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Abstract

This research deals with the discourse of the revolutionary socialist movement known as "neo-babouvism", which emerged in Europe in the first half of the 19th century. Neo-babouvism, initiated by Buonarroti, aspired to establish the egalitarian Republic and to promote the idea of universal suffrage in Europe. This movement emerged as an alternative to the terrorist guerilla action preached by blanquism (Auguste Blanqui), on the one hand, and to the utopian socialists, on the other. It paved the way to a new form of socialist action based on the idea of revolution without violence, based on a wide network of political and social associations, and on a persuasion effort through multi-faceted polemics.

Our study relates this ideological movement with the political culture in Belgium in the 1830s. It is conducted through a rhetorical and pragmatic analysis of the written works of this movement, studying them in light of their inter-discursive, political and historical contexts. The body of this research is comprised of 400 revolutionary texts, which have not been re-published since the 1830s. The analysis is focused on the political writings of three revolutionaries who played an important role at the political and social arena of their time: Prime minister Louis De Potter (1830) who participated it the writing of the Belgian Constitution; the journalist and social leader Adolphe Bartels, famous for his historical accounts of the Belgian revolution (1834, 1836); and the editor of the Radical, the official journal of the movement from 1837 to 1838.

The research is situated at the crossroad between pragmatic and rhetorical studies on the one hand, and political philosophy and history on the other. Adopting a holistic approach to the historical and philosophical study of politics, inspired by Claude Lefort's and Pierre Rosanvallon's theories, it aims to re-construct the political and cultural experience, which is inherent to Belgian neo-babouvism, in a synchronic perspective. This is achieved by attempting to understand the ways in which the Belgian revolutionaries gave form and meaning to their political thought. It revolves around the notions of "mise en forme", "mise en sens" and "mise en scène" (shaping, giving a meaning, staging) introduced by Claude Lefort. The methodological approach of this study elaborates some of the New Rhetoric and pragmatic instruments. It develops two of the models proposed by Marcelo Dascal, by adapting them to the specificity of political discourse.

The research has three objectives, which in our view are essential for any political-rhetorical analysis: studying the morphology of a political movement’s rhetoric through a holistic approach; investigating the rhetoric's dynamic, the ways in which political thought unfurls through its language; exploring the multiple interferences between rhetorical forms and political thought.  In order to achieve these objectives, we propose to enlarge classical rhetorical analysis based on rhetorical intentional strategies, by a study of its implicit and unconscious rhetorical forms, which are different from the declared intentions and sometimes opposed to them. We propose to designate the latter by the term rhetorical mold. We should stress that by "conscious/unconscious" we don’t refer to the speaker's real meaning, but to a text artifact, i.e., to the general organization principles which manage the relationship between the different textual elements.  In order to reveal the real "point" of a political text, it seems important to confront the rhetorical-pragmatic analysis of the explicit rhetorical forms, by a study focused on its implicit elements.

After exploring these functional aspects of the rhetoric of the movement, we propose to conclude by evaluating its rhetorical efficacy. This may illuminate the question of the political success of some leaders, and may suggest a different way of understanding sudden political collapses, or misunderstandings between politicians and their constituency. The question of efficacy is complex, for its evaluation depends upon the point of view and historical moment. Instead of measuring it in absolute terms (say, “loosing” or “winning”), we propose to consider it as a continuum, which is particularly sensitive to the relationship between the speaker's presumptions and those of his audience in a given historical moment.


Applying these theoretical and methodological principles to the study of the Belgian experience our analysis reveals a profound correlation between a leitmotif of the Belgian written works, which could be denoted by the term "oxymoronic forms" and the deep ambivalence of the Belgian revolutionaries toward their political revolution.

