Reading as the Path to Revolt? Emile Zola's Germinal

Ana-Isabel Aliaga-Buchenau
UNC-Charlotte

... et de cette lecture il [Etiennel se faisait une idée révolutionnaire du combat

pour l'existence.
Emile Zola, Germinal (1885)

Germinal's hero Etienne Lantier, known to the readers of Zola's Rougon-
Macquart series as Gervaise Macquart's son, is a protagonist whose reading
leads to revolution as was feared by many of the author's contemporaries
(Lejeune 150)." As a machinist, Etienne is a member of “la classe ouvriére,"
but he is not as low as his origins in the "rue de la goutte d'or" in Paris where
his mother was a washer woman.” Upon losing his job as a machinist, Etienne
finds a job as a common miner in the mine le Voreux. He stays for thirteen
months in the mining community and becomes an exemplary worker, but he
incites the workers to strike when labor conditions deteriorate. After the failure
of the strike, he leaves the mining community for Paris in order to do bigger
and better things.

What, then, makes Etienne Lantier, a miner among the other workers, who
does not even work as a machinist in the mine although educated to do so, the
hero or the leader of the mass of workers? How does his reading incite revolu-
tion? In what way is he different from the other workers?

The main difference between Etienne and the mineworkers is his literacy.
While Etienne can read and write, most miners of his generation cannot do so:
"les grands--péres n'auraient pu signer leur nom, les péres le signaient déja, et
quant aux fils, il lisaient et écrivaient comme des professeurs" (162). However,
the instruction of the sons and daughters cannot be of great value, since even
eleven--year-old Jeanlin Maheu has to descend into the mine to work, and nine-
year-old Alzire Maheu (who would also work if she were not hunchbacked)
only goes to school when her mother does not need her for household tasks.
Her mother answers "L'école, eh bien, ce sera pour un autre jour . . . J'ai besoin
de toi” (86). Among the older miners, very few can read, and they have trouble
spelling out company announcements (174).

Deneulin, an overseer, calls the miners "Des brutes sans doute, mais des
brutes qui ne savaient pas lire et qui crevaient de faim" (313). A lack of literacy
is linked to bestiality. The miners know that it is their inability to read and write
that distinguishes them from the director, M. Hennebeau, when they come to
him to plead their cause during the strike (Mossmann 39). While Etienne's lit-
eracy makes him different from the other workers, he is too much like them as
a mineworker to be identified as a bourgeois. Maheu admires Etienne for his
education and acknowledges his superiority. Despite Maheu’s admiration,
Etienne is neither intellectually very mature (Beck 45), nor has he lost his "vir-

ginité politique" despite ten years in the work force (Lejeune 153). Instead, in
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