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ABSTRACT 

This study explores how the dystopian genre is employed by French author, Michel Houellebecq, to 

convey declinist concerns through literature. Though existing scholarship links Houellebecq to both 

declinism and dystopia, this is the first study to examine the relationship between the two in his works. 

Drawing from various disciplines within the humanities, as well as literary analysis and close reading, 

I show how deeply declinist ideas inform Houellebecq’s fiction, the level of coherence which links a 

number of themes already addressed separately in the secondary literature, and that Houellebecq’s 

entire novelistic universe – not just his imagined futures – can be read as dystopian. Throughout this 

thesis, an interdisciplinary approach is used, mirroring the breadth and richness of the issues and ideas 

presented in the texts. After examining the socially critical and premonitory functions of dystopia, as 

well as the declinist impulse throughout French history (chapter 1), Houellebecq’s novels are analysed 

around three key dystopian themes. Chapter 2 addresses Houellebecq’s treatment of economy, 

drawing on the economic ideas of certain carefully-chosen thinkers and the hitherto “unliterary” 

concept of attention economy. Chapter 3’s analysis of the body in Houellebecq’s novels is framed by 

sociological thought, and in chapter 4, I employ Foucault’s theory of pastoral power in a reading of 

religion in the Houellebecquian universe. Together, these analyses show how declinism and dystopia 

are effectively married to produce a particularly bleak portrayal of Western society, allowing me to 

present a different approach to reading Houellebecq’s novels as dystopian. This is the concept of a 

dystopian present, in which the perceived flaws of Western civilisation as it is today are amplified, not 

in a temporally or spatially separate universe, but in a hyper-realistic portrayal of contemporary 

developed society. This thesis widens the scope for dystopian readings of other socially critical works 

and lays a foundation for future investigations of declinism in literature. 
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Introduction 

From the Middle Ages to contemporary France 

I have always had a predilection for the other-worldly, for narratives which depict people and places 

different – yet connected – to my own reality. As a student of French, these preferences led to 

research in medieval literature, a field to which I remained loyal when completing my Honours and 

Masters dissertations. When the time came to think about a topic for a doctoral thesis, however, my 

loyalty wavered. I had another literary penchant which I hoped to break into as a researcher, a field 

which also satisfied my preference for other-worldliness. Thus began the search for a PhD topic with 

a single aim: to write a thesis on a contemporary French dystopian work. This search proved more 

difficult than anticipated. France has a long history of contributing to the utopian tradition, from which 

dystopia derives.1 However, recent contributions by French authors to literary dystopian fiction are 

relatively few. There was one standout, however: the novels of that star author of contemporary 

French fiction – Michel Houellebecq. Three of his novels contained troubling imagined futures, the 

dystopias for which I’d been searching. 2 Furthermore, I was struck by how these futures were related 

to a negative, grey depiction of contemporary life, not only in France but the West in general. This 

criticism of developed capitalist society evoked a nostalgic and pessimistic sentiment which appeared 

to be increasingly common in French political, social and economic commentary, a mouvance labelled 

declinism. Declinism, as I will presently show in further detail, is the most recent form of the fear of 

decline of a society or civilisation. I believed I could show that Houellebecq’s novels were a literary 

contribution to this mouvance, and indeed discovered that certain scholars had already made this 

connection. However, there appeared to be a gap in the scholarship: while Houellebecq had been 

associated with decline, this link was somewhat narrow with scholars referring primarily to his 

contempt for capitalism and his recurring message of social atomisation in the West. I suspected 

Houellebecq’s declinist concerns extended more deeply into these facets of human activity than had 

already been discussed, and beyond into other areas. There was, therefore, an opportunity to 

investigate the extent and the scope to which declinist ideas permeated Houellebecq’s novels. From 

there my research question was born: to establish the scope with which declinism informs 

Houellebecq’s novels, and to show how he uses the dystopian genre in order to articulate his declinist 

concerns.  

                                                             
1 French contributions to both utopia and dystopia will be addressed in the following chapter.  
2 At this point in time, Soumission (2015) had not yet been published. 
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Dystopian present and declinism 

Dystopia, argues Gregory Claeys, “is usually supposed to be an inverted, mirrored or negative version 

of utopia, the imaginary bad place as opposed to the imaginary good place” (155). When I undertook 

this project, I was, of course, thinking of dystopia in this most recognisable form – an imaginary place 

or time clearly separate from reality.3 In a study of Houellebecq’s works, this entailed focussing on 

those novels which contained temporal dystopias: imagined iterations of contemporary French 

society, projected years (ranging from several, as in the case of Soumission, to millennia, as we see in 

La Possibilité d’une île) into the future. As my research project unfolded, however, it became 

increasingly clear that his futuristic societies are not the only dystopias in his novels. Rather, it is his 

treatment of the present which demands to be read in opposition to anything which might resemble 

More’s idea of eu-topos, an imagined ‘good place’. Houellebecq’s characters inhabit a space which is 

recognisable as present-day Western society, yet subtly amplified to become a place of nightmares – 

a capitalist jungle where the individualism encouraged by liberalist values has resulted in social 

atomisation and moral decay. This idea of amplification is touched upon by Marc Atallah in his 

contribution to the Cahier de l’Herne devoted to Houellebecq, published in 2017. Atallah identifies the 

imagined futures of Les Particules élémentaires, La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission as examples of 

science fiction, a genre in which, he argues, imagined and even ironic worlds abound, created to 

“grossir les traits d’une réalité socio-anthropologique en vue d’exhiber certains des aspects, 

habituellement voilés, de cette même réalité” (350). Houellebecq’s temporal dystopias, which are set 

in the future, employ key dystopian themes, offering opportunities for a distanced commentary of 

contemporary social issues; it is his dystopian present, however, which allows for an immediate and 

stark depiction of the perceived flaws of modern society. I have therefore expanded my study, which 

analyses both Houellebecq’s dystopian present and futures, to incorporate all six of Houellebecq’s 

novels published to date: Extension du domaine de la lutte (1994), Les Particules élémentaires (1998), 

Plateforme (2001), La Possibilité d’une île (2005), La Carte et le territoire (2010) and Soumission (2015). 

I also refer to interviews given by the author, as well as his poetry and essays. 

Dystopia and decline have already been linked; plotting a prehistory of utopia and dystopia, Claeys 

cites eighteenth and nineteenth century discourse centring on degeneration, corruption and the 

collapse of civilisation as part of the literary prehistory of dystopia (159). My reading of Houellebecq’s 

                                                             
3 Utopias and dystopias tend to be conceived as being temporally or spatially different to contemporary 
society, that is, set in the past or an alternative reality, projected into the future or located in an imaginary 
place. See Dragan Klaic, The Plot of the Future: Utopia and Dystopia in Modern Drama, (University of Michigan 
Press, 1991), p. 3. 
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portrayal of modern life as dystopian identifies and makes explicits the links between declinism and 

dystopia in his fiction. Throughout this thesis, I show that Houellebecq’s negative depiction of 

contemporary society is juxtaposed with nostalgia for a golden past when life in the West was 

apparently superior to what it is today. By amplifying the conditions of the present from unsatisfactory 

to dystopian, the contrast between the two is highlighted, the theme of decline thrown into relief. 

Houellebecq: the author 

An active and best-selling author Houellebecq needs little introduction.4 Houellebecq was born in 

1956 or 1958 as Michel Thomas to Lucie Ceccaldi, a doctor, and René Thomas, a mountain guide, on 

Reunion Island.5 His parents separated soon after his birth, eventually sending the young Michel to 

live with his grandparents, initially Ceccaldi’s parents in Algeria, and then his paternal grandparents in 

France.6 Having completed his schooling, some of which was spent at boarding school, Houellebecq 

trained as an agronomist at the Institut Agronomique Paris-Grignon. He then went on to find work as 

a programmer at the Ministry of Agriculture, a white-collar, tertiary sector role which no doubt 

provided some of the inspiration for his declinist treatment of modern work, specifically his unease 

about the dominance of the information society in the West, in the novels he would later write. It was 

during this period of his life that Houellebecq began to concentrate on his writing. His first published 

poems appeared in the Nouvelle Revue de Paris in 1985, his essay on American horror author H. P. 

Lovecraft was published in 1991, his sympathetic treatment of Lovecraft’s obsession with decadence 

and misanthropic tendencies forging an early link with the declinist mouvance. A number of volumes 

of poetry followed: Rester vivant: méthode (1991), La Poursuite du Bonheur (1992), Le Sens du combat 

(1996), and Renaissance, poèmes (1999). It is his novels, however, that have elevated him to national 

and international attention. His first, Extension du domaine de la lutte (1994), quietly achieved cult 

status; Les Particules élémentaires (1998) launched Houellebecq into the literary spotlight. Four more 

novels have since been published: Plateforme (2001), La Possibilité d’une île (2005), La Carte et le 

territoire (2010) and Soumission (2015).  

Houellebecq’s abandonment by his parents likely shaped his view of the generation of 1968, depicted 

as selfish and narcissistic in his novels, and presented as the generation responsible for the beginning 

                                                             
4 Indeed, Douglas Morrey unequivocally declares Houellebecq to be “the most famous living French author”. 
See Michel Houellebecq: Humanity and its Aftermath (2013), page 1. 
5 Different sources claim his birth certificate records one date or the other. Sweeney says Houellebecq’s 
mother disputes the date (see Carole Sweeney’s Michel Houellebecq and the Literature of Despair, page 1), 
Houellebecq has been reported as saying it was in fact his mother who falsified the date.  
6 For a more comprehensive account of Houellebecq’s early life, see previous footnote. 
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of the social and moral decline (that Houellebecq sees) in Western society. Carole Sweeney points out 

that Houellebecq’s adoption of his paternal grandmother’s name aligns him with his grandparents’ 

generation, which is portrayed with fondness and nostalgia, while also “spurn[ing] the post-war 

generation to which his parents belonged” (Literature of Despair 1). Houellebecq’s affiliation with the 

generation of his grandparents and his rejection of that of his parents carries over into his fiction, in 

which he singles out the so-called revolution of 1968 as the moment when the door opened for 

neoliberalism and the competitive culture it encourages, ushering in an era of individualism and social 

atomisation – thus marking a clear point in time when decline in the West began.   

Declinism 

Houellebecq’s nostalgia for the past and his portrayal of a declining West have been noted in the 

secondary literature. Louis Betty describes Houellebecq as an author who has a “preoccupation with 

former times” (“Promise of Utopia” 97); Jerry A. Varsava declares Les Particules élémentaires to 

consist of “declinist rhetoric” (155). Sweeney explicitly situates Houellebecq’s works within the 

discourse of declinism. She asserts that in the United States, his novels are “seen as speaking to a 

France tombée”, going on to identify the idea of a fallen France as “part of an intellectual discourse 

known in French as déclinisme” (Literature of Despair 7 and 8).   

The term declinism and its variants, along with general discussion about decline, are currently 

appearing in newspaper articles and broadcasts, and blogs, with regularity.  Publishing houses are 

turning out books labelled as declinist, such as the numerous publications of economist Nicolas 

Baverez, which have in turn provoked a counterattack of anti-declinist literature, for example Sibylle 

Vincendon’s book Pour en finir avec les grincheux: Contre le discours du déclin (2013). However, a clear 

definition for declinism is surprisingly hard to find.  The term has not yet found its way into the major 

dictionaries and a search on onelook.com,7 a dictionary website which searches 1061 online 

dictionaries, reveals entries in just two obscure dictionaries: Word Spy and Wordnik. Wordnik gives 

the following, very basic definition: “A pessimistic belief that things are in decline.” (“Declinism” 

Wordnik).  Word Spy’s definition has a little more substance to it: “The belief that something, 

particularly a country or a political or economic system, is undergoing a significant and possibly 

irreversible decline.” (“Declinism” Word Spy).  This second definition, however, still falls short, failing 

to mention several factors which are crucial to the definition of declinism, and, subsequently, to the 

term ‘declinist’. The first of these factors is that it has pejorative connotations.  The pessimism 

                                                             
7 See www.onelook.com/. Accessed 4 July 2018. 

http://www.onelook.com/
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associated with declinism and declinists is not seen as wholly justified, but as exaggerated and 

unnecessarily negative.  The declinist is perceived as being self-satisfied in their gloomy predictions, 

taking a perverse pleasure in their doom saying. Secondly, it is a term which is bestowed rather than 

claimed.  A person engaging in declinist discourse would not say they were participating in declinism, 

nor would they call themselves a declinist – hardly surprisingly given that the term is pejorative.  

Finally, declinism is associated with emotion rather than rationality.  While some well-known 

declinists, such as Nicolas Baverez, support their arguments with statistics, declinism comes with an 

emotive appeal, often a call to nationalistic pride, to recognise the decline in one’s society.  Examples 

of the latter include writers Richard Millet and Renaud Camus. Taking these factors in account, I have 

my own working definition: declinism is a pejorative label given to the pessimistic belief or sentiment 

that a society (or certain aspects of it) is (are) in decline. 

Before going any further, clarification of terminology is necessary.  While it is clear that I have chosen 

to use the terms “declinism” and “declinist” in their anglicised forms, it must be acknowledged that 

the alternative terms “declinology” and “declinologist” are also in use.  Declinism and declinology both 

refer to a belief in decline. Sarah Waters sees the terms as interchangeable in her 2013 journal article 

on the use of declinism to support political ideologies in France, using declinology as the English term 

and déclinisme as the French: “Indeed, declinology or déclinisme has prompted what one 

commentator described as a ‘publishing boom in gloom’ not only in France, but across Europe and the 

United States as well” (336). The pejorative aspect of the term declinism is significant; does 

declinology come with the same connotations?  Waters’ remark about the “publishing boom in gloom” 

suggests this is so, though the suffix –logy, which means discourse, indicates that it errs on the side of 

rationality.  Earlier comments on the terms indicate the same; in a 2006 article on the theory of decline 

in capitalism, Hillel Ticktin says: “The concept of decline has come back into orthodox fashion to the 

point where the terms declinology and declinologist are being used, albeit in a partially deprecatory 

way” (146). It seems that in 2006, the term declinology was more established than the term declinism; 

in an editorial in The Guardian, Agnès Poirier says of the authors of certain essays and pamphlets on 

decline: “they are the "déclinologues", in other words "declinologists" - or "declinists" for those who 

argue that "declinologist" implies a certain disdain” (Poirier). If “declinist” were less disdainful than 

“declinologist” in 2006, this is no longer the case a few years later.  Since both terms carry the same 

connotations, I have opted to use “declinism” due to its higher usage today over “declinology”. 

While the term declinism is relatively recent, fear of decline on the level of a civilisation is not. Nor is 

this fear a purely French phenomenon; a historical review of the concept, however, reveals significant 

French participation. In order to better understand this fear in its current form – declinism – and to 
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situate Houellebecq both amongst his nostalgic forebears and his declinist contemporaries, a history 

of the fear of decline is included in Chapter One, a literature review.   

Thesis Methodology 

This thesis is structured around certain key dystopian themes, to which each is devoted a chapter: 

economy, the body (which also encompasses the theme of science), and religion. I intended to explore 

how Houellebecq develops each theme in order to add to his dystopian depiction of modern society, 

as well as to the temporal dystopias of Les Particules élémentaires, La Possibilité d’une île, La Carte et 

le territoire, and Soumission, and how the treatment of these themes contributes to Houellebecq’s 

declinist message. The broad scope of these themes entailed the use of a wide lens from the start, 

resulting in an interdisciplinary approach. The methodology for each chapter was inspired by the texts 

themselves following meticulous close reading of the novels. In stating this, I do not mean to claim 

that the texts “spoke” to me in a way that they have not to other scholars. Rather, the breadth of my 

research question, dealing, as it were, with scope, allowed me to identify the connections with my 

chosen dystopic themes that already existed in the texts and gave me the freedom to use these 

connections to craft a methodology which draws from various disciplines. The choice of these 

disciplines – sociology, anthropology and philosophy (including economic philosophy) – reflects the 

numerous social issues raised in Houellebecq’s novels, permitting a deeper analysis and understanding 

of his criticisms of contemporary developed society. 

Economy 

Chapter 1 analyses Houellebecq’s treatment of economy. The author’s commentary on capitalism is 

perhaps one of the most studied subjects in the secondary literature, however, it was vital that this 

theme be included in this thesis as it is a crucial element in utopian and dystopian thought. I thus set 

out to investigate how Houellebecq’s frequent discussion of economic themes (which include 

capitalism, consumerism, communism, work, money, and production) contributes to his negative, 

dystopian depiction of contemporary developed society, and to show that he approaches this 

discussion from a declinist stance (i.e. suggesting that the economic status quo in the West is in a state 

of decline compared to previous eras). One of the overarching economic themes throughout 

Houellebecq’s novelistic and indeed his entire literary corpus is the suggestion that in modern society, 

capitalist values, specifically the individualistic competitiveness identified in Extension du domaine de 

la lutte, have spread beyond the traditional marketplace to all spheres of human activity, turning all 
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aspects of social interaction into an economic battleground which contributes to an unbalanced (and 

unjust) distribution of “wealth” and social atomisation.  

Houellebecq’s insistence on the encroachment of capitalist values into traditionally non-economic 

areas of everyday life lead to a reading which suggests that in the Houellebecquian universe, 

capitalism not only contributes to suffering in Houellebecq’s dystopian present but can in fact be read 

as a dystopia in itself. Supported by ideas from the writings of Pascal Bruckner and Zygmunt Bauman 

on consumerism, I show that Houellebecq’s depiction of capitalism suggests a dystopian ideology in 

which individuals must consume in order to experience satisfaction, a joy denied to the 

Houellebecquian misfit who derives no pleasure from consumption and therefore has no access to the 

anaesthetic which could offer relief from the greyness of everyday life in Houellebecq’s dystopian 

present. 

Close readings of Houellebecq’s novels also reveal a preoccupation with de-industrialisation, the rise 

of the tertiary sector in the developed world, and concerns about being – or, rather, not being – 

productive; this invokes the economic philosophy of Marx and Engels, and John Keynes. Houellebecq 

also makes explicit reference to utopian socialist William Morris in La Carte et le territoire. 

Houellebecq’s engagement with nineteenth century socialist ideas about labour and production links 

his works to the utopian mode. Drawing on these thinkers in the analysis, I explore the dystopian 

implications of a civilisation alienated not only from the products of its labour but also the fulfilment 

of being productive. 

I then move from the dystopian present to an analysis of Houellebecq’s dystopian futures, again 

employing the method of close reading. I show how Houellebecq’s future “solutions” to the problems 

of labour and production prove problematic, reinforcing the dystopian theme. The chapter finishes 

with the exploration of two parallel economies in the Houellebecquian universe: the explicit sexual 

economy and an implicit economy of attention. In this final section, I investigate the effects of these 

economies in more detail in Houellebecq’s dystopian present. 

Much has already been made of Houellebecq’s sexual economy in the extant literature; my analysis 

shows how the phenomenon of sexual pauperism and the suffering it engenders in Houellebecq’s 

universe adds to his depiction of a dystopian present, and identifies the point in time when, according 

to Houellebecq, sexual behaviour started to unravel – the revolution of May 1968. More consideration 

is given to the second parallel economy, attention economy, as its linking with literature is my main 

original contributions to the field. Attention economy is a pertinent tool in the analysis of 
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Houellebecq’s dystopian present because of its relevance to several aspects and themes in his writing: 

the author’s uneasiness about the shift to an information society; the widespread use of illusory 

attention (especially pornography) by his characters, and the recurring anger displayed by the 

Houellebecquian male brought about due to feeling unnoticed by other people. I use the idea, 

conceived in the 1980s when excitement about the developed world’s increasing shift to an 

information society was growing to show the importance of procuring a basic minimum of attention 

for emotional well-being, and how in the Houellebecquian universe, one often fails to meet this 

minimum, adding to the loneliness and suffering of Houellebecq’s dystopian present. I show how this 

is a particularly modern problem, as previous generations did not have access to so many forms of 

information (such as the internet, countless television channels, and mass advertising). I also uncover 

an issue with reciprocity which points to Marcel Mauss and yet another economy: gift economy. By 

examining the dynamics of paying and being paid attention through the lens of gift theory, I show we 

can better understand the suffering that ensues when one gives but does not receive – another layer 

to the malaise experienced in Houellebecq’s dystopian present. Finally, by investigating the 

consequences of attention deprivation, which arises from an imbalance in the attention economy, I 

reveal how attention economy is a truly declinist problem in Houellebecq’s portrayal of contemporary 

society through the contrast between his depictions of libertine parents, uninterested in their 

children, and the preceding generation, represented by loving, selfless grandparents – the last 

emotionally healthy generation before the emotional decay allowed by the proliferation of liberal 

values. 

The Body 

In Houellebecq’s novels, there is a repeated insistence on the importance of youth and physical 

beauty. Ugly and ageing characters are shown to suffer as a direct consequence of the appearance of 

their bodies. I therefore explore how this treatment of the body contributes to the widespread misery 

in Houellebecq’s dystopian present, and also how Houellebecq approaches the body in his dystopian 

futures. 

Reading around “the body” revealed it to be a topic currently generating a lot of discussion, not only 

in literature but also in sociology. Considering the socially critical nature of Houellebecq’s works, this 

connection begged to be explored and, indeed, I find that Houellebecq’s treatment of the body in his 

novels lines up with the four major social factors which, according to sociologist Chris Shilling, have 

contributed to interest in the body. These factors are feminism, consumer culture, demographic 

changes and a growing crisis in our knowledge of what the body is (Shilling 35). I use these factors to 
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frame the chapter, showing how each factor is addressed by Houellebecq as he tackles the body – 

male and female, young and old, human and post-human – throughout his novels. 

Religion 

In this final chapter, I broach the theme of religion. Houellebecq’s treatment of this topic changes over 

the course of his six novels. Initially, the presence of religion in Western society is portrayed as waning, 

its moral influence over society declining with it; later in his corpus, however, religion makes a 

comeback in La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission, becoming not only widespread once more but 

also exerting considerable power over society. Having noted this trajectory, I frame the chapter 

around the theme of power, demonstrating that the changing role of religion in the Houellebecquian 

universe mirrors its real-world counterpart. I show that institutional religion is historically linked to 

power, once legitimising political regimes only to have its stranglehold loosened from the 

Enlightenment onwards. In recent years, however, certain thinkers suggest that disillusioned people 

are returning to religion, nostalgic for its prescriptive morality – a sentiment shared by Houellebecq, 

who, despite his atheist stance, has publicly declared that society needs religion’s moralising 

influence. 

Framing this chapter around power pointed to Michel Foucault and his theory of pastoral power. Not 

only does the concept give further support to the link between religion and power, it offers a 

framework with which to analyse the technologies of power utilised by the dystopian theocracies of 

La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission.  

Conclusion 

Inspired by the desire to work on dystopia in French fiction, this doctoral thesis links the fiction of 

Michel Houellebecq with declinism and dystopia. As I have already mentioned, a number of scholars 

have connected Houellebecq with the theme of decline, and to them I am indebted. Their ideas and 

research provided a springboard for deeper analysis into the scope with which declinism informs 

Houellebecq’s depiction of contemporary Western society, a portrayal which employs the dystopian 

genre to effectively convey those declinist concerns. This broad research question has led to an 

interdisciplinary approach, resulting in a number of original contributions to the field of French 

studies. 
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One of these, to be found in the second chapter, is the application of Goldhaber’s concept of attention 

economy specifically to Houellebecq’s novels and to literature in general. While it has been suggested 

that attention economy is becoming more and more relevant to the humanities as developed 

countries move further away from manufacturing towards an increasingly information-based society,8 

my identification of attention as a parallel currency in the Houellebecquian universe offers a new 

framework with which to read literature that deals with the problematics of social interaction when 

time and attention are finite and precious forms of capital. 

Chapter four, which deals with religion, offers another original contribution: the use of Foucault’s 

theory of pastoral power to analyse the dystopian theocracies in La Possibilité d’une île and 

Soumission. Foucault’s concept helped me to pinpoint the specific technologies of power used by the 

predominant religions in those works, and to show how Houellebecq’s portrayal of religion plays on 

declinist fears about both the waning influence of Christianity and the increasing importance of Islam 

in the West. 

Finally, over the course of this thesis, one particular overarching finding – and indeed theme – 

emerges: coherence. Despite the varying themes covered and the different approaches utilised in 

each chapter, Houellebecq’s declinist outlook and dystopian treatment of contemporary Western 

society is evident on a level which is both broader and deeper than I myself anticipated at the outset 

of this project. This is visible throughout his commentary on economic matters, his treatment of the 

body, and his presentation of religion – and its imagined trajectory – in the developed world. Before 

we broach these topics, however, a more in depth understanding of both dystopia and declinism, as 

well as a review of the relevant scholarship on Houellebecq’s work are necessary; these will be covered 

in the literature review which constitutes Chapter One. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
8 See Richard A. Lanham’s book, The Economics of Attention: Style and Substance in the Age of Information 
(2006). 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 

As dystopia and declinism are notions representing the backbone of the following four chapters, let 

me clarify these terms and what is behind them from the outset. This means some consideration of 

the history and sociology of contemporary France, but first, I will begin with the notion of dystopia: a 

film and literary genre which is often viewed, rather simplistically, as the opposite of utopia, or, as 

Claeys points out, is often “used to describe fictional negative societies” (145). I will then follow with 

a discussion of declinism which, as I touched upon in the introductory chapter, is the most recent 

iteration of a much older concept – a fear of decline. Both concepts require defining, contextualising 

and unpacking: the first part of this chapter presents and discusses the relevant scholarship on both, 

as well as showing parallels between them and Houellebecq’s declinist and dystopian fiction. I will 

then move on to a select review of existing scholarship on Houellebecq, which addresses declinism, 

utopia and dystopia in his novels. 

The dystopia, a relatively young literary genre which grew out of the utopian genre in the late 

nineteenth century and came into its own in the twentieth, has strong ties with social criticism.  Just 

as authors of utopian works identified flaws in their societies and proposed forward-thinking (and 

sometimes outlandish) solutions, dystopias also function as a means to critique social conditions.  In 

Dystopian Literature: A Research and Theory Guide, a book which attempts to classify the genre and 

identify key utopian and dystopian works, M. Keith Booker remarks: 

Briefly, dystopian literature is specifically that literature which situates itself in direct 

opposition to utopian thought, warning against the potential negative consequences of 

arrant utopianism.  At the same time, dystopian literature generally also constitutes a 

critique of existing social conditions or political systems, either through the critical 

examination of the utopian premises upon which those conditions and systems are based 

or through the imaginative extension of those conditions and systems into different 

contexts that more clearly reveal their flaws and contradictions. (3)  

Booker describes two facets of dystopia which, while not mutually exclusive, serve different purposes.  

Unlike the utopia, from which it is directly descended, the dystopia did not evolve as a means to 

criticise existing social conditions but rather to expose the dangers and flaws of utopian thought and 

practice; this is the first of the two aspects of dystopia mentioned by Booker.  Such classic dystopias 

as We (1924), Brave New World (1932) and 1984 (1949), which hail from an era when utopian ideas 

were associated with totalitarianism and communism as carried out by the Soviet Union and China, 
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are excellent examples of this (Greene 2).  The second type is more similar to the socially critical utopia 

in that it criticises current issues and conditions, but rather than offering an inspirational utopian 

alternative, it projects their possible consequences to create a cautionary worst-case scenario.  

The dystopias of Michel Houellebecq fall into this second category.  Throughout the six novels he has 

published to date, Houellebecq identifies what he believes are problems in modern Western society 

– arrant individualism and alienation, the breakdown of the family unit, capitalism and 

overconsumption, the cult of youth and the rejection of the old and the process of ageing – and 

extends them in his writing to contemporary settings which, I argue, are dystopian in nature.  In his 

four classically utopian/dystopian novels – Les Particules élémentaires (1998), La Possibilité d’une île 

(2005), La Carte et le territoire (2010) and Soumission (2015) – these settings evolve into futuristic 

dystopias of varying degrees of severity, from the wryly unsettling but seemingly utopian future of La 

Carte et le territoire to the post-apocalyptic and post-human dystopia, rejected by the narrative clone, 

in La Possibilité d’une île. 

Houellebecq is not alone in taking issue with the direction in which Western society is headed and is 

certainly not the only French voice to speak up about it.  Various politicians, essayists and authors 

have commented on different aspects of life in France which they believe are sub-optimal and on track 

to get worse.   These include left-wing member of the French senate, Jean-Pierre Chevènement (2011), 

anti-liberal essayist and author Eric Zemmour (2010), and writer Renaud Camus who gained notoriety 

as an écrivain provocateur with his published journals (2010).  A more detailed review of recent French 

declinist literature will be given later in this chapter. 

A negative, pessimistic view of the current state of society has been prevalent in the developed world 

during the last two decades, and particularly following the 2008 economic crisis.  This has given rise 

to the terms declinism and declinology: pejorative terms which can basically be defined as a 

pessimistic belief that things are in decline9.  The decline, depending on the concerns of the declinist, 

can take place in a number of spheres and sometimes with overlap; economic, political, cultural, social 

and moral.  While declinist discourse is concentrated primarily in the economic and political realms, I 

argue that Houellebecq’s novels are part of this phenomenon, that he uses dystopia as literary 

declinism. 

                                                             
9 Definition taken from Wiktionary: en.wiktionary.org/wiki/declinism, accessed December 21 2017. 

http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/declinism
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Declinist discourse is taking place in a number of developed countries, with France making a significant 

contribution. Furthermore, declinism – while enjoying a surge in use at the moment – is not a recent 

trend.  Bouts of pessimism about political, economic and social conditions have occurred regularly 

over the past century and a half in France, indicative perhaps of a national tendency towards declinist 

sentiment.  While French authors have not shown a propensity to use dystopia, Houellebecq’s literary 

declinism in the form of dystopia nevertheless ties in with a mode of thinking which is both French 

and western – a distinction I will go into at a later point in this review. 

Declinism in the West 

In my introductory chapter, I defined declinism as a pejorative label given to the pessimistic belief or 

sentiment that a society (or certain aspects of it) is (are) in decline. I also showed the importance of 

declinism today, using internet searches to demonstrate the use of the term, along with its cognate, 

declinology, and the French equivalents, déclinisme and déclinologie. As those searches show, 

declinism is in no way a purely French phenomenon.  It is a Western concern, or rather a concern of 

developed countries which have experienced progress and influence over others, and are now faced 

with the prospect of these declining.  From a global perspective, the increase in declinist sentiment 

spiked in response to the 2008 global financial crisis, rising in several developed countries: the United 

States of America, the United Kingdom and a number of western European countries, including 

France.  While the USA faces continued economic crisis10 and speculation that its superpower status 

is in decline (Lombardi 312), some European nations are dealing with questions about their cultural 

identity and heritage, alongside their own economic woes.  However, as is the case in France, the 

notion of decline in the West – continental Europe, Britain and the United States, that is – goes back 

much further than this recent economic crisis. 

It is this notion Arthur Herman explores in his book The Idea of Decline in Western History, which 

focuses on the concept of decline in France, Germany, Britain and the United States.  Published in 

1997, Herman’s book situates decline in its late-twentieth century American context, before going on 

to explore the history of the idea of decline in the West, which stretches from the ancient Greeks 

through to the ecological pessimism prevalent in contemporary Western society today (which is, 

incidentally, a theme in many a modern dystopian work.) 

                                                             
10 For example: the 2013 shut-down of the American government over Obamacare, and the 2012-2013 
negotiations for raising the debt ceiling. 
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While terms such as “declinism”, “declinology” and “declinist sentiment” are relative newcomers to 

the vernacular, Herman’s study shows that the concepts they encapsulate have existed far longer – as 

long as civilisations have experienced progress.  Decline, according to Herman, is inextricably linked 

to progress: “the two ideas [progress and decline] are actually opposite sides of the same coin.  Every 

theory of progress has also contained a theory of decline, since “inevitable” historical laws can just as 

easily shift in reverse as move forward” (Idea of Decline 13).  Furthermore, Herman states that 

“virtually every culture past or present has believed that men and women are not up to the standards 

of their parents and forebears”, (Idea of Decline 13), citing the ancient Greeks, Confucian China, the 

Aztecs, Zoroastrians, Laplanders, and the Native American tribes as examples.  As one would expect, 

a number of other terms have been associated with decline, such as decay, degeneration, decadence, 

destruction, collapse and ruin.  Another term belonging to this list is “pessimism”, and Herman splits 

this into two types: historical pessimism and cultural pessimism, both of which could be seen as earlier 

incarnations of today’s declinism, and which provide a useful framework with which to further unpack 

the concept and to analyse contemporary declinists.  Herman himself does not use the term declinism 

in this work (he does, however, use the term frequently in his 2009 article “The Pessimist Persuasion” 

which revisits the issue of decline from an American, post-economic crisis point of view), though it 

appears in reviews published following the book’s release.  Noel Malcolm notes that Herman’s book 

shows the extent to which the cultural theorists of the Left today are permeated with traditional 

declinism (Malcolm 71) while Kenneth Minogue refers to Herman’s study as “the story of ‘declinism’”, 

repeatedly using the terms “declinism” and “declinist” throughout his review (Minogue 87). 

Herman presents the two types of pessimism – historical and cultural – as “reverse images” of each 

other, two differing streams of thought, yet both declinist nonetheless (Idea of Decline 444).  Herman 

describes historical pessimism as concern for the present, which is seen as inferior to the past, and its 

inevitable negative effects on the future; a fear that what society has achieved is in the process of 

being destroyed: “The historical pessimist sees the present as systematically undoing the 

achievements of a creative and ordered past” (Idea of Decline 80).  For the historical pessimist, this 

process of decline, while unfortunate, forms part of an organic cycle of progress, deterioration and 

renewal.  Cultural pessimism, on the other hand, while still concerned with decline, does not valorise 

the past.  Herman associates cultural pessimism with Nietzsche, calling him “the great prophet of 

cultural pessimism” (Idea of Decline 106) and stating that the cultural pessimist, unlike the historical 

pessimist who views the civilising forces of the past as constructive, “sees the present as simply an 

extension of the same corrupt and meaningless values of the past” (Idea of Decline 106).  Further 

expanding on the differences between historical and cultural pessimism, Herman also writes:  
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The historical pessimist sees civilization’s virtues under attack from malign and destructive 

forces that it cannot overcome; cultural pessimism claims those forces form the civilizing 

process from the start.  The historical pessimist worries that his own society is about to 

destroy itself, the cultural pessimist concludes that it deserves to be destroyed. (Idea of 

Decline 444) 

In other words: historical pessimism views civilisation in a positive light, an accomplishment that 

comes under attack from outside forces, whereas cultural pessimism regards those forces as part of 

the life-cycle of civilisation itself. Furthermore, the cultural pessimist believes society deserves to be 

destroyed and goes so far as to welcome signs of decline:  

For the cultural pessimist, then, bad news is actually good news.  He greets economic 

depression, unemployment, world wars and conflicts, and environmental disasters with 

barely concealed glee, since these events all foreshadow the final destruction of modern 

civilization. [emphasis in the original] (Herman, Idea of Decline 9)   

While all the features of historical and cultural pessimism mentioned above can also be associated 

with declinism as I have defined it, this last one – the “barely concealed glee” – is undeniably close to 

the self-satisfaction and perverse pleasure the contemporary declinist takes in pointing out the 

failures of modern-day society. 

The Idea of Decline in Western History is an American-centric work; it is nonetheless comprehensive 

when it comes to the three major European powers – Britain, Germany and France.  Herman’s 

approach focuses on the historical and philosophical, rather than the political, economic and cultural; 

indeed, he suggests that decline as a political and cultural concern is a recent phenomenon:  

Perhaps the most salient feature of the twentieth century has been the tremendous upsurge 

of this cultural pessimism, not just in the realm of ideas, but directly into the arena of politics 

and culture.” (Idea of Decline 444)  

The majority of the work, however, is devoted to how Westerners have thought about decline in 

relation to the human condition and the organisation of society. Thinkers Herman cites include 

historians Jacob Burckhardt, Oswald Spengler, William Du Bois and Arnold Toynbee; philosophers such 

as Friedrich Nietzsche, Arthur Schopenhauer, Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Jean-Paul Sartre, 

Michel Foucault and Frantz Fanon; and even the scientifically minded who were concerned with 
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heredity and atavism.11 French writer and self-styled aristocrat Arthur de Gobineau, the father of racial 

demography, Italian doctor Cesare Lombroso and Hungarian doctor Max Nordau all devoted 

themselves to the study of degeneration.  And yet, having shown how fear of decline has dogged 

Western thought for centuries, Herman also confirms that this is a particularly modern concern, 

stating “We live in an era in which pessimism has become the norm, rather than the exception” (Idea 

of Decline 2), acknowledging the vast amount of literature published on the subject of decline in both 

the United States and Europe in recent years:  

A long string of “crisis” books have appeared, preparing us for the twenty-first century as an 

era of deep dislocation and uncertainty, with the West, which largely means the United States, 

increasingly unable to exert any influence on the outcome.  America and Europe have lost 

their long-held position of global dominance, they argue; we had all better prepare for the 

worst rather than the best. (Idea of Decline 2)  

Declinism in France 

While it is clear that declinism is not solely the domain of France, French thinkers, writers and 

politicians have nevertheless played a significant role in declinist thought, even to be singled out in 

recent years for their participation.  In her article “The 2008 Economic Crisis and the French Narrative 

of National Decline: Une causalité diabolique”, Sarah Waters remarks: “In the wake of the 2008 

economic crisis, French society has sunk into a state of collective pessimism that is unparalleled within 

any other industrialised nation” (339), while Herman isolates a specific period in French history as the 

stand-out example of how fear of decline can affect a society: “The most graphic example of how the 

fear of decline and the paranoid style can combine to paralyze a democratic society has to be France 

in the 1920s and ‘30s” (“Pessimism Persuasion” 64). This raises the question of why the French engage 

in declinism to such an extent. Waters states that the 2008 economic crisis was responsible for 

“renewed interest in the theme of French national decline” (336); “renewed” being a key word.  Snide 

comments about it being a national pastime aside, themes of decline and decay go back much further 

in French history than the twenty-first century, suggesting a French disposition for declinism,12 a 

tradition in which Houellebecq’s work can be situated. The following section of this chapter will 

therefore identify periods of significant declinist sentiment in France during the last two centuries and 

                                                             
11 The theory that all organisms carried hidden lost traits which could reappear under certain conditions and 
then be passed onto offspring.  Atavism was to be the base of degeneration theory. (Herman, The Idea of 
Decline in Western History 114) 
12 In a piece in The Guardian entitled “Declinology”, James Harkin remarks that “both the French and the 
British have made revelling in their own decline into a national pastime” (Harkin). 
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the actors involved, in order to give some context to the French branch of decline.  A discussion of 

today’s major French declinist players and their domains (i.e. economic, political, social or cultural 

approach) will follow, concluding with Michel Houellebecq and the leap from opinion pieces and 

economic analysis to literary declinism.  The final section will identify scholarly writing linking 

Houellebecq with declinism and dystopia. 

While the term declinism is fairly recent13, fears of and discussion about decline have been around far 

longer, as shown by Herman in The Idea of Decline in Western History.  This is also borne out by 

Koenraad Swart who opens the first chapter of The Sense of Decadence in Nineteenth-Century France 

(1964) with: “The idea of living in a period of political and cultural decline did not originate in the 

nineteenth century, but is as old as recorded history” (1). Like Herman, Swart addresses decline as a 

historical concept; devoting the first two chapters of this book to fears of decline throughout the ages; 

starting with ancient India and China, Mesopotamia and primitive societies in Europe and the 

Americas, he moves onto the ancient Greeks and Romans, Christianity and Judaism, and then 

chronicles the major instances of what we could nowadays call declinist sentiment in western Europe 

from the Middle Ages through to the nineteenth century.14  The focus of Swart’s study is much 

narrower than that of Herman’s, centring on decadence in nineteenth century France. 

According to Swart, France experienced its first significant period of concern about decline in the 

sixteenth century, provoked by religious war:15   

Bleak visions of the future were especially common at the end of the sixteenth century, when 

France passed through one of the most serious crises in its history and many leading 

Frenchmen expressed themselves gloomily about the prospect of their country and that of 

European civilization. (30)  

Concerns about depravity and decline continued into the seventeenth century under the reigns of 

Louis XIV and Louis XV (Swart 34), and while the Enlightenment brought a new wave of optimism to 

France, it was nevertheless not immune to fear of decline: “Numerous Frenchmen of this time made 

comparisons between the degeneracy of French society and the state of Rome in its period of decline” 

(Swart 36).  Thinkers who added to French concerns about depravity and a longing for a better time 

                                                             
13 Sarah Waters credits Dominique de Villepin, Prime Minister of France from 2005 to 2007, with coining the 
term ‘declinologue’ in his prime-ministerial speech of 10 January 2006 (Waters 351). 
14 Incidentally, the Middle Ages saw the appearance of the terms ‘decay’ and ‘decline’ for the first time in the 
various European languages, as well as ‘decadence’ in the form ‘dechedenssa’ (Swart 12–13) 
15 The French Wars of Religion (1562 – 1598), a civil war fought between French Catholics and Protestants. 
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included Denis Diderot, Montesquieu, Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.  It was in the nineteenth 

century however, that pessimistic concern about decline and its practitioners were given a name – 

decadence and the decadents - and treated as a school of thought. 

Decadence 

Care must be taken with the term decadence, which is, as David Weir remarks in Decadence and the 

Making of Modernism (1995), “annoyingly resistant to definition” (1). Weir goes on to define 

decadence as a cultural mode of transition between the two movements of romanticism and 

modernism but, showing the multiple facets of the term, also refers to decadence as “cultural decline, 

philosophical pessimism, scientific alarmism […], physical degeneration, and immorality”, terms which 

resonate with declinism today (xvi).  While Weir is especially interested in decadence as a literary 

mode, Swart is more concerned with decadence as historical pessimism (xi).  Unlike Herman, Swart 

does not make a distinction between historical and cultural pessimism but appears to use the term 

historical pessimism as Herman distinguishes it: the concern that society is under attack from malign 

forces, rather than the view that civilisation itself is corrupting.  Matei Calinescu, exploring decadence 

as a facet of modernity and mainly in a cultural – that is, artistic and literary sense – context in Five 

Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism (1987), notes that 

the term “decadence” is associated with “such notions as decline, twilight, senescence and 

exhaustion”, notions we could today link with declinism (155). 

For the purpose of giving background and context to modern-day declinism, I am interested, like 

Swart, in decadence as pessimism: the sense that society is in a state of decay or decline; whether that 

be culturally, politically, economically or morally; perception or reality.   

Decadence and fear of decline in France 

The sense of decadence in the nineteenth century was not a French phenomenon but common to 

Europe in general; however, Swart suggests that the French case was “probably stronger and more 

widespread than in England and the United States”, and that the French sense of decadence was 

especially different in nature from that of other leading countries (xi).  This, Swart argues, was due to 

“the feeling that the nation’s power and prestige in the world was declining” (xi).  This observation is 

supported by Matei Calinescu who writes that the theme of decadence was especially significant in 

France because French prestige and influence was waning on an international level (161–62).  Along 

with the loss of prestige came economic worries: in an interview with Le Monde, historian Michel 
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Winock cites the economic depression of the 1880s as a period of “esprit public, morose, délétère, 

angoissé” (Courtois, “Ingrédients du populisme”). 

In the 1930s, following the First World War, the subject of decadence and decline reared its head in 

France again.  In La Décadence de la nation française, blaming French decline on Americanism and its 

capitalist model, which they saw as a destructive influence on France, Robert Aron and Arnaud 

Dandieu portray France as a decadent and wounded nation, on the path to disaster:  

Il nous apparaît qu’en tant que nation, la France est en décadence et peut-être bientôt en 

agonie.  Il nous apparaît que cette agonie mettrait en péril à la fois la paix du monde et la 

liberté de l’individu. (11)   

Pierre Poujade was to make similar claims in the 1950s, stating that economic transformations 

reflected a profound moral decadence that was harmful to “pure French tradition”, and mounted an 

anti-modernist and anti-capitalist campaign, which came to be called poujadisme, intent on a return 

to traditional French values (Fitzgerald 184).   

In the decade following the Second World War, declinist sentiment was to reappear again, despite the 

country being in the period Jean Fourastié was to dub “les trente glorieuses” (the glorious thirty years).  

Fourastié’s book of the same name shows how standards of living rose rapidly between 1946 and 

1975, comparing figures from the National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies from both 

years, as well as from years prior and during the period.  However, despite painting a picture of a 

country which had achieved spectacular economic growth, increased life expectancy, improved 

health, increased purchasing power (on a national and individual level), and widespread 

modernisation, Fourastié displays a nostalgia for the values of the older generations.  He also states 

that although the glorious thirty years brought advances and improvements, they also brought 

problems as well: “Il est donc dès aujourd’hui évident que ‘les trente glorieuses’ n’ont pas apporté 

que des bienfaits, à l’humanité en général et à l’homme en particulier.” (175) Furthermore, Fourastié 

devotes an entire chapter to “la morosité” – the moroseness, or gloominess, felt by the French people 

during the so-called glorious thirty years (239).  Fourastié attributes this to the nature of progress and 

capitalism: the problem of “keeping up with the Joneses” and subsequent feelings of dissatisfaction 

and entitlement, inequality, fear for the future, and what he calls “les insatisfactions du coeur” – 

anaesthetised by all modern life has to offer, people are left feeling numb, bored and empty (251). 
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 Coinciding with the 1973 oil crisis, the end of les trente glorieuses brought yet another wave of 

declinist discontent, and more actors prepared to ride it.  In 1972, Jean-Marie Le Pen formed the far-

right party the National Front, offering a unified, extreme right-wing option to French voters.  Before 

their first electoral campaign in 1973, Le Pen stated the party’s objective was to bring down 

communism, the right-wing Gaullist UDR and the majority, but went on to publicise the party’s policies 

through allotted radio and television time, policies which were developed in the party programme 

Défendre les Français (Shields 172).  Issues cited were France’s moral and political crisis; a youth ruined 

by leftism, hippy culture and drugs; and decadence which threatened the individual, the family and 

the nation.  It cited its primary political objective as “the defence of the French against foreign designs, 

subversive activities, class-based selfishness, and oligarchic dictatorship” and proposed policies 

favouring the family unit (for French citizens), rejecting free-market capitalism and calling for 

controlled immigration (Shields 172).  In the 1980s, Le Pen continued to cite decline in order to garner 

support for his nationalist policies.  Winock draws a strong link between Le Pen and decadence in 

Nationalisme, anti-Sémitisme, et fascisme en France (2004), a collection of essays on French right-wing 

and nationalist political culture and behaviour, writing: “Les livres et les harangues lepénistes sont 

rythmés par le mot ‘décadence’” (41). 

Declinism in France pre-2008 

Moving closer to the end of the twentieth century, one finds that talk of decline once again 

proliferates.  Sarah Waters notes a reigniting of declinist sentiment in the early 1990s, stretching 

beyond the turn of the century: “During the 1990s and early 2000s, debates about French national 

decline re-emerged against a background of accelerated globalisation” (338). Sociologist Alain 

Touraine, however, sees no such re-emergence but rather a continuation of two decades’ worth of 

worry: “France is the only country in Europe to feel that it has been living through a crisis for the last 

twenty years” (30).   

The next clear articulation of declinism for this period, however, is offered by another figure of the 

right-wing mouvance, Nicolas Baverez.  Essayist, economist, lawyer and currently a columnist for the 

conservative French magazine Le Point, Baverez has published a number of books on the subject of 

French decline over the course of the last two decades.  Dubbed “chef décliniste” and a “décliniste 

talentueux” by Sybille Vincendon (34 and 37), and a “maverick liberal economist” (Carnegy, “France 

Debates Decline” 3), Baverez’s pessimistic outlook and numerous publications were to dominate 

French declinist discourse during the 1990s and early 2000s, starting with his 1998 book Les Trente 

piteuses.  A play on Fourastié’s “les trente glorieuses”, the title refers to the thirty years immediately 
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following that period of strong economic growth in France, an era, in Baverez’s opinion, of failure and 

decline.  Baverez argues that France has failed to keep up with globalisation or to modernise, and that 

a liberal approach is needed to arrest the decline of France, an argument repeated throughout his 

subsequent books.  And while Baverez’s conservative stance would place him on the right of the 

political spectrum, he maintains that both the left and the right are to blame for the debt-financed 

welfare and declining productivity which have contributed to French decline (Carnegy, “France 

Debates Decline” 3). 

Published in the same year as Les Trente piteuses was Emmanuel Todd’s L’Illusion économique: essai 

sur la stagnation des économies développées, a book interpreting the differences between Anglo-

Saxon capitalism and the German and Japanese models in terms of predominant family structure in 

those regions.  In his previous works, Todd – a historian, sociologist, demographer, anthropologist and 

political scientist – shows how family structure mirrors prevailing political structure; in L’Illusion 

économique he turns once again to the study of the family, while also taking into account the 

economy.  Todd predicts decline in the United States (based on increasing child mortality trends and 

the weakening manufacturing sector) and impending troubles for Europe due to demographic crisis 

and the monetary union, while suggesting that France is “combining the mistakes of free trade and 

tight monetary policies” (de Cervin 662) and suffering an increase in inequality, deriving from 

globalisation and the newly established monetary union in Europe.  While Todd’s approach is that of 

a scholarly social and economic study, rather than an emotive call to arms in the vein of Baverez, he 

nevertheless indicates a concern for decline in certain cultural and economic aspects in the United 

States and Europe and proposes a return to the nation-state, recommending protectionist policies. 

Marked by the spirit of the times, that same year saw the publication of Houllebecq’s Les Particules 

élémentaires along with yet another French work which had significance for the declinist debate.  

Sociologist Alain Touraine’s Comment sortir du libéralisme (published under the title Beyond 

Neoliberalism in English in 2001) addresses the topic of globalisation in France and argues against 

concerns that it was reducing the capacity for social action in politics.  This short book acknowledges 

the fear of decline in France at the time of its writing, and also notes a particular political climate in 

which the neo-liberals insist on letting the markets lead the way while the far-Left asserts that the 

dominance of the wealthy makes victims of the rest. Touraine says this situation exists in many other 

countries but claims that it carries the most weight in France because of a phenomenon called la 

pensée unique: the belief that the globalised economy is omnipotent and that choosing between the 

Left and the Right is therefore meaningless (1).  The resulting pessimism from such a widespread 

feeling of helplessness would go towards explaining a French propensity for declinism in recent years.   
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Comment sortir du libéralisme includes some ideas which will be pertinent in my declinist analysis of 

Houellebecq’s dystopias.  One of these is the fragmentation of society which Touraine attributes to 

globalisation.  While Touraine is not against globalisation and advocates taking a political approach 

committed to working with globalisation while making socially responsible choices, he acknowledges 

that fragmentation is one of its inevitable outcomes.  Of political and economic models in France he 

writes: “We have in reality moved from integrated national models to an international situation in 

which the various dimensions of economic, social and cultural life have become separated and 

divorced from one another” (17) and goes on to state unequivocally: “The world is not becoming 

unified [by globalization]; it is fragmenting” (18). This is a theme which runs through all of 

Houellebecq’s novels, but none more so than in Les Particules élémentaires.  Also important is his 

coining of the term ‘post-industrialist society’, which aptly describes the nature of Houellebecq’s rural 

France and its futuristic ending in La Carte et le territoire. 

The declinist literature of this period is not limited to economic appraisal.  Adieu à la France qui s’en 

va (2003), by Jean-Marie Rouart, a novelist and member of the Académie Française, combines 

autobiography and history to produce a nostalgic investigation of France and French identity.  Three 

themes of decline recur throughout the book: the decline of honour, the decline of the French 

language and a loss of spirituality. 2005 saw the publication of Le Malheur français, an essay by 

Jacques Julliard, journalist, essayist and now editorialist at French magazine Marianne after thirty-two 

years at the Le Nouvel Observateur.  Addressing the question of what the trouble is with France, 

Julliard discusses France’s recent misfortunes and political woes before exploring a number of factors 

which lead him to conclude that the French “have internalized decline” (Day 1).  These factors include 

demographic crisis, low economic growth, crippling public debt, and waning cultural influence.  The 

title of the essay is a play on Alain Peyrefitte’s 1976 book Le Mal français, in which the journalist and 

former government minister proposes the theory that some of France’s recurring problems are due 

to a peculiarity in the French character, citing the French people’s resistance to change, a tendency to 

submission and (conversely) a lack of submission to authority. 

Decline in France: 2008 economic crisis to present 

On the eve of the 2008 economic crisis, les trente piteuses should have been over.  For Baverez, 

however, the end of those thirty years did not signal the end of French decline.  In his book Que faire?  

L’Agenda 2007, published thirty-one years after the end of les trente glorieuses, Baverez categorically 

states: “Le déclin de la France n’est plus un objet de débat mais une réalité politique et historique” 

(11). Nevertheless, the 2008 crisis, triggered by the collapse of the American bank Lehmann Brothers, 
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provided new fuel for the declinist fire, which would serve as “a means of interpreting and reacting to 

the economic crisis” (Waters 335).   

The post financial crisis era has seen widespread disillusionment with globalisation and neoliberalism 

throughout the Western world, a reaction from which France is no exception.  Declinist headlines 

frequently appear in the newspapers; Président François Hollande felt it necessary to declare in 2012 

that “decline is not our destiny” (Chrisafis), acknowledging pessimistic sentiments felt by the French 

public.   A 2013 survey entitled France 2013: les nouvelles fractures gives some insight into the extent 

of these concerns for the French.  The survey, conducted by Ipsos, a global market research company 

based in Paris, for French newspaper Le Monde, questioned 1016 people who made up a sample group 

representative of the French population aged eighteen years and over.  The study was divided into 

twelve categories, the first of which was decline.  Fifty-one percent of people surveyed agreed that 

the decline of France was inevitable, ninety percent felt that French economic power had declined, 

and sixty-three percent felt that France’s cultural influence had declined.  Five major groups within 

the sample were identified, their classification based on their political and ideological traits: les bobos 

(bourgeois-bohemians) (15%) and les libertaires (libertarians) (12%) on the Left; les ambivalents 

(ambivalent, uncertain) (27%) occupying the centre-Left; and les crispés (the inflexible) (27%) and les 

populistes (populists) (19%) on the Right.  The survey results showed that while the majority of those 

surveyed felt that France was in a state of decline, people to the left of the political spectrum appeared 

to be far more optimistic than those on the right. 

Conducted in early January 2013, the survey resulted in a series of articles in Le Monde, published in 

the last week of that same month, which focused on topics of concern for the French.  One of the 

articles reported a widespread feeling of decline amongst the population, with fifty percent of French 

people feeling that “le déclin de la France est inéluctable” (Courtois, “Les Crispations alarmantes”), 

whereas three out of five saw globalisation as a threat to France and felt that “la France doit se 

protéger davantage du monde d’aujourd’hui” (Courtois, “Les Crispations alarmantes”).  In another, 

French historian Michel Winock told Le Monde that the results of the survey indicated that “la France 

a peur” (Courtois, “Ingrédients du populisme”), and the pessimism currently felt by the French people 

is reminiscent of similar periods of anxiety and moroseness in French history, specifically the economic 

depressions of the 1880s and the 1930s.  A third article, focusing on the similarities between voters of 

the two major French right-wing political parties – the National Front and the UMP –, discussed the 

relative optimism of left-wing voters; sixty percent of whom agree that French decline is not inevitable 

but nevertheless feel that French economic power has been greatly reduced (Desmoulières et al.).  

The survey and the resulting articles show that pessimism about France’s current social, political and 
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economic position is not confined to those with public voices but has become widespread throughout 

the French population. 

The period following the 2008 economic crisis has also seen a shift in the solutions proposed by French 

declinist writers.  While those concerned about economic decline saw globalisation as a remedy for 

France’s troubles prior to the crisis, today’s French declinists advocate a more insular approach – an 

insistence on doing things the French way: “Whereas declinist writers in the preceding decade called 

for a closer integration into the global economy, post-2008 writers turn inwards and look for 

redemption in France’s own national traditions and values” (Waters 340). Such writers include Éric 

Zemmour, Hervé Juvin, Jean-Pierre Chévènement, Renaud Camus and Richard Millet, all of whom see 

an emphasis on protecting French systems and values as the way to circumvent decline – be it cultural, 

political or economic.  

An exception to this is Nicolas Baverez who has continued to publish on the subject of decline and to 

call for more economic freedom in France.  The 2008 crisis served as direct inspiration for the first of 

Baverez’s latest two books.  Titled Après le déluge, this 2009 publication used the September 15 

collapse of the investment bank Lehman Brothers as a springboard from which to take stock of the 

global economic situation.  Marking the endpoint of thirty years of neoliberalism, Baverez also sees 

the event as the end of American supremacy over the global economy, as well the conclusion of the 

historical cycle of Western dominance which had been established since the late sixteenth century.  

Forecasting at least a decade’s worth of feeble economic growth for developed countries, Baverez 

also predicts the collapse of the French economic model and the shifting of the centre of capitalism 

to Asia, advocating liberalism as the only means to economic and political freedom.  In his second 

post-2008 book, Réveillez-vous! – the title of which is a play on that of Stéphane Hessel’s anti-capitalist 

pamphlet, Indignez-vous! (Carnegy, “Cry to a country”) –, Baverez asserts that both the Left and the 

Right are to blame for France’s debt-financed welfare and declining productivity, and that both French 

politicians and the public are in denial over the state of the French economy.  Condemning French 

establishment for refusing to adapt to globalisation, he claims that French decline is on the point of 

turning into a crash, even predicting that the next crisis for the euro will come from France.  Despite 

the polemic tone of the book, Baverez employs figures to shore up his assertion that the French 

economy is in crisis, drawing comparisons with Germany, Canada and Sweden. 

Writer, political journalist and columnist for Le Figaro, Éric Zemmour, an antiliberal and anticapitalist, 

takes a very different approach in communicating his own declinist sentiments in Mélancolie 

française.  While Zemmour situates himself on the right of the political spectrum, he claims he votes 
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neither for the left nor the right, once stating in a question and answer piece in L’Express: “Comme 

disait de Gaulle: la droite, ce n’est pas la France, la gauche, ce n’est pas la France.  Je me reconnais 

dans une sorte de gaullo-bonapartisme” (Martinet). Published in 2010, Mélancolie française is an 

account of France’s role in Europe throughout history, culminating in a final chapter dedicated to the 

France of today, and an example of how a universalist outlook can lead to disappointment and 

declinism.  Zemmour takes the view that France was a nation destined for greatness, but which has 

fallen into decline due to outside influences (rather than through the faults of her people). 

Commencing the first chapter of the book with: “La France n’est pas en Europe; elle est l’Europe” (1), 

Zemmour displays a universalist outlook, and clearly sees France as a representative of Europe, rather 

than just a part of it. He goes on to argue that France was to be the heir of Rome, the centre of a 

European empire, and compares the decline of France to the fall of the Roman Empire.  Amongst the 

outside forces which have stood between France and its destiny, Zemmour blames English 

interference and, more recently, immigration – specifically, Muslim immigration – for the troubles 

currently faced by France, suggesting the tightening of French borders as a preventative measure 

against further damage to French culture.  This idea of cultural assault is shared by other 

contemporaries of Zemmour and forms an important point of discussion in declinist discourse. 

Also publishing in 2010, Hervé Juvin – centre-right author, essayist and economist – echoes Zemmour’s 

fear of Islamic influence in France in his book, Le Renversement du monde.  The renversement of which 

he speaks is the exploitation and re-colonisation of Europe by America, a Europe weakened by the 

ravages of neo-liberalism which stripped the Western European of his or her “social, cultural and 

territorial attachments” (Waters 343).  Juvin labels the 2008 crisis as the beginning of the end for 

Western civilisation and the start of a shift of power to the rising Muslim nations who have 

experienced not only high population growth but also increased financial and technological power.  

More open immigration agreements have left France and Europe open to “invasion” from immigrants 

from the East, who Juvin suggests bring their culture with them rather than adopting that of their new 

home.  And with these immigrants, Juvin writes, comes “décivilisation” – a term which we will see 

again with Renaud Camus –, and with that come cultural regression and ethnic violence.  For Juvin, 

the economic crisis is a part of a larger whole which sees French and Western values attacked and 

diluted. 
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While the majority of declinist and protectionist sentiment comes from the Right,16 left-wing voices 

have also joined in the discourse of declinism.  Jean-Pierre Chevènement, a former minister for the 

Socialist Party and the 2002 presidential candidate for the left-wing political party Mouvement 

républicain et citoyen, also identifies the 2008 crisis as a defining moment in French history, 

emblematic of France’s decline, now a country “sans avenir” (7).  For Chevènement, the seeds of the 

crisis were sown in the 1940s, when the French internalised feelings of failure and defeat as a result 

of the war, leading to a lack of confidence which made French leaders vulnerable to neoliberalist 

ideologies in the 1980s and 1990s.  As does Zemmour, Chevènement vilifies the English, or rather, the 

Anglo-Saxons – first in the form of English imperialism and then American neo-liberalism, blaming 

French decline on the rejection of traditional French values.  His solution to French decline is “a 

renewed national consciousness and a profound moral and psychological recovery” (Waters 348): the 

French must embrace their own heritage and identity and protect the Republic and their culture. 

Completing this snapshot of declinist literature from the post economic crisis period are the works of 

two different types of writers from those already mentioned.  The first is Renaud Camus, a prolific 

author notorious for courting controversy in his yearly diaries, published with French publishing house 

Fayard.  The second is Richard Millet, novelist and editor for Gallimard, who found notoriety with the 

publication of Éloge littéraire d’Anders Breivik in 2012.  Both writers have expressed concerns about 

the death of Western culture, overrun and diluted (in their opinion) by an influx of non-European 

immigrants who choose to ‘impose’ their culture rather than integrate themselves and their families 

into the societies of their new countries. This is a controversial view as the French model of 

immigration is integration rather than assimilation, which means migrants may keep their own cultural 

mores as long as they abide by Republican tenets – democracy and laïcité – in their public lives. 

Camus expresses these declinist opinions in his yearly diaries, often lamenting the lack of good 

manners he encounters when interacting with people, and the loss of appreciation for beauty, peace 

and quiet.  He often asks what has happened to the bourgeoisie.  A trip to Sweden documented in his 

2010 journal Parti pris triggers much discussion about immigrants (specifically non-European 

immigrants and especially Muslim ones) and the falling European birth-rate alongside what he calls 

the grand remplacement: the fear that not only does immigration increase the ratio of non-Europeans 

to Europeans, but that these non-Europeans have higher birth-rates and flood the population with 

immigrant offspring, a misnomer since these children are born and raised in Europe and therefore 

                                                             
16 Supported by the results of the 2013 Ipsos survey which found those on the left to be more optimistic: 
“l’espoir de la gauche.” 
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have not migrated.  He targets Muslim mothers, both immigrants and European converts to Islam. 

Camus also leads a political party called In-nocence, which he founded in 2002. The party has next to 

no impact on French politics, however, the party’s policies offer insight into the nostalgic and 

pessimistic thinking which informs much declinist discourse. Camus displays a high level of 

commitment to the party, regularly updating party policies and posting communiqués outlining the 

party’s stance on French and global political events on social media. The party programme, clearly 

posted on the party website, calls for reduction in immigration and strict immigration control, 

cultivation and preservation of European customs, languages and cultures, revision of benefits for 

families (which is seen as an unnecessary encouragement to have children, and an incentive for 

immigration), and an overhaul of schooling which would return to a stricter, more formal style of 

learning and focus resources on those who are there of their own volition.17   The policies of In-

nocence appeal to declinist sentiment, blaming French and European immigration policies, and 

immigrants themselves, for what the party sympathisers see as the de-civilisation of French and 

European culture.  

Richard Millet voices similar concerns for the dilution of Western culture.  While most of his 

publications are novels, he controversially published a defence of the ideology of Norwegian mass-

murderer, Anders Breivik, in 2012: Éloge littéraire d’Anders Breivik.  Despite clarifying that he does not 

agree with Breivik’s actions, he points his finger at Western decadence, immigration and 

multiculturalism as the real cause of blame for the tragedy, as explained in an article in Time: “Norway, 

Millet contends, allowed immigration, multiculturalism and the domination of foreign customs, 

language and religion to become such dominant influences that a self-designated defender of 

traditional society felt compelled to take decisive action” (Crumley). In fact, Millet goes so far as to say 

that Norway deserved what happened and that similar massacres are likely to occur elsewhere in 

Europe in reaction to the watering down of European culture.   

Provocation 

With writers such as Camus and Millet joining in the discourse of decline, one begins to get a sense of 

the shift from the economic and the political to the cultural.  Unlike the writers mentioned before 

them, Camus and Millet do not appear to be reacting to political or economic crises, and do not back 

                                                             
17 The full party programme of In-nocence can be found at www.in-nocence.org/index.php?page=programme. 
Accessed 4 January 2017. 

http://www.in-nocence.org/index.php?page=programme
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their arguments up with facts and figures.  Rather, they voice opinion – sometimes popular, 

sometimes controversial.  As novelists, they move us closer to the literary declinism of Michel 

Houellebecq. 

Furthermore, both writers can be classed as écrivains provocateurs; Camus incited an uproar in 2000 

with comments perceived as anti-Semitic in his 1994 diary La Campagne de France, Millet was accused 

of supporting mass-murderer Anders Breivik, and both writers have employed openly anti-immigrant 

rhetoric in their writing.  Declinism is becoming increasingly mainstream – as shown by the frequency 

of declinist headlines in the papers and the results of the Ipsos survey which revealed that half of those 

questioned believe that the decline of France is inevitable – the delivery of the messages of Camus 

and Millet is intended to incite outrage and provoke a reaction from their readership.  This is 

something they have in common with Houellebecq, besides their declinist writing.  Houellebecq is 

notorious for courting controversy for various reasons, some of which include an accusation of inciting 

racial hatred in his novel Plateforme and his subsequent anti-Islamic comments; the pessimistic and 

misanthropic content of his novels and the graphic sex scene passages they contain; and his 

condemnation of hippy culture.  His name is synonymous with provocation; he has been called “Le 

provocateur” (Eakin), “The Great Provocateur” (Johnson) and “an incorrigible provocateur” (Feehily).  

In her article for the New York Times, Emily Eakin summarises the various labels Houellebecq has been 

stuck with, a lengthy list considering he had only published two novels at the time of the article’s 

publication: “To 20-somethings, he’s a hero; to baby boomers, he’s a menace to society.  He is also 

considered by turns a pornographer, a Stalinist, a racist, a sexist, a nihilist, a reactionary, a eugenicist 

and a homophobe” (38).  

One might suggest that Houellebecq uses provocation to generate publicity, a cynical view which is 

overly simplistic.  To be sure, Houellebecq himself is a cynic, and freely admits to “playing” with the 

media, telling Gerry Feehily in an interview: “I love to take the piss out of journalists” (Feehily 37); 

however, he has also spoken of trying to achieve social change with his works – trying to provoke for 

good.  The change he originally sought to effect with his first novel was a reconsideration of the over-

importance of physical beauty, though he acknowledged later he had hoped for too much: “I was 

certain the novel would provoke social change […].  Now I think it was megalomania.  When you go 

into a club today, you see the same behaviour as six years ago.  A novel won’t ever change the world” 

(Eakin 38). That said, he continues to publish, and to provoke.  One novel won’t change the world, but 

perhaps many can, and by adding his voice to declinist discourse, Houellebecq generates more 

thought and discussion on topics which are sensitive and inflammatory, but sometimes also necessary. 
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While declinism itself is not inherently reactionary, it can involve sensitive themes, such as 

immigration, religion, and cultural superiority; and opinions on which might be considered politically 

incorrect.  These are themes which are used by Houellebecq, Camus and Millet, as well as other 

declinists such as Zemmour, and politicians who play on fears of decline, like Jean-Marie and Marine 

Le Pen; indicative of a certain amount of crossover between declinism and provocation, a relationship 

of which exploration could prove productive. 

While all civilisations which experience progress will also suffer decline, declinist fears in France can 

be confidently traced back to the sixteenth century from which point they regularly show up in 

literature – both literary and, in our modern times, journalistic.  These fears have been expressed 

under different labels – decline, decay, decadence, historical pessimism, cultural pessimism, and now 

declinology and declinism – and have alluded to different issues – economic downturn, the loss of 

French power and prestige, the dilution of French (or European) culture and the moral condition of 

Western society –, and they continue to generate discussion today.  While the majority of discourse 

centres on economic and political issues, writers such as Renaud Camus and Richard Millet are forging 

bridges between declinism and literature, which are genuinely married in the provocative novels of 

Michel Houellebecq. 

The remainder of this review will identify scholarship which draws connections between 

Houellebecq’s novels, declinism and dystopia. 

Scholarship on Houellebecq and declinism 

Houellebecq’s contempt for contemporary Western society resonates so strongly throughout his six 

novels that it is unsurprising to find a solid body of literature – mainly articles, both journalistic and 

scholarly – acknowledging the theme of decline in the West in his works.  These articles tend to focus 

on the existence of the theme itself in his writing, rather than explicitly linking Houellebecq with 

declinism, a topic on which there is but a small amount of extant literature. Jerry A. Varsava mentions 

the theme of decline in Houellebecq’s Les Particules élémentaires in a 2005 article on the issues of 

scientific direction raised in the Houellebecq’s second novel, referring to the work as “overwrought 

declinist rhetoric” (12). Carole Sweeney, to whom I have already referred in the introductory chapter, 

agrees with Varsava at least on the label of declinism, and goes on to argue that the most significant 

part of the declinist discourse in Houellebecq’s works centres on the changing nature of sex post-1968, 

specifically its subsumption as a commodity in the expanding market of the neo-liberal West 

(Literature of Despair 126).  
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In a 2007 article on the use of and the reactions provoked by Houellebecq’s dry use of the épiphrase,18 

José Domingues de Almeida states that Houellebecq’s work has been considered by some French 

criticism as a symptom of present-day French declinism (“Réactions à La Réaction” 179).  Almeida links 

Houellebecq with declinism once again in a subsequent article which focuses on the continuation of 

Houellebecquian themes in Soumission, suggesting that decadence, “ou ce que l’on désigne souvent 

aujourd’hui par le ‘déclinisme’”, is the recurring theme of the novel (“Lire Soumission” 46). David 

Martin Jones also explicitly associates Soumission with declinism, asserting that “[t]he apocalyptic and 

messianic conclusion to Submission follows an established European tradition of declinist literature 

that goes back at least to the late Roman Empire” (52); Ulf Hannerz declares the novel “declinist in its 

own way” (224).  

Discussing the widespread mood of pessimism in contemporary France, Sudhir Hazareesingh explicitly 

refers to declinism while addressing French concerns about decline and desolation running rampant 

across all sectors of activity, in all areas of the country, and suggests that the “sense of emptiness” felt 

by those living in rural France where inhabitants “[live] separate existences, alienated from one 

another and from modernity” inspired Houellebecq’s La Carte et le territoire (286).  

Finally, a 2011 article on declinism in The New Yorker mentions Houellebecq for his comment in 

Ennemis publics, the publication of his correspondence with French philosopher Bernard-Henri Lévy, 

about preferring Russia to France because of the unbridled optimism of Russian teenagers, despite 

the poverty and corruption of Russian society, maintaining that Houellebecq’s comment is 

demonstrative of declinist feelings due to the loss of prestige of one’s country:  

Dominating so much British and French art since the war is an emotion of loss, and what has 

been lost is a sense of national prestige – a sense that what we're doing right here now matters 

to the world's destiny. The French novelist Michel Houellebecq, who has the great gift of 

fearlessness, once wrote about how much he preferred Russia to France: for all the poverty 

and corruption, the teen-agers were still filled with raw optimism and energy. (Gopnik)  

As these examples show, it is clear that Houellebecq is being increasingly recognised as a participant 

in declinist discourse. My intention is to build on the foundations laid by these scholars, showing the 

extent to which declinism informs Houellebecq’s novels, as well as the link between dystopia and 

                                                             
18 A stylistic device which adds additional commentary to a complete phrase, communicating the writer’s 
particular stance on the issue at hand. 
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declinism.  

Scholarship on Houellebecq and dystopia 

Far more prevalent is the secondary literature on Houellebecq and dystopia, which tends to focus on 

the four novels which feature future settings. The earlier of these novels – Les Particules élémentaires 

and La Possibilité d’une île – both conclude with post-human futures, where cloning has taken over 

sexual reproduction and genetic modification has resulted in a break between humanity and its clone 

successors. In the latter two – La Carte et le territoire and Soumission – Houellebecq steers clear of 

the trope of post-humanity (and, indeed, science fiction altogether), but nevertheless depicts an 

imagined French society some years into the future. In La Carte et le territoire, this future France has 

undergone de-urbanisation and a return to the village – an end scenario which, at first glance, appears 

utopian. On closer reading, however, there are some troubling aspects to this utopia which present 

an opportunity for dystopian analysis – an opportunity I will take up in this dissertation. Soumission – 

which Mark Lilla suggests is the first of a new genre he calls the “dystopian conversion tale” 

(“Slouching Toward Mecca”) –, projected less than a decade into the future, presents an Islamised 

France which has been turned into a patriarchal, gerontocratic theocracy. Of his remaining two novels 

– Extension du domaine de la lutte and Plateforme –only minor comments on dystopia, if any, are to 

be found, and understandably so, as they are clearly set in the real world, with no projection into the 

future or alternative reality taking place.  Such comments refer to the negative atmospheres and 

physical settings depicted by Houellebecq, such as Christian Moraru’s description of the world of 

Plateforme as a “pre-dystopian universe” (268). Consequently, the literature reviewed in this section 

mostly refers to Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île. 

The final section of the chapter will provide a cross-section representative of the types of analysis one 

may find on the subject. I have split this into three broad areas: his use of dystopia (and utopia) as a 

form of social criticism; the use of dystopia as a literary device which falls under a wider umbrella, 

such as science fiction or apocalyptic literature; and the classification of his works as utopian or 

dystopian, over which there is some debate. 

Social Criticism 

As stated at the beginning of this chapter, dystopian fiction is a genre which has developed strong ties 

to social criticism; Houellebecq’s dystopian writing has indeed drawn comment on its treatment of 

the contemporary Western society it mirrors. This is to be expected from an author who sees himself 
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as “a significant witness of his era” (Kuper), drawing inspiration from topical issues. On the inspiration 

for Soumission, a novel which has been called a “social dystopia” (Nilsson 88), Houellebecq says: 

“When I left France [in 1999], nobody was talking about Islam. When I returned, people were talking 

only about that” (Kuper). 

In “Three French Futures: Australia, Antarctica and Ailleurs”, Jacqueline Dutton shows how the 

dystopian settings in three French novels reflect the modern malaise in contemporary France, reading 

a Houellebecquian dystopia alongside two other French dystopias.  The three novels – Marie 

Darrieusecq’s White (2003), Michèle Decoust’s Le Rêve de White Spring (2004) and Houellebecq’s La 

Possibilité d’une île (2005) – “provide a variety of visions of the future from a French perspective, 

extrapolating from the present dilemmas to project utopian and dystopian scenarios on the distant 

horizon”. Dutton suggests that those futuristic visions are intended to serve as a mirror to the present, 

all the while provoking thought on how we might extricate ourselves from it: “this bleak portrait of 

France makes the futuristic novels that it produces even more important as indicators of an imaginary 

escape from the here and now” (280). 

Andreu Domingo concentrates on a specific and modern dilemma – that of the ageing society – in his 

socially critical analysis of La Possibilité d’une île. Domingo suggests that some dystopias are inspired 

by demographic changes or contain a population matter which is a concern in the story (725).  These 

he labels “demodystopias”, dystopias which “seek to identify the negative population tendencies 

which have germinated in the recent past” (740), which he groups into six categories; La Possibilité 

d’une île is included in one entitled Ages, aging, and social senescence. Here, Domingo argues that the 

social definition of what constitutes youth and old age changed drastically in the twentieth century; 

people live longer which has resulted in a longer period of youth but also a much longer period of old 

age.  With the fall of fertility in developed countries, and old people living longer, this means young 

people are scarcer while the elderly are more abundant, changes which are reflected in the way youth 

and old age are treated in dystopias from the 1960s and beyond (733).  In La Possibilité d’une île, 

Domingo writes, Houellebecq creates a world where old people have lost their value; they are 

numerous, take up resources, and can no longer contribute to the population in a world where birth 

rates are dropping.  Commenting on the society of La Possibilité d’une île, along with that of fellow 

French author Jean-Christophe Rufin’s Globalia, Domingo says:  

As democratic conditions have evolved over the last several decades, we have gone from 

youth seen as a problem to youth idealized, and from an old age menaced by obsolescence to 

gerontocratic societies where the young are detested but youth is worshipped. (733) 
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Using dystopia thus provides Houellebecq with a medium to comment on the ageing process in 

Western society and the alienation that comes with it, and to criticise the cult of youth. I will address 

these same issues myself in Chapter Three which focuses on the body, incorporating the theme of 

decline along with that of dystopia in the analysis. 

Some scholars go even further than labelling Houellebecq’s writings as socially critical, labelling him 

as a kind of sociologist. Houellebecq has been called a “literary sociologist” (Petersen and Jacobsen 

100) and a “lyrical sociologist”19 (Brinkmann 1379). Anders Petersen and Michael Hviid Jacobsen link 

Houellebecq’s sociological literature with dystopia in their book chapter “Houellebecq’s Dystopia – a 

Case of the Elective Affinity between Sociology and Literature”,20 demonstrating through their analysis 

of Houellebecq’s works how literary texts “may be seen as containing sociological – or sociologically 

inspired – insights, analyses and diagnoses” (99). The authors point out that Houellebecq does not 

merely observe, but also uses his dystopias to critique:  

Far from being a utopian, Houellebecq’s dystopian sentiments in a roundabout way also point 

to what is intended to be; if human society continues on the same road as now, then things 

will go wrong.” (110–11)   

Peterson and Jacobsens’ analysis of the dystopia of La Possibilité d’une île proves pessimistic: 

Houellebecq criticises contemporary Western society but cannot – in their opinion – offer any 

solutions to save humans from themselves. They even suggest a label for Houellebecq’s socially critical 

sociological literature: “dystopian social science fiction” (100).   

These critics make a point of positioning Houellebecq between literature and sociology – a parallel 

with my own project of connecting declinism with literariness.  

Association with other genres 

Another way in which Houellebecq’s dystopias have been analysed is their association with other 

genres, typically science fiction, millennialism, the post-human and apocalyptic writing.  Dystopia is 

                                                             
19 Lyrical sociology, as proposed by Andrew Abbott, is literary sociology, its power deriving from its conveyance 
of a mood, “an emotional sense of reality”, rather than its narrative (Abbott 73). Svend Brinkmann argues that 
Houellebecq’s novels tell us just as much about contemporary social life as more traditional forms of empirical 
qualitative research, and that his style of writing, which seeks to invoke emotions rather than explain, makes 
him a lyrical sociologist (Brinkmann 1379). 
20 From Utopia: Social Theory and the Future (2012), edited by Michael Hviid Jacobsen and Keith Tester. 
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commonly associated with genres such as science fiction and apocalyptic literature and Houellebecq’s 

dystopias are no exception.21 

In an analysis of La Possibilité d’une île, Elisabeth Snyman demonstrates that Houellebecq draws on 

several “so-called marginal genres such as millennial, apocalyptic, Utopian writing, and science fiction” 

(25), acknowledging that his works are dystopian rather than utopian: “[…] neither Atomised nor the 

Possibility of an island can be regarded as constitutive of full-blown utopias” (33).  Having established 

the range of genres used in the later novel – utopia and dystopia firmly nestled within the group of 

projective literary modes – Snyman classifies La Possibilité d’une île as a decidedly dystopian work and 

goes on to discuss the novelistic techniques used by Houellebecq in the context of those marginal 

genres.  Snyman concludes that the combination of genres allows the creation of a space highly 

suitable for reflection on contemporary society:  

By leading the reader into a potential future, millennial, apocalyptical, utopian writing and 

science fiction all come together in The possibility of an island to create the novelistic space 

to explore and reflect upon the route civilisation is taking and may take in the future. (44)  

Of the genres mentioned by Snyman, the broadest is that of science fiction, and it is on this genre that 

David Jack focuses in his article “Science Fiction as Historical Novel: Michel Houellebecq’s Les 

Particules élémentaires”, in which he suggests that the novel be read as a historical novel (319).  His 

analysis shows the role science fiction plays in constructing what he ultimately decides is the utopia 

(as opposed to the dystopia) of the novel.  For the novel to work, the reader must understand that 

their own present – our present – is the past of the book’s speculative future.  This is achieved with 

science fiction which, as Fredric Jameson shows, gives familiarity through its realism yet defamiliarises 

at the same time, transporting the reader to the “past”:  

The apparent realism, or representationality, of SF has concealed another, far more complex 

temporal structure: not to give us “images” of the future – whatever such images might mean 

for a reader who will necessarily predecease their “materialization” – but rather to 

defamiliarize and restructure our experience of our own present, and to do so in specific ways 

                                                             
21 A word here on the distinctions between the three genres, which are sometimes mistakenly conflated. We 
have already defined dystopia as being the opposite of utopia: a “bad place” especially compared with our 
own society, a warning against the dangers of so-called utopian projects. Science fiction, on the other hand, 
involves worlds which are “neither better nor worse [than our own] – merely different” (Milner). The 
apocalyptic deals with the end of the world, the collapse of order, whereas dystopia “envisions a sinister 
perfection of order” (Kunkel 90). 
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distinct from all other forms of defamiliarization. (151)  

The historicising of science fiction contributes to the outcome of the utopia or dystopia by leaving the 

reader “to contemplate in all its brute reality the very historicity of his or her otherwise eternal 

present” (Jack 332).  Published the same year as La Possibilité d’une île, Jack’s argument could also be 

applied to the historical present of that novel, where science fiction is used to a similar effect. 

Houellebecq’s proposal of cloning as a possible solution to the problems experienced by humanity in 

Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île has led to scholarship on the subject of neo-

human and post-human fiction in his dystopias.  While these themes fall under the broader umbrella 

of science fiction, they also provoke thought about the direction humanity is taking today. Christian 

Moraru suggests that “neohumanism […] rests on a radical abolition of difference” and that 

Houellebecq raises the notion that human suffering comes from division, which manifests itself, in 

individuals and cultures, as difference (265).  As human interaction breaks down in dysfunctional 

Western society, the last opportunity to connect with other people is through sex – addressed in 

Plateforme by sex tourism but solved in Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île by 

cloning.  Seeking to alleviate misery and suffering, difference is written out of the genetic code.  But 

in taking “the possibility and necessity of relatedness” (that is, the desire and need to relate to others) 

out of the code, the human is also taken out of it as well. 

This is the utopian project of the neo-humans in La Possibilité d’une île, which can be read as dystopian 

when faced with the possibility that our humanity could be taken from us.  For Moraru, it chronicles 

human erasure, for in the attempt to clone itself the human risks self-eradication (281).  Ultimately, 

the utopian project fails: something in the human proves unclonable – the “something” that makes 

the narrator clone weary of his solitary life, what makes him reject it by leaving the compound in which 

he lives in the hope of meeting other clones who may have also absconded.  This is, Moraru says, a 

hopeful ending: “what got us into trouble, our humanness, may also save us”, the depiction of neo-

humanity in the dystopia serving as a mirror in which our own humanity can be examined (282). 

Utopia and dystopia 

Moraru is not the only critic to comment on the interplay of utopia and dystopia in Houellebecq’s 

novels. Further scholarship exists debating the classification of his novels into one genre or the other.  

Snyman gives La Possibilité d’une île its dystopian classification using the description provided by 
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Phillip Wegner in A Companion to Science Fiction, which suggests the modern dystopia developed in 

the second half of the nineteenth century as a fusion of literary utopia, with its hopeful vision of a 

futuristic elsewhere, and the naturalistic novel, which has a much bleaker outlook (Wegner 89).  

Further expanding his definition, Wegner explains that dystopia flourished after the Second World 

War, particularly in the form of science fiction (90), and, following the sixties and seventies, proved 

especially concerned with “ecology, the environment, race, gender, and sexuality” (91).  Having 

established Wegner’s criteria, Snyman identifies three aspects which fit La Possibilité d’une île: first, 

the deterministic aspect of the naturalistic novel fulfilled by Houellebecq’s genetic manipulation, that 

is, cloning; secondly, contemporary concerns about global warming, covered by two environmental 

catastrophes – the “great drying up” and the “return of the humid”; and, finally, the theme of sexuality 

which is central to the plot of the dystopia (41).   

In his book Michel Houellebecq: Humanity and its Aftermath (2013), Douglas Morrey, on the other 

hand, states that La Possibilité d’une île must be read as utopian, even though the utopia does fail: 

“And we should be in no doubt that La Possibilité d’une île is indeed a utopian narrative” (134); utopian 

because it explores a social change effected to reduce pain and suffering caused by inequality in 

human beings.  Morrey shows that there are two utopias to be found in the work; the Elohimite sect’s 

community, where healthy living and sexual liberation is practised, and the “real” utopia of the neo-

human clones – living alone in their gated compounds, devoid of any strong feelings, contact between 

each other limited to digital.  Acknowledging that the contemporary reader may struggle to see this 

society as utopian, Morrey turns to Fredric Jameson, advising us to see the utopia for its reduction in 

suffering rather than expecting it to offer perfection (Humanity 137).  Morrey also asks us to distance 

ourselves from the neo-humans, for the fears we have about cloning are our own human fears, most 

of which would be erased by the “improvements” of Houellebecq’s neo-humans:  

What Houellebecq stresses in La Possibilité d’une île is that, for a cloned future-race long 

divorced from these facts [our own human fallibilities and fears], such concerns (mortality, 

individuality, narcissism, the sexual struggle, business) may cease to have any pertinence, or 

even any meaning whatsoever. (Humanity 138)  

More ambiguous is the dystopian classification of Les Particules élémentaires.  Snyman uses the term 

“utopia” when referring to the genres used by Houellebecq, but concedes that the novel does not 

constitute a full-blown utopia.  Contrary opinions, however, are to be found, one of which is in David 

Jack’s article “Science Fiction as Historical Novel: Michel Houellebecq’s Les Particules élémentaires”.  

Just as Snyman uses Wegner’s definition to classify La Possibilité d’une île as a dystopia, Jack uses the 
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theory of Fredric Jameson to classify the earlier novel as a utopia: “The most important generic 

distinction between utopia and dystopia is the presence or absence of a mediating individual 

consciousness” (326). If the consciousness is there, we are dealing with a dystopia, though its absence 

does not necessarily mean the setting is utopian as it could be absent due to suppression.  Jack points 

out that this is not the case in Les Particules élémentaires where “the future is collective.  The post-

humans refer to themselves in the third person, and most notable in their poetry, written in praise of 

their new world”, making the clones’ society utopian (326).  Even so, the utopia has dystopian 

undertones for Jack, who warns against reading it as a utopian prediction, suggesting it be taken “as 

something like a warning, in the manner […] of the dystopian prognosis put forward by Horkheimer 

and Adorno in Dialectic of Enlightenment” (Jack 321). 

Jerry A. Varsava also reads Les Particules élémentaires as a utopia, but rejects Houellebecq’s utopian 

proposal.   In his article “Utopian Yearnings, Dystopian Thoughts: Houellebecq’s “The Elementary 

Particles” and the Problem of Scientific Communitarianism”, Varsava describes the novel as an 

argument against liberalism, which is responsible for the atomisation of society, with Houellebecq 

proposing scientific communitarianism as the global political system and genetic engineering as a 

solution to eradicate human suffering (146).  For Varsava, the utopian project of the clones leads to a 

dystopian outcome, though he does not credit Houellebecq with purposely achieving this end, rather 

insisting that Houellebecq’s proposed utopia is faulty.  Supporting his argument with the theory of 

philosopher Karl Popper, Varsava argues against such utopian projects, pointing out that a utopian 

endpoint must be decided on which results in a stagnant society with no room for progress.  

By trying to erase everything that is negative in humanity in a quest for perfection, human 

development is frozen.  The utopian ideal is chosen at the sacrifice of improvements made possible 

by advancement in thought or science, a fault Varsava finds not only in Houellebecq’s utopia, but in 

utopia in general:  

utopianists can only build their “gilded cages” through the tyrannical suppression of individual 

citizens and those very personal aptitudes and aspirations that can give rise to the future 

amelioration of the human condition (163) 

Nurit Buchweitz argues that Houellebecq purposely employs both utopia and dystopia, suggesting that 

while Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île are linked to Aldous Huxley’s utopia Island 

by way of the island – “a metaphor for isolation and disconnection from the long arm of capitalist, 

patriarchal, and monotheistic culture” (76) – social deprivation proves ruinous, resulting, particularly 
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in the case of La Possibilité d’une île, in dystopia:  

[La Possibilité d’une île] depicts a grim culmination of our historical process, parallel 

to the reality and society familiar to us. It presents an unpleasant, imaginary, demonic, 

and monstrous world, in which the potential of our social and technological present 

is realized in a catastrophic future. (76) 

According to Buchweitz, Houellebecq not only utilises both genres, but deliberately moves between 

them: “Houellebecq plays a thematic game of exchange between utopia and dystopia.” (87) Buchweitz 

shows the transition from one genre to the other from Les Particules élémentaires to La Possibilité 

d’île, starting with the cloning project in Les Particules élémentaires which she declares utopian, 

stemming from 1960s and the liberation of sexuality. The society lived in by Bruno and Michel, 

however, is dystopian – a “cynical dystopia” Buchweitz calls it –, destroyed by the generation of the 

soixante-huitards (Buchweitz 88). A new utopia is finally established with the eradication of the human 

race and the neo-human liberation from sexuality at the end of La Possibilité d’une île, but, Buchweitz 

concludes, “it is revealed that this utopia too is a dystopian grotesque” (Buchweitz 88). 

Dystopian present 

It is clear from the literature reviewed here that those analysing Houellebecq’s dystopias persist in 

focusing on his futures. One critic I have not yet cited, however, touches on the idea of a dystopian 

present in his works. Murielle Lucie Clément, in a book discussing Houellebecq’s ability to depict a 

world which is an intensified version of our own society, writes in Sperme et sang (2003):  

Ce qui différencie Plateforme d’une dystopie ordinaire, c’est que le roman met en scène un 

mauvais côté de notre société avec des exagérations, certainement, mais aussi avec des traces 

indéniables de vraisemblable. Dans ce sens, Plateforme n’est pas une invention imaginaire 

mais plutôt une représentation qui dévoile des mécanismes opérationnels dans le monde 

quotidien du lecteur. (150) 

In her book, which takes the bodily fluids of semen and blood as its unifying theme and relies mostly 

on close-reading, Clément seeks to place Houellebecq’s fiction within a tradition or a literary genre. 

She ultimately classes Les Particules élémentaires as a roman à thèse, and Plateforme as belonging to 

exotic literature. However, more interesting for our purpose, Clément concludes that Houellebecq’s 

fiction is notable for exposing the darker side to the average individual, the “côté ombre” or the part 
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which, despite making up half of one’s personality, is usually only seen twenty percent of the time 

(Clément 193). In this respect, Houellebecq makes the normal dystopian by amplifying the bad – a 

technique which I will discuss at a later point in this thesis. In the analysis of the four chapters which 

follow, I will refer to Houellebecq’s futures, but, as I have already indicated, I will also show how the 

present can, and should, be read as dystopian in Houellebecq’s novels. 

Conclusion 

Despite the existence of a substantial body of secondary literature on the works of Michel 

Houellebecq, a gap remains on the role he has taken in contemporary French declinist discourse and 

his use of dystopia to do so.  Despite the relative recentness of the term declinism, the concept has 

thrived under other names – such as degeneration, decadence, collapse and ruin – throughout 

recorded history for centuries, with a particularly strong tradition in France. This tradition has been 

traced back to the sixteenth century French Wars of Religion by historian Koenraad Swart and has 

since reared its head at certain points in history. These include the Enlightenment (with famous 

contributors including Diderot, Montesquieu, Voltaire and Rousseau); the nineteenth century, when 

pessimistic nostalgia in Europe was labelled as decadence; the periods following both World Wars; 

and then again once the economic boom of the Trente glorieuses – the post-war period of economic 

prosperity in France – had subsided, fuelling the rise of the extreme-right populist party, le Front 

national. As I have shown, declinist thinking has maintained a presence in French discourse since the 

1990s until the present, driving not only commentary on economic doomsaying (spearheaded by 

Nicolas Bavarez), but also proving a tool for the provocative statements of a number of social and 

cultural commentators, such as Richard Millet, Renaud Camus and Eric Zemmour. To this list, one 

could add Houellebecq, who is increasingly recognised as a declinist and as such, adds a literary 

dimension to the declinist conversation. 

Throughout this thesis, I will endeavour to show that Houellebecq’s literary declinism is expressed 

through his employment of the dystopian genre. His use of dystopia (and utopia) has already inspired 

a significant amount of scholarship, in which Houellebecq’s dystopian writing has been analysed in the 

context of social criticism and to classify his works as utopian or dystopian, or as part of a wider literary 

genre. There is, however, a gap linking Houellebecq’s declinism and his dystopia – a gap this thesis 

intends to fill by showing that Houellebecq’s use of dystopia – particularly in the present – in his novels 

contributes to his own brand of literary declinism, and the extent to which declinism informs his works 

across four central topics. The first of these, economy, will be addressed in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 2: Economy 

In this chapter, I focus on economy, a theme which permeates all of Houellebecq’s six novels. Various 

facets of economy are broached throughout his corpus, including capitalism and consumerism, 

observations on global distribution of wealth and the flow of money around the world, the nature of 

work in the developed world – in particular, the rise of the tertiary sector over the tangible 

productivity of the primary and secondary –, and even parallel economies. Houellebecq’s treatment 

of economy has been widely discussed in both scholarly and popular criticism of his works and his 

contempt for capitalism is well-documented. While I arrive at a similar conclusion in this chapter 

(Houellebecq’s criticism of capitalism and capitalist values), my path will be different. I will show that 

Houellebecq is not merely critical of economic matters in contemporary Western society, he also uses 

the dystopian genre to show how economy has become not only damaging but sinister. I will also 

show how this dystopian treatment of economy allows Houellebecq to share his declinist ideas on the 

topic. 

I will begin with some background on the importance of economy in both declinism and dystopia 

before moving onto a review of the relevant scholarship on Houellebecq and economy, and focusing 

the analysis with a look at the importance of capitalism in his works. Next, I will explore the various 

economic dystopias at play in Houellebecq’s portrayal of contemporary Western society. The first of 

these, which draws on the writings of Pascal Bruckner and Zygmunt Bauman on consumerism, 

suggests that consumer capitalism can be read as a utopian ideology which fails, becoming dystopian, 

in Houellebecq’s hands. The failure of the consumerist utopia contributes to the greyness of everyday 

life for Houellebecq’s depressive characters who derive none of the pleasure promised by 

consumption. Of the many critics of capitalism, I have selected Bruckner for his ideas about 

consumerism as a (failed) utopia, and also as well-positioned observer of the economic situation in 

France. I have also chosen Bauman for his theory on the promise of satisfaction in consumer 

capitalism. The second is the failure of the leisure-society utopia predicted by economist John Keynes. 

In Houellebecq’s depiction of contemporary society, technological advances may have created more 

leisure time for the modern individual, but the modern approach to work also raises issues when it 

comes to motivation to work, job satisfaction and feelings of worth. The third and final economic 

dystopia in the monde houellebecquien, which overlaps with the second, is a post-Marxist scenario 

where the modern worker is alienated from both their labour and the (sometimes non-existent) 

products thereof, which causes anxiety and concerns about their usefulness. Through these three 

dystopian readings of economy in Houellebecq’s novels, I identify the various declinist concerns they 

highlight. We then turn to Houellebecq’s dystopian futures, examining the economic “solutions” 
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offered to resolve today’s problems. The chapter will finish with a reading of two parallel economies 

at play in the Houellebecquian universe, which, I argue, support Houellebecq’s dystopian and declinist 

portrayal of contemporary society by highlighting the encroachment of neo-liberal values into more 

social spheres of life and provide further sources of isolation and misery for his characters.  

Economy in declinism 

Economy, or, perhaps more specifically, the state of it, is one of the major drivers – if not the single 

most important one – in declinist thought and discourse. A country or civilisation’s success is 

intrinsically linked to its power, its influence and the prosperity of its citizens, all of which are 

influenced by that country’s wealth. Of course, other markers exist for measuring a country’s success, 

examples of which are the Legatum Prosperity Index,22 and the Social Progress Index,23 both of which 

take into account health, education, freedom, well-being and quality of life, as well as economic 

growth. Another is the Gini coefficient which focuses on income distribution within a population and 

is used to measure inequality (Rogerson 110). The fact remains, however, that developed countries 

are synonymous with wealth and progress while those labelled as third world, or developing, are 

associated with poverty. Even more important in the context of declinism, economic decline is seen 

as unfavourable. It cannot be denied that countries which have financial wealth have the ability to 

spend it not only in areas which will increase power and standing (for example: buildings, 

infrastructure, military, science and technology), but also in ways which will improve the quality of life 

of its citizens – though they may not necessarily choose to do so.24 This includes the allocation of 

money to areas such as healthcare, education, cultural events and preservation, and social security – 

all of which improve performance against the non-financial criteria in alternative prosperity indexes 

such as those listed above.  

Economy, then, is a pressing topic for the declinist commentator. Chef décliniste Nicolas Baverez’s 

twenty-year declinist career has been built on his analysis and commentary of the French economy 

and the country’s economic policies; newspaper headlines over the past decade have reported 

economic gloom in France, some explicitly associating declinist literature with French economic 

troubles.25 Issues which, at first glance, appear separate from the economy often link back to it. 

                                                             
22 See www.prosperity.com/#!/ Accessed 31/12/17 
23 See www.socialprogressimperative.org/data/spi Accessed 31/12/17 
24 Indeed, in L’horreur économique, writer and literary critic Viviane Forrester remarks that “[t]ant il est vrai 
que la richesse d’un pays n’en fait pas forcément un pays prospère” (56). 
25 An article in The Guardian published in 2004 states that declinism has been responsible for the publication 
of a number of popular books in France which “indulge in a frenzy of self-flagellation over the country’s stale 
economy, mounting unemployment and its flailing position in the international arena”. See “Summertime, and 

http://www.prosperity.com/#!/
http://www.socialprogressimperative.org/data/spi
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Immigration, for example, is touted as the catalyst for the dilution of European culture by écrivains 

provocateurs Renaud Camus and Richard Millet, who do not seem bothered by the economic 

implications raised by the repatriation of Muslims to Western Europe; however, economic factors – 

such as better working opportunities and conditions – frequently drive the decision to emigrate, and, 

furthermore, the arrival of immigrants has an economic impact on the destination country. In declinist 

discourse, these effects are usually deemed to be negative: examples cited may include abuse of social 

security, healthcare and education services, or immigrants taking up jobs and leaving citizens of their 

new country unemployed. Such fears are played on by right-wing, nationalist politicians, such as Jean-

Marie Le Pen and his daughter and successor Marine, adding to fear of decline and thus helping 

cement such ideas in declinist discourse. Not surprisingly then, rebuttal against declinist discourse also 

addresses the state of the economy, as Sybile Vincendon does in Pour en finir avec les grincheux: 

Contre le discours du déclin. Vincendon counters each declinist assertion with examples that offer a 

more positive outlook: showing French companies have succeeded through imagination and 

innovation; suggesting that a third industrial revolution is imminent which will stimulate the economy; 

and arguing that economic declinists are top-down analysts, for whom the country’s wider 

macroeconomic trends predict a bleak future and who will not (or cannot) consider “les 

retournements qui changent l’histoire” (30). 

Economy in dystopia 

Economy, and all things related to it – work, money, consumption and consumerism, and economic 

systems—are also important themes in dystopian fiction. Considering the socially critical nature of the 

dystopian (and utopian) mode, it is nigh on impossible not to address economy in any kind of utopia 

or dystopia: in order to build the utopian or dystopian world, treatment of its economic system and 

labour practices is necessary. Examples drawn from major utopian and dystopian works throughout 

history make this apparent. In The Republic, Plato introduces communist ideas by abolishing private 

families and putting strict limitations on the ownership of property in the guardian classes. More’s 

Utopia contains detailed descriptions of his imaginary island nation’s economic practices, addressing 

both the national and the international: featuring compulsory work and a communistic, centrally 

planned, currency-free internal economy where citizens obtain food and items based not on wants 

but purely on needs, as well as trade for profit with neighbouring nations to build up a monetary 

reserve for times of war. In News From Nowhere (1890), William Morris also abolishes currency and 

has his citizens give and take freely amongst themselves, but employs a different approach to the 

                                                             
living is not easy for French racked with self-doubt”, The Guardian, 10 August 2004. 
www.theguardian.com/world/2004/aug/10/france.ameliagentleman, accessed 31/12/17. 

http://www.theguardian.com/world/2004/aug/10/france.ameliagentleman
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question of labour, seeking to make it enjoyable rather than compulsory. Aldous Huxley, in Brave New 

World, designs a caste system in which each individual is destined for a certain type of work, and 

indeed everyone seems to work (while not mentioned explicitly, work appears to be obligatory), 

though the question of salary is not discussed. Hyper-consumerism is practically a religion, with the 

inhabitants of Huxley’s World State not merely encouraged but conditioned to constantly want new 

things (44). In 1984, however, George Orwell’s totalitarian regime is marked by restriction: work 

obligations and hours are highly regimented, consumption is limited by shortages of everyday items 

like razor blades. While all of these earlier examples, even Huxley’s capitalistic World State, involve a 

communistic set-up, more recent dystopias, true to their socially critical function, tend to employ 

capitalism as their economic model, with consumption of goods featuring prominently. For example, 

Kurt Vonnegut’s dystopian novel Player Piano (1952) depicts a society where material goods are 

abundant through the almost total mechanisation of factories, but the working classes suffer as there 

is very little work for them to do. Similarly, Tanith Lee’s Don’t Bite the Sun (1976) features a society 

characterised by hedonism and consumption, with all labour taken care of by robots. Echoing the 

consumer society of Brave New World, Ben Elton’s dystopian settings in the not-too-distant future in 

This Other Eden (1993) and Blind Faith (2007) see rabid consumption of cheaply produced goods 

promoted as an ideal to strive for. The pitfalls of consumption even extend to family cartoons; in the 

futuristic, post-apocalyptic setting of Pixar’s film Wall-E (2008), humans have been reduced to obese 

blobs who live only to recline on their motorised chairs, watch their personal television screens and 

eat.  

Capitalism 

The depiction of economic systems is typical of utopian and dystopian film and literature, and the use 

of a capitalist system in particular is in line with recent dystopian trends. Utopias critique current 

practices by depicting a better, often completely different system while dystopias amplify the object 

of their criticism, or aspects of it, to its worst. Thence, early utopias are whimsical, equal parts eu-

topia (good place) and ou-topia (no-place), which tend towards communism.26 With the advent of 

utopian socialism in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, the genre continued to focus 

on the utopian and remained socialist in nature, but increasingly with an eye to real world 

application.27 In response to industrialisation and the rise of the bourgeoisie arose Marxism (utopian 

                                                             
26 Examples of communism in early utopias can be found in Plato’s Republic (c. 380 BC), Thomas More’s Utopia 
(1516), Francis Bacon’s The New Atlantis (1627) and Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s L’An 2440, rêve s’il en fut jamais 
(1770). 
27 Utopian socialism centres on the works of Henri de Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier and Robert Owen. Despite 
some fantastic suggestions about future changes to the world, such as the oceans turning to lemonade and 
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in nature, despite Marx and Engels’ desire not to be associated with utopian socialism), which was 

reflected in the fictional futuristic and socialist civilisation of Morris’ News from Nowhere: more 

romantic and (arguably) more fantastic than the blue-prints of Fourier and Owen. The major shift from 

utopia to dystopia came in the twentieth century, due to a change in attitudes towards communism 

and utopia inspired by the totalitarian regimes of the Soviet Union and communist China.28 In contrast 

to previous depictions of communistic societies working together harmoniously and selflessly for the 

greater good of all, communism became associated with totalitarianism, and this was echoed in the 

utopian mode, which was becoming less hypothetical and exploratory, and more premonitory.29 As 

the Cold War settled into a stalemate and communism was no longer perceived as an imminent threat; 

with cracks beginning to appear in the chosen economic model of the free world, criticism of 

capitalism started to make its way into dystopian literature in earnest. Links were drawn between 

hyper-consumption and ecological concerns, wealth started to become concentrated into capitalist 

dynasties, and the divide between rich and poor began to stretch out once again, creating a new class 

system. The dissolution of the Soviet Union in 1991 left capitalism finally unopposed as the remaining 

dominant economic ideology, opening the floodgates for criticism.30 

True to this trend, Houellebecq’s novels also maintain an economic focus. His universe is a hyper-

realistic representation of contemporary Western society. This necessitates that it be capitalist.  

Throughout all six novels, the reader is constantly bombarded with references to various facets of the 

capitalist economy – work; salary and inheritance; production; retail spaces such as shops, restaurants 

and shopping centres; marketing and branding; and tourism – all of which reinforce economy as an 

important theme in his works. Indeed, Murielle Lucie Clément suggests it is the theme of economy 

which sets Houellebecq apart from Lovecraft’s influence. Describing Lovecraft as the patriarch of the 

Houellebecquian saga, from whom characteristics such as xenophobia, misogyny and racism have 

been inherited, Clément goes on to say: “C’est en leur sens affiché de l’économie, qu’il se rapporte au 

sexe ou à l’argent, qu’ils [Houellebecq’s characters] s’éloignent de H. P. Lovecraft” (189–90). Carole 

Sweeney, noting the “momentous global political, technological and economic” changes of the 1990s 

                                                             
lions becoming servants to mankind, Fourier also sketched out detailed blueprints for the organisation of 
society which certain colonies in the United States attempted to put into practice.  
28 Vivien Greene suggests utopian desires “were often linked by twentieth century intellectuals with 
totalitarian ideologies”, citing the Soviet Union and China (Greene 2); Gregory Claeys argues that 
totalitarianism is one of two historical variations associated with dystopia (the other being despotism) (Claeys 
162).  
29 This is evident in the triumvirate of great twentieth century dystopian classics: Zamyatin’s We (1921), 
Huxley’s Brave New World (1931) and Orwell’s 1984 (1949). Despite the aggressively capitalist (or 
consumeristic) nature of Huxley’s World State, certain aspects of it – for example, the centrally planned 
selection of career paths – are totalitarian. 
30 For examples of dystopias which criticise capitalism, see pages 43 and 44. 
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(such as the fall of the Soviet Union; the creation of WTO and NAFTA; and the advent of the World 

Wide Web, the Euro, the genome project and animal cloning), acknowledges the importance of 

economic changes in recent years and the gravity of Houellebecq’s treatment of economy in his works:  

Underpinning each of these transformations of labor, capital, time and space was the 
seemingly unstoppable expansion of neo-liberalism and of an attendant post-Fordism. 
Houellebecq, then, is one of the first writers of his generation to take on the implications of 
these global transformations and specifically those of post-1994 in France. (Some Free Time 
Remains 44)  

Houellebecq is highly critical of capitalism but not for on-trend ecological concerns. Rather, he depicts 

capitalism as a highly effective system which, thanks to consumerism, looks after itself but is 

nevertheless flawed due to its effects on society and the individual.31 Unlike some declinists, who 

focus on the monetary and power-related consequences of a country or civilisation’s economic 

decline, Houellebecq’s concern is that Western economic practices are directly contributing to social 

and moral decline. This is more in line with the view expressed by Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello in 

The New Spirit of Capitalism, who state:  

World capitalism, understood as the possibility of making capital yield a profit through 
economic investment, is thus in good health. As for societies, to adopt the separation of the 
social and the economic that we have lived with for more than a century, they are in rather 
poor shape. (xxxviii) 

The issue here is not the state of capitalism or the economy, but what it does to the people who exist 

within its confines. Boltanski and Chiapello go on to describe capitalism as an ‘absurd system’: even 

though the system itself is in good shape, it subordinates both employees and those who have control 

of the capital, locking them into subserviency which becomes divorced from their material needs: 

[W]age-earners have lost ownership of the fruits of their labour and the possibility of pursuing 
a working life free of subordination. As for capitalists, they find themselves yoked to an 
interminable, insatiable process, which is utterly abstract and dissociated from the 
satisfaction of consumption needs, even of a luxury kind.’ (7) 

This is the capitalist dystopia – part of the dystopian present – we see at play in Houellebecq’s novels: 

a universe where rampant capitalism enjoys roaring success, but to the detriment of the people 

trapped within the system, that is, everyone. 

Houellebecq’s critical depiction of capitalism in his novels has, of course, not gone unnoticed. In an 

article on theological virtues in Houellebecq’s works, Vincent Lloyd notes “[i]n the worlds of 

                                                             
31 This is certainly the case in his first four novels. In La Carte et le territoire, doubts are raised about the future 
of capitalism (even though it is clearly still alive and kicking) – see pages 382-383.   
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Houellebecq’s novels, capitalism […] is on the verge of complete global conquest” (84). Petersen and 

Jacobsen agree: “In Houellebecq’s novels, capitalism (with its attendant secularism, liberalism, 

commodification and atomism) has reached complete global conquest” (105). In Houellebecq’s 

universe, capitalism is booming, but this comes at the cost of the mental and social wellbeing of the 

people who feed it. Capitalism demands that citizens consume heavily which impacts how they behave 

towards each other; as Atallah notes, “[l]’homme est un loup pour l’homme, car l’homme épuise le 

monde et consomme ses semblables” (349). Houellebecq subscribes to the camp which feels an 

obsession with wealth and commodities easily spills over into other facets of our lives. The following 

quote is from Houellebecq’s essay on H. P. Lovecraft, but would not be out of place in any of his novels:  

The reach of liberal capitalism has extended over minds; in step and hand in hand with it are 
mercantilism, publicity, the absurd and sneering cult of economic efficiency, the exclusive and 
immoderate appetite for material riches. Worse still, liberalism has spread from the domain 
of economics to the domain of sexuality. Every sentimental fiction has been eradicated. Purity, 
chastity, fidelity, and decency are ridiculous stigmatas. The value of a human being today is 
measured in terms of his economic efficiency and his erotic potential. (H. P. Lovecraft 115–
16) 

Published in 1991, three years before his first novel, this philosophy is to be found throughout 

Houellebecq’s corpus. Indeed, Jerry A. Varsava, writing specifically on Les Particules élémentaires, 

says: 

For Houellebecq’s money, it is liberalism that has given rise to the economic and sexual 
Darwinism that he sees as pervasive in modern society. Man is a beast to man because 
liberalism orders economic and social structures that can yield only this result. (148) 

This economic structure that impacts so negatively on human behaviour is, of course, capitalism, in its 

most recent incarnation as Varsava goes on to affirm: 

Like Marx, whose base-superstructure model of socio-historical causality he adopts, 
Houellebecq sees social mores, especially in the area of interpersonal relations and gender 
politics as deriving from the economic base of advanced entrepreneurial (“late”) capitalism. 
(156) 

Houellebecq is not alone in his estimation that capitalist values encroach on territory – to its detriment 

– outside of the traditional marketplace. Commenting on the effect of capitalist mores and the 

capitalist mode of production on labour in Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in 

the Twentieth Century (1974), Harry Braverman writes that: 

It is only in its era of monopoly that the capitalist mode of production takes over the totality 
of individual, family, and social needs and, in subordinating them to the market, also reshapes 
them to serve the needs of capital. It is impossible to understand the new occupation 
structure - and hence the modern working class - without understanding this development. 
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How capitalism transformed all of society into a gigantic marketplace is a process that has 
been little investigated, although it is one of the keys to all recent social history. (188) 

Braverman also sees capitalism as having a massive effect on society as a whole; it not only impinges 

on areas of human activity which are outside the market, but subsequently absorbs them, to the point 

of shaping recent human history. Braverman’s view is not a positive one: the use of the word 

‘degradation’ in the title of the book points explicitly to relative decline. Of particular concern to 

Braverman is the negative influence of capitalism on the family:  

In this earliest stage of industrial capitalism, the role of the family remained central in the 
productive processes of society. While capitalism was preparing the destruction of that role, 
it had not yet penetrated into the daily life of the family and the community [...] (188) 

Here, Braverman is specifically interested in the decline of the importance the family unit had in the 

process of production in capitalist society, as technology and profit-mindedness pushed production 

out of the home and into the factory. Returning to the previous quote, however, it should be noted 

that Braverman mentions “individual, family, and social needs” (my emphasis), which – especially in 

Houellebecq – are not necessarily material but can also be intangible, something which will be 

explored in much greater depth in the next chapter. Furthermore, what is particularly striking in both 

quotes is the depiction of capitalism as an invasive and destructive force which transforms all aspects 

of human life to suit its needs. Of course, Houellebecq is not alone in exploring the pervasive nature 

of capitalism beyond the marketplace in dystopian literature. In an analysis on dispossession and 

“disalienation” in Ursula LeGuin’s utopian novel The Dispossessed (1974), Tim Libretti remarks: 

With a set of cultural values extending from an economy system that puts a premium on 
ownership and possession, relationships with others are minimized if not largely sacrificed, 
such that the system comes not to serve humans but quite the opposite; that is, the goal of 
society comes to be to protect property rather than to serve people. (314) 

This is precisely the situation Houellebecq highlights throughout his novels. In his universe, neo-

liberalism and thus capitalism have rewarded those who take care of themselves, and the ability to 

live as part of a community and to build meaningful relationships with other people is being lost. One 

could argue that an economic system which protects property rather than serving people is faulty, 

particularly when human relations begin to suffer. Petersen and Jacobsen, however, highlight the 

complicity of human beings in allowing the system to function, nevertheless agreeing that 

Houellebecq attempts to show how changes in human behaviour wrought by capitalism are 

contributing to social atomisation: 

The logic and rationality of the consumer society is hence not flawed per se, it rather lacks 
genuine resistance. Applied to the functioning of contemporary consumer society, it becomes 
evident that Houellebecq’s analysis is an explanation of the consequences of unencumbered 
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human individualization; that is, the more or less total detachment from overarching social 
norms and values. (105) 

Capitalism permeates all aspects of economic discussion in Houellebecq’s novels – barring a brief 

commentary on communism in Plateforme – and is impossible to isolate to one particular section of 

this chapter on economy. Rather, it will be constantly referred to, with the understanding that unless 

otherwise specified, all economic activity that takes place in the Houellebecquian universe is within 

the context of unfettered capitalism. Thus, the main areas of economy explored in this chapter will be 

consumerism; careers, work and what motivates people to work; and production, which, in 

Houellebecq, leads to discussion of Post-Fordism and Marxist ideas about alienation from labour. Each 

of these topics represents a facet of capitalism which, in Houellebecq’s novels, adds to the depiction 

of a society in decline – not necessarily economically, but culturally, morally and socially.  

The dystopia of consumer capitalism 

In this first dystopian reading of Houellebecq’s treatment of economy, I show that capitalism is not 

only portrayed as a negative force in modern society, but that consumer capitalism can in fact be read 

as a dystopian ideology, which serves itself rather than humanity. Ian Buchanan, writing on ideology 

and utopia in the work of Fredric Jameson, states that: “[a]t its best, ideology is synonymous with the 

utopian” but goes on to point out that it can also be destructively counter-productive: “the counter-

revolution in the revolution” (84). As we shall see, drawing on the ideas of Pascal Bruckner and 

Zygmunt Bauman on consumerism, the utopia promised by consumerism repeatedly fails in 

Houellebecq’s novelistic universe, rendering his version of present-day consumer society dystopian. 

The topic of consumerism in developed society is broached in the first of Houellebecq’s novels, 

Extension du domaine de la lutte, depicted, in his observations of the locals in the city of Rouen, as so 

deeply entrenched that it has become not only a legitimate past-time but a way to reaffirm one’s self: 

“[…] tous communient dans la certitude de passer un agréable après-midi, essentiellement dévolu à 

la consommation, et par là même de contribuer au raffermissement de leur être” (EDL 70). 

‘Consommation’ translates to “consumption” in English,32 however, in the English version of the novel, 

Paul Hammond chose to translate “consommation” not with ‘consumption’, but with “consumerism” 

(Whatever 69). While the aim of this thesis is not to analyse translation, the translator’s choice of 

nuance is relevant indeed. Consumption, in its economic sense, is defined by dictionary.com as “the 

using up of goods and services having an exchangeable value”,33 whereas consumerism is defined as 

“the fact or practice of an increasing consumption of goods,” and also as “the concept that an ever-

                                                             
32 See www.wordreference.com/fren/consommation accessed 31/01/2018 
33 See dictionary.reference.com/browse/consumption?s=t accessed 31/01/2018 
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expanding consumption of goods is advantageous to the economy”.34 The term “consumption”, then, 

focuses on the act of consuming, while “consumerism” conveys the sense of rising consumption, with 

positive connotations in regards to the economy. In this day and age, when overconsumption is viewed 

as the materialistic practice of developed cultures which care more about wealth than the moral 

welfare of their citizens or the health of the planet whence all resources must come, are these positive 

connotations justified in a wider sense? French writer Pascal Bruckner suggests that consumerism is 

in fact a utopia, a kind of outlet for humans to let off steam and divert them from more aggressive 

behaviour: 

Qu’est-ce que le consumérisme ? Une utopie de la diversion, l’idée à la fois ingénieuse et triste 
que les hommes, dès lors qu’ils échangent ou achètent, ne se font pas la guerre, détournent 
leurs pulsions agressives sur l’espace du supermarché ou du grand magasin. (Misère 68) 

Steven Pinker agrees that consumerism pacifies, suggesting that commerce has played a role in 

civilising, and thus pacifying, humanity over the last five millennia, and arguing that trade makes peace 

desirable because all parties involved stand to profit from the exchange of goods: “an exchange of 

benefits [sweetens] the outcome of mutual pacifism with the mutual gains of exchange” (682). 

Zygmunt Bauman argues in Consuming Life that consumer society is built on a mandate of happiness: 

“Indeed, as in Rabelais’ Teleme or in Samuel Butler’s Erewhon, so in the society of consumers 

unhappiness is a punishable crime” (44). Bernard Maris,35 on the other hand, states that the world of 

economics is “celui de la haine et des coups terribles, insidieux et sournois, des lentes et secrètes 

tortures, invisibles souvent, mortelles parfois, délétères toujours” (21), a view shared by the character 

Valérie in Plateforme, who claims that capitalism is a permanent state of war, a constant struggle that 

can never end (P 274). And indeed, Bruckner is quick to point out that the utopia is flawed. The 

diversion can backfire, for “les hommes peuvent jalouser les biens des autres, l’envie dégénérer en 

hostilité” (68). This hostility is acknowledged in the Houellebecquian universe, and nowhere more 

clearly than in La Carte et le territoire. Jasselin, the police detective leading the investigation of the 

fictional Houellebecq’s murder, is despondent to learn from the artist Jed that the painting he had 

gifted to the murdered author is not only missing from Houellebecq’s home, but is also worth a huge 

sum of money – “la motivation criminelle la plus répandue, la plus universelle” (CT 354). The officer 

reflects that in his thirty-year career, only a tiny number of crimes he’d investigated had not been 

financially motivated, and that this ought to have been reassuring for “cela prouvait que le mal absolu 

était rare chez l’être humain” (CT  355). He finds this, however, strangely and inexplicably sad. The 

                                                             
34 See dictionary.reference.com/browse/consumerism?s=t accessed 31/01/2018 
35 A contributor to satirical French magazine Charlie Hebdo, Maris was amongst those killed in the terrorist 
attack on the publication’s headquarters on 7 January 2015. 
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whole affair illustrates the violent ends man is prepared to go to when tempted by material gain – a 

desire exacerbated by the materialism encouraged by capitalism –, and Jasselin’s disappointment 

stems perhaps from the realisation that humans will continue to commit atrocities towards one 

another for as long as they live in a society which glorifies material wealth. In Houellebecq’s universe, 

which amplifies the flaws of contemporary society, it is unsurprising to find this hostility represented, 

rather than the pacifying effect of trade described by Pinker, which would be incompatible with (or at 

least unsupportive of) Houellebecq’s portrayal of a dystopian society. 

The coveting of goods is not the only level on which the consumerist utopia fails in Houellebecq’s 

novels. At the other end of the scale, the utopia proves fallible once again: it cannot work when 

humans derive no satisfaction from consuming. This is a common impasse for Houellebecq’s 

characters and one I shall return to shortly. For the utopia to work, there must be a happy medium, 

where the act of consumption is pleasurable, while diverting the consumer from unhappiness and 

violence. In Houellebecq’s hands, this prospect becomes horrifying. A single line from an untitled 

poem in Houellebecq’s volume of poetry, La Poursuite du Bonheur, renders the consumerist paradise 

unquestionably dystopian: “Les cadres consommaient. C’est leur fonction unique” (La Poursuite du 

bonheur 16). Middle-managers (a capitalist construct) become mere cogs in the capitalist machine and 

are reduced to their ability to consume. They have no apparent worth as human beings: thoughts turn 

once again to Huxley and the conditioning to consume.36 In L’horreur économique, French writer and 

literary critic Viviane Forrester expresses a similar thought: “Consommer, notre dernier recours. Notre 

dernière utilité” (180). Increased purchasing power in the middle class is generally seen as a good 

thing,37 and a marker of a healthy economy, but in Houellebecq’s novels the reduction of person to 

consumer is presented as problematic: normalised, certainly, but not at all ideal. This view is 

reaffirmed in Extension du domaine de la lutte in the narrator’s observations of the locals in Rouen, 

mentioned at the beginning of the section. Ready to enjoy their afternoon of consumption, the public 

appears to be in a happier frame of mind than the depressed narrator who acknowledges that he feels 

different to them without knowing why, his repugnance at such time and energy devoted to 

consumption palpable. 

                                                             
36 In Brave New World, teenagers on a school trip to the baby factory observe infants of the beta caste being 
conditioned to want new things while they sleep. 
37 John Maynard Keynes argues in The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money (1936) that stable 
middle class consumption is necessary for economic growth. More recently, a study published in a 2001 article 
by William Easterly concludes that “[c]ountries with a middle class consensus [i.e. a middle class with a high 
share of income and a low degree of ethnic divisions] have a higher level of income and growth”: see “The 
Middle Class Consensus and Economic Development” in Journal of Economic Growth, page 332. 
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We have seen enthusiasm for material goods turn to violence in Houellebecq’s La Carte et le territoire, 

and the middle-ground of wide-spread consumerism presented as both de-humanising and debasing.  

At the other end of the scale are the transgressors who fail to find pleasure in consumption. In 

Houellebecq’s depiction of capitalist society, it is impossible to completely withdraw from consuming 

altogether, but characters limit their purchases and question the act of consumption, freely admitting 

that they find no fulfilment in this aspect of the society in which they live. While consumption and 

consumerism take place, by the characters and the people they observe, there is a distinct lack of joy 

in the process: a sign that the capitalist utopia is failing. Sweeney notes the narrator of Extension du 

domaine de la lutte is a “bad subject of Post-Fordism” (“Some Free Time Remains” 46).38 Even though 

the narrator enjoys a comfortable income and plenty of leisure time, “he shuffles around his 

unadorned flat in drab, functional clothing, […] unexcited at the prospect of consumption, conspicuous 

or otherwise” (“Some Free Time Remains” 46). Sweeney remarks that this attitude puts the narrator 

at odds with the rest of society, comparing his ambivalence to the general public he observes enjoying 

the “ritualistic eroticized pastime of shopping” (“Some Free Time Remains” 47). This makes the 

narrator not only a bad subject of Post-Fordism, but a bad consumer in general and, therefore, a 

renegade; according to Bruckner, he is failing to fill his role in society: “Notre tort, en ce domaine, 

n’est pas de trop mais de trop peu désirer” (Misère 68).  

These transgressions continue throughout Houellebecq’s novels. The narrator of Extension du 

domaine de la lutte forgets where he has left his car and fails to replace it. For Bruckner, this 

constitutes a major tort in consumerist ideology; destruction is an important part of the capitalist 

system as it generates the need to replace things, thus keeping the cycle of consumption going. 

Bruckner states: “Le consumérisme est même l’interdiction faite à tous de rien posséder durablement” 

(30). Michel in Les Particules élémentaires reads the advertising catalogues delivered to his apartment 

with gusto, but with no intent to buy. Michel in Plateforme has hardly any possessions and is troubled 

when he realises he has no attachment to any of his worldly goods:  

[J]e pris conscience que je ne tenais à rien de ce qui se trouvait dans mon appartement. 
J’aurais pu en tirer une certaine joie, ressentir quelque chose qui s’apparente à l’ivresse de 
l’indépendance ; j’en fus au contraire légèrement effrayé.’ (P 175) 

                                                             
38 The Oxford English Dictionary defines Post-Fordism as “[t]he adoption of more flexible and small-scale 
systems and methods of industrial production instead of large-scale mechanized mass production of the type 
pioneered by Henry Ford; a doctrine or theory advocating this; a society or economy in which this occurs”. 
Sweeney is referring to the second meaning (though the narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte lives in a 
Post-Fordist society). See 
www.oed.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/view/Entry/263291?redirectedFrom=post-fordism#eid, accessed 
29/12/17. 

http://www.oed.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/view/Entry/263291?redirectedFrom=post-fordism#eid
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Michel does not elaborate on why he is frightened by his lack of possessions. He recognises that he is 

unusual in owning few material goods, but the issue appears to go deeper than the realisation that he 

is a misfit, especially when considered as part of Houellebecq’s wider treatment of consumption 

throughout his novels. Daniel in La Possibilité d’une île, also talks about possessions, admitting to 

having enjoyed being a consumer, but finding its joys short-lived: 

J’avais ainsi consommé, avec joie, des chaussures principalement ; puis peu à peu je 
m’étais lassé, et j’avais compris que ma vie, sans ce soutien quotidien de plaisirs à la fois 
élémentaires et renouvelés, allait cesser d’être simple. (PI 30) 

Like Michel in Plateforme, Daniel’s comment reveals an awakening recognition that his relationship 

with consuming is problematic. The idea that a life without consumption would not be simple seems 

counter-intuitive: freedom from materialistic desires and the clutter that comes from constant 

purchasing evokes frugality and simplicity. But in Houellebecq’s hyper-realistic yet amplified dystopian 

present, opting out of the consumerism has other, more complicated implications. By opting out of 

consuming for pleasure (as opposed to necessity), Houellebecq’s characters not only challenge the 

utopia offered by consumerism, they also deny themselves the so-called positive effects of living in a 

capitalist society. The joy and diversion of consumption are no longer accessible to them, and there is 

no other anaesthetic available to replace it – making life less simple, as Daniel remarked. But the 

satisfaction guaranteed by consumerism is not simple, either. In Consuming Life, Zigmunt Bauman 

suggests that consumer society promises happiness but in fact thrives on non-satisfaction:  

It is precisely the non-satisfaction of desires, and the unshakeable, constantly renewed and 
reinforced conviction that each successive attempt at their satisfaction has wholly or partly 
failed, leaves much to be and could be better than it was, that are the genuine flywheels of 
the consumer-targeted economy. (46)  

This same realisation is stated unequivocally in La Possibilité d’une île by Daniel who declares: 

“Augmenter les désirs jusqu’à l’insoutenable tout en rendant leur réalisation de plus en plus 

inaccessible, tel était le principe unique sur lequel reposait la société occidentale” (PI 85). Here, Daniel 

reaches the same conclusion as Bauman, but extends the principle of dissatisfaction beyond the 

economy to the Western civilisation in general, hinting at the subsumption of developed society to 

economic, and specifically neo-liberal, values.  

The only way to overcome the disappointment of unsatisfied material desires, Bauman argues, is to 

constantly consume, perpetuating the cycle and fuelling the capitalist machine. Gratification becomes 

an addiction:  

What starts as an effort to satisfy a need must end up as a compulsion or an addiction. And it 
does, as long as the urge to seek solutions to problems and relief from pains and anxieties in 
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shops, and only in shops, remains an aspect of behaviour that is not just allowed, but eagerly 
encouraged, to condense into a habit or a strategy with no apparent alternative. (Bauman 47)  

Houellebecq’s characters are not so wrong, then, to feel empty and troubled when they reject 

consumerism: in the consumerist utopia, consuming is the only painkiller and past-time available – 

there are not supposed to be any other alternatives. Indeed, Bauman labels consumerism as an 

“economics of deception” (Bauman 47). It promises happiness through the fulfilment of artificial 

desires and consistently fails to deliver; non-satisfaction drives consumers back to the shops in search 

of more stuff, their next hit of soma. The Houellebecquian protagonists come to understand that the 

consumerist promise is empty but rather than empowering them, the realisation makes the utopia 

dystopian, taking away the only opiate or anaesthetic – shopping – available to them.  

By opting out of consuming for pleasure (as opposed to necessity), Houellebecq’s characters deny 

themselves the so-called positive effects of living in a capitalist society. This major source of joy and 

diversion is no longer accessible to them, and there is no other anaesthetic available to them to 

replace it. Their inability to understand or engage in the pleasures of consumerism alienates them 

from the people around them, rendering the capitalist utopia dystopian. 

Dystopian regimes develop a stranglehold on their populace, making it difficult for renegades to band 

together with like-minded people. Houellebecq’s consumerist dystopia is no exception. Further 

increasing the sense of isolation, Houellebecq’s characters cannot expect to find sympathisers. The 

appeal of consumerism is so strong for the majority of people in Houellebecq’s world that it is related 

both to the failure of communism and the fictional downfall of Islam as it plays out in La Possibilité 

d’une île: 

Lorsque les pays arabes […] purent enfin accéder à un mode de vie basée sur la consommation 
de masse, la liberté sexuelle et les loisirs, l’engouement des populations fut aussi intense et 
aussi vif qu’il avait été […] dans les pays communistes. (PI 351) 

An ironic, indirect indictment on the lack of strength of so-called religious people confronted by 

material goods, this comment simultaneously attacks religion (specifically Islam), communism, and 

consumerism. Daniel25, the clone narrator speaking several millennia in the future, pronounces these 

words as historical fact. Adherents of both religion and communism are implicitly accused of lacking 

conviction; consumerism along with sexual freedom and leisure society, on the other hand, are 

suggested as being overly seductive. Consumerism is not only portrayed as appealing, but also as 

insidious, even amongst populations which are traditionally anti-establishment. In Rouen, the narrator 

of Extension du domaine de la lutte notices that many young people are wearing jackets printed with 

slogans such as “’Kill them all!’” or “’Fuck and destroy!’” (EDL 70), but these are the very same people 
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who are out enjoying an afternoon of consumption, behaving exactly as the system wants them to 

behave. At the naturist colony at Cap d’Agde in Les Particules élémentaires, Bruno is struck by the way 

consumerism has infiltrated this bastion of hippy culture and libertinage: 

Ce qui frappe en tout premier lieu au Cap d’Agde, notait Bruno, c’est la coexistence de lieux 
de consommation banals, absolument analogues à ceux qu’on rencontre dans l’ensemble des 
stations balnéaires européennes, avec d’autres commerces explicitement orientés vers le 
libertinage et le sexe. (PE 215) 

Bruno goes on to note the strange juxtaposition of a bakery, minimarket and clothing store alongside 

sex/erotic stores, the oddity of newsagencies selling the usual array of newspapers and glossies 

alongside pornographic and swingers magazines, as well as various sex toys, and, odder still, the 

acceptance of it all by the public: “le tout sans susciter, chez aucun des consommateurs, le moindre 

émoi” (PE 216). Émoi is an interesting choice of word: the reader might take this to mean the public is 

not at all shocked by the juxtaposition of everyday purchases with erotic paraphernalia; it could also 

mean that customers view the displays without being sexually aroused, suggesting that the 

commodification of sex reduces sexual enjoyment, representing further damage wrought to the 

human experience by rampant consumerism. Regardless, these counter cultures – the anarchist 

slogan-wearing youth in Rouen, and the libertines of Cap d’Agde – have been infiltrated by 

consumerism, and thus can offer no resistance to its encroachment on their values. The consumerist 

ideology is pervasive, isolating those for whom its utopian promises fail and shutting down the 

possibility of opposition. 

Houellebecq gives the reader a taste of the insidiousness of consumerism through his use of real-

world brands throughout his novels. These brands – sometimes French, sometimes international, 

often everyday but sometimes high-end, and always recognisable – constantly pepper the narratives, 

reminding the reader of the omnipresent nature of brands and marketing. In Extension du domaine 

de la lutte, a man dies in a Nouvelles Galeries department store; the narrator recalls the chain’s jingle 

– a modern and much more subtle incarnation of the brainwashing soundtracks played to sleeping 

children in Huxley’s Brave New World – playing over the sound system, and can even remember the 

lyrics (EDL 67). Even at such a sombre occasion, one cannot escape the call to consume. It is little 

wonder, then, that cultures outside of the mainstream cannot resist.  

This frequent use of well-known brands serves another purpose beyond demonstrating the drive to 

consume. It also props up the believability of the dystopia. Clément discusses this in Sperme et Sang, 

pointing out that “[l]e lecteur est sans cesse balancé entre le cadre fictionnel et sa réalité quotidienne” 

(145). The narrator’s description of an executive in Extension du domaine de la lutte includes a Rolex 
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watch and the French daily economic newspaper Les Échos (EDL 82); in Les Particules élémentaires, 

Bruno considers Club Med and non-profit French organisation UCPA as holiday options (PE 103) while 

Michel of Plateforme takes his vacation to Thailand with Nouvelles Frontières. In La Possibilité d’une 

île, car brands and models help to build character profiles: wealthy and provocative, Daniel drives a 

Bentley not because he likes it, but to impress his fans; Isabelle, divorced and living with her mother 

has bought a functional leisure activity vehicle and describes herself as “[u]ne gentille petite vieille 

dans sa Mitsubishi Box Office” (PI 137); the prophet of the Élohim sect owns fast luxury cars – a Ferrari 

and a Porsche (PI 128). In La Carte et le territoire, Jed marvels over the numerous choices of mineral 

water available at Sushi Warehouse at Roissy airport, eventually choosing a Husqvarna (CT 129). The 

use of brands not only blurs the lines between Houellebecq’s fictional universe with reality, but also 

aids the reader in picturing the characters: we easily visualise the executive with his status symbol 

watch and newspaper; we understand the thought processes of characters having no one with whom 

to go on holiday, but not wanting to go alone; we are able to match the characters to their lot in life 

by the car they drive, and identify completely with Jed when he is confronted by endless choices when 

all he wants is a bottle of water. By incorporating brands known to his readership, Houellebecq 

reinforces the realism and the materialism of his universe: as readers, we understand the world 

inhabited by Houellebecq’s characters because it is our world too. Houellebecq’s use of recognisable 

names has multiple functions and significance, working in opposition to Roland Barthes’ effet de réel, 

where once called upon to directly denote reality, realistic details in writing become nothing more 

than signifiers (Barthes 88). This realism contributes to Houellebecq’s declinist rendition of society by 

grounding the reader firmly in the present, with no escapism to soften the stark portrayal of life in the 

developed West. 

Inevitability  

The pressure to consume, then, is massive. It promises a utopia but, as Houellebecq’s characters 

demonstrate, failure to participate results in a depressive state of mind and alienation from others 

(even though the capitalist system driving consumerism leads to social atomisation itself). One must 

consume to be happy, though satisfaction is never truly achieved, with further pressure applied 

through marketing which constantly reminds people of the things they could, and should, be buying. 

When that pressure influences counter cultures, the conquest is all but complete. This idea that 

consumerism as an ideology is an inevitability for modern society is communicated through discussion 

of other French authors in Houellebecq’s works. The fictional Houellebecq tells Jed about Jean-Louis 

Curtis, and how he took up the cause of “les jeunes, […] les tribus de hippies qui paraît-il traversaient 

l’Europe à l’époque, sac au dos, en rejetant la ‘société de consommation’” (CT 164), with whom he 
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shared a rejection of consumer society, in Curtis’ 1967 novel Un jeune couple. Houellebecq concludes 

that despite Curtis’ rejection of consumer society, the author was not under any illusions that 

humanity could do anything to change its path: “c’est juste un bon auteur un peu triste, persuadé que 

l’humanité ne peut guère changer, dans un sens comme dans l’autre” (CT 165). Comparing Curtis’ 

outlook to that of his contemporary, Georges Perec, who published Les Choses in 1965, the attitude is 

different, but the sense of inevitability is the same. The fictional Houellebecq informs Jed that: 

Georges Perec accepte la société de consommation, il la considère à juste titre comme le seul 
horizon possible, ses considérations sur le bonheur d’Orly sont à mes yeux absolument 
convaincantes. (CT 165)  

Perec’s notion of le bonheur d’Orly refers to a materialistic, modern happiness, brought about during 

the post-war period in France by the newly widespread availability of possessions previously 

considered luxuries. Orly references the commune in the Val-de-Marne department in the Île de 

France region, which, like many other communes close to large French cities, underwent rapid 

urbanisation during the housing crisis of the 1950s and 1960s. This saw the appearance of cités or 

grands ensembles (housing estates built en masse) in the commune, which were filled with working 

class inhabitants (Derrien 15). With the economic and manufacturing boom of the trente glorieuses, 

the aforementioned “luxury” items became more accessible to the poorer classes living in such areas; 

hence, the bonheur d’Orly.  Perec explains this in an interview about the book (as cited in Bertelli, 

2011): 

Une certaine richesse de notre civilisation rend un type de bonheur possible : on peut parler, 
en ce sens, comme d’un bonheur d’Orly, des moquettes profondes, d’une figure actuelle du 
bonheur qui fait, je crois, que pour être heureux, il faut être absolument moderne. (Bertelli 
86)  

Indeed, the title Les Choses reflects this happiness which relies on the acquisition of things. The 

fictional Houellebecq appears to share the same view as Curtis and Perec, and in any case, the reader 

is forced to consider it. That modern society is becoming increasingly consumerist is undeniable; 

whether this is an inevitability and whether this is a negative thing are subjective. Houellebecq’s take 

on this is typically declinist. His portrayal of consumer society as a dystopian reality clearly 

communicates his criticism of consumerism; yet he offers no solutions, accepting society’s fate with 

resignation and passivity.   

The trivialisation of culture 

Consumerism is presented by Houellebecq as an inevitability, an insidious force which is infiltrating all 

cultures in modern society and undermining religion. Bruckner suggests consumerism is a utopia, but 
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with the possibility of failure. For Houellebecq, the failings are multiple: people covet what they do 

not have, leading to violence; they are reduced to robotic drones whose only function is to consume; 

they refuse to buy into consumerism, thus isolating themselves and revealing a dystopian side to the 

consumerist utopia. Furthermore, the effects of consumerism are not limited to human interaction in 

the Houellebecquian universe; Houellebecq also calls the effect it has on culture into question. He 

suggests, via Michel in Plateforme, that the global standards of consumption have a homogenising 

effect on society, making the world “ressembler à un aéroport” (P 129). While this can be put down 

as a side-effect of globalisation and progress, Houellebecq’s choice of language leaves no doubt that 

there is a negative consequence: the ‘national life’ discussed by Michel is described as “affaiblie” – 

weakened or lessened (P 129). In La Possibilité d’une île, Houellebecq goes even further, suggesting 

through Daniel that consumerism is an achievement of the modern era, something modern man does 

better than his ancestors ever did. Daniel says “j’avais occasionnellement goûté aux joies de la 

consommation, par lesquelles notre époque se montre si supérieure à celles qui l’ont précédée” (PI 

29). Daniel goes on to point out that it is impossible to know whether or not man was happier in earlier 

times, acknowledging the influence – for better or worse – of religion, social bonds, science and 

technology on potential human happiness; he states unequivocally that, for unprecedented levels of 

consumption and the manner by which it takes place, the twentieth century is unrivalled: 

Reste que, sur le plan de la consommation, la précellence du XXe siècle était indiscutable : 
rien, dans aucune autre civilisation, à aucune autre époque, ne pouvait se comparer à la 
perfection mobile d’un centre commercial contemporain fonctionnant à plein régime. (PI 30) 

Having dressed consumerism up as an achievement, the reality Houellebecq presents is scathing. The 

suggestion that modern consumerism and its shrines – shopping centres – are a crowning 

achievement of the modern era points not to progress but to decline, and to the trivialisation of 

culture. The same concerns of trivialisation and homogenisation are raised by Bruckner: 

En remplaçant les grandes civilisations par l’universel pauvre de McDo, Disney, Coca-Cola, 
MTV, il fait de l’homme une espèce fureteuse et amoindrie, uniforme sous toutes les latitudes. 
(Misère 69) 

Such mindless consumerism leads to Bruckner’s conclusion on the subject, which brings us back to 

concerns about capitalism’s potential to infiltrate human values and thus behaviour, and thus 

undermine and corrode civilisation: 

Le consumérisme est donc l’arasement par le bas : inoffensif s’il est équilibré par d’autres 
passions, nocif dès qu’il se dégrade en mode de vie et finit par nous dicter notre conduite, 
notre valeur. (Misère 68–69) 
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The problem for Houellebecq’s characters is that they have nothing with which to temper the 

influence of consumerism. The inevitable has happened: consumerism has become a way of life and 

not only do his characters have no support networks to draw on, they are incapable of forming new 

bonds with other people. These characters are misfits and therefore often seem culpable for their 

inability to interact with those around them; the reader is nevertheless forced to consider whether 

the characters are at fault, or whether the issue lies in their society. Petersen and Jacobsen suggest 

that consumerism could be to blame: “[O]ne could argue that most characters in Houellebecq’s novels 

are forced into being self-destructive due to the corrosive nature of our consumer – and competition 

– society” (104). Consumerism – the trivial achievement of a morally bankrupt and declining society – 

is painted in a negative light throughout Houellebecq’s novels and this depiction contributes to his 

dystopian present. In Houellebecq’s universe, consumerism has become an ideology and a form of 

control, turning those who participate into robots with its soma-like influence and alienating those 

who do not. 

John Keynes’ unobtainable leisure utopia: work, careers and production 

The nature of work and occupations in the modern era is another economic topic addressed in 

Houellebecq’s novels. Profession is a necessary aspect of character-building in many a narrative, and 

Houellebecq selects certain types of career choices for his characters, appearing to favour civil servant 

roles, and various incarnations of artistic professions such as artist, writer, and comedian. We may 

assume that this reflects his own experiences; Houellebecq began his professional life as a soil scientist 

and then worked in information technology before going on to find success as a writer. Nevertheless, 

his preoccupation with the nature and the dominance of the tertiary, or information, sector in the 

developed world allows further conclusions to be drawn about the way people work in modern society 

and the impact it has on not only our well-being, but also our feelings about our self-worth. 

The question of work is a common trope in both utopian and dystopian works. Whether proposing an 

improved alternative for the organisation of society or criticising the status quo, production, wealth 

and the distribution of the products of labour must be addressed, and this cannot be done without 

also addressing how labour in that fictional society is managed. Outcomes can range from totalitarian 

regimes where people are assessed or destined for certain types of obligatory work, to leisure 

societies where computers and machinery take over all forms of labour, leaving the majority with 

nothing to do but enjoy themselves. Combinations of the two are also possible, such as Huxley’s caste 

system in Brave New World where a person’s caste, and thus the type of labour they will perform, is 

decided while they are still a foetus, with leisure time also given significant importance. 
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In Houellebecq’s fictional present, his characters have to work in order to earn their living. This mirrors 

reality for the majority of people in contemporary society: work is not obligatory per se, but for most 

it is necessary in order to meet the cost of living. However, his main characters do not appear to do 

much work, and also seem to have a large amount of leisure time. Few of his characters are passionate, 

or even happy, in their work; in most cases, work is seen as a necessary evil or a way to pass the time. 

The majority of Houellebecq’s characters, and certainly his main characters, have well-paid, 

comfortable, white-collar jobs. Belonging to the middle class, however, is no guarantee of privilege or 

happiness in Houellebecq’s dystopian present. Morrey notes this in Michel Houellebecq, Humanity 

and its Aftermath, commenting:  

[Houellebecq’s] novels provide a particularly astute portrayal of contemporary white-collar 
working life and his depiction of the stresses of this lifestyle, their link to clinical depression 
and their ruinous effect on social and sexual relationships is supported by recent research in 
sociology. (13) 

This section examines the treatment of work in Houellebecq’s novels and the connected theme of 

production, showing how Houellebecq’s portrayal of working life in the West contributes to his 

dystopian present and highlighting his declinist nostalgia for an earlier time when work was more 

physically demanding, yet apparently more satisfying than the tertiary sector work which dominates 

employment in developed countries today. I will draw on the writings of John Keynes and Karl Marx 

for a dystopian reading of these economic themes in the Houellebecquian universe; specifically, the 

failure to achieve Keynes’ predicted utopia of leisure, and the ensuing post-Marxist dystopia in which 

white collar employees are divorced not only from their labour, but from their very selves. This 

treatment of careers, labour and production reflects the nature of work in contemporary Western 

society, and raises questions about career choices, the motivation to work, the shift away from 

primary and secondary production to an information society and how the type of work performed 

impacts on one’s wellbeing. The possibilities raised by Houellebecq point again to a dystopian present, 

where neo-liberal values corrupt people and occupations, and, through his nostalgia for a 

romanticised honest labour of the past, also to the presence of decline. 

Work in contemporary Western society has been shaped by rapid technological advances. Three-

sector theory, developed by Jean Fourastié, Allan Fisher and Colin Clark, argues that as workforce 

numbers in the primary and secondary sectors – which deal respectively with the extraction of raw 

materials and manufacturing – fall due to increasing automation, the demands of the tertiary – 

services – sector burgeon. For France, at least, these predictions have proved astute: in 2014, 75.7% 

of people aged fifteen or more who had employment worked in the tertiary sector (“Emploi par 

activité”). It is in this sector that Houellebecq’s main characters belong. 
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In his 1931 essay “Economic Possibilities for our Grandchildren”, British economist John Keynes argues 

that these technological advances will eventually lead to the inception of a leisure society. This essay 

predicts wealth, material abundance and increased leisure time for all: “economic bliss” – a utopia 

(373). Asserting that the combination of compound interest and technical improvements in 

manufacturing and transport will eventually solve what he calls “the economic problem” – humanity’s 

existence-long struggle for subsistence – Keynes envisages a utopia where the increased standard of 

living for all will end capitalist society’s love-affair with money (364), resulting in “great changes in the 

code of morals” and the freedom to enjoy one’s ample leisure time (369), rather than feeling the urge 

to work: 

I see us free […] to return to some of the most sure and certain principles of religion and 
traditional virtue – that avarice is a vice, that the exaction of usury is a misdemeanour, and 
the love of money is detestable, that those walk most truly in the paths of virtue and sane 
wisdom who take least thought for the morrow. We shall once more value ends above means 
and prefer the good to the useful. We shall honour those who can teach us how to pluck the 
hour and the day virtuously and well, the delightful people who are capable of taking direct 
enjoyment in things, the lilies of the field who toil not, neither do they spin. (371–72) 

The urge to work and the desire for material and monetary wealth, however, will take time to 

dissipate. The economic problem, Keynes says, has been the primary preoccupation of mankind and 

the desire to solve it runs deep within our biology: “Thus we have been expressly evolved by nature – 

with all our impulses and deepest instincts – for the purpose of solving the economic problem” (364). 

Doing so, however, would deprive humanity of its traditional purpose: no longer forced to fill the 

majority of one’s waking hours with labour, man would encounter a new problem: “how to use his 

freedom from pressing economic cares, how to occupy the leisure, which science and compound 

interest will have won for him, to live wisely and agreeably and well” (Keynes 367). As such, Keynes 

suggests that the transition to this leisure society will be difficult, for most people would struggle to 

accept that they need not work hard in order to survive: 

It is a fearful problem for the ordinary person, with no special talents, to occupy himself, 
especially if he no longer has roots in the soil or in the beloved conventions of a traditional 
society. (368) 

Keynes predicts that mankind would continue to toil for at least another hundred years before the 

utopia of economic freedom came about, recommending that humans make “mild preparations for 

our destiny, in encouraging, and experimenting in, the arts of life as well as activities of purpose” (373). 

As we near that milestone, it is pertinent to ask whether Keynes’ utopia has been achieved. In Viviane 

Forrester’s opinion, the answer is no. She points out in L’horreur économique that the potential for 

technology and cybernetics to reduce human labour has been wasted, leading to the scarcity of work 
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without eliminating the necessity of working (158). For Forrester, this is a missed opportunity; 

technology could have led to the disappearance of work and “une traversée plus libre, plus 

épanouissante de la vie” (160). In Houellebecq’s depiction of working life in contemporary Western 

society, the struggle visibly continues. Not only has Keynes’ utopia remained out of reach, the 

transitional period in which humanity still flounders can be read as a dystopic limbo, wherein a number 

of the issues outlined by Keynes are addressed. These are the motivation to work, the corrupting 

influence of capitalism on our work choices, and the problem of not feeling useful. In Houellebecq’s 

novels, the latter concern is tied to the theme of production, which will be reflected in this analysis.  

The motivation to work 

Keynes argues that once widespread economic abundance is achieved, the accumulation of wealth 

will no longer be afforded any “high social importance” and true moral change will then be able to 

take place. One of these changes, according to Keynes, will be a reassessment of the drive to 

accumulate wealth, of which he is highly critical: 

We shall be able to afford to dare to assess the money-motive at its true value. The love of 
money as a possession – as distinguished from the love of money as a means to the 
enjoyments and realities of life – will be recognised for what it is, a somewhat disgusting 
morbidity […]. (369) 

In Keynes’ leisure utopia, “money-motive” will cease to exist; in Houellebecq’s dystopian present, it 

continues to thrive as a major motivator to work. The omniscient narrator of Les Particules 

élémentaires describes the trend of young entrepreneurs with only one goal in life which is to be 

millionaires by the age of thirty. Valérie in Plateforme accepts the harsh conditions of corporate 

business even though she does not like them when she is headhunted by the travel company Aurore 

because the money offered is enough to entice (though not, as she realises towards the novel’s end, 

worthwhile). In La Possibilité d’une île, Isabelle works for “un journal de merde” – her own words – 

because she is “bien payée” (PI 33). The lure of a high income is real in Houellebecq’s world, 

encouraging characters such as Valérie and Isabelle to stay in careers about which they are not 

passionate, but Houellebecq makes it just as clear that sufficient pay will not guarantee happiness and 

fulfilment. The narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte reveals he earns a good salary (two and a 

half times the SMIC) but seems indifferent to it; Jean-Yves in Plateforme also earns a high salary but 

has no idea what he does with his money. In La Possibilité d’une île, Daniel’s career as a comedian has 

made him very wealthy indeed (he is worth forty-seven million euros at the time of his divorce), and 

yet he is depressed and unable to enjoy his money; cognisant that happiness does not automatically 

come with wealth, he states: “si l’on agresse le monde avec une violence suffisante, il finit par le 
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cracher, son sale fric; mais jamais, jamais il ne vous redonne la joie” (PI 160). Daniel’s comment 

reinforces the link between money and violence and adds the dystopian realisation that joy does not 

necessarily come with wealth. Another example is Jed’s father, Jean-Pierre Martin, in La Carte et le 

territoire: his architectural business is highly successful, and he has more money than he will ever 

need, yet he continues to work – not for more money to spend but simply because he has nothing 

else to do. Money, then, is not synonymous with joy, or even contentment. It is merely enough to 

convince people to stay in jobs that are not particularly fulfilling. Implicitly, Houellebecq highlights this 

negative and even absurd aspect of the economic system: it encourages intelligent people, such as 

Valérie and Isabelle, who would be capable of more meaningful contributions to society than making 

money for travel companies or editing a “journal de merde”, to spend their working years helping to 

concentrate wealth in the hands of a few, in jobs which they do not even enjoy. 

This discussion about money as a motivator becomes explicit in La Carte et le territoire. Debating the 

value of economics as a science with his wife, Detective Jasselin draws on his many years spent dealing 

with criminals to offer insight on the influence of money. His experience in solving murder cases has 

led him to understand that while money is indeed a source of motivation for people – enough to 

inspire some to kill as we saw earlier in the chapter – hardly anyone works solely for money.39 There 

are always other motivators in play: one’s interest in one’s work, the esteem that goes with it, or 

perhaps the rapport with one’s colleagues (CT 320). Jasselin’s thoughts on the matter are echoed by 

Boltanski and Chiapello who note in The New Spirit of Capitalism that: 

Some people can invoke a material motive for participating – more obviously in the case of 
wage-earners who need their wages in order to live than in that of large property owners 
whose activity, above a certain threshold, is no longer bound up with satisfying personal 
needs. On its own, however, this does not prove much of a spur. Work psychologists have 
regularly emphasized that pay is insufficient to induce commitment and stimulate enthusiasm 
for the task, the wage constituting at most a motive for staying in a job, not for getting 
involved in it. (8) 

If money is not enough to make work satisfying, something more is needed in the work environment 

and in the work itself. As for people’s motives for taking a job in the first place, the choice of career 

becomes important, and indeed, Houellebecq employs a variety of career paths for his characters. 

Amongst his main characters, he has an information technologist, a teacher, a scientist, a humourist, 

an artist, a policeman, and an academic. Widening the net to secondary characters, we encounter 

managers, doctors, teachers, business executives, event planners, an editor, an architect, and a 

                                                             
39 It should be noted that, as I showed earlier in this chapter, while money can drive people to kill – Jasselin 
posits that nearly all murders are committed for money – it is not enough to bring people satisfaction in their 
work. While Houellebecq does not develop this idea, the reader is nevertheless left with a very negative 
depiction of money. 
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writer.40 Sometimes the reader is privy to a character’s motivation for choosing their path, and 

occasionally it is for noble reasons (such as Jean Pierre Martin’s choice to go into architecture to effect 

change in society in La Carte et le territoire). More often, however, characters simply fall into careers 

rather than choosing them out of passion or a calling – as is the case of the narrator in Extension du 

domaine de la lutte, who works in information technology; and Michel in Plateforme, an event-planner 

for the Ministry of Culture. Some even make their choices based on shady and even slightly alarming 

criteria; Bruno decides to study literature because he expects to meet more girls, Daniel chooses his 

career as a humourist because his first skit led to him losing his virginity, and Jasselin becomes a 

policeman not because he wants to uphold justice in society, but because he realises that “[l]a peur 

du gendarme […] était décidément la vraie base de la société humaine” (CT 284). 

Closer examination of the stories and behaviour of the various characters in their occupations reveals 

that in some cases the economic system is negatively influencing the very nature of their work and 

occupation. The most striking of these occurs in the cases of the physicians – of which there are several 

throughout Houellebecq’s novels. It is generally acknowledged that a career in medicine will almost 

certainly ensure financial security and there is no doubt some choose this path for this very reason; it 

is also generally accepted, however, that medicine is a vocation and that one cannot (or should not) 

be solely interested in money in order to undertake it as a profession. Houellebecq shows that the 

beauty and youth-obsessed society of the West has allowed capitalism to infiltrate even the medical 

profession to unprecedented levels over the last half-century. In Les Particules élémentaires, Bruno’s 

father, Serge Clément, studies medicine, choosing to specialise in cosmetic surgery not to help people 

feel better about their appearance but because he understands that the practice offers “des 

possibilités considérables à un praticien ambitieux” (PE 27). Serge’s clinics make huge sums of money, 

mostly from women who are desperate to preserve their youth and beauty. Serge’s medical training 

has not gone towards aiding the infirm, rather it makes him a lot money from people who are not 

happy in themselves. By placing Serge’s motivation to pursue cosmetic surgery in the realisation that 

the use of sex in marketing, along with the breakdown of the traditional couple and the economic 

boom of the trente glorieuses, signalled excellent financial opportunities to come, Houellebecq passes 

implicit judgement on Serge’s willingness to profit from social collapse and economically-induced 

beauty standards (the latter will be addressed in detail in the following chapter). Bruno’s mother, 

Janine Ceccaldi, also studied medicine but, like Serge, does not appear to be interested in using her 

skills and knowledge to help others. In fact, she does not work at all, living instead off the revenue 

from Serge’s clinics. The reader might be tempted to attribute this blatant commercialisation of the 

                                                             
40 While these occupations will not seem striking to the modern Western reader, it should be noted that every 
single one them is in the tertiary sector. 
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medical profession to the personalities of the characters; Houellebecq, however is asking his 

readership to look at society and the liberal values which have led to what he sees as declining morals 

and the encroachment of the market into all spheres of life. 

Houellebecq’s novels contain two more examples of ‘bad’ physicians. The first is also from Les 

Particules élémentaires: a surgeon named John di Giorno who participates in satanic rituals and 

organises ‘avortement-parties’ (PE 209). The second is another cosmetic surgeon, Adolphe Petissaud, 

a depraved pervert who creates human chimeras by grafting body parts together and features in La 

Carte et le territoire as the fictional Houellebecq’s murderer. Blame for these doctors’ behaviour 

cannot be placed squarely on money; rather their perversions come from a desire for titillation which 

is no longer met by ordinary pleasures. Even this can be attributed to neo-liberalism; Houellebecq 

suggests in Les Particules élémentaires that such deviant behaviours stem from the progressive 

destruction of moral values over the second half of the twentieth century. Through a District Attorney 

turned author, working and then writing on the case of David di Meola (a would-be rock star who 

participates in Satanic rituals involving extreme violence and murder), Houellebecq claims that anti-

social behaviour is the logical consequence of the advancement of individual rights over social norms 

(PE 211–12). This assertion echoes the popular psychology theory that neo-liberalism, which favours 

individual success encourages negative personality traits and the eschewing of personal 

responsibility.41 I shall explore the di Meola case in more detail in Chapter 4. There is, nonetheless, an 

implicit suggestion that money is a factor: both doctors acquire body parts and foetuses, most likely 

through the black market, and probably stand to profit handsomely from their connections. 

Furthermore, Petissaud’s murder of the fictional Houellebecq rewards him with a portrait of the 

author, worth around 750 000 euros.  

Of course, delinquents are to be found in any number of different professions. The fact that some of 

Houellebecq’s most repugnant characters are physicians is not necessarily an attack on the medical 

profession, but rather a device to highlight the destructive effects of neoliberalism on modern 

Western society. With Serge Clément, medicine is appropriated for the perpetuation of vanity and 

becomes a means to make millions; di Giorno and Petissaud abuse their connections and possibly 

profit from them to satisfy disturbing desires engendered by the decaying values of a morally bankrupt 

                                                             
41 In an opinion piece in The Guardian, a professor in psychology suggests that neo-liberalism encourages the 
same personality traits commonly observed in psychopaths. See “Neoliberalism has brought out the worst in 
us”, The Guardian, 29 September 2015, www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/29/neoliberalism-
economic-system-ethics-personality-psychopathicsthic, accessed 31/12/2017. 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/29/neoliberalism-economic-system-ethics-personality-psychopathicsthic
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/sep/29/neoliberalism-economic-system-ethics-personality-psychopathicsthic
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society. A universe in which medical practitioners work only for their own financial gain and commit 

heinous crimes is dystopian indeed. 

 La Carte et le territoire yields yet another example of work corruption, this time within a different 

profession. Jed’s father, Jean-Pierre Martin is an architect with a successful company, specialising in 

creating seaside resorts (CT 35). A financial and professional success, Jean-Pierre is also a workaholic, 

depicted by Houellebecq as a father who provides for, but does not connect with, his son. Dying of 

rectal cancer, he confides to Jed that he studied architecture as a vocation from a desire to change 

the world for the better. Inspired by Charles Fourier and William Morris, he had visions of creating 

better, more liveable spaces for humanity than the functional architecture which had dominated the 

twentieth century, publishing articles with likeminded peers against the creators and proponents of 

the status quo. However, as is so often the case in modern society, the need to earn a living became 

paramount and, like his peers, Jean-Pierre eventually accepted a job in the firm. He remarks: “la vie 

est tout de suite devenue beaucoup moins amusante. Assez vite, ma situation financière s’est 

améliorée […]” (CT 216). The market rewarded Jean-Pierre not for his humanitarian visions but for 

playing by the rules of capitalism, that is, chasing the money. The lesson was repeated when he tried 

to break free of the system by setting up his own firm, with the aim of creating the kind of architecture 

in which he believed. Unable to win any contracts due to always losing out to the traditional 

functionalists, Jean-Pierre was forced to accept a standard commission – a seaside resort. From there, 

his firm goes from strength to strength but the damage to Jean Pierre is considerable. He lives to work, 

but at the same time does not believe in his work; he takes no joy in his work nor his money, but finds 

nothing else in life about which to be passionate – not even his own son. While his melancholy and 

detachment could be put down to the suicide of his wife when Jed was aged seven, it is his failure to 

create spaces worthy of habitation which has devastated him, as evidenced in his tearful recollection 

of a birdhouse he built for migrating swallows in his youth which was never used by the birds, a 

memory Jed realises his father has carried around for sixty years (CT 211). 

Through these corruptions of both individuals and intentions, Houellebecq demonstrates the effect 

economic systems – specifically capitalism – can have on people and their motivation to work. The 

economic system contributes directly to moral decline by penalising those trying to do good, while 

rewarding those who act with self-interest and for financial gain.42 This corrupting effect is also 

recognised in the character Jean-Yves in Plateforme by Murielle Lucie Clément in her close reading of 

the novel, who argues that profitability makes economic exploitation acceptable to the executive:   

                                                             
42 Furthermore, the system proves fickle; Serge Clément is financially ruined when he misses the boat with 
silicone breast implants, allowing a competitor to sweep in and take his clients. 
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“Exploiter la misère économique des peuples du Tiers-monde lui paraît acceptable du moment que 

c’est rentable” (145). Indeed, this is the kind of economic behaviour Keynes deplores in “Economic 

Possibilities for our Grandchildren” which he describes as “social customs and economic practices, 

affecting the distribution of wealth and of economic rewards and penalties, which we now maintain 

at all costs, however distasteful and unjust they may be in themselves, because they are tremendously 

useful in promoting the accumulation of capital” and which he expects will be eradicated in his utopian 

future (369-370). 

Of course, as is the case in the real world, not all of Houellebecq’s characters are sociopaths, ambitious 

businessmen or have been diverted from their humanitarian ideals by the pressure to earn money. 

Houellebecq offers another suggestion beyond money: people work as much as they do simply to fill 

their time. Keynes’ leisure utopia has not yet been achieved: in Houellebecq’s eyes, humans have not 

yet learnt to occupy their leisure to live wisely and agreeably and well. In fact, the combination of 

societal atomisation and ample free time results in dystopia: Houellebecq’s novels are filled with 

individuals who are incapable of forming and maintaining relationships with other people and, as such, 

are not only made miserable by their isolation, but have too much free time for wallowing in it. Here 

the spectre of decline rears its head: modern society has created a situation where people have a 

reasonable working week and plenty of leisure time, but are becoming increasingly bad at using that 

time in a way which is beneficial to themselves, resulting in this present-day dystopia where, despite 

their easy access to almost anything they desire, people are alone, miserable and bored. The solution, 

for some, is to work more than necessary. Daniel, in La Possibilité d’une île, chose his career as a 

humourist because it made women want to sleep with him, but after making his fortune (and not 

bedding the women he would have liked to bed) he reflects that he has worked a lot because he lacks 

social skills.43 Similarly, Jean-Yves in Plateforme works long hours; he has an unfulfilling home life – his 

wife is portrayed as being stupid and boring, and his son is far more interested in playing computer 

games than interacting with his father – and appears to have no hobbies besides going to the gym. 

The narrator, Michel, decides that Jean-Yves has a taste for work, but not for the money he makes 

from it. Rather, being successful at work fills the void in Jean-Yves’ life and gives him purpose. The 

dilemma of filling free time when one has no connections or interests, is simply and poignantly 

expressed by Jean-Pierre Martin in La Carte et le territoire, in response to Jed’s suggestion that he stop 

working and enjoy his retirement since he has the financial security to do so: “Mais qu’est-ce que je 

ferais?” (CT 113). In the modern world where, according to Houellebecq, isolation and numbness is 

common, work is not just a means to earn one’s living, or to find fulfilment, but can also serve to 

                                                             
43 Daniel comments that he has never had sex with a supermodel. See Houellebecq, La Possibilité d’une Île 30. 
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merely pass the time. When it becomes the only form of solace – as it does to characters such as Jean-

Pierre Martin and Jean-Yves – one could argue that we are heading towards the dystopian. 

But not everyone simply works to fill up the hours of the day, or consciously understands why they 

allow their work to take up more of their time than the minimum amount necessary. Houellebecq 

portrays this through Valérie in Plateforme. Valérie works extremely hard, for very long hours and 

while she is well-paid, to say she works as much as she does for pure financial gain is insufficient. In 

fact, it is clear that she herself does not entirely understand why she allows work to take up so much 

of her time and energy. She is committed to making the business venture she has been head-hunted 

to work on profitable, and talks about getting to a point where she need not work so hard and enjoy 

her wealth, but she also realises she is held captive in a system which is not good for her, and that 

such an opportunity will never come:  

[I]l faut que j’en demande plus. Je suis prise dans un système qui ne m’apporte plus grand-
chose, et que je sais au demeurant inutile; mais je ne vois pas comment y échapper. Il faudrait, 
une fois, qu’on prenne le temps de réfléchir ; mais je ne sais pas quand on pourra prendre le 
temps de réfléchir. (P 158) 

Houellebecq suggests that the rat race of capitalism sweeps us up into the “battlefield” described by 

the narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte, and forces us into a system which encourages us to 

sacrifice more and more of our lives to jobs and careers in exchange for more wealth but not 

necessarily for more meaning or comfort. While certain characters, such as the narrator of Extension 

du domaine de la lutte and Daniel in La Possibilité d’une île, are downright critical of capitalism’s 

systemic problems, some instead display a vague awareness that something is not quite right. One 

such character is Valérie, who earns more than enough money to live comfortably, and, in Michel, has 

found the love of her life; there should be no need for her to battle as she continues to do. Valérie 

recognises something is amiss – that she should not feel so pressured to work the way she does – but 

feels she is not even permitted the time to take a step back in order to think about it. Via Valérie, 

Houellebecq asks the reader to think about who they fight for when they work, and perhaps to 

question the system which behoves them to work as much as they do. One works to “get ahead”, to 

make money to live on and to achieve one’s dreams, but, as Houellebecq shows with Valérie, what 

work really does is enrich those for whom the work is done. Loyalty is gone: people have the freedom 

to change employers regularly, but employers will fire employees who do not perform without 

hesitation. When taxes and living expenses are taken off Valérie’s salary, she is, in fact, not really that 

well compensated for all the resources she dedicates to her work. She herself is cognisant that the 

person who truly reaps the benefits of her work is the owner of the company: “je peux dire qu’il a fait 

fortune grâce à moi”, and yet she continues to play her part in the system (P 140). At the novel’s end 
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she tries to break free by asking for a transfer to a lower-paid position with less pressure, but in 

Houellebecq’s dystopian present, this is not allowed. Having voiced her intent to remove herself from 

the grind of executive business, she is killed in a terrorist attack. If everyone were to come to Valérie’s 

realisation that conforming to the system only serves capitalism and not the worker, and refuse to 

take part, the capitalist machine would grind to a halt, the dystopia questioned. 

Through his treatment of work and careers, Houellebecq continues to build his declining, dystopian 

universe. Work is necessary, for one cannot survive in the capitalist system without a certain amount 

of income, but often unfulfilling, and yet, despite this, is sometimes the only option for filling in time. 

Careers and good intentions are distorted, either through the desire for money, or the need for 

money, even though money is shown to be a motivator to kill, but often not a sufficient motivator to 

make work meaningful. Even so, work is shown to be of increasing importance in contemporary 

society. Through the character Jed in La Carte et le territoire, Houellebecq notes that work has been 

elevated to such importance in Western society that it defines who we are: 

Qu’est-ce qui définit un homme ? Quelle est la question que l’on pose en premier à un 
homme, lorsqu’on souhaite s’informer de son état ? Dans certaines sociétés, on lui demande 
d’abord s’il est marié, s’il a des enfants ; dans nos sociétés, on s’interroge en premier lieu sur 
sa profession. C’est sa place dans le processus de production, et pas son statut de 
reproducteur, qui définit avant tout l’homme occidental. (CT 153–54)  

Perhaps this is another piece of the puzzle of why work is so important in modern society and why it 

is often allowed to take up more significantly more hours than the standard work week. If we are 

defined by our profession (and our success in that profession), then those who want to achieve respect 

and standing will feel obligated to dedicate a larger proportion of their time to their careers – often 

to the detriment of other aspects of their lives. And with so many human beings focusing on work and 

neglecting their social networks and families (such as Jean-Pierre Martin in La Carte et le territoire, 

who passes no social skills whatsoever onto his son Jed), the economic system thus contributes to 

social breakdown as people lose the ability to connect with and relate to one another. 

Houellebecq’s portrayal of people getting lost in work to the detriment of their social skills reflects 

sociological ideas on modern identity and self-realisation, wherein the multiple settings of modern life 

are far more diverse and thus harder to navigate than previously, leading to anxiety about how to act 

in the various life milieux.  Sociologist Anthony Giddens calls these “lifestyle sectors” and says that 

individuals often choose to spend more time in certain sectors, often at the expense of others, possibly 

feeling uncomfortable in the sectors that make them question their particular lifestyle (83). This can 

be seen as an especially modern problem, and therefore part of Houellebecq’s declinist commentary: 

citing Peter L. Berger, Giddens writes that throughout most of human history, social settings were 
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usually closely connected and were comparable in type for the average individual due to the 

widespread influence of local community, going on to suggest that “[t]he settings of modern social life 

are much more diverse and segmented” (83). Houellebecq’s characters show how neo-liberal values, 

particularly the pursuit of wealth and the importance of work, contribute to skewed priorities, wherein 

individuals spend an inordinate amount of time in the lifestyle segment of work, at the expense of the 

social and thus to the detriment of their social skills and networks.    

Production 

Having implicitly discussed what motivates people to work in his first four novels, Houellebecq 

explicitly addresses the question in La Carte et le territoire, drawing on the writings of Charles Fourier 

and William Morris to frame the topic in the context of production. Discussing his “failed” career with 

his son Jed, Jean Pierre Martin argues that Fourier’s primary interest is the way production is 

organised: “La grande question qu’il se pose, c’est: pourquoi l’homme travaille-t-il?” (CT 214) Through 

Jean-Pierre Martin, Houellebecq dismisses the liberal answer of gain as insufficient, and denounces 

Marxists for not even attempting to answer the question, going so far as to declare this oversight as 

the reason for the failure of communism: by suppressing financial incentive, workers were not 

motivated to be productive.44 Fourier, Jean-Pierre Martin declares, understood that people could 

work very hard for reasons other than the lure of money, and indeed had done so before the 

capitalisation of scientific research and technological progress took place. These reasons - vague to a 

modern man – included love of God (in the case of monks), or simply “honneur de la fonction”, that 

is, pride in one’s job (CT 214–15).  Neither of these noble reasons appears to motivate any of 

Houellebecq’s characters who fall back on the corrupting influence of money, or the simple fact that 

their lives outside of work are so tragic. 

While Houellebecq specifically linked production and motivation to work together in his fifth novel, 

he broaches the topic of production throughout all his books, repeatedly addressing one particular 

economic concern: the declining ability of individuals in developed society to produce tangible things 

of use, and a lack of truly ‘useful’ knowledge. Work in the developed world revolves increasingly 

around information rather than real production, a subject which appears to be a source of agitation 

for Houellebecq.  

This is first observed in Extension du domaine de la lutte when the narrator vents his disgust for the 

world in which he lives, and for his job which he feels has no meaning:  

                                                             
44 This view is also raised in Plateforme to explain the failure of communism in Cuba. 
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Je n’aime pas ce monde. Décidément, je ne l’aime pas. La société dans laquelle je vis me 
dégoûte ; la publicité m’écœure ; l’informatique me fait vomir. Tout mon travail 
d’informaticien consiste à multiplier les références, les recoupements, les critères de décision 
rationnelle. Ça n’a aucun sens. Pour parler franchement, c’est même plutôt négatif ; un 
encombrement inutile pour les neurones. Ce monde a besoin de tout, sauf d’informations 
supplémentaires. (EDL 82–83) 

The narrator’s work, as he describes it, is meticulous, logical and immensely solitary: all the 

interaction, it seems, is between himself and the information he must organise, analyse and 

redistribute. Implicit is an admission that the work he does is useless; he makes no contribution to 

society, nor does he gain any personal satisfaction from his job. Saying there is no need for more 

information, the narrator shows disdain for both his work and the information society in which he 

lives. Commenting on the same novel, Sweeney notes that  

[i]n Houellebecq’s novel the processes of labor have, as it were, immaterialized and the 
product of that immaterial labor itself has become almost entirely indiscernible. […] Labor as 
a material, spatial activity has been radically transformed, now less involved in the production 
and exchange of material objects, it becomes the facilitation of the movement of intangible 
parts around an immaterial whole. (“Some Free Time Remains” 46)  
 

How is one to find any kind of fulfilment in one’s work when both the labour and the end result are 

immaterial? At least part, if not all, of the narrator’s issues with his work stems from a lack of 

confirmation that he is in fact producing something. The issue is raised again by Bruno in Les Particules 

élémentaires, this time with specific focus on the inability to produce: 

Je ne sers à rien, dit Bruno avec résignation. Je suis incapable d’élever des porcs. Je n’ai aucune 
notion sur la fabrication des saucisses, des fourchettes ou des téléphones portables. Tous ces 
objets qui m’entourent, que j’utilise ou que je dévore, je suis incapable de les produire ; je ne 
suis même pas capable de comprendre leur processus de production. Si l’industrie devait 
s’arrêter, si les ingénieurs et techniciens spécialisés venaient à disparaître, je serais incapable 
d’assurer le moindre redémarrage. Placé en dehors du complexe économique-industriel, je ne 
serais même pas en mesure d’assurer ma propre survie : je ne saurais comment me nourrir, 
me vêtir, me protéger des intempéries ; mes compétences techniques personnelles sont 
largement inférieures à celles de l’homme de Néanderthal. (PE 201–02) 

Capitalism celebrates the freedom of the individual, but, in chopping up the production process 

(factory lines) and alienating humans from production altogether (machines), it binds people together 

in a system of dependency where few individuals have the skills to procure or create the necessities 

for survival. Humans may have gained skills and ‘luxuries’ unavailable to previous generations – such 

as the opportunity to work en masse in the physically undemanding tertiary sector – but as Bruno 

points out, this does not mean they are better equipped for life. Via Bruno, this loss of skills is 

presented as a diminishment of man; instead of being a species of progress, the majority of humans 
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do not even measure up to prehistoric man. It also adds to a sense of worthlessness and produces 

anxiety. 

Houellebecq returns to this issue once again in Plateforme, at multiple points in the novel. The first 

time it comes around, it is easily missed: the reader is presented with some background of Valérie’s 

family. Her father, it transpires, was a pig farmer in Brittany: an occupation which, unsurprisingly, 

involved long days of hard work and very few holidays. Following a meeting with an accountant from 

the Fédération nationale des syndicats d’exploitants agricole, Valérie’s father advises his son not to 

take up the family business; by selling up and reinvesting the capital into real estate in the tourist 

sector, he would no longer be obliged to work hard but could instead “passer le restant de [s]es jours 

à [s]e dorer au soleil” (P 58). There are no surprises in this revelation for a reader hailing from a 

developed society; there is nothing unusual about making a good living from investment property. 

The sale of the pig farm goes ahead, and Valérie’s father is able to buy a large apartment on the coast 

of Brittany for the family to live in with enough money left over to purchase three studios in 

Torremolinos in Malaga; from the first year of his investment, he makes more money than he ever 

had in any of his years as a farmer. Once again: no surprise to the reader. But what does this say about 

contemporary Western society? Houellebecq hints: “ils [Valérie’s parents] vivaient dans un pays où 

l’investissement productif n’apportait aucun réel avantage par rapport à l’investissement spéculatif” 

(P 58). In other words, honest, productive work, producing the most essential of necessities, that is, 

food, has less value in developed society than having capital in the leisure sector. For Houellebecq, 

this is baffling. It is not a sign of progress but one of declining values and priorities, a symptom of a 

society which has lost its way.  

The same conundrum reappears thirty-odd pages later. Holidaying in Thailand, the narrator Michel 

learns that the town he is currently visiting has long been a major centre in the metallurgical industry. 

Michel appreciates the tangible and concrete nature of such work, posing the question: “que serions-

nous sans constructions métallurgiques?” (P 85). Iron, he muses, is extracted in obscure regions, 

transported by cargo, and transformed into machine tools, usually by Japanese firms, with the actual 

fabrication – the hard labour – taking place in locations such as the Thai town in which he finds himself, 

the products serving the purposes of western tourists (P 85). This leads to a comparison between the 

hard graft of ironworking and the careers of two of Michel’s travel companions, Babette and Léa. 

These two young women work as event planners; Michel supposes they must make a decent amount 

of money, and on discovering that they make twenty-five times more money than the Thai metal-

workers, concludes “[l]’économie est un mystère” (P 86). The juxtaposition of the two types of work 

renders the latter ridiculous, and the market forces which render it more valuable nonsensical. 
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Implicitly, Houellebecq points out the madness that a career in such an unessential industry – event 

planning – should pay twenty-five times more than the productive and fundamental work of blue-

collar Thai workers. 

Michel continues to focus on the contrast between the cushy lifestyle of Westerners on holiday and 

the productiveness of everyone else. His critique is not reserved for Babette and Léa; he soon turns 

his gaze to himself. Poolside at the hotel in Koh Samui, Singapore Sling in hand, Michel watches 

Babette and Léa dive into the pool together and thinks: 

Pendant ce temps des gens travaillaient, produisaient des denrées utiles ; ou inutiles parfois. 
Qu’avais-je produit, moi-même, pendant mes quarante années d’existence ? À vrai dire, pas 
grand-chose. […] En un mot, j’avais travaillé dans le tertiaire. Les gens comme moi, on aurait 
pu s’en passer. (P 88) 

As did Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires, Michel begins to question his value to society. As a tertiary 

sector worker, dealing with information in much the same way as the narrator of Extension du 

domaine de la lutte, he realises he has nothing tangible to show for his forty years. He has produced 

nothing. Even people who have produced non-essentials, have at least produced something. Michel 

can find no way to valorise what he does, nor does he appear to want to, concluding that that he is a 

“parasite modeste” (P 89). Houellebecq’s characters want to feel useful in their work. With this desire, 

they require more from their work than the “vie utile” cynically described by Forrester in L’horreur 

économique: for Forrester, the economic systems deem a useful life to be tied to holding a job and 

earning wages (104). This is not enough for Bruno or Michel: earning their salary is not satisfactory. 

Both men desire fulfilment from the work itself. 

This concern about one’s usefulness, or lack thereof, has a tradition in dystopian literature, and can 

be dated to before the shift to a dominant tertiary sector. Published in 1952, in reaction to increasing 

automation in industry, Kurt Vonnegut’s dystopian novel Player Piano broaches the question of 

usefulness and fulfilment from work. In the novel, technological advances see machines become 

responsible for the majority of production, resulting in few jobs for the working classes: the hero, Paul, 

an educated manager, becomes disillusioned with the industrial system and his lack of true 

productivity. While reading a novel about bargemen on the old Erie Ship Canal, Paul muses on the 

skills of such heroes, comparing their competencies to his own and finding himself lacking:  

Skills – that was what the hands of the heroes in the novels had, skills. To date, Paul’s hands 
had learned to do little save grip a pen, pencil, toothbrush, hair brush, razor, knife, fork, spoon, 
cup, glass, faucet, doorknob, switch, handkerchief, towel, zipper, button, snap, bar of soap, 
book, comb, wife, or steering wheel. (Vonnegut Jr. 126)  
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As we have seen, this fear of having few physical competencies is still relevant in Houellebecq’s take 

on contemporary working life. So too is Paul’s realisation that a key criterion for human fulfilment and 

self-worth is: “the feeling of being needed and useful, the foundation of self-respect” (Vonnegut Jr. 

151). In Houellebecq’s take on Western society, this feeling remains, and as long as it does so, the 

Keynesian utopia will be unobtainable. 

As developed society draws nearer to the predicted end of Keynes’ transition to a harmonious leisure 

utopia, the concerns of Houellebecq’s characters about their productivity and lack of usefulness 

suggest that we are no closer to coming to terms with the nature of unproductive work, and that we 

are perhaps not headed towards Keynes’ utopia at all. Work, as the only source of income for people 

who have no assets or inherited wealth, remains necessary for the majority of people, but unfulfilling 

for many due to its immaterial nature. They cannot enjoy their wealth and ample leisure time due to 

their lack of fulfilment, whereas those performing fundamental work and producing necessities such 

as food have the satisfaction of being productive but are not rewarded sufficiently to make their work 

enjoyable. It is a paradox, a dystopian set-up where few can be happy. 

Post-Marxist dystopia 

The anxiety felt by Houellebecq’s characters about their lack of productivity suggests a kind of post-

Marxist treatment of alienation from labour. Karl Marx details this theory in the Economic and 

Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, suggesting that the time and effort spent by the worker is “embodied 

in an object, which has become material”, making the object “the objectification of labour” (108). 

Indeed, so intimate is the link between the worker and the products of their labour, that for Marx, the 

worker is putting his very self into the things he produces: “The worker puts his life into the object; 

but now his life no longer belongs to him but to the object” (108). The problem with this arises under 

the capitalist system, in the industrialist context in which Marx was writing. The scenario Marx 

describes is that of the labourer on the production line, producing items, or parts of items, which 

would belong not to himself but to the capitalist that employs him. When the material item, which is 

the embodiment of the labour which went into its creation, is appropriated from the worker, 

alienation from labour occurs, penalising the worker in a material sense but also distancing him from 

himself, separating him from the object into which he put a part of himself. The effects on the worker, 

according to Marx are thus: 

The laws of political economy express the estrangement of the worker in his object thus: the 
more the worker produces, the less he has to consume; the more values he creates, the more 
valueless he becomes; the better formed his product, the more deformed becomes the 
worker; the more civilized his object, the more barbarous becomes the worker; the more 



74 
 

powerful labor becomes, the more powerless becomes the worker; the more ingenious labor 
becomes, the less ingenious becomes the worker and the more he becomes nature’s 
bondsman. (109) 

The situation in contemporary society is, of course, very different, and this is reflected in 

Houellebecq’s novels. His characters do not work in factories or on production lines, indeed, with the 

exception of the artists, they do not produce anything physical at all. As tertiary sector workers, they 

deal with information and therefore do not create anything tangible, by which their labour can be 

objectified, and from which they can be alienated. In Houellebecq’s universe, this does not protect 

the modern worker from alienation. The difference (or perhaps what has evolved since the inception 

of Marx’s theory) is that labour in the tertiary sector results in no tangible outcome. Marx says “[t]he 

worker puts his life into the object; but now his life no longer belongs to him but to the object” (108); 

for a tertiary sector worker (and thus the vast majority of employees in developed societies), however, 

the part of themselves that they put into their work is effectively lost. This helps to explain the 

disconnect Houellebecq’s characters feel in regards to their work and their uneasiness about their lack 

of productivity; it also serves to critique working practices of modern Western society, suggesting that 

the economic shift from fabrication to service alienates man not only from his labour, but from 

himself. 

Parallel economies 

In this final section of this chapter, I will discuss two parallel economies in the Houellebecquian 

universe, which run alongside the main money economy, but do not replace it. One of these 

economies is the sexual economy: explicitly named by Houellebecq in Extension du domaine de la 

lutte, and discussed at length in the secondary literature. The second, I argue, is an implicit attention 

economy. I suggest that these two economies not only illuminate further sources of unhappiness in 

the modern world – namely, sexual poverty and attention deficit – but also work as allegories which 

highlight and strengthen Houellebecq’s depiction of the ruthless and unfair nature of capitalism, thus 

adding to his dystopian portrayal of the present. These links between social interactions and criticism 

of capitalism in Houellebecq’s fiction have already been picked up by certain scholars, who recognise 

such parallels but have not explored how deeply they inform his world view. This section addresses 

this gap, showing that both economies contribute to Houellebecq’s declinist depiction of 

contemporary society, with both sexual and attention imbalance in modern society being traceable to 

the soixante-huitards – the generation preceding that of Houellebecq’s anti-heroes. 
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The Sexual Economy 

I will begin with Houellebecq’s better-known sexual economy which runs parallel to, but 

independently of, the money economy. This economy, in which the prime commodity is sex, is 

summarised by Douglas Morrey as “a system of social hierarchy, parallel to that of personal wealth, 

but based on sex” (“Sex and the Single Male” 145), and is introduced in Extension du domaine de la 

lutte in this key passage: 

Décidément, me disais-je, dans nos sociétés, le sexe représente bel et bien un second système 
de différenciation, tout à fait indépendant de l’argent ; et il se comporte comme un système 
de différenciation au moins aussi impitoyable. Les effets de ces deux systèmes sont d’ailleurs 
strictement équivalents. Tout comme le libéralisme économique sans frein, et pour des 
raisons analogues, le libéralisme sexuel produit des phénomènes de paupérisation absolue. 
(EDL 100) 

The narrator didactically asserts that the two economic systems are independent of each other, 

however, the two economies are in fact related in that the rules of the liberal economy are extended 

to the field of sexual and sentimental relationships (Favier 98). As such, effects of the sexual economy 

on society are every bit as brutal as those of the money economy, encouraging the accumulation of 

personal wealth and concentrating this wealth, and therefore happiness, in the hands of a few. 

Functioning independently of the money economy, Houellebecq’s sexual economy is subject to the 

same pressures of supply and demand and is presented as a source of suffering. His male protagonists 

systematically fail to attract enough, if any, sexual partners to satisfy their desires. This lack of sex 

effectively makes them paupers, on the wrong side of the rich-poor analogy, identified by Irène Favier 

who, referring to Extension du domaine de la lutte, says:  

Sexuality, according to the narrator, tends to be used as a means to distinguish oneself from 
the other. It has, still according to him, new kinds of poverty and wealth, and has deeply 
rooted sexual performance at the core of social hierarchy. (98) 

This sexual pauperism is featured throughout Houellebecq’s six novels and is experienced by both 

main and secondary characters. Indeed, despite the numerous sex scenes throughout Houellebecq’s 

works, Morrey remarks that “these are novels, more than anything else, about people not having sex” 

(Humanity and Its Aftermath 22). This lack of sex is an ongoing source of frustration and misery in the 

Houellebecquian universe. His characters may have the financial means to enjoy a comfortable 

lifestyle, but their inability to be competitive in the battle for sexual partners makes for an existence 

in which, the narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte tells us, “le trouble et l’agitation sont 

considérables” (EDL 101). Indeed, failure to perform on the sexual economy is enough, in 

Houellebecq’s present-day dystopia, to drive a financially-successful person to suicide as we see in the 
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case of Gérard Leverrier, a colleague of the narrator’s former girlfriend in Extension du domaine de la 

lutte. At twenty-six years of age, Gérard was an administrator at the Assemblée Nationale, and earned 

an above-average salary of thirty thousand francs a month. Despite his successful career, Gérard is 

described as a shy man with a tendency to depression; he commits suicide whilst on annual leave. The 

allusion to Gérard’s depressive tendencies suggests it is the man’s mental constitution which is to 

blame for his suicide. However, Houellebecq’s mention of the character directly after the unveiling of 

his sexual economy theory, and the anecdote which follows, make it clear that it is Gérard’s lack of 

sexual fortitude which drove him to kill himself. Gérard, it is revealed, was known for the problems he 

was having in the purchase of a bed. Assuring the reader that buying a bed is no laughing matter, the 

narrator goes on to explain what the purchase of a bed signifies: “Acheter un lit à une place c’est 

avouer publiquement qu’on n’a pas de vie sexuelle, et qu’on n’envisage pas d’en avoir dans un avenir 

rapproché ni même lointain […].” (EDL 102). Gérard, we must deduce, had no need of a larger bed for 

not only did he not have a sexual partner, he had no hope of obtaining one in the future. In 

Houellebecq’s universe, such a prospect is not merely frustrating or upsetting, instead, the narrator 

implies, it is grounds for ending one’s life.  

Gérard is not the only sexual pauper in Extension du domaine de la lutte. The reader is briefly 

introduced to Cathy Lechardoy, a plain-looking woman who inspires compassion and pity from the 

narrator because of her desperate situation of involuntary celibacy (EDL 47). (The narrator’s sympathy 

perhaps comes from his own sexual poverty, for he has not been with a woman in two years himself.) 

The full horror of total failure on the sexual economy, however, is reserved for the narrator’s 

colleague, Raphaël Tisserand. It is through this character – an ugly, twenty-eight-year-old virgin – that 

Houellebecq demonstrates the dystopian nature of the sexual economy when one has no sexual 

capital to offer. Raphaël is rejected multiple times throughout the novel because of his physical 

appearance. The final blow is his failure to seduce an attractive young woman – whom the narrator 

calls “la pseudo-Véronique” due to her resemblance to his own ex-girlfriend – in a nightclub in La 

Roche-sur-Yon on Christmas Eve. Raphaël instead watches her choose another partner, a tall young 

man of mixed race, with whom she makes “un couple magnifique” (EDL 117). Raphaël has been a 

sexual pauper his whole life, and the incident with the pseudo-Véronique not only highlights his lack 

of sexual capital (for it is clear he cannot compete with the handsome man she chooses) but also 

shows how much suffering his failure on the sexual economy causes him. Raphaël’s reaction is 

physical, his whole body trembles, before he plaintively asks the narrator: “Qu’est-ce que je peux 

faire?” (EDL 117). The narrator’s response reminds us that there is nothing to be done, revealing a 

fatalistic outlook which allows no escape from Raphaël’s suffering. Raphaël does not have, has never 

had, and will never have, any sexual capital and thus will always be poor: “C’est foutu depuis 
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longtemps, depuis l’origine. Tu ne représenteras jamais, Raphaël, un rêve érotique de jeune fille. Il 

faut en prendre ton parti ; de telles choses ne sont pas pour toi.” (EDL 117) For sexual paupers such 

as Raphaël, Houellebecq’s sexual economy represents a dystopian marketplace in which they can 

never be successful, a deterministic ladder on which one can never improve their position but only 

slide down. I will address this idea in more detail shortly. 

Conversely, too much success on the sexual economy is also shown to be detrimental in Extension du 

domaine de la lutte. Discussing his now-hated ex-girlfriend, Véronique, the narrator remarks that she 

had once been capable of love but “avait connu trop de discothèques et d’amants; un tel mode de vie 

appauvrit l’être humain, lui infligeant des dommages parfois graves et toujours irréversibles” (EDL 

114). The sexual economy, it seems, not only impoverishes but also allows, even encourages, certain 

individuals to obtain more than is good for them. Too little sex is damaging but too much can also 

have terrible effects; Véronique is just as miserable as poor, sex-starved Raphaël. Throughout 

Houellebecq’s novels, then, the sexual economy allows only for dystopian outcomes: poverty; 

overload; or the loss of one’s only chance of happiness, for when a seemingly safe middle ground is 

reached with one loving partner – such as Bruno and Christiane in Les Particules élémentaires, Michel 

and Valérie in Plateforme, Daniel and Esther in La Possibilité d’une île, Jed and Olga in La Carte et le 

territoire, and François and Miriam in Soumission – the couple is never permitted to remain united. 

Despite the apparent happiness of the couples, in Houellebecq’s dystopian universe an equal sexual 

exchange is never possible for a sustained length of time: the author apparently finds such a thing 

impossible in the atomised society of the West. 

As we saw in the example of Raphaël Tisserand, success on Houellebecq’s sexual economy relies 

heavily on the sexual capital with which one is born. This reflects the underlying determinism of the 

capitalist economy. In Houellebecq’s universe, sexual capital almost always requires both youth and 

beauty (a topic which will be addressed more comprehensively in the following chapter on the body). 

Occasionally, certain characters find success with charm: Karim’s success with the beautiful 

Rosicrucian woman in Les Particules élémentaires is attributed to his being “chaleureux”, despite being 

short with a bit of a belly and not very handsome (PE 118); Daniel in La Possibilité d’une île is initially 

attractive to Esther because he makes her laugh. Daniel’s success with Esther, however, is short-lived. 

His ability to amuse Esther, along with his financial success initially constitute enough sexual capital 

to attract her attention, but he eventually falls from her favour, witnessing his displacement in a cruel 

fashion at Esther’s birthday party in Madrid. After she refuses to talk or dance with him, or indeed 

have anything to do with him, Daniel sees Esther with her sexual partners of choice: two dark-haired 

boys who are young, muscular, and, one senses, better-looking than him, Daniel’s sexual capital is no 
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longer sufficient, and Esther’s rejection of him in favour of young men with youth and looks 

unattainable to him results in the beginning of Daniel’s final spiral into misery: “je savais à peu près ce 

qui m’attendait. J’étais manifestement rentré dans la dernière ligne droite” (PI 336). For Bruno in Les 

Particules élémentaires, the importance – and the injustice – of physical appearance to sexual 

conquest is a lesson learned in adolescence. Spending his summer holidays at his mother’s villa in the 

south of France, Bruno is surrounded by young women but understands he cannot have access to 

them because there are other, more desirable boys who are “plus grands, plus bronzés et plus forts” 

(PE 60).  

These examples all illustrate the suffering engendered by the sexual economy, showing the despair 

that comes when one’s stock is clearly inferior to that of others. And even when one is successful – 

like Véronique in Extension du domaine de la lutte – one runs the risk of consuming too much, or 

having one’s partner taken away. This suffering leads to dystopian solutions presented in three of 

Houellebecq’s novels. The first of these is the proposal of literal sexual equality in Les Particules 

élémentaires, wherein it is suggested that sexual difference is suppressed in the clones supplanting 

the human race. Such an action would reduce competition on the sexual economy. In La Possibilité 

d’une île, a different approach pursues the same outcome: the clones are genetically modified so that 

sexual urges are dampened, diminishing the possibility of sexual pleasure but rendering the sexual 

economy obsolete. In Soumission, yet another approach is suggested: the appropriation of young 

female bodies in the Muslim gerontocracy of Soumission. This is perhaps the most dystopian of all 

Houellebecq’s proposals: by forcing young women to marry older men, the suffering of being 

uncompetitive on the sexual economy is resolved for a small portion of the population (wealthy 

Muslim men) but exacerbated for those outside of that group, while the young women selected for 

marriage lose their sexual agency. 

Sexual economy and declinism 

As I have shown, the sexual economy is a source of frustration and suffering in the Houellebecquian 

universe, contributing to the dystopian nature of Houellebecq’s depiction of present-day society. For 

Houellebecq, the sexual economy and its negative impact on the majority of Western individuals is a 

modern problem, allowed to take root in developed society due to recent events in the Western 

world. Specifically, these are sexual liberation and the events of May 1968. Throughout his novels, 

particularly Les Particules élémentaires and Plateforme, Houellebecq singles out May 1968 as a 

watershed moment in the Western history which opened the door for more relaxed sexual mores, the 

development of an individualistic culture, and subsequently, the social atomisation he laments across 

his novelistic corpus. As Houellebecq tells it, the soixante-huitards, in their push for sexual freedom, 
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created the self-serving neo-liberal environment which has allowed the sexual economy to flourish, 

resulting in social and moral decline. This contrasts to a rosy and nostalgic view of pre-1968 society, 

which is portrayed as superior to Houellebecq’s socially crumbling present.  

The Attention Economy 

The sexual economy explains much of the suffering experienced by Houellebecq’s characters when it 

comes to interaction with other people, but only those interactions during which sex is sought. It does 

not account for the need for basic human attention which is also displayed in Houellebecq’s novels. 

Much of the interaction between the sexes in Houellebecq’s novels is sexually motivated, but often 

attention rather than sex emerges as the desired outcome. This is visible in the opening page of 

Houellebecq’s first novel, Extension du domaine de la lutte. The novel commences with a description 

of a drunk woman performing a striptease at a party. Despite the sexual connotations of the act, it is 

quickly made clear that the woman is not looking for sex at all. Having taken off her clothes while 

making “des mines incroyables”, the woman dances for a moment and re-dresses, there being nothing 

left for her to do. Reinforcing the unseductive nature of the woman’s performance, the narrator 

comments, “D’ailleurs c’est une fille qui ne couche avec personne. Ce qui souligne bien l’absurdité de 

son comportement” (EDL 5). For the narrator, it is ridiculous that a striptease be performed by a 

person with no intention to seduce or want sexual congress. Considered in the context of attention, 

however, her behaviour is not so absurd as that. The striptease has very little to do with sex and 

everything to do with attention. A similar scenario is presented in La Possibilité d’une île. A bikini 

competition takes place on a beach on Lanzarote; Daniel observes the provocative behaviour of the 

competitors who are all female adolescents: 

[L]’une après l’autre, les filles s’avancèrent sur scène, en bikini, pour effectuer une sorte de 
danse érotique : elles tortillaient des fesses, s’enduisaient d’huile solaire, jouaient avec les 
bretelles de leur soutien-gorge, etc. (PI 257) 

The erotic performances of the girls are not made to attract partners but rather the attention of all 

those watching the competition, with the winner to take the largest share of all. Just like the woman 

in the first chapter of Extension du domaine de la lutte, the girls in the competition employ seductive 

behaviour to earn attention rather than sex. Clearly, sex can be used to draw attention for attention’s 

sake (which is perhaps why Houellebecq includes graphic sex scenes in his novels), suggesting that sex 

is not the only important commodity alongside money in the Houellebecquian universe. I therefore 

suggest that the sexual economy is not the only major parallel economy in play in Houellebecq’s 

fiction. While the sexual economy is explicitly named and explained in Extension du domaine de la 

lutte and visible throughout Houellebecq’s subsequent novels, I will show that a second parallel 
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economy, one of attention, is implicit throughout his corpus, adding to the dystopian world in which 

his characters live and emphasising interpersonal decline in developed society. While much of the 

suffering in his universe can be attributed to lack of success on the sexual economy, the sexual 

economy does not account for all the unhappiness brought about by a lack of human interaction. 

Furthermore, the problem of invisibility, or lacking attention, is a particularly modern one which, as I 

will show, is both relevant and pertinent to the information society which Houellebecq so deplores. 

Attention economy offers another dimension to Houellebecq’s dystopian present and allows us to 

examine his declinist concerns from yet another angle, that of the implications of the information 

society. 

Information and attention 

An economy of attention describes a situation where attention is a finite and sought-after commodity. 

Conceptualised by Samuel Goldhaber in 198345 when excitement about the information revolution 

was growing, the concept gained momentum in the 1990s as the use of computers and the internet 

became increasingly widespread (Goldhaber, “Attention Ec. Idea”). In his article, “The Attention 

Economy and the Net” Goldhaber suggests that as the World Wide Web and the Internet are to be 

spaces in which humans increasingly live their lives, economic laws will adapt to this new environment. 

Consequently, he argues, money will cease to be the principal form of currency and a new economy, 

based on infinite and accessible information and the attention needed to process it, will emerge 

(“Attention Economy and the Net”). Goldhaber’s vision for the concept was, and still is, not merely a 

parallel or complementary economy to run alongside the money economy which has dominated 

exchange since feudal times, but that attention would become more important than money, 

eventually supplanting the latter and establishing itself as the dominant currency in the years to come. 

This vision would see attention become a currency in itself, rather than a way to encourage people to 

spend money. As we shall soon see, Goldhaber’s prediction has not yet come to pass, and the money 

and attention economies do indeed intersect. Goldhaber’s identification of the value of attention in 

developed society, however, has proved astute.  

With the prevalence of celebrity culture in the developed world today and the proliferation of social 

media sites, which can serve as platforms from which money can be made from the attention of 

others, the notion of an economy of attention is not so farfetched. Houellebecq acknowledges the 

desirability of achieving fame over all other forms of career success in Les Particules élémentaires: 

                                                             
45 Samuel Goldhaber claims to be behind the concept of attention economy in response to a question on his 
blog, published 2 June 2014. See goldhaber.org/q-and-a-with-annika-jannsen/, (accessed 10 August 2016). 

http://goldhaber.org/q-and-a-with-annika-jannsen/
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La célébrité culturelle n’était qu’un médiocre ersatz à la vraie gloire, la gloire médiatique ; et 
celle-ci, liée à l’industrie du divertissement, drainait des masses d’argent plus considérables 
que toute autre activité humaine. Qu’était un banquier, un ministre, un chef d’entreprise par 
rapport à un acteur de cinéma ou à une rock star? Financièrement, sexuellement et à tous 
points de vue un zéro. (PE 193) 

The birth of the concept, however, can be traced to a different, less superficial development: the rise 

of the information society. As mentioned above, Goldhaber cites his observations of the burgeoning 

information revolution of the eighties as the inspiration for his attention economy theory. As I 

discussed in the previous chapter, the increasing dominance of the tertiary sector over the primary 

and secondary sectors in developed societies reflects the shift from working with tangible products to 

working with information or virtual products. This shift resulted in the use of terms such as 

“information society” and even “information economy”, both of which are far more recognisable than 

“attention economy”. Nevertheless, Goldhaber insists that these expressions are, in fact, misnomers: 

Information, however, would be an impossible basis for an economy, for one simple 
reason: economies are governed by what is scarce, and information, especially on the 
Net, is not only abundant, but overflowing. (“Attention Economy and the Net”) 

What is needed to process all that information is the scarce and finite resource that is human 

attention, a point with which Richard A. Lanham agrees: 

Information is not in short supply in the new information economy. We’re drowning 
in it. What we lack is the human attention needed to make sense of it all. It will be 
easier to find our place in the new regime if we think of it as an economics of 
attention. Attention is the commodity in short supply. (xi) 

As we saw in the previous chapter, the rise of the tertiary sector in developed society is well-

documented in Houellebecq’s novels, commencing in Extension du domaine de la lutte with further 

explicit mentions in Les Particules élémentaires and Plateforme. The post-industrialist shift from what 

Lanham describes as “stuff” to “fluff” (7) is a recurring theme in Houellebecq’s fiction.  Throughout his 

novels, Houellebecq depicts not only the normalcy of working in the tertiary sector, but also the 

unease that comes with the realisation that information – much of it meaningless to us despite 

requiring so much of our attention – has become a major part of our lives. 

The concept of the attention economy has been expanded by other thinkers, mainly in the context of 

business and the internet, as, indeed, Goldhaber intended. The nature of publications on the subject 

reflects the commercial nature of the economy, and, in some cases, the opportunities it presents. 

Goldhaber ends “The attention economy and the Net” with suggestions on how businesses could 

prepare for the transition from money economy to dominant attention economy, while The Attention 

Economy: Understanding the New Currency of Business by Thomas H. Davenport and John C. Beck is, 
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essentially, a guide for entrepreneurs wishing to increase their exposure to clients in order to expand 

their businesses. More recently, books have been published linking the attention economy to the 

humanities: Jonathan Beller’s The Cinematic Mode of Production: Attention Economy and the Society 

of the Spectacle proposes that the advent of cinema in the twentieth century turned the act of looking 

into a form of labour, whereas Lanham documents the shift from “economy of things” to “economy 

of attention” in The Economics of Attention: Style and Substance in the Age of Information, suggesting 

that the arts and humanities have an important role to play in studying the allocation of human 

attention. As contemporary literature reflects the increasing competition for attention in modern 

society, the concept of attention economy provides a useful and illuminating tool for understanding 

the impact of attention shortage, which can be seen in Houellebecq’s socially critical fiction. 

Goldhaber envisioned a full transition from an economy of money to one of attention, a scenario 

which has not been realised. Attention, however, is proving to have increasing relevance since his 

initial prediction. The development of social media and content-sharing platforms offer increasing 

opportunities to draw attention to oneself, and the response has been enthusiastic. Responding on 

his blog to a suggestion that the concept of attention economy might have become obsolete, 

Goldhaber agreed that his initial prediction has not played out and conceded that his vision of a new 

economic system had not gone mainstream. Nevertheless, Goldhaber was also able to defend the 

concept by pointing out the lengths people go to in this second decade of the twenty-first century in 

order to attract attention: 

Today people seek attention and stardom largely through the web or smartphone apps, 
ranging from self-published books, through YouTube videos, Instagram photos, Facebooks 
postings, Twitter tweets, blogs, and many other similar forms. […] At the same time, older 
paths of attention-seeking still certainly exist: regular publication, becoming a star chef, a 
sports star, writing for or acting in TV (broadcast or cable) series or theatrical movies, poetry 
slams and on and on. The audience is becoming ever-more global. […] A larger-than-ever 
fraction of many or most people’s time is spent in paying or seeking attention through all 
these means and more. Altogether, the competition for attention is more intense than ever. 
(“Q and A with Annika Janssen”) 

While Goldhaber states that people seek both attention and fame, he goes on to focus on attention-

seeking as a way to become well-known or to make a living. This corresponds with the line of thinking 

that the attention economy is a complement of, if not a successor to, the money economy: a system 

which drives the exchange of tangible wealth between people. The growing importance of fame is not 

lost on Houellebecq: Michel in Les Particules élémentaires wryly muses that he was wrong to believe 

that suffering conferred dignity on human beings, rather: “Ce qui donnait à l’homme une dignité 

supplémentaire, c’était la télévision” (PE 120). This idea reappears in La Carte et le territoire. Alongside 

the wholly fictional characters are a number of names, recognizable, at least to French readers, as 
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those of well known French media personalities – including Julien Lepers (presenter of the quiz show 

Questions pour un champion), Frédéric Beigbeder (writer, director, and television and radio host), 

Jean-Pierre Pernaut (presenter of the news bulletin 13 heures), and, of course, Houellebecq himself. 

Engel Hugues identifies this inclusion of celebrities in the novel as pipolisation – the media’s propensity 

for making the privates lives of famous people public as entertainment and spectacle (44). Claude 

Dédomon also explicitly marks the novel out as containing pipolisation, but goes further, arguing that 

the novel highlights the devasting effects of capitalism on “’la valeur artisinale et romantique’ de l’art” 

through its portrayal of le devenir artiste: not a vocation based on aesthetics and production, but a 

calculated trajectory to stardom (Dédomon). This quest for celebrity appears at odds with the 

introverted personality of the main character Jed, who does indeed achieve both fame and fortune 

with his photography and painting. But even if Jed is a reluctant star, he benefits from the attention 

economy: he obtains access to a world inhabited by celebrities, whose interest further increases his 

capital; attracts the attention of “une des cinq plus belles femmes de Paris” (CT 73); and gains the 

financial means to carry out his desire to shut himself off from the rest of the world, in comfort and 

on his own terms. Dédomon’s reading of La Carte et le territoire suggests that Jed’s success is due to 

clever strategy – “management médiatique” and “une machine promotionnelle” – resulting in success 

on the attention economy, rather than sheer talent, and underlines the advantages attention can bring 

in the modern world.  

However, Jed’s mental state after earning his fortune points to another economical issue visible in 

Houellebecq’s novels: the problem of excess. Jed is one of several successful but depressive artists in 

Houellebecq’s œuvre, alongside the fictional Houellebecq in La Carte et le territoire and also Daniel in 

La Possibilité d’une île. The depiction of these characters suggests that excessive wealth cannot buy 

happiness, and at worst, could be detrimental. Their wealth cannot buy them love and while it can 

buy them the isolation they crave to escape the everyday dystopia of their lives in society, this isolation 

appears to be unhealthy. This excess of financial wealth is mirrored in cases of attention and sexual 

over-exposure, one of the most being Véronique – the narrator’s ex-girlfriend – in Extension du 

domaine de la lutte, whom the narrator describes as being damaged from having too much sex with 

too many partners. Another such case is the beautiful Esther in La Possibilité d’une île: protected 

though she is by an apparently simple outlook on life and an ability to live in the moment and enjoy 

hedonistic pleasures, she is incapable of maintaining a lasting relationship – presumably from having 

such a large choice of partners. Furthermore, she suffers from the Daniel’s excessive (and obsessive) 

attention after she leaves him; fixated upon her, he writes to her and calls her incessantly, and 

eventually travels across Spain to loiter around her residence in Madrid, frightening her (PI 422). In 
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both the sexual and attention economies at play in Houellebecq’s novels the balance is delicate, and 

there is little evidence that a happy medium is possible in either. 

Not all attention transactions are sought after as part of a quest for wealth and fame. Goldhaber also 

touches on the idea that attention is a basic human need, asserting that “even if you do not especially 

make a point of reaching for attention, even if you are very shy and reclusive, you still probably cannot 

do without some minimum” (“The Attention Economy and the Net”). This minimum is also 

acknowledged by Houellebecq, who, describing a young Bruno’s attempt to touch the leg of a female 

classmate in Les Particules élémentaires, places it before sexual conquest:  

Il y avait eu chez ce petit garçon quelque chose de très pur et de très doux, d’antérieur à toute 
sexualité, à toute consommation érotique. Il y avait eu un désir de toucher un corps aimant, 
de se serrer entre des bras aimants. La tendresse est antérieure à la séduction, c’est pourquoi 
il est si difficile de désespérer. (PE 52) 

Couched as yet another authoritative impersonal statement, the final clause is startlingly and 

uncharacteristically hopeful, suggesting that the tenderness is worth pursuing. However, the better 

acquainted one is with Houellebecq’s writing, the more poignantly sad these words are. Houellebecq’s 

characters are so desperate for positive contact with other people that even when all appears to be 

lost, they are compelled to keep searching for love. In the Houellebecquian universe this usually 

proves impossible, condemning his characters to a life without the necessary minimum of attention.   

Even Davenport and Beck, whose book focuses on business improvement, acknowledge that an 

attention deficit has an effect outside of professional life. Attention transactions thus take place 

regularly outside the context of business and the Internet, but this is an area which is currently under-

explored. And yet, it is this aspect of attention economy – the transacting between people in everyday 

life for that minimum of attention needed for wellbeing – that is more important and more relevant 

to the general population. Lanham states that in this new economy, the arts and letters come to the 

fore as “the disciplines that study how attention is allocated, how cultural capital is created”, and that 

they have taken precedence over the disciplines that stand at the centre in what he calls an economy 

of stuff (xii). Attention transactions can not only generate wealth in the material sense of the word, 

but also social capital, which is not tangible, but has value nonetheless, the results of which could be 

fame, social standing or simply emotional wellbeing – that minimum of needed attention mentioned 

by Goldhaber. The quest for attention is explicit in Houellebecq’s novels, particularly La Possibilité 

d’une île and La Carte et le territoire which both feature main characters in positions of celebrity. 

Implicit throughout all his novels, however, is this subtler, yet more fundamental, aspect of the 

attention economy – the attention sought and paid by individuals to meet a basic human need.  
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Attention shortage: a modern problem 

The spending and receiving of attention is not unique to modern times. The language used to convey 

ideas about giving and receiving attention is testament to the longstanding economic value of 

attention. This is visible in both English and French. In English, one pays attention or has attention paid 

to oneself by another; it is not given freely but has enough value that it must be earned. In French, the 

expression prêter attention à quelqu’un insists even more on the aspect of reciprocity: one lends 

attention, insinuating that it should be returned. I shall discuss the importance of reciprocity on the 

attention economy further in this chapter. Before that, I wish to show how attention shortage is a 

particularly modern issue. Put quite simply, attention shortage is due to an overabundance of 

information. Davenport and Beck explain: 

Previous generations of citizens didn’t have an attention problem, at least not compared to 
ours. They didn’t have the Internet with its ever-increasing number of Web sites. At most, 
they had a few channels of broadcast television, a local newspaper, and a few magazines […]. 
Given the explosion of information sources since then, these previous objects of our attention 
seem rather paltry. (Davenport and Beck)  

In other words, in contemporary society there are more resources competing for human attention 

than ever before, even more than Davenport and Beck mention here. The modern individual can 

access more reading material; an ever-increasing number of television channels; more films; more 

pornography (in multiple formats: print, films, peepshows and, of course, the Internet); more 

advertising, which beckons from television sets, screens in malls, or in print form which clogs our 

mailboxes; not to mention the Internet in its own right, which provides not only endless material for 

reading or watching, but also the opportunity to communicate with other, disembodied people – 

sometimes, for a price. These are all examples of what Goldhaber calls “illusory attention” (“Attention 

Economy and the Net”), that is, the various forms of media to which people turn when they are not 

getting the right kind of attention and which generate the semblance of being paid attention. 

This information glut and the shortage of attention it begets by skewing priorities when spending 

attention, is visible throughout Houellebecq’s novels. His main characters frequently resort to 

pornography: both the narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte and Bruno in Les Particules 

élémentaires visit adult cinemas; Bruno purchases pornographic magazines and frequents peepshows, 

as does Michel in Plateforme. Bruno also reveals to his girlfriend, Christiane, that he once spent 

thousands of francs on Minitel – a pre-World Wide Web French online service – which he undoubtedly 

used for its adult chat services and to access pornography (PE 176). Furthermore, they are bombarded 

with, and sometimes enthralled by, advertising: Michel in Les Particules élémentaires is struck by the 

insight on European society offered by a 3 Suisses catalogue (PE 123); the narrator of Extension 
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describes a pack of vagrants taking shelter in a shopping centre, standing “devant les moniteurs vidéo, 

absorbant sans réaction les images de pub” (EDL 130). These forms of illusory attention are modern 

inventions, and Houellebecq’s characters are driven to use them because the explosion of information 

resources – also due to technological advances in the modern age – make competition for attention 

fiercer than ever. Houellebecq’s characters get caught in a vicious circle: the lack of attention they 

receive from other people leads them to seek out forms of illusory attention, which then lead to a 

retreat from social interactions which could result in real attention being paid to them. In this way, 

attention shortage is another contributor to societal breakdown and decline in Houellebecq’s 

dystopian depiction of Western society. When information becomes abundant – as it has in 

contemporary developed society – attention economy becomes important, and this is visible in 

Houellebecq’s universe. He explicitly discusses the inadequacy felt by the tertiary sector worker whose 

job it is to handle information. Implicit, however, is the misery brought about by being invisible – the 

result of not obtaining sufficient attention from other people. Because of this, Houellebecq’s misfits 

are dependent on illusory attention in order to fulfil their need for human information, however, it is 

also evident that this illusory attention is not adequate either, for because of the illusory nature of 

that type of attention, Houellebecq’s characters are still unhappy. In Houellebecq’s world, only a lucky 

few obtain enough attention, while the rest is suffering from deprivation. This has a detrimental effect 

on the individual, and, as I will show in the following section, is one of the recurring problems faced 

by Houellebecq’s characters in his dystopian depiction of decline in contemporary Western society.  

Reciprocity 

In a world where attention is continually demanded, not all attention paid can be returned. In a fair 

and balanced system, attention paid would be reciprocated. In Houellebecq’s novels, this does not 

happen. His male characters frequently pay attention to women, only to receive an unsatisfactory 

response or, worse, to go unnoticed themselves. This lack of reciprocation is a source of suffering, 

made clear by the anger felt towards unreciprocating women by some of Houellebecq’s male 

characters. The most obvious example amongst these is Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires. During 

his summer holiday at the Lieu du Changement, the location selected in the hope of meeting women, 

Bruno frequently notices women and girls but is rarely noticed himself, and fails to extract positive 

attention from them (with the exception, of course, of his eventual girlfriend, Christiane). On his arrival 

at the camping ground, Bruno notices two adolescent girls wearing nothing beneath their t-shirts; 

oblivious to his gaze they continue walking up the path, and Bruno labels them “salopes” (PE 98). The 

following day, Bruno attends a creative writing workshop and decides that the woman leading the 

class is beautiful, but also a “vieille pute” (PE 109) – despite a complete lack of interaction between 
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them. He later makes an attempt to engage two women – respectively referred to as the Catholic and 

the Swiss-Californian – in conversation. Initially he manages to contribute to their discussion about 

health food but fails to impress when talk turns to religion. The women remain polite towards Bruno, 

but neither shows any interest in staying to talk. Having failed to catch the attention of either woman, 

Bruno returns to his tent, telling himself he has not done too badly in his quest to meet women, but 

also thinks: “Parler avec ces pétasses, […] c’est comme pisser dans un urinoir rempli de mégots; ou 

encore c’est comme chier dans une chiotte remplie de serviettes hygiéniques: les choses ne rentrent 

pas, et elles se mettent à puer” (PE 113). Despite having earnt a small amount of attention in return 

for his efforts, in this instance, the end result is less than satisfactory. Bruno’s frustration at his 

invisibility is made clear by the silent insults he directs at the women who ignore him or fail to pay him 

an appropriate amount of attention. 

Similar reactions arise in Plateforme and La Possibilité d’une île. Having arrived in Thailand to 

participate in a package group tour, Michel in Plateforme observes his fellow travellers without 

speaking to any of them. Two young women, Babette and Léa, are assessed as “pas mal roulées” and 

instantly labelled as “bimbos” (P 39). Later that evening in the hotel dining room, the insult changes 

to “salopes” (P 47). Michel’s invective is not reserved for Babette and Léa, however; near the novel’s 

end, a group of Russian teenagers dancing on the beach – who are noticed by Michel, but do not notice 

him – are described as “sordides petites suceuses” (P 341). In La Possibilité d’une île, Daniel reacts in 

a similar fashion when he witnesses the bikini competition on the beach on Lanzarote: the girls are all 

“pétasses” (PI 256), with one curvaceous Russian girl labelled “une vraie salope” (PI 257). 

Repeatedly, as these cases show, attention is paid by Houellebecq’s characters – often only by a glance 

– but little to none is reciprocated. The silent insults elicited reveal the hurt experienced when 

attention paid is not returned. Conversely, women who do respond favourably to attention and 

reciprocate it in Houellebecq’s universe, such as the various girlfriends of his main characters, are 

spared this treatment, as are the women who show kindness in a non-sexual way, as Bruno’s nurses 

in the psychiatric ward and Michel’s colleague, Marie-Jeanne, in Plateforme, do.  

Reciprocity and Mauss 

The concept of reciprocity is not new to economic discourse. In Essai sur le don (1925), anthropologist 

Marcel Mauss analyses gift-giving in a number of primitive societies, showing that the practice is a 

common feature of archaic economic behaviour. In the societies studied, gift-giving not only enabled 

the transfer of wealth and goods, but also facilitated good relations between various social groupings. 

The act of giving gifts was accompanied by protocols on how and how much to reciprocate, which 
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enabled both the givers and receivers to behave appropriately, allowing for peaceful exchange and 

social stability. Here, we can already draw parallels between attention economy and Mauss’ gift 

economy. 

Mauss notes that exchanges took place between people in the economic and legal systems that 

preceded the current models in the West, and that these changes tended to happen between groups 

of people – “de tribus à tribus entières, de clans à clans et de familles à familles” – rather than 

individuals (90). Gifting, however, was not limited to material goods, but also included favours and 

courtesies. Mauss also notes in Essai sur le don that exchanges in economic systems studied prior to 

the modern Western model were not limited to property, goods and wealth, but also included “des 

politesses”, such as food, military assistance, entertainment, and even women and children (37). 

Moreover, these gifts – be they material or not – entailed something in return: 

[C]es prestations et contre-prestations s’engagent sous une forme plutôt volontaire, par des 
présents, des cadeaux, bien qu’elles soient au fond rigoureusement obligatoires, à peine de 
guerre privée ou publique. (Mauss 37) 

A favour then, whether it involves a physical object or something more abstract, demands reciprocity 

from the receiver, who otherwise risks retribution from the giver or a judgemental audience. 

Reciprocity is thus essential in restoring balance to the economy.  

Mauss describes an economic framework in which gifts of either money, goods, property or acts are 

given by an individual or a group of people to another, who must then reciprocate appropriately; 

failure to do so would hold negative consequences for both the giver and the receiver, wherein the 

giver is now, effectively, out of pocket whilst the receiver risks losing favour, friendship or respect. 

This framework can similarly be applied to attention economy, which could, in fact, be seen as a 

modern descendant of the gift economy that Mauss argues continues to affect Western society today. 

He writes that “une partie considérable de notre morale et de notre vie elle-même stationne toujours 

dans cette même atmosphère du don, de l’obligation et de la liberté mêlés” (160). In this age of 

Western modernity in which wealth and material goods are abundant, but demands on time are much 

higher, paying attention to another person becomes a significant cost and, in doing so, one expects, 

or at least hopes, that this attention will be reciprocated. Furthermore, the shift from exchanges taking 

place on a collective scale to between individuals also makes sense when tracing the evolution of 

gifting practices prior to the rise of the money economy to the present, where an individualistic culture 

reigns supreme. 
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The notion of reciprocity and reversal, then, is central to the attention economy, just as it was, and 

still is, to the gift economy. It is the lack of reciprocity which makes attention economy yet another 

source of misery in Houellebecq’s dystopian present. His main characters are lonely misfits with 

attention to spend but struggle to attract the right kind of attention in return and suffer because of it. 

Mauss says “[l]e don non rendu rend encore inférieur celui qui l’a accepté, surtout quand il est reçu 

sans esprit de retour” (160); however, in the modern world, with its intangible attention economy, 

the rules become indistinct. People are frequently unaware that they have been paid attention, as is 

often the case in Houellebecq’s novels, making it unfair to accuse them of responding inappropriately. 

Nevertheless, to spend and receive nothing in return has a damaging effect on the individual. This is 

made clear in Les Particules élémentaires when Pierre-Louis, a maths teacher who looks the part and 

a fellow holiday-maker at the Lieu, has a psychotic break at dinner one night, apparently brought on 

by the disinterest of the two women sitting opposite him and Bruno: “elles ne leur prêtaient 

absolument aucune attention” (PE 129), “[elles] quittèrent la table […], sans même leur jeter un 

regard; c’est probablement ça qui déclencha l’incident” which unfolds as follows, vividly conveying 

the anguish felt by the individual who receives no attention over a sustained period of time:  

Pierre-Louis était écarlate, il serrait les poings. D’un seul coup il sauta sur la table, sans 
prendre d’élan, à pieds joints. Il reprit sa respiration ; le sifflement qui s’échappait de 
sa poitrine s’interrompit. Puis il se mit à marcher de long en large sur la table en se 
martelant le crâne à grands coups de poing ; […] il donnait des coups de pied dans 
tous les sens en répétant d’une voix forte : “Vous ne pouvez pas ! Vous ne pouvez pas 
me traiter comme ça!” (PE 130) 

With Houellebecq’s repeated use of sexual content in his novels, it is easy to read the numerous 

instances of attention-seeking by his male characters as the result of sexual desire, and a wish to 

increase their capital on the sexual economy. It is true that a search for sexual intimacy informs much 

of his characters’ behaviour, however, as I discussed earlier, we should also consider that his 

characters suffer from the lack of that necessary minimum of (non-sexual) attention, required by all 

humans. As I will now show, the consequences of not obtaining that required minimum, especially 

from a young age, can be disastrous. 

Deprivation, decline and dystopia 

Giving, or the lack thereof, in Houellebecq’s works has already been linked to Mauss’ gift theory by 

Bruno Viard, who suggests that the abundance of sadness, despair and loathing in the 

Houellebecquian universe is due to a gifting crisis. Viard argues that gifting has been supplanted by 

political economy in the West, resulting in the social and psychological damage depicted by 
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Houellebecq. Houellebecq’s characters, Viard says, are bad givers, not in a material sense but 

emotionally, due to the precious little love they have received themselves: 

Tout le problème de Michel Houellebecq et de ses personnages, c’est que n’ayant pas reçu, 
ils sont de mauvais donneurs. Le premier don, c’est l’amour maternel, les héros de Michel 
Houellebecq en ont tous été frustrés. N’ayant pas été aimés par leur mère ni par leur père, ils 
se sont convaincus qu’ils n’étaient pas aimables. Ils n’ont rien à donner, puisqu’ils n’ont rien 
reçu, et se trouvent incapables d’amorcer la moindre dialectique du don. (“Faut-il en rire” 34) 

Viard argues that Houellebecq’s characters have experienced long-term psychological damage as a 

result of a lifetime of deprivation. Either abandoned by their parents or at least deprived of their love, 

Houellebecq’s anti-heroes abandon those close to them. Partners who become old or ill, such as 

Isabelle in La Possibilité d’une île and Christiane in Les Particules élémentaires, are cast aside, as are 

any offspring, such as Bruno’s son Victor in Les Particules élémentaires and Daniel’s unnamed son in 

La Possibilité d’une île.  

The deprivation identified by Viard, and its damaging effects on Houellebecq’s characters, are also 

visible in the implicit attention economy in Houellebecq’s works, adding to his portrayal of a declining 

and dystopian society. A chronic shortage of attention can be traced throughout his corpus, 

influencing the attitudes and behaviour of his main characters towards other people.  This deprivation 

of adequate attention, and its long-reaching effects, are immediately visible in Houellebecq’s first 

novel, Extension du domaine de la lutte. Both the narrator, who cannot enjoy sexual encounters with 

women without feeling like a last resort, and the tragic character of Raphaël Tisserand, already 

mentioned for his failure to perform in the sexual economy, are shown to suffer from a lack of 

attention. Raphaël is observed making numerous attempts to talk to women, only to be ignored or 

rebuffed each time. His plight reaches its climax in the nightclub on Christmas Eve, when the young 

woman he tries to seduce chooses another partner. The narrator, having witnessed Raphaël’s 

repeated failures to elicit positive attention from the various women, informs his colleague that: 

[d]e toute façon, il est déjà trop tard. L’insuccès sexuel, Raphaël, que tu as connu depuis ton 
adolescence, la frustration qui te poursuit depuis l’âge de treize ans laisseront en toi une trace 
ineffaçable. À supposer même que tu puisses dorénavant avoir des femmes […] cela ne suffira 
pas ; plus rien ne suffira jamais. Tu resteras toujours orphelin de ces amours adolescentes que 
tu n’as pas connues. En toi, la blessure est déjà douloureuse ; elle le deviendra de plus en plus. 
Une amertume atroce, sans rémission, finira par emplir ton cœur. Il n’y aura pour toi ni 
rédemption, ni délivrance. C’est ainsi. (EDL 117) 

The narrator is unequivocal in his opinion that the deprivation Raphaël has suffered since the onset of 

puberty has left damage that is irreversible. At first glance, his deprivation appears to be sexual 

deprivation, however, it stems from Raphaël’s inability to attract positive attention from women. 

Furthermore, we are swiftly shown that attention trumps sex; in the same conversation, having 
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informed Raphaël that his years of deprivation have left scars which will never heal, the narrator 

encourages his colleague to murder women, claiming it to be the only way to negate the deprivation 

suffered and the deprivation which is surely still to come: “Lorsque tu sentiras ces femmes trembler 

au bout de ton couteau, et supplier pour leur jeunesse, là tu seras vraiment le maître; là tu les 

posséderas, corps et âme” (EDL 118). If he were to follow the narrator’s advice, Raphaël would not 

only hold power over the women who would otherwise refuse to pay him attention, but would 

command their total attention as well when in their fear, they would be forced to look at him. 

Further examples in Houellebecq’s novels show that not all attention deprivation occurs within a 

sexual context. Parental ambivalence and even abandonment are a common theme, as identified by 

Viard.  This is particularly evident in Les Particules élémentaires, where Bruno and Michel are both 

abandoned by their parents to the care of their respective grandmothers. Unwilling to sacrifice her 

freedom in order to bring up her sons, their mother, Janine, chooses instead to spend her attention 

on various lovers and her liberated lifestyle. The result is lasting damage to both men. Bruno binge 

eats for comfort, perhaps to make up for the attention he did not receive from his mother, becoming 

obese. His subsequent insecurity about his looks, and the lack of parental attention during his 

formative years, result in sex addiction and mental instability. Attracted to girls, but unable to interact 

with them, Bruno resorts to illusory attention, such as pornography and prostitutes. He engages in 

public masturbation while staring at the girls who pay him no attention in return and is eventually 

admitted to a psychiatric clinic after exposing himself to one of his students. At the novel’s end, he 

returns to the clinic, with no sign of being discharged. Deprived of attention throughout life – first by 

his parents as a child, then by the women to whom he is invisible as an adolescent and adult – Bruno 

is damaged beyond the point of recovery and voluntarily retreats from the dystopia of his daily 

existence to the grey safety of the psychiatric hospital. 

Similarly, Bruno’s half-brother, Michel, also suffers lasting consequences from the absence of his 

parents during his childhood. He grows up to be asexual with difficulty relating to other people, only 

showing affection for his paternal grandmother – the one person who lavished love and attention on 

him when he was child. Michel is eventually persuaded to undertake a relationship in his forties with 

his childhood sweetheart, Annabelle, and finds that while he derives little pleasure in sex with her, he 

takes incredible comfort in holding her close. Eventually, Michel realises that despite his compassion 

for Annabelle: “il ne pouvait plus aimer” (PE 239). The capacity to love, it seems, was once there, but, 

like his brother, Michel has been permanently damaged by the selfish actions of his parents who 

deprived him of the attention he required as a child. Michel is a misfit, not because he was born that 

way, but because of this deprivation, which, Houellebecq’s over-arching critique of the soixante-
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huitard generation suggests, is widespread across his generation. It is implied that Michel’s 

abandonment by his parents is not so unusual for a man of his generation; neither, then, is his 

strangeness. His experience of the present – which is depicted as sad, grey and dystopian – is not 

unique but rather a reality for many other similarly neglected individuals. 

By placing the blame for this widespread neglect on the generation of his characters’ – and also his 

own – parents, Houellebecq identifies attention deprivation as a modern problem, and yet another 

symptom of decline in contemporary developed society. Any love and attention received by his anti-

heroes is given by the preceding generation – their grandparents. This older generation is portrayed 

as undamaged, representing a time when people still had love to give and were not consumed by the 

self. The beginning of this decline in the West, when contemporary society’s attention problems 

began, is clearly marked with a line drawn between the morally healthy war generation and their 

selfish, individualistic offspring – the same generation that participated in the events of May 1968, 

which, in Houellebecq’s version of history, opened the door for the sexual economy as well. In addition 

to highlighting the apparent “mistakes” of the soixante-huitard generation, the first generation to 

deprive their children of attention, the presence of attention economy in Houellebecq’s writing serves 

another, premonitory purpose: alerting the reader to a modern phenomenon wherein society is 

caught in a spiral of information. This overload presses in from all sides, both work and leisure, making 

it difficult to prioritise how we spend our attention and to convince others to pay us the attention we 

so desperately need. This information glut is the consequence of a rabid consumer society, and for 

Houellebecq, the Western individual is fast losing their ability to navigate relationships in this isolating 

and dystopian space.  

Conclusion 

As is evidenced by the length of this chapter, economy is a particularly important theme in 

Houellebecq’s novels. I have focused on the aspects which highlight Houellebecq’s declinist concerns 

and the dystopian nature of his portrayal of Western society, and shown the extent to which his 

already well-explored criticisms of neo-liberalism (and thus capitalism and consumerism) inform his 

writing. For Houellebecq, the prevailing economic system of the West (and indeed, the world) 

permeates multiple spheres of human activity, simultaneously diminishing the human capacity for 

socialising and creating, and encouraging negative personality traits and behaviour. His portrayal of 

capitalist society can be read as dystopian on a number of levels: a consumerist ideology built on 

unfulfillable promises of satisfaction; an unobtainable leisure utopia in which people still work but find 

no meaning in their labour whatsoever; and a Post-Marxist dystopia where part of the worker 

themselves is lost in their meaningless work with intangible information. A common theme here is 
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significance: Houellebecq’s characters desire it throughout their lifestyle segments – work, 

relationships, leisure time – but struggle to find it. Houellebecq links this issue to neo-liberal values, 

blaming the so-called revolution of May 1968 as the point in time when these values began to be 

allowed to proliferate. For Houellebecq this is a watershed moment in history: a foothold for the 

decline he believes is crippling Western civilisation. The rise of Houellebecq’s explicit sexual economy 

and the presence of attention economy in his fiction take his economic critique even further. In 

Houellebecq’s dystopian present, capitalism is not restricted to money matters, but also encroaches 

on non-financial aspects of life. The alternative economies in his novels highlight this. Sex and 

attention become capital and are subject to the same neo-liberal rules as money, making a few 

individuals very wealthy, and many very poor. The effect of these neo-liberal economies adds to 

Houellebecq’s dystopian present: his characters do not have enough sex due to their lack of sexual 

capital; neither do they receive the attention they need because their own stock is not competitive in 

a world where a multitude of resources compete for attention. Yet again declinist concerns are 

conveyed: the sexual economy has been allowed to flourish courtesy of neo-liberalism and the sexual 

revolution, and while older generations prove capable of paying attention to their grandchildren, the 

parents of those children, however, fall short, inflicting lasting damage on their offspring who struggle 

socially and psychologically as adults. In this chapter, I have explored the economic system which 

drives much of Houellebecq’s characters’ actions and uncertainties throughout his novels. In the next 

chapter, the focus will shift from this external force in the world Houellebecq’s characters must 

navigate to the bodies of the characters themselves.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



94 
 

Chapter 3: The Body  

In the Houellebecquian universe, the body emerges as an important theme. Throughout his novels, 

the human body delights, disgusts, desires and constrains. His characters obsess over the bodies of 

other people, and are preoccupied by, and acutely aware of, their own. This chapter will show how 

Houellebecq’s depiction of the body contributes to his fictional dystopian present while reflecting 

certain events and social practices which have led to what Houellebecq perceives as moral decline in 

contemporary Western society. This raises three key questions which I seek to answer over the course 

of the chapter. The first is why the topic of the body is important in dystopia and in Houellebecq’s 

fiction. The second is how Houellebecq uses the body to construct his dystopian present. The final 

question is how Houellebecq’s use of the body indicates decline in modern society. Continuing the 

sociological theme set up in the introduction of this thesis, I will structure this chapter using sociology, 

and, in particular, the work of sociologist Chris Shilling on the topic. This approach offers a methodical 

and comprehensive way to identify and organise the themes relating to the body in Houellebecq’s 

novels, and, as indicated in the introduction, is relevant as there is a recognised sociological element 

to Houellebecq’s socially critical writing. I will continue to borrow from the social sciences with 

references from other sociologists and anthropologists to build a picture of the importance of the 

body in social theory, and therefore also in socially and culturally critical literature. Having shown the 

relevance of the body to dystopia using a sociological and philosophical framework, deeper analysis 

highlighting the depiction of dystopia and decline in Houellebecq’s novels will come from literary 

criticism and close reading. 

Dualism and dystopia 

Discourse on the body often starts with dualism, a theoretical system containing two essential and 

opposing parts. In dualistic thought, body is paired with (and against) the mind. The concept of mind-

body dualism, or Cartesian dualism, is credited to René Descartes, a sixteenth-century French 

philosopher, who argued that the mind and the physical body were distinct entities, which 

nevertheless interacted with each other. Despite being ascribed to Descartes, beliefs in mind-body 

dualism are present in most human cultures (Forstmann et al. 1239). It is in European, and particularly 

in Christian, history that a dichotomy between the mind and body has emerged in which the former 

is perceived as superior to the latter (Shilling 8). Naomi Jacobs explains this: “In the Christian tradition, 

the fallen body with its unreasoning responsiveness and hungers has been understood as the source 

of sin; though the spirit may be willing, the flesh is weak” (3). The mind is thus valorised over the body, 

which corrupts (or tries to corrupt) the mind with its base desires. 
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In utopian thought, this demonization of the body is sometimes reversed, as Jacobs goes on to show: 

“By contrast [to traditional Christian thought], many utopian thinkers have envisioned the body as 

innocent or reasonable” (3–4). The animality that saw the body labelled as inferior to the mind 

becomes its source of liberation: unlike its cerebral counterpart it remains uncorrupted and 

uncontaminated by societal constraints (Jacobs 4). In dystopian literature, this lack of contamination 

can be harnessed to make the body a site of opposition: “If submission to a dystopian regime is 

generated by the workings of ideology in the mind, the unthinking body remains the unconquered 

territory from which opposition can be launched” (Jacobs 5).  

In Houellebecq’s novels, there is evidence of both Cartesian dualism, and utopian and dystopian 

treatment of the mind-body dichotomy. His characters think frequently about desire associated with 

the body and obtaining sexual pleasure. The subject of the mind is broached, often in relation to the 

body. “L’être humain,” declares Daniel in La Possibilité d’une île, “c’est de la matière plus de 

l’information” (PI 236). As Jacobs describes, mind-body dualism is sometimes inverted – valuing the 

body over the mind – in Houellebecq’s fiction. His anti-heroes are clever, but do not appreciate their 

cleverness; they value bodily pleasure over cerebral pleasure. The appreciation of physical beauty over 

intelligence is particularly evident in La Possibilité d’une île. Daniel scrutinises his ageing body, focusing 

on its flaws; he is also self-effacing and dismissive about his achievements as a humourist – an 

occupation requiring a certain level of wit. This could be read as a propensity for self-critique. Rather, 

it should be viewed as an indication of a preoccupation with the body over the mind. This is borne out 

by Daniel’s attitude towards the women in his life:  Isabelle is only desirable so long as her body and 

face remain slender and beautiful, and Esther, despite her rather simplistic and hedonistic outlook on 

life, is put on a pedestal for her beauty. Physical beauty is thus valued over intelligence, and an 

undesirable body cannot be compensated for by cleverness – as we see with Raphaël Tisserand in 

Extension du domaine de la lutte, Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires, and, of course, Daniel.  

While inversion of the mind-body dichotomy clearly takes place in Houellebecq’s novels, the body as 

a site of opposition is more problematic. Houellebecq’s characters seek solace from the isolation of 

contemporary society through their bodies – namely in the form of intimacy (sexual and non-sexual) 

with other people. However, as this chapter will show, the effect is not one of rebellion. Rather, it 

results in a fleeting escape which makes the reality of an atomised society all the starker by 

comparison or represents an unobtainable utopia. As I will show throughout this chapter, this 

treatment of the body thus contributes to his dystopian depiction of a society in decline. 
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The body in sociology 

Due to Cartesian influence, sociology paid little explicit attention to the body as an important factor 

in the human experience until the late nineteenth century. Academic interest in the body saw an 

increase in the latter half of the twentieth century; this interest continues to remain high today. 

Shilling suggests that four major sociological factors in Western society have contributed to this rise 

in the perceived importance of the body by sociologists in recent years. These factors are: feminism; 

demographic changes; capitalism and consumer culture; and a “growing crisis in our knowledge of 

what the body is” (35). Shilling also notes that as well as rising sociological attention to the body, there 

has been a vast increase in popular interest. He attributes this to the importance of the body in popular 

culture, stating that it reflects “an unprecedented individualization of the body” (1 - emphasis in 

original). The body, then, is not only important to the sociologists studying it in a disciplinary context, 

but also to the people who must live in their scrutinised bodies on a daily basis – that is, society in 

general. This is pertinent to the study of literature for these sociological issues find their way into the 

texts written by contemporary authors as they try to make sense of the forces which shape the society 

in which they live. Howard S. Becker observes this relationship between sociology and fiction, 

remarking that “[w]orks of fiction, novels and stories, have often served as vehicles of social analysis” 

(8). One tradition of sociology is the analysis of literary texts to expose the “intricate interplay between 

social structures and social products such as literature” (Petersen and Jacobsen 98); conversely, 

certain authors – such as Houellebecq – draw inspiration from sociological themes. As I showed in 

Chapter 1, Houellebecq is a prime example of a ‘sociological novelist’. By repeatedly focusing on the 

bodily traits of his characters, the bodily sensations they experience and the way the body is perceived, 

his socially critical novels address each of the social factors mentioned by Shilling and listed above 

which have made the body such a hot topic in sociology. 

In the analysis which follows, I will work through each of the social factors identified by Shilling 

(feminism, capitalism and consumer culture, demographic changes, and growing confusion about 

what the body actually is), and the way they are addressed in the context of the body in Houellebecq’s 

novels.46 This chapter will show that not only is the body a vital aspect in his fictional dystopian 

present, but that it can also be read as a dystopia in itself. The Houellebecquian body is not a 

comfortable place in which to be. On an individual level, his characters are frequently disgusted by 

their bodies, and feel hampered by them, unable to access the things and, more importantly, the 

people they desire because of their appearance. Very few bodily pleasures are described except for 

                                                             
46 In the section on capitalism and consumer culture, I will undertake a completely different reading to the 
analysis on economy in the previous chapter, focusing on the effect of advertising on contemporary beauty 
standards.  
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those relating to sex and, rarely, food. Indeed, the only true moments of happiness – bodily or cerebral 

– come from sexual encounters. But, as I will show, even the utopia offered through sex is problematic. 

On a societal level, bodily functions – namely sex and reproduction – are pinpointed as a major source 

of widespread misery in developed society, and utopian solutions involving modification of the body 

are offered. 

Feminism 

The first of Shilling’s factors is feminism. As existing scholarship on Houellebecq demonstrates, 

feminism is often vehemently and provocatively addressed in his works, frequently taking the form of 

anti-feminism – a “staple feature” across his oeuvre, in the words of Carole Sweeney (Literature of 

Despair 110).47 As I showed in the previous chapter on economy, Houellebecq is highly critical of the 

sexual revolution which began in France in May 1968, treating it as a watershed moment in Western 

history where familial and social values began to decline. In the Houellebecquian universe, one of the 

major consequences of the events is the changing and “unnatural” role of women in Western society, 

which is put forward as a factor of social atomisation (Literature of Despair 96). Houellebecq’s anti-

feminism is comprehensively covered by Sweeney, who argues that in Houellebecq’s novels, feminism 

is equated with sexual neo-liberalism, blamed for the commodification of sexuality, and “for making 

the conditions required for love, altruism and compassion impossible” (Literature of Despair 96). In 

regards to the female body, Sweeney shows that in Plateforme, the Third World body is presented as 

a site of uncomplicated pleasure (Literature of Despair 116). In this section of this chapter, which will 

be brief due to Sweeney’s thorough analysis of Houellebecq’s anti-feminism, I will touch on the 

importance of the body in feminist thought, before showing how the dualistic thinking which has 

pervaded Western ideas about the body also informs Houellebecq’s treatment of the mother in his 

fiction. 

Interest in the body saw an increase amongst feminist writers in the 1970s, with the advent of écriture 

féminine – a theory describing writing which is “outside of the masculine economy of patriarchal 

discourse” (Buchanan). The term was coined by Hélène Cixous in her essay Le Rire de la méduse (1975), 

in which she argues that women have been turned away from their bodies, taught to ignore them and 

be ashamed of them, and instructs women to wrest back control of their bodies through writing (342).  

Mind/body dualism remains important in feminist discourse on the body. In Le Rire de la méduse, 

Cixous writes that women live through the body, whereas language, writing and grammar continue to 

                                                             
47 See articles “Natural Women? Anti-feminism and Michel Houellebecq’s Plateforme” (2012) by Carole 
Sweeney, and “Sex and Single Male: Houellebecq, Feminism, and Hegemonic Masculinity” (2009) by Douglas 
Morrey. 
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be a male stronghold (for which women must fight), reflecting the European and Christian tradition of 

valuing the masculine mind over the feminine body. Exploring dualism through a feminist lens, Jane 

Gallop builds on Adrienne Rich’s challenge of the Western concept of a mind/body split, presented in 

Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution (1976), arguing that in the patriarchal 

European tradition, the body is not only considered inferior to the mind, but is closely associated with 

women, and, furthermore, vilifies the mother in particular (Gallop 2).48 Parallels can be drawn 

between Gallop’s observations and the depiction of women in Houellebecq’s writing. “Good” mothers 

are practically non-existent in the Houellebecquian universe, with maternal abandonment a recurring 

theme. In Les Particules élémentaires, Janine Ceccaldi – a character who appears to share negative 

traits as well as a surname with Houellebecq’s own mother, Lucie Ceccaldi – leaves the upbringing of 

her sons to their grandmothers.49 Despite the loving care given by the older generation, the boys’ 

abandonment by their own mother leaves lasting damage as seen in the previous chapter. Another 

mother, Anne in La Carte et le territoire, commits suicide when her son Jed was just seven years old, 

also depriving her child of his mother. This “bad” mothering is visible not only in the characters who 

neglect or abandon their children, but also on a biological level.  Isabelle in La Possibilité d’une île 

cannot conceive a baby; Annabelle in Les Particules élémentaires is forced into an abortion due to 

cervical abnormalities. In Houellebecq’s fiction, the mother thus incarnates the social decay the author 

diagnoses in contemporary Western society, both in her behaviour towards her children and in her 

underperforming or even diseased reproductive organs. 

Even good mothers face bad outcomes in the Houellebecquian universe: Bruno’s wife Anne in Les 

Particules élémentaires is so absorbed in motherhood that she has little attention for Bruno; not even 

noticing during her pregnancy that they have ceased to have sex. Pregnancy and nursing also ruin the 

female body, rendering it no longer desirable to the male gaze, as Bruno realises when he persuades 

Anne to wear the sexy underwear he has bought her. He later explains to Michel:  

En rentrant dans la chambre, je me suis tout de suite rendu compte que c’était foutu. Ses 
fesses pendaient, comprimées par les jarretelles ; ses seins n’avaient pas résisté à 
l’allaitement. Il aurait fallu une liposuccion, des injections de silicone, tout un chantier … (PE 
181)  

This focus on the body – what it is, what it is not and what it could be – turns the body into a project, 

reifying social ideas about how the female body should appear into an imperfect body. Despite 

succeeding as a mother, Anne’s body still comes under criticism. Such objectification of women has 

                                                             
48 Gallop suggests that the mind/body split, when thought through the body (as opposed to the mind) 
becomes an image of shocking violence, citing Rich’s example of a mother who decapitated her children – a 
mind/body split of the most literal kind. See Thinking Through the Body, pages 1-2. 
49 Commenting on Houellebecq’s inclusion of autobiographical details in his novels, Morrey mentions the 
“cruel depiction” of his mother Lucie Ceccaldi in Les Particules élémentaires (Morrey 4).  
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seen Houellebecq labelled as a misogynist. However, this treatment of the female body could also be 

read as a critical, amplified depiction of prevailing attitudes on the objectification and sexualising of 

women in modern society. This notion will be addressed in the following sections on capitalism and 

consumer culture, and ageing.   

The problem of unnatural mothers is not new, nor is the objectification of women that is also prevalent 

throughout Houellebecq’s novels. The point I wish to raise here is that feminism – one of the social 

factors listed by Shilling as critical in increased sociological interest in the body – is on Houellebecq’s 

radar, even if it is articulated as anti-feminism. Usually the attitude of the narrator or the main 

character offers a clue about the point of view of the author, but Houellebecq’s use of anti-heroes 

makes this ambiguous; the reader oscillates between feeling sympathetic to the male protagonists’ 

feelings and put off by their misogynistic statements. His vilification of the mother ties in with his 

concerns about the breakdown of the family unit and social atomisation, which in turn contribute to 

his negative and dystopian depiction of Western society. 

Capitalism and consumer culture 

The second social factor which, according to Chris Shilling, is driving sociological interest in the body 

is the influence of capitalism and consumer culture, which makes the body “a bearer of symbolic 

value”, reducing its value to its physical attributes (4). While the traditional Christian view labels the 

body as the base twin of the pure and superior mind, “within consumer culture the body ceases to be 

a vessel of sin and presents itself instead as an object for display both inside and outside of the 

bedroom” (Shilling 32). In contrast to the analysis of economic themes in Houellebecq’s present-day 

and future dystopias in the previous chapter, the reading which follows will take a different and 

narrower approach, examining the negative effects of consumer culture on the body in Houellebecq’s 

novels.  

The consumerist influence on the perception of the body appears to have been brought about with 

the dramatic increase in production in the early twentieth century. According to Mike Featherstone, 

workers needed to be educated to spend their rising wages, rather than engaging in the thrifty 

behaviour which had until then been the norm (19). This was accomplished by advertising, 

encouraging the purchase of often non-essential goods by linking them to ideas of beauty and self-

betterment:  

Images of youth, beauty, luxury and opulence became loosely associated with goods 
awakening long-suppressed desires, as well as reminding the individual that he has 
room for self-improvement in all aspects of his life. (Featherstone 19)  
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It was after the First World War that advertising began to employ this criticism of the individual, 

making potential consumers turn a critical eye on both their lifestyles and themselves. Advertising 

played on emotional vulnerability, encouraging individuals to fixate on their bodily flaws 

(Featherstone 20). Customers were not answering to a specific need for a certain product, but rather 

to a call to make themselves better. By juxtaposing the commodity to be sold with images of youth, 

vitality, enjoyment and beauty, the product was no longer intended uniquely for its primary function, 

but also promised a certain lifestyle or image. In this way, in modern consumer society the body is not 

only a form of economic and social capital but also transformed into symbolic capital. In Pierre 

Bourdieu’s system, symbolic capital bestows honour, prestige and recognition, leading others to pay 

attention to the individual possessing that capital and also conferring the power to name or define 

that person (Bourdieu 291). As I will show throughout this chapter, those whose bodies meet 

contemporary beauty standards are indeed afforded attention and power due to the perceived value 

of their bodies.  

The look of the bodies in those new, aspirational advertisements shaped and normalised an ideal body 

type, while promising that it was obtainable if one was prepared to pay for it. This is still the case 

today. Helga Dittmar argues that the promised ideals of consumer culture have become so extreme 

as to have a damaging effect on consumers, while also contributing to the social atomisation 

Houellebecq so deplores throughout his novels:  

In contemporary consumer culture, the ideals of the “good life” and the “body 
perfect” are shifting to increasing extremes, which means that their internalisation 
and pursuit is increasingly unrealistic and leads to ill-health, both psychologically and 
physically. At the same time, they move individuals further and further away from 
fulfilling their psychological needs for intimacy with others, social interaction, 
meaningful activity, safety, relative simplicity, and autonomy. (220) 

The result is a society obsessed with physical beauty, which in Houellebecq’s version of history is 

contributing to the collapse of social mores and community in Western society. 

Control of the body 

While utopian literature has a tendency to harness the body and its energy in a positive and productive 

manner, dystopias focus on control of the body. Totalitarian dystopias restrict their subjects, often 

stipulating where and when citizens can go, what they can do and with whom. Certain practices are 

not allowed, others may be mandatory. In Orwell’s 1984, for example, sexual intercourse is viewed as 

a necessary evil, only to be had with one’s party-approved partner and solely for the purpose of 

creating new, compliant citizens. That said, control of the body is not the exclusive domain of 

restrictive societies. The World State of Brave New World insists on abundance, including sexual 
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abundance. “Everyone belongs to everyone” in this post-scarcity society, meaning everyone has the 

right to have sex with anyone they desire. Here, restriction takes the form of a lack of complete agency 

over one’s body: a citizen of the World State risks scrutiny in the event they choose not to have sex 

with multiple partners, as protagonist Lenina Crowne experiences when she has a four-month, 

exclusive relationship with a single partner. 

In Houellebecq’s universe, control over the body happens in a far less apparent but much more 

realistic way. I have already established his world as a hyper-realistic, capitalist “utopia”. These 

characteristics permeate all aspects of his fictional universe, including his treatment of the body. 

Consumer capitalism drives the manner in which Houellebecq’s characters look, act, and present 

themselves. If they are to appear attractive to potential sexual partners, their physical appearance 

must meet certain criteria, the standards for which are driven by market forces. In a capitalist utopia, 

one can have anything one wants if one is prepared to pay for it; furthermore, what one wants is 

almost certainly influenced by market trends. 

Market-driven individual attempts to take control of the body in modern society can take place in 

several ways. As Shilling notes, the body has become a project in its own right, and is thus afforded 

more time and care than ever. This maintenance is not merely to ensure the body is healthy, but to 

make the individual feel good about the way their body appears to themselves and others: “Health 

has become increasingly associated with appearances and what Erving Goffman has termed the 

‘presentation of self’” (Shilling 5). Shilling identifies diet, exercise, make-up and plastic surgery as 

measures available to the Western individual for aesthetic bodily change. Each of these measures are 

visible in Houellebecq’s novels, employed as strategies by his characters to improve and manipulate 

the presentation of their bodies, reinforcing the importance of that presentation of self while 

conforming to the standards set out by the hyper-visual consumer culture which dominates the public 

and private spheres of modern life. 

In this section of this chapter, I will address these strategies for improved presentation of the body: 

diet, exercise, make-up – which I will refer to as “grooming” to better accommodate the efforts made 

by Houellebecq’s male characters who do not wear make-up but do spend time on their hair, for 

example – and plastic surgery; showing how each measure is employed by various characters and how 

this is representative of human behaviour in contemporary Western society. I will suggest that 

Houellebecq’s treatment of the ‘presentation of self’ shows that the bodily ideals propagated by 

consumer culture are internalised by individuals who, in their attempts to control the appearance of 

their bodies, are ultimately exposing their own slavery to the market. This extends not only to plain 

and ugly people, but also to the beautiful who, thanks to their success in the genetic lottery, are able 
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to use their enhanced bodies to control those around them. The obsession with bodily appearance in 

Houellebecq, while all too familiar to the Western reader, is a relentless reminder of the obsession 

with physical beauty – an attitude Houellebecq’s characters buy into but at the same time abhor. This 

valorisation of beauty over all other qualities is presented as a symptom of a shallow, decaying society, 

and the misery it causes contributes to Houellebecq’s dystopian depiction of the present. Beautiful 

people live a utopian existence, but being on borrowed time for the inevitable decay of their bodies 

means they cannot enjoy them forever. Everyone else is ultimately consigned to living in an imperfect 

dystopian body which constrains, despite the measures taken to improve and control it. One must 

constantly worry about one’s presentation of self, and in the rare cases where happiness is found by 

accessing the bodies of the beautiful, the escape from dystopia is inevitably cut short – as little as 

“trois minutes de bonheur total” (PE 183) –  the loss of which contrasts even more painfully with the 

status quo. 

Diet and exercise 

In a society where a slim figure is a must for projecting a healthy image and achieving a desirable body, 

diet is an obvious method for controlling one’s weight. Diet is used by individuals for control over their 

own bodies, and by higher authorities over the populations they influence. The same goes for exercise 

which can be employed to create a calorie deficit, and to sculpt the body into a desirable shape. 

Campaigns by governmental health ministries in developed countries for reducing body mass index, 

and religious restrictions on certain foods are two examples of the latter. Both scenarios are visible in 

Houellebecq, with differing aims but with the same overall goal to control the body. I will begin with 

examples and discussion of the former, before proceeding to the latter, which opens wider 

implications for the boundaries of the body. 

The developed world is often described as being in the grips of an obesity epidemic. High body fat has 

been linked to many illnesses, as well as increased mortality and a lower quality of life.50 In the 

Houellebecquian universe, it is quality of life which is the primary concern, rather than illness. 

Overweight characters in Houellebecq’s novels suffer because their excess fat makes them 

undesirable to other people. This motivation to be desirable is cited explicitly in La Possibilité d’une île 

by the clone Daniel25 as the only reason for body maintenance undertaken by contemporary humans: 

les récits de vie humains nous montrent […] que le maintien d’une apparence 
physique susceptible de séduire les représentants de l’autre sexe était la seule 
véritable raison d’être de la santé et que l’entretien minutieux de leur corps, auquel 

                                                             
50 For a comprehensive discussion of obesity as a medical and societal issue, see Obesity Epidemic and its 
Management by Terry Maguire and David Haslam, Pharmaceutical Press, (2009), ProQuest Ebook Central, 
ebookcentral-proquest-com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/lib/uwa/detail.action?docID=465074. 
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les contemporains de Daniel1 consacraient une part croissante de leur temps libre, 
n’avait pas d’autre objectif (PI 320–21). 

As is the case in contemporary Western society, being slim does not guarantee being considered 

beautiful, but being fat almost certainly impedes it. While Houellebecq’s main characters are usually 

of normal weight, overweight characters appear repeatedly throughout his novels, with diet and 

exercise mentioned as strategies used to overcome their size. Their presence is a constant reminder 

to the reader of the Western beauty standards, which so many individuals do not meet, and suffer 

alienation as a consequence. Another author who includes a lot of obese characters in their work is 

Amélie Nothomb, though she uses them to a different effect, as examples of psychopaths. 

Obesity is an issue for two characters in Les Particules élémentaires, who both attempt to address the 

problem by moderating their food intake. The first, and most significant, of these is Bruno, who is no 

stranger to using food as a means of control. He gets into his predicament of obesity by using food to 

control his emotions; abandoned by his mother when he was small child and raised by his maternal 

grandparents, as said before, Bruno learns to use food to comfort himself – first under the 

encouragement of his doting grandmother who overfeeds him, and then as a bullied student at 

boarding school. On weekends at his father’s apartment in Paris, Bruno begins eating secretly at night, 

gorging himself until he feels physically ill, yet drawing comfort from the fullness. Food here is used to 

self-medicate, to help the individual gain control of their emotions, and also to control the body by 

allowing the individual to dictate the bodily sensations to be felt – in Bruno’s case, fullness. Eventually, 

Bruno becomes interested in the opposite sex and realises his overweight body is preventing him from 

attracting positive female attention. The market forces which have programmed Bruno and his peers 

to internalise certain standards for physical attractiveness begin to exert their control over Bruno’s 

thoughts, self-perception and behaviour. Now a university student, he begins a self-shaming ritual in 

an attempt to change his life. In the passage which describes this ritual, the language used to describe 

Bruno’s body shows that the blame for his misfortunes is put squarely on his weight: 

il était nécessaire d’aller jusqu’au bout de l’autodépréciation, de contempler 
pleinement l’abjection de son ventre gonflé, de ses bajoues, de ses fesses déjà 
pendantes (PE 151) 

Breathing in deeply, inflating his “ventre dégueulasse” (PE 151) to its limit, Bruno completes the ritual 

by exhaling slowly and promising himself he will turn over a new leaf, making an effort, amongst other 

pledges, to eat normally – that is, not to excess. Diet, Bruno believes, offers the key to gaining control 

of his recalcitrant body. But as so many people discover, taking control of one’s diet is not always easy. 

Bruno manages to eat normally for perhaps a couple of days before his bulimia reasserts its control 

over him and he goes back to overeating. Following his divorce, Bruno also turns to exercise to improve 
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his body. He enjoys more success with this strategy, finding that weight-training helps him achieve 

“des deltoids et des pectoraux tout à fait corrects” (PE 191). Bruno’s success in controlling this aspect 

of his body is undisputedly driven by the ideals of modern society, which push him to pursue this 

particular aesthetic. 

Another obese character in Les Particules élémentaires is Bruno’s first romantic encounter, Annick. 

Already overweight when they first met as teenagers, she is even heavier when they reconnect as 

university students. Descriptions of her physical appearance are unflattering – she wears thick, black, 

square glasses which shrink her eyes and highlight her sickly pallor – but her reticence around Bruno 

is linked to her weight rather than her features. Refusing to take her clothes off in front of him, she 

nevertheless offers him oral sex, which highlights that her shame does not come from reservations 

about intimacy but rather from the appearance of her body. Her obesity is clearly implicated as the 

white elephant in the room: “Elle ne parla pas de son physique” (PE 152). Annick is shown attempting 

to take steps to improve her physique through dietetic measures: “Elle se préparait des infusions, 

essayait de faire un régime” (PE 152). In the end, her efforts are futile. Her attempts to take control of 

her body to conform to the standards of attractiveness set out by society ultimately fail: Annick 

commits suicide, throwing herself off the seventh floor of her apartment building.  

Bruno and Annick are representative of a population which is pressured to be slim and turns to diet 

to control bodily appearance, in accordance with the standards propagated widely by advertising and 

media. Studies show that the majority of diets ultimately fail, with around ninety-five percent of 

dieters regaining their lost weight within the space of a few years (Buchanan and Sheffield 906). Bruno 

and Annick’s failures make the characters relatable, and their plight all the sadder. Other obese 

characters in Houellebecq’s novels – Brigitte Bardot in Extension du domaine de la lutte and Gros Cul 

in La Possibilité d’une île, for example – are also portrayed as ostracised and affection-starved, even if 

the measures they take to improve their physical appearance are not discussed. However, they add 

to Houellebecq’s critical treatment of bodyweight, showing that the rather arbitrary standards for the 

limits of acceptability can have devastating social consequences on the quality of life of those 

individuals whose bodies do not conform, making the obese body a dystopian prison with little chance 

of escape. 

The examples presented above support modern society’s abhorrence of obesity, however, the use of 

food to control the body can also be employed to achieve other ends – as is evident in young Bruno’s 

use of food for comfort. It has been suggested that eating disorders also develop out of a desire for 
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autonomy and control rather than a pure desire to be thin.51 These individuals with eating disorders 

that do not arise from concerns about their shape and weight even have their own classification: 

“nonfat phobic” (Murray et al. 1306). Research on eating disorders links trauma and abuse to their 

development; one researcher has suggested that anorexia nervosa develops in response to the 

mother’s failure to respond to her child’s needs, because in that situation for the children involved 

“their own bodies become the arena for their only exercise of control” (Watkins 31).  It is not such a 

stretch to extend the experiences of anorexic individuals who lacked parental attention to those of 

individuals with similar childhoods who suffer from other eating disorders. Bruno’s binge-eating and 

bulimia could therefore result from his atomised family – another damaging effect of contemporary 

society. It has also been suggested that some overweight individuals use their size to protect 

themselves from other people; this is particularly reported amongst people who have suffered sexual 

harassment and assault.52 Houellebecq does not go so far as assault in his fiction, perhaps out of a 

desire to avoid using pseudo-psychological explanations, but does touch upon the use of food to 

purposefully increase one’s size in response to the harsh standards of consumer society. Daniel 

expresses this idea in La Possibilité d’une île when he senses his relationship with Esther is 

deteriorating. Eating a calorific, greasy lunch accompanied by several beers, he muses: “l’idée me 

traversa d’accélérer consciemment le processus de destruction, de devenir vieux, répugnant et obèse 

pour mieux me sentir définitivement indigne du corps d’Esther” (PI 305). By rejecting beauty 

standards, and maintaining a large and therefore unsightly body, an individual can effectively remove 

themselves from the market. People will no longer find them attractive and leave them be, their size 

providing an excuse for not having a partner. Such a refusal to play the game may give the individual 

a semblance of control, but ultimately consigns the individual to isolation – making the dystopia 

impossible to escape. 

Another method used in the Houellebecquian universe for controlling the appearance of the body is 

exercise. It is used by certain characters to lose weight: Tisserand in Extension du domaine de la lutte, 

for example, joins a gym to “perdre un peu de poids” (EDL 61). Exercise is also mentioned as a means 

to body maintenance, for in Houellebecq’s consumer society with its market-driven ideals, even 

people with ‘correct’ figures must remain diligent about preserving their bodies. This can be seen in 

La Possibilité d’une île, where Isabelle confesses to maintaining her enviable shape with gruelling 

                                                             
51 Christopher G. Fairburn states that for this subgroup of eating-disorder patients: “Rather than there being 
over-evaluation of shape and weight and their control, there is over-evaluation of control over eating per se 
[…]. […] Many strongly value the sense of self-control that they get from engaging in these forms of 
behaviour.” See page 12 of Fairburn’s Cognitive Behaviour Therapy and Eating Disorders (2008). 
52 See psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2009/09/03/wearing-your-weight-as-armor/ and 
www.edreferral.com/blog/sexual-abuse-and-eating-disorders-by-mary-anne-cohen-csw-director-aaa-the-new-
york-center-for-eating-disorders-206, accessed 25 November 2017. 

https://psychcentral.com/blog/archives/2009/09/03/wearing-your-weight-as-armor/
http://www.edreferral.com/blog/sexual-abuse-and-eating-disorders-by-mary-anne-cohen-csw-director-aaa-the-new-york-center-for-eating-disorders-206
http://www.edreferral.com/blog/sexual-abuse-and-eating-disorders-by-mary-anne-cohen-csw-director-aaa-the-new-york-center-for-eating-disorders-206
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sessions of swimming and classical dance, while in Plateforme the handsome Jean-Yves exercises at a 

gym before work, and Michel’s father is described as an avid exerciser, whose physical condition is far 

superior to that of his forty-something year old son – preserving at least some aspects of youthfulness.  

Diet and exercise are thus important but paradoxical tools in the body projects of Houellebecq’s 

individuals. These strategies give control, or at least a semblance of control, to the characters over 

their bodies, but also serve as the weapon of a larger force – consumer society – which exerts control 

over the way the characters and other members of society view their bodies. A crude example of this 

can be seen in the tactics of Bruno’s boarding school bullies in Les Particules élémentaires, where the 

older students serve themselves at mealtimes before spitting in the dishes to stop the younger 

children from eating (PE 47). There are, however, cases of more organised, institutional uses of diet 

to control others in Houellebecq’s fiction, with both dystopian and declinist implications. 

While food restriction in the West is now commonly associated with weight loss (which is, in turn, 

associated with looks rather than health), it is also part of a tradition of food monitoring under 

religious pretexts for health – not merely physical but also moral and spiritual. In an article exploring 

diet in light of Foucault’s work on discipline of the body, Bryan Turner gives an example of an 

eighteenth-century Scottish physician who devised a diet based on discipline and sobriety, situating 

the regime within “a religio-moral tradition in which the control of the body was part of the religious 

calling” (25). He also references Luigi Cornaro, a sixteenth-century Venetian nobleman who cured his 

self-diagnosed social and physical disorders with diet and temperance, noting that this approach had 

the added benefit of taming unseemly emotions such as melancholy and hatred. This conception of 

diet as an influence on the body’s health and desires reflects religious, and particularly Christian, 

thinking: within a religious framework, diet can be used as a defence against bodily temptations and 

urges (Turner 26). In both cases, the individual’s decision to modify diet comes from the wider 

influence of religion – giving that religion a certain amount of control over the bodies of its adherents. 

Featherstone points out a vital difference between the ascetic dietary regimens of religious 

communities and modern-day body maintenance, suggesting: “The adoption of ascetic regimes 

usually meant, however, that the body was subordinated to ‘higher’ spiritual ends” (24). In 

Houellebecq’s fictional present, as in consumer culture, there is no higher end, even in the cult. The 

aim is to achieve longer life, and ultimately immortality, but moral and spiritual salvation is not in the 

picture. Furthermore, contrary to Cornaro’s claims that impulses could be contained by a healthy diet, 

Featherstone notes that within consumer culture, body maintenance is promoted as a means of 

enhancing sexual prowess (Featherstone 24). Here, we see a shift from the Christian view that the 

body is something to be tempered and tamed, to the idea that the body should be virile and even 
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enhanced – a desire that is frequently voiced by Houellebecq’s characters, and even implemented at 

an institutional level in La Possibilité d’une île. Here, the Elohimite church – a fictional religion based 

on real-world Raëlism – requires its members to follow a very healthy way of eating, not for the sake 

of being slim and beautiful but rather to maintain good health and to ward off bodily decline. Followers 

are encouraged to lead a healthy lifestyle to stave off the ravages of ageing and the effects of 

unhealthy modern living. Indeed, Daniel refers to them as “les Très Sains” (PI 116), and is disappointed 

with the frugal dinner he is fed at their annual conference. The Elohim also insist on exercise as a way 

to retain a healthy, youthful body. The prophet leads by example, adhering to a strict program of 

rigorous gymnastics to stay fit. This is institutional, top-down control over the body, in this case the 

control of the Elohimite cult over the bodies of its followers. This control is exerted in a very reasonable 

way: the followers are given reasons for the diet prescriptions and submit to them based on this 

reasoning. In this way, the cult achieves a high level of control over the bodies of its adherents. 

There are parallels to be drawn between this religio-moral tradition and the approach to diet taken 

by the Elohim of La Possibilité d’une île. The cult claims to encourage sexuality and promiscuousness, 

but, as Daniel notices when he attends their annual conference, followers seem to engage in very little 

sexual activity. Furthermore, the guru, who maintains a life of public sexual abundance with his twelve 

concubines, effectively castrates the men around him. While they reason that a very healthy diet will 

ensure health and longevity, perhaps the Elohim have more sinister reasons for controlling the diets 

of their followers – or perhaps their approach is subconsciously in line with the longer tradition of 

religious dietary commandments. Most likely, the cult is tapping into the fears and insecurities 

propagated by consumer culture: individuals already concerned about their appearance and 

desirability will have a primed receptiveness to the religion’s insistence on the body. This approach to 

the body within a new religious framework can thus be read as part of a logical shift from religious 

concerns of temperance to contemporary fears about the presentation of self – a symptom of 

Houellebecq’s declining and dystopian present. 

Grooming and clothing 

As well as trying to control one’s body with diet and exercise, more superficial measures can be taken 

which are also visible in Houellebecq’s novels. Clothing, grooming and cosmetic surgery all offer the 

potential to present a more acceptable body and hopefully to draw positive attention to oneself. The 

beautiful people in Houellebecq’s universe show off their bodies, wearing revealing clothing (and 

sometimes none whatsoever). The less fortunate must either disguise, enhance or manipulate their 

bodies if they want people to look at them favourably. They are not always successful. Houellebecq’s 
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treatment of the matter highlights modern society’s exacting beauty standards, and the resulting 

dystopia for people who do not meet them. 

Clothing is mentioned more frequently than make-up in Houellebecq’s narratives; this is perhaps 

unsurprising as the point of view is always that of a male character, and Houellebecq’s male 

protagonists do not wear cosmetics. However, both strategies are included, mirroring the lengths to 

which people go to manipulate their appearance so that they may meet the standards set out by 

consumer society. Both the beautiful and the ordinary use these methods to present their bodies to 

the best of their abilities. In Houellebecq’s novels, the plight of the plain and the ugly is far more 

poignant, for despite often being cruel in his portrayal of ugly people, he also displays a lot of sympathy 

towards them. In Plateforme, clothing is used as a disguise by Michel, who dresses himself in denim 

shorts and a Radiohead t-shirt in an attempt to “se déguiser en jeune” (P 43). Disgusted by his 

reflection in the mirror, entirely conscious of what he is trying to accomplish, he nevertheless cares 

enough about how he is perceived to keep the outfit on. Similarly, Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires 

deals with his mid-life crisis by letting his beard grow and wearing leather jackets. Unable to 

completely accept that they are past their prime – at least, according to society –, both men attempt 

to rejuvenate their appearance by clothing their bodies in apparel associated with youth. 

Ageing is not the only handicap when it comes to being attractive, however. Ugliness is also 

disadvantageous, rendering the unfortunate individual repulsive or, even worse, invisible. This is the 

case with Raphaël Tisserand in Extension du domaine de la lutte. Despite his success on a professional 

level, his appearance condemns him to singledom, showing that in beauty-obsessed Western society, 

other traits which could be considered appealing in a partner – such as being well-paid and having 

good job security – cannot make up for an undesirable physical appearance. Rather than disguising 

himself in order to hide himself from scrutiny, Raphaël uses clothing to draw attention to himself, 

wearing ostentatious outfits – such as a green, red and yellow patterned suit on the first day of his 

business trip, and a black and gold track suit to go to dinner, which, the narrator dryly observes, makes 

him look like a scarab beetle (EDL 62). Raphaël’s ugly features make him unworthy of romantic 

attention according to modern standards for beauty: clothing offers a means to draw the gaze of 

women who would otherwise overlook him. And while Raphaël does not succeed in attracting a 

partner, his dress choices show that he is attempting to obtain some sort of control over his body 

which society deems unacceptable. 

Not all of Raphaël’s clothing is attention-grabbing, however: clothing and grooming are also used to 

enhance the body as well as disguise it. For his evening out at a nightclub on Christmas Eve, he dresses 

in a black suit with a gold tie, which the narrator observes is “ce qui lui allait le mieux” (EDL 111). 
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Having spent three hours getting ready, a lot of which is dedicated to getting his hair just right, Raphaël 

is clearly trying to look his best, to impress. Here, time and effort are put into enhancing the body, in 

the hope of meeting those standards which are set much higher than what he possesses. Raphaël’s 

attempts to take control of his body fail; the effect, as noted by the narrator is “pauvre garçon” (EDL 

111). Another similar situation also occurs in Extension, this time involving the female character Cathy 

Lechardoy. With prominent teeth, small eyes and no curves, she is not at all conventionally pretty and 

her aggressive demeanour is likely the result of bitterness at her bad luck in the genetic lottery. 

Nevertheless, she is observed making an effort to improve her appearance for office drinks one 

evening: she wears make-up and has dressed in clothing which ought to be sexy. She is trying to appear 

enticing, but the narrator’s description of her appearance, and particularly her make-up, renders her 

efforts ridiculous. The narrator observes that “elle avait du rouge sur sa bouche et du bleu sur ses 

yeux” (EDL 46); the image conjured up by these words is almost clownish rather than flattering, 

stressed by Houellebecq’s deliberate choice of a clumsy, non-idiomatic sentence construction (“sur sa 

bouche” rather than “sur la bouche” or “elle portait du rouge à lèvres”). What is clear though, 

especially when compared to the aggressively plain description given some pages prior, is that the 

unattractive Cathy has attempted to make herself more attractive by utilising make-up and clothing 

to manipulate, and thus control, the appearance of her body. 

Raphaël and Cathy are examples where clothing and grooming as strategies for improving the 

appearance of the body fail, but rather than discounting these methods, Houellebecq’s treatment of 

them highlights their use as commonplace and even expected in the visually-driven culture of 

contemporary Western society. He also shows that clothing and grooming can produce good results. 

In Plateforme, Valérie discovers that boys are easy to manipulate if one wears the right clothes – 

presumably the revealing kind. Having given up on dressing seductively and wearing make-up because 

she herself has lost the desire to seduce, she still uses these body-enhancing tactics to succeed at 

work. Her power outfit includes a short, tight skirt, a see-through blouse which shows off her scarlet 

bra and generous cleavage; she also wears red lipstick (P 266). Valérie is not particularly beautiful, but 

neither is she ugly, and in contrast to Raphaël and Cathy, whose efforts to control their appearance 

fail pathetically, Valérie shows that these measures can and sometimes do result in improvements, 

allowing one to exert control over one’s body, which can in turn allow the individual to obtain control 

over those around them. 

As we have already seen in the previous section on diet, weight is another aspect of the body which 

is either to be flaunted or hidden, and clothing is an obvious tool for covering up what cannot be 

modified through diet and exercise. Beautiful – which inevitably means youthful and slender – bodies 

are frequently undressed in Houellebecq’s novels; characters who have overweight and therefore 
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undesirable bodies use clothing to cover up rather than accentuate, hiding their unattractive bodies 

from sight. When diet and exercise fail to transform the undesirable large body so that it falls in line 

with contemporary standards, covering it up becomes one of the final weapons in the fight to control 

its presentation. This strategy is employed by Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires, who, surrounded 

by young adults at his mother’s home during his school holidays, refuses to take off his bathing suit 

like everyone else because he feels “blanchâtre, miniscule, répugnant, obèse” (PE 59).  Annick behaves 

in a similar fashion when she and Bruno begin seeing each other again in Paris: having become even 

more overweight since their initial encounter a few years prior, Annick does not let Bruno remove her 

clothing. In addition to her attempts to lose weight with diet and exercise, she also relies on clothing 

to hide her size. And Isabelle in La Possibilité d’une île, whose body had previously been 

“incroyablement ferme et souple” (PI 32), uses clothing to hide her weight gain after Daniel’s year-

long promotional tour; dressing in jeans and a t-shirt, and wearing a quilted dressing gown to bed, she 

refuses to let Daniel see her in a state of undress. For these characters who feel shame at the state of 

their bodies, clothing becomes armour, a way to protect themselves from the critical and potentially 

unkind gaze of a society which valorises appearance over substance. 

The use of clothing to influence the appearance of the body is, of course, not restricted to those who 

feel compelled to improve their appearance. In Houellebecq’s universe, beautiful people and their 

garments also receive much attention. Rather than masking or disguising their bodies, attractive 

people, particularly women, dress to show off their figures. Tight dresses are worn by young women 

in a nightclub in Extension du domaine de la lutte; teenage girls wear bikinis at the beach in Les 

Particules élémentaires, Plateforme and La Possibilité d’une île, and see-through t-shirts at the 

camping ground in Les Particules élémentaires. Business women dress in form-fitting clothing which 

shows off every curve in Plateforme and La Carte et la territoire. Their clothing choices control the way 

their bodies are seen, and aids them in controlling those around them by showcasing their desirability. 

The most detailed example of an attractive person using clothing to control their appearance to their 

own advantage comes from La Possibilité d’une île in the form of Daniel’s lover, Esther. Slim and 

blonde, she is also beautiful; and Esther is able to showcase this beauty partly through gestures and 

also by her use of clothing. While Daniel only mentions Isabelle’s clothing when she is overweight and 

attempting to hide it, he frequently describes not only Esther’s outfits, but also the way she arranges 

her clothing. Esther frequently shows off her body, sometimes overtly – wearing revealing clothing 

such as hotpants at the beach, unbuttoned to reveal a glimpse of her pubic hair (PI 191) or a sweat-

soaked summer dress which clings to her body (PI 322) – but also in a subtler fashion, which appears 

to have even more of an effect on Daniel. She is able to make a large jumper and a pair of jeans sensual, 

pulling the jumper down to show the straps of her bra and adjusting the elastic of her g-string so that 
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it is visible above her jeans. Daniel insists that Esther does such things automatically, without thinking 

about it, and that she is erotic by nature; what is clear, however, is that Esther has learnt, 

subconsciously, perhaps, that clothing can be used as a prop to enhance the desirability of her body, 

giving her control over not only her body but also over those who desire it. 

Houellebecq’s treatment of the presentation of the body can be read as a critique on the lengths to 

which people feel they must go in order to look acceptable by modern society’s standards – standards 

which have been driven by the images and promises sold by consumer culture. If measures to change 

the appearance of the body through diet and exercise fail, one looks for ways to conceal the body, 

and in doing so retain some semblance of control. While these measures do not always obtain the 

desired outcome – such as in the cases of Raphaël Tisserand, Cathy Lechardoy, and Annick –, some 

characters are able to use grooming and clothing to their advantage, enabling them not only to 

manipulate the appearance of their own bodies in a positive way, but to influence others with their 

enhanced desirability. Indeed, the success of such characters, who nearly always start from a position 

of aesthetic privilege according to contemporary beauty standards, further exposes the injustice of a 

system where worth is tied to physical attractiveness. The non-beautiful majority have little hope of 

changing their appearance, and being able to access the bodies of beautiful people, and are thus 

trapped inside their own dystopian body, which impedes their quest for acceptance, companionship 

and love. Houellebecq’s criticism of consumer society’s influence on beauty standards in turn 

highlights his declinist concerns that attitudes towards the appearance of the body in developed 

society are contributing to social atomisation in Western civilisation. 

Ageing 

In the Houellebecquian universe, beauty inevitably fades, for an important criterion for being deemed 

beautiful is appearing young. This section will discuss Houellebecq’s treatment of the third of Shilling’s 

social factors for increased interest in the body: ageing. In Houellebecq’s fiction, ageing is problematic 

and also a concrete illustration of decline. In fact, in Les Particules élémentaires, ageing is reduced to 

its physical, biological process by Christiane, who says: “L’augmentation du pontage des collagènes 

chez le sujet âgé, la fragmentation de l’élastine au cours des mitoses font progressivement perdre aux 

tissus leur fermeté et leur souplesse” (PE 142). In Houellebecq’s fiction, ageing people are victims of 

prevailing attitudes towards senescence – an example of the moral decline Houellebecq perceives in 

Western society. As in the real world, ageing in Houellebecq’s universe is inevitable but undesirable. 

As I showed in the previous section on consumer culture, modern society has been, and continues to 

be, sold an ideal when it comes to beauty: an ideal which centres on youthfulness. Houellebecq’s 

novels expose the lengths to which people go to delay or mask the visible effects of ageing on their 
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bodies, amplifying the youth-oriented culture of contemporary Western society so that young bodies 

are desirable and old ones are reviled. In Houellebecq’s dystopian portrayal of Western society, any 

possible compensations for the loss of youth – such as wealth, wisdom or respect – are inadequate 

because they cannot make up for the loss of desirability which is the primary bodily capital. In the 

previous section, I showed that people in Houellebecq’s universe attempt to control the appearance 

of their bodies by manipulating their figures with diet, exercise and plastic surgery, or simply masking 

their bodies with clothing. Ageing is even more difficult to disguise, and presents yet another set of 

issues and thus another source of misery in Houellebecq’s dystopian universe. 

Jacqueline Dutton suggests that ageing has always been an important factor in utopian thought, both 

in terms of immortality and eternal youth, and in the imagining of hierarchy (“Forever Young” 21).  In 

a dystopian reading of Houellebecq’s fiction, however, ageing bodies are prisons which prevent people 

from obtaining the things which would make them happy. Building on the previously discussed beauty 

standards sold by consumer culture, and drawing on evolutionary psychology which sheds light on an 

almost universal preference for youthful sexual partners, I will show here that ageing is treated by 

Houellebecq as an attack which wreaks physical damage on the body, rendering it unattractive and 

unlovable – despite the ageing process being inevitable, expected and natural. This is at odds with the 

warm, loving portrayal of the grandmothers of Bruno and Michel in Les Particules élémentaires – the 

women who brought the boys up after their abandonment by their own mother –, and yet explained 

by Houellebecq’s declinist world view in which ageing is an issue for today’s Westerner, living in a neo-

liberal and individualistic society. In Houellebecq’s dystopian present, the ageing body falls outside of 

contemporary beauty standards and is therefore at a disadvantage on the market for other people’s 

time, attention and love. The attack comes early: while Houellebecq acknowledges the existence of 

middle age, his characters jump from youthfulness to ageing with barely a transitional period during 

which to prepare. Being confined to an ageing body, then, is already disadvantageous and a source of 

misery for Houellebecq’s characters. This is made worse by the desires of the ageing body which, 

rather than diminishing with age, remain just as voracious as those of the youthful body. The result is 

that the ageing body becomes a site of isolation and dissatisfaction, demanding things it cannot have 

because access to those things – mainly young, attractive bodies – is cut off by the physical damage 

wrought by the ageing process. For Houellebecq, this is a modern problem, yet again brought about 

by the sexual revolution of the 1960s, and the exacting standards propagated by consumer society – 

and thus another symptom of the decline of the West. This section will explore the representation of 

the damaged but desirous ageing body in Houellebecq’s novels, concluding with a culmination in 

Houellebecq’s latest novel where an apparently utopian yet problematic solution is offered in the form 

of a male gerontocracy. 
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Valorisation of youth 

In Houellebecq’s fiction, the issue of ageing arises from a dichotomy between the valorisation of youth 

as a beauty ideal, and the subsequent rejection of ageing. Houellebecq’s novels are filled with negative 

descriptions of ageing bodies. These bodies are saggy, wrinkled and droopy, portrayed with what 

Morrey describes as “an almost Célinean horror […] that betrays, beyond the superficial misogyny, a 

deep anxiety about organic matter” (Humanity 17). The reader recognises these traits as undesirable; 

on further reflection, the reader also understands that this undesirability stems from what the body 

is not – that is, young. In La Possibilité d’une île, Daniel recognises ageing for the crime that it is in 

Western society, lamenting that “[l]a difference d’âge était le dernier tabou, l’ultime limite”, pointing 

out that a person is permitted to be of any sexual orientation or persuasion but “interdit d’être vieux” 

(PI 209). 

In the previous section of consumer culture, I noted that youthfulness is part of the criteria that make 

up current beauty standards in developed society. Advances in advertising techniques within an 

increasingly capitalistic society have led to certain body types being propagated as ideal throughout 

the developed world, with youthfulness being paramount. Kathleen Slevin remarks that 

“[c]onsumerism touts desirable bodies as young, toned and thin; the media convey that to be young 

and beautiful is to possess the most desirable form of cultural capital” (1004). Margaret Cruikshank 

considers the flipside of the media’s influence on the perception of beauty in relation to ageing, saying 

“[t]he message is that being old is undesirable, something to disguise in order to be acceptable” (144). 

In order to illustrate the fear of ageing prevalent in Western culture, Cruikshank goes on to cite an 

example of a dermatologist who found that warnings about skin cancer did not deter people from 

sunbathing, whereas informing people that tanning accelerated the visual signs of ageing proved to 

be far more effective in provoking a reaction. Consumerism and the harnessing of the fear of ageing 

come together in Houellebecq’s fiction: in Les Particules élémentaires, Bruno looks at middle-aged 

Christiane’s skin care products, the packaging of which promises: “Protection jeunesse aux micro-

capsules” (PE 145). This reflects similar products playing on the same concerns about looking old in 

the real world. 

Considering youthful features to be attractive is not limited to Western culture. Indeed, throughout 

history most cultures have prized youth and have considered youthful features to be beautiful. 

Evolutionary psychologists suggest that this correlation of youth with beauty is based on selective 

mating strategies. David Buss and David Schmitt explain: 
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Observable cues to youth (e.g. clear skin, smooth skin, facial adiposity, lustrous hair) 
and cues to health (e.g. absence of sores or lesions), for example, have been robustly 
documented to be cues to female attractiveness across cultures. (776) 

While certain standards for beauty vary from culture to culture, the desirability of youthfulness is 

somewhat consistent. Certain evolutionary psychologists (such as Buss, Schmitt and Lawrence 

Sugiyama) suggest that the association of youth with healthiness and reproductive capacity has led to 

a preference for youthful features, bringing about a widespread acceptance that youthfulness is 

beautiful. Conversely, this entails a devaluing of the ageing body, an issue Houellebecq addresses 

directly in Les Particules élémentaires. Michel and Annabelle, reunited in middle age, are reduced to 

their diminished reproductive capacity, a factor which contributes to their doomed relationship and 

in Annabelle’s case, premature death: 

Ils avaient quarante ans, et c’était difficile à croire. Pourtant elle ne pouvait plus avoir 
d’enfants sans courir de risques assez sérieux de malformations génétiques ; sa puissance 
virile, à lui, était déjà largement atténuée. Sur le plan des intérêts de l’espèce ils étaient deux 
individus vieillissants, de valeur génétique médiocre. (PE 236–37) 

In Houellebecq’s fiction, more attention and description are given to ageing female bodies than those 

of men, however the ageist and judgemental gaze of Houellebecq’s male protagonists is sometimes 

turned on other men, and particularly on themselves. While women unarguably bear the brunt of 

criticism for having an ageing body, the crime of ageing is not an entirely gendered issue. For 

Houellebecq, this focus on aesthetics is on the rise as jeunisme and the ensuing gerontophobia 

become more prevalent due to an increasing valorisation of youth in contemporary Western society. 

In Houellebecq’s fictional world, the celebration of youth reaches unprecedented proportions. Young 

bodies are glorified, as evidenced by the numerous, admiring descriptions which occur throughout his 

novels.53 Conversely, ageing bodies are not merely considered unattractive, but are singled out and 

depicted negatively. This is visible across Houellebecq’s novels, wherein critical descriptions of 

characters focus on physical degradation. A forty-seven-year-old fan of Daniel in La Possibilité d’une 

île, unflattering nicknamed Gros Cul, is “vraiment pas bien conservée” (PI 311); in Soumission, François 

criticises his middle-aged date, Aurélie, who he decides has given up on life, on both an emotional and 

bodily level: 

son corps avait subi des dommages irréparables, ses fesses et ses seins n’étaient plus 
que des surfaces de chair amaigries, réduites, flasques et pendantes, elle ne pouvait 
plus, ne pourrait jamais plus être considérée comme un objet de désir. (S 22) 

                                                             
53 For examples wherein the female adolescent body in particular is glorified, see the Pseudo-Véronique in 
Extension du domaine de la lutte (112-113); various young women admired by Bruno in Les Particules 
élémentaires (104-105; 132; 192); and Valérie in Plateforme, who, at the age of 28, has a body of a 17-year-old 
– which Sweeney notes is “optimum age of sexual attractiveness in all of Houellebecq’s fiction” (Sweeney, 
“Natural Women? Anti-Feminism and Michel Houellebecq’s Plateforme” 332). 
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By continually insisting on the physical damage wrought by the ageing process, Houellebecq highlights 

and amplifies real-world attitudes and concerns about growing old. Gros Cul is not only heavy (which, 

as I showed in the previous section, is considered undesirable in the Houellebecquian universe) but 

looks older than her age, which contributes to Daniel’s abhorrence of her. Similarly, Aurélie’s 

undesirability is directly linked to her ageing body. This spectre of ageing is at its most haunting in the 

case of Olga, Jed’s girlfriend in La Carte et le territoire. Towards the novel’s end, Olga and Jed reunite 

one last time for an evening after several years apart; having been described as one of the five most 

beautiful women in Paris in her early thirties, at the age of forty-two, her body – still a “magnifique 

fleur de chair” – has barely changed (CT 240). And yet, the narrator is compelled to inform the reader 

that the magnificent flower has begun to wilt, and that the degradation would now speed up, 

inexorably. This is the final appearance of Olga in the novel; her physical decline is not necessary for 

further development of her character. It is, however, needed to underline the theme of decay which 

permeates Houellebecq’s treatment of the body, and the inevitability of ageing. If being one of the 

most beautiful women in Paris in her youth cannot save Olga from the ravages of ageing, what chance 

does the average person have?   

These negative attitudes to the ageing body result in a dystopian scenario for the ageing individual, 

for the only escape from their age-induced prison is death. No longer useful, sexually or otherwise, 

the old become a burden to the youthful, more powerful, strata of society. The cult of youth becomes 

a youthful dictatorship where old people are stripped of all means to happiness. In La Possibilité d’une 

île, Daniel asserts that old people have no right to sex or to rebel against their lot in life, that rebellion, 

sex, pleasure and love are reserved only for young people. Possessing nothing of interest to the young, 

old people are thus “traités comme de purs déchets”, granted nothing more than “une survie 

misérable, conditionnelle et de plus en plus étroitement limitée” (PI 212). In other words, the old are 

subjected to a dystopian existence under the tyranny of youth. Daniel argues that the incitement of 

young people against their elders in films such as Ken Park and Kids are: 

un reflux brutal, typique de la modernité, vers un stade antérieur à toute civilisation, 
car toute civilisation pouvait se juger au sort qu’elle réservait aux plus faibles, à ceux 
qui n’étaient plus ni productifs ni désirables. (PI 210–11) 

Through Daniel’s comments, Houellebecq suggests that prevailing attitudes towards the ageing are 

symptomatic of a society in a state of regression, a society which is not merely becoming less civilised, 

but careening towards not being civilised at all. This clearly demonstrates Houellebecq’s declinist 

concerns, with the body playing a key role. Modern attitudes to the ageing body, which is subject to 

rejection and alienation by the prevalent youth-oriented culture, demonstrate that modern society is 
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in a state of moral decline, evidenced by its treatment of the bodies which are the most vulnerable 

and which need to be looked after. 

In Houellebecq’s world, the major issue with equating youth with beauty is that it becomes a deciding 

factor in sexual desire. “Le désir sexuel” says the omniscient narrator of Les Particules élémentaires, 

“se porte essentiellement sur les corps jeunes” (PE 106). Young bodies are not only admired for 

aesthetic reasons, they are coveted by young and old alike, leaving no desire for those with older 

bodies, who then suffer from a dearth of attention. This valorisation of youth over all other things – 

physical and moral – is summed up by Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires, when he declares : “De 

tous les bien terrestres, la jeunesse physique est à l’évidence le plus précieux ; et nous ne croyons plus 

aujourd’hui qu’aux biens terrestres” (PE 258). 

 

Middle Age: the beginning of old age 

In the Houellebecquian universe, old age, then, is undesirable. The ageing body is sexually unappealing 

and offers nothing of use to young people. Old people are therefore banished from all forms of power, 

pleasure and entertainment. But when does the onset of old age take place? Houellebecq’s anti-

heroes are at best middle-aged, yet already consider themselves old. In the American research, Hillier 

and Barrow address this question in their interdisciplinary work Aging, the Individual, and Society, 

acknowledging the distinction between old age – which they suggest commences at age sixty-five (7) 

–, and ageing (the process of growing older). Humans age from the moment of birth; Hillier and Barrow 

nuance this, remarking that “[w]e spend approximately one-fourth of our lives growing up and three-

fourths growing old” (26). If old age does indeed begin in one’s mid-sixties, it follows that one should 

not be considered old for the entirety of time that one is ageing. Bridging this gap between youth and 

old age is the concept of middle-age, an acknowledged stage of life in Western society during which 

one is considered neither old nor young. As Phyllis Moen and Elaine Wethington note, setting a precise 

beginning and end to middle age is difficult; they suggest, however, that it is generally accepted to 

begin around age thirty-five (4). A 2011 report on data collected on age perception in Europe shows 

that the average European believes that youth ends at age forty, while old age begins at age sixty-two 

(Abrams et al. 18). Houellebecq’s protagonists are unarguably middle-aged but, for them, being old is 

not merely an impeding undesirability.54 Instead it is a horrifying reality of the present. In the 

Houellebecquian universe, middle age barely exists: old age begins as soon as one’s youth is over. In 

certain cases, this is expressed explicitly, with characters passing directly from very young adulthood 

to ageing. This is articulated in Soumission by François who, on completing his thesis in his mid-

                                                             
54 The one exception to this is the narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte who is thirty years old. 
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twenties, immediately feels that “[m]a jeunesse […] était finie”, and later describes himself as 

“vieillissant” (S 16 and 25), despite being, at most, in his forties. Both Michel and Bruno in Les 

Particules élémentaires experience this same sentiment, at the tender age of twenty: “[Michel] et 

Bruno avaient vingt ans et se sentaient déjà vieux. Cela continuerait : ils se sentiraient de plus en plus 

vieux, et ils en auraient honte” (PE 121). The narrator of Extension du domaine de la lutte expresses a 

similar view of feeling old beyond his years: “Ça m’étonne d’avoir seulement trente ans; je me sens 

beaucoup plus vieux” (EDL 132). Isabelle in La Possibilité d’une île is the most tragic example of this 

distorted and rapid descent into old age. Conscious of her body which is now beginning to show signs 

of ageing, she is described as growing weaker and “déjà touchée dans sa chair” (PI 56), and is left with 

no choice but to leave her job as editor of a magazine marketed to teenage girls, despite being at the 

height of her intellectual and professional powers. At an age when many are on the cusp of truly 

establishing themselves in their career, Isabelle’s is abruptly cut short, because of her ageing body. 

Despite the privileged circumstances of her living situation, the spectre of ageing puts paid to any 

satisfaction that could be gained from her early retirement. Both Daniel and Isabelle are aware of the 

damage being wrought on her body; her response is shame and the subsequent extinguishing of her 

sexuality. In a few short years, while still in her forties, the marriage ends, with the blame placed 

squarely on Isabelle’s ageing body. This link between the ageing female body and the end of a 

relationship is also explicitly made in Les Particules élémentaires when Bruno connects the decline of 

Anne’s body to the collapse of their marriage: “Plus tard ses seins sont tombés, et notre mariage s’est 

cassé la gueule lui aussi” (PE 170). When the lifespan of a relationship is intrinsically tied to the state 

of the partners’ bodies, it is doomed to failure. In showing this, Houellebecq’s treatment of the ageing 

body contributes to his portrayal of a dystopian present, in which humans become unlovable when 

their bodies inevitably show signs of ageing. 

Houellebecq does not reserve this crisis of early ageing for particular characters; it is also a problem 

for groups of people – usually women – within the general population. Reminiscing about his female 

fans, Daniel notes in La Possibilité d’une île that they were usually in their forties and remarks: “ce 

n’était pas la maturité qui les attendait, mais simplement la vieillesse […]. La vie commence à 

cinquante ans, c’est vrai; à ceci près qu’elle se termine à quarante” (PI 24–25). Daniel’s comment 

simultaneously acknowledges contemporary attitudes to middle age, namely the trend by the baby 

boomer generation to push milestone ages further back as they reconcile a youthful outlook with 

advancing age, while humorously making fun of the practice which does nothing to halt the steady 

decline of the ageing body. The prognosis is equally bleak for the young women of the sixties in Les 

Particules élémentaires who, according to the narrator, “se trouvèrent, la quarantaine venue, dans 

une fâcheuse situation” (PE 106–07). Such statements are couched in the impersonal mode, turning 
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them into apparently indisputable truths. The use of impersonal statements results in an authoritative 

tone and is a persuasive technique which can be traced back to the Middle Ages, if not beyond (Chase 

133). In this way, throughout his fiction, Houellebecq presents opinions (whether they be his own or 

those of his characters) as facts, to render his bleak portrayal of contemporary society more 

believable. 

Problems related to the onset of ageing begin as soon as youth is over. The issue is not wholly 

feminine, however; men are also subject to fears of ageing. Annabelle in Les Particules élémentaires 

notices this, remarking:  

Tous les hommes que j’ai connus étaient terrorisés par le vieillissement, ils pensaient 
sans arrêt à leur âge. Cette obsession de l’âge commence très tôt – je l’ai rencontrée 
chez des gens de vingt-cinq ans – et elle ne fait ensuite que s’aggraver. (PE 234) 

 

Adding insight to the male fear of ageing, Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires tries to explain his failed 

relationship with his son: “Je n’arrivais pas à supporter la fin de ma jeunesse; à supporter l’idée que 

mon fils allait grandir, allait être jeune à ma place, qu’il allait peut-être réussir sa vie alors que j’avais 

raté la mienne” (PE 186). Bruno also mentions the horror of realising that his young son will eventually 

compete with him for the same young women – and likely do better due to his youth. Being old is 

shown to be damaging on another level: not only is it a source of unhappiness for the ageing individual, 

it can also impact negatively on relationships, contributing to the social atomisation of Houellebecq’s 

dystopian and declinist portrayal of Western society. So fearful is Bruno of losing his youth that he 

cannot love his son, consumed by a kind of Oedipus complex in reverse which manifests in resentment 

that his son has what he cannot get back. 

The idea that the end of youth signals the beginning of old age is not unique to Houellebecq, though 

the notion that even men are vulnerable to the stigma of ageing relatively early in life is less common. 

Referring specifically to women, Susan Sontag says: 

[S]ince women are considered maximally eligible in early youth, after which their 
sexual value drops steadily, even young women feel themselves in a desperate race 
against the calendar. They are old as soon as they are no longer very young. (102) 

Feminism offers further insightful perceptions on shifting age boundaries. Kathleen Slevin notes that 

“we have witnessed a blurring of age boundaries resulting in an accelerated breakdown in the 

demarcation between mature and youthful bodies” (1004). But in Houellebecq’s writing, while female 

bodies are singled out more frequently, especially when it comes to signs of ageing, the middle-aged 

male narrators and point-of-view characters also turn their judgemental gaze on their own bodies. 

Almost universally in their forties, and thus early middle age, they focus on features of their bodies 
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which betray them as old. As we saw in the previous section, Michel in Plateforme is disgusted by his 

appearance, which betrays him as a forty-something year old bureaucrat trying to disguise himself as 

a young person. At the beginning of his relationship with Esther, Daniel in La Possibilité d’une île is 

overwhelmed by the écart between how he feels and how he looks: while he carries himself like a 

young man, breathing deeply and maintaining an erect posture, his reflections nauseate him. He 

focuses on his sagging buttocks and testicles, body parts which are chosen for both meaning and effect 

– the latter particularly evident in the colloquial and vulgar language used. In contrast to his own 

ageing body, he describes Esther’s as “si frais, si lisse” (PI 200). 

This is not to say that middle age is completely passed over or denied in Houellebecq’s novels. Indeed, 

certain characters refer specifically to middle age: Bruno in Les Particules élémentaires is described as 

going through a “crise de la quarantaine” (PE 23); and François in Soumission acknowledges that he is 

“dans la force de l’âge” (S 183). Rather than being portrayed as a dynamic period of life, however, it is 

instead seen as the onset of old age. While François understands that he has thirty, maybe forty, years 

of health ahead of him, he focuses on the gradual physical decline which will manifest visibly on his 

body much sooner, in ten years or less, meaning he will no longer be considered young – and once 

youth is over, one faces unyielding and irreversible decline. This is another example of the fear of 

ageing described by Hillier and Barrow: people are now often more concerned about the presentation 

of their body rather than its integrity and health. In contemporary society, middle age represents a 

time of anxiety for some people, but it is nevertheless a buffer between youth and old age, and is even 

viewed by some as a productive stage in life.55 In Houellebecq’s universe, however, it is the beginning 

of the end: despite the advantages and resources many of his characters possess having reached 

middle age, they cannot enjoy it because they are consumed by the prospect of their imminent bodily 

decline, which, in Houellebecquian logic, can only result in sexual rejection. In this respect, 

Houellebecq is no longer mirroring contemporary society; rather, he is distorting it, amplifying the 

issue to extreme proportions so that his representation is no longer faithful to reality and adds to the 

atmosphere of general decay. 

Houellebecq’s distortion of middle age is visible across his corpus, and contributes to his dystopian 

present. While middle age is problematic for many individuals, it also offers a number of advantages 

or compensations which have not necessarily been present in past eras. For Houellebecq’s characters, 

however, there are no compensations for middle or old age. While his protagonists are well-

established in their careers and financially comfortable – some enough so to retire young –, there is 

                                                             
55 See “Marvellous Middle Age” (New Scientist) where David Bainbridge argues that middle age should be seen 
as a positive stage in the human life cycle where health is good, mental acuity is still sharp, and career, 
financial and familial security are usually high. 
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no enjoying this period of good health and financial stability. Qualities and advantages which are 

considered to come with age – wisdom, life experience, business and financial acumen, and wealth – 

bring no joy to his characters who almost invariably find a way to remove themselves from society 

when they reach middle age. Bruno, in Les Particules élémentaires, succumbs to his depression and 

takes up permanent residence in a psychiatric hospital; Christiane, Annabelle, Michel (also in Les 

Particules élémentaires), Isabelle and Daniel in La Possibilité d’une île commit suicide; Michel in 

Plateforme spends his days in his rented studio in Bangkok, waiting for death; Jed in La Carte et la 

territoire literally fences himself off from society by building his own compound in rural France. One 

can argue that these characters isolate or kill themselves because they are depressed; it should also 

be noted, however, that the action does not take place until middle age – raising the possibility that 

ageing itself is a cause for depression. Social science research has explored this dip in happiness during 

middle age, with some researchers proposing a U-shaped curve where happiness, highest in 

childhood, falls to its lowest point between the ages of forty and fifty before climbing again in older 

age.56 Seeking to investigate the merit of the theory, Seppo Laaksonen finds that by adding control 

variables (such as income), a U-shape curve does indeed appear, suggesting that it is not necessarily 

ageing which results in a decline in happiness, “but rather the circumstances associated with ageing” 

(“Happiness by Age”). He goes on to suggest that this dip in happiness could be rectified with policies 

related to work, health, income and education. This idea – that the circumstances associated with 

ageing cause unhappiness, rather than ageing itself – is inconsistent with Houellebecq’s negative 

fixation on the ageing body, for his characters are generally healthy, financially comfortable and 

educated, and should therefore be better positioned to resist this middle-age fall in happiness. Here, 

reality would be incompatible with Houellebecq’s declinist portrayal of Western society, so 

Houellebecq amplifies and distorts the problem of the ageing body. In light of the U-shape curve 

theory, another dystopian aspect of the Houellebecquian universe is revealed: since his depressed 

characters tend to kill themselves in middle-age, they have no chance of experiencing the possible 

increase of happiness which would likely come if they let themselves grow old. 

In the Houellebecquian universe, then, once young adulthood is over there is little good left to come. 

Assets, freedom, knowledge, the ability to travel, and freedom are inadequate compensations for the 

end of youth for Houellebecq’s characters, and their refusal, or at least half-hearted attempts, to at 

least benefit from them puts them and Houellebecq’s universe at odds with reality. Here, 

Houellebecq’s amplification of societal woes is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it highlights 

the injustice of a culture which places such high value on youth, invariably condemning all people who 

                                                             
56 See D. Blanchflower and A. Oswald’s “Is well-being U-shaped over the life cycle?” (2008). 
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reach middle age to face the loss of their greatest form of capital; on the other, it creates a disconnect 

with the reader who must reconcile the depressive characters and lack of will to live with their not 

insignificant assets and advantages. 

It can be argued that Houellebecq’s distorted reflection of modern society has sociological grounding. 

Sociologist Andreu Domingo categorises La Possibilité d’une île as a demodystopia: a dystopia that is 

“brought about by demographic change or [which makes] population matters a salient concern” due 

to its treatment of youth and ageing (725). Houellebecq’s denial of the value of any body which is not 

youthful can be read as an observation of current demographic trends in the West. Fewer people 

choose to have children, and those that do have smaller families than previous generations. 

Consequently, young people are fewer while older adults make up an increasingly large percentage of 

the population. This relative scarcity of young people, connected with an innate sexual preference for 

youthful bodies and the aggressive and constant pressure from the media on the importance of 

looking young makes modern Western culture particularly encouraging of the cult of youth, arguably 

more so than any others throughout history. Houellebecq’s sociological observations thus contribute 

to the dystopian setting of his novels, not only the futuristic utopias-dystopias of Les Particules 

élémentaires, La Possibilité d’une île, La Carte et le territoire, and Soumission, but also the dystopian 

present which dominates throughout his corpus: a world in which youth is the most valuable form of 

capital, and the loss of it condemns the ageing body to obsolescence, sexual starvation and ultimately 

misery. 

In Houellebecq’s fiction, the implicit solution to improving life for ageing people is the satisfaction of 

bodily desires. It is not really youth that brings happiness, but the ability to have sex with young 

people. The issue with having an ageing body is that it makes one less desirable, and thus unable to 

satisfy one’s own desires. It is often assumed that sexual desire diminishes with age, an assumption 

Daniel in La Possibilité d’une île had previously held before realising that this is not the case. In fact, 

Daniel realises, the opposite happens: “Non seulement le désir sexuel ne disparaît pas, mais il devient 

avec l’âge de plus en plus cruel, de plus en plus déchirant et insatiable” (PI 312). Benjamin Boysen, 

writing on priapism in Houellebecq’s novels, takes this idea of cruel desire even further. Arguing that 

the notion of priapism – a medical condition involving chronic erection not caused by stimuli – can 

conceptualise the frustrated libido which hounds Houellebecq’s main characters, Boysen suggests that 

for Houellebecq, desire is now a mandate on a societal level:  

The body is suffering more than ever, since, after the sexual revolution of the sixties, 
desire is excited more than ever before. According to Houellebecq, in late capitalist 
consumer society, desire has become imperative. The intense sexualization or 
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pornification of mass culture after the sixties means that desire has increased 
exponentially, while satisfaction and/or pleasure have remained unchanged. (480)  

Pascal Bruckner also addresses the imperative desire in L’euphorie perpétuelle (2002), arguing that 

happiness has become compulsory, that young people from all walks of life have grown up with the 

command “Soyez heureux” ringing in their ears [emphasis in the original] (L’euphorie 14). According 

to Bruckner, the modern individual has a duty not merely to oneself but also to others to be happy, 

and failure to obtain happiness is one’s own fault. This results in distress, guilt and more unhappiness 

for those who are unhappy.  

The extensive misery that accompanies ageing in Houellebecq’s fiction is intrinsically linked to the 

body. It does not matter how many other advantages the individual enjoys if they cannot have sexual 

access to the bodies of young people, and the state of their own body is an important factor in 

determining this. Characters with money – such as Daniel, Michel in Plateforme, François in 

Soumission, and, to a lesser extent, Bruno – are able to access young bodies by paying for them, 

affording brief but temporary moments of utopia. In the Houellebecquian universe, sexual fulfilment 

is necessary for happiness, the access to which is effectively cut off to most of those who are beyond 

young adulthood. This exclusion results in a dystopia where the compensations of old age cannot 

alleviate the misery of being trapped in an ageing body which keeps one from young people. 

Culmination: Soumission 

Age-related dystopia is present in the first of Houellebecq’s novels, with the narrator of Extension 

explaining how the passage to adulthood – the domain of struggle – signals the end of life. It becomes 

increasingly sexualised, and increasingly dystopian, in the three subsequent novels – Les Particules 

élémentaires, Plateforme and La Possibilité d’une île – where happiness is linked not only to sex, but 

to sex with young people in particular; whereas the ageing body starts to bar its owner from this vital 

component of a happy life. In La Carte et le territoire, the frenzy eases slightly but the spectre of ageing 

is more physically aggressive. Jed’s father, Jean-Pierre, grows old miserably after the suicide of his 

wife, eventually contracting rectal cancer with which he has a protracted and humiliating struggle (the 

coup de grâce is the necessary replacement of his artificial anus), leading to his decision to be 

euthanized in Switzerland. The indignity of Jean-Pierre’s battle with his ageing body is contrasted with 

the early death of his wife, who was at least spared the horrors of ageing: “La déchéance physique, 

elle aurait pas supporté” (CT 207). This legacy of bodily decay continues with Jed, who shuts himself 

from the world during his early middle-age to grow old in solitude. Taking up his place in society again 

at the age of sixty – the beginning of true old age as defined by Hillier and Barrow –, he eventually 

succumbs to cancer of the digestive tract like his father. Up until this point in Houellebecq’s corpus, 
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the process of ageing is one of decline; it is directly implicated in physical decline, with fewer and less 

satisfying relationships, and even the loss of one’s place in society. 

This problem of ageing reaches a culmination in Soumission. The novel begins in much the same vein 

as its predecessors with a middle-aged protagonist, François, who feels he has already lived the best 

part of his life, describes himself as “vieillissant” and finds moments of happiness increasingly hard to 

come by. François’ solitude is exacerbated by the loss of his job, brought about by the success of the 

Islamic political party, the Fraternité musulmane, and the subsequent Islamisation of the Sorbonne. 

Living alone, with few opportunities to socialise apart from occasional encounters with prostitutes 

(which, as I have shown, fail to bring pleasure), François becomes depressed, prone to illness and 

unprovoked crying. Eventually, however, François realises that the new system offers a way out of his 

solitude and depression. He observes certain former male colleagues choosing to convert to Islam in 

order to retain their positions at the university, and in doing so garner a number of benefits beyond 

their elevated salaries. No matter their age, the men who work with the system – rather than staying 

outside it as François initially elects to do – enjoy excellent pay, cheap but good housing, and, most 

importantly, young wives. François is impressed by the family of Robert Rediger, the vice-chancellor 

of Paris-III Sorbonne (now re-named Université Sorbonne-Nouvelle – Paris 3), is even envious of it: 

“une épouse de quarante ans pour la cuisine, une de quinze ans pour d’autres choses…sans doute 

avait-il une ou deux épouses d’âge intermédiaire” (S 262). But this polygamous set-up is not reserved 

for men of the upper echelons: even Muslims of more modest status – such as François’ converted 

former colleagues – are catered for. The mediocre Steve has not only married a student but informs 

François he will soon be taking a second wife (S 181–82). Even Jean-François Loiseleur, a sixty-year-

old, stereotypically dirty and dishevelled academic, is provided for. Confronted by François’ disbelief 

that he is now married, Loiseleur assures him that “une femme, ils m’ont trouvé ça” (S 288). And not 

just any woman, but a young one: “Une étudiante de deuxième année” (S 288). 

The success of the Fraternité musulmane is apparently a victory for Islam in France; what the 

experiences of these male characters show, however, is this victory is in fact a utopia for men, 

particularly older men. Mohammed Ben Abbes, the new Président de la République, effectively 

establishes a male gerontocracy, putting an end to the issues experienced by middle and old-aged 

characters in the Houellebecquian universe. In François’ academic milieu, old age is no longer to be 

feared, provided one converts to Islam: even a sixty-year-old man like Loiseleur will be found a young 

wife, and even has the right to more. François is assured he could comfortably support up to three 

wives, who would be chosen for him by an experienced marieuse in accordance with his status – thus 

ensuring that the bodies of those wives would be sufficiently young and attractive. While converting 

to Islam will not guarantee happiness, François will no longer be made miserable by his ageing body: 
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the gerontocracy ensures he will have access to young bodies despite the decline of his own. He will 

no longer need youth to obtain that access for himself. Furthermore, despite the binding contract of 

marriage, legal polygamy ensures that he will not be restricted to one ageing wife. The right to take 

up to four wives means he can bring multiple, younger women into his home, creating a set-up like 

that of Rédiger: an older wife for cooking, a teenager for other things. 

This gerontocracy results in a utopia for ageing males, the demographic group of the main characters 

who have suffered due to their ageing bodies in not only Soumission, but throughout Houellebecq’s 

novels. Guaranteed, permanent sexual access to young women would make any of Houellebecq’s 

depressed male characters happier (except for the asexual Michel in Les Particules élémentaires), and 

one could presume that the gerontocratic system of Ben Abbes would improve their lives significantly 

– as it appears it will do so for François. All would benefit from assured female companionship at 

home, and the status accorded to them as the privileged sex in the regime – counteracting the 

destruction of the family unit and the social atomisation Houellebecq laments throughout his fiction. 

Indeed, François comes to see conversion to Islam as preferable to his current situation, attracted not 

by the spiritual teachings of the religion, but instead by its tenet of polygamy. In this respect, the 

Islamic system presented in Soumission can be read as a gerontocratic utopia, benefiting ageing males. 

It cannot, however, be utopian for everyone. Despite the positive outcome for François who knows 

he will not regret his decision to convert, there is an elephant in the room: the sub-population for 

whom the utopia could be considered dystopian – women. The Islamic regime removes women from 

the work force and makes them disappear from social congress: François notices that no women are 

present at drinks at the university. Rather than forcing women to wear the veil, the regime encourages 

a trend for concealing clothing, as François notices while walking around a shopping centre. The male 

gerontocracy of Soumission attempts to resolve the problem of ageing, but only for half of that sub-

population, disadvantaging everyone who is not a Muslim man of marriageable age which is pushed 

to upper limits too.  

The solution offered in Soumission thus results in utopia for a few and dystopia for the majority. This 

solution is jarring: while it resolves the issues experienced by Houellebecq’s protagonists throughout 

his novels, it does so by doing away with social advances (namely the right for women to work and 

generally be visible in society, as well as the prized French value of laïcité). This attempt to stem 

unhappiness resulting from a dystopic society in the throes of moral decline, results in a double-bind 

situation: Houellebecq highlights the impossibility of widespread happiness with the status quo of 

contemporary Western society, but also shows that changes which improve the lot of certain 

individuals will likely disadvantage others – resulting in further decline. This reinforces Houellebecq’s 

position which is somewhere between historical pessimism and cultural pessimism. While he shows 
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nostalgia for the past (historical pessimism), his writing displays the nihilistic Schopenhauerian view 

that humanity is doomed no matter what comes to pass (cultural pessimism).  

The boundaries of the body 

The last of Shilling’s social factors, the increasingly blurred boundaries of the human body, forms the 

basis for my conclusion to this chapter. Growing confusion about the limits of the body is due, Shilling 

suggests, to developments in electronic media and film (he cites the example of teledildonics – 

disembodied virtual sexual encounters – which feature in the 1993 science fiction dystopian film 

Demolition Man), horror films (where threats to the body have changed from external to internal 

forces, such as demonic possession and monsters being gestated in the human body and mind), and 

also the difficulty encountered by sociologists in pinning down what the body really is, resulting in all 

kinds of bodies: discursive, material, physical, communicative, consumer, medical, individual, social, 

medicalised, sexualised, disciplined and talking bodies (35).  

This new plasticity of the human body is pushed to scientific extremes in two of Houellebecq’s novels, 

Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île, in which the limits of the human body are 

questioned through cloning. In both of these post-human societies, humans are not merely copied but 

are also altered – so much that in both novels a new species, separate from mankind, is created. This 

experimentation with human reproduction is inspired for different reasons in the respective novels – 

a desire to standardise and stabilise reproduction in Les Particules élémentaires, and a quest for 

immortality in La Possibilité d’une île – but in both cases, a common and significantly more utopian 

reason drives further genetic manipulation: a desire to alleviate suffering. Pushing the boundaries of 

the human body thus becomes a strategy for solving the problems of Houellebecq’s declining 

dystopian present; as I will show here, this strategy is in fact used by Houellebecq to neutralise the 

three other social factors discussed in this chapter. 

I wish to stress here that my interpretation of this final factor focuses on the limits of the human body 

rather than the aspect of confusion. In Houellebecq’s fiction there is no confusion or fear about 

modifications or additions to the human body. There are no parasitic monsters or cyborgs, no worries 

about supernatural forces taking control of bodies. Plastic surgery is normalised and in no way 

frightening; it is instead presented as a symptom of a society obsessed with youth and physical beauty. 

The question here is not “what is the body?” but rather “is it possible to be happy in the human body 

in its current form?” This final section will consider how Houellebecq pushes the limits of the human 

body, ultimately going beyond them, in an attempt to resolve the issues which contribute to the 

dystopian nature of the body in his representation of a declining present. 
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The body as a biological phenomenon 

In the conclusion of The Body and Social Theory, Shilling discusses the importance of recognising that 

the body has its own history as a biological and social phenomenon, suggesting that the body is more 

than its physical delineations (175). Throughout this chapter I have focused on the socialised aspect 

of the body (that is, the way society makes us respond to our and other people’s bodies). This final 

factor – a growing confusion about what the body really is – provides us with the opportunity to 

examine the body as a biological entity in Houellebecq’s works and particularly the use of biology to 

solve the problem of the body in Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île. This is not to 

say that social strategies are not employed in Houellebecq’s novels to effect change. The future 

settings of Soumission and the epilogue of La Carte et le territoire both use social measures and 

economic activity to bring about change; this is also the case for both Les Particules élémentaires and 

La Possibilité d’une île. In the latter two novels, however, these social changes complement the 

biological changes which directly impact the body in an attempt to go to its source. It is for this reason 

that this conclusion will focus specifically on Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île, as 

they explore the idea that alterations to human biology could change the way humans interact with 

each other and possibly put an end to suffering. The idea that the body itself needs to be altered to 

address the problem of human misery suggests a Schopenhauerien view that, since nature is 

monstrous and built on a cycle of suffering, the actual body is to blame, and is, in its natural form, 

indeed dystopian.  

Neutralising Shilling’s social factors 

Throughout this chapter, I have shown that social factors which have contributed to burgeoning 

interest in the body are also integral to Houellebecq’s representation of the body, and indeed to the 

pressures and suffering imposed on it by Houellebecq’s declining, dystopian version of Western 

society. His writing shows an awareness of feminism and its impact on contemporary Western society 

– even if it manifests as antifeminism – and of the way gender impacts on perceptions of the body. 

His novels also reflect the impact of capitalism and consumer culture on beauty standards and the 

pressure to conform to those standards, showing the strategies to which regular people resort – diet, 

exercise, grooming, clothing and plastic surgery – to take control of their bodies, all the while, 

paradoxically, allowing themselves to be controlled by market trends. Finally, changing demographics 

manifest in a tragic representation of ageism, particularly the process of physical decline suffered by 

the ageing body which renders it unlovable by previously potential partners. Houellebecq identifies 

these body-related aspects of developed society as counterproductive to human happiness, with little 

hope of resolution in his fictional present. In the post-human societies of Les Particules élémentaires 
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and La Possibilité d’une île, however, Houellebecq explores the possibility of reducing the unhappiness 

caused by these social factors by going to the site of the suffering and modifying the body itself as a 

solution to the dystopian conditions of humanity in the present. 

The first of these factors is feminism. In Houellebecq’s present, the effects of feminism on 

contemporary society, and on male-female relationships especially, are mentioned throughout his 

novels. In the clone societies of Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île, changes to the 

body contribute to the resolution of sexual tension in different ways, with the more audacious strategy 

to be found in Les Particules élémentaires. The clone narrator reveals that sexual difference is to be 

entirely suppressed in the clones. This strategy effectively removes any possibility for sexual difference 

or tension, making feminism, and therefore anti-feminism, completely irrelevant in Houellebecq’s 

post-human utopia. In La Possibilité d’une île, modifications to the body are much less drastic, but still 

have a neutralising effect on gender. The neo-human clones retain the sex of their ancestor but 

changes to both their psychology and their bodies make gender practically irrelevant. While the clones 

are conditioned to prize solitude, an “improvement” to their skin makes them immune to the desire 

for physical contact:  

La peau fragile, glabre, mal irriguée des humains ressentait affreusement le vide des 
caresses. Une meilleure circulation des vaisseaux sanguins cutanés, une légère 
diminution de la sensibilité des fibres nerveuses de type L ont permis, dès les 
premières générations néo-humaines, de diminuer les souffrances liées à l’absence 
de contact. (PI 163) 

The sensitivity of the human skin is here portrayed as a weakness in the body, a contributor to its 

dystopian nature in the present. Modifying this overly-sensitive organ reduces the need for physical 

contact, but also the sensation of pleasure, meaning that not only is a lack of touch not problematic, 

but very little enjoyment can be derived from the touch of another being. This results in neo-humans 

having little motivation to seek out physical relationships (neither hetero nor homosexual) with other 

neo-humans. Sexual behaviour is thus completely removed from neo-human life, resulting in a similar 

effect to the suppression of sexual difference in Les Particules élémentaires; this is juxtaposed with 

the sexual activity of the savage humans where sex is used to reinforce a violent and patriarchal 

hierarchy. 

In contrast to the savage and patriarchal human society observed by Daniel25, and at odds with 

Houellebecq’s anti-feminist stance in Les Particules élémentaires and Plateforme, neo-human society 

appears to be matriarchal. The voice of authority comes from the Sœur Suprême: a disembodied 

female voice which relays information on how to live a peaceful, pain-free and intellectual life. This 

matriarchal approach is set in motion before the advent of neo-human society: attempts to rebalance 



128 
 

masculinity and femininity are made by the Elohim prior to the switch to cloning. Daniel1 notes at the 

first conference he attends that :  

[B]eaucoup de femmes […] avaient oublié d’être moches. Il est vrai, aussi, qu’elles ne 
reculaient devant aucun moyen pour se mettre en valeur. Les enseignements du 
prophète à ce sujet étaient constants: si l’homme devait faire un effort pour réprimer 
sa part de masculinité (le machisme n’avait que trop ensanglanté le monde […], la 
femme pouvait au contraire faire exploser sa féminité, et l’exhibitionnisme qui lui est 
consubstantiel, à travers toutes les tenues scintillantes, transparentes ou moulantes 
que l’imagination des couturiers et créateurs divers avait mises à sa disposition : rien 
ne pouvait être plus agréable et excellent, aux yeux des Élohim. (PI 122–23).  

This valorisation of the feminine over the masculine foreshadows the matriarchal voice of the Soeur 

Suprême, encouraging a dampening of masculinity, while celebrating femininity, extending the 

message of “female is good, male is bad”, that is visible in Les Particules élémentaires. On the other 

hand, it also objectifies women, putting them and their bodies on display for the appreciation of 

ostensibly all, but really of men. This aspect is eliminated in neo-human society, along with sexual 

difference itself. 

In both novels, then, bodies are modified with the effect of neutralising difference between the sexes. 

In contrast to Houellebecq’s apparent anti-feminism, we see a valorisation of femininity in both 

novels: Djerzinski’s realisation that women are inherently nicer than men in Les Particules 

élémentaires; the female voice of authority of the Soeur Suprême in La Possibilité d’une île. 

As we saw in Chapter 2 on economy, Jerry Varsava suggests that capitalism has no place in 

Houellebecq’s post-human utopias and that we can deduce this by inference. (That is, Houellebecq is 

so critical of capitalism that it cannot have a place in his utopian futures). While this does indeed 

appear to be the case in Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île, the epilogue of La 

Carte et le territoire suggests otherwise – in the latter novel demand and supply is shown to be working 

in France’s favour as the population adapts to the demands of international tourists and builds a 

strong economy founded on tourism and agriculture. In Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité 

d’une île, however, Varsava’s suggestion is borne out. There is no evidence that consumerism has a 

place in Houellebecq’s attempted utopias: neither the superficial clone society of the former, nor the 

detailed descriptions of neo-human life in the latter yield any accounts of consumer activity. There is 

mention of a “Cité centrale” in La Possibilité d’une île where new clones are created, and a shadowy 

service which delivers these new bodies to their compounds and retrieves those of the dead, but no 

kind of exchange seems to take place (PI 26). In fact, this removal of consumer activity goes deeper, 

being built into the very bodies of the neo-humans themselves. One of the modifications to the human 

body is the removal of the entire digestive tract, with the new human equipped instead with a 

photosynthetic system, like that of plants. The cloned being would subsist not on food, but on solar 
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energy, water and a small quantity of mineral salts. The motivation for this change to human energy 

needs is the elimination of unnecessary waste, and a reduction of wear and tear on the human body. 

It also reduces the neo-human capacity to consume: not to nil – they still require liquid and minerals 

which are supplied to them in capsule form (apparently by the Cité) – but certainly diminished. 

The reduced capacity for consumption of the neo-humans has further implications: not only do the 

clones cease to consume in their own society but their capacity to participate in exchange with the 

primitive humans is also affected. Having taken up residence in a castle on his trek to Lanzarote, 

Daniel25 is surprised to be left gifts by the local savages: roots and a piece of roasted meat. But Daniel 

cannot consume this food: “ces aliments étaient inutilisables pour moi” (PI 448). When they send a 

girl, his reduced capacity to feel sexual desire or pleasure, and his heightened sense of smell, prevent 

him from being able to consume this different kind of gift. The humans can offer nothing that the 

modified neo-human desires. Houellebecq effectively removes desire from the neo-human body, and 

that non-desiring body will not consume, thus presenting a Schopenhauerian solution to the suffering 

of the dystopian body in the declining Western world. By removing the ability to consume, the neo-

humans can live the ascetic lifestyle prescribed by Schopenhauer to combat suffering. 

The third factor discussed in the body of this chapter was demographic changes, which, in 

Houellebecq’s novels, focuses primarily on ageing and ageism – yet another issue neutralised in 

Houellebecq’s scientific futures. In the short epilogue of Les Particules élémentaires, no details are 

given on the management of age in clone society. However, a clue for the management of ageing can 

be found in Bruno and Michel’s discussion about the Huxley brothers earlier in the novel. Bruno speaks 

enthusiastically about Aldous Huxley’s vision in Brave New World and suggests his approach to ageing 

would be desirable in the real world:  

Éliminations, grâce aux progrès pharmaceutiques, de la distinction entre les âges de 
la vie. Dans le monde décrit par Huxley les hommes de soixante ans ont les mêmes 
activités, la même apparence physique, les mêmes désirs qu’un jeune homme de 
vingt ans. Puis, quand il n’est plus possible de lutter contre le vieillissement, on 
disparaît par euthanasie librement consentie, très discrètement, très vite, sans 
drames. (PE 156) 

 

Given the inspiration Michel drew from observing Bruno, it is likely that he would have recommended 

a similar approach for his clone society, ensuring an equality of age throughout the clone lifespan, 

eliminating the possibility of age-related unhappiness. 

In La Possibilité d’une île, on the other hand, ageing is not eliminated. Instead, Houellebecq removes 

the sexual economy from neo-human society, reducing the capital that comes with a youthful 
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appearance. The neo-humans age: they are brought to their compounds as adults, the cloning process 

passing over infancy and childhood, and remain there until their deaths. The clones feel their death 

coming, they even suffer slightly – though nowhere near as much as their human ancestors: “Même 

si le vieillissement n’a pas pour nous le caractère tragique qu’il avait pour les humains de la dernière 

période, il n’est pas exempt de certaines souffrances” (PI 161). They even have a term for a clone in 

the last stages of life: “intermediary”. The clones’ bodies are not immune to the effects of ageing, 

which can occur suddenly: “la dégradation, au stade intermédiaire, est souvent très brusque” (PE 140). 

Ageing, then, is still physically damaging to the body in Houellebecq’s post-human future, but, since it 

cannot have an impact on opportunities for intimacy due to the neo-human indifference to contact 

and sex, it no longer has the power to wreak mental anguish as it does in Houellebecq’s dystopian 

present.  

Ageing is therefore not eliminated in La Possibilité d’une île, but the misery caused by the ageing body 

for contemporary humans does appear to be neutralised. As Dutton points out, “youth and age are 

no longer discriminating factors” in this imagined future (“Forever Young” 27). We have seen that the 

neo-humans physically suffer less than their predecessors when they age. More significantly, it is clear 

that the main source of misery in ageing – no longer being attractive to other people – is not a factor. 

Ageing need no longer be a curse if it does not prevent the obtainment of desires. 

Despite the similarities between Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île – namely, the 

move to post-humanity and the elimination of sexual reproduction in favour of cloning – the two 

scenarios play out differently. This is partly due to the amount of detail given. The epilogue of Les 

Particules élémentaires is very short and superficial: the happy ending with a society of happy clones 

is glossy and underdeveloped. At face value, the modification of the human body appears to be a 

rousing success, suggesting that the human body itself is actually the cause of suffering in 

Houellebecq’s version of declining Western society. 

The developed account of neo-human society in La Possibilité d’une île, however, yields more 

information but also far more ambiguity. In a sense, the changes appear to work: the clones are not 

unhappy. If the alleviation of suffering is the goal, the utopia succeeds; the unaltered human body is 

proved dystopian because the changes made to the neo-human body “improve” their lives. 

Nevertheless, while the clones do not suffer on account of their gender, consumer culture or their 

age, neither are they happy: suffering is alleviated at the cost of happiness. Daniel25 is wholly aware 

that he does not feel joy from his body in the way his ancestor did. The departure of Marie23 and 

Daniel25 from their respective compounds, along with accounts of other clones who have done the 

same, signals the failure of the utopia: their dissatisfaction with their status quo shows that despite 
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all the efforts made to reduce suffering, despite the neutralisation of the social factors which made 

the human body dystopian, satisfaction, much less happiness, cannot be achieved. In this respect, the 

changes do not work: despite the silencing of desire, the neo-human still wants for something. While 

their bodies do not ask for things, such as the touch of another being, their minds understand that 

there is a lack. This disconnect between the neo-human mind and body, and the destabilising effect it 

has, is apparent when Daniel25 talks of the Buddhist exercises recommended by the Sœur Suprême, 

which he has done every morning for years. These exercises require a deep awareness of the body: 

observing it from the inside, from the outside, and both at the same time, observing the appearance 

of the body and the disappearance of the body. The result is that Daniel25 is keenly aware of his body 

– despite his socialisation as a cerebral being – but he has never experienced joy from his body, unlike 

his predecessor Daniel1. Rather than feeling neo-human detachment at this realisation, Daniel25 finds 

it unbearable – “dans ces conditions, je ne pouvais plus continuer à vivre” (PI 441). The body, then, 

has not been silenced. Daniel25 may not be able to feel desire, yet desires desire. This is all the more 

evident when Daniel25 reveals his envy for Daniel1’s “parcours contradictoire et violent”, along with 

his destiny and his passions, despite the suffering endured (PI 440). The body is supposed to desire. 

Also telling is his statement that the neo-human body is all too ready to live again: “nos corps encore 

humains sont tout prêts à revivre” (PI 391). Despite the physical alterations made, as well as the 

conditioning and psychology, Daniel25 is aware that his body is a human body and that human desire 

could perhaps be awoken in him. Daniel25’s dissatisfaction with his life shows that the suppression of 

bodily desires is not a solution. Maybe the body is dystopian but changing it cannot fix this. The neo-

human failure to silence the body turns the spotlight back onto contemporary society, suggesting that 

if the appropriate societal changes were made, perhaps then the human body could be satisfied and 

content. 

Conclusion: Return to dualism 

The failure of Houellebecq’s neo-human society to satisfy the body mirrors the dissatisfaction of his 

dystopian present. In contemporary society, Houellebecq suggests, humans focus on the body. It is 

one’s primary form of capital. As soon as the body no longer meets consumer society’s exacting 

standards, the individual is condemned to unhappiness. In the neo-human future of La Possibilité 

d’une île, a resolution is attempted by diminishing the importance of the body and putting the focus 

on the mind. The attempt fails, suggesting that there must be a reconciliation between mind and body 

where both are looked after. 

The dualistic thinking which permeates discourse about the body is thus evident in Houellebecq’s own 

exploration of the subject. It is impossible to separate body and mind; discussion about one entails 
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thinking about the other. Houellebecq valorises the body in the present – satirising contemporary 

obsession with the body – and shows that by placing too much importance on the body, we set 

ourselves up for unhappiness. In his neo-human future, the body is suppressed, the approach more 

cerebral, but balance still cannot be found.  

A possible way out is suggested, however: a solution which attempts to better separate the body and 

mind by a creating a digital third space. The imperfection of the neo-humans is acknowledged and 

understood; Daniel25 makes it very clear that they are a transitory species and that they will be 

improved on: “[n]ous étions nous-mêmes des êtres incomplets, des êtres de transition” (PI 225). He 

refers frequently to the beings which will eventually replace them – les Futurs – who will supposedly 

be a happier, more joyful species. Comparing his kind to their predecessors and theoretical successors, 

Daniel25 observes that human life was dominated by suffering, punctuated with brief moments of 

pleasure, and full of desire, whereas neo-human life is supposed to be “apaisée, rationnelle, éloignée 

du Plaisir comme de la souffrance”; les Futurs, however, would perhaps experience “la joie, autre nom 

de Plaisir continué” (PI 475). This improvement appears to be planned as a more definitive break 

between the body and the mind, as the neo-human destiny is to “préparer l’avènement d’un futur 

numérique” (PI 225). Indeed, Daniel suspects that the neo-human is already digital: “[m]ême si 

Marie23, même si l’ensemble des néo-humains et moi-même n’étions, comme il m’arrivait de le 

soupçonner, que des fictions logicielles” (PI 344–45). While the neo-humans already use digital means 

to communicate with each other, it is suggested that this digital future will affect the very bodies of 

Les Futurs themselves: “D’après certaines hypothèses la biologie du carbone avait fait son temps, et 

les Futurs seraient des êtres de silicium, dont la civilisation se construirait par interconnexion 

progressive de processeurs cognitifs et mémoriels” (PI 482). 

This push towards a digital future attempts to solve the problem of the dystopian human body in 

declining Western society, a strategy which is not so far from contemporary use of virtual reality. Niels 

van Doorn asserts that the  

idea(l) of ‘cyberspace’ as disembodied refuge has followed a long historical trajectory that can 
be characterized by the desire to transcend the earthly trappings of the material world: […] 
the longing to free the ‘spirit/idea’ from its body has been a recurring leitmotiv for centuries 
of Western history (544) 

Throughout this chapter, I have shown why such a solution is explored by Houellebecq: the superficial 

attitudes of a declining society have rendered the human body dystopian and the outcome of La 

Possibilité d’une île suggests that the only way out is to leave the dystopian body behind.  
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Chapter 4: Religion 

The theme of this final chapter – religion – is a kind of counterpart to the scientific approach to the 

body in Houellebecq’s novels which we saw in the previous chapter. Here, I address the topic of 

religion and Houllebecq’s use of it in his depiction of declining Western civilisation. Religion features 

throughout most of Houellebecq’s works, more frequently and significantly in some than in others. 

Religion is a major theme in La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission; it enjoys passing but significant 

mentions in Extension du domaine de la lutte, Les Particules élémentaires and Plateforme,57 but is 

more or less absent from La Carte et le territoire. 

Houellebecq’s repeated use of the theme of religion has been identified and discussed by scholars 

who agree that his treatment of the topic affirms his personal stance that religion is disappearing from 

modern life, to the detriment of society, despite his stated belief that God does not exist (Ennemis 

publics, 148). In an interview with Le Nouvel Observateur, Bruno Viard states:  

la question religieuse est présente depuis le début dans l’œuvre de Houellebecq. II est hanté 
par le spectre de la disparition de la religion. Houellebecq ne croit pas en Dieu. Mais il affirme 
qu’aucune société ne peut survivre sans religion sous peine de suicide car, avec la famille, la 
religion répond à une nécessité sociologique essentielle qui est de relier les hommes et de 
donner un sens à leur existence (“Il ne faut pas lire”)  

Viard’s comment is representative of the pop-culture and academic view of Houellebecq’s stance on 

religion, one which certainly ties into his depiction of a morally bankrupt, dystopian present and 

declining West. This stance, however has already been explored – as the above quote shows. While I 

acknowledge that Houellebecq sees the death of God in the West as detrimental to society, this 

chapter will examine his treatment of religion from a different angle. In Houellebecq’s depiction of a 

declining dystopian present across his six published novels, I intend to trace the evolving role of 

religion in contemporary society: initially portrayed as a dying social more in Extension du domaine de 

la lutte, religion is revived fantastically in La Possibilité d’une île, and once again, more realistically and 

– for some – uncomfortably close to home, in Soumission. It is this retreat and the subsequent 

imagined return of religion that I will explore here, specifically its relationship to power which drives 

first its declining influence in Western society and then its return to the public sphere. This return of 

                                                             
57 His religious remarks, supported by further comments in his infamous interview with Lire, supplied the 
material for the Affaire Houellebecq of 2002 when he was accused of inciting racial and religious hatred due to 
his remarks about Islam being “la religion la plus conne du monde”. 
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religion does not solve the problems of Houellebecq’s dystopian present however. Rather, it highlights 

the flaws in his declining society and wields dystopian power over the citizens of his fictional futures. 

This chapter will begin with a brief background on the theme of religion in utopia, and its subsequent 

importance in dystopia, as well as overview of the significance of religion in declinist discourse, 

especially amongst French declinists. This will be followed by a historical review of the relationship 

between religion and power, focusing on the Western, Christian context, and drawing specifically from 

Jürgen Habermas and Mark Lilla who describe the ways by which religion legitimises political 

authority. This section is not intended to represent a complete history of the role of religion in Western 

society, but rather to make a case for the historical, and ongoing, relationship between religion and 

power, an evolving relationship which I suggest can be seen in Houellebecq’s novels. Having shown 

that religion (specifically Christianity) saw its significant power eroded gradually from the 

Enlightenment period onwards, and then at a speed which increased exponentially as secularisation 

took hold in the West, I will then show that a case is being made in both scholarly and popular 

discourse that religious belief in the West is making a comeback. This is followed by a discussion of 

Michel Foucault’s concept of pastoral power, wherein he suggests that the Christian incarnation of 

pastoral power (Foucault’s concept of religious power), while being distinct from political power, 

intersects with and influences governance in society. 

This background and historical overview sets the scene for a study of religion in Houellebecq’s works, 

with power as an overarching theme. I hope to show the following in my analysis. Firstly, that the 

presence of religion in Houellebecq’s depiction of contemporary society reflects its relationship with 

power in Western society. In his earlier novels, this power is shown to be decreasing: the Catholic 

Church in Extension du domaine de la lutte has very little influence over its own congregation, let alone 

society; people turn away from organised religion in Les Particules élémentaires in order to dabble, 

unsatisfactorily, in New Age spirituality; whereas in Plateforme, the devastating attacks of Islamic 

terrorists are predicted to have little bearing on what the main character deems to be the inevitable 

outcome for all religions – their demise – due to an inability to compete with the seductive promises 

of capitalism. This stance changes in Houellebecq’s subsequent novels, with religion – in the forms of 

the fictional Elohimite cult in La Possibilité d’une île and Islam in Soumission – becoming a major player 

in his futuristic projections. Religion, I argue, is able to regain this lost power due to widespread 

dissatisfaction with the current state of society, especially with the failure of capitalism to provide the 

satisfaction it promises. The nature of this comeback made by religion thus reveals declinist sentiment; 

religion is able to regain power due to flaws in contemporary society and nostalgia for older moral 

traditions. This return of religion, however, does not result in utopia. The second major point of the 
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analysis will show how religion becomes dystopian in Houellebecq’s works. Warped by capitalist 

ideology, followers can only be attracted en masse by appealing to their sense of self-preservation 

and their materialistic desires. As a result, Houellebecq’s successful religions are corrupted, no longer 

concerned with spirituality, self-betterment or doing good to others. His theocratic regimes, 

established in response to a declinist dystopian present, result in dystopia – if not for all, then at least 

for certain strata of the population. Here, we will return to Foucault and his four characteristics of 

pastoral power which I will show to be present in Houellebecq’s “new” religions – Elohimism and 

Islam58 –, and which are used to achieve and maintain power over their new members, ensuring the 

success of these dystopian theocracies. 

Religion in utopia and dystopia 

Religion – namely Christianity – is inherently linked to Western utopianism. Lyman Tower Sargent 

explains that, for the Christian, “utopia is a basic theological problem”. This is due, he argues, to the 

ambivalence brought about by the knowledge that paradise has and could exist (the garden of Eden, 

the Second Coming, and Heaven), but also an awareness that obtaining access to these utopias are 

“beyond human control” (20, 21). For Sargent, these utopian conflicts within Christianity “were among 

the first developments of utopian social theory” (21). 

Religion continued to play a role in early utopian thinking, which often sought to reconcile religious 

belief with liberty and science, such as in Thomas More’s Utopia and Francis Bacon’s The New Atlantis, 

even diminishing its importance in favour of science as seen in Louis-Sébastien Mercier’s L’An deux 

mille quatre cent quarante. Rêve s’il en fût jamais. Indeed, it could be argued that the Bible offers 

some of the earliest recorded depictions of utopia and dystopia with the concepts of heaven and hell. 

Sometimes an integral component, such as in Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale where federal 

law for the Republic of Gilead, formerly the United States of America, is taken directly from the Bible 

and used to oppress women, religion can also be found as a supporting device. It can provide power 

to the dystopian regime, as it does in The Handmaid’s Tale and Ben Elton’s Blind Faith, or illustrate 

characteristics of the dystopian society. An example of the latter is Brave New World where the 

religion Fordism reinforces the superficiality and materialism which permeates Huxley’s World State. 

In a genre which frequently broaches the subject of science, the discussion of faith becomes necessary 

in order to deal with the questions raised by science about morals and ethics. Following in this 

                                                             
58 I use the term new religions to refer to religions – made-up or established – which are either made-up or not 
institutional in Western Europe. 
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dystopian tradition, Houellebecq’s use of religion in his novels ranges in role and in scope. In some of 

his works – such as Extension du domaine de la lutte and Les Particules élémentaires – religion only 

features in brief mentions, which illustrate his argument that developed society is morally bereft and 

thus adding to the depiction of his declining dystopian present. In La Possibilité d’une île and 

Soumission, religion plays an integral role, both in the development of the plot and in contributing to 

the societal structures of his dystopian futures.  

Religion and declinism 

Long linked to political authority, religion also features in declinist discourse and has a long history of 

doing so. Andrew Murphy shows that all the major religions have attempted to preserve traditional 

practices in the name of moral reform, and declares: “The rhetoric of spiritual decline is thus neither 

uniquely American, nor uniquely Christian, nor uniquely modern” (588). Indeed, Murphy offers Rome 

as an example of religion in declinism, explaining that anti-Christian declinists blamed the transition 

to Christianity – and thus the empire’s failure to worship their traditional Roman gods – for Rome’s 

downfall (591). Here, as is often the case with declinist thinking, a decline or change in the status quo 

– in this case, religious belief – is identified as a scapegoat for real or perceived decline. Alternatively, 

this sentiment regarding religion can arise from dissatisfaction with new ideas, as reported by Mark 

Lilla: 

By the nineteenth century continental Europe would be awash in nostalgia for its religious 
past and in dreams of a new improved religious future. Not because Europeans had shifted 
their orientation back again, to the God of Abraham and his Messiah, but because so many 
had come to feel that the modern Epicureans had not given religion its due as a human 
phenomenon. (The Stillborn God 108) 

Religion continues to feature in contemporary French declinist discourse. Much of the argument is 

bound up in concerns about culture, specifically the dilution of French and European culture which is 

in turn bound up in its historically Christian traditions. These concerns centre on the Islamic religion. 

In his yearly published diaries, Renaud Camus warns of a phenomenon he calls the Grand 

Remplacement, by which France is being colonised by Muslim immigrants from the Maghreb and the 

Middle East, a situation which he claims is threatening to dilute French culture due to Muslim 

insistence on adhering to their own culture and practices. Richard Millet also argues that 

multiculturalism – specifically the arrival of non-European immigrants – is threatening European 

culture. Religion plays a major role in Millet’s concerns; he states that Europe is fundamentally 

Christian and that the process of de-Christianisation is figuratively (and perhaps literally) bringing 
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about the end of Europe as we know it: “Car, qu’on le veuille ou non, l’Europe est chrétienne, même 

au sein du processus de déchristianisation où elle agonise” (Désenchantement de La Littérature 36). 

Millet’s criticism of multiculturalism continues in his Éloge littéraire d’Anders Breivik (2012). Discussing 

the decadence displayed by Norwegian authors who glorify Norway’s new multiculturalism, the 

scenes to which he alludes depict Muslim people or Muslim-inspired architecture which paint, 

according to Millet, a “[v]ision lénifiante d'un "exotisme" à domicile, derrière lequel on se refuse de 

considérer que le chant du muezzin sonnerait la mort de la chrétienté, donc la fin de nos nations” 

(Éloge d’Anders Breivik 118–19). Millet’s issue with multiculturalism is thus specifically with a religion 

– Islam –, and he argues that the mass shooting conducted by Breivik in Norway in 2012 was, in fact, 

deserved by a society which was turning its back on its own cultural heritage: “Dans cette décadence, 

Breivik est sans doute ce que méritait la Norvège et ce qui attend nos sociétés qui ne cessent de 

s'aveugler pour mieux se renier [...]” (Éloge d’Anders Breivik 119). A final example of a declinist arguing 

against the so-called Islamification of France is Éric Zemmour. The essayist argues that Muslims refuse 

to integrate into French society, living instead by their own civil law which comes directly from the 

Koran. Zemmour goes so far as to suggest that native French people are being forced to leave 

neighbourhoods in which Muslim immigrants have settled, stating that: “Cette situation de peuple 

dans le peuple, des musulmans dans le peuple français, nous conduira au chaos et à la guerre civile” 

(“Eric Zemmour condamné”). 

There is also a kind of reverse-declinism – an acknowledgement of declinism and a call not to engage 

in it – to be found in the French discussion of religion. In his Traité d’athéologie (2005), philosopher 

Michel Onfray calls for an end to the blaming of atheism for contemporary problems: “Qu’on cesse 

donc d’associer le mal sur la planète et l’athéisme!” (69) In his defence of atheism, Onfray’s comments 

on those who take issue with a lack of religious belief link nostalgia for religion with declinist thinking: 

“Les dévots d’hier et d’avant-hier ont tout intérêt à faire passer le pire et la négativité contemporaine 

pour un produit de l’athéisme” (67).  

Contrary to his contemporaries mentioned above, Houellebecq does not show concern about cultural 

supplantation of Western, and thus Christian, culture, despite predicting a rise in power and popularity 

for Islam in Plateforme and La Possibilité d’une île, and bringing Islamic domination of France to life in 

Soumission. Rather, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, Houellebecq equates a decline 

in religious belief with declining morality. As I will show in the next section of this chapter, his 

treatment of religion also reveals its changing relationship with power, suggesting that a return of 

religion could be the consequence of capitalism’s failure to deliver on its promises and that, despite 
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the nostalgia of certain thinkers for a Christian and therefore European revival in the West, such a 

return could result in dystopian outcomes. 

Religion and power 

Religion is historically linked to political power and arrangements. In a chapter of The Power of Religion 

in the Public Sphere, Jürgen Habermas stresses the importance of the link between religion and power, 

writing: “Only by establishing a convincing connection between law and political power with religious 

beliefs and practices could rulers be assured that the people followed their orders” (17). Michel Onfray 

states that throughout history, allegiance has been pledged to God (or gods) by various authorities for 

the purpose of consolidating power (41). Mark Lilla suggests that this is particularly true for nations 

which subscribe to the idea of an immanent God (as opposed to a pantheistic society which sees God 

in everything), allowing the assumption that “some beings are more equal than others” (The Stillborn 

God 25). The purpose of this section is to show how religion is historically linked to political power. It 

does not constitute a complete history of religion and its links with political authority; rather, it is 

intended to give background to the changing relationship between religion and power as well as 

context to the social environments which form the settings for Houellebecq’s fictional depictions of 

present and future Western society. We will see that religion has traditionally legitimised political 

authority and that this power has waned over the centuries, particularly with the advent of 

secularisation in certain countries of the West; and that some suggest that the pendulum is now 

swinging back in favour of religion. This trajectory can also be seen in Houellebecq’s novels. 

With the advent of the monotheistic Abrahamic religions, the possibilities available to rulers operating 

within these religions were diminished. No longer able to claim divinity at risk of heresy, Abrahamic 

monarchs instead positioned themselves as representatives of the divine word on earth, 

intermediaries who “plead[ed] the nation’s cause before the divine while also acting as God’s 

advocate on earth, translating divine decrees for human ears” (Lilla, “Persistence of Political Theory” 

43). Despite their lack of divinity, such monarchs were nevertheless able to tap into the legitimising 

power of religion, which was vital for ensuring obedience as we saw in the quote from Habermas 

above. From a European and specifically Christian perspective, Lilla shows how religion was able to 

exert such authority and influence: 

If we conceive of God as the shaper of our cosmos, which displays his purposes, then the 
legitimate exercise of political authority might very well depend on understanding those 
purposes. Revelation then becomes the source of his authority, over nature and over us, and 
a guide to political arrangements. (“Persistence of Political Theory” 43)  
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By harnessing the legitimising force of religion, rulers could thus strengthen their power, appealing 

not only to the worldly fears and desires of their subjects, but also to their spiritual beliefs and their 

compulsion to be good Christians, ensuring not only a lawful life on earth – in the eyes of both their 

king and their God –, but also a blessed afterlife for eternity. 

From the feudal age onwards, Western civilisation saw a dilution of religious power, whose influence 

waned further during the Enlightenment when questioning of the role of religion became increasingly 

separate from politics. In the late twentieth century, the first European Values Surveys (conducted in 

1981 and 1990) generated evidence that religion was in widespread decline across Europe (Lambert 

29).  The round of surveys conducted in 1999, however, signalled a turning point wherein the decline 

of religion in Europe was counterbalanced by a Christian renewal and a development in maintaining 

spiritual beliefs without necessarily adhering to a particular religion. In his analysis of this “swing of 

the pendulum”, Yves Lambert suggests that, amongst several factors, disillusionment with various 

economic, social and ecological disasters and the vanquishing of ideological competition (such as 

Marxism) has led to a climate more open to religion (43). This return of religion has drawn commentary 

from other scholars. Ram Puniyani declares, “Secularization is not complete in many parts of the 

world. […] In advanced Western countries also, the social visibility of religion persists and is growing 

stronger at places” (42); Régis Debray, discussing his 2003 book Le Feu sacré: Fonctions du religieux in 

an interview, states: “Pour moi, il n’y a pas déclin mais montée du religieux” (Narvaez et al.). Samuel 

P. Huntington links economic modernization and social change with the weakening of the nation state, 

creating, he argues, a power vacuum which religion “has moved in to fill” (26). As I shall soon show, 

this decline and return of religion is visible in Houellebecq’s novels. 

The decline of religion 

In an article on Houellebecq and classical secularisation theory, Louis Betty documents the decline of 

religious institutions in Houellebecq’s novels, from Extension du domaine de la lutte through to 

Plateforme. He suggests that this decline is “a strong component of the discourse of secularisation we 

find in Houellebecq’s writing” (“Classical Secularisation Theory” 104), a symptom, then, of the 

declining influence of religion in contemporary capitalist society. This decline begins in Extension du 

domaine de la lutte, visible through the narrator’s two meetings with his friend Jean-Pierre Buvet, a 

Catholic priest. During their first rendez-vous, Buvet is full of zeal, encouraging the narrator to turn to 

Christ for a better and richer life: “D’après [Buvet], Jésus est la solution; la source de vie. D’une vie 

riche et vivante” (EDL 32). Furthermore, Buvet appears to believe that a capacity for religious belief is 

inherent in all people, telling the narrator he must “accepter [s]a nature divine” (EDL 32). Towards the 



140 
 

novel’s end, however, Buvet’s zeal has been broken. Meeting with the narrator once again, this time 

in his own small apartment in an HLM (housing estate), Buvet opens up about the difficulties he faces 

as a priest in a society disinterested in religion. Despite his efforts to set up youth groups, not a single 

young person has ever attended one; he has not performed a baptism in three months; he has never 

had more than five people attend mass. One of his congregation, an old Breton woman, is attacked 

and sent to hospital with light fractures; she is euthanised by the medical staff because she is deemed 

too unimportant to take up a bed for months of recovery. Demoralised by the death of his parishioner, 

for whom he was not even able to facilitate a final confession, Buvet is tempted by the idea of a sexual 

relationship with the nurse who administered the lethal injection and subsequently confessed the 

euthanasia to Buvet. Buvet’s inability to attract new members to his congregation and to protect those 

within it, along with his temptation to break his vows, can be seen as symbolic of a weakening Catholic 

Church. Betty argues: 

Buvet’s inability to prevent the murder of his parishioner, as well as his temptation to break 
his priestly vows, may be read more generally as a commentary on the Catholic Church’s 
ethical impotence in largely post-Catholic countries such as France. (“Classical Secularisation 
Theory” 102) 

Indeed, the character of Buvet suggests not only a lack of power outwards (that is, towards the 

community) but also deep internal problems for the Catholic Church. Revealing that he does not think 

he can perform the mass required of him the next day, he confesses to the narrator: “Je ne sens plus 

la présence” (EDL 140). Buvet is not only powerless to bring other people into his flock, but is doubting 

his own religious beliefs. He is the symbol of the death of religious belief in a world which cares more 

for money and materialistic desires. The death of religion is synonymous with the loss of certain social 

values, allowing for the social atomisation Houellebecq laments throughout his corpus. Betty draws a 

similar conclusion: “Linked closely in Houellebecq’s fiction to the decline of religious institutions is the 

collapse of a socially structuring religious worldview” (Betty “Classical Secularisation Theory 105). 

The decline of religion continues in Les Particules élémentaires, the focus turning to the cause of the 

collapse (as opposed to the impotence of the Church itself). This decline is mentioned at the very 

beginning of the novel, depicted as an inevitability: 

Lorsque la science moderne apparut, le christianisme médiéval constituait un système 
complet de compréhension de l’homme et de l’univers; il servait de base au gouvernement 
des peuples, produisait des connaissances et des œuvres, décidait de la paix comme de la 
guerre, organisait la production et la répartition des richesses; rien de tout cela ne devait 
l’empêcher de s’effondrer. (PE 8)  
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In yet another persuasive impersonal statement, science is thus identified as one of the usurpers of 

religious power, one of the factors in its decline. The idea is revisited later in the novel when Bruno 

and Michel reminisce about Bruno’s wedding. Approached by Michel who, captivated by the priest’s 

declaration that the married couple become “une seule chair” (PE 172), wishes to discuss ontological 

similarities between science and religion, the priest beats a hasty retreat, his religion clearly no match 

for Michel’s science. 

It is liberalism which carries the majority of the blame for the destruction of religion in developed 

society in Les Particules élémentaires. Discussing the evolution of courtship, Houellebecq suggests that 

the fifties and sixties were the “âge d’or du sentiment amoureux” (PE 54) – a shift welcomed and 

encouraged by the Catholic Church. In the late sixties, however, the door was fully opened for liberal 

values, resulting in disaster for religion. The narrator notes that “dans le même temps, la 

consommation libidinale de masse d’origine nord-américaine […] se répandait en Europe occidentale” 

(PE 54). This included songs and films teaching adolescents how to flirt, which were taken up by French 

magazines targeting young people:  

l’option hédoniste-libidinale d’origine nord-américaine reçut un appui puissant de la part 
d’organes de la presse d’inspiration libertaire […]. S’ils se situaient en principe dans une 
perspective politique de contestation du capitalisme, ces périodiques s’accordaient avec 
l’industrie du divertissement sur l’essentiel : destruction des valeurs morales judéo-
chrétiennes, apologie de la jeunesse et de la liberté individuelle.  (PE 55)  

The timing of this invasion of France by American liberalism gives weight to Lipovetsky and Debray’s 

theory that May 1968 opened the door for liberalism, and suggests that liberalism destroys religion, 

rather than that religion makes way for liberalism. In any case, liberalism – and thus capitalism – is 

depicted as the stronger of the two forces, as highlighted by Michel when he compares Christian 

propaganda to advertising material in the foyer of his apartment building. Having read a Christian tract 

fished out of a rubbish bin, he remarks that the 3 Suisse catalogue59 is far more persuasive than the 

stories of people finding happiness in Christ: a triumph of capitalism over religion (PE 122–23). 

While Houellebecq explicitly blames liberalism for the destruction of religion, it has also been 

suggested that religion has seen a decline in influence in Western society due to its own inadequacies, 

namely a failure to fulfil the needs of the population. James A. Beckford addresses this in a book 

chapter entitled “Laïcité,'Dystopia,' and the Reaction to New Religious Movements in France” (2004), 

                                                             
59 3 Suisses is a French mail order and now e-commerce company, founded in 1932 and specialising in clothing 
and homewares.  
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suggesting that dissatisfaction with the Catholic Church contributed to the proliferation of new 

religious movements in France in the 1970s: 

The key questions being asked in France about ‘cults’ and ‘sects’ in the 1970s were about their 
members’ motives and reasons for drifting away from the religious mainstream. The clear 
implication behind many of these questions was that the principal Christian churches had 
somehow failed to offer to ordinary Christians what they were looking for. (28)  

In Les Particules élémentaires the subject of New Age religion is broached. Judeo-Christian values have 

long been destroyed, but people are willing and in fact eager to try alternatives due to a void in their 

lives. This is visible in the inclusion of New Age religious activities in the programming at the Lieu du 

Changement – the camping ground at which Bruno spends part of his summer holidays –, at which the 

first quasi-religious workshops appeared in the 1980s. Houellebecq draws a clear link between 

dissatisfaction and curiosity in the New Age: the introduction of these workshops comes directly after 

it is revealed that, due to its ageing demographic who are no longer young and beautiful enough to 

benefit from the sexual liberation for which they had fought, the Lieu had become “un lieu de 

dépression et d’amertume” (PE 107). Liberalism, while still the dominant ideology in Houellebecq’s 

dystopian present, is already proving to have a weakness: the imbalances in its capitalist principles 

mean that not all desires can be fulfilled. New Age religion is given an opportunity to flourish in Les 

Particules élémentaires because of this lack. However, this form of religion also proves to be 

disappointing. In Houellebecq’s declinistic world, people have become so corrupted by materialism 

that spirituality of any kind offers no consolation, even though it offers superficial comfort, as 

Christiane points out to Bruno: “L’ambiance religieuse dissimule un peu la brutalité des rapports de 

drague” (PE 140). The solace is temporary, and Christiane pulls no punches when giving her opinion 

on the practice of New Age religion by her generation:  

Interroge-les [the veterans of 1968] cinq minutes, tu verras qu’elles ne croient pas du tout à 
ces histoires de chakras, de cristaux, de vibrations lumineuses. Elles s’efforcent d’y croire, elles 
tiennent parfois deux heures, le temps de leur atelier. Elles sentent la présence de l’Ange et 
la fleur intérieure qui s’éveille dans leur ventre; puis l’atelier se termine, elles se redécouvrent 
seules, vieillissantes et moches. (PE 146)  

One more alternative religion is presented in Les Particules élémentaires: Satanism. Serving to 

illustrate the possible consequences of the decline of morals in society, the passages devoted to the 

character David di Meola also communicate the erosion of religious influence. Over a late-night dinner 

in a brasserie, Bruno tells Christiane the story of the Lieu’s late owner’s son, David. Having left France 

for the United States to pursue a career as a rock star, the young di Meola begins frequenting Satanic 
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groups, eventually gaining access to more extreme circles who participated in sexual and physical 

violence, torture, murder, and the making of snuff films. Charged with murder and torture along with 

eleven other accused, di Meola manages to escape into hiding. Di Meola’s experiences, and the 

subsequent analysis by the district attorney assigned to the case, highlight not only the result of 

decaying social values, but also the impotency of religion. Having been accepted into the more hard-

core Satanic groups, di Meola quickly realises that “les satanistes les plus avancés ne croyaient 

nullement à Satan” (PE 209), that they are in fact pure materialists – the ritualistic trappings serving 

only to overcome moral inhibitions. Analysing di Meola in a published book, the district attorney 

comes to a similar conclusion, arguing that Satanists like di Meola did not believe in the supernatural 

at all, and that their “beliefs” served instead as a foil for their materialistic, libertine pursuit of 

pleasure. In Houellebecq’s declining West, capitalism, libertarianism and the materialistic cult of the 

body have proved too strong; Christianity is dead, and there are no spiritual options with which to 

replace it. Betty notes this, remarking in relation to Les Particules élémentaires: “No satisfying 

alternatives to Europe’s native Christianity have arisen, and the social atomisation and personal 

dissipation we find in Houellebecq’s novels thus continue to spread” (“Classical Secularisation Theory” 

107). 

The death of religion continues in Plateforme, while capitalism continues to exert its influence over 

the lives of the characters (as demonstrated in Chapter 2). Following the death of Valérie in a terrorist 

attack at a Thai resort, Michel realises that Christianity is dying and predicts that Islam, despite its 

apparent potency, will also die out as it will ultimately prove no match for the power of capitalism. 

Michel’s theory is validated by a Jordanian banker with whom he strikes up conversation in Bangkok: 

“le système musulman était condamné: le capitalisme serait le plus fort” (P 339). Michel agrees: “il 

viendrait certainement un jour où le monde serait délivré de l’Islam” (P 339). 

This pessimism for the fate of traditional religions is carried over into La Possibilité d’une île, where 

Christianity, along with the other major world religions, eventually fails. It is at this point in 

Houellebecq’s corpus, however, that the trajectory of religion changes. The major religions fail, not 

due to a complete turning-away from the spiritual, but due to the rise of a new religion. The 

domination of the Elohimite sect in La Possibilité d’une île signals a change in the balance of power in 

the West where dissatisfaction with capitalism offers religion an opportunity to once again exert 

influence over the population. As the next section will show, however, the return of religion does not 

solve Houellebecq’s perceived declining morality of contemporary society. Corrupted by the 

individualistic and materialistic qualities of capitalism, the religious regimes of Houellebecq’s fictional 

future societies of La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission are as dystopian as his present. 
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The return of religion 

The dominance of religion which emerges in La Possibilité d’une île mirrors discourse that religion is 

resurgent in the developed world. Prior to this point in Houellebecq’s corpus, liberalism and capitalism 

are depicted as the dominant ideological forces in his universe, and yet it is hinted prior to the 

resurgence of religion that late capitalism – at least in France – is on the cusp of failure. This can be 

seen in the withdrawal of various characters from consumer society, suggesting an awakening 

consciousness of the flaws in the capitalist system; it is also explicitly mentioned in Les Particules 

élémentaires when the clone-narrator describes 1990s France as a country which “basculait 

lentement, mais inéluctablement, dans la zone économique des pays moyens-pauvres” (PE 7). This 

idea is repeated, more emphatically, in La Carte et le territoire:  

De manière plus générale on vivait une période idéologiquement étrange, où tout un chacun 
en Europe occidentale semblait persuadé que le capitalisme était condamné, et même 
condamné à brève échéance, qu’il vivait ses toutes dernières années. (CT 382–83) 

But it is not only a lack of satisfaction with capitalism and a failure of the market economy which drives 

this climate of discontent in Houellebecq’s novels; there is also a suggestion that people are not 

satisfied with secularism and desire spiritual fulfilment. The attempts to engage in New Age religion 

in Les Particules élémentaires attest to the failure of Christianity in Europe, while also revealing a 

desire for spirituality in some form to fill the void that has been left. In Houellebecq’s declining 

present, people need something to believe in, and as the flaws in capitalism become apparent, religion 

is able to proliferate in developed society. However, this does not solve the problems presented in 

Houellebecq’s declining present throughout his novels. Instead, dystopian theocracies are allowed to 

take power in his futuristic portrayals in La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission. 

Corrupted Religion 

Research suggests that religion has beneficial effects on both the individual and the wider community, 

including improved physical and mental health for individuals; higher levels of education, cooperation 

and civic involvement; lower rates of crime; happier marriages; and better child adjustment at the 

societal level (Mochon et al. 2). Arguments for religion also rest, however, on religion’s capacity to 

improve people’s lives outside of their spiritual beliefs. One writer says religion encourages humility 

and rejection of materialism, reduces self-absorption and “offers clarity and the opportunity for 

regular self-assessment” (Harker); a philosophy scholar suggests that religions can offer existential 

resources which help people deal with basic human problems, and to meet existential needs such as 
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the need for meaning, love, identity, community and personal growth (Ballard 223). Such arguments 

claim that religion can make people “good” and provide resources which help individuals cope better 

with the vicissitudes of life – offering benefits at a social rather than spiritual level. 

In Houellebecq’s dystopian futures, religion no longer appears to offer these perceived benefits to 

individuals nor to society. Rather than promoting a more fulfilling life through spiritual enlightenment, 

self-sacrifice, community and good deeds to other people, Houellebecq’s new religions instead focus 

on the material benefits they can offer to the individual. Religion enjoys success in La Possibilité d’une 

île and Soumission, but the manner in which Elohimism and Islam attract new followers reveals that 

even spiritual matters have been corrupted by the materialistic and individualistic culture of Western 

society. This can be read as either a commentary on the corrupting influence of capitalism on all 

aspects of life, a criticism on the state of religion in contemporary society, or indeed an attack on both. 

Houellebecq would not be alone in such a judgement. Richard Millet, lamenting the decline of 

literature due to increasing ignorance, a fall in teaching standards and the redefining of minorities, 

suggests that certain modern religions are in fact examples of disguised materialism: 

Est-il besoin de rappeler que les vraies guerres du nouveau millénaire se jouent déjà, sur le 
terrain ethnico-religieux, entre l’islamisme purificateur et le libéralisme économique 
d’inspiration protestante, c’est-à-dire deux formes particulièrement cyniques, car vertueuses, 
de matérialisme déguisé. (Désenchantement de la littérature 33) 

This appropriation of religion for self-serving purposes is foreshadowed in Les Particules élémentaires 

at the Lieu du Changement with the inclusion of New Age spirituality. Used by many of the Lieu’s 

visitors as a means to cope with the harsh realities of ageing in the youth and body driven culture they 

had helped create, the very nature of New Age beliefs reflects the capitalist focus on the individual. 

Bruno, like many of his peers, engages in New Age practices not for the spiritual benefits it promises 

but for the material gains – namely sex. The Lieu is attractive because it combines spirituality and 

hedonism, the religious aspect softening the pick-up lines, as Christiane points out (PE 140). However, 

Houellebecq presents the possibility of sex as the Lieu’s most enticing quality. Reading the brochure 

for the Lieu, Bruno’s interest is piqued by a statistic in a footnote: sixty-three per cent of visitors to 

the Lieu are female, which he quickly works out as nearly two women to one man: “un ratio 

exceptionnel” (PE 103). Bruno’s desire for sexual satisfaction is what brings him to the Lieu, it is what 

provides him with the motivation to attend New Age workshops and to try and engage in conversation 

about topics which do not interest him at all. Similarly, David di Meola’s involvement in Satanism has 

similar motivations: he has no real interest in the rituals or ceremonies but sees the religion as a means 
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to obtain access to the violence and pleasure he craves. Bruno and David – representative of many 

others – are willing to pay lip service to religion in order to satisfy their own wants.  

The Elohimite church in La Possibilité d’une île and the Islamic political party, the Fraternité 

musulmane, in Soumission, also tap into this self-interest to recruit followers. Both religions make 

materialistic promises to their potential recruits: harnessing the commodification of youth discussed 

at length in La Possibilité d’une île, the Elohimites offer eternal life in an “enjoyable” body (that is, a 

body which is youthful enough to be physically enjoyed) and preach sexual openness. Conversion to 

Islam in Soumission offers François multiple material benefits: access to multiple young women, more 

money, and an improved standard of living. The wide-spread materialisation of religion is predicted in 

La Possibilité d’une île, when Daniel25 reflects that Islam, the last major world religion to withstand 

the effects of liberalism, eventually succumbed once the Arab countries 

après des années d’un travail de sape fait essentiellement de connexions Internet clandestines 
et de téléchargement de produit culturels décadents, purent enfin accéder à un mode de vie 
basé sur la consommation de masse, la liberté sexuelle et les loisirs. (PI 351) 

Elohimism, on the other hand is portrayed as being perfectly suited to weather these desires because 

it is itself a materialistic religion and is able to thrive by openly throwing off any semblance of 

appealing to spirituality, morality or the well-being of others: 

L’élohimisme, de son côté, était parfaitement adapté à la civilisation des loisirs au sein de 
laquelle il avait pris naissance. N’imposant aucune contrainte morale, réduisant l’existence 
humaine aux catégories de l’intérêt et du Plaisir, il n’en reprenait pas moins à son compte la 
promesse fondamentale qui avait été celle de toutes les religions monothéistes : la victoire 
contre la mort. Éradiquant toute dimension spirituelle ou confuse, il limitait simplement la 
portée de cette victoire, et la nature de la promesse, à la prolongation illimitée de la vie 
matérielle, c’est-à-dire à satisfaction illimitée des désirs physiques. (PI 351–52)  

This lack of sacrifice and focus on materialism is explicit in La Possibilité d’une île, as we learn from 

Daniel25. Material possessions and financial savings are only to be bequeathed to the Church upon 

one’s death, with the promise to return them on the recruit’s resurrection (PI 352). Conversion to 

Islam in Soumission requires a similar lack of investment: François is offered money, women and an 

easy workload in his academic post at the university. All he is required to do in return is attend a 

ceremony and recite phonetically-learnt vows at a conversion ceremony at the Great Mosque of Paris. 

Rediger’s pitch to François includes just one reference to the divine: “l’islam accepte le monde, et il 

l’accepte dans son intégralité, il accepte le monde tel quel, pour parler comme Nietzsche. [..]. Pour 

l’islam […] la création divine est parfaite, c’est un chef-d’œuvre absolu” (S 260–61). It is only in this 
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passage where we see actual discussion of the religion and its merits, rather than what it can offer 

materialistically. 

Both Elohimism in La Possibilité d’une île and Islam in Soumission have great success in recruiting new 

followers to their regimes, thanks to their warped, materialistic promises. Both theocracies also prove 

efficient at wielding power over their followers, achieved, I argue, by the use of Foucault’s technology 

of pastoral power. 

Foucault and pastoral power 

Rarely is reference to Michel Foucault far from a discussion about power, and this discussion of religion 

and power is no exception. In his 1977-1978 series of college lectures, published under the title 

Sécurité, territoire et population, Foucault introduced his theory of pastoral power, a concept Foucault 

himself related to religion due to links drawn with the Hebrews and Christians. Foucault’s description 

of pastoral power offers another example of the way religion has affected and influenced power in 

Europe, and therefore also in the lands that European countries colonised. Furthermore, Foucault 

identifies certain characteristics of pastoral power, which show how religion is able to influence the 

behaviour of the people, thus providing a mechanism by which religion – Christian or any other which 

employs the pastoral mode – can obtain power over the masses. Indeed, Jeremy Carrette sums up 

Foucault’s concept of pastoral power as “a religious technology of power through which the modern 

forms of governmentality are constituted” (374). In this section, I will unpack the concept of pastoral 

power, as described by Foucault, giving a brief review of its origins and also a summary of its 

characteristics. These characteristics will then be revisited in the subsequent analysis of Houellebecq’s 

“new” religions, where I will show that they are indeed used as technologies of power by which these 

religions dictate the conduct of the newly religious citizens of his futuristic dystopias. 

Foucault approaches his discussion of pastoral power by way of governance, thus linking religion with 

authority from the outset. He suggests that the meaning of government as it is understood today 

comes from the sixteenth century, whereas it previously had a broader meaning: 

On voit que ce mot ‘gouverner’, avant donc qu’il prenne sa signification proprement politique 
à partir du XVIe siècle, couvre un très large domaine sémantique qui se réfère au déplacement 
dans l’espace, au mouvement, qui se réfère à la subsistance matérielle, à l’alimentation, qui 
se réfère au soin que l’on peut donner à un individu et au salut qu’on peut lui assurer, qui se 
réfère aussi à l’exercice d’un commandement, d’une activité prescriptive, à la fois incessante, 
zélée, active et toujours bienveillante. Ça se réfère à la maitrise que l’on peut exercer sur soi-
même et sur les autres, sur son corps, mais aussi sur son âme et sa manière d’agir. Et enfin ça 
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se réfère à un commerce, à un processus circulaire ou à un processus d’échange qui passe 
d’un individu à un autre. De toute façon, à travers tous ces sens, il y a une chose qui apparaît 
clairement, c’est qu’on n’y gouverne jamais un État, on n’y gouverne jamais un territoire, on 
n’y gouverne jamais une structure politique. Ceux qu’on gouverne, c’est de toute façon des 
gens, ce sont des hommes, ce sont des individus ou des collectivités. (Sécurité, territoire, 
population 126) 

Governance, then, is not limited to the rule of a nation or state but has also historically been linked 

with control of the self or over others, in a more individualistic context. This idea of governing people 

rather than a territory is central to Foucault’s concept of pastoral power, and one which he suggests 

originated in the pre-Christian East, to be developed by the Hebrew people and their descendants. 

This contrasts with the Greek model, which Foucault argues was based on the governance of a 

territory, likening the Greek commander to the pilot of a ship, who takes responsibility for individual 

men only insofar as they boarded his vessel. This metaphor is contrasted by Foucault with that of the 

pastoral shepherd who is charged with the care of each member of his flock. Foucault shows that this 

new idea – a government of men rather than that of a territory – opens up new possibilities for gaining 

power over individuals, not only in terms of their physical conduct, but also allowing access to their 

spiritual beliefs and desires: 

Mais, d’une façon générale, je crois qu’on peut dire que l’idée d’un gouvernement des 
hommes est une idée dont il faut chercher plutôt l’origine en Orient, dans un Orient pré-
chrétien d’abord, et dans l’Orient chrétien ensuite. Et ceci sous deux formes : premièrement, 
sous la forme de l’idée et de l’organisation d’un pouvoir de type pastoral, et deuxièmement, 
sous la forme de la direction de conscience, la direction des âmes. (Sécurité, territoire, 
population 127–28)   

This government of men forms the basis for Foucault’s concept of pastoral power. A ruler of such a 

government – a pastorate – has a duty of care to each individual under his rule: he is the shepherd 

and they the members of his flock. Foucault identifies four defining characteristics of pastoral power: 

it must be held over a flock, not a territory; it is beneficent; it is dutiful and devotional; and lastly, it is 

individualising (Carrette 375). The pastorate was not necessarily a religious system, however Foucault 

suggests that its development by the Hebrews made it so, stating that the Eastern pre-Christian model 

of a government of men was developed and intensified by them, and going on to say: “Avec ceci de 

particulier que, chez les Hébreux, le rapport pasteur-troupeau est essentiellement, 

fondamentalement et presque exclusivement un rapport religieux” (Sécurité, territoire, population 

128).  For the Hebrews, this was a particularly exclusive relationship, reserved for God and his people, 

with the exception of King David; a power wielded by God over man: “Le rapport pastoral, dans sa 

forme pleine et dans sa forme positive, est donc essentiellement le rapport de Dieu aux hommes. C’est 

un pouvoir de type religieux qui a son principe, son fondement, sa perfection dans le pouvoir que Dieu 
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exerce sur son peuple” (Foucault, Sécurité, territoire, population 129). Christianity, however, opened 

up the scope of the pastorate. Rulers, priests and heads of families, for example, could all assume the 

role of the shepherd, taking responsibility for their own flocks, however small. This development in 

the reach of the pastorate allowed religious power to be wielded legitimately by men, embedding 

pastoral, and therefore religious, power in the everyday functioning of Christian society (and thus the 

societies of Western Europe). 

Pastoral power does not only grant power to certain individuals via their appointment over a flock, it 

also dictates the way that power is wielded. In his earlier works Surveiller et punir and Histoire de la 

sexualité, Foucault provides an analytics of religious power, based on four characteristics, all of which, 

Carrette argues, are carried forward by Foucault “under the rubric of ‘pastoral power’” (Carrette 369). 

The first of these four characteristics is detail; the second an “infinite” or “mystical calculus”, which 

refers to justification or salvation; the third a focus on the body; and the final characteristic is a focus 

on confession or discourse (Carrette 369). These characteristics, as Carrette shows in his analysis of 

Foucault’s work, do not function in isolation but rather in combination with each other within the 

religious apparatus of power (369). In other words, the pastorate exerts power over the flock by 

controlling behaviour with routines and practices which focus on the body, acts which are supported 

by confession and discussion, all of which is justified by a promise of some kind of salvation or higher 

purpose. I suggest that this technology of power, as identified by Foucault, can be seen at play in 

Houellebecq’s later novels, used by the Elohimite and Islamic religions to dictate the conduct of their 

followers and thus gain control over them. These characteristics of pastoral power will be revisited in 

my analysis of the dystopian theocracies of La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission. 

Something else to be considered is the relevance of Foucault’s pastoral power today. Having identified 

the pastorate as a system of governance predating Judaism, Foucault goes on to claim that the great 

age of the pastorate lasted from the tenth century through to the end of the seventeenth century 

(Sécurité, territoire, population 200–01). This does not, however, mean that pastoral power vanished 

at this point, as Foucault explicitly states: “je crois qu’il faut bien remarquer ceci: c’est que, au cours 

du XVIe siècle, on n’assiste pas à une disparition du pastorat. On n’assiste même pas au transfert 

massif et global des fonctions pastorales de l’Église vers l’État” (Sécurité, territoire, population 235). 

Indeed, Foucault argues that the Reformation and Counter-Reformation gave the religious pastorate 

far more control over the spiritual lives of individuals than it had previously enjoyed, gaining 

“majoration des conduites de dévotion, majoration des contrôles spirituels, intensification du rapport 

entre les individus et leurs guides” (Sécurité, territoire, population 235). That said, the sixteenth 

century also saw the development of other forms of activity pertaining to the conduct of men which 
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were outside of Church control. It became necessary, for example, to consider how one ought to 

conduct oneself in both the private and public spheres, and how to conduct one’s family, what rules 

applied to one’s conduct “pour se conduire dans la vie quotidienne; pour se conduire par rapport aux 

autres; pour se conduire par rapport aux autorités; au souverain, au seigneur; pour conduire 

également son esprit” (Foucault, Sécurité, territoire, population 236). As these “tasks of conduction” 

became important in the public domain, it fell to the sovereign to look after the conduct of souls – a 

task previously reserved for the pastorate. Here, then, a blurring of the lines between pastorate and 

state is suggested. This blending of pastoral power and political authority is made ambiguous by 

Foucault’s insistence that pastoral power is distinct from political power: “il est toujours resté dans 

l’Église occidentale […] un pouvoir tout à fait distinct du pouvoir [politique]” (Sécurité, territoire, 

population 157); Carrette suggests that there is an ongoing debate about whether Foucault’s notion 

of pastoral power persists in the modern world or whether the “shift to governmentality” in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries signalled a break from pastoral power (379). Despite some 

ambiguity from Foucault who never followed up his suggestions that pastoral power persists, Carrette 

offers the following evidence: Foucault stated in his February 15 lecture that pastoral power “n’a 

jamais été aboli” and said he was very likely wrong when he situated the end of the pastoral age in 

the 18th century (Foucault, Sécurité, territoire, population 152). Foucault also argues that “de fait le 

pouvoir pastorale dans sa typologie, dans son organisation, dans son mode de fonctionnement, le 

pouvoir pastoral  qui s’est exercé en tant que pouvoir est sans doute quelque chose dont nous ne nous 

sommes toujours pas affranchi” (Sécurité, territoire, population 152), and that, as mentioned above, 

in the seventeenth century and beginning of the eighteenth century, “beaucoup des fonctions 

pastorales […] ont été reprises dans l’exercice de la gouvernementalité” (Sécurité, territoire, 

population 201). 

This suggests, then, that pastoral power has had – and still has – a long-term influence on political 

authority. Carrette’s conclusion that “[p]astoral power is a religious technology of power through 

which the modern forms of governmentality are constituted” (374) is supported by Foucault who, 

despite his claim that pastoral power is separate from political power, acknowledges that the two 

have intersected in Christian nations over the centuries and have become intrinsically linked: 

[…] entre le pouvoir pastoral de l’Église et le pouvoir politique, une série d’interférences, 
d’appuis, de relais, toute une série de conflits bien sûr […], de sorte que l’entrecroisement du 
pouvoir pastoral et du pouvoir politique sera effectivement une réalité historique à travers 
l’Occident. (Sécurité, territoire, population 158) 
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Foucault’s theory of pastoral power offers another dimension to the relationship between religion and 

political authority. While it disallows legitimisation of power via divine mandate, it nevertheless 

awards authority of the shepherd over the flock. This authority is then strengthened by the pastorate’s 

particular technology of power, which gives a more personal and insidious control over the individual. 

Foucault also offers an argument for the persistence of religious power in a secular world, and his 

suggestion that the relationship between religion and politics in contemporary Western societies is 

between the pastorate and the government, rather than between Church and State (Sécurité, 

territoire, population 195). This opens up the possibility that the pastorate and its technology of power 

need not be confined to a Christian context. This makes Foucault a valuable tool in the coming analysis 

of religion in Houellebecq’s novels. After showing the relationship between decline and religion in his 

earlier works, I will show how Foucault’s technologies of pastoral power are used by Houellebecq’s 

dystopian theocracies to appropriate and maintain power over a disillusioned flock. 

Pastoral power in Houellebecq’s religious dystopias 

In the analysis which follows, I will show how the dominant religions in La Possibilité d’une île and 

Soumission harness the four main characteristics of pastoral power to achieve control over their 

followers – resulting in dystopian theocracies which have come about in response to the decline of 

Western civilisation. In Soumission, the religion in question is Islam. The Elohimite religion in La 

Possibilité d’une île, despite appearing entirely fictional, requires some explanation. Houellebecq’s 

Elohimism is, in fact, based on the real-world Raëlism, a UFO religion founded in 1974 by Raël (formerly 

Calude Vorilhon).60 Revering science, the religion claims that life on Earth was created by the Elohim 

a species of extra-terrestrials, and just like the Elohimite religion of Houellebecq’s novel, support and 

research human cloning, claiming it is the way humans will achieve eternal life. Rather than 

worshipping a God, the Raëlian movement believes in extra-terrestrial civilisations, whose scientific 

advancements far outstrip those of humans. Houellebecq’s portrayal of the Elohimite religion in his 

version of contemporary society is faithful to its Raëlian model, mirroring the movement’s belief in 

extra-terrestrials, reverence of science and pursuit of human cloning as the solution to mortality. His 

modelling of the Elohimite religion on the Raëlian movement reflects his preoccupation with 

contemporary issues: sociologist Susan Palmer describes the Raëlians as a religious subculture with 

values more responsive to contemporary dilemmas than those of traditional religions (11).  

                                                             
60 For a comprehensive overview of the Raëlian movement, see Aliens Adored: Rael’s UFO Religion (2004) by 
Susan Palmer. 
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Detail and focus on the body 

The first characteristic of pastoral power is an attention to detail. As developed by Foucault, who used 

the term les disciplines in Surveiller et punir, detail is the organisation of the minutiae of everyday life 

(Surveiller 139). Foucault’s examples come from schools and prisons, where the activities of students 

and inmates are rigorously planned and accounted for, with the purpose of gaining and maintaining 

control over their bodies – a focus on which is the second of the four characteristics of pastoral power. 

Both the Elohimites and the Fraternité musulmane employ (or indicate their intent to employ) certain 

strategies to control the activities and thus the bodies of their followers. 

As I have already discussed in Chapter 3 on the body, the Elohimites’ primary method of dictating 

conduct and thus exerting control over the bodies of their followers is by encouraging members of the 

cult to eat in a healthy manner, limit alcohol intake and not to take drugs (PI 116). The prophet, 

described as “littéralement obsédé par le vieillissement physique” (PI 230), sets the example for detail: 

eating a Cretan diet and doing an hour of gymnastics every day. Members of the sect are encouraged 

to lead a healthy lifestyle in order to retain their youthfulness; but, rather like the food restrictions of 

the Torah and the Koran, such detail also affords the Church power over their bodies. 

The progression from human to neo-human sees far more detail dictated in the lives of the clones. 

Freed from their reliance on food by the removal of the digestive tract, the neo-humans are 

nevertheless reliant on the pills provided by the Cité which contain the mineral salts they need to 

survive, a dependence which can only be broken by reaching the sea – no mean feat in Houellebecq’s 

post-apocalyptic future where the world has undergone, and continues to suffer, a Grand 

Assèchement (PI 112). Control of the neo-humans is achieved by stricter detail; each clone has the 

same “job” – the reading and contemplation of their ancestor’s récit de vie – and they go about each 

day in the same fashion: reading, thinking and writing. The detail still extends to the body: the clones 

are encouraged to practise exercises defined by the Buddha on waking each morning (PI 430). Should 

certain situations arise, particular activities are prescribed to combat them: when Daniel25 is troubled 

by Marie23’s departure from her compound, he reads Spinoza, as recommended by the Soeur 

Suprême (PI 382). The activities of the clones are thus controlled throughout the day, ensuring 

appropriate behaviour and even the contemplation of appropriate information. While they are free 

to leave their compounds, signalling their defection from neo-human civilisation, all support from the 

Cité will cease, ensuring that all neo-humans who remain in clone society are subject to the detail 

imposed by the religious authorities. 
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In Soumission, the first indication of detail prescribed by the Fraternité musulmane is the party’s intent 

to take control of education in France. Alain Tanneur, an employee of the DGSI61 and the husband of 

François’ colleague at Paris III, explains the party’s intentions:  

Pour eux [la Fraternité musulmane] l’essentiel c’est la démographie et l’éducation; la sous-
population qui dispose du meilleur taux de reproduction, et qui parvient à transmettre ses 
valeurs, triomphe; à leurs yeux: celui qui contrôle les enfants contrôle le future, point final. (S 
82)  

By gaining control over schools, the Fraternité musulmane would ensure they are in prime position to 

administer the detail which would give them control over the minds and bodies of young French 

citizens, helping them retain power once in government. Tanneur goes on to explain that the Ben 

Abbes’ party is insisting on getting its way with education, making sure every child in France has access 

to an Islamic education which would entail a number of stipulations for the bodies of both students 

and teachers: separating the sexes, sending adolescent girls to schools where they will learn how to 

keep house and ensuring they marry young, making it compulsory that all teachers be Muslim, 

teachings of the Koran. Such restrictions would not be limited to schools, however. Once in power, 

the Fraternité musulmane exerts further control over the population in public spaces in general. 

François observes a change in women’s clothing stores in his local shopping centre, particularly the 

closure of a fashion chain store aimed at young women. Even more significantly, he realises the 

clothing worn by women is visibly different, even though “le nombre de voiles islamiques avait à peine 

augmenté” (S 177); François eventually realises that all the women are dressed in trousers, and a new 

fashion item – a long, thigh-length cotton blouse – is now being worn. This attention to detail, focusing 

on the presentation of the female body, has consequences not only for women but also for men whose 

gaze has effectively been neutralised: “La contemplation du cul des femmes, minime consolation 

rêveuse, était elle aussi devenue impossible. Un basculement objectif avait commencé de se produire” 

(S 177). This control of female bodies in public spaces is taken even further as the novel progresses, 

with François noticing the disappearance of women from the university functions to which he is 

invited. By prescribing the detail for their Islamic regime, the Islamic party is not only able to dictate 

the conduct of people in public spaces, but to erase the bodies of women from those spaces as well: 

influencing the conduct of both women, who must cover up and even hide their bodies from the male 

gaze, and men. 

                                                             
61 Direction générale des services intérieurs. 
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Focus on confession 

The third characteristic of pastoral power is a focus on confession or discourse. This technology of 

power manifests in both La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission. Confession is employed by both the 

Elohimite sect and neo-human society in the former, whereas a blend of confession and discourse is 

utilised by Islamic converts and recruiters in the latter. Foucault developed his ideas on discourse and 

confession towards the end of the 1970s but was arguing as early as 1974 that confession was “a 

technique of power” (Tell 104).62 In Histoire de la sexualité (1976), retaining the focus on the body 

which he later insists is a requirement of pastoral power in Sécurité, territoire et population, Foucault 

explicitly links discourse in its varying forms to the appropriation of knowledge and the exercising of 

power: 

là et sous le signe de la “chair” à maîtriser, différentes formes de discours – examen de soi-
même, interrogatoires, aveux, interprétations, entretiens – véhiculent dans une sorte d’allées 
et venues incessantes des formes d’assujettissement et des schémas de connaissance. (130) 

This emphasis on knowledge is important, for as Nielson et al. point out: “pastoral power cannot be 

exercised without knowing the inside of people’s minds, exploring their souls and making them reveal 

their innermost secrets” (436), for indeed, “confession creates objects of a knowledge that will also 

make possible new forms of control” (Tell 113). Discourse, particularly confession, thus functions as a 

technique of power which draws information out of one’s interlocutor which can then be used to wield 

power over that person. Foucault argued that while the practice of confession had been practised by 

certain Greek schools of thought, it was Christianity which harnessed confession as a method of 

domination (Tell 95). So effective is the practice that its use as a technology of power has extended 

beyond the pastorate, becoming integral to modern power, as Dave Tell argues:  

[C]onfession is not simply one more site – like asylums, hospitals, and prisons – with which 
Foucault demonstrates his theories of power. Rather, confession is a sine qua non of modern 
power – it is an essential component without which modern power could not be exercised. 
(98)  

We first see the use of this practice of confession and discourse by a religious authority in La Possibilité 

d’une île, with the introduction of the récit de vie. The requirement that each Elohimite writes their 

life story is inspired by Daniel who, heading towards suicide, feels the need for “une confession écrite” 

                                                             
62 I must remark here that Foucault talks more about confession than he does discourse, and as a result the 
secondary literature on Foucault does the same; it should be noted, however, that confession is a highly 
ritualised form of discourse and Foucault himself explicitly refers to discourse in varying forms when discussing 
it as a technology of power, as the following quote shows. 
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(PI 301). In doing so, he is obliged to discuss the inner workings of the Elohimite sect and certain 

controversial events he has witnessed. He thus seeks permission from the new church leader Vincent 

who agrees, but imposes a condition on Daniel’s request: his manuscript may be published only after 

his death, or after permission has been granted by the ruling council of the church, due to the sensitive 

information it will contain about the Elohimites. Here, the relationship between knowledge and power 

is highlighted: the contents of Daniel’s confession will empower the reader, not only over Daniel but 

over the people and institutions he discusses.  

Daniel’s voluntary confession sets a precedent; Vincent is inspired by him to make the récit de vie 

obligatory for each member of the Elohimite church, ostensibly so that the memory of each original 

ancestor may be preserved. It also offers, however, an opportunity for ongoing discourse within the 

clone society, and a means to shape and control neo-human thought and behaviour. We learn that 

every neo-human is charged with reading their ancestor’s récit de vie, analysing it and writing their 

own commentary on it, all the while maintaining “une suffisante distance critique” (PI 179). In this 

way, the confession of the ancestor becomes the pillar of an ongoing discourse between each clone 

and their successors – a task which occupies them in their imposed solitude, keeping them docile in 

their compounds. By imposing this analysis of confession, and the discussion of it, on the clones, the 

authorities of the neo-human regime are able to exert considerable influence over the use of neo-

human time. 

This discourse is not limited within each neo-human dynasty; there is also an element of confession 

to the intellectual work of the clones. The authorities require that all analysis and commentary be 

recorded digitally, ensuring procuration of any information and ideas. This is revealed by Daniel25 

who discovers that his predecessor has left a number of handwritten notes, the content of which has 

not been reported to the IP address of his commentary (PI 178). Furthermore, the clones, while 

remaining in physical solitude, have the ability to speak with each other via digital means and thus act 

as interlocutors and confessors to each other. In this way, they are able to exert influence over each 

other: Daniel25’s conversations with Marie23 lead him to question his own existence and eventually 

defect from neo-human society – no doubt a kind of back-firing for the neo-human authorities. 

Marie23 and Daniel25, however, are renegades: there is also evidence that discourse between the 

clones allows for persuasion in favour of the regime – a line of defence should its power over individual 

clones waver. Esther31, for example, tells Daniel25 that she had tried to talk Marie23 out of defecting 

when she learned of her plan. 
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The practices of discourse and confession in La Possibilité d’une île are thus used by the Elohimite 

church and its successor, the mysterious theocracy of the neo-humans, to procure information and 

dictate behaviour. This allows the authorities to maintain influence over their subjects, thus ensuring 

their compliance in the dystopian regime. This technology of pastoral power reappears in the Muslim 

theocracy of Soumission where it is also used to extract information which is then employed to 

persuade people to convert to the new regime.  

Persuasion becomes a major theme in Soumission, and it is through discourse that it is achieved by 

Muslim authorities in the novel. In contrast to the Islamic violence depicted by Houellebecq in the 

earlier Plateforme – an act which is forced upon the body – the use of discourse by Islamic recruiters 

in Soumission (namely Robert Rediger) does indeed incite, induce and seduce. By employing the 

pastoral technologies of discourse and confession, Houellebecq’s dystopian theocracy is able to 

seduce its followers into submission. 

The seduction begins with François’ encounter with a former colleague at the Sorbonne. François 

discovers that Steve has chosen to convert to Islam and is enjoying a number of attractive benefits 

beyond the retention of his post at the university. The discussion between the two men reveals that 

Steve has an elevated salary, excellent accommodation, has already been married to a student and 

will take a second wife the following month. François’ conversation with his former colleague plants 

the seed which will lead to his interest in conversion.63 The temptation is reinforced by the conversion 

of another colleague, Loiseleur, who, despite being utterly unmarriageable, has been found a wife – a 

second year university student.  

It is Robert Rediger, however, the new Chancellor of the Sorbonne, who skilfully plays the role of both 

seducer and confessor. Towards the novel’s end, Rediger invites François to tea at his sumptuous 

home and in a lengthy discussion, discourse and confession are both employed to persuade François 

to convert to Islam. While Rediger does most of the talking, he is able to extract information from 

François, giving him the knowledge and therefore the power to seduce him. Revealing the importance 

of confession, Nielson et al. state that “pastoral power cannot be exercised without knowing the inside 

of people’s minds, exploring their souls and making them reveal their innermost secrets” (436); 

Rediger’s agreeable yet probing discussion with François is able to achieve this. Stating that François 

is not Catholic and telling him that he does not believe he is an atheist, Rediger describes the extreme 

                                                             
63 Both Steve and the publisher Bastien Lacoue tell François that the Sorbonne would have very much liked to 
have kept him, insidiously stroking his ego (pages 181 and 231).  
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atheism of Dostoevsky’s Kirilov before asking: “Je suppose que vous ne vous reconnaissez pas, non 

plus, dans ce portrait?” (S 250). Won over by Rediger’s words, along with some excellent wine, 

François eventually concedes: “C’est vrai […] que mon athéisme ne repose pas sur des bases très 

solides” (S 253). Rediger’s questions force François into an internal dialogue with himself – making 

him question his own religious stance – and extract the information Rediger needs to make his pitch.  

Rediger subjects François to “trois heures de prosélytisme religieux” (S 259) but still presses a book he 

has published on Islam upon him to read at home – thus ensuring the conversation is continued. 

Entitled Dix questions sur l’islam, the very title of Rediger’s volume suggests a discourse with the 

reader. Indeed, when the two men see each other next at a soirée at the Sorbonne, François tells 

Rediger “il m’est quand-même venu des questions” (S 290): the discourse is to continue, just as 

Rediger planned. François reveals he read the chapter on polygamy and wishes to discuss the subject 

further; the “confession” – that which François really hopes to obtain through a conversion to Islam – 

is extracted: he would like to know how many wives he would be entitled to and of what calibre they 

would be. These are embarrassing questions to ask, as Rediger acknowledges; he has earned François’ 

trust, having skilfully directed the conversation to a point where François has been able to confess his 

true desires. Here, Rediger smiles broadly: the confession is complete. He now has the power to 

reassure François that he will be satisfied on all accounts and sure enough, a few weeks later, François 

accepts Rediger’s deal, agreeing to convert to Islam. 

Rediger’s use of discourse and confession are representative of the way these practices can be 

employed as technologies of power. The dialogue is, of course, two-way; François is well aware that 

Rediger is trying to sell him something. When Rediger catches himself preaching about Islam and 

feigns embarrassment, for example, François muses: “il devait être trop conscient que ce discours, il 

l’avait déjà servi à de nombreux enseignants qu’il souhaitait convaincre” (S 261); nevertheless, the 

acts of discourse and confession are necessary to secure François’ agreement. Simply showing him 

what he may obtain is not sufficient: the power of persuasion comes just as much from dialogue, 

questioning, introspection and the handing over of information to authority. By employing this 

pastoral technique, Houellebecq’s theocracy is able to recruit new members into its dystopian regime. 

Justification and salvation 

The final technology of pastoral power is that mystical calculus of the infinitesimal and the infinite – 

in other words, justification or salvation. In all the Abrahamic religions, the salvation which justifies 

adherence to religious teachings and requirements is the promise of eternal life after death. In 
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Houellebecq, this traditional promise is stripped of its spiritual connotations and interpreted literally 

in La Possibilité d’une île with the advent of cloning, then wholly ignored in Soumission where all 

justification for converting to Islam is based on earthly promises. These reinterpretations of salvation 

are very much in line with Foucault’s theory on the development of pastoral power in an increasingly 

secular world: 

It was no longer a question of leading people to their salvation in the next world, but rather 
ensuring it in this world. And in this context, the word salvation takes on different meanings: 
health, well-being (that is sufficient wealth, standard of living), security, protection against 
accidents. (Foucault, “Afterword” 215) 

In Houellebecq’s novels, Elohimism and Islam offer justification for adherence to their religion which 

is worldly. Interestingly, it is the pragmatic Elohimites in La Possibilité d’une île who put eternal life on 

the table – though not, of course, in a spiritual sense. The immortality they strive for, and obtain, is 

entirely materialistic and corporeal. The detail imposed on the Elohimite members is justified through 

preservation of youth: a strong healthy body from which they will be cloned and will therefore take 

with them when they obtain immortality through cloning. Once clone society has been established, 

ensuring the ongoing dynasty of each individual ancestor, the detail required of the neo-humans and 

the justification for it change. The focus switches from corporeal preservation to cerebral practice and 

discipline and the almost total denial of the body; the Sœur Suprême promises that they are preparing 

for their improved successors, Les Futurs. While neo-human life is depicted as deeply unsatisfying by 

Daniel25, this dystopian existence is justified by a promise of better things to come. 

While the afterlife plays an important role in justifying the Elohimite religion and the subsequent neo-

human society of La Possibilité d’une île, there is no mention of it in Soumission.   Like the other 

Abrahamic religions, Islam promises salvation in the form of eternal life once the individual has been 

judged to be righteous by God, teaching that being Muslim is the way to ensure one lives a fulfilling 

and morally good life on Earth, as well as eternal life in Paradise after a temporary life on Earth. In 

Houellebecq’s Islamic regime, these traditional justifications are never presented as reasons for 

converting to Islam: no belief in God and eternal life in Paradise, nor the threat of eternal damnation. 

However, justifications and salvation are offered for adherence to the religion, and the following of 

the detail it prescribes (particularly to women). 

The first justification is offered by Ben Abbes himself, in a speech during his presidential campaign, 

who argues that 
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[d]e plus en plus souvent, les familles – qu’elles soient juives, chrétiennes ou musulmanes – 
souhaitaient pour leurs enfants une éducation qui ne se limite pas à la transmission des 
connaissances, mais intègre une formation spirituelle correspondant à leur tradition. Ce 
retour du religieux était une tendance profonde, qui traversait nos sociétés, et l’Éducation 
nationale ne pouvait pas ne pas en tenir compte (S 109) 

While Ben Abbes does not insist that everyone should become Muslim, he justifies the Islamification 

of France by claiming that a return to religion is taking place amongst the people, and that, regardless 

of the denomination of their faith, families desire an education for their children which has a spiritual 

component. Further justification for putting a religious party into power is offered, once again, by 

Alain Tanneur who, having lost his position at the DGSI, explains Ben Abbes’ astuteness in catering to 

the desires of the French voters. According to Tanneur, the Muslim party’s success comes from 

understanding that the people were no longer interested in matters of economy but rather restoration 

of the family unit, traditional morals and the patriarchy (S 153). By promising to address these desires, 

justification for giving power back to religion – even though it is not the traditional religion of France 

– is made. 

The declinistic desires of Houellebecq’s future French public thus make it possible for religion to re-

appropriate its lost political power in France. Justification for individual conversion to Islam comes 

later in the novel, from Robert Rediger. While attempting to persuade François to convert, he 

contrasts Islam with the other major world religions, suggesting that it is Islam which is most accepting 

of the world as it is, and therefore also of human nature: “l’islam accepte le monde, il l’accepte dans 

son intégralité, il accepte le monde tel quel” (S 260). Conversion to Islam is justified because, according 

to Rediger, it has the most optimistic outlook on the world: “Pour l’islam […] la création divine est 

parfaite, c’est un chef-d’oeuvre absolu.” (S 261) Rediger also suggests that the submission to God 

required by Islam has a positive consequence for humans: happiness. Submission, he argues, is 

“[l]’idée renversante et simple […] que le sommet du Bonheur humain réside dans la soumission la 

plus absolue” (S 260). Furthermore, this submission of man to God is echoed in the relationship 

between man and woman, thus justifying the detail to which Islam subjects its womenfolk: “[…] il y a 

pour moi un rapport entre l’absolue soumission de la femme à l’homme […] et la soumission de 

l’homme à Dieu, telle que l’envisage l’islam” (S 260). Rediger’s reasoning shows how Ben Abbes’ 

theocracy employs pastoral justification to legitimise conversion to Islam and the practices of his 

dystopian regime. 
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Rediger offers one final argument for the religious transformation of France: this time one of salvation. 

He argues that Islam offers a chance to save Europe. Reading an article published by Rediger, François 

notes Rediger’s declinist argument: 

L’arrivée massive de populations immigrées empreintes d’une culture traditionnelle encore 
marquée par les hiérarchies naturelles, la soumission de la femme et le respect dû aux anciens 
constituait une chance historique pour le réarmement moral et familial de l’Europe, ouvrait la 
perspective d’un nouvel âge pour le vieux continent. (S 276) 

Echoing Ben Abbes’ conviction that the French population longs for a return to the old values of family, 

traditional morals and patriarchy, Rediger goes even further, suggesting that a religion which actively 

espouses such social mores would invigorate “the old continent”, effectively saving it from itself. The 

pastoral techniques employed by Houellebecq’s Islamic dystopia in Soumission are thus complete: 

securing cooperation via discourse and confession, the theocracy imposes detail which focuses on the 

body, all the while justifying itself with promises of satisfaction, happiness and even the salvation of 

an entire culture – despite the obvious irony that this will come about from submission to the very 

religion and culture that European declinists so fear. 

Conclusion 

Throughout Houellebecq’s novels, religion forms part of the conversation about the declining state of 

Western society. By including religion in his works, Houellebecq echoes the declinist sentiments of 

other French commentators such as Camus, Millet and Zemmour. However, the stance Houellebecq 

adopts is less nostalgic and Euro-centric (and thus pro-Christian), and more theoretical, with an 

expansive temporal relevance. The theme of religion contributes to Houellebecq’s historical portrayal 

of Western, and particularly French, society, adding to the depiction of a civilisation which has already 

peaked. It allows Houellebecq to examine the spiritual and moral health this capitalistic and secular 

age, and finally, its inclusion also provides opportunities to look forward, to explore the directions 

humanity – or indeed post-humanity – could take as we continue to navigate the present. As I have 

shown, the trajectory of religious power in developed society is visible throughout Houellebecq’s 

novels, with the decline of Christian influence in Europe depicted in his early works and the prediction 

that even a resurgent Islam will eventually fail in the face of capitalism. Echoing certain commentators’ 

suggestions that people in developed society are returning to religion due to a lack of satisfaction with 

modern life, religion becomes a major theme in Houellebecq’s later novels, La Possibilité d’une île and 

Soumission, where political authority is reappropriated by the religions of Elohimism and Islam, which 

move into the power vacuum left first by Christianity and then by capitalism.  
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This return to religion does not resolve the issues of Houellebecq’s declining present, however. Rather, 

it provides further opportunities for dystopian outcomes which we see realised in the theocratic 

regimes of La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission. Houellebecq shows that a return to religion may 

not result in the return to better times as nostalgically imagined by some declinists, but that it could 

in fact result in a more sinister scenario. Utilising detail, a focus on the body, discourse and confession, 

and justification and salvation, Houellebecq’s new religions employ Foucault’s techniques of the 

pastorate – a technology of power – to gain and maintain power over the citizens of his future societies 

– human and post-human – ensuring the establishment and continued acceptance of his dystopias. 

The incorporation of religion in Houellebecq’s novels thus provides sociological context for the 

changing moral dynamics of developed society; it also allows for speculation on how these may 

continue to change if humanity is to continue on its current trajectory. It also serves another purpose, 

however: a means to critique not just religion itself, but what other commentators are saying about 

it. One way in which he does this is by satirising declinist ideas about religion, particularly in 

Soumission. Taking the religious concerns of declinists such as Camus and Millet, Houellebecq mocks 

issues such as family and traditional values by resolving them with the wrong religion – Islam. Through 

the character of Ben Abbes, Houellebecq articulates the declinist sentiment that a return to religious 

values would be beneficial to society, showing that these concerns could just as easily be made from 

a religious standpoint other than Christianity. A call for the salvation of Europe is made in the novel, a 

declinist desire which Houellebecq turns upside down by offering Islam – the very religion certain 

traditionalists would see banished from Europe – as a potential saviour. 

Houellebecq’s use of religion in Soumission also provides Houellebecq with the opportunity to criticise 

not only other declinists but also the intellectual elite. Having set the novel in the academic milieu of 

the Sorbonne, Houellebecq raises the question of conversion to a faith for material benefits and 

suggests that even those expected to be beyond bribery cannot be trusted to maintain their integrity. 

He also suggests that the intellectual elite have less power and influence than is popularly believed. 

This is borne out by the generous pension offered to the academic staff who lose their jobs following 

the Islamic takeover of the Sorbonne, a gesture provoked by the belief that the intellectual elite has 

the ability to speak out about social and political issues and be heard. Realising this, François wryly 

remarks: “Au fond, ils croyaient encore au pouvoir de l’élite intellectuelle, c’en était presque 

touchant” (S 179). The belief of the Sorbonne in the intellectual elite echoes real-world sentiment that 

this stratum of society has the power to identify social issues, and perhaps even to offer protection 

from them. But this belief in the intellectual elite is shown to be faulty. The elite should see through 

bribes and corruption, should espouse causes like religious and intellectual freedom; instead, one by 
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one, François and his colleagues sell out their integrity and pay lip service to a religion in which they 

do not believe, in order to receive material benefits. With its best thinkers acting out of self-interest 

rather than for the common good, Houellebecq shows how society can take a dystopian turn for the 

worse. 

The offer of material benefits in exchange for adherence to religion is found in both La Possibilité d’une 

île and Soumission, a symptom of religion gone wrong. In Houellebecq’s dystopian present and future, 

religion can no longer recruit by appealing to a desire for spiritual fulfilment or a desire to do good 

things: instead it must offer tangible rewards. In La Possibilité d’une île, this is a promise of actual 

eternal life through cloning – the promise of enjoying one’s body while it is in its prime for eternity. In 

Soumission, the promises are more realistic and as such, more sinister. Indeed, Rediger’s persuasion 

of François to convert to Islam plays out like a Faustian pact. In order to obtain François’ conversion, 

Rediger assumes the role of the devil, offering François numerous material benefits in exchange for 

lip-service to Islam. Despite his excellent reputation as an academic, his integrity will now always be 

in question. Religion is not embraced for the “right” reasons, it is instead used to obtain wealth, power 

and success. The reader is not privy to the outcome for François, nor for France; the novel ends before 

François’ conversion to Islam. We are nonetheless left to wonder what the consequences of a return 

to religion for hasty resolutions for declinist concerns might be. 

The materialism of religion in Houellebecq’s fiction also reinforces Houellebecq’s view that capitalism 

is a dangerous and corrupting influence on society. Indeed, Houellebecq appears to take capitalism’s 

influence more seriously than any concerns about the declining influence of religion or the potential 

of a religious comeback – which he satirises in Soumission. In Houellebecq’s dystopian future, it is not 

Islam which is depicted as dangerous, but rather the capitalist principles on which Houellebecq’s 

depiction of the religion functions. By offering enough material benefits – physical, monetary or sexual 

– any ideology can be sold, even one which traditionally calls on moral and spiritual values. In this 

respect, then, Houellebecq’s treatment of religion in both La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission acts 

as a foil for deeper criticism of capitalism and its corrupting effects on the modern individual. 

In light of the acts of terror which took place in France in 2015, it is easy – and tempting – to read 

Houellebecq’s treatment of religion, particularly that of Islam in Soumission, as a warning. Is that not 

the purpose of dystopia: to predict and forewarn? I would caution against this approach. 

Houellebecq’s novels show that religion is part of a wider discussion on the state of developed society 

and the author is well-placed to engage in this declinist topic while maintaining a certain critical 

distance from earnest commentators such as Camus and Millet. Houellebecq’s satirical stance 
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suggests that no religion is the right one, rather that we ought to be asking ourselves why religion 

remains important in this secular age and which voids it could fill, namely the dissatisfaction of 

capitalism. His treatment of religion shows that despite any feelings of superiority and protection we 

may feel in developed secular society, religion has the potential to influence – to a greater or lesser 

degree – and to once again play a significant role in political authority. 
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Conclusion 

Here, at the conclusion of this work, I wish to go back to a statement I made at the beginning of 

Chapter 1 (the literature review), for its fundamental importance in the way it informed my approach 

all along. I cited Booker, who declares dystopia serves two functions: opposition to utopian thought 

and social criticism. I claimed that Houellebecq’s novels fall into the latter category rather than the 

first. 

When considering Houellebecq and dystopia, one automatically thinks of his novels which contain 

futuristic settings – Les Particules élémentaires, La Possibilité d’une île, La Carte et le territoire, and 

Soumission. Throughout this thesis, however, I have argued that we should also read Houellebecq’s 

depiction of the present as dystopian. Having reached the end of this project, it is clear that if we read 

his representation of contemporary Western society as dystopian, both of Booker’s functions of 

dystopia are accomplished. Both his present and futures are socially critical: in the present, the 

negative aspects of neo-liberal society – such as social atomisation, commodification of non-financial 

capital, and arrant individualism – are highlighted and amplified; in his futures, the possible 

consequences of humanity’s chosen path are explored. Houellebecq’s dystopian present also opposes 

a certain utopia: the neo-liberal project set in motion by his parents’ generation. This generation, to 

whom he sometimes refers as the soixante-huitards, invited in neo-liberalism, pursued hedonism, 

individualism and freedom, in the belief that they would be happier for it. The result of their utopian 

project is contemporary Western society – the grey and depressing world experienced by 

Houellebecq’s protagonists for whom the neo-liberal utopia has failed. The over-arching themes of 

capitalism and social atomisation thus permeate each key aspect studied in this thesis. However, the 

notions of nostalgia and natural order explored in relation to the body, and of religion as a vehicle for 

authority (rather than specifically governance under a capitalist system), show that the declinist 

critiques in Houellebecq’s novels go beyond these critiques. 

Houellebecq’s rejection of the neo-liberal utopia is juxtaposed with a nostalgic view of life before the 

1960s, the decade he pinpoints as the beginning of Western society’s collapse. He portrays his parents’ 

generation as selfish and egotistical; that of his grandparents, on the other hand, is depicted as warm, 

loving and selfless. Negativity alone is not enough to earn the label of declinism; it is this yearning for 

a time when the family was precious and people were not yet caught up in constant competition with 

themselves and each other that make Houellebecq’s novels declinist. Houellebecq’s dystopian 

approach to both the present and the future allows for a presentation of his declinist concerns which 

is more subtle and far-reaching than those of non-literary declinists, such as Renaud Camus and Eric 
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Zemmour. As this thesis has shown, declinism informs various aspects of existence in the 

Houellebecquian universe, making the everyday dystopian. 

The first of these aspects explored in this thesis is perhaps the most widely broached in scholarship 

on Houellebecq: economy. Chapter 2 showed how Houellebecq’s depiction of consumer capitalism 

can be read as a dystopia in itself – an ideology which promises pleasure in return for consumption, 

leaving those who derive no satisfaction from consuming with little joy in life. Neo-liberal attitudes 

towards money and work have a detrimental effect on the family and social networks which alienates 

characters and adds to Houellebecq’s dystopian present. I also showed that the shift to an information 

society generates problems in the Houellebecquian universe, resulting not only in alienation from 

one’s labour (a Marxist concern), but also the loss of the part of the labourer that went into that work. 

There is no Keynesian utopia, no leisure society, for Houellebecq’s characters; rather they inhabit a 

post-Marxist dystopia where the modern worker is alienated not only from their labour, but from 

themselves as well.  

From this dystopian treatment of economy, Houellebecq’s declinist ideas about money and work are 

made evident. In the Houellebecquian universe, consumerism has become not just a leisure activity, 

but a necessary anaesthetic to make modern life enjoyable, or indeed merely bearable, and 

problematic when one derives no pleasure from it. In his depiction of contemporary society, consumer 

capitalism is insidious, infiltrating counter cultures and trivialising human accomplishments, making 

twentieth-century culture inferior to that of centuries past. In Houellebecq’s dystopian present, 

money is a corrupting influence, encouraging people to work unfulfilling jobs, sometimes provoking 

them to violence, and, perhaps worst of all, leading them away from projects which would actually 

benefit humanity – instead of selling it something else that it does not need. Houellebecq also displays 

concerns about the neo-liberal hyper-focus on work, where people are defined by their profession, to 

the detriment of the family unit and social networks. Another contemporary issue is the shift to a 

dominant tertiary sector: Houellebecq’s characters are uneasy about their lack of productivity, their 

inability to produce anything tangible adding to their sense of worthlessness, especially when they 

compare their work to the more “noble” labour of those in the production and manufacturing. 

Another aspect of economy explored in my study of Houllebecq’s novels is that of parallel currencies. 

An explicit sexual economy and an implicit attention economy were identified, both contributing 

significant suffering to Houellebecq’s dystopian present, the capitalist logic which drives both 

economies dictating that wealth be concentrated in the hands of a lucky few, resulting in sexual 

pauperism and attention deprivation for many. These parallel economies show that neo-liberalism has 

allowed capitalist thinking to extend beyond traditional economic boundaries, and are made out to 
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be a contemporary problem, with a clear point in time when the perceived decline began. The 

flourishing sexual economy has its roots in the revolution of May 1968 when the door for neo-

liberalism was well and truly opened. Similarly, attention problems became significant with the 

generation preceding that of Houellebecq’s main characters who are deprived of attention from 

libertine parents more interested in pursuing their own desires than raising their children. This stands 

in stark contrast to the nostalgic portraits Houellebecq paints of his characters’ grandparents, who are 

depicted as loving, hardworking and generous – the last generation not to be damaged by rampant 

neo-liberal values. 

Chapter 3 employed a sociological approach – specifically Shilling’s four factors which contribute to 

current interest in the body – in its reading of the body in Houellebecq’s novels. These four factors – 

feminism, consumer capitalism, demographic changes and a growing confusion about what the body 

really is – guided me in uncovering Houellebecq’s declinist treatment of the body and how his 

representation of the body contributes to his modern dystopia. Feminism is subverted in 

Houellebecq’s novels, taking the form of anti-feminism; Western women are frequently depicted as 

behaving like men and thus are branded as unnatural, upsetting the so-called natural equilibrium 

between the sexes and contributing to the misery of Houellebecq’s dystopian present. Nostalgia for 

traditional roles suggests the emancipation of women is not to be seen as progress but as an 

aberration in Houellebecq’s dying West. Consumerist values turn the body into a project, the 

presentation of which must conform to exacting and often unattainable standards. In the 

Houellebecquian universe, where too much importance is placed on physical beauty, this results in a 

dystopian body which effectively imprisons the individual, impeding any quest for sexual satisfaction 

or love. The third factor, demographic changes, manifests in the problem of senescence in 

Houellebecq’s novels, particularly in La Possibilité d’une île where concern is voiced for the ageing and 

the elderly who continue to desire but are not permitted access to the objects of their desire – the 

beautiful bodies of young people. Just as impossible beauty standards turn the nonconforming body 

into a dystopian prison, so does modern abhorrence of ageing. Ugly and ageing characters are thus 

shown to suffer as a direct consequence of the appearance of their bodies; Houellebecq points his 

finger yet again at the soixante-huitards who pushed for the valorisation of youth and beauty. Shilling’s 

final factor – a growing crisis in our knowledge of what the body is – wraps up this chapter. In the post-

human futures of Les Particules élémentaires and La Possibilité d’une île, the first three factors are 

eliminated. By genetically manipulating the bodies of the post-human clones, Shilling’s factors are 

effectively neutralised. This “solution” confirms the dystopian nature of the human body in the 

present, which has been rendered as such due to the superficial attitudes of a society in state of moral 

decline. 



167 
 

In Chapter 4, I turned to the theme of religion, which features in most of Houellebecq’s novels 

(Catholicism in Extension du domaine de la lutte, the New Age and Satanism in Les Particules 

élémentaires, Islam in Plateforme and Soumission, and Élohimisme – a fictional version of the real-

world Raëlism – in La Possibilité d’une île). This chapter demonstrated the long-standing link between 

religion and power, showing how Houellebecq’s portrayal of religion mirrors its trajectory in the real 

world. It then focused specifically on the theocratic regimes of La Possibilité d’une île and Soumission, 

employing Foucault’s concept of pastoral power to show how Houellebecq uses religion to exert 

dystopian control over large populations. I showed that Houellebecq’s use of religion in his novels 

participates in declinist discourse on two levels. The first illustrates moral decay in modern society: 

declining morality is attributed to the loss of religion, which is made popular once again by appealing 

humanity’s materialistic and individualistic urges rather than to a desire for asceticism and spirituality. 

The second takes a satirical angle; in Soumission, Houellebecq joins the declinist call for the return of 

old-fashioned morality but mocks it by employing the religion against which certain Western declinists 

rail – Islam. 

Reading Houellebecq’s present as dystopian permits a richer analysis of his criticism of Western 

society. In Houellebecq’s dystopian present, we have opposition to the neo-liberal utopian project and 

criticism of contemporary developed society. But also to be considered are the future scenarios in Les 

Particules élémentaires, La Possibilité d’une île, La Carte et le territoire and Soumission. These futures 

offer “solutions” to the declinist issues of Western society, identified by Houellebecq throughout his 

novels. It is in these futures that the premonitory aspect of dystopia is realised, something which has 

not gone unnoticed in the popular reception of his novels. For at a time when the traditional methods 

of predicting political, social and economic events and outcomes are no longer proving reliable, 

Houellebecq has shown an uncanny ability to have his finger on the pulse, seemingly predicting real 

incidents with global ramifications. This has led to murmurs of his being a soothsayer by fans, who cite 

his foreshadowing of real world events in his novels. Les Particules élémentaires was published two 

years before scientists finished sequencing the human genome; Plateforme was published the year 

before the Bali bombings64 and only months prior to the September 11 attacks in New York; and La 

Carte et le territoire was acknowledged for its foreshadowing of the financial crisis triggered by the 

stock market crash in 2008, a crisis that, Sweeney remarks, “was merely imminent at the time of 

writing” (Sweeney 5–6). Events at the time of Soumission’s publication, which coincided with the tragic 

                                                             
64 On 12 October 2002, a Muslim suicide bomber detonated a concealed bomb in a nightclub in Kuta, Bali in 
Indonesia. This was swiftly followed by the detonation of a car bomb outside another nightclub located 
opposite the first. Two hundred and two people died. 
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shooting at the offices of satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo, added to Houellebecq’s apparent ability 

to predict the future.  

Is Houellebecq a prophet? No, attractive though the prospect is. Rather, Houellebecq is acutely aware 

and critical of the political, social and economic climate in France and the West in general. Dystopia – 

applied to both the present and the future – offers a perfect and literary medium with which to convey 

Houellebecq’s pessimism about the direction the West has chosen. 

This study of declinism and dystopia in the novels of Michel Houellebecq opens up paths for further 

investigation into the use of literature as a way to express and explore declinist concerns about the 

state of contemporary developed society, and the direction in which it is headed, and also the use of 

the dystopian genre to articulate those concerns. As I have shown throughout this thesis, dystopias 

need not be temporally or spatially distant in order to be effective in communicating bad or worst-

case scenarios. The hyper-realistic universe crafted by Houellebecq throughout his corpus is far more 

horrifying than any of the futuristic, post-human settings he concocts through its believable yet 

amplified portrayal of life in Western society. In allowing for a dystopian present, the scope for 

dystopian literature by other French authors is widened. This, I hope, will lead to increased interest 

and output in scholarship on this surprisingly small research area in French Studies. 

One French author whose work, like Houellebecq’s, combines concerns about late-capitalist society 

with an amplified reality that can be read as a dystopian present is Philippe Claudel. Claudel – a French 

novelist, scriptwriter, film and theatre director, and university lecturer – has had fifteen novels 

published, some of which have been awarded prizes. Notably, these include Le Rapport de Brodeck 

(2007) which was awarded the prix Goncourt des lycéens, and Parfums (2012), recipient of the prix 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau de l’autobiographie. It is, however, in L’enquête (2010) and Inhumaines (2017) 

that dystopia and criticism of neo-liberal society are married. The universe created by Claudel in 

L’enquête is almost fantastic with its crazily-proportioned buildings, unnatural weather patterns, and 

features such as the unidentifiable refugees referred to as “les Déplacés”. However, it cannot be 

wholly separated from reality either. What makes this world dystopian is the amplification of certain 

aspects of contemporary society, a theme which is carried through to Inhumaines.  While the tone of 

this collection of twenty-five short stories is vastly different to that of L’enquête (black humour as 

opposed to stark grimness), and the subject matter verges on the ridiculous rather than the fantastic, 

Claudel returns to the same strategy of amplifying the flaws of developed society to draw attention 

to them. Indeed, in an interview about the collection, he declares “[t]out est vrai mais simplement 

poussé un petit peu plus loin que le réel” (“Claudel évoque son roman”), making clear his intent to 

amplify the present to its limit, rather than inventing new horrors altogether. Despite Claudel’s 
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renown, both works have received very little scholarly attention, presenting an opportunity for 

research into literary works which also utilise dystopia to raise concerns about developed society, in 

particular, those regarding capitalism and globalisation. Dystopia continues to surge in Anglophone 

pop culture, producing fiction and films which also enjoy popularity in France. It is my suspicion (and 

hope) that this resurgent enjoyment of dystopia, along with the use of the genre by Houellebecq, a 

veritable heavyweight in French fiction, will see output in dystopia by other French authors increase 

as well. With my reading of Houellebecq’s novels, this thesis provides a springboard and framework 

for the analysis of other French and Francophone novels which articulate declinist concerns through 

a dystopian approach. As declinist rhetoric continues to proliferate, even now when the so-called 

Trente piteuses should be well over, and dystopia – whether set in the past or the future – has proved 

effective and popular in the hands of Houellebecq, I am confident that French scholars interested in 

this convergent area will find there is further work to be done. 
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Annex 

 

This annex provides a brief synopsis for each of Houellebecq’s six novels published to date. 

 

Extension du domaine de la lutte (1994) 

Houellebecq’s first novel is the first-person account of an unnamed, celibate, thirty-year-old male 

fonctionnaire who works in information technology. The reader follows this antihero through a work 

assignment wherein he is paired with an unattractive and sexually desperate co-worker, Raphaël 

Tisserand, and sent out to regional centres to train other civil servants in the use of new software. 

Formulating a theory that modern life revolves around sexual capital (which unfairly condemns the 

ugly to sexual poverty), the narrator encourages Tisserand to murder a rival, setting off a chain of 

events which leads to Tisserand’s death and the narrator’s own mental-health crisis. 

 

Les Particules élémentaires (1998) 

Les Particules élémentaires tells the tale of two half-brothers: Michel Djerzinski, a brilliant but 

introverted and asexual scientist; and Bruno Clément, a high-school teacher and sex-addict. 

Abandoned as small children by their libertine parents to their grandparents, both boys display signs 

of damage from their parental deprivation and the social atomisation of modern living. While Bruno 

seeks, finds and ultimately loses a loving partner, Michel attempts to solve humanity’s suffering by 

separating sex from the necessity of reproduction, coming up with a stable method of human 

cloning. 

 

Plateforme (2001) 

Following the death of his father, Michel – yet another civil servant – travels to Thailand and meets 

the love of his life, the submissive yet sexually adventurous Valérie, who works for a French package 

tour giant. Remarking that a “natural” opportunity for economic redress between the developed and 

developing worlds exists, Michel encourages Valérie to explore the possibility of packaged sexual 

tourism wherein Western wealth could be earned by poor but sexually “healthy” citizens of developing 

countries. 
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La Possibilité d’une île (2005) 

La Possibilité d’une île is a narrative which switches back and forth between successful comedian 

Daniel and two of his clones living thousands of years into the future. Despite Daniel’s success in his 

career, he is miserable. Disenchanted by the materialism and shallowness of contemporary society, 

unable to hold down a committed relationship, he experiments with, and ultimately gets caught up 

in, a scientifico-religious cult promising eternal life. Daniel’s clones live solitary lives in a post-

apocalyptic future, spending their time reflecting on the original Daniel’s life and the society in which 

he lived. 

La Carte et le territoire (2010) 

This novel is the story of Jed Martin, a French artist who achieves fame, first with his photographs of 

Michelin maps, and then with a series of paintings depicting a number of professions – the catalogue 

for which is written by a fictional Michel Houellebecq. Despite his huge success, Martin struggles with 

a number of catastrophes in his life which play out against the backdrop of a society in the throws of 

late-stage capitalism: the failing health of his ageing father, the departure of his beautiful girlfriend, 

and the gruesome murder of the fictional Houellebecq. He eventually takes umbrage by retreating 

from society, emerging in his sixties to find French society considerably different. 

Soumission (2015) 

Houellebecq’s most recent novel envisages a France set in the year 2022. A newly-formed Muslim 

party takes power in the presidential elections and makes sweeping changes to French society. The 

main character of the novel is François, a middle-aged professor of French literature at the Sorbonne. 

Fearing anti-Semitic repercussions, François’ Jewish girlfriend migrates to Israel. Isolated and lonely, 

retired prematurely from his work as only Muslims may now teach at the Sorbonne, the already 

unhappy François falls into a deep depression. A second chance of happiness is offered by the new 

vice-chancellor of the university, who convinces François that conversion to Islam would not only 

secure easy and well-paid employment, but also a number of other advantages such as prestige and 

the right to practise polygamy, with young wives chosen especially for him. 
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