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5
Introduction

As i t s  t i t l e  in d ica te s , th is  study i s  concerned with c ru e lty , 

not as a subject m atter o f the works examined, but as a  lite ra c y  a t t i ­

tude th a t stead ily  developed in  the second h a lf  o f the eighteenth 

century. We have re s tr ic te d  our inquiry to  the a ttitu d e  o f cruelty  

displayed in  the a r is to c ra tic  lib e r tin e  hero, a constant figure in  the 

l i te ra tu re  o f the time. For the heroes of the 1730's  and the 17^0 ' s ,  

th is  a ttitu d e  may be defined as the w illingness to  use others in  order

to  amuse oneself and to  enhance one's reputation in  society . I t  i s  

based upon the profound indifference fo r  the feelings o f other in d i­

viduals and fo r th e ir  d ignity  as human beings th a t i s ,  as we sh a ll see, 

an e sse n tia l feature of the a r is to c ra tic  world.

Among those w riters whose works show the a ttitu d e  of c rue lty ,

Crebillon f i l s ,  Laclos, and Sade are the most important. Ihe characters 

created by these n o v e lis ts , as w ell as those created by other novelists

we sh a ll discuss, a re , fo r the most p a r t ,  members o f the upper classes 

of society , e ith e r  by b ir th  or by the acquisition  of great wealth. Cruelty

i s ,  i n i t i a l ly ,  an a r is to c ra tic  pastime, a  luxury, th a t develops from the 

boredom and restlessness f e l t  by those who are v ir tu a lly  inprisoned in  an 

extremely re s tr ic tiv e  so c ia l s e ttin g . Ihe only o u tle t fo r the energy 

of ambitious individuals in  th is  society i s  the cu ltiva tion  o f cruelty  

in  the salon and in  the boudoir, conversation and love-making being the

only two acceptable occupations fo r a  nobleman. Cruelty in  both cases 

depends upon the power o f the word, fo r , in  the salon, i t  i s  the a b ili ty

to  be quick-witted, mocking, and v icious, ra th e r than the display of 

great knowledge, th a t i s  respected, while, in  the boudoir, the a b ili ty  

to  amuse and to  impress the intended "victim '1 with ta le s  o f past con­
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quests i s  indispensable and, a t  tim es, even more inportant than physical 

prowess.

Cruelty i s  an accepted fac t o f so c ia l existence fo r the nobleman.

In p ra c tic a l r e s u l ts ,  i t  ra re ly  aims, a t f i r s t ,  a t  anything more than

the loss o f public esteem fo r  the victim . Yet, even in  the early 

lib e rtin e  hero, there  i s  a  h in t o f re a l enjoyment in  the spectacle 

afforded by the su ffering  o f one's fellow man. A change in  a ttitu d e

from a w illingness to  hurt others to  a  desire  and even a need to  see 

them su ffe r becomes more pronounced as the century wears on. Cruelty,

instead  o f being the adjunct o f p leasure , replaces i t  as the aim of 

libertin ism . Ihe desire  to  dominate others becomes less the means by

which the l ib e r tin e  wins the approval and respect o f others than the 

s ig i  th a t ,  as f a r  as he i s  concerned, th e ir  opinions are no longer 

re levan t, th a t the pure exercise o f power i s  the only thing th a t rea lly  

m atters.

I t  i s  by the p rac tice  o f cruel libertin ism  th a t the lib e rtin e  hero

comes to  define h is  existence and to  judge i t s  worth. Although thoughts 

of pure physical b ru ta lity  o r any overt a ttack  upon the so c ia l system

generally remain in  the background u n til  the Marquis de Sade comes on 

the scene, the re su lts  o f the l ib e r t in e 's  cruelty  are increasingly more 

serious and often e n ta il  the death o r a t  lea s t the e te rn a l disgrace of 

the victim . By the time th a t Laclos w rites Les Liaisons dangereuses in  

1782, we are no longer dealing with cruelty  as an a ris to c ra tic  pastime,

but as the basic p rincip le  o f a philosophy o f libertin ism .

We cannot see the development towards a  philosophy o f libertin ism

as a  re su lt of changes in  the so c ia l s itu a tio n  of the l ib e r tin e , fo r , 

although Sade in  h is  novel Aline e t Valcour seems to  pred ict the need 

fo r libertin ism  to  adapt to  the coming downfall o f  the a ristocracy , the
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struc tu re  o f eighteenth-century society  did not change s ig n ifican tly  

u n t i l  the Revolution, ’.'hat did change was the l ib e r t in e 's  a ttitu d e

towards society and h is idea o f the ind iv id u a l's  place in  i t .  He 

becomes a  c r i t ic a l  observer of the world around him and fee ls  himself

to  be influenced by the "philosophical s p i r i t"  (o r, ra th e r , what he and 

the re s t  of the educated public often  took to  be such), which was 

becoming popularized. He regards him self, however erroneously, as a 

"philosophe," and h is actions are tie d  to  h is philosophical p o sitio n s . 1 

Ihe id en tific a tio n  o f the lib e r tin e  with the "philosophe" i s  found

in  so many eighteenth-century novels and c r i t ic a l  works th a t i t  quickly 

becomes a cliche. Me sh a ll see th a t such a view often i s  expounded by

self-appointed guardians of tra d itio n a l m orality , especially  the se n ti­

mental n o v e lis ts , in  sp ite  o f the fac t th a t they , too , were deeply 

influenced by certa in  popularized philosophical no tions. A link  between

libertin ism  and philosophy does e x is t ,  however, especially  in  the la te r  

years of the century, as we sh a ll a lso  study. What p a rticu la rly

in te re s ts  us i s  the way in  which lib e rtin ism , im itating  philosophy, 

combines two strong currents o f eigjiteenth-century thought—rationalism

and eroticism . The e sse n tia l, but a t  f i r s t  glance unexpected, connection 

between these two elements i s ,  in  fa c t ,  one o f the most inportant 

aspects o f the works o f the w riters to  be examined, and th a t which se ts  

them in  the same perspective fo r us. I t  i s  the blending o f rationalism  

and eroticism  th a t produces the philosophy o f c ree l libertin ism .

Rationalism played a great ro le  in  the thought o f the eighteenth 

century, but i t  was an applied rationalism . Men had fa ith  in  reason as 

a  way to  solve th e ir  problems, independently o f  au thority  o r revelation . 

The universe, i t s  laws, and the way in  which these laws affected every
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facet o f hunan experience could be, and were being, explained, thanks

to  men lik e  Newton, Buff on, La Met t r i e ,  Montesquieu, V olta ire , and Diderot.

A great sense o f lib e ra tio n  enlivened the thought o f the tim e, and the 

cu rio sity  with which men looked a t  the world around them was a t f i r s t

colored with-.a fee ling  of confidence in  the goodness o f the natu ra l 

order of th ings. The cliche o f "l'hazroonie universelle" was quickly

adopted.

Man, being a p a rt of na tu re , was a lso  a  p a rt o f th is  harmony. Ihe 

world o f passions might give novelists like  Prevost, fo r example, some

uneasiness, but there  i s  always a t bottom the b e lie f  th a t man's heart 

i s  innocent and pure, and th a t to  be good, we need only follow our

n a tu ra l in s t in c ts . Even Montesquieu, fo r whom v irtue  had to  be learned 

and who believed th a t we need re fle c tio n  to  keep away the rash acts o f

thoughtless greed and se lfish n ess , was persuaded th a t "les homes

e ta ie n t nes pour e tre  vertueux, e t  que la  ju s tic e  e s t  une quality  qui
2

leu r e s t aussi propre que 1 'ex istence." He a lso  believed tha t v irtue

i s  rewarded by making the ju s t  man "cheri. des Dieux" (p. 41). The uni­

verse wants man to  be happy, and h is  happiness l ie s  in  submitting to  the

universal harmony, i . e . ,  in  being v irtuous. An attendant b e lie f  to  

th is  one was th a t the wrongdoer, the one who goes against the natu ra l

order o f th ings, finds w ithin him self only d issa tis fac tio n  and un­

happiness. See, fo r example, the a r t ic le  "Bien" in  the EhcyclopSdie.

Rationalism was the g rea t toed by which man was made to  understand 

these ideas. Everyone, even those fa r  outside the "philosophe” group, was 

influenced by th is  fa i th  in  rationalism . A re fu sa l to  believe in  the 

mystery of na tu ra l forces and a desire  to  knew, to  leam  became 

simultaneous ch arac te ris tic s  o f such an enlightened people. To grasp

re a lity  and become master o f i t  seemed to  be a  reasonable goal.
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Optimism and, above a l l ,  an acceptance o f the need fo r  men to

cooperate with one another fo r th e ir  mutual benefit migjnt seem to  be

the n a tu ra l consequences of such b e lie fs  as those ju s t  outlined.

However, the lib e r tin e  heroes begin to  say "no" to  cooperation and to

the concept o f universal harmony. They refuse to  submit to  i t ,  be­

cause to  do so would make them the agents, the instruments o f the

universal order, o r Providence, o r whatever name one gives to  the forces 

th a t control our liv e s . They would disappear as individuals and be 

swallowed 14) in  the general order o f th ings.

Che can trace  a lin e  of development from the Versac o f Crebillon 

f i l s  to  the heroes of Sade, passing by the Merteuil and Valmcnt of

Laclos, showing a  steady and increasingly intense preoccupation with 

se ttin g  oneself above the mass o f men by going against the concept of

cooperation and dedication to  the general w ill .^  What a l l  these heroes 

have in  cannon i s  a  need to  say "no" to  the d isso lu tion  of the s e l f  

th a t they perceive more and more c learly  behind the concept of uni­

versal harmony. This p ro test expands, as time passes, in to  an anger 

d irected  a t  nature i t s e l f .  The heroes we sh a ll  be studying seek to

be cane masters o f th e ir  own destin ies and o f the destin ies of others as 

well, as a way of proving to  themselves, to  those around than and even to

nature , i f  possib le , th a t they are not ineffec tive  and in sign ifican t 

beings.

In view of th is  a tt i tu d e , the l ib e r t in e 's  quest fo r mastery in  

eroticism  takes on a philosophical as w ell as a  so c ia l significance. 

Love, fo r those who do not know i t ,  may very easily  be seen as a

d isso lu tion  of the s e l f .  I t  i s  a  giving of oneself to  another, o r , 

id e a lly , a  merging with the other to  form a  new being. But who w ill
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guarantee th a t th is  a lte ra tio n  i s  not the ann ih ila tion , ra th e r than 

the extension or growth, o f se lf?  This i s  precisely  what the charac­

te rs  we sh a ll be discussing fea r. Vhat b e tte r  way, then, to  asse rt 

the s e l f  than to  burst apart the myth o f love, h ith e rto  presented as the

most inconprehensible o f a l l  n a tu ra l forces and, therefo re , the symbol 

o f man's powerlessness? Love must be shewn to  be not a t sill a  nys-

terious force requiring the giving up o f  ourselves in  sp ite  o f ourselves, 

but a  na tu ra l physiological force "dont i l  avait plu  a la  vanite des 

horanes de fa ire  une v e rtu .1’1* I f  love i s  reduced to  love-making, the

s e l f  is  no longer in  danger. But ju s t  rea liz in g  th a t we need not be 

the slave of the nyth does not make us any less the slave of nature ,

th a t i s ,  of the physical force called  sexual d rive , which we share with 

a l l  other animals. Vfe must no t only understand love by reason, we must

control i t .  This i s ,  as the lib e rtin e  sees i t ,  the link  between 

rationalism  and ero ticism , th is  la s t  being the psychological approach 

to  sexual drive with the aim of mastering i t .

Vfe sh a ll begin our study with an examination of cruelty  in  the

world o f Crebillon f i l s .  Love, here , i s  an in te lle c tu a l exercise in  

which the spinning o f the web seems to  give as much pleasure as the

victory i t s e l f .  The l ib e r t in e 's  overriding desire  to  d istinguish  him­

s e l f  in  e ro tic  s itu a tio n s demands a cynical egoism and a d is tan t approach 

to  o thers. Vfe see a d is tru s t  of emotion, which i s  thought to  be nothing

but weakness. Only in te lle c tu a lly  superior beings can rea lly  be in  

control of passion, the eneny o f the s e l f .  A deep indifference towards

others i s  necessary; one must be above a l l  free  and untouched. Actual 

cruelty—the conscious hurting  or hum iliation o f o thers—is  n o t, as we
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have s ta te d , the p rinc ip le  aim o f Cr€bilion 's l ib e r tin e s , but i t  i s

a useful to o l to  e stab lish  one's su p e rio rity , and one must not shrink 

from i t .  Cruelty l ie s  la ten t in  the indifference o f these characters, 

even i f  i t  only occasionally rears i t s  head.

But, as anger grows and so c ia l success becomes too small a  goal 

to  sa tis fy  the l ib e r tin e , cruelty  becomes a more in te g ra l p a rt o f h is

methods. He comes to  disregard a l l  aspects o f a conquest, save the 

in te lle c tu a l pleasure of subm itting another person to  h is  w ill .  There

is  a  new seriousness to  c ru e lty , which becomes a measure o f the l ib e r ­

t in e 's  streng th . There i s  a lso  a  certa in  fee ling  of defensiveness in  the 

l ib e r t in e 's  a ttitu d e  o f c ru e lty , which only adds to  h is anger. Charac­

te rs  like  the Marquise de M erteuil fe e l th a t the g i f t  o f reason, which 

should have been man's to o l o f freedom, i s ,  in  a  way, ju s t  the opposite:

a  reminder o f h is subordinate position  in  the  universe. Man i s  a 

dependent creatu re , not a  creative one. He may have learned to  un­

ravel many o f the m ysteries o f the universe, but explaining does not 

equal con tro lling . A ll he has achieved is  an understanding o f h is 

powerlessness. The lib e r tin e  "philosophes" are enraged and humiliated 

by th is  s ta te  o f th ings.

In the years th a t separate the works o f Crebillon f i l s  from those of

the Marquis de Sade, the concept th a t nature i s  basica lly  good and 

su ffices to  man's happiness begins to  be reexamined. Doubts as to  the

goodness of the na tu ra l order can be seen in  the works o f the true 

"philosophes" as w ell. The Chevalier de Jaucourt, fo r example, writes 

in  the Ehcyclopedie: "Je commence i  craindre que la  nature n 'a i t  mis 

dans l'hcrane quelque pente I  l'inhum anite."^ There i s  no doubting th is  

fo r  the Marquis de Sade. His characters ' cruelty  stems as much from a
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conscious philosophical choice to  r iv a l  and even outdo nature in

i t s  e v il  as from a b e lie f  th a t they a re , in th is  way, following the 

true path of human nature. Cruelty, fo r Sade, is  the most basic

element o f man's character and, in  any s itu a tio n , social o r na tu ra l 

(usually seen as opposites in  the eighteenth century), i t  w ill 

inevitab ly  come v io len tly  to  the surface. For Sade, cruelty  poses philo­

sophical and so c ia l problems fo r man, not dreamed o f by h is  more 

conservative predecessors.
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Notes to  the in troduction:

1 I t  i s  in te re s tin g  to  note th a t when the most famous l ib e r tin e  
o f a l l ,  Casanova, was a rrested  by the Inqu isition  in  Venice, in  1755, 
among the books found on h is bedtable and confiscated by the police
were; not only licen tious works like  Le P a rtie r  des Chart reux, but also 
Le M ilita ire  philosophe, a compendium of contemporary philosophical 
tn o u ^ ir x n a r c ircu la ted  in  manuscript form u n ti l  i t s  publication in
1768. See Casanova’s Escape from the Leads, an Excerpt from the 
Memoirs, tran s . Arthur Machen (New York: Knopf, 1929), pp. 29-30. Cn 
he m u ta i r e  philosophe, see I r a  Wade, The Clandestine Organization 
ana m i'fusion or Philosophic Ideas in  rrance from lyJu to  (rrin ce tcn :
Princeton Uhiv. Press; London: Oxford lihiv. Press, 1938), pp. 45-64.

2 Montesquieu, Les L ettres persanes (Paris: Garnier-Flamnaricn, 1964), 
pp. 36- 37. ihe following quote i s  id en tifie d  in  the te x t .

^ ihe Marianne o f Marivaux also rose above the masses, bu t, unlike 
the pessim istic  lib e r tin e  hero , she did i t  n a tu ra lly , by in s t in c t .  She 
had a specia l destiny. For h e r, there was no co n flic t between saying 
"yes" to  universal harmony and asserting  the s e l f .  Marianne’s aim is  
to  p a rtic ip a te , the l ib e r t in e 's ,  to  conquer.

ll
Claude Prosper Jolyot de Crebillon, Oeuvres, ed. Pierre Lievre 

(Paris: Le Divan, 1929), I , 18.

5 "Cruaute," L’Ehcyclopedie, ou D ictionnaire raisonne des sciences,
des arts et.des metiers (1751-76: zpt. New York: Fteadex Microprint Corp., 
lyB9T, \L, 0^4. This artic le  i s  directly inspired, at times ward for word,
by Montaigne's essay "De la  cruaute," but i t s  message, as we sh a ll see, 
takes on a specia l e i^ iteenth-centu iy  sign ificance, in  view o f the new 
discoveries th a t were being made about human nature and i t s  ro le  in  the 
universe.
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Chapter I  : Cruelty in  the world o f Crebillon f i l s

Part I :  A society th a t breeds crue lty1

Ihe characters th a t populate the works o f Crebillon f i l s  are drawn 

exclusively from the aristocracy  o f h is  day. As in h erito rs  of a  h ig i 

and priv ileged  position  in  so c ie ty , they lead comfortable l iv e s , but in

contrast to  th e ir  forebears who had taken on many le g is la tiv e  and 

ju d ic ia l  du ties as a  condition of th e ir  rank, the eighteenth-century

n o b ility  had ceased almost en tire ly  to  ru le  o r to  serve any useful 

purpose as a  c la ss . Alexis de Tbcqueville, in  h is The Old Regime and 

the French Revolution, makes very c lea r the changed nature of the French 

n ob ility  by pointedly using the word "caste” ra th e r than "aristocracy" 

to  describe i t . 2 ihe members o f th is  caste  lived and prospered on

vested r ig h ts , which they held on to  more t ig i t ly  than ever before as 

th e i r  very existence as a  group seemed more and more to  become a

"meaningless anachronism" (Tocqueville, p . 30).

Ihe noblemen were, however, as proud as they were id le . Lest 

anyone doubt th e ir  separate and priv ileged s ta tu s , they scornfully

refused to  become involved with adm inistrative functions, "h itherto  the 

token and mainstay o f / th e i r /  power" (lboqueville, p . 49), but new taken

over by an upsta rt middle class whom the aristocracy resented and con­

sidered unworthy o f i t s  a tten tio n . Drawing th e ir  p restige  and superio rity

around them as a  p ro tective cloak, the noblemen were in te res ted  only in  

maintaining th e ir  rig h ts  and leading the showy but mostly powerless lives 

o f Court members, dedicated to  p o lite  and cu ltivated  so c ia b ili ty , and 

l i t t l e  e lse . "Never," says Tooquville, "had the  gap between the middle 

class and the n o b ility  been so great" (p. 89) ,  and never had the nobleman
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flelt a  stronger need to  c ling  to  h is  position  and to  present himself 

prim arily as a  member of a certa in  group, ra th e r than as an indiv idual,

in  order to  pro tect h is way of l i f e  against in truders and reformers.

I t  i s  n o t, then, unreasonable to  see the world o f the € l i te  as a p rison , 

as luxurious as i t  may have been. Not only did i t s  members have to

lock others ou t, but in  order to  keep th e ir  c lass "w atertigh t,” as 

Tboqueville terms i t  (p. 77) ,  they had to  lock themselves in .

This exclusive, p rison -like  quality  i s  one o f the major charac teris­

t ic s  o f Crebillon f i l s '  perceptive recreation  o f the a r is to c ra tic

m ilieu. His characters, as we see them in  the novel Les Egarements du 

coeur e t  de 1 'e s p r i t  and in  the dialogues La Nuit e t  le  moment and Le 

Hasard du coin du feu , are to ta lly  defined by the society they liv e  

i n . 3 They pass th e i r  lives within p ro tec tiv e , but confining walls— 

salons, dining rooms, carriages, th ea te rs , o r , a t most, an enclosed

garden. Ihe dialogues take place en tire ly  in  a  closed-off roan, the 

boudoir, from which, as in  Racinian th ea te r, the outside world i s  com­

p le te ly  shut out. Even the servan ts, who are ou tsiders, have no re a l 

existence fo r  the n o b ility . C idalise , in  La N uit, refuses her maid 

Justine  an id en tity  o f her own, re fe rrin g  to  her as "les gens de son

espece” (N15). Oelie, in  Le Hasard, imperiously qu iets her servant 

La Tour with: "Que vous e tes in p a tien tan ts , vous au tre s , avec vos

raisons” (H91*), when he t r ie s  to  have an opinion on even an in s ig i i f i -  

cant m atter. Such non-beings are expelled from the scene before the

action begins.

But, even within the confines o f th is  iso la ted  world, the characters, 

in  sp ite  o f th e ir  great wealth, are not free . They are the victims of 

a necessary boredom, the re su lt  o f  th e ir  forced separation from the re s t
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o f society . liaving shed the la st traces o f i t s  feudal responsib ili­

t ie s  and duties towards other segments o f so ciety , the n ob ility  is

mired in  in activ ity  and le f t  to  f a ll  back upon i t s  authority as an 

ancient in stitu tio n  to ju stify  i t s  privileged position , or rather to  

prove that i t  needs no ju stifica tio n  at a l l . I ts  legitimacy is  and 

should be unquestioned, and the individuals who make i t  up, recogxLzed 

as the guardians o f tradition and the enfcodiment o f the natural superiority

that the c la ss, as a whole, represents.

Ihe characters presented by Crebillon seem convinced o f their

personal merit as noblemen and o f the rig itn ess o f their way o f l i f e ,  

cocplete and perfect by nature. Any attempt at change or self-inprove- 

ment would be a s ig i o f doubt, and, therefore, a betrayal o f the

nobleman's position; even strong emotions and serious reflection  are 

to be avoided, as i f  they, too, involved a lack of d ig iity , an admission

that se lf-su ffic ien cy  and omniscience are not natural attributes o f 

the n ob ility . Che must not put a chink in  the nyth and suggest that

the difference between ordinary men and aristocrats can be erased by 

virtue or by mental e ffo r t. There is  something very bourgeois about 

thinking. According to  Versac, the lib ertin e o f Les Egarements du coeur 

e t de lte sp r it: " j l ]  es gens du bon ton la issen t au vulgaire, e t le  soin

de penser, et la  crainte de penser faux . . . rien n 'est plus indecent

a un hcmme du bon ton que de passer pour savant” (E l6 l). In the same 

way, "rien n 'est plus igyioble a une femne que d'etre vertueuse" (E l6 l),

for virtue, whether i t  be defined as chastity or as fid e lity  in  love, is  

too weighty a matter to  occupy a noblewoman. Amorous exp loits and w itty  

conversation are, in  fa c t, the only pastimes deemed fitt in g  for the 

aristocracy, and, to  admit o f no conprondse, the a ffa irs must be casual
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and the talk  su p erfic ia l.

Hie noblemen are forced, then, to devote themselves to  tr iv ia lity  

and to present i t  as an ideal way o f l i f e .  But boredom hangs heavily

over them. Uhlike Racinian exclusiveness, theirs is  to ta lly  undramatic. 

There is  no progression towards a climax, no resolution o f shattering

con flicts in  C rebillcn's world. There is  only sameness and rep etition . 

Although the characters might prefer to  think of themselves as unique, 

they tend to  f a ll  necessarily into two categories: men are lib ertin es, 

women are coquettes, cne may be more or le ss  success A il as a lib ertin e , 

more or less open in  one's flir ta tio n , but the differences are in  degree,

not kind. Nothing is  accomplished in  the dialogues; what we see is  

one instance in  a series o f instances that are always the same and in

which the end is  known from the beginning. The sto ries that Clitandre 

t e l ls  o f other conquests in  La Nuit are sim ilar to  the one that he is  

acting out with C idalise, which w ill, in  i t s  turn, become a story in  

h is next te te -a -te te . Cidalise knows that Clitandre desires her 

particularly "pour avoir une aventure singuliere a raconter" (N69).

She a lso  knows that i t  i s  boredom alone that usually provokes an affa ir:

"j 'a i plus d'une raison de penser que je  ne vous inspire pas d'amour.

Mais vous etes desoeuvre, seul avec moi la  nuit . . . "  (N68-69). Al­

though he knows th is is  true, Clitandre must obviously choose moments 

in  which the conversation is  more general to  agree, in  order not to  sp o il 

h is evening by forcing Cidalise to apply h is words to  her own situation . 

But, in  sp ite  o f Clitandre's good timing and charming manner and C idalise1 s

w illfu l blindness, h is frank and blase cynicism s t i l l  surprises: "Ch

e st dans le  monde, on s 'y  ennuie, on vo it des femmes qui, de leur cote

ne s'y  amusent guere: on e st jeune; la  vanite se jo in t au desoeuvrement.
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Si avoir une femne n 'e s t  pas toujours un p la i s i r ,  du moins c 'e s t  tou- 

jours une so rte  d'occupation" (N96).

Clitandre often returns to  the same idea , always showing us tha t 

behind the constant a c tiv ity  o f seduction and conquest are an unchanging

emptiness o f soul and an ennui th a t sometimes overcomes him in  the 

midst o f h is  p leasures. Even C elie, the most unthinking character in  

the dialogues, recogiizes th a t love a ffa irs  are important chiefly  to

keep bordeom a t  bay. Pressed to  explain why she chose a very un­

a ttra c tiv e  man as a lover, she randomly draws several reasons from the

confusion of her mind, especially  s tre ss in g  her fea r o f id leness. She 

was, she says, determined by "ce vuide affreux qui succede a une

passion, e t  s i  penible pour quelqu'un qui v ient d 'en  gouter les

chazmes: son a ss id u ite ; sa patience; 1 'ennui du desoeuvrement . . . "  (H106).

There are no rebels in  th is  socie ty . The characters fe e l as i f  

they have no choice. Versac t e l l s  u s : "Sur que je  ne pourrais, sans

me perdre, vouloir r e s is te r  au to r re n t , je  le  su iv is . Je s a c r i f ia i  tou t

au friv o le  . , (E156). In order to  do so, he has had to  do violence

to  h is  n a tu ra l character, condenning him self, as he says, to  the steady

torment o f se lf-d isg u ise . He i s  explaining h is way o f l i f e  to  the 

reader and to  the young Meilcour, fo r only an ou tsider o r an u n in itia ted  

youth would need an explanation; a l l  those w ithin Versac's a r is to c ra tic  

c irc le  know th a t the s t r i c t  demands made upon the individual by society 

must be met. As one c r i t ic  has sa id , these people a ttach  "primary or
il

even exclusive importance to  ordered so c ia l ex istence." Such order 

i s  a l l  they know and outside o f i t ,  as fa r  as they are concerned, i s

no th ing iess.

Seeking to  cheat boredom by creating t ie s  to  o thers , as ind iv iduals,
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is  unthinkable, for although love-making is  the main occupation of 

th is society and the word "love" is  on everyone's lip s , neither i t  

nor even sincere friendship can ex ist in  r ea lity . There are several

reasons for th is . In the f ir s t  p lace, each nobleman is  more or less  

the dupe o f the pretensions o f h is class: he believes in  the nyth o f

the n o b ility , and so inwardly endorses the careless and su perficia l 

existence he leads. Showing to  another person the lea st emotion or 

need is  a weakness, a mark o f vu lnerability . Courting friendship is  

interpreted as se r v ility  and greeted with scorn, or, at b est, in ­

su lting condescension. Versac sp ec ifica lly  counsels Meilcour to keep

an a ir  o f confident and mocking aloofhess in  h is dealings with others, 

for "le trcp grand desir de leur p la ire suppose le  besoin qu'on en a ,”

and such a need is  an embarrassment: "C'est avouer que nous croyons

qu'un home nous e st superieur, que d'etre tinri.de devant lui" (E155).

The noble creed o f se lf-su ffic ien cy  demands that each individual guard

a l i t t l e  space around him self as in v io lab le. Friendship is  an in ­

vasion o f th is space, but love, which gives to  another person the

power to  conplete u s, destroys i t .  Love is  the humiliation o f the s e l f ,  

as understood by the n o b ility , for i t  makes a mockery o f s e lf -s u ff i­

ciency.

Secondly, love i s  also a threat to  the so c ia l order. The noble­

man ewes h is f ir s t  and only allegiance to the society  that protects 

him. Other people are important only as members o f the group, never 

as individuals. There is  an in teresting  description of the nobleman's

idea o f so c ia l obligations in  Vivant Denon's Point de lendemain, which, 

although w ritten in  1777, expresses perfectly  the attitude o f Crebillon's

characters. Mne de T*** has explained to  the hero "qu'il n'y avait 

d'engagement (philosophiquement parlant) que ceux que l'cn  ccntractait
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avec le  pub lic , en lu i la issa n t p§n§trer nos secre ts . . . "  She 

continues: "Si des raisons . . . nous forgaient & nous separer demain,

notre bcnheur, ignore de toute la  na tu re , ne nous la is s e r a i t ,  par 

exenple, aucun lie n  a denouer . . ."5 i t  has become a hab it fo r the

people o f th is  world to  fe e l no sense of responsib ility  towards other 

human beings and to  choose acquaintances and lovers as they m igit

choose a book to  read from the shelves o f th e ir  l ib ra r ie s . They barely 

think o f lik in g  the person they p ick . For them, love, as the older 

Meilcour describes i t ,  is  "une so rte  de ccm erce" th a t i s  frequently 

entered in to  "mime sans gout" (E15). Love a ffa irs  sometimes resemble 

business arrangements: "Conme on s 'e s t  p r is  sans s 'a im er,"  says

C litandre, "on se separe sans se h a ir ,  e t  l 'o n  r e t i r e  du moins, du 

fa ib le  goGt que l ’on s ’e s t  nutuellement in sp ire , l'avantage d ’e tre

toujours pr§ ts a s 'o b lig e r"  (N18). In any case, even i f  the n o b ility  

were able to  imagine a d iffe ren t kind o f love, most o f i t s  members 

would lack the d isc ip line  needed to  develop i t .  They are fa r  too

accustomed to  seek r e l i e f  from boredom in  v a rie ty .

Since the individual sees in  the preservation o f society h is  own

sa fe ty , he i s  necessarily  and autom atically drawn in to  an a lliance 

with those who share h is position . He becomes, as in  the na tu ra l course

o f things and more unconsciously than n o t, a  slave to  the way things 

a re . He spontaneously p a rtic ip a te s  in  the e ffo r t  to  destroy the power 

o f love. He seeks to  "le reduire au simple, e t  prouver que les faveurs 

ne fscnt] que du p la i s i r ,"  as Denon’s hero puts i t . ^  Old moral values, 

such as those cherished by the Marquise in  Le Hasard, are termed "les

prejuges les plus gothiques" (H110) by C elie , who believes i t  is  time 

to  throw out these "idees adoptees, peu t-e tre  sans beaucoup d ’examen" (H110)
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and find  o ther p rincip les "un peu moins gourmls, e t  un peu plus ana­

logues 3. la  nature" (H il l) .

C rebillon 's characters f in d , however, th a t one o f the best ways 

to  burst apart the myth of love in  fac t i s  to  g lo rify  i t  in  words.

Love, in  i t s  new form, may be more physical and less durable than the 

old kind , bu t, according to  OSlie, i t  i s  not any less wonderful. I t

usually s tr ik e s  suddenly, in  the form of a "coip de foudre," "ce 

mouvement dent la  cause nous e s t  inccnnue, e t  qui nous entralne 

avec une violence a laquelle  on voudrait vainement r e s i s te r ,  vers

l 'o b je t ,  qui nous enchante" (H92). A woman's d ignity  and honor are 

in  no way damaged by her succumbing to  love, which i s  stronger than

she i s .  This i s  true  even i f  she finds la te r  th a t she has been wrong, 

an event which i s  not a t  a l l  unccrmcn since, unfortunately, "les

e ffe ts  de la  passion tiennent du genre de la  passion meme" (H92).

To describe love as temporary, but mysteriously overwhelming i s  to  

provide an excuse to  give in  to  i t  without sac rif ic in g  the appearance

of decency. Repetition destroys romantic illu s io n s  more e ffectively  

than theories do.

To p ro tec t even fu rther th e ir  good name, women have invented two 

fic tio n s  to  draw on: " la  s e n s ib ili ty " and "le moment." Women are a

prey to  th e ir  emotions; th is  drawback i s  put forward as the mark o f 

th e ir  sex. I t  i s  a  g rea t weakness, but what makes i t  almost impossible 

to  overcome, i s  the fa c t tha t i t  i s  often hidden. A woman may believe 

th a t she i s  strong enough to  r e s i s t  gill tem ptation, but, i f  so , she 

has rashly forgotten "le  moment," which i s  generously described by the

Due de Clerval as:

the certaine  d isposition  des sens aussi
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inprevue qu’e lle  ea t involontaine, qu'une 
feirme peut v o ile r , mais q u i, s i  e l le  e s t  
apergue, ou sen tie  par quelqu'un qui a i t  
in te re t  d 'en  p ro f i te r ,  la  met dans le
danger du monde le  plus grand d 'e tre  un 
peu plus conplaisante q u 'e lle  ne croyait 
m  devoir, m. pouvoir I '§ t r e  (H103).

Women are usually undeceived too la te .  "Helas!" c ries C idalise,

" j 'ig n o ra is , ou p lu tS t j e  cherchais I  ignorer la  .'Tree e t  la  nature 

du goflt qui m 'en tra ina it vers vous, e t  peu t-e tre  en au ra is-je  trionphe,

s i  vous n 'eussiez  pas cherche a me seduire" (N75). Celie admits to  

having been sim ilarly  overpowered by "une fa ib lesse  qui e ta i t  s i  peu

fa i te  pour moi, e t  que, par ce tte  ra ison , je  n 'a i  pas assez c ra in t £sic7 " 

(H116).

Men, by a ta c i t  agreement between the sexes which benefits them 

both, subscribe to  th is  hypocrisy, although they sometimes, as we 

have seen, give vent to  th e i r  cynicism. At one p o in t, the Due regre ts

the fac t th a t a  woman cannot openly in s tru c t a  man as to  the best 

method of winning her favors: "les deux sexes y gagieraient igalement"

(H103). But there i s  generally enougi understanding between them so 

th a t the b a tt le  o f the sexes be canes the b a lle t  o f the sexes in  most 

cases.

I t  i s  the society as a  whole th a t benefits  most from th is  

arrangement, fo r i t  has found a way to  gain complete control over the

ind iv idual, taking from him the p o ss ib ility  of love and inposing 

ip  bn him a  s t r i c t  guide to  behavior. In C r§billon 's world, there is

no motive fo r action , no other subject of conversation than love- 

making. "L'amour seul preside ic i"  (E ll) . Ihe in d iv id u a l 's  position  

is  one of extreme vu lnerab ility  which b e lies  h is  claim to  s e l f -  

sufficiency . He needs the pro tection  o f the group. Ihe loss o f h is 

repu ta tion , beyond which lurks the th re a t o f exclusion, is  a  constant
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worry. Peeling himself under the steady scrutiny of the r e s t  o f

soc ie ty , " le  Public," he must be especially  carefu l not to  choose

or drop a  lover without i t s  approval. "C’e s t une tyrarmie de sa  p a rt 

p eu t-e tre ;"  says C litandre, "mais enfin  i l  veut que ce qui nous

p a ra it aimable lu i p la ise , e t  ne nous pardcnne pas d 'a tta ch e r m  

certa in  p rix  a ce q u 'i l  ne juge point a prop os d ’estim er” (N6l).

Nothing can be hidden; there i s  no privacy in  th is  society . Every­

thing one says and does, even in  one's most p rivate  moments, w ill 

become known. We saw th a t C idalise places no fa ith  in  C litandre 's

d isc re tio n , and he himself has already learned many in te re s tin g  things 

about her from E raste , her former lover. A ll b i ts  o f information

gathered from such accounts as these quickly become public property 

and help form a judgment issued by "le Public" upon which reputations

are based.

The Public can be a menacing group fo r  the individual whose 

actions are in  question. But the victim  easily  becomes oppressor in

h is  tu rn , as a tten tion  sh if ts  to  a new ta rg e t.  Acquaintances change 

constantly from foe to  a lly , from a lly  to  foe as the conversation

moves from one victim  to  the next. Ch such unsteady ground as th is ,  

the sa fes t course i s  to  t r u s t  no one, to  woric hard a t pro jecting  a

favorable image, and to  d ivert a tten tio n  from oneself when threatened. 

This i s  the stra tegy of Mne de Lursay, w ho, more in te llig e n t than 

most o f her peers, i s  nonetheless forced, lik e  them, to  live  with 

hypocrisy and fea r o f exposure. Knowing th a t she i s  no match fo r 

Versac, whose anger she has provoked, she fee ls  in  constant danger in

h is  presence. "Jamais la  conversation ne to u m a it vers la  medisance 

que, craignant d 'en  devenir l 'o b je t ,  e lle  ne f i t  son possible pour
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l a  deranger" (E96). Versac has discovered the secre t mainspring of 

th is  society : fea r. Everyone, even the d isso lu te  and seemingly

shameless Mne de Senanges, has secre ts  th a t would ruin him i f  divulged: 

"Mme de Senanges, toute  etourdie q u 'e lle  S ta i t ,  ccnnaissait Versac,

e t  n 'o s fa it]  pas le  d e fie r  su r 1 'ind iscre tion  . . (E94). 0§ lie ,

the heroine o f Le Hasard, as inmodest and blind to  her own fau lts  as 

Mne de Senanges, a lso  lives in  fea r of discovery, according to  the

Marquise: "e lle  tSche . . . de masquer l'Sme q u 'e lle  a , de ce lle  q u 'i l

s e ra i t  beau d 'avo ir"  (H97).

The ind iv id u a l's  reaction  to  h is  precarious position  in  society 

i s ,  most o ften , determined fo r him, ra th e r than by him. He i s  too

vain to  judge properly of h is own worth and, in  addition, too used to  

a  world in  which shallowness i s  the ru le  and f r iv o lity  and lack of 

d isc ip line  dissolve the w il l ,  to  have e ith e r  the energy or the desire

to  form a d e fin ite  plan of action . Bored, eager to  be admired fo r 

h is  w it and charms, but constantly checked by others with the same

pretensions, he i s  f i l le d  with resentment and a  vague sense of malice. 

Newcomers to  th is  world a tt ra c t  p a rtic u la r  a tten tio n , fo r no one

can be allowed to  escape the iron -g rip  o f socie ty . Meilcour, lik e  so 

many before him, i s  turned in to  a  roue "moins . . . encore par lu i -  

neme, que par des personnes in te resses a lu i  corrcnpre le  coeur, e t

l 'e s p r i t "  (E ll) . I t  i s  a  jealous desire  to  keep Meilcour from developing 

in to  a  tru e  ind iv idual, someone beyond the control o f the group, th a t

causes these people to  be "in te ress§es." A ll lib e rtin e s  have sim ila r 

s to r ie s  to  t e l l .  C litandre, fo r example, declares th a t "ce fu t

d'abord malgre moi, e t  par la  fan ta is ie  de quelques femmes qui alors 

dcnnaient le  ton , que je  devins A la  mode" (N97). The Due, a lso , must
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thank, fo r h is  education, a certa in  lady who had "le bon e sp r it  de ne

pas la is s e r  cela  dependre de noi" (H99).

This fee ling  of i l l - w i l l  i s  not d irected  exclusively towards 

newcomers or any one e lse  in  p a rtic u la r; i t  i s  more general than th a t .

ind iv iduals, as we have seen, have no re a l existence fo r each o ther; 

each one considers those around him less as human beings than as

obstacles to  h is  happiness o r as stepping-stones to  success. Malicious 

gossip serves the double purpose o f ca llin g  a tten tion  to  one’s b r i l l ia n t  

and caustic  w it and o f taking from others th e i r  chance to  shine by 

holding them up as objects o f r id ic u le . The respect accorded to  those 

who excel in  malig-ung others in f la te s  th e ir  fee ling  of self-esteem .

In h is  "Traite de morale," as Versac terms the worldly advice he gives 

Meilcour, he describes the prevailing  tone of good society : "c ’e s t

plus I  l a  fa?on de medire qu 'a  toute autre chose, que l ’on reconnalt 

ceux qui possedent le  bon ton. E lle  ne sa u ra it § tre  n i  trop  c ru e lle , 

n i trop precieuse" (E160).

The typ ical so c ia l gathering o f th is urbane and sophisticated  

n ob ility  has been labeled a "savage contest" which always seems to  be

"on the verge of e x p l o s i o n . Y e t ,  most o f the p a rtic ip a n ts , however 

savage they may wish to  be, s tr ik e  ra th e r blindly  a t whatever object

catches th e i r  a tten tio n . lik e  Mne de Senanges, who is  given by the 

n a rra to r as ty p ic a l o f her so c ia l class (E87) , they often seem more 

catty  than tru ly  malevolent, because of the mindless and careless 

aspect of th e ir  malice. Compared to  Versac’s well-aimed and vicious 

in s u l ts ,  th e ir  remarks seem almost harmless. When Versac mentions

th a t Pranzi i s  to  dine with " la  v ie i l le  Mne de ***," Mne de Senanges 

c ries out, "Ah, men Dieu . . . E s t - i l  v ra i, Pranzi? Quelle horreur!
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Mne de ***! Mais oela a  cent ans!” Versac picks up th is  po in tless 

b i t  o f insolence and turns i t  in to  a  cruel bait) aimed d irec tly  a t 

Mne de Lursay, who i s ,  to  her shame, one o f P ranzi's former conquests: 

”11 e s t  v ra i, Madame . . . mais cela  ne lu i f a i t  men . . . ce que je  

sa is  e t  quelques autres au ssi, c ’e s t  que vers cinquante ans on ne lu i 

dep la it pas” (E92). But i f  Versac is . e ffec tive  where others f a i l ,

i t  i s  because o f the ”p£nStration ,” " ju s te s se ,” and ”finesse” o f h is 

mind (E157), not because h is  in ten tions are any more cruel than those

o f other asp irants to  worldly fame. All members o f th is  society share 

the same disregard fo r the feelings o f others and the same w illing iess 

to  hurt them, i f  i t  i s  necessary to  th e ir  p lans.

Che c r i t ic  c a lls  the world o f Les Egarements ”une sociSte paree 

de douce cruaute” and ”un m ilieu qui se conplait dans une aimable
O

cruaute.” He does not explain hew cruelty  can be lik a b le , but per­

haps what he means i s  th a t there i s  no danger here o f cruelty  becoming

too destructive , People know th a t individual reputations can be lo s t 

without doing harm to  the so c ia l s tru c tu re . In fa c t ,  not only is  

cruelty  sa fe , but i t  plays the p a rt o f a cohesive so c ia l force. I t

eases the fru s tra tio n s  and pressures o f a repressive soc ie ty , perm itting 

people to  ignore the obscure position  they occupy and to  see them­

selves as perceptive and clever w its . They are allowed to  believe 

th a t o ther people fea r than. With an a i r  o f cruel mockery, "on se

distingue parce qu'on se f a i t  craindre" (E160). The momentary purging 

o f the b ile  in  malicious gossip creates fu rth er h o s t i l i ty  and m istrust. 

In th is  way, one i s  kep t, i f  not s a t is f ie d , a t le a s t busy. As we have 

seen, these people have n e ither the energy nor the imagination to  go 

fu rth er in  cruelty  than a su p e rfic ia l m alice, which comes easily  and
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naturally to  them. It i s  a lack o f depth, rather than any moral 

repugiance to wrongdoing, that keeps th eir  cruelty " civ ilized ” and 

"safe.”

9
Part II: Hie Libertine

The lib ertin e i s  the central figure in  most o f Crebillon's novels 

and dialogues, as he is  in  a l l  eighteenth-century works that display 

the attitude o f cruelty. A successful rake lik e Versac foreshadows in

many ways such la ter  lib ertin es as Laclos' Valmont, and i s ,  lik e him, 

a product o f the society  described above. In h is study on Crebillon f i l s ,

C lifton Cherpack raises the question o f why th is w riter, who had so
10much in  cannon with Laclos, did not him self write a Liaisons dangereuses. 

But heroes lik e  Versac have a long way to  go before they become

Valmonts. Versac's theories are a reaction to  h is surroundings and 

an attempt to  fashion a way o f l i f e  designed to bring him the most

happiness p ossib le, given h is circumstances. He is  cruel because he 

accepts "the way things are." Hie cruelty o f la c lo s' characters repre­

sents a desire to  overturn the ex istin g  order o f things; th eir actions 

are a struggle against "the way things are" rather than a s ig i o f 

conformity to  i t .

Crebillon's lib ertin es are in te llig e n t, se lf-d isc ip lin ed  and 

a le r t, but they are not profound or original thinkers. Versac t e l ls

Meilcour that "un home de not re rang, et de votre age, ne doit avoir 

pour objet que de rendre son nom celebre" (E153). He never questions

th is goal. Far from being a romantic figure mdeimining the system 

with h is disruptive id eas, he and others o f h is sort are the heiggit 

o f pragmatism and conservatism. Like that o f any nobleman, the lib er-
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t in e 's  main in te re s t  i s  preserving the society th a t he knows so w ell.

I f ,  in  accordance with the t a c i t  ru les o f love-making mentioned above,

i t  i s  necessary to  swear love in  order to  make a conquest, he w ill  do 

so (unless, as in  the Due de C lerval's case, i t  i s  against h is  own

in te re s t fo r a  spec ific  reason). I t  i s  a  m atter of good e tiq u e tte  to  

hide one's cynicism a t the proper moment. Clitandre says to  Cidalise 

a l l  the f la t te r in g  and passionate things "que suggere 1 'amour reconnaissant, 

ou que d ic te  quelquefois la  necessite  d 'e tre  po li"  (N8^). C r§billon's 

heroes detest impropriety and vu lgarity . "Les p la is ir s  gagnent tou-

jours a e tre  ennoblis" (H102).

The lib e rtin e  i s  a  product o f h is society in  more ways than one.

His in a b ility  to  t ru s t  o thers, cynicism about love, and excessive 

van ity , as well as h is  conservatism, are ch arac te ris tic s  th a t he 

shares with those around him. But, i f  lik e  them, he i s  not able to

see very fa r  beyond the lim its  o f h is small world, he does, unlike 

them, see very clearly  w ithin i t .  He has one specia l quality  th a t

se ts  him apart from most o f h is contemporaries and allows him to  be 

measured against the cruel lib e rtin e s  to  come. This i s  h is a b ili ty  to

analyze ra tio n a lly  the workings of the society around him coupled with 

a  reliance  upon reason to  guide h is  s tep s.

The l ib e r t in e 's  in te lligence  permits him to  p ro f i t  from his 

study o f soc ie ty , as we have already seen in  the case of Versac. His 

power re s ts  on h is  a b il i ty  to  fe r re t  out the secre ts  o f o thers, and,

a t  the same tim e, to  remain, him self, a  conplete rrystery, so th a t he

may wield the knowledge he possesses without fea r o f re p r isa l. Knowledge
11i s  power. This i s  Versac's p rin c ip a l message to  Meilcour: " i l

faut . . . que vous jo ign iez  a l ' a r t  de tronper les au tre s , celui de les
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penetrer" (E153). The lib e r tin e  must never make a mistake. Versac's

unveiling of him self to  Meilcour, a p o ten tia l r iv a l ,  may seem to  be 

ju s t  th a t ,  especially  as h is  own explanation o f h is  motives seems

doubtful: "mon amitiS pour vous ne m'a pas pernds de vous tronper 

longtemps, e t  le  besoin que vous avez d ’e tre  in s t ru i t  m’a contraint 

de vous montrer que je  sa is  penser, e t  re fle ch ir"  (E151). But Versac 

is  not contradicting h is own theories by th is  action . 3h order to  

hurt Mne de Lursay, which i s  h is  most inport ant p ro jec t a t  the moment,

he must take Meilcour away from her and send him on to  Mne de Senanges. 

By becoming Meilcour1s tu to r  and benevolent frien d , he hopes to  gain

dominance over the younger man, so th a t he may control him completely.

In any case, he knows th a t Meilcour i s  not a t a l l  able yet to  make use
12of the information he gives him.

But the a b ili ty  to  reason is  a very mixed b lessing  fo r the 

l ib e r tin e , fo r i t  enables him to  see many ugly and u nse ttling  tru th s .

Versac, C litandre, and the Due a l l  fe e l a  measure o f ccntenpt fo r the 

world they are obliged to  liv e  in . They see the boredom, hypocrisy,

and especially  the insignificance of th e ir  way o f l i f e  which forces 

them to  adopt "ces opinions absurdes qui font honte a 1 'e s p r i t  e t  ce 

maintien a ffec te  qui gate e t  contra in t la  figure" (E152). Speaking of 

h is past a f fa i r s ,  Clitandre says, "Comment voulez-vous qu'avec ce qu'on 

a  a fa ire  dans le  mende, des gens que le  hasard, le  caprice, des

circonstances ont unis quelques moments, se souvierment de ce qui les 

a  in te resses s i  peu?" (N8). C litand re 's  world i s  made up o f to ta l ly

forgettab le and obscure beings.

The lib e rtin e  fee ls  him self in  danger o f sinking in to  the obscurity 

th a t i s  the lo t o f ordinary men, and worics to  avoid th is  from happening.
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He studies and perfects " la  science du monde," as cantenptible as i t  

may be, fo r "sans e l l e ,  le s  avantages que nous avcns regus de la  nature , 

lo in  de nous t i r e r  de I ’obscurite , toum ent sou vent centre nous" (E150). 

I f ,  then, reason i s  the source o f the l ib e r t in e 's  d issa tis fa c tio n , i t

i s  a lso  the weapon he uses to  inprove h is position . The dual ro le  th a t 

reason plays in  the make-up of C rebillon 's lib e rtin e s  w ill  continue

to  be inportant throughout the eighteenth century. Versac's unhappiness 

i s  already evidence th a t ,  as Chester, a  la te r  hero o f C rebillon, w ill 

re a liz e , " les funestes lumieres" cost more in  happiness than they 

are perhaps w o r t h . Y e t  i t  i s  reason tha t i s ,  and always w ill  be, 

chosen to  defend the s e l f  against the th rea t o f obscurity .

The lib e r tin e  must not allow him self to  be swayed by h is  emotions. 

He puts h is  in te lligence  a t the service o f h is  libe rtin ism , whatever

the consequences to  o thers. His punishment o f Mne de Lursay, who had 

delayed a  conquest o f h is  fo r three days, i s  certain ly  not comnensurate 

with the crime, for he has decided to  ru in  what might have been the 

most inportant episode o f her l i f e .  ( " £cje qu'on c ro it la  dem iere 

fan ta is ie  d'une femne," the n a rra to r t e l l s  us, "est bien souvent sa

premiere passion" JE2SJ ) .  But even the s lig h te s t attempt to  oppose 

h is  w ill  must be unhesitatingly quashed as a  th rea t to  h is  supremacy.

There i s  something c h illin g  about the fac t tha t viciousness 

and in te lligence  are not always a t  odds with one another, l e t  alone 

mutually exclusive. Mne de Senanges i s  ju s t  as malicious as Versac, 

yet we can scorn her or laugfr a t  he r, while Versac is  p a rticu la rly  

rep e llan t to  the reader. Che c r i t i c  remarks th a t "Versac's most

dangerous vice i s  . . .  a  disease o f the heart and mind which can and
14

does a ffec t every area o f human comnunication." This disease does,
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in  fa c t ,  bar a l l  human ccmnunication, and Versac encourages i t ,  but

i t  i s  only p a r t ia l ly  s e lf - in f l ic te d  since, as we have seen, emotion, 

attachment, and compassion are considered by the whole society as

weaknesses. Reason, on the o ther hand, i s  strength  and self-possession . 

The two—reason end emotion—are thought to  be irreconcilab le  elements 

by a l l  l ib e r tin e s , and, in  fa c t ,  by the eighteenth century in  general.

I t  has been remarked th a t the t i t l e  Les Efearements du coeur e t  de 

I 1 e sp r it  re fe rs  to  the two separate domains th a t e x is t in  man and the

need never to  confuse than. Clearsightedness i s  consistently  linked 

by the lib e r tin e  to  lack of emotion. "Elle m’in sp ira it  trop peu

d 1 amour . . . pour q u 'e lle  put me trooper sur ses mouvements," says 

Clitandre (N137).

Tb achieve the power and the recognition th a t w ill  se t him above

the crowd, the lib e r tin e  works to  d istingu ish  himself as a master o f 

the e ro tic  moment. In th is  soc ie ty , in te l le c tu a l  superio rity  is  nothing

i f  i t  i s  not used to  make oneself admired by conquering the opposite 

sex and shu tting  out a l l  ccnpetition from one's own. More a le r t

than h is  fellow nobles, the lib e r tin e  a lso  c learly  understands hew 

inportant i t  i s ,  fo r h is  own protection  as much as fo r  th a t o f socie ty , 

th a t he defeat the power of love. In e ffe c t , he reduces love to

love-making and uses h is  power in  th is  a r t  to  create fea r , which he 

welcomes as a  s ig i  o f h is  invu lnerab ility . He uses the very thing—

love—th a t could prove the downfall o f the s e l f  in  order to  affirm  

and g lo rify  i t  in stead .

Versac has established  him self as the most feared and, a t the same 

tim e, the most desired man in  h is  society . Women create rumors to  link  

h is  name with th e ir s ,  bu t, as he says, many o f them ”ne sont bonnes
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qu 'a  ru in e r, e t  lorsque . . . ce n 'e s t  pas ce tte  id£e qui determine, 

i l  ne fau t pas pennettre q u 'e lle s  se fassent une imputation I  nos

depens" (E94). In the "T raits do m orale,” he makes i t  c lea r th a t 

women are the key to  worldly success; to  make one*s name respected, i t  

i s  necessary to  "para ltre  n 1avoir dans tou t ce qu’on f a i t  que les

femnes en vue . . . [cje n 'e s t  qu'en paralssan t sounds I  to u t ce 

q u 'e lle s  veulent, qu'on parvient & les dcndner" (E153). Unfortunately,

the reader never learns the su b tle tie s  of love-making from Versac, 

s ince , fo r lack of tim e, he i s  not able to  t r e a t  th is  inportant subject

in  any d e ta i l .

*  *  *

I t  i s  in  the dialogues o f Crebillon f i l s —Le Hasard du coin du 

feu and especially  La Nuit e t  le  moment—th a t we see the lib e r tin e  in  

action and the mechanics o f the cruel science of eroticism . In 

presenting Clitandre and the Due de C lerval, Crebillon does not 

dwell on the dark side o f the l ib e r t in e 's  nature. In the f i r s t  p lace, 

both men are "on stage,"  where they must appear submissive to  the

woman's w il l .  But i t  is  a lso  true  th a t Crebillon intends to  amuse

us, and him self as w ell. He p a rticu la rly  enjoyed La N uit, which he
1 ficalled  h is  "chef-d 'oeuvre." But, although Crebillon was to le ra n t, 

he was no t,as  we have seen, un tru thfu l o r b lind  to  the t r a i t s  th a t 

these heroes share with Versac: the c lear-sighted  contempt of the

world, the desire  not to  be counted as one of the common herd, and 

the p ra c tic a l decision to  use reason to  make the best o f th e ir  s itu a ­

tio n . C litandre, conparing him self to  a  le sse r  l ib e r tin e , takes 

pleasure in  the fac t th a t " l 'o n  f a i t  de ma fagon de penser un autre
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cas que de l a  sienne" (N62), and he stre sses  th a t h is superio rity  i s

not based on h is  "agr€ments," fo r , on th a t p o in t, the other "peut 

l 'en p o rte r  su r moi." Rather, he i s  proud because he fee ls th a t he 

i s ,  in  a sense, h is  own creation , as the Marquise de Merteuil w ill  

brag a b i t  la te r  on.

As La Nuit e ffec tive ly  makes c lea r by placing C litandre 's v ie-
17tory mid-way through the dialogue, and as many c r i t ic s  have noted, 

love-making i s  n o t, in  i t s e l f ,  inpo rtan t. The re a l triumph is  in  the

future when the lib e rtin e  w ill  r e t e l l  the s to ry , " /i^ a  vanitS ," asks 

C litandre, " se ra it-e l le  s a t is f a i te  d 'un trionphe qu'on ig io re ra it? "  (N52). 

"Raconter" i s  a key concept fo r  the l ib e r tin e . Through re p e titio n , C litandre 's

s to rie s  became thoroughly fam ilia r to  the hearers and take on the a i r  

o f indisputable fa c t. As the hero o f the ta le ,  he becomes a figure

o f au tho rity , and, by se ttin g  out h is victory in  p la in  terms, he proves 

h is  a b ili ty  to  control h is  environment. In th is  socie ty , "language

is  d irec ted  to  a  demonstration of soc ia l con tro l, and so c ia l control 

both enploys and is  expressed by th is  language, which demonstrates

th a t re a li ty  has been transmuted in to  a  psychological and so c ia l sys-
lfitem of which one i s  perfec tly  the m aster." The s to r ie s  th a t C li­

tandre t e l l s  C idalise are p a rt o f h is seduction of her, fo r they prove
19to  her h is  worth and excite  her cu riosity  and desire . Each story 

i s  more unusual than the one before. The less inportant h is partner

becomes and the more he i s  able to  use her sinply as a proof o f h is 

d ex te rity , the g rea ter h is  victory  i s .

The l ib e r t in e 's  manipulation o f the woman depends on h is a b ili ty

to  conquer her physically  w hile, a t  the same tim e, he uses language
20to  create an emotional distance between them. Qnile Henriot speaks
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o f  " la  delicieuse p iro u e tte ,"  that i s ,  verbal p iro u e tte , o f  C rebillon’s

characters. Another c r i t i c ,  Peter Conroy, mentions th e ir  "verbal 
21swordplay." The s ty le  o f the f i r s t  few pages o f La N uit, which se ts  

the tone of the re la tionsh ip  between the two characters, is  a  combina­

tio n  of these two elements. P o lite , yet always guarded, they c irc le

around one another verbally like  two fencers about to  duel, sounding

each other out:

C litandre: Voudriez-vous bien me dire 
pourquoi vous avez e te  s i  etcnnee de me voir
chez vous ce so ir?  . . .

C idalisei Voudriez-vous bien . . .  me
fa ire  la  grSce de me d ire  pourquoi, vous croyez 
m’incoirmooer tan t aujourd'hui? (N4) . . . .

C idalise: Quoi! reellem ent, C litandre, vous 
n 'avez de rendez-vous avec personne?

Clitandre: Quoi! dans le  v ra i, je  ne vous 
enp€che pas de v o ir Eraste? (N5)

C litandre, in  these f i r s t  pages, never s a t is f ie s  C idalise with d irec t 

answers. When she pretends to  know tha t he has been the lover o f 

the four women v is itin g  h e r, he rep lie s  th a t " i l  y au ra it a moi de 

l a  s o ttis e  a  vous sou ten ir que je  n 'a i  eu aucune d 'e l le s ;  mais i l

y au ra it assortment plus que de l 1 ind iscre tion  a d ire  que je  les a i 

eues toutes" (N8). He has to ld  her ju s t  enough to  whet her c u rio s ity ,

but refuses to  coranit him self any fu rth er u n t i l  he i s  sure he w ill

be rewarded fo r h is  tro u b le .

Conroy, re fe rring  to  another woric, ta lk s o f the "precarious
22equilibrium" o f the speaker, who t r ie s  to  sh ie ld  himself and, a t 

the same time, keep the other person on the defensive. Vhen Cidalise 

chides Clitandre by te l l in g  him th a t h is  farmer m istress, Celimene, 

caiplains th a t "vous lu i  fa ite s  les in ju s tic es  du monde les plus
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crian tes" (N10), Clitandre turns the tab les by quoting her former

lover E raste , who, he says, believes th a t "a votre humeur prSs . . . 

vous Stes assez borme femne e t  que vous ne manquez absolument pas de

principes" (N il).

The i n i t i a l  wariness i s  maintained throughout the dialogue, even

as the two s h if t  to  a tone o f confidences, as the next step in  C li­

tandre fs march to  v ic to ry . The confidences, fa r  from bringing them 

closer together, introduce a lib e r tin e  mood and also a c t, as we men­

tioned above, as a kind o f aphrodisiac fo r  C idalise. In addition, 

Clitandre consistently  refuses to  use language in  a  personal way.

Even, o r ra th e r espec ia lly , when declaring love, he re l ie s  on:

ces galan teries vagues qui ne s ig n ifie n t
que ce qu'on veut; oue la  passion, ou la  
vanite d ’une femme, in te rp re ten t come e lle
a besoin q u 'e lle s  le  so ie n t, e t  qu'un home 
redu it aisement I  la  valeur t ju 'i l  leur 
donne lui-mfime, lo r s q u 'i l  lu i  devient de 
quelqu1 importance q u 'e lle  cesse de s 'y  
tronper. (H113)

Cherpack has said  th a t Clitandre i s  a  man whom "one can never imagine
23weeping, or laughing, o r running," and, indeed, he does seem to  be

emptied of a l l  re a l  emotion, like  Versac's id ea l o f the l ib e r tin e , 

who coldly and in s tan tly  turns him self in to  whatever so rt o f man he i s

required to  become by the s itu a tio n : "tendre avec la  d e lica te , 

sensuel avec la  voluptueuse, galant avec la  coquette" (E157). He i s  a

chameleon, dashingly amorous, before and a f te r  h is  v ic to ry , as he 

t e l l s  o f h is  adventures, but easily  becoming, a t  the proper moment, 

the inflamed lover, using no less than four superlatives as he reveals 

to  " la  plus aimable femne du monde" " la  passion la  plus vive qui fu t
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jamais" (N68). His passion r is e s  to  Racinian h e i s t s ,  as he re ­

proaches Cidalise fo r having " la  cruaut€ d 'a jo u te r au mepris dont vous

payez ma tendresse" (N70) by doubting h is  s in c e r ity , fo r the l e g i t i ­

macy o f th e i r  love i s  proved by "l'ancierm ete de notre lia iso n "  (N77).

L ite Versac, C litandre has completely shut him self o ff  from a l l  

human conmunication, and Crebillon does not even permit the readers 

to  consider him with anything but the same cynical detachment th a t 

he fee ls  towards those around him. Just a t  the c r i t ic a l  moment, during 

which Clitandre w ill perhaps fe e l something o f a more sincere , or a t

le a s t more spontaneous na tu re , we are cut o ff  from him, as the narra­

to r ,  who has u n til  now been s i le n t  except fo r a few stage d irec tio n s,

steps in . In an amused, but highly iron ic  tone, he analyzes the 

proceedings fo r  us, concluding, as i f  with a  shrug o f h is  shoulders,

th a t ,  a f te r  a l l ,  " i l  f a l l a i t  bien que de fagon ou d 'au tre  cela  f ln i t"
24 •(N83-84). Irony, as one c r i t i c  sa id , has no frien d s. So l i t t l e  

do Cidalise and Clitandre m atter as individuals th a t the narra to r in v ite s

us to  fin ish  the scene in  any way we choose, i f  h is  way does not 

seem f i t t in g  o r "commode" to  our manner o f  thinking.

Totally contro lling  h is  own movements i s  not enougi fo r the 

l ib e r tin e . He must prove him self "master of ex ternal re a lity  . . . 

make the world move according to  [his] manipulation of i t s  laws," as 

Peter Brooks has sa id  o f Versac.2** Clitandre seeks to  remove a l l  th a t 

i s  i r ra t io n a l  o r seemingly gratu itous from h is  surroundings. Wien

Araminte wants the candle put out, he refuses even so sinp le  a re ­

quest because "cela ne me parut qu'un caprice: je  ne les aime pas . . ."

(29-30). In sp ite  o f the frequent appearance of the word, " le  hasard" 

i s  as big a nyth as " la  se n s ib ili te  fa ta le  de la  femne." Clitandre



37

twice iron ica lly  ascribes the obviously premeditated events th a t 

led to  h is  a f fa i r  with Araminte to  chance: "Le hasard nous f i t  passer 

par un p e t i t  bosquet assez obscur. Par le  mane hasard, nous e ticns

insensiblement s§par6s de la  compagiie . . . (N27; enphasis added). 

Even when, as with the Due de C lerval, the lib e r tin e  i s  unprepared,

he manages to  be firmly back in  control by the end o f the evening. 

Because O elie 's character and way o f thinking contain nothing unknown

to  him, he is  able to  free  him self of her unwanted a ffec tion . We can 

already see th a t ,  when the time of the f in a l separation a rriv e s , Celie 

w ill  be convinced th a t i t  i s  a  re su lt of her decision alone.

The EUc manipulates Ce l i e 's  moods as i f  she were a machine, so 

th a t she almost becomes a  creation of h is . Such dehumanization

of one's partner i s  the mark o f the l ib e r t in e 's  success. Others, in  

general, are regarded as kncwable qu an titie s  th a t can be reduced to

a few basic t r a i t s . The lib e r tin e  very often speaks o f a  person in  the 

p lu ra l: "ces sortes de fenines sont . . . "  (N36), "ces sortes d'especes

dont . . ." (N34), "ces sortes d'amants qui . . ." (N95). Man, fo r

these basica lly  cold and dispassionate lovers, is  "a machine which

reacts purely mechanically as the proper buttons are pushed from the
26outside."  Perceptive people are already drawing th is  lesson from 

" la  philosophic mode m e" long before the publication of La M ettrie 's

L'Hcrme machine in  1748. Here is  C litandre 's  in te rp re ta tio n  o f the 

dawning "esp rit philosophique:" " £ a  philosophiej nous a  . . . appris

& ccnnaitre les motifs de nos actions, e t  a ne plus cro ire  que nous

agissons au hasard. . ." (N17). Love, we now know, is  nothing more 

than "un mouvement des sens” (N18). The re su lt  o f  th is  knowledge

has been a healthy change in  manners: "s i l 'o n  se d i t  encore qu'cn
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s ’airne, c 'e s t  bien moins parce qu'on le  c ro i t ,  que paroe que c 'e s t

une fagcn plus po lie  de se demander reciproquement ce dont on sent 

qu'on a  besoin" (Nl8). "L'amour-gout" i s  perhaps yet another one

of th is  so c ie ty ’s nyths, fo r according to  C litandre 's descrip tion , 

e ro tic  moments are sinply a necessity  fo r the w ell-functioning ma­

chine.

Such statements may or may not re f le c t  C litandre’s true  b e lie fs : 

"peut-etre aussi e st-ce  moins ma fag on de penser . . . que ce lle

q u 'i l  serrble que quelques personnes ont aujourd'hui" (N19). However, 

these ideas are useful to  him and, in  h is  a f f a i r s ,  he acts as i f  he

does believe than. He i s  no t, o f course, incapable of le t t in g  him­

s e lf  be caugit in  a momentary surprise  o f the senses: "e lle  me f i t

des agaceries . . . tou t le  mepris, qu'en ce moment meme e lle  m 'in-

s p i r a i t ,  ne m’enpecha pas d 'y  repondre" (N90). Were i t  not fo r  the fac t th a t 

he recogiizes such lapses fo r what they a re , and consents to  them,

he might, a t such tim es, be thought o f as a  machine him self. But, like  

Meilcour with h is  "comnode metaphysique" (E187), Clitandre never con­

fuses the realm o f the senses with th a t o f the h ea rt. Clear-headed, 

he always draws from h is a f fa irs  some useful information about the 

nature o f the human machine and very often conducts "experiments" with 

th is  aim in  mind. C idalise remarks th a t experiments of th is  so rt are 

"le  goflt d ’aujourd’hui" (N143). Sometimes, as in  the case o f Araminte,

they are a d irec t re s u lt  o f the boredom he fee ls  with h is partner. "Ne 

sachant plus que fa ire  de ce tte  grosse femne-la . . . je  me d iv e rtis  a

chercher s i  e l le  e ta i t  en e ffe t  aussi singulierement tondre qu’e lle  se 

croyait obligee de le  p a ra itre "  (N38) .  However, in  C litandre’s la s t  

and most in te re s tin g  conquest, which he undertakes mainly to  s e t t le  an old
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score with the woman's lover, the experiment becomes, in  the end, a 

purely in te l le c tu a l  adventure.

Ihe sto ry  of Luscinde represents the f i r s t  step  away from the 

to t  silly practical-m inded lib e r tin e  towards the Valmonts o f the fu tu re .

Clitandre enjoys h is power over Luscinde fo r  i t s e l f .  He fee ls  almost 

an e s th e tic  appreciation fo r  h is  achievement, and speaks of h is  t a l e 's

"grande beaute" (N l4l). He shews a sense o f s ty le ,  fo r  he wants h is 

v ictory  to  be pure. Not only must Luscinde submit to  him, she must, 

lik e  Mne de Tourvel, ^ive h e rse lf  free ly : "quoique je  n?eusse pas

besoin de l i r e  dans ses yeux pour m 'in stru ire  de ses d ispositions . . . 

je  voulais . . . que rien  ne manquftt § men tricmphe. . ."  (N125).

He makes her f a l l  in  love and then out o f love with him. She i s  tru ly  

like  a machine with no w ill  of her own, fo r Clitandre not only de te r­

mines her ac tions, but actually  creates her emotions.

A fter several v ic to r ie s , C litandre 's  desires are gone, but he 

must commit one more "noirceur" which he excuses as " sc ie n tif ic :"

"[i] 1 ms p r i t  envie de vo ir s ' i l  e s t  v rai que la  machine l'enporte  

su r le  sentim ent, autant que bien des gens le  pretendent" (N144). Love

has not only been "de-nythicized" and reduced to  love-making, but, on 

C litandre 's  p a r t ,  i t  has almost been "de-sensualized" as w ell. C li­

tandre i s  excited by the idea of succeeding, an idea th a t "ms parut I  

moi-rreme s i  singu liere  e t  s i  peu f a i te  pour re u s s ir , moi ne voulant 

entployer n i menaces, n i violences . . . "  (N l4 l). Che i s  reminded of

Valmont here , creating h is  own d if f ic u lt ie s  to  make the challenge more
. 27worthy o f him.

Henriot has sa id  th a t  Crebillon "a trace  le  premier e s sa i, 45 ans 

avant Laclos, d'une aventure digne des l ia iso n s , 1 'in ten tion  de nuire
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in  the sense th a t h is  actions are designed prim arily to  cause pain and 

su ffering  to  o thers. Henri Annand notes the lack o f in te r e s t ,  cn the 

p a rt o f C rebillon’s l ib e r tin e s , in  causing hum iliation to  th e ir  v ic­

tims: "La sa tis fac tio n  q u 'i l s  trouvent dans la  rupture n 'e s t  pas

ce lle  qu'on eprouve I  p ie tin e r  l 'o rg u e il  d'un adversaire , mais la  s a t is -
29faction  d'une mission acconplie, d'une oeuvre bien re a lis e e ." Ey and

large , lib e rtin e s  lik e  Clitandre and the Due de Clerval p re fe r easy 

conquests to  challenging ones, fo r  although success in  the l a t t e r  case

i s  very f la t te r in g  i t  i s  not always certa in : " i l  y a u ra it ,  quelquefois,

trop  & perdre pour nous" (H1Q5). The IXic i s  p a rticu la rly  mild. I f  

he i s  cruel to  C elie, i t  is  because he i s  forced to  be. His treatment 

o f h e r, the n arra to r t e l l s  u s, i s  not rea lly  "barbare" because "ce 

n 'e s t  pas gratuitement" th a t he acts (H114).

Clitandre him self says, " / n J o u s  quittons ordinairement une femne 

sans chercher a l 'h u m ilie r , a moins cependant que notse vanite ne

s o i t  in teressee a le  fa ire "  (N3^). Explaining why he chose not to  

use force with J u l ie ,  who has refused to  see him again, he remarks:

"La chose du mende que j ' a i  toujours le  plus d e testee , e t  qui e s t en

e f fe t  la  plus indigie d'un honnete hom e, e s t de renporter sur les 

fem es de ces tricnphes qui les hum ilient" (N110). But i t  is  also

worth noting th a t th is  la s t  statement is  followed irrmediately by a 

sentence th a t begins: "Sur de la  vaincre . . . "  I t  i s  th is  certain ty

co p ie d  with a desire  not to  s o i l  h is  reputation by having to  reso rt 

to  violence, more than any fee ling  o f benevolence, tha t persuades him 

to  forbear. I f  Clitandre i s  generous, i t  i s ,  as he sa id , because h is 

"vanite" i s  not in  any way slim ited  by h is  being so.
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I t  i s  true  also th a t any a tt i tu d e , such as C litandre’s ,  th a t

permits one to  cause fea r o r suffering  knowingly and to  be ind iffe ren t 

to  i t  may be sa id  to  be c ru e l, even i f  such pain i s  not one's aim. 

Clitandre i s  certain ly  aware o f the fea r he causes Luscinde. He

mentions i t  several times and plays upon i t ,  apparently enjoying 

him self very much, "(e] l i e  chercha, mais vainement, & me derober

la  peur que je  lu i fa isa is  . . . ” (N122). He torments her in  the 

presence o f her servants by ”1 'appelant Marquise le  plus familierement

du monde e t  . . . lu i  se rran t de toutes mes forces la  main que je  lu i 

te n a is” (N122). I f  Clitandre causes, in  fa c t ,  only momentary fear 

and su ffering , i t  is  ra th e r because the women he deals with are not

very susceptible to  emotional c r is e s , than because he wishes to  be gentle 

with them. As we see , he i s  qu ite  w illing  to  hum iliate Luscinde

when i t  becomes necessary.

Ernest Sturm, in  a discussion of Crebillon f i l s ,  suggests, a t

one p o in t, that h is heroes ’ libertin ism  is  characterized by a healthy 

and honest desire  to  do away with the fa ls e , romantic notion of 

"amour-passicn." These " lib e rtin s  £clair§s" a re , in  e f fe c t ,  "denon- 

c ia teu rfsjde  nythes."^0 But the idea th a t th e irs  i s  a "libertinage 

joyeux” which somehow (inexplicably, ev idently , since the c r i t ic  does

not shew hew) "se perd . . . cedant la  place I  une volonte cruelle  

de domination" tha t i s  the marie of such la te r  heroes as Chester (Les

Heureux Orphelins) and Alcibiade (Les L ettres atheniennes^ i s  belied  

by a  close examination o f these e a r l ie r  characters, l-fe have tr ie d  to

make c lear th a t ,  behind th e ir  indifference to  others and th e ir  w illing­

ness to  exp lo it them, l ie  the seeds th a t w ill  develop in to  the cm elty  

of la te r  l ib e r tin e s . Most s ig n if ic a n t, perhaps, i s  th e i r  deep cynicism
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which p roh ib its them from estab lish ing  any kind of moral foundation

to  stand upon in  order to  prevent the growth of the a ttitu d e  of cruelty .

As Cheipack has sa id , these characters can find  no "solid  moral 'po in t
32d 'appui' " on which to  base th e ir  conduct. We can see flashes of 

the cruelty  to  come in  sentiments lik e  the following. Versac, we are 

to ld , although incapable o f loving Hortense, would however have liked 

to  win her heart:

sans chercher a le  rendre heureux [le coeur de Mile 
de Thevill§7 , i l  au ra it voulu se le  soumettre.
Conme on ne luf avait jamais re s is te  que par 
coquetterie, i l  v o u la it, me fo is  du moins, 
s'amuser du spectacle d'une jeune perscnne 
vainpue sans le  sftvoir, etonnee de ses premiers 
soupirs, tout en tiere  a son amour quana e lle
c ro it le  ccmbattre encore, qui ne re sp ire , ne
pense, n 'a g i t  <jue pour son amant, e t  pour qui
rien  n 'e s t  p la i s i r ,  peine e t  devoir, que tou t , ,
ce qui t ie n t  £ sa  passion. (E104-05; emphasis added)-5-5

The reason th a t cruelty  does not play as inportan t a ro le  in

C rebillon 's brand of libertin ism  as i t  w ill  la te r  on is  th a t ,  to r  a l l  

th e ir  boredom and re s tle ssn ess , h is heroes are basica lly  comfortable

with the ex is tin g  order o f th in g s. Their struggle i s  d irected  mainly 

a t enhancing th e ir  position  in  soc ie ty , and not so much, as i s  the 

case with Valmcnt, F e rte u il, and, even la te r  on, the heroes o f Sade,

a t  changing what they see as th e ir  in s ig n ifican t position  in  the 

universe. The struggle o f these l a t t e r  heroes i s  against Nature i t ­

s e l f .  C rebillon 's characters do not question the universal order, 

and, in  fa c t ,  seem to  accept the existence of certa in  standard notions

of rigfrt and wrong. Chly the tru ly  su p e rfic ia l members o f th is  society , 

C elie, fo r exanple, dismiss without thought moral "principes," such 

as those o f the Marquise, as " p r e j u g e s " Jc]eux qui pensent," Versac
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says, "se li&rent souvent . . . aux erreurs qu' int€rieurement i l s  

condannent le  plus" (E152). The lib e rtin e  makes a p ra c tic a l decision 

to  ig io re  the teachings o f m orality : "le raonde e t  { la  morale] ne

s'accordant pas toujours . . .  I I  vaut ndeux . . . prendre les erreurs 

de son s id c le , ou du moins s 'y  p l ie r ,  que d 'y  mcntrer des vert us

qui y p a ra ltra ie n t 6trang£res . . . "  (E159). The cynicism he fee ls 

i s ,  i n i t i a l ly ,  self-induced. In Versac's case, a t  le a s t ,  doubts p e rs is t;  

the im possibility  o f banishing to ta lly  h is  feelings of self-degrada­

tion  a tte s ts  to  th is  (see E150, 152, 156, fo r exanple). C litandre, 

a t  one po in t, remarks: "Nous ne nous en apercevons peu t-e tre  pas;

mais a quelque point que ce qu'on appelle moeurs e t principes so it 

d isc red its , nous en voulons encore" (N133). L ibertines often fee l

contenpt and disdain towards the women who have given in  to th e ir  

seduction.

For C rebillon 's l ib e r tin e , vice and cruelty  are necessary to

succeed in  soc ie ty , but they must be learned. like  Meilcour, one 

must be in it ia te d  to  v ice. These lib e rtin e s  do not think o f doubting,

as la te r  ones w il l ,  the goodness o f the na tu ra l order, and so do not 

fee l angered, o r betrayed, by nature. The early  l ib e r tin e , in  sho rt,

carries with him the idea that he, and not nature , is  in  the wrong.

A man i s  not brought around to  h is na tu ra l innocence, "rendu a lu i-  

meme," as Crebillon says (E ll) , u n til  he i s  free  from the a r t i f i c i a l

constrain ts o f society . I t  may be th a t the t i t l e ,  Les Egarementa du 

coeur e t  de 1 'e s p r i t ,  re fe rs  not only, as we have s ta ted , to  Meilcour's

mistakes, but a lso  to  Versac's e rro r , the e rro r  th a t the acconplished 

lib e rtin e  conmits by cu tting  himself irre tr iev ab ly  o ff  from the voice

of m orality.
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The cruelty  of C rebillon 's heroes does n o t, then, r e s t  on a

"philosophical” po sitio n , as w ill  be the case fo r la te r  heroes. The

Marquise de Merteuil prides h e rse lf  on being a "philosophe," as we 

w ill  see , but when Meilcour c a lls  Versac a  "philosophe," he simply

means th a t "Versac a a i t  penser" (E 1 5 1 ).^  Versac and Clitandre lack 

the sense of outrage th a t f i l l s  Valmont and M erteuil. They also lack

the desire  to  learn  any more about the universe than i s  necessary 

fo r  them to  be successful, and the desire  to  experience anything more 

than the e ro tic  pleasure they already know. "Decalees vers les regions 

d 'un erotisme leger, les in it ia t io n s  d'A riane, s i  inport antes dans le  

discours erotique du dix-huitieme s ie c le , ne sont plus pour nous que

de l 'o rd re  du j e u . " ^  In co n trast, the la te r  idea o f "un pur savoir 

e t  un d esir  sans su je t"  leads lib e rtin e s  to  explore "les formes

reellement transgressives de 1 'e ro tism e ."^
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Notes to  Chapter I :

1 Quotations from the works o f Cr§billon f i l s  w ill  be id en tifie d  
in  the te x t . Editions used are:

Claude Prosper Jolyot de C rebillon. Les Egarements du 
coeur e t  de 1 'e s p r i t , in  Romanciers flu XVTll0 315016, 
in trod . Ren£ Etienble (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), I I ,  5-188.

Crebillon, Le Hasard du coin du feu, dialogue moral, in  Oeuvres 
ccnpldtes (1777; rp t. TJeneva: S ia tk ine , iyoo;, i f ,  y1-1207“^

creb illo n , La Nuit e t  le  moment, ou les matine3 de Cythere. in 
Oeuvres, eel'.' Ff e lW Tl Svre', ' Vbl. T tParlM! Iu Pi  van, 1989T,
1-150.

A fter the quotation, the work w ill be id en tifie d  by E, H, or N, re ­
spectively ; the page number w ill  follow immediately.

p
Alexis de Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the French Revolution,

tran s . S tuart G ilbert (Garden C ity, N .7.: Doubleday, 1955), p. 86. HEe 
following quotations from th is  bock are id en tifie d  in  the te x t.

^ Since C rebillon 's dialogues are less w ell known than h is  novel, 
a b r ie f  surinary of them w ill  perhaps be he lp fu l. La Nuit e t  le  moment 
concerns the seduction and defeat o f C idalise by C litandre. lihe scene 
is  the boudoir o f C idalise. Le Has and du coin du feu takes place in  the 
boudoir o f Cl l i e ,  ft friend  of the Marquise, who i s  v is itin g  her. The 
IXic de Clerval arrives and i s  soon l e f t  alone with C elie, because the
Marquise (who i s  Clerval*s m istress) i s  unexpectedly called  away. Celie 
t r ie s  to  seduce C lerval, who i s  a t f i r s t  unw illing, but who then turns 
h is  uneasiness in to  a  v ic to ry , not only by enjoying h is  "d efea t,” but 
also  by transforming Celie in to  a so r t of robot, whom he can make 
use o f and then dismiss a t w il l ,  without fea r th a t h is in f id e lity  
w ill  be discovered.

I;
Peter Brocks, The Novel o f W orldliness: C rebillon, Marivaux,

Laclos, Stendhal (Princeton: Princeton Uhiv. Press, lfyb9) , p . 4.

** Dominique Vivant Denon, Point de lendemain, in  Romanciers du 
XVIII6 s ie c le , in trod . Ftene Etiemble (Paris: Gallimard, 1965), I I , 594.

6 Denon, I I ,  394.

? Brooks, p . 28.

® Ernest Sturm, Crebillon f i l s  e t  le  libertinage  au dix-huitieme 
s ie c le  (Paris: Nizet, 1970), p . 35 & p. 66, respectively .

9 According to  John Spink, French Free Thou^it from Gassendi to  
V oltaire (London: Athlcne Press-U iiv. o r London, 196u), p . 4, a  l ib e r tin e , 
in  the seventeenth-century sense of the word, was " f i r s t  and foremost, a 
man who refused to  accept current b e lie fs  and desired to  free  him self, 
especially  from the bends o f Christian doctrine."  However, since feee
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liv ing  was popularly believed to  follow upon the heels o f free-th ink ing , 
the two soon became linked. By C rebillon 's tim e, the o rig in a l meaning 
had been forgotten , and a  lib e rtin e  was simply a man o f d isso lu te  ways.

C lifton Cherpack, An Essay on Cr§billon f i l s  (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
Uhiv. Press, 1962), pp. 175ff.

11 Brooks, Ch. I ,  especially  pp. 16-24.

12 I t  i s  a lso  not inpossible th a t Versac, vho has been "depuis 
dix ans” (E72) the leader of soc ie ty , may be thinking of a  successor, 
viiom he would natu ra lly  want to  choose and develop. When a powerful 
man begins to  fade, i t  i s  soothing to  h is  vanity to  discover and pre­
sent a new id o l, before others do.

Claude Prosper Jolyot de C rebillon, Oeuvres corpldtes (1777; 
rp t .  Geneva: S latk ine, 1968), I I ,  43.

14
Peter V; Conroy, J r . ,  Crebillon f i l s :  Techniques of the Novel,

Vol. 99 of Studies on V oltaire and the Eighteenth Oentuxy, ed. Theodore 
Besteraian (Banbury, Oxfordshire: The V oltaire Foundation, Thorpe 
Mandeville House, 1972), p. 115.

15 Conrpy, p . 129.
1 fi Octave Uzanne, "Notice su r l a  vie e t  les oeuvres de Crebillon 

f i l s , "  in  Contes dialogues cte Crebillon f i l s ? censeur royal, by Claude 
Prosper Jolyot de Crebillon (P a ris : A. Quant in ,  1879), p . lxxxi.

^  For exanple, Cherpack, p . 33; Brooks, p. 40; Einile Henriot, 
in tro d ., L ettres de la  marquise de M*** au comte de R*** , by Claude Prosper 
Jolyot de CreDinon (P a n s : a u  cercie  du liv re  precieux, 1959), p . xv.

Brooks, p . 29.
19 In an episode o f  Le Sopha, published ju s t a few years a f te r  the 

dialogues were w ritten , Mazulim, in  sp ite  o f the fac t th a t he i s  nearly 
inpoten t, is  the most sought-after man in  Agra, sinply because of the 
way he presents him self and the s to r ie s  about him th a t ,  with h is  en­
couragement, c ircu la te  in  society .

Georges May, Le Dilenme du roman au XVIII® s ie c le : Etude su r 
les rapports du roman e t  de la  c r it iq u e , 1715-1761 (New haven: Yale 
Univ. FTess; P aris: Presses u n iv ers ita ire s  de Prance, 1963) ,  p . 240, 
does not agree th a t the lib e rtin e  manipulates the partner. In l ib e r ­
tin ism . he w rite s , the woman may be considered a  "partenaire egale."
Yet, although Cidalise cooperates and seems to  want no closer a  re la ­
tionship  than does C litandre, I  do not think she and Clitandre are 
equally in  control o f the s itu a tio n . Women, Crebillon makes c lea r, 
cannot fu lly  understand the power of the word. Celie a lso  t e l l s  a
story about a  past a f f a i r ,  but, in  like  C litandre, she i s  made to  look 
foo lish . Women are invariably chained to  the concrete and never see 
fu rther than the present moment. "Les transports d'un amant sont la  
preuve la  plus re e lle  q u 'e lle s  aien t de ce q u 'e lle s  v a len t,"  according



to  Clitandre (N96>. A woman i s  one who "se refuse a la  reflexion"
(E159). When Clitandre remarks th a t h is  century i s  "dSlicieux a con- 
s id e re r un peu philosophiquement,"  C idalise i s  quick to  rep ly , "Faisons 
dans cet in stan t ce que ce s ie c le  p a ra it fa ire  toujours; ne reflSchisscns 
point" (N37). In th is  dialogue, i t  i s  Clitandre wno contro ls, while
C idalise, le t t in g  h e rse lf  be manipulated, merely reacts in  a  way 
su ited  to  one o f her so c ia l class and time.

21 Bnile Henriot, Les Livres du second rayon, irreg u lie rs  e t  
libei*tins (Paris: Le I iv re , 1925), p. 176n; Conroy, p . 205.

22 Conroy, p . 205.

23 Cherpack, p . 150.

2t* Henriot, Les Livres du second rayon, p . 17**.

25 Brooks, p . 29.

26 Cherpack, p . 20.
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Chapter I I :  The developing a ttitu d e  o f cruelty

Part I :  The two types o f lib e r tin e : the "galant" and the "cynique"

A deepening in  the l ib e r t in e 's  a ttitu d e  of cruelty  i s  evident 

in  the years between Crebillon and Laclos. IXiring these years, a  new

rela tionsh ip  between man and nature was being worked out by eighteenth- 

century thinkers and, as Marcel Ruff has noted, serious a tten tion

was beginning to  be paid to  the darker side o f man's character: i f  

there was no more actual cruelty  than in  previous cen tu ries, there 

was, a t  le a s t ,  much more ta lk  about i t .  The following two chapters 

w ill  trace  the development, w ithin the mind of the l ib e r tin e , from 

the fee ling  tha t he i s  wrong when he opposes the ex is ting  moral order,

of which he acknowledges the v a lid ity , even while choosing not to  

obey i t s  laws, to  the feeling  th a t perhaps he is  r i g i t ,  o r a t lea s t

ju s t i f ie d ,  in  opposing i t .  He even begins to  wonder whether any action 

can be called  rig h t or wrong as he comes to  doubt the a b ili ty  of 

reason to  work independently o f desires and emotions put in to  the 

individual by nature.

Rather than accept the lim its of man's ra tio n a l pewers, the

lib e r tin e , whose superio rity  over others i s  based upon, h is  a b ili ty  to  

reason, reac ts  with anger and fear to  what he considers to  be the

th rea t to  h is in te g rity  posed by h is  own desires. C rebillon 's heroes 

had been happy to  prove the effectiveness o f the s e l f  by no more than 

a  shew o f v i r i l i ty ,  but by Laclos* time, the lib e r tin e  i s  no longer so 

easily  s a t is f ie d . Ihe power o f the s e l f  nust be shewn to  be as great 

as the power o f n a tu re . Ihe predisposition  to  cruelty  th a t the l ib e r-
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tin e  hero bring? with him in to  the second h a lf  o f the century be­

comes a  more serious m atter. As we w ill  see , c ru e lty , as exercised

in  h is  specia l f ie ld  o f mastery in ero ticism , canes to  represent fo r 

the l ib e r tin e  h is  a b il i ty  to  control h is  environment; i t  i s  a  p ro te s t,

a way o f proving th a t h is  existence counts and th a t he i s  not an in s ig ­

n ific an t being.

Die lib e r tin e  succeeds only p a r t ia l ly . He has not found the 

happiness he had imagined would be h is  once he had mastered the a r t  

o f loving. Uheasiness, resentment, and anger are h is  lo t .  In fe rio r

lib e rtin e s  are not as unfortunate. Che can imagine the mediocre roues 

like  Pranzi o f Les Egarements du coeur e t  de 1 'e s p r i t  one day re t i r in g

from the soc ia l w hirl qu ite  content to  have made a  name fo r  themselves 

and to  be able f in a lly  to  lay down the burden o f libertin ism . Other

g a lla n ts , especially  in  la te r  novels, abjure th e ir  e rro rs , reform, and 

find love.

For the cynical and in te llig e n t l ib e r tin e , however, nagging 

feelings o f enptiness and of anger p e rs is t .  He begins to  doubt whether 

love, o r any d es ire , can be explained a t  a l l .  In addition , in  sp ite

of the growing fea r o f d e s ire , a l l  l ib e rtin e s  from C rebilion 's frivolous 

heroes to  Sade's deadly serious ones, are haunted by a  remote, yet

s t i l l  present desire fo r some g rea ter meaning than the s e l f  a t  the 

very same time th a t they are figh ting  stubbornly what they see as the 

annih ilation  of the s e l f .  Failure to  understand c lea rly , much less 

reso lve, th is  con flic t adds to  the anger they fe e l .  Desires fo r 

vengeance gradually emerge, f i r s t  against mankind, whose fa lse  moral

systems make e ith e r  l ia r s  or b lind  fools o f those who espouse them, and, 

more inport ant ly , against na tu re , which does not provide fo r man's
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happiness, which, in  f a c t ,  furnishes him with desires fo r  knowledge 

and fo r meaning, but not with the means to  sa tis fy  them.

The world o f C r€bilion 's lib e r tin e  had been small and manageable. 

Cruelty held a  predominantly so c ia l fm c ticn  and the most in te llig e n t

lib e r tin e s , in  a  pragmatic decision , used i t  when necessary as a too l 

fo r advancement. Later lib e rtin e s  have to  make decisions on la rg e r

issues. There i s ,  in  novels th a t t r e a t  the subject o f libertin ism  

a f te r  about 1740, a steady merging o f  the lib e r tin e  and the philosophical

trends o f thougit. There i s  a lso  a  growing id en tific a tio n  between 

libertin ism  and c ru e lty , the l a t t e r  becoming less and less  ju s t  a  means 

by which one gains p re s tig e , and more and more the l ib e r t in e 's  idea

of a  gesture o f se lf-expression .

In order to  make cruelty  a means of self-expression , the l ib e r ­

tin e  must f i r s t  try  to  define h is  goals. '\Zith a  lib e r tin e  like  

Versac, we are rea lly  dealing with three separate characters. The

outer o r "social" s e l f  wears the constant mask of the foppish yet 

dangerous l ib e r tin e . The inner, thinking s e l f  plans and d irec ts  the 

steps necessary fo r success and keeps w ell hidden as he watches the 

other move up the rungs o f the so c ia l ladder. There i s ,  f in a lly , 

lurking somewhere in  the depths o f th is  inner s e l f ,  an even more secre t

one, which Versac glinpses only occasionally , but which he sees as 

h is  tru e  s e l f—the moral being, who ccndenns the o ther two, but most

especially  the thinking s e l f  fo r  consenting to  liv e  a  l i e .  This s p l i t  

i s  the cause of Versac's unhappiness, and he i s  aware o f i t .  I t  i s  

the problem o f a l l  l ib e r tin e s . Clitandre a lso  refuses to  liv e  h is  own 

l i f e ;  " i l  se regarde v iv re ,"  as S artre  would say. He ex is ts  in d ire c tly , 

through the image o f him self th a t he presents in  h is  stock o f anecdotes



52

about h is  past a f fa ir s .  He must manipulate him self, h is  ou ter s e l f ,  

a t  a l l  tim es, in  order to  continue to  seduce successfully the woman 

o f the moment. Ihe l ib e r tin e  begins to  see h is  main task as the 

reso lu tion  o f the problem o f the divided inner s e l f .  He needs to  

live  in  accordance with a se t o f ru les th a t w ill  give some kind of

unity and purpose to  h is  l i f e .

The l ib e r t in e 's  preoccupation with the problem o f the s e l f  and

h is  a tten p t to  solve i t  by creating  a  philosophy o f libertin ism  are

sig n ifican t in  two ways. F i r s t ,  we can see th a t the "esp rit philosophique"
2

which, as I r a  Wade has shown, had been growing in  in te lle c tu a l c irc le s

since the turn  o f the century, especially  by means of secre tly  c i r ­

culating  m anuscripts, was now becoming popularized and was judged,

a t le a s t  by n o v e lis ts , to  have an important e ffe c t on the thinking of 

ordinary people who were not p a rt o f the e l i t e  group o f "philosophes."

Second, novelists were beginning to  s tre ss  the problems of th e ir

heroes as ind iv idua ls. I t  i s  t ru e , as F.C. Green has sa id , th a t con-

tenporary opinion "was not yet prepared to  sa c rif ic e  society to  the

ego,"3 but there was a t  le a s t  a w illingness, and even a necessity  i f
4

the novelist wished to  give a  r e a l is t ic  p o r tra i t  o f  h is tim es, to

discuss and examine the personal problems o f the individual in  society .

In the eighteenth century, s ta r tin g  even in  the 1730's, the

story  o f the novel's hero or heroine i s  very often the story  of the 

e f fo r t  to  solve the problems of the individual destiny in  a  morally
5

and so c ia lly  re s tr ic tiv e  environment. This i s  especially  true  of 

the cynical and a r is to c ra tic  l ib e r tin e , who, as we have seen, ex is ts  

in  an extremely closed and conservative world, ye t fee ls  the callings

o f an individual destiny more acutely than do others around him.
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His problem l ie s  in  deciding to  what degree he, as an ind iv idual, is  

the re su lt o f  the position  he occupies in  society and to  what degree

he i s  the re su lt o f h is  own personal physical and psychological make­

up. Ju st how much does he, or do any of u s , owe to  society and how 

much do we owe to  ourselves?

In studying the development o f the a ttitu d e  o f c ru e lty , i t  i s  neces­

sary to  d istinguish  between two kinds o f lib e r tin e s , as we d id , in

e ffe c t ,  in  the f i r s t  chapter. These are the l ib e r tin e  "galant" and 

the l ib e r tin e  "cynique." They represent the two sides to  the devel­

opment o f the lib e r tin e  hero in  the eighteenth century. ̂  The f i r s t  

are the descendants o f Pranzi, who le t  himself be drawn in to  the 

fashionable cruelty  o f "le beau monde" as a m atter o f the natu ra l

course o f th ings. He i s  the unthinking would-be "harms & la  mode."

The "cynique," on the other hand, i s  the descendant o f Versac, and we

have already tr ie d  to  sketch the p a tte rn  of development o f these 

l ib e rtin e s  who try  to  choose th e ir  own way o f l i f e .  I t  i s  th is  type

of l ib e r tin e  whose increasingly "philosophical" o rien ta tion  leads the 

way to  the methodical cruelty  o f the heroes o f Laclos and Sade.

The Casanova-type "galants" follow a road th a t leads to  victim iza­

t io n , not so much of the women they seek to  submit to  th e ir  w i l l ,  but 

o f themselves. By abandoning themselves to  the current of the times

and disdaining to  make use of th e i r  own reason as a  guide to  behavior,

they leave themselves without resources against the slew but inevitab le

d isin teg ration  of th e ir  in d iv id u a lity . They f in a lly  have no person­

a l i ty ,  no separate id en tity  o f th e ir  own, and can be sa id  to  ex is t 

only as a re fle c tio n  in  the eyes o f o thers , like  the characters in  

S a rtre ’s Huis c los. Taken from P a ris , they would s l ip  in to  nothing-
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ness; the "galant" can say with Garcin, "Je leu r a i la issS  ma vie 
7

entre  les  mains." Che heroine, the Margot o f Fbugeret de Monbrcn's 

Margot l a  ravaudeuse. a  "fiille  d'CpSra" and, by v irtu e  o f her pro­

fession , quite  competent to  judge the lib e rtin e s  o f Parisian  socie ty , 

considers the h ip e s t  goal o f the majority of them to  be "le  so t d€sir 

de fa ire  p a rle r  de so i . . .  Eh e f f e t ,  i l  seirble que nous donnions 

l*Stre It nos Amants. Tel qui a u ra it toujours e te  confondu e t  ccmne

aneanti dans la  fou le , d&s q u 'i l  e s t  attache I  notre char, i l  n 'e s t
g

plus permis de l ’ig io re r: c 'e s t  un horane 5 la  mode."

Norman Brown has sa id  th a t "those fo r whom not to  be seen is  

n o n e x is te n c e  are not a liv e , and the kind o f existence they seek, the

inm ortality  they seek, is  sp ec tra l; to  be seen i s  the anbiticn  o f g io s ts ,
g

and to  be remembered the ambition of the dead." This remark aptly
10

describes many lib e r tin e  heroes o f the eighteenth century. The inner

s e l f  i s  to ta l ly  relinquished in  favor o f the outer "social" s e l f ,  and 

the "galan t,"  unlike the re la tiv e ly  clear-eyed "cynique," i s  not even

aware of the lo ss , or a t  le a s t ,  does not seem to  be. We see an example 

of the f in a l  re su lt  of th is  abdication of s e l f  in  the hero o f J .-B . Louvet's

Les Amours du chevalier de Eaublas (1787-89). This novel, over e ig i t

hundred pages long, gives us the account o f two years in  the l i f e  

o f the precocious Eaublas (he i s  ju s t  six teen a t the s t a r t  o f the novel),

and one cannot imagine a  more in v is ib le  hero than th is  Chevalier. Ihe 

main sto ry  i s  th a t o f Eaublas and Sophie, the fourteen year old g i r l

he loves, m arries, lo ses, and finds again. In the meantime, Eaublas 

has a  se rie s  o f a f f a i r s ,  which usually end unhappily fo r the poor 

women who f a l l  in  love with him. With the exception o f Sophie, who 

i s  as pale a  character as her husband, the m istresses o f Faublas fa r
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outshine him, as in  the case of the Combesse de LL&iolle and especially  

the Marquise de B***, w hose passion, generosity , and strength  of w ill

make the reader admire and fee l fo r her, and whose love fo r  the hero 

gives unity and meaning to  her l i f e .  Eaublas, on the other hand, 

seems to  have no personality  o f h is own a t a l l ,  assuming a new one

a t each moment as circumstances change. In the presence o f the Cbuntess, 

"j*oubliais Sophie e t ,  dans men Sgarement, j 'a l l a i s  jusqu'A former

des voeux ccn tra ires I  notre reunion,"11 while a  few pages la te r ,  

alone now, he exclaims, "0 ma Sophie! . . . vous e tie z  encore ce lle

que je  p re fe ra is" (11,1026).

Ihe Chevalier, incapable of contro lling  h is  emotions, believes 

him self to  be sincere in  every s itu a tio n . Always in  an abnormally 

impressionable s ta te  o f mind, he sh if ts  from triunphant ex a lta tio n , 

as when he thinks the Marquise i s  going to  have h is  baby, to  thoughts

o f su ic ide , as when he contenplates the unhappiness and d if f ic u lt ie s  

he causes h is  m istresses. " J 'au ra i coute la  vie £ toutes celles

qui m’auront aime!" he thinks with horror. He can crane to  only one 

conclusion: "Pre veneris leu r t  rep as par le  mien . . .p a r  un su icide!"

(11,964). He i s  saved from death by the unexpected a rr iv a l o f Mne de

I ig io l le :  "Doucement serre  dans ses b ras , pouvais-je encore songer

a m’endom ir d'un e teznel sormeil?" (11,967). Eaublas f in a lly  does

cause the death o f two women, one o f whom cramdts su ic ide . But th is  

hero i s  as capable of great generosity as he i s  o f great callousness.

For exanple, he saves an impoverished lawyer from misery. "0 p la is ir s  

ineffab les que l 'o n  goute I  fa ire  une bonne action!" he c ries a t th is  

happy moment (11,793).

Ihe generosity and cruelty  o f Eaublas a re , however, two d iffe ren t 

m anifestations o f the same problem: the absence o f character. Both are
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equally mindless and dependent upon circumstances e x te rio r to  the 

hero. He never a c ts , but only rea c ts . He adapts to  h is  surroundings 

in  order to  find  the most comfortable position  fo r him self, naturally  

following th a t course o f conduct which brings him the most pleasure with 

the le a s t amount of d if f ic u lty  fo r the moment. His generosity i s  

se lfishness; he i s  kind because i t  makes him fee l s a t is f ie d  with him­

s e l f .  Not un ch arac te ris tica lly , he gets carried  away, imagining h is 

future acts o f generosity. I t  i s  not enougi to  be the cause of charity ;

he and h is dear Sophie w ill  go in  person to  savor the ho rrib le  sigh t 

o f starv ing  people in  order to  fee l even more s a t is f ie d  with them­

selves: "un jou r nous mcntercns ensemble dans les g ren ie rs , nous

penetrercns dans les redu its  du pauvre. La, nous saurons d§couvrir 

la  misere qui se cache, prevenir ses penibles aveux, . . . calmer

le s  douleurs par les  consolations” ( I I ,  793). Chly a th in  lin e  separates 

th is  generosity from crue lty . The author himself i s  aware of the am­

biguous character o f Faublas1 conpassion and, in  a humorous moment 

o f questionable ta s te ,  has h is  hero rebuke him self fo r dwelling too 

long on the g ratitude he expects to  receive from these poor people,

especially  ”les  pauvres veuves [etj les  f i l l e s  dSlaissees” (H , 79*0. 

Faublas i s  the ultim ate lib e r tin e  "g a lan t.” He prides himself

on being generous, something th a t most e a r l ie r  lib e rtin e s  "galants," 

lik e  Pranzi, would never do. But, in  f a c t ,  the only difference be­

tween them i s  th a t by 1787 i t  has become, by an evolution of ideas tha t 

we sh a ll come back to  in  more d e ta il  la te r  on, more fashionable to  

be sentim ental than to  be c ruel. The basic t r a i t  o f the lib e rtin e

"galan t,"  in  1787 as in  17*10, i s  the to ta l  submission of h is  personal 

id en tity  to  a fa lse  and f in a lly  unsatisfactory  "social" s e l f .  During
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the course o f h is  s to ry , Faublas adopts ten  d iffe ren t disguises 

under eigfit d iffe ren t names on a t  le a s t th ir tee n  d iffe ren t occasions.

In seven o f these transform ations, he wears feminine clothing. As one 

c r i t i c  remarks, Faublas "n 'ex is te  plus en dehors de ses deguisements; 

i l  y perd son id e n tity , e t  le  sentiment de ce lle  des a u tre s ."  Ihe

same c r i t ic  sees in  these constant changes "une fr§n§tique §vasicn du 
12mai." Ey the end o f the novel, Faublas, d isorien ted  and disheartened 

by so many unhappy adventures, becomes subject to  f i t s  o f madness 

during which he re liv es  the various c rises  he has passed through.

I f  the fa te  o f the l ib e r tin e  "cynique" a lso  has traces of madness

in  i t ,  as in  the case o f Sade's heroes and even, to  the extent th a t 

th e ir  fanaticism  a liena tes them from a l l  other aspects o f l i f e ,  in  the

case o f Laclos' heroes, i t  i s  a t  lea s t a  madness with much "method 

i n ' t . "  This type of l ib e r tin e  increasingly rea lizes  th a t libertin ism

involves a  deeper question than ju s t  being successful so c ia lly , th a t 

i t  i s ,  f in a lly , one o f self-expression . The "cynique" refuses to  le t  

go o f him self, to  l e t  others decide who he i s .  Yet, both the "cy­

nique" and the "galant" a re , as we have seen, crippled in  th e ir  out­

look by the society th a t has formed them. Their excessive vanity ,

in a b ility  to  love, and deep-seated m istrust and basic  lack o f respect 

fo r  others marie than a l l .  In add ition , the "cynique," in  sp ite  o f

h is  desire  to  create a  new, independent s e l f ,  has come to  depend on 

th is  society ; i t  i s  the only way o f l i f e  he knows and he i s ,  a t bottom, 

unable and even unwilling to  l e t  go of the old ways. But, a t  le a s t ,  

the "cynique" t r ie s  to  make a  choice, unlike the la z y  "galan t,"  who 

constantly l ie s  to  him self by seeing him self only as a victim  o f

circumstances, "[jjam ais ne n 'a i  sS du it,"  says Faublas, " je  me su is
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trouve toujours entrainS . . ( I I ,  1144). I f  he causes unhappi­

ness to  o thers , i t  i s  not h is  f a u l t .  "11 s u f f i t  qu'une ffeinne me 

distingue e t  m 'in t€resse, pour q u 'au ss ito t les honries, le  hasard e t

le  so r t lu i  declarent une guerre cruelle" ( I I ,  964).

I t  i s  in te re s tin g , however, to  take note o f the changes that 

occur in  the lib e r tin e  "galant" from Pranzi to  Faublas, alongside of 

those in  the lib e r tin e  "cynique," in  sp ite  o f the blindness and what 

sometimes appears to  be the moral cowardice th a t characterize him,

fo r he i s ,  in  a  way, the m irror o f h is  tim es. In th is  a r is to c ra tic

society , which, in  i t s  basic form, changes l i t t l e  u n til  the Revolu-
1*5t io n , and in  which "le  bon ton" re ig ied , the "galan t,"  by a kind 

o f osmotic process, na tu ra lly  re f le c ts  the a ttitu d es  and opinions of 

those around him. VfLshing always to  be modem, he i s  b rougit, almost 

unconsciously, to  develop in  the shadow o f the lib e r tin e  "cynique."

He becomes cynical him self in  order to  have " l 'a i r  cocime i l  fa u t,"  and

even slowly assumes more and more of a  "philosophical" a ttitu d e  towards 

l i f e .  In 1757, the c r i t i c  o f L'Ann§e l i t t e r a i r e  quotes an author who

conplains th a t "nos p e ti ts  m altres cnt une philosophic a pa rt"  and

then adds, in  h is  own words: "ce tte  philosophie a la  mode . . . i l
14

faut en mettre p a rt out; c ’e s t la  manie du jou r . . . "  But, by the

1760*s ,  the "galan t,"  unable to  hold out against the r is in g  tid e  of 

sentimentalism, usually cap itu la te s , recogiizes h is  e rro rs , and reforms.

*  *  *

Before we consider more closely th is  dual development, i t  i s  

necessary to  say f i r s t  a  ward about the novel in  general in  the

period th a t s tre tches between the composition o f CrSbillon’s early
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worics and the publication of Laclos' Les Liaisons dangereuses in  1782. 

Ihe authors who, in  th is  period, a ttenp t to  present and analyze

libertin ism  generally lack, on the one hand, both the a r t i s t r y  and the 

in sigh t o f Crebillon and, on the o ther, h is im p a rtia lity . With regard

to  the f i r s t  p o in t, i t  must be sa id  th a t most o f th e ir  works are not 

successful a r t i s t i c a l ly .  They are in te re s tin g  and in stru c tiv e  in  tha t 

they bear out the tru th  o f C r^bilion 's observations, showing the ten­

sions , fe a rs , and enptiness o f  being behind the charm and soph istica tion  

o f upper class society and in  th a t they occasionally point to  impor­

ta n t new developments in  the lib e r tin e  s ta te  o f mind. But few manage 

to  hold the read er 's  in te re s t  chi th e ir  own m erits. They contain not

so much analyses o f libe rtin ism , but ra th e r  what had become cliches 

about libe rtin ism . According to  one c r i t i c ,  novelists borrow only

situ a tio n s from Crebillon; they "ne font que nonmer les sentiments
15que leu r maltre an a ly sa it."  In addition, most were n o t, as we sa id , 

in p a r t ia l  observers. Some authors seem sirrply frivo lous, even

opportun istic , as in  the case o f the short novel Mademoiselle Jav o tte ,
16

a ttr ib u te d  to  Paul Baret o r B a rre tt, which t e l l s  the po in tless 

ta le  o f a "coiffeuse" turned courtesan, o ffers as i t s  climax a hectic  

scene, Ja v o tte 's  downfall, in  which three o f her s ix  lovers unexpectedly 

a rrive  to  see her on the same n ig h t, and ends abruptly with the 

hero ine 's  unconvincing repentance and death in  the "hop ita l."

But considering only those w riters who seem to  be guided by

more sincere l i te ra ry  aims, there  appears to  have been much confusion 

in  these years between l i te ra ry  and moral ideas in  the novel. According

to  Georges May, by 1760, n o v e lis ts , c r i t i c s ,  and audience were in  

general agreement as to  the need and d e s ira b ility  o f the novelist !s
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17assuming a moral position  and delivering a "sennon la ic ."  This 

made fo r  a  uniformity harmful to  the creative s p i r i t  and a  mis­

guided approach to  l i te ra tu re  th a t resu lted  in  the d ev ita liza tion  

and the s t e r i l i t y  o f the French novel in  general from 1760 to  1790.

Novelists aimed too much a t  portraying goodness (which was held to  be 

syncncroous with happiness) and not enougi a t  te l l in g  tru th s ; "1’u t i le

e t  l'ag r^ab le" reigned as a l i te ra ry  ru le  in  the s t r i c t e s t  and most 

prosaic sense. Those w riters  who held themselves aloof from the trend

towards moralism, before as w ell as a f te r  1760, produced a b e tte r  novel. 

C rebillon, fo r example, may sincerely  have wanted to  unmask and censure 

lib e rtin e s  lik e  Versac in  Les Egarements, as I  believe he d id , but he 

went f a r  beyond the moral usefulness id ea l. He was too much o f an 

a r t i s t  to  d e liver sermons o r to  betray h is  characters ' consistency by

sudden and psychologically unbelievable conversions to  "moral decency." 

He was able to  provide a  penetrating  examination of the a r is to c ra tic

lib e r tin e  mind. There seems to  be, before Laclos, no inport ant con­

tin u e r o f Crebillon in  th is  regard, except, as we sh a ll see , him self.

As moralism and l i te ra tu re  merged, the cu rio sity  about and the 

ta s te  fo r psychological examination and analysis suffered or became 

m atters o f ro te . Conclusions were reached beforehand; human beings

were put in to  categories o f good and bad. A tone of self-couplacency 

and even o f self-righteousness was not uncoomon. This was especially

true  since re fle c tio n  and reasoned behavior came almost to  be seen as 

unimportant. "La voix du coeur," receiving i t s  in sp ira tio n  d ire c tly , 

spontaneously from natu re , became the ru le  (and the excuse) fo r  a l l  

human behavior. Almost re lu c ta n tly , lib e rtin e s  were also p ictured  as 

obeying the impulses o f na ture . Novelists refused to  accept the issue
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o f libertin ism  as cne o f choosing a way o f l i f e ,  as a  reasoned approach

to  the problem of existence. What seemed to  be w illfu l moral waywardness 

was usually , in  r e a l i ty ,  a  defect in  organization th a t prevented true 

morality from entering  the soul o f the l ib e r t in e . This i s  the out­

s id e r’s ,  the m o ra lis t's  view o f the lib e r tin e  "cynique.”

Most lib e r tin e s , however, were not considered to  be deformed in

th is  manner. Most had merely associated themselves with these monsters 

and im itated th e ir  increasingly cruel behavior because they had been

led astray  by a  permissive education, bad exanples, and fa lse  worldly 

prejudices. These salvageable lib e rtin e s  w ill repent and reform i f  they 

can be separated from harmful influences. The lib e rtin e  "galant" is  

usually made to  see the lig h t o r a t  le a s t to  die in  remorse.

The character o f the lib e r tin e  i s ,  then, in  general, s in p lis t ic a lly

drawn in  the novel a f te r  Crebillon. The re su lt  i s  th a t the chronicle 

o f libertin ism  th a t we get i s  often  su p e rfic ia l and the reasons fo r

the developing a ttitu d e  o f cruelty  in  libertin ism  are seen only dimly.

I t  i s  as i f  the novelists manage to  avoid the issue a t the same time th a t 

they speak o f i t .  The c r i t i c  Preron, who was the guiding s p i r i t  o f the 

review L'Annee l i t t e r a i r e  fo r  many years, i s  typ ica l o f the a ttitu d e  

of those fo r whom moral standards take precedence over e s th e tic  ones in

judging l i te ra tu re .  He i s  on a  crusade against immorality, roundly 

condenning those w riters who make lig h t o f libertin ism  and often praising

works th a t even he admits are mediocre fo r  th e ir  moral fervor. "Lorsque

le  but d 'un Homan e s t  de nous in sp ire r  l'h cnne te t§ ,"  he w rites , " f u t - i l
l8mediocre, i l  merite une so rte  d 'indulgence." Blinded by h is  zea l, 

he often  misses the po in t. He i s ,  fo r example, much harder on Le Hasard 

du coin du feu than he i s  on Les Heureux Qrphelins, both by CrSbillcn

f i l s .  Yet the character o f the cynical Chester i s  fa r  blacker than
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th a t o f the amiable Due de Clerval. But what i s  important fo r  Frercn 

i s  th a t there  are no scabrous scenes in  Les Heureux Qrphelins. Any­

thing th a t h in ts  o f the boudoir must be properly "gazS," as Freron 

frequently says. He c a lls  Le Hasard indecent and labels i t  a 

"miserable production."1̂  lb  such minds, libertin ism  i s  perm issible

as subject m atter o ily  when i t  i s  shown to  be wrong and ugly, and 

those who adopt i t  v ile  corrupters o r , a t b e s t, slaves o f "le  bon ton"

who must eventually come to  th e i r  senses.
*  *  *

Jean-Frangois de Bastide, the author o f many popular, but mediocre 

novels, i s  in  to ta l  agreement with those who count moralizing among the 

most inportant tasks o f the n o v e lis t. His 17^9 novel, Les Confessions 

d'un f a t , i s ,  however, necessary fo r  us to  consider, since i t  o ffers  a 

s tr ik in g  exanple o f the increasing awareness o f the cruelty  inherent in  

libertin ism  and shows i t  to  be t ie d  to  the awakening problem o f the s e lf .

Antoine Adam has said  o f th is  novel th a t "dans la  tra d itio n  qui n£ne des 

Egarements aux Liaisons dangereuses, Les Confessions d*un fa t  marquent

une 6tape que les h isto riens auraient to r t  de neg liger. the 6tape qui
20nous menerait meme jusqu 'a  Sade." Ihe novel t e l l s  the sto ry  of the 

worldly education of a  young nobleman, as so many novels do in  the

eighteenth century. Ihe Marquis de Flanval i s  led , by h is  own weakness 

in  the face o f the many bad examples provided by soc ie ty , to  the worst

excesses o f libertin ism . But the novel ends with h is  firm  renunciation 

o f these e v il  ways when he finds true  love in  the arms o f the beau ti­

fu l and virtuous Mile de Prangp, whom he marries^ with whom he lives 

happily ever a f te r .
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A member o f the n o b ility , Flanval breathes in  cruelty  with the a i r

around him, but i t  i s  not refined , does not beccme an e sse n tia l p a rt 

o f h is  outlook u n t i l  a f te r  he becomes a fu ll-fledged  member o f p o lite

society . He then becomes as p ro fic ien t as any a t the so r t o f specious 

reasoning on l i f e  and love cannon a t the time. 'This i s  seen when we 

conpare the episodes of the story  th a t take place before h is  worldly

education with those th a t ccme a f te r .  F lanval's f i r s t  l ia iso n , fo r 

example, is  with Panchon, a maid in  h is  mother's house. She i s  a

likab le  character, honest and in te l l ig e n t ,  who f a l l s  tru ly  in  love 

with the hero. But Flanval soon t i r e s  o f her and w rites a  heartless

le t t e r  to  break o ff . He i s  not ashamed: "Les gens de quality  croient

hcnorer les femmes q u 'i ls  deshonorent . . . i l s  les  offensent, parce 

q u 'i l s  se f la t te n t  d 'e ffac e r par IS le  to r t  q u 'i l s  croient s 'S tre  

f a i t . " 21 This feeling  o f having been wronged i s  p a rticu la rly  strong 

when the g i r l ,  lik e  Panchon, i s  a  member o f the servant c la ss . What­

ever b r ie f  feelings o f reg re t he experiences upon receiving an e lo ­

quent but desperate l e t t e r  from Panchon disappear when she leaves

the house shortly  a f te r .  He re la te s  qu ite  casually th a t she died two 

months la te r  "de douleur e t  d'amour" (1 ,21).

Ihe cruelty  of Flanval towards Panchon i s  o f an "innocent" type

in  th a t i t  was undertaken only by necessity—the "necessity" th a t a 

young "home du monde" fee ls  to  be free  and unattached, according to

the same so c ia l ru les th a t we saw a t work in  C rebilion 's world. Ihe 

callousness was not foreseen or p lo tted  by the hero. U it i l  he t ire d

o f Fanchcn, he had no thought but to  live  fo r the pleasure th a t they 

shared. He thought only o f her: "je ne voulais p la ire  qu 'a  Fanchcn"

( I ,  10). I t  was, a f te r  a l l ,  Panchon's fa u lt  i f  she did not understand
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the ru les and died.

At th is  period in  h is  l i f e ,  Flanval i s  s t i l l  awed by women in  

general. He dreams o f love and i s  f i l le d  with respect fo r  the oppo­

s i te  sex. But a f te r  several lessons in  the way of the world, he

learns the proper a ttitu d e  to  have with regard to  p re tty  women. The 

f i r s t  time he meets Mne de Galeas, a  young and a ttra c tiv e  coquette, fo r

exanple, i t  takes him only a few moments to  rea liz e  th a t "£j}e comnengais 

I  prendre une so rte  d 'in te r§ t  A ce tte  forme, non pas un in te r§ t de 

coeur . . . ce q u 'e lle  m’in s p ira i t  n 'e ta i t  pas m&re m e envie s€rieuse 

d 'av o ir un cormerce avec e l l e .  C 'e ta i t ,  s i  je  ne me troupe, un simple 

d esir  de me la  soumettre" ( I ,  80). In B astide, we see th a t re la tio n ­

ships between the sexes a re , as they were in  Crebillon, contests in  

which to  prove one's superio rity  over o thers, regardless o f the cost.

Love, the existence o f  which i s  consisten tly  denied by B astide 's

characters, i s  as g rea t a  th re a t to  them as i t  was to  C rebilion 's

noblemen. But there i s  an important new element here which i s  the

desire  to  hum iliate the o ther, the d e sire , i t  seems, to  take vengeance

immediately, even before the re la tionsh ip  has begun, before one's
22desires have had a  chance to  become aroused. love i s  no longer a 

hum iliation sinply and s t r i c t ly  w ithin a  so c ia l context, th a t i s ,  fo r the

th rea t i t  presents to  one's so c ia l position  and the scorn i t  provokes 

in  one's peers. I t  i s  new feared in  i t s e l f , fo r  the physical desires 

th a t may become too powerful a  force fo r the indiv idual to  cope with.

We see th is  c learly  in  the Galeas episode. 3ie pouts and fteigis in ­

difference towards the hero because she (wrongly) believes th a t Flanval

i s  using her to  make another woman jea lo u s, Shaken by th is  unexpected 

contretemps, Flanval suddenly finds him self fa l l in g  in  love with her.



65

But h is  immediate reaction  i s  to  deny th is  fac t and seek vengeance 

against her fo r  having dared to  in sp ire  him with "de vains e t  de

hcnteux dgsirs" ( I ,  91). Hortense, one o f Flanval’s educators, had 

long before to ld  the hero th a t love does not e x is t ,  and th a t those 

who warship a t  th is  "Autel desert^" become " la  Fable des perscnnes

d'une certaine faqon" ( I ,  42). But i t  is  certa in ly  not o f th is  so c ia l 

censure th a t Flanval i s  thinking when he spends the en tire  n ig it

preparing "m ilie p ro je ts  de vengeance" ( I ,  90) against Mne de Galeas, 

fo r  nothing public has taken place between than and no one need ever

know o f h is  d esires . Rather, he i s  humiliated by the b r ie f  victory 

th a t desire  had gained over him.

This shame in  the face o f desire  th a t Flanval fee ls unable to  con­

t ro l  leads him to  stanp out a l l  traces o f tenderness and even o f the 

am icability th a t Crebi l io n ’s heroes sought to  maintain. Flanval

launches h is  l ib e r tin e  career with the aim o f being as cruel as he 

possibly can be to  a l l  women. He w ill  become "le  lyran de £ leurJ sexe"

( I ,  48). When he says th a t h is  conduct with women w ill  be based on 

the idea th a t " la  nature ne le s  avait fa i te s  que pour se rv ir  5 mes 

p la is ir s "  ( I ,  45), we can only assume th a t h is  pleasure i s  c ruelty . With 

the exception o f the f i r s t  two women he becomes involved w ith, a t  a  time 

before he has learned to  be a fra id  o f love, Flanval tends to  pick women

th a t he cannot help but despise. Mne de Santal, fo r  exanple, is  chosen 

because her ccntenptible character "me parut . . . propre a former le

mien I  la  me chance t£" ( I ,  50). When she refuses to  give in  as quickly 

as he thinks she ougit to  and, in  fa c t , adopts an a i r  "de la  plus supr&ne 

d ig ii tg ,"  he i s  convinced th a t "e lle  voulut m 'humilier" and decides on 

the spot "de l a  perdre" ( I ,  50). Thus, th e ir  a f f a i r  begins with plans
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o f vengeance and no thougit a t  a l l  o f p leasure , much less love. When

Flanval f in a lly  brings her to  the point o f giving in  to  him, he enjoys 

the spectacle o f the desire  shining in  her eyes, but as soon as he

fee ls  h is  own desines becoming aroused, th is  scene "ne m'amusait plus . . . 

e t  j e  q u i t ta i  Madame de Santal dans la  c ra in te  que 1 'in tS rS t de ses sens

ne passSt totalement dans le s  miens, e t  que je  ne m 'av ilisse  ju sq u 't  

lu i  accorder des favours . . ."  ( I ,  70) .

Flanval continues to  see Mne de Santal with the idea of ruining her 

pub lic ly . He becomes increasingly angry as he observes her in s in ­

c e r i ty , her outward shew of v ir tu e , even imagining him self to  be the

"Dom-Quichote [s ic ]  de ceux q u 'e lle  av a it troupes" ( I ,  92). She, in  

the meantime, i s  p lo ttin g  h is  public d isgrace, but Flanval, in  h is

ro le  as n a rra to r, junps ahead in  time in  order to  assure us th a t he 

w ill  have the f in a l  v ictory : "Hale, abandonee, bafouee de toute la

te r r e ,  cn va la  v o ir tontoer dans cet e ta t  de degradation, oQ l 'o n  f a i t

horreur au l ib e r t in  mSme, e t  oil la  mort devient un bien" ( I ,  7*0. When 

she f in a lly  does ac t by spreading the rumor th a t she has scorned Flanval

and brought him to  a  s ta te  o f despair, h is  vengeance i s  sw ift. Ihe 

cruelty  he has always displayed towards Mne de Santal becomes physical

as w ell as psychological, and the insolence and violence th a t characterize 

the scene make us think more of Sade than of Crebillon. Knowing F lanval's 

reputation  fo r  "mechancete," Mne de Santal i s  a fra id  to  refuse an in v ita ­

tio n  to  v i s i t  h is  "petitem aiscn." As Flanval arrives to  escort her 

th e re , he describes h is  feelings upon seeing her; the hatred bubbling

up inside him pours out in  invec tives:

Qu’cn se figure tou t ce que la  la ideur 
nature l ie  peut aj outer aux ravages de la
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d£bauche, e t  tou t ce que la  haine e t  le  
mgpris peuvent aj ou ter encore & un com­
post aussi hideux. Voila le  spectre qui 
se prSparait I  me conbler de ses faveurs. 
Quelle g lace, grands Dieux, coula dans 
mes vaines cl sen aspect! Quel dSgout, 
quel e ffro i!  non, je  ne v is jamais n e n
de s i  rebut a n t, j 'a u ra is  ndeux aime m ille 
fo is sub ir le  so rt des monstres de l 'A s ie , 
que de recouvrir $ jamais par e l le  les 
facultSs q u 'i l s  re g re tte n t, s i  j 'e n  avais 
e te  privg ccmme eux. ( I I ,  11-12)

When they arrive  a t  h is  hideaway, a  p re tty  young g i r l  i s  brought 

to  Flanval, who begins to  make love to  her in  fron t of Mne de Santal.

She watches as "nous nous fines m ille  p e ti te s  malices que nous 

assaisonnSnes des termes les plus tendres e t  les  mains chretiens"

( I I ,  13). She ccnplains, b u t, a t th a t moment, four of h is frien d s, 

former lovers o f Mtne de Santal, en te r the room, singing lewd songs and

in su ltin g  her. "Les choses a in s i disposees, nous epuisSmes su r ces 

deux femmes, tout ce qu'on peut imaginer de plus sensibles p la is ir s  e t  

de plus affreux tourments; l 'u n e  flit t r a i te e  un peu mieux que la  plus

b e lle  Princesse, e t  1 'au tre  beapcoup plus mal que la  plus decrepite 

catin" ( H ,l4 ) .  Mne de Santal i s  f in a lly  sent home with a to rren t o f

abuse, "une brouette pour carrosse, un poligon pour laquais, une lan-
21tem e pour flambeau" ( I I ,  14).

B astide 's hero has transformed the mere willin& iess o f Crebi Hear* s 

heroes to  see th e ir  partners in  love-making su ffe r in to  the wish, even 

the need to  see them su ffe r . Antoine Adam has noted th a t B astide 's 

lib e r tin e  "se p la i t  a vo ir que le  d es ir  de figure le  visage de la  femne
24

reduite  a m erci." But he i s  not yet the re f le c tiv e , se lf-w illed  

l ib e r tin e  who re l ie s  more on h is  own standard o f success than on those 

of socie ty . Flanval fee ls  completely s a tis f ie d  only when the story  of
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S an ta l's  hum iliation i s  known throughout Paris and "le  Public" has 

recogiized and approved of th is  v ictory  over him self. S im ilarly , in

an episode th a t fa in tly  foreshadows Valmcnt's seduction o f Mne de
2*5T o u r v e l, J Flanval, ashaned of having taken an unusually long time 

to  conquer the virtuous Marquise de T***, sees as the major benefit 

of her "reduction to ta le "  the "r§tablissement de ma reputation" ( I I ,  46).

Such exhibitionism  is  an a ttenp t to  demonstrate to  a l l  and so to  re ­

inforce in  h is own mind, the in te g rity  o f h is own personality , as sym­

bolized by h is  sexual forcefUlness and s k i l l .

But Flanval makes no a ttenp t a t  a l l  to  read in to  h is  own heart 

and mind, in  sp ite  of h is  boast th a t " i l  n 'y  a  peu t-e tre  que moi qui

pense . . . je  re f le c h is , je  doute, j'examine" ( I ,  99-100). He f lo a ts  

along very much ruled by h is inpu lses, reacting  spontaneously a t  the

moment o f desire with an anger and sometimes even a  repulsion tha t 

cannot, as we have seen, be fu lly  explained as a  re su lt  o f soc ia l

pressure. Ihe disgust disappears when the  conquest he makes i s  taken 

as a tr ib u te  to  h is  cold-hearted superio rity  over others and to  h is 

emotional in v in c ib ility , as when Mne de Galeas rewards him fo r having 

crushed Santal, and s tr ik e s  most forcefu lly  when these same things are 

put in  doubt o r are not c lear. But the hero him self discerns no pa ttern

in  h is  reactions and does not consciously acknowledge the needs o f h is 

inner s e l f .  Uiable to  define c learly  the problem, he natu ra lly  f a i ls

to  devise a coherent plan of action . His ambitions, res tin g  on such a shallow 

and shadowy base, remain modest in  conparison to  those o f la te r  heroes, and 

h is  viciousness i s ,  in  the long run, purposeless and in e ffec tiv e . Ihe 

Marquise de T*** escapes h is  trap  and when he leaves her forever, he 

fee ls  only "ce tte  so rte  de reg re t qu’on eprouve, quand on q u itte  une
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femme dent on vo it qu'on e s t  aim§, qu'on a  aimee soi-m&ne, e t  dent

on n 'a  poin t jou i"  (H , 51-52).

Frivolous by h is  in a b ility  o r h is re fu sa l to  follow the d ic ta te s

o f h is  reason, Flanval i s  a  lib e r tin e  "galant" who, in  sp ite  o f h is 

fe ro c ity , stands outside the lin e  o f development th a t leads from Versac

to  Valmont, fo r these "cyniques" s tr iv e  always to  be fu lly  conscious 

o f the inport of th e ir  actions, lb  show the l ib e r tin e  as misguided 

and confused i s ,  o f course, ju s t  what Bastide wanted to  do. Dignifying

libertin ism  by making i t  seem the re su lt of a  de liberate  course of 

action would have defeated h is  purpose. Flanval symbolizes the ordinary

man, with a  na tu ra lly  good and conpassionate heart who must d is to r t  

h is  personality  and ignore h is  in s tin c tiv e  leaning to  v irtue  in  order

to  be a  l ib e r tin e . This was a lso , as we have seen, Versac's problem.

But things have changed since 1736. There i s  a  new tone of urgency in  

libe rtin ism , a  loss o f the comfort with which Versac, in  sp ite  o f h is 

moral misgivings, se ttle d  in to  h is  ro le . The exanple o f Flanval a t te s ts  

to  the l ib e r t in e ’s growing concern th a t libertin ism  involves a  so r t o f

squandering o f one's id e n tity , a necessary d issipa tion  of one's energy 

in  a  cause th a t i s  not one’s own and tramples down individual worth instead

o f rewarding i t .  But Bastide, although sensing a l l  th is ,  f in a lly  ig ­

nores the problem by offering  a so lu tion  th a t sidesteps the issue 

instead  of addressing i t .  He declares the  problem of self-expression to  

be a  fa lse  one, the re su lt  o f  the mistaken notions o f a corrupt soc ie ty , 

and in v ite s  the e rring  lib e rtin e  back in to  the fo ld . By iden tify ing

libertin ism  so exclusively with moral waywardness, he sim plifies m atters 

to  the point o f s i l l in e s s ,  as when he has the licen tious Hortense, over­

whelmed by a  fee ling  of shame, reproach h e rse lf  "d 'avo ir e te  s i  fac ile "

( I ,  39) as to  have lis ten ed  to  Flanval*s proposals o f true  love. The
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Inversion of moral values, parodied here , w ill, in  fa c t ,  be an 

important element in  the "cynique's" make-up, but with a seriousness

of purpose tha t Bastide would never have understood.

Bastide asks the lib e rtin e  to  go backwards, to  adopt solutions th a t

Versac had already re jec ted  as unsatisfy ing . He and h is  reformed hero 

assume certa in  moral notions—especially  the fa c t o f man's na tu ra l 

goodness—th a t Versac thought im practical and th a t newer lib e rtin e s  are

beginning to  regard as i llu so ry . The new Flanval invests love with a 

miraculous healing power th a t lib e r tin e s  sco ff a t .  He sees libertin ism

as a form of n ih ilism , a dead end, whereas seme lib e rtin e s  see in  i t  the 

point o f departure towards a new kind o f m orality, especially  looking to

the modem s p i r i t  of philosophy to  b o ls te r  th e ir  ideas. The idea 

o f a  "new" m orality seems absurd to  B astide, and he p a rticu la rly  

detests the new and, according to  him, fa lse  philosophical s p i r i t  th a t 

seems to  be taking hold in  "le  beau monde," tre a tin g  i t  as a sickness. 

Flanval describes him self as having been "tout aussi fa t  qu'on l 'e s t

aujourd 'hui, e t tou t aussi Philosophe qu'on f a i t  semblant de l 'e t r e "  ( I ,  4). 

Without actually  seeing philosophy as the cause of libe rtin ism , he

notices the s im ila r it ie s  between the two unnatural types, "le fa t"  

and "le  faux philosopher" " i l  en coute a tous deux pour secouer le  

joug de la  nature e t  de la  raison; e t ce n 'e s t  pas assurement sans 

beaucoup de violence que l 'u n  e t  1 'autre parviennent I  ce degre d'im­

pudence . . . qui e s t  sans contredit le  chef-d'oeuvre de la  fausse

g lo ire"  ( I ,  3 ). Both are to ta l ly  s e lf is h , and the philosopher i s  

especially  marked by a  somber misanthropy.

Bastide blames both the "philosophe" and the " fa t"  fo r re jec ting  

the heart and heeding only the fa lse  arguments o f the mind. I f  the
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suddenness o f h is  hero 's  conversion seems to  us to  be contrived and 

unconvincing, th is  same quality  i s  proof, fo r Bastide, of i t s  v a lid ity , 

fo r morality i s  an a f f a i r  of the h e a r t , not the mind. Flanval*s retu rn

to  m orality must be a dramatic reve la tion , the work o f  a specia l 

moment, in  which he i s  suddenly able to  recogpize the path o f  tru th  and

happiness. In co n trast, the unenlightened Mne de Galeas i s  doomed 

to  misery fo r having sac rificed  "les plus doux sentiments du coeur aux

plus dangereuses illu s io n s  de l 'e s p r i t "  ( I ,  105).

The lib e rtin e s  "cyniques" make the same separation between the heart 

and the mind, as we have seen, but they reverse the ro le s : i t  i s  the

heart th a t i s  treacherous. I t  i s  a p e rs is ten t tendency o f both the 

tra d i tio n a lis ts  and the lib e r tin e s  in  the eighteenth-century novel from

C rebillon 's time to  Sade's to  divide human experience in to  these two 

d is tin c t realms—th a t of the heart and th a t o f the mind, "le coeur e t

l 'e s p r i t . ” Bene Etiemble notes th a t " la  fonnule tra in e  partout" between 
271725 and 1750, and i t  continues to  do so throughout the century.

Each faction  claims " la  raison" to  be on i t s  s id e , equating i t  with emotion 

on the one hand and with the ra tio n a l power o f the mind on the o ther.

Each group imagines, a lso , th a t i t  i s ,  in  th is  manner, making a

philosophical stand. I t  became increasingly d i f f ic u l t ,  in  fa c t ,  not 

to  become a  "philosophe." Although the term is  usually used pejora­

tiv e ly  by t r a d i t io n a lis ts ,  they adopt i t  themselves, p u rif ied , o f 

course, o f i t s  former attachm ents.28 But both the heart-d irected  

"philosophes" (the an ti-"ph ilo soph istes,"  as Er§rcn says) and the head- 

d irected  lib e rtin e s  "cyniques" are d is to rte rs  o f the true  philosophical 

s p i r i t ,  which makes, in  fa c t ,  no such a r t i f i c i a l  d iv ision  in  man.
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29Part I I :  lib ertin ism  and "philosophic"

There was, in  t ru th , good reason fo r  the tra d itio n a lis ts  to  link  

libertin ism  with philosophy. According to  one h is to rian  o f the 

philosophical movement in  the eighteenth century, the pub lic , always

fearing  to  f a l l  prey to  boredom, "ce mal te r r ib le  qui la  g u e tta it 

ccnstanment" avidly read novels, "et ceux qui avaient a lo rs le  plus

de vogue e ta ie n t generalement tre s  licencieux d 'abord, e t  philosophiques 

par su rc ro lt."^ 0 Ihe same c r i t ic  goes fu rth er and s ta te s  th a t in  the 

early  years o f the spread o f the new ideas, before the "philoscphes"

had gathered themselves in to  a  strong and recognized force , th a t i s ,  

in  the 1740's and 1750's, l ib e r tin e  novels became a  kind of mouth­

piece fo r the philosophical movement, preparing the reading public 

fo r the "philosophe's" boldness of thought and rebellious a ttitu d e

towards ex is ting  a u th o ritie s , by th e i r  s tre ss  on the more audacious 

philosophical ideas and by th e ir  clandestine s ta tu s , which made th e ir  

acquisition  d if f ic u l t  and often  expensive, but a lso  tenpting. The l ib e r ­

tin e  w riters were "ccme les va le ts de l'arm ee encyclopedique e t
31preparaient la  voie aux v ra is  so ld a ts ."  They were, in  fa c t ,  per­

secuted fa r  more often than the "philosophes" themselves. The l a t t e r ,  

except fo r a  b r ie f  period o f harassment in  1748-49, shortly  a f te r  the

f i r s t  philosophical works appeared, were in  general l e f t  alone by the 

synpathetic D irecteur de la  L ib ra irie , Lamoigyion de Malesherbes, during 

h is  time in  o ffice  from 1750 to  1763, although i t  became harder fo r him 

to  be qu ite  so to le ran t a f te r  about 1758 when the enemies o f the new 

s p i r i t ,  a t  the Sortionne, in  the Parlement, and around the Queen a t

Court, became aroused by i t s  increasing popularity and strength.
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According to  the bibliography th a t Daniel Mamet has drawn up of 

novels and s to rie s  published in  the eighteenth century, there were

four times as many new works published in  the "reman e t  conte l i -  

cencieux" category between 1741 and 1760 as in  the period 1761 to

1780, and in  the years from 1745 to  1751, the production o f th is  type 

of novel was, by f a r ,  a t  i t s  highest l e v e l . I n  one type o f work cannon

a t th is  tim e, the adventures o f a licen tious young lady, usually of 

lower class o rig in , are traced from childhood to  m aturity. These 

heroines are obviously not worldly l ib e r tin e s , such as we have examined

so f a r ,  nor are they "philosophies" (although one heroine especially  

enjoys reading "les romans de r-W Lametterie [ s ic ^  ■, Diderot e t  Crebillon") ,33

but they hold a  very modem outlook on l i f e  and love th a t borrowed 

much from the philosophical ideas then beginning to  be known; in  th is

way, they helped to  popularize such ideas, but even more to  create 

a new a ttitu d e  in  the society as a  whole. I t  w ill  be c le a r, fo r 

exanple, th a t the growth o f the a ttitu d e  o f cruelty  adopted by worldly

lib e rtin e s  owes a strong debt to  both the ideas and the tenperament 

exenplified  by such heroines, even though, in  the process o f borrowing,

d is to rtio n  of in ten tions and ideas was the re s u lt .  I t  w ill  a lso  be 

seen th a t those who thought o f themselves as defenders o f the old

moral values accepted many o f the new assunptions on human nature 

seen in  these works, a s itu a tio n  th a t sometimes leads them in to  s e lf -  

contradictions. I t  i s  remarkable th a t they do not seen to  notice such con­

trad ic tio n s and continue to  undemine the very foundations th a t these 

old values stand upcn.

A main ch a rac te ris tic  o f the ta le s  o f these wayward heroines is
"54th a t love i s  "d§po6tis§" and "rSduit d§j£ a l a  pure sexuality ."  The
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fa c t th a t they usually s ta r t  with childhood i s  s ig n if ic a n t. Hy pausing

ju s t  long enough in  the early  years to  show us th a t the sexual in ­

s t in c t  is  already active a t  th is  time in  l i f e ,  the authors enphasize

i t s  innocence and naturalness. Vfe are seeing the individual before 

so c ie ty 's  prejudices (a favorite  word a t  the time) have had a chance 

to  influence him. In many of these novels, which sometimes seen to

have been w ritten  by formula, the young heroine i s  made to  witness the 

sexual a c tiv it ie s  o f o thers. TVro reactions are immediately seen: a

strong, sometimes, desperate desire  to  fe e l what the partic ipan ts  must 

be feeling  and a desire  to  understand what i s  happening. These are

the proper human reactions; there  i s  no tim idity  o r f e a r .^

The healthy sexual in s tin c t i s  especially  aggressive, and, i f  

repressed or l e f t  unsa tis fied , can lead to  violence. Margot " la

ravaudeuse," fo r exanple, who is  so poor th a t she must share one bed 

with her paren ts, so completely gives h e rse lf  over to  her na tu ra l

feelings as she watches them th a t ,  e la ted  and fru s tra ted  a l l  a t  once, 

she c r ie s , " J ’aurais volontiers b a ttu  ma mere, tan t je  lu i  enviais 

les d§lices q u 'e lle  gout a i t .  F rustra tion  was a lso  the lo t  o f Ju lie , 

the heroine o f Les Egarements de J u l ie . ̂  Having been the entranced 

observer o f the love-making o f her nei^ibor Sophie and a young man, but 

being too young h e rse lf  to  im itate  than, she i s  forced to  try  to  find 

some r e l i e f  in  unusual ways, f i r s t  with Sophie, and then , almost in

desperation, with a  l i t t l e  boy who i s  one o f her re la tiv e s . These 

a ttenp ts a re , in  the f i r s t  case, only p a r t ia l ly  successful and, in  the

second, a complete fa ilu re .

These examples show th a t sexual energy must and w ill find  an 

o>utlet. Not one o f these heroines believes i t  i s  possible o r wise to
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leave desires unattended to  past the age o f th ir te e n  o r fourteen. 

Chastity, o f course, does not f i t  in to  th is  scheme of th ings. Ihe 

figure o f the debauched p r ie s t  i s  a  clich§ in  these works. Erdre Alexis, 

Margot's lover, i s  a lso  the procurer fo r  h is  fellow p r ie s ts :  " i l

avait trouve le  secre t d 'e tre  u t i le  S la  soci€ t€ , e t  encore plus A sen 

couvent." To abstain sexually i s  to  "demander 1 'inpossible e t  cent re -

ca rre r le s  in ten tions de la  nature .

Chastity i s ,  then, re jec ted  as unhealthy and even as incompatible 

with the well-being o f the s ta te .  Che heroine, Iherdse, " la  b e lle  

Alsacienne," considers h e rse lf  to  be something of a  ph ilan th rop is t. 

F ide lity  to  one man, l e t  alone ch as tity , i s  a  so c ia l in ju s tic e : "une

fenme ne peut § tre  fidelement attachSe a un seul horrme qu'aux depens 

du bonheur d'une in f in i te  d 'au tre s  . . . F a n t- il  la is s e r  endurer des

maux re e ls  pour op€rer un bien imagjnaire? La raison du plus grand
39nonbre ne d e v ra it-e lle  pas prevalo ir?" Conventional m orality, 

based on re lig io n , is  so irreconcilab le  with such views, so incon­

s is te n t with what i s  evidently the tru th  o f human natu re , th a t i t  

must be wrong. Here i s  the s p i r i t  o f the age applied to  m orality:

things must be weighed on a human sca le . Happiness here and now is  

man's goal. Ihe burden of proof has sh ifted  to  the D ivinity. Man

no longer has to  prove him self worthy of God; God has to  prove Himself 
40relevant to  man.

This to ta l  inversion o f the moral order was not seen as such a t the 

time. God was not challenged as the creato r o f the universe. In fa c t, 

i t  i s  the idea th a t He i s  responsible fo r  having given man desires th a t

seems to  legitim ize them. How could God not approve o f what He Himself 

created? Ju lie  the "igaree” looks upon the love-making o f two birds



76

in  her garden as a symbol; even the t in ie s t  in sects  are brought to  

the necessity  nde se reproduire par l 'a p p d ti t  du p la i s i r ,  qui e s t 

na tu ra l a tous les E tres ." I t  was surely not God, but man, who in ­

vented ru les th a t prevent one from finding sa tis fac tio n  with "le  

premier venu." These ru les must, in  fa c t ,  have been the work o f "des

voluptueux qui eussent se n ti que le  plus ardent d £ sir  e s t  o rd inaire-
41

ment enfant de la  co n tra in te ."  Thus, v ir tu e , which usually e n ta ils

the shunning o f  physical p leasure, does not lose i t s  place in  th is

reversed moral order, but finds one su ited  to  the new s ta te  of things:

sharpening the delight experienced in  fin a lly  giving in .

What the s to rie s  o f heroines lik e  Therdse " la  be lle  Alsacienne,"

J u l ie ,  and Margot seen to  e s tab lish  i s  th a t the only correct motive fo r
42action , cn man's p a r t ,  i s  the idea of h is  own pleasure. Many ccn-

tenporary c r i t ic s  saw th is  b e lie f  as an excuse th a t only barely disguised
43a  desire  to  indulge in  debauchery. There i s ,  however, one popular 

novel o f the period, a t le a s t ,  th a t seriously  t r ie s  to  give a  philo­

sophical basis to  the theory th a t man does and should seek to  secure 

the g rea tes t amount o f pleasure possible from h is  environment. Therdse 

philosophe (1748) i s  important to  consider fo r  several reasons, f i r s t ,

i t  develops in  system atic fashion the ideas th a t are found scattered  

and only cursorily  presented in  other lib e r tin e  novels o f the time.

I t  a lso  t ie s  these ideas in  so lid ly  with the most up-to-date arguments

o f the philosophic movement. I f ,  as many c r i t ic s  be lieve , the author

of th is  work i s  the Marquis d'Argens, i t s  philosophical credentials are

estab lish ed .1*1* According to  Georges May, Momet places d'Argens

inmediately a f te r  V oltaire and Montesquieu among "les m altres de
451'e s p r i t  nouveau" between 1715 and 1748. But we may a lso  note th a t
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the source of the philosophical p a rt o f th is  novel has been id e n ti­

fied  as the Examen de la  re lig io n , a  d e is tic  work which i s  notable 

fo r being "so conplete, so concisely expressed, £andj so representative" 

an example o f contenporary philosophical propaganda. ̂  F ina lly , Hierdse 

philosophe i s  inportant as an admirable demonstration of what was

then seen as the p ra c tic a l ap p licab ility  o f philosophical theory. I t  

b u i l t  a  bridge between the world o f in te lle c tu a l speculation and th a t

of the more immediate concerns o f the ind iv id u a l's  ro le  in  society . I t  

gave d e fin ite  conclusions and provided the kind o f arguments th a t could 

and would be seized upon and repeated in  many la te r  novels.

I t  i s  impossible to  determine the exact influence th a t Iherdse 

philosophe may have had on such novels, but i t s  popularity  would seem

to  have been assured by i t s  mixture of easy-to-read philosophy and 

extreme licen tiousness, which borders on pornography. I t  i s ,  in
47fa c t, said  to  have been "trds dSfendu, mais aussi fo r t  recherche." 

Whatever i t s  ro le , i t  stands as a  re lia b le  guide to  the way in  which 

lib e r tin e  and philosophical trends o f thought were linked and simul­

taneously developed in  the minds of many mentoers o f the educated public. 

I ra  Wade has pointed out the five fundamental ideas o f d e is tic

b e lie f s , th a t are carefu lly  se t  fo rth  in  the Examen de la  re lig io n ; the 

necessity  of studying re lig io n ; the a b ili ty  o f man to  reach valid

conclusions about i t  by reasoning; the uselessness o f reve la tion ; the

irrelevance o f cu lt and the obscurity o f re lig ious dogma; and the

inccxipatibility  o f Christian m orality with a  true  m orality based on
48soc ia l considerations. Ih irdse  philosophe develops along the same 

lines as the Examen, but the novel sh if ts  the enphasis from a  discussion 

o f purely abstrac t ideas to  a  study of the p ra c tic a l consequences of
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those ideas.

Iherdse, lik e  other heroines o f the l ib e r tin e  novel, has an 

early  sexual awakening and, as with the o thers, the physical impulses

she receives are accompanied by a  strong c u rio s ity . Her own body

and those of her childhood conpanicns become the objects o f experi-
49

ren ts  in  a  " l ib e r t  inage innocent," which i s  prim arily a  quest fo r

knowledge. A convent education which begins when IhSreSse i s  eleven 

years o ld , soon teaches her th a t such behavior and a l l  sexual ac tiv ity

in  general are s in fu l: "La Nature couvrira b ien to t ce tte  p a rtie  d'un

v ila in  p o il ,  t e l  que celu i qui s e r t  de couverture aux bStes feroces,

pour marquer, par ce tte  pun iticn , que la  honte, l ’obscurite e t  l ’oubli 

doivent e tre  sen p a rt age" (p. 21). Uierese resolves never to  marry; 

the struggle must constantly be waged against her n a tu ra l penchants, 

and the re s u lt  i s  a  general physical and s p ir i tu a l  d e b ilita tio n .

Tbm by two passions, " l 1 amour de Dieu e t  celu i du p la i s i r  de la

chair" (pp. 23-24), she reasons as w ell as she can and comes to  cer­

ta in  conclusions. U ierese1 s in te l le c tu a l  development always pre­

cedes in  connection with her sexual development; each section  of the 

sto ry  corresponds to  a new advance in  both domains. In fa c t, the form 

o f the sto ry—rela tio n s  o f events in te m p te d  by long sections o f ph ilo ­

sophizing—as w ell as i t s  didacticism  immediately re c a l l  Sade’s
50La Fhilosophie dans le  boudoir. In th is  case, Thermae's only tools

are her own fee lin g s; the rightness o f her thoughts (they w ill  l a te r  be 

borne out by events and by the re flec tio n s  o f more experienced thinkers)

proves the na tu ra l a b il i ty  o f man fo r  a rriv ing  a t  the tru th  of things 

without the help o f divine reve la tion .

What Therese decides i s  th a t men’s actions are determined by im-
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pulses put in to  them by God. Free w ill  i s  an i llu s io n . Reason i t ­

s e lf  operates only within the boundaries se t fo r i t  by our individual

passions and ap p e tite s , which we are not free  to  choose. This i s  true  

to  3uch an extent th a t i t  may even be said  th a t "nous ne serines pas

lib re s  de penser de t e l le  ou te l le  manidre" (p. 27). What determines 

our passions are our environment (known to  us only by the intermediary 

o f our five  senses) and, even more inportan tly , our physiological make­

up: "L'arrangement des organes, les  d ispositions des f ib re s , in  cer­

ta in  mouvement des liqueurs . . ." (p .28). The a b ili ty  o f education

to  modify our personality  i s  very lim ited. To suppose th a t man can 

act independently o f these determining fac to rs by ra is in g  himself

above them i s  to  deny what makes him human, to  say, in  e f fe c t ,  that 

he i s  the equal o f God.-*1

I t  i s ,  nevertheless, necessary to  re ly  upon our reasoning powers

as a  guide in  discovering what our penchants are and in  creating  fo r 

ourselves a  code o f behavior th a t w ill  not thwart them and thus cause

our unhappiness. Palling  prey to  prejudices i s  especially  to  be 

avoided, for th is  may lead to  disastrous re su lts  fo r the indiv idual.

The p rincipal characters o f the novel’s next two sections demonstrate 

th is .  The f i r s t  episode i s  the sto ry  of le  pere D irrag, sp ir i tu a l 

d irec to r o f the young Eradice. (The names are anagrams fo r le  pSre 

Girard and Mile Cadidre, who were involved in  a tru e  scandal, in  which 

the p r ie s t  was accused o f having seduced the young g i r l . )  Therese is  

a witness to  the scene, which both she and the victim  take to  be a 

s p ir i tu a l  exercise preparing Eradice fo r sainthood. Le pere Dirrag

i s  as much a victim  o f  in jurious su p erstitio n  as Therese had been in  

the convent. Ids n a tu ra l sexual urges, raised  to  a  feverish  p itch  by
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forced abstention, lead him to  become a hypocrite and a v ile  seducer. 

1h§rSse, reacting  spontaneously to  what she has seen, masturbates, but since

she has already p a r tia lly  freed h e rse lf  frcm her old prejud ices, th is  

i s  a lib e ra tin g  experience fo r  her. She again reasons th a t anything 

so natu ra lly  called  fo rth  and so easily  remedied cannot be iranoral.

Having innocently recounted the episode to  Mne C, a friend  of 

her mother with whom she is  stay ing , she i s  d irected  by her to  l'abbe

T, Mne C's lover and an enlightened lib e r tin e . T i s  the conplete 

opposite o f Dirrag. He approaches sexual m atters in te l l ig e n tly , seeking

to  e stab lish  a code of conduct th a t w ill  not contradict nature, 

iherdcc- finds in  the abbe a mentor and, through d irec t conversations 

with him and by eavesdropping upon him and Mne C, she completes her 

education. Morality, she learns, is  a  p rivate  m atter; each individual 

has to  consult h is  own ta s te s ,  which are determined by h is physical

organization. I t  i s  men who have invented the idea o f s in —a nonsensical 

idea since i t  i s  by God's w ill  th a t we are what we a re . To believe

in  s in  i s  to  believe th a t God erred  in  creating us. I t  i s ,  therefore , 

inpossible to  be s in fu l , to  do moral e v il .  We may do physical harm 

to  o thers, but " le  mal physique qui n u it aux uns s e r t  au bonheur des 

autres . . . tout e s t  bien" (p .81). Good and e v il  are re la tiv e  notions, 

inport ant fo r  soc ie ty , but meaningless with respect to  the D ivinity.

Ihe abbe T develops these ideas, s tre ssin g  especially  the human orig in  

o f re lig io n  and dogna, the absurdity o f equating honor with obedience

to  the chimerical ru les o f re lig ious c u lt ,  and the harm th a t re lig ion  

does society by re jec tin g  sensual pleasure and advocating ch astity .

T a lso  reasserts  the s t r i c t  determinism a l l  beings are subject to , 

but he ju s t  as firmly preaches the necessity  o f  keeping one's own
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pleasures lega l with respect to  society . I f  there  i s  no absolute e v il ,

there i s  so c ia l e v i l ,  so th a t in  the f in a l analysis, morality becomes 

more than ju s t  a  p rivate  a f f a i r  in  p ra c tic a l considerations. This i s

not hypocrisy or even ju s t  a  m atter o f  being prudent; we must respect 

society  mainly because our g rea te r personal happiness depends upon i t :

"l'homme par la  n x iltip lic ite  de ses besoins, ne peut e tre  heureux sans 

le  ccncours d'une in f in i te  d 'au tre s  personnes" (p. 149). Reason and 

nature show us th is ;  we need only l is te n  to  them to  obviate any con­

trad ic tio n s th a t migit a rise  between personal desires and the general

welfare o f soc ie ty , although in  specia l cases where the desires know no
52

reason, punishment i s  leg itim ate.

Therese's education i s  now complete; she i s  in te lle c tu a lly  and

sexually a t  ease. But to  reinforce the idea th a t d ivers ity  i s  the 

ru le  o f na ture , th a t each man's pleasure i s  normal fo r him, as odd as 

i t  may seem to  o thers, we are given one la s t  section  in  which Th§rdse

hears the story  of Bois-Laurier, a  former p ro s ti tu te , now an "honest 

woman," with whom our heroine goes to  liv e  a f te r  her mother's death.

Thanks to  a  physical abnormality th a t would seen to  be an in to le rab le  

obstacle to  one in  her profession—an impenetrable membrane tha t

safeguards her v irg in ity — Bois-Laurier has become a "sp ec ia lis t"  in  

catering  to  those with unusual sexual preferences. She describes some 

o f them to  Therese. Although they are a l l  harmless, they are fore­

runners o f the sa d is tic  and masochistic pleasures th a t Sade w ill  la te r  

ju s t ify  on nuch the same ground as does the author o f Th§rdse. There i s ,

fo r exanple, M le  president de ***, who liked  to  have Bois-Laurier's 

mother gently spank her daughter as he watched, or another old gentleman,

whose pleasure consisted in  fondling the young g i r l  and threatening to  

whip her with a  birch rod, as he chased her around the room. Others
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involved th ird  p a rtie s  in  th e ir  p leasures. The question o f unwilling 

p artic ip an ts  o r o f harming one or more indiv iduals, which would

hardly constitu te  a th rea t to  the so c ia l order, is  not addressed by 

the author.

Therdse ultim ately goes o ff  to  live  with a  court, who f a l l s  in  

love with her. She f in a lly  agrees to  become h is  m istress, although

they are careflil to  avoid having children , as th is  would openly defy 

the p revailing  so c ia l order. Before leaving us, Thirdse puts the 

fin ish ing  touches on her theories of the ind iv idual’s position  respecting 

o th ers . Each o f us must seek pleasure in  h is  own way. Our motives 

fo r action may be reduced to  "l'amoupfropre, le  p la i s i r  a esperer, ou le

d e p la is ir  a £v ite r"  (p. 162). Nothing e lse  m atters, and, therefore, 

even feelings of charity  and love are determined by se lf is h  motives.

I f  the Count loves Thirdse, i t  i s  because he fee ls  pleasure in  doing

so; she owes him no debt o f g ra titu d e . I f  one i s  charitab le , i t  is  

because he fee ls  more comfortable in  giving money than in  continuing

to  fe e l the displeasure excited in  him by the s ig i t  o f others su ffe ring , 

o r even sinply because he wishes to  hear him self called  "home chari­

tab le" (p. 15*0. We a re , as Sade w ill  l a te r  in s i s t ,  irremediably alone

in  our experience of l i f e .

In sp ite  o f i t s  s a t i r ic a l  purpose in  a ttacking the Christian 

re lig io n  and i t s  lack o f delicacy, Therdse philosophe makes a serious 

a ttenp t to  define goodness and e v i l ,  and suggests the need fo r a  new 

code o f conduct, the f i r s t  step of which would be to  recogrize the essen­

t i a l  ro le  played by sexuality  in  the normal functioning o f the human

machine. We are asked to  r id  ourselves o f old prejudices in  order to  

l e t  nature speak d irec tly  to  us. Vile would then be forced to  re je c t the
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Cartesian dualism between m atter and s p i r i t ,  th a t is^ to  acknow­

ledge the interdependence o f those two aspects o f l i f e ,  and to

adopt a  conduct th a t would ensure the physical and mental health  of 
53each being.

The ideas o f 'Ihergse were very much in  the a i r  a f te r  1750, but

they were inev itab ly , o r so i t  seems in  re tro sp ec t, d is to rted  and

taken out o f context. For i t  i s  not only the ideas, but the manner 

in  which they were expressed th a t i s  important; i t  i s  the s p i r i t  o f  Thgrese

th a t was misunderstood. The novel blends in  a  s ig n ifican t way the 

e ro tic  and in te lle c tu a l  sides o f human existence, a ch arac te ris tic

i t  shares with many other serious worts o f i t s  time. Aram Vartanian, 

in  an a r t ic le  on "Erotisme e t  philosophic chez D iderot,” s ta te s  th a t ,  

although eroticism  and rationalism  would seem, by th e ir  very nature , 

to  be in tr in s ic a lly  opposed to  one another, they are intim ately 

connected in  eighteenth-century thougit and th a t "ce tte  etrange e t

unique synthes e de deux tendances s i  dissent) lab les re s te  un de carac-
5i|

te re s  les  plus marquants . . . de la  culture in te lle c tu e lle  de l ’epoque.” 

Considering ju s t  Diderot, Vartanian shows how, especially  in  Les Bijoux 

in d iscre ts  and Le Reve de d ’Alembert, the e ro tic  element contributed in  

an e sse n tia l way to  the formulation o f the philosophical thought.

Les Bijoux and 'Iherese are n o t, perhaps, works o f great l i te ra iy  

value, yet each shows th a t fo r two true  "philosophes," Diderot and

d'Argens (assuming the l a t t e r  i s  the author o f Iherese) ,  a  frankly 

e ro tic  ou tline  not only was judged appropriate to  serve as a vehicle

fo r philosophical ideas, but became inseparable from the ideas ex­

pressed. In te lle c tu a l and sexual energy conplement each ether; one 

i s  the n a tu ra l partne r o f the other and i t  i s  f e l t  to  be man's rig h t
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and destiny to  expend both free ly  and jo y fu lly . Vartanian points 

out, as we have have already seen, th a t  the word "libertinage" meant 

both "les moeurs relachSes e t  la  hardiesse phi Ice ophique1" in  the 

eighteenth century. Che often comes across the word "fermentation" 

to  describe both the in te lle c tu a l and sexual explosions o f the time.

iXiclos, fo r example, speaks of the "fermentation universelle  de la  

r a is o n ," -^  while Ju lie  the "egaree" notices the "fermentation generale"

which brings a l l  beings to  seek pleasure. I t  was not considered un-
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usual to  "philosophjerj lubriquement," as Ju lie  says.

Although the idea o f ty ing philosophical thoughts to  a lib e rtin e  

work, especially  in  order to  attack  organized re lig io n , was not an 

invention of the eighteenth century,^® the "philosqphes" were in te res ted

in  more than ju s t  undermining re lig io n . They present a  new view of 

human nature , in  which the e ro tic  inpulses are dynamically involved

in  the thought processes. E rotic inpulse i s  t ie d  to  in te lle c tu a l 

inpulse both sym bolically, by i t s  n a tu ra l aggressiveness in  seeking 

sa tis fa c tio n , and l i t e r a l ly ,  as seen in  the case o f  Therese, in  whom 

the sexual in s tin c t actually  guides reason along the path to  tru th .

Along with th is  b e lie f  in  the e ro tic  inpulse as a  kind o f "garant de 
59

la  v e r i te ,"  i s  a  fee ling  o f hope, a  fa ith  th a t wherever th is  path 

o f investigation  leads, i t  w ill  be good fo r man. I t  i s  on a note of

confident expectation th a t both Therdse and Les Bijoux in d iscre ts  con- 
.  , 60

ciuae. ihe key assumption behind such an expectation i s  th a t ,  in  

man, mind and body, the thinking p a rt and the sexually active p a r t ,  

w ill  work in  harmony fo r  the ind iv idual’s happiness and fo r tha t o f 

man in  general, fo r a l l  human beings are  so s im ila r to  one another in
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organization th a t they must a l l  have the same goals. Any opposition to  

the general good, coining from the perversion of na tu ra l inpulses

by the a n ti-n a tu ra l forces o f re lig io n , can be overcome by a l i t t l e  

re fle c tio n .

Ihe idea o f  nature speaking d irec tly  through man's heart had 

an extraordinary success in  the eighteenth-century novel, but the 

philosophical fa ith  behind th is  idea degenerated, lowering i t  to  the

level o f a  c liche . No one wondered what goodness consisted in  anymore.

"La morale," as May has noted, became a  "mot de passe," meaning any-
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th ing  th a t an individual f e l t  would make him happy and so nothing a t a l l .  

But, most inpo rtan tly , the fee ling  fo r the na tu ra l balance between

the forces o f the mind and body was to ta l ly  misunderstood. Ihe in ­

dividual was no longer seen as an in tegrated  whole; the Cartesian idea 

o f separate p a rts  re ig ied , and i t  seemed th a t the new philosophy favored 

an abdication of s p i r i t  and reason to  body. Ihe c r i t i c  o f L'Ann6e 

l i t t e r a i r e  declared th a t "les nouveanx philosophes s'appliquent

principalement a  rapprocher l'hcrme de la  bete . . . e t c 'e s t  sur
fiPce tte  ressemblance q u 'i l s  fondent toute leu r morale."

With the harmony between mind and body, the key to  Therese's 

philosophy lo s t ,  the so lu tion  to  the obviously a n ti-so c ia l p o ss ib il i tie s  

of the morality expressed in  th a t novel i s  groundless. At b est, seeking

one's personal happiness in  the general welfare could be seen as soc ia l 

u tilita r ian ism . Acceptance o f the idea o f an individually  determined

m orality, a  "whatever i s ,  is  ju s tif ie d "  a tt i tu d e , but not of the fa ith  th a t 

sees a  s ta te  of harmony between n a tu re 's  fo rces, led to  a moral and

so c ia l dilemna. Debauchery, c rue lty , any excess, in  fa c t, which was 

deemed necessary to  one's happiness (the new ru le  of conduct) carried
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i t s  own ju s tif ic a tio n  with i t .  Although Sade i s  w illing  to  accept the 

consequences fo r socie ty , the eighteenth century before Sade was 

tim id, and s tead fastly  reta ined  i t s  decided p red ilec tion  fo r an ordered 

and elegant so c ia l l i f e .  This was as true  o f  the lib e rtin e s  as o f 

the other members o f a r is to c ra tic  society . As we have seen, unleashed 

desire  was a  frightening idea to  a l l ,  a  th rea t not only to  the soc ia l

order, bu t, mere deeply, to  the individual who gave him self over to  

h is  d esires . Some princip le—the emotional power o f the heart o r the

ra tio n a l power o f the mind—had to  be chosen to  conquer the body: 

i t  i s  the philosophically fa lse  choice between the heart and the mind 

th a t we have already touched upon in  the la s t  section .

But, whichever choice was made, the consequences o f the new 

b e lie fs  could not be escaped. The cry fo r individualism  meant an

acceptance o f good and e v i l ,  kindness and cruelty  a lik e . The lib e rtin e  

"cynique" chooses the path o f c rue lty , but not even the sen tim en ta list,

whom we sh a ll  study f i r s t ,  could ignore i t s  existence. Although the 

sentim ental hero clings to  h is  hope in  God, he lives in  a  world th a t 

operates as i f  b lind  force and not the designs o f a benevolent being 

controlled i t ,  and, although he proclaims th a t cnly the good know peace, 

while the cruel su ffe r inwardly, aberrant and even depraved actions

are to le ran tly  viewed. Such opposing tendencies lead to  some confusion; 

the soul i s  sometimes p ictured  as a s p ir i tu a l  force leading man to

v irtue  and re lig io n , and sometimes as m atter, moral actions becoming 

dependent upon b io log ical forces beyond the ind iv idua l's  control. But 

the influences o f philosophical thougit seen to  be the stronger, i f  not 

fu lly  acknowledged force a t  work here. Perhaps the voice o f God reaches 

the v irtuous, who are presented as almost s a in tly , but fa r  more carmen
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are the ordinary m ortals, whose weaknesses, ir ra tio n a l behavior, and 

ou trigh t cruelty  are q u a s i- ju s tif ied  in  most sentim ental novels.

In the sentim ental novel, then, there i s  not o ily  the recogni­

tio n  th a t c rue lty , as w ell as kindness, ex is ts  w ithin the na tu ra l

order o f th ings, but there i s  a lso  an increasing indulgence fo r a l l  

types o f human acticru  Cruelty, usually perceived as the outward 

m anifestation of physical disorder and most often id en tifie d  with a

d isso lu te , debauched way o f l i f e ,  plays an im portant, even a  necessary, 

p a rt in  the world o f the sentim ental n o v e l .^
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as he makes h is  p ro testa tion  o f love to  the victim , who, weakened 
by love, agrees to  w rite to  the hero.

26 This conparison i s  made in  17^9. By 1757, Bastide has d is­
covered a much closer link  between "philosophic* and " f a tu i te ."  In 
Les Choses corme i l  faut les v o ir , not a novel but a  s a t i r i c a l  review 
o f various so c ia l types, he defines a  "philosophe" as "un inpertinen t 
qui cache un malhcnnete honre . . . Le moins mal intentionne a tou- 
jours des motifs choquants pour notre vanite . . . I ls  cherchent a
jouer un premier ro le  sur la  seine du grand monde: abus etrange de la  
coquetterie e t  de la  fa tu i te ;  car ce sont les  pretendus oracles du bon 
ton qui ont erige en prodiges ce tte  espece de monstres." quoted in  
L'Annie L itte ra ire  (Amsterdam and P aris: Lambert, 1757;, VI, 188-89.
E|y 1757, i t  had become a c lic h l to  see no difference between "philosophic" 
and libe rtin ism . For the image of the "philosophe" as "un honme qui ne 
se refuse r ie n ,"  see Jean Fabre, e d .,  Le Neveu de Rameau, by Denis
Diderot (Geneva: Droz, 1963) ,  pp. 123-25. The defin itio n  ju s t  quoted 
i s  given by the Dictionnaire de l'Acad&nie (1740). See a lso  Herbert
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Dieckmann, Le Philosophe: lfexts and In te rp re ta tio n s , Washington Ehiv. 
Studies in  Lang, and L i t . ,  HSlS (Saint-Louis: Washington Univ. Press, 
1948).

^  Rene Etiemble, ’’Preface," in  Remanciers du XVIII6 s id c le , n ,  x i i .
pO

According to  one n o v e lis t, " I I  n ’y a  point d 'au teur qui ne se 
pique de fa ire  d'un Roman un ouvrage philosophique, point d 'au teu r, s i  
mince q u 'i l  s o i t ,  qui ne se pique lui-meme d 'e tre  un Philosophe. . .
Ne point penser ccnne le  ccmnun des hom es, d ire  que l 'o n  secoue le 
joug des prejuges, ne cro ire  A r ie n , e 'e s t  S tre  Philosophe," in  the 
anonymous novel la  Philosophe par amour, quoted by L'AnnSe LLtt§raire 
(1765; i p t .  Geneva: S latk ine, iyoo;, /EE, 381. Yet, many w rite rs , like  
the one ju s t  quoted, announce th e ir  serious in tentions by making th is
word appear in  the t i t l e ;  there a re , to  name ju s t  a few, Les Amants 
philosophes, ou le  trionphe de la  raison (1755) by Mile Brohon, la  
Paysanne philosophe, ou les  'aventures de Mne la  comtesse de *** XI761) 
by Une Robert, u la irv a i pnilbbopne, ou ia  force aes passions~TT7o5) by 
Durosoi, and Les L ettres d'un philosophe sensible (1769) publiees par 
M de la  Croix.

2Q When we speak of "philosophic," here and throughout th is  study, 
we mean the p a rtic u la r  brand o f philosophy developed by eighteenth- 
century French thinkers as a  whole, the most s tr ik in g  feature o f which 
i s  the atterrpt to  apply reason to  experience, reversing the deductive
rationalism  of Descartes. The "philosophe," says Henry Steele Commager,
"was in te res ted  ch iefly  in  those tru th s  which might be usefu l, here 
and now . . . Where the philosopher constructed systems, the m ilo -
sophe formulated programs," quoted by Herbert Mitgang, "A Comnager 
F estiv a l,"  rev . o f The Ehpire o f Reason, New York Times, 7 June 1977, 
p. 33» co l. 4. See a lso  Moiana M ortier, tiartfes e t  ombres du siScle 
des lumieres (Geneva: Droz, 1969), p p .l lW 4 .

^  J .-P . B elin , Le Mouvement philosophique de 1748 a 1789 (1913; 
rp t .  New York, Burt F r a n k lin ', IT.fl.), p . 40.----------------------------

^  B elin, p . 41.

^  Momet, I ,  356-57 and 380. This i s  also mentioned by May, p .6 l.

^  Mademoiselle Jav o tte , p . 63.

May, p . 61. I t  should be noted th a t ,  according to  May, th is  
trend  towards the unidealized presentation  o f love, which s tresses 
especially  the e ro tic  s id e , and which had been growing since 1715, had 
less  to  do with the spec ific  soc ia l and in te lle c tu a l developments of the 
eighteenth century than with the a tten p t bn the p a rt of the novel’s 
apo log ists, whether by conscious desigh or by reaction  to  adverse 
c ritic ism , to  carve out a specia l a rea , th a t o f the depiction o f re a l 
l i f e ,  th a t would be the novel's ju s t if ic a t io n  as a  l i te ra ry  genre. I t  
i s ,  however, ju s t those soc ia l and in te lle c tu a l developments th a t May 
speaks o f , th a t we s tr e s s .  Besides the obvious fac t tha t being 
r e a l is t ic  requires taking in to  account and making use o f such develop­
ments, there i s  another reason to  study them: the exaggeration and
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d is to rtio n  of re a l ity  represented by the increasing depiction o f cruelty  
in  eroticism  cannot be explained so le ly  by e s th e tic  reasons.

■zc
V oltaire a lso  points out the ch ild ’s lack o f inh ib ition  about 

sexual m atters. Cunegonde, who has ju s t  witnesses the "leccn de 
physique experimentale” given by Pangloss to  the maid, i s  "toute 
ag itee , toute pensive, toute  renplie  du d€sir d 'e tr e  savante, songeant 
q u 'e lle  pourrait bien e tre  la  raison su ffisan te  du jeune Candide, 
qui pouvait aussi e tre  la  sienne " Fbmans e t  contes, ed. Ftenl Pomeau 
(P an s: Garmer-Flammaricn, 1966;, p rT T O T ----------

^  Pougeret de Monbrcn, p. 6. This re c a lls  D iderot's "natural" 
man who, i f  l e f t  to  develop without education according to  na tu re 's  
w il l ,  " to rd ra it le  col I  son pere e t  coucherait avec sa  m ire," Oeuvres 
romanesques, ed. H. Benac (Paris: Gam ier, 1962), p . 479.

37/Jacques-Antoine-Rene Perrin^ Les Egarements de Ju lie  (Amsterdam 
and P aris: Hocheraau, 1755).

70
Pougeret de Mcnbron, p . 56 and p. 11, respectively .

39 Telle m ire, t e l le  f i l l e ,  ou la  b e lle  Alsacienne (sometimes
a ttrib u ted  to  e ith e r- Claude V illa re t or Antoine b r e t ) , i n t r o d . B. de 
Villeneuve (P an s: Tchou, 1968), p . 114. This work, published in
1745, had many ed itions in  the eighteenth and even nineteenth centuries.
I t  is  more commonly known under the t i t l e  of Les Oalanteries de Therese.

40
For example, one la te r  heroine constantly challenges the "Etre 

in f in i"  to  prove him self useful to  man: "Si tu  veux que je  croie I  t a
grandeur, fa is  qu'auparavant je  croie I  te s  bcntes,"  £Sarnabe Pannian 
DurosoiJ , C lairval philosophe, ou la  force des passions (La Haie:
n .p . , 1765), I I ,  7-8.

41 £ p e rrin j, n ,  82-83.

42 Barry Ivker, "Towards a D efinition of Libertinism  in  Eighteenth-
Century French F ic tio n ,"  in  Studies on V oltaire and the Eighteenth 
Century, Vol. 75 (Geneva: ThBti t OC e t  mus&f Vblt a lre  “TK?  PeH ces;' 1970),
pp. 221-39, sees th is  idea as the backbone o f lib e r tin e  w riting  in  th is  
century.

43 As might be expected, Preron and h is  continuers a t  the Annee 
I i t t e r a i r e  favorably review many works by now forgotten w riters who 
held th is  opinion. To name only a  few: Les L ettres semi-philoeophiques
du chevalier de *** au comte de *** (PailS- fflKf TfflStSHSain: iaHff>6rt, 1757), 
I ,  121-28; La Confidence philosopfiique by a Swiss pastor Vemes (1771 
and 1776; rp t .  Geneva: S la tk ine , 1966), XVIII, 325-28 and XXIII, 654-61, 
respectively : Le Cerate de Valmont, ou les egarements de la  raison by
l'abbe Gerard (1774; rp t .  i966), xXi, 235-37; le  rmiosophe catfe- 
c h is te , ou en tre tiens sur la  re lig io n  entre  le  corate de *** e t  le  
chevalier de **♦ by l'abbe IPey (1780; r p t .  196b), 'xW lI, 3$l-9fr.

44 Antoine-Alexandre B arbier, Dictionnaire des ouvrages ancnymes,
3rd ed. (P aris: D affis, 1872), IV, 708-09, mentions both d'Argens and a
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feertain de Mcnti^py, "cccm ssaire des guerres," but leans towards the 
l a t t e r .  Most c r i t ic s  new accept d'Argens as the author.

^  May, p . 40.
46- Ihe source i s  id en tifie d  by Barbier, IV, 708-09. Ihe quota­

tion  is  from Wade, p . 158.

^  B elin , p . 43.

Wade, p . 162.

^ /je an -B a p tis te  de Boyer d'Argens^ Therdse philosophe ( la  Haie: 
n .p . f 186-), p . 19. A ll references, id en tified  in  the te x t ,  are to  th is  
ed itio n . A b r ie f  resune o f th is  novel may also be found in  Ivker, 
pp. 231-34.

May, p . 6 l , also notes th is .

51 These arguments may be found on pp. 23-29. They c a ll  to  mind 
the works of other "philosophes," especially  those of La M ettrie and 
Diderot.

These ideas are found, p rin c ip a lly , on pp. 69-83 and 88-100.

This i s  one of the major problems of eighteenth-century 
philosophy. I t  i s  taken up by both Diderot and Sade, who use argu­
ments s im ila r to  the ones expressed here.

54 Aram Vartanian, "Erotisme e t  philosophic chez Diderot," 
Association des Etudes Frangaises. Cahiers , No, 13 (1963.), p. 372.

55 Vartanian, p . 371.
56 Quoted in  B elin , p . 22.

57 /pferrin j, I I ,  82. Diderot, of course, sa id , "Mes pensees ce
sont mes c a tin s ,"  Oeuvres romanesques, p. 395.

Ivker, p. 226, points out th a t "eighteenth-century lib e rtin e
f ic tio n  ra re ly  goes beyond the philosophic ideas" o f such seventeenth- 
century works as M ilot's L'Escole des f l l l e s  (1655), l'abbe B arrin 's 
Venus dans le  c lo ltre  (1683), ana especially  Chorier's Le Msursius 
iranga is , ou .L'acaaemie des dames (1680). These works, l i t t l e  known 
today, were apparently s t i l l  read in  the eighteenth century.

Vartanian, p. 376;

^  We should mention, in  th is  connection, la  M ettrie , who was very 
active in  the years from 1745 U ntil h is  death in  1751 and who in te g ra te s , 
to  a t le a s t as g rea t an extent as Diderot and d'Argens, the e ro tic  
element in to  h is  philosophical thought. His works, especially  the 
buoyant L'Art de jo u ir , proclaim the need to  ra ise  the e ro tic  inpulse
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to  the important place i t  deserves to  have in  human l i f e .

May, pp. 250-51. See also Etienne, p . 17: " la  vertu  ne sera  
plus syncnyme d 1 e ffo r t  su r s o i ,  mais de conplaisance."

62 Given as an excerpt from 1'abbS Pey's Le Philosophe catSchiste 
(see above, note 43) in  L'Annge L i.tt6 raire, XXVII, 393. Ihe author 
of a  short work e n tit le d " I'l&Sh, ou le  petix -m altre . e sp r it  fo rt 
(n .p .: n .p . ,  1757), p . 3b, has h is  hero exclaim: flUui sa itT jo u ir
s a i t  to u t. Les animaux sont nos philosophes & cet egard .”

^  We w ill  consider under the heading of sentimental novel 
those works whose characters appear designed to  shew th a t i t  i s  the 
heart which i s  the p rinc ipal force behind a l l  human action, i . e . ,  
th a t i t  i s  the in te rp re te r  o f the voice o f nature . Ihe sentim ental 
n o v e lis t 's  aim i s  to  show v irtue  (id en tified  with love and se n s ib ility )  
as leading the fortunate few to  inner happiness and peace, even though 
they may become the victim s, physically , of the cruel.
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Chapter I I I :  Ihe heart and the mind

Part I :  Cruelty in  the sentim ental novel

Although the trend began as early  as the 1730's, a s , fo r exanple, in  

C rebilion 's Les Lettres de la  marquise de M**» au comte de R*** (1732),

i t  was in  the second h a lf  of the century th a t the great wave of sen-
1

timentalism swept over the novel. Pbr the "cynique," sentim entalists 

are victims of an i llu s io n . Love does not e x is t ,  and even i f  i t  d id , i t

would, with constancy and v ir tu e , be "nos ennends les plus epouvan-
2

ta b le s ,"  as one of B astide 's characters put i t .  But i t  was not the

same fo r the less princip led  l ib e r tin e s , the "galan ts,"  who are cynical 

and cruel only because they are weak. Already in  17**9, lib e rtin e s

like  Flanval are giving in  to  the sen tim en ta lis t 's  v ision o f happiness.

But a f te r  1760 espec ia lly , when fo r a l l  but the most die-hard "petites 

m altresses" and "les dames de l 'av an t-d em ie r b e l-a ir ,"  the newest

"bon ton" was to  love one's husband, the countryside and "les delices 

du sentim ent,"^ the "galants" become less complacent about th e ir  black

deeds and often have to  f l g i t  o ff  uneasy feelings a t the moment o f treachery. 

E a rlie r , Pranzi-type lib e rtin e s  took delight in  th e i r  cruelty . Ihe

hero of a short work called  la  Brochure a  la  mode i s  ty p ica l o f th is  

a tt i tu d e . Ihe scene i s  the boudoir o f a Presidente, whom the hero, the 

Marquis, is  try ing  to  seduce. Ju st as in  the case of C rebillon 's 

Clitandre and C idalise, in  La Nuit e t  le  moment, success i s  achieved by 

mixing physical advances with a  few philosophical re flec tions and the

r e c i ta l  o f past conquests. Fbr the Marquis, a l l  v irtue  i s  a  sham and 

a l l  estimable women, "begueules." Believing th a t a certa in  coquette
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i s  try ing  to  hum iliate him, he makes her f a l l  tru ly  in  love with him 

and then abandons her. Inconsolable, she re t i r e s  to  the country, 

never to  be seen again in  P aris , vlien the Presidente p ro tes ts  th a t 

"cela s 'ap p e lle  ou trer la  cruaut§" (p. 115) ,  he rep lie s  th a t she

deserved i t  and th a t ,  in  any case, th is  episode has g rea tly  enhanced 

h is  repu tation . Even when the e a r l ie r  l ib e r tin e  "galant" did not wish

to  be c rue l, lie saw nothing p a rticu la rly  serious in  the pain he caused. 

When Duclos' Comte de *** leam s th a t an Ehglish m istress of h is  has

conmitted su ic ide , he i s  very troubled. As Fanblas would do, he
5

immediately accuses him self "cent fo is de barbarie ,"  b u t, unlike 

Faublas, he returns to  h is  pleasures "par ra iso n ."  He may have had 

cause to  be sad, he admits, but seriousness i s  a  "maladie," which 

he had contracted in  Ehgland. But he w ill  soon be cured: yl ' a i r  e t

le  ccmnerce de France sont les m eilleurs remedes contre ce tte  maladie" 

( I I ,  247).

Ihe "galan t,"  a f te r  about 1760, w il l  not consider libe rtin ism , 

even tenpo rarily , as a normal s ta te .  He almost always i s  made to  be­

come a man of sentiment, a f te r  having reached the lowest level o f

debauchery under the influences o f bad examples. Sometimes, as in  the 

case o f the Chevalier de Faublas, excessive se n s itiv ity  i s  evident from

the s t a r t ,  but has ju s t  been channeled in  the wrong d irec tion ; more 

commonly, sentiment has been s t i f le d  by fa lse  philosophy. In a novel

called  Le l ib e r t in  devenu vertueux, fo r example, the weak comte D*** 

allows h is  friends to  witness a  hum iliating scene between him and h is 

sobbing m istress, an older woman who has generously sac rificed  most

o f her fortune fo r the hero and who now sees she i s  losing him. He is  

so moved and ashamed th a t he cannot speak. Ihe friends suddenly shew
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themselves, crying, "Eh bien . . . qu'avez-vous? vous ne d ites plus 

rien ! c*est bien damage, car c 'e t a i t  fo r t jo l i ." ^  The Count i s  only 

temporarily repentant, but every incident o f debauchery, crime, or

cruelty  leaves i t s  marie on him. He continues in  h is  e v il ways, not 

"par ra iscn ,"  but because he puts o ff thinking. The philosophical

a ttitu d e  th a t lib e rtin e s  adept, and especially  th e ir  re jec tion  of 

re lig io n , i s  based on "le  gout pour le  lib e rtin ag e , e t  su r la  preten­

tion  de jouer un rSle dans le  monde" ( I ,  39). True philosophy, he w ill 

lea rn , i s  based on sentiment and love.

Though the sentim entalist accepted happiness as the proper aim of

human action and the individual as the  f in a l judge of h is own happiness, 

he feared the sexual p a rt o f man's character. Not being able to  ig ia re

th is  side o f human n a tu re , he had to  demonstrate, quite s inp ly , th a t 

v irtue  i s  happiness and vice i s  misery. This had also  been Therese's

aim, but here v irtue  i s  a denial of sexuality . I t  i s  the transformation 

o f desire  in to  the a b il i ty  to  fe e l fo r o thers— generosity, charity , 

and, above a l l ,  love—while vice i s  unrestrained desire—libertin ism  

and c rue lty . ft>r the sen tim en ta list, moral v ir tu e , happiness and love 

merge in to  one. The undiluted force o f desire  i s  the eneny and, in  fa c t ,

in  sp ite  o f uncontrollable outbursts o f emotion and f i t s  o f passion, never 

has the in ten tion  of love been pu rer, less sensual, than in  the se n ti­

mental novel. The ou tbursts, whether o f g r ie f  or o f rap tu re , are often 

frenzied. Che hero, who believes h is  loved one has d ied , c r ie s , "0 

vous que j'aim e! 6 vous que j 'id o la tr e !  je  n 'a i  pu vivre sans vous! 

vivre sans Oelide! o Dieu! . . . o mort que j 'iu p lo re !  . . ." ^ The 

joy o f another hero (by the same author) i s  ju s t  as wildly expressed:

"Elle m'aime! S t .- I i s !  se n s - tu ? .. .Je ne p u is , je  me meurs. . .Se p e u t- il!
g

. . . J e  succombe. . . "  Love i s  described as "un sentiment magique,
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O

e v e ille  l'&ne, l ’enivre de jou issances.. Lovers who t e l l  th e ir

s to r ie s  wain the reader th a t they are incapable of putting  order and

sty le  in to  such burning confessions: "Je rendrai /jnes idees] te l le s
10

q u 'e lle s  n a itrc n t e t  se succederont en moi . . . "

Yet, fo r a l l  th is  verbal d iso rder, these love-struck heroes are 

not tenpted to  overpass the bounds of conventional m orality. As

Momet has noted, "ce n 'e s t  pas une morale nouvelle qu'cn puise a des 

sources inconnues mais la  morale mime des sources antiques e t  fam ilie res.

Love somehow guarantees th a t th e ir  emotions are always v irtuous, th a t 

desire  w ill be pu rified  and d irected  only towards the loved one. I t  

gives order to  l i f e . A young heroine fee ls w ithin h e rse lf  the s tir r in g s

o f d e s ire , ju s t  as the licen tious heroines mentioned above did: " II

s 'e t a i t  eleve du fond de mon coeur un orage te r r ib le  qui p o r ta it  le

desordre dans men e sp r it  e t  le  trouble dans tous mes sens . . . c ’e ta i t
12

une espece d 'a lie n a tio n ."  But here , the heroine w ill  not become the 

victim  of her senses. She and her lover are predestined fo r one 

another; her future i s  secure, even though she does not yet know i t .

I t  i s  the same fo r her lover: "Hi habites dans men coeur, depuis le

moment que ma se n s ib ili te  developpee en a desire  l ’o b je t,"  he t e l l s  

her ( I ,  17). Desire without a specia l ob jec t, on the other hand, i s
13an "ivresse dangereuse," a  "frenesie qui conduit au crime." J For 

most o f us, our passions in  th e ir  na tu ra l s ta te  before corrupting in ­

fluences reach them, "conservant un ju s te  equilib re  e n tr 'e l le s ,  n ’ont 

que le  degre de force qui leu r convient pour devenir des instruments 

de f e l ic i te "  ( I ,  13). Sentimental heroes are a fra id  of desire . In 

love, they look fo r and need order and secu rity . Chly then can th e ir
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1^senses speak safely .

Althougi re lig io n  i s  ostensibly the guide of many sentim ental 

heroes and heroines, i t  was the "philosophes” and not true  Christian 

m oralists who held man’s happiness here and now to  be our r ig i t f u l  goal

in  l i f e .  The influence of re lig io n  was declining; i t  was c learly  

the ind iv id u a l's  tu m  to  se t the ru le s . The inversion o f the moral

order, vMch we mentioned before and which puts man's happiness 

above obedience to  God, was not a  c lear philosophical decision, b u t, as

in  a l l  th a t the sentim entalists took from modem philosophy, an un­

conscious borrowing. I t  is  always obvious in  sentim ental novels. Cne 

young heroine, who believes h e rse lf  pious, speaks to  God as i f  He 

were her lover, who i s  new fa r  away: "Qu'iirporte? s i  ce tte  illu s io n

peut re n p lir  le  vide de mon coeur, le  c ie l  en s e r a i t - i l  offens^?

Non, S a inv ille ; s ' i l  mit en moi des passions, peuvent-elles re s te r  

oisives? I I  leu r fau t un aliment: en les trenpant, je  les amuse, e t

je  me rends h eu reu se ."^

I f ,  fo r h is  own happiness, the sentim ental hero needs to  love and be 

v irtuous, i t  i s  undeniable th a t there are others who find only hard­

ness and cruelty  in  th e i r  h earts . But, although cne can de test c rue lty , 

one cannot rea lly  hate the cruel ind iv idual, fo r like  any .other in ­

d iv idual, he has not chosed h is  character. Contemporary s c ie n tif ic  

thought indicated th a t pe rsonalitie s are dependent upon b io log ical

and environmental fac to rs; man's lack of responsib ility  fo r what he 

i s  was generally accepted, a t le a s t ta c i t ly ,  in  the sentim ental novel: 

"Pauvres humains, dont les qua lites  morales dependent des aliments 

qui vous nourissent . . . dont les jugements, les volont§s, le  genie, 

le s  vert us raemes, p eu t-e tre , sent a s su je ttis  aux contoinaisons s i
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i6diverses des elements qui ccnposent l ’a i r  que vous resp irez ."

Virtue and v ice, generosity and cruelty  have to  do with man’s

physical organization. Che is  the re su lt  o f in te rn a l order, the 

o ther o f d isorder, in  the human machine. An ordinary man "dont la

tS te  n ’e s t pas fortement organisee, dans lequel la  nature n 'a  p o in t, en 

le  formant, la isse  la  trace d ’un grand caractSre" ( I ,  68) i s  easily  

corrupted, and rare  i s  the individual who can r e s is t  and can "deter­

miner le s  fib res  de sa  vo len ti 5 mouvoir suivant une d irec tion  r§guli£re"

( I ,  95) without constant help from an environment in  which v irtue  i s  the

ru le . lib e rtin e s  "galants" are such ordinary men as these who have 

been misled. Heal c rue lty , on the o ther hand, ex is ts  only in  those

who "[a it] re?u de la  nature une ame incapable de s 'e le v e r  jamais" ( I I ,  24). 

Ihey are "insensib les," men who are unable to  love and who desire  

w ild ly , without purpose. Ihey live  in  d isorder, and, therefore , they 

seek happiness in  vain. True c rue lty , although, i t  i s  out of the 

ordinary, ex is ts  and i t  i s  n a tu ra l. I t  plays an inportant p a rt in  the

sentim ental novel, threatening v irtue  wherever i t  appears and, sur­

p ris in g ly , often crushing i t  conpletely. I t  sometimes seems tha t

the virtuous have been created ju s t  to  su ffe r a t  the hands o f the cruel 

l ib e r tin e .

A good exanple o f th is  v ision  of cruelty  can be seen in  the novel
17

Pauline, o f the Victim of the Heart by Contant d ’O rville . Ih is  is  

an ep isto lary  novel, almost a l l  the le t te r s  addressed by the heroine

to  her friend  and former governess, the Baroness de F rev ille . Pauline 

f a l l s  in  love with the handsome and lib e r tin e  Count de C aste lli and,

believing h is  promise to  give up h is  loose ways and d isso lu te  friends, 

she marries him. Ch her wedding n ig i t ,  Pauline discovers th a t C aste lli
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has w ritten  to  two of h is  m istresses, claiming to  have married only fo r 

money. Mne Destoum elles, one of the two, stabs the Count th a t night in

a f i t  of jealous rage. I t  i s  only the f i r s t  o f many t r i a l s  fo r Pauline. 

Her husband recovers, and p rarp tly  becomes the most perfid ious and v i­

cious of creatu res, a v ir tu a l slave to  the w ill of h is  fo rcefu l m istress, 

D estoum elles. The m ildest of h is crimes i s  th a t he never ceases to  

be un fa ith fu l. Unreasonably jea lous, he locks Pauline up in  a "dark

and loathsome place" ( I ,  93). He k i l l s  her beloved tu to r  in  a duel, 

plana to  murder her with poison, ^antoles away almost a l l  o f her money

and jew els, declares, when faced with the choice of saving Pauline or 

h is ch ild  about to  be bom: "give me but a son, we have no want of

women" ( I ,  198), and, when he finds he has a daughter instead , abandons 

both mother and child  on the spot. He also  p lo ts  an elopement with 

h is  b ro th er's  fiancee and a ttenp ts the rape of Sophie, Pauline's maid 

and conpanicn, whom he has kidnapped.

C aste lli has periodic returns to  sincere repentance and v irtu e ,

and he always finds a  forgiving Pauline who pays h is debts, obtains 

o f f ic ia l  pardons, and cares fo r him when he i s  sick  o r wounded. Pauline

fin a lly  i s  murdered, but by Destoumelles acting  alone. C a s te lli, who 

had retoum ed to  v irtue  a short time before, grieves fo r a few weeks 

and then returns to  h is old ways, moving again in  a "vortex o f fo lly , 

vice, and d issipation" ( I I ,  223). Destoumelles drowns on her way to  

England.

Religion i s  Pauline's apparent guide and consolation through a l l  

her troub les, but the moral significance o f the story  runs counter to

relig ious ideas o f good and e v il .  C aste lli i s  seen much less as an e v il­

doer, than as a  victim  of h is  own na tu re , which i s  beyond h is  contro l. He
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i s  continually excused by Pauline, who sees him as an innocent "slave

to  [h is J  passions" ( I ,  201). Chce or tw ice, she ventures to  c a ll  h is 

character estim able, claiming he i s  only weak: "youth, education,

and modem dissipation  make him what he i s "  ( I ,  160), but, although 

she sometimes le ts  h e rse lf  be swayed by the f la t te r in g  thought th a t 

th is  tim e, C aste lli has re a lly  changed, fa r  more often , she recognizes

the tru th , th a t a permanent retu rn  to  v irtue  i s  impossible; h is  crimes 

do not a rise  from an "effervescence" o f passion th a t reason can in  time

conquer: "no spark o f v irtue  w ill  ever rekindle in  h is heart"  ( I I ,  92).

He sinply was not made fo r v irtu e . C aste lli him self says, "I have been

from rry e a r l ie s t  youth the abject slave of v io lent and uncontrollable 

passions" ( I I ,  20).

Pauline recogiizes no ex ternal ru le —so c ie ty 's  orders or even

divine grace—which may help the individual to  a l t e r  h is conduct. 

Although she believes in  God, she never prays, but ju s t  submits. Within

the ind iv idual, she sees no ru le  but the voice of the h e a rt, vhether 

i t  be fo r good or fo r  e v il .  "How does ungovernable passion debase

the mind of man, and place him beneath the brute" ( I ,  242), and ju s t  

lik e  the b ru te , man i s  not responsible fo r  what he i s .  I t  i s  the same 

fo r Pauline h e rse lf: "The heart o f your friend  w ill  ever be the guide

of her actions" ( I ,  248), she t e l l s  F re v ille , and s t i l l  la te r ,  a f te r  

having been the victim  o f s t i l l  more deception and black p lo ts , she

repeats th a t "rry heart d ic ta te s , and I  obey i t s  laws" ( I I ,  155).

Sophie, Pauline 's virtuous companion, claims, a f te r  Pauline 's

death, th a t vice must necessarily  lose in  the  end and th a t ,  sp e c if i­

c a lly , remorse is  inev itab le  fo r  the wicked, fo r i f  th is  were not true  

"the benigyi influence o f gentle v irtu e  would lose i t s  sway over man­

kind" ( I I ,  215). Destoumelles h e rse lf  t e l l s  Pauline tha t "vice w ill
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ever stand appalled in  the presence of v irtu e ” ( I ,  236) ,  but th is  

i s  spoken hypocritica lly  and Sophie's reasoning i s  not borne out by 

the fa c ts . Destoumelles perishes, but unrepentant, and, ju s t  as in  

the case o f Mne de M erteuil, whan she vaguely foreshadows, her punish­

ment, although f i t t in g ,  i s  sudden and purely accidental; i t  i s  not 

the re su lt o f her evildoing.

Although i t  i s  true  th a t Pauline 's only happy moments come when 

she speaks of her love fo r  her child  and her husband, and th a t C aste lli

i s  miserable in  h is  vice and tru ly  happy during h is  rare  returns to  

v ir tu e , when h is love fo r Pauline i s  reawakened, v irtue  does not 

triunph. The death of Destoumelles does not change Pauline 's fa te .

The meaning o f her l i f e  i s  fu rth er mocked by C a s te ll i 's  in a b ility  

to  re fo m , oven outwardly. The ending of th is  story i s  reminiscent

of those of Sade's Aline e t  Valcour and especially  h is Les Infortunes 

de l a  v e rtu : the virtuous are praised and p i t ie d ,  and the vicious

u n fu lfilled  or reformed, but the ac tual out cane leaves the good no con­

firmation of th e ir  b e lie fs  and no re a l cause fo r hope. A strong 

comparison could be made between Aline or Justine  and Pauline, although 

Contant d 'O rv ille  cannot be suspected o f a  desire  to  sabotage the moral 

order.

The ccnparisen between the Sadian world and th a t of the se n ti­

mental hero may be pushed one step  fu rth e r. In both, v irtu e  i s  passive

and pleased to  dwell on i t s  unhappiness, vhile  cruelty  i s  a sse rtiv e . Sophie 

admits th a t ,  had she not been taught otherwise, her experience of the 

world would have led her to  believe th a t "the poor and the hunfcle 

( th a t i s ,  the virtuous] were abject slaves, destined to  bow with sub­

missive lowliness to  every whim o f the rich  and powerful £who are
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generally wicked^ , th a t caprice, p ride , and vanity ndgit d ic ta te , 

and th a t daring to  r e s i s t  them i s  a  crime o f so heinous a  nature,

as to  demand a severe punishment" ( I I ,  130). Mareover, the cruel are 

strong and mentally superior to  the good. Mne Destoumelles has

made a science of wickedness. Just as Merteuil w ill  do, she "knew 

hew to  conceal every emotion th a t £she] wished not to  appear" in  order 

to  deceive others and a tta in  her goals ( I ,  235). She controls o thers,

but promises to  "punish the woman who has dared to  penetrate and read 

her soul" ( I I ,  207). 'Die cruel scornfully  re je c t lim its se t to  th e ir

power, while the virtuous meekly "subscribe to  {the] Almighty w ill"  ( I ,  204). 

Such a vision i s  not fa r  removed from th a t o f Sade, who holds

th a t by th e ir  w illingness to  su ffe r the weak affirm  the universal law 

which s ta te s  th a t " la  difference de la  force e t  de la  fa ib lesse  e ta b lie

par la  nature prouve evidemment qu’e lle  a  sounds une espece d ’hotme a
181 'au tre , aussi essentiellem ent qu’e lle  a  sounds les animaux § tous."

Pauline 's obstinate  re fu sa l to  leave C aste lli and make a new l i f e  fo r

h e rse lf , in  sp ite  o f the earnest en trea ties  o f C aste lli him self and 

of a  p r ie s t ,  l'abbe T roth ier, is  as i r r i t a t in g  as the weakness of Sade's

heroine, Mne de Blamont in  Aline e t  Valcour, who, brought to  her death­

bed by the e v il  p lo ts  o f her husband, is  s t i l l  prepared to  sa c rif ic e  

her daughter Aline to  the w ill of th is  monstrous man: "Le dernier con-

s e i l  que j ' a i  a te  donner," she says to  Aline, "est d ’obeir § ton pere, 

e t de te  l iv r e r  aveuglement § celu i q u 'i l  te  denne" (V, 378). I t  i s  not

possible to  fee l much sympathy fo r her o r fo r  Pauline, both o f whom wel­

come suffering  with open arms. Their v ir tu e , in effec tu a l and to ta lly

acciden tal, stenming from in s tin c t ra th e r  than from any choice based 

upon p rin c ip le s , is  unattrac tive  when conpared to  the in te lle c tu a l
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superio rity  o f th e ir  enemies.

Although other heroines do not always have to  face qu ite  so many

t r i a l s  as th is  cne and are not always permanently defeated by v ice , 

Pauline i s  not a typ ica l. Novels in  the second h a lf  o f  the century are

f i l l e d  with cruel husbands and cruel su ito rs , vfoo recogiize no lim its 

to  th e ir  desires. In these novels, cruelty i s ,  in  fa c t ,  as v i ta l  a 

p a rt o f the na tu ra l order o f things as i t  i s  fo r  Sade. But v irtu e ,

although i t  su ffe rs , does so only outwardly. Peelings of se lf-righ teous­

ness and inner peace abound. C aste lli and h is  b ro thers, driven by

inner demons, are the cause of the misery. C aste lli has several 

predecessors and many followers in  the novel. The heroine of L 'H istoire

de Mme de Montglas (1755), fo r example, is  beset by the c ru e ltie s  o f
19a ty rannical husband. She i s  confined to  a "chambre obscure” a t h is 

whim and i s  forced to  welcome in to  her home and t r e a t  with kindness 

h is  m istress, Sylvia, who i s  eventually turned out fo r  try ing  to  

murder the heroine (her l i f e  spared only by the e ffo r ts  o f the v i r ­

tuous Montglas). Many in ju s tic e s  la te r ,  Mme de Montglas, thinking 

h e rse lf  a  widow, prepares to  marry the noble Scmbreval, who had him­

s e lf  been tormented a t  the hands o f e v il  enemies, but the plans are 

destroyed by the sudden appearance of M de Montglas, who k i l l s  Sombre- 

val only to  be k ille d  in  h is  turn  by a servant. Mne de Montglas becomes 

a nun, firmly convinced th a t the world i s  no place fo r the virtuous, 

f i l l e d ,  as i t  i s ,  with nothing but "des seductions, des meurtres,

des hypocrisies, des in cestes , des p a rric id es , des fa in sa ire s , des peres 

barbares, des f i l s  denatures, des fre re s  ennemis, des amis perfides, des

amants in fidd les . . . "  (VII, 29).

Especially a f te r  1760, v irtue  su ffers so often and so gravely th a t 

Daniel Momet, in  h is  study o f the French novel o f th is  period,
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addS another category to  h is bibliography fo r 1761 to  1780 to
20accommodate such novels as Pauline: "romans sontores." Pate seems

to  pick i t s  victims a t random among the virtuous. In Le Mariage 

(1769), Ju lie  d 'A m cnville finds a gentlfc husband in  her fiance, 

while her equally virtuous friend  Sophie marries the cruel Comte de

***, who submits her to  every possible hum iliation and fin a lly  wounds
21her with a p is to l .

Ermance, one of Baculard d ’Amaud’s perfect heroines, is  forced 

to  marry the cruel Daramant by her equally cruel fa th e r. Like Pauline,

she i s  " la  malheureuse victims du devoir" and almost joyfu lly  accepts 

the l i f e  o f misery and su ffering  she sees before her: " i l  e s t pour

des malheureux des sa tis fac tio n s  que les plus fortunes ne ccnnaissent

pas. Q u 'il y a de douceur a pouvoir gemir sans con tra in te , S trouver 

un coeur qui s'ouvre a nos larmes, e t  qui y mele les siennes! c ’e s t

peu t-e tre  la  plus touchante des voluptes; 1’union des peines e s t  bien
22

superieure I  ce lle  des p la is ir s ! "  Daramant f l ie s  from one emotional 

extreme to  the o ther, and fin a lly  k i l l s  h is  own friend  whom he un­

ju s tly  suspected of having seduced Ermance. The fa ith fu l wife fa lsely  

accuses h e rse lf  o f adultery to  prevent the disgrace of her husband.

She i s  locked in  a convent and freed only when Daramant makes a 

deathbed confession. I t  i s  too la te  fo r happiness. Ermance becomes

a nun and dies shortly  afterward, following to  the grave the man she 

had always loved, Lormenil, who has died of g r ie f .

These cruel husbands who are the victims of in te rn a l disorder 

are p i tie d , but not hated, by the suffering  victim s. They are miserable in  

th e ir  v ice , and to ta l ly  he lp less. Cne husband, M lfo rd , who goes so 

fa r  as to  banish h is  wife to  the provinces and to  claim th a t she has
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died in  order to  marry h is  new love, i s ,  in  f a c t ,  almost sympatheti­

cally  portrayed: "Quelle fu r ie , quel Demon a done enpoisonne l'ame

de man epoux?" asks the brave Fan€li, who never stops loving him and
23who consents to  pass as dead. At one p o in t, M ilfo rt, so blinded 

by h is  passion, even exclaims, as any virtuous heroine might* "Ames 

fro id s , coeurs in d iffe re n ts , vous ne serez jamais peu t-e tre  aussi

malheureux que je  le  fus, jamais vous n 'aurez mes p la is ir s "  ( I I ,  69).

In novels such as th is ,  c rue lty , although i t  i s  deplored and condemned,

i s ,  in fa c t ,  shown to  be the conplement o f v irtu e : both are the re ­

su lts  of in te rn a l movements that can be n e ith e r changed nor ignored.

They are opposites, bu t, ju s t  as d a rk n ess i s  known only by i t s

opposite l ig h t ,  each one needs the other to  be defined, to  have any 

meaning.

Cruelty is  not confined to  monstrous husbands. Women also 

represent the forces of e v il .  Mne de Saint-Val in  L’H istoire de

rftne de Montglas, jealous of Sombreval's previous a tten tions to  her 

daugnter, had en lis ted  the a id  of her brother (whom she could persuade 

only by giving in  to  h is incestuous desires) in  accusing Sombre val 

o f kidnapping her daughter and k ill in g  her husband. Sombre val i s  

cleared when Mne de Saint-Val commits su ic ide , a f te r  having k ille d

her b ro ther, lhe wretched Lecnore o f Les Msmoires du Comte de Banes ton 

(1755), fo r  no other reason than to  sa tis fy  an uncontrollable urge

to  sh a tte r  the happiness of others, lures the basically  virtuous 

Banes ten  away from h is  family, sparing the abandonned wife no suffering

or hum iliation. Lecnore confesses on her deathbed to  the murder o f the
2kw ife, the son, and a lso  the governess "dont les regards la  genaient." 

Banes ten i s  l e f t  to  become a rec lu se , sadly pondering the wickedness and
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fo lly  of miserable humanity.

There are many Leonoras in  the f ic tio n  of th is  period, ftae RLccfi-
25

boni’s H istoire de M. le  Marquis de Creasy (1758) again shews v ir ­

tue succuntoing to  the forces o f e v il  as the innocent but unloved wife

of the Marquis becomes the victim  o f Hortense de B em eil, who manages 

to  enchant Cressy fo r a short while. She a c ts , not from love, but 

from a desire to  dominate, to  submit another to  her w il l .  The Mar­

quis quickly t i r e s  o f her, but i t  i s  too la te .  Mme de Cressy k i l l s  

h e rse lf  and dies in  the aims of her miserable husband, who lives on,

the re s t  o f h is  days poisoned by remorse. The h o rrib le , but powerful

Oomtesse de Losan of Rose, ou les  e ffe ts  de la  haine, de 1*amour e t
26

de 1* ami t i e  (1764), one of those novels th a t Momet includes in  

the somber category, is  another exanple o f a tru ly  vicious person who 

stops a t no crime to  thwart the happiness of v ir tu e .

Novels a f te r  1750 frequently have a t  le a s t one treacherous l ib e r ­

tin e  who uses the standard methods of kidnapping and fa lse  marriage to

corrupt and betray the innocence o f a  young heroine, usually an orphan 

who not unconmonly turns out to  be a  countess o r marquise. Many have

secre t hideaways to  which they bring th e ir  p re tty  victim s, a  castle  

defended by a drawbridge or "un l ie u  qui s e r t  tous les  jours d ’au tel 

aux sa c rif ice s  honteux du sexagenaire, qui accoutume a se n o u rrir  du 

sang de l ’opprime, foule aux pieds les devoirs les plus sacr es . The 

lib e rtin e  fa th e r o f Clarice in  La Nouvelle Clarice (1767) locks her in

an iso la ted  room, from which her c ries cannot be heard, fo r having
pQ

refused to  many her ha lf-b ro ther.

So common and so expected are horrors such as th ese , and so 

su p e rfic ia lly  are they generally trea te d , th a t cruelty  becomes tru ly  banal,
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and depraved beings seem an unfortunate bu t, a f te r  a l l ,  normal p a rt o f

socie ty . The v icious, preyed upon by dark passions, can no more

help being cruel than the virtuous can help loving. Passions are unconquerable,

n a tu ra l fo rces; men must l is te n  to  th e i r  in s t in c ts . Under the influence

o f philosophical thinking, eig iteenth-century  man had, in e f fe c t , done away

with the d ev il, and with the Christian God as w ell. The tra d itio n a l

line  of demarcation between vice and v irtue  had been obscured. Thomas 

Carlyle describes the moral atmosphere of the decades th a t preceded

the French Revolution in  these terms: "Then how ’sweet* are the manners;

vice ’losing a l l  i t s  deform ity ,' becoming decent . . . becoming a l-
29most a  kind of 'sw eet' v irtu e !"  He i s  speaking of what he ca lls  the 

philosophism of the age, which sen tim entalists ostensibly r e je c t ,  b u t, 

as we have seen, these l a t t e r  share with the "philosophes" the b e lie f

th a t man i s  the child  o f nature and ask, withttem, "For what imaginable 

purpose was man made i f  not to  be 'happy'?" (p. 26). The answer i s ,

fo r none; i t  i s  only na tu ra l fo r him to  seek happiness in  whatever way 

nature suggests to  him.

We have mentioned the early  1760's as the point a t  which the

trend towards sentimentalism seems to  have f i r s t  taken hold o f the 

novel in  a dramatic way. I t  has become conmonplace to  see as the major in ­

fluence behind th is  trend Rousseau's La Nouvelle Heloise, which was 

immensely popular with the reading public o f the eighteenth century and

which some authors openly claimed as th e ir  g u id e .^  Ihe influence of 

Rousseau blends with th a t o f the "philosophes" in  the novel a f te r  1760.

Whether o r not eighteenth-century novelists understood Rousseau i s  a 

subject th a t has been debated by many c r i t ic s .  According to  Daniel 

Momet, "[aJ1 'ordinaire on a ccrpris Rousseau, e t  i l  n 'a  r ien  manque,
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31pour e c rire  caime lu i ,  que le  genie ou le  ta le n t ."  Servais Etienne, 

however, d isagrees. He sums up Rousseau's influence in  th is  way:

"Puisqu'on ne perd pas irremediablement la  vertu pour s 'en e tre  eca rte ,
32

conmengons par les ecarts  e t  nous verrons a p r e s F . C .  Green also

sees a su p e rfic ia l adoption of Rousseau's ideas and speaks of the "delicious 

suffering" and the "orgy of emotional s e lf-f la g e lla tio n "  of la te r  

characters .^  W riters were, I  be lieve , se lective in  what they took 

from Rousseau. By the example o f J u l ie , they o f course confirmed th e ir  

b e lie f  in  the supremacy o f v irtue  and in  the primacy o f the heart as 

the true guide to  m orality. There i s ,  a lso , in  both Rousseau and in  

those th a t are influenced by him, the same ambiguity towards d esire , which

i s  a t once viewed synpathetically  (when i t  i s  the source of true  love) 

and feared as a  th rea t o f d isorder, in te rn a l as w ell as ex ternal. The

soc ia l order, however cruel i t  may be to  lovers, can be breached only 

a t  the r isk  o f bringing great unhappiness and suffering  upon them.

Some form o f ordered existence must be found to  counter th is  th re a t.

This much Rousseau and h is  followers have in  common, but, on the 

whole, the lessons of La Nouvelle Heloise were d is to rted  according to

the needs o f the ordinary sentim ental n o v e lis ts , who cared more about 

shewing v irtue  beset by e x te rio r forces o f cruelty  than about delving

in to  the recesses o f the na tu ra lly  virtuous heart and examining i t s  

ascension to  true  greatness. As we have sa id , there was very l i t t l e  

struggle w ithin the souls o f most sentim ental heroines. N ovelists, 

therefo re , tended to  seize upon the less e sse n tia l aspects o f J u l ie 's  

s to ry , concentrating upon the in itic il  but f in a lly  less inpo r ta n t

problems of the two lovers, especially  th a t of the cruel parent 

who opposes th e ir  happiness. The Baron d'Etanges i s  not cruel in

the sense th a t he enjoys or is  in d iffe ren t to  the padn he causes h is
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daughter. Future cruel parents become much more important to  the 

s to ry , which centers on th is  obstacle to  the happiness o f two v i r ­

tuous, but soc ia lly  unequal lovers. The ferocity  o f such parents 

grows with th e ir  inportance.

Later n o v e lis ts , in  sh o rt, s tre ss  the ou ter, more banal struggle

between the individual who loves and a disapproving soc ie ty , often  

symbolized by a cruel paren t, while Rousseau shows us the heroic in ­

ward b a tt le  o f h is  heroine. For J u l ie , desire  i s  the agent, the 

c a ta ly s t, th a t propels her in to  the specia l world o f " la  s e n s ib ili ty ."  

She i s  separated, in  a  rad ica l way, from those people, lik e  Wolmar, 

who are guided by reason alone. Wolmar understands many th ings, but 

Ju lie  understands the e sse n tia l th in g s .^  He i s  alone, enpty, s ta t ic ,

while she i s  in  harmony with the universe. "C 'est dans ce tte  

de lica tesse  qui su rv it toujours au ve ritab le  amour," she w rites to

Saint-Rreux, "plutS t que dans les su b tile s  d istinc tions de M. de Wol­

mar, q u 'i l  fau t chercher la  raison de ce tte  elevation d'ame e t  de
35ce tte  force in te rieu re  que nous eprouvons l 'u n  prds de 1 'au tre . . ."

Ju lie  knows, as ordinary people cannot, that the individual 

i s  a  fragment o f the g rea te r whole and th a t love alone, with i t s  pain

and suffering  which l i f t  us out o f our everyday se lves, can teach us 

th is .  Although love and desire  are not victorious in  the  usual sense,

they have done th e ir  work. J u l ie 's  experiences have made her in to  a 

specia l ind iv idual, w iser and g rea te r than before. In the struggle 

between love and duty th a t raged within h e r, n e ith e r one wins, but 

n e ith e r loses. Love has been transformed from an e g o tis tic a l  passion 

which seeks fu lfillm en t in  one other person in to  a  fee ling  o f open­

ness, o f communion with a l l  o f nature. Her sense of duty has been
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transferred  from the narrow, uncomprehending society o f ordinary men

to  a  h i^ ie r  order o f th ings, based upon a personal v ision , which

she lives out a t  Clarens and to  which a l l  other th ings—love and 

friendship—are f in a lly  subordinated. Ejy uniting  Saint-Preux and

C laire , J u l ie ,  who functions in  a  god-like way in  her l i t t l e  society 

and Wiose specia l powers and influence over the lives o f those close

to  her are acknowledged hy a l l ,  would have ensured the continuation 

of her vision a f te r  her death: "C 'est dans ce chaste lie n  que vous pourrez

sans d is trac tio n s e t  sans cra in tes vous occiper des soins que je  vous 

la is s e , e t  apres lesquels vous ne serez plus en peine de d ire  quel 

bien vous aurez f a i t  ic i-b as"  (p . 565) . ^

Thanks to  Rousseau, sentim ental heroes and heroines a f te r  Ju lie  

rea lize  th a t sane inner change takes place in  those who love, but

they seem more often  content to  congratulate themselves on th e ir  

a b il i ty  to  fee l than to  struggle against the pain i t  inevitably  brings.

They dwell on th is  pain , glory in  i t .  Wiile the f u l l  meaning of J u l ie ’s

struggle comes slowly and only long a f te r  she has given in  to  Saint-  

Preux, la te r  heroines automatically and a l l  a t  once move to  the

level o f superior being. In th is  way, the order of La Nouvelle Heloise 

i s ,  in a sense, reversed: what should be the climax comes a t  the

outset and the re s t  of the novel i s  spent stre ssin g  the cruelty o f 

parents o r some other ex ternal problem, and f l i r t in g  with the moment 

o f physical p leasure, the giving in  to  which often be cones, fo r a l l  

the virtuous in tentions o f sentim ental lovers, the crucia l question of 

the sto ry .

The asceticism  th a t marks J u l ie ’s character gradually changes to  

i t s  opposite, indulgence. According to  Rousseau’s heroine, "Plus on
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a le  coeur tendre e t  1 'imagination vive, plus on doit e v ite r  ce qui tend a

les emouvoir" (p. 531). Yet, a f te r  J u l ie , se n s ib ility  and emotion 

are enjoyed in  a  kind of safe libertin ism , safe fo r the indiv idual, who

disguises desire behind sentiment (but a  sentiment "tout de flairm e")^ 

and safe fo r the so c ia l order, since i t  is  mostly a libertin ism  of the 

mind. Lovers who do fin a lly  give in  are presented sym pathetically, cne 

o f the favorite  re fra in s  of the time being tha t the conventional way 

of forming a marriage is  nothing but a  " v il  marche, oO le  plus offran t

l ’em porte."^  Yet none lig h tly  flaunt socie ty , and those who tra n s -
3<

cress i t s  ru les su ffe r remorse and fee l as i f  they had lo s t  th e ir  v irtu e .

Having no great development o f character to  dep ict, sentimental 

novelists depend, as we have seen, ipon outside th rea ts  to  happy and 

virtuous lovers: the bad example, vhich can sway the basica lly  good,

but weak young man, o r the natu ra lly  vicious being, who from jealousy 

o r pure c rue lty , thwarts v irtu e . The cruelty  o f the weak young men

(never o f woman, who are always e ith e r  to ta l ly  good or to ta lly  vicious, 

and so to ta l ly  unbelievable) i s  often sympathetically portrayed, as in

the case o f Dolbreuse. They are the victims o f passion th a t has been 

mishandled, as opposed to  passion th a t represents an in te rn a l defect 

o f organization, as in  the case of C as te lli.

Sometimes, i t  is  d i f f ic u l t ,  however, to  decide ju s t  which cate­

gory a hero f a l l s  in to . We have mentioned cne such case, the M ilfort

o f Imbert’s Les Egarements de 1*amour, who, everyone agrees, "n’ fes tj 

point ne avec un coeur f iro ce ,"  but who i s  so a lte red  by passion as

to  become inaccessible to  the voice o f v irtu e . He laments, in  the 

manner o f Eaublas, th a t other victim  of uncontrollable s e n s ib ili ty , tha t 

" j 'a i  rendu malheureux, tou t ce qui m’aime, tou t ce qui fu t cher a
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men coeur,” ( I I ,  306), but he a lso  ad n its , as he d ies , tha t he does 

not fe e l true repentance and would have done the same th ings, given a 

second chance.

In addition to  these types o f c rue lty , there i s  now also a  th ird

type, th a t o f the parent who, fo r so c ia l reasons, opposes the choice 

made by h is  ch ild . While the cruelty  o f such parents i s  not necessarily

d icta ted  to  them by a defect in  th e ir  physical organization, as in  the 

case of the innately c rue l, they seem to  be equally w illing  to  in ­

f l i c t  pain on the virtuous. I t  i s  usually pointed out tha t they do 

not love th e ir  ch ildren , and th e ir  vehemence, in f le x ib i l i ty ,  and 

perhaps enjoyment in  causing pain are stressed . Che angry fa the r,

M de Vaudreuil, in  Les Amours de Lucile e t  de Doligry, whose hard­

heartedness has earned him the hatred o f a l l  h is  vassa ls, locks h is

son in  a  dark c e l l  and even puts him in  chains fo r a w hile. His 

mother and h is  s i s te r  are not perm itted to  see him, and when he f a l ls  

i l l ,  h is  fa th e r reflises to  send a doctor to  him.

In another exanple, Ptne de B erv ille , in  Leonard's La Nouvelle 

Clementine, who has always been cold towards her children and to ta lly

uninterested in  th e ir  education, re je c ts  as a  son-in-law her daughter 

H enrie tte 's  choice, th e  virtuous but poor Seligny. Succumbing to  the

s tre ss  o f being put in to  a convent against her w il l ,  H enriette begins 

to  lose her reason, hereupon her mother has her loaded with chains 

in  an asylum—yet another dark c e l l ,  in  which the heroine i s  given a 

bed o f straw to  sleep on and only hard bread and water to  susta in  her 

energy. Both Henriette and Doligny d ie , and both monstrous parents

a re , apparently, unrepentant. /
/
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Part I I :  'Die cruelty  of the lib e r tin e  "cynique"

The keywords of the sentim ental hero 's  character are suffering  

and s a c r if ic e . Life i s  determined by forces th a t he cannot contro l.

He accepts what he i s  and h is  aims are modest, in  a very "bourgeois" 

way. Henri Goulet says o f Mne Riccoboni's characters th a t  " j l j ' i n ­

quietude qui leu r e s t comrune avec ta n t de perscrmages du dix- 

huitieme s ie c le  ne demande pas l'apaiseirent inpossible a un objet 

in f in i ;  e lle  tro u v era it & se calmer dans les jo ie s  de la  se n s ib ili ty , 

d'une vie calme e t  sage reunissant 1 'amour e t  l 'a m itie ."  There was, 

as Momet notes, no true  "mal du s iec le"  in  the la te  eighteenth cen­

tu ry . I t  appeared occasionally, especially  in  the characters o f Leonard 

or Loaisel de Treogate, but i t  was never very deep. I t  pushed them,

not towards " la  revo lte  e t  le  desespoir de v iv re ,"  but towards the shores 

"d'une Cythdre qui n 'e s t  plus l ib e r tin e  mais qui res te  voluptueuse e t
lip

sensuelle violenment." The sentim ental hero wants only a b i t  of

order in  h is  l i f e ,  a  fee ling  th a t he i s  safe so th a t he may dwell 

a t  le isu re  on h is  own delicacy of being.

Order i s  the g i f t  o f God to  man. There are those who figh t the 

human condition, the chanpicns of cruelty and of d isorder, but i t

almost seems, to  the sen tim en ta list, tha t the cruel were put on earth  

ju s t  so th a t the example of th e ir  inner misery would serve as a  r e ­

minder to  the re s t  o f us to  welcome the se n s ib ility  of our hearts 

th a t in v ite s  us to  love and to  be humble and generous. Sensib ility  

means su ffering , but the su ffering  in f lic te d  upon the gentle  i s  necessary

and benefic ia l: "Vivre sans peine n 'e s t  pas un e ta t  d'honroe; vivre

a in s i c 'e s t  § tre  mort. Oelui qui pourrait tout sans e tre  Dieu s e ra i t  une
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miserable creature; i l  s e ra i t  prive du p la i s i r  de d e s ire r; toute autre
43

privation  s e ra it  plus supportable." These words o f J u l ie ’s are 

echoed throughout the re s t  of the century. In se n s itiv ity , says one 

character, "n’anncnce que de la  s tu p id ite  ou quelque chose au-dessus

de notre nature. Perscnne ne voudrait e tre  stupide; qui osera pretendre a 

e tre  presque Dieu? Nous sommes horrmes; ne veuilions e tre  r ien  de p lu s ."

For J u l ie ,  inner contentment i s  f in a lly  s t i f l in g .  Her thoughts, 

quoted above, lead her to  the confession th a t she i s  "trop heureuse; 

le  bcnheur m'ennuie" (p. 528). After becoming a  s a in t,  which is  a lso  

a  way to  figh t the human condition, there i s  nothing more to  do on 

ea rth . Man carries with him everywhere the seeds o f h is  own unhappi­

ness. But sentim ental heroes and heroines a f te r  Ju lie  are not generally 

brave enough or perceptive enough to  make th is  statement in  a  serious

way. Their s to rie s  always center on th e ir  struggle with the outer 

forces o f d iso rder, which play an e sse n tia l ro le  by giving the heroes 

the opportunity to  shine. The pain in f lic te d  by the cruel usually

touches the victim  on a su p e rfic ia l leve l.

The sentim ental hero i s  unassertive; he does not define h is own

character so much as he le ts  i t  be defined fo r him. All the paeans 

to  individual se n s ib ility  notwithstanding, there rea lly  i s  nothing

individual in  h is p e rso n ality . He follows a predetermined path of 

behavior; the same phrases, the same situ a tio n s are encountered again 

and again in  these novels. Indiv iduality  i s  not prized a t a l l , ^  and,

in  fa c t ,  must be suppressed in  favor o f so c ia l s ta b i l i ty .  All believed, 

o r wished to  believe , as Showalter puts i t ,  th a t "copious displays

of sentim entality  would somehow reconcile man and so c ie ty ."

Qnotion i s  a  big pool where Love espec ia lly , but also  Friend-
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the elements o f Virtue are found. Differences are dissolved in  th is

pool. The sentim ental hero can barely w ait to  shed h is  own personality  

and merge h is  being with th a t o f h is  loved cne and, by extension, 

th a t o f a l l  lovers, and u ltim ately , with God. Even as fa r  back as 1749,

B astide 's hero Flanval, who f e l t  a t f i r s t  some scruples about marry­

ing Mile de Prange (since he had been the lover o f Mme de Prange),

decided a t  la s t  th a t he had nothing to  worry about: "le  d e l  ne

pouvait avoir f a i t  une seule lo i  qui put rendre un hcnnete home 
47malheureux." Gradually, th is  fee ling  o f the p a rtic ip a tio n  of the 

s e l f  in  the designs of Providence becomes to ta l .  I t  i s  then a  ques­

tio n  o f the abdication of the s e l f .  Our in te lle c tu a l fa c u ltie s , which 

normally define the s e l f  and d istinguish  between i t  and the outside 

world through the intermediary o f our five senses, leam  through love

to  nse passer du comnerce des sens, e t a se detacher de to u t ce qu’i l
48y a  de te r re s tre  autour d 'e l le s ."  Love, in  fa c t ,  i s  a  l i t t l e  lik e  dying.

"Perdre son amante, c ’e s t  mourir," remarks Momet, ". . .L a  re -
49trouver, c 'e s t  mourir encore." Love has been called  an apprentice­

ship to  death, in  th a t i t  seeks a  continuity o f being of which death

i s  the ultim ate expression.-^

The sentim ental hero, however, sees love as a  haven against the ugly

world of d esire . I tore than one heroine rebukes her su ito r  fo r  having 

shown s ig is  of desire  with a  statement such as "je  ne crois pas votre
51

coeur complice de vos sens." I t  i s  not su rp rising  th a t the lib e rtin e  

"galant” jo in s the trend towards sentimentalism. As we have seen in  the 

case of Flan v a l, a  fee ling  of hum iliation in  the face o f desire  weighed

upon him. He jealously  guarded h is  sense of d ign ity , which, he f e l t ,
52

desire  somehow eroded. But, i f  sexuality  c a lls  in to  question the
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fee ling  o f s e l f ,  love, which substitu tes a vision o f continuity be­

tween beings, seems to  do away with th is  problem. I t  requires a

w illingness to  be lieve , a small leap of f a i th ,  which can easily  be 

made by the "galant," whose essen tia lly  passive nature lends i t s e l f  to  

a l l  the changing moods and opinions of the society around him.

The lib e rtin e  "cynique" cannot make th is  leap of f a i th ;  he can­

not relinquish  the power he exerts over o thers, by which he measures

h is se lf - in te g r i ty . Who can say positive ly  th a t the e ffe c t o f love 

w ill  be to  enhance ra th e r than to  destroy the se lf?  Love i s  clearly

a loss of control over one’s own emotions; i t  i s  the hum iliation of 

s e l f .  To g lo rify  i t  , to  make i t  seem the magic answer to  one’s 

problems, i s  the la s t  re so rt of the weak. The heroine o f a strange 

book, Durosoi's C lairval philosophe, who prides h e rse lf  on being a  

sensitive  soul, but also on having princip les founded upon modem philo­

sophy, has defined the lack o f  power o f the individual as the major 

source of h is  unhappiness. Like the sentim ental heroine, she seeks

happiness in  love, y e t, lik e  the "cynique,” i t  i s  not rea lly  conmunion 

with the o ther, a  new sense of s e l f  th a t she wants, but the affirm ation 

of her personal power in  choosing to  love, in  creating her own meaning 

in  the universe: "L'ame, toyjours occupe de rendre le  moins malheureux

q u 'e lle  peut le  p rlscnn ier q u 'e lle  anime, le  dedcrmage des maux acci­

dentals qui l ’assiegent, en lu i  o ffran t des biens q u 'i l  ne peut te n ir  que 

d 'e l le .  Lb jeune coeur qui ne se sent maitre de rien  dans 1’univers,

que de se donner, e t  d 'ag reer un autre lui-meme, se liv re  avec ardeur I
53cet unique moyen d ’exercer la  lib e r te  qui lu i e s t  disputee pour le  re s te ."

But depending on love i s  a very uncertain method fo r C lairval. A 

person can no more stop himself from loving, she admits, than an arrow
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can stop i t s e l f  in  m id-air ( I ,  65) . She often chooses lovers un­

worthy o f her; others are tom  from her by unavoidable separations

or death. She sometimes has no one a t a l l  to  love, becoming, in  th a t 

case, a  prey to  a  "vide affreux" ( I I ,  5) and an overabundance of sen­

s ib i l i ty ,  vMch, fo r lack of an object to  adore, consumes her: "jusqu'S

mes soupirs etouffes avaient plus de force que les c r is  de la  volupte

n 'en  ont pour les autres" ( I I ,  26). She can find  no happiness with
54

her husband, a  cruel irons t e r  worse than C a s te lli. A fter causing her much 

misery, he f in a lly  d ies , and the heroine, forsaken by her only daughter,

re t i r e s  to  the countryside. She refuses to  many again, but, finding 

a  perfect lover, she lives happily ever a f te r  with only her new ido l 

and the innocent and virtuous peasants of the neighborhood fo r com­

panionship.

The problem with C la irv a l's  so lu tion , as an acute observer such

as the "cynique" c learly  sees, i s  th a t one cannot choose ju s t  when o r 

whom to  love. C lairval, as much as the lib e r tin e  "galant" o r the sen­

tim ental hero th a t he turns in to , le ts  h e rse lf  depend on forces th a t 

are not within her contro l. According to  the sen tim en ta lists , to  

figh t those forces i s  to  fig h t the human condition: "Qui osera

pretendre a  e tre  presque D ieu?"^ The "cynique" must dare because 

i t  i s  unbearable fo r him to  submit to  the natu ra l order, in  which

man seems to  count fo r so l i t t l e .  According to  one c r i t i c ,  the lessen 

to  de drawn from the experience o f the lib e rtin e  "galant" Faublas, but

which might be the same fo r C lairval, is  th a t " la  nature en elle-meme

n 'e s t  pas un principe dynamique de conduite e t  d 'u n ite  pour l 'i n d i -  
56

vidu."

In the "cynique's" eyes, the converted lib e rtin e  hero has been
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duped. Qy.giving in  to  the illu s io n  o f love, he i s  evading the 

problem of se lf- id e n tity  as much as ever, and in  sp ite  o f h is  i l l u ­

sions, he has not solved the problem o f desire , which i s  the re a l

th rea t to  the s e l f .  As we have seen, the sen tim entalist i s  often 

haunted by desire , which colors many of h is outbursts o f s e n s ib ili ty ,

so much so th a t ,  a t tim es, the tone o f the sentimental novel i s  brought 

quite  close to  th a t of the l ib e r tin e  novel. The deluge of tea rs and

emotion th a t characterizes the sentim ental novel has been described 

as "une impudeur pres de laquelle la  licence n 'e ta i t  que de la  re ­

serve

Che virtuous hero, who combines the "beaute d'Adonis e t  la  force 

d'Hercule" and who spends hours with h is  beau tifu l Rose in  rapturous

contenplation of th e ir  deep s e n s ib ili ty , iron ica lly  sermonizes on the 

dishonesty o f coquetry, comparing i t  unfavorably with the outright

sexual enjoyment o f the " f i l l e  debauchee:" " i l  y a une so rte  de bonne

fo i dans ce honteux corrmsrce; mais l 'av id e  coquette veut tou t e t  ne
58donne r ie n , c 'e s t  1 'avarice sordide de 1*amour." Most virtuous

heroines, however, are in te re s tin g  to  th e ir  adorers a t le a s t as much 

fo r  th e ir  tan ta liz in g  and seductive beauty as fo r th e ir  moral q u a li­

t ie s .  I t  has been rem arked th a t " i t  does not take much e ffo r t  to  

transform the deta iled  analysis o f a Crebillon f i l s  o r the sentim ental
59analysis o f countless authors in to  an analysis of sexual behavior."

Hie "cynique" t r ie s  to  be more honest with him self. The se n ti-  

n e n ta lis t 's  challenge to  the lib e r tin e  i s  to  reform or to  be counted 

as a  deformed monster. The lib e r tin e  answers with h is own personal 

philosophy th a t i s  shaped by the same influences we have seen a t work

on h is  adversaries, especially  those of the "philosophes." In fa c t ,
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the sen tim en ta lis t 's  view o f man in  re la tionsh ip  to  nature has much in  

cannon with th a t o f the "cynique." Both f e l t  the individual to  be 

the product o f na tu ra l forces th a t form h is  p a rtic u la r  personality  and

both saw as inev itab le  each person 's single-minded p u rsu it o f  physical 

and mental well-being, w h a tev er  th a t mijgit e n ta il .  But, while the

sentim entalist assumed, without fu rth er ado, th a t one's well-being 

would natu ra lly  coincide with the p rac tice  o f v ir tu e , the "cynique"

id en tifie d  him self mb re  closely with the ideas o f the m ate ria lis t 

thinkers o f the day, fo r which he would have had to  look no fu rth er than 

books lik e  Therese philosophe. The modem philosophers had shown him

th a t desire  i s  the voice of nature . But, although the "cynique" adopts 

an unromantic view of the sexual in s tin c t and sees, as did Therese,

the d iv e rs ity , the constant changes to  which a l l  m atter i s  sub ject, 

as w ell as the link  between the vigorous forces o f the in te l le c t  and

those of the senses, he i s  not a t ease with h is  new knowledge.
60 .In th is  age o f enlightenment, man may have been able to  explain

many secre ts  in  such areas as astronony, economics, ju s t ic e ,  law,

and to  impose order where, before, chaos seemed to  reign , but he has

not been able to  explain h is own nature. The "cynique" f e l t  i r r i t a te d

by the lim its  s e t  upon h is  power and in su lted  by the s ta te  of d is ­

order and ignorance in  which he saw him self. While Therese saw the

merging, o r in te rac tio n , o f in s tin c t and reason as pa rt o f na tu re 's  

plan to  lead man to  happiness, h a ilin g  the desire  to  know as the  way 

in  which he could p a rtic ip a te  in  the burgeoning forces of nature , the 

"cynique," fa il in g  to  grasp or to  accept the e sse n tia l idea o f the 

balance o f these fo rces, agreed with the sen tim entalist in  viewing
61

passion as "funeste." Desire, fa r  from being a "garant de la  v e rite ,"  

i s ,  in  fa c t ,  the eneny of the s e l f .  Therdse had p a rticu la rly  stressed



122

the machine-like reactions o f the body and the illu so ry  nature of 

free w ill. Me do not desire or stop desiring  a t w il l ,  nor do we have 

the power to  decide when to  transform  desire  in to  love, which, even i f  

we admit i t s  existence, s t i l l  represents control o f the s e l f  by out­

side forces. The "cynique" chooses, therefo re , to  use the power o f h is 

in te l le c t  to  work, not w ith, but against d es ire , to  conquer th is  la s t

unexplained nystery of the na tu ra l world.

C rebillon 's Versac, by becoming master o f the e ro tic  moment, had

already p itte d  h is ra tio n a l powers against the forces o f desire . The 

a r is to c ra tic  s p i r i t ,  which feeds on the idea of the nystique of the 

n o b ility , i s  alone reason to  oppose any attempt to  reduce man to  a

machine, or to  accept theories tha t make the nobleman indistinguishable 

from o th e rs . This s p i r i t  continues to  be inseparable from eighteenth-

century libertin ism . Since Versac’s tim e, however, libertin ism  has 

changed in  another way. I t  i s  now generally p ictured  as a  serious

m atter, with fa r  deeper consequences fo r i t s  victim s.

Versac f e l t  confidence in  h is a b il i ty  to  r e s i s t  the power of 

desire . In addition , he had been sure o f the existence of order in

the universe i t s e l f .  This made him conderm h is  own actions as wrong 

in  the name of tra d itio n a l m orality, bu t, on the other hand, i t  was,

in a sense, a  reassuring thought, enabling him to  regard h is  libertin ism  

as an expedient so lu tion  to  p ra c tic a l problems without worrying about

la rger issu es. In the end, however, Versac's own worldliness coupled 

with the influence o f popularized philosophical ideas weakened and a l l  

but destroyed th is  occasionally disagreeable but very convenient out­

look. The lib e r tin e ’s world was no longer a p riv ileged  spot in  the 

universe, a niche where somehow i t  was possible to  suspend the ordinary
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standards o f m orality. Now, the lib e r tin e  i s  no longer sure i f  he 

can t ru s t  him self, i f  he can successfully confront h is  own passions, 

vjhich he sees as the determining factors behind a l l  actions. He 

begins to  believe th a t i f ,  according to  C hristian theology, man is

the servant o f God, he i s ,  under m a te ria lis tic  determinsim, the 

slave of nature.

The l ib e r t in e ’s main task  i s  to  disprove th is  frightening idea 

by having sane e ffe c t, as an ind iv idual, on the world around him.

The sentim ental hero, as we have seen, not only was a t one with him­

s e lf ,  but a lso  almost always wished to  liv e  in  accordance with so c ie ty 's  

ru le s , even though th a t society generally misunderstood and opposed 

h is  sensitive  nature. His fea r o f d isorder and of the cruelty  th a t 

can re su lt  from giving too much freedom to  individual passions, even

h is own, led him to  accept "le  jugement du pub lic , qui pour e tre
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des prejuges, n 'en  sont pas moins respec tab les .1' The l ib e r tin e , however, 

wages a  double b a tt le .  He has, f i r s t  o f a l l ,  no deep-seated respect 

fo r worldly opinion, and, more and more, considers any form of society 

to  be a  gathering of the weak, vho seek to  p ro tec t themselves from

the na tu ra l forces of d isorder. This, o f course, i s  the opinion of 

most of Sade's heroes. But the seeds of such an a ttitu d e  ex is t in

Versac's contenpt fo r  the foolish  fops and coquettes th a t make up his 

soc ie ty , and begin to  develop even before Laclos' Valmont, as we sh a ll

see in  examining C rebillon 's lib e r tin e  Chester, the hero of Les 

Heureux Qrphelins (1754).

We can a lso  see in  Chester the o ther, inner struggle of the l ib e r ­

tin e  who begins to  fe e l the need to  take a  stand against nature i t ­

s e l f ,  as i t  makes i t s  power f e l t  w ithin each indiv idual, by opposing
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the in te rn a l d isorder o f the passions. Ihe lib e rtin e  i s  pulled in  

two d irec tio n s. Chester would lik e  to  sh a tte r  the a r t i f i c i a l  security  

o f individuals who place a l l  th e ir  fa ith  in  the so c ia l order and y e t, 

he would not want to  destroy th a t order i t s e l f ,  even i f  he were power­

fu l enough to  do so. He does not want to  become hism elf a  victim  of

the forces th a t would then be released . Besides, Chester is  not yet 

so d iffe ren t from Versac and Clitandre as to  despise the glory and ad­

miration enjoyed by a  m asterful lib e r tin e  in  the a r is to c ra tic  society 

to  which he belongs. His goal is  to  create a modified d isorder, to  

replace natu re , to  lock i t  out o f h is world, '/here he alone creates

and destroys other beings, vhile remaining emotionally above the 

fray . Chester w rites to  h is  friend  and mentor:

Si tous les homes pouvaient savoir 
corrre nous, men cher Due, a quel point 
une veritab le  passion les soumet e t  les 
a v i l i t !  de ccmbien de choses qu i, lorsqu’i l s  
pensent came nous, ne dependent que d reux,
e l le  les f a i t  dependre, i l  n ’y en a pas qui 
ne p re fe ra t an bonheur toujours assez douteux 
(jdej regner su r un coeur, par le  sentim ent, 
le  p la i s i r  s in g u lie r e t  f la t te u r ,  de reg le r 
une §rae comne on le  veut, de ne la  determiner
?ue par ses ordres, d ’y fa ire  n a itre  tour a 

our les mouvements les  plus opposes; e t  du
sein  de sen ind ifference, de la  fa ire  mouvoir 
came une machine dont on conduit les re s so r ts , 
e t  a  laquelle on ©rdenne a son g re , le  repos 
ou le  mouvement.

*  *  *

As we have previously noted, i t  i s  rare  to  find  in  the novel 

before Laclos the '’cynique’s" s e l f -p o r t r a i t .  Chester i s  an exception.

Les Heureux Qrphelins, vjritten in  1754, is  an unfinished and somewhat 

d isjo in ted  novel, the f i r s t  p a rt of which is  a  transla tion} done with
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Fortunately fo r  us, Crebillcn soon abandons th is  s to ry , which centers 

on the adventures of Lucie, who, with her brother Edouard, has been 

adopted and ra ised  by the generous Rutland. But Rutland f a l ls  in  love 

with Lucie and, losing control o f h is emotions one day, he a ttenp ts to

use force with her. He iim ediately regrets th is  lapse, but Lucie, 

her v irtue  alarmed, runs away and finds a  position  as a shopgirl, which

she i s  soon forced to  leave because o f an unpleasant encounter with 

an inpudent fop. She leaves London fo r B ris to l, ’here  she meets the 

Duchess o f Suffolk, whose service she en te rs . The second p a rt of the

novel i s  the IXichess' account o f her seduction by Chester, who turns out 

to  be the same young man th a t had annoyed Lucie. The la s t  two sec­

tions go back over the same events recounted by Mme de Suffolk, but 

th is  time i t  i s  Chester’s version, as to ld  to  h is friend  in  France

in  le t te r s  th a t had been in tercepted . The Duchess, i t  i s  discovered,

had been only one o f three victims chosen by Chester to  be undone 
65simultaneously. The novel ends abruptly, before Chester can t e l l  

us how he succeeded in  conquering the la s t  victim , although i t  i s  

c lear th a t her defeat in  in ev itab le . We are never sure of the fa te

of Nine de Suffolk or of Lucie, whom we have by th is  time to ta lly  

forgotten.

Chester i s  unusual because he i s  a lib e r tin e  hero who i s  per­

m itted to  remain unrepentant and unpunished fo r  h is  base deeds. The 

moral issue i s  p resen t, but i t  i s ,  fo r  the most p a r t ,  unobtrusive. ^  

Crebillcn i s  more in te res ted  in  explaining to  us the workings o f Ches­

t e r 's  mind; the successive views we get o t him—f i r s t  in  Lucie's eyes,

the o u ts id e r 's  view o f a fop who could be any ordinary "galant,"  then as he 

i s  seen by the virtuous victim , a  respectable su ito r  u n t i l  he proves



126

to  be a scoundrel, and f in a lly  as he sees him self, a "philosophe" 

engaged in  the pursuit o f knowledge—amount to  a clever unfolding 

of h is  character and manage to  convey seme thing o f the many-sided 

complexity o f the events as they might take place in  re a l l i f e .

Chester, as he reveals him self to  us, enjoys the power and 

p restige  which have resu lted  from h is carefu lly  executed se ries

o f soc ia l manoeuvres. But, fo r him libertin ism  also has the larger 

goal o f enabling him to  believe in  him self, since he fee ls  he can

believe in  nothing e lse . The world may see in  him a d isso lu te  man, 

but libertin ism  fo r Chester i s  anything but pure debauchery. 

"Dissolute” comes from the same root as "to d isso lve ."  A d isso lu te

l i f e  would be the breaking up, the d isin tegration  of the sense of 

s e l f ,  which i s  so e sse n tia l to  Chester; i t  would be y ield ing  to

the n ih ilism  which characterizes e a r l ie r  "galants" and the " f l l le s  

du monde," who had many "philosophical" thoughts but no re a l con­

victions or sense of d ign ity . "Tout agreable, tou t a ttrayan t que

paraisse notre e ta t ,"  says Margot " la  ravaudeuse," " i l  n 'en  e s t  n i
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de plus hum iliant, n i de plus c ru e l."

Ch the contrary, Chester i s  not even content, as was Versac, 

to  re ly  on the general ru le  th a t knowledge is  power. Versac and cer­

ta in ly  Clitandre and the Due de Clerval planned as they went along, 

being confident th a t th e ir  insigh ts in to  hunan behavior and th e ir

a b il i ty  to  keep th e ir  true  character unknown would see them through 

any s itu a tio n . Chester, however, leaves nothing to  chance. He de­

cides he must have a Master Plan inmediately upon h is retu rn  to  London 

from P a ris , where he had been educated: "Je mSdite de grandes choses.

Je veux que toute l'A ngleterre  change de face entre mes mains, e t

§ tre  enfin  pour e l le  un autre Henri VIII" ( I I ,  9).
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When he decides to  seduce the three women, Buttington, a Pranzi- 

type admirer o f h is , t r ie s  to  dissuade him by assuring him th a t "de

memoire d'hcnme on n 'a v a it en Angleterre imagine rien  de p a re il  a ce

chosen sp ec ifica lly  fo r i t s  d if f ic u lty . I t  is  s tressed  th a t Mne de

Suffolk i s  the most beau tifu l and the most virtuous woman in  London, 

th a t Mne de Rindsey, the prude, is  known to  be insensible  to  love,

and th a t Mne de Fembroock, the coquette, i s  more easily  f l i r te d  with 

than conquered.

The d iff ic u lty  i s  enhanced by Chester's need to  disguise himself 

to ta l ly ,  to  hide what he i s  as carefu lly  as Versac had to  do. But, 

with Chester, there are two inport ant d ifferences. F ir s t ,  the prob­

lem o f  the divided inner s e l f —the "moral" s e l f  and the "thinking" 

s e l f —is  beginning to  be resolved. The need to  present a fa lse

appearance can no longer be condemned from the standpoint o f tra d iitc n a l 

m orality, since the lib e r tin e  has re jected  i t  and i s  in  the process of

creating a new m orality. The lib e rtin e  i s  learning to  re ly  only 

on him self fo r ru les o f conduct. The inner, moral s e l f  i s  new the 

supreme au tho rity , and can counsel the so c ia l s e l f  to  take ju s t  those 

steps th a t before i t  had rea lly  opposed in  the name o f an outside 

au thority . I t  i s  a  reversa l o f the moral order, but a  conscious one.

The sentim ental hero had a lso  put s e lf -g ra tif ic a tio n  before obedience 

to  God, ye t he never admitted, perhaps never rea lized , i t .  But fo r

the "cynique," to  search fo r one's pleasure in  obedience i s ,  as we 

have seen, to  cooperate in  the annih ilation  of the s e l f ;  to  be humble, 

land, and good i s  to  efface oneself and disappear as an e ffec tive  

force. In any case, moral goodness, always associated in  the eighteenth 

century with order, both personal and so c ia l, i s  beginning to  be seen

v o u la ift) ten te r"  ( I I ,  10). But, o f course, Ids p ro jec t was
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as a myth by the "cynique." Desire and o ther passions, the motiva­

tin g  forces behind a l l  human action , are reck less, not ordered drives. 

There is  another change in  Chester, sterming from the f i r s t .

Versac created the image of the dangerous l ib e r tin e  fop. Although 

he carefu lly  hid  the serious side o f h is  na ture , he openly con­

cerned him self with the conquest o f the sophisticated  women of h is

soc ie ty , whom he ju s t  as openly despised. Chester, however, assumes 

a  modest and serious demeanor, speaking respectfu lly  o f women and

flowing with "sentiment” and "disd§tion" ( I I ,  9) . The desire  to  appear 

honest in  order to  triunph over v irtue  i s  n o t, o f course, a  new idea.

There are many instances o f i t ,  both before and a f te r  the exanple 

o f Chester. Flanval pretends to  reform in  order to  seduce a v ir ­

tuous woman, and many cruel lib e rtin e s  of the sentim ental novel do 

the same, but these lib e rtin e s  do not sp ec ifica lly  seek out oppor­

tu n itie s  to  confront v irtue  and often lose patience with the need

to  disguise themselves

Although Chester’s disguise is  a lso  d ic ta ted  by circumstances

(in  th is  case, the Ehglish national character—or as Chester says, 

th e ir  p a rtic u la r  " fa tu ite  generale" j l l ,  <f|, which i s  d iam etrically  

opposed to  th a t of the French), he purposely singles out Mne de Suffolk,

who is  fa r  more important than the other two women, and, secure in  

the knowledge of the r ig itn e ss  o f h is  lib e r tin e  philosophy, he especially

enjoys the duplic ity  th a t marks h is  conduct towards her and the 

spectacle o f her dying v irtu e . The lib e rtin e  "cynique" a f te r  Chester

i s  especially  a ttrac ted  to  goodness, as though by a  powerful force, 

but in  order to  destroy i t .  The lib e r tin e  d iabo lica lly  im itates 

v irtue  and gains the confidence of the intended victim  before s tr ik in g .
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With Chester, the t a c i t  agreement th a t once prevailed between the

"cynique” and the women he seduced no longer e x is ts . A desire  to  

crush the opponent, formulated even before knowing h e r, replaces i t .

C hester's vision of l i f e  i s  one o f continuous vengeance, and 

he leaves to  h is  in te lligence  and to  h is  dispassionate natu re , which 

ensures h is  superio rity  over o thers , the task of carrying i t  out;

what appears to  the emotional Mme de Suffolk to  be a  triunph of d is ­

sim ulation on her p a r t , i s  no less than an open acknowledgement

o f love to  the c lear-sighted  Chester: "rien  de ce qui se p assa it dans

son §me, quelque secretement q u 'i l  s 'y  passa t, ne m 'e ta it pourtant

echappe" ( I I ,  12). Yet, the cruelty  o f Chester, i t  must be s tressed , 

i s  only a f i r s t  step  towards th a t o f la te r  "cyniques." Although he views 

him self as a "philosophe," a t  tim es, h is philosophy seems to  be no

deeper than th a t o f Versac, whose main concern was h is  "g lo ire ,"  and 

who sinply wanted to  carve out a secure place fo r him self in  society .

At other tim es, even Chester's cynicism seems to  waiver. In sp ite  

o f h is misanthropy, fo r exanple, he can s t i l l  speak o f "les vraiment

bens Anglais" ( I I ,  8) who scom him (the im plication being th a t 

they are r ig h t to  do so ) , and, in  sp ite  of h is  desire  to  destroy na­

tu re 's  a rb itra ry  ru le  and replace i t  with h is  own, he can s t i l l  wonder 

i f  nature i s  n o t, a f te r  a l l ,  "toujours plus sage que nous," i f  i t  is  

not able to  teach man to  be happy by showing him how to  avoid making

"un objet de passion, de ce que la  nature . . .  a voulu sans doute 

qui ne fu t qu'un p la is ir "  ( I I ,  18).

At the same time, i t  i s  true  th a t Chester, unlike Versac, who never saw 

beyond h is  l i t t l e  world, is  often troubled by the fee ling  o f h is 

own l i t t le n e s s  in  the scheme of th ings. He carp ares the seriousness of



130

purpose and dignity o f the libertine to  those same q u a litie s  as seen

in  the diplomat and the g rea t statesman so often th a t he seems to  be
69

reassuring him self. He worries a lso  whether he has been deceiving himself

about the effectiveness of h is  own a b il i ty  to  reason. A lib e rtin e  

should be modest, he believes, fo r " i l  y a bien lo in  encore des

lumieres que les hcranes croient avoir acquises A la  veritab le  philosophe 

Is i c j : e t  je  ne sa is  s i  ce ne s e ra i t  pas penser trop bien d 'eux, que de

cro ire  q u 'i l s  puissent jamais y parvenir" ( I I ,  17). He even fears 

th a t reason cannot correct na ture , th a t i t  i s  rea lly  powerless; i t  

sharpens our a b il i ty  to  judge our own weaknesses, but i t  is  unable

to  do anything about them, thus making us even more miserable than 

we were when we lived in  igiorance. What have these "funestes lumieres”

and ”le  p la i s i r  de l a  vengeance” dene fo r  us, he asks h is  friend : ”en

avons-nous moins e te  tous deux enportes par nos d e s irs , e t  moins dupes

e t  martyres de notre vanity? . . . nous n'avons done pas e te  raisonnables, 

e t  surement, nous n ’avons pas e te  heuneux" ( I I ,  43). Perhaps, although 

he does not seriously en te rta in  such a  thought, there i s  even such

a thing as love. "Nous nous croyons philosophies", but i t  might w ell be 

in  vain th a t we seek to  f i t  to  th is  passion "une phiilosophie dont e lle

n ’e s t  peu t-e tre  pas susceptib le" ( I I ,  43).

Chester shares such doubts as these with la te r  "cyniques," but

h is  discontent i s  mild when ccrpared to  the anger and fru s tra tio n  of 

the Marquise de M erteuil, for exanple, who cannot even formulate them 

without being outraged a t what she sees as n a tu re 's  ind ifference, perhaps 

even i t s  h o s t i l i ty ,  towards man. Chester represents a link  between 

Versac and Merteuil in  th a t he tends to  blame natu re , with i t s  contradictory

decrees concerning man, and not society alone, fo r the d issa tis fac tio n
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70we fee l w ithin ourselves. We want knowledge, but are given in ­

su ffic ie n t powers of reason. We want to  be happy, but are refused 

not only the re a lity  o f happiness, bu t, because of our "funestes

lum ieres," even the illu s io n  of i t .

But Chester is  able to  control h is anger, and th is  moderation 

prevents him from turning in to  the monster th a t Merteuil i s .  He occa­

sionally  fee ls  p ity  fo r Mne de Suffolk, whose honesty steps him 

from being "aussi barb are que notre indifference e t  notre vanite

voudraient que nous le  fussiens" ( I I ,  56) ,  although such feelings 

do not step him from envisioning th is  love a f f a i r ,  as he would any

other, as an opportunity to  hum iliate and destroy her. Chester also 

manages to  keep a  certa in  sense of humor, even a t h is  own expense, 

something th a t would be inpossible fo r la te r  l ib e r tin e s . In sho rt, 

Chester i s  able to  keep a  certa in  distance between him self and h is 

victim s, yet without relinquishing a l l  h is  t ie s  to  humanity. The

d iff ic u lty  of conquering Mne de Suffolk 's v irtue  often amuses, ra ther 

than in su lts  him: "mes d e s irs , a ffa ib lis  par la  d igp ite  de son main-

t ie n  e ta ien t p lu tS t pour moi, un amusement, qu'un supplice" ( I I ,  12).

Such a dispassionate s ta te  o f mind i s  ju s t  what the protagonists 

of Laclos and Sade asp ire  to . Yet, paradoxically, the more important the

goal becomes, the less a tta inab le  i t  i s .  Equanimity gives way to  rage.

The angry and in su lted  Merteuil t r ie s  to  replace her heart with her head,

and succeeds only in  creating a new passion, more destructive than love. 

She and her fellow conspirator seek in  the refinement o f cruelty  a means

to  defeat the hum iliating voice o f nature by refusing to  become a slave to  

th e ir  own sexuality . They triu rph  over nature by explo iting  others, the 

way i t  does (as they see i t )  to  a l l .  With M erteuil, we are a t  the outer 

lim its o f human power, cne step behind the would-be god-heroes of Sade.
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Notes to  Chapter I I I :

1
According to  Daniel Mornet's bibliography in  h is  ed ition  of 

Rousseau's la  Nouvelle H§loIse (Paris: Hachette, 1925), there were 
18 new works in  the sentim ental novel category from 17^1 to  1760, 
but there were so many new ones from 1761 to  1780 (118 in  a l l )  th a t 
several d iffe ren t types are distinguished: fo r exanple, "remans
sentimentaux," "romans d 'in tr ig u e  sentimentaux, l,wromans moralisants 
e t sentimentaux. pretendus trad u its  ou imites de l 'a n g la is  . . 
e tc . See I ,  35^-55, 361- 63, 365-66, respectively .

2(Jean-Prangois de B astide], Les confessions d'un fa t  (n .p .: 
n .p . , 17^9), I ,  53-51*. -----------------------------------

^ Mornet, I ,  256.

^(MLchel Mares c o t j l a  Brochure a la  mode (London and Paris:
IXichesne, 1755), p. fl7^ 'Ihe rollowing quotation, id en tified  in  
the te x t ,  i s  from th is  ed itio n .

5 Charles Pinot Duclos, Les Confessions du comte de **♦, in  Rananciers 
du XVIII6 s ie c le . in trod . Rene Etiemble (Paris: Gallimard, T965) , I I ,  247. 
The following quotations, id en tified  in  the te x t , are from th is  ed ition .

^ (Louis Domaironjl, Le Libert in  devenu vertueux, ou memoires du 
comte D*** (London and Liege: F .J . Dosoer, 1777), I ,  27. The following 
quotation, id en tifie d  in  the te x t ,  i s  from th is  ed ition .

7
Mile Motte, Oelide, ou l 'h i s to i r e  de la  marquise de B lev ille , 

quoted in  L'Annee L itt§ ra ire~ (l775; rptY Geneva: S la tk ine, 19bb), XXII, 505.
Q

Mile Motte, L ettres du marquis de Sezannes au comte de Saint-Lis 
[17T0» quoted in  Momet, I ,  277-78.

9
Mile de Saint-Leger, dame de C o llev ille , L ettres du chevalier de 

Saint-Alme e t  de Mademoiselle de Melcourt £1781J , quoted in  Mornet, I ,  277.
10 Joseph-Marie Loaisel de Treogate, Dolbreuse ou l'honme du sidc le  

(Amsterdam and P aris: B elin , 1783), I ,  5.

11 Mornet, I ,  255.

Jean lessen de Laguerie, Les Amours de Lucile e t  de Doligry, ou 
le t t re s  de deux amants (Paris: Le Jay, 1769) ,  I ,  2. The following 
quotation, ld e n tn ie a  in  the te x t ,  i s  from th is  ed ition .

13 Loaisel de Treogate, I ,  13. The following quotation i s  id en tified  
in  the te x t.

lU Exanples shewing th is  need fo r order as the most basic charac teris­
t i c  of the sentim ental hero can be taken from many novels. The c r i t ic  
of L'Annee h i t te r a i r e , fo r exanple, t e l l s  us th a t v ir tu e , as i t  is  
seen in- l'abbe Gerard's Le Comte de Valmont, ou les egarements de la  ra iso n , 
"en entrentenant l 'o rd re  dans nos pensees, nos sentim ents, e t  nos ac­
t io n s , nous prouve le  bien inestim able d 'S tre  toujours d'accord avec
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nous-memes . . . ” (1774; rp t .  Geneva: S latk ine, 1966), XXI, 233.
Loaisel de Treogate's Dolbreuse says: "je  sen tis  que 1 'amour de
l 'o rd re ,  e ta i t  la  source du ccntentement," (11,83). Rousseau's J u l ie ,
when we sh a ll examine la te r ,  shares the need fo r order with other se n ti­
mental heroes. At the moment o f sudden insigh t th a t takes place in  the 
church during her marriage, she i s  "p§n§tree d'un v i f  sentiment du
danger dont j 'S ta i s  de liv ree , e t  de l 'e t a t  d'honneur e t  de sunete oil 
je  me sen ta is  re ta b lie ,"  J u l ie ,  ou la  Nouvelle HSloise (Paris: Gamier- 
Flanmarian, 1967), p . 26<;.

Nicolas Germain Leonard, Oeuvres diverses de Mr. Leonard 
(Lidge: F .J . Desoer, 1777), p . 152.

16 Loaisel de Treogate, I ,  135. The following quotations, iden­
t i f ie d  in  the te x t ,  are from th is  ed ition .

^^Andre-Guillaume Contant d 'O rville/, Pauline, o r the Victim o f 
the Heart (London: Minerva Press, 1794). No tra n s la to r  i s  given fo r 
the kiglTsh ed ition  o f th is  novel, vhich was f i r s t  published in  1766 
as Le Mariage du s ie c le . A ll quotations, id en tifie d  in  the te x t , are 
from th is  Ehglish ed ition .

18 Donatien-Alphonse-Fran<;ois de Sade, Oeuvres conplStes du marquis 
de Sade, ed ition  d e fin itiv e , IV (Paris: Au cercle du iiv re  precieux,
19^6), 205. The following quote, id en tified  in  the te x t ,  i s  from 
th is  ed itio n .

19 L 'H isto ire de Mne de Montglas, ou consolation pour les re -  
lig ieuses qui le  sont mallgre e l l e s , a ttr ib u ted  to  be fem e. This 
quOTaticri and the following one~(identified in  the tex t) are from the 
review in  L'Annee L itte ra ire  (Amsterdam and Paris: Lambert, 1755), VII, 21.

Mornet, I ,  366- 67.
21 Le Mariage, par M. C***, reviewed in  L'Annee L itte ra ire  (1769; 

ip t .  Geneva: S latkine, 1966) ,  XVI, 512-14.
22 Francois -Thomas -Marie de Baculard d'Amaud, Les Efrreuves du 

sentiment (Paris: Moutard, 1781), V, 14 and V,33-34, respectively .

[Barthelemi Im bert], Les Efearements de 1 'amour, ou le t t re s  de 
Faneli e t  de M ilfort (Amsterdam: n .p . ,  1776), 1,121. The following 
quotation,- id en tified  in  the te x t , i s  from th is  ed ition .

This is  the conment of the c r i t i c  of L'Annee L itte ra ire  in  his 
review of Les Memoires du comte de Baneston, e c r i ts  par le  chevalier de 
de Forceville (anon.) (Amsterdam and IParisTLambert, l755), m ,  255.

2^Marie-Jeanne Riccoboni, L 'H isto ire de M.le Marquis de Cressy 
(Amsterdam and P aris: Humblot, 1772).

2^Jjean-Auguste Ju lien , d i t  Desboulmiers^ Rose, ou les e ffe ts  de la  
haine, de 1 'amour e t  de l 'a m itie , 2 vo ls. (Paris: Robin, 1765).
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27 This i s  the descrip tion of the hideaway o f the old l ib e r tin e , 
Dartagiac, in  La Chanpenoise, ou memoires de Mne la  Marquise de ***, 
e c r i ts  par elle-m&ne (ancn) / r iv e n  in  L'Annee L itte ra ire  (Amsterdam
antr Taras r ia ro 'ewr; 1758) ,  v m , 2 4 1 .--------------------------

pO Marie Le Prince de Beaimont, La Nouvelle C larice, h is to ire  
v e ritab le , 2 vols. (Iyon: P ierre Bruyset Ponthus, 17/51.

29 Thomas C arlyle, The French Revolution, a History (New York:
The Modem lib ra ry , 1934), p , 25. The following quotation, id e n ti­
fied  in  the te x t ,  i s  from th is  ed itio n .

3° See especially  Mornet, I ,  237-302, who examines th is  success 
and traces the influence o f la  Nouvelle Heloise on the eighteenth- 
century novel. Loaisel de 'i‘reogate7 in  h is novel Dolbreuse, mentions 
many times h is hero 's  debt to  Rousseau, and dedicates seven pages to  
the descrip tion of a pilgrimmage made to  h is tori) undertaken by the 
hero and h is wife ( I I ,  152-38). I t  i s  recognized, though, tha t Rousseau's
work was as much the re su lt  o f  an already ex is ting  ta s te  fo r "les 
delices du sentiment" as i t  was the in sp ira tion  of future works. See 
Mornet, I ,  49-58 on "le  roman sentim ental e t  passicnne" before Rousseau, 
and also  Georges May, Le Dilemne du roman au XVIII6 s iec le  (New Haven: 
Yale Univ. Press; Paris: Presses u n iv ers ita ire s  de Prance, 1963) .

31 Mornet, I ,  271.

32 Servais Etienne, Le Genre romanesque en Prance depuis 1'appari­
tion  de la  Nouvelle Heloise jusqu'anx approches ae ia  devolution (.Paris: 
AiroancTColin, 1922), p . 270.

33 Frederick Charles Green, French N ovelists, Manners and Ideas 
f l’cin the Renaissance to  the Revolution—(Tunaurfarci TUruritu:1 J.M. Dent,
1928), p. 206.

3̂  Peter Brooks, The Novel o f W orldliness: Crebillon, Marivaux,
Laclos, Stendhal (Princeton: Princeton liriv . Press, i989), p. 15b.

33 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, J u l ie ,  ou la  Nouvelle Heloise (Paris: 
Gamier- Flanmarion, 1967) ,  p . 524. A ll quotations, id en tified  in  the 
te x t ,  are from th is  ed ition .

36
J u l ie 's  aim in  planning th is  marriage seems to  be to  c rea te , fo r 

a l l  th ree , a  p riv ileged  s ta te  of being, which "confbndrait tellem ent nos 
in te re ts"  (p. 526) th a t they would no longer be sa id  to  ex is t as separate 
beings, but there  i s  a lso scxnething cruel in  the way th a t Ju lie  seeks to  
take over the lives of her cousin and her former lover. She i s ,  to  a
certa in  ex ten t, using her cousin as a kind of pawn. C laire would serve 
as a  su b s titu te  J u l ie , creating an indissoluble link  between the two 
lovers tha t would not have been possible otherwise: "N 'est-ce pas Ju lie
que je  vous dome?" she asks, adding th a t th is  union is  the only way
"de nous reun ir sans danger" (p . 510). There is  even the h in t o f a much 
more mundane concern; C la ire 's  presence as Saint-Preux' wife would have 
been a  constant safeguard against succumbing to  tenp ta tion , which, Ju lie
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admits, s t i l l  threatened her v irtue  (p. 564).

37 Leonard, p . 246.

Leonard, p. 251. See also Paul Van Tieghem, "Les Droits de 
1 ' amour e t  1 ’uni an lib re  dans le  roman frangais e t  allemand ( 1760-  
1790)," Neophilologus 12 (1927), 96-103.

39 The only exception I  found to  th is  i s  inflam abe Famian
EUrosoiT)» C lairval philosophe, ou la  force des passions (La Haie: 
n .p . ,  Tfb5T,~~s novgr wmar Hr a ca mrarr-remlheKr vr ?irv close the 
lib e r tin e  and the sentimental novel rea lly  a re . Both accept as moral 
law the judgnent of the ind iv idual, which can only be based on the 
evidence o f the five senses. C lairval claims to  be an ”ame sensib le” 
but would be considered fa r  too bold by most others in  th is  category.
She declares th a t love (which fo r her i s  suspiciously close to  lu s t)  
has nothing to  do with conjugal fa ith :  ”ce tte  union qu’on name sac re ,
e s t  un acte a tten ta to ire  a la  l ib e r te ,  le  premier bien de l'honme"
( I ,  256). Accordingly, the promise o f m arita l f id e l i ty ,  especially  
when given under constra in t, is  "nulle de toute n u lli te "  ( I ,  47).

^  Jjntoert] , n , 147. The following quotation, id en tified  in  the te x t ,  
i s  from th is  ed ition .

41 Henri Coulet,Le Roman jusqu 'a  la  Revolution, I  (Paris: Armand 
Oolin, 1967), I ,  384.

42 Momet, I ,  281.

^3 Rousseau, p . 528. Following quotation i s  id en tifie d  in  the te x t.
44 Les E ffets des passions, ou mSmoires de M de F loricourt (anon.), 

quoted in  L’Annee L itte ra ire  (1768; rp t .  Geneva: S la tk ine, 19b5), XV, 407.

^5 English Shcwalter, J r . , The Evolution o f the French Novel, 1641 
to  1782 (Princeton: Princeton uhiv. P ress, L972), p . 173 gives as 
the reason fo r the lack of o rig in a lity  in  the eighteenth-century novel 
a purely e s th e tic  consideration: im itation i s  prized above o rig in a lity
because of the lingering  c la ss ic a l ideas th a t there i s  an id ea l formula
fo r  each l i te ra ry  genre and th a t creation is  sinply a m atter of applying 
the ru le s .

46 Showalter, p . 335.

47|B astideJ, I I ,  124.
48 Loaisel de Treogate, I ,  85.
49 Momet, I ,  277. See the quotations given on p. 97 above, 

i l lu s t r a t in g  th is .
50

Georges B a ta ille , L’ErotismeCParis; Editions de m inuit, 1957), p . 31.
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Laguerie, I ,  177.
52

B ata ilie  remarks th a t "le passage de l ’e ta t  normal a celui 
de d esir  erotique suppose en nous la  d isso lu tion  re la tiv e  de l ’Stre 
ccnstitue  dan l 'o rd re  discontinu" ( i . e . ,  the everyday world, beyond 
which we cannot see ), p . 24.

ElUrosof/, I I ,  139-40. The following quotations, id en tified  
in  the te x t ,  are drawn from the same ed ition .

54 Che o f h is  blackest deeds i s  to  c a ll  C lairval to  him when 
he believes he i s  dying to  beg fo r  her care and help. She arrives and 
stays with him u n ti l  he i s  w ell. Upon recovering, M de C lairval
suddenly disappears with h is  w ife’s jew els, leaving her alone, about 
to  give b ir th , fa r  from home, vdth no money. She i s  turned out of
the inn to  have her baby in  the woods. Unassisted and almost starved 
to  death, she survives, but the baby d ies . She forgives her husband 
because "l'homme £ne peut pasj vaincre le  pouvoir des mouvements 
innes qui le  dcminent" ( I ,  8) .

55 See above, note 44.

56 Ooulet, I ,  452.
57 Jean Giraudoux, "Choderlos de Laclos,"  in  L itte ra tu re  (1941; 

rp t .  P aris: Gallimard, 1967), p . 52.

jtesboulnuers^ I ,  12 and I ,  22, respectively .

59 Barry Ivker, "Towards a D efinition of Libertinism in  Eighteenth- 
Century French F ic tion ,"  in  Studies on V oltaire and the Eighteenth 
Century Vol, 73 (Geneva: Institu t" e t  musee V oltaire, les  Ueiices,
197UT, p . 228.

Roland M ortier, Clartes e t  ombres du s iec le  des lumieres 
(Geneva: Droz, 1969), p . n 4 ,  points out th a t the men o f  th is  century 
c learly  saw th e ir  age th is  way and deliberately  adopted such ep ithets 
as "siec le  philosophique" and "siec le  des lumieres."

6l Aram Vartanian, "Erotisme e t  Philosophie chez Diderot," 
Association In ternationale des Etudes F’rancaises. Cahiers, No. 13
( 19^ 7 ,T .  37^ . ----------------------------------------------------------------------------

^  Claude Prosper Jolyot de Crebillon, Oeuvres conpletes (1777; 
rp t .  Geneva: S latk ine, i 960) ,  I I ,  16. All quotations from le s  Heureux
Qrphelins are id en tifie d  in  the tex t and re fe r  to  th is  ed ition .

64C lifton Cherpack, An Essay on Crebillon f i l s  (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
Uhiv. Press, 1962), p . 93.

65 The in tr ic a te  plans o f Chester remind the reader o f the care-
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fu lly  spun webs o f laclos* heroes. This p a rtic u la r  one to  seduce three 
women a t  the same time resembles th a t o f the dangerous lib e rtin e  
Pr§van, who nevertheless f a l ls  victim  to  the even more dangerous 
M erteuil.

66 vfe know th a t Chester is  wrong because he sometimes voices 
doubts about h is b e lie fs  and admits th a t he i s  not tru ly  happy, and, 
fo r a l l  the eighteenth century, Crebillon included, unhappiness i s  a  
s ig i  of vice and happiness a sign o f v irtu e . But, i t  also seems, a t 
times, th a t Crebillon i s  almost a fta id  tha t h is disapproval of Chester’s 
theories w ill  not be recognized. Then the m oralist in  him (the 
Crebillon of the Lettres de la  Duchesse de . . .  au Due de . . . ) takes 
over. At one point (11^ 18), Crebillcn seems to  usurp Chester’s
place as n a rra to r. I t  i s  hard to  understand otherwise hew a  man who 
declares th a t " i l  y a des volip tes d e lic a te s , des p la is ir s  f in s , qui 
ne sent pas pour tou t le  monde, e t  que je  ne suis pas su rp ris qu’un 
horrme qui . . . ne sau ra it s 'e lever au-dessus de ses sens, ne con­
volve pas" ( I I ,  20), could also  claim th a t h is aim in  w riting  is  to  be
useful to  others by showing them "les minuties de leurs erreurs" ( I I ,  18).

67 Jean-Louis Fougeret de Menbrcn, Margot la  ravaudeuse (P an s: 
Pauvert, 1958), p. 36.

68 Che example, a f te r  Chester, but almost a decade before Val- 
mont, concerns the lib e rtin e  Lord Derby, who, try ing  to  seduce the 
heroine of Les Memoires de Mademoiselle de Stemheim, pub l ie s  par
M. Wieland £1.777}, seizes the moment in  which she i s  v is itin g  a  poor 
family th a t she has saved from misery, to  d is tr ib u te  alms to  the 
poor in  order to  inpress her with h is v irtu e . Reviewed in  L’AnnSe 
L itte ra ire  (1773; rpt.Geneva: S latkine, 1966), XX, 65-69.

69 Chester i s ,  in  h is  outlook, very much lik e  the next (and 
la s t)  lib e r tin e  of Crebillon f i l s ,  Alcibiade of Les Lettres atheniennes, 
who actually  uses h is  mastery in  eroticism  to  a tta in  great p o l i t ic a l  
power.

According to  Cherpack, p . 175, the L ettres atheniennes and Les
Heureux Qrphelins "are the novels in  which the ’nytholos^’ o f i n t e l l i ­
g e n c e  arid eroticism  i s  brought out in  ways most s trik in g ly  reminiscent
of Les Liaisons dangereuses,"
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Chapter IV: lac lo s: The In te lle c tu a l rebellion

I t  has been sa id  that Les lia isons dangereuses is  a  godless 

novel. Ih is  i s  perhaps the reason th a t the image o f cruelty  pre­

sented in  i t  is  so unse ttling . Ihe protagonists are not possessed 

by demons, but seem to  choose the path o f cruelty  ra tio n a lly . They 

are not involved in the metaphysical struggle of challenging God's

power in  the universe; they sinply do not acknowledge i t ,  a t  lea s t 

w ithin th e ir  comer o f the world, which i s  a l l  they are consciously

concerned with. I t  i s  true  th a t they are painfu lly  aware of cer­

ta in  na tu ra l lim its  to  th e ir  powers. Nature hum iliates them by creating 

fo r them a sexual drive that threatens to  enslave th e ir  w il l .  But

nature i s  f e l t  to  be more o f an enseirble of b io log ical factors th a t a l l  

men share as members of a species ra th e r than the agent or symbol o f a

deity  whose w ill stands again s t  th a t o f the ind iv idual. Sade's heroes 

w ill  move back and forth  between these two views, but the Marquise de

Merteuil and the Vi comte de Valmont are not fu lly  conscious o f the

metaphysical aspect o f th e ir  struggle and so are basica lly  c lo ser, on

th is  p o in t, to  C rebillon 's Versac than to  Sade's lib e r tin e s .
2

The atheism of Valmont, fo r example, is  "comfortable.11 He some­

times supposes the existence o f a God, but more to  g loat over the in ­

a b il i ty  o f "des secours Strangers" to  change Mne de Tourvel's fa te ,^  

or to  mock re lig ious p rac tices , as when he maliciously asks the poor

people he has ju s t  helped to  "p rie r Etieu pour le  succes de mes pro­

je ts "  (XXI, 45) than to  challenge God's power d ire c tly . He t r ie s  to  

make a dupe of God, ra th e r than to  se t  him self up as His antagonist.

He "uses" God—in  the shape of le  pere Anselme—to  gain entry to  Mne de
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Tourvel’s home in  much the same way th a t he uses Danceny to  get the

key to  Oecile’s room. His v ictory in  both cases i s  a l l  the more 

"piquant” fo r having had someone to  foo l.

I t  i s ,  therefo re , misleading to  labe l Laclos’ heroes sa tan ic ,

even though there are elements o f satanism in  th e ir  struggle and even 

though i t  i s  c lear th a t w ithin th e ir  own world, they mean to  be the

only d e it ie s . In th is ,  they are very s im ila r to  any of the e ig iteen th - 

century seducers we have looked a t ,  whether "galant” o r "cynique.”

Marcel Ruff, who disagrees, has s ta ted  th a t the eighteenth century is  

marked by the double and closely linked development o f satanism and 

illuminism, both a ris in g  from " la  p rise  de conscience du mal:" "le

vertige du mal e s t  pa rt ou t,"  he believes, invading also  the realm of 
5

eroticism . He rec a lls  Cazotte’s dev il in  Le Pi able amoureux, who

takes the shape of the beau tifu l Biondetta in  order to  entrap the hero 

Alvare (p. 6 l) . But Cazotte's story  is  an exception, even fo r him­

s e lf .^  His few other productions, such as La Patte  du chat (17*11), 

are more ty p ica l exanples o f the ligh thearted , fa iry - ta le  quality  

th a t the French preferred  in  th e ir  ta le s  o f the unreal. As fo r  human 

seducers, Faublas, fo r exanple, who also indulges in  disguises a t 

tim es, the tone i s  more often burlesque than sa tan ic .

Even the more serious seducers o f the eighteenth century f a i l  to  

evoke the image o f Satan. Although Ruff notes th a t in  the second h a lf

of the century, " la  vogue du gothique se repand" (p. 37), i t  would 

seem th a t ,  i f  French w riters im itated th is  s ty le  a t  a l l ,  i t  was in  the 

sentim ental novel, with i t s  almost morbid ta s te  fo r su ffe ring , ra th e r 

than in  the portrayal o f the lib e r tin e  "cynique." But even the creel 

monster o f the sentim ental novel, with h is  uncontrollable f i t s  o f
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we have seen, his cruelty  usually i s  traceable to  a  b io log ical cause.

I f  he is  su llie d  by unspeakable crimes, th is  i s  not the marie o f a 

man doomed by supernatural fo rces, but. the re su lt o f scxne in te rn a l 

physical disorder. In the case o f the worldly-minded "cynique's" ta le ,

the a i r  of mystery and enchantment found in  the Gothic novel i s  

to ta l ly  absent. Ihe "cynique” i s  concerned o ily  with human nature.

Chester, in  Les Heureux Qrphelins, was already sure of the rightness of 

h is  philosophical conclusions on th is  subject and, with Laclos' heroes, 

the "cynique," as we have ju s t  noted, has come to  be comfortable with 

the idea o f h is cruelty . I t  i s ,  in  fa c t ,  p recisely  th is  comfort that 

causes the reader's  discomfort: cruelty  seems so na tu ra l a course of

action .

M erteuil's c rue lty , then, like  Versac's,: is  oriented exclusively 

towards human ends. Ihe two heroes are sim ila r in  many ways. Like 

her predecessor, Merteuil chooses her victims on apparently flimsy 

grounds and exacts scathing revenge fo r the s lig h te s t offenses. Com­

pare, fo r exanple, Versac's treatment of Mne de Lursay in  Les Egare- 

ments du coeur e t  de 1 'e s p r i t  with M erteuil's punishment o f the l ib e r­

tin e  Prevan, who i s  ruined fo r having made a  rash statement th a t ,  as 

Valmont points ou t, Merteuil could have punished sinply by ignoring

h is  advances and making him look foo lish . But such mild re ta lia tio n  

is  unthinkable; Valmont's lack of understanding of her need to  crush 

Prevan and h is  lack of fa ith  in  her a b il i ty  to  do so provoke the famous 

l e t t e r  LXXXI, in which she contemptuously re je c ts  Valmont's advice 

and goes on to  reveal to him,apparently fo r the f i r s t  tim e, the depth and

in te n s ity  o f her character.
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In Gercourt's case, again, the intended punishment appears to

be to ta lly  disproportionate to  the crime. In fa c t ,  to  judge by Mer- 

t e u i l 's  usual methods, one may assume th a t ,  f a r  from having been hurt

by Gercourt, she had probably been on the point of dismissing him, 

when he surprised her by acting f i r s t .  Moreover, as the "ed ito r” of 

these le t te r s  t e l l s  us, th is  episode "n 'ava it rien  que d 'o rd inaire"

( I I ,  lOn) and had, in  any case, taken place a  long while ago. I t  had 

certa in ly  been forgotten by the pub lic , o r more lik e ly , considering

M erteuil's reputation  as a prude, had never even been kncwn.

This la s t  remark—th a t her a f f a i r  with Gercourt was probably

unknown—poin ts up the e sse n tia l difference between Mne de Merteuil 

and Versac. Behind the seemingly random character o f h is ru th less 

behavior, Versac i s  sending out c lear s ig ia ls  to  a l l  onlookers th a t

he i s  a dangerous man. His cruelty  adapts i t s e l f  to  the general 

system o f ta c i t  agreements, described e a r l ie r ,  whose function i t  i s  to

hold together a r is to c ra tic  society . His p riva te  opinions of society 

are h is personal s e c re t, but such secre ts m atter l i t t l e  as long as

he continues to  go along with the system by le t t in g  others knew, by 

h is  actions, exactly where they stand. M erteuil's ru th lessness, on 

the other hand,, works in  sec re t; she i s  cruel in  sp ite  o f the fac t 

th a t she must appear v irtuous. Here, actions as well as p rivate  opinions 

are surrounded by a v e il o f to ta l  secrecy. Her viciousness serves

no so c ia l purpose.

I t  has been objected th a t M erteuil's need fo r secrecy stems from

the fac t th a t she i s  a  woman: since society demands pu rity  o f morals
•7

from a  woman, M erteuil has to  hide her misconduct. Yet, as we have 

seen, what society re a lly  demands from a woman i s  cooperation. In
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f a c t ,  she i s  expected not to  be pure and, although she must not fo r­

get to  pay l ip  service to  the id ea l o f the virtuous woman, her behavior 

i s  always an open se c re t. M erteuil's behavior, however, i s  a re a l

s e c re t .

We have already noted the breakdown of the system o f ta c i t  

agreements between the "cynique” and the women he seduces (o r, in  

M erteuil's case, the men she seduces) with C rebillon 's Chester in  

Les Heureux Qrphelins. E a r lie r , women knew what the lib e r tin e  was,

even i f  they consented to  forget i t  fo r the moment, and s im ila rly , the 

lib e r tin e  easily  saw through the nyths of "le  moment" and " la  sensi-

b i l i t e . "  Oonplicity between the sexes was w ell estab lished . Che 

c r i t i c  goes so fa r  as to  refuse to  speak of seduction and to  labe l the
g

sexual manoeuvres on both sides as "les pas d'une danse r i tu e l le ."

By Chester's tim e, the l ib e r tin e  needs to  create a victim  and f in a lly , 

with Merteuil and Valmont, the in te l le c tu a l  rebellion  against "the way

things are" i s  couplete and only a m aster-slave re la tionsh ip  w ill  do. 

There i s  no bond between the Marquise and her victim s, who have no idea

a t  a l l  what so rt o f woman they are dealing w ith; the duplic ity  is  

to ta l .  I f  Versac looked down on the fools he was forced to  live  with, 

he f e l t  obliged, nonetheless, to  cooperate. But there  i s  no note 

of submissiveness in  the Marquise's character; she recogiizes no re ­

s tra in ts  on her w il l ,  and fee ls  no kniship with o thers , whom she to ta lly

despises.^

Prom Versac's time to  M erteu il's , there  has been, in  o ther words, 

a  steady de te rio ra tio n , w ithin the mind o f the l ib e r tin e , o f the idea of 

human specialness. The fee ling  o f the n a tu ra l d ig iity  o f man, s t i l l  a 

fac to r fo r C rebillon 's heroes, slowly dissolves and i s  replaced by one
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of general contenpt fo r those not strong enough to  earn the r ig h t

to  be respected. In Les Efearements, the figure of the mysterious 

"inccnnue,"  Hortense de lh § v ille , suggested the re a lity  o f a na tu ra l

innocence in  man, an innate moral sense th a t he i s  able to  uncover 

in  him self by taking refuge from the corruption of society in  s e l f ­

contemplation. There is  no such character in  Laclos1 novel. Instead

of innocence, we have the ignorance of 0§cile de Volanges, which is  

n e ither a ttra c tiv e  nor suggestive of a  morally superior plane of 
10existence. In fa c t ,  fa r  from being innocent, man’s ignorance is  

ta in ted  by a  tendency towards d u p lic ity . Education and so c ia l graces

cover i t  up, but never change i t .  Valmont's famous remark about 

supposedly honest men makes th is  po in t: "tous egalement scel€rats

dans leurs p ro je ts , ce q u 'i ls  mettent de fa ib lesse  dans l 'ex ecu ticn ,

i l s  l ’appellent p robite" (LXVI, 134).

Valmont’s statement could easily  have been made by any of Sade’s

l ib e r tin e s , and i f  there are no self-deceiv ing  Danceny-type characters 

i l lu s t r a t in g  th is  theme in  the works o f the Marquis, i t  i s  because he

i s  more in te res ted  in  philosophizing than in  exploring human psychology. 

Sade sometimes allows unswerving innocence to  e x is t ,  but th is  i s  h is 

way of engineering an easy victory fo r h is id eas: he se ts  up straw men

in  order to  knock them down. Laclos' Cecile and Sade's Justine (in  

Les Infortunes de l a  vertu  and in  i t s  expanded version, Les Malheurs

de la  ve rtu ) both demonstrate th a t the idea o f man's na tu ra l innocence 

i s  unfounded, but by opposite routes: what Laclos shows by means of a 

r e a l is t ic  treatm ent, Sade estab lishes s a t i r ic a l ly .  Ju s tin e 's  obstinate

re fu sa l to  change in  the face of a l l  th a t has happened to  her destroys 

the reader’s b e lie f  in  the re a l ity  o f her innocence. The contrived ending



144

showing J u l ie t t e 's  sudden conversion only strengthens th is  d isb e lie f , 

fo r , i f  anything, J u l ie t te  should have been confirmed in  her l i f e  of

crime by the exanple of Ju s tin e 's  death.
*  *  *

Although the rebe llion  o f Laclos' heroes i s  d isquieting  in  i t s  

consequences, i t  i s  easy to  be fascinated by these characters, as 

many c r i t ic s  have been. Jean-Luc Seylaz points out th a t man has 

always f e l t  a  certa in  a ttrac tio n  to  the great ev il-doer, as i f  recog­

nizing in  him a p a rt o f h is  own n a tu re .11 A rtis tic  works th a t play upon 

the theme of e v il  may even allow him to  work o ff th is  tendency harm­

le s s ly . The cruelty  o f Les Liaisons dangereuses, by the very fac t th a t 

i f  seems g ra tu itous, achieves a  pu rity  which represents an a r t i s t i c  and

psychological id ea l. Seylaz carp ares th is  "mechancte pour la  me chance te"  

to  the la te r  id ea l o f " l 'a r t  pour l ' a r t ” (p. 102).

Although there a re , as we have sa id , reservations to  be made

about the idea th a t Laclos' heroes are meant to  represent beings of 

mythical proportions, dedicated to  the idea o f e v il  fo r e v i l 's  sake,

i t  i s  true  th a t cruelty  i s  the outstanding c h arac te ris tic  o f M erteuil's 

personality  and th a t ,  in  creating  h er, the author struck a responsive

chord in  h is audience. Seylaz believes tha t Laclos gave form to  

Vimage glorieuse dans laquelle  [la  s o c i i t s j  vou lait se reccnnaltre"

(p. 124). Yet a basic question remains unanswered: why should the

image of greatness, of human determination and achievement, fo r a 

whole section  of society (fo r a  whole age, Seylaz in p lie s) take the

shape of a  cancerous cruelty  d irected  a t  a l l  o ther beings, a t society 

in  general, yet a t  no one and nothing in  pa rticu lar?
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I t  w ill  be our task  here to  examine the reasons fo r the growing 

pessimism and to  describe the l ib e r t in e ’s response to  i t ,  h is  formu­

la tio n  o f an e th ic  of c rue lty . Ihe f i r s t  step towards an a ttitu d e  of

cruelty  has been described above, in  Chapter I I ,  as the misreading 

by the educated public o f the aims of contemporary philosophy. There

was a general b e lie f  th a t the b io log ically  oriented view of man s e r i ­

ously challenged the tra d itio n a l idea of human sovereignty on earth .

Of more inmediate concern to  many was the fea r th a t the new "animal-

lik e ” man would no longer fe e l the need to  control passions th a t might 

in te rfe re  with orderly so c ia l l i f e .  In Chapter I I I ,  we described the

reaction  to  the frightening idea of unleashed desire: the need to  

demonstrate th a t man could re ly  on, and, in  fa c t ,  was meant to  re ly  on

specia l human q u a litie s  o f heart o r mind in  order to  conquer the brute 

in  him.

I t  i s  not su rp rising  th a t the public m isinterpreted the in ten ­

tions o f the "philosophes."  In the war o f propaganda engaged in  by 

tra d itio n a lis ts  and by converts to  the new ideas, exaggeration was the

order of the  day. False notions were hard to  d isp e l, since people 

seemed to  have preferred  th e ir  philosophy in  capsulated form: c liches,

catchwords, and phrases th a t were a ttra c tiv e  without being hard to  

understand. As one so c ia l h is to rian  points out, even when the pres­

tig e  o f " la  philosophie" was a t  i t s  highest p o in t, people who f re ­

quented the salons depended on "enlightened" discussions fo r  th e ir

inform ation, few of them actually  taking the trouble to  read the "gros
12

tomes de l ’Ehcyclopedie." In any case, the  few serious philosophical

works which squarely faced the moral problems th a t d id , a f te r  a l l ,  e x is t
13

behind the exaggerations were not readily  availab le .
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Any reader o f eighteenth-century novels, both sentim ental and 

l ib e r tin e , i s ,  as we have seen, witness to  the general penchant fo r 

philosophical jargon and to  the extent to  which a  popularly-conceived 

brand o f materialism made i t s  way in to  the public mind. By the time 

of the publication o f D'Holbach's Le gyst&ne de la  nature in  1770,

" la  philosophie encyclopedique" had so won over cu ltivated  opinion tha t
14no one was tru ly  shocked by the book's strong statem ents. Prom

about the nud-1770's, in  fa c t , the basic tenets o f the new philosophy 

were no longer debated; having been accepted, they were judged to  be

too tame, and discussions in  the salons were given over to  applying
15the acquired b e lie fs  to  p o l i t ic a l  and economic questions. According

to J.H. Brum fitt, i t  is  probably correct to  say th a t "the average

educated man's map of h is in te lle c tu a l universe was more ccrpletely

redrawn in  the eighteenth century than in  any sim ila r period before 
16

or since."  Hie fac t th a t many o f h is conclusions were based on 

d is to rtio n s o f philosophical ideas does not rob them of th e ir  impor­

tance, fo r i t  i s  sometimes true th a t the o rig ina l meaning of ideas is  

less s ig n ifican t in  shaping opinions and influencing actions than 

what was generally thought to  be th e ir  meaning.

Ihe a r is to c ra tic  "cynique" was a lso  influenced by the ideas tha t 

were in  the a i r  and th a t were more or less forced upon any serious-

minded individual o f the day. But i t  would be wrong to  think th a t 

the ideas o f the "cynique" represented a  ccnplete d is to rtio n  of 

contemporary philosophical ideas, fo r there had also been great changes 

w ithin the philosophical movement as i t  developed during the second 

h a lf  of the century. We find , in  fa c t ,  many ideas cannon to  both

Mne de M erteuil's philosophy and th a t ,  fo r exanple, of Le Sjyst&ne de la
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nature* But, more s ig n if ic a n tly , the l ib e r tin e  "cynique" and the

"philoscphe" are drawn closer than ever before by th e ir  a ttitu d e ;

they share, in  many ways, a coranon outlook, characterized especially  

by a blend o f pessimism about human nature and, in  sp ite  o f th is ,  a

determination to  overcome the obstacles, to  ac t to  improve th e ir  lo t .

The s im ila r itie s  in  a ttitu d e  do n o t, o f course, re su lt in  a

conmon plan of action . In order to  understand the l ib e r t in e 's  ph ilos- 

sophy of c ruelty , i t  is  necessary to  consider one other e ssen tia l 

fac to r in  h is  make-up, which i s  the p a rticu la rly  cynical and pessim istic

nature of the a r is to c ra tic  pe rsonality . I t  i s  the conciliation of 

these two elements—the influence of " la  philosophic" and the burden

of the a r is to c ra tic  personality  (which we sh a ll examine f i r s t ) —th a t is  

a t the base of the l ib e r t in e 's  a ttitu d e  of c ruelty .

We have already seen the cynical atmosphere of a r is to c ra tic  society 

in  C rebillon 's works. cne c r i t i c ,  Peter Brooks, in  h is  Novel of 

W orldliness, goes back to  the seventeenth century to  trace  to  i t s

source the t r ip le  legacy o f pessimism, cynicism, and e litism  le f t  to
17the n o b ility  o f the eighteenth century by th e ir  forbears. The

Seventeenth-century reaction  to  pessimism about human nature was cne of 

d iscretion  and caution. I t  was especially  important to  deny expression

to  any unforeseen and p o ten tia lly  uncontrollable elements in  man's 

character in  order to  ensure th a t the proper functioning o f society 

not be in te rfe red  with o r disturbed in  any way. Brooks examines the 

a ttenp t made by seventeenth-century w riters  to  define and f ix  a l l  

human psychological types by perfecting  the a r t  o f p o rtra itu re , to

make re a li ty  manageable by estab lish ing  fixed formulas covering a l l  

p o s s ib i l i t ie s . Another c r i t i c  has pointed out th a t the aim of the
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p ra c tic a l study of hxxnan nature in  the  seventeenth century was to  make
l8raw experience "safe” by f i l te r in g  i t  through the medium of language. 

Foremost in  importance was the need to  bury in  silence one’s unsocial 

tendencies, to  stanp out o r neu tra lize  na tu re ’s inperfections. Such 

an a ttitu d e  re f le c ts  "a strong sense o f p a ss iv ity , a re fu sa l of energy,

a reso lu tion  determined . . . by a  desire  to  give up ."1^

Brooks especially  s tre sses  the continuance of the cautious,

conservative side o f the a r is to c ra tic  nature in  the eighteenth century,

where we find the same desire  and need to  enconpass a l l  re a lity  within
20fixed categories. Ihe l ib e r tin e  s t i l l  t r ie s  to  subject a l l  human 

emotions and actions to  the c le a r , cold lig h t o f analysis, but an 

inportant change has taken p lace. In the seventeenth century, the analyzer 

did not exenpt him self from the common treatm ent, th a t i s , he controlled 

h is  own behavior fo r  the same reason th a t  he desired to  control the

behavior of others: the safeguarding o f soc ie ty . In the eighteenth

century, however, the s e l f  begins to  work more and more fo r i t s  own

sake. The a r t  of p o rtra itu re  beccxnes a  weapon used to  obtain secre ts and 

to  wield power. Ihe emergence of the modem idea of s e l f ,  noted by many 

as f i r s t  having come in to  i t s  own as an important force in  l i te r a tu r e ’s

presentation o f the individual in  the eighteenth century, is  behind the 

hardening a ttitu d e  o f the l ib e r tin e  hero.

In analyzing Versac, we defined h is  main problem as th a t of the 

divided inner s e l f .  He was, in  h is  more re f le c tiv e  moments, tom

between h is desire  fo r  worldly success and h is  disgust a t  having to  

disobey moral standards th a t would otherwise have stood in  h is  way.

Pfcrteuil seems to  have solved th is  problem. She has re jec ted  old 

moral notions and has also placed h e rse lf  above the society in  which
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she liv e s ; she fee ls  no need to  apologize fo r her dedication to  cnoelty.

She is  rebellious to  the end: "quand j ' a i  I  me plaindre de quelqu'un,"

her la s t  l e t t e r  reads, "je  ne le  p e rs if le  pas; je  fa is  mieux: je  me

verge" (CLIX, 366). The re s t  of the book, like  a  musical coda, brings 

the work to  a formal close; i t  t e l l s  o f the Marquise's d isgrace, but,

since we never hear her voice accept defeat, i t  i s  unable to  change 

the image of untamed defiance th a t we associate with her.

This new sense of s e l f  has often been hailed  by c r i t ic s  as a 

lib e ra tin g  force fo r the indiv idual. Che analysis ccndems the

seventeenth-century aim of s p l i t t in g  the personality  in to  two p a rts , 

the so c ia l s e l f  and the hidden re a l s e l f .  This unnatural and un­

acceptable co n stra in t, practiced  in  the name o f s ta b i l i ty ,  and the 

d e fe a tis t a ttitu d e  i t  betokens, are contrasted with the image o f s e l f  

in  Les Liaisons dangereuses; here , "ero tic  man" f in a lly  merges with
21"soc ie ta l man" in  a bold proclamation of the rig h ts  o f the indiv idual. 

Seylaz,also , admires in  M erteuil's behavior a  symbol o f human freedom:

"Elle offre  une espece de plenitude soutenue; e lle  e s t  came un e ta t
22n a tu re l; e l le  a  quelque chose de souverainement l ib re ."  These views 

seem to  be a t  odds with Brooks' observation th a t the "d isillusioned

lu c id ity "  o f the seventeenth century not only continues in to  the eighteenth, 

but takes on an even mere pessim istic  and cynical edge as time passes.2^

I t  can, however, be shown th a t a  d isillu sioned  outlook i s  not 

incompatible with an energetic plan of action , i f  one i s  w illing  to

necogiize th a t behind the proclamation of s e l f  seen in  such characters 

as M erteuil, there i s  more of an a ttitu d e  of defensiveness than any 

newly found feeling  of confidence and hope in  human freedom. M erteuil's 

words and actions betray again and again a fee ling  th a t there  i s  no
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inherent d ignity  in  the sinple fac t o f human existence: an individual

i s  "ce la ,"  an "espece,"  a "machine & p la is i r "  unless he has been able 

to  create seme kind of personal order from the chaos o f the natu ra l

s ta te  o f th ings. Hie Marquise's declaration  th a t she i s  her own creation 

(LXXXI, 175) i s  not an id le  boast. Her repeated insistence  on the 

importance, not ju s t  of success, but o f o r ig in a lity , is  s ig i if ic a n t  

because, while success may sometimes be the re su lt  o f luck or of 

plodding persistence, success based on o rig in a lity  cannot be called

accidental. I t  i s  unique. Hie successful person has, in  th a t case, 

created something like  a work of a r t ,  something th a t would have been

impossible without th a t p a rtic u la r  individual.

Hie Marquise's search fo r o rig in a lity  i s  anything but le isu re ly ; 

the iron-w illed  single-mindedness o f her p u rsu it, the sw iftness with

which she a c ts , the elements of bravado and mockery in  her personality  

ind icate  e ith e r  a superhuman self-assurance, as Seylaz believes ( '^>ute

vengeance, toute cruaute," he w rites , "inpliquent au fond une a f f i r -  
24

mation da so i ."  ) ,  o r, as we believe , ju s t  the opposite: a  calculated

attempt to  manufacture a  stcng self-im age, sterming from a fea r o f forces 

g rea ter than the s e lf .  Her s tre ss  on actions and re su lts  i s  not the 

na tu ra l tendency of an almost god-like "volonte de puissance" (p. 104),

but the s ig i  o f a  need to  provide proof of her streng th .

Hie combination of a pessim istic  outlook with the w il l  to  carry

on i s  p a rt of M erteuil's a r is to c ra tic  he ritage , but each element of 

th is  seemingly contradictory s ta te  o f mind i s  g reatly  influenced by con­

temporary philosophical thougit. I t  would be po in tless and, in  any 

case, probably impossible to  attempt to  pick out spec ific  works as 

the l ib e r t in e 's  philosophical sources and to  ind icate  exactly which ideas 

w ithin those works he made use o f. But M erteuil's basic  b e lie fs—
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her re fu sa l to  believe in  man’s na tu ra l dignity, her fea r of the

chaos of n a tu ra l fo rces, and her desperate search fo r order and 

s ta b i l i ty — are c learly  adaptations o f philosophical ideas.

Che can, fo r example, easily  misconstrue La Met t r i e 's  "man- 

machine" ideas to  mean th a t man i s  nothing more than na tu re 's  robot

en tire ly  without any w ill  o f h is  own, although the "philosophe" did
2t5not mean th is  a t a l l .  The phrase was certa in ly  popular in  the 

eighteenth century, especially  a f te r  1760, when P a lis so t 's  spoof of

La Met t r i e  in  Les Philosophes brought much no toriety  to  h is works,
26

although not much in-depth study o f them. The fea r of chaos is  

a lso  the echo o f a  philosophical idea . Ihe b e lie f  th a t a l l  m atter is  

subject to  an unending cycle o f creation and destruction i s  a cliche 

in  the eighteenth century, even fo r  those who, unlike the "cynique," 

se t aside a  sp ec ia l, s tab le  place within the system fo r individual 

souls. Even the c r i t i c  o f L'Annee I a t te r a ir e ,  fo r  example, while

p raising  a work e n tit le d  La Nature devoilee, ou theorie  de la  nature 

(1772), speaks o f a "principe a c t if "  in  na tu re , which i s  "sans cesse

occupe a dissoudre une p a rtie  des corps pour fo u m ir a l 'e n tre tie n

e t  S l'accroissem ent des an tre s , a d e tru ire  ses propres ouvrages pour
27

en former de nouveaux avec leurs d eb ris ."  F inally , the reliance 

upon reason to  so r t out the confusion and estab lish  in  i t s  place a  s e l f ­

created order is  a philosophical idea th a t ,  one could say, was as much

d isto rted  by "philosophes" lik e  Helvetius as i t  was by lib e rtin e s  

like  M erteuil.

More in te re s tin g , however, than d is to rted  adaptations of philosophical 

ideas, is  a growing sim ila rity  in  a ttitu d e  between the lib e rtin e  

and the "philosophe" which did not e x is t before and which therefore
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marks a  s ig n ifican t change fran  th a t a ttitu d e  described above, in

Chapter I I ,  as characterizing the works o f "philosophes" lik e  Diderot 

and La M ettrie. S pec ifica lly , there i s  a turning away from the op­

tim is tic  idea o f a basic harmony between body and s p i r i t ,  a quasi- 

relig ious feeling  of confidence in  man's a b il i ty  to  find happiness by re ly ­

ing so lely  on n a tu re 's  guidance. Reason no longer i s  seen as working

in  rrysterious, almost m ystical harmony with our bodily needs and 

d e s ire s . A harsher, rare  narrowly m a te ria lis tic  in te rp re ta tio n  of

man's position  in  the universe i s  generally adopted, one which does not 

so nuch separate body and s p i r i t  as f la t ly  deny the existence of

purely s p ir i tu a l  q u a litie s  in  men.

The re su lt of the new a ttitu d e  i s  th a t man becomes the slave 

ra th e r than the partner of the na tu ra l forces th a t determine h is

behavior and thought. Our l i f e ,  declares D'HolJbach, is  "une ligne

que la  nature nous ordonne de decrire  a la  surface de la  te r re ,  sans
Pfljamais pouvoir nous eca rte r  un in s ta n t."  To be free  in  any rea l 

sense o f the word, " i l  faudrait que £l'harms] fu t tout seu l plus

fo r t que la  nature e n tie re , ou i l  faud ra it q u 'i l  fu t hors de ce tte  

nature . . ." (p. 276). Human freedom and d ign ity , were they possib le , 

would be a r t i f ic ia l ly  created q u a li t ie s , since they would require us to  

step outside the ro le  given to  us by nature. To be free , man would 

have to  work against, not with nature. Che sees the s im ila rity  to  the

outlook of M erteuil, who has so successfully transformed h e rse lf  from a 

"natural" woman th a t ,  as Valmont t e l l s  her, i t  is  only by "les ndlle

e t  ndlle  caprices qui gouvement la  te te  d'une fem e . . .£quej vous tenez 

encore a votre sexe" (LXXVI, 15*0.

The great difference between the "philosophe" and the lib e rtin e  is
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th a t the f i r s t  chooses subndssiveness and a policy o f benevolence,

while the other chooses rebe llion  and a policy of c rue lty , m  each

case, however, the decision i s  somewhat a rb itra ry ; i t  i s  rea lly  a 

m atter o f opinion and o f personal ta s te  whether the ind iv idual, a

to ta l ly  amoral being cast in to  the world without choice and "programned" 

to  seek only h is own well-being finds i t  b e tte r  fo r  himself to  work

with o r against o thers. Given the influence of the a r is to c ra tic  

outlook on the l ib e r tin e , i t  i s  not su rp rising  th a t he re je c ts  D'Hol­

bach 's  system which, a t bottom, is  nothing but so c ia l u tilita rian ism .

Pierre N aville, the biographer of D'Holbach, coup ares the Baron’s 

deep-seated pessimism to  the " re lig io s ity  n a tu re lie "  o f Diderot, who

once wrote th a t h is  friend  "se tue de l i r e  l 'h i s to i r e  . . . i l  y apprend
29k mepriser e t  a h a ir  de plus en plus ses semblables."  But the

pessimism th a t marks the w ritings o f th is  "philosophe" during the 1770's i s  

accompanied by a  strongly a c t iv is t  a ttitu d e  th a t keeps the author from slipping  

in to  a melancholy or b i t te r ly  misanthropic tone. Ihe same blend of

pessimism and positive  thinking i s  apparent in  the other philosophical
30"scandal" o f the decade, H elvetius' De l ’hcmme, published in  1772.

This strange kind of pessimism th a t ends in  a plan o f action ra th e r than 

d e fe a tis t silence or inpotent ran ting  i s  equally ch a rac te ris tic  o f

M erteuil. Ihe reason fo r both the pessimism and the determination to  

fig h t back i s  perhaps to  be found in  the tendency to  accept too 

l i te r a l ly  one of the basic ideas o f the new "philosophic',' which i s  

the re fu sa l to  see any nystery a t  a l l  in  the workings of the universe.

Che c r i t i c ,  speaking of D'Holbach, remarks, "ce n4e s t  pas lu i qui

a p ressen ti le  dynamisme des energies rrysterieuses n i 1 ' evolutionnisme."  ̂

Ihe same may be said  fo r H elvetius, who believes th a t the true  "philosophe"
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" s ’arr§ te  od 1 'observation lu i  manque." Oily the v is ib le  world 

i s  re a l .

Ihe re jec tio n  of a s p ir i tu a l  dimension is  double-edged. I t

makes man a prisoner of the m atter th a t he i s  conposed o f: " i l  ne

peut mane par l a  pensee en s o r i t r , "  according to  D’Holbach (S I,2).

He can judge the tru th  of things only by what he can touch, see , hear, 

fe e l, or sm ell. On. the other hand, what e lse  does man need? Hiere 

may be things he does not as yet understand, bu t, since a l l  re a lity  

i s  represented by physical e n t i t ie s ,  he can hope, one day, to  explain 

everything in  nature , by d in t o f observation, experimentation, and

reasoning. Helvetius believes he has already found the one true 

p rin ic ip le  of the science of m orality in  " la  s e n s ib ili te  physique:”

i t  i s  senseless to  search fo r  the unknown in  unfathomable places when 

h is so lu tion  explains so much and i s  "un f a i t  avoue de tous." Ihe 

f in a l  proof i s  th a t " l ’idee en e s t c la ir e ,  la  notion d is tin c te ,

l 1 expression n e tte , e t  qu 'en fin  nu lle  e rreu r ne peut se m iler a la  

s iirp lic ite  d'un t e l  axiome" (H XII, 153). Such an a ttitu d e  may be

sc ie n tif ic a lly  su p e rfic ia l and frivo lous, as w ell as poe tica lly  barren, ^  

but i t  makes action possib le .

Action i s  the cen tra l aim o f the eighteenth-century "philosophes." 

They wanted above a l l  to  "do something," to  have an e ffec t on the 

world around them, to  provoke change ra th e r than to  elaborate abstract 

systems. Their "intense p ra c tic a li ty ,"  as one c r i t ic  c a lls  i t ,  i s  the

reason th a t some modem thinkers accuse them o f in te l le c tu a l  vulgarity
34and refuse to  admit them to  the ranks o f the "real" philosophers.

But, even i f  we are w illin g  to  accept the so lu tion  of so c ia l problems as

a legitim ate aim of philosophy, i t  must be agreed th a t "philosophes"
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such as D’Holbach and Helvetius were led astray  by th e ir  exaggerated

confidence in  the powers of observation and reason (and perhaps also  by 

th e i r  strong desire  to  d isc red it and outdo the eneiry, organized re lig io n ,

whose in te re s t lay in  maintaining the s ta tu s  quo).

Iro n ica lly , in  th e ir  rush to  solve problems, both these w riters

find  themselves having to  make up fo r  a  lack o f observable fac ts  by 

indulging in  abstrac t theorizing . In reading Helvetius, fo r exanple, 

one is  especially  struck by the absence of any serious a ttenpt to  

remain w ithin the lim its o f a s t r i c t  sen sa tio n a lis t philosophy. Despite 

h is  b e lie f  th a t each man i s  more or le ss  trapped by h is  own individual

perceptions, unable to  judge accurately opinions th a t d i f fe r  from h is own
35("L 'esp rit e s t ,  s i  j ’ose le  d ire , une corde qui ne frem it qu'S l ’unisson.” ) 

and, there fo re , to  appreciate experiences other than h is  own, he never 

h es ita te s  to  seek universal tru th s  o r to  describe with perfect s e l f -  

assurance inportant developments in  the histoxy o f mankind, such as 

" la  formation des premieres societes" (H X, 37).

Ihe tendency to  preach reform by arguing from abstractions has

been called  naive. D'Holbach, says one c r i t i c ,  i s  one of those "ames 

fo rtes e t  saines" characterized by "une in tre p id ite  d 'e sp r i t  que rien

n 'a r re te . Pour eux, tout e s t c la i r  e t  un i, ou a peu p res , e t  la  oil

i l s  soupqonnent quelque bas-fcnd insondable, i l s  se detoument e t
36

poursuivent fieremsnt leu r chemin." The road followed by D'Hol­

bach and by Helvetius leads to  so c ia l u tilita r ia n ism , each having estab­

lished  th a t society i s  n a tu ra l and useful to  man and th a t ,  th is  being

the case, " i l  s e ra i t  contraire  a la  Nature, que des e tr e s ,  animes sans 

cesse du d e s ir  de se conserver e t  de se rendre heureux, se reprochassent

ou s 'u n issen t les uns aux autres pour t r a v a i l le r  a leu r destruction ou
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fu rther than the basic appeal to  reason. Given the absolute m alleab ility  

of the human mind, i t  i s  th eo re tica lly  possible (although, he points 

ou t, impossible fo r France as i t  was then governed) to  create through

education a new kind o f man: " S 'i l  e s t  un a r t  d 'e x c ite r  en nous des

passions fo rtes [and he believes there  isj;  s ' i l  y a des moyens fac ile s

de ren p lir  la  memoire d 'un jeune home d'une certaine espece d 'idees 

e t  d 1objets [and he believes there  arej; i l  e s t ,  en consequence, des

methodes sQres pour former des homes de genie" (E I I ,  376).

"Le refus du tragique" th a t Philip  Stewart notices in  eighteenth-
38century th eo ris ts  of love was a lso , as we saw, shared by i t s  "philosophes.

But unlike the "philosophe," the l ib e r tin e  cannot take refuge in  the 

a b s tra c t. His pessimism makes i t s e l f  f e l t  as a personal c r i s i s . I t

a rises  from an unreasoned, but strongly f e l t  lack of confidence in  

the a b il i ty  o f the s e l f  to  maintain a  d is tin c t and permanent id e n tity ,

and i t  i s  m agiified by the nature o f the society the lib e r tin e  is  

forced to  liv e  in . Others are seen only as enemies, as th rea ts  to  

whatever personal s ta b il i ty  the lib e r tin e  fe e ls . M erteuil's uneasiness 

in  th is  regard i s  s tr ik in g . Ihe reader i s  surprised by the vehemence 

with which she seeks vengeance against the members of the society she i s
39part o f , especially  as there seems to  be no reason fo r i t .

Confirmed in  her b e lie fs  by the time she i s  f if te e n  years o ld , she

cannot have been influenced by the b itte rn ess  o f disappointed love or 

by the hum iliation of being a woman in  a lib e r tin e  socie ty . She 

seems, in  fa c t ,  to  have had ra th e r an easy l i f e :  she had no ccuplaints

to  make about a  husband who a t le a s t s a t is f ie d  her c u rio s ity , took no 

notice o f her educational p leasures, and even died early  to  leave her
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her own master a t  a  very young age. These considerations make the 

reader seek another reason fo r her rebellion  than anger a t soc ia l

inequality , although th is  undoubtedly plays a p a rt .

M erteuil's fea r and anger seem to  stem basica lly  from an in ­

s tin c tiv e  recognition of the frag ile  nature of her sense o f s e lf :

" J 'e ta is  bien jeune encore . . . je  n 'avais a moi que ma pensee, e t 

je  m 'indigpais qu'on put me la  ra v ir  ou me la  surprendre centre ma

volonte. . . Won contente de ne plus me la is s e r  penetrer, je  m'amusais 

a me montrer sous des formes d iffe  ren te s . . . des ce moment, ma fag on

de penser fu t pour moi seu le , e t  je  ne montrai plus que ce lle  q u 'i l  

m 'e ta it  u t i le  de la is s e r  voir" (LXXXI, 175). Without evoking the

image of an e x is te n tia l  anguish "avant la  l e t t r e ,"  i t  seems correct 

to  say tha t the unde finable orig ins and goals o f M erteuil's angxy 

inquietude have a  very modem touch to  them. Her mood betrays a

tenseness th a t i s  foreign to  e a r l ie r  lib e r tin e s , who are more 

detached, cooler, and therefore less cruel.

I t  i s  evident from the passage ju s t  quoted th a t the Marquise equates 

s e l f  and thought, which alone has the a b il i ty  to  draw the line  between

the individual and o ther b its  of organized m atter. We e x is t as in d i­

viduals only in  so f a r  as we th ink . This i s  the b e lie f  th a t Merteuil 

clings to , and i t  i s  confidence in  her a b ili ty  to  reason th a t gives 

her courage to  confront her fea rs . But, although th is  i s  a  confidence 

th a t has a  long tra d itio n  in  France, and one which i s  accepted as an

obvious fac t by M erteuil, i t  has been shaken by the re-evaluation o f man 

undertaken by the "philosophes."  The idea of a  divinely ordered uni­

verse, in  which reason i s  given to  man to  enable him to  perceive the 

order and h is  place in  i t ,  has lo s t i t s  c re d ib ili ty . The act of
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thinking, which m ateria lis ts  describe as the carp arisen  of past and

present sense inpressions, i s  no longer seen as independent o f m aterial 

conditions; consequently, the s e l f ,  which i s  nothing more than the

accumulation of these tenporary sensations plus the memory o f past sensations,
40has no rea lly  permanent existence. Ihe s e l f  i s  accidental, having 

no cen tra l p rinc ip le  of being.

The lib e r tin e  "cyniqud*needs to  prove th a t ,  in  th is  world of 

perpetually changing forms o f m atter, personal s ta b il i ty  i s  not an

illu s io n  and th a t he has within him self the power to  be something other 

than the passive rec ip ien t o f n a tu re 's  orders. I t  i s  not a  question of

reverting  to  the seventeenth-century b e lie f  in  a s ta t ic  s e l f ,  which,

as Ernst Cassirer has sa id , experiences passion as a  disturbance of
41

the soul resu ltin g  from i t s  union with the body. Passion and 

desire have cane to  be seen as o rig in a l p roperties of liv in g  m atter 

and as the force behind a l l  operations of the mind. Man, says H elvetius,

ex is ts  only from one desire to  the next. Desires constitu te  "le 

mouvement de l'am e; privee de d e s irs , e l le  e s t  stagnante. I I  faut

d esire r pour a g ir , e t  ag ir  pour e tre  heureux" (H XI, 79). Merteuil 

acknowledges the importance of physical d esires , of "cet e n tie r  abandon 

de soi-raeme, ce d e lire  de la  volupte, oil le  p la i s i r  s'epure par son

exces . . . "  (IV, 15). She repeatedly asse rts  th a t ,  in  her choice of 

profession, she has l e t  h e rse lf  be guided by the voice o f nature: "Ne

vous souv ien t-il p lu s ,"  she asks Valmont, "que 1 'amour e s t ,  conrne la  

medecine, l ' a r t  d 'a id e r  a la  nature?" (X, 25).

Merteuil refuses to  accept emotion as anything more than a flee tin g

sense iirpression. She i s  like  the "philosophes" in  th a t they a lso , as

Rousseau put i t ,  "n'admettent pour v ra i que ce q u 'i ls  peuvent expliquer
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e t  font de leu r in te lligence  la  mesure des possib les."  She believes 

in  what she can fee l: d e s ire , which leads to  the union o f the sexes,

followed by a fee ling  o f s a t ie ty , which leads to  the need fo r change.

She concludes th a t physical inpulses and boredom are the motives of

human action , and she decides to  make use of th is  knowledge, fo r , 

like  the "philosophes" again, she believes th a t i t  i s  b e tte r  to  act

than to  h e s ita te  and permit oneself to  become the victim  o f na tu ra l 

fo rces, which are never a t r e s t .

The Marquise t r ie s  to  silence the chaos of physical forces by

destroying th e ir  in trusion  in to  human l i f e  in  the form of chance. In 

sp ite  o f her p raise  o f the "en tie r abandon de soi-rreme," she never

gives h e rse lf  to  a lover without f i r s t  having orchestrated the move­

ments on both s id e s , as in  the case of her evening with the Chevalier

Belleroche (X, 26-28). are su b stitu tes  her own order fo r na tu re ’s 

d isorder, but im itates the na tu ra l d isorder so w ell th a t the Chevalier, 

whose desires she creates and contro ls, never suspects the tru th : "Tour

a tou r enfant e t  raisonnable, fo lS tre  e t  sensib le , quelquefois m§me l ib e r  

t in e ,  je  me p la isa is  & le  considerer comne un su ltan  au m ilieu de

scai s e r a i l ,  dent j ’e ta is  tour £ tou r les favorites d iffe ren tes"  (X, 28). 

Order and speed are the ways she defeats desire and boredom. She

admires the a b il i ty  to  impose one's own conditions on nature to  such 

an extent th a t ,  sometimes, she gives in ,  even when she is  not a ttrac ted  

to  a  s u ito r , siirply because he knew hew to  wage "une attaque vive 

e t  bien f a i te ,  oil tout se succede avec ordre, quoiqu'avec rap id ite"

(X, 25). Cooperation i s  never, of course, a  duty fo r M erteuil. She

grants i t ,  and when, as in  Prevan’s case, a  would-be lover t r ie s  to  

force i t  upon her, she not only refuses , but destroys the presumptuous
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foo l.

I f  Merteuil i s  not a fra id  o f desire  in  i t s e l f ,  being confident th a t 

she can organize and control the physical inpulses she fe e ls , she i s ,

however, always on guard against the p o ss ib ility  th a t d esire , in 

a d iffe ren t farm, w ill  gain control o f her mind, take over her

thoughts. Vfe have seen th is  happen to  the "galant" turned man o f se n ti­

ment. Sentim entalists c a ll  upon emotion, especially  love, to  be the

organizer of the various sensations they fe e l. I t  becomes a kind o f
1*3

su b s titu te  soul, the unifying p rincip le  of th e ir  l iv e s . But Merteuil 

denies sentiment any e sse n tia l value. Love, for he r, i s  disguised

desire  in  i t s  most treacherous form. Ihe individual #10 abandons him­

s e l f  to  the power of h is  senses begins to  create illu s io n s  about the

nature o f the  pleasure he i s  experiencing and to  see as i t s  cause what 

is  only i t s  instrument: "Gardez vos ccnseils e t  vos crain tes pour

ces feirnes a d e lire , e t  qui se d isent 'a  sentim ents,’ dent 1 'imagination 

exaltee f e ra i t  cro ire  que la  nature a place leurs sens dans leu r te te ;  

qu i, n ’ayant jamais re f le c h i, confcndent sans cesse 1*amour e t  

l'amant" (LXXXI, 174).

Ihe danger o f love i s  th a t , although i t  i s  a  mere tr ic k  o f the

senses, i t  creates the impression th a t a l l  e lse  i s  fa lse  and enpty.

I t  robs the victim  o f h is  thoughts and makes him fe e l th a t he somehow

ceases to  e x is t a t the moments when other matters occupy him, even 

though ju s t  the opposite i s  tru e . In th is  weakened s ta te ,  he can be 

led in to  actions th a t expose him to  h is  enemies, as in  the case of 

those foo lish  women who, " s ’abandonnant sans reserve a la  fermentation 

de leurs idees, enfantent par e lle s  ces le t t re s  b ru lan tes, s i  douces,

mais s i  dangereuses a e c rire"  (LXXXI, 174).
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Merteuil p i t ie s  such women above a l l  others because they give

physical proof o f the defeat of s e l f  and peimit th e ir  innermost thoughts
44

to  become public property. They have forgotten , or never knew, 

th a t there are no halfVay measures in  l i f e .  E ither the individual is  

constantly aware th a t h is  purpose in  l i f e  i s  to  be h is  own "ouvrage," 

as Merteuil says (LXXXI, 175), o r he becomes the too l o f those around 

him. I t  i s  because these women l e t  love s te a l  away th e ir  existence 

from them ("s'enpare . . . de toute 1’existence") th a t they "sentent

le  besoin de s 'e n  occuper encore, neme a lo rs q u 'e lle  n ’en jouissent 

pas” (LXXXI, 17^). I t  i s  no wonder th a t the Marquise is  alarmed and

accuses Valmont o f acting  "sans principes” (X, 25) when he declares, 

almost as soon as he meets Mne de Tourvel, th a t "aupres d 'e l l e ,  je  

n 'a i  pas besoin de jo u ir  pour e tre  heureux" (VI, 19). "Vous . . .

n '§ te s  plus vous" (X, 25) i s  the Marquise’s reaction . Valmont has 

begun to  accept sentiment as r e a l i ty .

There i s  one b r ie f ,  but im portant, moment in  which Merteuil does 

seem to  express a  b e lie f  in  the power of love. She declares th a t the

inev itab le  and interminable cycle of pleasure followed by aversion i s  

a " lo i de la  na tu re , que 1’amour seul peut changer" (C3QQG, 311).

Her philosophical convictions are not ab le , i t  seems, to  do away com­

p le te ly  with the powerful nyth of love. But, in  sp ite  o f, o r ra th e r 

because of th is  admission, she i s  more adamant than ever in  her r e ­

fusa l to  change her system, fo r , i f  love does e x is t ,  the great question re -
45

mains: "de 1 'amour, en a -t-cn  quand on veut?" (311). The individual 

i s  mocked and humiliated by natu re , vhich f i l l s  h is  head with visions 

of happiness, but constantly proves to  him the im possibility  o f 

rea liz in g  than.
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M erteuil wishes not to  believe in  love, but doubts remain and 

anger her, and i t  i s  perhaps th is  uncertainty tha t makes the need 

she fee ls  to  deny love 's existence so in s is te n t . In the passage 

ju s t  quoted, Merteuil concludes th a t ,  i f  nature has arranged matters

so th a t love usually ex is ts  only on one s id e , a t  lea s t the unloving 

partner is  not l e f t  merely with the in s ip id  "sa tis fac tio n ” of having

been the instrument o f p leasure; he adds the sa tis fac tio n  o f deceiving,

"ce qui f a i t  eq u ilib re , e t  tout s 'arrange " (CXXXI, 311). The confi­

dence with which Merteuil deceives a l l  around her is  based on her superior
46knowledge o f the workings of her small world. She creates an errpire 

which, although lim ited , is  under her conplete contro l, and, within

her e r r p i r e ,  love has been declared nonexistent. Any h in t ,  not only 

of love, but o f any kind of spontaneous warmth or emotion, is  care­

fu lly  suppressed in  h e r own le t t e r s ,  and scorned as a  s ig i  of weakness 

in  those o f o thers. Those who do not know how to  control th e ir  emo­

tions are n a tu ra l victim s. Mne de Tourvel betrays h e rse lf  a t every tu rn . 

Thus, p raising  Valmont fo r h is charity  to  the poor, she i s  carried  

away and " f a i t ,  sans s 'e n  douter, l 'e lo g e  de ce q u 'e lle  aime" (XXIII, 48).

She i s  defeated even before she understands th a t she i s  being attacked. 

x'Jeither Merteuil nor Valmont ever misses an opportunity to  rid icu le

re a l emotion. I t  is  not simply from lack of se n s itiv ity  th a t Merteuil

re fe rs  to  the p o ss ib ility  o f reviving her a f f a i r  with Valmont as a

"renouvellement de b a il"  (XX, 41), or th a t she wishes to  make the

defeat of the Presidente a condition of th e ir  reunion so th a t h is

success w ill  be "plus piquant, en devenant lui-meme un moyen d 'in -

f id e l i te "  (XX, 42). Her constant aim i s  to  degrade human experience by
47

describing i t  in  the most cynical terms possib le . The iron ic  de-
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tachment o f lib e rtin e s  like  Versac has become a passion fo r cruel

irony with Merteuil and Valmont. Ihe Marquise, fo r example, recounting 

a  "discours sentim ental" made to  Belleroche, in  which she apologized

"d' avoir pu un in stan t v o ile r men coeur a te s  regards," notes th a t

the Chevalier solerrnly sealed her pardon on the very same divan th a t

she and Valmont had used when "vous e t  moi scellSmes s i  gaiement e t  de la

meme maniere" th e ir  e te rn a l separation (X, 27).

Another of the countless examples o f th is  type o f cruelty  is

Valmont's l e t t e r  of double-entendres w ritten  to  Mne de Tourvel from 

the bed o f the courfeesane Q nilie . ("Jamais je  n 'eus ta n t de p la is i r

en vous ecrivan t,"  jXLVIII, 101^) Prevan, the lib e rtin e  who becomes 

M erteuil's victim , i s  a  twin brother to  Valmont. Che of h is  favorite  

pastimes i s  to  surround him self with informed observers and then to

t r ic k  h is  victim  in to  te l l in g  her sto ry  in  double-entendres. The 

Comtesse de P*** , fo r  example, "tout en se croyant bien f in e , e t

ay ant l ' a i r  en e f f e t ,  pour tout ce qui n 'e t a i t  pas in s t r u i t ,  de te n ir  

une conversation generale, nous raconta dans le  plus grand d e ta il  . . .

tou t ce qui s 'e t a i t  passe entre  eux" (LXXVI, 15*0. This crulety  on 

the level o f the language often seems po in tless o r incomplete since 

the victim  w ill never be aware o f the r id ic u le  he i s  made to  su ffe r , but 

the pleasure derived by those "in  the know" serves as a  steady means 

of encouragement to  them and as a  confirmation of th e ir  p rin c ip les .

We have seen, however, th a t ,  according to  the l ib e r tin e , the 

rea lly  successful s e l f  cannot be content merely to  p ity  the unknowing

o r to  describe past v ic to r ie s , no m atter how incisive ly  or mockingly.

The lib e r tin e  must always lode forward towards the uncreated fu ture.

The c r i t i c  Jacques Faurie, in h is  analysis o f Valmont, has pointed out
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the difference between thought as contemplation and thought as action , 

defining i t  as "une certaine a ttitu d e  de la  conscience. Lorsque les

donnees de la  conscience sent retenues pour elles-nem es, e 'e s t  contem­

p la tio n . Mais s i  e lle s  n 'in te re sse n t pas en so i ,  s i  e lle s  ne sont

considerees qu’en tan t que sigyies ou moyens destines ci obtenir une certaine
48

f in ,  e ’e s t action ."  I t  i s ,  of course, the second kind o f thougit 

towards which the lib e rtin e  s tr iv e s . To see the e ffec t o f h is  thought 

a t  work i s  to  see proof of the new order continuously created by h is 

independent s e l f .  Andre Malraux has called  Valmont and Merteuil the 

f i r s t  modem heroes in  l i te ra tu re  because they are the f i r s t  to  Undfir-
iiq

stand th a t purposeful existence is  an ac t o f se lf-c rea tio n .

Ihe ultim ate aim of the lib e r tin e  i s ,  then, to  erase the difference 

between thought and ac tion , to  turn one in to  the o ther, to  re-fonn the

world according to  h is own d esig i. I t  is  not enough, as i t  was fo r 

Versac, to  provoke fea r and admiration in  o thers. Ihe lib e rtin e  needs 

to  exercise re a l control over actions and over opinions th a t influence 

actions. In other words, the "cynique's" power depends upon the lack 

of power o f o thers. His g rea test challenge i s  to  create love. I f  he can

show th is  powerful force to  be no more nysterious than a magician's 

t r ic k ,  the re su lt of a  se ries of expert manoeuvres which create strong

but to ta lly  fa lse  inpressions in  the. mind of the victim , he has robbed 

nature o f i t s  a b ili ty  to  hum iliate man.

M erteuil must enjoy above a l l  o thers , le t te r s  such as Danceny's 

declaration of love, in  which he innocently and iro n ica lly  t r ie s  to 

ease her "guilt" by d ispelling  the " illu sion"  th a t she could have

been stronger than love: "1'amour veritab le  ne pennet pas . . . de 

m editer e t  de re f le c h ir : i l  nous d is t r a i t  de nos pensees par nos
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sentiments; son errpire n 'e s t  jamais plus fo r t  que quand i l  nous e s t 

inconnu, e t  c 'e s t  dans 1*ombre e t  le  s ilen ce , qu’i l  nous entoure de 

liens qu’i l  e s t  egalement iitpossible d 'apercevoir e t  de rompre” (CXLVIII, 

346). Ihe more elegantly he p raises and wonders a t  the rrysterious 

ways of love, the more he unwittingly a t te s ts  the Marquise’s power 

and h is  own nothingiess. He has been made to  play the foo l.

According to  Andre Malraux, eroticism  ex is ts  "des qu'aux amours
50physiques . . . se mele l 'id e e  d ’une ccn tra in te ." In Les Liaisons 

dangereuses. constrain t i s  purposely pushed a l l  the way to  c rue lty ,

which had been la ten t in  a r is to c ra tic  heroes since Crebillon’s time, 

but which emerges now, since i t  constitu tes the most immediately f e l t  

and most v is ib le  s ig i  o f power over o th ers . I t  consists p rincipally  

in  enjoying the spectacle o f th e ir  dehumanization, since, fo r the 

l ib e r tin e , i t  i s  the exercise of will-power th a t d istinguishes humanity

from other forms o f m atter.

M erteuil i s  m asterful in  the a r t  o f creating d iffe ren t " tru ths"

fo r d iffe ren t people. Ity supplying, in  her l e t t e r s ,  fa lse  information 

or h a lf- tru th s  sp ec ifica lly  ta ilo re d  fo r each correspondent, she is  

able to  sever th a t person’s t i e  with re a li ty  and become fo r him "conme

la  D ivinite, recevant les voeux opposes des aveugles m ortels, e t  ne 

change ant rien  a mes decrets irrmuables" (LXIII, 126). In the case o f

Mne de Volanges and Cecile, her decree i s  th a t the marriage with Ger- 

court take place. forcing each to  adopt exactly opposite opinions,

she leads both to  the same plan of action . She convinces the mother 

th a t ,  love being dangerous and sure to  bring unhappiness, a  marriage 

with Gercourt i s  the most sensible th ing . At the same tim e, by ig ­

noring the subject of love, she makes i t  c lea r to  the daughter th a t only
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pleasure counts and th a t a  marriage of convenience to  a  man like

Gercourt would give her the freedom to  do as she pleases.

Ihe re su lt  here, as with a l l  her victim s, i s  th a t actions are based

on fa lse  opinions created by Merteuil and are therefore bound to  

miscarry. All the prudence of Mne de Volanges, a l l  the t ru s t  o f 

Cficile ( ju s t a s , in  her most spectacular success, a l l  the audacity 

and charn of Prevan) are rendered powerless, since i t  i s  Merteuil who 

controls th e ir  thoughts. The one who controls thought controls r e a l i ty .

Iro n ica lly , she i s  not lying completely in  e ith e r  l e t t e r  CIV to  the 

mother o r CV to  the daughter when she speaks of love and of p leasure,

but the whole tru th  i s  reserved fo r the following l e t t e r  CVI to  

V&lmont, in  which she s ta te s  p la in ly  her true and vicious purpose: 

to  debauch CScile^("faisons-en, de concert, le  desespoir de sa  mere

e t  de Gercourt,” ^ 8}) and then to  abandon he r, fo r the sa fes t thing 

with "ces machines-la" i s  to  "se depecher, s 'a r r e te r  de bonne heure,

e t  de la  b r ise r  ensuite" (2^9).

The cruelty  o f Laclos’ lib e rtin e s  never takes the form o f d irec t

physical to r tu re , the very idea of which would shock them, but i t  

aims a t  producing a s ta te  o f in te rn a l confusion and disorder th a t has 

strong physical e ffe c ts . Sade’s President de Blamont in  h is  Aline e t

Valcour remarks th a t ,  while i t  i s  good to  possess one’s victim , i t  i s
51

delectable to  " [La] s a is i r  dans les  p leu rs ."  Valmont’s victory over

Mne de Tourvel shows a s im ila r delight in  the physical proofs o f power, 

from the f i r s t  time he fee ls  "son coeur b a ttre  plus v ite "  and sees

"l'aim able rougeur" (VI, 18) on her cheeks to  the la s t  moment of re ­

s is tan ce , when he describes in  d e ta i l ,  with obvious pleasure, her 

de te rio ra ting  physical strength . Her weakness i s  the sign of h is
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success, and i t  i s  upon th is  evidence th a t he bases the ta c tic a l  

decisions which bring v ictory : "le  maintien mal assure, la  resp ira ­

tio n  haute, la  contraction de tous les muscles, les bras trem- 

blants e t  a demi eleves, tou t me prouvait assez que l 'e f f e t  avait e te

t e l  que j 'a v a is  voulu le  produire" (CXXV, 296). Again, a t  the c r i t ic a l  

moment, which leads d irec tly  to  h is triunph, i t  i s  because, "je

sen ta is  son coeur p a lp ite r  avec violence; j 'ob serva is  1 'a lte ra tio n  de 

sa  figure: je  vqyais surtout les laimes la  suffoquer, e t  ne couler

cependant que rares e t penibles" th a t he knows he can make h is  move:

"ce ne fu t qu 'a lo rs que je  p r is  le  p a r t i  de feindre de m 'e lo ig ie r,"
* %

certa in  she would c a ll  him back (CXXV, 298).

Merteuil a lso places great importance on physical appearance 

as a syntool of power, although, because, she i s  a woman and must be

more circumspect, she s tre sses  se lf-c o n tro l. Her technique i s  the 

inverse o f Valmont's: she creates the iirpression of inner turm oil

to  l u l l  her opponent in to  a fa lse  sense of secu rity . She creates the

image o f love "non pour le  re s se n tir  S la  v e rite , mais pour l ' i n -  

sp ire r  e t  le  feindre" (LXXXI, 177). Ihe descrip tion  o f her a f f a i r

with Prevan shows i t  to  consist mostly of a se ries  o f poses: a t one 

moment, she i s  careful to  keep "les yeux baiss§s e t  la  resp ira tio n

haute. J ’avais 1 'a i r  de p re sse n tir  ma d e fa ite , e t  de redouter mon 

vainqueur" (LXXXV, 191) and, a t  another, "j ’appelai les larmes a mon 

secours" (L93).

M erteuil's v ictory over Prevan, who i s  suddenly forced to  recog­

nize h is  true  position , is  more devastating in  i t s  cruelty  than th a t 

o f Valmont over Mne de Tburvel (a t lea s t u n t i l  the Marquise takes over

and decides f in a lly  to  complete the Presiden te 's h u n ilia tic n ) . She
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reduces her lovers to  to ta l  powerlessness; in  e f fe c t ,  she emasculates 

them by robbing them o f th a t which they p rize  most: con tro l, which

fo r them i s  synonymous with v i r i l i ty .  Cruelty not only proves to  the 

lib e r tin e  th a t he has succeeded in  declaring h is  independence from the

in su ltin g  ru le  o f chaotic fo rces, but a lso  th a t he has not iso la ted  

himself w ithin an imaginary realm o f inpotent ideas; i t  i s  h is link  

with the r e a l ,  th a t i s  to  say, the physical world. The a ttitu d e  of

cruelty  remains in ta c t even when Merteuil enjoys her v ic to ries  qu ietly  

as she i s  often forced to  do. But in  th a t case, the correspondence

with Valmont and the le t te r s  which she receives from her victims serve 

as physical proof of her power; the admiring respect she i s  paid by both

her knowing acccrplice and the fools she conquers su b stitu tes  fo r tha t 

sp ec ia l, but ra re , moment o f triunph , such as she experiences with Prevan.

Merteuil i s  fa r  superior to  her fellow conspirator in  the a r t  of 

c rue lty . She possesses, in  the f i r s t  p lace, a g rea ter a b il i ty  to  fuse 

thought and action in to  one. Valmont ccnplains a t  one point that

th e ir  plans fo r  Cecile are certa in  to  f a i l ;  Danceny, content to  admire 

h is  love without possessing her, needs to  be awakened to  desire  and

action by some kind o f obstacle in  h is  path: "Que fa ire  a present?"

asks Valmont, ". . .je  n 'y  vois pas de remede" (LVIII, 117). M erteuil, 

on the o ther hand, en thusiastica lly  accepts th is  challenge to  her power: 

"ce q u 'i l  a  d i t ,  je  le  fe ra i"  (LXIII, 124); the desire  to  prod Dan­

ceny in to  action  ("de le  t i r e r  de son indolence, ou de m'en venger,"

[124J ; the two motives are one and the same fo r Merteuil) occupies her 

mind completely, giving her no re s t  u n t i l  she has se t t le d  on a  plan of

action . But once th is  i s  done, she i s  carefree , to ta l ly  confident th a t 

once a v ictory ex is ts  in  her mind, i t  ex is ts  a lso , from th a t very moment,
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in  fa c t. "Tfel on nous raccnte que le  Marechal de Saxe, aprds avoir 

f a i t  les  d ispositions d ’une b a ta il le  pour le  lendemain, s'endorm it

d 'un sonmeil tranqu ille"  (124).

M erteuil understands perfec tly  Valmont's weakness: " c 'e s t donmage

qu'avec tan t de ta le n t pour les p ro je ts , vous en ayez s i  peu pour 

l ’execution" (CXLVI, 340). His in fe r io r ity  i s  due sp ec ifica lly  to  h is 

in a b ility  to  understand and master the a r t  o f thought control. Per­

haps i t  i s ,  as Merteuil suggest, the public approval given to  male 

lib e rtin e s  and the ease with which they are allowed to  operate th a t l u l l

them in to  mediocrity ("on acquiert rarement les qu a lites  dont on peut 

se p a sse r,” £LXXXI, 173]), bu t, in any case, Valmont, as the Mar­

quise i s  fond o f pointing ou t, is  not " in v en tif” (CXIII, 267). He 

sometimes adapts himself cleverly  to  the circumstances and has, as a 

r e s u l t ,  an amusing story to  t e l l ,  as in  the case o f h is  adventure with 

the Vicomtesse de M*** (LXXL, 143-47), but he i s  usually so concerned 

with creating and overcoming obstacles th a t he f a i l s  to  penetrate and

understand the eneny. When, contrary to  h is  expectations, the P resi- 

dente suddenly leaves the chateau of Mae de Rosemonde, he can only say, " i l

fau t renoncer a connaitre les fenrnes" (C, 230). Ihe easy successes 

he usually meets with have created a se lf-confiden t and casual a ttitu d e  

th a t prevents him from becoming as profound as M erteuil, who has been, a l ­

most since childhood, sensitive  to  the needs of he r inner s e l f .

Valmont fs v ic to rie s  have a lso  sheltered  him from what Merteuil 

sees as the "real" world: she has become an in tensely  p ra c tic a l planner, 

while he remains a  dreamer, in sp ite  o f h is  cynicism and callousness.

She never allows h e rse lf  to  become obsessed by any one p ro jec t, 

rea liz in g  th a t the only creation th a t counts i s  th a t of the s e l f ,  but
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Valmont, who fee ls  the t h r i l l  o f creation fo r the f i r s t  tim e, has 

come to  depend upon the idea o f him self as God, receiving the boundless

adoration of h is victim . (He has nurtured th is  image throughout h is 

a ttack ; see, fo r exanple, VI, 18; XXIII, 51; XCVI, 214.) Even i f

Valmont i s  incapable of loving Mna de Tburvel in  the ordinary sense of

the word, he has perm itted love to  steeil away h is  existence. He

him self ra ises  (and then re je c ts )  the p o ss ib ility  th a t "je  puisse dependre en

quelque maniere de l'e sc lav e  que je  me se ra is  asserv ie; que je  n ’a ie  pas en 

moi seul la  plenitude de mon bonheur . . . "  (CXXV, 293).

Merteuil has been too humiliated by the obvious hold th a t Mne de 

Tourvel has over Valmont not to  p ro f i t  from the weakness th a t he per­

mits her to  see. I t  i s  c lear to  her tha t h is inverted sentimentalism 

makes him unequal to  the challenge th a t he had se t himself and she takes 

advantage of th is ,  playing upon h is van ity , ju s t  as she played upon

Mne de Volange’s sense of motherly duty. She i s  able to  do so because, fo r 

Valmont, thought and s e l f  are not one; he looks outside himself fo r gui­

dance.

I t  i s ,  iro n ic a lly , by pointing th is  out tha t she gains to ta l  con­

t r o l  over him and makes him believe th a t h is  best in te re s t l ie s  in  de­

stroying h is own creation . In the three le t te r s  in  which she se ts  the trap  

fo r him, CXXXI, CXXXIV, and CXU, she constantly invokes the image of what

a true lib e r tin e  ought to  be and harps on h is fa ilu re  to  be "consequent," 

to  turn h is  thoughts in to  action . She w rites a t  f i r s t  sub tly , mentioning

"des sa c rif ice s  que surement vous ne pourriez ou ne vouoiriez pas fa ire "  

(CXXXI, 312), and then olirectly , almost taun ting ly , although she i s

carefu l not to  anger him. She propses the sa c rif ic e  of the Presidente, 

but "je n ’en c ro ira is  pas de vains discours. Je ne pourrais e tre
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persuadee que par 1*ensemble de votre conduite" (CXXXTY, 319). In 

the next l e t t e r ,  she le ts  him see th a t she has p rac tic a lly  abandoned

a l l  hope in  him. E ither he i s  fooling him self or her: " la  difference

entre vos discours e t  vos actions ne me la isse  pas de choix qu 'en tre

ces deux sentiments" (CXLI, 332). 3re o ffers coldly, and c learly  

as the la s t  sign of her concern, the l e t t e r  to  be sent to  Mne de 

Tburvel.

Ihe l e t t e r  Merteuil coirpoSes fo r  the Presidente i s  the cruelest of 

a l l .  '1 th  i t ,  she destroys her g rea tes t eneny, love, by destroying

the two beings who had fa llen  under i t s  power. Ey convincing Mne 

de Tburvel th a t th is  cruel Valmont i s  the re a l one, she forces her to

believe th a t she has been liv in g  a l i e ,  th a t love i s  an illu s io n .

"Ia funesttve rite  m’e c la ire ,"  the Presidente w rites to  Mne de Rose- 

monde (CXLIII, 336). M erteuil has, of course, merely replaced one 

illu s io n  with another, fo r the new Valmont i s  her own invention.

Neither Merteuil nor the reader knows whether love ex is ts  o r whether,

as the Marquise says, "ce charme qu’on c ro it trouver dans les au tres, 

e ’e s t  en nous q u 'i l  ex is te"  (CXXXIV, 319), but, i f  she can make others

believe th is  proposition and act accordingly, i t  i s  as good as tru e .

The l e t t e r  to  Mne de Tburvel i s  insp ired  not only by the hatred 

and jealousy she fee ls  fo r her r iv a l ,  but a lso  by the scorn she has 

cone to  fee l fo r Valmont. The cheap cliches i t  contains could easily  

have been w ritten  by the most su p e rfic ia l "galant" of the day; they a re , as

Peter Brooks .points out, nothing more than a parody of M erteuil's l ib e rtin e  

philosophy. The fa ilu re  o f Valmont to  sense th is  ju s t i f ie s  her opinion

of him.'*2 Merteuil p a rticu la rly  enjoys her v ictory over Valmont, vho had

been taken away from her by her eneny. By the end of the novel, she has
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manipulated him to  such a degree th a t he has become fa r  less a force

in  h is  own rig h t than a  so rt o f  battleground fo r  the forces represented 

by her and Mne de Tburvel. Although the modem reader is  less than

captivated by the character o f the Presidente, i t  i s  probably tru e , to  

judge by the seriousness with which the public and the reviewers 

greeted other sentim ental, Rousseau-type heroines o f the day, th a t

laclos meant to  provide in  her the Marquise’s match in  dramatic in te re s t
53and in  in ten sity  of character. The p ity  one fee ls fo r the to r ­

tured but always d ig iif ie d  and virtuous Tburvel plays against the 

te r ro r  evoked by M erteuil: the reader i s  sent back and fo rth  from the

cruel machinations o f one to the torment o f the o ther.

Laclos refuses to  give a so lu tion ; each side destroys the o ther, fo r 

i f  Merteuil has succeeded in  crushing her enetay, she h e rse lf  has also

been deeply affected  by what has taken p lace. Her victory i s  soured by 

the fac t th a t she cannot recapture Valmont on her own terms; she has

succeeded in  making h is sense o f loss and reg re t over Mne de Tburvel 

f u t i l e ,  but she cannot erase i t .  Fearing th a t i t  i s  she, and not the

Presidente, who has become "une fenme ordinaire" fo r Valmont (CXXXIV,

319) > the Marquise i s  furious and absolutely refuses to  win him back 

through cajolery or a r t fu l  manoeuvering. Rather than help him save 

face, she cruelly  reveals her manipulation of him and provokes the 

se ries  o f events th a t leads to  her downfall.

I t  has sometimes been suggested th a t the re a l ta rg e t o f Laclos' 

ind ig ia tion  i s  n e ither the wickedness o f Merteuil nor the e v il  e ffec ts

54of unchecked s e n s ib ili ty , but the immoral society  th a t fo ste rs  them.

I t  i s  true  tha t Prevan and Valmont are welcomed to  a l l  the best salons 

and th a t i s  i s  the s ta id  and to ta l ly  conventional Mne de Volanges who
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(inadvertently) s ta r ts  the seduction of Valmont o ff  on the rigfrt 

path by giving Mne de Tburvel the idea of having him followed (IX, 24), 

an action th a t not only clears Valmont of suspicion as to  the motive 

o f h is  stay in  the country, but also presents him to  the Presidente as

a kind and generous friend  o f humanity. We know also  by a l e t t e r  

from Laclos to  Mne Riccoboni, th a t  the author wished to  appeal to  a

public sense of outrage to  punish evil-doers who, like  M erteuil, operate 

w ell w ithin the lim its of the law .55 He compares h is character to  

M oliere's T hrtuffe, vho i s  equally safe from a legal point o f view and 

is  only brought to  h is  well-deserved fa te  by the anger of a ju s t  king, 

the representative of honest so c ie ty . In the absence of a  morally

outraged soc iety , Laclos had to  c a ll  upon outside forces to  complete
56the Marquise’s disgrace.

Merteuil i s  fu lly  aware of the need to  remain within the law 

and, even more, to  appear to  obey the so c ia l codes o f her c lass . She 

disguises h e rse lf  as a prude and does not h e sita te  to  dispose of her

enemies or p o ten tia l r iv a ls  by publicizing  th e ir  fau lts  and crying,

"Cn ne peut plus vo ir c e tte  fernne-la" (LXXIV, 151). But i t  is  not only

her sense of irony th a t leads her to  ruin others by invoking the very 

same ru les o f decency th a t she secre tly  f lau n ts , fo r i f  Merteuil rebels

in te lle c tu a lly  against the laws of nature and the so c ia l conventions 

men have se t up to  cope with them, nhe re ta in s  a  strongly conservative 

and pragmatic a ttitu d e  towards p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l r e a l i t i e s .  Obviously, 

Merteuil needs to  p ro tec t the ex is ting  system, since i t  i s  only i f  others 

believe in  i t  and fea r to  upset i t  th a t she can penetrate th e ir  motives

and control than. But, aside from th i s ,  there i s  no indication  in  any of 

her le t te r s  th a t she even imagines the p o ss ib ility  o f d isrup ting , much
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less destroying, ordinary so c ia l l i f e .

I t  i s  perhaps the conservatism of M erteuil, which many c r i t ic s  
57have s tre sse d , th a t provides the best argument fo r seeing in  Laclos’ 

novel a  condennation of ccndeimation of contenporary socie ty . In the 

view of one c r i t i c ,  in fa c t ,  Merteuil i s  the innocent victim  of her 

environment: "Mne de Merteuil i s  no more a monster than /Marivaux^

Marianne; she i s  the perfect product o f her socie ty , the best f i t t e d  to
58

survive under the lawa she was forced to  live  by .”

Laclos i s , however, as fa r  from preaching so c ia l revolution as 

are h is  charac ters. I f  the cry fo r  individual freedom was beginning

to  be heard in  the eighteenth century, the freedom sought was lim ited.

Individualism took the shape o f a  Machiavelian sense of ge tting  the

most out o f ex is ting  conditions. As Martin TUmell has sa id , the

typ ica l eigjoteenth-century hero does not probe h is  inner soul and

ask him self what kind o f individual he i s ,  but ra th e r  wonders, "Hew
59must I  ac t in  order to . . .? "  The problem o f absolute freedom fo r 

the ind iv idual, h is  rigfrt to  disregard to ta l ly  the law and the rig h ts

of o thers, to  in f l i c t  upon them, i f  he chooses, unlimited pain and
60

su ffering , is  not discussed in  the novel before the Marquis de Sade, 

and even he, we sh a ll see, concerns himself with the eighteenth-century 

id ea l o f " s o c ia b ili te .”
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Notes to  Chapter IV:

4
V.H. Debidour says, in  Le Miroir transparen t, th a t i s  i s  one 

of a  small number of works th a t "analysent inpitoyablement l'hcnme en 
le  constituant vraiment hors de toute reference a Cdeu," quoted by Yves
Le H ir, in tro d ., Les Liaisons dangereuses, by P ierre  Choderlos de 
Laclos (Paris: G am ier, 1961), p . x i i i .

2 ih is  has been pointed out by other c r i t ic s .  See, fo r exanple, 
Jean-Luc Seylaz, Les Liaisons dangereuses e t  la  creation romanesque 
chez Laclos (Geneva: Droz; P aris: Minard, iy65),pp. and Ronald
Ummsiey, "Don Juanism in  Les Liaisons dangereuses,*1 in  h is  Fran 
Montesquieu to  Laclos: Studies in  the French Enlightenment (Geneva: Droz,
19 W ,  PP. 151-52. '

 ̂ P ierre  Choderlos de Laclos, Les Liaisons dangereuses (Paris:
Ja m ie r , 1961), XXIII, 51. A ll future quotations w il l  be id en tifie d  in  
the tex t by l e t t e r ,  indicated by a Reman numeral, and page number.

** I t  i s ,  however, an exaggeration to  say, as Seylaz does, tha t
"Valmont e s t  l ib re  de preoccupations re lig ieu ses"  and to  claim th a t 
any comparison with Dm Juan i s  basica lly  untenable, p . 111. Val- 
mont and especially  Merteuil are beginning to  fe e l the so r t of vengeful 
atheism of Don Juan which i s  developed "philosophically” by Sadi an 
l ib e r t in e s .

E
Marcel Ruff, L 'E sprit du mal e t  l 'e s th e tiq u e  baudelairienne

(Pairs: Amand Colin, 1955), p . £>0 and p . 61, respectively . The following 
quotations from th is  work are id e n tif ie d  in  the te x t . For the opposite
opinion, see , fo r exanple, Martin lU m ell, The Novel in  France (1951; 
i p t .  Freeport, N.Y.: Books fo r  LLbrairies Press, 1972). p.bZj who 
believes th a t nothing i s  more absurd than "to  pretend th a t /L ac lo s ' 
libertine 's] have anything to  do with the ch ild ish  'sa tan isn r o f the 
next century or to  introduce confusing concepts lik e  'l e  m al.'"

^ Some c r i t i c s ,  like  Rene Etiemble, refuse to  see sa tan ic  elements 
even in  th is  s to ry . Calling i t  a "conte anondin," Etiemble s ta te s  
th a t "ceux-la se trenpent du tou t au tou t qui dech iffren t en f ilig ran e  
dans Le Dlable amoureux, tou t un sens esoterique (pourquoi pas so te rio lo - 
g ique!),"  in  in tro d .,  Romanciers du XVIIlT s i ic le  (Paris: Gallimard,
1965), I I ,  xxi. For the opposite view, see B ettina Knapp, Dream and 
Image (Troy, N.Y.: /initston Pub. Co., 1977), Chapter IV, pp. 103-£7.

^ Grimsley, p . 155.

® Philip  Stewart, Le Masque e t  la  parole (Paris: C orti, 1973), p . 152n. 
Although we agree with th is  c r i t i c  th a t ,  in~”the works of Crebillon, the 
l ib e r tin e  does not generally challenge estab lished  so c ia l codes, we do 
not agree th a t there  i s  no seduction. C rebillon 's early  lib e rtin e s  are 
not s a t is f ie d  with merely taking part in  a  so c ia l r i tu a l ;  they seek to
exert to ta l  control over th e ir  partners by means of seduction. Clitandre 
in  La Nuit e t  le  moment, especially  in  the Luscinde episode, and Clerval
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in  Le Hasard du coin du feu succeed admirably.

9 Some c r i t ic s ,  fo r exanple, Grimsley, p . 155 and T um ell, pp. 69ff, 
see M erteuil, a t  le a s t in  p a r t ,  as a  defender o f the rig h ts  of women in  
a  kind of war between the sexes. But th is  view is  supported only by a 
few b r ie f  statements in  l e t t e r  LXXXI, especially  the declaration that 
she was "nee pour venger non sexe,11 p. 17**. Ihe Marquise is  obviously
angry th a t she has been denied the freedom of action given to  men and, 
a t the same tim e, proud th a t she has been able to  overcome such ob­
s ta c le s , but her actions give no ind ication  th a t she fee ls  any stronger 
bend with women than she does with men. Che i s  a "loner," and, as 
we sh a ll see , lonliness i s ,  fo r h e r, one o f the few incontrovertib le  
fac ts  o f human existence and the basis upon which her philosophy of 
l i f e  i s  b u i l t .

10 According to  Seylaz, p . 93, the characters o f Oecile and 
Danceny were meant to  contradict the "croyance trad itio n n e lle  en 
1 'innocence e t  en l a  purete des e tre s  jeunes." We discussed in  
Chapter I I ,  above, the idea of the lib e r tin e  novelists th a t children 
are amoral, i f  not na tu ra lly  corrupt, beings.

11See Seylaz, Part I I ,  Chapter 2 , "Che nythologie fascinante,"
pp. 99-120. Ihe following quotations from th is  work are id en tified  
in  the te x t .

12 Roger Picard, Les Salons l i t t e r a i r e s  e t  la  societe  francaise , 
1610-1789 (New York: Brentano's, iy43), p . i59. «J.-r. tseiin, Le 
Mouvemenf philosophique de 1748 a 1789 (1913; rp t . New York: Sort 
Franklin, n .d .) ,  p . 22** and p . 217, respecitve ly , quotes Grimm as
saying th§it "tout e s t  aujourd'hui philospphe, philosophique, e t 
philosophie en France," but a lso  th a t the " liv res de pure philosophie
passaient . . . nresque inapergus."

^  This i s  the case with D iderot's more daring works, which were 
generally not published u n ti l  long a f te r  h is death. His Dr. Bordeu 
in  Le Reve de d'Alembert, fo r  exanple, is  not a t  a l l  a t ease with the 
inp lications o f h is  b e lie f  th a t "tout ce qui e s t  ne peut § tre  n i 
contre nature n i hors de natu re ,"  Oeuvres philosqphiques (Paris:
Gam ier, 1964), p . 380. He would n o t, he declares, publicly greet any 
man "suspecte de p ratiquer ma doctrine" (p. 378).

l i i
Ih is  i s  the b e lie f  of Rene Hubert, D'Holbach e t ses amis (Paris: 

Andre Delpeuch, 1928), p . 83.

15 See Belin, Chapter 12, pp. 289- 98. Elsewhere, Belim quotes Metra 
as saying th a t ,  by the 1780's, "on t r a i t a i t  V oltaire de bigot parce q u 'i l  
n 'e t a i t  pas athee" (p. 339).

1 f i J.H. Brum fitt, The French Enlightenment (Londcxx and Basingstoke: 
Macmillan Press, 1972), p . 12.

W Peter Brooks, Ihe Novel of Worldliness: Crebillon, Marivaux, Laclos, 
Stendhal (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 19^9), pp. 44-93.
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18 Louise K. Horowitz, "Love and Language: A Stucjy of the 
C lassical French M oralist W riters," D iss. City Univ. o f New York 
1973, p . 197. Ih is  d isse rta tio n  has been published under the same 
t i t l e  by the Chio S tate Univ. Press, 1977, but the published book
was unavailable to  us.

*9 Horowitz, p . 198.
20 See Chapter I ,  above, in  which we noted the tendency o f e a r l ie r  

l ib e rtin e s  to  describe others according to  the groups they f a l l  in to :
"ces so rtes d'amants qui. . , n e tc .

^  Horowitz, p. 202.

22 Seylaz, p . 102.

Brooks, p . 67.

2  ̂ Seylaz, p . 106. Ihe following quotation fran  th is  work is  
id en tifie d  in  the te x t.

25 Brum fltt, p . I l l ,  th a t "despite the t i t l e  o f h is  best known 
work / l a  MettriqJ was one of the main in i t ia to r s  away from the mechanical 
sciences towards the b io log ical ones." See Aram Vartanian, e d ., La 
M ettrie’s L’Hoctib machine: A Study in  the Origins o f an Idea (Pnnce- 
ton: Princeton Univ. Press, 19&0), in  which the "philosophers" 
v i ta l i s t  theories are discussed.

26 Pointed out by John Falvey, e d ., Discours su r le  bcnheur, 
by Ju lien  Of fray de La Met t r i e ,  Vol. 134 of Studies on V oltaire and 
the Eighteenth Century, ed. Theodore Besterman (.Banbury, Oxfordshire:
'ihe Voltaire foundation, Thorpe Mandeville House, 1975), p . 102n.

2? L'Annee L itt§ ra ire  (1772; i p t .  Geneva: Slatkine, 1966),
xrx, 516=17:---------------

pQ
Paul-Henri Thiry d'Holbach, Le Systeme de la  na tu re , nouvelle 

ed. avec des notes e t  des corrections par Lb.ueroo, ea. YvonBeiavai 
(1821; r p t .  Hiidesheim: Georg Uims, iyo6J , 1, 225. Future references 
to  th is  work w ill be id en tified  in  the tex t by the l e t t e r  S, followed 
by volume and page number.

29 Quoted in  P ierre N aville, Paul Thiry d ’Holbach e t  la  philosophie 
sc ien tifique  au XVIII? s iec le  (Paris: Ciallmard, 19^3), p. 51. The 
descrip tion  o f Diderot i s  round on p . 6l .

There a re , o f course, important differences between the
opinions o f Helvetius and D’Holbach. D'Holbach’s pessimism, fo r example, 
stems from the vision of incessant movement which i s  the ru le  o f nature
and which makes any kind o f permanence (inner s ta b i l i ty  o f character or 
even outer s ta b il i ty  of s itu a tio n ) inpossible. Helvetius* m aterialism  
does not dwell as much on th is  idea. The pessimism comes from the 
author’s reduction o f a l l  human beings to  carbon copies o f one another.
He firmly refuses to  allow fo r the existence in  the individual (those
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w ithin the "normal" range a t le a s t)  o f any kind o f innate superio rity , 
or even in fe r io r ity . Nothing in  us i s  unique, fo r  b e tte r  o r fo r 
worse. D'Holbach sp ec ifica lly  re je c ts  th is  idea. See, fo r exanple,
La Morale universe l ie  (1776: i p t .  Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Friedrich 
Frcmnann, i9Yu), 1 , u n  and I I I ,  53-54.

3* Hubert, p . 75.

32 Claude Adrien H elvetius, Oeuvres completes, ed. Yvon Belaval 
(1795; ip t .  Hildesheim: Georg 01ms, 196>9)? VII, 163. Future references 
to  De l'homne, taken from th is  ed itio n , v a il  be id en tifie d  in  the
te x t by tne l e t t e r  H followed by volume and page numbers.

33 Goethe said  o f le  Systeme de la  nature th a t " i ts  sad, a th e is tic  
tw iligh t seemed to  cast a  v e il  over the beauty o f the earth  and rob 
the heaven of s ta r s ,"  quoted in  Max Pearson Cushing, Baron d'Holbach;
A Study o f Eighteenth-Century Radicalism in  France (1914; ip t .  New 
rork: BurF J/rankun, ly y ij ,  p . bF.

^Reginald James White, The Anti-Philosophers: A Study of the
Philosophies in  Eighteenth-Century France (london: Macmillan: New York: 
St1.' Martin's Press, 1970),' P'. 9. Tne1 modem th inker he refers to  i s
Michael Oakeshott, vho expresses the opinion in  Experience and i t s  
Modes (1933).

33 Claude Adrien H elvetius, Oeuvres (Paris: Briand, l 'a n  2 de la  
Republique 0 -792), I ,  135. Future references to  De l 'e s p r i t  w ill be 
id en tifie d  in  the tex t by the l e t t e r  E followed by volume and page
numbers o f th is  ed itio n . “

36 Jules Soury, quoted in  Cushing, p . 65.

37 D'Holbach, La Morale u n iv erse lie , I ,  70.

3& Stewart, p . 25.

39 jean Giraudoux, in  speaking o f the "besogie vengeresse" of 
both Merteuil and Valmont, remarks tha t "un plus grand poete nous 
au ra it la isse  s e n tir  qui l l s  vengentj Laclos ne l ' a  peut-§tre  pas 
su ,"  "Choderlos de Laclos," in  h is L atterature (1941; rp t . Paris: 
Gallimard, 1967), p . 65.

^  Jean A. Perkins, The Concept o f S e lf in  the French E nlig iten- 
ment (Geneva: Droz, 1969) ,  p . 48.

A Ernst C assirer, La Philosophie des lumidres, tran s . Pierre
Q uillet (Paris: Fayard, lyyuj, p. idb.

^2 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Les Confessions, ed. B. Gagnebin e t  
M. Raymond (Paris: Gallimard, 1959), i ,  3^'/.

**3 Perkins, pp. 48-49.

^  Mne de Tourvel i s  ju s t  such a wcman, according to  M erteuil. "La 
tendre devote do it beaucoup e c rire : car que f e ra i t - e l le  quand e lle  e s t
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seule? E lle n 'a  surement pas le  bon e sp r it  de se d is tra ire "  (CXXXI,
312). Merteuil places great importance on having Valmont send her
the P residente 's f i r s t  love l e t t e r .  I t  would be the symbol of her
power over a l l  th a t she stands fo r .

^  See J .  Robert Loy, "Love/Vengeance in  the la te  Eighteenth-Cen­
tury French Novel," E sprit Createur 3 (1963), 157-66, vbere the impor­
tance of th is  question in  the minds o f the lib e rtin es i s  stressed :
"the vengeance o f which M erteuil and Sade and others speak so often  i s  . . . 
a vengeance on the s ta te  o f nature which makes such a question possible"
(p. 163).

^  See Brooks1 analysis o f Laclos' novel, pp. 172-218.

47 Many c r i t ic s  have noted th is  in  Laclos' l ib e r tin e s . See, fo r
example. Brooks, p. 190 and p . 191, respectively , where he mentions Val­
mont's "sad is tic  need to  degrade " and h is  perpetual "recourse to
trav esty ;"  T um ell, pp.63-64; Seylaz, p. 95.

48 Jacques Eaurie, Essai su r la  seduction (Paris: La Table Rcnde,
1948), p. 17. Most c r i t ic s  note the difference between the aggressive­
ness o f the evil-doers and the passiveness of the victim s, according 
to  Peter Brooks, p . 173.

4QJ Andre Malraux, "Laclos e t  les Liaisons dangereuses,"  (1939), 
rp t .  in  Le Triange n o ir (Paris: Gallimard, 1970), p . 45.

50 Malraux, p . 44.

51 Donatien-Alphonse-Francois de Sade, Oeuvres completes du mar­
quis de Sade, ed ition  d § fln itiv e , V (Paris: Au cercle du liv re  prfecieux, 
19667; 353.'

52 Brooks, pp. 201-02.

53 Le ccmte de T illy  gave an exanple o f the contemporary view of
Mne de Tourvel when h§ sa id  th a t she i s  "adorable, e t  9. f a i t  verser 
bien des larmes a l a  jeunesse des deux sexes," quoted in  P ierre  Choder­
los de Laclos, Oeuvres completes, ed. Maurice Allem (Paris: Gallimard,
1951), p . 709. Modem c r i t ic s  d i f f e r  in  th e ir  opinions. Seylaz, p. 147, 
believes th a t Laclos succeeded in  h is  port a i t  o f Mne de Tourvel, but 
T um ell, p . 63, sees in  her (and in  Mne de Rosemonde, both representa­
tiv es of "true v irtue") "stereotyped concepts [which/ are not adequate to  
the weight p f the emotions they are intended to  convey." Che recent 
in te rp re ta tio n  seems to  me to  be erroneous in  ascrib ing to  Laclos the
aim o f presenting Mne de Tourvel as the symbol o f a  weak-willed victim  
o f the emotions, motivated by a soul-destroying need fo r  some so rt o f out­
side confirmation o f her ex istence, whether i t  be through re lig io n  or love. 
By exchanging the worship o f God fo r th a t o f Valmont, Tourvel "n 'au ra it 
f a i t  que changer de m aitre ," Madeleine Therrien, Les lia isons dangereuses:
m e in te rp re ta tio n  psycholofdaue (Paris: Societe d 'E d ition  d 'enseipne- 
nenr snpSrieur, ly  / ^ v 'p .  152? To give only one objection, Mne de Tourvel,
before loving Valmont, was a t ease and, althougi re lig io u s , the opposite 
of a fan a tic .
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54 For exanple, English Shew a l te r ,  J r . , The Evolution o f the 
French Novel, 1641 to  1782 (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1972), 
p. 344y or TUrnell, p. £>6 .

Laclos, Oeuvres conplStes. pp. 696-97.

56 ihe p u b lic 's  hum iliating treatment o f Merteuil a t the Come die 
I ta lien n e , described by Mne de Volanges (CLXXIII, 390-91), i s  not the 
re su lt o f moral outrage. As Brooks, p. 210, and others have pointed 
out, Prevan, who i s  applauded, i s  certa in ly  worth no more than e ith e r  
o f the two main lib e r tin e s . In add ition , even the representatives o f 
honest soc ie ty , Mne de Rosemonde and Danceny, work to  cover up the 
fu l l  extent o f M erteuil's e v i l ,  ra th e r than to  r isk  fu rth er so c ia l 
disturbances by exposing i t .

57 Especially Brooks, pp. 183-88, and Laurent V ersin i, Laclos e t  
la  tra d itio n : Essai sur les  sources e t  la  technique des Liaisons 
dangereuses \ r a n s :  iuincKsieck, 1968) ,  pp. i 8V-2Ub, m  which he 
examines the novel in  the l i g i t  o f the seventeenth-century trad itio n  
of "hcnnStete:11 "Laclos, ouvert aux legons de la  philosophie nouvelle,
camne a ce lles de l a  tra d itio n , £ente une synthese qui peimette |  la  
puissance du moi . . . de s'exprim er dans le  cadre de Phonnetete,
le  dern ier mot devant r e s te r  & la  so c ia b ility "1(p. 203) .

58
Showalter, p . 334.

59 H ijn e ll, p . 54.

^  The th inker who, a t  tim es, cones c lo sest to  Sade's ideas on 
the individual i s  Diderot; a t  one p o in t, when discussing the con flic t 
between the specia l individual and so c ie ty , he proposes a  specia l 
morality fo r the genius, one th a t "pourrait bien S tre au rebours de 
la  morale u su e lle ,"  quoted in  Yvon Belaval, L 'Esthetique sans paradoxe de 
Diderpt (Paris: Gallimard, 1950), p. 68.
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Chapter V: Ihe Marquis de Sade

As a  novelist o f libe rtin ism , Sade d iffe rs  most from h is prede­

cessors in  th a t ,  fo r him, cruelty  i s  divorced from the notion of seduc- 
1

t i e r .  Scenes o f debauchery often  begin with a c lea r statement o f

the l ib e r t in e ’s in ten tions and an imnediate undressing o f the victim  

and v ictim izer. Here, fo r exanple, i s  the method o f the Grand Duke

Leopold, whom J u l ie t te  meets during her stay in  Florence: " s ’approchant

des quatre f i l l e s , i l  leu r declare ses in ten tions . . . /p u is  i l j les

f i t  au ssito t mettre nues par son agent.'1 Turning to  J u l ie t te  and her 

ccrpanion, he asks: "Belles dames . . . voudriez-vous bien im iter ces

demoiselles, e t  vous deshab ille r de m&ne?"2 I f  a  major ch arac te ris tic  

o f eighteenth-century cruel eroticism  i s  i t s  psychological manipulation 

of the victim , then Sade's depiction of sexual scenes i s  anything but

e ro tic .^  In a  complete reversa l o f past l ib e r tin e  id e a ls , Sade refuses 

to  see physical possession as the ultim ate aim o f  libe rtin ism . Bodies

count fo r very l i t t l e  here. I f  resistance  by the victim  i s  prized a t  a l l ,  

i t  i s  sinply because physical s ig is  o f d is tre s s—te a rs , e n tre a tie s , 

screams—stim ulate the l ib e r tin e  by ac tiva ting  "le  flu ide  e lectrique" upon

which a l l  pleasure depends. When the lib e r tin e  observes the e ffec ts  of 

h is  th rea ts  and h is  cruelty  on the victim , " la  repercussion, plus ac­

tiv e  sur nous, determine bien plus energiquement e t  bien plus promptement 

alors le s  e sp r its  animaux I  l a  d irec tion  qui leu r e s t  n€cessaire pour la

volupte" (P h il I I I ,  528). Ihe victim  in  Sade has lo s t a l l  moral dimension; 

the l ib e r t in e 's  treatm ent o f him i s  reduced to  pure b ru ta lity .

Sade, in  other words, refuses to  play the so c ia l game engaged in  by 

h is  predecessors. Elaborate e ffo r ts  to  disguise one's true  character,
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such as those made by the Marquise de M erteuil, are  almost to ta lly  

neglected by Sadi an l ib e r tin e s , even when th e ir  so c ia l position  would 

seem to  demand d isc re tion . This i s  tru e  in  novels th a t are w ritten  

in  the tra d itio n a l vein, such as Aline e t  Valcour, in  which the charac­

te rs  are supposed to  be believab le, as w ell as in  the more daring works, 

such as J u l i e t t e , in  which the lib e rtin e s  are re la tiv e ly  unconcerned

with the problem o f exposure, whether they are society matrons o r the 

Pope. This i s  the case, fo r  exanple, of Mne de Saint-Ange. As unlikely

as i t  seems in  view of the staggering number o f lovers she has had (in  

i t s e l f  unbelievable), th is  u tte r ly  debauched monster-heroine proclaim s: 

"Ch me c ro it  sage dans mes soci€t§s" (Phil I I I ,  412). Sade pays l i t t l e

heed to  the tenet o f " la  vraisemb lance" in  both the presentation of 

h is  master lib e rtin e s  and in  the d e ta ils  o f th e ir  c ru e lty .1*

From th is  point o f view, the author o f La Nouvelle Justine would 

not seem to  be ccnparable to  the novelists o f "worldliness" (to  borrow

Brooks' phrase) whom we have studied in  the preceding chapters and in

whose work "primary or even exclusive importance jj.s  given~j to  ordered 
5

so c ia l ex istence." Yet the works o f Sade and o f these w riters share 

much cannon ground. With regard to  the lib e r tin e  genre in  general,

Sade did no t, as we sh a ll see , disdain to  borrow an occasional l ib e r­

tin e  s itu a tio n , nor did he scorn the usual lib e r tin e  arguments against 

conventional m orality . 6

But Sadi an lib e rtin e s  have a  much closer link  to  the heroes o f the 

more sp ec ifica lly  "worldly" lib e r tin e  n o v e lis ts , with whom they share 

the conviction th a t libertin ism  somehow holds the key to  a great power. 

Even with Crebillon, libertin ism  began to  take the shape o f a philosophy 

o f l i f e ,  such as Sade would develop. There i s  certa in ly  present in  the
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e a r l ie r  heroes a  strong warring s p i r i t  th a t seeks, through the app li­

cation o f in te lle c tu a l powers to  ero ticism , to  a sse rt the supremacy 

o f the s e l f .  Versac, like  Valmont, believes th a t "ccnquSrir e st notre 

d e s tin ,”? and, fo r both, the d iff ic u lty  o f the en terp rise  greatly  en­

hances the v ictory . Ihe desire to  prove him self i s  what in c ite s  

Clitandre to  create obstacles th a t he then overcomes in  h is  cruel con­

quest o f Luscinde in  La Nuit e t  le  moment, while Valmont feels so strongly 

the need fo r an eneny to  conquer, th a t he disdains easy v ic to ries  and

places primary importance on the degree of d iff ic u lty  facing him. Che 

o f the g rea test fru s tra tio n s  o f the Sadian l ib e r tin e  i s  the absence 

o f any re a l eneny, a  s itu a tio n  created by h is  own misanthropy, which 

prevents him from dignifying the victim  with the t i t l e  of foe, and, even 

more, by h is atheism, which o b lite ra te s  the most inportant enemy of a l l .

"Je su is au desespoir de ne trouver jamais qie le  prejuge, au lie u  du 

crime que je  desire  e t  que je  ne rencontre nu lle  p a r t ,"  declares C la irv il

(Ju l I I ,  54).

In the preceding chapters, we have seen th a t i t  i s  the in te lle c tu -  

a liz in g  of love-making (which turns the partner in to  a  victim) th a t i s

a t the base of the l ib e r t in e ’s a ttitu d e  o f c rue lty . I t  has also been 

s tressed  th a t th is  penchant fo r  cruelty  i s  not sinply a  na tu ra l by-product

o f a r is to c ra tic  socie ty , but, more and more, a conscious response the 

lib e rtin e  makes to  what he sees as the necessity  o f choosing between

"le  coeur e t  l 'e s p r i t . "  Yet, as the mere prac tice  o f libertin ism  be­

comes a  philosophy of libe rtin ism , the e sse n tia l nystery o f the nature 

of eroticism  remains unexplained. What exactly i 3 the lib e rtin e  out to  

conquer? Crebillon’s worldly "philosophies" s e t t l e ,  a t  times uneasily , fo r 

the so c ia l s ta tu s  accorded a  master seducer, b u t, increasingly , the
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lib e r tin e  becomes aware th a t ,  behind the power struggle during which 

sexuality  and cruelty  are seen to  be so closely re la te d , there is  some

inport ant tru th  fo r man to  discover. Not only i s  there  a growing 

fee ling  th a t submitting to  one's own sexual drives as w ell as to  those of 

the p a rtn e r, without consenting to  and contro lling  them, i s  a  hun ilia ting

defeat, but there i s  also a g rea te r in te re s t in  the e ro tic  act i t s e l f ,  

a  desire  to  explo it tha t specia l moment.

I t  must, o f course, be kept in  mind tha t Sade was removed from the 

l i te ra ry  and in te lle c tu a l l i f e  o f h is tim es, and th a t ,  h is physical im­

prisonment aid ing , he was also  mentally confined within "les lim ites
O

e tro ite s  de la  p e rv e rsity ,"  as Gaetan Picon notes. These factors 

n a tu ra lly  produced strange combinations of eigrteenth-century ideas

and s e n s ib i l i t ie s ,  but i t  i s  p recisely  because Sade accepted and ad­

m itted h is  p e rv e rsity , and, in  an in te lle c tu a l provocation, held i t

up to  others as a  model o f behavior, th a t he i s  most im portant. He 

sometimes succeeds in  e l ic i t in g  a  feeling  o f conplicity  in  the unwilling

reader and, a t th a t moment, Maurice Blanchot's comments on Sadi an 

thought come to  mind: "e lle  nous montre qu 'en tre  l'homne normal qui

enferme l'homne sadique dans une impasse e t  le  sadique qui f a i t  de

ce tte  impasse une issu e , c 'e s t  c e lu i-c i qui en s a i t  le  plus long sur 

la  v e rite  e t  l a  logique de sa  s itu a tio n  . . ."^ For the same reason,

the "sadique" has much to  t e l l  us about the eighteenth-century lib e rtin e s  

who came before him and with whom he shares a  preoccupation with the

great mystery o f eroticism .

A second poin t to  make about the re la tionsh ip  between Sade and 

h is  predecessors concerns the importance o f the so c ia l order fo r the 

l ib e r tin e . I f  we accept Peter Brooks' statement quoted above, we
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must conclude tha t Sade's novels may also  be qua lified  as "worldly."

Even within the p rivate  world o f  sadism, scenes of debauchery, no 

m atter hew c ru e l, are carefully  ordered according to  a s t r i c t  soc ia l 

hierarchy, and, as Roland Barthes has noted, there i s  in  Sade a 

"volont§ d 1 id e n tif ie r  le  bonheur £ un espace f in i  e t  organise."1̂  There 

i s  another, very inport ant s im ila rity  between Sadi an society and th a t

o f the a r is to c ra tic  l ib e r tin e : the power of the word. I t  i s ,  again, 

Barthes, who w rites th a t ,  within Sadian society , i t  is  the power o f
ispeech th a t ,  alone, distinguishes between the lib e rtin e  and the victim .

In much the same way, the e a r l ie r  lib e rtin e  re lie d  upon the power 

o f  the word as the key to  estab lish ing  h is  personal power. For Versac,

the word i s  the fab rica to r o f myths, which are the secre t o f h is control 

over o thers. I t  i s  not the tru th , but what i s  sa id  to  be the tru th

th a t m atters. Versac dominates the conversation o f the soc ia l gathering 

in  Les Egarements du coeur e t  de I 1 e s p r i t , ju s t  as one imagines he

does th a t o f the boudoir. In La Nuit e t  le  moment, as we noted in  

Chapter I ,  Clitandre i s  able to  seduce d d a lis e  by the mere r e c i ta l  

o f h is  past actions, and in  Le Sopha, Mazulim, who i s  almost inpotent

in  r e a l i ty ,  is  the most feared l ib e r tin e  in  Agra, because people be­

lieve the s to rie s  th a t c ircu la te  about him. Not only i s  the ward the

syirbol o f the l ib e r tin e 's  power, b u t, as we see , a lso  an instrument o f 

seduction. This double function i s  equally apparent in  Sade, except

th a t i t  i s  the lib e rtin e  him self who i s  seduced and inflamed with each 

new re c ita tio n  o f h is  own p rincip les of debauchery. In both cases, 

a lso , i t  i s  cxily w ithin the p a rtic u la r  society to  which the lib e rtin e  

belongs th a t the ru les apply.

Sade did n o t, however, ignore the "real" society  outside h is own;
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i t  occipies an important place in  h is work. His p riva te  world e x is ts , 

in  p a r t ,  only because he wants to  create an "anti-world" in  which the 

values and ideals o f ordinary society are destroyed and which has meaning

only in  so fa r  as the acts connatted w ithin i t  are f e l t  by the lib e rtin e  

to  be transgressions. But in  h is  less rad ica l novels, Aline e t  Val-

cour, fo r exanple, Sade turns back to  th a t society outside in  order to  

present h is  own view o f i t ,  one in  which cruelty  plays an e sse n tia l p a r t ,

since , according to  Sade, i t  i s  the most basic human q u a lity . Vfe see 

th a t ,  i f  Sade refuses to  play the soc ia l game, th a t i s ,  to  accept the 

v a lid ity  o f "socialized" c ru e lty , as Crebillon and Laclos d id , he did

not think i t  uninport ant to  study cruelty  in  society .

Sade i s ,  a t  once, very d iffe ren t from, and very much l ik e , h is

predecessors. In studying cruel libertin ism  in  h is  novels, we must 

f i r s t  take note o f the fac t th a t h is concerns are sim ilar to  those of

h is  contenporaries, who had already begun the exploration o f areas de­

clared taboo by re lig ious and teirporal au th o ritie s . Ihe great task  of 

the eighteenth century was, as i t s  own thinkers saw i t ,  nothing less 

than the red efin itio n  of human natu re , a  task  made necessary by the 

loss o f the mythical proportion granted human existence according to

the divine scheme o f th ings. Sade's works contain the same uneasy moral 

reevaluation th a t marks the work o f h is  lib e rtin e  predecessors. His

methods o f exploration a re , however, very d iffe re n t. While they begin 

by observing re a l i ty  in  order to  reach certa in  conclusions about human 

natu re , Sade, as a "philosophe," begins by examining human nature and 

then constructs an imaginary society th a t best provides a  means o f 

expression fo r  what i s  deepest and tru e s t in  us.

Vfe sh a ll begin our study with a look a t  Sade's opinion o f h is
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12predecessors, and a comparison of th e ir  aim o f presenting "socialized" 

cruelty  with the Marquis' errphasis on the base of pure cruelty  in  each

human being. We sh a ll then examine more closely Sade's idea o f human 

nature. He thought o f him self as a  "philoscphe" in  the tra d itio n  o f the 

Baron d'Holbach, whose work he greatly  admired. To understand more

thoroughly h is view o f cruelty as inherent in  human nature, and to  

examine to  what extent th is  view may be considered a  log ica l extension

of certa in  trends in  Enlightenment philosophy, which, as we have seen, 

influenced other lib e rtin e  w rite rs , we sh a ll  b rie f ly  compare Sade to

Diderot, the "philoscphe" who, according to  one c r i t i c ,  " e s t, de tous les

grands philosophes du s ie c le , celui qui s'approche le  plus des audaces du 
13marquis." I t  is  especially  the way in  which both authors blend the

ra tio n a l and e ro tic  aspects o f th e ir  thought in  order to  produce a very 

personal philosophy th a t affords the basis o f comparison.

F ina lly , we sh a ll examine Sade's view of contenporary socie ty , as 

he p ictu res i t  in  h is  most successful tra d itio n a l novel, Aline e t

Valcour, which, as Jean Fabre no tes, Sade believed to  be h is  "chef-d'oeuvre." 

Fab re a lso  s ta te s  th a t th is  novel deserves specia l a tten tion  because in  

in ,  Sade i s  "fiddle a lui-mSme, mais aussi bien libe re  de lui-meme par 

son p a r ti-p r is  de deoence e t  son pouvoir de romancier." I t  i s  in  th is  

woric, we sh a ll  see , th a t Sade may be sa id  to  have added a f in a l note to

the worldly n o v e lis ts ' presentation o f  the philosophy of cruel libertin ism .
*  It h

In Idee su r les romans, Sade i s  very c lea r about h is  desire to

separate himself from past lib e r tin e  w rite rs . He despised "les ermuyeuses 

conversations des rue l ie s "  as much as he did "les fastid ieuses lan-
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gueurs de 1 ' amour” (Idee X, 12). He is  especially  harsh on R etif

and on Crebillon f i l s ,  accusing the l a t t e r  of f la t te r in g  vice and 

crushing v irtu e . He also d islikes what he sees as C rebillon 's in ­

te l le c tu a l dishonesty, h is "trahison de la  nature" (Idee X, 22).

Sade was sincere here. He disdains Crebillon fo r hiding certa in  

basia  tru ths about human nature behind the fancy speeches o f s i l ly  

fops.

lik e Crebillon, Sade believes that the erotic  moment is  a Bpecial

one, a  kind o f  moment o f tru th  during which two beings engage in  a 

fie rce  power struggle. Both w riters i l lu s t r a te  th is  fundamental

eigjiteenth-centuzy a ttitu d e . But they are looking fo r d iffe ren t th ings. 

For C rebillon, i t  owes i t s  specialness to  the psychological tru th s  i t  

reveals: a t th is  moment, ordinary precautions are like ly  to  be ne­

glected. R estraints are forgotten and cracks appear in  the so c ia l mask. 

Both partners are p o ten tia lly  vulnerable, but the winner w ill  be the

one who i s  able to  control the o th er’s mind by remaining in  conplete 

control o f him self. Crebillon chooses th is  moment to  show the true

nature o f the soc ia l mechanism. Sade, however, chooses the e ro tic  

moment to  show the true nature o f the hunan mechanism.

For Sade, socia l c ru e lty , what one ndgjit c a l l  "localized" c rue lty , 

misses the po in t. He i s  in te res ted  in  exposing ultim ate human m otivation, 

to  show i t  as i t  operates in  i t s  purest form, without reference to  a

p a rtic u la r  so c ia l se ttin g . To the old arguments, evoked by Crebillon 

f i l s  in  the preface o f Les Egarements, o f whether the a r t i s t  should

portray man as he should be o r , as Crebillon be lieves, man as he i s ,

Sade adds a  new note. He w ill  show man as he can be, " te l  q u 'i l  peut 

e tr e ,  t e l  que doivent le  rendre les modifications du v ice , e t  toutes
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les secousses des passions" (Idee X, 12), roan uninhibited by local 

customs and developed to  the f u l l  extent o f h is  na tu ra l in c lin a tio n s . 

Sade's aim is  to  destroy the myths b u ilt  up around roan's nature th a t 

re s u lt  from the unnatural so c ia l s itu a tio n  he usually finds him self in . 

Sade d id , however, single out fo r cem ent, the novels o f certa in

lib e r tin e  w riters who seemed to  him to  be more w illing  than most to

face the fac ts  of human existence. Che of these i s  d'Argens' Th6rese
15

philosophe. I t  was perhaps from th is  novel, which Sade considered to  

have been w ritten  by a  fellow "philosophe," th a t he took the idea fo r 

one o f  the scenes in  La Nouvelle Ju s tin e . In Therdse, a  d isso lu te  p r ie s t

le  pSre Dirrag, sexually abuses Mile Eradice, whose confessor h is  i s .

He takes advantage o f the g i r l 's  naivete by convincing her th a t the

physical sensations involved are t r i a l s  she must pass througi on her 

way to  p u rifica tio n  and sainthood. In La Nouvelle Ju s tin e , the inno­

cent heroine a lso  permits h e rse lf  to  be assaulted by the p r ie s t  to  whom 

she makes confession, Dcm Severino, superior of the abbey of Sainte- 

Marie-des Bois. Both episodes are meant to  be provocative by showing 

sacrilege  ccmnitted by a  member o f the sect and by estab lish ing  the 

s tu p id ity  o f re lig ious fervor which i s  so easily  duped, but Sade's

handling of d'Argens' l ib e r tin e  anecdote i l lu s t r a te s  the manner in  

which he wished to  transform the lib e rtin e  novel.

In Iher&se. the read er 's  main impression i s  th a t the episode i s  one 

of so c ia l coranentary, mixed with a large dose of "g a illa rd ise ."  The 

author wishes to  demonstrate th a t ,  fo r any man with a  strong sexual 

na tu re , the priesthood must eventually lead to  unhappiness and possibly 

to  crime. .teligicn. is  wrong not to  allow any o u tle t fo r d e s ire s , since 

desire  i s  na tu ra l and chastity  is  no t. Ihe anecdotal nature of the
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incident i s  preserved by the tongue-in-cheek manner in  which i t  i s  

presented (d'Argens in s is ts  th a t the two were made fo r each o th er, since

Eradice had a  need to  believe and Dirrag had a need to  convince) and 

the ligh thearted  way in  which i t  ends (Eradice, enlightened as to  the

true  nature o f her confessor by a  young and handsome p r ie s t ,  rewards 

the l a t t e r  by granting free ly  what Dirrag had s to le n ) . Ifr Th6rdse , 

the scabrous d e ta ils  are meant as sinple entertainm ent; they e x is t 

side by side with serious in te n t.

In La Nouvelle Ju s tin e , Sade i s  not prim arily concerned with so c ia l
16c ritic ism , but ra th e r with the depiction of pure passion, the passions 

being, for Sade, "des elements irre d u c tib le s ,"  which can be cantoined 

or opposed to  o th e rs .1^ Dcm Severino and Justine  represent pure s ta te s  

o f being. Ihe p r ie s t  i s  not pushed to  e x tre r  action by repression as 

i s  le  pdre Dirrag. Ch the contrary, he represents the pure force of 

eroticism . In the same way, Justine  i s  p ictured  less as a  victim  o f 

soc ie ty , which makes young g ir ls  the slaves o f re lig ious f a i th ,  than as

the incarnation of re lig ious f a i th .  These are not re a l characters, 

but as Alice Laborde poin ts ou t, "des sigyies 'authentiques' de l'homne."'

I t  i s  in  the in te re s t o f tru th  th a t re lig ious fervor be presented 

as the na tu ra l victim  of a  superior force. That i s  why Sade p articu ­

la r ly  s tre sses  Ju s tin e 's  unbelievable blindness and submissiveness in

the face o f the almost undisguised ferocity  of the p r ie s t .  An in ­

decently dressed boy attends Severino, and "Justine en efit congu quelque

soupgon, s i  e l le  l 'e u t  observe" (IU VI, 305). The p r ie s t  i s  involved in  

homosexual acts with the boy during the confession, yet Justine  hears

nothing: " s i / e l l e j  eut e te  moins aveuglSe . . . assurement e lle

eQt cess€ d 'e tre  dupe" (VI, 306). Made to  take o ff  her clothes and
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kneel before the sta tue  o f the Virgin, tf iile  the p r ie s t  abuses her 

and even bares himself to  h e r, and then conmanded to  follow him with­

out dressing h e rse lf , Justine  i s  "un peu inquidte" (VI, 309). Ihe 

scene in  La Nouvelle Justine  i s  n o t, as in  Thgrfese, a  detachable

anecdote, but a  scene o f preparation: Severino does not ccnplete the 

a ttack  here and h is  cruelty  i s  held in  check; Justine has not yet 

gone through the symbolic labyrinth o f tunnels, s ta irc a se s , and

ladders th a t w ill  take her away from the everyday world to  th a t specia l 

place th a t i s  Sade’s p rivate  world o f cruelty .

Le pdre Dirrag i s  certa in ly  not a  hero in  d'Argens' novel, and 

he would not be considered one by Sade e ith e r , since he i s  a  v illa in

by circumstance, not choice. Severino, on the contrary, turns out to  

be a  "philosophe," as are a l l  of Sade's main lib e r tin e s . Cruelty is  

h is  passion, but also  h is  choice. With the heroes o f laclos and with 

those of the "cynique" tra d itio n  in  general, Sade's lib e r tin e s  seem 

to  choose the head over the h ea rt. Le President de Blamont, in  Aline

e t  Valcour, never ceases to  say, " i l  n 'e s t  point d'organe plus faux 

/que le  coeur/ ,  on en f a i t  ce qu'on veut. . ."  (AV IV, 98).

Sade's lib e rtin e s  continue M erteuil's lead in  s tre ssin g  the degradation 

o f hunan existence, but they push i t  to  the extreme pessim istic  lim it, 

a t which others do not count a t  a l l ;  they show us, in .retrospect, that 

Laclos' heroes had reached the la s t  stage o f cynicism th a t society 

could to le ra te . I t  i s  not quite  accurate to  say o f Sade's characters

th a t they are "cyniques," since the lib e rtin e  "cynique" is  a  so c ia l 

being. Cruel as Merteuil i s ,  her cruelty  i s  a  means to  an end, and th a t

end i s  a tta inab le  w ithin the so c ia l framework. She i s  not cruel simply 

in  order to  stim ulate the sexual d rive , and the sexual drive does not
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autom atically lead to  the desire  to  be c rue l. With Sade, there i s  

nothing but desire . His lib e rtin e s  dream o f creating a  perpetual 

motion machine of debauchery and e v il .  They do not create misery in  

search o f pleasure o r fame, creating misery i s  th e i r  p leasure. Sensa­

tio n  and philosophy are one in  Sade; we come to  pure, as opposed to  

soc ia l, c ru e lty .

We had already begun to  get an idea of th is  purity  o f e v il  in  

Les Liaisons dangereuses, where the reader i s  never rea lly  sure why

Merteuil i s  so bent on vengeance, what exactly she i s  seeking. Che had

the impression th a t society was becoming too small fo r h e r, th a t she
19wanted some so rt of deeper recognition o f her existence. The reigp

o f "1 ’e s p r i t” was degenerating in to  a  passion as troublesome as th a t 

o f "le  coeur." In Sade, the paradox i s  conpleted: the d is tin c tio n

between head and heart has clouded over. In f a c t ,  a comparison 

with the sentim ental novel i s  possib le , s ince , in  both cases, the

reader may wonder to  what extent philosophy acts as a  ju s t if ic a tio n  fo r

a basica lly  ir ra t io n a l  choice. Does philosophy serve passion; does
20passion serve philosophy? I t  i s  never c le a r. I f  love i s  idealized  

in  the sentim ental novel, i t  i s  possible to  say th a t Sade does the

same fo r ha te . As Maurice Blanchot has sa id , Sadi an thought i s  always
21t ie d  to  "des puissances ir ra tio n n e lle s ."  We have already remarked, 

in  Chapter I I I ,  upon the s im ila r itie s  between Sade's world and th a t of

a sentim ental novel like  Pauline, or the Victim o f the H eart, which 

could easily  have been called  Les Infortunes de la  v e rtu .

Che might even say th a t c rue lty , fo r the Sadian l ib e r tin e , is  

ind icative  o f a  superior form of s e n s it iv i ty , but one th a t i s  turned 

inward to  the only important re a l i ty :  one's own desires. " I I  y a  . . .



193

un exc§s dans la  se n s ib ility  qui avoisine 1 'in se n s ib il i ty ,"  Sade 

remarks in  a  note to  Aline e t  Valcour, " . . . une foule de d y iits

naissent de ces exces, e t  ne sont que les re su lta ts  tre s  singu lie rs 

de ce dern ier p e ri ode de la  se n s ib ili ty ” (AV V, 255n). His heroine 

Leanore continues Sade's reasoning, explaining th a t cruelly  i s  often

the property o f beings who are deeply "susceptibles d'emotions," th a t ,  

in  fa c t ,  ”ce qu'on prend en [cea ames fo r te s / pour de 1*insouciance au

de la  cruaute, n 'e s t  qu'une maniere, A e lle s  seules ccnnue, de s e n t ir  

plus vivement que les a u tre s ' (AV V, 260). The ”sadique," lik e  the

sen tim en ta lis t, l is te n s  to  the pulse o f nature within him self, not 

a ttenp ting  to  overcome i t ,  which would be impossible, but to  obey i t .  

Successful lib e rtin e s  in  Sade have only to  submit to  th e ir  fa te  and, 

very o ften , the difference between the lib e r tin e  and the v ictim , be­

tween J u l ie t te  and Ju stin e , fo r exanple, is  one of a tt i tu d e ; these

two heroines could have shared the same fa te , i f  Ju s tin e , lik e  her

s i s t e r ,  knew how to  find  sa tis fa c tio n  in  giving and receiving pain in -
22

stead of try ing  to  deny the power o f c rue lty .

We can now see th a t Sade was less  in te res ted  in  observing " rea lity "  

than in  d e ta ilin g  h is  own personal v ision o f a  higher r e a l i ty .  Yet

Sade believed th a t he was speaking fo r  a l l  men and th a t he was con-
23

tr ib u tin g  to  the study of human nature as a  "philosophe."  He saw

him self as a  continuer o f the serious trends in  l i te ra tu re  and in  

"philosophie," the two being inseparable. I t  i s  tru e  th a t he s ta r te d

from basic m a te ria lis t p rin c ip le s . He thougit D'Holbach's Le Systdme

de la  nature a  very important book and took i t  as h is  guide. He

praised  La M ettrie, who, according to  Lester Crocker, developed the f i r s t
24theory of n ih ilism  in  the eighteenth century." Many c r i t ic s  have
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traced  Sade's philosophical ideas to  th e i r  sources in  the eighteenth 
25century. But, although Sade always sought to  make use o f th e ir  

m a te ria lis t p rin c ip le s , underlying them are h is  contentions that 

cruelty  i s  the sing le  most important na tu ra l quality  in  man and th a t 

human cruelty  i s  the image of n a tu re 's  cruelty  to  man. Nature holds

man powerless by keeping him igjiorant of h is  essence, and the lib e r tin e  

im itates th is  by the a rb itra ry , but always cruel manner in  which he

tre a ts  h is  victim . As a  s ig i  o f n a tu re 's  approval, cruelty  i s  rewarded 

and v irtue  punished. Sade's idea th a t nature "approves" o f the l ib e r ­

t in e 's  actions betrays the element o f ir ra t io n a l ity  in  h is  thought. A 

more " sc ien tif ic "  explanation would be th a t cruelty  succeeds (ra the r 

than i s  rewarded) because i t  works with instead of against na tu re 's

orders. Sade o ffers both explanations on d iffe ren t occasions.

There a re , of course, s tra in s  o f pessim istic  thought running

throughout the Ehlightenment period. In Candida, fo r  exanple, a

work to  which Sade's "ccnte philosophique," Les Infortunes de la
P6vertu has been ccnpared, the good Anabaptist i s  drowned while the 

cruel s a i lo r  who had arb itrarily  caused h is  death i s  saved. Yet, we 

have seen th a t Sade's elaboration of cruelty  as a  philosophy leaves

the path o f s t r i c t  rationalism  and so cannot rea lly  be compared to  

V o lta ire 's  methods. The p a rtic u la r  way in  which rationalism  and

eroticism —the two tendencies th a t characterize so w ell the d iffe ren t 

in te l le c tu a l  currents o f eighteenth-century thought—are linked in

Sade c a lls  to  mind, instead , another o f h is  philosophical predecessors, 

D iderot, in  whose thought a lso  the e ro tic  element not only contributes 

g rea tly  to  the formulation of a personal philosophy, but leads to  

a  f l i r ta t io n  with a  kind of "sadisms bon enfan t,"  as Raymond Jean has
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27sa id . As Jean 's  phrase in d ica te s , there i s  in  D iderot's work a

f in a l re jec tio n  of e v i l ,  which i s  why the exploration o f man's cruelty  

remains a t  the embryonic stage. I t  i s ,  nevertheless, true  th a t ,  more 

than with any other predecessor o f Sade, novelist o r "philoscphe," there

i s  here a  s im ila rity  o f (e ro tic ) v ision which makes both of than take 

seriously  in to  account the problem o f man's cruelty  as an e ssen tia l

ra th e r than soc ia lly  determined p a rt o f h is  nature . I t  i s ,  perhaps, 

by a ccnparison between Diderot and Sade th a t one can best see the

extent o f the "natural" link  between m a te ria lis tic  philosophy and 

crue lly , both of which, as we sh a ll see , emanate from a vision of
pQ

constant expense of energy.

*  *  *

Ihe works o f Diderot and Sade, along with those of others o f th e ir  

tim e, must be seen in  the perspective of a b a t t le ,  as a reaction  

against the feudal concept o f the universe according to  which, as i t  

was thoug it, man, obedient lamb o f the Lord, re l ie s  to ta l ly  upon

e c c le s ia s tic a l authority  and abandons a l l  th a t may be called  curiosity  

and o rig in a lity  to  bend him self to  orthodox teachings. Materialism

is  th e ir  point o f departure in  th e i r  a ttenp t to  redefine hunan nature. 

Aram Vartanian has made c le a r th a t a  basic p a rt o f m aterialism  such 

as i t  was understood by Diderot was the lib e ra tio n  o f man's in s tin c ts  

sexual o r o th erw ise .^  Ihe "philosophe" was to  examine, explore, and 

expose, to  transform ideas in to  ac tion . Vartanian conpares the in ­

te l le c tu a l  v i ta l i ty  o f the e ra  to  the lib e ra tio n  o f the sexual Sian; 

both have the same o rig in : cu riosity  a t  la s t  freed . "Philosophie" means

the re jec tio n  o f a l l  lim its  to  human knowledge.
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Besides Diderot, with whom Vartanian deals exclusively , i t  is  

perhaps Sade who most displays the tendency to  associate intim ately 

the great v i ta l i ty  and excitement o f both in te l le c tu a l  and sexual 

"fermentation" (to  use a  favorite  eighteenth-century word). Both 

D iderot's man and Sade's man fe e l a t  the base of th e ir  being a  l i f e

force and both refuse to  shut themselves out o f regions th a t were 

once the specia l domain o f the Church (and also the S ta te ).^°

This reexamination is  a t  the heart o f both D iderot's and Sade's 

work. For both, the human personality  i s ,  in  large measure, explained 

by physical causes, including even those inc lina tions seen as aberrant.

Such a  view can easily  lead to  a tendency to  free  man from a l l  re ­

sponsib ility  fo r h is  actions, a  tenp ta ticn  to  which many succumbed.

In the sentim ental novel, aggression and outright cruelty  are often 

seen as morally inoffensive. Sade and, a t  tim es, Diderot share th is

view. "L 'origine de nos passions," says a  character in  Aline e t  Val- 

cour, "e t par consequent, la  cause de tous nos trav e rs , dependent 

uniquement de notre constitu tion  physique, e t  la  difference entre 

l'honnete honrae e t  le  scelS rat se demontrerait par l'anatcm ie, s i  

ce tte  science e ta i t  ce q u 'e lle  d o it S tre" (AV IV, 323).

Perversion i s  pa rt of the na tu ra l o rder, which i s  the point brought 

out by Dr. Bordeu in  D iderot's Le Reve de d'Alembert when he speaks 

of monsters.^1 In La Suite de l 'e n t r e t ie n , he extends the idea to  

the moral world, allowing h is  theorizing  on sexual m atters to  reach 

almost Sadi an proportions as he explains the necessity  o f accepting 

any and a l l  personal ta s te s  as na tu ra l: "tout ce qui e s t  ne peut e tre  n i

contre nature n i hors de nature" (Reve, p. 380). Another Sadi an note

to  Bordeu's statements i s  th a t ,  fo r the Doctor, i t  i s  the absence of
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sexual a c tiv i ty , ra th e r than sexual perversion, which i s  the strangest 

n a tu ra l phenomenon, fo r , he continues, " je  n ’en excepte pas mime 

la  chaste te  e t  la  continence volontaires qui se ra ien t les premiers des

crimes centre la  na tu re , s i  l ’on pouvait pecher centre nature" (HSve, p . 380). 

But the inportant th ing i s  not so much th a t Diderot and Sade meet

on th is  ground o f philosophical ju s t if ic a tio n  fo r perverse a c ts , which, 

a f te r  a l l ,  is- in p l ic i t  in  the works o f so many o thers. I t  i s  not even

th a t they had the courage to  say daring things so b lun tly . I t  i s  

ra th e r th a t ,  owing to  a  very personal and dynamic in te rp re ta tio n  of 

eighteenth-century m aterialism , both w riters come to  see each man, not

cnly as the re su lt  of na tu ra l fo rces, but as a  sm all-scale reproduction 

o f the in terp lay  o f the v i ta l  energies th a t make up these forces. I t

i s ,  in  o ther words, not so much the fac ts  o f m aterialism , as the vision 

th a t i s  based upon these fac ts  th a t i s  inportant in  studying the a f f in i­

ty  between Diderot and Sade.

Materialism means flu x , a  constant formation and reformation of 

m atter. "Le monde comnence e t  f i n i t  sans cesse; i l  e s t  § chaque 

in s tan t a son commencement e t  I  sa  fin "  (R§ve, p . 300). Ihe universe 

i s  expenditure o f energy. I t  i s  th is  v ision th a t Diderot and Sade

place a t the center o f th e ir  respective philosophies. ihe individual 

i s  seen as an image of the universe in  m iniature, as a  microcosm whose

actions (tending n a tu ra lly , fo r  the most p a r t ,  towards constructive ends 

in  Diderot and towards destructive ones in  Sade) reproduce the charac­

te r i s t i c  movements o f the whole. Each man i s  a  recreation  of the

universal drama.

Such an in te rp re ta tio n  o f m aterialism  leads to  a  vision o f l i f e

as a  se ries  o f "shocks," the shocks tha t are caused by the movement o f
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the molecules th a t are the m aterial carrying the l i f e  fo rces. Ihe 

objects we see around u s, our cwn bodies, are temporary shapes forced

upcn these moving molecules by certa in  laws of a ttra c tio n  th a t a re , 

fo r Diderot and Sade, not ccnpletely known. I t  follows from such a

vision th a t violence and cyclica l movement are p a rt o f  the l i f e  

process. The ideas o f incessant c irc u la r  motion and o f confrontation 

of forces have inportant e s th e tic  and philosophical im plications fo r

both o f these authors, and, fo r both, the e s th e tic  and the philosophical 

blend together in  such a  way th a t ,  in  order to  arrive  a t a  true p ic ­

tu re  of the philosophy o f e ith e r  w rite r , i t  is  necessary to  consider
32

these aspects o f th e ir  work together.

The purpose o f l i te ra tu re ,  fo r both Diderot and Sade, is  to  move 

the reader strongly , almost v io len tly . They disdain "escapist" l i t e r a ­

tu re ; ne ither one aims a t  p leasing the reader in  the sense o f making

him co m fo r ta b le  by amusing him or even o f f la t te r in g  h is  ta s te  fo r 

morbidity, as i s  done, fo r exanple, in  the Gothic novel o r , a t tim es,

in  the sentim ental novel. They seek, ra th e r, to  confront the reader 

and, especially  in  the case o f Sade, to  shock him, causing him almost

a  physical discomfort. Sade him self mentions Diderot in  th is  context 

in  Idee sur les remans: "nos ames se dechirent, e t  l'ouvrage nous

ayant excessivement emus, ayant corane d is a it  Diderot, 'ensanglante nos 

coeurs au rev e rs ' d o it indubitablement produire 1*in te rf it , qui seul 

assure des lau rie rs"  (X, 13). Good l i te ra tu re  awakens the readers '

c r i t ic a l  fa c u ltie s . Laborde describes the e ffe c t o f Sade's works on 

the reader as sim ilar to  those th a t the arguments of the lib e r tin e  have

on the victim : "Nous scranes aveugles par la  forme dennfie au message

corane la  victime du l ib e r tin  e s t  paralysee par le  dficor e t  la  maniere
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34de p a rle r  de c e lu i-c i avant q u 'i l  ne s 'a ttaq u e  a e l le  phy siquement."

But the reader i s  n o t, o f course, the victim , and while the v ictim 's 

paralysis i f  followed only by h is  death, the reader en ters a  second

phase, th a t o f rethinking.

Shock and rethinking are D iderot's methods, too. We may re c a l l ,

fo r  exanple, Rameau's nephew, whan Diderot describes as a  "grain de 

levain qui fermente . . £ e tJ  f a i t  s o r t i r  la  v e r i t e . " ^  Arthur

Wilson c a lls  " lite ra ry  device" the eroticism  mixed with mocking humor
36th a t co n stitu tes , in  p a r t ,  D iderot's sadism. Other c r i t ic s  have 

picked out examples of sa d is tic  moments in  h is  work. Raymond Jean

takes no te, fo r exanple o f the embarrassment o f the p r ie s t  in  Jaoques 

le  f a t a l i s t e , when Jacques and Suzon maliciously prepare to  make love

in  front o f him, and o f th a t o f the "aumonier" in  the Supplement au 

voyage de Bougainville, who t r ie s  to  ju s t ify  him self in  fron t o f Qrou, 

the Tahitian. The lesson i s  th a t ordinary moral notions are absurd;

the reader, who shares these notions with the embarrassed character,
37i s  mocked along with him.

But the sp ec ifica lly  Sadi an aspect o f D iderot's thought i s  not 

the fac t th a t he takes pleasure in  h is  characters ' discomfort. The v ie

tim in  Sade, as we mentioned e a r l ie r ,  i s  a  mere object with no mora- 

l i f e .  He can su ffe r physical, but no mental, c rue lty . This i s  not 

the case fo r  Diderot. In Le R§ve, Diderot i s  p a rticu la rly  cruel to  

D'Alembert, especially  in  the scene of h is  e ro tic  tran sp o rt, s ince, 

in  r e a l i ty ,  D'Alembert was ju s t  the opposite o f a  passionate man. But

the very fac t th a t Diderot can mock h is  friend  in  th is  way shews th a t 

D'Alembert i s  an ind iv idual, th a t he has a  sense o f h is own d ig ii ty ,

and th a t Diderot i s  aware o f th is .
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I t  i s  ra th e r the fac t th a t both Diderot and Sade t iy  to  put the 

reader in to  a moral dilemna th a t draws them together. They try  to

involve the reader personally in  the action and shock him with h is 

own co n p lic ity . Towards the end of the long introduction o f Les 120

Joumees de Sodome, Sade mockingly addresses the reader in  fam iliar 

te rn s : " c 'e s t  maintenant, ami le c te u r, q u 'i l  faut disposer ton coeur 

e t  ton e sp r i t  au r§ c it  le  plus inpur qui a i t  jamais e te  f a i t  depuis

que le  monde ex is te  . . . Sans doute, beaucoup de tous les  £carts  que 

tu  vas v o ir pein ts te  dep la ircn t, on le  s a i t ,  mais i l  s ’en trouvera

quelques-uns qui t 'echau fferon t au point de te  coQter du f  , e t

voilH ce qu’i l  nous fau t" ( 120J X III, 60-61). S im ilarly , although

much more gently , Nile de l'E spinasse in  Le R§ve, who may be seen as
*

the read e r 's  su b s titu te  s ince, with u s, she i s  hearing the Doctor's 

theories fo r  the f i r s t  tim e, is  teased by him and embarrassed by h is 

r e m a rk s.-^  At one p o in t, she can o ily  continue "en se couvrant 

le s  yeux" (R§ve, p. 379). Yet, she i s  caught by her own curiosity

and keeps asking questions, ju s t  as we keep turning the page.

There i s ,  however, a  more s ig n ifican t comparison to  be made

between Diderot and Sade concerning the manner in  which they tend 

to  incorporate in to  th e ir  works, on the leve l of the w riting  i t s e l f ,  

th e ir  v ision  of the movement o f molecules, although each one c learly  

stanps h is  w riting  with h is  own p a rtic u la r  inner experience o f  the 

universal drama. In Sade, the theory of the cyclica l nature o f universal

movement i s  im itated in  the s truc tu re  of h is  works, which usually
39consist o f scenes o f debauchery a lte rn a tin g  with philosophical tira d e s .

In D iderot, a lso , the in te l le c tu a l  idea o f incessant movement is  

tran s la ted  in to  an e s th e tic  method. The lack o f concern fo r  d irec t
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lin ea r development o f the story  i s  seen especially  in  Jacques le  f a t a l i s t e , 

Dut i t  i s  tru e  in  other works a lso . In Le RSve, Diderot says: "Je

vous d is a is . .  .mais cela va nous § c a r te r  de notre premiSre discussion,"

to  which D’Alembert rep lie s : "Qu’est-ce  que cela fa i t?  Nous y re -

viendrons, ou nous n 'y  reviendrcns pas" (Rgve, p . 268).

The fee ling  o f movement i s  seen a lso  in  the construction of the 

characters themselves in  th a t th e ir  sense of being i s  not r ig id ly  and 

exclusively t ie d  to  th e ir  outer form. They are as mobile, a t tim es, 

as the masses of molecules they are conposed o f. Their energy some­

times seems to  take on a  liqu id  form in  order to  bypass the lim its

of th e ir  physical being. They actually  become pure expense of energy.

In e f fe c t ,  in  any scene of debauchery, in  which there are always a

large number o f people involved, the partic ipan ts  lose th e ir  ind iv iduality  

to form a whole. There are no uninvolved specta to rs , no unused energy, 

no part of any body th a t i s  l e f t  ou t. The lib e r tin e , the victim , and 

the helpers become indistinguishable from one another. The moment of 

c r is is  i s  often simultaneous. A ll e x is t to  the same rhythm; there

are no boundaries between them.

There is  the same f lu id ity  o f being in  D iderot's Le Neveu de

Rameau. The nephew does not t e l l  s to r ie s ;  he becomes other people: 

a seducer (p. 412), a  v io lin is t  (p. 415), a  music teacher (p. 423).

But there i s  one p a rticu la rly  in te re s tin g  episode. A fter a long

speech on music, in  which Rameau seduces him self with words in  much 

the same way the Sadian lib e r tin e  does, he enters a p rivate  world

and becomes transformed. He i s  not only another being; he i s  a  mul­

titu d e  o f beings. "Moi" describes him fo r us: " c 'e s t  une jeune f i l l e

. . .IS , i l  e s t  p rS tre , i l  e s t  r o i ,  i l  e s t  tyran . . . i l  e s t  esclave"

(p. 468). He i s  not only the actors o f the opera he i s  "performing,"
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but he becomes "tout un orchestre, tout un thSStre lyrique" (p. 469).

Ihe movement o f the episode i s  almost sexual: " i l  ccnmengait a e n tre r  

en passion . . . i l  con tinua it, s a is i  d'une esp&ce d 'a lien a tio n  d1 e s p r i t ,  

d 'un enthousiasme . . . i l  r e p i ta i t  avec une . . . chaleur incrqyable 

. . . ecumant de l a  bouche . . . jet flnalement i l  S ta i t§ p u is £  de 

fatigue" (pp. 468-69). "Moi" notes in  the same sentence in  which 

he mentions the nephew's a b il i ty  to  capture "1 'unite  du to u t,"  th a t

he was also able to "s'enpar/e$ de nos Sites, e t les te n /lr /  suspendues" 

(p. 469). Everyone else in  the cafe and outside on the streets is

suddenly involved in  Rameau's p riva te  world, u n t i l  f in a lly , th a t world 

represents a l l  Nature, "un tenple . . . des oiseaux . . . des eaux . . . 

un orage, une tenpete, la  p la in te  de ceux qui vent p e r i r ,  mSlSe au 

sifflem ent des vents, au fracas du tonnerre; c 'S ta i t  l a  n u it avec ses 

ten£bres, e 'e t a i t  l ’ontore e t  le  silence . . ."  (p. 469). When the

sp e ll i s  broken (when, in  Sade, " la  figure se ronpt") everyone goes 

back to  h is  own l i t t l e  world, and the "rea l"  world o f d is tin c t beings

cones back to  l i f e .

For both Diderot and Sade, as Vartanian sa id  of Diderot, the
40e ro tic  inpulse i s  a  "garant de la  v e r i te ."  I t  remains fo r us to  

see what link  ex is ts  between e ro tic  energy and c ru e lty , and whether 

th is  link  i s  inev itab le  o r, again, a m atter of personal v ision . The view

of l i f e  as constant expense o f energy leads both Diderot and Sade 

to  an admiration of those beings who are aggressive and especially  those

who exp lo it and control th is  energy. D iderot's c ritic ism  of the 

nephew i s  p recisely  th a t h is  energy runs away with him. For th a t reason, 

he does not quite  succeed in  the episode ju s t  mentioned in  capturing 

the e sse n tia l unity o f m atter. "Moi," as he watches the nephew, is
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aware o f h is  admiration and, in  f a c t , was able to  fe e l p ity  fo r 

him. There was a  distance between them th a t Rameau could not overcome.

Ehergy carries with i t  a  responsib ility  to  oneself, and i t  i s  only 

the being who can control h is inpulses who escapes being enslaved by 

than. I t  i s  only to  " l 'e t r e  tran q u ille  e t  fro id  q u 'i l  appartien t de

d ire  cela  e s t  v ra i , cela  e s t bon, cela e s t  beau" (RSve, p . 359). In 

the same manner, i t  i s  the philosophical p rac tice  o f debauchery th a t

Sade's lib e rtin e s  s tr e s s .  Passions need philosophy; e v il  " n 'e s t v ra i-  

ment di§licieux que quand on le  combine e t  le  savoure” (AV V, 14). I f

the l ib e r tin e  f a i ls  to  do th is ,  he resembles " l 'an e  qui broute l'herbe  

fine d'une p ra ir ie  v e rte , sans d istinguer le  sinp le  precieux du jcnc 

sauvage" (AV V, 280). In other words, se n s itiv ity  i s  valued only

i f ,  by coming under the influence of a  great con tro l, i t  can be 

"depersonalized."  Ranpant s e n s it iv i ty , such as tha t which characterized

the sentim ental hero, i s  undesirable. The lib e r tin e  must k i l l  con­

science, the seat o f localized  moral notions, fo r the sake of true

universal consciousness, so th a t he may, like  Rimbaud, claim, "Je 

e s t un au tre ."

For Diderot, such unity o f character i s  admirable in  the great

crim inal, as w ell as the g rea t s a in t.  The nephew admires the "renegat 

d'Avigncn" p rec ise ly  because he disdained ordinary treachery and went

a l l  the way to  perfection  in  crime by the gratuitous accusation tha t 

doomed h is  "friend1 (N p . 458-62). The vengeance o f Mne de la  Pcmeraye

achieves a  strange kind of beauty because i t  was not "sou illee  d'aucun 

m otif d 'in te re t"  (JF p. 651). Che o f the lessens J u l ie t te  teaches us 

i s  a lso th a t the perfect crime i s  the one th a t has no motive and may 

be sa id  to  depend purely on the whim of the crim inal.
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I t  would seem th a t the pure expense o f energy l i f t s  one above 

good and e v il and, therefo re , has nothing to  do with kindness or

cruelty . Yet, both Diderot and Sade.keep returning to  the concepts o f 

v irtue  and v ice . Sade, o f course, chooses to  transgress the laws of 

men. But Diderot almost always chooses v ir tu e , in  sp ite  o f h is  momen­

tary  a ttra c tio n  to  Mne de la  Ponmeraye and other great ev il-doers.

MJe connais t e l l e  ac tion ,"  "Moi" t e l l s  the nephew, ’’que je  voudrais

avoir fa i te  pour tou t ce que je  possede. C 'est un sublime ouvrage 

que Mahomet, j  'aim erais mieux avoir reh a b ilite  la  memoire des Calas"

(N p. 431-32). Diderot fin a lly  d issociates the concepts o f e ro tic  

energy and great c rue lty , while, fo r Sade they are inextricably  tie d .

The reason fo r th is  divergence i s  th a t each one ccnpletes in  

a very specia l and personal way the v ision of incessant movement and 

expense o f energy th a t i s  a t  the base of th e ir  p a rtic u la r  brand o f

materialism . Sade sees in  the movement o f molecules only an ind iffe ren t 

coming and going o f p a r t ic le s , an idea th a t is  in to le rab le  fo r  the human

mind because i t  i s  proof th a t the universe i s  unconcerned with man's 

ex istence, th a t i t  is  deaf to  human en treaty . In Aline e t  Valcour, 

the characters often note th a t "/l.e| c ie l  . . .s'em barrassant toujours

assez peu du voeu des hom es, ne les s a c r if ie  pas mains, malgre leurs 

in u tile s  p r ie re s , 5 tou t ce que lu i in sp ire  la  b iza rre rie  de ses caprices"

(AV IV, 180). In other works, lik e  J u l ie t te ,  vjhich are more rad ica l 

and more typ ica lly  "sadiques," the story  im itates the purposelessness of

l i f e  by ending abruptly. The conclusion o f J u l ie t te  almost catches 

the hypnotized reader o ff guard. There i s  no reason, i t  seems, fo r i t  to  

stop . The hero ine 's death i s  mentioned, but i t  does not occur u n til  

ten  years a f te r  the novel ends, and the story  could have been carried
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to  any point in  between.

The cnly pleasure the l ib e r tin e  knows i s  th a t o f the moment, which 

i s  repeated as often as possib le , and which he would lik e  to  see end­

lessly  repeated. I t  i s  th is  momentary pleasure which im itates n a tu re 's  

movements exactly . But i t  i s  a  moment o f triumph as well as o f p leasure. 

As i t  has been planned and organized by the lib e r tin e  and brougit in to

existence only by h is  decision, i t  represents a  re fu sa l on h is  p a rt to  

conform passively to  an outside force superior to  h is own, tha t o f

nature. The lib e r tin e  has, o f course, given him self the pleasure of 

obeying the d ic ta tes  o f h is  sensual na tu re , but he has done so in ­

te ll ig e n tly  and coldly, while even nature i t s e l f  is  condemned to  act 

b lind ly . As Simone de Beauvoir has remarked, what the lib e rtin e  

demands from the practice of cruelty  i s  th a t i t  reveal to  him "his own 

existence as . . . consciousness and freedom." Hie l ib e r tin e 's  

pleasure in  cruelty  i s ,  we see , based cn two contradictory ideas,

f i r s t ,  th a t the individual ex is ts  only as a  re su lt  o f h is  na tu ra l 

impulses, and, secondly, tha t he i s  a  to ta l ly  independent being, separate

from and a t cross purposes)with nature . I t  may be Sade's anger a t the 

smallness o f the ind iv idual, h is in a b ility  to  commit a  crime o f uni­

versal proportion, th a t leads him to  seek an eneny in  nature and so 

to  a rrive  a t  th is  se lf-con trad icto ry  position .

Sade's work i s  f i l l e d  with contradictions. But th is  fac t i s

uninportant, since any a c t, any opinion th a t re su lts  in  the freeing 

o f molecules, th a t i s ,  in  d e s tru c tio n ,-is  good (although e ro tic  action

is  p a rticu la rly  prized fo r i t s  v io lence). I f  disorder o r destruction 

i s  achieved by criminals who hold opposite views to  explain th e i r  ac­

tio n s , both opinions are deemed va lid . I t  i s  the re su lt th a t counts.
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In Aline e t  Valcour, two characters, the r ich  lib e rtin e  Blaraont and 

the gypsy leader Brigandos, think th a t th e f t is  perm issible, but they

reach th e ir  conclusions by exactly opposite arguments. According to  

Brigandos, nature created us a l l  as equals. We a l l  have the rig h t to  

a l l  th ings; there i s  no p rivate  property. Theft i s  perm itted to  

resto re  the lo s t  equality  (o r, more accurately , there i s  no such th ing 

as th e ft)  (AV V, 120-23). According to  Blamont, nature did not create

us as equals. The strong have a  r ig h t to  a l l  they can get honestly 

o r otherwise. Theft i s  perm itted to  resto re  the law of the jungle , which

society has in te rrup ted . I f  society i s  b u i l t  on in ju s tic e , "Qu'im- 

po rte , p rofitcns-en  e t  taisons-nous" (AV IV, 131).

I f  we turn  to  D iderot, we see th a t he has a  vision d irec tly  counter

to  th a t o f Sade. He sees in  the movement of m atter the proof o f a  kind 

o f universal love. This i s  what he explains in  Le RSve, where we

find  the idea th a t each molecule in  the universe i s  endowed with

se n s itiv ity  and seeks in s tin c tiv e ly  to  unite with other molecules
42

fo r the express purpose of creating  new beings. A universal creative 

force ru les m atter and i s  the e sse n tia l ingredient in  human psychology. 

Although h is  view i s  the an tith e s is  o f Sade's, i t  operates in  a

sim ila r fashion. With Sade, a  moral idea—th a t of crimes against the 

individual and society—is  behind the l ib e r t in e 's  enjoyment and the

e s th e tic  pleasure he fee ls  in  being a  c rea to r. With Diderot, the moral 

and the e s th e tic  are also inseparable. The poetic image o f universal

love takes a  soc ia l and moral shape in  the inhabitants o f T ah iti in  the 

Supplement, whose sexual re la tio n s resemble, by th e ir  spontaneity and 

fecudity , the movement o f the molecules in  Le Reve.

I f  the movement o f nature i s  mirrored in  hunan sexuality  fo r both
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Diderot and Sade, i t  leads the l a t t e r  to  the conclusion th a t human 

a ttenp ts to  create s ta b i l i ty  in  th is  world o f constant movement are 

f u t i l e ,  w hile, fo r the former, the disorder o f the n a tu ra l movement i s  

only the appearance, not the re a l i ty  o f th ings. Matter does tend

towards an end, even i f  i t  i s  not a  d irec t movement and even though

th a t end i s  not sp ec ifica lly  defined. Reproduction i s ,  therefo re , the highest

duty o f man and the most sa tis fy in g , since i t  reaffirm s h is  b e lie f  in  the

meaning o f l i f e .  We have ended, with Sade, a t  universal indifference 

and, with Diderot, a t  altru ism .

There are obvious objections th a t could be made to  each one, but 

they become powerless against each a r t i s t 's  personal convictions. Sade,

fo r  exanple, refuses against a l l  reason to  en te rta in  the idea th a t the 

very fac t th a t human beings have consciousness ntigit indeed qualify

them as sp ec ia l. He reso lu te ly  refuses to  explore the m atter, even 

though, or ra th e r because, to  d istingu ish  between one type of m atter 

and another, would be to  create a possible basis fo r brotherhood. Diderot, 

on the o ther hand (a t lea s t in  h is  extreme moods), grants l i f e ,  or 

s e n s it iv i ty , to  a l l  m atter. This i s  necessary fo r  h is  theory of universal

love. I t  would be more reasonable to  assume th a t ,  when p a rtic le s  

o f a  marble s ta tu e—to  use the exanple he gives in  Le R§ve—become

incorporated in to  a liv ing  organism, i t  i s  th a t the liv in g  being draws 

what i t  needs from nonliving m atter and brings i t  to  l i f e  through 

certa in  chemical changes, ra th e r than to  grant " in e rt"  se n s itiv ity  to  

the s ta tu e . Although other s c ie n tis ts  o f h is  time distinguished 

carefu lly  between se n s itiv ity  and movement ( " i r r i t a b i l i ty " ) ,  Diderot
43

"dedaigie ces d e ta ils ."

Because o f h is  personal view of m aterialism , Diderot i s  able to
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re jo in  the main trends o f Ehlightenment thought, which stands on

the side o f progress. But th is  i s  not the case with Sade. His 

id ea l o f an existence made up o f spontaneous, ye t con tro lled , acts

o f c ru e lty , which have no necessary connection to  one another, 

g lo r if ie s  the moment, and would lose i t s  significance i f  i t  were 

linked to  the idea of progress. Libertinism  cannot be subordinated

to  anything, without losing i t s  meaning. I t  i s  in  th is  manner th a t 

Sade breaks througi the inpasse in  which Laclos' heroes found them­

selves, but he does so only a t  the p rice  of the destruction of ordinary 

so c ia l l i f e .  Like the cruelty  o f past heroes, th a t o f Sadi an l ib e r ­

tines i s  based cn the idea th a t the in te l le c t  must control and shape 

passion, but i t  does so in  the service o f passion fo r  Sade. The re ­

su lt  i s  inconpatible with needs o f the soc ia lly -o rien ted  "cynique."

Even though the a n ti-so c ia l nature o f Sade's work i s  i t s  most 

outstanding fea tu re , Hubert Juin has w ritten  th a t i t  i s  f a r  less dan­

gerous fo r society  than the work o f Crebillon or o f other e a r l ie r  
44

lib e rtin e  w rite rs . In  e f fe c t ,  there i s  no danger o f the reader 

taking any of Sade's novels as a  handbook o f libe rtin ism , o r a t  lea s t 

there should not be. I t  was, a f te r  a l l ,  fo r th is  very reason tha t 

the Marquis disdained the works of Crebillcn f i l s .  Cruelty in  Sade 

i s  not a  p ra c tic a l m atter. Ihe vengeance th a t h is  lib e rtin e s  exact 

against th e ir  fellow men has no personal element in  i t .  What they

hate i s  the image of th e ir  own possible slavery . Ihe v ictim s' weakness 

demands punishment because i t  represents a submissive and d e fea tis t

a tt i tu d e . Ih e ir  existence i s  nothing more than a mindless im itation o f 

molecular movement and, as such, i s  to ta l ly  in s ig n if ic a n t. Mae Delbene, 

the lib e r tin e  nun who i s  J u l i e t t e 's  f i r s t  tu to r ,  declares th a t the only
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th ing  fo r which she can never forgive men i s  th e ir  creation o f a 

God (Ju l V III, 30). In so doing, they have given up a l l  chance of

finding true  dignity  by denying any responsib ility  fo r th e i r  actions. 

Cruelty as a philosophy i s ,  in  Sade, a much "cleaner" a f f a i r  than i t

i s  in  Laclos. There are no disagreeable or in  convergent e ffe c ts  on 

r e a l  victim s.

*  *  *

Sade d id  not always ig io re  society • His philosophy of cruelty  

sometimes did have s cane th ing to  do with the lives of re a l men and,

in  those cases, Sade t r ie s  to  adapt h is  b e lie fs  about human nature

to  the problems o f liv ing  in  society . This i s  a  f in a l Sadi an paradox

th a t cannot be ignored since Sade placed great inportance on h is  more 
i|c

tra d itio n a l works. 3 The most successful o f these i s ,  as we men­

tioned e a r l ie r ,  Aline e t  Valeour, ou le  roman philosophique (1785-88).

In th is  ep isto lary  novel, Sade gives h is ideas on society and 

shows th a t ,  in  sp ite  o f h is dreams o f a  rad ica lly  free  s ta te  o f being,

he somehow did re ta in  a t  le a s t  a  p a rt o f h is century’s idea l o f 

progress and fa ith  in  the so c ia l s ta te .  Jean Fabre, noting the fac t 

th a t th is  i s  both a philosophical and a p o l i t ic a l  novel, says th a t 

here , fo r once, Sade maintains a  connection with the mainstream of 

la te  Enlightenment thought: "c ’e s t  bien a in s i que seirble evoluer

toute la  philosophie de ce s ie c le , devenant progressivement une 

p o litiq u e , descendant des hauteurs de l 'cn to lo g ie  ou de la  ccnnaissance

sc ien tif iq u e , pour se transform er d'abord en une reflex ion , puis en
46

une action p o litiq u e ."

In Aline e t  Valcour, in  fa c t ,  Sade indulges in  a favorite  En­

lightenment pastime, the construction o f a  utopia based on the equality
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and fra te rn ity  o f men and cn the basic r ig itn e ss  o f liv ing  as sinply 

and as closely as possible to  nature . Ihe descrip tion of the island  

Throe, under the leadership o f the good "philosophe" Zame, displays 

a  Sade "sociologue." lik e  other eigiteenth-century u topias, V o lta ire 's

Eldorado o r D iderot's T ah iti, fo r exanple, Tamo§ i s  less a  serious 

lode a t  the lives of exotic natives than a c ritic ism  of contenporary

European socie ty . The leaders of such so c ie tie s  are always Europeans 

in  d isguise.

The idea of a  progressive Sade deserves a  closer look. Aline

e t Valoour i s  a  vast novel, f i l l e d  with contradictory points o f 

view. In i t ,  we have a  panoramic view of human so c ie tie s—from the

"primitivism" of Butua, to  the utopia Tamoe, to  the contenporary 

society  of P aris . Eh rou te , we meet people o f a l l  classes and s i tu ­

a tio n s. The cen tra l sto ry  i s  th a t o f the co n flic t between the P resi­

dent de Blamont and h is  cohort Dolbourg, on the one hand, and the 

lovers Aline and Valcour and th e ir  p ro tec to r, Mae de Blamont, on the

o ther. Lionore and S a in v ilie , husband and w ife, are befriended by 

Mme de Blamont and are closely tie d  to  the main story since L§onore

turns out to  be the long-lost daughter o f the Blamcnts. Each one, 

Leonore and Sain v i l i e ,  separately in te rru p ts  the cen tra l action to  give

lengthy accounts o f h is  tra v e ls , S a in v ille 's  story  including the 

descrip tions of Butua and TamoS, Lecnore's, the account of her stay 

with the good a th e is t Dorn Gaspard and with the tr ib e  o f Brigandos, the 

gypsy leader, among o ther adventures. The in te re s t  o f the novel does 

not l i e  with the protagonists whose characters a re , as usual with Sade,

l i t t l e  more than sketched. I t  i s  ra th e r in  the philosophical prob­

lems raised  by the various p ro tagon ists, especially  those found in  the
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ta le s  o f L§cnore and S ainv ille  and in  sane re flec tio n s by the 

President.

Trying to  find Sade's point o f view in  the novel i s  not an 

easy task . According to  Fabre, Sade wanted to  w rite "le b ilan  

de l a  philosophic," a  so r t o f "saune rananesque qui pretend ne rien  

r e f u s e r . S a d e  him self seems to  endorse th is  opinion. Noting 

th a t a  certa in  character expresses an opinion contrary to  th a t o f

another, he declares, in  a  note: ”ce recu e il ep is to la ire  n 'e s t  point

un t r a i t e  de morale dont toutes les p a rtie s  doivent se correspondre

e t  se l i e r  . . . i l  faut que le  lectern* . . . s'amuse ou s'occupe 

des d iffe ren ts  syst&nes pr^sentes pour ou cen tre, e t  q u 'i l  adopte ceux 

qui favorisent le  ndeux, ou ses id ees , ou ses penchants” (V, 109-10n).

I t  i s  obvious, thougi, th a t a l l  the strong arguments, as w ell 

as the re a l  power, are given (in  the main story) to  the cruel Blamont

and th a t the sole v ictorious character, Lecnore, i s  the true  daughter

o f Blamont. However, the idea th a t Sade's to ta l  synpathy l ie s  with
48the cruel l ib e r tin e , against the v irtuous, must be qua lified .

Characters in  the main story  are divided along class l in e s , a r is to -
49

crate and the powerful bourgeois. This i s  s tressed  to  such a point 

th a t i t  cannot be overlooked o r seen as in s ig i i f ic a n t . Blamont 

belongs to  ju s t  th a t so c ia l c lass th a t Sade, personally , despised most

of a l l ,  th a t to  which both Sartine and Mne de Montreuil, h is  persecu­

to r s ,  belonged. Sade makes very c lea r h is  opinions on th is  m atter in
50

notes throughout the two volimes of h is  novel. In addition , he has 

given Blamont a  profound d is lik e  o f the a r t s ,  which he judges to ta l ly  

use less, while Valcour is  endowed with certa in  biographical d e ta ils  

o f h is  c re a to r 's  l i f e ,  including a  love o f l i te ra tu re  and a veneration
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fa r  Rousseau. Valcour and Sade belong, a lso , to  the same so c ia l c la ss .

Hie victory given to  the cruel lib e r tin e  may re f le c t  a  somewhat 

re luc tan tly  agreed to ,  but inescapable, conclusion on Sade's p a rt .

A b r ie f  examination o f the novel w ill  show th a t Aline e t  Valcour 

is  less an objective "bilan philosophique" than a  descrip tion of what

Sade saw as the tru th  o f soc ie ty , a  descrip tion of the triunph o f those 

who embrace the power of eroticism . According to  Pierre Navi l i e :

"Sade a  repete mi l ie  e t  m ille fo is  que to u t ce qui e s t  le  re sso rt de 

la  vie sociale  e t  de la  vie in d iv id u e lle , la  p o litiq u e , la  re lig io n , 

l a  p o lice , 1*education, 1 'amour, la  p ro p rie te , tou t cela  converge

sur une a c tiv ite  fondamentale qui e s t  ce lle  d'Eros . . .  Eh som e, tout
5

e s t  erotique parce que tou t tra d u it la  vie dans l 'u n iv ers  to u t e n tie r ."

Because Sade chooses to  confine him self, fo r the most p a r t ,  to  

an analysis o f society in  th is  novel, i t  has an additional s ig n if i ­

cance fa r  the problem o f e ro tic  cruelly  as we have studied i t  through­

out the second h a lf  o f the eighteenth century. For Crebillon and fo r 

Lacloe, a r is to c ra tic  cruelty  and e ro tic  cruelty  are the same. I t  is

as i f  Sade, in  Aline e t  Valcour, were proving th a t ,  in  order to  succeed, 

i t  i s  necessary fo r the lib e rtin e  to  escape the a r is to c ra tic  world

of the Ancien Regime p o lite  c rue lty . The ir ip lic it  meaning of Sade's 

novel may be the necessity  o f learning to  adapt to  the new bourgeois 

society th a t has evolved. I t  i s  the unprincipled " a r r iv is te ” Blamont

who has the re a l power to  be cruel.

In a  p o l i t ic a l  reading o f Les lia isons dangereuses, Roger Vailland

claims th a t the bourgeois Laclos was try ing  to  take revenge on the

n o b ility  th a t had abut him out. He therefore makes Valmont f a i l  a t the
52hands of Mne de Tourvel, a bourgeoise. Whether o r not one accepts
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th is  in te rp re ta tio n , i t  remains true  th a t Valmcnt was trapped w ithin 

a  society whose ru les no longer seemed to  bring him victory j to  

succeed, he would e ith e r  have had to  admit h is  love fo r Mne de Tburvel 

and reform or threw o ff  h is  prim notions of refined  cruelly  and con­

vert to  the "new" cruelty  o f the President de Blamont.

The various parts  of Aline e t  Valcour present a  single image

o f human natu re , and they carp lenient each other by showing the various 

ways i t  manifests i t s e l f  in  d iffe ren t s ituations. This i s  true fo r

Uamoe, as w ell as fo r Butua. In Tamoe, Sade proposes, much as Diderot 

had done in  Le Supplement, to  unveil a  new plan fo r  so c ia l liv ing  

based upon the tru th  o f man's na tu re , ra th e r  than upon a r t i f i c i a l  re lig ious 

o r so c ia l notions. Zaras's idea  i s  to  in h ib it  as l i t t l e  as possible 

the free  functioning o f man's na tu ra l appetites.

At b ir th ,  Zame be lieves, a  man is  morally n e u tra l, but he is  

bom in to  a world o f s tru g g le . His desires are bound to  put him in

co n flic t with other beings. Although Zame would not agree with the 

cruel Don Lopes when he s ta te s  th a t tyranny is  the ru le  o f na ture , th a t 

"e lle  e s t  enpreinte dans le  coeur de 1 'harms c iv i l is e  come dans celu i 

de l ’horane natu re l"  (V, 70), he would agree th a t the ro le  o f a  good le g is la to r  

i s  to  d u ll man's na tu ra l eg o is tic  in c lin a tio n s: "L 'a rt ne consiste . . .qu'A

bien ccnnaitre ses ccncitoyens e t  qu 'a  savoir p ro f i te r  de leurs fa ib lesses; 

on les mine a lo rs od l 'c n  veut" (17, 321). This statement could have

been made by Blamont him self, who does, in  f a c t ,  say th a t h is  secre t 

consists in  understanding " [cjette science sublime qui nous rend maltre 

des resso rts  de l'ame" and therefore o f the lives o f  others (IV, 130).

The idea o f a  mass of men being controlled by a  superior mind i s  the 

essence of sadism, such as i t  i s  seen in  the Marquis' works.
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Hie fac t th a t ,  in  Zame, th is  understanding i s  t ie d  to  a  b e lie f  

in  the equality  o f men and a  committment to  work towards th e ir  hsqppi-

ness, is  in c id en ta l, fo r e ssen tia lly  Zame i s  an autocrat who has no 

idea of human d ig ii ty . For him, equality  i s  a  mathematical notion.

He i s  w illing  to  sa tis fy  the needs o f h is  subjects only on condition 

th a t they a l l  have the same needs. His leg is la tiv e  program exhib its 

the same concern fo r  quan tita tive  ra th e r than q u a lita tiv e  success th a t

is  seen in  Sadi an l ib e r t in e s . As an exanple o f hew to  deal with 

so c ia l in ju s tic e , he o ffers the following so lu tion  to  the problem o f

racism. He suggests th a t ,  as there  i s  nothing fundamentally hum iliating 

in  the s itu a tio n  of the victims o f r a c ia l  prejud ice, they have only to  

ask fo r and receive a monetary compensation fo r the inconvenience 

caused. In th is  way, ne ither side i s  unhappy: the whites have the 

superio rity  they claim as a  n a tu ra l r ig h t and the blacks have a  b i t

o f m aterial comfort in  th e ir  lowly s ta te  (IV, 316-17).

Pierre Favre, a c r i t ic  who has studied the so c ie ties  o f Butua

and Tamoe from a p o l i t ic a l  point o f view, believes th a t the personality  

o f Zame i s  s im ila r to  th a t o f h is  counterpart, the au tocratic  King 

Ben MSacoro o f Butua, and th a t ,  behind th e ir  dreams o f absolute power,

stands the pathological personality  of th e ir  c rea to r, the Marquis de 

Sade. According to  Jean-Marie Goulemot, Zame's dream i s  explained by

a  nosta lg ia  on the p a rt o f Sade fo r a  "feodalite  a ris toc ra tique" th a t ,  

however, he rea lizes  can never be res to red .53 ^  ^  Qaaê  Sade MlHBAlf.

d ispels the notion th a t he i s  a  humanist, by s ta tin g  a t  the ou tse t o f 

the novel, in  the "avis de l ’ed iteu r ,"  th a t "par des f ic tio n s  plus 

agreables, i l  veut a Tamoe consoler ses lecteurs des cruelles v e rite s  

qu’i l  a  e te  oblige de peindre I  Butua" and th a t i t  i s  unfortunately 

true th a t "tout ce q u 'i l  y a  de plus affreux jjexiste) dans la  na tu re ,"
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while i t  i s  only "dans le  pays des chimSres que se trouvent seulement 

le  ju s te  e t  le  ban" (IV, x x v ii-x x v iii) .

I t  i s  not c lea r i f  Sade was conscious o f the inhumanity of Zam§, 

but even i f  we suppose, as I  am inclined to  be lieve , th a t he sincerely

wished to  propose a  model society  based on the eighteenth-century 

id ea l o f man's tendency towards " so c ia b ili ty ," i t  i s  true also tha t 

so c ia l reform is  purely an id le  speculation fo r Sade. He is  much 

more in te re s tin g  when he w rites about the e sse n tia l fac ts  o f man's 

so c ia l l i f e :  not harmony, but c o n flic t, the struggle o f one charac­

te r  against the o ther and against nature i t s e l f .

The strongest and most typ ica lly  Sadi an characters in  Aline e t

Valcour are Blamont, Sarmiento (the philosopher of Butua), and Leo- 

nore. They are a l l  "philosophes," th a t i s ,  natural leaders who 

manipulate the weaker members o f socie ty . Gold, calcu lating , and

in te l l ig e n t , they recognize no moral authority  th a t could oppose 

th e i r  streng th . " la  na tu re ,"  believes Sarmiento, "ne cree que pour

corrompre" (IV, 202). lb  do e v il  i s  the primary in ten tion  of nature. 

Virtue i s  s ta t ic  and passive, created by nature "pour vegeter dans

l'asservissem ent" (IV, 241).

Ihe philosophy o f the virtuous i s  sunned up by M de Bersac, a 

poor but honest ac to r who befriends Lecnore: "ne nous melons pas du

mal qui se f a i t  dans le  monde; tSchcns de ne pas en e tre  b lesses, 

mais n 'entreprencns pas de le  reprimer" (V, 238). Those who try  to

rig h t the wrongs o f soc ie ty , like  Brigandos, vho i s  the chanpicn of 

individual reb e llio n , f a i l  miserably. Brigandos i s  betrayed to  the

Inqu isition  by a  man whose l i f e  he had generously saved. As fo r  the 

d irec t opponents o f the cruel l ib e r tin e , they are thoroughly defeated,
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and even seem to  take a morbid deligh t in  the contenplaticn of th e ir  

own misery. I t  may be th a t Sade harbored a  nosta lg ia  fo r a r is to ­

c ra tic  ru le , but he nonetheless shows a ris to c ra tic  refinement to  be 

a synonym fo r weakness. "Le vice ecrasera la  v e rtu ,"  assures Mne de

Blamont, who i s  always f i l le d  with presentiments o f d isa s te r .

Ihe so c ia l philosophy o f the three strong characters i s  simply

one o f exp lo ita tion . Society, fo r  them, i s  merely the union of the 

weak, who, because they have the same needs, but not the a b ili ty  to

sa tis fy  them separately , jo in  together and seek pro tection  in  nunbers. 

Society does not improve men, but i s  simply a s ta te  o f coexistence, which, 

through the creation of laws, forces then to  give tp  some of th e ir  

n a tu ra l ferocity  in  retu rn  fo r secu rity . The strong , lik e  Leonore 

and Blamont, do not accept the soc ia l s ta te ,  since i t  i s  an a r t i f i c i a l

one based on an a rb itra ry  pact to  which they have never consented.

Rather than rebe l openly, however, they have learned to  adapt; they

advance to  positions o f power in  order to  take the ro le  o f oppressor, 

where, thanks to  th e ir  superior in te l le c t ,  they are able to  appro­

p ria te  the wealth o f others and to  sa tis fy  th e ir  desires by victim izing 

the poor and the he lp less. They are supremely un just, bu t, as we 

have noted, Blamont's comnent i s :  "Qu'inporte, profitons-en e t  ta iscn s-

nous" (IV, 131).

Real secrets kept by unscrupulous lib e rtin e s  was, we have seen,

one of the themes o f Les Liaisons dangereuses. Blamont and LSonore 

propose a  more conplete treachery, one th a t i s  made possible by the 

re jec tio n  of a r is to c ra tic  snobbery. Leonore, although brought up as a 

member o f the n o b ility , belongs in  re a lity  to  both the bourgeois and 

the a r is to c ra tic  worlds. As Goulemot says, however, she to ta l ly  re -
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pudiates a r is to c ra tic  ideals and enb races the re a l ity  o f bourgeois 
54

so c ie ty . I t  i s ,  in  the end, Lfionore who seems to  carry the stamp of

the au thor's approval. But the ending i s  not without ambiguity. Blamont, 

the most overtly  cruel character o f the main s to ry , eventually is  

defeated and must leave France a f te r  the public disclosure o f h is

black deeds. He lives comfortably fo r a  few years in  London, but 

i s  f in a lly  murdered by robbers cn the roads o f Great B rita in . Sar-

raiento, although he dies "en paix" (IV, 243), is  assassinated in  the 

wake o f an abortive attempt to  depose Ben MSacoro. Leonore alone 

triunphs, and although she had shown every indication  of following

in  her fa th e r 's  foo tsteps, Sade engineers a  sudden and psychologically 

unacceptable conversion fo r  her a t  the la s t  minute, which, i f  i t  i s

sincere , and not ju s t  another ploy to  dupe society , amounts to  a

repudiation o f her former p rin c ip le s .

This ending may simply be the one Sade thougit best to  give a

novel th a t he was pu tting  fo rth  as a  l i te ra ry  masterpiece. I t  may also

be th a t Sade wanted to  o ffe r some consolation to  the a r is to c ra tic

victim s, with whom he f e l t  some a f f in i ty . Whatever the tru th , i t  is  

pertinen t to  ask, as Goulemot does: "Leonore, Samdento, Sain v i l i e ,

o u M. d e  Blamont . . . tous ne de tiennen t-ils  pas un peu de la  v e rite  

de Sade?" To try  to  find  the tru th  behind a l l  the conflicting  sys­

tems o f Aline e t  Valcour, and in  so doing, the tru th  o f Sade's view 

o f the lib e r tin e  in  soc ie ty , i t  i s  necessary to  lode fo r "le message 

in p lic ite  contenu dans les s truc tu res romanesques e t  les  personnages
cc

de 1 'in trigue  p rin c ip a le ,"  a message o f which the Marquis may or 

may not have been conscious as he wrote.

Ihe true  v ic to r in  any Sadi an novel i s ,  in  the f in a l analysis,
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natu re , which continues along i t s  path as i f  men and th e ir  worries 

over dignity  and glory did not e x is t .  As Noe de Blamont says:

" II  y a [dans la  nature]] une sonme A peu pr§s €gale de biens ou de 

mauXj suspendue su r nos te te s  . . . mais i l  e s t  in d iffe ren t sur qui 

e l le  tcrabe . . . c 'e s t  l 1 a ffa ire  du hasard" (IV, 133). Ihe f in a l 

point o f Sadi an thought i s  always universal ind ifference, against

which man has no recourse. But, man must b lind him self to  th is  fact in  

order to  be able to  continue liv in g , and in  a novel lik e  Aline e t

Valcour, in  which we are shown the lib e r tin e  operating within the 

scope o f re a l socie ty , Sade chooses fo r  the strong over the weak, 

and fo r  expediency over idealism .

I t  i s  not often th a t a  lib e r tin e  in  one o f Sade's more rad ica l 

novels expresses a  w illingness to  make allowances fo r the com­

promises th a t are necessary fo r liv in g  in society , but Mne DelbSne, 

in  J u l i e t t e , o ffers her young protegee a  b i t  o f  advice, vdiich seems

also  to  sum up the philosophy o f  Leonore: " i l  e s t  . . . de la  vraie

sagesse d 'adopter un m ilieu raisonnable entre  des extravagances e t  

des chim lres, e t  de se fa ire  des opinions conpatibles I  la  fo is aux

penchants qu'cn a  regus de la  nature e t  aux lo is  du gouvemement qu'cn 

habite" (Ju l V III, 21). In the figure o f Leonore, Sade seems to  be

pu tting  th is  advice to  use and to  be counseling the l ib e r tin e  to  re je c t 

h is  romantic a r is to c ra tic  notions and get down to  the p rac tic a l m atter

o f c rue lty .
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Notes to  Chapter V:

1
That i s , seduction of the victim . Ihe ib e rtin e  does p rac tice  

seduction o f s e l f  in  order to  create h is  "theatre  prive du crime e t  
de la  cruaute,"  as P ierre  Fedida remarks in  "Les Exercices de l'im aina- 
tio n  e t  la  ccnmoticn su r la  masse des n erfs : un €rotisme de te te ,"  
in  Oeuvres conplfetes du marquis de Sade, ed ition  d e fin itiv e , XVI (Paris:
Au cercle  du liv re  pr§cieux, 1967), 6l4.

^ Donatien-Alphonse-Frangois de Sade, Oeuvres conpldtes du marquis de 
Sade,IX, 28. All future references to  the works o f Sade w ill  be iden­
t i f i e d  in  the tex t as follows: AV, fo r Aline e t  Valcour; 120J, fo r  Les 
120 Joum fes de Sodcme; Idee, for Idee sur les romans; J u l ,  xor L'His3  
to ire  de J u l ie t te ;  k j , for La Nouvelie Ju s tin e ; ana jfaiT7~for La fhiiosophie 
dans le  boudoir. Volume and page numbers re fe r  to  Oeuvres conpldtes du 
marquis de Sq4e» ed ition  d e fin itiv e , 16 vols. (Paris: Au cercle du liv re  
pr^cleux ,' 1 ^ - 67).

•%ee the discussion of "le  vltement" in  Roland Barthes, Sade,
Fburier, Loyola (Paris: Editions du s e u i l ,  1971)*p . 25: "Get objet
dent on peuo d ire  q u 'i l  e s t  au centre de toute l ’erotique modeme . . . 
garde chez Sade une valeur inpitoyablement foncticnnelle—ce qui s u f f i r a i t  
dejS a d istinguer son §rotisme de ce que nous entendons par ce mot,”
Oonpare Valmont's preoccupation with "les formes enchanteresses" hidden
by Mne de Tourvel's clo thing, Les Liaisons dangereuses (Paris: Gam ier, 
1961), p . 17.

4
Examples can be drawn from many a page in  novels lik e  J u l i e t t e .

Here i s  one drawn a t  random. The heroine t e l l s  us th a t " /c je  jeu  
Cof  executing v ic tim ^  nous p la is a i t  t ra p , pour ne pas se prolcnger 
excessivement. Nous lnrnolSmes en to u t onze cent soixante-seize v ic-
tim es, ce qui f a i t  cent so ixante-huit pour chacun, panrd les que lie s  
s ix  cents f i l l e s  e t  cinq cent soixante-seize gargons" (Ju l IX, 412).
Ihe orgy lasted  45 hours.

5 Peter Brooks, Ihe Novel o f W orldliness: C rgbillon, Marivaux,
Laclos. Stendhal (Princeton: Princeton tM v. thess , 196$), p. A.

^ See Jean Leduc, "Les Sources de l*ath6isme e t  de l ’iramoralisme 
du marquis de Sade," in  Studies on V oltaire and the Eighteenth Cen­
tu ry , Vol. 68, ed. Iheoaore Bestemah (UehevA: ih s t l tu t  e t  mus£e V oltaire, 
Les u e lice s , 1969), pp. 32-40. This se rie s  w ill  h e reafte r be referred  to  
as SVEC« See also Barry Ivker. "Towards a D efinition of Libertinism in  
Eighteenth-Century French F ic tio n ,"  in  SVEC, Vol. 73 (Geneva: Ih s t i tu t  
e t  musee V o ltaire , Les DSlices, 1970), pp. 221-39.

7 lac lo s , p . 12.

® Gaetan Picon, "Sade e t  1 * ind iffe rence ,"  Fontaine, No. 62 
(1947), pp. 646-54; ip t .  in  Oeuvres conpldtes du marquis de Sade, XI, 53.
A recent examination o f the mportance o f Sade 's  prison experience fo r
h is  work i s  found in  Beatrice D idier, Sade (Paris: Denoel/Gonthier, 1976).
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9
Maurice Blanchot, Lautr§amont e t  Sade (Paris: Editions de 

n&nuit, 1963), pp. 48-4§.

10 Barthes, p . 23.

11 Barthes, p . 36: "Le m altre e s t  celu i qui parle  . . . l 'o b je t
e s t  celu i qui se t a i t . ”

*2 i t  i s  not possible to  know the Marquis’ opinion of Laclos, 
since he never mentioned him. I t  i s  known th a t Sade owned a  copy 
o f Les Liaisons dangereuses. G ilbert Lely, Vie du marquis de Sade 
(Paris: Pairvert, i9ot>), pp. 659-61, discusses the p o ss ib ility  tn a t 
Sade was jealous o f  the success o f Laclos' novel, "un succds de l ib ra ir ie  
auquel n 'a v a it  jamais a t te in t  aucun de ses ouvrages avou£s" (p. 660).

^  Leduc, p . 57.
1 il Jean Pabre, "Preface 3 Aline e t  Valcour," in  Oeuvres completes 

du marquis de Sade, IV, x i and i\/, x x in ,  respectively .

*5 we examined th is  novel above, in  Chapter I I I .  Ch Sade and the
lib e rtin e  novel before him, see Ivker, pp. 221-39, who discusses the 
seventeenth as w ell as the eighteenth cen tu ries. I t  i s  pointed out
in  th is  a r t ic le  th a t ,  in  L 'H istoire de J u l ie t te ,  Sade praises Ih£rese 
fo r  having "montre le  but £du libertinagej) sans nSanmoins l 'a t te in d re  
to u t 3 f a i t . "  Sade also mentions, but c r i t ic iz e s  as fa r  too tim id, 
C horier's L'Acadgmie des dames, Latouche's Le P o rtie r  des Chartreux,
and Mirabeau's L'Education de Laure. A ll o ther l ib e r tin e  novels 
are considered,"Ydes7 miserables p e tite s  brochures" (Ivker, p . 222;
Ju l v m . l f e - w .

16 Elsewhere, however, Sade aQso s tre s se s , with a l l  the power of 
h is  s in is te r  imagination, the harmful so c ia l e ffe c ts  of a r t i f i c i a l  re ­
lig ious constra in ts . In Aline e t  Valcour, fo r  exanple, where he i s  
especially  concerned with man as a soc ia l being, Sade has the adven­
tu ress Leonore report on a convent where the monks, who are "des hocimes 
comne les  autres"^ and therefore need women, are "contraints 3 tu e r  les
Objets de nos jouissances, de peur q u 'i l  ne nous tra h isse n t” (AV V, 222).

17 P ierre  Navi l i e ,  "Sade e t  l'ero tism e d 'au jo u rd 'h u i,"  in  Le Marquis 
de Sade. Cblloque su r le  marquis de Sade d'Aix-en-Provence les  ly , At
fS v rie r, 19^8 (Paris: Armand Colin, 1968), p . 295. This co llec tion  o f 
essays w il l  he rea fte r be referred  to  as Cblloque.

18 Alice M. Laborde, Sade romancier (Neuchatel: Editions de la  
Bacormidre, 1974), p . 73.

*9 Jean Biou has called  the struggle o f Merteuil and of Valmont 
against each o ther and against th e ir  v ictim s, "une lu tte  pour la  
reconnaissance," "Deux oeuvres complementaires: Les Liaisons dangereuses 
e t  J u l ie t te  ,"  in  Cblloque, p. 104.

Albert Camus believes th a t Sade's "logique des passions" be­
gins with the conclusions and constructs afterward the arguments necessary
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to  ju s t ify  " la  licence absolue des m oeursL 'H cnm e revolt^  (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1951), p . 58. See a lso  P ierre Navxiie, "bsacte e t' l a  philosophic," 
in  Oeuvres conpl&tes du marquis cte Sade, XI, 22, who s ta te s  th a t Sade’s 
w riting  has the a i r  o f a  ,vten ta tive  incessante de ju s t if ic a t io n ."

21 Blanchot, p . 19.
22 Blanchot, p . 28, points out the s im ila rity  th a t ex is ts  between 

the experiences o f the two.

23 Some c r i t ic s ,  basically  agreeing with Sade, hold the opinion 
th a t Sade had the courage to  push m a te ria lis tic  theories to  th e ir  
log ica l conclusion in  th e ir  application to  human nature , and th a t 
he illum inated, n o t, as he believed, the whole o f man, but a t  le a s t 
one secre t p a rt o f h is  na tu re . Lester Crocker studies Sade in  th is  
l ig h t in  Nature and Culture: E th ical Thougit in  the French E hlig iten- 
ment (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1963) ,  pp. 398-429.

2i* Crocker, p . 240.
25J Besides Crocker, see the works already mentioned o f  Leduc 

and Navi l i e .  Also Camille Schuwer, "Sade e t  les m oralis tes,"  in  Oeuvres 
conpletes du marquis de Sade, XI, 25-51, and Jean Deprun, "sade e t  la
philosophic biologique de son tenps,"  in  Collogue, pp. 189-205.

26 Anne Lacorrbe, "Les Infortunes de la  vertu , le  conte e t  la  
philosophie," E sprit Createur, 15 (1975). 425-ffi.

2^ Raymond Jean, "Le Sadisms de D iderot," C ritique, 19 (1963),
34. ------------

I t  i s  necessary to  enphasize here two th ings. F i r s t ,  i t  is  
not a  question o f seeking to  prove a  d irec t influence of Diderot on 
Sade. This would be inpossib le , since Sade could not have seen 
D iderot's most daring works before the publication o f h is  p rinc ipal 
novels. Secondly, I  am not suggesting th a t Sade's work inevitably  
developed from a line  o f thought begun by Diderot. I  agree with 
Raymond Jean th a t the difference between Diderot and Sade i s  the 
difference between a  wide-ranging and freely  chosen in te lle c tu a l in­
quiry and an obsession. Among the c r i t ic s  who have noted th a t ,  among
Sade's predecessors, Diderot has a  "place de choix," are Giorgio 
C erruti (whose phrase th is  i s ) ,  "Le Paradoxe su r le  comedien e t  le  
paradoxe sur le  l ib e r t in ,  Diderot e t  Sade," Revue des Sciences Humaines, 
fasc . 146 N.S. (April-June 1972), pp. 235-51; Jenny H. Batxay ana Otis
E. Fellows, "Diderot e t  Sade: A fU nites e t  divergences," E sprit createur,
15 (1975), 449-59; as w ell as Jean and Leduc, whose works have been 
mentioned.

29 Aram Vartanian, "Erotisme e t  philosophie chez Diderot," Association 
In ternationale des Etudes Erangaises. Cahiers, No. 13 (June 19bl),
PP. -36y-b*J.----------------------------------------------------

50 Sade's man i s  o f course criminal as w ell as unbelieving, but a 
p e rs is ten t theme in  Diderot, a lso , i s :  to  what extent can a specia l 
man, a genius, make h is  own laws?
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3* Denis D iderot, Oeuvres philosophiques (Paris: Gam ier, 1964),
pp. 324-28. Future references to  D iderot's philosophical works w ill 
be id en tifie d  in  the te x t ,  Reve, standing fo r the three parts  o f
Le Reve de d'Alembert.

For a discussion of the e s th e tic  v ision o f Sade, see Iaborde 
and also  Franco Ttanelli, L'Bsth§tique de la  cruautS (Paris: N izet,
1972), Chapter I I ,  pp. 52-6j.

^  There are many Gothic moments in  Sade, but in  terms of 
overa ll purpose and atmosphere, he i s  not a t  a l l  a  Gothic w rite r.
See Stephen Werner, "Diderot, Sade, and the gothic novel," in  
SVEC, Vol. 114 (Banbury, Oxfordshire: The V oltaire Foundation,
'ihorpe Mandeville House, 1973), pp. 273-90; Jean Fab re ,  "Sade e t  
le  roman n o ir ,"  in  Cblloque, pp. 253-78.

3  ̂ Alice M. Laborde, "Sade: l'ero tism e d en y tifie ,"  E sprit Createur,
15 (1975), 443.

35 Denis Diderot, Oeuvres romanesques (Paris: G am ier, 1962), 
p . 397. Future references to  ULcierot's novels w ill  be id en tifie d  in  
the te x t ,  N standing fo r Le Neveu de Rameau and JF fo r Jacques le  
f a t a l i s t e .

36 Arthur Wilson, Diderot (New York: Oxford liiiv . Press, 1972), p . 569.
37 Jean, p . 35 and p . 33, respec tive ly .

36 Jean a lso  notes th is  teasing , p . 40, quoting Bordeu, who says: 
"Prenez-garde, je  vous en oreviens, tou t a l'h eu re  vous recu lerez."
See a lso  Vartanian, pp. 383-84.

39 laborde, "Sade: l ’erotisme d en y stif le ,"  p . 443: th is  aspect 
o f Sade’s work shows "une a ttitu d e  ccncertee vis ant A ira ite r un ph§no- 
rnine qui a  visiblement frappe l ’ecriv a in ."  The violence and the 
rep e titio u s nature o f Sadian arguments, as w ell as the absence o f a 
"h is to ric "  time in  h is  novels, are discussed by Laborde in  Sade romancier.

Vartanian, p . 376.
41 .Simone de Beauvoir, Must We Bum de Sade?, tra n s . Annette 

Michels on (London: P. N evill, 19537',' " 2 5 ' . ---------
42

Diderot sometimes has moments of pessimism, during which he 
forgets h is  theory o f universal love and draws qu ite  close to  Sade's 
view of nature. The nephew, fo r  example, proclaims th a t i f  a  man were 
"abandonne A lui-meme, q u 'i l  ccnservSt toute son im becillite  e t  q u 'i l  
reu n it au peu de raison de 1’enfant au berceau la  violence des passions 
de l'hcrane de tren te  ans, i l  to rd ra it  le  col I  son pere e t  coucherait 
avec sa  mSre" (N p. 479).

3̂ Paul V em iere, e d ., in  Oeuvres romanesques, by Diderot, p . 258ti.

^  Hubert Ju in , Les Libert inages de la  raison (Paris: Belfcnd, 1968), 
p . 213.
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45 Lely, pp. 407-09, notes the importance Sade gave to  h is thea t­
r ic a l  works, which $re the most; conventional things he wrote. We have 
mentioned Sade's opinion of Aline e t  Valcour, above, p . 187.

^  Jean Fab r e ,  "Interventions su r la  comnunicaticn de Jean-Marie 
Goulemot," Collogue, p . 137.

**7 Fabre, "Preface A Aline e t  Valcour,"  p . x i i i-x iv .
48 Leonore i s  not p ictured as a  l ib e r tin e , but th is  seems to  be 

a mere concession to  the fac t th a t ,  in  a tra d itio n a l novel, the v ic to r 
ougit not be a  true  v i l la in .  Leonore exhib its the basic cruelty  of 
l ib e r tin e s , and, a t the end o f the novel, she shews every s ig i  o f following 
the lead o f her fa th e r. Mne de Blamont says o f h e r, th a t her heart is  
" s i ressemblant § celu i de l'horane qui f a i t  tous nos maux" (V, 310), and 
even more, ominously, she remarks th a t ,  even though L§onore has been 
fa i th fu l  to  her husband so f a r ,  c e lle  qui erige 1 ' in se n s ib ility  en systeme,
l'athSisme en p ric ip e , l 1 indifference en raisonnement" could very well 
one day give in  to  the "fteu des passions" (V, 268).

49 See Jean-Marie Goulemot, "Lecture po litique  d-'Aline e t  Valcour," 
Cblloque, pp. 115-39.

5° See, fo r exanple, AV IV, 35n; V, 2n, 4n, 15n, 153-5ki, 282n.

51 P ierre  N aville, "Sade e t  l'ero tism e d 'aujourd’h u i,"  p . 293.
52 Roger Vailland, Laclos par lui-mime (Paris: Editions du s e u il ,

1965)
53 p ie rre  Favre, Sade u top iste  (Paris: Presses u n iv ers ita ire s  de 

France, 1967), p . 4; Goulemot, p . 135.

^  Goulemot, p . 134.

55 Goulemot, p . 123, fo r both quotations.
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CONCLUSION

The problem o f cruelty  in  the eighteenth century, even when re s tr ic te d

to  a study of the lib e rtin e  hero, is  a vast one, and we have necessarily  

had to  lim it ourselves to  a  few chosen authors. There are many cruel works

th a t we have not discussed. Lester Crocker, fo r exanple, points out 

th a t i t  was in  Duclos1 H istoire de fine de Luz th a t Sade found the

subject m atter fo r h is  twin novels about Justine  and J u l ie t te .  In e ffe c t, 

we already find  in  th is  novel, w ritten  in  1740, the theme o f the f u l t i l i t y  

o f v irtu e . Clinging to  the b e lie f  th a t se lf-d en ia l i s  b e tte r  than giving in  

to  i l l i c i t  p leasure, line de Luz accepts the pain of renunciation, but 

instead  of being rewarded fo r her v ir tu e , she f a l l s  prey to  e v il  mon­

s te rs  a t  every tu rn . Heading the adventures o f Duclos1 poor heroine, 

who t r ie s  so v a lian tly , but so vain ly , to  preserve her honor and

ch astity , we are often reminded o f  Ju s tin e . In one episode, Mne de Luz 

is  saved from the grips of an a ttacker only to  be raped by her d e liv e re r, 

who i s  overcome by passion. Sade, not content with the simple idea of 

switching a ttack ers , has Justine  raped and almost assassinated by the 

ungrateful Sain t-P lorent, whom the heroine h e rse lf  had saved from the

murderous band of la  Dubois.

Virtue beseiged and defeated by figures o f authority  who abuse

th e ir  power by requiring favors from p re tty  supplicants i s  another cruel 

episode found in  many novels. Mne de Luz saves her husband in  th is  

manner and, to  give only one other exanple, " la  b e lle  St. Yves" in  Vol­

t a i r e ’s L*Ingenu faces the same problem: " . . .  apres des sanglo ts, des

c r i s ,  des lam es , a ffa ib lie  du contoat, eperdue, languissante, i l

f a l lu t  se rendre . . . le  cruel jo u [ it7  inpitoyablement de la  necessite  

oil e l le  e ta i t  red u ite ." In the end, th is  victim  shares the fa te  o f most

other virtuous beings in  the cruel and corrupt world: "Son ame tu a it
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„2son corps.

The fa te  of the virtuous victim  i s  usually seen, in  such episodes, 

less  as a  ju s t  punishrmet o f a  wrathful Providence against a  weak, 

even though nobly-minded, sinner, than as the symbol o f the uselessness

o f v irtue  in  an uncaring universe. In sp ite  o f the la s t  minute reform 

o f S t. Yves’ persecutor and the re la tiv e ly  peaceful existence given to

the survivors o f the t a l e ,  V o lta ire 's  la s t  words to  us are f a r  from con­

soling: "Ccmbien d'hcnnetes gens dans le  monde ont pu d ire : 'malheur

n 'e s t  ben & r ie n ' " (p. 381).

In choosing the works and the examples of cruelty  to  discuss in  th is  

study, primary a tten tion  was given, not to  those authors who merely

p ictu re  c rue lty , but to  those who examine i t  from the in s id e , th a t i s ,  

who try  to  explain, through the examination of the lib e r tin e  "cynique,"

an a ttitu d e  towards l i f e  th a t represents a  p a rtic u la r  blend o f cer­

ta in  eigiteenth-century trends o f thought, The lib e r tin e  ”cynique's" 

personal philosophy of l i f e  i s  an embodiment o f the pessim istic  out­

look th a t runs as an undercurrent throughout the Enligitenment period.

I t  involves, as we have t r ie d  to  explain , a necessary exaggeration

and, therefo re , a d is to rtio n  o f many ideas.^

The d is tin c tio n  between the l ib e r tin e  "cynique" and the l ib e r ­

tin e  "galant" seemed important in  order to  s tre ss  the difference be­

tween "inner" and "outer" c ru e lty , in  other words, the difference between 

those who attempt to  choose and shape th e ir  own destiny and those 

who weakly submit to  the "bon ton" o f the day and fin ish  by losing a l l  

sense o f th e ir  own in d iv idua lity . The "galant" fee ls  a  kind of duty

to  be a  l ib e r t in e . He i s  a common figure o f the eightennth-centuiy 

soc ia l l i f e ,  fo r as Ftene Pomeau points ou t, "peu d'epoques furent s i
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ii
totalem ent a s tre in te s  au p a ra itre ."  But the "cynique" occupies a 

specia l place in  h is  tim e, and we wished to  shew th a t ,  fo r him, 

libertin ism  i s  something more than ju s t  a  soc ia l pose.

Ihe t i t l e  o f C reb ilien 's  Les Efearements du coeur e t  de 1'e s p r i t

sums up very w ell the destin ies o f the "galant" turned sentim entalist 

and the "cynique" turned philosopher. The career o f the l a t t e r  is

p a rticu la rly  in te re s tin g . Althoug i t  i s  true th a t Sade's works are 

"les dem iers nSs de la  longue progeniture de Crebi lio n ,"  the "cynique"

must tra v e l a long way from Crebi l ie n 's  Versac to  Sade's J u l ie t te .  

Conpare, fo r exanple, the Due de C lerval's view of the senses as 

having "leur so rte  de de lica tesse : I  un certa in  p o in t, on les emeut;

qu'on le  passe, on les re  volte" (H112), with the systematic explora­

tio n  of the senses in  Sade. In connection with the a ttenp t by Sade's

lib e rtin e s  to  reach previously unexplored s ta te s  o f being, one c r i t i c  

mentions Rimbaud's "dereglemsnt de tous les sens."^ In e ffe c t , one has

the inpression th a t ,  fo r Sade, as fo r Rimbaud and certa in  other 

seer-poe ts, Nerval coming perhaps f i r s t  to  mind, there  i s  an urgency, 

a need to  seek in  l i te ra tu re  an answer to  questions th a t a re , in  

essence, e x tra li te ra ry .

Sade, as we have seen, manages to  capture the "otherness" he

seeks only a t  certa in  moments, as i s  the case fo r Rimbaud and Nerval 

a lso . Moments, o f course, ru s t end, and the Sadian l ib e r tin e  i s

obliged to  begin over and over again.^ He i s  a prisoner o f h is  own 

obsessions, which are certa in ly  determined in  p a rt by the obsessions 

o f the author him self, but which a lso  transcend the personal leve l and 

illum inate the problems o f the l ib e r tin e  "cynique" in  general. Like 

the lib e rtin e s  before them, Sadian heroes have discovered the mediocrity
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o f ordinary sensual p leasures, which are too tame, too lim ited 

to  s a tis fy  the th i r s t  fo r power and the ferocity  th a t the individual

discovers in  him self as soon as he allows h is  e ro tic  in s tin c ts  any 

re a l l ib e r ty . I t  i s ,  Georges B ata ille  has sa id , the w illingness of 

Sadian lib e rtin e s  to  explore the fa r th e s t reaches o f th e ir  tendency 

towards destruction , even a t  the expense of th e ir  own pleasure, tha t 

i s  remarkable. "Tbus ces grands l ib e r t in s ,  qui ne vivent que pour

le  p la i s i r ,  ne sont grands que parce q u 'i l s  cnt annihile en eux toute
8

capacite de p la i s i r ."  2h h is  examination of man's capacity fo r 

crue lty , Sade has put the f in a l note to  the career o f the lib e rtin e

"cynique," and, in  so doing, has touched upon the deepest side o f
q

the problem o f ero ticism , which i s ,  as B a ta ille  no tes, a t once, the 

most personal and ye t the most universal of questions.
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Notes to  the conclusion:

A
Lester G. Crocker, An Age of C risis (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

Press, 1959), p. 429.
p

V oltaire , tomans e t  contes, ed. Ren§ Pcmeau (Paris: Gamier- 
Planmarion, 1966), p . 367 & p. 376, respectively .

^ Roland M ortier, Clartes e t  ombres du s iec le  des lumidres (Geneva:
Droz, 1969), p. 123, speaks o f the coninon "usure des idees m aitresses” o f 
Ehligitenment thought. The "cynique” and the sentim ental hero are both 
certain ly  gu ilty  of ignoring one of the basic b e lie fs  o f the true  
"philosophes," as i t  i s  s ta te d  in  the a r t ic le  "Faihle" o f the Ehcyelopedie:
"& mesure que 1 'e sp r i t  acquiert plus de lumieres, le  coeur acquiert plus 
de se n s ib ilite "  (quoted in  M ortier, p. 124).

4
Rene Pomeau, LfEurope des lunaeres (Paris: Stock, 1966), p. 191.

5 Henri Aimand, "Le Libert inage e t  l'ero tism e dans 1* oeuvre de 
Crebi lion  f i l s , "  Diss. Ehory Univ. 1970, p . 5.

^Giorgio C erru ti, "Le Paradoxe sur le  comedien e t  le  paradoxe sur 
le  l ib e r tin e , Diderot e t  Sade," Revue des Sciences Humaines, Pasc. 146NS 
(April-June 1972), p . 251.

7 Gaeton Picon, "Sade e t  l 1 ind iffe rence ,"  in  Oeuvres conpletes du 
marquis de Sade, ed ition  d e fin itiv e , Vol. XI (Paris: Au cercie du n v re  
precieux, 19^7), p. 61, makes th is  p o in t, ca lling  Sade's idea o f lib e rty  
a "corridor glace e t  interm inable, parcouru en tous sens e t  toujours v ide."

^Georges B a ta ille , L'Erotisme (Paris: Editions de m inuit, 1957), p. 192.

9 B a ta ille , p. 303.
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