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Abstract 

The article deals with the question of persuasion by comparing two passages taken 

from a text written by Victor Hugo entitled Claude Gueux The first passage is taken from the 

first part of the text in which Hugo tells the story of the murder of the director of the 

Clairvaux prison workshop perpetrated by a prisoner, Claude Gueux, followed by the latter’s 

trial and execution. The second passage studied is taken from the second part of the text in 

which Hugo argues against the death penalty. This article begins with an intuitive sense that 

the styles of these passages are “different”: the second one clearly shows Hugo’s persuasive 

intention, which is to say his effort to make his position be accepted. That said, does this 

extract have semantic properties that the descriptive passage does not have? The hypothesis 

advanced is that the organization of contents is of a similar nature in both passages of Claude 

Gueux and that it is only in an enunciative way that the passages are distinguishable. This 

enunciative difference allows the militant passage’s locutor to portray himself in a favorable 

light and, herewith, to convince the reader to his point of view. It is, hence, but in an indirect 

manner that Hugo’s persuasive intention appears; as it is without a semantic mark.  
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1. The Question 

 

 I intend to address the issue of persuasion by comparing two passages from a text that 

Hugo, inspired by a news story, wrote against the death penalty. Hugo’s rhetorical adress has 

been often noted (Halsall 1995, Micheli 2008). The work that I will focus on is entitled 

Claude Gueux (Hugo 1834/2007). The first passage is taken from the first part of the text in 

which Hugo tells the story of the murder of the director of the Clairvaux prison workshop 

perpetrated by a prisoner, Claude Gueux, followed by the latter’s trial and execution. This 

first part of the story is explicitly separated from the second one by the expression nous avons 

cru devoir raconter en detail l’histoire de Claude Gueux parce que … (we believed we had to 

tell the story of Claude Gueux in detail because…); upon which begins what constitutes, in a 

characteristic manner, a militant text. It is from this second part that we will take the second 

passage of our analysis. I intend to determine if something, semantically, in the words 

themselves, distinguishes the descriptive passage - or more precisely the narrative one - taken 

from the first part and the militant passage taken from the second part. 

 The narrative passage that I have chosen comes from the first lines of Claude Gueux: 

Seven or eight years ago, a man named Claude Gueux, a poor workman, lived in Paris. He 
had with him a girl who was his mistress, and a child from this girl. I am describing things as 
they were, leaving the reader to gather the moralities as the facts sow them along the way. 
The workman was clever, skilled and intelligent; very mistreated by education, very well 
treated by nature, without knowing how to read and knowing how to think. One winter, work 
was lacking. No fuel nor bread in the garret. The man, the girl and the child were cold and 
hungry. The man stole. I know not what he stole, nor where from he stole. What I know is that 
this thievery resulted in three days of bread and fuel for the woman and child, and five years 
of prison for the man.1.  

 

The second passage is a little bit longer. I would like to note that the punishment of 

“flétrissure”2, which entails the burning of a convict by hot iron, had been abolished in 1832, 

thus two years before the publication of Claude Gueux.   
The stigmatization was a cauterization that made the scab gangrenous; a punishment as 
nonsensical as one that sealed one’s fate and branded the crime upon the criminal! thereby 
making them two friends, two companions, forever inseparable! 
The penal colony is a superficial and absurd remedy that allows for the reabsorption, not 
without having made it worse still, nearly all the bad blood that it had extracted. The death 
penalty is a barbarian amputation. 

																																																								
1 Il y a sept ou huit ans, un homme nommé Claude Gueux, pauvre ouvrier, vivait à Paris. Il avait avec lui une fille 
qui était sa maîtresse, et un enfant de cette fille. Je dis les choses comme elles sont, laissant le lecteur ramasser les 
moralités à mesure que les faits les sèment sur leur chemin. L’ouvrier était capable, habile, intelligent, fort 
maltraité par l’éducation, fort bien traité par la nature, ne sachant pas lire et sachant penser. Un hiver, l’ouvrage 
manqua. Pas de feu ni de pain dans le galetas. L’homme, la fille et l’enfant eurent froid et faim. L’homme vola. Je 
ne sais ce qu’il vola, je ne sais où il vola. Ce que je sais, c’est que de ce vol il résulta trois jours de pain et de feu 
pour la femme et pour l’enfant, et cinq ans de prison pour l’homme [Note from translator: the English translations 
of this text are rather dated, and they tend to focus on the overall sense more than the structure (see 1907 
translation by the Nottingham Society). As Professor Carel’s article endeavors the analysis of the argumentative 
syntax, I have taken it upon myself to translate the text in a manner that prioritizes the syntax used in French over 
a fluid and characteristically English translation.]  
2 Translated as “stigmatization.”  
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Now stigmatization, the penal colony, the death penalty are three things that go together. 
You’ve abolished stigmatization; if you’re logical, abolish the others.  
Hot iron, ball and chain and blade; they were three parts of a syllogism.  
You have removed the hot iron: the ball, the chain and the blade no longer make sense. 
Farinace was atrocious, but he was not absurd. 
Take down this worn and dated excuse for a scale of crimes and punishments, and redo it. 
Redo your penalties, redo your laws, redo your prisons, redo your judges. Reestablish the 
laws in the footsteps of today’s morals.  
Sirs, too many heads decapitated in France every year. Because you are trying to save money, 
save some therein.  
Because you are in sparkling form for eliminations, abolish the executioner. With the savings 
of your eighty executioners, you can pay six hundred schoolmasters. 3 

 

I will begin with an intuitive sense that the styles of these passages are “different”: 

the second one clearly shows Hugo’s persuasive intention, which is to say his effort to make 

his position be accepted. That said, does this extract have semantic properties that the 

descriptive passage does not have? And if so, do these linguistic characteristics function as 

markers of Hugo’s persuasive intention? My claim is that the organization of content is of a 

similar nature in both of these passages, and that the passages are distinguishable only at an 

enunciative level. We will see that this enunciative difference allows the militant passage’s 

locutor to portray himself (Amossy 2010) in a favorable light and, herewith, to convince the 

reader of his point of view. It is, hence, but in an indirect manner that Hugo’s persuasive 

intention appears, as it is without a semantic mark. 

 

2. A Similar Organization of Contents in Both Passages 

 

There is a clear formal difference between the two passages. Only the first uses the 

past tense known as the passé simple4; only the second uses conjunctions, often referred to as 

																																																								
3La flétrissure était une cautérisation qui gangrenait la plaie ; peine insensée que celle qui pour la vie scellait et 
rivait le crime sur le criminel ! qui en faisait deux amis, deux compagnons, deux inséparables ! 
Le bagne est un vésicatoire absurde qui laisse résorber, non sans l’avoir rendu pire encore, presque tout le 
mauvais sang qu’il extrait. La peine de mort est une amputation barbare. 
Or flétrissure, bagne, peine de mort, trois choses qui se tiennent. Vous avez supprimé la flétrissure, si vous êtes 
logiques, supprimez le reste. 
Le fer rouge, le boulet et le couperet, c’étaient les trois parties d’un syllogisme. 
Vous avez ôté le fer rouge ; le boulet et le couperet n’ont plus de sens. Farinace était atroce ; mais il n’était pas 
absurde. 
Démontez-moi cette vieille échelle boiteuse des crimes et des peines, et refaites-la. Refaites votre pénalité, refaites 
vos codes, refaites vos prisons, refaites vos juges. Remettez les lois au pas des mœurs. 
Messieurs, il se coupe trop de têtes par an en France. Puisque vous êtes en train de faire des économies, faites-en 
là dessus. 
Puisque vous êtes en verve de suppressions, supprimez le bourreau. Avec la solde de vos quatre-vingts bourreaux, 
vous payerez six cents maîtres d’école  
4 The past tense known as the passé simple is without a clear equivalent in English. While grammatically similar to 
the past tense known as the passé composé, it is distinct in the factual, objective sense by which it marks an event. 
Within the community of French linguists, the past tense known as the passé simple is theorized in an exemplary 
manner by Benveniste: “It is necessary and it suffices that the author remains loyal to the historical content and 
that he banishes all that is foreign to the narration of events (discourse, reflections, comparisons). To tell the truth, 
there no longer is even a narrator. The events are laid down, as they are produced while they would happen in 
historical light. Here, no one speaks; the events seem to narrate themselves. The original tense is aorist, which is 
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“logical”, such as “now”, “if”, “because”, and “but” (leaving aside the occurrences of “and” 

in the first passage in order to simplify). We could be tempted to conclude that the first 

passage constitutes a narrative, organized by the passing of time, while the second one would 

be organized by reasoning that would indicate, by this very fact, a persuasive intention. I 

wrote, “we could be tempted to conclude”; it will be clear that this is not my analysis. Even if, 

of course, there are differences between the two texts, the organization of contents is, in my 

estimation, of a similar nature in both passages. In order to develop this hypothesis, it is 

necessary to first make a remark about the notion of “argumentation” from which I will be 

working. 

 

2.1. Argumentation and Persuasion 

 

 Going against tradition, I will regroup three types of discourse under the category of 

“argumentative” discourse. First, of course, there are discourses including conjunctions like 

so/therefore/then (donc)5, if (si), or because (parce que) (I’m speaking of “normative” 

discourse). Next, there are discourses that contain oppositional conjunctions like however 

(pourtant), although (bien que), or even if (même si) (“transgressive” discourses). Finally, 

there are discourses that, even if they have none of the preceding conjunctions, can just the 

same be paraphrased by normative or transgressive discourses. For example, I believe that the 

utterance these useless polemics do not interest me is argumentative because it can be 

paraphrased by the argumentation these polemics are useless, therefore they do not interest 

me. (For the reasoning behind the parallel drawn between therefore (donc) and however 

(pourtant) and the distinction made between however and but (Adam 1990), refer to Carel 

1995). 

 It should be clear that the notion of “argumentative discourse” that I use does not rely 

upon the notion of persuasive intention. Explanations, for example, seem to me to be a type of 

argumentative discourse (more precisely, normative discourses). Now, to say I preferred to 

go for a stroll because the weather was nice shows no intention to persuade as to one’s 

preference for the stroll. Similarly, the expression the weather was nice, however Pierre did 

not go outside is argumentative for me (a transgressive discourse), and yet it does not show 

the intention to persuade someone that Pierre did not go outside. Argumentation, as I mean it 

here, does not prove the locutor’s persuasive volition. 
																																																																																																																																																															
the tense used for events beyond the scope of a narrating person.” (Benveniste, Problèmes de linguistique 
générale, Tome I, p 241; translated from French) 
5 Translator’s note: In the specific context of the Semantic Blocks Theory, we have chosen to use “therefore” to 
translate “donc”. This choice was made for the specific reason that “therefore” seems the most adequate translation 
of the logical order, nearly mathematical, that the Semantic Blocks Theory seems to evoke by the specific use of 
“donc” that it makes. Other translators have preferred the use of “so”, which is completely defendable. We opted 
in favor of “therefore” simply because “so” has many uses and senses in English, making for a plurality and a 
commonality coming through with “so” that might obfuscate the strict use it has for the Semantic Blocks Theory.  



	 5	

 There is a second reason for the distinction that I make between argumentation and 

persuasion. I conceive every argumentative discourse - be it normative or transgressive - not 

as an assembly of judgments - such as the truth of the former would guarantee (or to the 

contrary would contradict) that of the latter - but as a single judgment. To say for example it 

wasn’t useful therefore Pierre did not buy it is, in my estimation, only to say that Pierre 

abstained from buying the object because of its uselessness; this describes Pierre by means of 

the sole predicate abstain-from-buying-because-of-its-uselessness. There is no positive course 

leading from an argument (it wasn’t useful) to a conclusion (Pierre did not buy it). Who 

would actually reason in such a manner? The locutor can be a spendthrift and not believe that 

one should renounce upon the purchase of useless objects. This only qualifies Pierre by 

means of a “normative” predicate abstain-from-buying-because-of-its-uselessness; Pierre is 

thus described as having been thrifty. This approach is equally applicable to transgressive 

discourses: the Pierre evoked in even if it’s useful, Pierre won’t buy it is described by the sole 

“transgressive” predicate do-no-buy-despite-usefulness, so he appears tight-fisted. (The 

Semantic Blocks Theory labels these argumentative predicates called upon by normative or 

transgressive discourses as “argumentative aspects”.) 

 This predicative analysis of argumentative discourse provides, as I mentioned, a 

second reason to distinguish argumentation from persuasion. From this perspective, an 

argumentative discourse X is P therefore Y is Q indeed constitutes, not a way of making it 

accepted that Y is Q, but a way of interlinking the terms P and Q in order to construct a 

predicate is-Q-because-P that allows the formulation of a single judgment upon Y. Arguing 

no longer consists, then, of “crawling”, from proposition to proposition, towards the truth (the 

expression comes from Saint Thomas) but only of attributing an argumentative predicate. 

This is an affirmation of what Y is (namely Q-because-of-P) and not necessarily an effort to 

persuade that Y is Q.  

 I intend to show that the two passages from Claude Gueux are organized in, and only 

in, an “argumentative” manner – according to the sense of “argumentation” that I just 

developed. 

 

2.2. Organization of Contents in the Descriptive Passage 

 

 Let’s begin with the organization of the narrative passage. Therein, we can 

distinguish two moments: first, a portrait of Claude Gueux in the past tense known as the 

imparfait (imperfect); then, a series of events told in the past tense known as the passé simple 

beginning with un hiver (one winter). I will concentrate upon this second moment that 

constitutes, strictly speaking, the narration: 
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Un hiver, l’ouvrage manqua. Pas de feu ni de pain dans le galetas. L’homme, la fille 

et l’enfant eurent froid et faim. L’homme vola. 

One winter, work was lacking. No fuel nor bread in the garret. The man, the girl and 

the child were cold and hungry. The man stole.  

Apart from a couple of occurrences of et (and), there are no conjunctions here - be the 

conjunctions often called “logical” or those often called “temporal”. However, this text is not 

a pile of facts that are spelled out, a little like a list of errands to run. To understand it, we 

must understand that the various events that it evokes are argumentatively connected such 

that the passage is somewhat equivalent to the following: 

Work was lacking therefore there was no fuel therefore they were cold therefore he 

stole 

I intend to show that this argumentative construction is linguistically prefigured and follows 

the rules of proper semantic construction – rules of textual cohesion – as if there were 

normative conjunctions. Not that textual cohesion is always guaranteed by normative 

sequentialities in my view: it is just that a normative interpretation is necessary in this case.  

 The beginning of the narrative passage shows that the necessity of textual cohesion 

does not require that every sentence be argumentatively connected.   

Il y a sept ou huit ans, un homme nommé Claude Gueux, pauvre ouvrier, vivait à 

Paris. Il avait avec lui une fille qui était sa maîtresse, et un enfant de cette fille. 

Seven or eight years ago, a man named Claude Gueux, a poor workman, lived in 

Paris. He had with him a girl who was his mistress, and a child from this girl.  

In addition, the argumentative juxtaposition of two elements can, of course, correspond to a 

normative argumentation, such as with the narration about the theft. But it can also 

correspond to a transgressive argumentation: 

L’ouvrier était capable, habile, intelligent, fort maltraité par l’éducation, fort bien 

traité par la nature, ne sachant pas lire et sachant penser. 

The workman was clever, skilled and intelligent; very mistreated by education, very 

well treated by nature, without knowing how to read and knowing how to think.  

The repeating of the participle traité (treated) with maltraité/bien traité (mistreated/well 

treated), and the presence of the intensifier fort (very) indicates a contrast, and not a 

consequence, between the two segments fort maltraité par l’éducation (very mistreated by 

education) and fort bien traité par la nature (very well treated by nature). Nothing requires 

that we connect the diverse elements of a text by normative connections.  

 This established, even if multiple types of constructions are apparent - which either 

do or do not argumentatively connect the elements that constitute them - the constructions are 

nevertheless governed by principles. Specifically, the absence of conjunctions hales the 

recognition of standard (and banal) assemblies in the argumentative sequences. I will call 
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these doxical arguments.  Such is not the case if we use a conjunction. We can formulate 

doxical arguments such as this painting was ugly therefore Pierre did not buy it or this 

painting was ugly however Pierre bought it, in which both locutors characterize ugliness as a 

defect. (The Semantic Blocks Theory relates the argumentative predicates of both these 

expressions by carving them – in different ways – from the same semantic block, namely one 

in which ugliness is a defect). But one can also formulate, with the use of a conjunction, the 

paradoxical argumentations this painting was ugly, therefore Pierre bought it and this 

painting was ugly however Pierre did not buy it. This time, the locutor has defined ugliness as 

an asset. (According to the Semantic Blocks Theory, the argumentative predicates of both 

these expressions come from the same “semantic block” – namely one in which ugliness is an 

advantage). It is not the same when the conjunction is absent. The argumentative 

interpretation is, in this case, necessarily doxical. The consequence of this is that Hugo’s 

discourse: 

  Un jour, l’ouvrage manqua ; pas de feu ni de pain dans le galetas 

 One day, work was lacking; no fuel nor bread in the garret 

cannot be interpreted as equivalent to the paradoxical argument using however: 

Un jour, l’ouvrage manqua ; pourtant il n’y eut pas de feu ni de pain dans le gatelas 

One day, work was lacking; however there was no fuel nor bread in the garret 

Inversely, transforming the discourse would give: 

Un jour l’ouvrage manqua. Il y eut du feu et du pain dans le galetas. (Claude comprit 

qu’elle avait un autre amant.) 

One day, work was lacking. There was fuel and bread in the garret. (Claude learned 

that she had another lover.) 

This cannot be interpreted as the equivalent to the paradoxical argument using therefore 

(donc): 

 Un jour l’ouvrage manqua. Donc il y eut du feu et du pain dans le galetas. 

One day, work was lacking. Therefore there was fuel and bread in the garret. 

Argumentative constructions without conjunctions are always doxical: this doxical quality 

makes it such that the Hugo’s discourse will be interpreted in a normative manner (by use of 

donc (therefore)), and that the transformed discourses will be interpreted in a transgressive 

manner [by use of pourtant (however)]. The argumentation’s nature is changed in a way as to 

preserve the doxality of the expression. 

 More precisely, the arguments made by the constructions without conjunctions use 

argumentative predicates that are lexicalized by the terms used by constructions without 

conjunctions – hence the sense of doxicality (of banality, of predictability) that these 

constructions suggest. Thus, the normative predicate no-results-because-of-absence-of-work, 

by means of which Claude Gueux’s character is described in Hugo’s lines l’ouvrage manqua; 
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pas de feu ni de pain dans le galetas, (work was lacking; no fuel nor bread in the garret), is 

inscribed in the very linguistic meaning of l’ouvrage manqua (work was lacking). In the 

meaning of the single word ouvrage (work), we understand that a certain result is intended 

from this labor. This is why it is possible to construct the expression oeuvrer à (to work 

towards, to strive towards), or even the verbal group mettre en œuvre (to carry out, to do), 

that both indicate an effort exerted with an eye to a certain result. The sentence l’ouvrage 

manqua (work was lacking) inverses, in its very use of the verb manquer (to lack) – which is 

a verb that is equivalent to a negation - the meaning of the word ouvrage (work) and 

constructs the predicate not-working-therefore-no-results. It is this predicate that we 

recognize as describing Claude when we interpret l’ouvrage manqua; pas de feu ni de pain as 

meaning l’ouvrage manqua donc il n’y eut pas de pain ni de feu (work was lacking therefore 

there was no bread nor fuel). 

 The argumentative structure of Claude’s theft narrative is therefore doubly prefigured 

by the use of language. This is because, firstly, as we have seen, the constructions without 

material conjunctions have linguistic rules. Secondly, this is because the application of these 

rules leads us to recognize the argumentative predicates inscribed in the very meaning of the 

words used. One could object to this second point by citing the end of the narrative: 

L’homme, la fille et l’enfant eurent froid et faim. L’homme vola. (The man, the girl 

and the child were cold and hungry. The man stole.) 

Does this not describe Claude Gueux by means of the argumentative predicate one’s-family-

is-cold-and-hungry-therefore-steal? And yet, this predicate does not belong to the meaning of 

one’s wife and child are cold and hungry; it is not part of the meaning of the word hungry 

that hunger leads to theft. My response to such an objection would be that the argumentative 

predicate that Hugo uses is not one’s-family-is-cold-and-hungry-therefore-steal, but rather 

one’s-family-is-cold-and-hungry-therefore-help-them. It is the latter that belongs to the 

meaning of one’s wife and child are cold and hungry and it is actually this that is summoned 

forth in this argument. The consequence is that Claude appears generous: in response to the 

cold and hunger to which Claude’s family is subjected, Hugo presents his theft as a form of 

aid that he brings to his close ones.  

 I now intend to compare the argumentative structures of this narrative with those in 

the militant passage. 

 

2.3. The Organization of Contents in the Militant Passage 

 

 We will begin by noting that the militant passage very much resembles the narrative 

passage. For example, we find in both of them certain constructions that are without 

conjunction: Vous avez ôté le fer rouge ; le boulet et le couperet n’ont plus de sens (You have 
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removed the hot iron: the ball, the chain and the blade no longer make sense.). The militant 

passage is, at least in part, argumentative. But what about the groupings of utterances that are 

carried out by conjunctions? Do they construct reasoning, which is to say an assembly of 

propositions – with both premises and conclusion - that allow the truth of the former to be 

transmitted to the latter? By looking at the following example, we will see that the answer is 

no: 

Or flétrissure, bagne, peine de mort, trois choses qui se tiennent. Vous avez supprimé 

la flétrissure, si vous êtes logiques, supprimez le reste.  

Now stigmatization, the penal colony, the death penalty are three things that go 

together. You’ve abolished stigmatization; if you’re logical, abolish the others. 

There is no denying that if these two sentences constitute a type of reasoning, it would be a 

rather circular one because the only meaning that we can give to the intended premise “trois 

choses qui se tiennent” (three things that go together) is that these things should be treated in 

the same way. Simply stated, if one of them is to be abolished, then the others ones should be 

as well. If this were the case, there would not be any path from the alleged premise to the 

alleged conclusion. The notion of reasoning would not transfer this supposed truth. The effort 

to persuade, itself, would be grotesque (we cannot “persuade” someone of what she already 

knows). This would only be ratiocination. The conclusion would not be deduced from the 

premises and by the implicative connections that would unite them, but rather affirmed by, 

and contained within, the argument itself. The reasoning would not be “p and p implies q 

therefore q” but rather “p therefore p”. This excessively obvious circularity would eliminate 

any chance of persuading the reader. It seems to me that thinking in this way would be an 

injustice to Hugo’s text that is, to the contrary, efficient, convincing and linguistically well-

constructed. This is why I prefer to view it as a successful argumentative construction rather 

than as an instance of circular reasoning that is hardly persuasive. 

 It is the same thing, I believe, for the rest of the militant passage. It is argumentative 

in the same way as the narrative passage. Not that the two passages - even the narrative one - 

are terribly reasonable, per se. Rather than neither of them is, even the “militant” passage. 

Both of them intertwine words in a way as to construct argumentative predicates thanks to 

which the various objects in the text are described.  

 

2.4. Narrative Text, Militant Text and Argumentation 

 

 Is it inasmuch as a narrative text that the descriptive passage can be paraphrased by 

arguments? Or is it a quality of this particular narrative passage that - in aiming to show that 

society was unfair to Claude - would contain (by virtue of this fact) argumentative discourses 

that make it akin to the militant passage? Inversely, is it inasmuch as a militant text that the 
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second part of Claude Gueux is empty of reasoning? Or is it rather a quality of this particular 

militant passage, ultimately the result of a Hugo who is more a man of letters than a 

theoretician? 

 Let’s begin with the narrative passage. An argumentative analysis will allow us to 

show that it effectively prepares the utterance society was unfair with Claude Gueux without 

actually saying it. But we will see that this allusion to the injustice of society results from the 

application of the rules of textual cohesion in narratives, and not the moralizing rules of 

logos. It is inasmuch as a narration that the narrative passage evokes argumentations. To show 

this, it will be necessary to make a detour through lexical analysis.  

 We have seen that the Semantic Blocks Theory proposes a predicative analysis of 

argumentative discourses. Their argumentative predicates are, in my estimation, fundamental 

semantic elements, constitutive of the very meaning of words. So I put various argumentative 

predicates in the meaning of the adjective thrifty such as: abstain-from-buying-because-of-

uselessness, having-a-quality-therefore-is-appreciated, or having-a-quality-however-isn’t-

appreciated [the meaning of lexical terms is always plural, cf (Ducrot 2001)]. The presence of 

the first of these predicates in the meaning of thrifty is the reason for which we sense a 

kinship between the judgments the locutors make of Pierre in it was useless therefore Pierre 

did not buy it and in Pierre was thrifty. The presence of the second and third argumentative 

predicates in the meaning of thrifty is the reason for which Pierre was thrifty makes for a 

favorable judgment of Pierre and says more than the simple argumentation it was useless 

therefore Pierre did not buy it. We can summarize all of these points by saying that Pierre 

was thrifty is an “interpretation” of it was useless therefore Pierre did not buy it (another 

“interpretation” would be Pierre never indulges himself, which would esteem Pierre’s 

behavior in an unfavorable manner). We will note that making the “interpretation” that he 

was thrifty follow after the argumentation it was useless therefore Pierre did not buy it 

ultimately gives a larger sense of closing, a little like the one produced in music’s perfect 

cadences – used, for example, by Georges Brassens at the end of his songs - and that, while 

being played in low-pitched notes, are systematically constructed in a very formal manner by 

what is called the dominant note and the tonic note. I qualify this form of closing as “narrative 

cadence”. 

 Jean de La Fontaine’s Fables provide numerous examples of this closing 

phenomenon. For example, the moral of Les Animaux Malades de la Peste (Animals Sick 

from the Plague) closes the narrative about the donkey’s condemnation with a narrative 

cadence. The Donkey was condemned because of his weakness, and the moral (according to 

which you are powerful or destitute, the court’s judgments will make you white or black6) 

																																																								
6 Selon que vous soyez puissant ou misérable, les jugements de cour vous feront blanc ou noir. 
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“interprets” this event by recognizing the inequality of the court’s judgments (more 

technically, the narrative tells the story of the Donkey while simultaneously describing it by 

means of an argumentative predicate condemned-because-destitute. Next, the moral - based 

on the theme of the court’s judgments - adds to this same predicate the following one: 

vindicate-because-powerful). Narrative cadence is used here, just as it is at the end of the 

following amoral fable, namely Le Loup et le Chien (The Wolf and the Dog): 
Chained? Says the Wolf : you don’t then run 
wherever you wish? – Not always, but so what? 
- It’s such an issue that, of all your meals 
I don’t want any of them, 
And wouldn’t like even a treasure at this price. 
Saying this, Master Wolf ran away and runs still today.7 

The Wolf’s final utterances evoke eat his fill would be a privation therefore the Wolf won’t 

have it; and the last verse, by using the verbal group s’enfuit et court encore (ran away and 

runs still today), “interprets” these utterances as an escape to save his liberty. Once again, 

then, the predicate source-of-suffering-therefore-don’t-do-it (signified by s’enfuir (to escape)) 

is expressed.  To this is added escape-therefore-free.  

 Now - and this is the most important point for me - a persuasive movement, in both of 

these examples, does not accompany the sense of closure that these narrative cadences give. 

This is clearly the case for Le Loup et le Chien (The Wolf and the Dog), and it is the similar in 

Les Animaux Malades de la Peste (The Animals Sickened by the Plague). The moral of this 

fable does not make up the lesson: La Fontaine aims to convince us, not of the banality that 

strength wins and weakness loses (which reproduces the very definition of strength and 

weakness), but rather of how the obedience of powerful people’s rules (because the Donkey 

goes along with the Lion and accepts that an Animal be sacrificed) is pointless. The 

divergence between the moral and the lesson in La Fontaine’s fables has been noted many 

times by researchers. The narrative cadence that concludes the fable is not part of a persuasive 

movement; it closes without seeking to persuade; it is a purely narrative phenomenon.  

 Let’s now get back to Hugo’s narrative passage. If it is alluding (without saying so 

explicitly) to society was unjust with him, it is not because – as it would be persuasive – this 

narrative passage would lead to this conclusion; but rather because – as it is narrative - this 

narrative passage allows for the story’s closure by a narrative cadence (Claude was described 

by means of the argumentative predicate punished-despite-the-minor-mistake; society was 

unjust only “interprets” this event by joining other argumentative predicates to this one, for 

example is-evil-therefore-to-be-fought, which also belongs to the meaning of injustice). These 
																																																								
7 “- Attaché ? dit le Loup : vous ne courez donc pas 
Où vous voulez ? – Pas toujours mais qu’importe ? 
- Il importe si bien, que de tous vos repas 
Je ne veux en aucune sorte, 
Et ne voudrais pas même à ce prix un trésor. 
Cela dit, maître Loup s’enfuit et court encor” 
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are rules of narration, not of logos, that help us pick up on the allusion to society’s injustice in 

Hugo’s narrative passage. This text results from the unique nature of its narration, and its 

argumentative characteristics are not due to any hidden militant nature.  

 Might it be that, inversely, militant texts never contain reasoning and are always 

argumentatively, and only argumentatively, organized? I think so: not that I am saying 

people’s expression is completely disordered. Very much to the contrary, I generally believe 

that our expression is very organized (even if, in my opinion, they never reflect reasoning). It 

is precisely in order to do them justice that I propose to recognize arguments in them - and not 

reasoning that invariably proves to be fallacious. Hugo’s literary objective is not a handicap 

that would drive him to miss banal uses of modus ponens, but rather an asset that allows him 

to achieve rich argumentative constructions. 

 But then, what causes our intuitive sense that the persuasive intention is more present 

in the militant passage than it is in the narrative passage? 

 

3. Different Enunciative Modes 

 

 The enunciative phenomena that interest me are those noted by Benveniste 

(Benveniste 1966) that he qualifies as “historic enunciation” and “discursive enunciation”. I 

understand these two forms of enunciation as two types of tones that a locutor can assume 

when speaking. Either the locutor is disengaged from his utterance – for example, this is the 

case for the locutor in un hiver, l’ouvrage manqua (one winter, work was lacking) in which 

the utterance is intended to communicate factual contents – and the enunciation is historical. 

Or, inversely, the locutor engages himself in his utterance and declares his attempt to act upon 

his interlocutor – as with the imperatives refaites votre pénalité, refaites vos codes (redo your 

penalties, redo your laws) – and the enunciation is, in this case, discursive. I believe that both 

of these forms of enunciation are essentially postures taken by the locutor. They reflect 

neither his intellectual state of mind nor the reasons (perception, hearsay…) for which the 

assertions are made (Berrendonner 1981). Once put in play, they serve only to introduce 

differences in the discourse’s nature. Instead of un hiver, l’ouvrage manqua (one winter, work 

was lacking), Hugo could have written un hiver, l’ouvrage a manqué (one winter, work was 

lacking)8. Whereas the locutor in the former (in the passé simple) would identify himself as 

someone who is presenting facts that are known (or at least can be known) by everyone, the 

locutor in the latter (by his very use of the past tense known as the passé composé) would 

identify himself as simply addressing the contents of his utterance to his interlocutor. Apart 

this linguistic difference of address, nothing else is changed. My hypothesis is that the 

																																																								
8 The past tense known as the passé simple was replaced by the past tense known as the passé compose. 
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passages in question are intuitively distinct because they are - in the sense I just gave to this 

term - enunciatively distinct.  

Now, let’s make a few theoretical precisions. 

 

3.1.  Discourse Formation and Interlocutor Presence 

 

 Distinguishing my point of view from that of Beneviste, I think that all utterances 

have a locutor who is responsible for the textual function of contents. The locutor can 

highlight, admit, or exclude the contents (contrary to Scapoline’s propositions (Nolke, 

Flottum and Noren, 2004), the discursive attitudes taken by the locutor are, in my view, rather 

reduced in number). For example, the locutor in Marie’s friend isn’t nice admits [Marie has a 

friend], excludes the positive content [Marie’s friend is nice] and highlights the negative 

content neg-[Marie’s friend is nice] according to which Marie’s friend has a somewhat nasty 

nature. It is not the same thing for the apparition of contents that is not necessarily presented 

in relation to the locutor himself because the latter can disengage himself and declare to have 

nothing to do with the conception of the contents (smoking ruins one’s health). So we can 

recognize, as Beneveniste notes, the existence of the locutor’s disengagement. For me, though 

- and I insist upon this point-, this is not to say that here is a total erasing of the locutor in the 

utterance. This disengagement concerns only the way that the contents appear; the textual 

function always brings a locutor into play.  

 The second point brings me to once again distance myself from Benveniste: for me, 

the interlocutor’s role is not symmetrical to that of the locutor. Benveniste says that, when the 

enunciation is disengaged, it is possible for content to be addressed to no particular 

interlocutor. The content are presented as if it is common knowledge; or as I like to put it, it 

appears in the tone of what is “observed” (“trouvé”). The locutor proclaims to have simply 

collected or gathered contents that would exist independently of him. But a locutor can refuse 

all responsibility of the content’s apparition and at the same time have the intention of 

presenting it to an interlocutor who is less informed than he. Such is the case in narratives 

delivered in the present narrative tense in which the locutor plays the intermediary role: 

 
As soon as the purge commission’s decision had been passed, Popov did everything he could 
to not apply it. In February 1925, he provided the Inspection with a list of people who had 
been excluded. There were but twenty [of them]! What’s more, he tried, so it seemed, to trick 
the commission by mentioning several people who weren’t targeted by the decisions and who 
had left or had been ousted for other reasons. (A. Blum and M. Mespoulet 2003)9 

																																																								
9 “Une fois la décision de la commission de purge arrêtée, Popov fait tout son possible pour ne pas l’appliquer. En 
février 1925, il fournit à l’Inspection la liste des personnes qui ont été exclues. Elles ne sont que vingt ! Qui plus 
est, il essaie, semble-t-il, de piéger la commission en mentionnant quelques personnes qui n’étaient pas visées par 
les décisions et qui sont parties ou ont été évincées pour d’autres raisons. (A.Blum et M.Mespoulet, L’anarchie 
bureaucratique) 
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As soon as the contents appear (and not simply with the choice of their textual function), the 

locutor’s presence can be felt through the marked hesitation shown with semble-t-il (so it 

seemed), or even the exclamation by which the locutor claims to react to the facts. The locutor 

does not, however, give his opinion; he is simply presenting himself as bringing information 

to an interlocutor who is listening to him and who presumably knows less about this 

information than he. In this case, I say that the contents appear under the “informative” tone.  

 Third precision. Whereas Benveniste opposes only the discursive enunciation to the 

historic enunciation, I am opposing diverse subjective tones (that are variable in terms of the 

address, as well as the nature, of their subjectivity) to the two disengaged tones (the observed 

tone and the informative tone). Among these is the tone of what is “conceived” (“conçu”). It’s 

one under which the following content appears: [Pierre is tiresome] in I find that Pierre is 

tiresome10 or even the content [it’s sad] in it’s really sad11. In both cases, the locutor is 

engaged in his utterance in the sense that he declares himself as having conceived his contents 

for this very utterance and addressing these contents to an active interlocutor from whom the 

former expects a response.  

 Whereas Benveniste would have radically opposed Hugo’s two passages by 

recognizing the historical enunciation in the first passage and the discursive enunciation in the 

second passage, I argue that Hugo’s narrative passage and militant passage both use the 

observed tone and are distinguishable only in that the narrative passage associates with this an 

informative tone while the militant passage associates with this the conceived tone.  

 

3.2. Getting Back to Claude Gueux 

 

 Written entirely in the past tense known as the passé simple, the narration of the theft 

is uttered in the observed tone: 

 

Un hiver, l’ouvrage manqua. Pas de feu ni de pain dans le galetas. L’homme, la fille 

et l’enfant eurent froid et faim. L’homme vola. 

One winter, work was lacking. No fuel nor bread in the garret. The man, the girl and 

the child were cold and hungry. The man stole.  

The events “seem to narrate themselves,” to borrow Benveniste’s expression. They seem to 

be there, before the locutor’s eyes, just as they are before anyone else’s, and the locutor does 

not need to transmit them. Indeed, the past tense known as the passé simple gives the 

impression that everyone knows the past events, that they are accepted. They do not happen 

																																																								
10 Je trouve que Pierre est ennuyeux. 
11 c’est bien triste 
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in front of the locutor, they are already there in front of everyone. The locutor only takes 

advantage of them. No one gives an opinion and no one receives information. The narrative 

has a factual appearance, not because the facts are there without any make-up, but because the 

past tense known as the passé simple describes the contents as having been found there 

without any make-up. 

 Both the militant passage and the narrative passage share the common point of using 

the observed tone. This can be seen with the following utterance: 

 la peine de mort est une amputation barbare 

 the death penalty is a barbaric amputation 

Of course this utterance uses an evaluative adjective, barbare (barbaric), and by that can be 

qualified as non-objective. But does the locutor admit this bias, or does he act as if “être une 

amputation barbare” (“to be a barbarian amputation”) were an observable, real-world property 

of the death penalty? Is it that the locutor claims to communicate what he, himself, is 

conceiving, or is he claiming to say what (objectively) is? Is it that the utterance is the same 

type as je trouve que la peine de mort est une amputation barbare (I find that the death 

penalty is a barbaric amputation)?  Or is this utterance the same type as la peine de mort fut 

une amputation barbare (The death penalty was a barbaric amputation12). It seems to me to 

be more of the latter. Hugo intends to say what is, not what he conceives, and the content [the 

death penalty has the property of being a barbaric amputation] is presented in the observed 

tone. The evaluative contents - that are not truth-conditional - can appear factual. This is what 

the government does when it requires the publication of “smoking seriously harms you and 

others around you” on cigarette packages (the seriousness is not an observable property). This 

is what Hugo does at the beginning of the militant passage. The content’s nature does not 

condition the tone through which it appears. The two passages use the observed tone in a 

similar manner. These passages are distinguishable because of other tones that they use: the 

informative tone in the first passage and the conceived tone in the second.  

 The narrative passage indeed begins in the informative tone. By using an ou (or) in il 

y a sept ou huit ans (seven or eight years ago) – which is quite similar to Blum’s semble-t-il 

(so it would seem)-, the locutor presents himself as bringing factual contents. He brings them 

to someone who will not speak (the facts are indisputable) and that Hugo designates by using 

the third person, as shown by the nominal group le lecteur (the reader): 

Je dis les choses comme elles sont, laissant le lecteur ramasser les moralités à 

mesure que les faits les sèment sur leur chemin 

I am describing things as they were, leaving the reader to gather the moralities as the 

facts sow them along the way. 

																																																								
12 Stated in the passé simple tense of previous mention (see notes 4 and 6). 
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As it is disengaged, the tone is not one that suggests facts that are simply there (cf. the 

narration of the theft in the passé simple), but rather one in which facts are brought forward. 

In addition to the observed tone, the narrative passage bears the informative tone. 

 The militant passage’s locutor adds another enunciative tone to the observed tone, 

namely what I called the conceived tone. It is actually through this tone that the final contents 

of the militant passage appear: 

Puisque vous êtes en verve de suppressions, supprimez le bourreau. Avec la solde de 

vos quatre-vingts bourreaux, vous payerez six cents maîtres d’école. 

Because you are in sparkling form for eliminations, abolish the executioner. With the 

savings of your eighty executioners, you will pay six hundred schoolmasters.  

We know that the imperative grammatical form has numerous functions. In this present use – 

in which it is followed by the future tense - the imperative is associated with a goal that is 

explicitly expressed by the use of the future tense itself. The content that is communicated 

constitutes the argumentative content (i.e. If you abolish the executioner, you will pay many 

schoolmasters) and the locutor declares himself as having conceived this argumentative link 

at the same moment as the enunciation, and also addressing it to an interlocutor who, 

designated by the vous (you), is described as being capable of responding [calling someone by 

vous (you) amounts to accepting that he thereafter speaks by using je (I)]: we recognize very 

clearly the conceived tone.  

 So, there are two enunciative changes when going from the narrative passage to the 

militant passage: one change of address, the passage listener becoming here an active 

interlocutor; and a change in the locutor’s engagement who – while formerly disengaged in 

the narration - here becomes engaged.  

 

3.3. Enunciation and Persuasion 

 

Which of the two phenomena - that of address or rather that of engagement - is 

responsible for our sentiment that the militant passage lets us catch a better glimpse of Hugo’s 

persuasive intention?  

  We could think that the addressing of an active interlocutor - because it makes 

apparent the target of the locutor’s efforts to influence - is what allows us to recognize Hugo’s 

persuasive intention. But Hugo does not exactly seek to persuade those to whom the text is 

explicitly addressed through the use of vous (you). It would indeed be rather awkward to 

mock them: 

Messieurs, il se coupe trop de têtes en France. Puisque vous êtes en train de faire des 

économies, faites-en dessus. 
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Sirs, there are too many heads cut off in France. Because you are saving [money], do 

so with that. 

If Hugo is addressing the deputies, it is not to convince them: it is to show himself more 

brilliant than them, to vanquish them and then, strengthened by this victory, to seduce 

spectators of this debate whom he aims to ally to his cause. Not that he expects these 

spectators to proclaim him winner of this imaginary argument that he has picked with the 

deputies: Hugo does not aspire to convince them per se; these spectators are not arbiters. The 

battle is already won and the locutor gave himself a glittering role in it. Hugo is only trying to 

seduce the spectators by the heroic portrait that he is laying out of himself. 

 So I will come back to my question one last time. Why does the militant passage 

show Hugo’s persuasive intention more than the narrative passage does? My response is that 

the locutor’s enunciative engagement is what allows him to transform his discourse into a 

self-portrait. It is no longer a question - as it was in the narrative passage - of letting the 

events narrate themselves, nor of presenting them to the passive listener. It is instead a 

question of presenting oneself as thinking fairly, or rather thinking better, more skillfully, 

more efficiently, than a certain vous (you). There are linguistic traces of this brilliant locutor’s 

presence as he is triumphing over an active interlocutor. The locutor’s self-portrait can drive 

spectators to eventually join his cause (it can also make them smile; Hugo is a little childish). 

This is a psychological consequence that the semantics ignore. The militant passage is 

linguistically different from the narrative passage only in that its locutor, by using the 

conceived tone, describes himself. Its persuasive efficiency depends on the quality of the self-

portrait.  
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