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Abstract

In this article, we examine Michel Houellebecq's Soumission (2015)
and the question of “misogyny” from the point of view of intertextuality
with the works of nineteenth-century French writer Joris-Karl Huys-
mans. Soumission's hero, Francois, was a scholar of Huysmans and pro-
vides many comments on Huysmans's novels, from En ménage (Married
Life) to Durtal's conversion series of La-bas and En route, during the po-
litical disorder that led to the election of the president of the Muslim po-
litical party in France in 2022, as if it was necessary for him to follow
Huysmans's lessons, in search of religion and love for his survival in this
situation. We argue that these two questions will be reunited in fantasies
of women (Madonna's maternity, women providing sexual comfort and
the comfort of home...) in Houellebecq's Sowumission and Huysmans's
works.

At first glance, Soumission seems to depict Francois's conversion to
Islam; however, before this dubious rebirth, he visited two Catholic sanc-
tuaries (Rocamadour, Ligugé) and almost converted to Catholicism. For
him, the Black Madonna Child Rocamadour appeared to be too powerful
and majestic to embrace him as a mother, while Huysmans’s suffering
Christ figure was different from Francois-Houellebecq's religious vision,
which doesn't exclude physical pleasure. This missed maternal love is
suggested by the episode of his mother’s isolated death from both family
and the main story. Despite his frustration, he believes in the value of
“compassion” supported by Schopenhauer as the basis of morality and re-
garded as a feminine and Christian quality, while he is simultaneously at-



tracted to the logic of “submission” insisted on by Nietzsche and regard-
ed as a Muslim principle (Chap.1: To a “maternal” religion?).

However, Houellebecq's works are not only characterized by reli-
gious questioning in modern society (the necessity of God’s existence)
but also by physical questions concerning food and sex. We argue that
Francois discovers the essential of Huysmans while choosing dishes in
the Brussels restaurants and defines it as the bourgeois’ happiness of
sharing food and drink, as in the scene of welcoming the Carlaix couple
in La-bas. Indeed, Huysmans's food is always linked to religious tender-
ness for his unmarried protagonists and performs as a narrative motif in-
serted in the pedantic discourse. As for Houellebecq's Soumission, char-
acters often enact a tragedy resulting from the loss of good food in an
appropriate situation. In any case, after Huysmans's En ménage,
Francois's fantasy consists of sitting around the kitchen table with the
“woman pot-au-feu” serving delicious dishes; it arouses a misogynist im-
age, even if Houellebecq proposes this idea in the context of his criticism
of modern occidental liberal society (Chap.2: Kitchen table and wom-
an).

In conclusion, Houellebecq's feminine stereotypes as maternal and
sexual figures may occur from (symbolic and real) “Mother” loss and
stand in stark contrast to the will of heritage from father to son, from
Huysmans to Houellebecq in French literature history. We will examine
his works as the patterns of family romance.
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