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variation within the same school; what contrasts
their modes of writing is an essential break, at the
precise moment when a new economic structure is
joined on to an older one, thereby bringing about de-
cisive changes in mentality and consciousness.
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All modes of writing have in common the fact of
being 'closed' and thus different from spoken lan-
guage. Writing is in no way an instrument for com-
munication, it is not an open route through which
there passes only the intention to speak. A whole dis-
order flows through speech and gives it this self-
devouring momentum which keeps it in a perpetually
suspended state. Conversely, writing is a hardened
language which is self-contained and is in no way
meant to deliver to its own duration a mobile series
of approximations. It is on the contrary meant to
impose, thanks to the shadow cast by its system of
signs, the image of a speech which had a structure
even before it came into existence. What makes writ-
ing the opposite of speech is that the former always
appears symbolical, introverted, ostensibly turned
towards an occult side of language, whereas the
second is nothing but a flow of empty signs, the
movement of which alone is significant. The whole of
speech is epitomized in this expendability of words,
in this froth ceaselessly swept onwards, and speech is
found only where language self-evidently functions
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like a devouring process which swallows only the
moving crest of the words. Writing, on the contrary,
is always rooted in something beyond language, it
develops like a seed, not like a line, it manifests an
essence and holds the threat of a secret, it is an anti-
communication, it is intimidating. All writing will
therefore contain the ambiguity of an object which is
both language and coercion: there exists funda-
mentally in writing a 'circumstance' foreign to
language, there is, as it were, the weight of a gaze
conveying an intention which is no longer linguistic.
This gaze may well express a passion of language, as
in literary modes of writing; it may also express the
threat of retribution, as in political ones: writing is
then meant to unite at a single stroke the reality of
the acts and the ideality of the ends. This is why
power, or the shadow cast by power, always ends in
creating an axiological writing, in which the distance
which usually separates fact from value disappears
within the very space of the word, which is given
at once as description and as judgment. The word
becomes an alibi, that is, an elsewhere and a justifica-
tion. This, which is true of the literary modes of
writing, in which the unity of the signs is ceaselessly
fascinated by zones of infra- or ultra-language, is even
truer of the political ones, in which the alibi stem-
ming from language is at the same time intimidation
and glorification: for it is power or conflict which
produce the purest types of writing.
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We shall see later that classical writing was a
ceremonial which manifested the implantation of the
writer into a particular political society, and that to
speak like Vaugelas meant in the first place to be
connected with the exercise of power. The Revolu-
tion did not modify the norms of this writing, since
its force of thinkers remained, all things considered,
the same, having merely passed from intellectual to
political power; but the exceptional conditions of the
struggle nevertheless brought-about, within the great
Form of classicism, a revolutionary mode of writing
proper, defined not by its structure (which was more
conventional than ever) but by its closed character
and by its counterpart, since the use of language was
then linked, as never before in history, to the Blood
which had been shed. The Revolutionaries had no
reason to wish to alter classical writing; they were in
no way aware of questioning the nature of man, still
less his language, and an 'instrument' they had in-
herited from Voltaire, Rousseau or Vauvenargues
could not appear to them as compromised. It was
the singularity of the historical circumstances which
produced the identity of the revolutionary mode of
writing. Baudelaire spoke somewhere of the 'grandilo-
quent truth of gestures on life's great occasions'. The
Revolution was in the highest degree one of those
great occasions when truth, through the bloodshed
that it costs, becomes so weighty that its expression
demands the very forms of theatrical amplification.
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Revolutionary writing was the one and only grand
gesture commensurate with the daily presence of the
guillotine. What today appears turgid was then no
more than life-size. This writing, which bears all the
signs of inflation, was an exact writing: never was
language more incredible, yet never was it less spuri-
ous. This grandiloquence was not only form modelled
on drama; it was also the awareness of it. Without
this extravagant pose, typical of all the great revolu-
tionaries, which enabled Guadet, the Girondin, when
arrested at Saint-Emilion, to declare without looking
ridiculous, since he was about to die: 'Yes, I am
Guadet. Executioner, do your duty. Go take my head
to the tyrants of my country. It has always turned
them pale; once severed, it will turn them paler still',
the Revolution could not have been this mythical
event which made History fruitful, along with all
future ideas on revolution. Revolutionary writing was
so to speak the entelechy of the revolutionary
legend: it struck fear into men's hearts and imposed
upon them a citizen's sacrament of Bloodshed.

Marxist writing is of a different order. Here the
closed character of the form does not derive from
rhetorical amplification or from grandiloquence in
delivery, but from a lexicon as specialized and as
functional as a technical vocabulary; even metaphors
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are here severely codified. French revolutionary writ-
ing always proclaimed a right founded on bloodshed
or moral justification, whereas from the very start
Marxist writing is presented as the language of know-
ledge. Here, writing is univocal, because it isjneant to
maintain the cohesion of a Nature; it is the lexical
identity of this writing which allows it to impose a
stability in its explanations and a permanence in its
method; it is only in the light of its whole linguistic
system that Marxism is perceived jn all its political
implications. Marxist writing is as much given to
understatement as revolutionary writing is to grand-
iloquence, since each word is no longer anything but
a narrow reference to the set of principles which
tacitly underlie it. For instance, the word 'imply',
frequently encountered in Marxist writing, does not
there have its neutral dictionary meaning; it always
refers to a precise historical process, and is like an
algebraical sign representing a whole bracketed set of
previous postulates.

Being linked to action, Marxist writing has rapidly
become, in fact, a language expressing value-judg-
ments. This character, already visible in Marx, whose
writing however remains in general explanatory, has
come to pervade writing completely in the era of
triumphant Stalinism. Certain outwardly similar
notions, for which a neutral vocabulary would not
seek a dual designation, are evaluatively parted from
each other, so that each element gravitates towards a
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different noun: for instance, 'cosmopolitanism' is the
negative of 'internationalism' (already in Marx). In
the Stalinist world, in which definition, that is to say
the separation between Good and Evil, becomes the
sole content of all language, there are no more words
without values attached to them, so that finally the
function of writing is to cut out one stage of a pro-
cess : there is no more lapse of time between naming
and judging, and the closed character of language is
perfected, since in the last analysis it is a value which
is given as explanation of another value. For instance,
it may be alleged that such and such a criminal has
engaged in activities harmful to the interests of the
state; which boils down to saying that a criminal is
someone who commits a crime. We see that this is in
fact a tautology, a device constantly used in Stalinist
writing. For the latter no longer aims at founding a
Marxist version of the facts, or a revolutionary
rationale of actions, but at presenting reality in a pre-
judged form, thus imposing a reading which involves
immediate condemnation: the objective content of
the word 'deviationist' puts it into a penological
category. If two deviationists band together, they be-
come 'fractionists', which does not involve an objec-
tively different crime, but an increase in the sentence
imposed. One can enumerate a properly Marxist writ-
ing (that of Marx and Lenin) and a writing of tri-
umphant Stalinism; there certainly is as well a
Trotskyist writing and a tactical writing, for instance
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that of the French Communist party with its substitu-
tion of 'people', then of 'plain folk', for 'working
class', and the wilful ambiguity of terms like 'de-
mocracy', 'freedom', 'peace', etc.

There is no doubt at all that each regime has its
own writing, no history of which has yet Seen writ-
ten. Since writing is the spectacular commitment of
language, it contains at one and the same time,
thanks to a valuable ambiguity, the reality and the
appearance of power, what it is, and what it would
like to be thought to be: a history'of political modes
of writing would therefore be the best of social
phenomenologies. For instance, the French Restora-
tion evolved a class writing by means of which re-
pression was immediately given as a condemnation
spontaneously arising from classical 'Nature':
workers claiming rights were always 'trouble-
makers', strike-breakers were 'good workmen', and
the subservience of judges became, in this language,
the 'paternal vigilance of magistrates' (it is thanks to
a similar procedure that Gaullism today calls Com-
munists 'separatists'). We see that here the function
of writing is to maintain a clear conscience and that
its mission is fraudulently to identify the original fact
with its remotest subsequent transformation by bols-
tering up the justification of actions with the addi-
tional guarantee of its own reality. This fact about
writing is, by the way, typical of all authoritarian
regimes; it is what might be called police-state writ-
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ing: we know, for example, that the content of the
word 'Order' always indicates repression.

The spreading influence of political and social facts
into the literary field of consciousness has produced a
new type of scriptor, halfway between the party
member and the writer, deriving from the former an
ideal image of committed man, and from the latter
the notion that a written work is an act. Thus while
the intellectual supersedes the writer, there appears in
periodicals and in essays a militant mode of writing
entirely freed from stylistic considerations, and
which is, so to speak, a professional language signify-
ing 'presence'. In this mode of writing, nuances
abound. Nobody will deny that there is such a thing,
for instance, as a writing typical of Esprit or of Les
Temps Modernes.* What these intellectual modes of
writing have in common, is that in them language,
instead of being a privileged area, tends to become
the sufficient sign of commitment. To come to adopt
a closed sphere of language under the pressure of all
those who do not speak it, is to proclaim one's act of
choosing, if not necessarily one's agreement with that
choice. Writing here resembles the signature one

• Esprit and Les Temps Modernes are two prominent
monthlies, the first Left-wing Catholic and the second directed
by J.-P. Sartre.

16

POLITICAL MODES OF WRITING

affixes at the foot of a collective proclamation one
has not written oneself. So that to adopt a mode of
writing - or, even better, to make it one's own -
means to save oneself all the preliminaries of a
choice, and to make it quite clear that one takes for
granted the reasons for such a choice. Any intel-
lectual writing is therefore the first of the 'leaps of
the intellect'. Whereas an ideally free language never
could function as a sign of my own person and would
give no information whatsoever about my history
and my freedom, the writing to which I entrust my-
self already exists entirely as an institution; it reveals
my past and my choice, it gives me a history, it
blazons forth my situation, it commits me without
my having to declare the fact. Form thus becomes
more than ever an autonomous object, meant to sig-
nify a property which is collective and protected, and
this object is a trouble-saving device: it functions as
an economy signal whereby the scriptor constantly
imposes his conversion without ever revealing how it
came about.

This duplicity of today's intellectual modes of writ-
ing is emphasized by the fact that in spite of the
efforts made in our time, it has proved impossible
successfully to liquidate Literature entirely: it still
constitutes a verbal horizon commanding respect.
The intellectual is still only an incompletely trans-
formed writer, and unless he scuttles himself and be-
comes for ever a militant who no longer writes (some
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have done so, and are therefore forgotten), he cannot
hut come back to the fascination of former modes of
writing, transmitted through Literature as an instru-
ment intact but obsolete. These intellectual modes of
writing are therefore unstable, they remain literary to
the extent that they are powerless, and are political
only through their obsession with commitment. In
short, we are still dealing with ethical modes of writ-
ing, in which the conscience of the scriptor (one no
longer ventures to call him a writer) finds the com-
forting image of collective salvation.

But just as, in the present state of History, any
political mode of writing can only uphold a police
world, so any intellectual mode of writing can only
give rise to a para-literature, which no longer dares to
speak its name. Both are therefore in a complete
blind alley, they can lead only to complicity or im-
potence, which means, in either case, to alienation.
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WRITING AND THE NOVEL

The Novel and History have been closely related in
the very century which witnessed their greatest de-
velopment. Their link in depth, that which should
allow us to understand at once Balzac and Michelet,
is that in both we find the construction of an autarkic
world which elaborates its own dimensions and
limits, and organizes within these its own Time, its
own Space, its population, its own set of objects and
its myths.

This sphericity of the great works of the nine-
teenth century found its expression in those long
recitatives, the Novel and History, which are, as it
were, plane projections of a curved and organic
world of which the serial story which came into be-
ing at that precise moment, presents, through its in-
volved complications, a degraded image. And yet
narration is not necessarily a law of the form. A
whole period could conceive novels in letters, for in-
stance; and another can evolve a practice of History
by means of analyses. Therefore Narration, as a form
common to both the Novel and to History, does re-
main, in general, the choice or the expression of an
historical moment.




