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ZOLA'S FIN-DE-SIECLE REPRODUCTIVE POLITICS

Abstract

This article offers a synoptic reading of Emile &slfictional and journalistic writings from
the mid-1890s to his death in 1902, consideringdhe light of the novelist’'s engagement
with the Third Republic’s politics of pronatalisiemd with questions of reproduction more
broadly. It explores Zola’s particular conceptidrtitee problem of depopulation (the
declining French birth rate at the end of the r@eath century) as an aesthetic question
demanding an aesthetic solution, before examinavg e attempted to provide such a
solution in his later fiction. The final novels aleown to be incessantly preoccupied, and at
several levels, with an idealized figure of the@hThe article finally considers the
intolerance displayed by Zola in his last few neuelwards all individuals — homosexuals,
‘new women’, priests, Catholics, decadent novelstddless heterosexuals — who he

imagined as failing to conform to his own reprodeeideal.

If we were able to carry out a survey of the ededdtrenchmen of 1896, asking them to
identify the problems facing their country, we webuhost likely receive an impressively

wide range of answers — since as anyone famililr the period knows, identifying,
bemoaning and just occasionally exaggerating thggyms of national decline was a
beloved past time of the denizens of fin-de-si€cnce. Was it the wild pretensions of
radicalized workers that most threatened the natildre financial influence of the Jews? The
subversive power of the Jesuits? Or, conversedtyfFtkemasons? The corrosive principles of

guatrevingt-treizeor the ever-present threat of a Catholic-sponsoredarchist coup? A
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possible resumption of anarchist ‘propaganda ofiter’? A generalized effeminacy among
men; the increasingly visible public role of womefitlespread prostitution? The ever-
present German menace? Each respondent would ctiooséhis non-exhaustive list
according to his political sensibility, but thesea good chance that a broad consensus might
arise as to one additional menace: depopulatiomxieties about France’s declining birth
rate had been present since the Restoration &t keddad intensified in the wake of the
Franco-Prussian War to reach the level of what Besiie has called a national ‘délire
nataliste’ By 1896, indeed, the problem had reached sucheh ¢ perceived severity that
the demographer Jacques Bertillon founded the idéanationale pour I'accroissement de la
population francaise, an organization whose sulesgquofluence in national politics
reflected the fact that certain people took thetenatf depopulation very seriously indeed.
One such person, it seems, was Emile Zola. On 281886, Zola published an
article inLe Figaroentitled ‘Dépopulation’, in which he lamented Feats diminishing birth
rate in terms seemingly borrowed from Bertillong @axplicitly hailed the appearance of the
Alliance nationale as a good thing. In this santielar he refers to a novel he had previously
thought of writing to illustrate the problem, preignally entitled_e Déchet- a novel which
would subsequently appear in 1899 under theRi#ieondité® Now, in considering the
involvement of a literary author’'s work with a centporaneous social discourse, the natural
tendency of academic literary criticism is to destoste how the literary texts in question
only superficiallyappearto bear out the social theory at issue, but maykkgbe shown to
distort it or undermine it. The adoption of thistived as a matter of mere habit has been
denounced with scathing eloquence by D.A. Milldirhas become easy’, Miller writes, ‘to
show how the various decorums that determine a wblikerature [...] are exceeded by the
disseminal operations of language, narrative, desso easy that the demonstration now

proceeds as predictably as any other ritidiller’'s admonition is salutary, of course, but
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equally salutary is an awareness of why such rgadane offered in the first place — namely,
because they underscore a vital, even definingachetistic of the literary text; what has
variously been called its undecidability, its ambiyg, or its interpretability. Much recent
criticism on the work of Emile Zola has strivenaimphasise this undecidability in the face of
the author’s own, frequently reductive accountkisfnovelistic project, on the one hand; and
in resistance to the too-easy dismissal of hisofnetl writing as the mere expression of this or
that sociological or scientific discourse, on ttieen’

And yet, however persuasive such arguments mayhea &pplied to Zola’Rougon-
Macquartseries, theware rather more difficult than usual to make albosifater writing —
and especially the last three novels, the (incotapfguatre Evangileseriesfomans a thése
in which the author may be said to have strivealitoinate precisely that element of
interpretability which we might otherwise considignerent in the literary teXtin the last
seven or eight years of his life, Zola’s opiniomstbe various political and social questions
of his day are not merely discernible in his litgravorks, but are stated there as simple
truths, providing their basic subject matter arfdriming their figurative and stylistic
characteristics. The later novels not only borrowextent and phraseology from Zola’'s
political and journalistic writing, but were thenhges presented to the public as intellectual
and political interventions in their own right, émventions which both staged and participated
in some of the most contentious debates of the @araluding the debate concerning France’s
declining birth rate. Accepting, then, the partacudifficulty of arguing that the relationship
of Zola’s later writing to the discourse of depagidn and pronatalism is in any significant
way ‘ambiguous”, | shall nevertheless want to suggest that ittithevery least, extremely
idiosyncratic: in discussing this cliché-riddenussZola developed his own unique ideas and
emphases, and these set him apart from the pratdtatd. We shall see how, in his 1896

article and elsewhere, Zola views depopulationneseathetiqoroblem: that is, firstly, how
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he explicitly situates it as a phenomenon rootethéendomain of art and, especially,
literature, and consequently demanding an arsstiation; and secondly, how he develops
certain new aesthetic strategies in his laterdictn order to address the problem. The texts |
shall consider in this connection will be, obvigyu$técondit§(1899) and, less obviously,
Vérité (1903), Zola’s allegorical novel of the Dreyfus Aiff, as well as a number of other
articles from the period 1895-96 — in other womderks emerging from the period that Henri
Mitterand has taught us to call thieisiémeand even thquatriéme Zol& These
periodizations in Zola’s own career coincide witle flourishing of pronatalist politics under
the Third Republic, and the texts Zola producedrduthis period are marked — not
coincidentally — by a preoccupation with the ideadi figure of the child. In the final part of
the article, | shall examine the intolerance ofaZ®pronatalism as it plays out in the later

writing, and the ideological evasions it entails.

The aesthetics of depopulation

In a sense, Zola’'s 1896 article on depopulatioweseto publicize not only the perceived
problem of the declining birth rate, but also theation of the Alliance nationale to combat
that problem. Historians of depopulation describazs a ‘recruit’ to or a ‘patron’ of the
Alliance? and it does indeed seem that both he and theyrsags that way: ‘Je suis des
votres ; inscrivez-moi parmi vous,’ Zola apparentipte to André Honnorat, one of the
Alliance’s cofounders, in the spring of 1898t is nevertheless hardly the advent of a
political force to be reckoned with that Zola degim his piece ile Figara Despite the
popularity of depopulation as an idea in the moeaad conservative press from 1889
onwards, the Alliance’s ‘failure to attract widespd attention before 1926'seems almost

prefigured by Zola’s account of the organizatioopening meeting:
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La centaine de personnes qui se sont dérangéasaggister a la premiere séance de
la ligue, ont fait preuve d’une bonne volonté dibfaut leur tenir grand compte. Ce
n'est pas qu’on ait travaillé trés utilement, daete séance, car il ne s’y est guére
répété que les choses sues de tout le mode stausss de la dépopulatiorxvy:

432)

Zola goes on to note the Alliance’s fixation orcéismatters, an observation that is borne out
by consideration of the society’s own publicatiohax incentives for the heads of large
families figured prominently within the programnagd the Alliance frequently lamented the
1804 Civil Code’s disposition of inheritance lawhish apparently encouraged parents to
restrict the number of their offspring in ordempi@vent the excessive division of the estate.
These were the staple arguments of the Alliancefadhany similar associations that
sprang up in the next thirty years, as well asrohptalism more broadf{?. Articles in both

the mainstream press and more specialist venueghéournal des économistes the
drearyRevue politique et parlementaineere likely to repeat theri.

It is surprising, therefore, that Zola’s next ssme should read: ‘Hélas ! un peu
moins, un peu plus de justice dans I'imp0t, je erge pas que cela suffisgV(: 432). The
economic disadvantage of multiple children is Zata tells us, the main cause of the
declining birth rate. ‘Remarquez’, he instructsjégdans cette limitation de la famille, il y a
certainement une part de mode et de bon ton.” heisn, then, is obvious: we must change
the demands of fashion.

J'imagine que tout changerait, si I'on persuadaios jeunes et jolies dames que rien

n'est beau, que rien n'est fort comme les nombeteailles. [....] Est-ce que l'idée

de beauté n’est pas toujours victorieuse, et, lseuté était mise a avoir beaucoup
d’enfants, si la fécondité ennoblissait, est-ce gegoutes parts, nous ne verrions pas

se multiplier les naissances 2vi(: 432)
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Although he refers in this passage to a sort oplaced prudery that makes large families
seem somehow indecent, his reduction of this dito a desire to d@on tonand the
subsequent appeal to the all-conquering power abatract ‘idée de beauté’ suggest,
intriguingly, that what is at stake here is aestisethe models of beauty which shape the
taste of the French middle classes are, Zola a|esgeply not favourable to the mothers of
large families"* The solution to the problem of the declining birglte, then, is almost
certainly not what the members of the Alliance oradie expect. ‘Et c’est pourquoi,’ Zola
continues, ‘les législateurs me paraissant saeg f¢g voudrais qu’on confiat la tache aux
moralistes, aux écrivains, aux poetes/i(: 432). It is the makers of art and culture, Zola
suggests, and not the makers of laws, who mugsj) latdout the aesthetic shifts that will
finally overcome the reticence of France’s pretiyiyg ladies, by redefining their
understanding of where beauty resides. Sure enaudis closing paragraph, Zola’s wish for
‘la patrie’ is, first, that within her frontierslife’ should be valued more highly than anything
else; and, second, ‘qu’elle elt une littératurespamte et naturelle, virile et saine, d’'une
honnéteté qui brave les choses et les mots, remettehonneur I'amour qui enfantei :
434). The noveFécondite whose imminent recommencement Zola announcé® artd of
the piece, will of course be Zola’s contributiortiés imagined literatur® It will, moreover,
repeat explicitly and more than once the 1896 laiti®bservations concerning the need to
recreate French familial aesthetics.

A number of aspects of this article are worthy @ihenent. Firstly, it seems important
to note, with David Baguley, that Zola concerneai$elf with a social question like this one
‘en tant qu'artiste’, and not merely as a blandgiuar publiciste'® Zola has no doubt of the
importance of the writer’'s work; it is from his poiof view an acknowledged truth that art
matters. Secondly, and like much of Zola’s writadgput literary aesthetics, it seems marked

by a curious naivety. Zola’s central claim is théiile small families are currently
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fashionable, ‘tout changerait, si I'on persuadaiba jeunes et jolies dames que rien n’est
beau [...] comme les nombreuses familles’. Thertiegeof the power of literature that
derives from this idea seems ultimately questioggb®y, however, in its assumption not
only that fashions or aesthetic preferences chémbieh is obviously true), but also that they
may be changedhat is, that they are somehow amenable to conscpurposive
manipulation by literary writers. This propositiprobably underestimates the complex
processes by which tastes evolve, for if it is gdlerue, as Zola asserts, that the middle
class’s catastrophic preference for smaller famiebased on ‘fashion’, that alone illustrates
that whatever factors influence aesthetic chang@akutility has not historically been the
most decisive. The third noteworthy point in thecke, then, is the way it demonstrates the
consistency of Zola’s argumentative strategiesiatallectual style at different stages in his
career, and even at a time when his worldview watkergoing rapid change (as it most
certainly was during the mid-1890s). This momerambarent naivety recalls the famously
‘unconvincing’ application of the experimental matihto the novel, undertaken sixteen years
earlier inLe Roman expérimentél880). In that case, it was extremely easy tostipoas
friends and critics alike duly did, that in logidatms a fictional work could not possibly be a
space of impartial observation and thus of indectRasoning’ And yet the very
obviousness of that objection suggests that in nggitj we may be missing the point:
namely, that in around 1880, the association ofuniisng with a prestige discourse and
especially with a secular worldview, and, indeée, ¢reation of a sense (however illusory)
that his fiction was itself reasoned in design eattnal in spirit, seemed to Zola of sufficient
strategic importance to justify the perpetratioradadight logical distortion. A similar
rhetorical move may be found at the heart of th@6l&ticle; there is a tactical claim to be

made here for the importance of literary writinggd&ola proceeds with an almost admirable
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unscrupulousness in his vindication of that cldifke theroman expérimentdiefore it, this
text advances as a logical argument what mighebb# thought of as a profession of faith.
In any case, it seems clear that like much of Zokiting about literature, the article
on depopulation only really makes sense when reglacthe broader polemical context
from which it emerged. It forms, after all, partaofcampaign’, alongside a number of other
Figaro articles from the years 1895-96 that were subsedtyuenilected under the general
title Nouvelle Campagn@ 897). So when Zola claims that legislators aensngly
powerless to confront depopulation, and therefomeb that the job will be ‘confi[é] [...] aux
écrivains, aux poétes’, he does not mean to sugjggstiterature is more important than
politics — but rather, that literatuigpolitics. This is in itself a polemical propositiocof
course, one that contests what we might call amoddxy within French literary circles — the
idea, developed by Gautier and entrenched by ressive character of the Second Empire,
that the domain of literature and of aesthetioganeral was fundamentally separate from the
sphere of political activity and struggdi®&Zola was far from alone in fin-de-siécle France in
disagreeing that this was the case, of coursajitiactic works of the late 1890s reflect a
literary scene in which the socially engagethan a thésavas enjoying a particular revival.
Indeed, many of the social questions raised byalrike Féconditéwere simultaneously
being addressed by other novelists, including Zotaslitical allies and opponents: the need
for a return to agriculture in Maurice BarreReman de I'énergie nationa{@897-1902), for
instance, or the evils of commercial wet-nursindiexandre Hepp’s.e Lait d’'une autre
(1891)* Birth control and the birth rate, moreover, wére éxplicit topic of the many neo-
or anti-Malthusian literary works that appearethatturn of the century; Francis Ronsin
notes that at least twentymans a théswere published on the theme between 1890 and
1910%° In such a literary context, it is perhaps lespssing that Zola should have felt

impelled to fictionalize his own political views dnese matters. The 1896 article, which
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prepares the way for these later interventions, thay be seen as an attempt to use his hard-
won position as a ‘serious’ author to provide apliex, extra-fictional intellectual
justification for such social literature, assertprg-emptively the moral and social
accountability of the art writer over and againssteticist fantasies of his sublime isolation.
Many of the articles ilNouvelle Campagnare dedicated to debunking this idea and its
various sequelae. In ‘Le Solitaire’, Zola rejedts hotion that the great writer must by
definition be a Verlaine-like failure, rejected &y uncomprehending world, insisting instead
that the literary author must strive to make hirhsaterstood by all; while in ‘L’Elite et la
politique’, the novelist admits his own sometimateonpt for politics and his sense that
literature should be above such questions, butdiafes this ‘puérile conception’ of literature
in an implicit rebuke to those writers who perp#tua(xvii: 423). The 1897 collection, then,
is both an example and a theorization of writemgagement

The final point of interest in the depopulationaet is that, insofar as it exemplifies
Zola’s engagement with a substantive political ¢oesit anticipates the political action that
constitutes Zola’s most lasting legacy — his caitinterventions during the Dreyfus Affair.
The article ‘Pour les Juifs’, reproducedNiouvelle Campagnés indeed an important early
attack on anti-Semitism, so we might say that Zo#aixiety about these two questions — that
is, the ‘Jewish question’ and the ‘depopulationsiio®’ — emerged at around the same time.
But a stronger claim can be made. In the remaiafithis article, | wish to suggest that
throughout his more famous political interventiahshe late 1890s, Zola’s reproductive
politics continued to serve as a guiding princijpbehis idiosyncratic way, indeed, Zola
seems to enfold the questions of racial prejucatsed by the Affair into his personal
politico-aesthetic project, a project organizedwasshall see, around the totemic figure of

the child.
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Colonization by the child
Children, of course, are certainly not absent ftega Rougon-Macquaryet their role in
Zola’s later fiction may almost be considered tineerse of the one they held in his middle
period. There, the child appeared principally &sdite of social pathology: the unwanted
consequence of unwise sexual unions, the victilreoéditary degeneracy or brutal economic
injustice, the inevitable perpetuator of parentabrier. Zola’s writing of the 1890s
witnesses the child’s migration from the domainhef pathological to that of the axiological:
in the later writing, that is, children anecessarily\good. They may even, indeed, represent
the cure to the very pathologies they previousinlsglized. An example of this possibility
may be found towards the end of ‘Pour les Juifsiere Zola recommends the best ‘tactique’
to adopt in order to alleviate the religious tensisweeping the nation. The necessary
approach demands that the French mainstream swafidive Jews and incorporate them
into a unified national community:
Embrasser les juifs, pour les absorber et les cainéoen nous. Nous enrichir de leurs
gualités, puisqu’ils en ont. Faire cesser la guderaces en mélant les races.
Pousser aux mariages, remettres aux enfants lelsagiéconcilier les peresxu :
429)
This assimilationist vision is characteristic of chuanti-anti-Semitic writing at the fin de
siécle, even Jewish authors of which tended todbeir opponents’ charges that Jews
formed a hermetic, inward-looking community, andttiuch cultural separatism was
undesirablé! Such writing thus frequently fell short of beingsitively philo-Semitic, since
it seemed to posit the disappearance of Jewishiiesgs,of the Jews themselves, as its
utopian end point. Zola’s version of this ideaévertheless rather bold in its
recommendation that that disappearance be brobglt &y intermarriage and interbreeding,

rather than by Jews changing their habits. It relgiypossible to see in this suggestion a sort

10
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of biological or reproductive solution to civil g&: the begetting of children seems at once a
necessary but also a sufficient step towards thepghearance of social rifts and the
accomplishment of what Zola calls ‘I'ceuvre d’'unifgvii : 429).

It is precisely this miscegenationist therapy thanacted in fictional form in the
denouement o¥érité Zola's Dreyfus allegory, where the interminglioigthe gentile
Froment family and the persecuted Jewish Simonlyamsexplicitly associated with the
advent of a post-confessional national unity inakhto quote one character, ‘il n'y a plus de
Juifs, puisqu’il ne va plus y avoir de catholiquést: 356)%* Véritétells the story of a
Jewish state schoolteacher, Simon, who is framethéorape and murder of his own
nephew, Zéphirin; his friend and colleague, theoidarc Froment, will struggle to secure
his exoneration after many years. The subordinaifahe Dreyfus allegory to a general
interest in children is evident, of course, in Yaeious fundamental transpositions at work in
the novel’'s basic plot: army to schoolroom, Jevafflter to Jewishnstituteur, treason to
child rape and murder, and sodrYet in its closing pages, the novel's language esakven
more obvious the procreative vision underlyingogslagogical thesiglongside the central
preoccupation with free secular education, and eeipsing that preoccupation, the ending
of Zola’s last novel devotes loving attention te trast expansion of the Froment-Simon clan;
Marc Froment’s ‘enfants, petits-enfants, arrierétpenfants’ surround him, ‘le patriarche
trés vénérable [...] de qui était né I'heureux avémnx: 391), while the narrator recasts his
pedagogical theme through images of fecundity evukes ‘la floraison générale des esprits’
and the nation become ‘une vaste terre féconde’392) — which link together at the level
of metaphor the Dreyfus-inspired ‘thesis’ and teeroductive obsession culminating in the
‘guatrieme génération en fleur’ of the Froment fignikxx: 391). Such imagery recalls not
only the ending oFécondité of course, but also that ®favail (1901), which closes with

scenes of ‘la bande joyeuse des enfants’ benéeatied [...] fécondateur’ Xix: 354); and of
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Paris (1898), where the Froment family’s latest chilaffered as an ‘auguste cadeau’ to the
‘moisson future de vérité et de justicgV(i: 332). The child-focussed, redemptive
conclusions of these novels all seem to suggestape somewhat fancifully, the ability of
mere procreation to resolve a panoply of substargocial problems. In a sense, then, the
title ‘Zola’s fin-de-siécle reproductive politicshould be understood as implying tht
Zola’s fin-de-siécle politics were in some way iaghuctive.

At the very least, it may be seen from these ctpsimages that Zola identifies all of
his various utopian political visions, and the fethhe expects to realise them, with an
idealized childhood that is called upon to repredeynturns and together, hope, health,
prosperity, Socialism, democracy, heterosexuaiidyional glory, international
understanding, scientific enlightenment, ethnioantechnological advancement, and so
on2* The centrality of the figure of the child, bothtae thematic and metaphorical level, is
indeed one of the most striking and consistenufeatof Zola’'s later ‘utopian’ writing —
writing which appeared, as Baguley notes, in theade following the transformative birth of
Zola’s own two childref® That the increased prominence of the child asegaliy trope is
closely related to Zola’s pronatalism is suggesteakeover, by the tendency to abstraction
the works exhibit at crucial moments concerninddrbn. When the narrative voice of
Féconditédescribes the hero Mathieu Froment’s ever-incngglsiood of infants as ‘une
splendeur de chairs roses et purgsii(: 76), it represents them as an undifferentiategsma
whose exquisite beauty lies precisely in their ntigusness, a numerousness that forms the
principal object of the novel’s political programn&milar abstractions are to be found in
Vérité where groups of children may be described emigtias ‘un peu du souriant avenir’
(xx: 371) or, even more tellingly for our purposes renbluntly as ‘la matiére brute dont
serait faite la nation futurexk:114). In both cases, the aesthetic valorizatiothefproposed

image is inseparable from p®litical attractiveness to the pronatalist imagination. The
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stylized homogeneousness of the children evokedah passages arguably reflects the basic
pronatalist sense that all children are equallyiatréhsically desirable.

Sure enough, the child’s increased literary impur¢afor Zola is already heralded in
the 1896 article on depopulation. There, as we Baea, Zola credits the literary writer with
a significant influence on the development of slotiares and fashion. Zola plans to use this
influence in his forthcoming novel, but he choofiest to demonstrate the power of literature
negatively, by indicting much contemporary writiag being in effeatesponsibldor the
critically declining birth rate:

N’est-il pas évident [...] que, dans notre littérataussi, on ne fait plus d’enfants ?

L’éternel adultére y regne en maitre, et le pigjast est infécond ; car, si 'amant, au

lieu du mari, fécondait la femme, ¢ca compterait tleiméme, pour la bonne nature ;

mais I'enfant n’apparait presque jamais, parce @stiencombrant et sans élégance ;

I'enfant a cessé d’étre littérairexvii : 433)

Zola alludes to Symbolism and Schopenhauerian ipessi as recent examples of this
unfortunate trend, yet his argument perceptivednidies a much longer tradition in French
letters. For by positing, however ironically, a pguprotagonist’s cultivation of maturity in
general, and of an adult erotic identity in patacuas their special narratigesideratumthe
many French iterations of the Bildungsroman magden to have long demarcated a literary
space in which the presence of the child could enbr appear embarrassing or calamitous.
Such an attitude is encapsulated in Gustave Flash&Education sentimentalél869), in

the telling episode of Rosanette’s pregnancy bgéné Moreau, and the death of their son a
few pages later. Nothing could be more ‘inelegamtre aesthetically unpleasing than this
‘quelque chose d’un rouge jaunatre, extrémemeast gdi sentait mauvais’, as the child is
described at its birtf’. The painter Pellerin’s attempt to preserve iteriéss in pastels after

the poor thing has finally expired later in the sachapter will only reproduce its formless
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repulsiveness; as an aesthetic undertaking, thentssion is ridiculous, embarrassing, the
redirection of an unfit mother’s capricious griefien her first instinct — embalming — is
denied. This new life which, though illegitimaté&osild have pleased ‘la bonne nature’ in
Zola’s phrase, is reduced instead twagure morteby the pessimistic demands of a cynical
realism that Zola had already confessed — in resptmJules Huret’s literary survey of
189F’ — could no longer meet the spiritual needs ofitiiere. The repudiation of this grisly
scene, and the rehabilitation of the child as difegte aesthetic subject, would become the
central programme of Zola’s work from this point émthe grim pseudo-impressionism of
Flaubert’s ‘quelque chose d’un rouge jaunatre’ mwght say, Zola will riposte with those
gauzy visions of childish ‘chairs roses et purad=écondité

The development of a child-focussed aesthetics dawe, however, than merely
condition the thematic and metaphorical choicegadé’s later writing. Consider a passage
that occurs early on iMérité in which the hero Marc’s pedagogical vocatiopxplained to
the reader:

Ce don de I'enseignement, il I'avait découvert@nlbrsque, bachelier a dix-sept ans,

il était venu terminer son apprentissage de dessindthographe [...] a Beaumont.

Chargé de I'exécution de tableaux scolaires, thi'éngénié a les simplifier encore, il

avait créé de véritables chefs-d’ceuvre de clartie girécision, qui lui avaient indiqué

sa voie, son bonheur a instruire les petits de@eda. kXx: 39-40)
This description of Marc’s pedagogical flowcharss@efs d’ceuvre’ self-consciously
associates his work with Zola’s own as a literatist Like Marc, the writer ofomans a
theseunderstands, in Susan Suleiman’s words, ‘the ségesf simplifying and schematizing
[the novel’s] representations for the sake of @mdnstrative end$® Yet while Suleiman
regards such schematization as a sacrifice todtel's didactic purpose, Zola’s phrase ‘de

véritables chefs-d’ceuvre de clarté et de précidioidly asserts that simplicity, or rather,
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simplification, is itself as much an aestheticuerias a means to an instructional end; to
achieve simplicity is to achieve a kind of beadtlgat Zola is thinking about his own literary
practice here is made even clearer when the naspéaks of Marc’s ability to inspire a
‘passion’ for ‘la grammaire et I'arithmétique, lesnd[re] pour ses éléves intéressantes
comme des contesxX: 39). Fictions and facts become interchangeabdey-selling and
teaching are, Zola suggests, mutually reinforcingspits.

Now the logical consequence of this conceptiothefnovel, which places an
aesthetic premium on the rendering simple of whatsed complex, is to reimagine the
hypothetical intended readas a child— a point Zola had, in fact, already developed
explicitly, in ‘A la jeunesse’, anothéiigaro article included. There, Zola details an aesthetic
and stylistic programme which, while ostensiblya#sng his work so far, appliesfortiori
to the novels that would follow:

Ah !'la clarté, la limpidité, la simplicité ! imaggz-vous que j'en meurs ! Pour moi, il

n’'est pas certain que deux et deux font quatnéfait que je le prouve. Si mes livres

sont si longs, si je me répéte tant, c’est queégms toujours de n’avoir pas été
compris. [....] Je voudrais la phrase de crisfaire et si simple que les yeux ingénus

des enfants pussent la pénétrer de part en pamty&jouir et la retenir.xyi : 389)
Though the likening of literary writing to arithmedl demonstration recalls some of the more
dogmatic aspects dfe Roman expérimentdhe innovation of this later formulation is its
promotion of an imagined childish comprehensiothtostatus of a limit case, but perhaps
for that very reason the most important case, agarhich to judge the success or failure of
the work. This reframing of the novel's aestheticgpse completes what we might call,
drawing our language from the final hallucinatoagps of-écondité¢ the colonization of
Zola’s writing by the child (cfxvii : 394-96)° the accession to power of what Zola’s final

‘comédie lyrique’, composed in 1901, announced’Esfant roi.*° At the level of theme,

15



[R/H] Zola’s Reproductive Politics

through his determination to make the child ‘litgtance more; in political and social
purpose, through the uninterrupted engagementpughatalist politics; and finally in its
imagined audience, through its didacticism and lvéitation of simplification as an aesthetic

category, the work of the later Zola makes thedcitd almost obsessive alpha and omega.

Children in danger

The question of why Zola’s post-1893 writing shohftve taken on these characteristics is,
of course, a complex one, though the novelist'sqaal experience of fatherhood alone
seems insufficient to explain such a shift — nastdbecause the theme of the child was
evidently in the air of the early Third Republiadawell beyond strictly pronatalist circles.
Historians have described how from the 1880s onsvidre regime was acutely concerned
with the moralization of the family and the proteantof children as both a pragmatic and an
ideological matter; Sylvia Schafer notes for inshow ‘leading politicians and
commentators channelled their anxiety about mazelige toward the family, [...]
consecrating it as the basic educative and sogitibfia healthy, truly republican polity™
This interest is doubtless reflected in the enosnoague in the 1880s and 90s for what
literary historian Denis Pernot has caltedhans de socialisatigmovels dealing with the
education of children and adolescents, even béfi@appearance of the more narrowly
focussed neo- and anti-Malthusian literature ofttita of the century?

The triumphalist closing passaged-étconditéandVeérité make evident Zola’s
acceptance of this association between solicitadé&milies and childrearing, on the one
hand, and the creation of a ‘truly republican poliin the other. Yet wha¥érités allegorical
narrative of child-rape and murder (as well as, eohat differentlyFécondités obsession
with abortion and conjugal ‘fraud’) equally makegpkcit is the ability of the child to serve

as the symbol not only of the Republic’s futurernmph, but equally of its famous fragility
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during its first few decades. The recurrent desiong of little Zéphirin’s corpse, with its
‘visage délicat de fille’, its ‘maigres jambes’s ichine déviée’, but also its anggkme sais
quoi (xx: 24), imagines the child as the embodiment of a igdized civicvulnerability, and
Zéphirin is the victim, as it would happen, of 8efsame cultural forces that seemed most
hostile to the early Third Republic, namely, cudiuraditionalism and, especially,
Catholicism (Zéphirin’s killer is a monk at the &desuit school, Frere Gorgias). Thus the
Zola of the Dreyfus Affair can be seen to returmmoanticlerical symbolic language
developed by writers such as Paul Bonnetain andv@dtlirbeau in their novels of Catholic
pederastyCharlot s’amus€1883) andSébastien Rocf1890). Taken together, these works
seem at once to mirror and to allegorize the TRiegublic’'s own moral and political
discourses of childhood (those on child labourtlensexual exploitation of children, and in
an even more fundamental way, on depopulationjprbgenting an image of the republican
child, or the child of the Repubilic, as existinglanconstant and amorphous threat.

It is, then, the nature of this threat to thealais imagined by Zola that | wish finally
to consider here, for it constitutes one of the tmrasibling aspects of the author’s later
writing. In Frere Gorgias, the murderous paedophitek and arch-pantomime villain of
Vérité Zola offers us what is in a sense an unremarkaftieCatholic set piece. The
association of the Catholic clergy with sexual mafance, and especially with child abuse,
was a long established trope of free-thinking disse, and had recently been re-energized by
governmental campaigns against monasticism and@@tthooling®® In a paradigmatic
moment, the narrator attributes Gorgias’s sex-ctinée interaction of innate predisposition
and the pathogenic atmosphere of the monastidtites we hear of the ‘démence de [ses]
passions contre nature, grandies et pervertiamible des cloitreskk: 369). What is
curious, though, is that while Gorgias is presemigd figure of spectacular perversion and

monstrosity, a similar rhetoric is used by the weéaning hero dParis, the doubting priest
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Pierre Froment, to describe himself: ‘Je suis drodede la nature, je suis un monstre,’ he
cries &vii: 213). What Pierre means to denounce here, howsvanf some innate
perversion, but merely his priestly vocation angl ¢elibacy it entails. The hyperbole of
Gorgias’s depravity in the later novel seems liker&ill, then, when the mere choice of a
non-reproductive life appears ultimately sufficiemimake a man a monster.

In fact, this is just one of many rhetorical aegital linkages established by Zola in
the 1890s between a heterogeneous array of sowakirables. These abject figures come to
represent a general threat to the continuatioheface whose most brutal symbolic
expression is, to be sure, the rape and murdeidefenceless child Mérité but which
looms in more diffuse form everywhere in the latevels. Various moments Wérité
suggest for a start that Zola, like many of histearporaries, was unable or unwilling to
distinguish between male homosexuality and pedgrtmsis the crapulent schoolboys who
were implicitly Gorgias’s semi-willing victims irhe novel’s earliest chapters grow up to
become, again implicitly, his lovers and accomgitevards the end. This elision doubtless
seems trivial to Zola because in the world of hted writing, the most salient, if not the only,
moral distinction to be made is the one betweamibur qui enfante’, the love Zola longs to
restore to literary honour in the article on dedapan, and its opposite — what the novelist in
‘A la jeunesse’ calls ‘I'amour qui ne fait pas dfants’ (xvii: 390). Intuitively, this phrase
sounds like a circumlocution for homosexualityisterpretation that appears to be
confirmed by the almost verbatim reprise of thisgaae in those sections of the ndvatis
describing the character of Hyacinthe Duvillard ainthe, like the literarjeunesse
addressed two years earlier, has experimentedoedtltism, Satanism, and Symbolism, but
the reference to ‘I'amour qui ne fait pas d’enfargseplaced in his case by the more explicit
indication that he is, at least occasionally, alGiste’ &vii: 41)3* And yet it may be

important to retain the ambiguity of the origin&96 phrasing, for as Pierre Froment’s self-
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accusation ifParis suggests, any deliberate failure to procreateniyt makes Zola’'s
heterosexual characters appear, as Nicholas Wiigs rifno less barren’ than their
homosexual counterpartdbut even renders them vulnerable to the sort itfiejs — ‘against
nature’, ‘monstrous’, and so on — that the fin igele typically reserved for that especially
stigmatized group. Certainly, the gorgon-like SiegfF-écondités vicious parody of the

‘New Woman’, is a frenetic connoisseur of what tiagrator calls the ‘spasme infécond’
(xvin: 56), and thus of ‘'amour qui ne fait pas d’erfgnas of course are the novel's many
heterosexual couples who practice the infamousdiea— the narrator speaks, indeed, of
their ‘monstrueuses débauchesvi(i : 46). When in one passage a troubled Mathieu Fnbme
imagines such a non-reproductive, decadent cobpldescribes them as ‘fanfaron des
opinions extrémes’; but the adjectifanfaronis, again, equally applied to the homosexual
Hyacinthe inParis (he is ‘fanfaron [...] de viceskvii: 41) — which in turn links him (and

thus seemingly the hypothetical sterile couple a)wo an entry in Jules and Edmond de
Goncourt’'sJournal concerning none other than Oscar Wilde, whichdwzhsioned a brief
newspaper contretemps upon its publication in £89Tamour qui ne fait pas d’enfants’,
then, may just as easily be hetero- as homosexndleed, the androgyny of many of its
practitioners (ironically captured in Sérafine’®pdo-Balzacian forename) suggests that the
distinction may be moot.

Importantly, moreover, many of these quotationsitihe sexual threat they
denounce as in some sense the fault of literaliie.after all, only as the culmination of a
series of literary and intellectual experimentagidimat Hyacinthe and theunessef the
article stoop to ‘sodomism’ or ‘I'amour qui ne faihs d’enfants’; the sterile couple of
Fécondité meanwhile, have had their ‘cervelle détraquédapose d’une littérature
imbécile’ (xvii : 56). The word ‘pose’ recalls, of course, the fasimnsult (‘posing [as a]

sodomite’) issued to Oscar Wilde by the MarquesQuéensberry, and is equally and
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knowingly reused by Zola iRaris: twice to describe Hyacinthe’s apparently affected
aversion to women, and once to describe Pierre &mtmpriestly doubt and depression
(xvi: 82, 165; 216). Once again, heterosexual sterbitynosexual scandal, and avant-garde
literature become lexically associated. And y&t iola’s pointed choice to make
Fécondités principal representative of this literature pbse’ not an effete Hyacinthus but a
cynical heterosexual seducer, in the figure of &aet His literary ‘spécialité’, we are told, is
adultery, of the sort which ‘jamais n’enfantai\fi : 43) — which is to say that he writes
precisely the literature of ‘I'éternel adultére’mrinced in the 1896 article, from which the
child is excluded on the grounds of its inelegamtcehe paragraph of ‘Dépopulation’ where
this literary tradition is identified, a host ofdeely associated signifiers of corruption may be
found: ‘dégénérés’, ‘impuissants’, ‘sterilité’, déuche’ xvii: 433). Whatever its sinfulness,
one might suppose that such a Don-Juanesque Vitenagination as this would be above
any suspicion of pederasty. Yet Zola’s insistemed Santerre is a Catholic novelist, one who
voluntarily pronounces the Roman Church ‘l'infécaéanéme’ and whose professed ideal
of monkish manhood is ‘le contemplatif, I'infécond,solitaire égoisteX{in : 45; ‘solitaire’
here refers specifically to an ascetic monk), seteealign his aesthetic worldview with the
depraved Gorgias’s ‘passions contre nature, graratiperverties a 'ombre des cloitres’.
Such slippages serve, perhaps, to make impliaghociations that would seem
perplexing (pederasty/heterosexual promiscuitylagical (Catholicism/birth control) if
stated outright. Yet Zola’s most striking rhetotigasture is to lump together all of these
figures within the single, singularly capaciousecatry of the negative: Santerre is a seeker
of ‘'anéantissement’Xvii : 43), just as the literary figures reviled in ‘Dulation’ are ‘les
amoureux du néantxyii : 432); as Hyacinthe’s inversion and Pierre Fronsedubt in
Paris are dismissed as mere ‘négatioxwvi(: 82, 216); as the faithful aféritéfind only

‘néant’ in their religious devotions (ctx: 290); and as Sérafine’s hysterectomy reduces her
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to a ‘néant de spectre’ écondité(xvii : 272)3’ Zola’s ‘narrative principle of dichotomies’,
the dominant conceptual mode of his later writioigrngs these heteroclite figures together as
one side of an ideological binarism, the antithesisis novels’ insistent thesi& The various
bogeymen of the novelist’s liberal pronatalism thitsnately emerge as indistinguishable,

subtle shades of nothingness whose ineluctabléngtastto disappear.

Conclusion

Life must go on, the narrator tells us at the elhdeoDocteur Pascalau risque de faire des
monstres, il fallait qu’elle créatxy: 572). Yet Life, it seems, could never be as taganic

as Zola’'s own literary interventions in her defensbich generate such a rich profusion of
monstrous scapegoats and cautionary tales. Thieratce displayed by Zola’s reproductive
politics in dealing with these phantasmatic creiis, at times, disturbing. If Zola proposed
his own work as a literary solution to the natioitls he was nonetheless eager to
acknowledge, as we have seen, that literature isagart of the problem. In the article on
depopulation, he introduces the idea thus: ‘Jecuelrais pas, dans le cas actuel, donner a la
philosophie et a la littérature de ces derniergu@mte ans une influence néfaste exageérée.
Mais, en vérité, examinez le dossier, jugez le @sbvii: 432). ‘Le dossier’; ‘le proces’;

the metaphor is telling. In this passage, Zola kped literature not so much as a writer, but
as a censor — assessing what the English law ckalig, the very law under which Zola’s
own works had been prosecuted in 1888 and 188@dahle ‘tendency’ of certain literary
works to ‘deprave and corrupt’ the likely readere Wiight provocatively call what follows
Zola’s own ‘exhibition of degenerate art’: Schopaunér and Wagner are named defendants,
followed by their apparently numerous imitatorsyedl as the symbolist and decadent
‘schools’. The novelist seems untroubled by hisfoewd role, wilfully braving irony by

jokingly referring to himself earlier on in the igte as ‘I'auteur malpropre qui a éckia
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Terré (xvil: 431) — evoking not only the Vizetelly trial busa the quarrel of the so-called
‘Manifeste des Cing®*’ No one can be avant-garde forever, of coursetheue is surely
something disagreeable about this re-emergeneg,la$s than a decade indeed, of the
persecuted author as a censorious moral guardiahgating the work of other writers in the
name of ‘national vigilance®

How ‘bothered’ should we be, then, by this lasimation of Zola? The answer,
perhaps, is not very bothered — for if the promsttalelirium of the 1890s has anything to
teach us, it is the value of retaining a senseabgrtion. While Jean Borie is not necessarily
unjustified in his dark hints that it was in th@tiveau monde deécondité with its
promotion of Family, Work and Nation, that ‘la martiustrielle avait vraiment son avenir’,
this judgement perhaps attributes rather too motierence to Zola’s fin-de-siécle visioHs.
What remained most consistent about Zola’s worughout his career was, arguably, the
inchoate nature of its motivations and effectss, lafter all, from these very same political
parti pris that Zola’'s most lasting and most deservedly edadingagements emerged, during
the Dreyfus Affair; while the extent to which theaachic genius of thRougon-Macquart
series may have sprung from the application ofraquéar stylistic approach to a
fundamentally normative (even, indeed, censoriouz)al vision is easy to underestimate. It
may ultimately be the case that Zola’s involvemeith the Alliance nationale pour
I'accroissement de la population francaise is wpeking attention to simply because it is —

to use a word favoured by Zola throughout his gares very ‘curious’.
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