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Perverse Commerce: 

Familial Pathology and 
National Decline in La Curee 

I must say it, since I have been misunderstood and I have not 
been able to complete my thought: La Curee [The kill] is an 
unhealthy plant that grew on the imperial dung heap, an 
incest that developed on the compost pile of millions. In this 
new Phedre I wanted to show the dreadful collapse we come 
to when morals are rotten and family ties no longer exist. 
My Renee is the Parisian woman driven wild and to crime by 
luxury and a life of excess; my Maxime is the product of an 
exhausted society, a man-woman, inert flesh that accepts the 
most vile deeds; my Aristide is the speculator born of the 
upheavals of Paris, the brazen nouveau riche who plays the 
stock market using whatever is at hand-women, children, 
honor, bricks, conscience. I have tried, with these three social 
monstrosities, to give an idea of the dreadful quagmire in 

which France was sinking. 

-Zola, letter to Louis Ulbach, November 6, 1871 

The normal is then at once the extension and the exhibition of 
the norm. It increases the rule at the same time that it points it 
out. It asks for everything outside, beside and against it that 
still escapes it. A norm draws its meaning, function, and value 
from the fact of the existence, outside of itself, of what does 
not meet the requirement it serves. The normal is not a static 
or peaceful, but a dynamic and polemical concept. 

-Georges Canguilhem, The Normal and the Pathological 

Familial Pathology and National Decline 

The Sexualization of the Social 

Emile Zola's La Curee (The kill, as in foxhunting, but also The 
scramble, as in spoils), published in 1872, marks yet another moment 
in the novelistic production of familial discourse in France. This is 
true not so much because the novel embodies a different literary 
genre-naturalist fiction-but because Zola's text introduces a shift 
in the discourse of family that capitalizes on the sexualization of 
social categories already begun in earlier literature-both fictional 
and medical-and generalizes it on a massive scale in a sweeping 
indictment of the Second Empire. As with Paul et Virginie, Les 
Mysteres de Paris, La Petite Fadette, and Les Paysans, a political 
project in the traditional sense of politics-identifiable ideologies 
and parties such as Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's reformist Republi
canism, Sue's protosocialism, Balzac's legitimism, Sand's socialist
Republicanism, and now Zola's middle-class Republicanism-draws 
its main features and lineaments from a discourse of family. The 
imminent collapse of Napoleon Ill's regime is signified in La Curee 
by means of the unparalleled systematic transgression of those 
boundaries promoted by the apologists of domesticity: public and 
private space, class sexualities, gender differences, and family hier
archies. Indeed, the familial figures of social disorder and revolution 
that define the urban and rural laboring classes in Les Mysteres de 
Paris and Les Paysans respectively are now applied by La Curee to 
the Second Empire's new social elite: riotous sexuality and, more 
especially, the greatest of familial sins--carnal incest. This develop
ment in familial discourse does not represent a reversal (even though 
the new bourgeoisie is now targeted the way the lower orders were 
in Sue's and Balzac's texts); rather, it must be seen as a generalization 
of the work of familial figuration of social decadence to all sectors 
and classes of society. Zola's later novels were to do just that with 
the author's customary thoroughness. Yet the earlier social valence 
of decadence and disorder is not lost, for most of Zola's examples 
of sexual and mental dissolution among the upper classes trace their 
origins either to the Old Regime aristocracy or, most often, back to 
the laboring classes. The latter is the very measure of Zola's condem-
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nation of Second Empire arrivisme. He is very explicit about this; in 
the 1872 preface to La Fortune des Rougon in which he announces 
his plan of the Rougon-Macquart, Zola declares, concerning the 
family members: "Historically, they take their start in the people, 
they radiate throught all of contemporary society, they rise to all 
situations by that essentially modern impulse which the lower classes 
on the march through the social body receive; thus they recount the 
Second Empire with the help of individual dramas, from the ambush 
of the coup d'etat to the betrayal in Sedan." 1 

Briefly, La Curee recounts the astonishing success of Aristide 
Rougon, a real estate mogul and financial speculator of obscure 
origins who rises to the highest echelons of Second Empire society. 
Upon his arrival in Paris he changes his name to Saccard and by 
virtue of his employment at the Hotel de Ville, he gains access to 
Haussmann's reurbanization plans and discreetly buys up properties 
slated for purchase by the state. His career begins when his first wife 
Angele (who gave him two children, Maxime and Clothilde) falls ill 
and is dispatched to her grave by the attentive ministrations of his 
sister Sidonie, a wily businesswoman; she has made preliminary 
arrangements for her brother's second marriage to eighteen-year-old 
Renee, the daughter of a venerable Parisian bourgeois family, who 
is made pregnant by a rape (but whose miscarriage Sidonie confi
dently predicts). In return for saving Renee's honor, Saccard receives 
a large sum of money together with Renee's dowry in the form of 
prize real estate. With this capital he initiates his speculative ventures. 
In short order the couple commence leading separate lives and little 
by little Renee and Maxime, destined to be engaged to the aristocratic 
Louise de Mareuil, become lovers. When Saccard discovers their 
incestuous affair he coolly seizes the opportunity to despoil Renee 
of her real estate and to precipitate Maxime's marriage, thus leaving 
Renee to die propertyless and loverless. 

The focus on Renee's incestuous relationship with her stepson 
Maxime underscores the level of abstraction that desire in its detailed 
and particularized representation has reached in Zola's novel. Desire 
is featured as purely psychological, "expressive" of an already ac-
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quired interiority, albeit a hysteri~l and sick one attributed by Zola 
to a social elite he stigmatizes. One could claim that Zola merely 
revives the rhetoric of early familial discourse which before during 

' ' and after the French Revolution discredited Old Regime sexual and 
alliance practices, especially those associated with the aristocracy. 
Readers may recall the terms in which Marie Antoinette, Madame 
Roland, and Olympe de Gouges were sentenced to the guillotine: 
the first was accused of seducing one of her sons, the second of being 
a mere denaturee, and the third of forgetting her "sex." These figures 
of perverse mothers and forgetful women certainly return, ghostlike, 
in the figure of Renee. Yet by the time we reach Zola the main 
impetus of familial discourse lies in tracking down, sorting out, and 
labeling the manifold murmurs of a diseased social body, the very 
filaments and subtle wanderings of hysterical desire. Whence the 
interest and power of those new medical categories of sexual behav
ior. Since in Zola all behavior is assigned a sexual etiology and a 
gender-what Jean Barie has termed "!es fatalites du corps [the 
destiny or avatars of the body]" 2-these categories tend to assume a 
power of emplotment unheard of before. The recoding of class in 
terms of medically defined sexuality-of which La Pechina in Les 
Paysans is the most striking example-continues apace in La Curee. 
Finally, I want to suggest that it is precisely these minute manifes
tations of desire that La Curee trains the reader in detecting, ferreting 
out, and interpreting. The dispersion by the novel of Renee's and 
Maxime's desires across bodies, words, and material objects is a 
lesson in social hermeneutics and readership that La Curee transmits 
indelibly to readers. And as we shall see, the narrating voice, halfway 
through the text, will bludgeon dull readerly minds, in case the point 
escaped them, into alert attention. 

Perverse Commerce 

The sexualization of social categories and of subjectivity takes 
place in the context of the gross violation of the private familial 
sphere by the commercial public one. Critics have been quick to 
point out this disruption of family life, even citing the letter by Zola 
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that prefaces this chapter.3 And, as if to confirm our thesis that 
familial discourse produces its normative concepts and categories by 
virtue of their transgression or absence, Borie even claims that in 
Zola the public/private opposition appears forcefully in the tradition 
of the French novel for the first time.4 Yet there is something curious, 
once again, about a tradition of interpretation that reproduces what 
an author openly claimed to be doing all along. Again, in a sense, 
there is nothing to be "interpreted" about Zola, the familial her
meneutic is there in full view, to be accepted and applied by readers 
and academics to books and their environment. What is missing, 
then, in these appreciations of Zola is the continuing awareness of 
the constructed nature of Zola's texts, that they serve less as a 
recording instrument of the social and political "truth" of the Second 
Empire than as a powerful inscription device that crafts and dissem
inates that "truth" through the social body by means of particular 
rhetorical and narrative strategies. What I am driving at is that the 
"scandal" of La Curee-the disruption of family life by Second 
Empire decadence-is part and parcel of familial discourse and 
shouldn't constitute our standpoint from which to read the text; or 
rather, this story is the truth-effect of a textual production whose 
mechanisms and workings it is our task to analyze. Moreover, it is 
worth recalling that the categories of the public and private were 
produced simultaneously, long before the publication of La Curee, 
as mutually authorizing concepts with which to think collective and 
individual relations. As I have stated before, one cannot think or 
mentally entertain one category without reference to the other. We 
must also remember that since the inception of familial discourse
since Paul et Virginie-the space of the "family" has always already 
been "invaded" and "dominated" by the public domain. In La Curee 
the weakness of family life becomes the "truth" of public corruption 
and, conversely, the corrupt power of commerce and politics stands 
as the "truth" of the debased household. 

Now I have suggested that what constitutes the novelty of Zola's 
text is the organization of both the narrative and social economies 
in terms of the categories of "perverse" desire and its ugliest conse
quence will be the massive homophobia pervading the novel. "Per-
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version" is how the invasion of the family household by the public 
sphere is plotted; it is the symptom of the reduction of household 
relations to commercial and monetary ones governed by self-interest 
and financial speculation. Sexual pathology in the general form of 
hysteria affects all major characters: from Zola's "social mon
sters" -Aristide, the monomaniacal man of ambition; Renee, the 
bored, nervous woman of leisure; and Maxime, the effeminate, 
s~nsual ~outh-to the sickly Angele, sexless Sidonie, and consump
tive Louise. The figure of La Pechina, which Les Paysans introduced 
almost as an afterthought, is now the body that La Curee invests 
completely. Transposed to the world of Paris's financial elite, Pechin
a's "perversities" and hysteria are now worked out in terms of 
Renee's body: as in the novels examined in preceding chapters, a 
female body becomes the laboratory of familialism's semiotic work. 
Yet in La Curee, Renee's body-its signifying function-is not the 
only body at stake. Renee's femininity and her female desire are 
embodied in Maxime's desiring body. And to the degree that his 
gender and sexuality are problematic, so are Renee's. The deterri
torialization of desire and identity-their drift from normative 
boundaries and teleologies-matches the flow of exchange value in 
Saccard's real-estate speculations. I 

In this fashion the drama of "perversion" and the conversion of 
familial bonds into commercial ones mutually signify each other; the 
drama of the Second Empire is one of the flattening of all hierarchies 
and differences (sexual, gender, familial, and social) into what Marx 
called the relations of general equivalence imposed by exchange 
value as embedded in the commodity form,5 to which Zola adds the 
twist of sexual "pathology." This is what Charles Bernheimer has 
termed t~e n~turalist nar~ative of the fear of indistinction stemming 
from wnters profound disgust for and loathing of the female body. 6 

However, rather than positing a primordial fear of female sex
uality underwriting naturalist writers' dread of the prospect of losing 
gender and social distinctions, in my view it will be more helpful to 
show how La Curee stands less as the expression of some prior 
psychology than as the active construction and inscription of social 
desire through a narrative of generalized hysteria and, as it turns 
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out, of transsexuality and latent homosexual desire. La Curee creates 
something new: the logic of familial lack is so extreme here that no 
one major character or agent within the narrative frame even re
motely embodies normative family relations; in fact, the father
Aristide-will even make money off Renee and Maxime's incest. In 
a sense, what is lacking is lack itself, an intradiegetic perception of 
the transgression of the norm. But what is the "norm"? As I will 
make clear, it is the family as Law, or better still, familial desire as 
the Law of the Father. And where is this Law to be found? Ultimately 
in Zola's patriarchal science of desire, whose disciplinary agent is 
the narration itself. Zola's hermeneutic of desire both is the Law 
(insofar as, by virtue of being a "science," it is coded in the nineteenth 
century as patriarchal and male) and produces the Law (to the degree 
that it constructs and disseminates the desire of the Law). 

In this sense does Zola join in the struggle between men and 
women writers over the aegis-male or female-under which the 
domestic household shall be run. After a fashion, La Curie can be 
understood as a male response to the kind of special claims that 
Sand advanced in La Petite Fadette for female authority over the 
inner lives of family members. La Curie unfolds a tale of incest, 
hysteria, and "perverse" desire and in so doing produces the desire 
for the Law, or rather (which is the same thing) the inscription of 
the Law of the Father at the heart of social desire. Finally, this 
subsumption of familial desire under the Law of the Father by Zola's 
novel will afford us an opportunity to witness that paradoxical 
moment in the nineteenth century when, according to Foucault, a 
regime of norms that operated through the play of positive induce
ments established itself in the form of the older regime of law based 
on negative prohibitions. 7 

Social Monsters: Science, Art, and Cultural Intelligibility 

Much of the rhetoric of Zola's letter to Ulbach reappears in the 
preface to the first edition. There, the author literally hawks his 
literary wares to a public already alerted by the scandal surrounding 
the suspension in November r 871 of the book's serial publication 
by La Cloche, a Parisian daily. "In the natural and social history of 
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a family during the Second Empire, La Curie is the note of gold and 
flesh. The artist in me refused to diminish [faire de l'ombre sur] the 
glamor of this life of excess that illuminated the entire reign with the 
suspect light of a place of ill repute." 8 Family, gold, and sex-the 
standard themes of bourgeois fiction-are the very obligatory sub
jects of nineteenth-century artistic representation and authorize Zo
la's own project in a recognizable way. What is new and strange, or 
so Zola seems to claim, is how they come together in the form of 
sociosexual pathology: 

I wanted to show the premature exhaustion of a race which has lived 
too quickly and ends in the man-woman of rotten societies, the furious 
speculation of a epoch embodied in an unscrupulous temperament, the 
nervous breakdown of a woman whose circle of luxury and shame 
increases tenfold native appetites. And with these three social monstros
ities I tried to write a work of art and science which was at the same 
time one of the strangest pages of our morals. ( 3 1 1) 

The thematics of social teratology give the full measure of Zola's 
attack on the Second Empire and his attempt to mark it off as a 
space and a time outside of the imagined community of middle-class 
Republican France he and other writers were busily preparing on 
the eve of the Franco-Prussian War. Foucault reminds us that in the 
nineteenth century a politics of self and other encapsulates a change 
in regimes and turns on normative sexual-familial practices that are 
present tacitly and negatively through forms of "deviance": 

The legitimate couple, with its regular sexuality, had a right to more 
discretion. It tended to function as a norm, one that was stricter, perhaps, 
but quieter. On the other hand, what came under scrutiny was the 
sexuality of children, madmen and women, and criminals; the sensuality 
of those who did not like the opposite sex; reveries, obsessions, petty 
manias, or great transports of rage. It was time for all these figures, 
scarcely noticed in the past, to step forward and speak, to make the 
difficult confession of what they were. 9 

This game of the norm played out upon the social body also deter
mines what counts as interesting and readable narratives and in turn 
these stories of deviancy construct what passes for "normal." 

Zola's evocation of "perverse" social monsters is doubly advan-
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tageous for him, for it at once expels a whole political class and the 
new bourgeoisie of the Second Empire from the body politic, and it 
authorizes Zola's own project as art and as science. Monsters are 
not simply threatening; they are also enigmatic and even at times 
unrecognizable, they require decipherment and investigation. As 
purveyor of social monsters, Zola establishes his credentials as the 
guardian of their cultural intelligibility through his writing, an 
intelligibility that is primarily one of gender and sex. 10 This play of 
authorization that ratifies an author's voice should be familiar to 
readers of the book by now: in the preceding chapter I analyzed 
George Sand's appeal to "nature" to sanction her narratives; for 
"nature" Zola has substituted his social freaks. Thus, if monsters 
necessitate art and science to render them comprehensible to a large, 
uninformed public, then perhaps the reverse will also be true for 
Zola's novels: his narrative authority (as art and science) hangs on 
the presence of strange psyches and bodies. In fact, it would be fair 
to say that they mutually produce one another. The risk-but 
perhaps a very productive one at that-is that Zola may end up 
making himself and his scientific novels, replete with social-sexual 
monstrosities, scandalously unintelligible to the reading public. In 
the conclusion to his preface Zola admits that La Curee's sexuali
zation and medicalization of social and political history contributed 
in part to the suspension of its publication in serial form in the fall 
of 1871: "If I believe it is necessary to explain La Curie, a true 
depiction of the collapse of a society, it is because the literary and 
scientific aspect of it seemed to be so little understood in the news
paper where I tried to publish the novel that it was necessary to 
suspend publication halfway through the venture" (311). Zola's 
social science courts misunderstanding but also occasions new pre
faces, letters, publicity-in short, more writing. 

What Zola is offering, then, is not simply sex and finance scandals 
but also--which was "misunderstood"-new literary and scientific 
knowledge of the social. Reading La Curee promises to transmit 
those new secrets and their knowledge, but clearly untutored readers 
must be forewarned. This is a precaution that Zola rhetorically turns 
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to his advantage: advance notice not only protects Zola from any 
further attacks with the shield of science and literary obligations to 
truth but also has the effect of placing readers under the firm paternal 
tutelage of the author and his scientific narrative. Thus my tactic of 
approaching La Curee as the patient (and not so patient) training of 
readers in a new social hermeneutics of desire and in new forms of 
narrative authority. We have come a long way from Paul et Virginie 
where the Old Man's authority was mediated by domesticity itself; 
here, it is the novel's very narrative structure that embodies authority, 
but it is based less on "family" than on the omniscient science of its 
pathologies. 

Writing and Reading the Social Body 

In La Curee readerly knowledge of the social lies in scanning the 
various bodies that circulate in the novel's pages. Thus readers decode 
or interpret what is already there in the narrative. However, if we 
keep in mind the notion of the simultaneous production of the 
Second Empire as monstrous and Zola as scientist, then perhaps it 
is more accurate to say that the act of readerly "discovery" in fact 
involves the textual encoding and emplotment of the social body on 
the one hand and readers as its decoders or hermeneuticists on the 
other. 11 La Curee entails a production that is threefold: perverse 
bodies, Zola as pathologist, and readers as detectives of deviant 
desire. 

Now, there are more monsters in Zola's text than he initially lets 
on in his preface. In the line-up must also be included Sidonie and 
Louise. They are part and parcel of the construction of a system of 
deviance in which everyone is assigned a gender and a sexuality by 
the narrative. The attempt to identify characters in terms of a 
sexualized interiority involves readerly activity, elicited or directed 
by the novel itself, that matches the feverish preoccupations of legal 
medicine at that time. According to Foucault, "The years from 
around 1860 to 1870 were precisely one of those periods when 
investigations of sexual identity were carried out with the most 
intensity, in an attempt not only to establish the true sex of herma-
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phrodites but also to identify, classify, and characterize the different 
types of perversions. In short these investigations dealt with the 
problems of sexual anomalies in the individual and the race." 

12 
One 

must have a sex, or more precisely a sex, a gender, and a sexuality
even if "perverted" or "sexless"-in order to accede to individual 

and narrative existence. 

Transgression and the Norm 

Sidonie, Saccard's sister, and Louise, Maxime's fiancee-to-be, 
offer ample opportunity for observing how La Curee's freak show 
targets, marks, and otherwise regulates bodies through a semiotic 
description-in short, how Zola's sex/gender system operates. Both 
Sidonie and Louise usurp male roles, an action that transsexualizes 
them, the most dramatic sign of social decadence and familial 
catastrophe. Their textual presentation has the effect of deeply 
polarizing gender identities in terms of rigid oppositions. 

The depiction of Saccard's sister, who engineered the death of 
Angele and Saccard's subsequent marriage to Renee, is enlightening. 
As a businesswoman of sorts, she violates the sexual boundaries 
between public and private domains. She too, like her brother 
Saccard, is an agent of the wild dealings of the Second Empire, but 
not with impunity. Let's follow Sidonie's textual portrait, one brush 
stroke at a time. The first mention of Sidonie alludes to some sort of 
infraction of the cultural narrative of womanhood; she leads a life 
outside the confines of marriage and life at home: "Aristide had a 
sister in Paris. Sidonie Rougon had married at Plassans an attorney's 
clerk, and together they had set up business in the Rue Saint-Honore 
as dealers in fruit from the South of France. When her brother came 
across her, the husband had vanished, and the business had long ago 
disappeared." Moreover, "she never spoke of her husband, nor of 
her childhood, her family, her personal concerns" ( 3 5 6/ 5 8). As it 
turns out, her present business is ostensibly selling junk but actually 
is one of arranging shady deals and overseeing a maison de passe 
for male and female clients in the apartment below. Once her various 
occupations are established, the narrating voice delivers a harsh, 
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unremitting physical portrait of her: "Madame Sidonie was thirty
five; but she dressed herself with so little care, and had so little of 
the woman in her manner, that one would have thought her much 
older. As a matter of fact she had no age. She wore an everlasting 
black dress, frayed at the edges, rumpled and discolored by use, 
recalling an attorney's gown worn out by wear and tear of the bar" 
(354-55/56, translation modified). An entrepreneur in her own 
r.ight, Si?.onie dons the black color of men's public clothing; she 
literally forgets her sex" and almost passes as a man in the street: 

The woman in her withered.away [La femme se mourait en elle]; she 
became. a. mere man of busmess [un agent d'affaires], a commission 
agent hittmg the Parisian pavement at all hours, carrying in her fabulous 
basket the most eq~iv~cal articles, selling everything, dreaming of 
b1ll1ons, and appeanng m court, on behalf of a favorite client, over a 
contested matter of ten francs. Short, lean, and sallow, clad in the thin 
black dress that looked as though it had been cut out of a lawyer's gown, 
she had shnvelled out of recogrnnon, and to see her creeping along the 
houses, one.would ~ave t~ken her for an errand-boy dressed up as a girl 
[un saut-ruzsseau deguzse en fille]. (356/58, translation modified) 

Howe~er, .a man she is not but rather a boy, a gofer [saut-ruisseau ], 
and d1sgmsed as a girl at that. 

Sidonie forgets her sex, but of course it is the text that forgets it 
for her, m a cunous re~ersal whereby she becomes a male imitating 
a female-:-or better still, an imitation of an imitation, a "woman" 
at a dou~le ontol~gi.cal remove from her "natural," sexed body. It's 
worth:Vh1le .exammmg more closely the textual operations in the 
order m which they are deployed in these rather amazing passages. 
The ?ovel progresses from Sidonie's various occupations, to her 
~lothmg,. then to her body and her sex and back again in an 
mterlockmg logic of mutual association. Instead of following the 
cultural rules of derivation of what Gayle Rubin has termed the 
"el d "h b 'd s .x .g.en er system, w ere y ones esires, sexuality, demeanor, and 
act1v1t1es proceed from one's biological, sexed body, 1.1 Sidonie's 
transgression of normative female behavior has upset and reversed 
cultural expectations: her biological sex is determined by her occu
pations and activities in public. 
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Far from following the dictates of her sexed body, Sidonie, in 
pursuing her multiple careers, has shorn herself of all outward signs 
of femininity, and the text carefully enforces her nonfeminine ap
pearance through its own interpretations. Nowhere, for example, is 
her black dress associated with, say, widowhood but is always 
carefully compared to a lawyer's garb; in fact, it's as if her tattered 
clothing had shrunk and shriveled her body to the point of rendering 
it culturally unintelligible in terms of "femaleness": the somatic 
signifiers-the hips, breasts, and hair usually served up to nineteenth
century readers-are simply not there. In a sense, Sidonie's transves
tism has literally transsexualized her, or seemingly so: a boy dis

guised as a girl. 
The twofold, simultaneous textual construction (encoding) and 

interpretation (decoding) of Sidonie's transgressive behavior both 
problematizes gender (one can easily cross over) and fixes the sex/ 
gender system into a polarized dyad of male/female (distinct but 
narrowly defined psychologies, activities, and roles). Her semiotic 
description does suggest that gender and sexual identities are a 
complex affair but avails itself of the most reductive dualism to 
suggest that complexity: a boy disguised as a girl. This is the 
fundamental tension in the text: the need and desire to designate a 
transgressive "outside" to the sex/gender system of familial discourse 
(in order to inscribe the norm), but an "outside" that nonetheless 
does not stand altogether "beyond" the horizon of normalizing 
discourse. The way in which the novel concludes its case against 
Saccard's sister is revealing: "This extraordinary hermaphrodism of 
the woman grown sexless [etre neutre], man of business and pro
curess in one" (356/59). The symmetrical syntax of this sentence 
repeats and mimics the polarized gender opposition into which 
Sidonie is inserted by virtue of her unconventional activities and 
demeanor. The figure of androgyny is a conservative trope, a con
trolling rhetorical device that returns Sidonie to a simple male/ 
female, masculine/feminine opposition in which the truth of sex and 
gender remains unproblematically and symmetrically male or fe
male. That is to say, it remains comfortably ensconced in the borders 
of the "heterosexual matrix." 14 
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Now, it is very interesting that, in terms of her appearance, the 
text compares Sidonie to a boy rather than to a man. Clearly, the 
text refuses her the status and prestige of an adult male, if only to 
maintain a sense of fundamental gender hierarchies. She may act as 
a man but she is only a boy. At the same time, Sidonie's change of 
sex entails a relative desexualization of her body. The "forgetting" 
of her "sex;' the loss of her femininity, translates into the forgetting 
of her body to such a degree that, although she may be a mediator 
in the sexual commerce of bodies, her own is never bought and sold: 
"There was only one thing that she never sold and that was her 
person; not that she had any scruples, but because the idea of such 
a bargain [marche1 could not possibly occur to her" (356/58). It is 
as if she is literally unaware of her body and indifferent to the 
heterosexual matrix's policing gaze. The fact that she does not 
prostitute herself may be a smart business practice but it is also a 
tease thrown at readers. They cannot forget her oversight, and the 
question arises, does she indeed have a body? does her body desire? 
does she escape the imperatives of compulsory heterosexuality? 15 

The novel cleverly leaves readers to their own interpretive devices to 
ferret out and discover on their own in a maze of allusion and 
association Sidonie's latent (and that's the tease) lesbianism. Alert 
readers can piece the evidence, culled from later pages, together: she 
loves women by virtue of the pleasure they afford men, doubtless 
because both men and women are clients of her maison de passe 
( 3 5 7-5 8); she has affection for priests in much the same way she 
admires women, for both groups wear skirts (359); finally, we later 
learn that in arranging her brother's second marriage with Renee 
she half-hoped to "marry" Renee at the same time, if only in hopes 
of recruiting her as a future customer. Ultimately, it's on the level of 
desire that the question of one's identity is resolved: Sidonie transacts 
business and desires women "like a man." 

Her neglect and indifference, then, ultimately authorize the nov
el's own policing of her actions and of her body, sex, and gender: 
she should and does have a sex but since it does not derive from her 
body, her body as such does not exist otherwise than in the form of 
a pathetic absence of feminine charms, at best a boy's imitation of a 
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girl. Having been denied her own "femininity," Sidonie is ready to 
play the part in Saccard's marriage that will transform the household 
into a public space of speculation and carnal incest. She will commit 
the ultimate transgression of nineteenth-century womanhood: the 
murder of a mother (Saccard's first wife) and the abortion of Renee's 
fetus. 

The Hunchbacked Aristocrat 

Another female figure of sociosexual pathology will complete 
my analysis of the polemics of sex/gender in La Curee. Hardly a 
modern businessman, Louise de Mareuil, destined for marriage to 

Maxime, stands as a throwback to an early moment in familial 
discourse, then peopled with scandalous aristocratic women, but 
here notions of biological degeneracy have updated the representa
tion: "That poor Louise, as she was called, a child of seventeen, 
puny, a little humpbacked, wearing with a sickly grace a white 
foulard dress with red spots" (326/i8). Loving to crack coarse jokes 
with men (332) and very forward with Maxime, Louise, by virtue 
of her aggressive behavior, takes after her mother, who led until her 
death a life of riotous scandal and debauchery for which the daughter 
has paid dearly: 

Her mother during her lifetime had also been a tall, strong woman; but 
stories were told about her which explained the child's stuntedness, her 
manners like a bohemian millionaire's, her vicious and charming ugli
ness .... Borne in these diseased flanks, Louise had issued from them 
with impoverished blood, deformed limbs, her brain threatened, and her 
memory already filled with filthy life. (407-8/128, translation modified) 

Never did Louise come to know the peace and discipline of 
orderly domesticity: "She occasionally fancied she had a confused 
recollection of a former existence; she saw unfolded before her, in a 
vague outline, bizarre scenes, men and women kissing, a whole 
fleshly drama in which her childish curiosity found amusement. It 
was her mother that spoke within her" (408/128, translation modi
fied). She "lacks" those loving childhood memories that are the 
preconditions of a familial sensibility to which moralists and edu-

Familial Pathology and National Decline 2 55 

cators could then appeal. Readers will recall that even Sue's archvil
lain Le Maitre d'ecole (the Schoolmaster) remained vulnerable to 
the tug of family and domesticity. Not so Louise. Her childhood was 
irreparably compromised by her libertine mother who passed on to 
her daughter a "sick" interiority. Her body is inscribed with her 
mother's speech, that of a "mad nymphomaniac" whom retrospec
tively the Baron de Mareuil realized he should have had locked up 
in an insane asylum long before her death. The excesses of the 
mother's unregulated desire are legible in the deformities, consump
tion, and hysteria that contort Louise's body: "Deformed, ugly, and 
adorable, she was doomed to die young; consumption [une maladie 
de la poitrine] was stealthily undermining her, giving her a nervous 
gaiety and a tender grace. Sick little girls quickly grow old, and 
become women before their time. She was naively sensual, she seemed 
to have been born when she was fifteen, in full puberty" (407/127). 

Her oversexed, adolescent body classes her in the same category as 
Sidonie Rougon: a boy disguised as a girl: "And in fact, in her frock 
of white foulard with red spots, with her high-cut bodice, her flat 
breast, and her ugly, cunning little street boy's head, she resembled 
a boy dressed up as a girl [un gar~on deguise en fille]"(341/38-39, 
translation modified). 

In La Curee the codes of gender and sex are the ultimate signifiers 
of political and financial corruption. It is not by chance that the 
marriage which seals Renee's fate and virtually closes the novel is 
between the most ambiguously gendered characters, Louise and 
Maxime, the "degenerate" offspring, respectively, of the landed 
nobility and the new elite of high finance that bears the curse of its 
impure, low origins. 

Renee, Maxime, and the Policing of Desire 

Saccard's new household marks the beginning of his rise in 
fortune. Bearing the appropriate signs of a perverse "family," it is 
faithful to Balzac's melodramatic dictum that behind every great 
family fortune lies a perfectly executed crime, while perhaps adding 
the spice of sexual "perversion." 16 Saccard's new marriage is rendered 
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possible by the murder of one woman and the rape of another. This 

founding violence serves as the indictment of a male homosocial 
economy out of control that threatens the domestic family either 

with the imposition of male prerogatives of the oldest kind (rape) or 
the dictates of the new world of financial speculation (murder and 
arranged marriage for real estate and cash). 17 This does not mean 

that Zola's text dispenses with homosocial relations altogether. Quite 

the contrary. The textual examples we have seen of homophobia 

should assure us on that score. Rather, the novel's tale of the disso

lution of family life points to the need to control and territorialize 

male homosociality (and the public sphere) through the mediation 
of domesticity, and conversely to regulate the household by means 

of a new (male) domestic science of desire. 

In his definition of "monomania" published in Pankoucke's Dic
tionnaire des sciences medicates (1819) Pinel's most illustrious stu
dent Esquirol associated the mental disorder more with "male" 

temperaments than with those of women. He wrote: 

The causes that predispose one to monomania and produce it are the 
same as those of madness [la folie] in general. However, passionate and 
nervo-sanguine temperaments [/es temperaments sanguins et nervoso
sanguins], strong and robust individuals endowed with a fiery, vivid, 
:;"d wild imagination; well-tempered, meditative minds, which seem 
susceptible to only one string of exclusive ideas and affections and which 
give themselves over to meditation and prolonged research on special 
objects, particularly on metaphysical or ascetic ones; and individuals 
dominated by pride [amour-propre], vanity, arrogance, and ambition, 
who indulge themselves in excessive ideas and hopes and extravagant 
pretensions, are predisposed more than others to monomania. But it is 
worth noting that almost always individuals who have fallen into 
monomania were struck by some reversal of fortune, stripped of their 
hopes before being ill. Thus a man presently happy, powerful, and rich 
who becomes insane [alienel will not be monomaniacal at all; whereas 
an ambitious, arrogant man, or one in love who falls on hard times or 
has lost the object of his love will be excited [exaltel by monomania. 18 

Frustrated ambition, like unrequited love, can drive men crazy. 
Here is Zola's portrait of Aristide upon his arrival in Paris shortly 

after Louis Napoleon's coup d'etat. It opens chapter 2: 
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Aristide Rougon swooped down upon Paris on the morrow of December 
2, like a carrion bird that scents the field of battle from afar. ... He 
himself, still young, had compromised himself like a fool, without fame 
or profit, and could consider himself fortunate to have emerged safe 
and sound from the scrimmage. He came running, furious at having 
taken a false step, cursing the provinces, talking of Paris with the 
ravenous hunger of a wolf, swearing "that he would never be such a 
fool again"; and the bitter smile which accompanied these words seemed 
to take a terrible significance on his lips. (346/ 44, translation modified) 

Saccard easily qualifies as a candidate for clinical monomania but 

Zola characteristically complicates things by sexualizing his social 
monster's illness: Saccard embodies an erotics of social ambition. 

Libidinally, love and ambition have become interchangeable but 

asymmetrically so; the master trope will be sexual desire. 

Aristide's obsessive drive toward wealth is consistently and re

peatedly sexualized early on. His first excited walks through the 
quarters of Paris are characterized as "a true taking of possession" 

[une vraie prise de possession] (346/44, translation modified). Later, 
over Sunday dinner at Montmartre, his avid glance glides away from 

Angele, his first wife, to Paris below: "At dessert he called for a 

bottle of Burgundy. He smiled into space, he was unusually gallant. 

And his looks always redescended amorously to that living, seething 

ocean, from which issued the deep voice of the crowd" (369/76). 
Saccard's desire breaks away from the confines of family life to 

deploy itself over the prostrate body of the French capital, penetrating 
and cutting it to pieces: 

Night was falling. His dry, nervous hand kept cutting through space. 
Angele shivered slightly before this living knife, those iron fingers 
mercilessly slicing up the boundless mass of dusky roofs .... The 
smallness of his hand, hovering pitilessly over a gigantic prey, ended by 
becoming disquieting; and as, without effort, it tore asunder the entrails 
of the enormous city, it seemed to assume a strange reflex of steel in the 
blue of the twilight. (370/78-79) 

Rape and murder, which will found Saccard's second family, are also 

the fate that awaits pre-Haussmann Paris. Aristide is slated to be the 

Jack the Ripper of the Parisian cityscape, Le Chourineur writ large 
in the lettering of the new financial bourgeoisie. 
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It is under Saccard's dubious paternal aegis that Renee and 
Maxime, Saccard's son, play out the novel's politics of gender and 
the desiring social body. Like Saccard, they represent the irruption 
of outside forces: Renee has been literally branded a "public" woman 
by having been raped and thereby losing her honor, and they have 
both been raised and educated outside the home in those institutions 
notorious for their "unhealthy" influence in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries: the convent and the boarding school. These 
hotbeds of unregulated space and bodies were seen as promoting 
same-sex sociability and precocious sexuality inimical to family life 
and compulsory reproductive heterosexuality. These lawless, unre
strained sociosexual relations are what is meant by Zola's recurrent 
phrase camaraderie ("boon companionship") (322, 447, 455, 534), 

a phrase that the nameless narrator will eventually apply to the 
Saccard household itself. Finally, the two characters have evolved in 
a world of dead mothers and absent fathers. Questionable camara

derie and lack of family will flourish together in the new household 

as Saccard's success grows: 

The street invaded the apartment [La rue manta dans l'appartement] 
with its rumbling of carriages, its jostling of strangers, its license of 
language. The father, the stepmother, and the stepson acted, talked, and 
made themselves at home as though each of them had found himself 
leading a bachelor life alone [vivant en garqon]. Three boon companions 
[trois camarades], three students sharing the same furmshed rooms, 
could not have made use of that room with less reserve for the installation 
of their vices, their loves, their noisy, adolescent gaiety. They accepted 
one another with a hand-shake, never seeming to suspect the reasons 
that united them under one roof, treating each other cavalierly, joyously, 
and thus assuming each the most entire independence. The family idea 
was replaced by a sort of partnership [L'idee de famille etait remplacee 
chez eux par celle d'une sorte de commandite] whose profits are d1v1ded 
in equal shares; each one drew his part of pleasure to himself, and 1t 
was tacitly agreed that each should dispose of that part as best seemed 
to him. They went so far as to take their enjoyment in each other's 
presence, displaying it, describing it, without awakening any feeling but 
a little envy and curiosity. (400-401/119-20, emphasis mme, transla
tion modified) 

No one in the household, no one person, embodies any principle-
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either paternal or maternal--of familial order. The lack of tutelage 
and discipline is a radical one and will be met only by an extradi
egetical agency, the narrating voice. 

Territories of Gender and Desire 

Transgression of gender and sex reach their greatest pitch in 
Renee and Maxime's incestuous love affair. In the novel's opening 
chapters readers are led by the narrating voice through an appren
ticeship of decoding "perverse" bodies and desires. Readerly inves
tigations begin on the very first page. Appropriately enough, the 
question of sex, gender, and desire is articulated literally "outside" 
in the course of a conversation between a bored Renee and her 
mocking stepson Maxime as they return home on an autumn after
noon after a carriage promenade in the Bois de Boulogne amid the 
whirl of elegant carriages, liveries, and notables of Parisian society. 
Brian Nelson has summed up cogently the Goldmannian/Lukacsian 
commentary on Zola's brilliant impressionistic tableau: 

One aspect of Zola's stylistic impressionism is the fact that his descrip
tions are shaped and limited by the subjective point of view of the 
observer. Rather than being introduced into the novel by a systematic 
Balzacian exposition or an omniscient global description of milieu, the 
reader is given the fragmentation and immediacy of an outsider's view. 
... We are offered the haphazard visual and sensuous impressions of 
the character as they develop, without the interpretation usually supplied 
by an omniscient author; or rather, the impression itself precedes iden
tification and explanation. Effects of immediacy mean that the character 
and the reader are into direct confrontation with things rather than 
being distanced from them. And because of the weight Zola places on 
description, the natural order of things is reversed: objects and things 
become the real protagonists of his novels and the human element is 
only incidentally mentioned. 19 

In La Curie's profusion of artificial objects and fragmented sensa
tion, I would argue that subjectivity is not so much overwhelmed as 
foregrounded in its isolation and dispersion across manifold objects 
and bodies which elicit and articulate subjects' desire. In this fashion 
the novel's hypersubjectivism can be seen as a discursive tactic that 
posits the need for some sort of interpretive frame; that is to say, it 
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ll up the intervention of Zola's objective science of subjectivity. as . . . 
What unifies and interprets the novel's atomized umverse 1s a science 
that designates and inscribes subjects in terms of their ''.sex;' a ~ew 
practice of knowledge under the tutelage of Zol~ and his narr~t10n. 
This knowledge joins together a double perception of perversity on 
the one hand and "artificial" relations mediated by man-made land
scapes and decorated female bodies on the other. Indeed, the two 
mutually imply each other, as critics have noted: the ~andscape t_hat 
fl s past Renee's and Maxime's indifferent gaze 1s a theatrical 

ow h . d d staging of nature, from the artificial lake to t e manicure gar ,ens; 
meanwhile, during this excursion, readers lear~ that Laure d Au
rigny, Saccard's former mistress, has dyed her hair yet another color, 
doubtless to please a new lover; and that Saccard has bought b~c~ 
from Laure jewels he had given her and now plans t~ adorn_Renees 
body with them. 20 (Still later we learn that Saccard himself, m order 
to further his ambition, dropped his paternal surname R~ugon for 
his present one.) Yet there is no need for critics to ~ake this t~xtu~l 
logic their own. A powerful critique of S~cond Emp1r~ corrupt1?n m 
terms of "false" desire, circulating ob1ects, and alienated, inter
changeable individuals actually turns out to be p_redicated on--or 
better still, to produce as its unexamined assumpt10n-a homology 
between "normal" gender, sex, and sexuality on the one ha~d and 
the authentic body and "nature" on the other. Once a~am, the 
Second Empire is inscribed as profoundly "deviant": a d1srupt10n 
of the transmission of the patronymic from one generation to another 
(as in Rougon/Saccard's case) goes hand in hand with the v10lat1on 
of the natural features and "destiny" of the female body. , 

A careful consideration of the textual work by which chara~ter~ 
subjective sensations enlist readers as detectives of perver_se desire is 
in order. Constructing a logic of association, the tex_t m the first 

ges moves from Renee's semiconsciousness to a picture of the 
pa · · · f h "fi · l lake back to Renee, whom a JOit wakens m time or er to 
artl Cia b" J" . 
catch sight of two friends whose friendship hints of a Jes 1an 1a1son: 

Renee had thrown back her head and with half-c_losed eyes glancing 
listlessly at the two sides of the avenue, seeing nothmg .... On the left, 
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at the foot of the narrow grass-plots that run down intersected by flower
beds and shrubs, the lake slept, clear as crystal. ... This scrap of nature, 
that seemed like a newly-painted piece of scenery, lay bathed in a faint 
shadow, in a pale blue vapor which succeeded in lending the background 
an exquisite charm, an air of adorable artificiality .... But there came a 
jolt in the even trot of the line of carriages. And, raising her head, she 
nodded to two ladies lolling languidly, amorously, side by side [couchees 
cote a cote, avec une langueur amoureuse] . ... Renee, a schoolfellow 
of the two inseparables, as people nicknamed them with a knowing air, 
called them by their first names, Adeline and Suzanne. (3 16/4-5) 

Readers' hermeneutic work begins in earnest a half-page later when 
the conversation broaches the question of the "secret" of Renee's 
profound boredom. Explaining her indifference toward Saccard's 
sexual escapades, she declares simply, "You see, I am bored" (317/ 

5). The entire textual operation turns on Renee's desire, a desire that 
is named by a masculine voice as hysterical in origin: "'You know, 
you're not very amusing,' said Maxime, calmly. 'It's your nerves, 
undoubtedly."' Renee even acquiesces to Maxime's interpretation: 
"'Yes, it's my nerves,' she replied dryly" (317/6, translation modi
fied). The exchange that follows has a familiar ring to it: "'What is 
it that you want? What on earth do you dream of?' [inquires 
Maxime.] She shrugged her shoulders to imply that she did not 
know" (318/7). Maxime's question anticipates by 50 years Freud's 
famous question, "What does woman want?" 21 Finally, she lets drop 
"I want something different" (3 r 8/8), and then gives her answer a 
Baudelairian twist: "As I said, one ought to have something different; 
you understand, I can't guess what; but something else that would 
happen to nobody but one's self, that would not be met with every 
day, that would give a rare unknown enjoyment" [une jouissance 
rare, inconnue] (3 20/10). In the end she is incapable of articulating 
her own desire: 

Then, with a ray of hope, there came to her, with shivers of longing, the 
idea of that "something different" which her mind could not strain itself 
to fix upon. There, her dream wandered. Constantly the word that she 
strove to find escaped into the falling night, became lost in the continuous 
rolling of the carriages. The soft vibration of the carriage was an 
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impediment the more that prevented her from formulating her desire. 
(J2I/II) 

Hysterical desire is presented here as precisely that which cannot 
make up its own mind, name itself, and consciously designate its 
object of investment. Renee's desire is unknown, unnameable, with
out place or law, but a name, a place, and a law will be produced 
by the novel: carnal incest understood as transgressing and therefore 
desiring the Law of the Father. Neither Renee nor Maxime can name 
her desire but the narrative machine will do that for them. This will 
involve readers in rather pleasurable detective work. For the alert 
reader and critic, the trajectory of her wayward desire will land on 
her interlocutor Maxime. Freud would have been pleased: 

And an immense temptation rose from the empty space, from the copses 
asleep in the shadow on either side of the avenue, from the noise of the 
wheels and from the gentle oscillation that filled her with a delicious 
torpor. A thousand tremulous emotions passed over her flesh; dreams 
unrealized, nameless delights, confused longings, all the monstrous 
voluptuousness that a drive home from the Bois under a paling sky can 
infuse into a woman's worn heart .... She put out her foot, as she 
stretched herself in her feeling of well-being, and with her ankle lightly 
touched Maxime's warm leg; he took no notice of this contact. A jolt 
aroused her from her lethargy. She raised her head and with her grey 
eyes looked strangely at the young man, who sat lounging in an attitude 
of sheer elegance. (321-22/II-12) 

This passage can be read two ways. The first reading would 
confirm the dynamics of Freudian transference whereby the object 
of desire is both displaced and named by a cathexis on the analyst/ 
interlocutor. What the "original" object and aim of desire might 
have been is perhaps less important than the fact that the mode of 
displacement and transference inscribes desire under what Lacanian 
psychoanalysis calls the Phallus as signifier and the Law of the 
Father. This is what Freud ardently wished to demonstrate in the 
narrative of the "failed" analysis of Dora who refused to play Freud's 

discursive game. 22 In this first reading, Renee's first jolt (which draws 
her attention to the two women) designates the departure of her 
desire from heterosexual, familialized desire, and the second returns 
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it to the fold, albeit in the deviant form of incest (she fixes her gaze 
upon Maxime). A second reading, which I think is far more fruitful, 
is to study the passage as precisely a moment in the scientific and 
literary genesis of this type of discursive practice, which attempts to 
encode women's desires-if only negatively as "hysterical"-within 
the heterosexual matrix by means of a narrative of displaced desire. 
Presumably, Maxime embodies her desire, or the possible knowledge 
of her desire that she "lacks." In a sense, the text presents Maxime 
as having what she does not possess. Yet this is to anticipate too 
much, for the textual production of the Law as the truth of Renee's 
desire actually involves a lengthy and extraordinary narrative play 
on the very nature of the displacement of Renee's desire. Is this a 
relation of radical difference-as we suggested above-between the 
two lesbians and Maxime or perhaps, more scandalously, one of 
equivalence? Zola's answer will be that it is both. Maxime is both a 
woman and a man. The story of Renee and Maxime's affair entails 
two contrary but complementary movements: first the deterritorial
ization of Renee's incestuous desire as homosexual and without law 
and then its final reinscription under heterosexuality and the Law of 
the Father. 

Renee's Desire, Maxime's Body 

As interlocutor, object of transference, and putative sign of the 
Law, Maxime is poorly equipped to restore Renee's desire to the 
comforting bounds of even simple familial pathology. Denouncing 
the scandalous conditions of sexual license that prevail in women's 
boarding schools, Zola, in a newspaper article, repeats the common
place that women's sexual tutelage must be left to their husbands by 
virtue of absolute differences in gender. Sexual knowledge is the 
strict preserve of men: 

Our morals make of a man a combatant who must know everything; it 
is up to him to make his own virtue, dignity, and an upright and happy 
life; he is the protector, the experienced creature; he can make his way 
through every sin [toutes les souillures] and be only the stronger for it. 
But the young girl is not at all raised for the struggles of life. She must 



Lack of Family as Fictional Strategy 

be placed ignorant into the hands of her husband, receive from him all 
she knows [toute education], and not to leave behind her any memories 
of the flesh and the heart.21 

Clearly, Renee does not fit the bill; not only has she been in a convent 
but she came to marry Saccard only because she had been raped and 
made pregnant. Moreover, from this perspective, what further desta
bilizes her desire is that Saccard scarcely qualifies as a husband, for 
he is absorbed by his financial dealings and his mistresses. Analo
gously, Maxime as the object of her incestuous desire hardly qualifies 
as a "man." The heterosexual male tutelage of Renee's desire, lacking 
in the father, is woefully absent in the son, although for different 
reasons. 

No doubt about it, Maxime is the homme-femme announced by 
Zola in the preface. Degenerate biology and the boarding school 
have conspired to undo his virility. He, like Louise, was a sexually 
precocious child: 

Maxime was already terribly knowing for his thirteen years. His was 
one of those frail, precocious natures in which the senses assert them-
selves early. He had vices before he knew the meaning of desire .... He 
took great pains over his hands, which were long and slender ... he 
owned a little looking-glass which he drew from his pocket during 
school-time and placed between the leaves of his book, looking at himself 
in it for hours .... His school-fellows hung round his blouse as round 
a petticoat, and he buckled his belt so tightly that he had the slim waist 
and undulating hips of a grown woman .... Fortunately, age was about 
to improve him. But the sign of his boyish debauchery [ses abandons 
d'enfant], this effeminization of his whole being, that time he thought 
himself a girl, was destined to remain in him, and to strike a lasting 
blow at his virility. (384-85/99-100, translation modified) 

He was a "fin de race, unworthy of the gender of either parent: 

Maxime meantime had grown. He was now a pretty, slender young man, 
who had retained the rosy cheeks and blue eyes of childhood. His curly 
hair had completed that "girl look" that so enchanted the ladies. He 
resembled poor Angele with her soft expression and blond paleness. But 
he was not even the equal of that indolent, hopeless woman. The race 
of the Rougons became refined in him, grew delicate and vicious. Born 
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of too young a mother, constituting a strange, jumbled, and, so to speak, 
scattered mixture of his father's furious appetites and his mother's self
abandonment and lethargy, he was a defective offspring in whom the 
parental shortcomings were fulfilled and aggravated. (400/i 18, trans
lation modified) 

Worst of all, he has betrayed his manhood by renouncing his destiny 
as a productive male and has contented himself with the spendthrift 
consumer habits of women of leisure: "This family lived too fast; it 
was dying out already in the person of this frail creature, whose sex 
must have remained in suspense [ chez laquelle le sexe avait du 
hesiter]; he represented, not greedy eagerness for gain and enjoyment 
like Saccard, but a weak nature [une ldchete1 devouring ready-made 
fortunes, a strange hermaphrodite making its entrance at the right 
moment in a society that was growing rotten" (400/i 18, translation 
modified). Certainly, in terms of the pathologies constructed and 
circulated in medical literature and clinical practice, it makes sense 
that "perverts" should attract one another. In the logic of equivalence 
I sketched out in Chapter 2, following Jean Borie, hysterical women, 
homosexuals, androgynes, masturbators, and sexually precocious 
children are metonymically associated with one another and can 
even serve as substitutions for each other. In effect, Renee's transgres
sion turns out to be a double one: incest with her stepson who is not 
even a properly gendered man. No wonder that once she falls in love 
with Maxime she thinks she has fallen ill (41 3 ). Repeatedly, Maxi me 
is referred to as a "girl manque" (450), as having "the temperament 
of a girl" (489), as being a "blond girl" (506). If hysteria is a 
"feminine" temperament that is not only unsettled, fickle, and un
stable but also hesitates as to its own sex and gender, then Renee 
and Maxime's liaison is an abyss of sexual ambiguity that will 
precipitate Renee's madness. Maxime's sexual ambivalence will com
pound Renee's own hysterical confusion vertiginously. 

La Curee develops the lawlessness of their desire in every possible 
way through multiple figures of the "other" of normative family 
relations in the late nineteenth century which suborn the Saccard 
household: colonized "nature;' the street, and homosexuality. The 
measure of Renee's drifting desire is found in its spatial figuration in 
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the scene that closes chapter 1. During a reception in her townhouse 
after the promenade in the Bois de Boulogne Renee follows Maxime 
and Louise into the exotic hothouse off the ballroom: 

In her were aroused the senses of a woman who desires, the caprices of 
a woman who is satiated. And above her head, the great black marble 
sphinx laughed its mystic laugh, as if it had read the longing, formulated 
at last, that galvanized that dead heart, the fugitive longing, the "some
thing different" vainly sought for by Renee in the rock of her carriage, 
in the fine ashes of the falling night, and now, suddenly revealed to her 
beneath the dazzling light of this blazing garden by the sight of Maxime 
and Louise, laughing and playing, their hands interlocked. (345/43, 
translation modified) 

Nothing is more artificial and foreign to the domestic household and 
French civilization than the sensuous flowers and plants imported 
from the colonies that stimulate Renee's lust: 

This time she was permeated with a keen and definite desire. 
Unbridled love and voluptuous appetite haunted this stifling nave in 

which seethed the ardent sap of the tropics. Renee was wrapt in the 
puissant bridals of the earth which gave birth to those dark growths, 
those colossal stems; and the acrid birth-throes of this sea of fire, of this 
forest expansion, of this mass of vegetation all burning with the entrails 
that nourished it, surrounded her with perturbing effluvia full of intox
ication. (344/42) 

Colonial "nature" marks her body with illicit, "primitive" desire in 
the form of poisonous leaves whose corrupt "milk" enters Renee's 
veins: "The shrub that half concealed her was a malignant plant 
[une plante maudite], a Madagascar tanghin-tree with bored box
like leaves with whitish stems, whose smallest veins distilled a 
venomous fluid .... Renee, her mind wandering, her mouth parched 
and stung, took between her lips a sprig of the tanghin-tree which 
came to the level of her teeth, and closed them on one of its bitter 
leaves" (345/43). Although the plant is from the neighboring island 
of Madagascar, we are a long way from bucolic Mauritius and Paul 
et Virginie. Renee and the hothouse function here as meres denatu
rees. 
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Renee and Maxime seal their liaison in another "foreign" space, 
that of a restaurant dining room overlooking a busy boulevard. 
There, the confusion of the street invades the restaurant in the form 
of incestuous and homosexual desire. The consummation of their 
mutual attraction is heralded for readers, now schooled in the symp
toms of "deviance," by Renee's wish to dress up in drag and accom
pany Maxime to cafes off-limits to women of polite society. Rather 
than an example of neglect of appearances, as in Sidonie's case, 
Renee's cross-dressing is a choice fully aware of the boundaries 
between public and private spaces policed by gender differences: 
"we are having a debauch tonight .... I'm a man, see?" (415/138). 
Enveloped by the sensuous warmth of the cafe's private dining room 
whose mirrors are covered with the names of Maxime's other lovers 
the mutual seduction reaches its term, climaxing, literally, with th; 
rumble of the street: "In the profound silence of the room, where 
the gas seemed to flare higher, she felt the ground tremble and heard 
the clatter of the Batignoles omnibus turning the corner of the 
boulevard. And it was all over" (426/154). 

One transgression seemingly contains another. The secret outrage 
of their carnal incest is that it also constituted a violation of the 
heterosexual matrix; Maxime was caught off guard, for he thought 
he was playing with a "boy" (!): 

He was angry at the adventure. He laid the blame on the black satin 
domino. Whoever saw a woman rig herself out like that! You couldn't 
even see her neck. He had taken her for a boy and romped with her 
and it was not his fault that the game had become serious. He certain!; 
would not have touched her with the tip of his fingers, if she had shown 
only a tiny bit of her shoulders. He would have remembered that she 
was his father's wife. (428/i56-57) 

In fact their later trysts in the transgressive space of the hothouse 
confirm that Renee clearly desires the "woman" in Maxime as much 
as he the "man" in Renee: 

They passed a night of mad love. Renee was the man, the passionate 
active will. Maxime submitted. Smooth-limbed, slim and graceful as ~ 
Roman stripling, fair-haired and pretty, stricken in his virility since 
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childhood, this epicene being [etre neutre] became a great girl in Renee's 
inquisitive arms. He seemed born and bred for a perversion of sensual 
pleasure. Renee enjoyed her domination, and she bent under her passion 
this creature with the still indeterminate sex [dont le sexe hesitait 
toujours] . ... This pretty little fellow, whose frail figure was revealed 
by his clothes, this abortive girl [fille manquee], who strolled along the 
boulevards his hair parted in the middle, with little bursts of laughter 
and bored smiles, became in Renee's hands one of those debauching 
influences of the decadence which in certain periods among rotten 
nations exhaust a body [une chair] and unhinge a brain. 

And it was in the hot-house especially that Renee played the man. 
The ardent night they spent there was followed by many others. (449-
50/185) 

The two different moments of Renee's erotic reverie-the "jolts" that 
focused her gaze first on a lesbian couple and then on Maxime
turn out to be identical in content and aim. This is the scandalous 
measure of Renee's wandering, hysterical desire. Desiring Maxime 
is not a return to the heterosexual fold but its definitive abandonment, 
and this will entail her descent into madness. Her incipient illness 
will later frighten Maxime who will associate her mental instability 
with the disorder of the street: "Maxime himself began to be fright
ened of this head in which madness was shooting up, and in which 
he thought he could hear, at night, on the pillow, all the din of a city 
in rut with pleasure"(467ho9, translation modified). As the spatial 
metaphors suggest, the term of Renee's transgression of gender and 
sexual codes, the term of her hysteria, is the death of interiority 
itself, which succumbs to the dissolution of the social and corporeal 
boundaries of identity. The street now dances in Renee's head. 

Readerly Pleasures and Discipline 

Now, the two lovers' incestuous passion should afford consider
able pleasure to those readers whose eye for suggestive detail and 
metonymic association allowed them to anticipate the lovers' affair 
as the "truth" of the Second Empire household. To those who were 
caught unaware of the impending crime and remain unconvinced by 
the turn of the plot Zola offers the following retrospective reading 
of the narrative: 
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They had drifted towards incest since the day when Maxime, in his 
threadbare schoolboy tunic, had hung on Renee's neck, creasing his 
French guard's coat. From that time forward there had been a long and 
constant perversion between them. The strange education the young 
woman gave the child; the familiarities that made boon companions 
[des camarades] of them; later on, the laughing audacity of their confi
dences; all this dangerous promiscuity had ended by linking them 
together by a singular bond, in which the delights of friendship came 
near to carnal indulgence. They had long since given themselves to one 
another; the animal act was but the acute crisis of this unconscious 
malady of passion. (445/r79-80, my emphasis) 

Such a passage constitutes both a demonstration in hermeneutics 
and a lesson in familial discipline. The latter in fact requires the 
former. A simple act of carnal incest, were it discovered, would have 
necessitated a single corresponding sanction and punishment. But 
La Curee proposes a different regime, one in which the conjunction 
of knowledge and power alters the very temporality and ontology 
of the "crime." Renee and Maxime's incest is not a discreet, easily 
verifiable act but rather a transgressive condition of desire to be 
deciphered. Thus the novel introduces a temporal depth and exten
sion to their incest that parallels that of the reading process itself. In 
turn readers' progress through La Curee spatializes desire by dis
playing it on and beneath the surface of every bodily utterance, 
whether verbal or gestural. If readers missed the signs and symptoms 
of Renee and Maxime's approaching affair, for the remainder of the 
novel they surely will no longer idly consume images of female 
boredom and sexual ambiguity. 

Incest and the Absence of the "Law" 

Carnal incest constitutes the sign and symptom of domesticity 
without law in the form of desire run wild. Yet Zola's daring portrait 
of extreme familial disorder also affords him the opportunity to bind 
the lack of family to the Law of the Father, to produce order-or at 
least the desire for such a new order-out of anarchy. This is the 
movement of reterritorializing or fixing desire. And this order cannot 
be defined in terms of discreet acts but stands as the fundamental 
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condition of a gendered and sexualized subjectivity that is the law 
of desire. 

The discursive machine, even as it marks Renee's and Maxime's 
bodies as hysterical, transsexual, and homosexual, constructs their 
lovemaking in such a way as to establish the imperatives of gender 
difference and heterosexual desire, presumably assured by the in
commensurable biology of their bodies, even as the lovers transgress 
them: "female" and "male," they play symmetrically inverted but 
opposite "masculine" and "feminine" roles that leave intact the 
presuppositions of the heterosexual matrix; Renee is the "man" by 
virtue of her active desire, Maxime plays the "woman" by giving in 
to her. In the cited passage, desire is still being read within the frame 
of compulsory heterosexuality in which only opposites (dialectical 
"others") may attract. 24 This identifies Renee's desire as desire of 
"male" desire, desire of the Law of the Father. 

More important, the novel plays with readers' anxieties and need 
to know by allowing incest to happen, as it were, by chance, not as 
a transgressive act, but almost as a random occurrence within the 
state of absolute lawlessness that reigns in Saccard's household. 
Maxime was the closest body at hand, so to speak, capable of 
distracting Renee from her crushing boredom. As for Maxime, she 
was a "comrade," a boy whom he happened to be playing with at 
the moment in the restaurant. At most, Renee was "the first married 
woman he had had, He did not reflect that the husband was his 
father" (446/r81-82). Here, desire is intradiegetically formulated, 
if only briefly, as unrelated to lack or negativity and thus to a law. 
Only later, and retrospectively, does La Curie begin the second 
movement of reinscribing Renee's desire as a transgression in her 
own mind and body. Like Zola's enlightened reader, she too rereads 
the earlier episodes, and only then does she frame her desire in terms 
of transgression and incest. At first, we get the novel's interpretation 
of the beginnings of her desire: 

It was during that autumn drive in the twilight, when the Bois was 
falling asleep, that the vague idea of incest came to her like a titillation 
that sent an unknown thrill over her skin; and in the evening, in the 
semi-intoxication of the dinner, lashed by jealousy, this idea became 
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more defined, rose up ardently before her, amid the flames of the 
conservatory, as she stood before Maxime and Louise. At that moment 
she craved for sin [le ma/], the sin that no one commits, the sin that was 
to fill her empty existence and bring her at last to that hell of which she 
was still afraid, as in the days when she was a little girl. Then, the next 
day, through a strange feeling of remorse and lassitude, her craving had 
left her. It seemed to her that she had already sinned, that it was not so 
pleasant as she had fancied, and that it would really be too disgusting 
[sale]. (447/r82) 

The text has her adopt its retrospective reading as her own: 

But after this stupid fall, she returned to her dream of nameless pleasure, 
and then took Maxime back to her arms, curious about him, curious as 
to the delights of a passion which she regarded as a crime. Her volition 
accepted incest, demanded it, resolved to taste it to the end, even to 
remorse, should that ever come. She loved with the transports of a 
woman of fashion, with the restless prejudices of a woman of the middle 
class, with all the struggles, joys, and disgusts of a woman drowning 
herself in disdain. (447/182, emphasis mine) 

She is now fully committed to the bourgeois battle of first resisting 
desire and then transgressing the norm, a struggle that she will soon 
transform into a badge of honor: 

Incest lent her a fire that glowed in the depths of her eyes and warmed 
her laughter. Her eye-glass looked supremely insolent at the tip of her 
nose, and she glanced at the older women, at the dear friends pluming 
themselves upon the enormity of some vice or other, with the air of a 
boastful adolescent boy, with a fixed smile that said: "I have my crime." 
(4 5 6/i 94-9 5, translation modified) 

Progressively, then, La Curie has Renee articulate her desire with 
respect to the incest taboo. Though an unlikely heterosexual object 
choice for incest, effeminate Maxime was nonetheless an easy one, 
for he was hardly a "man" or a "true" son; he was someone she 
could dominate. Saccard was another matter, however. Hence her 
profound malaise when, after years of neglect, Saccard wished to 
renew conjugal relations with her: "He smiled good-naturedly. Renee 
remained in a state of cruel anguish. She felt that she would lose the 
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little equilibrium left her, if she gave herself to her husband. Her last 
pride was that she was married to the father but was the wife of the 
son alone" (461/200). He embodied the incest taboo and its power
or so she thought. For at the very moment poor Renee has assumed 
the rebellious positionality of a depraved, incestuous stepmother the 
incest taboo proves to be nonexistent, or rather is displaced by 
another law, that of the marketplace in the form of unbridled male 
appetites. 

One of Zola's most provocative strokes in his unremitting satire 
of the Second Empire is to show that, in a fully decadent period, 
even incest can be turned to account. This occurs appropriately 
enough in the famous episode of a transvestite ball held at the 
Saccards' luxurious townhouse for the purpose of announcing
unbeknownst to Renee-Maxime's engagement to Louise: the 
transgression of gender codes (the ball) and the final subsumption 
of the Saccard household under the demands of Aristide's speculative 
adventures are one and the same event. 

That very evening, Saccard discovers his wife and son's affair and 
to the astonishment of the guilty parties, instead of exploding in 
Oedipal anger, Saccard calmly decides to take the deed to the Parisian 
property that constituted Renee's dowry and that was meant for her 
children. He needed it sorely to carry out yet another real estate 
speculation. At the end of the confrontation Renee stands speechless 
as father and son march off together, arm in arm, to rejoin the party 
and announce Maxime's engagement to Louise: "What! They had 
gone off quietly, amicably! The two men had not smashed one 
another! ... Her crime, the kisses on the great gray-and-pink bed, 
the wild nights in the hot-house, all the accursed love that had 
consumed her for months came to this mean, vulgar ending. Her 
husband knew all, and did not even beat her" (519/280). 

Renee's shocked realization that her crime of incest transgressed 
no law is what precipitates the final phase of her descent into 
hysterical madness begun with the homme-femme Maxime: "She 
had come to that, to be a big doll from whose chest there issues a 
mere squeak of sound" (521/282). Then: "She saw herself dead. 
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Every feature told her that the breaking down of her brain was 
nearly accomplished. Maxime, the last perversion of her senses, had 
finished his work, had exhausted her flesh, unhinged her intellect. 
No joys remained for her to taste, no hope of reawakening" (523; 
286). 

In a sense, Zola presents Renee as desiring the Law of the Father, 
if only by virtue of transgressing it, but the Law was doubly absent: 
in Maxime who "is not" a (heterosexual) man and in Saccard, his 
father, who traded the negative sanctions of the Law for a real-estate 
title. Thus Renee loses her only intelligible identity, which the novel 
inscribed as a purely negative one: pregnant fiancee, sterile wife, and 
incestuous stepmother. Stripped of the law of her desire and the last 
of her family property, Renee is dispatched to oblivion less than a 
year later by an attack of meningitis. The combined forces of the 
market and its implacable homosocial relations between men (here, 
between father and son) have overturned the incest taboo, not by 
transgressing it but by simply recuperating it in flows of capital and 
speculation. In one stroke the novel both posits the domestic family 
and the Law of the Father as identical by means of a narrative of 
incestuous love and has them swept away by those very men destined 
to instantiate the Law within the household. The play of familial 
lack has reached a radical stage here: the incest taboo both inscribes 
desire as complicitous with a patriarchal law (Renee's drama of 
transgression) and subsumes all family relations under the latter's 
rule, while the law itself turns out to be devoid of agents of inscription 
and channels of transmission. Thus, in a sense, La Curee produces 
the lack of a lack, the lack, on the intradiegetic level, of a "transgres
sion" and its scandal. The displacement of the Law of the Father by 
market forces as the rule of family relations, and of desire, constitutes 
the privileged figuration of the invasion of the domestic household 
by commercial imperatives and encodes the extent to which the 
Second Empire's bourgeoisie has betrayed middle-class traditions , 
family life, and, not least, the nation. The narrative of incest is a 
powerful one insofar as it strives to bind desire-if only negatively
to the comforting parameters of Oedipal relations, and keep it within 
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"the endogamous rules of the bourgeoisie." 21 The crime and scandal 
of incest is better than no crime and no law at all. 

The Law exists only in the narrative of its absence and intradi

egetically in Renee's feeble consciousness. This process of reinscrip
tion of the domestic family under the sign of the Phallus (the Great 
Signifier) reaches its term in the final pages before Renee dies. The 
text will not allow the hysterical body of the unstable, incestuous 
stepmother to depart without first fully investing it with the signifiers 

of the Law for the pleasure of decipherment by the now well-trained 
readers. Unlike in the novel's opening scene, here Renee finally names 
her desire and in so doing speaks the Law. The method remains 
identical; it is based on the play of the gaze: her anxious eyes fix 
upon three paternal objects: first Saccard, then Napoleon III, and 
finally her venerable father. Between those objects of desire, in the 
displacement of her gaze, the text writes the "truth" of her hysteria. 
During a final promenade in the Bois de Boulogne she comes upon 
Saccard and Maxime discussing business, and at that very instant 
the Emperor appears: 

He occupied alone the back seat of a landau. Dressed in black with his 
frock-coat buttoned up to his chin, he wore, a little on one side, a very 
tall hat, whose silk glistened .... 

Renee thought the Emperor aged. His mouth opened more feebly 
under his thick waxed moustache. His eyelids fell more heavily to the 
point of half covering his lifeless eyes, the yellow grayness of which was 
yet more bleared. And his nose retained its look of a dry fish-bone set 
in the vagueness of his face. (540/307) 

The sight of the aging Napoleon III-the failing patriarch of a 

discredited regime-precipitates a visit by Renee to the townhouse 
of her childhood where her old father still lives: "She remained for 
a moment with wide-open eyes, full of this vision, which reminded 
her of another moment in her life .... She sought about, her hands 
folded on her breast, as though burnt with an internal fire; and it 
was with a sudden hope of relief, of healing coolness, that she leaned 

forward and said to the coachman: 'To the Hotel Beraud!"' (541/ 

307-8). 
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Critics have remarked that Renee's belated return to "family" 
and her social origins marks Renee's homage to honest middle-class 
values, but they overlook the fact that the episode also rewrites the 

recent past of the domestic family in terms of a mythical patriarchy. 
Zola's history of the Second Empire translates into a story of mis
guided choices of paternal objects (hence Renee's sense of betrayal) 
whose effect is to subsume the domestic household, previously coded 
and constructed by familial discourse as the domain of female 
authority, under paternal rule and to designate the Law of the Father 
as the fundamental condition of desire. As a consequence, the nos
talgia for a mythical bourgeois patriarchy closes the novel on a 
compelling note of loss that actually erases the bourgeoisie's own 
recent history and discursive investments. In this fashion La Curee 
adopts for its own purposes the tactics of earlier familial discourse 
that elicited readers' desire for new, gendered household relations 
and arrangements by deploying a narrative and rhetoric of lack and 
pathology. La Curee advances this process further in two ways: first 
by constructing "deviant" sexuality as pathological forms under the 

sign of the Law-Renee's deepest desire, even transgressively ex
pressed, is finally determined by the Name of the Father; second, 
this same construction induces a perception of family lack that is 
narrowed to the absence of paternal authority. The various produc
tive illnesses of the model family are now subsumed under one master 
signifier. 

However, the signifier of the Father and the Law that marks 
Renee's body as the latter's fundamental desire in the final pages of 

La Curee does not constitute a reinscription of an unproblematic 
patriarchy. This is so on several accounts. Clearly Zola's science and 
his disciplinary narrative mechanisms are deployed in the name of 
domesticity disrupted by the crushing homosociality of the male 
world of commerce in which everything is traded for profit, including 
women's bodies, family heirlooms, and sexual normativity.26 Thus 
Zola differentiates between forms of male dominance and abhors 

social and material economies that dispense altogether with the 
mediation of women's bodies and "family." That is precisely the heart 
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of his indictment of the Second Empire. Second, the fictional strate
gies Zola deploys in order to elicit readerly investments and partici
pation in the Law belong to a normative regime, and not one based 
on a juridical, prohibitive form of power. This is the modality of 
Zola's science. Zola proposes a new knowledge of the social in terms 
of the family as defined by its members' incipient sexual deviancies. 
His is a male science of the private sphere, a territory and knowledge 
previously encoded as specifically feminine even when authors were 
male: for a time liberal subjectivity was constructed as "feminine" 
and "female;' and opposed to the discredited practices and authority 
of the old patriarchy, which dominated the world outside of the 
family and stood for vestigial conservative social forces of the Old 
Regime. Zola's positionality is akin to that of physicians, who, 
according to Jacques Donzelot, allied themselves with lower- and 
middle-class housewives in a strategy to inculcate new norms of 
personal hygiene and household organization.27 But there was a 
difference: Donzelot claims that these tactical alliances operated to 
weaken husbands' and fathers' traditional authority, whereas Zola's 
tactic actually consists in a call for a restoration of male authority 
based on the inscription of desire as Law-but a Law that is bound 
to a new science in the name of a new social and political national 
culture, that of middle-class Republicanism and its imagined com
munity. 

The tale of Zola's three "social monstrosities" expands the 
apparatus of "sexuality" in order to produce the "family" as Law. 
This operation actually lends a language to practices whose entry 
into discourse can unpredictably elicit readerly voyeuristic fascina
tions and pleasures, and thereby can sediment in bodies, and give 
discursive space to, practices that may escape inscription by the law 
of familial desire. This is the risk and the power of the putting into 
discourse of sex, sexuality, gender, and desire. The more fine and 
minute the policing of deviance and transgression is, the greater the 
opportunities to expand the scope and reach of normalizing dis
course (the parameters of "family" and the heterosexual matrix); 
but also the more those fundamental discursive identities are put 
into play and thus contestation, the greater the risk that the norms 
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may simply be replaced or consigned to irrelevance. The production 
of the Law in the late nineteenth century is, like "family," just that: 
a production, a recoding and not merely an expression. It is even 
less simply the drama of a prohibition, that is to say, it remains 
vulnerable to counterproductions and positive counterinvestments. * 

* That is precisely what happened in Zola's case during his lifetime. A 
homosexual man wrote a lengthy confessional letter to Zola expressing his 
admiration for his depiction of upper-class life and his gratitude for Zola's 
portraits of sexual marginals, which he read with an enthusiasm tinged with 
guilt. Zola never dared publish the letter, which he calls a "Roman d'un inverti" 
(Novel by an invert), but allowed Dr. Laupts to include it as a medical document 
in his Tares et poisons: perversion et perversites sexuelles, with a preface by the 
novelist. See Zola, Preface. 
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