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Abstract  
 
Based on the study of an article written by Maurice Barrès on the 25 August, 1914, the 
present chapter aims at showing that studies of the relations between narration and 
argument must take into account not only narrative arguments but also arguments that 
narrate. On the ground of an analysis of the organization of contents (foregrounding 
and backgrounding) by means of the Semantic Blocks Theory (Carel 2011), it shows 
that the argumentative structure, in the foreground of the text, can produce and manage 
the narrative one. Finally, we draw conclusions regarding presupposition, textual 
organisation and utterance acts: (a) presupposed contents can complete main contents; 
(b) on a textual scale, backgrounded contents can build up a secondary structure, here 
a narrative one, and therefore a single text may hold several structures; (c) utterances 
acts may be described by the backgrounded contents. 
 
 
1 Introduction 
 
It is a fact traditionally acknowledged that narration and argumentation have separate 
aims and are therefore two distinct textual types. However, it has been well established 
that narration may have argumentative quality. These narrative arguments are 
considered as premisses leading to a conclusion or as a way to induce the moral of the 
story, whether or not this moral is made explicit. 

Conversely, we intend to examine the narrative quality of argumentation by means 
of the Semantic Blocks Theory presented in Carel (2011), which tries to describe how 
we apprehend our world thanks to language rather than whether our words reflect the 
world.  

In order to do so, we will focus on an article written by Maurice Barrès, a novelist, 
politician and member of the French Academy, published in L’Écho de Paris on 25 
August, 1914. Leader of the far right League of the Patriots since the eve of the war, he 
promoted French, pro-war propaganda almost daily. Barrès’ columns combine 
argumentation and narration, at the same time. “L’Aigle survole le Rossignol” aims to 
persuade the French people that the war is a “miracle” and to tell the story of the 
greatness of the youth, France (and Barrès). 

On 25 August, Barrès develops an idea already expressed on the 5th: war as  
regeneration, resurrection. This rather strange idea was common at the time and shared 
by numerous French and German journalists and intellectuals. This regeneration would 
occur in the field of literature as young writers will undoubtedly benefit from their 
experience of war and would become, thanks to this experience, better writers and better 
men, freed from whining lyricism, able to build a renewed nation on the basis of a 
vigorous, manly nationalism. Writers are compared to nightingales, weeping over their 
private tales, who have the opportunity to become eagles and raise their creation above 
personal suffering and other petty subjects to address broader issues and questions of 
national concern   



 

It goes without saying that Maurice Barrès wants to persuade the reader of this 
article that the war is, counterintuitive as that may seem, fertile and fruitful, and that it 
will help regenerate, through literature, a nation which is seen, in the beginning of the 
20th century, as ill and corrupted. The war is also the opportunity to take revenge and to 
recover Alsace and Lorraine. The article can thus be read as an argument: we are able to 
find a thesis and a line of argument which aims to persuade. And indeed, this text was 
read by young people at the time as powerful and inspiring, contributing to the pride 
they feel to be sent to the front. 

It seems that Maurice Barrès, in doing so, tells us something about youth, the war 
and himself, as if a narrative emanated from the argument. We intend to study here how 
this narrative is managed by the argument that is, how argumentation operates 
narratively. 

Rather than assessing the argumentative power of narratives, when they are 
followed by a moral or when they are set in an argument, we will try to demonstrate that 
this specific text is an argumentative and narrative one at the same time, moreover, that 
its narrative traits arise from the argumentative features of the text. Barrès wrote what 
we call a narrating argument, an argument from which one can infer a story – 
regardless whether this story tells us about Barrès, the war, young writers or France as a 
nation.  

After briefly sketching out the theoretical context of the  argumentation-narration 
issue, we will introduce the Semantic Blocks Theory and then examine Barrès’ article to 
bring to light how the argumentative structure produces the narrative one. We will thus 
study Barrès’ article from a semantic point of view. 
 
“L’Aigle survole le Rossignol”, Maurice Barrès, L’Echo de Paris, 25th August 1914.1 
 
La France a toute sa jeunesse aux armées. Le sang le plus pur et le plus chaud de la 
race. Nul de nous ne peut penser à rien d’autre qu’à ce trésor en danger. Mais que 
parlons-nous de danger, quand ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la joie du combat ? 
Nous les saluons en masse, nos défenseurs, et puis successivement chacun de ceux que 
nous connaissons. Je songe aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 
aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. Leurs images se 
lèvent devant moi, vêtues de capotes, coiffées de képis. Mais bientôt je me laisse 
distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. Me voici transporté dans un 
monde prochain et dans une atmosphère sublime. J’assiste à leur retour glorieux, et 
déjà je discerne par quel épanouissement la jeune littérature, au sortir des leçons de la 
guerre, sera récompensée de la part qu’elle prend au colossal effort. 

Qu’elle sera belle, après la victoire, la France régénérée ! C’est un monde nouveau 
qui commence. Tous les ordres d’activité se déploieront avec plus d’élan. L’esprit 
surtout sera élargi, ennobli, soulevé. Nous aurons des livres issus des plus graves 
expériences humaines, et des poèmes chargés des vertus de la bataille. J’entrevois une 
haute culture virile, savante et limpide pour tous. Ce sera fini de bêler et de niaiser, et 
les jeunes artistes qui, dans cette minute, mêlés à tous les rangs d’une nation exaltée, 
surmontent les alternatives de la peur et du courage, ne cesseront plus de porter leurs 
regards sur les grands intérêts de la vie des peuples, en même temps que sur les parties 
divines de l’âme. 

                                                
1 The translation of Barrès’ words will be provided as the analysis proceeds. 



 

Comment de telles épreuves ne nous perfectionneraient-elles pas ? Comment ne 
nous feraient-elles pas plus vivants ? La guerre va émouvoir ce qui gisait dans notre 
être le plus profond et nous le révéler. Dès maintenant chacun de nous comprend qu’il 
n’est pas à lui seul un être complet et achevé ; nous ne sommes plus tentés de justifier 
nos particularités, nos humeurs, notre fantaisie ; nous nous courbons et nous rangeons 
dans un plus vaste ensemble, la raison nationale, la patrie, toutes les dures et douces 
lois de la vie en société. Jamais d’une manière aussi claire et aussi pressante 
qu’aujourd’hui nous ne nous sommes sentis dépendants d’un grand tout. Il n’est pas un 
de nous qui n’ait vu son amour propre, son attachement à sa propre personne, se fondre 
en effusion de respect ou d’enthousiasme. 

Les événements viennent de passer sur nous comme le vent sur les épis de blé, et 
remplis d’humilité, de bonne volonté, de piété, nous nous courbons et redressons avec 
tout le champ sous l’orage. Mais en même temps que chacun acquiert le sens de 
l’ensemble, la sympathie mutuelle s’est développée. L’estime des individus les uns pour 
les autres est une conséquence de la guerre. On regarde avec plaisir un enfant qui veut 
s’engager, une mère qui l’en remercie, un pauvre qui ne récrimine pas, un riche qui 
joyeusement découvre à braver la mort un nouveau condiment de la vie. 

Ainsi les expériences terribles où nous sommes plongés corps et âmes nous invitent, 
nous obligent à réviser nos idées, à les mettre au point. Pour ma part, Dieu merci, 
grâce à ma province et à ma famille qui m’ont ouvert la voie droite et préparé de 
naissance à discerner ce qu’il y a d’ignoble dans la masse germanique, je n’ai jamais 
partagé l’erreur de ceux qui se mettaient à l’école de ces pédants peints en barbares. 
J’ai toujours connu les Allemands comme dénués de fierté chevaleresque, et hier 
encore, en lisant les Mémoires de Richard Wagner, je notais à plusieurs reprises, en 
marge de mon exemplaire, que voilà un maître de qui le génie n’empêche pas qu’il a 
des parties de goujat. Mais plus près de moi, en France, ai-je toujours suffisamment 
compris des dispositions affectueuses et nobles ? 

Demain, il n’y aura plus de place dans aucun esprit pour l’anarchie, mais en 
revanche il faudra accorder plus de crédit à l’individu. Dès aujourd’hui, nous voyons 
mille sources jaillir autour de nous que nous n’avions jamais soupçonnées. 

Écrivains, déchirez la page interrompue ; poètes, abandonnez votre chanson, fût-ce 
au milieu d’une strophe, et si fort qu’elle ressemble à votre âme. Jetez même un adieu 
rapide à votre cœur d’hier. En revenant du Rhin, vous serez montés si haut, avec des 
ailes si fortes, que vous surpasserez tous vos rêves, comme l’aigle survole le rossignol. 
Le destin nous entraîne. Les maîtres ont fini leur enseignement et vous, de vos mains 
heureuses, vous saisissez le fruit du miracle, le fruit formé à notre insu dans les années 
que nous croyions stériles. 
 
« The Eagle soars above the nightingale » 
 
All France’s youth is in the army. The purest and warmest blood of the race. Not one of 
us can think of anything else but this treasure in peril. But how can we talk of peril, 
when they want to see only the honour and joy of combat? We hail them all, our 
defenders, and then, one after the other, those we know personally. I think of the young 
men of my profession, my spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, 
every day, such noble letters. Their images arise before my eyes, clothed in greatcoats, 
kepis on their heads. But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m 
not accustomed to seeing them. Here am I, transported to a world to come, to a sublime 



 

atmosphere. I see their glorious return, and I can already see how this youthful 
literature will blossom, when it emerges from the war’s instruction, as a reward for 
their contribution to the colossal effort.  
 
How beautiful, after victory, France regenerate will be! A new world is beginning. All 
forms of activity will be conducted with greater impetus. Above all, her mind will be 
enlarged, ennobled, elevated. We will have books arising from humanity’s most grave 
experiences, and poems shot through with the virtues of battle. I make out a high, virile 
culture, learned and clear to all. Bleating and dilly-dallying will be over and gone, and 
the young artists who, at this very minute, interspersed amongst all ranks of an exalted 
nation, are overcoming the choice between fear and bravery, will unfailingly set their 
sights on the great interests of the lives of peoples and, at the same time, on the divine 
elements of the soul. 
 
How could such trials not hone us to perfection? How could they not invigorate us? The 
war will stir up what was lying in the greatest depths of our being and reveal it to us. 
From now on, each of us understands that we are not, on our own, complete and 
finished beings; we are no longer tempted to defend our singularities, our moods, our 
flights of fancy; we bend to and align ourselves with a greater entity, the national cause, 
the fatherland, all the hard and sweet laws governing life in society. Never so clearly 
and urgently as today have we felt ourselves depend upon a greater whole. Not a single 
one of us has not seen his pride, his attachment to his own person, melt away into 
effusive respect or enthusiasm. 
 
Events have blown down upon us like the wind on ears of wheat, and, filled with 
humility, good will and piety, we bend and rise again along with the whole field beneath 
the storm. Yet as each of us gains a sense of the whole, mutual sympathy has arisen.  
Esteem for one another is a consequence of the war. We look with pleasure upon a child 
who wants to sign up, a mother who thanks him for it, a poor man who doesn’t protest, 
a rich man who joyfully finds, in the confrontation with death, new spice in life.  
 
Thus, the terrible experiences in which we’re immersed, body and soul, invite us, oblige 
us, to revise our ideas, to sharpen them. In my case, thanks be to God, and thanks to my 
province and my family who set me on the right path and taught me from birth to 
identify that which is vile in the German masses, I have never fallen into the error of 
those who wanted to take instruction from those pedants painted as barbarians. I’ve 
always known the Germans to be deprived of chivalrous pride, and, only yesterday, 
when reading Richard Wagner’s Memoirs, I noted several times in the margins of my 
copy that here we have a master whose genius doesn’t hold boorishness at bay . But 
closer to home, in France, have I always taken sufficient account of affectionate and 
noble dispositions? 
 
Tomorrow, there will be no place in any mind for anarchy anymore, however the 
individual must be given greater credit. This very day, we see a thousand fountains we 
had never suspected spring up around us. 
 
Writers, tear up the interrupted page; poets, abandon your song, be it in mid-verse and 
powerful enough to mirror your soul. Bid even a quick farewell to the heart that was 



 

yours yesterday. When you return from the Rhine, you will ascend so high, upon wings 
so strong, that you will surpass all your dreams, as the eagle soars above the 
nightingale. Destiny draws us on. The teachers have finished their lesson and you, with 
your happy hands, you seize the miraculous fruit, the fruit that grew unbeknownst to us 
during the years we believed sterile.  
 
 
2 Narratives and arguments 
 
2.1 Two distinct textual types 
 
Narratives and arguments have been so far studied separately, as their aims seem 
different. According to Danblon (2014, p. 9), argumentation is “a superior function of 
language whose intricate goal is to persuade someone, most often in order to make him 
take a decision”; whereas narration’s aim is to 
 

depict events, to give meaning to a specific situation, to set up a narrative with which a 
community or a person will be able to identify; […] to give meaning to the human environment 
via the dynamic depiction of what is happening, of what happened and of what might happen. 
 
This distinction matches our impressions as readers as we can easily and swiftly tell 

if the text that we are reading is an argument or a narrative. We do not need to collect a 
large amount of clues to tell which is which. A political discourse unfolds a clear line of 
argument and is uttered with the sole intention of winning support. A novel describes 
characters and sequences of events. It does not seem to serve the purpose of persuading 
someone to vote for the author when the reading is over. 
 
 
 
 
2.2 Narrative and narrating argument 
 
Yet, there are lines of argument that use examples which look like small, embedded 
narratives and there are films and novels with a message. First, Danblon (2014) reminds 
us that according to Aristotle, the narrative function is of utmost importance in some 
forms of argumentation. Adam (2014, pp. 19-20) shows that exemplum is an effective 
device when building up an argument. Danblon (2014, p. 10) adds that the tool one 
resorts to in deliberative discourse is narrative. 

Second, we can find arguments within narratives. In Un Amour de Swann (A Love of 
Swann’s), Proust portrays his character thanks to a long series of argumentative 
speeches that convey a temporal impression: arguments describing a time of crisis in 
Swann’s life. Once he has been excluded from Verdurin’s circle, Swann’s speeches 
reveal his jealousy. He tries to talk Odette out of going to the opera with the clique or 
wants to convince himself that visiting the castle of Pierrefonds, though he usually 
loathes it, is something he could and even should do. These speeches, which seem to be 
uttered multiple times, even though we don’t know if they are actually delivered, sum 
up this time of crisis as effectively as a narrator would have done. Although Odette 
refuses to see Swann because she gives in to the pressure of Mme Verdurin in spite of 



 

their love, Swann argues in such a way that he progressively convinces himself he is 
being put aside precisely because they are in love. His argumentative discourse enable 
him to give meaning to a situation in which he is ill at ease and to turn it into one in 
which his exclusion is the sign of courtly love, and it does so just as well as a narrator’s 
commentary would have done. In this respect, his speeches are more than mere 
interrupting periods within the whole narrative. They look like narratives and seem to 
act as such. 

Moreover, in some whodunits, it is precisely the arguments carefully produced by 
the private eye when the right moment has arrived which set up the narrative. In Crime 
on the Orient Express, Poirot gathers the alleged culprits in the same room and begins 
to think out loud. His scenarios are just so many theses which he thrives on sustaining 
or abandoning in turn, to the utter irritation of the suspects. In this case, would it be 
possible to say that the narrative consists in a series of arguments – or rather that 
arguments are narrating? 
  
 
2.3 Toward an argument that narrates 
 
Argumentation and narration thus appear to be entangled. Indeed, Danblon (2014, p. 15) 
concludes her introduction in the following manner: 
 

The reason we obstinately persist in thinking of argumentation and narration in different ways 
seems to be due to our representation of our own rationality rather than to our empirical 
observation, in which they are intertwined. 
 
Admittedly, following Adam (2005), one could distinguish argumentative sequences 

from narrative sequences. One could moreover infer the argumentative or narrative 
quality of a text from its ‘compositional structure’ and its ‘prevailing sequence’. But 
one would also have to admit, again following Adam (2005, pp. 205-206, cf. 2001, p. 
17), that  

 
the theoretical propositions relating to narrative, descriptive, argumentative, explanatory and 
dialogical, sequential (proto)types […] may have suggested that any text was exclusively settled 
by these layouts of sequences. Texts are, in fact, very smoothly structured, and their plans, 
whether fixed or accidental, are predominant. 

 
“L’Aigle survole le Rossignol” is a propaganda article that glorifies war. It could 

thus be read as built on a classic oratorical plan, including an exordium, a narratio, a 
confirmatio, a peroratio. However the feeling that something is told is not located in 
one specific area (narratio) and cannot be reduced to one or two examples supporting 
the main thesis. We do feel that something is told, but we are unable to locate the story 
itself. 

Our hypothesis, which runs counter to “our representation of our own rationality”, is 
that what an argument produces is not limited to reasoning, conviction and persuasion. 
“L’Aigle survole le Rossignol” is an example of an argument that yields narratives 
which appear because the text is an argument, but do not operate argumentatively. For 
instance, one of the aforementioned narratives produced by the argument relates to 
Barrès himself and depicts him as a committed intellectual. But the argument (see 2.5 
then 4) is not dependent on (either in terms of logos, or ethos) on his account of himself. 



 

In the same way, the thesis about the improvement of the French young men through 
war does not depend on a narrative focusing on the process of their transformation. The 
text’s foreground, which is argumentative, does not call upon any narrative to support it, 
not even as a stage whithin it development. Yet, in the background, readers are invited 
to group together order entities scattered all throughout Barrès’ article in chronological 
order. Therefore, the argument narrates, in the background, the state of French youth in 
1914, their feelings at the beginning of the war and their post-war destiny (see 2.6 then 
5). 

In order to confirm this hypothesis, we will show how these narratives overrun the 
argumentative goal of the author and how they are built up through linguistic entities 
managed by the main persuasive structure. 
 
 
2.4 “L’Aigle survole le Rossignol”: a propaganda article 
  
“L’Aigle survole le Rossignol”, like all the other articles written by Maurice Barrès in 
August 1914, are propaganda articles campaigning for war. Some articles are reports on 
domestic or external matters (about speeches delivered in the French Assembly on 5 
August; about the Alsace front on 6 and 10 August; about Alsace or Alsatians on 14, 22 
and 23 August); some deal with solidarity organizations (good-will gathering on 9 
August; the enthusiastic reception of Alsatians at the École Alsacienne on 11 August; 
the Secours National and the Red Cross on 13 August); some focus on the elderly and 
non-combatants facing war (their role in social organisation on 13, 15 and 21 August); 
some address military topics (the comparative merits of the French and German armies, 
17 August; praise for military staff, 20 August); some focus on youth (the eagerness of 
the youth to go to the front, 7 August). On 22 August, France loses the battle of 
Rossignol. Casualties are heavy on the French side. 

On 25 August, Maurice Barrès writes about young French writers. As the title of the 
article tells us, readers are to understand that war will turn them into eagles, that the 
pitiful cry of the nightingale produced by lyric poets and writers is no longer of value in 
a country which is on the verge of complete regeneration, a country where individual 
recriminations should give way to the nation’s general interest. Victoriously returning 
from the front, young writers will take part in the regeneration of their country, fortified 
by their experience in war. According to Barrès, the war is paradoxically fruitful for 
France. 

We can easily bring out the salient points in this line of argument. According to 
Barrès, the war is a miracle. It is profitable for French literature and for the nation itself 
because both will be enhanced. Even though war endangers young people, Barrès 
incites us to take up the point of view of the young writers who send him letters. Where 
one might see bloodshed, they see national pride and honour and Barrès foretells their 
triumphal return as if he were witnessing it (§1). When they return home, they will 
abandon their lyric poems to promote great, manly values which will shape a greater 
nation (§2). Not only will war broaden the range of French literature and improve the 
whole country, but it has already made the people more vigorous. The war awakens and 
enlivens a renewed sense of respect and patriotic enthusiasm (§3). Furthermore, it turns 
ordinary, individualistic behaviour rooted in self-esteem into a shared feeling of 
“mutual sympathy” (§4). The war also enables the French people to take a new look at 
themselves and to acknowledge errors and negligence (§5-6). Therefore, in light of such 



 

benefits, writers should immediately stop writing and go to harvest the fruits of battle 
(§7). 

This despicable but well written line of argument uses several key elements to 
persuade, amongst which we find the paradoxical assertion that war means life, two 
days after a bloodbath; the enthusiastic vision of young writers returning home 
victorious, basking in the glow of pride and honour; the list of the benefits of war.  

Moreover, the argumentative quality of the article is confirmed by the way it was 
interpreted at the time as, alternately, effective or deceptive. Before going to the front, 
the young artist Eugène-Emmanuel Lemercier, on 26 August 1914, read this article as a 
powerful and effective text which “corresponds completely to what I feel”2. But on 23 
October, after crossing the “zone of horrors”3, he is not convinced anymore. The only 
thing that remains is the “beauty” of the prose: “I’ve read ‘L’Aigle et le Rossignol’ 
again. It has the same beauty, but it is not even in tune anymore. Now, nothing exists 
apart from the absolute present.” Convincing because it glorified the urge of youth to 
defend their country and because it foreshadowed a bright future, the article loses its 
power of conviction to one who has had an actual experience of war. 

Barrès puts forth arguments to prove that the war will be and even already is 
beneficial for France. These arguments are interpreted as such. The article is an 
argument, from a reader-response point of view as well as from the point of view of 
authorial intention. 

We will now argue that two narratives emerge on the argumentative surface of this 
article. 
 
 
2.5 First narrative: an account of oneself 
 

The first narrative yielded by the whole argument structure is an account of the self. 
Barrès tells us about his thoughts, his readings and his childhood.  
Admittedly, the dream-like vision of victory (§1) could be seen simply as a rhetorical 
device used “to have the reader experience what is said”4 – an enargia. 

In the same way, Barrès’ textual presence, which becomes explicit when he speaks 
about the letters he receives from young writers, his childhood and education and about 
his reading of “Richard Wagner’s Memoirs”, could be considered as contributing to 
narratives designed to enhance persuasion. 

Yet, we may say that these elements do more than that. The narrative built by these 
autobiographical details exceeds the persuasive aim because it serves to characterize the 
author himself more than it serves to defend the article’s thesis. Indeed, mentioning that 
he receives daily letters from young writers is of course a way to quote his source while 
simultaneously putting him on a pedestal, affirming his status as an accomplished writer 
who is above the crowd of aspiring young ones. One could also argue that it enables 
Barrès to strengthen his ethos: he would be perceived by the reader as credible because 
he has expertise. However, the author is a member of the French Academy and lacks 
neither public nor peer acknowledgment at the time. It is more likely that Barrès, by 
getting involved in the argument, seeks to be seen both as a politician and a man of 

                                                
2 Lemercier, E-E. (1916), letter written on the 26th August 1914. 
3 Ibid., 23rd October 1914. 
4 Denis d’Halycarnasse, Lysias.  



 

letters. He wants to set himself up as a leader of “non-combatant France” and as a 
member of the French Academy. Modelling himself on Voltaire, Lamartine or Zola, 
Barrès seeks to become the writer and the advocate of a cause – a committed 
intellectual. At the crossroads of letters and political action, he tries to embody the 
French nation.5 His ethos here is of no assistance to prove his point on war; on the 
contrary, war enables him to gain a certain status. 

The account of himself goes beyond the aim of the article, which is to recover from 
the battle of Rossignol and glorify war. It doesn’t help prove his point on war, and the 
same could be said about his commentary on Wagner. From within the argumentative 
structure, then, there emanates a narrative that is hardly related to the thesis. 
 
 
2.6 Second narrative: becoming eagles  
 
Along with the autobiographical narrative, the article says something about war and 
youth but does not dedicate specific moments to their stories. Youth and war are part of 
a story that the reader has to gather himself from the argumentative effort. 

Thanks to the thesis (the war is a miracle) and the title, we can infer that in the 
aftermath of Rossignol, never directly referred to in the article, Barrès wants to avoid 
any return to past lyricism which the battle’s losses might have encouraged.  Young 
writers are encouraged “to tear up the interrupted page”. Poets are asked to “abandon 
[their] song, be it in mid-verse and powerful enough to mirror [their] soul”. Going to the 
front is the catalyst for change in France . In the denouement, the characters as well as 
the nation have changed to such an extent that the whole French society, now based on 
“mutual sympathy”, is led by eagles whose cry has risen above nightingales’. The idea 
of transformation is the core of Barrès’ argument. 

Saying that the war is a miracle is therefore a way to give meaning to a specific 
situation: in a nation where lyricism and individualism prevailed, according to Barrès, 
the war, even if it decimates the youth, turns out to be the factor that transforms the 
youth into the productive lifeblood of the country’s future. The idea of transformation is 
the core of Barrès’ argument. 

The narrative pattern which results from this argument has two major distinctive 
features. Firstly, it is implicit. The fact that we can identify the skeleton of a narrative 
does not mean in any way that it has been told by a storyteller. We have to infer the 
structural framework. Meaning is implicitly given to war on behalf of the younger 
generation in such a way that they can claim it for themselves, just as Eugène Lemercier 
did before actually going to the front. 

Secondly, this pattern does not describe war: Barrès claim that a transformation 
occurs but he does not tell how it occurs. This may also be attributed to the author’s 

                                                
5 According to Montherlant (Carnets. Années 1930 à 1944, Gallimard, Paris, 1957, p. 264-265) quoted in 
Michel Winock (2006 [1997], p. 166): “Montherlant relates an anecdote regarding Barrès: ʻI engage…’, 
said Barrès in August 1914. Cries of ʻbravo!ʼ masked the rest of the sentence so that nobody heard that it 
continued thus : ‘I engage myself to write a daily article for L’Écho de Paris during the rest of the war.’ 
This led to a long misunderstanding. Montherlant explains Barrès’ attitude thus: ʻHe chose his daily 
article policy for two reasons. 1° Vanity: the desire to impose his presence constantly, to identify little by 
little with the national cause, and 2° a sincere love for this national cause, which he would rather serve in 
this trifling weekly way, because this seemed more urgent to him, than through the grand service of 
creating long-lasting work on the sidelines.”] 



 

persuasive goal: who could hope to encourage anyone to go to war by describing in 
detail crime and massacre? By treating war as a catalyst for the transformation of  youth 
from mere weeping hacks into celebrated and feted virile soldiers, Barrès only alludes to 
the situation of the youth in 1914 and to their situation at the end of the war. He thereby 
gives this situation a meaning and this meaning allows us to affirm he is narrating. 
Consequently, the argumentative structure, which relies on a comparison of two 
moments – before and after the experience of war – as well as on the idea of 
transformation, implies a narrative. 

 
*** 

 
Having shown that it is possible to discern narratives in the persuasive effort we are 
now going to show, thanks to the Semantic Blocks Theory, how these narratives (his 
account of himself, and of the young writers’ transformation) are linguistically managed 
by the main argumentative structure.  
 
 
3 The Semantic Blocks Theory (SBT) 
 
3.1 General thesis: linguistic meaning is argumentative 
 
SBT is a radical version of Argumentation dans la langue (ADL) theory (Anscombre 
and Ducrot, 1983).  

ADL theory claims that linguistic meaning is construed by both descriptive entities 
and evaluative entities: descriptive entities indicate which things in the world are talked 
about and assign truth value; evaluative entities express the speaker’s perspective on the 
situation. Thus, ADL theory conflicts with referential semantic theories (e.g. Occam, 
Frege, current formal semantics theories) which maintain that linguistic meaning is only 
about the truth value of sentences. 

Furthermore, ADL theory claims that the evaluative entities of linguistic meaning 
are argumentative. According to Anscombre and Ducrot, evaluative entities give hints 
on words’ argumentative potential. Two facts support this hypothesis. 

Firstly, some words’ linguistic meaning alludes to argumentation. The word mais 
(but)6 points out that the utterances it connects sustain opposite theses (Ducrot, 1980). 
Therefore, arguing is not only a specific way to use language; language itself has 
something to do with argumentation. Argumentation is considered a semantic 
phenomenon. 

Secondly, sometimes the argumentative potential of utterances cannot be inferred 
from the facts utterances describe. This is the case when the word presque (almost) is 
used in an utterance.  

 
(1) J’ai presque gagné la course. 

I almost won the race. 
 

Let’s suppose that the speaker of (1) admits the generally accepted viewpoint that 

                                                
6 In this article, the text samples have been translated into English. However, our conclusions concern the 
samples in French. 



 

winning is positive. The speaker of (1) has not won the race but he can go on with (2) 
and not with (3).  
 
(2) Je suis content. 
 I am happy. 
 
(3) Je suis mécontent. 
 I am unhappy. 
 
Utterance (1) and j’ai gagné la course are co-oriented.7 The fact which is described is of 
no help to support the argument. 

 
These two linguistic phenomena relate to discourse words (Ducrot, 1980). 

Anscombre and Ducrot (1983) then put forward the idea that the argumentative 
potential of words is not limited to discourse words but can be extended to content 
words. The meaning of (4),  
 
(4) Faire des efforts 
 To make efforts. 
 
involves the following contents :  
 
[the more we make efforts, the more we succeed];  
[the more we make efforts, the more we get tired];  
etc.  
 

SBT goes a step further. According to this theory, it is not possible to isolate 
descriptive entities in the linguistic meaning of a word or of a sentence. SBT advances 
the hypothesis that linguistic meaning is only made by argumentative entities. 

 
 

3.2 Linguistic hypotheses 
 
3.2.1 First hypothesis: utterances can be paraphrased by argumentative 

chainings 
 
We call “argumentative chaining”8 a sequence of two sentences connected by the 
connectives donc (therefore) or pourtant (however), or by any connective that has a 
similar meaning. SBT represents the meaning of an utterance by argumentative 
chainings. 

 Let’s say (5) and (6) are from a dialogue about Pierre and Marie, who have children 
and are recently divorced. Let’s say (7) is an utterance of the French Prime Minister on 
14 November, 2015. 

                                                
7 A speaker who does not admit the generally accepted viewpoint that winning is positive might go on 
with (3). He would also go on with (3) after j’ai gagné la course. Thus, remains the fact that j’ai presque 
gagné and j’ai gagné are co-oriented, even if j’ai presque gagné means the speaker has lost the race. 
8 Or simply “chaining” 



 

 
(5) — Ça va se passer comment pour les enfants ? 
 What about the kids? 
(6) — Tu sais, Pierre et Marie sont en guerre. 

Well, you know, Pierre and Marie are at war. 
 
(7) Nous sommes en guerre. 
 We are at war. 
 

(6) can be paraphrased by (8) and (7) by (9): 
 
(8) Even if children ought to be protected, Pierre and Marie don’t care about them. 
(9) We are threatened, so we fight. 
 

Because it is a semantic theory, SBT aims to predict the possibility of paraphrasing 
(6) by (8) and (7) by (9).  
 
3.2.2 Second hypothesis: argumentative chainings particularise argumentative 

templates 
 
Utterance (9) is not made up of an argument leading to a conclusion. It is considered as 
a whole, built on the argumentative template9 (11) that it particularises. Likewise, (8) is 
not made up of an ineffective argument linked to the opposite of its conclusion. It is 
considered as a whole, built on the argumentative template (10) that it particularises 
(Carel 2011). 
 
(10) PRECIEUX PT DETRUIT 
 PRECIOUS HOWEVER DESTROYED  

 
(11) ETRE MENACE DC SE BATTRE 
 TO BE THREATENED THEREFORE TO FIGHT  
 
3.2.3 Third hypothesis: words’ linguistic meaning is built  only on templates 
 
SBT suggests that templates (10) and (11) are parts of the meaning of the verb phrase 
être en guerre (to be at war) and of the word guerre (war). According to SBT, the 
linguistic meaning of guerre (war) only includes templates. Templates are evaluative 
entities. They reflect a perspective on the world and not the world itself. Thus, 
according to SBT, words mean only evaluative entities. 
 
3.2.4 Fourth hypothesis: when used, words can supply, transform or 

particularise templates 
 
In an utterance, some words provide a template, some words particularise a template, 
some other words transform a template. 
 

                                                
9 Or simply ‘template’ 



 

(12) La France mènera une guerre propre. 
 France will wage a clean war. 
 

In (12), the word guerre (war) provides the template (10). The adjective propre 
(clean) transforms this template into a new one: 
 
(13) PRECIEUX DC NEG DETRUIT 
 PRECIOUS THEREFORE NEG DESTROYED 
 

The term La France (France) particularises the template as follows: 
 
(14) Si quelque chose est précieux, la France ne le détruira pas. 

If something is precious, France will not destroy it. 
 
 
3.2.5 SBT in brief  
 
SBT associates argumentative templates to words (analysis of word meaning) and 
associates argumentative chainings to utterances (analysis of utterance meaning). It 
explains how argumentative templates signified by words are transformed into 
argumentative chainings (analysis of word combinatory). 
 
 
3.3 Organization of contents: foregrounding and backgrounding 
 
Since Bakhtine, it is customary to discern several voices speaking in a text. However, 
polyphony is not limited to a text. An utterance may have several contents.  

Polyphonist theories (for instance, Ducrot 1984 and Nølke 2005) generally admit 
that the speaker allocates each of these contents to a voice. This voice is said to be 
vouching for the truth value of the content or to be the source of the speaker’s 
knowledge. According to polyphonist theories, information about content source 
distinguishes some expressions from each other and thus is included in word meaning.  

SBT rules out this hypothesis. Admittedly, the contents are not all enunciated in the 
same way, but that difference does not result from a difference in content source. It 
results from a difference in tone. SBT describes the various tones thanks to chainings. 
For instance, SBT does not say that the speaker is the source of a given content. It says 
that the speaker’s utterance communicates the following chaining: “I am saying it 
because I am thinking it right now.” 

The plurality of contents in an utterance is organized. Polyphonist theories generally 
postulate that the role of a given content in the overall organization of an utterance can 
be inferred from the voice that evokes it. As SBT associates argumentative chainings 
rather than voices with given contents to describe the speaker’s involvement, new 
settings are necessary to study the way contents are organized. 

SBT describes the way contents are organized in the following way: a content can 
be foregrounded, backgrounded or excluded. 

We will focus on foregrounded and backgrounded contents here. As in a painting, 
some entities are foregrounded and some are set in the background. Foregrounded 
contents are the explicit reason speakers talk. In other words, speakers declare they talk 



 

in order to communicate foregrounded contents. According to Ducrot (1972), 
foregrounded contents make up the text’s structure. Backgrounded contents are 
additional. We will show that, in Barrès’ article, these backgrounded contents build a 
narrative. 
 
 
3.4 The SBT applied to “L’Aigle survole le Rossignol” 
 
SBT is not a persuasion theory but a semantic theory. Its tools describe word meaning, 
the function of connectives, utterance meaning and text structure – be it persuasive, 
narrative, or poetic. The argumentative chainings it uses to describe meaning are not 
reasonings but particularise templates. They reflect the evaluative – and not descriptive 
– nature of language.  

To identify Barrès’ account of himself in his article, we will look at representative 
examples of the phenomenon we notice in the whole argument (part 4) In the first 
paragraph, Barrès produces two consecutive descriptions, the first one describing the 
young people he knows going to the front; the second one describing them returning 
from the front. We will analyse certain words (je songe (I think/ I can see); mais (but)), 
which build up the argumentative structure and make the transition between the two 
descriptions (part 4.2 and 4.3). We will also analyse the words je reçois (I receive) 
which relate not only to his train of thoughts but also to his position as a writer (part 
4.4). We will show that the whole paragraph, which is a persuasive effort intending to 
prove that young people are courageous and fearless, becomes progressively an 
autobiographical narrative. We will conclude that from within its very structure, the 
argument is reprocessed as narrative. In this way, Barrès’ argument is a narrating one 
(part 4.5). 

The narrative that deals specifically with young writers and their poetic production 
will be analysed in part 5. We show that along with the contents that contribute to the 
persuasive effort, the contents about the young writers are established in the 
background. We will then show that the thesis — that war is a highly beneficial training 
for young writers —, not only shapes the foregrounded contents’ structure but also leads 
the reader to organize the scattered backgrounded contents as a narrative. 
 
 
4 Narrating argument 1: an account of oneself 
 
Barrès account of himself in the first paragraph appears when he conjures up the image 
of youth, at first at the army, then returning from the front, beaming and blossoming 
into useful writers, all casualty risks eclipsed, in order to persuade the reader that the 
war is beneficial. This image consists of two parts. These parts are managed by the 
transitionary words (mais bientôt je me laisse distraire / but I soon let myself be 
distracted). We are going to show that the setting up of this vivid example leads to a 
reprocessing of some linguistic entities which are finally considered as parts of an 
autobiographical narrative. These linguistic entities are located in (16). (15) precedes 
(16). (17) leads to the reprocessing of (16). 
 
(15) Nous les saluons en masse, nos défenseurs, et puis successivement chacun de 

ceux que nous connaissons. 



 

 We hail them all, our defenders, and then, one after the other, those we know 
personally. 

 
(16) Je songe aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, aux jeunes 

litterateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
 I think of <I can see now> the young men of my profession, my spiritual 

brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such noble letters.  
 
(17) Mais bientôt je me laisse distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. 

But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m not accustomed 
to seeing them.  
 

Utterance (16) can be read as a vivid, persuasive example and as an 
autobiographical element, depending on whether it is linked with (15) or (17). 
 
 
4.1 “Attributive” and “modal” readings 
 
When in the present tense and in the first person, thinking and saying verbs (e.g. to 
think, to say) can be read in two different ways.  

On the one hand, the clause “Je (I) + verb + p” may foreground the je (I) that is 
thinking or speaking of (p), so that (p) is backgrounded. We call this reading 
“attributive”. 

Example:  
 
(18) A – Et toi, qu’en penses-tu ? 
 And you, what do you think about that? 

B – Je pense que nous devrions recruter Pierre. 
I think that we should recruit Pierre. 
A – Bon. La majorité est donc d’accord pour choisir Pierre. 
Well then. The majority, therefore, agrees on chosing Pierre. 

 
In this example, speaker A reads the clause uttered by the speaker B in an 

“attributive” way. In order to conclude, he foregrounds the main clause. A attributes to 
the je in (B) an opinion.  

On the other hand, the clause “je (I) + verb + p” may foreground (p)  – so that the 
fact that it is je (I) that is thinking or speaking of (p) is backgrounded. We call this 
reading “modal”. 

Example:  
 
(19) C – Qu’est-ce qu’on fait ? 
 What should we do? 

D – Je pense que Pierre ne viendra plus. Partons. 
I don’t think Pierre will come anymore. Let’s be off. 

 
In this example, Partons is understood as the conclusion of the previous utterance 

only if it is the subordinate clause (Pierre ne viendra plus) that is foregrounded. The 
fact that D is describing himself as thinking what he is saying (je pense que) is 



 

backgrounded. 
To return to Barrès’ article, (16) appears at first to clarify the utterance (15) as an 

example or a vivid depiction increasing persuasion: the reading is “modal”. However, 
the reading is “attributive” once (16) is linked with (17), within the scope of mais (but). 
 
 
 
4.2 Modal reading of je songe (I think / I can see now): Barrès provides a 

tangible example of young people yearning to go to the front 
 
(15) Nous les saluons en masse, nos défenseurs, et puis successivement chacun de 

ceux que nous connaissons.  
 We hail them all, our defenders, and then, one after the other, those we know 

personally. 
 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
 (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such noble 
letters.  

 
At first, (16) is read as a clarifying example of what is said in the previous sentence 

(15). (16) makes it clear who the author knows and hails. The verb phrase (16a) je 
songe (I think of / I can see now) adds a comment regarding the way the speaker utters 
the prepositional phrase (16b). (16a) indicates the presence of a speaker who thereby 
stresses the existence of young people who see pride and honour in war by naming 
them. (16a) is used to show how the speaker engages in his utterance.  

This modal reading of (16) communicates foregrounded as well as backgrounded 
contents: 

 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
  (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such 
noble letters. 

Foregrounded (16b) [young writers I know are serving 
in the army]10 

Backgrounded (16a) [I am thinking of <I can see now> 
(16b)] 

 
These contents can be particularised by the following chainings: 

 
Foregrounded (16b) I know the young writers that send 

me noble letters, so I hail them 
                                                
10 From now on, the excerpt quoted from Barrès, its intuitive content and the argumentative chaining that 
analyses the content, bear the same number. The excerpt is quoted in italics ; the intuitive content are 
enclosed in square brackets ; the chainings are in Roman characters. 



 

Backgrounded (16a) I am saying (16b) because I am 
thinking of (16b) at the moment 

 
This modal reading is possible because one of the foregrounded contents in (15) 

corresponds to (16b): 
 

(15) We know some of the the young people serving in the army personally, so we 
hail them. 

 
 The content (15) and the content (16b) share the same concern for the young people 

Barrès knows. (16b) provides a vivid example of (15) and thus strengthens the 
persuasive effort. 

The modal reading of Je songe (a) enables us to see that je songe introduces 
evidence that the youth wants to go to the front and (b) underlines the speaker’s 
involvement in the persuasive effort. 

 
 

4.3 Attributive reading of je songe (I think / I can see now): Barrès says 
he is having a prophetic vision 

 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
 (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such noble 
letters. 

 
(17) Mais bientôt je me laisse distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. 

But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m not accustomed 
to seeing them.  

 
(18) Me voici transporté dans un monde prochain et dans une atmosphère sublime. 

Here am I, transported to a world to come, to a sublime atmosphere.  
 

(19)  J’assiste à leur retour glorieux, et déjà je discerne par quel épanouissement la 
jeune littérature, au sortir des leçons de la guerre, sera récompensée de la part 
qu’elle prend au colossal effort. 
I see their glorious return, and I can already see how this youthful literature will 
blossom, when it emerges from the war’s instruction, as a reward for their 
contribution to the colossal effort. 

 
Within the scope of mais (but) in (17), (16) may be read in retrospect as a 

description of the way Barrès stages his prophetic vision. Utterances (18) and (19) also 
deal with what Barrès sees. This vision is built up in successive phases: first, in (16), he 
sees young writers eager to take arms; then suddenly, in (17) and (18) he is projected 
into the future, where he witnesses their glorious march and concludes that war will be 
beneficial (19). The verbs (songer (to think/see), se laisser distraire (to let oneself be 
distracted), voir (to see), être transporté (to be transported), assister (to see), discerner 
(to see/perceive)  place Barrès in the position of a spectator. 



 

The connective mais (but) initiates the reprocessing of (16). It means that the 
sentence which follows contradicts an argument conveyed by the previous sentence. As 
(17) means he ceases to think of the young writers, we can say that (16) is actually 
attributing thoughts to je (I): it communicates primarily that Barrès is thinking of them 
right now. In (17), the fact that je (I) is thinking of these writers is no longer true, since 
he is distracted (je me laisse distraire / I let myself be distracted). In other words, (17), 
thanks to mais (but) and the meaning of the verb distraire (to distract), refocuses on 
what was at first backgrounded: the content of je songe (I think/see). Je songe is now 
interpreted as “attributive”. 
 
(16)  (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
   (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such 
noble letters. 

(17) Mais bientôt je me laisse distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. 
But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m not 
accustomed to seeing them.  

Foregrounded (16-17a) [I am thinking of <I can see 
now> (16b)] 

Backgrounded (16-17b) [young writers I know are 
serving in the army] 

 
Moreover, time has passed when (17) appears as the vision unfolds in such a way 

that a more accurate description of (16) and (17), can be made when reading (17), as a 
result of the following chainings: 
 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
 (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such 
noble letters. 

(17) Mais bientôt je me laisse distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. 
But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m not 
accustomed to seeing them.  

Foregrounded (16-17a) I was seeing (16-17b) however I 
am no longer seeing them in this way 

Backgrounded (16-17a) I know the young writers from 
whom I receive such noble letters so I 
hail them 

 
The shift from a modal to an attributive reading caused by the sequence (16-17) has 

two consequences. Firstly, the contents which were backgrounded are now 
foregrounded and vice versa. Secondly, the chainings which particularise the aforesaid 
contents change according to whether (16) is read within the scope of (15) or (17). 

The author is writing a live report on the train of his thoughts. After saying he sees 
the young writers, Barrès describes himself being carried away to attend their military 
parade (cf. supra utterances (18) and (19)). In this context, the phrase je songe is no 



 

longer a way for the speaker to engage in the utterance act.  
(16) appears initially as an example clarifying (15), and is eventually read as part of 

Barrès’ train of thought. It therefore has its contents rearranged in such a way that they 
are inverted and particularised by different chainings. It becomes a report that gives 
meaning to Barrès’ situation as a non-combatant committed writer. We can now say that 
the general argumentative scheme, by shifting focus through the use of mais, has 
become a small account of Barrès’ train of thought. 

The same can also be said about (21) and (22). 
 
(20) La France a toute sa jeunesse aux armées. 
 All France’s youth is in the army. 
 
(21) (21a) Nul de nous ne peut penser à rien d’autre qu’à (21b) ce trésor en danger. 

(21a) Not one of us can think of anything else but (21b) this treasure in peril.  
 

(22) Mais que parlons-nous de danger, quand ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la 
joie du combat ? 

 But how can we talk of peril, when they want to see only the honour and joy of 
combat? 

 
The content of (21) is the result of a selection in the meaning of aux armées (to be in 

the army) that chooses the semantic entity [to be in peril]. At first, the content of (21) 
dealing with the train of thoughts of the author is backgrounded. The backgrounded 
content is used to show how the speaker is engaged in the utterance act. 
 
(21) (21a) Nul de nous ne peut penser à rien d’autrequ’à (21b) ce trésor en danger. 

(21a) Not one of us can think of anything else but (21b) this treasure in peril.  
Foregrounded (21b) [young people are in peril] 
Backgrounded (21a) [I am thinking of young people in 

peril] 
 

These contents can be particularised by the following chainings: 
 

(21) (21a) Nul de nous ne peut penser à rien d’autre qu’à (21b) ce trésor en danger 
 (21a) Not one of us can think of anything else but (21b) this treasure in peril. 
Foregrounded (21b) young people are in peril so we 

think of them 
Backgrounded (21a) I say (21b) because I am thinking of 

them 
 

Once (22) appears along with the connective mais (but), (21) is reprocessed. The 
focus shifts from the peril in which young people find themselves into the act of 
speaking about or thinking of. The content that was then backgrounded is now 
foregrounded. 

 
(21) (21a) Nul de nous ne peut penser à rien d’autre qu’à (21b) ce trésor en danger. 
 (21a) Not one of us can think of anything else but (21b) this treasure in peril 
(22) Mais que parlons-nous de danger, quand ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la 



 

joie du combat ? 
 But how can we talk of peril, when they want to see only the honour and joy of 

combat? 
Foregrounded (21-22a) [I am thinking of young people 

in peril]  
Backgrounded (21-22b) [young people are in peril] 

 
These contents can be particularised by the following chainings: 
 

(21) (21a) Nul de nous ne peut penser à rien d’autre qu’à (21b) ce trésor en danger. 
 (21a) Not one of us can think of anything else but (21b) this treasure in peril 
(22) Mais que parlons-nous de danger, quand ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la 

joie du combat ? 
 But how can we talk of peril, when they want to see only the honour and joy of 

combat? 
Foregrounded (21-22a) I was thinking of young people 

in peril however I am no more thinking of 
it 

Backgrounded (21-22b) young people are in peril 
however I am not thinking of it 

 
The refocusing foregrounds Barrès’ train of thoughts. 
We have shown that the following expressions mais bientôt je me laisse distraire 

(but I soon let myself be distracted) and mais pourquoi parlons-nous (but how can we 
talk of) have two functions. Their primary function is to organise the argument, their 
secondary function is to bring out a narrative: contents related to the train of thoughts of 
Barrès, which are at first backgrounded, are then foregrounded. Along with the 
argument, there emerges a narrative organised by the main persuasive structure. 

 
 

4.4 From the account of Barrès’ train of thought to an autobiographical 
narrative 

 
The narrative organised by the argumentation in this article is not limited to the account 
of Barrès’ train of thought. This account is enriched throughout the article by 
backgrounded contents related to Barrès’ position as a writer. 

 
4.4.1 Aux jeunes gens de ma profession (the young of my profession): Barrès 

characterises his social group 
 

The speaker of (16) relegates several contents corresponding to (16b) to the 
background. These contents are not linked with the persuasive effort. 
 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 
aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
(16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my spiritual 
brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such noble letters. 



 

Backgrounded (16b) [I have a profession]  
          [there are young people in my 
profession]           
          [I have spiritual brothers] 
          [the young people in my profession are 
my spiritual brothers] 
          [etc.] 

 
Like the account of Barrès’ thoughts, the aforementioned contents relate to Barrès. 

Bound together, they form a general autobiographical narrative. In the foreground, 
Barrès tells the reader what he is thinking right now. In the background, he tells the 
reader he is part of a group of writers which has a social function (they share a 
profession) and a specific form of sociability (they are brothers), where old and young 
are united. 

 
4.4.2 Je reçois (I receive): Barrès says he is a great writer 
 
 In the background, Barrès also says he is a great writer. 

 
(15) Nous les saluons en masse, nos défenseurs, et puis successivement chacun de 

ceux que nous connaissons.  
 We hail them all, our defenders, and then, one after the other, those we know 

personally. 
 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes litterateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
 (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such noble 
letters. 

 
(17) Mais bientôt je me laisse distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. 

But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m not accustomed 
to seeing them. 

 
To show that he says in the background that he is a great writer, we must analyse je 

reçois (I receive) as we analysed je songe (I think of / I can see now).  
Firstly, (16b) is read within the scope of (15) so that the reading is modal. Barrès speaks 
about young writers. When (16) is read within the scope of (17) and turns into an 
account of Barrès’ train of thought, je reçois (I receive), like je songe I think of / I can 
see now), is read as attributive. In this reading, Barrès is no longer speaking about the 
young writers but saying he is considered a great writer himself. 
 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
  (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such 
noble letters. 

(17) Mais bientôt je me laisse distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. 



 

But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m not 
accustomed to seeing them. 

Middlegrounded [I receive noble letters written by young 
writers]  

Backgrounded [the young writers are noble] 
 

It’s because je reçois des billets si nobles (I receive such noble letters) is part of a 
subordinate clause, that we can say its main content is set in the middle ground. The 
other content is backgrounded. These contents can be particularised by the following 
chainings: 
 
(16) (16a) Je songe (16b) aux jeunes gens de ma profession, à mes frères en esprit, 

aux jeunes littérateurs dont je reçois chaque jour des billets si nobles. 
  (16a) I think of <I can see now> (16b) the young men of my profession, my 

spiritual brothers, the young writers from whom I receive, every day, such 
noble letters. 

(17) Mais bientôt je me laisse distraire du décor où je ne suis pas habitué à les voir. 
 But I soon let myself be distracted from this setting in which I’m not 
 accustomed to seeing them. 
Middlegrounded I am someone who receives letters written 

by young writers so I am important in 
their eyes 

Backgrounded The enemy is threatening us so young 
writers want to fight 

 
The specificly noble nature of the young writers lies once again in their will to fight 

but receiving letters now means that Barrès is important at the time. The account of 
Barrès’ train of thought is thus enriched, becoming an autobiographical narrative as 
well. Barrès says he is considered a great writer, one most capable of embodying the 
whole nation. 
 
4.4.3 En lisant les Mémoires de Richard Wagner (when reading Richard 

Wagner’s Memoirs) : the narrative expands 
 
This autobiographical narrative is expanded in the other paragraphs. It emerges in 
paragraph 5: 
 
(23) J’ai toujours connu les Allemands comme dénués de fierté chevaleresque et, hier 

encore, en lisant les Mémoires de Richard Wagner, je notais à plusieurs 
reprises, en marge de mon exemplaire, que voilà un maître de qui le génie 
n’empêche pas qu’il a des parties de goujat. 

 I’ve always known the Germans to be deprived of chivalrous pride, and, only 
yesterday, when reading Richard Wagner’s Memoirs, I noted several times in 
the margins of my copy that here we have a master whose genius doesn’t hold 
boorishness at bay. 

 
Barrès tells us about a day in his life as a writer: he receives letters (§1), reads the 

Mémoires de Richard Wagner (§5), and takes notes while reading.  



 

 
 

4.5 A committed intellectual at the head of the “ministry of the word” 
 
Barrès’ account of himself appears at the point je songe (I think / I can see now) and je 
reçois (I receive) are reprocessed. These reprocessings are triggered by the very words 
used to construct the text’s persuasive structure. The narrative is enriched with 
backgrounded contents relating to Barrès. These contents are not used to enhance the 
persuasive effort. Rather, they enable Barrès to present himself as a committed 
intellectual at the head of the “ministry of the word”11, as the “eulogist of nationalism” – 
or, after Romain Rolland in 1914, as the “nightingale of the carnage”.12  

The argument is narrating inasmuch as it foregrounds contents relating to Barrès 
himself when contents relating to the persuasive effort are backgrounded. A narrative 
surfaces and engulfs the argument. 

 
 

5 Narrating argument 2: the transformation of young writers into 
eagles. 

 
There is another story to be found at the background level, one which is constructed by 
presupposed entities: the transformation of young writers into eagles .  

Indeed, presupposed entities have two semantic roles. The first concerns the 
sentence that expresses them and the second concerns the text as a whole. Regarding the 
sentence that expresses them, presupposed entities complement what is asserted. 
Regarding the text, presupposed entities, while not a part of the main textual structure, 
which is formed by what is asserted, are able to build up a secondary structure.  

In Barrès’ article, the main structure is persuasive and presupposed entities build up 
a secondary structure that is narrative. This narrative role of presupposed entities is 
enabled by the persuasive thesis in which war will be a beneficial experience for young 
writers. 

Thus, considering that (a) presupposed entities relating to the young writers are 
welded to entities from the main persuasive textual structure and that (b) it is the main 
persuasive textual structure that enables these entities to constitute a narrative, we 
conclude that arguments are narrating. 
 
 
5.1 Presupposition 
 
5.1.1 The linguistic phenomenon 

 
An entity13 is presupposed when a speaker, even if he is not asserting it, cannot deny 
alluding to it and having admitted it. A presupposed entity cannot be denied or 
questioned and does not take part in the main textual structure.  

The speaker of utterances (23), (24) and (15) presupposes the entities (23a), (24a) 
                                                
11 Barrès (1931, p. 200), quoted in Rambaud (2012). 
12 Romain Rolland (1952, p. 152) goes on: “[…] now he thrives on the freshly-dug graves”. 
13 In this article, the word entity refers to word’s semantic value. It does not refer to any particular word. 



 

and (15a): 
 
(23) J’ai toujours connu les Allemands comme dénués de fierté chevaleresque et, hier 

encore, en lisant les Mémoires de Richard Wagner, je notais à plusieurs 
reprises, en marge de mon exemplaire, que voilà un maître de qui le génie 
n’empêche pas qu’il a des parties de goujat. 

 I’ve always known the Germans to be deprived of chivalrous pride, and, only 
yesterday, when reading Richard Wagner’s Memoirs, I noted several times in 
the margins of my copy that here we have a master whose genius doesn’t hold 
boorishness at bay. 
(23a) [Richard Wagner is a genius.] 

 
(24) Mais en même temps que chacun acquiert le sens de l’ensemble, la sympathie 

mutuelle s’est développée 
 Yet as each of us gains a sense of the whole, mutual sympathy has arisen.   

(24a) [each and every person gains a sense of the whole.] 
 
(15) Nous les saluons en masse, nos défenseurs, et puis chacun de ceux que nous 

connaissons 
 We hail them all, our defenders, and then, one after the other, those we know 

personally. 
(15a) [each of us knows at least one of our defenders.] 

 
5.1.2 Description of the phenomenon 
 
Frege, Russell and Ducrot share the idea that the presupposition phenomenon happens 
on a sentence scale and that it always has the same cause. They disagree about the 
nature of this cause and consequently describe the phenomenon differently. 

According to Frege, presupposed entities are never communicated when a sentence 
is uttered. They are merely prerequisite assumptions that allow a sentence to be 
assigned a truth-value. According to Russell, presupposed entities are communicated. 
Linked thanks to ^ (and), each presupposed entity forms with a main entity a unique 
content. According to Ducrot (1972), the presupposed entity and the main entity are 
both communicated by the speaker, but on two distinct modes as they result from two 
distinct illocutionary acts: the main entity is “asserted”; the presupposed entity is 
“presupposed”. 

We agree with Russell and Ducrot that presupposed entities are communicated. But 
we make out three different kinds of presupposition: argumentative presupposition, 
aggregated enunciative presupposition and non-aggregated enunciative presupposition. 
 
5.1.2.1 Argumentative and enunciative presupposition 
 
Following Russell, we say that (23a) [Richard Wagner is a genius] is linked with the 
main entity of (23) [Richard Wagner is a boor] and that they form a unique asserted 
content. Yet, the connective is not ^ (and) but rather even if, so that (23) means: 
 
(23) Even if Richard Wagner is a genius, he is a boor 
 



 

In this case, (23a) is said to result from an argumentative presupposition. 
The same cannot be said of (24a) and (15a). (24) does not forge an argumentative 

bond between the presupposed entity (24a) [each and every person gains a sense of the 
whole] and the main entity (24b) [mutual sympathy has arisen]. In other words, the 
argumentative chaining “(24a) therefore (24b)” does not express the meaning of (24). 
Here, en meme temps que (as) is not an equivalent to so or therefore. Likewise, (15) 
does not link (15a) [each of us knows at least one of our defenders] and (15b) [we hail 
each of the defenders we know] with therefore or however. 

Following Ducrot, we say that (24a) and (15a) result from an enunciative 
presupposition. They are backgrounded contents whereas main entities are foregrounded 
contents14. In this respect, we say that in the case of an enunciative presupposition, the 
presupposed entity and the main one form two distinct contents. In the case of an 
argumentative presupposition, the presupposed entity and the main one form a unique 
content. 

 
5.1.2.2 Aggregated and non aggregated enunciative presuppositions 
 
(24a) and (15a) result from two distinct kinds of enunciative presupposition. (24a) is 
linked with the foregrounded content (24b). (15a) is not linked with the foregrounded 
content (15b). 
 
(24) Mais en même temps que chacun acquiert le sens de l’ensemble, la sympathie 

mutuelle s’est développée 
 Yet as each of us gains a sense of the whole, mutual sympathy has arisen.   
Foregrounded (24b) [mutual sympathy has arisen] 
Backgrounded – aggregated (24a) [each and every person gains the 

sense of the whole] 
 
(15) Nous les saluons en masse, nos défenseurs, et puis chacun de ceux qui nous 

connaissons 
 We hail them all, our defenders, and then, one after the other, those we know 

personally. 
Foregrounded (15b) [we hail each of the defenders we 

know] 
Backgrounded – non aggregated (15a) [each of us knows at least one of 

our defenders] 
 

(24) is built by aggregating the foregrounded content (24b) with the backgrounded 
content (24a). When the speaker says en même temps (as), this creates a period of time 
that contains the unique event jointly formed by (24a) and (24b). We thus say that (24a) 
is a presupposed aggregated enunciative content. 

Conversely, (15a) is not directly linked with the foregrounded content (15b), even if 
they are both communicated. (15a) hardly enriches (15b) – Frege would even say (15a) 
is not communicated. Following Ducrot, we hypothesise that (15a) is communicated. 
However, we affirm that it is not aggregated. 

                                                
14 We use foregrounding and backgrounding to describe two different linguistic phenomena: in 3 they 
enable us to describe the speaker’s involvement; in 4 they enable us to describe presupposition. 



 

Presupposition is not a homogeneous phenomenon on the sentence scale. A 
presupposed entity may be strongly linked to the main content (argumentative 
presupposition); the entities may be moderately linked (aggregated enunciative 
presupposition); or they may be loosely linked (non-aggregated enunciative 
presupposition). 
 
5.1.2.3 Presupposed entities and textual structure 
 
On a textual scale, Ducrot (1972) showed that the main entities constitute a structure 
from which presupposed entities are excluded. We intend to show that presupposed 
entities can also constitute a structure – from which main entities are not necessarily 
excluded. We will study the presupposed entities relating to the young writers on a 
sentence scale in order to show on a textual scale another way of building a narrating 
argument. 
 
 
5.2 About the young writers: the function of presupposed entities on a 

sentence scale 
 
Presupposed contents relating to the young writers are found in paragraphs 1, 2 and 7. 
We will focus on two examples. 
 
5.2.1 First example: ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la joie du combat (they 

want to see only the honour and joy of combat) 
 
The first example (25) follows the connective quand (when) in (22): 
 
(22) Mais que parlons-nous de danger, quand ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la 

joie du combat ? 
 But how can we talk of peril, when they want to see only the honour and joy of 

combat? 
(25) ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la joie du combat. 

they want to see only the honour and joy of combat. 
 
 

(22) is a rhetorical question. (25) is used as an argument to support the content (26): 
 
(26) Mais que parlons-nous de danger 
 But how can we talk of peril 

[we must not speak about peril] 
 

The locution “ne… que” in (25) is, according to Nølke (1983), paradigmatising. 
That is, (25) does not only communicate  
 
(25a) [they see honour and joy of combat] 
 
but also another entity: 
 



 

(25b) [they do not see X] 
 
where X belongs to the same paradigm as honour and joy. The co-text identifies X with 
[peril]. Thus, (25) communicates: 
 
 
(25) ils ne veulent voir que l’honneur et la joie du combat 

they want to see only the honour and joy of combat. 
Foregrounded (25b) [they do not see peril in combat] 
Backgrounded – aggregated (25a) [they see honour and joy of combat] 

 
Furthermore, the locution ne… que highlights that the main entity is the negative 

one. (25b) is asserted by the speaker; it is the argument that supports (26). (25a) is a 
presupposed entity. 

(25a) is not an argumentative presupposed entity. (25a) and (25b) do not form an 
argumentative chaining. Although it is linguistically possible to link (25a) and (25b) 
with therefore, the chaining “(25a) therefore (25b)” does not express the meaning of 
(25). The paradigmatising function of ne… que in (25) consists in listing similar entities 
(peril, honour, joy, etc.) belonging to the same paradigm (war); it does not forge an 
argumentative bond between them.  

Yet (25a) completes (25b). Thanks to the link between (25a) and (25b), the young 
writers, heedless of danger, appear brave and not reckless. 

Thus (25a) is an aggregated enunciative presupposed content. On a sentence scale, 
(25a) is moderately linked with (25b) – without, on a textual scale, taking part in the 
main persuasive effort. 

 
5.2.2 Second example: ce sera fini de bêler et de niaiser (Bleating and dilly-

dallying will be over and gone) 
 
The second example (28) is taken from the second paragraph, in (27): 
 
(27) ce sera fini de bêler et de niaiser, et les jeunes artistes qui, dans cette minute, 

mêlés à tous les rangs d’une nation exaltée, surmontent les alternatives de la 
peur et du courage, ne cesseront plus de porter leurs regards sur les grands 
intérêts de la vie des peuples, en même temps que sur les parties divines de 
l’âme. 

 Bleating and dilly-dallying will be over and gone, and the young artists who, at 
this very minute, interspersed amongst all ranks of an exalted nation, are 
overcoming the choice between fear and bravery, will unfailingly set their sights 
on the great interests of the lives of peoples and, at the same time, on the divine 
elements of the soul. 

 
(28) ce sera fini de bêler et de niaiser 
 bleating and dilly-dallying will be over and gone 
 

Like cesser (to stop), the verb finir (here: to be over and gone) presupposes that the 
finished action has happened before. The speaker of (28) presupposes (28a) and asserts 
(28b): 



 

 
(28a) [young artists were bleating and dilly-dallying] 
(28b) [young artists will neither bleat nor dilly-dally] 
 

Grouped together via the meaning of finir (to be over and gone), the speaker forges 
a bond between (28a) and (28b). (28a) and (28b) are not mere facets of an event. By 
saying (28), the speaker signals a change. Thus, (28a) is strongly linked to (28b), so that 
the argumentative chaining (28) is expressed: 
 
(28) young artists were bleating and dilly-dallying, however they will neither bleat 
nor dilly-dally. 
 
(28a) is therefore an argumentative presupposed entity of (28). 
 
5.2.3 Presupposed contents relating to young writers 
 
Whe have shown that Barrès’ text contains some presupposed entities relating to young 
writers. These entities are linked, either strongly or moderately, to entities belonging to 
the main persuasive structure. The same could be said about the following presupposed 
entities: 

 
(29a) [young artists are interspersed amongst all ranks of an exalted nation] 
(30a) [they are clothed in greatcoats, with kepis on their heads] 
(31a) [young artists overcome the choice between fear and bravery] 
(32a) [they have interrupted their books] 
(33a) [they have started writing a song powerful enough to mirror their souls] 
(34a) [they will come back from the Rhine] 
(35a) [they will rise] 
 

We will show now that, on a textual scale, these presupposed entities participate in 
the building of a narrative. 

 
 

5.3 Story of the young writers: the function of presupposed entities on a 
textual scale 

 
The content’s function on a sentence scale is not the same as its function on a textual 
scale. The difference is especially clear when considering presupposed entities. A 
presupposed entity can be linked to a main entity on a sentence scale and can be linked 
to another presupposed entity on a textual scale. In this way, linked together, 
presupposed entities can build up secondary structures. 
 
5.3.1 An example of a secondary structure 
 
Many texts display a secondary structure. This phenomenon happens for instance when 
Flaubert speaks about Félicité and her parrot Loulou: 
 
(36) (37) Elle l’avait posé sur l’herbe pour le rafraîchir, s’absenta une minute ; (38) 



 

et, quand elle revint, plus de perroquet !15 
 (37) She had put him down on the grass to cool him down, went away for only a 

minute; (38) and, when she came back, no more parrot! 
 

The semi-colon divides the excerpt into two utterances (37) and (38). The first one, 
because of the meaning of the verb s’absenter (to go away for a moment) presupposes: 
 
(37a) [She will come back] 
 

The use of quand (when) in (37) presupposes (Le Draoulec 2006; Carel 2016): 
 
(38a) [She came back] 
 

These presupposed entities are linked together as the return announced in (37a) 
happens in (38a). They build up a secondary structure which represents the passage of 
time. This secondary structure supports the main one so the story unfolds in a linear 
fashion. Here, the secondary structure and the main structure are narrative but 
sometimes the two structures are of a different nature. In Barrès’ article, the main 
structure is persuasive and the secondary structure is narrative.  

 
 

5.3.2 Barrès’ article: a secondary structure narrates the transformation of 
young writers into eagles 

 
Barrès’ article contains an example of a secondary narrative structure. Indeed, the 
contents relating to the young writers are not merely thematically gathered in the 
background. They constitute a narrative that gives meaning to the experience of war.  

The main argumentative structure supports the idea that the war will turn young 
writers into real writers. This thesis organises the entities dealing with young writers. 
We can make out three moments which bring together contents that are not expressed in 
the text in a chronological order. The contents are presupposed contents or main 
entities. 
 
a) The setup: 
(28a) [young artists were bleating and dilly-dallying] 
(32a) [they have interrupted their books] 
(33a) [they had started writing a song powerful enough to mirror their souls] 
 
b)  The catalyst, war, triggers the transformation process: 
(25b) [they do not see they are in peril] 
(30a) [they are clothed in greatcoats, with kepis on their heads] 
(29a) [young artists are interspersed amongst all ranks of an exalted nation] 
(31a) [young artists overcome the choice between fear and bravery] 
(35a) [young artists will rise] 
 
c)  The resolution, the result of the transformation: 

                                                
15 Gustave Flaubert, Trois Contes, Un cœur simple, Gallimard, coll. « Folio classique », 2003, p. 64. 



 

(28b) [young artists won’t bleat or dilly-dally] 
(34a) [young artists will come back from the Rhine] 
(39) [young artists will surpass all their dreams] 
 

This secondary structure is a narrative. Mostly built up thanks to presupposed 
contents, it also contains some main contents (for instance: [young artists will surpass 
all their dreams]).  
 
 
5.4 A war narrative 

 
The narrative relating to the young writers is primarily constructed by presupposed 
contents. These presupposed contents take on the form of a narrative with the help of 
the thesis which is supported by the persuasive structure. Contrary to the account of 
oneself that is developed in the foreground, this narrative dealing with the young writers 
unfolds in the background. 

The young writers are thereby firstly described as being transformed into eagles and 
secondly as taking part in the nation’s enthusiasm. Thus Barrès’ argument integrates 
them into a broader, comprehensive narrative about war involving heroes with whom 
the readers will be able to identify. 
 
 
6 Conclusion 
 
This study of “L’Aigle survole le Rossignol” has allowed us to re-examine the relations 
between argumentation and narration. We have shown that this text is at once narrative 
and argumentative, and that the narrative structure is managed by the persuasive 
structure. Furthermore, we can now draw three conclusions regarding presupposition, 
textual organisation and argumentation. 

The hypothesis put forward by Ducrot (1972) whereby presupposed contents are 
communicated by the speaker is supported. Firstly, we have shown that presupposed 
contents can complete main contents – this being the case with argumentative 
presupposed contents and aggregated enunciative presupposed contents. Secondly, we 
claim that they can function on a textual scale to build up a secondary structure. 

Therefore, a single text may hold several structures: a secondary structure built up 
by presupposed contents may be added to the main structure. Our study thus concurs 
with Harald Weinrich’s conclusion on texts (Weinrich 1973). According to him, the 
main contents of a text are, depending on the tense of the utterance, divided into several 
structures: a sequence of events (when uttered in passé simple), a general description of 
society (when uttered in imparfait), etc. We show that we can add to these structures the 
one constructed by presupposed contents. 

Barrès’ persuasive argumentation produces two narratives: an account of himself 
and the story of the young writers’ transformation, each triggered by a part of the main 
persuasive structure. The account of himself appears when Barrès makes a transition 
between two arguments through reprocessing and foregrounding (modal reading vs. 
attributive reading). The story of the young writers’ transformation is organised by the 
thesis itself which enables the reader to group together presupposed contents which 
form a secondary, narrative structure in the background. 



 

Consequently, our hypothesis that studies of the relations between narration and 
argument must take into account not only narrative arguments but also arguments that 
narrate 
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