenth-century, 

has becom e attached  to  the  denotation of automate.

The first tw o  definitions of the  term  deal with questions of interiority and

^ e s  Caractferes. ed. Marcel Jouhandeau . Paris: Gallimard, 1975.



concealm ent: a machine or an apparatus with an interior mechanism  tha t is 

disguised or hidden. The interior is the  space  of the  mechanism: the  secondary  

definition tells us this because  w hat is visible or exterior abou t the  mechanism 

is m eant to  imitate living being, in m ovem ent and by proxy, in form. The 

autom aton then is a deception machine, a machine in which the  mechanism is 

hidden so tha t the secre t of its autonom y is always concealed in order tha t  the 

illusion of magical or unaccountable animation is produced. The autom aton 

imitates in form and gesture  the  living being which it is not, but m ust pretend 

to  be, by hiding its secre t and in a sense , keeping up appearances . Its secret 

has to  do with mechanism. The Jaquet-Droz autom aton, a child-like writer plays 

with the  paradox of resemblance as deception. It is still in functioning order and 

"preserved" at the  Musee de Neuchatel: this autom aton is able to  write the 

sen tence , " Je  ne pense  pas, done ne suis-je point?". The Jaquet-Droz 

au tom aton  addresses  itself, in an act of simulated writing directly to  the 

question of being as formulated by the  Cartesian cogito. The writer-automaton 

simulates nothing less than  self-consciousness as it is manifested by the  effects 

of a writing tha t is divorced from thinking. Its writing, a simulation of writing, 

asks  a question about its being, "am I not?" and transform s the Cartesian 

s ta tem en t into an ironic question. W hat is the  difference?

"Le so t es t  au tom ate"  describes a man who ac ts  like a machine. The 

man who ac ts  like a machine is a "sot."

Le so t e s t  au tom ate, il e s t  machine, il e s t  ressort, le poids I'emporte, le



fait mouvoir e t toujours, e t  dans le meme sens , e t avec la meme 6galit6; 

qui I'a vu une fois I'a vu dans tous  les instants et dans tou tes  les 

p6riodes de sa  vie; c 'e s t  tou t au plus le boeuf qui meugle, ou la merle qui 

siffle; il e s t  fix6 e t determine par sa nature et j 'o se  dire par son espece. 

Ce qui paraTt le moins en lui, c 'e s t  son ame, elle n 'agit point, elle ne 

s 'exe rce  point, elle se repose (210).

Like the  machine, he is subject to  the  laws of m echanics and his actions are 

circumscribed by weights and springs. To be governed by the  laws of 

m echanics is compared to  being fixed and determined by o n e 's  nature and 

o n e 's  species. In La Bruyere's conception, this is a terrible fate: it m eans tha t 

one is easily recognized by others for w hat one cannot help but be, "un sot" 

a s teer or a blackbird. The "sot" is he w ho is least capable of dissimulation or 

spontaneity  and complexity; "qui I'a vu une fois" knows w hat the  he is about. 

La Bruyere's work offers us numerous examples of the  metaphoric use of 

mechanics and machinery in a description of human limitations.

For La Bruyere, there are many subtle distinctions to  be m ade betw een 

the  different categories of ridiculous men: there is for instance, the  example of 

a gifted man who is trapped in the  practice and perfection of a singular and 

specific art or science. This sort of person is like an idiot-savant; his extreme 

specialization is the  sign of a significant lack and is not worthy of the  title of 

"homme d 'esprit."  He too is compared to  a machine, or more specifically to  a 

"machine d6mont6e."
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Appellerai-je homme d 'esprit celui qui, bomd et renfermd dans quelque 

art, ou t meme dans une certaine science qu'il exerce dans une grande 

perfection, ne montre hors de Id ni jugement, ni mdmoire, ni vivacitd, ni 

moeurs, ni conduite; qui ne m 'en tend  pas, qui ne pense point, qui 

s 'd n o n ce  mal; un musicien, par exemple, qui aprds m 'avoir enchantd par 

s e s  accords, semble s 'e tre  remis avec son luth dans un meme dtui, ou 

n 'e tre  plus sans  ce t instrument qu 'une  machine ddmontde, d qui il 

m anque quelque chose, et dont il n 'e s t  pas permis de rien attendre? 

( 288 ) .

As if he w ere  a ttached  to  his instrument, as if he were an instrument, the  

moment, he s tops  playing, it is as if he were put aw ay in a case , like his "luth." 

When he is not playing his instrument, he is like a machine tha t  has been taken 

apart. Like the  "sot" he is also missing something crucial; he is another one "a 

qui il m anque quelque chose ."  This "quelque chose" is more precisely described 

here: this kind of limited person displays no judgment, memory, vivacity or 

manners. The sorts  of things he is missing are the  sorts of things tha t  would 

make a man appear intelligent and sociable, "un homme de bien." La Bruydre's 

"homme de bien," his "homme sage" are all characters tha t  are preeminently 

social and sociable; they are w ha t w e call in English "good com pany." They are 

virtuous and intelligent: but their virtue and their intelligence are mostly 

exercised in social spheres. They are distinguished by their pliability and more
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importantly, their ability to articulate them selves in language with spontaneity, 

precision, seduction and wit.

The courtier is the  o ther character tha t  La Bruyere consistently  denigrates 

in te rm s of mechanical being, machines and autom ata.

Les roues, les ressorts, les m ouvem ents son t caches; rien ne paraft d 'une  

montre que son aiguille, qui insensiblement s 'a v a n ce  e t ach6ve son tour: 

image du courtisan, d 'au tan t  plus parfaite qu 'ap res  avoir fait assez  de 

chemin, il revient souvent au meme point d 'ou  il e s t  parti (176).

The perfect courtier functions by m eans of his secre ts : in this image tha t which 

is m ost internal to  the  courtier is mechanism. He encases  nothing but gears and 

springs. The inner workings of the  courtier are carefully concealed in order tha t 

any visible m ovem ent seem s perfectly effortless and magical. The courtier, like 

the  hand on the  w atch  often only returns to w here he began. The arrangem ent 

of appearances , the  production of deception, this is w ha t occupies La Bruyere 

in throughout Les C aracteres . Two tendencies, tw o  distinct attitudes are 

evident in the  m etaphors of mechanism tha t he uses: the  first one is the 

au tom aton  compared with the  limited, foolish, stupid man, the  second is 

mechanism  compared with the  dissimulations, the  machinations of the  

hypocrite. The courtier is the  one w hose  ambitions m ust never be seen  just as 

the  au tom aton  is the  mechanical object w hose  inner workings are always 

hidden. The courtier pretends to be disinterested: the  au tom aton  imitates the  

m ovem ents  of living beings. The autom aton is a figure for the  distance betw een
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surface and interior, appearance  and passion, sentim ent and the  expression of 

such  sentiment. It is a figure tha t  reminds us tha t  there can and does exist a 

disturbing disjunction and a devastating difference betw een internal workings 

and external appearances , betw een etre and parattre.

Rousseau is struck by a different sort of disjunction or difference when 

he describes the  "si peu de proportion entre les diverse combinaisons de ma 

destin6e et les sentim ents habituels de bien ou mal etre dont elles m 'ont 

affect6" when he m editates upon the  s ta te  of his soul at the  opening of the 

Eighth Promenade of Les Reveries d 'un  promeneur solitaire (1776-1777). The 

"si peu de proportion" betw een  his worldly condition and his habitual 

sentim ents is turned into a relationship of complete inversion when Rousseau 

reaches the  conclusion tha t  he has been able to  find peace, tranquillity, even 

happiness precisely w hen his worldly condition is precarious, w hen he is 

persecuted and betrayed. W hat Rousseau describes is on the one hand, an 

exegesis of masochism  and on the other, a radical overturning of all system s 

of equivalence betw een  inner experience and external conditions. The "si peu 

de proportion" becom es absolute contradiction in R ousseau 's  mathematics. For 

w hen all w ent well in his world, when he w as free of a single enemy, he 

remembers that, "Heureux en apparence, je n 'avais pas un sentim ent qui pGt 

soutenir l '6preuve de la reflexion e t  dans lequel je pusse  vraiment me



complaire." (1 :1075)2 Something is amiss in this scene  of ostensible 

prosperity, "Que me manquait-il done pour etre heureux; je I'ignore; mais je sais 

que je ne l'6tais pas." Rousseau admits to having found the  g rea tes t internal 

tranquillity and peace of mind when external conditions were the  m ost hostile. 

W hat is missing during the  m oments of his prosperity is precisely the  senseless , 

persecutory conspiracy th a t  he imagines himself surrounded by a t the  time of 

the  writing of the  Reveries. Rousseau describes his persecutors as "des etres 

mGcaniques" in the Eighth Promenade; he refers to  an insufficiency at the  level 

of being tha t  make his persecutors like machines or au tom ata  - so like them  in 

fact, tha t they are no longer human. The Reveries are normally read as lyrical 

meditations on nature: but they are also the  description of a recurrent paranoia. 

In the  Eighth Promenade, Rousseau declares he has had to  renounce all hope 

of ever finding one single sympathetic man outside of the  conspiracy that 

surrounds him. It is renunciation tha t  has allowed him to find happiness in 

having been betrayed and unjustly persecuted and judged, tha t  has allowed him 

to  abandon the hope of establishing a relationship of proportionality and 

equivalence betw een his internal sentim ents and his material s ta te .

The renunciation of all hope takes place as the  result of a dramatic 

search tha t yields nothing.

J e  voulus forcer m es pers6cuteurs as'expliquer avec moi; ils n 'avaient

2Page numbers refer to  J . J .  R ousseau 's  Oeuvres com pletes ed. Bernard Gagnebin 
and Marcel Raymond, published by Gallimard, [Bibliotheque de la Pleiade], 1959.
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garde .. . .Cependant j 'espdrais toujours; je me disais: un aveuglem ent si 

stupide, une si absurde prdvention ne saurait gagner tou t le genre 

humain. II y a des hom m es de  sens  qui ne partagent pas ce  ddlire; il y a 

des Smes justes qui dd testen t la fourberie et les traitres. Cherchons, je 

trouverai peut-etre enfin un homme, si je le trouve ils son t confondus. 

J 'a i  cherchd vainement, je ne I'ai point trouvd (1 :1076-1077).

One man w as  all Rousseau needed to break the  league of conspirators and this 

one man cannot be found: "quand apr6s avoir vainem ent cherchd un homme 

il fallut dteindre enfin ma lanterne et m'ecrier: il n 'y  en a plus" 

(1 :1077:em phasis  added). Rousseau seem s to be the  last man on earth  for all 

o thers are involved in the  conspiracy against him and have lost the  qualities by 

which he could recognize them  as human, as men, similar to  him: they  have 

becom e "des etres m ecaniques." Rousseau finds tranquillity, calm and even 

happiness by means of affirming a new relationship of inverse proportions, in 

"cet 6 tat affreux." It is only when his external circum stances are horrible then, 

th a t  he has been able to  find internal peace.

Rousseau calls up the  figure of the mechanical being to describe the  

absolute way in which he is alienated from those  around him.

...[J]e commenpai a me voir seul sur la terre, e t je compris que mes 

contemporains n 'e ta ien t par rapport a moi que des e tres  mdcaniques qui 

n 'agissaient que par impulsions e t dont je ne pouvais calculer Taction 

que par les lois du mouvement. Quelques intention, quelque passion que
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j 'eu sse  pu su p p o se rd an s  ieurs am es, elles n 'auraient jamais expliqu6 leur 

conduite & mon 6gard d 'u n e  fagon que je pusse  entendre. C 'es t  ainsi que 

Ieurs dispositions int6rieures cess^ren t d 'e tre  quelque chose  pour moi; 

je ne vis plus en eux que des m asses  diff6remment mues, d6pourvues a 

mon 6gard de tou te  moralitd (1:1077).

These Stres m6caniques are like La Bruyere's sot insofar as their actions are 

overdetermined by the  m ovem ent of weights and springs, tha t  is, by the  laws 

of mechanics rather than a sense  of morality. The mechanical being here, like 

the  automate and the  machine d&montee of La Bruyere figures lack, but 

specifically a lack on an essential level, tha t is, on the  level of being. W hat the 

mechanical being implies is its opposite, human being, governed by qualities 

such as memory, vivacity, m anners and morality. In short, something is missing 

in being mechanical tha t is essential to the  make up of human being. In La 

Bruyere's description, the  automate is used to describe a very specific form of 

a stupidity or foolishness: the  stupid man acts  according to his "nature," a kind 

of innate programming th a t  constricts all of his m ovem ents and makes them 

predictable and undistinguished. In Rousseau 's  case , the  etres m6caniquestake 

on an entirely malignant quality: they embody a moral deficiency. The sot is too 

easily read, the  etre mGcanique, unreadable. R ousseau 's  paranoid vision of a 

world populated by mechanical beings is actually more related to the  

machinations of La Bruyere's courtier. The immobilized and foolish beings who 

act in completely predictable w ays are not persecutory and hostile. Rousseau 's
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"etres  m6caniques," are more like La Bruyere's courtier, they  are dissimulated 

and difficult to  read.

Part III

In the  course  of this work, I would like to  show  the  different w ays in 

which the  autom aton as machine figures difference. This figuration of 

difference has something to  do with sexual difference as  it is represented in the  

work of Lafayette, Graffigny, La Mettrie, Rousseau and Laclos. In the  midst of 

this literary study, I think it is important tha t  w e situate  the  au tom aton 's  

importance a s  a cultural artifact and read for it as such. Therefore, I have taken 

the  time out to explore in som e detail the  career of Jac q u e s  V aucanson. The 

question of the  Jaquet-Droz autom aton "ne suis-je point?" is a question tha t 

add resses  itself to  self-consciousness, self-observation and self-knowledge. 

These  are all problems th a t  becom e especially crucial w hen it com es to  the  

developm ent of the  early novel and its formulation and formation of the 

feminine subject.
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Chapter One

"From Masks to  Machines: BiensGances and Sexual Difference
in Lafayette 's  Fiction"

"Biens6ance e s t  le m asque des vices."
La Nouvelle H6loTse

From M asks to M asquerade

Mask and machine are figures for the  kinds of dissimulation necessary  

for survival in the  social sphere  of m ondaniti. My reading of the  system  of 

ancien regime social conventions is derived in large part, from Derrida's reading 

of the  supplem ent and the  supplementarity of writing in T E ss a i  sur I'Origine 

des  Langues." "Le supplem ent s 'a joute , il e s t  un surplus, une plenitude 

enrichissant une autre plenitude, le comble de la presence. II cumule et 

accum ule la presence. C 'e s t  ainsi que I'art, la technb, I'image, la representation, 

la convention, e tc .,  v iennent en supplem ent de la na ture ..."  (1967:208) . 

Derrida equate s  "I'art, la technb, I'image, la representation," all of th ese  

different forms of supplementarity and figures for writing with "la convention." 

How can  w e  understand the  complexities of convention or biens6ance in 

relationship to  supplementarity and writing?

W hat m ask and machine figure is the  submission of th e  subject to 

convention itself. In Terrible Sociability (1993), Susan W innett u ses  the  image 

of masking to  describe th e  m astery of mondanite in ancien regime France:
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It follows tha t  the  successful mondain m ust first m aster the  ground rules 

of sociability in order to  fit in, then he m ust develop a persona tha t  

s tands  out without calling attention to  itself, without, however, revealing 

anything about the  person behind the  mask of manner. In other words, 

worldly su ccess  involves creating for oneself an original version of a 

conventional mask (19).

Mondan/td is therefore mastered through a kind of cons tan t dissimulation and 

vigilance - to distinguish oneself through the creation of a perfectly refined 

"conventional mask." This w as  the  primary activity of the  aristocrat and 

courtier: how to  blend in and distinguish oneself a t the  sam e time in the  

labyrinth of worldliness w as  a ta sk  tha t required tireless attention, infinite 

subtleties. This is a kind of constan t self-production, a cons tan t writing of the 

self accom panied by a constan t self-correction, or rewriting. The problem is 

how  to  write oneself according to  the  laws of biens&ance while distinguishing 

oneself as  singular and "original" a t the  sam e time? How is this kind of 

ambition performed in different w ays by men and w om en?

The autom aton can be described as a masked machine, a mechanical 

object w hose  efficacity depends on the  concealm ent of its m echanics. The 

au tom aton of the  e ighteenth-century w as also an aristocratic object: it w as 

particular and exceptional and dissimulated. The m echanism of the  eighteenth- 

century au tom aton had to  be as  assiduously concealed as the  motivations of
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courtiers. In L'Automate e t  ses  mobiles (1980)1. Jean  Claude Beaune describes 

them  in the  following manner,

Plus encore qu 'ance tre s  des au tom ates  m odernes, les admirables 

creations du XVIIIe si6cle sem blent un aboutissement, une fin. Leur 

sophistication les rend vulndrables et, quelle que soit leur subtilit6, ou 

plutot 3 cause de cette subtilitG, ils dem eurent des objets pr6cieux, 2i 

tous  les sens  de ce  term e. Objets aristocratiques, que les 

revolutionnaires reconnartront pour tels, qu'ils detruiront e t disperseront 

comme des symboles de I'Ancien R6gime. (Pendant que Louis XVI, 

artisan d6risoire, forgeait des  serrures, Marie-Antoinette s 'am usa it  avec 

la joueuse de tym panon de Roentgen e t Kintzing) (245).

The eighteenth-century au tom aton, painted and dressed  in silks like the  

aristocrats who ow ned them , w as  a luxury object and a curiosity w hose  

prestige w aned with the  advent of the  Industrial Age. Beaune em phasizes the  

fact tha t  au tom ata  are precious objects - and he underscores the  different 

resonances  of the  term  "precious" in this context. Their singularity as machines 

m ade them  as fragile as the  world tha t they cam e to represent. Their subtleties 

w ere  lost as industrialization dem anded th a t  mechanical objects be useful,

1This book is one of the  only contem porary studies of the  au tom aton th a t  is not 
purely a work of connoisseurship. The scope of Beaune's  tex t is primarily 
philosophical and is a contribution to  the  traditional fields of history of ideas and 
history of science. Unfortunately, it is almost too ambitious and a t  times, Beaune 
simply makes too many claims for the  autom aton and seem s to  overburden it as such 
with significance. This seem s, however, a function of the  au thor 's  ambitious a ttem pt 
to  cover a field tha t  has been neglected.
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replacable and not so entertaining. The g rea tes t engineers of the  classical era 

such  as  Ctesibios and Heron of Alexandria sp en t m ost of their time fashioning 

mechanical toys and other objects of wonder. The au tom ata  of the  eighteenth- 

century did indeed represent the  end of a certain attitude tow ard machines and 

the mechanical tha t  w as inherited from Antiquity. The demise of this attitude 

tow ards  the  mechanical m ust be read as  another sign of the  advent of 

modernity.

Alfred Chapuis begins his s tudy, Autom ata2, with an examination of 

early autom ata, the  articulated s ta tu es  of antiquity and the  articulated masks 

of tribal cultures. Chapuis is one of the  au tom aton 's  m ost fam ous historians; 

his approach is tha t  of gentleman connoisseur. Jean-Claude Beaune describes 

the  mask as the  first "technological" object to be fabricated by human beings. 

Beaune follows Levi-Strauss's idea tha t the  "technique" of a society can be 

analyzed in a systemic m anner.3 The mask occurs as a sign of a culture 's  

technique and is interpreted by both Chapuis and Beaune as  a p redecessor of

2First published in French in 1928; the  English translation w as published in 1958.

^T echn ique"  as such poses problems, however tha t  Heidegger examined in order 
to  allow for a restitution of its relationship with techn&, a term tha t Heidegger always 
understood in term s of epistemk, or system s of knowing as such. Samuel W eber has 
show n in his 1989  essay, "Upsetting the  Set Up: Remarks on Heidegger's  Questing 
after Technics" tha t  the  English term technology is "at once too  narrow and too 
theoretical" as a translation for the  German, Technik, which is m ust closer to the 
French technique. W eber sugges ts  using the  English term technics in translations of 
Heidegger in order to emphasize the  nature of its relation with techn£. W eber writes, 
"the knowledge tha t  is technics is not addressed  as making or producing particular 
things, but rather as 'the  unlocking of beings as  su ch '"  (980).
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the  autom aton.

Chapuis 's  anthropological analysis of m asks can be turned upon the  

European scene  to  describe the  dialectic of masking in aristocratic and 

bourgeois circles during the  seven teen th  and eighteenth  centuries:

Among all peoples and a t all times false faces and painted m asks made 

of various materials have been used as  disguises. In ancient times it w as  

an essential part of the  ac to r 's  costum e... .T he  mask, however, had a 

deeper significance. By m eans of it, man wished to change and 

transform himself. The m etamorphosis, which among primitive peoples, 

assum es  a religious and mystic character, can have widely different 

ends. Masks are often closely connected  with ceremonies of initiation 

and of secre t societies....The w earer of the  mask, while concealing his 

true individuality, identified himself with w ha t he represents, believing 

tha t he po ssesses  magic power (1958:25).

The participant in worldliness also conceals "his true individuality" while a t the  

sam e time identifying himself with "w hat he represents" which is the  order of 

conventional behavior itself. The different players on the  scene  of worldiness 

each  attem pted a certain kind of self-transformation in order to satisfy the  

exigencies of bienseance, a system  of conventions th a t  governed appearances . 

The subject of biens6ance had to  accomplish three  things a t the  sam e time: he 

or she had to appear natural, satisfy the  rules of decorum and reveal 

fundamental beauty. In this way, any sense  of individuality w as  thoroughly
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subject to  the  constraints  of convention and decorum. The virtuosic feat tha t 

had to  be accomplished while subjecting oneself to such strict limitations w as 

to  appear a t all times as if it all cam e naturally.

In the  works of fiction tha t  will be examined, m asks and masking play 

an essential role in the  successful or failed initiation of charac te rs  into the 

monde as  a secre t society. In his e ssay  on La Bruyere, Barthes describes the 

monde of the  seventeenth-century  writer as being distinguished by "cloture." 

It is to  closed and exclusive pockets of the  world tha t every initiate m ust gain 

entry by submitting to  forms and conventions. Foucault described the 

organization of the  eighteenth-century "world" in the  following way in his 

e ssay , ”Un Si Cruel Savoir"4, "Le 'm onde ' e s t  aussi une sec te ; ou plutot, les 

societ6s secre tes , S la fin du siecle, ont maintenu le role que la hierarchie du 

monde e t se s  m ysteres faciles avaient jou6 depuis le debut de I'age classique" 

(1962:599). The secre ts  of this world are often the  secre t revealed in fiction: 

th ese  novels tha t are concerned with the  rites of initiation into such  sec ts  are 

called novels of manners. In a sense , every novel tha t  w e will deal with is a 

novel of manners insofar as each one deals with the  problem of keeping up 

appearances .

Chapuis 's  formulation tha t the  mask conceals its w eare r 's  "true 

individuality" implies a very specific and twentieth-century  construction of 

identity th a t  w e also find evidence of in Henri Coulet's  brief analysis of

4Critiaue July 1962, tom e XVIII, no. 182.
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biens6ance '\r\ his Le roman avan t la revolution (1968). "[La biens6ance] ram6ne 

I'individu £ sa fonction sociale en r6primant en lui tou t ce  qui e s t  particularity 

de caractere  e t de sentim ent..."  (Coulet 254). The wearing of the  m ask and the 

assum ption of the  codes  of biensiance implies a sacrifice of "true individuality" 

and "particularity" in order to gain admission into the  secre t societies of the  

eighteenth-century "world." W hat tha t sacrifice entails, w here the  truth of tha t  

"true individuality" lies for the  feminine initiate is w hat will be of interest to  us 

in this study.

Femininity has been described (in the  Lacanian schema) as the  subject 

position tha t m asks a lack or an inconsistency in masculine sexuality itself. Ellie 

Ragland-Sullivan puts it in the  following way in her essay  "The Sexual 

M asquerade":

Female sexuality -no t necessarily correlated with gender--is a 

m asquerade not only because  s/he can disguise her desire, can  fake it, 

can cover her body with cosm etics and jewels and make of it a phallus, 

but also because  her m asquerade hides a f a c t - th a t  masculine sexuality 

is a tenuous matter. Things do not work so easily betw een man and 

woman, or be tw een  any sexual partners for tha t  m a tte r . ..(1991:71). 

Femininity is a kind of masking of the  difficulty, if not the  impossibility of a 

"functional" sexual relation. The feminine subject can be .understood  as  the 

initiate par excellence because  her entry on the  scene  of the  sexual difference 

requires the  donning of a mask, the  assumption of femininity itself as  a
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propitiating disguise. She sacrifices something in order to  be able to identify 

with something else: the  transformatory powers of sexual difference th a t  will 

som ehow  secure  her a magical identity. W hat the  sub jec t 's  "true individuality" 

is tha t has been sacrificed is brought into question in the  psychoanalytic 

version of the  masquerade. The entry of the  speaking subject into language is 

an initiation into m asquerade.

The mask w as of course abstracted in the context of ancien regime and 

as  such, it w as  often not visible, but in its very invisibility, it functioned as a 

secre t sign of an aristocratic sociability tha t allowed its w earer to  circulate in 

a limited and elite world. Biens&ance required tha t all members of good society 

w ear one and tha t they organize their features and their language in w ays tha t 

would be "agr6able" to  the  eyes and ears of the  other. We could understand 

the  mask as the  congealed gaze of the  other itself, frozen on the  face of the 

subject. In the  seventeenth-century, bienseance w as  refined to high degrees of 

sophistication: it w as an unwritten and therefore all the more sec re t  code  tha t 

regulated the  social existence of aristocrats. In Beaune's  account of m asks and 

masking, the  mask elaborates the

organisation du capital symbolique d 'une  culture, sur les relations entre 

fonctions sociales (dont la fete e s t  I'indice e t  I'exacerbation), enfin sur 

le cosm os dans sa totality agissante, sa gen6se e t  son apocalypse. Le 

m asque es t  la cle de I'encyclopedie da la culture, il e s t  une fenetre  

ouvrete sur T au to m a te  social'; il devient le miroir du monde (29).
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By the  eighteenth century in France, biens&ance had becom e a kind of cultural 

capital in and of itself, and the people who controlled its circulation were 

mostly aristocratic w om en w ho presided over "la fete" and other sites of social 

interaction. Parisian society had becom e infinitely more complex and the  more 

ignorant, aspiring initiates there  were, seeking the keys to  the  magical kingdom 

of aristocratic accep tance , the  more powerful w ere  those  who possessed  

knowledge of the  codes.

M asquerade and Sexual Difference

Erica Harth in Cartesian Women (1992) reminds us, however, tha t in 

1666, when Louis XIV created the  Acad6mie Royale des  Sciences, he 

established the  conditions for a power struggle be tw een  the acad&mie and the 

salon from which the  salon would em erge stripped of much of its authority in 

m atters philosophical and scientific (Harth 134). The acadGmie and the  salon 

were segregated  by sex. Women were not allowed in the  Academy, which w as 

a site of specialized knowledge, but they continued to  exercise enormous 

power and influence in society, especially in questions of style and form, into 

the  eighteenth-century. Hence Fontenelle 's Entretiens sur la plurality des 

m ondes is addressed to the  quick-witted and fashionable Marquise, a worldly 

w om an to whom  the subtleties of the  new science can be explained in a 

whimsical, vulgarized, bu t entertaining manner. In the  seven teen th  century, 

science still had to make itself fashionable, had to  pass  itself off as agreabfe in 

the  eyes of a powerful other, who happens to  be in this case , a powerful and
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une Femme que Ton instruit, e t  qui n 'a  jamais ouT parler de ces  choses-IS. J 'a i  

cru que ce tte  fiction me serviroit e t 3 rendre I'ouvrage plu susceptible 

d 'agr6m ent, et 3 encourager les Dames par I'exemple d 'u n e  Femme..." (5-6). 

The disparate elem ents of an aristocratic public unfamiliar with the  models of 

scientific thought were  condensed  into the  fictional M arquise 's intelligent 

ignorance. Fontenelle understood tha t the  new  sciences needed converts. "The 

image of the  spec ta to r in both the Entretiens and the preface organizes a public 

th a t  will 'buy ' the  new  philosophy" (Harth 144). Erica Harth emphasizes the 

fact tha t at no point w as  Fontenelle interested in representing the  education of 

the  Marquise; it w as enough tha t she be persuaded with the  utm ost gentility, 

tha t the  insights of the  new  science, the  Copernican revolution in short, were 

worthy of attention.

At the  end of the  nineteenth century, science w as  to address  itself 

directly once again to a woman: psychoanalysis evolved out of seventeenth- 

century science. The fashionable woman had becom e a tortured, upper middle 

class hysteric by the  name of Dora. Freud's discoveries of the  unconscious, his 

innovation of dream interpretation, in short, his founding of psychoanalysis 

itself w as  based in many w ays on the "entretiens" he w as having with 

hysterics. Hysteria gave Freud a kind of insight into the  functioning of the 

human psyche which had previously been described in works of the  

imagination, fiction and art, but had never been articulated in a scientific
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manner. Dora w as  not as compliant an interlocutor as the  Marquise, but then 

the  tru ths of Freud 's science were much harder to  bear than the  tru ths of 

Fontenelle 's. Femininity has played a strange role in the  evolution of w ha t has 

becom e known as the modern sciences, bu t Lacanian innovations in 

psychoanalytic theory have provided us with the  vocabulary by which w e might 

address  the  s trangeness  of its role.

In the  early history of psychoanalysis, Jo an  Riviere used m asquerade as 

an analogy for w hat she called "womanliness" in her classic essay  of 1929, 

"Womanliness as M asquerade"5. In it, Riviere actually refuses to differentiate 

be tw een  m asquerade and womanliness, implying in no uncertain term s tha t the 

tw o  are equivalent. In the  following reading of Rivi6re's essay , I try to pay close 

attention to  Riviere's language in order to  try to  reconstruct an image of w hat 

kind of subjectivity m asquerades womanliness or w hat womanliness 

m asquerades from the au thor 's  collapsing of figurative language into literality, 

in the  much cited passage, "The reader may now  ask  how  I define womanliness 

and the  'm asquerade '.  My suggestion is not, however, tha t  there  is any such 

difference, w hether radical or superficial. They are the  sam e thing" (38).

Riviere describes in this e ssay  the  case  of an intellectual w om an who 

dons the  mask of womanliness in order to  avoid the  anxiety of occupying a

5This e ssay  w as originally published in The International Journal of Psychoanalysis 
in 1929  and reprinted in Formations of Fantasy , edited by Victor Burgin, Jam es  
Donald and Cora Kaplan (1986). All citations are from the  1986  republication of the 
essay.
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"phallic" position: she did a great deal of public speaking and would find herself 

a fterw ards  compulsively flirting with men, usually of the  father-figure mold, in 

order to seduce  them  and/or gain their recognition or approval. Femininity or 

w h a t  Rividre calls "womanliness" is encrypted in this wom an: "the capacity  for 

wom anliness w as there in this w o m an ..."(38). There som ew here  inside of her 

w as  a capacity tha t could be externalized in the  form of a m ask tha t  w as  worn 

in order to  avoid anxiety and avert disaster. W omanliness, in Rivi6re's schem a, 

w as  also be used "as a primary mode of sexual enjoyment." Womanliness, 

functions as a supplemental characteristic of women: they can possess  or not 

a capacity  for it. Womanliness is not constitutive of the  subject then, but is 

rather prosthetic, detachable, supplementary.

A capacity for womanliness is "in there ,"  som ew here  in the  female 

subject and it can be activated and worn like a mask at the  sam e time. It is 

difficult to understand how  this idea could function as Riviere's justification for 

her earlier s ta tem ent, "they [masquerade and womanliness] are the  sam e 

thing." In fact, w ha t has happened here is tha t  womanliness is differentiated 

from the  subject by virtue of its encrypted nature ("in there" in the  subject) and 

because  it can be used ("as a device for avoiding anxiety" and not a device for 

"sexual enjoyment." This still leaves a huge gap in Riviere's logic th a t  from this, 

wom anliness is equated  with m asquerade. W omanliness is a potentiality, an 

open-ness  to a certain kind of subjective instability tha t  is described as 

m asquerade. Riviere does concede th a t  this potentiality could be divorced from
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gender w hen she com m ents  tha t  "a similar mechanism" can be found in 

homosexual men.

The collapsing of womanliness into m asquerade seem s to be a mise-en- 

abTme of Riviere's logic th a t  is certainly interesting in its own linguistic 

instability. Lacan understood sexual identification as the  advent of the  figurative 

in language itself; Riviere, in collapsing womanliness into m asquerade, is in a 

s en se  attempting to resolve an oppositional relation betw een  tw o  term s in order 

to  hastily reconcile the  contradictions inherent in sexual identity itself. Hence 

her recourse to  an "in there" tha t  could contain the  sub jec t 's  capacity for 

womanliness while simultaneously implying th a t  the  "in there" w as  not all tha t 

there  w as  as far as the  subject w as concerned. There is a remainder, a leftover: 

the  subject is a container for womanliness, but womanliness is not all there is.

Riviere's womanliness thus calls into being interiority: the  "in there" of 

the  female subject. The developm ent of the  eighteenth-century novel is very 

much dependent upon a privileging of interiority and especially the  interiority 

of wom en: much of w hat happens in the early novels happened precisely "in 

there in this wom an." Myra Jehlen, in "Archimedes and the Paradox of Feminist 

Criticism" (1981) argued th a t  the  constitution of the  "inner life" as  feminine is 

a fiction upon which the  eighteenth-century novel like Richardson's Pamela 

depends .6

6The relationship betw een the  construction of interiority and sexual difference is 
obliquely illustrated in an essay  by Thom as A. King about homosexual behavior in 
e ighteenth-century England. In his essay  "Performing Akimbo: Queer Pride and
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In the  European aristocratic world, m asks first of all m ask them selves. 

The invisible m ask of sociability is worn a t all times in order to indicate th a t  its 

w earer understands the  order and hierarchies of the  social scene  and agrees to 

participate in them. The mask is a sign of sociability and a machine of dialectics 

a t the  sam e time: "Le dialogue du mobile et de I'immobile s 'ouvre , par le 

masque, 3 I'interieur de la pensee technique" (Beaune 29). The m ask initiates 

dialogues betw een opposites and as such it initiates its w earer into the  codes 

of sexual difference. Because it hides the  face like a shell containing the  living 

and vulnerable part of the  crustacean , it also calls into being an entire complex 

of notions of interiority in order to account for w ha t the  mask hides or protects. 

It is the  mask tha t  produces the true individual, the  part of the  subject th a t  the 

m ask cannot accoun t for.

Authenticity, according to the  metaphysicians, lies on the  side of the 

ineffable, invisible soul tha t is always being veiled and unveiled. R ousseau 's  

idealization of a interiority as fixed authenticity is taken up by the  Romantics 

in the  next century. At the  sam e time, however, the  violent inconsistencies and 

often irreconciliable contradictions in his own work, especially w hen  he is 

testifying to his inner life, seem s to  betray the  stability of any such  interiority.

Epistemological Prejudice" 1994), King show s tha t w hen Shaftesbury  privileges 
interiority, he identifies homosexual behavior with aristocratic styles and attributes to 
the  former all the  ex cesses  and lacks of the  latter. Superficiality and changeability, 
tha t  is a lack of interiority w as  the  sign of a dangerous sexual indifference. The 
effeminate aristocrat, like the  homosexual lacks the  "depth" and stolidity of the  male 
and w as  therefore highly suspec t,  su spec t of confusing the  difference be tw een  the 
sexes . Thus a lack of interiority seem s to  upset the  order of difference itself.
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The Inside and the Outside

If w e follow Beaune's  idea tha t the  mask is one of the  first technological 

objects, w e  could speculate tha t technique and the  construction of interiority, 

(the invisible inside as opposed to  a visible exterior) are coupled in a tangled 

relationship of interdependence. The mask implies tw o  contradictory orders of 

knowledge (inside and outside, soul and body, true and false, reality and 

appearance) which are nevertheless inseparable. The mask, in calling into being 

an interior space, seem s to  indicate the  there  is a residue of the  subject th a t  is 

invisible and unrepresentable, a terrible leftover tha t is always left out of 

representations of the self in the social order. Insofar as  the  m ask is a lexicon 

for this unrepresentable leftover, it functions as a sign of the  sub jec t 's  entry 

into language itself, because  language delineates the  field of representation 

from which something of the subject is always excluded. As a topology, the 

mask functions more like a Moebius strip than a simple plane7.

The crisis of modernity has been described as a crisis of dichotomies: an 

unsettling of the  system  tha t has kept interior distinct from exterior, subject

7The Lacanian revision of models of consciousness took psychoanalysis into 
topology, as  Roudinesco describes in Jacques  Lacan and Co. (1990):

The field of topology retained the whole of Lacan's attention: he never 
hesitated to  blacken reams of paper to  teach  his audience the  e lem ents 
of his doctrine as transcribed in topological figures.

The Moebius strip with neither front nor back side, offers the 
image of the  subject of the  unconscious, just as the  torus or air cham ber 
designates the  hole, the  lack or abyss, tha t  is a constitutive site which 
nonetheless  does not exist. (560-561)
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from object, masculine from feminine. One of the  conditions of this crisis lies 

in our relation with technique. Alice Jardine, in her feminist reading of 

contem porary theory, interprets Roland Barthes 's  fascination and discomfiture 

with the  cam era as indicative of an "instantaneous slippage be tw een  subject 

and object....It is almost as if technique as concep t and practice, has turned 

Man into an Object-Woman" (Gvnesis 75). In Jard ine 's  version of modernity, 

the  new spaces  opened up by technique lead philosophy to a projection of 

'spirit-in-matter' as automaton.

....Could it be tha t the  end result of the history of technique, here 

incarnated by M an's pour-soi, is the  creation of an automaton, a kind of 

'spirit-in-matter'? Could this be the  phantasm atic , utopian end point not 

only of all technical progress but of philosophy itself? A kind of sacred 

materiality tha t can comm unicate nothing detached  from itself? A kind 

of 'p regnant m atter, '  as  Derrida might put it? So closely associated  with 

W estern notions of God, this 'spirit-in-matter' is terrifying, unnameable; 

it can engender itself; it has no need of a mother or father. It is beyond 

the  representation th a t  Man has always presented himself with and 

controlled. It is, in its e ssence , an indistinctness be tw een  the  inside and 

the  outside, be tw een original boundaries and spaces. To think this 

indistinctness in the  tw entie th  century has been to think a crisis of 

indescribable proportions, to  throw  all of the  Big Dichotomies into 

question: for if the exterior is interior, then the  interior is also exterior;
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M an's  soul is outside of him-self; history is bu t the  exterior of his own 

no longer interior imagination (76).

W hat I would like to  focus on is the  phantasm atic  qualities of this spirit- 

in-matter as it w as  represented by the  figure of the  au tom aton as  cultural 

object, literary figure and philosophical problem in eighteenth-century  France.8 

The au tom aton as the  m asked machine is read here a s  a signifier of the  

eighteenth-century, a m om ent when the technique of Antiquity, constituted as 

Heidegger reminds us, of both techn§ and poeisis, transited to  the  technique 

of modernity. For Jardine, the  problem of 'spirit-in-matter' is closely related to 

issues of gender: she sees  in the  philosophical and technological drive to lodge 

spirit in m atter a kind of continued domination of femininity as  represented by 

physis. The autom aton is a "phantasm atic  and utopian" m om ent of technology. 

The problem of "spirit-in-matter" is one initiated by the  Cartesian cogito and its 

relation to  the  beast-machine. La Mettrie 's eighteenth-century innovation on the 

Cartesian system  collapsed the difference betw een man and machine, 

anticipating by tw o  hundred years the  crisis of the  "Big Dichotomies." Jard ine 's  

discussion of the  technological drive seem s to  imply tha t  the  autom aton has 

something to  do with an a ttem pt to resolve the  contradictions of sexual 

difference: the  au tom aton  in this schem e is a figure of "the end of history," a 

term  which a t the  m om ent when Gvnesis w as  published (1985) had a great

8The term phantasm  will be used henceforth to designate  a fantasy on the  level 
of the  unconscious. Fantasy exists on the  conscious level.
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deal of currency. The feminist position which Jardine takes  vis-3-vis the  rhetoric 

of "the end of history” as well as post-modernism is one th a t  seeks  to 

recuperate a problematic of sexual difference in the  midst of collapsing 

dichotomies. The collapse of the  structures of binary opposition w as  not as 

complete as hoped for. As the  theoretical dust is settling, the  question of 

femininity and its representations still remain a problem of immense complexity. 

Worldliness and the Automaton

The autom aton  w as  an object of fascination for fashionable Parisian 

society w ho remembered Louis XIV's fondness for the  mechanical curiosities. 

The au tom aton  as object of connoisseurship has spaw ned  studies of a purely 

appreciative nature. As an object, it can be collected and engenders  specialized, 

aristocratic knowledge. Thom as King notes tha t during the  seven teen th  

century, British aristocrats like Thom as Howard, the  Earl Arundel, the  Duke of 

Buckingham and Charles I cultivated a refinement of sensibility and collected 

curiosities and rarities as "am ateur scientists and antiquarians." They were 

called virtuosi and harshly criticized by Anthony Ashley Cooper, the  Third Earl 

of Shaftesbury. King writes,

Shaftesbury 's  criticism of typical virtuosi w as  based on w h a t he 

considered to  be their lack of depth: the  virtuosi were insubstantial 

because  they lacked interiority....By rereading aristocratic arbitrariness 

as lacking being, bourgeois consciousness guaranteed identity by 

securing the  consistency  and continuity of the  sub jec t 's  actions (34).
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Among the  m ost prized possessions of the  virtuosi w ere  "mechanical 

contrivances or toys,"  such  as "artificial grottoes" and "speaking s ta tues"  or 

w ha t w e might call autom ata.

The autom aton w as  an object w hose  m ovem ents were  severely limited 

and designed to  am use and please: it mimed its aristocratic admirers who 

strove to  achieve a perfected courtliness tha t w as  exemplified by being 

distinguished in o n e 's  adherence to the rules of biens&ance. The French Court's  

imitation of Italian courtliness arose out of an admiration for Italy's Renaissance 

and the image of the  ideal courtier, especially Castiglione's, th a t  arose  a t tha t 

time. In The Novel of Worldliness (1969), Brooks writes, "The Renaissance 

a ttached  a new  value to m an 's  non-metaphysical earthly presence, to  a 

cultivation of his worldly being, and to the  self, the  individual personality in its 

interplay with other personalities within the  human commmunity" (44).

It w as  precisely this cultivation of secular and "worldly being" tha t  would come 

under a ttack  by Rousseau during the  next century; by the  eighteenth century, 

worldliness had becom e decadent, increasingly oppressive and dogmatic. The 

critique of this decaden t worldiness w as  made in the  nam e of a spontaneous, 

naturalized authenticity. In R ousseau 's  critique of aristocratic forms, 

authenticity always falls on the  side of the  invisible and the  unexpressed. 

Artifice w as  denigrated as oppressive, "non-natural" in dangerous ways. For 

Rousseau, the  mask w as  always a lie, and tha t  which remained invisible, inside, 

inexpressible w as tha t  which w as good and and true. In "Discours sur les



sc iences  e t  les arts ,"  he writes, "Qu'il serait doux de vivre parmi nous, si la 

con tenance  extdrieure dtait toujours I'image de dispositions du coeur."  For 

Rousseau, the  non-correspondence betw een the  inside (le coeur) and the 

outside (la contenance) is the  root of all unhappiness and evil. His writing can 

be seen  as a kind of endless unmasking, an endless, cease less  a ttem pt to  make 

the  outside correspond with the  inside. "Le vide se  creuse  derri6re les surfaces 

m ensongeres"  (Starobinski 1). The interior is impoverished by the flatness and 

the  fa lseness of the  exterior and horror vacui becom es a t this point a love of 

the  truth itself, because  to  strip aw ay the  mask would be to  banish the  void 

and restore the  plenitude of subjectivity.

R ousseau 's  notion of interiority as authenticity is an innovation which 

can actually be taken as  a sign of his modernity. As a description of 

subjectivity, it assum es  tha t  there are tw o  parts: a masked self and a true self. 

The anxiety produced by this split is the anxiety tha t  psychoanalysis addresses , 

but psychoanalytic theory is also one of the  few  places in contem porary 

discourse w here the  Rousseauian bind is thoroughly reworked. Rousseau 

initiated the  dialogue about the  "split" by pointing out the  difference, the 

"felure" be tw een  the  countenance  and the heart; psychoanalysis would not 

have been possible w ithout this step. However, instead of embarking on a 

search for the  true or authentic self, Lacan, as the  consum m ate  theorist of 

psychoanalysis, insists on the  impossibility of any total unmasking, any 

com plete  transparence. In fact, Lacan describes subjectivity as a m ask itself:
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w hat it masks is its own incoherence and substantive division. Most recently, 

Slavoj Zizek takes Lacan 's  theories of the  divided subject one step  further, 

bringing them  into direct confrontation with the  Rousseauian order tha t  in the  

contem porary world has becom e naturalized as "common wisdom" (that w hat 

is m ost "true" about the  subject is tha t  which remains most invisible and 

unrepresented)

...a mask is never simply 'just a m ask ' since it determines the  actual 

place w e occupy in the  intersubjective symbolic network; w hat is 

effectively fase and null is our 'inner d is tance ' from the mask w e w ear 

(the social role w e play), our 'true self' hidden beneath it. The path to an 

authentic subjective position runs therefore 'from the  outside inward': 

first, we pretend to be something, w e just ac t  as if w e  are that, until 

s tep  by step , we actually becom e it—it is not diffficult to  recognize in the  

paradox the  Pascalian logic of "custom" ("act as if you believe and belief 

will com e by itself"). The performative dimension at work here consists  

of the  symbolic efficiency of the "mask": wearing a m ask actually makes 

us w hat w e  feign to  be....[T]he only authenticity at our disposal is tha t 

of impersonation, of taking our ac t  (posture) seriously (1992:34).

Zizek elaborates upon the radicality of the  Lacanian subject position, one in 

which motivation is no longer from inside outw ard (as in the  bourgeois, 

Rousseauian model, the  heart shapes  the  countenance), but from outside 

inward (the countenance  might very well shape the  heart). In light of this,
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femininity as m asquerade can no longer be read as an abberation: it is 

subjectivity par excellence. The subject puts on a mask of femininity and acts  

"like" a woman: in doing so, she  s tages  a deception by "telling" the  truth. In 

Jokes  and their Relation to the  Unconscious. Freud analyzes a joke th a t  Lacan 

and later, Zizek, pick up on:

Two J e w s  met in a railway carriage a t a station in Galicia. 'W here are 

you going?' asked one, 'To C racow ,' w as  the  answ er. 'W hat a liar you 

are!' broke out the  other. 'If you say  you 're  going to  Cracow, you w ant 

me to believe you 're  going to  Lemberg. But I know th a t  in fact you 're  

going to Cracow. So w hy are you lying to me?"...[T]he powerful 

technical method of absurdity is here linked with another technique, 

representation by the  opposite for, according to  the  uncontradicted 

assertion of the  first Jew , the  second is lying when he tells the  truth 

and is telling the  truth by m eans of a lie (SE 1 15).9 

W hat these  jokes "attack" Freud tells us, "is our certainty of our knowledge 

itself," The mask of femininity, analyzed in a similar way, calls into question the 

very notions of subjectivity and sexual difference itself. For if the  appearance  

of deception or duplicity has something to  do with the  truth of femininity, then 

the  case  of femininity offers us a kind of epistemological opening, w hereby the 

very nature of knowing is called into question.

9AII citations of Freud refer to  the Standard Edition of the  Complete Psychological 
W orks, trans. Jam es  Strachey. London: Hogarth Press, 1953-1974 .
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This reversal of the  structure of authenticity allows us to  see  how 

according to  Zizek in Looking Awrv.

w e effectively become something by pretending th a t  w e  already are that. 

To grasp the  dialectic of this movement, we have to take into accoun t 

the  crucial fact tha t  this 'ou tside ' is never simply a 'm ask ' w e w ear in 

public but is rather the  symbolic order itself. By 'pretending to  be 

som ething ' by acting as if w e were something, w e  a ssum e a certain 

place in the  intersubjective symbolic network, and it is this external place 

tha t defines our true position....The final deception is th a t  social 

appearance is deceitful, for in the  social-symbolic reality things ultimately 

are precisely w hat they pretend  to be (1 9 9 1 :74).

Zizek addresses  himself directly to  feminism in his m ost recent work by 

pleading the cause  of an anti-humanist feminism tha t redefines femininity, not 

as  masculinity's normative partner, but as subjectivity itself. The feminine is 

privileged by Zizek not because  it re-installs authenticity in the  human, but 

precisely because  it does not. Thus w e might offer a Zizekian re-reading of the  

Riviere essay  in which w e could extrapolate tha t if there  is no difference 

betw een femininity qua womanliness and m asquerade, and femininity is 

subjectivity par excellence, then subjectivity is nothing more or less than 

m asquerade itself.

The codes of bienseance and life a t  the  Court can be defined precisely 

as a very specific form of the Zizekian "intersubjective symbolic network" and
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it is in this space  tha t the  protagonists of Lafayette 's  fiction negotiated the  

possibility of femininity while the  author constructed  a complex representation 

of femininity and its vicissitudes. The princesse de Cl£ves w as  taugh t early on 

by her mother th a t  in the  Court, or the  symbolic order par excellence, things are 

not w hat they seem: but implicit in this lesson is a respec t for appearances 

them selves tha t the  princesse is never able to  abandon. Madame de Chartres 

may teach  her daughter w h a t  Zizek calls the  "final deception," tha t social 

appearances  deceive, but she  teaches  her a t  the  sam e time tha t how  things are 

not w ha t they appear is not a t  all a straightforward affair. The case  of the  due 

d 'O rl^ans 's  lover who appeared to  be virtuous because  she mourned her 

husband 's  death  while she  w as mourning the due can be seen  a s  an illustration 

of Zizek's paradox, "in the  social-symbolic reality, things are precisely w hat 

they  pretend  to be."

The Fiction of Lafayette or Three Women

In the fiction of Lafayette, subjectivity has not yet becom e a problem of 

authenticity. The symbolic order is literally and figuratively King. None of 

Lafayette 's  characters is anxious about representing a true self: the  m ask of 

bienseance may at times be difficult to  wear, but there  is no possibility of 

taking it off. Lafayette is a consum m ate, aristocratic insider w ho explored the 

w ays in which the feminine subject could navigate the  treacherous and shifting 

terrain of a life lived completely in the  gaze of society. Her charac ters  circulate 

endlessly in the  symbolic order: they are first and forem ost proper nam es, each
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occupying a fixed place in the  network (due d'Anjou, brother of the  King, Marie 

Stuart, la reine dauphine, hated by the  duchesse  de Valentinois, the  King's 

powerful and much feared mistress.) As proper nam es, they  exist almost in a 

purely performative medium and act out their belief in the  aristocratic social 

order. Thus, the  aristocratic subject exists in the  Pascalian condition: s/he ac ts  

the  belief and therefore believes.

In Literary Fortifications (1984), Joan  DeJean em phasizes tha t, "The 

modern novel w as  born in 1678, just as Louis XIV's reign veered into the  

domain of a superhum an, all controlling system " (11). The system  w as  never 

questioned under the  Sun King. D eJean draw s important analogies betw een 

military history and aesthetic  history by undertaking a s tudy of Vauban and the 

cultural significance of his fortifications. The fortification becom es a "war- 

machine tha t  functioned on such a superhum an scale tha t  it gave birth to  a 

myth of a system  of defenses  so perfect tha t it could make France, like its king, 

an impregnable fortress" (DeJean 25). For DeJean, the  perfected system  of 

defenses  defended an em ptiness "at the  center of the  fortress," a "secret 

which m ust be protected and about which silence m ust be maintained" (12). 

The fortress functions like a container which, like the  mask, dem arca tes  an 

inside from an outside, an external "appearance" from an internal "reality." 

Rousseau, as the  bourgeois critic of aristocratic codifications, begins his 

critique by privileging the internal reality against w hat Thom as King called the  

a ris tocrat 's  "lack of being": the  em ptiness of the  inside thus  becom es an
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aristocratic problem; the bourgeois subject is bursting with a plenitude of 

interiority tha t m ust be represented. This plenitude might be said to  consist of 

nothing less than the  bourgeois sub jec t 's  anxiety about the  legitimacy of his/her 

position within the  system  and his/her critique of th a t  system . The more 

anxiety, the more subjective plenitude.

In Lafayette 's  society, it is important to  remark tha t there are no 

outsiders, no one w hose  position is symbolically uncertain: everyone is an 

aristocrat, well-born, well-bred, with differing fortunes and differing relations 

to  the  king and his court, but basically hom ogeneous. Despite the fact th a t  her 

heroines are guaranteed a prestigious name, endow ed with beauty  and a 

fortune, their existence is nevertheless very precarious. The narrow range of 

behavior permitted by biensGance had to be observed at all times: the  masking 

of the  self w as  considered not only proper, but absolutely necessary  as a 

defensive system  against disorderliness and chaos. In this world, biensGance 

ordered the conduct of individuals according to  their social functions. Coulet, 

as w e  saw , described biens&ance as an imperative to repress all subjective 

particularity and sentim ent. The subject under the  regime of bienseance 

occupies its symbolic position; the  symbolic requirements of this position take 

p recedence over all o ther considerations, Coulet writes, ".. .chacun e s t  tenu par 

son rang e t sa naissance 3 une certaine conduite" (1:259). The m asks of 

biens6ance protect the  worldly subject from nothing less th a t  his or her own 

"particularity." In Fictions of Feminine Desire (1982), Peggy Kamuf see s  the
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s tructure  of biensiance, in which something of the  subject or charac te r is 

always hidden, as providing an organizing principle for Lafayette 's  production 

of fiction.

Peripheral characters  appear only in their manifest roles as m embers of 

Henri il's court, while the  central charac te rs .. . .a re  each  represented at 

the  juncture of their courtly exteriors with w ha t is hidden, denied or 

silenced by th a t  appearance. This last element of the novel constitu tes  

no doubt its most important innovation of fictional technique, for it 

requires the intervention of a narrator w ho has no logical way of 

knowing w hat lies behind the various masks (67-68).

The knowledge of w hat lies behind the mask or the  ability to see  through the 

lie of the  mask is the  privileged fiction constructed by Lafayette 's  writing. The 

"illogical" is fiction itself - the  fiction of a narrator w ho knows precisely w hat 

lies behind the masks as well as how m asks are capable of lies.

DeJean describes the  classical novel as  the construction of surfaces: 

The dazzling surfaces of the  artistic creations tha t serve as models for 

the  Sun King's age  constitute  a brilliant machine for controlling all 

readers, for keeping them  in the  dark, for discouraging them  from asking 

questions about the  identity of the m aster artist w ho surrounds them  

with 'dorures ' to protect his monstrous invisibility (70).

D eJean 's  novel is a machine of surfaces then, designed to  hide the  authorial 

presence, the  presence of the  master. The classical novel, according to  D eJean,
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limits the  reader 's  access  as rigorously as a Vaubanian fortress itself. The 

charac ters  in the  novel are also always attempting to  limit and control w hat 

o thers may see  and interpret of their behavior. The strictly codified world of 

aristocratic sociability can be interpreted as literal and metaphorical defense  

mechanisms. V auban 's  fortresses, however, were  m eant to  fortify France, but 

ended up becoming places from which it w as  possible to  expand the  frontiers 

for the  glory of the King. The social defense s tructures also had an offensive 

a spec t tha t brought them  into the  realms of desire and ambition.

The male characters of Lafayette 's  world are caugh t in a constan t 

struggle betw een the drive of ambition and the desire for passion. The male 

characters  are always confronting the  possibility of being able to move to 

another, more prestigious place in the  social hierarchy or symbolic order, often 

through their alliances with women. Coulet isolates tw o  orders of meaning and 

tw o  spheres of action in Lafayette 's  world: I'ambition and la galanterie. 

Unfortunately, Coulet's  accoun t fails to take into accoun t the  difference 

betw een the  feminine and masculine sub jec t 's  relation to  the  tw o  orders or 

spheres. La Princesse de CI6ves (1678), La Princesse de Montpensier (1662) 

and La Contesse  de Tende (published post-humously in 1724), the  heroines fall 

in love with men who are ambitious and gallant. The due de Nemours has 

designs upon the the hand of the  Queen of England, the  due de Guise happily 

accep ts  the  preference tha t  Madame, the  King's sister, show s him, and the 

prince de Navarre takes an interest in the  princesse de Neufchatel simply
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because  she  is the  best match in the  court. In all three cases , the  heroines are 

a t times seized with jealousy because of their lovers' ambition. The other 

w om an in this case  is not even another wom an, it is merely another position 

in the  symbolic network, the  hierarchy of courtly and worldly life. All three men 

make a great deal out of the  fact tha t they would renounce their ambitions for 

their passion and all three w om en accep t this renunciation as the  ultimate sign 

of love and courtliness, but also command the men, in the  style of the  lady of 

courtly love, to submit to the  imperatives of ambition as an arduous task  to 

perform for the  lady herself.

The problem for the  feminine subject is tha t Passion intervenes as a kind 

of affectual cataclysm  tha t th reatens her very m astery of her social function 

and symbolic position. Passion disturbs the  sm ooth surfaces  of the  decorous 

m ask and manifests itself in the  form of slips, mistakes and lapses of 

a tten tion .10 (These are also the  signs by which the  Freudian unconscious 

makes itself known.) After being approached by Nemours during a brief, 

unobserved m oment be tw een the comings and goings of the  Reine Dauphine 

and the King and his mistress, Madame de Cloves avoids her would be lover 

and begins to  follow the King. "Comme il y avait beaucoup de monde, elle

10Sylvere Lotringer identifies Passion with Difference. "La Difference ne cesse , 
fondam entalem ent de faire entendre  face & la Regie la revendication irrepressible de 
I'individu" (1970:300). The irreducibility of this Passion produces only a temporary 
disturbance in the  world of w ha t Lotringer calls the  "Regie." The princesse de 
Cldves's retreat from society is a mark of Difference tha t  does  not indicate a break 
with or in social convention.
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s 'em barrassa  dans sa  robe e t fit un faux pas: elle se  servit de ce  pr6texte pour 

sortir d 'un  lieu ou elle n 'avait pas la force de dem eurer et, feignant de ne se  

pouvoir soutenir, elle s 'e n  alia chez elle" (Lafayette 135).11 Henri Coulet 

points to  this moment of the  novel as confirmation of Freud 's  observations on 

"les echecs  et les lapsus involontaires" (Coulet 1:258).

In Madame de Cleves 's  faux pas, Lafayette 's  fiction takes  on the  ta sk  of 

representing the  interventions of the  unconscious and the  discontinuity of the  

will. Although the princesse consciously w ants  to  leave the  room in order to 

avoid Nemours, her unconscious desire, which is to s tay  near the  man she 

loves trips her up in her dress, elle s'embarrassa dans sa robe and becom es 

tangled, "s 'em barrassa"  (in the  figurative and literal sen ses  of the  verb 

s'embarrasser) in the  conflicted field of her unconscious desire and intentional 

motivation. She recovers quickly and uses her faux pas as a pretext for leaving 

the  scene  altogether. The faux pas is rich with meaning here. Like the  term  

s'embarrasser, it too resonates  on the  double registers of the  figurative and the 

literal. The princesse trips on her dress and produces a lapsus which se ts  a 

whole game of signifiers into play. Her fast recovery and her use of the  misstep 

or faux pas as  a pretext for retreating from her social function: "feignant de ne 

se  pouvoir soustenir, elle s 'e n  alia chez elle..." is a foreshadowing of how  fast 

on her feet the  princesse can actually be when it com es to transforming a slip

11 All citations from La Princesse de Cleves refer to the  Garnier-Flammarion version 
of the novel published in 1966.



into an acceptable  reason in the  order of biens&ance to  absen t herself entirely 

from the  scene. The faux pas is also significant for another reason. In The 

Heroine's Text (1980), Nancy K. Miller underscores th a t  for the  heroine, "The 

danger of the  dangerous relation is dependen t on the  logic of the  faux-pas: in 

the  politics of seduction, once  proves generally to  be enough. Thus the  rule of 

female experience in male-authored fiction is the  drama of a single m isstep ..."  

(x). The "logic of the  faux-pas" is a kind of s tructure  th a t  recurs in the  novels 

th a t  w e will be examining: irremediable mistake distinguishes the  s tructure  of 

feminine experience from male experience. Exculpation is the  prerogative of 

men. One single misstep is all tha t is needed for her to  fall ou t of favor or into 

danger. W hat distinguishes the  princesse de Cleves from her fictional cohorts, 

is tha t  she m anages to  recover from this mis-step: her recovery is a virtuosic 

feat of dissimulation.

If the  princesse de Montpensier or the  com tesse  de Tende suffer the  

consequences  of a transgression of the  limits of proscribed feminine behavior 

because  of the  intervention of a fatal passion, the  limits them selves are never 

questioned as such. The princesse de Cleves is the  one w ho m anages to 

e scape  the  net: she  heads for a kind of sublimation th a t  offers her, neither 

perfect freedom, nor happiness, but a kind of veiled and enigmatic existence. 

Rather than trying to find in the  acting out of a passion the  m eans of escape  

from the  confinement of biens&ance, the  princesse uses  biensGance itself to 

dissimulate her dissimulation of the  passion tha t Nemours has inspired in her.



After the  death  of her husband and M. de N em ours 's  declaration of love, she 

buys herself time with biensGance itself in order to reflect upon her future. 

"Enfin, pour se  donner quelque calme, elle pensa qu'il n 'dtait point encore 

n6cessaire qu'elle se  fit la violence de prendre des resolutions; la biensdance lui 

donnait un tem ps considerable £ se determiner; mais elle rdsolut de demeurer 

ferme a n'avoir aucun com m erce avec M. de Nemours" (177). She is able to 

use the  order of biensdance itself to arrive a t her final decision. This strategy 

w as  already described by Madame de Chartres in her long discourse about the 

history of the  duchesse  de Valentinois. At the  end of the  story about the 

conflict be tw een  Madame d 'E tam pes and the duchess , Madame de Chartres 

adds an enigmatic footnote  on the  death of the  due d'Orleans.

....M. le due d 'Orleans mourut, & Farmoutier, d 'une  espdee de maladie 

contagieuse. II aimiat une des plus belles fem m es de la cour e t en dtait 

aime. J e  ne vous la nommerai pas, parce qu'elle a meme cache  avec tan t 

de soin la passion qu'elle avait pour ce prince qu'elle a m6rite que I'on 

conserve sa reputation. Le hasard fit qu'elle regut la nouvelle de la mort 

de son mari le meme jour qu'elle apprit celle de M. d 'Orleans; de sorte 

qu'elle eut ce pretexte pour cacher sa veritable affliction, sans  avoir la 

peine de se  contraindre (59).

This story  could be read as  a kind of oblique confession on the  part of Madame 

de Chartres: for if the  due  d 'O rleans ' lover w as so  successful a t keeping her 

liaison with the due a secret, how  would Madame de Chartres have been privy
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to  this knowledge, if she were not the  subject a t hand? The lady's grief is not 

dissimulated, it is true grief and yet there  is deception a t work here as well. 

This logic, of an appearance  tha t functions both as  deception and truth, is 

similar to  the  logic in Freud 's analysis of the  joke abou t the  tw o  J e w s  of 

Galicia.

W hat is important for us about this story is precisely the  m anner in which 

this secretive lady w as  able to  use the  pretext of her husband 's  death  to 

express her grief over her lover's demise. She is thus  spared the  pain of forcing 

herself to ac t  as if she were not in mourning: the  nam eless w om an and the 

princesse de Cleves both use the  rules of bienseance which surround the 

com portm ent of a w idow after her husband 's  death  in order to  find a space  of 

safety where expression and reflection upon the experiences of the  heart may 

take place. In the  case  of the  due d 'Orl6an's mistress, the  heart and the 

countenance  do correspond, but a level of deception still exists: her grief is 

expressed, made external and displayed. This very display, however, is a 

deception in and of itself. The coincidence betw een her h usband 's  and her 

lover's death  permit her the  luxury of not having to hide her "affliction." The 

death  of the  prince de CI6ves permits the princesse to  retreat from the  world 

and hence from Nemours w ithout transgressing the  order of bienseance so tha t  

she can make a terrifyingly difficult decision.

W hat is so disturbing about the  outcom e of this narrative is tha t  the  

princesse ac ts  in an absolutely uncanny way: she imposes upon herself the
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austerity of virtue. W hat is outside "la contenance" or the  face she  p resen ts  to 

Nemours or the  reply tha t she gives him, is not m ade to  correspond with the 

inside ("le coeur"), namely the  love and passion which she  bears for him. Her 

love for Nemours actually leads her to  a perform ance of austerity  through 

which eventually she is able to  immolate her passion. This is Zizekian subject 

position: her truth is motivated from outside inward.

She affirms one of the  few  acts  tha t she is allowed as  a feminine 

subject: this form of feminine refusal is close to  w h a t  Zizek has called 

"symbolic suicide." This ac t  of refusal transforms the  princesse into something 

tha t Lacan has illustrated by drawing upon descriptions of A ntigone 's  position 

in the  Sophoclean drama. In The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989), Zizek 

describes Antigone's dilemma.

In Sophocles ' Antigone, the  figure with which w e can identify is her 

sister Ismene - kind, considerate, sensitive, prepared to  give w ay and 

compromise, pathetic, 'hum an , ' in con trast to Antigone w ho goes  to  the  

limit, w ho 'd o e s n 't  give way on her desire ' (Lacan) and becom es, in this 

persistence in the  'dea th  drive', in the being-towards-death, frighteningly 

ruthless, excepted  from the circle of everyday feelings and 

considerations, passions and fears. In other w ords, it is Antigone who 

evokes in us, pathetic, everyday com passionate  creatures, the  question, 

'W hat does she really w an t? ',  the question which precludes any 

identification with her (1989:117).
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Zizek's reading of the  refusal possible from the  feminine position is faithful to 

Lacan 's  reading of Antigone, a myth tha t functions as the  feminine counterpart 

to  Oedipus. Antigone's refusal to obey Creon is an instance of radical femininity 

as pure positivity, arrived a t  through a Nietzschean double negation: she  will 

not not bury her brothers according to Creon 's  injunction.

Antigone's act is nothing less than suicidal: it differs from an active 

intervention (action) in tha t it radically transforms its bearer (agent). In Eniov 

Your Symptom! (1992), Zizek continues to  ponder the  significance of 

Antigone's refusal, following Lacan's obsession with Oedipus' daughter:

the  act is not simply something I 'accom plish '-after an act, I'm literally 

not the  sam e as before. In this sense  we could say  tha t the  subject 

'u n d e rg o e s 'th e  act. . .ra ther than 'accomplishes it' it: in it, the  subject is 

annihilated and subsequently  reborn (or not), i.e., the  a c t  involves a kind 

of temporary eclipse, aphansis of the  subject. Which is why every act 

worthy of the  name is 'm ad ' in the  sense  of radical unaccountability', by 

m eans of it, I put a t stake everything, including myself, my symbolic 

identity...its final outcom e is ultimately insignificant, strictly secondary 

in its relation to  the  NO! of the  pure ac t  (1992:44).

This pure "NO!" is the  no of the  princesse de CI6ves. W hat Zizek has 

described above can be used as a description of the rigors which she  undergoes 

as a result of this "NO!" The eclipsing of the  self is allegorized in Lafayette 's  

narrative as the violent and transformatory illness which allows the  princesse
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to arrive a t her act. W hat had seem ed impossible before the  illness, namely 

refusing the  a ttentions of Nemours, becom es possible as a result of this retreat 

from life. "Cette vue si longue e t si prochaine de la mort fit paraTtre & Mme de 

CI6ves les choses  de ce tte  vie de ce t  oeil si different don t on les voit dans la 

sanfe" (179). The princesse is irrevocably transformed by her "NO!": she is the 

agen t par excellence. She undergoes a radical transformation which allows her 

to enac t her complete retreat from the court and all realms of sociability. She 

is able to make herself entirely unaccountable. It is the  radicality of this retreat 

tha t Rousseau finds so seductive in the  next century. The p rincesse 's  act 

haunts  him as it will haunt his contem poraries.

Madame de Chartres tells her daughter upon the  la tter 's  entry into 

courtly life, "Si vous jugez sur les apparences  en ce  lieu-ci...vous serez souvent 

tromp6e; ce  qui paraTt n 'e s t  presque jamais la v6rife" (56). W hat the  princesse 

discovers for herself, however, after heeding the w ords of her mother, is tha t 

tha t  which is not appearance, tha t  which is hidden, is no more stable as  a 

quantity of truth. N em ours 's  passion for her concealed and then revealed does 

not make it more true. The princesse 's  own passion for him, concealed from 

herself and then revealed does not necessarily lead her to  privilege it as an 

instance of authenticity. This insight is reached because  of the  "NO!," the  act 

by which the  princesse overturns the  dialectic of inside/outside, 

appearance/tru th  on its head.

Lafayette 's  princesse de Montpensier, the  princesse de CI6ves's less
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fortunate fictional precursor, also trips up and makes many mistakes from 

which she  can never recover, but her lover is also the  least faithful of the  three 

male characters. During a m asked ballet, she mistakes the  due d'Anjou for the 

due de Guise and thus  exposes  her lover and herself to  the  wrath of a 

powerful, rejected suitor. This mistake, as it turns out, is only secondary. It 

actually resonates with w ha t turns out to  be the  princesse de M ontpensier's  

primal mistake: the  giving in to her desire for the due de Guise from the  very 

beginning. The due de G uise 's  faithlessness proves as violent as his passion. 

Both the  due d'Anjou and the due de Guise are dressed as Moors and before 

the  ballet is to begin, the  due de Guise, without his mask on, speaks a few 

words to the  princesse de Montpensier. The unfortunate princesse notices tha t 

her jealous husband has seen  this and in the  hopes of throwing him off track, 

speaks  to the  masked due d'Anjou as if he were the  due de Guise and orders 

him to be more attentive to  Madame tha t night, assuring him at the  sam e time 

th a t  she would not be jealous. The due d'Anjou is furious but m anages to 

dissimulate his jealous rage and his fury. In order to deflect the  attention of a 

jealous husband, the  princesse de Montpensier has only m anaged to  a ttract 

attention to herself. The action of this scene  takes place in the  exchange of 

gazes: as Lacan reminds us, the  eye has "an appetite" and "invidia vient de 

videre" (1973:105). The princesse tries to control w ha t the  eye of the  other 

sees  because  this eye is hungry for knowledge, but she only m anages to  a ttract 

another gaze, this one just as envious and dangerous.
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For Claudine Herrmann, the  key m etaphor of the  novella Is the  image of 

the  princesse de Montpensier sitting on a boat be tw een  tw o  men w ho are 

fishing for salmon. Tired of being on the hunt with her husband, she has set 

ou t in a boat in order to  see  a salmon caught in a net. According to  Herrmann, 

in a footnote  to  the  tex t in the  1979 Editions des Femmes version of the 

novella, the  princesse will find herself caught in a net as  well. She is caught in 

one way or another by her relations with the  due de Guise, the  due d'Anjou and 

her husband. She finds herself in a net made of gazes. The due de Chabanes, 

her smitten confidante whom  she  treats  with a lightness w orthy of Sacher- 

M asoch 's  heroine, Wanda, dies during the  persecution of the  Huguenots. Like 

the  princesse de CI6ves, she too falls into a long illness caused  by a shock on 

her nerves. She too recovers, but there is no transformatory encounter with 

death . She recovers only to  realize tha t she  has been abandoned by the fickle 

due de Guise.

From behind his mask, the  due d'Anjou saw  her, but she could not see 

the  traits which would have distinguished him from the due de Guise. W hen the 

face is covered, it is masked. The mask is the gaze without a face, pure scopic 

drive which refuses to  give up its nakedness to any other gaze. The princesse 

de Montpensier is fixed by a gaze from a faceless m ask which she  mis-takes 

as the  mask of her lover. To be masked is to be face-less. In the  scene  in which 

the  princesse speaks to the  masked due d'Anjou, it is the  man w ho w ears  the 

mask. In this century of the  baroque mask, masculinity in the  aristocratic realm
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w as still amicably related to  the  m asquerade because  the  virtuousity of the 

courtier w as  deem ed an admirable accomplishment.

W hat the  princesse de Montpensier exposes is precisely her ow n face, 

the  source  of the  word which will betray not only herself, but the  identity of 

her lover a s  well, although she  does not address  him by name: "N'ayez ce soir 

des yeux que pour Madame, lui dit-elle,; je n 'en  serai point jalouse, je vous 

I'ordonne, on m 'observe, ne m 'approchez plus" (18)12. "On m 'observe" is the 

feminine enunciation. W atched by her husband, the  princess seeks to  elude his 

gaze, only to  fall under observation by the  due d'Anjou. The due d'Anjou 

immediately recognizes the  fact tha t he has been mistaken for the  due de Guise 

because  of the  reference to Madame. "N'ayez des yeux que pour Madame." 

This order is given to th row  the husband off track, but it leads the  due d'Anjou 

to  the  truth. There is only one person to  whom the princesse would address 

such  an imperative - the  due de Guise. If the  due de Guise were to have eyes 

only for Madame, it would be in order to dissimulate the  relation betw een 

himself and the  princesse de Montpensier. In giving this order, the  princesse 

exposes  her desire and her complicity with her lover. The due d'Anjou plots the 

due de Guise's downfall from that moment onward. The princesse 's  mistake 

exposes  her lover to the  wrath of the  king's brother who promises to  punish 

the  due de Guise's "temerity." Lafayette based this narrative on the  life of the

12AII citations of La Princesse de Montpensier and La Com tesse  de Tende reer to 
Lafayette 's  Romans e t nouvelles ed. Emile Magne. Paris: Gamier Fr6res, 1961.
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historical due d'Anjou w ho w as  involved in incestuous relations with his sister. 

The historical due d'Anjou, upon ascension to  the  throne as  Henri III, orders the  

assassination of the  due de Guise. We could say then th a t  the  due d'Anjou 

becom es the  agen t of the  p rincesse 's  unconscious and retroactive aggression 

against her soon to  be unfaithful lover. Herrmann's pessimism does  not allow 

for the  fact tha t the  p rincesse 's  mistake has an unconscious and efficacious 

dimension. Her recklessness is the  flip side of the  princesse de Cleves's 

restraint and her ability to  dissimulate.

One could say tha t one of the  com tesse  de T ende 's  great failings is her 

refusal to dissimulate, for instead of pretending to receive her husband 's  

a ttentions and feign an affection for him, she rejects him during the  height of 

her passion for the  prince de Navarre and thereby inspires her husband 's  

everlasting enmity. Herrmann points out tha t  it is of the  utm ost importance tha t 

the  con tesse  is of Italian origin (born mademoiselle de Strozzi): "Madame de 

Lafayette a choisi une Italienne pour pouvoir montrer une femme passionn6e et 

spontan6e ce qui 6tait probablement introuvable & la cour de France" 

(1971 :n186). The com tesse  s trays so far from the confines of biens&ances of 

passion itself tha t she cannot be French. Her anomalous behavior is attributed 

to nationality.

This short narrative allegorizes with great econom y the  problematic that, 

according to  Henri Coulet, dominates courtly life: the  subject is caugh t betw een 

the lure of T am bition"  or "le prestige ext6rieur"and "la galanterie" or "la
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passion int6rieure" (Coulet 1 :259). The Prince de Navarre is a man of ambition: 

he takes  an interest in the  princesse de NeufchStel because  she could "faire la 

fortune d 'un  homme com m e lui." In a purely calculating manner, he seeks to  

a ttach  himself to  her w ithout being in love with her. It is not a small irony tha t  

through this ambition, he is exposed to  the  com pany of the  com tesse  de 

Tende, w ho inspires in him a violent passion. Hll ne s 'y  abandonna pas d 'abord; 

il vit les obstac les  que ces  sentim ents partag6s entre  I'amour e t I'ambition 

apporteraient S son desse in .. ."  (162). He enters into a galanterie, an affair of 

the  heart. His passion eventually becom es an obstacle  to  his ambition; in the  

case  of the  com tesse  however, passion endangers her very position in the  

world and in the  end, is absolutely fatal to  her.

The dichotomy ambition/galanterie functions for the  male subject, but the  

female heroine is trapped in the  sphere of galanterie alone. In this realm, she 

m ust not allow herself to  display any signs th a t  she may be experiencing the  

intensity of passion. Bienseance does not allow it. The display, the  sign of the  

passion in the  story of th e  com tesse  de Tende takes place in the  body of the  

com tesse  herself: she finds herself pregnant with the  prince de Navarre 's  child. 

The prince de  Navarre has gone through with his marriage -- he has acted  in the  

sphere  of ambition; he has enjoyed a violent passion for a w om an w ho 

reciprocated his love. He dies in battle. The com tesse  however, lives on and 

bears on her body the sign of her illicit passion. She confesses  to  her husband 

tha t she is pregnant by her lover, is disgraced by him and dies discreetly a few
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days after having given birth, fortunately, to  a stillborn child.

In a certain sense , w h a t  Lafayette has worked out in th e se  narratives, ]a 

Princesse de CI6ves and la C om tesse  de Tende (and even in to  som e extent, 

Henriette d 'A naleterre) is a  lucid appraisal of w ha t Nancy K. Miller calls in The 

H eroine 'sText a dystopic terrain of femininity. Lafayette 's  female heroine must 

negotiate the  problematic of ambition in w ays vastly different from her lover. 

If the  princesse de Cl&ves is the  m ost evolved of these  heroines, she  is also the  

one w ho is m ost aw are  of the  limitations of the  feminine position. The male 

subject always has a few  more moves than his female counterpart: he can 

move outside the  realm of galanterie. Nancy K. Miller brings up Freud in the  

con tex t of the  problem of ambition and sexual difference in her essay  

"Emphasis Added: Plots and Plausibilities in W om en 's  Fiction" (1981). Miller 

reads Freud's 1908  e ssay  "The Relation of the  Poet to  Daydreaming" and 

em phasizes this particular passage, "In young w om en erotic w ishes dominate 

the  phantasies almost exclusively, for their ambition is generally comprised in 

their erotic longings; in young men egoistic and ambitious w ishes asse r t  

them selves plainly enough alongside their erotic desires" (47-48) (Miller's 

emphasis). Miller imagines tha t it is possible th a t  there  are tex ts  in which the 

possibility of a feminine fan tasy  of power and ambition w as  inscribed "within 

another econom y. In this econom y, egoistic desires would a sse r t  them selves 

practically alongside erotic ones. The repressed content, I think, would be, not 

erotic impulses, but an impulse to  pow er..."  (41). This opens up the  reading of
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the  princesse de Cl&ves's renunciation of consumm ation as  the  ultimate power 

move, w hereby she produces a successful example of perfect inimitability, thus  

fulfilling the  m ost precious of classical ambitions.

In the  following century, Cr6billon, Duclos and Laclos represent libertines 

w hose  ambitions have all to  do with scoring victories in the  field of galanterie. 

Eighteenth-century libertines like Versac and Valmont, make of galanterie their 

sole ambition and we shall see  tha t  this collapsing of the  seventeenth-century  

spheres of galanterie and ambition would produce situations as dangerous as 

those  faced by Lafayette 's  heroines. The feminine subject is constantly 

threatened by a disaster similar to the  one tha t Riviere's tw entie th  century 

analysand sought to avert with her m asquerade of femininity. W hat separa tes  

these  wom en from catas trophe  is often only a single s tep , one faux pas. Henri 

Coulet describes the  s ta te  of em ergency in this way, "Des lors on comprend 

que la curiosit§ soit 3 I'affut de ce qui peut etre devin6 sous le m asque, e t que 

la dissimulation soit sans  cesse  en e ta t  d 'alerte; elle s 'ex p o se  aux erreurs de 

manoeuvre e t aux echecs .. ." (260) . The characters  in Lafayette 's  world are all 

in a constan t s ta te  of alert and under constan t surveillance: the  system  of 

bienseance puts all of its subjects  in a vigilant mode against betraying 

them selves. Curiosity here is the  motive behind the relentless surveillance under 

which the  subject of worldliness lived.

In the  end, all of Lafayette 's  female heroines betray them selves in one 

w ay or another: the  princesse de Cleves betrays her passion to the  due de
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Nemours by giving him signs of her concern for his well-being and jealousy 

about his liaisons with o ther women. The princesse de M ontpensier exposes 

herself in the  sam e way to  the  due de Guise and likewise the  con tesse  de 

Tende with the  Prince de Navarre. The princesse de CISves is distinguished 

once again in this case  by her confession to  her husband; against the 

imperative of masking the self, she exposes  her sec re t  to the  one person she 

should have been most careful to keep it from. According to  Coulet, she has 

rejected the  lies and hypocrisies of bienseance in order to  sacrifice herself to 

sincerity, but Coulet tends  to forget tha t  her "sincerity" with her husband is 

merely a stra tegy to  protect herself from an affair with Nemours. I believe, 

however, tha t the  princesse 's  rejection of lies and hypocrisies of bienseance is 

a strategic move to  protect herself from the trap laid for w om en in the  form of 

an engagem ent in a relationship of galanterie exclusive of ambition.

Criticizing Worldliness

By the  next century, the  masks of sociability and bienseance were being 

worn with greater discomfiture and the novelists of the  eighteenth-century 

began to make of this dilemma an object of representation. In the  first place, 

good society w as infinitely more complex in the  e ighteenth-century as the  

power of the  aristocracy waned. Paris becam e increasingly a more 

cosmopolitan and heterogeneous city. The aristocratic man evolved into the  

petit-maftre as his actual power in the  world diminished: the  petit-maitre can 

be defined as an aristocrat w hose  sphere of influence w as  increasingly
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circumscribed. Galanterie and questions of style were the only places w here  the  

petit-maitre could act on his will to  power. In m atters  of ta s te  and form, the  

petit-maitre had unquestioned rule. The petit-maitre anticipated the  nineteenth 

century dandy 's  ultra-refinement and obsession with all things superficial.

The aristocratic codes  of behavior w ere  becoming more and more 

ossified under the  Regency. Peter Brooks dem onstra tes  in The Novel of 

Worldliness that, by the beginning of the  e ighteenth-century, the  practice of 

worldliness had become increasingly dogmatic; it began to  take on "the hard- 

headed absolutism of tone, the  cynical authority, and the  sharp  judgm ent tha t 

w e found in the  narrative voices of Cr§billon and Duclos and in the  formulations 

of a m aster worldling like Versac" (62). It is to  the  petit-maitre's  pedantry and 

ossification of manners tha t  Peter Brooks refers in his description of the  

increasingly dogmatic tone  of eighteenth-century biens6ances.

In Le M asque et la parole: le lanaaae de I'amour au XVIIIe si6cle (1973), 

Philip S tew art offers one of the  classic prefeminist readings of the  images and 

rhetoric of masking in eighteenth-century French literature. Often S tew art 's  

descriptions of the  conflicts of the  e ighteenth-century situation are homologous 

with certain contradictions in his own text: in this book, S tew art seem s to  

struggle with the  insights produced by the application of s tructure  and signifier 

to  literary studies while still privileging a kind of cult of pathos. The image of 

mechanism arises in this tex t to  illustrate the  infernal and arbitrary functioning 

of language and convention.
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Le langage es t  souvent un pur m6canisme: com m e dans toute 

politesse....on se sert des formules d 'u sage  parce qu'il sied bien de les 

avoir remplies. De meme pour le langage d 'am our...Le mot dans ce 

con tex te  e s t  vid§ de son contenu Iitt6ral...divorce entre signifiant et 

signifte, ou le signifi6 normal n 'a  plus de valeur communicative e t meme 

peut-§tre plus d 'ex istence  r6elle (102).

The divorcing of the  signifier and the signified is a serious m atter for S tew art 

w ho imagines elsewhere in this tex t tha t this relationship can be described as 

a normative one ("le signifie normal"). S tew art 's  image of an "abnormal," non- 

communicative language of pure mechanism is important because  the  pure 

mechanicity of language describes an autonomy of the  signifying system , a 

kind of pure codification, which functions without human intentionality - these  

are the  workings of the empty formulas of signifying system s. This is precisely 

the  sort of linguistic formation tha t de Man is interested in reading and 

interpreting. The de Manian reading of tex t as machine can be interpreted as 

one in which language as signifying system  is the  m ost mechanical of all 

system s, functioning as it does autonomously of conscious psychic motivation. 

This is one of the  many faces of the  autom aton, a coded, self-moving machine, 

tha t  is au tonom ous of intentionality.

Social codification seem s to  refer to linguistic codifications. The 

increasing rigidity of social codification in Paris existed simultaneously with the  

increasing inmixing of heterogeneous elem ents in w ha t w as  once a
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hom ogeneous aristocratic world. S tew art writes, "D6s la R6gence, il s '6tablit 

d Paris une vie mondaine com pos6e en partie d 'anc iens  habitants de Versailles 

mais aussi de robins e t  de  bourgeois plus ou moins riches don t les mani&res 

son t calqu6es sur celles de la haute  aristocratie..." (61-62). Brooks com m ents 

on the  sam e changes taking place in Paris a t  this time, "The purity of society 

w as  indeed threatened by adventurers, upstarts , ga tecrashers , and by a new  

criticism of social institutions" (Brooks 8). If the  "robins" and th e  "bourgeois" 

were  slavishly imitating the  worldly w ays of the  aristocracy, they  were a t the  

sam e time producing in writing an impassioned a ttack  on th o se  forms and 

practices. For Sylv6re Lotringer, refusal of society and integration into society 

make up the  "double seuil de la forme rom anesque" (1970 :301). Rousseau is 

one  of the  writers on the  side of refusal, but his Confessions also describe a 

desire for and a trajectory of integration. He is the  exemplary bourgeois critic 

of aristocratic hypocrisies, but there  are novelists like Graffigny and Riccoboni 

w ho anticipated his critiques in their fiction.

As worldliness cam e into question, the  mask becam e more and more 

difficult to  wear,

Le m asque qui d£m ange et, parfois, refuse de coder d la peau, e t  la 

soci£t€ qui ne se perm et jamais de le dgmettre -  ne serait-ce que pour 

reprendre haleine -- cherche aussi d6lib6r6ment, d trahir son  jeu 

m anifestant ainsi les marques, sinon d 'u n e  mauvaise foi, au moins d 'un  

profond malaise (Stewart 122).
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S tew art 's  account of the  malaise of worldliness affirms the  possibility of 

unm asked existence, pure spontaneity, a Rousseauist utopia of unmediated 

authenticity contained by a "true self." S tew art also follows R ousseau 's  

tendency  to criticize worldliness as a function of the  superficiality and frivolity 

of the  worldly woman. In S tew art 's  account, the  fa lseness and hypocrisy of 

masking is given to the  female subject and it is the  world-weary male subject 

who suffers the  alienation and uneasiness produced by sociable dissimulation.

The following description of masking vices is very gender specific: "II 

faut trouver un m asque convenable aux vices qu 'on  a; ainsi une femme devor^e 

par la passion joue souvent 3 etre prude" (83). The w om an w ears  the  m ask of 

a virtue tha t she lacks. The countenance  and the  heart are here hopelessly out 

of alignment. It is of the  utm ost signficance tha t this image of masking is a 

feminine one, especially one which describes a w om an struggling with passion. 

The mask of the  prude is appropriate to the  passionate  w om an because  the  

prude is her opposite extreme. The mask then functions as com pensation, or 

even over-compensation for the  vices tha t it hid.

The image with which S tew art illustrates the  e ighteenth-century 's  

"nostalgia for the  natural" is also decidedly feminine. In describing Marivaux's 

fantasy of a kind of supple spontaneity, S tew art reminds us, th a t  in the  m ost 

hardened m aster of worldliness, there  is a nostalgia for "authentic" love, "un 

amour qui ne soit pas fait de conventions, mais de m ouvem ents, spon tan6s  et 

transparents . Chez Marivaux, on trouve souvent 1'evocation po6tique, voire
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extatique, de la jeune fille naturelle qui, n 'avait besoin de rien apprendre sur 

I'amour, n 'a  jamais mis de m asque '"  (118). The face of the  inexperienced 

young girl becom es the  w ay  out of the  dilemmas of worldiness. This natural 

young girl, untouched by artifice soo thes  world weariness. Her image is 

significant because more than  anything else, it se ts  itself up in con trast to the 

figure of the  worldly wom an, the  woman who has worn m asks to  dissimulate 

her passions, her sorrows and in S tew art 's  account, her vices. S tew art follows 

Rousseau not only in unconsciously accepting the  Utopian realm of perfect 

transparence  as a possibility (in the figure of the  young girl), but also in 

gendering the  figure of worldliness and masking as feminine. The innocent 

young girl w ho loves in a perfectly natural way, is the  double of the  masked 

woman, devoured by passion and always som ehow  guilty. The girl's 

m ovem ents are all "spontaneous"  and "transparent" to  others while the  worldly 

w om an 's  every gesture is studied dissimulation. The worldly wom an, a 

Marquise de Merteuil, is used as an image to  illustrate the  hypocrisies of 

worldliness while the  hypocrisies of a Versac or Valmont are omitted in 

S tew art 's  account. "Le desir de trouver parmi tan t  de m asques un visage franc 

e t spontand qui rejouisse I'ame comme une bouff6e d'air frais e t envoie la 

comddie au diable, e s t  com m e un contre-courant qui s 'exprim e d 'un  bout du 

sidcle & I 'autre" (121).

This desire originates from a masculine subject who is searching the 

m asks for the  face of a young and innocent girl. This alienated and jaded
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person is the  one who is nostalgic for true and real love; he literally finds 

himself at odds with language itself. "Le langage e s t  devenu un syst6m e de 

faux signes. Au lieu de lier les hommes, il les isole, car il sert non & leur r6v6ler 

leurs v6rit6s, mais 3 les cacher" (120). S tew art seem s to believe in a language 

of "true" signs and he quotes Marivaux to  prove than even this most worldly 

of authors believed in an authentic and hidden self th a t  would be exposed one 

day. For Derrida, the  belief in a language of "true signs" is a lways accompanied 

by a denigration of written language in favor of the  spoken word. The discourse 

of a belief in true signs resists the  idea tha t there  is no fixed and authentic self 

to be found, tha t the  signifier and signified are arbitrarily m atched and tha t  even 

their divorce is not so dramatic, tha t signifying system s are codified in a way 

autonom ous of the  speaking subject, and finally tha t  language is not 

transparent and by its very nature allows us only partial and imperfect 

communication and representation and in this, it does isolate one speaking 

subject from another. The eighteenth-century fantasy of mitigating this isolation 

takes place by m eans of a rejuvenating feminine figure of vulnerability and 

inexperience.

The reaction, m ost often characterized as bourgeois, against hyper­

codification and neo-preciosity of the  aristocratic world under and after the 

Regency takes place as a valorization of sensibility and a t the  sam e time, at 

least in the  case  of Rousseau, as a kind of re-affirmation of sexual difference 

and sexual distance. In "Lettre 3 d 'Alembert" (1758), R ousseau 's  reply to
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of segregating the  sexes. R ousseau 's  tex t blossoms into a monstrous vision of 

first, how  worldliness and the  frequentation of the  sexes  will destroy the  moral 

fiber of any society and second , how the  theater  would destroy the  very fabric 

of Genevan society itself. By the end of the  text, Rousseau opens up a space  

in which he can paint a picture of a Utopic social event, a ball which would be 

reminiscent of pastoral festivals. At these  balls, young unmarried people would 

dance with one another under the  watchful and loving gaze of their parents. 

This kind of supervised encounter is reminiscent of the  surveillance of Emile and 

Sophie as  well as  the  chaperoning of Saint-Preux and Julie. In this transparent 

medium of the  Genevan ball, people would appear as they really were, stripped 

naked of all pretense and all artifice. Under these  conditions would the  sexes 

m eet and mate because  the  dance would be forbidden to  all those  already 

coupled off in marriage. This event would be appropriate entertainm ent for the 

populace of Geneva.

According to Rousseau, the  theater as spectacle  of worldliness is an 

aristocratic and feminizing space. In this unhealthy, enclosed environment, men 

are corrupted by the  domination of wom en. Rousseau not only criticizes the 

theater  here, but all of its Parisian adjuncts. W hat Rousseau hopes to preserve 

against the  corrupting influence of the  Parisian theater  and its concom itant 

institutions is sexual difference itself. He goes on a t length about the 

unhealthiness of too much con tac t  be tw een the  sexes . In the  atm osphere
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contam inated as  it were by their femininity, and are actually transformed into 

wom en. The theater  then destroys sexual difference itself and in doing so, 

makes impossible "normal" heterosexual relations. W hat Rousseau prescribes 

to  maintain "healthy" relations be tw een  the  sexes  are forms th a t  are strictly 

homosocial. "...[LJegoGt de la chasse , commun & tous  les Genevois, r6unissant 

fr6quemment les hom m es, leur donnaient occasion de former entre eux des 

soci6t§s de table, des parties de cam pagne, e t enfin des liaisons d'amitig" 

(193).13 On the  other hand, wom en and girls have their own sex-segregated 

groups.

Les femmes et les filles, de leur c6t6, se  rassem blent par soci6t6s, tantGt 

chez I'une, tantGt chez I'autre. L'objet de ce tte  r6union e s t  un petit jeu 

de com m erce, un goGter, et, comme on peut bien croire, un intarissable 

babil. Les hommes, sans  §tre fort s6v§rement exclus de ces  soci6t6s, s 'y  

m§lent assez  rarem ent...(194).

The rusticated pleasures and innocence of Genevan society have to  do 

then, with the  segregation of the  sexes . W hat is guaranteed by bourgeois 

simplicity is sexual difference. Rousseau refers to  Antiquity in order to 

s trengthen  his argum ents for the  virtues of sexual segregation. Among the 

Ancients, Rousseau insists, men were actually stronger than  the  men of

13A!I citations of "Lettre 2 d 'Alembert" refer to  the  Garnier-Flammarion edition of 
this text, 1967.
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R oussseau 's  time, although they were physically smaller. This w as  because  

they did not frequent wom en. The "intarisssable babil," th a t  powerful current 

of nonsensical feminine sound can also have a terribly pernicious and 

debilitating effect upon m en .14

Suivons les indications de la Nature, consultons le bien de la soci6t6: 

nous trouverons que les deux sexes  doivent se  rassembler quelquefois, 

e t vivre ordinairement sdpards. J e  I'ai dit tan to t par rapport aux femmes, 

je le dis maintenant par rapport aux hommes. lls se  sen ten t  au tan t et 

plus qu'elles de leur trop intime commerce; elles n 'y  perdent que leurs 

moeurs, e t nous y perdons 3 la fois notre maniere de vivre e t notre 

constitution: car ce sexe  plus faible, hors d 'd ta t  de prendre notre maniere 

de vivre trop pdnible pour lui, nous force de prendre la sienne trop molle 

pour nous, et ne voulant plus souffrir de separation, faute de pouvoir de 

se  rendre hommes, les femmes nous rendent fem m es (195-196).

W hat men lose exceeds  w hat women lose in the  frequentation of the  

sexes. When the  sexes have too much contact, there  is an inevitable female 

usurpation of power. W hat Rousseau w ants  to  remedy is this usurpation. The 

asymmetrical nature of sexual difference allows us to accoun t for this disparity. 

W omen only lose their morals: men lose something different "notre m an u re  de

14 R ousseau 's  description of femininity as a debilitating contagion anticipates the  
memoirs of a famous paranoid schizophrenic, the president Schreber, w hose  body 
w as every day being feminized by special rays. Babble, nonsense  also plagues 
Schreber w ho cannot escape  from the hum of incomprehensible w ords and 
fragmented voices.
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effacem ent of sexual difference. Women remain feminine because  they cannot 

becom e masculine: w ha t they  can do, however, and this pow er arises from 

precisely w ha t they lack (faute de pouvoir de se  rendre hommes), is to  make 

men wom en. The trope of lack and the problem of castration function together 

in exceedingly complex w ays here: the  feminine position, the  place where 

castration is inscribed, w here  lack dwells, is also the  place from which sexual 

difference is deployed. Samuel Weber writes in his introduction to  Memoirs of 

mv Mental Illness (1988) th a t  castration "marks the  differential relationship 

making possible, and structuring the  articulation of gender identity" (xliv). The 

problem in R ousseau 's  version of sexual difference is tha t this mark, this "faute 

de pouvoir," insofar as it is localizable with the  wom en, is also w hat allows 

them  to  make men women, leading to a collapse of the  differential relationship. 

The structure  of gender identity is constantly  threatened by con tac t  be tw een 

the  sexes  because  it would seem  tha t their proximity in R ousseau 's  account, 

would produce an inevitable relationship of mimesis in which the  men end up 

becoming w om en because  the  wom en cannot becom e men. It is precisely their 

"sof tness ,"  their inability to  w ithstand the  harshness  of the  masculine "maniere 

de vivre" tha t  allows them  to  make the  men resemble them. This is the  power 

of the  w eak. Femininity is contagious, masculinity is not because  wom en 

cannot share  m en 's  physical activities tha t  are impossible for them  to perform, 

w hereas  men can accom odate  them selves to  a soft, effeminizing life by
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allowing them selves to  frequent wom en and their salons. Rousseau is trying to 

warn his peers against the  pernicious power of femininity tha t is allowed to 

come into con tac t with masculinity in order to  weaken and distort it. According 

to Rousseau, there  is a pow er of the  w eak against the  strong, the  soft against 

hard tha t must be controlled by strictly sexual segregation.

Difference and sexual difference are assum ed by the  subject upon entry 

into the  symbolic order, the  order tha t  arises out of the Name-of-the-Father, the 

symbolic effect par excellence. In Lettre a d 'A lem bert. R ousseau 's  father 

appears  during the anecdote  recounted as a footnote, describing the 

spontaneous midnight dance  of regiment of Saint-Gervais.

Mon pdre, en m 'em brassan t, fut saisi d 'un  tressaillement que je crois 

sentir et partager encore. Jean -Jacques , me disait-il, aime ton pays. 

Vois-tu ces  bons Genevois; ils sont tous amis, ils son t tous  fr£res; la joie 

et la concorde regne au milieu d 'eux . Tu es Genevois: tu verras un jour 

d 'au tre  peuples; mais quand tu voyagerais au tan t que ton p6re, tu ne 

trouveras jamais leur pareil (248).

This scene  of Genevan authenticity is designated as inimitable by the  w ords of 

J e a n -Jac q u e s 's  father and it inspires in Rousseau visions of martial festivals, 

frugal and austere , tha t  would be fitting for the virile citizens of the  bourgeois 

republic. Rousseau is named here, "Tu es Genevois," by the  father and he 

identifies with this name. The scene of authenticity, the  regiment of Saint- 

Gervais, spontaneously  rousing itself to a drunken military dance  is opposed to
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the  scenes  of aristocratic sociability in which only "acting" or dissimulation w as 

possible. Dissimulation is effeminizing just as womanliness is m asquerade. We 

could extrapolate a "manliness" from this formula th a t  would be free of artifice, 

genuine and unmasked (the virile dance of the  regiment of Saint Gervais which 

w as in the  beginning an all-male affair), but a lw ays a t risk of being 

contam inated by the  influence of femininity (a "softness"  th a t  can  make men 

women).

What w as a t stake for Rousseau in this debate  with d 'A lem bert (and by 

proxy with Voltaire and the other philosophes w ho w ere reconciled to 

aristocratic interaction as a space  of sophistication and refinement) w as  a 

defense of the  values of the  "basse  ville," his origins, but more importantly, his 

fa ther 's  neighborhood, Saint Gervais. The father is unnam ed, but the 

neighborhood is. The Genevan aristocracy lived on the  other side of the  Rhone 

and had always discreetly looked to the French aristocracy for not only models 

of behavior, but also protection when seriously challenged by the  bourgeois 

Republicans. R ousseau 's  grandfather had once occupied a house in the  "haute 

ville," but the  Rousseau family had seen a decline in its fortunes and Jean- 

J a c q u e s 's  father lived with his family on the "wrong" side of the  Rhone. The 

regiment of Saint-Gervais appears in Lettre a d 'A lem bert as  defenders  of 

R ousseau 's  identification with a paternal signifier, embodied by the  decidedly 

plebian neighborhood of Saint-Gervais.

The fragility of R ousseau 's  identification with the  population of the
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"wrong" side of the  Rhone gives his text an intensity which only rises in pitch. 

The thea te r  and its emasculating adjuncts becom e more and more powerful, 

more and more all-threatening, until by the  end of the  letter, before the 

beginning of the  pastoral reverie on the  innocent Genevan balls, Rousseau 

prophesies the  downfall of the  very Republic itself if a theater is allowed to  set 

itself up in his precious hometown. The th rea t to sexual difference, the  threat 

to  the  bourgeois city he loves, only becom e more and more m onstrous to 

Rousseau, until he imagines the  corrupt actors (comGdiens) taking over the  city 

and destroying the Genevan republic itself with their irresistible licentiousnes 

and its nefarious cabals.

Bientot les com6diens, surs de I'impunit6, la procureront encore  & leurs 

imitateurs; c 'e s t  par eux qu 'aura com m ence le d6sordre, mais on ne voit 

plus ou il pourra s 'arre ter. Les femmes, la jeunesse, les riches, les gens 

oisifs, tou t sera pour eux, tou t favorisera leur licence: chacun, cherchant 

3 les satisfaire, croira travailler pour ses  plaisirs. Quel homme osera 

s 'opposer  & ce torrent, si ce n 'e s t  peut-etre quelque ancient pasteur 

rigide qu 'on  n 'ecou tera  point, e t dont le sens  e t la gravity passeron t pour 

p6danterie chez une jeunesse  inconsid6r6e? Enfin pour peu qu'ils joignent 

d 'a r t  e t de manege S leurs succ6s, je ne leur donne pas tren te  ans pour 

etre les arbitres de I'Etat. On verrra les aspirants aux charges briguer leur 

faveur pour obtenir les suffrages; les Elections se feront dans les loges 

des actrices, et les chefs d 'un peuple libre seront les creatures d 'une
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bande d'histrions (229).

The influence of the  actors is described as torrential, similar in quality to  the  all- 

powerful "softness" of the  wom en w ho can make men like them selves. There 

is also in this passage, the  sam e principle of mimesis: the  actors  (the soft, the  

torrent) will make everyone like them selves. The only thing rigid th a t  s tands  in 

their w ay is the  preaching of a country pastor w ho will try to  resist the  torrent 

with his "sense  and gravity." His teaching, deem ed pedantry, however, will be 

sw ep t aw ay as well. In thirty years, the  actors will have successfully conspired 

to  take  over the  s tate .

W hat Rousseau condem ns in the  theater is its falseness: the  falseness 

of the  theater  is the  fa lseness of worldliness itself. Peter Brooks writes,

M6r6 [one of the  great seventeenth-century  aristocratic arbiters of ta s te  

and convention] considered the  successful courtier to  be essentially an 

actor playing a role agreeable to  o thers and like the  eighteenth-century 

novelists, he sees  as a necessary  corollary the  ability to  penetrate  

appearances  to find out w ha t forces animate society and its m embers 

(1969:55).

The actor, like the  courtier, is condem ned by Rousseau as a charac te r w ho 

plays nothing but roles, has  no authenticity. The actor represents  for Rousseau 

all the  falseness and corruption of Parisian society, a corrosive sort of 

corruption against which Geneva m ust be defended. S tew art 's  description of 

the  social man also em phasizes the  analogical relation be tw een  acting and
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sociability, "L'homme social e s t  un etre d6doubl6, il a un dehors sc6nique e t un 

dedans cach§, inaccessible au spec ta teur"  (S tewart 79). For Rousseau, this 

hidden interior is highly suspec t. The Roussseauian and bourgeois imperative 

for total transparency  is a reaction against precisely this kind of doubled being 

produced by masking: the  visible exterior is false because  it does  not reveal 

everything, namely, it conceals the  inaccessible interior.

The actor and the courtier are masquerading subjects: their duplicitous 

nature aligns them  with "womanliness" or femininity. The actor, the  courtier 

and the woman hide something, while performing som ething else. That which 

is hidden is imagined by Rousseau to be powerful, uncontrollable, eventually 

capable of destroying sexual difference itself: it is charged with ambivalence 

and designates lack as such. I call it castration here in order to  deploy the  full 

significance of the  term. W hat the  mask of femininity hides is a "nothing," a 

charged "nothing," communicable and powerful: a torrential nothingness tha t 

has transformatory powers. Schreber is th reatened precisely by this torrential 

nothingness in the  form of rays with the  power to  slowly unman him by 

producing changes in his body and producing visions of how  voluptuous it 

would be to be made love to as a wom an.

This Rousseauian model of consciousness , th a t  the  authentic  being of 

"man" is an interiority tha t must triumph over false exteriors, th a t  this would 

be the  achievem ent of a kind of utopic transparency, is precisely w h a t Lacan 

add resses  with a topological model th a t  is related to  the  Moebius strip: the



76

torus contains a void and is a shape constituted by its lack. There is no 

privileged surface on the  Moebius strip or the  torus, no ineffable, invisible area 

tha t m ust be made visible. The torus as a model is constituted by the  void tha t 

gives it shape: the  "secret" (nothingness, castration) tha t  the  Rousseauian 

model w an ts  to  overcome is constitutive of being itself.

W hat the  princesse de Cloves renounces is the  fan tasy  of a perfect 

coincidence of love and obligation, countenance  and heart. W hat is renounced 

is not only the  perfect m atch, but especially its representation: this makes of 

the  case  of the  princesse, a kind of successful analysis avant la lettre. 

According to  Peggy Kamuf, however, the  princesse is trapped in a maternal 

fantasy, remains a product of it, never overcom es it by following her desire 

(that is described as "the cleft of difference" betw een  the mother and child). 

The ending of the  novel seem s to produce pairs of opposing readings: it is both 

a tale of a successful analysis as renunciation and, a t the  sam e time, it is a tale 

of the  failure of a woman to  differentiate herself from her m other 's  fan tasy  of 

w ho she should be. It is a heroic tale of a w om an 's  ability to  transform herself 

into something else and escape  from court life: it is the  tragic tale of a wom an 

w ho does not give herself to love. The uncanny pairing of opposing readings 

makes clear tha t  it is above all ambivalence tha t  s tructures the  end of this 

novel. W hat Lafayette dem onstra tes  in her fiction with a terryifying lucidity is 

not only the  difficulty, but the  impossibility of a relation betw een  the sexes. 

There is no space  in which it is possible to  establish a relationship of perfect,
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harmonious reciprocity be tw een  the  sexes.

In Lettre a d 'A lem bert. Rousseau tries to construct just such  a sp ace  in 

Geneva for the facilitation of the  courtship of young Genevans. The sexes, 

while segregated  by "common sen se ,"  are brought together under specific 

conditions so  tha t "seduction" and marriages might be brought off smoothly 

under the  bourgeois paren ts ' watchful eye. It is a sp ace  in which the  unmarried 

members of both sexes, having been kept apart, are brought toge ther again and 

in this space  of the  Genevan ball, Rousseau imagines the  "innocence" of 

courtship can be maintained. This ideal space  can also be understood as  an 

a ttem pt to  resolve the  contradictions and difficulties in the  bourgeois 

structuration of gender identity and the sexual relation: sexual identity is 

homosocial (segregation of the  sexes, the  all-male dance  of Saint-Gervais), but 

it m ust produce a (hetero)sexual relation (marriage). W hat guaran tees  the 

proper functioning of this complicated affair will be for Rousseau a place in 

which con tac t betw een the  sexes  is as strictly coded as it is in the  salons: the 

codes  however, will no longer be the  ones governing the  aristocratic order, 

rather, they will be formed according to the  rustic Genevan festivals. These 

"bals solennels e t periodiques, ouverts  indistinctement a tou te  la jeunesse  a 

marier" would be presided over by a magistrate: the  Law itself would be a 

w itness  to  the  mating ritual of the  young Genevans.

Rousseau reproduces in the  ball, something reminiscent of the  dancing 

regiment of Saint-Gervais, a spectacle  to  which he and his father were
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w itnesses. It is the  site of highly supervised con tac t  be tw een  the  sex es  tha t 

does not lead to emasculation. Sexual difference is guaranteed and reinforced, 

instead of eroded. For Lafayette, however, the  negotiation of the  sexual relation 

does not lead to  construction of such  a fan tasy  space . The asym m etry  of 

sexual difference in Lafayette 's  world can be understood in term s of the  sex es ' 

different relationships with th e  tw o  spheres  of activity: ambition and galanterie. 

The female protagonists of Lafayette 's  fiction m ust face the  fac t th a t  ambition, 

the  attraction of a higher place in the  symbolic order, is always dividing their 

lovers' attention from the  sphere  of galanterie. The princesse de Cloves makes 

of dissimulation a fortress tha t protects  her from the  betrayal structured into 

the  sexual relation itself. Between an aristocratic fortress of dissimulation and 

a bourgeois fantasy of t ransparen t sexual relations, the  m ask arises as  an 

ambivalent image of the  au tom aton , th a t  masked machine. As an image of 

masking and machines, the  au tom aton  figures something complicated about 

sexual difference and textual production under the  ancien regime.



Chapter Two 

"Graffigny and the Question of Style"

Frangoise de Graffigny's Lettres d 'u n e  pgruvienne w as  published in 

1747, the  sam e year as La Mettrie 's L 'Homme-machine. It is, however, more 

than the  temporal coincidence of their publication dates  tha t brings th ese  tw o 

tex ts  together. In the  next tw o  chapters, w e  will explore the  possibility of 

establishing a relationship betw een these  tw o  tex ts  tha t  is based on their 

a ttem pts  to account for difference: the  first in the  context of fiction, the 

second in the  context of philosophy. While Graffigny's tex t addresses  the 

writing of cultural differences (between Peru and Spain and Peru and Europe), 

it is also an account of sexual difference (between Zilia and Aza and Zilia and 

D6terville). As Elizabeth MacArthur dem onstra tes  in her e ssay  "Devious 

Narratives: Refusal of Closure in Two Eighteenth-Century Epistolary Novels" 

(1987), closure is one w ay of fixing a heroine -- in marriage -- and securing a 

sort of knowledge about the  nature of sexual difference. By not marrying off 

her heroine, Graffigny leaves the question of sexual difference open to  question 

in a certain sense: for alone in the  world, writing and observing the  world, Zilia 

is left in a s ta te  of privileged and successful in-difference. She has a country 

property, enough money to live on and a good library. Graffigny's novel refuses 

the  traditional closures of feminine destiny: this has been recognized as a 

com ponent of its radicality.
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I propose th a t  w e  read La M ettrie 's  L'Homme-machine with Graffigny's 

novel because  this philosophical treatise  has to  do with a radical enquiry into 

the  nature of difference a s  well. If the  kind of difference th a t  preoccupies La 

Mettrie is not explicitly sexual difference, the  question of w om an does  arise in 

this meditation on Enlightenment revisions of ideas of absolute, metaphysical 

differences betw een  human organisms and animals and hum an organisms and 

machines. Although it is obvious th a t  La M ettrie 's I'homme universalizes the 

human organism as masculine, machine, the  second half of the  hyphenated title 

raises the  question of difference, if no t sexual difference. The machine for La 

Mettrie, is a speculative model, one th a t  is only going to  help us understand 

w hat man is. By putting I'homme and machine together, La Mettrie is already 

juxtaposing masculine and feminine nouns. The feminine as  difference occurs 

in La M ettrie 's system  as machine, something infinitely complex and ultimately 

unknowable, but above all, comparable to  man. It is by m eans of such  a 

comparison th a t  any understanding of man as opposed to  machine or woman 

is to  be understood a t all. In this w ay, difference is both affirmed and 

questioned a t the  sam e time: this is one of the  important epistemological 

m om ents in w ha t is called early modernity.

The question of style

From the  outset, Graffigny's fiction se ts  out to  directly address  the 

problem of representing feminine experience through w h a t w e  might describe 

as a simulacrum of writing. The knotting of the  quipos is a s trange  and complex
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conceit of representation and self-representation. Nancy K. Miller in the  chapter 

"The Knot, the  Letter and the  Book" (1988) writes, "...Graffigny reconstructs  

the  question of w om an 's  identity as a problem of figuration. Put another way, 

the  Enlightenment allegory of cultural difference is no less a feminist fable of 

sexual identity in language" (135). Graffigny's tex t  does  try to  figure in knots, 

a practice of writing of letters tha t will eventually becom e a book. In the  

process, the  problem of sexual difference is narrativized. Therefore, cultural and 

sexual difference are to  be understood as functions of language and literary 

forms: allegories becom e fables as cultural difference is com pared with the  

construction of sexual identity.

It is widely recognized Graffigny's novel is perm eated with explicitly 

l in g u is t ic  p r e o c c u p a t i o n s .  For I s a b e l le  L a n d y -H o u il lo n 1, "Le 

denouem ent.. .conclu t dans  le m§me sens  ce roman de la communication et 

confirme I'importance des  preoccupations linguistiques..." (49). In the  

"Avertissement" to the  novel itself, there  is an explicit warning to  the  reader 

about the  "fautes de grammaire" and the  unfamiliar style of the  fictional author 

o f the  letters to  follow. The "Avertissement" pleads for a kind of indulgence for 

a style tha t  will be "inconnu" to  the  novel's  readers. That Zilia's style, the  style 

of the  Peruvian, is preserved intact in its authenticity is the  fiction upon which 

this novel turns. In fact, despite  such excessively metaphorical tu rns  of phrase

11ntroduction to  Lettres Portuaaises. Let tres  d 'u n e  p6ruvienne e t au tres  romans par 
le ttres . Paris: Garnier-Flammarion, 1983.
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as  "Que I'arbre de la vertu, mon cher Aza, rgpande & jamais son ombre sur la 

famille du pieux citoyen qui a repu sous ma fen itre  le mystdrieux tissu de mes 

pensges, e t qui I'a remis d a n s te s  mainsl" (Letter II), Zilia's style is, in fact, not 

so  unrecognizable. It is the  style of passionate epistolary sincerity, inherited 

from the  Portuguese nun, Mariane, and privileged by the  classical era in som e 

sen se  as  the  style of ardent authenticity.

It is with a digression on style tha t I hope to open a discussion of Lettres 

d 'u n e  pgruvienne. In an "Ouverture de ce  Recueil" tha t introduces Lacan's 

Merits (1976), Lacan quotes the  eighteenth century naturalist, Georges Louis 

Leclerc, self-made com te de Buffon, "Le style, e 'e s t  l 'homme-m§me." Judith 

Miller reminds us of the circum stances of this s ta tem en t2. Buffon m akes this 

s ta tem en t as he addresses  the  Acadgmie Franpaise in 1753  upon his initiation 

into th a t  body. He had been a member of the  Acadgmie Royale des  Sciences 

since 1733  and he w as  certainly a m aster of style. His address  is an 

enormously stylish performance of courtliness: he flatters the  m em bers of the  

Acadgmie by describing them  as  m asters  of style, his teachers  in fact, w ho 

taugh t him w hat style w as. Ironically, it w as  Buffon's style th a t  w a s  to  com e 

under a ttack  after the  Revolution: "Revolutionaries judged his style pom pous 

and aristocratic, while natural historians sought increasingly to  dissociate 

them selves from the  tainted world of literature. Interestingly, Buffon w as

2Judith  Miller's article is published as "Style is the  Man Himself" in Lacan and the 
Subject of Language, ed. Ellie Ragland-Sullivan.
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attacked  for being a coquet, language usually reserved for w om en" 

(Schiebinger 154). Schiebinger goes to remark upon the  fac t th a t  the  style of 

aristocratic sociability in which Buffon w as  schooled w as  viewed as 

increasingly feminine and unscientific.

In his address  before the  Academy, Buffon offers a lesson on style: real 

e loquence is very different from natural facility. Buffon describes those  w ho 

p o ssess  natural facility but no style in the  following m anner3:

Ces hommes sen ten t vivement, s 'a ffec ten t de meme, le m arquent 

fortem ent au dehors; e t par une impression purement m^canique, ils 

transm etten t aux au tres  leur enthousiasm e e t leurs affections. C 'e s t  le 

corps qui parle au corps; tous  le m ouvem ents, tous  les signes 

concourent e t servent Ggalement (2: em phasis added).

He w ho lacks style is mechanical: the  mechanical is the  lack of all style. The 

eloquent, but stylistically deficient man allows his feelings and his affects to 

mark the  surface (the outside) of his person and body in a purely mechanical, 

tha t  is unmediated, and direct manner, which "tous les m ouvem ents, tous  les 

signes concourent and servent egalem ent."  This writing of the  inside upon the 

outside takes place in a vivid w ay tha t is without nuance or differentiation, in 

a kind of formless confusion: the  marks and the  signs are uncontrolled and 

uncontrollable, and they are interchangeable for one another. M ovem ents are

3AII citations from Buffon refer to  Chefs d 'oeuvre  Iitt6raires de Buffon. Paris: 
Garnier-Fr6re, 1864.
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confused with signs them selves. The man without style lets the  inside 

(consisting of affects, impressions and feelings) imprint the  outside (of the  body 

or face) in a completely chaotic fashion. Style, on the  o ther hand, implies the  

opposite of such  pure mechanism.

Style is tha t  which is essential to  the  work, the  writer: it constitu tes  the 

identity of the  author. Buffon continues, "le style ne peut done ni s 'enlever, ni 

se  transporter, ni s 'a lt6rer..."  It is the g rea tness  of style tha t  has elevated the 

Acad6miciens above everyone else: it is also style tha t will make them  

immortal. According to  Buffon, only works tha t are well written will become 

immortal: even the  "novelty" of real discoveries do not guarantee survival of 

the  poorly written tex t.4 Style is a product of "real eloquence" which has 

nothing to  do with natural facility. These men of natural eloquence are nothing 

more than passive transmitters, more sensitive than average perhaps, but 

unable to mark their expressions in such  a way tha t will differentiate them  from 

the expressions of others. The metaphor "purem ent mecanique" signifies an 

absence  in the  "man of natural eloquence." The mechanical for La Mettrie, as 

w e shall see , refers to  an autonom ous and enormously complex system  tha t 

functioned outside of the  conscious will of the  organism, but for Buffon, the  

mechanical refers to  a kind of banal simplicity, a non-literary autom atism  of 

naive spontaneity .

4This is disproved by the  fact tha t Linnaeus's system  of natural classification has 
survived as  more accurate  tha t Buffon's well-crafted phrases despite w hat Schiebinger 
calls Linnaeus's "clumsy Latin and rhymed verse" (154).
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In "le style c 'e s t  I 'homme-meme," Buffon constructs  w ha t Lacan calls 

"un fan tasm e du grand homme." In his lectures and his prose, Lacan 

distinguished himself by m eans of a style tha t would mark him as  radically 

different from other psychoanalytic theorists. Many resist Lacanian theory 

because  of his unbearably difficult and elliptical style. It m ust be with irony tha t 

Lacan should open Ecrits with a quote from a writer who w as  being initiated 

into an institutional body w hereas Lacan's own unorthodox style and practice 

lead to  his "excommunication" from the IPA (International Psychoanaltyic 

Association.) He cites Buffon in order to  com m ent ironically tha t  it is no longer 

so simple to  make of man such "une reference si certaine" (9) and in this way, 

he launches Ecrits as a commentary on questions of the  referentiality of man 

tha t have been inherited from the Enlightenment.

In the  "Avertissement" of Lettres d 'une  p6ruvienne. the  fictitious editor 

has been careful to  preserve untouched the uniqueness of Zilia's style, "II est 

facile de voir, par la singularity du style, que nous avons §t6 tres scrupuleux £ 

ne rien oter de ce t  esprit naturel qui regne dans ce t  ouvrage" (4)5. Thus it is 

the  singularity of Zilia's style tha t guarantees the  singularity of her identity: in 

her writing the  "esprit naturel" tha t distinguish her from other writers is evident 

in her style. To modify her style would be to modify her "self." In this sense , 

Graffigny is following Buffon's notion of style: "le style, c 'e s t  Zilia, elle-

5AII citations from Lettres d 'u n e  pyruvienne refer to the  1993 MLA edition edited 
by Nancy K. Miller and Joan  DeJean.
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m§me." To change Zilia's style is to  change Zilia herself. According to  Nancy 

K. Miller, Graffigny poses the  question of feminine identity as  one of figuration. 

Style is one of the  w ays through which feminine identity is figured in fiction.

In this novel, however, Zilia's writing style undergoes a gradual, but 

undenial transformation: she  begins the  letters in one style and ends  them  in 

another. After studying French, Zilia's "style se  modifie en consequence  et 

renonce aux hypocoristiques les plus exotiques pour s 'e n  tenir au m onotone 

«Mon cher Aza». Les periphrases naVves pour designer, soit les choses  connues 

dont elle ne sait pas le nom «etranger», soit les choses  inconnues dont il 

n 'existe  pas d '6quivalent indigene, disparaissent 6galem ent pour faire place au 

mot propre" (Landy-Houillon 47). Zilia's style reflects her growing linguistic 

knowledge and mastery, until she can be said to  have developed a style of her 

own.

Like Graffigny, La Mettrie feels it necessary  to  explain the  term s upon 

which he w an ts  L'Homme-Machine to  be read. The belated "Avertissement" 

to  L'Homme-Machine appears  as the  "Discours pr6liminaire" (1751) th a t  serves 

as  both a warning and a preparing of the  way for w h a t  cam e before it. The 

philosophe tries explicate his materialist position and to  prove th a t  philosophy 

w as  not inimical to  either morality or religion and th a t  philosophy w as  incapable 

of destroying the  social fabric, no m atter how radical its ideas. La Mettrie is 

pleading the  cause  for a radical Enlightenment position on the  inherent moral 

neutrality of philosophical truth, which he reminds us is not concerned  with
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Good and Evil, but not against the establishm ent of such  categories either. "Le 

Philosophe a pour objet ce  qui lui paroit vrai, ou faux, abstraction faite de 

to u te s  co n seq u en ce . .."(13).

Reason is t h e philosophe'sstyle: eloquence, however, can be used both 

for and against reason. In fact, in the  discourse of priests, La Mettrie show s 

tha t eloquence can be used in place of reason to  convince people of apocryphal 

tru ths. If he reasons as a philosophe, he is not doing so to  convince others tha t 

they are in error: "toute I'Eloquence de Ciceron" would not be enough for this 

task . "Quant 3 la communication, ou si Ton veut, 3 la contagion que Ton craint, 

je ne la crois pas possible" (23). A philosophe deals in reason and speculative 

truths: he is not a proselytizer. Rhetoric and eloquence can simulate reason, but 

philosophy can give order and reason to the  eloquent, as in the  case  of Cicero. 

Truth however, is impotent when it com es to "communication" both 

linguistically and organically. La Mettrie defends the  right to  philosophical 

reason by divesting it of all power vis-3-vis faith or belief. Truth, in this version 

of things, is neutral and has no powers of persuasion.

Eloquence is a kind of style, as w e have seen; it is in fact, the  style of 

truth, but not the  truth itself. For La Mettrie, e loquence in the  style of priests 

is more persuasive than a philosopher's truth. This is paying a back-handed 

compliment to religion. For Buffon, the man of natural facility can be eloquent 

without style, in a purely mechanical way: true style, however, is absolutely 

necessary  to the  immortality of truth itself. The eloquent m an 's  lack of style
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m akes him purely mechanical. In the  midst of defending his reasoning as 

innocuous against the  a ttack  of theologians, La Mettrie offers a t the  sam e time, 

a rgum ents  for the  possibility th a t  a theists  could be virtuous and th a t  the  soul 

could be considered less than  immortal. These tw o  speculative tru ths would 

hardly be considered neutral. By not taking a moral or religious position, La 

Mettrie takes the  m ost radical one of all: tha t  of the  philosophe, the  rational 

skeptic. While Buffon has been admitted to the  rank of Immortal, La Mettrie 

exhorts  his fellow phi/osophes who are persecuted for their reason and their 

reasoning to aspire to  a different kind of immortality.

Mais ne peut-on chercher l'immortalit6, sans  se  perdre?...Auteurs ci qui 

la plus flatteuse vengeance  ne suffit point, je veux dire I 'applaudissement 

de I'Europe 6clair6e, voulez-vous faire impun6ment des Ouvrages 

immortels? Pensez tout haut, mais cachez-vous. Que la Post6rit6 soit 

votre seul point de vue....Ecrivez, com m e si vous 6tiez seul dans 

I'Univers, ou com m e si vous n'aviez rien a craindre de la jalousie e t  des 

pr§jug6s des hommes; ou vous manquerez le but (La Mettrie 46-47). 

To write from the  point of view of the  future, to write as if one w ere  alone in 

the  world is to precisely reject the approbation of the  present. This kind of 

immortality is opposed to  the  "Immortality" of those  w ho belong to  the 

Academy, who have the  approbation and recognition of the  king. The courtier- 

style of Buffon, the  very worldliness of his style of flattery, contradict in a very 

precise way La Mettrie 's exhortation. The extra-temporal space  of solitude is
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one th a t  is constitu ted  in the  Age of Reason as  a sp ace  of heroism and 

authenticity. It is also a sp ace  outside of the  court, the  salon, the  social spheres  

w here  careers are actually m ade and destroyed. This is the  sp ace  of writing 

itself and to  occupy this sp ace  is to  be more than a stylist, it is to  be a writer. 

It is to  this space  th a t  Graffigny's Zilia would like to  gain admission.

Could Buffon's formulation be simply revised for w om en, "le style c 'e s t  

la fem m e-m em e”? I would have to  say  no for, first of all, the  rather literal­

minded reason tha t the  style to  which the  immortals of the  Academ y had 

supposedly acceded w as not available to  wom en. Women were radically 

excluded from just such groups: "dans une soci^td qui lui refuse la condition 

d'6crivain, l'6lite intellectuelle feminine trouve dans la pratique 6pistolaire un 

compromis entre I 'effacement propre £ son sexe  e t la disposition qu'il a & dire 

«les plus tendres sentim ents  du coeur»" (Landy-Houillon 19). To write letters 

w as  to avoid w hat Landy-Houillon refers to as  "effacem ent."

W hat Buffon declares with the  full force of his speaking and spoken 

presence has to  do with the  fantasy of the  great man and this is a fan tasy  of 

g reatness  from which w om en are excluded. In her essay , "Style is the  Man 

Himself," Judith Miller focuses  on Lacan 's  revision or lengthening of Buffon's 

classical formulation, "Le style e s t  I'homme & qui on s 'ad re sse " :  Lacan inserts 

the  Other into Buffon's phrase .6 In the  case  of Lettres d 'u n e  pSruvienne. this

6Miller goes on to  situate style in relation to objet a, the  Lacanian cause  of desire, 
the  gaze and the  stuff of immortality.
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new  formulation emphasizing the  object of address , is particularly applicable. 

Style is the  man to  whom  Zilia's letters are almost all addressed . Style is Aza, 

the  repository of all of Zilia's ideas of sensibility, propriety and authenticity. 

Landy-Houillon describes Aza's lessons to Zilia as  having to  do with "sinc6rit6 

d6pourvue d'artifice" (49). This is still w hat Zilia hopes to  achieve in her letter 

writing: the  style of sincerity. The letters are written from Zilia to  Aza, but the 

style is generated from Aza to Zilia; it is by her style tha t  w e know  th a t  Zilia 

and her addressee  are not French, tha t  they are different from those  around 

them . She remains faithful to the  unfaithful Aza who has converted to the 

Christian faith (in order to be more like those  around him). Julia Douthwaite 

em phasizes Zilia's non-conversion to  Catholicism in contrast her accep tance  of 

European dress and the  ideas of the  philosophes as  a form of resistance to  total 

assimilation. It is on religious grounds tha t Zilia resists European w ays because 

she cannot betray w hat Aza has so easily given up - the  Peruvian cult of the 

authenticity.

While she  conforms to French codes of language and dress and 

professes faith in the  teachings of French philosophes, her religion 

remains inviolable. Zilia initially honors Catholicism by calling it a 

variation on 'natural law,' but a priest's  condescending disparagem ent 

of her own cult--especially its accep tance  of incest-incites  her to  adopt 

a more critical s tance . Contrasting the  priest 's  self-righteousness and 

lofty principles with the  casual immorality practiced by his parishioners,
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the  Peruvian concludes by firmly resolving never to  convert...

(Douth waite 119).

Zilia remains faithful to the  unfaithful but no longer infidel Aza because  she 

never abandons the  "Peruvian" discourse of sincerity even though her letter 

writing style loses its s trange and flowery m etaphors. She remains faithful, but 

without faith; and thereby maintains a radical difference from those  around her.

Buffon, on the  other hand, w an ts  his style to blend in. He recognizes the 

greatness  of the  style of the  Academy as a gesture  of appreciation for the 

A cadem y's  recognition of his own style: Judith Miller em phasizes the  way in 

which this recognition com es from the Other and calls this a "game of mirrors." 

Style is constructed  in order to  a ttract the  recognition of o thers w ho possess  

it. In the  mirror gam es of Graffigny's novel, Zilia's style fails to  keep Aza 

faithful, but by a strange detour, it m anages to  reach D6terville and is 

recognized by him. It is he w ho fully appreciates her "singularity." As a writer 

of letters, Zilia is a peculiar heroine w hose  ambitions are doubled, in Nancy K. 

Miller's argument, as both erotic and ambitious: tha t  is, she is driven to 

distinguish herself as  singular as both w om an and  writer. Miller argues tha t 

Zilia's predicament is an allegory of the  coming of age  of a w om an writer in 

the  age of reason. She makes of Zilia's foreign-ness, her Peruvian identity a 

figure for femininity itself. The "Avertissement" exhorts the  readers not to  give 

into the  popular prejudice to  scorn tha t which does not resemble w ha t they 

already know and recognize. This exhortation is in fac t a dem and to  recognize
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style w here it has not been recognized before and if w e  are to  follow Nancy K. 

Miller in her transposition of Peruvian-ness into sexual identity, the  style which 

is pleaded for in the  "Avertissement" is not the  style of Peruvians, but the  style 

of sexual difference. Nancy K. Miller gives Judith  Miller's "gam e of mirrors” a 

feminist angle w hen she writes tha t the  canon "retains w h a t  it know s how  to 

read only when it recognizes its own language" (1988:132). It is Graffigny's 

posterity tha t in fact ceases  to  recognize her style and relegates her novel to 

an obscurity out of which it has only recently emerged.

Nancy K. Miller makes a case  for the  recognizability or unrecognizability 

of this style as a question of sexual difference and canon formation. The 

obscurity into which Graffigny's novel fell during the  nineteenth century  would 

seem  to support the  argument tha t the  style of this novel becam e som ehow  

unacceptable, but, in fact, Zilia's style w as  recognized a t the  m om ent of the 

novel's  publication. The style of femininity dominated a literary genre in early 

and mid-eighteenth century France: fiction and especially epistolary fiction. 

Letter writing w as a kind of consolation prize for w om en w ho were losing a 

certain am ount of social prestige. The marginal and unruly genre of the 

epistolary novel w as  given over to wom en by forces for and against wom en. 

"Mais to u s -m e m e  les anti-f6ministes--s 'accordent a reconnaTtre que les 

femmes, autodidactes ou non, son t particulierement d o u ses  pour I'art de la 

correspondence" (Landy-Houillon 18). The writing of sentim ent w as  w hat 

w om en were left with, S6vign6 even constructed  a "cogito sensible" in order
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to  describe this different order of being and feeling. The heroine of sensibility 

cam e to  replace the  cold inscrutability of the  passionate and virtuous woman 

of Lafayette 's  fiction as the  major feminine protagonist. As the  domain of the 

novel slipped aw ay  from women, this very sensibility would be attacked as a 

corrupt and clich6d sentimentality.7 

Knotting the  Love Letter

Lettres d 'une  p£ruvienne allegorizes Zilia's writing as  the  knotting of 

quipos: this is the  allegory of a woman writing; she writes in a form 

unrecognizable and unreadable to  those  around her to a man who does not 

write ("knot") back to  her. In order to make herself understood, she has to 

work on translation. In the  fiction of Graffigny's text, Zilia's first letters are 

translated from knots: she has "written" them  in quipos to Aza in their native 

Peruvian language. These knots are reminiscent of the  ones tha t  Lacan spen t 

a great deal of time tying and untying. Towards the  end of his life, he would 

often lose himself in the  complexities of the Borromean knots tha t  fascinated 

him. In the  seminar "Encore" he talks of knots as well as love letters in the 

con tex t of a discussion of femininity.8 In this seminar, Lacan talks about fabric 

as image for substance  itself. When the  fabric is worn to the  thread, the  w eave

7This is the  course of events  described by Jan e t  Todd in Sensibility: an 
Introduction (1986).

8The knot also occurs in the  Seminar of 25 January  1975 published in Ornicar? 3 
and translated in the  collection of essays  edited by Juliet Mitchell and Jacqueline 
Rose, Feminine Sexuality (1982).
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becom es obvious. Lacan is interested in the  w eave  th a t  is m ade up entirely of 

the  Borromean knots. Zilia's knots are like woven love letters: her love letters 

could be fabric in their sheer density. As the  exemplary subject of femininity 

tha t  is figured in Graffigny's discourse, she writes knots and w eaves  letters.

The "Introduction Historique" to  1752 version of the  novel informs us 

tha t  the  quipos

leur tenaient lieu de notre art d 'dcrire. Des cordons de coton ou de 

boyau, auxquels d 'au tres  cordons de differentes couleurs dtaient 

a ttaches, leur rappelaient, par des noeuds plac§s de distance en 

distance, les choses  dont ils voulaient se  ressouvenir. Ils leur servaient, 

d 'annales, de codes, de rituels, e tc  (13).

The quipos take the  place of writing: they are an equivalent to  writing, but 

there  is something obscure  about this fictionalized lexical system : it is not 

phonetic. We have only to think of Zilia's surprise upon learning the  letters of 

the  French language and her difficulty with distinguishing the  differences 

be tw een  them  and the differences betw een the sounds th a t  they  each  

represent. Knots are not letters: Zilia's surprise betrays the  absence  of all such 

signifying units in Peruvian. The system  of quipos is not phonological, nor is it 

inscriptive. Out of this Enlightenment parable of anthropological understanding, 

could w e speculate  tha t it w as  Zilia's innocence of an a lphabet tha t  would 

make her innocent of mirrors as well, so tha t  she would take her reflection in 

the  mirror as a kindred sister, another princess of the  sun, coming to greet her
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in France? This naTvetd of mirrors and mirror-images seem s related to  linguistic 

nai'vetd.

The fictional Peruvians are missing much th a t  Europeans take for 

granted: in m atters of science, the  Peruvian nation "dtait encore dans I 'enfance 

& cet dgard; mais elle dtait dans la force de son bonheur." This childhood is a 

magical s ta te  of plenitude, from which nothing essential w as  missing and over 

which happiness reigned. The Peruvian world, being innocent of writing, is the  

space  of w hat Derrida has called "la pleine parole" in De la Grammatoloqie 

(1967). One of the  ideas tha t  Derrida introduces in this tex t can be very easily 

applied to Graffigny's novel: Derrida proves tha t  Ldvi-Strauss is never more 

ethnocentric  than when he describes a non-W estern culture as  lacking writing. 

It is from this ethnocentric attribution of a lack tha t  all o ther e thnocentric  fables 

follow. W hat Derrida examines so painstakingly in Claude Ldvi-Strauss's work 

is the  Enlightenment (particularly the  Rousseauist) notion of writing as 

corrupting supplem ent to the  full presence and innocence of the  spoken word. 

Derrida takes apart the  anthropological myth of illiterate innocence by 

demonstrating tha t the  Nambikwarans, in Levi-Strauss's account, do possess  

an idea of inscription and thus  a form of writing tha t  may not be recognizable 

to the  ethnographer.

Derrida show s in "La Violence de la Lettre: de Ldvi-Strauss & Rousseau", 

tha t Ldvi-Strauss's notion of the  "goodness" of the  Nambikwarans w as  directly 

predicated upon their ignorance of writing and the  sy s tem s  of difference and
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exploitation tha t writing brings with it. Derrida quotes L6vi-Strauss on the 

Nambikwarans,

On devine chez tous  une immense gentillesse, une profonde insouciance, 

une naive e t charm ante  satisfaction animale, et, rassem blant ces 

sentim ents divers, quelque chose  com m e I'expression la plus dmouvante 

e t la plus v6ridique de la tendresse  humaine (L6vi-Strauss in Derrida 

171).

Free from writing and science, L6vi-Strauss's Nambikwarans like Graffigny's 

Peruvians, enjoy a special kind of unspoiled happiness: in fact, they enjoy a 

special way of being altogether. Douthwaite points out th a t  Graffigny's 

descriptions of the  Golden Age of the  Inca derived from Garcilaso de la Vega's  

popular account of Incan civilization Histoire des Incas (1539), (which w as 

republished in French during the  eighteenth century with great success), but 

she  leaves out the  bloody internecine conflicts and inter-subjective cruelties in 

a culture tha t she w an ts  to be harmonious and Utopic until the Spanish 

invasion. The idealized version of the  Golden Age. of the  Inca resembles Levi- 

S trau ss 's  perspective on the  Nambikwarans: in both cases, there  seem s to be 

a harmony betw een the sexes  and a "naive e t charm ante satisfaction animale" 

tha t distinguish Europeans from non-Europeans.

The attribution of lack of writing to a society is for Derrida the  

ethnocentric gesture par excellence because it is based upon the  m ost limited, 

e thnocentric  notion of w hat writing is and could be.
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A I'expression de 'soci6t6 sans  6criture' ne r^pondrait done aucune 

r6alit6 ni aucun concept. Cette expression releve de I'onirisme 

ethnocentrique, de i'6criture. Le mgpris de l'6criture s 'a cco m o d e  fort de 

ce t  e thnocentrism e....Par un seul et meme geste , on m6prise l'6criture 

(alphab6tique) instrument servile d 'une  parole r§vant sa  plenitude e t  sa 

presence 3 soi, et Ton refuse la dignity d '6criture aux signes non 

alphabetique (161).

Implied in the  false claim th a t  the  Nambikwarans are a society w ithout writing 

is the  idea tha t writing is servile to the  spoken word. According to  Graffigny, 

the  Peruvians also lack writing: the  quipos " leurtenaien t lieu de r6criture," the  

quipos s tand in for writing, w here writing is not, but they are  not writing as 

such. The strange thing is, however, tha t Zilia's knotted letters are translatable 

into French. The quipos then are a form of writing tha t  is nevertheless innocent 

of writing, a kind of non-inscriptive, non-alphabetic writing tha t  remains 

som ehow  authentic to the  spoken word. Peruvian "writing," a t least, in 

Graffigny's version, seem s to  guarantee a greater level of inter-subjective 

authenticity. Derrida show s, with a precision tha t will be difficult to  reproduce 

a t length, how for L6vi-Strauss, follower of Rousseau, tha t  lack of writing in 

the  case  of the  Nambikwarans guaranteed for them  a kind of presence  to 

them selves ("une com m unaut6 imm6diatement pr6sente £ elle-meme) and tha t 

in such  a conception of writing, "L'6criture y [in Tristes Tropiauesl e s t  d6finie 

la condition de I'in authenticity sociale" (197). It is this kind of inauthenticity
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tha t  Zilia finds so reprehensible in the  French: it is this inauthenticity tha t she 

tries to  represent in quipos, th a t  is in a system  of "non-writing" to  her lover 

Aza, w ho can nevertheless "read" her knots. This critique of French manners 

is evidence th a t  it is possible, as  Nancy K. Miller has argued, for /e roman 

sentimental to  be a t the  sam e time a novel of manners; Graffigny's novel 

certainly functions as  both a t the  sam e time. For Zilia, Aza has s tood for 

authenticity; she has been able to  launch a critique of French m anners because 

he had her educated  according to  a different system . Finding him unfaithful, 

she  continues to live by the  ethics of authenticity tha t  he taugh t her and 

remains skeptical of French institutions, including the  institution of marriage.

Graffigny cites Garcilaso de la Vega in her description of the  quipos. 

Quipos w ere  used to  maintain mathematical records and keep track of harvests, 

rituals and the  population. She is the  one who transform s this system  of record­

keeping into writing. Graffigny's footnote to Zilia's first letter gives a detailed 

historical knowledge of the  accounting and counting function of quipos,

Les quapas, ou les quipos leur [les Pgruviens] tenaien t lieu d'gcrire. Des 

cordons de coton ou de boyau, auxquels d 'au tre  cordons de diffgrentes 

couleurs gtaient a ttachgs, leur rappelaient, par des noeuds placgs de 

distance en d istance, les choses  dont ils voulaients se  ressouvenir. Ils 

leur servaient d 'anna les , de codes, de rituels (Letter I).

This is slightly different from the  description of quipos in the  "Introduction 

Historique" published in the  1752  edition. In the  "Introduction," the  knot-
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making system  is described as an equivalent of writing for the  Peruvians.9 In 

any case , it would seem  th a t  with Graffigny's fictional quipos, it is the  d istance 

betw een  the  knots tha t  seem  to  function as lexical difference. The quipos' 

tactile nature and spatial configuration might have allowed them  to  be "read" 

with the  hands and the  eyes. Like Ariadne's thread , they  might be used even 

w hen  the  eyes fail. They are not traces  or inscriptions, bu t have three 

dimensions.

"Graffigny's tex t thus  lends mimetic representational value to  a medium 

th a t  w as  essentially an arithmetic system  of recording. Thanks to  its scientific 

trappings, the  Lettres d 'u n e  P6ruvienne long enjoyed popularity as  a source 

book on Peru, inspiring (and deceiving) later writers on Peruvian custom s" 

(Douthwaite 136 n74). Graffigny's distortion and deceptions are interesting to  

us, however, insofar as they  can tell us something about her ideas about 

writing. The quipos were made up of

[u]n grand nombre de petits cordons de diff6rentes couleurs, don t les 

Indiens se  servaient, au d§faut de I'gcriture, pour faire le paiem ent des 

troupes e t le dgnombrement du peuple. Quelques au teurs  pr6tendent 

qu'ils s 'e n  servaient aussi pour transm ettre  & la post£rit£ les actions 

m§morables de leurs Incas (Graffigny Letter I n 1 1).

Keeping records and accoun ts  of great actions and communicating them  to

9ln 1752, Graffigny em phasizes the  similarity be tw een  quipos and writing, 
contradicting in a certain sense , the  1747 version of quipos of the  note to  Letter I 
w here  the  system  of knotting "ten[ait] lieu d'dcrire" for the  Peruvians.
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posterity allow Graffigny's version of quipos to  function a s  a signifying medium 

"au d6faut de l'6criture." In Graffigny's fiction, counting and acco u n ts  are 

transformed into writing and love letters by m eans of quipos. "Les finances, les 

com ptes, les tributs, tou tes  les affaires, tou tes  les combinaisons §taient aussi 

ais§ment trait6s avec  les quipos qu'ils auraient put I'etre par I 'usage de 

I'dcriture" (13-14). Writing and exchanging love letters can be understood as 

a kind of bookkeeping, a balancing of books, as well as  a sort of counting and 

accounting. Most importantly, writing love letters is a w ay  of recounting and 

setting the  record straight for posterity. This is of vital importance to writing 

women, for whom all other avenues of representation and self-representation 

were closed.

Debts of love betw een  men and wom en are difficult to  repay, a s  Valmont 

and Merteuil will find in the  process of their deal making. Zilia's letters, like the  

Lettres portuaaises (1669), are an account and an accounting of being wronged 

in love: it is by writing tha t  the  writer tries to settle accounts . Unfortunately, 

it seem s tha t men and w om en practice different m ethods of bookkeeping (as 

Madame de Rosemonde is to  warn the  Pr6sidente de Tourvel, the  econom y of 

desire and pleasure differs radically for men and women). In the Lettres 

portuaa ises . Mariane's last letter settles her debts  with her addressee ; she 

returns his presents, his portraits and the bracelets th a t  he has given her along 

with his letters excep t for the  last tw o  which she resolves to  read over and 

over again in order to  remind herself of how  her passion has been repaid by
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such  an unfaithful man. In Peggy Kamuf's reading of Lettres portuoaises . she 

cites M ariane's last letter as  a kind of settling of accounts . Mariane writes tha t 

being so  young and always surrounded by disagreeable men, it w as  easy  for 

her to  be seduced  by her lover's compliments which she  believed put her in his 

deb t because, according to  her, "II me semblait que je vous devais les charm es 

e t la beaut6 que vous me trouviez e t dont vous me faisiez apercevoir" (95).10 

For Kamuf, Mariane cuts herself off from this system  of exchange, "To break 

with this econom y is to clear the  way for another, one in which her w om an 's  

worth cannot be calculated in the  terms of ano ther 's  inflated discourse. 

Canceling the  debt, Mariana concludes tha t  the  chevalier, took very little risk 

within the  closure of the  limited society which is the  convent" (65). The 

problem with Zilia's situation is tha t  the  story does not end with the  settlem ent 

of accoun ts  with Aza. In fact, D6terville is the  man w hose  style, the  style of 

sentimentality, loyalty and authenticity becom e Zilia's. Style is no t Aza, it is 

D6terville, a detour which becom es the  final destination.

DSterville, the  French aristocrat is a detour on the  w ay to  writing: he 

teaches  Zilia her first w ords in French, his own name, the  name of the  country 

to  which she is being brought, France. He also teaches  her the  phrases  tha t 

Zilia repeats  without knowing w hat she is saying, "oui, je vous aime," "je vous 

prom ets d 'e tre  3 vous." D6terville has se t  a trap for Zilia: she says  w h a t  he

10This citation refers to  Lettres Portuaaises. Lettres d 'une  p6ruvienne e t autres 
romans d 'am our par le ttres . Paris: Garnier Flammarion, 1983.
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w an ts  her to  say, but with no consc iousness  of the  meaning of such  words. 

"L'6thique de la parole e s t  le leurre de la presence maTtris6e. Comme la bricole, 

le leurre designe d 'abord un stra tagdm e de chasseur. . ."  (Derrida 1967: 201- 

202). W hat D6terville m anages to  lure into his trap is his ow n desire: his own 

desire for "la parole pleine," the  full p resence of Zilia's speech  produces a 

ventriloquizing subject, an autom aton, taught, or "programmed" to  repeat 

w ords tha t  are meaningless to it, meaningful only to  its interlocutor. This 

au tom aton  is the  subject of absence, of "la parole vide," the  subject of the 

trap. It presents to  us an Other animated by our words. Derrida proposes an 

ethic tha t would address  the  trap of the  parole pleine upon which he elaborates 

in the  following manner, "ReconnaTtre I'ecriture dans la parole, c 'est-a-dire la 

differance e t I 'absence de la parole, c 'e s t  com m encer d penser le leurre. II n 'y 

a pas d 'e th ique sans  presence de I'autre mais aussi e t  par consequen t sans  

absence , dissimulation, detour, differance, ecriture’' (202). The presence of the 

o ther is announced by dissimulation, detour, writing. There is no ethic without 

this deferred and different other.

D6terville is only taken  in for a time by the spectacle  of Zilia parroting to 

him the  w ords of love th a t  he w ants  to hear from her. W hat Zilia utters is 

nonsense  to her and meaningful to him: more intersubjectively wise than he 

perhaps w an ts  to  be, he finally abandons the  game and lets Zilia learn to  speak 

French so tha t she will know w hat she is saying and writing when she 

addresses  him. This bad language lesson is Zilia's first detour on the  w ay to the
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French language. She utters her first w ords in French completely absen t to  her 

ow n speech . She does arrive, however, a t  mastery, despite being led into a 

trap: the  trap however becom es the  destination as  she and D6terville find 

them selves bound to  each other by debts of desire and friendship. Aza turns 

ou t to be an alibi for Zilia's sentimental education.

The relationship betw een love, writing and accounting in Lettres d 'une  

p6ruvienne is fully evident in Letter XLVII: in this letter, D6terville writes to 

C6line upon his return to Paris from Malta in order to  inform her of the  latest 

developm ents with Zilia after she has learned of Aza's infidelity. Deterville 

expresses  in the  most violent terms, his unhappiness about Zilia's decision not 

to  replace Aza with another in her heart. She, like Deterville in fact, can only 

love one person and he should understand this better than anyone else, having 

been himself a paragon of fidelity. The problem is, however, tha t Deterville can 

only love her and she can only love Aza. Deterville is overcome by the  situation, 

"Ma ch§re soeur, que mon sort e s t  cruel! Quelle es t  I'economie de ces  ames 

p6ruviennes?" (Letter XLII). Peruvian economy as w e have seen  is actually 

D6terville's economy: it is the  econom y of one for one with no possibility of 

replacem ents or substitutions. It is an ideal and implacable econom y w here  the 

supplem ent, like the  replacement has no place.11 The double bind of this ethic 

of non-replacement goes as  follows: if Zilia were to take him as her n ew  lover

11ln the  econom y of the  libertine, all wom en are equivalent and metonymical s tand- 
ins for one another. The w om an, for the  libertine, is tha t which most replaceable.
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and husband, A za 's  replacement, she would be in fac t betraying the 

Peruvian/D6tervillean econom y and her relationship of identity to  tha t economy. 

This is one of tw o  important double binds in which Zilia finds herself knotted: 

coming from a society innocent of writing, science and exploitation, she 

assum es  writing as her primary and m ost cherished activity. She becom es a 

writer and, in doing so, becom es less "Peruvian." The "singularity of her style" 

how ever is w hat will free her from this bind: her style is the  style of presence 

and a critical sensibility. (What Graffigny is able to  do within this novel is to use 

the  style of the roman sentimental in order to se t  up a critique of worldliness 

th a t  one would only find in a novel of manners.)

Deterville is unhappy with the  paym ent tha t  his ardent passion receives 

from Zilia: the  currencies of friendship and passion are not really 

commensurable. He is also plagued by the image of Zilia one day offering her 

passion to som eone else, "Combien je serai malheureux si Zilia, qui ne paie le 

plus ardent amour que par le simple sentiment d 'une  amitie tranquille, parvient 

enfin & oublier I'infidSle Aza, et brule un jour pour un autre que moil" (192). 

D6terville is badly paid for not only his passion, but also for his efforts on Zilia's 

behalf, his devotion, his love and his fidelity. In the  Peruvian/D§tervillean 

econom y, however, it would be venal to ask for correct payment: to the 

Peruvians, the  system  of exchange called money is perhaps w hat is most 

foreign of all.

Among the  European things tha t  Zilia cannot immediately identify are
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money and the European system s of exchange. It is obvious tha t  Zilia is greatly 

in Ddterville's debt, but she  will never be called to account. Like good 

aristocrats, they are both too delicate to  be good at this kind of romantic 

accounting. The idealism of this economy is based most importantly on the  

forgetting of debts. (This certainly would not be a surprising fantasy  to  find 

inscribed in the  work of a debt-ridden writer like Graffigny w ho w as  constantly 

a t  the mercy of her patrons and lived in a s ta te  of genteel poverty until the  

popular success  of this novel w as  able to help her settle accoun ts  of her own).

Despite the  fact th a t  quipos were used to keep accoun ts  and tha t  they 

are used to  calculate paym ent of the arm y 's  salary, Graffigny later suppresses  

this a spec t of Peru in order tha t Zilia will remain innocent of money. Zilia seem s 

to have had no idea of the  notion of exchange before coming into con tac t with 

Europeans. Her financial naTvetd is further accen tuated  by her outrage th a t  in 

France writers have to  sell their ideas. Zilia herself has knotted prodigious 

am ounts, enough to  make up half a book: but her knots are som ehow  very 

different from the writing and the  books of the  Europeans. Her knots record not 

so much knowledge as sentim ent and the expression of such  sentim ent takes 

place with a naturalness and an ease  tha t does not exist w hen sentim ent is 

expressed  in anything but love letters. Peruvian is the  language of presence 

(and "la parole pleine"), and quipos the  non-writing th a t  m ost effectively 

transmits tha t  presence: w hen she writes in French, she begins to  assum e the 

style of tha t language and although her writing is still expressive, Graffigny
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m anages to produce an evolution of restraint in the  style of Zilia's letters. W hat 

Zilia m anages to  translate, however, from quipos to writing is authenticity.

This subtle evolution of style is perhaps, one of the  m ost important 

"events" tha t the  novel is able to  describe. In Zilia's first letter she  describes 

the  process of recording the  story of Aza's and her love for one another,

A mesure que je travaillais, I'entreprise me paraissait moins difficile: de 

m om ent en m oment, ce t  am as innombrable de cordons devenait sous 

mes doigts une peinture fid6le de nos actions et de nos sentim ents, 

comme il 6tait autrefois I'interpr6te de nos pens6es, pendant les longues 

intervalles que nous passions sans  nous voir (Letter I).

From a confused m ass of countless  cords, Zilia is able to paint a faithful picture 

of her and her lover's sentim ents. She is knotting, writing, even painting 

immediacy. It is in the  temple, hard a t work at the  quipos the  morning tha t  she 

is taken prisoner by the  Spanish. She is interrupted, all alone at her "writing." 

(Seeking solitude, like o ther writers, she  w ants  to  take advantage of the 

morning silence of the  temple in order to  render "immortelle I'histoire de notre 

amour e t de notre bonheur" (Letter I).

The limits of writing

Nancy K. Miller calls Graffigny's heroine ambitious. Ambition here has to 

do with this am biguous activity of knotting tha t  eventually becom es writing. 

Zilia serves her apprenticeship to writing with quipos, but transform s writing 

through her uniquely Peruvian style, the  style of presence and authenticity. At
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the  very ou tse t  of the  novel, Zilia takes  it upon herself to  give an accoun t of 

her love, to  paint the  true and the  immortal picture of her lovers and her ac ts  

and feelings. She has decided tha t she is going to  be the  author of A za's  and 

her love story. She is a writer in quipos, so she is not going to  write books: 

there are no such  thing as books of quipos, but she  is going to  keep records in 

a signifying system  tha t embodies pure presence. She is, however, on her way 

to  authorship: it is a violent passage, one during which she  is plucked from her 

home and brought to a land of foreigners, but she m anages to  arrive a t writing 

in the  end. She has regained the  solitude of the  early morning in the  temple in 

the  form of a country house  with a good library in France.

Interrupted a t her quipos by the  Spanish sack  of the  temple in which she 

has lived her entire virginal life, she is kidnapped, but m anages to  keep the 

precious quipos with her. They begin to function her as life line, they are the 

only things tha t connect her to another person, the Other, Aza:

ces  noeuds qui frappent mes sens, semble donner plus de r6alit§ ci mes 

pensees; la sorte de ressemblance que j'imagine qu'ils ont avec les 

paroles me fait une illusion qui trom pe ma douleur: je crois te  parler, te  

dire que je t 'aim e, t 'a s su re r  de mes voeux, de ma tendresse ; ce tte  douce 

erreur es t  mon bien e t  ma vie (Letter IV).

The quipos have a resemblance to words, but are not words. The quipos allow 

Zilia to  express sentim ents  and record actions, but not necessarily in words. 

She cap tures  sentim ents and records actions in knots. The knots are close
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enough however, to  words tha t they can be translated into French. The quipos 

produce a "douce erreur" in their resemblance to  "les paroles": this illusory 

effect produced by the  knots is on the  order of the  Derridean supplem ent, close 

to, but not "les paroles," they  produce w ha t Derrida calls "auto-affection" the  

p rocess  by which the  writer produces effects and affect upon and in the  self 

during the  process of writing. Derrida uses this term to describe the  relationship 

betw een  R ousseau 's  writing and his compulsive onanism and describes tha t 

both processes are about creating the  effect of presence  in the  absence  of the 

Other.

Zilia begins her project of recording the  story of her love for Aza, and his 

love for her as a supplem ent to  their relationship; it is an additional activity, 

outside of seeing him, speaking with him and being with him, tha t  ties her more 

closely to her betrothed: this supplemental activity can be easily understood in 

term s tha t  Derrida uses  to  describe R ousseau 's  work. "Le supplem ent s 'a joute , 

il e s t  un surplus, une plenitude enrichissante une autre  plenitude, le comble de 

la presence, il cumule et accumule la presence" (208). Zilia is seeking to 

accum ulate Aza's present-ness; his presence is hoarded in her quipos. The 

supplemental cumulative presence of Aza becom es all tha t  she  p ossesses  of her 

lover, however, w hen she  is finally separated from him: this separation is a 

violent tearing aw ay, a kidnapping. Knotting the  quipos fully assum es  the 

Derridean s ta tus  of writing because it em erges as result of an interruption in 

presence tha t  takes  place as a violent absence , from which the  urgency of
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writing em erges,

quand la parole 6choue & prot6ger la p resence, l'6criture devient 

n6cessaire. Elle doit d 'u rgence  s 'a jou ter au verbe....l '6criture s 'y  ajoute, 

s 'y  adjoint comme une image ou une repr6sentation . . .C 'e s t  I'addition 

d 'une  technique, c 'e s t  une sorte  de ruse artificielle e t artificieuse pour 

rendre la parole pr^sente lorsqu'elle e s t  en v6rit6 a b se n te . . . (1971:207- 

208).

The knotting of the  quipos is already about the  absence  of Aza, but it is when 

Zilia is torn from the  temple, doubly absen ted  from Aza tha t  the  writing really 

begins. Zilia's letters to  Aza can be interpreted as supplem entary to  the 

primary, absen t text, the  monumental and violently interrupted and unwritten 

one tha t  w as  to  have immortalized the  story of their love. Zilia's letters are 

representations of the  failure of the  "parole" and they are a constan t invocation 

and evocation of the  absen t lover. For Zilia, they produce a sw ee t  and 

unsatisfying illusion, a ghostly presence. She uses the  quipos to call up the 

ab sen t  one. They are a ruse and a technique; the  quipos are a figure of writing 

itself.

The paradoxical nature of this knotting tha t resembles writing but is not 

writing, this figurative writing, can perhaps be further clarified by a brief look 

a t  the  part of Lacan 's  seminar Encore (1975) tha t is called "Ronds de ficelle." 

"Ronds de ficelle" com es toward the  end of the  seminar tha t  w as  held betw een 

1972  and 1973, tha t  is, relatively late in Lacan's career and five years after the
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even ts  of May 1968 during a period of time in Lacan 's  work w hen  he w as 

becoming more and more preoccupied with w ha t the  historian of 

psychoanalysis Elisabeth Roudinesco has called the  "hyperlogical" theoretical 

approach of the  m athem es. Lacan explains at the  beginning of "Ronds de 

ficelle" tha t

La formalisation mathdmatique e s t  notre but, notre id6al. Pourquoi? -- 

parce que seule elle es t  mathSme, c 'est-3-dire capable de se  transm ettre  

integralement. La formalisation m athim atique , c 'e s t  de I'dcrit, mais qui 

ne subsiste  que si j'emploie S le pr6senter la langue dont j 'use....nulle  

formalisation de la langue n 'e s t  transmissible sans  I 'usage de la langue 

elle-meme (1975:108).

Mathematical formalization is of writing, but it is not writing. It is only 

transmissable within the  use of language itself. The m athem es are a complex 

Lacanian system  which it will not be our project to explore in depth . "Ronds de 

ficelle" offers us, in addition to Derrida's, a theoretical perspective on a system  

tha t is an approximation of writing, but is nevertheless, a not-writing.

Lacan w anted his m athem es to support the core of his teaching and the 

quintessentially psychoanalytic insight: "que je parle sans  le savoir. J e  parle 

avec mon corps, et ceci sans  le savoir. J e  dis done toujours plus que je n 'en  

sais" (1975:108). This is one version of the  contem porary revision of the 

cogito w hose  contradictions permitted La Mettrie to  challenge its coherence  on 

the  basis of the  involuntary nature of reflexes and other functions of the
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organism. La Mettrie believed tha t  reason would provide com plete  explanations 

for these  functions and those  operations and to  a great degree, modern science 

has com e up with answ ers.

I always say more than  I know: no longer is saying com m ensurable with 

knowing. In the  Derridean ethic, this kind of saying more than  one knows 

implicates the  trap, the  "leurre" tha t is implied in the  spoken word. "Le style, 

c 'e s t  I 'homme-meme" says  more than it knows. It says  in addition, "Le style, 

c 'e s t  I'homme a qui on s 'ad re sse ."  As we s aw  earlier in the  case  of La 

Princesse de CI6ves. the  classical novel, w e find intimations of the  

unconscious, the  more than w e know. It is the  p rincesse 's  body tha t speaks 

the  more than she knows when she trips over her skirt: Zilia's "unconscious" 

is not so elegantly sketched out in Lettres d 'une  P6ruvienne. The sentimentality 

of Graffigny's epistolary novel tries to guarantee  tha t this hero ine 's  interior life 

is completely transparent to  her as well as to  her readers.

Zilia is enormously sure of herself and she seem s to  know w h a t  she 

"says" just as she seem s to  know w hat she w ants . Despite the  fact th a t  she 

has led an isolated life as a virgin in the  temple of the  Sun, she  seem s 

astonishingly little in need of a sentimental education. Her confidence and 

s tead fas tness  can be attributed to her high rank among Peruvians: she  has the 

self-assuredness of an aristocrat and the moral outlook of a bourgeois. Her 

critique of worldly society, however, is firmly rooted in the  ou ts ider 's  view, the  

view of the  bourgeois th a t  Rousseau would elaborate upon with great
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-— sAs»hemence in the  future. The critique is the  critique of social inauthenticity, of 

which writing as w e  saw  w as  one of the  conditions. By the  the  mid-eighteent 

century, French aristocratic behavior had already been greatly influenced by a 

bourgeois sensibility and this influence mostly manifested itself in the  

eighteenth century cult of sentimentality, but aristocratic practices would be 

subject to ever harsher a ttacks  throughout the  century, culminating in the  

critique to  end all critiques, the  Revolution itself.

The em ptiness of social forms and the  hypocrisy of social behaviors is 

described in Letter XXXII of Graffigny's novel and this description culminates 

in a reference to dolls and marionettes and obliquely to  au tom ata. The French 

are doll-like beings with an impoverished inner life, they ac t  in a completely 

externally motivated manner. (By the French here, w e are m eant to  understand 

the worldly aristocrats tha t Zilia meets through Deterville and his family).

Tels a peu pres que certains jouets de leur enfance, imitation informe des 

e tres  pensants , ils ont du poids aux yeux, de la I6g6retd au tac t;  la 

surface color6e, un int£rieur informe; un prix apparent, aucune valeur 

r6elle. Aussi ne sont-ils guere estim6s par les au tres  nations, que comme 

les jolies bagatelles le sont dans la soci£t6. Heureuse la nation qui n 'a  

que la nature pour guide, la v6rit6 pour principe, e t la vertu pour premier 

mobile (Letter XXXII).

The French have perfected the  art of not appearing w hat they are; this 

description of the  falseness of social beings echoes  Madame de C hartres 's
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warnings to  her daughter about life a t court, but the  difference betw een the 

moral landscapes of La Princesse de Cleves and Graffigny's novel is tha t  there 

is a utopia of virtue in the  eighteenth century work. There is a happy nation 

over which "nature," "truth" and "virtue" rule: exotic Peru. The French, in 

comparison, are imitations of thinking beings, tha t  is human beings: their 

appearance  is pure deception. The doll and the  marionette, as variations upon 

the autom aton, becom e figures for inauthenticity and, specifically here, the  

dissimulations of worldliness. Graffigny's dolls m anage to  look heavy and 

substantial to  the  eye but are light when actually handled: they are truly 

virtuosic objects of deception. Their surfaces are seductive, but their interiors 

are hopelessly deficient in both form and content. Zilia emphasizes the  

em phasis of feminine com portm ent and the demand for an appearance  of virtue 

w ithout an education in virtue. Women are trapped in the  world of 

appearances , "Regler les mouvem ents du corps, arranger ceux du visage, 

com poser I'ext6rieur, son t les points essentiels de l'6ducation. C 'e s t  sur les 

attitudes plus ou moins genants  de leurs filles que les parents se  glorifient de 

les avoir bien dlevdes" (Letter XXXIV).

Graffigny's critique of the  social forms of worldliness ironically inherits 

a great deal from seven teen th  century writers like F6nelon who w anted a moral 

reform of the  aristocracy in order to  close its ranks to those  bourgeois who 

imitated the  manners of the  aristocracy and were admitted into the  salons of 

the  precieuses. Carolyn Lougee in her historical s tudy of the  significance of the
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deba tes  concerning w om en in and around the  seven teen th  century salon, Le 

Paradis des Femmes (1976), show s how it w as  anti-feminists like Fdnelon and 

Aubignac w ho w anted  to  s top  the  mixing of bourgeois and aristocrats in the  

salons of the  prgcieuses. These wom en believed tha t culture and refinement 

and the  adoption of worldly manners earned a person entry into elite circles no 

m atter w hat his or her social class. In seventeenth-century  France, w om en 

w ere the  dominant arbiters of ta s te  in the  salons and determined the 

param eters of social refinement. Lougee argues tha t those  w ho w ere  against 

the  mixing of c lasses  w ere  against the  worldliness of the  pr6cieuses and 

accused  them  of moral deficiencies. "There w as  widespread agreem ent th a t  the  

salons were merely e legant brothels. Women bartered their bodies for social 

advancem ent"  (Lougee 79). The salons then were scandalous places w here 

w om en could ac t  on erotic and ambitious desires and w here  refined and 

ambitious bourgeois mixed with nobles. Graffigny would agree with F6nelon on 

the  moral depravity of the  worldly environment: her proposed reformation 

would be based upon a credo of virtue based on sensibility and sentimentality.

Lougee reminds us tha t  Nicolas Boileau described in his satires a nobility 

in moral decay: for him the  bourgeois w as the  virtuous one w ho should s tay  

aw ay  from aristocratic practices. For Boileau, the  bourgeois w ho imitated the  

mondain w as  only compromising himself: virtue w as  the  property of the  

"roturier." When w e see  Zilia's critique of worldly society in the  con tex t of 

seven teen th  century  p redecessors , w e com e to  understand th a t  Graffigny had
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se t  her heroine up as a bourgeois critic of unethical worldliness and th a t  her 

"solid virtue" w as  based on bourgeois principles. On the  other hand, D6terville's 

moral s tead fas tness  has to  do with the  fact th a t  he seem s to  be a member of 

the  oldest part of the  French aristocracy, the  nob/esse d ’6p6e which had seen 

its power progressively undermined during the  changes which took place in the 

constitution of the  aristocracy under Louis XIV's regime of ennoblem ents. 

D£terville is a soldier, not a courtier; he is a man of action and integrity and this 

is actually consisten t with the  m ost conservative of seven teen th  century views 

on social hierarchy.

The seventeenth-century  critiques of worldliness which influenced 

Graffigny's critique are both for class stratification and anti-feminist, tha t  is 

anti-salon in nature. For Graffigny, the  realm of feminine virtue however, does 

not lie in marriage. Aubignac w as  especially enthusiastic about the  moral 

corrections provided for wom en by marriage. Zilia will not run a salon, nor will 

she  get married: she has no worldly ambition, but she  will be the  arbiter of 

behavior and ta s te  in her household . She will preside over her dominion in much 

the  sam e w ay  as R ousseau 's  Julie presides over Clarens. This leaves Graffigny 

right in the  middle of the  scenarios envisioned by seventeenth  century feminists 

and anti-feminists in their debate  about the  role of wom en. The pr6cieuses 

according to  Lougee w ere for marriages of convenience and extra-marital affairs 

and an active life in society for intelligent, engaging aristocratic w om en; the 

anti-feminists, bourgeois and noble alike, s a w  marriage as the  only destination
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of the  virtuous woman. Graffigny's Zilia tries to  avoid both society and 

marriage; this eighteenth century variation on feminine destiny offers the  

heroine the  com pany of her suitor D6terville, but as a sublimated lover, a friend 

in a situation tha t  would seem  to safeguard both of them  from the  denatured 

passion of jealousy, a passion based on the  exchangeability of one love for 

another.

Tied to the  Other

Lacan 's  Borromean knots are illustrations of how the  subject is tied both 

to  the  other and the system  of signification at the  sam e time and in such  a way 

th a t  if one of the  connections is broken, the  other undoes itself as well. Zilia's 

knots keep her tied to Aza and when she  runs out of them, she continues to 

loop one letter into another, one letter after another, even writing to  him in a 

language he cannot understand. The reception of the letters seem s to be from 

the  first unimportant to their being written. When she is writing Letter XXX to 

Aza, he is on his w ay to  France. Zilia writes letters to Aza in order to  write; it 

would be imprecise and too simplifying to  say  tha t Zilia writes for herself. She 

writes letters to  an impossible Other, but her letters always arrive a t their 

destination in the  strictly Lacanian sense  of arrival. For Lacan, a letter always 

arrives at its destination because  it is not addressed to a discreet Other, it is 

aimed a t the  signifying network, the  Symbolic Order itself. In Graffigny's novel 

as  in Lettres portuaa ises . it is not important if the  letters are received because  

the  letters are a chain, connected to each other like the  ronds de ficelle,
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assuring a relationship with the  Other by m eans of a  connection to  the  

symbolic order. When a wom an writes, no one can predict how  her letters will 

be received. She writes for the  sake of writing then because  her ad d ressees  are 

not receiving her letters, or receiving them  unsympathetically.

At the  end of the  seminar "Ronds de Ficelle," Lacan explains in his 

typically elliptical way th a t  his long exposition on knots and knotting has 

something to  do with the  objeta. Although it is not my intention to  em bark on 

a digression on the  objet a, the way in which Lacan arrives there  is of interest 

to us in term s of Graffigny's heroine and Graffigny's novel. Pourquoi ai-je fait 

intervenir dans I'ancien tem ps le noeud borrom6en? C '6tait pour traduire la 

formule je  te demande - quoi - de refuser - quoi? - ce que je  t'offre - pourquoi? - 

parce que ce n'est pas pa - pa, vous savez ce  que c 'e s t ,  c 'e s t  I'objet a. (Lacan 

114). In both the  letters of Mariane and Zilia, a s tructure  is se t  up by which 

w hat they offer in their letters, their love, their souls, a t tem pts  to  contain the 

"everything" tha t  they w ant to  give their respective lovers, add ressees  of the 

letters th a t  m ust be refused, "return to sender."  The everything tha t is offered 

is not tha t important thing, the  objet a, "de I'objet qui viendrait satisfaire la 

jouissance -- laquelle serait alors la Lustbefriedigung suppos6e" (114). The 

absolute terms of Zilia's offer (she gives everything of herself forever to  Aza) 

is here objet a: this is the style of Zilia's love. Everything, however, is never 

enough.

In Letter XXXIV, Zilia is m ost vehemently critical of French attitudes
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tow ards  wom en (this is w here Graffigny is widely recognized as  giving voice 

to  her m ost feminist ideas). The Peruvian com pares the  French trea tm ent of 

w om en with Peruvian ones. It is here most obvious th a t  Graffigny's Peru is 

nothing more or less than a fictional Utopia of refined sensibility in which the 

rule of "nature" as repository of transcenden t virtue is guaranteed. Lougee has 

remarked tha t the seven teen th  century pr6cieuse believed th a t  wom en were 

morally superior because of their physical w eakness  and frailty and should be 

respected as such. In this letter Zilia echoes such views,

Si je n'dtais assuree  que bientot tu pourras en juger par toi-meme, 

oserais-je te  peindre des con trastes  que la simplicity de nos esprits peut 

£ peine concevoir? Docile aux notions de la nature, notre g6nie ne va pas 

au-delS; nous avons trouvd que la force e t le courage dans un sexe 

indiquaient qu'il devait etre le soutien e t le ddfenseur de I'autre; nos lois 

y sont conformes. Ici, loin de compatir a la faiblesse des  femmes, celles 

du peuple, accabldes du travail, n 'en  sont soulagdes ni par les lois, ni par 

leurs maris; celles d 'un  rang plus elevd, jouets de la seduction ou de la 

mdchancety des hommes, n 'ont, pour se  dddommager de leurs perfidies, 

que les dehors d 'un respect purement imaginaire, toujours suivi de la plus 

mordante satire (Letter XXXIII).

I cite this letter at length in order first, to show  tha t this fictional Peru is a 

Utopia of femininity in which the  w eaker sex is by law dispensed of hard labor. 

Secondly, I would like to  emphasize the  fact tha t  Zilia addresses  Aza as one
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w ho would share her critical a ssessm en t of French, since he, as Peruvian, 

belongs to a society in which w om en are accorded due respect. Zilia a ttem pts  

to  knit or knot a complicity with Aza tha t  would unite the  tw o  of them , male 

and female, in a perfect relationship of love and respect. Harmony betw een the 

sexes  exists in the  non-European culture. The lack of respect offered to French 

w om en of the  upper c lasses makes them  "jouets de seduction."  In relations 

betw een the  sexes, w om en are party to an extremely bad deal. In exchange for 

the  perfidies of men, they are com pensated with the  appearance  of respect tha t 

conceals w ha t always follows -  the  greatest contem pt.

Peru is a place free of such contradictions in a ttitudes tow ards  women: 

virtue is guaranteed by a respect for "nature." Despite all this, Aza trades in 

Peruvian virtue for Christian piety w hereas Zilia remains faithful to being 

"Peruvian": this asymm etry is typical of the  structure of betrayal. W hat is 

unusual is tha t  Zilia's remains faithfully a ttached to a vaguely incestuous union. 

Zilia writes to D6terville tha t  "Cet Aza, I'objet de tan t d 'am our, n 'e s t  plus le 

meme Aza que je vous ai peint avec de couleurs si tendres"  (Letter XXXVII). 

The Aza tha t she m eets is no longer the  Aza tha t she described, the  Aza that 

she addressed . The object of so much love does not live up to  his 

representational and interlocutory reputation.

Le cruel Aza n 'a  conserv§, de la candeur de nos moeurs que le respect 

pour la v6rit6, dont il fait un si funeste  usage. Seduit par les charm es 

d 'une  jeune Espagnole, pr§t ci s 'unir avec elle, il n 'a  consenti & venir en
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France que pour se  d6gager de la foi qu'il m 'avait jur6e, que pour ne me 

laisser aucun doute sour ses  sentiments...(Letter XXXVIII).

Aza has finally show n himself to be not only radically different from w hat 

Zilia imagined him to be, but from Zilia herself. Happy to convert to  Christianity, 

he also rejects w hat Zilia has to offer: he answ ers  the  dem and of the  ronds de 

ficelle tha t Lacan describes as, je  te demande de refuser ce que je  t'offre parce 

que ce n'est pas ga. W hat Zilia has to offer is in her own absolute term s, her 

heart, her self, her life, " . . .c 'e s t  en vain qu'il me rend £ moi-meme, mon coeur 

e s t  3 lui; il y sera jusqu'S la mort. Ma vie lui appartient, qu'il me la ravisse et 

qu'il m 'aim e..."  (Letter XXXV). But her heart, her self, her life are exactly w hat 

Aza has no use of because  he has already broken his word and extricated 

himself from his promise. What Zilia offers is her belief in the  power of 

promises.

Zilia writes Aza a chain of letters, hoping to secure  him to  her. Lacan 

describes the  rond de ficelle as representative of the  unity of One: the  rond de 

ficelle is also a link in a chain, a thing tha t encloses a hole and defines a 

specific absence. When Aza in Paris, the letters to him cease , the  chain is 

broken. Zilia's aspirations as a writer of letters are a se t  up: a s e t  up for the  

o the r 's  treason. Constituting her heroine as a wom an possessing  "both an 

erotic and an ambitious wish" in the  words of Nancy K. Miller, Graffigny 

show s tha t the  greatest privilege of authorship has to do with the  ability to  go 

wrong. Zilia's mistake in thinking Aza different from w hat he revealed himself



121

to  be does not prove to be fatal. Graffigny thus  tries to  construct a narrative 

in which the  significance of the  faux pas (a single, fatal mistake) is revised for 

the  heroine. Zilia has immediate recourse to  the  faithful Ddterville, who waits 

in the  wings, or on Malta to  return and play the  role of friend. The regime of 

virtue and sensibility are triumphant at the  end. This novel represents the 

triumph of sensibility and a life outside of worldliness and worldly practices. 

The fate  of the  doll-like courtier, the  autom aton as worldly, artificial person is 

avoided and the  inner life is affirmed in a thoroughly respectable setting where 

Zilia has regained the solitude th a t  she sought that morning in Peru when she 

found refuge in the  stillness of temple, only to be so violently torn from the 

space  of writing. The restitution of her Incan treasures restores to her the  

possibility of narrating her story: alone.
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Chapter Thre

"L'Homme-Machine: La Mettrie 's Machine a t Work"

The Soul and the Machine

A discussion of La Mettrie will allow us to understand Graffigny's novel 

as playing a role in the  triumph of a certain kind of secular inner life based on 

the cultivation of sensibility rather than faith. In my reading of La Mettrie 's 

L'Homme Machine (1747), I would like to argue tha t the  author constructs  

m an 's  relationship to  his body through m etaphor and tha t the  figuration of the 

human body as machine is a t the  heart of La Mettrie 's materialism. The 

homme-machine is not the  autom aton, but the  autom aton is an incarnation of 

the  man-machine. La Mettrie 's argues for the  machine as a figure for 

understanding the human organism. By the  seven teen th  century, the  principles 

of morphological resem blances upon which late medieval and Renaissance 

medicine depended in conceiving of the  human organism had been replaced by 

a greater degree of abstraction. Conceptions of the  body and its functions 

becam e increasingly complex.

In the  field of history of philosophy, Ann Thomson w arns against taking 

La M ettrie 's tex t too literally (367). She argues tha t La Mettrie w as  not 

proposing to  either construct a mechanical man or take apart the  human 

organism like a machine. "Au lieu done de dGcrire un homme m6canique, il veut
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matifere. Pour le reste, il ne s 'ag it  nullement de pr6tendre construire un module 

de cet Stre materiel, d 'en  ddmonter les ressorts"  (375). Would it not be possible 

to  conceive a reading that would take  into accoun t the  fac t th a t  La Mettrie did 

in fact try to describe a mechanical "man" while a t the  sam e time arguing for 

the  possibility of explaining human beings by m eans of "la seule mattere?" It 

seem s th a t  Thom son may go too far in arguing for this kind of purely 

metaphorical reading of the  concep t of the  homme-machine. Although La 

Mettrie does not go into great detail in his description of mechanical man, using 

for the  m ost part mechanics as an illustrative m etaphor, he does understand the 

body as  machine. Eighteenth-century chemistry did not give him the  tools to 

generate  a different model. According to  La Mettrie, the  brain is "un ressort 

principal de tou te  la Machine, qui a une influence visible sur tous  les au tres, et 

m§me paroit avoir 6t£ fait le premier....Le corps n 'e s t  qu 'un  horloge" (105).1 

In a sense , by locating the  brain as  the  "ressort principal," La Mettrie is trying 

to  show  tha t the  I'homme-machine is in som e sense , "d6montable."

From a literary point of view, one can appreciate  T hom son 's  efforts to 

emphasize the  figurative aspec ts  of La M ettrie 's  tex t. Nevertheless, if

’All citations of L'Homme-machine are taken from La M ettrie 's  Oeuvres 
Philosophiaues published by the  Libraire Arth6me Fayard, 1987 . This is the  most 
recent re-edition of the  only edition of his Oeuvres Philosophiaues th a t  w as  published 
during La Mettrie 's lifetime in 1751 in London. L'Homme-machine w as  published by 
Elie Luzac in Leiden in 1748 and immediately banned. Aram Vartanian published a 
critical edition of this tex t in 1961 in the  form of L'Homme-machine: a s tudy  in the  
origins of an idea.
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T hom m e-m ach ine"  is to  be understood as  only metaphorical, this does  not 

prevent us from considering the  a ttem pts  of eighteenth-century engineers like 

Jacq u es  Vaucanson to construct replicas of the  human and animal organisms 

as incompatible with La Mettrie 's project. In fact, La M ettrie 's uses a 

comparison of V aucanson 's  autom ata to  illustrate the  different levels of 

complexity tha t  can exist when comparing the  human organism with simpler 

organisms like animals:

...s'il a fallu plus d 'a r t  & Vaucanson pour faire son Fluteur, que pour son 

Canard, il eu t du en emploier encore davantage pour faire un Parleur, 

Machine qui ne peu t plus etre  regardde com m e impossible, surout entre

les mains d 'un  nouveau Promdthde J e  ne me trom pe point; le corps

humain es t  une horloge, mais immense, e t construite avec  tan t d'artifice 

et d 'habilet6, que si la roue qui sert 3 marquer ses  secondes  vient 3 

s 'arreter; celle des minutes tourne e t va toujours son tra in ...(109-110). 

If La Mettrie hails V aucanson 's  accomplishments - the  construction of three 

elaborate au tom ata, tw o  android musicians and one duck - as being 

"Prom ethean," he m ust see  som e value and importance in constructing 

mechanical replicas of organisms. That Vaucanson succeeded  so well in 

creating mechanical w onders  tha t imitated human and animal organism seem s 

to prove La Mettrie 's point tha t  organisms are governed by very complex laws, 

like the  laws of mechanics, tha t can be studied and discovered. The revealing 

of this secre t is like the  human acquisition of fire: for La Mettrie, the
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possibilities presented by replicating human and animal organisms in au tom ata  

are prodigious. V aucanson 's  su ccess  proves above all, th a t  while different 

levels of complexity define th e  range of animals and human beings, animal and 

human organism exist nevertheless on a continuum.

S'il [La Mettrie] utilise des argum ents diff6rents, son but reste  le meme: 

une explication purement mat6rielle des  facult6s intellectuelles en 

rapprochant I'homme de I'animal. VoilS ce qui com pte, et non pas la 

« these de l'homme-machine» qui d'ailleurs n 'e s t  pas une th6se  mais une 

m§taphore (Thomson 369).

If T hom son 's  a ttem pt to differentiate "la «th6se de l'homme-machine»" from 

the  m etaphor of the  T hom m e-m achine"  seem s confusing, this may be a result 

of the  fact tha t  the  eighteenth-century thinker couched his thesis  in 

metaphorical terms, as in, for example "le corps es t  une horloge."

L'Homme-Machine is primarily preoccupied with dispelling metaphysical 

notions of the  relationship betw een  soul and body by m eans of a discussion of 

the  involuntary functioning of the  nervous system . La M ettrie 's  insight into 

involuntary functions are garnered from very basic biological research tha t  w as 

being done in the  eighteenth century by scientists like Haller to  w hom  L'Homme 

Machine is dedicated. Haller w as  not appreciative of being cited in highly 

flattering term s in a tex t considered to be entirely heretical, but w e have here 

an example of the  mischief th a t  La Mettrie did not hesitate  to  make. (He knew 

Haller to  be a devout man; he also sincerely admired his work.) He w anted  to
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show  tha t the  refusal to compare man to animal/machine is a refusal of an 

analogical relationship and is pious and has no basis is empirical evidence. La 

Mettrie tries to  prove by m eans of involuntary movem ent, th a t  the  body can 

function in the  absence  of the  "soul" and tha t  there m ust be something 

inherent in the  mechanical functioning of the  anatom y of the  organism itself 

tha t c auses  its m ovem ents. For La Mettrie, it w as  necessary  to  understand  tha t  

scientists could s tudy the organism, the  source of its m ovem ents  and ailments 

and in doing so take it apart like a very complicated machine. The refusal to 

compare men and machine has recourse to absolute difference while the 

bringing together of man and machine takes place as a rhetorical gesture  of 

comparison. Man can be like a machine and a machine can be like a man. In 

this kind of comparison, a relationship of analogical rather than  absolute 

difference is established betw een w hat man (or human is) from w h a t "he" is 

not.

By using the  machine as a model of the  human, La Mettrie establishes 

an analogy betw een organism and machine in order to  theorize, justify and call 

for the  continuation of scientific investigation and he d isposes of the  question 

of Cartesian dualism by insisting upon the  continuity, th a t  is the  

undifferentiability of res cogitans and res extensa. For La Mettrie, the  rejection 

of this Cartesian idea w as  a condition of being an enlightened thinker. 

According to  Aram Vartanian, in his s tudy La M ettrie 's  L'Homme Machine: 

Studies in the  Origins of an idea (1960)
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La M ettrie 's originality lies in his offering the  correlation betw een mental 

and physiological s ta te s  as empirically sufficient to  validate the  homme 

machine a s  a comprehensive psychological theory ....The degree of truth 

claimed for the  man-machine concep t turns out on examination to  be 

hypothetical. It expresses  a modus cognoscendi designed to  promote 

scientific inquiry, rather than any ultimate knowledge about the  nature 

of things (14).

In addition, the  Cartesian system  can be differentiated from La Mettrie 's in one 

additional way: D escartes 's  theories do not function as hypotheses and are 

almost completely useless in terms of modern science w hereas  the  hypothetical 

analogy of T hom m e-m achine"  is still one tha t preoccupies us today. 

D escartes 's  system , however, se t  the  param eters for La M ettrie's. In a sense  

the  eighteenth-century philosophe is fighting an unfair battle with his 

predecessor because  he is armed with the  new est discoveries of the  young 

science of biology of which Descartes w as not aware.

La Mettrie 's L'Homme-machine em erges from a tradition of diagnostic 

medicine in post-Renaissance Europe tha t w as  intimately connected  to the  

practice of physiognomy. Physiognomy posited an invisible interiority tha t w as  

always imprinting itself on a visible exterior. By the sixteenth century, 

according to  Jean -Jacq u es  Courtine and Claudine Haroche in their work, 

physiognomy dem onstrated  an increasingly sharp aw areness  th a t  "man" w as 

divided in tw o, "il [I'homme] es t  tou t £ la fois invisible e t visible, homme
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int6rieur e t  homme ext6rieur." (42-43) Physiognomy, as it w as  derived from the 

Ancients via the  Arabs in sixteenth century Europe, w as  an a ttem pt to  establish 

a relationship betw een the  soul and the  body th a t  would render the  tw o 

transparen t to  one another by m eans of a m aster code. Renaissance 

physiognomists believed th a t  the  soul "wrote" on the  body, or rather imprinted 

its traces  on the  organism 's  surfaces. These traces  were like writing insofar as 

they  were decipherable to  the initiated and alm ost infinite in their various 

combinations.

La physiognomie antique fait ainsi du rapport entre I'ame e t  le corps une 

relation entre le dedans et le dehors, le profond e t le superficiel, I'occulte 

e t le manifeste, le moral e t le physique, le contenu et le con tenan t, la 

passion et la chair, la cause  et I'effet. L 'homme poss6de deux faces, 

dont I'une 6chappe au regard: la physiognomie veut y suppl6er en tissant 

un r6seau serre d 'equivalences entre  le detail des surfaces  e t les 

profondeurs occultes du corps. La science des passions e s t  une science 

de I'invisible (42).

According to  Courtine and Haroche, the  s tudy of physiognomy w as  obsessed  

with preventing the  possibility of dissimulation and deception th a t  w as  created 

by distance betw een the visible and the invisible parts of man. Physiognomy 

w as  an art of unveiling the  other and reading his face as if it were  an open 

book, of decrypting the  signs of his interiority th a t  were  imprinted upon the 

surfaces of the  body. It w as  more and more necessary  to  read the  face of the
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other because  the  practice of disciplining and homogenizing the  expressions of 

the  face and body became more and more w idespread betw een  the  sixteenth 

and the eighteenth centuries (17-18). In the  intrigues of court life, a system  of 

reading the surfaces of the  other w as absolutely. Louis XIV consulted his 

doctor Marin Cureau de la Chambre about his choice of courtiers because  

Cureau w as a famed physiognomist.

In an environment w here civility and biensGance w ere  obeyed in the 

arrangem ent of the  countenance and every gesture  of the  body, it w as  all the 

more necessary  to be able to  d issect the  character of courtiers and other 

m embers of the  court by m eans of traits th a t  the  individuals in question could 

not control. During the  I'Sge classique an ambivalent formation arose around 

the  problem of comportment: on the  one hand, there w as  the  desire for 

transparence as manifested by a renewed interest in physiognomy and treatises  

on physiognomy and, on the other hand, there  w as  an obsession with 

codification of behavior as manifested in the  growing numbers of manuals on 

the  rules of civility (Courtine and Haroche 36).

It has been discussed in a number of places, by a number of thinkers 

from Norbert Elias to Michel Foucault, tha t the  codes  governing human social 

behavior becam e increasingly internalized in post-Medieval Europe and th a t  the  

discipline of the  self w as all the more stringent for this internalization. Elias 

quotes Lafayette 's La Princesse de Cleves in his The Civilizing Process (1939) 

as an example of internalization of discipline. The prince de CI6ves, upon
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learning of his w ife 's  love for another man, decides to  trus t to  her conscience 

the  regulation of her actions, "De I'humeur dont vous §tes, en vous laissant 

votre liberty, je vous donne des  bornes plus 6troites que je ne pourrais vous en 

prescrire" (Lafayette 128). W hat is guaranteed here, is the  internalized nature 

of prescriptions and prohibitions. Elias em phasizes th a t  in fac t greater liberty 

be tw een  the  sexes  evolved in the  court societies of Europe, there  emerged an 

increasingly refined degree of self-discipline in those  circles (Elias 184-185). 

The practice of self-discipline becam e increasingly the  subject of treatises, 

pamphlets and books: the  written word becam e the  place w here  the  secre ts  of 

this self-discipline might be learned.2 The discourses and descriptions of 

interiority and authenticity took on a greater and greater charge as discipline 

becam e more and more internalized.

It is also by m eans of tex ts  like Erasm us 's  De civilitate morum th a t  a 

s tage  in the  civilizing process is marked. As social proscriptions were 

"com m unicated" through writing, they were also increasingly internalized: w hat 

w en t on inside the  body, feelings "m ouvem ents,"  organic functions (excretions 

and secretions) had to  be increasingly controlled. "La figure humaine, entre  le 

XVIe e t  le XVIIIe si6cle, s 'au tonom ise  e t se  rationalise: dans  le m§me tem ps elle 

devient plus int6rieur, se  socialisant et s'individualisant h la fois" (Courtine and 

Haroche 53). This process of autonomization and rationalization of the  self can

2Roger Chartier has described in his Lecteurs e t lectures dans la France d 'ancien 
regime (1987) the  role manuals of civility played in pre-revolutionary France.
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be figured by mechanization and the  au tom aton is the  result of such  a 

mechanics of the  self.

La Mettrie s e t  out to found the  representation of inferiority upon anatom y 

rather than metaphysics. This interiority w as  the  space  th a t  La Mettrie sought 

to  represent by m eans of an image of immensely complex machinery. In the 

following passage  from L'Homme-machine. La Mettrie argues his point with 

characteristic irony,

L'exp6rience et I'observation doivent done seules nous guider ici. Elies 

se  trouvent sans  nombre dans les Fastes de Medecins, qui ont 6t6 

Philosophes, et non dans le Philosophes, qui n 'o n t pas 6t6 M6decins. 

Ceux-ci ont parcouru, on t dclaird le Labyrinthe de  I'Homme; ils nous ont 

seuls devoile ces  ressorts  cachds sous des  enveloppes, qui ddrobent 3 

nos yeux tan t de merveilles (66).

La Mettrie continues to argue against the  fanaticism of theologians who, 

without any kind of experience or observation, try to speculate  on the  nature 

of the  human in total ignorance of the  "M6canisme des  Corps." Doctors 

(m§decins) who are philosophers are the  best guides in the  labyrinth of the 

organism; theologians, fanatics have gotten lost in it. This Dedalic image of the  

interior of the  body illustrates its awe-inspiring complexity, its sec recy  and 

obscurity. If the  interior of the  body is a labyrinth however, it is one th a t  can 

be m astered by the  m6decin/philosophe. This labyrinth-machine th a t  is man is 

"si com pos6e, qu'il e s t  impossible de s 'e n  faire d 'abord  une id6e claire, e t
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consgquem m ent de la dgfinir" (66). La Mettrie continues to  use  images of 

enorm ous complexity in order to  illustrate the  relationship betw een  the 

medecin/philosophe and the  space  he se ts  out to  explore. The metaphysicians 

w ho sought to  arrive a t an idea of the  human organism on the  "ailes de  I'Esprit" 

failed. La Mettrie insists th a t  it is only by m eans of the  organs of the  body tha t 

one can reach, not a t  the  essence  of m an 's  nature, but only, cautiously and 

modestly, "le plus grand degr6 de probability sur ce  sujet" (66). We are 

exhorted in this project to  take up the  "baton de ['experience" for to be blind, 

"et croire pouvoir se  passer de ce  bSton, c 'e s t  le comble de I'aveuglement" 

(67). The wings of the  spirit have left metaphysicians stranded in ignorance. 

There will be no flying for science, only a kind of feeling o n e 's  w ay through 

unknown terrain with the  help of the  "baton": groping, w e shall arrive a t a 

model of g rea tes t probability. It is only by assuming blindness and relying on 

experience  th ro u g h  experim enta tion  th a t  th e  very ear thbound  

medecin\philosophe feels his way through the  labyrinth of biology and anatom y.

In order to  prove the  power of anatom y to  determine the  s ta te  of o n e 's  

mind or soul, the  philosophe uses the  example of sexual difference to  prove 

th a t  a difference in the  construction of the  body produces a difference in 

character. In trying to construct a more or less scientific proof, La Mettrie falls 

into one the  m ost ideologically charged areas of his day: the  absolute and 

inequitable assym m etry  of sexual difference. "Nous pensons, e t  m§me nous ne 

som m es honn§tes Gens, que comme nous gais, tou t braves; tou t depend de la
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manidre dont notre Machine es t  montde" (71). Extreme hunger and pregnancy 

are tw o  corporeal s ta tes  tha t  La Mettrie describes as  having character 

deforming powers.

L'Ame suit les progrds du corps, com m e ceux de I'Education. Dans le 

beau sexe, I'Ame suit encore la ddlicatesse du tem peram ent: de Id cette  

tendresse , ce tte  affection, ces  sentim ents vis plutot fondds sur la 

passion, que sur la raison....L 'Homme, au contraire, dont le cerveau et 

les nerfs participent de la fermetd de tous  les solides, a I'esprit ainsi que 

les traits du visage, plus nerveux: I'Education, dont m anquent les 

femmes, ajoute encore de nouveaux degrds de force d son ame. Avec de 

tels secours  de la Nature et de I'art, com m ent ne seroit-il pas plus 

reconnoissant, plus gdnereux, plus constan t en amitid, plus ferme dans 

I'adversitd? (71-72).

The soul is influenced both by the  body and by "Education" thus  accounting for 

the  difference in men and wom en. W omen w ho are deprived of education have 

greater strength  of soul: their souls follow the  delicacy of their tem peram ent 

and make them  more susceptible to  passion and less susceptible to the 

influence of reason. The quality of male nerves and the  male brain is different 

from female nerves and brain: this accoun ts  for the  difference in facial traits. 

This account of sexual difference does leave open the  possibility tha t  with 

education, wom en would becom e more like men. W hat they would give up in 

the  process, of course, is their superiority in the  realm of the  soul. (Graffigny's
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seem s th a t  the  philosophe sen ses  tha t  there might be cause  for contention in 

his version of difference: "Qui joint les graces de I'esprit e t  du corps & presque 

tous  les sentim ents du coeur les plus tendres e t les plus d^licats, ne doit point 

nous envier une double force, qui ne semble avoir 6t6 donn6e S I'Homme; I'une, 

que pour se  mieux p6n6trer des attraits de la beaut6; I'autre, que pour mieux 

servir a ses  plaisirs" (72). Women w ho are in possession of all the  sentim ents 

of the  heart should not envy men a "double force" which enables them  to 

appreciate and please wom en. Anatomy certainly is destiny in this account and 

the  "double force" as a source of contention seem s to  refer to  m an 's  physical 

or phallic power: one area of this is located in scopic drive, the  o ther is erotic. 

This "double force" is a perfectly libertine euphemism tha t does not take into 

account tha t  perhaps w ha t women might envy in men is not this double force 

of female appreciation, but something else altogether: the  aforementioned 

"Education" and the pow ers of representation tha t come with it. Even La 

Mettrie seem s to indicate tha t sentimental superiority may not be adequate  

com pensation for Education "dont m anquent les fem m es." As w e saw  in 

Graffigny's novel, it is difficult to calculate equitable exchange rates in the  

econom y of sexual difference. Zilia desperately w an ts  an education and gets 

one: she sees  the  lack of education in French w om en as a shameful situation 

tha t  can be repaired. She herself w as educated  by order of her fianc§, who 

w anted  to  make her a worthy companion, but she exceeds  the  bounds the
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education he ordered for her w hen she is exiled in France and continues to 

educa te  herself. For La Mettrie, the  lack of education in w om en seem s to  be an 

unquestioned fac t of nature, like an anatomical deficiency. We would have to 

conclude tha t the  philosophe is basically offering a conservative albeit ironic 

account of the  nature of forms of sexual difference even as he offers a radical 

account of the  human organism.

While La Mettrie seeks to establish the  machine as the  primary metaphor 

to  account for the  complexity of the  organism, he also questions the  nature of 

the  human will. Sexuality occurs again here when he offers an example of the 

involuntary nature of certain sexual activites. (L'Homme-Machine poses 

questions about the  nature of human will or vo/onte in such  a w ay tha t we 

already find in this Enlightenment tex t the paths tha t would lead in the 

following tw o centuries to  the  discovery of the  unconscious on the  one hand 

and the regime of biological determinism on the  other.) La Mettrie argues tha t 

the  non-supremacy of the  will is a result of the  inseparability of corps and 

esprit. The body is subject to a myriad of conditions tha t  also have a direct and 

powerful effect upon the will of the  mind:

C 'es t  en vain qu 'on  se  recrie sur I'empire de la Volont6. Pour un ordre 

qu'elle donne, elle subit cen t foi le joug. Et quelle merveille que le corps 

ob6isse dans l '6tat sain, puisqu'un torrent de sang  e t  d 'esprits  vient I'y 

forcer; la volont6 aiant pour Ministres une l6gion invisible de fluides plus 

vifs que I'Eclair, e t  toujours prets & le servir! Mais com m e c 'e s t  par les
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Nerfs que son pouvoir s 'exerce , c 'e s t  aussi par eux qu'il e s t  arret6. La 

meilleure volont6 d 'un  Amant dpuisd, les plus violents ddsirs lui rendront- 

ils sa vigueur perdue? H6las! non; et elle en sera la premiere punie, parce 

que, pos6es certaines c irconstances, il n 'e s t  pas dans sa  puissance  de 

ne pas vouloir du plaisir (La Mettrie 103-104).

The failure of the  will is best proven by the example of impotence, a biological 

failure tha t  seem s to  indicate tha t there is a disjunction betw een  w h a t  the  mind 

w an ts  and w ha t the  body can perform. This disjunction is evidence of the  way 

in which the  will m ust submit to the  "yoke" of bodily influences. The will has 

as  its "ministers" a legion of invisible fluids, but its dominion does not extend 

to  the  nerves, which will defy it: the  will here is personified as a king w hose 

om nipotence turns into impotence when defied. The will of the  mind is neither 

completely autonom ous nor completely masterful. La Mettrie leaves the  human 

organism (which in this case , is decidedly male) and the human will (personified 

here as an ineffectual ruler) in a complicated, if not delicate situation.

The Soul and the Double

Otto Rank, in his tex t The Double: a Psychoanalytic S tudy .3 

dem onstra tes  tha t  in animistic system s and religious thinking, the  soul, like the  

sh ad o w  and mirror reflection plays the  role of the  double. The double he goes 

on to show , functions as the  eg o 's  (or w hat Rank calls the  self 's) prophylactic

3First published in German in 1914: citations refer to 1989  republication of this 
text, translated by Harry Tucker, Jr.
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against the  possibility of absolute death:

Primitive narcissism feels itself primarily threa tened  by the  ineluctable 

destruction of the  self. Very clear evidence of the  truth of this 

observation is show n by the  choice, as the  most primitive concep t of the  

soul, of an image as closely similar as possible to  the  physical self, hence 

a true double. The idea of death, therefore, is denied by a duplication of 

the  self incorporated in the  shadow  or reflected image (82: emphasis 

added).

The Cartesian description of the  soul is both abstrac t and primitive in th a t  the  

soul is not described as an image, but nevertheless corresponds with each  part 

of the physical body. According to Rank, the  soul becam e more and more 

"immaterial" as human beings became more experienced with death . The 

immaterial nature of the  soul seem ed to function as a guarantee  of the 

immortality of the  self against the  threat of death  as "everlasting annihilation." 

When La Mettrie argues for a radical materialism, he is arguing against this idea 

of the immaterial and immortal soul as a guarantee  against death . The 

resistance against La Mettrie 's insights which are in a sense , no more and no 

less, the  insights of modern science, can thus  be understood as  directly 

proportional to the  intensity of the  eg o 's  denial of its destructibility.

According to  Lacan, the  double as mirror image is the  Gestalt th a t  calls 

the  "je" or "I" of the  primordial subject into being. The infant recognizes its 

image in the  mirror and from tha t moment on, identifies with a mirage of its
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ow n autonomy: this se ts  the  scene  for the  sub jec t 's  subsequen t lifelong 

experience of a discordance betw een  the  self and its com posite  of 

identifications with so-called reality. The w ay for alienation is prepared for the 

human subject even before its entry upon the  socius: in fact the  difficulty of 

any entry onto the  social scene  is only a rememoration of the  primordial 

disjunctions of mirror s tage  identifications.

C 'e s t  que la forme totale du corps par quoi le sujet devance  dans un 

mirage la maturation de sa puissance, ne lui e s t  donn§e que comme 

Gestalt, c'est-S-dire dans une ext6riorit§, mais ou certes  cette  forme est- 

elle plus constituante  que co ns ti tu te , mais 0 C1 surtout elle lui apparaTt 

dans un relief de s ta tu re  qui la fige e t sous  une sym ttr ie  qui I'inverse, en 

opposition £ la turbulence de m ouvem ents dont il s ' tp ro u v e  I'animer 

(Lacan 1966:95).

From the passage  quoted above, we can understand why Zizek insists tha t 

subjectivity is motivated and constituted from the outside, from the exteriority 

of the  Gestalt as  such.

According to the  Cartesian system , the  intervention of the  soul upon the 

body is actually localisable within the body, neither in the  heart nor the  brain, 

but in tha t  fam ous gland lodged deeply within the  brain. The reasons th a t  lead 

D escartes to  believe tha t  this gland w as the  sea t of the  soul are of interest 

b ecause  they have to do with the  question of doubling.

I'ame ne peut avoir en tout le corps aucun autre lien que ce tte  glande ou
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elle exerce imm6diatement se s  fonctions...je consid§re que les autres 

parties de notre cerveau son t tou tes  doubles, com m e aussi nous avons 

deux yeux, deux mains, deux oreilles, e t enfin tous  les o rganes de nos 

sens  ext6rieurs sont doubles, e t que d 'au tan t  que nous n 'av o n s  qu 'une  

seule et simple pensde d 'une  meme chose  en meme tem ps, il faut 

n6cessairem ent qu'il y ait quelque lieu ou les deux images qui viennent 

par les deux yeux, ou les deux autres  impressions qui v iennent d 'u n  seul 

objet par les doubles organes des autres, se  puissent assem bler en une 

avant qu'elles parviennent S I'ame, afin qu'elles ne lui repr6sentent pas 

deux objets au lieu d 'un...il n 'y  a aucun autre endroit dans  le corps ou 

elles puissent ainsi etre unies, sinon ensuite de ce qu'elles le sont en 

cette  glande (Article 32  Les Passion de I 'am e).

According to Descartes, all the organs of our exterior sen se s  are double, 

but our thoughts  are singular: som ew here the  doubled impressions of our sense  

organs m ust be integrated with one another so tha t  the  soul would receive 

unique instead of binary m essages  from the senses . The Cartesian gland is like 

a central control system , integrating and synthesizing for the  soul. This little 

gland is also the  site of fierce battles for power waged by the  "esprits animaux" 

against the  soul: these  tw o  forces struggle for dominance over the  human 

organism. This gland which is so deeply lodged within the  body is distinguished 

by its radical singularity. The gland is the  processor of the  low est grades of 

sensations. It has been installed in the  brain by Descartes as  a m eans of
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resolving the  contradictions of the  human will (the struggle be tw een  "esprits 

animaux" and ethical inhibitions): the  gland allows the soul to  remain the 

privileged double of man. The Cartesian descriptions of the  operations of this 

organ resemble in uncanny ways the  functioning of technological gadgets  

designed to route and reroute information and keep the  flow of stimulus 

unimpeded by breakdowns. The gland has another important feature th a t  is not 

contradictory with its role as mediator: it is also singularly responsive to 

language, or la parole, "la glande semble avoir 6t6 joint par la nature h chacune 

de nos pens^es des le com m encem ent de notre vie, on les peu t toutefois 

joindre & d 'au tres  par habitude, ainsi que I'exp6rience fait voir aux paroles qui 

excitent des m ouvem ents en la glande..." (Article 49).

The gland reacts to  force and changes in its directionality: language 

operates  upon it like a force. As a singular organ, the  gland synthesizes 

m essages  received from our sensory organs tha t exist as  two: but more than 

that, it mediates betw een our higher and lower instincts; it thus  guarantees  a 

certain kind of continuity and coherence in the  topography of the  will. It is in 

the  struggles th a t  take place in this gland with the  passions of the  body tha t 

the  soul m ust s trengthen  itself.

La Mettrie almost disposes entirely of the  soul in the  following passage  

from L'Homme-machine

Mais puis que tou tes  les facult6s de I'Ame dependent tenem ent de la 

propre Organisation du Cerveau et de tou t le Corps, qu 'elles ne sont
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visiblement que ce tte  Organisation m §m e....Car enfin quand I'Homme 

seul auroit repu en partage la Loi Naturelle, en seroit-il moins une 

Machine?...L 'Ame n 'e s t  done qu 'un  vain terme dont on n 'a  point d'id6e, 

e t dont un bon Esprit ne doit se  server que pour nommer la partie qui 

pense  en nous (98).

The soul is simply the  organization of the  body and the  body is for all this no 

less a machine. The body does not need to  be whole in order to function 

according to  laws tha t La Mettrie admits to being still obscure  to  the  

eighteenth-century anatom ists. The fact tha t  there is involuntary nervous 

m ovem ent after death  or dismemberment in animals is proof enough for the  

philosophe tha t the  body functions according to  innate laws, tha t the  soul tha t 

supposedly presides over the  organism and endow s it with life is not a 

motivating principle, a death  defying double, but only the  organization of the  

organism itself. La Mettrie tried to concede something to  the  soul in order to 

avoid the  radical outcom e of his argum ents. W hat he hoped to accomplish 

however, w as  to  com e to  a description of the  language of sensations and the 

will tha t would reduce the  material of being to an understandable model.

La Mettrie argues th a t  "Les divers Etats de I'Ame son t done toujours 

corr6latifs a ceux du corps" (73). This is an important refinement of the  

Cartesian formulation, "Que I'ame e s t  unie S tou tes  les parties du corps 

conjointement." La Mettrie rejects Cartesian dualism in which it is possible for 

psychological ideas to  exist w ithout a body and his s ta tem en t also contradicts
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the  physiognomic notion of the  body as a site of inscription, imprinted with the 

writing of the  soul; the  medecin/phi/osophe a sserts  the  dependency  of the  soul 

upon the  s ta tes  of the  body. In the  physiognom ist's  system , the  soul is a kind 

of autonom ous agency. La Mettrie 's notion of the  soul, on the  other hand, is 

systemic and synthetic: "Mais puis que tou tes  les facult6s de I'Ame dependen t 

tellment de la propre Organisation du Cerveau e t de tou t le Corps, qu 'elles ne 

son t visiblement ue cette  Organisation m em e...."  It is then th a t  he goes on to 

name the  soul as the  part of us tha t  thinks.

This part of the  organism is not necessary  for the  functioning of the  body 

and its other parts: for La Mettrie, this can be proven by "experiences" tha t 

dem onstra te  tha t  movem ent exists in the  organism after death , tha t is after the 

evacuation of the  soul. The following is one of the  m ost vivid of the  examples 

given,

Le Chancelier Bacon, Auteur du premier ordre, parle, dans  son Histoire 

de la vie et de la mort d 'un  homme convaincu de trahison qu 'on  ouvrit 

vivant, pour en arracher le coeur e t le jetter au feu: ce  muscle sauta  

d 'abord  3 la hauteur perpendiculaire d 'un  pi6 e t demi; mais ensuite 

perdant ses  forces, a chaque reprise, toujours moins haut, pendan t 7 ou 

8 minutes (99).

The leaping heart, separa ted  from the  traitor 's  body, is proof of the  fac t tha t 

the  organs in som e uncanny way have a life of their own; th a t  is, something 

intrinsic to  the  organ is in operation in the  palpitating muscle.
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The proofs tha t  La Mettrie offers us of the  au tonom y of the  body are 

fascinating illustrations of early biological experiments. La Mettrie describes 

how the bodies of animals palpitate after death , the  colder the  animal, (snakes, 

lizards and turtles), the  longer the  palpitations. Muscles separa ted  from the 

body continue to  con trac t when poked or prodded. The decapita ted  "Coq 

d 'lnde" tha t  continues to run around until it walks, headless, into a wall is 

another of La M ettrie 's examples of the  body 's  innate ability to  move itself. The 

other series of examples tha t  La Mettrie offered, to  prove th a t  the  organism 

contained an innate force, have to do with w ha t contem porary  biology calls the  

involuntary m ovement, or reflexes. "N 'est-ce pas m achinalement que le corps 

se retire, frapp6 de terreur & I 'aspect d 'un  precipice inattendu?" (101). These 

and other movem ents such as the  contractions and expansion of the  muscles 

in the  penis are examples of involuntary activity in the  body th a t  e scape  the 

regime of the  part in us th a t  thinks, tha t  is, soul.

After listing examples of post-hum ous nervous activity, La Mettrie 

concludes, "Voila beacoup plus de faits qu'il n 'en  faut, pour prouver d 'une  

mantere incontestable que chaque petit fibre, ou partie des corps organises, se 

m eut par un principe qui lui e s t  propre, e t don t I'action ne d6pend point des 

nerfs, comme les mouvements volontaires...(^00\ em phasis  added). There is 

then, /nvoluntary movem ent tha t  does not depend upon the  nerves: each  part 

of the  body is able to  move according to  a principle internal to  itself. This 

involuntary m ovem ent is observable only after death  in the  organism; reflexive
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m ovem ent is cited by La Mettrie as  an example of the  autonom y of body parts.

An analogical relationship can be established betw een  La Mettrie's 

voluntary and involuntary activities and the  psychoanalytic differentiation 

betw een  consciousness and unconsciousness. The unconscious gesture 

escapes  and exceeds conscious willing. The m ovement aw ay  from a conception 

of the  soul as double of the  human is certainly a vital m om ent in the  genesis 

of modern thought and especially modern science and in fact prepared the  way 

for the  advent of the  subject of psychoanalysis. In Diderot and Descartes 

(1953), his study of materialism and the relationship betw een  the  eighteenth- 

century philosophes and D escartes, Aram Vartanian argues tha t  the  continuity 

be tw een Descartes and La Mettrie is just as  important as the  break tha t  La 

Mettrie made with dualist metaphysics. La Mettrie, in Vartanian 's view, w as 

setting the  scene  for the  continuation of work in the  sphere of mechanistic 

physiology tha t w as  opened up originally by Descartes.

By locating the  soul as merely one part of the  human, La Mettrie brings 

it closer to  a conception of w hat modern philosophers and psychoanalysts  

would call consciousness. His exploration of involuntary functions anticipates 

an inquiry into the  unconscious, or tha t  which, belonging to  the  organism and 

its activities, nevertheless exceeds its will and consciousness. In the  case  of 

the  e ighteenth-centuryphilosophe, the  prestige of the  cog/to is tarnished by the 

mechanical nature of bodily functions; in the  case  of psychoanalytic theory, the 

m astery of the  ego or the  self is severely limited by the  intervention of a
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completely different order of knowledge.

The privileging of the  machine as analogical double to the  human permits 

La Mettrie to  speculate further upon the  nature of the  body 's  functions. He 

sugges ts  the  idea of a "force inn6e" to  explain biological autonom y. This force 

is an "abstraction faite des  Veines, des Art6res, des  Nerfs, en un mot de 

reorganisation de tou t le corps; e t que ar consequen t chaque partie contient en 

si des ressorts  plus ou moins vifs selon le besoin qu'elles en avoient" (101). All 

these  "ressorts" together make up the human machine. This abstraction is 

already a small s tep  tow ards  w hat w e understand today  as a nervous system . 

The privileged site of thought and motivitation produced by La M ettrie 's system  

is no longer a gland, but the  brain, the  "origin" of the  nerves. J u s t  as  La Mettrie 

derived his ideas about the  non-essential nature of the  soul from the 

palpitations of corpses, he derives his insight into the  nervous organization of 

the  human body through the  involuntary reflexes.

Entrons dans quelque detail de ces  ressorts  de la Machine humaine. Tous 

les m ouvem ents vitaux, animaux, naturels, e t  autom atiques se  font par 

leur action. N 'est-ce pas machinalement que le corps se  retire, frappg de 

terreur a I 'aspect d 'u n  precipice inattendu? que les paupi6res se  baissent 

3 la m enace  d 'un  coup...?  (101).

Breathing is also mentioned in this list of involuntary activities, ending with a 

mention of the  male sex tha t reaches an erection in a child w ho is nevertheless 

unable to  make use of it. In The Case of California (1991), Laurence Rickels,
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a contem porary psychoanalytic theorist, describes breathing as  the  unconscious 

activity par excellence. Breathing dem ands in the  newborn infant, a level of 

aggressivity necessary  for its continued, extra-uterine survival.

Right aw ay, a t birth, aggression em erges in the  effort to  m aster (via 

identification and projection) the  traumatic s ta te  of helplessness which 

birth introduces. Two functions, breathing and sucking, are instantly 

animated and charged with tw o  chores or drives: either live under 

terrestrial conditions or restore the  features of intrauterine life (193). 

Breathing is one of functions of the  body tha t is performed in a machine-like 

manner: it also arises ou t of aggression, out of a need to  assum e the  will to 

survive against the  pull of the  death drive. Consciousness has little to do with 

this world; consc iousness  arises at another time altogether.

La Mettrie tries to  sh o w  tha t the  involuntary functions of the  human 

organism challenge the  w ays in which his contem poraries had conceived of the 

body and its functions. The presence of involuntary nervous functions in the 

human body are proof enough for the  philosophe of the  continuity be tw een 

animals and human beings. The use of the  machine as  a figure for the 

complexity of the  human body allows for the  kind of early comparative 

anatom y th a t  La Mettrie describes to be conceptually justified. In his breaking 

dow n of absolute differences betw een human organisms, animal organisms and 

machines, La Mettrie leaves one difference intact, tha t  of the  difference 

betw een  the sexes. The sexes , he dem onstrates , are different because  of their
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anatom y, but their nerves are different because  of w om en 's  lack of education. 

Rather than suggesting a reparation of such  a lack, La Mettrie speculates  

ironically th a t  women are com pensa ted  for it because  men have been endow ed 

with special gifts to admire and appreciate  the  fair and less educa ted  sex.
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Chapter 4

"Making it in Eighteenth Century Paris: the  C ases of 
of Jacq u es  Vaucanson and Th6r£se des Hayes"

In examining the  life of Jacques  Vaucanson as a detour from and 

entry into fiction, I am  proposing tha t  w e read the  life of this au tom aton  maker 

in a w ay th a t  speaks to  literature, tha t  opens up the  possibilities of 

understanding the contexts  of literary arrivals in mid-eighteenth century France. 

In a specifically eighteenth-century context, the  story of V aucanson 's  arrival 

encom passes  the  formation of modern science in its relationship to technique. 

In "Upsetting the  Set Up: Remarks on Heidegger's Questing After Technics," 

(1989) Samuel Weber, em phasizes Heidegger's reversal of traditional notions 

of causality: "science, [Heidegger] argues, depends both in its principle as in its 

practice upon Technik, rather than the  other way round, as is generally 

thought"  (981). In mid-eighteenth century France, modern science w as  in its 

infancy and the  Antique relationship betw een poeisis and art to techne tha t 

Heidegger seeks to emphasize in "The Question of Technology," is not yet fully 

obscured; this relatioship is in fact, framed in an interesting way at this 

particular moment. Heidegger's  reading of techne and technology1 radically

1Samuel W eber has discussed the  problems of translation around Heidegger's use 
of the  term  "Technik" in English versions of The Question of Technology. Weber 
sugges ts  the  use of the  term technics instead of technology. W eber argues,

...with regard to  the  German [Technik], the  English word [technology]
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revises the  chrono-logical and therefore sequential order of the  history of 

science, "Chronologically speaking modern physical science begins in the 

seven teen th  century. In contrast,  machine-power technology develops only in 

the  second  half of the  e ighteenth  century. But modern technology, which for 

chronological reckoning is the  later, is, from the  point of view of the  essence  

holding sw ay  within it, th e  historically earlier" (Heidegger 22).

This s tudy  of the  au tom aton  takes place in precisely the  gap betw een  the 

birth of modern physical science and the  advent of m achine-power technology. 

W hat V aucanson 's  career spans  in itself is the  passage  from autom aton to 

automation, from singular, autonom ous machine as precious object of curiosity 

and fascination to  mechanical principle and the  interlocking, multiple machines 

of industry. This transitional period is described by Beaune in the  following 

manner, "L 'autom ate e s t  d6plac6 de ses  fonctions analytiques qui continuent 

sans  lui: l 'au tom ate  disparaTt en tant que mode/e e t objet solitaires pour qualifier 

la forme du travail en milieu industrieP' (256). According to  Beaune, the  

au tom aton  is a crucial s tep  in the  developm ent of industrialization, "Avant de 

songer & autom atiser le travail manuel, il faut concevoir la representation 

mGcanique des membres de i ’homme. L 'expgrience de la motricit6 e s t  alors 

decisive" (257). Before one  can conceive of industrialization or autom ation, one

seem s both  too  narrow and too theoretical. Too narrow, in excluding the  
meanings technique, craft, skill; and a t the  sam e time too  theoretical, in 
suggesting th a t  the  knowledge involved is a form of applied science 
(1989:980-981).
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m ust be able to  conceive of the  notion th a t  the  m ovem ents of human limbs can 

be mechanically represented. This mechanical representation is precisely w hat 

Vaucanson achieves with his autom ata  with their articulated fingers and 

tongues.

Vaucanson makes a  name with his au tom ata  and a fortune as an 

innovator in the  French textile industry, in the  service of the  King. It is through 

his mechanical prow ess, and not his learnedness, tha t V aucanson seeks  to 

penetrate  the  sanctum  of the  Acad6mie Royale des Sciences and to  receive 

w ha t Buffon describes so  well, recognition. The w ay into the  Acad§mie for 

Vaucanson is not a simple one; first of all, it is fraught with financial 

difficulties, for the  very first "anatomies m ouvantes" tha t Vaucanson sought 

to  build were prohibitively expensive. Secondly, the  "m6canicien" w as 

considered inferior to  the  "g6ometre" during a period of time w hen physics was 

considered the  highest form of science.

V aucanson 's  au tom ata  functioned as objects of scientific inquiry and 

popular curiosity at the same time although historians of science, w hen trying 

to  establish his importance, like to  emphasize the  former a t  the  expense  of the 

latter. It is my contention tha t w hat is interesting about his career is precisely 

the  co-existence of science and curiosity. They are both linked to  the  question 

of technique. Technique describes both the  skill of the  craftsm an and the 

bringing forth of objects into existence by m eans of artisanal skill. The 

au tom ata  tha t  Vaucanson constructed and displayed for profit were not the
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"anatomies mouvantes" tha t, according to  Doyon and Liaigre, he w anted  to 

produce early in his career for scientific interest. The autom ata  w ere  far more 

spectacular than "anatomies m ouvantes."  They w ere constructed  to  entertain 

and profit their creator. The Flute Player and the  Drummer w ere  literally 

representations of entertainers as musicians. The autom aton-duck w as  more 

ambiguous because  with its mechanism exposed , it w as  closer to  the  

"anatomies m ouvantes,"  but it, like the  other tw o , w as  first admired by good 

society and only thereafter recognized by the  Acad6mie.

The autom aton and the  career of one of the  m ost fam ous fabricators of 

au tom ata  are read here as  figures th a t  crystallize a certain Enlightenment 

m om ent when "les arts e t techniques" w as  not yet dominated by the  forces of 

industry. According to Beaune,

L'automate-porteur-de-son-principe-de-mouvement radicalise la machine 

g6om6trique -- donne aux m ouvem ents  r6els sch6m atis6es I'appendice 

d 'une  liberty quasi infinie. L 'autom ate S cam es de V aucanson ou Jaquet-  

Droz permet enfin d 'envisager les m ouvem ents  s 'enchaTnant e t  se  

reproduisant d I'infini, ou presque; on I'a vu, c 'e s t  d c e t  instant historique 

qu'il semble pourtant disparattre. La superposition du corps de 

connaissances  e t de pratiques autom atiques au corps humain cesse  

d '§ tre  valide, n 'e s t  plus, en tou t cas , explicitement revendiqu6e com m e 

telle (257).

It seem s tha t by incarnating or "schematizing" the  possibility of infinite,
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geometrically determined movement, the  autom aton as singular, mechanical 

object engineered its own obsolescence. As we saw  in chapter one, the 

autom aton of the  seventeenth  and eighteenth centuries is an "aristocratic” 

machine, singular and "precious" in every sense  of the  term  and emblematic of 

the  ancien regime. For Beaune, the  eighteenth-century au tom aton is an early 

technological object w hose  relationship with craftsmanship and artisanal skill 

is still apparent; it w as at the  sam e time, poised to disappear.

According to Benjamin, history can be read for m om ents of crystallization 

because  historical time is not the time of linearity and progress, it is rather, the 

time of repetition and allegory. To read repetition in history is to read history 

as containing within it kernels of the  present, the  present tha t  consistently 

escapes  us. Benjamin criticizes historicism in the  name of historical materialism 

because  of historicism's inability to  read the  present in the  past: historicism's 

linear notion of time and its construction of events  as isolated singularities on 

the  march of progress is one tha t inherits the  Enlightenment's own construction 

of time, space  and knowledge.

The Truth of A ppearances

V aucanson 's  autom aton duck w as supposed to  be a "perfect" imitation 

of a duck 's  digestive processes: this perfect imitation w as  m eant to disprove 

a view held by powerful members of the  medical establishment tha t  digestion 

took place as a result of grinding or "trituration." The autom aton duck 

contained a ruse, but the  model tha t it represented of digestion w as  closer to
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Abb6 Desfontaines, he presents a brief description of the  three  au tom ata  tha t 

he had constructed: the  duck, the  flute player and the  figure playing both a 

drum and fife or flageolet. His description of the  duck allows us to  understand 

tha t his intention in constructing this particular au tom ata  is to  dem onstra te  in 

a didactic way tha t  mechanics w as very capable of imitating and accurately 

recreating anatom y. Doyon and Liaigre, the  authors of the  copiously researched 

Vaucanson biography. Jacq u es  Vaucanson: M6canicien de o6nie (1966) allude 

to  the  fact tha t the  integrity of V aucanson 's  imitation w as  less than  perfect: 

the  autom aton duck, it w as  discovered did not "copy" the  digestive processes 

as much as  it created a reasonable simulation of them .2 Nevertheless, the 

autom aton played a part in an intense debate  on the  nature of digestion tha t 

w as taking place betw een doctors, anatom ists  and surgeons of the  time. 

Vaucanson w as opposed to  (ironically) a mechanistic model of digestion then 

popular among the  doctors like Hecquet (a court physician protected  by the 

Prince de Cond6 and former doctor of the  Port-Royal w ho published Trait6 de 

la digestion et des maladies de I 'estomac suivant le svstdm e de la trituration et

2I use the  term s to  copy or imitate as designating a certain kind of replication tha t 
does not pretend to  replace or pass  for an original. The copy or the  imitation seeks  to 
establish a relationship with the  original by m eans of a certain fidelity to it. To 
simulate describes an aspiration to  supplant the  original by m eans of a ruse. In 
Deleuze's essay , La looioue de sens  (1969) and especially in the  chapter, "Platon et 
le simulacre," he argues for the  overturning of the  privileges of the  original and sees  
in the  simulacrum the repudiation of Platonism and a celebration of a different order 
of truth and knowledge. I am indebted to  this e ssay  for my reading of simulacrum.
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du broiement in 1711). V aucanson becam e w hat Doyon and Liaigre call a 

"th6oricien de la digestion" by critiquing H ecquet's  mechanistic description of 

digestion as a process during which food is crushed and ground in the  s tom ach. 

C 'e s t  done contre ce tte  th6se  into!6rante, contre ce t  appel exclusif & des  

meules, des  pressoirs ou des scies imaginaires, contre I'homme devenu 

doyen de la Facult§. m6decin de la Charit6, e t  une des  plus hautes 

autorites m6dicales du tem ps, que Vaucanson s 'e s t  elev6 en fait, en 

publiant son tex te  apparem m ent anodin (Doyon and Liaigre 127).

This controversial duck th a t  w as  a part of a polemic launched against the 

specious speculations of the  past contained in its mechanism, however, what 

Doyon and Liaigre call, "une supercherie." In V aucanson 's  letter to the Abb6 

Desfontaines, he describes in som e detail the  m echanisms of his autom aton 

duck, "dans lequel [il] repr6sente le m6canisme des visceres d e s t in ie s  aux 

fonctions du boire, du manger, e t de la digestion...le jeu de tou tes  les parties 

necessaires  & ces  actions y e s t  exactem ent imit6..." (19).3 V aucanson is 

explicit about the  fact th a t  the  autom aton-duck not only imitates the  

mechanical m ovem ents of the  animal (its wings are exact replicas of the  bird's 

bone structure), but tha t the  duck 's  process of digestion is perfectly "copied,"

3Citations of V aucanson 's  letter to the  Abb6 Desfontaines refer to  the  pamphlet, 
Le M6canisme du Fluteur Automate published by Editions des  Archives 
Contemporaines in conjunction with the  Conservatoire des Arts e t Metiers in 1985. 
This pamphlet includes V aucanson 's  paper on the  Flute-Player tha t w as  presented 
before the  Academie Royale des Sciences as well as his letter to  the  Abb6 
Desfontaines written in 1738. Both th ese  tex ts  were published by Jacq u es  Guerin and 
sold a t the  H6tel de Longueville w here  the  autom ata  were first displayed.
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[Le canard] allonge son cou pour aller prendre du grain dans la main, il 

I'avale, le dig£re, e t le rend par les voyes ordinaires tou t dig6r6; tous  les 

g estes  d 'un  Canard qui avale avec precipitation, e t  qui redouble de 

v itesse dans le m ouvem ent de son gosier, pour faire passer  son m anger 

jusques dans I 'estom ac, y sont copies d 'ap res  nature: I'aliment y est 

digere comme dans les vrais animaux, par dissolution, e t non par 

trituration, com m e le pr6tendent plusieurs physiciens; mais c 'e s t  ce que 

je me reserve £ traiter et £ faire voir dans I'occasion. La matiere dig£rde 

dans I'estomac e s t  conduite par des tuyuax, com m e dans I'animal par 

ses  boyaux, ju squ 'a  I'anus, ou il y a un sphincter qui en permet la sortie.

J e  ne pretends pas donner cette  digestion pour une digestion 

parfaite, capable de faire du sang e t des parties nourricieres pour 

I'entretien de I'animal; on aurait mauvaise grace, je crois, £ me faire ce 

reproche. Je  ne pretends qu'imiter la mecanique de ce tte  action en trois 

choses , qui sont 1) d 'avaler le grain; 2) de le macerer, cuire ou 

dissoudre; 3) de le faire sortir dans un changem ent sensible (Vaucanson 

19).

The "supercherie," the  ruse of the  automaton-duck, w as th a t  the  excremental 

material it succeeded  in expelling had nothing to do with the  seed s  it had 

swallowed. The excremental material w as  prepared in advance  and located in 

hidden container in the  posterior of the mechanical animal. Doyon and Liaigre 

attribute V aucanson 's  delay in introducing the autom aton-duck to  the  public to
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the  artifice, the  a spec t "truqu6" of the  autom aton. The fascination with 

mechanical models of anatom y, "les anatom ies m ouvantes" w as  so  powerful 

a t this period, however, with figures like Frangois Q uesnay and Nicolas Le Cat 

competing with projects to  reproduce the  circulatory system  tha t Vaucanson 

seem ed to  have decided th a t  the  risk of exhibiting an autom aton which w as 

deceptive in its pretensions w as  worth the  risk.

Benjamin's "Theses on the  Philosophy of History"4 opens with a parable 

of a "trick" autom aton. Benjamin tells the  enigmatic story about the  success  

of an autom aton chess-player (that w as  based m ost likely on von Kempelen's 

chess  player tha t w as  exhibited in Europe in the  beginning of the  nineteenth 

century).

The story is told of an au tom aton constructed  in such a way th a t  it could 

play a winning game of chess , answering each move of an opponent 

with a counterm ove. A puppet in Turkish attire and with a hookah in its 

mouth sa t  before a chessboard  placed on a large table. A system  of 

mirrors c reated the  illusion tha t  this table w as  transparen t from all sides. 

Actually, a little hunchback  who w as  an expert chess  player sa t  inside 

and guided the puppe t 's  hand by m eans of strings. One can imagine a 

philosophical counterpart to  this device. The puppet called 'historical

“"Theses on the  Philosophy of History" w as  completed in the  spring of 1940, 
before Benjamin's suicide and w as  first published in Neue Rundschau in 1950. The 
English translation th a t  I cite is found in the  collection of e ssays , Illuminations, 
translated by Harry Zohn and published by Schocken Books, 1969.
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materialism' is to  win all the  time. It can easily be a match for anyone if 

it enlists the  services of theology, which today, as w e  know, is wizened 

and has to keep out of sight (Benjamin 253).

In this allegory, the  au tom aton /puppet is called 'historical materialism' and it 

contains a secre t trick: theology. Theology is the  expert chess  player tha t  has 

to  be kept out of sight. The autom aton is dressed "in Turkish garb," 

Orientalized: its enigmatic m astery is based on a deception, its sec re t  contained 

within it and concealed by a "system  of mirrors." Historical materialism wins 

every time, because of an elaborately rigged game: this is an ironic and 

ambivalent illustration of Benjamin's own methodology, a kind of Marxist 

historical materialism th a t  relies on a reading of Messianic time in order to 

understand historical m om ents as  unrecuperable flashes. W hat Benjamin's 

au tom aton  defeats  a t the  chess  board is the  historicism tha t he polemicizes 

against in this fragmentary essay . In the end, however, historicism can accuse  

Benjamin's autom aton of cheap  tricks with mirrors tha t  hide the  dwarf of 

theology. W hat Benjamin might say in order to  defend himself against such 

accusations  is the  following: the  illusionistic qualities of the  au tom aton do not 

mitigate in any w ay historical materialism's claims on truth which have more 

validity than historicism's a ttem pts  at homogenizing the  past and neglecting its 

impact upon the present.

Following the  work of Paul de Man, Cynthia Chase dem onstra tes  in 

"Models of Narrative: Mechanical Doll, Exploding Machine" (1984) tha t reading
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the  Kleist stories, "Uber das  M arionnettentheater" and "Unwahrscheinliche 

Wahrhaftigkeiten" about machines, marionettes and dancing bears, leads her 

to conclude tha t  "truth and appearance of truth, Wahrheit and 

Warhscheinlichkeit, do not necessarily coincide" (63). This disjunction betw een 

truth and the  appearance of truth should remind us of the  dilemma of the 

Princesse de Cldves w hose  fictional life w as  so  filled with dissimulations and 

simulations th a t  in the  end, the  truth of her desire seem ed to  becom e pure 

appearance. There is a trick to Benjamin's chess  player autom aton: it contains 

a sec re t  and it cheats , just like V aucanson 's  au tom aton duck. Nevertheless, it, 

like the  duck, has a privileged claim on truth of history.

V aucanson 's  au tom aton duck and Benjamin's au tom aton of historical 

materialism have in common the fac t tha t each contraption contains a trick, but 

tha t  despite this trick, th ese  autom ata  have a better claim on representing 

truth. Jean-Claude Beaune followed Claire Salomon-Bayet's lead in L'Automate 

et ses  mobiles when he d iscusses  the  autom aton duck. In (-'institution de la 

science et I'expdrience du vivant (1978), Salomon-Bayet gives the  mechanistic 

theory of the  eighteenth century credit for providing science with the  living 

being as an object and a model by m eans of m etaphor and symbol.

Tout se  passe  com m e si le mdcanisme en tan t que system e dtait mis en 

echec  dans les sc iences de la vie parce qu'il rend I'expdrience 

impossible...Mais ce tte  mise en dchec e s t  aussi un succds: la thdorie 

mdcaniste, parce qu'elle se  donne pour objet le module, le symbole et la
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mgtaphore, rend possible la constitution du vivant com m e objet de 

science positive, exp6rimentale, Iimit6e... (Salomon-Bayet 182-183  in 

Beaune 237).

V aucanson 's  model of digestion is an imperfect one a t best, pure supercherie 

at w orst, but it nevertheless opens up the  inquiry into digestion as a chemical 

process rather than a mechanical one. According to  Beaune, "C 'es t  lorsque 

Vaucanson truque qu'il est /e plus savant -- une caricature du savan t 

d 'autrefois. L 'autom ate, devenue feinte experimentale, nourrit, en perdant ses  

pretentions universelles, -- autres que la convention de langue - un esprit 

d'enquite  nouveau..."  (237). Even w hen trickery is involved, the  spirit of 

inquiry is nourished by the  seeds  a mechanical duck swallows. There is a tricky 

relationship betw een  tru ths and appearances  of tru ths in the  stories and 

histories tha t  circulate around all of V aucanson 's  autom ata.

W hen w e look a t V aucanson 's  story through the  distorting lens of 

Benjaminian allegory, w e  com e up with a rather complicated history. I believe 

th a t  exploring the  secre t of Jacq u es  V aucanson 's  su ccess  will allow us to  

understand the  interaction of forces in conflict and collusion in mid-eighteenth- 

century  Paris. The story crystallizes something about the  nature of money and 

fame, sc ience  and spectacle , nascen t capitalism and the  despotism  of kings. 

V aucanson eventually becom es inspecteur des manufactures de soie in the 

royal employ. He transform s the  textile industry with his innovations and w as 

admitted into the  Acad£mie Royale des Sciences so  tha t  Condorcet would write
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his "Eloge" upon his death . His last home and studio, the  Hotel de Mortagne, 

becam e the  Conservatoire des Arts e t Metiers. He made it with his famous 

autom ata, three pieces of complex machinery th a t  a ttracted  the  attention of le 

monde. The Encvlop^die's entries, "Automaton" and "AndroTde" are  devoted 

almost entirely to  his work.

Automaton

Traditional studies of the  autom aton invariably begin with reference to 

antiquity, to notions of beginning and origins. Many of th ese  studies  are works 

of connoisseurship of curiosities in which one finds occasionally som e gestures 

of conceptualization. In Chapuis and G6lis's study, Le Monde des A utom ates . 

(1928) the  authors speculate  on a mimetic drive tha t  motivates human beings 

to  pinch bits of clay into anthropomorphic forms and then  to  make the bits of 

clay imitate human gestures.

...il semble que le besoin de rendre la vie e t son m ouvem ent ait toujours 

pr6occup6 I'esprit de l'hom m e....Peut-etre  meme, d6s I'instant ou I'etre 

humain fagonna naVvement I'argile ou d6grossit le tronc d 'arbre  pour en 

faire une idole, eut-il I'id6e de lui faire imiter quelques-uns de ses  propres 

gestes  (3).

The articulated s ta tues  and toys of the  Egyptians are related to  the  articulated 

m asks of tribal cultures in which animism still plays a dominant role in 

mediating relations be tw een  human beings and their environments. From these  

descriptions, one can see  tha t the  articulated s ta tue  functioned as a repository
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of godhead (the s ta tue  of Anubis with an articulated jaw). The s ta tu es  were 

m eant to  inspire aw e and fear. According to  Chapuis and Gdlis, articulated 

s ta tu es  of servan ts  and porters tha t were buried with their m aster in order to 

accom pany him on his journey to  the  underworld constituted another category 

of au tom ata  (Chapuis and Gdlis 8-9).

The animation of inanimate objects has to do with the  sacred and 

mediating the  relationship betw een the dead and the living: au tom ata  also have 

something to  do with service and enslavem ent (forced labor being a t the  Czech 

root of the  word robot.) Chapuis and Gdlis as well as Sabli6re cite the  following 

passage  from Aristotle's Politica:

Si chaque instrument pouvait sur un ordre donnd ou meme pressenti 

travailler de lui-meme comme les s ta tues  de Dedale ou les trdpieds de 

Vulcain qui se rendaient seuls aux r6unions des dieux, si les navettes 

tissaient tou tes  seules, si I'archet [le plectre] jouait tou t seul de la 

cithare; les entrepreneurs se passeraient d 'ouvriers e t les maTtres 

d 'esc laves  (Chapuis and Gelis 9).

The idea is tha t  if an object moved according to the  will of m asters, the 

intervention of slaves to do the  m aster 's  bidding would no longer be necessary. 

While the  sacred  a sp ec t  of animated s ta tues  and objects has been more or less 

lost to  us, the  notion of au tom ata  as objects of diversion (in the  form of toys) 

and utility th a t  are m eant to  perform tasks  tha t  the  human being is incapable 

of (in the  form of constructed  slaves, robots) has remained with us.
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Derek de Solla Price, in his article "Automata and the  Origins of 

Mechanism and Mechanistic Philosophy" (1964) goes further than Chapuis 

w hen he specu la tes  that, "We sugges t tha t som e strong innate urge toward 

mechanistic explanation led to the  making of autom ata, and th a t  from autom ata  

has evolved much of our technology, particularly the  part embracing fine 

mechanism and scientific instrumentation" (10). This "innate urge" recalls 

Chapuis' and G6lis' speculations about early man, naively fashioning images in 

clay. In one way or another, all histories of autom ata  try to  "naturalize" the  

drive for imitation. In Chapuis' Automates: Machines Automatioues et 

Machinisme (1928), the  author tries to answ er the  question "Pourquoi I'homme 

a-t-il construit des au tom ates?" His answ er goes as follows,

Les figures articul6es primitives furent, pensons-nous, une des  premieres 

manifestations de I'art. L'homme, en imitant la nature, chercha 3 

reproduire le m ouvement. Ce mouvement fut un plaisir a ses  yeux (quand 

il ne lui inspira pas la crainte) e t  la representation artificielle de la vie 

devint tres  to t  un divertissement populaire (12-13).

As an illustration of how the  "artificial" representation of life becam e a source 

of popular entertainment, Chapuis refers to a photograph of a carving of a 

processional m ask from Bali tha t  w as constructed with an articulated jaw. It is 

not my project here to  critique the  fairly obvious ethnocentrism  of Machine Age 

Europe, nor the  naivete of Modernist ideas of history of technology or 

anthropology. W hat is of interest to me in the  passage  cited above is the
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invocation of art and  diversion in an account of the  au tom aton 's  origins. The 

problem of a r t 's  relationship to  technology is articulated by Heidegger as a 

relationship betw een techn& and poiesis. It is this relationship tha t  allows us to 

understand technology as not merely utilitarian: "technd is the  name not only 

for the  activities and skills of the  craftsman, but also for the  arts of the  mind 

and the  fine arts. Technb belongs to bringing-forth, to poiesis; it is something 

poietic" (Heidegger 13). If the  autom aton duck and the mechanistic philosophy 

behind it were able to  enter into a polemics on the  nature of digestion and the 

formation of "les sciences de la vie" in eighteenth-century France, the  duck 

itself w as also an object of curiosity and am usem ent for an increasingly 

demanding public. V aucanson 's  au tom ata  provided pleasure for their viewers, 

a pleasure for which they were willing to pay. On Septem ber 8, 1739, 

Francoise de Graffigny, still fresh from the excitement of her recent arrival in 

the  capital, describes the  activities of the  day to  her correspondant, Devaux 

(affectionately known as Pan Pan who remained behind a t the  court of 

Lorraine).

Je  fus hier matin h la Biblioth6que du roi avec Md. D.C., son Suisse et 

V .. . .J 'y  vis encore de ces visages dont je sais comme I'abbd de Grecour, 

I'abbd Du Renal, le petit Clairo [ClairaultO avec qui j'ai fait connaissance 

sur le bien que j 'en en tends dire. Tu vas me dem ander qui c 'e s t .  C 'es t 

un jeune homme qui e s t  si bon math6maticien qu'il e s t  entr6 3 

I'Acaddmie 3 dix-sept an s . . . .J 'a i  vu beaucoup de manuscrits rong6s de
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rats, qui auroient transport^ un savan t e t  qui ne m 'on t rien fait du tout. 

Nous avons 6t6 au fluteur, qui m 'a  fait bien du plaisir (Graffigny 

Correspondance 2:146).

The "fluteur" referred to without much explanation is V aucanson 's  autom aton 

tha t w as  on display at tha t  m oment at the  H6tel de Longueville. Graffigny does 

not hesitate to describe herself as a "non-savant," som eone whom  a lot of 

dusty  books could not move to transports  of joy, but she  does go on to note, 

in her light-hearted record of her day 's  activities, tha t  she w as perfectly able 

to derive pleasure from the spectacle  of the  "fluteur." She seem s to  have been 

thoroughly entertained by V aucanson 's  automaton: V aucanson remains in her 

world, w as  introduced to her som e time thereafter. There is mention of 

Vaucanson again in her correspondance as she tries, unsuccessfully, to 

convince him to  go to Prussia when Frederick II offers him a position in his 

court in 1740.

The Utility of Curiosity

The autom aton w as  an object of am usem ent and diversion. Vaucanson 

charged admission to "concerts" at the  Hotel de Longueville w here  his 

au tom ata  were on display and gave concerts . In fact, the  great engineer or 

m&canicien began his career by travelling to  country fairs and showing his 

w a re s .5 He w as able to arrive a t  fame and fortune because  his au tom ata

Eln his Confessions. Rousseau relates how  he too briefly harbored ambitions of 
making a fortune by travelling with and displaying a "fontaine d 'H6ron" (named after 
Heron of Alexandria, the  great engineer of antiquity). His hopes were dashed , after the
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entertained, tha t  is am used and produced pleasure for his public. The way to 

success  for this engineer w as  through the spectacle  and the spectacular. His 

success  is also testimony to  the  fact tha t it w as  possible for a talented man of 

humble origins to  win a place in Parisian society, in Royal Academies and 

finally, in the  history of the  Enlightenment itself. As Carolyn Lougee 

dem onstrated in Le Paradis des Femmes (1976), the  admission of talented men 

of humble origins into good society w as one of the  cau ses  taken  up by the 

pr6cieuses of the  previous century. It w as the  salon w om en of the  seventeenth  

century who first initiated the  move toward increasing social mobility in Parisian 

circles.

V aucanson 's  path to success  is very much sm oothed over in Condorcet 's  

"Eloge de Vaucanson." In C ondorcet's  version of V aucanson 's  biography, the 

m&canicien makes seam less progress from Grenoble to  Lyon to  Paris. His story 

is the  story of undeniable genius tha t cannot be impeded on its path toward 

recognition and approbation. Doyon and Liaigre tell a different, th a t  is, more 

detailed story about the  difficulties of V aucanson 's  arrival. Condorcet is not a 

biographer after all, he is writing an "Eloge." W hat is interesting however, is 

tha t the "Eloge" is treated as fact in V aucanson 's  biography published by the 

Mus6e des Arts et Metiers in the  form of a pamphlet, " Jacques  V aucanson."  

Condorcet describes V aucanson 's  inspiration and his seam less passage  from 

the provinces to Paris,

fountain w as broken and he w as  unable to  repair it.
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II quitta...la province pour venir d Paris, e t  vit avec  une joie qui est 

difficile de se  peindre, que la machine de la Samaritaine dtait prdcisement 

celle qu'il avait imaginee & Lyon; ce tte  conformity lui apprit, ce qu'il 

ignorait encore, que son gout pour la mdcanique 6tait accom pagnd de 

quelque talent; e t il s 'y  livra avec tou te  I'ardeur qu 'une  juste  esperance  

de succ^s peut ajouter £ une grande passion (11 :206-207).

Condorcet conjures up a hostile uncle, opposed to V aucanson 's  pursuit of his 

mdtier and "qui lui a trouv6 des idees extravagantes" to add som e adversity in 

this narrative. W hat Condorcet does not fail to  com m ent upon is the  nature of 

the  "grand monde" of Paris. This w as  a world "avide de nouveautd." W hat 

Vaucanson will do to win the  approval of this world, is to s e t  up his au tom ata  

as spectacle  and spectacular. Their "performances" could be w itnessed  by a 

public tha t  w as  willing to  pay the price of admission.

In their article, "The Motives of Jacq u es  de V aucanson [sic]" (1979), 

David M. Fryer and Jo h n  C. Marshall not only ascribe to  Vaucanson an 

aristocratic particle (they seem , in this instance to  follow C ondorcet 's  lead), but 

also scientific and theoretical ambitions tha t  are supposed  to  undo the 

impression tha t  V aucanson 's  autom ata w ere made to  entertain or am use a 

public. They cite an 1832 article in which a D. Brewster writes on the  subject 

of the  18th century engineers, Henri Maillardet, Pierre and Henri-Louis Jaque t-  

Droz and Vaucanson, " 'Ingenious and beautiful as  all th ese  pieces of 

mechanism are, and surprising as their effects appear even to  scientific



167

spec ta to rs , the  principal object of their inventions w as  to  astonish and am use 

the  public'" (in Fryer and Marshall 257). Astonishing and amusing the  public are 

not the  goals of true scientists. They revise Brew ster 's  judgm ent of Vaucanson 

and rehabilitate him by showing that, in fact, his motivations w ere  entirely 

scientific. They argue tha t "early gadgets  and machines" (included in this 

category are the  inventions of Heron of Alexandria up to e ighteenth  century 

automata) are neither "'trivial to y s '"  nor " 'immediately useful inventions,'"  but 

rather simulacra and as such , they are models of mechanistic explanation.6 

V aucanson 's  description of the  mechanism of the  Flute Player w as  delivered as 

a "M6moire" before the  Acad6mie Royale des Sciences, translated into English, 

and la ter published as a pamphlet tha t  w as sold in both Paris and London where 

the  autom ata  were displayed at the  Long Room of the  London Opera House. 

Fryer and Marshall point out tha t  "V aucanson 's  seemingly 'objective 

description ' is really a hypothesis concerning "the mode of operation of man 

plus flute.... Vaucanson clearly regards his au tom aton as a te s t  of the  principles 

he has formulated" (259-260). The Flute Player imitated through a complex 

system  of articulated tongue and fingers, air pumps and gears the  breath and 

m ovem ents of a human flute player. It seem s irrefutable th a t  Vaucanson w as 

possessed  of both scientific interests and ambitions, but w ha t to  do with the

6W hat is astonishing about the  Fryer and Marshall article is th a t  they  call 
Maillardet, the Jaquet-Droz and Vaucanson "psychologists" and attribute to  their 
au tom ata  a behaviorist tendency. Despite the  anachronism of such  a description, we 
s aw  earlier in the  materialist philosophy of La Mettrie, s trands of though t th a t  did 
anticipate both psychological and behaviorist notions of human being.
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fac t th a t  the  au tom ata  w ere  also put on display in order to  earn him a living and 

make him a profit?

Condorcet w as  able to  recognize the  w ays in which Vaucanson w as  able 

to  play to and satisfy the  appetite of the  grand monde for novelty and 

entertainment. For Condorcet, V aucanson 's  ability to  a ttract the  interest of a 

lay public did not in any w ay  mitigate his scientific achievem ents. While Fryer 

and Marshall establish w ithout a doubt V aucanson 's  scientificity, they  do not 

question the  idea tha t the  spectacle , the  construction of objects to  astonish and 

am use is som ehow  contradictory with an agenda of scientific inquiry. The 

difference betw een  curiosity (a quality tha t am used, entertained because  of 

novelty) and utility (a quality tha t  had to  do with the  accumulation of 

knowledge, the  application of which serves science) w as  not quite so absolute 

in the  eighteenth-century. As its entry in Encvclop6die affirms, curiosity "est 

le ddsir qui anime [I'homme] £ dtendre ses  connoissances, soit pour Clever son 

esprit aux grandes v6rites, soit pour se rendre utile & ses concitoyens" (in 

Benhamou7 99  and Encvcloo6die 4 :578). When Beaune argues th a t  "Le m6rite 

de V aucanson, c 'e s t  d 'avoir, avec plus ou moins de succes  mais obstination, 

op6re le deplacement d'int6ret et de methode qui fait passer de I'automate- 

curiosit6 d la machine-outil" (259), he too emphasizes the  fact tha t 

V aucanson 's  achievem ents  did not merely function on the  level of the  curiosity.

7Cited in Reed Benham ou's essay , "From Curiositd to  Utilities: the  Automaton in 
Eighteenth Century France" (1987), published in Studies in Eighteenth Century Culture 
vol. 17, 1987.
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The utility of the  "machine-outil" offers V aucanson a more legitimate place in 

the  history of technology and the  progress of industry.

Curiosity is on the  side of am usem ent and astonishm ent: it is w hat 

produces pleasure in excess  of knowledge. In D 'Alembert's  "Discours 

pr6liminaire" (1751), the  au thor 's  defense of curiosity and the  curious belies 

the  fact tha t curiosity w as  still in need of defense. D'Alembert argues precisely, 

with the  Encvcloo6die's  definition, tha t the  curious can evolve into the  useful. 

According to d'Alembert, curiosity is supplem entary to an eighteenth-century 

notion of usefulness and necessity . That which is curious provides pleasure and 

offers the  Enlightenment thinker consolation as he encounters  obstacles  in his 

meditation on the nature of the "vaste  univers":

L'esprit accountum 6 a la meditation, e t avide d 'en  tirer quelque fruit, a 

du trouver alors une esp§ce  de ressource dans la d£couverte  des 

propri6t6s des  corps uniquement curieuse, d6couverte qui ne connaTt 

point de bornes. En effet, si un grand nombre de connaissances 

agreables suffisait pour consoler de la privation d 'u n e  v6rit6 utile, on 

pourrait dire que I'etude de la Nature, quand elle nous refuse le 

n6cessaire, fournit du moins, avec profusion £ nos plaisirs: c 'e s t  une 

esp£ce de superflu qui suppl^e, quoique tr6s imparfaitement, £ ce  qui 

nous manque (84).

The curious here is the  purveyor of pleasure, in excess  of utility and necessity 

tha t and it serves to supplem ent a lack. The supplementarity of the  curious
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recalls Derrida's reading of the  supplem ent in Rousseau. "Le supplem ent 

s 'a joute , il e s t  un surplus, une plenitude enrichissante une autre plenitude..." 

(Derrida 1967:208). Derrida's reading opens the  way to  an understanding of 

supplementarity as tha t which is produced by system s of thinking in which 

thought is believed to be au tonom ous from language and writing secondary to 

speech . The notion of the  supplem ent can also be read as  something related to 

femininity insofar as femininity occupies a secondary position vis-3-vis 

masculinity and is nevertheless its support, its symptomatic backdrop. That 

which is curious, like th a t  which is feminine, is considered non-essential and 

supplemental. Derrida has show n however, tha t  there is something dangerous 

about this superfluous excess . The supplem ent (writing) can distort and destroy 

tha t which it supplem ents (the spoken word).

The supplem ent is according to Derrida, "L'addition d 'une  technique, 

c 'e s t  une sorte de ruse artificielle et artificieuse pour rendre la parole pr6sente 

lorsqu'elle e s t  en v6rit6 absen te . C 'es t  une violence faite d la destin6e naturelle 

de la langue" (1967:207). R ousseau 's  supplem ent has something to do with 

d 'A lem bert 's : the  supplem ent arises a t a moment when there is a kind of 

failure. Derrida writes tha t  for Rousseau, "Le supplem ent suppl£e. II ne s 'a jou te  

que pour remplacer. II intervient ou s 'insinue a-la-place-de; s'il comble, c 'e s t  

com m e on comble un vide" (1967:208). There must be an em ptiness, a lacuna, 

a void tha t the  supplem ent must fill. An empty place occurs in D 'Alembert's 

tex t w hen thinking fails the  thinker. The discoveries m ade available by curiosity
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seem  infinite as  opposed to  the  useful tru ths which are limited by nature and 

difficult to  come by. In place of a useful truth, a curious truth occurs to the 

thinker in order to  console him in his frustration. The danger of the  supplem ent 

of curiosity is tha t  it can th row  the thinker completely off the  track of useful 

truths, offering itself u p a s  a replacement for scientific meditation. Its pleasures 

can pull the  thinker aw ay from the original object of his thoughts . Curiosity 

sidetracks.

The pleasures of curiosity, according to D'Alembert, com pensa te  the 

"esprit accoutum § a la meditation" for a failure to produce useful and necessary 

knowledge; in short, it is a kind of consolation prize to the  "esprit" for having 

reached a limit of reflection.

.. . .dans  I'ordre de nos besoins et des objets de nos passions, le plaisir 

tient une des premieres places, e t la curiosity es t  un besoin pour qui sait 

penser, surtout lorsque ce d6sir inquiet e s t  anime par une sorte de depit 

de ne pouvoir entterem ent se  satisfaire. Un autre motif sert a nous 

soutenir dans un pareil travail; si I'utilit6 n 'en  es t  pas I'objet, elle peut en 

etre au moins le pr6texte. II nous suffit d 'avoir trouv6 quelquefois un 

avantage reel dans certaines connaissances, ou d 'abord nous ne I'avions 

pas soupgonnd, pour nous autoriser & regarder tou tes  les recherches de 

pure curiosit6, com m e pouvant nous etre utiles. Voil£ I'origine e t la cause  

des progr6s de ce tte  vaste  science, appel6e en g6n§ral Physique ou 

e tude  de la Nature, qui comprend tan t de parties differentes (d'Alembert
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84).

Curiosity is now  addressed  as  a need tha t  exists outside of the  desire for useful 

knowledge: it is a kind of pleasure principle tha t supplem ents thinking w hen the 

thinker is unable to  completely satisfy himself. When one is pursuing a line of 

thought out of curiosity, for the  pleasure of it, utiHte becom es a pretext.8 

Curiosity can also produce usefulness and this production of usefulness 

constitu tes the  origins of a certain kind of scientific progress. The sidetrack of 

curiosity can lead us to  the  main road of utility. This is w hy the  thinker is 

permitted to  follow his curiosity when he cannot completely satisfy himself.9 

Curiosity slides into, even produces utility, but curiosity is still secondary and 

supplemental in relationship to  a scientific drive for knowledge.

In her preface to  the  1985 re-publication of V aucanson 's  memoir, 

presented before the  Academie Royale des Sciences in 1738, Catherine 

Cardinal tries to  account for the  popularity of V aucanson 's  au tom ata, "La 

fascination qu'ils exercSrent sur les foules par leur a spec t magique, sur /es 

savants e t les curieux par leurs complications techniques, explique leur

8See discussion of pretexts in Chapter 5: in this discussion, it becom es obvious 
tha t  friendship functions as a pretext for the  pursuit of love and love as a pretext for 
the  pursuit of erotic pleasures.

9lt seem s important to remark here tha t Rousseau referred to  his compulsive 
onanism as "ce dangereux supplem ent" tha t preserved his virginity while threatening 
his vigor. It seem s tha t the  pleasures of D 'Alembert's  curiosity also play an 
ambivalent, two-sided role. They com pensate  the  thinker when he is frustrated, but 
they can completely lead him astray.
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persistante c6l6brit6" (vi: em phasis  added).10 Here, curiosity has to  do with 

dilettantism: it has to do with the  spectacular and the  false. The savant's 

appreciation is contrasted  with the ignorant pleasure of the  curious in order to 

illustrate the  breadth of the  au tom ata 's  appeal. Cardinal continues,

En construisant des au tom ates, J acq u es  Vaucanson ne voulait pas 

seulem ent order des  oeuvres qui 6tonnaient par leurs 

complications, qui suscitaient la curiositd des badauds. Son 

dessein 6tait beaucoup plus ambitieux. S 'a idant de son talent dans 

le domaine de la m6canique et de ses  connaissances  en anatomie, 

il d6sirait cr6er des e tres  artificiels, des 'anatom ies m ouvan tes. '

Ces anatomies devaient reproduire, le plus fid§lement possible, les 

organes e t les fonctions de I'etre humain ou de I'animal. Leur 

veritable but n '6tait pas de divertir mais d'instruire e t de  favoriser 

les progres de la mGdecine (vii-viii: emphasis added).

Curiosity is described as a quality of gawkers, the  "badauds" w ho s top  and 

stare  a t  the  spectacles  of the  street. The "v6ritable but" of V aucanson 's  

au tom ata  is pedagogical -- any form of pleasure tha t  they might inspire is 

denigrated. In order to inscribe V aucanson 's  au tom ata  in a history of the  

progress of science, Cardinal has to  describe them  as transcending their s ta tus  

as objects of curiosity. This pleasure, the  pleasure of the  "badaud" is precisely

10Le M6canisme du FIQteur A utom ate . Paris: Editions des  Archives
Contemporaines, 1985.
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the  pleasure about which Graffigny wrote  ("Nous avons 6t6 au fluteur, qui m 'a 

fait bien du plaisir.") Cardinal attributes to  the  au tom ata  a "true" scientific 

ambition. In this description, ccience has nothing to  do with diversion and the 

pleasures of curiosity do not lead to scientific progress; d 'A lem bert 's  curiosity 

has lost most of its prestige. According to  Cardinal, curiosity is the  primary 

domain of "des badauds."

The three autom ata for which V aucanson is fam ous w ere  exhibited 

throughout Europe as curiosities tha t  embodied the  power of mechanics. One 

of the  ambitions of eighteenth-century m echanics the  imitation of the  

complexity of living beings. The denigration of curiosity in relationship to 

science is a kind of tw entieth  century historical revisionism. The eighteenth- 

century autom aton should be understood as a curiosity, a marvelous toy, an 

object of am usem ent and diversion, an object of entertainm ent. The eighteenth 

century imagined that as a mechanical model of the  human body, the 

autom aton could also serve our understanding of human anatom y and be 

potentially useful to science. No autom aton maker w as  more successful a t  or 

insistent about gaining recognition for his au tom ata  as objects of science as 

Vaucanson who w as able to  earn the  approbation of the  Acad6mie Royale des 

Sciences.

Vaucanson is a figure w hose life and work bridges the  distance betw een 

curiosity and utility (between automate-curiosit& and machine-outH). This is 

Reed Benahmou's thesis in, "From Curiosity to  Uti!it6\ the  Autom aton in 18th
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Century France." W hat looks like an opposition (curiosity vs. utility) actually 

collapses in the  eighteenth-century context: the  transitional m om ent tha t 

Vaucanson lived allowed for a brief synthesis  of the  tw o  qualities. By the 

tw entie th  century, the  confusion betw een curiosity and utility becam e 

something to  be denied. Reed Benhamou describes the  au tom aton as  a 

potentially powerful model for the  human; models were alm ost always 

supposed to serve a didactic function. "To develop a model tha t replicated vital 

human functions would increase medical com petence; but it would even solve 

complex physico-technical problems. In an age  largely convinced tha t  the 

human body w as an exceptionally intricate machine, the  challenge of replicating 

tha t machinery w as  irresistible" (Benhamou 101). Earlier in Benham ou's essay, 

the  author argues for the  illustrative function of the  autom aton: the  autom aton 

served as a metaphor for human folly (as in La Bruy£re's ”le so t  e s t  autom ate"). 

As both metaphor and model, both curious and potentially useful, the 

autom aton is a privileged object of the  Enlightenment tha t w as both curious 

and scientific.

Ainsi, au milieu de ces  discussions au cours desquelles s '6laborait la 

pens6e scientifique moderne, les 'anatom ies m ouvantes ' 6taient 

devenues entre les mains de Quesnay et Le Cat des auxiliares de la 

science. En d 'au tres  term es, le recours S des modules m^caniques ne 

relevait plus seulem ent de I 'enseignement mais de la decouverte  (Doyon 

and Liaigre 123).
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The model w as  endow ed with not only a didactic power, it could actually lead 

to  new  discoveries, to new  knowledge tha t  could be added to  the  cumulative 

bank of knowledge tha t  the  Encvcloo6die represented. The autom aton evolved 

out of a drive for knowledge tha t w as  embodied by the  "anatomies mouvantes" 

about which Le Cat and Q uesnay dreamed. Doyon and Liaigre dem onstrate, 

however, tha t Vaucanson planned and completed his au tom ata  (objects of 

curiosity and  science) because  of economic exigencies and worldly as well as 

scientific ambitions.

Vaucanson

In 1738, Jacq u es  Vaucanson, an obscure, but gifted young provincial, 

from a petit-bourgeois family of Grenoble, a ttracted the  attention of the  Parisian 

aristocracy and literati with his autom aton, a flute-player, which w as capable 

of playing twelve airs on the  "flute traversiere." The flute player w as  based 

upon the sculpture by Antoine Coysevox, "Berger jouant de la flute" (1709). 

In the  pedestal w as lodged a wood cylinder, 56 centim eters in diameter and 86 

centim eters long which served as a "program" for the  entire mechanism. The 

cylinder w as  carved to se t  off, while rotating, fifteen different levers which 

controlled the  m ovem ents of the Flute Player's articulated tongue, fingers and 

the  reservoirs of air.

In 1741, three short and eventful years later, after having obtained the 

recognition of the  Academie Royale des Sciences through his judicious use of 

his worldly con tac ts  and alliances, Vaucanson becam e, by command of the
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King, Louis XV, "inspecteur des manufactures de soie." He w as  hired by the 

far-seeing Minister of Commerce Orry, as a government official and servant of 

industry a t  a salary of six thousand  livres year (Doyon and Liaigre 143-145). 

The French governm ent w as  hoping to  restructure silk production in Lyon and 

sou theastern  France in order to  com pete with the  silk industry of Piedmont. An 

exhaustive biography w as  written by Doyon and Liaigre titled Jacq u es  

Vaucanson: M6canicien de G6nie (1956). Perhaps because  his biographers 

w anted  to com pensate  for the  relative obscurity of their subject, they praise 

Vaucanson as "le plus grand m6canicien franpais de tous  les tem ps."  Doyon 

and Liaigre do not fail to include anecdotes  of inimitable childhood precocity 

and undaunted commitment. Despite such hyperbole, his biographers detail 

with great precision, the  peculiarities of, and many failures in V aucanson 's  

career.

One way in which w e can begin to grasp the  measure of V aucanson 's  

significance is to consider the  fate of his home and workshop, the  Hotel de 

Mortagne, w here m ost of his innovations in the silk textile industry were 

fabricated, located on w ha t is today the rue de Charonne. After his death, Louis 

XVI, bought the Hotel from the Chevalier de Ham, V aucanson 's  landlord and 

declared the  site on August 2, 1783, "un d6pot public des  modules des 

machines principalement utilisees dans les arts et les fabriques" (23).11 The

11Ja c a u e s  V aucanson . pamphlet published by the Mus6e National des Techniques, 
1983.
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decree also stipulated tha t  V aucanson 's  collection of tooling machines would 

eventually be supplem ented by the  purchase of the  latest machines used in 

England and Holland (two countries w ho had outpaced France in industrial 

developm ent and foreign trade, in short in the  major areas of capitalist activity), 

in order tha t  French artisans might take instruction from them . In addition, "un 

d§pot de ce tte  e spece  encouragea ceux qui se  sen ten t du gout pour I'invention 

des machines; il excitera les capitalistes 3 former des speculations sur le produit 

des machines nouvelles." Vandermonde of the  Acaddmie des Sciences w as 

named the director. During the  disorder of the  last years of Louis XVI's rule, the  

Hotel de Mortagne lost m ost of its funding and Vandermonde lost much of his 

enthusiasm  for the  upkeep of the  place. Vandermonde later becam e involved 

in the  revolution and w as  one of the  principal founders of the  Comitd du Salut 

Public. After the  fall of the  ancien regime, the  revolutionary governm ent w as 

persuaded to take an interest in the  creation of a Conservatoire des Arts et 

Metiers. V anderm onde's  successor, Claude-Pierre Molard obtained the official 

decree on October 10, 1 7 9 4  for the  creation of the  Conservatoire. In 1798, the 

former abbey of Saint Martin des Champs w as declared the  site of the  new  

Conservatoire and the move from the Hotel de M ortagne began in 1800. 

Molard, who w as  also active during revolution, presided over the  move (25). 

Thus V aucanson 's  workshop, the  Hotel de Mortagne w as  the  original site of 

to d a y 's  Conservatoire des Arts e t Metiers located on the  rue Saint Martin on 

the  site of the  former abbey of Saint-Martin-des-Champs.
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V aucanson w as born in Grenoble to a family of humble origins on 

February 24, 1709. His father, who died during his childhood, w as  a maTtre 

gantier. The young Vaucanson began his education with the  Jesu its  in Grenoble 

and little is known about his childhood aside from the  usual anecdo tes  about 

precocious signs of his future expertise. In 1725, w e  find tha t V aucanson has 

been accepted  as a novice with the  Minimes of Lyon. There w as  a scandal 

involving autom ata  Vaucanson had constructed in secre t and which the  

Superior ordered destroyed. Vaucanson w as released from his vow s, but did 

not give up all hope of entering the  Church one day, with the  primary hope, 

according to Doyon and Liaigre of elevating his social s ta tus.

After a few  years spen t in Paris (1728-1731) tha t  remain largely 

undocum ented, it seem s tha t Vaucanson travelled the  north and w e s t  of 

France, displaying autom ata  of his own fabrication for a living. He described 

one of them  in the  following manner: it w as "une machine de physique dans 

laquelle e s t  (sic) plusieurs au tom ates e t sont imit6s les fonctions naturelles de 

plusieurs animaux par le mouvement du feu, de I'air e t de I'eau" (cited in Doyon 

and Liaigre 18). In Rouen, he may have met the  soon to be famous surgeon, Le 

Cat w ho w as  very interested in the  construction of artificial human anatom ies 

and according to  som e accounts , it is here tha t Vaucanson studied human 

anatom y and first conceived the ambition of constructing the  "anatomies 

m ouvantes."  In 1732, during a s top a t Tours, Vaucanson met J ean  Colvee, a 

wealthy monk at the  collegiale Saint-Martin who w as  inspired by the  young
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m an 's  talents. He agreed to  finance V aucanson 's  next autom aton with a sum 

of 2 ,4 0 0  pounds. The con tract signed betw een  the tw o  of them  in 1733 

provided Vaucanson with financial help for his "besoins journaliers pendant le 

tem ps de la construction." Doyon and Liaigre gathered their information about 

the  abbey 's  dealings with V aucanson from Colvde's personal papers, deposited 

with Madame de Savigny, V aucanson 's  daughter, upon his death  in 1750.

En cas d 'insuffisance de la somme, Vaucanson devait la parfaire. Le 

rem boursem ent de la somme avanc6e serait effectu6, 3 Colvde, par 

prdlevement des deux tiers des premieres recettes . Ensuite il toucherait, 

pendant six mois, quatre sols par livre (soit 20% ) sur les rdsultats des 

representations, 3 moins que ce laps de tem ps n 'ait pas suffi au 

rem boursem ent du principal de la som m e avancde. II dtait stipuld, en 

outre, que la machine finie ou non, resterait le gage des som m es due par 

Vaucanson d Colvee. Ce dernier se rdservant le droit de retirer des mains 

des ouvriers les parties de la machine, ou la machine tou t entiere, en 

quelque lieu qu'elle se  trouvdt (in Doyon and Liaigre 21).

Colvde worked out a hard deal: his investment seem ed sure to  pay off in one 

form or another because he controlled the  m eans of production and had bought 

V aucanson 's  expertise and labor at the  sam e time. For the  impoverished young 

man, however, the  infusion of 2 ,4 0 0  pounds m eant tha t he no longer had to 

display his au tom ata  on the  road. He had found a way to assure  his livelihood 

and install himself in Paris with a considerable sum of money. He chose  to live
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on the  Left Bank, on the  rue du Four, right next to  the  "foire Saint Germain" 

w here it is assum ed he displayed his first autom ata from the  northern tours. In 

an act of pure ex travagance and ambition, he rented as  his studio, one of the  

rooms of Hotel de Longueville, rue St. Thomas du Louvre. This magnificent 

building w as  destroyed in 1833  during the  construction of the  Carrousel.

A little time later, Vaucanson is found as  a guest of M. de la 

Poupelini6re, a great patron of the  arts and sciences and one of the  g rea tes t 

libertines of his time. Voltaire frequented La Poupeliniere, as did Rameau and 

many other distinguished figures of the  time. V aucanson w as  here initiated into 

the  life of Parisian mondanitG. Doyon and Liaigre write, "Le milieu dtait frivole, 

peu propice & un travail suivi. Jacques  Vaucanson au milieu des 'ddlices de 

I'lsle enchan t§e , '  dOt negliger I 'automate qu'il s 'd ta it  engage 3 construire" 

(Doyon et Liaigre 25). Colvee, worried about his investment, traveled to Paris 

to  find tha t the  2 ,4 0 0  pounds had been spent and th a t  another 2 ,4 0 0  pounds 

were needed for the  completion of the  project. Colv6e and Vaucanson signed 

another agreem ent w hereby Colvde would be reimbursed for his investm ent by 

the  revenue produced by the  autom aton under construction and tha t  if more 

funds were needed for its completion, Vaucanson w as  to  be responsible for 

procuring them.

Of course  Vaucanson w as to  need more money and Colvde w as  foolish 

enough to lend it to him. It w as not until 1742, well after V aucanson had 

achieved financial stability th a t  he w as to repay Colvee in full. According to  his
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biographers, the  belated paym ent of this deb t reveals something about 

V aucanson 's  character. His

mauvaise foi e s t  done manifeste, e t Ton comprend pourquoi, malgrd ses 

d iff icu lty  financi6res, il a pu mener grand train. Ne savons-nous pas que 

des 1735, il portait 6p6e et habits & fleurs, faisant d§j3 figure de 

gentilhomme! II estimait sans  doute necessaire  d 'em ployer a se  pousser 

dans le monde une partie de I'argent qu'il avait em prunte pour ses  

au tom ates (Doyon and Liaigre 26-27).

The carrying of a sword and the wearing of flowered suits and jackets were the 

signs of V aucanson 's  worldly ambition; it w as obviously important for him to 

cut a fashionable figure in the  capital.

Certainly the  distractions of Parisian society were not to  be 

underestim ated. Vaucanson w as  from the very beginning an ambitious young 

man w hose  commitment to  science and mechanics seem ed to  be determined _ 

by his financial needs and his desire for recognition. Doyon and Liaigre recount 

tha t it w as only after falling gravely ill in 1735, from an anal fistula, tha t 

Vaucanson decided to construct the  long awaited autom aton in order to  remedy 

his near disastrous financial situation. It seem s tha t shortly after having made 

the decision to take up work on the autom aton, he left La PoupeliniSre's 

"atm osphere de frivolity e t de dissipation" (Doyon and Liaigre 29) and w as 

received in the  home of Jean  Marguin, a bourgeois of Paris, from w hom  he 

received the sum of 3 ,0 0 0  pounds in return for half of the  profits which
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V aucanson 's  autom aton would make. Doyon and Liaigre call this agreem ent 

Draconian and see  in it the  signs of V aucanson 's  despera te  need for money. 

Between Colv6e and the bourgeois, Marguin, he seem s to  have been willing to 

give up all of his rights to his creations in order to finance their production. We 

shall see  tha t when his symbolic position in the  world w as  more assured, 

Vaucanson would try to e scape  every obligation tha t  he had contracted . Before 

the  completion of the Flute Player, Vaucanson would borrow another 3 ,0 0 0  

pounds from Marguin. In February of 1738, the  Flute Player w as  completed. 

According to Doyon and Liaigre, Vaucanson show ed his au tom aton  a t the  Foire 

Saint-Germain for fifty louis a day for eight days before the  opening of the 

exposition a t the  Hotel de Longueville w ithout M arguin's knowledge in order to 

turn a tidy profit for himself.

On February 11, 1738, the  first dem onstration of the  flutist took  place 

a t the  Hotel de Longueville. The reception from the Academie des  Sciences w as  

initially very cold. The price of a ticket w as three pounds, or the  weekly salary 

of a female laborer. During the month of April, 1738, there  w ere  1806  tickets 

sold during a period of 23 -24  days. Spectators w ere  received in groups of ten 

to fifteen at a time and Vaucanson himself would give an introduction to the 

performance and the twelve airs in the  repertoire of the  Flute Player would be 

played. From the 1 1th of Februry to the  30th  of May, 1738 , the  Flute Player 

grossed 17 ,000  pounds (Doyon and Liaigre 33-34). The abbe  Desfontaines who 

also frequented the  table of La Poupelintere becam e one of V aucanson 's
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greates t publicists and wrote about the  Flute Player in highly laudatory terms 

in his journal, Observations sur les 6crits modernes on March 30, 1738.

C 'e s t  sans  doute la connaissance  de I'anatomie de I'homme e t surtout 

de la ndvrologie qui a guidd I'auteur dans sa  m6canique....ll e s t  assez 

vraisembable qu 'd tan t parvenu dans un peu avanc6 3 ce  haut degrd de 

perfection dans les m6caniques, il [Vaucanson] ait rdservd 3 lui seul de 

pouvoir donner dans la suite au public quelque chose  de plus parfait e t 

de plus surprenant. Que n'a-t-on lieu d 'en  attendre?...(in  Doyon and 

Liaigre 51).

The Mercure de France w as  more reserved in its appraisal of V aucanson 's  

achievement, but in the  years tha t follow, both Voltaire12 and La Mettrie13 

describe the  "m6canicien" as a Promethean character. These tw o 

Enlightenment figures recognized in "The Flute Player" an important sign of the 

pow er of scientific progress. If it w as  a spectacular object of science, an object 

given over to entertainment, diversion and am usem ent, all the  better. According 

to Doyon and Liaigre, "II faut avouer que la reussite de ce Fluteur, qui imitait 

si bien tous  les mouvem ents d 'un  homme dans ce qu'ils avaient de plus

12See Voltaire's De la nature de I'hom m e.
Le hardi Vaucanson, rival de Prom6thde,
Semblait, de la nature imitant les ressorts,
Prendre le feu des cieux pour animer les corps,
Pour moi, loin des cit§s, sur les bords du Parnasse 
Je  suivais la nature et cherchais la sagesse .

13See Chapter 2 and discussion of La Mettrie. La Mettrie describes V aucanson as 
"un nouveau Prom6thde" in L'Homme-Machine.
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difficiles, apportait apparem m ent beaucoup d 'eau  au moulin de la philosophie 

mat6rialiste don t Voltaire, ne I'oublions pas, fut, malgr6 se s  declarations, un 

adepte  fervent" (56).

Vaucanson did not pay Marguin's percentage  regularly. As one can 

imagine, the  young "m6canicien” began to  realize tha t he had cu t a bad deal 

with the  bourgeois. Marguin appealed to the  court of Chatelet to name a 

trus tee  for the  Marguin-Vaucanson association. V aucanson, feeling the  pressure 

of this legal procedure, turned to  a higher authority. He sought the  help of the 

King and his Council in blocking Marguin's legal procedures against him.

Jacq u es  V aucanson, s 'e ta n t  appliqu6 d§s sa jeunesse  aux sciences, a 

consom m 6 pour s 'y  perfectionner le peu de fortune qu'il tenait de ses  

peres. C 'es t  dans cet 6 tat d '6puisem ent qu'il sentit l'impossibilit6 de 

m ettre fin h des anatom ies m ouvantes qu'il avait com m enc6es e t qu'il 

songea  & tirer du secours  du produit de quelques machines capables 

d 'exc ite r/a  curiosite du public, qu'il congut le dessein de faire une s ta tue  

jouant de flute traversiSre avec em bouchure e t par I'action des doigts.

II y travailla en effet e t avec le peu qui lui restait e t  les emprunts 

qu'il a 6t6 oblige de faire, il e s t  parvenu 3 finir ce tte  machine dont le 

public connaTt le succ6s, mais il en tirerait peu d 'avan tage  si Sa Majest6 

ne le mettait 3 couvert d 'un  de ses  crdanciers; c 'e s t  le sieur Marguin qui, 

sous  pr&texte d 'aim er les arts et les sciences et apr6s avoir attir6 le 

suppliant chez lui, a fait passer au suppliant deux ac tes  aussi illicites



186

qu 'on6reux....ll e s t  ais6 de sentir combien ces  c lauses son t odieuses. Le 

sieur Marguin, m oyennant 6 0 0 0  livres dont partie en logement e t 

nourriture, veut absorber le produit d 'une  machine qui a cout6 plus de 12 

0 0 0  livres au suppliant qui, d'ailleurs, y a consacr6 ses  ta len ts  e t un 

travail assidu de plus de deux ans. Cependant, le sieur Marguin, pour 

soutenir son injustice, vient de le faire assigner au Chatelet de Paris, par 

exploit du 17 avril. Mais le suppliant esp§re que Sa Majeste, protectrice 

des  Sciences et des  Arts, ne permettra pas qu'il soit expose  & des 

poursuites, qui, en consum ant son tem ps e t les secours  qu'il peut tirer 

de sa machine, I 'empecheraient de suivre ses  travaux e t de se  rendre 

utile au public e t qu'il plaise & Sa Majesty, de lui pourvoir...(in Doyon and 

Liaigre 34-35: em phasis mine).

V aucanson testifies to  "le peu de fortune" tha t he had from his fathers, 

in order to justify the fac t tha t he w as  unable to  complete his "anatomies 

m ouvantes,"  which were supposed  to  be (like those  of Le Cat's) of purely 

scientific interest. In his impoverishment, however, it w as  necessary  for him to 

use  his abilities to inspire the  curiosity of the  public in order to  make a living. 

Only with His M ajesty 's help can he hope to make himself useful to the  public. 

The Flute Player w as  born out of the  financial distress of a young man who 

would have liked to have been able to  devote  himself completely to  science. He 

only w en t  into debt in order to finance this project and is lured into a trap by 

Marguin w ho, under the  pretext of being a patron of the  arts and sciences,
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engages  in a financial relationship with Vaucanson. According to  V aucanson 's  

version of things, Marguin uses  the  arts and sciences as a cover up for his real, 

venal motive - profit and exploitation. He attracts  and seduces  the  young man 

into his hom e under false pretenses: Vaucanson describes himself as being 

manipulated into accepting "deux ac tes  aussi illicites qu 'ondreux ... ."  These 

financial agreem ents , here take on a sexual tone. From the luring of the  young 

man into his home, to  the  forcing upon him of transactions tha t were illicit and 

unpleasant, Marguin appears  mostly as  an immoral seducer w ho attracted 

V aucanson with a pretext, his false love for the  arts and sciences.

The melodramatic tone  of this appeal worked. Vaucanson w as  able to 

flatter the  King, Louis XV, "Sa Majest§," "protectrice des Sciences e t des Arts" 

as  a real patron of the  arts  and sciences, in sharp contrast to Marguin w ho is 

a venal man, an inauthentic person, som e one w ho travesties a love for the  arts 

and sciences  and who in the  end loves nothing but profiting from a young 

m an 's  talents, naTvet6 and financial distress. As Heidegger reminds us, "Pure 

science, w e  proclaim, is 'd isin terested '"  (167). The conditions for such 

d is in terestedness, however, m ust be provided and it is to the  King himself tha t 

V aucanson makes an appeal for help. Proclamations are made for science as 

'd is in teres ted , ' but in the  quotation marks surrounding the term, w e find a 

certain am ount of irony. Heidegger also em phasizes the  nature of pure 

sc ien ce 's  claims to "disinterestedness" as pure proclamation, pure speech  act.

In the  end, the  King w as willing to give his tacit approval a t least, to a
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suspension of the  case  tha t  Marguin had brought against V aucanson. This 

decision bought precious time for Vaucanson. The judgm ent of the  King's 

Council sen t the  tw o plaintiffs to  the  lieutenant H6rault, Councillor of the  State: 

Marguin still hoped tha t ordinary jurisdiction would rule in his favor because  he 

found all his agreem ents in order. Vaucanson hoped for a special dispensation. 

The details of how Vaucanson w as able to  eventually reach new  agreem ents  

with both Marguin and Colv6e are too laborious to  recount here; suffice it to 

say  tha t both gave up their rights to future profits made by the  autom ata  and 

both s tated  tha t they would be satisfied with the  repaym ent with interest, of 

the  loans made to  Vaucanson.

In his appeal to the  King and his Council, Vaucanson paints a picture of 

himself as a young man wholly devoted to science as a m eans of improving his 

fortune. By revealing tha t he w as poor, Vaucanson turns w h a t  might have been 

an object of sham e (his poverty and humble origins) into a point of s trength . He 

had to a ttract the  curiosity of the  public with his au tom ata  and he becam e 

successful at doing so, but he w ants  to move onto science. The transition from 

science to curiosity seem s perfectly smooth and not scandalous at all. Science 

w as  closer to the  spectacular in early modern France: scientific achievem ents 

and practices were not so tightly segregated  from entertainm ent and 

"divertissement." It is clear tha t making scientific projects diverting w as  not 

perceived as a degradation of the  scientific endeavor. Entertaining the  public 

coudl be accepted  as a necessary  passage  for a talented, ambitious man
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without means. His financial distress and his need to  a ttrac t  the  a ttention of 

the  public se t  the  scene  for royal intervention. The King can reward ta lent and 

punish venality. The King is the true protector of the  arts and sciences.

In the  eighteenth century, science could am aze and divert, much as  art 

could. This of course, brings us back Heidegger's insistance on the  Greek 

relationship betw een the techne of technology and the techne of art. Therefore 

"techniques" in mid-eighteenth-century France is much closer to  the  German 

word "Technik" than it is to  our contemporary and common English translation 

of the  term, technology. Science seem s to encom pass  both "arts e t  

techniques" in eighteenth-century France. "Techniques" implies "craft and skill” 

on the  part of a subject; technology does not. V aucanson 's  approach to  science 

w as  shaped by his mastery of "technique." His technique w as  both technical 

and rhetorical: in both areas, he proved himself skillful.

I have lingered upon the many details of this period of V aucanson 's  

career in order to illustrate som e of the  conditions of production around the 

early career of the  "plus grand m§canicien franpais." The w ays in which 

Vaucanson w as  able to extricate himself from very complicated financial 

agreem ents  and constan t financial difficulties should reveal something to  us 

about the  conditions of doing business, science and "making it" in science in 

mid-eighteenth-century France. While he did all three, V aucanson w as  also 

relentlessly worldly in his ambitions and managed from very early on, to  a ttach  

himself to  the  La Poupelini6re salon and in the  words of Doyon and Liaigre
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"mener grand tra in ."14

It seem s evident tha t V aucanson 's  appeal to  the  King and his Council 

w as  efficacious because  it w as  done in the  name of science. Royal intervention 

helps free the  young man from his obligations to  his bourgeois investors. It 

seem s tha t it is his devotion to  science th a t  elevates V aucanson outside laws 

th a t  govern bourgeois transactions. After V aucanson 's  death , Louis XVI's 

m akes the  Hotel de Mortagne a place tha t  is supposed  to  inspire capitalists to 

invest in innovation and thus  encourge technical progress, "'Un d6pot public de 

ce tte  esp6ce encouragea ceux qui se  sen ten t du gout pour I'invention des 

machines; il excitera les capitalistes & former des speculations sur le produit des 

machines nouvelles..." (in the  pamphlet Jacq u es  Vaucanson 23). The young 

Vaucanson, however, benefitted from an anti-capitalist, feudal system  of Royal 

intervention tha t certainly discouraged the French bourgeoisie from speculating 

and investing in the  production of new  machines like their British and Dutch 

counterparts  precisely because  their interests were not guaranteed under 

French law as long as a Royal dispensation could be provided for ambitious 

young men.

After having disentangled himself from his relationships with his 

investors in w hat appeared to be an honorable way, Vaucanson now  focussed

14Frangoise de Graffigny, in a letter to Devaux. expresses  her great eagerness  for 
the  duchesse  de Richelieu to  introduce her to La Poupeliniere and his wife. They had 
a great reputation for being entertaining, charming, etc . (Graffigny Correspondence 
2:29)
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on gaining the  recognition of the  Acad6mie Royale des Sciences which w as not 

kindly disposed to  mechanics, passing as it w as  through a period of great 

idealism about abstrac t geometry. Vaucanson w as  in a social milieu which 

allowed him to dream of accep tance  by this body and in April of 1738, M. de 

Fleury, the  head of the  Acad§mie, ordered m em bers to  attend a performance 

of the  autom ata  a t the Hotel de Longueville. On April 30, 1738, Vaucanson 

presented before the  Academie, the  "Mdmoire descriptif” of his Flute Player 

autom aton. Three days later, the  secretary  of the  Acad§mie a t the  time, 

Fontenelle, drew  up the much desired letter of approbation (Doyon and Liaigre 

41). In 1746, he w as  accepted  as a member of the  Academie itself.

After becoming the  "inspecteur royale des m anufactures de soie," 

Vaucanson made a number of improvements in the  m anufacture of silk. One of 

his first responsibilities w as  the  imposition of governmental reforms of the 

industry tha t  led to  the  1745 strikes of textile workers in Lyon, the  greatest 

strikes tha t  the  ancien regime w as to know. In his "Eloge de Vaucanson," 

Condorcet describes V aucanson 's  accomplishments in the  m anufacture of silk 

as exemplary of technical innovation by an engineer in the  service of industry, 

"Un mecanicien e s t  celui qui tan to t applique aux machines un moteur nouveau, 

tan to t  leur fait ex6cuter des op6rations qu 'on  6tait oblig6, avan t lui, de confier 

& I'intelligence des  hommes, on sait obtenir d 'u n e  machine des  produits plus 

abondants  et plus parfaits" (Condorcet 111:212-213). W hat an engineer can do 

is substitu te  machine operations for the  exercise of human intelligence: this



192

leads to  an improvement in the  speed  of production and the quality of the 

product. This substitution of mechanical operation for human intelligence is the 

principle of early automation. Technological innovation has to do with finding 

w ays of using the  least am ount of energy to  produce the  g rea tes t am ount of 

product. V aucanson 's  innovations also had to  do with improving the quality of 

silk produced by the French textile industry: his inventions, like the  "moulin S 

organsiner" which produced silk organza, functioned by m eans of an "endless 

chain" in order to  increase the  uniformity of the  fabric. Vaucanson would have 

to  invent a machine tha t  would produce this "chaine sans  fin." According to 

Condorcet,

M. de Vaucanson [sic] croyait que le tirage de soie ne pouvait se  bien 

faire que dans de grandes fabriques...tout ce qui dans les art en 

approche la perfectionne, tou t ce  qui peut etre donnd S bas prix, ne 

s '6xecu te  que dans les fabriques en grand, parce que c 'e s t  IS seulem ent 

qu 'on  peut reunir tou t ce qui e s t  nScessaire pour la perfection e t  pour 

I'dconomie, le choix des matiSres, la bonte des instruments, I 'usage des 

machines, ('intelligence dans ceux qui president aux travaux, I'dpargne 

dans I'emploi des forces motrices, des combustibles, des ingredients 

n6cessaires pour fa preparation, enfin la distribution du travail, qui fixant 

chaque ouvrier a une simple operation qu'il rdpSte constam m ent, le met 

en 6tat de faire mieux en moins de te m p s . ..(111:219-220).

V aucanson 's  early assembly line notions of production certainly contributed to
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the  decline of the  power of "maTtre-ouvriers" in the  production of silk in Lyon. 

The workers in large factories would be assigned simple tasks: this is the  

beginning of the  fragmentation of labor tha t  Marx would write about in the  

following century. Vaucanson and his partner, M ontessuy had to  enforce 

administrative reforms of silk production (the 1744  rulings) tha t re-established 

a hierarchy betw een the small producers and the "maTtres-marchands 

fabricants." In 1737, the  small producers were able to gain a certain am ount 

of autonom y and in 1744, they saw  their hard won rights taken aw ay. The 

strikes began in August 1744, were violent and violently suppressed . The 

leader, Marichauder w as condem ned to be hanged in March of 1745. The King 

gave him am nesty  the  following day.

Ainsi se terminait, sur une mesure de cldmence royale, le plus important 

mouvement de gr6ve qu'ai connu I'ancien regime....On a trop souvent 

dit que les causes  de cette  greve furent surtout la crainte des ouvriers de 

voir adopter les nouveaux metiers autom atiques de Vaucanson qui 

allaient les faire mourir de famine et les r6duire au chom age: rien n 'e s t  

plus faux. La vindicte populaire ne s 'e s t  acharn6e sir Vaucanson et 

M ontessuy qu 'en  tan t  qu 'instigateurs et r6alisateurs des r6glements de 

1744  (Doyon and Liaigre 202-203).

The great strikes of Lyon did not, then have anything to  do with w orkers ' 

resistance to V aucanson 's  innovations: they had to do with the  imposition of 

regulations, unfavorable to  their interest by the  new  "inspecteur." Vaucanson
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proved himself loyal to the  will of the  S ta te  and sp en t  the  rest of his life in its 

service. There were great failures as well as su cc e sse s  in the  course of this 

career. The struggling young man, devoted to  the  pursuit of scientific truth, 

becom es a servant of the  State and his commitment to  science falls by the 

wayside. His reputation for being able to  ex tract the  highest fees for all of his 

services w as  to  be mentioned, albeit in laudatory term s, during the  course  of 

Condorcet 's  "Eloge."

Madame de La Poupelini6re/Th6r6se des  Hayes

It is important to  supplem ent this brief biography of V aucanson with an 

account of a series of events  tha t occured around the  milieu of Le Riche de La 

Poupelini6re. These events  have the  flavor of a novel of mid-century. As we 

have seen, however, supplem ents can be potentially dangerous because  they 

can deform or change tha t  which they seek  to  supplem ent. This account of a 

young w om an 's  story of success  and failure might change V aucanson 's  story 

insofar as it enriches our understanding of the  difference betw een  "making it” 

in mid-century Paris for a talented young man and a gifted young wom an. In 

this story, there is a wealthy libertine w ho is fond of Opera girls, giving lavish 

parties and not marrying. There is an attractive, intelligent young w om an 

without any means, who turns out to be not so  helpless after all, simply too 

hubristic. There is a marriage, an adulterous affair and an unhappy ending. This 

story could be told as one tha t narrates the  destruction of a resourceful, 

passionate wom an who w as  not simply a victim like the  hapless Justine , nor
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a cold-hearted villainess like the  ruthless Juliette. W hat w e  know about this 

heroine, w e  cull from a series of supposedly cold, hard facts. La Poupeliniere 

w as  a farmer general w hose  devotion to  the  arts  of theater, dance and music 

w as only amplified by his passion for the  countless  ac tresses  and girls of the  

Opera. Grimm, Voltaire, Buffon, the  due de Richelieu, the  Mardchale de Saxe 

as well as important government officials like Bertin and Hdrault, significantly, 

the  judge ordered to preside over V aucanson 's  case , frequented his salons. 

Most importantly of all, Rameau w as a fixture in La Poupelini6re's circle and 

presided over it in a position of great respect.

Around 1734, the  heroine of this tale, Th6r£se des Hayes w as  "sold” by 

her mother, the actress  Mimi Dancourt to  La Poupeliniere {"[elle] fut 

pratiquement vendue par sa  mere S la Poupeliniere" (Doyon and Liaigre 44). 

Despite having been practically sold by her mother to  the  libertine, she  w as, as 

Doyon and Liaigre describe her "une femme savan te , 3 la mode de son tem ps" 

(44). The young woman prospered som ehow  in La Poupelini§re's world; she 

w as a s tuden t of Ram eau's, and her interest in the  sciences and philosophy 

earned her Voltaire's respect. Des Hayes remained a great ally of R am eau 's  and 

passionately took his side in the  debate  betw een Rameau and Rousseau. In 

1737, Th6rese des Hayes found herself pregnant. La Poupeliniere w as  not 

inclined to  marry her, so  des Hayes had her brother, the  secretary  of the  

cardinal de Tencin appeal to  Tencin 's sister, Madame de Tencin to  take up her 

cause. Madame de Tencin w as able to  persuade the  Minister de Fleury to  come
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to  Th6r6se 's  aid. The Minister threatened La Poupeliniere with the  loss of his 

farms during the  renewal of his contracts  and in this way forced the libertine 

to  take des Hayes as his wife. In October 1737, the  tw o  w ere married. At this 

time, V aucanson w as  already a regular guest in the  La Poupeliniere household. 

We find, in a footnote to the  Graffigny correspondance the  following account 

of Franpoise-Catherine-Th§r6se Des Hayes, "Elle anima pendant dix ans le salon 

de son mari 3 Passy et h Paris, amis en 1748, sa  liaison avec le due de 

Richelieu am enera son mari de se  s6parer d'elle" (2:31). During the  time tha t 

Graffigny w as  employed by the  duchesse  de Richelieu, she felt excluded from 

and eager to enter the  Parisian social whirl. The writer w as  constantly trying 

to find w ays for the  duchess  to  introduce her to  La Poupeliniere and his wife 

who only enhanced her h usband 's  already great reputation for entertaining and 

running a house and salon w here the  arts where honored and celebrated (2:29).

In his M6moires. Marmontel attributes to  Vaucanson a major role in 

Madame de la Poupelini6re's fall from grace. While she presided over the  salon 

of her husband, Madame de la Poupeliniere w as  courted by "les plus fameux 

s6ducteurs  de Paris" (Doyon and Liaigre 223). Less cautious than Madame de 

Cleves and more ambitious than the  Peruvian princess, Zilia, Th6r6se seem s to 

have accepted  the  due de Richelieu as her lover in 1744. The following is an 

account of Th£rese 's  fall from grace according to Doyon and Liaigre:

La Poupeliniere, jaloux, fit surveiller sa femme. Ayant eu confirmation de 

son infortune, le mari tromp6 corrigea si violemment son 6pouse infid6le
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qu'elle alia se plaindre & la police: un proc§s-verbal relatant les brutalit^s 

de son mari fut dress6 le 2 4  avril 1746. A la suite de ce tte  aventure, le 

fermier g6n6ral cloTtra sa femme, le galant due, ddsold de ne plus pouvoir 

rencontrer sa  maTtresse, s 'avisa  qu 'une  cham bre de I'immeuble voisin 

devait correspondre avec le cabinet de musiqe de Mme de La 

Poupeliniere. il fit louer I 'appartem ent par un de ses  gens e t faire, dans 

le mur, une ouverture qui eu t issue dans la chemin6e de la chambre de 

sa  belle....Grace £ ce t ing£nieux stra tag^m e, Mme de La Poupeliniere 

pouvait recevoir son am ant en toute  quietude. Mais la jalousie du fermier 

gen6rale n 'avait pas desarme. Le 26 novembre 1747, profitant de

I 'absence de sa  femme, accom pagne de Ballot de Sauvot et de

Vaucanson, fideies habitues de sa maison, il se  rendit dans I 'appartem ent 

de Mme de La Poupeliniere pour passer une inspection de 

regie...(Marmontel 223).

In M armontel 's  version of the  discovery of the  due de Richelieu's secret 

door, Vaucanson is given a buffoonish role, admiring the  work of the  hinges 

and springs of the  secre t door, while La Poupeliniere grows more and more 

furious about the  entire situation. The three men enter the  rooms of Madame

de la Poupeliniere and Ballot notices "by induction" tha t  even though the

w eather w as  cold, there were not ashes in the  fireplace. Vaucanson is the one 

w ho notices tha t  the  back of the  chimney is mounted on hinges and tha t the 

back of the  chimney is actually a very well-fitted door, w hose  hinges are barely
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visible. Marmontel reconstructs  the  following dialogue betw een  an awe-struck 

V aucanson and an irate La Poupeliniere:

Ah!! Monsieur, s'6cria-t-il, en se  tournant vers La Poupeliniere, le bel 

ouvrage que je vois IS! et I'excellent ouvrier que celui qui I'a fait! Cette 

plaque e s t  mobile, elle s 'ouvre, mais la charniere en e s t  d 'une  

deiicatesse...! non il n 'y  a point de tabatiere mieux travaill6e....Quoi, 

Monsieur! dit La Poupeliniere en palissant,. Vous e tes  sur que cette  

plaque s 'ouvre?  Vraiment j 'en suis sOr, je le vois dit Vaucanson, ravi 

d 'admiration et d 'a ise . Rien n 'e s t  plus merveilleux-Eh! que me fait votre 

merveille. II s 'ag it bien d'admirer~Ah! Monsieur. De tels ouvriers sont 

fort rares, j'ai de bons assurem ent, mais je n 'en  ai pas un qui...--Laissons 

la vos ouvriers, interrompit La Poupeliniere, et qu 'on  m 'en  appelle un qui 

fasse  sau ter cette  p la q u e .-C 'e s t  dommage, dit Vaucanson, de briser un 

chef-d 'oeuvre  aussi parfait que celui-ie. (Marmontel 233)

In w h a t is undoubtedly a much embellished story of discovery, Vaucanson as 

an engineer, is overcome with admiration of the  chef-d 'oeuvre  tha t  is the  

hidden door. For La Poupeliniere, the  door is merely a sign tha t the  sequestered  

wife has a m eans of communication with the outside world and tha t  this means 

of communication can only be an indication of her infidelity. In Marmontel's 

story, the  comedic effect is produced by a radical disjunction betw een 

V aucanson 's  and La Poupeliniere's perspectives: the  engineer is blind to the 

door 's  significance in an econom y of desire and the husband canno t see  the
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door's  mechanical perfection. While Vaucanson admires the  door 's  

craftsmanship, La Poupeliniere is outraged by its very existence. W hat this 

anecdote  does is satirize the  blindness of both men, their helplessness in fact 

before a sign tha t  begs to  be read, but one tha t can only be read partially by 

each  one.

Of course, the  reader joins the  narrator in a conspiracy of insider 

knowledge: w hat the  reader knows is tha t  the  door is both marvelous and  an 

outrage. "Que me fait votre merveille?" asks La Poupeliniere, and one could 

answ er tha t the "merveille" blinds La Poupeliniere, offers him only a partial view 

of itself, in the sam e way th a t  the  door blinds Vaucanson with its perfection. 

In Marmontel's little story, an Enlightenment parable is being told and blindness 

satirized: the  narrator is the  savviest reader of the  door. This door is broken, 

despite its mechanical perfection in order to satisfy the  jealousy of the  

cuckolded husband. Marmontel describes Vaucanson as "ravi d 'admiration et 

d 'a ise ,"  "la charniere en e s t  d 'une  ddlicatesse...!" It is more perfect than any 

snuff box. This rhetoric illustrates a kind of "ravissement" of the  m6canicien by 

the  mechanical. Its perfection is framed in term s of feminine hyperbole: "la 

charniere en e s t  d 'une  ddlicatesse." The marvelous qualities have to do with 

the  fact tha t  it is a contraption so well made as to  be able to  fool the  untrained 

eye, "la jointure en dtait presque imperceptible." Mechanical marvels exist as 

radically singular objects.

When La Poupeliniere calls for som e one to  break dow n the  door,
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V aucanson expresses  regret tha t  such a singular m asterpiece should be

destroyed. In this story, w ha t La Poupeliniere w an ts  to  break is the  machine of

deception: he w an ts  the contraption to  give up its sec re t  and the  only w ay tha t

he can  extract any certain knowledge from this machine of duplicity, is through

its destruction. The men in this story do not look to  the  w om an for evidence

of her desire and her infidelity, but rather to  the  space  in which she inhabits:

the  cold, clean hearth betrays her. The absence  of a sh es  in the  fireplace is

noticed and read as significant: this significant lack requires a closer look. The

closer look reveals a hinged door, a contraption, a machine th a t  is evidence of

illicit communication betw een the  rooms of the  wife and the  rooms of another.

The story of the  hinged door in the  back of the  fireplace becam e notorious and

popular verse were com posed in its honor.

Vous e tes  avertis 
Q u'on fait fabriquer £ Paris 
En pergant la maison 
Fonds de cheminee £ ressort,
Ou I'amant peut passer le corps 
Sans que personne le devine.
On pourra voir la machine 
Chez certain fermier g£n6ral

Chez Madame de la P...
Qui s 'en  es t  servi la premiere.
(D'Estree 94  in Doyon and Liaigre 224)

For the due de Richelieu, this incident enhanced  his reputation as  a 

"galant homme"; for Madame de La Poupeliniere, it proved quite fatal. Her 

husband w as afraid to confront the due and banished his wife from his homes. 

She lived on for a few  more years, "assez mis£rablement, de la pension que lui
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faisait son  mari. Elle mourut, en 1752, d 'un  tum eur au sein qui aurait 6t6 caus§ 

par les brutalit6s du jaloux” (223). The "machine" here is a contraption tha t 

allows for a lover to  pass into his beloved's quarters: it provides for a way of 

foiling the  interdictions of a jealous and brutal husband. The ingenuity of the 

ruse serves as proof the  d u e 's  ardor and power: its significance for the  woman 

involved is quite different. It w as  not a door tha t allowed her to  e scape  her 

confinement: it served to procure the  due the  pleasure of visiting his mistress, 

it did not serve to  help the wife escape  a brutal husband. The tumor tha t grows 

in her breast is the indelible mark left by her husband 's  violence and cruelty.

As in so many tales of libertinage, the  d u e 's  glory is paid for by the  

w om an 's  destruction, but this story is not necessarily a completely dystopic 

one. Nancy K. Miller, in The Heroine's Text, dem onstra tes  tha t  there  were tw o 

fates reserved for heroines of the eighteenth-century novel: marriage or death. 

Marriage or w hat Miller more specifically calls, "the heroine's integration into 

society" (xi) is the  euphoric feminine destiny, "death in the  flower of her youth" 

(xi) the  description of the  dysphoric one. Th6r6se des H ayes 's  story can be read 

as both "euphoric" and "dysphoric," depending upon the  way in which it is 

framed: the  story could end with Th6r6se 's marriage to  the  libertine, her rapid 

ascen t from her precarious s ta tus  as a young w om an "practically sold" to  the  

farmer-general to her triumphant adornm ent of his salon and home. Her story 

would thus be read as  a story of feminine a scen t to  power, along the lines of 

novels like Pamela or La Vie de Marianne: her use of Madame de Tencin 's
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position to engineer the  marriage dem onstra tes  tha t she w as  fully aw are  of 

how  to  mobilize the  resources th a t  were available to  her in order to  survive in 

the  world of the  libertine.

Having risen so far, however, she did not becom e more cautious and w as 

in fact reckless tw ice over in her affair with the  due de Richelieu, the  gallant 

husband of Madame de Graffigny's unhappy employer. Thdrese des Hayes, it 

seem s, w as  a passionate  and ambitious woman. If w e extend the  frame of her 

story to her disgrace and "miserable" death, Thdrese des Hayes, becom es 

another victim of the  double standard of sexual com portm ent th a t  doomed a 

passionate wom an to  either a sterile life of nun-like renunciation, or a 

disordered life of ignominous self-indulgence. Thdr6se 's fate is doubled and 

ambivalent, for she is both a triumphant and defeated heroine. The marriage 

tha t she is able to so  ingeniously make with a wealthy libertine, almost her 

master, as she is almost his slave, is finally the  death of her. Femininity is like 

a hinge ("d 'une ddlicatesse") upon which the  truth of interpretation turns: 

hence its relationship to the  ambivalence of knowledge itself. Th6r6se 's  story 

confounds the  certainty of singular interpretations; her life falls into and 

exceeds  the  limits of literary representations of feminine destiny. It is a life tha t 

begs to be read.

Like her husband 's  faithful Vaucanson, des Hayes w as  able to rise in 

class in mid-eighteenth-century Paris. Des Hayes, however, w as  able to  wager 

everything on a love affair; she died the  death of a disgraced wom an, punished
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his daughter to  an aristocrat and died the  death of a respected bourgeois, a full 

member of an increasingly powerful class. Des Hayes dies a miserable death; 

it is almost an operatic death  of a tragic heroine w ho has completely lost her 

position in the  social order. Des Hayes seem s just as  conniving as a Madame 

de Merteuil and  just as passionately na'fve as a Madame de Tourvel. The 

machine in V aucanson 's  career becom es a m eans to  earn a living and achieve 

recognition for his accomplishments: the  "chemin6e 3 ressort," a small 

mechanical marvel, becom es for des Hayes, a sign of her entrapm ent, her 

passion and the excess  of enjoyment tha t would be her doom, but not her 

lover's. The machine dem onstra tes  the  radical assym etry  of the  sexual relation: 

for the  man it is a m eans of arrival, "un moyen de parvenir" and an escape  

hatch all a t the  sam e time. For the  woman, it is one more door to desire, tha t 

once opened and entered, shuts  her in forever in a world w here as Miller puts 

it, "The danger of the  dangerous relation is dependent upon the logic of the  

faux pas: in the  politics of seduction, once generally proves to be enough. Thus 

the  rule of female experience in male-authored fiction is the  drama of a single 

m isstep ..."  (x). In the  case  of the  princesse de Cleves, w e saw  tha t she  w as 

able to  use her literal m isstep as a pretense for avoiding the next step . 

Science

Lacan reminds us th a t  "il y a quelque chose  dans  le s ta tu t  de I'objet de 

la science, qui ne nous paraTt pas elucid6 depuis que la science es t  n6e" (Lacan
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1966:863). This enunciation has something to  do with Heidegger's ideas about 

the  relationship betw een science and technics. There is something about the  

origins of science tha t  remains obscure: Heidegger approaches this obscurity 

in one way, Lacan in another. Neither of them  take for granted w ha t the  truth 

of science might be. For Lacan, the  subject of psychoanalysis w as  the  subject 

of science: this sub jec t 's  incoherency, the  nature of the  split in the  formation 

of this subject have to do with the advent of the  subject of science as 

Descartes announced it with his cogito.

The autom aton as a model of the  human is Cartesian. The Cartesian 

machine is differentiated from the Leibnizian or Pascalian machine by Jean- 

Claude Beaune in the  following manner: the  Cartesian autom aton ("I'homme- 

machine" or "I'animal-machine") is first and forem ost theoretical and a model 

for biology and medicine. The Leibnizian autom aton, on the  other hand, is the 

calculating machine: it is the  one w hose  non-anthropomorphic shell frees it 

from dissimulation of its mechanism. The Cartesian autom aton is the  machine 

tha t we are interested in. It presents itself as a model for and a model of human 

being and it is very much related to the  so-called birth of modern science.

En tan t  que machine 'particuliere,' I 'automate suggSre I'assimilation 

artificielle de la Iibert6 du vivant 3 I'autonomie du mGcanique (principe du 

m ouvem ent interne £ la machine). L 'anthropomorphisme irr6ductible, la 

ruse, le leurre de I 'autom ate prennent nouvelle signification 

philosophique: machine par exces, I 'automate modele du vivant,
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n'6limine pas la vie; il la condense  e t  la dissimule....Z.a machine 

cart&sienne s ’avance masquGe: I 'an thropom orphism eest sa  'couvertu re ' 

- ce qui veut dire que le d6clenchem ent §nerg6tique de la machine ou 

I'acte de construction 6chappe au pur m6canisme et suggSrent la 

t6l6ologie vitale don t elle precede (171).

We could take Beaune's  idea of the  "artificial assimilation of the  freedom of the  

living to the  autonomy of the  mechanical" one s tep  further and speculate  tha t  

the  freedom of the  living as  it w as  conceived in the  eighteenth century w as 

actually formed by the notion of mechanical autonomy. In this way, the  human 

being is never more free than w hen he or she  achieves a machine-like 

autonomy. According to  Beaune, the  Cartesian autom aton  as a model of life is 

always performing the  operations of condensation, dissimulation and 

masquerade. Its very anthropomorphism is a sign of its deceptive nature. The 

autom aton is not gendered here as much as  it represents a non-gendered and 

auto-engendering sta te  of being tha t would be w ha t Slavoj Zizek has described 

as the  monstrous cogito.

To w hat does Lacan refer when he addresses  an obscurity th a t  appeared 

at the  birth of modern science? The question itself opens up a space  for 

discussion about the formation of early modern science. As w e saw , science 

had a closer relationship to  curiosity than it will admit to today; science w as  

more open about providing a kind of unaccountable pleasure. In the  case  of 

Jacques  Vaucanson, science almost functioned as an alibi for the  au tom aton 's
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existence. Science and scientific interest guaranteed its creator, Vaucanson, 

"un moyen de parvenir," the  King's sym pathy, recognition from the  Acad6mie 

Royale des Sciences. It w as  on the  grounds of being wholly devoted to  science 

tha t the  young Vaucanson appealed to  the  King and his Council to  rule in his 

favor in the case  tha t w as brought against him.

For Th6r6se des Hayes, marriage w as  her only m eans of arrival: science 

served for the  ambitious young man of obscure origins w hat marriage does for 

the  ambitious young w om an. Her destiny and her destination were however 

radically different from his. His destiny w as  in som e w ay bound up with hers: 

a faithful guest a t  their house, Vaucanson, (at least according to Marmontel), 

accom panies La Poupeliniere on the  fatal search of his w ife 's  quarters. ThdrSse 

des H ayes 's  fireplace had a false back tha t  w as actually a trapdoor: this is, to 

a jealous husband and his cohorts  a sign of her infidelity. For their 

contemporaries, it w as  a sign of the  due de Richelieu's gallantry; for us, as 

post-modern readers, the  final deception is th a t  the  door can be read as simply 

one thing or the  other. The door is a machine of deception, a machine tha t  

deceives everyone who uses  it into believing th a t  there  is a singular significance 

for this contraption. This door is like the  door to  a crypt -  and at the  sam e time 

a door to enjoyment -- to  Thdr6se 's  reckless enjoym ent under the  surveillance 

of a violent and jealous husband. The associations be tw een  the  hinged door 

and the sex of a wom an are too obvious and too crude to  pursue in detail here. 

I am trying to address  how  machines change notions of difference and
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representation when they occur in literature and history, especially w hen they 

occur, hidden aw ay as the  ingeniously constructed  false back of a fireplace in 

the  music rooms of a sequestered  eighteenth-century wife. Th§r§se des 

H ayes 's  story provides us with a new  perspective on the  fact th a t  one of the 

figures tha t  Derrida uses to  designate "difference" is "la brisure": a break or 

joint tha t  reveals itself to  the  suspicious eye as the  sign of a w o m an 's  desire.
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Coda

W hat follows is a theoretical exegesis on the  parvenu in ancien regime 

France in its relationship to  the  subject formation in general. The parvenu is a 

figure who does not completely belong in the  closed world of good society and 

is also at the  sam e time, a sign of an opening in th a t  world. This opening will 

create  the  opportunity for Vaucanson to succeed  with his au tom ata  in mid­

eighteenth century France and is a sign of the  fact tha t  the  aristocratic world 

w as  accepting outsiders on the  basis of talent, promise and performance. As 

the  closed world opened itself to outsiders, it also opened itself to  critique. The 

very notion of initiation however, into a closed society has som e resonance 

with the  w ay in which Lacan's describes the  initiation of the  infant to 

subjectivity.

The Parvenu and the Mirror Stage

Zilia is not exactly a parvenu: her outsider s ta tus  is more absolute. She 

does  not aspire to  belong, she aspires to  observe. After her introduction to 

society in the  form of D&terville's family, she rarely misrecognizes w hat goes 

on in society, Unlike the  parvenu, she possesses  an impressive pedigree, a 

"princesse de s a n g ,” albeit Peruvian. Her natural aristocratic bearing makes her 

able to negotiate Parisian society with an amazing self-assurance. The parvenu 

is described as a person w ho has not mastered the  practices of an elite society 

in which he finds himself and to which he aspires to belong. By the



seven teen th  century, the  homogeneity of French society began to be disrupted 

by the  system  of ennoblem ents th a t  w as  instituted by Louis XIV. The noblesse 

d'6p6e found itself losing power to  the  noblesse de robe w ho w ere often 

wealthy financier and farmer generals. Parvenus abounded in greater number 

in the  eighteenth century and talented young men from the  provinces like 

Jac q u e s  Vaucanson and Jean -Jacq u es  Rousseau arrived in Paris in order to 

seek  their fortunes and prove their ta lents. The salons and Parisian society 

w ere, in general, good to both of them. One rose in his field and w as  eventually 

admitted to  the  Academie Royale des Sciences and the  employment of the 

king. The other rejected his worldly ambitions and tried to  exile himself from 

society: su ccess  dogged him, however. Rousseau has left us som e of the  most 

trenchan t and ambivalent critiques of worldly practices in mid-eighteenth 

century. Vaucanson left only one text, a description of the  functioning of his 

mechanical duck and Flute Player. The stories of both of these  men illustrate 

how  it w as  possible to  parvenir, to  arrive in their lifetimes, a t a kind of fame 

and recognition. The possibility of this kind of arrival is one of the  marks of the 

adven t of modernity.

The infant of Lacan 's  mirror s tage  is always in a s ta te  of misrecognition 

before his or her own reflection: it is by misidentifying itself with a "mirage" of 

corporeal consistency and mastery, th a t  the  infant a ssum es  its place as  a 

subject. This encounter with its reflection is always premature, something for 

which the  infant is never prepared, something for which the  infant cannot be
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prepared. The infant of the  mirror s tage  is the  parvenu  of subjectivity itself. The 

parvenu is described in the  eighteenth century, as  a person w ho rises too 

quickly in the  social s tra ta  to  a position w hose  m anners and style he or she has 

not yet mastered. The infant of the  mirror s tage  is the  primordial parvenu: it too 

arrives precipitously a t identification with a subjective position which it cannot 

master. The uncanny resemblance of the  parvenu and the  infant recognizing 

itself in the  mirror has to do with the  commemoration of primordial 

identification structuring all subsequen t rituals of initiation.

The definition of parvenu implies not so much an ethical deficiency as a 

social and stylistic one and is dated 1 7 2 1 1: "Personne qui s 'e s t  elev6e a une 

condition sup6rieure sans  en acqu^rir les m anures , le ton, le savoir-vivre." 

Instead of lacking "les m anures , le ton, le savoir-vivre," the  infant of the  mirror 

s tage  lacks motor coordination: despite this however, it arrives a t nothing less 

than a primordial identification with a mirage of its maturity. This mirage is the 

imago tha t  finally establishes the relationship betw een  the  organism and its 

reality. This relationship is conditioned by "une insuffisance organique" tha t  is 

a result of the  "pr6maturation sp6cifique de la naissance" in the  case  of human 

beings. The specific prematurity produces the  temporal dialectic of the  mirror

’By the  end of the  nineteenth century, Proust 's  Charlie Morel epitomized the 
ru th lessness of those  talented young men w hose  lack of scruples and charisma had 
earned them selves a position in aristocratic society as well as the  title of arriviste. The 
entry for arriviste in the  Petit Robert da tes  the  term  at 1893 and defines an arriviste 
as "Personne d6nu§e de scrupules qui veut arriver, r6ussir dans le monde par 
n'importe quel moyen."
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s tag e  th a t  Lacan describes as

un drame dont la pouss£e interne se  prdcipite de I'insuffisance d 

('anticipation - e t  qui pour le sujet pris au leurre de ('identification 

spatiale, machine les fan tasm es qui se  succdden t d 'u n e  image morcel6e 

du corps & une forme que nous appellerons orthop6dique de sa  totality, - 

e t  & I'armure enfin assum 6e d 'une  identity ali6nante, qui va marquer de 

sa  s tructure  rigide tou t son d6veloppement mentale (1966:97).

From insufficiency to  anticipation, the subject travels a temporal dialectic of 

be la tedness and precipitation. Spatial identification is a lure, a trap: in fact, the 

crystallization of the  primordial subject takes place as a primal misrecognition 

th a t  it s truggles to  correct for the  rest of its life. The parvenu is one  who 

achieves an equally precipitous social mobility: w ha t the  parvenu lacks is 

merely a more sophisticated form of motor coordination. He is as little a master 

of the  tone, the  manners, the  savoir-vivre, in short the  style, of the  class in 

which he finds himself as  the  infant is of its body.

The primordial subject is handicapped from the  very beginning and lured 

by an impossible identification; it arrives a t an image of its own totality only by 

m eans of an orthopedic device. Lacan writes in "Le s tade  du miroir",

L 'assomption jubilatoire de son image spdculaire par I'etre encore  plong6 

dans I'impuissance motrice e t la d6pendance du nourrissage q u 'e s t  le 

petit homme § ce s tad e  in fans, nous paraitra d6s lors manifester en une 

situation exemplaire la matrice symbolique ou le je  se  pr6cipite en une
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forme primordiale, avan t qu'il ne s 'objective dans la dialectique de 

I'identification & I 'autre e t que le langage ne lui restitue dans I'universel 

fonction sa  fonction de sujet (1966:94).

This primordial "je" th a t  crystallizes for the  infant or the  "petit homme" a t this 

point, prepares the  way to  language2. It should be emphasized tha t  the 

primordial subject is a "petit hom m e." The "petite femme" is as  yet 

undifferentiated from him and yet it would be more accurate  to say  th a t  the 

primordial subject is feminine, is in fact, precisely the  "petite femme" because 

she is the  one in front of the  phantasm atic  mirror, the  scapegoat of primordial 

narcissism and also the  one  w ho pays the  highest price for its resistance to 

representation.

When Rousseau renounced worldly ambitions and tried to  resort to 

copying music to make his living, he w as  trying to assum e a complete 

autonom y tha t e scapes  the  parvenu and the  primordial subject. The parvenu 

and the infant cannot s tand  on their own. A Gestalt precipitates the  assumption 

of subjective initiation: the  "je" or I takes  hold in front of the  mirror.

The uninitiated subject of eighteenth  century worldliness m ust have viewed the 

sm ooth and polished surfaces  of his contem poraries as  the  pure opposition to 

his own unbearable lack of self-control and mastery. Rousseau represents  the 

painful position in which his failure to  m aster the  sm ooth surfaces  of

2The w ay to  language has been questioned by Heidegger in w ays different from, 
but not necessarily incompatible with the  Lacanian system .



213

worldliness leave him. He is constantly committing grave errors in judgment 

during worldly situations. His a ttem pts  a t wit fall flat with a resounding thud 

and in the  ensuing silence th a t  they seem  to inevitably cause , he is forced to 

assimilate the  full effects of his aw kw ardness.

The subject cannot escape  its fate as the  one tha t identifies or aspires; 

the  subject com es into being in a moment of jubilant identification (primary 

narcissism) only to  experience the  failure of tha t  identification. Rousseau 

represents  this failure as well as his a ttem pts  to  escape  it in dramatic and tragic 

renunciatory gestures. The Confessions are in a way, an instance of virtuousic 

journal keeping and self-observation. The discordance tha t Rousseau w as  to 

describe so vividly be tw een private and social selves has something to do with 

Lacan 's  mirror s tage  which is temporally situated at tha t primordial moment 

th a t  precedes the  sub jec t 's  entry into any kind of social space  a t all: "...le point 

important e s t  que cette  forme situe I'instance du moi, d£s avant sa 

determination sociale, dans une ligne de fiction, d jamais irrdductible pour le 

seul individu..." (1966:94). The "ligne de fiction" determines the  path by which 

subjectivity fails at all points to  establish itself as anything else but fiction. 

Cogito is only one form of this fiction. The "je" arises, is motivated and 

constituted by a Gestalt, tha t is by something from the outside in. This se ts  the 

scene  for the  alienation, for the  anguish of misrecognition tha t gnaw s aw ay  at 

the  speaking subject. It is here tha t  the  autom aton occurs for Lacan as  more 

than simply a double, but a self-constituting Gestalt.
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Ainsi ce tte  Gestalt don t la pr6gnance doit e tre  considdrde com m e lide d 

I'esp6ce, bien que son  style moteur soit encore m6conaissable, -- par ces  

deux aspec ts  de son apparition symbolise la perm anence mentale du je  

en meme tem ps qu'elle prefigure sa  destination ali6nante; elle e s t  grosse 

encore des correspondances qui unissent le je  £ la s ta tue  oCi I'homme se  

projette com m e aux fantom es qui le dominent, S I 'automate enfin ou 

dans un rapport ambigu tend 3 s 'achever  le monde de sa  fabrication 

(1966:95).

From sta tue  to phantom  to  autom aton, the  reflection in the  mirror becom es one 

of the  infant's  stepping s tones  on the  path toward subjectivity. The autom aton 

is one of the  figures of the  parvenu mastering the  practices of savoir faire.
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Chapter 5

"Machinations: Reading the  Automaton in Rousseau and Laclos"

MACHINAL, ALE, AUX adj. (1731) Qui e s t  fait sans  intervention de la volont6, 
de  ('intelligence, com m e par une machine. V. Automatique, inconscient, 
instinctif, involontaire, irr6fl6chi, m6canique, r6flexe. Un geste machinal. 
Reactions machinates.

MACHINATION n.f. (Xllle; de machiner) Ensemble de m enses  secrd tes , plus ou 
moins d6loyales. V. Agissement, complot, conspiration intrigue, manoeuvre, 
ruse. T6n6breuses, diabotiques machinations. Ouridir une machination.

MACHINER V. TR. (Xllle; lat. machinari, de machina) Vielli. Former en secret 
(des desseins, des  combinaisons malhonnfites, illicites). V. Comploter, 
manigancer, ourdir, tramer; machination. Machiner un complot, une trahison. 
V. Conspirer, intriguer. Machiner la perte de qqn. (Petit Robert )

Excuses - An Introduction

In this chapter, I shall examine the  relationship be tw een  machines and 

machinations and how  both figure difference as it is represented in the  literary 

work. In a certain sense , w e  shall travel the  distance be tw een  La Bruyfere, ("le 

so t  e s t  autom ate") and Rousseau ("des §tres m6caniques"). The conspiratorial, 

the  sec re t  plot "plus ou moins d6loyales," hatched illicitly in an inner circle has 

something to  do with the  invisible, unspeakably complex and hidden 

m echanism  of any marvelous machine, including V aucanson 's  au tom ata.

It will not be surprising th a t  the  novel upon which th e se  reflections turn 

is Laclos's Liaisons danaereuses  (1782): a tex t in which the  fictional 

representation of the  machination seem s to  have reached a limit of malign 

complexity. The entire ancien regime conflict be tw een  paraitre and §tre
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culminates here. Victor Tausk, in his essay, "The Influencing Machine" (1933), 

w as  able to  extrapolate from the  case  of one of his patients, a certain Nataljia 

A., tha t the  implacable functioning of a complex machine w as  related to  the  

developm ent of paranoid schizophrenia.1 The machine, in the  form of the  Stres 

m&caniques, appears in R ousseau 's  Reveries as a function his growing 

paranoia: he becomes increasingly certain of the  virulence of the  cabals and 

conspiracies by which he believes himself surrounded. Before I em bark upon a 

closer reading of Laclos, I will turn my attention briefly to  the  work of Rousseau 

in order to better understand how  the  image of the  machine and the  idea of the  

machinal interact with one another. The definition of "machinal" refers us to 

the  unconscious, the  involuntary, the  gesture tha t  is not governed by the  will:

1ln this extraordinary case  study, Tausk w as able to  dem onstra te  th a t  in cases  of 
schizophrenia w here the  patient suffers from auditory and visual hallucinations as well 
as s trange physical sensations, like being penetrated by electricity, there is 
som ew here, entangled in the  schizophrenic 's world, an influencing machine from 
which th ese  foreign sensations em anate . These sensations Tausk argues, are related 
to genital sensations and he reminds us tha t Freud declared th a t  w hen m achines occur 
in d ream s, they almost always represent the  genitals. Manipulating the  machine is akin 
to manipulating o n e 's  genitals. Tausk points out however, th a t  often in th e se  machine 
dreams, the  machine takes on an increasing complexity so tha t  the  dream er will be 
intellectually distracted and genital sensations subside. In the  case  of Nataljia A., the  
patient declared tha t an influencing machine located in Berlin and manipulated by her 
rejected suitor w as  the  source of her troubles: the  machine kept changing however, 
and during the course of the treatm ent, it becam e simpler and simpler, more and more 
primitive. Tausk declared tha t  a t  first, the  machine w as a double for the  patient 
herself, but tha t as the patient regressed deeper and deeper into schizophrenia, her 
relationship with her body changed in such a way tha t she reached an infantile s ta te  
in which she  w as  no longer able to  differentiate different parts of her body. The 
simplification of the  influencing machine reflected this. Nataljia A. in fac t becam e her 
genitals, or w as no longer able to differentiate be tw een a "self" and a "a part" of the  
body.



217

"qui e s t  fait sans  intervention de la volontd." Rousseau produces a complicated 

discourse around the  machinal and its effects  of which w e will a ttem pt a close 

reading.

Les reveries d 'u n  prom eneur solitaire describes a spiralling movem ent 

tha t  takes  Rousseau in and out of a s ta te  tha t  psychoanalysts  might identify as 

paranoia. The tex t has been more commonly read as one of the  great pieces of 

lyrical writing on the  contemplation of nature and the self, but it is a t  the  sam e 

time, one of the  great testimonials to  an ever intensifying paranoia. A machine 

crushes R ousseau 's  fingers in the  Fourth Promenade and in the  Seventh, 

intrudes upon Rousseau noisily a t the  moment w hen he is imagining himself 

very much alone in the  Sw iss Alps, as a kind of land-bound Christopher 

Columbus. The buzz and hum of machinery are a dim background noise of 

tropological formations th a t  haunt the  writer, like the  mutterings of a 

conspiracy.

In this chapter, I hope to sh o w  tha t w ha t is interesting is not the  

empirical problematics raised by the  thematic formulation of machines and 

literature or even the representational problems raised by machines in literature;

I would like to  focus on a hermeneutic disruption tha t  occurs  w hen w e read 

literature for its mechanical or machine-like qualities. No one has read tex t as 

machine as  effectively a s  Paul de Man and his virtuousity at overturning 

traditional literary, critical questions like, "W hat does it m ean?" for 

deconstructive  questions like "How does it m ean?" has led to  a great re­
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evaluation of literary production itself. It seem s a t this moment, however, tha t 

the  lessons of deconstruction are being actively forgotten while deconstruction 

is itself often declared "dead." One of the  w ays in which I seek  to re-activate, 

if not re-animate a deconstructive paradigm is to  ask  the  question, "How does 

it work?" in relationship to  sexual difference and fiction. This question is also 

the  question of psychoanalytic theory, tha t  inquires, not after the  signification 

of sexual difference, but rather how sexual difference functions in the  

formation of the  subject and its concomitant relationship to  fantasy (and 

therefore, reality).

In traditional literary studies, one thinks of nothing so far from literature 

as the  machine and if literature engages with the  machine, one imagines tha t 

it is to  simply represent its inhumanity. In de M an 's  reading of R ousseau 's  

Reveries, however, it is the  mechanistic nature of literary formations tha t is 

underscored. Geoffroy Bennington in "Aberrations: de Man (and) the  Machine" 

(1989) reads de Man as a machine-like critic who "reads like a machine....[H]is 

readings are machines." (215) In Allegories of Reading (1979), de Man 

dem onstra tes  tha t R ousseau 's  tex ts  produce a shift from the analogy of tex t 

as body to the  problem of tex t as  machine. De Man points to  the  fact tha t 

Rousseau confesses  in order to excuse  himself: excuses  are R ousseau 's  

exemplary textual production.

For de Man, the almost compulsive nature of excuse  production in 

Rousseau is compared with the  functioning of a machine. The incident for
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which Rousseau is still excusing himself, many years after the  writing of the 

Confessions, the  incident tha t  Rousseau claims inspired his need to  "come 

clean" as it were, is of course the  series of lies tha t  he tells about Madame de 

Vercellis's pink and silver ribbon tha t w as found in his possession  after her 

death . R ousseau 's  excuse  for having falsely accused  Marion is entirely involved 

with his internal disposition at the  time of the  lie. Overwhelmed by sham e, he 

blurts out the  first name tha t com es to his lips. This name happens to  be that 

of Marion's because  Marion w as very much on his mind. When the  ribbon is 

found in R ousseau 's  possession, "On voulut savoir ou je I'avais pris. J e  me 

trouble, je balbutie, e t enfin je dis en rougissant que c 'e s t  Marion qui me I'a 

donn6." (1 :84) This stu ttered proper name is the  first time tha t Marion appears 

in the  tex t of the  C onfessions. Who is Marion? Marion is the  one from whom 

Rousseau would like to have received the ribbon and the  one for whom the 

ribbon is intended. He steals  the  ribbon to give to her as a sign of his affection, 

but under interrogation, he blurts out her name because  it is so  much on his 

mind already. For him, Marion is already metonymically linked to  the  ribbon. 

The metonymical relationship is established by means of desire. As w e shall 

see , this kind of lie is for Rousseau, "un effet machinal"; he cannot help 

himself, he is overcom e by emotion, in this case  sham e, and so he lies despite 

himself. This automatic lie ("un effet machinal”) is confessed  only to  be 

excused because  the  confession should dem onstrate  tha t the lie w as  the  result 

of an unconscious effect, and not Rousseau 's  intention ("qui es t  fait sans



220

intervention de la volontd”). How could Rousseau really be responsible for 

something over which he had no control?

Rousseau lies in this w ay on another occasion, overcom e by emotion and 

it is also around women and the  subject of women. He describes the  incident 

in the  Fourth Promenade. A woman, pregnant herself asks him a pregnant 

question a t dinner about w hether or not he has had any children himself. The 

pregnant question gives birth to  a lie. Rousseau denies tha t  he has, even 

though he knows tha t a trap has been se t  for him. "Je  rdpondis en rougissant 

que je n 'avais pas eu ce bonheur" (1:1035). This kind of lying despite himself 

is accompanied by a blush. The blush is like a physical index tha t  points to the 

lie. In this case , no one seem s to be fooled. Rousseau imagines th a t  everyone 

a t dinner knows about his failed fatherhood.

W hat Rousseau does  not excuse  himself for the  abandonm ent of his 

children after he relates this incident: w hat he needs to explain is w hy he lied.

II e s t  done certain que ne ni mon jugement ni ma volontd de dictdrent ma 

rdponse e t qu'elle fut f'effet machinal de mon em barras. Autrefois je 

n 'avais point cet em barras e t je faisais I'aveu de mes fautes  avec plus de 

franchise que de honnetetd, parce que je ne doutais pas qu 'on  ne vit ce 

qui les rachetait e t que je sentais  au dedans de moi; mais I'oeil de la 

malignity me navre e t  me d6concerte; en devenant plus malheureux je 

suis devenu plus timide e t jamais je n'ai menti que par timiditd (1:1035: 

emphasis added).
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This "effet machinal" takes  over and intervenes w here  his reason and his will 

fail him. Who is speaking this lie then when Rousseau s tu tte rs  the  name 

Marion? Who is responsible for the  utterance, the  blurted name? It would seem 

tha t som e kind of linguistic force intervenes when Rousseau is overwhelmed 

by emotion. The name seem s to  speak  itself. "Marion," the  name and the word, 

the  linguistic unit, is floating in R ousseau 's  consc iousness  and lands on his lips 

when a disconcerting question tha t implies som e kind of guilt is posed. "Elle 

§tait pr§sente a ma pens6e, je m 'excusai sur le premier objet qui s'offrit" 

(1:86). Marion as a nam e offers itself up to Rousseau and he avails himself of 

it in order tha t  he might excuse  himself by it. (There is a viscerality to this act 

of stuttering or blurting; it is like an untimely ejaculation "je m'excusai sur le 

premier objet qui s'offrit.") In this case , Rousseau does not speak  so much as 

he is spoken, or as Lacan might put it, "pa parle."2

The lie about his having children is a denial, "Je  r6pondis en rougissant 

jusqu 'aux  yeux que je n 'avais pas eu ce bonheur....On s 'a t tenda it  3 cette  

negative, on la provoquait meme pour jouir du plaisir de m'avoir fait mentir"

2"Marion" as pure signifier is w ha t speaks through Rousseau. Lacan 's  version of 
how exactly it as signifying system  and effects of signification com e to  "speak" is 
outlined in the  following,

Cette passion du signifiant d§s lors devient une dimension nouvelle de 
la condition humaine en tan t  que ce n 'e s t  pas seulem ent I'homme qui 
parle, mais que dans I'homme et par I'homme ga par/e, que sa nature 
devient tissue par des effe ts  ou se retrouvent la s tructure  du langage 
dont il devient la matiere, e t  que par la r6sonne en lui, au-deia de tou t ce 
qu 'a  pu concevoir la psychologie des id6es, la relation de la parole 
(1966:688-689).
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(1:1034), but according to  Rousseau, one tha t  under different circum stances, 

would not have taken place. This lie is a negation -- just as the  false accusation 

about Marion is an implied negation, "I did not take  the  ribbon, Marion did.''3 

In R ousseau 's  version of his lie about his children, it is obvious tha t  no one is 

taken in by his lie; his interlocutors already seem  to  know the truth. There are 

certain conditions for truthfulness tha t  were not fulfilled. Lies intervene as an 

autom atic effect, Rousseau lies machinalement: w hen he lies he is m ost 

machine-like, overwhelmed with emotion and unable to reason. He is in fact, 

never more innocent than when he utters this kind of automatic lie. Another 

kind of agency takes over, the  blunt force of linguistic functions themselves. 

"Marion" offers itself up to him as an object and a lie forms itself on his lips as 

a result of his shame.

In his quest to fulfill the  "devise," vitam vero impendent/, Rousseau 

contem plates his lifelong service to truth and finds tha t it w as  precisely the 

incident with Marion tha t inspired in him the great horror of lying. The truth to 

which Rousseau has no problem confessing is th a t  he had formed a fantasy 

around Marion, a fantasy in which the  ribbon played no small part. " J e  I'accusai 

d 'avoir fait ce que je voulais faire e t de m'avoir donn6 le ruban parce que mon 

intention 6tait de le lui donner" (1:86). This s ta tem en t can be read as an

3This is called "d6ndgation," the  French translation of the  Freudian term, 
Verneinung or in English, negation. It is by means of a negation tha t  one acquires 
knowledge of the  unconscious -  this often leads to  the  scandalous psychoanalytic 
interpretation of "no" as "yes."
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a v o w a l-a  negation tha t  avow s. It is a confession, in fact, if w e  read the  nouns 

and pronouns as a series of substitutions. Rousseau substitu tes  Marion for 

himself: all the shifters are displaced and in w hat would have been the  truthful 

s ta tem ent, "J 'a i vole le ruban afin de le lui donner" becom es, "Elle a vol6 le 

ruban afin de me le donner." Marion replaces Rousseau as  the  agen t and 

Rousseau replaces Marion as  the  indirect object. The ribbon s tays  in place, like 

a hinge around which the  shifters, subjects and objects turn. It is also the  

ribbon tha t calls Marion's nam e to  Rousseau 's  lips when he w as  asked how he 

had it in his possession to begin with.

These substitutions take place automatically, tha t is w ithout the  

intervention of Rousseau 's  will or reason. For de Man, R ousseau 's  excuses  take 

on the  machine-like a spec t of linguistic production. ("Je m 'excusai sur le 

premer objet qui s 'o ffrit .”) "By saying tha t the  excuse is not only a fiction but 

also a machine one adds to the  connotation of referential de tachm ent, of 

gratuitous improvisation, tha t  of the  implacable repetition of the  pre-ordained 

pattern" (1979:294). The excuse, however, is also a displacement, an 

autom atic displacement of agency; Rousseau admits tha t he accused  Marion 

of doing w hat he w anted to do, steal the  ribbon so tha t it could becom e an 

exchange of the  sign of love or desire betw een them. In accusing her of doing 

something tha t  he had intended to  do (giving the  ribbon as a sign of desire), he 

allows her to share, if not his desire, then his guilt. He implicates her as the  

object of his desire. When he is found with the  ribbon, he is caught, red-handed
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in his desire. Rousseau admits to wanting to  offer the  ribbon to Marion, he 

describes her as pretty, with the  coloring of a girl from the  mountains, but he 

does not testify to  a desire for Marion, he only confesses  to  a fantasy--that she 

should be the  one who offers him  the  ribbon.

W hat Rousseau denies is any malicious intent in this matter. This 

categorical disavowal resonates  like the involuntary denial tha t  he utters when 

asked directly if he had had any children. In fact, the  negation of malicious 

intent is supposed to excuse  the  lie itself.

J 'a i  proc6d6 rondem ent dans celle [la confession] que je viens de faire, 

e t Ton ne trouvera surem ent pas que j'ai ici palli6 la noirceur de mon 

forfait. Mais je ne remplirais pas le but de ce livre si ne j'exposais en 

meme tem ps mes dispositions int6rieures, e t que je craignisse de 

m 'excuser en ce qui es t  conforme 3 la v6rit6. Jam ais la m6chancet6 ne 

fut plus loin de moi que dans ce cruel moment, et lorsque je chargeai 

ce tte  malheureuse fille, il e s t  bizarre mais il e s t  vrai que mon amiti6 pour 

elle en fut la cause  (1:86).

Rousseau has confessed , but he has more to tell us: he has not told us the  

entire truth of the  matter. The truth tha t has gone so far unsaid is the  truth of 

his inner disposition; it is the  truth of his intentionality. He denies intention of 

doing Marion harm and justifies this disavowal by describing his "dispositions 

int6rieures" as friendly. The friendship tha t  he had for Marion w as the  real 

cause  of his wrongful accusation. This friendship is truly "bizarre." In these
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Confessions. Rousseau confesses  or admits tha t  he has done som ething terribly 

wrong, but then proceeds to  excuse  himself of all wrong doing by appealing to 

his inner, hidden dispositions th a t  were, in fact, based on a bizarre friendship. 

W hat makes the friendship so bizarre is tha t it is not a t all friendly: one does 

not accuse  o n e 's  friends of crimes tha t  one  has committed, given the 

opportunity, one occasionally accuses  o n e 's  enem ies of such  things. W hat 

Rousseau describes betw een Marion and himself does not appear to  be a 

relationship of friendship: it seem s by all accoun ts  to have been a relationship 

of inarticulated and unreciprocated desire.

The object of desire is the  one thing tha t  is powerful enough to elicit the 

ambivalence tha t produces a false accusation: in this way, it is like an enemy. 

In R ousseau 's  case , a false accusation is thus  tan tam ount to a confession of 

desire. Desire or love is w hat is passively denied in this confession. Friendship 

is w ha t is offered in its place. (We shall see  th a t  this becom es the  Pr6sidente 

de Tourvel's stra tegy vis-3-vis Valmont.) Malicious intent is completely 

disavowed and w hat is offered in its place is rather extreme: total sacrifice. 

Ce mensonge, qui fut un grand crime en lui-meme en dut etre un plus 

grand encore par ses  effets que j'ai toujours ignores, mais que le remord 

m 'a fait supposer aussi cruels qu'il 6tait possible. Cependant 3 ne 

consulter que la disposition ou j'6tais en le faisant, ce  m ensonge ne fut 

qu 'un  fruit de la mauvaise honte e t bien loin qu'il partit d 'u n e  intention 

de nuire a celle qui en fut la victime, je puis jurer S la face du ciel qu '3
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I'instant meme ou ce tte  honte invincible me I'arrachoit j'aurois donnd

tou t mon sang avec joye pour en d6tourner I'effet sur moi seul (1:1023). 

His willingness to  sacrifice himself for the  victim does  not make him take back 

the false accusation which would have indeed turned the full punishm ent on 

him, in place of Marion. He insists upon the  lie even after further questioning 

and a direct confrontation with his so-called friend, Marion. "Rousseau can 

convey his 'inner feeling' to  us only if w e  take, as w e say  his word  for it, 

w hereas the  evidence for his theft is, a t  least in theory, literally available” (de 

Man 1979:280). That which is radically unverifiable is this kind of excuse  that 

appeals to  an inner feeling or disposition ("dispositions intdrieures”). 

"Som eone 's  sentim ents are accessible only through the  medium of mimicry, or 

gestures tha t  require deciphering and function as a language" (1979:281). 

Words are the  only access  w e have to  the  inner sentim ents  of the  other; there 

is no other form of empirical verification. Rousseau uses the  blush in both 

instances of automatic lying as  evidence of the  validity of his excuses. Blushes 

are, therefore, the  mark of a sham e and em barassm en t and the  concom itant 

lack of self-control tha t should exonerate  this liar of his lies. If w e  are to  follow 

Austin 's speech  act theory tha t differentiates the  constative  from the 

performative, w e will find th a t  an excuse  is precisely a place w here  the  tw o 

forms of speech  ac ts  are confused. The excuse  as constative  s ta tem en t 

however, cannot be confirmed through empirical evidence as in the  case  of 

Austin 's example for the  constative, "the ca t  is on the  mat." We can look to
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see  if a ca t  is indeed on the  mat, or not. We canno t verify tha t  Rousseau had 

no intention of doing Marion harm. R ousseau 's  excuses  "work" when w e "take 

him at his word" and the performative th a t  follows will then make sense  ("je 

puis jurer a la face du ciel..." etc.)

Stealing and confessing, de Man reminds us, are tw o  different kinds of 

acts . One d o esn 't  need language to  steal and confessing is a purely linguistic 

act. We can verify tha t something is stolen and w e can verify tha t  som e one 

confessed: the  excuse however is unverifiable, relying as it does on 

representing an inner disposition. It is "verbal in its utterance, in its effect and 

in its authority: its purpose is not to s ta te  but to convince, itself an 'inner' 

process to  which only w ords can bear w itness" (1979:280). The excuse is a 

strange linguistic operation (being both performative and constative at the  sam e 

time). It is as bizarre as the  friendship tha t Rousseau bears for Marion. W hat is 

censored is desire. Rousseau almost refuses the  word altogether in his 

confession. He only supplem ents this confession with more excuses, recounted 

in the Fourth Promenade. He s ta tes  tha t "on ne pouvait la voir sans  I'aimer;" 

but this is barely an avowal. One could not see  her without loving her: tha t is 

everyone who sa w  her loved her. Rousseau certainly sa w  her and so w e must 

count him among those  w ho loved her. Her charms however, do not save  her 

from calumny. The universal love tha t she is supposed  to capable of inspiring 

fails her in the  face of R ousseau 's  obstinate accusations.

The ribbon represents not only desire however, but reciprocity and
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sym m etry of desire ("reciprocity...,as w e know from Julie, is for Rousseau the 

very condition of love" (1979:283). For de Man, it is because the  de Vercellis 

household is dominated by an a tm osphere of "intrigue and suspicion" tha t  "the 

phan tasy  of this symmetrical reciprocity is experienced as  interdict, its figure, 

the  ribbon, has to be stolen and the agent of this transgression has to  be 

susceptible of being substitu ted" (1979:283). From a different point of view 

however, a psychoanalytic point of view as well as a feminist one, the 

asym m etry of the  sexual difference is always disguised by a fantasy of perfect 

reciprocity in love relations. How can "the phantasy of symmetrical reciprocity" 

be experienced as an interdict when the absence of reciprocity or symmetry in 

love is one of the  conditions of sexual difference? Rousseau is the  only subject 

of this experience and the only subject of the fantasy of reciprocity. There is 

no evidence tha t his desire for Marion w as reciprocated a t all, so the  accusation 

launched a t Marion, a non-reciprocating object of desire is also an accusation 

th a t  is launched against the  lack of reciprocity in this situation. (Rousseau 

w anted  Marion to  have stolen the  ribbon to offer to  him because he has stolen 

it to give to  her.) The interdiction that de Man attributes to  the  household 

remains external to the  relationship of desire. This implies tha t if the  interdiction 

were not there , reciprocity be tw een the tw o young people would be possible. 

My reading of this situation draws a different conclusion: the  external 

interdiction is there in order to  conceal the  inherent impossibilty of reciprocation 

or sym m etry in the  sexual relation and in all relations of sexual difference.
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Sandy Petrey em phasizes a failure to  read "Marion" in his com m entary 

on de M an 's  and de M an's critics (Steven Knapp and Walter Benn Michael in 

this case) readings of this episode. In Petrey 's  reading of de Man, the  u tterance 

Marion becom es a "nothing," a void. "De Man reads the  end of language 's  

responsibility for descriptive accuracy and intentional expression as  its total 

liberation from everything excep t itself. Because Rousseau 'w as  saying nothing 

at all,' for de Man he w a s n 't  doing anything a t all either. His locution had not 

illocutionary value" (Petrey 154). Petrey goes on to  show  tha t Steven Knapp 

and Walter Benn Michael do not necessarily differ with de Man on this point: 

"De M an's  mistake is to think tha t the sound 'Marion' remains a signifier even 

w hen emptied of all meaning....De Man recognizes tha t  the  accidental emission 

of the  sound 'Marion' is not a speech  ac t . . . ,  but he fails to recognize tha t  it's 

not language either. W hat reduces the  signifier to  noise and the speech  act to 

an accident is the  absence  of intention" (Knapp and Michael 23 in Petrey 157). 

In de M an 's  reading of the  em ptiness of "Marion," the  nothingness still 

signifies: w hat it signifies has to do with the nature of language as  system  

autonom ous of human intention. This leaves open a space  for a psychoanalytic 

account of intentionality. W hat the  language philosophers Knapp and Michael 

are alm ost comically incapable of accounting for are the  gaps tha t  exist in 

intentionality itself. They read the  "absence of intentionality" as insignificant. 

I have to insist tha t this absence  is not pure absence: this absence  signifies 

desire.
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The difference betw een "Marion" and a noise like "ugh" is enorm ous not 

just because, as Petrey points out, the  u tterance "Marion" carries with it a 

heavy illocutionary weight tha t  has immediate and d isastrous consequences  on 

the  young woman w ho bears this name, but also because  "Marion" functions 

as  an avowal, a confession of Rousseau 's  desire for the  w om an herself. Sexual 

difference is linguistically determined: w hat Knapp and Michael would like to 

do is efface difference altogether here. Because of their understanding of 

"intention," w hat Rousseau said when he uttered the  sound "Marion" w as 

nothing more significant than noise. For de Man, this non-signifying "Marion" 

signifies something out of its nothingness. W hat I would like to  propose is tha t 

R ousseau 's  "Marion" is a cry, perhaps nonsensical, but certainly significant, 

tha t signifies, like Freud's slip of the  tongue, the  presence of the  unconscious 

and the devastating effects on the  adolescent Jean -Jacq u es  of inarticulate 

desire and sexual difference.

On the question of sexual difference, it would seem  tha t we would be 

wise not to take de Man a t his word, for he does not address  this form of 

difference a t all. Despite the  fact tha t Rousseau is the  less trusted  of the  tw o 

in the  household, his accusations carry a heavy weight because  he is accusing 

a wom an of initiating an am orous relationship by a gift. Stealing may be the  

sam e kind of crime for both sexes, but the  giving of a ribbon is different when 

a woman is the  giver and not the  receiver. This violates all rules of decorous 

behavior and biens&ance\ a young man may offer a young girl a ribbon in a
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gesture of gallantry, as a token of his love, but a girl canno t initiate this kind 

of giving. In Les 6aarem ents  du coeur e t de I'esprit. all of Madame de Lursay's 

intelligence and finesse are deployed in order to  disguise the  fact tha t she  is 

seducing the  narrator. Madame de Merteuil in Les liaisons d anaereuses  also 

describes in detail the  lengths to  which a w om an m ust go to  conceal any kind 

of initiatory s tep  she might take in the  course of a seduction.

Rousseau seem s to  have an inkling of the  greater gravity of his 

accusation against the  young woman. There is also an implication tha t having 

cas t  such grave aspersions upon her character, he has in fac t destroyed it. This 

young w om an w as  described initially by Rousseau as a "bonne fille, sage, et 

d 'une  fid6lit§ 3 tou te  6preuve" (1:84).

J 'ignore  ce que devint cette  victime de ma calomnie; mais il n 'y  a pas 

d 'apparence  qu'elle ait apres cela trouv6 facilement 2 se  bien placer. Elle 

emportait une imputation cruelle & son honneur de tou tes  m anures . Le 

vol n '6tait qu 'une  bagatelle, mais enfin c '6 ta it un vol, e t qui pis est, 

employ^ & s6duire un jeune garcon; enfin le m esonge e t I'obstination ne 

laissaient rien a esperer de celle en qui tan t de vices etaient reunis....Qui 

sait, & son age, ou le d6couragem ent de I'innocence avilie a pu la porter 

(1:85).

In this w ay Rousseau imagines tha t his slander might have such  a powerful 

effect upon Marion, tha t  he would have made her guilty as well. Marion would 

then share his guilt and his misfortune: if he cannot make her share  his desire,
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then in falsely accusing her, he can a t least make her share  his misery. In his 

later life, Rousseau experiences himself more and more as a victim of false 

accusations and feels powerless to  defend himself, like the  innocent Marion, 

made guilty by others. In R ousseau 's  later fantasies of persecution, he tries to 

make himself into Marion, the  falsely accused  victim of his own slander. Long 

after the  Marion incident, Rousseau continues to  try to  approach Marion and 

create  reciprocity with her by imagining himself the  victim of endless false 

accusations.

In Laclos's Liaisons dan ae reu se s . the  letter th a t  precipitates the  break 

betw een Valmont and Tourvel and eventually, Valmont and Merteuil is the  one 

in which Valmont disavow s any responsibility in his relationship to  Tourvel. "Ce 

n 'e s t  pas ma faute," the  vicomte is instructed to  write by his co-conspirator, 

Merteuil. Valmont is instructed by Merteuil to  take the  extrem e "no excuses"  

position of a libertine. In the  end, however, som ebody has to take the  blame 

for the  things tha t have gone wrong: tha t som ebody turns out to  be Merteuil. 

Marion takes the  blame for Rousseau and Merteuil takes  the  blame for Valmont. 

In Laclos' novel, the  only innocent women are the  ones  w ho either do not play 

in the  arena of desire or those  who are entirely destroyed by desire. It seem s 

rather difficult for wom en to  profit from their innocence: and once  accused , it 

seem s equally impossible for w omen to defend them selves. There is something 

inherently inexcusable about the  way in which femininity works and w e will 

examine Laclos's tex t in greater detail to  discover how  inexcusability and
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femininity are often automatically related.

W hat de Man does m anage to do with Rousseau is dem onstrate  how the 

automatic is figured and how  the  tex t as body analogy becom es a relationship 

betw een  tex t and machine.

By saying th a t  the  excuse  is not only a fiction but also a machine one 

adds to  the  connotation of referential detachm ent, of gratuitous 

improvisation, that of the  implacable repetition of a preordained 

pattern ....The machine is like the  grammar of the  tex t when it is isolated 

from its rhetoric, the  merely formal elem ent wihout which no tex t can be 

generated. There can be no use of language which is not, within a 

certain perspective thus radically formal, i.e. mechanical...(de Man 

1979:294).

The purely formal aspec t of a tex t is always marked by sexual difference, 

which is both arbitrary and ruthless in its hyper-linguistic formation. Marion is 

not just any name, nor is it merely a noise, it is the  name of a young woman 

from whom  Rousseau would liked to have received a ribbon. The question 

posed by the pregnant wom an having to do with paternity is also marked by 

sexual difference. Rousseau seem s especially disconcerted when he is 

confronted with the  mechanics of sexual relations. It is here tha t  agency fails 

him and linguistic mechanics intervenes most actively. He lies, automatically, 

and violates his motto vitam vero impendent/'. It is possible to  apply de M an's 

ideas of the  radical formalism of language to  the  question of sexual difference.
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Sexual difference as  produced in and by texts , is radically formal and even 

grammatical, but this does not mean anything beyond that. It should not lead 

us to  conclude tha t  there  is a space  of freedom beyond the  grammatical 

confines of sexual difference w here people could be just people. There is no 

existence beyond the  param eters of gender and sexual difference is inscribed 

as  arbitrary and lexical. The radical incommensurability of the  sexes  is 

linguistically inscribed everywhere we look and read, but so  far, in de Man, 

Rousseau and Laclos, w om en have seem ed to  take the  blame for this 

incommensurability.

More Excuses

The Fourth Promenade is, in many a w ays, a tex t primarily interested in 

making more excuses  about the  Marion episode. The meditation on the 

possibility of ethical lying allows Rousseau to  recount the  anecdo tes  of the 

young Fazy and the careless Pleince, tw o  young playmates - friends even - for 

w hom  Rousseau lied. These anecdotes  are recounted as a way of convincing 

the reader of R ousseau 's  virtue: Rousseau w ants  to  prove tha t  he is able to lie 

for the  good of others. In the  course of the  Fourth Promenade, Rousseau tries 

to  differentiate betw een various kinds of truth and different kinds of lies. In the 

cases  of both Fazy and Pleince, Rousseau tells lies to protect his friends and 

participates in cover-ups because  he lies to  protect his friends who are in fact 

guilty of having done him bodily harm.

De Man brings th e se  stories of mutilation into play with m etaphors of
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writing, "Writing a lways includes the  moment of dispossession in favor of the 

arbitrary power play of the  signifier and from the point of view of the  subject, 

this can only be experienced as a dismemberment, a beheading or a castration" 

(1979 :296) .4 Every writer is "cut off" eventually from his/her text: every tex t 

functions independently and autonomously of its au thor 's  intentions. There is 

then, a lways something about writing, in writing th a t  exceeds the  "intervention 

de la volont6;" tha t  is, something about writing itself is of the  order of the 

machinal. The case  of Fazy is especially interesting because  it involves a 

dangerous, mutilating machine. Rousseau and his cousin Fazy are playing in the 

Fazy family factory tha t produces printed fabrics or calicos.

Un jour, j'6tais a l '6tendage dans la chambre de la calandre e t j 'en 

regardais les rouleaux de fonte: leur luisant flattoit ma vue, je fus tentd 

d 'y  poser m es doigts et je les promenais avec plaisir sur le lied du 

cylindre, quand le jeune Fazy s 'e ta n t  mis dans la roue lui donna un 

demiquart de tour se  adroitement qu'il n 'y  prit que le bout de  mes deux 

plus longs doigts; mais e 'en  fut assez  pour qu'ils fussen t dcrasds par le 

bout et que les deux ongles y restassent. J e  fis un cri pergant, Fazy 

detourne 3 I'instant la roue, m 'em brasse  et me conjure d 'appaiser mes 

cris, ajoutant qu'il 6tait perdu (1:1036).

Rousseau keeps Fazy's secre t so well tha t tw enty  years later no one knows

4For Freud in Moses and M onotheism, committing a murder is compared to 
mutilating a text. Covering up the  act is w hat is most important and m ost difficult in 
both cases.
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why his tw o fingers were scarred. Now, it seem s, according to  de Man a t  least, 

in the  chain reaction produced by testimony, it is Fazy's turn to confess  and 

excuse himself. Rousseau succeeds  in getting tw o  of his fingers crushed in a 

place w here fabric, not paper is printed: printing fabric with pa tterns  and 

printing paper with words are similar operations. In fact, there  is something 

about pattern printing th a t  should recall for us de  M an's description of 

referential de tachm ent in language in general and making excuses  in particular. 

The excuses tha t are not only fictions, but also machines produce the  linguistic 

effect of "gratuitous improvisation, tha t  of the  implacable repetition of a 

preordained pattern ...."  This is the  pattern produced by machine-like operations 

and it is a pattern tha t is printed on fabric by the  machine ow ned by the  young 

Fazy's family. Machines produce patterns and run in the  family.

There is a seductive shine to a cylinder, it is in fact, so seductive, tha t 

it inspires Rousseau to run his fingers over it until his cousin se ts  the  machine 

in motion. The mutilation here takes place because  of a certain ignorance about 

machines and their functions. Fazy may not have intended to crush R ousseau 's  

fingers, but his operating the  machine produced just such an effect. Rousseau 

may not have intended to hurt Marion by mechanically uttering her name in a 

false accusation, but his enunciation produces just such  a deleterious effect. 

In the  case  of Fazy, however, Rousseau, the  victim this time, p ro tec ts  the  one 

who has done him bodily harm by suppressing the  truth.

The conclusion of the  Fourth Promenade is at best, inconclusive.
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Rousseau is dissatisfied himself with his erratic system  of differentiating 

harmless lies from damaging tru ths. He com es back to  his motto th a t  he has 

sought to  live by, often not completely successfully. There is something 

difficult about avoiding all lies: the  truth does not offer itself up so simply at 

every occasion. There are times when the truth seem s impossible altogether. 

Quand la st6rilit6 de ma conversation me forgait d 'y  supp lie r  par 

d 'innocen tes  fictions, j 'avais tort, parce qu'il ne faut point pour am user 

autrui s'avilir soi-meme; e t quand entraTn6 par le plaisir d'6crire j'ajoutais 

3 des choses  r6elles des ornem ents invent6s j 'avois plus de tort parce 

qu 'orner la v6rit6 par des fables c 'e s t  en effet la d6figurer (1:1038). 

Fictions can supplem ent the  sterility of truthfulness and fabulations are like 

ornam ents  th a t  decorate  an austere  veracity. The truth, then  is always under 

threat of being deformed, disfigured as such, in conversation and in writing. 

The truth is then, a kind of unstable and auste re  backdrop tha t  one is always 

tem pted  to decorate  or ornam ent with a gaudy lie. The truth does not exclude 

the  possibility of supplementarity or ornamentation: it seem s to  in fact invite 

it. It is a lways under th rea t  of contamination. Lying takes  the  form of a purely 

linguistic operation: it is supplementarity, embellishment, e tc . If Rousseau is 

trying to  secure  a stable entity of truth immune to the  linguistic operations of 

lying, then he does not seem  to succeed . Rousseau is aw are  of a failure and 

w hat does  he do, but make more excuses? "Jam ais la fausset6  ne dicta mes 

m ensonges, ils s o n t to u s  venus de faiblesse, mais cela m 'ex cu se trd s  mal. Avec
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une ame foible on peut tou t au plus se  garantir du vice, c 'e s t  etre  arrogant et 

t6m§raire d 'o se r  professer de  grandes vertus" (1:1039). A kind of congenital 

w eakness , inherent to  Rousseau, is the  excuse for all excuses; but even this is 

not a good excuse. Finally, Rousseau is able to  turn all the  bad excuses  into a 

positivity w rested out of pure negativity; Rousseau is finally able to  "perform 

m odesty" in his writing, precisely because he cannot and does not profess to 

the  great virtues.

Mistakes

In The Heroine's T ex t. Nancy K. Miller dem onstra tes  tha t in Les liaisons 

dan ae reu se s . Merteuil and Tourvel are exemplary cases  of femininity in a 

dystopic narrative: they have something crucial in common. They share a 

common wish or fantasy: they w ant to  prove tha t they are not like other 

w om en. "The mistake tha t  the  tw o women m ake-like all tragic heroines--is to 

believe tha t they are different from other w om en and tha t  because  they are 

different, they will be exceptions to  the rules of a (fictional) feminine destiny" 

(1980:147). Once again, w e  are in the  realm of fictionally plotted feminine 

destinies tha t  are determined and shaped by a single mistake for which there 

is no reparation. This seem s to be the  nature of the  feminine condition: a single 

mistake is all tha t is necessary  to  destroy the  consistency of the  feminine 

subject. The tw o wom en differ only in the  w ays in which they seek  to 

distinguish them selves from other women: one hopes to  by her machinations 

and the other by m eans of an exemplary virtue. W hat happens to  both of them,
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however, is similar to the  fate of R ousseau 's  Marion; they are both betrayed 

and in a sen se  destroyed by a man who cannot be their lover and is not their 

friend.

One of the  crucial problems around which this novel turns is the  

possibility or impossibility of friendship betw een the sexes. Discourses on 

friendship abound in the  triangle of Valmont, Tourvel and Merteuil. Derrida has 

glossed friendship for us in "The Politics of Friendship." In this brief essay , he 

cites Montaigne citing Aristotle, "O my friends, there is no friend" and in doing 

so reflects upon the contradictory nature of the  apostrophe " 0  my friends" and 

the s ta tem ent, "there is no friend." Derrida goes on to discuss the  problems of 

response and responsibilty. Friendship, according to  Derrida is the  idea in the  

name of which we m ust declare, tha t there is no friend.

But, if there is no friend at present, then precisely let us make it so tha t 

there will be friendships from now on, friendships tha t  are 'th e  m ost 

perfect of their kind.' Here is w hat I am calling you to, answ er me, it is 

our responsibility. Friendship is never a given in the  present; it belongs 

to the  experience of waiting, of promise, or of commitment. Its discourse 

is tha t  of prayer and at issue there is tha t which responsibility opens to 

the  future (1988 :636) .5 

Friendship is always anticipatory, virtual - "not a given." It is, in A ustin 's  terms,

5This essay  is translated by Gabriel Motzkin and appears in the  Journal of 
Philosophy, vol.
85 no. 11, November, 1988.
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a performative because  it is a promise offered and accepted . For Derrida, 

friendship is in a sense , a lways a response to the  Other, an answ er tha t  has to 

do with responsibility. This responsibility is a delicate affair because  friendship, 

as a Kantian Idea, must maintain an uneasy truce, "an unstable equilibrium" 

betw een love and respect. Love is the  modality of attraction and fusion, respect 

keeps things aw ay from each  other and opera tes  on the  modality of distancing 

and separation. Friendship also implies reciprocity, equality and fraternity. 

Derrida concedes  tha t w om en are traditionally excluded from the realm of 

friendship. He describes the  exclusion of w om en from the realm of friendship 

as a double one: in the  "great ethico-politic-philosophical discourses on 

friendship," there is "on the  one hand, the  exclusion of friendship betw een 

wom en and, on other hand, the  exclusion of friendship betw een a man and a 

wom an" (1988:642). W hat kind of relationships can wom en have if they are 

excluded from the  realm of friendship then? Women, it will becom e clear, are 

restricted to the  order of the  master/slave relationship th a t  the  enlightened 

friendship of the  republic w an ts  to replace.

As w e saw  in the  case  of Rousseau and Marion, there is no reciprocity, 

no love or respect, merely a relationship of thw arted  desire sublimated into a 

"bizarre" friendship tha t  is no friendship at all. The desire, love or attraction 

dominates the  scene  betw een  Rousseau and his object so much so  tha t  there 

arises nothing but confusion betw een Marion and himself. It is crucial to 

remember however, tha t Marion ends up taking the  blame for and with
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Rousseau. Rousseau w as therefore not very successful a t maintaining the  terms 

of friendship with the  young wom an despite the  fact tha t earlier in his life, he 

proved himself capable of sacrifices in the  name of friendship with both Pleince 

and Fazy.

Friends

Both Merteuil and Tourvel try to  be "friends" with Valmont. This is 

perhaps their common mistake. The rhetoric around the friendships tha t the  

tw o  wom en offer him however, is radically different, Tourvel offers Valmont a 

kind of sublimated and "sentimentalized" friendship in the  tradition of friendship 

tha t Graffigny's Zilia offers D6terville. Merteuil a ssum es a kind of complicity 

be tw een  Valmont and herself tha t is based on her possession of one of his 

secre ts , but tha t is also founded on a complicitous outlook on the  world. 

Valmont and Merteuil vacillate be tw een self-consciously ventriloquating 

discourses of chivalry and gallantry and a rhetoric of "virile" friendship tha t is 

shared by warriors. The confusion betw een "amiti§" and "amour" echoes  and 

repeats a similar confusion of the  implied terms of such relations tha t  exist in 

La Nouvelle H6lo'ise (1761). Friendship betw een men and w om en in both 

Graffigny's and R ousseau 's  novel is supposed to act as an insurance policy 

against betrayal. Julie writes to  Saint-Preux, "je pourraiste  croire am ant volage 

mais non pas ami trompeur" (Letter XXXV). Friendship is a more tranquil 

relationship than love and Zilia promises D6terville tha t it provides its own 

satisfactions, "Renoncez aux sentim ents tumultueux, destructeurs,
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imperceptibles de notre etre; venez apprendre £ connaTtre les plaisirs innocents 

et durables, venez en jouir avec moi, dans mes sentim ents  tou t ce  qui peut 

vous d6dommager de I'amour" (Letter XLI).

In Les liaisons danaereuses . however, friendship 's promises are not kept, 

despite their constan t invocation. Valmont calls Merteuil "ma belle amie" to 

invoke both her beauty and desirability and his respect for her. With Tourvel, 

he rejects all of her offers of friendship as  being inadequate to the  passion that 

he feels for her, but then, during the  final phase of the  seduction, contradicts 

himself and uses  the  friendship tha t Tourvel has offered as  a w ay of convincing 

her to allow further correspondance betw een them. She falls into the  trap se t  

for her because she, like Zilia and Julie, believes it possible to substitute  

friendship for love or desire. Like Rousseau, who replaces his desire for Marion 

with a bizarre friendship, Tourvel w ants  to offer friendship and respect in the 

place of love and desire. This linguistic substitution is w h a t  opens  the  way for 

her seduction. The confusion betw een friendship and desire (or "amiti6" and 

"amour") has catastrophic consequences  for Tourvel. The cynicism of the  

libertine lies in the  fact tha t he allows himself to  use such terms, while 

understanding them  not so much as empty, but as  pretexts, or excuses  as it 

were for the pursuit of other things (that fall in the  realm of the  sexual or erotic 

and have nothing to do with friendship at all). Tourvel to  Valmont.

Quittez done ce langage que je ne puis ni ne veux entendre; renoncez & 

un sentiment qui m 'offense et m 'effraie ....Ce sentim ent est-il done le
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seul que vous puissiez connattre, e t I'amour aura-t-il ce  tort de plus a 

mes yeux, d 'exclure l'amiti6?...En vous offrant mon amiti6, Monsieur, je 

vous donne tou t ce qui e s t  ci moi, tou t ce  dont je puis disposer. Que 

pouvez-vous d6sirer davantage? Pour me livrer 3 ce sentim ent si doux, 

si bien fait pour mon coeur, je n 'a ttends que votre aveu; e t la parole, que 

j'exige de vous que cette  amiti6 suffira S votre bonheur....S i com m e vous 

le dites, vous e tes  revenu de vos erreurs, n 'aimeriez-vous pas mieux etre 

I'objet de I'amitte d 'une  femme honnete, que celui des remords d 'u n e  

femme coupable?... (Letter LXVII).

The problem is tha t there is an answ er to  Tourvel's rhetorical final question and 

it is not in the  negative: in Valmont's libertine logic, he would, in fact, prefer 

to  be an object of remorse for a guilty woman because  he is a t the  very least, 

highly skeptical of and not very susceptible to  the  discourse of sentimentalized 

friendship. The code of friendship which Tourvel seeks to  invent be tw een  them  

would contain a sort of distancing respect tha t Zilia promises D6terville. 

D6terville, is however a hero of sensibility and the discourse of sensibility is just 

one among many tha t Valmont is able to cite in his gam es of seduction. The 

consistency  of Valmont's discourse lies in its absolute inconsistency; w ha t 

remains constan t is his absolute, hard-edged cynicism about absolute  

meanings. He and Merteuil are masters of "referential de tachm ent"  and 

"gratuitous improvisation." They engage in the  "implacable repetition of a 

preordained pattern" because  they possess  an aristocratic and by the
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eighteenth-century, a cynical respect for forms.

Valmont does have an enormous respect, however, for the  power of 

words. When he replies in categorical terms tha t  he will not be Tourvel's friend, 

he understands tha t w hat he is engaged in is an important "dispute de mots" 

tha t will move him closer to  victory. He explains to  Merteuil tha t  he has 

strategically insisted on another title, tha t of lover. He also explains tha t  he 

simulated a great disorder in the  reasoning of this demand so tha t  he could 

better "peindre le sentiment" (Letter LXX). He thus  knows how to  manipulate 

written language, especially in the  form of carefully penned letters, to  produce 

effects tha t  are completely divorced from psychic motivations or his 

"dispositions intdrieures."

It is in the  name of friendship tha t Madame de Volanges offers Tourvel 

an early warning about Valmont.

J e  n'ai jamais dout6, ma jeune e t belle amie, ni de I'amitid que vous avez 

pour moi, ni de I'int6ret sincere que vous prenez d tou t ce  qui me 

regarde. Ce n 'e s t  pas pour dclaircir ce point, que j'esp6re convenu ci 

jamais entre nous, que je reponds 3 votre reponse: mais je ne crois pas 

pouvoir me dispenser de causer avec vous au sujet de Valmont (Letter 

IX).

Volanges is responding to Tourvel's mention of Valmont in her letter. This 

response is one born out of responsibility (Derrida reminds us in "The Politics 

of Friendship" tha t the  tw o  words, response and responsibility share the  sam e
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Latin root respondere tha t  is made up re and spondere "to pledge, promise, 

warrant"). It is Madame de  Volanges' responsibility as a friend, therefore, to 

respond to  a name in her friend's letter. ("Je ne m 'attendais  pas, je I'avoue, & 

trouver jamais ce  nom-lci dans  vos lettres.") The occurrence of the  name itself 

signifies danger. Volanges must respond to  the  name by communicating 

something to her friend about the  man w ho bears the  name. Tourvel lives in a 

world w here  she  is ignorant of Valmont's reputation, w here  she  does  not 

understand the  danger tha t his name signifies for women. Volanges is trying to 

teach  Tourvel how  to read Valmont.

Vous ne connaissez pas ce t  homme; ou auriez-vous pris I'id6e de I'Sme 

d 'un  libertin? Vous me parlez de sa rare candeur. oh! oui; la candeur de 

Valmont doit etre en effet trds rare. Encore plus faux e t dangereux qu'il 

n 'e s t  aimable et s6duisant, jamais, depuis sa plus grande jeunesse , il n 'a  

fait un pas ou dit une parole sans  avoir un projet, e t  jamais il n 'eu t  un 

projet qui ne fOt criminel. Mon amie, vous me connaissez; vous savez si, 

de vertus que je tache  de'acqu6rir, I'indulgence n 'e s t  pas celle que je 

ch6ris le plus. Aussi, si Valmont 6tait entraTn6 par des  passions 

fougueuses; si, com m e mille autres, il 6tait s6duit par les erreurs de son 

age, blamant sa  conduite je plaindrais sa  personne, e t j 'a ttendrais , en 

silence, le tem ps ou un retour heureux lui rendrait I'estime des  gens 

honnetes . Mais Valmont n 'e s t  pas cela: sa conduite e s t  le r6sultat de ses  

principes. II sait calculer tou t ce  qu 'un  homme peut se  permettre
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d 'honneurs  san s  se  compromettre; e t pour etre cruel e t m dchant sans

danger, il a choisi les fem m es pour victimes (Letter IX).

As a friend, Volanges describes to  Tourvel the  kind of man tha t Valmont is in 

order tha t  Tourvel may know  him. He is, according to this description, 

absolutely false and absolutely conniving. This portrait is painted in the  ninth 

letter of the  novel; Volanges has condem ned Valmont in absolute certainty as 

a false creature, a relentlessly calculating manipulator and victimizer of wom en 

and Valmont proves Volanges right throughout the  course of the  narrative.

V olanges 's  warning does  not alter in the  slightest Tourvel's readings or 

interpretations of Valmont's  letters; she continues to  take him a t his word. As 

de Man dem onstra ted , there  is no way of proving testim ony to  internal 

dispositions. Valmont and Merteuil both understand the  power of this linguistic 

instability and exploit it to its fullest when dealing with those  who are unaware 

of the  possibility of calculating testimony in order to  shape  o n e 's  version of 

things in a conventionally and socially acceptable way. Volanges understands 

this cynical s tra tegy  of Valmont's, but her disclosure of it is useless to  her 

friend.

Why does  V olanges 's  letter not completely destroy all interest in him on 

the  part of the  reader and on the part of Tourvel? The proof of her description 

is affirmed by Valmont's  letter to  Merteuil (Letter LXX) in which he describes 

the  con ten t of his letter to Tourvel as being motivated purely by stra tegy  rather 

than by sentim ent ("il n 'a  fait un pas ou dit une parole sans  avoir un projet....")
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The answ er, w e would have to  say lies som ew here  in the  limitations of 

friendship (amiti6) in relationship to love (amour). Tourvel already loves. The 

m ost compelling of tru ths told in friendship have no pow er against love 's lies 

of convenience. No one understood or represented this better than Proust, but 

Laclos can be said to  be his predecessor insofar as they both wrote  novels of 

manners tha t  contained within them, impossible love stories. Tourvel, like 

Marcel and Swann possess  in advance the  signs of the  beloved 's  perfidy, the  

beloved 's  unworthiness, but like Marcel, like Swann, the  progress of her love 

is unmitigated. In Proust e t les sianes (1970). Deleuze describes in a compelling 

manner, how Proust understood the  truths of friendship as  having to do with 

the  truths of philosophy. He opposed the truth of desire and of art to  the  truths 

tha t grew  out of philosophy and reciprocity. The truth of desire and of art, is 

of an entirely different order; it is always arrived at in an untimely fashion, both 

too early and too late and it is almost always painful. In the  Proustian order, 

truth always has something to do with jealousy and suffering. Friendship is tha t 

which would protect us from jealousy and suffering, but friendship is powerless 

in the  face of love. Volanges offers up the  truth of Valmont to Tourvel in 

friendship, but friendship's truth turn out to be useless. Volanges 's  truth arrives 

too early and too late. Tourvel as woman seduced is transformed into the  

quintessential lover, for the  truth of Valmont's unworthiness as  object of her 

love always arrives a t  the  wrong time.

When Merteuil a ccu ses  Valmont of only being able to function as either
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a slave or tyrant in relationship to a woman, it is deep into the  novel, after he 

has seduced  Tourvel and is demanding the fulfillment of his contractual 

agreem ent with Merteuil. There is endless confusion in the  correspondance 

betw een  Valmont and Tourvel and Valmont and Merteuil about the  boundary 

betw een love and friendship. Merteuil eventually denies the  possibility of either 

relationship with a man such as he. She "reads" him for being in love with 

Tourvel, insofar as he can be in love with any woman. She tells him of w ha t 

kind of love he is capable: his love is neither pure nor tender, but it allows him 

to

trouver & une femme les agr^ments ou les qualites qu'elle n 'a  pas: qui la 

place dans une c lasse 3 part, e t met tou tes  les autres en second ordre; 

qui vous tient encore attach^, meme alors que vous I'outragez; tel que 

je congois qu 'un  sultan peut le ressentir pour sa sultane favorite, ce qui 

ne I 'empeche pas de lui pr6f6rer souvent une simple odalisque. Ma 

comparaison me paraTt d 'au tan t plus juste que, comme lui, jamais vous 

n 'e te s  ni I 'amant ni I'ami d 'une  femme, mais toujours son tyran ou son 

esclave (Lettre CXLI).

The master/slave relationship in which Valmont finds himself trapped is 

precisely the  kind of relationship that friendship w an ts  to supplant and replace. 

Friendship is only possible betw een equals and as  Derrida points out, is the 

relationship of the  republic. This is precisely the politics of friendship for Derrida 

(it is no coincidence tha t Laclos' novel, which does describe certain failures of
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friendship w as written during the last years of the  ancien regime). Merteuil 

blames Valmont for being unable to have either friendship or love for a woman 

because  he knows only the  despotism of the  master/slave relationship. In 

insisting on Merteuil's capitulation, Valmont only proves her to be correct, he 

is despotic in his dem ands upon women. The problem is tha t  Marquise is 

blinded by her insight once again. She fails to  see  the  way in which Valmont 

fails her as both friend and lover. She is blind to the  implications of her own 

insight with regard to herself, because if Valmont is incapable of either love or 

friendship with a woman, then the  basis of her relationship with him is 

completely undermined as  well. The possibility/impossibility of friendship 

betw een men and wom en in the  novel turns on this kind of confusion: w hat is 

friendship (amiti§) and how is it differentiated from love (amour) when it com es 

to men and wom en?

Valmont machinates his seduction of Tourvel on the linguistic confusion 

betw een am/t/6 and amour, he refuses the title of friend only to  dem and the 

rights of friendship when he sees  Tourvel avoiding him. "Cette amiti6 pr6cieuse, 

dont sans  doute vous m 'avez cru digne, puisque vous avec bien voulu me 

I'offrir, qu'ai-je done fait pour I'avoir perdue depuis?...En effet, n 'es t-ce  pas 

dans le sein de mon amie que j'ai d6pos§ le secre t de mon coeur?" (Letter 

LXXVII). For Valmont, it is obvious, tha t amiti& is nothing but a functional 

pretext tha t allows him to appeal to Tourvel for more opportunities to  speak  to 

her of his amour. With Merteuil, he shares his famous insight tha t  "femme qui
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consen t 3 parler d 'am our, finit bientot par en prendre." (Letter LXXVI) 

Friendship is thus  a pretext for a pretext; for in Merteuil's system , love is 

nothing but a pretext for sexual enjoyment. Pretexts are em pty of meaning: 

they are linguistic placeholders for other terms. The pretext can be compared 

to both the  excuse  and the  lie. The pretext of friendship be tw een  men and 

women covers up a sexual or erotic relationship (as in the  case  of Pr6van's 

courtship of Merteuil during which she dismisses his discussion of "delicate 

amiti6" as empty conventionality, a "banal flag" under which they embark upon 

their campaign against each  other (Letter LXXXV). This "delicate amiti6" does 

not refer to either love or respect, but only to  a cool mutual respect for 

conventionality, for the  ossified codes of biensiartce. Merteuil views the 

friendship tha t Pr6van offers her with irony: Tourvel takes  Valmont a t his word.

Friendship then, refers m ost of the  time, in Valmont's  and Merteuil's 

system  to pure appearance and convention, but the category of friendship is 

especially empty in the case  of women. This is nowhere more obvious than in 

Valmont's recounting of Pr6van's triumph over "les inseparables." These three 

beautiful young w omen w ere objects of admiration because  they seem ed in the  

eyes of the  public to be friends with one another. Their friendship is perceived 

as being so powerful, tha t it overshadow s all o ther relationships in their lives. 

W hat Pr6van dem onstra tes  through his elaborate machinations, his plots 

hatched in secret, is tha t  their friendship, like their loves is false, thus  proving
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tha t w om en are incapable of friendship and  love. At the  end of the  little 

narrative, Pr6van and the  three  w o m en 's  lovers pledge each  o ther friendship 

("on se  jura amiti6 sans  reserve") and the  wom en, the  false friends are 

destroyed.

Derrida cites N ietzsche's  exclusion of wom en from the  realm of 

friendship in order to  elaborate upon his reading of Aristotle 's "O my friends, 

there is no friend." For Derrida, the  formulation of this exclusion is crucial to 

the  s ta tu s  of friendship. Friendship, it seem s, is not available to  anyone. It is 

a lways only a virtuality, a promise of things to  come.

'Deshalb ist das Weib noch nicht der Freundschaft fahig: es kennt nur die 

Liebe.' One m ust underscore here the  'no t ye t ',  because  it also ex tends 

to  man (Mann), but first of all and once again to  the  'b ro ther ' of 

Zarathustra as to  the  future of a question, an appeal or a promise, a cry 

or a prayer. It does so  in the  performative mode of the  apostrophe. There 

is as  yet no friendship, no one has yet begun to  think friendship. 

Nevertheless, in the  experience of a sort of bereaved anticipation, we 

can  already name the  friendship th a t  w e  have not ye t encountered . We 

can already think th a t  w e do not ye t have access  to  it. May w e be able 

to  do it .. . . '  W oman is not yet capable of friendship. But tell me, men, 

w ho among you is capable of friendship?...There is camaraderie: may 

there  be friendship!...But since wom an has not yet acceded  to friendship 

b ecause  she remains--and th a t  is love--either 's lave ' or ' ty ran t, '  the
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friendship to  com e continues to  mean for Zarathustra: liberty, equality, 

fraternity. In short the  model of a republic (1988:643).

If the  answ er to Zarathustra 's  question, "who among you is capable of 

friendship?" is no one, if like Aristotle by way of Montaigne, w e m ust concede 

tha t "O my friends, there is no friend," then can w e not conclude tha t  because 

of the  absence of friendship, w e  are all in a sen se  wom en not yet capable of 

engaging upon such relationships? This would seem  one w ay to  extricate 

ourselves from Derrida's, Zarathustra 's , M ontaigne's and Aristotle's brutal 

system  of segregation. It seem s more likely tha t  the  friendship of the 

philosophers is founded precisely on the  exclusion of w om en and slaves from 

its realm. We can "know" friendship insofar as w e can know tha t there  are 

those  who are incapable of it. This in fact, is how Merteuil approaches and 

reproaches Valmont.

Women have only love or hate  at their disposal: men have friends and 

enemies. In the Derridean/Nietzschean version, it is w om en who are confined 

to the  domain of the tyrant/slave, tha t  is why they are excluded from the 

republic. In his essay  on La Bruy^re, Barthes emphasizes the  cloture of the  

aristocratic/bourgeois world: outside of this world is the  peasan t, the  worker 

and the pauper who only exist in Laclos' and La Bruyere's tex ts  as objects  of 

charity and as signifiers of the  "outside." W hat is excluded from representation, 

the  subjugation of the w eak in relationship to the s trong in ancien regime 

France erupts in the  center of the  novel as relationships of despotism  betw een
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men and w om en. This novel, however, does not function as  a critique of such 

power relations: it only seem s to  push them  to  their limit. For if Merteuil is 

allowed to  be critical of Valmont's despotism  and slavishness, she  seem s 

ultimately to be punished for such  insights.

When she rebels at the  idea of becoming Valmont's slave, his favorite 

odalisque and accepting him as her master, she  destroys the possibility of any 

further illusions about their conspiratorial "friendship." Friendship is just one of 

'  many terms, like love tha t  is emptied of meaning for the  co-conspirators: 

Merteuil and Valmont are m asters of machinating with terms tha t  are invested 

with meaning by others and devoid of meaning for them . Their machinations, 

are primarily linguistic. It is when they seek  to  re-invest th ese  term s with 

meaning betw een  them selves tha t their machinations begin to malfunction. 

Machination

The machine effect of language occurs when linguistic u tterances or 

locutions do not correspond to conscious psychic motivation: this is R ousseau 's  

"effet machinal." When the speaker or writer is capable of consciously 

manipulating the  disjunction betw een the psychic motivation and the  linguistic 

u tterance, then machinations become possible. Nowhere is this manipulation 

better illustrated in Laclos' novel than in Letter LXXXI in which Merteuil 

describes the  history of her self-education. Merteuil's machinations have to do 

with sexual enjoyment and sexual identity: w hat she  m achinates most 

effectively is the  construction of her self - "je suis mon propre ouvrage." What
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Merteuil learns is to  never say or show  w hat she is thinking or how  she is 

feeling.

Peter Brooks's understanding of machination and mechanization in this 

novel has to  do with Valmont's and Merteuil's m astery of the  codes of 

fictionally represented worldliness in their handling of the  erotic situation.

As w e follow their complicity and w itness the  flawless evolution of their 

schem es, w e  becom e aware of the  degree to  which the  system  and code 

of an earlier novel of worldliness has been purified and refined into a 

perfect mechanism  which they perfectly understand and govern....The 

erotic is in fac t the  domain in which the drive to dominance, power and 

freedom opera tes  most flawlessly....To regard som eone as a purely 

erotic object is to  reduce his psychology to  the  m ost mechanical and 

simplified elem ents, to  make an already rigid code of psychological signs 

still more mechanistic. Indeed, to  reduce social relations to  erotic 

relations, human behavior to  erotic com portm ent, as Valmont and the 

Marquise continually try to do, is to  operate  an important mechanization 

of social laws and human existence (1969:176-177).

For Brooks, mechanization has to  do with reduction and simplification and these  

qualities in turn are associated  with erotic relations ("social relations become 

erotic relations, human behavior...erotic comportm ent"). There is however, 

nothing reduced or simple about erotic relations or com portm ent. Brooks uses 

the  metaphor of mechanization to  describe p rocesses  of simplification or
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"dehumanization;" mechanization is about simplification or the  removal of 

"human" qualities. And yet, w hat is so anti-social or inhuman about purely 

erotic relations? W hat is it about the  erotic tha t calls up the  machine? 

Psychoanalysis teaches  us tha t  genitals like machines, require a certain am ount 

of manipulation.

An image of the  machine occurs in this novel in direct relationship to 

sexual experience and feminine sexual initiation: Merteuil denigrates C6cile as 

"une machine ci plaisir." Valmont describes the  company a t Madame de 

R osem onde 's  chateau  as autom ata  when, in a fit of despair, he writes to 

Merteuil after he has discovered tha t the  Pr6sidente has abruptly left the  

chateau  and returned to Paris. He closes his letter to Merteuil describing his 

fury and frustration at finding himself thw arted.

Adieu ma belle amie; s'il vous vient quelque id6e heureuse, quelque 

moyen de hater la marche, faites-m 'en part. J 'a i  6prouv§ plus d 'une  fois 

combien votre amitid pouvait etre utile; je l '6prouve encore en ce 

moment; car je me sens  plus calme depuis que je vous 6cris; au moins 

je parle & quelqu'un qui m 'entend, e t non aux automates pr6s de qui je 

vegete  depuis ce matin. En v6rit6, plus je vis, e t plus je suis tent6  de 

croire qu'il n 'y  a que vous et moi dans le monde qui valions quelque 

chose  (Letter C: emphasis mine).

In this particular context, w hat the  others a t the  chateau are ignorant of make 

them  seem  like autom ata  to  Valmont: only his friend, the  Marquise can be of
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help to him. Valmont has not been able to predict this turn of events , and he 

m ust hide his d istress from the  others around him. W hat distinguishes Valmont 

and Merteuil from the automates is their shared knowledge and understanding, 

both linguistic and sexual. This greater understanding is w h a t  m akes them  

useful to each other (it is a sign of their friendship) and a t the  sam e  time more 

worthy of the  others tha t they must deal with. An automate is som e one 

deprived of understanding; in this case , Madame de Volanges, M adame de 

Rosemonde and Cdcile fall into this category of radical incomprehension. It is 

a t the moment of his failure to predict the  Prdsidente 's departure tha t  Valmont 

avails himself of the  most obvious kind of self-aggrandizement in which he 

includes Merteuil - "je suis tentd de croire qu'il n 'y  a que vous e t moi dans le 

monde qui valions quelque chose."

It is betw een this letter and Merteuil's reply (Letter CXI), tha t  the  full 

breadth of her machinations is revealed. These machinations have to  do with 

suppressing the  truth and lying in order to secure  w ha t she w an ts  above all 

else: revenge on Gercourt. When Madame de Volanges finds herself worrying 

about her daughter and wanting to soften  her position on the  question of her 

marriage, contemplating even letting Cdcile marry the  one th a t  she loves, 

Merteuil preaches to her an austere virtue and advises her to  remain firm in her 

position. Merteuil then writes to Cdcile a letter in which she  mixes truth and 

falsehood into a powerful concoction of pure manipulation. The letter is a 

lesson in deception: Merteuil w ants  to teach  Cdcile w ha t it is to  m achinate. She
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advises her first of all, to continue her relationship with Valmont because  it will 

help her conceal her continued love for Danceny from her mother. It will also 

allow her to satisfy her curiosity while appearing virtuous to her lover. Merteuil 

also tells C6cile tha t  her mother is is hoping to  trap her into a confession of her 

love for Danceny and advises her to  lie about this w hen confronted by a mother 

who in fact w as  having second thoughts  about her daugh ter 's  happiness. As 

a post-script, Merteuil gives her some affectionate advice about writing tha t 

outlines the  basic strategy of machination: never write w hat one is thinking, 

always write w hat the o ther w ants  to  hear, especially when th a t  o ther is o n e 's  

lover. This is the  description of the  loss of innocence-in  language. This 

linguistic initiation com es a t the  moment of sexual initiation. J u s t  in case  C6cile 

should apply this technique to her letters to Merteuil, the  marquise assu res  her 

tha t be tw een them, there is no necessity of employing such a strategy.

In her reply to Valmont's letter, Merteuil p rofesses concern  with C6cile: 

she dismisses his intrigue with Tourvel as not her affair. With Valmont, Merteuil 

takes the  breathtakingly hard-edged tone tha t  always seem s to  indicate tha t 

she is speaking more truthfully than not. She w an ts  the  corruption of C6cile, 

but beyond tha t she is no longer interested in the  girl:

Elle ddnote, surtout, une faiblesse de caract6re presque toujours 

incurable et qui s 'o p p o se  ci tout; de sorte  que, tandis que nous nous 

occuperions 3 former cette  petite fille I'intrigue, nous n 'en  ferions q u 'une  

femme facile. Or je connais rien de si plat que ce tte  facilite de betise, qui
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si rend sans  savoir ni com m ent ni pourquoi, uniquement parce qu 'on 

I 'a ttaque et qu'elle ne sait pas rdsister. Ces sortes  de fem m es ne sont 

absolum ent que des machines & plaisir. Vous me direz qu'il n 'y  a qu'S 

n 'en  faire que cela, e t  que c 'e s t  assez  pour nos projets. A la bonne 

heure! mais n 'oublions que de ces  machines-IS, tou t le monde parvient 

bientot 3 en connaTtre les ressorts et les moteurs; ainsi que pour se  servir 

de celle-ci sans  danger, il faut se  ddpecher, s 'a rre te r  de bonne heure, et 

la briser ensuite (Letter 106: emphasis added).

This particularly brutal a ssessm en t of C6cile seem s to  corroborate  Brooks' 

reading of mechanization of relations as reduction to  erotic object. Cdcile is too 

simple to  be a fellow intrigante: as  such she is nothing more than a pleasure 

machine. The metaphor of the  machine when used in this way, points to  som e 

crucial lack (as in La BruySre's "le so t e s t  automate")--a lack of intelligence and 

knowledge and a w eakness  of character that makes the  girl sexually available 

for producing pleasure.

C6cile does not even know why or how she is giving into Valmont: she 

has lost her virginity, but she has not lost her ignorance. This exaspera tes  the 

Marquise. The problem is tha t  without a will of her own, a sexually initiated 

C6cile functions like a machine tha t can be controlled by anyone w ho knows 

how  to  manipulate "les ressorts e t les moteurs."  This m eans tha t she m ust be 

destroyed and this ta sk  will be left to  the  husband. The sexuality of the  young 

w om an is se t  into motion by Valmont and Merteuil only to  be destroyed in the
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form of a miserable marriage. Merteuil see s  C6cile a s  purely instrumental. The 

instrumentality is here related to the  instrumentality of machines. Using people 

as if they were instruments or tools is one other a sp ec t  of machinating. The 

heart of Merteuil's machination is the  conspiracy to  destroy  C6cile's virginity 

and to  revenge herself upon Gercourt, w ho has placed the  u tm ost importance 

on having a wife w ho is fresh out of the  convent and sexually uninitiated. 

Merteuil's jealousy is the  primary motivation behind her plans to  "machiner la 

perte de quelqu'un."

Merteuil and Tourvel differ on a crucial point tha t  has every thing to  do 

with writing, reading and machines: one machinates, the  other does  not. 

Tourvel always reads signs and letters literally; she  also writes without 

consciousness  tha t there  may be a difference betw een  w ha t she  writes 

"m eans" and w hat her writing does. We could say  th a t  she does not grasp the  

performative aspec t of language. In Austin 's terms, she  does not "do things 

with words." Words only do things to  her. Janie Vanp6e, however, remarks on 

the  fact tha t Tourvel reads the  final letter of rupture (CXLI) correctly.

W hether the  Pr6sidente a ttends  to the  meaning of the  cliches or simply 

to their forms does  not matter, for the  le tter 's  form, its very 

conventionality, is itself its meaning, and allows her, unlike Valmont, to  

see  the  truth abou t him and herself....The constative, or cognitive 

function of the  letter—w hat it says repeatedly about the  hypocritical 

conventions...be tw een  the  sexes-co inc ides  with its performative
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function--what it does  as it hides another truth behind a veil of cliches 

[the truth of Valmont's  love]. Yet paradoxically, the  le tter 's  performative 

function illustrates its constative function only a t the  expense  of 

contradicting it. That the  Pr6sidente does not necessarily know  this doe 

not matter for it to  affect her reading of the  letter. Thus, her 

interpretation is erroneous and yet correct a t one and the sam e time. She 

is right to interpret the  letter as a sign of Valmont's hypocrisy; she is 

wrong to identify so  literally the  conventional roles of male and female 

with Valmont and her (Vanp6e 106).

Her literal readings do however, lead her to  get it right--whether or not it w as 

Valmont's intention to break with her, the  letter w as  sent. The speech-ac t has 

been performed. We can consider this another case  when intentionality does 

not make a difference on the  perlocutionary effects  of the  speech-act. "Marion" 

is R ousseau 's  non-intentional utterance and "ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute" is 

Valmont's. In the  end, Tourvel insists upon receiving the  letter, even if Valmont 

tries to take it back. W hat Vanp6e calls "a veil of cliches" is often times no 

more false than w ha t it conceals, for true  love is more often than not, the  m ost 

clich^d term of all.

Tourvel's inability to  machinate or see  through the machinations of 

others has something to  do with her virtue as a wom an. Merteuil, on the  other 

hand, is the  one w ho plays with language and appearances: she plays with and 

manipulates with all three  of Austin 's exemplary performative speech  acts , "A
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wager, a marriage and a declaration of w ar furnish a reasonable spectrum  of 

the  scope and impact of performative language" (Petrey 8). Merteuil places a 

bet with Valmont and offers herself as the  reward. She later declares w ar on 

him. She does not have the  power to  marry or unmarry anyone, but she  does 

conspire to make a mockery of Gercourt's  marriage. Trapped, like Tourvel in the  

immobility and passivity of the  feminine position, she learns to  w atch , to 

observe others and herself. When she takes action, it is also calculated to 

produce an effect of one sort or another: she has perfected the  manipulation 

of perlocutionary effects. Her primary activity can be said to  be linguistic. She 

is always reading and writing. She writes to  Valmont in order to  enlist him in 

her machinations; she writes perfectly phrased letters of deceit to Madame de 

Volanges to influence her decisions about her daughter. She knows the style 

of virtue can be divorced from its content. Nancy K. Miller has show n that 

Merteuil's fate is bound up with her ambition as a writer of her own "scripts": 

She forgets tha t her plot is only part of a m aster plot not of her own 

writing, tha t she is a heroine--a woman with a ta s te  for le tte rs -and  not 

an author after all. She can write her own script, but only to  a 

point....Laclos punishes this witty scribe by publishing her letters. The 

history of her private life and not the  fiction she w as  planing to write, 

Valmont's Memoirs: 'Ou vos Mdmoires, car je veux qu'ils soient 

imprimes un jour, e t je me charge de les 6crire' (13). The memoirs she 

would have written for her lover in the  end write her; no longer her own
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'ouvrage ' as she  styled herself, but the  pretext of M.C....De L..'s 

'O uvrage . ' Merteuil fails to  understand th a t  she is a heroine and not an 

author because despite  her ability to  exploit the  laws of difference, she 

fails to take their m easure (1980:136-137).

For Miller, Merteuil as the  heroine confuses herself with Laclos, the  author. If 

there  is a kind of complicity be tw een Merteuil and Laclos, it is in the  fact tha t 

it mirrors the  complicity be tw een Merteuil and Valmont: in both relationships 

however, there is a kind of radical assym etry  tha t exacts  a price on the  woman. 

As Miller dem onstrates , Merteuil styles herself as the author of her drama: not 

taking in the  difference betw een  author and heroine is also a mirroring of not 

taking in the  difference be tw een  the sexes. Valmont is the  agency of her 

punishment for her hubristic /^-difference.

Merteuil's ambitions are not simply erotic, although there is enough of 

th a t  as well, they are authorial. As we have seen, ambition is a dangerous 

quality for a woman. The relationship of the  sexual with the  textual is obvious 

in her autobiographical letter LXXXI in which she declares tha t the  first 

mysterious codes  tha t  she deciphers and is subsequently  able to manipulate are 

sexual ones. If Valmont and Merteuil are libertines, it is because they play with 

language in a w ay th a t  none of the  other letter writers of the  novel do: this is 

of course  m ost obvious in the  scandalous Letter XLVIII written by Valmont on 

Emilie's back. The double-entendres in this letter are m eant to  insult Tourvel's 

literal readings; her complete inability to read betw een the lines or perceive tha t
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w ords and phrases can have double meanings leaves her blind to  the  fac t tha t 

language can be a thing to be played with, manipulated like a machine when 

one writes things one does  not "think" or "mean."

In playing with language, assuming styles and discarding them  depending 

upon the  c ircum stances, the  libertines throw  the "meaning" of all w ords and 

phrases into question. This is w hy the novel ends with unsettling 

epistemological and hermeneutic uncertainty. No one, not the  reader, not 

Valmont himself or the  unfortunate Pr6sidente will ever "know" if Valmont 

m eant w hat he wrote or wrote w ha t he m eant to his beloved. Only Merteuil 

seem s to "know" with som e certainty, has read Valmont with any am ount of 

confidence. Merteuil declares tha t Valmont w as so  clever tha t  he w as  able to 

fool himself; by writing to  the  Prdsidente w hat he thought were mere lies about 

his love for her, he w as  actually telling her the  truth. Being so accustom ed to 

lying automatically, however, in the  course of seduction, Valmont takes his 

own lies and suppressions of the  truth at face value as it were; he forgets tha t 

the  truth can often appear as a deceptive tru th .6 He thinks tha t he is the 

m aster of his truth, but his deception turns into self-deception.

How reliable is Merteuil's knowledge, however? How can w e trust her

eAs in the  case  of Freud 's jokes about the  tw o  Jew s  from Galicia d iscussed in the 
first chapter: one asks the  o ther w here he is going and the  second one replies Cracow 
which the  questioner reads as an ostensible lie, m eant to throw  him off track, so tha t 
he would think his interlocutor w as going to Lemberg w hen he is in reality going to 
Cracow. Valmont's  declarations of love to  Tourvel are m eant to  be lies, but actually 
becom e the  truth, a t least in the  eyes of Merteuil, who like the  first Jew , knows how 
to  read the  intended lie as an inadvertent truth.
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her fortune and above all, her carefully cultivated reputation? She is, 

nevertheless, the  one th a t  notices tha t  something in his own epistolary 

production escapes  Valmont. When he becom es inscrutable to himself, it is 

Merteuil w ho "reads" him successfully, just as she  and Valmont "read" the 

blindness and ignorance of others. Merteuil focuses  on certain phrases tha t 

Valmont uses to  describe the  tw o other wom en, she mocks the  fac t tha t he 

describes the  "adorable" and "c&este" Tourvel as  possessing "un charme 

inconnu." She quotes him derisively as having written tha t C6cile w as 

attachante. Instead of reading Merteuil's reading as a sign of love or jealousy, 

Valmont responds by insisting tha t such  descriptions are empty turns of phrase, 

tha t they are meaning-less insofar as they are completely contextual, tha t  is 

w ithout any referentiality. "Mais ne savez-vous pas que ces  mots, plus souvent 

pris au hasard que par reflexion, expriment moins le cas  que Ton fait de la 

personne que la situation dans  laquelle on se trouve quand on en parle? (Letter 

CXXIX). He uses empty phrases to  praise Tourvel and C6cile, but he forgets 

questions of protocol and form with regard to Merteuil. This confusion m ust 

finally lead us to conclude tha t Valmont forgets to trea t Merteuil "like a lady." 

He also forgets to read her as carefully as he might. Her anger escapes  his 

usual perspicacity and he falls into confused self-defense.

In the  end, no one reads Merteuil: her co-conspirator falls short of the 

task , for if he had read her more carefully, he might have seen  in her fit of
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pique, the  sign of her ow n desire and her lack of control of her discourse. 

Instead, Valmont defends his use of language by referring to  the  em ptiness of 

forms—because  it is precisely forms tha t he forgets with the  Marquise. It 

becom es clear then, tha t  despite the  fact tha t  forms are em pty, they  are 

essential in negotiating relations betw een the sexes. Responding to  her anger 

tha t he has assum ed her consen t before he actually a ttained it, he responds, 

"Je  sais fort bien que I 'usage a introduit dans ce cas, un doute  respectueux: 

mais vous savez aussi que ce  n 'e s t  qu 'une  forme, un simple protocole; et 

j'6tais, ce me semble, autorisd d croire que ces  precautions minitieuses 

n '6taient plus n6cessa iresen tre  nous" (Letter CXXIX). So careful abou t matters 

of form and protocol in other places, in his seduction of Tourvel for instance, 

he "forgets" to take such precautions with Merteuil. His forgetting here is fatal, 

for the  forgetting of forms and protocols dam ages his relationship with Merteuil 

beyond repair.

For Merteuil, Valmont has become the dupe of his own subterfuges. 

”Q u'est-ce, par exemple, que ce subterfuge dont vous vous servez vis-3-vis 

vous-meme (car je vous crois sincere avec moi), qui vous fait rapporter & I'envie 

d 'observer le ddsir que vous ne pouvez ni cacher ni com battre , de garder ce tte  

femme?" (Letter CXXXIV). It is precisely in the words th a t  the  Vicomte has 

omitted th a t  the Marquise reads the signs of his love for Tourvel. In conclusion, 

Merteuil argues, she and Valmont should remain just friends "ne soyons 

qu 'am is."  Friendship, however, is a tricky business be tw een  the  tw o  of them.
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Immediately following this offer of friendship, Merteuil p resents  w hat seem s at 

first glance to be a conjectural description of the  sacrifice th a t  she would 

demand of Valmont, if they  were to becom e more than friends. The Marquise 

formulates a demand in the  conditional, "j'exigerais done, voyez done la 

cruaut6! que cette  6 tonnante Mme de Tourvel ne fut plus pour vous qu 'une 

femme ordinaire, une femme telle qu'elle e s t  seulement" (Letter CXXXIV). What 

she dem ands is th a t  Valmont no longer love Tourvel. In the classic fashion of 

the  lady of courtly love, she  dem ands of her knight an impossible ta sk  that 

must be accomplished before her favors are made available. They have at this 

point, abandoned the p retenses of friendship and reverted back to  a 

master/slave relationship.

Valmont thinks tha t this demand is a simple one to fulfill because  he 

does not believe he loves Tourvel. He trea ts  Tourvel badly and sleeps with 

Emilie, his erst-while writing table. He offers these  actions as the  signs of his 

lack of love to the  exacting lady. "Je  persiste, ma belle amie; non je ne suis 

point amoureux; et ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute si les c irconstances me forcent d 'en  

jouer le role" (Letter CXXXVII). Valmont is still role playing: w hat he offers 

Merteuil is supposed to be the  real thing. It is also the  first instance tha t  w e see 

the  dangerous "ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute" tha t is meant to  exonerate  a man of 

responsibility and destroy a woman.

It is to  this letter tha t  Merteuil responds with the discourse on Valmont's 

master/slave relationship with women and then tells the allegory of a man who
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makes a fool of himself over a woman. She even includes the  letter th a t  m ust 

be sen t in order to break off with the  unworthy object. The "ce n 'e s t  pas ma 

faute" recurs as the  refrain in this letter of rupture, dictated by a worldly 

w om an of the  story. Valmont takes his cue, reading Merteuil badly again, not 

seeing tha t  the  course of action tha t she  is offering him is irreversible. He 

dutifully recopies "ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute" and sends  this missive to  Tourvel, 

not realizing that Merteuil has turned his own w ords against Tourvel and 

himself. Merteuil w as  the  original recipient of Valmont's "ce n 'e s t  pas ma 

faute" m essage; she re-routes it to Tourvel. Valmont thus  allows Merteuil to 

write his memoirs and script his life, a t least for a m om ent and she  does  so 

with flair, dictating to him an insulting letter using a turn of phrase th a t  he has 

tried to use on her. Valmont cites himself via Merteuil w ithout even realizing it.

Empty forms may be pure signification but in matters of seduction, to 

neglect them  is fatal. In neglecting them  with Merteuil, Valmont has taken the 

first (unconscious) s tep  in declaring tha t the  impossibility of their love will turn 

their relationship into war. Forgetting protocol is assuming tha t there is some 

substantive, unmediated relationship possible: Valmont seem s to be having a 

Rousseauian moment w hen he argues for the  non-essential nature of empty 

forms and "precautions minutieuses." At this point, he seem s to believe in the  

possibility of a relationship stripped bare of form or protocol, those  ornamental, 

supplem entary precautions and pretexts. The lesson of w hat happens betw een 

Merteuil and Valmont after this exchange of letters reveals tha t  their
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relationship w as  purely formal and tha t  recourse to  an idealized extra-formal 

space does nothing but expose  the  insubstantiality of the  relations as  such. In 

the  world of the  princesse de CI6ves, no such  breach of protocol would be 

contem plated. In La Nouvelle H6loTse. Wolmar tells Saint-Preux tha t 

"Biens6ance e s t  le m asque des  vices" (Part V Letter VI). W hen the  m ask is 

removed betw een the sexes  in Laclos's fiction, w hat is revealed is not so much 

the face of vice as the  face of the  enemy.

In this novel, playing with language is associated  with libertinage, moral 

turpitude. Puns, double en tendres  and linguistic gam es are akin to  sexual 

manipulation and erotic mastery. A w areness of the  performative a sp ec t  of 

linguistic interchange or language gam es brings the  reader into a kind of 

libertine complicity with the  co-conspirators, the  ones who are machinating. 

This is the  fundamental ambivalence of this text: w hose  side is the  reader on? 

It is an issue tha t  even a reading for irony canno t resolve with any am ount of 

certainty. Traditional readings of Laclos attribute to  him a kind of biographical 

resentm ent of the aristocracy and see  in this novel a condem nation of the  

decadence  of aristocratic mores. This kind of reading may be valid up to  a 

certain degree, but there  is a great deal more uncertainty about w here  the  lines 

are drawn in this w eb of complicity than even Laclos perhaps ever intended. 

Authorial intentionality has to  be ruled out as a category for interpretation in my 

reading of this text: w ha t w e  are left with is the  triumph of ambiguity embodied 

by Madame de R osem onde 's  distant, worldly, ailing and saddened  point of
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view.

Ce n 'e s t  pas  ma faute

If this is the  cynical motto of Laclos's lover, it is one written for him: 

when he utters it, he is unconsciously citing himself. We s a w  in the  case  of 

Marion, th a t  Rousseau w as  not very good a t taking the blame w hen it cam e to 

desire. In fact, by accusing Marion of stealing the  ribbon, he w as in fact, 

uttering this very lie, "ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute." Then in confessing to the  false 

accusation and describing the extreme inner confusion and sham e tha t he w as  

suffering from, he once again makes excuses, "ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute." In the  

s tructure  of sexual difference, it would seem  tha t laying blame has something 

to  do with the  masculine and taking the blame, something to do with the  

feminine. Merteuil is the  one who, more than anyone takes  the  blame in Les 

liaisons danaereuses  for creating a great deal of the  danger. She does nothing 

more than "machiner la perte" of more than one character, but she ends up 

being the  danger unmasked. Danceny puts it to  Madame de Rosemonde in the  

following manner, "J 'ai cru de plus que c 'e ta it  rendre service £ la soci6te que 

de d6m asquer une femme aussi r6ellement dangereuse  que Test Mme de 

Merteuil, e t  qui, comme vous pouvez le voir, e s t  la seule, la veritable cause  de 

tou t ce qui s 'e s t  pass6 entre M. de Valmont et moi" (Letter CLXIX). Merteuil 

takes  the  blame for everything tha t has happened betw een  Danceny and 

Valmont. In addition, another letter published by Danceny also proves th a t  she 

is to blame in the  matter of Pr6van. Pr6van, a man w ho in the  story of "les
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inseparables" is devious and destructive as Merteuil is rehabilitated into society.

Disculpation would seem  to be one option of the  masculine tha t  the  

feminine subject cannot hope to share. In the  case  of the  feminine subject, it 

takes  only one false step  to  precipitate psychic and material disasters  upon 

oneself. In a certain sense , femininity is all about resistance and immobility: 

action of any sort is unseemly. When Valmont seduces  Tourvel, he hopes to 

dislodge her from her immobility. When he copies Merteuil's letter and 

addresses  it to  the  object of his love, he is reducing her to  immobility again. A 

wom an seduced and abandoned has no possibility of complaint: there  is no 

tribunal to which she can complain against her lover. There is no recourse to 

a third party (with the  exception of Rosemonde w ho ac ts  as Tourvel's 

confidant). W hen Tourvel receives the letter from Valmont, she merely forwards 

it to Rosemonde, with a brief note a ttached, "Ce n 'e s t  plus le tem ps de se 

plaindre, il n 'y  a plus qu 'a  souffrir" (Letter CXLIII). Later, Volanges suppresses  

the  delirious letter th a t  Tourvel dictates; this is a complaint against Valmont 

and a confession a t  the sam e time. As such, it is a letter "qui en effet ne 

s 'a d re sse  a personne pour s 'a d re s s e r3 tro p d e  monde...j 'ai jug§ que ce tte  lettre 

ne devait etre rendu S personne" (Letter CLX). A wom an can blame no one but 

herself.

In Valmont's world, there  is ana priori "ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute" guarantee  

against responsibility. A complaint to the lover himself would be nonsensical, 

because  he is not bound by any sort of accountability. "On s 'ennuie  de tout,
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mon ange, c 'e s t  une loi de la nature; ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute ."  (Letter CXLI) This 

is the  tyrannical nature of Valmont's  relationship with w om en: as  with any 

tyrant, he is guaranteed radical non-accountability. There is no law higher than 

himself or his will. It is curious tha t he only cites the  discourse of non­

accountability, however; the  letter has been written for him. It writes him. "Ce 

n 'e s t  pas ma faute" is the  disavowal of responsibility for the  lack of reciprocity 

in love.

In her reading of Laclos' novel, Susan Winnett offers an interpretation of 

"ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute" th a t  runs directly counter to mine. For Winnett, "ce 

n 'e s t  pas ma faute" is the  feminine u tterance of the  w om an or the  slave. "It is 

no w om an 's  fault when she  succum bs to  the  w ays of the  world" (Winnett 90).

I would have to insist however, wom en are blamed for succum bing to  the  ways 

of the  world, even when there is no other w ay to  go. It is a lways a w om an 's  

fault. We have only to  consider the  "real" life case  of Th6r6se des  Hayes. She 

takes all the blame for her adulterous affair with the  due de Richelieu. She has 

no choice at all.

This is the  double bind of femininity th a t  Laclos tries, in his trea tises  on 

the  education of w om en, to  bypass with the  idea of the  "femme naturelle." 

C6cile's sexual initiation at the  hands of Valmont is an excellent example of this 

double bind: the girl tries to  call for help. Valmont restrains her and w arns her, 

"Que voulez-vous faire...., vous perdre pour toujours: Q u 'on vienne, e t  que 

m 'importe? ci qui persuaderez-vous que je ne sois pas ici de votre aveu?"
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(Letter XCVI). If C6cile rings for help, she is only implicating herself, for 

Valmont, the  incident discovered will have no consequences , it will be C6cile's 

fault. Winnett sees  Tourvel's taking the blame as a rupture in the  history of 

"feminine disavowal." She puts it in the  following way, "To Tourvel's  last 

coherent u tterance, she refuses to add her signature to  the  chain letter of 

feminine disavowal. To the ex ten t tha t  she consciously entered into the  chain 

of epistolarity, succumbing to enact in the  world the  plots of her imagination, 

it is indeed her fault" (91). Winnett blames Tourvel as well. Tourvel may take 

the blame, but like C6cile, she has no choice. No one is going to share the 

responsibility with her. She merely affirms the only position left to her. What 

Winnett w an ts  to praise as an act of feminine heroism is only a by-product of 

total entrapm ent.

In her final letter, the  one without an addressee, addressed  to  no one and 

everyone at the sam e time, Winnett sees  an unveiling of the  contradictions tha t 

social codification tries to conceal. Winnett, fails however, to  understand that 

these  contradictions have to  do with femininity's double bind under the  regime 

of biensGances and appearances. Femininity is this order, is a lways a t risk of 

being at fault. First of all, a woman must be natural to  inspire love (as in the 

case  of Tourvel with Valmont), but her naturalness also leads her to a certain 

fatal naivet6 with regard to codes and their manipulation, thus  leaving her 

vulnerable to the  libertine tha t knows how to change discourses. She knows 

only one discourse, tha t of the  heart; she knows only one modality, tha t  of
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sincerity. This is a dangerous s ta te  of vulnerability: it is easy  for her to 

succum b, if not to  the  w ays of the  world, then a t  least to the seduction of a 

skillful libertine.

Merteuil, on the  other hand, seeks  to  defend herself with an education. 

She is a t  fault, however, for knowing too much. Her fate is sealed by a surfeit 

of worldly knowledge. She is as far from the natural as possible. She is undone 

by her m astery of shifting codes  and discourses. The delirium tha t the  double 

bind produces is the  delirium of Tourvel's last letter, the  only letter without an 

addressee  tha t seem s to be addressed  to  the  symbolic order itself (here in this 

particular context, the  symbolic order is embodied as  le monde, the  realm of all 

signification);

it dem onstrates  the  arbitrariness even of the  grammatical and 

syntactically connections th a t  tie together the  laws, maxims, and logic 

th a t  have brough her to  desire nothing but death . The letter is too boldly 

enlightened to be sen t or received. It remains unansw ered and s tands  for 

everything for which le monde has no resources. The response of the  

novel on behalf of le monde can only be a reassertion of its strictest 

forms (93).

Grammatical and syntactical arbitrariness is the  sign of linguistic mechanization 

or the  machine-like quality of codification. The system  may have a life of its 

own, but w hat it also produces is death  for the  subject. The brutal codification 

tha t is referred to in this novel has to  do with the  suffocating system  of
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aristocratic manners under the  ancien regime: the  overturning of such a system  

has to  be violent and is called revolution. Revolution, however, produces 

m achines and contraptions of its very own. In the  case  of the  French 

Revolution, the  guillotine serves as the  radical truncator of ancien regime 

worldliness. Laclos's aristocrats  w ere already losing their heads insofar as  they 

experienced the  "dispossession of writing" and found them selves victims of a 

gam e in which they believed tha t they were the  m asters. This language game 

of form and protocol has everything to  do with w hat de Man called "the 

arbitrary power play of the  signifier" which can "only be experienced as a 

dismemberment, a beheading or a castration." (de Man 296). If w e  follow de 

M an 's  version of things, writers are always doomed to lose their heads.

W hen Tourvel loses hers, it is in her final letter, addressed  to  everyone 

and no one. Tourvel finally allows herself to reproach Valmont, tha t  is, to  blame 

him for w ha t has happened. "Auteur de mes fautes, quel droit as-tu de les 

punir?" (Letter CLXI). She vacillates wildly however, from recriminations to self­

recriminations, from addressing Valmont, to  addressing her husband, from 

pushing Valmont aw ay  to caressing him with w ords of tenderness . Tourvel's 

loss of reason produces a kind of unintelligibility tha t  is a t the  sam e time, an 

expression of desperation, attenuation, passion and enjoyment or jouissance in 

the  purest Lacanian sense  of the  term. Tourvel loses control over language: 

writing becom es pure expressivity of this jouissance tha t  is indeed beyond the 

pleasure principle. She is lost in her words, and the  object of address  shifts at
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all times: this is the  letter to  end all letters. If Valmont is written by the  letter 

tha t Merteuil virtually dic ta tes  to  him, Tourvel is undone by a letter in which 

she is too  implicated as author and subject of jouissance. She reveals too much 

of her enjoyment and her suffering in this letter for it to  be sen t to  anyone in 

particular, addressing Valmont, her husband and her friends. Her enjoyment 

bursts through all the  recriminations and self-recriminations;

J e  ne me trompe pas; c 'e s t  lui que je revois. 0  mon aimable ami! regois- 

moi dans te s  bras; cache-moi dans ton sein: oui, c 'e s t  toi, c 'e s t  bien toil 

Quelle illusion funeste  m 'avait fait te  mSconnaTtre? Combien j'ai souffert 

de ton absence! Ne nous s6parons plus, ne nous s6parons jamais. Laisse- 

moi respirer. Sens mon coeur, comme il palpite! Ah! ce  n 'e s t  plus de 

crainte, c 'e s t  la douce  6motion de I'amour (Letter CLXI).

The lover tha t she w an ts  to  em brace turns into a m onster again as he rejects 

her caresses  and refuses her his gaze. It is Tourvel's cry of anguish and 

enjoyment tha t  disrupts the  order of m anners and biens£ance. This letter 

cannot be sent, because it has already arrived a t its destination, the  order of 

appearances itself. Even though she calls her lover, "mon aimable ami," it is 

obvious from the  rest of the  apostrophe and imperatives tha t  the  relationship 

is erotic. She eroticizes her friend, who in turning aw ay  from her, becom es a 

monster. She blames herself for her suffering and finds no recourse or 

consolation. She does not so much die as she disappears into this letter, into 

her devastating jouissance, tha t  enjoyment and the anguish tha t  accom panies
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it. This is obviously not only a situation produced by the  moeurs of the  ancien 

r6gime, but seem s to be one of the  conditions of enjoyment itself as  it is 

inscribed in a signifying system .

Two Faces of Femininity

"Ce n 'e s t  pas ma faute" becom es Valmont's motto as  he seeks to  put 

the  blame on Merteuil. "Indeed, before he dies, in a parting gesture  of male 

solidarity, Valmont puts into D anceny 's  hands proof of Merteuil's machinations 

and it is this post-hum ous w eapon tha t wins the  war" (Miller 1980:145: 

emphasis added). Valmont may duel with Danceny, but his real opponent is 

Merteuil: by giving him the  letters, he gives him proof of the  M arquise 's guilt 

and by proxy, his own innocence in the  affair of C6cile. This is how  Valmont 

"wins." He is liberated of accountability and responsibility: "ce n 'e s t  pas ma 

faute." Merteuil made him do the things he did, m ade him seduce  C6cile and 

abandon Tourvel. Danceny publishes tw o letters: one to avenge himself and 

Valmont and the other to disculpate Pr6van (ce n '6tait pas sa faute non plus). 

Merteuil is thus  exposed to  universal condemnation. She alone remains guilty 

a t the  novel's  denouem ent. Her machinations, th a t  "ensemble de menees 

secre tes , plus ou moins d£loyales" tha t are "t6n6breuses" and "diaboliques" are 

exposed. She has built herself to machinate, her entire identity is formed on her 

ability to  keep the secre t of her experiences to herself, with one crucial 

exception. She has chosen  Valmont as a w itness to her self-creation ("je suis 

mon propre ouvrage"), but he proves unworthy w itness, mainly because  he



277

does  not read her letters as well as  she does his.

If her machinations tend toward vengeance ("je suis n6e pour venger 

mon sexe"), the  actual victims of her secre t plots and her ruses seem  to  be 

w om en more than men (Gercourt never suffers the  destruction of C6cile and 

Pr6van is rehabilitated. Even Valmont triumphs against her in the  end, because 

he seem s to  have the  last word.) By destroying other wom en, by defining 

them , circumscribing them , calling them  by turns prudes and "machines & 

plaisir," she  proves the  validity of her self-knowledge and reaffirms her 

difference from the rest of wom en. She discovers tha t love is a pretext for sex 

and tha t  love's rhetoric, love's gestures, love's gazes and glances can be 

fabricated and simulated.

Everything is form, protocol, precaution for Merteuil in m atters of love 

because  love itself is pure pretext for enjoyment. Enjoyment, however, is 

m astered through pretext. This is why pretexts need always to be taken care 

of. Form, protocol and precaution are precisely w hat Valmont forgets to fulfill 

in trying to s educe  her. If love 's language is the  final machine of pleasure, there 

is no w ay of by-passing the  pretext to get to the  text: one must always pass 

through the form, protocol and precaution. This discovery allows her to  perform 

sexual difference while keeping secre t her powerful in-difference. In the  end, 

however, she  is, despite all of her mastery, all of her self-consciousness, 

betrayed by a man. Merteuil, like Manon and m ost femme fatales, proves most
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dangerous to  herself.7

In the  Letter LXXXI, Merteuil describes her process of self-mastery as 

one tha t  w as  based upon never showing how she felt: she put on m asks of 

immobility so tha t  her face would never express her experience. She is the  

ultimate un-natural w oman. W hat Merteuil learns is to  adopt the  posture of the  

m ost famous of hysterical symptoms: frigidity. This is her grand achievem ent 

and her g reates t w eapon. With the  adoption of this symptom, she  is is able to 

better observe the  world around her. As the  ultimate hysteric who has 

accomplished a hysterical conversion on her own body, she is unreadable. "The 

term sexual 'm asquerade ' com es from an article written by the  psychoanalyst 

Joan  Rivi6re's article and refers to a wom an taking herself for a man disguised 

as a wom an and thus  masquerading as  a castra ted  w om an" (Ragland-Sullivan 

1991:49). This description would seem  to fit, uncannily, the  Marquise de 

Merteuil as well. Her castration, the  loss of the  eye at the  end of the  novel, is 

only testimony to her phallic power tha t must be contained: she does not only 

lose her fortune and her beauty, she m ust lose an organ. She m ust be deprived 

of an eye so tha t  her body will be marked by a physical and visible lack.

Merteuil's autobiographical sketch in Letter LXXXI is first of all, a literary 

conceit, a story within a novel. Rickels reminds us tha t "From Pamela onward,

7ln King Vidor's film, Gilda. Rita Hayworth does a musical number tha t  com pares 
the  forces of natural catas trophes  with a dangerous w om an 's  power. Difference is 
represented as catastrophic and catas trophes  have everything to  do with castration; 
in "Put the  Blame on Marne," catas trophe is nothing less than a w om an 's  
responsibility.
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semiological reserve of female sexuality 's  representation of repression" 

(1991:188). This assum ption of frigidity is first and forem ost, a literary 

moment, a metaphor for feminine subjectivity. Merteuil describes her self- 

conscious repression of sexual sensation as the  perform ance th a t  gave her 

power over her husband. Sexual experience in the  case  of Merteuil is not so 

much a field of the  repressed, as it is a powerful secret, the  representation of 

which she controls in an absolute manner, through gazes, gesture  and words. 

"In the  closed system  of mondanit6, wom en achieve authority only through 

secrecy  and retain it only as long as both authority and secrecy  are shrouded 

in silence" (Winnett 77). Merteuil becom es her "propreouvrage,"  a sexual auto- 

didact who has secretly rewritten a feminine education. The publication and 

dissemination of her pedagogical m ethods would destroy her power. Hers is a 

knowledge tha t cannot be shared with other wom en, it can only be used 

against them. This is the  knowledge of the  slave and it is her aw areness  of the  

consequences  of master/slave relations tha t  gives her a privileged and fatal 

perspective.

W hat does she know tha t the  other w om en of the  novel do not know? 

She knows how  to play with words and  she knows something abou t sexual 

enjoyment and the  way th a t  it shapes  sexual difference. The coincidence of 

tw o orders of know ledge-one  sexual, the  other linguistic—is not serendipitous. 

When Merteuil writes to C§cile tha t one should never write w ha t one thinks,
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she has learned this imperative to  disjunction from her sexual lessons: a woman 

should never show  how she feels - there can be no transparent, linguistic 

representation of the  self, only differently modulated versions of it, presented 

for the  o the r 's  enjoyment. Merteuil lives by this code, excep t it seem s, in her 

correspondance with Valmont, where she permits herself to write w ha t she 

thinks. Her skepticism about relationships of Rousseauian transparency  is one 

of the  factors tha t prevent her from consummating the  deal with Valmont. 

Merteuil understands w hat psychoanalytic theory s tarts  to articulate in the 

work of Lacanians, "It is difficult to  see  tha t the  major function of language is 

not to find answ ers, communicate, or provide information, but to project 

narcissism, protect egos, mask jouissance, negotiate desire" (Ragland-Sullivan 

1991:69).

Merteuil's absolute cynicism can be read as an extreme form of Madame 

de Rosem onde 's  worldly skepticism, for both of these  women understand that 

there is a fundamental inequity and irreparable assym etry  in relations betw een 

the sexes. Rosemonde, like Volanges, takes on the  role of offering a warning 

to Tourvel, but in this case , she is not describing the  character of one  singularly 

dangerous man, she is making a s ta tem en t on the  irremediability of sexual 

difference.

H6! quelle femme vraiment delicate et sensible n 'a  pas trouv§ I'infortune 

dans ce meme sentim ent qui lui promettait tan t de bonheur! Les hommes 

savent-ils appr6cier la femme qu'ils possSdent? Ce n 'e s t  pas que
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plusieurs ne soient honnetes  dans leur procddds e t constan ts  dans leur 

affection: mais, parmi ceux-ld combien peu saven t encore se  mettre d 

I'unisson de notre coeur! Ne croyez pas, ma chdre enfant, que leur 

amour soit semblable au notre ....L 'hom m e jouit du bonheur qu'il ressent, 

e t la femme de celui qu'elle procure. Cette difference, si essentielle e t  si 

peu remarqude, influe pourtant, d 'une  manidre bien sensible, sur la 

totalitd de leur conduite respective (Letter CXXX).

There is no harmony, no "unisson" tha t the  sexes  are able to  produce. Men 

and wom en "enjoy" differently. Women enjoy through the  enjoyment of the  

other, w hereas men are able to  enjoy for enjoym ent's  sake. For Ellie Ragland- 

Sullivan, the  sexual m asquerade has to  do with "the charade of the  happy 

couple" which is at the  sam e time "the social bond par excellence” (1991:58). 

This is the  charade tha t  Rosemonde w ants  to warn Tourvel about: the  w om an 's  

role in this charade is always an uncomfortable one. To believe in the  charade 

is to be betrayed by it. Rosemonde calls such fantasies of coupled happiness 

"[des] idees chimdriques." The "ddraison" of Tourvel's enjoyment, however, is 

as impervious to  these  warnings as they were to  V olanges 's  counsel. She 

enjoys inspite of the  radical non-reciprocity of the sexual relation.

Merteuil w an ts  to enjoy while refusing to  be the  dupe of such a charade 

and yet her powers are limited insofar as she cannot escape  the  charade. She 

has to  play her role of satiated and perfectly happy lover with Belleroche and 

Danceny. Nevertheless, Vartanian reads her character as a th rea t to the  stability
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of sexual difference itself.

The mental image evoked, then, by the  Marquise de Merteuil may be 

compared to  tha t  of a m an 's  head on a w o m an 's  body, or, if one perfers, 

of a creature with a feminine figure and a masculine soul; and it m ust 

have been this perverse and frightening combination, even more than  her 

mdchancetd, machinations, or sensuality, tha t  filled Laclos' 

contemporaries with the  sensation of fascinated horror, of prurient 

loathing, which they were unable to  define exactly, and which continues 

until now to make its impression (1963:176).

I would argue here tha t it is precisely her confusion of sexual difference tha t 

allows Merteuil to machinate, tha t makes her capable of ambitious intrigues. 

Vartanian describes a Medusoid monster who paralyzes the  gaze by fascinating 

it: this is the  image of castration tha t  produces the  uncanny effect of fascinated 

horror. Merteuil as a figure tha t  machinates the  codes  of sexual difference is 

castra ted  and castrating: she  represents a problem th a t  touches  the  essential 

part of masculinity. Masculinity is tha t which has to  be radically differentiated 

from femininity. Merteuil represents a woman w ho is not so different from a 

man, w hose  pleasures, w hose  logic, w hose reason, w hose  ambitions are not 

so easily differentiated from masculine ones. In Ragland-Sullivan's reading of 

sexual difference, she  em phasizes tha t the  role of the  feminine is to  precisely 

hide the  fact " that masculine sexuality is a tenuous m atter" (1 9 9 1 :7 1 ). This is 

the  m asquerade of femininity: femininity has to orchestra te  a constan t cover-
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up. W hat Merteuil does by becoming conscious of her m asquerade and making 

herself its master, is to disrupt the  order of sexual difference. Her punishment 

at the  end of the  novel re-installs the primacy of sexual difference. "In the 

denouement tha t  follows, the  proper role of each side is re-affirmed with a 

vengeance" (Vartanian 1963:180).

Merteuil and Tourvel represent tw o  faces of femininity: the  first 

represents the instability of difference and its limits, the  second, almost 

unexpectedly, the  jouissance, the  enjoyment beyond pleasure tha t  is the  realm 

of the  mystic. Merteuil, like the  hysteric of w hom  she is a worthy ancestor, 

asks the  question, am I wom an or man - or w hat exactly is sexual difference 

in its essence?  The answ er tha t she seem s to come up with in Letter LXXXI 

has to do with social prescriptions. They are stricter with regard to  wom en so 

a w om an must educate  herself more thoroughly and control herself more 

conscientiously than a man, because her enjoyment, her will to power are not 

really tha t different from his. This is a complicated formulation, for Merteuil 

does not affirm absolute difference or indifference, but something more 

unstable. She understands however, tha t the instability of sexual difference has 

created a hostile a tm osphere betw een the sexes, thus  she s ta tes ,  "je suis n6e 

pour venger mon sexe." This vengeance, while not feminist, is political. 

Merteuil does something to disturb the ideology of maximum difference 

producing minimal effects: she overturns this logic to show  tha t sexual 

difference is a case  where, to paraphrase, Ragland-Sullivan, minimal differences
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give rise to  maximal effects. Tourvel's problem with sexual difference is 

different but homologous to Merteuil's. She, too disturbs the  ideology of 

difference: to  do so, she  approaches enjoyment with the  abandon of a mystic. 

W hen she gives into Valmont's seduction, she  gives everything to  him and 

devotes her entire existence to  his happiness, tha t  is her jouissance. W hereas 

Merteuil presents us with a feminine figure w hose  difference from men seem s 

purely contingent and socially and ideologically formed, Tourvel represents 

absolute difference, the  possibility of surrender to pure enjoyment and suffering 

at the  sam e time: this is her "charme inconnu." In both cases  the  tw o  wom en 

have successfully differentiated them selves from all other w om en and have 

therefore posed a challenge to  the  way in which men "know" w om en—but they 

disappear into the  abyss tha t divides the  sexes.

W hat is language then, but the  machine tha t produces sexual difference 

and enforces its parameters on its subjects? Language is the  ur-code, the code 

from which all codes derive their power, including the code of manners and 

biens&ance. Language produces difference automatically, like clock-work 

irrespective of subjective anomalies and particularities. Like any machine, 

language breaks down at certain points: but the  breakdowns do not mitigate 

the  effects of its operations. As we have seen , femininity poses  a challenge to 

the  way in which w e know: it th rea tens at all times to disrupt a certain 

epistemological order. The eighteenth-century novel and psychoanalytic theory 

are concerned with representations of sexual difference, the  price it exac ts  and
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the  aberrations tha t  are formulated. Despite the  fac t tha t  w e can  read Laclos's 

novel as  anachronistic with regard to  the  s ta te  of contem porary  sexual 

relations, the  code of sexual difference has not been overturned by any 

revolution, including the sexual one. The machine of sexual, the  machine tha t 

produces difference can be anthropomorphized as  an autom aton, an uncanny 

replica of the  human form w hose  autonom y and cool su rfaces  allegorize 

something about the  enigmatic nature of difference as the  post-Enlightenment 

world understands it: both charming, seductive, soulless and dangerous, the 

autom aton m eets at the  crossroad of the  Other, a machine-like reflection of the 

subject: an ambivalent sign of progress and regress and the  fascination and 

confusion th a t  even science as well as fiction can produce.

The problem for Merteuil and Tourvel has to do with distinguishing 

them selves from all other w om en and keeping this a secre t a t the  sam e time; 

to remain like all o ther w om en is to  be condem ned to  the  constan t possibility 

of betrayal, because, as w e  have seen , in the  male econom y of desire, all 

wom en are interchangeable, substitutable for one another. All w om en are 

metonymical stand-ins for other w om en. When Merteuil plays an entire seraglio 

for her m aster of the  night, she is enacting an ur-feminine position. The 

princesse de CI6ves and Zilia try to elude the  terrifying bind of infinite 

substitutability by securing a kind of feminine sublimation th a t  is purely 

fictional. The princesse 's  enigmatic self-denial did not however, serve as a 

model tha t  could be followed by m ost of her fictional successors .  Zilia strives
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to  establish with Ddterville, a friendship betw een the  sexes , a non-amorous 

relationship betw een a man and a wom an th a t  exists beyond master/slave 

logic. If women know only love, as Zarathustra said, they, like Tourvel, have 

to  learn how  quickly love turns into hate: excluded from the  realm of friendship, 

they learn like Merteuil, th a t  they som etim es only have recourse to  declarations 

of war.



Conclusion

In the  catalogue of the  massive exhibition a t the  Grand Palais called 

"L'Sme au corps" (1993-1994), Bruno Jaco m y 's  contribution is called "Les 

machines qui voulaient singer I'homme." It is an e ssay  concerned primarily with 

autom ata  and V aucanson 's  in particular. According to  the  title of the  article, 

Jacom y a ssum es a certain knowledge of w hat machines w ant: machines w ant 

to  "ape" men. In a world w here  machines aspire to  be men, there  will one day 

appear a machine th a t  will pass  as human. This is primarily a problem of 

"passing." The skeptical thinker of "Discours de la mSthode" looks out of a 

window and asks, how  am I to  know tha t the  people I see  passing by on the 

street, are not underneath  their cloaks and hats, actually au tom ata? "L'Sme au 

corps" is an exhibition th a t  com m em orates  the  bicentennial of three major 

French institutions, the  Louvre, the  Mus6um national d 'histoire naturelle and the 

Conservatoire national des  arts  e t m6tiers. W hat the  exhibition and the 

catalogue try to  establish is not only a certain relationship betw een  the 

developm ent of modern science and modern art, but also a continuous 

relationship betw een Diderot and Freud. I had no knowledge th a t  this exhibition 

w as  going to take place w hen  I began this project; I w as encouraged to  find 

th a t  som e aspec ts  of my thesis  were  supported by lines of thought pursued by



288

the  essay ists  and curators of the  exhibition. The problems of sexual difference 

and linguistic representation were central to my thesis, however, and they were 

more or less marginal to  the  project of the  bicentennial exhibition.

Part II

In the  director 's  cu t of Ridley S co tt 's  1981 classic, Bladerunner1. the 

questions of sexual difference and technological difference are played out 

together. This film inaugurated a whole new  aesthetic  in science fiction tha t 

w as  to be identified as "cyberpunk." The technology it imaged and imagined 

has been superseded  by the  possibilities of virtual reality and cyberspace, but 

it is of enduring interest to  me because of its rigorous exploration of 

Cartesianism and its film noir psychologism. A film noir sensibility perm eates 

this film as the  presence of a certain style: a style of clothing, a style of 

lighting, etc . Deckard, played by Harrison Ford, is the  hero-protagonist. (Read 

in his nam e an Anglicization of Descartes.) As he engages  upon the  unsavory 

job of retiring replicants, Deckard seem s to be asking D escartes 's  question in 

reverse, "How am I to  know tha t underneath the  hats and cloaks of the  

replicants I am  'retiring,' they are not really human and not all tha t  different 

from myself?"

b la d e ru n n e r  is the  film adaptation of Phillip K. Dick's science fiction novel Do 
Androids dream of Electric Sheep? In Dick's novel, Deckard is an unhappily married, 
struggling policeman, unable to  move off world, tha t  is off pollution ravaged Earth to 
one of the  planetary colonies. He is engaged in the  extermination of renegade 
"replicants" or sophisticated androids created to perform work tha t  human beings no 
longer w an t to  engage in. The world of the  novel is much more sordid and debased 
than the  stylish world of S c o t t 's  film.
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The setting of the  film is Los Angeles, the  year 2019 . In this polygiot 

city, Deckard is forced to  "retire" or "execute" a group of renegade replicants. 

The difference betw een "retirement" and "execution" pivots on the  problem 

tha t the  film does not entirely resolve: have the  replicants in som e w ay acceded 

to  a certain kind of subjectivity tha t  would render them  "hum an," th a t  would 

make them  objects of Roussseauian pity and identification? If they were indeed 

human, Deckard would have to  think of himself as  a killer. The uncertainty 

about the  other (here the  replicants) leads in the  end to  a terrifying uncertainty 

about the  self (Deckard). "Am I or am I not a murderer?" This question leads 

to  another question, "Am I or am I not human myself?" If Deckard has moral 

qualms, the  police chief has none: for him, the  replicants are "skin jobs," slave 

labor for off-world colonies. He is played as  a racist cum corrupt bureaucrat 

w ho th rea tens  Deckard in order to  get him to  take  on the  job.

In order to track dow n the  renegade replicants, Deckard has to  figure out

"w hat they w ant."  This question echoes  Freud 's query, "Was will das Weib?"

The answ er to  the  first question guarantees the  apprehension and destruction

of the  outlaw replicants. By asking such  a question, Deckard has to  turn analyst

for a moment. W hat he discovers in the  end is tha t the  replicants have returned

to earth  in search of their creator, Tyrell of Tyrell Corporation, w ho has

programmed his top of the  line androids with a four year lifespan: built-in 

c
obsolescer^e. W hat they  w ant turns out to  be not so different from w hat 

anyone human might want: to  possess  memories of their own, to  live a little
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longer, to  be remembered as  having experienced something unique. The answ er 

to  D eckard 's  question (What do the  replicants want?) makes him retroactively 

a killer in som e sense , a hunter and a predator a t least. Answ ers th a t  change 

the nature of the  one w ho questions, tha t  is the  psychoanalytic structure of 

questioning. The psychoanalytic question, "Was will das Weib" is never 

answ ered  satisfactorily by psychoanalysis. The hysteric, it turns out, is much 

more elusive prey than the  replicant.

Deckard has succeeded  in "retiring" a female replicant by the  time he 

understands th a t  he is love with one. As in almost every film noir, the  hero is 

morally compromised before he falls in love with a mysterious wom an. Deckard 

falls in love with Rachel, a replicant played by Sean Young. She learns (through 

Deckard 's te s t  for replicants) tha t she is in fact not human. Like any successful 

analysand, Rachel learns something about herself tha t is difficult to  accept: she 

is not w ho she thought she  w as. Deckard is the  one w ho leads her to  this self- 

knowledge.

In the  director's  cut, Deckard 's own s ta tus  as human being is left in 

som e uncertainty. W hat he gains by his love for Rachel is anxiety. Deckard has 

a recurring dream of a unicorn running through a forest. The last sho t of the 

film is of Rachel's high heel crushing an origami unicorn as Deckard and Rachel 

flee his apartm ent. Gaff, the  dandyish detective w ho speaks  a guttural urban 

dialect tha t  is a mixture of French, German, Spanish, Cantonese and English 

has been folding origami figures throughout the  film. We have to  assum e tha t
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this final unicorn signifies Gaff's presence. He has been sen t out to "retire" the  

last of the  replicants, Rachel (and perhaps Deckard himself). This origami 

unicorn is usually read as a sign of the  fact tha t  Deckard 's dream, like Rachel's 

memories, are nothing but implants as well.

The difference betw een  replicants and human beings breaks down in the 

film: but sexual difference remains intact. The unicorn is a symbol of courtly 

love, an animal associated  with feminine virginity and the  impossibility of the 

sexual relation. According to Lacan, courtly love mediates the  impossibility of 

the  sexual relation by staging a fantasy in which the  obstacles be tw een the 

lady and her knight are imposed by convention or the  lady herself (in contrast 

to  the  "reality" of the  situation in which the  obstacles are inherent in the 

relation itself).

Deckard may or may not be a replicant: despite this, he "loves" Rachel. 

It is w hen he ac ts  on his love for this woman/replicant tha t  he himself becom es 

something else, a criminal. By refusing to  kill her, by trying to  escape  with her, 

Deckard incriminates himself with regard to the  law. He has submitted to 

passion -- tha t  force, which according to  Rousseau, denatures natural pity and 

serves  only women. Rachel's initial ignorant complicity with Tyrell Corporation 

mirrors D eckard 's  own resigned accep tance  of his job as Bladerunner, police 

enforcer. When Deckard follows Rachel into criminality -- by "dropping out" she 

has becom e nothing more than a renegade replicant, ready for early retirement - 

- he is finally able to refuse his own unsavory role in the  enforcem ent of the



292

Law. They escape  into uncertainty -- for it is unsure a t the  end of the  director's  

cu t w hether or not Deckard is human and how  long Rachel has to  live. Perhaps 

it w as  this uncertainty th a t  w as unacceptable to the  Hollywood studio. Ridley 

Scott w as  forced to  release the  film with a "happier ending." In the  studio cut 

of the  film, the  last sho ts  w e see  are of the  couple safely enclosed in a 

hovercraft, skimming over an idyllic, natural landscape (with no signs of the 

technological sprawl of L.A. in sight, not even high tension wires or suburban 

trac t housing), accompanied by a voice-over of Deckard reassuring us tha t 

Rachel w as a "special" model of Nexus 6 and tha t  therefore, she had no 

termination date. In the  d irector's  cut, there is no escape  from the city: w e are 

left only with Gaff's raspy, haunting question, "It's too bad she w o n 't  live, but 

then again, w ho does?"

In the  film, the  infernal Corporation and the cynical Law function se t  out 

to subjugate and destroy the  organic and cyborganic life tha t it c rea tes  and 

controls. By falling in love with Rachel and following her into criminality, 

Deckard confronts the  fac t tha t he is a resigned gun-for-hire and refuses to 

continue performing his job.

W hat w e forget, w hen  w e pursue our daily life, is tha t our human 

universe is nothing but an embodiment of the  radically inhuman "abstract 

negativity," of the  abyss  w e experience when w e face the  "night of the 

world." And w hat is the act if not the m oment w hen  the  subject w ho is 

its bearer su spends  the  network of symbolic fictions which serve as a
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support to  his daily life and confronts again the  radical negativity upon 

which they are founded? (Zizek 1992:53).

The w om an points the  w ay  to  this act of refusal: this why Zizek insists tha t 

man m ust follow her. The way of the  feminine points tow ard a radical 

uncertainty th a t  exposes  the  despotic and inhuman nature of "reality" itself, 

w hether this "reality" is shaped by ancien regime conventions and biensGances 

or post-modern protocols and double-binds. W hat the  tw o  different versions of 

the  film represent are tw o  different w ays of dealing with the  "night of the 

world." In the  d irector's  cut, Deckard and Rachel flee together into a couple, 

formation. W hether and how  they get aw ay is entirely uncertain. The studio cut 

of the  film offers the  idea of the  couple as successful escape  hatch from the 

ethical contradictions of our associations with the  Law and the  Corporation. 

Part III

There is something distinctly unnatural about femininity, despite 

millennia of Earth G oddesses and ideological maneuvering to position woman 

in an intimate relationship with nature as such. I have w anted  to  emphasize 

this, not in order to  appeal to  som e idea of an essential femininity tha t  is either 

unrepresentable or in need of more representation. When femininity is identified 

as  unnatural, however, it generally assum es a criminal mien. Femininity is never 

"unna+ural" with impunity. It is Derrida w ho underscores the  role of "piti6 

naturelle" in R ousseau 's  work and the w ays in which it works as a defense 

against wom en: "si la piti6 es t  naturelle, ce qui nous porte & nous identifier d
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autrui e s t  un mouvem ent inn6,1'amour en revanche, la passion am oureuse n 'a 

rien de naturel" (Derrida 1967:249). The domain of "unnatural" love and 

passion is the  domain of women: excluded from the possibilities of 

philosophical friendship, they  know only the  tyranny and abjection of passion. 

Therefore, "la piti6 protSge I'homme (homo) de sa  destruction par la fureur de 

la fem m e.... La passsion am oureuse e s t  done la perversion de la piti£ 

naturelle....Ce qu'il y a de culturel e t d 'historique dans I'amour e s t  au service 

de la feminit6: fait pour asservir I'homme d la femme" (1967:249-250).

For Rousseau, w om en are guilty of artificiality, and of ruses and of 

s tra tegem s designed to  alienate men from their true natures. Despite the  fact 

th a t  the  dichotomy man/culture vs. w om an/nature  is reversed in the 

Rousseauian schem a as man/nature vs. woman/culture, the  absolute nature of 

sexual difference remains intact. This is why turning oppositions on their heads 

always remains an exercise in futility. W hat psychoanalysis introduces into all 

th ese  binary oppositions is a third term, tha t  of the  phallus as signifier. It is by 

m eans of the  phallic signifier tha t Lacanian psychoanalysis takes  on the 

problem of lack and castration: w e  can understand R ousseau 's  defensive 

system s against wom en are m eant to protect men from lack. There is a natural 

plenitude in men tha t w om en w ant to  destroy by m eans of "la passion 

am oureuse."  According to  Jacques-Alain Miller, to  admit to  love is to  admit to 

lack, "I love" m eans "I lack." To w ant to be loved back, "to w an t the  beloved 

to  be loving, is to  cas tra te  him" (1994:10-11). If Rousseau w an ts  to defend
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men against love, he w an ts  to  defend them  from castration. To accep t love is 

to  adopt a posture of vulnerability before a wom an w ho can  s tand  in as agen t 

of castration, bearer of the  wrath of a primal, almost forgotten father.

In the  preceding chapters, I have examined the  w ays in which 

eighteenth-century  fictions represent love and sexual difference. All of these  

novels are preoccupied with the  w ays men and wom en "love" differently. This 

difference is difficult to  account for, impossible to avoid and has catastrophic 

consequences . We have seen  tha t it is m ost often wom en who take the  blame 

for the  asym m etry of love and its disastrous effects. There is another kind of 

difference a t play today, w hose  origins can be analyzed as far back as  the  

seven teen th  century: the  difference betw een the  human and the 

technological/scientific replica of the  human. The eighteenth century 

understood this replica as a machine: the  autom aton. A harbinger of scientific 

progress and an image of hypocrisy and inauthenticity, it always already 

presents  to  us fictions of being, lack, desire and difference th a t  beg to  be 

written and demand to  be read.
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