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WRITING THE HISTORY OF CENSORSHIP
IN THE AGE OF ENLIGHTENMENT

SOPHIA ROSENFELD

Censorship is not an easy topic to discuss at present. Both in the acad-
emy and in the larger American public sphere, the term is frequently
and widely bandied about. But in this era of advanced capitalism, iden-
tity politics, and postmodern thought, all of the old certainties about
censorship’s value, meaning, and relation to its traditional opposite—
freedom of expression—have come under repeated attack.' In the polit-
ical realm, advocates for such diverse causes as the prohibition of “hate
speech,” the restriction of access to pornography, and the reform of
campaign financing and broadcasting laws have opened up important
questions about whether certain forms of censorship can actually serve
rather than impinge upon the goals of a democratic society. Moreover,
in the realm of theory, there seems no longer to be any consensus about
what censorship is; both its characteristic forms and identifying markers
have become subjects of dispute in courtrooms and classrooms alike,
especially as a result of poststructuralist critiques of its binary relation to
free speech. The only real point of agreement is that these varied efforts
to rethink the established parameters of censorship and freedom of
expression pose a fundamental challenge to modern liberalism and,
more broadly, to the “enlightened” humanist philosophical tradition,
with its emphasis on inalienable and natural rights, upon which this
political ideology rests.

But how should contemporary debates about the nature of censor-
ship affect the way we write the history of the Enlightenment itself? The
purpose of this chapter is to argue that scholars of eighteenth-century
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France have much to gain from taking seriously these recent challenges
to the liberal conception of the ongoing contest between censorship
and free speech. The pages that follow lay particular stress on the post-
modern concept of “constitutive” censorship, a generic term for the
kind of invisible, socially constituted thought control that has tended to
flourish, some poststructuralists claim, in precisely those modern soci-
eties that have been most invested in the notion of a free market of
ideas. However, the theory of “constitutive” censorship is employed in
this article neither to condemn the shortsightedness of Enlightenment
philosophes nor to expose the limitations of their nascent liberal vision.
Rather, it is appropriated as a heuristic device to help bring to light the
complexity of late-eighteenth-century French thinking about questions
of language, liberty, and social control.

Now, some historians might well object to this endeavor from the
start and respond that the intellectual formulations of our time can and
should have no bearing on eighteenth-century Europe. Indeed, many
scholars would posit that the primary task of the historian is precisely to
distinguish our current understanding of the world from that of people
who lived in eras past. Yet where the historiography of the French
Enlightenment is concerned, it is especially difficult to insist upon the
importance of maintaining clear-cut distinctions between past and pre-
sent. The relationship between the French philosophes and the absolutist
Old Regime state has long been explained in ways that have served the
cause of modern liberalism, and modern liberal positions on individual
rights and autonomy have frequently been justified by reference to their
Enlightenment roots. Students of the French Enlightenment have
often, in fact, worked in tandem with modern defenders of the princi-
ple of free speech to provide them with concepts, heroes, enemies, and
landmarks. Thus, before we tackle the question of how postmodernist
thought can or cannot help us to better understand the Enlightenment
battle over censorship and free expression, we must first address the
issue of how this subject has been discussed before and, especially, of how
past historians’ interpretations of this fundamental eighteenth-century
struggle have traditionally been implicated in a larger project: the pro-
motion of a liberal worldview.

Let me start with an example. One book makes especially evident how
twentieth-century Enlightenment historiography has worked to bolster
and to give an intellectual genealogy to what might be called, in the
American context, First Amendment liberalism. That book is Peter
Gay'’s classic Voltaire’s Politics: The Poet as Realist, which first appeared in

1959. Gay’s Voltaire, it must be noted, is a complex figure; he is per-
sonally difficult, self-protective, and shrewd. But Gay insists on drama-
tizing the life of Voltaire as, first and foremost, the story of a lone and
righteous individual who deliberately and repeatedly confronted the
established—and in many ways oppressive—institutions and customs of
eighteenth-century Europe. In this regard, the chapter heading
“Voltaire against the Censors” is emblematic of the way Gay’s narrative
plays itself out.

Voltaire, according to Gay, was not simply a victim of the abusive cen-
sorship policies of Old Regime France, which were designed to control
the flow of ideas both prior to publication (by weeding out manuscripts
containing statements offensive to the state, church, or common
decency and refusing to grant them a royal privilége) and after publica-
tion (by penalizing the bodies or texts of persons who had violated the law
by producing unauthorized publications). The Voltaire of this account was
also a long-standing champion of the highly subversive idea of freedom
of thought and expression. Rather than change his ways after early expe-
riences with imprisonment in the Bastille, forced exile, and the burning
of his published work, Voltaire continued to challenge the authorities at
every turn, alternately trying to co-opt, to trick, or to circumvent them.
Furthermore, he made free speech one of the chief causes of his politi-
cal writings, from his famous tribute to the freedom of English writers,
in his Lettres philosophiques of 1734, to his unabashed insistence on the
importance of liberty of expression in his “liberal” pamphlets and
Dictionnaire philosophique of the mid-1760s. Gay quotes admiringly from
Voltaire’s 1765 Idées républicaines (“In a republic worthy of its name, the
liberty to publish one’s thoughts is the natural right of the citizen . . . it
should no more be forbidden to write than to talk”) and from his con-
temporaneous Questions sur les miracles (“There are two important things
that people never talk about in slave countries, and which all citizens
should discuss in free countries: one is government, the other is reli-
gion.”).* Gay uses these examples to make the point that Voltaire’s
strongly worded defenses of free speech amounted to more than a self-
ish quest to ensure that his own writing saw the light of day. Voltaire’s
faith in freedom of opinion was, according to Gay, the centerpiece of his
“platform for social reform.” For Voltaire believed that only with the lib-
erty to read, hear, and discuss challenging ideas (such as those of the
philosophes) could enlightenment ever become generalized and create a
foundation for the liberation of the population as a whole. Voltaire
assumes a heroic profile in this book because, as the introduction makes
clear, he can be seen as the prototypical engagé intellectual, the man who
succeeded in laying the groundwork for those freedoms now widely
enjoyed by modern writers in all liberal, democratic societies.
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Indeed, Gay’s view of Voltaire, and of the eighteenth-century
philosophes more generally, implicitly links the French Enlightenment to
a progressive, humanist conception of modernity. And many other his-
torians have traced the long struggle against royal or clerical monopo-
lies on ideas and their expression forward to the “age of democratic
revolutions” (to borrow R. R. Palmer’s famous term), suggesting how
the values specific to Voltaire’s beloved Republic of Letters were gradu-
ally publicized, democratized, and finally enshrined in law. One can eas-
ily identify key markers—thinkers, texts, events—in this story. By the
1760s, the idea that the homme de letires required freedom from govern-
ment or church interference had already become something of an intel-
lectual cliché in France; Antoine-Léonard Thomas’s 1767 reception
speech at the Académie Francaise made the case that independence for
this “class” of men would ultimately aid in enlightening both those who
governed and the abstraction he called “public opinion.™ Le Mariage de
Figaro, Beaumarchais’s sensational play in which the lead character him-
self ridicules the censors, then helped transform the struggle against
state censorship into a popular cause. The cahiers de doléances of the late
1780s indicate that by the time the royal system for policing ideas began
to unravel on the eve of the Revolution, the desire for greater expres-
sive liberty had already become widespread in urban France.’ Finally, in
the summer of 1789, in the context of the Declaration of the Rights of
Man and of the Citizen, the parti des Lumiéres, following the American
example, succeeded in establishing freedom of speech, along with free-
dom of conscience, as an inalienable right of citizenship. Article 11 of
this foundational text in the battle against absolutism reads, “The free
expression of thought and opinions is one of the most precious rights
of man: thus every citizen may freely speak, write, and print, subject to
accountability for abuse of this freedom in the cases determined by
law.”® Of course, Voltaire was no longer alive at the time these sentences
were composed. But for Ernst Cassirer, the great German historian of
the Enlightenment, not simply this statement but the whole “literature
of the French Revolution” had to be seen as the inevitable outcome of
the redefinition of freedom, beginning with freedom of expression,
inaugurated by Voltaire more than fifty years earlier” And in the wake
of the judicial revolution of 1789, these ideas did not lose their force.
Limiting or overturning official censorship policies became a priority of
almost all nineteenth-century European revolutionary movements, and
French-style declarations of human rights, including protections of free
speech, came to be widely seen as prerequisites for the foundation of
liberal states. In fact, though much has changed in the way “liberalism”
is understood today, freedom of thought and expression remains what
the major late-twentieth-century theorist of liberalism, John Rawls calls

a “basic liberty,” a fundamental civil and political freedom that must be
protected in any democratic state that aims to conduct its political
affairs in a rational and just (or perhaps we can say enlightened) rather
than arbitrary and tyrannical fashion.®

It is, however, essential to point out that our traditional under-
standing of the relationship between the opposing sides at the origins
of this struggle—the repressive, censoring Old Regime state and its
rational, liberal, and ultimately successful challengers, eager for intel-
lectual and political freedom—has by now been considerably modified
by several decades of revisionist scholarship, much of it growing out of
a field known as “the history of the book.” Gay, writing in the late
1950s, was already able to offer his readers a good sense of the com-
plexity of the dealings between censorship authorities and controver-
sial writers like Voltaire, even as he took pains to challenge “those who
think of the Bastille as a kind of Guggenheim fellowship.” Then, fol-
lowing pioneering collaborative studies by Henri-Jean Martin and vari-
ous members of the Annales school, who made the study of print
culture a key component of a new kind of sociocultural history in the
1960s and 1970s,"° numerous historians on both sides of the Atlantic
began to interest themselves in the intricate details of composing, pub-
lishing, distributing, reading, and, especially, censoring the written
word in late Old Regime France. Taken together, these more recent
studies have forced us to see that the business of censorship in the eigh-
teenth century depended above all upon collusion between two sup-
posedly opposing sides."

On the surface, eighteenth-century records suggest that regulatory
censorship and the persecution of writers actually increased in France
during the years of the Enlightenment. The number of government-
appointed censors rose steadily in the course of the century, and works
that passed by the royal censors still ran the risk of additional challenges
from the Parlement de Paris, the French church, the Université de
Paris, or other bodies with an overlapping authority to censor materials
that they considered to be dangerous or offensive. At the same time, the
number of authors jailed for violating the publishing laws mounted
(witness, in particular, the increase in writers serving time in the Bastille
between 1750 and 1780). And the severity of the penalties that subver-
sive writers faced grew as well. Following an attempt on Louis XV’s life
in 1757, authors or publishers of unauthorized works were henceforth
potentially punishable by death. Moreover, royal efforts to protect
against the informal, verbal circulation of seditious opinions or terms
led to a simultaneous crackdown on so-called mauvais discours.”

Nevertheless, in recent decades historians have tended to empha-
size not so much the repressiveness of the Old Regime censorship sys-
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tem but, rather, its extraordinary ineffectiveness and laxity in control-
ling the flood of novel, heterodox ideas coursing through eighteenth-
century France. Furthermore, many of these scholars have convincingly
demonstrated the state’s complicity in making sure that the
philosophes—despite (or perhaps as a result of) a few notorious cases to
the contrary and the harsh laws on the books—generally escaped pros-
ecution or punishment and were allowed to continue with their activi-
ties relatively unimpeded. After all, the absolutist state also actively
supported the work of many controversial Enlightenment figures: from
Voltaire, who ended his years as a member of that prestigious royal insti-
tution known as the Académie Francaise, to Beaumarchais, who found
himself compensated with both a generous indemnity and a request to
stage Le Mariage de Figaro at court soon after his well-publicized troubles
with the censors. In addition, there were many royal officials, not least
the chief royal censor Lamoignon de Malesherbes, who were themselves
sympathetic to the message of the philosophes and made a point of help-
ing them circumvent the law. During the 1750s and early 1760s,
Malesherbes institutionalized the practice of issuing permissions tacites—
assurances that neither authors nor publishers of controversial works
would be prosecuted—for manuscripts that could not, because of their
content, officially be given a royal endorsement. Historians have found
that over the last four decades of the Old Regime, almost as many books
were printed with various informal forms of permission, from verbal
police permits to tacit permissions, as with the royal privilége."

Indeed, a complementary area of scholarship has demonstrated the
success of the philosophes in working within, as well as around, the royal
censorship apparatus. By cultivating the right patrons and protectors
and by employing clever literary techniques for cloaking their dissident
opinions, enlightened gens de lettres often succeeded in seeing even their
most heterodox works published in France. And following several
decades of research by Robert Darnton, we know that when these strate-
gies failed, eighteenth-century writers (and readers) had recourse to an
extensive clandestine French-language publishing world that operated
largely outside the hexagon’s borders and beyond the reaches of
French authorities."

Contemporary historians have thus tended to focus their attention
on a different question than that which fascinated Gay: Why did the
eighteenth-century monarchical state engage in official censorship and
unofficial toleration, routinely (if irregularly) permitting everyone from
censors to police spies to look the other way? Traditionally, it was argued
that the crown had no other choice. In the age of Enlightenment, the
flow of ideas and the demand for print were simply too extensive for the
state to check, and the censorship bureaucracy, which involved several

often hostile bodies with frequently conflicting goals, was ill-equipped
for its task. Gay, for example, regarding the eighteenth-century trend
toward the de facto relaxation of censorship, stated plainly: “It was less
a policy than a symptom—a symptom of the declining authority of the
Old Regime.”"” But recently, others have proposed that at the height of
the Enlightenment, the French censorship system depended upon a
careful and deliberate blend of efficiency and failure that actually
served the state’s purposes. Barbara de Negroni, for example, has
pointed out that an unrigorous procedure for policing texts still gave
both the government and the church the opportunity to articulate their
official line and to affirm their power over ideas.' Roger Chartier has
emphasized the way that the flexibility of the censorship apparatus ulti-
mately protected the economic interests of the French publishing
industry.”” Others have noted that even the philosophes benefited to some
extent; for if we are to believe Diderot, the texts that sold on the under-
ground market might have been unusually costly, but their notoriety as
forbidden books gave them a cachet that more than compensated for
their high price."

Yet even as they have put new emphasis upon collusion and shared
interests, revisionist historians have, in the end, left undisturbed the tra-
ditional image of the Enlightenment as a critical turning point in the
history of the struggle to free ideas and their exponents from the stran-
glehold of political and religious censorship. For these same contem-
porary scholars have also tended to insist (following Tocqueville’s
nineteenth-century lead) that the long-term effects of this only occa-
sionally punitive censorship apparatus were “paradoxical.” The system
might well have become more flexible in an effort to shore up the sta-
tus quo. But, according to this argument, its unsystematic combination
of repressiveness and pliancy ultimately helped to do the opposite: to
stir up the resentments of gens de lettres, to sustain an underground pub-
lishing industry built around works critical of the government, and to
publicize rather than suppress the controversial ideas—including the
concept of freedom of speech—contained therein. Indeed, if anything,
revisionist historians of the eighteenth century have succeeded in mag-
nifying the significance of the philosophes’ interactions with censorship
authorities by making them central to the story of the emergence of an
autonomous, rational “public sphere” during the late stages of abso-
lutism and thus to accounts of the “cultural” origins of the Revolution.”
In the final analysis, the old liberal conception of the philosophes as tire-
less, pathbreaking champions of individual self-expression and the eigh-
teenth century as a watershed in the long story of the demise of state
censorship remains well preserved in French Enlightenment historiog-
raphy to this day.



SOPHIA ROSENFELD

By and large, the critique of the liberal account of the gradual triumph of
free speech has come in recent years from thinkers outside the history
profession. These challenges have not generally been directed at the
research findings of historians of print culture. Rather, they have been
leveled at the very terms and ethical assumptions that have long governed
this historical discussion. The key questions include: Have twentieth-
century liberal historians and political theorists taken the binary and
value-laden rhetoric of the eighteenth-century debate—free speech versus
censorship, liberty versus prohibition or repression—too much at face
value? Can we really ever make such absolute distinctions between these
terms? Or are these oppositions themselves in need of destabilization? In
a well-known collection of essays entitled There’s No Such Thing as Free
Speech, and It’s a Good Thing, Too, the literary critic Stanley Fish rejects the
very possibility of truly free speech, insisting that the force of the idea
always depends upon certain exceptions or “originary exclusions” that
“carve out the space in which expression can emerge.” For as he puts it,
“Without restriction, without an inbuilt sense of what it would be mean-
ingless to say or wrong to say, there could be no assertion and no reason
for asserting it.”*' Conversely, other theorists writing against the liberal tra-
dition dispute what constitutes censorship, asking not only whether for-
mal political or religious injunctions against certain kinds of expression
are the only ways that the dissemination of ideas and information can be
inhibited but also whether the complete absence of censorship is ever
possible. At stake in this debate are not the details but the broad contours
of the familiar emancipatory story generally told about the expansion of
the right to free speech in the modern age.

One fundamental locus of criticism of the liberal approach has long
been Marxist theory. Marx himself, despite being a vocal advocate of the
deregulation of the press, laid the groundwork for a materialist counter-
reading of enlightened claims for liberty of self-expression as a human
right.* His argument took off from the premise that demands for press
freedom, while admirable in the abstract, cannot be analyzed apart from
the economic and social context in which they are formulated. For in a
society in which, in practice, press access is only accorded to the wealthy,
the powerful, or their spokesmen, the press—no matter how legally “free”
or unregulated—will ultimately represent only moneyed or ruling-class
interests. In other words, the market will exercise its own kind of “mater-
ial censorship,” simply replacing the state in stifling the expression of con-
troversial or subversive ideas. Indeed, in an unjust society (such as the
bourgeois, capitalist order just taking shape in late—Old Regime France),
calls for freedom of expression as a natural right belonging to all individ-

uals actually work to cover over and thus to legitimate (bourgeois) class
domination rather than to liberate the citizenry from oppression.
Consequently, in much subsequent Marxist writing, the standard binary
opposition between censorship and freedom, the repressive state and
enlightened philosophes, takes on a different cast. State censorship can be
viewed as a potentially liberatory rather than oppressive force if it can be
shown to help counteract or prevent the tyranny of the market; Herbert
Marcuse, for example, in a famous essay entitled “Repressive Tolerance”
(1965), endorsed the ideal of free speech in the abstract but insisted on
the need in capitalist societies for the state to limit this freedom in order
for unpopular and progressive voices to be heard.® Alternately, enlight-
ened rhetoric about toleration, pluralism, liberty, and natural rights—
despite its claims to universality—comes in much Marxist theory to look
contingent and selfinterested, in need of unmasking so that its true
socioeconomic rationale and effects can be exposed.

But Marxist theory has not been the only important source of cri-
tiques of the liberal, humanist understanding of censorship or the
accompanying story of historical progress. Some structuralist and post-
structuralist theorists, influenced by Freudian psychoanalytic investiga-
tions of psychical censorship as well as Marxism, have further expanded
the definition of censorship by emphasizing other forms of intellectual
domination that are “constitutive” in nature rather than regulative and
state-generated.” What interests these theorists are restrictions on
thought and expression that are not exceptional (like a jail term) but
constant and unavoidable, not explicit or spectacular (like a book burn-
ing) but invisible because they arise spontaneously out of ordinary social
forces. But whereas Marxists look to the market, both structuralists and
poststructuralist most frequently look to the constraints exercised by a
different, even if often related, social structure: discourse, or language
itself, insofar as language is understood to be a historical construct that
determines what constitutes knowledge or truth in any given culture. In
each and every society, the argument goes, there is a dominant way of
speaking about any subject, and this discourse compels people to say
(and mean) certain things and makes it impossible for them to say (and
mean) others. Thus, discourse or language can be understood to exer-
cise a censoring, as well as generative, function. In a 1988 book entitled
Censorship: The Knot that Binds Power and Knowledge, Sue Curry Jansen
refers to both the precondition and the effect of this kind of linguistic
censorship as “socially structured silences.””

Two key French thinkers of the post-1968 era have been especially
important in fostering this innovative way of thinking about the prob-
lem of censorship. Both are fundamentally interested in the connec-
tions between language and the operations of power. Both see “the
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Enlightenment project,” or modernity, as entailing inexplicit and novel
forms of domination alongside guarantees of freedom. And though nei-
ther is a historian in a conventional sense, both have suggested that con-
stitutive censorship, while a factor in all societies, has been particularly
efficacious in those societies where regulative censorship has declined
in force—in other words, in the liberal, post-Enlightenment nation-
states of the modern West.

For historians of eighteenth-century France, the more familiar of
these figures is, of course, Michel Foucault, whose work was so centrally
concerned with exploring hidden forms of power and domination.
During the mid-1970s, Foucault dedicated much of his intellectual
energy to demonstrating that the exercise of power cannot be and has
never been limited to a “juridical-political” conception of sovereignty:
“the prince who formulates rights . . . the father who forbids . ... the cen-
sor who enforces silence.” Power is also, according to Foucault, always
constituted and exercised by normative discourses or “discursive forma-
tions,” Foucault’s term for the sum total of statements that define an
object (such as sexuality or punishment) and supply the concepts that
are used to analyze it.”” For Foucault insisted that dominant discourses,
while productive insofar as they generate knowledge or what appears to
be “truth,” also always act in subtly coercive ways, eliminating other pos-
sibilities in terms of what can be said and by whom, in order to assure the
cohesion of the social body. In particular, he emphasized the increasing
“disciplinary” effect of those discourses rooted in the eighteenth century
“science of man.” Indeed, as Foucault attempted to demonstrate through
historical example in such key works such as Discipline and Punish and
History of Sexuality, it was the universalizing, quasi-scientific, and emanci-
patory claims—including the idea of the liberation of the autonomous
individual subject—belonging to the chief discourses and institutions of
the post-Enlightenment liberal state, which also turned out to be the pri-
mary (and generally unacknowledged) mechanisms of domination in
the modern world.*

Foucault, however, shied away from labeling as “censorship” those
kinds of social and ideological control exercised by discourse, perhaps
because of the overwhelmingly negative connotations traditionally
accorded to the term. Furthermore, in advancing his counter-myth of
modernity, he paid little attention to the socioeconomic or political
conditions under which the discourses he studied were constituted or
enacted their hegemonic, censoring function. Here the sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu, a thinker less often cited by historians in the United
States, offers a potentially more helpful model to those interested in
rethinking the history of censorship and free speech, especially in the
Age of Enlightenment.

Bourdieu directly took on the issue of constitutive or “structural” (to
use his term) censorship in some of his chief works of the 1970s and early
1980s, including his Qutline of a Theory of Practice. In this 1972 text, he main-
tained that “the manifest censorship imposed by orthodox discourse, the
official way of speaking and thinking about the world, conceals another,
more radical censorship.” Bourdieu associated this “more radical” and
yet intractable censorship with the language of the doxa, those ways of
speaking about a subject that are taken for granted as common sense or
beyond dispute—and thus act to ensure that a whole other universe of
things cannot be stated and, consequently, thought. According to
Bourdieu, this nonregulative form of structural censorship (rather than
the obvious contest between the orthodox and the heterodox) is the more
profound form of domination within modern society because it results in
largely unconscious self-censorship. For as Bourdieu put it in an essay of
1982 entitled “Censorship and the Imposition of Form,” “Censorship is
never quite as perfect or as invisible as when each agent has nothing to
say apart from what he is objectively authorized to say.” In contrast to the
individual who is subject to regulative censorship, the individual con-
fronted with structural censorship “is, in a way, censored once and for all,
through the forms of perception and expression that he has internalized
and which impose their form on all his expressions.”

Here, Bourdieu sounds very close to Roland Barthes, who memo-
rably insisted in Sade/Fourier/Loyola that language exercises a form of
thought control that is much more invidious than regulatory or puni-
tive censorship precisely because it unwittingly forces every speaker to
reproduce a particular version of common sense. Barthes states, “The
real instrument of censorship is not the police, it is the endoxa. Just as a
language is better defined by what it obliges to be said (its obligatory
rubrics) than by what it forbids to be said (its rhetorical rules), so social
censorship is not found where speech is hindered, but where it is con-
strained.”™ But Barthes does not explain these constraints in sociologi-
cal or historical terms; his concern is with the internal workings of texts
alone. Bourdieu, in contrast, interests himself specifically in the ques-
tion of how to identify the particular social, economic, political, and cul-
tural conditions that make possible and then limit the production,
content, and reception of texts. Drawing on Marxism as well as struc-
turalism, Bourdieu maintains that there is always a “censorship consti-
tuted by the very structure of the field in which the discourse is
produced and circulates.” Analyzing the form and content of any text
or statement depends in good part on understanding not only the rules
of access within that field but also which expressions and ways of speak-
ing are valued—both materially and symbolically—over others within
the specific field to which the text or statement belongs. In other words,
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he insists that “structural censorship” depends on the conjunction,
within any field, of market conditions with formal norms. Moreover, he
emphasizes the varied implications of this kind of censorship for differ-
ent social groups within a hierarchical society; as a result of “structural
censorship,” the dominated classes—those who should necessarily have
an interest in “pushing back the limits of doxa and exposing the arbi-
trariness of the taken for granted”—are, in one of his more felicitous
phrases, “condemned [either] to silence or shocking outspokenness.”*

Surprisingly, Bourdieu also gives a temporal dimension to his discus-
sion of the varieties of censorship. Unlike Foucault, Bourdieu does not
directly address either the Enlightenment (“classical”) origins of the mod-
ern discourse of individual rights or the transformation in the nature of
power that is generally thought to have occurred in the late eighteenth
century in the West. The focus of Bourdieu’s most important statement on
the question of censorship (“Censorship and the Imposition of Form”)
is the language of the German philosopher Heidegger, a thoroughly
twentieth-century topic. Yet the decision to open this essay with a
long quote from a definition of the term louche (skewed) written by the
eighteenth-century grammarian Beauzée for the Encyclopédie méthodique
encourages the reader to draw a connection between Bourdieu’s

approach to Heidegger’s writing and Enlightenment strategies of textual

analysis. Bourdieu’s evidently sees in Beauzée an early awareness of the
discursive “euphemization” that the sociologist considers an unavoidable
result of structural censorship. And in this same essay, Bourdieu goes on
to posit a dialectical and ultimately historical relationship between struc-
tural and regulative censorship in the governing of expression; as the
effectiveness of structural censorship grows, according to Bourdieu, so
does “the need for censorship to manifest itself in the form of explicit
prohibitions, imposed and sanctioned by an institutionalized authority”
diminish. The chief implication of this statement is that our common-
place explanations for the demise of regulative censorship with the
advent of modernity (read: the late eighteenth century) need to be
rethought. Perhaps, Bourdieu suggests, this development should not be
attributed to some extraordinary shift in the nature of governing, such as
the change from absolutism to popular sovereignty predicated on the
protection of the natural rights of individuals, but instead to inexplicit
forms of censorship finally becoming so effective in the modern age.

Bourdieu’s remarks on the relationship between regulatory and struc-
tural censorship draw us back to our initial question: What have histo-
rians of the French Enlightenment and Revolution to gain from this

postmodernist rewriting of the story of censorship? Can—and should—
these suggestions of an alternative way of seeing the eighteenth-century
struggle for freedom of expression be used to generate a more rounded
and accurate account of the aspirations and achievements of the French
philosophes than that traditionally offered by historians?

I argue that postmodernist reassessments of the nature and evolution
of censorship offer historians a useful set of warnings. At the very least, the
writings of Bourdieu and Foucault should spur students of eighteenth-
century France to work against any easy acceptance of the distinctions
common to enlightened rhetoric and help prevent scholars from simply
reproducing the Enlightenment’s explicit logic in an effort to explain its
cause and effects. Like Marxist theorists before them, postmodernists
rightly insist that historians read the universalist and emancipatory claims
of the French philosophes (such as the idea of free speech as a natural right)
in terms of what these claims ignore or even disguise (such as unequal
rights to property) as well as in terms of what they make evident. But this is
not the only possible gain. The history of the Enlightenment also needs a
theory of “constitutive,” “social,” or “structural” censorship that will lead his-
torians to pay greater attention to the constraints exercised by the structures
of a wide variety of “fields” (to use Bourdieu’s term), from the economy to
the field of literature itself, that existed alongside regulative censorship dur-
ing the Old Regime and Revolution. These hidden forms of intellectual
pressure shape how Enlightenment writers framed texts and contemporary
readers understood them, especially as the literary world became more sub-
ject to market conditions. Foucault and Bourdieu can thus remind us that
various kinds of structural censorship were developed and employed in the
eighteenth century as part and parcel of the contest between the punitive
regulation of expression and the principle of free speech.

However, some aspects of the postmodernist censorship paradigm
pose real problems when applied to Enlightenment France. First and
foremost, this model entails a danger common to all post-Foucauldian
discussions of power: if domination turns out to be everywhere, then all
forms of repression—from that which results in murder to that which
produces social conformity—can come to seem equivalent. It remains
very important in writing the history of censorship to distinguish care-
fully between different kinds and forms of power belonging to different
political and cultural moments so as to avoid either downplaying
instances of overt persecution or, in the fashion of Barthes, needlessly
minimizing the dangers associated with the official censorship of the
police as somehow less “real.” One might well argue that, in general,
the postmodern use of the term “censorship,” or censure, to cover so
many different kinds of constraints on expression makes these distinc-
tions excessively difficult to maintain.
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Postmodernist theory can also be misleading in a more specific way
when it comes to discussions of the conditions governing the decline in
the legitimacy of state censorship in Enlightenment France. In post-
modernist accounts, the French philosophes, in their attack on regulative
censorship and their defense of freedom of expression as well as com-
merce, generally assume one of two possible unflattering roles. In one
version they come across as naifs who believed wholeheartedly in their
own utopian, emancipatory rhetoric and refused to see the need for any
checks on their vision of unfettered communication. In another they
turn out to be crypto-censors themselves, eager to mask their true
(bourgeois or hegemonic) motives by insisting that the real battle was
limited to what Bourdieu describes as the comparatively insignificant
struggle between orthodoxy and heterodoxy. Yet when one looks more
carefully at the full range of rhetorical pronouncements and actions
common to the philosophes in the second half of the eighteenth cen-
tury—indeed, when one considers their advocacy of freedom of expres-
sion in conjunction with their broader sense of mission—neither seems
to have been precisely the case.

First of all, we must avoid the temptation (which both liberal defend-
ers of free speech and the postmodernists who attack them often do not)

to caricature the chief philosophes as true believers in a complete free mar-

ket of ideas, eager to do away with all kinds of ideational control as a
result of their absolute commitment to the principle of unregulated
speech. Surely men like Voltaire and Diderot wanted to open up space
for their more iconoclastic notions to acquire an audience and, conse-
quently, legitimacy. But in fact, the members of this small coterie, like
both Locke and Milton before them in the list of great advocates of free-
dom of speech, were always interested in qualifying the nature of the
legal liberty that they demanded, and they repeatedly maintained that
exceptions and limits to individual freedom of expression were essential
both for public security and for the ultimate triumph of enlightened val-
ues. At the height of the French Enlightenment, calls for the police or
even royal censors to intervene in literary fights were commonplace (wit-
ness, for example, the well-known stories of the philosophes themselves
demanding that the unenlightened ideas of Elie Fréron be censored),
and opponents in debate who appeared to have violated the Republic of
Letters’ spirit of politesse were regularly threatened with libel charges. As
the historian Dena Goodman notes, the philosophes did not confuse lib-
erty with license.” More obviously, when the framers of the Declaration
of the Rights of Man, whose ranks included many of the second- and
third-generation philosophes, came to write a constitutional protection for
freedom of expression, they were almost unanimous in insisting (in
marked contrast to the American framers of the Bill of Rights) on the

need to make this freedom dependent on and subordinate to the law.
Only Robespierre, ironically, argued for establishing an unqualified
right** The other framers had in mind a system very similar to the
English one, where prior restraint had been abolished but where subse-
quent prosecution—for libel, blasphemy, or obscenity—was always possi-
ble. And in practice this guarantee, with its public safety clause, did not
even last through the “liberal” phase of the Revolution; royalist pam-
phlets were made illegal by the Commune in August 1792 and the range
of acceptable opinions, both spoken and printed, was continually nar-
rowed up through the Terror, when the Constitution’s protections were
suspended entirely. Indeed, partially because it was framed in a spirit of
ideological compromise, the Declaration’s initial guarantee has, from
the Revolution to the present, been open in France to numerous rein-
terpretations and limitations based on the perceived importance of bal-
ancing individual liberty with public needs and security.”” Clearly, total
or “absolute” freedom of speech was never imagined to be desirable or
possible by either the philosophes or their modern followers.

But to consider the other side of the coin, the French philosophes do
not appear to have been hypocrites either, promising one thing and
secretly doing or encouraging another when it came to questions of
freedom of speech. They never pretended that their intentions were
either democratic or populist in nature. They never sought diversity of
opinion as a goal unto itself. On the contrary, what needs to be empha-
sized is that eighteenth-century gens de lettres were often explicit not only
about the importance of dismantling aspects of the regulative censor-
ship apparatus of the church and absolutist state but also about the
moral necessity of substituting other constitutive or social types of cen-
sorship in their place. They even developed a neologism with a very sim-
ilar ring to postmodernist terminology to make this point. Right
alongside their pleas for the deregulation of the press and the impor-
tance of intellectual independence, a small number of radical writers,
including Mercier, Helvétius, and the Baron d’Holbach, began in the
1770s to speak longingly of a time when “the public” or its representa-
tives might exercise what they called la censure publique.”

In making sense of this neologism, it is important to keep in mind
that the French noun censure refers both to censorship and to censure,
two concepts that the English language distinguishes.” For in this case,
these dual meanings clearly coexisted and overlapped. On the one
hand, the term censure publique could suggest something potentially
inquisitorial and punitive insofar as it could be taken to mean the pub-
lic assumption of the power of the state or the church in the area of
moral policing and punishment. In his utopian novel L'An deux mille
quatre cent quarante, Mercier, for example, employed this expression to
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refer to a future moment when representatives of “the public” would
routinely force writers of immoral books to see the error of their ways
and to recant.” But on the other hand, the expression la censure publique
was also used in the 1770s in ways closely related to lopinion publique, a
contemporaneous concept in which historians have been very inter-
ested as of late because of its seeming connection with the rise of an
independent public sphere marked by unrestricted critical debate.* In
De U’Homme, to take a different example, Helvétius waxed nostalgic
about the Roman custom of exposing potential laws to la censure publique
for an entire year so as to make sure that they were formulated with con-
cern for what he called le bien publique.* In this case, the term was
intended to suggest a publicly agreed upon judgment, destined to play
an important role in regulating public behavior and thought and
formed as a result of individual citizens’ freedom to make decisions
based on reason and consideration of the public good. Here, in other
words, the principle of freedom of expression existed not in opposition
to but rather as a precondition for public censure or censorship—and
vice versa. And a rereading of the Enlightenment debate around these
questions suggests that the French philosophes saw the creation of a lim-
ited “free market” of ideas only as a beginning. What these writers

sought, above all, was a way to turn this abstract entity, “the public,” into

an enlightened and consensual moral watchdog, a substitute for puni-
tive state censorship, with the philosophes as its master and guide.

One approach was to rely upon the regulatory effects of postpubli-
cation criticism based on the community standards operative in the
Republic of Letters. The philosophes, after all, had reason to view criti-
cism as an alternative form of censorship in which they could potentially
play a large role; Robert Darnton has pointed out that Old Regime cen-
sors often acted like literary critics, commenting on matters of style and
quality as well as content, and Ann Goldgar has drawn our attention to
the self-conscious assumption of a censoring function on the part of
many eighteenth-century literary journalists, whose ranks often over-
lapped with those of royal censors.” The idea was that inferior or unen-
lightened works, once condemned by enlightened judges, would simply
languish on the shelf. But this solution never seemed to be entirely sat-
isfactory by itself. A second and more farreaching idea was to find a
means by which to make all subsequent forms of explicit censure largely
unnecessary. In other words, the philosophes also sought to establish a
new version of popular opinion or doxa that would require “the public”
to act and think in an enlightened fashion as a matter of course. They
attempted to satisfy this ambition first and foremost by seizing control
of the French language and replanning it in reason’s (which is also to
say their own) interest.

Here, in fact, is where Bourdieu can help the historian—and the his-
torian can offer a corrective to the postmodernist understanding of the
Enlightenment. Bourdieu and Barthes both urge us to look at the main-
tenance of the language of the existing doxa as “the ultimate censorship,”
and to view the invention of a truly new language—*“a paradoxical (pure
of any doxa) discourse,” in Barthes’s terms—as “the ultimate subversion
(contra-censorship).” But what neither acknowledges is that the
eighteenth-century French philosophes (and not just the Marquis de Sade,
to cite Barthes’s exceptional case) already thought about and acted upon
language in a similar way. Enlightenment thinkers were, as a rule, acutely
aware of the need not only to challenge prevailing opinion on specific
subjects but to create new discourses that would change the very terms
in which public discussion took place. They also understood that the suc-
cess of their project would depend upon their ability to remake and con-
trol everyday language so as to render what they took to be obsolete,
distasteful, subversive, or contrary ideas outside the acceptable realm of
debate. Eighteenth-century French philosophes, in other words, com-
monly treated language as an instrument of both liberation and social
control. Revealing the importance of efforts to institute new kinds of
constitutive censorship in eighteenth-century France does not make the
philosophes into hypocrites or expose their “doublespeak”; it brings into
focus an important—and comparatively neglected—part of the
Enlightenment story. The final purpose of this essay is to suggest how a
historian of the late eighteenth century, working both within and against
the postmodernist paradigm, might integrate the well-known tale of the
rise of the right to individual self-expression with the lesser-known story
of the rise of constitutive or social censorship, especially in relation to
language politics and planning.

Iv.

One way to illustrate the relationship between the two halves of this
complicated story is to start at its conclusion: the few short years
between 9 Thermidor Year II and the triumph of Napoleon, or the last
moments of the French Enlightenment. The trajectory of anticensor-
ship agitation has, as we have seen, its established eighteenth-century
landmarks, from Voltaire to the Declaration of Rights. But the contours
and markers of this tale’s other side, the part concentrated on alterna-
tive modes of constitutive censorship, have still to be uncovered and
integrated into the larger narrative of the Enlightenment. In this pur-
suit, the Ideologues, those moderate republican intellectuals who tried
so hard in the late 1790s both to uphold the basic tenets of the liberal,
sensationalist Enlightenment and to compensate for what had gone
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wrong with these ideas in practice in the course of the revolutionary
struggle, provide us with an especially good beginning.

For 9 Thermidor left the last of the Enlightenmentstyle philosophes
with a dilemma. On the one hand, the chief Ideologues, including
Cabanis and Destutt de Tracy, rejected the idea that the liberation of
speech in 1789 had been an error. On the contrary, most of them
viewed the gradual erosion of civil liberties and the return of punitive
censorship to have been one of the key disappointments of the
Revolution, a reversal and betrayal of the values of the Enlightenment
and especially its beloved Republic of Letters. And now that they finally
found themselves at the center of power, they remained committed to
the idea that the state needed to protect the basic “rights” of citizenship.

But on the other hand, even as they endorsed that key Enlightenment
idea of a free market of ideas, these same moderate republican thinkers
who congregated in the new Institut National and the postThermidorean
government still felt threatened by the extraordinary ideological diversity
that the Revolution’s initial deregulation and democratization of speech
had unleashed. Indeed, they continued to believe in another fundamen-
tal Revolutionary idea: that a single, individual sovereign nation required
asingle general will and a way to curtail truly dissident or erroneous points

of view for the sake of social and political stability. Thus the Ideologues,
along with the various political figures who supported them, found them-
selves in the difficult position of seeking simultaneously to dismantle what
Mercier memorably called the revolutionary “logomachy” or “tower of
Babel” and to impose their own moral and social values on the nation—
without compromising their liberal principles.®

As a solution, late-eighteenth-century republican intellectuals
looked in two directions. Almost immediately, they challenged the puni-
tive censorship laws of the recent as well as distant past by writing a
broad protection for free speech. The new Constitution of Year III
(1795) explicitly preserved most of the “liberal” principles of 1789,
including the idea that “no one can be prevented from speaking, writ-
ing, printing and publishing his thoughts” (though the ominous new
clause “except when circumstances make it necessary” was added).* In
this sense, the early Ideologues picked up where Voltaire left off, hop-
ing that freedom of speech would ultimately lead to general enlighten-
ment. But at the same time, these same men also began exploring the
possibility of expanding what poststructuralists would label “constitu-
tive” or “structural” censorship. More specifically, based on the common
idea that it was not freedom of speech per se but the explosion of mul-
tiple and variable meanings attached to political concepts that had
helped push the Revolution off its course, the Thermidorean and then
Directorial intellectual elite became convinced that it needed to

develop more effective control over the language of politics and moral-
ity. In order to establish its own moderate republican belief system in
the public consciousness as a stable, incontestable doxa (to return to
Bourdieu’s term), this new elite needed to “fix” its own conceptions of
the significance of words as the common sense of the day.

Some might see this dual emphasis on liberty and language control
as an intellectual contradiction. To others, it might appear as a form of
hypocrisy on the part of those who professed to be “liberals.” But I argue
that the Ideologues’ preoccupation with linguistic planification or dirigisme
belonged to a long, enlightened intellectual tradition that cannot be dis-
sociated from the philosophes’ emancipatory claims.” After all, during the
last half-century of the Old Regime, an idea derived from Locke—that
the imprecise use of ambiguous and multivalent expressions, or what was
known as the “abuse of words,” constituted the chief source of most intel-
lectual disagreements—had permeated Enlightenment culture.®® And at
the same time the philosophes had proclaimed the need for greater free-
dom of expression, they had also become obsessed with efforts to seize
control of quotidian language and hence meaning, usually with the justi-
fication that they were clearing up past “abuses.” Indeed, it is no exag-
geration to say that much of the French Enlightenment was directed
toward changing the way that the public understood the words it used on
a daily basis. Consider the emphasis that key eighteenth-century intellec-
tuals placed on grammatical reform and standardization, on the analytic
method, on questions of language origins and development, on new
forms of pedagogy, all designed to change the manner in which words
were comprehended and conveyed. Consider, too, the constant attention
to semantics or redefinitions of the meaning of controversial terms. From
this vantage point, it is no coincidence that many of the great books of the
Enlightenment were written in the form of dictionaries. The creation of
the Académie Francaise in the seventeenth century had already made
manifest the importance of linguistic dirigisme to the expansion of power.
In the next century, the philosophes tried to appropriate this authority over
language from within the state apparatus by taking over the membership
of the Académie. They also tried to accomplish the same thing from out
side royal institutions; Voltaire’s Dictionnaire philosophique (1764) and
Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences,
des arts et des métiers (1751-65) are only two of the best-known examples.

Both dictionaries can, of course, be seen as monuments in a libera-
tory struggle against censors, in part because of their boldly unorthodox
contents, in part because both ran into serious trouble (not surprisingly,
given their totalizing ambitions) with authorities. But from another per-
spective, these two dictionaries can also be understood as signifying
their authors’ efforts to replace the existing censors, to do their job in
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a different manner with a different agenda—in short, to redefine the
language of the doxa on their authors’ own terms. Sensationalism, with
its insistence on the symbiotic relationship among social developments,
ideas, and language, fostered the notion that the precise meaning of
words can never be sure, that unfixability and mutability are built into
the very nature of language. However, this epistemological theory also
suggested to its adherents that any linguistic system could be altered
deliberately in order to modify ideas. Indeed, language could become a
tool through which the members of the Republic of Letters might lib-
erate the public from older prejudices and superstitions embedded in
traditional usage and then determine and limit what these same people
could convey, mean, or even think in the future. All that was required
for the establishment of this new normativity, with its justifications based
on reason and nature, was the freedom to spread the message.

But if the Ideologues were determined to follow a decidedly
enlightened course in attempting to use language as an instrument of
social control, they also confronted the problem that they would have
to succeed where their revolutionary predecessors—men such as
Condorcet and Sieyés, who had continued to uphold the
Enlightenment tradition of lexicography as political practice after
1789—had not. And in this context, an old question often associated
with the philosophy of the previous century, though this time inflected
with the mid-eighteenth-century sensationalism of Condillac and the
political concerns of the late 1790s, was broached anew. Might it be pos-
sible not simply to redefine but actually to remake the language of pol-
itics and of daily affairs so that the abus des mots became a thing of the
past? In other words, could a radical change in the material form of
written language provide the means by which to overcome political dis-
cord stemming from linguistic ambiguity and variability and to cement
the ideas of the postrevolutionary ruling class as incontestable truths?

It is from this perspective that we must consider the efforts of the
Ideologues to promote and encourage a whole range of extraordinarily
strange forms of communication during the very last years of the eigh-
teenth century. The half-decade immediately following the end of the
Terror saw a wave of interest not only in language teaching and reform
but in the construction of novel and specifically nonverbal sign systems:
gestural languages for communicating with the deaf and mute, tele-
graphic and marine signals, stenographies, shorthands, and pasigraphies,
as universal written languages were then known.” Indeed, anyone who
reads newspapers from the era of the Directory will quickly notice the
considerable attention paid to experiments with visual and often ideo-
graphic languages, especially in republican intellectual and political cir-
cles. Inventors trumpeted plans for iconic forms of notation with names

like vigigraphies and polygraphies, insisting that they could function as
substitutes or supplements for equivocal and cumbersome words. Crowds
flocked to see such unusual spectacles as a new form of telegraphy at the
Lycée Républicain or an improved stenography at the Société
Philotechnique, as demonstrated by the deaf and mute.” Most conspicu-
ously, new systems for notating and transmitting ideas were discussed in
all three classes of the Institut National” and lauded in the councils of the
Directory government,” where some prominent commentators even
brashly declared these projects to be the hallmark of the new enlightened
age ushered in by the demise of Robespierre. In 1797 the political econ-
omist Pierre-Louis Roederer, speaking at the Institut, characterized his
present moment as one “when all minds are turned towards the perfect-
ing of means of communication among men . . . when men vie with one
another in order to form a universal language or mode of writing . . .
when the signs of writing have, as a consequence, become a special object
of zealous interest for the sciences.” Two years later, an anonymous
writer in the Magasin encyclopédique asked rhetorically what Cicero might
have said had he lived to witness such developments as “our telegraphy at
the point where it is a perfected pasigraphy [and] finally the new stenog-
raphy, which must take its place among the admirable inventions of the
human mind.”

What should we make of these numerous tributes and claims regard-
ing such seemingly marginal systems of communication? Moreover, what
do they have to do with the politics of censorship and free speech in the
immediate aftermath of the Terror? The answer is not immediately obvi-
ous. For late-twentieth-century historians of eighteenth-century France,
these linguistic experiments and the commentary that they generated
have generally registered only as curiosities, odd by-products of an age
enamored of science and its myriad applications. However, in the context
of this chapter, I aim to emphasize a different aspect of these plans to con-
struct novel semiotic systems: their status as deliberate responses to the
language politics of the Revolution. I propose, in short, that the support
given to these projects by the intellectuals who dominated the govern-
ment and its key pedagogical institutions during the Directory and early
Consulate makes sense only in light of the significance that these men
attached to two distinct principles in their efforts to craft a stable, mod-
erate republic: the enlightened ideal of freedom of expression and the
perceived need to stem the war of words or “logomachy” of the recent
past. For what these experiments offered the new intellectual establish-
ment of the late 1790s was the possibility of a new way of controlling lan-
guage and, hence, of controlling meaning so as finally to create a new,
incontestable doxa based upon their own enlightened revolutionary val-
ues. In effect, the Ideologues’ advocacy of these experiments can be said
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to have constituted the Enlightenment’s most ambitious and explicit
effort to institute the type of constitutive censorship that eventually
became a common characteristic of all modern liberal societies, even (or
especially) as these societies continued officially to employ an enlight-
ened anticensorship rhetoric.

Now, it goes without saying that the men who designed these new
sign systems never talked about their projects as mechanisms of consti-
tutive censorship or, for that matter, as in any way related to the pro-
motion of a particular political perspective or social cohort. On the
contrary, capitalizing on the mood of linguistic caution and restraint
that followed the end of the Terror, almost all of these language theo-
rists, from the Abbé Sicard to Zalkind Hourwitz, touted their inventions
as ways of freeing the French nation from the thrall of equivocal and
easily manipulable words associated with partisan declarations. They
sold their plans as antidotes to dangerous “verbiage” (as Hourwitz put
it) and as means to thwart the nefarious effects of “shameful and mali-
ciously shallow rhetoricians” (in the words of an inventor named
Joseph De Maimieux).” And each of them promised that his visual sign
system—because it separated la langue from la parole—would convey
only fixed, objective, univocal meanings, indeed, that his system would
be impossible to employ without understanding exactly what one
wished to say and impossible to misconstrue. If the whole world were to
adopt his pasigraphy, de Maimieux claimed, “alphabetic chaos” would
disappear, the exact signification of all ideas would become clear, and
writing would once again become “the image of thought itself.”*

Yet the celebration of an inviolable science of signs at a moment of
great unhappiness about the variable use and misuse of ordinary lan-
guage should not be taken to mean that these projects constituted a
postrevolutionary attempt to decouple language and power. Of course,
statements such as that of De Maimieux might appear to be merely the
residue of an earlier Enlightenment fascination with transparency or
the restoration of a lost isomorphism between representative signs and
ideas. Or such boasts might seem simply to indicate the popularity of
the idea of scientific objectivity after the perceived irrationality of the
previous few years. But there was a second, related claim that was essen-
tial to the promotion of all of these plans. Their authors also insisted
that ideographic signs could be used not only to “fix” but first to clarify
how abstract moral or metaphysical ideas were understood. “The recti-
fication of ideas through the perfecting of language” was how the his-
torian of the Institut’s Second Class described this goal.” Indirectly, in
other words, the creators of these pasigraphies, okygraphies, and the
like promised the members of the new class of late Enlightenment
philosophe-legislators, who now found themselves part of the establish-

ment rather than outside agitators, that language could be used to sat-
isfy their chief political ambitions. And in many cases, the Ideologues
and their sympathizers were persuaded of the possibility.

First, late-eighteenth-century advocates of extreme experiments in
linguistic dirigisme hoped that by adopting a nominalist approach to lan-

‘guage, they might be able to institute a new doxa that was actually reflec-

tive of their own values. Second, by coding this doxa in ways that made its
contents appear universal, objective, and thus incontestable, these same
men thought that they might be able to stem all dissent or subsequent
challenges to this new status quo and in this manner bring the logomachy
characteristic of the Revolution to a permanent close—without having to
resort to explicitly coercive measures another time. Here, Roederer again
provides us with an example. In holding up these experiments as poten-
tially effective means of social control for the postrevolutionary French,
Roederer even went so far as to evoke the precedent of Chinese charac-
ters. Contrary to the longstanding European prejudice that held this
form of notation as a major cause of the intellectual backwardness of that
nation’s population, Roederer insisted that the ancient institution of
fixed, ideographic characters was a principal reason why China had
existed “strong, peaceful, happy and always the same for 4,000 years.™
The ultimate promise of the language planning efforts of the Directory
and the first years of the Consulate was that they would function not only
as antidotes to past abuses of words but as a means of staving off the threat
of a truly contestatory democracy and securing a new form of hegemony
within an ostensibly liberal, rights-oriented order.

Of course, from the perspective of successes and failures, historians
are justified in paying little attention to these efforts or the support that
they generated at the close of the eighteenth century. None of these new
semiotic systems ever became widely used outside of highly specialized
domains, and both the political and the philosophical positions implied
by these experiments always had their outspoken opponents, even among
supporters of the Directory. Mercier, for example, despite his insistence
on the Revolution as logomachy, repeatedly argued, both in the Institut
and in the Directory’s Council of 500, for the preservation of individual
choice in the employment of words and against any kind of linguistic
dirigisme.* Furthermore, the moment of enthusiasm for these pasigra-
phies was extremely short lived. By the turn of the new century, it had
already become clear that not only had these projects garnered little sup-
port outside of Paris, but even many of the Ideologues had lost their faith
in the efficacy or desirability of such effort to control ideas. Both Joseph-
Marie Degérando’s prize-winning Des Signes et Uart de pensée considérés dans
lewrs rapports mutuels of 1800 and Destutt de Tracy’s Elémens d’Idéologie, the
summation of the Ideologue movement published shortly after, con-
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tained sustained challenges to these language-planning experiments.
Both men believed that visual ideograms stirred the passions in ways inim-
ical to clear thought, promoted the development of scientific elites
instead of fostering universality and in the end were powerless against
inevitable changes in ideas.” Degérando argued further that the moral
and social sciences could never be the equivalent of the physical or nat-
ural ones because truths were constituted in distinct ways in different
domains. In the political realm, it was the prerogative of the strongest, not
philosophers, to determine the form and content of the language. But
after the turn of the new century, such arguments were already well on
their way to becoming moot. For after power was once again concen-
trated in the hands of one ruler—in this case, Napoleon Bonaparte—
there was no longer any need to think of the French language as a
mechanism for solidifying or maintaining the current sociopolitical
order. Napoleon, even while paying lip service to the liberal idea of the
freedom of ideas, quickly curtailed this revolutionary right. By 1810,
France’s censorship policies recalled those of the monarchy during the
Old Regime, and all talk of controlling ideas by controlling the signs for
them appeared to be the residue of another era.

Still, these late-eighteenth-century semiotic experiments, under-
taken at a vital moment of transition for the first self-consciously
postrevolutionary and “enlightened” European republic, can also be
said to have set an important precedent. For the enthusiasm with which
these plans were met within key late-eighteenth-century republican
institutions was based upon an idea that subsequently became charac-
teristic of postrevolutionary “enlightened” states in general. This idea is
that liberal societies, whose key principles supposedly guarantee and are
guaranteed by freedom of expression, must also actively respond to the
threat of linguistic anarchy that this same freedom generates in order
to preserve their status as liberal societies. And this has meant that mod-
ern, liberal democracies have commonly replicated the rhetoric of free
speech while also attempting, through constitutive means, to make reg-
ulative censorship superfluous. Ultimately, in other words, the French
Revolution of the 1790s marked the conscious intensification of an
Enlightenment dualism—the search for means both to liberate the indi-
vidual and to foster social cohesion and conformity—that has contin-
ued into the modern era. Pasigraphies and the like are admittedly
extreme examples of this latter pursuit; certainly, we no longer look to
sign language or telegraphy for models for the normative discourse of
politics. But recognizing these experiments as early examples of efforts
to develop a form of sign-based constitutive or social censorship does
more than complicate our understanding of the values held by those
late-Enlightenment thinkers known as the Ideologues. It forces us to see

the eighteenth-century obsession with language politics and planning as
an essential, if often neglected, part of the larger and much better-
known story of the modern struggle to free ideas and their expression.
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