Contemporary French Theory and Criticism

The important contributions of recent French theory have themselves mapped out new fields of critical inquiry based on the path-breaking works of writers such as Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, Jacques Derrida, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, Jean Baudrillard, etc. The works of these and other contemporary French thinkers inform theories of the subject, reading and writing practices, and cultural as well as literary studies at the close of the twentieth century. 

Although French contemporary theory as we know it emerged as if full-blown in the 1960s, it reflected a profound rediscovery of intellectual currents that predated World War II as well as their reworking by a very young generation of intellectuals who were using structuralist approaches to link figures as diverse as the Marquis de Sade, Hegel, Marx, and Freud.

Whereas Structuralism and Freudian psychoanalysis, particularly with Lacan’s publication of the Écrits in 1966, had gone a long way toward demystifying the Cartesian notion of the subject by means of anthropological, phenomenological, psychoanalytic, linguistic, and even existential analyses, the new generation of theorists during the 1960s synthesized and hybridized many of these approaches in order to radically redefine not only the work of major intellectual precursors (Rousseau, Freud, Heidegger, Husserl) but entire historical periods and institutional histories. What makes this period especially exciting is the fact that most of the younger intellectuals produced brilliant analyses without as yet having a well-defined sense of where they were headed as a group. 

Although in retrospect we can talk of Structuralism and poststructuralism, it is evident that during the 1960s almost every major book or essay had the effect of redefining and opening up entirely new ways of thinking that had been unimaginable in the 1950s.

In many respects, le journal Tel Quel, begun in the first year of the decade of the 60s under the direction of a young novelist, Philippe Sollers, could be considered the single most important French periodical of the second half of the twentieth century, since under its auspices contemporary French theory as we know it today was brought into being. Although many of its regular contributors have not become well known abroad (e.g., Dominique Desanti, Jacqueline Risset, Pierre Rottenberg, Jean Thibaudeau, Denis Roche), Tel Quel staged the intellectual context within which the writings of Foucault, Derrida, Roland Barthes, Lacan, Kristeva, Sollers, and Gilles Deleuze could be understood on a large scale and as a highly diversified intellectual movement whose force was to overturn Sartrean existentialism and the various intellectual affiliations associated with it.

An important and often overlooked prelude to this displacement is the conflict between Sartrean littérature engagée and the nouveaux romanciers, whose major proponents in the 1950s were the novelist Robbe-Grillet and the literary critic Barthes. While Sartre in "Why Write?" argues that the literary work is essentially writing for an other that affirms or negates various relations with the world, Robbe-Grillet was arguing that the logic of writing could not be reduced to the reliable judgment of a real or implied author or to the real conditions of the world as such. In "Authors and Writers," Barthes argues that language should not be reduced to a vehicle or instrument for the "writer," who is a "transitive" individual for whom writing is merely a means of communication. The "author," in contrast, "is the only man, by definition, to lose his own structure and that of the world in the structure of language" (Critical 145). In a sentence indebted to the thinking of both Robbe-Grillet and Blanchot, Barthes notes,

By identifying himself with language, the author loses all claim to truth, for language is precisely that structure whose very goal (at least historically, since the Sophists), once it is no longer rigorously transitive, is to neutralize the true and the false. But what he obviously gains is the power to disturb the world, to afford it the dizzying spectacle of praxis without sanction. This is why it is absurd to ask an author for "commitment." (146)

Such thinking about literary texts had direct antecedents in the wartime criticism and fiction of Blanchot, which deemphasized the subject as an active agency of change, even though there were strong suggestions of willed negativity. In "Le Silence de Mallarmé," Stéphane Mallarmé is praised as follows:


One could say that Mallarmé, by an extraordinary effort of asceticism, has opened an abyss in himself where his conscience, in the very place it loses itself, survives itself and takes solitude in a pure despondency. Ceaselessly detached without exception to all that happens, he is as a hero of emptiness, and the night he broaches reduces it to an indefinite refusal of whatever might be--the designation even of spirit. (119)

Le Silence de Mallarmé" is reminiscent of Sartrean negation (le Néant is explicitly mentioned), and the title of the essay reminds one of Exercise du silence, the title of a Brussels publication in which Sartre published parts of his wartime journal. Yet even though the titles connote resistance, in Blanchot the subject simply disappears and utterly disavows itself of the presence with which it might make any sort of claim, a disappearance Sartre could have viewed as existentially negative or counteractive. Mallarmé simply subtracts himself from the world, a subtraction whose political resonances in Blanchot mark a defaulting on the French fascist notion of spirit.

Mention of Blanchot is crucial in considering not only the history of a French avant-garde debate with littérature engagée that preceded the 1950s but a political division as well, since, unlike Sartre, Blanchot inclined to the right before World War II and had an ambiguous political identity during the Occupation. In fact, critics such as Jeffrey Mehlman have pointed out on a number of occasions that the intellectual movement associated with Tel Quel thinking had numerous affinities with French intellectuals who before and during the war had not unambiguously sided against fascism. Even a philosopher as guarded as Emmanuel Levinas has suggested parallels between Deconstruction, associated in its early days with Tel Quel, and the kind of defeatism that he believed was characteristic of those who came to accept, rather than reject, the occupation of France. However, Tel Quel had taken pains to advance itself as a leftist theoretical movement insofar as it was exploring the possibilities of a structuralist Marxism, which it sought to apply to a number of fields, including linguistic and psychoanalytic theory.

One was left to puzzle, then, the extent to which the leftist slant was used to repatriate a number of intellectuals who before the 1960s were relatively isolated, obscure, and, in some people's eyes, politically objectionable. This rehabilitation extended even to figures such as Louis-Ferdinand Céline and Ezra Pound, who were exonerated on the basis of the new literary and leftist critical dispensation. If we consider that this dispensation depended upon the work of Jewish theorists such as Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss, who were exiled from Europe during the war, we discover a very curious in-mixing in which various intellectual, social, and political backgrounds were being overlooked in order to make common cause.

Such a collapsing of difference was reflected, as well, in the hybridization and crossing over between disciplines such as linguistics, psychoanalysis, literary criticism, history, social theory, anthropology, and philosophy. And here once more common cause was the result, as fairly incompatible figures such as Saussure and Freud or Marx and Heidegger were being revised in order that theoretical linkage could be achieved. Overall, such violations of difference were viewed as liberating insofar as they produced sensationalistic theoretical advances that would become fundamental for a future generation of humanists in not only France but also the United States. No doubt, the role that literary theory played in the various conceptual mutations of the period was not slight.

It is often forgotten that Foucault, who published in Tel Quel and started to emerge as a major thinker in the early 1960s, was himself an excellent literary critic whose early book, Raymond Roussel, discusses discursive multilevels, false bottoms, embedding, mistaken conjunctions, anti-textualities, metagrams, self-generated sentences, cryptograms, reversed images, coincidences, fragmented spaces, and seriality. In short, Raymond Roussel could be read both as a commentary on the practices of the "New Novel" written before its advent in the 1950s and as a prototypical text anticipating studies such as L'Archéologie du savoir (The Archeology of Knowledge). Already in Naissance de la clinique (The Birth of the Clinic) Foucault looks at eighteenth-century medicine in a way quite reminiscent of the Roussel book in that he defines medical knowledge according to the "regularities" and "mappings" of discourse and how they create orders that do not, in fact, coincide. As in the Roussel study, Foucault stresses the orders of discourse that pertain to visible and invisible phenomena, and he once more stresses the role of secrecy in relationship to writing. Foucault also notes how the temporality and spatiality of the clinic is at odds with a practice of medical writing whose system has little tolerance for these clinical axes. What in Roussel was viewed as "non-coincidence" and the development of a writing whose "surface" negates space and time is now discovered in the medical writing of the eighteenth century.

Les Mots et les choses (The Order of Things) similarly applies literary-critical and linguistic paradigms borrowed from structuralism, though with the aim of defining historical epistémès. Although Foucault's descriptions of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance do not withstand close archival scrutiny (the periods are much more heterogeneous than Foucault suggests), they succeed in demonstrating how discursive and cultural practices determine and are determined by shifting assumptions about signification that are not always in phase when one looks at culture synchronically, even if, overall, they make up a general epistémè or dominant conceptual paradigm. That this view, so important today for American New Historicism. is traceable back to the study of an avant-garde writer such as Roussel suggests the extent to which Foucault transgressed the disciplinary differences between literary and historical analyses.

The application of literary-critical practices to social or historical phenomena was already well established in Paris by such thinkers as Bataille, Roger Caillois, and Walter Benjamin during the 1930s. But more relevant is the work of Barthes, whose Mythologies brings into relationship very acute aesthetic sensibilities with the ability to improvise with semiological categories derived from linguistics. In Roland Barthes: The Professor of Desire, Steven Ungar notes that "instead of concentrating on the objective forms of [popular myths], Barthes analyzes how they are produced, circulated, and exchanged--in other words, how myths manipulate the processes of meaning in order to create what purport to reflect collective conceptions of reality and 'human nature.'" Such a project, he says, exposes "the objective forms of alienation promoting class division" (21). Barthes, in other words, shares some basic concerns with French existential Marxists. However, Barthes's mode of analysis depends largely upon a rare sensibility to grasp inferences and details in a way characteristic of literary and art critics. Barthes notes, for example, that advertising images are doubly coded in that they replace the representation of actual social conditions with false stereotypes that appeal to our conscience by means of an identification with nature, the way "things are." Barthes also demonstrates how cultural events are secondary or even tertiary modeling systems whose deep structure could be explained through linguistic and semiotic categories. Barthes's Système de la mode (The Fashion System) anticipated slightly Jean Baudrillard's Le Système des objets and the studies that followed.

Indeed, by the latter half of the 1960s a common question for many Tel Quel intellectuals was how to think of language as a mode of production within Freudian, Marxist, and Saussurean contexts. Unlike Barthes, who used Semiotics somewhat impressionistically, Kristeva, Jean-Louis Baudry, and Jean-Joseph Goux attempted to rigorously integrate Marx, Freud, and Saussure into a hierarchical theory of textual production that sometimes resembled the kind of linguistic analyses done by figures such as Noam Chomsky.  

Goux, who went furthest in terms of linking economy to linguistics, attempted to develop his work primarily in relation to Marxist thought. And for those who have wondered about the road not taken by Derrida in the late 1960s, when Marxism awaited him with open arms, Goux's "Marx et l'inscription du travail" of 1968 provides a rare glimpse of how Derrida's De la grammatologie (Of Grammatology) was viewed by his Marxist contemporaries of 1967. Goux argues that Derrida had shown how systems of meaning (speech) were indifferent to the ways in which signs are produced (writing). Hence, the concrete labor of producing signs needed to be seen in terms of Derridean "traces" accompanying a system of meaning in which the difference between production (writing) and circulation (exchange, value, meaning) is effaced in bourgeois culture (201).

Julia Kristeva's "La Sémiologie: Science critique et/ou critique de la science" ("Semiotics: A Critical Science and/or a Critique of Science," Kristeva Reader) is exactly contemporary with Goux's piece and makes a similar case; however, Kristeva is more sensitive to the literary contexts of thinking about writing as a mode of labor and as a means of production. She, too, writes that one ought to "adopt the term writing when it is a matter of a text seen in terms of production, in order to differentiate the concept of 'literature' from 'speech.'" According to Kristeva, writing is not mimetic but performative; the literature of writers such as James Joyce, Mallarmé, Roussel, and the comte de Lautréamont is not reducible to representation and can only be considered in terms of its semiological practices of productivity. 

Like Goux, Kristeva argues that the semiology of productivity accentuates the alterity of its object by means of relating to a (representable and representative) object of exchange which touches on the exact sciences. At the same time, it accentuates the overthrowing of scientific terminology and orients us towards that other scene of work before value, a scene which we can hardly see today without difficulty. (91)(It should be noted that the articles by Goux and Kristeva did not originally appear in the journal Tel Quel but were published in La Nouvelle Critique. In 1968 these essays were showcased in a collection of essays, put together by Tel Quel and called Théorie d'ensemble, that were considered representative of the best of the Tel Quel movement.) Kristeva, too, argues that the problematic of exchange concerns the establishment of reified representations, whereas the problematic of labor concerns a performance that is not translatable into reified terms. In Kristeva's later work the distinction between semiotic and symbolic will replace that between labor and exchange, and as is well known, the semiotic will be associated with the feminine, while the symbolic will be associated with the masculine.

Often overlooked is that by this time Kristeva, only in her mid-twenties, already had considerable influence on her immediate circle. Jean-Louis Houdebine, for example, was a Marxist critic whose conception of language and textuality was almost entirely indebted to Kristeva's intertextual and transformational understanding of semiotics. And Goux also appears to have been influenced by her. However, in Goux, and already to some extent in Kristeva herself, the influence of Derrida's notions of écriture and "trace" were quite perceptible in the wake of the simultaneous publication in 1967 of Derrida's De la grammatologie, L'Écriture et la différence (Writing and Difference), and La Voix et le phénomène (Speech and Phenomena).

Clearly, the Tel Quel group, of which Derrida was a part, saw De la grammatologie as a preface to a major work on Marx and Lenin. De la grammatologie, after all, mounts a devastating critique of the assumptions of presence that were latent in an inherently metaphysical approach to considering language, and to a large extent, Kristeva and others had already been addressing this question by means of privileging the semiotic over the symbolic. Unlike Derrida, however, these Tel Quel critics did not see the philosophical implications of their approach in a very broad historical sense. For their sights were too narrowly trained on, first, developing formal semiotic methods of analysis and, second, reinventing Marxism-Leninism. Because Derrida was not too interested in either of these two ventures, he could engage intellectual history in a much broader and more effective manner even while he left himself free to attack the very people whom the Tel Quel critics held in high esteem: the father of semiotics, Saussure, and that most virtuosic practitioner of semiotics, Lévi-Strauss. If De la grammatologie is an attack on the metaphysics of eighteenth-century language theory, it is just as much a disassembling of the rationales for putting one's trust in the semiotic adventure.

In fact, Tel Quel's interest in semiotics extended back to a general interest in Russian Formalism, that is, poetic and narrative theory, which Kristeva and others were hoping to merge with semio-linguistic approaches pioneered by Jakobson, Louis Hjelmslev, Chomsky, Lévi-Strauss, and Émile Benveniste. However, within the Tel Quel group there were also theorists who, like Barthes, could be conversant in semiotics while at the same time subordinating that study to formal structural analyses, and so these theorists were linked to a sort of literary criticism not so far removed from the American New Criticism. Jean Ricardou, for example, was a formalist critic whose main interest was the nouveau roman. Although he was familiar with semiotics and structuralism, his work of the period focuses largely on literary devices or strategies that were the stock in trade of novelists such as Robbe-Grillet, Michel Butor, and Claude Simon.


Tzvetan Todorov's readings of Henry James in Poétique de la prose (Poetics of Prose) were, like Anglo-American readings, concerned with metatextuality. Todorov's earlier writings also develop Kristeva's notion of the intertext by considering the code or interpretant formed by means of an identification of predicates. In medieval romance the following schema is typical: the sun illuminates; Christ illuminates; the sun therefore signifies Christ. By means of such simple predication, narrative descriptions in which terms such as "sun" occur can be linked to prefabricated religious intertexts. Todorov's assertion that emphasis upon predication deemphasized agency mirrors the general slant of structuralist poetics away from subject-centered analyses.

Gérard Genette, also closely affiliated with Tel Quel, published a number of essays under the title Figures whichsimilarly focused on literary language as a complex interrelation of multiple structures or signifying processes that constitute rather than merely imitate the referent. One of Genette's major accomplishments is overturning the mimesis-diegesis hierarchy in which showing is considered superior to telling. Here Wayne Booth's Rhetoric of Fiction (1961, 2d ed., 1983) was one of Genette's immediate concerns, and the fact that Genette was willing to converse with a Chicago literary critic as opposed to a Swiss linguist such as Saussure indicated a willingness to enter a literary-critical arena.  To some extent, the overturning of the distinction between showing and telling has some resonances with the overturning of the distinction between voice and writing in Derrida's De la grammatologie. But Genette's overturning is not radical in that Genette is not interested in dismantling much of received philosophical tradition. In fact, his aim is not to utterly scrap all narrative theory but rather to reformulate it and provide us with a more reliable and more accurate analytical vocabulary.

Whereas Kristeva's semiotic analyses are beyond the competency of most language and literature professors, Genette's methods and terminology are accessible and user-friendly. Whereas Barthes proliferated numerous semiological distinctions and approaches that were always quite experimental in that they had a short life span in his oeuvre as a whole, Genette has attempted to build a systematic approach to considering narrative meant to replace the familiar categories set forth, for example, in E. M. Forster's Aspects of the Novel (1927). In general, Genette and other structuralist critics (Claude Bremond, Michael Riffaterre, Philippe Hamon, Laurent Jenny, Paul Zumthor) made plausible the Russian Formalist assumption that we should not read according to what Riffaterre has called a mimetic fallacy, in which words transparently reflect a priori referents. Hence, notions such as character, point of view, or setting should be thought of on the order not of things but of verbal structures, constituted by means of highly artificial systems of signification that produce meanings that only appear to imitate the life-world (the reality effect). 

During the 1970s structuralist literary criticism would become influential abroad, its most visible critics being Genette, Todorov, and Riffaterre, the latter of whom developed a powerful theory of intertext as interpretant, which has had much influence in Anglo-American universities. One could say that overall we have been considering what ought to be called the first phase of an intellectual revolution in France that would carry over strongly into the 1970s and beyond. In the second phase, Anglo-American academies would increasingly become major audiences for new developments in what became known as "French theory."
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