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In 1848 at the latest, the ethnic definition of the nation was so deeply rooted
that a Prussian nation state was unthinkable. The assumption that the mother
tongue would create the spirit of the fatherland, the tendency of German
idealism to use organological imagery, the double meaning of the German word
‘Volk—all these circumstances, combined with specific historical conditions,
caused the early ethnicization of German national consciousness. Pan-European
developments, such as the paradigm shift towards scientific explanatory models
intensified the biologization of the political sphere, which was at the core of
volkisch thought3s.
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Most significant for Zola’s world is that mental illness (including hysteria) is
one of the tares that comes from the mother, (...) The tare of Adélaide, the
original mother of the Rougon-Macquart family, was a kind of
mental/physical illness—hysteria, her troubles hystériques, which expressed
themselves in various ways in her offspring26.
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This view of heredity is something Maupassant shares with Zola and the
other Naturalists: traits are passed from generation to generation in
combinant fashion, and by the luck of the genetic draw, traits of heredity are
determinant in the development of character. (...) In a way familiar to any
reader of Les Rougon-Macquart, for example, heredity can be presented as
“chargée” or laden with a past that bodes ill for the future. Such is the case

in some of Maupassant’s fiction?28.
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It is not unusual for scientists to have difficulty competing with novelists for
the attention of the public, but Zola’s influence was extraordinary— even for
a writer. As one scholar has said, Zola’s novels were so widely read that for
most of his contemporaries, “the mine of the 60s is Germinal, the condition of
the proletariat is L’Assomoir, retails commerce is Au bonheur des dames.”
L’Assomoir went through thirty-eight printings in nine months, selling over
100,000 copies within five years of publication. By extension, one may just as
legitimately add that decadence and degeneration in turn-of-the-century
France was the Rougon-Macquart family. The appeal of Zola’s writing was
not just the result of the lurid details of decadence, incest, and alcoholism, or

the sheer length of the series—which eventually ran to twenty volumes. A

key element was the scientific form and structure he used to tie the material
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together. Zola used the tools of his day, which themselves were transforming
medicine from an art to a science?’.
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