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PREFACEPREFACE


I began observing French public life as an adolescent in my native island of Mauritius in the 1970s, when I was drawn to the country’s culture, history, and politics by a variety of influences. First, my secondary school, the Royal College Curepipe, where we were served a copious diet of French classics, from Molière and Racine to Saint-Exupéry, Gide, “hell is other people” Sartre, and the inevitable (and already somewhat irksome) Camus. The family setting was essential, too, notably because of my father, Kissoonsingh, a Cambridge-and Sorbonne-trained historian who worked as principal private secretary to the prime minister of Mauritius, Sir Seewoosagur Ramgoolam. He cultivated close ties with politico-literary elites in France and Africa, in particular the Gaullist writer and France’s first minister of culture André Malraux and the Senegalese president Léopold Sédar Senghor. Another inspiring figure was my brother, Sandip, a devotee of Napoleonic history, thanks to whom I plunged with relish into all aspects of the emperor’s legend.


There was also the French cultural attaché in Mauritius, Antoine Colonna, a close friend of the family who was a native of Corsica (and thus a living link with the mythical birthplace of the emperor). Antoine provided us with subscriptions to French weekly periodicals such as Le Nouvel Observateur, Le Point, and L’Express, enabling me to remain closely attuned to French political and intellectual life. The French like to divide things into two, and the bifurcation of the time was between those who gathered around the liberal president, Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, and those who favored the left-wing parties of the Union de la Gauche. My sympathies were very much with the latter, especially with the Stalinist French communists, whose valiant past and unrelenting dogmatism appealed to my adolescent sensibility. I absorbed the writings of communist economists on the noxiousness of state monopoly capitalism, devoured the poems of Louis Aragon and Paul Éluard, and idolized communist martyrs and heroes such as Gabriel Péri, the antifascist campaigner who was executed by the Nazis at the Mont-Valérien fortress in 1941, and the Resistance leader Henri Rol-Tanguy, who launched the insurrection against the occupying forces in Paris in August 1944 from his underground bunker in Denfert-Rochereau. Yet I remember reading Giscard’s pamphlet Démocratie française with quiet fascination; indeed, I could not help admiring its clinical elegance and programmatic ambition.


Just as vital in nurturing my Francophilia were television shows such as Bernard Pivot’s Apostrophes, which introduced me to the contemporary French literary scene and allowed me to savor its delicately rarefied atmosphere. I vividly recall a discussion between Pivot and the writer Marguerite Yourcenar in 1979 about whether good and evil were “necessary.” The exchanges were not particularly profound or conclusive. But it all sounded wonderful. Even though there was something slightly comical about all this preciosity, especially when viewed from the hazy distance of a little tropical island in the Indian Ocean, no one else at the time could rival the French in terms of sheer intellectual energy and panache—not the United States, still mired in its post-Vietnam maelstrom, and especially not Britain, with its industrial strife, shambling public finances, and bitterly factionalized Labour Party. In hindsight, my lifelong passion for the politics and history of France was clearly a product of those heady years.


Since the early 1990s, while teaching at Oxford, I have also lived in Paris for part of the year, and I associate with a variety of intellectual communities, from those within institutions of higher education and the editorial boards of journals and publishing houses to research networks, literary juries, and historical associations. These sustained interactions grant me an excellent vantage point from which to observe French thinking in all its glories, complexities, and idiosyncrasies. I thus came to realize that French traditions of thought are translated into concrete ways of life in which ideals and values are affirmed through social, cultural, and academic rituals—festivals, anniversary celebrations, rentrées littéraires, demonstrations, marches, petitions, even doctoral examinations. The intimate connection between thought, practice, and performance is vividly brought home to me whenever I am invited to serve on a doctoral jury in France and observe the magnificent rhetorical style of my French colleagues.1


My deeper immersion in the intellectual life of France has impressed upon me the powerful influence of literature in both reflecting and shaping the nation’s mindset—one of the striking features of French culture. Voltaire’s Candide and Rousseau’s Nouvelle Héloïse (The New Héloïse) were essential vehicles for disseminating Enlightenment ideals of autonomy and authenticity, just as in the nineteenth century Alexandre Dumas’s novels gave the French people more of an impression of their royalist past than all the historians of the age. More recently, there are few more illuminating pathways into the complex experiences of occupation, resistance, and collaboration in France between 1940 and 1944 than Joseph Kessel’s Army of Shadows, Vercors’s Silence of the Sea, and Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s Castle to Castle. These literary works underscore, too, some of the key (and admirable) elements of the French spirit: a willful predisposition to deviate from the beaten path, a cult of sentiment and mystery, and a resistance to all conformism.


The principal aim of this book is to identify the cultural distinctiveness of French thinking—a cosmology that is as much a matter of content as of temperament, style, and idiom. As we shall see, French thought is pervaded by religious concepts, images, and metaphors. Though secular in its public institutions and the collective beliefs and practices of its people, France continues to live under the shadow of its once-dominant Catholicism. I was already aware of this in Mauritius in the 1970s when I began to immerse myself in French political and intellectual culture: good and evil were not only subjects of literary and philosophical discussion but also concepts that were regularly used in political intercourse. Indeed, one of the classic works I first encountered, toward the end of the decade, was Alain Peyrefitte’s Le Mal français, the title of which astutely combines organic and religious themes (mal carries connotations of both physical disorder and sinfulness).


Despite the official separation of spiritual from temporal matters in France, this neo-religious sensibility is everywhere visible. One of the modern French words for an intellectual is clerc (a member of the clergy), and the positions held by an intellectual have been consistently defined through concepts such as faith, commitment, heresy, and deliverance. Likening his experiences in the French Communist Party during the 1940s and 1950s to a form of “religious mysticism,” the philosopher Edgar Morin admitted that his affiliation to communism had been a “search for salvation through collective redemption.” French thinkers have also been constantly fascinated by the occult and by the appeal of providential figures, from Napoleon to Charles de Gaulle. Likewise, there remains to this day a sacred and quasi-messianic dimension to French views of the nation. Republicanism, France’s dominant political tradition, long operated as a civil religion, with its own cults, martyrs, missionaries, and holy texts—and it is no coincidence that the hallowed Parisian cenotaph for national heroes, the Panthéon, is a deconsecrated church. There is still much truth in the philosopher Alfred Fouillée’s early twentieth-century observation about his fellow citizens: “France is always in search of an ideal form of inspiration whose illumination may cause all sincere souls to rejoice.”2

















INTRODUCTIONINTRODUCTION


A Yearning Toward UniversalityA Yearning Toward Universality


Le Style Français


In February 2003, French foreign minister Dominique de Villepin delivered a speech at a Security Council debate at the United Nations in New York on whether to sanction the use of force against Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. Speaking in the name of an “old country” and an “old continent” that had experienced “wars, occupations and barbarity,” Villepin declared—prophetically—that a war against the Iraqi regime would have catastrophic consequences for the region’s stability: “The option of war may appear a priori the most effective. But let us not forget that, after winning the war, peace has to be built.” Stressing that “the use of force [was] not justified,” he ended by expressing his faith in the capacity of the international community to build a more harmonious world: “We are the guardians of an ideal, the guardians of a conscience. The heavy responsibility and the immense honor which is ours should lead us to give priority to peaceful disarmament.”1


Villepin’s speech was broadly welcomed across the world, typifying as it did a shared collective aspiration for a different kind of politics, one which was grounded in humanism rather than force. And yet in his vision, and in the way in which it was elaborated, there was also something very recognizably, unquestionably French: a seductive masculinity and rhetorical verve that drew on the nation’s finest traditions of public oratory; an appeal to reason and logic, with the issue under discussion being neatly framed into binary oppositions (conflict and harmony; self-interest and the common good; morality and power politics); a sense of articulating an age-old wisdom resting on centuries of often painful historical experience; and a confident optimism, underpinned by a belief in France’s cultural superiority. Although it did not do so explicitly—and was all the more compelling for it—the speech threw down the gauntlet to George W. Bush’s America and its complaisant ally, Great Britain, and held up the actions of these nations to the court of international public opinion as threats to peace and stability. This silent demonization of the dastardly “Anglo-Saxons” was the climax of Villepin’s oratorical artistry, along with his characteristically French claim to be speaking in the name of universal principles—all the more sincerely so, one felt, because these happened to coincide exactly with French national interests.


Villepin’s ideas were not simply reflections of the modern Gallic view of the world but were steeped in wider traditions of French thinking about international peace that can be traced back to the eighteenth century. His speech carried a subtle but forceful echo of the eighteenth-century author Abbé de Saint-Pierre’s idealistic proposition that a confederation of like-minded states (led by France, naturally) provided the best guarantee of a peaceful world. The foreign minister’s high-minded eloquence was also reminiscent of the style of Aristide Briand, the mercurial statesman of the interwar period who sought to promote international peace through diplomacy and interstate cooperation. In short, it was embedded in a rich and complex pattern of French thinking.


In this book I will explore the different facets of this intellectual universe, highlighting its long-term characteristics and its evolution over time as well as its continuing cultural manifestations today, and showing how (and why) the activities of the mind have occupied such a special place in French public life. Beyond identifying the many and varied ways in which the French have represented themselves and imagined the world, my ultimate ambition here is to try to explain how the French think—in other words, to make sense of their preferred concepts, frameworks, and modes of thought as well as their particular stylistic fetishes. These include such classic characteristics as a belief in their innate disposition toward creative thinking, as when the writer Blaise Pascal observed of his compatriots, “I do not speak of fools, I speak of the wisest men; and it is among them that imagination has the great gift of persuasion.” Also pervasive is the sense of an exceptional Gallic aptitude for lucidity, a crisp clarity that has been attributed to the very properties of the French language: “What is not clear,” affirmed the writer Antoine Rivarol imperiously, “is not French.” This precision could be accompanied by a certain hedonistic levity, as acknowledged by the critic Hippolyte Taine: “All that the Frenchman desires is to provoke in himself and in others a bubbling of agreeable ideas.” Typically French, too, is an insouciance of manner—“doing frivolous things seriously, and serious things frivolously,” as the philosopher Montesquieu put it, and also a contrarian and impertinent tendency, as when the historian Ernest Lavisse noted, “We are not born to be docile or respectful.” Jules Michelet (another historian) regarded this disputatiousness as one of the singular attributes of the French educated classes: “We gossip, we quarrel, we expend our energy in words; we use strong language, and fly into great rages over the smallest of subjects.” Above all, the French style of thinking is famous for its love of general notions. For the essayist Émile de Montégut, “There is no people among whom abstract ideas have played such a great role, whose history is rife with such formidable philosophical tendencies, and where individuals are so oblivious to facts and possessed to such a high degree with a rage for abstractions.” Or, in the more positive gloss of the writer Julien Benda: “A truly enriching thought is the one which engages with a general and not an individual matter, and indeed which may not correspond rigorously to reality.”2


All these manifestations of the esprit français will be encountered in the following pages along with many others: most notably, the French predilection for conducting arguments about the good life around idealized metaphysical concepts such as monarchy, reason, the general will, the proletariat, and the nation. In fact, such is the French fondness for metaphysics that the term has even been deemed appropriate to describe the difficulties of buying freshly baked bread during the summer holiday season. Equally prevalent is a passion for holism, for considering questions in their totality as opposed to looking at their contingent manifestations. As the philosopher Philippe Corcuff observed, this essentialism is integral to French thought, framing collective discussion on all matters, from the Republic and the state to multiculturalism, security, and America. The philosopher Michel Lacroix provided a good example of this way of thinking when he described his patriotism as resting on “an ontological understanding” of Frenchness. This holism is also evident in the Gallic urge to subject everything—from constitutions and bills of rights to political programs—to exhaustive codification (even if the provisions in question are then blithely ignored). The French style of thought is noteworthy, too, for its capacity to give theoretical and existential properties to all aspects of social life, from speaking, dressing, and eating to the celebration of rituals and the use of language itself. Hence the quintessentially French Festival du Mot (Festival of the Word), whose tenth incarnation took place at La Charité-sur-Loire (Nièvre) in early summer 2014 under the patronage of the academician Érik Orsenna. According to its organizers, its purpose was to “make words resonate so that we may reflect on their magic and their power, with the conviction that words have to be shared with the greatest number.”3


Just as prevalent is the French attachment to questions of presentation and form. This tendency finds expression in the belief in the aesthetic quality of intellectual activity, in a fondness for taxonomies and neologisms, and, as a student from the Lycée Poincaré in Bar-le-Duc, Meuse, triumphantly declared to her local newspaper after finishing her examination, in the idea that any good piece of writing should be structured around the “dialectical plan” of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. Her dissertation addressed the question of whether human choices are based on “reason” or on “passion,” which brings up perhaps the greatest of all French stylistic traits, already brilliantly illustrated by Villepin: the obsession with dividing things into two. As a seasoned observer of Parisian intellectual life has noted, the French have a habit of structuring public debate around a small number of recurring themes: openings and closures, stasis and transformation, freedom and determinism, unity and diversity, civilization and barbarity, and progress and decadence.4


An Exceptional Nation


If the modern self-image of the British is one of a practical community, “solid and not given to chasing bubbles,” as Keir Hardie, one of the founders of the British Labour Party, once put it, that of the French is typically of a reflective people whose attachment to the realm of ideas is both intense and demonstrative. An Egyptian cleric visiting Paris in the late 1820s found the French to be distinctive “by their keen intelligence, profound perceptiveness and depth of mind when treating recondite issues.” More than a century later, trying to prepare its servicemen for the singularities of the natives, a British Army manual issued before the Normandy landings in 1944 observed, “By and large, Frenchmen enjoy intellectual argument more than we do. You will often think that two Frenchmen are having a violent quarrel when they are simply arguing about some abstract point.” The French devotion to culture is reflected in the weight given to the written word—hence France’s long history of the repression of writers, symbolized in the nineteenth century by the prison of Sainte-Pélagie in Paris, where many of the nation’s most eminent thinkers, poets, and other writers were detained because of what they had published. Hence, also, the impressive cohort of creative figures who rest in the Panthéon: philosophical giants Voltaire and Rousseau, classic examples of the ideal of the grand homme as a pedagogue of virtue during the Enlightenment; Victor Hugo and Émile Zola, symbols of the nation’s attachment to literary excellence; and more recent entries, such as the progressive Martinique poet Aimé Césaire and the ethnologist Germaine Tillion.5


There are many other signs of this French fixation with culture, beginning with the lasting preoccupation with linguistic precision and the rules of syntax; as Bishop Bossuet once sternly told the heir to the French throne, “He who ignores the laws of grammar spurns the precepts of reason.” There is also the association, in the French progressive tradition, of the idea of citizenship with learning: the philosopher Nicolas de Condorcet wrote that the “first duty of society towards its citizens is public education.” Another illustration is the claim to superior intelligence by political groups: in the first half of the twentieth century, both the extreme right Action Française and the extreme left Communist Party referred to themselves as the “party of intelligence.” Equally noteworthy is the treatment by French towns and cities of even their most obscure literary luminaries as sources of civic pride—not to mention the celebrity status accorded to men and women of ideas and their continuing (and at times envied) capacity to shape national domestic and foreign policy. (A recent example is the philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy’s determining role in France’s military intervention in Libya in 2011.) The notion that “culture” should be assigned its own specific department in government is a modern French invention that has now spread across the world. Last, but not least, there is the creation of special schools for the training of French elites. Villepin is emblematic in this respect, too: a product of the École Nationale d’Administration, he typifies the technocracy that has captured France’s political and administrative hierarchy in the modern age. With his aristocratic origins and haughty contempt for universal suffrage (he has never stood for election, despite having occupied the highest public offices), Villepin perfectly fits the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu’s description of this new ruling class as the “nobility of State.”6


All great nations think of themselves as exceptional. France’s distinctiveness in this regard lies in its enduring belief in its own moral and intellectual prowess. These visions of excellence have often been crystallized in French depictions of Paris. In Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s Tableau de Paris (Panorama of Paris, 1799), the capital is seen as a bastion of modern creativity, a city regarded across the world as “the most astonishing city in the universe.” The thinker Auguste Comte believed that Paris was the center of humanity because “the philosophical spirit” was more developed there than anywhere else in the world. Hailed as a magnificent symbol of freedom and revolutionary endeavor since the nineteenth century, because of repeated insurrections against its various governments, Paris is also (paradoxically) idolized by the champions of the principle of state centralization, defined by the nineteenth-century philosopher Charles Dupont-White as “the power of reason expressed through law.”7


Above all, Paris is captivating because of its intellectual ebullience. Hence the extraordinary appeal of its cultural life as evoked in an 1878 letter by the future socialist leader Jean Jaurès, who had just arrived at the Lycée Sainte-Barbe from his native town of Castres, Tarn, to prepare the entrance examination for the École Normale Supérieure:


          There are ten of us here, preparing for the École, each with different tastes and ambitions: the one prefers literature, the other history, and another philosophy. We tell each other about our readings, our ideas, our enthusiasms, our discoveries, our systems (these days every nineteen-year-old has a system); and these constant exchanges stimulate a prodigious activity in the mind, which is subjected to an incessant barrage of thoughts which interact with each other, are then combined, and come to maturity; add to this the events in the fields of politics, literature, and theater, which always have a powerful echo in the colleges of Paris so that on Sundays, when we are allowed out, we rush to the newsstands to read the latest publications, we stop off in the museums, we hurry to the matinee and evening performances of the latest plays. Such is the life of intense and sustained thought which is the joy and privilege of Parisian life.8


How all these different—and contrasting—ideals of French greatness emerged and became entrenched will be examined in the first half of the book. From the seventeenth century (known as the “Grand Siècle”), which marked the golden age of French monarchical absolutism, the French génie dominated European artistic and cultural life, be it through the triumph of classicism in literature, painting, and architecture; the Cartesian correlation of existence with thought; or the association of the French language with precision, civility, and feminine refinement. France was also noted for its scientific advances, the fertility of its utopian imagination, and its relish for plunging into ideological disputes of an often scholastic quality: the French ardently embraced Montaigne’s maxim “There is no conversation more boring than the one where everybody agrees.”9


What makes this sense of intellectual greatness even more portentous is the French belief that they have a duty to think not just for themselves but also for the rest of the world. Ernest Lavisse thus noted in 1890 that whereas Rome’s mission had been to conquer the world, and Germany’s calling was to harness the power of all things Germanic, his nation was “charged with representing the cause of humanity.” This is a secularized version of an older religious ideal that, since the rule of Charlemagne, has portrayed France as the “eldest daughter of the Church.” Hence the inescapably messianic dimension shared by all the great modern French political doctrines: from the revolutionaries’ aspiration to regenerate humankind through Napoleon’s celebration of the grande nation to Charles de Gaulle’s “certain idea of France” as a country destined for grandeur—one of the underlying assumptions of Villepin’s United Nations speech. For the academician Jean d’Ormesson, such lofty aspirations remain an integral feature of the French national character: “There is at the heart of Frenchness something which transcends it. France is not only a matter of contradiction and diversity. She also constantly looks over her shoulder, toward others, and toward the world which surrounds her. More than any nation, France is haunted by a yearning toward universality.”10


The French Revolution provided a powerful and lasting inspiration for the emergence of these messianic ideals. All the key concepts in modern French political culture—liberty, equality, and fraternity; the rights of man; popular sovereignty; patriotism; the general interest; the division between Left and Right—first entered the mainstream in the aftermath of the events of 1789. Two of the most recognizable representations of Frenchness across the world, the tricolor flag and the Marseillaise, were devised during the Revolution. Likewise, the nation’s central ideals and myths were forged in the light of early revolutionary landmarks. The overthrow of despotism was symbolized by the Storming of the Bastille on July 14. The sovereign unity of the people was expressed three weeks later in the abolition of feudalism by the Constituent Assembly on the night of August 4.11


The centralization of power was the defining principle of the dominant political force of the early 1790s, the Jacobins. The tradition of defensive patriotism against foreign invaders was exemplified by the French victory at the Battle of Valmy in September 1792 and the ensuing revolutionary wars against the European monarchies. The moral regeneration of the citizenry, and the elimination of impurity from the body politic, were reflected in the execution of the king and the violent phase of revolutionary government known as the Terror (1793–1794). The principle of civil equality was promulgated in the Civil Code, and the norms of heroic virtue and providential leadership were exemplified in such figures as Maximilien Robespierre and Napoleon Bonaparte. For the next two centuries, most of the fundamental arguments among the French—about the nature of their regime, the obligations of citizenship, the possibility and desirability of progress, the claims of social justice, the devolution of power to the regions, the place of religion in public life, and the legitimacy of sectional interests—continued to revolve in one way or another around this revolutionary heritage.12


It is precisely the length of this revolutionary shadow which accounts for the fratricidal quality of modern French political debate, with its momentous battles between (binary oppositions, again) monarchists and revolutionaries, social reformers and conservatives, representatives of the bourgeoisie and of the working class, supporters of church and of state, centralizers and believers in local autonomy, advocates of parliamentarianism and presidentialism. These conflicts and the divisions they spawn defined the contours of political argument for much of the modern era. Yet behind these antagonisms there were elements of convergence and even a shared sense of what it meant to be French: a belief in the ideals of duty and public service, a defiance of fate, a contempt for materialism, a cult of heroism, and an attachment to the enabling and civilizing powers of the state: France is one of the few countries in the world (perhaps along with North Korea) where a short book can plausibly be published bearing the title We Must Love the State. The French also coped with their intellectual fractures by cultivating the art of synthesis. This power is often underestimated: from Comte’s bold combination of positivistic science and religious mysticism to the blending of republican absolutism and provincial skepticism by philosopher Émile Chartier (also known as Alain), and all the way through to the fruitful tension between the petite and the grande patrie (little and great homeland), French thought (in its most creative moments) has succeeded in harmonizing apparently opposing values.13


Despite the rhetorical attachment to the idea of rupture, French culture possesses a fundamental unity, which manifests itself in the reproduction across generations of certain basic assumptions and styles of thought. This type of continuity is especially visible in French patterns of rationalist and utopian thinking and in the underlying intellectual approaches of different historical schools. Within the Left and the Right, too, despite the numerous changes in nomenclature since the late eighteenth century, there are remarkable elements of stability. The dominance of communism between the 1930s and the late 1970s was a modern manifestation of an older Jacobin revolutionary tradition that first emerged in 1789. Likewise, Bonapartism, a doctrine that favors a strong state, a charismatic leader, and an ardent form of nationalism, was a central force on the Right for much of the nineteenth century, and in the revived form of Gaullism it was a decisive feature of French politics in the second half of the twentieth century.14


These doctrines, with their emphasis on the concentration of power in the hands of a providential leader, also provide the foundation for France’s ongoing fascination with its tradition of royal majesty. Elected by universal suffrage, yet towering over all other political institutions and insulated from external constraints to a degree unknown in any other democracy, the president of the Fifth Republic has been rightly likened to a “republican monarch.” In the 1960s in the satirical weekly Le Canard enchaîné, the cartoonist Roland Moisan represented President de Gaulle as the king and his entourage as courtiers in a successful pastiche of the memoirists of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century French court. This tradition continued with his successors: Valéry Giscard d’Estaing was described as “the man who wanted to be king” by Le Nouvel Observateur; François Mitterrand’s regal demeanor often elicited remarks comparing him to absolute monarchs; and Nicolas Sarkozy’s abrasive style (and short stature) reminded some of Napoleon Bonaparte. Indeed, Louis XIV’s precepts on the art of kingship provide more insight into the ethos of the modern French presidency than any manual of constitutional law—notably, his injunction to “bring together in his person all the authority of the ruler” and “never to show any attachment to anyone.”15


These conceptual juggling acts have produced delicious oxymorons and nourished yet another cherished feature of Gallic thinking: the love of paradox. Thanks to this trait, France has given us passionate rationalists, conservative revolutionaries (and revolutionary traditions), violent moderates, secular missionaries, spiritual materialists, spectateurs engagés (committed observers), patriotic internationalists, conflictual allies, and collective-minded individualists—and, by virtue of the sometimes unfortunate fate of French armies on the battlefield, from Vercingétorix to the Battle of Waterloo, perhaps the most exquisite paradox of all: the glorious defeat. This fondness for reconciling opposites has sometimes confused even the most well-meaning outside observers. When the novelist Julien Green delivered a lecture on the nationalist writer Maurice Barrès at Oxford in 1950, he ordered it around three radically divergent facets of Barrès’s thought. After concluding his exposition of the “three Barrèses,” he asked whether there were any questions. A hand went up: “Could you tell us the names of Barrès’s two brothers?”16


Sociability and Imagination


Writing a book about the substance and style of French ideas across eras presents significant challenges. The literature on modern French thought is of course compendious, and it contains wonderful works on specific periods (Norman Hampson on the Enlightenment, Patrice Higonnet on revolutionary Jacobinism, Theodore Zeldin on the formative years between 1848 and 1945, Tony Judt on the decades after World War II) and on particular themes, such as the revolutionary and republican legacies, the sources of nationalism, the ideologies of Left and Right, and the French “passion” for communism. This book attempts to put together all the pieces of this gigantic puzzle to make a single, integrated account, both serious and playful, of the French way of thinking across different subjects and epochs, from René Descartes to Jacques Derrida and from abstruse moral and philosophical issues to the question of the survival of French culture in a globalized world.17


How the French Think combines close attention to texts with an explanation of the wider historical and cultural settings in which they are embedded. As the intellectual historian Quentin Skinner has reminded us, concepts have a dual quality: they can be understood only within broader intellectual frameworks, and they are also tools that are deployed for particular purposes that may vary quite significantly over time. “Thought” is taken here to include formal doctrines and informal systems of belief, general theories and particular constructs, detailed visions of the good life as well as allusive symbolic representations. In my endeavor to capture the richness and creativity of French thinking, I have drawn upon as wide a variety of sources as possible: the writings of political elites and intellectual eminences; works of historical erudition and slender pamphlets; fiction, paintings, and songs; articles in the national and local press; police reports, memoirs, and private correspondence; aphorisms, advertisements, and self-help manuals; even a book on how to communicate with the dead. At the same time, I pay attention to the institutional underpinnings of French thought: educational structures such as the Grandes Écoles and their (increasingly contested) role as the producers of national elites; the Académie Française, the stern guardian of national linguistic and cultural orthodoxies; the major disseminators of mass culture, such as newspapers, journals, and museums; and the institutions and places that promote cultural sociability across the land, from parties, think tanks, and pressure groups to Masonic Lodges, taverns, and cafés. The association of the café with intellectual life was already well entrenched in modern French culture by the mid-nineteenth century, as the writer Alfred Delvau acknowledged: “The first time I drank beer and heard of Kant, Hegel and Schiller, it was in a Paris brasserie.” This legacy continues to this day: in April 2014 an editorial in the daily newspaper Libération celebrated the bistro as a key provider of “direct social links” among French people.18


What, then, makes it possible to speak of the collective frame of mind of the “French”? The short answer is that, to an extent which is unique in modern Western culture, the nation’s major intellectual bodies—from the state to the great educational institutions, academies, publishing houses, and organs of the press—are concentrated in Paris. This cultural centralization helps to explain why French ways of thought exhibit such a degree of stylistic consistency—and why even countercultural groups and movements adopt modes of thinking that often seem to replicate those of their adversaries. Hence the Enlightenment radicals’ notion of popular sovereignty, the exact mirror of the precept of absolutist power; the holistic abstraction of nineteenth-century counterrevolutionary thought, which matched the essentialism of its republican rivals; and the irreducible nationalism of the communists in the modern age, despite their doctrinal opposition to this “bourgeois” doctrine. This commonality is also the product of shared collective experiences. Systems of ideas and intellectual currents such as republicanism and Gaullism have often represented the maturation of existing social and cultural practices, or the reactions of particular generations to defining (and traumatizing) episodes such as revolutions, civil conflicts, and wars. But French thought also changed in the process of being disseminated, particularly in light of the resistance it encountered on the ground. For these reasons, I have deliberately moved beyond the conventional repertoire of canonical thinkers to pay attention to the wider cast of characters in French thought: authors of books and pamphlets, editorialists, newspaper readers and journal subscribers, political activists, members of associations, and teachers and students.


Intellectual life in France is also distinctive in its organization around particular patterns of sociability. The classic example of this phenomenon is the salon, a private cultural gathering, the aim of which was to entertain, to exchange ideas, and to promote the values of civility and politeness. These meetings flourished in French high society from the seventeenth century on, contributing to the circulation of philosophical and artistic ideas, the breakdown of social barriers, and the empowerment of women. The salon was often a site for the development of pioneering ideas and social practices: thus, it was one of the privileged arenas in which women could engage in philosophical debate—notably, by critically confronting the work of Descartes. (Hence, the word cartésienne rapidly became incorporated into the language of educated society in the seventeenth century.) These intellectual exchanges later took on more overtly political dimensions, preparing the way for the modern democratic era. A Russian diplomat stationed in Paris in the 1840s was startled by the range of opportunities available for political chat: “Here we have political salons, literary salons, legitimist salons, salons of the juste milieu (moderate factions), diplomatic salons, and finally, neutral salons.”19


But, arguably, the most important cultural function of the salon was its refusal to be tied down by what we would today call disciplinary boundaries. Nowhere was this exuberant intellectual eclecticism more radiantly displayed than at the salon hosted in the Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal between 1824 and 1834 by its curator Charles Nodier. His famous Sunday evening causeries (talks) left an indelible imprint on his audience, not only because of his charm and wit, but also because of his dazzling capacity to roam across subjects, themes, and epochs. In the admiring summary of the literary critic Sainte-Beuve:


          Nodier loves and caresses with his imagination the banished exiles, the heroic outlaws, the prematurely ended destinies, the small invisible goblins, the anonymous books that need an interpretive key, the illustrious authors concealed behind an anagram, the local dialects that resist the sovereignty of national languages, all the dusty or bloody corners of singular events and mysteries, many valuable leftovers, and many ingenious paradoxes that contain fragments of truth, freedom of the press before Louis XIV, literary publicity before the era of the printing press, French spelling before Voltaire.20


Nodier’s salon attracted men and women of indomitably conservative spirit as well as revolutionaries and utopian dreamers, and in this respect, too, it symbolized one of the great Gallic intellectual curiosities: the contrast between the venerable character of some of the nation’s most prestigious cultural institutions and the enduring emphasis on transformation in French thinking. Humanist centers of learning have been fixtures in the Parisian intellectual landscape for centuries: the Collège de France was founded in 1530, the Académie Française in 1635, and the École Normale Supérieure in 1793. Yet the ideal of innovation has been at the heart of modern French thought. After his move to Paris in 1831, the German poet Heinrich Heine was particularly struck by this trait, describing the French as “lovers of vanities, parades, fashions and novelties.”21


In the modern era, the concepts of revolution and rupture have become familiar tropes across the French human sciences, whether in politics, history, literature, philosophy, sociology, linguistics, psychology, or anthropology. The period between the early 1950s and the late 1970s alone gave us the nouveau roman (new novel), the nouvelle vague (in cinema), the nouvelle histoire, the nouvelle philosophie, the Nouvelle Gauche and the Nouvelle Droite, and, let us not forget, nouvelle cuisine (although that concept dates back to at least 1742 and the publication of the third volume of cookbook author Menon’s Nouveau traité de la cuisine (New treatise on cuisine). For the ethnologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, one of the most influential French thinkers of the twentieth century, the explanation of this thirst for novelty is simple: “The great speculative structures are made to be broken. There is not one of them that can hope to last more than a few decades, or at most a century or two.”


The idea of knowledge as continuous and cumulative, which is such a central premise of Anglo-Saxon epistemology, is alien to the French way of thinking. One of the reasons for this (and Lévi-Strauss’s observation is helpful here, too) is the emphasis on the speculative quality of thought in France. French intellectual constructs are speculative in that they are generally the product of a form of thinking that is not necessarily grounded in empirical reality. This method finds expression in the classic French saying “Tant pis pour les faits” (So much the worse for the facts), and in the celebrated Gallic attachment to the deductive method of reasoning, immortalized by Descartes, which starts with a general, abstract proposition and then proceeds to a particular conclusion or proposition. Working the other way round, Anglo-Saxons often bemoan the specious and trivial results of this French mode of reasoning; it was in this spirit that the Chichele Professor of Social and Political Theory at Oxford, Gerry Cohen, once penned a piece on “Why One Kind of Bullshit Flourishes in France.”22


Universality and Fragility


This book appears at a moment when France is in a particularly troubled state. The nation is grappling with a growing sense of unease about its present condition and its future prospects. Just as I finished writing, this anxiety was heightened by the violent attacks on the satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo and a kosher supermarket in Paris in January 2015, in which cartoonists, hostages, and police officers were killed by three young French men of immigrant descent. Despite the remarkable public response—over a million men and women demonstrated in the “republican march” in the streets of the French capital on January 11—these incidents highlighted ongoing French fears about insecurity, the integration of postcolonial minorities, and the economic and social fractures in French society.


The events of January 2015 also played into a broader malaise that was reflected in recent years in widespread concerns about France’s place in a globalized world order, the viability of the republican social and political system, and the preservation of the French way of life. A telling symptom of this disorder is the declining level of trust in French elites, which has plummeted to record depths in recent years. As the columnist Alain Duhamel soberly observed, “Parties are condemned, leaders are contested, elected representatives inspire contempt, and journalists, disdain.” He might have added intellectuals to the list, as the other major sign of this malaise is the loss of confidence by the French in the creativity of their thinkers and in their cultural singularity. In 2012, the Magazine littéraire even dared to raise the ultimate question: “Does France Still Think?”23


This book seeks to understand not only why this pessimism has come about but also what it tells us more generally about French styles of thinking. A key consideration here is the changing pattern of interaction between French ideas and the wider world. An enduring source of the French pride in their thought is that their history and culture have decisively shaped the values and ideals of other nations. Versailles in the age of the Sun King was the unrivaled aesthetic and political exemplar for European courts, and Caraccioli, the eighteenth-century Italian author of L’Europe française (French Europe), expressed a common view when he enthused about the “sparkling manners and lively vivacity” of the French before concluding, “Every European is now a Frenchman.”24


Ideas from France have traveled much further: for example, the Civil Code was a model for newly independent states across Latin America during the nineteenth century. The first generation of Russian Bolsheviks was obsessed by the analogies between their own revolution and the overthrow of the French ancien régime; the early actions of Lenin and Trotsky were fashioned less by ideology than by their perceptions of how their circumstances fitted with the French precedent. Thanks to its colonial empire, the second largest in the world after Britain’s, France projected its mission civilisatrice (civilizing mission) across its Asian and African dominions. The Statue of Liberty, which has become such an iconic emblem of Americanness, was designed by the French sculptor Frédéric Bartholdi. And, to this day, Poland’s national anthem celebrates Napoleon Bonaparte, and Brazil’s flag bears the motto of Comtian positivism: “Order and progress.”25


An equally compelling measure of the French impact on modern thinking is the way in which particular episodes in the nation’s history have resonated across the globe. Revolutionary ideas have been an inspiration to national liberators throughout the world, from Wolfe Tone in Ireland and Toussaint Louverture in Haiti to Simón Bolívar in Latin America, and José Rizal, one of the Philippines’ emblematic national heroes, was an admirer of Victor Hugo. Similarly, Napoleon’s military campaigns and his art of war were celebrated not only by writers and poets across Europe but also by Japanese samurai warriors and Tartar tribesmen (a folk song celebrated “Genghis Khan and his nephew Napoleon”), and even by the Vietnamese revolutionary hero Võ Nguyên Giáp. In the late 1930s, when he was a history teacher at the Thang Long School in Hanoi, Giáp gave lectures on the French revolutionary and imperial eras. One of his students later recalled the “mesmerizing” effect of the lectures on his students.26


At the same time as it traveled across epochs and continents, French thought consistently engaged with the world, drawing inspiration from events and intellectual trends abroad. The critique of monarchical absolutism was partly elaborated under the universal gaze of writer Guillame-Thomas Raynal’s Philosophical and Political History . . . , a scathing indictment of European colonialism that placed the French struggle for a more democratic society in a global context. Early French liberalism was nourished by the cosmopolitan exchanges of Germaine de Staël’s “Coppet Circle” salon and François Guizot’s admiration for England, “the beacon of dignity and human freedom,” because of its “Protestant Christianity and parliamentary government.” Kantian ideals of moral autonomy played a major role in the transformation of French republicanism in the second half of the nineteenth century, while Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Sigmund Freud were decisive influences on existentialist and structuralist thinkers in the post-1945 decades. Communist doctrine in France in the twentieth century cannot be understood without reference to its international dimensions—notably, its ideological and emotional attachments to the Soviet Union. Yet even at their most inspiring, these outside experiences and modes of thinking were assimilated through an irreducibly Gallic prism: as Tocqueville candidly acknowledged of his Democracy in America (1835), “although I rarely spoke of France in that book, I did not write a page without thinking of her and without always having her, as it were, before my eyes.” This principle was taken to the extreme by the writer Édouard Laboulaye, who published a three-volume History of the United States (1855–1866) without ever bothering to cross the Atlantic. Paying tribute to the valiant spirit, generosity, and moral excellence of the Poles, Jules Michelet described their nation as “the France of the North.” A century later, this splendid ethnocentrism was alive and well, as when André Malraux traveled to Beijing to inform a no doubt nonplussed Mao Zedong that the Chinese were “the French of Asia.”27


French universalism, in other words, was as much concerned with Frenchness as with universality—as attested by the ways in which outside ideas have been received in France. Foreign concepts and systems of thought acquired different intonations as they made their way to Paris, at times becoming difficult to recognize by their originators. Karl Marx was so dismayed by the way in which his ideas were traduced by French socialists (not to mention by his three daughters falling in love with Frenchmen) that he declared, “Je ne suis pas Marxiste.” This ambiguous rapport with the wider world shines through in the intellectual representations of France’s principal neighbors and rivals. Revolutionary America rapidly went from being a bucolic Rousseauist paradise to the place that, in the French diplomat Talleyrand’s celebrated formula, had “thirty-two religions and only one dish.” Germany, likewise, moved from being a haven of idealism in the nineteenth century to the epitome of a nation “lacking in tact and charm,” according to the philosopher and historian Ernest Renan. (This observation was made, admittedly, after the Prussians had annexed Alsace-Lorraine.) Speaking at a time when Germany was divided into two states, the writer François Mauriac was more subtle, but no less dismissive, when he declared, “I love Germany so much that I am glad there are two of them.” And England? She might have appeared to be an enticing land of liberty, where the creative genius of a Francis Bacon or a John Locke could flourish and where “even the people commonly think,” as Voltaire generously put it in his Lettres anglaises (Letters on England). For the moderate tradition in French thought, from Montesquieu through Jacques Necker to Benjamin Constant, England even acquired the status of a “political model.” And English soil also readily offered respite from the tempestuous politics of France: Victor Hugo’s exile during the years of Napoleon III’s imperial rule became a symbol of the defiance of despotism.28


But the visitor from France who crossed the Channel nevertheless found a land inhabited by a strange and impenetrable people. In her widely read Promenades dans Londres (Walks in London, 1840), the feminist Flora Tristan observed, “The Englishman is under the spell of his climate and behaves like a brute”; she found the general atmosphere in London so melancholic that it created “an irresistible desire to end one’s life by suicide.” Indeed, treacherous Albion has been one of the recurrent images in modern French demonology. It proved all the more enduring because this concept could be deployed to justify a variety of grievances, both real and imagined: murderous and ungallant behavior (the massacre of French knights at Agincourt, the burning of Joan of Arc), religious apostasy (the piously Catholic Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet’s lament about “perfidious England”), vindictiveness (governor Sir Hudson Lowe’s petty treatment of Napoleon during his captivity on Saint Helena), colonial treachery (a late nineteenth-century poem accused the English of “stealing France’s most prized conquests”), and duplicitousness (de Gaulle’s belief during World War II that the “Anglo-Saxon” tandem of Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt were plotting against him behind his back). In the most extravagant versions, these heinous traits were combined, as in Georges Colomb’s comic strip La Famille Fenouillard (The Fenouillard family, 1893)—one panel showed the English “burning Joan of Arc on the rock of Saint Helena.”29


This capacity to shift swiftly from positive to negative representations is one of the notable characteristics of French thinking. As we will discover, the syndrome lies at the heart of France’s contemporary pessimistic sensibility. Analyzing the rhetorical style of the nation’s modern political leaders, the liberal intellectual Jean-François Revel once observed that they seemed caught between “the fantasy of omnipresence and the fear of claustrophobia.” The point subtly captures a wider trait of French thought that is often concealed by a bombastic style and grandiose declarations of intellectual and cultural superiority: a nagging, almost ineffable fragility of spirit. This trait manifests itself in a certain defensiveness, in a casual dismissiveness of outside ideas, and, above all, in a tendency to fall back on stereotypes, negative fantasies, and conspiracy theories. Hence the French predilection for mythological narratives—affirming not only idealizations of progress, virtue, and sacrifice but also darker tropes of betrayal, dispossession, and death. The march of modern French thought has gone from a confident and often brazen optimism to a mood of increasing introspection that is marked by a sense of unease with the world and a sentimental attachment to the heroes and glories of the past.30


This book will show that French thought over the past four centuries has been distinctive in several key ways—first in its historical character, meaning both its substantive continuities over time and its references to the past as a source of legitimation or demarcation. Second, French thought stands out in its fixation with the nation and the collective self, which provide an enduring focus of public debate and the philosophical underpinning of assorted conceptions of the good life. It is, third, striking in its extraordinary intensity (ideas are believed not only to matter but, in existential circumstances, to be worth dying for), and fourth, in the belief that communicating specialized forms of knowledge to a wider public is an integral feature of intellectual activity. Finally, French thought is notable for its constant interplay between the themes of order and imagination—or, to put it in terms of specific thinkers, between the cold linearity of Descartes and the unbridled expansiveness of Rousseau. Just as fundamentally, it will be assumed here that it is possible to make meaningful generalizations about the shared intellectual habits of a people as diverse and fragmented as the French—a nation whose fetish for singularity de Gaulle once summed up derisively by citing the country’s production of 246 varieties of cheese.

















CHAPTER 1CHAPTER 1


The Skull of DescartesThe Skull of Descartes


For the three hundredth anniversary of the death of René Descartes, the French journalist Pierre Dumayet traveled in 1950 to La Haye, where the philosopher had been born in 1596. This village in the Indre-et-Loire had been renamed La Haye–Descartes in his honor in the early nineteenth century, and Dumayet was keen to find out what the locals thought of their most illustrious son, whose seminal work had laid the foundations of rationalist thought. Dumayet’s most memorable interviewee was an elderly inhabitant whose name, appropriately enough, was Madame Raison. She affirmed that the inhabitants were delighted to honor their grand homme, for he had not only been one of the iconic figures of his age, universally admired for his scientific achievements, but also the “lover of a queen.” Intellectual excellence combined with sexual prowess: the cult of Descartes was still flourishing in this remote corner of central France.1


In the eighteenth century, the Abbé de Saint-Pierre hailed Descartes not just as an eminent Frenchman but as “one of the greatest men who ever lived” on account of “the remarkable advances he procured to human reason.” That Descartes should have played such a central role in French thought is in many respects paradoxical, in view of his life. His early interests were not especially philosophical: he was fascinated by warfare, and his first piece of writing was on the rules of fencing; he spent the period between 1620 and 1627 traveling around Europe and living the life of a gentleman in Paris. Even when he devoted himself to philosophy, he read little: he was fascinated by mathematics and was contemptuous of the classics. For the last two decades of his life, largely to avoid the scrutiny of his work by religious authorities in France, he chose to live in Holland, where he was noted for his “passion for solitude”—not a typically French trait at the time (or, for that matter, since).2


Descartes’s eminence as a philosopher rests largely on his Discourse on Method (1637), one of the most famous texts in the French language. Its fourth part concisely summarizes his notion of philosophical rationalism: a belief in the separation of mind and matter (dualism), the identification of the essence of the soul with thought, and the deductive certainty of existence through the skeptical method of reasoning. The passage in which he presented the latter conclusion was characteristic of Descartes’s style, both engaging and intimate:


          I resolved to pretend that nothing which had ever entered my mind was any more true than the illusions of my dreams. But immediately afterwards I became aware that, while I decided thus to think that everything was false, it followed necessarily that I who thought thus must be something; and observing that this truth: I think, therefore I am [cogito ergo sum], was so certain and so evident that all the most extravagant suppositions of the sceptics were not capable of shaking it, I judged that I could accept it without scruple as the first principle of the philosophy I was seeking.3


This notion that thought was the defining attribute of humankind was the cornerstone of Descartes’s rationalism. It was a metaphysical proposition, and less an affirmation of particular substantive principles than an invitation to order one’s thinking according to clear logical rules—with the potential implication that doing so might elicit different, and possibly conflicting, patterns of reasoning. Hence one of the abiding paradoxes of the Cartesian tradition is that even among his own devotees, the interpretations of Descartes’s legacy were enormously varied. The philosopher Jean Le Rond d’Alembert held Descartes as the inspiration for French resistance to tyranny; for the critic Désiré Nisard, he was the force behind French literary genius; the republican thinker Edgar Quinet viewed him as a symbol of Christian humility; and the playwright Marcelle Joignet was only one in a long retinue who lauded him as the progenitor of feminism.4


Like all canonical thinkers (and this, of course, added to his renown), his work also provoked criticism and hostility. From the outset, many Catholics believed that his insistence on the primacy of individual reason was a tacit encouragement of irreligiosity and even atheism—hence his work being put by the Vatican on the Index of Prohibited Works. Voltaire thought his science was wrong on all major counts, and that his conception of man was “far removed from reality.” Some of his critics deplored his abstraction and rootless universalism; others deemed him a shallow thinker, citing Blaise Pascal’s terse dismissal of his philosophy as “useless and uncertain.” To this day, Descartes is lambasted for his ruthless determination to provide experimental proof that animals were not sentient beings. Summarizing his seminal influence on the history of Western cruelty to animals, a pet-loving Descartophobe claimed that the philosopher “cut open his [own] wife’s poodle.”5


To exacerbate this glorious cacophony further, the habit also developed of using Cartesianism as a shorthand to describe a range of French cultural traits. For the essayist Charles Péguy, who saluted Descartes as a “cavalryman who set out at a good stride,” Cartesian thought was irreducibly Christian (and French) because of its spiritual quality, notably its ability to convey a sense of the experience of God. However, Cartesian skepticism was also associated with more negative collective attitudes, as indicated in one writer’s frustrated account of his compatriots’ temperament: “Just as Descartes rested his method on his cogito ergo sum, whoever wishes to devise the political system which suits us best should start from this premise: we are French, therefore we are born to oppose. We love opposition not for its results, but despite its results: we love it for its own sake. Our mood is combative, and we always need an enemy to fight, a fortress to capture. We like to launch the assault, not so as to enjoy the spoils of victory, but for the pleasure of charging up the ladder.”6


Nothing more perfectly symbolizes France’s obsessive passion for its national philosopher than the fate of Descartes’s remains. His body was brought back to his native land from Sweden (where he died) and reburied in 1667, whereupon he became a celebrity even among occultists: a poem refers to a young woman conversing with “the illustrious and learned ghost” of Descartes. The revolutionaries joined in the exchanges a century later, with several abortive attempts to transfer his remains into the Panthéon in the 1790s. After a brief transit at the convent of the Petits Augustins in Paris, his ashes were eventually reinterred in the Saint-Germain-des-Près Church in 1819—where they remain to this day. But two years later, there was a further twist, as the Institut de France received a skull purporting to be that of Descartes, complete with the signatures of all its former Swedish owners (including a certain Arngren, who, no doubt in honor of the philosopher’s mathematical accomplishments, had allegedly displayed it in his gambling den). For the next hundred years, the skull was an object of scientific controversy. Successive generations of French anatomists, phrenologists, and anthropologists argued vigorously about its authenticity. The results fell somewhat short of Cartesian certainty, but were conclusive enough to allow the relic’s temporary exhibition in the Jardin des Plantes collection. No doubt to enhance its credibility, the skull was placed next to another cranium bearing the inscription, “Subject who indulged in excessive self-abuse, died an imbecile.”7


A Broad Church


If, as will be seen in the following chapter, occultism reflected the French penchant for mystery, and the uncovering of what was hidden from plain sight, the Cartesian heritage represented the opposite inclination: a form of reasoning based on logical clarity and the search for certainty. A key aspect here was the rejection of arguments based on religious faith. As the revolutionary playwright Marie-Joseph Chénier put it, Descartes’s primary contribution was to “accustom men increasingly to found their knowledge on examination rather than belief.” And so, particularly from the nineteenth century onward, the adjective “Cartesian” ceased to be a purely philosophical term and was increasingly used to denote a style of reasoning deemed to be distinctively Gallic. It was a style that emphasized the importance of providing a fixed and unvarying meaning to concepts; expressing the truth in clear and distinct ideas; arguing with precision and elegance; moving from simple to complex forms; cultivating a sense of moral autonomy and intellectual audacity; and overcoming one’s passions and instead approaching issues rationally.8


Not that these attributes were always welcomed: a fetish for precision could easily turn into a love of formalism for its own sake; deductive thinking could lead one away from knowledge based on experience; too much autonomy could undermine the benefits of moral solidarity; and excessive boldness could degenerate into the “intoxication of superiority.” It was precisely this double-edged quality that the sociologist Émile Durkheim had in mind when he affirmed that Cartesian thinking was “profoundly rooted in [France’s] national spirit,” before concluding, “Every French person is to some degree, whether consciously or not, a Cartesian.”9


Part of the appeal of this shared sensibility lay in its flexibility, and indeed its somewhat hazy quality. This fluidity allowed the Cartesian flag to be flown by thinkers and philosophical movements that interpreted rationalism in different ways. During the first half of the nineteenth century, one of the most original standard-bearers of Cartesianism was Auguste Comte, the founder of positivism, whose wider thought will be explored in Chapter 4. Such was Comte’s intellectual identification with Descartes (and such, too, was his immodesty) that he compared one of his own early works to the Discourse on Method and hailed Descartes as the master of modern philosophy; he also shared Descartes’s view that common sense was the best guide to practical morality.10


Comte’s philosophy was geared toward one overriding goal: the completion of the scientific revolution in human understanding, a revolution he believed had been initiated by Descartes (along with Francis Bacon and Galileo). Comte continued to profess his admiration for Cartesianism in his later, more spiritual works, notably, when he suggested that women were drawn to his philosophy, as they had been to Descartes’s, because of their capacity for empathy and their practical common sense. Comte admired Descartes because he had elaborated a new scientific method based on geometric certainty—an approach that had constituted the most decisive breakthrough in modern knowledge and paved the way for Comte’s own “social physics.” In overall terms, Comte’s Cartesianism represented the dogmatic side of the tradition—especially in its search for a unifying, homogeneous doctrine of human understanding and its attachment to the notion of internal discipline and self-mastery, the necessary condition for reconciling man with the objective laws of nature.11


A different but no less authoritarian (and metaphysical) form of Cartesian rationalism was invoked by the Doctrinaires, a collection of thinkers who shaped the conservative politics of the July Monarchy, the regime that governed France under the reign of King Louis-Philippe between 1830 and 1848. For François Guizot, one of its principal intellectual figures, Descartes was the symbol of a particular kind of French common sense that was both practical and philosophical: “This common sense is reason, and the French spirit is both rational and reasonable.” Against those who viewed skepticism as a potentially subversive philosophical method, the Doctrinaires hastened to quote the first moral maxim of the Discourse, in which Descartes stressed the virtue of obeying the laws and customs of one’s country and governing oneself “in all other matters according to the most moderate opinions and those furthest from excess.” More generally, they emphasized that the purpose of Cartesian doubt was to produce certainty. The Doctrinaire intellectual Charles de Rémusat thus observed that “Cartesian doubt is the method of a genius full of confidence and youthfulness, marching toward the conquest of the new world of the human spirit.”12


A key element of this modern vision was the separation of philosophical thinking from religious belief: as Victor de Broglie, another of the leading Doctrinaire thinkers, noted, “Descartes set himself and attained the goal of establishing the absolute independence of philosophy from religion, without which there can be neither a philosophy worthy of the name, nor a religion which is solidly grounded.” To the extent that the Doctrinaires sought to secularize public life and establish a political system resting on purely rational philosophical foundations, their conception of reason was progressive. However, their cloistered liberalism was neither egalitarian nor individualistic: its central purpose was to enshrine the ideal of bourgeois rule and to discredit any idea of radical political change.13


This agenda left no room for utopian daydreaming: as the quasi-official philosopher of the July Monarchy, Victor Cousin, put it, Descartes’s thinking was to be cherished for its “absence of chimeras and illusions.” Cousin was Descartes’s most enthusiastic and effective nineteenth-century champion, producing a new edition of his works and reorganizing the teaching of philosophy in educational curricula so as to anchor it around his sanitized and ideologically neutered version of Cartesianism: a doctrine whose purpose was to “reveal known truths” about human psychology, spirituality, and the existence of God, and thus justify the status quo.14


From the mid-nineteenth century onward, alongside these elitist Comtian and Doctrinaire sensibilities, there also emerged more distinctly democratic versions of Cartesian rationalism. Describing his initiation into Rousseau’s thought in his youth, Jules Michelet compared it to “that disposition toward uncertainty and doubt which Descartes requires for the search of the truth.” At the time of the 1848 Revolution, which overthrew the July Monarchy and founded the democratic government of the Second Republic, Claude Husson, a philosophy teacher from Caen, hailed Descartes’s cogito as the dawn of a new age of freedom because it had opened the path toward human enlightenment: “Thought, the spirit, the human self had at last become the defining principle of politics.” This Cartesianism, too, was grounded in a metaphysical conception of man. But this was not an egotistical self, retrenched in private contemplation, but rather an individual at one with the universe and imbued with the true spirit of God. By liberating humanity from its false idols, Husson wrote, Descartes’s cogito had thus “proclaimed the true republican principle.”15


The philosopher Étienne Vacherot concurred, hailing Descartes (somewhat exaggeratedly) as the initiator of the “complete and absolute emancipation of the human mind.” In the opening of his Politique radicale (Radical politics) in which he paid fulsome tribute to Descartes, the republican thinker Jules Simon was just as emphatic: “I believe only in my own reason, I submit only to its evidence. Prophecy, tradition, majority have to appear before my reason, as before their supreme judge.” The republican statesman Jules Ferry appealed to this humanist conception of rationalism centered around the notion of moral autonomy when he placed his education reforms “in the tradition of Descartes and Bacon, who two centuries ago secularized human knowledge and philosophy.”16


Yet this Cartesian pedagogy could also be interpreted conservatively. An edited collection of philosophical texts for schoolteachers in the late nineteenth century gave a prominent place to Descartes’s “provisional morality,” stressing the imperatives of deference to national laws and customs and “self-improvement rather than changing the order of the world”; this was a logical continuation of Victor Cousin’s authority-loving Cartesianism. But there were also more combative interpretations. Freemasons of the Grand Orient de France (the largest Masonic organization in the country) struggling to secularize their movement invoked the spirit of Cartesianism (there was a Descartes lodge in Tours).17


For those of a more robustly anticlerical disposition, Descartes became a symbol of religious persecution. According to the socialist freethinker Maurice Barthélemy, the philosopher had been a “martyr” of the rationalist cause, as throughout his life he had been “tormented and slandered by religious bigotry.” Above all, Cartesian reason could inspire the ideal of a justice based on evidence and rigorous proof, as during the Dreyfus Affair, the case of a Jewish army officer who in 1894 was wrongly convicted of spying for Germany (he was later exonerated). In his memoirs, the socialist leader Léon Blum explained the writer Anatole France’s support for the “Dreyfusard” cause as an expression of his “rationalist faith,” which he summarized in these terms: “[Anatole France] was a Dreyfusard because the methodical and scientific work of the intellect was in his eyes the only certain reality.”18


The sheer breadth of this Cartesian rationalism—its positivist celebration of science, its Doctrinaire association with the essence of reason, and its republican emphasis on moral autonomy—naturally invited controversy. In his writings on the Dreyfus Affair, the nationalist Maurice Barrès accused the republicans’ obsessive Cartesianism of undermining tradition: in this view, which was widely shared among French conservatives, true reason was not an individual but a collective property. From within the education system, some voices criticized the teaching of Cartesian skepticism, saying it led to a particular type of facile French mentality and ultimately produced “rebellious minds without a will to act, quibblers rather than hard workers, critics and dreamers rather than men of action.”19


The most wide-ranging attack on this type of rationalism came in the first volume of the historian Hippolyte Taine’s Les Origines de la France contemporaine (The origins of contemporary France), in which Descartes was identified as the source of a mode of reasoning that had perverted the entire modern French way of thinking. This “classical spirit” purported “to follow in all inquiry, in all confidence, and without any restraint or precaution, the methods of mathematics; to extract, circumscribe, and isolate a few very simple and general notions, then, without any reference to experience, to compare and combine them, and from the artificial compound thus obtained, to deduce by pure reasoning all the consequences which it contains.” For Taine, a critic of the French revolutionary tradition, this Cartesianism had exercised its baleful influence far beyond the confines of pure rationalism: Rousseau and his disciples had fallen under the influence of this mode of reasoning while they were deducing an entire set of political institutions from an abstract theory of human nature.20


The Republican Patriot


As the historian Claude Nicolet observed, “Descartes was not a republican, but one could not be a republican without Descartes.” The first half of the twentieth century marked the apogee of this republican rationalism, with the tricentenary of the Discourse in 1937 turning into a national celebration. The French government issued a special commemorative stamp in Descartes’s honor, and the philosopher Henri Bergson came up with his very own Cartesian maxim: “We must act as men of thought, and think as men of action.” Commenting on the impact of Descartes’s works on his generation, the philosopher Gérard Milhaud observed that “there exists in France a sort of Cartesian mystique which makes of our man a ‘hero of the nation.’”21


Descartes biographer Charles Adam was barely exaggerating when he noted that “in France today, not a week, indeed not a day passes without someone publicly proclaiming his adhesion to the Cartesian method, or the Cartesian spirit.” Adam’s Descartes was an imaginative reinvention, a genial philosopher who had founded the “great charter of modern society” and foreshadowed the republican principles of solidarity and fraternity. Likewise, Adam presented Descartes’s belief in the universality of common sense as an anticipation of the Third Republic’s educational reforms in the late nineteenth century. All the branches of the republican family found a place for Descartes in their pantheon: in his Descartes social (The social Descartes), the progressive writer Maxime Leroy sought to demonstrate that the philosopher’s concern for social hygiene anticipated the French Saint-Simonian and socialist traditions.22


The figure who helped to popularize this republican version of the Cartesian spirit the most was the philosopher Émile Chartier (Alain), whose Radical movement dominated the politics of the later Third Republic. Alain regarded Descartes as the father of modern French thought, “the Prince of Understanding.” Through his skeptical method, he said, Descartes had invented a form of reasoning that was centered around the reflective, thinking individual: “No man is more whole than Descartes, no one is less open to fragmentation, no one has thought better from the perspective of the self.” (Alain’s anthropocentrism extended to embracing the Cartesian postulate that animals were incapable of thought.) In his Propos (Commentaries), short and pithy pieces published in the French press and aimed at a general audience, Alain elaborated a practical moral code that drew heavily on Cartesian maxims; he often repeated that there was something Cartesian in every man. Among the values celebrated in this ethic were the spiritual quality of freedom; the importance of self-understanding and of containing one’s negative passions; the avoidance of irresolution and the cultivation of self-confidence; the quest for happiness through optimism; the intellectual rewards of solitude; and, above all, the formation of judgment through patient and careful reflection.23


Alain’s rationalism, too, was highly metaphysical. He likened the justification of republicanism to Descartes’s geometry: “an a priori truth and an established rule, to which experience has to be bent.” Yet this apparent dogmatism was tempered by a strong dose of individualism, which also was inspired by Cartesian skepticism. Thus Alain’s concept of “civic distrust,” the cornerstone of his political philosophy, was an extrapolation of Descartes’s method of doubt. He believed that citizens should constrain their rulers not by trying to govern in their place, but by subjecting their utterances and deeds to systematic scrutiny in the same way as a logician would treat a philosophical proposition. This “power of refusal” (and this concept, too, was very Cartesian) was to be forged away from large gatherings, where individual judgment could too easily be swayed by wider groups. Instead, it was ideally exercised by the “solitary” citizen “seeking not to harmonize his thought with that of his neighbor.” Alain’s conception of citizenship was an original synthesis of Cartesianism with republicanism: “If we wish a public life which is worthy of Humanity, the individual must remain the individual everywhere. Only the individual is capable of thought.”24


The culmination of this celebration of Descartes as the emblem of republican rationalism was his coronation as symbol of the nation. One of the philosopher’s most valuable assets in the later nineteenth century, in the context of the heightened salience of German thought in the wake of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–1871, was precisely his Frenchness: he was incontrovertibly Gallic in his catholic spirit as well as in his literary genius, which was “embedded in the French language, proceeding from the same order and following its movement and rhythm.” World War I was a turning point in this nationalist metamorphosis. Alain, who was a combatant, made a number of pointed references to Descartes’s “swordsmanship” in his postwar writings.25


Others were less subtle. In a study published in 1921, the philosopher Jacques Chevalier credited Descartes with inspiring France’s victory. He described the supreme military commander Marshal Ferdinand Foch as the highest embodiment of the Cartesian spirit. The heroism of the peasants who had fought to defend their land against German barbarity was also deemed “Cartesian,” as it expressed the philosopher’s cherished virtues of hard work, common sense, and dedication to the common good. The textual basis of the latter claim was slim, but this was no time for literary nuance. The Discourse on Method represented the “essence of French spirit,” a judicious synthesis of dualities: “realism and idealism, aptitude for action and taste for contemplation, the cold audacity of thought and the burning flame of sentiment, a cult of positivity, which always subjects its conclusions to the light of evidence, and a passionate belief in spiritual reality, which constantly drives humanity to transcend nature and surpass itself.” And just in case this lengthy catalog was somehow deemed insufficient, Chevalier also recruited Descartes’s philosophy to spearhead a supremely patriotic objective: “the liberation of French thought from the yoke of German thinking.”26


As World War II approached, this Cartesian nationalism resurfaced, as when the writer Georges Duhamel referred to the French cultural presence in Europe as the “Descartes Line,” an intellectual extension of the Maginot fortifications. The historian Henri Berr invoked Descartes’s spirit as the inspiration for the French values of “reason, truth and humanity,” which contrasted with Hitler’s Machiavellian spirit of “savagery and barbarity.”27


Further Cartesian echoes were heard between 1940 and 1944 as France endured military defeat and as resistance groups both inside and outside the country challenged the occupying forces and their collaborationist allies in the Vichy regime. Many conservative antirepublican intellectuals were quick to blame France’s swift capitulation to Hitler on its cult of rationalism, which they claimed had sapped the nation’s spiritual heritage and diverted the people from the sincerity and openness of the Catholic tradition. Approving the Vichy government’s ban on secret societies in 1940, an editorial in a conservative newspaper observed that Freemasons were devotees of the Cartesian maxim “I advance wearing a mask.” Another writer added, “We will have to turn our backs on Descartes if we wish to live and endure as a nation.” More chillingly, the Vichy education minister, Abel Bonnard, demanded that Descartes be “thrown out of the window.”28


In 1941, in a powerful echo of Taine’s negative view of the French revolutionary tradition, an article in the reactionary Nouvelle Revue Française lambasted what it termed the “Cartesian ideal of clarity” for its perversion of French thought since the eighteenth century. It was responsible, according to the author, for the introduction of democracy, the undermining of religious beliefs, the rejection of traditionalist values, and the elimination of patriotism. The consequences of this intellectualist mode of reasoning had been devastating: the French had become obsessed with individualism, which had corroded both public and private spheres; the defeat of 1940 had been a direct consequence of the blindness of French elites, which stemmed from their fetish for a priori reasoning.29


Resistance groups did not engage with, let alone respond in detail to, such broadsides: as the historian Henri Michel noted, this was primarily a time for action, and indeed there was a reluctance to engage in theoretical and philosophical reflection during the war years. But it was not too difficult to find Cartesian presences, both symbolic and substantive, among those French patriots who refused to surrender in 1940—such as the communist Georges Politzer, who before the war had celebrated Descartes as the incarnation of a “rationalism in movement.” Another emblematic hero of the French Resistance was the Sorbonne philosopher Jean Cavaillès; his colleague Georges Canguilhem later explained Cavaillès’s commitment to the armed struggle against the Nazis as the logical consequence of his philosophical rationalism. When Cavaillès was asked to give a lecture to his fellow detainees in November 1942 during his internment in the camp of Saint-Paul-d’Eyjeaux, he spoke on “Descartes and His Method.” In the first issue of L’Université libre (The free university), a clandestine communist journal aimed at a highly educated readership, the editorial affirmed, “In the country of Descartes, reason will remain victorious!”30


Descartes’s spirit also haunted the collective imagination of the French Resistance for a deeper reason. In the early years of the conflict, France’s moral and spiritual condition was frequently compared to a tabula rasa (blank slate)—there was a sense that all moral and political certainties had been invalidated; one observer spoke of the “undoing of all norms.” Everything had to be reconstructed from scratch, hence the Cartesian undertones of General de Gaulle’s Appeal of June 18, 1940, which called on the French people to continue the struggle against Germany. This proclamation rested not on a universal moral imperative, but rather on an appeal to the conscience of each individual citizen—a point noted by many members of the Resistance. There was also an undeniably Cartesian quality to the general’s own frame of mind during the war years: in his elevation above and retrenchment from the world (what he would later describe as “the need to reach the summit and never descend”); in his skeptical refusal to take anything for granted, even (and, indeed, especially) the support of his immediate allies; and in his repeated intention to follow the “straight path” to national liberation—a direct echo of the second moral maxim in the Discourse, which Descartes had expressed in the form of advice to travelers lost in a forest: “They must always walk as straight as they can in a given direction, and not change direction for weak reasons.”31


The Existentialist Hero


In his diaries from the early years of World War II, the philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre recalled how reading Descartes had been one of his principal refuges from the dullness of the philosophy taught at the École Normale Supérieure. Along with his intellectual comrades Paul Nizan and Raymond Aron, he embraced Descartes as an “explosive thinker,” a “revolutionary who ripped and slashed while leaving to others the task of stitching things up again.” This was a doubly appropriate comment for the period 1939–1940: it bore witness to the disintegration of French collective values as well as the beginning of Sartre’s personal quest to redefine the concept of freedom. The major product of this enterprise was existentialism, a new form of philosophical rationalism that would dominate French intellectual life in the postwar years, under the impetus of Sartre, his companion the writer Simone de Beauvoir, and the novelist and philosopher Albert Camus. Disseminated in a range of literary forms—from complex philosophical texts to shorter works of nonfiction, journal articles, plays, and novels—existential ideas attempted to make sense of an era of moral and political uncertainty, seeking a solution to the apparent meaninglessness of existence. In Camus’s words: “The world in itself is unreasonable, and the absurd lies in the confrontation of this irrationality with the unrelenting desire for clarity whose call emanates from deep within man.” Theirs was a quest to define an authentic self, a self for which there was no blueprint, but which nonetheless had to withstand the test of universality. As Sartre put it in Being and Nothingness, “Man being condemned to freedom carries the weight of the entire world on his shoulders.”32


Sartre’s existentialism was largely derived from his readings of the phenomenology of the German idealist philosopher Edmund Husserl, but there was also a distinct Cartesian premise to his thinking. Although it displayed some continuity with its pre-1940 rationalist and republican predecessors, this Sartrian Cartesianism was also strikingly different. In 1944 Sartre published an edited collection of Descartes’s philosophical texts. In the introduction, he hailed the inventor of the cogito as the founder of the notion of free will as well as the architect of modern democracy (“For one could not base universal suffrage on anything other than the universal capacity to say yes or no”). Above all, the Sartrian Descartes had anticipated existentialism, for he had understood that the concept of liberty was at the heart of human self-realization, and that freedom “contained within itself the imperative of absolute autonomy.” Sartre returned to this metaphysical theme a year later in his public lecture on existentialism: “There can be no other truth, from the outset, than this: I think therefore I am, this is the absolute truth of consciousness coming to a realization of itself.” His critics pointed out that it was no accident that Sartre chose to base his ideal of the human yearning for freedom in Descartes: as a pure property of the mind, Cartesian freedom seemed to require no form of political action, and could thus legitimize Sartre’s lack of active participation in the Resistance.33


Existentialism was pilloried in the postwar years for its seeming lack of good cheer: the characters in existentialist fiction (Roquentin in Sartre’s Nausea, or Meursault in Camus’s The Stranger) seemed more inclined to adopt the false and socially contrived values of mauvaise foi (bad faith) than to embrace their “authentic” or true selves. Sartre’s emphasis on the irreducible individuality of consciousness also led some progressives to regard existentialism as merely a spruced-up version of the democratic and republican traditions of Cartesianism. There were some superficial similarities: there was a certain echo of Alain, for example, in Sartre’s paradoxical comment of 1944 that “we were never more free than under German occupation.” By this he meant that the extreme circumstances of the occupation, and the possibility that certain individual choices could result in death, brought about a true appreciation of the meaning of freedom. In this sense, Sartre’s existentialism attempted to jettison what he perceived as the more cumbersome elements of the classical rationalist heritage. It held up the prospect of a radical and creative form of freedom, but in a moral universe in which there was no God or teleology, no agreed normative ideals of the kind upon which the Comtian and Doctrinaire accounts relied, and not even the reassuring fiction of a progressive human nature to underpin republican rationalism. From his ethereal vantage point, Sartre concluded, “We are alone.”34


Despite their best efforts to offer a collective (and optimistic) horizon for their doctrine, existentialist thinkers struggled to define their conception of the free life and the ensemble of values and virtues they thought desirable. The “humanism” to which Sartre appealed in 1945 was essentially a reprise of German idealism, and in the ensuing years he abandoned his project of constructing a system of morality. The solution eventually came through a progressive ethic of liberation—an obvious philosophical extension of the experiences of the Resistance. This ideal was formulated in different ways. The Sartrian notion of engagement was centered on a universalist norm of intellectual responsibility. Writing thus became a form of action, an intervention in the collective search for freedom, with the novelist henceforth assuming the task of “taking a stand against all injustices, wherever they come from.”35


Camus adopted a similar premise in his concept of “revolt,” which brought with it the possibility of overcoming the absurd through the practice of collective solidarity: as he put it in a strikingly neo-Cartesian formula, “in the daily ordeal we face, revolt plays the same role as the cogito in the order of thought: it is the first principle. But this principle removes man from his solitude. It is a common theme which gives value to all human endeavors. I revolt, therefore we exist.” Camus was careful to distinguish this humanist revolt, which had modest and concrete objectives, from the concept of “revolution,” which in contrast aspired to an impossible harmonization of humanity: such an enterprise could only, in his view, end in mass murder and oppression.36


Simone de Beauvoir’s writings also described the difficulty of finding a positive existential ethic “beyond the consolation of falsehood and that of resignation.” Comparing existentialist philosophy to Descartes’s revolt against the malin génie (“evil demon” or “evil genius,” whose aim is to provide a completely misleading account of the world, a figure deployed by Descartes as part of his method of using systematic doubt to arrive at certain knowledge), she attempted to define a “morality of ambiguity” in which freedom was achieved “by the realization of each individual existence as an absolute.”37


In her philosophy Beauvoir drew considerably from the Resistance (like Sartre, she did this partly as an overcompensation for her political inactivity during the war years). The heavy potential cost of freedom was illustrated in her 1945 novel Le Sang des autres (The blood of others), where the character Blomart, the head of a Resistance network, wrestles with the dilemma of sending those under his command to their deaths. He eventually assumes the burden, even though it leads to the demise of Hélène, the woman he loves: “Formerly, he had dreamt of justifying his acts with strikingly logical reasons; but this would be too easy. He had to act without any guarantees.” Another hypothetical example from the Resistance was used to illustrate the notion of responsibility: “It is up to us to decide whether we must kill one man to save ten, or let ten die in order not to betray one; neither in the heavens nor on earth is the decision written down. However I choose, I shall betray my profound desire to respect human life. And yet I have to make a choice.” Beauvoir later acknowledged the intellectual limitations of such reflections as the basis for a theory of moral action.38


The most convincing articulation of existentialism (and the one with the most far-reaching consequences) came in Beauvoir’s Le Deuxième Sexe (The Second Sex, 1949), a seminal work that applied the doctrine’s insights to the feminine condition. Rejecting the classic view of gender as constituted by human nature, Beauvoir argued that sexual character was “ambiguous” and not biologically determined: “One is not born, but one becomes a woman.” This conditioning, she claimed, is a cultural construct, a product of myths and experience combining to create an “imperialism of consciousness” that maintains the domination of men over women. The book ends by opening up the horizon of sexual liberation, which she believed would be achieved through women reappropriating their bodies and helping to forge a new relationship with men based on the ideals of equality and fraternity.39


Descartes Joins the Communist Party


“Some would have us believe that these decadent aesthetes and existentialists represent the authentic French spirit, whereas they only express the ideological decomposition of the bourgeoisie. In philosophy as in literature, these forces of reaction are trying to undermine the old optimistic and conquering spirit of our nation, which goes from Descartes to Paul Langevin, and which exalts human dignity, reason, and liberty.” Published in a French communist philosophical review in 1947, this diatribe summed up the party’s manifest contempt for existentialism. Its perceived bleakness and parochialism were contrasted with the communists’ luminous conception of reason, which is represented here by Descartes and the renowned physicist Paul Langevin, who had spent the war years under Vichy house arrest before joining the communist fold in 1946. (This was also a carefully coded swipe at Sartre’s less salubrious war record.)40


Descartes became one of the principal standard-bearers of French communist rationalism from the mid-1930s, and the qualities he symbolized bore witness to its versatile character. His name was frequently conjured up as proof of the historical depth of the radical tradition in French culture and its continuing embodiment in the Communist Party. In the words of the party daily L’Humanité, Descartes “had inaugurated the independence of human thought from all dogmas”; he was thus “one of the most eminent representatives of human progress.” This grandeur was lavishly displayed in communist publications and rituals. During annual commemorative marches to honor the memory of past revolutionary martyrs, for example, communist militants carried the portraits of writers who had been “the glory of France.” Descartes featured prominently in this pantheon, alongside Rousseau, Voltaire, Denis Diderot, Émile Zola, and Victor Hugo. In the aftermath of the Resistance, as the party prepared to join General de Gaulle’s French provisional government in the wake of the liberation of Paris in 1944, Descartes was also deployed to underscore communism’s impeccable national credentials: communist ideology was thus presented as the inheritor of a tradition of excellence beginning with “Montaigne, Rabelais and Descartes.”41


As part of this progressive lineage, Descartes symbolized the communist attachment to the defense and dissemination of high culture within France. From the mid-1930s, the party created the “Descartes Circle,” a cycle of public lectures whose purpose was to stimulate discussion of scientific and philosophical issues as well as major questions of international politics. The philosopher’s name was also repeatedly used to promote the ideal of mass education—in notable contrast to conservative and fascist conceptions of culture. For the three hundredth anniversary of Descartes’s death in 1950, the communists organized an exhibition on the philosopher; it started in Paris and was then staged in Marseille, Grenoble, Lyon, and Montpellier. And when the communist publisher Éditions Sociales launched its series of “popular classics,” Descartes’s Discourse was, naturally, among the first titles to be released. The qualities associated with this communist Cartesianism included clear thinking and analytical lucidity as well as a robust nationalist spirit. In 1955 the communists waged a vigorous campaign to oppose the French government’s attempts to introduce the teaching of the English language in secondary schools. Arguing that such projects were merely “an attempt to enslave the French nation to American imperialism,” one communist intellectual claimed that the continuing study of French writers such as Descartes was integral to a sound education, as it helped the nation form citizens who “embraced the ideals of peace and freedom, and would not wish to become slaves or docile mercenaries.”42


This humanist Descartes, the symbol of French national genius, was given its most emphatic depiction by the communist leader Maurice Thorez in a speech at the Sorbonne in May 1946: “He teaches us hope and confidence, faith in human intelligence, a love for the all-conquering power of labor. His philosophy inspires us to action and tells us that we can forge our own destinies. The world loves France because in our country, it recognizes Descartes and those who have continued his oeuvre.” But there also emerged more doctrinal communist representations. The philosopher Henri Mougin claimed that the scientific contribution of Cartesianism stemmed less from Descartes’s substantial discoveries than from his method, which rested on a distinct epistemology: “The unity of intelligence is both the symbol and the instrument of a larger unity: the unity of thought.”43


This assertion went to the heart of the French communist conception of reason, which was fundamentally monistic and made no distinction between the humanities and social sciences, on the one hand, and the natural sciences, on the other. Furthermore, in opposition to idealist interpretations, this communist philosophical reading treated Descartes’s thought as essentially materialist, claiming that the main purpose of his science was to make sense of the objective world. Although Mougin recognized an element of ambivalence in Descartes’s philosophy with respect to the relationship between mind and matter, he insisted on a resolutely materialist interpretation of Cartesianism: far from celebrating the solitary character of human thinking, the fundamental thrust of the cogito was “the installation of thought in the world.” The philosopher Henri Lefebvre completed the picture. Although it had failed to escape completely from the clutches of idealism, Descartes’s geometric reason had constituted a revolution in modern thinking: it had paved the way for Marx’s practical reason, as it had been geared toward understanding and resolving the problems of the modern age. Buttressed by excerpts from Marx and Engels’s Holy Family, this scientific and materialist interpretation turned Descartes into one of the intellectual progenitors of the French revolutionary tradition.44


There was a certain tension among these different communist conceptions of reason. The humanist version reflected the party’s genuine belief in the value of learning and its commitment (through its extensive network of associations) to the popular dissemination of French high culture; in this respect, the communists were the true inheritors of the republican tradition. The “scientific” Descartes, however, was potentially problematic, as he tapped into the party’s dogmatic instincts on fundamental moral and philosophical questions. This variety of Cartesianisms opened the door to some risqué adaptations, as when an article on the civic achievements of Soviet communism (published as the Stalinist purges were getting under way in 1937) claimed that “the Cartesian formula ‘I think therefore I am’” had been replaced in Russia by this new ideal: “I exist, therefore I have rights.”45
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