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Charles Dickens’ representation of revolutionary excesses in A Tale of Two Cities figures the critical dispute over whether the affect evoked by the stylistic excesses of his work intensifies or leaches its socio-political critique.  In this paper, I explore the novel’s imbrication of rhetorical and dramatic excesses and show that the calculated literary and political effects they induce imbue both Dickens’ prose and his characters’ forms of compulsive numerical calculation that figure political victimization and vengefulness at the hands of the prerevolutionary aristocracy and of the revolutionaries with a curiously affectless affect.  In Burke's Reflections on the Revolution in France and Carlyle’s The French Revolution, stylistic surges of affective urgency oddly trump efforts to represent the Revolution’s causes and progress, making exalted literary effects seem spurious or calculated.  Such attempts to “bring to life” the French Revolution, I propose, register the effects of Horkheimer and Adorno's dismantling, in the "Concept of Enlightenment," of the distinction between a secular rationality aligned with numerical calculation and a mythic animism aligned with sweeping cosmic effects.  Horkheimer and Adorno argue that mythic animism was from the outset imbued with a spirit of calculation, and Enlightenment secular rationalism, dependent on number and calculation as its means and ends, with that of mythic animism.  For Dickens, Carlyle, and Burke, I suggest, discrepancies between the excesses of affective prose and the calculated, repetitive psychical and political effects they induce mark the French Revolution and its aftermath as the representational locus of the failed purported shift from a pre-Enlightenment to an Enlightened perspective.  Affectless affect is the means by which the political consequences of that failed shift are registered.  In Lukacs’ claim that the French Revolution forms the root of the historical novel, the rift that Horkheimer and Adorno both mark and anneal renders that crux a peculiarly ambivalent one. 

In The Reflections, Burke critiques the Revolutionaries for their dearth of affective relation to a tradition that should bind them emotively to the nation, a failure that appears most egregious with regard to their disingenuous adoption of the disavowed regime’s debt, disavowed in part for its attachment to stringent laws of inheritance.  In his virulent indictment of the revolutionary government’s calculated act of self-legitimation designed to license its systematic sacking of Churches and monasteries to defray its own debt, Burke’s prose furiously mimes and denounces the revolutionaries’ affectively affectless reliance on a scorned tradition.  Yet his perilous mimicry of those dissimulated political effects through such excessive dissimulated rhetorical effects, I argue, mark The Reflections as themselves a calculated effort to re-make Burke’s political fortunes through his denunciation of the Revolutionaries’ politics while miming their techniques.  Dickens’ critique of the revolutionaries in the person of Madame Defarge mimes Burke’s own, indicting her affectively blank yet super-charged pursuit of Charles Darnay by holding him legally accountable for his aristocratic father’s and uncle’s acts and dispositions, despite his having renounced that legacy prior to the revolution.  Mme. Defarge’s calculated withholding of evidence that would condemn Darnay until she can maximize his suffering, stemming in part from her desire for vengeance on the family that had reduced her raped sister to compulsive counting prior to her death, inflects her avidly affectless pursuit of revolutionary justice with a retributive aspect eerily coinciding with Dickens’ own sensationalist withholding of Dr. Manette’s testimony penned in the Bastille until it is rendered at his son-in-law’s Darnay’s retrial.  From Dickens’ extravagantly calculated declaration of his debt to Carlyle–that while writing A Tale of Two Cities, he had reread Carlyle’s tome “five hundred times”—and by tracing crucial aspects of his literary borrowings, I argue that Dickens derives from Carlyle’s effulgent evocation of the Revolution an eerie historical animism, as if resurrecting the historical past were an act of carefully calibrated necromancy designed to eradicate its own traces so as to dissimulate its political costs.  In the figure of “the Resurrection Man” Jerry Cruncher, legal messenger and thief of corpses to be sold for medical dissection, I argue, Dickens both disavows and figures the role of the historical novelist, and renders the socio-political consequences of his own style, which condemns both the intransigent anachronisms of British law and the impersonal rage of French revolutionary zeal, equivocally embodied in the form of affectless affect.


