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INTRODUCTION: BYPASSING PARIS? SE PASSER DE PARIS?
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‘Sauver Paris, c’est plus que sauver la France, c’est sauver le monde. Paris est le centre 
même de l’humanité. Paris est la ville sacrée.’1 These words, pronounced by Victor Hugo 
on 4 September 1870 upon returning from two decades of exile, the day following the 
proclamation of the Third Republic by Léon Gambetta, could not have been made with 
reference to any other city in the modern world. Whether as capital of the nineteenth 
century or capital of the World’s Republic of Letters, Paris is exceptional in terms of its 
centrality to French-language literature and thought, and this quasi-mythical status has 
caused an exceptional reliance within our discipline on a centre–periphery model as a 
prism through which to view cultural difference.2 In other words, if Paris is the uncon-
tested centre, then everything else becomes periphery. In World Literature, the pull of 
the centre seems just as strong, with both Moretti and Casanova agreeing that World 
Literature has a distinct centre, ‘which is a source of innovation and cannot be bypassed’.3 
In the context of postcolonial studies, Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin have claimed that the 
centre–periphery binary ‘has been one of the most contentious ideas’ in the field.4

Even those who attempt to challenge the status quo by asserting the independence 
of the periphery, as suggested by Janine Hauthal and Anna-Leena Toivanen, inevitably 
‘run the risk of perpetuating the binary and continue to subscribe to the very idea of the 
centre instead of destabilizing it’.5 How can we in French Studies (broadly interpreted) 
question the conundrum of Paris’s centrality while at the same time undoing, or avoid-
ing, the pitfalls of the centre–periphery model, which is dogged by centripetal forces and 
a stubborn methodological nationalism?6

These considerations inform the present collective reflection on whether it is ever 
fruitful, or even possible, to bypass Paris or se passer de Paris, and are already at the heart 
of our respective research projects.7 Some articles doubt the very possibility of bypass-
ing Paris within our field. Others propose an investigation of ‘lateral links’ or ‘lateral 
networks’8 as a way of bypassing Paris. These can be lateral links between ‘peripheries’ 
within the so-called Hexagon,9 as in the case of regional writers in Brittany or Savoie 
corresponding with members of the Occitan Félibrige, or links with other ‘peripheral’ 
cultures in the wider Francosphère, or even via languages other than French, as in the 
case of pan-Celticism or international crime fiction networks. However, the idea of ‘lat-
eral’ links, just like the notion of a ‘periphery’, still implies a centre. The articles here 
thus tend towards a non-hierarchical network model such as that advocated by Caroline 
Levine, who argues that ‘The network allows us to understand vital aspects of literary 
history that the nation obscures, including, paradoxically enough, the nation itself.’10 
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Others propose ways of unthinking the centre–periphery dichotomy altogether in order 
to embrace new perspectives. These include using a much broader oceanic lens, moving 
beyond anthropocentrism, and even the idea of scrutinizing literature under the ‘ideal 
conditions’ of a science experiment that brackets Paris off. Our aim in this special issue is 
to inspire further, perhaps more radical, efforts to dismantle this centralizing lens.

Our project acknowledges that working with ‘Paris’ as a concept is dangerous because 
it is so mythologized. Which ‘Paris’ are we proposing to bypass? Post-Revolutionary Paris 
was (and is) itself multilingual, multicultural, the home of many provincials (including some 
who were instrumental in regionalist movements), of the underprivileged, of exiles, and is not 
represented holistically (to the extent that this is possible) by any literary elite. Real, lived, 
Paris is too heterogenous to be referred to in the singular, as is evident from such works as 
Maspero’s Passagers du Roissy-Express. The real Paris is plural, and we fully embrace work on 
this by scholars such as Forsdick, Achille and Moudileno, who have rightly encouraged an 
approach to Paris that will ‘account more clearly for its multi-sitedness and for the heteroge-
neous range of cultures whose presence have shaped the capital’.11

Focussing largely on non-Parisian contexts in the modern world since the 
French Revolution, however, in ‘Bypassing Paris? Se passer de Paris?’, we acknowledge 
that pernicious ideas of geography are sometimes more dangerous and pervasive than real geog-
raphies themselves.12 The idea of the tyranny of Paris became a lived experience for so many 
who felt excluded by the capital, whether living in it or not, ‘[m]ais la province à son tour 
est lasse d’être absorbée ou tyrannisée par la capitale’.13 Such cries for decentralization have 
punctuated French history since, at least, the Revolution, even though criticism has only 
turned to these relatively recently.14 In literary terms, as Casanova states, Paris has been seen 
as performing a function, une fonction, within the World’s Republic of Letters, dictating liter-
ary taste, sanctioning works, turning them from texts into ‘literature’ proper, as opposed to 
‘regional literature’.15 Among literary critics in dominant Parisian journals, exclusive cénacles, 
gate-keeping publishing houses, and the whole machinery of literary consecration, we must 
recall that it is official institutions, such as the iconic Paris-based Académie française, that 
have traditionally embodied such a function. The late immortel Marc Fumaroli commented 
that ‘La France est le premier—et, en définitive, le seul—pays qui se voie doté d’un “corps 
littéraire” d’État.’16 And the most sacrosanct element of such a corps littéraire d’État is the 
French language itself.

Some of the articles in this special issue highlight the importance, within French 
Studies broadly interpreted, of undoing the workings of ‘French republican linguistic 
ideology’, which has traditionally established ‘a strong link between language and na-
tional identity’.17 After all, this was deemed so important still in 1992 that, to fight 
against the increasing threat of other languages, including global English, a clause was 
added to article two of the Constitution of the Fifth Republic, which now reads, un-
equivocally, that ‘la langue de la République est le français’. Paris the ‘berceau sacré de la 
Révolution’18 and the ‘guarantor of national unity’,19 a unity which has hinged on French 
monolingualism at least since the Abbé Grégoire,20 thus also becomes the symbol of the 
bon parler and bien écrire. The dominant idea is that internal multilingualism belongs to 
the Ancien Régime or, at best, that it should be seen as a folkloristic and colourful heritage. 
Researching multilingually, against the grain of French glottophobia,21 is a possible way 
forward that bypasses what we may term, more specifically, the methodological Parisian-
ism that we have all experienced as scholars in this discipline. The alternative avenues 
suggested by this collection of articles challenge the rather stale dynamics of literary con-
secration and thus expand the corpus of what is worth including in our ever-expanding 
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literary republics. In their mutually enriching plurality, they do so, it is hoped, whether 
bypassing Paris or not, without painting the real Paris, in turn, as a monolithic entity. 
At the same time, they surely set out to challenge its function as the sacred guarantor of 
literary worthiness.
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