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PREFACE 

Tuo years before the death of the extravagant and tyrCiunical 

Louis Ie Grand, Denis Didcrot was bonl. As a highly intelligent and 

creative thinker, Diderot 'Has obsorvant of the political, social, . 

economic, scientific, and esthetic developments of his time ffi1d expressed 

his opinions both in conversation and in \iriting during a major portion 

of the eighteenth century. When Louis XIV died in 1715, his five-year

old great-grandson. bccwne Louis XV. Under the reign of Louis XV, France 

continued the extravagance of Louis XIV along with an increasing abso·~ 

lutism and a governmont sHayed by favorites such as Hadame de Pompadour. 

By the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685, Louis XIV had 

caused great nu..'11ben~ of Protestan,ts to leave France. Ii! addition, his 

persecution of the Jansenists, an ascetic Catholic faction, had caused 

great injustice and bitternl;,SS among the people of France tmolard the end 

of his reign. Consequently, under Louis XV, the Encyclopedists with 

their free-thinking deism or atheism becw~e the Inain force opposing 

oppression, whether that oppression came through the absolutism of the 

Church or the absolutism of the unpopular Louis Xg. 

Diderot dominated in TIkqny ways the philosophy of the free-thinkers 

of Franc6, who were referred to as the Encyclopedists or the philosoph~~. 

The major goals of Ule phi~~soph~ were to enlighten their contemporaries 

concerning faith in hur~ml reason, hope of human progress, ID1d love of 

virtue or bienfaisance.' Their spreading of scientific knmdedge as well 

as philosophic fu~d critical ideas iI1 literary form has caused the 
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1eighteenth century t.o be called m1 Age of Enligrrtcnment. A further purpo1:;:c 

of the philosophGS 1m3 to expose the evIls of absolutism and j.ntoleranco 

in both the government and religion of France. Direct critici81ll end even 

some inm_rect criticism brought persecution, L'lprison~ent, or death to 

many individuall3. Despite the posd.bility of dangerous consequence::;, 

the critics of t.he oppressive bigotry of the Church and State refused to 

be silenced. Diderot's courage in facing the threats to his personal 

safety was especially remal~kableJ and the circle of free-thinkers regarded 

him as their champion in the organized attack on tradition. 

Diderot lived Imlg enough to m)serve ten years of the reign of 

Louis XVI nnd Marie Antoinette. In 1789, five years after Diderot1s 

death, the French Revolution began. This ended the ancien r~~i~~ which 

had brought about its Olm violent finale by the refusal of the privi

1eged monarchy, nobility, and clergy of France to make adequate refol'lils 

in time to have a.lloucd a bloodless revolution to occur in their CO\llltr)" 

as it had in England in 1688 when the monarchy lI'as limi.ted in authority 

and made subject to the lmJs of Parliament. 

The thinking people of France deeply admired Enclish thought. and 

English freedom. This adIrdration has been called Anglomania. Certainly 

Diderot, in his pursuit of kno111edge and understa."luing, shared the current 

Anglomania. As a humanist, concerned about the improvement of mankind IS 

position, Diderot readily absorbed ideas of English .7ritel's. 

To shO"lo/' hon English authol~S influenced Didcrot IS uritings in 

scientific, political, philosophic, and esthetic fields will be the chief 

1
Albert Leon Guerard, The Life and Death of an Ideal (New York:
 

George Braziller, Inc., 1956)-; p.-260.- .. - - - 
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aim of this thesil:i. The first ch.:tpter contains a biographical sketch of 

Diderot in 'Hhich the development of the personality of this vcrs<::.tile 

writer and the major activitj,es of his life are emphasized. The second 

chapter shows the English influences on Diderot during his bold years 

(1743-1749), with emphasis on his ~~ns{)e~ Ehilos0.E.~.ques and his Lettre 

~ les aveu~e~. The third chapter deals with the EngliGh lllfluences 

durine his caut:lous or "bourgeois" years (1749-1774), featUl·mg the Ency

clopedi~, Pensees ~ l'int~rpr6tation de !~ ~ature, Entretiens ~~ 1e 

Fils naturel, De la Poesie drc:una~.:.que, and the tHO novels -- La ~~li!iieus~ 

and Jacques Ie Fat~list~. The fourth chapter examines the English 

illfluences ill the R6f~tatio~ suivie de l'ouvrage d'Helvetius intitule 

1 'Ho)~, alld the ParlJ.d~~~ ~ Ie corn~~ien, 'Hhich Diderot urote during his 

last decade (1774-1784). The fifth chapter contains the conclusions of 

the writer based on the stuQy of&~glish influenceD on Diderotls thinking 

and writing. 
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CHAP':tER I 

DENIS DIDEROT: L I Hmn·1E 

A play written by Diderot, '-Thieh 'Has his last published Hork 

before his death, pones the dilem~na of the man, Denis Diderot. This 

dile,mna is stated in the title of the pl[\.y, !:.st-i~ bon? ~st-~~ me~~'l.'1.t? 

Whether in nn attempt to evaluate Diderot's personal virtue or in an 

attempt to understand Diderot's philosopl~ of virtue, the search for an 

animal' to the question, nls he good or is he bad? II , provokes an endless 

debate. The problem of good and evil plagued Diderot all of his life. 

Depending on the opinions of the renders, the study of his life can be 

plagued by a desire to judge the moral qualities of the man. The author 

will attempt to interpret the life of Diderot without rosortj~g to moral 

judgments. Diderot was, is, and will continue to be a controversial 

personality. 

This sketch of Diderot' s life will discuss his formative yea:t~s, 

his bold years, his cautious years, and his last decade to parallel the 

order of the remaini.l'lg chapters of the thesis. Because Diderot 'tn~ote so 

much, only his more important rlri tings llill be mentioned in this chapter. 

His works \-lhich were influenced by Engli.sh rTriters are discussed at 

length later, and a chronological listing of his main works is in the 

appendix at the end of this paper. This chapter will be limited to 

events within Diderot's life that helped form the personality of the 

philosoph~.:. 

Denis Diderot was a sensitive child, yet robust in his physical 
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qualities. His childhood in Langres ineluded the rugeed play of an 

ordinary boy. The quiet tmm of Langres in the province of Champagne, 

one hundred eighty miles southeast of Paris, was a center for the cutlery 

industry. The child Denis greH up in this bourgeois setting under tho 

protective guidance of his father, Didier Diderot, and his mot,her, f,ngelique 

Vigneron. Didier Diderot \-TaS engaged in cut.lery, a trade uhich his family 

had follotled since the thirteenth century. He was pious, generous, a~d 

respected by all his neighbors. His hones'liY and sound judgment cau.s~~d 

him to be asked to settle disputes and serve as executor of uills. His 

professional skill 'Was uidely esteemed also and he specializ,ed in forging 

surgical insturments. At one time l'Jhcn young Denis becaInG tired of 

school, he begged his father to teach him the f8Jilily trade. After a few 

days in the cutlery shop, he humbly asked his father t.o let him return to 

his books; he had found himself bored und Hithout aptitude for the manual 

skill of fOrTiling knives. His parents were important to Denis Diderot. 

The mutual affection of father and son is apparent throughout Denis 

Diderot's writing. His affection for his mother was apparently too deep 

for public expression,2 for he is strm1gely silent about her. The fact 

that he named tHO of his daughters Angeliquo indicated his high regard for 

his mother. 

Denis, born on October 5, 1713, was the oldest living child of 

Didier and Angelique Didcrot. A son, born a year earlier, had lived 

only a few hours. A daughter, Denise, was born on Jmluary 27, 1715. 

This si.ster, 1-Those temperament so much pc.ralleled her older brother' 5, 

2Arthur McCandless Wilson, Diderot: The Testing Years, 1713-1759
 
(NOli York: ()Y..ford University Press, 195"7), p:-12. -- ------.
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was to become a llfelong confidante of Denise 'lIp_reo more daughters rrere 

born, of wh.om Angelique was the only one to live beyond childhood. She 

entered a convent, where she became insane and died at the age of twenty-

eight. This tragedy vras no doubt in Diderot l s mind 1Then he urate his 

expos6 of convent life, La ~gie~. Finally, 011 Harch 21, 1722, tho 

younger brother of Denis was born -- Didier-Pierre. This son of Didier 

and Ang61iquo Diderot became a priest, filling the position ~n1ich his 

uncle had held in the Langres Cathedral. The :ilnpiet.y of Denis was a 

constant sllame to the yOill1ger brother and their relationships as adults 

were never cordial. 

At eight years of age, Denis \-TaS directed to'l-lard the prieothood 

by his family. So until he was fifteen years old, his education pro

gressed under the expert guid,illce of the Jesuit teachers at the school in 

Langres. He proved to be an excellent s'tudent, with perhaps more th0n 

normal amount of delight in nwking mischief. "Then he was fourteen, his 

Uncle Vigneron died, leaving a request that his nephew, Denis, be named 

his successor as c~non in the Church at Langres. For some tlUlmo'l'ffi reason, 

the Langres Cathedral refused this request, so young Denis decided sev

eral months lat.er to take vows as a Jesuit. This led to his enthusiastic 

decision to run away from home to go to Paris in order to train for his 

new calling. His father, who had been '-Tarned by a cousin to rThom Denis 

had confided his plDl1s, stopped the you.l1.g man from leaving in the middle 

of the night. When the time for the fall term came, both faU1cr and son 

took the stagecoach to Paris. The father stayed until Denis was l:ell 

established in the College d ' Harcourt.3 After completi.l1.g the three years 

3Lester G. Crocker, T1;9 Embattled Philosopher (The Michigan State
 
College Press, 195t~), pp. 8-9:'
 q • 
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of study at. the E.~llege, yOU.. carel1g Diderot iTas placed under the of Hal.tre 

Clement du Ris, an: attorney in Paris, to study Im1. Finally after t\'10 

years of umdlling 'YTOrk on the part of Diderot and patient forhearDnce on 

the part of l1al'.tre C16ment, the latter felt forced to urite to the elder 

Diderot about his son's uncooperative att.itude and his 'Haste of time on 

useless reading. This brought about the decisive showdown, in which the 

father gave Diderot the choice of studying medicine or laH, :l.f he did not 

want to go back to Langres and becomo a cut.ler. Denis stated that he was 

happy doing nothing at all and that he liked to study llhatever pleased 

him, In desperation the father cut off the yOUllg mml's allowance and 

4
gave him instructions to find his o~m means of supportl

The Bohemian existence which Diderot pursued during the next ten 

years in Paris was filled with shady adventures mId a type of freed~n 

that helped produce the erratic temperament for "mich Diderot was noted. 

The tutoring and hack \'lriting which he did "Jere not always suffici.cnt to 

meet his expenses. But these years made possible the h~de reading and 

accwuulation of knowledge which prepared him for his future work. His 

interests includod biology, chemistry, and physiology as well as his 

continued study of mathematics. He read Latin, Greek, Italian, a~d 

French classics avidly. But it was Engli.sh literature for which he had 

the greatest enthusiasm. Professor Lester Crocker describes what young 
. ,

D~derot found there: 

•••What French poetry could comp<u'e uith Pope and Dryden, and 
especially with Thomson' s ~easomJ, in which he discovered a 

4 Wilson, Ope cit., pp. 27-28.,
Crocker, Ope ci~., p. 2,. 
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feelinG for nature nbsent from l~ts o~m literature? Shakespeare, 
though a Gothlc baX'barinn lacJdng in good taste, has mo.TJy UlISU:l' 

passable flights of genius. l1ilton wc.s Llagnificcnt., StTif't incom
parable in his satire, l1h:i.lo Dofo3 and Fielding put the English 
novel far above the French. 

In addition to this ad.mtration for English literature carne the dlscovery 

of a cotmtry where tolerance uas practiced. Voltaire I s Lettr~~ ph:Ll~~lO-

phiques, which treated the English customs and authors, stirred Diderotls 

imagination, so that his search for a meaningful philosopr~ of life 

turned towards English philosophy. 

In 1742 Diderot found a fellot'T-thinker and fri,end in Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau and also fell in love 'Hi th the girl he was determinod to marry. 

For fifteen years the friendship with Rousseau was a happy and productive 

relationship. Di,derot Has not so fortunate in his relationship "lith 

Antoinette Champion. Their love affair 'Has stormy and filled with oh

stacles to a proper marriage. Antoinettels mother lIould give her appro

val to the match only on the condition that Diderot l s family r.rould give 

its consent. Diderot. finally "rent home to Langrcs hoping to be able to 

gain his parents I consent to a marriage ~dth Antoinette. vnlcn he eva~-

tually made his "nshes kn01-ID, his father stormed and tried to change the 

young manls mllld -- even procuring a !ettre de cachet and having his 

son imprisoned in a monastery. Diderot slipped away from his imprison

ment and journeyed back to Paris, where he and Antoinette flore finally 

married secretly without parental consent on November 6, 1743, after 

aL~ost a year of turbulent emotional stress. The marriage was not a 

happy one and the turbulence of the courtship was small compared to the 

friction experienced in the years of incompatibility that fol101·1Cd. Denis 

and Antoinette's first child lIas born on August 13, 17WI. This little 
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AngeliQue lived onl)!- six weeks. The next yea.r a son, Denis-Laurent, Has 

borno Tho clash bet~JeE;n the personalities of Dj.derot and his wife caused 

constant bickerine. Since he found li,ttle companionship in his home, 

Didorot took Had8me de Pu:1,sicux as his mistress in 171.S. Soured by 

Diderot's infidelities and the burdens of the home, J...ntoinette' s naturally 

jealous temperaJnent developed into habitual nagging and scolding. 

In 1746, 'Hhen Diderot 'ias thirty-three, the publisher Le Breton 

gave him a job af; co-editor of the En.cyclop~d:i.e, along \oTith d' Alembert. 

This furnished a steady income for his family and gave his life direction 

and purpose. To escape the routine of his editing responsibilities and 

to meet the monetary demands of :HadamB de Puisieu."C, Diderot wrote a..l1d 

published anonymously the Essai ~ Ie mzrite et la !.~.rtul. par Hylord 

s * .:~, ~radui~ ~ l'angla:.:~ (17lrS); the Pen..;.~ecs J2hi:I:osoph~:.<:!~ (171[6), 

6Les Bijoux indiscret; (1748); e~d the Lettre ~ les ~gle~ (1749). 

Les Bijoux ~ndiscrets was a licentious novel which he later regretted 

having written. It was censored because the plot closely resembled the 

actual circ~~stances in the court of Louis XV and Madame de Pompadour. 7 

To restore his reputation ~.S a serious scholar aftcr the indiscretton of 

publishing this type of work, Didcrot ,.;rote and published a five-volume 

treatise entitled M6nl0ire~ ~ different~ sujets ~ mathemati~~!.8 

Reaction to the Lettre ~ les ~~uglcs brought about Diderot's 

arrest and a three-month imprisonnlent at Vincennes. For the first month 

in the dungeon Diderot had only a copy of Milton's Paradise Lost to read. 

6Ibide, p. 53. 7vlilson, o:e. ci_t., p. 86. 8Ibid., pp. 88-89. 
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He wrote notes in the book by making ink from crushed slate dissolved in 

wine and using a pen made from a toothp:i.ck. His Hife and the publisherf> 

of the EEqTclopedi.~ petitioned repeatedly for Diderot l s release. He was 

finally assigned luore comfortable quarters and allo~cd to have lnaterials 

to continue his vlOrk for the Enc~rclopGdie. But not until November 3, l7h9, 

was he given his freedom. 9 This taste of the po.mr of the state over the 

life of an individual caused Diderot to adopt more cautious w~s. At 

this point, the boldness of his youth came to an end. 

At the end of June, 1750, the Diderot1s five-yoar-old son died 

ofa fever. Then in September another son was born, "Tho died as a result 

of a fall from the amlS of his godmother on the steps of the church "nlere 

10he was to have been baptized. In this year of dOTIlestic tragedy, Diderot 

met the man who became his dearest friend, Melchior Grimm. Rousseau had 

befriended Grimm when he came from Germany to France as companion to the 

son of a German count and subsequently introduced Grimm to his good 

friend, Diderot. Although Grimm "JaS ten years younger than Diderot, and 

of a very contrasting temperament, the two became fast friends. rnlereas 

Diderot was demonstrative and explosive, Gr~nm was reserved and uncmo

tional. But their common interests and opinions cemented their friend

ship. Rousseau soon became jealous of the intrusion of Grimm in the 

affections of Diderot. This jealousy eventually culminated in the quarrel 

11
that ended the Rou3seau-Diderot friendship in 1758.

Another important friendship developed between Diderot and the 

baron dtHolbach starting in 1752. DtHolbach, who "ras born in Germany, 

9Crocker, op. Eit., p. 90. 10Ibid. , p. 113. llIbi~., p. lJ.O. 
--~-
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had been brought up in Paris. He ..laS a weal thy at.heist, lJho sided ';lith 

the phi~~sophes Hnd bec[-lj-;).8 the patron of many Ylriters \,rho fmmd them

selves without funds. His dlnners, \-1h:i.ch were held tvrice a week, became 

famous. He invited his philosophe friends and any congenial foreigners 

who happened to come to Paris. It was at d'Holbach's home that Diderot 

met David Hume, the historian; Laurence Sterne, the novelist; and David 

Garrick, the director and actor -- three English friends for whom he had 

great respect and affection. These dinners furnished excellent occasions 

for Diderot to usc hin forensic skills and to gain the reactions of his 

friends to his idee-e. Rousseau stopped going to the dinners when his 

12conscience rebelled against the irreverent talk that took place there.

The year 1151 brought the publication and distribution of the 

first two volumes of the En~~~lo~~die. The following year Diderot con

fessed his marriage to his father and was forgiven. His mother had died 

in 1740.13 In the sunmer of 1752, Diderot sent Antoinette to Langres for 

a three-month stay. She won the hearts of her in-laws and returned to 

Paris with gj.fts and good rnshcs from family and friends .14 Finally, in 

1753, a fourth child was born to Denis and Antoinette. This daughter, 

who was also nmaed Angelique, survived to becmne the joy of her parents. 

After Diderot's death, she "Trote her father's memoirs under her married 

name, Madame de Vandeul.Except for his pleanure in the nurture of this 

second Angclique, Diderot still found his greatest comfor.t out.side his 

home. He broke his liaison with Madame de Pa1sieux in 1754, when he dis

l2Thid., p. 121. l\lilson, Ope ci~., p. 95.
 

l4crocker, ~. cit., p. 128.
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covered her fickleness. In the summer of 1755, Antoinette mado a second 

and last trip to Lnngres with the three-year-old Ang81ique, so that the 

l5
elder Diderot might see his only grandchild before his death.

Thon in October, 1755, Diderot met Mademoiselle Louise-Henriette 

Vollmld, who became his greatest love. He nickn~ned her Sophie because 
16

of her wisdom. Sl18 could appreciate any discussion Didcrot initiated, 

and her "ride reading plus her ability to analyze made their conversations 

mentally stimulating. In April, 1759, Sophie's mother moved her f~~ily 

17 
to their country estate to get her daueht9r aw~ froln Diderot. This 

began the long-term correnpondence betH'cen the tHO friends, llhich reveals 

so much of the soul and thinking of Diderot. 

The demands of his nork on the Encyclor:,6die caused Diderot to 

return to Langres only after word of his father's death reached hila in 

June, 1759. He stayed there two months until the estate was settled,and 
18

his brother and sister had agreed to live to~ether in the paternal llome. 

After the experience of impri,sol1xr.ent, TIidcrot nas careful to 

publish only those things which he felt would not offend the authorities. 

In 1751 he published the Lettre ~ les sourds-mu~ts, which discussed the 

problems of language and sound and continued his study of the importance 

of the senses which he had begun in the Lettrc ~ les ~~ugl~~. In 1754 

he published his tri.bute to Bacon, Pens6es ~ l'interpretat~ de la 

nature. The volumes of the Encyclopedic continued to be published: 

VolwnG III (1752), Volume IV (1754), Volume V (1755), and Vol~~e VI (1756). 

This luck did not last, ho..;ever. The publication of Volume VII in 1757 

15 16 17 
~., p .. )Jd~. Ibid., p. 146. Ibi~., p. 211. 

18 
.!1?id., p. 207. 
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created a crisis. D' Alembert, Rousseau, nnd other contributorr. wi.thdre\'1 

from the project for fear of reprisals by the enemies of the Enclclopedie. 

But Diderot refused to give up. Finally,j~ 1759, the Parlemcnt of Paris 

ordered the suspensj. on of the Encyclopedie. 

During the tense time that the EncycloEcdie was being threatened 

with suspension, Didcrot turned to writing plays. In 1757 he published 

Ie Fils natlrre!, r~lich failed to please theater-goers, when it was per

formed in 1771, because of its moralizj.ng and long speeches. 1e Pere de 

famill~, which he published in 1758, was more successful when it was pro

duced on the stage in 1761 and 1769.19 

The year 1758 started a series of reverses in Diderot's life. A 

quarrel with Rousseau ended in the final break of their friendship in 

October. The year 1759 brought the suspension of privilege to publish 

the Encyclopedie, the death of his father, and the moving of the Vollands 

away from Paris. All of these tragedies left Diderot depressed and so

bered by life's relentless harshness. Despite the suspension of privi

lege, Diderot was deternDL~ed to continue tte Encyc~~p6die in secret. The 

same tenacity of wlll which had made him resist his father's cO~J~~ds con

cerning his vocation and his marriage sust3.ined him. He was aided by 

Louis de Jaucourt, a scholar content to work endlessly on articles. 

Diderot's contributions \-mre second in qua.~tity only to Jaucourt' s.20 

Without Diderot and Jaucourt's continued devotion to the cause, the !2..~

clopedie l'lOuld not have been completed. In 1764 Diderot had the terrible 

19R• Loyalty Cru, Diderot as a Di.sciole of English Thought (NetT 
York: Columbia University Press,1913~294-. 

20Crocker, op. cit., p. 131. 
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shock of discoverjng that. Le Breton had cut out large amounts of the copy 

for the Encyc~opedie \-1h1ch he felt might be dangerous in the eyes of the 

censors. Naturally Diderot was angry and hurt, but the dn.mage llaS irre

parable. Finally, in 1765, the last ten volumes of the Encyclop~die l;ere 

distributed all at, one time. Su.ppleracnts and en index continued to be 

published until 1180. Diderot, however, ended }-us association \nth the 
21 

project in 1772. The great work of his life was then finished. 

Another project of Diderotls, which he started in 1758, was tlill 

pleasant one of writing criticisms of the art displayed at the Salon. 

These criticisms Here published in Grimm's Co£!:~:pondance !itt6rair~, 

which was a bi-vreekly report of the latest boolm and neHS to a small 

number of German subscribers. The Salo~ i'1as an art eJ..'"Position held every 

other year in Paris. Except for the Salon of 1773, when he was in Russia~ 

Diderot attended the expositions and ;'Irote criticisms for Grimm's publi

cation until 1781. These art criticisms contain some of Diderot's most 

. . 1 .. 22orlgllla ;'~ltlng. 

In 1760, Diderot's need to express himself more freely caused hLm 

to try a new medium of writing. He decided to try the epistolary style 

which Richardson had used in the novels which he and Rousseau had so 

greatly aronired. Diderotls espistolaFI novel, La Religieuse, started as 

a practical joke on a friend to whom Diderot sent the letters as if they 

were from a real Sister Suzanne who was seeking release from her tortured 

existence. This "laS one of the rrriting proj ects that remained in Diderot' s 

21llDiderotlt, GrDnd Larousse encyclopedic en dix volumes (Paris: 
Librairie L:-U'OUS3C, r96jJ,-tv-;--r;97 M - -

22 
Crocker, Ope ci~., p. 186. 
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desk dr<.:Hrer und \-laS not published until tHelve years after his death. In 

1761, at Richardson's death, Diderot urote his famous Elog~ de ~icl~.9:~, 

a passionate tribute to the greatness that Dj.derot fir'lilly believed the 

English novelist deserved. The next year, Diderot began writing the 

Neve.;! de Ramea~, uhich is commonly called his masterpiece. 

Cathcrine the Grcat of Russj.a. bought Diderot' s library in 1765 

with the stipulation that it was not to be delivered to her until she 

asked for it and that an annual paJinent would be made to Diderot for his 

services as caretaker of the collection. This financial boon greatly 

aided Diderot' s economic position. Along vn. th the purchase of the library 

C2~e an invitation for him to visit Catherine in St. Petersburg. He re

spectfully decllllcd the invitation at that time. In 1772, as a good 

bourgeois parent, Diderot negotiated an acceptable marriage for his 

daughter with Honsieur de Vandeul. With this duty fulfilled and his obli

gations to the Encyc~?pedie finished, he no longer had an excuse to avoid 

making a trip to express his gratitude to Catherine in person. So from 

June, 1773, to September, 1774, Diderot was away from home. The long and 

difficult journey by stagecoach took its toll on his health, even thol~h 

he rested in Holland bot,h going to St. Petersburg and coming back. It was 

during this trip that he tried his skill in writing the novel, Jacques Ie 

Fataliate, which was publj.shed posthumously in 1796. 

"1hen he was safely home again in Paris, Diderot predicted that ho 

had about ten more years left to enjoy life, a predict.ion ,.hich proved 

accurate. In that last decade he played .Iith his grandchildren and urote 

almost continually. In 1775, he completed a Plan d'une Universite en 

Russie Hhich he hr<.d promised to urite for Catherine. In 1778 he finished 
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tho Paradox~ ~ l~ ~ilGdien and the fo11mli.ng year fjnishod the Nc,·cu de 

Ramcau. These works remained in his desk dra~Ier or were circulated only 

among his good frionds and '\-Jere not published until m..wy y'ea::.~s after his 

death. In 1781, Diderot '-Irote his best play, Est-i1 bon? est-i1 meche.nt?,-,.---- _._
'\-lhich 'Has autobiographical in its contents. 

On July 31, 1784, the EhilQsophe died quite s11ddcnly at the dinner 

table, just five months after the death of his good friend, Sophie Volland. 

Despite the fact that Diderot had repeatedly refused to make a confession 

of faith, his son-in-1Rw managed to have a splendid funeral on August 

first in the parish church of Saint-Roch. In his biography of Diderot, 

The ~ttled ~~~~?!opher, Lester Crocker states that Diderot's body was 

laid to rest under the slabs in the Chapel of the Virgin, but that wIlen 

23
it was next looked for, it could not be found. 

Andre Cresson concluded his discussion of the life of Diderot with 

a comparison of his life to the lives of Voltaire and Rousseau, for these 

three writers have been credited with prepari.ng the French nation to 

revolt against the injustices of the ancien regime. The sophi.sti~atcd 

Voltaire had an unforgiving spirit tOHards hi.s enemies and used vitriolic 

sarcasm in his writing. The unconventional and erratic Rousseau, who was 

Diderot's good friend for fifteen years and then his bitter ener~, beca~e 

more paranolac untj~ he firm1y believed that there was a '\-Iorld-Hide plot 

to destroy hinl. AD Cresson pointed out, Diderot lvas quite different from 

either Rousseau or Voltaire. 

23 
Ibiel., p. 436. 
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24
Cresson asserted: 

•••Didcrot est. tout autre chose. Clest un touche-a.-tout passlonn6 
et cnthousiaste, cnthousiaste pour ceux qu'il croit 80S amis ct qui 
ne le sont pas toujours, enthouniastc de la beaut€: et du char-me des 
femmes qu'il adore jU:Jque dans sa vioillesse impuissante, enthousi
ast.e de la. science et de 1a verit6, enthou:::liaste de 1 1 art sous toutes 
ses formes, enthollsiaste surtout de la vertu, meme quand i1 ne sent 
pas la force de la pratiquer. Auasi est-il Ilhorr~e qui, pour se 
rendre serviable, se r6pand en conneils, en suggestions, en bv~es 

paroles, en bonnc8 actions dElSi.nt6ressees ••• 

It was perhaps this unselfish side of Diderot vn1ich makes hj~ most admir

able. He formed close friendships and manaGed to maintain almost, all 

except Rousseau IS. He l~as overly generous and impractical at times, but 

his ingenuous nature made him more approachable thru1 either Voltaire lrl.th 

his barbed tongue or RouDseau vnth his suspiciou.s j ealo'lU;y. 

To evaluate adequately the life of such a complj.cated person as 

Didcrot in a fev' l'lOrds is impossible. His admirable qualities -- his 

intelligence, his industry, and his inventiveness -- seem to counter

balance his loss adm..i..ra'ble traits. He was a humanj.st nho did not remove 

himself from human soci.oty. He truly studied mankind and worked to better 

man's condition on earth. Voltaire nicknamed Diderot npantophile lt (friend 

of all things), in recognition of his encyclopedic mind, lv-hich vTas pro

bably the cro}ming quality of Diderotls life. Even tod~, Diderotls 

desire for lmovrledge and his struggle to find the truth cause the modern 

thinker to appreciate the eighteenth-century EhiloEophe. 

24 
Anc1r~ Cressan, Diderot: Sa Vie, Son ill uvre (Paris: Pre sses 

Univcr3itaircs de France:-T949), pi):" 32-33:-



CHAPTER II 

ENGLISH nn'LUENCE DURTIW THE BOLD YEARS 

During the Ago of Enli.ghtcnment, the great philosophers of France 

Montaigne, Descartes and Pascal -- ..rere no longer considered leaders of 

French thought. Sir Fre.ncis Bacon, John Locke, and Sir Isaac Newton had 

brought into intellectual circles revolutioncU7 ideas to challenge the 

old systems of thought. Bacon and Newton, in the field of science, encou

raged mankind to observe and experiment. Locke's empirical psychology 

denied the Cartesie.n dualism which described a spiritual mind and a mechan

ical body. According to Locke, onl;r three things exist -- the mind, the 

external norld, and the ideas which are produced in the I!lind by the 
2

external world. ' The English deists -- John Tolnnd, Anthony Collins, 

1'!attheu Tindal and Anthony Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury -
26

influenced the radical and liberal elements of French soci.ety. According 

to Webster's Collegi.~~ Dict~£r:ag, deism is the belief in a God nho 

exerts no influence on men or on the world he has created. The term deist 

was given to a great number of both French and English free-thinkers who 

may or m~ not have held strictly to the deistic belief. 

Of the English deists, the most influential on Diderot was the 

third Earl of Shaftesbu17, who was born at London in 1671 and died in 

Naples in 1713 -- the same year that Diderot was born. The third Earl of 

Shaftesbury, Ij~e his grandfather the first Earl, supported a parliamentar,y 

26
2'crocker, Ope cit., p. 27. Gu6rard, Ope cit., p. 262. 



16 

monarchy, religious to1cI'ence, and freethinking in re1lgion. In keeping 

"lith the issues of his d.?y, the third 1~ar1 also supported the Protestant 

succest31on, which had been upheld by England I s Glorious Revo!.u.tion of 

1688 and opposed French totalitarianism. According to Stanley Grerm, 

both the active and contemplative life of the third Earl of Shaftesbul'y 

l'ms motivated by the motto of the house of Shaftcsbury, "LOVE, SERVE." 

Shaftesbury was able to live his life consistent '\-lith his belief "that 

true greatness in a phi1o~30pher requires not only greatness of thought 
27

but greatness of character." 

Since John Locke lived in the house of Shaftesbury as a friend and 

secretary of the first Earl, he was asked to supervise the education of 

the grandson, Lord Ashley. Locke's theories' of education iiere put into 

practice on young Shaftesbury, who was tutored III Latin and Greek at an 

early age and, therefore, could read both "dth ease. At age fifteen 

young Lord Ashley set out for a three-year tour of the Continent. Most 

of his time abroad was spent in Italy where his interest in the arts lina 

greatly stimulated. After returning to England in 1688, he concentrated 

on the study of classical philosophy and became interested in po1i.tics. 

From 1695 to 1698, he served in the House of Commons. At the death of 

his father in 1699, he became the third Earl of Shaftesbury. He then 

served in the House of Lords in 1700-01. By this time he had attained 

some importance in the iJhig party, but his asthma forced him to retire 

from political activities. During the last trTelve years of his life, 

Shaftesbury' spent his time wl'iting. His Inquir.[ ~oncerning Virtue had 

27Stanley Grean, Shaftesbur~·1s Philosophy of Roligion and Ethics 
(Ohio University Press, 19071, p. xvi. - . --- - -
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been published in 1699 and a revised form, entitled An Inquiq concerning 
28 

Virtu~ o~ Merit, was published in 1711. 

It \'las this revised essay which Diderot translated and published 

in France in 1745. At least three other writings of Shaftesbury jnfluenced 

Diderot --The Morali~~, ! ~etter concerning Enthusiasm, and MisE~ll~~us 

Reflection_~. In Th~ Horalists, Shaftesbury employeel the dialogue form 

which externalized an internc~ debate, such as Diderot was to use in many 

of his 1'rritings, of which the Neveu de ~~ is the most famous example. 

Diderot drew material from these writings of Shaftesbury and used it in 

his Pensecs l?hilosophiques. Withjn this rambling collection of thoughts, 

Diderot presented the basic position that there is no virtue uithout 

religion and no happiness without virtue. He opposed both atheism and 

religious fanaticism. Supposedly he wrote this work in four days of the 

Easter Heek of 1746 and had it published anon~nously soon afterwards. The 
29 

Jansenist P8xlement condemned the book to be burned on July 7, 1746. 

Some of the follo1'rlng quotations will demonstrate Hhy the establish

ed Church felt that it could not tolerate the spreading of such ideas. 

Excerpts from ShaftesblU7's Characteristiclcs*of ~, 11anner, Opinion, 

~imes have been paralleled with excerpts from Diderot's Pensees £hifo

sophiques. Many more parallels could be cited a.s pointed out by Paul 

28 
Ibid., pp. xiii-xv.
 

29
 
George R. Havens, The Age of Ideas (New York: The Free Press,
 

1955), p. 304.
 

* The spelling mld capitalization are as found in Shaftesbury's
 
works.
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Verniere in the notes for the muvres philosophigues, Garnier edition.30 

In his I'1iscell~~~ Refl?ctiO!w, Shaftesbury urote concerning the 

passioil of enthusiasm from '1hich Love and Friendship originate :31 

•••He 11ho yields his Life a Sacrifice to his Prince or Countr'Jj the 
Lover who for his Paramour performs as much; the heroiek, the amourous, 
the religious l1artyrs, who draw their Vie'l'ls, Hhether visionary or 
real, from this Pattern and Exemplar of Divinity; all these, accord
ing to our Author's 3entjJnent, we alike actuated by this Passion, 
and prove themselves in effect so many different Ent~usiasts. 

At the first of his Pensees J2.hilosophi'l'l~~~, DidGrot defended the passions:32 

•••Cependant il nly. a que les passions, et les grandes passions, qui 
puissent elever llfune nux grandes choses. SRns elles, plus de sublime, 
soit dmlS los moeurs, soit dans les ouvrageGj les beaux-arts retournent 
en enfance, et la vortu devient minuticuse. 

Les passions sobres font les hmffi~es comrnuns. Si jlattends llennemi, 
quand 11 slagit du salut de ma patrie, je ne suis qulun citoyen ordi
naire. Mon amitiG nlcst que circonspecte, 8i Ie peril d1un ami me 
laisse les yeux ouverts sur le mien. La vie m'est-elle plus chere que 
rna maitresse, je ne suj.s qulun amant comme un autre. 

Both Diderot ID1d Shaftesbu~y believed that the highest virtue was to be 

fOU-11.d in the balanced use of passion and that without passlon there would 

be no greatness. 

In .An InqulEl ~~~~~~ Virt~ an<.! Merit, Shaftesbury declared 

that he believed isolation fr01:1 human kind to be the most melancholy state 

which a person could suffer. He continued: 

•••Nou if Banish.l1ent from onels COlmtry, Removal to a foreign Place, 

30Denis ~Diderot, Pensee~ ph~losop~~u~ ~:i.n muvres E!~j}oso1?h.iques, 
ed. Paul Verniere. Paris: Editions Garnier Freres, 1964), pp. 9-49. 

31Anthony, Earl of ShaftesbU17, Characteristicks of Men, Manner, 
Opinion, Times (3 vols; London: James PUr~Zi-in-BarthOloroc~-Close, ~737), 
III, 34. -Hereafter, quotations from the Characteristicks will be ref~rred 
to in parentheses in t.he body of the thesis. . 

32Diderot, EE. cit., pp. 9-10. Hereafter., quotations from the
 
Pensees Ehi1osoph~ques will be referred to in parenthoses in the body of
 
the thesis.
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or anything Hhich looks like Solitude or Desertion, be so heavy to 
endure; \-Jhat must it be to feel this immrd B2..nishment, this real 
Estrangement from human Conmerc8; and to be after this manner in a 
Desart, and in the horridest of Solitudes, even when in the midst of 
Society?(Char~cteris~~~}cs,II, 171). 

Diderot "JaS also concerned about estrangement fronl fello'\-1 hUlnans. Hany 

times he attacked the practice of hermits and monks llho tried to be holy 

by separating themselves from human society. In this quotation, he 

ridiculed the idea of a society in which all people followed the example 

of the hermit: 

•••3i Pacome*a bie~ fait de rOD~re avec Ie genre htuaain POtlT slon
terrer dans une solitude, il ne mlest pas d6fendu de llL~ter: en 
l'imitant, je serai tout aussi vertueux que lui; et je ne devine pas 
pourquoi cent autres nlauraient pas Ie meme droit que maio Cepen
dmlt il ferait beau voir une province entiere, effray6e des dangers 
de la societe, se disperser dans les for~ts; ses habit~lts vivre en 
betas farouches pour se sanctifier; mille colmlnes616vees sur les 
ruinesde toutes affections sociales; un nouveau peuple de stylites 
se depouiller, par religion, des sentiments de la nature, cesser 
dl~tre ho~~es et faire les statues pour etre vrais chretiens(Pcns6es 
philos~phique~, p. 12). 

Rather than separating themselves from society, Diderot and Shaftesbury 

becrone involved with all sorts of people and tried to help others as much 

as they could. 

In A Letter concernin~ Entbl~~ as a part of his discussion about 

the existence of God, Shaftesbury referred to God as the "Hind which has 

relation to the Whole", then continued: 

•••For if lliihappily there be no Mind, we may comfort ourselves, how
ever, that Naturo has no Halice: If there be really a Mind, we may 
rest satisfy'd, that it is the best-natur'd one in the World •••For no 
bo~- trembles to think there should be no God; but rather, that there 
should be one. This hOi,ever would be otherwise, if Deity were thought 
as kindly of as Hmannity; and we could be persuaded to believe, that 
if there really ,las a God, the highest Goodness must of necessitJ' 

-

*Pacome or PaChOTIlius was a hermit in Upper Egypt a~d founder of the 

monastic system in the third century A.D •• 
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belone to him, vn:thout any of those Defect.s of Passion, t.hose Nean
nesscs and Imperfections rlhich '·il) acJmoi11odg such in our-selves, l1hich 
as good Men we endeavour. all He can to be :mperior to, and l'1hich "Te 
find ue every day conquer as riC g'rO\l bet.ter (Characteristicks, I, 40-L1). 

Diderot also suggested tha.t atheism is less fearful than cont.emplating a 

vengeful and ang~ God: 

Sur le portrait qulon me fait de llEtre supr~me, sur son pench~it 

A la calere, sur la rigueur de ses vengeances, sur certaines compar
aisons qui nous expriment en nombres 113 rapport de ceux quIll laisse 
periI' a ceux qui il daigne tendre la luain, llfune la plus droitc scrait 
tentee de souhaitel" quI il n lexistat pas. 1. Ion serait assez trauquille 
en ce monde, 8i lIon etait bien assure que lIon nla rien a crain4re 
dans llautre: la pensec qulil nly a point de Dieu nla jamais effray6 
personna, mais bien celIe qulil y en a un, tel que celui quI on me 
peint(Pens6e~ philosophiques, p. 13). 

Both Diderot and Shaftesbury believed that virtuous behavior based Oil 

fear of punishment was not the highest form of virtue. 

In his Miscell~neou~ ~efl~9tion~ Shaftesbury Wl~ote that when a 

particular belief was imposed on the people by absolute authority of the 

government, there was no doubt of it having good success. He stated: 

•••He who is nOll en Orthodox Christian, ,TOU Id by virtue of such a 
Discipline have been infallibly as true a Hussulman, or as errant a 
Heretick; had his Birth happenld in another place(Characteristicks,
III, 104). --

Diderot stated the oplllion that if religious belief is not confirmed by 

choice, then it is as inflexible a condition for a person as being born 

blind or lame: 

Celui qui ne conserve pas par choix le culte qulil a re~u par 
education, ne peut non plus se glorifier dlctre chretien ou musulw~, 

que de nletre point ne aveugle au boiteux.Clest un bonheur, et non 
pas un merite(P~~sees £hilosophiq~, p. 30). 

Both writers believed that all religious beliefs should be tolerated. 

In ! Letter concernin~ Enthusiasm, Shaftesbury asserted that toler

fu~ce was the reasonable course in religious differences: 

• e • There is hareUy no,,: III the YTorld so good a Christia...i (if this be 
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indeed the :Harlc of D. good one) \'1110, if he happen' d to live at Con
stantinople, or elsewhere tmder th0 Protection of the Turks, lIou'd 
think it fi.tting or decent to givG any D:Lsturbance to their Hosque
Worship(Cha~~~is~iclcs, I, 26). 

In a footnote for [ds 111scellaneous Reflections he referred to Corneille's 

play, Polyeuct~: 

••• The French Poots (we see) Cffi1 with great Success, and general 
Applause, exhibit this primitive Zeal even on the publick stage: 
Polyeucte, Act II. Sc. 6(Characteri~ticks, III, 87). 

Diderot adapted these two ideas in his corunentar,y concerning the zeal for 

wiping out on opposing religj.on to be outmoded. He stated: 

Celui qui, se trouvcmt a la }lccque, irait insulter aux cendres de 
Mahomet, renverser ses autels et troubler toute tme mosqu6e, se ferait 
empaler a coup sUr, et ne serait peut-etre pas canonise. Ce z~le nlest 
plus a la mode. Polyeucte ne serait de nos jours qu'un insens6(Pen
s~es ~hilosop~~ues, p. 30). --

The violence and intolerance of zealots did not appeal to either writer. 

Shaftesbury commented on the bigoted behavior of the clergy and 

other pious people in the next tuo quotations from his Miscellan~ 

Reflections: 

Even in the sixth Country, the fam'd Gregorius Bishop of Rome, who 
is so highly celebrated for having planted the Christian Religion, by 
his Missiona~! Monks, in our English Nation of Heathen Saxons, was so 
far from being a Cultivater or Supporter of Arts or Letters, that he 
carry'd on a kind of general Hassacre upon every Product of human 1-lit 
(Characteristicks, III, 239). 

The Mahometan Clergy seem to have a different Policy. They boldly 
rest the FOlli1dation of their Religion on a Book: Such a one as 
(according to the Pretension) is not only perfect, but inimitable 
(Characteristick!, III, 235). 

Diderot stated that the desire of the Church Fathers to suppress all oppo

sition to their ideas must be inherited from their zealous Christian pre

decessors and that Gregory resembled the Mohammedans in his preference for 

only one book: 



22 

••• Clest apparernment de cos predecesseurs que saint Gregoire le Grand 
avait h~rite du zolc barbare qtul'anbna contre les lettres et los 
arts. S'il nleut tenu quia ce pontife, nous serions dm1s le cas des 
mahom6tans, ql1i en sont r6dui ts pour toute lecture a celle de leur 
Alcoran(Pen~6es philos0l2.~~uos, p. 34). 

Both 'V1riters ridiculed the suppression of opposition in the manner of 

Gregory or the Hohammedans. Each author felt that censorship of books 

was not compatible with any religion. 

Shaftesbury described the misleading criticism of free-thin1~ers by 

their opponents in the folloifing quotation from Misce~l~neous Reflections: 

The artificial Managers (the clergy) of this human Frailty declaim 
against Free-Thought, and Latj.tude of Understandjng. To go beyond 
those Bounds of thinking "Ihich they have prescrib I d, i,s by them 
declarld a Sacrilege. To them, Freedom of Mind, a Hastery of' Sense, 
and a Libert:r in Thought and Action, imply Debauch, Corruption, and 
Depravity(Cha~?~~eristicks, III, 305). 

Despite his defense of free thought, ShaftesbulJ' declared his orthodoxy': 

The only Subject on ",hich we are perfectly secure, and \,i thout 
fear of any just Censlrre or Reproach, is that of Faith, and Orthodox 
Belief ••••And tho "m are sensible that it 110U I d be no small hardship 
to deprive others of a liberty of examining and searching, with due 
Modesty and Submission, into the nature of those Subjects; yet as for 
our-selves, who have not the least scruple lJhatsoever, '-Ie prey not 
any such Grace or Favour in our behalf: bell1g fully assurld of our 
ovm stedqy Orthodoxy, Resignation, and intire Submission to the truly 
Christi,an and Catholick Doctrines of our Holy Church, as by Law es
tablishld(Character:Lsticks, III, 315-16). 

Diderot made a similar defense of free-thinkers and made a similar decla

ration of faith, when he stated: 

J e connais les M:vots; lis sont prompts a prendre 1 1 alarme. S I ils 
jugent une fo18 que cet ecrit contient quelque chose de contraire a 
leurs idees, je mlattends a toutes les cCllomnies qu'ils ont repandues 
sur le compte de mille gens qui valaient mieux que moi. S1 je ne suis 
qu l l.ll1 deiste et qulun scelerat, jlen serai quitte a bon marche. n y 
a longtemps qu'ils ont darnne Descartes, Nontaigne, Locke et Bayle; et 
jlesp~re qu'ils en danmcront bien dlautres. Je leur declare cependant 
que je ne me pique d l 6tre ni plus honnete horr~le, n1 meilleur chr6tien 
que la plupart de ees philosophes. Je suis ne dans l'Eglise catholique, 
apostolique et romaine; et je me soumets de toute rna force a ses deci
sions. Je veux mourir dans la religion de mes peres, et je la crois' 
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bonne cmtant qu' il est possible a quiconque n' a jamnis eu aUC1.JJl com
merce ilmnedia.t avec In Divinite, et qui n' n jamais et6 t6moin d' aUClm 

miracle. Voila. rna profession de foi; je s1.Li.s presque sill' qu'ils seront 
m€lcontents, bien quIll nly en ait peut-otre pas un entre eux qui soit 
en etnt d 1en faira une meilleure(Pens6es philosop.~?que~" p. 46). 

Whether Diderotls declaration of faith was sincere at the time he wrote 

this, or whether he was hoping to avoid trouble by stating a falth, '\'I'11ich 

he did not really hold, is not kno~m. Shaftesbury did remain a member of 

the Church of Englrold all his life, whereas Diderot soon gave up all pre

tense of orthodox belief. However, the Protestant tradition jll England 

tolerated greater freedom of thought and expression than did Catholicis.m 

in 'France. 

Both ShaftesbUl'l and Didcrot sought to strike out against nupcr

stition and intolerant forces in civi.l and religious circles. Shaftos

bury's discussion of ridicule in !; Lotto..!:. concerning En_thusiasm no doubt 

influenced Diderot to try using ridic1Lle in the Promenad~ de scept.iq~~, 

a philosophical allegory written in 1747. Shaftesbm'y believed that 

Reason and Just1.ce have noth:i..ng to fear in Ridicule. He stated: 

I have often wonder'd to see Men of Sense so mightily alarm'd at 
the approach of any thing like Ridicule on certain Subject.s; as if' 
they mistrusted their o\m JUdgment. For llhat Ridicule can lie against 
Reason? Or hm. can anyone· of the INtst Justness of Thought endure a 
Ridicule wrong plnc' d? Nothing is more ridiculous then this i t··self • 
The Vulgar, indeed, may suallow any sordid Jest, any mere Drollery or 
Buffoonery; but. it must be a finer and truer Hit which tDkes with the 
}1en of Sense and Breeding. How comes it to pass then, that l'Je appear 
such COrrards in reasoning, and are so afraid to stand the Test. of 
Ridicu1e?(Characteristic~,I, 10-11). 

In the Prorne~~ du sc:eI?!:ique Diderot once again borroHcd quite freely 

from Shaftesbury and used an opening narrative that resembled the opening 

33
part of The Morw.ists. There is some doubt about the history of the 

33
Cru, Ope cit., p. Ih7. 
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manuscript of the ?romsnade du scep~~3ue, since it \-TaS apparently seized 

by the police and never returned to Diderot. It lias finally published 

posthUlllously in 1830.34 

A writtng project l-1hich Diderot did as relaxation from the grueling 

task of compiling the Encyclopedie rTnS the Lettre. ~~ les ~gles .£ 

l'usage de ~ sui voie~, Hhich he publish~~d in 1749. It l'WS his moot 

original work up to that time, yet Diderot was again influenced by ~)1g1ish 

sources. 

In this long letter concerning the blind, supposedly written to a 

lady interested in the subject, Diderot bega~ by reporting a conversation 

with a blind man whom he had personally interviewed. Observations of 

this intelligent blind m3n's behavior were supplemonted vuth inforn~ation 

about other behavior of the blind taken from the biographical i.ntroduction 

of Elements of ~l&ebra by Nicholas Saunderson, a fwnous Canmridge profes

sor of mathematics who had been blind from birth.3, Saunderson had devis

ed an abacus with which to make his mathemRtical calculations by the sense 

of touch. Diderot described this device,3~ then launched into a specula

tion of the concept of God and concept of n'orality thut a person deprived 

of one of his senses must have. This led into a fa.br:1.cation of the hap

penings immediately preceding the death of the bljnd mat.hematician, 

Saunderson. Diderot used some basic facts taken froI.l the account of 

3L . 
\<lilson, ~.ci.!:., p. 6h.

3,
Ibid., p. 98. 

6 
3 Denis ..Diderot, ~ett~e. suI.: lea aveugles (in m~res E.hilosoI?~ques, 

ed. Paul Verniere. Paris: Editions Garnier Freres, 196Ti):' pp. 101-10. 
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Smmdcrson I s life found in the introduct.ion of El~mE;nts of AJ.:..gebra, but 

added his ovm dramatic ideas ~md attributed them to a book by a Hr. 

William Incb1iff, suppo3edly a di.sciple of Saunderson. For this ficti

tious Inchliff aCCOQnt and for m~cing SaundGrson the central figure in 

an argument for atheism, the Royal Society of London never forgave 

Diderot.37 

The following excerpts from the death-bed scene will illustrate 

the dramatic embellisrurrents of Diderot, as well as his implication that 

38Saunderson died unconvinced of Godls existence:

Lorsqu'il fut sur le point de mourir, on appela aupres de lu:t un 
ministre fort habile, M. Gervaise Holmes; ils eurent ensemble IDl 
cntretien sur l'existence de Dieu, dont il nous reste quelques frag
ments que je vous traduirai de mon mieux; car ils en valent bien 
la peine. Le ministre com~en9a par lui objecter les merveilles de 
la nature: IIEh, monsieur! lui disait le philosophe aveugle, laissez 
18. tout ce beau sepctacle qui nla jamais eta fait pour moil Jlai 
ete condamne a passer rna vie dans les tkn~bre8; et vous me cH,ez des 
prodiges que je n'entends point, et qui ne prouvent que POQ~ vous et 
que pour ceux qui voient commo vous. 8i vous voulez que je croie en 
Dieu, il faut que vous me le fassiez toucher. 1t 

A discussion followed in rrrdch the minister tried to convince the blind 

Saunderson to accept faith in God as demon:3trated by Leibnitz, Clarke, 

and Newton. The blind philosopher then expounded his ideas of a Creator-

less creation of the world. Finally Diderot concludei his fictitious 

account by having SauIlderson say: 

1t •••Cependant nous passerons tous, sans qu'on puisse assigner ni 
l'etendue reelle que nous occupions, ni le temps precis que nous 

~ aurons dure. Le temps, la matiere et l'espace ne sont peut-~tre 
qu' un point. II 

37Cru, ,9p. cit., p. 160. 

tD~dero op. 
Lettre sur les aveti[)eswill be referred to jn parentheses in the body of 

38" , c~"t., pp. 118-.19. Hereafter, quotations from the 

the thesis.--- _. 



26 

Saunderson s'agita dans cet entretien un peu plus que son 6tat 
ne 1e permettait; il lui survint tL.'1 acces de delire qui dura qu.elques 
heures, et dont il ne sartit que pour s' ecr:Ler: "0 Dieu de Clarl~e 

et de Newton, prends piti(~ de moil ll et mourir(Lettre sur les aV8ugles, 
p. 124). - -- -

The letter contDlued with some more details about Saunderson's li£e, 

allegedly from the Inchliff biography, which told of the dying man's last 

words m.th his "Tife and children. Then Diderot praised the merits of 

Saunderson(Lettre ~ les ~~~~~, pp. 125-26). 

The last part of the Lettre ~ l~ ~~§~ contained Diderot's 

response to the famous question "rhich \'1illiam Holyneux, a professor at 

Trinity College of Dublin, had posed to John Locke: Could a man blind 

from birth, then being made to see, be able to discern a sphere from a 

cube by his sight alone? John Locke (1632-1704), the great English 

philosopher, expounded the question in his volTh'TI.inous ESIJay ~.Eillg 

Human Understanding in the che.pter "Of Perception ll ;39 

8.* We are further to consider concorning perception, that the 
ideas we receive by sensation are often in groffi1 people alterea by 
the judgment, without our taking notice of it•••• To rlhich purpose 
I shall here insert a problem of that very ingenious and studious 
promoter of real knowledge, the learneu and worthy Mr. Molinea~~(sic), 
which he was pleased to send me in a letter SOlliG months since; and 
it is this: Suppose a man born blind, and nOH adult, and taught by 
his touch to distinguish bet"Teen a cub, ~ and a sphere of the same 
metal, and nighly of the same bigness, so as to t~ll, r1hen he felt 
one and the other, "Thich is the cube, lJhich the snhere. Suppose 
then the cube and sphere placed on a table, and the blind man be 
made to sec: quae~, "uhether by his sieht, before he touchod them, 
he could distinguish and tell, which is the globe, llhich the cube?" 
to which the acute and judicious proposer answers: Not (sic). For 

---_.._---
39John Locke, "Of Perceptionll , Essay concerrd.ng HU1Tlan Understanding 

(in The vlorks of John Locke in Nine VoIUiiies.-London:'· C. Baldwin, 1B24, 
'i5T.'T -- - -~ -- - - •I, l2LU. 

*John Locke and George Berkeley numbered the paragraphs in their 
writings. 
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though he has obtained the experience of hOH a globe, how a cube 
affects M.s tou.ch; yet he has not y"at obtained the experience, that 
what affects his touch so or so, must affect hin sight so or so: or 
that a protuberant angle in the cube, that pressed hin hand llllequall;r, 
shall appear to his eye as it does in the cube. I agree ..vith this 
thinking gentleman in his ammel' to this his problem; cmd urn of 
opinion, that the blind man at first sight, '\-muld not be able with 
certainty to say which was the globe, which the cube, ~fhilst he only 
Ba'i'l them••• 

Several philosophers responded to this challenging question which Hilliam 

Mol)'lleux had written to Jolm Locke. 

One of them was George Berkeley(1685-l753), an Irish philosopher, 

who was a leading thinker and writer of his day. Ho \olaS a Fellolf at 

Trinity College in Dublin from 1707 to 1724. Then he resigned from 

Trinity College to pursue a missionary project of starting a college in 

Bermuda.· His dream never materialized, so he retu:med from a two-year 

stay in Rhode Island to become the Bishop of Cloyne in the south of 

40
Ireland from 1732 to 1752. 

Diderot had read Berkeley's Three Dialogues (1713) and Essay -- --_ ..~--~--

towards ~ New The~ of Vision (1709).4
1 

To underst~~d somewhat the 

work of Berkeley helps to understand some of the background study which 

Diderot had done before writing his letter about the blind. Tho follow

ing discussion of Berkeley's Essay" ~o:mrds ~ ~ ~L of yi.sion can be 

seen to relate to the excerpts from Diderot' s Lett,rc sur les aveugleri 

which "rill follow. 

The first part of Berkeley's Essa~{ is a teclmical interpretation 

40Alexander Campbell Fraser, Berkeley and Spiritual Realism (Londen: 
Archibald Constable and Co., 1908) pp. 15-1.4. - ---- . 

4lDiderot, I,ettr£ ~ ~~ avcugles, Ope cit., p. lIlt. 
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of the science of optics. Then he dealt in great detail wit.h the 

difference in judgment as determined by sight and touch. 'l'he follmdng 

excerpt will illustrate the type of problcr~s that Berkeley presented:
42 

92 In order to disentangle our minds from rrhatever prejudice::! we 
may entertain with relation t.o the subject in hand, nothing seems 
more apposite than the taking into our thoughts the case of one born 
blind, and afterwards, vlhen grol-m up, made to see •••• 

93 It is cert~.in that a m",n actua,lly blind, and l-Tho had continued 
so from his birth, would by the sense of feeljng attain to have ideas 
of upper and loner •••• 

94 But then, whatever judgments he n~es concernllle the situation 
of objects are confined to those only that are perceivable by touch. 
All those things that are int8ngible and of a spiritual nature, his 
thoughts and desires, his passions, and :in general all the modifica
tions of the soul, to these he \vcJuld never apply the terms upper and 
lower except only in a metaphorical sense ••• ,For a man born blind, 
and remaining in the smne stato, could mean nothing else by the words 
higher and lower than a greater or lesser distro1cc from the earth: 
Which distance he would measure by the motion or application of his 
hand or some other part of his body. 

Berkeley continued his New Theory: of Vlsion with several conditions that 

'Would be observed by the man upon first attaining his sight. He later 

quoted verbatim the question of Mol~lleux from Locke's ~ conce~ 

Hum~ Understanding, then gave his reaction to the problem:
43 

133 Now, if a square surface perceived by touch be of the sa~me 

Bort with a square surface perceived b:r sight, it is cel'ta:m the 
blind man here mentioned might knoii a square surface as soon as he 
saw it: It is no more but introducinG into W.s rrind by a nen inlet 
an idea he has been already well acquainted with. Since, therefore, 
he is supposed to have kn01'm by his touch that a cube is a body· 
terminated by square surfaces, and that a sphere is not ternanated 
by square surfaces: upon the supposition that a visible and 
tangible square differ only in ~umero i.t follolTS that he might know, 

42George Berkeley, Essay to....rards a Ne'T Theol'y of Vision (:in The 
Works o~ ~eorge ~rkele:z: Bish~ ~e. ed,- A. A.- Luce:I:Ondon: 
Thomas Nelson and Sons, l~, r, 209. 

43 . 
Ibj.d., pp, 225-26. 
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by the unerring mark of the square surfaces, which was the cube, and 
which not, uhile he only sml them. He must allo11 therefore either 
that visible extension and figures are specifically distinct from 
tangible extension and figures, or else that the solution of this 
problem given by those two thoughtf~u. and ingenious men is ~rrong. 

In bis conclusionn, BeI~elcy agreed ~rlth Locke and Mol~~etlX that the man 

born blind, then beine made to sec, ~lOuld not be able to distinguish 

between the sphere and the cube by sight alone. 

The complete ES~l towards ~ Ne~ Theory of Visio~ is a scientific 

and philosophical treatise which has been important to the development of 

modern thought. Its publication in 1709 broueht the first indication of 

Berkeley's breaking array from the philosophy of Locke. 4h Naturally 

Berkeley's now ideas received criticism. So in 1733, Berkeley published 

a short tract entitled ~ !?eo!:l of y'ision Vllldicatod an~ ~lained, in 

which he defended his theory' of vi:3ion as well as defending the usefulness 

and necessity of thinking. Berkeley also referred to the famous case of 

a man, blind from his birth, who was given his sight by the surgical 

removal of his cataracts. The doctor, Willilli~ Chesselden, F.R.S., Sur

geon to Her Hajesty and to st. Thomas's HOl:pital, reported the reactions 
", 

of the man on first being able to see to be the same as Berkeley had 

proposed in his theory. The Irish philosopher concluded his tract by 

stating his pleasure that thi.s eA'Perience had upheld an idea which he had 

. 45
deduced by reason~g. 

These selections from Berkeley's writings can be seen to relate to 

44Bonamy Dobrce, English Literature in the Early Eighteenth Century 
(Oxford: At the Clarendon PI:e8's, 1959T;P.27~ --- 

45Berkeley, The Theory of Vision Vindicated and Explained, Ope cit., 
pp. 275-76. - - - -- 

c 
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the excerpts from the last part of Diderotls k~ttre ~ les ,?vcugles. 

There Didcrot stated the Holyneux problem in his o"n rlords: 

••• On suppose un avcugle de naisscmce qui soit devenu hor,lme fait, et 
a qui on nit nppr:l.s a disting'l.18r, par l'attouchement, un cube et till 

globe de TIltIne met.al et Do peu pres de mC'lmo grandeur, en sorte que 
quand il touche llun et l'autre, il puissc dire quel est le cube et 
quel est le elobe. On suppose que, le cube et le globe etant pooes 
sur uno table, cet aveugle vienna a jouir de la vue; et l'on demande 
si en les voyant sans les toucher il pourra les discerner et dire 
quel est le cube et qual est le globe(1ettre ~ les ave~les, p. 128). 

Diderot then discussed various reactions to the problem, after which he 

indicated the limits of his analysis of the problem: 

La question de l'aveugle-ne, prise un peu plus generalement que 
M. Holinoux no 1 1a proposee, en er'lbrnsse deux autres que nous allons 
considerer separement. On peut demander: 10 si llaveugle~16 verra 
aussitet que lloperation de la cataracte sera faitc; 20 dans le cas 
qu'il voie, s'il verra suffisaITJnent pour.discenlcr les figures; slil 
sera en etat de leur appliquer sUremcnt, en les voyant, les m~mes 

noms qu'il leur dormait au toucher; at slil aura demonGtra.ti.on que los 
noms leur conviennont(Lettre ~ les ~veugJ~~, p. 132). 

Diderot next explained the position of those who said that the blind man 

would not be able to see at first, in lihich he cited the Cheselden case: 

On ajoute aces rnisonnements les fameuses experience::; de 
Cheselden. L8 jeune homme II qui cct habile chirurgicn abaissa les 
cataractes nc distinguo., de lCingtemps, ni grandeurs, ni distance, ni 
situations, ni mgme figures. Un objet d lml pouce mis devant son 
oeil, et qui 1'1.11 cachait une maison, lui paraissnj.t aussi grand que 
la maison. 11 avait tous les objets sur les ycux; et ils lui 
semblaicnt appliques acet organe, coronie les objets du tact le sont 
A la peau. 11 ne pouvait distinguer ce qulil avail:. ju.ge rond, a 
l'aide de ses majns, dlavec ce qulil avait jug6 angulaire; ni dis
cerner avec les yeux si ce qulil avait senti ~tre en haut ou en bas, 
6tait en affet en haut ou en bas. 11 p:,rvint, rnais ce ne fut pas 
sans peine, a apercevoir que sa maison 6tait plus grande que sa 
chambre, mais nn.llement a concevoir COl'ilmcnt l l oeil pouvait lui 
donner cetto idee.(L~ ~ le~ ~eugl~~, pp. 133-34). 

In a.."1s-,,;cr to his first question as to \'1hether the man born blind will 

see as soon as the operatiml is done, Diderot concluded that experience 

of at least triO months would be necessary for the eye to distinguish 

anythins 1 but that touch rTould not be necessary for the practice of the 
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eye (~~ Eur les ~~\lGl~., pp. 138-39). To his second question as to 

whether the men, if he s8es, \'1111 be able to give the same name to thines 

upon seeing them as he gave to them by touching, Diderot gave a compli

cated anm.,er. He said that it depended on the tYPG of person \Jho \vas 

doing the jUdelllg. An uneducated person, unaccustomed to reasoning, 

would probably see no relationship betvTCen nhat he saH and what he had 

previously experienced only by touch. A philosopher l1ith his questioning 

mind WOQld stuqy the objects carefully, but conclude that he had no cer

tain knowledge to make the decision. But a mathematician nould approach 

the problem in anothor manner: 

Si nous substituons un geometre au metaphysicicn, Saunderson a 
Locke, il dira CO:rL.'11e lui que, slil en croit ses ycux, des deux 
figures qUlil voit, clest cellc-la qulil appelait carre, et celle-ci 
qulil appelait cercle: "eal' je mlapcr90is, ajoutera:i.t-il, qu'il nly 
a que la premiere ou je puisse arranger les fils et placer les 
epingles a grosse tete, qui marquaient les points angulaires du 
carre; et qu'il nly a que la secondo a laquelle je puisse inscrire 
ou circonscrire les fils qui mI et.aient necessaires pour dernontrer 
les propriet6s du cercle. Voila done un cerclel voila done un carre ••• 11 

(Lettr~ ~ l:~ aveug~e1?' p. 142). 

Diderot continued his analogy of the superior judgment of the geometrician 

in fi.guring out the names of the things he saH for the first time. Then 

he concluded the Lettr~ ~ l~ aveugl~~ with a declaration that mankind 

knOllS aL"llost nothing in comparison with the 'l-realth of kL101'7ledge which 

there is to be learned(Lettre ~~ aveugles, pp. 144-46). 

Diderot basically disagreed with the solution of Locke and Molyneux, 

which Berkeley had upheld, that the man born blind, then being made to 

seo, .wuld not be able to distinguish the sphere from the cube. Diderot 

believed that a relatimlship existed between the sense of touch and the 

sense of sight. He admitted that there j'10uld be l'lUCh difficulty in 

recognizing ma-:\J objects; but as to the sphere and the cube, it would be 



32 

possible to distingld.sh between them by the siGht alone. 

Locke, Shaftesbury, and Berkeley have been the three English 

authors Hhich this chapt.er has included as influencing Diderot's "n'iting 

during his bold years (1743-49). Locke's basic philosophy that knowledge 

comes from sensation and reflection asswled that a mental and a material 

world exist over against one another. 46 As a disciple of Locke, Shaftes

bury continued the materialistic philosophy and ernphasized the importance 

of the senses. But Shaftesbury departed from Locke's idea that nothing 

47is innate, when he described man as a naturally virtuous creature.

Shaftesbury believed that to do the virtuous act brought tranquility to 

man since that 'Has his natural state~ rJhile to do the vicious act brought 

unhappiness. ill opposition to Locke and Shaftesbury, Berkeley developed 

an immaterialistic philosophy which declared that nothing had existence 

except in the mind of man. Berkeley and his follolwrs "Iere called ideal

ists. In his attacks on Shaftesbury's ideas in 1732, Berkeley gained 

considerable fame for himself. 48 In this philosophic debate, Dide1'ot 

sided Wi~l the materialistic school of thought, as seen by his comment in 

the Lettre ~ les ~eugle~, in which he stated that the idealisme of 

of Berkeley should be denounced(Lettre _~ les aveugles, p. 114). 

'\. 
Of all the English influences on Diderot during his early years, 

Shaftesbury's was the greatest. Through his close stuQy of Shaftesbury's 

Characte.!'isticks .of Me~., M~~, Opini~~~, Times and his translation of 

468i1' A.'it-l. "lard and A.R. "JaIler, The Age of Jolmson (Vol. X of The 
Cambridge History of English Literature.--Canmridge: The Cambridge Uni
verSity -Pross;-i96I),·P~-j2b. 

47 cru , 
--'-
Ope -- 48DObree, cit., p. 274.cit., p. 122. -Ope 

~ 
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AI!, Inquir;y concerning Y.~0ue an~ Herit, Diderot became so engrossed with 

the ideas of Shaftesb1.U'y that this Englisl1.rnan 1s :Ll1fluence can be found 

even in Diderot1s later writings. 



CHAPTER III 

ENGLISH INFLUENCE DURDrG THE CAUTIOUS YEARS 

In 174.5 Diderot ,-laS asked to assist in the translation of ChaJilber' B 

Cyc!~oedi~. Diderot had gained his reputation as an English translator 

from his translation of Temple Stanyan's ~sto~xof Greece (1743) a.l1d his 

translation of Dr. Robert James' Medicin~ Dict~onary (six volumes, 1744

46). The idea of the Encyc10pedio grew until it became envisioned as a 

much larger project than the tr~slation of the five vo1maes of Ephraim 

Chambers' Cyc10poe~~ or Univ~rs8:! ~~~na:rz of ~he ~ al1~ Science~, 

which had been published in England (1728-29). With Diderot and 

d'Alembert as editors, the Encyc10ped~~ was to include all the knowledge 

of the world, a project conceived in the spirit of Sir FraJlcis Bacon 

(1.561-1626). 

In the IIDi.scours pre1indnaire" of tho first volume of the Ency.q,~

p6die ou Elctionnaire raisonne de~ sci~~, des.. ~rts et des.. metiers 

published in 17.51, Diderot mld d'A1embert attributed to Sir Francis Bacon 

the inspiration for the project. The editors stated that while the war 

against philosophy was being carried on by its adversaries, philosophy 

took refuge in the works of a ferl great men l'1ho in the shado1-TS and the 

silence were preparlllg the light by which the world should be enlightened 

49
little by little. Then they continued:

49Diderot a.l1d d' Alembert, "Dis cours pre1iminaire ll , Encyc10pedie 
ou Dictionnairo raisonne des sciences, des arts et des metIerS[Paris:-
Chei -BiE,sson;'-Davra: L8 Breton, Durand-;J":75I)-; I, xxiv. . 
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A la tete de ces illustres personnagcs, doit etre place l'iI11Jnortel 
Chancelier d' lmgleterre, Franl]ois Bacon, dont les Ouvrages si. justc
ment estimes, et plus estimes pourtant qulils ne sont connns, meritent 
encore plus not,re lecture que nos 6lo~es. A considerer les V\les-x
saines et etendues de ce grand horilE18, la multitude d' obj eta sur le8
quels son e::::prit slest porte, la hardiesse de son style qui rfJunit 
par-tout les plus sublimes images avec 1a pr6cision la plus rigou:r€use, 
on seroit tente de Ie regardcr comme le plus grand, Ie plus universel, 
et Ie plus eloquent des Philosophcs. Bacon ne dans Ie sein de la nuit 
la plus profonde, sentit que In Philosophie nletoit pas encore, quoi
que bien des gens sans doute se flatassent dry exceller; car plus illl 
siecle est grossier,plus il se croit instruit de tout ce qUlil peut 
savoir. II co~nen9a donc par envisager d'une vfie generale les divers 
objets de toutes les Sciences nat1.r:elles; il partngea cos Sciences en 
differentes branches, dont il fit llenumeration la plus exacte quIll 
lui fat possible: il exmnina ce que lIon savoit deja sur chacun de 
ces objets, et fit Ie catalogue imrnense de ce qui restoit a d6couvrir: 
c Iest Ie but de son Cl.d.'TIirable Ouvrage de la dignite et de I' accrois
sement des connoissm1ces humaines. 

As this tribute to Chancellor Bacon llldicates, Sir Francis Bacon had held 

high positions under the reign of James I, who succeeded Eli.zabeth I to 

the throne of England in 1603. 

Despite his busy career, Bacon rr~aged to liTite. As a young man 

he had instigated a grandiose scheme for renovation of the sciences, which 
., 

he outlined in The Great Instauration. A classification and survey of all 

the existing sciences was published in 160~ Q~der the title, Advanc~ment 

Q!~. Then,in 1620, Bacon published the NOVQ~ Org~, in l~lich 

he expounded his experimental method, for which his name is fa'TIous. Bacon 

fell fro~ his ~igh position in government as a result of his enernies III 

Parliament accusing him of accepting bribes. Exiled from ~le court, Bacon 

was free to continue his writing and experimentation during his last 

50 
years. 

*The spelling, accents, and punctuation of the Encycl~p~die have 
been preserved. 

50EdHin A. Burtt, The English Philosophers fron Bacon to }~ill (New 
York: Random House, 1939hP-.3-.-- ---"< - -
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Another evidence of Bacon's influence on the Enc.yelopedie is found 

in the presentation of the "Systeme gen6ral de la ConnaiSSaJlCe HwnCl.ine 

sll.vant Ie Chancelier Baconl! in the preface to the EnCYCl~peJio.51 His 

system of knoH"ledge vlaS printed along with a system of kno1'Tledge \-lhich 

the Encyclopedic \-muld folloH in the light of discoveries made since 

Bacon's time. 

Diderot agalll borrowed ideas from Bacon in the article entitled 

IIArt", which is found in the first volume of the l"J1Cyclopedie. In his 

Novum Organ~, Bacon had expressed the problems involved in experlinenta

tion. For one thing, men have been accustomed to accept vague ffi1d ill-

digested experience in place of orderly experiment based on careful obser
52

vation. Compounding this difficulty is the opinion that the dignity of 

man is debased by experimentation, and therefore the true path to know

ledge is "rejected with disdain lt (Aphorism lxxxiii, Novum Organum, pp. 57

58). Follm'1ing a Latin quotation from this second aphorism, Diderot con

tinued his commentary in the article, ItAr-t": 53 

•••Prejuge qui tendoit a remplir les villes d'orgueilleux raisonneurs 
et de contemplateurs inutiles, et les cMlpagnes de petits tyrans 
ignorans, oisifs et dedaigneux. Ce nlest pas ainsi qu'ont pens~ 
Bacon, un des premiers genies de l'Angleterre; Colbert un des plus 
grand ministres de la Frffi1ce; enfin les bons esprits et les hmmoos 
sages de tous les tems. 

51Diderot and d'Al~nbert, Ope cit., pp. Ii-Iii. 

5
2
Sir Francis Bacon, Novum Organ~m (in The English Philosophers 

from Bacon to Mill, ed. and trens.-£dwln A. Burtto--Uew York: Ran~n
Housc";'-1939T; "a.phorism lxxxii, pp. 56-57. Hereafter, quotations from 
~OVUI!l Orga.l1~ will be referred to in pa.rentheses in the body of the thesis. 

53Denis Diderot, "Artll , _Encyclopedie ou Diet-iouna-ire raisonne des 
1scie~,";8s, EGS ar_~~ et des metie:t 3 (Paris: Chez Briasson, David, Le Breton, 

Durand, 1751), I, ~{l4. 
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Bacon also believed that mechanical experiments "Tere of greatest value as 

shoi'm by an aphorism in "Jhich he stated that there is a scarcity of knovl

ledge about the mechanical arts because the mechanic does not trouble 

himself with anything beyond his llmnediate work. Bacon declared that upon 

experimentation in this field depended the advancement of knowledge in the 

mechanical arts (Aphorism xcix, Nov~ Organ~~, p. 69). Diderot based 

the following quotation on this idea of Baconls that the mechanical arts 

were the most important branch of Philosophy:54 

•••Bacon regardoit llhistoire des arts mechaniques co~~e 1a branche 
la plus importante de la vrai Philosophj.e; i1Lrl'avoit donc garde d1en 
mepriser 1a pratique. Colbert regardoit l'industrie des peuples et 
l'etablissement des manufactures, comme 1£1 richesse la plus sfire d'un 
royaume. 

Throughout the years of workjng on the Encyclopedic in accordance with 

Bacon's challenge to pursue the study of the mechanical arts, Diderot went 

into the factories and shops of Paris to learn the mechanics of their 

machines in order to draw diagrmns and illustrations for the plates to be 

printed in the Encyclo-pedie. Study of these plates shov'1s that Diderot was 

meticulous to the last detail. As the son of an artisan, he found the 

contacts which he made \-lith working men most satisfactory.55 His ad.mirn

tion and respect for his father extended to all those people who were 

skilled with their hands and who followed a useful trade. 

Diderot borroHcd material from various sources for his articles in 

the Enclclope~ie. Cru stated that much of the material which Diderot used 

in articles on philosophy, even that from English works, came through the 

Latin vTOrk, Historia Critic~ Philosophiae by Jacob Brucker, member of t.he 

54Ibid• 55Cru, op. cit., pp. 253-54. 
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56
Royal Society of Berli.n. Diderot a.lso borrm:cd from the dictionaries of 

Ba;yle and of Chambers. 

An example of an article parJGly taken from Chambers is the one 

about butter. Chambers had a ;,,'TY sense of humor slmilar to Bayle or Vol

taire as sho"'''11 in .the discussion of the history of butter. Chambers st2.ted 

that the historian Stockius had wondered if Abraham knel' butter and if it 

might not have been the food Hith '"hich he treated the angels. 57 Didcrot 

enjoyed this rJhimsical i.dea so much that he used it in his article, 

"Beurre", iIl the second vohune of the Encyc192~22:~:58 

••• Stockius ecrivit un volume assez gros, ••• ou i1 traite de l'origine 
et des phenomenes du beurre. 11 a recherche si le beurre etoit connu 
du terns dlAbraham, et si ce n'etoit pas le mets avec lequel il tra.ita 
les Anges; ••• 

Diderot included much more technical information in his article, "Beurre ll , 

than Chambers had in his arUcle, "Butter ll • For, in addition to the his

torical development, Diderot described all the ways currently in usc for 

59
making butter. 

Diderot did not hesitate to borrm'l freely from his mID translation 

of Robert James' Medicinal Dictionar:>:, and from portions of Chambers' 

60
Cyclopoedia which John Hills had trcms1ated. The pressures of haste 

and secrecy under which the last ten volumes were written caused him to 

take shortcuts which he might not have done, if the work could have 

56 
Ibid., p. 257. 

57 
Ibid., p. 261. 

58 
Diderot, IIBeurre lt , Ope cit., II, 218. 

59 
Ibid. 

60 
Cru, Ope cit., p. 263. 
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61
progressed as planned. 

Another element of English influence on the Encycl0J.?§di~ is seen 

in the article, "Genie", in Volume VII. Diderot' s praise of Shalwspeare 

62 
as a man of genius is expressed in the folloliing quotation:

•••Le sublime et le genie brDlent dans Shakespear comrr~e des eclairs 
dans une "longue nuit ... 

Further on in the article Diderot made a compari.son between Locke and 

63Shaftesbury in which his great amniration for Shaftesbury is eVident:

Il y a peu dterreurs dans Locke et trop peu de verites dans 
milord ShafsterbUl~T (sic): le premier cependant n' est qu' un csprit 
~tendu, pEmetrcnt, et-juste; et le second est un gen-1-e du premier 
ordre. Locke a vU; Shafsterbury a cree, construit, edifie: nous 
devons a Locke de grancles veritea froidement apperc;~es, methodique
ment suivies, sechement annoncees, et a Shafsterbur:Y" des systemes 
brillans, souvent peu fondes, pleins pourtant de veritea sublimes; 
et dans ses moroens d'errcur, il plait et persuade encore p~' les 
charmes de son eloquence. 

In the rest of the article, Dic1erot discussed at great length the attri 

butes of genius and the various fonns it manifests. 

Other Englishmen influenced the forrflulation of the !£ncyclop~di.£. 

They were Hobbes with his emphasis on the part the state plays in human 

society, Locke with his emphasis on tolerance and the importance of the 

senses, and Newton with his theory of gravitation ilhich discarded the 

64
physics of Descartes. 

In 1154, Diderot published a philosophical study of science, 

61
Ibid., p. 28h.
 

62

Didarot, HGenie", Encyclopedic ou Dictionno.ire raisonne des 

sciences, des arts et deo m7~s-oParis: ~Z-Briasson, David, Le Breton, 
Durand, 11m,VII,-58~ 

63Th " ~83--2.9:., p.;) • 6ltwright, Ope cit., p. 54. 
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Pens60s ~E I' int.~r6tn~ion de la nature. In the form as ....rell as the 

title, he had borroved from Bacon's Nov~~ Organum, which was subtitled 

"True Directions concerning the Interpretation of Nature ll • ~iderot 

apparently studied Bacon's writing as well as other philosophical sources 

and made notes of his reactions. Cru poj~ted out several parallels 

between Ba~on and Diderot's rrriting.65 For exwnple, Diderot opened his 

Pensees ~ l'in~Erpr6tatj.on de In na~E.~ with IlJeune homme, prends et 
66

lis ll • This paralleled the Ad Filios which Dacon like.d to use. In tbe 

preface to Novum Org~~~, Dacon r.lade a plea that the two tribes of philo

sophers be "bound together by mut.ual service; -- let there in short be 

one method for the cultivation, another for the invention, of ImOi..led~elt 

(Novum 0:t:eanurn, p. 26). Diderot developed this same idea in the first 

paragraph of his Pens~(;s ~ I' ~.!-erpr6tation~ la ~~, in r1hich he 

proposed: 

•••L'inter@t de la verite demanderait que ceux qui reflechissent 
daienassent er~in 8'associor a celiX qui se renluent, afL~ que Ie 
speculatif fut dispense de se donner du rnouvement; que Ie manoeuvre 
eftt un but dans los mouvements infinis qu'il se donne; que tous nos 
efforts se trouvassent reunis et diriges en meme temps contre la 
resistance de la nature; et que, dans cette espece de ligue philo
sophique, chacun flt Ie role qui lui convient(Pensees sur l'int.erpre
tation de la nattITe, pp. 177-78). ----

Bacon compared the men who make experiments to the ant that collects aTld 

uses thirlgs; the men who reason he compared to spiders that make their 

webs from their OH11 substance. Then he compared th.e purpose of philosophy 

65Cru, op. cit., pp. 195-202.
 

66Diderot, Pensees sur l'int'~'pr~tation de la nat1~re, op. cit.,
 
p. 175. Hereafter, quotatlonsfroi;:( j'cD.'S"€:es surl l Interp"r"3"tatIOn de la 
£ature \Jill be refcrred to in parentheses in the body of thethesis. 
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to the activity of the bee: 

••• But the bee takes a middle course, it gathers its materials from 
the flo11ers of the garden and of tho field, but transforms and digests 
it by a po.:er of its m·m ••• (Aphorism xcv, Novun 9rganum, p. 67). 

From this analogy of Bacon's, Diderot adapted his famous comparison of the 

search for truth being like a bee collecting honey in its hive: 

•••~out se rcduit a revenir des sens a la reflexion, et de la reflex
ion aux sens: rontrer en soi et en sortir Sffi18 cesse. C'est Ie 
travail de llabeille. On a battu bien du terrain en vain, 8i on ne 
rentre pas dans la ruche chargee de eire. On a fait bien des amns 
de eire inutile, 8i on ne sait pas en former des rayons(Pensees sur 
l'interpretatio~ de In nat~, p. 18,). -- 

Both Bacon and Diderot resambled the bee in their continual process of 

observing, reflecting, and synthesizing. Each vn'iter outlined more for 

others to do than he was able to attempt himself. Concerning Diderot, 

Cru made the follOi-Ting analJ7"sis of the reason that the philosophe could 

never be a specialist in sciences or any other fie1d/7 

•••Being interested in every"thing, he could not devote his life to 
anyone particular pursuit, be it ethics, or chemistry or physiology, 
or the arts and crafts, or mathematics, or literature. 

This characteristic of Diderot led him into his next project of writing 

two plays and two critical essays concerning the theater. 

From his early days in Paris, Diderot had been an enthusiast for 

the theater. He even stated that he contemplated being an actor at one 

time and committed long portions of Racine and Corncille to memory. 

During the early years of Diderot's friendsh:Lp with Rousseau, the two 

68 
young men were enthusiastic playgoers. This interest finally caused 

67cru, Ope ci.t., p. 204. 

68Josephe Texte, JeDn-Jacques Rousseau and the Cosmopolitan Spirit 
in Literature (trans. J. V.i. HattheHs.London:Duc1GTOrth and Co7;' Neli York: 
The Nacmillan Company, 1899), p. 1280 
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Diderot to l:rite t"JO plays, Ie !:ils ~turel (1757) and Ie Perc de famille 

(1758). The play£: flere not too successful, as has been explained in 

Chapter 1,69 but the essays which he published along llith the plays became 

70
quite influential.

In the Entretiens ~ Ie Fils natur~~, the three conversations 

which 'follmwd Ie Fils naturel, Diderot expounded three nJaj or reforms for 

the theater. The first was a demm1d for more realism. The stage settings 

should be made more realistic and spectators should not be allowed to sit 

on the stage, thus marring the effect of reality.71 This greater realism 

would also allOH Diderot' s second reform to be rea_lized -- the creation of 

domestic and boureeois tragedy for the French theater. The conversations 

were written as though Dorval, the chief character of the play, and 

Diderot are having a discussion. In the second conversation, Diderot 

asked Dorval what type of drama he would call the pl~, Sylvie, a one-act 

tragedy III prose written by Paul Landois. Dorval made the following 

72reply: 

La tragedie domestique et bourgeoise. Les Anglais ont Ie 
Marchand de Londres et Ie Joueur, tragedies en prose. Les~ragedies 
"(Ie 'Shakespeare sont moitHlve-rs-et. moitie prose. Le premier poete 
qui nous fit rire avec de la prose, introduisit la prose dans la 
comedic. Le premier poete qui nous fera pleurer avec de la prose, 
introduira la prose dans la tragedie. 

But Diderot did not consider his play to be a tragedie ?ourgeo~~. At 

69 70
cf. ant~, p. 10. Wilson, ~. cit., p. 268. 

71Ibid. 

72Diderot, Entreticns sur Ie Fils naturel (in OEuvres esthetiques, 
ed. Paul Verniere. Paris: Editions Garnier Fr~res, 1959}-,-p. 120".- Here
after, quotations fronl Entretiens sur Ie Fils naturel w~ll be referred to 
in parentheses in the body of the thesis.--- -. 
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the first of the third conversation, Dorval classified Ie Fils naturel 

as a nen type: 

Je demande dans quel genre est cotte piece? Dans Ie genre conri.que? 
II n' y a pas Ie mot pour rire. Dans Ie genre tragique? La terret1r, 
la conuniseration et les autres grandes passions n' y' sont point excitees ••• 
Or, il me semble que cos actions etant les plus communes de la vie, Ie 
genre qui les aur<::. pour objet doit etre Ie plus utile et Ie plus etendu. 
Jlappellerai ce genre Ie genre serieux(Entretiens sur Ie Fils natul'el,--- u 

p. 136) • 
_. 

This ~enre sGrieu~ Diderot later called Ie dr~. In his recommended 

innovations, Diderot did not propose doing away with the classic unities, 

which he thought made sense. His 01~1 plays adhered to the unities of 

73
time, place, and action. The third reform which Diderot proposed was to 

make the theater an institution for teaching morality. In the third con

versation, Dorval asked what the object of a dramatic composition is, to 

which Diderot replied: 

C'est, je crois, d'inspirer aux hOvrrnes l'anlour de la vertu, 
l'horreur de vice(Entretiens sur 10 Fils nature~, p. 152). 

This emphasis on a moral purpose for the drama was enlarged upon in 

Diderot's next essay about the theater, ~ 18 ~6s~ Eramat}..~. 

ShaftesbuIJr's influence is again found in the Entretiens ~ Ie 

Fils naturel. In The Moralists, Shaftesbury considered that all real 

love and admiration is enthusiasm: 

••• The Transports of Poets, the Sublime of Orators, the Rapture of 
Musicians, the high Straj.ns of the Virtuosi; all mere Enthusiasml 
Even Learning it-self, the Love of Arts and Curiositys, the Spirit of 
Travellers and Adventurers; Galantry,'War, Heroism; All, all Enthus
iasml(Cha!acteristick~, II, 400) 

Diderot expressed a similar idea in the second conversation as he des-

scribed what made &~ actor or actress great: 

73Wilson, Ope cit., p. 268. 
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Les poetes, les acteurs, les mnsiciens, les peintres, les chantcmrs 
de premier ordre, les grcmds danseurs, les nllw.nts tendres, les vrais 
devots, touto cotte troupe enthounlaste et passionnee sent vivcment 
et r€lflechit peu (E:ntret~~ ~ ~£ Fi..?:..~ naturd, p. 104). 

It is this very point of view which Diderot retracted in his later work, 

74Par~~~~ ~ le cOlnedi~_~, which is discussed in Chapter rv. 

In tho cssa)', De In Poesie drcm~3.tiq,?-,!, which was published in 

1758 with le Per~ de ~Jnnle, niderot presented Richardsonfs novels as an 

example of effective portrayal of pantc .nime: 75 

C'est In peinture des mouvements qui charme, surtou.t dans les 
romans domestiques. VO;,Tez avec qu.elle cor.1plaisance 1 fauteur de 
Pamela, de Grandisson et de Clari.sse sfy arrete! Voyez quelle force, 

. quel sens, eT quel-pathetique elle dOrIDe a son discourst Je voia 1e 
personnage; soit qUfil parle, soit qufil se taisa, je le vois; et son 
action mfaffecte plus que ces paroles. 

Just as Diderot admired the drmnatic techniques which Richardson used in 

his novels, he also admired the techniques of the English dramatists. 

Lillo and Moore, whose works he had mentioned as examples of the ~rage~ie 

bourgeoise in the Entretiens sur le Fils naturel. In 1760, Dicierot.had 

translated The Gamester by Edward Moore (1712-1757) illlder the title, le 

J ouet:.,r (Note , Entreti.eEE. ~ le Fils naturel, p. 120). The London Merchant 

~ the ~ist0!Z of George Barnlle~~, a tragedy in prose by George Lillo 

(1693-1739), became the prototype of the traeedie ?olu~eoise in FraYlce 

after it was translated into French by Clement de Genh"e in 17h8(Note, 

Entretien~ ~ 1e Fils naturel, p. 90). 

In his essay, De la Poesie dram~ique, Diderot quoted a portion 

7h
cf. E.0S~, p. 59. 

75Diderot, De la PooBie dramatiquc, Ope cit., p. 271. Hereafter, 
quotations from Dela-Po'csie dramatiCiiiC-wilrbe-re'fcrred to in parentheses 
in the body of the thesis. -.----
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of a scene taken from The Lonc!?E. l1erchcmt to dcmom:trate Lillo IS compre

hension of the passions. The ill-fnted London merchant, Barmrell, is in 

prison when his friend Truman visits him. Barmrell is explaining hOi'T his 

passion for Hilhwod, his mistress, had caused him to murder his uncle at 

her instigation. In fact, he continues, if she had '\-mnted him to r,mrder 

his friend Truman, he probably would have done it. Diderot was greatly 

impressed by the response which Lillo had the true friend make, I~Je have 

not yet embraced••••Come to my arms III Didel'ot commented that this ''laS 

quite a response for a person to make to one Hho had just admitted that 

he would have assassinated him~(De 10. Poesie ~rmnatique, pp. 254-55) 

Diderot's admiration for Lillo's play was so great that he contemplated 

publishing an annotated edition of The London Merchant along with one of 

Th~ ~ester. This idea, which he expressed in letters to Sophie Volland, 
76 

was never carried out. 

In De la P06sie dramatique, Diderot again emphasized the importance-- , 

of truth and virtue as the goal of the theater. He stated: 

La verite et la vertu sont les amie~ des bealuc-arts. VOulez-vous 
€ltre auteur? voulez-vous etre critique? commencez par etre homme 
de bien. Qu'attendre de celui qui. ne peut s'affectel' profondement? 
et de quoi m'affecterais-je profondemert, sinon de la verite et de la 
vertu, les deux choses les plus puissantes de la nature?(De la Poesie 
dramati~, p. 281) - 

In this essay, Diderot still held the conviction that the good, the true, 

and the beautiful formed a united force against evil. 

As Diderot had cited Richardson as a master of portraying pantomline 

in m.s novels, so he also credited him \-lith being a master of dialogue 

(De 1a Poesie dramat.jJJ,u£., p. 2.54). In fact, Diderot's enthusiasm for the 

76Texte, Ope cit., p. Ihl. 
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novels of Richardson, led him to his next experiment in w~iting. Samuel 

Richardson (1689-1767) was the son of n carpenter of Derbyshire, England, 

who moved his family to London soon after Samuel's birth. The family 

ambition to make young Richardson a clergyman did not have the backing of 

sufficient funds, so he was apprenticed to a printer and spent the rest 

of his life in the printing business. In 1739, two of his printer friend3 

asked him to lVrite a volume of letters as a guidc·to proper living to be 

circulated among country readers. As a result, the two volumes of the 

novel, Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded, was published in 1740. Then in 1747-48, 

the seven volmlles of Clariss~, ~ The History of 2 !oung Lady were 

published. After the great success of this novel, the women of England 

urged Richardson to write the life of an ideal man. Richardson hesitated 

to undertake this task; but his rival, Henry Fielding, had Wl"ittcn a com

plete portrait of a man, Tom Jones, and had satirized Pamela in his novel, 

Joseph Andrews. Goaded by this competition, Richardson finally pro~uced 

77
the seven volumes of The History o~ Sir Charles Grandison in 1753-5h.

By his emphasis on morality, Richardson I s dE~sire to preach Has realized 

in his novels. Their popularity was widespread despite the criticisms of 

some readers. 

Diderot and Rousseau would read and discuss Richardson's novels. 

They read them from the translations of the Abbe Prevo~t, which had been 

published in France --Pamela (1741-42), ~larissa Harlo~le (1751), and 

Grandison (1754). Prevost had reduced Richardson's material by almost a 

third and left out details and episodes that would offend the French 

77Will and Ariel Durant, The Age of Voltaire (The Story of Civili
zation: Part IX. New York: Si.1iOIi and Sch\.Kiter, 1965)-; pp. IaE:'92. 
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taste. This abridgement gave offense to Richardson, but it made a more 

78readable version for the French PUblic. Richardson had used the epis

tolary form, in which all the story unfolds as from letters 'V1ritt.en by 

the characters of the novels. This form created more intinlate psycholo

gical analysis and pathos. Both Rousseau and Diderot wept or raged at the 

sad trials of Richardson's characters. 

Commonly Pamel~ (1740) had been na~ed as the first English novel 

by literary historians, but Bonarr~ Dobree pointed to Defoe's Moll Flanders 

(1722) as marking the birth of the modern novc1. 79 No doubt Richardson 

learned a great deal from Defoe's way of delineating character, his manner 
80

of dialogue, and his minute description of events. The repeated ges

tures in Richardson's novels, as lv-ell as his emphasis on proper costume 

for his women characters, show the additional influence of stage produc
81

tions of his time. 

By these characteristics of Richardson's writing, Diderot was 

influenced in the creat.ion of his epistolary novel, La ReJ.:I,gieuse, \-rritten 

in 1760. A young woman of illegitimate bh'vh is forced to enter a con

vent by her parents, who wish to insure that the two legit~nate daughters 

will not have her as a rival for the inheri~ance. After years of unhap

piness and inability to adjust to cloistered living, the Sister Suzanne 

petitiona the Parlement to be released from her vo\-J's. Richardson's 

78
Texte, Ope cit., pp. 161-64. 79Dobree, Ope cit., p. 424. 

80
Jot-..n Robert Hoore, "Daniel Defoe: Precursor of Scl111uel Richardson ll , 

Restoration and Eir,hteenth-Century Literature (ed. Charles Carroll Cal1den. 
Chicago: 'fhe University of-Ch'ICago'Press, 1963), p. 354. 

811eo Hughes, IlTheatric~l Convention in Richardson: Some Obuerva

tions on a Novelitst's Technique II , Ibid., pp. 240-44.
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influence is apparent in the heroinels self-analysis, which arouses the 

sympathy of the reader. Diderot used detail, but. not so tediously as 

Richardson. Rather than using straight description, Diderot painted 

tableaux 1-1hich leave indelible scenes in the readcr1s memory. Didcrot r s 

portrayal of sC>..l1al deviation in the convent dramati.:zed his conviction 

that human belllgs were never intended to live in such a separated condi

tion. He revised his manuscript carefully in 1780, but never dared to 
82

publish it. 

The author of "one of the most peculiar books in all the history 

ofliteraturell83 was the English parson, Laurence Sterne (1713-·1768). 

Diderot was influenced both by Sternels novel and by his personal friend

ship. After the hardships and poverty of his youth, Sterne, aided by a 

scholarship~ earned his degree at Cambridge in 1131. A lung hemorrhage 

in 1136 indicated the beginning of his struggle lilth tuberculosis. He 

was ordained as an Anglican priest in 1138 and given a modest vicarage. 

His marriage in 1141 proved to be unhappy. During a time of domestic 

turmoil in 1159, Sterne wrote the first twc vollliJes of The Life and 

Opinion~ of !rist~~~ Sh&~?X a~d published them anonymously in 1160. He 

continued writing sequels until the ninth -,ollline was fDlal]~ published 

in January, 1761. In his attempt to conquer the cons'Jl1lption which 

plagued him, Sterne traveled in France and Italy. His little book about 

his travels, ! Sent:i.ment~_~ Journey, was published just a month before his 
84 

death on March 18, 1168. 

82crocker, Ope cit., pp. 264-68.
 

83Durant, Ope cit., p. 190. 84Ibid., pp. 187-90.
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It was during these travels that Stel~e and Diderot became friends. 

They first met in January, 1762, at the home of the baron d'Holbach. 

Sterne had no difficulty adjusting to the anticleric~. group that fre

quented d'Holbach's hrune. By the middle of April, Sterne was reading a 

rough translation of Diderotts Fils na~~~~l, which Diderot planned to send 

to Garrick for an English production. It is not known l.hat sterne told 

Diderot, but he vIrote Garrick that the play \-laS "too sentimental, wordy, 

and didactic for his taste".85 stel~e, hOHover, did take the play with 

him to England, where it was finally published in 1767 by Dodsley as 

Dorv~, £!: the ~est of Virtue. Each of the four times that sterne passed 

through Paris :in his travels, he 'Has welcomed by Diderot and the philo

so.e.~~. The last visit "Tas in June, 1766, as Sterne was returning to 
86

London. 

The use which Sterne made of the opposing hypotheses which domi

nuted embryology in his day formed much of the humor in the first part of 

Tristra~ Shandy. The ovists and a~imalculists controversy had many facets. 

The animalculists contended that the spermatozoa had all the parts of the 

body perfectly formed, therefore the mother's contribution to conception 

was of small importance in comparison to the father's. ""here£1.::; the ovists 

maintained that the discovery of the mammalian egg by de Granf made the 
87

motherts contribution most important to conception. This dispute, used 

B5Alice Green Fredman, Diderotand Sterne (New York: Columbia
 
University Press, 1955), p. 6.------- ------- 

B6Ibid., pp. 6-7. 

B7 Louis A. Landa, liThe Shandean Homunculus: The Background of
 
Sterne's Little Gentleman", Re'3toratioil and Eighteenth-Century Literature
 
(ed. Charles Carrol Crunden. Chicago:--TheUniversity of ChicagoPress;-

1963), pp. 51-57.
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by Sterne for humor in Tristram Shand~t> Has no doubt influential to 

Diderot I s thinking in his Entr:t::.~ien entE..<:.. ~~le.mb~~ et P-~do!,ot aTld hj.s 

Rl3v~ de ~~A~~mbert, Hritten in 1769. The interest of both l>lriters in 

the scientific aTld emotional reality of sex was a part of their following 

Locke and Bacon in the challenge to take all knoHledge as their province. 

Laurence Sterne ranked Locke's Essa~ concerning	 Human Understandi~~ 

88
with the Bible as the books that had affected him most. Locke had 

credited Bacon with introducing the idea that it is necessary for the mi..nd 

and wlderstanding to be put to better use. Both Locke and Bacon thought 

that a person ~ know his limer self; and by knoHing ~u~nelf can find 

his true relationship to reality. Locke attacked the traditional d~~list 

view that the mind is independent of the body. Sterne in Tristram £han~ 

compared the body and mind to a jerkin and a jer}Cin's lining. He pointed 
89 

out that if you rumple one, you will rumple the	 o~ler. Sterne used 

the comic and satirical to shol~ ho"1 opinions rise; he conducted his 

readers into other people's minds and demonstrated Locke's opiniml that 

the ideas in men's rfrinds govern the whole P3rson.
90 

He also dra~atized 

Locke's concern that r1hen man tries to understand what he cannot wlder
91

stand,	 he loses his way in this world. 

The inunediate influence of Sterne on Diderot was seen in the novel, 

Jacq~es 1e Fatallste, which Diderot patterned after ~'istr~ Shan~. 

Diderot used the same type of rambling dialogue, full of digressions, 

88 
Ernest Tuveston, "Locke and sterne", Reason and	 Imagination (ed. 

Joseph	 Anthoney J.Iaz,zeo. New York: Columbia University Press, i9'02), 
p.	 255.
 

89 90 91
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that sterne had used. Both Trim (Tristram) and Jacques "lere rlOunded in 

the knee. In Tristram ~d.l> Trim said, liKing llilliam rlas of an opinion, 

an' please your honour, that eV8IJr thing 'Has predestined for us in this 

world; insomuch, that he would often say to his soldiers, that levery 

ball had its billet'.1192 vlhile in ~acqu~~ Ie Fataliste, Jacques told ~is 

master, liMon capitaine ajoutait que eIlaque balle qui partait d'un fusil 

93avait son billet." Repeatedly throughout the book, Jacques explains 

"que tout ce qui nous arrive de bien et de mal ici-bas etait ecrit lu

haut. 1I94 TOvrards the end of his novel, Diderot borrowed a long paragraph 

from Tristram Shandy concerning the circQ~stanccs of Trim's love affair 

95
with Beguine. Before he adapted the paraeraph to the love affair of 

Jacques a.Tld Denise, Diderot inserted the follmd.ng acknouledgement:96 

Voiei Ie second paragraphe, copie de la vie de Tristram Shandy, a 
moins que l'entretien de Jacques Ie Fatalists et de~itre ne 
soit anterieur a cet ouvrage, et que Ie ministre Sterne ne soit Ie 
plagiaire, ce que je ne crois pas, mais par une estime toute parti
culiere de M. Sterne, que je distingue de la plupart des litter~tours 

de sa nation, dont l'usage assez frequent est de nous voleI' et de 
nous dire des injures. 

Alice Fredman pointed out in her book, Diderot a.l1d Ster~.::, that neither 

writer regarded it a crime to use the works of others. They both took 

the work of someone else at times al1d used it to lead to the creation of 

97
something original.

92Laurenee Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (New 
York: Liveright Publishing Corporation-;l"925')-; P: I0B. - --

93Denis Diderot, Jacques Ie Fataliste (NeH York: Dell Publishing 
6)Co., 19 2 , p. J25. --- • 

94 .Ib1.d. 95Sterne, Ope cit., pp. 464-65. 

96Diderot, Ope ~., p. 271. 97Fredman, ~E. cit., pp. 4-5. 
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~.enty-four years after his imprisorunent at Vincennes, the philo

sophe could look bacle over the activities of his most productive years 

with some feeling of accomplishillE:mt. He had seen the En~yc~opedie to 

completion despite the suspension of privilege in 1759. He had published 

his Pensces ~ llinterr.retation de la nature in 1754, which had been 

inspired by his close study of Bacon's writings. For his greatest liter

ary satisfaction, he had published t,,-;o plaJTs and seen the-rn performed. He 

had developed his ideas about the theater in two dramatic criticisms 

Entretiens ~ ,;La Fils naturel and De la POBsie ct:..~ati9ue. He had 

written an epistolary novel, La Religie~se, influenced somewhat by the 

style of Richardson, l-7hom he greatly admired. Then he had turned t,o 

Sterne's Tristr~~ as a model for his next novel, Jac~ Ie Fatal

iste. Diderot did not publish La Re~~gieus~, Jac~~ Ie Fataliste, or Le 

Neveu de RaTfleau and other writings which carne from his fertile imagina.tion, 

for, while he was determined to write freely, he uas extremely careful to 

avoid confrontations with authority that might once again put his freedom 

in jeopardy. 

Through these years Diderot had remained an ardent admirer of 

English thought and customs, although he was awm'e that the government 

and morality of England were not perfect and were subject to human error. 

He had borrowed freely frrun English sources for articles in the Encyc~

E.edi~. He had especially folloued Bacon's thought. and spirit in his 

scientific and technological studies. Admiration for the English drama

tists, Lillo and Moore, had led Diderot to try a new type of dr~la in 

France. Then his enthusiasm for English novels, especially those of 

Richardson ~illd SteTI18, had encouraged him to try writing some novels of 
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his ovm. And the influence of Shaftesbur-y continued to be seen 

throughout Diderot's cautious years. 



CHAPTER IV 

EN OLISH mFLUENCE DURllW THE LAST DECADE 

When Diderot returned from St. Petersburg in September, 1774, he 

had aged considerably from the rigors of the long journey. He looked 

forward philosophically to the "great voyage ll of death which \-IaS ahead 

of him. His friends \lere aging also and life took on a calmer aspect. 

But he kept busy reading, thinking, and writing .,hen he was not able to 

talk long and earnestly wIth friends, which was his chief pleasure. 

During the trip to Russia, Diderot had studied the ma~uscript of 

Helvctius' book, ~ ~~.Hornrn~, for which he felt compelled to write a refu

tation. The tax collector, Claude-Adrian Helvetius (1715-1771) of Swiss 

origin, was motivated by a desire for notoriety ;.rhich alarmed his philo

sophe friends. His publication of l'E~prit III 1758 had added oil to the 

flame of the anti-philosoph.ic party, uhich was enraged at the seventh 

volume of the Encyclopedie. Since his father, who had served as physi

cian to the queen, had saved the life of Louis XV as a child, Helvetius 

was only required to retire to his estate for two years as a penalty for 
98

writing a scandalous and licentious book. He did not publish any more 

books, but restated his views in the treatise, De !'Homrne, which was 

published posthmnously in l771~.99Diderot finished writing his Refuta

98
Durant, Ope cit., p. 681

99Jo1m ~forley, Diderot and the Encyclopaedists (2 vols. London: 
Macmillan and Co., l89n-; II, 151.
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tion suivie de l'ouvrHg~ d'Helv(ltius intitule l'Hornme in 1775, but it was 

not published until a century later in 1875. Diderot refuted and modified 

many of Helv6tius' propositions. For example, Helvetius had stated that 

each person is born equal and onl;y his experience determines rlhat he rrill 

become. Diderot presented his belief in the ~efutat~n that each indivi

dual is born with different tendencies "Thich will be developed by educ8.
100 101 

tion and experience. He argued: 

•••En un mot, je voudrais bien savoir corr®ent l'interet, l'education, 
Ie hasard, donnent de la chaleur a l'homme froid, de la verve a 
l' espri.t regIe, de l' imagination a celui qui n' en a point. Plus j 'j? 

reve, plus Ie paradoxe de l'autel1.r me confond. Si CAt artiste n'est 
. pas ne ivre, la meilleure instruction ne lui apprendra jamais quIa 

contrefaire plus ou moins maussadement l'ivresse. 

Diderot then gave examples of men whose original work distinguished them 

greatly from all others. He used Shakespeare as one illustration: 

••• Si Shakespeare est un original, est-ce dellS ses endroits sublimes? 
Auclmementj c'est dans Ie melange extraordinaire, incomprehensible, 
inimitable, de choses du plus grand go~t et du plus mauvais go~t, mais 
surtout dans la bizarrerie de celles-ci. C'est que Ie sublime par 
lui-meme, j'ose Ie dire, n'est pas original; il ne Ie devient que par 
une sorte de singularite qui Ie rend personnel a l'auteur; il faut 
pouvoir dire: C'est Ie sublime d'un tel. Ainsi: qu'il mourtt, est 
Ie sublime de Corneille; Tu ~ dormira~ ~E.3' est Ie sublime de Shake
speare. J' ai, beau laver ces mains, j I Y vois touj ours du scmg; ce vel'S 
est de moi, maia Ie sublimeest erEi l'auteur angla1s1Refutation suivie 
de l'0.E!rae2, d'~_lvet~ intitule ~'Hornn~e, pp. 578-79}:-'- 

In his Refutation suivie de l'ouvragc d'HelYetiu~ intit.~ l'Hom..1Jl8, 

Diderot also praised Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679). Diderot admired the 

materialism of the English philosopher but was repelled by his moral 

100 
Durant, ~. cit.., p. 690.
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Diderot, Refutation suivi.e de l'ouvraE;e d'Helvetius intitule 

1 'Honrrne, (in OEuvres phiiosopm.ques, ed. Paurvernf~re"'. Paris:-EcfUIons 
Garnier FrereS;-l9b4)-;-P":-svr:- Herenfter, quotations from R~futa.tion suivie 
de l'ouvraee d'Helvetius intitule l'Ho~~e will be referred to in the body
of the thesIs-.-------- 
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and politic8.1 ideas. In his discussion of Hclv€ltius' statement, "Sentir 

c' est jugerll , Diderot conmlented: 

Descflrtcs ava.it dit: llJe pense, donc j'existell • 

Helvetius veut qu'on dise: IIJc sens, donc je veux sentir agroable
ment. lI • 

J'aime mieux Hobbes qui pretend que pour tirer une consequence qui 
menat a. que1que chose, il fallait dire: "Je sens, je pense, je juge, 
donc une portion de matiere organisee cowne moi peut sentir, penser, 
et juger l1 (Ref'utation suivie de l'ouvrage d'Helvetius intitule l'Homme,
p. 564). -_._. ~_.-

The later philosophy of Locke had overshadoHed that of Hob-oes. In reaction 

to Hobbes' belief that an absolute monarchy is the best kind of government 

for self-seeking and antisocial mankind to fulfill his highest goal of 

self-preservation, Locke compared the peace of Hobbes' state to the peace 

of a dungeon. Hobbes had also stimulated much of the thinking of Shaftes

bury, who sought to refute Hobbes' idea that man is basically selfish and 
102 

vicious. Diderot held opinions similar to Locke and Shaftesbury about 

the political and moral philosophy of Hobbes, but found his materialistic 

ideas concerning man's condition to be 'Worth considering. 

Another l-lOrk which ShOHS considerable English influence is the 

Paradoxe ~ Ie Eom~dien, which Diderot finished writing in 1778. Diderot 

had changed his opinion about the qualities that make an actor great some

where between writing his Entreticns ~ Ie Fils naturel in 1757 and 

writing in 1770 an observation on a pamphlet entitled "Garr1ck or the 

English Actors ll , which had been translated from the English by Antonio 

sticoti, actor. Diderot's commentary was published in Grllr~'s Corres

pondance litteraire in 1770. ~fuereas Diderot had first maintained that 

102"HobbeS Il , Encyclopaedia Bri.!annica (1964 ed.), XI, 566-67. 
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true greatness of an arti:-;t Has determined by his ~sibilit6, he de

clared in 1770 that sensibilite leads to mediocrity of geniu~.103 

The man most responsible. for changing Diderot's opinion about the 

qualities of greatness in an actor was David Garrick (1717-1779), the 

fronous English actor, director, and plaJ~right. Garrick's own writing, 

his revival of Shakespeare's plays, and his natural method of acting have 

104entitled him to an important place in the h:l.story of English drama.

It was Garrick's visit to Paris from the fall of 1763 to the spring of 

1764, that caused Diderot to change his point of vielv.105 ~1en Garrick 

gave his three famous scenes from Shakespeare for his French audiences, 

they hailed his acting ability to be greater than anything they had S€t:J."1 

in the French theater. For his French admirers, Garrick performed the 

ghost scene from Hanuet, the dagger scene froni MacbetE, and a scene por

106
traying King Lear's mactness.

Diderot started his essay, Paradox~ ~ le c01ncdien, ill 1772. It 

was in this essay that Diderot related Garrick's opinion concerning the 

107difference between the French ffi1d English theater: 

•••Cependant conme il n'y a presque rien de commun entre la maniere 

103Frederick Charles Green, Diderot's 'Hritings on the Theater (Cam
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1936), p";"2hl.·- - 

104
Ward and Waller, ~E. cit., p. 85. 

105Frank A. Hedgcock, David Garrick and his French Friends (London: 
Stanley Paul and Co., n.d.), P:-2I3. - -- -_. 

106Margaret Barton, Garr:lck (New York: The Macraillan Company,. 1949), 
p. 176. 

107Diderot, Paradoxe sur le comedien (in OEuvres esthetiques, ed.
 
Paul Verniere. Paris:--Editions-oarnier Freres, 1959l!; pp. 304-05:
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d'ecrire la cOf,ledie et la tragedie en Angletcrre et la maniere dont on 
ecri t cos poemes en Fre.nce; puisque, au sentiment meme de Garrick 
celui qui sait rendre parfaitement une scene de Shakespeare ne conna1t 
pas le premier accent de la declamation d1une scene de Racine; puisque 
enlace par les vel'S harmonieux de ce dernier, comme par aut,mt de ser
pents dmlt les replis lui 6trei£nent la tete, les pieds, les mains, les 
j ambes et les bras, son action en perdrai t toute sa libertc: •••• 

Garrick was a cra.ftsman \-rho studied continually the tools of his trade. 

He understood the different techniques that were necessary to portray 

either Racine or Shakespeare's works. 

The personal qualities of David Garrick included a "rit and vi

vacity which almost exhausted the people he encountered. He was a short 

man, w'ell-proportioned, and naturally graceful. His large dark eyes, his 

expressive mouth and cheeks, and all his facial and bodily agility allollcd 

him to portray any emotion instantly and believably. In a conversation 

concerning Garrick's premature agi.ng, Dr. Samuel Johnson once commented 

that Garrick's face had had twice the activity of any other person's, so 

naturally it would wear out from lack of rest.10B The ability of G~u'rick 

to express many emotions so convinc:inely that his audience 'Has held spell 

bound was described by m.derot in the Par~c.oxe ~ ~ com~dien: 

Garrick passe sa tete entre les drnx battcmts d' une porte, et, 
dans l'intervalle de quatre a cinq sec(~des son visage passe succes
sivement de la joie folle a. la joie moderee, de cr,tte joie a. la tran
quillite, de la tranquillite a la surprise, de la surprise a l'~ton
nement, de l'etonnement a 1a tristesse, de la tristesse a l'abattement, 
de l'abattiement a l'effroi, de l'effroi a. Ilhorreur, de l'horreur au 
desespoir, et remonte de ce dernier degr~ a. celui d'ou il etait des
cendu. Est-ce que son arne a pu eprouver toutes cas sensations et 
executer, de concert avec son visage, cette espece de ga~~e? Je n'en 
crois rien, ni vous non plus ••• (Paradoxe ~ le com~dien, p. 328). 

Diderot was delighted to meet an actor who was capable of using gestures 

108
Ernest Short, Introducing the Theater (London: Eyre and
 

Spottiswoode, 1949), p. 302. - --- 
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to interpret the intention of the plaYl'rrighto Although Garrick did not 

use excessive gesture::; and rT&S a constant student of the natural expres

sion of character, Frank A. Hedgcock Inaintained that it could be said 

that Garrick "helped to urge the ~rame bou.rgeois dOi-m the natural slope 

which was to carry it into the excesses of mclOdre.rl1a. 1I109 

The paradoxe which Diderot observed in the talented performnnce of 

David Garrick l-ms the ruling position of the in telligence ovel' the emo

tions. Every expression and gesture was studied in advance to portray 

the desired emotion. The actor who is carried away by his emotion loses 

hiS judgment and self-possession. The great actor has no sensibilit~, 

Diderot decided. He maintained: 

•••La sensibilite n'est guere la qualit6 dlun grand genie. II 
aimera 1a justice; mais 11 exercera cette vertu sans en recueillir 
la douceur. Ce nlest pas son coeur, cleat sa tete qui fait tout. 
A la moindre circonstance inopinee, l'hoITuue sensible la perd; il ne 
sera ni un grand roi, ni un grand ministre, ni un grand capita.ine, ni 
un grand avocat, ni un grand medecin(Paradoxe sur Ie comedien, p. 310). 

tlliile the audience is being moved to tears or to horror, the great ~ctor 

is not feeling the emotion \oThich he is portraying, but merely doing from 

memory the actions thqt will produce the desired effect. The actor who 

depends- upon feeling the emotion which he is portraying 'Hill give a good 

performance only when he is in the proper mood. Afte~' discussing tr~s 

paradox at length, Diderot restated his opinion: 

••• Jlinsiste done, et je dis: "C'est llextreme sensibilite qui fait 
les acteurs mediocres; clest la sensibilite mediocre qui fait la mul
titude des mauvais acteurs; et c'est Ie manque abaolu de sensibilit6 
qui prepare les acteurs sublimesll(Paradoxe ~ Ie comedien, p. 313). 

Garrick never commented on a copy of Diderot's ess~ which a friend sent 

109HedgCock, Ope cit., p. 406. 
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to him in 1773. No doubt he had mixed feelinGs about Diderotls analysis 

of him being a person of no sensibilit~.110 

After his stay in Paris, Garrick made thO.s observation about the 

lll
French people in a letter to a Danish friend: 

•••Their poli.tesse has reduced their character to such a sameness, and 
their hunwrs and passions are so curbed by habit, that when you have 
seen half a dozen French men and women you have seen the whole. In 
England every man is a distinct bei.ng, and requires a distinct study 
to investigate hinl; it is from this great variety that our comedies 
are less uniform than the F~ench, and our characters more strong and 
dramatic. 

It was this variety in the English theater that appealed to Diderot and 

caused him to adrrdre Lillo, Moore, Shakespeare, and Garrick for a realisnl 

in the drama which Fr~mch taste had not yet accepted. 

Diderotls contribution to the theater of his day was not very im

portant, but through his dramatic criticism he foresaw the trend of the 

conu.ng generation, "lhose strong current of social action and realism 

related to Diderotls theory that the drdma should glorify private virtues 

112
and domestic life.

The influence of Shaftcsburyls naturalism persisted throughout 

Diderot's life. Even in his last decade a parallel to Shaftesbury's 

thought can be found. For Diderot continued to believe in the unity of 

the good, the true, and the beautiful.
113 

In ~ Mor~lis~~, Shaftesbury 

had stated that a balance is sought in the affairs of Europe, so why 

should not a balance of passions be sought by mankind. He continued: 

••• we should then see Beauty and DecorTh~ here, as well as elsewhere 

110
Barton, op. cit., p. 178. 111Hedgcock, ~. cit., pp. 243-44. 

112 113
Morley, Ope cit., I, 310. Ibid., I, 63. 
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in Nature; and the Order of the Horal l'i'Ol"ld wau'd equal that of the 
Natural. By this the Beaut)' of Virtue wau' d appear; and hence the 
Supreme and Sovereign Beauty, the Original of all which is Good or 
Amiable(Ch~~teris~icks,II, 294). 

Diderot adopted this idea and used it many times. For example, in his 
114 

Ponsees detachccs ~ 1a peinturc (1781), he expressed these thoughts: 

La beaut~ n'a qu'une forme. Le beau n'est que Ie vrai, releve 
par des circonstances possibles, mais rares et merveilleuses •••Le 
bon n'est que l'utile, re1eve par des circonstances possibles et 
merveilleuscs. 

Diderot also believed that all art should be a lesson in morality for the 

115 
spectator and that truth and han,10ny of nature llere always enchanting. 

Despite Diderot's criticisrn of England's war against the colonies 
116 

and his observation of injustices carried on within Great Britain, 

he realized the great contribution of rnglish writers to modern thought 

and "TaS always ready to expound upon the subject in his conversation and 

in his writing. His acknowledgement of the original genius of Shakespeare 

and his preference for Hobbes' materialistic view of man appeared in the 

Refutation suivie de l'ouvrag~ d'Helvetius inti.tule l'Homme. Also his 

indebtedness to Garrick for his ideas abou:" acting was frankly stated in 

the Paradoxe sur le comedien. 

114Diderot, Pensees detachees sur la Eeinture (in OEuvr'3s esthe
tiques, ed. Paul Verniere. Paris: Editions Garnier Freres, 1959}, pp. 830
31:

115 116 
Ibid., p. 765. Cru, £E. ci~., p. 66. 



CHAPTE.R. V 

CONCLUSIONS 

In comparison with the great amotmt of writL~g w}uch Diderot did 

and the wealth of material available about Diderot and his times, this 

thesis include~ only a small introduction to the study of this French 

philosoEhe. In the area of English influence, only the most obvious 

sources have been explored. The analysis could be greatly enlarged. 

Fro~ the many impressions received during the stuQy of Diderot's 

life, his cosmopolitan spirit was perhaps the most stri.king. For 

Diderot found himself fascinated by all types of knowledge from all 

sources. His boundless curiosity, encouraged by his excellent education 

under the Jesuits in Langres and his studies in Paris, gave tdm the basis 

for his \lide interests. His mastery of English and Italian allo'-J'ed him to 

do translations from those languages. His thinking expanded as he read 

widely from German and English philosophers. His adrn.iration of the art 

of the Italian masters gave him.a desire to travel to Italy to see the 

original paintings ffi1d sculptures to be found there. Despite these cos

mopolitan interests, Diderot did not like to travel and made only one 

journey out of France -- the famous trip to visit Catherine II of Russia 

in 1773-74. The E~ilosoph~enjoyed his contacts with foreigners visiting 

in Paris and was greatly influenced by such English visitors as Hume, 

sterne, and Garrick. Friendships with the German writars, Grimm and 

d'Holbach, and with the Sluss rITiters, Rousseau and Helvetius, also 

demonstrated Diderot's cosmopolitan spirit. The French writer, Jea~ 
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Baudry, sumrnarized vlell this trait of Diderot, "hen he virote, UC' es t Ie 

prern.ier, chez nous, qu:i ait une t€lte vraiment europ~enne.,,117 

Other in~ressions gained from the study of Diderot's life include 

a realization of his sense of responsibilit:r tovmrds his family and 

friends, his steadiness under attack from the opposition to the ~ncyc~~-

pedie, his sensitivity to the people around him, ~ts ability to synthe

size and grasp the trend of coming developments, and his humanistic search 

for the good, the true, and the beautiful. Diderot did not feign perfec

tion and was aware of his hmnan weaknesses, so that in his honesty as well 

as his persistent admiration of virtue, he was an "homme de bien ll • 

In another culture, such as Germany or England, Diderot might not 

have felt compelled to take an atheistic position. Since the absolutlsm 

of the Catholic tradition in France tolerated no Protestant movements, 

the chief avenue of dissent was that of deism or atheism. Diderot admit

ted that his atheistic ideas were rejected by his heart. It was this 

struggle between heart and head, betlveen his bourgeois temperament a.'1d his 

rebellious mind that causes Diderot's llriting to be so contradictorf and 

confusing. His rationalism led him to atheism, materialism, and anarchy, 

while his sentimentalism led him to moralizing, humanitarianism, and 

defense of property rights. ~fuen he faced a practical problem, his 
118

bourgeois sense of propriety more often overruled his sense of revolt. 

Of the many sources which Diderot read and studied, the influence 

l17Jean Baudry, IJ'OEuvre de Diderot (Paris: Librairie Hachette,
 
1966), p. 8. - 

llBcrocker, Ope ci~., p. 347. 
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of English authors on his thinking and rrriting was certainly outstanding 

and possibly dominant. During Diderot' s bold Y'ears (1743-49), the 

philosophic ideas of the t~trd Earl of Shaftesbury exerted the greatest 

influence on Diderot's development. After translating ShaftesbUl~'s 

Inquiry concerning Virtue and Merit (1745), Diderot used many ideas from 

Shaftesbury1s works in the Pensees philosophiqu8s (1746) and the Promena~~ 

du sceptique (171.\.7). In his Lettre ~ 1es ~~ugles (1749), Diderot drew 

from the works of Locke and Berkeley as uell as from the Elements of 

Algebra by the mathematician, Saunderson. 

During Diderot's cautious years (1749-74), Sir Francis Bacon's 

tree of knowledge and challenge to delve into all truth formed part of 

the inspiration for the Encyclopedie, which demanded most of Diderot's 

time and energy from 1745 to 1772. Other English influence found in the 

Encyclop~di~ came from Locke, Newton, Hobbes, Shaftesbury, and Shakespeare. 

Borrowings from Chambers' Cyclopedj.~ and James l Medicinal Dictionar~ can 

also be included as English influence. In Diderot1s Pensees sur l'inter

pretation de la nature (1754), Bacon's influence can be seen in both form 

and content. English influence in the Entret~~~ ~ Ie Fils natllrel, 

published along with Diderot's first play, Ie ~~ naturel (1757), is 

indicated by Diderot's admiration of The London Merchant by Lillo and The 

Gamester by Moore. These English plays led Diderot to recommend domestic 

or bourgeois tragedies in prose to be developed in France. In the Entre

~~ Ie Fils ~aturel, Diderot also u3ed the idea of Shaftesbury that 

all greatness comes through the passion of enthusiasm and that a great 

artist feels deeply IDId reflects little. In Diderot's next dramatic 

criticism, De la P06sie dramatiqu~, published with his second play, Ie 
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Perc de fam:i.1~e (1758), Diderot quoted a scene from The Londo~ Herchant 

to illustrate Lillo's comprehension of the pa:::sions. He also praised 

Richardson's description of pantomDue and his use of dialogue in his 

novels. This enthusiasm of Diderot for Richardson's novels influenced 

the form a.nd style of La Reli~_ieuse (1760), Diderot I s epistolary novel 

about a mistreated young nun with pathos similar to that found in 

Richardson's Pamela and Clarissa Har1ol'J8. Diderot patterned his next 

novel, Jacq~~ le Fatal..ist! (1773), after sterne's Tri6.tr.~ Shanc1l. Thus 

one can see how varied were the sources of English influence on Diderot 

dU1~ing his cautious years. 

During his last decade, Did.erot continued to Hrite ne"i'1 works and 

to revise earlj.er ones. In his R€:f'uta.t~.?n suiv:l.£ de l' ou~~a;;e d' He!.v:.Hius 

intitule l'Ho~~ (1773-75), Diderot praised Shakespeare as an original 

genius and Hobbes as having a better philosophy concerning reality than 

either Descartes or Helvetius. In Diderotls Paradoxe sur le comedien 

(1773-78), the philc?"~_<?p'he expressed the belief tha.t it required a complete 

lack of sensibilitC to become a sublime actor. By this he meant that the 

intelligence must be in complete control of the emotions at all times. 

Observations of Garrick's acting and conversations with Garrick in 1763-64 

had caused Diderot to reconsider l~is opinion about the qualities of great

ness in an actor. After observing the famous English actor's ability to 

portray any emotion instantly and after readj.ng a pamphlet about Garrick 

in 1769, Diderot revised his idea that intense senslbilite ..laS the chief 

attribute to greatness. In fact, he stated that sublime genius required 

complete lack of sensitivity. Diderot realized that this analysis ex-

eluded him from the category of great genius, because his sensibilite was 
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too highly developed. However, he preferred being a sensitive person, he 

maintained, because he felt that the language of the heart Has much more 

varied than the language of the mind. He felt that a person who has only 

intellectual genius misses many of the delights which life offers. Didcrct 

might have added that the insensitive persoIl does not suffer as intensely 

as the sensitive one. In reviewing Diderot's life and works, a question 

arises as to whether the delights of his life balanced with the sufferings. 

Just as Diderot had compared himself to a weather vane which 

changes direction with the force of the wind, so his writings appear 

varied and contradictory. In this variety, the reader of Diderot is 

forced to think about all the realr~ of knowledge -- scientific, philo

sophic, esthetic, and political. And in each of these areas of study, 

some English influence will be detected, for Diderot maintained his 

Anglomania throughout his life, altering his opinions as he was led to 

change by experience or observation. 
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