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Degenerate Bodies: 
Max Nordau’s Degeneration 
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Abstract
In Degeneration (1892), Max Nordau included Émile Zola in his 
theory that fin-de-siècle artists were a danger to society. According 
to Nordau, the ‘false science’ in Zola’s Naturalist novels would erode 
social progress in their alleged preoccupation with disease, sexual 
deviancy and amorality. This article proposes that degeneration 
is, however, a valuable lens to understand Zola’s novel La Débâcle 
(1892). The work depicts a sickly Napoleon III during the Franco-
Prussian War (1870–71), whose illness is metonymised with France’s 
politics, history and nationhood. In portraying the human body as 
a site of  morality and coupling it with notions of  illness and cure, 
this article demonstrates the capacity of  Zola’s literary-medical 
aesthetics to acknowledge the body’s wider cultural and sociological 
importance.
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“Ego-maniac”, “filthy pseudo-realist”, “anti-social vermin”: these 
are some of  Max Nordau’s accusations against fin-de-siècle artists 
and writers in his seminal work Entartung (Degeneration), published 
in Germany in 1892 (1993, 557). Nordau was protesting about the 
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degeneracy of  the works produced by these individuals, and he 
counted Zola as one of  them. This article will compare Nordau’s 
concept of  degeneration with Zola’s novel La Débâcle, which was 
published in the same year. By examining Nordau’s degeneration 
theory as metonymic links between the body, society and morality, 
we shall see that it helps illustrate Zola’s vision of  the decline of  the 
French nation. Degeneration theory provides a beneficial framework 
for expressing the political corruption of  Napoleon III and the 
Second Empire and fits very well with Zola’s Naturalist aesthetic.

For Zola, political corruption materialises as a physiological 
corruption of  the body and this precipitates a national decline on all 
levels. La Débâcle recounts the end of  the Second Empire (1852–70) 
when France is soundly beaten in the Franco-Prussian War in 1870 
and is consequently at a low ebb. Zola shows the cause of  defeat to 
be various degenerate bodies, as Nordau would understand them. 
Not only are these bodies in decline and experiencing sickness, but 
they are, critically, sites of  morality. This article will consider the 
medical paradigm of  Zola’s aesthetics, which is capacious enough to 
encapsulate the moral as well as the physiological. We shall, therefore, 
explore the sick bodies of  Napoleon III and the bourgeois character 
Maurice Levasseur as agent and carrier of  degeneration. In contrast, 
the working-class Jean Macquart is unaffected by this national 
disease. Nordau had accused Zola of  being a negative influence for 
France, writing that the Rougon-Macquart novel cycle (in which La 
Débâcle is the penultimate novel) consists of  “degenerates, lunatics, 
criminals [and] prostitutes” who are “not members of  any modern 
civilized people” (Nordau, 496). In underlining the unsuitability 
of  writing about “degenerates”, Nordau misjudged the essential 
morality of  Zola’s Naturalist aesthetic which sought to lay bare the 
workings of  society and its people with an objective eye.

Following Zola’s desire to diagnose the health of  post-
war France, the article will go on to analyse how France could be 
“cured” of  its perceived degeneration in the final part of  La Débâcle, 
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concentrating on the civil war of  the Commune. As degeneration is 
a physiological condition, the cure must be of  the body. But it is also 
a moral condition, so an adequate cure must involve no less than 
the regeneration of  France as it leaves the Second Empire behind. 
This article demonstrates the need to acknowledge the body’s 
wider cultural and sociological dimensions, with Zola’s literature 
exemplifying how the biological is transfigured from the material 
to metonymy.

La Débâcle was published twenty-two years after the Franco-
Prussian War. Writing from the perspective of  the Third Republic 
(1870–1940), Zola’s novel may well be using this watershed moment 
when Empire turned into Republic to comment on his own time. 
The early Third Republic was a period of  accelerated change, and 
it felt as though “society [was] about to disappear” (Weber, 1986, 
11). In his 26 January 1892 letter to Van Santen Kolff  on La Débâcle, 
we see Zola’s interest in looking back to the Second Empire when 
he writes that the novel is not merely about the War, but “c’est 
l’écroulement d’une dynastie, c’est l’effondrement d’une époque” 
(1989, 244). Pierre-Henri Simon concluded that Zola closed the 
gap between events portrayed and the dates of  their portrayal, and 
history — no longer a knowledge of  the past or a preoccupation 
with the dead — became a vehicle for revolution and the future (as 
quoted in Goodrich, 1975, 39). My contention is that in studying the 
ills of  the Second Empire, Zola can create a prognosis for the new 
Third Republic.

The second half  of  the nineteenth century witnessed the 
professionalisation of  medicine. The Association Générale des Médecins 
de France, founded in 1858, had 1,551 members in 1859, rising to 
9,000 by the end of  the century (Furst, 1993–94, 29). Zola himself  
had a genuine interest in medicine and often attended the “leçons 
du mardi” given by Dr Charcot at the La Salpêtrière hospital (Marzel, 
2017, 108). This medical interest filtered into Zola’s novels so that 
he assigned himself  the role of  doctor in his writing, “d’écrire pour 
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guérir” (Delamotte, 1999, 287). In La Débâcle, Zola emphasised the 
“diagnostic function” of  his novel by associating defeat with the 
decadence of  the Second Empire (White, 2017, 156).

Degeneration
A vast number of  medical and natural scientific writings on social 
evolution, morbidity, perversion, and degeneration were produced 
in Europe in the second half  of  the nineteenth century. Publications 
included Nordau’s Entartung (1892), along with Lombroso’s Criminal 
Man (1876), Maudsley’s Body and Will (1884), Krafft-Ebing’s 
Psychopathia sexualis (1886), and many others. Accordingly, the 
subject of  degeneration moved from a philosophical or economic 
sub-current to become a distinct scientific and medical category. 
The degeneration of  European society was no longer a religious or 
ethical problem, but an empirically demonstrable medical fact (Pick, 
1989, 20). Within France, the general public was gaining interest in 
the medical and the scientific. The illustrated periodical press of  
the 1880s and 1890s often published detailed images of  individual 
body parts of  public figures for analysis, such as close-ups of  heads, 
palms and fingers. These images, along with graphs of  bodily and 
thought processes, were reproduced in popular magazines such as 
La Revue illustrée, La Revue encyclopédique, La Vie illustrée and Le Figaro 
illustré (Emery, 2012, 94).

 The notion of  biological strength and decline was 
bolstered by Charles Darwin’s (1809–82) authoritative theory of  
evolution by natural selection, whereby organisms better adapted 
to their environment tend to survive, while others become extinct. 
Darwinism became one of  the “vraies religions” of  the last part of  
the nineteenth century (Niess, 1980). His books were enthusiastically 
received by Western countries, becoming, according to Anatole 
France, “la Bible” of  the generation born between 1840 and 1850 
(57). A sense of  decline seemed to be palpable in France after the 
Franco-Prussian War. After the consequent geopolitical fall, France’s 
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perceived degeneration was compounded by rapidly falling birth rates 
and many social pathologies (criminality, prostitution, alcoholism, 
suicide, sexual perversion). The French interpreted this crisis as a 
medical one, and the pathologies weakening France were linked in a 
single syndrome. Degenerescence in the population was first raised 
in the 1860s by the French medical and scientific community, and 
by the 1890s this clinical theory of  abnormal individual pathologies 
became a powerful social theory (Nye, 1984, xii, xiii, 169, 141, 143).

Nordau’s theory on degeneration was published, then, 
into a European culture which was already debating these issues. 
Entartung was the first of  three classic reviews of  the concept of  
decadence, and Nordau’s attack on the Decadents and their art was 
the most translated and internationally the most influential. Between 
1890 and 1900, it was one of  Europe’s ten best-selling books, and 
Nordau’s critique became de rigueur for both critics and defenders 
of  literary modernism. A medical doctor himself, Nordau used 
the authority of  science to help him deflate public esteem of  the 
most well-known Decadents through “scientific” analysis of  their 
alleged preoccupation with disease, sexual deviancy and amorality. 
Decadents were branded dangerously asocial and even criminally 
deviant from middle-class morality. Such was the acceptance 
of  Nordau’s medical model of  cultural crisis that Zola himself, 
identified by Nordau and his own disciples as a Decadent, readily 
submitted to medical check-ups in order to produce scientific proof  
of  his normality (Söder, 1991, 474, 475, 476). 

 The translation of  Entartung into every other major 
European language ensured its wide reach and influence. In 
general, reactions were critical and most commentators condemned 
Nordau’s views, though they could not be lightly dismissed (D’Auria, 
2018, 688). Awkwardly, Cesare Lombroso, to whom Nordau had 
dedicated Entartung, described Nordau as having “gone astray” in 
his application of  criminal degeneration theory to artists (as quoted 
in Maik, 1989, 614). The American psychologist and philosopher 
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William James (1842–1910) called Nordau an “imbecile”, but he 
also had to admit that he was “really learned” in German, French 
and English literature as well as in neurology and psychology (as 
quoted in D’Auria, 688). In his application of  medical thinking 
to art, Nordau wrote that fin-de-siècle artists shared the same 
“somatic features” as degenerates, such as criminals, prostitutes and 
pronounced lunatics (v). The “pathological character” (vi) of  the 
works of  these artists were dangerous influences on society and 
undermined the march of  progress and order in society, which were 
vital for the evolution of  man. Including Zola within this group, 
Nordau believed that their undisciplined and illogical art would 
bring about the “end of  an established order” (5).

On Zola himself, Nordau described his novels as “filth” 
(13), and his Naturalism was rejected as “false science” (488) as 
it was a misuse of  the scientific method. He also criticised Zola’s 
concept of  the “milieu” in his novels to explain the shaping forces 
of  society on the individual: Nordau attributed this to Zola’s 
degenerate thought which corresponded to an “atavistic form 
of  mental activity” (494). In making the central link between the 
artist’s body and literary production, Nordau concludes that Zola’s 
novels do not prove that things are badly managed in this world, 
but merely that his “nervous system is out of  order” (499). For 
Nordau, Zola’s seemingly degenerate mind and body are a danger to 
society and its very survival. Nordau believed that man is a rational 
creature, and natural evolution requires that man suppress instinct 
and emotion in favour of  reason and discipline. Vital energy is the 
motor force of  evolution, which gives man the strength to adapt 
to new conditions and thus to advance. To be able to adapt, man 
must have an exact knowledge of  the world. That is why science 
is the highest of  human endeavours and — to the extent that they 
do not give a eugenic advantage or ennoble the common man — 
art and religion are harmful. If  vital energy is the driving force 
of  evolutionary progress, then its absence signified degeneration. 
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Because progress was a question of  biological and moral — not just 
aesthetic — concern, if  degeneration were allowed to develop, it 
would mean the end of  civilised life and Nordau suggested the term 
fin-de-race as a more accurate description for fin-de-siècle (Baldwin, 
1980, 101–02, 106).   

The biological model, for Nordau, illustrated his ideal 
structure for human society and civilisation: “But all progress rests 
on this, that the highest [nervous] centres assume more and more 
authority over the entire organism, that judgment and will control 
and direct ever more strictly the instincts and passions” (313). For 
a society to maintain its vitality, there needs to be a focal point 
of  command. Society is an organic entity, whereby the leadership 
and the individuals who constitute the rest of  society are bound 
together physiologically. Nordau’s organicist vision is as important 
for individuals themselves:

We know that man, like every other complex and highly 
developed living being, is a society or state, of  simpler, and of  
simplest, living beings, of  cells, and cell-systems, or organs, 
all having their own functions and wants [...] In order that 
the collective organism may be able to perform its task, its 
constituent parts are bound to submit to a severe hierarchical 
order. Anarchy in its interior is disease, and leads rapidly to 
death (409)

Nordau’s ideal society is a fragile construction: as individuals and 
society itself  are composed of  an interconnected network of  “cells”, 
any disorder within the organic system would result in “disease” 
which may prove fatal to the entire structure.

Napoleon III
It is the organicist nature of  Nordau’s theory of  degeneration 
which is significant when we examine the figure of  Napoleon III 
in La Débâcle. Zola portrays him as the principle of  corruption 
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whose sick body leads to France’s demise, or Nordau’s fin-de-race. 
Through political degeneracy, imperial strength has degraded to an 
absence of  vitality, and this atrophy leads to the degeneration which 
is clearly portrayed in Zola’s novel. From the political figurehead, 
sickness spreads to other parts of  society, from body to body. The 
corruption of  the Second Empire begins with its inception when 
Louis Napoleon (latterly to become Napoleon III) stages a coup on 
2 December 1851. The shadow of  his uncle Napoleon Bonaparte 
haunts this date, as it was the anniversary of  both the crowning of  
Bonaparte in 1804 and the Battle of  Austerlitz in 1805 when France 
defeated the Austrians and Russians (Hazareesingh, 2004, 226).

 The coup had decreed the dissolution of  the Assembly 
and the institution of  a state of  siege in the Parisian military 
region. Republicans in twenty-seven departments in central France 
and the Midi revolted. The repression was brutal, with around 
27,000 people arrested (226–28). The fiercest fighting took place 
on the afternoon of  Bloody Thursday the 4th, with hundreds of  
insurgents manning seventy barricades in the area surrounded by 
the rue Montmartre, the rue Rambuteau and the rue du Temple. 
Some 400 civilians died that day, but there was also an indeterminate 
number of  summary executions (Baguley, 2000, 15–16). Hardened 
Bonapartists like Morny (Louis’s half-brother) and many of  their 
reactionary supporters justified the repression as the prevention of  
the threat of  the “red peril” or of  a new jacquerie. The coup had 
supposedly ensured the survival of  civilised society (17).

 Louis’s opponents drew attention to the morally calamitous 
situation by indicating that if  the coup of  2 December 1851 was the 
transgression, then 4 December was the “crime” and “original sin” 
of  the future Second Empire regime (16). In his article of  29 August 
1869 in the opposition newspaper La Tribune, Zola himself  wrote 
of  the “evil act” of  the coup in addressing the regime (51). This was 
one of  many political articles that he wrote between June 1868 and 
August 1870 for republican newspapers, denouncing the injustices 



Degenerate Bodies

23

of  the Empire (280). The Napoleonic legacy lies heavy in La Débâcle. 
It is upon his uncle’s illustrious standing as a figure of  national and 
political regeneration that Napoleon III modelled himself. As such, 
he states that “I believe that there are certain men who are born 
to serve as a means for the march of  the human race... I consider 
myself  to be one of  these” (Merriman, 2014, 3). His enemies, 
however, called him “the [Napoleonic] hat without the head” and 
Victor Hugo dubbed him “Napoléon le petit” (3, 4). As we shall see, 
if  Napoleon Bonaparte is almost a figure of  mythology, his nephew 
represents a degenerated version of  his uncle in La Débâcle.

 In 1870, Napoleon III took France to war with Prussia 
and its south German allies. From the start, Prussia held all the 
advantages. Since 1857, the Prussian general staff  had relentlessly 
strengthened its forces while France, incredibly, had no head of  the 
general staff. Napoleon III, unlike Helmuth von Moltke, appears to 
have had no specific war plan and had assumed that being Napoleon 
Bonaparte’s nephew would be sufficient to win (21). Although Zola 
does bring to attention the many operational inadequacies of  the 
French army in La Débâcle, his main focus is France’s dire state of  
degeneration as it is embodied by Napoleon III. This sickness has 
both physiological and moral dimensions.

We are told that the emperor is suffering from dysentery 
(Zola, 1892, 550). His sickness is so acute that he seems barely alive. 
At one point, he is described as “une apparition de face cadavéreuse, 
les yeux éteints, les traits décomposés” (563). Yet, paradoxically, the 
emperor’s body may have lost all physical integrity when he steps 
onto the battlefield and cannot even be shot because he is “comme 
un spectre” (580). This enigma of  Napoleon III’s body, in abundant 
physical pain and yet insubstantial, has attracted critical attention: 
while Jennifer Yee writes that Zola evokes the emperor through 
emptiness (2017), Hannah Thompson sees the fall of  the Second 
Empire as “symbolically written” on those who have most indulged 
in the regime’s excesses (2013, 68). For Susan Harrow, Napoleon 
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III’s corrupted body is all too palpable as it contaminates all it 
touches, an outflow from the imperial centre (2006, 58). 

The very existence of  the emperor comes under question 
when the troops spread a rumour that “[il] n’était plus là, qu’il avait 
fui, laissant en guise de mannequin, un de ses lieutenants, vêtu de son 
uniforme” (Zola, 1892, 562). The word “mannequin” corresponds 
with David Bell’s evaluation of  Napoleon III being a “simulacrum 
of  the Napoleonic myth” (1988, 5). The elusive emperor is a deathly 
figure when he finally appears in the midst of  battle in Sedan. He 
has

les moustaches si fortement cirées, les joues si colorées, qu’il 
[Delaherche] le jugea tout de suite rajeuni, fardé comme un 
acteur. Sûrement, il s’était fait peindre, pour se promener, 
parmi son armée, l’effroi de son masque blême, décomposé 
par la souffrance [...], il était venu, de son air silencieux et 
morne de fantôme, aux chairs ravivées de vermillon. (Zola, 
1892, 579)

Napoleon III is here an uncanny figure, emanating sickness and 
unsuccessfully concealing his ill health. In fact, his highly rouged 
cheeks emphasise the artifice of  presenting a vital and authentically 
healthy body. 

Bernadette Lintz describes the disintegration of  the emperor’s 
body as a symbolic “liquidation” of  a regime about to dissolve in its 
own corruption (2007, 617): his body is indeed corrupted, but this 
seam of  sickness must be viewed as physiologically palpable. The 
sickness affects the Second Empire itself, and Zola writes that it was 
“pourri à la base” (1892, 413). After France’s defeat at Sedan, the 
character Maurice senses the final decline of  his country: “[i]l n’y 
avait plus rien, la France était morte” (715).

Regeneration
After the defeat by Prussia, the Paris Commune is another event that 
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threatens to accelerate France’s terminal decline. Having portrayed 
the savagery of  the Franco-Prussian War, La Débâcle concludes with 
the Commune which represents a moment of  potential regeneration 
for the nation. Two days after the defeat at Sedan, Napoleon III’s 
Second Empire collapsed and the Third Republic was established. 
This was an opportunity to be rid of  the imperial corruption that 
contaminated the country, but the civil war of  the Commune 
between the political left and right complicated circumstances. The 
bloodletting of  the war continued with the Commune, which lasted 
ten weeks and ended in the Bloody Week of  21–28 May 1871. It was 
led by left-wing militants who had wanted to set up self-government 
for Parisians, many of  whom felt that they would then be masters 
of  their own lives for the first time (Merriman, 2). Adolphe Thiers, 
however, the conservative head of  a provisional government 
situated in Versailles, firmly opposed the Commune and its aims. It 
was Thiers’s troops which gunned down thousands of  men, women 
and, occasionally, children during Bloody Week to bring an end to 
the Commune.

The two factions each believed that their own ideology would 
save France. The Parisian working class created the Commune as a 
political framework for addressing their own concerns, and many 
supporters of  the Commune also thought that only a healthy 
republic could save France. The decadent bourgeoisie during the 
Second Empire, however, had weakened themselves and French 
society, and La Débâcle shows that it was for this reason that the 
robust Prussians were able to win the war. Zola’s two characters 
Maurice and Jean embody these two conflicting factions in La 
Débâcle. Continuing Zola’s model of  metonymic links between 
the self  and decadent imperial society, Maurice is the degenerate 
bourgeois soldier and Jean is the working-class corporal who is senior 
to Maurice. They each personify Nordau’s concept of  the body as 
locus of  morality, and it is through their bodies that Zola offers a 
scene of  prospective regeneration for France. Paris and Versailles 
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(represented by Maurice and Jean respectively) are two opposing 
ideologies fighting for France (Cogny, 1980, 20) but, importantly, 
they are also representatives of  two states of  health (Petrey, 1980, 
93). Zola’s model of  using Maurice and Jean’s bodies to represent 
France’s struggle to rebuild itself  corresponds with the Republican 
rhetoric in the 1870s: in his speech of  26 June 1871, Gambetta 
conceived this task in physiological terms when he declared that 
“[i]l s’agit de refaire le sang, les os, la moelle de la France” (Reffait, 
2006, 43).

It is through the character of  Maurice that we see the 
potential regeneration of  France through the elimination of  
imperial corruption that has accumulated within the bourgeoisie. 
As a degenerate bourgeois, Zola depicts Maurice as anxious, 
undisciplined, and even effeminate. In comparison, the working-
class Jean is sturdy, responsible and controlled. The quality of  
muddled, irrational thinking attributed to degenerates by Nordau is 
exemplified by Maurice when he describes a plan to Jean for them 
both to escape their imprisonment by the Prussians. Despite also 
wanting to escape, Jean’s mind was “plus net et plus froid” (Zola, 
1892, 780). During the Commune, at the end of  the novel, Maurice 
displays greater signs of  confusion in the warlike environment.

Jean consistently exhibits more lucidity than Maurice, who 
regularly becomes overwhelmed with fear. In one of  his crises after 
France is defeated, the sobbing Maurice is described as having a 
“faiblesse nerveuse de femme” (715). As separate embodiments 
of  the future of  the nation, Zola allows more credibility to Jean’s 
vision of  hardworking men rebuilding France through the plough: 
the return to nature and reason correlates with “un besoin vivace 
de vivre” (716). For this reason alone, he would constitute the 
antidote to Nordau’s terminal fin-de-race which endangers France. 
Maurice’s mental state greatly deteriorates during the Commune, he 
excessively emotional state renders him the exemplar of  Nordau’s 
definition of  the degenerate, no longer able to play a productive part 
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in an ever-progressing civilisation because he has lost the ability to 
reason. The Commune’s destruction of  Paris similarly supports the 
sense of  the end of  civilisation in Nordau’s definition. Maurice’s 
degenerate state also has a physiological dimension. France’s war 
defeat weighs on him: “[i]l saignait de Sedan, ainsi que d’une plaie 
vive” (860). The physical and metonymic link between the French 
national, political and human body is again evident. The trauma 
of  bloodshed between France and Prussia has transferred from a 
transnational perspective to focus back on the national scene. For 
Zola, the wound that Maurice harbours is further testimony that 
what traumatises the nation also transfers to the individual human 
body.

As for the Prussians, they are aware of  the dissolute nature 
of  the French. Zola writes that “les Germains sauveraient le monde, 
balayeraient les dernières poussières de la corruption latine” (887). 
To be rid of  French corruption is to “save” the world, so the 
Prussians have almost a moral duty of  salvation. The schism of  
French national politics culminates when the National Assembly 
orders an attack on Paris. This leaves Maurice in such a state of  rage 
that he loses all reason. He shares the view of  the Prussians that 
this could only be the result of  profound wickedness. It is then that 
Maurice turns to the Commune as a retaliatory force. After the attack 
by the Versaillais, the Commune would rather burn down Paris than 
cede the city to Thiers. Maurice dreams of  complete destruction in 
order to institute a new beginning, which would encourage national 
physiological regeneration: “la plaie guérie par le feu” (875).

In Maurice’s delirium, he has become a true degenerate in 
Nordau’s terms and shows signs of  the degenerate’s “shattered 
brain” (Introduction, vi). Yet, this does not prevent him from 
understanding the necessity of  bloodshed in war and later in the 
Commune. He argues that “[e]lle est bonne, elle fait son œuvre [...]. 
C’est peut-être nécessaire, cette saignée” (903). What is needed is 
for the sickness of  degeneration to be eliminated from the French 
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national body. If  it means that the country has to suffer huge 
casualties in the war and that Paris is cleansed through destruction 
of  the city, then the nation would have to endure both in order 
to become morally healthy again. As the carrier of  degeneration, 
Maurice has to be removed. In the confusion of  the Commune, Jean 
accidentally stabs Maurice. For the future of  France to thrive, there 
can be no trace of  the corruption that ruined the Second Empire. 
Maurice himself  understands this to be the case when he and Jean 
contemplate their different physiological standings:

C’était la partie saine de la France, la raisonnable, la pondérée, 
la paysanne, celle qui était restée le plus près de la terre, qui 
supprimait la partie folle, exaspérée, gâtée par l’Empire, 
détraquée de rêveries et de jouissances; et il lui avait ainsi fallu 
couper dans sa chair même. (907)

Zola makes clear that the characters of  Jean and Maurice embody 
health and sickness in their roles as members of  the working class 
and the bourgeoisie. But these characters also have a metonymic 
link to the national body of  France, so Jean is “the sane part”, while 
Maurice is “the mad part”. As health and sickness both have material 
value within the body of  France, it is inevitable that the sick Maurice 
needs to be “cut” from France. The dying Maurice, speaking to Jean, 
recognises that he was “l’ulcère collé à tes os” (907). The bright new 
dawn of  France’s future seems to have arrived when Maurice dies 
on the last day of  the Commune and at the start of  a new republic.

Conclusion
Zola’s twenty-volume Rougon-Macquart cycle focuses on the 
decadence of  the Second Empire, but it is not until his nineteenth 
volume La Débâcle that it would be possible to convey the national 
consequences of  such behaviour. As France is heavily defeated in 
the Franco-Prussian War, Zola is able to show that the country 
is not only ruined in a geopolitical sense, but also morally. The 
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Empire had begun with bloodshed and ended in more bloodshed, 
the decline swift and terminal. By reading Nordau’s theory of  
degeneration alongside Zola’s novel, we understand Zola’s concept 
of  the metonymic links between the body, society and morality. The 
model of  degeneration allows the reader to see Zola’s depiction of  
the Empire as a dying, degenerate body: the decline of  the nation is 
taken beyond metaphor and is revealed as authentic reality. For Zola, 
the medical expresses the political so that Napoleon III’s corruption 
is revealed as a form of  scientific knowledge. Publishing his novel in 
the early Third Republic and with the Empire and Franco-Prussian 
War within living memory, La Débâcle offers a stark warning about 
the fall of  nations by the republican Zola.

Birkbeck, University of  London
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