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[Yves QTTON, «Potocki and the Spectre of the Postmode@omparative CriticismNo 24, Fall
2002, Cambridge University Press, pp. 141165

Potocki and
the Spectre of the Postmodern

“A spectre is roaming through Europe: the Postmude Readers of Jan
Potocki’'s 700-page novd@lhe Manuscript Found in Saragossse accustomed to
seeing spectres, ghosts and other formseweénants Such otherworldly creatures
make up a remarkably high number among the dozecisamacters presented in the
novel, which was written in French by the Polistblemnan between 1797 and his
suicide in 1815. Of course, the protagonist, Ald® van Worden, never
encounters Postmodernity as such — even thougkdmassto meet everybody else
(and her sister) during the sixty-six days of luigrpey through the Sierra Morena,
from enlightened encyclopedists to American-Indpimcesses, from succubes to
inkmakers, from a Wandering Jew who met with Chiasthe devil himself, from
hermits and sheiks to bankers and rats... Andaget,would like to suggest in this
paper, what we have come to identify today by ¢éhmt‘postmodern” is in fact little
more than aevenant returning to haunt us from the depth of Potochkistorical
and narrative imagination. Is it a pure coincidenicat theManuscripts return
from the dead in the 1990s, after two centuriegjudsi-obliviodi, corresponded
with the multiplication of popular anthologies amaizing the Postmodern debate,
in a phase Charles Jencks characterized by thécptibh of “critical summaries of
the Post-Modern paradigri?’

! Paolo Portoghesi, “What is the Postmodern?” inri&® DochertyPostmodernism. A ReadeXew
York: Columbia University Press, 1993, p. 208.

2 Potocki’'s novel appeared for the first time miittegrity in French in 1989, edited by René Rammi
(and published by José Corti); the first completgliEsh translation by lan Maclean appeared in 198part
from important but relatively rare and obscure msidpublished mostly in Poland throughout the 20th
century, the three main books analyzing the noagtlalso appeared over the last decade (see rnestfoo
references). The latest forcing of thknuscriptinto mainstream media is due to the much publitize
release of the 1964 film adaptation directed by &éajh Has — restored thanks to the passion anddiah
support of such icons as Martin Scorcese and teeJierry Garcia. Another avalanche of spectratedd,
with this revenantof a film adapted from aevenantnovel which captured the imagination (ameny of
none other than a Grateful Dead... (As for Posemuitly’s fascination with spectres, the obviousrehce
is, of course, Jacques Derridgpecters of MarpdNew York: Routledge, 1994.)

% Charles Jencks, “The Post-Modern Agenda” in ClkadlencksThe Post-Modern Readetondon:
Academy Editions, 1992, p. 17.
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By now, this “bizarre novel”, as it presents itself its first page, has
received a considerable amount of critical attensbedding precious light on its
textual history (ZoltowsKd, its narrative stakes (Ros3etor its thematic
complexity (Fraiss®. However, many of thephilosophical implications of
Potocki’s work still remain to be unfolded. Domtjne Triaire’s essdygives a
remarkably rich picture of the author’s worldvieparticularly of his epistemology,
his political attitude and his conception of higtorGiinter von Kirfi, for his part,
investigates quite thoroughly the inscription ofe ttManuscript within the
ideological and philosophical context of the Entegiment and of early Romantic
thought’ Yet, to my knowledge, the precise relation betwte Manuscriptand
what our postmodern age has defined (accuratedyroneously) as “modernity” has
never received the full attention it deserves. pynt of departure in this article
will therefore be the following question (borrowitigick from Richard Rort{ a
terminology he himself borrowed from literary ariim): what would a
“redescription” of theManuscriptthrough the “vocabulary” of postmodernism look
like? Beyond the rather pointless exercise of a meredtéianining” judgmenti¢
Potocki postmodern?| hope that such an apparently meaningless iguesill in
fact lead us to a more substantive exercise inlécgfe” judgment, i.e., to a
guestioning of the very categories originally put play. Redescribing the
Manuscriptas postmodern may tell us less about the noadf itsan about some of
the conceptual weaknesses and oversimplifications oevhich the
Modernity/Postmodernity divide commonly relis.

*kkkkk

4 Marie-Eveline Zoltowskaln précurseur de la littérature fantastique : JeRatocki et son “Manuscrit
trouvé & Saragosse’Yale University, Dissertation, 1973.

® Francois Rossel.e théatre du romanesque : Manuscrit trouvé & Sasag entre construction et
maconnerieLausanne: L’age d’homme, 1991.

8 Luc FraissePotocki ou l'itinéraire d’un initié Nimes: Lacour, 1992.
" Dominique TriairePotocki: EssaiArles: Actes Sud, 1991.

8 Gunter von KirnJan Potockis “Die Abenteuer in der Sierra Moren&in Roman zwischen Aufklarung
und Romantik, zwischen Revolution und Restauratissertation, Universitat Hannover, 1982.

° For a survey of the earlier discussions amongsRaltholars on the philosophical background of the
Manuscript in particular the contributions by Tadeusz Simkwal L. Kukulski, see Stanislaw Frybes, “Les
recherches polonaises sur le roman de Potockléam Potocki ele Manuscrit trouvé a Saragosgetes du
colloque de Varsovjevarsovie, «Les Cahiers de Varsovie», Centre ddigzition frangaise de I'Université
de Varsovie, 1972, pp. 125-134.

19 Richard RortyContingency, Irony and Solidaritg;ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989.

" For a comparable endeavour on a different autieer Philip Watts, «Postmodern Céline£#line and
the Politics of DifferenceR. Scullion et al. (eds), Hanover: University $&r®f New England, 1995. Itis a

pleasure for me to thank Jacques Berchtold, Japetato, Marina Kundu, and Frangois Rosset, who hiive
brought crucial contributions to my readingtioé Manuscriptand to the composition of this article.
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To be sure, the question | just articulated dodgeully lead us into gerra
incognita Without explicitly referring to any of the majepices involved in the
postmodern debate, a critic like Francois Rosskirdifact present thManuscript
as a very Baudrillardesque world of simulacra. waswill see in more detail below,
Dominique Triaire offered striking echoes of Jeaari€ois Lyotard’s statements
when he described Potocki’s political attitude ennts ofsouplesse On a deeper
level, many scholars have discussed, albeit navea very satisfactory manner,
Potocki's problematic and complex relation to tR&ilosophes Insofar as
postmodern theory has defined itself, for bettefasrworse, in contrast with an
“Enlightenment project” identified (somewhat loogelith the Encyclopedists and
their allies, this relation has a direct bearingnay question. A certain consensus
emerges, which considers the novel as “a documieat skeptical attitude which
aims not only at the fantastic and its secrets,ai&m at the rational methods of
«explaining» such secret§” “The Manuscriptsets itself at a critical distance as
much towards the orthodoxy of the Church as towtHrdsntellectual systems of the
Enlightenment which, in their false radicality, lobuinew dogmatic forms of
constraint” (von Kirn, 275). “A unique attemptasynthesis of the Enlightenment,
classicism and romanticism’ib(d; 3), the novel is commonly portrayed in the
position of ahinge deeply anchored in, and indebted to, the newitdmiought
about by thePhilosophesbut already opening the door to further critibatizons
which will use the Enlightenment’s tools to undammthe Enlightenment’s house.

In order to explore such intuitions a little furthéet’'s try and throw a few
keywords which would describe the formal featurésthe novel, and the first
impressions it produces on its readers. This shallbw us to have a first, if
superficial, glimpse at the postmodern dimensiotheManuscript before moving
on later to its broader and deeper ideologicalestak

1. Indeterminacy Doesn’t theManuscript at least in its first hundred pages
which are paced by the maddening rhythm of multipleakenings under the
gallows, each making the reader doubt the reafithe previous one, offer one of
the most radical experiences of ambiguity, ruptuned displacement known to
world literature? After such a shock treatmentleterminacies do in fact pervade
all interpretations and constitute the reader’slavor

2. Fragmentation Even if the novel does eventually put all itsetds
together into one single consistent narrative #tine¢ its mode of presentation —
through the interruptions of the days, the jummsnfrone narrator to another, the
parallel montage of multiple story lines — demoatgs a remarkable “openness to
brokenness” and seems decided to resist tooth @hdmy attempt by the reader to
totalize the stories into one closed and self-agoathmeaning.

12 Kazimierz Bartoszynski, “Structure et Significatidu Manuscrit trouvé a SaragosseJan Potocki &
the Writers of EnlightenmentLiterary Studies in Poland/Etudes Littéraires Rologne» No XXIII,
Wroclaw, 1990, p. 61..
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3. Decanonisation Many scholars have stressed the “derision diaiy”
at work whenever a paternal figure is staged innineel — van Worden, Soarez,
Avadoro seniors immediately come to mihdHere again, what is thdanuscript
if not a constellation ofpetites histoiresspread along the widest variety of
heterogeneous language games (gothic novel, poqeesles, history of religion,
geometrical demonstration, pledge of secrecy, ngtpal speculation, erotic
compulsion, moral prescription), which obstinatelsist our best attempts at
subsuming them under one single “metanarrative’nmastercode”? The process
of deligitimization at the heart of posmodernismresnarkably prefigured by the
novel’'s perversgouissancein staging unbelievable and untrustworthy figuods
authority.

4. Self-less-ness. Depth-less-ne$goblematically enough for those critics
eager to place the novel on the side of RomanticiBotocki’'s characters are
desperately devoid of any psychological depth. éNoihthem demonstrates the type
of pathos usually associated with the hypertropligaception of interiority which
was developing in the Europe of the time. Evenmwitieir sense of self is not
openly “challenged” (in the PC sense of that waad, it is the case for Pedre
Velasquez), even when the narrative fails to mbiyitipghem into hardly
distinguishable reduplications of the same (sistster, father-son, etc.), they all
seem affected by a radical “fake flatness” whicévents any serious possibility of
identification on the part of the reader.

5. The Unpresentable, UnrepresentableSomething in théManuscript
fundamentally repels mimesis: no less than théndls mentioned under the
previous heading, what prevents any immediate adicerto the fictional world is
the very multiplication of such flat surfaces (daers, story lines, language
games), endlessly reflecting each other in theratesef any solid and stable core
reality. As Francois Rosset has brilliantly showedis book, the representative
process is always-only liminary, staging and cdimgsonly the modes of its own
representation. At the hollow center of this celtation ofpetites histoiresthere is
an intolerable, unthinkable, abject absence (theerde of ultimate truth). The
horror of the gallows which haunts the first dayghe narrative is in fact highly
reassuring and comforting, compared with the rddiegativity — an “intolerably
free exchange between signs and death” — on whiemovel turns its last page
with inhumane indifference. It is precisely thismarkably pure and deadly
beautiful form of negativity which Jean Fabre allado in his comments upon the
ending of the narrative, which he compares to dléale savon” or to the “cigarette

13 See Janet Coccartilusions and Disillusions: the Search for Truthdan Potocki'sManuscript found
in Saragossa, dissertation, University of Pittshup99, chapter three; also Marie-Eveline Zoliays<La
démocratisation de I'idée de I'honneur danMinuscrit trouvé a Saragossie Jean Potockiktudes sur le
XVllle siécle No 11, 1984, pp. 39-52.
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de Mallarmé dont la fumée monte comme une puretisddion, une réverie du
néant™®. (More on this later.)

6. lrony. That irony assumes a central function in theneowy of the
Manuscripthas become a commonplace among critics. As earh8d7, Zygmunt
Kasinski described the book as “a remarkable wbtk, hyper-ironic and reckless
(archi-ironique et effrénd*> while Gunter von Kirn stressed more recently the
“ambivalence” and the “distanciation through iromysplayed by the novel (206).

7. Hybridization & 8. Carnivalisation Such a carnavalisation is openly
thematised by the Bohemians’ lifestyle, where jssteross-dress as Wandering
Jews or demon-ridden lost souls. It reaches g lpoint in Avadoro’s endless
metamorphoses across genders and social statosEfuare, a “future vice-queen”,
to a nameless beggar, to the Marquis Castelliustieo plotting among the highest
spheres of wealth and power. More generally, tldecland subversive nature of the
polyphony staged in th®lanuscriptleaves the reader constantly wondering about
the seriousness and the real meaning of every sciom the gory depictions of
demons andevenantgo the extended dissertations on Egyptian religioom the
most outrageous claims of scientific arroganceh® most desperate scenes of
suicide, one is never sure where the pathos stadswhere the pastiche begins. In
this wealth of textual thefts and intertextahhs d’oeil, clichés and plagiarism seem
to be the only stable game in the Sierra. Thigesty of a novel constantly borrows
and multiplies contradictory voices, in a polyphoprocess of hybridization pushed
to the point where no genre, no opinion, no ideplatp point of view can any
longer be identified as authoritative, or even $jnguithorial®.

9. Performance, Participation Within the Manuscripts fictional world,
most sub-narratives “invite performance” in thessethat they are “performed” by
various actors (playing a Wandering Jew, Pachecberanit) rather than being
simply told. Not only do the Bohemians function agerforming band, but the
“gaps” and “indeterminacies” left in their storialso invite a constant involvement
on the part of their narratee (van Worden): that¥€uemada is uncannily close to
these virtual universes generated in our postmodgm by interactive computer
games where the viewer/player is swallowed into diegetic world and finds
himself in the double position of the audience (fgnom the whole fiction is
staged) and of a character (whose fate is beingrmeted as the story develops).
On a higher level, it is the real history of theokis publication which illustrates, in

14 Jean Fabre in one of the discussions recordddadn Potocki et I&anuscrit trouvé & Saragosse, op.
cit., p. 219.

15 Quoted in Z. Markiewicz, «L’'aspect préromantiqueNanuscrit trouvé a Saragosssa réception par
les romantiques frangais®evue de littérature comparddo 50 (1-2), janvier-juin 1976, p. 76.

'8 Commenting on a paper by Jean Decottignes whicluisid on the “polyphonic” nature of the
Manuscript Jean Fabre stressed that “polyphony should be studel not only as a plurality of voices in
discourse (in the ordinary sense), but as someo$qetrpetual dissonance within each thendeafi Potocki
et le Manuscrit204).
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the most striking manner, “art’s vulnerability tong, to death, to audience, to the
Other”: the manner in which thfsund manuscriptvas indeed quasost for two
centuries, the polemics generated by its recentmestiort’ are no lessomanesque
than theromanitself. “Gaps must still be filled” in the textirently at the public’s
disposal... The indeterminacies and decanonisatgiaged in the fiction have
infiltrated the published book itself, for which waill lack a definitive and
canonical edition. Here again, the limits betwdsninside and the outside, reality
and fiction, the stage and the audience are unlgarnhirred, in a manner
reminiscent (or rather anticipatory) of the inténse and open-ended practices
favored by postmodern artists in their games, lladtans and websites.

10. Constructionisn& 11. ImmanenceFrancois Rosset has shed full light on
the essential self-containment, self-referentialilgmanenceg and self-denounced
artificiality (constructivism ruling the game played by tidanuscript functioning
as a “theater of the romanesque”, the “construttiointhe novel displays “a
gigantic narrative machine which refers only, ire tlast analysis, to its own
movement”: “in this carnival of a novel, the plgame e jed ends up proclaiming
the vanity of discourses, the erosion of meanihg,ttagic inanity of knowledge”
(back cover).

The reader familiar with the “Postmodern debatell nave recognized by

now the list of “The Eleven ‘Definiens’ of the teffostmodern” provided by one of
its first “coiners”, lhab Hassah Even if it is a well-recognized feature of the

17 See Daniel Beauvois, “Jean Potocki méritait mieiX-huitiéme siécleNo 22, 1990, pp. 441-447.

8 |hab Hassan, “Pluralism in Postmodern PerspectimeJencks,The Postmodern Readet96-199.
Let’s quote the terms provided by Hassan to ddfineategories:

1. “Indeterminacy or rather indeterminacies. These include all mamieambiguities, ruptures and
displacements affecting knowledge and society] [Indeterminacies pervade our actions, ideas,
interpretations; they constitute our world” (196).

2. “Fragmentation The postmodernist only disconnects; [...] hismdte opprobium is ‘totalisation™
(196).

3. “Decanonisatior...] We are witnessing [...] a massive ‘delegétion’ of the mastercodes in society, a
desuetude of the metanarratives, favoring instéeslpetites histoirésvhich preserve the heterogeneity of
language games.” (196)

4. “Self-less-ness. Depth-less-nes®ostmodernism vacates the traditional self, wdtiting self-
effacement — a fake flatness, without inside/owtsig or its opposite, self-multiplication, self-regtion”
(196).

5. “The Unpresentable, UnrepresentablBostmodern art is irrealist, aniconic [...]lird, flat surfaces
repel mimesis. [...] It becomes liminary, contegtithe modes of its own representation. [...] ‘Wiat
unrepresentability?’ Kristeva asks. [...] ‘That waimi through meaning, is intolerable, unthinkablee t
horrible, the abject’ [...] ‘the exchange betweigms and death’.” (197)

6. “lIrony. In the absence of a cardinal principle or payaxliwe turn to play, interplay, dialogue,
polylogue, allegory, self-reflection — in short,itony. [...] These express the ineluctable redoeatof mind
in search of a truth that continually eludes iavieg it with only an ironic access or excess df-se
consciousness” (197).

7. “Hybridization or the mutant replication of genres, includingogly, travesty, pastiche” (197).
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Postmodern (and probably the only one universaiiseed upon...) to elicit any
attempt made to capture it in a non-ambiguous defim— hence its spectral
nature: “this amorphous thing remains ghostly-, theManuscripts rich response
to the stimuli suggested by Hassan’s (deceptivedy)dy checklist should suffice to
catch our attention. The main question, howevamains to be tackled: under the
surface of its narrative presentation, is therettang in theintellectual attitude
expressed by thiRlanuscriptwhich resonates with the “postmodern condition”?

*kkkkk

| will address this question from the point of vieffour issues which play a
central role in the postmodern debate as well asliéve, in Potocki’'s work: lack
of self-confidence, the aporia of judgment, paditisouplesseand the debunking of
human pretensions to mastery.

Lack of self-confidence According to Zygmunt Bauman, “the concept of
postmodernity refers to a distinct quality of iteetual climate, to a distinct new
meta-cultural stance, to a distinct self-awarergghe era [...] The most poignant
of the postmodern experiences is thek of self-confidence. [The postmodern
period] tries to reconcile itself to a life undemdlitions of permanent and incurable
uncertainty; a life in the presence of an unlishitpiantity of competing forms of
life, unable to prove their claims to be groundedmything more solid and binding
than their own historically shaped conventidfis”

As we have already noted above, the world of “iadatnacies” into which
the reader is thrown by the novel leads her, aleitly the protagonist, to being on
the verge of “losing her reason” (MS 108/128)While the first hundred pages of

8. “Carnivalisation [which] further means ‘polyphony’ [...] in its lid and subversive elements that
promise renewal” (198).

9. “Performance, Participationindeterminacy elicits participation; gaps musfibed. The postmodern
text, verbal or nonverbal, invites performancé [As performance, art (or theory for that matweylares its
vulnerability to time, to death, to audience, te @ther” (198).

10. “Constructionism Postmodernism [...] ‘constructs’ reality in p#&intian, indeed post-Nietzschean,
fictions™ (198).

11. “Immanence This refers, without religious echo, to the gimyvcapacity of the mind to generalize
itself through symbols. Everywhere we witness feotatic diffusions, dispersal, dissemination [...]
Languages, apt or mendacious, reconstitute theets@V[...] into signs of their own making, turningture
into culture, and culture into an immanent semisyistem” (198).

9 Thomas Docherty, “Introduction” to Thomas DocherBostmodernism. A ReadeNew York:
Columbia University Press, 1993, p. 1.

20 Zygmunt Bauman, “The Fall of the Legislator” in @erty,Postmodernisppp. 135.

2L In the quotes from th&lanuscript the first page number will refer to the Englishnislation (Jan
Potocki, The Manuscript Found in Saragosdandon: Penguin, 1995); the second page numbkrefér to

the French original in its most common currentiedifJean Potockivilanuscrit trouvé a SaragossBaris,
Livre de Poche, 1992). All translations of artictariginally published in French or German are mine
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the book certainly constitute a challenge to themalist attitude often associated
with the (French) Enlightenment, it is importantrtotice how Potocki subtly but
dramatically displaces the Cartesian framework withich he plays. As in the
Méditations métaphysiquesan Worden and the reader are led to a position o
radical doubt, where the distinction between be@sieep and awake vanishes,
where everything they perceive seems to be no rdiffefrom the “playful
mystifications of dreams’l{dificationes somniorujf®: “all that | had seen over the
last few days had so perplexed my mind that | mgéo knew what | was doing, and
if anyone had tried they could have made me douptomin existence” (MS
93/113).

Behind the obvious and numerous similarities, havewene should note at
least three significant displacements. First, diteation is not so much framed in
terms ofidentity as in terms o&ction (“I no longer knew what | wadoing’): the
real question with which Alphonse finds himselfddds no longer “who/what am
I?” (“quisnam sim ego ilt¢ (52), but rather “what should | do?” or, moreepisely
even, “what should | (not) say?”. Second, thgeriium aliquem malignuh{ibid.)
whose profile is sketched behind the hypothetidahriyone had tried” is no longer,
as in Descartes, an abstract and extreme thedrpbesaibility: in van Worden’s
case, the “evil genius” is a reality, incarnatedtbg sheik and his accomplices.
Moreover, the agency in which the hypothesis of @artesiansi me fallit
materializes no longer belongs to the supernatesdin of the divine (or demonic):
in Potocki’'s world, humans are manipulated, fooldd¢ceived and lured by other
humans. Third, the rock of certainty on which Desesacould rebuild the modern
skyscraper of human knowledgegp existo, certum gsis itself contaminated by
doubt in Potocki’s rewriting. Other humans can naty deceive me in what |
perceive, they could also “make me doubt my owrsterice” (should they choose
to do so). The foundation of confidence on whigs€artes laid the groundwork of
modern science is radically undermined, condemuagffom now on to live and act
“under conditions of permanent and incurable urdety”.

It is significant in this regard to find this lack confidence stated by one of
the characters most often described by the secptitlaature as a representative of
the Philosophe(of the deist persuasion), Pédre Velasquez. Aféeing expressed
his hope to reduce human emotions as well as hunmmstory to geometrical
equations, this caricature of a scientist can’'tphblt recognize the limits of
scientific reason (and the correlative necessitfadh) in our making sense of our
world: “we are blind men who can feel some wahsl &now the ends of several
roads. But we mustn’t be expected to know the maphe whole city” (MS
417/447). In describing the physicist as “alwaywmsg to understand” but “always
half-understanding” (MS 408/439), Velasquez anBkitdo more than express a
typically postmodern feeling of “opprobium on taegakion”. To go back to

2 René Descarted)éditations métaphysiquesd. Beyssade, Paris: Livre de Poche, 1990, p. 44.
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Bauman’s quote, they put forth “a new distinct meiéiural stance”, where
scientific knowledge and the Christian revelatiam, even cabbalism and the
Muslim prophecy, appear merely as competing (amdrmmmensurable) forms of
understanding, which are ultimately “unable to grokeir claims to be grounded in
anything more solid and binding than their owndrisglly shaped conventiorfs”

The aporia of judgmentFor Potocki as for his postmodern grandsond) auc
relativist attitude bears its most problematic empugences when the human subject
has to use her faculty of judgment. Velasquezsfeempelled to limit the scope of
reason because he cannot resort to “expose the daiethics to the mercy of
sophistry” (MS 410/441). Faith, openly based omejpdices” (the traditional
enemy of the Enlightenment project), is necessarijoffer man a surer mainstay
than reason” (ibid.) when time comes to move framquestion “who am 1?” to the
question “what should | do?”. And here again, #gm®ria of judgmenis directly
presented by th®anuscriptthrough a character explicitly and precisely lodaite
his relation to the Enlightenment. Blas Hervas liggrally, the son of an
Encyclopedist, the son of this branch of theniereswho fell into the double (and
specifically modern) hubris of totalisation and eatim (see von Kirn, 262sqq).
After having witnessed his father's demise andidaicBlas sees his philosophical
spectre return in the form of Don Bélial, who leadtle doubt about his own
intellectual filiation: “I am one of the principahembers of a powerful society
whose aim is to make men happy by curing them efvin prejudices which they
suck in with the milk of their wet-nurse, and whiagfierwards get in the way of all
their desires. We have published very good boaksvihich we demonstrate
admirably well that self-love is the mainspringatif human actions” (MS 521/560).
Whether one recognizes La Mettrie, Helvetius, Satbdtaire, d’Holbach, Diderot
and/or “toute la morale du XVlile siécfé” it is clearly the French Enlightenment
gathered around tHencyclopédienvhich appears under the mask of the Devil. And
the main point of thigvial masqués to stress the moral relativism taught by the
Philosophes

“just and unjust [...] are relative qualities. lllwnake you see this
with the help of a moral fable: Some tiny insectrevcrawling about on the
tips of tall grasses. One said to the others: klatathat tiger near us. It's
the gentlest of animals. It never does us any hdim sheep, on the other
hand, is a ferocious beast. If one came alongiildveat us with the grass

23 Claiming a double (and incommensurable) standdrt¢futh for “natural philosophy” and for the
Christian religion was, obviously, in no way a “netance” in 1815... The novelty resides in the fhat (1)
religions are historicized (i.e., cut from any indise anchorage in the divine) by the Wandering'slew
narrative, but that simultaneously (2) purely huraanounts of our human reality are neverthelessepayd
as radically untenable. But, as we will see ldt@s is an essential dimension of the modern (ashnas of
the postmodern) experience.

24 See Marian Skrzypek, “Les sources francaises tteélarie de la religion chez Jean Potocki (Potetki
Volney)” et la discussion qui a suivi dalsan Potocki et IManuscrit trouvé a Saragosse, op. cit., pp. 69-74.
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which is our refuge. But the tiger is just. Heulbavenge us.» You can
deduce from this, Sefior Hervas, that all ideashefjtist and the unjust, or
good and evil, are relative, and in no way absadutgeneral” (MS 521/560).

Even if the moral dilemma facing Blas Hervas isheatcrude (save an
innocent victim or satisfy his own selfish desiref)e fact that he makes the
“wrong” choice, and the fact that the novel ultieigit fails to provide any
convincing argument as to why this choice was wratngll, contaminates the whole
moral philosophy conveyed by the narrative withealihg of uneasiness. To Don
Bélial's unfettered logic of personal interest, thwely alternative is provided by
Enrique Velasquez, Pedre’s father, who describassdii as a “strangely
(bizarremenk constituted” creature, “in whom selfishness iarsely perceptible”;
among the few members of this “proscribed racednfe are passionate about the
sciences, others about the public good” (MS 269/29%3ere again, however, the
son reveals the weaknesses of the father. Endgedflessness and his feeling of
being “part of a great unity” take a purely ridiou$ turn in thegéometrés “absent-
mindedness”, as if losing one’s mind is the prc@ay for endeavoring to cultivate
a disinterested reason. Enriqud&sintéressemeig not a solution, nor even a true
alternative to the “morale du XVllle siecle”, butenely a “bizarrerie”, an
“aberration of nature”, or simply another “ideatbé just and the unjust”, no more
absolute or general than any other.

At the end of all these ironic twists, the narratieaves its reader with a
feeling which anticipates the aporia described bgnyna postmodern thinker.
Whether they emphasize the impossibility legitirate deduct a prescriptive from
a descriptiv€ or whether they evoke the “ghost of the undeciglataised “in every
event of decisiorf®, they all describe a situation which fits perfectiith van
Worden'’s (and the reader’s) dilemma. One has tlggu one has to take sides
(between the cousins and the hermit, between camenis made to different
churches, between allegiance to conflicting partietween various interpretive
hypotheses) without being in a position to knowdore either the real nature of the
choice nor its real consequences. On which bdmisld van Worden determine
whether his cousins are demoniac temptresses timsgidn need of protection?
How could he decide to oppose or follow the Gomeatenspiracy, when every bit
of information concerning them seems to be a prod@idheir very conspiracy?
Even more cruelly, how can he direct his actiongmtine main concept which used
to guide his previous moral choicdhi¢nneur) was shattered during his first days
in the Sierra Morena? In the absence of a sat@fasystem grounding the “idea of
the just” in a consensual description of realithdagiving it the strength of a

%5 Jean-Frangois Lyotardust GamingMinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1985, 19-32.

%6 Jacques Derrida, “Force of Law: The «Mystical Fatimh of Authority»”,Cardozo Law Review/ol.
11:5-6, July/August 1990, p. 965.
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concept), the moral agent is condemned to a sedti@nd case-by-case approach,
exposed to the vicissitudes of trial and error, arnthe constant pressure of an
“urgency that obstructs the horizon of knowledgPeélrida, 967). “Here lies the
basis for an ethical demand in the postmodern \Wel must judge: there is no
escape from the necessity of judging in any specidise. Yet we have no grounds
upon which to base our judging. [...] We must behmstly towards the face of the
Other; but we cannot do that accordingly to a piexte&ined system of justice, a
predetermined political theory” (Docherty, 26)

Political supplenessFor, of course, such aporias in the definitibthe just
bear considerable consequences on the conceptioolib€s. Dominique Triaire’s
description of Potocki’s political attitude resoemstrongly with the positions taken
by the Jean-Francois Lyotard loistructions paiennesr Just Gaming Both seem
to prefer to “stay as close as possible to the ®vather than “elaborating in the
abstract grand theories” (Triaire, 77); both valaegreat theoretical suppleness”
(104); for both, “politics provides only a tempordix (un raccommodagé (105),
and for both, “perfection is a dangerotisimeré (105). Both seem to share a
common resistance to producing “a general repragentof politics” (93) which
would systematize their thought and provide a itmtad map for further action.
Convinced that “there is no science of the politighyotard, Just Gaming 28),
both refuse to play the role attributed in the nmadmeriod to thdntellectual One
could trace such political suppleness all the wayhe personal choices made by
both writers, from Potocki serving the Russian emwhich had just invaded his
country) to Lyotard denouncing the dead endseohnosciencand of thelogique
du capitalfrom the hometown of CNN and Coca Cola. No lessitAvadoro, who
provides an almost pathological example of “suppdsfi, “tolerance” and
“sveltness®® throughout his endless personal and political metahoses, the duke
of Sidonia illustrates the posture of “disillusioem” (see Coccaro) so central to
postmodern politics. Having learned the hard wilmat'it was not enough to want
(vouloir) to do good, one [also] had to knosayoir) how to do it” — even if, as we
have just seen, one simultaneously and contradictealizes that politics cannot
be the object of a trusavoir — the duke hangs on to “prudence” as a safer
substitute for the dangerous “chimeres” of his Bo(MS 315/341), anticipating
Lyotard’s call “to distinguish intelligence from @hparanoia that gave rise to
«modernity»” ("Tomb", 7).

The postmodern incredulity towards master-narrativ@plies a similar
incredulity towardsla raison politiqueas such. The various forms of Stalinism

" For an extremely suggestive reinscription of {sispposedly postmodern) aporia of judgement within
the opposition between “Romantic Common Law” andlightened Civil Law”, see Vivian Grosswald
Curran, “Romantic Common Law, Enlightened Civil Lavegal Uniformity and the Homogenization of the
European Union"Columbia Journal of European Lawol. 7:1, Fall 2000.

8 Jean-Francois Lyotard, “Tomb of the Intellectual”Political Writings Minneapolis: University of
Minesotta Press, 1994, p. 7.
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which littered the 20 century with millions of corpses have scarred aoleh
generation’s political sensitivity, and — legitireét or not — have led many to
echo Velasquez’ early warning: “reasoning [...Jaiglangerous instrument which
can easily harm the person using it. What virtas hot been attacked by reason?
What crime have people not tried to justify by itMS 410/441) While many
tenors of the postmodern debate have carefullgtessiall attempts to enlist them
under openly reactionary banners, it would be hardgnore the convergence
between postmodernity’s second thoughts about amgets of the political reason
in which the Enlightenment grounded its emancipatfforts, on the one hand,
and, on the other hand, the direct filiation popmkd by neo-conservative
historians between Jacobinism and Stalinism, @otbespierre’derreur and the
Gulag were both necessary consequences of anymtteriorce a human project of
emancipation onto the spontaneous inertia of thstieg state of things. Here
again, it would be (too) easy to suggest paralbdtveen the socio-historical
positions of unjustifiable privilege enjoyed by Bdti (as a member of the highest
Polish nobility) and by late 0century theorists of the postmodern (as members of
wealthy Western societies) — who both would havemio lose in rocking their
social boat too harshly.

What seems undeniable however is that, across swmbuges, a similar
political attitude ofsuspensiorappears to be shared by Potocki and his grandsons,
an attitude he perfectly expressed in a commeiat Gneek word which was to elicit
abundant reflection in postmodern circles:

“The Ancient Greeks used to express with the vepbcheinthis
attentive restde repos attenfifafter which one starts again to act in new
erring endeavorsnpuveaux erremenjts Carneadesin order to explain the
value of this word, says that tigpochéis like the posture of an athlete who
tries to estimate the strength of his enemy orattijude of a charioteer who
holds his horses ready to enter the figjdi fetient ses chevaux préts a entrer
dans la carrierg” (quoted in Triaire; 86).

Lyotard’s description of his own “paganism” is st@tin the similar
vocabulary of “a move in a context”, on a field waiiis “a place of ceaseless
negotiations and ruses”, where “there is no refmeby which to judge the
opponent’s strength; one does not know if s’lhegsedor a human” (Lyotardlust
Gaming 43). This moment of suspension wherein one simpgnder whether the
enemy is “a beggar” or “a god” (or an enemy atiall)nked to a sharp awareness of
one’s own fragility: the postmodern political setyj always remembers that “there
is no possible discourse of truth on the situatiohat he “has to judge therefore by
opinion alone, that is, without criteria” (43), thal his moves are “always tactical”,
and only tactical, mere “instructions” reduced to a localhtaxt, never to be
understood as “slogans”, for “a slogan belongs tgeaeral strategy” which is
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precisely what he can no longer pretend to ded4e56). What many critics of the
postmodern movement have condemned as a mere fawhdf from the political
sphere is perhaps more accurately conceived, axldtelps us to do here, as a
form of epoché a retenuewhich in no way excludes the possibility of active
interventions, as long as these are purely “defenand local” (Lyotard, "Tomb",
7), but which remains always wary of getting catravay by its own horses into a
career of thoughtless commitment.

The debunking of human masteryhis prudence leads to my last point of
convergence, the status of human mastery. In tiflaevanan standing for “the
Enlightenment” in postmodern discourse, three auenected features are usually
taken as main targets for denunciation: univergglson, emancipation and
autonomy. All three come together in the figuré'tbE modern subject" as master-
of-his-destiny. The process of emancipation intplrethe notion oEnlightenment
or Aufklarungleads to a state where the subject can “de-siflyjebimself, gain
access to “objective” knowledge and give himse#f best possible laws which he
will have devised thanks to his universally ratiokaowledge. At the horizon of
this process lurks Laplace’s dream of a Centralligence Agency which could
trace the current position of every object in thmvarse, understand the laws of
physics, and therefore be in a position to deteenaith future movements of every
single body. At the higher level of complexity repented by human societies, a
similar enterprise of measurement, understandingcafculation, developed by the
“social sciences”, will allow mankind to devise fatself laws capable of
maximizing its common happiness. CondorcE&tssgjuissaisually gives a historical
(and historically highly pathetic) face to this evogpatory project (eloquently
summarized by Lyotard in many letters of Rsstmodern Explaingd

How does theManuscriptstage such a project? The overarching structure o
the narrative seems indeed articulated preciseggathe lines of an (individual)
process of emancipation. If, as Docherty puts‘tite Enlightenment aimed at
human emancipation from myth, superstition and mal#gd enchantment to
mysterious powers and forces of nature through pregressive operations of
critical reason” (5), van Worden does indeed ultehafree himself from his
fanatical infeodation to honor, from his variouBgieus prejudices, as well as from
his episodic fear of the supernatural. Dominiquiiile goes as far as presenting
the protagonist as an image of the Enlightenmentsnph : “The Manuscriptis
[...] a metaphorical narrative of the RevolutioripAonse appears in the first days as
a child of the Ancien Régime, but he will managetiopt the ideals of the young
bourgeoisie, the daughter of the Enlightenment.n Worden represents an anti-
Potocki, the Revolution as successful; he willdfinis place in the new social
order” (219).

Moreover, the novel also presents another strikimagge of truly impressive

mastery in the Gomelez. Here is a Central Intefie Agency capable of
controlling every aspect of van Worden’s reality,neanipulating it (and him) in
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exactly the direction they had planned for theimopurpose. Nothing seems to
escape their grip, to the point where the most noetvable events of the first
hundred pages eventually make perfect sense, drec®rganization’s unlimited

power of delusion is ultimately revealed. In aguiox remarkably suggestive of a
central contradiction of modernity, it is by goittgough a phase of total alienation
(during which he is completely subjected to the @mn' machination) that van

Worden ultimately becomes free.

This gleaming illustration of human mastery is actfmuch more “modern”
than the caricatural master portrayed by postmaigeriRather than focusing on an
individual (Robespierre, Stalin, Pol Pot, etc.) thovel locates the Agency in an
organization Less than the person of the sheik, who neveeagpparticularly
powerful as a character, it is the power of the @lem as a collective agent which
the novel conveys to us most forcefully. As wedalready seen, Potocki brings
down from heaven into a purely human world the fegaf the all-powerful god (or
evil genius) in the deceptive face of which Dessmdonstructed his self. It is now
other humans, associated into a omnipotent orgémizawhich can control my
universe, manipulate me in the labyrinth of theextricable deception, and even
make me doubt of my very existence.

Is this to say that thManuscriptprefigures Orwell’'sl984? Obviously not:
Potocki’'s tale is too interested in twin sistersléave much room for any Big
Brother. What the novel stages is rather a sydtenagbunking of any figure
pretending to occupy a position of mastery. TheHaironique” tone of the novel
is the first device which prevents any charactes; mstitution, any system, any
ideal from gathering enough credibility to appesatlxeatening. Seen through the
eyes of his fool, no master is likely to commandcmueespect. On another obvious
(thematic) level, the novel multiplies the depioBoof ridiculous attempts at
mastery: Diégue Hervas (in his pretension to nnakie complete circle of human
knowledge), van Worden senior (in his fanaticisnmi@ster the infinite subtleties of
the point d’honneuy, as well as, indistinctly, all the father figur@s their hopeless
efforts to guide the behavior of their childrene £&occaro, ch. 3) illustrate the fatal
failure of any would-be master, invariably condehiy the logic of the narrative
to bite the dust in the end.

And yet, what about the two central examples wegusountered? Doesn’t
Alphonse become an enlightened master of his déstirAren’t the Gomelez
sufficiently skilled at manipulating illusions toebome masters of the world?
Precisely not! And since this may be the moskisigly postmodern feature of the
whole narrative, we may need to pause and reftecddme time on the status of the
novel’s controversial ending. A good example @& tontroversy is provided by a
discussion which took place during the Warsaw Camnfee dedicated to Potocki in
1972. Karel Krejci stressed the “superficialitydamanality of the ending, which
contrasts with the refinement of the exposition't amhich could be explained,
according to him, either by Potocki’'s depressedtaiestate during the last years of
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his life, or even by the fact that the novel mayédeen left unfinished by its
author, and completed hastily by its first trarmiatChojeckt®. In holding this
view, Krejci was in fact expressing a feeling thabst readers of thilanuscript
certainly experienced as they closed the book:eraf00 pages of a masterful
narrative build-up, the epilogugoesindeed appear botched and leave the reader
somewhat disappointed. True, we are given a fingplay of fireworks, but the
explosion takes place underground, sounding verghntike a narrative dud. As the
sheik provides a rational explanation which dissshall the disturbing illusions
displayed during the previous sixty-five days, @a@ hardly help wondering what
was the real point of such a virtuosic display.

It is precisely the absence of reality in the egdaf the novel which has
appealed to other interpreters. During the disons®llowing Krejci's remarks,
Maciej Zurowski objected that, on the contrary, tfieale was a masterpiece”,
whose main achievement, according to Jean Fabmnejsted in its very nothingness
(une pure néantisation, une réverie du ngddean Potocki et le Manuscri218-
219). In their rich and multidimensional analysisthe epilogue, both Francois
Rosset and Luc Fraisse stressed the central voighwthe novel's ending
designates at its very core: like a last curtaswalr on thehéatre du romanesque
the epilogue both covers up and denounces the easstof the stage as well as the
irreality of the fiction which briefly filled it wth illusions; in its very refusal to
provide the comfort of a final message, the endorges the reader to look at the
narrative construction itself as the sole raisoétre’ of the literary enterprise (see
Rosset, 198-205); the exhaustion of the (suppgsedikhaustible) goldmine on
which the Gomelez had built their power is at thens time a metaphor of the
author’'s exhausted inspiration and a send-off $ifprathe literary work; as the
fictional world (mine tarig passes the relay to the real boolatuscrit conseryé
reality appears as what shuts off the productiomeéning: “once the labyrinth has
been destroyed, once the education has been ceaptben starts true life, which
is to say that there is nothing left to narrate’afse, 128-138).

All these interpretations are certainly correctfatusing on the way the
epilogue stages the juncture between reality actébfi, since it is at this juncture
that the question ofneaningis raised most vividf). The end isdisappointing
because of its refusal to makepaint, that is, a point which would go beyond the
inner play of the fiction. In other words: aftbe sheik’s rational explanation of all
the spectres and mysteries which haunted van Wardeperience, everything
makes sensbut, simultaneously, everything appearsdasoid of any satisfactory
meaning The virtuosic display of illusions falls flat —ef a flatness, a
depthlessness considered by some as “the supramalfteature” of postmodern

29 Karel Krejci, “Le roman du comte Jean Potocki:gémologie et sa généalogie” Jean Potocki et le
Manuscrit trouvé a Saragosse, op. Cit., pp. 215-216

%0 For a symptomatic and stimulating rumination oe #tatus of meaning in a postmodern world, see
Jean-Luc Nancy,e sens du mongd®@aris: Galilée, 1993, especially pp. 11-30.
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artifact$®. As we have already seen above, Potocki dengesehiler any “depth of
meaning” by preventing his characters from gainiagy real psychological
consistency. The “waning of the affect” (JamesH)), constantly illustrated in the
Manuscript contributes to the anti-climactic nature of itsilegue: Alphonse
mentions his father’'s death with the same brevity anaffected tone he will use to
list his military promotions. The novel ends witha@any of the weight of pathos a
narrator is expected (by us modern readers) togbtin his final words. The
affective dimension implied in the experience ofttimg an end to an enterprise
(producing a sense of loss, sadness, nostalgieg, heig.) is erased from the
narrative — just like, according to Jameson, thptldessness of Andy Warhol’s
Diamond Dust Shoegrevents the affective interplay of expression prmjection
taking place in front of Van GoghBair of Boots Such “waning of the affect”
deprives us of the “human meaning” we have comexpect from (post-Romantic)
novels.

But, more importantly in my view, if the last pagefsthe Manuscripthave
been perceived by many as lacking in depth of nmgguiit is mostly because they do
not attempt to anchor theetites histoiregold by the novel in a superior master-
narrative, which would provide a “message” transosg the fictional world to
guide the reader in her real-life (ideological,stential, political, etc.) dilemmas.
On this level, theManuscript perfectly satisfies Lyotard’s requirement for a
“postmodern fable” to be “in no way finalized towlar the horizon of an
emancipation®.

To be sure, Alphonse is enlightened by his sixty-days in the Sierra
Morena. But what does this enlightenment lead #®Z%ew successful financial
investments, the title of general, a few meeting# \wis cousins and the children
born from their unions, the position of governangmg him “the charms of a quiet
life” (MS 631/669) as well as the opportunity tgpgaand seal his manuscript for his
family’s future records. Good for him, the readeight say, but what does that
leaveus with? He did indeed “find his place in the newisb order”, as Triaire
noted, but, as Fraisse also suggested, of suchtaifid bourgeois definition of
success, there seems to be nothing meaningfuyto sa

Similarly, the Gomelez are perfectly good at malapng their victims in
their world of delusions, but they ultimately apptmbegood for nothing Granted,
they manage to enroll Alphonse among their rankbgat offsprings of his blood,
which was the purpose of their three-month long hiretion. But this brilliant
success can scarcely hide the extent of their Bveolapse. The almost all-
powerful organization built over generations ofigatt efforts in order to conquer
the world and convert it to Islam finds itself,time last pages, out of troops, out of

31 Fredric JamesorRostmodernism, or the Culture of Late Capitaligdurham: Duke University Press,
1991, p. 9.

%2 Jean-Francois Lyotard, “A Postmodern Fable”Fastmodern FablesMinneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1997, p. 92.
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resources and, worst of all, out of project. Ashis case for the novel itself, their
success in enlisting van Worden s point It will make no difference for their
doomed future. Nor, by the way, does the defeaa dfluslim conspiracy give
anyone reason to salute a Christian victory. Télgyious, political, ideological
framework which would give meaning to such wordsdefeat” and “victory” has
simply been pulled from under the feet of Histoggents. The Central Intelligence
Agency may be all-powerful in manipulating Alphoissexperience in the Sierra
Morena, but what we witness in the book are thedasy-six days of its existence,
before its unglamorous self-destruction in the rsifi@al implosion.

It is significant that this implosion apparentlyusas no human casualty. To
paraphrase a famous postmodern anthem, it's thefeth@ Gomelez’ world as they
knew it, but everybody feels fine. As each corapir walks away with his share of
the common loot (from 50 000 to a milli@equing, they all have reasons to cheer.
The real victim is left unmourned: it te organizatioritself. It looks as if, like
Margaret Thatcher, nobody among the Gomelez baligue(secret) “societies”
because all they ever encountered were only “iddiads”. And along with the
organization goes its project. Lyotard is certamght in presenting thprojectas
that which “gives modernity its characteristic mbdeduring the modern period,
legitimacy has come from “a future to be accomg@dh a “universal Idea”, or the
“Idea of a universal subject” whose emancipationuldojustify (and provide
meaning to) our actual practices. He also deserierfectly theManuscripts
ending when he argues — against Habermas — thatgitbject of modernity (the
realization of universality)” is not merely “incongpe”, but has been “destroyed,
«liquidated»®. This is precisely what is at stake in the epilag As the Gomelez’
project of world mastery is eventually traded fofeav sequins it is very literally
«liquidated», transformed into liquid assets — whtbe banker Moro suggests
Alphonse should invest in an already global markgdu must buy property in
Brabant, in Spain and even in America. Pleasewaliee to see to this” (MS
627/665). The frustration felt by the readershaf ¢pilogue (wondering what is the
meaning of Alphonse’s success) echoes very clabelyone experienced by the
postmodern subject faced with the “victory” of dapsm: “Success is the only
criterion of judgment technoscience will acceptet ¥ is incapable of saying what
success is, or why it is good, just, or true, sisgecess is self-proclaiming, like a
ratification of something heedless of any law.thiérefore does not complete the
project of realizing universality, but in fact atemtes the process of
delegitimation” (LyotardPostmodern Explained.8-19).

The novel's ending is indeed a masterpiece, crogvthie masterful build-up
of the narrative construction with a radical deldngkof mastery. Such is probably
the most truly postmodern dimension of Manuscript if one follows Jameson in
equating postmodernism with “the cultural logiclate capitalism”. It portrays the

3 Jean-Francois Lyotar@he Postmodern Explainetinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1988,
p. 18.
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human subject as caught in a web of simulacrai@alify generated by other
humans to lure him under meaningless banners, edpif any substantial
allegiance, and ultimately resorbed into cash benefUnprecendented means of
manipulating our human world coalesce into Deceatddnintelligent Agencies
which have given up any socio-political project atdve mainly to maximize their
short-term profit in a headless race towards thiedestruction of their source of
wealth and power. The corpses, spectres and gfastsl by Alphonse at the
beginning of his journey prefigure the spiritualatte and therevenantshis
postmodern grandsons will have to face after thaestion of theirevenus

*kkkkk

“Modernity was lived in a haunted house.” (Baunb4()) Look for spectres
and you will probably see them everywhere. Theesasncertainly true of the
“ghostly” postmodern. So — apart from the minout(kital) profit a literary work
makes by lending itself to such exercises — whatoisbe gained through a
redescription of Potocki’s novel in the vocabulafythe postmodern?

First, it could invite us to exert more prudenceour characterization of
modernity. The Enlightenment, in its French inedion at least, was everything
but “an era of certainty”: as Bauman himself acknowksl later, only a gross
oversimplification can allow us to pretend that moity “seems never to have
entertained similar doubts [as raised in the podano age] as to the universal
grounding of its status” (135). If an author likederot deserves to be counted
among the tenors of the Enlightenment, the moserigpal reading of his work
should convince anyone of the profound uncertaaityvork at the very core of
modern thought. The fact that Potocki wrote atwbey end of the Enlightenment
(in particular after the trauma of the French Ratioh) should not prevent us from
seeing that he expressed doubts already voiced dny mmong thd’hilosophes
themselves. As a consequence, his skeptical stagithe excesses of rationalism
and his pessimism about the possibility of humasterg are less eondemnation
than afurthering of the thought developed by the Enlightenment. t&twon Kirn
had already clearly indicated that “Potocki pusiescritical thinking characteristic
of Enlightenment philosophy against the Enlightenmtself, not in order to attack
it, but in order to further its skeptical attitubg turning it against itself” (222).

Potocki, as well as Diderot, provides a concrelfastitation of “the
implication of the postmodern within the moderreits®. The point has already
been made countless times that, in spite of itetaee labeling, the “post’-modern
is less to be conceived as what comksr modernity than as its ever-present darker
side. Lyotard, among others, has been particutdelyr on this issue:

% Nick Kaye, “Thinking postmodernisms. On T. DodyerAfter Theory, and F. Jameson
Postmodernism'Critical Criticism, 14, 1992, p. 217.
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“Rather we have to say that the postmodern is avitayplied in the
modern because of the fact that modernity, modemporality, comprises in
itself an impulsion to exceed itself into a statmeo than itself. [...]
Modernity is constitutionally and ceaselessly pesgn with its
postmodernity. [...] Postmodernity is not a new agt the rewriting of some
features claimed by modernity, and first of all raouty’s claim to ground its
legitimacy on the project of liberating humanity aasvhole through science
and technology. But as | have said, that rewritiag been at work, for a
long time now, in modernity itsef®.

It is this active and unceasing “rewriting” of modiey by itself which may
legitimize the exercise in redescription carried outhis article. Beyond easy
oversimplifications, (re)writers like Potocki or atard are the ones who carry the
furthest the unsettling questions seeded byPthilbsophes

A basic precaution in order to clarify our ideasildoconsist in questioning
the equation established among most participantseipostmodern debate between
Modernity and Enlightenment. The disturbing histak gap between the
“ideological” breakthrough of modernity (reachingjlfspeed around 1750) and its
“aesthetic” counterpart (maturing really in the et half of the 19th century)
should warn us of a possible major flaw in our pdization. One can only wonder
what would have happened if the debate about thejét of modernity” had
coalesced around the 1880s rather than around7B@sli.e., on the other side of
the major trauma constituted by the Industrial Fetan.

In a reflection which attempts, precisely, to ditudne postmodern in relation
to transformations in the productive process (thfermal” vs the “real”
subsumption of labour within capital, the latterrresponding roughly to the
development of the IT revolution, “globalizationicdaJameson’s “late capitalism”),
Antonio Negri asks whether “the postmodern is a f@wn of romanticism” in its
“negation of the revolution of the Enlightenméfit” In other words: does one find
anticipations of the postmodern in Potocki simpBcéuse our culture, for two
centuries, has been oscillating between a brig{&B0s, 1960s) and a darker
(1810s, 1980s) side of Modernity? Even though saudircular and disenchanted
view seems to please many of our contemporariegrildaggests that, while both
romanticism and the postmodern symptomatize a foamstion in the relation
between subjectivity and capitalist domination,ytleach react to a very different
phase in the development of the productive procddse characteristic feature of

% Jean-Francois Lyotard, “Rewriting Modernity” ¥he Inhuman Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1991, pp. 25 & 34.

% Antonio Negri, “Postmodern” (1986) ifihe Politics of Subversion. A Manifesto for the fid=irst
Century Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989, p. 201.
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our age, according to Negri, is to be found in thet that most of the Western
populations are now being transformed into intéllat workers, who carry their
productive tools (fixed capital) within their brainThis evolution will have far-
reaching, and still inconceivable, consequencesidéntifying the main means of
production with the intellectual potential of themkers themselves, by making it
necessary for the reproduction of capital to invasthe education of the labour
force, by relying always more heavily on the pradut and communication of
information, by encouraging the flexibility (suppkss) of the work force, by
having to take into consideration the body's afeict order to guarantee proper
functioning of the workers’ brain, a drastically wmelogic of production of
subjectivity’’ is taking shape under our very (short-sightedseye

Now, isn’t it precisely such a process of produttad subjectivity which is
investigated and displayed throughout Manuscrip® It is difficult to imagine a
more striking illustration of the emancipatory piiea) as well as of the inherent
dangers, of “productive biopolitic¥ than the collective production of offsprings
for the Gomelez family through the necessary (neéyation of van Worden’s brain
and the manipulation of his body’s affects. Druagsl fascinations, “sociétés du
spectacle” and parodies of moral maxims, Historgséms and geometrical
demonstrations, all concur in a formative entegnsade successful by an artful
mastery of ann-formation technology while Alphonse is originally attractive as a
mere source of semen (and mbley, it is clear from the beginning that the real
stakes of the narrative concern his self-consciessnwith all its lures, delusions,
lapses, aberrations, contradictions, incompletersess plasticity. At the end of the
process, a re-born and re-tooled subject has ldameée flexible, to play his role
and find his place in the collective network of mowand communication which
produced him, and which will in turn be reproducddough his ephemeral
participation.

Such is the story that modernity keeps rewritirggrfrDiderot and Potocki to
Lyotard and Negri: the constant metamorphosis gpectral subject. Like all lost
souls, the subject is given no natural place intbdd. Like all ghosts, it refuses to
die. Like any oldevenantit is now coming back under a scary and unrecaipie
guise: collective rather than individual, meangmfduction instead of end in itself,
object of manipulation as much as source of agency.

The role played by the spectre (of the subjecthis work of “rewriting” is
perfectly illustrated by the story of Athenagoradapted from Pline and inserted

37 “The real paradox is that the more mobile andilflexthe human quality is, and the more abstraet th
productive capacity is, the more collective the lboand the subject are. The ‘primitive accumuolatiof
capital, as it is described by the classics, bmlkery natural and social tie and reduced the stibjez mere
guantitative entity and a purely numerical existeircthe market. On the contrary, the abstraatibith is
formed today is the one that permeates human or@rwnicability and which, on this level, construttie
solidity of communitary relationships on the newality of the subjects” (Negri, “Postmodern”, opt.cp.
207).

% See Toni NegriExil, Paris: Mille et une nuits, 1998, pp. 17-36, intjcalar 30.
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into the 11th day of van Worden’s travels — in ke tahich provides a striking
model for thehauntology which Derrida evokes as theevenantof classical
ontology®. After having acquired at a “reasonable” (i.ardain) price a haunted
house, the philosopher Athenagoras, afraid of imagi “idle phantoms”,
“concentrated his mind, his eyes and his handsowtiting”. As the spectre came
around and loudly rattled his chains, the philogsplwent on writing as though
nothing untoward had happened”. Invited by thesghto follow him into the
courtyard where the apparition soon vanished, hespme grass andf€uilles
[‘leaves” but also “sheets of paper”, “pages”] ¢t tground to locate its place of
disappearance. He had it dug out the following, dencovering bones caught in
chains — for which he provided a proper burial:daver since the corpse was paid
its last respects, it no longer disturbed the pehdtee house” (MS 126/147).

In the haunted house of modernity, nobody beli@rgslonger in ghosts, not
even the theorists of the postmodern, who flatlgnagvledge their incapacity to
define the idle phantom they pursue. Yet, no mditev much one writes, one
cannot make oneself totally deaf to the calls fimaecipation coming from long
forgotten victims: no (ir)rationalization can les ignore the obvious fact that
someone (or something) is in chains, and in p@ar senseless but not meaningless
task consists therefore in heeding the call of #pectre en souffrancén the
existence of which nobody dares to believe), andewoting a few of our pages to
marking its point of vanishing, which may some day its point of surprising
resurgence... | know of no more suggestive dapiail the task of the literary critic
in the postmodern age.

%9 Jacques Derrid&pecters of Mand®New York: Routledge, 1994, p. 10.



