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Introduction 
Disenchantment and Re-enchantment:  

Rhetorical Tension in the Siècle des Lumières 
 

Little by little, science has stretched its tentacles into more and more corners 
formerly occupied by religion and myth.  It has removed the persuasion that there 
is something beyond what is offered by the evidence of our senses; it has 
uprooted the conviction that things are what they are, and where they are, for a 
reason; it has eradicated mystery, order, and purpose — and in their place, it has 
put nothing at all, simply leaving a gaping void.1 

 

 
Figure 1: Bonaventure Louis-Prévost and Charles-Nicholas Cochin, frontispiece (detail), in 
Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, 1772, engraving, Bibliothèque nationale de France. 

 
Figured in the frontispiece to Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, Truth is 

staged between the opposite actions of Reason and Imagination.  Reason first strips off 

the veil from Truth, and then Imagination re-adorns and crowns her.  Figural and 

 
1 Joshua Landy and Michael T. Saler, The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular 

Magic in a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009) 102–103. 
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discursive elements intermingle to point to meanings beyond what language in its literal 

function alone can express.2  The reading subjectivity fashioned by the text challenges 

epistemological positions through the resolution of rhetorical tensions via figural 

thinking.3  Complex oppositions such as Truth and Imagination abound in the writing of 

the French eighteenth century, notably between pairs such as system and sentiment, 

intellect and affect, or philosophy and politics, to name but a few.  The dialogue between 

opposing binaries opens a space for conceiving of a truth somewhere between the poles.  

And concern for establishing the truth is a hallmark of the Enlightenment, or the siècle 

des Lumières as it was referred to in eighteenth-century France.  During an era when old 

truths were constantly being challenged by new discoveries, the utility of knowledge to 

control and master the physical world led many to attempt to separate savoir from its 

supernatural foundations in divine authority, superstition, and mythical tales.  However, 

the search for reliable natural truths did not end with Reason stripping the veil — 

Imagination has a role to play in order to make truth palatable. 

I argue that we can read many works of the siècle des Lumières in a new light 

when we attend to the structuring role of tension between binary opposites found in many 

of these works.  Rather than resolving into a dialectic synthesis (some of A, but some of 

B also), these works create a complex interpretation through the subject’s experience of 

 
2 For more on figural thinking, see Norman Bryson, Word and Image: French 

Painting of the Ancien Régime (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1981); and Jean-François Lyotard, Discourse, Figure, trans. Mary Lydon and Antony 
Hudek, Cultural Critique Books (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011). 

3 On the concept of subjectivity created by the text, see Roland Barthes, Le plaisir 
du texte, Points. Littérature 135 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1983). 
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the space between the opposites (not A nor B, but something understood to lie between).  

I further suggest that these works also initiate their readers into new ways of thinking via 

these structures.  As Diderot claimed for the Encyclopédie (1751-1772), they might just 

“change the common manner of thinking.”4  This attempt at transformation commences 

with discarding metaphysical explanations in favor of empirical materialist explanations.  

However, the process does not end there, for bereft of a structuring axis mundi provided 

by the former epistemological framework, where does one find context and meaning? 

Reflecting on this question at the turn of the twentieth century, German 

sociologist Max Weber decried the loss of meaning and organizing structure in the 

modern world; “The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and 

intellectualization and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world’ [die Entzauberung 

der Welt].”5  Later critics would pick up on Weber’s concept and use the term 

“disenchantment” to describe more generally the processes at work to remove the 

transcendental from the modern episteme.  The concept of disenchantment has been 

elaborated most recently in the work of Joshua Landy, Michael Saler, and Dan Edelstein, 

whose studies we will discuss in greater detail in the following chapters.6 

 
4 In French, “changer la façon commune de penser.” See Diderot’s article 

“Encyclopédie” for an elaboration of the method and aims of the Encyclopédie. Denis 
Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des 
sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une société de gens de lettres, 28 vols. (Paris and 
Neufchâtel: Briasson, 1751-1772), 5:642. 

5 Max Weber’s lecture “Wissenschaft als Beruft” was given at Munich University, 
Germany, in 1918, later published in Gesammlte Aufsaetze zur Wissenschaftslehre 
(Tubingen: Duncker & Humblodt, 1922).  See also Damion Searls’ nuanced fresh 
translation in Max Weber, Charisma and Disenchantment: The Vocation Lectures, ed. 
Paul Reitter and Chad Wellmon, trans. Damion Searls (New York: New York Review 
Books, 2020). 

6 Dan Edelstein, ed., The Super-Enlightenment: Daring to Know Too Much 
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To define this pair of oppositional concepts, we can state that disenchantment 

refers to the process of stripping away referentiality to transcendent or supernatural 

schemas in description and explanation of the material world.  Re-enchantment refers to a 

counter-process whereby knowledge that has been ‘disenchanted’ is imbued with new 

context via processes that rely on a sort of secular enchantment such as the poetic power 

of figurative language.  Where disenchantment shears away the old authorities upon 

which knowledge was grounded, re-enchantment attempts to humanize, contextualize, 

and organize knowledge in ways that do not depend on faith or the metaphysical. 

I argue that one mode of this epistemological critique is performed in eighteenth-

century texts through an elicited experience of figural thinking.  Generally, figural and 

literal are held in strict opposition, however our understanding of this concept may be 

productively complicated by one reading of Jean-François Lyotard.  Lyotard suggests a 

co-presence of the figural and discursive.7  For Lyotard, one is not the opposite of the 

other, but they are different systems of representation.  However, each requires the other 

in order for representation to occur.  They are inextricably linked and heterogenous. The 

figural is that which cannot be literally signified and comes from the image, which itself 

refers to something in the material world.  The figural is visual at its essence, thus 

involves the affect while discourse is the domain of the intellect.  Together they unite 

affect and the intellect.  For Lyotard, discourse gestures toward the figural, creating its 

meaning again each time in the present of the moment of interpretation. 

 
(Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2010) and Landy and Saler, The Re-enchantment of the 
World. 

7 Lyotard, Discourse, Figure. 
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This structuring concept of discourse and figure can be made even more 

productive for us by considering Norman Bryson’s added dimension of interpretive truth.  

In Bryson’s analysis, the discursive and the figural exist on a sort of continuum along 

which can be plotted the degree of persuasiveness of the ‘truth’ of the image.8  Bryson 

argues that the more discursive elements of an image engage more directly in narrative to 

be interpreted as intentional expression of the artist to convey a point.  This is regarded 

with some degree of skepticism by the viewing subject according to Bryson.  However, 

the elements of image that are less linguistically communicative are said to be figurative, 

and thus treated as less contrived and interpreted as more likely ‘true’ in some sense by 

the viewer.  Bryson’s continuum from discursive to figural conveys a privileged status on 

the figural since it is not interpreted by the intellectually skeptical tools of language.  The 

figural is a truth suggested rather than one that is explicitly narrated.  This model 

contributes two important values for my study.  The first is the mapping of a 

viewer/reader’s more accepting interpretation to the figural side of the spectrum, and the 

second is similar to Lyotard’s argument that this seen/experienced kind of sign lies 

beyond the scope of literal discourse to express it. 

For my study, the figural is necessary to invoke a kind of thinking outside the 

realm of literal language, something that can be understood but not directly expressed.  

This figural thinking is invoked both through the written and the visual.  In our texts, the 

visual takes many forms; it is engraved image, it is data tables, it is the physical 

manifestation of text and printer’s ornament on the page, and it is the 

 
8 See Chapter 1 “Discourse, figure” in Bryson, Word and Image. 



 6 

emotional/sentimental/moral experience created through the poetics of paired 

incompatible rhetorical modes.  The text creates its own subject who performs an 

interpretive move to comprehend the figural pointed to by the heterogenous discourses 

and between the discourses. 

The figural signifié created by the opposition between disenchantment and re-

enchantment constitutes the heart of this dissertation.9  One sign of how crucially rich this 

opposition is for our understanding of several Enlightenment texts (those we focus on 

here, and others) is seen in the number of other oppositions it generates.  Many of the 

binary opposites at work in the texts of the siècle des Lumières reveal structures of and 

disruptions in epistemology when examined through this lens of disenchantment and re-

enchantment.  Some of the important eighteenth-century oppositions that this 

enchantment framework suggests and complicates include reason and imagination, 

system and sentiment, intellect and affect, description and narration, liberty and 

constraint, critique and creation, or even history and philosophy.  By an examination of 

such tensions, we will show how the  approach elaborated in this dissertation can be 

applied to render legible the potential for epistemic disruption in texts. 

What I am suggesting is that this rhetorical tension is an eighteenth-century 

literary device.  Perhaps we should call it the poetics of enchantment.  This juxtaposition 

 
9 I am referring here to the concept of semiotics as conceptualized by Ferdinand 

de Saussure wherein language is made up of “signs” that consist of a dyad signifiant 
(signifier – the “word”) and signifié (that which is signified – the “meaning”), and each 
side of the pair participates in its own network of associations both accidental and 
designed.  Importantly, this highlights a realm of meaning that exists only through the act 
of interpretation and is subject to change as a dominant episteme changes.  See Ferdinand 
de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. Perry Meisel and Haun Saussy, trans. 
Wade Baskin (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011). 
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of not just terms but modes of expression, or even modes of thinking that are at odds with 

each other functions to break fixed conceptions and re-create an epistemic subject 

position grounded in empirical truth and embellished with humanity 

Throughout this study we will explore how different authors sought to contest and 

establish knowledge.  In the mid-eighteenth century, Buffon and Daubenton write the 

Histoire naturelle in a manner to change how the collective knowledge of the material 

world is recorded.  They reject the compilation of previously collected knowledge of the 

natural world (an approach which was accepted as a viable model by other contemporary 

natural historians such as Louis Liger or Noël-Antoine Pluche).  Instead, Buffon and 

Daubenton insist on knowledge based not on erudition, but rather on individual 

experience.   

In this they are part of a cultural history of experimentation in the ways to write 

about knowing.  Already in 1637 in the Discours de la méthode, Descartes sets down in 

writing his sure and certain method of inquiry into not just knowledge, but the poetics of 

knowing — the language and figures useful for representing knowledge and the way one 

knows the world.  Descartes divides experience into two spheres, the internal realm of 

thought and the external realm of sensory observation.  The claim “I think therefore I am” 

sets the stage for the tension between the sensory (or figural) and the discursive.10  

Descartes prioritizes discursive self-awareness as the least fallible form of knowledge, 

while sensory impression he deems susceptible to trickery or inaccuracy. 

 
10 The expression sometimes referred to as “the cogito” was first written in 

French, “Je pense, donc je suis” and is found in the first paragraph of Part IV in René 
Descartes, Discours de la méthode (1637), ed. Maurice Dorolle (Paris: Librairie 
Larousse, 1934).  
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English philosopher John Locke set aside Descartes’ mistrust of perception and 

his argument for representation of knowledge through language’s tools of words and 

categories to focus instead on the role of figural thinking in creating our knowledge.  In 

this passage from Book 2 of Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689), 

we see Locke’s epistemological model of human cognition. 

Let us suppose the Mind to be, as we say, white Paper, void of all 
Characters, without any Ideas; How comes it to be furnished?  When 
comes it by that vast store, which the busy and boundless Fancy of Man 
has painted on it, with an almost endless variety?  Whence has it all the 
materials of Reason and Knowledge?  To this I answer, in one word, From 
Experience: In that, all our Knowledge is founded; and from that it 
ultimately derives it self.  Our Observation employ’d either about external, 
sensible Objects; or about the internal Operations of our Minds, perceived 
and reflected on by our selves, is that, which supplies our Understandings 
with all the materials of thinking. These two are the Fountains of 
Knowledge, from whence all the Ideas we have, or can naturally have, do 
spring.11 

 

Locke represents the mind as a metaphorical space of representation, that is to 

say, as paper upon which will be printed and painted characters and ideas.  This paper is 

not represented with limits; it is not a book or pamphlet.  Its form is left to the 

imagination, but the paper is said to hold a “vast store” in “almost endless variety” which 

is printed and painted on the paper by the “busy and boundless Fancy of Man.” The clean 

planar surface of the paper accepts the marks that are “vast,” “almost endless,” in 

quantity and posed by an activity that is “boundless.” They are not random marks, but are 

meant to store, represent, and present for later retrieval signs that are intelligible again.  

There is a back and forth between thinking, perception, and storage.  Locke’s 

 
11 John Locke and P. H Nidditch, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979), Book 2, Chapter 1, Section 2. 
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epistemological analogy employs a metaphor of paper which both describes intellection 

and creates representational models of it that the mind can employ to further its own 

contemplation of reason and knowledge.  Figurative writing that creates cognitive models 

of human intellection is an important concept that we will revisit within this dissertation. 

Locke treats thought as a representational model, with processes and material 

support referring to the figure of the printed page and all the associations linked to it.  

The particular substrate he chooses for mental process is that of paper, giving the page, 

and, by extension the book, a primary place in this model.  If the mind can be thought of 

as operations on paper, could not perhaps operations on paper imitate or amplify the 

operations of the mind?  Locke does not pursue this path of inquiry in his essay, but the 

eighteenth-century natural historian Buffon echoes that representational model in his 

introductory discourse to the Histoire naturelle.  Buffon’s text highlights the mind’s 

operations on the mental material, with a variety of powerful physical manipulations 

exerted on the observations stored in the mind.  These representational models served to 

critique and reinvent epistemological norms, as we shall see in Chapter 1. 

With Descartes, the Pandora’s box of skepticism and questioning had been 

opened, and the following “Age of Enlightenment” would not see it shut.  The next 

generations would grow up in a France that was constantly confronted with travel 

accounts of new lands, peoples, plants, animals, goods and practices brought by the 

expanding eighteenth-century maritime travel of empire, commerce, and discovery.12  If a 

 
12 Two excellent studies on the reception of Descartes are Erica Harth’s Cartesian 

Women: Versions and Subversions of Rational Discourse in the Old Regime (Ithaca, N.Y. 
: Cornell University Press, 1992), and Aram Vartanian, Diderot and Descartes: A Study 
of Scientific Naturalism in the Enlightenment (Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 
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methodical approach could offer the promise of firm footing for knowledge, this 

opportunity was not lost on the philosophes and savants of the eighteenth century.  A 

critical preoccupation with finding the basis for knowing underlies the key knowledge 

projects of the French Enlightenment.  An empirical rational understanding of this 

profusion of new specimens from the New World made a difference in being able to 

capitalize on mercantile and military undertakings.   

The writers and thinkers who undertook to assemble, organize, and indeed 

produce knowledge of the new in relation to the existing engaged in this self-reflection on 

how knowledge could be certain and the best way to represent it.  Eighteenth-century 

knowledge workers sought to shear away the uncertain transcendental through organizing 

schemes, or to “trim the tree of knowledge” as Robert Darnton puts it.13  If previous 

writings on a specimen of nature had included supernatural, divine, mystical, or 

mythological references (from the natural divinity and myths in Pliny the Elder’s Natural 

History to the Biblical ontology grounding Antoine-Noël Pluche’s Spectacle de la 

Nature) those would now be set aside as belonging to the other, untestable side of the 

body-mind divide.  These writers would ‘disenchant’ their observations to rely only on 

what could be seen, heard, felt, and qualified through experiment.  Far from removing all 

question about the absolute truth of these observations, they admitted room for the 

systematic inquiry into these results and observations to improve them in a systematic 

and repeatable way.  This shifted the space of questioning to the physical, tangible world 

 
1953). 

13 Robert Darnton “Philosophers Trim the Tree of Knowledge” in The Great Cat 
Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York: Basic Books, 
1984, revised 2009). 
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and left metaphysical questions aside for others, thus for all purposes quietly 

disqualifying them. 

Problematic for the eighteenth-century savants, discarding all metaphysical 

questions also sheared away some of the supports for knowledge.  Human beings rely on 

organizing structures to makes sense of information.  We observe or create relations 

between what we already know and new knowledge.14  These cognitive structures index 

the wide breadth of the total human experience of the world around us, including the 

transcendental, the divine, the sublime, and the beautiful.  Completely discarding these 

transcendental aspects leaves a void in the structures into which new knowledge may be 

assimilated.  It is my argument that eighteenth-century knowledge writers, such as the 

authors of the Histoire naturelle, the Études de la nature, and the Histoire des deux Indes 

attended to this potential void in a particular manner.  I posit that they produced 

knowledge by creating a poetics of epistemological disruption as they sought to fill the 

void by re-contextualizing knowledge while they were instrumentalizing it. 

The research in this study has particular value today because eighteenth-century 

texts and thinking are once again at the center of crucial conversations as modern 

democracies confront challenges to their founding principles.  Today the challenges of 

popularism, nationalism, illiberal policy, irrationality, and the experience of living in a 

“post-truth” culture strain the social fabric of many nations around the world.  Western 

democracies re-examine the principles within their founding documents like 

constitutions, declarations of rights, and original laws to recall into clarity the values and 

 
14 David Paul Ausubel, The Acquisition and Retention of Knowledge: A Cognitive 

View (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011). 
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ideals upon which the nation is said to have been built.  As with the United States and 

France, many of these documents were written in the eighteenth century in the midst of 

great change and national self-definition.  National conversations call into question long-

held assumptions about liberty, citizenship, the scope and role of government, the 

structures that regulate the distribution of wealth and power, the concepts of equality and 

humanity, and the dynamic between religion and intellectual freedom.  These concerns 

also defined social and intellectual life in the eighteenth century as well. 

Understanding the meaning of the eighteenth-century documents wherein many of 

these principles were elaborated requires us to understand the lexicon of the era, the 

intellectual and philosophical context in which these texts were written, and the ways in 

which the very manner of thinking in the premodern Western world differs from a 

modern episteme.  Rather than solely focus on political texts, this study seeks to elaborate 

a method applicable to any eighteenth-century text where a particular form of what we 

might call ‘episto-poetics’ is observed. 

What my research brings is an awareness of the three-dimensional nature of 

French Enlightenment writing.  One may think of Enlightenment in very basic terms as 

both a multi-valent cultural project and an era characterized by the critique of traditional 

authority and worldview that was based on religious or transcendent beliefs.  We begin 

this dissertation analyzing texts that explicitly involve knowledge work where we will see 

efforts to displace the reliance on supernatural explanations and phenomena in favor of 

relying on explanations of the cosmos drawn exclusively from empirical evidence.  These 

works surprisingly contain a rhetorical mode that seeks to create a secularly transcendent 

perspective on the context for this knowledge while at the same time containing a 
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rhetorical mode to emphasize evidence and discredit transcendent bases for knowledge.  

This opposition creates a productive tension. The different rhetorical modes gesture at a 

radically different understanding of the world, not simply a revised and updated store of 

information about the world which fits neatly into pre-existing frameworks.  The 

presented knowledge is paired with a way to perceive it, understand it, and give shape to 

a different way of comprehending.  This way of comprehending is not given explicitly 

but is gestured to. It is presented as an experience of the text, outside of what literal 

language can express.  Therefore, one must read between the lines.  The knowledge must 

be read, interpreted and experienced as lying somewhere between the poles of opposition 

and never completely expressed by either.  The understanding of the world offered by the 

interpretive trajectory of the texts in this study is something that must be created in the 

mental process of representation to self.  It must be instantiated by cognitive 

interpretation to be assembled and framed in the mind of the reading subject. 

Beyond the application to texts that are explicitly knowledge projects, we can 

observe this same dynamic in texts outside of what a modern reader would consider 

“scientific.”  My research points to ways in which the same rhetorical tension of 

Enlightenment is observed in narrative fiction as well.  The effort to write a better future 

for humankind did not stop with natural history or encyclopedias.  The evolving shape of 

narrative fiction in the eighteenth century — from travel accounts to novels and contes 

philosophiques — also shows the signs of epistemic shift through rhetorical tension.  

Work on the novel has brought to our attention the ways that experimentation with long-

form fiction brought changes to the type of subjectivity created by texts as well as 
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probing the relationship between truth and illusion.15  With this current study, I wish to 

shift the approach away from an epistemology of long-form fiction genres toward episto-

poetics, or how language is being re-thought and the limits of cognition are being 

experimented. 

For an example of epistemic disruption engendered by rhetorical tension in the 

novel, we can consider the passages in Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse where the garden 

and grounds are transformed by Julie.  In her landscape renovation, what was agréable is 

replaced by its opposite — that which is utile, and the flowerbed becomes a kitchen 

garden.  Parallel to this botanical transformation, the reader is invited on a similar 

renovation of affect via the character of St. Preux who visits these locations and finds his 

passions tamed and re-channeled toward building community.  This dissertation is an 

exploration of how we may find fruitful avenues of interpretation for the writing of the 

French siècle des Lumières through the rhetorical dynamics of paired disenchantment and 

re-enchantment. 

In the chapters of this project, we will examine several case studies to explore the 

binary oppositions that animate forms of epistemological change within the texts.  A 

powerful tool employed in each of the works in our study (and one of the criteria for their 

inclusion in this study) is the use of illustrations to complete the text.  In each case, 

engraved illustrations work in tandem with the printed text, strongly invoking the visual-

 
15 See for example Michael McKeon, The Origins of the English Novel, 1600-

1740, 15th anniversary ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002); and 
Vivienne Mylne, The Eighteenth-Century French Novel: Techniques of Illusion, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981); and Nicholas D. Paige, 
Before Fiction: The Ancien Régime of the Novel (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 
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figural as an essential part of the work.  The role of the images in these works can be 

understood as a way of employing figural thinking to experiment with the limits of 

cognitive thought.  The images extend the textual strategies by offering the 

viewing/reading subject an experience that challenges previous conceptions.  Therefore, 

it is essential that we analyze these images and their role in the poetics of the epistemic 

disruption with our analysis of the text. 

Speaking to the power of the image to engage the mind of the reader/viewer, John 

Bender and Michael Marrinan assert that diagrams are a special case of images that 

communicate the experience of how something works.  Their conceptualization of 

diagram offers a rich and productive way to explore the inter-relations between literal 

discourse and the figural.  For Bender and Marrinan, the diagram bridges the gap between 

figure and discourse.  The diagram is not only an image that often contains explicitly 

discursive elements such as description, captions, and labels; it is also a visual which 

seeks to represent a particularly human-centered point of view of the object.  In this it is 

not so much a representation of a thing as it is a thing itself: It is a thinking tool.16  If we 

consider the distributed cognition features of illustrations in texts with informational or 

educational purposes, we can analyze how the illustrations both support and transform 

mental processes, and ultimately how they participate in the project of epistemic 

transformation. 

Our three principal case-study texts, like many from the eighteenth century, pose a 

problem of categorization (of genre and discipline) for modern scholarship (Paul et 

 
16 See particularly this section in John B. Bender and Michael Marrinan, The Culture of 
Diagram (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2010), 19–23. 
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Virginie as a part of Études de la nature, Histoire naturelle, and Histoire des deux Indes).  

A text’s genre is used to establish exclusive categories and determine how one 

approaches reading a particular work.  The genre determines which interpretive tools are 

best suited for comprehension of the text.  One would not read a scholarly book on 

zoology and expect the same type of reading experience as when one reads a novel.  

Indeed, fiction would be anathema to the scientific endeavor under our current episteme.  

However, these generic distinctions did not exist in the same way in eighteenth-century 

France.  One extreme example of this is when Diderot’s protagonist describes cellular 

structure and microbiology in the fictitious and risqué conversation between d’Alembert’s 

mistress and his doctor at the sick man’s bedside in Le rêve de d’Alembert.17  Astride the 

modern conceptual boundary between fiction and non-fiction, the case-study texts in this 

dissertation point to an early modern paradigmatic space that preceded the disciplinary 

divide about which C.P. Snow wrote in his 1959 essay “The Two Cultures.”18  Snow 

lamented the loss of appreciation for the full breadth and scope of human understanding 

if those who pursue science eschew Shakespeare and vice versa. 

The texts that this dissertation project comprises do not represent all aspects of 

eighteenth-century culture, but they point to the broader scope of cultural production 

during this period.  Each chapter here presents a case study to examine a different aspect 

of this critical issue.  From natural histories to novels and ekphrastic essays, the corpus 

contains some of the most widely-read and influential works of the eighteenth century 

 
17 Denis Diderot, Œuvres philosophiques, ed. Paul Vernière, Classiques Garnier 

(Paris: Bordas, 1990). 
18 Charles Pearcy Snow, The Two Cultures (1959), ed. Stefan Collini (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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such as Buffon and Daubenton’s Histoire naturelle, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Paul et 

Virginie, Abbé Raynal (and Diderot’s) Histoire des deux Indes, and Rousseau’s La 

Nouvelle Héloïse.19  Let us now take a brief overview of the contents and critical 

questions of the three chapters of this dissertation to provide a mental map for the road 

ahead. 

Chapter 1 – Buffon and Daubenton Write the Histoire naturelle 
What are we to make of works whose aim is scientific and comprise components 

with strong literary quality such as Buffon and Daubenton’s Histoire naturelle?20  

Approaching the Histoire naturelle as purely a scientific work inadequately accounts for 

the figurative language at work in the descriptions; yet to approach it as solely a work of 

literature will not reveal the impact of the authors’ work in natural history which we 

would now call “science.”  The interpretive approach one chooses has an impact on the 

way one reads the text and what one prioritizes over what one filters out.  In reading the 

Histoire naturelle from a modern scientific view, how does one take the literary elements 

(narrative, figural language, instances of personal subjective voice) into account?  It 

could be argued that those passages are merely “literary ornamentation,” and may be, 

indeed must be, disregarded.  The hermeneutic filter frames what is the work and what is 

the parergon, that is, what is associated with but outside the principal work.  Texts written 

prior to our modern episteme are only partially read when read through an interpretive 

 
19 For data-based insights on book sales in eighteenth-century France, see this 

digital humanities project, Simon Burrows et. al., The French Book Trade in 
Enlightenment Europe Project, 1769-1794 (http://fbtee.uws.edu.au/stn/, 6 May 2014). 

20 Georges Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon and Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton, 
Histoire naturelle, générale et particulière avec la description du Cabinet du roi., 36 
vols. (Paris: De l’Imprimerie royale, 1749-1789). 
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frame based on a modern concept of specialization and division of fields of knowledge, 

particularly those texts whose objective is to produce or deliver knowledge. 

The discursive polarity science-literature has already been discussed at length by 

others.  Wilda Anderson argues for a break with previous analysis of the ‘scientific worth’ 

of eighteenth-century chemistry writing by instead focusing on the use of rhetoric and 

literary devices in those texts as well as the self-conscious efforts of Antoine Lavoisier 

and Pierre-Joseph Macquer to determine how language should be used to describe 

elements and experiments.21  Anne Vila analyzes the inter-porosity between 

Enlightenment medical and literary texts through the lens of sensibilité as a term 

designating emotional states and a philosophical construct at the heart of polemical 

debates about education, morality, and society.22  Vila critically locates this interplay 

between science and literature in the body with a focus on pathology and studies of 

controlling or exciting the body’s responses to stimulus.  Jessica Riskin foregrounds the 

often-obscured role emotion played in eighteenth-century empiricism, where sentiment 

was a legitimate factor in scientific investigation.23  These studies were each path-

breaking in their moment, signaling important shifts in disciplinary direction and 

interpretive paradigms.  They have in common that they focused primarily on scientific 

texts where the intrusion of literary or sentimental elements have exposed a porosity 

 
21 Wilda Anderson, Between the Library and the Laboratory (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1984). 
22 Anne Vila, Enlightenment and Pathology: Sensibility in the Literature and 

Medicine of Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1998). 

23 Jessica Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility: The Sentimental Empiricists of 
the French Enlightenment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). 
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unexpected by the modern reader. 

The aim of Chapter 1 is to introduce the parallel processes of disenchantment and 

re-enchantment in the context of cataloguing the material world, and to analyze specific 

passages that do literary work, that is, that employ figurative language to a greater extent 

for purposes beyond the simple transfer of information.  Informed by the work of Joanna 

Stalnaker (Unfinished Enlightenment), Max Weber (“Science as a Vocation”), and Joshua 

Landy (The Re-enchantment of the World), this chapter maps out the stakes of my project, 

positing an under-explored role of opposing binaries to create a poetics of 

epistemological disruption within which to structure knowledge of the natural world.  In 

this chapter, I argue that the writing of this period can be productively explored through 

the lens of the joint functioning of opposing processes which I will relate to the concepts 

of disenchantment and re-enchantment. 

The conflicts that arose between Buffon and Daubenton while writing the Histoire 

naturelle reveal some of the tensions in the intellectual community of the time about the 

way to approach categorizing and describing the natural world.  The rift between the two 

savants centered on the question of the most appropriate way to represent the natural 

object of their studies for the pages of the Histoire naturelle.  Daubenton favored 

systematic tables of measurements, while Buffon accorded the more important role to 

narrative description.24  Joanna Stalnaker has suggested we might understand this conflict 

differently as she examines the Histoire naturelle to probe the polarity between two 

 
24 Paul Lawrence Farber, “Buffon and Daubenton: Divergent Traditions within 

the Histoire Naturelle,” Isis 66, no. 1 (1975): 63–74; and Jeff Loveland, “Another 
Daubenton, Another Histoire Naturelle,” Journal of the History of Biology 39, no. 3 
(2006): 457–91. 
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modes of description in vigor at the time – scientific and literary.25  She builds a case for 

a more dominant role of description in eighteenth-century writing.  Building upon 

Stalnaker’s analysis of modes of description, I explore the Histoire naturelle as a space of 

productive interaction between two seemingly opposed textual strategies.  This 

interaction, I will argue, results in an experience of knowledge that transcends the typical 

semiotic binary (signifier and signified), to instead create a new meaning in the figural 

space between oppositions that literal language cannot describe.  

Chapter 2 – Pastoral novel as re-draft of an encyclopedic project: Paul et 
Virginie as conclusion to Saint-Pierre’s Études de la Nature 

In his travel account of a three-year stay on Île de France (Mauritius), Jacques 

Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre describes a tension he senses in writing on natural 

history; “J’ai cru y voir le caractère sensible d’une providence; et j’en ai parlé, non 

comme d’un système qui amuse mon esprit, mais comme d’un sentiment dont mon cœur 

est plein.”26  On one side of this tension, Saint-Pierre describes the creation of a system 

which breaks down providence into discursive categories and items for manipulation by 

the intellect; on the other side of the tension he finds a manner of communication that re-

encodes this providence as satiating sentiment.  Saint-Pierre’s novel Paul et Virginie, for 

which Île de France is the setting, offers us a uniquely positioned text with which to 

 
25 Joanna Stalnaker, The Unfinished Enlightenment: Description in the Age of the 

Encyclopedia (Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press, 2010). 
 

26 Quotes from eighteenth-century French texts are given with the original 
eighteenth-century spelling and typographical conventions to render text as closely to 
what a period reader would have encountered since close reading and the visual 
experience of the page are important elements of this study. Jacques Henri Bernardin de 
Saint-Pierre, Voyage à l’île de France: un officier du roi à l’île Maurice: 1768-1770 
(1773), ed. Yves Bénot (Paris: La Découverte, 1983), 26. 
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examine this tension between disenchantment and re-enchantment, between système and 

sentiment.27  To conduct this exploration, we shall consider this novel’s function in 

relation to Saint-Pierre’s other grand work, Études de la Nature, a multi-volume natural 

history project. 

One of the great puzzles surrounding the novel Paul et Virginie is its role in the 

larger body of work by Saint-Pierre.  Though it is a novel, Saint-Pierre claimed it as the 

culmination of his abandoned encyclopedic project, Études de la Nature.  Four years after 

declaring the Études at an impasse and having it printed as it was, he published what is 

arguably his most famous work, the pastoral novel Paul et Virginie.  Surprisingly, this 

novel is published as part of a new edition of the Études.  In the foreword to Paul et 

Virginie, he writes that this work was to be considered part of, and the conclusion to, his 

Études de la Nature.  In stating that Paul et Virgine was the conclusion to his unfinished 

Études de la Nature, Saint-Pierre invites us to consider the articulation between the two 

works and two very different manners of recording a concept of nature. 

How then can the text of Paul et Virginie, positioned in the context of a natural 

history volume, help us to explore the function of the novel in this tension between 

système and sentiment, between disenchantment and re-enchantment of the world?  

Chapter 2 explores this novel as re-draft of the natural history book via the tools afforded 

by figurative writing in a different genre.  Saint-Pierre appropriates the pastoral novel for 

his purposes, navigating between observation and narration.  From an examination of 

 
27 While it is more common to see this author referred to as Bernardin de Saint-

Pierre, this is in fact a deformation of his name, as I will explain in Chapter 2.  I follow 
Colas Duflo’s convention and refer to him throughout as “Saint-Pierre” instead. 
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these two facets of the same project, this chapter explores how sentiment takes the relay 

from système to deliver knowledge and a new rhetoric for a new world.  

Chapter 3 - History of the Two Indies, a Singular Tale with Two Voices – 
History and Philosophy Collide in the Histoire des deux Indes 

The Histoire des deux Indes (HDI) does not simply relate a broad history of 

colonial endeavors by the major European powers of the day, nor does it simply propose 

principles for the effective expansion of influence, nor does it just question the principles 

on which slavery and exploitation of other lands are based. It accomplishes all of these 

together through the complex, often contradictory, text filled with data, chronologies, 

explanations as well as apostrophes to the reader, virtual displacements, and ethical 

exhortations.  The effectiveness of its ability to move the reader and to elicit epistemic 

disruption can be indexed by the reactions of those who would be affected by such 

changes in public thought.  In 1780 when the third edition was published, the book was 

banned, ordered burned by the authorities and its acknowledged author forced to flee the 

country to avoid prison.28 

This chapter explores the polyphonic writing of the HDI as a creative strategy that 

combines an empirical historical mode and a figurative philosophical mode to disrupt and 

reset the framework of perception surrounding colony and commerce.  In the two main 

rhetorical modes (historical and philosophical), we will trace a tension between 

exploitation and empathy.  We analyze the effects of a text purporting a single author but 

actually embodying several, primarily Guillaume-Thomas Raynal and Denis Diderot.  

 
28 For more on the official and controversial reaction to the HDI, see Jonathan 

Israel, Democratic Enlightenment: Philosophy, Revolution, and Human Rights 1750-
1790 (Oxford University Press, 2013), 431-34. 
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Michèle Duchet points to the authors’ conflicting priorities, “l’essentiel pour Raynal était 

l’information, et non l’écriture ou la composition.”29  In particular, I examine the 

resonances between empirical and figural forces in the text, joined in productive 

opposition.  The HDI is a text that can be appreciated for its content as an informational, 

historical text, or it can be read for its literary qualities which otherwise might be 

discounted as mere ornamentation.  In this chapter, I argue that this either/or 

classification is inadequate to account for the epistemic change the text attempts to frame.  

The eloquent pairing is intentional and essential to create the experience of engagement 

embedded in the text. 

Through the chapters of this dissertation, we will examine texts with an explicit 

focus on knowledge production.  In the conclusion, we will broaden the inquiry toward 

texts of narrative fiction that do not make an explicit claim of knowledge production.  

Working with Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse, we will test the disenchantment and re-

enchantment analysis on a novel to demonstrate how this reading can shed new light on 

the dynamic between Julie and St. Preux.   

How can this type of analysis open new vistas into the cognitive, epistemic 

disruption of the eighteenth-century novel and beyond?  By locating instances of the 

confrontations, collisions, and collusions of the various opposing approaches to 

knowledge in each of these case studies, I analyze what happens at the nexus of these 

different rhetorical strategies. 

 
29 Michèle Duchet, “L’Histoire des deux Indes: sources et structure d’un texte 

polyphonique,” in Lectures de Raynal: L'Histoire des deux Indes en Europe et en 
Amérique au XVIIIe siècle: Actes du colloque de Wolfenbüttel, ed. Hans-Jürgen 
Lüsebrink and Manfred Tietz (Oxford: The Voltaire Foundation, 1991), 10. 



 

  24 

Chapter One 
Tabling the Matter:   

The Problem of Nature Made into a Conceptual Object 

 

Figure 1.1 and Figure 1.2.  Side by side view of the table of contents pages for 
Buffon and Daubenton’s contributions to Tome 4 of the Histoire naturelle. (HN 
4:iii–iv) 
 

At first glance, this table of contents for the mid-eighteenth-century Histoire 

naturelle seems innocuous.1  It lists the topics covered in this volume and gives the 

corresponding page numbers, as well as signaling a trio of prefatory letters .  And yet 

 
1 George-Louis Leclerc, comte de Buffon and Louis-Jean-Marie Daubenton, 

Histoire Naturelle, générale et particulière, avec la description du Cabinet du Roi, 36 
vols., In-4º (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1749–1789).  Hereinafter I will refer to this multi-
volume work as either the Histoire naturelle or simply HN. 
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these pages are indicators of great tensions and the high stakes of rendering the natural 

world legible for humankind’s benefit.  The written word and engraved image that unlock 

the secrets of the physical world can confer the power to heal or to harm, to extract 

wealth or to explain humanity’s place in relation to the rest of creation. 

While collaborative encyclopedic projects are not uncommon in the eighteenth 

century, crediting the individual contributors is not the norm; however, the table of 

contents for the Histoire naturelle (shown above) clearly indicates which entries were 

written by which author.2  Stranger still, upon closer examination we realize that the texts 

written by Buffon and Daubenton are interspersed, and are not separated as the 

organization of the table at first seems to indicate.  This unusual table is symptomatic of 

the collision of two different modes of representing knowledge found throughout this 10-

volume book. 

Indexing debates over epistemological authority and the “proper” way to conduct 

and communicate knowledge work, this table of contents reveals some of the critical 

questions eighteenth-century savants and philosophes grappled with in the Siècle des 

Lumières.  These questions include what is the goal for transcribing to paper the 

observable phenomena of nature, how to understand discoveries from new ports of call 

that challenge established notions, what is (and should be) the basis for reliable 

information?  All of these questions are engaged with to one extent or another by the 

 
2 As a prime example, this is the case with the Histoire des deux Indes, where 

Abbé Raynal did not credit any of the dozen sources of his book, instead claiming sole 
authorship for himself.  
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thinkers and writers of the critical Siècle des Lumières, either singly or as part of joint 

efforts, as is the case with the Histoire naturelle. 

We begin this dissertation with a look at the Histoire naturelle because it was a 

project that experimented with, rejected, and ultimately validated the combination of two 

different rhetorical modes that illuminate the inner workings of some of the more 

fascinating texts of the French siècle des Lumières.  The Histoire naturelle experimented 

with the combination of ‘disenchanting’ and ‘re-enchanting’ rhetorical strategies, 

discarded what we will call the disenchanting mode to publish an edition without it, and 

then ultimately decided the project required that missing dimension to achieve its goals 

and so restored it going forward.  For this reason, the Histoire naturelle represents for us 

not only experimentation with the dynamic we will study here, but also a project that 

tested and confirmed the necessity of the two modes’ co-presence. 

How to write a history of everything in the world 
When Georges-Louis Leclerc, Comte de Buffon, and Louis-Jean-Marie 

Daubenton set out to write the natural history of everything in the world, they likely 

considered the task of locating and observing all the specimens to be the primary 

challenge.  In their own words the universe presents “un vaste spectacle dont l’ensemble 

est si grand, qu’il paraît & qu’il est en effet, inépuisable” (HN “Premier discours,” 1).  

When the project hit a crisis point after the publication of the initial set of volumes in 

1767 and Daubenton ceased working on it, a more fundamental underlying problem was 

revealed.  Daubenton’s departure from the Histoire naturelle was for what Paul Farber 
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described as “a tension between their philosophic positions concerning natural history.”3  

The disagreement between the two men arose over questions of the most accurate way to 

represent the object of their studies for the pages of the Histoire naturelle, générale et 

particulière, avec la description du Cabinet du Roi (1749-1789).  What most 

appropriately renders an animal for the pages of these tomes: a systematic table of 

measurements of the creature, a narrative description, or engraved illustrations?  The 

stark disagreement between Daubenton, who favored comparative measurement tables, 

and Buffon, who preferred lively narrative and generalizing hypotheses, resulted in 

Daubenton’s withdrawal from the project for a number of years. 

Two and a half centuries later, their debate concerning the most appropriate 

representational paradigm has relevance to our modern practices and configuration of 

knowledge.  The Histoire naturelle’s legacy extended into the future disciplines we 

would come to call biology, comparative anatomy, anthropology, and geology.  At its 

core, the co-authors’ disagreement was about the fundamental method of recording and 

communicating about the reality in which we live.  This sort of epistemological concern 

about representation was also shared by other sweeping classificatory projects of the 

period, such as Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae, and Diderot and d’Alembert’s grand 

Encyclopédie, though these other projects took different approaches.  

Swedish natural historian Carolus Linnaeus published the first edition of his 

Systema Naturae in 1735 and continued refining and publishing new editions 

 
3 Paul Lawrence Farber, “Buffon and Daubenton: Divergent Traditions within the 

Histoire Naturelle,” Isis 66, no. 1 (1975): 64. 



 

  28 

contemporaneously with Buffon’s work on the Histoire naturelle, culminating with 

Linneaus’ final, 12th edition in 1768. Linneaus’ aim, as recorded in the official title of the 

work,4 was to divide all the specimens of nature into three kingdoms (regnum in the Latin 

in which it was written) – the animal kingdom, the plant kingdom, and the mineral 

kingdom.  His classification was recorded in and justified by a system of binomial 

nomenclature, declaring the genus and species for each specimen.  This system of 

taxonomy is, in fact, the one still used by botanists and zoologists throughout most of the 

world today. For Linnaeus, the act of dividing nature into logical kingdoms gives rise to a 

system of naming that offers to contain all within its logical linguistic hierarchy.  Any 

new discovery merely needs to be properly observed to determine its proper place in the 

kingdom, and hence the name that circumscribes that position.  Each item fits somewhere 

in the hierarchy.  Linnaeus proposed a system he readily acknowledged as artificial and 

utilitarian.  It was not his aim to decipher an underlying divine plan of creation existant in 

nature, but rather to provide discursive order to the human perception of that creation.  

His motto was “God created, Linnaeus organized” (Deus creavit, Linnaeus disposuit).  

The importance of this system lay in its ease of naming specimens, limiting the name of 

each unique type of creature to two Latin terms.  Earlier systems used Latin — the 

common language of knowledge in the West since the Middle Ages — but yielded 

contradictory and unwieldy names.  The major critique Buffon leveled at Linnaeus and 

the hordes of amateur and aspiring natural historians he sponsored or encouraged was 

 
4 Carolus Linneaus, Systema naturæ per regna tria naturæ, secundum classes, 

ordines, genera, species, cum characteribus, differentiis, synonymis, locis (Stockholm: L. 
Salvius, 1735-1768). 
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that they were nomenclateurs, in other words that they tried to fit everything into this pre-

existing hierarchical structure of naming.  For Buffon, the system and name could not 

come first, but instead organizing this knowledge required observation and reflection 

first, then classification based on that reasoned observation. 

The conceptual conflict between representational regimes hinges on the 

fundamental difference between literal and figural discourse and their ability to represent 

the natural world in a way that may be interpreted as ‘true.’  Norman Bryson complicates 

these two terms: he suggests that the figural is connected to perception, while the literal is 

understood in terms of its connection to language.  Bryson locates the representational 

power of a work on a literal–figurative continuum.  In this framing, the more the message 

of a work is communicated via figural elements, the more truthful it is perceived by the 

apprehending subject.5   

In his argument, he contends that art offers a tension between the discursive and 

figural elements of the image/work and that the meanings carried by the figural are 

received as more real and more true; they “arouse our willingness to believe.”6  The 

meaning carried by the less verbally-influenced, more figural elements are;  

felt as having been found, and this confirms exactly the natural attitude, where the 
meanings of gestures, clothing, physiognomy, body typing, and the other ‘subtle’ 
semantic codes are felt to inhere in the objective world and are not understood as 
the product of particular cultural work.7 

 
5 Norman Bryson, Word and Image: French Painting of the Ancien Régime 

(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
6 Bryson, Word and Image, 11. 
7 Bryson, Word and Image, 15. 
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He argues that because a viewer/reader believes the figural (as the effect of the natural or 

real), he or she is more willing to believe the discursive.  For Bryson, the figural 

naturalizes discourse and overcomes doubt to a greater or lesser extent.  I hope to 

demonstrate that in the works studied in this dissertation that the discord between 

disenchanting and re-enchanting modes of expression (which are both presented as forms 

of truth) cannot be resolved in literal language and therefore the discord is resolved via 

figural thinking, which both naturalizes the truth claim and incurs an affective, non-

verbal experience of that truth.  This figural thinking helps to disrupt epistemic 

frameworks more powerfully than discursive, literal language can achieve on its own.  

The complex literary device that proposes both disenchanting and re-enchanting 

passages, thereby inviting interpretation of epistemological claims via figural thinking I 

am calling “episto-poetics.”  This dissertation is an examination and demonstration of the 

of poetics of epistemic disruption. 

This epistemic disruption I claim for certain texts of the siècle des Lumières is 

made explicit in another of the major classificatory projects of the eighteenth century — 

Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s 28-volume Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire 

raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une société de gens de lettres.8  While 

Buffon and Daubenton’s subject matter was primarily the animal, vegetable, and mineral 

domains of the natural world, the Encyclopédie aimed to collect and organize a 

comprehensive record of knowledge of the arts, sciences, and crafts. The collaborators 

 
8 Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, eds. Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire 

raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, par une société de gens de lettres, 28 vols. 
(Paris: Briasson, 1751-1772). 



 

  31 

(or co-conspirators) wished to preserve the savoir and savoir-faire gained by previous 

generations, record it in a way that would reveal general systems, and pass along this 

information to future generations.  They linked this objective to a larger goal of 

improving the happiness, virtue, and wisdom of their fellow human beings and 

descendants.  Diderot stated an even more ambitious, and revealing, goal for the 

Encyclopédie: “to change the common way of thinking” (changer la façon commune de 

penser).9  This he proposed to do both overtly and subtly through the structure of the 

Encyclopédie.  The overall organizing structure of the Encyclopédie was figured as a tree 

structure — the “Système figuré des connaissances humaines” diagram in the Discours 

préliminaire, with the major divisions of Memory, Reason, and Imagination 

encompassing history, philosophy, and poetry, respectively.  By relegating religion to a 

position as a subset of philosophy in the schema, Diderot et al. asserted the dominance of 

human reason over metaphysical revelation.10  

The tree of knowledge structure was an overt gesture to change the common way 

of thinking by sidelining the role of religion to a mere subject of study — theology.  By 

employing the visual organizer of the tree structure, the encyclopedists could pass the 

polemical argument about religion on a figural level where the visual of the chart could 

‘naturalize’ the argument powerfully and avoid writing more text that could prove 

 
9 Found in Diderot’s article “Encyclopédie” in the discussion of the system of 

cross-references that would make a “good” encyclopedia (5:642). 
10 For more discussion of the implications of this radical epistemological shift, see 

Robert Darnton’s chapter “Philosophers Trim the Tree of Knowledge” in The Great Cat 
Massacre and Other Episodes in French Cultural History (New York: Basic Books, 
1984, revised 2009). 
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controversial.  The previously central role of divine truth was supplanted by human 

reason and empiricism.  However, the Encyclopédie also employed a subtle method to 

shape or re-shape the reading subjects’ mental associations through a system of cross-

references which would lead the reader from one article to other, related articles.11  In 

some instances, this system took the form of links from an article describing something 

the authors sought to critique to other articles citing principles and truths that subverted 

or overturned the first.  For example, the article on habitations [colonial plantations] 

gives information useful to a reader wishing to know more about how plantations are 

structured and managed and does not include any criticism of slavery, but the article also 

includes cross references to “Nègres” and “Trente-six mois” (the latter is a term to refer 

to the indentured European workers).  The Encyclopédie entry for “Trente-six mois” 

gives a critique of the harsh conditions these indentured workers endure by stating the 

conditions to be almost as bad as those endured by the enslaved, and then describing how 

deplorable the indentured worker situation is, gesturing toward the abuse of slavery 

obliquely.  The linked articles covertly make a parallel between Europeans and the Black 

slaves, possibly inciting compassion by comparison.  The practice of representation is not 

neutral.  The act of creating links (renvois) between articles produces knowledge 

 
11 By ‘reading subject,’ I mean the subject position that is created through the 

manner that the text designates a way of being read.  For efficiency of expression, I will 
at times simply refer to the “reader,” but in most cases I am referring to the subject 
created by the  text.  I do not wish to engage here in discussions about a conceptualized 
eighteenth-century reader or a ‘super-reader.’  For more on the reading subject created by 
the text, see Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978); or Roland Barthes, Le plaisir du 
texte, Points. Littérature 135 (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1983). 
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conforming to a figural topography chosen by the editors.  In itself it is a material 

practice of representation, adding another (extra-lingual) dimension to the work beyond 

(and even more provocatively than) the meta-structure of the Encyclopédie in the “tree of 

knowledge” proposed by Diderot and d’Alembert. 

These organizing principles were, in some ways, an effort to “disenchant” the 

world from transcendental meanings and claim that all the knowable world is an object 

for the enlightened subject.  This intention is not without its inherent risks, however.  

Daniel Brewer suggests the stakes of this risk in The Discourse of Enlightenment in 

Eighteenth-century France where he writes 

If the eighteenth-century Enlighteners sought their freedom by refusing 
the paradigms and principles that unshakably grounded knowledge in 
religious and metaphysical terms, do they undo in the process the 
foundations of knowledge in general, including that of their own 
epistemological systems?12  

 
Brewer answers this question by arguing that these philosophers accepted the complexity 

of an unresolved, and perhaps unresolvable “double bind” in the service of a more useful 

way of knowing.   

They attempt to produce knowledge at its most useful, insisting above all 
on the arbitrary status of any way of representing knowledge […] Relying 
on the practice of reason (not acts of faith), stressing the role of the senses 
in the production of knowledge (and not the “innate ideas” of the 
Cartesian tradition), they insist on the empirical, experiential, 
determination of knowledge.  Quite willing to accept partial, provisional 
knowledge, they seek above all a useful and effective way to represent the 
world and the human subject’s place in it.13 

 
12 Daniel Brewer, The Discourse of Enlightenment in Eighteenth-Century France: 

Diderot and the Art of Philosophizing (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 1993), 5–6. 

13 Brewer, The Discourse of Enlightenment, 2. 



 

  34 

 

This brings us to another point about this organizing principle, with special 

relevance to our discussion of the Histoire naturelle — the relationship of humans to the 

knowledge thus laid out.  Diderot wrote that since all systems of organizing are to some 

extent arbitrary, the choice of any system was fairly equal.14  Therefore, the 

encyclopedists chose to place humankind at the center of the universe of knowledge, and 

not God or divine authority. The Encyclopédie and the Histoire naturelle knowledge 

projects both engage in creative processes that navigate the tension between 

instrumentalizing knowledge and (re)contextualizing it. 

This chapter examines how the authors Buffon and Daubenton contend with 

instrumentalizing and contextualizing knowledge (which I will consider under the 

umbrella terms disenchantment and re-enchantment) in the Histoire naturelle.  By 

locating instances of the confrontations, collisions, and collusions of these two opposing 

approaches to knowledge, I analyze what happens at the nexus of these different 

rhetorical strategies.  According to Jeff Loveland, history has painted Buffon and 

Daubenton as opposites in their approach to writing natural history.15  Buffon generalizes, 

hypothesizes, and writes narratives that endow the subjects with almost human sentiment, 

 
14 An additional “arbitrary” structuring element often overlooked by modern 

readers was sequencing the entries in alphabetical order from A to Z, which in the Middle 
Ages was not necessarily the case.  See Richard Yeo, “Reading Encyclopedias: Science 
and the Organization of Knowledge in British Dictionaries of Arts and Sciences, 1730-
1850,” Isis 82, no. 1 (March 1991): 24–49. 

15 Loveland cites biographers and historians such as Flourens, Cuvier, and 
Bourdier who propagated this image of Daubenton in their accounts. Jeff Loveland, 
“Another Daubenton, Another Histoire Naturelle,” Journal of the History of Biology 39, 
no. 3 (2006): 457–91. 
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social roles, and motivations.  Daubenton, on the other hand, writes straightforward 

descriptions and lines up tables of comparative measurements.  While it might be 

tempting to ascribe to Daubenton the discourse of disenchantment and to Buffon that of 

re-enchantment, this would be an oversimplification.  Each author contends with both of 

these approaches in the text, to varying degrees, in their search to capture the truth of the 

specimens they observe.  Their concern for discovering the truth of the natural world and 

also their critical skepticism for how to represent it may have its source in the 

philosophical debates in the century prior. 

Much of the French scientific and philosophical inquiry of the eighteenth century 

was characterized by an ongoing response to René Descartes’ philosophical skepticism 

and search for the solid underpinnings of truth.  When Descartes questioned the certainty 

and source of understanding in his Discours de la méthode in 1637, his writings inspired 

a generation of his readers to feel for the fault lines, not simply in the arguments of the 

knowledge they learned, but in the very justification and foundation of that knowledge.16  

With Montaigne’s Renaissance question of “what do I know” (que scay-je?) no longer 

sufficient (though certainly still a primary obsession), now the questions of “how do I 

know what I know?” and “how can I be assured of its objective truth?” are 

epistemological anxieties with which these new generations of writers grapple. 

Descartes’ Discours de la méthode gives voice to the uncertainty of knowing and 

probes the limits of cognition.  His philosophy shapes in western European culture a 

 
16 René Descartes, Discours de la méthode (1637), ed. Maurice Dorolle (Paris: 

Librairie Larousse, 1934). 
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model for thinking about the world and the human subject’s experience of it that divides 

mind from body, but locating that dividing line is an ongoing point of question.17  By 

writing the Discours not simply as an essay laying out a scholastic argument, but rather 

journaling the experience and process of his own questioning, Descartes makes his 

inward journey a virtual experience that others can share in reading it.  He shares the 

experience of reflection, critique, and groping for answers.  The reader of the text is 

momentarily displaced with Descartes into that virtual reality.  However, more than just a 

mental voyeurism, this writing also figures that experience of questioning and 

discovering answers in a way that teaches a methodical approach and response to the 

chaos caused by unmooring from our mental preconceptions. 

As eighteenth-century writers and thinkers reflected on Descartes’ experiment, the 

concept of questioning the basis for knowledge became an underpinning of the critical 

apparatus of the siècle des Lumières.  As in Descartes’ case, discarding a previously held 

set of beliefs provokes a vertiginous loss of stability until a new method or structure fills 

the void.  An empirical search for truth necessarily sets aside the supernatural.  This 

search process ‘disenchants’ the results by forbidding a connection between the material 

world and the supernatural, continuing a fissure started by Descartes. 

In The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular Magic in a Rational Age, Joshua 

Landy and Michael Saler argue that a process they refer to as “re-enchantment” fills a 

critical role in re-establishing a sense of order and mystique that can be lost when an old 

 
17 See also Stéphane van Damme for a discussion of the cultural repercussions of 

Cartesian thought. Descartes: essai d’histoire culturelle d’une grandeur philosophique 
(Paris: Presses de Sciences po, 2002). 
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order of knowledge is displaced.18  While they and their cohorts locate the 

disenchantment of the world in eighteenth-century Enlightenment works, they look to a 

later period for examples of re-enchantment, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  

They posit re-enchantment as a wholly separate process, not functioning closely with 

disenchantment. Through a close examination of the Histoire naturelle, however, I argue 

that we find a case that leads us to question whether, at the level of the text (discourse, 

rhetoric, esthetic, figure and form), the disenchantment and re-enchantment processes are 

implicated in a more complicated fashion, working together in creative tension.  I further 

suggest that this dynamic can be found more broadly in other texts of the eighteenth 

century and that it is reflection of the critical inquiries of the siècle des Lumières. 

In the “Premier discours,” Buffon situates the Histoire naturelle and both explains 

and justifies the goal of the project.  The object of study is not “La Nature” as such, but 

rather the prodigious multitude of objects presented by “l’Univers.”  This multitude is a 

“spectacle” offered to the curiosity of the human mind, “l’esprit humain” (HN 1:3).  

Buffon defines the proper goal of a natural history as doing primarily two things: “La 

description exacte & l’histoire fidèle de chaque chose est, comme nous l’avons dit, le seul 

but qu’on doive se proposer d’abord” (HN 1:21). By qualifying description (“exacte”) 

and history (“fidèle”), Buffon inserts his right to judge what methods produce exact and 

faithful results. It is the quality of these two that will determine the utility of a natural 

history.  The end product is a print representation that must stand before the human 

 
18 Joshua Landy and Michael T Saler, The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular 

Magic in a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009). 
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intellect in place of any given object of the universe.  The groundbreaking Histoire 

naturelle’s ultimate task does not culminate merely in truthful description and history, 

but rather in the reading subject’s mental operations on these objects. 

Buffon sees several different activities at work to meet the goals of creating a 

natural history.19  These tasks marry an analytical element with an esthetic element. The 

natural historian, whom he also terms the Observateur, must be able to comprehend and 

to compare the specimens of the natural world, but also to love them.  To understand and 

analyze the vast quantity of specimens, the savants must possess “une espèce de force de 

génie,” and to love them they must possess “une espèce de goût.”  Buffon further 

elaborates his definitions of the goût [taste] and the amour [love] required to do natural 

history in the following passage. 

 

car il y a une espèce de force de génie & de courage d’esprit à pouvoir 
envisager, sans s’étonner, la Nature dans la multitude innombrable de ses 
productions, & à se croire capable de les comprendre & de les comparer; il 
y a une espèce de goût à les aimer, plus grand que le goût qui n’a pour but 
que des objets particuliers; & l’on peut dire que l’amour de l’étude de la 
Nature suppose dans l’esprit deux qualités qui paraissent opposées, les 
grandes vues d’un génie ardent qui embrasse tout d’un coup d’oeil, & les 
petites attentions d’un instinct laborieux qui ne s’attache qu’à un seul 
point. (HN “Premier discours,” 1:4) 

 

 
19 Buffon and Daubenton are certainly not the first to undertake a written natural 

history.  Buffon explicitly inscribes his work in the lineage of Pliny.  Buffon is in fact 
referred to at times as the “Pline de Montbard.” Other major projects in this genealogy 
would include Aristotle’s Historia Animalium, Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis Historia, the 
natural history writings of Francis Bacon, and the contemporary grand Encyclopédie of 
Diderot and d’Alembert. 
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Ultimately, Buffon’s text employs strategies for both comprehension and esthetic 

appreciation, but it is esthetics that is privileged.  Both are said to be necessary for the 

production of knowledge, but, in the language of the work, it is the sense of style or taste 

[goût] that enjoys more favored treatment.  One may wonder at this place of importance 

accorded to the esthetic in a work primarily concerned with contesting and 

communicating empirical knowledge of the natural world.  An examination of the 

analytic strategies and the esthetic strategies at work will illustrate this preference.  To 

consider some revelatory examples, we will analyze passages and images drawn from the 

Histoire naturelle’s volumes on quadrupeds (tomes I though XV).  We will limit 

ourselves to the quadrupeds texts because they appear in the only volumes on which both 

Buffon and Daubenton worked together.  Additionally, their work on animals posed 

complexities of representation in word and image that the later volumes on minerals and 

birds did not.  These challenges of representation bring to the surface the underlying 

tectonic shifts in paradigm that I would argue make the Histoire naturelle one of the 

intellectual ‘levers’ of the Enlightenment that eventually changed the very manner of 

human cognition.20 

In a passage of the Histoire naturelle’s “Premier discours,” Buffon insists that 

there is a deeper purpose to natural history.  He wants to elevate the task of natural 

history to something grander and more worthy of occupying savants.  Buffon suggests 

 
20 Among other texts performing similar epistemological and cognitive work in 

this time period, I will refer again to the Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert, noting 
Diderot’s stated objective of “changer la façon commune de penser” [to change the 
common way of thinking] (article “Encyclopédie,” 5:642A). 
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that keen analytical work, which includes synthesizing observations, discovering links, 

and using the power of analogies to uncover general truths about the operation of nature, 

will open the paths to perfect understanding of the natural world (HN 1:51).  Reliable 

knowledge of the operations of the physical universe held the keys to instrumentalizing 

information for the benefit of humankind. 

Buffon and Daubenton’s work of observing and describing the quadrupeds of the 

known world and setting that knowledge down on printed page was an Enlightenment 

response to Descartes’ suggestion that the realm of the intellect could attain at least a 

workman-like understanding of the physical world, and employ it for the mutual 

betterment of the body and mind.21  Where previous natural philosophers seem hesitant to 

claim worldly benefit without the support of spiritual justification, the authors of the 

Histoire naturelle do not rely on moral language aside from certain framing remarks 

about the creator.22 

Throughout this section of the “Premier discours,” Buffon modulates between 

body, mind, and vision.  Buffon’s ideal savants have a disciplined vision that 

encompasses both the broader context and particular details.  

 

 
21 Descartes, Discours de la méthode, 1, 6. 
22 Buffon’s writing in volumes I and II on geology, the formation of the Earth, 

and the impossibility of physical interactions with the soul merited him a rebuke in 
January 1751 from the Deputies and Corporate Body of the Faculté de Théologie de 
Paris, whom he mollified with a response re-affirming the authority of Scripture and 
making statements clarifying the orthodoxy of the objectionable passages, along with the 
promise of including the rectifying correspondence in volume 4 of the Histoire naturelle 
(HN 4:v-xvi). 
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Une grande mémoire, de l’assiduité & de l’attention suffisent pour arriver 
au premier but [la description exacte et les faits particuliers] ; mais il faut 
ici quelque chose de plus, il faut des vûes générales, un coup d’œil ferme 
& un raisonnement formé plus encore par la réflexion que par l’étude ; il 
faut enfin cette qualité d’esprit qui nous fait saisir les rapports éloignez, 
les rassembler & en former un corps d’idées raisonnées, après en avoir 
apprécié au juste les vraisemblances & en avoir pesé les probabilités. (HN 
1:51) 

 

These ideal savants reason and reflect rather than simply being masters of 

established erudition.  This practice of reason and reflection represents a new 

understanding of epistemological practice and a major repositioning of the subject’s 

relation to knowledge, as well as a transformation of the notion of author and authority.  

Prior to this, the authority of canonical authors dictated that one collect, assemble, and 

account for existing texts on a subject.  By rejecting this convention, Buffon moves to 

reposition the epistemological subject.  Buffon and Daubenton do not just amass what has 

been said already.  To reason and reflect critically stands in opposition to the established 

practice of relying safely on the past production of authorities.  Buffon’s writing reveals 

a shift in this practice.  He is critical of even his contemporaries; he is driven to forge a 

new way of producing knowledge.  It should not rely on the imposition of arbitrary 

systems (like Linnaean taxonomy), which could be a placeholder for authority from the 

past.  Instead, this practical, empirical way of producing knowledge should question what 

is there — which is a difficult task and requires effort.  Note the lexical field of physical 

manipulation figured in the passage; seizing (saisir), distant things (éloignés), joining 

them together (rassembler), and shaping (former).  These are not gentle, unquestioning 

acts of placing items where they “belong” on a list.  Buffon calls our attention to the 
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effort involved in this new kind of knowledge work.  It is disruptive and creative.  It does 

not accept the old order.  But it is not nihilistic; this work displaces objects out of the old 

order and seeks to find not just a new order, but a reasoned order motivated by the logic 

of the things themselves.  It is an attempt to harmonize our mental system of 

understanding with a fresh empirical observation of the physical world.  As Foucault 

argues in Les mots et les choses, this drastic shift in representational practice is indeed an 

indication of change in the fundamental conditions of possibility of knowledge.23 

In this new knowledge practice seen in Buffon and Daubenton’s work, disciplined 

vision and reason together produce a quality of intellect that can deal in the realm of 

relations. The savants’ intellect must see the analogies between different objects of the 

material world and judge the truth and likelihood of those relations.  The savants must be 

capable of grasping disparate ideas and juxtaposing or joining them to form a unified 

body of ideas, a reasoned body of ideas. 

Buffon suggests that to attain the goal of perfecting knowledge of physics, of the 

operation of the tangible, natural world, certain processes must be conducted by a person 

possessing specific qualities.  Doing what Buffon proposes requires more than what is 

needed for doing history work (good memory, assiduous work, and attention, according 

to Buffon). In his view, to master the work of description requires overall vision (“vues 

générales”), a keen eye, and reasoning formed more by reflection than by study.  In this 

passage, Buffon’s text moves from a lexical field of vision (“des vues,” “coup d’oeil,” 

 
23 Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses; une archéologie des sciences 

humaines, Bibliothèque des Sciences Humaines (Paris: Gallimard, 1966). 
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and “réflexion” as a homonym for visual reflection), to a lexical field of physical 

manipulation (“saisir,” “éloignés,” “rassembler,” “en former”), and finally to terms of 

evaluation (“avoir apprécié,” and “avoir pesé”). Through this transition, the text first 

presents visual substantives, then infinitives of faire causatif (physical manipulations), 

followed by infinitif passé (evaluation).  The text presents the sequence of operations in 

distorted chronology, using the past infinitive to refer to previously accomplished actions 

even though given as the last words in the passage. The body of reasoned ideas is formed 

after the relationships among the parts have been evaluated. 

Here the material and mental world work together, passing the object from vision 

to intellect, performing almost tangible mental manipulations that then are exteriorized in 

physical form as text — shareable knowledge of natural history.  The text of this work 

then is the exteriorization of the “body of reasoned ideas” (corps d’idées raisonnées).  A 

physical manifestation of thought, intended to be re-processed by the mind later, is what 

cognitive psychologists today call distributed cognition.  Buffon cautions that both 

method and medium are crucial to the preservation of this knowledge.  Without method, 

what is shared is an arbitrary arrangement of words; rather, a good method follows and 

supports the very order of things itself and guides reasoning.24  Without proper recording, 

knowledge may be lost.  Buffon conjectures that if any great thinkers of the past did 

reach such an elevated point in natural history, their work is lost to the Modernes of the 

eighteenth century.  Nonetheless, what Buffon and Daubenton accomplish with the text 

 
24 This repositioning of epistemological perspective is a major focus of Foucault’s 

Les mots et les choses (Paris: Gallimard, 1966). 
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object of the Histoire naturelle breaks with the Anciens in more than just nomenclature 

and method to then create the conditions of possibility for a more fundamental 

disruption.25 

Michel Foucault’s work on the conditions of possibility underlying knowledge 

and systems of representation has a profound impact on our reading of the Histoire 

naturelle.  Foucault is well-known for his work on representation and his elucidation of 

the concept of the “archeology of knowledge.”  This archeological model emphasizes 

chronology via the disruptive changes in the knowing subject’s relation to what is known 

and how that knowledge is structured.26  In Les mots et les choses (The Order of Things), 

Foucault develops his theory of the épistémè.  Foucault uses this Greek term to 

conceptualize a theory that epistemology is widely shared within Western culture and that 

it undergoes periodic sudden changes which fundamentally re-structure representational 

practices.  I argue that the Histoire naturelle should be seen as one of the levers that 

functioned to shift the episteme of the siècle des Lumières.   

 
25 The quarrel of the Ancients and the Moderns was a spirited debate that arose in 

the late seventeenth century opposing the intellectual authority of classical antiquity 
against the progress of modern invention.  See Jennifer Tsien and Jacques Morizot, “18th 
Century French Aesthetics,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. 
Zalta, Winter 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/aesthetics-18th-french/. 

26 It is in L’Archéologie du savoir (Paris: Gallimard, 1969) that Foucault makes 
explicit the methods and archeological approach to historiography he used implicitly in 
earlier works such as La Naissance de la clinique (Paris: PUF 1963) and Les mots et les 
choses (Paris: Gallimard, 1966).  In fact, using the term ‘archeology’ is a catachresis for 
Foucault who was searching for an exact term to render his concept and finding none that 
fit perfectly. 
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For Foucault, the concept of archeological method helps to explain the intellectual 

excavation of the series of discontinuities and ruptures that succeed one another in 

contingent fashion throughout history, rather than as a sort of linear, rational, or 

inevitable progression.  Additionally, archeology evokes the excavation of what is 

normally hidden from view, affording an important place to the unconscious and 

unspoken as shaping forces for what may be meaningfully verbalized during a given era.  

Foucault posits that unconscious rules, or discursive formations, dictate not just what 

statements can mean, but rather how they mean, and that these rules change over time.  

This results in an unspoken set of boundaries on how knowledge is framed, authorized, 

expressed, and organized. 

As a radical challenge to a claim of true objectivity, Foucault’s exploration points 

out that the epistemic underpinnings of knowledge and theory change and are thus 

filtered by a discursive framework.  The episteme presents the conditions of possibility 

for knowledge and truth.  “In any given culture and at any given moment, there is always 

only one episteme that defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge, whether 

expressed in a theory or silently invested in a practice.”27  Foucault traces the changes in 

the epistemic framework from the Renaissance through the classical period and into the 

modern era.  He asserts that the very manner of thinking changes with these changes.  But 

what causes or allows these tectonic shifts in thought?  While Foucault’s archeological 

approach would indicate that the Histoire naturelle illustrates the episteme of the siècle 

des Lumières, my argument is that we can take this idea further to suggest that the work 

 
27 Foucault, L’Archéologie du savoir, 168. 
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undertaken by Buffon and Daubenton in the Histoire naturelle was a marker of epistemic 

disruption in the eighteenth century.  As outlined in the “Premier discours” and actualized 

in the entries on quadrupeds, the Histoire naturelle offers a cognitive remapping of the 

world. 

Foucault points us to a history of thought conceptualized as a discovery of 

succeeding layers of not simply thought, but of the entire system of what is possible to 

think.  Foucault suggests that this succession is not a smooth progressive evolution.   

 
Genealogy does not resemble the evolution of a species and does not map 
the destiny of a people. On the contrary, to follow the complex course of 
descent is to maintain passing events in their proper dispersion; it is to 
identify the accidents, the minute deviations – or conversely, the complete 
reversals – the errors, the false appraisals, and the faulty calculations that 
gave birth to those things that continue to exist and have value for us; it is 
to discover that truth or being does not lie at the root of what we know and 
what we are, but the exteriority of accidents.28 

 

Therefore, in this light, we may see that the Histoire naturelle attempts to do 

something more than simply continue the conversation about nature and the world with 

new information to fit within the old framework.  Instead it creates an entirely new 

representational model for thinking about the world.  What is exciting is that it is not just 

writing about a proposed new way of thinking, it employs the written page to create a 

new experience of thinking the world.  The Histoire naturelle’s reader potentially creates 

 
28 Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Language, Counter-

memory, Practice: Selected Essays and Interviews, ed. D.F. Bouchard (Ithaca, NY: 
Cornell University Press, 1977), 146. 
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or performs new thought processes in reading the text, tables, and engravings of the 

Histoire naturelle.  

A close examination of the text and illustrations of the Histoire naturelle reveals 

the ways this work positions itself in relation to the pre-existing way of thinking about 

the objects we encounter in the physical world.  More importantly, this examination 

demonstrates how the text functions to disrupt the existing episteme and shape a new one.  

The “Premier discours” of the Histoire naturelle serves as an entry point, orienting the 

reader and our study of the work as a tool of epistemic disruption.      

The “Premier discours” clearly inscribes the text of the Histoire naturelle in a 

grand lineage.  It opens with an epigraph from Pliny’s Naturalis Historia (written in CE 

77-79).  The quote, from Pliny’s preface, comments on the difficulty of the task of 

describing nature and in so doing to “give novelty to what is old, authority to what is 

new.”29 Pliny in fact claims to be the only one, Roman or Greek, to have ventured a 

complete description of nature; thus Buffon’s claim of similarity to Pliny’s work for his 

own eighteenth-century Histoire naturelle is a bold one.  A reader familiar with Pliny 

might recognize that Buffon stopped his own citation short of the last phrase of Pliny’s 

passage, which begged clemency if the work fell short of completion, for “even if we 

have not succeeded, it is honourable and glorious in the fullest measure to have resolved 

on the attempt” (translation by Rackham).  Buffon is doubly bold therefore to exclude 

 
29 In the original Latin, “Res ardua vetustis novitatem dare, novis auctoritatem, 

obsoletis nitorem, obscuris lucem, fastiditis gratiam, dubiis fidem; omnibus verò naturam, 
& naturæ sum omnia.”  See Rackham’s translation of Pliny’s Preface in Pliny, Naturalis 
Historia (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1938) 11. 
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this appeal to merit for the effort alone; he envisions completion from the outset.  Paul 

Farber also comments on the Histoire naturelle’s explicit debt to authors of antiquity, 

stating that Buffon navigated between system building and radical empiricism, 

“consciously placing himself in the tradition of the great naturalists of antiquity, Aristotle 

and Pliny, who he felt studied the particulars of nature in order to discover its underlying 

laws.”30  Buffon’s text, however, must be read as a rephrasing of what constitutes 

authority in the discussion and classification of nature. 

The Histoire naturelle is similar to and different from Pliny’s work.  Like Pliny’s 

Naturalis Historia, this work offers a tour of the natural world, and like the Latin work, 

this one discusses the objects of study all in relation to humankind.  However, a major 

difference between the two is that Pliny’s natural world abounded in divine, pantheistic 

presence.  According to that teleological view, nature was a nurturing goddess whose 

main purpose was to serve the human race.  In that view, nature is constantly in the 

process of caring for humankind, and this is nature’s purpose and goal.  Buffon and 

Daubenton’s work sets aside the pantheistic divine to focus instead on empirical 

observations, exact descriptions, and faithful histories.  And here, faith is placed in what 

can be corroborated by the evidence of the senses and repeated experimentation, rather 

than in metaphysical claims or spiritual authorities. 

Buffon further distances his text from his predecessors by excluding tales of 

fanciful creatures from the pages of the Histoire naturelle.  For Buffon, the claim to 

 
30 See Farber, “Buffon and Daubenton: Divergent Traditions within the Histoire 

Naturelle,” particularly 65-66. 
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exactitude and faithful, observation-based truth outweighed his predecessors’ common 

agenda of comprehensive coverage.  Buffon criticizes other natural history authors, in 

particular the popularizer Noël-Antoine Pluche, for including entries on creatures they 

had not seen in order to include the work of preceding authorities.31  Here again we see 

the authors’ effort to position this work in opposition to previous similar projects.  The 

authority of the Histoire naturelle emanates from a different place than that of other 

natural histories – its authority does not come from the pedigree of previous writings 

collected and indexed in the new text, but rather the predecessor texts are a priori 

rejected and the authority of the Histoire naturelle derives from that rejection.  This 

critical stance represents an epistemic disruption and reflects a different episteme which 

is in the process of formation, one which places authority in empirical evidence. 

One other crucial difference between the two works is their stated object.  Pliny’s 

text cites Nature and even life itself as the object of study.  Buffon defines nature 

differently to include “tous les objets que nous présente l’Univers” (HN “Premier 

discours,” 1:3).  We note that Buffon specifically does not invoke the ambiguous 

referentiality of “Nature” and all of that term’s spiritual and allegorical implications here.  

Where the figure of Nature might open the Histoire naturelle’s work to exactly the sort of 

pantheistic approach Pliny embraced, Buffon limits this study to the “vaste spectacle” of 

 
31 One may also consider that Pluche’s book had another aim – to encourage 

young people to pursue natural history studies themselves – which may have influenced 
the content selection strategy.  Pluche’s goal is apparent in the full title of the work, Le 
spectacle de la nature, ou Entretiens sur les particularités de l’Histoire naturelle qui ont 
paru les plus propres à rendre les jeunes gens curieux et à leur former l’esprit, 9 vols. 
(Paris: Frères Estienne, 1732). 
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the universe offered to the human mind via the senses, particularly vision (spectacle). 

Buffon selects the word “univers” rather than nature, so as to encompass the entire 

natural world while avoiding the potential allegorical contamination that the term 

“nature” might bring to the text here where the reader first enters it.  Once they have 

established this clarification in the beginning, Buffon and Daubenton will use the word 

nature with its various connotations later in the text, just not to define the proper object of 

their study.  

We should note that particularly in eighteenth-century French writing the term 

“nature” is employed by many authors for many different ends.  French literary and 

intellectual historian Paul Hazard went so far as to claim that the main idea of the 

eighteenth century was not that of progress, but rather nature.32  Nature may serve to refer 

to myths of classical antiquity, it may be an idealized Edenic space, it may be an active or 

passive agent shaping living organisms — often then signaled by the proper noun 

“Nature” — and it may serve as a substitute for God in discussions of natural religion.  

Buffon’s choice to select “the objects that the universe presents us” as the focus of the 

study is a careful choice to avoid the potential problems with the term “nature” that was 

much in vogue and dangerously polyvalent.33   

 
32 Paul Hazard, La crise de la conscience européenne, 1680-1715, Les grandes 

études littéraires (Paris: A Fayard, 1963). 
33 To give an idea of the breadth of the usage of nature in the French eighteenth-

century, Jean Ehrard’s careful and exhaustive work on the subject, L’idée de nature en 
France dans la première moitié du XVIIIe siècle (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N., 1963), covers the 
usage in painstaking detail over 861 pages.  Note that Ehrard chose to limit his study to 
only the first half of the century, finding that the subject becomes even more complex 
after the mid-century mark and the philosophical discussions that precede and accompany 
the French Revolution. 
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Buffon thus frames the object of study for natural history differently than many 

predecessors, emphasizing empirical observation of the objects presented to the senses 

rather than a potentially theological observation of the work of the divine, i.e. “Nature.”  

Given this care to shear the metaphysical associations from the objects of study, it may 

then come as a surprise that Buffon defines the natural historian’s work as not just 

analytical, but also explicitly esthetic.   

In the “Premier discours,” after citing the imperfection of even the most assiduous 

work of previous natural historians, Buffon encourages praise for their patience and hard 

work. 

car il y a une espèce de force de génie & de courage d’esprit à pouvoir 
envisager, sans s’étonner, la Nature dans la multitude innombrable de ses 
productions, & à se croire capable de les comprendre & de les comparer ; 
il y a une espèce de goût à les aimer, plus grand que le goût qui n’a pour 
but que des objets particuliers ; & l’on peut dire que l’amour de l’étude de 
la Nature suppose dans l’esprit deux qualités qui paroissent opposées, les 
grandes vûes d’un génie ardent qui embrasse tout d’un coup d’œil, & les 
petites attentions d’un instinct laborieux qui ne s’attache qu’à un seul 
point. […] 
Mais lorsqu’on est parvenu à rassembler des échantillons de tout ce qui 
peuple l’Univers, lorsqu’après bien des peines on a mis dans un même lieu 
des modèles de tout ce qui se trouve répandu avec profusion sur la terre, & 
qu’on jette pour la première fois les yeux sur ce magasin rempli de choses 
diverses, nouvelles & étrangères, la première sensation qui en résulte, est 
un étonnement mêlé d’admiration, & la première réflexion qui suit, est un 
retour humiliant sur nous-mêmes. (HN 1:4)  

  

The esthetic activity of the natural historian dominates his analytical activity.  In 

Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, the tension between analytical and esthetic reflects his 

concern to mark their differences while still conserving both as necessary to the work. By 

opening a space of opposites in constant dynamic relation inside creative activity, Buffon 
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positions artistic creation as effective, positive, and meaningful.  In this text, esthetic 

work is predicated on two intellectual qualities, described in a way that creates a vast and 

dynamic space for contemplation between them.  One quality is that of the genius of the 

“big picture” who can take it all in and conceive a vision of the whole.  The second 

quality is the laborious attention to fine detail on the part of the savant who can focus on 

but a single point.  A few lines of text in this passage are devoted to describing the 

willpower and courage to perform analytical work, drawing from a lexical field of effort 

and resistance with terms like force, courage, s’étonner, innombrable, and se croire 

capable.  However, the esthetic action receives about 50% more text treatment in the 

paragraph.  The lexical field associated with esthetic work is much more positive, 

grouping together terms such as aimer, plus grand, le goût, l’amour, la Nature, l’esprit, 

grandes vues, génie ardent, and embrasser.  Additionally, where the analytical is 

characterized with a lexical network of effort against resistance, the esthetic is depicted 

with terms of effective intellectual work and goal achieved: l’étude, le but, supposer, 

embrasser tout, d’un coup, petites attentions, laborieux, and un point. 

Buffon’s move to value génie merits a closer examination of what exactly is 

meant by the term in the eighteenth century.  Not only does the direct translation into the 

English word “genius” pose an unfortunate semantic simplification (“An exceptionally 

intelligent or talented person, or one with exceptional skill in a particular area of art, 

science,” Oxford English Dictionary), there are aspects of the French word “génie” in the 

1700s that we would be well-advised to recall.  Deriving from two different etymological 

origins (divinité tutélaire and production/genèse) and having multiple distinct definitions, 
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the word génie is at once obvious and hard to pin down.  Genius is an evaluative term 

whose value is historically and culturally constructed.  Ann Jefferson, in Genius in 

France: An Idea and Its Uses, argues that in the eighteenth century the word came to fill 

a need to describe something or someone possessing both superior quality and distinctive 

character.34  Jean-Alexandre Perras posits that in eighteenth-century France, the term 

genius underwent a semantic shift from primarily describing quality to designating a 

person, that is, to call out from among the commonplace and elevate an individual as 

being a genius.  “At the time Mercier was writing [1801], the issue is not that genius is a 

matter of gradation, as he suggests, but of essence. […] At the end of the eighteenth 

century, genius has become synonymous with a superior individual.”35 

The “Premier discours” expresses a desire for a greater conformity between 

language and the signified.  The complexity of the language of description, the failures of 

systematic nomenclatures, and the seemingly inevitable gap between description and the 

described are all targets of Buffon’s criticism.   

Cette prétention qu’ont les Botanistes, d’établir des systèmes généraux, 
parfaits & méthodiques, est donc peu fondée ; aussi leurs travaux n’ont pû 
aboutir qu’à nous donner des méthodes défectueuses, […] 
 
c’est comme si on vouloit connoître la différence des animaux par la 
différence de leurs peaux ou par celle des parties de la génération; & qui 
ne voit que cette façon de connoître n’est pas une science, & que ce n’est 
tout au plus qu’une convention, une langue arbitraire, un moyen de 
s’entendre, mais dont il ne peut résulter aucune connoissance réelle? Me 
seroit-il permis de dire ce que je pense sur l’origine de ces différentes 

 
34 Ann Jefferson, Genius in France: An Idea and Its Uses (Princeton, N.J.: 

Princeton University Press, 2015). 
35 Jean-Alexandre Perras, “Genius as Commonplace in Early Modern France,” 

L’Esprit créateur 55, no. 2 (2015): 21. 
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méthodes, & sur les causes qui les ont multipliées au point 
qu’actuellement la Botanique elle-même est plus aisée à apprendre que la 
nomenclature, qui n’en est que la langue?  Me seroit-il permis de dire 
qu’un homme auroit plûtôt fait de graver dans sa mémoire les figures de 
toutes les plantes, & d’en avoir des idées nettes, ce qui est la vraie 
Botanique, que de retenir tous les noms que les différentes méthodes 
donnent à ces plantes, & que par conséquent la langue est devenue plus 
difficile que la science? (Emphasis mine; HN 1:15-16) 

 

He advocates for a transparency and semiotic immediacy in the system of 

representation that would seem impossible for the number of specimens the universe 

would present.  In a move that appears almost nostalgic of Edenic universality, the 

“Premier discours” proposes that each individual specimen (animal, plant, or mineral) be 

given one single name, but if similar enough to others that differ only by some specific 

trait, then distinguished with an adjective for each gradation of difference (HN “Premier 

discours,” 1:22).  In this fashion, language would be made to conform to the physical 

existence of each object, approaching an asymptotic limit where speech almost evokes 

the thing itself.  (Diderot examines this same quandary where perfect description would 

be as complex as the world it seeks to describe in his article “Encyclopédie”).36 Buffon 

does not clarify what language would accomplish this task, neither condemning the use of 

Latin nor promoting the use of French. 

 
36 This recalls Diderot’s comment in the article “Encyclopédie” about the 

impossibility of a grand endeavor of representation to exclude the arbitrary, “L’univers 
soit réel soit intelligible a une infinité de points de vûe sous lesquels il peut être 
représenté, & le nombre des systèmes possibles de la connoissance humaine est aussi 
grand que celui de ces points de vûe. Le seul, d’où l’arbitraire seroit exclu, c’est comme 
nous l’avons dit dans notre Prospectus, le système qui existoit de toute éternité dans la 
volonté de Dieu.” (Encyclopédie 5:640). 
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Buffon does not want to apply a predefined system to the observations.  He feels 

this use of such a system would skew and filter the results beforehand, missing the truth.  

Taxonomy and classification systems necessarily introduce the arbitrary into the process, 

according to Buffon (HN “Premier discours,” 1:13), which is the basis of his argument 

against the Linnaean system.  To establish a basis for the approach he proposes, Buffon 

first argues the weakness of every other system: “en effet se proposer de faire une 

méthode parfaite, c’est se proposer un travail impossible” (HN “Premier discours,” 1:14).  

However, Buffon admits that in trying to find the perfect system, many other useful 

things were discovered.  The false goal serves a useful purpose, nonetheless.  While he 

critiques other savants (Gesner, Linnaeus, Aldrovandi, de Tournefort, and botanists in 

general) who have created or populated these other systems of nomenclature, he admits 

some utility to their works as an index to similar specimens.  However, he ultimately 

dismisses each of these methods as producing nothing more than a “dictionnaire” where 

the specimens are ordered relative to the central classifying philosophy and thus in an 

order just as arbitrary as alphabetical order (HN “Premier discours,” 1:24).   

Buffon expresses a desire for transparent language that accurately translates the 

natural object in an epistemological context.  An absolutely essential point for our 

understanding the grander epistemological work of the Histoire naturelle is to realize that 

for Buffon, taxonomies cleave the object from its network of natural relationships and 

strip description of its ability to connect disparate items to the world structure that helps 

humans make sense of them.  The discursive, literal language of categorization fails 

somehow in the task of signifying adequately.  In contrast, descriptive texts can sustain 
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context.  Buffon is not alone in his strong use of description in this period.  In her book 

Unfinished Enlightenment, Joanna Stalnaker rehabilitates description as more than a 

support to narration in the eighteenth century, arguing that description was used to make 

the reader enter the world of ideas and objects.37  The Histoire naturelle operates 

precisely through inviting the reader into an experience of the world and its objects.  This 

experience breaks with that offered by other natural history works.  It shears away what 

Buffon and Daubenton deemed superfluous in others’ approaches but also contextualizes 

and figures this knowledge in structures of relationship to supply a sense of place and 

order. 

Buffon critiques two camps of natural historians – those who have no method, and 

those who want to make everything fit into one particular pre-established system (HN 

“Premier discours,” 1:23).  The first group he calls the “curieux” who seek primarily 

entertainment and novelty and who lack their own ability to discriminate beyond what the 

seller of curiosities tells them.  The second are the more knowledgeable but blinded by 

their dedication to one particular method.  They wind up burdening the field with their 

own faulty ideas, distorting observations to fit their theory, or losing their ability to see 

things as they truly are.  The perils of conflating truth with the concept of objectivity 

have been elegantly explored by Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison.38 Both Buffon’s 

 
37 See Joanna Stalnaker, The Unfinished Enlightenment: Description in the Age of 

the Encyclopedia (Ithaca NY: Cornell University Press, 2010) xi–xii and 3–27, for an in-
depth discussion of the greater value description as a genre held in the eighteenth century. 

38 In Objectivity (New York: Zone Books, 2007), Daston and Galison explore the 
history of the concept of objectivity, exposing how differences in the use of the concept 
over time point to different epistemological regimes. 
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critique and Daston and Galison’s history of objectivity point to the role of the observer 

and the partiality of perception in what is supposed to be an impartial truth claim.  Daston 

and Galison examine how the term “objectivity” is often accepted to refer to an unbiased, 

universal empirical claim; however, particularly in scientific study, this claim can be 

shown to reflect observer bias.  One example they cite is the tendency of an observer 

recording water droplets to smooth out irregularities in the drawings used as laboratory 

data, assuming the irregularities were caused by imperfection in the experimental process 

or equipment.  This was done without an overt decision to change the data, but in a desire 

to present the “best data.”  It was not until a camera was used to record the droplet 

impacts that the irregularities were recorded and became data to explore the physics.  The 

photographic technology imposed a sort of “mechanical objectivity,” which changed the 

accepted truth from an ideal image to a particular image, opening the door to perceive 

variations in the specimens.  The change in approach leads to the disruption of what is 

accepted as truth.  The Histoire naturelle’s disruption in approach also challenges the 

way truth is constituted in eighteenth-century knowledge writing.   

Buffon creates space for what we may term his anti-system of natural history by 

opposition to what he has reviewed and found wanting in others’ attempts.  The Histoire 

naturelle declares itself to be systematic in its rejection of systems, claiming an 

immediacy of language that situates each object in its context, with each object described 

so unambiguously that its truth must be apparent.  Not only the description but the 

contextualization is critical to place the object within the epistemological framework of 

the mind apprehending it.  For Buffon, description alone is not enough. He instead 



 

  58 

proposes that “la vraie méthode, […] est la description complète & l’histoire exacte de 

chaque chose en particulier” (HN “Premier discours,” 1:25). Beyond requiring that 

description be paired with history, he finds fault with others’ descriptive work.  Buffon 

critiques previous efforts at description, “Dans le grand nombre d’Auteurs qui ont écrit 

sur l’Histoire Naturelle, il y en a fort peu qui aient bien décrit” (HN “Premier discours,” 

1:25). For Buffon, description loses its quality of truth when it is written with 

presuppositions or preconceived systems in mind. Excesses of style, ornamentation, 

imagination, or extraneous erudition are among the flaws he decries in other natural 

history works, such as in Aldrovandi,39 the works of German scholars of Buffon’s day, 

and indeed “presque dans tous les livres faits il y a cent ou deux cens ans” (HN 1:26).  

Buffon has proposed that his Histoire naturelle shall have for its object actual specimens 

of the natural world, not the collected imperfect writings of previous authors.  He depicts 

Aldrovandi writing a natural history by sitting in the library poring over various books by 

authors of many disparate disciplines from all time periods ranging from classical 

antiquity to his contemporaries, compiling a thick file of notes on every word written on 

each animal.  Buffon critiques Aldrovandi as representative of this type of natural history 

writer for not having the courage to discard any of the previous written description.  

Buffon employs hyperbole with repeated “every… every… every” in a list of sources not 

of natural knowledge, but of mystification; superstitions, old wives’ tales, accounts of 

 
39 Italian naturalist Ulisse Adrovandi, 1522-1605.  Both Buffon and Linnaeus 

point to Aldrovandi as an important predecessor in natural history.  See “Aldrovandus” in 
Joseph Thomas’ Universal Pronouncing Dictionary of Biography and Mythology 
(Philadelphia: J.B. Lippincott & Co., 1870). 
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miracles from different religious traditions, poetic comparisons, and animal 

representations in ancient hieroglyphs, in short, “toutes les histoires & toutes les fables 

dont on s’est jamais avisé au sujet des coqs ou des bœufs” (HN 1:28).  The result of this 

heteroclite mixture of supernatural tales, literary invention, and undiscriminating 

compilation of previous texts is a “fratras d’écritures,” in Buffon’s view (HN 1:28).  Not 

only does Buffon want to clean up descriptive writing, he stresses the need to create 

context and relation between the object of study and the human subject apprehending it.  

History, as Buffon conceives of it, is what provides this context. 

In the Buffonian project, history is even more important than description for true 

natural history.  “Les choses […] ne sont encore rien lorsqu’elles ont un nom, mais elles 

commencent à exister pour nous lorsque nous leur connaissons des rapports” (HN 

“Premier discours,” 1:25).  The faithful history of each specimen gives the context and 

relationships necessary for understanding.  One proof of the primacy of history for 

Buffon can be seen in the fact that he himself undertook the history portion of each entry, 

assigning Daubenton the separate entries for description and associated inventory of royal 

curiosities.  Buffon’s phrase, cited above, makes an interesting assertion about cognition 

and representation.  He claims that things exist for a subject, in this case “nous,” when we 

know some relation to them, not simply when we know the word for it.  It is not enough 

to have a name for things.  Language divorced from context has no meaning.  Things are 

still nothing [rien] when they are given a name.  At this point we remark that Buffon is 

describing a progression.  Objects are still nothing when they have a name, claims 

Buffon, but they begin to exist when the knowing subject can integrate the object into a 
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framework of relationships [rapports].  This interpretation must be further nuanced to 

acknowledge that Buffon is not claiming that objects lack physical existence independent 

of the knowing subject, but rather that these things begin to exist for us [pour nous] when 

we perceive relationships that integrate this new knowledge into some framework.  These 

rapports are ambiguous — how are we to understand the expression “nous leur 

connaissons des rapports?”  One could argue that the rapports are rooted in the “nous” of 

the phrase, and that these rapports are in relation to the subject (nous).  This agrees with 

what cognitive scientists claim about how human beings process and represent new 

knowledge.40  In this case, Buffon is arguing that any taxonomy which merely assigns a 

word to a specimen, without creating a link to other knowledge, is empty language, a sign 

devoid of significance.  He does not reject the need for a name, stating that this is a 

beginning to create meaning, its early status marked by the “encore” paired with the 

negation “ne … rien,” showing that it is not yet that which it will become.  The process of 

becoming continues with the elucidation of links to other knowledge. 

As I mentioned, the ambiguous status of the rapports from the phrase “nous leur 

connaissons des rapports” leads us in two directions.  Either the rapports are to the 

perceiving subject, or among the objects being studied.  The subject is able to bring the 

object into existence within his/her mind through the relation to other knowledge the 

subject already possesses or through understanding the relation between the object 

 
40 Among many others, one could refer to David Paul Ausubel, The Acquisition 

and Retention of Knowledge: A Cognitive View (Dordrecht; London: Springer, 2011) and 
M. Sera and A. Martin, “Developmental Relationships between Language and 
Cognition,” in Encyclopedia of Language & Linguistics (Second Edition), ed. Keith 
Brown (Oxford: Elsevier, 2006), 491–500. 
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studied and other objects.  The ambiguity of the use of ‘rapports’ here points us to a mode 

of understanding that is figural and not easily expressed in literal language.  Perhaps for 

us to understand something we need to know how the object interacts with other objects 

in the world.  In this case, Buffon would be making a claim against innate ideas and 

emphasizing that all of our knowledge of the world is mediated by the senses and that we 

must record the interaction of one thing with another in our minds to begin to understand 

the object of study.  This interpretation may be strengthened when one considers the 

progressive nature of knowledge that Buffon represents in this model.  The progress of 

knowledge is at its very beginning with naming (les choses ne sont encore rien 

lorsqu’elles ont un nom), and then knowledge begins to form a representational solidity 

when the links, relations, and interactions are known to us (elles commencent à exister 

pour nous lorsque nous leur connaissons des rapports).  This model of progressive 

understanding indicates that there is still more to come for this object fully to exist for us.  

For the Histoire naturelle, knowledge does not exist without a knowing subject capable 

of attaching a name to the object and perceiving some relationship between this object 

and previously acquired knowledge.  Existence of the object is predicated on the subject’s 

ability to represent the object in a cognitive framework of relation.   

The Histoire naturelle creates a complex mental object from the fusion and 

separation of description and history, language that points to the tangible and a context 

that defines the object’s place in the world and relation to human beings. To conduct this 

advancement of truth, the Histoire naturelle pairs one text of description with one text of 

history.   
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We should take a moment to understand history as the concept is being used by 

Buffon in the eighteenth century. In the entry for “Histoire” in the Dictionnaire de 

l’Académie française (1694, first edition), we read, “Narration des actions & des choses 

dignes de mémoire.”41  The definition places emphasis on narration with the criterion that 

the items related be “worthy of memory.”  We note that the value judgment of worthiness 

is entirely in the realm of the subjective.  However, in the Encyclopédie’s entry on 

“Histoire” we find an emphasis on truth, “le récit des faits donnés pour vrais; au contraire 

de la fable, qui est le récit des faits donnés pour faux.”42  The more specific entry for 

“Histoire Naturelle” in the Encyclopédie gives the vast scope of the subject and defines 

good descriptive practice: 

L’objet de l’Histoire naturelle est aussi étendu que la nature; il comprend 
tous les êtres […] L’Histoire naturelle, dans toute son étendue, 
embrasseroit l’univers entier, puisque les astres, l’air & les météores sont 
compris dans la nature comme le globe terrestre.  

 
La description des productions de la nature fait la base de son histoire; 
[…] Il y a deux sortes de descriptions; les unes sont incomplettes, & les 
autres sont complettes. Dans les premieres, on n’a pour but que de 
caractériser chaque chose au point de la faire distinguer des autres: cette 
description n’est qu’une dénomination, le plus souvent fort équivoque […] 
Les descriptions complettes expriment tous les objets en entier; & non 
seulement elles les font reconnoître sans équivoque, mais elles indiquent 
les rapports qui se trouvent entre leurs parties constituantes.43   

 

 
41 Académie française, Dictionnaire de l’Académie française. Tome premier, A-L 

(Paris: Coignard, 1694). 
 
42 Encyclopédie, 8:220.  
43 Encyclopédie, 8:225-26. 



 

  63 

The anonymous author of this entry also adds an explanation of how both 

observers and admirers contribute to the cultivation of this knowledge: ,44 

De tous ceux qui travaillent à l’Histoire naturelle, ou qui s’occupent de ces 
matériaux, les uns observent les productions de la nature & méditent sur 
leurs observations: leur objet est de perfectionner la science & de 
connoître la vérité; les autres recueillent ces mêmes productions de la 
nature & les admirent: leur objet est d’étaler toutes ces merveilles, & de 
les faire admirer. Ceux - ci contribuent peut-être autant à l’avancement de 
l’Histoire naturelle que les premiers, puisqu’ils rendent les observations 
plus faciles en rassemblant les productions de la nature dans ces 
cabinets.45 

 

In the early volumes of the Histoire naturelle, the description is written by 

Daubenton while the history is given by Buffon, in entirely separate entries.  Indeed, as 

seen below (Figure 1.1 and Figure 1.2), each is given a separate table of contents, which 

we can now comment on more fully.  Why insist on such separation when the texts are 

conceived from the outset as partners in the same project, to be bound together in the 

same printed object? 

 

 
44 The entry “Nature” was to have been written by Buffon, but due to a 

disagreement between Buffon and the encyclopedists, Buffon withdrew his participation. 
45 Encyclopédie, 8:225-26. 
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Figure 1.1 and Figure 1.2.  Side by side comparison of the table of contents 
pages for Buffon and Daubenton’s contributions to Tome 4 of the Histoire 
naturelle. (HN 4:iii–iv) 
 

The tension between two approaches to the work of writing natural history is 

evident from the beginning, that is to say, from the table(s) of contents, as we saw in the 

introduction to this chapter. The volumes of the Histoire naturelle contain two separate 

tables of contents, often on separate pages: one for Buffon’s contributions, and one for 

those of Daubenton.  Here we have Buffon contributing an entry on each animal, and 

Daubenton contributing a separate entry for the same animal.  Logically, based on the 

visual layout and sequence of the table of contents, one might expect the first half of the 

book to contain Buffon’s contributions and the second half those of Daubenton.  
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However, their entries are interspersed within the volume.  Reading in sequence, one 

finds Buffon’s text followed immediately by Daubenton’s text, and then a third entry by 

Daubenton cataloguing the contents of the royal collection [cabinet du roi] that relate to 

that particular specimen. 

This separation of each entry for a single animal into three texts points to an 

uneasy truce among different ways of representing the animal.  The Histoire naturelle as 

a whole combines or contains different rhetorical strategies but sustains tension among 

them by including them as completely separate texts.  Each entry consists of a separate 

text for history which deploys narrative and invokes relationship, another text for 

systematic and ekphrastic description along with tables of numeric measurements, and 

yet another separate text for the catalog of the related items in the king’s cabinet. The 

Histoire naturelle presents the texts alongside each other, but without taking the editorial 

step to integrate them into one.  However, the different texts do rely on and refer to each 

other. 

Both Buffon’s history and Daubenton’s description draw upon the items in the 

king’s cabinet as a corpus of specimens upon which to found their observations.  The 

engraved illustrations are often made from a view of the physical sample of those 

specimens, often skeletons or preserved organs.  Buffon’s text refers the reader to 

examples in Daubenton’s entries, and likewise Daubenton cites Buffon’s observations.  

The texts work with each other, but in some tension.  They do not resolve to a single 

unified text.  For some reason, Buffon, as head of the project, kept them distinct. 
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Buffon did at one time attempt to resolve the tension among the components of 

the entries.  In 1767 he published, with the printer Panckoucke, an edition of the Histoire 

naturelle without Daubenton’s descriptions.  However, subsequent editions reverted to 

including Daubenton’s descriptions.46  This may serve as proof that this work, as a whole, 

requires the balance of these different approaches in tandem.  Perhaps a forensic study of 

some eighteenth-century examples of the Histoire naturelle would yield information 

about which pages received the most attention from readers (possibly from traces of oils 

from readers’ fingers or microscopic changes in pigment from exposure to light).  I 

would wager that Daubenton’s descriptions, particularly the pages of measurements, 

received less reader attention than other portions of the Histoire naturelle since the tables 

cannot be read in a linear fashion as narration or even description without a highly 

elevated effort of interpretation. And yet, they are somehow essential to the balance and 

function of the Histoire naturelle as a whole. 

 
46 For more on the reception of the Histoire naturelle and its many editions and 

compilations, see Louise Robbins, Elephant Slaves and Pampered Parrots: Exotic 
Animals in Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
2002) 170–76. 
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Figure 1.3 Source: Bibliothèque Nationale de France 

Figure 1.3.  Example of one of Daubenton’s table of comparative anatomy 
measurements (HN 5:30) 
 
I propose several reasons why these tables of measurement serve an essential 

function for the Histoire naturelle.  The first reason is that they create a foundation of 

empirical observation for the volumes.  There are so many pages of measurements that it 

is impossible not to see them even if only casually perusing the volumes.  No reader 

could ignore that the text offers an invitation to independent verification by anyone with a 

measuring device.  The mere fact that the measurements are laid out in clear tables makes 
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it a simple affair to compare Daubenton’s results with one’s own.  To offer this 

vulnerability to criticism is both to invite that criticism and to proclaim a stance of 

assuredness regarding the accuracy of Daubenton’s data. 

A second reason these tables are essential is that they create a third type of page in 

the Histoire naturelle: text, illustration, and table.  This creates a third trajectory through 

the experience of the animal for the reader — a passage of an entirely different kind.  The 

page of tabular data, however, presents a unique experience of reading.  Simply put, it is 

not “readable” as a linear phrase; it interrupts and requires a different sort of mental 

processing.  The table requires a spatial form of interpretation to make any sense of it.  

The reader must create a mental orientation with regard to the column headers and row 

categories.  One must keep in mind the gradation and different scale of the units for the 

three numeric columns.  In order to interpret the page of data, one must create a mental 

image referring back to a visual either from previous personal experience or from one of 

the illustrations in the Histoire naturelle, invoking a figural element to the reading of 

these pages. 

A third essential function I posit for these tables is to create an effect of truth and 

orderliness.  The very unreadability of the page repulses all but the most determined 

reader.  Can we imagine any but the most determined anatomist reading these pages in 

their entirety?  For this reason we may claim that, in addition to the reasons given above, 

these pages exist to create an effect – to create an impression or a secular enchantment of 

truth and order.  The majority of readers will peruse these pages, receive the impression 

of a stable, orderly world wherein all creatures can be compared with each other in a 
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network of similarities, and move on to the other entries in the Histoire naturelle.  I 

suspect that for most readers, these pages are processed more as an image than as distinct 

phrases to be read.  Daubenton’s work here instrumentalizes knowledge of the animals; 

the measurements can be used by anyone involved in animal husbandry to assess an 

individual animal against a set of norms or to create goals for a breeding program to 

generate larger, stronger, more productive farm animals.  These table pages also serve to 

contextualize that knowledge, and to generate the effect on the readers that the text they 

are reading frames the world in stability and orderliness.  With the knowledge gained 

from this work, humans might come to greater mastery over the creatures of nature and 

their productions. 

In considering how to master and possess nature accurately through writing, 

Buffon weighs concerns for distinguishing humankind’s role in altering animals in his 

representation.  He attempts to capture both the domesticated and unaltered essence of 

those animals, as well as address metaphysical questions of divine creation, purpose, and 

ontological hierarchy brought up by the relationship of human and animal.  To the degree 

that humans interaction with the animal in question, there are degrees of mastery over the 

animal.  In domesticated animals, this mastery takes the form of putting those animals to 

work for human society.  In the case of undomesticated animals, the knowledge may 

provide mastery over how to avoid or mitigate the possible risks from encounter with 

those animals.  Writing this knowledge is required to possess it in a durable, transmissible 

form.  This more powerful form of possession in a collective format places human beings 

in a unique position to continue and improve this mastery of nature. 
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As laid out in the “Premier discours”, the authors have organized their writing on 

animals according to an anthropocentric schema, starting at those with which humans are 

most familiar and ending with those that are least familiar.  The first category is domestic 

animals, and Buffon describes the relationship to humans in a brief explanatory text.  In 

this passage Buffon establishes a parallel between the Creator and humankind where God 

is master of entire species and humans achieve mastery only over specific individual 

animals or plants.  It is indeed this subjugation of domesticated animals that complicates 

the task of the natural historian, confusing the animal’s wild nature with its tamed habits.  

“L’homme change l’état naturel des animaux en les forçant à lui obéir, & les faisant 

servir à son usage” (HN 4:169).  Therefore the goal of a competent naturalist must be to 

observe animals, particularly domesticated animals, well enough to “distinguer les faits 

qui dépendent de l’instinct, de ceux qui ne viennent que de l’éducation […] & ne jamais 

confondre l’animal avec l’esclave, la bête de somme avec la créature de Dieu” (HN 

4:169).  Here, Buffon employs the rhetorical figure of chiasmus to represent creatures 

such as horses, donkeys, and oxen as beginning and ending as animals and creations of 

God [l’animal, la créature de Dieu], while in between they suffer as slaves and beasts of 

burden for humans [l’esclave, la bête de somme].  The subtle counter-pairing in the 

chiastic structure separates the more highly charged elements, but encourages the reader’s 

consideration of the opposition l’esclave - la créature de Dieu.  Yet Buffon is far from 

becoming the first animal-rights activist as he writes in the next paragraph that “l’empire 

de l’homme sur les animaux est un empire légitime qu’aucune révolution ne peut 

détruire, c’est l’empire de l’esprit sur la matière” (HN 4:170).  Perhaps responding to the 
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mind/body split of Descartes’ cogito,47 Buffon continues: “il pense, & dès-lors il est 

maître des êtres qui ne pensent point.”  Without disavowing God, Buffon employs 

Cartesian dualism to separate the spiritual and material domains in order to create a space 

for exacting description and faithful history that is under the domination of humankind, 

that is to say, of those beings who are capable of thought.  Buffon’s text in this passage 

suggests that because the mind (l’esprit) and thought (la pensée) are a gift from God and 

the superiority of spirit over matter is a right of nature, this utilitarian clarity is sustained.  

“Auparavant l’homme était peut-être l’animal le plus sauvage & le moins redoutable de 

tous […] Mais lorsqu’avec le temps l’espèce humaine s’est étendue, multipliée, répandue, 

& qu’à la faveur des arts & de la société l’homme a pu marcher en force pour conquérir 

l’Univers” (HN 4:173).  The first of these conquests that Buffon and Daubenton will 

record for L’Histoire naturelle is of the animal they claim is most familiar and most 

associated with humankind – the horse. 

Beginning with the horse and continuing through most of the animals described, 

the authors present their three separate entries as we have discussed: Buffon’s history, 

Daubenton’s description, and usually a description of the related items from the 

collection of the king.  Here, in volume 4 regarding the horse, we have roughly eighty 

pages of Buffon’s anthropomorphizing literary text, then more than one hundred pages of 

Daubenton’s separate description of the horse and details of its anatomy, followed by 

 
47 René Descartes’ famous declaration, “je pense donc je suis,” which he later 

reiterated in Latin, “cogito ergo sum” [I think therefore I am], is a key to his meditation 
on the dual nature of mind and body in 17th-century French philosophy.  See Descartes, 
Discours de la méthode, part 4. 
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Daubenton’s “Description de la partie du Cabinet qui a rapport à l’Histoire naturelle du 

Cheval.”  Interspersed among the pages are ten engraved illustrations of the horse, its 

skeletal structure, and its organ systems. 

Le Cheval (Buffon) 
“La plus noble conquête que l’homme ait jamais faite est celle de ce fier et 

fougueux animal qui partage avec lui les fatigues de la guerre & la gloire des combats” 

(HN 4:174).  Thus begin the roughly two hundred pages of text the Histoire naturelle 

devotes to the horse, the first and most privileged animal of the project.  As such, Buffon 

and Daubenton’s entries on the horse have received important scholarly attention.  As 

Stalnaker demonstrates, Daubenton’s devotion to consistency and system ultimately lead 

to measuring specimens in artificially extended poses in order to create universal 

comparisons, where Buffon’s method allowed him greater freedom to describe each 

specimen in its natural context.48 

The fact that the entry “Cheval” is divided into three separate texts and multiple 

image types points to different purposes and approaches to representing the animal within 

this same project.  In this first entry, written by Buffon, we see the horse depicted as both 

partner and obedient servant to humankind.  

[A]ussi intrépide que son maitre, le cheval voit le péril & l’affronte, il se 
fait au bruit des armes, il l’aime, il le cherche & s’anime de la même 
ardeur […] mais docile autant que courageux, il ne se laisse point 
emporter à son feu, il sait réprimer ses mouvemens, non seulement il 
fléchit sous la main de celui qui le guide, mais il semble consulter ses 
désirs, & obéissant toûjours aux impressions qu’il en reçoit, il se précipite, 

 
48 Stalnaker, “Chapter 1: Buffon and Daubenton’s Two Horses,” in Unfinished 

Enlightenment, 31-67. 
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se modère ou s’arrête, & n’agit que pour y satisfaire ; c’est une créature 
qui renonce à son être pour n’exister que par la volonté d’un autre.49 

 
A brief inventory of the adjectives applied to the horse reveals qualifiers such as noble, 

fier, fougueux, intrepide, docile, courageux, and horses are said to possess mœurs douces 

and qualités sociales.50  Whether by nature or though long association with humans, the 

horse is represented as an intelligent and social creature in Buffon’s text through the use 

of anthropomorphic, figurative terms. These descriptions of the horse’s behaviors and 

implied motives come prior to any sort of physical description of the animal.  The text 

fixes the animal for study by staging how it relates to people and what emotional 

resonance might be recognized by a human observer, before the text attempts the material 

description.   

The reason for this sequence is to give order and structure to the “univers” being 

recorded.  The first animal described is positive in relation to humans.  The reader sees a 

world ordered in such a way that humankind has the apex position and the first animals 

described in closest proximity indicate complex and positive possibilities for 

humankind’s “mastery and possession” of the general rules of the physical world and the 

creatures that inhabit it.  With this positive established, Buffon then complicates this 

utilitarian notion with a caution to the responsibilities humans bear in exerting their 

dominion. 

Indeed, the first mention of equine anatomy here is the series of wounds the 

animal commonly suffers from the implements used to harness and direct it; “la bouche 

 
49 HN 4:174. 
50 HN 4:174 and 177. 
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est déformée par les plis que le mors a produits, les flancs sont entamés par des plaies, ou 

sillonnés de cicatrices faites par l’éperon; la corne des pieds est traversée par des clous,” 

etc. (HN 4:175).  The human subject who inflicts these “cruel marks” is twice removed in 

the text; the verbs are all set in the passive voice (e.g., the mouth is deformed) and the 

agent relayed by the passive verb is in each case the tool (the bit or the spur), a 

dispassionate metonymic stand-in for the rider or owner using it to goad the horse or 

adapt it for use.  Yet the painful nature of these actions is communicated forcefully by the 

lexicon of torture: “déformé,” “entamé par des plaies,” “sillonné de cicatrices,” “traversé 

par des clous.”  Here Buffon’s text creates a tense resonance between vivid presence and 

abstract absence.  As a reader, we are confronted by the powerful and painful language of 

this physical description of the animal marred by injuries, and the reader is also abstractly 

aware that human ownership is the cause of these injuries.  The text does not then 

recommend some alternate methods for training, guiding, or riding horses, and therefore 

does not perform an explicit criticism of these practices.  The reader navigates an 

understanding of “horse” in this passage that has focused our attention atypically not on 

the generic idea of horse as other natural histories have done, but on an idea of horse as 

changed by human ownership, by human use. Buffon has shifted from detailed 

observation of the particular to a general history.  The zone of tension between the 

negative specifics of the wounds and the abstract of human ownership is left open.  The 

text stages both and does not resolve the unpleasant aspect.  The dissonance invites our 

reflection, permitting (or perhaps requiring) readers to seek their own resolution as an 

after-effect of the text.  This rhetorical tension creates in the reader a complex and multi-
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dimensional response that requires figural processing and reflection.  Our engagement 

with the issue is heightened by Buffon’s initial portrayal of the noble quality of the horse 

at the beginning of this entry. 

“La plus noble conquête que l’homme ait jaimais faite est celle de ce fier et 

fougueux animal” (HN 4:174) is how Buffon opens the first paragraph of his history of 

the horse. After 21 lines of tight, active text Buffon concludes, “Voilà le cheval,” 

homophonically invoking a visual representation with the term vois-là.  In between we 

have a passage studded with verbs rather than the expected nouns and adjectives, 

narrating the horse through action instead of physical description.  In this passage the 

horse takes action and a certain understanding of the horse takes shape.  Buffon writes the 

passage almost entirely with present tense verbs; the horse itself is the agent.  The horse 

shares, loves, seeks out, doesn’t let itself get carried away, yields, precipitates, moderates, 

renounces, feels, doesn’t refuse, serves, outdoes itself, dies, and obeys.  Observe that 

these verbs denote agency and intelligence.  Buffon imputes these motivations directly to 

the animal; in only one case does he mitigate agency by writing that the animal seems to 

perform an action.  In that one instance, the phrase “il semble consulter ses désirs” refers 

to the semblance of communication between horse and human, the possessive “ses” 

referring to the desires of the rider.  With the exception of this one case where literal 

communication could not actually be observed, Buffon describes a horse endowed with 

agency and self-directed activity.  However, this agency sacrificed or surrendered by the 

horse is what elevates the animal to noble status.  
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In this history of the horse, Buffon writes a timeless description of what the horse, 

in human domestication, does.  This narration does not trace an evolution over time, but 

gives the relationship without temporal markers, written only in present tense verbs.  He 

writes that the horse performs all these actions in timeless obedience rendered by the 

present participle, “obéissant toujours.”  I suggest that we can divide this passage on the 

horse into three parts.  Each section describes a different aspect of the life of a 

domesticated horse. In the first, the horse shares the fatigues and glories of war; in the 

second the horse shares humankind’s pleasures of hunts, tournaments, and races; the third 

section describes how the horse restrains itself in service to humans.  This last section is 

the longest of the three and culminates in the horse’s ability to sacrifice its own life in 

obedience. 

One remarks throughout this passage the presence of many reflexive forms (se 

fait, se laisse, se précipite, se modère, s’arrête, etc.) and also many direct object pronouns 

placed before verbs (l’affronte, l’aime, le cherche, la prévenir, l’exprime, l’exécute, etc.).  

Both these forms demonstrate a specific relationship between the verb and its object.  

Where simple French syntax would place the object after the verb, both of these forms 

shift a very short placeholder for the object in front of the verb. It is almost a sort of 

rhetorical bridle on the verb, a powerful lever to control the verb’s action.  To read these 

forms requires a sort of mental dressage on the part of the reader to place what normally 

follows the verb in front of it instead, changing an organic order and natural tendency.  

Here Buffon’s text represents its object in a rhetorical doubling.  Domesticated horse and 

domesticated verb are controlled and forced to jump as writer/rider demand.  This 
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passage also can be read as an analogue to a reader organizing knowledge.  As such, we 

exert control to accept (se fait), to search (se précipite), to set limits (s’arrête) as we act 

on the cognitive object to change it (s’affronte). 

Where Buffon’s text employs figural elements to communicate certain truths 

about the animal, Daubenton’s text operates on a more literal basis.  Daubenton’s entries 

do not engage the relationship between human and animal with as much pathos as 

Buffon’s.  While Buffon has stated that the Histoire naturelle must include both history 

and description, the reader must wonder, on some level, why there exists another entirely 

separate entry on the same animal.  I posit that the experience of Daubenton’s description 

of the horse supplements Buffon’s history of the horse to create for the reader a multi-

dimensional representation of the animal.  A second (or third) unique text to read creates 

a new trajectory through the same territory, this time with a more dispassionate view.  It 

must be emphasized that organizing these texts such that each is a new, separate text 

means that these separate readings must now be placed in association with each other by 

the reader.  The reader must triangulate among the multiple representations of the animal 

to assimilate this new knowledge and to process the instrumentalization and re-

contextualization (or disenchantment and re-enchantment).  This triangulation resolves 

and creates meaning incompatible with any one single discursive claim to truth in the 

text, and thus must be understood figurally as truth gestured to and experienced rather 

than stated. 

Le Cheval, Again (Daubenton) 
Daubenton’s text is the second of the three texts comprised by the entry on the 

horse in the Histoire naturelle. Drier in tone, it begins with an explanation of his method 
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of description (head, then body, then extremities), then continues with how that differs 

from previous work, and finally proceeds to the actual descriptive passages.  At times, the 

descriptions heavily reference the engraved illustrations which are found in the pages of 

Daubenton’s entry.  Those images of the live animal or dissected parts feature a letter key 

to index the various animal features about which Daubenton and Buffon write.  The 

descriptions include several different terms that are in use for the various parts of equine 

anatomy.  For example, “On appelle x, y, ou z la partie formée par …”  The neutral 

pronoun “on” is used extensively, as is the passive voice, lending Daubenton’s text a 

distant, removed feel.  The reader is encountering knowledge approved by the community 

of savants, and learning the terms they use.  Daubenton’s phases pointing out the 

variability of language used by different groups of people to describe the same part of an 

animal is a subtle way of shifting the basis for knowledge to the material and the 

empirical.  The words of the nomenclateurs vary; the reality is what Daubenton and 

Buffon give in the Histoire naturelle. 

Daubenton’s entry begins on a verso page, offering a complete separation from 

Buffon’s text.  The reader turns the page from Buffon’s text to view Daubenton’s 

beginning a new spread, though with a light bleed through of the half-page (large) floral 

printer’s ornament from the end of Buffon’s entry.  Daubenton’s entry is separate, but 

subtly infringed by a ghosted reminder of Buffon’s text, graphically asserting dominance 

over the new text.  

In the Histoire naturelle, the use image does not merely assert a ghostly 

watermark of authority; the many plates of engraved illustrations also convey information 
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about the configuration, shape, and relation of anatomical features of the animals that 

would be nearly impossible to portray in words.   

The critical function of images in eighteenth-century writing is not to be 

underestimated.  Alan Charles Kors notes the double role illustrations played in many 

Enlightenment works: “Whether used with literary, scientific, or children’s educational 

texts, book illustrations gave visual form and a persuasive reality to fictional characters 

and to scientific or instructional material.”51  Diderot described the efficiency of the 

visual support in his Prospectus to the Encyclopédie: “Un coup d’œil sur l’objet ou sur sa 

représentation en dit plus qu’une page de discours.”  However, what is perhaps more 

important about the need for illustrations is given by Diderot earlier in that passage: 

“Mais le peu d’habitude qu’on a et d’écrire et de lire les écrits sur les arts rend les choses 

difficiles à expliquer d’une manière intelligible. De là naît le besoin des figures.”52  Due 

to human limitations in communicating by text about complex subjects, illustrations are 

not just helpful, they are a necessity.  In the case of the Histoire naturelle, I propose that 

we can productively read the illustrations by attending to the tension between experience 

and information, as we will see by analyzing the illustrations accompanying the section 

on the horse.   

 
51 Kors offers a compact and useful summary of the state of illustration under 

“Illustrators and Illustrations” in his Encyclopedia of the Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), https://doi.org/10.1093/acref/9780195104301.013.0336. 

52 Denis Diderot, “Prospectus,” in “Front Matter,” University of Chicago: ARTFL 
Encyclopédie Project (Autumn 2017 Edition), Robert Morrissey and Glenn Roe eds, 
http://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu/, 4. 
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Figure 1.4.  Jean-Charles Baquoy after a design by Jean-Baptiste Oudry, 
Engraved illustration of the horse (HN 4:366), 1753, Bibliothèque nationale 
de France. 
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The first plate in the series of illustrations of the horse (p. 366 and following) is a 

full-body depiction of a standing horse, engraved by Jean-Charles Baquoy after a 

drawing by Jean-Baptiste Oudry.  The horse’s figure can be taken to stand for both the 

domesticated animal and the wild creature.  Thus, it represents one of the primary 

difficulties presented by the domesticated quadrupeds for Buffon and Daubenton – the 

need to show both states of the animal and discern the differences brought about by 

human intervention.  The image represents the animal with an ambiguous demeanor, 

conveying a subtle sense of menace.  At first glance, the horse appears fairly neutral in 

stance and appearance, almost standing still and presented from profile.  However, a 

closer examination of the image reveals subtle signs of aggression.  The horse’s eye 

seems to fix the viewer in a gaze that is somehow intense and possibly threatening, thus 

drawing the reader in to interpret the animal’s demeanor in order to evaluate the threat. 

The horse’s eye is rendered slightly widened as if the animal has just perceived a threat 

located at the same position in space as the viewer.  The horse’s ears are up and alert, 

which can be a sign of vitality or alarm.  While the body of the animal seems at first to be 

presented in profile perpendicular to the viewer’s gaze, closer attention reveals it to be 

slightly angled, or in the process of angling, toward the viewer.  The animal’s head is 

foreshortened somewhat, giving an impression that it is turning toward us.  The mouth 

does not display teeth agressively, but seems almost to frown or display displeasure.   

While the other three legs are straight, the horse’s right rear leg is lifted as if pawing the 

soil.  This stance both intimates the possible threat of a horse about to charge and also 

exhibits the unique articulation of a horse’s leg in the z-shape that is most different from 
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that of a human being. This positioning calls attention to a key difference in anatomy, 

comparing the horse to the human as the point of reference for the work. This stance mid-

movement also allows the engraver, Baquoy, to depict the unique musculature and shape 

of the horse’s rear leg joints.  Taken together, these elements allow us to read the image 

on two levels; on an informational level, which gives a sense of the general shape, scale, 

and features of a horse; and on a narrative level where the reader is almost unconsciously 

provoked to pay attention to a large animal showing small signs of nascent menace.  The 

sense of menace creates an engagement for the reader on the narrative level that is hard to 

avoid.  As we shall see, illustrations in other similar works of natural history function on 

the informational level as diagram, but did not succeed in creating the narrative, esthetic 

engagement that this image does.  These other approaches often represent the general, 

abstract animal.  One sees what could be the idea of a horse or oxen; there is information 

but little in the way of narrative experience.  The illustrations of the other animals in the 

Histoire naturelle are consistent in this creative process.  In similar fashion, the other 

animal illustrations in the Histoire naturelle manufacture some kind of narrative 

experience for the reader-viewer, though not necessarily including the element of danger 

seen here.   

Following the way a typical viewer might describe this image, we turn next to the 

background and technical features of the engraving, focusing our attention and 

interpretive process on first the most prominent visual features, then to less prominent 

features.  We then perceive that the image of the horse is contained in a double border 

frame.  The top of the image showcases the skill of the engraver with perfect parallel 
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lines with a fade in the center.  This area of shading does not portray the natural world 

otherwise figured in the image, but instead betrays the art and artificiality of the 

representation. 

The horse is shown standing on a patch of ground with minimal vegetation, and in 

the background are some buildings of a small town or perhaps a walled château.  The 

horse is shown in relation to human habitation and possibly in association with nobility 

because the buildings shown in the background are a walled fortress with single château 

enclosed, not a city or a country hamlet.  The horse is depicted without saddle or bridle, 

as an animal whose domesticated status is ambiguously implied by the buildings in the 

background.  The animal is large, taking up most of the frame.  By the work of 

perspective, the implied viewer is on lower ground and looking up slightly at the horse, 

which again emphasizes the power and potential menace of the horse who holds the 

upper ground.  While there are several millimeters of space between the nearly vertical 

back leg of the horse and the right framing border, the nose of the horse is very close to 

the left frame, almost threatening to break free from the space in a forward motion that 

could bring it closer to the reader. 

The informational/diagrammatic function of this plate is minimized to lessen the 

disruption to the viewer’s experience.53  Capital letters closely surround the outline of the 

horse, clustered mainly around the head and then following the curve of the animal’s 

 
53 For an in-depth discussion of the function of diagram as a “thinking tool” with 

particular reference to the plates of the Encyclopédie, see John Bender and Michael 
Marrinan, The Culture of Diagram (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010. 
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back, serving as the references in the textual descriptions.  The letters are small enough 

that they trouble only slightly the overall artistic impression of the image.  Contrast this 

with the illustration from Louis Liger’s work [Figure 1.5] where the numeric legends are 

made clearly visible in the negative space near the frame, connected to the animal by bold 

curved lines.  I propose that we read significance into the relative placement of these 

legends.  The legends in the Histoire naturelle closely follow the specimen observed, 

clustering together or spaced widely as are the features being commented; whereas in 

Liger’s work, the legends cling to the artificial border, spaced evenly by the artist’s 

design.  Thus it may be argued that in both placement and spacing the legends implement 

their different approaches.  For the Histoire naturelle, the observations are based directly 

on the specimen, not on the observer’s pre-conceived concept of how to represent it.  We 

will return to a longer examination of Liger’s work shortly.  For the moment, let us 

continue with our analysis of the Histoire naturelle’s horse.   

The horse’s coat is dappled or mottled with dark markings on a white background.  

The dark markings are a severe contrast to the rest of the image.  The mottling brings the 

raw animality and physicality of the specimen to the fore, distinguishing this image from 

a softer narrative of the horse as beautiful, glorious actor in a history genre painting.  The 

mottling almost seems diseased and invites the reader to examine the image in closer 

detail to resolve the slightly unsettling appearance.  This suggests to us that there are two 

readings at work here; one mimetic and the other diegetic.54  The artists present us with a 

 
54 On the opposition of the mimetic and the diegetic, see Eric Auerbach, Mimesis: 

The Representation of Reality in Western Literature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
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horse that seems to be drawn from a scene in real life.  Oudry and Baquoy’s attention to 

detail, scale, and minor elements lend an air of realism to the illustration.  Thus we see 

what the image “shows” us, and we also enter into a diegetic reading of what the image 

“tells us” about the horse and knowledge. 

 

 

Figure 1.5  Illustration of le boeuf from Liger’s 1749 Nouvelle maison rustique. 
Image source: Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 
 

If we compare the illustrations in the Histoire naturelle with illustrations found in 

other similar contemporary works, such as Louis Liger’s 1749 edition of Nouvelle maison 

rustique,55 we find that the production values are much greater in the engravings of the 

 
University Press, 1953), and his chapter, “Figura” in Scenes from the Drama of European 
Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984) 9–76. 

55 Buffon refers to Liger’s treatise on livestock and agriculture in the footnotes of 
the Histoire Naturelle entry for “Le Boeuf.”  Louis Liger, La nouvelle maison rustique, 
ou Économie générale de tous les biens de la campagne, 6th ed. (Paris: Saugrain fils, 
1749), 1:306. 



 

  86 

Histoire naturelle.  Where Liger’s illustrations are primarily relief engraving woodcuts, 

the Histoire’s involve the intaglio process, engraved on copper plates, which allows for 

finer and closer lines than is possible when working with a wood matrix.  Liger’s animal 

images are generic and as broadly representative as possible; the plates in Buffon’s work 

strive to navigate between the general and the particular by presenting a particular variety 

of the animal and in a particular spatial context.  Furthermore, the Histoire naturelle’s 

animal illustrations sometimes engage the viewer through an artistic rendering that works 

to create some narrative, as the subtle menace of the horse does. 

Where other contemporary works might emphasize the image’s utility, this work 

reinvests the diagram with a narrative, with a degree of artistic rendering that 

communicates both information and the pathos that draws the viewer into an experience 

of the moment or a feeling.  The illustrations reveal a tension between information and 

experience that is also echoed in the text of the entries of the Histoire naturelle.  The 

tension is between disenchantment and re-enchantment.  It is demonstrated perhaps most 

strikingly in the plates, however, where this tension serves to deliver knowledge that is 

shaped differently than what was perceived in previous representational schemes.  

Additionally, we must recall that this representational scheme imbricates the knowledge 

in a framework of relationship centered on the human, giving things their place and value 

in an order the reader must interpret and internalize for him- or herself.  The natural 

knowledge of the Histoire naturelle is given structure and value in the mind of the reader 

through the active interpretation vitalized by a tension between the utilitarian and 

contextualization, between disenchantment and re-enchantment.    
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Conclusion 
The desire to instrumentalize and distribute knowledge of the natural world in the 

eighteenth century gave rise to multiple ambitious projects of encyclopedic scope.  

Recording this knowledge in a form apt to communicate to others and to future 

generations generated problems for those individuals who undertook the challenge.  

These problems ranged from material to epistemological to organizational. 

The encounter between knowledge and the page to contain it raised tensions 

underlying the culture and discourse of Enlightenment in eighteenth-century France.  In 

the effort to separate savoir from its supernatural entanglements, writers used several 

different strategies.  Clarity and utility found support from text that emphasized the 

empirical evidence of the senses, and from measurement, particularly when organized on 

the page in a way that appeared to claim no rhetorical force, such as tables of numbers.  

Visual representation stripped away context to present only one system of organs on a 

plane of white space separated from the animal to stand in place of direct observation.   

If we were to consider only these elements of siècle des Lumières knowledge 

projects, we could be persuaded that this era was indeed well characterized as the Age of 

Reason.  However, as we examine works such as the Histoire naturelle and the others in 

the following chapters by attending to the tension between pairs of concepts central to the 

texts, we begin to see a different story of the French Enlightenment.  For paired with the 

génie of detail, we find the génie of the grand view; telling the story of système, we find 

sentiment.  The grand knowledge projects of the French Enlightenment holistically allied 

a move to clarify with a move to contextualize within the human framework.  The 
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creative work of fiction or visual art invites a figural re-conceptualization to replace the 

familiar networks of associations stripped away in the move to “disenchant” the world.  

Contemporary readers may see Buffon and Daubenton’s Histoire naturelle as a partial, 

imperfect, or nascent ‘scientific’ work, but this viewpoint from modern science judges 

from its own epistemic moment and risks disregarding the different work undertaken in 

1742.  Regarding this work simply as recording information to instrumentalize the natural 

world neglects the re-enchantment operated by literary device.  Not only did Buffon and 

Daubenton produce useful knowledge about the specimens studied, they also produced a 

different way to think about and relate to this knowledge.  Ordering the animal specimens 

from “most familiar to humankind” to “least familiar” produced a figural scaffolding for 

knowledge similar to that of the Encyclopédie with the human subject at the center.  And 

yet, this structure is recognized in both texts as being arbitrary.  In striking contrast to 

prior views, both projects reject as unknowable any sort of universal, absolute true order.  

Since such an order is classed as metaphysical for both, the authors dispense with having 

to contend with one or defend the lack of it and are free to select a useful scheme among 

all valid arbitrary schemes. 

With the potentially unnerving affirmation that all knowledge is pinned to 

arbitrary schemes of organization, the authors work with literal and figural discourses, 

including anthropomorphism, metaphor, and other devices, to write humanity into the 

fabric of this new knowledge.  They write in ways to create an experience of knowledge.  

The reader is displaced and repositioned through the experience of text and the visual not 

just to change the content of knowledge, but also to change the thinking subject itself.  
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The text invites the reader to experience a relationship to the world in a manner that 

invites question, critique, and individual confirmation.  But if this world is emptied of the 

divine, it is recreated in vividly human terms; it is re-enchanted with a sense of our place 

in the world and a significance that is derived from a chain of similarity to the other 

living creatures as manifested in compared anatomy and compared social traits. 
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Chapter Two 
Pastoral novel as re-draft of encyclopedic project: Paul et Virginie as 

conclusion to Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Études de la nature 

“Puisque je suis né dans un monde où on repousse la vérité et où on accueille les 
fictions, tirons parti de celle de mes enfants adoptifs, en faveur de mes propres 
enfants.” (Préambule de Paul et Virginie, 36). 

 

In 1784 naturalist, military engineer, spy, and writer Jacques-Henri Bernardin de 

Saint-Pierre hits a methodological stumbling block and publishes incomplete his 

encyclopedic natural history project, the Études de la nature.1  Four years later, he 

publishes it again, completed this time by an additional, final volume comprising a 

pastoral novel, Paul et Virginie, set on tropical Île de France (modern day Mauritius).  A 

twenty-first-century reader may wonder how in the 1780s a novel can be said to complete 

a natural history project.  This chapter is an exploration of the case of Paul et Virginie 

that focuses on examining how imagination and reason were mobilized in eighteenth-

century French literature to create representations of truth. 

Rife with knowledge projects, encyclopedia-writing, botanical book printing, 

travel accounts, and other ‘scientific writing,’ the eighteenth century is marked by an 

explosion of empiricism and rational materialism.  From the grand Encyclopédie to 

Buffon’s Histoire naturelle, Condillac’s Traité des sensations, and Diderot’s Lettre sur 

 
1 Hereafter I will refer to this author as Saint-Pierre, contrary to the most common 

appellation ‘Bernardin de Saint-Pierre.’  The author’s actual birth name is Jacques-
Bernardin-Henri de Saint-Pierre.  In a strange instance of fiction changing reality, he 
recounts how a printer’s error switched his second and third names for the original 
edition of the Études de la nature.  Due to the popularity of his text, he felt compelled to 
oblige the public and accept the name change. “Préambule,” in Paul et Virginie (Paris: 
Didot l’aîné, 1806), xxxi. 
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les aveugles, we find writing that explains and advances an empirical foundation for 

understanding the world and its objects.  It is not surprising then that many influential 

Enlightenment scholars have focused on reason and materialism, or found them to be a 

defining characteristic of the writing of this period. Ernst Cassirer described the 

Enlightenment as “a value system rooted in rationality,” and historian Dorinda Outram 

observed that previously historians of the period  

thought of the Enlightenment as a relatively unitary phenomenon in the 
history of ideas (…) In this interpretation, Enlightenment was a desire for 
human affairs to be guided by rationality rather than by faith, superstition, 
or revelation; a belief in the power of human reason to change society and 
liberate the individual from the restraints of custom or arbitrary authority; 
all backed up by a world view increasingly validated by science rather 
than by religion or tradition.2 
 

Adorno and Horkheimer state things more succinctly: “the program of the Enlightenment 

was the disenchantment of the world: the dissolution of myths and the substitution of 

knowledge for fancy.”3  Scholars have depicted the writing of this period as a general 

movement to embrace a rational materialist explication of the world and to demystify 

knowledge of it. Yet a careful reading of several eighteenth-century texts where these 

clean narratives of interpretive protocol seem inadequate suggests there is more to the 

writing of this period.  

As we saw in Chapter 1, Buffon translates the inventory of the Cabinet du Roi to 

the pages of the Histoire naturelle with empirical description and creative narrative.  

Elsewhere, in Diderot’s Le rêve de d’Alembert, explanation of cellular organization 

 
2 Dorinda Outram, The Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1995), 3. 
3 See Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment, 

trans. John Cumming (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), 253. 
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intermingles with risqué innuendo as Dr. Bordeu dialogues with d’Alembert’s mistress, 

Julie de Lespinasse.  If we were to read such texts as illustrations of the manifest rise of 

reason, how are we to understand the elements such as figurative language, stylistics, and 

form commonly associated with fictional texts that run counter to the straightforward 

demonstration of facts?4  The narrative that the Enlightenment was the ‘Age of Reason’ 

does not account for this ambiguous discursive mixture.  Indeed, this hybridity seems to 

be constitutive rather than incidental.  In the epigraph to this chapter, we see Bernardin de 

Saint-Pierre decrying the cold reception his contemporary society gives to truth, and how 

fictions are instead welcomed; “Puisque je suis né dans un monde où on repousse la 

vérité et où on accueille les fictions, tirons parti de celle de mes enfants adoptifs, en 

faveur de mes propres enfants.”5  The French demonstrative pronoun “celle” gives to this 

proposition a productive polysemy in that the feminine pronoun can be read to refer to 

truth or fiction, which are both feminine in French.  Saint-Pierre exhorts his reader to join 

him in taking advantage of (tirons parti de) either the truth or the fiction of his adopted 

children (the characters Paul and Virginie in his novel) in favor of his own children (also 

named Paul and Virginie).  As the well-chosen ambivalence of the word “celle” permits, 

Saint-Pierre is in fact inviting us to take part in both truth and fiction to benefit future 

generations.  Or rather, he is employing fiction as a vector to convey the experience of a 

 
4 Wilda Anderson explores this eighteenth-century struggle to find language to 

describe scientific phenomena that is rhetorically persuasive all the while attempting to 
make invisible the rhetoric used to communicate it.  Wilda Anderson, Between the 
Library and the Laboratory: The Language of Chemistry in Eighteenth-Century France 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984). 

5 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed. Jean Ehrard 
(Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 36.  
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certain mode of truth to his reader.  I will return to this point below.  In this chapter I will 

argue that the creative and performative operation of figural thinking is often employed 

by eighteenth-century French writers to render epistemologically transformative their 

texts of knowledge of the natural world.  This chapter aims to examine the interpretive 

possibilities offered in reading eighteenth-century French texts, specifically Bernardin de 

Saint-Pierre’s novel Paul et Virginie, through the tension between critical and creative 

strategies, considered through the theoretical framework of disenchantment and re-

enchantment.6 

Enchantment and Enlightenment 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines “enchant” as the action to exert magical 

influence upon; to bewitch, lay under a spell; also to endow with magical properties; to 

influence irresistibly or powerfully, as if by a charm; to hold spellbound or to delude; to 

attract, win over, compel or induce, as if by magic. 

I propose a more nuanced conceptualization of “re-enchantment” to examine this 

unstable amalgamation of materialist disenchantment and its opposite.  To describe the 

concepts simply, disenchantment involves stripping away transcendental meaning(s) in 

favor of a purely materialist explanation for the natural world.  Re-enchantment is then 

the re-encoding of such knowledge in a framework that either applies some new 

mystification, or points to a new ontology giving place, order, and a sense of relation in 

human terms. 

 
6 See my chapter 1 for more ample discussion of the critical interventions around 

the dichotomy of disenchantment and re-enchantment. 
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Michael Saler and Joshua Landy have written about the tension between viewing 

the world on the one hand in a purely rational materialistic fashion, under the banner of 

disenchantment (with full credit to Max Weber),7 and on the other hand as the counter-

reaction of rehabilitating a worldview to make room for mystery and transcendence under 

the banner of re-enchantment.8  In this theoretical binary, disenchantment is a move to 

remove fancy and error from knowledge to deliver that which is rational, routinely 

observable, and useful.  In this sense, the initial project for Saint-Pierre’s Études de la 

nature (Studies of Nature) is a natural history project of demystification, in lineage from 

Aristotle, Pliny, and Buffon and Daubenton’s immense contemporaneous Histoire 

naturelle (Natural History), mentioned obliquely in the Études as the work of “plusieurs 

modernes célèbres” (several famous modern persons).9  Yet the Études as a 

demystification of nature includes its fair share of artful rhetoric. 

In an age of colonization and exploration, producing useful knowledge and 

deciphering humankind’s relationship to this new, changing world was an underlying 

preoccupation of French Enlightenment writers.  Truth, as figured in the frontispiece to 

the Encyclopédie, is staged between the opposite actions of Reason and Imagination.  

Reason first strips off the veil from Truth, and then Imagination re-clothes her with 

embellishments. Interestingly, while many of the recent critical inquiries that explore the 

 
7 Max Weber wrote in his 1918 essay “Wissenschaft als Beruf” (“Science as a 

Vocation”) that “The fate of our times is characterized by rationalization and 
intellectualization and, above all, by the ‘disenchantment of the world.’” Lecture at 
Munich University, 1918 (Munich: Duncker & Humbolt, 1919), 16. 

8 Joshua Landy and Michael T. Saler, The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular 
Magic in a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009). 

9 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Études de la nature, 3rd ed. (Paris: 
Didot le jeune, 1788), 1:1.  Unless otherwise stated, all citations are from this edition. 
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idea of re-enchantment locate the origin of disenchantment in the eighteenth-century 

instrumentalizing of knowledge, most of them look to nineteenth-century works for re-

enchantment, finding it in texts pointing to Romanticism, modern science, Mesmerism or 

even in the poetry of Mallarmé.  Landy sees lucid self-delusion (a form of re-

enchantment) as a key intuition at the center of his poetry: “For Mallarmé, there is 

nothing beyond the world we know […] yet at the same time, no escape from the need to 

believe that there is something more.”10 

As seen in previous studies of Enlightenment texts, such as that of Ernst Cassirer 

or the cultural historians Ehrard and Duchet, we have typically understood the 

Enlightenment as movement of desacralization and secularization — that is to say a 

movement of ‘disenchantment’ of the material world by authors and intellectuals who 

strove to represent the world in a rational materialist discourse, relying exclusively on the 

evidence of the senses.11  Beginning with Friedrich Nietzsche’s passing use of the 

expression Gegen-Aufklärung (counter-enlightenment) in 1877, but more prominently 

after Isaiah Berlin’s 1973 essay on “The Counter-Enlightenment,” other scholars have 

offered a counter-Enlightenment narrative that suggests the production of various forms 

of what could be called ‘re-enchantment’ as the most apt perspective from which to 

 
10 See Joshua Landy’s chapter “Modern Magic: Jean-Eugène Robert-Houdin and 

Stéphane Mallarmé” in The Re-enchantment of the World, 125. 
11 Some of the critical works that have helped define “the French Enlightenment”  

include Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1951), Jean Ehrard, L’Idée de Nature en France dans la première 
moitié du XVIIIe siècle (Paris: S.E.V.P.E.N, 1963), and Michèle Duchet, Anthropologie 
et histoire au siècle des lumières (Paris: Albin Michel, 1995). 
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understand the notion of Enlightenment progress (consider Adorno and Horkheimer’s 

darker view of Enlightenment ‘progress’).12 

One group of scholars rethinking the prevailing narratives of the French 

Enlightenment is represented by the Super-Enlightenment project.  Spearheaded by Dan 

Edelstein, the group examined cases where intellectuals in the eighteenth century 

employed what could be called an ‘Enlightenment-style’ critical approach to study and 

describe mystical phenomena.  Edelstein and colleagues termed this the “Super-

Enlightenment.”  Their collective research project “recognizes that ‘hermetic’ and 

‘ordinary’ philosophers often shared an identical epistemological framework.”13  That 

research focuses on what could be considered the mis-application of Enlightenment 

rational, critical thought processes to an inadmissible object — the unobservable. 

Edelstein’s Super-Enlightenment project suggests that it is inadequate to view 

most texts of the siècle des Lumières as exhibiting exclusively either disenchantment or 

veiled re-enchantment. I pursue that argument here, showing that we can more fully 

appreciate these texts when they are seen as manifesting the conjoined operation of both.  

The texts in our study perform critical work through the interaction of both processes.  

These texts make claims about the organization and function of the natural world.  The 

 
12 Nietzsche’s use of the expression is under debate, apparently occurring only in 

a notebook entry, published posthumously as part of the Nachgelassene Fragmente 
(Posthumous Fragments).  Isaiah Berlin is credited with popularizing the idea in his essay 
“Counter-Enlightenment,” eventually published in Against the Current: Essays in the 
History of Ideas. (London: Hogarth Press, 1979), 1-32. 

13 See the introduction to this compiled volume for an overview of the 
complementary and contradictory applications of Enlightenment principles and discourse 
during the eighteenth century.  Dan Edelstein, ed. The Super-Enlightenment: Daring to 
Know Too Much (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2010), 6. 
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authors seek to enlighten, that is to say they aim to change the readers.  This intent to 

effect change is often explicitly stated and stems from a desire to better the human 

condition.  An author who admires wisdom uses words as tools to undo/destabilize an 

unhealthy fiction (disenchant).  The unhealthy fiction is any accepted knowledge that is 

incorrect and deprives human beings of the ability to master and possess the natural 

world and their own lives.  As philosophes and savants see a positive result from critical 

questions and investigations yielding new and particularly useful/instrumentalizable 

answers, the siècle des Lumières takes shape as a broader phenomenon.  Writing a better 

future for humanity requires questioning, loosening the bonds of traditional knowledge, 

and forging a new understanding framed in a new world view (re-enchantment).  The 

disenchantment/re-enchantment tension is an unstable but productive pairing found in 

eighteenth-century French writing. 

When considering the opposition between disenchantment and re-enchantment, 

we encounter multiple analogous binary pairs in the writing of the eighteenth century.  

These binaries include oppositionally-charged rhetorical poles like creative versus 

critical, vérité versus fiction, and in the particular case of Saint-Pierre’s writing, sentiment 

versus système.  While it is tempting to try to map each of these pairs onto a basic binary 

of science versus literature, this gesture collapses meaningful differences between the 

rhetorical strategies in each specific pair.  The operation of such pairs in eighteenth-

century French writing, as we shall see, is not to privilege one category over the other, 

but rather to create something through an amalgamation of the two partners.  This 

chapter is an exploration of the diversity and instability of one such amalgamation – 

système and sentiment. 
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Paul et Virginie at the intersection of système and sentiment   
Paul et Virginie presents an unusual case of a core idea (the providence of nature) 

written about in three different genres by the same author.  The textual trajectory begins 

in the travel account Voyage à l’île de France, revisits those natural observations in the 

Études de la nature, and culminates in the pastoral novel Paul et Virginie, published as 

the final volume of the Études de la nature.  The completion of a natural history work 

with a novel begs the question of how genre plays a role in shaping representation.  In the 

present study, we are concerned with the alliance of critical and creative processes to 

instrumentalize and humanize knowledge of the observable world.  In the texts we will 

analyze, the creative re-encoding of the world acknowledges a greater cosmos and human 

place in it; however, this re-encoding, or “re-enchantment” effort, is focused on 

restructuring the cognitive manner of representation, rather than on appealing to a 

metaphysical reality.  We will consider the novel Paul et Virginie as the culmination of a 

series of texts written in different genres by Saint-Pierre but on the same topic that, taken 

together, reveal the work of refiguring natural knowledge in terms of a tension between 

système and sentiment.   

In order to understand how Paul et Virginie is a re-enchantment of the 

classificatory disenchantment of the Études de la nature, it is necessary to explicate the 

relationship between these two texts.  Ambivalence about the utility and eloquence of 

representation is an enduring concern in eighteenth-century French texts, particularly 

those on the then-inchoate boundaries between the genres of natural history and 

literature.  Certainly, one intriguing example of this ambivalence can be seen in the 

Études de la nature.  It is an encyclopedic project that the author first published in 1784 
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in incomplete form, after a being stymied by a methodological problem of accurate 

description.  Four years later in 1788 Saint-Pierre published a third edition, curiously 

concluded with a novel, Paul et Virginie (Paul and Virginia).   

Paul et Virginie in the context of Saint-Pierre’s other writing 
Saint-Pierre bluntly begins the third edition of his Études de la nature by stating 

that almost nothing has changed from the previous edition.  “Voici la troisième édition 

des Études de la nature, qui ne diffère presqu’en rien de la précédente, à l’exception d’un 

quatrième volume que j’y ai ajouté” (EN 1:i).14  The litotes of the opening line leaves the 

reader to wonder at the content of this entire fourth volume which is seemingly discarded 

as “almost nothing” [presque rien] by the author. With great rhetorical skill, the writer 

plays a shell game with the reader, hiding the valuable new content and misdirecting the 

reader to a short list of minor corrections and revised phrasings he has made to the first 

three volumes. This gambit increases the reader’s interest in this seemingly discounted 

fourth volume.  In this manner Saint-Pierre sets the stage to regard the fourth volume, 

which comprises only works of fiction, as equivalent to the other three volumes. 

Saint-Pierre’s quest in the Études de la nature to ‘disenchant’ natural knowledge 

(that is, to strip away supernatural explanations, relying on the evidence of the senses) for 

a study of nature, seems at odds then with his decision to conclude and complete the 

study with the beguiling power (and aesthetic ‘re-enchantment’) of that knowledge in the 

 
14 “Here is the third edition of the Studies of Nature, which differs in almost 

nothing from the preceding edition, with the exception of a fourth volume that I added to 
it.” 
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form of a pastoral novel.15  And yet this gesture toward a different representational 

approach imbued his texts with an appeal and longevity difficult to account for based on 

content alone.  Colas Duflo has suggested that today, as during the ‘Age of Reason,’ 

nostalgia and longing for a sense of connection and purpose in the universe explain our 

continued attraction to these texts.  

le succès des Études de la nature en leur temps et le plaisir qu’on peut 
encore éprouver à les lire aujourd’hui ne tiennent-ils finalement au fait 
qu’elles décrivent dans un style somptueux une nature bienveillante, en 
rapport avec nous, un monde à notre mesure et qui nous convient?  Ce 
succès et notre plaisir seraient alors le revers de la nostalgie d’une nature 
évanouie dans le passé de l’histoire des idées révolues que la science et la 
philosophie désenchanteresses des modernes nous ont définitivement fait 
perdre.16   

 

The novel Paul et Virginie is thus the culmination of multiple attempts (in 

multiple genres) to capture a certain kind of truth of his observations of his voyage to the 

Île de France.  From travel account to scientific treatise and finally to pastoral novel, 

Saint-Pierre tried different genres to find the most fitting rhetorical tools to represent his 

observations of the world. 

In Voyage à l’Île de France, his 1773 travel account of a three-year stay on Île de 

France (now Mauritius) located off the east coast of Africa, Saint-Pierre describes a 

tension he senses in writing on natural history.  "J’ai cru y voir le caractère sensible d’une 

providence; et j’en ai parlé, non comme d’un système qui amuse mon esprit, mais comme 

 
15 Saint-Pierre lays out the scope and method of his project thus: “Je formai, il y a 

quelques années, le projet d’écrire une histoire générale de la nature […] J’ai employé à 
cette recherche toutes les forces de ma raison.” Études de la nature, 1:1-2. 

16 Colas Duflo, “Le hussard et l’inscription,” in Études de la nature, ed. Colas 
Duflo (Saint-Etienne: Publications de l’Université de Saint-Etienne, 2007), 28. 
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d’un sentiment dont mon cœur est plein."17  This short passage declares Saint-Pierre’s 

choice between two opposing approaches to natural history.  On the one hand, he notes 

the tendency among the natural historians of his day to embrace the critical apparatus of a 

system which breaks down the natural world into categories and items for manipulation 

by the intellect; the other approach offers a manner of communication that re-encodes 

this providence as satiating sentiment.  He has chosen to write about the observable traits 

of nature in the same manner as he would speak of a feeling of which his heart is full.18  

Saint-Pierre rejects the mode of system-making which is the hallmark of many grand 

knowledge projects in Europe at the time from Linneaus to Pluche to the Encyclopédie.  

Instead, he embraces a mode of communication that resonates with emotion, to speak of 

his subject “as of a feeling my heart is filled with.”  The passage does not state that nature 

is a sentiment, but rather that the author has chosen to forego representing nature as a 

system which is appealing to the mind, but ultimately seen as mere amusement.  Instead, 

the author chooses to represent nature in a manner that is fulfilling and is comprehended 

by feelings rather than the intellect. 

Paul et Virginie builds on this conceptual pairing of système and sentiment, 

transforming the inhospitable description of Île de France from the Voyage into the lush 

paradise home of the two children.  Île de France as the setting for both texts indicates a 

certain relationship between those works, with the author’s direct observations of the 

 
17 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Voyage à l’île de France: un officier 

du roi à l’île Maurice: 1768-1770,  Yves Bénot, ed. (1773)  (Paris: La Découverte, 1983), 
26. 

18 The cult of sensibilité that arose in the eighteenth century created an active 
readership and market for sentimental novels by authors such as Pierre de Marivaux, 
Abbé Prévost, and Samuel Richardson.  See Robert Darnton, The Great Cat Massacre. 
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Voyage providing a claim of authenticity for the narration of the novel.  The publication 

of Paul et Virginie in the final tome of the Études de la nature requires us also to 

consider the nature of their connection.  I argue that all three texts are attempts by the 

author to give an adequate representation of nature and humankind’s relation to it, one 

that answers Saint-Pierre’s epistemological concern to balance instrumentalization 

against humanization.  With the freedom to invent content and the persuasive tools of 

figurative language, the novel affords an author wide latitude to persuade through the 

reader’s imaginary experience of fiction.  Paul et Virginie offers us a uniquely positioned 

text with which to examine the epistemological tension between système and sentiment. 

The unexpected connection between scientific treatise and novel takes center 

stage in this discussion.  In stating that Paul et Virginie was the conclusion to his 

unfinished Études de la nature, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre invites us to consider the 

articulation between these two works.  In the foreword to Paul et Virginie, he writes that 

this work is to be considered part of, and the conclusion to, his Études de la nature. “Ce 

quatrième volume renferme deux histoires […] Mais tout se tient dans la nature, et tout se 

rassemble dans des Études.”19  “J’ai donc compris ce faible essai sous le nom et à la suite 

de mes Études de la Nature.”20  We are left to wonder how the creative fiction of the 

novel can be said to comprise part of a natural history, let alone to complete it. 

If the aim of Saint-Pierre’s natural history is disenchantment, a move to shear 

away transcendent associations (superstition, tradition, etc.), in order to set the 

 
19 Saint-Pierre, Études, 4: lxxx (80-81 of the Notice in Tome 4). 
20 This rationale is found at the end of the long Avant-propos to the text of Paul et 

Virginie in the 1788 edition of Études de la nature. (Études 4: lxxxviii). 
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foundations of knowledge on a bedrock of rational materialism, then why would a writer 

risk using the tools of creative persuasion (in other words, fiction) to present that 

knowledge to others?21  The inherent falseness of fiction can lead one into error.  

Representing that-which-is-not in a fashion that presents a semblance of realism creates 

the conditions of duplicity and falsehood, and thus risks being accused of artfulness — of 

skillfully creating an illusion for the purpose of deceit. 

Saint-Pierre wrote in his travel observations that nature was not something he 

could fully represent with an intellectual system, but rather that it was something to be 

put into words that are understood through sentiment.  A close reading of system and 

sentiment functioning together in Saint-Pierre’s writing will help us not only appreciate 

the tension in this struggle in eighteenth-century thought, but also move beyond that to 

understand how system and sentiment work together to create a new epistemology. 

Saint-Pierre observes nature as something to be written about not in terms of 

system, but in terms of a sentiment.  However, Saint-Pierre does not write about 

sentiment strictly in the manner we would come to expect.22 

 
J’en ai été si étonné moi-même, que j’ai cru long-temps que c’était moi, et 
non pas eux, qui avais perdu sur ce point le sentiment de l’évidence.  Je 
n’osais même m’ouvrir à personne sur cet article, non plus que sur les 
autres objets de ces Études; car je n’ai presque rencontré dans le monde, 
que des hommes vendus aux systèmes qui ont fait fortune, ou à ceux qui la 

 
21 Nicholas Paige examines the evolution of the Western concept of ‘fiction’ and 

its relation to truth in Before Fiction: The Ancien Régime of the Novel (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 

22 The study of sentimental fiction in the eighteenth century typically explores the 
role of empathy in the relation of a European reading subject to a distant and different 
“other.”  This dynamic reinforces distinction instead of erasing it.  In addition to our 
previous references on the sentimental novel, see also Lynn Hunt, Inventing Human 
Rights: A History, 1st ed. (New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 2007), 209–11. 
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font faire. […] D’ailleurs, comment raisonner avec des gens qui 
s’enveloppent dans des nuages d’équations ou de distinctions 
métaphysiques, pour peu que vous les pressiez par le sentiment de la 
vérité?  Si ces refuges leur manquent, ils vous accablent par les authorités 
innombrables qui les ont subjugués eux-mêmes, sans raisonner, et dont ils 
comptent bien subjuguer à leur tour.23 

 
In this passage, Saint-Pierre attaches the term ‘sentiment’ to the idea of evidence and 

truth, as proven by geometry and experiment.  Then he goes on to decry the fact that 

those who have lost the “sentiment of evidence” are instead sold on “systems” taught in 

school.  System thinking leads to blind acceptance, and likely error, while the sentiment 

of evidence is a personal approach to finding truth.24  Abstract theory, such as equations 

and metaphysics, distracts from truth and renders difficult the act of reasoned 

communication with others.  Saint-Pierre insists twice in the above passage that 

reasoning with people of this mindset is not possible.  In some sense, distancing 

knowledge of nature from the act of experiencing nature is disenchanting.  Removing the 

sensorial element (évidence) from observational experience displaces knowledge from 

the realm of sentiment and the figural and into the domain of pure intellect and the 

discursive.  For Saint-Pierre there is a fundamental disconnect between these two modes 

of encoding and representing knowledge, to the point where a person representing 

knowledge in one mode finds it impossible to communicate reasonably with a person 

relying on the other mode.  

 
23 Études, 1: xi-xii, emphasis mine. 
24 Jessica Riskin notes that the term “esprit de système” was a widely used epithet 

in eighteenth-century disputes, used to depict the target of one’s disagreement to be a 
person constrained and devoid of something necessary to forming sound opinions. 
Science in the Age of Sensibility (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002). 
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One of the fundamental flaws in the intellectual mode that Saint-Pierre critiques is 

the systemic reliance on authority.  The system of transmission of knowledge based on 

authority of the source rather than on direct evidence is represented as violence against a 

person.  Savants who are operating in the system mode have “lost” the sense of evidence, 

have sold themselves in order to gain advancement, require a refuge when faced with 

questions based in the other mode, and then pile on innumerable references to other 

scholars who have established their authority by “subjugation” of the student who will in 

turn perpetuate the cycle of abuse by inculcating the same respect for scholarly authority 

in their own students.  Saint-Pierre makes the claim that purely intellectual knowledge of 

nature is divorced from the reality it purports to describe, having abandoned the reliance 

on sensorial evidence that sentiment still sustains.  Ultimately this body of system 

knowledge is supported by chains of authority leading back to learned societies and 

philosophes instead of to the primary subject — nature itself.   

Elsewhere in this section, Saint-Pierre claims that philosophy has veiled the laws 

of nature from European savants, prejudiced by the authority of Aristotle’s name which 

was consecrated in all the universities of Europe.  Instead, he urges the reader to take up 

the motto of the Royal Society of London: “Nullius in Verba” (On the word of no one).25  

This motto is a statement of professional ethics, regarding the proper way to conduct 

affairs.  These arguments beg the question of how Saint-Pierre came to have a powerful 

and direct experience of nature and reliance on the sort of thought based in experience he 

advocates. 

 
25 Études, 1:xxi. 
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Saint-Pierre travelled extensively starting at the age of twelve when he took his 

first ocean voyage accompanying his uncle, a ship’s captain, to Martinique.  Employing 

observation skills honed in travel accounts of his voyages, Saint-Pierre attempted an 

encyclopedic natural history project, his Études de la nature.  His initial plan was to write 

a natural history, in the model of Aristotle, Pliny, Bacon, and other famous eighteenth-

century contemporaries.26  The initial project of the Études hit an obstacle in approach 

that would defer Saint-Pierre’s completion of the project for several years.  In his study 

on the strawberry plant, he describes encountering a seemingly insurmountable 

methodological crisis in his description work.  Referring to his perception that a 

description of the strawberry would be incomplete without accounting for the various 

insects that also seem to be part of the life of the plant, he states, 

Si on pense maintenant que toutes ces espèces, variétés, analogies, 
affinités, ont dans chaque latitude des relations nécessaires avec une 
multitude d’animaux, et que ces relations nous sont tout-à-fait inconnues, 
on verra que l’histoire complète du fraisier suffirait pour occuper tous les 
naturalistes du monde.27 

 
Saint-Pierre’s conclusion points to his growing sense of the futility of natural 

history, and it suggests that he was left pondering a new solution to this quest for 

knowledge.  The demands for totality required by a system of description surpass what an 

individual is capable of encompassing.  “La nature est infiniment étendue, et je suis un 

homme très-borné.  Non seulement son histoire générale, mais celle de la plus petite 

 
26 Saint-Pierre writes in the first Étude, “Je formai, il y a quelques années, le 

projet d’écrire une histoire générale de la nature, à l’imitation d’Aristote, de Pline, du 
chancelier Bacon et de plusieurs modernes célèbres.” Études 1:1. 

27 Études, 1:15. 
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plante, est bien au-dessus de mes forces.”28  Diderot makes a similar argument about the 

difficulties encountered in creating the Encyclopédie: 

Il eût été difficile de se proposer un objet plus étendu que celui de traiter 
de tout ce qui a rapport à la curiosité de l’homme, à ses devoirs, à ses 
besoins, & à ses plaisirs. Aussi quelques personnes accoutumées à juger 
de la possibilité d’une entreprise […] ont prononcé que jamais nous 
n’achèverions la nôtre. […] Quand on vient a considérer la matière 
immense d’une Encyclopédie, la seule chose qu’on aperçoive 
distinctement, c’est que ce ne peut être l’ouvrage d’un seul homme.29 
 

 
28 Études, 1:2-3. 
29 “Encyclopédie,” Encyclopédie, 5:635. 
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Figure 2.1. The novel Paul et Virginie, appearing in print for the first time as part 
of the third edition of Études de la nature.  Image Source: Bibliothèque Nationale 
de France. 

If we consider the novel to be related to the main project of the Études, then it 

must be a response to this problem of the limits of description.  Saint-Pierre was, as we 

have observed, not the only author to contend with these issues and was among those 

who experimented with new ways to provide an adequate description of the natural 

world.  This experimentation was both methodological as well as rhetorical, as Joanna 
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Stalnaker argues: “description became, during the Enlightenment, a site of 

methodological tensions and competing truth claims that resulted in epistemological and 

linguistic experimentation and transformation.”30  Moreover, the novel occupies a 

position at the end of the Études not just sequentially, but as a capstone to the whole 

project.  Jean Fabre sees the inclusion of Paul et Virginie in the Études de la nature “as a 

logical and meaningful aesthetic choice on Saint-Pierre’s part.”  Fabre continues, 

claiming that “this association was not entirely arbitrary […] Paul et Virginie was indeed, 

in a certain way, this ‘Painting of Nature’ that the artist finally sensed he had brought to 

its point of perfection, a studio and competition piece, a master work, destined to crown 

the ‘studies,’ understood in the technical sense of the term.”31  I argue that Paul et 

Virginie is a genre redraft of a project to describe nature and humankind’s place in it, 

with roots in the Voyage, continuing in development with the Études, and culminating in 

this final fiction genre text.  

The novel Paul et Virginie is both a creative distraction from the natural history 

project and an attempt to apply its principles to human society.  In the novel, Saint-Pierre 

portrays a microcosm of society (“une petite société”) in two families who live side-by-

side tucked away in a valley on Île de France.  The story of Paul and Virginie recounts 

the fortunes of two single mothers who seek a better future far from France on colonial 

Île de France.  Marguerite and Madame de la Tour, though of different social classes, set 

 
30 Joanna Stalnaker, The Unfinished Enlightenment: Description in the Age of the 

Encyclopedia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2010), 212. 
31 Stalnaker’s translation, p. 69 citing Jean Fabre’s “Paul et Virginie pastorale,” 

Lumières et romantisme: Énergie et nostalgie de Rousseau à Mickiewicz, 2nd ed. (Paris: 
Klincksieck, 1980), 234. 
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up households adjacent to each other in a remote valley where they raise their children, 

Paul and Virginie, respectively, together almost as siblings.  This little society consists of 

the two women, their children, and two slaves who are the domestic servants of the 

women.  All seems a tropical utopia where these refugees from regular French society 

strive to live simply and in harmony with divine providence, until the children reach 

adolescence.  Before emerging maturity and sexual awareness create problems, Virginie’s 

mother sends her back to France to live with a wealthy relative.  When Virginie finally 

returns to Île de France to reunite with Paul, she tragically perishes in a shipwreck within 

sight of her family onshore. 

Saint-Pierre states in the preamble to Paul et Virginie that the text “n’est au fond 

qu’un délassement de mes Études de la nature, et l’application que j’ai faite de ses lois au 

bonheur de deux familles malheureuses.”32  The novel is thus both a relaxation from a 

natural history project and the application of that knowledge to transform two unfortunate 

families into happy ones, if only in writing.  Contrasted to the descriptive and persuasive 

essay style of the Études, the emotionally touching narrative of Paul et Virginie marks a 

shift from appealing to the reader’s rational mind to influencing the reader instead via a 

different style of thinking – sentimental thinking.  “Il faut des commentaires pour 

entendre aujourd’hui les livres de l’antiquité, qui sont les ouvrages de la raison […] mais 

il n’en faudra jamais pour être touché des prières de Priam aux pieds d’Achilles, du 

désespoir de Didon, des tragédies de Racine, et des fables naïves de La Fontaine.”33  In 

 
32 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed. Jean Ehrard 

(Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 30. 
33 Saint-Pierre, Études, 3:15. 
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Étude XII, Saint-Pierre makes the argument that works of reason require commentary to 

understand, particularly if they are from a different context or time, but he claims that 

works that are accessed through sentimental understanding do not require this mediation 

and solicit an active response.  This is indeed how the text of Paul et Virginie functions 

as a more universal, activating, and humanizing version of some of the truths about 

nature that Saint-Pierre was attempting to convey in the Études.  

Observing the passages in the novel where the landscape is named, “l’arbre de 

Paul,” “le repos de Virginie,” and “la Découverte de l’amitié,” or otherwise imbued with 

meaning beyond itself, we can see the text’s attempts to establish a connection beyond 

mere material existence, or to create a new order to the world within which the two 

families may again find happiness.  In a similar interpretation, Jean-Michel Racault finds 

these toponyms create a ‘readable’ landscape that invests nature with references beyond 

the natural realm.  “Ces noms isolent dans l’espace inorganisé du domaine des sortes de 

‘points nodaux’ subjectivement investis par les membres de la ‘petite société’ d’une 

intense valeur affective […] ils sont associés à quelque particularité de l’histoire propre 

de leurs habitants.”34  This effort to create new connections and reframe the signification 

of the natural world is the work of re-enchantment.  The fiction of Paul et Virginie, 

positioned in the context of a natural history work, thus helps us to uncover the function 

of the novel in this tension between système and sentiment, between disenchantment and 

re-enchantment of the world.   

 
34 Jean-Michel Racault. “Système de la toponymie et organisation de l’espace 

romanesque dans Paul et Virginie,” in Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century 
242, (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1986), 384. 
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Saint-Pierre claims that Paul et Virginie is an application of the laws of nature he 

was writing about in his Études de la nature.  However, it is also writing that employs a 

different mode from the Études where he describes writing the novel as a “délassement” 

from the Études de la nature.  In the dictionaries of the day, “délassement” signifies a 

relaxation or repose needed by the mind as much as by the body after difficult work.  The 

definitions also offer that “le changement d’occupation et de travail délasse l’esprit, et 

quelquefois même le corps.”35  We see then that délassement is not necessarily 

synonymous with cessation of work, but with a change in activity that unwinds or 

‘unlaces’ from work that has grown tiresome.  We should understand that drafting the 

novel Paul et Virginie is not so much a rest from the primary work of the Études as it is 

work on the same problematic in a different mode — it is still an application of the 

systems of nature Saint-Pierre is studying. 

Thus, rather than regard Paul et Virginie as a side venture, we can come to see it 

as an evolution of the previous studies.  Referring again to the quote above, this 

concluding novel applies principles gleaned from the earlier studies, and it does so for a 

purpose.  Applying nature’s revealed laws or systems, Saint-Pierre confers joy or good 

fortune on two families who are qualified as “unhappy” or “unfortunate” (malheureuses) 

through his text.  We may wonder why, here again, Saint-Pierre explicitly mentions 

“deux familles.”  If the benefit of this new insight into nature’s laws applied to only one 

family, that would not signal general applicability, but rather devolve into the realm of 

particular story.  Since this creative text affects not just one brave protagonist, nor even 

 
35 Entry “Délassement” in the Dictionnaire critique de la langue française, 1787. 
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one family, but rather two families, it can therefore be seen as illustrative of society, or at 

least of a portion of society.  The fact that multiple families are raised from ‘malheur’ to 

‘bonheur’ demonstrates a universal effect to what Saint-Pierre claims about the laws of 

nature.  The novel gives an experience based on Saint-Pierre’s study of nature, wherein 

harmonious application of this understanding transforms people. 

Given the tragic dénouement of the novel, it is somewhat surprising that Saint-

Pierre refers to happiness for the two families.  The reader is led to experience a feeling 

of unease at the intrusion of the local governor, M. de la Bourdonnais, who is pressed by 

Mme. de la Tour’s relatives to secure Virginie’s voyage to France.  The reader also 

experiences the loss of Virginie who dies tantalizingly close to achieving her return to the 

island ideal she dearly misses while in France.  And the framing narrative leads the reader 

to experience the wistful loss expressed by the vieillard who recounts the history of the 

abandoned valley to the traveler whose narrative voice opens the story.  These layers of 

loss are created to lead away from the island and back to the reader in Europe.  The 

idyllic island existence, that is to say the pastoral experience of morally noble characters 

living harmoniously with nature, is created for the reader as a memory to be sought after.  

The feeling of loss invests the ideals of societal formation and harmonious relationship to 

nature presented in the novel with an emotional resonance.  This emotional resonance is 

one not available, I would argue, from a textual genre based in the declarative phrases of 

encyclopedic knowledge.  It is however, on the other hand, ideally offered in the creative 

illusion of a novelistic genre.  For Saint-Pierre, discovery of the ‘laws of nature’ begins in 

the studies and finds its application in the novel.  He is no longer presenting laws or 

systems to appeal to the mind / esprit but is now creating an experience for the reader 
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designed to fill the heart.  The happiness referred to above is Saint-Pierre’s ideal, 

experienced through Paul et Virginie’s characters in the middle of the valley, in the 

middle of the double narrative frames of the novel, before the reader experiences the 

sentiment of loss as the society of metropolitan France exerts influence.  In this way we 

perceive a double set of experience — that of the fictional characters and that of the 

reader.  This may suggest that the ‘reality’ of the reader’s experience derives from its 

origination in a fictional experience. 

While the connections between the Études de la nature and Paul et Virginie can 

be drawn from Saint-Pierre’s statements and the imbrication of the latter in the former, 

the connections between Paul et Virginie and the Voyage à l’île de France also provide 

critical revelations about the genesis of the novel.  It is in the Voyage that Saint-Pierre 

first describes his perspective on système versus sentiment for understanding nature.  It is 

through the Voyage that we can appreciate how significantly Saint-Pierre altered his 

source material to accomplish the goals of Paul et Virginie.  The Voyage à l’île de 

France is Saint-Pierre’s travel account of his trip to Île de France, Île de Bourbon, and the 

Cap de Bonne-Espérance between 1768 and 1771.  It is his first published work, 

appearing in 1773.  

What, then, is the relation between Paul et Virginie and the Voyage?  For Robin 

Howells the Voyage à l’île de France presages Saint-Pierre’s later works, particularly the 

Études de la nature and Paul et Virginie. “[Saint-Pierre] himself seems to see it as 

foundational, not just later, but at the time […].  As he completes the Voyage, that is, 
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Bernardin already envisages developing from it a substantial intellectual construction.”36  

Meanwhile Yves Benot finds the Voyage a key to understanding Saint-Pierre’s theories 

about nature and providence.  Benot states, “En somme, à la seule exception du Paradis 

des amours enfantines de Paul et Virginie, tout ce qu’il [Bernardin de Saint-Pierre] avait 

à dire est présent dans le Voyage, matrice de tout ce qui suivra, mais pour une fois sans la 

moindre prolixité.”37  Benot is referring specifically to Saint-Pierre’s theory of 

Providence and natural harmony as well as his attention to plants, animals, and geology. 

Considering Paul et Virginie as the fictional re-working of the travel account of 

Voyage à l’île de France provides us with two important views into Paul et Virginie.  

The first of these insights is into Saint-Pierre’s conception of sentiment and système.  The 

second is the trajectory from travel account to pastoral novel that establishes a connection 

between the work of disenchantment and re-enchantment.  To understand better the 

significance of this travel account for his later novel, let us first examine the roles of 

sentiment and système in Saint-Pierre’s thought such as they are revealed in the Voyage. 

Sentiment versus système originates in the Voyage à l’île de France   
In the trajectory of Saint-Pierre’s writing that culminates in Paul et Virginie, we 

see that sentiment and system are two ways to read nature.  For Saint-Pierre they are 

oppositional, as we can see in this key passage from Voyage à l’île de France. 

 
36 Robin Howells, “Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s Founding Work: The Voyage à 

l’Île de France,” The Modern Language Review, 107, no. 3 (2012): 757.  
37 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint Pierre, Voyage à l’isle de France, à l’isle de 

Bourbon, au Cap de Bonne-Espérance, &c. Avec des observations nouvelles sur la 
nature et sur les hommes, par un officier du Roi, (2 vols. 1773), ed. Yves Benot (Paris: 
La Découverte/Maspero, 1983), 20.  Unless otherwise stated, all references will be to this 
edition. 
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J’ai écrit sur les plantes et les animaux, et je ne suis point naturaliste.  
L’histoire naturelle n’étant point renfermée dans des bibliothèques, il m’a 
semblé que c’était un livre où tout le monde pouvait lire.  J’ai cru y voir 
les caractères sensibles d’une providence; et j’en ai parlé, non comme d’un 
système qui amuse mon esprit, mais comme d’un sentiment dont mon 
cœur est plein.38 
 

Specialist knowledge or training is not required to understand nature.  Saint-Pierre 

demystifies this knowledge of the physical world by claiming it is open to any who can 

observe. The author stresses his lack of qualifications to write on the subject of plants and 

animals.  He wrote about them, but in no way is he a naturalist [“je ne suis point 

naturaliste”].  The negative construction with ne point is both a more formal register and 

a stronger negation than ne pas.  However, as strongly as Bernardin de Saint-Pierre 

downplays his qualification as a formal naturalist, he equally strongly claims the right of 

all to observe and understand nature.  Natural history, he writes, is not “closed up in 

libraries,” and this condition is not new, it is timeless, as shown by the use of the present 

participle étant.  It is a current condition, but also a state that recognizes no past or future.  

Thus natural history is free and is always free from being confined to libraries — the 

place of experts and a space apart from nature itself. 

Saint-Pierre then states his belief that natural history is legible in the “caractères 

sensibles” of this metaphorical ‘book’ open to all. To understand, one needs but be 

sensitive to the patterns of providence revealed in nature.  With the use of the term “une 

providence,” Saint-Pierre makes the claim that these patterns discernible to the sensitive 

person confirm a sense of purpose in nature, as something provided by a divine Creator 

 
38 Saint-Pierre, Voyage, 26. 
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for the use of humankind.  It is unclear whether Saint-Pierre’s text further claims that this 

providence is necessarily divine, or just possibly divine. 

Saint-Pierre elects to found his writing on the premise that satiating sentiment is 

the appropriate context for adequately representing this knowledge of nature, not the 

creation of systems which entertain or flatter the intellect.  In this implicit criticism of 

those naturalists such as Linnaeus, and to some extent Buffon, who strove to decode the 

patterns of nature to put them into their own system, Saint-Pierre criticizes the whole 

endeavor of systematizing knowledge.  Carl Linnaeus (1707 – 1778) perhaps best 

represented the idea of comprehending nature through the lens of system because he 

energetically challenged the cumbersome and inconsistent way that animals and plants 

had been identified by natural historians since Aristotle, Theophrastus and Pliny the 

Elder.  Linnaeus instead created a shorter taxonomic system to identify plants and 

animals by genus and species in Latin.  Linnaeus argued for the organized hierarchical 

structure of nature, which he published in his book Systema Naturae (1735) and refined 

over the following years in its many editions. 

Ultimately, Saint-Pierre claims that corralling nature’s story into categories is an 

effort to denature nature by making it fit into explanatory schema that flatter human 

intellect but betray the essence of what is thus being instrumentalized.  Saint-Pierre 

embraces a more humanistic approach that fills and fulfills his heart via the realm of 

feeling [sentiment].  This finds a parallel in the idea that figural representation can 

express what literal language cannot. 

In reflecting upon his voyage to the Île de France, Saint-Pierre opposes sentiment 

to système and not to the more-expected antonym of raison.  Sentiment and raison are 
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certainly considered in opposition in the eighteenth century, and in Saint-Pierre’s own 

work.  Saint-Pierre famously modified Descartes’ cogito, writing in French, “Descartes 

pose pour base des premières vérités naturelles: je pense; donc j’existe…  Je substitue 

donc à l’argument de Descartes celui-ci, qui me parait et plus simple et plus général: je 

sens; donc j’existe.”  Thus, Saint-Pierre opposes penser [to think] and sentir [to feel], to 

argue that the latter is the most apt way to think about the natural world.  In support of 

this argument, I refer to Jean-Michel Racault’s assessment of Saint-Pierre’s 

epistemological basis: “Le sentiment, plus que la raison, est en lui la faculté́ essentielle, 

celle qui détermine une autre forme de relation avec la nature: la connaissance de la 

création.”39  For Saint-Pierre rationalist thinking leads to becoming system-bound and 

paying more attention to the details of the system rather than admiring the creation it is 

meant to describe.  Saint-Pierre writes in the twelfth study of the Études, “Qu’est-ce, 

d’ailleurs, que cette raison dont on fait tant de bruit?  Puisqu’elle n’est que la relation des 

objets avec nos besoins, elle n’est donc que notre intérêt personnel.”40  Due to the way 

that Saint-Pierre finds reason to be individual, self-interested, and subject to social 

influences, he warns, “Méfions-nous donc de la raison, puisque dès les premiers pas elle 

nous égare dans la recherche de la vérité et du bonheur.”41  Where reason leads to 

methods and systems which ultimately thwart the goal of understanding nature, sentiment 

leads back to the creation that inspires it.   

 
39 Jean-Michel Racault, “L’homme et la nature chez Bernardin de Saint-Pierre,” 

Dix-huitième siècle, 45, no. 1 (2013): 316. 
40 Saint-Pierre, Études, 3:8. 
41 Saint-Pierre, 3:10. 
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We have established several French terms that are important for understanding 

these texts, notably sentiment and système.  It behooves us to examine the semantics of 

these terms as they would have been understood by a reader some 200+ years ago.42  For 

a modern reader the term “sentiment” evokes connotations of feeling and emotion-based 

thought.  The current-day French dictionary Le Grand Robert gives the common 

definition of the term ‘sentiment’ as “Tendance affective assez stable et durable, moins 

violente que l’émotion ou la passion; état qui en résulte.  Émotion, passion; affectivité, 

sensibilité.”43 However, the term is more complicated in the late eighteenth century.  The 

1762 dictionary of the Académie française gives five definitions for sentiment.  The first 

definition focuses on physical sensation conveyed to the mind or spirit, “Perception que 

l’ame a des objets, par le moyen des organes des sens.”44  The second definition similarly 

focuses on nervous system activity.  Not until the third definition do we find the 

emotional resonance that is more currently associated with the term, “SENTIMENT se 

dit Des affections, des passions, & de tous les mouvemens de l’ame.”  The fourth 

definition, “signifie aussi, L’opinion qu’on a de quelque chose, ce qu’on en pense, ce 

qu’on en juge,” echoes the general sense we will see in the Encyclopédie. 

 
42 An essential reference for sentiment in the eighteenth-century novel is Lynn 

Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire in Eighteenth-Century Britain and France 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006); other work that examined how 
sentiment translated from private to public expression in eighteenth-century writing is 
John Mullan, Sentiment and Sociability: The Language of Feeling in the Eighteenth 
Century (Oxford, England: Clarendon Press, 1988). 

43 Le Grand Robert de la langue française online, s.v. “Sentiment,” accessed June 
26, 2019, https://gr-bvdep-com.ezp3.lib.umn.edu/robert.asp 

44 Dictionnaire de l’Académie française 4th ed., (Brunet, 1762), s.v. “Sentiment,” 
2: 711. 
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If we analyze the first definition more closely, we can appreciate the connection 

to the physical emphasized by the term sentiment at the time: 

1. SENTIMENT. s.m. Perception que l’ame a des objets, par le moyen des 
organes des sens. Sentiment vif. Sentiment douloureux. Sentiment 
agréable. Il signifie de même, La faculté qu’a l’ame de recevoir 
l’impression des objets par les sens. Avoir le sentiment exquis, le 
sentiment délicat.45  

 

In this definition, we see that eighteenth-century French conceptions of sentiment 

focus first on the way the external world is perceived by the sensing and thinking 

apparatus of the body.  The Cartesian ambiguity toward the locus of thought is 

highlighted here by the juxtaposition of the intangible “âme” with the tangible sensory 

organs which communicate perceptions of material objects to that soul or mind.46  Note 

that the examples given in the definition remain on a very basic sensory level — pleasant, 

painful, or sharp sensations — emphasizing contact and the physicality of sensation, 

avoiding the question of how, for example, sight or smell function at a distance from the 

item seen or smelled.  However, this emphasis on sensory perception is not the only 

signification for the French term “sentiment” at the time. 

The third definition given by the same dictionary layers in the emotional aspect 

that is more commonly evoked today. 

3. SENTIMENT se dit Des affections, des passions, & de tous les 
mouvemens de l’ame. Sentiment noble, élevé, généreux, bas, lâche. 
Sentiment d’honneur, de probité. Sentiment d’amour, de tendresse. 

 
45 Dictionnaire de l’Académie française, 2: 711. 
46 Recall that French philosopher René Descartes sparked an enduring debate on 

mind/body split with his 1637 essay, Discours de la méthode, particularly in Part IV.  For 
greater discussion of the longevity and impact of Descartes’ work, see Stéphane Van 
Damme’s Descartes: Essai d’histoire culturelle d’une grandeur philosophique (Paris: 
Presses de Sciences Po, 2002). 
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Sentiment de haine, d’aversion, de colère, de vengeance. Sentiment de 
pitié. Sentiment de joie, de plaisir. Sentiment de douleur. Sentiment de 
reconnoissance. Sentiment d’estime, de respect. Sentiment de repentir. 
[…] 
On appelle Sentimens naturels, Certains mouvemens qui sont inspirés par 
la nature. La tendresse des pères envers leurs enfans, & celle des enfans 
envers leurs pères, sont des sentimens naturels. On dit dans le même sens, 
Ce père a perdu tous les sentimens de la nature. Il n’a aucun sentiment 
d’humanité.  

 

Again in this third definition we see that the seat of the sentiments is the “âme.”  

Here, however, we find that the soul or mind are both the object and the agent of affect.  

The movement of the soul/mind could either be in reaction to an impression received 

from the outside, or as agent generating that movement from within.  It is interesting to 

note the additional explanation of certain sentiments as being in alignment with nature, 

and the example given is of a positive affect such as parental tenderness.  In the last 

dictionary definition, we see the influence of nature in inspiring certain sentiments, which 

implies a connection between nature, natural forces and human thought or feeling. 

Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie offers more insight into the semantic 

range of the term “sentiment” in the eighteenth century.  “Sentiment” is described as 

mostly synonymous with the terms avis, pensée, and opinion, which may surprise a 

modern reader due to these terms’ lack of a connection to emotion.  Diderot writes the 

first entry under the multiple headword “Avis, Sentiment, Opinion.”  He writes that all 

these terms relate to a “jugement de l’esprit,” where sentiment distinguishes itself from 

avis or opinion by emphasis on the deliberation that precedes this judgment, and in the 
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way it implies sincerity.47  Jaucourt will simply rework Diderot’s definition for the later 

volume when “Sentiment” is the main headword accompanied by the other two 

synonyms.  When given as a synonym of “pensée,” Jaucourt states that sentiment is a 

simple enunciation of one’s ideas, and “une croyance qu’on a par des raisons ou solides 

ou apparentes.”  This definition again links sentiment to idea, reason, and belief.  The 

rather long definition given under the medical category concentrates on the faculty of 

feeling, that is to say, of physical sensation in the body.  The metaphysics category 

includes a definition of “Sentiment intime,” which crosslinks to “Évidence” and revolves 

around the awareness of one’s own existence and the awareness of all truths perceived by 

the self.  This series of definitions in the Encyclopédie gives us a sense of the wide lexical 

field associated with the term “sentiment” in the late eighteenth century.  We find in this 

understanding a representation of knowledge and the mind where thought is shaped by 

physical sensation, where the senses (the body) promise to provide a new way of 

knowing, where experience generates knowledge. 

It is curious that the Encyclopédie does not include the definition that refers to 

emotion and passion which the Académie’s dictionary does.  Where the Académie’s goal 

was to record language in use and defend a coherent structure of the French language, the 

Encyclopédie’s writers sought to change the common manner of thinking (“changer la 

façon commune de penser”).48  Thus this omission in the Encyclopédie points to a tension 

 
47 Compare the entry for “Avis, Sentiment, Opinion” (1:879) with the entry 

“Sentiment, Avis, Opinion” (15:57) and the entry “Pensée, Sentiment, Opinion” (12:309) 
in the Encyclopédie. 

48 Diderot writes in his entry “Encyclopédie” that this cognitive alteration is the 
goal of structuring their Encyclopedia with entries that are cross-linked with renvois. “Si 
ces renvois de confirmation & de réfutation sont prévus de loin, & préparés avec adresse, 
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between two approaches.  The Académie’s approach sought to systematize and control 

language usage as a part of Cardinal Richelieu’s strategy to consolidate power and 

national identity under one king, one nation, and one language.49  The approach of the 

Encyclopédie team was to undermine the conceptual system in place and replace it with a 

more critical thought process.  The encyclopedists  proposed to accomplish this through 

the principle organizing schema of a ‘tree of knowledge’ (“Système figuré des 

connaissances humaines”) and the use of cross-references that could serve to subtly 

undermine the content of one article by contextualizing it among other entries that were 

critical of the original entry.  The omission of the emotional definition for sentiment in 

the Encyclopédie stakes a position firmly advocating for judgment and a rational 

materialist conception of the body, and a move to undermine emotion as intangible and 

unreliable.  This opposition highlights the eighteenth-century struggle between asserting 

control over the material world through the creation of systems and validating humanity’s 

place in the cosmos through subjective and intangible experience — such as emotion.   

As we have established, the French concept of sentiment is closer to 

thought/judgment in the eighteenth century than it is to ‘emotion’ which is the term’s 

principal association today.  In the eighteenth century this ‘sentiment’ mode of thought is 

linked to actual physical sensation, and thus is connected to the broader world around the 

sensing individual.  This intimate connection between mind and sensory input evokes a 

feeling of permeability to the physical/natural world.  Through a novel, Saint-Pierre 

 
ils donneront à une Encyclopédie le caractere que doit avoir un bon dictionnaire; ce 
caractere est de changer la façon commune de penser.” 5:642. 

49 C.V. Wedgwood, Richelieu and the French Monarchy (New York: Collier 
Books, 1968), 110-11. 
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creates a fiction that conveys knowledge of the material world and the subject’s place 

within it. We can approach Saint-Pierre’s project by exploring the novel’s use of the 

pastoral genre. 

The pastoral egnre as a way of knowing nature 
One mode of writing that draws a strong connection between nature and human 

behavior is the pastoral genre.  

The pastoral genre is defined as “A literary work portraying rural life or the life of 

shepherds, esp. in an idealized or romantic form” (OED).  According to French literary 

scholar Jean Ehrard, the genre describes the happiness offered by nature and virtue 

together, and a “rêverie poétique sur l’âge d’or.”50  Pastoral literature descends from 

Greek antiquity in texts like Virgil’s “Bucolics” and the idylls of Theocritus.  Borrowing 

from the popularity of late Renaissance Spanish and Italian tales of shepherds and 

shepherdesses in bucolic settings, the French pastoral genre came into its own with the 

seventeenth-century monumental work by Honoré d’Urfé, L’Astrée.  Other authors such 

as Sorel will take on and challenge the pastoral genre in the seventeenth century, and its 

popularity will start to fade by the beginning of the eighteenth century.  Known for 

elegance of expression as well as great length (over 5,000 pages long), d’Urfé’s novel 

took its title from the name of the Greek goddess of justice, Astraea, who was known in 

mythology for being the last of the deities living among humans to leave the earth at the 

end of the Golden Age.  The choice of this goddess brought to d’Urfé’s novel, and the 

pastoral genre thereafter, the idea of a return to a golden age of justice, peace, and 

 
50 See Ehrard’s introductory remarks on genre and the pastoral in Jacques Henri 

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, ed. Jean Ehrard (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 9. 
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prosperity and harmonious existence with nature inhabited by divine presence again.  In 

1788, the same year Saint-Pierre publishes Paul et Virginie, Friedrich Schiller published 

his poem “Die Götter Griechenlandes” (The Gods of Greece) in which Schiller laments 

the “Entgötterung der Natur” (the ungodding or “secularization” of nature).51  These 

ideas of pastoral harmonious existence and a world rehabilitated with the divine will be 

of major importance to the novel Paul et Virginie.   

The pastoral is, however, a dated genre by the mid-eighteenth century and thus 

represents an unusual choice for Saint-Pierre, but he chooses this genre in order to 

remake it, “l’ouvrage n’est pas seulement daté […] par le genre même auquel l’auteur le 

rattache explicitement: ‘cette espèce de pastorale’ dont parle déjà l’Avant-propos de 

1788, l ‘humble pastorale’ du Préambule de 1806.”52 

The pastoral genre seeks to show humans living in harmony with nature.  But it 

typically does not figure humans in the form of the eighteenth century’s favored trope of 

the ‘noble savage,’ but rather features civilized humans who are in some fashion 

elevated, or of high social rank and who are making thoughtful choices about living in 

simplicity and harmony with nature, avoiding a more complicated civilization that is 

readily available to them.  Sentiment is a form of judgment informed by the impression of 

nature upon the senses and, in similar fashion, the pastoral is a genre of literature where 

persons exercise their judgment informed by the impression of the harmony of nature.  In 

 
51 Schiller’s poem about the Greek gods and what was lost when science and 

Protestant Christianity displaced a worldview encompassing everyday contact with the 
divine is often cited as the inspiration for Max Weber’s critique that the scientific mindset 
had stripped the world of charm, leaving it in a state of disenchantment (Entzauberung). 

52 From Jean Ehrard’s “Introduction to Paul et Virginie,” in Paul et Virginie, ed. 
Jean Ehrard (Paris: Gallimard, 2004), 9.  
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Paul et Virginie, sentiment expresses nature in the landscape surrounding the 

protagonists.   

Saint-Pierre’s novel begins with a painterly description of a landscape in need of 

rehabilitation.  “Sur le côté oriental de la montagne qui s’élève derrière le Port-Louis de 

L’Isle-de-France, on voit, dans un terrain jadis cultivé, les ruines de deux petites 

cabanes.”53  The field that once was worked is no longer cultivated, and the cabins of the 

owners are in ruins.  From the first phrase of the novel we see that something is amiss 

and that a previously productive, but simple, human settlement is lost, the remains in 

ruins.  The simplicity of the dwellings is implied with the expression “petites cabanes.”  

Not grand plantation estates, these were but small “cabanes,” meaning huts or shacks; the 

Dictionnaire de l’Académie française (1762) notes the primary example of a “cabane de 

berger,” or a shepherd’s hut.  (Intriguingly, the usage of the verb cabaner meaning “to 

shipwreck” is recorded for the first time in 1783 in the Encyclopédie méthodique marine 

–vocabulary with which Saint-Pierre would likely have been familiar.)54  

Saint-Pierre presents the pastoral as an antidote to worldly prejudices and a means 

of redeeming those individuals who are corrupted by the colonial quest for wealth and 

 
53 Paul et Virginie, 109. 
54 Both the Trésor de la langue française and the Grand Robert note the usage of 

the verb cabaner to indicate ‘capsizing a boat’ first appearing in 1783.  Only the Trésor 
references the source, which I have confirmed is the nautical extension of Diderot and 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, written by Clairbois and Blondeau, the Encyclopédie 
méthodique. Marine, Dédiée et présentée à Monseigneur le Maréchal de Castries, 
Ministre et Sécrétaire d’état au département de la marine. (Panckoucke, 1783, 3 vols.) 
1:205.  From his multiple long voyages aboard ocean-going vessels, Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre would likely have been quite familiar with maritime vocabulary.  By lexical 
association, Saint-Pierre subtly foreshadows the tragic end of his novel in the very first 
sentence. 
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power.  The novel begins with the narration of a younger traveler who encounters an old 

man who is a local, at which point a second narration by the older man begins, embedded 

within the framework of the first narrator.  The second narrator, the vieillard, asks the 

younger first narrator, “dans cette île, située sur la route des Indes, quel Européen peut 

s’intéresser au sort de quelques particuliers obscurs? qui voudrait même y vivre heureux, 

mais pauvre et ignoré?”  The wise old man is skeptical that any European would not be 

seduced by the lure of wealth and acclaim to be had in the Indies, to which destination 

this island is merely on the route.  With his years of experience, the old narrator despairs 

that the happiness offered on this island will be too often rejected because this happiness 

comes with lack of wealth and fame.  The younger narrator counters, replying, “l’homme 

même le plus dépravé par les préjugés du monde aime à entendre parler du bonheur que 

donnent la nature et la vertu.”55  This redemption of corrupted persons is the essential 

value of the pastoral genre for Saint-Pierre.  Here the text sets in opposition society (le 

monde) and nature.  The tension between a naturalized ideal state and a corrupted state 

inspires virtue and action in the “petite société” of this novel, shown here in the character 

of Mme de la Tour, of whom it is said “son malheur lui donna du courage.”56  The 

received opinions and judgments of European society are prejudices that deprave 

humankind.  Those prejudices can perhaps be dispelled or disenchanted through a new 

communication about nature and virtue, which give rise to happiness — a kind of 

enchantment worked by the harmony of nature and virtue. 

 
55 Paul et Virginie, 111. 
56 Paul et Virginie, 112.   
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  In general, the pastoral genre’s content focuses on nature and idealized simple 

folk.  It reflects an esthetic of “la belle nature” and emphasizes harmony.  Furthermore, it 

espouses an intention to teach morals, perhaps with the unstated purpose of returning to a 

lost Golden Age society replete with justice and natural abundance for humankind’s 

delight.  The pastoral in this sense is a way of knowing nature.  It lies at the intersection 

of literature and epistemology. 

Epistemology and the lessons of nature  
Epistemology and ways of knowing nature are the subjects of important debates 

in France and the rest of the colonial power nations of the eighteenth century.  The 

foundations of truth and reliable knowledge were questioned by philosophes and writers 

critiquing powerful institutions and the authority of ideas received from old texts.  As 

explorers and merchants returned from voyages to newly discovered places or more 

commercially viable routes to previously known but less accessible destinations, new 

possibilities for profits and advancement returned with them in the form of new cargo, 

specimens, and observations.  Discoveries which challenged accepted knowledge about 

nature spurred debate and competition to claim understanding and mastery which might 

result in increasing wealth, technological advantage, or political power.  It is in this 

context that unfolds the drama of Paul et Virginie on colonial Île de France.  

In the novel two French women, Marguerite and Madame de la Tour, both victims 

of social misfortune and now single mothers, each raise their child in the simplicity of the 

rustic setting.  The commentaries on misfortune and the proper way to live on the land 

found in the novel create an ethical aspect to the work.  In the island valley, the families 
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live in harmony with the land, planting what best suits the natural terrain in different 

locations, bringing forth both beauty and utility to meet their simple needs.   

Pastoral is a form that idealizes the harmonious relation between humans and 

nature, portraying a lost age of innocence when the earthly Garden held almost no risk of 

consequence for human actions, and all creatures lived in peaceful harmony.  In such an 

age, humankind lives in close approximation of a pre-lapsarian state of innocence, and 

the land yields provisions with seemingly minimal effort on the part of humans.  In 

addition, the pastoral often depicts persons of high social station ‘playing at’ being 

shepherds or simple folk.  It is a genre which relies on the illusion of people simulating a 

different way of life.  In encouraging the reader to fantasize about the harmonious 

‘natural’ existence of a lost golden age, the pastoral also forces him or her ultimately to 

confront the reality against which it protests. 

“Tirons parti de la (vérité/fiction) de mes enfants adoptifs” 
The deceit of fiction is one essential element at work here.  This embrace of 

fiction begs the question —does this enchanting fiction ultimately undermine the 

disenchanting knowledge work proposed for the Études as a whole?  Catherine 

Gallagher, commenting on the origins of the novel, notes, “The movement from romance 

to novel […] is part of a larger epistemological shift from a narrow construction of truth 

as historical accuracy to a more capacious understanding that could include truth 

conceived as mimetic simulation.  The widespread acceptance of verisimilitude as a form 

of truth, rather than a form of lying, founded the novel as a genre.  It also created the 
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category of fiction.”57  Thus Saint-Pierre’s shift from representing truth as system to 

representing it as sentiment parallels this epistemological opening to a more complex 

representation of knowledge/truth through fictional forms.  Rather than undermine truth, 

fiction here serves to represent a complex truth more completely.58  If the système is a 

narrower construction of truth bound by historical accuracy, fiction leverages sentiment 

to represent a truth composed of multiple concepts in delicate and ever-mobile balance 

with each other.  In other words, fiction activates the reader in the effort to interpret a text 

that is not literal.  Fiction’s figurative language requires interpretation and the 

appreciation of both content and form.  Rhetorical devices transform text from mere 

transfer of information into an experience of information.  Interpreting a metaphor gives 

the reader the sentiment of a thing – at the same time an intellectual judgment, a creative 

‘short-circuit’ between the lexical fields of signifier and signified, and a feeling generated 

by comprehending this interplay while in the midst of creating that understanding in 

one’s own mind.  The act of reading is performatively enchanting.  The genre in which 

one writes provides/deploys specific formal constraints and likely fields of vocabulary to 

be experienced by the reader.  The skill of the author resides in how he or she uses them 

or breaks with them to create something that readers enjoy and reflect upon. 

 
57 Catherine Gallagher, “The Rise of Fictionality,” The Novel, ed. Franco Moretti 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 341. 
58 Much scholarship has been devoted to the critique of fiction in relation to truth 

in eighteenth-century literature.  Among others, one might consult Aristotle’s Poetics, Ian 
Watt’s The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1957), Roger Maioli, “David Hume, Literary Cognitivism, and the 
Truth of the Novel,” SEL Studies in English Literature 1500-1900,  54: 3, 2014), pp. 625-
48), and most particularly Nicholas Paige, Before Fiction: the Ancien Régime of the 
Novel (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 
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Bernardin de Saint-Pierre appropriates the pastoral genre for his purposes, 

navigating between observation and narration.  Once the narration has begun and we 

appreciate the ethical dimension of the pastoral genre, we can begin to lift out the threads 

of humanizing sentiment and organizing system to examine their interweaving in the text 

of Paul et Virginie. 

Making the reader feel a certain way about nature through sentimentality 
The idea of evoking a type of feeling (emotion/sympathy) about a subject in order 

to effect a change on the part of the reader parallels what we see in our analysis of 

reading nature via sentiment in order to develop a change in the reader.  We have often 

seen the emotional appeal to changed attitudes in the sentimental novel.  Much has been 

written about the sentimental novel in the eighteenth century, particularly in the context 

of British colonial literature.59  Within this body of study, the focus on ‘sentimental’ 

figures is on the affective dimension of a relationship between two individuals of two 

different social groups.  As observed by Lynn Festa in Sentimental Figures of Empire, 

“Sentimentality moves to locate the emotion, and assign it to particular persons, thereby 

designating who possesses affect and who elicits it.”60  Festa points out that this mode of 

understanding has the paradoxical effect of demonstrating one person’s positive feeling 

of charity for another, while also establishing the superiority of those who care over those 

 
59 Apart from the obvious reference to Festa’s work (below) we should note that 

much of the focus on the British sentimental novel is directed to nineteenth-century 
works, for example Margaret Cohen, The Sentimental Education of the Novel (Princeton, 
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1999). 

60 Lynn Festa, Sentimental Figures of Empire, 3.  See also the collection of 
studies in Albert J. Rivero, ed., The Sentimental Novel in the Eighteenth Century 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2019). 
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who are different and are the objects of these emotions.  When we attend to the dynamics 

Festa highlights, the analysis of the texts reveals a lack of dimension to some of the 

characters in Voyage à l’île de France and Paul et Virginie.   

We see an example of this sort of distant sympathy in the first plate of the 

Voyage.  This image announces that the philosophe-writer supports a universal view that 

the experience of all human beings is of concern to any other human being, citing a 

famous humanist line from the Roman playwright Publius Terentius Afer (Terence), who 

was a former slave himself.  The citation from Terence in the caption below the 

illustraion reads “Homo sum; homini nihil a me alienum puto,” (Je suis Homme; et rien 

de ce qui intéresse l’Homme ne m’est étranger). 
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Figure 2.2.  Engraving “Homo sum” by Louis-Joseph Masquelier after a drawing 
by Moreau le jeune.  1773 edition of Voyage à l’île de France.  Image Source: 
Oxford University digitized by Google June 24, 2008. 
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The image figures the European philosopher seated casually at his writing desk, 

legs crossed, quill poised to continue writing on the sheet that is half-completed, gazing 

up at the black slave who has come into the study to speak with the philosopher. 

However, the slave  is not an expected guest for he has no seat and is indeed crouched, 

half kneeling, to point plaintively to the Code Noir on the desk.61  With his other hand, 

the slave drops manacles and a whip on the floor, in a gesture of apparent emancipation 

and complaint.  The image demonstrates the compassion on the face of the philosophe, 

and yet the black slave is manifestly ‘other’ like the natural history specimens of study at 

the philosophe’s feet.  The image and text together (particularly when interpreted by a 

learned person who would know the biography of Terence) seem to propose a 

universality of humankind, while at the same time delineating who is the object of 

sympathy and the superior status of the person in position to feel that sympathy. 

In letter 12 of the Voyage, we understand, in light of Festa’s concept of 

sentimentality shaping the terms of imperialistic agency, that the letter writer is the 

colonial superior who possesses the affective response, while the black slaves display a 

situation to elicit the writer’s response.  After several descriptions of the terrible 

punishments inflicted by the slaveholders, Saint-Pierre describes a scene of his 

 
61 For discussion about the tension between philosophical arguments for freedom 

of slaves in France and economic arguments for the continuation of slavery in the 
colonies, see Samuel L. Chatman, “‘There are no Slaves in France’: A Re-Examination of 
Slave Laws in Eighteenth Century France, The Journal of Negro History 85, no. 3 
(Summer, 2000), pp. 144-53; or Sue Peabody’s detailed archival research in There Are 
No Slaves in France: The Political Culture of Race and Slavery in the Ancien Régime 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). 
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intervention.  “Une esclave presque blanche vint, un jour, se jetter [sic] à mes pieds: sa 

maitresse la faisait […]. Elle me priait de demander sa grace, que j’obtins.”62  The slave 

is represented as an individual in a situation to demand compassion, but her dialogue is 

not given to us, merely reported by Saint-Pierre.  The text sets out for us her physical 

description, her actions, but allows the European author to report a summary of her 

abuses at the hands of her mistress and the litotes of his salvific intercedence.  This 

representation minimizes the effort to gain reprieve for the slave, imputing power to the 

European with whom the reader can identify since that character is more fully developed 

in the text.  Likewise, in Paul et Virginie we are privy to the children’s emotional 

sensitivity and response to the slave who has fled her owner, but the slave’s own response 

is written to display the emotions of the children.  These are all examples of the 

‘sentimental novel’ dynamic at work in Saint-Pierre’s texts; however, these passages are 

brief interludes within the greater body of the narrative. 

The key here in Saint-Pierre’s text is relation not to other persons, but essentially 

to nature.  Festa argues that the sentimental figures wrest the reader from indifference. 

Similarly, Saint-Pierre desires to write about nature, not as something to entertain the 

intellect, but as something to fill the heart.  For Festa, sentimental literature is essentially 

performative and is evaluated on its ability to affect readers.  She argues that sentimental 

writing can be seen to provide the novel with political and moral efficacy.  For her, the 

sentimental novel functions by transporting philanthropic suggestion in the guise of 

emotional and guilty-pleasure reading.  Paul et Virginie functions in a similar way, with 

 
62 Saint-Pierre, Voyage à l’isle de France (Paris: Merlin, 1773), 198. 
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many of the readers who avidly contributed to its popularity effusing to the author or 

friends about how emotionally moving they found reading the novel to be.  Caroline 

Stéphanie Félicité de Genlis wrote to Saint-Pierre, “Paul et virginie!  J’aime cette histoire 

à la folie, avec passion, je ne saurois dire à quel excès. Je l’ai lue tout entière le jour 

même de l’envoy.”63  Paul et Virginie was written not to be simply an emotional best-

seller, but to transport suggestions about natural history study and the human ethical 

response to this knowledge.   

Using sentiment to naturalize système 
While Saint-Pierre claims to write about nature as a sentiment which fills the 

heart, he acknowledges that it can be (and has been) written about in terms of système.  In 

fact, through the novel Paul et Virginie he uses sentiment to naturalize système.  It is 

critical to understand that “sentiment” in eighteenth-century French had a different 

definition than is commonly used today, and it was more akin to thought or opinion in the 

eighteenth century.  However “système” had a definition similar to what we think of 

today, “Assemblage de plusieurs propositions, de plusieurs principes vrais ou faux, liés 

ensemble, & des conséquences qu’on en tire, & sur lesquelles on établit une opinion, une 

doctrine, un dogme, &c.”64  Saint-Pierre creates an experience for the reader in order to 

persuade that reader of Saint-Pierre’s propositions regarding nature, virtue, and harmony 

with nature.  This experience passes from the readerly cognitive re-creation of physical 

 
63 Caroline Stéphanie Félicité de Genlis, “Caroline Stéphanie Félicité de Genlis, 

comtesse de Genlis to Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre: between April & May 
1788,” In Electronic Enlightenment Scholarly Edition of Correspondence, ed. Robert 
McNamee et al. University of Oxford. https://doi-
org.ezp1.lib.umn.edu/10.13051/ee:doc/sainjaVF0032392a1c. 

64 Dictionnaire de l’Académie française 4th ed., (Brunet, 1762), s.v. “Système.” 
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sensations in the descriptions which prepare the context for the narration.  The narration 

adds a layer of human interactions, experienced as if lived by the reader.  From the 

combined effects of description and narration, the reader’s consciousness is impressed 

upon by these representational forces to create imagined sensory perceptions, passed to 

the mind to create feelings, thoughts, and opinions. 

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s work was not an outlier, but instead consistent with 

much of the science and epistemology of his time and his peers.  Jessica Riskin offers one 

explanation for this seemingly incompatible mixture of empirical study and a mode of 

thought based in emotion, “Enlightenment science included rationalist system-building 

and instrumental empiricism.  But these very tendencies took shape by their dialectical 

engagement with another element, also acting within the sciences, sentimentalism.”65  

Riskin examines empiricism to highlight the tension between “deliberate rationalism” and 

“a persistent appeal to an emotional engagement with nature.”66  She argues that the 

narrative of the former has overshadowed the latter, belying the fact that both were at 

work in creating the empiricism of the eighteenth century, and shaping the direction 

empiricism would take later. 

In Riskin’s formulation, sentimental empiricism is knowledge that derives “not 

from sensory experience alone, but from a combination of sensation and sentiment.” 67  

Revealing sentiment as a component of eighteenth-century empirical methods allows her 

to analyze the interaction between natural sciences and moral/political sciences.  Today 

 
65 Jessica Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2002), 248. 
66 Riskin, 248. 
67 Riskin, 4. 
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we consider these disciplines to be quite separate and as often employing different 

methods of research.  It would be unusual today, for example, to use a qualitative study 

method for a chemistry experiment, focusing on subjective impressions of the qualities of 

materials involved, rather than a quantitative method which attempts to remove the 

subjective from the scientific method by relying on measurement and reliably repeatable 

observations of material properties.  Riskin recuperates for us a different conception of 

‘scientific’ research in the eighteenth century, one that admitted a subjective human 

element and valorized sentiment as a mode of accessing truth.  In this light, Saint-Pierre’s 

choice to write about natural history as a “sentiment” does not appear as strange as it does 

at first for a modern reader.  If the novel uses narrative fiction to activate sentiment, we 

can now understand this fiction to be a tool for communicating not just moral truths, but 

also empirical truths about the natural world, including human beings as part of the 

natural world. 

Against this backdrop of sentiment’s empirical validity in the eighteenth century, 

Saint-Pierre resists the rise of a rigid systematization of nature which he derides as an 

effort that flatters the intellect of the person thus enshrining the world in their descriptive 

taxonomies.  In a letter to the editor of the Journal de Paris, Saint-Pierre lambasts an 

anonymous contributor who criticized Saint-Pierre’s famous theory of tides.  He writes, 

“il est clair que l’anonyme n’a observé la nature que dans des livres à systêmes, qu’il 

n’oppose que des noms à des faits, & des autorités à des raisons”68  In Saint-Pierre’s 

 
68 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, “Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-

Pierre to [unknown]: Thursday, 22 November 1787,” In Electronic Enlightenment 
Scholarly Edition of Correspondence, edited by Robert McNamee et al. University of 
Oxford.  https://doi-org.ezp2.lib.umn.edu/10.13051/ee:doc/sainjaVF0052579a1c. 
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letter the critic fails because he supports his counter-argument with ‘books full of 

systems’ versus Saint-Pierre’s actual observation of nature, names versus facts, and 

authorities versus reasons.  In each case, the anonymous detractor refers to something 

different from direct observation, with the primary position for the worst offender 

accorded by Saint-Pierre to “livres à systèmes.”  Saint-Pierre places value on direct 

observation, facts (ostensibly related to those observations), and logic which certainly 

play a role in system-making.  Indeed in his letter to the editor, Saint-Pierre makes it clear 

that he has employed all of those in his search to understand the functioning of the 

oceanic tides.  Thus, he does not reject the underpinnings of ‘système,’ but rather finds 

them lacking if they remain in the realm of intellectual manipulation as a separate system 

of representation to the mind.  What is missing is the direct impression upon the human 

observer who is in contact with nature, puts that evidence above pre-conceived systems 

of nomenclature (des noms), and uses reason to make sense of those sensory impressions 

– in other words, to make sense of the sentiment of nature.  Truth can be attained and 

communicated when one puts système and sentiment together in balance. 

Nineteenth-century critic and historian Hippolyte Taine evaluated the eighteenth 

century as entirely analytical and rational, foreclosing on humanizing sentiments, the 

result of which led to the cold logic of the Terror.69  However, closer inspection shows 

that Enlightenment empiricism was more open and sentimental.  Riskin’s analysis reveals 

the investigatory mode of the period to be receptive, moral, and unsystematic.  In 

addition, while the philosophes of the eighteenth century humanized natural science 

 
69 Hippolyte Taine, Les origines de la France contemporaine: l’ancien régime, 2 

vols. (Paris: Hachette, 1876). 
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inquiry via sentiment, the application of a scientific approach grounded in observation 

lent an ontological weight to essays on the organization of human affairs.  Observations 

of natural surroundings could lend empirical weight to a text on affiliated topics but could 

also serve to justify or naturalize the arguments within the work.  The pastoral is a genre 

where such naturalization is a constitutive element. 

Camouflaging epistemological work in landscape 
In any pastoral work, the natural world is more than mere setting; nature’s 

representation plays an essential role to communicate a reality or desired reality about the 

relationship between human beings and the natural world.  In Paul et Virginie, the island 

landscape frames the narrative as the mountainous sides of the valley frame the conjured 

image of the modest homes of the two families.  The characters elevate certain features of 

the landscape in importance by naming them, such as “le repos de Virginie” and “la 

Découverte de l’amitié.”   Additionally, the novel effuses praise for the work Paul and the 

servant Domingue perform to labor in concert with nature, cultivating each terrain with 

what grows best there.  The characters do not impose a uniform monoculture agriculture 

on the land, which would force production according to a pre-conceived plan.  Instead, 

they identify the strengths of a particular plot and work harmoniously with nature.  This 

method stands in contrast to common colonial practice.  Just as pastoral novels reveal 

something about the relation between humans and the environment, the representation of 

natural environment in text and image can reveal human systems behind the production 

and maintenance of landscapes both natural and cultivated.   

Jill Casid’s work on eighteenth-century landscape imagery opens our view into 

critical details of botany and agriculture that, when closely read, unveil colonial 
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machinations to subjugate nature despite the cost or effort.  In Sowing Empire, she argues 

that an important part of the colonial process involved re-landscaping acquired 

territories.70 The colonizers razed conquered territories of indigenous flora and invested 

them with new plantings as an essential part of taking possession of the land. The 

parallels between clearing to replant and reducing to a system to then re-enchant (and 

thereby to lay claim to a new rhetoric) are striking.  Saint-Pierre imagines for himself a 

founding role in creating a new literary heritage, writing, “Il ne manque à l’autre partie 

du monde que des Théocrites et des Virgiles pour que nous en ayons des tableaux aussi 

intéressants que ceux de notre pays.”71  In the case of Paul et Virginie as completion of 

Études de la nature, the poles of système and sentiment work together to clear the 

previous épistémè and construct a new cosmological understanding accompanied by a 

new rhetoric to express it, often based in reference to the natural surroundings of Île de 

France. 

Through Casid’s work we see that natural landscape descriptions can serve to 

mask racialized violence and ecological destruction, as well as to naturalize ideological 

positions like colonial expansion.  We see examples of this process in Paul et Virginie.  

When Paul is of an age where the two mothers start to speak of encouraging their 

children to marry each other, Marguerite and Mme. de la Tour wonder how they and their 

children will have enough income to sustain them all.  Mme. de la Tour suggests that 

Paul is their only hope, if he can but establish some small wealth and income.  She 

 
70 See particularly the discussion of colonial plantation land claims based on the 

Roman Law concept of ‘res nullius’ in Jill Casid, Sowing Empire: Landscape and 
Colonization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), chap 1. 

71 Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, 251.  
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suggests, “Mais en faisant passer Paul dans l’Inde pour un peu de temps, le commerce lui 

fournira de quoi acheter quelque esclave: et à son retour ici nous le marierons à 

Virginie.”72  To secure a stable future for her daughter and future son-in-law, a temporary 

participation in colonial commerce will suffice.  This fortune-seeking endeavor should 

result in wealth, income, and some slaves to provide the necessary labor to run their farm 

operations.  This phrase is quickly overshadowed by the rest of the sentence which zips 

on to speak of the marriage of the two children, and the assurance of Virginie’s utmost 

future happiness with Paul.  The emotional appeals of the second half of the sentence 

elide the stark suggestion of acquiring a slave, and then the character suggests they go 

talk to their neighbor about it, effectively changing scenes and drawing us further away 

from contemplation of the proposal.  Indeed, the neighbor (who is the vieillard narrating 

most of the novel) cloaks the project in a naturalizing discourse.  He tells the two women, 

“Les mers de l’Inde sont belles […] en prenant une saison favorable pour passer d’ici aux 

Indes, c’est un voyage de six semaines au plus.”73  The seas are beautiful, the season is 

described as favorable, and the effort of the trip is minimized by the qualification “au 

plus” [at most].  Furthermore, this endeavor is given as the logical and necessary result of 

nature’s providence; 

 Quand nous ne lui donnerions que du coton brut, dont nous ne faisons 
aucun usage faute de moulins pour l’éplucher; du bois d’ébène, si commun 
ici qu’il sert au chauffage, et quelques résines qui se perdent dans nos 
bois: tout cela se vend assez bien aux Indes, et nous est fort inutile ici.74 
 

 
72 Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, 163.  
73 Saint-Pierre, 163. 
74 Saint-Pierre, 163-64. 
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The mention of slavery is quickly elided by narration that whisks the reader away to a 

new interlocutor and a new setting, made tangible to enchant the reader with a 

naturalizing discourse.  This passage begins a sequence of sensory-based descriptive text, 

first distancing the reader from the initial scene where acquiring a slave is mentioned, by 

crossing beautiful seas in good weather, and then conjuring up the abundant providence 

of nature.  The descriptions of the trade materials charm the reader with a series of 

sensory impressions brought forth by the use of adjectives, verbs, nouns, and contrasting 

vivid colors.  The cotton is raw, rough, and needs to be peeled from the boll.  Heat 

(chauffage) is the sensation emanating from the ebony wood (and employing such a 

prized luxury wood for burning would be shocking — the skilled use of ebony for 

marquetry and furniture making in France caused  those artisans to be known as 

ébénistes, dating back to the seventeenth century).75  Losing oneself in the woods 

suggests the vision of thick foliage and the sliding feel of branches hindering the way 

forward.  The original impetus behind the description of all these trade goods is the 

proposal for Paul to acquire some fortune, including the ‘labor asset’ of a slave. 

Not only does this passage trigger sensory experiences of nature, but the passage 

also deploys an argument based on the logic of natural providence.  These natural 

materials are provided by nature for humankind’s benefit — it would be unreasonable to 

waste what nature has given in abundance.  In this structured logic we can perhaps see a 

 
75  See the entry for “Ébéniste” in Dictionnaire universel françois et latin, Tome 1 

(Leers: La Haye, 1690).  Accessed July 16, 2019. University of Chicago: ARTFL 
Encyclopédie Project (Autumn 2017 Edition), ed. Robert Morrissey and Glenn Roe, 
http://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu/. 
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type of système of providence being applied in tandem with a sensory/thought/judgment 

of sentiment to make this commercial venture seem ‘natural.’   

In the above passage, the start-up donation of goods for Paul is characterized as 

minimal, evidenced by the restrictive negation “ne…que,” signifying that if the local 

neighbors could give Paul only these simple items, it would be sufficient for him to have 

a successful start in commerce in the Indies.  The goods mentioned are luxury materials 

much in demand in eighteenth-century trade: cotton, ebony, and resins.  These items are 

all natural, plant-based materials that can be made into things useful for human beings.  

The nature evoked here is not animal, but vegetal — therefore not conjuring up 

associations of capture, subjugation, or butchering linked to animal-derived goods — and 

leading the reader away from representations akin to slavery and instead toward peaceful 

images of gathering parts of plants.  Furthermore, the text emphasizes the logical benefit 

of Paul taking these goods to a market.  These items are going to waste on Île de France 

for lack of capability to exploit them locally; there is no machinery to mill the cotton, 

ebony wood is so common that it is burned for heating, and valuable plant resins (used 

for medicines, furniture finishes, cosmetics, and more) go unharvested in the forests.76  

The commercial exploitation of these natural products is represented as a way to avoid 

wasting what nature has provided.  This production seems almost excessive as tree saps 

drip to the ground unharvested, raw cotton lies useless without a mill to separate fibers 

from seeds, ebony wood risks cluttering the environs if it is not burned for heat, and all of 

 
76 Consult the entries in the Encyclopédie for the eighteenth-century techniques of 

processing and commercializing these raw materials, largely drawn from colony lands, 
“Coton,” 4:307; “Ébene,” 5:213; and “Résines,” 14:172. 
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this raw excess is represented with hyperbole as “very useless” to the inhabitants of the 

island.  We note that the utility of natural products to people is stressed in the 

construction “tout cela […] nous est fort inutile ici.”  Where it can be made useful, 

however, is by selling it in the Indian Ocean trading routes.  If all this is to appear logical, 

then why invoke the imagination and the senses?  The descriptive elements and the 

narrative surrounding them serve to naturalize a particular view of nature, to naturalize a 

commercial or even capitalist exploitation of nature.  The effect of this passage is to make 

a type of “système” appear natural, logical, and ethical. 

Norman Bryson analyzes the subterfuge of naturalization in Word and Image.77  

In it, Bryson discusses the use of discursive and figural elements in visual arts and 

demonstrates the application of these types of elements to literary texts as well.  For 

Bryson, a reader/viewer will assume more truth value from elements that appear as more 

figural, or more natural, and will, inversely, approach more skeptically those elements 

that appear to issue more directly from the intention of the author/artist (the discursive).  

Thus, the author/artist may subtly convey more truth-value to certain elements by 

depicting them as accidental or figural.  The effect is that elements taken to be part of the 

natural realm are more readily accepted as true.  We will use this principle to analyze 

passages from the novel where the text transports ideological positions via the figural.  

This is the principle idea behind the use of natural metaphor to ‘naturalize’ concepts in 

writing. 

 
77 Norman Bryson, Word and Image: French Painting of the Ancien Régime 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
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Let us consider some examples where what appears at first glance to be simple 

description reveals this work of naturalization.  In Paul et Virginie, the text gives an 

abundant description of the natural surroundings on the island where the protagonists are 

raised.  In the figurative language used to describe the setting, the text employs a 

collection of metaphors drawing associations with royal and paternal authority.  The 

valley where the story is set is an “enceinte” like a walled fortress where “un grand 

silence règne,” and the sense of authority within enforces elemental peace, “où tout est 

paisible, l’air, les eaux et la lumière.”78  This sense of peace is unstable and rhetorically 

undermined by the military imagery conjured in the movement of palm fronds a few lines 

later, “les longues flèches toujours balancées par les vents,” and the sun’s rays striking 

the crown of the mountain range, “ses rayons en frappent le couronnement” (110).  The 

passage ends with the mountain peaks clothed in royal colors, “paraissent d’or et de 

pourpre sur l’azur des cieux,” all of which is framed against the background, not the 

ordinary natural sky of “le ciel,” but the plural “des cieux,” suggesting realms where the 

gods of old dwelt, and thus gesturing toward divine authority in the background. 

The representational act serves to naturalize French colonial possession of the 

island and transmute the violence of territorial expansion into the natural protection of the 

familial hierarchy.  As art historian Jill Casid argues in Sowing Empire, this strategy also 

extends into visual representation.  Through an analysis that considers both text and 

image in Paul et Virginie, Casid illuminates how visual representations continue the 

discourse of naturalizing colonial transplantation, particularly in the scenes of Virginie’s 

 
78 Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, 110. 
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death and burial.  Discussing one of the plates illustrating Virginie’s burial, she writes,  

“the scene orchestrates the interment of the dead white woman as a social and botanical 

landscape […] that renews the plantation with which the series begins.”79  Another 

textual example of how the discourse of colonialism is conveyed can be found in 

Diderot’s Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, where a natural discourse that is more 

favorable to colonial interest succeeds one that is sharply critical of it.80  In the 

Supplément, Diderot depicts an imagined before and after context for French explorer 

Louis-Antoine de Bougainville’s encounter with the inhabitants of Tahiti.  Praising the 

‘natural culture’ of the islanders, Diderot writes an important passage in which a tribal 

elder prophetically decries the damage to their sovereignty and culture resulting from 

their overly-friendly welcome of the Europeans to their shores.  After the harangue du 

vieillard, the island falls silent — “un vaste silence régna dans toute l’étendue de l’île” — 

only for a new discourse to commence in the next section of the text, which recounts 

Bougainville’s European crew’s interactions with the islanders.  The silence in the whole 

island causes a sudden lull in the natural noises of the land, signifying the silencing of the 

islanders’ culture, the animals silenced (in fear or perhaps in death from the invaders’ 

hunting), or removed in trade to Europe, even possibly the death of the islanders. 

 
79 Jill Casid, “Inhuming Empire: Islands as Colonial Nurseries and Graves,” in 

The Global Eighteenth Century, ed. Felicity Nussbaum (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2005), 291. 

80 See Georges Benrekassa’s discussion of colonial discourse in the Supplément in 
Fables de la personne: pour une histoire de la subjectivité (Paris: Presses Universitaires 
de France, 1985), 219-21. 
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Using silence in a different manner on the very first two pages of Paul et Virginie, 

Saint-Pierre prepares the reader to receive the fiction by creating a sort of textual ‘white 

noise’ that both isolates and activates the reader.   

A l’entrée de ce bassin, d’où l’on découvre tant d’objets, les échos de la 
montagne répètent sans cesse le bruit des vents qui agitent les forêts 
voisines, et le fracas des vagues qui brisent au loin sur les récifs; mais au 
pied même des cabanes on n’entend plus aucun bruit, et on ne voit autour 
de soi que de grands rochers escarpés comme des murailles. […] A peine 
l’écho y répète le murmure des palmistes qui croissent sur leurs plateaux 
élevés, et dont on voit les longues flèches toujours balancées par les 
vents.81 

 

The text prepares the reader with sensory experience, as one might prepare a canvas to 

receive the paint.  Saint-Pierre creates a sense of peace and serenity separate from the 

incessant motion and sound of the wind and the trees and the waves.  One passes through 

this sensory deprivation created by sensory overload at the entrance to the valley; then at 

the foot of the cabins there is “aucun bruit.”  There is something auditory and visual 

about the primitive, raw encounter with nature, followed by solitude and silence.  From 

the beginning of the novel, Saint-Pierre affronts the reader with a powerful experience of 

tropical nature.  The island and the forces of nature will be the reader’s initiation into this 

fictive space, not a familiar French landscape or even another human being. 

The appearance of a person, the “Je” of narration, is delayed, or even evacuated 

for a space.  Not until the third paragraph of the novel does any pronoun other than “on” 

appear.  The third paragraph brusquely inserts a “je” into the raw landscape painted by 

the first two paragraphs.  “J’aimais à me rendre dans ce lieu où l’on jouit à la fois d’une 

 
81 Paul et Virginie, 109-10.  
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vue immense et d’une solitude profonde.”82  The narrator does not inhabit this space 

ordinarily, it is a place he or she (we don’t know yet which) liked to transport himself or 

herself.  The narrator chooses to be in this place where, as in the act of reading, one has 

the somewhat paradoxical benefit of both “une vue immense” and “une solitude 

profonde.”  It is a privileged location where one benefits from a wide-open space with 

unrestricted sight, and yet where one is not seen, or felt to be in the company of others.  

The adjectives immense and profonde lend the description introspective gravitas.  The 

reader senses this is a space where important truths are reflected upon. 

In the writing of Saint-Pierre and other eighteenth-century writers, multiple 

modes of reflection cooperate and compete with one another.  Saint-Pierre recounts his 

astonishment that persons of genius would declare animals to be merely “machines,” to 

which Jean-Jacques Rousseau replied, “On cesse de sentir, quand on commence à 

raisonner.”83  For Rousseau as well, sentiment provides a truth that reason alone does not, 

or that reason blocks.  This interaction is keenly felt in Paul et Virginie when the narrator 

describes the religion of the members of this pastoral petite société. 

In a brief passage describing the simple activities of this little society, Saint-Pierre 

writes of their straightforward understanding of theology through the access of sentiment. 

 

Dans la saison pluvieuse ils passaient le jour tous ensemble dans la case, 
maîtres et serviteurs, occupés à faire des nattes d’herbes et des paniers de 
bambou […] La nuit venue, ils soupaient à la lueur d’une lampe; ensuite 

 
82 Paul et Virginie, 110.   
83 Saint-Pierre reports a conversation he had with Rousseau on the subject of 

Malebranche’s philosophy in Livre IX of the Harmonies de la nature, p. 277.  Œuvres 
Complètes de Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre. Ed. L. Aimé-Martin (Paris: 
Dupont, 1826). 
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madame [sic] de la Tour ou Marguerite racontait quelques histoires de 
voyageurs égarés la nuit dans les bois de l’Europe infestés de voleurs, ou 
le naufrage de quelque vaisseau jeté par la tempête sur les rochers d’une 
île déserte. […] 
 
De temps en temps madame de la Tour lisait publiquement quelque 
histoire touchante de l’ancien ou du nouveau Testament.  Ils raisonnaient 
peu sur ces livres sacrés: car leur théologie était toute en sentiment, 
comme celle de la nature, et leur morale toute en action, comme celle de 
l’Évangile.  Ils n’avaient point de jours destinés aux plaisirs et d’autres à 
la tristesse.  Chaque jour était pour eux un jour de fête, et tout ce qui les 
environnait un temple divin, où ils admiraient sans cesse une Intelligence 
infinie, toute-puissante, et amie des hommes; ce sentiment de confiance 
dans le pouvoir suprême les remplissait de consolation pour le passé, de 
courage pour le présent, et d’espérance pour l’avenir.  Voilà comme ces 
femmes, forcées par le malheur de rentrer dans la nature, avaient 
développé en elles-mêmes et dans leurs enfants ces sentiments que donne 
la nature pour nous empêcher de tomber dans le malheur.84 

 

Saint-Pierre’s idyllic scene of the “petite société” engages the reader to experience a 

model of people living in harmony with nature and redefining ‘wild’ and ‘civil’ spaces.  

This passage describes one of the pastimes of the little group during the rainy season.  

The context given is the decidedly non-European setting of a hut where the masters and 

slaves (maîtres et serviteurs) (the two families and their slaves) crowd together to gain 

shelter from the torrential rain and winds.  Nature is a force that flattens, if not erases, 

hierarchical social stratification, forcing all to share the same space and activities 

regardless of race or social standing.  The narrator describes indoor days spent in useful 

activity, hands busy making baskets or with other plantation tasks.  Once daylight is 

gone, they take a meal by the light of a lamp.  This passage portrays the group as 

hardworking because they work until they can no longer, their industry ceasing when 

 
84 Saint-Pierre, Paul et Virginie, 147.  
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night comes on them.  The condition has come of its own accord, “la nuit venue,” and is 

not imposed by a dominant member of the group at some set time.  Additionally, this 

group works in harmony with the rhythms of nature, ceasing when night tells them the 

day is done, rather than at a moment dictated by some mechanical reckoning of time 

regulated by a European clock.  Living in response to and in harmony with nature’s cues 

is the precondition for this peaceful and productive experience. 

Following the simple meal in the tenuous glimmer of lamplight, the regular 

routine, as indicated by the use of the imperfect tense in “soupaient” and “racontait,” 

includes one of the two matriarchs telling some frightening stories.  The two mothers of 

the group take turns recounting tales meant to evoke danger and elicit sympathy for the 

travelers caught in terrible circumstances.  The passage indicates for us that these tales 

were generally variations on two specific themes, regardless of narrator.  This 

consistency implies that both family leaders were in agreement about the tenor and 

content of the stories.  The stories are recounted with the intent to divert and instruct the 

children and slaves, given the unity of themes used by both women.   

The novel specifies the two essential plot lines given by the types of stories told.  

The first theme involves travelers menaced by thieves, the second involves travelers 

shipwrecked on a deserted island.  At first pass these stories resemble the standard 

‘campfire tale’ told to pass the evening and interest children with recounted adventures.  

On closer inspection, these two story lines have other values in common.  In both cases 

the protagonists are not where they belong; they are travelers.  In the first they are lost 

(“égarés”).  The sense of peril is heightened by several qualifiers.  Not only are they lost, 

but this occurs when vision is limited, “la nuit” and in the woods, hence in a space not 
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subjugated by human beings and where wild beasts still roam.  These woods are indeed 

“infested,” not (only) with wild animals but with robbers.  To accentuate further the 

strangeness for the primary audience in the hut, the woods are not the familiar woods of 

their island, instead they are the woods of Europe.  One reads the phrase  “dans les bois 

de l’Europe infestés de voleurs,” and is led to think that all the woods of Europe are 

infested with thieves.  It is revealing that the author, who is French, does not say “the 

woods of France” or even of a particular region of France, nor are they the woods of 

some other specific foreign country near France; they are the woods of “Europe.”  Had 

the text referenced some other country, one could read nationalistic antagonism 

underlying the menace of those woods.  Here Saint-Pierre sets up the opposition between 

Europe and not-Europe, in this case, colonized islands.  Turning a standard trope on its 

head, Saint-Pierre casts the ‘civilized’ lands of Europe as the menacing place of wild 

woods filled with violent peril.  Tales told to frighten children in this novel’s version of 

Île de France feature the now-unknown original homeland.  Through this novel’s reversal 

of the typical trope of the New World as site of the uncivilized wild frontier and 

European towns as the locus of civilization, Saint-Pierre critiques the notion of what is 

civilized and suggests a replacement for it.85 

With this twist, does the text critique colonialism, or does it set out to create a 

new rhetoric with which to frame the perspective of a new world, alien to those who 

come from the developed lands of Europe?  The avant-propos to Paul et Virginie declares 

 
85 This type of reversal was not an innovation of Saint-Pierre’s, having become a 

standard trope in the philosophes’ writing by this time, typified as the “noble savage,” for 
example in Voltaire’s Huron, the Vieillard in Diderot’s Supplément, and going back as 
far as Montaigne for instance in “Des cannibales.” 
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dissatisfaction with the rhetorical legacy of Western culture, and suggests a new poetics 

is poised to replace it. 

Nos poètes ont assez reposé leurs amants sur le bord des ruisseaux, dans 
les prairies et sous le feuillage des hêtres.  J’en ai voulu asseoir sur le 
rivage de la mer, au pied des rochers, à l’ombre des cocotiers, des 
bananiers, et des citronniers en fleurs.  Il ne manque à l’autre partie du 
monde que des Théocrites et des Virgiles pour que nous en ayons des 
tableaux aussi intéressants que ceux de notre pays.86 
 

The passage suggests that the “other part of the world” is waiting to rival the poetic 

accomplishment of Europe, heightened by the restrictive negation “ne … que,” this lack 

appears near its moment of fulfillment to provide dramatic scenes (tableaux) as worthy of 

interest as those of Europe.  It is a new poetic idiom, based in new natural references such 

as coconut and banana trees.  This new poetic expression is more vigorous and fertile 

than the old tired texts of antiquity (and contemporary eighteenth century works 

grounded in their authority and myths).  Where the established European poets’ subjects 

lie in repose along the banks of streams or under silver-grey beech trees, the New World 

subject sits — a more vibrant pose — on the shore of a sea or at the feet of boulders or 

exotic trees.  The three elements of each comparison demonstrate European limitation 

and blandness compared with the greater possibilities of the New World settings; for 

example, the sea offers grander voyages than a stream.  In addition, the abundance of 

nature is greater in the new poetic world where the old beech is matched against three 

varieties of tree in the islands, and those tropical trees are depicted as fertile (en fleur) 

and yielding ready harvests to sustain a person.  The poets who will imagine and create 

this new rhetoric are not the recreation of an old authority, not “un Virgile” or “un 

 
86 Paul et Virginie, 251.  
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Théocrites,” but more generally “des Virgiles,” who open out to writers of similar talent.  

The creative standard is carefully chosen to highlight two poets known for their pastoral 

works, suggesting that New World creativity is grounded in the enchanted harmony of 

humankind living in accordance with nature’s providence. 

This quest for a new rhetoric to represent a re-enchanted human existence in 

harmony with nature invites European readers into this new conceptualization.  Saint-

Pierre’s intended audience was not limited to inhabitants of colonial territories; he very 

explicitly engaged with printing and publishing in Europe and for French-speaking 

European subscribers and buyers of his books.  I argue that the novel works to frame and 

naturalize a perspective represented as originating in the world outside of 

civilized/metropolitan Europe.  Saint-Pierre despairs of harmony in the corrupted space 

of continental civilization, and instead seeks to invite readers to imagine and instantiate 

the redemption of a harmonious Golden Age through a new beginning in the New World. 

As we have just seen, one part of the novel’s imaginative enchantment work is 

performed through the reader’s act of interpreting the text.  Another aspect of this 

enchantment work involves the sentimental communication conveyed through the 

engraved images.  Attending to the illustrations in the novel can help us better understand 

the novel’s capacity to change the reader’s manner of thinking about nature via the mode 

of sentiment. 
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Figure 2.3.  Engraving “Naufrage de Virginie” by Barthélemy Joseph Fulcran 
Roger after a drawing by Pierre-Paul Prud’hon.  1806 Deluxe edition of Paul et 
Virginie.  Image Source:  British Library, C.156.k.7. 
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Illustrations as ‘sentiment mode’ thinking tools in Paul et Virginie   
Bernardin de Saint-Pierre’s text displays an unusual degree of awareness of the art 

of early modern print culture.  The author is highly conversant with the details of the 

printer’s craft, which awareness will come to play an ever more obvious role with the 

publication of the 1806 deluxe version of Paul et Virginie.  However, even in the 1788 

edition of Études de la nature containing Paul et Virginie, Saint-Pierre draws his reader’s 

attention to the artful details of the physical object of the book.  In the paratext Avis sur 

cette troisième édition [Notice on this third edition], he states that he has improved the 

quality of the reader’s experience at an increased production cost: “J’en ai fait espacer un 

peu plus les mots, afin d’en rendre la lecture plus coulante, ce qui augmente chaque 

volume environ d’une feuille d’impression.”87  He continues, “Comme les ouvriers et le 

papier d’imprimerie sont plus chers que les années dernières, M. Didot le jeune, m’a 

augmenté les frais d’impression de cette édition de plus d’un sixième, et ceux du papier 

d’un vingt-deuxième.”  He finishes this section with a justification for the higher cost to 

the reader by noting that it is due to the greater beauty and legibility of the books, with 

the more fluid letter spacing and the volumes are printed with a ‘more beautiful’ font, 

using a fresh set of movable type.  Saint-Pierre is aware of how an older, used set of 

movable type characters often has nicks and flaws that mar the beauty (and potentially 

contribute to the misreading) of the printed text.  He thus insists that “je l’ai fait imprimer 

avec les beaux caractères neufs de M. Didot le jeune, afin que leur réputation contribuât à 

lui concilier la bienveillance générale.”88  Note that it is the reputation of the font that 

 
87 Études de la nature, 1:i. 
88 Études de la nature, 1:vi. 
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will gain praise for the printer.  The possessive attributing the new beautiful characters as 

belonging to Pierre-François Didot suggests that it is either a fresh new physical set of 

moveable type he has acquired or an altogether new typeface Didot has designed.  It is 

indeed the latter as not only were several generations of the Didot family highly 

successful printers, they created typefaces credited as the beginning of modern 

typography.89 

 Persuasive text relies on both discursive and figural elements to communicate to 

and to activate the reader, using the power of figurative language to convey stronger 

‘truth’ values to those things gestured at obliquely.  Images can be persuasive in the same 

way, creating a sense of truth by communicating things that cannot be said as powerfully 

or succinctly in words.  We find confirmation of just such an ‘authorial’ use of image in 

Malcom Cook’s recent assessment of Saint-Pierre’s involvement with the visual elements 

of his books; “He [Saint-Pierre] goes beyond the expectation of the written text, 

suggesting images that would be provocative […] on occasions perhaps improving the 

moral nature of the novel by images that underline the meaning of the text by providing a 

striking visual image that the text itself could not reproduce.”90 

As with the other works studied here, Paul et Virginie specifically includes 

engravings.  It was common in early modern printshops that the printer commissioned or 

selected illustrations with little or no input from the author.  Thus, often the relationship 

 
89 See the background given on the Didot family in Gerard Unger, “The Types of 

François-Ambroise Didot and Pierre-Louis Vafflard. A Further Investigation into the 
Origins of the Didones,” Quaerendo 31, no. 3 (September 2001): 165–91. 
doi:10.1163/157006901X00047. 

90 Malcolm Cook, “Paul et Virginie: Embellishing the Text,” The Modern 
Language Review 114, no. 1 (2019): 34. 
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between text and image was not tightly shaped by authorial intent.  However, in each of 

the works in our study, the authors were involved in specifying and creating the 

illustrations.  In the preface to Paul et Virginie, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre alerted readers 

to the exact illustrations (and by which artists) they should expect to find in authentic 

copies of his novel.  I stress the word ‘authentic’ because Saint-Pierre dedicates much of 

the “Avis sur cette edition” (1789 edition) and the preamble of the 1806 deluxe edition to 

discussing the financial losses he suffered from unscrupulous counterfeiting of his books.  

“J’avais éprouvé de grandes pertes dans la Révolution pour un homme né avec bien peu 

de fortune […] Les contrefaçons m’avaient fait un tort considérable.”91  Therefore, Saint-

Pierre takes pains in the paratext to describe for his future readers the illustrations 

furnished by Moreau le Jeune, “dessinateur du Cabinet du Roi,” and Vernet, “qui, de tous 

les peintres, a le mieux étudié les harmonies générales de la nature.”92 

These illustrations can thus be seen as more than incidental decoration.93  They 

served multiple purposes, both internal to the work and as an anti-piracy strategy.  For the 

function within the work, we can ask what particular effect is conveyed to the 

reader/viewer when text is paired with visual representation?94  Here again, rather than 

analyze reason and imagination, text and image, as binary opposites, I seek to understand 

 
91 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, “Préambule,” Paul et Virginie, (Paris: 

Didot l’Aîné, 1806), vii. 
92 Saint-Pierre, “Avis sur cette édition,” Paul et Virginie (Paris: De l’Imprimerie 

de Monsieur, 1789), xi-xii. 
93 For a more nuanced appreciation of the positive aspects of ‘ornamentation’ in 

the eighteenth century, see Mary Sheriff, “Decorating Knowledge: The Ornamental 
Book, the Philosophic Image and the Naked Truth,” Art History 28, no. 2 (2005), 151-73. 

94 See Norman Bryson, Word and Image: French Painting of the Ancien Régime, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 
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the works in our study through a paradigm that admits both reason and imagination 

simultaneously, and necessarily so.  This approach, I suggest, is more in keeping with the 

reigning épistémè of the eighteenth century that existed prior to the airtight separations 

between artistic and scientific categories that our modern disciplinary divides require.95 

The illustrations we encounter in Paul et Virginie and many other eighteenth-

century texts also force us to confront a question of separation.  Do the images merely 

coexist with the text in the books in which they are found, or is there an integrating 

interplay between text and image?  In Word and Image, Norman Bryson argues that all 

visual works exist on a continuum between the poles of the figurative and the literal 

elements, where the figurative has the power to drive home the “effect of the real.”  In 

their work on diagram, John Bender and Michael Marrinan contribute to our 

understanding of figurality by proposing that diagrams are images that function 

differently as “thinking tools.”  Their work suggests that complex images can be a form 

of “visual thinking” where words, pictures, figures, and formulas combine together to 

elicit a response of imagination to fill in gaps of representation, thus creating knowledge 

production with the active participation of the observer. 

These powerful studies have helped to shape our thinking about the interplay 

between text and image.  They show how unveiling and embellishing knowledge in the 

eighteenth century were not two separate processes; they were inextricably 

interdependent.  The “powerful performativity” of the engraved illustrations derives from 

 
95 In his 1959 essay, C.P. Snow argued that disciplinary specialization has created 

a lasting cultural split between domains of humanities and sciences. C. P. Snow, The Two 
Cultures (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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the ability of the figural image to unmake and remake the world in readers’ minds.96  The 

experience of these eighteenth-century text-image objects changes the conditions of 

possibility for thought. 

Changing the way his readers perceived the world was very much part of Saint-

Pierre’s project.  In a study of Saint-Pierre’s private correspondence with the artist 

Anne-Louis Girodet (later called Girodet-Trioson) for the illustrations in the ‘deluxe’ 

edition of 1806, Malcolm Cook concludes that “both Bernardin and Girodet were sure of 

the ability of art to persuade and to educate.”97  With this novel, Saint-Pierre seeks to 

convince and elevate his readers, in both text and image.  The communication in visual 

form is complex and destabilizing.  What at first appears to be the message portrayed can, 

upon further examination, fragment under the tension of opposition between an apparent 

système and a revealed sentiment.  Through the sensory ‘reading’ of visual media, Paul et 

Virginie initiates the reader/viewer into another experience of knowledge and 

complexifies those passages presented in both text and visual form.  We see this initiation 

at work in the frontispiece of the first edition of Paul et Virginie printed as a separate 

novel apart from the Études. 

 
96 For greater discussion of the idea of Enlightenment performativity, see Daniel 

Brewer, The Discourse of Enlightenment in Eighteenth-century France: Diderot and the 
Art of Philosophizing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 

97 Malcom Cook, “Bernardin de Saint-Pierre and Girodet: Illustrating the ‘luxury’ 
Edition of Paul et Virginie,” The Modern Language Review 102, no. 4 (2007), 988. 
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Figure 2.4.  Engraving “Paul et Virginie” by Abraham Girardet after a drawing by 
Moreau le jeune.  1789 edition of Paul et Virginie. Image source: Université de 
Montréal, Collection estampes et illustrations anciennes. 
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The 1789 edition of Paul et Virginie is published separately and contains four 

engravings, each of which highlight emotional passages from the novel.  Interestingly, the 

first plate serves as a sort of enticement to read the novel.  That plate comes before the 

title page and features Paul and Virginie as children, walking wrapped in what appears to 

be a blanket and expressing a strong emotion while looking contra-body at an adult male 

figure entering the frame from left with some object in hand.  The figure of the man 

striding forcefully into the frame appears somewhat threatening.  This engraving is titled 

simply “PAUL & VIRGINIE (Voyez pages 21 et 22).”  Titled in a minimal fashion, with a 

reference to specific pages, the illustration provides the reader with few clues to interpret 

the image at this point.  The clever artistry of the engraving depicts ambiguous emotions 

on the faces of the children.  It is clear they have a strong emotion, with open mouths, but 

it is not certain whether it is fear, surprise, or joy as they look to the male figure 

overtaking them.  The man’s face is in shadow and it is difficult to discern his expression.  

His left hand is raised, elbow bent as if he is about to extend it in a gesture or to strike the 

children.  A conflict between children and an adult male is bound to incite the reader to 

project him- or herself into the scene to interpret the experience of that moment, much 

more effectively than would a tension-free, unambiguous image of two children walking 

together.  The image functions as a sort of initiation of the reader into a mode of 

interpreting wherein experiencing the evidence of a passage to create an understanding on 

an affective level rather than on a purely intellectual level — in the truth mode of 

sentiment rather than debatable facts of a système. 
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Saint-Pierre continued to invest his time and money into improving the 

engravings in future editions of the novel, communicating frequently with the artists, 

particularly for the deluxe edition of 1806.  In this edition we find not only more refined 

engraving technique, but more complex representation and reflection on ideas central to 

the pastoral harmony of the novel project.  One such example renders an ambiguous and 

destabilizing depiction of the utopic project of the pastoral genre and the theory of 

providence of nature.  The plate depicting the childhood of the two protagonists evokes 

multiple layers of judgment in the reader as the visual sensory experience creates 

contrasting meanings between first impression and final impression. 
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Figure 2.5.  Engraving “Enfance de Paul et de Virginie” by Bourgeois de la 
Richardière after a drawing by Lafitte.  1806 deluxe edition of Paul et Virginie.  
Image Source: Bibliothèque Nationale de France. 

As Saint-Pierre continued to refine and publish new editions of Paul et Virginie in 

the following years, the illustrations sharpen the opposition between European classical 

culture and the re-shaped rhetoric he seeks to reveal through the experience of life in the 

new lands of colony and empire. The portrait format image occupies most of the page and 
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is neatly cropped with no ornamental framing or border.  Directly beneath the image in a 

light italic script are the attributions for the two artists, “Dessin par Lafitte” on the left 

and “Gravé par Bourgeois de la Richardière” on the right.  The artists’ names are not 

reduced to such a small size that they would be difficult to take in by the viewer.  The 

artists are thus accorded a place of importance in the work.  Below the artists’ names are 

two lines of text.  The top line is the title of the plate, “ENFANCE DE PAUL ET DE 

VIRGINIE.” given in all capital letters in a colonnade-style face.  Below is a subtitle, 

“Déjà leurs mères parlaient de leur mariage sur leurs berceaux.”  In the 1806 edition, this 

plate follows page 14, early in the novel on a page where Saint-Pierre speaks of the 

simplicity of the two French women protagonists, Mme de la Tour and Marguerite.  

“Mais elles se rendaient rarement à la ville de peur d’y être méprisées, parce qu’elles 

étaient vétues de grosse toile bleue du Bengale comme des esclaves.”98  Their simplicity 

seems to find a joyful echo in the faithful adoration of their slaves, Marie and Domingue: 

“A peine Marie et Domingue les apercevaient […] qu’ils accouraient jusqu’au bas de la 

montagne pour les aider à la remonter.  Elles lisaient dans les yeux de leurs esclaves la 

joie qu’ils avaient de les revoir.”99  However, in the engraving the slaves do not face the 

viewer; they are the only figures whose expressions are hidden from us.  In addition, 

Marie and Domingue occupy areas of the composition both in foreground and 

background that are not in the center of attention, their darker figures receding into the 

shadows or the brush of the fields in which they are placed.  The viewer’s gaze first takes 

in the figures of Mme de la Tour and Marguerite, situated center in the middle ground.  

 
98 Paul et Virginie, 1806 edition, 14.  
99 Paul et Virginie, 1806 edition, 14. 
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The composition of the image places the larger and more refined-appearing of the two 

French women at the center of several diagonal axes formed by the two sloping rooflines, 

the slope of the mountain, the side stays of the basket Marie is weaving, and the drape of 

fabric from the cradle to the maternal figure’s lap.  This position, at the intersection of 

several lines in the image, reinforces the figure’s importance in the composition.  She is 

staged at the center, seated and resting one foot higher than the other on a slab of stone, 

clothed in draping fabric that is reminiscent of figures of classical antiquity.  Her 

maternal character is reinforced by her exposed breast, uncovered by the grasp of the 

baby on her lap.  Her bare feet again recall a visual language of classical antiquity, 

featuring a foot with Greek toe.  In the lower right foreground there is a tall vase styled 

after a Greek amphora.  At first glance, the image conveys a serene sense of classical 

maternity. 

However, the harmony of these classical elements is troubled as one’s gaze 

continues to follow the image’s composition into the details.  While there are seven 

human figures, none look in the viewer’s direction.  All the human gazes in the image are 

either directed at another person who is looking elsewhere in turn, or else their gaze is to 

some work at hand.  This is a little society that is self-contained, just as Saint-Pierre 

depicts in the novel.   

This scene of maternity suggests a potential intertextual image by Leonardo da 

Vinci’s “The Virgin and Child with St. Anne,” circa 1503.100  The painting depicts the 

 
100 Leonardo da Vinci, The Virgin and Child with Saint Anne, c 1503, Oil on 

wood, H.: 1.68 m.; L.: 1.30 m., c 1503, Louvre, www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre-notices/virgin-
and-child-saint-anne. 
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Vigin Mary seated on the lap of her mother, St. Anne.  They both look down lovingly at 

the Christ child who Mary is holding as the child reaches out to play with a lamb.  The 

narrative echoes go far beyond similar theme or subjects.  Willard Spiegelman sees in the 

painting a quiet counterpoint to the Christ’s future sacrificial act in the Passion, and in the 

pre-tragic moment, a movement of emotion from human to the natural world, reflected 

back by the double figuration of the innocent Christ, as child and as lamb.  Spiegelman 

describes this; “A gently energetic flow of the life force extends from St. Anne, the 

largest, oldest and highest figure, down through her grandchild, to the animal and plant 

worlds below her. The two women gaze down in wonder at the child; the child and the 

lamb are both looking up.”101  The da Vinci painting also shows the poignancy of this 

tender tableau foreshadowing a future tragic event.  Spiegelman continues, “Without 

knowing the story, a viewer would assume that it depicts, with delicate humor, 

domesticity and soft feelings. Such tenderness mutes tragedy for a moment, and then 

deepens it.” 

The apparent idyllic quality of the engraving in Paul et Virginie of the mothers 

and children at first blush is further destabilized by the figures of the black slaves.  Marie 

is depicted out of scale as smaller than the French women, and she is bent over her work, 

hands holding the tension of the reeds in place to weave the basket.  The musculature of 

her back is just apparent through her dress, hinting at habituation to hard work.  Where 

Mme de la Tour’s hair is braided and tied with a ribbon in a classical style, Marie’s hair is 

 
101 Willard Spiegelman, “Unfinished Perfection,” Wall Street Journal, July 30, 

2010, sec. Life and Style, www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240527487045965045752 
72681406945388. 
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bound in a more heavily patterned cloth, in a style better suited to resist dishevelment in 

work.  Just over Marie’s shoulder, half hidden in shadow, we finally find a figure looking 

back at the viewer; it is a goat.  The goat’s eye stares directly at the viewer, slightly wide 

in a hint of threat or challenge.  It is a somewhat disturbing element of the image.   

Domingue’s figure in this engraving is also rendered by elements that compete for 

prominence and require interpretation.  He is working the field behind the cottages, 

barefoot and shirtless, carrying what appears to be a basket of grain or seeds.  He is 

frozen awkwardly in mid-stride, sowing grain.  His body is twisted away from the 

spectator, but in an odd contortion for the placement of legs and arms, as if surprised in 

the middle of the action by another figure entering the scene in the far background.  The 

small figure entering the field through a gap in the fence appears to have a staff, hoe, or 

rifle in his hand.  Based on style of clothing and complexion, he appears to be European.  

While there is another hoe on the ground near this male figure, it is difficult to tell from 

his body posture if he is a helper or an unexpected visitor.  Our gaze may come to rest on 

Domingue several times to try to resolve the image of grain flowing from his hand in the 

act of sowing.  The stream of grain from his hand is slightly too dense, giving it the 

appearance of a whip.  The contorted body of the black slave wielding what appears to be 

a whip and facing a European creates a tension in the image that belies the first 

impression of harmony.  The plate may at first appear to be a classical story, ensconced in 

exotic landscape with palm trees, tropical flowers, and hibiscus plants, but it tells a story 

more complicated than that of a transplanted utopia.   

The text on the facing page, including the passage about simple evening routines, 

works to create a representation of the simple joy of harmonious society living close to 
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the virtues of nature.  This seeming acceptance of slavery in the depiction of the happy 

characters of Marie and Domingue is a source of confusion for critics who note Saint-

Pierre’s definite anti-slavery tone in his Voyage à l’île de France.102  At the end of the 

Voyage, Saint-Pierre gives the descriptions of his encounter with a group who has just 

raided a camp of escaped slaves.  The ugliness of this encounter unravels the paradise 

image Saint-Pierre has just contemplated, “Hélas!… Le beau paysage disparut, je ne vis 

plus qu’une terre abominable.”103  Thus, the amalgamation of slave and master with whip 

in the figure of Domingue creates a cognitive dissonance whereby the reader must re-

evaluate the utopic depiction represented in the text of the previous page.  Here, a 

sentiment is visually conveyed to the reader/viewer that undermines an apparent 

representation of a new system of societal harmony.  Neither appears to negate or 

dominate the other, but they occupy the same space in uneasy balance.  Does the 

experience lead the reader to clearly reject one or the other of the poles held in tension 

here?  Perhaps like the basket that Marie weaves, tension creates the space where the 

elements can work with and against each other to create something useful.  Rather than 

appeal in plain terms for a different paradigm of social organization and approach to 

natural resources, the text and image lead the reader to attempt to resolve the tension he 

or she senses intuitively in the image and allusively in the rhetorical figures.  Just as “Je 

sens; donc j’existe” sums up Saint-Pierre’s epistemological foundation, an individual 

 
102 Robin Howells notes “[Saint-Pierre’s] philosophical position, however, is not 

entirely consistent. While apparently calling slavery ‘un principe très injuste’, he also 
says ‘Je conviens que les lois humaines le permettent’” in the article “Bernardin de Saint-
Pierre’s Founding Work: The Voyage a L’île de France.” The Modern Language Review 
107, no. 3 (2012), 764. 

103 Saint-Pierre, Voyage à l’île de France, 304. 
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must sense and resolve the blend of impressions to arrive at harmony, using fiction-based 

experience as a way of understanding via sentiment. 

Conclusion 
Beginning with the search for an adequate description of the complex ecology of 

a strawberry plant, Saint-Pierre is led eventually to complete his Études de la nature in a 

pastoral fiction situated on a verdant island.  Artfully deploying the open deceit of 

fictional form, Saint-Pierre attempts to communicate a truth about human ecology.  

Idyllic harmony in the heart of a corrupt colonial society ultimately proves unstable, and 

narrative frames collapse around the shipwreck demise of Virginie, the central character.  

However, in a work that intentionally functions through the mode of sentiment, that 

experience of loss is the whole point, raising the truth value by shifting it into a figural 

discourse that is felt and remains in the mind as judgment and opinion.  Saint-Pierre thus 

proposes that the truth of nature is better communicated as soul-satisfying sentiment and 

not in disenchanting and de-mystifying intellectual système. 

Is a novel mystification?  Paul et Virginie is not an accurate description of the 

island of which Saint-Pierre himself has first-hand observations and evidence.  And yet 

the novel is his attempt to tell a certain kind of truth through figural thinking on the level 

of affect.  The novel is an attempt to tell a truth about the human condition.  A truth about 

European society as seen from without in the mirror of colonialism.  A truth about 

humankind in relation with the divine, through which one could know the divine through 

providence manifested in nature.  Saint-Pierre stages an unstable harmony.  The little 

society relies on slave labor, but portrays the slaves as satisfied human animals, likened 

to dogs.  The children return a runaway slave to her master, naïvely soliciting unlikely 
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promises of pardon and leniency.  Paul and Viriginie’s childhood innocence is mixed with 

an incompatible corruption of perpetuating ownership of other human beings.  The moral 

rot of childhood in Eden is foreshadowed by this incompatibility that is smoothed over by 

an appearance of empathy and appeals to the slave owner to treat his slave with more 

kindness. 

The tension I have revealed and analyzed in the preceding pages is presented by 

Saint-Pierre artfully.  The polyvalent term “Artful” is an expression that, in the case of 

this novel, represents the co-presence of two rhetorical strategies that are often employed 

together in eighteenth-century texts (technical skill and cunning deceit).  However, this 

combination seems incompatible with ideals of Enlightenment, particularly the inclusion 

of some form of deceit.  As Adorno and Horkheimer state succinctly, “the program of the 

Enlightenment was the disenchantment of the world: the dissolution of myths and the 

substitution of knowledge for fancy.”104  If we can appreciate the human need to be 

convinced or persuaded on the affective level as well as on a rational level, then we may 

come to see purposeful simulation as an ambiguously valuable tool to dissolve myth and 

replace it with a new truth. 

Yet as we have seen, art and artifice were sometimes joined in unstable 

amalgamation in eighteenth-century writing to produce a kind of truth/knowledge 

through the creation of an experience of that knowledge in the reader.105  Jacques-Henri 

 
104 Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. 

John Cumming (New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), 253. 
105 For a discussion of the corporeal responses to reading in the eighteenth 

century, see Natania Meeker, Voluptuous Philosophy: Literary Materialism in the French 
Enlightenment (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006). 
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Bernardin de Saint-Pierre set out to write a great work of natural history but was struck 

by the dilemmas of how to properly represent such a vast subject which evades easy 

categorization within human-created systèmes.  For Saint-Pierre, systems entertain the 

intellect, but they not do justice to the ‘felt truth’ (sentiment) of a world replete with 

divine providence. 

In contemplating the ‘truth’ of his natural observations and the rejection by critics 

of some of his ideas, such as his theory of ocean tides, the systematic limitations of the 

natural history genre proved too constraining.  In order to properly represent the truths he 

observed of the world and the providence of nature, his text needed the freedom of fiction 

to say anything, but more than that, the capacity of fiction to figure a certain kind of truth.  

The act of reading is performatively enchanting.  Where his scientific treatise on tides did 

not convince, a novel about humanity in relation with nature might.  The pastoral genre 

affords this text to spring to life in our mental representations from its sources in travel 

data and natural history description.  The pastoral genre provides a structure of 

harmonious relationship between humankind and nature.  Re-enchantment aims to 

recover the lost Golden Age, when human and divine co-existed and things were good.  

The sentimental access of the fictional form allows this author to bring the Études de la 

nature to a close, each work a partner of the other.  This pairing works to gesture 

somewhere between système and sentiment for the reader, to create complex 

representation performed in the act of reading.  The ‘felt truth’ that may change the 

reader’s perception of nature and humanity is not to be found on the pages of the novel 

nor of the natural history, but is rather indexed by the figurative language of the novel.  
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Perhaps it is our questioning response to this ‘enchanting’ effect Paul et Virginie has on a 

reader that has kept this novel continuously in print since 1788.  

Binding together in tension concepts such as système and sentiment, the term “re-

enchantment” offers us richly rewarding avenues for answering our modern question, 

“How does a pastoral novel complete a natural history in the eighteenth century?” 
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Chapter Three 
History of the Two Indies: A Singular Tale with Multiple Voices – 

History and Philosophy Collide in the Histoire des deux Indes 
 

“l’Histoire des deux Indes dénonce les méfaits du christianisme et des religions 
constituées, mais conserve une transcendance religieuse qui fonde un système de 
valeurs, dépassant les intérêts individuels ou nationaux et garantissant un avenir 
meilleur, une postérité plus juste.”1  

– Michel Delon, “L’appel au lecteur dans l’Histoire des deux Indes.” 

Introduction 
 

In the latter half of the eighteenth century, Abbé Guillaume-Thomas Raynal 

(1713-1796) would finally claim authorship of the controversial Histoire philosophique et 

politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les deux Indes 

(commonly referred to as the Histoire des deux Indes), the fifth best-selling book of the 

eighteenth century, going through an astounding forty-eight editions in twenty-five 

years.2  Printing his name and engraved portrait on the title pages of the third edition in 

1780 secured his claim as author as well as his condemnation and subsequent flight from 

France.3 

 
1 Michel Delon, “L’appel au lecteur dans l’Histoire des deux Indes,” in Lectures 

de Raynal: L'Histoire des deux Indes en Europe et en Amérique au XVIIIe siècle: Actes 
du colloque de Wolfenbüttel, ed. Hans-Jürgen Lüsebrink and Manfred Tietz (Oxford: The 
Voltaire Foundation, 1991), 65. 

2 Anoush Terjanian notes that the Histoire des deux Indes sold more copies than 
Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations eight times over.  Anoush Fraser Terjanian, Commerce 
and Its Discontents in Eighteenth-Century French Political Thought (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 17–18. See Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Best-
Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France (New York: WW. Norton & Company, 1996), 63.    

3 For more on the official and controversial reaction to the Histoire des deux 
Indes, see Jonathan Israel, Democratic Enlightenment: Philosophy, Revolution, and 
Human Rights 1750-1790 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 431-34. 
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The Histoire des deux Indes (HDI) was conceived by Abbé Raynal as an 

encyclopedic history of the colonial and commercial efforts of the major European 

powers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  From the outset the HDI was 

intended to be an examination of not only the projects of colonial expansion, but also the 

principles.  Drawing from an extensive network of well-placed contacts, collaborators 

(including Denis Diderot), and previously published works, Raynal worked to compile an 

extensive account of European efforts to expand empires and build wealth for the nation.  

But beyond creating a detailed historical account of imports and the cost of supports to 

maintain the supply lines, this history book (so voluminous that it is always published in 

multiple volumes), interrogates the history it records in an attempt to reconcile the 

practice of colonial commerce with the emerging values of European Enlightenment.  

Raynal poses the question “l’Europe a fondé par-tout des colonies; mais connoît-elle les 

principes sur lesquels on doit les fonder?”4  This sentence, in the introductory sequence 

of Book I, remains largely unchanged from the first edition to the third.  In questioning 

the European approach to colonization, Raynal and his coauthors are also questioning the 

principles of how to approach writing a history thereof. 

This chapter explores the polyphonic writing of the HDI as a creative strategy that 

 
4 The text is presented here in its original form, complete with eighteenth-century 

spelling and printing practices as much as possible to present the text as it would have 
been encountered by a contemporary reader.  Guillaume-Thomas Raynal, Histoire 
philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les 
deux Indes, ed. Anthony Strugnell et al. (Paris: Centre International d’Étude du XVIIIe 
Siècle, 2010), 1:2.  Hereinafter referred to as Histoire des deux Indes or abbreviated to 
HDI. Unless otherwise noted, page references are to the 1780 Pellet edition upon which 
the 2010 critical edition is based and for which it also retains the page numbering. 
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combines a cliometric historical mode and a creative fictional mode.5  The Histoire 

published by Raynal was, in fact, compiled from multiple sources, chief among them 

Diderot who contributed ever-increasing portions from the first edition to the third.  In 

the two main authorial voices (Raynal and Diderot), we will trace the tension between 

writing history and writing to change the course of history.  Focusing on the fragmentary 

nature of this text and elucidating the multi-author origins of different passages of the 

HDI, I examine the effects of a text purporting to have a single author but embodying 

several.  Through this analysis, we will see how internal tensions in the text and images 

complicate the concepts of colony and commerce to undermine acceptance of the status 

quo.  Michèle Duchet indicates the authors’ conflicting priorities concerned the 

opposition between form and content: “l’essentiel pour Raynal était l’information, et non 

l’écriture ou la composition.”6  In particular, I examine the resonances between Raynal’s 

and Diderot’s voices, which I take to stand for reductive and generative forces in the text, 

joined in productive opposition.  The Histoire des deux Indes is a work that has been 

appreciated more as an informational, historical text while its literary figurative language 

often seen as ornamentation.  In this chapter, I argue that this either/or classification is 

inadequate to account for the paradigm change the text attempts to undertake. 

 
5 Cliometrics is the method of applying economic theory and quantitative analysis 

to historical data in contrast to prior methods of economic history which tend to rely on 
qualitative and narrative methods. Cliometrics was developed in the 1960s and thus I am 
applying it anachronistically.  The referentiality to Clio, the Greek muse of history and 
poetry, who chastised Aphrodite for her passion is intriguing. 

6 Michèle Duchet, “L’Histoire des deux Indes: sources et structure d’un texte 
polyphonique,” in Lectures de Raynal: L'Histoire des deux Indes en Europe et en 
Amérique au XVIIIe siècle: Actes du colloque de Wolfenbüttel, ed. Hans-Jürgen 
Lüsebrink and Manfred Tietz (Oxford: The Voltaire Foundation, 1991), 10. 
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I will be using the twin concepts of disenchantment and re-enchantment to read 

the HDI and to extend our understanding of the oppositions in the text to which these two 

terms refer.7  This approach will allow us specifically to lift out for examination the 

threads of critique of traditional authority found in tandem with epistemological 

reshaping.  As in the other chapters of this dissertation, we shall examine what results 

from the amalgamation of two very different rhetorical modes in a text of the French 

Enlightenment. 

The writing in the HDI functions to solicit a change in the reading subject’s 

thinking through a sentimental mode of understanding.  The engraved illustrations work 

in tandem to create a visual and figural experience to disrupt the reader/viewer’s 

epistemic certainty via the access of sentiment.  An example of this sentimental 

operation, according to Michel Delon, is the interjection of apostrophe in a history rather 

than the more typical use of harangue, which would have fit better with the norms of the 

historical genre at the time.8  A harangue creates distance between the narrator and the 

reader, who is construed to be part of a group that is being ‘lectured to.’  The harangue is 

a formal speech addressed to an assembly, while an apostrophe is a “rhetorical figure in 

which the speaker addresses a dead or absent person […] the term could also denote a 

speaker’s turning to address a particular member or section of the audience.”9  

 
7 See Chapter one or the Introduction for our detailed discussion of conceptual 

framework of disenchantment and re-enchantment and how we are using it in this 
dissertation. 

8 See Michel Delon, “L’appel au lecteur dans l’Histoire des deux Indes,” in 
Lectures de Raynal: L'Histoire des deux Indes en Europe et en Amérique au XVIIIe siècle 
: Actes du colloque de Wolfenbüttel, ed. Hans-Jürgen Lüsebrink and Manfred Tietz 
(Oxford: The Voltaire Foundation, 1991), 53-66. 

9 Oxford Dictionary of Literary Terms, 4th ed., s.v. “Apostrophe.” 
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Importantly, the definition also stresses that apostrophe is usually employed for 

emotional emphasis.  Thus, in breaking with the conventions of history writing to address 

the reader, the text uses a form that creates a more personal intersubjectivity than the 

expected harangue would.  Additionally, apostrophe interrupts the normal flow of simple 

transfer of information.  This interruption shifts the writing from a certain performance of 

the position of narrator and reader to a different set of positions, displacing the reader 

virtually and emotionally.  To take but one example of this double movement from the 

Histoire des Deux Indes, 

Lecteurs, dont les âmes sensibles viennent de s’épanouir de joie au récit 
des mœurs simples et de la sagesse du gouvernement de Bisnapore […] 
vous êtes sans doute expatriés plus d’une fois par la pensée, pour devenir 
les témoins de la vertu et partager le bonheur de ce recoin du Bengale.10 

 

The text works to expatriate the reader in thought, not simply to indulge in 

imaginary tourism, but to plunge him or her in the figural experience of a virtuous, 

simple, and felicitous deontological position.  In so doing, the text creates two sorts of 

virtual experiences for the reader or two sorts of subjectivities.  The reader lives a 

temporary virtual displacement into a different society with its sentimental effects, and 

also is called back to a critical position of detached viewing from a certain distance.  

Engaging the reader more powerfully through apostrophe represents a disruption in the 

history genre writing norms through figurative language.   The aim of this chapter is to 

examine critically instances of these occurrences and the consequences of the tension 

between a historical mode and a figural fictional mode.   

 
10 HDI, 1:353 
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These different modes represent competing truth regimes in dialogue throughout 

the work.  Lorna Weir has conceptualized Foucault’s term “régime de verité” from his 

1979 interview in Critique of Anthropology.11  Weir defines truth regimes as 

characterized by “multiple, irreducible truth formulae that co-exist and sometimes vie for 

dominance. A truth formula stabilizes a network of elements: a relation between 

representation and presentation (words and things), truth and non-truth, and the place of 

the subject in discourse.”12  We observe this struggle to establish stability in the tension 

between a truth regime grounded in the discourse of politics and a truth regime in the 

discourse of philosophy.  The way these regimes compete to claim a new regime of truth, 

non-truth, and the place of the subject is the central animating force for the writing and 

publication of the HDI.  To understand this dynamic at work, let us consider the context 

and publication of the HDI. 

The publication history of The History of the Two Indies 
The three principal editions of the HDI that are considered authoritative were 

edited and published by Raynal during his lifetime, though there were also many 

translations and unauthorized copies printed.  The first edition of the HDI, in 1770, was 

published anonymously in six octavo volumes, listing Amsterdam as the place of 

publication, though it was likely printed in France.13  It was common practice in 

 
11 “Truth and Power: An Interview with Michel Foucault,” Critique of 

Anthropology 4, no. 13–14 (January 1979): 131–37. 
12 Lorna Weir, “The Concept of Truth Regime,” The Canadian Journal of 

Sociology / Cahiers Canadiens de Sociologie 33, no. 2 (2008): 367. 
13 A well-documented account of the publication history for the HDI can be found 

in Jonathan Israel, Democratic Enlightenment: Philosophy, Revolution, and Human 
Rights 1750-1790 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 425-27. 
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eighteenth-century France to attribute place of publication falsely to Amsterdam, where 

censorship restrictions were looser, in order to avoid the consequences of printing a 

controversial book or one for which proper authorization had not been obtained.  The first 

edition did not make much of an impact, and Raynal set about improving and adding to it, 

anonymously publishing a second edition in 1774, and then a third edition in 1780 which 

finally credited Raynal with the authorship.  With each successive edition, the work 

became more audacious in its criticisms of colonial abuses and the inhumanity of slavery.  

The 1780 edition was printed in Geneva by Jean-Léonard Pellet and consisted of two 

formats; in-quarto with four volumes of text plus a fifth volume of maps, as well as an in-

8° set of ten volumes with an additional volume of maps.  The 1780 edition is considered 

the most complete and serves as the basis for the critical edition being published by the 

Centre international d’étude du XVIIIe siècle.14   

While Abbé Raynal finally had his name printed on the title page of the third 

edition, the work comprises the efforts of many experts and writers, compiled together 

with and without the knowledge and permission of those authors (the concept of author’s 

rights being still inchoate at this time).15  Under the banner of one title, the reader 

encounters passages from a wide array of collaborators and a text that is at times in 

 
14 The general introduction to this critical edition also gives a wealth of 

information about the different editions and variants.  Guillaume-Thomas Raynal et al., 
Histoire philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens 
dans les deux Indes, 2 vols. (Ferney-Voltaire: Centre international d’étude du XVIIIe 
siècle, 2010), xxxiv-xlvii.  I will refer to this critical edition as the HDI 2010. 

15 Beaumarchais is one of the founders of modern droits d’auteur, see for example 
his legislative lobbying efforts in 1791. Pierre-Auguste Caron de Beaumarchais, Pétition 
à l’Assemblée nationale : contre l’usurpation des propriétés des auteurs, par les 
directeurs de spectacles (Paris: L’Imprimerie de Du Pont, 1791). 
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conflict with itself across an immense expanse totaling 2,625 pages. 

Larger works with a number of collaborators contributing from their specialty 

were not uncommon at the time.  Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encycopédie is a chief 

example, as well as Buffon’s Histoire naturelle and other reference works.  Contributors 

to the HDI are known to have included Alexandre Deleyre, Jean-Joseph Pechmeja, and 

Antoine-Laurent Jussieu, among others.16  However, one of the most prolific contributors 

and whose role has drawn considerable scholarly attention is Denis Diderot.17  Since the 

late 1700s it was reputed that there existed at least two copies of the HDI that had been 

marked up to show the text contributed by Diderot, as indicated by Diderot himself or his 

daughter, Marie-Angélique de Vandeul, but those copies appeared to have either been 

destroyed or never really existed.18  In 1957 Hans Wolpe lamented that even with the 

discovery of the fonds Vandeul Diderot manuscripts, these copies of the HDI which were 

mentioned in correspondence seemed to have been lost.19  However, in 2015 the 

Bibliothèque Nationale de France arranged to acquire an in-quarto set of the Histoire des 

 
16 For an elaboration of the many sources of text for the HDI, see Gianluigi 

Goggi’s section on “Raynal et ses collaborateurs” in Tome I of the modern critical edition 
HDI 2010, xxx-xxxii. 

17 I would refer the reader to some of the foundational studies on this such as 
Herbert Dieckmann, “Les Contributions de Diderot à la ‘Correspondance Littéraire’ et à 
l’ ‘Histoire des Deux Indes,’” Revue d’Histoire littéraire de la France 51, no. 4 (1951): 
417-440; and Michèle Duchet, Diderot et l’"Histoire des deux Indes" ou l’Écriture 
fragmentaire (Paris: A.G. Nizet, 1978). 

18 Herbert Dieckmann, “The Importance of the ‘Fonds Vandeul’ Manuscripts for 
Studies of Diderot and the Eighteenth Century,” Bulletin of the American Academy of 
Arts and Sciences 3, no. 8 (1950): 2–4, https://doi.org/10.2307/3823371. 

19 See Gianluigi Goggi, “La Collaboration de Diderot à l’“Histoire Des Deux 
Indes”: L’édition de ses contributions,” Diderot Studies 33 (2013): 168, as well as the 
appendix dedicated to tracing fragmentary evidence of Diderot’s passages, in Hans 
Wolpe, Raynal et sa machine de guerre: l’histoire des deux Indes et ses 
perfectionnements, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957), 189. 
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deux Indes from the sale of a privately-held library collection belonging to Alexandre-

Marie-François de Paule de Dompierre d’Hornoy (1742-1828), an acquaintance of Denis 

Diderot’s.20  This remarkable copy is one that belonged to Mme de Vandeul (née 

Diderot) and contains margin markings and an index of the passages contributed by her 

father.  This copy had remained in possession of the Hornoy family and remained 

unknown to scholars until 2015.  In conjunction with this discovery, Glenn Roe at the 

Oxford Voltaire Foundation directed an international collaborative project to digitize the 

three editions of the HDI, opening up the possibility of studying the texts with 

computational and visualization tools. With funding from the University of Minnesota’s 

Consortium for the Study of the Premodern World, the Centre for Digital Humanities 

Research at the Australian National University, Stanford University Libraries, and The 

ARTFL Project at the University of Chicago, the three major editions of the HDI have 

now been digitized and encoded for search.21  This archival discovery and digital analysis 

have allowed us to state with a high degree of certainty which passages were contributed 

by Diderot and which were of Raynal’s compilation effort in addition to studying how the 

text evolved from edition to edition with identification of additions, deletions, and 

modifications with precision down to changes in even a single letter within a word. 

 
20 With this fortuitous discovery, the second tome of the critical edition of the 

HDI, published in 2018, includes more definitive signaling of those passages written by 
Diderot.  This most recent critical edition is an ongoing effort by a significant 
international group of scholars.  At present, Tome 1 (books 1-5) was published in 2010, 
Tome 2 (books 6-9) was published in 2018, and the remaining two tomes are still in 
preparation. 

21 The “generous interface” data visualization can be consulted to examine 
modifications across all three editions.  Mitchell Whitelaw and Geoff Hinchcliffe, 
“Raynal Editions Explorer,” Australian National University, accessed August 10, 2019, 
http://cdhr-projects.anu.edu.au/raynal/. 
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These exciting document discoveries and digital humanities tools have generated 

much renewed scholarly attention aimed at the different ‘voices’ that were blended to 

create the HDI, and into the possibilities for contrasting the subtly divergent positions on 

colonialism, slavery, and international politics between different contributors and 

different editions.  This effort, as exemplified by recent studies by Gianluigi Goggi and 

Anthony Strugnell, has focused largely on isolating and analyzing Diderot’s 

contributions.  By the 1780 edition, about one-third of the text is contributed by 

Diderot.22  However, particularly in the case of Diderot who was a willing and paid 

collaborator, I suggest that we should analyze the passages in context and consider how 

the text would have presented itself to an eighteenth-century reader — as a single text 

written by a single author.  I wish to complicate this reading, however, by drawing out 

the internal contradictions to consider them as a feature of the work and not editorial 

oversight.  My proposed approach is to analyze the work as a whole composed with a 

certain rhetorical tension between declarative and figural discourse.  I argue that such a 

reading can help us to understand the holistic and performative value of what may 

otherwise appear a disjointed amalgamation of dates, event chronologies, measurements, 

strategic analysis, and moralizing exhortation, written in several different stylistic 

‘voices.’ 

The two major modes at work in the HDI are the discursive and the figural mode.  

 
22 Prior to the discovery of the Hornoy copy of the HDI, scholars attempted to 

quantify Diderot’s contribution by relying on information related by Jean-Henri Meister 
in Aux mânes de Diderot (Paris: Volland, 1788) and in the manuscripts in the fonds 
Vandeul.  See also section 5 of Gianluigi Goggi, “La collaboration de Diderot à l’ 
‘Histoire des Deux Indes’: L’édition de ses contributions,” Diderot Studies 33 (2013): 
178-82. 
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These modes serve different purposes individually, but together anchor the reader in a 

new reality.  Consider the following two passages from book III of the HDI, in the 

chapters on Bengal. 

Excerpt A 

Les Portugais qui abordèrent au Bengale long-tems avant les autres 
navigateurs de l’Europe, s’établirent à Chatigan, port situé sur la frontière 
d’Aracan, non loin de la branche la plus orientale du Gange. Les 
Hollandois qui, sans se commettre avec des ennemis alors redoutables, 
vouloient avoir part à leur fortune, cherchèrent la rade qui, sans nuire à 
leur projet, les exposoit le moins aux hostilités. En 1603, ils jettèrent les 
yeux sur Balassor; & tous leurs rivaux, plutôt par imitation que par des 
combinaisons bien raisonnées, suivirent cet exemple.23 

 

Excerpt B 

Je vous entends. Vous vous écriez avec douleur: Une fable? quoi! il n’y a 
donc que le mal qu’on dit de l’homme qui soit vrai? Il n’y a que sa misère 
& sa méchanceté qui ne puissent être contestées. Cet être, né pour la vertu, 
dont il s’efforceroit inutilement d’étouffer le germe qu’il en a reçu, qu’il 
ne blesse jamais sans remords, & qu’il est forcé de respecter lors même 
qu’elle l’afflige ou l’humilie, est donc méchant par-tout. Cet être qui 
soupire sans cesse après le bonheur, la base de ses vrais devoirs & de sa 
félicité, est donc malheureux par-tout. Par-tout il gémit sous des maîtres 
impitoyables. Par-tout il tourmente ses égaux, & il en est tourmenté.24  

 

The first passage (A) communicates in third-person narrative, employing the 

impersonal subject pronoun “ils” to describe the European nations and giving no presence 

to the voice of the narrator who observes from a perspective outside the events.  The 

historical mode present in this example conveys events in an eloquent past tense, the 

French passé simple.  These events are removed from the reader and narrator’s present 

 
23 HDI, 1:361. 
24 HDI, 1:353–4. 
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time because they recede into the past grammatically.  The distance is amplified by the 

use of this verb tense which is rarely used in spoken conversation and indicates this to be 

intellectual writing.  Where the second excerpt (B) contains vocabulary pertaining to 

emotion, this first excerpt contains primarily geographic and spatial terms such as place 

names like “Bengale,” “Chatigan,” “Aracan” and others.  It also consists of a lexical field 

of geography with terms like “port,” “frontière,” “orientale,” and “rade.”  The date 1603 

anchors the credibility of this passage to an independently verifiable point of data.  The 

structure of this passage is a simple listing of events or actions: “Les Portugais qui … Les 

Hollandais qui … En 1603, ils…”  Figurative language is almost entirely absent from the 

passage, with only “jettèrent les yeux” deviating from the declarative expository of the 

text.  Excerpt A affects the reader only in presenting new information which can be 

processed with existing mental frameworks to add to or correct a reader’s learning on this 

subject. 

If we then read the second excerpt (B), we immediately note a different tone.  The 

text in excerpt B directly addresses the reader in first-person narrative, invoking an 

imagined dialogue between narrator and reader. With the use of short, incomplete 

sentences such as the question “Une fable?” and the interjection “quoi!” a familiar and 

informal tone is set between the two persons. The rhetorical structure of excerpt B 

develops an entraining rhythm and crescendo effect through the repeated use of pairs of 

anaphora; “il n’y a que” is repeated twice, beginning the series, followed by a pair of “cet 

être … est donc …,” and concluding the paragraph with the repetition of a universalizing 

“Par-tout il.”  Claiming the reader’s attention with a direct address (in rhetoric, an 

apostrophe) and then cleverly shifting to dialogue with the reader and then to 
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philosophical pronouncement on the condition of humankind, the passage leads one to 

follow an argumentative position. The reader’s position is moved from a certain position 

of admiration (of the kind people of Bisnapore), to outrage that this kind state might be 

merely fiction, then to dialogue with the narrator and, as the passage shifts the narrator’s 

questions into the reader’s voice in the dialogue, the reader ends up with philosophical 

pronouncements about the state of humanity coming from his/her dialogic role.   

This passage employs figurative language and rhetoric to give the reader a 

different (and philosophical) experience of self.  Reading passage A requires only a 

passive reception of the information being presented. Reading passage B, the reader 

confronts another interlocutor and is questioned by him.  To formulate a response 

requires awareness of self and one’s attitudes and reactions in dialogue with the ‘other’ 

represented by the voice of the narrator.  No longer employing a lexical field of 

geography and nations, excerpt B deploys a lexicon of judgment and existential purpose 

such as “bonheur,” “félicité,” “misère,” “remords,” and “vertu.”  The combination of 

apostrophic dialogue and semantic field creates the conditions for reflection on self and 

the greater questions of life and purpose, all the while the reader is aware of the 

informational substratum that is being held at a remove during this morally 

transformative interlude.  In the end, where does this leave the reader? 

The final position to which the passage leads the reader is that of a person who 

deplores the cruelty of a society where virtue is repressed, contrasted to that of utopic 

Bisnapore.  In this other society (a European colonial society), one is tormented by 

superiors and in turn mutually inflicts harm on one’s peers, an outcome reminiscent of 

Hobbes’ assessment of the first natural state of human society as “war of all against 
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all.”25  This passage’s social critique involves the reader on an affective level, or, as we 

saw in Chapter 2, on the level of thought known as sentiment in eighteenth-century 

French. How can a reader not feel the persuasive force to examine society and then desire 

the better alternative depicted? 

Passage B stresses the sentimental and moral relation between subjects.  Passage 

A creates a different kind of intersubjectivity where awareness of the narrative voice is 

minimized.  This passage is a dry recitation of facts with some imputed cause and effect.  

The reader experiences the text as a monologue rather than a dialogue.  The voice is one 

of authority and expertise, couched in the elegant historical phrasing of the passé simple.  

Yet both of these passages are taken from the same section of the HDI, with no 

signposting of change in approach, topic, or author. 

How is one to reconcile the differences in tone, register, vocabulary, and reading 

subjectivity between these samples of the same text? I argue that maintaining and 

interpreting the dissonance between the voices of this singular text is central to its 

operation.  This is best accomplished by approaching the Histoire des deux Indes as a 

literary text — that is, to attend to figurative language, rhetorical operation, figuration 

and form — in order to consider how these differences in voice and style within the text 

of the HDI itself make possible a complex interpretive response in the reader.  Anoush 

Terjanian puts it more forcefully when she writes, “amid the multiple positions it 

articulated, the Histoire mobilized powerful rhetorical strategies to project agency upon 

 
25 See particularly chapters XIII and XIV in Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan or The 

Matter, Forme and Power of a Common-Wealth Ecclesiasticall and Civil (London: 
Andrew Cooke, 1651). 
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its readers and to awaken them to action.”26 

The number and frequency of the more engaging passages such as B increase 

from the first edition to the third.  This increase demonstrates that the authorial team of 

Raynal and Diderot found that the informational prose, such as in passage A, came up 

lacking and required a supplement to achieve the aims of their philosophical and political 

history.  Bolstering the impersonal text with more of Diderot’s emotive and morally 

impassioned rhetoric was a strategy to increase the power of the text to change the way 

readers thought about society, colonial power, and commerce.  However, I would like to 

draw attention to the fact that the second and third editions did not revise the entire text to 

the sentimental, morally-focused figurative style.  Why not revise all the text into this 

activating, transformative mode by the third edition in 1780?  I take this compositional 

choice to indicate that the declarative, literal mode accomplishes something important for 

the text too.  Both styles of writing are maintained and interwoven to create a dynamic 

text from the admixture of two such varying rhetorical regimes within a singular text. 

Peter Jimack argues that these differences in tone and style serve a critical 

function; “Inutile donc de chercher une voix unique dans ce livre.  Qu’il s’agisse de 

Raynal se révisant lui-même, ou de Diderot répondant à Raynal, et parfois à lui-même, 

nous assistons à une suite de déconstructions […] tout sera mis en question.”27  The text 

is full of contradictions and it dialogues with itself, from Diderot’s strong anti-colonial 

 
26 Anoush Fraser Terjanian, Commerce and Its Discontents in Eighteenth-Century 

French Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 22. 
27 Peter Jimack, “Présentation du livre I,” 13-20 in Raynal et al., Histoire 

philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les 
deux Indes (Ferney-Voltaire: Centre international d’étude du XVIIIe siècle, 2010), 20. 
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diatribe to Raynal’s moderate admiration for heroic conquerors and nations who have not 

been dulled into weakness by luxury.  The mixture of voices blended by Raynal’s 

compilatory editing leave the text with this character of questioning.  I would extend this 

line of reasoning to claim that the critical dialogue created is not just author to author, but 

rather between text to reader. 

Yves Benot, however, sees method to the madness in the HDI and credits the 

work with creating a more complex mental representation of the social/colonial épistémè 

by knowingly encompassing the incoherence and confusion of contradictory passages.  In 

this complexity Benot finds “un système de composition [qui] ne devrait pas être pris 

pour un signe de faiblesse, mais la preuve d’une envergure qui englobe tous les conflits 

internes de l’avant-garde des Lumières.”28  In this view, the divergent views within the 

text are preserved as a sort of cultural archive.  This analysis credits the maintenance of 

conflicting voices as an intentional feature of the HDI yet emphasizes it as historical 

record. 

Much scholarship has indeed focused on genetic criticism, or on the intellectual 

history or cultural studies aspects of the HDI, such as the history of colonialism and 

slavery. Here we are less concerned with considering the HDI as an index to an objective 

reality at a given moment in time (if that sort of historicity is even possible), or as 

window into the way people viewed such topics at the time.  But to explain the crucial 

impact of the HDI to disrupt the episteme concerning empire within the context of the 

siècle des Lumières, we must examine the text as a literary object, focusing on an analysis 

 
28 Yves Benot, Diderot de l’athéisme à l’anticolonialisme (Paris: Maspero, 1981), 

11. 
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of the rhetorical strategies and figurative language of the HDI in order to better 

understand the reliance of an engaging philosophical discourse upon a disengaging 

discourse of quantitative, material history (a type of history which today we might call 

cliometrics).29 

I suggest that the discourse of quantitative political history maps to our concept of 

disenchantment and the discourse of philosophy with its call to action maps to re-

enchantment.  As we have demonstrated in previous chapters, this theoretical lens affords 

us an essential view of the dynamic at work in what can otherwise be seen as a 

confounding pairing of opposites.  One intriguing point of entry into this dynamic begins 

with the unusual doubles in the title of the Histoire des deux Indes.   

The title initiates the reader into experiencing and understanding the tension 

between philosophy and politics in the text. The true heft of the full title of this work is 

often elided for a modern reader, as we often use the convenient and common 

abbreviation to call it the Histoire des deux Indes, and similarly the History of the two 

Indies in English-language scholarship.  This practice is common in French as in English, 

and it is understandable since, like many eighteenth-century books, the full title is far 

longer than we are accustomed to in post-eighteenth-century books.  However, we gain 

valuable insight into the complex dynamics of the text by a close reading of the full title 

and the interplay among the terms that compose it.  The Histoire philosophique et 

politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les deux Indes is a title 

 
29 The Oxford English Dictionary defines cliometrics as “A technique for the 

interpretation of economic history, based on the statistical analysis of large-scale 
numerical data from population censuses, parish registers, and similar sources.” 
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composed of doubles that will echo throughout the pages of the book.  The text begins to 

generate complexity from the reader’s first contact with the title itself.  It is a history.  

However, it is both philosophical history and political history.  The subject of both 

histories is again doubled by focus on both the “establishments” and the “commerce.”  

We note for the moment the fact that establishments is plural but commerce is not.  

However, by its interactional nature, commerce automatically implies at least two parties.  

The agents of the establishments and the commerce are again also multiple — “des 

Européens.”  The multiplicity of “Europeans” is not defined, but necessarily a plural 

involves at least two individuals.  We continue to read doubles at the very end of the title 

as well because the geographical location is “les deux Indes,” referring to the East Indies 

and the West Indies.  Once again, the object of attention doubles since even a single one 

of the Indies locations is termed in the plural “Indes.”  If this heady flight of doubling is 

not enough, there is one final double to unpack — that of the original Indies and the lands 

mistakenly labelled as such by Europeans trying to find a sailing route west to the Indian 

subcontinent, thus a double of true Indies and a mistakenly labelled Indies. 

One effect of this amount of doubling in the title is that it is hard to ignore and 

slip past the title straight into the text.  The reader confronts an interpretive puzzle in 

merely trying to grasp the subject of the text.  From the beginning, the text manifests a 

complexity and a call to interpretation by setting up a framework of multiple conceptual 

pairings in dialogue with each other.  It purports to reveal the histoire politique des 

établissements des Européens dans les Indes orientales as well as the histoire 

philosophique of such colonial outposts, and then also the histoire politique du commerce 

des Européens dans les Indes occidentales, and so on in the various permutations possible 



 192 

among all the doubles given in the title.  The title itself asks the reader to approach the 

work with a complex framework of interpretation.  While a “histoire politique” was 

something readers of the period would have had experience with, there was little 

precedent to give an idea of what a “histoire philosophique” might be.  What could be 

expected from such a work? 

In the late eighteenth century, a political history was a well-established genre; 

however, a philosophical history represents an innovation.30  Voltaire uses the term 

“histoire politique” in his article on history to designate a faithful record of grand events, 

as opposed to “chroniques ridicules renfermées dans les cloîtres” which he criticized for 

focusing on the minutiae of local life.31 

Some examples of earlier “histoires politiques” include Nicholas Gervaise’s 

Histoire naturelle et politique du Royaume de Siam (1690), Samuel von Pufendorf’s 

many editions of Introduction à l'histoire générale et politique de l'univers (1721-43), 

Claude-François Lambert’s Histoire générale, civile, naturelle, politique et religieuse de 

tous les peuples du monde (1750), Jean-Henri Maubert de Gouvest’s Histoire politique du 

siecle où se voit dévelopée la conduite de toutes les cours (1754), Louis-Valentin 

Götzmann’s several political history books including Histoire politique du gouvernement 

françois, ou Les quatre âges de la monarchie françoise (1777), Louis-Pierre Anquetil’s 

L’esprit de la Ligue, ou Histoire politique des troubles de la France (1779), and several 

 
30 The Encyclopédie contains several entries that mention “histoire politique” in 

articles by Voltaire and Jaucourt, though histoire politique is not a headword.  The term 
“histoire philosophique” also does not register as a headword, however Diderot and 
d’Alembert both employ the term in the “Discours préliminaire” and several articles.  

31 See the entry for “Histoire,” written by Voltaire. (Diderot and d’Alembert, 
Encyclopédie 8:223). 
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political history works by Jean-Baptiste Mailly from 1772 to 1780, including L’Esprit des 

croisades, ou Histoire politique et militaire des guerres entreprises par les chrétiens 

contre les mahométans (1780).32 

A search of the online University of Chicago ARTFL Frantext corpus finds no 

occurrences of “histoire philosophique” in the title of any work prior to the HDI.33  A 

search of the catalog of the Bibliothèque nationale de France (BNF) shows only two 

minor works with that term in the title prior to 1770.  After 1780, there are 47 works 

recorded in the BNF catalog in the following century that are “histoires philosophiques.”  

We can surmise from this that Raynal’s work had an impact on how others thought about 

the project of writing history. 

Raynal’s eighteenth-century contemporaries also expressed misgivings about such 

a capacious title.  One critic, François Bernard, took issue with what he saw as an overly-

broad claim for the HDI and published his Analyse of it in 1775.  Criticizing the multiple 

goals announced in the title of the work, Bernard dismisses the book’s capacity to treat 

either history or political economy, based on his interpretation of the “political” aspect of 

the text.  This perceived weakness narrowed down the true import of the book, in 

Bernard’s view, to be philosophical in nature. Characterizing his critique, Sylvana 

Tomaselli writes, “Bernard thought that what history and political analysis the work 

provided was little more than ‘remplissage’ for what he judged to be Raynal and his 

 
32 The Bibliothèque Nationale de France catalogues these works among more than 

400 published between 1600 and 1800 with titles referring to histoire politique. 
33 The ARTFL Frantext corpus consists of over 3,500 French language texts 

written between the 12th and 20th centuries. https://artfl-
project.uchicago.edu/content/artfl-frantext. 
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collaborators’ true interest, namely, philosophy.”34  Bernard interpreted their philosophy 

to revolve around nature, freedom, and morality with the unstated object of undermining 

Christianity and promoting secularism. 

While Bernard may have been overly dismissive of Abbé Raynal’s ability to 

resolve the discord of conflicting sources to provide a clear-eyed political history, his 

criticism reveals the perceived strength of the philosophical aspect of the HDI.  Bernard 

sees a combative, if not dangerous, persuasive element embedded within the discourse of 

historical events and import/export accounts.  Bernard’s interpretation of ‘philosophy’ 

may have been different than that of the authors of the HDI, and it is certainly a 

polyvalent term in the French eighteenth century. For the purposes of this study I use the 

terms philosophy and philosophical to indicate a discursive and narrative position 

different than that which focuses on the political history of colonies and trade outposts. In 

this text, the philosophical are those passages that pass judgment and interrogate the 

wisdom of actions.  The philosophical voice or ‘mode’ often ‘takes a step back’ 

rhetorically to pass in review the actions and agents of the preceding passage to urge the 

reader’s engagement with the social and ethical implications of that situation.  The 

enhanced engagement with the reader shows by the diversion into apostrophe or dialogue 

and by a greater density of figurative language. 

The value of commerce, from the philosophical point of view 
There has never been anything as important to the entire human race as this 

 
34 Sylvana Tomaselli, “On labelling Raynal’s Histoire: Reflections on its Genre 

and Subject,” in Raynal’s Histoire des deux Indes: Colonialism, Networks, and Global 
Exchange, ed. Cecil Courtney and Jenny Mander (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2015), 
74. 
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expansion in commerce and global travel routes, or so claims the opening passage of the 

Histoire des deux Indes, defining the scope and importance of its topic. 

Il n’y a point eu d’événement aussi intéressant pour l’espèce 
humaine en général, & pour les peuples de l’Europe en particulier, que la 
découverte du Nouveau - monde & le passage aux Indes par le cap de 
Bonne - Espérance. Alors a commencé une révolution dans le commerce, 
dans la puissance des nations, dans les mœurs, l’industrie & le 
gouvernement de tous les peuples. C’est à ce moment que les hommes des 
contrées les plus éloignées se sont rapprochés par de nouveaux rapports & 
de nouveaux besoins. Les productions des climats placés sous l’équateur, 
se consomment dans les climats voisins du pole; l’industrie du Nord est 
transportée au Sud; les étoffes de l’Orient sont devenues le luxe des 
Occidentaux; & par-tout les hommes ont fait un échange mutuel de leurs 
opinions, de leurs loix, de leurs usages, de leurs maladies, de leurs 
remèdes, de leurs vertus & de leurs vices.35 

 

The text starts off with hyperbole (ne point, espèce humaine, une révolution), and 

the movement of goods on a global scale from equator to pole and from the East to the 

countries of the West.  The combined effect of the hyperbole and the portrayed global 

movement creates a sense of great importance for the contents of the Histoire des deux 

Indes. The 1770 version’s description of distant people’s relationship based in commerce 

changes from “se sont devenus nécessaires” to become in 1774 “se sont rapprochés,” 

changing the terms from an economic relationship (“nécessaires”) to a spatial / relational 

one (“rapprochés”), reflecting the trajectory of the work from an economic history to a 

transformative philosophical history.  This passage suggests that there is a balance of 

good and bad entrained by this revolution in interchanges: the “remèdes” versus the 

“maladies,” and the “vertus” against the “vices.”  

 
35 HDI, 1:1–2. 
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We may say that the Histoire des deux Indes engages the reader in the hope of 

trading societal maladies for philosophical remedies, trading political vice for systemic 

virtue.  We shall see the action of the text attempting to effectuate an epistemic change 

through a combination of two rhetorical strategies, one of which aims to present truth 

through information, while the other aims to present truth through written eloquence.  

That is to say that this book generates an interpretive invitation for the reader through the 

combined actions of two different rhetorical modes operating together but belonging to 

conflicting truth regimes.  The interpretive response to the text may engender a change in 

manner of thinking, embracing the encyclopedists’ subversive agenda to change the 

common way of thinking, “changer la façon commune de penser.”36 It is this provocative 

power that lead Hans Wolpe to refer to the HDI as Raynal’s “machine de guerre,” an 

expression often employed by scholars since then in discussing the powerful disruptive 

effect of this text on French and European thought on colonial power and slavery.37  An 

examination of the ‘levers’ of this machine in action will demonstrate the rhetorical 

strategies we wish to analyze. 

To illustrate these strategies in action, let us examine an example of the cliometric 

strategy of presenting truth through data and information.  The following passage from 

Book 13 gives an account of commercial activity in Guadeloupe. 

Au premier Janvier 1777, la Guadeloupe, en y comprenant les isles 
plus ou moins fertiles soumises à son gouvernement, comptoit douze mille 
sept cens blancs de tout âge & de tout sexe, treize cens cinquante noirs ou 

 
36 As Diderot writes in his article “Encyclopédie,” this cognitive alteration is an 

essential character of their Encyclopedia: “[…] ce caractere est de changer la façon 
commune de penser.” (Diderot and d’Alembert, Encyclopédie 5:642). 

37 Hans Wolpe, Raynal et sa machine de guerre: l’histoire des deux Indes et ses 
perfectionnements (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957). 
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mulâtres libres, & cent mille esclaves, quoique leur dénombrement ne 
montât qu’à quatrevingt quatre mille cent. 

Ses troupeaux comprenoient neuf mille deux cens vingt chevaux 
ou mulets, quinze mille sept cens quarante bêtes à corne, & vingt-cinq 
mille quatre cens moutons, porcs ou chèvres.  

Elle avoit pour ses cultures quatre cens quarante-neuf mille six 
cens vingt-deux pieds de cacao; onze millions neuf cens soixante-quatorze 
mille quarante-six pieds de coton; dix-huit millions sept cens quatre-vingt 
dix-neuf mille six cens quatre-vingt pieds de café; trois cens quatre-vingt-
huit sucreries qui occupoient vingt-six mille quatre-vingt-huit quarrés de 
terre.38 

 

We read in this passage the numerical assessment of the forces of production 

(including slave labor), the numbers of farm animals, and export crops with associated 

sugar refineries.  The text presents the sets of data in prose rather than in tabular format, 

giving a sense of hierarchical importance by the order in which they are mentioned.  Just 

as white colonists are mentioned first, followed by free blacks and then by the number of 

enslaved black people, the animals and crops also are given in order of commercial 

importance.  Even though the quantities given are very large, they are spelled out rather 

than given in numerals, which has a somewhat oppressive effect.  The reader is obliged to 

spend the time and mental effort to decode the numbers in order to make any 

comparisons or reflect on the importance of the quantities involved. 

The text of this passage does not seem to be a history so much as it is a 

quantification and strategic evaluation.  The section begins with a specific date, January 

1777, which would be the recent past for the 1780 edition and could not have figured in 

the 1770 or 1774 editions.  This passage advances the account of French colonial efforts 

 
38 HDI, 3:404–5. 
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from the previous chapters on the early history to focus on exacting details of very recent 

history.   

The detailed focus on mundane accounting matters and recent events breaks the 

mold of what history writing was supposed to be in this era.  The 1762 Dictionnaire of 

the Académie française of 1762 states that History is the “Narration des actions & des 

choses dignes de mémoire.”39  Proper history then is restricted to the retelling of those 

events that are dignified and worthy of being memorialized.  One can imagine that the 

ship manifestos of export goods for a particular region would not meet the criteria to be 

elevated for consideration as history.  In the grand Encyclopédie, Voltaire writes the entry 

for History , which he defines principally in opposition to Fable, “le récit des faits donnés 

pour vrais; au contraire de la fable, qui est le récit des faits donnés pour faux.”40  

Voltaire’s encyclopedia article continues on to offer broad criticism of the practice of 

history writing that strays from incontrovertible fact supported by material evidence and 

venturing into the realm of opinion barely distinct from fable.  As such, we might read the 

Guadeloupe data-rich text in the HDI as a response to this critique of contemporary 

historiography.  This argument is supported by another passage of the HDI in the chapter 

on Guadeloupe explaining the approach taken for a large majority of the text.  That 

approach amounts to avoiding the trickery of eloquence in favor of a truth based in 

numbers and more appropriate to the Siècle des lumières than the eloquent imagery of 

history the way it had been written in the past. 

Si ces supputations fréquentes fatiguent un lecteur oisif, on espère qu’elles 
ennuieront moins des calculateurs politiques qui, trouvant dans la 

 
39 Dictionnaire de l’Académie française 4th ed. (Brunet, 1762), s.v. “histoire.” 
40 Encyclopédie, s.v. “histoire” (8:220-21) 
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population & la production des terres la juste mesure des forces d’un état, 
en sauront mieux comparer les ressources naturelles des différentes 
nations. Ce n’est que par un registre bien ordonné de cette espèce qu’on 
peut juger avec quelque exactitude de l’état actuel des puissances 
maritimes & commerçantes qui ont des établissemens dans le Nouveau-
Monde. Ici, l’exactitude fait le mérite de l’ouvrage ; & l’on doit peut-
être tenir compte à l’auteur des agrémens qui lui manquent, en faveur 
de l’utilité qui les remplace. Assez de tableaux éloquens, assez de 
peintures ingénieuses amusent & trompent la multitude sur les pays 
éloignés. Il est tems d’apprécier la vérité, le resultat de leur histoire, & 
de savoir moins ce qu’ils ont été que ce qu’ils sont : car l’histoire du passé, 
sur-tout par la manière dont elle a été écrite, n’appartient guère plus au 
siècle où nous vivons que celle de l’avenir.41 (emphasis mine) 

 

The Histoire des deux Indes text acknowledges that the frequent reference to 

numbers, estimates, and statistics will be fatiguing to the reader, but it makes a case for 

the value a committed reader can draw from it.  Here utility trumps eloquence in a new 

age where history is an aid to appreciate the truth of how things are instead of how they 

were.  In the last sentence, the text relegates history of the past, at least in the manner in 

which it was written, to the realm of speculative fiction akin to the history of the future.  

The phrase “au siècle où nous vivons” reinforces an awareness of the current century as 

an era of progress, echoing similar expressions referring to “ce Siècle des lumières,” a 

term commonly employed by writers of the period to refer to the eighteenth-century 

critical optimism that in English is called “the Enlightenment.” 

To return to the question of stylistics within the work, we began this section by 

examining a passage heavy with informational prose summarizing the commercial 

exports of Guadeloupe in 1777.  We have established that this type of writing reflects an 

intentional choice to break with the previous practice of history writing to create a new 

 
41 HDI, 3:405 
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approach, grounded in utility rather than eloquence.  The writers argued that utility — 

reliable, actionable information — was better suited to the eighteenth-century moment.  I 

would say that if this shift were all that the HDI had to offer, it would have endured as a 

minor footnote in the archives.  However, the Histoire des deux Indes employs yet 

another rhetorical strategy at the same time — embracing the very eloquence decried in 

the passage above. 

Within Book 13 there is another passage that also addresses how history is written 

and the value of goods extracted from colonial possessions. 

L’HISTOIRE ne nous entretient que de conquérans qui se sont 
occupés, au mépris du sang & du bonheur de leurs sujets, à étendre leur 
domination: mais elle ne nous presente l’exemple d’aucun souverain qui 
se soit avisé de la restreindre. L’un, cependant n’auroit-il pas été aussi 
sage que l’autre a été funeste; & n’en seroit-il pas de l’étendue des 
empires ainsi que de la population? Un grand empire & une grande 
population peuvent être deux grands maux. Peu d’hommes, mais heureux; 
peu d’espace, mais bien gouverné. Le sort des petits états est de s’étendre, 
celui des grands de se démembrer. 

L’accroissement de puissance que la plupart des gouvernemens de 
l’Europe se sont promis de leurs possessions dans le Nouveau Monde, 
m’occupe depuis trop long-tems, pour que je ne me sois pas demandé 
souvent à moi-même, pour que je n’aie pas demandé quelquefois à des 
hommes plus éclairés que moi, ce qu’on devoit penser d’établissemens 
formés à si grands frais & avec tant de travaux dans un autre hémisphère. 
Notre véritable bonheur exige-t-il la jouissance des choses que nous allons 
chercher si loin? Sommes-nous destinés à conserver éternellement des 
goûts aussi factices? L’homme est-il né pour errer continuellement entre le 
ciel & les eaux? Est-il un oiseau de passage, ou ressemble-t-il aux autres 
animaux, dont la plus grande excursion est très-limitée? Ce qu’on retire de 
denrées peut-il compenser avec avantage la perte des citoyens qui 
s’éloignent de leur patrie pour être détruits, ou par les maladies qui les 
attaquent dans la traversée, ou par le climat à leur arrivée?42 

 
42 HDI, 3:331-2. 



 201 

 

This passage is from the same text as the previous passage analyzed, which listed 

the productions of Guadeloupe for export.  The previous passage with its dry listing of 

numbers articulated a clear methodological justification, advising the reader to value an 

effort to read informational prose dedicated to utility and denouncing eloquence as the 

ornamentation of unreliable history, or of obscuring truth itself (“trompent la multitude”).  

In this current example, however, the text engages the reader with figurative language 

and narrative elements — that is to say, with eloquence. 

This passage also discusses the value of export goods from colonial possessions, 

as did the previous passage on Guadeloupe.  However, here the text focuses on the social 

and political value of those goods, employing eloquence to persuade the reader that the 

ethical cost of these goods is too high.  The Guadeloupe passage featured an impersonal 

description of the island with no explicit narrative presence.  In contrast, this passage 

presents a different intersubjectivity through the use of first-person and second-person 

pronouns in the narration. 

This passage acts in a series of gestures to draw the reader into a collective “we” 

with the narrator, then to reveal the “I” of the narrator and establish his credentials 

(ethos).  This passage ultimately aims to persuade the reader through a sort of dialogue 

that colonial and commercial exploitation is against human nature and is harmful to 

individuals and nations.  The first paragraph in the “Histoire” passage invites the reader 

to join the narrator in considering propositions about ‘history’ through the use of the 

collective ‘we,’ that is to say through second-person pronouns, “…ne nous entretient que 

de…,” and “ne nous présente.”  The second paragraph in this excerpt further develops the 
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character of this narrator subject by introducing first-person pronouns, “m’occupe depuis 

trop long-tems,” “je ne me sois pas demandé,” and “à moi-même.”  After this, the last 

few sentences shift back to dialogic form with the narrator posing questions to a ‘we’ that 

includes the reader and narrator jointly.  In the second part of the excerpt this inclusion is 

signaled by variations of the French second-person pronoun ‘nous,’ with examples like 

“que nous allons chercher,” and “sommes-nous destinés,” along with the related 

possessive adjective in “notre bonheur.”  Where the Guadeloupe passage has only 

declarative statements and no questions, this passage engages the reader in dialogue 

through the use of questions (there are six questions out of eleven sentences in this 

passage, accounting for roughly half of the content).   

This passage also employs multiple rhetorical figures to achieve a greater degree 

of eloquence than in the Guadeloupe export listing passage.  A close reading of this 

passage reveals the use of hyperbole (superlatives such as “aucun souverain,” etc.), an 

alliteration of the syllable “peu,” repeated four times (“peuvent,” “peu d’hommes,” “peu 

d’espace,” “petits”), and chiasmus to buttress the argument that it is a grave error for 

rulers to overextend their dominion (“grand empire, grande population” crossing in 

reverse with “peu d’hommes […] peu d’espace”).  It is “aussi funeste” for the sovereign 

who sacrifices their subjects’ lives and happiness in the attempt to extend their rule as it 

would be wise (“sage”) for the one who dared to restrain their ambition.  Using the 

comparative ‘as much as’ (“aussi … que”) subtly implies that they are opposites, and in 

equal measures.  One ambition is not slightly better than the other — they are 

diametrically opposed, if we accept the logic of the text.  Already we can see that through 

the use of appealing rhetorical structures in the text, the author attempts to persuade the 
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reader of this point of view by relying on eloquence and figuration as much as, if not 

more than, explicit logical argumentation.   

Taking a closer look at these rhetorical figures reveals their use to create a kind of 

naturalization of the argument through persuasive language.  The power of rhetorical 

language is that it creates persuasion through the structure of the words in themselves.  A 

repetition, alliteration or rhyme may lend a sense of correctness to the ideas those words 

represent.  Readers might say to themselves, ‘if it is beautiful, it must be true.’  In order to 

summarize the argument of the first paragraph, the text employs anaphora to indicate a 

logical similarity via the parallelism of two phrases; “Peu d’hommes, mais heureux; peu 

d’espace, mais bien gouverné.”  This sentence exhibits several more layers of complexity 

through the rhetorical figures of ellipsis (omitting verbs from the sentence completely) 

and the antithesis between the limitation implied by “peu” and the positive outcome 

signaled by “mais” counterbalancing the limitation.  Based on this analysis of the passage 

in question, we must acknowledge a greater density of interpretive operations required of 

the reader to unpack and derive the meaning(s) of these phrases than for the literal, 

informational prose of the statistic-laden Guadeloupe passage.  This rhetorically richer 

text on page 331–32 requires more interpretive engagement from the reader and offers the 

pleasure of experiencing language as eloquence, rather than merely as a carrier of 

informational content.  Throughout the HDI we find a mix of these two sorts of language 

treating the same subjects; one information-focused, the other engagement-focused.43 

 
43 For example, compare the last paragraphs of 1:63 with 1:64 regarding the 

Hindu religion, and the first and last paragraphs on 1:469 on the financial administration 
of France, or Brazil’s physical geography on 2:359 versus the moral geography of 
colonizing Brazil on 2:358. 
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The HDI is a purposeful amalgamation of these two types of text.  Those statistic-

laden passages are meant not only to convey information, but as a way to write history 

intended to be better suited to the “siècle où nous vivons,” as Raynal wrote.  This history 

writing method was meant to banish the eloquent and picturesque language used by 

previous paradigms of historiography in order to better render the “truth.”  As the 

previous passage from page 3:405 of the Guadeloupe chapter in the HDI pointed out, 

“eloquence” can be abused to entertain and mislead the readers, “Assez de tableaux 

éloquens, assez de peintures ingénieuses amusent & trompent la multitude sur les pays 

éloignés.”  This stricture against figurative eloquence in history writing is reinforced by 

Voltaire in his article on “Éloquence” where he answers critics who ask if historians are 

permitted to employ eloquence.  Voltaire writes that the type of eloquence that is fitting 

for historians should be focused on clear presentation of events; “On demande si 

l’éloquence est permise aux historiens ; celle qui leur est propre consiste dans l’art de 

préparer les évenemens, dans leur exposition toûjours nette & élegante.”44  Yet despite 

these attitudes disfavoring the use of eloquent figurative language in history writing, 

Raynal commissioned eloquent passages from Diderot and acknowledged the need for 

those passages to counterbalance the boredom induced by the utilitarian data portions.  

Diderot reports a conversation with Raynal showing both of the collaborators’ concern 

for this balance.  Here Diderot is questioning Raynal about the potential negative effect of 

these more eloquent sections, while Raynal insists on their necessity.   

ne craignez-vous pas que tous ces écarts, quelque éloquents que vous les 
supposiez, ne gâtent un peu votre ouvrage? - Non, non, me répondit-il; 
faites toujours ce que je vous demande. […] je connais un peu mieux que 

 
44 Encyclopédie, s.v. “Éloquence” (5:530) 
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vous le goût du public; ce sont vos lignes qui sauveront l’ennui de mes 
calculs éternels.45 

 

Thus, in the HDI we have a text composed of two discursive elements, but 

intentionally so.  One element of the text disenchants, sapping the foundations of non-

empirical knowledge as received ideas that cannot be confirmed, or decrying 

prejudgments that have not been subject to serious examination.  The other element re-

enchants the cosmos laid bare by empirical materialism.  Historical knowledge that is not 

empirically grounded is challenged by accounts that can claim objective verification and 

which offer the utility of that information.  If this disenchantment were the only guiding 

principle of the HDI, however, the text would deprive a reader of the certainty of an axis 

mundi on which he or she previously relied to make sense of the world, leaving a void.46  

In this case of disenchantment only, the HDI would exist as a text describing the history 

of colony and commerce with lists of goods and sequences of military and trade actions, 

all lacking a framework of moral and ethical values to give meaning to the gestures. 

However, as I argue is prevalent in eighteenth-century French writing, 

disenchantment is successfully paired with a re-enchanting rhetorical element.  This re-

enchantment does not merely consist of replacing one ‘disenchanted’ item of information 

with a different one.  Instead, re-enchantment works a kind of humanistic, secular ‘magic’ 

on the reader.  Through the performative power of figurative language, the re-enchanting 

 
45 Diderot in his public letter countering Melchior Grimm’s criticism of the HDI. 

“Lettre apologétique de l´abbé Raynal à Monsieur Grimm,” March 25, 1781. 
46 As the concepts of disenchantment and re-enchantment are discussed at length 

in chapters one and two of this dissertation, I will simply refer the reader at this point to 
Joshua Landy and Michael T Saler, The Re-Enchantment of the World: Secular Magic in 
a Rational Age (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009). 
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text requires the reader to undertake a more complex interpretation of meaning via figural 

thinking than required for more prosaic text, and thus does more, cognitively, than mere 

words on paper can accomplish.  The re-enchanting text partners with the disenchanting 

text to gesture toward complex meanings that are beyond the incomplete capacity of 

literal language as semiotic signifier.  It creates and structures in the mind’s 

representational system what cannot be said.   

The discord in structure is one of the powerful elements introduced into the text 

over the course of the revisions from 1770 to 1780, particularly with the addition of 

passages written by Diderot.  As an example, with the aid of data visualization, we can 

see how an addition to the 1780 edition interrupts the rhythm of paragraphs in the 

beginning of Book 1. 

 
Figure 3.1: Data visualization of the Introduction to the Histoire des deux Indes 

showing textual revisions over the three main editions from 1770, 1774, and 1780.47 
  

 
47 Data and image from Visualising Raynal project, ed. Glenn Roe, http://cdhr-

projects.anu.edu.au/raynal/, accessed 16 August 2019.  Supported in part by the 
Consortium for the Study of the Premodern World at the University of Minnesota. 
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The introduction consists of 43 paragraphs, the first 60 percent of which follows a 

fairly consistent rhythm of lengths averaging about 120 words, with slight increase or 

decrease between paragraphs of medium length.  The outlier in this set is the fourth 

paragraph, the only new paragraph added to the introduction in the 1780 edition 

(indicated in darker color on the graph).  This paragraph is noticeably longer than average 

(414 words) and interrupts the rhythm of this section abruptly.  While we now have 

evidence that this paragraph was written by Diderot, the HDI was, as we have stated, 

published as the work of a single author.  As a work purporting a single author, the fourth 

paragraph of this edition piques the interest of a reader due to its uneven length in context 

and its abrupt change in tone and narrative mode.  Compare these two examples. 

Excerpt C – Third Paragraph 

L’Europe a fondé par-tout des colonies; mais connoît-elle les principes sur 
lesquels on doit les fonder? Elle a un commerce d’échange, d’économie, 
d’industrie. Ce commerce passe d’un peuple à l’autre. Ne peut-on 
découvrir par quels moyens & dans quelles circonstances?  Depuis qu’on 
connoît l’Amérique & la route du cap, des nations qui n’étoient rien sont 
devenues puissantes; d’autres qui faisoient trembler l’Europe, se sont 
affoiblies. Comment ces découvertes ont-elles influé sur l’état de ces 
peuples? 
 

 

Excerpt D – Fourth Paragraph 

Telle est la tâche effrayante que je me suis proposé de remplir. J’y ai 
consacré ma vie. J’ai appellé à mon secours les hommes instruits de toutes 
les nations. J’ai interrogé les vivans & les morts: les vivans, dont la voix 
se fait entendre à mes côtés; les morts, qui nous ont transmis leurs 
opinions & leurs connoissances, en quelque langue qu’ils aient écrit. J’ai 
pesé leur autorité; j’ai opposé leurs témoignages; j’ai éclairci les faits.48 

 

 
48 HDI, 1:2–3. 
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This fourth paragraph presents a sudden shift in tone and style, heightening the 

claim of importance for the HDI and generating dissonance between an empirical 

discourse of history and an affective discourse within this work.  For the preceding three 

paragraphs, the grammatical subjects of the sentences feature broadly encompassing 

nouns and pronouns like the impersonal ‘il’ (“Il n’y a point eu”), ‘tout’ (“Tout est 

changé”), and terms such as “les hommes,” “l’homme,” and “L’Europe.”49   The lofty and 

universal tone at the outset abruptly shifts with the fourth paragraph where the writing 

style changes to introduce a personalized narrative voice, employing the subject pronoun 

“je” rather than the passive voice and broad category nouns or pronouns used up to this 

point and then again throughout the rest of the introduction.  In fact, my analysis of the 

text reveals that this paragraph is the only one of the 43 paragraphs of the Introduction to 

use the first-person pronoun “je.”  This stylistic and structural interruption creates a 

duality within a text purporting to have only one author.  The combination of universal 

and personal voice is arguably one of the major reasons for the engagement with readers 

that led to the immense popularity of the HDI.50   

The Introduction to the HDI is usually interpreted to focus attention on the 

statement of commerce as a progressive, positive response to the problems of humanity.  I 

will argue, however, that while commerce is presented in the text as an answer to one 

particular set of problems, the key to understanding the Histoire des deux Indes is the 

 
49 HDI, 1:1–2. 
50 Jacques Chouillet claims the HDI was one of the three most widely published 

French works in the late eighteenth century, “Postface: Raynal face à l’horizon d’attente 
des Lumières,” in Lectures de Raynal: l’Histoire des deux Indes en Europe et en 
Amérique au XVIIIe siècle, ed. Hans-Jürgen Lüsebrink and Manfred Tietz, SVEC 286 
(Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1991), 373. See also Darnton, Forbidden Best-Sellers, 63. 



 209 

power of a philosophical position to cure the ills of political evils.   

The Introduction creates the conditions for a reader to engage in a dialogue with 

the text by posing questions that require some reflection to answer. The first paragraphs 

of the Introduction, as seen above, lead with universal generalities and a long series of 

rhetorical questions about the effects of global trade on daily life and the future for 

humanity.  After generating a long series of questions without exploring the answers, the 

text suddenly changes register in the fourth paragraph to address the reader directly. 

This fourth paragraph elicits a sentimental mode of reception through a lexical 

field of fear and death.  Words such as effrayante, consacré (in which we also perceive 

sacré), mon secours, les vivants & les morts lend the passage gravitas and emotional 

resonance entirely at odds with the intellectual, historical tone of the preceding 

paragraphs.  This amalgamation of discourse creates a dissonance to be resolved which 

heightens engagement with the text.  We crave resolution and attend to details which 

appear to disrupt it in order to process a resolution.  Michèle Duchet argues that these 

different narrative strategies exert a persuasive, activating effect on the reader.  She 

states, “L’historien-moraliste, dont le premier devoir est de dire la vérité, cède la place à 

l’historien-philosophe, dont la fonction est tout autre.  Un tel discours coupe le ton uni de 

la narration […] ces prises de parole feront de l’action le lieu d’un conflit, où l’auteur, 

témoin, accusateur et juge, appellera le lecteur à prendre parti.”51  I would take this point 

further to stress that it is not merely the instances of the philosophe voice that inspires the 

reader to action, but rather the philosophical interruption, cutting across the fact-focused 

 
51 Michèle Duchet, Diderot et l’Histoire des deux Indes ou l’écriture fragmentaire 

(Paris: A.G. Nizet, 1978), 164. 
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narrative stream that amplifies the conflict between the two voices and catalyzes a more 

potent response than if the text were composed uniquely of the philosophical narrative 

voice.  A reader must employ multiple interpretive frameworks to encompass the duality 

in the text, which is more activating and leads the reader to consider a subject from 

multiple points of view. 

In excerpt D, the narrator is active and operates from a position of authority.  It is 

the narrator’s position to propose, to consecrate, to call others to aid, to interrogate, to 

weigh, to oppose, and to clarify the facts.52  The energy and thoroughness of the 

narrator’s actions reassure as to the credibility of his judgments.53  Credibility is a critical 

component for disenchantment to be effective, for one must trust the authority that 

displaces previous belief or knowledge.   

In this paragraph, the narrator evokes a critical stance, stating that his task was to 

question the opinions and knowledge of authorities, both contemporary and those of the 

past via their writings.  The narrator acknowledges that these accounts would not always 

accord with each other and so he undertook the task of sifting out the truth, “j’ai pesé leur 

autorité; j’ai opposé leurs témoignages.”54 The text creates a space for truth that is 

interpolated between sources, its actual position lying somewhere not completely co-

incident with any one single source of knowledge.  Truth is to be created in the act of 

critical interpretation. 

 
52 While this address to the reader might be considered a form of captatio 

benevolentiae, I would argue that the thrust of the narrator’s assertions is to bolster his 
authority (ethos) more than to appeal to the gentle goodwill of the reader. 

53 Masculine gender is indicated for the narrator by the French adjective 
agreements in the text. 

54 HDI, 1:3. 
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The narrator continues by enjoining the reader to rely on the truth of this text, “O 

vérité sainte! c’est toi seule que j’ai respectée.” The text’s objectivity is also guaranteed 

by the narrator’s claim to avoid the impression of prejudice of origin, profession, or 

religion.  He wishes for all readers to believe him to be “leur concitoyen & leur ami.”  By 

this gesture of neutrality, the text indicates the universality of the narrator’s descriptions, 

advice, and pronouncements.  This neutrality is elevated to an ethical stance concerning 

the duty (“le premier soin, le premier devoir”) of one who treats matters important to 

humankind’s happiness. 

Once the narrative voice has created an appeal to emotion (pathos) and 

established credibility (ethos), the text subtly shifts subject pronouns to include the reader 

with the pronoun “on” and conjures a vision of philosophical detachment that the reader 

may join in.   

 

Elevé au-dessus de toutes les considérations humaines, c’est alors qu’on 
plane au-dessus de l’atmosphère, & qu’on voit le globe au-dessous de soi. 
C’est de-là qu’on laisse tomber des larmes sur le génie persécuté, sur le 
talent oublié, sur la vertu malheureuse. C’est de-là qu’on verse 
l’imprécation & l’ignominie sur ceux qui trompent les hommes, & sur 
ceux qui les oppriment.55   

 

The text represents the narrator (and reader) rising to a perspective above the 

globe, from whence come judgment and tears from the universal “on.”  The narrator now 

projects readers along with him where they join him in witnessing and reacting to 

injustice, and the rewards of the just.  This portion of the text builds the effect of rising 

 
55 HDI, 1:3. 
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height with a series of anaphora, imitating a repeated climbing motion.  The expression 

“c’est de là” or “c’est là” is repeated five times, culminating with “c’est de là enfin 

que…” However, once the reader has a taste of this elevated philosophical vantage point, 

the narrator withdraws the shared experience and once again returns to narrative first 

person.  “C’est-là que j’ai pu véritablement m’écrier: je suis libre, & me sentir au niveau 

de mon sujet.”56  The narrative voice explains that this perspective is necessary to 

perceive a pattern of science and arts (civilization) displacing darkness and barbarism, 

“C’est-là enfin que, voyant à mes pieds ces belles contrées où fleurissent les sciences & 

les arts, & que les ténèbres de la barbarie avoient si long-tems occupées.”57  If we follow 

the rhetorical crescendo of this passage, we find that this point, marked by “c’est là 

enfin,” is the high point of the passage, both in terms of figurative imagery and 

importance.  This elevated and detached position above human affairs gives the narrator 

the right point of viewing and the right mindset from which one can not only perceive the 

balance of human justice, but also see the ultimate hope of Enlightenment.  Only once the 

narrator has achieved this elevated and philosophical position can he see humanity 

transcending distinctions of geography (contrées) and witness arts and sciences routing 

barbarism and darkness.  The backward, superstitious, irrational shadows of human 

behavior (ténèbres) give way here, to be replaced by the voice of enlightened people 

(éclairés), which is a trope typical of the writing of the siècle des Lumières.  The 

concluding weight of the last line of this paragraph, “c’est le commerce, c’est le 

commerce” has drawn much attention to commerce, but the apogee of this passage occurs 

 
56 HDI, 1:24. 
57 HDI, 1:24. 
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earlier, where the philosophical position can encompass a view of Enlightenment 

flourishing.  From this elevated point of view then many paths of inquiry may be 

pursued.  I agree that one such question involves commerce’s civilizing potential, but I 

would argue that the true impact of the Histoire philosophique et politique derives from 

this text’s capacity to transform a reader’s concepts and to change the way of viewing the 

interconnected Old and New World. 

The ambivalence of commerce 
Even if it is not the ultimate aim of the HDI to provide an unambiguous paean to 

the benefits of international commerce, the examination of commerce is nonetheless an 

important feature throughout the entire text.  The question of economic gain is a lens 

through which to view an unconsciously central aspect of European global society. 

 

je me suis demandé: qui est-ce qui a creusé ces canaux? qui est-ce qui a 
desséché ces plaines? qui est-ce qui a fondé ces villes? qui est-ce qui a 
rassemblé, vêtu, civilisé ces peuples? & qu’alors toutes les voix des 
hommes éclairés qui sont parmi elles m’ont répondu: c’est le commerce, 
c’est le commerce.58 
 

From the privileged vantage point, the narrator (now as “je” again) asks who dug the 

canals, drained the wetlands, founded cities, assembled, clothed, and civilized these 

peoples?  “et qu’alors toutes les voix des hommes éclairés qui sont parmi elles m’ont 

répondu: c’est le commerce, c’est le commerce.”59  There is a crescendo of question, and 

decrescendo in the repetition of response, which gives “c’est le commerce, c’est le 

commerce” the weight of a final, closed answer to the question.   

 
58 HDI, 1:3. 
59 HDI, 1:3. 
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It is clear that commerce is indeed a central theme of the HDI, as indicated in the 

title.  The French word commerce possesses a useful ambiguity in its double meaning of 

“economic trade,” and “social interaction,” both of which senses are at play to varying 

degrees throughout the HDI.  As in the passage above, commerce usually has a positive, 

progressive valence in the work as a tool to increase wealth, but also as a civilizing force, 

generating projects to improve the human condition and creating the conditions to spread 

Enlightenment.  However, this view of commerce is not always the perspective presented 

in the HDI.  To give but one example, compare that praise of commerce to this caution 

about it in book IV, chapter 32. “Ce seront des misérables intérêts de commerce, qui 

mettront de nouveau les armes à la main des François & des Anglois.”60  As the narrator 

indicates in the introduction, the reader is to weigh and question the accounts to arrive at 

an understanding. The text of the HDI is complicating the understanding of commerce by 

presenting it in a dialectical fashion between commerce as a civilizing force and 

commerce as the expression of violent national self-interest.  Commerce contains this 

tension within itself and both values are interrogated in the pages of the Histoire des deux 

Indes.  The resolution of this tension requires us to attend to the interoperation of 

different modes in which history is represented in the text.  

After the stirring first-person narrative passage, the text switches back to a 

historical mode to describe the Phoenicians and their commerce.  Nature, here, gives the 

Phoenicians the ‘gift’ of scarcity, forcing them to learn useful arts and trade.  In contrast 

to what we saw with Saint-Pierre’s writing on providence in chapter 2, nature does not 

 
60 HDI, 1:543. 
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provide all that the people need; yet this lack is providential for it teaches them how to 

exploit nature more effectively.  “Heureux ce peuple, de n’avoir presque rien reçu de la 

nature; puisqu’il tira de cette indigence même le génie & le travail, d’où nacquirent les 

arts & les richesses.”61 

The remainder of the Introduction continues for another 39 paragraphs in the 

political history mode, laying out a lineage of nations rising and falling, from the ancient 

Phoenicians to the beginning of the Portuguese expansion in the fifteenth century.  This 

exposition sets the stage for book 1, which begins the series of nineteen books of the 

HDI, each of which chronicles and analyzes the colonial endeavors of the major 

European powers. 

If we are to argue, as I have done above, that a text functions to transform a 

reader, it behooves us to examine how each of the multiple voices encountered in the 

HDI might perform that transformation differently. 

Expository text, such as we see in Excerpt A in the beginning of this chapter does 

not require much from a reader.  Dates, names of countries, and lists of events are all 

easily processed within a reader’s existing epistemological framework.  Data is updated, 

new stores of information are stockpiled, and erroneous information is replaced with 

corrections.  None of this requires a change in the reader, or much interpretive 

engagement.  However, the reader’s encounter with narrative fiction, particularly with 

direct dialogue or apostrophe, operates according to a different mode and requires the 

reader to conjure up not just things and people, but also a relational frame and to make 

 
61 HDI, 1:4. 
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some decisions on an emotional or sentimental level.  Joshua Landy sums up the power 

of fiction in the mind of the reader thus: “formative fictions never force themselves upon 

us.  Without our active participation, they will not do their work.”62  

Landy’s concept of “formative fictions” helps us understand what François 

Bernard saw as the dangerous and subversive power of the philosophy in the HDI.  Landy 

uses the concept of “formative fictions” to explain how fiction engages a reader.  He 

states, “Rather than providing knowledge per se […] what they give us is know-how; 

rather than transmitting beliefs, what they equip us with are skills; rather than teaching, 

what they do is train.”63  Landy sharply opposes this way of approaching fiction to what 

he calls “message hunting” which he sees as a reductionist view of the purpose of 

fictional forms and corresponds better to inventorying the ‘facts’ contained within. 

If we consider again the passages excerpted at the beginning of this chapter in this 

light, we can begin to align them with two kinds of voice:  one a formative fiction voice 

that directly engages the reader, training one to think differently about the world; another 

the voice of historical information, giving knowledge rather than know-how. 

Two Kinds of Truth 
From one perspective, it could seem that different ‘voices’ in a work of fiction are 

different manners of telling the same truth.  However, the HDI requires the reader to 

navigate between different kinds of truth via these multiple voices.  Some scholars of the 

HDI have highlighted the role of competing truths in the work and accounted for them 

 
62 Joshua Landy, How to Do Things with Fictions (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2012), 13. 
63 Landy, Fictions, 10. 
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with several different explanations.  Anthony Strugnell categorizes these two kinds of 

truth along the axis suggested by the HDI’s title: political truth or philosophical truth.  

Face à la ‘vérité’ de l’ ‘arithmétique politique’ de Raynal, c’est donc une 
autre ‘vérité’ qui se fait jour, jusqu’à occuper une large place dans 
l’Histoire des deux Indes: ‘L’image auguste de la vérité m’a toujours été 
présente.  O vérité sainte! C’est toi seule que j’ai respectée,’ s’écrie 
l’orateur philosophique qui se présente dans les pages liminaires de 
l’ouvrage.64   
 

For his part, Peter Jimack also argues that there are two types of truth in the work.  

Specifically, he suggests that these truths have unequal value and are constituted in the 

different discourses of history and philosophy: “la dimension philosophique qui 

caractérise la version définitive du livre n’apparaît en gros qu’en 1780.  Et dans une 

grande mesure cette dimension semble avoir été greffée sur une matière plus conformiste, 

moins contestataire.”65  In his analysis, Hans Wolpe contrasts a literary exoticism to a 

historical truth present in the HDI’s pages; “L’Histoire des deux Indes n’est pas un 

roman; mais Raynal sait fort bien colorier et corser un texte et il a, dix ans avant 

Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, fait rêver le public européen aux splendeurs des tropiques.”66 

In this judgment, the creative and figurative elements of the HDI are mere ornamentation 

to appeal to the reading public.  However, my reading suggests that to read these 

figurative elements as mere ornamentation would be to misinterpret their function.  It is 

in fact the blending of empirical and figurative truth that create its vitality to inform about 

political economy, philosophy, and history, which Strugnell, Jimack, and Wolpe have 

 
64 Anthony Strugnell, “Introduction générale,” in HDI 2010, 1:xxxiv. 
65 Peter Jimack, “Présentation du Livre I” in HDI 2010, 1:19. 
66 Hans Wolpe, Raynal et sa machine de guerre: l’histoire des deux Indes et ses 

perfectionnements (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957), 19. 
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identified as separate domains of truth in the work. 

Literature, intrinsically a work of fiction, has a complicated relationship to truth 

claims. Landy reminds us of the shared awareness between author and reader of the text’s 

‘non-truth’ that defines fiction and separates it from errors, lies, or declarative 

discourse.67  Particularly in the case of the novel, there is a long history of contention 

about the genre’s relation to truth.  In the context of eighteenth-century France, this can 

be seen in the opposition between ‘le vrai’ and ‘le vraisemblable.’68  Considering the 

separation between truth and fiction based on text genre, what are we to make of a text 

that shifts at times from historical, declarative discourse into figurative, affective 

discourse?  The two modes of representation assume different burdens on the part of 

reader and author/raconteur.  Problematic then is Damien Tricoire’s assertion that, 

contrary to the playful literary satire of the Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville, we 

are to read Diderot’s descriptions in the HDI which rely heavily on figurative, literary 

language as “faithful.”69 How, then, is the reader to determine what is true?  Perhaps it is 

a matter of objective and perspective that can guide us to an understanding of what is 

perceived as true by the reader/viewer. 

Illustrating the Philosophical Point of View 
Like the principal works in the other chapters of this dissertation, the Histoire des 

 
67 See Joshua Landy, How to do Things with Fictions (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), 3-4. 
68 Chapter II, “Fiction, history and truth,” is a useful reference on this debate in 

Vivienne Mylne, The Eighteenth-Century French Novel: Techniques of Illusion 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 

69 Damien Tricoire, “Raynal’s and Diderot’s Patriotic History of the Two Indies, 
or The Problem of Anti-Colonialism in the Eighteenth Century,” The Eighteenth Century 
59, no. 4 (2018): 433, https://doi.org/10.1353/ecy.2018.0027. 
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deux Indes includes illustrations created with input or under the direction of the authors 

of the text.  It was common practice at the time for the printer to choose illustrations, 

rather than the author.  Since the illustrations in the books in our study were produced and 

included with the approval of the author and they were part of the printed book that 

readers encountered, we will examine them as an integral part of the text.  Considering 

the plates of the HDI will help us understand an additional dimension of the operation of 

disenchantment and re-enchantment that we have been examining in the text. 

A passage which demonstrates the attempt at re-enchantment of European social 

structures is found in Tome 4 concerning the innate humanity of North American 

“sauvages.”  In the tale, a family of indigenous Canadians provide life-saving aid to some 

shipwrecked French sailors.  This passage accompanies the frontispiece engraving of the 

tome – an engraving that illustrates and vivifies the text.  Typical of the usage of the 

‘noble savage’ trope, the thinly-evidenced anecdote presents a hypothetical naturally-

good human being to stand in contrast to supposedly ‘civilized’ Europeans who are 

shown to lack, but desire, virtuous values and actions the natives demonstrate.  The text 

begins with a third-person narration of a shipwreck followed eventually by the touching 

scene of compassionate words spoken by an indigenous Canadian to the French sailors. 

 
Cependant un sentiment inné de bienveillance, les [les Canadiens] ramène 
quelquefois à nous. Un bâtiment François s’étoit brisé, à l’entrée de 
l’hiver, sur les rochers d’Anticosti. Ceux des matelots qui, dans cette isle 
déserte & sauvage, avoient échappé aux rigueurs des frimats & de la 
famine, formèrent, des débris de leur navire, un radeau qui, au printems, 
les conduisit dans le continent. Une cabane de sauvages s’offrit à leurs 
regards expirans. Mes frères, leur dit affectueusement le chef de cette 
famille solitaire, les malheureux ont droit à notre commisération & à notre 
assistance; nous sommes hommes, & les misères de l’humanité nous 
touchent dans les autres comme dans nous-mêmes. Ces expressions d’une 
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ame tendre, furent suivies de tous les secours qui étoient au pouvoir de ces 
généreux sauvages. 
 
Européens, si fiers de vos gouvernemens, de vos loix, de vos institutions, 
de vos monumens, de tout ce que vous appellez votre sagesse, permettez 
que je vous arrête un moment. Je viens de vous exposer avec simplicité & 
sans art le tableau de la vie & des mœurs du sauvage. Je ne vous ai ni 
dissimulé ses vices, ni exagéré ses vertus. La sensation que mon récit vous 
a fait éprouver, je vous demande de la conserver jusqu’à ce que le plus 
beau génie, l’homme le plus éloquent d’entre vous ait apprêté ses crayons 
& vous ait peint avec toute la force, avec toute la magie de son coloris les 
biens & les maux de vos contrées si policées. Son tableau vous 
transportera d’admiration, je n’en doute point: mais croyez-vous qu’il 
laisse dans vos ames l’émotion délicieuse que vous ressentez encore? 
L’estime, l’amour, la vénération, que vous venez d’accorder à des 
sauvages, vous l’inspirera-t-il pour vos compatriotes? Vous ne seriez que 
de misérables sauvages dans les forêts; le dernier des sauvages seroit un 
homme respectable dans vos cités.70 

 

The second paragraph disorients the reader by jumping from the words spoken by 

the native Canadian to a sudden direct address to the European reader.  Without marked 

transition, this paragraph first reads as a continuation of the Canadian speaking.  It is 

shocking when the narrative voice harangues and mocks Europeans’ pride in their 

governments and wisdom.  Not until the third sentence does it become clear that the 

narrative voice is now directly addressing the reader, transporting the reader from 

observing the Canadian tableau to listening to the narrator’s admonishing apostrophe and 

being reminded of the reader’s location in Europe. 

Mirroring the movement in the image, the text draws us into a first scene of noble 

‘natural’ compassion, then withdraws into a second scene requiring greater interpretation.  

This second scene in the passage detaches the reader from one concrete location in 

 
70 HDI, 4:18–19. 
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Canada to a series of fast displacements toward monuments, an artist’s workshop, wild 

forests, and civilized cities.  One could argue that this mobile gaze replicates the 

philosopher’s elevation to soar above the globe, seeing examples of virtue and vice, 

exhorting fellow human beings to replace barbarism with light, as seen in the introduction 

to the HDI. 

The authorial voice concludes the passage by asking the European reader to 

conserve the “delicious emotion” experienced when conjuring up the Canadian scene.  

This injunction to the reader uses that sentimental positive (“delicious emotion”) to re-

enchant the Old World from the New.  That is to say, to break fixed beliefs and 

reformulate the concept of European civility, blending the virtuous ideals of Europe with 

the boundless freedom represented by the figure of natives of a wild land, reset to the 

original state of humankind in nature before the corruption of the polis. 

To complete this analysis, we now examine the plate that corresponds to this 

passage where the authors at first appear simply to critique European society using the 

strawman trope of the ‘noble savage.’  Angela Aleiss distills the essence of this trope 

effectively stating that the noble savage is represented as, “an individual living in a ‘pure 

state of nature’—gentle, wise, uncorrupted by the vices of civilization.”71  After analysis 

of the HDI’s passage in parallel with the accompanying image, we see that the authors 

employ illustration and text for more than mere social critique.  Image and text function 

 
71 Angela Aleiss, “Le Bon Sauvage: Dances with Wolves and the Romantic 

Tradition,” American Indian Culture and Research Journal 15, no. 4 (January 1, 1991): 
91, https://doi.org/10.17953/aicr.15.4.t886wl0565622t72.  For a thorough discussion of 
the concept of the noble savage, see Terry Jay Ellingson, The Myth of the Noble Savage 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001). 
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together here to re-enchant and reframe Old World civility via New World affective 

experiences. 

The frontispiece engraving for Tome 4 of the 1780 edition features a ‘noble 

savage’ family of indigenous Canadians providing succor to a group of stranded French 

sailors.  The engraving was commissioned for the 1780 edition and was executed by Jean 

Baptiste Blaise Simonet after a drawing by Jean-Michel Moreau le jeune. 
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Figure 3.2:  “Bienfaisance d’une Famille sauvage du Canada envers des 
François.” Engraved illustration frontispice for Tome 4 of the Histoire 
philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans 
les deux Indes, 1780.   
 

In this plate the viewer sees a family of native Canadians near the front of what appears 

to be a woven wall structure located under the shade of a tree.  The father of the family is 
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the focal point of the image in the middle ground.  The chiaroscuro composition 

establishes a hierarchy of value elevating the Canadian patriarch, who is in the light, 

above the French sailors who are mostly shadowed.  The use of light and dark highlights 

the father in a beam of sunlight from above the trees and obscures the midsections of the 

French sailors in dark tones. The father stands as a figure in equilibrium, with legs 

forming a triangular symmetrical pose.  With his left hand he gestures toward his home 

and goods in the foreground while his right hand stretches out, palm up (indicating 

peaceful intent), in welcome toward the desperate sailors.  The French sailors are dressed 

in European apparel and are in a supplicant position both in posture and because they are 

approaching from a path below the Canadians.  In the background we see more sailors 

along the path, and further away near the shoreline there is a faint image of crude raft.  

The illustration stresses the importance of the Canadian head of the family, placing him 

centrally in the image and bringing the eye back to him with two arcs sweeping from 

either top or bottom to the right at the middle of the frame.  One arc is created by the 

downward sweep of the tree branches, and a second arc is traced along the begging hands 

of the trio of French sailors imploring or thanking the Canadian. 

The image evokes the apparent sentiment of the tableau and establishes a 

philosophical position from which to judge the actions portrayed.  The trio of supplicant 

sailors is prominent at left.  Their faces are drawn in great detail showing the emotion of 

begging or of gratitude.  The faces of the Canadians are softer and much less detailed, 

their facial expressions harder to decode. The interaction of the trio and the father 

constitutes the nexus of the stirring scene which leads the viewer into a sentimental 

appreciation of the depiction.  As we continue to examine the print, however, we notice a 
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second set of sailors behind the trio partially receding into the background.  This 

distanced pair presents a set of internal spectators, instantiating a critical distance from 

which the scene is also viewed.  The duo are in dialogue with each other, observing the 

central scene unfold.  Their looks are concerned, appreciative, and mildly surprised.  I 

suggest that this duo represents the detached philosophical distance that the HDI is 

training the reader to recognize and experience.  We first saw this philosophical 

perspective in the HDI’s introduction with the narrative point of view elevated to survey 

the progress brought by commerce.  The elevated point of viewing in the text does not 

forsake sentimentality but transcends the particular to weigh the universal both 

empathetically and rationally. 

It would appear then that the image we have analyzed can be understood as a 

visual parallel to the way multiple voices function in the text.  After the first impression 

of the sentimental vignette in the foreground, the viewer perceives the philosophical 

stance of the pair in the middle distance, providing a visual model of detached reflection.  

The image illustrates a philosophical response that encompasses sentimentality but not at 

the cost of reason. 

While some critical approaches to the HDI would focus on tracing the differences 

between the two paragraphs in the Canadian account to differences in source authorship, 

finding evidence for Diderot’s hand in the second paragraph, it does not matter here.  In 

this instance the reader has a combined affective and philosophical experience through 

the activity of reading image, anecdote, and apostrophe.  The result is a reframing of 

social cosmology, breaking one’s conception of European civility through the reversal of 

‘wild’ and ‘civilized’ as the locus of virtue.  The resolution of the passage argues for a 
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betterment of European societies by re-imagining the old ways recast by newly 

(re)discovered ‘natural’ virtue.  The persuasive power of the passage is greater through its 

combination of affective and rational/philosophical discourses than would be achieved by 

either one without the other. 

La “griffe du lion”: Diderot’s contributions 
As we have established, considering the work as a whole gives insight into a 

synergistic power that would be missing if the text were fragmented into separate 

analyses of Raynal’s words and Diderot’s words.  In this study I have chosen to set aside 

the questions of contributors and sources for the HDI, which have been and continue to 

be studied by many others.72  Our interest here is not so much in determining which 

writer contributed which specific passages, as it is in determining the overall complexity 

and strategies inherent in the compiled text.   

It would appear then that efforts to identify Diderot’s contributions would be 

antithetical to this approach.  However, such an inventory can help us establish passages 

in the ‘philosophical voice’ (apostrophe, affective, contextualizing) that were not penned 

by Diderot, and thus break down the notion that the philosophical voice is solely present 

due to the insertion of Diderot’s words.  If there are other occurrences of this voice, 

written by Raynal and others, then the philosophical voice is a feature of the project and 

not merely the idiosyncrasies of one co-author.  We are thus fortunate that Diderot’s 

 
72 I would mention again the pioneering work of Hans Wolpe as well as 

scholarship by Michèle Duchet, Diderot et l’"Histoire des deux Indes" ou l’Écriture 
fragmentaire (Paris: A.G. Nizet, 1978); Anthony Strugnell’s new critical edition of the 
HDI (2010 and 2018); and Gianluigi Goggi “Raynal et ses collaborateurs” in HDI tome 1 
(2010), xxx – xxxiv. 
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contributions are now largely verified. 

Even before some of the evidence scholars now have that corroborates which 

passages were written by Diderot, critical readers perceived a difference in many of those 

passages, recognizing the imprint of the Diderotian voice and dialogic style.  In 1957 

Hans Wolpe argued that these stylistic differences revealed the ‘philosopher of Langres’ 

in certain passages: “les contributions de Diderot sont les morceaux d’éloquence, les 

digressions, développements et considérations dont le texte de l’Histoire des deux Indes 

est parsemé. […]. Le style même de ces interpolations fait un tel contraste avec le texte 

fondamental que l’on se rend compte qu’une main différente a tenu la plume.”73   

While there are conflicts in the informational content from various collaborators 

resulting in contradictions in the text, stylistically there are not many distinct variations in 

writing style to distinguish text written by Raynal from that written by Pechméja, 

Deleyre, or other contributors.  However, Diderot’s contributions usually stand out and 

add variety and complexity to the work.  Over the editions, his contributions helped to 

push the audacity of the work to the point of attracting the ire of the church and the 

monarchy.  It has been suggested that Raynal may have been unaware of how 

controversial Diderot’s increasing contributions to the editions of the Histoire des deux 

Indes were.  Jacques-Henri Meister (1744-1826), who was Melchior Grimm’s secretary, 

attests to Diderot’s awareness of the danger and Raynal’s willing acceptance of it.  

Meister writes that when Diderot would raise his concerns, “Lui-même [Diderot] était 

souvent effrayé de la hardiesse avec laquelle il faisait parler son ami: Mais qui, lui disait-

 
73 Hans Wolpe, Raynal et sa machine de guerre: l’histoire des deux Indes et ses 

perfectionnements (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957), 189. 
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il, osera signer cela? — Moi, lui répondait l’abbé, moi, vous dis-je; allez toujours.”74 

Before we are led to conclude that Diderot’s passages are at odds with the rest of 

Raynal’s text, we must remember that Diderot was a willing and long-term collaborator 

on the project over three editions.  Damien Tricoire resolves the potential discord 

between Raynal’s passages and Diderot’s passages by illustrating how they both critique 

the violent colonialism of the Spanish and other European powers, while conversely 

advocating for a ‘civilized’ colonialism conducted by the French.  Tricoire casts the HDI 

in the framework of French patriotism and logical advancement of the nation’s interests.  

Thus, Diderot’s passages are best seen in context of introducing criticism of other 

nations, and not necessarily reflecting on France’s own colonial behavior.  There is a 

tendency to regard philosophes and writers who critiqued state institutions as ‘pre-

revolutionary’ figures, working in secret against the government.  Dan Edelstein reminds 

us that many of the grands philosophes were not purely critics of the state, writing as 

prophets from the wild.  They often held official positions and were connected to court 

networks with varying degrees of official support.75 

There is one more dimension to the relationship between Diderot’s writing and 

Raynal’s project that is worth exploring in the context of fragmentary sources.  The fact 

that Diderot willingly worked sometimes up to 14 hours a day on the HDI, knowing that 

he would not be credited, indicates that the philosophe saw some benefit to writing un-

credited.  If literature is a space that allows great freedom to create and experiment in 

 
74 Jacques-Henri Meister, “Aux mânes de Diderot,” note, in Oeuvres complètes de 

Diderot, ed. J. Assézat (Paris: Garnier Frères, 1875), xvii. 
75 Dan Edelstein stresses this point in The Enlightenment: A Genealogy (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2010), 89-93. 
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form and idea, then perhaps this sense of freedom is heightened for Diderot while writing 

anonymously.  Sunil Agnani conjectures that this free quality led Diderot “to defy the law 

of the encyclopedic impulse, of the information-retrieval function of colonial knowledge 

as verifiable archive.  In literature, that form of writing in which anything can be said, 

Diderot is willing to take a thought to its extreme.”76  With the appeal for Diderot of the 

experimental writing freedom in mind, we can see that there are cogent arguments for 

considering Diderot’s different voice within the HDI to be integral to what he and Raynal  

were building with their “machine de guerre.” 

Indeed, Raynal’s position of influence within powerful spheres of French society 

created a network of sources to query and request information on all manner of colonial 

and economic matters.  Central to these matters were établissements, commerce, and 

colonies.  When considering any terms in use approximately 250 years ago, research into 

their usage and signification at the time is beneficial to our understanding the text and 

sometimes yields serendipitous discoveries of lexical associations now lost to us.  

Delving into the dictionaries and encyclopedias of the era reveals how hierarchy and 

power imbalance were implicit in the very words used to communicate about colonial 

activity in eighteenth-century France.  Let us examine those three key terms. 

Power, by definition 
The French term “établissements” from the HDI’s title can certainly be 

understood to mean the establishment of commercial and colonial outposts in other lands, 

but the lexical associations in the eighteenth century reveal military and imperialistic 

 
76 Sunil Agnani, Hating Empire Properly: The Two Indies and the Limits of 

Enlightenment Anticolonialism (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013), 36. 
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notions of agency that have faded in modern usage.  The Grand Robert dictionary also 

offers that the term can designate “Action d’établir (des personnes), de s’établir,” which 

is illustrated with two examples — one military, “distribution des troupes en zone 

d’occupation”; the second example is the action of empire, “Action de prendre pied dans 

un pays. L’établissement des Français dans les Indes.  Possession (prise de 

possession).”77 Note that the effort to secure position in the Indies is the very example 

given of the term établissement.  Another example cited for établissement, dating from 

the early eighteenth century, references the French in India, “(1723). Empire. […] 

Colonie, comptoir. Les établissements français de l’Inde.”  A commercial aspect of 

établissement is highlighted in the third definition: “Ensemble des installations établies 

pour l’exploitation, le fonctionnement d’une entreprise.” 

Through its system of cross-references, Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie 

refers the reader from “Établissement” to “Établir” where one finds: 

 Etablir un commerce avec des nations sauvages, c’est convenir avec elles 
des conditions sous lesquelles on veut négocier, des marchandises qu’on 
prendra d’elles, & de celles qu’on prétend leur donner en échange. 
Etablir une manufacture; c’est, en conséquence des lettres patentes qu’on 
a obtenues, rassembler des ouvriers & des matieres; faire construire des 
machines ou des métiers convenables aux ouvrages qu’on veut 
entreprendre ; enfin occuper des fabriquans, ouvriers & artisans, qu’on a 
auparavant instruits, aux étoffes ou autres choses pour lesquelles on a 
obtenu le privilége. 
[…] 
Etablir un comptoir, une loge, une factorie; c’est mettre un marchand & 
des commis avec des marchandises dans un lieu propre pour le négoce. 
Voyez Comptoir, Loge, Factorie.78  

 
77 1. Grand Robert de la langue française Online, s.v. “Établissement,” accessed 

August 17, 2019, https://gr-bvdep-com.ezp2.lib.umn.edu/robert.asp 
78 Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 

etc., eds. Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. s.v. “Etablir,” University of 
Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Autumn 2017 Edition), Robert Morrissey and 
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In this eighteenth-century understanding, an “établissement” is first an agreement 

with a trading partner who is seen as an uncivilized nation, one of lesser status.  This 

agreement establishes the conditions of negotiation (desired by the European partner as 

the understood antecedent of the subject pronoun “on”).  Furthermore, the agreement 

identifies the merchandise that the European partner will take [on prendra] from them, 

and then the merchandise that will be given in exchange.  This definition establishes the 

lesser status of the non-European trading partner as a “nation sauvage.”  Following from 

the qualification of the trading partner nations as “sauvage,” the equitable treatment of 

laws is put into question as a ‘sauvage’ is by definition outside civilized law.  This sets 

the stage for legitimizing the forceful action of taking merchandise from them and giving 

to them other merchandise in exchange.  Note that the activity is not defined simply as 

exchange or trade, but as taking and giving.  The gendering of the uncivilized nations 

with the feminine “elles” is grammatically unremarkable but evokes an unequal power 

dynamic between male and female of the period, attributing more power to the European 

trading partner.  What will be taken from the foreign power is stated with the certainty of 

the French futur simple verb tense; what will be given in exchange is nuanced as slightly 

less certain through the expression “on prétend leur donner en échange.”  In that 

expression, one has the intent to give that merchandise in exchange, but this is not as 

decisive a construction as if the entry had said “qu’on donnera en échange,” matching the 

construction of the first half of the phrase.  Again, this rhetorical construction suggests an 

 
Glenn Roe (eds), http://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu.ezp1.lib.umn.edu/. 
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unequal power dynamic in the ‘establishment’ of trade.  With this enhanced lexical 

comprehension, we can read the title of the HDI in a more politicized way, understanding 

how the word signified to a reader of the period. 

The heavy presence of examples and references to India and the Indies in the 

definitions of “établissements” demonstrates the centrality of ‘les Indes’ in the 

representation of commerce in the mid- to late eighteenth century.  In both the history of 

the term in the Grand Robert, and the definitions given in the Encyclopédie, we find an 

unequal power dynamic with either militaristic possession of another’s territory or 

trading agreements subtly conceived to naturalize the advantage of the European partner 

over the “nation sauvage.” 

Commerce is a concept fundamental to trade and “établissements,” and it is paired 

with the latter in the title of the HDI — Histoire philosophique et politique des 

établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les deux Indes.  Consider the case of 

how “commerce” was conceived of and represented in eighteenth-century France.  The 

dictionary of the Académie française from 1762 gives two definitions: 

 

COMMERCE. s.m. Trafic, négoce de marchandises, d’argent, soit en 
gros, soit en détail.  […] La Paix entretient le commerce, fait aller le 
commerce, fait fleurir le commerce, met de l’ argent dans le commerce. La 
guerre fait cesser le commerce, rompt le commerce. 
COMMERCE signifie aussi Communication & correspondance ordinaire 
avec quelqu’ un, soit pour la société seulement, soit aussi pour quelques 
affaires. […] Avoir commerce, entretenir commerce avec quelqu’un. Ils 
ont grand commerce ensemble. Ils sont en grand commerce l’un avec 
l’autre. […]  
On dit, qu’Un homme est d’un agréable commerce, d’un bon commerce, 
pour dire, qu’Il est d’agréable société: Et d’Un commerce sur, pour dire, 
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qu’On peut se fier à lui, qu’on peut lui confier ses secrets.79  
 

These definitions remind us that in addition to the economic sense, commerce also meant 

social interaction and communication.  Again, this social connotation is much less 

common in twenty-first-century usage. The polyvalence of the term “commerce” allows 

the HDI to gesture toward the economics of trade while also evoking the idea of positive 

social interaction. 

The Encyclopédie has 25 entries with the headword containing “commerce.”  The 

main article titled “COMMERCE” is written by François Véron de Forbonnais.  The 

definition of commerce in the Encyclopédie combines the two main senses that are given 

in the dictionary of the Académie française: “On entend par ce mot, dans le sens général, 

une communication réciproque. Il s’applique plus particulièrement à la communication 

que les hommes se font entr’eux des productions de leurs terres & de leur industrie.”80  

Forbonnais’ article on the whole espouses a religious, providential point of view, basing 

commerce on the intentional design of a divine creator who fashioned the natural world 

in such a way as to distribute natural resources and agriculture so that human beings in 

different regions/countries would have to be interdependent on one another, trading for 

what they needed or wanted.  Forbonnais seems to share the HDI writers’ optimistic view 

of the ameliorating influence of commerce on international relations:  

La Providence infinie, dont la nature est l’ouvrage, a voulu, par la variété 
qu’elle y répand, mettre les hommes dans la dépendance les uns des 

 
79 Dictionnaire de l’Académie française 4th ed., (Brunet, 1762), s.v. “commerce.” 
80 “Commerce,” Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et 

des métiers, etc., eds. Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d'Alembert. 3:690, University of 
Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Autumn 2017 Edition), Robert Morrissey and 
Glenn Roe (eds), http://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu.ezp2.lib.umn.edu/. 
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autres: l’Être suprème en a formé les liens, afin de porter les peuples à 
conserver la paix entr’eux & à s’aimer.”81 
 

These definitions of commerce serve to show that underlying the interest in trade, 

there is an anxiety about conflict’s ability to put an end to commerce: “la paix fait fleurir 

le commerce,” but “la guerre fait cesser le commerce.”  Paul Cheney highlights another 

aspect of the social tension that an expanding mercantile class placed on the political 

sphere as global commerce fed local prosperity.  He notes that French elites had to come 

to terms with “a problem that had become salient since the seventeenth century: what was 

the most appropriate political system for a world order based on commerce rather than on 

territorial conquest?”82  This metropolitan anxiety confirmed a shift in political 

perspective, but still underplayed the conquest inherent in commerce and colony. 

A modern reader would likely not associate the word “établissement” with colony.  

The French word more likely associated is, of course, “colonie.”  The article in the 

Encyclopédie for “Colonie” was also written by Forbonnais, who penned the main article 

for “Commerce.”  Interestingly, while there are often multiple entries in different 

categories for many words in the Encyclopédie, “colonie” has only one article with that 

headword.  This seems like a conspicuous concentration of meaning into one article.  I 

can only conjecture that this was in an effort perhaps to control or confine text that could 

be controversial and land the writers in peril. “Colonie” is a term at the intersection of 

history and commerce, as indicated by the classification of this single entry under three 

domains:  Histoire moderne, Histoire ancienne, Commerce.  At the end of the entry, the 
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author once again reinforces the central role of commerce for colonies by indicating that 

the proper place to read about the colonial endeavors of contemporary European powers 

is under the subheading ‘commerce’ within the Encyclopédie article on each European 

nation.  “Colonie” is defined very broadly at first: “on entend par ce mot le transport d’un 

peuple, ou d’une partie d’un peuple, d’un pays à un autre.”83  The article then divides 

colonies into six classes based on the purpose for founding the colony.   

The first four classes of colonies describe various historical or Biblical situations 

where one group of people moved or were moved to manage population growth of 

various kinds.  But the fifth class of colony is related to commerce.  These colonies are 

“celles qu’a fondées l’esprit de commerce, & qui enrichissent la métropole.”84  This class 

of colony consists of trading posts and stronghold depots to support long-range trading.  

Using the example of European establishments in India, Forbonnais specifies that these 

colonies are dependent on a compagnie and must be empowered to make and maintain 

political agreements, ostensibly with the local host country.  And yet, this type of colony 

cannot engage in conquest or else it converts into another class of colony and must then 

be funded by the government. 

The sixth class of colony receives the most attention.  While most of the other 

classes of colonies are written up in approximately 100 to 400 words, this section weighs 

in at 1,239 words — twelve times the length of the shorter sets, three times as long as the 

next longest passage.  This sixth class of colony is described as newly emerging from the 

European encounter with the New World of the American continents and islands.  “Toutes 
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celles de ce continent ont eu le commerce & la culture tout-à-la-fois pour objet de leur 

établissement, ou s’y sont tournées: dès-lors il étoit nécessaire de conquérir les terres, & 

d’en chasser les anciens habitans, pour y en transporter de nouveaux.”85  This new variety 

of commercial colony also has agricultural production as its essential purpose.  Where a 

purely commercial colony co-exists with the indigenous people (according to the six 

classes of colony in the Encyclopédie), a New World colony deploys a doctrine of res 

nullius [thing owned by no one], or more accurately terra nullius [nobody’s land].  The 

existing indigenous population is removed both physically and conceptually — 

considered not to be effectively in possession of their lands.  This state of affairs permits 

the colonizing country to declare the land as without an owner or an agent making 

effective use of it, and thus free for the taking without purchase, treaty, or formal 

declaration of war. 

“[La] liberté doit être restrainte en faveur de la métropole,” declares this entry by 

Forbonnais, in a series of statements proposing stricter governmental control for this type 

of colony.86   A further restriction on this new type of colony is that its trade is reserved 

exclusively for the founding country.  The unidirectionality of trade benefit defies the 

social interaction connotation of “commerce” in eighteenth-century French culture.  To 

maximize the profit of such a colony, it must not expend resources and capital outside the 

confines of increasing production.  Dependency on the founding country is a design 

factor for such a colony: “les colonies ne seroient plus utiles, si elles pouvoient se passer 

de la métropole: ainsi c’est une loi prise dans la nature de la chose, que l’on doit 
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restraindre les arts & la culture dans une colonie, à tels & tels objets.”  Thus, a colony of 

this type will lack certain essentials that can be provided only by the homeland. 

However, along with the suggestion that this sixth type of colony, this New World 

type of colony, requires greater control to maintain benefit for the metropole, there is also 

a moderating caution that the effects of heavy-handed tolls and undue restriction of 

freedoms in trade may have a magnified effect in colonies of dampening spirits and 

thereby diminish productivity for the metropole.  While at first the article’s caution may 

seem humanistic, these suggestions are revealed to be simply the husbandry techniques to 

maintain efficient production.  An oppressive policy is to be avoided in managing a 

colony because such a policy  would “contribue à diminuer la quantité de la denrée ou à 

la renchérir, diminue nécessairement le bénéfice de la métropole, & fournit aux autres 

peuples une occasion favorable de gagner la supériorité, ou d’entrer en concurrence.”87  

This guiding rationale is not the incitement of Rousseau, who argues for the universal 

dignity of human beings in The Social Contract, “L’homme est né libre, et partout il est 

dans les fers,” Rather, this article is a pragmatic treatise on the most effective way to coax 

profit from a colony, conceived of here almost as of a machine to produce goods and 

profit.88  McClellan and Regourd describe this “colonial machine” as “an elaborate state-

level scientifico-medical-technical bureaucracy set in place to support and advance the 

French presence overseas.”89  This elaborate infrastructure was put in place to support the 
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distribution of people to places of military or mercantile benefit, but also to carefully 

control the homeland emigration toward fortune and foreign shores. 

This Encyclopédie entry therefore has two cautions about the people of the 

colony; they are the machines of production and should be encouraged to increase their 

own population, yet this increase should not come at the expense of the homeland 

population.  Forbonnais even includes an admonishment to temper the enthusiasm of the 

general population of the metropole for joining a colony so that the home country doesn’t 

depopulate. 

The article on “colonie” asserts that the colonies “en Amérique” called for new 

laws because these colonies established a novel form of dependence and commerce, 

making the case that this colonial situation is unique.  These new laws must be monitored 

and balanced against the productivity of the colony, as the laws must always tend toward 

increasing the commercial viability of the colony, which is the essential goal of this type 

of colony: “il peut arriver que ces lois deviennent contraires à l’objet de l’institution, qui 

est le commerce.”90  Again, emphasizing commerce’s role, the article states, “c’est le 

commerce qui par son activité en a donné à toutes les colonies un peu florissantes.”91  

The antecedent for the pronoun “en” here is vague and could refer to commerce, activity, 

or justice (referring to the basis for the laws of the colony).  The adjective “florissantes” 

naturalizes the activity of the colony via a botanical metaphor where the colony grows 

and produces like a plant that flourishes.  The flower is a beautiful representation, 

promising the fruit that is to come. The colony is figured as natural, beautiful, fertile, and 

 
90 “Colonie,” Encyclopédie, 3:650. 
91 “Colonie,” Encyclopédie, 3:650. 



 239 

projected to ripen, thus providing sustenance in the near future. 

Our close analysis of the lexicon of commerce and colony in the eighteenth 

century highlights the power of language to shape thought.  In this period the French 

word “commerce” animates colonial undertakings and the term freights positive 

denotations of reciprocal social and economic exchange.  However, the imperialistic tools 

of commerce, “établissement,” and “colonie,” cannot be spoken of without invoking the 

words’ inherent associations with military possession and power imbalance, while also 

naturalizing those ideas through the botanical/zoological lexical associations of the terms. 

In effect, the language equivocates and ultimately justifies the superior position of the 

European. 

Among the words that are central to the text and concepts of the HDI, we find the 

language of the period naturalizing the establishment of colonies and legitimizing the 

forceful seizure of native peoples’ lands.  The violence inherent in these activities is 

moderated by a caution for the pre-condition of relative peace and social interaction 

required for profitable commerce. Commerce is thus the instigator and mitigator of the 

violence in imperialistic colonial activity. 

Conclusion 
The Histoire philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des 

Européens dans les deux Indes is a complex text.  We can savor its complexity if we 

consider it like a reader, as a whole, rather than dividing it into fragments to identify 

sources.  I have argued that the book derives its energy, authority, and claim on readers 

through its internal tension between two particular modes of expression.  The dialogue 

and tension between these modes inherent in the work performs its multidimensional 
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wholeness in the same way that two separate speakers are required to create stereo sound.  

Announced from the title itself, the book is a paradox, combining two modes of writing 

that were, according to Raynal himself, incompatible.  Raynal stated that a historian must 

be careful not to “sortir du caractère d’historien pour prendre celui de philosophe ou de 

politique.”92  And yet, in 1770 as in 1774 and 1780, it is indeed an imposing history that 

seeks to combine both the philosophical and the political that Raynal publishes.  The 

reader enters into a complex work that is figural as early as the title itself.  “Une histoire 

‘philosophique et politique’ supposait un système de représentations dont le titre, dans les 

replis de l’énoncé et la duplicité de son langage, était une figure.”93 

Promoting the richness of the HDI when taken all together, Strugnell claims 

“L’ensemble nous offre une histoire vivante, originale bien que fondée sur de multiples 

réécritures, et associant analyse et anecdote, description et narration, harangue et 

exhortation, comme pour mieux traduire la richesse, la complexité et l’ambivalence du 

monde: celles surtout de l’Orient et du Nouveau Monde, les “deux Indes” du titre […]”94 

I am not alone in arguing that the HDI is a persuasive, transformative, and 

enchanting text.  Hans Wolpe interprets the aim of the HDI to be a wider change in the 

society of eighteenth-century France.  He writes, “l’Histoire des deux Indes est une arme 

de combat (ses polémiques deviennent de plus en plus âpres); c’est un outil destiné à 

‘éclairer’ le public (les informations, sur tous les sujets, deviennent de plus en plus 
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nombreuses et précises).  C’est surtout un moyen de servir la Cause, non un but en soi.”95  

Sylvana Tomaselli affirms the performative nature of the HDI, saying “Raynal and 

Diderot’s work came to be an endeavor to transform the transformers, those who had 

changed the world through their commercial pursuits.”96   

In this chapter we have explored how the text of the HDI performs transformation.  

Signaled and initiated by the title with its interpretively-complexifying pairs of terms, the 

HDI presents a reader with a text that confronts, disenchants, exhorts, and re-enchants the 

reader’s conception of self and the world.  Commerce is frequently the word that draws 

critical attention in this work, but our analysis of the “Introduction” shows that the peak 

intensity of that text focuses on attaining an attitude of enlightened philosophical 

detachment.  This philosophical point of viewing is neutral to profession, faith, and 

nationality in order to perceive and judge the world in a mode of sentiment, to rain tears 

or imprecations on situations according to their virtues or transgressions against 

humankind.  The unlikely pastiche of passages varying in style between a voice of 

political history and a voice of philosophical history creates a text unlike any other a 

reader is likely to find.  The historical voice lends credibility, while the philosophical 

voice enchants with an experience.  This experience occurs in the act of reading text and 

image.  The intimacy of contact with another’s thoughts and feelings in the way reading 

brings them into the reader’s mind is just short of magic, and is indeed a secular form of 

enchantment, with the potential to not only change one’s mind, but perhaps even change 

the “façon de penser” — that is to say the epistemological frame with which one 
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comprehends the world. 

The Histoire des deux Indes critiques, contests, and undoes traditional authority in 

historiography.  This sort of unmooring from faith in a traditional authority results in the 

loss of a sense of organization and connection to a previous epistemological order.  As we 

have discussed earlier, disenchantment results from any such dislocation whether from a 

divine or secular authority.  Freed from the previous networks of associations (religious, 

superstitious, mythological), writers and thinkers of the eighteenth century like Raynal 

and Diderot were able to reflect critically on the world and society around them, 

transform the world with figural language, and invite their readers to enter and continue 

its creation with them. 
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Conclusion 
Disenchantment and Re-enchantment:  

Rhetorical Tension in the Siècle des Lumières 
 

 “[…] cet illustre navigateur resserré de toutes parts par les rivages 
de ce globe, qui n’offre plus de mers à ses vaisseaux, et connaissant 
désormais la mesure de notre planète, comme le dieu qui l’a arrondie entre 
ses mains. 
 Cependant, il faut l’avouer, ce que nous gagnons du côté des 
sciences, nous le perdons en sentiment. 
 L’âme des anciens aimait à se plonger dans le vague infini; la nôtre 
est circonscrite par nos connaissances.  Quel est l’homme sensible qui ne 
s’est trouvé souvent à l’étroit, dans une petite circonférence de quelques 
millions de lieues?”1  

 
As we come to the conclusion of this project, we will take a final look at the 

problematics discussed and consider the implications of enchantment and episteme for 

reading eighteenth-century French literature and intersectional texts that blur generic 

lines. After that discussion, we will then demonstrate how the approach elaborated in this 

dissertation can be applied to render legible the potential for epistemic disruption in texts 

beyond those of our case studies.  How does this approach work for texts that are not 

purported to be part of a knowledge project — specifically the wider world of the 

eighteenth-century novel.  To test this hypothesis, we will analyze a sample passage from 

Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse.  Finally, we will discuss the key implications of this 

research and the future directions where this line of inquiry may lead.  

 
 

1 Emphasis mine.  François-René Chateaubriand, “Essai sur les révolutions,” in 
Œuvres complètes (Paris: Arvensa Editions, 2013), 2456-57. 
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A view of the whole — Figural thinking with text and image 
One of the threads that has wound through all the chapters of this dissertation is 

an examination of the presence and purpose of engraved illustrations in each of the case 

study texts.  The role of the images in these works can be understood as a way of 

employing figural thinking to experiment with the limits of cognitive thought.  The 

images extend the textual strategies by offering the viewing/reading subject an experience 

that challenges previous conceptions.  The images we have studied present a non-verbal 

way to experiment with the limits of cognition to process a constitutive tension 

concerning the meaning of the work. 

As we have seen in each of our chapters, one part of a text’s poetic work is 

performed through the subject’s act of interpreting the text.  A visual extension of this 

performative work involves the sentimental or affective communication conveyed 

through the figural.  While one may be tempted to regard the visual as an autonomous 

element better left to be analyzed by art historians, the reading subject encounters text 

and image together as part of the same experience of the book, and in our selected texts 

the images and text were both produced under the direction of the author and thus possess 

a certain claim to unity.  This indicates a greater degree of editorial unity than if the 

images were inserted by the printer, as was not uncommon at the time.  Attending to the 

illustrations in our selected texts then can help us better understand the work’s capacity to 

change the reader’s manner of thinking about nature via the mode of sentiment, which is 

perhaps better rendered through visual and figural communication. 

scrivcmt://19C50760-7670-4BE4-ADFE-445B6BBB5E79/
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Syntheses and synergies 
As stated before, the figuration resulting from the opposition between 

disenchantment and re-enchantment constitutes the heart of the dissertation.  As we have 

seen, this opposition is a meta-epistemological structure that generates a wealth of 

oppositely charged binaries particular to the text and its critical issues.  Identifying and 

evaluating these oppositions advances and complicates our understanding of 

Enlightenment texts.  Throughout this study I have analyzed a number of those 

oppositions in the various works considered.  When we look at a collection of these 

rhetorical oppositions, organized by the function they serve in a particular text, a picture 

begins to emerge of how these polarities shape the dynamic of these works. 

 

Disenchantment Re-enchantment 

Système Sentiment 

Description Histoire, Narration 

Declarative (Discursive) Figurative Discourse 

Reductive History Creative Fiction 

History Engagement 

History Philosophy 

Information Composition 

Reductive Generative 

Informational Literary 

Critical Sentimental 

Historical Affective 
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Throughout this dissertation, the model I have used to illustrate the way 

disenchantment and re-enchantment function together is designed to show how they 

break, blend, and reset conceptual frameworks, not just modify informational content 

within an existing framework.  One example of this is seen in our analysis of the Histoire 

des deux Indes where the rhetorical tension works to break fixed beliefs and reformulate 

the concept of European civility, blending the virtuous ideals of Europe with the 

boundless freedom represented by the figure of natives of a wild land.  This between-the-

stated-values conception of civility enchants through the appeal of a reset to the original 

state of humankind in nature before the corruption of the polis — this imagined reset 

presenting a secular prelapsarian idyll.  The rhetorically sublime moment of forthright 

purity in a state of nature conjures an organizing schema for this alternate view of 

humankind existing in the world and through a particular relationship with nature and 

other people. 

As this project draws to a close, what can we conclude from these analyses?  It is 

now apparent that French texts of the eighteenth century that are concerned with 

knowledge work abound in binary oppositions that have epistemic functions.  The 

Histoire naturelle re-writes the approach to natural history, insisting that the person who 

would truly understand the natural world must possess the ability to encompass both the 

opposing skills of global perspective and attention to detail.  General système and 

particular observation vie for a primary role in the practice of description, with the 

Histoire naturelle emanating from a point somewhere between the two to create an 



 

 247 

innovative and disruptive way to think about the act of representing nature on the written 

page.  A deep division, revealed even in the organization of the table of contents, traces 

the tension between narration and description.  In Paul et Virginie we encounter the 

polarity between sentiment and système in Saint-Pierre’s multi-genre quest to find the 

proper rhetoric to describe the human ecology of colonial islands.  Despairing of a 

society that rejects truths and welcomes fictions, Saint-Pierre explicitly embraces that 

opposition to write his observations of a certain kind of truth in a fiction, counting on the 

affective thinking mode denoted by the term sentiment to communicate a truth of the 

heart rather than a truth that is a manipulated object of the mind.  Turning our attention 

from Mauritius to the broader colonial context, we again find a profusion of oppositions 

in the Histoire des deux Indes.  The collective writing carries the reader from numbing 

quantitative detail to soaring philosophical heights, rendered by different rhetorical 

modes in passages often disruptively joined.  We pondered in Chapter 3 whether 

“commerce” is the mediating force between political history and philosophical history. 

Image paired with text in the HDI create a dialectical relation between New World 

‘natural’ social values and European civility in an effort to break down a previous 

conception and give meaning and structure to a proposed new model of civility.  

Throughout all of these texts, the more we applied the lens of re-enchantment, the more 

we observed tension between binary pairs working to disrupt a worldview founded on 

belief in transcendental or traditional authority.  The arguments generated by these 

binaries do not persuade the reader to consider an alternative truth of supernatural 

authority, but instead offer the experience of empirical authority as reliable and 
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responsive to the desire for possession and mastery of the natural world and its products.  

Natural history and the effort to “master and possess” nature was a nexus of rhetorical 

tension aimed at epistemic disruption in the eighteenth century. 

We wished to challenge the theoretical assumption that disenchantment and re-

enchantment are two separate processes in a sequence, with re-enchantment found only in 

later works that respond to earlier movements of disenchantment.  The analyses in our 

case studies support the argument that disenchantment and re-enchantment can occur 

together in the same work.  In fact, we find that the theoretical lens of disenchantment 

and re-enchantment helps us to understand the oppositionality inherent in certain works 

and, at times, even included as a conscious design element. 

Our examination and close reading of the texts in this study reveal some of the 

choices that went into the design of these works.  Narrative fiction, figurative language, 

and images were ‘virtual reality experience’ tools of certain texts that functioned to elicit 

change in a reading subject’s epistemic frame of reference as well as a change in their 

store of knowledge.  The tension of polar binaries, maintained in the writing such that 

neither one dominates, creates a position for the subject that is actively constructed 

somewhere between the poles and in a way, unwritable because the new conception is 

being brought into being by the cognitive work to interpret and read the space between 

the discourses.  This unwritable, suggested space is particularly the realm of figural 

thought and performative language, rather than literal and informational language. 

Debates centering on the interaction between cognition and text will continue to 

inform the way we understand figurative writing, and the way we perceive the world and 
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even frame the bounds of that perception.  This study has highlighted one method of 

delving into writing and what we call ‘literature.’  It is my hope that further work on the 

articulation between discursive tensions and episteme may yield insights that point the 

way to a new understanding of the writing of the French eighteenth century.  

To seize the world between description and narration (Chapter One) 
The encounter between knowledge and the page to contain it raised tensions 

underlying the culture and discourse of Enlightenment in eighteenth-century France.  In 

the effort to separate “savoir” from its supernatural entanglements, writers employed 

multiple strategies.  Clarity and utility found support from texts that emphasized 

empirical evidence and measurement, particularly when that evidence was organized on 

the page in a way that appeared to claim no rhetorical force, such as tables of numbers.  

While text presents a representational model in the mind of its reading subject that 

requires linguistic discursive interpretation, illustrations present a simulacrum of direct 

sensorial experience through the visual.  Some works relied more on figurative 

illustrations of vignettes and veered away from the empirical into the realm of the 

affective.  Other works commissioned a third type of visual that offered a combination of 

the figural and the empirical — the diagram. 

Bender and Marrinan claim that diagrams are tools to think with.  The word diagram 

has its origin in the Greek, dia meaning across, through, and gram from graphein 

meaning to write, mark, or draw.  Oppositional pairs can be a tool to think with as well.  

The opposition of concepts across from each other, fixed in writing to the paper by the 

author and experienced by the reader also describes the rhetorical tension we have 
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analyzed in case studies of eighteenth-century French texts.  I have argued that these 

oppositions exist within the texts not as elements of information to be compared and 

contrasted, but rather they animate these texts through a three-dimensional tension 

experienced by the reader.  This experience transcends the traditional semiotic 

arrangement, gesturing at figural meaning between signs.  The experience of meaning 

held between meanings creates a new cognitive framework with which to comprehend 

the disrupted cosmos. 

In Chapter One we examined a commonly found effort in the eighteenth century 

to represent natural history in writing.  Applying the critical discourse of the siècle des 

Lumières to the representational practices of breaking down the natural world to then 

organize and record it resulted in the more complex descriptive regime of Buffon and 

Daubenton’s Histoire naturelle.  Adhering to the truth claims permitted by a rational 

materialist episteme, the text discards previous ways of knowing understood partly 

through belief systems.  Whether those belief systems were of faith in transcendent 

divinity, supernatural explanation, or secular faith in the accumulated authority of 

previous knowledge texts, such beliefs could not respond to the questions essential to an 

empirical mastery of the natural world.  As eighteenth-century France stretched out 

imperialistic endeavors across the oceans to islands and lands only then becoming 

accessible in reliable manner by military and commercial ships, a wealth of birds, 

animals, plants, and natural products never before seen in Europe was unloaded in 

France’s ports.  With expansion of commerce and conquest, the natural world known to 

Europeans expanded too. 
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However, with the unknown came a new imperative to master and possess these 

resources in the nation-state competition for wealth, prestige, and power among European 

countries as well as their merchant enterprises.  Reliable knowledge of these new 

specimens could separate those with the power to heal from those that could harm, and 

separate what could be exploited for profit from the valueless.  This pressure created a 

crisis in the need for knowledge that was not based on premises that could not be tested 

within the confines of empirical approaches.  The dominant episteme based on analogy 

and faith in analogous reasoning suffered disruption and replacement. 

In the pages of the Histoire naturelle we find a method and example of how to set 

aside unverifiable knowledge in favor of a way of knowing nature based in observation 

(both the vue générale and particulière).  The pages, tables, and diagrams of the Histoire 

naturelle reveal a search for expression of this new conceptual frame.  Quantitative 

measurement strives with narrative history to accurately represent the natural world for 

study and, importantly, for mastery. The physical separation of these different kinds of 

text in the HN shows the rivalry between their claims.  Their joint inclusion in a single 

work shows the necessity of their oppositionality to the performance of the knowledge 

project as a whole. 

In our analysis, the tables of measurements and ekphrastic description work to 

dispel the authority claims of transcendent or supernatural cosmology.  The highly 

figurative narrative passages work to adorn that unveiled truth and embellish it in a 

manner to re-create humankind’s relationship to that knowledge and restore a sense of 

scale and order, to restore an axis mundi.  We found it useful to reveal the contours of this 
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oppositionality through the theoretical lens of disenchantment and re-enchantment.  This 

same theoretical framing structured our approach to understanding the work being 

performed by rhetorical tension between description and narration in the Histoire 

naturelle.  

We are indebted to scholars like Michael Saler, Joshua Landy, and others who 

advanced the concept of disenchantment beyond Max Weber’s judgment of modern 

scientific professions.  Others proposed the concept of re-enchantment that would serve 

as a reactionary gesture against the cold truth left by disenchantment.  This re-

enchantment they saw primarily occurring in nineteenth-century Romantic movements to 

embrace sublime emotional reading of the natural world, shading even into the 

supernatural.  In my research, however, it appears that re-enchantment need not wait for a 

later moment as a sort of delayed reply to disenchantment as it were, nor does re-

enchantment need to embrace the supernatural.  I find in the writing of the French 

Enlightenment a complexity that responds well to the paired functioning of 

disenchantment and re-enchantment within the same text.  By re-enchantment I do not 

mean a refusal of the empirical to re-veil truth with supernatural explication, rather, I 

mean a secular re-enchantment within the writing. 

How can a novel claim to complete a natural history? (Chapter Two) 
With Chapter Two we transitioned from the consideration of a purely natural 

historical text in Chapter One to examine a work that evolves from natural history to 

novel — Paul et Virginie.  The author, Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre, wrote 
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about the natural world as he saw it through his voyage to the island of Mauritius.2  The 

pastoral novel Paul et Virginie represents the third iteration of Saint-Pierre’s efforts to 

capture the natural world on paper with rhetoric suited to express the truth of his 

observations.  Begun with his travel account in epistolary form, Voyage à l'île de France, 

wherein the Île de France was described in desolate and harsh terms, Saint-Pierre turned 

his writing on nature toward a more ambitious encyclopedic-style work, the Études de la 

nature.  When this approach to describing nature did not satisfy Saint-Pierre, he 

eventually employed the greater freedom of fiction to once again attempt to seize the 

truth of nature in his writing.  With the greater flexibility of figurative language, the novel 

replies to the rational rigidity of système with the access to a certain kind of truth better 

afforded by sentiment as a mode of figural thinking/perceiving. 

Saint-Pierre clearly sets up the opposition système - sentiment and ties it to the 

rhetoric used to describe the natural world seen in light of the discoveries from distant 

colonial lands. 

Eloquence and gravitas retell the history of colony to reshape civility (Chapter 
Three) 

In Chapter Three we analyzed the oppositions inherent in the Histoire des deux 

Indes as it discussed colonies and commerce.  Through the lens of disenchantment and re-

enchantment we traced the presence of tensions in the text related to how one perceives 

the world.  From a general sense of duality in the title that resonates between histoire 

 
2 Note that at the time this dissertation was written, Mauritius is again at the 

center of international ecological discussion due to the damage to the marine ecosystem 
caused by an oil spill when the ship MV Wakashio ran aground at Pointe d’Esny on July 
25, 2020. 
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politique and histoire philosophique, we were able to derive other binary oppositions in 

the text that contributed to the reader’s complex experience of the work and may help to 

explain its tremendous appeal to readers of the late eighteenth century.  Called Raynal’s 

“machine de guerre,” the text functions to accomplish epistemological disruption, beyond 

the merely political object of the “machine.”  

Viewing the rejection of previous traditions in historiography as a form of 

disenchantment, the work consistently uses data such as import/export quantities of 

specific goods, population demographics, and military assessments to establish an 

empirical basis for this history.  These elements lend discursive gravitas to the text and 

assert the utility and authority of this different approach to history.  One of the major 

differences with this other approach to history was to cleave away “eloquence” dedicated 

to painting a vivid but inaccurate picture of exotic locales.  Yet, as we saw in 

correspondence and reported conversations between two of the main authors, Raynal and 

Diderot, the repudiation of eloquence was intentionally paired with eloquent passages.  

The eloquence shunned was that which was deceiving (designed to “tromper la 

multitude”), but the eloquence embraced was to “save the work” and render a different 

kind of truth through the experience of the two discourses within the same work.  This 

sought-after ‘philosophical’ eloquence both in text and image creates a particular kind of 

experience for the reader.  This experience is one of engagement as it brings the reader 

along as virtual voyeur into the detail of far-flung colonies and then pulls back to reveal 

for the reader a vantage point from which to gain perspective and wisdom to contemplate 

the events and practices described.  The text uses this figural thinking to create an 
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experience to break and reset the reader’s framework of perception surrounding 

commerce, colony, and nation. 

The reader’s worldview is disrupted via this new practice of historiography, and 

then re-enchanted via the philosophical distance of viewing to create a new worldview.  

The text does not merely advance arguments concerning ethical colonial relations but 

brings the reader through an experience of this engagement and models for the reader this 

new manner of thinking, in hopes of changing the “façon commune de penser,” as was 

the goal of the Encyclopedists.3   

Disenchantment and re-enchantment as a tool to read the eighteenth-century novel 

If disenchantment and re-enchantment function as I have suggested, how might 

we read other (more narrative) texts like La Nouvelle Héloïse in this light?  This way of 

unpacking the binary tensions in writing of the French eighteenth century can apply to 

other texts of the period and help us to understand them in a new light. 

Throughout this dissertation we have applied the lens of disenchantment and re-

enchantment to texts manifestly about knowledge production, though astride clear 

disciplinary and genre divides that would be more distinct today.  This theoretical 

framework has been useful to bring to the surface some of the constitutive oppositionality 

in these works and consider the various binary pairs in terms of the dynamic they impart 

to the act of reading.  The siècle des Lumières is a unique moment of epistemic disruption 

somewhere between the premodern world and the modern one.  Since we cannot point to 

any one text or moment as the point of that change, we confirm Michel Foucault’s 

 
3 Denis Diderot, “Encyclopédie,” in Encyclopédie, 5:642A. 
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assertion that the history of the dominant episteme in a given culture at a given time is 

best described in terms of layers of disruption that can only be studied as an archeologist 

would a dig site.  We can see the evidence of the new culture on top of the old culture 

buried beneath, but they are different strata.4  The break and disjunction reveal the 

transition, which is rendered as abrupt.  Thus, in these texts we can observe the 

functioning of the rhetorical oppositions, trace what they disrupt, and analyze what they 

propose as replacement, in order to conjecture that they may have had a role in such 

epistemic change. 

Yet we have not fully addressed how this approach might open paths of inquiry 

into the inner workings of novels.  The eighteenth century in France saw genre evolutions 

in longer-form fiction from the sprawling seventeenth-century romance into a period of 

experimentation which would be followed by the more cohesive narrative fiction of the 

nineteenth-century novel.  Thus, the novel is a worthwhile object of study.  How does the 

lens of disenchantment and re-enchantment provide new opportunities to discover 

interpretive dynamics for texts that exist almost wholly in the enchanting, figurally-rich 

realm of fiction? 

 in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse, Julie dismantles and recreates 

spaces that then effect a similar transforming process on the characters who enter them.  

One example of this transformative work is seen in the house at Clarens with its 

renovations, replacing elements that were largely ornamental with those that are useful, 

 
4 We are referring here to the archeological model in Michel Foucault, Les Mots 

et les choses; Une archéologie des sciences humaines, Bibliothèque des Sciences 
Humaines (Paris: Gallimard, 1966). 
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but which cleverly also augment the beauty and function of the household — a beneficial 

blending of the utile and the agréable.  Even more striking are the passages featuring 

Julie’s re-fashioned Elysée garden where St. Preux experiences a transformation within 

himself and finds upon exiting the renovated garden that his attitude toward Julie’s 

husband, M. de Wolmar, has changed from hidden jealousy to a sort of tribal kinship.  Let 

us examine in detail how this occurs. 

Analyzing the use of oppositionality to effect epistemic change in the novel La 
Nouvelle Héloïse  
The garden in La Nouvelle Héloïse effects a sensible cure through a process of 

disenchantment and re-enchantment.  While the narrative voice in the novel Julie, ou La 

Nouvelle Héloïse discourses at length about nature, Rousseau’s force gathers not around 

nature left to its own devices, but rather around carefully managed nature — an 

experience crafted to naturalize its operation.5  Discrediting the taste of those who create 

jardins à la française with their symmetry and artificiality, Rousseau, however, does not 

advocate its simple opposite, la campagne perhaps, but rather a carefully harnessed 

nature as a sensory cure for St. Preux (and by proxy, all who are afflicted by passions out 

of balance).   

In Part 4 of the novel, a highly sentimental St. Preux, formerly private tutor to the 

young Julie, finally seems to be on a trajectory to transcend his illicit passion for Julie, 

now married.  He is invited to visit anew the house at Clarens where he first met Julie and 

their relationship developed in complicated spirals of friendship, flirtation, and virtuous 

 
5 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Julie ou la nouvelle Héloïse (Paris: Garnier-

Flammarion, 1967). 
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self-recriminations.  This new visit several years later is proposed as a sort of cure of re-

enchantment wherein the old associations of the house, grounds, and even of Julie herself 

are to be broken and subsumed in new, healthier associations.   

Reading in Rousseau a reflection of Swiss physician Tissot’s theory of sensibilité, 

Anne Vila proposes interpreting the episode at Clarens as a sort of medicinal intervention.  

“Having passed through their many ordeals, the novel's protagonists are now disposed 

both to administer and to receive the ‘remedy’ provided by the wholesome domestic 

milieu of the Clarens estate, a setting that is designed both to foster sensibility and to 

keep it in its place.”6 For this moral hygiene treatment to function, the estate at Clarens 

must evoke an experience that purges the affective disorder and substitutes virtue for 

passion. 

In Rousseau’s text, nature figures the operation of tempering the passions, but 

only through curated and cultivated nature, not wild nature.  In Part IV, Letter X, St. 

Preux describes for his friend Milord Edouard the transformations that the Wolmars have 

effected at Clarens.  They have removed what was “que l’ornement” and replaced it with 

that which serves “l’usage” of the masters of the house.  In this series of changes, we 

might focus on the substitution of the utile for the agréable, but we gain additional 

insights if we are to consider one nature being substituted for another nature. 

The novel’s text shows us a shift from one mode of apprehending the natural 

world to a different one.  The changes work to replace verbs and adjectives with others 

 
6 Anne C. Vila, Enlightenment and Pathology: Sensibility in the Literature and 

Medicine of Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1998), 210. 
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that reflect a simpler mode of experience, less based in intellect and more grounded in 

perceptions of the body.  The house no longer meant to be “vue,” but “habitée;” “sentir la 

richesse et le luxe” becomes “respirer l’abondance et la proprété.”7  The overstimulating 

paons criards are replaced by the cream of the laiterie, the flowerbed is converted to 

potager, with its semantic promise of nourishing soup; trees and bushes that were 

“tristes,” inutile,” and “vieux” give way to different plantings that are “bons,” “jeune,” 

and have the abundance of “deux rangs,” respectively.  A curated experience of the 

material world, particularly plant and animal, creates a change for the visitor to Clarens 

as well as for the reading subject.  The old regime of the estate at Clarens stimulated 

through more intellectual faculties, while the new regime makes apparent the shift in this 

passage to create in the reader a physical / corporeal experience.  As Meeker suggests in 

Voluptuous Philosophy, this move inscribes the text in a Lucretian Epicureanism, and I 

would add that it is a strategy by which this novel functions to make the conceptual 

material.8 

Instantiating the conceptual is also observed in the mysterious enclosed Elysée 

garden at Clarens.  Upon being granted admittance to the hidden hortus conclusus, St. 

Preux at first suffers disorientation and then proclaims feeling as if transported to the 

distant Pacific islands of Tinian or Juan-Fernandez. 

En entrant dans ce prétendu verger, je fus frappé d’une agréable sensation 
de fraîcheur que d’obscurs ombrages, une verdure animée & vive, des 
fleurs éparses de tous côtés, un gazouillement d’eau courante & le chant 
de mille oiseaux, porterent à mon imagination du moins autant qu’à mes 

 
7 Rousseau, 330. 
8 Natania Meeker, Voluptuous Philosophy: Literary Materialism in the French 

Enlightenment (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006). 
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sens; mais en même tems je crus voir le lieu le plus sauvage, le plus 
solitaire de la nature, & il me sembloit d’être le premier mortel qui jamais 
eût pénétré dans ce désert. Surpris, saisi, transporté d’un spectacle si peu 
prévu, je restai un moment immobile & m’écriai dans un enthousiasme 
involontaire: O Tinian! ô Juan-Fernandez!9 

 

The text itself produces a feeling of disorientation in the reader through a combination of 

rhetorical strategies.  The reader is alerted to the potential for disjunction between 

appearance and reality by the use of the adjective “prétendu” to describe the verger he is 

entering.  The passage then uses a passive construction to place the reader as the recipient 

of action (“fus frappé”), which is then whipsawed between the violent and the pleasant 

(“frappé d’une agréable sensation”).  After this point in the phrase, the reader would 

likely expect that “sensation de fraicheur” might be the subject of the clause, only to find 

the relative pronoun “que” followed by a long accumulation of botanical, aquatic, and 

avian elements each qualified by a visual or auditory impression.  The sentence then turns 

to reveal the principal verb 39 words from the beginning (“portèrent”), and the reader 

must return several lines above to reconstruct that the garden elements are the 

grammatical subject that carries the fresh/cool sensation to the narrator’s sense and 

imagination.  It is a dizzying sensation to read the passage and navigate at the same time 

the syntactic construction of the phrase as well as sort out the almost synesthesic mélange 

of sensory imagery.  Doubling the narrator, we are also left vertiginous by the attempt to 

reconcile sensory imagery, rhetorical acrobatics, and the energetic staccato sibilation of 

 
9 Rousseau, 353. 
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the following sentence (Surpris, saisi, transporté …), stabilizing for a pause at the pensive 

consonance in “m” of “un moment immobile.”   

Passing through the disorienting entry into the new garden space, we are 

presented with a vista so startlingly natural that for St. Preux it must represent the 

unspoiled original landscape of an exotic island.  Why this insistence on a tropical island 

as a point of reference for a garden on a country estate in Switzerland?  St. Preux is of 

course recalling his earlier travels that were part of his attempt to dispel his passion for 

Julie, but it also functions to reinforce the reader’s sensitivity to the experience of the 

flora and fauna of this unique space.  At a time when travel accounts brought back tales 

of newly-encountered places, the topos of the wild lands as echo of the lost innocence of 

the garden of Eden was a common theme.  Laurence Cooper advances the idea that 

Rousseau created evocative descriptions of natural settings expecting his reader to 

respond to them.10  These descriptions inspired a new sensibility to the beauty of the 

countryside.  Accordingly, untouched natural spaces changed from lightly regarded to an 

acception of something good and pure.  The figuration of this garden passage signals that 

this meaning is to be conferred on the enclosed garden via the reference to these tropical 

islands.  

Admission to the hidden garden has heightened the expectations of what is to be 

found within.  Once inside, Julie reveals that this is a known, but now unrecognizable 

place to St. Preux.  Associated with an earlier stage in his relationship to Julie when his 

 
10 Laurence D Cooper, Rousseau, Nature, and the Problem of the Good Life 

(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1999). 
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passion simmered under the thinnest veneer of social propriety, the orchard has 

undergone a transformation in order to facilitate transformation in others.  Previously 

showing dried grass, sparse trees, rare shade and lacking water, the space is now lush, 

green, and bedecked with flowers.  The description is thick with sensory imagery, quickly 

surpassing the bounds of visual art to depict the scene by evoking odor and tactile 

sensations.  The garden evokes at the same time a space created by natural forces and also 

the virtuous directing hand that guides those natural forces.  The Elysée garden is an 

enclosed space of contemplation, a hortus conclusus, to contain the imagination of those 

within, focusing the reflection of visitors.11  St. Preux enters the garden the following day, 

hoping to sustain his non-virtuous love for Julie through memories associated with the 

place, but instead finds “l’image de la vertu où je cherchois celle du plaisir.”12  While 

none of the exhortations and trials up to this point in the novel have succeeded in curing 

St. Preux of his love for Julie, this experience of cultivated nature in the Elysée garden 

finally rectifies his straying imagination and “portât dans [son] ame un calme préférable 

au trouble des passions les plus séduisantes.”13  Thus the space of carefully managed 

nature works to break previous associations of passionate excess, but does not leave St. 

Preux coldly broken of his emotional attachment for Julie.  Instead the experience of the 

 
11 There is a definite medieval and allegorical dimension to the work.  Not only 

does this garden recall the medieval topos of the hortus conclusus, the title of the novel 
obviously refers to the original Heloise in the story of Heloise and Abelard.  Similar to 
allegorical medieval French texts, Paul de Man reads Rousseau’s novel as an allegory of 
reading itself.  Paul de Man, Allegories of Reading: Figural Language in Rousseau, 
Nietzsche, Rilke, and Proust (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979). 

12 Rousseau, 365. 
13 Rousseau, 365. 
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garden in the text replaces the previous sentiments with an appeal to virtue and calm.  

Vicariously living St. Preux’s experience, the reader traverses these same 

disenchantments and re-enchantments. 

Here in the garden at Clarens, the natural setting which was the site of a previous 

conception of sentimental attachment, the owners of the property have removed the un-

managed landscape which was “agréable,” thus disenchanting it of the old affective 

resonances in a turn toward the more discursive “utile.”  However, M. de Wolmar does 

not simply demolish the old garden, erasing a location he knows is associated with an old 

flame of his wife before their marriage.  Instead, he and Julie work together to re-fashion 

the garden in a way that tames passion and replaces enticing beauty with utility and 

reason.  As St. Preux’s experience of the garden shows us, this is not simply pasting a 

new landscape over the old.  Rather, the utility of the space is that it becomes an 

experience that disenchants passion and employs its recreated Eden to re-enchant the 

visitor with an interpersonal worldview marked by virtue and calm. 

While there is much more that can be done to locate and analyze the oppositional 

pairs in this rich novel, this example serves as a preliminary taste of how applying the 

lens of disenchantment and re-enchantment can help us locate and interrogate instances 

of polarity connected to epistemic change in the novel as well as in knowledge project 

texts.  This is fertile ground for future work and may help us better understand the 

complex experimentation of novelistic forms throughout the eighteenth century and their 

interaction with readers. 
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What directions does this research open for the future? 
To return to the question that began our study, “What is the function of the 

oppositionality we find in so many texts of the siècle des Lumières?” we find ourselves at 

the heart of an epistemological conundrum.  Through our examination of texts and their 

engraved illustrations, we are not able to identify the specific moment of shift from 

reliance on supernatural or traditional authority to a rational material foundation for truths 

about the natural world.  In Foucault’s analysis we are ill-prepared to perceive the 

epistemic foundation of the moment in which we stand — it is a sort of conceptual blind 

spot.  We can endeavor to excavate moments of the past that are constituted differently 

than our own and mark their identity as adhering to another set of conditions of 

possibility for thought.  Thus, we can perceive the strata of disruption but not the details 

of transition from one episteme to its succeeding episteme. 

As this project comes to a close, we now consider where this inquiry may lead to 

next.  I will discuss three avenues opening from this research.  The first is to consider 

what happens after the eighteenth century and how the texts of the nineteenth century 

respond to the changes in thinking suggested by works we have studied and how we 

might apply the conceptual tools of disenchantment and re-enchantment to them.  The 

second avenue makes a greater leap to place texts of the eighteenth century which invoke 

colonial expansion in dialogue with Francophone texts from those countries.  How do the 

ideas extolled in the Histoire des deux Indes, the Histoire naturelle, or in letter 12 of the 

Voyage à l'île de France complicate or complement our understanding of texts by 

eighteenth-century and contemporary Francophone writers? The third avenue of 

exploration is to test more broadly the disenchantment and re-enchantment approach on 
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other eighteenth-century texts, to include novel-forms and plays that are not explicitly 

projects of knowledge work.  I discuss these avenues in more detail below. 

Potential application to nineteenth-century literature 
For this study we have focused our analysis on French texts of the eighteenth 

century.  This selection was an essential criterion because we wished to examine the 

writing strategies of a moment and a movement that explicitly and self-consciously called 

for critical examination of the assumptions underlying traditional authorities and 

epistemology.  The French siècle des Lumières, or ‘the Enlightenment,’ was characterized 

by this sort of disenchanting effort.  When Kant wrote his influential essay “What Is 

Enlightenment?” he warned about an easy reliance on faith in religion and traditional 

authority, writing, “Statutes and formulas, those mechanical tools of the rational 

employment or rather misemployment of his natural gifts, are the fetters of an everlasting 

tutelage.”14 For Kant, reliance on traditional authority reduced humankind to a sort of 

universal immaturity bordering on servitude to systems and rules.  To break these 

shackles, he enjoined his readers to make the effort to think critically and challenge 

reliance on traditional ways of thinking, “Enlightenment is man’s release from his self-

incurred tutelage. […] Sapere aude! ‘Have courage to use your own reason!’ — that is the 

motto of enlightenment.”15   

Onward from the eighteenth century it may be worthwhile to investigate in what 

manner the disenchantment and re-enchantment approach has value for the literature that 

 
14 Immanuel Kant, “Answering the Question: What Is Enlightenment?” On 

History, trans. Lewis White Beck (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1963), 5. 
15 Kant, “What is Enlightenment,” 7. 
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followed in the nineteenth century.  If the eighteenth century is characterized by a sort of 

universalizing criticism and disenchantment, what will respond to our tool in nineteenth-

century texts characterized by the sublimation of the descriptive by the narrative, by a 

Romantic appeal to the enchantment of the senses and sentiment, by exploration of the 

figural power of poetic language to create intense experience of the particular?  This 

remains a path to be explored, to challenge the existing conversation about re-

enchantment as a later reaction against earlier efforts of disenchantment. 

Final thoughts 
With the Enlightenment, savants and philosophes pulled aside the veil of truth and 

found the light of reason to be a terrible gift — a desolating gift of sight.  In a second 

Edenic moment we claimed rational knowledge and found ourselves naked in the cold 

light of reason.  Only this time God did not come to banish us from the Garden, we had 

banished God, and the garden of our material world was what was too exposed in this 

moment.  Thus, in turn, understanding that people have a deep-seated need of hopes and 

fears, philosophes re-enchanted the light, paradoxically guiding humanity to the “empire 

of reason” but through figural thinking in a manner palatable to complex and sentiment-

thinking human beings.16 

 
16 “L’esprit humain est désabusé de l’ancienne superstition. Si l’on ne profite de 

cet instant pour le guider & le rendre à l’empire de la raison, il faut que la masse générale 
des hommes qui a besoin d’espérances & de craintes, se livre à des superstitions 
nouvelles.”  Histoire des deux Indes, 4:468. 
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