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In Le Pornographe, published in 1769, Rest if  addresses t he problem of
prost it ut ion in an essay wit hin a series of  essays ent it led Les Idées
singulières.  This part icular project  proposes a general syst emic reform in
which prost it ut es would be cont rolled by t he st at e, housed apart , and
shelt ered from abuse so t hat  in t urn societ y would be shielded from t he
ills associat ed and shelt ered wit h unregulat ed debauchery. In his art icle
“Rest if  de la Bret onne and t he Reform of Prost it ut ion,” David Coward
assesses Le Pornographe as progressive, explaining t hat  Rest if  does not
condemn prost it ut es for t heir vice but  views t hem as vict ims of  povert y
who merit  sympat hy and social prot ect ion.  When Rest if  revisit s t he
subject  of  prost it ut ion in his 1789 work Le Palais Royal  at  t he very
moment  when fundament al social change was occurring all around him,
one would imagine t hat  he would ret urn t o his posit ion of  social act ivism
wit h a renewed call for laws t o regulat e t he pract ice of  prost it ut ion.
However, as Pet er Wagst a  has observed, Rest if ’s writ ing during t he
Revolut ion present s a ret reat  from his previous project s for social reform
int o a personal world of  sexual fant asies,  and Le Palais Royal is
exemplary of  t his movement  from general t o part icular solut ions, from
hope for a di erent  fut ure t o a ret reat  int o t he familiar and familial past .
In his int erviews wit h t he prost it ut es he meet s in t he allée des soupirs,
Rest if  is not  int erest ed in discovering and document ing t heir everyday
experience but  in delving int o t heir origins, asking t hem t o recount  [End
Page 153] t heir early life from t he circumst ances of  t heir birt h t o t heir
ent ry int o t he sex t rade. Significant ly, t he majorit y of  t he women he
feat ures are from families wit h means, and t heir ent ry int o prost it ut ion is
o en less a result  of  economic need t han of t he perversion of  a parent al
f igure; accordingly, in t his t ext , Rest if  sit uat es t he causes of  prost it ut ion
not  in general socio-economic fact ors but  in psycho-sexual problems
part icular t o each family. Moreover, at  t he end of many of  t he st ories, if
Rest if  proposes a solut ion for prost it ut ion, it  is not  a general proposit ion
for inst it ut ional reform but  a personalized rescue of  t he individual
prost it ut e in a ret urn t o virt ue t hrough a reunion wit h her family. In Le
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Palais Royal, Rest if  facilit at es t he a abulation of  a family romance for
t he girls he meet s, one t hat  somet imes feat ures t he elevat ing claim of
noble parent s but  just  as o en t he degraded image of  sexually
pervert ed ones. At  t he same t ime, t he explorat ion of  family relat ions in
t he prost it ut es’ st ories allows Rest if  t o oscillat e bet ween his dual views
of t he family as bot h t he sit e of  moral salvat ion and t he nexus of  sexual
corrupt ion. In his const ant  ret urn t o family origins, Rest if  shows not  only
an inabilit y t o abandon his own st range family values but  also an
incapacit y t o t ruly believe in t he power of  t he Revolut ion t o o er new
solut ions for societ y.

Family Romances

In The Family Romance of the French Revolution, Lynn Hunt  defines t he
Freudian paradigm in t his way:

By ‘family romance,’ Freud means t he neurot ic’s fant asy of
‘get t ing free from t he parent s of  whom he now has a low opinion
and of replacing t hem by ot hers who, as a rule, are of  higher social
st anding.’

While t he hist orian Hunt  applies t he Freudian concept  t o t he collect ive
unconscious, lit erary crit ics have used it  t o st udy t he st ory an individual
t ells about  his or her own family: Mart he Robert  has est ablished t hat  t he
roman des origines is at  t he origin of  t he ninet eent h-cent ury French
novel,  and Jan Herman has recent ly adapt ed Robert ’s ideas by reading
t he eight eent h- cent ury French novel as a récit généalogique.  In
examining Rest if ’s own aut obiography, Monsieur Nicolas, Pet er Wagst a
has ident if ied t he presence of  a Freudian family romance in Rest if ’s
ambivalence t oward his fat her and his superiorit y t o his surroundings.  As
well, t he obviously invent ed genealogy in Monsieur Nicolas which t races
t he aut hor’s ancest ors back t o emperors of  ancient  Rome exemplif ies
t he...
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