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			Michel Houellebecq

			French writer, poet and essayist

			
					Born in Réunion (France) in 1956

					Notable works:	Atomised (1998), novel

	The Possibility of an Island (2005), novel

	The Map and the Territory (2010), novel




			

			Michel Houllebecq (real name Michel Thomas) is a French intellectual and artist. His writing has made him famous across the world, and he won France’s prestigious Prix Goncourt for his novel The Map and the Territory in 2010. From novels to poetry, songs to directing, and comedy to photography, he has proved himself to be a man of many talents. Widely respected in the literary world for his great talent and his works imbued with cynicism, he is also considered to be a master of polemic due to his negative comments about Islam. Houllebecq is an unusual and provocative figure and, while he may be liked by some and disliked by others, he is an integral part of the current literary landscape.

		


		
			Submission

			A controversial novel

			
					Genre: futuristic political and social novel

					Reference edition: Houellebecq, M. (2015) Submission. Trans. Stein, L. London: William Heinemann.

					First edition: 2015

					Themes: politics, religion, society, sexuality, loneliness, frustration, happiness

			

			Published at the start of January 2015 in the wake of the Charlie Hebdo terrorist attacks (7 January 2015), Submission is a futuristic political and social novel. In a fictional version of France in 2022, François, a lonely character who leads a dull existence as a university professor, experiences drastic changes in his life when a Muslim party comes to power. In this novel, Houellebecq produces a lucid political and moral narrative in which religion is at the fore and fiction and allusions to reality intermingle. As soon as it was published, Submission smashed sales records in France and across Europe, and caused controversy as some accused it of fuelling Islamophobia. 

		


		
			Summary

			Chaos and interethnic wars

			In 2022, France is facing escalating violence between Muslim immigrants and native French citizens. Indeed, the country is on the brink of civil war following the massive influx of Muslims and the rise in extremism. Tension is high and chaos is taking over towns and cities, supported by politicians. The Indigenous Europeans Party rejects this Islamic colonisation and is preparing for a real armed struggle.

			In this context François, who is a professor of literature at the Sorbonne and a specialist on Huysmans (French writer, 1848-1907), begins to worry about this very tense socio-political climate. Although his life is dreary and largely uninteresting, he pays attention to the upcoming presidential elections, which could prove to have highly improbable results. Indeed, the first round has been won by the far-right National Front party, led by Marine Le Pen (French politician, born in 1968), followed by the Socialist Party, led by Manuel Valls (French politician, born in 1962), with the Muslim Brotherhood Party a close third. Consequently, the second round will be of crucial importance. Wholly unexpectedly, the traditional social-democratic parties join forces with the Muslim party under Mohammed Ben Abbes in order to counter the Front National.

			The Muslim Brotherhood Party comes to power

			The results of the election are in. François sits frozen in front of his television: the Muslim Brotherhood Party has taken power. This marks the fall of social democracy, the end of the Republic and the start of the Islamisation of France. The professor wonders what consequences this change of regime will have on him, his career and his love life. All around him rumours are rife and François realises that nothing will ever be quite like it was before.

			This soon proves to be the case, as the Sorbonne becomes a Muslim university and the professor is dismissed the next day. In fact, from now on only Muslims or converts can teach at an Islamic university. Of course, women are immediately cast aside. As well as forcing women to stay at home, to wear trousers or adopt the veil, the new government introduces new changes such as polygamy. As such, men can now have multiple wives (sometimes as many as six!) and sexual relations with minors are permitted. 

			Myriam, one of the Jewish students and François’s occasional lover, is forced to leave France and return to Israel in order to follow her parents, who are terrified of the future in France. As a result, the professor, who is already solitary and pessimistic by nature, finds himself more alone than ever, jobless and aimless, with alcohol and a pension offered by the Islamic university his only comforts.

			It must be pointed out that the measures imposed by the new government, which has Mohammed Ben Abbes as its president and François Bayrou (French politician, born in 1951) as its prime minister, do pay off, as crime and unemployment rates both go down.

			New path, new life

			Meanwhile, François experiences another misfortune as he learns of the death of his father, with whom he had lost contact years ago. This news, which does not particularly affect him, nonetheless forces him to return to the family home to meet his father’s new partner and discuss his inheritance. He then receives a large part of his father’s goods and fortune. Although he no longer has any financial worries, his loneliness and lack of activity leave him feeling completely overwhelmed. In an attempt to fill this emotional and professional void, François decides to make appointments with a series of call girls. However, he feels no pleasure with any of these different women.

			In search of meaning, and above all to fight boredom, François decides to leave Paris. In order to both escape from his current life and think about his situation, he goes first of all to a small village in the Lot (France), before continuing his solitary journey to Rocamadour, which was a place of pilgrimage for Christians during the Middle Ages. Ultimately, this spiritual quest does not do him much good, so he is still looking for a purpose in life.

			When he returns to Paris, he receives an offer to oversee the production of a book for the prestigious Pléiade series and to write a preface on Huysmans. Finally feeling wanted, and honoured to have the distinction of writing for this series, the former professor accepts this new intellectual challenge. Moreover, Robert Rédiger, the new President of Universities, offers to give him back his teaching position at the newly privatised and Islamised Sorbonne. Although he is reluctant at first, François gradually lets Rédiger convince him. Obviously, there is one condition before he can be taken on: he must convert to Islam. Seemingly convinced of the merits and expediency of this change in religion, he takes the declaration of faith known as the Shahada. He is all the more willing considering that polygamy and arranged marriage have certain advantages for a university professor.

			Thanks to his work with the Pléiade and his recent conversion, François achieves a certain renown among his colleagues: he has become an acquaintance to pay attention to in the university world. Finally, he glimpses a new path and a new life that will probably be filled with wives and arranged marriages, as set out in Islam. All things considered, he has found a kind of happiness and has no regrets.

		


		
			Character study

			François

			François, the narrator of the novel, is a professor at the Sorbonne and a Huysmans specialist. This fortysomething Parisian spent seven long years writing his doctoral thesis on the late 19th century French writer, whom he profoundly admires: “he had managed to write books that made me consider him a friend”. As we read the book, we become aware that François and Huysmans have many things in common: loneliness, pessimism, provocation, criticism of the modern world which they see as decadent, conversion to religion, etc. As such, through this character the reader discovers Huysmans’s personality and the richness of his work.

			For the past several years, François has had no contact with his parents. He lives alone and has very few friends. Pessimistic by nature, he sees the end of his studies and particularly of his thesis as the end of his youth and almost his life. The future seems dull and dreary to him: “it’s not as if I expected my last years to be happy. There was no reason that I should be spared from grief, illness or suffering”. Because he does not want to enter the world of work, he chooses instead to become a lecturer at the Sorbonne, even though he is not at all inclined towards teaching.

			From then on, he trudges through in the world of academia. His only consolation is the privileged contact he has with his female students. François is somewhat sleazy: he enjoys sleeping with his students and spending his evenings watching pornographic videos online. Among his conquests, one young woman has particularly held his attention: Myriam. She is a literature student in love with her professor, while he gets a lot of pleasure from her. In spite of the peace of mind he feels when he spends time with her, François is not really attached to Myriam and is not prepared to make any effort to stop her from going to Israel.

			Myriam sees him as a chauvinist with a paradoxical personality. On the one hand, he is erudite and sophisticated; on the other hand, he sees women as inferior and advocates a return to a patriarchal regime. Finally, he has an unclear relationship with alcohol: whether to drown his boredom or to make himself appear more attractive, François always drinks until he gives himself a bad headache.

			Towards the end of the novel, he seems to have found meaning in his life thanks to his conversion and his new job as a professor in the Islamised university. Even his sexual and relationship problems seem to disappear, since Islam permits arranged marriages and polygamy. In any case, François is a solitary, detached, borderline obscene man, and as readers we hesitate to feel either revulsion or pity for this character.

			Myriam

			Myriam is a 22-year-old modern literature student. She comes from a Jewish family and is intelligent and sure of herself. She is François’s last conquest before his conversion to Islam, and he describes her as “a very classy young woman, with her bobbed black hair, her white skin and her dark eyes. Classy, but quietly sexy”. Their relationship has been going on for several months, but remains unstable because of their regular break-ups. Myriam feels more than just physical attraction towards her professor and falls in love with him, but does not explain this to him. Indeed, she hates a number of aspects of François’s personality, in particular his chauvinist and disillusioned side. Her exile, caused by the social and political tensions in France, makes her give up on this paradoxical love. A few months later she builds a new life in Israel and tells François via email.

			Marie-Françoise Tanneur

			Marie-Françoise is a brilliant colleague of François’s and works at the Sorbonne. She is a specialist on Balzac (French writer, 1799-1850) and is always the most well-informed person on the regulations and new measures linked to the university. When the new government comes to power, the fact that she is a woman means that Marie-Françoise must end her career and stay at home. With few natural attractions and physically ungraceful, Marie-Françoise is nonetheless pleasant and likeable. François appreciates her qualities and the valuable information she provides about the university: “I liked the old bag. She was funny, she was an insatiable gossip, and she’d been at the university long enough, and spent enough time on the right committees, to have better information

			Robert Rédiger
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