
VAUVENARGUES' RHETORIC OF DISJUNCTION, OR THE 
DISINTEGRATION OF UNDERSTANDING IN THE 

INTEGRATION OF KNOWLEDGE 

The Eighteenth Century witnesses, according to Sartre, the declaration 
of independence of Literature which passes from the perpetuation of the 
status quo in the affirmation of the ideology of the ruling class, to the 
proclamation of its disengagement from all established norms. More than 
simply affirming its autonomous status Literature, in this period, in fact 
embodies a certain spirit of negativity, of gainsaying, as it identifies itself 
with the powers of contestation, powers which Sartre neatly encapsulates 
in the term Esprit: "... elle [la littrrature] ne refl~tera plus les lieux com- 
muns de la collectivitr, elle s'identifie ~t l'Esprit, c'est-fi-dire au pouvoir 
permanent de former et de critiquer des idres. [...] la littrrature se confond 
avec la n~gativitr, c'est-/~-dire avec le doute, le refus, la critique, la con- 
testation. ''1 What we hope to demonstrate is the fact that the subversive 
undercurrent of literature as intimated by Sartre in his paradigm of nega- 
tivity finds perhaps its most perfect illustration in Vauvenargues' Intro- 
duction ~ la connaissance de l'esprit humain which, far from offering the 
sanguine moral philosophy traditionally alluded to by Vauvenarguian 
criticism, proffers a form of literature undermined by an adversative 
Esprit subtending its being. By the same token, we hope that the latter 
will lead to a re-evaluation of the traditional opposition between 
Vauvenargues with his supposedly positive moral philosophy, and his 
more pessimistic predecessors of the Grand Sidcle. 

Traditionally, Vauvenargues' oeuvre has been taken to express the 
author's enthusiastic celebration of human nature, be it his admiration 
for man's aspiration toward virtue and glory, or his sympathetic under- 
standing of man's fragility and imperfection; his indulgence towards 
man's foibles, or his compassion for human misery. As such, it is per- 
ceived as the converse of the austere philosophy of the moralists of the 
Grand Sidcle such as Pascal, who depicts the misery of man tainted by sin, 
who can achieve salvation but through the proscription of what is natural, 
of what is human, 2 or La Rochefoucauld for whom the dictates of self- 
love are invariably incompatible with the demands of virtue. Refuting the 
negative portrait of man outlined by his predecessors, Vauvenargues pro- 
poses then, via his reconciliation with human nature, the rehabilitation of 
man fallen from grace: the human, for Vauvenargues, is not to be re- 
pressed, but affirmed rather in all its vitality. But what exactly, one must 
ask oneself, constitutes the human for the philosopher of the Enlighten- 
ment? If Vauvenargues reflects on man in his relationship to God, to his 
fellow-man in society, and above all to himself and his conscience, he also 
reflects on the nature of reflection and its relationship to the expression of 
the latter. In short, Vauvenargues seeks to investigate not only the human 
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spirit in its myriad manifestations, but also the agent by which he arrives 
at his understanding of the latter. It is thus that he seeks to circumscribe 
not only what man knows, but also the manner in which he arrives at this 
knowledge: "I1 ne faut point juger des hommes par ce qu'ils ignorent, mais 
par ce qu'ils savent, et par la maniire dont ils le savent" (2223; italics ours). 

As such, there occurs what may be termed a displacement of transcen- 
dence: the teleological transcendence of Pascal has been replaced by an 
epistemological form of transcendence as the reflection of man unfolds in 
a phenomenological, and not a metaphysical, dimension. We would do 
well to remember, at this stage, that Vauvenargues' Introduction fi la 
connaissance de l'esprit humain, published in February of 1746, appeared 
in the same year as Condillac's Essai sur l'origine des connaissances hu- 
maines, and that Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding, first 
published in 1690, had been widely disseminated on the continent in the 
early part of the Eighteenth Century. 4 It is precisely at this juncture where 
the what and the how of human understanding intersect that the sanguine 
portrait of the moral philosopher takes on a very different tonality: it is 
the darker side of this portrait occasioned by the aporias arising out of the 
self-reflexivity of Vauvenargues' reflection which will be the focus of our 
investigation into the circumscription of the human spirit by the human 
spirit. Or, to be more precise, the purpose of our investigation is to 
articulate the disarticulation of human understanding by the ironic fis- 
sures, those points of slippage occasioned by the incommensurability 
between the subject and the object of human understanding. In short, to 
articulate what we have termed Vauvenargues' rhetoric of disjunction: 
that moral philosophy should, by definition, revolve around the theory of 
human knowledge should indeed, as Henri Mydlarski rightly remarks, be 
taken as axiomatic. 5 

If we are to gain a proper perspective on Vauvenargues' ars phi- 
losophandi, we must attempt to elucidate from a diachronic perspective 
the human dimension accorded by the moral philosopher to understand- 
ing. It is thus that we begin our investigation with an overview of the 
epistemological revolution which occurred with the Enlightenment. 6 For 
the moral philosophers of the Grand Siicle, there exists an essential dis- 
junction between two basic types of knowledge, that is to say between 
scientific prams and teleological doxa, the divine inspiration of the latter 
proving the ruination of the positivistic postulate. For the moral philoso- 
pher of the Enlightenment, however, the disjunction between these two 
orders of knowing is abolished when scientific enquiry is dispossessed of 
its supernatural etiology as it is reoriented in a theory of knowledge 
predicated upon the consubstantiality of man and his world. It is the 
human dynamics of the new epistemology which we shall see reflected in 
Vauvenargues' oeuvre: "Je regarde humainement les choses" (100). That 
the Introduction g~ la connaissance de l'esprit humain should be oriented 
towards the new epistemology would in fact find confirmation in the very 
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title of the work. It is by no means fortuitous that the title itself should 
propose not so much an introduction to the human spirit, but rather an 
introduction to the understanding of the human spirit, the latter turn of 
phrase connoting significantly both the object and the agent of under- 
standing - all this being succinctly synthesized in the ambiguity of the de. 
The latter interpretation is further reinforced by the fact that the term 
connaissance itself connotes both the object and the agent of knowledge, 
or, as Furetirre would have it, "toutes les choses qui ont pass6 par nostre 
esprit."7 Moreover, the fact that the title should refer both to the object of 
human understanding as well as to the modality by which the latter is 
arrived at, would be confirmed by the usage of the term introduction, 
understood here in its etymological sense: what Vauvenargues is intimat- 
ing thereby is a leading into the understanding of the human spirit by the 
human spirit. To the ambiguity of syntax, however, must be added the 
semantic ambiguity of the term esprit, which can be taken to refer both to 
the mind as well to the human spirit. Ambiguity, then, being of the essence 
in the title of Vauvenargues' work, the question which we must now ask 
ourselves is why this should be so. We hope to demonstrate that articula- 
ted in the dynamics of ambiguity insinuated in the title is Vauvenargues' 
invitation to comprehend his rhetoric of disjunction. 

We begin our investigation into Vauvenargues' rhetoric of disjunction 
with leparadoxe s.ur lephilosophe. Far from exemplifying those beacons of 
humanity whose reasoned understanding of man and society will contrib- 
ute to the amelioration of the latter, the philosopher as portrayed by 
Vauvenargues is, on the contrary, the very embodiment of unreason and 
non-edification. If philosopher he be, and the title is one which 
Vauvenargues automatically refutes, if we are to believe his pronounce- 
ments on the subject in his correspondence with Mirabeau, 8 it is on ac- 
count of his sentiment ("Ce sont mes inclinations qui m'ont rendu phi- 
losophe...," 401) - sentiment which renders reason impotent: "Toutes nos 
drmonstrations ne tendent qu'/t nous faire conna~tre les choses avec la 
mSme 6vidence que nous les connaissons par sentiment. Conna~tre par 
sentiment est donc le plus haut degr6 de connaissance; il ne faut doric pas 
demander une raison de ce que nous connaissons par sentiment" (272). 
Paradoxically, it is "les passions [qui] ont appris aux hommes la raison" 
(201). And what of the goal of moral edification which ought rightly to be 
the aim and end of the philosopher? Again, contrary to normal expecta- 
tion, the understanding of human nature by the moral philosopher does 
not, according to his own confession, contribute one iota to the edifica- 
tion of humanity: 

Que n'a-t-on pas 6crit contre l'orgueil des grands, contre la jalousie des petits, contre les 
vices de tousles hommes? Quelles peintures n'a-t-on pas faites du ridicule, de la vanitY, de 
l'intemprrance, de la fourberie, de l'inconsrquence, etc.? Mais, qui s'est corrig6 par ces 
images ou par ces prrceptes? Quel hornme a mieuxjugr, ou mieux v+cu, aprrs tant d'instruc- 
tions regues? (269) 
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Indeed, the edification of mankind is but an illusion, the mdtier of phi- 
losopher but vanitas vanitatis: "... il n'est pas d'occupation si ingrate que 
celle d'instruire les hommes. [...] le plus m6diocre et le plus born~ des 
m6tiers est celui d'6crivain et de philosophe" (270). And, were this not 
sufficient in itself to indict the philosopher, the latter, not unlike Plato's 
pariah-poet, is taxed with untruth: the philosopher is what Vauvenargues 
terms "un personnage menteur" (341). If, then, Vauvenargues' portrait of 
the philosopher is grounded in unreason, non-edification and untruth, 
what, one may ask, is the intent of his reflections? Does such a damning 
portrait of the philosopher in fact not undermine the very credibility of his 
work? Does le paradoxe sur le philosophe not imply, in the final analysis, 
the self-contestation of all philosophy? We understand better, at this 
stage, why Vauvenargues, false modesty notwithstanding, should be wary 
of accepting the not so honorific title of philosopher, and why, ultimately, 
he should understand his natural philosophy to contain within itself the 
seeds of its own self-contestation ("... elle s'arme contre elle," 401). And, 
what is more, if his natural philosophy is grounded in sentiment, that is to 
say in his very being, it follows that philosophy should be coterminous 
with the philosopher. Indeed, Vauvenargues goes so faras to proclaim the 
identity of his being with philosophy ("la philosophie que je suis," ibid.). 
He is not a philosopher; he is philosophy, the fundamental correlation 
between philosopher and philosophy underscoring the epistemological 
grounding of his enquiry in its affirmation of the consubstantiality exis- 
ting between the subject and the object of understanding. 

Leaving aside for the moment the speculations of the moral philoso- 
pher, we turn now to the mediation of the latter in and through his ars 
philosophandi which finds its realization in the consubstantiality of sub- 
ject and object, of mind and world. Let us state at the outset that to 
attempt the circumscription of an ars philosophandi which is by definition 
organic or, if you will, kinetic in structure, is to confess, de facto, one's 
inadequacy to the task at hand. The latter notwithstanding, it would 
appear that cognition, for Vauvenargues, is grounded in the intentional 
act whereby is realized the consubstantiality of mind and world: it is for 
this reason that Vauvenargues states: "C'est dans notre propre esprit et 
non dans les objets ext~rieurs, que nous percevons la plupart des choses" 
(308). Furthermore, cognition, as Vauvenargues explains elsewhere, is 
grounded not only in the consubstantiality of mind and world, but also in 
the differential rapport established in the apprehension of the object via 
the intentional act: "... il n'y a rien de grand parmi les hommes que par 
comparaison. Ainsi, lorsqu'on dit un grand arbre, cela ne veut pas dire 
autre chose si ce n'est qu'il est grand par rapport ~ d'autres arbres moins 
~lev~s, ou par rapport ~t nos yeux et/t notre propre taille" (387-88; italics 
ours). The intentional act, then, establishes an interstitiality of two sorts: 
firstly, between mind and world, and secondly, between the objects in the 
world apprehended by the mind, the differential rapport subtending these 
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two orders being realized in and through the mediation of language: 
°'Toute langue n'est que l'expression de ces rapports" (388; italics ours). 
The latter wilt, as we shall see, in fact prove crucial for Vauvenargues' 
hermeneutics, for the apprehension of the text is predicated upon the 
mediation by the reader of the aesthetic artefact which is the mediation of 
the thinking of the author mediated through language. But to continue 
with Vauvenargues' theory of knowledge: cognition, he maintains, is not 
based upon a simple correlation between mind and world; rather, it is 
grounded in the apprehension of what Vauvenargues terms alliance: "Le 
feu, Fair, l'esprit, la lumi+re, tout vit par l'action. De lfi la communication 
et l'alliance de tousles ~tres" (207). The action mentioned here refers not 
only to the kinesis of an organismic cosmos but, by implication, to the 
kinesis of mental cognition; it is what Vauvenargues elsewhere terms, 
albeit in a somewhat different context, "l 'art de combinaison" (81). 
However, the mind is more than a mere generator of alliances and rap- 
ports: the complexity of the mind, for Vauvenargues, is such that the 
intentional act is comprised of a dual and simultaneous postulation 
whereby the mind seeks both to synthesize as well as to situate by com- 
bination the object of intentionality: 

... un esprit ~tendu diminue en apparence les objets, en les confondant dans un tout qui les 
r6duit fi leur juste 6tendue; mais il les aggrandit r~ellement, en d6veloppant leurs rapports, et 
en ne formant de tant de parties irr~guli+res qu'un seul et magn~fique tableau. (373; italics 
ours) 

However, the mind, engrossed in the latter postulation, is ultimately over- 
whelmed by its own kinetic potential: "La v6rit6 6chappe au jugement, 
comme les fairs 6chappent fi la m6moire. Les diverses faces des choses 
s'emparent tour fi tour d 'un esprit vif, et lui font quitter et reprendre 
successivement les m~mes opinions" (212). Indeed, the mind is ultimately 
confounded by its own fermentation: "... les hommes ne sont gu~re capa- 
bles de concevoir aucun sujet tout entier, et d'en voir les divers rapports et 
les diffdrentes faces" (270; italics ours). Hence the fragmentation of 
knowledge, the limitation of human understanding and, ultimately, the 
vitiation of the kinesis of cognition: "... cette loi de la nature si f6conde, 
nous trouvons que c'est un vice dans l'homme"(208): the capacity to 
integrate his kaleidoscopic perceptions is not given to man ("I1 n'y a gu~re 
d'esprits qui soient capables d'embrasser fi la fois toutes les faces de 
chaque sujet," 231). Clearly, when the mind overreaches itself ("L'esprit 
[...] embrasse plus qu'il ne peut lier," 177), when knowledge is unknow- 
able, the very foundations of moral philosophy cannot but be vitiated. 
The latter notwithstanding, thinking (and not thought) is salvaged, ul- 
timately, by the energy of its kinetic modality, by the ebullience of its 
effervescent sallies: "Le mot de saillie," Vauvenargues explains, "vient de 
sauter; avoir des saillies, c'est passer sans gradation d'une id6e fi une 
autre, qui peut s'y allier. C'est saisir les rapports des choses les plus 
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~loigntes: ce qui demande sans doute de la vivacit6 et un esprit agile" (70; 
italics ours). La Bruy~re 9 claims that the man of letters is "trivial," in the 
etymological sense of the word, in as much as he symbolizes a crossroad: 
we would suggest, by the same token, that Vauvenargues' theory of cogni- 
tion which postulates the disaggregation of thought into thinking as it 
radiates in all directions, is equally trivial. We would also maintain that 
Vauvenargues' theory of cognition in fact partakes thereby of the dy- 
namics of the grotesque with its heteroclite synthesis of manifest in- 
congruities. But Vauvenargues' theory of cognition is also grotesque in 
another sense: just as the fantasic associations of the grotesque are, as 
Kayser 1° explains, undermined by intimations of the sinister, of a world 
estranged, so too Vauvenargues' theory of cognition, whilst exulting in 
man's fantastic cognitive sallies, at the same time insinuates that cogni- 
tion is the diabolical medium whereby man is estranged from truth. 

If truth is unknowable on account of the kinesis of cognition, it is 
doubly so when the object of cognition is equally kinetic. And so it is that 
the kinetic, interstitial grounding of epistemology finds its sociological 
analogue in the commerce  of mankind: just as cognition is grounded in the 
differential rapport between thought and the object of thinking, so too 
man as a gregarious animal must be understood in terms of his differential 
rapport, his commerce  with mankind: "... ce n'est que dans un commerce 
libre et ingtnu qu'on peut bien connaitre les hommes, qu'on se t~te, qu'on 
se dtmale et qu'on se mesure avec eux" (131). In other words, the under- 
standing of man in society is grounded in the differential rapport between 
man as an individual, and his fellow-man. Moreover, just as thought is 
ultimately vitiated by its commerce with thinking, so too the commerce of 
mankind is undermined by its fraudulence, the apprehension of man's 
dissimilarity being realized in its dissimulation: "Le commerce du monde 
n'est fond6 que sur la politesse et la flatterie; qui en 6tera ces choses, 
ruinera les principes de ce commerce" (258). And, what is more, the 
"fausset6 rtciproque" (ibid.) of mankind is redoubled when to the exter- 
nal differential rapport is added the internal differential rapport between 
man and the darker side of his being which he seeks to dissimulate: "Nous 
dtcouvrons en nous-mtmes ce que les autres nous cachent, et nous recon- 
naissons dans les autres ce que nous nous cachons nous-mtmes" (193). In 
other words, man's being, predicated as it is upon a double interstitial 
rapport, upon a now triple vitiated commerce,  can only be defined in 
terms if its ironic non-coincidence. 

To speak of a differential rapport between man and mankind, between 
man and mask, is to imply that man is somehow endowed with an essence, 
an essence which is by definition susceptible, via human reason, to classi- 
fication, to circumscription. Such an argument, however, is fallacious for 
the very fact that man exists in time as a kinetic entity participating in "le 
mouvement universel de la nature" (257) precludes, ipso facto,  the ap- 
prehension of his essence. And, moreover, when the present moment 
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exists uroborically as an affirmation of its own self-negation ("... le pr6- 
sent nous 6chappe de lui-m6me et s'an6antit malgr~ nous," 256-57), man's 
being cannot but be incommensurate with his essence. And when to the 
kinesis of man's being is added the kinesis of thinking in its non- 
coincidence with thought, man's essence becomes doubly elusive: "Toutes 
nos pens6es sont mortelles, nous ne les saurions retenir; et si notre ~me 
n'6tait secourue par cette activit6 infatigable qui r6pare les 6coulements 
perp6tuels de notre esprit, nous ne durerions qu'un instant; telles sont les 
lois de notre ~tre" (257). In other words, when to be must be defined in 
terms of being (understood here in the literal sense of the gerund, the 
verbal qualification of the noun implying the essential disaggregation of 
the latter), thought in terms of thinking, the very laws that define man's 
being, ironically defy the apprehension of his being. It is for this reason 
that the definition of man's essence can only be realized through the 
medium of paradox: just as the present moment comes into being pro- 
jectively in a movement which at one and the same time affirms and denies 
its being ("Nous ne pouvons retenir le pr6sent que par une action qui sort 
du pr6sent," ibid.), so too the essence of man must be apprehended in 
terms of paradox as it affirms itself in its uroboric self-consumption. 
Hence Vauvenargues' definition of being in terms of a status quo which is 
paradoxically grounded in palingenesis: 

... chaque action est un nouvel ~tre qui commence, et qui n'6tait pas. Plus nous agissons, plus 
nous produisons, plus nous vivons, car le sort des choses humaines est de ne pouvoir se 
maintenir que par une gdn~ration continuelle. (334; italics ours) 

The latter finds its logical analogue in the palingenetic paradox of think- 
ing: "... mes pens6es meurent, mais pour rena~tre" (312). Furthermore, to 
the paradox of the palingenetic status quo and the self-consumptive affir- 
mation of thinking must be added the paradoxical stasis of imperfection: 
"O terre! [...] Te faut-il admirer dans ta constante et invariable imperfec- 
tion?" (274): if imperfection, by definition, implies a movement towards 
perfection, it cannot therefore be invariable. The latter postulate of 
course has dire implications for Vauvenargues' philosophy, for enshrined 
therein is an implicit refutation thereof: if the goal of the moral philoso- 
pher is to enable man to eradicate imperfection through his striving for 
perfection, that goal self-destructs when Vauvenargues confesses the 
stasis of imperfection. Besides, even if perfection were attainable (and 
such cannot be the case when perfection too, by definition, is grounded in 
stasis), it remains, by Vauvenargues' own confession, frozen in incom- 
municability ("... la perfection est une, et incommunicable," 346), the 
latter but reinforcing the auto-refutation of the initial postulate concern- 
ing the paradox of static imperfection. 

So far we have established the fact that, given the kinetic modality of 
thinking and being, man's essence cannot be articulated except in and 
through its paradoxical self-consumption. The question which we must 
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now ask ourselves is: how is this paradoxical self-consumption actually 
realized in Vauvenargues' oeuvre? The key to the understanding of the 
latter lies perhaps in the reciprocal ironic contestation established be- 
tween the Avertissement to the R~flexions et maximes and the preface to 
the second edition of the Introduction, and the works they introduce. To 
begin with the contestation of the Preface or Avertissement by the work. 
In the Rdflexions et maximes, Vauvenargues states the following: "Une 
pr6face est ordinairement un plaidoyer, off toute l'61oquence de l 'auteur 
ne peut rendre sa cause meilleure, aussi inutile pour faire valoir un bon 
ouvrage, que pour en justifier un mauvais" (338). Does this paradoxical 
postulate proclaiming the incapacity of the preface to validate the work, 
not in fact imply the repudiation of the very notion of a preface? As 
Vauvenargues states elsewhere: "ce qui est bien pens6 est bien pens6, et ce 
qui est bien 6crit est bien +crit" (354): hence the definitive redundancy of 
all prefaces. By the same token, Vauvenargues' confession as to his indif- 
ference as to whether he be understood or no by his public ("Je m'entends, 
mais je ne me soucie gu+re qu'on m'entende," 307), would likewise con- 
stitute a tacit disavowal of any preface or avertissernent which by defini- 
tion seeks to explicate the work for the public so that the latter might 
better comprehend the intent of the author. Indeed, does Vauvenargues 
not state quite categorically, in his correspondence with Mirabeau, the 
futility of even attempting to communicate his ideas to the public: "... le 
public n'a point besoin de savoir ce que je pense, et [...] si je le disais, ce 
serait ou sans effet, ou sans aucun avantage" (407)? 

The latter notwithstanding, Vauvenargues does nevertheless choose to 
preface his works, but with an ironic form of preface which, far from 
explicating the work it seeks to introduce, in fact proves the ruination of 
the latter. The preface to the Introduction opens on a curious note with its 
affirmation of the infirmity of man's understanding, his frustration, given 
the kinesis of cognition, at his failure to reconcile his disparate percep- 
tions and, ultimately, his inability to eradicate error therefrom: 

Ces maximes n'6tant pas l'ouvrage d'un seul homme, mais d'une infinit~ d'hommes dif- 
f6rents, qui envisageaient les choses par divers c6t~s, peu de gens ont l'esprit assez profond 
pour concilier tant de v6rit~s et les d+pouiller des erreurs dont elles sont m~l~es. (59) 

The dual postulation, predicated upon the infinite expansion ("[envis- 
ager] les choses par divers c6t6s") and synthetic limitation ("concilier 
tant de v6rit6s") of the object of cognition, will not go unnoticed. 
Vauvenargues confesses, however, not only the impotence of man's un- 
derstanding in general, but his own in particular, for if his maxims are, as 
he has stated earlier, the distillation of the kinetic cognition of a multi- 
plicity of minds, his intellect is too feeble to synthesize the "triviality" of 
the latter into a reasoned system ("... nous [sommes] trop faibles pour 
rapprocher ces maximes 6parses, et pour en former un syst6me raison- 
nable"). And if such a confession as to his intellectual impotence were not 
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sufficient in itself, Vauvenargues then goes on to state the indifference of 
mankind vis-a-vis his intellectual inadequacies ("I1 ne parait pas marne 
que personne s'inqui~te beaucoup des lumi6res et des connaissances qui 
nous manquent"). False modesty aside, this is hardly the traditional per- 
spective of the Enlightenment thinker. But, the c0ntestation of cognition 
is carried to yet greater heights: the final nail in the coffin of cognition is 
struck by Vauvenargues' categorical refutation of the enunciation of all 
general principles: "... il n'y eut aucun principe sans contradiction." The 
syllogistic application of the latter notwithstanding, it would appear that 
the aforementioned principle not only gives the lie to the raison d'Jtre of 
Vauvenargues' reflections as a whole, but, moreover, it specifically under- 
mines his assertion, in the very same preface, as to his desire to extrapolate 
from the moral portrait of man certain basic principles ("... je me proposal 
de parcourir d'abord toutes les qualit~s de l'esprit, ensuite toutes les 
passions, et enfin routes les vertus et tousles vices, qui n'6tant que des 
qualit6s humaines, ne peuvent ~tre connues que darts leur principe"). 
Understanding, it would seem, can only be realized in its paradoxical de- 
realization, much in the same way that, for man, the attaining of his goal 
can only be achieved in and through the affirmation of its self-negation 
("Ainsi s'ils atteignent le but dans quelque art ou dans quelque science, on 
doit s'attendre qu'ils le passeront pour acqu6rir une nouvelle gloire," 
213). 

The Avertissement to the Rdflexions et maximes displays techniques of 
ironic contestation not dissimilar to those we observed in the Prdface. The 
work opens with what may be termed le paradoxe sur le lecteur, the reader 
seeking not instruction in the works he reads, but rather error ("... il y a 
des gens qui ne lisent que pour trouver des erreurs dans un 6crivain," 175). 
The A vertissement, applying the aforementioned paradox, then continues 
with the defensive strategy of the author ironically condoning the possible 
critique of certain of his reflections should they be construed as impious; 
he thereby avows his piety in the disavowal of any interpretation to the 
contrary ("... j'avertis ceux qui liront ces r6flexions que s'il y e n  a 
quelqu'une qui pr~sente un sens peu favorable fi la pi6t6, l'auteur d6- 
savoue ce mauvais sens, et souscrit le premier fi la critique qu'on en pourra 
faire"). In so doing, the aim of the author is to sensitize the reader to the 
"triviality" of hermeneutics. Furthermore, ifVauvenargues' scepticism in 
the area of hermeneutics underscores the illusion of understanding, the 
latter is further reinforced by the author's disclaimer as to the inherent 
possibility of enunciating general principles, which itself is enunciated 
litotically ("... il n'y a personne qui ne sache que toutes les propositions 
g6n6rales ont leurs exceptions"). It is certainly not without significance 
that the latter should be identical to the postulate of the Prdface. Given 
the exact repetition of the self-same postulate concerning the fact that all 
general principles of necessity incorporate their own self-negation, it 
might be safe to conclude that Vauvenargues considers the latter as a 
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general principle-were it not for the fact that the very enunciation of such 
a principle carries with it the seeds of its own self-destruction. What then 
are we left with? A general principle which proves the self-negation of all 
general principles and hence the self-contestation of Vauvenargues' re- 
flections. A fine preface indeed for a work seeking to circumscribe human 
understanding! 

Cognition, as we noted earlier, is grounded in the consubstantiality of 
mind and world and, moreover, in the differential rapport established in 
the apprehension of the object via the intentional act. The latter theory 
finds its application in the transcendental apprehension of the aesthetic 
artefact realized in the act of reading. In other words, reading implies not 
only the consubstantiality of reader and text, but also the realization of 
the differential rapport existing between the two. Or, to be more precise, 
the act of reading implies the exponentiation of the initial differential 
rapport, for the apprehension of the text by the reader is predicated upon 
the mediation by the latter of the aesthetic artefact, which itself is the 
mediated product of the thinking of the author, which again is mediated 
through language. As Sartre remarks: "... il faut que le lecteur invente tout 
dans un perp~tuel d6passement de la chose 6crite. ''~1 I f  the quest for 
human understanding is, as we have seen, undermined by the author in 
the ironic prefaces to his works, the pursuit of human understanding is 
further frustrated by the vitiation of the rapport between author and 
reader in the transcendental apprehension of the aesthetic artefact. 
Firstly, it should be noted that the very existence of the implied reader 
reinforces the author's disavowal of the existence of universal truth, 
which falls prey to the cognitive apprehension of the individual in the 
hermeneutic act. And, what is more, the latter disclaimer is doubly con- 
firmed by the author's disparagement of the reader's intellectual capaci- 
ties: "Combien de gens connaissent tous les livres et tousles auteurs, sont 
instruits de toutes les opinions et de tousles syst6mes, qui sont incapables 
de discerner le vrai du faux, et d'appr6cier ce qu'ils lisent!" (263). Indeed, 
the hermeneutic act is doubly disclaimed: if the hermeneutic act which 
seeks to realize the reciprocity between author and reader is, to some 
extent, abrogated by what Vauvenargues terms "l'incapacit6 des lecteurs" 
(ibid.), it is also undermined by its own exponentiation as it falls prey to 
the dddoublement which the reader practises on the initial hermeneutic 
act: 

Si quelqu 'un  trouve un  livre obscur, l 'auteur  ne doit p a s s e  d6fendre. Osez prouver qu 'on  a 
eu tort de ne pas vous entendre, osez justifier vos expressions, on at taquera votre sens: Oui, 
dira-t-on, je vous entends bien; mais je ne pouvais pas croire que ce ffit 1~ votre pens6e. (304) 

The reader, in fact, is so little prized by the author that the latter considers 
him as but his plaything, to be manipulated at will into thinking the 
thoughts the author intends him to think: "I1 ne faut pas laisser pr~voir 
un lecteur ce qu'on veut lui dire, mais le lui faire penser, afin qu'il puisse 
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nous estimer d'avoir pens6 comme lui, mais apr~s lui" (336). It will not go 
unnoticed that the reader is manipulated to the extent that his very 
thought, by an ironic subterfuge on the part of the author, becomes the 
property of the latter at the moment of the reader's self-congratulatory 
apprehension thereof: just as general principles can only exist in their self- 
negation, so too the possession of the idea by the implied reader comes 
into being when he is paradoxically dispossessed thereof. 

The latter finds its logical analogue in the manner in which the author is 
ironically dispossessed of his oeuvre: just as the reader is dispossessed of 
his thought, so too the author, in claiming that his work is predicated 
upon the distillation of the thinking of a multiplicity of authors ("Ces 
maximes [ne sont] pas l'ouvrage d'un seul homme, mais d'une infinit6 
d'hommes diffrrents," 59), experiences thereby a certain disfranchise- 
ment from his oeuvre. Author and reader, moreover, join forces in their 
mutual dispossession of the oeuvre through their cynicism, the latter con- 
tributing significantly to the confounding of the hermeneutic act: "Vous 
croyez que tout est problrmatique; vous ne voyez rien de certain, et vous 
n'estimez ni les arts, ni la probitY, ni la gloire; vous croyez cependant 
devoir 6crire, et vous pensez assez mal des hommes pour ~tre persuad6 
qu'ils voudront lire des choses inutiles, que vous-mrme n'estimez point 
vraies" (319). However, the final blow to the hermeneutic act is struck 
when the transactional aesthetics is vitiated by the differential rapport 
existing between the author and mankind at large, which rapport is at one 
and the same time both affirmed and disaffirmed. In other words, the 
author supposes the reader to be his peer, for they both partake of the 
same humanity; hence the author's aspiration to contribute to the moral 
edification of man: "Si nous avons 6crit quelque chose pour notre instruc- 
tion, ou pour le soulagement de notre coeur, il y a grande apparence que 
nos rrflexions seront encore utiles ~i beaucoup d'autres; car personne n'est 
seul dans son esprce ..." (370). On the other hand, the author considers 
himself to be superior to his reader and to mankind in general, by virtue of 
the fact that he must transcend humanity in order to comprehend it if he is 
to realize his goal of moral edification: "... nous aimons ~ contr6ter la 
nature humaine, pour essayer de nous 61ever au-dessus de notre esprce, et 
pour nous enrichir de la considrration dont nous t~chons de la dr- 
pouiller" (213). Ironically though, the author's disjunction from man- 
kind, whilst being a necessary part of the edificatory process, carries with 
it an implicit refutation of Vauvenargues' claim to the latter, for he can 
only communicate with mankind if he is an integral part thereof. The self- 
negation of all general principles notwithstanding, we would venture to 
affirm that the paradoxical relationship of the author to mankind, that is 
to say his engagement in and simultaneous disengagement therefrom, 
must in fact be considered as a constant in Vauvenargues' oeuvre. It finds, 
perhaps, its most perfect realization in the self-deprecatory approbation 
of the author: "Si 1'illustre auteur des Maximes efit 6t6 tel qu'il a t~ch6 de 
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peindre tousles hommes, m~riterait-il nos hommages, et le culte idolfttre 
de ses prosrlytes?" (231). The author, moreover, is most definitely not 
oblivious to the irony of his interstitial predicament or the pitfalls of 
syllogistic enquiry: "Nous sommes si prrsomptueux que nous croyons 
pouvoir srparer notre intrrat personnel de celui de l'humanitr, et mrdire 
du genre humain sans nous commettre" (213): the author's critique of 
humanity implying as it does the denunciation, by virtue of his engage- 
ment in humanity, of the person emitting that critique, but parallels the 
enunciation of the self-negation of all general principles. In the final 
analysis, however, the frustration of the hermeneutic act culminates in the 
peremptory rescinding of the bond between author and reader as the 
vitiated transaction between author and reader is supplanted by the self- 
communion of author and text: "Je m'entends; mais je ne me soucie gurre 
qu'on m'entende" (307). And with the implosion of the hermeneutic para- 
dox, the goal of moral edification inexorably explodes. 

If the hermeneutic act as it revolves around reading and writing is, as 
we have seen, undermined by the vitiation of the traditional bond between 
author and reader, it is further invalidated by the ironic disjunction, the 
differential rapport, if you will, between thinking and saying. In other 
words, the ironic interstitiality we observed earlier on the epistemological 
and ontological planes finds its objective correlative in the ironic fissures 
subtending the hermeneutic act whereby is articulated the commerce of 
thinking as it hovers between mind and world, thought and language, 
both in the speech act and in its solidification in the form of the written 
artefact. The expression of thought, we remember, constitutes for 
Vauvenargues the outward manifestation of the human spirit: "On peut 
dire en grnrral de l'expression qu'elle rrpond/t la nature des idres, et par 
consrquent aux divers caractrres de l'esprit" (73). The expression of 
thought, moreover, is realized in and through the word. Logos, then, may 
be considered as the abode of the human spirit: "L'esprit se peint dans la 
parole, qui est son image" (294). However thought, for Vauvenargues, is 
by no means commensurate with logos; on the contrary, the moral phi- 
losopher takes as axiomatic the essential disproportion between thought 
and its outward manifestation in the idea mediated through logos: "I1 est 
rare peut-~tre de trouver une proportion exacte entre le don de penser et 
celui de s'exprimer: les termes n'ont pas une liaison nrcessaire avec les 
idres" (73). And this disproportion applies equally to the spoken and the 
written word: "On parle et l'on ~crit rarement comme l'on pense" (329). 
If, then, there exists a fundamental disjunction between thought and 
word, the question we must now ask ourselves is what exactly is the 
etiology of such a disjunction. Concerning the latter, Vauvenargues pres- 
ents various hypotheses: on occasion, the incommensurability between 
thought and expression is imputed to the inadequacies of conceptualiza- 
tion: "Ces gens-lfi ont une teinture de toutes les sciences, et parlent quel- 
quefois des arts plus sprcieusement que les plus habiles artistes; ils sont 
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physiciens, ils sont g4om6tres; ils savent du moins r6p4ter des opinions sur 
tousles sujets; et il ne leur manque que de concevoir eux-m~mes ce qu'ils 
disent" (268). But more than simply illustrating the defectiveness of the 
intellect, the latter example underscores, more importantly, man's faux 
semblant, that is to say the essential disjunction between man and mask. It 
is to man's insincerity, then, that the essential disjunction between saying, 
writing and thinking must be attributed: "..o presque tousles hommes 
passent leur vie fi dire et fi 6crire ce qu'ils ne pensent point" (231). The 
context of the latter quotation is highly significant: referring as it does to 
what Vauvenargues terms the insincerity of the writers of moral philoso- 
phy, the latter statement carries with it an implicit indictment of the 
author of such a pronouncement, hence invalidating the critique enunci- 
ated therein. In short, the argument self-destructs, and as such offers a 
perfect illustration of Vauvenargues' rhetoric of disjunction. 

But to continue with our enquiry into the etiology of the disjunction 
between thought and word: so far, we have established that the latter is 
predicated not only upon man's defective intellect, but also upon man's 
disjunctive entity, suspended as he is between Jtre and paraflre. The latter 
explication, however, points to a disorder of a greater magnitude, for the 
disjunction between thinking and saying finds its corollary in the dis- 
proportion between savoir and what passes for knowledge: "Les gens du 
monde ont une esp4ce d'6rudition; c'est-fi-dire qu'ils savent assez de 
toutes choses pour en parler de travers" (339). Scientia can but be an 
illusion when savoir and dtre are founded on the same disjunctive premise; 
and so it is that man exults in his own imposture as he values not knowl- 
edge but itsfaux semblant: "Les hommes se piquent de m6priser la science, 
et se laissent toujours imposer par ses apparences" (ibid.). In short, know- 
ing is not commensurate with knowledge, just as thinking is not commen- 
surate with thought. Furthermore, the etiology of the disjunction between 
thought and word may be traced not only to the inadequacies inherent in 
the expression of thought and knowledge, but imputed to the imperfec- 
tion of language, for is not language itself predicated upon the cratytistic 
disjunction between verba and res. Indeed, the imperfection of language is 
only surpassed by the imperfection of thought: "Nos id4es sont plus 
imparfaites que la langue" (363). It is on account of this double disjunc- 
tion that Vauvenargues' ideas are not articulated so much in terms of 
thoughts: rather, the latter are mediated by the presence of the subject in 
order to express the thinking of thought. Hence the frequency of expres- 
sions such as je pense, je dis, de suppose, de crois, or the self-reflexiveje dis 
en moi-mdme, which are more than simply stylistic devices: they are in- 
dicative of a rhetoric of disjunction predicated upon the aporias of think- 
ing and knowing. In short, they are the outward manifestations of the 
disarticulation of thought by thinking. In the final analysis, however, the 
impossibility of understanding thinking's saying, to paraphrase Heideg- 
get, 12 but proves the logical analogue of the mysterious rapport between 
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man and things: "... elles [les impressions] sont l'effet du rapport qui est 
entre les choses et nous, mais ce rapport secret ne nous est pas connu" 
(83). If, then, there exists an insuperable gulf between man and things, an 
essential disjunction between thinking and thought, knowing and knowl- 
edge, does the latter not imply a tacit disavowal of Vauvenargues' attempt 
to circumscribe human understanding? But Vauvenargues' oeuvre is also 
ironic in another sense: if the disjunction between thought and expression 
must be apprehended as the sine qua non of man's disjunctive being, 
Vauvenargues, despite himself, cannot escape the logistics t he reo f -  
logistics which ultimately imply the disavowal of his own oeuvre which, by 
definition, cannot offer the objective correlative of his thinking. Well 
before Sartre, Vauvenargues had intuited the intrinsic irony at the core of 
the aesthetic artefact, for the latter can only be realized in and through its 
derealization, its ironic self-contestation: "... l'objet litt~raire, quoiqu'il se 
r~alise d travers le langage, n'est jamais donn6 dans le langage; il est, au 
contraire, par nature, silence et contestation de la parole. ''~3 

Vauvenargues then goes on to question the relationship of thinking to 
what is true, 14 for thinking finds its raison d'etre in truth: "... on ne sait 
gu~re penser, si l'on n'a des principes fixes et puis~s dans la v6rit~" (353). 
And, what is more, the attainment of truth constitutes, for man, the 
realisation of the highest good: "... la v6rit6 est le plus grand bien de la vie" 
(321). But if the medium through which truth finds expression, that is to 
say thinking, is, as we have demonstrated, inherently flawed, then the goal 
of achieving truth self-destructs upon its impact with thought: when the 
kinetic flow of thought cannot be stilled, for man cannot "fixer sa pense~ 
fugitive" (68), the very foundation of truth is undermined by the medium 
through which it finds its being. It is for this reason that truth cannot exist 
as an absolute entity, but manifests itself rather as the intentional object 
of the thinking subject: "Une v6rit~ s'offre/t moi" (108). Hence its rela- 
tivity: "I1 n'y peut-~tre point de v6rit6 qui ne soit fi quelque esprit faux 
mati~re d'erreur" (181). But if, on the one hand, truth, by virtue of the fact 
that it is predicated upon the hermeneutic act, is limitless, inexhaustible 
("La langue et l'esprit ont leurs bornes; la v~rit6 est in~puisable," 363), it 
must nevertheless bow to the constraints imposed upon it by language and 
thought. Indeed, just as language is undermined by its petrifaction into 
clich6, so too truth is worn out by fossilized thought. But truth, according 
to Vauvenargues, is less susceptible to erosion than is language: "La v6rit6 
n'est pas si us~e que le langage, parce qu'il appartient/t moins de gens de la 
manier" (322). Thus, given the relativity and the imperfection of truth, it 
follows that the latter can but be apprehended in and through i ts fuyance:  
"Lorsque nous croyons tenir la v6rit6 par un endroit, elle nous ~chappe 
par mille autres" (63). The latter confession, however, does not detract 
from the moral philosopher's fundamental belief in the permanence of 
truth: "Rien ne dure que la v6rit6" (322). 

The question we must now ask ourselves is why truth, for Vauve- 
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nargues, should be at one and the same time inaccessible and enduring. A 
tentative answer to the latter may be found in his prefaces. In both the 
preface to the Introduction ~ la connaissance de l'esprit humain and the 
Avertissement to his R~flexions et maximes, Vauvenargues warns us 
against the pitfalls of absolutism: general principles, as we noted earlier, 
cannot be erected into universal truths, for all general propositions incor- 
porate their inherent self-negation. And truth is no exception. It is thus 
that truth is ironically predicated upon error: "... toute erreur [suppose] 
une v6ritr" (119). Indeed, error is an integral part of human reflection 
(thinking being the medium by which truth is realized), and it increases by 
a ratio directly proportional to the density of reflection: "Lorsque les 
rrflexions se multiplient, les erreurs et les connaissances augmentent dans 
la mrme proportion" (370). In other words, understanding is realized in 
and through its derealization, for to the extent that man realizes under- 
standing, he realizes, by the same token, error. If  error, then, is ingrained 
in human reflection, and if all general principles by definition incorporate 
their self-negation, it follows that truth should be apprehended in terms of 
ironic chiaroscuro: 

N'est-ce pas l'rvidence de la vrrit6 qui nous fait discerner le faux, com~-ne lejour marque les 
ombres? Et qu'est-ce en un mot que la connaissance d'une erreur, sinon la drcouverte d'une 
vrrit& [...] la certitude est d~montrre par le doute, la science par l'ignorance, et la v~rit6 par 
l'erreur. (122) 

And how could it be otherwise when human nature, according to 
Vauvenargues, is grounded in oxymoron: "Les extrrmitrs se rencontrent 
et se rrunissent en nous" (146)? That falsehood, then, should be an inte- 
gral part of truth illustrates not only the paradoxical nature of truth ~5 but, 
more importantly, the fact that truth, like man existing in time as 
an always future hollowness, is mobile, kinetic. Indeed truth, for 
Vauvenargues, cannot but be kinetic when it is irrevocably predicated 
upon the hermeneutic act: "La vrrit~ 6chappe au jugement, comme les 
faits 6chappent fi la mrmoire. Les diversesfaces des choses s'emparent tour 
fi tour d 'un esprit vif, et lui font quitter et reprendre successivement les 
m~mes opinions" (212; italics ours). Truth, then, being born of the union 
of mind and world or, as Vauvenargues would have it, the perpetual 
confrontation of  the "esprit vif" with the surrounding world ("les diverses 
faces des choses"), is inherently multifaceted or, as La Bruyrre would say, 
"trivial." In the final analysis, the kinetic multidimensionality of truth 
cannot but elude circumscription: as such it forms the logical analogue of 
the kinesis of  cognition. And with the latter confession, the goal of moral 
edification founders under the weight of  its own self-contestation. 

How, one wonders, can truth be salvaged in a work which purports to 
have the latter as its terminus ad quem? The answer to this question ties 
perhaps in one of Vauvenargues' posthumous works. The anecdote re- 
counted in no. 659 of his Rdflexions et maximes suggests that truth implies 
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the non-duping of oneself. Extrapolating from the latter, we would main- 
tain that Vauvenargues' confession as to the illusion of truth on account 
of its inherent kinesis contains, by the same token, a refusal on the part of 
the moral philosopher to be duped by the absolutism of truth. As such, his 
confession as to the impossibility of truth constitutes, ironically, what is 
true, truth being revealed thereby in and through its paradoxical self- 
negation. In other words, truth comes into being in and through the 
paradoxical affirmation of its self-contestation, much in the same way 
that the present exists as an affirmation of its ironic self-negation. As 
such, Vauvenargues' ironic situating of the essence of truth in its non- 
being affords us the perfect illustration of his basic premise according to 
which all general principles must incorporate their self-negation. 

If truth, then, can but exist oxymoronically, kinetically, as an illusion, 
if thinking cannot be congealed in thought, if knowing can in no way be 
commensurate with knowledge, in short if being (understood as a gerund) 
cannot be correlative with being (understood as a present participle), the 
only vehicle for the expression of the ironic nature of truth as it is revealed 
through thinking will be a tenuous, destabilized form of literature 
grounded in discontinuity and incompletion. Hence Vauvenargues' pre- 
dilection for the fragment and the maxim with their open invitation to 
interstitial thinking, their constant affirmation of the refusal of closure. It 
is not without reason, therefore, that Vauvenargues should perceive the 
maxim in terms of its inherent "triviality": "Les bonnes maximes sont 
sujettes ~t devenir triviales" (318). Nor is it fortuitous that the moral 
philosopher should understand the triviality of the maxim to precipitate 
the discomfiture of truth (understood here in its absolute sense): "Peu de 
maximes sont vraies fi tous 6gards" (193). It is thus that the maxim, or 
fragment, provides the most perfect objective correlative for Vauve- 
nargues' understanding of an organismic cosmos which, whilst celebrat- 
ing the vitality of a universe permanently open to flux and mutability, 
cannot elude the aporias resulting therefrom.16 

If, as we believe, Vauvenargues' rhetoric of disjunction, predicated as it 
is upon the ironic disarticulation of meaning, requires that we recognize 
the philosopher of the Enlightenment to be anything but a philosopher of 
enlightenment, it likewise encourages us to re-evaluate the traditional 
opposition between the so-called sanguine philosopher and the more 
austere moral philosophers of the Grand Sidcle: with his negative epis- 
temology grounded in paradox, irony and aporia, Vauvenargues is per- 
haps not so distant from his pessimistic predecessors. Also, were 
Vauvenargues' textual self-reflexivity to be compared with the scriptural 
specularity evidenced in La Bruy~re's oeuvre, 17 the dissimilarity between 
Vauvenargues and the moralist of the Grand Sidcle could not be affirmed. 
By the same token, it is important to situate Vauvenargues' oeuvre dia- 
chronically with respect to the theories of Romantic Irony, Is for if 
Vauvenargues' oeuvre undertakes to present the point at which thought 
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encounters an aporia engendered by a rhetoric which insinuates the me- 
chanics of its realization into the meanings it seeks to posit, the moral 
philosopher is not alone in presenting a problematic form of literature 
which, via its disaggregation, not only re-enacts the processes by which it 
generates its own meaning, but questions ultimately, the possibility of 
meaning itself. Such, indeed, is the ironic postulate of the romantic aes- 
thetic artefact which is likewise predicated upon a paradoxical state of 
permanent suspension as it mirrors what Friedrich Schlegel terms the 
eternal agility 19 of an organismic cosmos. But Romantic Irony is first and 
foremost a double speculum: the latter is grounded essentially in perma- 
nent parabasis, 2° that is to say in self-reflexivity, or, to be more precise, in 
the "beautiful self-mirroring ''zl of a text which posits itself simultaneously 
as mimetic reflection and textual reflexion, and in so doing spells out its 
own self-cancellation, its Selbstvernichtung? 2 If, then, such is the para- 
doxical status of the self-consumptive romantic aesthetic artefact, the 
question which one must of necessity ask oneself is to what extent 
Vauvenargues' oeuvre, with its ironic self-reflexivity, in fact anticipates 
the theories of Romantic Irony. But matters are perhaps not quite so 
simple for, as Terence Cave 23 has so amply illustrated, the problematics of 
textual self-consciousness must be considered as epitomizing the litera- 
ture of the renaissance period, whether in the texts of the humanist latin 
theorists or the French vernacular writers. If such then is the case, 
Vauvenargues' contribution to the thematics of textual self-reflexivity 
must be viewed diachronically not only with respect to Romantic Irony, 
but also with respect to his renaissance predecessors. Perhaps it is only 
fitting that we should conclude our exploration of the problematics of an 
ironic text which comes into being in the interstitial spaces which disar- 
ticulate its very being, by situating the latter in those diachronic interstices 
which suspend Vauvenargues' oeuvre between the cornucopian text 24 of 
the Renaissance and the self-consumptive aesthetic artefact of the roman- 
tic period, thereby making of it a double speculum. 
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