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Certain expres ions. oCten U ed, resemble the words 
sehoolehildren wrote or doodled on a page or on 
the back of a square of blouing paper - when there 
wa. sueh a lhing as blouing paper: once lhey have 
been stared al long enough. they look increa ingly 
bizarre and unknown lhc longer thc eye dwell upon 
them, until. sometimes. lhey generale a feeling of 
absolute strangenes.. "Commilted wriling". for 
example. 

The vulgale has il that once upon a lime the art 
of wriling was a prillcipio bent to the conscious 
purpose of explicitly exposing a view of lhe world 
dictated by whatever ideology prevailed. According 
to lhis view, lhe wriler, born a c1eric. based on the 
conviction thal words refer to things a practice that 
was necessarily related to defense and illuSlration, 
however plural they could afford 10 be. When 
Ari. tOlle or Plalo. Horace or Longinus adorned lheir 
rheloric wilh a poelics, or wrapped lhe scrolls of 
lhe pleasanl around lhe columns of lhe useful. lhey 
slill hcld lhal wriling. as an inslrumental aClivilY, 
had 10 be made 'ub ervienl 10 lhe Idea: far from 
being in a position where lhey could adhere 10 lhe 
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'1nc Icxt i, (,hould be) thc frce and ea,) 
pcr,on that ,ho\\' ih héhind to Ihe 
Political Fathcr." 

Roland l3arthcs. -r"e P/eaSllrt· o[ /"1' Ih/. 

a yet unborn nOlion of an "erolic ," oC wriling, lhey 
could hardly envisage lhal lhe lalter mighl be able 
10 adopl olher altitudes lhan such as I would like 
to call "missionary" posilion . 

Sartre came. He recapitulaled _ in Siwatiolls /, lhen 
Siwatiolls 11, lhen again in Wha/ /05 Lilerawre? the 
evolulion of lhe wriler', slatus. and lhal of his role_ 
From 121h-cenlUf)' c1erisies 10 lhe days following 
WorkJ War 11. he lraced a curve lhal Iinked a 
"moralizing" 171h cenlUry 10 lhe ideological crisis 
of confidence of an 181h cel1lury populated Wilh 
objeclively and subjeclively degradcd writers who 
promoled lhe image of a universal man from lhe 
pinnacle of which lhey could slill be receivably 
crilical, and 10 a 191h cenlury dominated by 
ulililarianism on lhe one hand and romanlicism on 
lhe olher. in lUrn templed by lhe promolion of 
progrcssive ideas and lhe salisfaclory conviclion 
lhal lhey were wriling againsl all readers. 

This vaSl panorama does allow us to delineale whal 
lhe "commiued wriler" is supposed 10 be like, bUl 
ilmakes no allowance for a number of"aberralions" 
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whieh happcned 10 give birlh 10 Ihe modern novel 
(Cen·anles. Rabelai~. Slerne or Ihe Diderol who 
wrolc Jacqlle'\ le Fatalisle). Thcsc would havc made 
il possiblc 10 inscrt Ihc problems 01' wriling ilself 
in a generic porlrail of Ihc wriler whcre only Ihc 
poel appcarcd as a possiblc and relalive exccplion. 
Granlcd, Sarlre eamc al a limc when il seemcd 
Icgilimate 10 link Ihc pertincncc 01' lilcrature \Vilh 
Ihc nceessily. for Ihc spccic~ as a whole and ils 
"alues. 10 survivc. Bul misfortunc would have il 
Ihal. according 10 a Illodcllhal a bizarrely pragmatic 
rcading of Dcrrida prcscnb us \\ ilh loday in Ihe 
Unilcd Slales. such a definilion of "commilmcnt". 
arrivcd al by philosophical roads. shollld havc bccn 
sociologi/cd 10 dcalh and reduced. firsl by Sartrc 
himsclf. Ihen b) a gaggle of individual and 
inslilulional cpigons. lO ll1uch vaguer and morc 
reslriclive l1olions: laking sides. suggcsling or 
impo~ing ideas. didaclicisrn. preaehing 1'01' onc's 
parish. 

Sartre. as lime wenl by. madc use of Ihe vcry 
diversificd scmanlic palclle Ihc word "commilmenl" 
makes available. hiding in turn a certain number 
01' availablc nllanccs behind Ihc canvas he had 
chosen. A fidei I overlone ("bdief by mean s of (Ihe 
reader's] commilmcnl") thus appcarcd next to Ihc 
morc gencral con ce pI of an "cngagcrncnl in thc 
universe of language" before a lardy detinilion 
chosen to plail illlo a single rope divers Ihreads 
Iwislcd around Ihc idcas of libert). 11Icidily and 
maslery: " 1 will say thal a wrilcr is committcd whcn 
he cndeavors to become conscious. as lucidly and 
as cntircly as possible. Ihal he is embarkcd - Sartrc 
is using Pasca)', terminology here- . Ihal is. when 
he shifls commilment (his and thal of others) from 
being . ponlancous to bcing deliberale." Bul such 
"commilmenl" already opposes IwO meanings. For 
Jcan-Pierre Faye. 

in the beginning. 'commitment' hardly mcanl 
morc Ihal Ihc hemming in. Ihc framing of 
human tes-limony by poinl of view: in a novel. 
aecording 10 Silllmio/ls / . lhere is no room for 
a privilcged observer. there cannOl be. anywhere. 
"divine omnis-cicnce and omnipOlcncc." And 
an observer [ ... ]. Siwalio/ls 11 makes it c1earcr 
slill, is a seClor of imprevisibililY lhal is carvcd 
oul of lhe social field. BUl such a carving oul. 
i f one wallls 10 be precise. wi 11 ilsel f be 
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hislorically and polilically marked: "committed" 
in a second sense. precisel) lhe one we kepl. 

Ralher lhan lhe "natura)" commilment (as necessarily 
"cultural" as il musl actually be) lhal Sartre delecls 
in pasl praclices. he proposes. in a period Ihal docs 
nOI as yel oftieially belong lO "Ihe era of suspicion," 
10 resort 10 a seouring 11Ieidily lhanks 10 which Ihe 
"unveiling" operaled by \\ riling will be defined as 
aClion. 1'0 see and 10 speak Ihe world is alrcad) 
and ael 01' eommilmenl. beeause il Iransforms il by 
dinl 01' a ne\\ mode of apprehension. If sueh 
pcrspcelives ma) indeed dissimulale a certain 
measure 01' adherenee 10 illusionism and a failh in 
lhe dominance of Ihc rcferenlial funclion of wriling. 
il also appcars lhal nOlhing. in the philosophical 
subslratum 01' the coneepl 01' "commillllent". 
neeessarily 01' exclusivcly leads lO an obligation 10 

"choose sides" in any wa) olher lhan by the 
affirmalion 01' one 's libert). 

* $: * 

This being said. since Sartre. Ihc semalllics of 
"commitmenl" has ossified. favoring a ralher stale 
acceplion (advocaling or laking a crilical sland 
loward ideas) over a "formalism" lhal was lherefore 
declared 10 be ideologically fraudulenl and an 
"aeslhclicisrn" thal was repuled vain. 1 O conceplual 
revision has accornpanied lhe crilical and 
epislernological evolulion. of Ihe lasl dccades. for 
all lhc "isrns" lhat have been Slrewn in lheir wake. 
Today. any reference lO wriling as "committed" slill 
presupposes a sel of loud and clear moral and 
intellectual choice~. lriggcrs discourse of lrulh, slill 
inviles ulililarian modes of lilerary consumplion 
and lcnd lO propagale Ihc dubious odors of a well­
seasoned Realisl mode. Socialisl or olhcr. emanaling 
from lhe ghoSlS of ldanov or Plekhanov in one 
vcrsion. frorn lhe farcical hislorical sllItter of 
"polilical correclness" in anolher. The word 
"coll1milmenl" drags lhe ball and chain 01' lhe 
conflicls lhal had presided over lhc limes of ils birth 
and proposes appallingly Il1cchanical "social 
readings" oflexls lhu. changed into social documenls 
or propagandislic rag . . Thesc days, lhe plague of 
"rclevance" efficienlly drives all imeresl in Ihe art 
of wriling away from classrOOll1s of which. officiall)'. 
lilerature is supposed 10 be lhe subjccl. In such a 
contexl. Henri Meschonnie could nOle lhal "lhe 



opposition between art for art"s sake and eommi­
tment" constitules "an unworkable couple for 
literary Iheory and practice." 

Whence my desire 10 provoke, 10 worry a concept 
that has been unduly nalllralized by time and by 
use. 

lt seems to me Ihat we Illay either take Ihe 
expression "colllmitted wriling" in the larger sense 
- in which case it becomes perfcctly redundant. 
pleonastic: or that we may use it in thc limited sense 
that il now has. in which case I see il as an 
oxymoron. a contradiction in lerms. 

It is redundant in the tir t hypothesis because one 
then describes a merely objective silualion: the 
creator.just like Ihe intellcclual. "is ncverdisengaged 
from the worJd, however extreme Ihe formalism 01' 
his research." Morcover. the received. vague 
simplicilY of the lerm in fact dissimulates in its 
loose folds rather crucial theoretical problems. To 
speak of a "committed writer" equals stressing the 
conditions under which enunciation takes place but 
ignoring most of what might be reJated to what is 
enunciated: it is tantamount to drawing attention to 
a coneeption of roles and triggering sociological 
more than literary reaetions. To speak of"committed 
writing," then, according to the case. eilher means 
that one plaees the emphasis on Ihe quality of a 
particular writing or Ihat one will endeavor to 
isolate a particular set of ideas. The latter choice. 
in fact. hides at lea t anOlher one. whieh has to do 
wilh Ihe Iype of narrative contract, since it may well 
invite deliberale eonfusion belween character and 
moulhpiece for Ihe author's idea.. Everything 
seems to invite Ihe reader 10 get a "message" out 
of Ihe lext. a core of Ihought Ihal could. hypothe­
tically. be reformulated at no major inconvenienee, 
would. that is. be absolutcly alien 10 Ihe speciticity 
of a given writing. But r obviously believe with 
Kundera -and of course Paul Valéry well before 
him- Ihat ir the meaning of a novel cOllld thus 
sllrvive ils re-wriling. there would be more than 
ample proor of the work's mediocrity. Any texI 
whose "commilment" cOllld be rcduccd 10 the ideas 
it "contains" could l11en be qualitied as a mono­
semantie prodllcl in the presence of which no 
freedom cOllld exerl ilself on the reader's part: il 
would Ihus conlradict a fundamentallaw of Sartrian 
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commitment. Deprived of all slack and play, 
univocal. il would renounce its own existence as 
text. thus demonstraling lhe oxymoronie status of 
the expression. On the contrary. if it is pluri- or 
polyvocal. the text is no longer a direct function 
of the ideas it "commits" itself too it resí. ts a1l 
didactic use: in which case any such text can be 
said to be "committed" in the larger Sartrian sense: 
the very n~tion of "committed writing." can then, 
only be considered as plconastic. 

* * * 

Writing. in the sense r would like it to retain here, 
that of écrilllre. is first and foremost a disengagement 
from a stric tly comJllunicationallinguistic economy, 
the imposition of the logics 01" a new voice. an 
incessant and systematic dallying with the trans­
gression of linguist ie rules. In the terlllS of Gilles 
Deleuze. "to creme is not to cOllllllunicate, but to 
resist." Perhaps a parenthesis shollld opcn here. in 
ordcr to factorize a principIe or two. r takc it for 
granted that this discussion takes place in a literary 
context that literariness defines the limil. of the 
Illode of writing. 01' the corpus and of the canon 
under eonsideration. I wish. therel"ore. for practical 
purposes, to stick by the detinition proposed by 
René Wellek, even if internal distinctions have to 
be introdllced further on: "11 seellls best to consider 
as literature only works in whieh the ae thetie 
funetion is dominant." 

And. if 1 may call a grollp of other witnes es to 
the stand. 1 wish to make the frame of the coming 
remarks even clearer: 

Literary genius is "geometry catching tire." It is the 
novelty of the banal. And geniu i aehieved by 
mean s of syntactie errors. Slyle is based on 
syntaetic error. l! preslIpposes that one know all the 
resOllrees of one 's language inside out, thal one 
know exactly how far one rnay go toward invellling 
it. how mllch of it can be made one's own. how 
roughly use rnay be bullied. 

Writing begins with style. But then this style is used 
to praise a new value. writing ll'éeritllre). and 
writing is a going beyond, a carrying away of style 
towards other regions of language and of the 
sllbject. far from a classified literary eode (the 
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obsolele of an obsolele elass). Slyle. in other words. 
is somehow the beginning of wriling: even shyly. 
in high jeopardy of being recupcraled. it ushers in 
lhe reign of the signifier. 

Unles. il be writing in this sense. the text renounces 
all l11eans of real coml11itmelll and condel11ns ilSclf 
to getting caughl in the rneshes devised by othen; 
rather than defining and devising ilS own net; 
whenever il remains mimetic and utilitarian. it fall. 
victim to a "strllctural agreelllent between contesting 
fonns and contested fonns:" and such is the case 
even if one ignores Henri Meschonnic's broader 
argulllcnt: "Anti-instrulllental wriling is only possiblc 
because everywhere else there prevails a degraded 
but useful vehicular Illode. known as comlllunica­
tion." In a diametrically opposed way, "the tictitious 
world obtained by means of writing opposes its own 
structure to that of our world - and thus calls it 
into queslion. Literature is that which asks lhe world 
"Are you lhat which you prelend 10 be?" In spite 
of sueh obvious facts, one keep. hearing about the 
ideas 01' the committed writer, even though whoever 
is keenest on the notion may admit that discovering 
one's rclation hip to the world is the very function 
of writing and that no object can possibly precede 
its writing out: "Having something to say does not 
mean possessing an object thal one would take 
along in a salehel before spreading it OUl on the 
table and looking for lhe words apt to describe it. 
"Committed writing" beco mes an oxymoron as 
soon as, insisling on the ideas it is a vehicle for. 
one forgets that there is no "already-here" of 
lhought thm would be looking for a simple "modc" 
of expression, Here lie all the causes and impon 
of Julien Gracq's revolt: 

[My irritation) is not directed against the 
literature "that thinks" (this. indeed. \Vould be 
somewhat na"ive), not even against the lilerature 
that commits itself. bul mOSl exaelly against a 
certain metaphysics ofthe pulpil which, injected 
in cold blood into literature seems to me to 
generate indigestible precipilales, When I say 
lhal literature. for several years. has fallen 
viclim to a formidable manellver of inlimidation 
on the part of the non-literary. and of lhe most 
aggressive version of lhe non-literary, I only 
mean to reaffim1 that an irrevocable eornrnilment 
of thought lhrough form gives breath, day after 
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day. 10 lilerature: in the realm of the senses. ueh 
commilmenl is the very eondition of poetry. in 
lhe realm of ideas. it is called tone: as , urely 
as ielzsche belongs to literature, Kant does 
not. Becallse we forgol lhis somewhat 100 

lightly. \Ve find oursclvcs, today, lhrealened by 
<ln lInthinkable phenomenon: a literaturc of 
magisters. 

Writing is ne\'er judged on lhe basis of lhe qualit) 
01' the ideas that "commi¡" it. One cares little that 
Balzac was in favor 01' the "Reslauration." Drieu 
la Rochelle a fascist or Aragon a slalinist. Becau e 
Céline writes the way he does, his ideological 
blunders are nOI the thing lha! matters. We can only 
notice that lhe quality 01' these authors' writings 
stands 1110S1 orten in reverse proportion to the 
explieit injeclion 01' their ideas into the text. Tf their 
wriling retains its high quality, it is, in this rcgard. 
in spile of their political vicws. This is because this 
mode of eommitment plaees one on the sidc of lhe 
non-Iiterary. Ihe literary being defined, as will be 
seen, as quite anolher modality of commilment or 
engagemenl. For the wriler. Barthes says, "to write 
is an intransitive verb," 'aboko\''. irony Ihen 
beco mes perfectly understandable: 

England \Vherc poets flew the highcst, now 
Wants them 10 plod and Pegasus 10 plough; 

ow the prosemongcrs of Ihe grubby group, 
The Message Man. the o\Vlish ineompoop 
And all lhe Social 1 ovel of our age 
Leave bUl a pineh of coal dust on the pagc. 

The writcr \Vho ehooses 10 commil himsclf through 
the expre sion of his ideas necessarily di enga­
ges his \Vriting to satisfy lhe requircmenls of 
simple communication, keeps his powder \Vel and 
all ehannels open, A commitmcnt to wriling, a 
commitment of wriling do nOl neeessarily makc the 
writer a "committed writer" in lhe naturalized. or 
fossilized sense of the tenn, One eould lhus oppose 
lhe writing of William Gass. Guy Davenport, 
Stanlcy Elkin or Alexander Theroux, where Ihe 
poelieily of language prevails, lO the reccnt work 
of Saul Bellow or William Styron. dominated by 
lhe dramatization of ideas, and most of oceasionally 
interesting "ethnie writing" as soon as it plows 
along \Vell-plowed groo\'es and foreground it 
ethnicilY rather than its art. Robert Coover eertainly 



can be said to be committed. but this he achieves 
by staging the glittering contradictions that illustrate 
thc impossibilities and quandarics of History rather 
than by sclccting Richard 1 ixon as his narrator or 
the Rosenbergs for his ubject matter. The forms 
-and even the gen res- chosen constitute in 
themselves a commitment that the exposition of 
ideas denics by the subtraction it makes the very 
notion of writing undcrgo. "Engagemcnt." in the 
ordinary. trivial sense of the termo then veers off 
in the dircction of a rhetoric of persuasion. dcmands 
transitivity. whereas writing. sparkcd by desire is 
in pursuit of an eternally receding object - Ianguage 
or the sllbject- and abandons the conative in favor 
of the poctic. If Sartrc belícves -as, oddly. does 
Croce. his ideological opponcnt- that it is possible 
to detach poetry from prose (the lattcr bcing, in this 
vicw, nccessarily utilitarian whcreas "pocts arc men 
who refllse to utilizc languagc"). an identical 
idcalism secms 10 bring thesc two men together by 
allowing thcm to deport to thc unificd ghetto of 
poctry a poeticity that also characterized the novel 
long befo re Modernism and what ca me in its wakc. 
or "after the wake" to quote Christopher Butler's 
lovely title. The type of"committcd writing" whose 
first term steals it constitutive pocticity from the 
second, by dint of a "wanting-to-say". constitutes 
a blatant oxymorm William Gass writes that 
"wore!s are properties of thoughts ane! thoughts 
cannot bc thought without thcm." 01' uch authors 
as he. Ricare!ou writes that, for them. 

the cssentials are not outside of language: 
language itself is lhe essentials. Writing, for 
them is not uch or such a will to comrnunicatc 
sorne pre-established information, but the very 
project to explore language. understood as a 
pal1icular space. [In opposition to inforrnation 
and informers], 1 propose, along with Barthes. 
10 call such people writers - and their writings 
literature. 

In any engagcment through ideas, Gass sees a 
submission to the established linguistic order and 
thc stcrilization of all genuine comrnitment through 
writing; he thus pro poses to conceive of a rich 
language as a form of"commitment." a manifestation 
of hOSlility towards whalever brings about the 
degradation of the di inherited whose language ha 
been mutilated: 
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1 am finnly of the opinion that people who can 't 
speak have nothing to sayo It's one rnore lhing 
that we do lO the poor. the deprived: cul out 
their tongues allow thcm a languagc as lousy 
as thcir lives. 

Any writing practicc lhat protests and fights such 
amputalions would thus constitute a commilment 
through its attempt at increasing competenee, at 
strengthening the potenlial of individual speeeh. A 
commilmcnt through ideas. on the other hand. 
cornpromises writing by its concem for transitivity. 
constanlly threalens to "xilofy" it. if 1 may thu 
adapt thc concept of petrifaction to what is known 
as "the wooden tongue." Committed writing. in the 
receivee! sense of the termo closes itself ovcr the 
refercntial. and cven. at times. strictly phatic, 
dimensions of languagc. closes itself, in other 
words. to the very poeticity that defines il. To 
cornmit writing by means of ideas is somewhat akin 
10 entrusling Count Dracula with the rnanagement 
of a blood bank. And it does not make any ense 
to drag 10 the witne stand the authors of would­
be "cornmitted poetry.'· Because then, hauntingly. 
a handful of images return: final ones such as that 
of Maiakovski "grinding his heel over lhe throat 
of his song," or that of Vachel Lindasy killing 
himself for getting trapped between ideas and 
writing; or those resulting from even more mundane 
insertions into the secular. such as the everal 
collap es of Drieu la Rochell, Ezra POllnd or LOllis 
Aragon; because then. hauntingly, therc returns the 
metaphorical hiccllp of Pablo enlda, conscious 
that, in front of the irremediable, "thc blood of 
children" can only Oow "Iikc the blood of children." 
Mao was polítical revolutionary who wrote Iike a 
mandarin: Proust or Flaubert, politically 
"reactionary" as they may have been, revolutionizcd 
writing. Thc cfficiellcy of commitment through 
ideas, in literatllre. can be measllred by the yardstick 
of recllrring realizalions. AlIden: " o pocm ever 
saved a singlc Jcw from the ovens.'· Sartre, in a 
similar register: "How about GlIernica, Ihis 
mastcrpiecc? Docs anyone bclieve it won onc singlc 
hearl over to the Rcpublican cause?" Upton Sinclair: 
"1 aimed at the pllblic's hcart. and by accident, I 
hit it in the slomach." 

Ideas and conviction$ can only generate committed 
discoursc. because writing is to a large extent 
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negativilY. whereas discourse lends 10 Ihe posilive, 
leans loward affirmalion. So much SO Ihal Kinneavy. 
following Jakobson. dislingui he lileralure from 
discourses aiming al persuasion, expression or 
referentiality. The crucial poinl is Ihal "Iiteralllre 
and politics are dislincl and differenl ways of 
organizing and making sense of human expericnce." 
A pragmalic view of discourses is equivalent, 
Kinneavy wriles. 10 "the reduclion of literalure 10 

a sugar-coated infonnative pill or a more subllc and 
surreplilious rhetoric." Whcnce Ihe incessanl 
contradiclions of whoever wanlS 10 dcfend commiued 
wriling. For Sarlre. firsl. who makes c1ear his 
underslanding of Ihe necessary poelicity of wriling 
while composing "Florence" aflcr having slaled thal 
one's dUly lies wilh slricl "reprcsenlalion:' Sccond. 
in Ihe prolelarian novel which. in spile of a 
proclaimed desire 10 change Ihings where openness 
is implicilly assumed 10 be of Ihe ulmOSI value. 
funclion rhelorically and didaclically on Ihe 
principie of c1osure. Commiued by il. idcas. wriling 
ossitics. is indced "commiued" bUI as to a separate 
place, conslrained, tcleologized. deadened. becomes 
more evocalive of an exprcssion such a "Ihi seal 
is engaged" Ihan of Ihe indispen able affirmalion 
of freedom. Marxisl crilici m often and openly 
pondered Ihis conlradietion. Whelher Gramsci SI ates 
thal. in a realisl perspeclive, Ihe politieal. solidly 
rooted in a history lhat "is a continuous proeess 
of liberalion and self-consciousness" musl always 
sland in judgemenl over Ihe arliSlic. which only 
represenls a particular momen\. and consider il 10 

be obsolele and uninleresling for its own ends, or 
whelher Raymond Williams points Oul Ihe contra­
diclion Ihal pils social radicalism and Ihe forms of 
naluraliSI drama. Ihe debale remains Ihe same and 
keeps slllmbling over Ihe slalus of Ihe familiar. 
Grounded in Ihe real and guided by Ihe idea. wriling 
can only be engaged. pawned, hoeked: under Ihe 
weighl of what is always-already pasl. undermined 
by Ihe recognizable and Ihe comforling. Iranslalable 
according 10 anOlher scale of values. il can be said 
10 be engirdled. engorged and aged ralher Ihan 
engaged. 

Reducible lO an el. ewhere Ihal il is only supposed 
10 "Iranslale." Ihe lilerature of ideas monumentalizes 
ilself as fasl as sclerosis hardens and sliffens ils 
main conduils. Wriling is never aboul anylhing bUI 
ilself when il is greaL "A work of art, so far as 
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il is a work of arl. cannol - whatever Ihe arlist's 
personal inlenlions- advocale anything al all. The 
grealesl arlisls allain a sublime neutralilY. Think of 
Homer and Shakespeare. from whom generalions 
of . cholars and crilics have vainly labored 10 eXlract 
parlicular 'views' abolll human nalure, moralily and 
sociely." Susan Sonlag here, Gilbert Sorrenlino, 
William Gass or Vladimir labokov elsewhere thus 
fiercely refuse Ihe notion thal writing is inSlrumen­
tal. transitive. points to an elsewhere. thal ils main 
goal is lO make ilself as inconspicuous as possible. 
As if hearing Sartre declare that "it is in and by 
language conceived as a ort of inslrumenl thal the 
search for truth takcs place." Ihey reply Ihat such 
a discovery can only take place by investigating the 
politics of language and 01' the sign, as Barlhes. 
Choll1sky or Meschonnic diversely proclaim, even 
ir none 01' Ihem necessarily denounces as violently 
as Huysmans. "the Orleanisls of trulh , Ihe half­
sugar half-sall sweets of Vichy lileralllre:' 

The aporia inherent to committed writing, in ils 
nlsty acceplion. lies in the fact thal Sartrian 
commilmenl presupposes the liberty of a subjecl 
while writing is in fact a ceaseless process of 
constitulion and modification of the subjecl. 

* * * 

One could also, even more willingly, detecl 
redundancy in the facl that all writing is de JaclO 
committed. AII wriling has ideological consequences: 
whelher because. as underlies Sartrian views, il 
effecls a macroreslrucluring which inviles Maurice 

adeau 10 asserl thal "il is on Ihe ba is of a world 
Ihal ha suddenly beco me legible Ihal con ciou ness 
can be born, thal revolulions can begin," or becau e 
il opcrales a microre Iructuring by modifying whal 
Barthes called "the logosphere". One remember 
Jean Starobinski's admirable demonstration when, 
in 'The Invention of Liberty:' he showed lhe power 
exerted by the nomination of new feelings over 18'h­
century ideology. One remembers Barthes explaining 
how language, in our sociely. "makes everylhing 
implacably slicky. giving form 10 a doxa, 10 a kind 
of unconscious; in other words. 10 ideology in its 
essence." And one could Iherefore easily draw Ihe 
irrefragable conclu ions thal would siluate the 
dcslabilizing power of genuine poetics well up tream 
of explicil "commilmcnts:' In simple lerms, Jacques 
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Roubaud explains thb 10 a "lwelve-year old 
POCl": 

The poe!. )'OU see. is jusI like an earlhworlll 
he 1'10\\ s words. which are like a big ficld 
were men harvesl linguislic goods: 
bUl lhe earth exhausts ilself under such an effort! 
wilhoUl lhe earthworm-pocl and lhe air he 

Ibrings il 
lhe world would choke undcr lhe weighl of 

Idead words. 

Poclic wriling. lhis upsurge of speech. scours lime­
hallowed represenlalions of lhe world. fighh lhe 
imprisonlllenl of meaning allhe hands of whal Hans 
Magnus En/ensberger call\ "The Consciousness 
Induslry:' The "oslraniene". lhe "making slrange:' 
lhe "defamiliarit.alion" and lhe "disaulomali.'.alion" 
dear 10 Rw"ian Formalisl'> inhere in all wriling 
worth lhe name: lheir fundamenlal Illeril i\ no olher 
lhanl staving off lhe fixily of ideas. fighling off all 
the "big words. Iloppy as Dali's walches" Barthes 
lalks abou!. giving back 10 lhe subjecl. by means 
of quasi idioleclal use. a space for freedom and 
affirmalion : lhe suffix of "wril-ing." bespeaks in 
English better lhan in Freneh or Spanish such 
aelivism and explains why defamiliarizalion lhrough 
wriling. for Guy Davenport. can be opposed 10 

"narcosis." 

Moreover. lhe wriling of any ficlion makes all lhe 
more manifesllhe linguislic nature of olher ficlions. 
polilies or hislory. and ex poses lhe share of arlifacl 
and reconslruclion lhal also enlers lhem. Even 
Orwell. ¡~ "committed" a wriler as lhey come. 
pcrceived. under an angle of his own. lhe mililancy 
lhal adheres 10 any use of language. and a forliori. 
of wriling. Forsler ays he lhoughl lhal 

if prose degrades ilself. lhen so does lhoughl 
l .. . ] Freedom. he said. is linked 10 lhe qllalily 
of langllage. and lhe bureaucrals who wanl 10 

deslroy freedom all lend 10 wrile and speak 
badly. 10 use pompous or confused expressions. 
clichés lhal hide or oblilerale meaning. 

However na'ive or POSilivislie sueh a \ision (were 
we 10 abide by i!. lhere would be one meaning. 
veiled or revealed according 10 spccific handlings). 
il is a comfort 10 find under such a pcn lhe idea 
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lhal lhere are olher commilmenlS lhan lhose 
resulting from lhe mere exposilion of ideas by lhe 
lex!. 

It i\ no les s clear lhal loday lhe invesligalion 01' 
"female wriling.'· for example. should be in a 
posilion 10 do wilhoUl an examinalion of no\'elislic 
lhemes or socio-polilical argumenls. To speak. wilh 
Edwin Ardener. of lhe "wild /.One" submitted 10 lhe 
exploralion of a repressed \\ riling. is equivalent to 
posiling lhal the subversion of masculine stnlctures 
01' representation and of lhe tcxt according to 
i\ristotle. is no less a "commitment" of writing; and 
there is no need. then. to invoke explicit refusals 
and choices. Commilment is most of all the 
insertion 01' a personal voice and any slIch act can 
be read as engagemen!. That of the \\Titer a~ such 
may come in addition - or neXl - to that of writing 
itself. which is inconlrovertible. Bu!. 100 often. lhe 
cOlllmitmem of the fiN stands in relation to that 
01' the second as pomography stand s in rclation to 
eroticism: an assassination of desire by mere 
ehatter. the lethal stabilization of a pennanent 
insurreclion. a chromo resulting from the arrested 
network 01' defunct tensions. One can nevero with 
impunity. pull the adjective "utter" from the heart 
of the word "lItterance." 

* * * 

Perhaps. as far as writing is concerned. it might be 
worth our while semantically to rclocate the 
qualifications of "right" ane! ··Ieft." When analyzing 
a tex!. any linguist knows full well what its structure 
owes to contextual pointers. i\naphora ane! cataphora 
throw writing imo imbalance. either forward. by 
opening it to lhe possibilitie of becoming. or 
backward. by exposing it to the potential dictates 
of the past that nourishes the text to come. Various 
types of markings. mulliplc determinatiolls. frame 
the arca of libert)' where "lhe fictitious gets 
produced: ' The order~ thll~ slImmoned or destroyed 
ma) well generate the \'arious kinds of"commitment" 
of which writing is capable. Whatever the case. the 
proportions that define lhe relationship between the 
dictation of a real merely seen as liable to be 
dcscribed or modified and the demands of a 
"praclice of the subject a\ history in language" is 
central in the determinalion of the nature of an 
"engagement" that really takes place only in its 
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place of origino hIt's not the word made flesh we 
want in writing. in poctry and fiction. but the f1esh 
made word." In contemporary German. "Wonkunst" 
is "writing." 

Sanre knew well enough Ihis is the way it works 
to emit in 1964 a series of remarks whose 
succes ion betrays a modicum of embarrassment. 
Here are. by way of conclusion, the three quasi 
aphoristie shorteuts he was to ineorporate. that year. 
to his remarks on "what literature can do": 

Finally. the self-reflexivit)' of language is purely 
and simply rhetorie. AII the rules of rhetorie. 
or of persuasion. whieh are neither logieal nor 
dialectieal. are rules langllage gives itself for its 
own use. [t is langllage giving itself. in its very 
materiality. its own rules. 
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Seulpture is at stake eaeh time one makes a 
statue. The internal eritieism of literature 
however. should not prevent us from eonsidering 
the objeet in qllestion. 

Committed literature is not a literalure fOI" 

ll1ilitants. 

* * * 

Another emblell1atic figure 01' Saint-Germain-des­
Pres, Boris Vian, once wrote that. when it eall1e to 
literature. adding to the prevailing eonfusion was 
indeed an excellent thing. 1 hope enough eontra­
dictions were pointed too and enough eontradie­
tions generated in these few pages to allow all 
readers 10 (ehoose one) arglle their engagell1ent or 
engage their argulllent. 


