The Possibility Of An Island- Michel Houellebecq

“it was just that everything now seemed so elementary to me, it seemed that so few things remained that could
be observed in contemporary reality: we had simplified so much, broken so many barriers, taboos, misplaced
hopes, and false aspirations; truly, there was so little left.”

“Women in general lack a sense of humor, which is why they consider humor to be one of the virile qualities.”

“You could forever quibble over whether men were more or less happy in past centuries. You could comment on
the disappearance of religions, the difficulyty of feeling love, discuss the disadvantages and advantages of both;
you could mention the appearance of democrary, the loss of our sense of the sacred, the crumbling of social
ties...You could even question scientific and technological progress , and be under the impression, for example,
that the improvement of medical techniques had been at the cost of increasing social control and an overall
decress in joie de vivre.”

“As time goes on, what strikes me, when I remember Isabelle, is the incredible frankness of our relations, from
the very first moment, even in regard to subjects about which women usually prefer to retain a certain mystery,
in the mistaken belief that myster adds a touch of eroticism to the relationship”

“There, I wasn’t completely in agreement; I remember feeling joy again. It’s good to be in perfect harmony, to
agree on every subject, in the first instance it is even indispensable; but it is also good to have small differences
of opinion, if only to be able to resolve them through gentle discussion.”

“His bet was that, more and more, mothers would tend to copy their daughters. Obviously there’s something
ridiculous about a thirty-year-old woman buying a magazine called Lolita, but no more so than er buying a
clinging top, or hot pants. His bet was that the feeling of ridiculousness, which had been so strong among
women and Frenchwomen in particular, was going to gradually disappear and be replaced by pure fascination
with limitless youth.”

“The beauty of her fine, sensitive face was of the kind that resists time; but her body, despite the swimming,
despite the classical dance, was beginning to suffer the first blows of age—blows which, she knew all too well,
were going to multiply rapidly, leading to total degradation. I didn’t fully know what it was that happened to my
facial expression in those moments that made her sufer so much; I would have given a great deal to avoid it, for,
I repeat, I lover her; but manifestly that wasn’t possible. Nor could I reiterate that she was still as desirable, still
as beautiful; I never felt, in the slightest way, capable of lying to her. I recognized the look she wore afterward:
it was that humble, sad look of the sick animal that steps away from the pack, puts its head on its paws, and
sighs softly, because it feels itself wounded and knows that it can expect no puty from its fellow creatures.”

“’We never cry for ourselves alone,” notes an anonymous human author somewhere. These two emotions,
cruelty and compassion, evidently no longer hold much meaning in the conditions of absolute solitude in which
we lead our lives. Some of my predecessors, like Daniell3, display in their commentary a strange nostalgia for
this double loss; then this nostalgia itself disappears, giving way to a more and more fleeting curiousty; one can
now, as all my contacts on the network corroborate, consider it practically extinct.”

“There was not only in me that legitimate disgust that seizes any normal man at the sight of a baby; there was
not only that solid conviction that a child is a sort of vicious dwarf, innatrely cruel, who combines the worst
features of the species, and from whom domestic pets keep a wise distance. There was also, more deeply, a
horror, an authentic horror at the unending calvary that is man’s existence. If the human infant, alone in the



animal kingdom, immediately manifests its presence in the world through incessant screams of pain, it is, of
course, because it suffers, and suffers intolerably.”

“The thinking man, however, was not slow t otake over from the moralist: if there was a taboo, that meant there
was, in fact, a problem; it was during those same years that there appeared in Florida the first ‘child free zones’
high-quality residences for guiltless thirtysomethings who confessed frankly that they could no longer stand the
screams, dribbles, excrement, and other environmental inconveniences that usually accompany little brats.”

“Not only are dogs in themselves a subject of permanent wonderment, but they constitute for humans an
excellent subject of conversation—international, democratic, and consensual.”

“There was also within him this illusion common to all left-wing Christians, or rather centrist Christians, let’s
say to Christians contaminated by progressive through since the Revolution, based on the belief that
concupiscence is a venal thing, scarcelty important, unfit to turn man waway from the path to salvation—that
the only true sin is the sin of pride.”

“To increase desires to an unbearable level while making the fulfillment of them more and more inaccessible;
this was the single principle upon which Western society was based.”

“It was around this time that the Frnech media began a big campaign to promote friendship, probably launched
by Le Nouvel Observateur. ‘Love can break your heart, friendship never will.””

“Speech, which was basically designed for controversy and disagreement, was still scarered by its war-like
origins. Speech destroys, serparates, and when it is all that remains between a man and a woman, then you can
consider the relationship over. When, however, it is accompanied, softened, and in some way sanctified by
caresses, speech itself can take on a completely different meaning, one that is less dramatic but more profound,
that of a detached intellectual counterpoint, free and uninvolved in immediate issues.”

“At no moment in human history does growing old seem to have been a pleasure cruise; but, in the uears
preceding the disappearance of the species, it had manifestly become atrocious to the point where the level of
voluntary deaths, prudishly renamed departures by the public-health bodies, was nearing 100 percent, and the
average ageo f departure, estimated at sixty across the entire globe, was falling toward fifty in the most
developed countries.”

“’Scenes unworthy of a modern country’ wrote the journalist, without realizing that they were in fact the proof
that France was becoming a modern country, that only an authentically modern country was capable of treating
old people purely as rubbish, and that such contempt for one’s ancestors would have been inconceivable in
Africa, or in a traditional Asian country.”

“Similarly, every time that we dwell on the past, that we return to a painful episode—and this is more or less
what psychoanalyusis boils down to—we increase the chances of reproducing it.”

“Two, man had well and truly come into being by means of evolution, and his creation by the Elohim was
therefore to be taken only as a metaphor—however, he warned me against too blind a belief in the Darwinian
vulgate, which was being abandoned more and more by serious researchers; the evolution of species in reality
owed far less to natural selection than to genetic drift, that is to say pure chance, and to the appearance of
geographical isolates and separate biotopes.”



“Basically, it is a question of degree;, he said. ‘Everything is kitsch, if you like. Music as a whole is kitsch; art is
kitsch, literature itself is kitsch. Any emotion is kitsch, practically by definition; but any reflection also, and
even in any action, the only thing that is not absolutely kitsch is nothingness.”

“After a certain age, life becomes administrative more than anything.”

“I suppose that the revolutionaries are those who are capable of coming to terms with the brutatility of the
world, and of responding to it with increased brutality. I simply did not have that kind of courage.”

“My career had not been a failure, at least not on the commercial level: if you attack the world with sufficient
violence, it ends up spitting its filthy lucre back at you; but never, never will it give you back joy.”

“Intelligence permits the domination of the world; this can appear only within a social species, and through the
medium of language.”

“During the first part of your life, you only become aware of happiness once you have lost it. Then an age
comes, a second one, in which you already know at the moment when you begin to experience true happiness,
that you are, at the end of the day, going to lose it. When I met Belle, I understood that I had just entered this
second age. I also understood that I hadn’t reached the third age, in which anticipation of the loss of happiness
prevents you from living.”

“But who still thinks of art when hapiness is possible?”

“Your only chance of survival, if you are sincerely smitten, lies in hiding this fact from the woman you love, of
feigning a cadual detachment under all circumstances. What sadness there is in this simple observation! What
an accusation against man!”

“I noticed that he was beginning to grow a potbelly, probably thanks to his business lunches, but nonetheless he
was a fine medium-size mammal.”

“To refuse to do something because you’ve already done it, because you’ve already been there, rapidly leads to
the destruction, for yourself as much as for others, of any reason for living, for any possible future, and it
pluynges you into an oppressive ennui that will eventually transform into atrocious bitterness, accompanied by
hatred and rancor toward those who still belong to the land of the living.”

“The age difference was the last taboo, the final limit, all the stronger for the fact that it remained the last and
had replaced all the others. In the modern world you could be a swinger, bi, rans, zoo, into S&M, but it was
forbidden to be old”

“What is the point of maintaining a body that no one touches? And why would you choose a nice hotel bedroom
if you have to sleep there alone? I could only, like so many who had finally been defeated despire their sniggers
and their grimaces, bow down: immense and admirable, undoubtedly, was the power of love.”

“In despair, I ended up speaking about myself, in other words about Esther, it was about the only thing in my
life recently that seemed worthy of mention.”

“I understood then why I had never introduced sects into my sketches: it is easy to make jokes about human
beings, to consider them as burlesque mechanisms when they are, banally, moved by cupidity or desire; but
when they give the impression of being animated by a deep faith, by something that goes beyond the survival
instinct, the mechanism breaks down, and laughter in principle is stopped.”



“During my days at secondary school, when I would debate with a Christian, a Muslim, or a Jew, I had always
had the impression that their beliefs were to be taken ironically; that they obviously didn’t believe, in the proper
sense of the term, in the reality of the dogmas they professed, but that there were a sign of recognition, a sort of
password allowing them access to the community of believers—a bit like grunge music was, or Doom
Generation for fans of the game. The weighty seriousness they sometimes brought to debates between equally
absurd theological positions seemed to contradict this hypothesis; but the same thing, basically, could be said
for the fans of a game: for a chess player, or a participant who is truly immersed in a roleplay, the fictional space
of the game becomes something completely serious and real, you could even say that nothing else exists for
him, for the duration of the game at least.”

“Then, by accident, I saw my reflection in a window, and I understood. I looked my fortysomething years; my
face was careworn, stiff, marked by the experience of life, by responsibilities and sorros; I didn’t look at all like
someone you could image having fun; [ was condemned.”

“They had succeeded, after decades of conditioning and effort, they had finally succeeded in tearing from their
hearts one of the oldest human feelings, and now it was done, what had been destroyed could no longer be put
back together, no more than the pieces of a broken cup can be reassembled, they had reached their goal: at no
moment in their lives would they ever know love. They were free.”

“In the space of a few years, in less than a generation, in an incredibly brief period of time, all this had
disappeared, had evaporated into thin air. In these countries today no one believed in God anymore, or tood
account of Him, or even remembered that they had once believed; and this had been achieved without difficulty,
without conflict, without any kind of violence or protest, without even a a real discussion, as easily as a heavy
object, held back for some time by an external obstacle, returns as soon as you release it, to its position of
equilibrium. Human spiritual beliefs were perhaps far from being the massive, solid irrefutable block we usually
iumagined; on the contrary, perhaps there were what was most fleeting and fragile in man, the thing most ready
to be born and to die.”

“It is true that times had changed, and that Elohimism marched in many respects behind consumer capitalism—
which, turning youth into the supremely desirable commodity, had little by little destroyed respect for tradition
and the cult of the ancestors—inasmuch as it promised the indefinite preservation of this same youth, and the
pleasures associated with it.”

“If the abandonment of machismo had effectively made men unhappy, it had not actually made women happy.”

“In the space of a couple of decades, Islanm thus managed to assume, in Europe, the role that had been
Catholicism’s in its heyday: that of an “official” religion, organizer of the calendar and of mini-ceremonies
marking out the passage of time, with dogmas that were sufficiently primitive to be grasped by the greatest
number while preserving sufficient ambiguity to seduce the most agile minds, claiming in principle to have a
redoubtable moral austerity while maintaining, in practice, bridges across which any sinner could be
reintegrated.”

“I would never forget her body, her skin, nor her face, and I had never felt with such clarity that human relations
are born, evolve, and die in a totally deterministic manner, as inexorable as the movements of a planeteary
system, and that it is absurd and vain to hope, however slightly, that you can modify their course.”

“There are not a lot of basic socioreligious emotion...susan interjected in English. If you have no sex, you need
ferocity. That’s all.”



“They were, for all their fame, used to a dreary and scarcely changing life, they were used to having little
interest in real existence, preferring instead of the real, a commentary on it.”

“Jealousy, desire, and the appetite for procreation share the same origin, which is the suffering of being. It is the
suffering of being that makes us seek out the other, as a palliative; we must go beyond this stage to reach the
state where the simple fact of being constitutes in itself a permanent occasion for joy; where intermediation is
nothing more than a game, freely undertaken, and not constitutive of being. We must, in a word, reach the
freedom of indifference, the condition for the possibility of perfect serenity.”

“I began to feel the return, albeit weak and flaccid, of something that wasn’t really even desire—for the word
would seem to me, despite everything, to imply a minimum belief in the possibility of its fulfillement—but the
memory, the phantom of what could have been desire.”

“Sexual pleasure was not only superior, in refinemenet and violence, to all the other pleasures life had to offer;
it was not only the one pleasure with which there is no collateral damage to the organism, but which on the
contrary contributes to maintaining it at its highest level of vitality and strength it was in truth the sole pleasure,
the sole objective of human existence, and all other pleasures—whether associated with rich good, tobacco,
alcohol, or durgs—were only derisory and desperate compensations, mini-suicides that did not have the courage
to speak their name, attempts to speed up the destruction of a body that no longer had access to the one real
pleasure. Thus human life was organized in a terribly simple fashion, and for twenty years or so, in my scripts
and sketches, I had pussyfooted around a reality that I could have expressed in just a few sentences. Youth was
the time for happiness, its only season; young people, leading a lazy, carefree life, partially occipued byt
scarcely absorbing studies, were able to devote themselves unlimedly to the liberated exulatation of their
bodies.”

“This was the ture meaning of solidarity between generations; it was a pure and simple holocaust of each
generation in favor of the one that replaced it, a cruel, prolonged holocause that brought with it no consoluation,
no comfort, nor any material or emotional compensation.”

“I ordered a fourth cocktail and slowly weighted the different possibilities as I turned the alcohol in my glass,
before realizing that I would very probably do nothing, that I would not resort to prostitution now Esther had
left me, any more than I had after Isabelle left, and I also understood, with a mixture of terror and disgust, that I
would continue (in, [ must say, a purely theoretical fashion, because I knew very well that in my case it was all
over, that I’d blown my last chance, that I was now ready to depart, that it was necessary to put an end to things,
that it was necessary to finish), but that I continued all the same, in the heart of heartys, and in the face of all the
evidence, to believe in love.”

“Humans, or at least humans of the last period, adhered, it seems very easily, to any new project, quite
independently of the direction of the proposed movement; change in itself was apparently, in their eyes, a
value.”

“Sociability had had its day, it had played uts historic role; it was indispensable in the early years of the
appearance of human intelligence, but it was just a useless and encumbering vestige. The same could be said of
sexuality, since the spread of articial procreation.”

“And love, where all is easy, where all is given in the instant; there exists in the midst of time the possibility of
an island.”



“An exceptional historic opportunity for rational depopulation had been offered at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, she went on, both in Europe through the falling birthrate, and in Africa thanks to epidemics and
AIDS. Mankind had preferred to waste this chance through the adoption of a policy of mass immigration, and
bore complete responsibility for the ethnic and religious wars that ensued, and that constituted the prelude to the
first decrease”

“In the absence of any cultural transmission, the collapse had occurred with amazing speed.”

“Our existence, devoid of passions, had been that of the elderly; we looked into the world wit ha gaze
characterized by lucidity without benevolence.”

“I now knew with certainty that I had known love, because I knew suffering.”



