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RADICAL NATURE IN THE ENCYCLOPEDIE

ABSTRACT

This paper offers an analysis of the role radical biological ideas played in the
French Encyclopédie in the mid-cighteenth century. Based on new observations
and experiments on the microscopic world, these biological ideas supported a
radical view of active matter and threatened to destroy the traditional view of
an unchanging, hierarchical social order. This radical thread is traced through
several articles from the Encyclopédie, and is shown to have played a key role in
the furor that erupted in the early 1750s after the first volumes were published
and then, more decisively, when the whole enterprise was shut down as being
too subversive.

INTRODUCTION

“NATURALIST, n.m., is said to be a person who studies nature and who is
well versed in the knowledge of natural things, particularly those that concern
metals, minerals, stones, plants, and animals”. So begins the definition of a
naturalist given in the eleventh volume of the Encyclopédie - a conventional
definition for the mid-eighteenth century. But the article then continues, “One
also gives the name naturalist to those who do not admit God, but who believe
that there is only one material substance, bearing diverse qualities that are as
essential to it as length, size, weight, and in consequence of which everything
that we see in nature necessarily happens; naturalist in this sense is synonymous
with atheist, spinozist, materialist, etc™.! This latter part was certainly not a
definition most naturalists would have been comfortable with. Penned by Denis
Diderot, these last lines were added to the first definition taken from
Chambers’s Cyclopaedia, which had been the stimulus for the whole Encyelo-
pédie project in the first place.”

Diderot’s daring characterization of the naturalist might be viewed as an
anomaly in an encyclopedia that was supposed to capture the entire present
state of knowledge in all fields. Many of the articles on natural history,
anatomy, physiology, and medicine are in fact quite conventional. But in a
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number of other articles, some on topics seemingly far removed from the
activities of the naturalist, one finds the more radical view expressed by
Diderot. In this article, I will tease out this radical thread and show how it
played a key role in the furor over the Encyclopédie that erupted in the early
1'750s after the first volumes were published and then, more decisively, after the
ill-fated seventh volume appeared.

The thread I am particularly interested in following is one that presents
nature as dynamic and self-creative. A passive nature, with forces and activity
added by God, was a mainstay of the mechanical philosophy, and had been so
since the late seventeenth century. Challenges to this view arose primarily in
the life sciences, in generation theories that attributed an active, creative role to
matier m the developmental process. These theories were seen as promoting
atheism and materialism, which meant at that time that the world and all of its
inhabitants were the product of material causation alone. The reason for the
connection between atheism and notions of creative matter has to do with the
way these and more traditional theories depicted the subvisible world. Was it
an ordered world of microscopic organisms arising from preexistent eggs in a
predetermined fashion? Or was it a world of ceaseless activity, of atiractive or
vegetative forces, of particles with desire, memory, or innate sensitivity? Was
nature calm, hierarchical, and prearranged — on all levels — or rather active,
creative, even chaotic?

These opposed visions of nature automatically translated themselves into
opposed visions of society because the commeon element in nature and in
society is of course human beings. At once the manifestation, at the highest
level, of the subvisible world underlying Hiving phenomena, and at the same
time the unit of social interaction, human beings live out the destinies of their
natures. Were they to exist in a hierarchical, ordered society, where birth
determined position in a “preformed”, predetermined manner? Or could they
possibly exist in some other relationship resulting from their interactions as
active, material beings? One can easily see why the social order was perceived
to be threatened, especially after 1750, by those views of nature that
encompassed a more active, even equalizing, world of possibilities. These
connections are made strikingly clear in the following contrasting statements:
one, made by Albrecht von Haller in 1766: “Beware that it is very dangerous to
admit the formation of a finger by chance. If a finger can form itself, then a
hand will form itself, [and] an arm, [and] 2 man”’® Juxtapose this with
d’Holbach’s comment made only four years later in his infamous Systéme de
la nature (System of Nature). Referring to John Turberville Needham’s
observations on microscopic organisms, he remarked: “would the production
of a man independently from the ordinary means be more marvelous than that
of an insect from flour and water?”’*

Thus dynamic views of nature implied a model for society that was
anathema to the religiously and politically powerful. A world that is dynamic
is one that can change, not one in which social, political, and religious
hierarchies are set from the beginning of time. Challenges to orthodox religion
were dangerous because the church helped to solidify political power by
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promoting a moral code that served to keep the “masses” in a state of
obedience and by offering an unquestionable structure for absolute monarchy.
Thus the possibility of change at the level of nature threatened to lead to change
at the highest levels, the church and the monarchy.

during the English Civil War when various

their philosophies on active nature. The

eventual settlement brought in by the Glorious Revolution wag intimately tied
with Newtonianism and its ordered universe. Natural theology and mechan-
ism became inseparable entities. Yet the subversive views of hature and society
based on materialism, atheism, or even just deism simply went underground,
ist and materialist writers became known fo the

French through clandestine manuseripts that circulated widely, particuiarly in
the 1730s.°

philosophi-
cal pornography”, both of which criticized social mores, Christianity, and, by
implication, the monarchy, indicates something new, As Robert Darnton has
pointed out, with the appearance of works by Montesquieu, Diderot, La
Mettrie, Toussaint, Buffon, Rousseau, Voltaire, Duclos and of the first volume
of the Encyclopédie all between 1748 and 1751, “the intellectual topography of
France wag transformed”.” It was also at this time that Joseph d’Hémery,
police inspector of the book trade from 1748, began keeping records on
dangerous authors, books, and pamphlets. His concern was 1ot so much what

we would call Enlightenment ideas as it was atheism and its threat to the
political order.'?

most common topic discussed is the anti-clerical and irreligions ideas pre-
sented, and their implied challenge to the social order. Yet the radical ideas on
life and matter have received scant treatment.!! Where biological issyes have
been discussed, authors for the most part have relied on Jacques Roger’s 7es
Sciences de la vie dans Iy pensée francaise dy

Eighteenth. Century French Tho

have treated life sciences or na
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paper is to show what was presented in the Encyelopédie on the connection
between life and matter, why this was seen as radical, and how it got caught up

in ~even contributed to causing — the controversy that led to the Encyclopédie’s
suppression.

THE POLITICAL SETTING

The first volume of the Encyclopédie was published in 1751, the project having
been begun by Diderot and d’Alembert in 1747.!1* The 1740s and 17505 were
unstable times for France. The War of the Austrian Succession had dragged on
for much of the 1740s, partly due to the indecisiveness and disinterestedness of
Louis XV, who assumed direct rule of France after the death of Cardinal
Fleury in 1743. This was followed in the early 1750s by increasing tensions
between France and Britain in the colonies, which eventually erupted into the
colonial conflict of the Seven Years War (1756~1763). This was mirrored on the
European continent by the war between France and Austria, on the one side,
and Britain and Prussia, on the other. Confused and factionalized foreign
policy in France did not help the situation, and by the conclusion of the war
France had lost its colonial empire and exhausted its treasury,

In Paris, struggles between the King and Parlement over relative power,
through the revival of the Jesuit-Jansenist conflict, also dominated these
decades. ' Although ostensibly a controversy over the “refusal of sacraments”,
where individuals were required to renounce Jansenism before receiving the
last rites, these struggles were more significantly an attempt by the Paris
Parlement to become a political power. Exiled to the provinces by the King in
1753 after going on strike, the magistrates were recalled in 1754 afier an
agreement favorable to the Parlement was reached. Another showdown
occurred in 1756, when Louis XV’s declaration of power led most of the
Parlement to resign in December, Within a month Paris was to witness one of
the most dramatic moments of the period, the stabbing of Louis XV by Robert-
Frangois Damien in January 1757. Although the assassination attempt failed,
Damien’s testimony at his trial showed how deeply in society the political
frustrations, religious controversy, and economic difficulties were felt. As Van
Kley has noted, lack of affordable bread in Paris dovetailed with lack of

confidence in the King in the “seditious talk” chronicled in the Jjudicial archives
from the period.!®

THE NATURAL WORLD

These years coincided with the appearance ~ but not the acceptance — of some
new views about the natural world and living organisms presented by Pierre-
Louis de Maupertuis, Georges Louis Leclerc de Buffon, and John Turberville
Needham. All three proposed theories of generation that were based on active
matier and that challenged the prevaiting theory of the preexistence of germs,
Preexistence (also called preformation), first proposed in the late seventeenth
century by Nicolas Malebranche and Jan Swammerdam, held that God had
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created all organisms at one time and had encased them within one another
until their future appointed times of appearance.'® Development was seen as
the unfolding, as it were, of preexistent parts through automatic, physical
means. The role of matter itself in this process was passive, since all had been
ordained and built-in by God. As I and others have argued, this view of
development was consistent with both the mechanical philosophy, which was
growing in importance in the late seventeenth century, and natural theology,
which became allied with mechanism for intellectual, religious, and political
reasons. Challenging the preexistence of germs and the passivity of matter
could easily be seen as tantamount to challenging the social order. As | argue in
this paper, this was exactly what happened in mid—eighteenth-century France.

Maupertuis was the first to challenge preexistence of germs when, in 1744, he
presented a theory of gradual development based on attractive forces in his
anonymously published Dissertation physique & Toccasion dy négre blanc
(Physical Dissertation Occasioned by an Albino Negro).!” Maupertuis argued
that preexistence faced too many difficulties, such as resemblance to both
parents. He also felt that the two theories were equivalent with respect to
religion, for, as he put it, “What has natural science lost by the idea that
animals are formed successively? For God, is there any real difference between
one moment in time and the next?’®

Maupertuis shared his views on generation with his friend, Buffon, sometime
in the mid-1740s, and Buffon began to develop his own theory that also rejected
preexistent germs, writing up an account of it by carly 1746, He apparently
read this account to Needham in 1748, and the two joined forces to carry outa
series of microscopical observations on seminal fluids and on infusions.
Needham published his own theory in 1748, and Buffon’s was published in
1749, in the second volume of his Histoire naturelle (Natural History).t*

All three theories were thug connected, through the personal contact among
the authors and by their common rejection of preexistent germs. All three also
presented a dynamic view of material activity in the formation of living
organisms, Maupertuis postulating an attractive force of cohesion, Buffon a
penetrating force, and Needham a vegetative force to guide development.
Buffon also added an internal mould (moule intérieur) to organize the organic
particles into a complex living organism. Addressing the same problem — how
to organize matter into an organism - Maupertuis attributed “desire, aversion,
memory” to the particles of matter out of which the organism formed.?® The
source of the offspring’s organization was the Achilles heel of alf epigenetic
theories at this time and was at the same time one of the strongest arguments
for preexistence of germs.?' Yet even though preexistence theories dominated
in the 1740s and 1750s, it was the dynamic theories of Maupertuis, Buffon, and
Needham that formed the basis for the view of generation and the relationship
between life and matter that were expressed in articles in the Encyclopédie.
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NATURE IN THE First VOLUMES OF THE ENcycLoripmn
It was through the conduit of Diderot th
their way into the Encyclopédie, initially from the impact Buffon’s views had on
Diderot and then as an expression of Diderot’s own developing materialism.
The Encyclopédie occupied Diderot for over twenty years, from the late 1740s
to the early 1770s, the same vears during which his materialist views were
maturing. In 1749 Diderot spent three months in prison at Vincennes for
publishing atheist ideas in his Lettre sur les aveugles (Letter on the Blind) and
for publishing his pornographic Les Bijoux indiscrets (The Indiscrete Jewels).

ile i i he initial volumes of Buffon’s Hisioire

at these radical biological ideas found

the transition began when Diderot encountered the views of Buffon 2
Diderot and Buffon later became friends; Diderot remarked occasionally in

letters that he had seen Buffon on one of the latter’s visits to Paris from his

country estate in Montbard,>* He also announced in the preface to the second

iderot’s request. As Diderot proudty proclaimed, “We
hasten to announce that M. de Buffon has given us the article ‘Nature’ for one
of the volumes that will follow this one: a most important article, whose subject
is a term that is rather vague, often used, but poorly defined, that philosophers
greatly abuse and that, in order to be developed and presented in all its different

aspects, needs all the wisdom, accuracy, and elevation that M. de Buffon

demonstrates in the subjects that he treats” 25 This article never materialized,
and when “Natyre”

finally appeared in volume eleven, itg author was
d’Alembert, not Buffon, and it dealt with the “system of the world” not with
living organisms. Nor does one find the article on organic molecules cross-
referenced as “Parties Organiques” in the articles “Animaleule” and “Généra-
tion”; it simply does not exist. There is no evide

ad it in hand? Or did Buffon
pull it when the Encyclopédie came under fire? Although we will never know the

answer, it could very likely have been the latter reasomn.
Yet although Buffon never wrote any articles for the Encyclopédie, his views
informed many of the articles pertaining to the living world, even when no

acknowledgement is given. Buffon was very definitely a “ghost writer” for the
Encyclopédie. This is evident in arti

as those in which remarks on t ivi
biological title, Several articles consi

Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, while others refer to Buffon by name or use
language obviously taken from his work, 2 Halfway through the first volume
of the Fncyclopédie we encounter Diderot’s article “Animal”, which consists
primarily of the first chapter of Buffon’s treatise on generation, the “Histoire
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générale des animauyx” (General History of Animals) (from volume two of the
Histoire naturelle), with Diderot’s comments interspersed. These comments
may very well have come from those he wrote whilc reading Buffon’s text in
prison. Although only about a quarter of the text, Diderot’s remarks pushed
Buffon’s ideas even further toward materialism. The principal point in Buffon’s
chapter had been to break down the distinction between animals and plants so
that he could counter with his own distinction between brute matter and living
matter, the latter being composed of “organic molecules” {molécules organi-
ques). Buffon claimed that these organic molecules endlessly circufate in nature,
are taken up in organisms’ food, and are then used for growth or for
reproduction (via the internal mould).

Even the fact that Diderot used Buffon’s critique of traditional definitions of
“animal” as the basis for his article was a challenge to accepted beliefs, The
standard definition of an animal, as an organism possessing locomotion and
sensation, was not a view anyone would have thought was likely to be
challenged. But hy using Buffon’s unorthodox definition and interspersing his
own comments throughout the article, Diderot carried on a dialogue with
Buffon that led even further towards a materialist view of life. Buffon had
argued that the gradations on the chain of being through the animal kingdom
down to the plants, and the existence of borderline organisms, like the polyp,
that seemed to possess both animal and plant qualities, demonstrated that there
was no absolute border between the two kingdoms. Diderot pushed this further
to question the existence of an absolute border between plants and minerals,
thereby calling into question Buffon’s separation of organic from brute matter.
After quoting Buffon’s statements that animals have more connections to their
surroundings than plants do and that plants have more than mineralks do,
Diderot remarked that these comections are graded within the two kingdoms
and may be so among minerals too: “One can say that there are minerals less
dead than others”.?” At another point Diderot suggested that thinking and
sensation exist in degrees descending down the chain of being into animals,
after Buffon had stated that matier did not have feeling, sensation, or thought.
Although Diderot was not directly contradicting Buffon, he certainly implied
the opposite, that is, that matter may not be totally devoid of these qualities.”
Diderot stated in another remark even more clearly that the passage between
the mineral and plant kingdoms may be just as gradual as that between animals
and plants.?” Finally, Diderot let stand without any need of comment Buffon’s
concluding remark, “that living and animation, instead of being a metaphysical
degree of beings, is [are] a physical property of matter”,*°

Diderot’s “Animal” thus not only presented Buffon’s very unorthodox view
that animals and plants are both composed of organic material particles, but
also carried Buffon’s implied materialism even further. By alphabetical coin-
cidence, the Buffonian theme is carried forward in the subsequent article,
“Animalcule” (microscopic animal), written by Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton.
Daubenton had come to Paris in 1745 to serve as Buffon’s assistant at the
Royal Botanical Garden and had joined him and Needham in thejr observa-
tions on microscopic animalcules in semen and in infusions. >'In “Animalcule”




44 SHIRLEY A. ROE

he presented as fact Buffon’s claim that animalcules are not true animals, but

that they are organic molecules. (Buffon had actually claimed that they are

small bodies formed by chance from organic molecules, not the molecules

themselves.) Daubenton also made a point of claiming Buffon’s priority in these
observations over Needham’s. Needless to say, the common view, held by
everyone who had previously observed animalcules, that they are simply
microscopic animals, was mentioned only to be dismissed,

Following next in alphabetical order is the article “Animalistes”, which was
the French term for those who believed that the embryo was preformed in the
spermatic animalcule. Written by Pierre Tarin, a little-known but major
contributor to the Encyclopédie in anatomy and physiology, this article
presented animalculist preformation only to counter it with standard objec-
tions (resemblance to the mother, prodigions number of wasted embryos, and
the like).** To this article, Diderot added the editorial remark, “There may
without a doubt be animals in these liquids; but what one takes for animals, are
they always that? See Animalcule”, thus sending the reader back to the previous
article and to Buffon’s explanation that animalcules in male semen were only
chance combinations of organic molecules.

These first two volumes also contained several descriptive and quite
traditional articles on anatomy, physiology, and natural history.® Yet there
are no articles championing the preexistence of germs or the necessity of
passive matter. This situation continues in later volumes. The radical view —
that material activity is the basis of living phenomena — is dominant wherever
the issue is raised.

After the second volume of the Encyclopédie appeared, Diderot finished a
short, but very significant, work on science and knowledge, his Pensées sur
Uinterprétation de la nature (Thoughts on the Interpretation of Nature),**
Published first at the end of 1753 and then in a somewhat expanded edition
the following year, Diderots tract expressed, this time in relation to Mauper-
tuis’s work, a similar questioning about material activity and living organisms
as had his dialogue with Buffon in “Animal”. Even more clearly rejecting
Buffon’s distinction between living and brute matter, Diderot asked, was there
anything more fundamental than a relative difference between the two types of
matter? Could dead matter become living matter, and vice versa?>® By this
time, Diderot had begun to develop his notion of “sensibility” (sensibilité),
which he believed was inert in dead matter and gradually more emergent in life
forms as one moved up the chain of being. These views are more clearly
expressed in later articles he included in the Encyclopédie,

In addition to the articles that presented radical ideas on nature, there were
several others that leaned rather directly toward irreligion. In 1751 some of
these were singled out for criticism, although more attacks came after the
second volume appeared in 1752. There is evidence that Chrétien-Guillaume de
Lamoignon de Malesherbes, director of publications and therefore in charge of
censorship, was instrumental in suppressing or at least toning down criticism
of these first two volumes.*® Yet some criticism did appear in print, especially

from the Jesuits. Guillaume Frangois Berthier, who edited the Jesuit Journal de
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Trévoux from 1745 to 1762, praised the enterprise, yet expressed concern about
the Encyclopédie’s anti-religious stance in some articles. From October 1751
until March 1752, the Journal de Trévoux published severat articles on the first
two volumes of the Encyclopédie. Singled out for attack were “Aius-Locutius”
(Roman god of speech), in which Diderot had argued for lifting censorship for
works on incredulity intended for an elite audience, and “Amour des Sciences
et des Lettres” (Love of science and letters), which Berthier condemned as
irreligious.*” Some of the other articles in volumes one and two that were later
to receive critical treatment, like Diderot’s “Adorer” (Adoration), his “Agnus
scythicus” (a plant), his long editorial addition to the abbé Yvon's “fime”
(Soul), and d’Alembert’s “Aveugle” (Blindness), had not yet been singled out.
But the bomb that was dropped in the second volume was the article
“Certifude”, by a young abbé¢, Jean-Martin de Prades, which included lauda-
tory introductory and concluding remarks by Diderot. The de Prades article
was a flash point not only for its contents but also for its connection with a
scandal that had deeply embarrassed the Jesuits of the Sorbonne and that may
have actually been engineered by none other than Diderot.*®

THE CRrisis OF 1752

On the seventh of February, 1752, the King’s council issued a decree
suppressing the first two volumes of the Encyclopédie. In part, the decree read:
“His Majesty has recognized that in these two volumes several maxims have
been inserted tending to destroy the royal authority, to establish a spirit of
independence and revolt, and, under obscure and ambiguous terms, to build
the foundations of error, of moral corruption, of irreligion, and of unbelief”.>®
The second volume had appeared only a month before, but it contributed to the
issuance of this decree. Several factors led to this unfortunate event (for
Diderot and d’Alembert, that is), but they all seem to have revolved around
the religious/political struggles between the Jesuits at the Sorbonne and at
court and the Jansenist Parlement. Dale Van Kley has called attention to
Diderot’s article “Autorité politique” (Political Authority) in the first volume
of the Encyclopédie as one of the first political utterances of the maturing
French Enlightenment.*® It was this article, he claims, along with the uproar
caused by the Sorbonne’s unwitting acceptance of de Prades’ thesis, that drew
attention to the Encyclopédie project and led to the suppression.*’

Diderot’s “Autorite politique” was indeed a bold article, justifying all
political authority by the consent of the governed and by an implicit contract
between the people and the ruler. Unlimited authority residing in any human
being would, Diderot claimed, undermine the authority of God. Although he
also supported continual obedience to the King, Diderot found himself and his
article attacked, particularly by the Jesuit Jowrnal de Trévoux. The Jesuits had
been hostile to the Encyclopédie from the very beginning of the project, and
there is evidence that they were behind the suppression with a plan to take over
the enterprise themselves.*? The diarist Barbier wrote at the time that “this
whole storm against this fine Dictionary comes by medium of the Jesuits”.
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MATERIALISM AND NATURE IN VOLUMES THREE THROUGH SEVEN
Let me first look at what these volumes presented on life and matter in articles
on biological topics, In volume seven, we find the article “Génération™ by
Arnulphe d’Aumont, one of the main contributors on medicine, particularly in
these middie volumes, (After the condemnation of the Encyclopédie in 1759, he
no longer allowed hjs articles to be attributed io him.)*’ D’Aumont had studied
ici ier, but his contributions to the

at they produce or that they contain”.
take a clear stand on whether these “germs” preexist before
generation or are formed in the process.* His discussion of ovis

claimed to the “mixture theories” of Maupertuis and of Buffon, which he
presented in some detail. Yet the problem of how a new organism could be
organized by forces or out of organic molecules made their theories unlikely as
well. His lengthy article began and ended characterizing generation as g
mystery that may be as impenetrable as other first causes that we know about
only from their effects, 5 But his survey of theorieg of generation from the
ancients to Buffon was clearly informed by Maupertuis’ own historical survey,
as d’Aumont acknowledged, and the Vénus physique (Physical Venus) and
Histoire naturelle were two of the works credited at the conclusion of the article
as major sources,

Among the cross-references in d’Aumont’s article, to articles like “Oeuf™
(Egg), “Ovaire” (Ovary) and “Semence” (Semen), only “Tetys” (by Louis de
Jaucourt} can be found in these middle volumes. All of the articles referred to
are of a descriptive nature, with no discussion of any theories of generation.
Thus I have concluded that the only presentation of the theory of preexistence
~ including the strongest arguments f{or adopting it — was in d’Aumont’s
“Génération”, which can hardly qualify as an endorsement, even though he
claimed that “most physicians and other physicists are more strongly attached
to the system of eggs furnished by the testicles of the female” ! Although
d’Aumont’s article ended up not supporting any theory, his criticisms of

i the views of Maupertuis and Buffon
have pleased most naturalists. This is
tionist, Albrecht von Haller, contrib-

uted the article on generation to the Supplément ¢ | ‘Encyclopédie (Supplement
to the Encyclopedia), published twenty years later.

Diderot’s own more radical views on the relationship between active matter
and life can be found not in articles on obvioug topics, but rather in an unlikely
place, his article on “Ethiopiens”, This article, along with others to which one
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was led to by a series of cross-references included in “Ethiopiens”, ended up
playing a major role in the second, and more serious condemnation, of the
Eneyclopédie in 1759. Diderot had alerted readers to a subversive function of
cross-referencing in his lengthy articie, “Encyclopédie”, Here he admitted that
the editors purposely subverted opinions expressed in one article by referring to
another one that said exactly the opposite, This method, he claimed, “is the art
of tacitly deducing the most radical conclusions. If these cross references of
confirmation or refutation are foreseen far ahead of time and prepared with
skill, they will give to an encyclopedia the character that g good dictionary
ought to have; this character is to change the general way of thinking” 2
Although scholars agree that there were actually very few of these skillful
cross-referencing schemes, nevertheless the whole idea, revealed so candidly
here by Diderot, was radical in its own right. Sometimes one did not even need
to go to the referred article to get the point, as when at the end of the unsigned
“Providence” one is sent to “Manichéisme” or when an article on cannibalism
(“Anthropophages”) cross-referenced “BEucharist” and “Communion”,

One of the most skillfully devised chains of articles, the sum of which
expressed a radical materialism, began with Diderot’s “Ethiopiens”. Following
a straightforward article by Jaucourt on “Ethiopie”, Diderot’s article was
rather less factual, At one point, he claimed, “The Ethiopians take themselves
to be more ancient than the Egyptians, because their country has been more
strongly struck by the rays of the sun, which give life to all beings. Whence one
sees that these people are not far from regarding animals as the development of

- earth put inte fermentation by the heat of the sun, and to conjecture in

consequence that species have undergone an infinity of diverse transforma-
tions, before becoming the form that we see them in”** At the conclusion of
this. paragraph, Diderot added a cross-reference to the article “Dien” {God).
When we turn to “Dieu”, we find several interesting things. This article was
based on Jean-Henri-Samuel Formey’s notes for his own encyclopedia, which
were purchased early on in the Eneyclopédie project and used by Diderot and
d’Alembert for over a hundred articles.” After an opening discussion about
‘how clear it is that God exists, we find a cross-reference to “Démonstration”,
by d’Alembert. There, under a section on a posteriori demonstration, d’Alem-
bert claimed that it is much easier to demonstrate the existence of God through
his works than through a priori arguments. “In the eyes of the beople, and even
of philosophers, an insect proves [the existence of] a God better than all
metaphysical reasonings; and in the eyes of the philosopher, the general laws
of nature prove even better the existence of God than an insect” 56 A cross-
reference to d’Alembert’s “Cosmologie” further underlined his deistic argu-
ment: there, using Maupertuis’ argument for the existence of God based on the
law of least action, a simjlar point was made. Supporting deism was often seen
as tantamount to promoting irreligion, because it denied any direct contact
with God through revelation.
Returning to the article “Dien” we read that three parts of the article, on
metaphysical proofs for the existence of God, on historical proofs, and on
physical proofs, were drawn from the work of Samuel Clarke, Isaac Jaquelot,
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d’Alembert admitted that most ca us generation
are actually regular generation from eggs, he queried, “but is it demonstrated in
all cases that corruption can never engender an animated body?7Y
These articles in the middle volumes of the fncyclopédie thus presented a
terial basis of life and cal

of Genesis literally,
concluding “one can say of chaos whatever one likes” 6! Other articles furthered

the attack on orthodox religion, romoting toleration, those
impartially explaining the ideas of unorthodox religious sects, those expound-
ing on the views of non-Christian religions (which attacked Catholicism by
comparison), and those attacking Christianity and the clergy outright.®?
Political unorthodoxy found expression in Diderot’s “Droit naturetle” (Natural
Right) and in Jaucour’s “Gouvernement”, Yet from 1753 through 1757, few
criticisms appeared in print.** It was probably not that {hese articles went
entirely unmnoticed; rather, some of the vehement attacks on the Encyclopédie

THE Crisis oF 1758-1759

On January 23, 1759, the Attorney General Jean-Omer
before the Paris Parlem

Adrien Helvétius’s De 7 books.® He opened
his speech with the dire pronouncement: “Society, the State, and Religion
present themselves today at the tribunal of Justice. ... Their rights have been
violated, their laws disregarded. Impiety walks with head held high, ...
Humanity shudders, the citizenry is alarmed™ 6 What was the source of this
fear and disquiet? A conspiracy, claimed J oly de Fleury, one that existed for the
purpose of destroying society: “can one conceal from onesclf that there s a
project formed, a Society organized, to bropagate materialism, to destroy
Religion, to inspire a spirit of independence, and to nourish the corruption of
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morals?®® Remarking that it was sad to think what posterity will think of their
ceatury, Joly de Fleury claimed that it had fostered “y sect of so-called
Philosophers who ... imagined a project ... to destroy the basic truths engraved
in our hearts by the hand of the Creator, to abolish his cult and his ministers,
and to establish instead Deism and Materialism” 7 Joly de Fleury then
devoted his thirty-one-page harangue to an analysis of the ways in which the
Encyclopédie and De ] ‘Lsprit were the very embodiment of this plot,

What was the cause of Joly de Fleury’s vicious atiack? The Encyclopédie had
been appearing, one volume a year, quite peacefully since the crisis of 1752,
What events had led to this renewed attention to and concern over the impact
of the Encyclopédie? To answer this, we need to look again at the political and
social events of the late 1750s, the attacks on the Encyclopédie that appeared in
1758, and the increased toncern over “mauvais propos” (seditious talk) among
the people of Paris.

The year 1757 opened with Damiens’ attempt on the King’s life. The

interrogations that followed of Damiens and many others in preparation for
his trial reveal a deep dissatisfaction with the monarchy. Dale van Kley has
argued that an increasing “desacrilization” of the monarchy, evidenced at both
the popular and elite levels, marks the decades preceding the French Revoly-
tion. Van Kley has pointed especially to the Damiens affair as both a cause and
result of this process.® There was certainly an increase in surveillance of
seditious publications and talk, as evidenced in the volumes of information
collected by Joly de Fleury, attorney general, and his brother, Guillaume-
Frangois-Louis Joly de Fleury, the procurer general, during and in the wake of
the trial.® This vigilance is clear at the intellectual level as well, as can be seen
in both the Joly de Fleury and the d’Hémery archives. For our purposes, the
important point is that the atmosphere of the late 1750s was so charged that it
would probably have taken very little to set off a reaction against the
philosophes. Following the assassination attempt, a draconian law was passed
about subversive literature. “Anyone who is convicted”, the new law read, “of
having composed ... writings tending to attack religion, to stir up spirits, to
endanger our [the King’s] authority, and to disturb the order and tranguility of
our state, will be punished with death” ’® Although this law was apparently
never enforced, itg passage indicates that the King’s ministers had become
extremely hostile to the philosophes.

The occasion for renewed outery against the Encyclopédie was provided by
volume seven, which appeared in October 1757 and contained d’Alembert’s
article “Genéve” (Geneva). In hindsight, publishing this article was 7 tactical
error on the part of Diderot and d’Alembert, for it led not only to a barrage of
criticism but also to a falling out between the two, which resulted in
d’Alembert’s resigning from the project altogether. But what was the problem
with “Genéve™? Although d’Alembert praised democracy in Geneva and other
aspects of their enlightened culture, he also “praised” the Genevan clergy for
their supposed deist beliefs. This set off a- reaction both in Geneva and in
France, for the Genevan Calvinist pastors were incensed and the French clergy
found the not-so-subtle criticism by comparison equally galling.”! One can aiso
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detect the hand of Voltaire, with whom d’Alembert had spent three weeks at his
home in Geneva prior to writing the article.”

A storm of criticism was unleashed after this volume came out, 1757 saw the
first appearance of the fictional “Cacouacs”, a newly discovered “savage tribe”
living at the 48" degree of latitude (the latitude of Paris), whose main weapon
was the power of their words. First revealed in an “Avis Utile” (Useful Notice)
published in the Mercure de France in October 1757, the Caconacs were the
creation of the abbé Giry de Saint-Cyr, tutor to the Dauphin. Soon thereafter
Jacob Nicolas Moreau published the Nowveau mémoire pour servir a Phistoire
des Cacouacs (New Memoir on the History of the Cacouacs), a much more
thorough treatment of the dangers of the philosophes portrayed by the fictional
capture and indoctrination at the hands of the Cacouacs of an innocent young
man. Although Moreau’s memoir did not make too many references to the
Encyclopédie, its significance for my purposes here lies in the role biological
ideas played in the indoctrination into the ideas of the philosophes the young
man received, a subject to which T shall return in a moment. Moreau’s piece
was followed by Giry de Saint-Cyt’s Caiéchisme de décisions de cas de
conscience q 'usage des Cacouacs {Catechism of decisions in matters of
conscience for the use of Cacouacs), which was a hodge-podge of quotations
from works by Diderot, Rousseau, La Mettrie, and others, including articles
from the Encyclopédie, all set out under topics of a “catechism”, beginning with
“What is (God?” Finally, in November 1758 there appeared Abraham Joseph
Chaumeix’s massive Préjugés légitimes contre I'Encyclopédie (Legitimate Pre-
judices against the Encyclopedia), the first two volumes of which were devoted
to a vicious attack on the Encyclopédie. 1t was clearly from the Préjugés
légitimes that Joly de Fleury drew much of the material for his attack on the
Encyclopédie before the Paris Parlement.

The last straw came in July 1758, when Helvétius’ De I'Esprit busst upon the
scene. Based on a sensatiopalism drawn from Condillac and a materialism
from La Mettrie, De I'Esprit presented an educational and an ethical system
that ignored the church and challenged the Crown.” Provoking a scandal in its
own right, Helvétius’ book only added fuel to the growing controversy
surrounding the Encyclopédie. Apparently, it was even rumored that Diderot
himsell was the real author of De I'Esprit, which had not even been published
anonymously.™ The reality of a conspiracy devoted to overthrowing organized
religion and endangering the Crown thus seemed proven beyond a doubt, and
De U'Esprit was included, along with the Encpclopédie, in most of the critical
pamphlet literature of 1758 and 1759, while also engendering separate attacks
of its own,

A further complication for the philosophes was their connection with
Frederick the Great of Prussia. Frederick had founded the Berlin Academy of
Sciences in 1744, enticing Maupertuis to assume its presidency in 1746. Many of
the philosophes were members, including Diderot, and some, like La Mettrie,
fled to Berlin rather than face persecution in France. D’Alembert received a
pension from Frederick, and Frederick even tried, unsuccessfully, to get Voltaire
to move to Berlin. The problem for the philosophes was that, from 1756 on,
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France was at war with Prussia. The encyclopedists were thus in a suspect
position because of their close ties to the Berlin court and because several articles
inthe Encyclopédie that attacked despotism in favor of an enlightened monarchy
could be seen as indirect support for Frederick the Great, The political situation,
made worse by the fact that France had Iost several key battlesin 1757 and 1758,
culminating in decisive losses in 1759, only served to heighten the sense of
urgency in dealing with the philosophes. There is even some evidence that the
King’s chief minister, the Duc de Choiseul, in a delicate situation

because the war was going so badly, decided to sacrifice
order to keep the Parlement on his side.”’

politically
the Encyclopédie in

JoLy DE FLEURY, Tur CACOUACS, AND MATERTALISM

Let me return now in more detail to Joly de F leury’s attack on the Encyclopédie
and the role materialism, particularly based on evidence from the Living world,
played in the critique of the philosophes. After opening with the harangue
against the dangerous sect of philosophers that were out to destroy religion and
the state, Joly de leury turned to an analysis of the condemned works. He was
clearly incensed not only by th

strategy of the authors and editors, He complained

, for example, that articles
often presented both “the pro and con; but the con, when it is a matter of

religion, of morality, of authority, is always set forth clearly and with
affectation””® ‘
After singling out several irreligious articles, like Diderot’s “Adorer, honorer,
revérer” (To Adore, Honor, Revere) with its blatant deism, Joly de Fleury
turned, following Chaumeix, to the editors’ pernicious system of cross-
referencing.”” Rather than continuing to point out more “detestable principles”
m various articles, Joly de Fleury remarked, “we believe it is interesting and
hecessary to stop now to show you that this Dictionary is the fruit of impious
reflection”. Although not everyone involved was part of the “conspiracy to
attack the foundations of the state and of religion”, he continued, those who
were part of the plot “undoubtedly are afraid not to appear to be what they are,
dangerous writers, men without decency, enemies of authority, and of Chris-
tianity, to which they have vainly sworn ruin” 78 But the “morsel that is the
most singular by its audacity” and was “the key to their system”, he
proclaimed, was the section of Diderot’s “Encyclopédie” (quoted in part
earlier) where the system of cross-referencing is revealed as a way to undercut
orthodox articles and to “change the general way of thinking”.”® Of all the
examples he could give, Joly de Fleury claimed, the article “Ethiopiens” proved
their method, for “one finds there these Authors’ system on the primitive
formation of animals and in particular of man™. The Ethiopians are represented
as “regarding animals as developments from the earth put into fermentation by
the heat of the sun” (a quotation from Diderot’s article),®° Joly de Fleury then
followed the path of cross references discussed carlier, Reacting to this
challenge to divine creation, Joly de Fleury responded, “All the proofs of the
existence of God protest against this system of atheigm? &! Yet Joly de Fleury
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noted that the opposite conclusion was the one the editors wanted the reader to
draw, for one is sent to the article “Dieu”. There the editors tried to weaken the
metaphysical proofs for the existence of God by referring to “Démonstration”,
the physical proofs by cross-referencing “Corruption”, and the moral proofs by
sending the reader to “Athéisme”, which was written, he claimed, “almost
entirely to cast doubt on the existence of God and to openly combat religion” *?

Since I have already analyzed the contents of these articles, I will not delve
into them further here. But what is of paramount importance, in my opinion, is
that it was a discussion of the creation of life out of matter that caught the eye
of Chaumeix and that was seen as dangerous enough to be highlighted in Joly
de Fleury’s denunciation of the entire project. Diderot did not claim that the
Ethiopians were atheists; yet this was Joly de Fleury’s conclusion, based on
their alleged views on the creation of life from matter. And in his mind, being
an atheist was synonymous with being a danger to the state. The connections
between biological materialism, atheism, and dangerous politics was just too
obvious at the time to be ignored when evaluating the cost of allowing
publications like the Encyclopédie to continue.

After Joly de Fleury’s speech before the Paris Parlement, the four publishers
of the Encyclopédie were instructed not to sefl any more copies, and a committee
was appointed to examine in detail the first seven volumes of the Encyclopédie.
The other works, including Helvétius® De I’Esprit, were simply condemned

outright. By issuing these orders, the Parlement was openly criticizing Male-
sherbe, the director of the book trade, for allowing such publications to appear.
By March 1759, the decision was made: the Encyclopédie’s permission to publish
was revoked because, as the official Arrest du Conseil put i, “the advantage that
one could draw from a work of this type for the progress of the sciences and the
arts could never balance the irreparable harm that would result for morality and
religion™® Diderot feared arrest, hid some of his manuscripts with Male-

sherbes, but vowed to continue the project.®*

I would like to offer one further example of the tie between materialist views
of life and the dangers to society implied by them. As I mentioned earlier, the
Cacouac episode began at the same time as the seventh volume of the
Encyclopédie was published and continued, with the publications of Moreaun
and Giry de Saint-Cyr, through the turbulent year of 1758. In Moreau’s
Nouveau mémoire we again find the connection between materialist biology
and the dangerous threat the philosophes represented to society. The memoir
opened with the capture of the young hero of the piece, who was eventually able
to tell his story after he escaped and returned to Paris. The Cacouacs, he
reported, lived in tents to signify their freedom, had no government, regarded
ethics as a matter of convention, and did not believe in the existence of God.
Although I do not want to describe the young hero’s adventures in detail, the
key episode for my purposes here was when he was interrogated by a group of
Cacouacs in preparation for his induction into their society. His first question,
from a venerable old man, was “if dead matter could combine with living
matter? How does this combination come about? What is the result?’®® A
woman continued, asking, “If moulds are the principal forms? What is a
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mould? Is it a real and preexisting being,
living molecule united to dead or living m

to Diderot’s Pensées sur | interprétation de la nature) Under the influence of
incense, the young man began “to understand everything marvelously”, and he
was told he could now regard the Cacouacs as his brothers. Eventually our
young Dhero was rescued: he returned home only to find “dangerous and
ridiculous” Cacouacs there as well. “T found”, he reported, “that they had been
given the name Philosophes, and that their works were being printed”, ¥’

In Giry de Saint-Cyr’s follow-up work, the Catéchisme de décisions, which
was a compilation of quotations from the most subversive of the philosophes’
works, we again find biology playing a foundational role. In the second section
on the creation of the world and the formation of beings, quotations from
Diderot are used to claim that the universe had formed by the chance
combination of atoms and that living organisms formed as wel] from particles
that already possessed “desire, aversion, memory, and intelligence” (a reference
to Maupertuis). In an even more revealing quotation, again from Diderot’s
Pensees sur Cintérpretation de lo nature, the Cacouac teacher explained, “the
embryo, formed out of these clements, has passed by an infinity of organiza-
tions and developments; ... it has in succession movement, sensations, ideas,

thought, reflection, conscience, feelings, passions, signs, gestures, ... language,
sciences and the arts” 38

or is it only the intelligible limits of a
atter ... 7786 (Footnotes in the text are

, drawn from the work of » Maupertuis, and Diderot
attributed as foundational to the philosophes’
understanding these issues that one could become a irue Cacouac/philosophe,
at least in the eyes of those who found them so dangerous, Of course, the use of
these questions also heightened the satirical quality of the parrative, since they
sound even more absurd out of context. Yet I do not believe that Morean used
these simply because they would sound hilarious. Rather they were definitional

and seen by Moreau and others as providing a foundation for the philosophes’
dangerous undermining of religion and society.

THE FINATL VOLUMES

The remaining ten volumes, on which Diderot and Jaucourt continued to work

tirelessly, finally appeared together in 1765, with the tacit permission of the
government, In these volumes, we can find further evidence of Diderot’s
commitment to materialism, John Lough has claimed that Diderot, after
suffering such criticism from the first two volumes, drew back from including
articles openly eXpressing materialism in the next five volumes and waited until
the last ten to “let himself £0” in half a dozen articles or so (like “Matérialiste”,
“Naturaliste™, and “Spinoziste”).% While this statement is not entirely true
with regard to the middle volumes, which contained, as we have seen, the
statements in “Ethjopiens” and the articles cross-referenced, it is certainly the
case that Diderot siipped several very direct materialist comments into the last
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ten volumes, even though these volumes suffered censorship from the publish-
er’s pen. In addition to identifying a naturalist with being an atheist in
“Naturaliste”, quoted at the beginning of this paper, Diderot further developed
his ideas on life and mattet in “Naitre” (Birth). There he claimed that life and
death are not absolute states, but successive states of the same matter, with the
emergence of sensibility as the key factor. In an editorial addition to “Matéri-
alistes”, probably by Diderot, materialists were identified with Spinozists. With
regard to the latter, he claimed in “Spinoziste™, “The general principle [of
Spinozists] ... is that matter is sensitive [sensiblel; they demonstrate this by the
development of the egg, an inert body that by only the instrument of heat
gradually passes to a sensing and living state ... .From this they conclude that
there is only matter and that it suffices to explain everything”.”® This was the
materialist theory that would appear again in Diderot’s Réve de d'Alembert
(Dream of d’Alembert), written in 1768. Because the Réve and other writings
expressing biological materialism were not published, these articles in the later
volumes of the Encyclopédie contained the only version in print of Diderot’s
mature theory.

The other biological articles in these last ten volumes are primarily
descriptive. “Oeul” (unsigned), “Ovaire” (Jaucourt), and “Semence” (unsigned)
contain nothing controversial, Even the article on Trembley’s polyp (“Polype”,
unsigned), the organism that had caused such a stir throughout Europe because
it was able to regenerate entire new polyps when cut into several pieces, did not
include controversial issues. Only in “Reproduction” (unsigned), which is a
short article about the regeneration of the legs of crabs, do we find a comment
that this is a phenomenon that “does not square at all with the modern system

of generation, by which one supposes that the animal is entirely formed in the
» 91

egg”.

Diderot had apparently been very much affected by the condemnation of the
Encyclopédie, and he published little more for the remainder of his life.”* Many
of his masterpieces, such as the materialist Réve de d'Alembert, date from this
post-1765 period, but they found their way into print only after his death. Yet
the thread of his radical thinking, based on a subversive view of life and matter,
can be found woven throughout the Encyclopédie. 1t is beyond the scope of this
paper to show more directly the tie between these views and his thoughts on
society and natural morality, yet they very definitely existed. Along with
d’Holbach, Naigeon, Damilaville, and other contributors who were outright
atheists, Diderot wanted to reorder both knowledge and socicty independently
from religion.”® For this he and the project “to create a revolution in men’s
minds” were condemmned. Yet, as Diderot rather prophetically remarked in
1771 after chancellor Maupeou’s contemptuous dismissal of Parlement, “Once
men have dared in some way to attack the barrier of religion, the most
formidable and most respected barrier that there is, it is impossible to stop.
When they have cast a hostile glance over the majesty of heaven, they will not
hesitate the next moment to cast one over earthly sovereignty”.”*
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