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10. The autobiographical contract

PHILIPPE LEJEUNE

Is it possible to define autobiography? I had »:m_s_uﬁa to do so, in
L’Autobiographie en France,' in order to be able to establish a coherent corpus,
but my definition left a certain number of theoretical problems _._E.nmo_dan_. i
felt the need to refine and sharpen it, by trying to find stricter criteria. In
doing this, I inevitably encountered the classical issues which z..n. genre of
autobiography always raises: the relation of biography and autobiography,
the relation of the novel and the autobiography. These problems are
irritating because of the repetitious nature of the arguments one encounters,
the vagueness of the vocabulary used, and the confusion among problems
belonging to independent domains. As a result of my new attempt at
definition, I wound up trying to clarify the terms in which the vuczm:wm of
the genre are stated. When one wants to get things clear, one runs two _._m._a..
the first is that of seeming to repeat the obvious (since there is no alternative
to going back to basics), the other is the opposite - :.:m amm.r of mnﬂ.:.m:m to
want to complicate things with excessively subtle .m_mmssnzo_.s. 1 s._:.. not
escape the first charge; for the second, I will ry to ﬁu..mim_m..m rational basis for
my distinctions. o L
I had conceived my definition not sub specie aelernilalis, not by cxamining
cach text as a thing-in-itself, but from the point of view of a contemporary
reader who is trying to see order in a mass of published texts, which have in
common the fact that they tell the story of someone’s life, The situation of the
“definer’ is thus doubly relativized and limited: ;jas regards history, the
definition does not claim to cover more than the two centuries since 1770,
and is concerned only with European literature; this does not mean that we
should deny the existence of personal writing before 1770 or o:GEn. Eurape,
but simply that our present-day way of thinking about autobiography
becomes anachronistic or irrelevant outside this area. With regard to the fxt,
I am adopting the reader’s point of view: my starting point is 3&:..5., the
problematic internal state of the author, nor an attempt to establish the
canons of a literary genre. By choosing to start from the situation of the
reader {which is my own, the only one T know well}, I may be able to grasp
the functioning of the texts more clearly (and the differences in how they
function), since they were written for us, their readers, and since, as we read
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them, it is we who cause them to function. I have therefore tried to define
autobiography through a series of oppositions between the various texts
which are available for reading.

Slightly modified, the definition of autobiography might be: ‘a retrospec-
tive prose narrative produced by a real person concerning his own existence,
focusing on his individual life, in particular on the development of his
personality’.

This definition involves clements from four different categories:

.8

1. Linguistic form: (a) narrative;: (b} prose.

2. Subject treated: individual life, personal history.

3. Situation of the author: author (whose name designates a real person)
and narrator arc identical.
4. Position of the narrator: (a} narrator and protagonist are identical; (b)
narration is retrospectively oriented,

Any work is an autobiography if it fulfils all of the conditions indicated in
cach of these categories. Genres close to autobiography do not satisfy all of
these conditions. Here is the list of the conditions not fulfilled by other
genres: memoirs: {2); biography: (4a); first person novel: (3); autobio-
graphical poem: (1h); diary: (4b); self-portrait or essay: (1a and 4b).

It is evident that the different categories are not all equally restrictive:
some of the conditions can be largely, though not totally, satisfied. The text
should be mainly narrative, but we know the importance of speech in
autobiographical narration; the oricntation should be mainiy retrospective,
but this docs not exclude passages of sclf-description, of diary, of reference to
the time of writing, and quite complex temporal constructions; the subject
should be mainfy the writer's individual life and the growth of his personality,
but the description of cvents, of social or political history, can also be
included. This is a maticr of proportion, or rather of hicrarchy: there are
natural transitions to the other genres of littérature intime (memoirs, diary,
cssay), and a certain latitude is loft 10 the classifier in the examination of
particular cascs. ‘

On the other hand, two of the conditions are a matter of all or nothing, and
these are, of course, the conditions which oppose autobiography (but also the
other forms of littérature intime) to biography and to the personal novel: these
are conditions (3) and (4a). Herc there is no transition or latitude. Either
there is identity or there is not. There is no possibility of degrees, and any
doubt imposes a negative conclusion.

For there to be autobiography (and more generally littérature intime), there
must be identity between the author, the narrator, and the protagonist. But this
“identity’ raises numerous problems, which I will attemnpt, if not to solve, at
least to formulate clearly, in the following sections:
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P. Lejeune

How can ‘identity’ between the narrator and the protagonist be expressed
in the wext? {‘I, you, he’}?

In the case of a narrative ‘in the first person’, how is the identity of the
author and the narrator—protagonist manifested? ('1, the undersigned’). This
will he the context in which to contrast autobiography and the novel.

Is there not a confusion, in most reflection about autobiography, between
the notion of identity and that of resemblance? (*Certified truc copy’). This will
be the context in which to contrast autobiography and biography.

The difficulties encountered in these analyses will lead me, in the last two
sections {'Autobiographical space’, and “The reading contract’) to try to
formulate the probiem in different terms,

I, you, he

The ‘identity” of the narrator and the protagonist which autobiography
implies is most often marked by the use of the first person. This is what
Gérard Genette calls ‘autodiégétique’ narration in his classification of the
‘voices’ of the narrative, based on works of fiction.2 But he also clearly
distinguishes a narration ‘in the first person’ without the narrator being the
same individual as the protagonist, This is what he calls more broadly
‘*homodiégétique’ narration. Continuing along these lines we sec that con-
versely there can perfectly well be ‘identity’ of the narrator and the
protagonist without use of the first person.

Two different criteria must thus be distinguished: one involving the
grammatical person, and one involving the ‘identity’ of the individuals to
whom the uses of the grammatical person refer. This elementary distinction
is forgotten because of the polysemy of the word ‘person’, and it is

camouflaged in practice by the connections which are a/most always estab-

lished between a given grammatical person and a given type of identity
relation or of narration. However, this is only ‘almost always’ the case; the
undeniable exceptions require us to rethink the definitions.

Because . it raises’ the problem of the author, autobiography spotlights
phenomena which fiction leaves in a state of uncertainty: in particular the
fact that there can quite well be ‘identity’ between the narrator and the
protagonist in the case of a third-person narrative. Since this ‘identity’ is not
established within the text by the use of ‘I', it is determined indirectly, but
unambiguously, by the two equivalences: author = narrator, and author =
protagonist, from which we deduce that narrator = protagenist, even if the
narrator remains implicit. Such a procedure conforms literally to the original
meaning of the word ‘autobiography’: it is a blography, written by its
subject, but written like a simple biography.

This technique may be adopted for a variety of reasons, and has produced
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different kinds of effect. Speaking of onesclf in the third person can imply
either an enormous self-esteem (as is the case with the Commentaries of
Caesar, or some works by de Gaulle), or else a form of humility (as with
certain antique religious autobiographies, where the writer called himsell
‘the servant of God’). In cither case the narrator adopts, with respect to the
individual he once was, cither the distance of historical perspective, or that of
divine perspective, that is, of cternity, and introduces into his narrative a
transcendence with which, in the last analysis, he identifies himself. Totally
diflerent effects of the same procedure can be imagined, of contingency, of
dissociation, or of ironic distance. This is the case with The Education af Henry
Adams, by Henry Adams, where the author describes in the third person the
almost Socratic quest of a young American {himself) looking for an
education. In all the examples given so far, the third person is used
throughout the work. There exist autobiographies in which part of the text
designates the protagonist by the third person, while in the rest of the text the
narrator and the protagonist are merged in the first person: this is the case for
Le Traitre in which André Gorz uses these changes of ‘voice’ to express his
uncertainty about his identity. Glaude Roy, in Nous, uses this device in a
more banal way to confer a chastc distance on an amorous episode of his life.3
The existence of these bilingual texts, genuine Rosctta stones for identity, is
valuable: it confirms the possibility of an autobiography in the third person,

Even within the personal register {first and second persons) it is clear that
it is quite possible to write other than in the first person. What would prevent
me from writing my life referring to myself as ‘you'? In fiction, this has becn
done by Michel Butor, in La Modification, and by Georges Perec in Un Homme
gui dort. There seem to be no autobiographies which have been entirely
written in that way, but the device sometimes appears briefly in addresses by
the narrator to the person he once was, to comfort him in a difficult situation,
or lecture or disown him.* From such use to a whole narrative there is, to be
sure, quite a distance, but the thing is possible. This kind of narration would
clearly point up, on the level of discourse, the difference between the subject
of discourse, i.e. the speaker, and the subject of the utterance treated as the
addressee of the narrative.

These uses of the third and sccond persons are rare in autobiography, but
they make it impossible to confuse problems of grammatical person with
problems of ‘identity’. One can therefore imagine a matrix conceived like
that on p. 196.

It has been necessary, on the basis of cxceptional cases, to dissociate the
problem of person from that of ‘identity’. This allows us to account for the
complexity of existing or possible forms of autobiography, It can also induce
uncertainty about the possibility of giving a “textual’ definition of autobiogra-
phy. For the present, after this look at the exceptions, et us return to the
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grammadtical
person
1 YOU HE
identity
classical second- hird-
- person third-person
narrator :
= ; autobiography autobiograph autobiography
= protagonist (antodiégetique) graphy grap
first-person classical
hiography hiography i h
_Mmm_._,mﬁ” omist {eve-witness mn_m_.nmm.aa to biography
protag account) the subject {hétérodiégétique)
{homodiégétique)

REMARKS . o .
(a) By ‘grammatical person’ should be underswod the person which is given primary

importance throughout the narravive. QObviously, an 'I” is not n_.u._SnF..mEn E.:.oE.m ‘you' Amr.n
reader), but the latter is gencrally teft implicit; conversely, a ‘you” implies a {usually implicit} '1';
and narration in the third person may contain intrusions by a _.:‘mn.vn_..mo: narrator.

(b) The examples given here are all taken from the gamut of referential narrative offered ._..;\
biography and autobiography; we could have as easily used examples from fiction. I give
Genette's categories at the appropriate points; it will be scen that they do not cover all possible

cases. . ] )
(c) The case of a biography addressed to its subject is illustrated by certain academic speeches,

where the speaker talks dirccily to the person whase life story he is telling, before an audience
which is the true recipient, just as, in an autebiography in the second person, _M, such a s.nw..x
existed, the addressee (oneself at an earlier age) would be invoked to receive a discourse, with

the reader as onlooker,

most {requent case, that of the classical autobiography in the first person
(‘autodiégétique’ narration): we will encounter new reasons for uncertainty,
this time concerning the way in which ‘identity’ is established between the
author and the narrator-protagonist.

I, the ==nm_..umm=nm

Let us assume, then, that all autobiographies are written in the first person,
as one might infer from the constant refrain of the autobiographers: J. We
find, for example, from Rousseau: ‘1, I alone’; Stendhal: ‘Once again you are
backsliding into J and me'; Thyde Monnier: Moei (a four-volume
autobiography); Claude Roy: Moei, je (as for me, I); etc. Even in this case we
are faced with the following question: how is the ‘identity’ between the
author and the narrator manifested? For the autobiographer, it would be
natural to pose this question simply by saying ‘Who am 1?* But since ] am a
196
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reader, it is no less natural for me 1o ask the question in another way: who is
‘I'? That is: who is the one who'is saying ‘Who am [?°?

I hope T will be excused for recalling, before continuing the analysis, a few
elementary linguistic notions. Unfortunately, in this domain, the simplest
things are the ones which are most casily forgotten: they are taken as natural
and they disappear in the illusion that they create. I will begin with the
analyses of Benveniste, but will arrive at conclusions which are slightly
different from his.5 :

The ‘first person’ is defined by a junction between two domains:

1. Reference: the personal pronouns (I/you) have reference only within a
discourse, in the very act of utterance, Benveniste points out that there is no
concept ‘I". ‘T’ refers, each time it is used, to the individual who is speaking
and who is identified by the very fact of his speaking,

2. Utterance: the personal pronouns of the first person express identily of

the subject of the speech act (‘énonciation’) and the subject of the utterance
(‘énoncé’).
Thus, if someone says: ‘I was bornon .. .}, the use of the pronoun ‘I' because
of the junction between these two domains, leads to an identification of the
person who is speaking with the person who was born. At least, that is the
global effect, This should not be taken to mean that the kinds of ‘equiva-
lences’ established within these two domains are similar: on the level of
reference (discourse as referring to its own production), the identity is
immediate: it is instantancously perccived and accepted by the hearer or
reader as a fact; on the level of utterance (‘énoncé’), what is involved is a
simple relation that is expressed, i.e. uttered — that is, an assertion like any
other, which one can believe or doubt, ctc. The examplc chosen gives an idea
of the problems that may arise: is the baby who was born in some hospital, at
a period of which I have not the slightest memory, really the same person as
me? It is important to distinguish these two relations, fused in the use of the
pronoun ‘I’: as we will see below, failure to distinguish them has introduced a
great deal of confusion into thinking about the problems of autobiography
(see ‘Certified true copy’ below). Leaving aside for the moment the problems
relevant to utterance, I will restrict my examination to those involving
production (‘énonciation’).

The analyses of Benveniste are based on the situation of spoken discourse.
In that situation, it might be thought that the reference of ‘I’ poses no
problems: ‘I’ is the one who is speaking, and I, in my role as interlocutor or
hearer, should have no trouble identifying that person. However, there exist
two kinds of oral situations in which identification can be a problem:

(a} Quotation: this is discourse within discourse: the first person of the
second discourse (the quoted one) refers to a context of utterance which is
itself stated in the first discourse. In various languages, different signs —
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P. Lejeune

quotation marks, dashes, etc. - identify embedded (i.c. quoted) discourse
when writing is involved. Intonation has a similar function in spoken
discourse. But if these indications are unclear, or lacking, there will be
uncertainty: this is the case with re-quoting, and, in general, in the theatre,
When la Berma acts in Phédre, who is the one saying ‘j¢’? The theatrical
context can, to be sure, have the function of quotation marks, signalling the
fictive nature of the person saying ‘I”. But this is where we begin to feel dizzy,
for cven the most naive among us is tempted to ask whether it is not the
person who defines the ‘I’, but rather perhaps the ‘I' which defines the
person — that is, whether there is no person except within the discourse. Let
us fight off this dizzincss for 2 moment. What we are touching upon here is
the problem of the difference between the autobiographical novel and the
autobiography, but also, within autobiography, the self-evident truth that
the first person is a role.

{b} Speaking at a distance: this is, in this context, the conversation on the
telephone, or through a closed door, or in the dark: there is no other way to
identify the speaker than by his voice: “Who is it? ‘Me.” (‘Me who? —in such
a case dialogue is still possible, and can lead to identification. If the voice is
delayed in time, as in a recording, or if the conversation, even when
instantancous, is one-way, as on the radio, then that possibility is lacking.
Such a sitwation is equivalent to that of writing.

So far I have pretended to be following Benveniste, by straightforwardly
imagining cverything that might happen, in a situation of spcaking, to keep
the identity of the speaker unclear. No one would want to deny that ‘I refers
to the act of speaking: hut the speech act is not the final stage of relerence — it
raiscs in turn an identity problem, which, in the case of direct oral
communication, we solve instinctively on the basis of extra-linguistic data.
When oral communication is disturbed, identity can become problematic.
However, in the case of written communication, unless it is intended to
remain anonymous (as sometimes happens), the person who produces the
discourse is supposed to allow himsell to be identified on the basis of the
discourse content itsell, not merely on the basis of material clues, like the
postmark, his handwriting, or his spelling idiosyncrasies.

Benveniste remarks (p. 261) that there is no concept of ‘I’ an accurate
ohservation, if onc adds that there is no concept of *he’, etc., cither, and that,
in general, no personal, possessive, demonstrative, etc., pronoun has ever
referred to a concept, but that these rather merely perform a funetion, which is
to point to a noun, or an entity capable of being designated by a noun. We
therefore propose to refine his analysis by adding the following two proposi-
tions:

(a) The personal pronoun ‘I’ designates the utterer of the discourse token
where the ‘I’ accurs; but this utterer is himself capable of being designated by
g8
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a nominal (whether this is a common noun, determined in one way or
another, or a proper noun}. :

(b} The opposition between having and not having an associated concept
acquires its meaning {rom the opposition of the common noun and the proper
noun (not of the common noun and the personal pronoun). .

In another passage (p. 254} Benveniste justifies as follows, in terms of
economy, the use of this first person which has no reference except in its use

" in a speech act: *If each speaker, to express his feeling of irreducible personal

identity, had his own personal call signal, as each radio station has its own
call sign, there would be about as many languages as there are individuals,
and communication would be impossible.” This is a strange ‘if’, for Benve-
niste seems to be forgetting that these personalized call signals actually exist,
in the lexical category of proper nouns designating people: there are almost
as many names as there are individuals., Naturally, the different names do
not require different forms of the verb conjugation, and Benveniste is right to
stress the economical function of ‘I’; however, by forgetting to relate it to the
lexical category of personal names, he makes it incomprehensible why cach
speaker, using ‘I, is not as a consequence lost in the anonymous mass, and is
still able to declare what he irreducibly is by naming himsell.

The individual person and his discourse are connccted to each other
through the personal name, even before they are connected by the first
person, as is shown by the facts of language acquisition by children. The
infant speaks of himsellin the third person, using his own name, long before
he comes to understand that he too can use the first person. Later, each of us
will call himself ‘I in speaking; but for cveryone this *I* will designate a
particular name, which he will always be able to utter. All of the situations ol
identilication, whether casy, difficult, or indeterminate, indicated above for
spoken language, inevitably end up by cashing in the first person for a proper
noun.b

In oral discourse, whenever it is necessary, there is a return to the proper
noun: this is the introduction, performed by the person himself, or some third
party (the French word for introduction, présentation, is itself suggestive,
because of its inexactitude: physical presence does not suffice to characterize
the utterer; there is not full presence without naming). In written discourse,
likewise, the signature designates the utterer, as the address does the intended
recipient.’ :

The problems of autohiography must thus be considered in relation to the
proper noun. In printed texts, the whole utterance is assumed by a person
whase name is customarily placed on the cover of the hook, and on the flyleaf,
above or below the title. In this name is summed up the whole existence of
what is called the quthor: it is the only mark in the text of an indubitable
‘outside-of-the-text’, designating a real person, who thus asks that we
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attribute to him, definitively, the responsibility for producing the whole text,
In many cases, the author’s presence in the text is reduced to just this name.
But the place assigned to the name is highly significant: by social convention,
it is connected with the accepting of responsibility by a real persen. By these
words, which occur above in my definition of autobiography, I mean a
person whose existence is legally verifiable, a matter of record. Of course, the
reader is not going 1o go out and verify it, and he may very well not know who
this person is, but his existence is beyond question; exceptions and fraud only
scrve to emphasize the general credence given to this variety of social
contract.?

An author is not just a person, he is a person who writes and publishes,
With one foot in the text, and one outside, he is the point of contact between
the two. The author is.defined as being simultancously a socially responsible
real person, and the producer of a discourse. For the reader, who does not
know the real person, although believing in his existence, the author is
defined as the person who is capable of producing this discourse, and he thus
imagines him on the basis of what he has produced. Perhaps one really
becomes an author only with one's second book, when the name written on
the cover is the common denominator for at least two different texts, and thus
gives the idea of a person whe is not reducible to any particular one of his
texts, and who, being capable of producing others, goes beyond all of them.
As will be seen, this is very important for the reading of autobiographies: if
the autobiography is the author’s first book, he is an unknown — even if he is
telling his own story in the book, he lacks, in the eyes of the reader, that sign
of reality constituted by the prior production of other texts (non-
autobiographical ones), which is indispensable to what we will call ‘the
autobiographical space’.

The author is thus a2 personal name, the identical name accepting
responsibility for a sequence of different published texts. He derives his
reality from the list of his other works which is often to be found at the
beginning of the book under the heading ‘by the same author’. The
autobiography, a narration of the life of the author, presupposes identity in
name between the author, as represented by his name on the cover, the
narrator, and the one being spoken of. This is a very simple criterion, which
defines, simultaneously, autobiography and all the other genres of littérature
intime (diary, self-portrait, personal cssay).

One objection comes to mind immediately: what about pseudonyms? The
objection is casy to answer, once the pseudonym has been defined and
distinguished from the name of a fictitious person.

A pseudonym is a name, which differs from that recognized by the law,
which a real person uses to publish some or all of his writings. The pseudonym
is an quthor’s name, It is not exactly a false name, but rather a nom de plume, a
200 .
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second name, exactly like that which a nun adopts when she takes the veil.
Admittedly, the use of a pseudonym can sometimes involve deceit, or be the
result of a desire for discretion: but in such cases most often just one work is
involved, and almost never is that work presented as the autobiography of an
author, In general, literary pscudonyms are neither secrets nor hoaxes; the
second name is as authentic as the first, it just signals that second birth
known as published writing. When he writes his autobiography, the
pseudonymous author will himse!f give the origin of his assumed name: thus
Raymond Abellio explains that his name is Georges Soulés, and says why he
chose his pseudonym.? The pscudonym is simply a differentiation, a
splitting, of the name, which does not change the identity of the person at all.
The psendonym, defined in this way as the name of an author (written on the
cover of the book), must not be confused with the reme attributed to a
fictitious individual witkin the book (even if this individual is the narrator and
figures as the utterer of the text in its entirety): for this individual is identified
as fictive simply beeause he is incapable of being the author of the book, Let us
take a very simple example: ‘Colette’ is the pseudonym of a real person
{Gabrielle-Sidonie Colette), who is the author of a series of stories; ‘Claudine’
is the name- of a fictitious heroine, who is the narrator of the stories which
have her namec in the title. If we cannot accept these narratives as
autobiographies, this is obviously because of the second fact, not because of
the first. T
In the case of a fictitious name (that is, one different from the author's)
given to a character who tells the story of his life, it can happen that the
reader has reason to belicve that the story of what happened to the character
is cxactly that of the author’s life, because of parallels in other texts, or
because of other information already in the reader’s possession, or even
because there are things in the text itself which make it ring false as fiction (as
when someone says: ‘Something happened to a close friend of mine . . ', and

then tells the story of this ‘friend’ in a very involved, personal way). Even if
there were all the reasons in the world for believing that the story was exactly
the same, it would still be the case that the text in question was not an
autobiography: autobiography supposcs first of all that identity is’ assumed
by the author on the level of the specch act {“énonciation’) and, quite

secandarily, that there is a resemblance on the level of the utterance (‘énoncé’). .
Such texts as these would thus belong to the category of the ‘autobio-
graphical novel’: 1 will use this term for any piece of fiction for which the
reader may have reason to suspect, on the basis of what he guesses or thinks
to be resemblances, that there is identity between the author and the
protagonist, even though the author has chosen to deny, or at least not to
affirm, that identity. So defined, the autobiographical novel includes both
personal narratives (where there is ‘identity’ between the narrator and the
201




P. Lejeune

protagonist) and ‘impersonal’ narratives (where the protagonist is desig-
nated in the third person}: it is defined in terms of its content. Unlike the
autobiography, an autobiographical novel can be so to various degrees. The
‘resemblance’ supposed by the recader can range from a vague ‘family
resemblance’  between  the  protagonist and the author to a quasi-
transparency which leads us (o say that the protagonist is an exact likeness.
Thus, concerning L Année du crabe {1972) by Olivier Todd, a critic has written
that ‘the whole book is obsessively autobiographical bencath transparent
pseudonyms’.!" Autobiography, on the other hand, does not admit of
degrees: it is a matter of alt or nothing.

1t can be seen how important it is to use a clearly defined vocabulary in
making these distinctions. The critic speaks here of a ‘pscudonym’ for the
name of the hero; for me, the term can only stand for the name of an author,
The hero can resemble the author as much as he wants to; so long as he docs
not have his name, it makes no difference. From this point of view, the case of
L Année du crabe is typical. The subtitle of the book is ‘roman’: novel; Todd’s
hero is called Ross. On the jacket, the publisher informs the reader that Ross
is really Todd. This is a clever advertising gambit, but it does not change
anything. If Ross is really Todd, why does he have a different name? If it
rcally was him, why did he not simply sap it was? Whether he coquettishly
helps the reader to guess that it is him, or the reader figures it out in spite of
the author, does not matter much. Autobiography is not a guessing game: in
fact, it is exactly the opposite. What is missing here is something esscntiat, it
is what I have proposed calling the autobiographical contract,

Ascending trom the first person to the proper name, I am now forced to
carrect what [ wrote in L’Autobingraphie en France: ‘How are we to distinguish
the autobiography from the autobiographical novel? It must be admitted, if
we restrict ourselves to an internal analysis of the text, that there is no
difference at all. All the devices that are used in autobiography to convince us
of the authenticity of the story can be imitated by the novel, and that has
often been done.” This is true as long as the text is considered without the
title page; when that is taken as part of the text, with the name of the author,
then a general textual criterion is available: ‘identity’ between the narnes of
the author, narrator, and protagonist. The autobiographical contract is the
affirmation in the text of this identity, referring in the last resort to the name of
the author on the cover. .

The forms of the autobiographical contract are quite varied, but they all
marnifest an intention to ‘honour the signature’. The reader can quibble
about how much resemblance there is between the protagonist and the
author, but not about whether there is ‘identity’. Everyone knows only too
well how much cach of us values his own name.

A picce of autobiographical fiction can turn out to be ‘exact’, with the
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protagonist resembling the author; an autobiography can be ‘inexact’, with
the individual described being dilferent from the author. Thesc are de faclo
matters {though we are still leaving aside the question of who is to judge
whether there is resemblance, and how}, which do not affect the de jure matter
of the type of contract existing between the author and the reader. It can be
seen that the contract is important from the observation that it in fact
determines the attitude of the reader: if there is not an affirmation of identity,
as is the case with fiction, then the reader will try to find resemblances, in
spite of the author; if there is, as in the case of autobiography, he will tend to
look for diffcrences (errors, distortions, ctc.). When confronted with a
narrative that has the appearance of an autobiography, there is often a
tendency for the reader to act like a detective; that is, to look for breaches of
the contract, whatever kind ol contract it may be. This is what is responsible
for the myth of the novel that is_‘truer’ than autobiography: we always
believe what we think we have discovered {rom the text in spite of the author
to be truer and deeper. If Olivier Todd had presented £L’Année du crabe as his
autobiography, perhaps our critic would have been sensitive to the flaws,
gaps, and rearrangements of the narrative. This indicates that all questions
of faithfulness (this is the problem of ‘rescmblance’) depend in the last analysis
on the question of authenticity (this is the problem of identity), which itself is
formulated in terms of the name of the author.

Identity in name between the author, the narrator, and the protagonist can
be established in two ways: ,

1. Implicitly, with the connection between the author and the narrator,
suggested by the aulebiographical contract, which can take two forms: (a) titfes
can bhe used which can remove all doubt that the first person refers to the
named author (The Story of My Life, Autobiography, ete.); (b) there can be an
imitial section of the text where the narrator makes commitments to the reader
by hehaving as if he was the author, in such a way that the reader has not the
slightest doubt that the *I" designates the name on the cover, even if the name
is not repeated in the text,

2. Overtly, with the name that the narrator—protagonist gives to himselfin
the course of the narrative, and which is the same as that of the author on the
cover, .

It is necessary for identity to be established in at least one of these two
ways; it often happens that both arce used.

In symmetry with the autobiographical contract, we could posit the
Sictional contract, which would itself have two aspects: overt practice of non-identity
{the author and the protagonist do not have the same name), and attestation of
JSictivity (the subtitle ‘roman’ (novel) generally has this function nowadays;
note that ‘roman’, in present-day terminology, implies the fictional contract,
while the word ‘récit’ (narrative) is indeterminate, and compatible with the
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autobiographical contract}. It will perhaps be objected that the novel has the
potential to imilale the autobiographical contract: was not the eighteenth-
century novel developed in fact by imitating the different forms of fittérature
intime {memoirs, letters, and, in the nineteenth century, the diary}? But this
objection does not hold, if one remembers that such imitation cannot be
sustained through its final term, that is, the name of the author. One can
always pretend to be reporting, to be publishing the autobiography of
someone whom one wishes to be taken as a real person; as long as that someone
is not the author, the only one responsible for the book, this changes nothing.
The only cases which will not be covered by this criterion are cases of literary
hoaxes: these are cxceedingly rare, and their rarity is not due to respect for
other people’s names or the fear of punishment. Who is there to prevent me
from writing the autobiography of an imaginary person and publishing it
under his name, also imaginary? That is in fact what, in a slightly different
area, MacPherson did for Ossian! The case is rare because there are very few
authors who are capable of giving up teir ozon name. The proofis that even the
Ossian hoax was short-lived, since we know who was the real author, for
MacPherson could not resist putting his name on the title page as the
adapter. : .

Assuming these definitions, we can classify all possible cases with the use
of two criteria: the relation between the name of the protagonist and the
name of the author, and the nature of the contract entered into by the author.
For cach of these criteria, three situations are conceivable. The protagonist
{1) has a name different from the author's; (2) does not have a name; (3) has
the same name as the author; the contract is (1) fictional; (2) absent; (3)
autobiographical. By combining these two criteria, we theoretically get nine
cases; in fact, only seven are possible, since two are excluded by definition:
identity of the names cannot coexist with the fictional contract, nor a
difference of name with the autobiographical contract.

The table on p. 205 gives all the possible combinations; the numbers refer
to the descriptions below; in cach box is given the effect which each
combination produces in the reader. This matrix, of course, applies only to
‘autodiégétique’ narration. :

1. Name of protagonist ¥ name of author

This alone excludes the possibility of autobiography. It is thus of little
importance whether there is also an attestation of fictivity (1a or 1b).
Whether the story is presented as true (as, e.g., an autobiographical
manuscript found by the author—editor in an attic, etc.), or as fictitious {and
betieved to be true, connected with the author by the reader), in any case
there is not identity between the author, the narrator, and the hero.
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This is the most complex case, because of its indeterminacy, Everything
depends on what contract the author chooses, Three cases are possible:

(a) Fictional contract (the book is identified as ‘fiction’ on the cover or
title page): the ‘autodiégétique’ narrative is attributed to a fictitious narrator.
The case cannot be frequent - no example comes to mind immediately.
One might be tempted to cite A la recherche du temps perdu, but this fiction does
not exactly correspond to the case in question, for two reasons: on the one
hand, there is no clear indication of the fictional contract at the beginning of
the book, and in fact numerous readers have mistakenly identified the author
Proust with the narrator; furthermore, it is true that the narrator—protagonist
has no name — except on just one occasion, where, in a single utterance, the
possibility is offered of giving the narrator the same first name as the author
{we can attribute this utterance only to the author, for how can a fictitious
narrator know the name of his author?}, and in this manner we are informed
that the author is not the narrator. This strange intfusion of the author
functions simultaneously as a fictional contract and as an autoblographical
clue, and situates the text in some ambiguous intermediate region.!!

{b) Contract = o: not only does the protagonist not have a name, but the
author does not subscribe to any contract, autobiographical or fictional.
There is total indeterminacy. An example is La Mére et Uenfant, by Charles-
Louis Philippe. While the secondary characters in this narrative have names,
the mother and the child have no family name, and the child does not have a
first name. It is easy to imagine that they are Madame Philippe and her son,
but this is not stated anywhere. In addition the narration is ambiguous (is
the work a paean to childhood in general or the story of a particular child?),
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the time and place are quite vague, and we do not know who the aduit is who
is speaking of this childhood. The reader can read the book in whatever way
he pleases. .

(c) Autobiographical contract: the protagonist has no name in the
narrative, but the author states explicitly his identity with the narrator (and
hence with the protagonist, since the narrative is ‘autodiégétique’), in an
initial contract, An example is Histoire de mes idées by Edgar Quinet; the
contract, incorporated in the title, is made explicit in a long preface, signed
by Edgar Quinet. The name does not appear once in the entire narrative,
but, because of the contract, ‘je’ always refers to Quinet.

3. Name of protagonist = name of author

This of itsell cxcludes the possibility of fiction. Even if the narrative is, in
historical terms, completely false, it will be a /ie (which is an autobiographic-
al category) and not fiction, Two cases can be distinguished:

{a) Contract = o (this is meant to include the contract indicated by the
title and other peripheral material): the reader realizes the identity of author,
narrator, and protagonist, although this is not stated explicitly. Example: Les
Mots, by Jean-Paul Sarire. Neither the title nor.the beginning indicate that
the work is an autobiography. Someonc is telling the story of a family, On
page 14 of the Folie edition the narrator appears explicitly for the first time
(‘1 m’intrigue: je sais qu’il est resté célibataire . . . (He fascinates me: 1 know
he remained a bachelor}; or ‘Elle 'aimait, je crois . . . (She loved him, I
think)); on page 15, doctor Sartre appears in the story, who, on page 16, has a
grandson: ‘moi’. Because of the name, we grasp the identity between the
protagonist, the narrator, and the author whose name is printed above the
title: Jean-Paul Sartre. And the fact that this is the famous author, and not
somecone else with the same name, is established by the text itself, whose
narrator claims the authorship on page 48 of Les Mouches, Les Chemins de la
liberté, and Les Séquestrés d’Altona, and, on page 211, of La Nausée. The story
itself will give us insights of the most varied kinds concerning this name, from
daydreams of glory — “This little Sartre knows his business; if he were to
disappear, little docs France know what she would be losing’ (p. 80) — to
familiar — and familial - distortions of his first name - ‘André thinks that
Poulou is showing off” {p. 188).

This criterion might be considered to be quite haphazard. Sometimes the
first occurrence of the author’s name in the narrative is far from the
beginning, in a minor episode which, we feel, could be eliminated from the
text with no change at all in its general aspect: thus, in the autobiography of
Julien Green, Partir avant le jour (Grasset, 1g63), only on page 107, in an
anccdote about the awarding of prizes, does his name appear. It sometimes
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cven happens that there is only a single and allusive occurrence of the name,
This is the casc in L’Age d’homme, where we understand *Michel’ for
‘Micheline’;'? but still, almost always, the name appears. Naturally, in
general, the autobiographical contract does not mention the name: one’s own
name is such an obvious thing, and it will be on the cover anyway. [t is
because of this inevitability of the name that it never receives a formal avowal
on the part of the author (the author, just because he is an author, always
assumies that the reader knows him to some extent), but still sooner or later
shows up in the narrative. For all that, it may be explicitly given, or, since it
is always the name of an author, it may be only implicit, when the narrator
acknowledges having written the other works of the author of the book (thus,
while Quinct does not name himself, he names his books, s;:o: amounts to
the same thing).

{b) Autobiographical contract; this is the most frequent case, for, very
often, even if the contract is not formally avowed at the wnm_az:._m of the
book, it is present in scattered form throughout the text.

An example is the Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau; the contract,
expressed in the title, is developed in the preamble, and confirmed all
through the text by the use of ‘Rousseau’ and ‘Jean-Jacques’.

I will here use the term ‘autohiography’ for texts which fall under cases
2(c), g{a}, and g(b); as for the rest, we will read the texts which fall under
cases 1(a), 1(b), 2(a}, and, if we want, 2(b}, as novels (but without forgetting
that it is we who decide),

In this kind of classification, it is always instructive to think carcfully
about the limiting cases, which are more revealing than those whose
description poses no real problems. Are the alternatives which 1 have
rejected really impossible? 'Two problems are worth exploring here: that of
the two blanks in the above matrix, and then that of the anonymous author.

The blanks

{a) Can the hero of a novel which is declared to be such have the same name
as its author? There is nothing to prevent this situation from existing, and it
is, perhaps, an internal contradiction which could serve as the basis for
interesting effects. However, in practice, no example comes to mind of such
an attempt. When the case does arise, the reader has the impression that
there has been a mistake: thus, the autobiography of Maurice Sachs, Le
Sabbat, was published by Corréa in 1946 with the subtitle Souvenirs d'une
Jeunesse orageuse (Memories of a stormy youth); it was reissued in 1960 by
Gallimard (and again in 1971 in the Livre de Poche), with the subtitie ‘romarn’
{novel). Since the story is narrated by Sachs in his own name {he even gives
himself as well as his pseudonym, his real name: Ettinghausen), and the

207




e

« .

P. Lejeune

publisher is clearly responsible for the subtitle, the reader concludes that
there has been a mistake; ¢b) In an autobiography which is declared to be
such, can the protagonist have a different name from the author (apart from
cases involving a pseudonym)? It is difficult to find an example;!? and if, in
his desire for an artistic effect, an autobiographer chose this device, the
reader would always wonder whether he was not simply reading a novel. Itis
clear that in both these cases, if the internal contradiction was intentionally
chasen by an author, it would never result in a text that would be read as an
autobiography, or, really, as a novel either, but rather in a Pirandello-like
game playing with the ambiguity. To my knowledge, this is a game which is
practically never played in earnest.

In the above matrix, the diagonal going from lower left to upper right,
comprising the two empty boxes and the central one, thus covers a zone of
indeterminateness — extending from the ‘neither one nor the other’ of the
middle box to the ‘both at once’ of the two blanks,

The anonymous author

This matrix suppoeses that the author has a name; a tenth case should
therefore be envisaged, that of the anonymous author. But this case {along
with the subdivisions generated according to whether the protagonist has a
name or not, and whether a publisher establishes some contract with the
reader in place of the missing author)} is also excluded by definition, since the
author of an autobiography cannot be anonymous. If the absence of the
author’s name is accidental (as with an unsigned vwnpublished manuscript
found in an attic) there are two possibilities: either, at some point in the text,
the narrator gives his name, and elementary historical resecarch reveals
whether a real person is invelved, given that by definition an autobiegraphy
tells a story that is assigned to a particular time and place; or else the
narrator—protagonist does not name himself, and then either the text belongs
to category 2{b}, or is just fiction. If the anonymity is intentional (as in a
published text}, then the reader has the right to be suspicious. The text may
look true, may give all sorts of checkable or plausible details, may sound like
the real thing, but all this can be counterfeited. At best, this would be a kind
of limiting case, similar to category 2(b). Everything depends in such a case
on the reader’s decision. An idea of the complexity of the problem can be
obtained by reading, for example, the Memoires d’un vicaire de campagne, éerils
par lui-méme {1841), attributed to 1’abbé Epineau, who is supposed to have
been forced by his ccclesiastical responsibilities to remain temporarily
anonymous.'#

Of course, in stating that it is impossible for an autobiography to be
anonymous, I am only giving a corollary of my definition, not proving it to be
correct. Anyone who wants to is free to claim that it is possible, but then he
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has to propose a different definition. Everything depends, clearly, on the
connection that I have established, through the notion of the author, between
the person and his name, as well as on the fact that [ have chosen to define
autobiography from the reader’s point of view. For any reader, a text which
looks autobiographical, but is not claimed by seme individual, looks exactly
like a work of fiction.

However, T believe that this definition, far [rom being arbitrary, brings out
the cssential point. What deflines an autobiography, for the person who reads
it, is above all a contract guaranteeing ‘identity’ sealed by the name of its
signer. This is also true for the person who writes it. If I write the story of my
life without giving my name, how is my reader to know that it was me? It is
impossible for the autobiographical vocation and the passion for anonymity
to coexist in the same being. :

Thus the distinctions proposed here, and the focus on the name, have great
impertance on the practical level as classificatory eritefia; on the level of
theory, they necessitate a whole series of ohservations, which 1 will give only
in outline.

{) The author and the person: autobiography is the lierary genre which, by
its very content, most clearly exhibits the confusion between the author and
the individual person, on which all of the theory and practice of Western
literature since the end of the cighteenth century is based. This explains the
passion for the name, which goes beyond simple author’s vanity, for it
expresses the cry for existence of personal identity itself. The deep subject of
autobiography is the proper name. One recalls those drawings by Hugo,
wherc his own namce is spread in gigantic letters across a chiaroscuro
landscape. The desire for glory, for eternity, so cruelly debunked by Sartre in
Les Mots, depends entircly on the personal name which has become an
author’s name. Is it possible to imagine today an anorpmous literature? Valéry
was already dreaming of one filty years ago, but he does not secm to have
thought of turning that dream into a reality, since he ended up in the Académie
Frangaise. He offered himsell the-glory of dreaming of anonymity. The Tef
Quel group, by calling into question the notion of the author (replacing it by
the notion of the ‘scripteur’) makes a similar proposal, but has shown no
greater interest in putting it into practice,

{b) The person and language: we saw above that it was legitimate to ask, with
respect to the “first person’, whether it was the psychological person
{conceived naively as being external o language) which expressed itself by
using the grammatical person as instrument, or whether rather the psycho-
logical person was an effect of the act of viterance itself. The word ‘person’
contributes to this ambiguity. If there is no person outside of language, then,
since language is other people, we would have to conclude that autobio-
graphical discourse, far from referring, as everyone imagines, to an ‘I’ to be
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cashed as a scries of personal names, is on the contrary an alicnated
discourse, a mythological voice by which cach of us is possessed. Naturally,
autobiographers are in general as far removed as possible from the problems
of Beckett's hero in L fanopimable asking who it is inside him who says ‘T°, but
such anxiety emerges in a few books, for example Le Trailre by Gorz, or rather
the sort of ‘transcription’ of it produced by Sartre (Des rats et des hommes).
Sartrc gives the name ‘vampire’ to these voices that possess us. No doubt the
autobiographical voice is one example. We could then envisage ~ once the
psychology and mystique of the individual are demythologized — developing
an analysis of the discourse of subjectivity and individuality as a myth of our
-ation. Everyone is, in fact, aware of the danger in this indeterminacy of
the first person, and it is not-an accident that we attempt to resolve the
indeterminacy by anchoring it to the proper name. .

(¢} The praper name and the ‘proper body” in the development of the
individual, acquiring his own name is doubtless as important a milestone as
the “mirror stage’. This acquisition occurs at a moment inaccessible to
memory, or to awtobiography, which can speak only of those second and
inverted baptisms which consist, for a child, in the accusations which frecze
him in a role by means of a label: ‘thief’, for Genet, “Yid’, for Albert Cohen
(O Vous, fréres humains, 1972). The name first reeeived and carried, the
father's, and above all the given name, which distinguishes you from your
father, are without a doubt important facts for the history of the sclll Proof of
this is the fact that one’s nane is never neutral, whether one adores it or
detests i, whether one is willing 1o have it from someone ¢lse or prefers to
receive it only frome onesells this may go as far as a generadized system of
games or evasions, as with Stendhal,’® or a preference for the Christian
name, as with Jean-Jacques (Rousscau), more banally, it may result in all
those private or parlour or chance playings with this string of letters which
cach of us {eels instinctively to contain the essence of his being. There is play
with the spelling, or the meaning of a name: for example, with the bad luck of
being called Frangois Nourissier'® [cf.‘nourricier’ = nutritious, foster-father,
‘nourisher’]; or with its gender: is it Michel or Micheline Leiris (cf. note 12)?
The name can be present in the voices of those who say it: ‘Ah Rousseau, 1
thought you were good-natured’, said Marion. There can be pondering by a
child on the arbitrariness of his name, and an attempt to find another name
which is essential rather than accidental, as with Jacques Madaule.'7 There
can be a history of the name itself, often in what is for the reader tiresome
detail, in those prefaces that read like family trees.

When, therefore, we look for something to distinguish f{iction from
autobiography, to serve as a basis for the referent of ‘I' in first-person
narratives, there is no need to appeal to an impossible region ‘outside-the-
text": the text itself provides, on its outer edge, this final term, the proper
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namec of the author, which is at once textual and indubitably referental, This
referentiality is indubitable becausc it is based on two social institutions: the
legal identity of the individual {a convention which is internalized by cach of
us from early childhood) and the publisher’s contract; there is hence no
reason to doubt the author's identity.,

Certified true copy

Tdentity’ is not resetoblance. Tdentity is a faat that is immediately
apprchended — accepted, or rejected —on the level of the speech act
{*tnonciation’); resemblance is a relation, and as such is subject to discussion
and infinite qualification, and is cstablished on the basis of the utierance
(‘énonce’). :

The ‘identity’ in question involves three terms: the author, the narrator,
and the protagonist. The narrator and the protagonist are the entities
referred to, within the text, by the subject of the specch act, i.e. the utterer,
and the subject of the utterance; the author, who is represented on the outer
edge of the text by his name, is. then, the referent who is designated, through
the autobiographical contract, by the utterer.

In dealing with resemblance, we are forced to introduce a fourth term into
the equation to obtain symmetry with what we have on the utierance sicle, an
extratextual referent who might be called the ‘prototype’, or, better yet, the
model,

My thinking abouwt identity has led me w0 deaw o primary distinetion
m:;s:.a: the awtobiographical novel and the autobiography: for resemblance,
W is the opposition with dfegraphy that will have 10 be sharpened. In both
ases, infact, our vocabulary is o source ol error; ‘autodiographical novel” is
too close to the word ‘autobiography’, which is itsell too closc to ‘biography’
m:. confusion not to take place. Is not an autobiography, as its name
indicates, just the biography of an individual written by himself? We tend
consequently to pereeive it as a particular case of hiography, and to apply to
it the historicizing approach of that genre. Many autobiographers, whether
amateurs or cstablished writers, fall naively into this trap, for this illusion is
necessary for the funcioning of the genre.

In opposition to all forms of fiction, biography and m:-cgcmﬁmv:t are
referential texts: exactly like scientific or historical discourse, they claim to
convey information about a ‘reality’ which is external to the text and hence to
be subject to the test of verification. Their goal is not mere *vraisemblance” but
resemblance 1o the truth. Not the ‘reality eflect’ (‘Peflet de réel”), but the
image of reality. All referential texts thus embody what I will call a referential
coniract, implicit or explicit, in which are included a specification of the arca
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of reality being treated and a statement of the manner and degree of
resemblance the text is claimed to possess.

In the case of autobiography, the referential contract is in general
coexiensive with the autobiographical contract. Like the subject of the
speech act and the subject of the utterance in the case of the first person, they
are difficult 10 dissociate. 1ts formuta is not 1, the undersigned’, but ‘I swear
by Almighty God that the evidence 1 shall give shall be the truth, the whole
truth, and nothing but the wruth.’ The cath is rarely taken in such m_c_,:.vﬁ .m:a
“tolal lorm: it is a supplementary proof of the author’s honesty to restrict it to
the possible (the wruth as I see it, insofar as | am able to n_o:.:.ﬁ::w it, ctc.,
given the inevitable memory lapses, errors, involuntary distortions, ete.), and
to indicate explicitly the domain to which the oath applies (the truth about a
given aspect of my lile, without any commitments regarding other aspects).

It can be seen how this contract resembles that entered into by any
historian, geographer, or journalist, with his readers; but onc has to be _._m..?a
not to sec the differences as well. We need not speak of the practical
difficulties involved in applying the test of serification in the case Ow. auto-
biography, due to the fact that the autobiographer is telling us precisely -
and that is what makes his account interesting — what he alone is able to tell
us. Biographical study can easily enable us to assemble other information
and determine the degree of exactitude of the account. The difference does
not lie here, but in the fact that, rather paradoxically, this exactitude is not aof
primary importance. In autobiography, it is indispensable that the referential
contract be made, and respecled, but it is not necessary that the result be an
absolutely {aithful resemblance. The referential contract can be, by the
reader’s criteria, imperfectly respected, without the referential 5.»_:0 .om the
text disappearing — on the contrary — and this is not the case for historical or
journalistic texts, . .

This apparert paradox is of course due to the conlusion which I have
maintained so far, following the example of most authors and critics, between
biography and autobiography. To remove it, we must reconstitute our fourth
term: the moedel.

By ‘model’, I mean the reality to which the utterance claims resemblanee,
How a text can ‘resemble’ a lile is a question that biographers rarely ask
themselves and that they always implicitly assume to have been answered.
The ‘resemblance’ can hold on two levels: negatively — and on the level of the
facts given in the narrative — there is the criterion of evactitude; positively -
and on the level of the narrative as a whole - there is what we will call fidelity.

Exactitude concerns information, fidelity meaning. The fact that meaning can
be created only through the techniques of narrative and with the help of an
explanatory system involving the ideology of the historian does not prevent
the biographer from conceiving ef it as the same sort of thing as exactitude,
212
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bearing a relation of resemblance to the extratextual reality to which the
entire text refers. Thus Sartre states shameclessly that his biography of
Flaubert is a ‘true story’ (*un roman vrai’).'® The model, in the case of
biography, is thus the dife of a man ‘just as it was’.

We can thus construct a diagram (sce p- 214) to represent the biographical
enterprisc, in which the columns represent the text and the extratextual, and
the rows the subject of the speech act and the subject of the utterance.
Inclosed within the houndary lines separating the text from the extratextual
15 the author, who occupies the marginal position corresponding to that of his
name on the cover of the book.

Comments on the dingram. In biography, the author and the narrator are
sometimes related by the identity relation. This relation can remain implicit
or indcterminate, or can he stated A.xv:q:_vx for example in a preface (as in
L Idiot de la jamille, where the hiographer, Sartre, explains that he has a score
to scttle with his model Flaubert). Tt can also be the case that no relation of
‘identity’ is established between the author and the narrator. What js
important is that, if' the narrator uses the first person, he never does so to
speak of the main character of his story, who must be someone else. When
the protagonist is spoken of, the principal modc of narration is the third
person, what Genette calls “hétérodiégétique’ narrative. The relation - be-
tween the protagonist (in the text) and the model (the referent outside the
text) is to he sure first of all a relation of ‘identity’, but ¥t is above all a
relation of resemblance. In fact, in the case of the subject of the utterance, the
identity relation does not have the same zalue that it has for the subject of the
speech act: it is simply a lact concerning the utterance, on a par with other
facts. It does not prove anything, and it itself needs to be proved by
resemblance.

We can already sce here what will fundamentally oppose biography and
autobiography: the relative importance of the relations of resemblance and
‘identity’. In biography, resemblance is the basis for ‘identity’; in autobiogra-
phy, ‘identity’ is the basis for resemblance. ‘Identity’ is the actual starting
peint for autobiography; resemblance is the unattainable goal of hiography.
This explains the different functions of resemblance in the two systems.

This becomes obvious when we consider the diagram corr spunding to
autobiography (sce p. 215).

The personal (‘autodiégétique’) narrative is seen here to be not at all
reducible to the impersonal (‘hetérodiégétique’) narrative.

In the casc of the personal narrative what does the equals sign connecting
the subject of the speech act and the subject of the utterance (signal) stand
for? Tt implics actual ‘identity’; and this ‘identity’, in turn, entails a certain
form of resemblance. Resemblance to whom? If the narrative is entirely in
the past tense, the resemblance between the protagonist and the model can,
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as with biography, be conceived exclusively as a verifiable relation between
the protagonist and the model; but any narration in the first person implics
that the protagonist, even if long-past experiences are being spoken of, is also
the present individual who is producing the narrative: the subject of the
uticrance is 2 double subject, in that it is inseparable from the subject of the
speech act: it only hecomes simple, if at all, when the narrator is speaking of
his current act of narrating, and never at the other extreme, to designate a
protagonist independent of any present narrator.

It is thus clear that the relation expressed by the equals sign is not at all a
ample refation, but rather a relation beteween relations; what is meant is that the
narrator is to the protagonist {past or present) what the author is to the
model; it can be scen that this implies that the ultimate standard of truth (if
we arc thinking in terms of resemblanee) cannot be the past individual as
thing-in-ttsell” {*étre-cn-sot’) {if in fact such a thing cxists), but the pour-soi,
the present consciousness of the individual, as manifested at the time of
utterance. If the narrator errs, lics, forgets, or distorts, with respect to his
relation to the history {whether remete or almost contemporancous) of his
protagonist, these errors, lics, omissions or distortions, if we pereeive them,
will simply be taken as further aspects ol his nevertheless authentic speech
act. Let us use the term ‘authenticity’ for this internal relation, which is
characteristic of the usc of the first person in a personal narvative; it is not 1o
be confused either with ‘identity’, which concerns the proper name, or with
resemblance, which invelves a judgement of similarity between two different
images that is made by a third party.

This detour was necessary to understand the inadequacy of our diagram
for auwtobiography. The illusion involved is shared by all who think of
autobiography in terms of biography. In constructing the diagram for
20y
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biography, I was led, because of the non-identity between the narrator and
the protagonist, to distinguish two ‘sides’ for extratextual reference, putting
the author on the left and the model on the right. The fact that the relations
involved were simple — “identity’ on the auther side and resemblance on the
model side — allowed a lincar representation. For autobiography, ‘reference’
cxists on just one side (since there is fusing of the author and the model) and
the relation which links identity and resemblance is in fact a relation between
relations which cannot be represented linearly. ,
We thus have the lollowing formulas:

Biography: A is or is not No P resembles M.
Autobtography: Nis to P what A is 1o M.
(A = author; N = narrator; P = protagonist; M = madel)

m:.ﬁc autobiography is a referential genre, it is naturally also subject 1o the
requirement that there be resemblance with the model, but H_:m. is only a
secondary aspect. That we judge that there is no resemblance is not cssential,
as long as we are sure that resemblance was intended, What i important is
not so much the resemblance between ‘Rousseau at the age of sixteen’ as
tepresented in the text of the Cenfessions, and the Rousscau of 1728 as he
.Zwm:.q.u was, but the attempt by Rousseau about 1764 to depict: (1) his
relation 1o the past; (2) that past as it really was, with the intention of not
changing anything.

With “identity’, the limiting and exceptional case, which proved the rule,
was that of the koax; with resemblance, it will be mythomania: that is, not just
the mistakes, distortions, and interpretations that are an inevitable secretion
of the personal myth in any autobiography, but the substitution of an
account that is a barclaced invention, and lacking in general any cxact
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correspondence with the author's life. As with hoaxes, this is extremely rare,
and the referentiality which is claimed for the narrative is easily undermined
by research in literary history. But even if it is shown not to be autobiogra-
phy, the narrative will retain its intercst considered as fantasizing (on the
level of the utterance), and the fraudulency of the autobiographical contract,
considered as behaviour, will still be revelatory for us {on the level of the
speech act), of a subject who still has autobiographical intentions, and whom
we will continue to take as existing behind the phoney subject. This is
equivalent to analysing, from a different point of view, not the relation of
biography o autobiography, but that of the novel to autobiography, to
defining what might be called auisbiographical space, and the three-dimensional
eftect it produces.

Autobiographical space

It is now time to show the naivety of the illusion on which is based the
widespread theory according to which the novel is truer (deeper, more
authentic) than the auwobiography, This commonplace, like all common-
places, has no originator; cach writer in turn has expressed it in his own way,
According to Gide, for instance ‘Memoirs are never more than half sincere,
no matter how great the concern for truth: everything is always more
complicated than people say it is. Perhaps we even come closer to truth with
the novel”™ Or Frangois Mauriac: ‘But this is to seck in lofty regions for
excuses for stopping my memoirs after only one chapter. Is the real reason flor
my laziness not rather that our novels express what is essential in ourselves?
Onunly fiction does not lie; it opens slightly a secret door on a man’s life and
through it slips, beyond all control, his'unknown soul.™®  Albert Thibaudet
has given to the commonplace the academic twist of “parallclism’, the ideal
school cssay subject, opposing the novel (deep and multifarious) to the
autohiography (superficial and schematic).2!

I will demonstrate the illusion on the basis of the formulation offered by
Side, il only because his work provides incomparable material for the
demonstration. The reader need not worry: 1 have not the slightest intention
of coming 1o the defence of the autobiographical genre, and proving the truth
of the contrary proposition, namely that it is autobiography which is truer,
deeper, ete. There would be no point at all in reversing Thibaudet's
proposal, except perhaps to show that, in whatever direction it is read, it is

still the same proposal,

The point is that when it appears that Gide and Mauriac are belittling the
autobiography and glorifying the novel, in reafity they are doing something
quite different from setting up a more or less debatable schoolroom parallel:
they are designating the autobiographical space within which they want us 10
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read the body of their work. Far from being a condemnation of the
autobiography, these remarks, so frequently quoted, are really an indirect
form of the autobiographical contract: they give us the nature of the ultimate
truth aimed at by these texts. The reader too often forgets that, in these
Jjudgements, autobiography presents itself on two levels: along with being one
of the two ferms of the comparison, it is the criterion used in the comparison.
What is this ‘truth’ that the novel helps us to come closer to than the
autobiography, if not the personal, individual, intimate truth of the auther,
thatis, that very thing which is the object of any autohiographical project? So
to speak, it is insofar as i is autebiography that the novel is declared to be
closer to the (ruth. }

The reader is thus invited to read novels not just as fictions which point to
truths of ‘human nature’, but also as _fanfasier which reveal an individual, 1
will call this indirect form of the autobiographical contract the fantasmatic
contract. ’

If'hypocrisy is the homage which vice pays to virtue, these judgements are
really the homage which the novel pays to autobiography, If the novel is
truer than the awobiography, then why have Gide, Mauriac, and so many
others not been content 1o write novels? When the question is formulated
thus, things become clear: if they had not alse written and published
autobiographical texts, even ‘insufficient” ones, we would never have scen
what kind of truth it was that we were supposed 10 look for in their novels.
These statements are thervefore ruses, perhaps involuntary, but still quite
eflicacious: a writer sidesteps accusations of vanity and cgocentrism when he
shows how lucid he is about the limits and inadequacics of his
autobiography,; and nobody realizes that, in doing so, he has in fact extended
the autobiographical contract, in an indirect form, to the totality of what he
has written. Two birds have been killed with one stone.

A double blow, or rather, douhle vision — double writing, an efieet, if I may
be allowed a neologistic use of the word, of stereography.

Looked at in this fashion, the problem is completely diflerent in nature,
We are no longer asking which is closer'to the truth — the autobiography or
the novel. Neither is closer than the other: the autohiography is lacking in
complexity, in ambiguity, cte.; the novel lacks exactitude. Is the answer then:
one of them plus the other? A better answer is: cach of them in relation to the
other. What is truly vevelatory is the space in which the two categories of
texts are situated, and whicl is not reducible to either of them alone. ‘This
eftect of three-dimensionality which is obtained by the procedure in question
is the creation for the reader of an ‘autobiographical space’, In this regard,
the work of Gide and of Mauriac is typical: both have orchestrated, albeit, it
is true, for different reasons, the spectacular failure of their autohiographies,
so as to force their readers o read all the rest of their narrative production in
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the autobiographical mode. When 1 speak of failure, I intend no valuc
judgement on texts which are admirable (Gide) or respectable (Mauriac),
but simply echo their own statements, and observe that they have chosen to
leave their autobiographics incomplete, fragmentary, full of gaps, and
open.??

Fhis form of indirect contract has become more and more widespread.
Formerly it was the reader whao, in spite of the denials of the author, took the
inttiative, and assumed responsibility for this type of reading; today authors
and publishers orient the reader in this direction from the very start. It is
revealing that Sartre himself, who bricfly envisaged continuing Les Mots in
fictional form, repeated Gide’s words: ‘It 1s about time T finally told the
truth. But I can only do it in a2 work of fiction’, and that he formulated the

contract he would have proposed to his readers as follows; %3
1 then planned to write a story in which I wanted to present indirectly everything that
{ had previously thought 1 would say in a kind of political testament which would
have been the continuation of my awtobiography, which I had abandoned. The
fictional element would have been quite minor; 1 would have created a character of
which the reader would have been able to say; “This man presented here is Sartre.
This does not mean that, for the reader, there would have been exact identity
between the protagonist and the author, but that the best way to understand the
protagonist would have been to look in him for what came from me.

All these games, which clearly show the predominance of autobiographical
intentions, can be found, to varying degrees, in many modern writers. It can
also, naturally, be imitated within a novel. “This is what Jacques Laurent does
in Les Betises (Grasset, 1971), where he gives us both the piece of fiction that
his protagonist is supposed to have written and various ‘autobiographical’
texts of the protagonist to read. If Laurent ever publishes his own auto-
biography, the texts in Les Bétires will create a dizzying number of ‘dimen-
stons’,

The reading contract

A stock-taking at the conclusion of gur survey indicates that the nature of the
problem we started with has changed:

Negative aspects: certain points remain vague or inadequate. For example, it
can be asked how the fact that the author and the narrator are the same
person can be established in the autobiographical contract when the name is
not repeated {cf. above, p. 205); there may be scepticism about the
distinctions I have proposed in ‘Certified true copy’. Above all, the sections
entitled ‘1, the undersigned’ and ‘Certified true copy’ consider only the case
of antobiography using ‘auwtodiégétique’ narration, even though 1 noted that
other kinds of narration are possible: would the distinctions established sl
hold in the case of third-person autobiography?
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Positive aspects: on the other hand, my anatyses seem 10 me to be productive
whenever, going heyond the apparent structures of the text, they lead me 1o
reexamine critically the positions of the author and the reader. The *social
contract’ engaged in by the use of the author’s name, and by the act of
publication, the autobiographical contract, the fictional, referential, and
fantasmatic contracis, all of the cxpressions used convey the idea that
autobiography is a contractual genre, The difficulty | encountered in my
carlicr attempt was duc to the fact that T was seeking in vain, on the fevel of
the structures, modes, or voices of the narrative, some clear criteria to justify
a difference which any reader in fact experiences. The netion of ‘autobic-
graphical contract’ which | formulated at that time remained unanchored,
because | faited to sec that the proper name was an essential element of the
contract. That something so obvious did not then occur to me shows that this
kind of contract is implicit, and, because it seems to be part of the nature of
things, hardly encourages reflection.

The approach o autobiography proposed here is, therefore, not based on
an externally cstablished relation hetween the text and what is outside it — for
such a refation could be only a relation of resemblance, and would prove
nothing. Nor is it based on an internal analysis of the functioning of the text,
of the structure or of aspects of published texts; rather, it is based on an
analysis, at the global level of publication, of the implicit or cxplicit contract
proposed by the anthor to the reader, the contract which determines how the
text is read, and proctuees the effeets which, attributed w the text, seem Lo us
to define it as an autobiography. -

The level of analysis used is therefore that of the relation between
publication and published, which is the parallel for the printed text to the
relation hetween speech act and utterance on the tevel of oral communica-
tion, To be carried further, rescarch on contracts between author and reader,
on implicit or explicit publishing codes — on that borderline area of the
printed text which in reality governs all of our reading (author’s name, title,
subtitle, title of the series, publisher’s name, down to the ambiguous function
of the preface) ~ such research should include a historical dimension which 1
have not given it here.* Chronological variations in these codes (which are
due both to changes in the attitudes of authors and readers and 1o the
technical or economic problems of publishers) would make it much casier to
sec that we are dealing with codes, and not with *natural’ or universal states
of affairs. For instance, since the seventeenth century, behaviour with respect
to anonymity and the use of pseudonyms has changed a great deal; writers
who make claims that their fiction is really true do not play the game today
according to the same rules that were used in the cighteenth century; 2t
readers, on the other hand, have acquired a taste for trying to ferret out the
presence of the author (or his unconscious) even beneath the surface of works
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which do not look autobiographical, so great is the extent to which
fantasmatic contracts have created new reading habits.

This global level is the one on which autobiography is characterized: it is
as much a way of reading as a kind of writing; it is an historically variable
contractual product. The present study, in reality, is based totally on the types of
contract in use at present: this explains its relativity, and the absurdity of
trying to take it as universally valid. This explains also the difficulties we
have encountered in this attempt to define our subject — I wanted to make
explicit, in a system which was clear, coherent and exhaustive, and which
accounted for all cases, the criteria determining a corpus (that of autohiogra-
phy} which in reality is determined by multiple eriteria which VATY Across
time and from person o person, and are often mutually inconsistent. Anyonc
who managed to find a clear and total formulation for autobiography would
in fact have failed. The reacler, in the course of this cssay which [ have tried
to make as rigorous as possible, will often have felt thal this rigour was
becoming arbitrary, and inadequate for an object which perhaps is more
appropriately treated in terms of Chinese logic, as Borges describes it, than
in terms of the logic of Descartes.

When all is said and done, this study secms to me more of a document to
be itself studied ~ the attempt of a twenticth-century reader o make his
reading criteria rational and explicit - than a ‘seientific” text: a document
helonging to an historical scicnee of the modes of literary communication.

The history of autobiography would, on this view, be above all the history
of how it is read; it would he comparative history, where the reading
contracts proposed by various types of texts could he made explicit {for there
i5 0o point in studying autobiography in isolation, sinee vontraces, like signs,
have meaning only through their being in opposition), and confronted with
the different kinds of reading actualty appticd to these texts. If, therefore,
autobiography is Lo be defined in terms of something outsidc the text, this is
not to be done by falling short of the text, by aiming at an unverifiable
resemblance to a real individual, but by aiming bevond it, defining it in
terms of the kind of reading it engenders, the inherent credibility it reveals,
which can be clicited from the critical text.
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11. A complication of text: the

Hluminations
TAVITAN TODOROY

Ma sagesse est anssi dédaignée que Te chaos, Qu'est mon néam
aupres de L stupeur qui vons atiend?

Rimbaud, Fies

{My wisdom is as disdained as chaos. What is my nothingness next to
the stupor which awaits you?}

The real problem of the Hluminations 15 obviously not chronological but
scmantic: what are these enigmatic textis about, and what do they mean? The
fiterature on Rimbaud s particularly copious, so one can hardly avoid
turning to it in scarch of an answer, and, although most writers have heen
much more interested in Rimbaud's travels in England or the Harrar, in his
homosexual experiences or drug-taking, than in the meaning of his texts,
there do exist a number of studies devoted to the interpretation of the
{luminations. Reading them, bowever, | have the impression that they fall
short of, or immediately overshoot, the real problem posed by this group of
‘pocms in prose’. Thus, 1o place in context my own reaction to this text, 1
must summarize briefly the different attitudes it has inspired in the past, and
explain why they appear unsatisfaclory to me.

I will use the term Euhemerist criticism for one form of reaction to Rimbaud’s
text which, to my mind, cannot really be called an ‘interpretation’,
FEuhemerus was an ancient Greek writer who read Homer as a source of
information about the people and places described in the epics, as a factual

(and not imaginary) narrative; Euhemerist reading passes through the text

without the slightest pause, in a scarch for clues to some reality outside it.
Astonishing as it may scem, Rimbaud’s work, though it scems so linde
referenual in its intention, has most often been read as a source of
information about the poet’s life, This scems an especially preearious
undertaking in that his life is something we know little about, and the puectic
texts arc often the only source we have: the biography is constructed from the
work, and yet some critics give the impression that they are explaining the
work from the hife!

This can be seen from one of the texts from the Hiwminations that arc easiest

to undersiand: “‘Quvriers’. The cxpression ‘cette chaude matinée de février’
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