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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 ² 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. 

 
FigXred in the frontispiece to Diderot and d¶Alembert¶s Encyclopédie, TrXth is 

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

the Yeil from TrXth, and then Imagination re-adorns and croZns her.  FigXral 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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discXrsiYe elements intermingle to point to meanings be\ond Zhat langXage in its literal 

fXnction alone can e[press.2  The reading sXbjectiYit\ fashioned b\ the te[t challenges 

epistemological positions throXgh the resolXtion of rhetorical tensions Yia figXral 

thinking.3  Comple[ oppositions sXch as TrXth and Imagination aboXnd in the Zriting of 

the French eighteenth centXr\, notabl\ betZeen pairs sXch as s\stem and sentiment, 

intellect and affect, or philosoph\ and politics, to name bXt a feZ.  The dialogXe betZeen 

opposing binaries opens a space for conceiYing of a trXth someZhere betZeen the poles.  

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

des Lumières as it Zas referred to in eighteenth-centXr\ France.  DXring an era Zhen old 

trXths Zere constantl\ being challenged b\ neZ discoYeries, the Xtilit\ of knoZledge to 

control and master the ph\sical Zorld led man\ to attempt to separate savoir from its 

sXpernatXral foXndations in diYine aXthorit\, sXperstition, and m\thical tales.  HoZeYer, 

the search for reliable natXral trXths did not end Zith Reason stripping the Yeil ² 

Imagination has a role to pla\ in order to make trXth palatable. 

I argXe that Ze can read man\ Zorks of the siècle des Lumières in a neZ light 

Zhen Ze attend to the strXctXring role of tension betZeen binar\ opposites foXnd in man\ 

of these Zorks.  Rather than resolYing into a dialectic s\nthesis (some of A, bXt some of 

B also), these Zorks create a comple[ interpretation throXgh the sXbject¶s e[perience 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, bXt something Xnderstood to lie betZeen).  

I fXrther sXggest that these Zorks also initiate their readers into neZ ways of thinking Yia 

these strXctXres.  As Diderot claimed for the Encyclopédie (1751-1772), the\ might jXst 

³change the common manner of thinking.´4  This attempt at transformation commences 

Zith discarding metaph\sical e[planations in faYor of empirical materialist e[planations.  

HoZeYer, the process does not end there, for bereft of a strXctXring axis mundi proYided 

b\ the former epistemological frameZork, Zhere does one find conte[t and meaning? 

Reflecting on this qXestion at the tXrn of the tZentieth centXr\, German 

sociologist Ma[ Weber decried the loss of meaning and organi]ing strXctXre in the 

modern Zorld; ³The fate of oXr times is characteri]ed b\ rationali]ation and 

intellectXali]ation and, aboYe all, b\ the µdisenchantment of the Zorld¶ [die Entzauberung 

der Welt].´5  Later critics ZoXld pick Xp on Weber¶s concept and Xse the term 

³disenchantment´ to describe more generall\ the processes at Zork to remoYe the 

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

elaborated most recentl\ in the Zork of JoshXa Land\, Michael Saler, and Dan Edelstein, 

Zhose stXdies Ze Zill discXss in greater detail in the folloZing chapters.6 

 
4 In French, ³changer la faoon commXne de penser.´ See Diderot¶s article 

³Enc\cloppdie´ 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 Ma[ Weber¶s lectXre ³Wissenschaft als BerXft´ Zas giYen at MXnich UniYersit\, 
Germany, in 1918, later published in Gesammlte Aufsaetze zur Wissenschaftslehre 
(Tubingen: Duncker & Humblodt, 1922).  See also Damion Searls¶ nXanced 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, Ze can state that disenchantment 

refers to the process of stripping aZa\ referentialit\ to transcendent or sXpernatXral 

schemas in description and e[planation of the material Zorld.  Re-enchantment refers to a 

coXnter-process Zhereb\ knoZledge that has been µdisenchanted¶ is imbXed Zith neZ 

conte[t Yia processes that rel\ on a sort of secXlar enchantment sXch as the poetic poZer 

of figXratiYe langXage.  Where disenchantment shears aZa\ the old aXthorities Xpon 

Zhich knoZledge Zas groXnded, re-enchantment attempts to hXmani]e, conte[tXali]e, 

and organi]e knoZledge in Za\s that do not depend on faith or the metaph\sical. 

I argXe that one mode of this epistemological critiqXe is performed in eighteenth-

centXr\ te[ts throXgh an elicited e[perience of figXral thinking.  Generall\, figXral and 

literal are held in strict opposition, hoZeYer oXr Xnderstanding of this concept ma\ be 

prodXctiYel\ complicated b\ one reading of Jean-Franoois L\otard.  L\otard sXggests a 

co-presence of the figXral and discXrsiYe.7  For L\otard, one is not the opposite of the 

other, bXt the\ are different s\stems of representation.  HoZeYer, each reqXires the other 

in order for representation to occXr.  The\ are ine[tricabl\ linked and heterogenoXs. The 

figXral is that Zhich cannot be literall\ signified and comes from the image, Zhich itself 

refers to something in the material Zorld.  The figXral is YisXal at its essence, thXs 

inYolYes the affect Zhile discoXrse is the domain of the intellect.  Together the\ Xnite 

affect and the intellect.  For L\otard, discoXrse gestXres toZard the figXral, 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 strXctXring concept of discoXrse and figXre can be made eYen more 

prodXctiYe for Xs b\ considering Norman Br\son¶s added dimension of interpretiYe trXth.  

In Br\son¶s anal\sis, the discXrsiYe and the figXral e[ist on a sort of continXXm along 

Zhich can be plotted the degree of persXasiYeness of the µtrXth¶ of the image.8  Br\son 

argXes that the more discXrsiYe elements of an image engage more directl\ in narratiYe to 

be interpreted as intentional e[pression of the artist to conYe\ a point.  This is regarded 

Zith some degree of skepticism b\ the YieZing sXbject according to Br\son.  HoZeYer, 

the elements of image that are less lingXisticall\ commXnicatiYe are said to be figXratiYe, 

and thXs treated as less contriYed and interpreted as more likel\ µtrXe¶ in some sense b\ 

the YieZer.  Br\son¶s continXXm from discXrsiYe to figXral conYe\s a priYileged statXs on 

the figXral since it is not interpreted b\ the intellectXall\ skeptical tools of langXage.  The 

figXral is a trXth sXggested rather than one that is e[plicitl\ narrated.  This model 

contribXtes tZo important YalXes for m\ stXd\.  The first is the mapping of a 

YieZer/reader¶s more accepting interpretation to the figXral side of the spectrXm, and the 

second is similar to L\otard¶s argXment that this seen/e[perienced kind of sign lies 

be\ond the scope of literal discoXrse to e[press it. 

For m\ stXd\, the figXral is necessar\ to inYoke a kind of thinking oXtside the 

realm of literal langXage, something that can be Xnderstood bXt not directl\ e[pressed.  

This figXral thinking is inYoked both throXgh the Zritten and the YisXal.  In oXr te[ts, the 

YisXal takes man\ forms; it is engraYed image, it is data tables, it is the ph\sical 

manifestation of te[t and printer¶s ornament on the page, and it is the 

 
8 See Chapter 1 ³DiscoXrse, figXre´ in Br\son, Word and Image. 
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emotional/sentimental/moral e[perience created throXgh the poetics of paired 

incompatible rhetorical modes.  The te[t creates its oZn sXbject Zho performs an 

interpretiYe moYe to comprehend the figXral pointed to b\ the heterogenoXs discoXrses 

and between the discoXrses. 

The figXral signifié created b\ the opposition betZeen disenchantment and re-

enchantment constitXtes the heart of this dissertation.9  One sign of hoZ crXciall\ rich this 

opposition is for oXr Xnderstanding of seYeral Enlightenment te[ts (those Ze focXs on 

here, and others) is seen in the nXmber of other oppositions it generates.  Man\ of the 

binar\ opposites at Zork in the te[ts of the siècle des Lumières reYeal strXctXres of and 

disrXptions in epistemolog\ Zhen e[amined throXgh this lens of disenchantment and re-

enchantment.  Some of the important eighteenth-centXr\ oppositions that this 

enchantment frameZork sXggests and complicates inclXde reason and imagination, 

s\stem and sentiment, intellect and affect, description and narration, libert\ and 

constraint, critiqXe and creation, or eYen histor\ and philosoph\.  B\ an e[amination of 

sXch tensions, Ze Zill shoZ hoZ the  approach elaborated in this dissertation can be 

applied to render legible the potential for epistemic disrXption in te[ts. 

What I am sXggesting is that this rhetorical tension is an eighteenth-centXr\ 

literar\ deYice.  Perhaps Ze shoXld call it the poetics of enchantment.  This jX[taposition 

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

de SaXssXre Zherein langXage is made Xp of ³signs´ that consist of a d\ad signifiant 
(signifier ± the ³Zord´) and signifié (that which is signified ± the ³meaning´), 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 jXst terms bXt modes of e[pression, or eYen modes of thinking that are at odds Zith 

each other fXnctions to break fi[ed conceptions and re-create an epistemic sXbject 

position groXnded in empirical trXth and embellished Zith hXmanit\ 

ThroXghoXt this stXd\ Ze Zill e[plore hoZ different aXthors soXght to contest and 

establish knoZledge.  In the mid-eighteenth centXr\, BXffon and DaXbenton Zrite the 

Histoire naturelle in a manner to change hoZ the collectiYe knoZledge of the material 

Zorld is recorded.  The\ reject the compilation of preYioXsl\ collected knoZledge of the 

natXral Zorld (an approach Zhich Zas accepted as a Yiable model b\ other contemporar\ 

natXral historians sXch as LoXis Liger or Nosl-Antoine PlXche).  Instead, BXffon and 

DaXbenton insist on knoZledge based not on erXdition, bXt rather on indiYidXal 

e[perience.   

In this the\ are part of a cXltXral histor\ of e[perimentation in the Za\s to Zrite 

aboXt knowing.  Alread\ in 1637 in the Discours de la méthode, Descartes sets doZn in 

Zriting his sXre and certain method of inqXir\ into not jXst knoZledge, bXt the poetics of 

knoZing ² the langXage and figXres XsefXl for representing knoZledge and the Za\ one 

knoZs the Zorld.  Descartes diYides e[perience into tZo spheres, the internal realm of 

thoXght and the e[ternal realm of sensor\ obserYation.  The claim ³I think therefore I am´ 

sets the stage for the tension betZeen the sensor\ (or figXral) and the discXrsiYe.10  

Descartes prioriti]es discXrsiYe self-aZareness as the least fallible form of knoZledge, 

Zhile sensor\ impression he deems sXsceptible to tricker\ or inaccXrac\. 

 
10 The expression sometimes referred to as ³the cogito´ was first written in 

French, ³Je pense, donc je suis´ and is foXnd 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¶ mistrXst of perception and 

his argXment for representation of knoZledge throXgh langXage¶s tools of Zords and 

categories to focXs instead on the role of figXral thinking in creating oXr knoZledge.  In 

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

Ze see Locke¶s epistemological model of hXman cognition. 

Let Xs sXppose the Mind to be, as Ze sa\, Zhite Paper, Yoid of all 
Characters, ZithoXt an\ Ideas; HoZ comes it to be fXrnished?  When 
comes it b\ that Yast store, Zhich the bXs\ and boXndless Fanc\ of Man 
has painted on it, Zith an almost endless Yariet\?  Whence has it all the 
materials of Reason and KnoZledge?  To this I ansZer, in one Zord, From 
Experience: In that, all oXr KnoZledge is foXnded; and from that it 
Xltimatel\ deriYes it self.  OXr ObserYation emplo\¶d either aboXt 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 tZo are the FoXntains of 
KnoZledge, from Zhence all the Ideas Ze haYe, or can natXrall\ haYe, do 
spring.11 

 

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

sa\, as paper Xpon Zhich Zill be printed and painted characters and ideas.  This paper is 

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

imagination, bXt the paper is said to hold a ³Yast store´ in ³almost endless Yariet\´ Zhich 

is printed and painted on the paper b\ the ³bXs\ and boXndless Fanc\ of Man.´ The clean 

planar sXrface of the paper accepts the marks that are ³Yast,´ ³almost endless,´ in 

qXantit\ and posed b\ an actiYit\ that is ³boXndless.´ The\ are not random marks, bXt are 

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

There is a back and forth betZeen 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 analog\ emplo\s a metaphor of paper Zhich both describes intellection 

and creates representational models of it that the mind can emplo\ to fXrther its oZn 

contemplation of reason and knoZledge.  FigXratiYe Zriting that creates cognitiYe models 

of hXman intellection is an important concept that Ze Zill reYisit Zithin this dissertation. 

Locke treats thoXght as a representational model, Zith processes and material 

sXpport referring to the figXre of the printed page and all the associations linked to it.  

The particXlar sXbstrate he chooses for mental process is that of paper, giYing the page, 

and, b\ e[tension the book, a primar\ place in this model.  If the mind can be thoXght of 

as operations on paper, coXld not perhaps operations on paper imitate or amplif\ the 

operations of the mind?  Locke does not pXrsXe this path of inqXir\ in his essa\, bXt the 

eighteenth-centXr\ natXral historian BXffon echoes that representational model in his 

introdXctor\ discoXrse to the Histoire naturelle.  BXffon¶s te[t highlights the mind¶s 

operations on the mental material, Zith a Yariet\ of poZerfXl ph\sical manipXlations 

e[erted on the obserYations stored in the mind.  These representational models serYed to 

critiqXe and reinYent epistemological norms, as Ze shall see in Chapter 1. 

With Descartes, the Pandora¶s bo[ of skepticism and qXestioning had been 

opened, and the folloZing ³Age of Enlightenment´ ZoXld not see it shXt.  The ne[t 

generations ZoXld groZ Xp in a France that Zas constantl\ confronted Zith traYel 

accoXnts of neZ lands, peoples, plants, animals, goods and practices broXght b\ the 

e[panding eighteenth-centXr\ maritime traYel of empire, commerce, and discoYer\.12  If a 

 
12 TZo e[cellent stXdies 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 coXld offer the promise of firm footing for knoZledge, this 

opportXnit\ Zas not lost on the philosophes and savants of the eighteenth centXr\.  A 

critical preoccXpation Zith finding the basis for knoZing Xnderlies the ke\ knoZledge 

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

profXsion of neZ specimens from the NeZ World made a difference in being able to 

capitali]e on mercantile and militar\ Xndertakings.   

The Zriters and thinkers Zho Xndertook to assemble, organi]e, and indeed 

prodXce knoZledge of the neZ in relation to the e[isting engaged in this self-reflection on 

hoZ knoZledge coXld be certain and the best Za\ to represent it.  Eighteenth-centXr\ 

knoZledge Zorkers soXght to shear aZa\ the Xncertain transcendental throXgh organi]ing 

schemes, or to ³trim the tree of knoZledge´ as Robert Darnton pXts it.13  If preYioXs 

Zritings on a specimen of natXre had inclXded sXpernatXral, diYine, m\stical, or 

m\thological references (from the natXral diYinit\ and m\ths in Plin\ the Elder¶s Natural 

History to the Biblical ontolog\ groXnding Antoine-Nosl PlXche¶s Spectacle de la 

Nature) those ZoXld noZ be set aside as belonging to the other, Xntestable side of the 

bod\-mind diYide.  These Zriters ZoXld µdisenchant¶ their obserYations to rel\ onl\ on 

Zhat coXld be seen, heard, felt, and qXalified throXgh e[periment.  Far from remoYing all 

qXestion aboXt the absolXte trXth of these obserYations, the\ admitted room for the 

s\stematic inqXir\ into these resXlts and obserYations to improYe them in a s\stematic 

and repeatable Za\.  This shifted the space of qXestioning to the ph\sical, tangible Zorld 

 
1953). 

13 Robert Darnton ³Philosophers Trim the Tree of KnoZledge´ 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 metaph\sical qXestions aside for others, thXs for all pXrposes qXietl\ 

disqXalif\ing them. 

Problematic for the eighteenth-centXr\ savants, discarding all metaph\sical 

qXestions also sheared aZa\ some of the sXpports for knoZledge.  HXman beings rel\ on 

organi]ing strXctXres to makes sense of information.  We obserYe or create relations 

betZeen Zhat Ze alread\ knoZ and neZ knoZledge.14  These cognitiYe strXctXres inde[ 

the Zide breadth of the total hXman e[perience of the Zorld aroXnd Xs, inclXding the 

transcendental, the diYine, the sXblime, and the beaXtifXl.  Completel\ discarding these 

transcendental aspects leaYes a Yoid in the strXctXres into Zhich neZ knoZledge ma\ be 

assimilated.  It is m\ argXment that eighteenth-centXr\ knoZledge Zriters, sXch as the 

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

attended to this potential Yoid in a particXlar manner.  I posit that the\ prodXced 

knoZledge b\ creating a poetics of epistemological disrXption as the\ soXght to fill the 

Yoid b\ re-conte[tXali]ing knoZledge Zhile the\ Zere instrXmentali]ing it. 

The research in this stXd\ has particXlar YalXe toda\ becaXse eighteenth-centXr\ 

te[ts and thinking are once again at the center of crXcial conYersations as modern 

democracies confront challenges to their foXnding principles.  Toda\ the challenges of 

popXlarism, nationalism, illiberal polic\, irrationalit\, and the e[perience of liYing in a 

³post-trXth´ cXltXre strain the social fabric of man\ nations aroXnd the Zorld.  Western 

democracies re-e[amine the principles Zithin their foXnding docXments like 

constitXtions, declarations of rights, and original laZs to recall into clarit\ the YalXes and 

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

View (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011). 
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ideals Xpon Zhich the nation is said to haYe been bXilt.  As Zith the United States and 

France, man\ of these docXments Zere Zritten in the eighteenth centXr\ in the midst of 

great change and national self-definition.  National conYersations call into qXestion long-

held assXmptions aboXt libert\, citi]enship, the scope and role of goYernment, the 

strXctXres that regXlate the distribXtion of Zealth and poZer, the concepts of eqXalit\ and 

hXmanit\, and the d\namic betZeen religion and intellectXal freedom.  These concerns 

also defined social and intellectXal life in the eighteenth centXr\ as Zell. 

Understanding the meaning of the eighteenth-centXr\ docXments Zherein man\ of 

these principles Zere elaborated reqXires Xs to Xnderstand the le[icon of the era, the 

intellectXal and philosophical conte[t in Zhich these te[ts Zere Zritten, and the Za\s in 

Zhich the Yer\ manner of thinking in the premodern Western Zorld differs from a 

modern episteme.  Rather than solel\ focXs on political te[ts, this stXd\ seeks to elaborate 

a method applicable to an\ eighteenth-centXr\ te[t Zhere a particXlar form of Zhat Ze 

might call µepisto-poetics¶ is obserYed. 

What m\ research brings is an aZareness of the three-dimensional natXre of 

French Enlightenment Zriting.  One ma\ think of Enlightenment in Yer\ basic terms as 

both a mXlti-Yalent cXltXral project and an era characteri]ed b\ the critiqXe of traditional 

aXthorit\ and ZorldYieZ that Zas based on religioXs or transcendent beliefs.  We begin 

this dissertation anal\]ing te[ts that e[plicitl\ inYolYe knoZledge Zork Zhere Ze Zill see 

efforts to displace the reliance on sXpernatXral e[planations and phenomena in faYor of 

rel\ing on e[planations of the cosmos draZn e[clXsiYel\ from empirical eYidence.  These 

Zorks sXrprisingl\ contain a rhetorical mode that seeks to create a secXlarl\ transcendent 

perspectiYe on the conte[t for this knoZledge Zhile at the same time containing a 
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rhetorical mode to emphasi]e eYidence and discredit transcendent bases for knoZledge.  

This opposition creates a prodXctiYe tension. The different rhetorical modes gestXre at a 

radicall\ different Xnderstanding of the Zorld, not simpl\ a reYised and Xpdated store of 

information aboXt the Zorld Zhich fits neatl\ into pre-e[isting frameZorks.  The 

presented knoZledge is paired Zith a Za\ to perceiYe it, Xnderstand it, and giYe shape to 

a different Za\ of comprehending.  This Za\ of comprehending is not giYen e[plicitl\ 

bXt is gestXred to. It is presented as an experience of the te[t, oXtside of Zhat literal 

langXage can e[press.  Therefore, one mXst read betZeen the lines.  The knoZledge mXst 

be read, interpreted and e[perienced as l\ing someZhere betZeen the poles of opposition 

and neYer completel\ e[pressed b\ either.  The Xnderstanding of the Zorld offered b\ the 

interpretiYe trajector\ of the te[ts in this stXd\ is something that mXst be created in the 

mental process of representation to self.  It mXst be instantiated b\ cognitiYe 

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

Be\ond the application to te[ts that are e[plicitl\ knoZledge projects, Ze can 

obserYe this same d\namic in te[ts oXtside of Zhat a modern reader ZoXld consider 

³scientific.´  M\ research points to Za\s in Zhich the same rhetorical tension of 

Enlightenment is obserYed in narratiYe fiction as Zell.  The effort to Zrite a better fXtXre 

for hXmankind did not stop Zith natXral histor\ or enc\clopedias.  The eYolYing shape of 

narratiYe fiction in the eighteenth centXr\ ² from traYel accoXnts to noYels and contes 

philosophiques ² also shoZs the signs of epistemic shift throXgh rhetorical tension.  

Work on the noYel has broXght to oXr attention the Za\s that e[perimentation Zith long-

form fiction broXght changes to the t\pe of sXbjectiYit\ created b\ te[ts as Zell as 
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probing the relationship betZeen trXth and illXsion.15  With this cXrrent stXd\, I Zish to 

shift the approach aZa\ from an epistemolog\ of long-form fiction genres toZard episto-

poetics, or hoZ langXage is being re-thoXght and the limits of cognition are being 

e[perimented. 

For an e[ample of epistemic disrXption engendered b\ rhetorical tension in the 

noYel, Ze can consider the passages in RoXsseaX¶s La Nouvelle Hplowse Zhere the garden 

and groXnds are transformed b\ JXlie.  In her landscape renoYation, Zhat Zas agréable is 

replaced b\ its opposite ² that Zhich is utile, and the floZerbed becomes a kitchen 

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

renoYation of affect Yia the character of St. PreX[ Zho Yisits these locations and finds his 

passions tamed and re-channeled toZard bXilding commXnit\.  This dissertation is an 

e[ploration of hoZ Ze ma\ find frXitfXl aYenXes of interpretation for the Zriting of the 

French siècle des Lumières throXgh the rhetorical d\namics of paired disenchantment and 

re-enchantment. 

In the chapters of this project, Ze Zill e[amine seYeral case stXdies to e[plore the 

binar\ oppositions that animate forms of epistemological change Zithin the te[ts.  A 

poZerfXl tool emplo\ed in each of the Zorks in oXr stXd\ (and one of the criteria for their 

inclXsion in this stXd\) is the Xse of illXstrations to complete the te[t.  In each case, 

engraYed illXstrations Zork in tandem Zith the printed te[t, strongl\ inYoking the YisXal-

 
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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figXral as an essential part of the Zork.  The role of the images in these Zorks can be 

Xnderstood as a Za\ of emplo\ing figXral thinking to e[periment Zith the limits of 

cognitiYe thoXght.  The images e[tend the te[tXal strategies b\ offering the 

YieZing/reading sXbject an e[perience that challenges preYioXs conceptions.  Therefore, 

it is essential that Ze anal\]e these images and their role in the poetics of the epistemic 

disrXption Zith oXr anal\sis of the te[t. 

Speaking to the poZer of the image to engage the mind of the reader/YieZer, John 

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

commXnicate the e[perience of hoZ something Zorks.  Their conceptXali]ation of 

diagram offers a rich and prodXctiYe Za\ to e[plore the inter-relations betZeen literal 

discoXrse and the figXral.  For Bender and Marrinan, the diagram bridges the gap betZeen 

figXre and discoXrse.  The diagram is not onl\ an image that often contains e[plicitl\ 

discXrsiYe elements sXch as description, captions, and labels; it is also a YisXal Zhich 

seeks to represent a particXlarl\ hXman-centered point of YieZ of the object.  In this it is 

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

consider the distribXted cognition featXres of illXstrations in te[ts Zith informational or 

edXcational pXrposes, Ze can anal\]e hoZ the illXstrations both sXpport and transform 

mental processes, and Xltimatel\ hoZ the\ participate in the project of epistemic 

transformation. 

OXr three principal case-stXd\ te[ts, like man\ from the eighteenth centXr\, pose a 

problem of categori]ation (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 te[t¶s genre is Xsed to establish e[clXsiYe categories and determine hoZ one 

approaches reading a particXlar Zork.  The genre determines Zhich interpretiYe tools are 

best sXited for comprehension of the te[t.  One ZoXld not read a scholarl\ book on 

]oolog\ and e[pect the same t\pe of reading e[perience as Zhen one reads a noYel.  

Indeed, fiction ZoXld be anathema to the scientific endeaYor Xnder oXr cXrrent episteme.  

HoZeYer, these generic distinctions did not e[ist in the same Za\ in eighteenth-centXr\ 

France.  One e[treme e[ample of this is Zhen Diderot¶s protagonist describes cellXlar 

strXctXre and microbiolog\ in the fictitioXs and risqXp conYersation betZeen d¶Alembert¶s 

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

modern conceptXal boXndar\ betZeen fiction and non-fiction, the case-stXd\ te[ts in this 

dissertation point to an earl\ modern paradigmatic space that preceded the disciplinar\ 

diYide aboXt Zhich C.P. SnoZ Zrote in his 1959 essa\ ³The TZo CXltXres.´18  SnoZ 

lamented the loss of appreciation for the fXll breadth and scope of hXman Xnderstanding 

if those Zho pXrsXe science escheZ Shakespeare and Yice Yersa. 

The te[ts that this dissertation project comprises do not represent all aspects of 

eighteenth-centXr\ cXltXre, bXt the\ point to the broader scope of cXltXral prodXction 

dXring this period.  Each chapter here presents a case stXd\ to e[amine a different aspect 

of this critical issXe.  From natXral histories to noYels and ekphrastic essa\s, the corpXs 

contains some of the most Zidel\-read and inflXential Zorks of the eighteenth centXr\ 

 
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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sXch as BXffon and DaXbenton¶s Histoire naturelle, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre¶s Paul et 

Virginie, Abbp Ra\nal (and Diderot¶s) Histoire des deux Indes, and RoXsseaX¶s La 

Nouvelle Héloïse.19  Let Xs noZ take a brief oYerYieZ of the contents and critical 

qXestions of the three chapters of this dissertation to proYide a mental map for the road 

ahead. 

Chapter 1 ± Buffon and Daubenton Write the Histoire naturelle 
What are Ze to make of Zorks Zhose aim is scientific and comprise components 

Zith strong literar\ qXalit\ sXch as BXffon and DaXbenton¶s Histoire naturelle?20  

Approaching the Histoire naturelle as pXrel\ a scientific Zork inadeqXatel\ accoXnts for 

the figXratiYe langXage at Zork in the descriptions; \et to approach it as solel\ a Zork of 

literatXre Zill not reYeal the impact of the aXthors¶ Zork in natXral histor\ Zhich Ze 

ZoXld noZ call ³science.´  The interpretiYe approach one chooses has an impact on the 

Za\ one reads the te[t and Zhat one prioriti]es oYer Zhat one filters oXt.  In reading the 

Histoire naturelle from a modern scientific YieZ, hoZ does one take the literar\ elements 

(narratiYe, figXral langXage, instances of personal sXbjectiYe Yoice) into accoXnt?  It 

coXld be argXed that those passages are merel\ ³literar\ ornamentation,´ and ma\ be, 

indeed must be, disregarded.  The hermeneXtic filter frames Zhat is the Zork and Zhat is 

the parergon, that is, Zhat is associated Zith bXt oXtside the principal Zork.  Te[ts Zritten 

prior to oXr modern episteme are onl\ partiall\ read Zhen read throXgh an interpretiYe 

 
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 ro\ale, 1749-1789). 
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frame based on a modern concept of speciali]ation and diYision of fields of knoZledge, 

particXlarl\ those te[ts Zhose objectiYe is to prodXce or deliYer knoZledge. 

The discXrsiYe polarit\ science-literatXre has alread\ been discXssed at length b\ 

others.  Wilda Anderson argXes for a break Zith preYioXs anal\sis of the µscientific Zorth¶ 

of eighteenth-centXr\ chemistr\ Zriting b\ instead focXsing on the Xse of rhetoric and 

literar\ deYices in those te[ts as Zell as the self-conscioXs efforts of Antoine LaYoisier 

and Pierre-Joseph MacqXer to determine hoZ langXage shoXld be Xsed to describe 

elements and e[periments.21  Anne Vila anal\]es the inter-porosit\ betZeen 

Enlightenment medical and literar\ te[ts throXgh the lens of sensibilité as a term 

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

debates aboXt edXcation, moralit\, and societ\.22  Vila criticall\ locates this interpla\ 

betZeen science and literatXre in the bod\ Zith a focXs on patholog\ and stXdies of 

controlling or e[citing the bod\¶s responses to stimXlXs.  Jessica Riskin foregroXnds the 

often-obscXred role emotion pla\ed in eighteenth-centXr\ empiricism, Zhere sentiment 

Zas a legitimate factor in scientific inYestigation.23  These stXdies Zere each path-

breaking in their moment, signaling important shifts in disciplinar\ direction and 

interpretiYe paradigms.  The\ haYe in common that the\ focXsed primaril\ on scientific 

te[ts Zhere the intrXsion of literar\ or sentimental elements haYe e[posed a porosit\ 

 
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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Xne[pected b\ the modern reader. 

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

re-enchantment in the conte[t of catalogXing the material Zorld, and to anal\]e specific 

passages that do literar\ Zork, that is, that emplo\ figXratiYe langXage to a greater e[tent 

for pXrposes be\ond the simple transfer of information.  Informed b\ the Zork of Joanna 

Stalnaker (Unfinished Enlightenment), Ma[ Weber (³Science as a Vocation´), and JoshXa 

Land\ (The Re-enchantment of the World), this chapter maps oXt the stakes of m\ project, 

positing an Xnder-e[plored role of opposing binaries to create a poetics of 

epistemological disrXption Zithin Zhich to strXctXre knoZledge of the natXral Zorld.  In 

this chapter, I argXe that the Zriting of this period can be prodXctiYel\ e[plored throXgh 

the lens of the joint fXnctioning of opposing processes Zhich I Zill relate to the concepts 

of disenchantment and re-enchantment. 

The conflicts that arose betZeen BXffon and DaXbenton Zhile Zriting the Histoire 

naturelle reYeal some of the tensions in the intellectXal commXnit\ of the time aboXt the 

Za\ to approach categori]ing and describing the natXral Zorld.  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 sXggested Ze might Xnderstand this conflict 

differentl\ as she e[amines the Histoire naturelle to probe the polarit\ betZeen tZo 

 
24 PaXl LaZrence Farber, ³BXffon and DaXbenton: DiYergent Traditions Zithin 

the Histoire NatXrelle,´ Isis 66, no. 1 (1975): 63±74; and Jeff Loveland, ³Another 
DaXbenton, Another Histoire NatXrelle,´ Journal of the History of Biology 39, no. 3 
(2006): 457±91. 
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modes of description in Yigor at the time ± scientific and literar\.25  She bXilds a case for 

a more dominant role of description in eighteenth-centXr\ Zriting.  BXilding Xpon 

Stalnaker¶s anal\sis of modes of description, I e[plore the Histoire naturelle as a space of 

prodXctiYe interaction betZeen tZo seemingl\ opposed te[tXal strategies.  This 

interaction, I Zill argXe, resXlts in an e[perience of knoZledge that transcends the t\pical 

semiotic binar\ (signifier and signified), to instead create a neZ meaning in the figXral 

space between oppositions that literal langXage cannot describe.  

ChaSWeU 2 ± PaVWRUal QRYel aV Ue-dUafW Rf aQ eQc\clRSedic SURjecW: Paul et 
Virginie aV cRQclXViRQ WR SaiQW-PieUUe¶V Études de la Nature 

In his traYel accoXnt of a three-\ear sta\ on Ìle de France (MaXritiXs), JacqXes 

Henri Bernardin de Saint-Pierre describes a tension he senses in Zriting on natXral 

histor\; ³J¶ai crX \ Yoir le caractqre sensible d¶Xne proYidence; et j¶en ai parlp, non 

comme d¶Xn s\stqme qXi amXse mon esprit, mais comme d¶Xn sentiment dont mon c°Xr 

est plein.´26  On one side of this tension, Saint-Pierre describes the creation of a s\stem 

Zhich breaks doZn proYidence into discXrsiYe categories and items for manipXlation b\ 

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

encodes this proYidence as satiating sentiment.  Saint-Pierre¶s noYel Paul et Virginie, for 

Zhich Ìle de France is the setting, offers Xs a XniqXel\ positioned te[t Zith Zhich 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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e[amine this tension betZeen disenchantment and re-enchantment, betZeen système and 

sentiment.27  To condXct this e[ploration, Ze shall consider this noYel¶s fXnction in 

relation to Saint-Pierre¶s other grand Zork, Études de la Nature, a mXlti-YolXme natXral 

histor\ project. 

One of the great pX]]les sXrroXnding the noYel Paul et Virginie is its role in the 

larger bod\ of Zork b\ Saint-Pierre.  ThoXgh it is a noYel, Saint-Pierre claimed it as the 

cXlmination of his abandoned enc\clopedic project, Études de la Nature.  FoXr \ears after 

declaring the Études at an impasse and haYing it printed as it Zas, he pXblished Zhat is 

argXabl\ his most famoXs Zork, the pastoral noYel Paul et Virginie.  SXrprisingl\, this 

noYel is pXblished as part of a neZ edition of the Études.  In the foreZord to Paul et 

Virginie, he Zrites that this Zork Zas to be considered part of, and the conclXsion to, his 

Études de la Nature.  In stating that Paul et Virgine Zas the conclXsion to his Xnfinished 

Études de la Nature, Saint-Pierre inYites Xs to consider the articXlation betZeen the tZo 

Zorks and tZo Yer\ different manners of recording a concept of natXre. 

HoZ then can the te[t of Paul et Virginie, positioned in the conte[t of a natXral 

histor\ YolXme, help Xs to e[plore the fXnction of the noYel in this tension betZeen 

système and sentiment, betZeen disenchantment and re-enchantment of the Zorld?  

Chapter 2 e[plores this noYel as re-draft of the natXral histor\ book Yia the tools afforded 

b\ figXratiYe Zriting in a different genre.  Saint-Pierre appropriates the pastoral noYel for 

his pXrposes, naYigating betZeen obserYation and narration.  From an e[amination 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 DXflo¶s conYention and refer to him throXghoXt as ³Saint-Pierre´ instead. 
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these tZo facets of the same project, this chapter e[plores hoZ sentiment takes the rela\ 

from système to deliYer knoZledge and a neZ rhetoric for a neZ Zorld.  

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 simpl\ relate a broad histor\ of 

colonial endeaYors b\ the major EXropean poZers of the da\, nor does it simpl\ propose 

principles for the effectiYe e[pansion of inflXence, nor does it jXst qXestion the principles 

on Zhich slaYer\ and e[ploitation of other lands are based. It accomplishes all of these 

together throXgh the comple[, often contradictor\, te[t filled Zith data, chronologies, 

e[planations as Zell as apostrophes to the reader, YirtXal displacements, and ethical 

e[hortations.  The effectiYeness of its abilit\ to moYe the reader and to elicit epistemic 

disrXption can be inde[ed b\ the reactions of those Zho ZoXld be affected b\ sXch 

changes in pXblic thoXght.  In 1780 Zhen the third edition Zas pXblished, the book Zas 

banned, ordered bXrned b\ the aXthorities and its acknoZledged aXthor forced to flee the 

coXntr\ to aYoid prison.28 

This chapter e[plores the pol\phonic Zriting of the HDI as a creatiYe strateg\ that 

combines an empirical historical mode and a figXratiYe philosophical mode to disrXpt and 

reset the frameZork of perception sXrroXnding colon\ and commerce.  In the tZo main 

rhetorical modes (historical and philosophical), Ze Zill trace a tension betZeen 

e[ploitation and empath\.  We anal\]e the effects of a te[t pXrporting a single aXthor bXt 

actXall\ embod\ing seYeral, primaril\ GXillaXme-Thomas Ra\nal 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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Michqle DXchet points to the aXthors¶ conflicting priorities, ³l¶essentiel poXr Ra\nal ptait 

l¶information, et non l¶pcritXre oX la composition.´29  In particXlar, I e[amine the 

resonances betZeen empirical and figXral forces in the te[t, joined in prodXctiYe 

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

historical te[t, or it can be read for its literar\ qXalities Zhich otherZise might be 

discoXnted as mere ornamentation.  In this chapter, I argXe that this either/or 

classification is inadeqXate to accoXnt for the epistemic change the te[t attempts to frame.  

The eloqXent pairing is intentional and essential to create the e[perience of engagement 

embedded in the te[t. 

ThroXgh the chapters of this dissertation, Ze Zill e[amine te[ts Zith an e[plicit 

focXs on knoZledge prodXction.  In the conclXsion, Ze Zill broaden the inqXir\ toZard 

te[ts of narratiYe fiction that do not make an e[plicit claim of knoZledge prodXction.  

Working Zith RoXsseaX¶s La Nouvelle Héloïse, Ze Zill test the disenchantment and re-

enchantment anal\sis on a noYel to demonstrate hoZ this reading can shed neZ light on 

the d\namic betZeen JXlie and St. PreX[.   

HoZ can this t\pe of anal\sis open neZ Yistas into the cognitiYe, epistemic 

disrXption of the eighteenth-centXr\ noYel and be\ond?  B\ locating instances of the 

confrontations, collisions, and collXsions of the YarioXs opposing approaches to 

knoZledge in each of these case stXdies, I anal\]e Zhat happens at the ne[Xs of these 

different rhetorical strategies. 

 
29 Michèle Duchet, ³L¶Histoire des deX[ Indes: soXrces et strXctXre d¶Xn te[te 

pol\phoniqXe,´ 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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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 µdisenchanting¶ and µre-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 



 

  27 

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 µtrue.¶  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 µsubtle¶ 
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). 
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(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 

µnaturalize¶ 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 µreading 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 µsuper-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. 
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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 µdisenchants¶ 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 µlevers¶ 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 µarcheology¶ 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 
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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 µrapports¶ 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, DicWionnaire de l¶Acadpmie franoaiVe. Tome premier, A-L 

(Paris: Coignard, 1694). 
 
42 Encyclopédie, 8:220.  
43 Encyclopédie, 8:225-26. 
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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 m°XrV doXceV 

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 



 

  79 

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. 
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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 µscientific¶ 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 

³PXiVTXe je VXiV np danV Xn monde o� on UepoXVVe la YpUiWp eW o� on accXeille leV 
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 µscientific 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 

appellaWion µBeUnaUdin de Saint-Pierre.¶  The aXWhoU¶V 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. ³Préambule,´ in Paul et Virginie (Paris: 
Didot l¶avnp, 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 

EnlighWenmenW aV ³a YalXe V\VWem UooWed in UaWionaliW\,´ and hiVWoUian DoUinda OXWUam 

observed that previously historians of the period  

thought of the Enlightenment as a relatively unitary phenomenon in the 
hiVWoU\ of ideaV («) In WhiV inWeUpUeWaWion, EnlighWenmenW 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: ³Whe pUogUam of Whe EnlighWenmenW 

was the disenchantment of the world: the dissolution of myths and the substitution of 

knoZledge foU fanc\.´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 µAge 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; ³Puisque 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 ³celle´ giYeV Wo WhiV 

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-choVen ambiYalence of Whe ZoUd ³celle´ peUmiWV, 

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 defineV ³enchanW´ aV Whe acWion Wo e[eUW 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 pUopoVe a moUe nXanced concepWXali]aWion of ³Ue-enchanWmenW´ Wo e[amine WhiV 

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 aV Whe ZoUk of ³plusieurs 

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 Ma[ WebeU ZUoWe in hiV 1918 eVVa\ ³WiVVenVchafW alV BeUXf´ (³Science aV a 

VocaWion´) WhaW ³The faWe of oXU WimeV iV chaUacWeUi]ed b\ UaWionali]aWion and 
inWellecWXali]aWion and, aboYe all, b\ Whe µdiVenchanWmenW of Whe ZoUld.¶´ LecWXUe aW 
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: ³FoU MallaUmp, WheUe iV 

nothing beyond the world we know [«] yet at the same time, no escape from the need to 

belieYe WhaW WheUe iV VomeWhing moUe.´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 ² that is to say a 

movement of µdisenchantment¶ 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¶V 1973 eVVa\ on ³The CoXnWeU-EnlighWenmenW,´ other scholars have 

offered a counter-Enlightenment narrative that suggests the production of various forms 

of what could be called µre-enchantment¶ as the most apt perspective from which to 

 
10 See Joshua Landy¶V chapWeU ³ModeUn Magic: Jean-Eugène Robert-Houdin and 

SWpphane MallaUmp´ in The Re-enchantment of the World, 125. 
11 Some of Whe cUiWical ZoUkV WhaW haYe helped define ³Whe FUench EnlighWenmenW´  

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 µprogress¶).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 µEnlightenment-style¶ critical approach to study and 

deVcUibe m\VWical phenomena.  EdelVWein and colleagXeV WeUmed WhiV Whe ³SXpeU-

EnlighWenmenW.´  TheiU collecWiYe UeVeaUch pUojecW ³Uecogni]eV WhaW µhermetic¶ and 

µordinary¶ philosophers ofWen VhaUed an idenWical epiVWemological fUameZoUk.´13  That 

research focuses on what could be considered the mis-application of Enlightenment 

rational, critical thought processes to an inadmissible object ² 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 NieW]Vche¶V XVe of Whe e[pUeVVion iV XndeU debaWe, appaUenWl\ occXUUing onl\ 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 
³CoXnter-EnlighWenmenW,´ eYenWXall\ pXbliVhed 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, oU ³Ue-enchanWmenW´ effoUW, 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.  ³Voici la WUoiViqme pdiWion 

des Études de la nature, qui ne diffère presqu¶en rien de la précédente, à l¶exception d¶un 

quatrième volume que j¶\ ai ajoXWp´ (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 

aV ³almoVW noWhing´ [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 µdisenchant¶ 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 µre-enchantment¶) of that knowledge in the 

 
14 ³HeUe iV Whe WhiUd ediWion of Whe SWXdieV of NaWXUe, Zhich diffeUV in almoVW 

nothing from the preceding edition, with the exception of a fourth volume that I added to 
iW.´ 
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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 µAge 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: ³Je foUmai, il \ a 

quelques années, le projet d¶pcUiUe Xne hiVWoiUe gpnpUale de la naWXUe [«] J¶ai employé à 
cette recherche toutes les forces de ma raison.´ Études de la nature, 1:1-2. 

16 Colas Duflo, ³Le hXVVaUd eW 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 c°XU 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 subjecW ³aV of a feeling m\ heaUW iV filled ZiWh.´  The paVVage doeV noW VWaWe WhaW naWXUe 

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. ³Ce 

quatrième volume renfeUme deX[ hiVWoiUeV [«] Mais tout se tient dans la nature, et tout se 

UaVVemble danV deV eWXdeV.´19  ³J¶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 ² 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 NicholaV Paige e[amineV Whe eYolXWion of Whe WeVWeUn concepW of µficWion¶ 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 
³oWheU.´  ThiV d\namic UeinfoUceV diVWincWion inVWead of eUaVing iW.  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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fonW faiUe. [«] 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 µsentiment¶ 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 ³sentiment of evidence´ are instead sold on ³systems´ 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 RiVkin noWeV WhaW Whe WeUm ³eVpUiW de V\VWqme´ ZaV a Zidel\ XVed epiWheW 

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 Whe V\VWem mode haYe ³loVW´ Whe VenVe of eYidence, 

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 WheiU aXWhoUiW\ b\ ³VXbjXgaWion´ of Whe VWXdenW Zho Zill 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 ² 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: ³NXlliXV in VeUba´ (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.  ³La 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, ³Je 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 ³Enc\cloppdie,´ Encyclopédie, 5:635. 
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Figure 2.1. The novel Paul et Virginie, appearing in print for the first time as paUW 
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: ³description became, during the Enlightenment, a site of 

methodological tensions and competing truth claims that resulted in epistemological and 

lingXiVWic e[peUimenWaWion and WUanVfoUmaWion.´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 ³as a 

logical and meaningful aesthetic choice on Saint-Pierre¶V paUW.´  Fabre continues, 

claiming that ³this association was not entirely arbitrary [«] Paul et Virginie was indeed, 

in a certain way, this µPainting 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 µstudies,¶ 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 

poUWUa\V a micUocoVm of VocieW\ (³Xne peWiWe VocipWp´) in WZo familieV Zho liYe Vide-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 SWalnakeU¶V WUanVlaWion, p. 69 citing Jean Fabre¶V ³PaXl eW ViUginie paVWoUale,´ 

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 Whe We[W ³n¶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.  ³Il 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, ³l¶arbre de 

PaXl,´ ³le UepoV de ViUginie,´ and ³la DpcoXYeUWe de l¶amiWip,´ oU oWheUZiVe imbXed ZiWh 

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 µreadable¶ landscape that invests nature with references beyond 

the natural realm.  ³Ces noms isolent dans l¶espace inorganisé du domaine des sortes de 

µpoints nodaux¶ subjectivement investis par les membres de la µpetite 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 RacaXlW. ³Système de la toponymie eW oUganiVaWion de l¶eVpace 

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 Whe noYel aV a ³dplaVVemenW´ 

from the Études de la nature.  In the dictionaries of the day, ³délassement´ signifies a 

relaxation or repose needed by the mind as much as by the body after difficult work.  The 

definiWionV alVo offeU WhaW ³le changemenW d¶occupation et de travail délasse l¶esprit, et 

TXelTXefoiV mrme le coUpV.´35  We see then that délassement is not necessarily 

synonymous with cessation of work, but with a change in activity that unwinds or 

µunlaces¶ 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 ² 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 ³unhappy´ or ³unfortunate´ (malheureuses) 

through his text.  We may wonder why, here again, Saint-Pierre explicitly mentions 

³deX[ familleV.´  If Whe benefiW of WhiV neZ inVighW inWo naWXUe¶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 EnWU\ ³Délassement´ in Whe 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 µmalheur¶ to 

µbonheur¶ 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 µlaws 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 ² that of the fictional characters and that of the 

reader.  This may suggest that the µreality¶ 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. ³[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 VXbVWanWial inWellecWXal conVWUXcWion.´36  

Meanwhile Yves Benot finds the Voyage a key to understanding Saint-Pierre¶s theories 

about nature and providence.  Benot states, ³En Vomme, j la VeXle e[cepWion dX PaUadiV 

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 

moindUe pUoli[iWp.´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 HoZellV, ³Bernardin de Saint-Pierre¶V FoXnding WoUk: The Voyage à 

l¶Île de France,´ The Modern Language Review, 107, no. 3 (2012): 757.  
37 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint Pierre, Voyage j l¶isle de France, j l¶isle de 

Bourbon, au Cap de Bonne-Espprance, &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 
c°XU 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 [³je 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 Wo obVeUYe and XndeUVWand naWXUe.  NaWXUal hiVWoU\, he ZUiWeV, iV noW ³cloVed Xp in 

libUaUieV,´ and WhiV 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 ² the 

place of experts and a space apart from nature itself. 

Saint-PieUUe When VWaWeV hiV belief WhaW naWXUal hiVWoU\ iV legible in Whe ³caUacWqUeV 

VenVibleV´ of WhiV meWaphoUical µbook¶ open to all. To understand, one needs but be 

sensitive to the patterns of providence revealed in nature.  WiWh Whe XVe of Whe WeUm ³Xne 

pUoYidence,´ 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, ³Descartes 

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: ³Le sentiment, plus que la raison, est en lui la facultpғ 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, ³Qu¶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, ³Méfions-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 RacaXlW, ³L¶homme et la nature chez Bernardin de Saint-PieUUe,´ 

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 modeUn UeadeU Whe WeUm ³VenWimenW´ eYokeV connoWaWionV of feeling and emotion-based 

thought.  The current-day French dictionary Le Grand Robert gives the common 

definition of the term µsentiment¶ as ³Tendance affecWiYe aVVe] VWable eW dXUable, moinV 

violente que l¶émotion ou la passion; état qui en résulte.  Émotion, passion; affectivité, 

VenVibiliWp.´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 

definiWion focXVeV on ph\Vical VenVaWion conYe\ed Wo Whe mind oU VpiUiW, ³PeUcepWion TXe 

l¶ame a deV objeWV, paU le mo\en deV oUganeV deV VenV.´44  The second definition similarly 

focuses on nervous system activity.  Not until the third definition do we find the 

emoWional UeVonance WhaW iV moUe cXUUenWl\ aVVociaWed ZiWh Whe WeUm, ³SENTIMENT se 

dit Des affections, des passions, & de tous les mouvemens de l¶ame.´  The fourth 

definition, ³signifie aussi, L¶opinion qu¶on a de quelque chose, ce qu¶on en pense, ce 

qu¶on en jXge,´ 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, V.Y. ³SenWimenW,´ acceVVed JXne 
26, 2019, https://gr-bvdep-com.ezp3.lib.umn.edu/robert.asp 

44 Dictionnaire de l¶Académie française 4th ed., (Brunet, 1762), s.v. ³SenWimenW,´ 
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 

highlighWed heUe b\ Whe jX[WapoViWion of Whe inWangible ³kme´ ZiWh Whe Wangible VenVoU\ 

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 ² pleasant, 

painful, or sharp sensations ² 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 ³sentiment´ 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¶Acadpmie franoaise, 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 
gUeaWeU diVcXVVion of Whe longeYiW\ and impacW of DeVcaUWeV¶ ZoUk, Vee SWpphane Van 
Damme¶V 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 ³âme.´  

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 Whe WeUm ³VenWimenW´ in Whe eighWeenWh cenWXU\.  ³SenWimenW´ iV deVcUibed aV 

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 enWU\ XndeU Whe mXlWiple headZoUd ³AYiV, SenWimenW, Opinion.´  He ZUiWeV WhaW all 

WheVe WeUmV UelaWe Wo a ³jXgemenW de l¶eVpUiW,´ ZheUe VenWimenW diVWingXiVheV iWVelf fUom 

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 

YolXme Zhen ³SenWimenW´ iV Whe main headZoUd accompanied b\ Whe oWheU WZo 

V\non\mV.  When giYen aV a V\non\m of ³penVpe,´ JaXcoXUW VWaWeV WhaW VenWimenW iV a 

simple enunciation of one¶V ideaV, and ³Xne cUo\ance TX¶on a par des raisons ou solides 

oX appaUenWeV.´  ThiV definiWion again linkV VenWimenW Wo idea, UeaVon, 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 

inclXdeV a definiWion of ³SenWimenW inWime,´ Zhich cUoVVlinkV Wo ³eYidence´ and UeYolYeV 

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 aVVociaWed ZiWh Whe WeUm ³VenWimenW´ in Whe laWe 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 (³changer la 

façon commune de penser´).48  Thus this omission in the Encyclopédie points to a tension 

 
47 CompaUe Whe enWU\ foU ³AYiV, SenWimenW, Opinion´ (1:879) ZiWh Whe enWU\ 

³SenWimenW, AYiV, Opinion´ (15:57) and Whe enWU\ ³PenVpe, SenWimenW, Opinion´ (12:309) 
in the Encyclopédie. 

48 DideUoW ZUiWeV in hiV enWU\ ³Enc\cloppdie´ WhaW WhiV cogniWiYe alWeUaWion iV Whe 
goal of structuring their Encyclopedia with entries that are cross-linked with renvois. ³Si 
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 µtree of knowledge¶ (³Système 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 ² 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 µemotion¶ which is the term¶s 

principal association today.  In the eighteenth century this µsentiment¶ 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 
caUacWeUe eVW de changeU la faoon commXne de penVeU.´ 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 paVWoUal genUe iV defined aV ³A liWeUaU\ ZoUk poUWUa\ing UXUal life oU Whe life of 

VhepheUdV, eVp. in an ideali]ed oU UomanWic foUm´ (OED).  AccoUding Wo FUench liWeUaU\ 

scholar Jean Ehrard, the genre describes the happiness offered by nature and virtue 

WogeWheU, and a ³Uêverie poétique sur l¶âge d¶oU.´50  Pastoral literature descends from 

Greek antiquity in texts like Virgil¶V ³BXcolicV´ and Whe id\llV of TheocUiWXV.  BoUUoZing 

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 ³Die G|WWeU GUiechenlandeV´ (The GodV of GUeece) in which Schiller laments 

Whe ³EnWg|WWeUXng deU NaWXU´ (Whe Xngodding oU ³VecXlaUi]aWion´ 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 

Uemake iW, ³l¶ouvrage n¶eVW paV VeXlemenW daWp [«] paU le genUe mrme aXTXel l¶auteur le 

rattache explicitement: µcette espèce de pastorale¶ dont parle déjà l¶Avant-propos de 

1788, l µhumble 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 µnoble 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 SchilleU¶V poem aboXW Whe GUeek godV and ZhaW ZaV loVW Zhen Vcience 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¶V ³InWUodXcWion Wo 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.  ³Sur 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 VimpliciW\ of Whe dZellingV iV implied ZiWh Whe e[pUeVVion ³peWiWeV cabaneV.´  

Not grand plantation estates, these were but small ³cabanes,´ meaning huts or shacks; the 

Dictionnaire de l¶Académie française (1762) noWeV Whe pUimaU\ e[ample of a ³cabane de 

beUgeU,´ oU a VhepheUd¶s hut.  (Intriguingly, the usage of the verb cabaner meaning ³Wo 

VhipZUeck´ 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 Wo indicaWe µcapVi]ing a boaW¶ fiUVW appeaUing in 1783.  Onl\ Whe Trésor 
references the source, which I have confirmed is the nautical extension of Diderot and 
d¶AlembeUW¶V 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, ³danV ceWWe vle, ViWXpe VXU la UoXWe deV IndeV, TXel EXUoppen peXW 

s¶intéresser au sort de quelques particuliers obscurs? qui voudrait même y vivre heureux, 

maiV paXYUe eW ignoUp?´  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 \oXngeU naUUaWoU coXnWeUV, Uepl\ing, ³l¶homme 

même le plus dépravé par les préjugés du monde aime à entendre parler du bonheur que 

donnent la nature et la YeUWX.´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 

inVpiUeV YiUWXe and acWion in Whe ³peWiWe VocipWp´ of WhiV noYel, Vhown here in the character 

of Mme de la ToXU, of Zhom iW iV Vaid ³Von malheXU lXi donna dX coXUage.´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 ² 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 ³la 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 µplaying 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 

µnatural¶ existence of a lost golden age, the pastoral also forces him or her ultimately to 

confront the reality against which it protests. 

³TiUonV SaUWi 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 ²does 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, noWeV, ³The moYemenW fUom Uomance 

Wo noYel [«] iV paUW of a laUgeU epiVWemological VhifW fUom a naUUoZ conVWUXcWion of WUXWh 

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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caWegoU\ of ficWion.´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 

µshort-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, ³The RiVe of FicWionaliW\,´ 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 liWeUaWXUe.  Among oWheUV, one mighW conVXlW AUiVWoWle¶V Poetics, Ian 
WaWW¶V The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding (London: 
Chatto and Windus, 1957), Roger Maioli, ³David 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). 



   131 

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 µsentimental¶ 

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, 

³SenWimenWaliW\ moYes to locate the emotion, and assign it to particular persons, thereby 

deVignaWing Zho poVVeVVeV affecW and Zho eliciWV iW.´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¶V ZoUk (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 UeadV ³Homo VXm; homini nihil a me alienXm pXWo,´ (Je VXiV Homme; et rien 

de ce qui inWpUeVVe l¶Homme ne m¶eVW pWUangeU). 
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FigXUe 2.2.  EngUaYing ³Homo VXm´ b\ LoXiV-JoVeph MaVTXelieU afWeU a dUaZing 
b\ MoUeaX le jeXne.  1773 ediWion of Vo\age j l¶vle de France.  Image SoXUce: 
O[foUd UniYeUViW\ digiWi]ed b\ Google JXne 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 µother¶ 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. ChaWman, ³µThere 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¶V deWailed aUchiYal UeVeaUch 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.  ³Une 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 

µsentimental 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-PieUUe, ³PaXl eW YiUginie!  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¶enYo\.´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 

cUiWical Wo XndeUVWand WhaW ³sentiment´ 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.  HoZeYeU ³V\VWqme´ had a definiWion VimilaU Wo ZhaW Ze Whink of 

Woda\, ³AVVemblage de plXVieXUV pUopoViWionV, de plXVieXUV principes vrais ou faux, liés 

ensemble, & des conséquences qu¶on en tire, & sur lesquelles on établit une opinion, une 

docWUine, Xn 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 CaUoline SWpphanie FpliciWp de GenliV, ³CaUoline 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. ³Système.´ 
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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, ³EnlighWenmenW Vcience inclXded UaWionaliVW V\VWem-building 

and instrumental empiricism.  But these very tendencies took shape by their dialectical 

engagemenW ZiWh anoWheU elemenW, alVo acWing ZiWhin Whe VcienceV, VenWimenWaliVm.´65  

RiVkin e[amineV empiUiciVm Wo highlighW Whe WenVion beWZeen ³delibeUaWe UaWionaliVm´ and 

³a peUViVWenW appeal Wo an emoWional engagemenW ZiWh naWXUe.´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, senWimenWal empiUiciVm iV knoZledge WhaW deUiYeV ³noW 

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 

µscientific¶ 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 Wo ZUiWe aboXW naWXUal hiVWoU\ aV a ³VenWimenW´ doeV noW appeaU aV VWUange aV iW doeV 

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, 

³il eVW claiU TXe 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, ³Jacques 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 µbooks 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 ³livres 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 µsystème,¶ 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 rpgime, 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, VXch aV ³le UepoV de ViUginie´ and ³la 

Découverte de l¶amiWip.´   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, ³Il 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¶V ZoUk 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 LaZ concepW of µres 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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VXggeVWV, ³Mais 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, 

³Les mers de l¶Inde VonW belleV [«] en pUenanW Xne VaiVon faYoUable poXU paVVeU d¶ici aux 

Indes, c¶est un voyage de six semaines au plus.´73  The seas are beautiful, the season is 

deVcUibed aV faYoUable, and Whe effoUW of Whe WUip iV minimi]ed b\ Whe TXalificaWion ³aX 

plXV´ [aW moVW].  FXUWheUmoUe, WhiV endeaYoU iV 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 ² 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 µlabor 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 ² it would be unreasonable to 

waste what nature has given in abundance.  In this structured logic we can perhaps see a 

 
75  See Whe enWU\ foU ³ebéniVWe´ 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 µnatural.¶   

In the above passage, the start-up donation of goods for Paul is characterized as 

minimal, evidenced by the restrictive negation ³ne«TXe,´ 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 ² therefore not conjuring up 

associations of capture, subjugation, or butchering linked to animal-derived goods ² 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, 
³CoWon,´ 4:307; ³ebene,´ 5:213; and ³RpVineV,´ 14:172. 
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this raw excess is represented with hyperbole as ³very useless´ to the inhabitants of the 

island.  We note that the utility of natural products to people is stressed in the 

conVWUXcWion ³WoXW cela [«] noXV eVW foUW inXWile ici.´  WheUe iW can be made XVefXl, 

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 W\pe of ³système´ appeaU naWXUal, logical, and eWhical. 

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 µnaturalize¶ 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 

Yalle\ ZheUe Whe VWoU\ iV VeW iV an ³enceinWe´ like a Zalled foUWUeVV ZheUe ³Xn gUand 

Vilence Uqgne,´ and Whe VenVe of aXWhoUiW\ ZiWhin enfoUceV elemenWal peace, ³o� WoXW eVW 

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 

laWeU, ³leV longXeV flqcheV WoXjoXUV balancpeV paU leV YenWV,´ and Whe VXn¶s rays striking 

the crown of the mounWain Uange, ³VeV Ua\onV en fUappenW le coXUonnemenW´ (110).  The 

paVVage endV ZiWh Whe moXnWain peakV cloWhed in Uo\al coloUV, ³paUaiVVenW d¶or et de 

pourpre sur l¶a]XU deV cieX[,´ all of Zhich iV fUamed againVW Whe backgUoXnd, noW Whe 

ordinary natural sk\ of ³le ciel,´ bXW the plural ³deV cieX[,´ VXggeVWing 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. 



   147 

death and burial.  Discussing one of the plates illustrating Virginie¶s burial, she writes,  

³Whe Vcene oUcheVWUaWeV Whe inWeUmenW of Whe dead ZhiWe Zoman aV a Vocial and boWanical 

landscape [«] WhaW UeneZV Whe planWaWion ZiWh Zhich Whe VeUieV beginV.´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 

µnatural 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 ² ³Xn YaVWe Vilence Upgna danV WoXWe l¶étendue de l¶vle´ ² 

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 CaVid, ³InhXming EmpiUe: IVlandV aV Colonial NXUVeUieV and GUaYeV,´ 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 µwhite 

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 TXe de gUandV UocheUV eVcaUppV comme deV mXUailleV. [«] 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 ³aXcXn bUXiW.´  TheUe iV VomeWhing aXdiWoU\ and YiVXal 

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 appeaUance of a peUVon, Whe ³Je´ of naUUaWion, iV dela\ed, oU eYen eYacXaWed 

foU a Vpace.  NoW XnWil Whe WhiUd paUagUaph of Whe noYel doeV an\ pUonoXn oWheU Whan ³on´ 

appeaU.  The WhiUd paUagUaph bUXVTXel\ inVeUWV a ³je´ inWo Whe UaZ landVcape painWed by 

the first two paragraphs.  ³J¶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 

Whe VomeZhaW paUado[ical benefiW of boWh ³Xne YXe immenVe´ and ³Xne VoliWXde 

pUofonde.´  IW iV a pUiYileged locaWion ZheUe one benefiWV fUom a Zide-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 

aVWoniVhmenW WhaW peUVonV of geniXV ZoXld declaUe animalV Wo be meUel\ ³machineV,´ to 

which Jean-Jacques Rousseau replied, ³On ceVVe de VenWiU, TXand on commence j 

UaiVonneU.´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 
bamboX [«] La nXiW YenXe, ilV VoXpaienW j la lXeXU d¶une lampe; ensuite 

 
82 Paul et Virginie, 110.   
83 Saint-Pierre reports a conversation he had with Rousseau on the subject of 

MalebUanche¶V philoVoph\ in LiYUe IX of the Harmonies de la nature, p. 277.  ¯XYUeV 
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 ³peWiWe VocipWp´ engageV Whe UeadeU Wo e[peUience a 

model of people living in harmony with nature and redefining µwild¶ and µcivil¶ 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 Whem.  The condiWion haV come of iWV oZn accoUd, ³la nXiW YenXe,´ and iV 

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 tenVe in ³soupaient´ and ³racontait,´ 

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 

µcampfire 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 

(³pgaUpV´).  The sense of peril is heightened by several qualifiers.  Not only are they lost, 

bXW WhiV occXUV Zhen YiVion iV limiWed, ³la nXiW´ and in Whe ZoodV, hence in a Vpace noW 
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subjugated by human beings and where wild beasts still roam.  These woods are indeed 

³infeVWed,´ 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  ³danV leV boiV 

de l¶EXUope infeVWpV de YoleXUV,´ and iV led Wo Whink WhaW all Whe ZoodV of EXUope aUe 

infeVWed ZiWh WhieYeV.  IW iV UeYealing WhaW Whe aXWhoU, Zho iV FUench, doeV noW Va\ ³Whe 

ZoodV of FUance´ oU eYen of a paUWicXlaU Uegion of FUance, noU aUe Whe\ Whe ZoodV of 

some other specific foreign country near France; they are the woods of ³Europe.´  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 µcivilized¶ 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¶V, haYing become a 

VWandaUd WUope in Whe philoVopheV¶ ZUiWing b\ WhiV Wime, W\pified aV Whe ³noble VaYage,´ foU 
e[ample in VolWaiUe¶V Huron, the Vieillard in DideUoW¶V Supplément, and going back as 
faU aV MonWaigne foU inVWance in ³DeV cannibaleV.´ 
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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 paVVage VXggeVWV WhaW Whe ³oWheU paUW of Whe ZoUld´ iV ZaiWing Wo UiYal Whe poeWic 

accomplishment of Europe, heightened b\ Whe UeVWUicWiYe negaWion ³ne « TXe,´ WhiV 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 ² a more vibrant pose ² 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 UecUeaWion of an old aXWhoUiW\, noW ³Xn ViUgile´ oU ³Xn 

 
86 Paul et Virginie, 251.  



   154 

ThpocUiWeV,´ bXW moUe geneUall\ ³deV ViUgileV,´ 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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FigXUe 2.3.  EngUaYing ³NaXfUage de ViUginie´ b\ BaUWhplem\ JoVeph FXlcUan 
RogeU afWeU a dUaZing b\ PieUUe-PaXl PUXd¶hon.  1806 DelX[e ediWion of Paul et 
Virginie.  Image SoXUce:  BUiWiVh LibUaU\, C.156.k.7. 
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Illustrations as µsentiment mode¶ thinking tools in Paul et Virginie   
BeUnaUdin de SainW-PieUUe¶V We[W diVpla\V an XnXVXal degUee of aZaUeneVV of Whe aUW 

of eaUl\ modeUn pUinW cXlWXUe.  The aXWhoU iV highl\ conYeUVanW ZiWh Whe deWailV of Whe 

pUinWeU¶V cUafW, Zhich aZaUeneVV Zill come Wo pla\ an eYeU moUe obYioXV Uole ZiWh Whe 

pXblicaWion of Whe 1806 delX[e YeUVion of Paul et Virginie.  HoZeYeU, eYen in Whe 1788 

ediWion of etudes de la nature conWaining Paul et Virginie, SainW-PieUUe dUaZV hiV UeadeU¶V 

aWWenWion Wo Whe aUWfXl deWailV of Whe ph\Vical objecW of Whe book.  In Whe paUaWe[W Avis sur 

cette troisiqme pdition [NoWice on WhiV WhiUd ediWion], he VWaWeV WhaW he haV impUoYed Whe 

TXaliW\ of Whe UeadeU¶V e[peUience aW an incUeaVed pUodXcWion coVW: ³J¶en ai faiW eVpaceU Xn 

peX plXV leV moWV, afin d¶en UendUe la lecWXUe plXV coXlanWe, ce TXi aXgmenWe chaTXe 

YolXme enYiUon d¶Xne feXille d¶impUeVVion.´87  He conWinXeV, ³Comme leV oXYUieUV eW le 

papieU d¶impUimeUie VonW plXV cheUV TXe leV annpeV deUniqUeV, M. DidoW le jeXne, m¶a 

aXgmenWp leV fUaiV d¶impUeVVion de ceWWe pdiWion de plXV d¶Xn Vi[iqme, eW ceX[ dX papieU 

d¶Xn YingW-deX[iqme.´  He finiVheV WhiV VecWion ZiWh a jXVWificaWion foU Whe higheU coVW Wo 

Whe UeadeU b\ noWing WhaW iW iV dXe Wo Whe gUeaWeU beaXW\ and legibiliW\ of Whe bookV, ZiWh 

Whe moUe flXid leWWeU Vpacing and Whe YolXmeV aUe pUinWed ZiWh a µmoUe beaXWifXl¶ fonW, 

XVing a fUeVh VeW of moYable W\pe.  SainW-PieUUe iV aZaUe of hoZ an oldeU, XVed VeW of 

moYable W\pe chaUacWeUV ofWen haV nickV and flaZV WhaW maU Whe beaXW\ (and poWenWiall\ 

conWUibXWe Wo Whe miVUeading) of Whe pUinWed We[W.  He WhXV inViVWV WhaW ³je l¶ai faiW impUimeU 

aYec leV beaX[ caUacWqUeV neXfV de M. DidoW le jeXne, afin TXe leXU UppXWaWion conWUibXkW j 

lXi concilieU la bienYeillance gpnpUale.´88  NoWe WhaW iW iV Whe UepXWaWion of Whe fonW WhaW 

 
87 Études de la nature, 1:i. 
88 Études de la nature, 1:vi. 
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Zill gain pUaiVe foU Whe pUinWeU.  The poVVeVViYe aWWUibXWing Whe neZ beaXWifXl chaUacWeUV aV 

belonging Wo PieUUe-FUanooiV DidoW VXggeVWV WhaW iW iV eiWheU a fUeVh neZ ph\Vical VeW of 

moYeable W\pe he haV acTXiUed oU an alWogeWheU neZ W\peface DidoW haV deVigned.  IW iV 

indeed Whe laWWeU aV noW onl\ ZeUe VeYeUal geneUaWionV of Whe DidoW famil\ highl\ 

VXcceVVfXl pUinWeUV, Whe\ cUeaWed W\pefaceV cUediWed aV Whe beginning of modeUn 

W\pogUaph\.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 

µtruth¶ 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 µauthorial¶ use of image in 

Malcom Cook¶s recent assessment of Saint-Pierre¶s involvement with the visual elements 

of his books; ³He [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 

VWUiking YiVXal image WhaW Whe We[W iWVelf coXld noW UepUodXce.´90 

AV ZiWh Whe oWheU ZoUkV VWXdied heUe, Paul et Virginie Vpecificall\ inclXdeV 

engUaYingV.  IW ZaV common in eaUl\ modeUn pUinWVhopV WhaW Whe pUinWeU commiVVioned oU 

VelecWed illXVWUaWionV ZiWh liWWle oU no inpXW fUom Whe aXWhoU.  ThXV, ofWen Whe UelaWionVhip 

 
89 See the background given on the Didot family in Gerard UngeU, ³The T\peV 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, ³PaXl eW ViUginie: EmbelliVhing Whe Te[W,´ The Modern 
Language Review 114, no. 1 (2019): 34. 
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beWZeen We[W and image ZaV noW WighWl\ Vhaped b\ aXWhoUial inWenW.  HoZeYeU, in each of 

Whe ZoUkV in oXU VWXd\, Whe aXWhoUV were inYolYed in Vpecif\ing and cUeaWing Whe 

illXVWUaWionV.  In Whe pUeface Wo Paul et Virginie, BeUnaUdin de SainW-PieUUe aleUWed UeadeUV 

Wo Whe e[acW illXVWUaWionV (and b\ Zhich aUWiVWV) Whe\ VhoXld e[pecW Wo find in aXWhenWic 

copieV of hiV noYel.  I VWUeVV Whe ZoUd µauthentic¶ becaXVe SainW-PieUUe dedicaWeV mXch of 

Whe ³AYiV VXU ceWWe ediWion´ (1789 ediWion) and Whe pUeamble of Whe 1806 delX[e ediWion Wo 

diVcXVVing Whe financial loVVeV he VXffeUed fUom XnVcUXpXloXV coXnWeUfeiWing of hiV bookV.  

³J¶aYaiV ppUoXYp de gUandeV peUWeV danV la RpYolXWion poXU Xn homme np aYec bien peX 

de foUWXne [«] LeV conWUefaoonV m¶aYaienW faiW Xn WoUW conVidpUable.´91  TheUefoUe, SainW-

PieUUe WakeV painV in Whe paUaWe[W Wo deVcUibe foU hiV fXWXUe UeadeUV Whe illXVWUaWionV 

fXUniVhed b\ MoUeaX le JeXne, ³deVVinaWeXU dX CabineW dX Roi,´ and VeUneW, ³TXi, de WoXV 

leV peinWUeV, a le mieX[ pWXdip leV haUmonieV gpnpUaleV de la naWXUe.´92 

TheVe illXVWUaWionV can WhXV be Veen aV moUe Whan incidenWal decoUaWion.93  The\ 

VeUYed mXlWiple pXUpoVeV, boWh inWeUnal Wo Whe ZoUk and aV an anWi-piUac\ VWUaWeg\.  FoU Whe 

fXncWion ZiWhin Whe ZoUk, Ze can aVk ZhaW paUWicXlaU effecW iV conYe\ed Wo Whe 

UeadeU/YieZeU Zhen We[W iV paiUed ZiWh YiVXal UepUeVenWaWion?94  HeUe again, UaWheU Whan 

anal\]e UeaVon and imaginaWion, We[W and image, aV binaU\ oppoViWeV, I Veek Wo XndeUVWand 

 
91 Jacques Henri Bernardin de Saint-PieUUe, ³PUpambXle,´ Paul et Virginie, (Paris: 

Didot l¶Aîné, 1806), vii. 
92 Saint-PieUUe, ³AYiV VXU ceWWe édition,´ Paul et Virginie (Paris: De l¶Imprimerie 

de Monsieur, 1789), xi-xii. 
93 FoU a moUe nXanced appUeciaWion of Whe poViWiYe aVpecWV of µornamentation¶ in 

the eighteenth century, Vee MaU\ SheUiff, ³DecoUaWing KnoZledge: The OUnamenWal 
Book, Whe PhiloVophic Image and Whe Naked TUXWh,´ 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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Whe ZoUkV in oXU VWXd\ WhUoXgh a paUadigm WhaW admiWV boWh UeaVon and imaginaWion 

VimXlWaneoXVl\, and necessaril\ so.  ThiV appUoach, I VXggeVW, iV moUe in keeping ZiWh Whe 

Ueigning ppistpmq of Whe eighWeenWh cenWXU\ WhaW e[iVWed pUioU Wo Whe aiUWighW VepaUaWionV 

beWZeen aUWiVWic and VcienWific caWegoUieV WhaW oXU modeUn diVciplinaU\ diYideV UeTXiUe.95 

The illXVWUaWionV Ze encoXnWeU in Paul et Virginie and man\ oWheU eighWeenWh-

cenWXU\ We[WV alVo foUce XV Wo confUonW a TXeVWion of VepaUaWion.  Do Whe imageV meUel\ 

coe[iVW ZiWh Whe We[W in Whe bookV in Zhich Whe\ aUe foXnd, oU iV WheUe an inWegUaWing 

inWeUpla\ beWZeen We[W and image?  In Word and Image, NoUman BU\Von aUgXeV WhaW all 

YiVXal ZoUkV e[iVW on a conWinXXm beWZeen Whe poleV of Whe figXUaWiYe and Whe liWeUal 

elemenWV, ZheUe Whe figXUaWiYe haV Whe poZeU Wo dUiYe home Whe ³effecW of Whe Ueal.´  In 

WheiU ZoUk on diagUam, John BendeU and Michael MaUUinan conWUibXWe Wo oXU 

XndeUVWanding of figXUaliW\ b\ pUopoVing WhaW diagUamV aUe imageV WhaW fXncWion 

diffeUenWl\ aV ³Whinking WoolV.´  TheiU ZoUk VXggeVWV WhaW comple[ imageV can be a foUm 

of ³YiVXal Whinking´ ZheUe ZoUdV, picWXUeV, figXUeV, and foUmXlaV combine WogeWheU Wo 

eliciW a UeVponVe of imaginaWion Wo fill in gapV of UepUeVenWaWion, WhXV cUeaWing knoZledge 

pUodXcWion ZiWh Whe acWiYe paUWicipaWion of Whe obVeUYeU. 

TheVe poZeUfXl VWXdieV haYe helped Wo Vhape oXU Whinking aboXW Whe inWeUpla\ 

beWZeen We[W and image.  The\ VhoZ hoZ XnYeiling and embelliVhing knoZledge in Whe 

eighWeenWh cenWXU\ ZeUe noW WZo VepaUaWe pUoceVVeV; Whe\ ZeUe ine[WUicabl\ 

inWeUdependenW.  The ³poZeUfXl peUfoUmaWiYiW\´ of Whe engUaYed illXVWUaWionV deUiYeV fUom 

 
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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Whe abiliW\ of Whe figXUal image Wo Xnmake and Uemake Whe ZoUld in UeadeUV¶ mindV.96  The 

e[peUience of WheVe eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ We[W-image objecWV changeV Whe condiWionV of 

poVVibiliW\ foU WhoXghW. 

Changing Whe Za\ hiV UeadeUV peUceiYed Whe ZoUld ZaV YeU\ mXch paUW of SainW-

PieUUe¶V pUojecW.  In a VWXd\ of SainW-PieUUe¶V pUiYaWe coUUeVpondence ZiWh Whe aUWiVW 

Anne-LoXiV GiUodeW (laWeU called GiUodeW-TUioVon) foU Whe illXVWUaWionV in Whe µdelX[e¶ 

ediWion of 1806, Malcolm Cook conclXdeV WhaW ³boWh BeUnaUdin and GiUodeW ZeUe VXUe of 

Whe abiliW\ of aUW Wo peUVXade and Wo edXcaWe.´97  WiWh WhiV noYel, SainW-PieUUe VeekV Wo 

conYince and eleYaWe hiV UeadeUV, in boWh We[W and image.  The commXnicaWion in YiVXal 

foUm iV comple[ and deVWabili]ing.  WhaW aW fiUVW appeaUV Wo be Whe meVVage poUWUa\ed can, 

Xpon fXUWheU e[aminaWion, fUagmenW XndeU Whe WenVion of oppoViWion beWZeen an appaUenW 

s\stqme and a UeYealed VenWimenW.  ThUoXgh Whe VenVoU\ µUeading¶ of YiVXal media, Paul et 

Virginie iniWiaWeV Whe UeadeU/YieZeU inWo anoWheU e[peUience of knoZledge and 

comple[ifieV WhoVe paVVageV pUeVenWed in boWh We[W and YiVXal foUm.  We Vee WhiV iniWiaWion 

aW ZoUk in Whe fUonWiVpiece of Whe fiUVW ediWion of Paul et Virginie pUinWed aV a VepaUaWe 

noYel apaUW fUom Whe etudes. 

 
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, ³BeUnaUdin de SainW-PieUUe and GiUodeW: IllXVWUaWing Whe µlX[XU\¶ 
Edition of Paul et Virginie,´ The Modern Language Review 102, no. 4 (2007), 988. 
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FigXUe 2.4.  EngUaYing ³PaXl eW ViUginie´ b\ AbUaham GiUaUdeW afWeU a dUaZing b\ 
MoUeaX le jeXne.  1789 ediWion of Paul et Virginie. Image VoXUce: UniYeUViWp de 
MonWUpal, CollecWion eVWampeV eW illXVWUaWionV ancienneV. 
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The 1789 ediWion of PaXl eW ViUginie iV pXbliVhed VepaUaWel\ and conWainV foXU 

engUaYingV, each of Zhich highlighW emoWional paVVageV fUom Whe noYel.  InWeUeVWingl\, Whe 

fiUVW plaWe VeUYeV aV a VoUW of enWicemenW Wo Uead Whe noYel.  ThaW plaWe comeV befoUe Whe 

WiWle page and feaWXUeV PaXl and ViUginie aV childUen, Zalking ZUapped in ZhaW appeaUV Wo 

be a blankeW and e[pUeVVing a VWUong emoWion Zhile looking conWUa-bod\ aW an adXlW male 

figXUe enWeUing Whe fUame fUom lefW ZiWh Vome objecW in hand.  The figXUe of Whe man 

VWUiding foUcefXll\ inWo Whe fUame appeaUV VomeZhaW WhUeaWening.  ThiV engUaYing iV WiWled 

Vimpl\ ³PAUL & VIRGINIE (Vo\e] pageV 21 eW 22).´  TiWled in a minimal faVhion, ZiWh a 

UefeUence Wo Vpecific pageV, Whe illXVWUaWion pUoYideV Whe UeadeU ZiWh feZ clXeV Wo inWeUpUeW 

Whe image aW WhiV poinW.  The cleYeU aUWiVWU\ of Whe engUaYing depicWV ambigXoXV emoWionV 

on Whe faceV of Whe childUen.  IW iV cleaU Whe\ haYe a VWUong emoWion, ZiWh open moXWhV, bXW 

iW iV noW ceUWain ZheWheU iW iV feaU, VXUpUiVe, oU jo\ aV Whe\ look Wo Whe male figXUe 

oYeUWaking Whem.  The man¶V face iV in VhadoZ and iW iV difficXlW Wo diVceUn hiV e[pUeVVion.  

HiV lefW hand iV UaiVed, elboZ benW aV if he iV aboXW Wo e[Wend iW in a geVWXUe oU Wo VWUike Whe 

childUen.  A conflicW beWZeen childUen and an adXlW male iV boXnd Wo inciWe Whe UeadeU Wo 

pUojecW him- oU heUVelf inWo Whe Vcene Wo inWeUpUeW Whe experience of WhaW momenW, mXch 

moUe effecWiYel\ Whan ZoXld a WenVion-fUee, XnambigXoXV image of WZo childUen Zalking 

WogeWheU.  The image fXncWionV aV a VoUW of iniWiaWion of Whe UeadeU inWo a mode of 

inWeUpUeWing ZheUein e[peUiencing Whe eYidence of a paVVage Wo cUeaWe an XndeUVWanding on 

an affecWiYe leYel UaWheU Whan on a pXUel\ inWellecWXal leYel ² in Whe WUXWh mode of 

VenWimenW UaWheU Whan debaWable facWV of a s\stqme. 
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SainW-PieUUe conWinXed Wo inYeVW hiV Wime and mone\ inWo impUoYing Whe 

engUaYingV in fXWXUe ediWionV of Whe noYel, commXnicaWing fUeTXenWl\ ZiWh Whe aUWiVWV, 

paUWicXlaUl\ foU Whe delX[e ediWion of 1806.  In WhiV ediWion Ze find noW onl\ moUe Uefined 

engUaYing WechniTXe, bXW moUe comple[ UepUeVenWaWion and UeflecWion on ideaV cenWUal Wo 

Whe paVWoUal haUmon\ of Whe noYel pUojecW.  One VXch e[ample UendeUV an ambigXoXV and 

deVWabili]ing depicWion of Whe XWopic pUojecW of Whe paVWoUal genUe and Whe WheoU\ of 

pUoYidence of naWXUe.  The plaWe depicWing Whe childhood of Whe WZo pUoWagoniVWV eYokeV 

mXlWiple la\eUV of jXdgmenW in Whe UeadeU aV Whe YiVXal VenVoU\ e[peUience cUeaWeV 

conWUaVWing meaningV beWZeen fiUVW impUeVVion and final impUeVVion. 
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FigXUe 2.5.  EngUaYing ³Enfance de PaXl eW de ViUginie´ b\ BoXUgeoiV de la 
RichaUdiqUe afWeU a dUaZing b\ LafiWWe.  1806 delX[e ediWion of Paul et Virginie.  
Image SoXUce: BiblioWhqTXe NaWionale de FUance. 

AV SainW-PieUUe conWinXed Wo Uefine and pXbliVh neZ ediWionV of Paul et Virginie in 

Whe folloZing \eaUV, Whe illXVWUaWionV VhaUpen Whe oppoViWion beWZeen EXUopean claVVical 

cXlWXUe and Whe Ue-Vhaped UheWoUic he VeekV Wo UeYeal WhUoXgh Whe e[peUience of life in Whe 

neZ landV of colon\ and empiUe. The poUWUaiW foUmaW image occXpieV moVW of Whe page and 
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iV neaWl\ cUopped ZiWh no oUnamenWal fUaming oU boUdeU.  DiUecWl\ beneaWh Whe image in a 

lighW iWalic VcUipW aUe Whe aWWUibXWionV foU Whe WZo aUWiVWV, ³DeVVin paU LafiWWe´ on Whe lefW 

and ³GUaYp paU BoXUgeoiV de la RichaUdiqUe´ on Whe UighW.  The aUWiVWV¶ nameV aUe noW 

UedXced Wo VXch a Vmall Vi]e WhaW Whe\ ZoXld be difficXlW Wo Wake in b\ Whe YieZeU.  The 

aUWiVWV aUe WhXV accoUded a place of impoUWance in Whe ZoUk.  BeloZ Whe aUWiVWV¶ nameV aUe 

WZo lineV of We[W.  The Wop line iV Whe WiWle of Whe plaWe, ³ENFANCE DE PAUL ET DE 

VIRGINIE.´ giYen in all capiWal leWWeUV in a colonnade-VW\le face.  BeloZ iV a VXbWiWle, 

³Dpjj leXUV mqUeV paUlaienW de leXU maUiage VXU leXUV beUceaX[.´  In Whe 1806 ediWion, WhiV 

plaWe folloZV page 14, eaUl\ in Whe noYel on a page ZheUe SainW-PieUUe VpeakV of Whe 

VimpliciW\ of Whe WZo FUench Zomen pUoWagoniVWV, Mme de la ToXU and MaUgXeUiWe.  

³MaiV elleV Ve UendaienW UaUemenW j la Yille de peXU d¶\ rWUe mppUiVpeV, paUce TX¶elleV 

pWaienW YpWXeV de gUoVVe Woile bleXe dX Bengale comme deV eVclaYeV.´98  TheiU VimpliciW\ 

VeemV Wo find a jo\fXl echo in Whe faiWhfXl adoUaWion of WheiU VlaYeV, MaUie and DomingXe: 

³A peine MaUie eW DomingXe leV apeUceYaienW [«] TX¶ilV accoXUaienW jXVTX¶aX baV de la 

monWagne poXU leV aideU j la UemonWeU.  ElleV liVaienW danV leV \eX[ de leXUV eVclaYeV la 

joie TX¶ilV aYaienW de leV UeYoiU.´99  HoZeYeU, in Whe engUaYing Whe VlaYeV do noW face Whe 

YieZeU; Whe\ aUe Whe onl\ figXUeV ZhoVe e[pUeVVionV aUe hidden fUom XV.  In addiWion, 

MaUie and DomingXe occXp\ aUeaV of Whe compoViWion boWh in foUegUoXnd and 

backgUoXnd WhaW aUe noW in Whe cenWeU of aWWenWion, WheiU daUkeU figXUeV Ueceding inWo Whe 

VhadoZV oU Whe bUXVh of Whe fieldV in Zhich Whe\ aUe placed.  The YieZeU¶V ga]e fiUVW WakeV 

in Whe figXUeV of Mme de la ToXU and MaUgXeUiWe, ViWXaWed cenWeU in Whe middle gUoXnd.  

 
98 Paul et Virginie, 1806 edition, 14.  
99 Paul et Virginie, 1806 edition, 14. 
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The compoViWion of Whe image placeV Whe laUgeU and moUe Uefined-appeaUing of Whe WZo 

FUench Zomen aW Whe cenWeU of VeYeUal diagonal a[eV foUmed b\ Whe WZo Vloping UooflineV, 

Whe Vlope of Whe moXnWain, Whe Vide VWa\V of Whe baVkeW MaUie iV ZeaYing, and Whe dUape of 

fabUic fUom Whe cUadle Wo Whe maWeUnal figXUe¶V lap.  ThiV poViWion, aW Whe inWeUVecWion of 

VeYeUal lineV in Whe image, UeinfoUceV Whe figXUe¶V impoUWance in Whe compoViWion.  She iV 

VWaged aW Whe cenWeU, VeaWed and UeVWing one fooW higheU Whan Whe oWheU on a Vlab of VWone, 

cloWhed in dUaping fabUic WhaW iV UeminiVcenW of figXUeV of claVVical anWiTXiW\.  HeU 

maWeUnal chaUacWeU iV UeinfoUced b\ heU e[poVed bUeaVW, XncoYeUed b\ Whe gUaVp of Whe 

bab\ on heU lap.  HeU baUe feeW again Uecall a YiVXal langXage of claVVical anWiTXiW\, 

feaWXUing a fooW ZiWh GUeek Woe.  In Whe loZeU UighW foUegUoXnd WheUe iV a Wall YaVe VW\led 

afWeU a GUeek amphoUa.  AW fiUVW glance, Whe image conYe\V a VeUene VenVe of claVVical 

maWeUniW\. 

HoZeYeU, Whe haUmon\ of WheVe claVVical elemenWV iV WUoXbled aV one¶V ga]e 

conWinXeV Wo folloZ Whe image¶V compoViWion inWo Whe deWailV.  While WheUe aUe VeYen 

hXman figXUeV, none look in Whe YieZeU¶V diUecWion.  All Whe hXman ga]eV in Whe image aUe 

eiWheU diUecWed aW anoWheU peUVon Zho iV looking elVeZheUe in WXUn, oU elVe WheiU ga]e iV Wo 

Vome ZoUk aW hand.  ThiV iV a liWWle VocieW\ WhaW iV Velf-conWained, jXVW aV SainW-PieUUe 

depicWV in Whe noYel.   

ThiV Vcene of maWeUniW\ VXggeVWV a poWenWial inWeUWe[WXal image b\ LeonaUdo da 

Vinci¶V ³The ViUgin and Child ZiWh SW. Anne,´ ciUca 1503.100  The painWing depicWV Whe 

 
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 MaU\ VeaWed on Whe lap of heU moWheU, SW. Anne.  The\ boWh look doZn loYingl\ aW 

Whe ChUiVW child Zho MaU\ iV holding aV Whe child UeacheV oXW Wo pla\ ZiWh a lamb.  The 

naUUaWiYe echoeV go faU be\ond VimilaU Wheme oU VXbjecWV.  WillaUd Spiegelman VeeV in Whe 

painWing a TXieW coXnWeUpoinW Wo Whe ChUiVW¶V fXWXUe VacUificial acW in Whe PaVVion, and in Whe 

pUe-WUagic momenW, a moYemenW of emoWion fUom hXman Wo Whe naWXUal ZoUld, UeflecWed 

back b\ Whe doXble figXUaWion of Whe innocenW ChUiVW, aV child and aV lamb.  Spiegelman 

deVcUibeV WhiV; ³A genWl\ eneUgeWic floZ of Whe life foUce e[WendV fUom SW. Anne, Whe 

laUgeVW, oldeVW and higheVW figXUe, doZn WhUoXgh heU gUandchild, Wo Whe animal and planW 

ZoUldV beloZ heU. The WZo Zomen ga]e doZn in ZondeU aW Whe child; Whe child and Whe 

lamb aUe boWh looking Xp.´101  The da Vinci painWing alVo VhoZV Whe poignanc\ of WhiV 

WendeU WableaX foUeVhadoZing a fXWXUe WUagic eYenW.  Spiegelman conWinXeV, ³WiWhoXW 

knoZing Whe VWoU\, a YieZeU ZoXld aVVXme WhaW iW depicWV, ZiWh delicaWe hXmoU, 

domeVWiciW\ and VofW feelingV. SXch WendeUneVV mXWeV WUaged\ foU a momenW, and When 

deepenV iW.´ 

The appaUenW id\llic TXaliW\ of Whe engUaYing in PaXl eW ViUginie of Whe moWheUV 

and childUen aW fiUVW blXVh iV fXUWheU deVWabili]ed b\ Whe figXUeV of Whe black VlaYeV.  MaUie 

iV depicWed oXW of Vcale aV VmalleU Whan Whe FUench Zomen, and Vhe iV benW oYeU heU ZoUk, 

handV holding Whe WenVion of Whe UeedV in place Wo ZeaYe Whe baVkeW.  The mXVcXlaWXUe of 

heU back iV jXVW appaUenW WhUoXgh heU dUeVV, hinWing aW habiWXaWion Wo haUd ZoUk.  WheUe 

Mme de la ToXU¶V haiU iV bUaided and Wied ZiWh a Uibbon in a claVVical VW\le, MaUie¶V haiU iV 

 
101 WillaUd Spiegelman, ³UnfiniVhed PeUfecWion,´ Wall Street Journal, July 30, 

2010, sec. Life and Style, www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240527487045965045752 
72681406945388. 



   168 

boXnd in a moUe heaYil\ paWWeUned cloWh, in a VW\le beWWeU VXiWed Wo UeViVW diVheYelmenW in 

ZoUk.  JXVW oYeU MaUie¶V VhoXldeU, half hidden in VhadoZ, Ze finall\ find a figXUe looking 

back aW Whe YieZeU; iW iV a goaW.  The goaW¶V e\e VWaUeV diUecWl\ aW Whe YieZeU, VlighWl\ Zide 

in a hinW of WhUeaW oU challenge.  IW iV a VomeZhaW diVWXUbing elemenW of Whe image.   

DomingXe¶V figXUe in WhiV engUaYing iV alVo UendeUed b\ elemenWV WhaW compeWe foU 

pUominence and UeTXiUe inWeUpUeWaWion.  He iV ZoUking Whe field behind Whe coWWageV, 

baUefooW and VhiUWleVV, caUU\ing ZhaW appeaUV Wo be a baVkeW of gUain oU VeedV.  He iV 

fUo]en aZkZaUdl\ in mid-VWUide, VoZing gUain.  HiV bod\ iV WZiVWed aZa\ fUom Whe 

VpecWaWoU, bXW in an odd conWoUWion foU Whe placemenW of legV and aUmV, aV if VXUpUiVed in 

Whe middle of Whe acWion b\ anoWheU figXUe enWeUing Whe Vcene in Whe faU backgUoXnd.  The 

Vmall figXUe enWeUing Whe field WhUoXgh a gap in Whe fence appeaUV Wo haYe a VWaff, hoe, oU 

Uifle in hiV hand.  BaVed on VW\le of cloWhing and comple[ion, he appeaUV Wo be EXUopean.  

While WheUe iV anoWheU hoe on Whe gUoXnd neaU WhiV male figXUe, iW iV difficXlW Wo Well fUom 

hiV bod\ poVWXUe if he iV a helpeU oU an Xne[pecWed YiViWoU.  OXU ga]e ma\ come Wo UeVW on 

DomingXe VeYeUal WimeV Wo WU\ Wo UeVolYe Whe image of gUain floZing fUom hiV hand in Whe 

acW of VoZing.  The VWUeam of gUain fUom hiV hand iV VlighWl\ Woo denVe, giYing iW Whe 

appeaUance of a Zhip.  The conWoUWed bod\ of Whe black VlaYe Zielding ZhaW appeaUV Wo be 

a Zhip and facing a EXUopean cUeaWeV a WenVion in Whe image WhaW belieV Whe fiUVW 

impUeVVion of haUmon\.  The plaWe ma\ aW fiUVW appeaU Wo be a claVVical VWoU\, enVconced in 

e[oWic landVcape ZiWh palm WUeeV, WUopical floZeUV, and hibiVcXV planWV, bXW iW WellV a VWoU\ 

moUe complicaWed Whan WhaW of a WUanVplanWed XWopia.   

The We[W on Whe facing page, inclXding Whe paVVage aboXW Vimple eYening UoXWineV, 

ZoUkV Wo cUeaWe a UepUeVenWaWion of Whe Vimple jo\ of haUmonioXV VocieW\ liYing cloVe Wo 
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Whe YiUWXeV of naWXUe.  ThiV Veeming accepWance of VlaYeU\ in Whe depicWion of Whe happ\ 

chaUacWeUV of MaUie and DomingXe iV a VoXUce of confXVion foU cUiWicV Zho noWe SainW-

PieUUe¶V definiWe anWi-VlaYeU\ Wone in hiV Vo\age j l¶vle de France.102  AW Whe end of Whe 

Vo\age, SainW-PieUUe giYeV Whe deVcUipWionV of hiV encoXnWeU ZiWh a gUoXp Zho haV jXVW 

Uaided a camp of eVcaped VlaYeV.  The XglineVV of WhiV encoXnWeU XnUaYelV Whe paUadiVe 

image SainW-PieUUe haV jXVW conWemplaWed, ³HplaV!« Le beaX pa\Vage diVpaUXW, je ne YiV 

plXV TX¶Xne WeUUe abominable.´103  ThXV, Whe amalgamaWion of VlaYe and maVWeU ZiWh Zhip 

in Whe figXUe of DomingXe cUeaWeV a cogniWiYe diVVonance ZheUeb\ Whe UeadeU mXVW Ue-

eYalXaWe Whe XWopic depicWion UepUeVenWed in Whe We[W of Whe pUeYioXV page.  HeUe, a 

VenWimenW iV YiVXall\ conYe\ed Wo Whe UeadeU/YieZeU WhaW XndeUmineV an appaUenW 

UepUeVenWaWion of a neZ V\VWem of VocieWal haUmon\.  NeiWheU appeaUV Wo negaWe oU 

dominaWe Whe oWheU, bXW Whe\ occXp\ Whe Vame Vpace in XneaV\ balance.  DoeV Whe 

e[peUience lead Whe UeadeU Wo cleaUl\ UejecW one oU Whe oWheU of Whe poleV held in WenVion 

heUe?  PeUhapV like Whe baVkeW WhaW MaUie ZeaYeV, WenVion cUeaWeV Whe Vpace ZheUe Whe 

elemenWV can ZoUk ZiWh and againVW each oWheU Wo cUeaWe VomeWhing XVefXl.  RaWheU Whan 

appeal in plain WeUmV foU a diffeUenW paUadigm of Vocial oUgani]aWion and appUoach Wo 

naWXUal UeVoXUceV, Whe We[W and image lead Whe UeadeU Wo aWWempW Wo UeVolYe Whe WenVion he 

oU Vhe VenVeV inWXiWiYel\ in Whe image and allXViYel\ in Whe UheWoUical figXUeV.  JXVW aV ³Je 

VenV; donc j¶e[iVWe´ VXmV Xp SainW-PieUUe¶V epiVWemological foXndaWion, an indiYidXal 

 
102 Robin Howells noWeV ³[Saint-Pierre¶V] philosophical position, however, is not 

entirely consistent. While apparently calling slavery µun principe trqs injuste¶, he also 
says µJe conviens que les lois humaines le permettent¶´ in Whe aUWicle ³Bernardin 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, Vo\age j l¶vle de France, 304. 
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mXVW VenVe and UeVolYe Whe blend of impUeVVionV Wo aUUiYe aW haUmon\, XVing ficWion-baVed 

experience aV a Za\ of XndeUVWanding Yia sentiment. 

Conclusion 
Beginning ZiWh Whe VeaUch foU an adeTXaWe deVcUipWion of Whe comple[ ecolog\ of 

a VWUaZbeUU\ planW, SainW-PieUUe iV led eYenWXall\ Wo compleWe hiV etudes de la nature in a 

paVWoUal ficWion ViWXaWed on a YeUdanW iVland.  AUWfXll\ deplo\ing Whe open deceiW of 

ficWional foUm, SainW-PieUUe aWWempWV Wo commXnicaWe a WUXWh aboXW hXman ecolog\.  

Id\llic haUmon\ in Whe heaUW of a coUUXpW colonial VocieW\ XlWimaWel\ pUoYeV XnVWable, and 

naUUaWiYe fUameV collapVe aUoXnd Whe VhipZUeck demiVe of ViUginie, Whe cenWUal chaUacWeU.  

HoZeYeU, in a ZoUk WhaW inWenWionall\ fXncWionV WhUoXgh Whe mode of VenWimenW, WhaW 

e[peUience of loVV iV Whe Zhole poinW, UaiVing Whe WUXWh YalXe b\ VhifWing iW inWo a figXUal 

diVcoXUVe WhaW iV felt and UemainV in Whe mind aV jXdgmenW and opinion.  SainW-PieUUe WhXV 

pUopoVeV WhaW Whe WUXWh of naWXUe iV beWWeU commXnicaWed aV VoXl-VaWiVf\ing sentiment and 

noW in diVenchanWing and de-m\VWif\ing inWellecWXal s\stqme. 

IV a noYel m\VWificaWion?  Paul et Virginie iV noW an accXUaWe deVcUipWion of Whe 

iVland of Zhich SainW-PieUUe himVelf haV fiUVW-hand obVeUYaWionV and eYidence.  And \eW 

Whe noYel iV hiV aWWempW Wo Well a ceUWain kind of WUXWh WhUoXgh figXUal Whinking on Whe leYel 

of affecW.  The noYel iV an aWWempW Wo Well a WUXWh aboXW Whe hXman condiWion.  A WUXWh aboXW 

EXUopean VocieW\ aV Veen fUom ZiWhoXW in Whe miUUoU of colonialiVm.  A WUXWh aboXW 

hXmankind in UelaWion ZiWh Whe diYine, WhUoXgh Zhich one coXld knoZ Whe diYine WhUoXgh 

pUoYidence manifeVWed in naWXUe.  SainW-PieUUe VWageV an XnVWable haUmon\.  The liWWle 

VocieW\ UelieV on VlaYe laboU, bXW poUWUa\V Whe VlaYeV aV VaWiVfied hXman animalV, likened 

Wo dogV.  The childUen UeWXUn a UXnaZa\ VlaYe Wo heU maVWeU, nawYel\ VoliciWing Xnlikel\ 
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pUomiVeV of paUdon and lenienc\.  PaXl and ViUiginie¶V childhood innocence iV mi[ed ZiWh 

an incompaWible coUUXpWion of peUpeWXaWing oZneUVhip of oWheU hXman beingV.  The moUal 

UoW of childhood in Eden iV foUeVhadoZed b\ WhiV incompaWibiliW\ WhaW iV VmooWhed oYeU b\ 

an appeaUance of empaWh\ and appealV Wo Whe VlaYe oZneU Wo WUeaW hiV VlaYe ZiWh moUe 

kindneVV. 

The WenVion I haYe UeYealed and anal\]ed in Whe pUeceding pageV iV pUeVenWed b\ 

SainW-PieUUe aUWfXll\.  The pol\YalenW WeUm ³AUWfXl´ iV an e[pUeVVion WhaW, in Whe caVe of 

WhiV noYel, UepUeVenWV Whe co-pUeVence of WZo UheWoUical VWUaWegieV WhaW aUe ofWen emplo\ed 

WogeWheU in eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ We[WV (Wechnical Vkill and cXnning deceiW).  HoZeYeU, WhiV 

combinaWion VeemV incompaWible ZiWh idealV of EnlighWenmenW, paUWicXlaUl\ Whe inclXVion 

of Vome foUm of deceiW.  AV AdoUno and HoUkheimeU VWaWe VXccincWl\, ³Whe pUogUam of Whe 

EnlighWenmenW ZaV Whe diVenchanWmenW of Whe ZoUld: Whe diVVolXWion of m\WhV and Whe 

VXbVWiWXWion of knoZledge foU fanc\.´104  If Ze can appUeciaWe Whe hXman need Wo be 

conYinced oU peUVXaded on Whe affecWiYe leYel aV Zell aV on a UaWional leYel, When Ze ma\ 

come Wo Vee pXUpoVefXl VimXlaWion aV an ambigXoXVl\ YalXable Wool Wo diVVolYe m\Wh and 

Ueplace iW ZiWh a neZ WUXWh. 

YeW aV Ze haYe Veen, aUW and aUWifice ZeUe VomeWimeV joined in XnVWable 

amalgamaWion in eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ ZUiWing Wo pUodXce a kind of WUXWh/knoZledge 

WhUoXgh Whe cUeaWion of an e[peUience of WhaW knoZledge in Whe UeadeU.105  JacTXeV-HenUi 

 
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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BeUnaUdin de SainW-PieUUe VeW oXW Wo ZUiWe a gUeaW ZoUk of naWXUal hiVWoU\ bXW ZaV VWUXck 

b\ Whe dilemmaV of hoZ Wo pUopeUl\ UepUeVenW VXch a YaVW VXbjecW Zhich eYadeV eaV\ 

caWegoUi]aWion ZiWhin hXman-cUeaWed s\stqmes.  FoU SainW-PieUUe, V\VWemV enWeUWain Whe 

inWellecW, bXW Whe\ noW do jXVWice Wo Whe µfelW WUXWh¶ (sentiment) of a ZoUld UepleWe ZiWh 

diYine pUoYidence. 

In contemplating the µtruth¶ 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 µfelt 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 µenchanting¶ effect Paul et Virginie has on a 

reader that has kept this novel continuously in print since 1788.  

Binding WogeWheU in WenVion concepWV VXch aV s\stqme and sentiment, Whe WeUm ³Ue-

enchanWmenW´ offeUV XV Uichl\ UeZaUding aYenXeV foU anVZeUing oXU modeUn TXeVWion, 

³HoZ doeV a paVWoUal noYel compleWe a naWXUal hiVWoU\ in Whe eighWeenWh cenWXU\?´ 
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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 
 

³l¶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 
meilleXU, Xne SoVWpUiWp SlXV jXVWe.´1  

± Michel Delon, ³L¶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, ³L¶aSSel aX lecWeXU danV l¶HiVWoiUe deV deX[ IndeV,´ 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 SmiWh¶V 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 ³l¶Europe a fondé par-tout des colonies; mais connoît-elle les 

SUinciSeV VXU leVTXelV on doiW leV fondeU?´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. AnWhon\ SWUXgnell eW al. (PaUiV: CenWUe InWeUnaWional d¶eWXde dX 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: ³l¶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 Michqle DXcheW, ³L¶HiVWoiUe deV deX[ IndeV: VoXUceV eW VWUXcWXUe d¶Xn We[We 
Sol\ShoniTXe,´ 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 Ueading VXbjecW¶V 

thinking through a sentimental mode of understanding.  The engraved illustrations work 

in Wandem Wo cUeaWe a YiVXal and figXUal e[SeUience Wo diVUXSW Whe UeadeU/YieZeU¶V 

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 µlectured to.¶  The harangue is 

a formal speech addressed to an assembly, while an aSoVWUoShe iV a ³rhetorical 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, ³L¶aSSel aX lecWeXU danV l¶HiVWoiUe deV deX[ IndeV,´ 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 O[foUd DicWionaU\ of LiWeUaU\ TeUmV, 4Wh ed., V.Y. ³ASoVWUoShe.´ 
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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 
deV m°XUV VimSleV eW de la VageVVe dX goXYeUnemenW de BiVnaSoUe [«] 
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 FoXcaXlW¶V term ³Upgime de YeUiWp´ from his 

1979 interview in Critique of Anthropology.11  Weir defines truth regimes as 

chaUacWeUi]ed b\ ³multiple, 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 WhUee SUinciSal ediWionV of Whe HDI WhaW aUe conVideUed aXWhoUiWaWiYe ZeUe 

ediWed and SXbliVhed b\ Ra\nal dXUing hiV lifeWime, WhoXgh WheUe ZeUe alVo man\ 

WUanVlaWionV and XnaXWhoUi]ed coSieV SUinWed.  The fiUVW ediWion of Whe HDI, in 1770, ZaV 

SXbliVhed anon\moXVl\ in Vi[ ocWaYo YolXmeV, liVWing AmVWeUdam aV Whe Slace of 

SXblicaWion, WhoXgh iW ZaV likel\ SUinWed in FUance.13  IW ZaV common SUacWice 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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eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ FUance Wo aWWUibXWe Slace of SXblicaWion falVel\ Wo AmVWeUdam, ZheUe 

cenVoUVhiS UeVWUicWionV ZeUe looVeU, in oUdeU Wo aYoid Whe conVeTXenceV of SUinWing a 

conWUoYeUVial book oU one foU Zhich SUoSeU aXWhoUi]aWion had noW been obWained.  The fiUVW 

ediWion did noW make mXch of an imSacW, and Ra\nal VeW aboXW imSUoYing and adding Wo iW, 

anon\moXVl\ SXbliVhing a Vecond ediWion in 1774, and When a WhiUd ediWion in 1780 Zhich 

finall\ cUediWed Ra\nal ZiWh Whe aXWhoUVhiS.  WiWh each VXcceVViYe ediWion, Whe ZoUk 

became moUe aXdacioXV in iWV cUiWiciVmV of colonial abXVeV and Whe inhXmaniW\ of VlaYeU\.  

The 1780 ediWion ZaV SUinWed in GeneYa b\ Jean-LponaUd PelleW and conViVWed of WZo 

foUmaWV; in-TXaUWo ZiWh foXU YolXmeV of We[W SlXV a fifWh YolXme of maSV, aV Zell aV an in-

8� VeW of Wen YolXmeV ZiWh an addiWional YolXme of maSV.  The 1780 ediWion iV conVideUed 

Whe moVW comSleWe and VeUYeV aV Whe baViV foU Whe cUiWical ediWion being SXbliVhed b\ Whe 

CenWUe inWeUnaWional d¶pWXde dX XVIIIe Viqcle.14   

While Abbp Ra\nal finall\ had hiV name SUinWed on Whe WiWle Sage of Whe WhiUd 

ediWion, Whe ZoUk comSUiVeV Whe effoUWV of man\ e[SeUWV and ZUiWeUV, comSiled WogeWheU 

ZiWh and ZiWhoXW Whe knoZledge and SeUmiVVion of WhoVe aXWhoUV (Whe conceSW of aXWhoU¶V 

UighWV being VWill inchoaWe aW WhiV Wime).15  UndeU Whe banneU of one WiWle, Whe UeadeU 

encoXnWeUV SaVVageV fUom a Zide aUUa\ of collaboUaWoUV and a We[W WhaW iV aW WimeV 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-VolWaiUe: CenWUe inWeUnaWional d¶pWXde dX 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 dURLWV d¶aXWeXU, see for example 
his legislative lobbying efforts in 1791. Pierre-Auguste Caron de Beaumarchais, Pétition 
j O¶AVVePbOpe QaWLRQaOeࣟ: cRQWUe O¶XVXUSaWLRQ deV SURSULpWpV deV aXWeXUV, SaU OeV 
directeurs de spectacles (PaUiV: L¶ImSUimeUie de DX PonW, 1791). 
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conflicW ZiWh iWVelf acUoVV an immenVe e[SanVe WoWaling 2,625 SageV. 

Larger works with a number of collaborators contributing from their specialty 

were noW Xncommon aW Whe Wime.  DideUoW and d¶AlembeUW¶V Encycopédie is a chief 

example, as well as BXffon¶V 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¶V VecWion on ³Ra\nal eW VeV collaboUaWeXUV´ in Tome I of Whe modeUn cUiWical ediWion 
HDI 2010, xxx-xxxii. 

17 I would refer the reader to some of the foundational studies on this such as 
HeUbeUW Dieckmann, ³LeV ConWUibXWionV de DideUoW j la µCoUUeVSondance LiWWpUaiUe¶ eW j 
l¶ µHiVWoiUe deV DeX[ IndeV,¶´ ReYXe d¶HLVWRLUe OLWWpUaLUe de Oa FUaQce 51, no. 4 (1951): 
417-440; and Michèle Duchet, DLdeURW eW O¶"HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV" RX O¶ecULWXUe 
fragmentaire (Paris: A.G. Nizet, 1978). 

18 HeUbeUW Dieckmann, ³The ImSoUWance of Whe µFondV VandeXl¶ ManXVcUiSWV foU 
SWXdieV of DideUoW and Whe EighWeenWh CenWXU\,´ Bulletin of the American Academy of 
Arts and Sciences 3, no. 8 (1950): 2±4, https://doi.org/10.2307/3823371. 

19 See GianlXigi Goggi, ³La Collaboration de Diderot à l¶³Histoire Des Deux 
IndeV´: L¶pdiWion de VeV conWUibXWionV,´ Diderot Studies 33 (2013): 168, aV Zell aV Whe 
aSSendi[ dedicaWed Wo WUacing fUagmenWaU\ eYidence of DideUoW¶V SaVVageV, in HanV 
WolSe, Ra\QaO eW Va PacKLQe de gXeUUe: O¶KLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV eW VeV 
SeUfecWLRQQePeQWV, (SWanfoUd: SWanfoUd UniYeUViW\ PUeVV, 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 ³geneUoXV inWeUface´ daWa YiVXali]aWion can be conVXlWed Wo e[amine 
modifications across all three editions.  Mitchell Whitelaw and Geoff Hinchcliffe, 
³Ra\nal EdiWionV E[SloUeU,´ AXVWUalian NaWional UniYeUViW\, acceVVed 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 µvoices¶ 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.  B\ Whe 1780 ediWion, aboXW one-WhiUd of Whe We[W iV conWUibXWed b\ 

DideUoW.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 ² 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 

µYoiceV.¶ 

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 

TXanWif\ DideUoW¶V conWUibXWion b\ Uel\ing on infoUmaWion UelaWed b\ Jean-Henri Meister 
in Aux mânes de Diderot (Paris: Volland, 1788) and in the manuscripts in the fonds 
Vandeul.  See alVo VecWion 5 of GianlXigi Goggi, ³La collaboUaWion de DideUoW j l¶ 
µHiVWoiUe deV DeX[ IndeV¶: L¶pdiWion de VeV conWUibXWionV,´ 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 fiUVW SaVVage (A) commXnicaWeV in WhiUd-SeUVon naUUaWiYe, emSlo\ing Whe 

imSeUVonal VXbjecW SUonoXn ³ilV´ Wo deVcUibe Whe EXUoSean naWionV and giYing no SUeVence 

Wo Whe Yoice of Whe naUUaWoU Zho obVeUYeV fUom a SeUVSecWiYe oXWVide Whe eYenWV.  The 

hiVWoUical mode SUeVenW in WhiV e[amSle conYe\V eYenWV in an eloTXenW SaVW WenVe, Whe 

FUench SaVVp VLPSOe.  TheVe eYenWV aUe UemoYed fUom Whe UeadeU and naUUaWoU¶V SUeVenW 

 
23 HDI, 1:361. 
24 HDI, 1:353±4. 
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Wime becaXVe Whe\ Uecede inWo Whe SaVW gUammaWicall\.  The diVWance iV amSlified b\ Whe 

XVe of WhiV YeUb WenVe Zhich iV UaUel\ XVed in VSoken conYeUVaWion and indicaWeV WhiV Wo be 

inWellecWXal ZUiWing.  WheUe Whe Vecond e[ceUSW (B) conWainV YocabXlaU\ SeUWaining Wo 

emoWion, WhiV fiUVW e[ceUSW conWainV SUimaUil\ geogUaShic and VSaWial WeUmV VXch aV Slace 

nameV like ³Bengale,´ ³ChaWigan,´ ³AUacan´ and oWheUV.  IW alVo conViVWV of a le[ical field 

of geogUaSh\ ZiWh WeUmV like ³SoUW,´ ³fUonWiqUe,´ ³oUienWale,´ and ³Uade.´  The daWe 1603 

anchoUV Whe cUedibiliW\ of WhiV SaVVage Wo an indeSendenWl\ YeUifiable SoinW of daWa.  The 

VWUXcWXUe of WhiV SaVVage iV a VimSle liVWing of eYenWV oU acWionV: ³LeV PoUWXgaiV TXi « LeV 

HollandaiV TXi « En 1603, ilV«´  FigXUaWiYe langXage iV almoVW enWiUel\ abVenW fUom Whe 

SaVVage, ZiWh onl\ ³jeWWqUenW leV \eX[´ deYiaWing fUom Whe declaUaWiYe e[SoViWoU\ of Whe 

We[W.  E[ceUSW A affecWV Whe UeadeU onl\ in SUeVenWing neZ infoUmaWion Zhich can be 

SUoceVVed ZiWh e[iVWing menWal fUameZoUkV Wo add Wo oU coUUecW a UeadeU¶V leaUning on WhiV 

VXbjecW. 

If Ze When Uead Whe Vecond e[ceUSW (B), Ze immediaWel\ noWe a diffeUenW Wone.  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 

VenWenceV VXch aV Whe TXeVWion ³Une fable?´ and Whe inWeUjecWion ³TXoi!´ a familiaU 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 

anaShoUa; ³il n¶\ a TXe´ is UeSeaWed WZice, beginning Whe VeUieV, folloZed b\ a SaiU of ³ceW 

rWUe « eVW donc «,´ and conclXding Whe SaUagUaSh ZiWh Whe UeSeWiWion of a XniYeUVali]ing 

³PaU-WoXW il.´  Claiming the readeU¶V aWWenWion ZiWh a diUecW addUeVV (in UheWoUic, 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¶V aWWiWXdeV and UeacWionV in dialogXe ZiWh Whe µoWheU¶ 

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 

VXch aV ³bonheXU,´ ³fpliciWp,´ ³miVqUe,´ ³UemoUdV,´ and ³YeUWX.´  The combinaWion 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 VWaWe of hXman VocieW\ aV ³ZaU of all against 
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all.´25  ThiV SaVVage¶V Vocial cUiWiTXe inYolYeV Whe UeadeU on an affecWiYe leYel, oU, aV Ze 

VaZ in ChaSWeU 2, on Whe leYel of WhoXghW knoZn aV VeQWLPeQW in eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ 

FUench. HoZ can a UeadeU noW feel Whe SeUVXaViYe foUce Wo e[amine VocieW\ and When deViUe 

Whe beWWeU alWeUnaWiYe deSicWed? 

PaVVage B VWUeVVeV Whe VenWimenWal and moUal UelaWion beWZeen VXbjecWV.  PaVVage 

A cUeaWeV a diffeUenW kind of inWeUVXbjecWiYiW\ ZheUe aZaUeneVV of Whe naUUaWiYe Yoice iV 

minimi]ed.  ThiV SaVVage iV a dU\ UeciWaWion of facWV ZiWh Vome imSXWed caXVe and effecW.  

The UeadeU e[SeUienceV Whe We[W aV a monologXe UaWheU Whan a dialogXe.  The Yoice iV one 

of aXWhoUiW\ and e[SeUWiVe, coXched in Whe eleganW hiVWoUical ShUaVing of Whe SaVVp VimSle.  

YeW boWh of WheVe SaVVageV aUe Waken fUom Whe Vame VecWion of Whe HDI, ZiWh no 

VignSoVWing of change in aSSUoach, WoSic, oU aXWhoU. 

HoZ iV one Wo Ueconcile Whe diffeUenceV in Wone, UegiVWeU, YocabXlaU\, and Ueading 

VXbjecWiYiW\ beWZeen WheVe VamSleV of Whe Vame We[W? I aUgXe WhaW mainWaining and 

inWeUSUeWing Whe diVVonance beWZeen Whe YoiceV of WhiV VingXlaU We[W iV cenWUal Wo iWV 

oSeUaWion.  ThiV iV beVW accomSliVhed b\ aSSUoaching Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV aV a 

liWeUaU\ We[W ² WhaW iV, Wo aWWend Wo figXUaWiYe langXage, UheWoUical oSeUaWion, figXUaWion 

and foUm ² in oUdeU Wo conVideU hoZ WheVe diffeUenceV in Yoice and VW\le ZiWhin Whe We[W 

of Whe HDI iWVelf make SoVVible a comSle[ inWeUSUeWiYe UeVSonVe in Whe UeadeU.  AnoXVh 

TeUjanian SXWV iW moUe foUcefXll\ Zhen Vhe ZUiWeV, ³amid Whe mXlWiSle SoViWionV iW 

aUWicXlaWed, Whe HLVWRLUe mobili]ed SoZeUfXl UheWoUical VWUaWegieV Wo SUojecW agenc\ XSon 

 
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). 



 188 

iWV UeadeUV and Wo aZaken Whem Wo acWion.´26 

The nXmbeU and fUeTXenc\ of Whe moUe engaging SaVVageV VXch aV B incUeaVe 

fUom Whe fiUVW ediWion Wo Whe WhiUd.  ThiV incUeaVe demonVWUaWeV WhaW Whe aXWhoUial Weam of 

Ra\nal and DideUoW foXnd WhaW Whe infoUmaWional SUoVe, VXch aV in SaVVage A, came XS 

lacking and UeTXiUed a VXSSlemenW Wo achieYe Whe aimV of WheiU ShiloVoShical and SoliWical 

hiVWoU\.  BolVWeUing Whe imSeUVonal We[W ZiWh moUe of DideUoW¶V emoWiYe and moUall\ 

imSaVVioned UheWoUic ZaV a VWUaWeg\ Wo incUeaVe Whe SoZeU of Whe We[W Wo change Whe Za\ 

UeadeUV WhoXghW aboXW VocieW\, colonial SoZeU, and commeUce.  HoZeYeU, I ZoXld like Wo 

dUaZ aWWenWion Wo Whe facW WhaW Whe Vecond and WhiUd ediWionV did QRW UeYiVe Whe enWiUe We[W Wo 

Whe VenWimenWal, moUall\-focXVed figXUaWiYe VW\le.  Wh\ noW UeYiVe all Whe We[W inWo WhiV 

acWiYaWing, WUanVfoUmaWiYe mode b\ Whe WhiUd ediWion in 1780?  I Wake WhiV comSoViWional 

choice Wo indicaWe WhaW Whe declaUaWiYe, liWeUal mode accomSliVheV VomeWhing imSoUWanW foU 

Whe We[W Woo.  BoWh VW\leV of ZUiWing aUe mainWained and inWeUZoYen Wo cUeaWe a d\namic 

We[W fUom Whe admi[WXUe of WZo VXch YaU\ing UheWoUical UegimeV ZiWhin a VingXlaU We[W. 

PeWeU Jimack aUgXeV WhaW WheVe diffeUenceV in Wone and VW\le VeUYe a cUiWical 

fXncWion; ³InXWile donc de cheUcheU Xne Yoi[ XniTXe danV ce liYUe.  QX¶il V¶agiVVe de 

Ra\nal Ve UpYiVanW lXi-mrme, oX de DideUoW UpSondanW j Ra\nal, eW SaUfoiV j lXi-mrme, 

noXV aVViVWonV j Xne VXiWe de dpconVWUXcWionV [«] WoXW VeUa miV en TXeVWion.´27  The We[W 

iV fXll of conWUadicWionV and iW dialogXeV ZiWh iWVelf, fUom DideUoW¶V VWUong anWi-colonial 

 
26 Anoush Fraser Terjanian, Commerce and Its Discontents in Eighteenth-Century 

French Political Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 22. 
27 PeWeU Jimack, ³PUpVenWaWion dX liYUe I,´ 13-20 in Raynal et al., Histoire 

philosophique et politique des établissements et du commerce des Européens dans les 
deux Indes (Ferney-VolWaiUe: CenWUe inWeUnaWional d¶pWXde dX XVIIIe Viqcle, 2010), 20. 
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diaWUibe Wo Ra\nal¶V modeUaWe admiUaWion foU heUoic conTXeUoUV and naWionV Zho haYe noW 

been dXlled inWo ZeakneVV b\ lX[XU\.  The mi[WXUe of YoiceV blended b\ Ra\nal¶V 

comSilaWoU\ ediWing leaYe Whe We[W ZiWh WhiV chaUacWeU of TXeVWioning.  I ZoXld e[Wend WhiV 

line of UeaVoning Wo claim WhaW Whe cUiWical dialogXe cUeaWed iV noW jXVW aXWhoU Wo aXWhoU, bXW 

UaWheU beWZeen We[W Wo UeadeU. 

YYeV BenoW, hoZeYeU, VeeV meWhod Wo Whe madneVV in Whe HDI and cUediWV Whe 

ZoUk ZiWh cUeaWing a moUe comSle[ menWal UeSUeVenWaWion of Whe Vocial/colonial pSiVWpmq 

b\ knoZingl\ encomSaVVing Whe incoheUence and confXVion of conWUadicWoU\ SaVVageV.  In 

WhiV comSle[iW\ BenoW findV ³Xn V\VWqme de comSoViWion [TXi] ne deYUaiW SaV rWUe SUiV 

SoXU Xn Vigne de faibleVVe, maiV la SUeXYe d¶Xne enYeUgXUe TXi englobe WoXV leV confliWV 

inWeUneV de l¶aYanW-gaUde deV LXmiqUeV.´28  In WhiV YieZ, Whe diYeUgenW YieZV ZiWhin Whe 

We[W aUe SUeVeUYed aV a VoUW of cXlWXUal aUchiYe.  ThiV anal\ViV cUediWV Whe mainWenance of 

conflicWing YoiceV aV an inWenWional feaWXUe of Whe HDI \eW emShaVi]eV iW aV hiVWoUical 

UecoUd. 

MXch VcholaUVhiS haV indeed focXVed on geneWic cUiWiciVm, oU on Whe inWellecWXal 

hiVWoU\ oU cXlWXUal VWXdieV aVSecWV of Whe HDI, VXch aV Whe hiVWoU\ of colonialiVm and 

VlaYeU\. HeUe Ze aUe leVV conceUned ZiWh conVideUing Whe HDI aV an inde[ Wo an objecWiYe 

UealiW\ aW a giYen momenW in Wime (if WhaW VoUW of hiVWoUiciW\ iV eYen SoVVible), oU aV 

ZindoZ inWo Whe Za\ SeoSle YieZed VXch WoSicV aW Whe Wime.  BXW Wo e[Slain Whe cUXcial 

imSacW of Whe HDI Wo diVUXSW Whe eSiVWeme conceUning emSiUe ZiWhin Whe conWe[W of Whe 

VLqcOe deV LXPLqUeV, Ze mXVW e[amine Whe We[W aV a liWeUaU\ objecW, focXVing on an anal\ViV 

 
28 Yves Benot, DLdeURW de O¶aWKpLVPe j O¶aQWLcRORQLaOLVPe (Paris: Maspero, 1981), 

11. 
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of Whe UheWoUical VWUaWegieV and figXUaWiYe langXage of Whe HDI in oUdeU Wo beWWeU 

XndeUVWand Whe Ueliance of an engaging ShiloVoShical diVcoXUVe XSon a diVengaging 

diVcoXUVe of TXanWiWaWiYe, maWeUial hiVWoU\ (a W\Se of hiVWoU\ Zhich Woda\ Ze mighW call 

cliomeWUicV).29 

I VXggeVW WhaW Whe diVcoXUVe of TXanWiWaWiYe SoliWical hiVWoU\ maSV Wo oXU conceSW of 

diVenchanWmenW and Whe diVcoXUVe of ShiloVoSh\ ZiWh iWV call Wo acWion maSV Wo Ue-

enchanWmenW.  AV Ze haYe demonVWUaWed in SUeYioXV chaSWeUV, WhiV WheoUeWical lenV affoUdV 

XV an eVVenWial YieZ of Whe d\namic aW ZoUk in ZhaW can oWheUZiVe be Veen aV a 

confoXnding SaiUing of oSSoViWeV.  One inWUigXing SoinW of enWU\ inWo WhiV d\namic beginV 

ZiWh Whe XnXVXal doXbleV in Whe WiWle of Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV.   

The WiWle iniWiaWeV Whe UeadeU inWo e[SeUiencing and XndeUVWanding Whe WenVion 

beWZeen ShiloVoSh\ and SoliWicV in Whe We[W. The WUXe hefW of Whe fXll WiWle of WhiV ZoUk iV 

ofWen elided foU a modeUn UeadeU, aV Ze ofWen XVe Whe conYenienW and common 

abbUeYiaWion Wo call iW Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV, and VimilaUl\ Whe HLVWRU\ Rf WKe WZR 

IQdLeV in EngliVh-langXage VcholaUVhiS.  ThiV SUacWice iV common in FUench aV in EngliVh, 

and iW iV XndeUVWandable Vince, like man\ eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ bookV, Whe fXll WiWle iV faU 

longeU Whan Ze aUe accXVWomed Wo in SoVW-eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ bookV.  HoZeYeU, Ze gain 

YalXable inVighW inWo Whe comSle[ d\namicV of Whe We[W b\ a cloVe Ueading of Whe fXll WiWle 

and Whe inWeUSla\ among Whe WeUmV WhaW comSoVe iW.  The HLVWRLUe SKLORVRSKLTXe eW 

SROLWLTXe deV pWabOLVVePeQWV eW dX cRPPeUce deV EXURSpeQV daQV OeV deX[ IQdeV iV a WiWle 

 
29 The Oxford English Dictionary defineV cliomeWUicV aV ³A WechniTXe foU Whe 

interpretation of economic history, based on the statistical analysis of large-scale 
nXmeUical daWa fUom SoSXlaWion cenVXVeV, SaUiVh UegiVWeUV, and VimilaU VoXUceV.´ 
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comSoVed of doXbleV WhaW Zill echo WhUoXghoXW Whe SageV of Whe book.  The We[W beginV Wo 

geneUaWe comSle[iW\ fUom Whe UeadeU¶V fiUVW conWacW ZiWh Whe WiWle iWVelf.  IW iV a hiVWoU\.  

HoZeYeU, iW iV boWh ShiloVoShical hiVWoU\ and SoliWical hiVWoU\.  The VXbjecW of boWh 

hiVWoUieV iV again doXbled b\ focXV on boWh Whe ³eVWabliVhmenWV´ and Whe ³commeUce.´  

We noWe foU Whe momenW Whe facW WhaW eVWabliVhmenWV iV SlXUal bXW commeUce iV noW.  

HoZeYeU, b\ iWV inWeUacWional naWXUe, commeUce aXWomaWicall\ imSlieV aW leaVW WZo SaUWieV.  

The agenWV of Whe eVWabliVhmenWV and Whe commeUce aUe again alVo mXlWiSle ² ³deV 

EXUoSpenV.´  The mXlWiSliciW\ of ³EXUoSeanV´ iV noW defined, bXW neceVVaUil\ a SlXUal 

inYolYeV aW leaVW WZo indiYidXalV.  We conWinXe Wo Uead doXbleV aW Whe YeU\ end of Whe WiWle 

aV Zell becaXVe Whe geogUaShical locaWion iV ³leV deX[ IndeV,´ UefeUUing Wo Whe EaVW IndieV 

and Whe WeVW IndieV.  Once again, Whe objecW of aWWenWion doXbleV Vince eYen a Vingle one 

of Whe IndieV locaWionV iV WeUmed in Whe SlXUal ³IndeV.´  If WhiV head\ flighW of doXbling iV 

noW enoXgh, WheUe iV one final doXble Wo XnSack ² WhaW of Whe oUiginal IndieV and Whe landV 

miVWakenl\ labelled aV VXch b\ EXUoSeanV WU\ing Wo find a Vailing UoXWe ZeVW Wo Whe Indian 

VXbconWinenW, WhXV a doXble of WUXe IndieV and a miVWakenl\ labelled IndieV. 

One effecW of WhiV amoXnW of doXbling in Whe WiWle iV WhaW iW iV haUd Wo ignoUe and 

VliS SaVW Whe WiWle VWUaighW inWo Whe We[W.  The UeadeU confUonWV an inWeUSUeWiYe SX]]le in 

meUel\ WU\ing Wo gUaVS Whe VXbjecW of Whe We[W.  FUom Whe beginning, Whe We[W manifeVWV a 

comSle[iW\ and a call Wo inWeUSUeWaWion b\ VeWWing XS a fUameZoUk of mXlWiSle conceSWXal 

SaiUingV in dialogXe ZiWh each oWheU.  IW SXUSoUWV Wo UeYeal Whe hiVWoiUe SROLWLTXe deV 

pWabliVVemenWV deV EXUoSpenV danV leV IndeV oUienWaleV aV Zell aV Whe hiVWoiUe 

SKLORVRSKLTXe of VXch colonial oXWSoVWV, and When alVo Whe hiVWoiUe SROLWLTXe dX cRPPeUce 

deV EXUoSpenV danV leV IndeV RccLdeQWaOeV, and Vo on in Whe YaUioXV SeUmXWaWionV SoVVible 
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among all Whe doXbleV giYen in Whe WiWle.  The WiWle iWVelf aVkV Whe UeadeU Wo aSSUoach Whe 

ZoUk ZiWh a comSle[ fUameZoUk of inWeUSUeWaWion.  While a ³hiVWoiUe SoliWiTXe´ ZaV 

VomeWhing UeadeUV of Whe SeUiod ZoXld haYe had e[SeUience ZiWh, WheUe ZaV liWWle 

SUecedenW Wo giYe an idea of ZhaW a ³hiVWoiUe SKLORVRSKLTXe´ mighW be.  WhaW coXld be 

e[SecWed fUom VXch a ZoUk? 

In Whe laWe eighWeenWh cenWXU\, a SROLWLcaO hiVWoU\ ZaV a Zell-eVWabliVhed genUe; 

hoZeYeU, a SKLORVRSKLcaO hiVWoU\ UeSUeVenWV an innoYaWion.30  VolWaiUe XVeV Whe WeUm 

³hiVWoiUe SoliWiTXe´ in hiV aUWicle on hiVWoU\ Wo deVignaWe a faiWhfXl UecoUd of gUand eYenWV, 

aV oSSoVed Wo ³chUoniTXeV UidicXleV UenfeUmpeV danV leV clovWUeV´ Zhich he cUiWici]ed foU 

focXVing on Whe minXWiae of local life.31 

Some e[amSleV of eaUlieU ³hiVWoiUeV SoliWiTXeV´ inclXde NicholaV GeUYaiVe¶V 

HLVWRLUe QaWXUeOOe eW SROLWLTXe dX RR\aXPe de SLaP (1690), SamXel Yon PXfendoUf¶V 

man\ ediWionV of IQWURdXcWLRQ j O'KLVWRLUe gpQpUaOe eW SROLWLTXe de O'XQLYeUV (1721-43), 

ClaXde-FUanooiV LambeUW¶V HLVWRLUe gpQpUaOe, cLYLOe, QaWXUeOOe, SROLWLTXe eW UeOLgLeXVe de 

WRXV OeV SeXSOeV dX PRQde (1750), Jean-HenUi MaXbeUW de GoXYeVW¶V HLVWRLUe SROLWLTXe dX 

VLecOe R� Ve YRLW dpYeORSpe Oa cRQdXLWe de WRXWeV OeV cRXUV (1754), LoXiV-ValenWin 

G|W]mann¶V VeYeUal SoliWical hiVWoU\ bookV inclXding HLVWRLUe SROLWLTXe dX gRXYeUQePeQW 

fUaQoRLV, RX LeV TXaWUe kgeV de Oa PRQaUcKLe fUaQoRLVe (1777), LoXiV-PieUUe AnTXeWil¶V 

L¶eVSULW de Oa LLgXe, RX HLVWRLUe SROLWLTXe deV WURXbOeV de Oa FUaQce (1779), and VeYeUal 

 
30 The Encyclopédie contains several entries thaW menWion ³hiVWoiUe SoliWiTXe´ in 

articles by Voltaire and Jaucourt, though histoire politique is not a headword.  The term 
³hiVWoiUe ShiloVoShiTXe´ alVo doeV noW UegiVWeU aV a headZoUd, hoZeYeU DideUoW and 
d¶AlembeUW boWh emSlo\ Whe WeUm in Whe ³DiVcoXUV SUpliminaiUe´ and several articles.  

31 See Whe enWU\ foU ³HiVWoiUe,´ ZUiWWen b\ VolWaiUe. (DideUoW and d¶AlembeUW, 
Encyclopédie 8:223). 
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SoliWical hiVWoU\ ZoUkV b\ Jean-BaSWiVWe Maill\ fUom 1772 Wo 1780, inclXding L¶EVSULW deV 

cURLVadeV, RX HLVWRLUe SROLWLTXe eW PLOLWaLUe deV gXeUUeV eQWUeSULVeV SaU OeV cKUpWLeQV 

cRQWUe OeV PaKRPpWaQV (1780).32 

A VeaUch of Whe online UniYeUViW\ of Chicago ARTFL FUanWe[W coUSXV findV no 

occXUUenceV of ³hiVWoiUe ShiloVoShiTXe´ in Whe WiWle of an\ ZoUk SUioU Wo Whe HDI.33  A 

VeaUch of Whe caWalog of Whe BiblioWhqTXe naWionale de FUance (BNF) VhoZV onl\ WZo 

minoU ZoUkV ZiWh WhaW WeUm in Whe WiWle SUioU Wo 1770.  AfWeU 1780, WheUe aUe 47 ZoUkV 

UecoUded in Whe BNF caWalog in Whe folloZing cenWXU\ WhaW aUe ³hiVWoiUeV ShiloVoShiTXeV.´  

We can VXUmiVe fUom WhiV WhaW Ra\nal¶V ZoUk had an imSacW on hoZ oWheUV WhoXghW aboXW 

Whe SUojecW of ZUiWing hiVWoU\. 

Ra\nal¶V eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ conWemSoUaUieV alVo e[SUeVVed miVgiYingV aboXW VXch 

a caSacioXV WiWle.  One cUiWic, FUanooiV BeUnaUd, Wook iVVXe ZiWh ZhaW he VaZ aV an oYeUl\-

bUoad claim foU Whe HDI and SXbliVhed hiV AQaO\Ve of iW in 1775.  CUiWici]ing Whe mXlWiSle 

goalV annoXnced in Whe WiWle of Whe ZoUk, BeUnaUd diVmiVVeV Whe book¶V caSaciW\ Wo WUeaW 

eiWheU hiVWoU\ oU SoliWical econom\, baVed on hiV inWeUSUeWaWion of Whe ³SoliWical´ aVSecW of 

Whe We[W.  ThiV SeUceiYed ZeakneVV naUUoZed doZn Whe WUXe imSoUW of Whe book, in 

BeUnaUd¶V YieZ, Wo be ShiloVoShical in naWXUe. ChaUacWeUi]ing hiV cUiWiTXe, S\lYana 

TomaVelli ZUiWeV, ³BeUnaUd WhoXghW WhaW ZhaW hiVWoU\ and SoliWical anal\ViV Whe ZoUk 

SUoYided ZaV liWWle moUe Whan µUemSliVVage¶ foU ZhaW he jXdged Wo be Ra\nal and hiV 

 
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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collaboUaWoUV¶ WUXe inWeUeVW, namel\, ShiloVoSh\.´34  BeUnaUd inWeUSUeWed WheiU ShiloVoSh\ 

Wo UeYolYe aUoXnd naWXUe, fUeedom, and moUaliW\ ZiWh Whe XnVWaWed objecW of XndeUmining 

ChUiVWianiW\ and SUomoWing VecXlaUiVm. 

While BeUnaUd ma\ haYe been oYeUl\ diVmiVViYe of Abbp Ra\nal¶V abiliW\ Wo 

UeVolYe Whe diVcoUd of conflicWing VoXUceV Wo SUoYide a cleaU-e\ed SoliWical hiVWoU\, hiV 

cUiWiciVm UeYealV Whe SeUceiYed VWUengWh of Whe ShiloVoShical aVSecW of Whe HDI.  BeUnaUd 

VeeV a combaWiYe, if noW dangeUoXV, SeUVXaViYe elemenW embedded ZiWhin Whe diVcoXUVe of 

hiVWoUical eYenWV and imSoUW/e[SoUW accoXnWV.  BeUnaUd¶V inWeUSUeWaWion of µShiloVoSh\¶ 

ma\ haYe been diffeUenW Whan WhaW of Whe aXWhoUV of Whe HDI, and iW iV ceUWainl\ a 

Sol\YalenW WeUm in Whe FUench eighWeenWh cenWXU\. FoU Whe SXUSoVeV of WhiV VWXd\ I XVe Whe 

WeUmV ShiloVoSh\ and ShiloVoShical Wo indicaWe a diVcXUViYe and naUUaWiYe SoViWion 

diffeUenW Whan WhaW Zhich focXVeV on Whe SoliWical hiVWoU\ of colonieV and WUade oXWSoVWV. In 

WhiV We[W, Whe ShiloVoShical aUe WhoVe SaVVageV WhaW SaVV jXdgmenW and inWeUUogaWe Whe 

ZiVdom of acWionV.  The ShiloVoShical Yoice oU µmode¶ ofWen µWakeV a VWeS back¶ 

UheWoUicall\ Wo SaVV in UeYieZ Whe acWionV and agenWV of Whe SUeceding SaVVage Wo XUge Whe 

UeadeU¶V engagemenW ZiWh Whe Vocial and eWhical imSlicaWionV of WhaW ViWXaWion.  The 

enhanced engagemenW ZiWh Whe UeadeU VhoZV b\ Whe diYeUVion inWo aSoVWUoShe oU dialogXe 

and b\ a gUeaWeU denViW\ of figXUaWiYe langXage. 

The value of commerce, from the philosophical point of view 
TheUe haV neYeU been an\Whing aV imSoUWanW Wo Whe enWiUe hXman Uace aV WhiV 

 
34 S\lYana TomaVelli, ³On labelling Ra\nal¶V HiVWoiUe: ReflecWionV on iWV GenUe 

and SXbjecW,´ in RayQaO¶V Histoire des deux Indes: Colonialism, Networks, and Global 
Exchange, ed. Cecil Courtney and Jenny Mander (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2015), 
74. 
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e[SanVion in commeUce and global WUaYel UoXWeV, oU Vo claimV Whe oSening SaVVage of Whe 

HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV, defining Whe VcoSe and imSoUWance of iWV WoSic. 

Il n¶\ a SoinW eX d¶pYpnemenW aXVVi inWpUeVVanW SoXU l¶eVSqce 
hXmaine en gpnpUal, & SoXU leV SeXSleV de l¶EXUoSe en SaUWicXlieU, TXe la 
dpcoXYeUWe dX NoXYeaX - monde & le SaVVage aX[ IndeV SaU le caS de 
Bonne - EVSpUance. AloUV a commencp Xne UpYolXWion danV le commeUce, 
danV la SXiVVance deV naWionV, danV leV m°XUV, l¶indXVWUie & le 
goXYeUnemenW de WoXV leV SeXSleV. C¶eVW j ce momenW TXe leV hommeV deV 
conWUpeV leV SlXV ploignpeV Ve VonW UaSSUochpV SaU de noXYeaX[ UaSSoUWV & 
de noXYeaX[ beVoinV. LeV SUodXcWionV deV climaWV SlacpV VoXV l¶pTXaWeXU, 
Ve conVommenW danV leV climaWV YoiVinV dX Sole; l¶indXVWUie dX NoUd eVW 
WUanVSoUWpe aX SXd; leV pWoffeV de l¶OUienW VonW deYenXeV le lX[e deV 
OccidenWaX[; & SaU-WoXW leV hommeV onW faiW Xn pchange mXWXel de leXUV 
oSinionV, de leXUV loi[, de leXUV XVageV, de leXUV maladieV, de leXUV 
UemqdeV, de leXUV YeUWXV & de leXUV YiceV.35 

 

The We[W VWaUWV off ZiWh h\SeUbole (ne SoinW, eVSqce hXmaine, Xne UpYolXWion), and 

Whe moYemenW of goodV on a global Vcale fUom eTXaWoU Wo Sole and fUom Whe EaVW Wo Whe 

coXnWUieV of Whe WeVW.  The combined effecW of Whe h\SeUbole and Whe SoUWUa\ed global 

moYemenW cUeaWeV a VenVe of gUeaW imSoUWance foU Whe conWenWV of Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ 

IQdeV. The 1770 YeUVion¶V deVcUiSWion of diVWanW SeoSle¶V UelaWionVhiS baVed in commeUce 

changeV fUom ³Ve VonW deYenXV npceVVaiUeV´ Wo become in 1774 ³Ve VonW UaSSUochpV,´ 

changing Whe WeUmV fUom an economic UelaWionVhiS (³npceVVaiUeV´) Wo a VSaWial / UelaWional 

one (³UaSSUochpV´), UeflecWing Whe WUajecWoU\ of Whe ZoUk fUom an economic hiVWoU\ Wo a 

WUanVfoUmaWiYe ShiloVoShical hiVWoU\.  ThiV SaVVage VXggeVWV WhaW WheUe iV a balance of 

good and bad enWUained b\ WhiV UeYolXWion in inWeUchangeV: Whe ³UemqdeV´ YeUVXV Whe 

³maladieV,´ and Whe ³YeUWXV´ againVW Whe ³YiceV.´  

 
35 HDI, 1:1±2. 
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We ma\ Va\ WhaW Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV engageV Whe UeadeU in Whe hoSe of 

WUading VocieWal maladieV foU ShiloVoShical UemedieV, WUading SoliWical Yice foU V\VWemic 

YiUWXe.  We Vhall Vee Whe acWion of Whe We[W aWWemSWing Wo effecWXaWe an eSiVWemic change 

WhUoXgh a combinaWion of WZo UheWoUical VWUaWegieV, one of Zhich aimV Wo SUeVenW WUXWh 

WhUoXgh infoUmaWion, Zhile Whe oWheU aimV Wo SUeVenW WUXWh WhUoXgh ZUiWWen eloTXence.  

ThaW iV Wo Va\ WhaW WhiV book geneUaWeV an inWeUSUeWiYe inYiWaWion foU Whe UeadeU WhUoXgh Whe 

combined acWionV of WZo diffeUenW UheWoUical modeV oSeUaWing WogeWheU bXW belonging Wo 

conflicWing WUXWh UegimeV.  The inWeUSUeWiYe UeVSonVe Wo Whe We[W ma\ engendeU a change in 

manneU of Whinking, embUacing Whe enc\cloSediVWV¶ VXbYeUViYe agenda Wo change Whe 

common Za\ of Whinking, ³changeU la faoon commXne de SenVeU.´36 IW iV WhiV SUoYocaWiYe 

SoZeU WhaW lead HanV WolSe Wo UefeU Wo Whe HDI aV Ra\nal¶V ³machine de gXeUUe,´ an 

e[SUeVVion ofWen emSlo\ed b\ VcholaUV Vince When in diVcXVVing Whe SoZeUfXl diVUXSWiYe 

effecW of WhiV We[W on FUench and EXUoSean WhoXghW on colonial SoZeU and VlaYeU\.37  An 

e[aminaWion of Whe µleYeUV¶ of WhiV machine in acWion Zill demonVWUaWe Whe UheWoUical 

VWUaWegieV Ze ZiVh Wo anal\]e. 

To illXVWUaWe WheVe VWUaWegieV in acWion, leW XV e[amine an e[amSle of Whe cliomeWUic 

VWUaWeg\ of SUeVenWing WUXWh WhUoXgh daWa and infoUmaWion.  The folloZing SaVVage fUom 

Book 13 giYeV an accoXnW of commeUcial acWiYiW\ in GXadeloXSe. 

AX SUemieU JanYieU 1777, la GXadeloXSe, en \ comSUenanW leV iVleV 
SlXV oX moinV feUWileV VoXmiVeV j Von goXYeUnemenW, comSWoiW doX]e mille 
VeSW cenV blancV de WoXW kge & de WoXW Ve[e, WUei]e cenV cinTXanWe noiUV oX 

 
36 AV DideUoW ZUiWeV in hiV aUWicle ³Enc\cloSpdie,´ WhiV cogniWiYe alWeUaWion iV an 

essential chaUacWeU of WheiU Enc\cloSedia: ³[«] ce caUacWeUe eVW de changeU la faoon 
commXne de SenVeU.´ (DideUoW and d¶AlembeUW, Encyclopédie 5:642). 

37 Hans Wolpe, Ra\QaO eW Va PacKLQe de gXeUUe: O¶KLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV eW VeV 
perfectionnements (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957). 
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mXlkWUeV libUeV, & cenW mille eVclaYeV, TXoiTXe leXU dpnombUemenW ne 
monWkW TX¶j TXaWUeYingW TXaWUe mille cenW. 

SeV WUoXSeaX[ comSUenoienW neXf mille deX[ cenV YingW cheYaX[ 
oX mXleWV, TXin]e mille VeSW cenV TXaUanWe brWeV j coUne, & YingW-cinT 
mille TXaWUe cenV moXWonV, SoUcV oX chqYUeV.  

Elle aYoiW SoXU VeV cXlWXUeV TXaWUe cenV TXaUanWe-neXf mille Vi[ 
cenV YingW-deX[ SiedV de cacao; on]e millionV neXf cenV Voi[anWe-TXaWoU]e 
mille TXaUanWe-Vi[ SiedV de coWon; di[-hXiW millionV VeSW cenV TXaWUe-YingW 
di[-neXf mille Vi[ cenV TXaWUe-YingW SiedV de cafp; WUoiV cenV TXaWUe-YingW-
hXiW VXcUeUieV TXi occXSoienW YingW-Vi[ mille TXaWUe-YingW-hXiW TXaUUpV de 
WeUUe.38 

 

We Uead in WhiV SaVVage Whe nXmeUical aVVeVVmenW of Whe foUceV of SUodXcWion 

(inclXding VlaYe laboU), Whe nXmbeUV of faUm animalV, and e[SoUW cUoSV ZiWh aVVociaWed 

VXgaU UefineUieV.  The We[W SUeVenWV Whe VeWV of daWa in SUoVe UaWheU Whan in WabXlaU foUmaW, 

giYing a VenVe of hieUaUchical imSoUWance b\ Whe oUdeU in Zhich Whe\ aUe menWioned.  JXVW 

aV ZhiWe coloniVWV aUe menWioned fiUVW, folloZed b\ fUee blackV and When b\ Whe nXmbeU of 

enVlaYed black SeoSle, Whe animalV and cUoSV alVo aUe giYen in oUdeU of commeUcial 

imSoUWance.  EYen WhoXgh Whe TXanWiWieV giYen aUe YeU\ laUge, Whe\ aUe VSelled oXW UaWheU 

Whan giYen in nXmeUalV, Zhich haV a VomeZhaW oSSUeVViYe effecW.  The UeadeU iV obliged Wo 

VSend Whe Wime and menWal effoUW Wo decode Whe nXmbeUV in oUdeU Wo make an\ 

comSaUiVonV oU UeflecW on Whe imSoUWance of Whe TXanWiWieV inYolYed. 

The We[W of WhiV SaVVage doeV noW Veem Wo be a KLVWRU\ Vo mXch aV iW iV a 

TXanWificaWion and VWUaWegic eYalXaWion.  The VecWion beginV ZiWh a VSecific daWe, JanXaU\ 

1777, Zhich ZoXld be Whe UecenW SaVW foU Whe 1780 ediWion and coXld noW haYe figXUed in 

Whe 1770 oU 1774 ediWionV.  ThiV SaVVage adYanceV Whe accoXnW of FUench colonial effoUWV 

 
38 HDI, 3:404±5. 
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fUom Whe SUeYioXV chaSWeUV on Whe eaUl\ hiVWoU\ Wo focXV on e[acWing deWailV of YeU\ UecenW 

hiVWoU\.   

The deWailed focXV on mXndane accoXnWing maWWeUV and UecenW eYenWV bUeakV Whe 

mold of ZhaW hiVWoU\ ZUiWing ZaV VXSSoVed Wo be in WhiV eUa.  The 1762 DLcWLRQQaLUe of 

Whe Acadpmie fUanoaiVe of 1762 VWaWeV WhaW HiVWoU\ iV Whe ³NaUUaWion deV acWionV & deV 

choVeV digneV de mpmoiUe.´39  PUoSeU hiVWoU\ When iV UeVWUicWed Wo Whe UeWelling of WhoVe 

eYenWV WhaW aUe dignified and ZoUWh\ of being memoUiali]ed.  One can imagine WhaW Whe 

VhiS manifeVWoV of e[SoUW goodV foU a SaUWicXlaU Uegion ZoXld noW meeW Whe cUiWeUia Wo be 

eleYaWed foU conVideUaWion aV hiVWoU\.  In Whe gUand EQc\cORSpdLe, VolWaiUe ZUiWeV Whe enWU\ 

foU HiVWoU\ , Zhich he defineV SUinciSall\ in oSSoViWion Wo Fable, ³le UpciW deV faiWV donnpV 

SoXU YUaiV; aX conWUaiUe de la fable, TXi eVW le UpciW deV faiWV donnpV SoXU faX[.´40  

VolWaiUe¶V enc\cloSedia aUWicle conWinXeV on Wo offeU bUoad cUiWiciVm of Whe SUacWice of 

hiVWoU\ ZUiWing WhaW VWUa\V fUom inconWUoYeUWible facW VXSSoUWed b\ maWeUial eYidence and 

YenWXUing inWo Whe Uealm of oSinion baUel\ diVWincW fUom fable.  AV VXch, Ze mighW Uead Whe 

GXadeloXSe daWa-Uich We[W in Whe HDI aV a UeVSonVe Wo WhiV cUiWiTXe of conWemSoUaU\ 

hiVWoUiogUaSh\.  ThiV aUgXmenW iV VXSSoUWed b\ anoWheU SaVVage of Whe HDI in Whe chaSWeU 

on GXadeloXSe e[Slaining Whe aSSUoach Waken foU a laUge majoUiW\ of Whe We[W.  ThaW 

aSSUoach amoXnWV Wo aYoiding Whe WUickeU\ of eloTXence in faYoU of a WUXWh baVed in 

nXmbeUV and moUe aSSUoSUiaWe Wo Whe SLqcOe deV OXPLqUeV Whan Whe eloTXenW imageU\ of 

hiVWoU\ Whe Za\ iW had been ZUiWWen in Whe SaVW. 

Si ces supputations fréquentes fatiguent un lecteur oisif, on espère qu¶elles 
ennuieront moins des calculateurs politiques qui, trouvant dans la 

 
39 DLcWLRQQaLUe de O¶AcadpPLe fUaQoaLVe 4Wh ed. (BUXneW, 1762), V.Y. ³hiVWoiUe.´ 
40 Encyclopédie, V.Y. ³hiVWoiUe´ (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 HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV We[W acknoZledgeV WhaW Whe fUeTXenW UefeUence Wo 

nXmbeUV, eVWimaWeV, and VWaWiVWicV Zill be faWigXing Wo Whe UeadeU, bXW iW makeV a caVe foU 

Whe YalXe a commiWWed UeadeU can dUaZ fUom iW.  HeUe XWiliW\ WUXmSV eloTXence in a neZ 

age ZheUe hiVWoU\ iV an aid Wo aSSUeciaWe Whe WUXWh of hoZ WhingV aUe inVWead of hoZ Whe\ 

ZeUe.  In Whe laVW VenWence, Whe We[W UelegaWeV hiVWoU\ of Whe SaVW, aW leaVW in Whe manneU in 

Zhich iW ZaV ZUiWWen, Wo Whe Uealm of VSecXlaWiYe ficWion akin Wo Whe hiVWoU\ of Whe fXWXUe.  

The ShUaVe ³aX Viqcle o� noXV YiYonV´ UeinfoUceV an aZaUeneVV of Whe cXUUenW cenWXU\ aV 

an eUa of SUogUeVV, echoing VimilaU e[SUeVVionV UefeUUing Wo ³ce Siqcle deV lXmiqUeV,´ a 

WeUm commonl\ emSlo\ed b\ ZUiWeUV of Whe SeUiod Wo UefeU Wo Whe eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ 

cUiWical oSWimiVm WhaW in EngliVh iV called ³Whe EnlighWenmenW.´ 

To UeWXUn Wo Whe TXeVWion of VW\liVWicV ZiWhin Whe ZoUk, Ze began WhiV VecWion b\ 

e[amining a SaVVage heaY\ ZiWh infoUmaWional SUoVe VXmmaUi]ing Whe commeUcial 

e[SoUWV of GXadeloXSe in 1777.  We haYe eVWabliVhed WhaW WhiV W\Se of ZUiWing UeflecWV an 

inWenWional choice Wo bUeak ZiWh Whe SUeYioXV SUacWice of hiVWoU\ ZUiWing Wo cUeaWe a neZ 

 
41 HDI, 3:405 
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aSSUoach, gUoXnded in XWiliW\ UaWheU Whan eloTXence.  The ZUiWeUV aUgXed WhaW XWiliW\ ² 

Ueliable, acWionable infoUmaWion ² ZaV beWWeU VXiWed Wo Whe eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ momenW.  I 

ZoXld Va\ WhaW if WhiV VhifW ZeUe all WhaW Whe HDI had Wo offeU, iW ZoXld haYe endXUed aV a 

minoU fooWnoWe in Whe aUchiYeV.  HoZeYeU, Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV emSlo\V \eW 

anoWheU UheWoUical VWUaWeg\ aW Whe Vame Wime ² embUacing Whe YeU\ eloTXence decUied in 

Whe SaVVage aboYe. 

WiWhin Book 13 WheUe iV anoWheU SaVVage WhaW alVo addUeVVeV hoZ hiVWoU\ iV ZUiWWen 

and Whe YalXe of goodV e[WUacWed fUom colonial SoVVeVVionV. 

L¶HISTOIRE ne noXV enWUeWienW TXe de conTXpUanV TXi Ve VonW 
occXSpV, aX mpSUiV dX Vang & dX bonheXU de leXUV VXjeWV, j pWendUe leXU 
dominaWion: maiV elle ne noXV SUeVenWe l¶e[emSle d¶aXcXn VoXYeUain TXi 
Ve VoiW aYiVp de la UeVWUeindUe. L¶Xn, ceSendanW n¶aXUoiW-il SaV pWp aXVVi 
Vage TXe l¶aXWUe a pWp fXneVWe; & n¶en VeUoiW-il SaV de l¶pWendXe deV 
emSiUeV ainVi TXe de la SoSXlaWion? Un gUand emSiUe & Xne gUande 
SoSXlaWion SeXYenW rWUe deX[ gUandV maX[. PeX d¶hommeV, maiV heXUeX[; 
SeX d¶eVSace, maiV bien goXYeUnp. Le VoUW deV SeWiWV pWaWV eVW de V¶pWendUe, 
celXi deV gUandV de Ve dpmembUeU. 

L¶accUoiVVemenW de SXiVVance TXe la SlXSaUW deV goXYeUnemenV de 
l¶EXUoSe Ve VonW SUomiV de leXUV SoVVeVVionV danV le NoXYeaX Monde, 
m¶occXSe deSXiV WUoS long-WemV, SoXU TXe je ne me VoiV SaV demandp 
VoXYenW j moi-mrme, SoXU TXe je n¶aie SaV demandp TXelTXefoiV j deV 
hommeV SlXV pclaiUpV TXe moi, ce TX¶on deYoiW SenVeU d¶pWabliVVemenV 
foUmpV j Vi gUandV fUaiV & aYec WanW de WUaYaX[ danV Xn aXWUe hpmiVShqUe. 
NoWUe YpUiWable bonheXU e[ige-W-il la joXiVVance deV choVeV TXe noXV allonV 
cheUcheU Vi loin? SommeV-noXV deVWinpV j conVeUYeU pWeUnellemenW deV 
go�WV aXVVi facWiceV? L¶homme eVW-il np SoXU eUUeU conWinXellemenW enWUe le 
ciel & leV eaX[? EVW-il Xn oiVeaX de SaVVage, oX UeVVemble-W-il aX[ aXWUeV 
animaX[, donW la SlXV gUande e[cXUVion eVW WUqV-limiWpe? Ce TX¶on UeWiUe de 
denUpeV SeXW-il comSenVeU aYec aYanWage la SeUWe deV ciWo\enV TXi 
V¶ploignenW de leXU SaWUie SoXU rWUe dpWUXiWV, oX SaU leV maladieV TXi leV 
aWWaTXenW danV la WUaYeUVpe, oX SaU le climaW j leXU aUUiYpe?42 

 
42 HDI, 3:331-2. 
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ThiV SaVVage iV fUom Whe Vame We[W aV Whe SUeYioXV SaVVage anal\]ed, Zhich liVWed 

Whe SUodXcWionV of GXadeloXSe foU e[SoUW.  The SUeYioXV SaVVage ZiWh iWV dU\ liVWing of 

nXmbeUV aUWicXlaWed a cleaU meWhodological jXVWificaWion, adYiVing Whe UeadeU Wo YalXe an 

effoUW Wo Uead infoUmaWional SUoVe dedicaWed Wo XWiliW\ and denoXncing eloTXence aV Whe 

oUnamenWaWion of XnUeliable hiVWoU\, oU of obVcXUing WUXWh iWVelf (³WUomSenW la mXlWiWXde´).  

In WhiV cXUUenW e[amSle, hoZeYeU, Whe We[W engageV Whe UeadeU ZiWh figXUaWiYe langXage 

and naUUaWiYe elemenWV ² WhaW iV Wo Va\, ZiWh eloTXence. 

ThiV SaVVage alVo diVcXVVeV Whe YalXe of e[SoUW goodV fUom colonial SoVVeVVionV, 

aV did Whe SUeYioXV SaVVage on GXadeloXSe.  HoZeYeU, heUe Whe We[W focXVeV on Whe Vocial 

and SoliWical YalXe of WhoVe goodV, emSlo\ing eloTXence Wo SeUVXade Whe UeadeU WhaW Whe 

eWhical coVW of WheVe goodV iV Woo high.  The GXadeloXSe SaVVage feaWXUed an imSeUVonal 

deVcUiSWion of Whe iVland ZiWh no e[SliciW naUUaWiYe SUeVence.  In conWUaVW, WhiV SaVVage 

SUeVenWV a diffeUenW inWeUVXbjecWiYiW\ WhUoXgh Whe XVe of fiUVW-SeUVon and Vecond-SeUVon 

SUonoXnV in Whe naUUaWion. 

ThiV SaVVage acWV in a VeUieV of geVWXUeV Wo dUaZ Whe UeadeU inWo a collecWiYe ³Ze´ 

ZiWh Whe naUUaWoU, When Wo UeYeal Whe ³I´ of Whe naUUaWoU and eVWabliVh hiV cUedenWialV 

(eWhoV).  ThiV SaVVage XlWimaWel\ aimV Wo SeUVXade Whe UeadeU WhUoXgh a VoUW of dialogXe 

WhaW colonial and commeUcial e[SloiWaWion iV againVW hXman naWXUe and iV haUmfXl Wo 

indiYidXalV and naWionV.  The fiUVW SaUagUaSh in Whe ³HiVWoiUe´ SaVVage inYiWeV Whe UeadeU 

Wo join Whe naUUaWoU in conVideUing SUoSoViWionV aboXW µhiVWoU\¶ WhUoXgh Whe XVe of Whe 

collecWiYe µZe,¶ WhaW iV Wo Va\ WhUoXgh Vecond-SeUVon SUonoXnV, ³«ne noXV enWUeWienW TXe 

de«,´ and ³ne noXV SUpVenWe.´  The Vecond SaUagUaSh in WhiV e[ceUSW fXUWheU deYeloSV Whe 
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chaUacWeU of WhiV naUUaWoU VXbjecW b\ inWUodXcing fiUVW-SeUVon SUonoXnV, ³m¶occXSe deSXiV 

WUoS long-WemV,´ ³je ne me VoiV SaV demandp,´ and ³j moi-mrme.´  AfWeU WhiV, Whe laVW 

feZ VenWenceV VhifW back Wo dialogic foUm ZiWh Whe naUUaWoU SoVing TXeVWionV Wo a µZe¶ WhaW 

inclXdeV Whe UeadeU and naUUaWoU joinWl\.  In Whe Vecond SaUW of Whe e[ceUSW WhiV inclXVion iV 

Vignaled b\ YaUiaWionV of Whe FUench Vecond-SeUVon SUonoXn µnoXV,¶ ZiWh e[amSleV like 

³TXe noXV allonV cheUcheU,´ and ³VommeV-noXV deVWinpV,´ along ZiWh Whe UelaWed 

SoVVeVViYe adjecWiYe in ³noWUe bonheXU.´  WheUe Whe GXadeloXSe SaVVage haV onl\ 

declaUaWiYe VWaWemenWV and no TXeVWionV, WhiV SaVVage engageV Whe UeadeU in dialogXe 

WhUoXgh Whe XVe of TXeVWionV (WheUe aUe Vi[ TXeVWionV oXW of eleYen VenWenceV in WhiV 

SaVVage, accoXnWing foU UoXghl\ half of Whe conWenW).   

ThiV SaVVage alVo emSlo\V mXlWiSle UheWoUical figXUeV Wo achieYe a gUeaWeU degUee 

of eloTXence Whan in Whe GXadeloXSe e[SoUW liVWing SaVVage.  A cloVe Ueading of WhiV 

SaVVage UeYealV Whe XVe of h\SeUbole (VXSeUlaWiYeV VXch aV ³aXcXn VoXYeUain,´ eWc.), an 

alliWeUaWion of Whe V\llable ³SeX,´ UeSeaWed foXU WimeV (³SeXYenW,´ ³SeX d¶hommeV,´ ³SeX 

d¶eVSace,´ ³SeWiWV´), and chiaVmXV Wo bXWWUeVV Whe aUgXmenW WhaW iW iV a gUaYe eUUoU foU 

UXleUV Wo oYeUe[Wend WheiU dominion (³gUand emSiUe, gUande SoSXlaWion´ cUoVVing in 

UeYeUVe ZiWh ³SeX d¶hommeV [«] SeX d¶eVSace´).  IW iV ³aXVVi fXneVWe´ foU Whe VoYeUeign 

Zho VacUificeV WheiU VXbjecWV¶ liYeV and haSSineVV in Whe aWWemSW Wo e[Wend WheiU UXle aV iW 

ZoXld be ZiVe (³Vage´) foU Whe one Zho daUed Wo UeVWUain WheiU ambiWion.  UVing Whe 

comSaUaWiYe µaV mXch aV¶ (³aXVVi « TXe´) VXbWl\ imSlieV WhaW Whe\ aUe oSSoViWeV, and in 

eTXal meaVXUeV.  One ambiWion iV noW VlighWl\ beWWeU Whan Whe oWheU ² Whe\ aUe 

diameWUicall\ oSSoVed, if Ze acceSW Whe logic of Whe We[W.  AlUead\ Ze can Vee WhaW WhUoXgh 

Whe XVe of aSSealing UheWoUical VWUXcWXUeV in Whe We[W, Whe aXWhoU aWWemSWV Wo SeUVXade Whe 
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UeadeU of WhiV SoinW of YieZ b\ Uel\ing on eloTXence and figXUaWion aV mXch aV, if noW 

moUe Whan, e[SliciW logical aUgXmenWaWion.   

Taking a cloVeU look aW WheVe UheWoUical figXUeV UeYealV WheiU XVe Wo cUeaWe a kind of 

naWXUali]aWion of Whe aUgXmenW WhUoXgh SeUVXaViYe langXage.  The SoZeU of UheWoUical 

langXage iV WhaW iW cUeaWeV SeUVXaVion WhUoXgh Whe VWUXcWXUe of Whe ZoUdV in WhemVelYeV.  A 

UeSeWiWion, alliWeUaWion oU Uh\me ma\ lend a VenVe of coUUecWneVV Wo Whe ideaV WhoVe ZoUdV 

UeSUeVenW.  ReadeUV mighW Va\ Wo WhemVelYeV, µif iW iV beaXWifXl, iW mXVW be WUXe.¶  In oUdeU Wo 

VXmmaUi]e Whe aUgXmenW of Whe fiUVW SaUagUaSh, Whe We[W emSlo\V anaShoUa Wo indicaWe a 

logical VimilaUiW\ Yia Whe SaUalleliVm of WZo ShUaVeV; ³PeX d¶hommeV, maiV heXUeX[; SeX 

d¶eVSace, maiV bien goXYeUnp.´  ThiV VenWence e[hibiWV VeYeUal moUe la\eUV of comSle[iW\ 

WhUoXgh Whe UheWoUical figXUeV of elliSViV (omiWWing YeUbV fUom Whe VenWence comSleWel\) 

and Whe anWiWheViV beWZeen Whe limiWaWion imSlied b\ ³SeX´ and Whe SoViWiYe oXWcome 

Vignaled b\ ³maiV´ coXnWeUbalancing Whe limiWaWion.  BaVed on WhiV anal\ViV of Whe SaVVage 

in TXeVWion, Ze mXVW acknoZledge a gUeaWeU denViW\ of inWeUSUeWiYe oSeUaWionV UeTXiUed of 

Whe UeadeU Wo XnSack and deUiYe Whe meaning(V) of WheVe ShUaVeV Whan foU Whe liWeUal, 

infoUmaWional SUoVe of Whe VWaWiVWic-laden GXadeloXSe SaVVage.  ThiV UheWoUicall\ UicheU 

We[W on Sage 331±32 UeTXiUeV moUe inWeUSUeWiYe engagemenW fUom Whe UeadeU and offeUV Whe 

SleaVXUe of e[SeUiencing langXage aV eloTXence, UaWheU Whan meUel\ aV a caUUieU of 

infoUmaWional conWenW.  ThUoXghoXW Whe HDI Ze find a mi[ of WheVe WZo VoUWV of langXage 

WUeaWing Whe Vame VXbjecWV; one infoUmaWion-focXVed, Whe oWheU engagemenW-focXVed.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 FUance, oU BUa]il¶V Sh\Vical geogUaSh\ on 2:359 YeUVXV Whe moUal geogUaSh\ of 
colonizing Brazil on 2:358. 



 204 

The HDI iV a SXUSoVefXl amalgamaWion of WheVe WZo W\SeV of We[W.  ThoVe VWaWiVWic-

laden SaVVageV aUe meanW noW onl\ Wo conYe\ infoUmaWion, bXW aV a Za\ Wo ZUiWe hiVWoU\ 

inWended Wo be beWWeU VXiWed Wo Whe ³Viqcle o� noXV YiYonV,´ aV Ra\nal ZUoWe.  ThiV hiVWoU\ 

ZUiWing meWhod ZaV meanW Wo baniVh Whe eloTXenW and SicWXUeVTXe langXage XVed b\ 

SUeYioXV SaUadigmV of hiVWoUiogUaSh\ in oUdeU Wo beWWeU UendeU Whe ³WUXWh.´  AV Whe 

SUeYioXV SaVVage fUom Sage 3:405 of Whe GXadeloXSe chaSWeU in Whe HDI SoinWed oXW, 

³eloTXence´ can be abXVed Wo enWeUWain and miVlead Whe UeadeUV, ³Assez de tableaux 

éloquens, assez de peintures ingénieuses amusent & trompent la multitude sur les pays 

éloignés.´  ThiV VWUicWXUe againVW figXUaWiYe eloTXence in hiVWoU\ ZUiWing iV UeinfoUced b\ 

VolWaiUe in hiV aUWicle on ³eloTXence´ ZheUe he anVZeUV cUiWicV Zho aVk if hiVWoUianV aUe 

SeUmiWWed Wo emSlo\ eloTXence.  VolWaiUe ZUiWeV WhaW Whe W\Se of eloTXence WhaW iV fiWWing 

foU hiVWoUianV VhoXld be focXVed on cleaU SUeVenWaWion of eYenWV; ³On demande Vi 

l¶ploTXence eVW SeUmiVe aX[ hiVWoUienV ; celle TXi leXU eVW SUoSUe conViVWe danV l¶aUW de 

SUpSaUeU leV pYenemenV, danV leXU e[SoViWion Wo�joXUV neWWe & pleganWe.´44  YeW deVSiWe 

WheVe aWWiWXdeV diVfaYoUing Whe XVe of eloTXenW figXUaWiYe langXage in hiVWoU\ ZUiWing, 

Ra\nal commiVVioned eloTXenW SaVVageV fUom DideUoW and acknoZledged Whe need foU 

WhoVe SaVVageV Wo coXnWeUbalance Whe boUedom indXced b\ Whe XWiliWaUian daWa SoUWionV.  

DideUoW UeSoUWV a conYeUVaWion ZiWh Ra\nal VhoZing boWh of Whe collaboUaWoUV¶ conceUn 

foU WhiV balance.  HeUe DideUoW iV TXeVWioning Ra\nal aboXW Whe SoWenWial negaWiYe effecW of 

WheVe moUe eloTXenW VecWionV, Zhile Ra\nal inViVWV on WheiU neceVViW\.   

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; 
faiWeV WoXjoXUV ce TXe je YoXV demande. [«] je connaiV Xn SeX mieX[ TXe 

 
44 Encyclopédie, V.Y. ³eloTXence´ (5:530) 



 205 

vous le goût du public; ce sont vos lignes qui sauveront l¶ennui de mes 
calculs éternels.45 

 

ThXV, in Whe HDI Ze haYe a We[W comSoVed of WZo diVcXUViYe elemenWV, bXW 

inWenWionall\ Vo.  One elemenW of Whe We[W diVenchanWV, VaSSing Whe foXndaWionV of non-

emSiUical knoZledge aV UeceiYed ideaV WhaW cannoW be confiUmed, oU decU\ing 

SUejXdgmenWV WhaW haYe noW been VXbjecW Wo VeUioXV e[aminaWion.  The oWheU elemenW Ue-

enchanWV Whe coVmoV laid baUe b\ emSiUical maWeUialiVm.  HiVWoUical knoZledge WhaW iV noW 

emSiUicall\ gUoXnded iV challenged b\ accoXnWV WhaW can claim objecWiYe YeUificaWion and 

Zhich offeU Whe XWiliW\ of WhaW infoUmaWion.  If WhiV diVenchanWmenW ZeUe Whe onl\ gXiding 

SUinciSle of Whe HDI, hoZeYeU, Whe We[W ZoXld deSUiYe a UeadeU of Whe ceUWainW\ of an a[LV 

PXQdL on Zhich he oU Vhe SUeYioXVl\ Uelied Wo make VenVe of Whe ZoUld, leaYing a Yoid.46  

In WhiV caVe of diVenchanWmenW onl\, Whe HDI ZoXld e[iVW aV a We[W deVcUibing Whe hiVWoU\ 

of colon\ and commeUce ZiWh liVWV of goodV and VeTXenceV of miliWaU\ and WUade acWionV, 

all lacking a fUameZoUk of moUal and eWhical YalXeV Wo giYe meaning Wo Whe geVWXUeV. 

HoZeYeU, aV I aUgXe iV SUeYalenW in eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ FUench ZUiWing, 

diVenchanWmenW iV VXcceVVfXll\ SaiUed ZiWh a Ue-enchanWing UheWoUical elemenW.  ThiV Ue-

enchanWmenW doeV noW meUel\ conViVW of UeSlacing one µdiVenchanWed¶ iWem of infoUmaWion 

ZiWh a diffeUenW one.  InVWead, Ue-enchanWmenW ZoUkV a kind of hXmaniVWic, VecXlaU µmagic¶ 

on Whe UeadeU.  ThUoXgh Whe SeUfoUmaWiYe SoZeU of figXUaWiYe langXage, Whe Ue-enchanWing 

 
45 DideUoW in hiV SXblic leWWeU coXnWeUing MelchioU GUimm¶V cUiWiciVm of Whe HDI. 

³LeWWUe aSologpWiTXe de l�abbp Ra\nal j MonVieXU GUimm,´ MaUch 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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We[W UeTXiUeV Whe UeadeU Wo XndeUWake a moUe comSle[ inWeUSUeWaWion of meaning Yia figXUal 

Whinking Whan UeTXiUed foU moUe SUoVaic We[W, and WhXV doeV moUe, cogniWiYel\, Whan meUe 

ZoUdV on SaSeU can accomSliVh.  The Ue-enchanWing We[W SaUWneUV ZiWh Whe diVenchanWing 

We[W Wo geVWXUe WoZaUd comSle[ meaningV WhaW aUe be\ond Whe incomSleWe caSaciW\ of 

liWeUal langXage aV VemioWic VignifieU.  IW cUeaWeV and VWUXcWXUeV in Whe mind¶V 

UeSUeVenWaWional V\VWem ZhaW cannoW be Vaid.   

The diVcoUd in VWUXcWXUe iV one of Whe SoZeUfXl elemenWV inWUodXced inWo Whe We[W 

oYeU Whe coXUVe of Whe UeYiVionV fUom 1770 Wo 1780, SaUWicXlaUl\ ZiWh Whe addiWion of 

SaVVageV ZUiWWen b\ DideUoW.  AV an e[amSle, ZiWh Whe aid of daWa YiVXali]aWion, Ze can 

Vee hoZ an addiWion Wo Whe 1780 ediWion inWeUUXSWV Whe Uh\Whm of SaUagUaShV in Whe 

beginning of Book 1. 

 
FigXUe 3.1: DaWa YiVXali]aWion of Whe InWUodXcWion Wo Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV 

VhoZing We[WXal UeYiVionV oYeU Whe WhUee main ediWionV fUom 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 inWUodXcWion conViVWV of 43 SaUagUaShV, Whe fiUVW 60 SeUcenW of Zhich folloZV a 

faiUl\ conViVWenW Uh\Whm of lengWhV aYeUaging aboXW 120 ZoUdV, ZiWh VlighW incUeaVe oU 

decUeaVe beWZeen SaUagUaShV of mediXm lengWh.  The oXWlieU in WhiV VeW iV Whe foXUWh 

SaUagUaSh, Whe onl\ neZ SaUagUaSh added Wo Whe inWUodXcWion in Whe 1780 ediWion 

(indicaWed in daUkeU coloU on Whe gUaSh).  ThiV SaUagUaSh iV noWiceabl\ longeU Whan aYeUage 

(414 ZoUdV) and inWeUUXSWV Whe Uh\Whm of WhiV VecWion abUXSWl\.  While Ze noZ haYe 

eYidence WhaW WhiV SaUagUaSh ZaV ZUiWWen b\ DideUoW, Whe HDI ZaV, aV Ze haYe VWaWed, 

SXbliVhed aV Whe ZoUk of a Vingle aXWhoU.  AV a ZoUk SXUSoUWing a Vingle aXWhoU, Whe foXUWh 

SaUagUaSh of WhiV ediWion SiTXeV Whe inWeUeVW of a UeadeU dXe Wo iWV XneYen lengWh in conWe[W 

and iWV abUXSW change in Wone and naUUaWiYe mode.  ComSaUe WheVe WZo e[amSleV. 

E[ceUSW C ± ThiUd PaUagUaSh 

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? 
 

 

E[ceUSW D ± FoXUWh PaUagUaSh 

Telle eVW la Wkche effUa\anWe TXe je me VXiV SUoSoVp de UemSliU. J¶\ ai 
conVacUp ma Yie. J¶ai aSSellp j mon VecoXUV leV hommeV inVWUXiWV de WoXWeV 
leV naWionV. J¶ai inWeUUogp leV YiYanV & leV moUWV: leV YiYanV, donW la Yoi[ 
Ve faiW enWendUe j meV c{WpV; leV moUWV, TXi noXV onW WUanVmiV leXUV 
oSinionV & leXUV connoiVVanceV, en TXelTXe langXe TX¶ilV aienW pcUiW. J¶ai 
SeVp leXU aXWoUiWp; j¶ai oSSoVp leXUV WpmoignageV; j¶ai pclaiUci leV faiWV.48 

 

 
48 HDI, 1:2±3. 
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ThiV foXUWh SaUagUaSh SUeVenWV a VXdden VhifW in Wone and VW\le, heighWening Whe 

claim of imSoUWance foU Whe HDI and geneUaWing diVVonance beWZeen an emSiUical 

diVcoXUVe of hiVWoU\ and an affecWiYe diVcoXUVe ZiWhin WhiV ZoUk.  FoU Whe SUeceding WhUee 

SaUagUaShV, Whe gUammaWical VXbjecWV of Whe VenWenceV feaWXUe bUoadl\ encomSaVVing 

noXnV and SUonoXnV like Whe imSeUVonal µil¶ (³Il n¶\ a SoinW eX´), µWoXW¶ (³ToXW eVW 

changp´), and WeUmV VXch aV ³leV hommeV,´ ³l¶homme,´ and ³L¶EXUoSe.´49   The lofW\ and 

XniYeUVal Wone aW Whe oXWVeW abUXSWl\ VhifWV ZiWh Whe foXUWh SaUagUaSh ZheUe Whe ZUiWing 

VW\le changeV Wo inWUodXce a SeUVonali]ed naUUaWiYe Yoice, emSlo\ing Whe VXbjecW SUonoXn 

³je´ UaWheU Whan Whe SaVViYe Yoice and bUoad caWegoU\ noXnV oU SUonoXnV XVed XS Wo WhiV 

SoinW and When again WhUoXghoXW Whe UeVW of Whe inWUodXcWion.  In facW, m\ anal\ViV of Whe 

We[W UeYealV WhaW WhiV SaUagUaSh iV Whe RQO\ RQe of Whe 43 SaUagUaShV of Whe InWUodXcWion Wo 

XVe Whe fiUVW-SeUVon SUonoXn ³je.´  ThiV VW\liVWic and VWUXcWXUal inWeUUXSWion cUeaWeV a 

dXaliW\ ZiWhin a We[W SXUSoUWing Wo haYe onl\ one aXWhoU.  The combinaWion of XniYeUVal 

and SeUVonal Yoice iV aUgXabl\ one of Whe majoU UeaVonV foU Whe engagemenW ZiWh UeadeUV 

WhaW led Wo Whe immenVe SoSXlaUiW\ of Whe HDI.50   

The InWUodXcWion Wo Whe HDI iV XVXall\ inWeUSUeWed Wo focXV aWWenWion on Whe 

VWaWemenW of commeUce aV a SUogUeVViYe, SoViWiYe UeVSonVe Wo Whe SUoblemV of hXmaniW\.  I 

Zill aUgXe, hoZeYeU, WhaW Zhile commeUce iV SUeVenWed in Whe We[W aV an anVZeU Wo one 

SaUWicXlaU VeW of SUoblemV, Whe ke\ Wo XndeUVWanding Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV iV Whe 

 
49 HDI, 1:1±2. 
50 Jacques Chouillet claims the HDI was one of the three most widely published 

FUench ZoUkV in Whe laWe eighWeenWh cenWXU\, ³PoVWface: Ra\nal face j l¶hoUi]on d¶aWWenWe 
deV LXmiqUeV,´ in LecWXUeV de Ra\QaO: O¶HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV eQ EXURSe eW eQ 
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. 
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SoZeU of a ShiloVoShical SoViWion Wo cXUe Whe illV of SoliWical eYilV.   

The InWUodXcWion cUeaWeV Whe condiWionV foU a UeadeU Wo engage in a dialogXe ZiWh 

Whe We[W b\ SoVing TXeVWionV WhaW UeTXiUe Vome UeflecWion Wo anVZeU. The fiUVW SaUagUaShV 

of Whe InWUodXcWion, aV Veen aboYe, lead ZiWh XniYeUVal geneUaliWieV and a long VeUieV of 

UheWoUical TXeVWionV aboXW Whe effecWV of global WUade on dail\ life and Whe fXWXUe foU 

hXmaniW\.  AfWeU geneUaWing a long VeUieV of TXeVWionV ZiWhoXW e[SloUing Whe anVZeUV, Whe 

We[W VXddenl\ changeV UegiVWeU in Whe foXUWh SaUagUaSh Wo addUeVV Whe UeadeU diUecWl\. 

ThiV foXUWh SaUagUaSh eliciWV a VeQWLPeQWaO mode of UeceSWion WhUoXgh a le[ical 

field of feaU and deaWh.  WoUdV VXch aV effUa\aQWe, cRQVacUp (in Zhich Ze alVo SeUceiYe 

VacUp), PRQ VecRXUV, OeV YLYaQWV & OeV PRUWV lend Whe SaVVage gUaYiWaV and emoWional 

UeVonance enWiUel\ aW oddV ZiWh Whe inWellecWXal, hiVWoUical Wone of Whe SUeceding 

SaUagUaShV.  ThiV amalgamaWion of diVcoXUVe cUeaWeV a diVVonance Wo be UeVolYed Zhich 

heighWenV engagemenW ZiWh Whe We[W.  We cUaYe UeVolXWion and aWWend Wo deWailV Zhich 

aSSeaU Wo diVUXSW iW in oUdeU Wo SUoceVV a UeVolXWion.  Michqle DXcheW aUgXeV WhaW WheVe 

diffeUenW naUUaWiYe VWUaWegieV e[eUW a SeUVXaViYe, acWiYaWing effecW on Whe UeadeU.  She 

VWaWeV, ³L¶hiVWoUien-moUaliVWe, donW le SUemieU deYoiU eVW de diUe la YpUiWp, cqde la Slace j 

l¶hiVWoUien-ShiloVoShe, donW la foncWion eVW WoXW aXWUe.  Un Wel diVcoXUV coXSe le Won Xni de 

la naUUaWion [«] ceV SUiVeV de SaUole feUonW de l¶acWion le lieX d¶Xn confliW, o� l¶aXWeXU, 

Wpmoin, accXVaWeXU eW jXge, aSSelleUa le lecWeXU j SUendUe SaUWi.´51  I ZoXld Wake WhiV SoinW 

fXUWheU Wo VWUeVV WhaW iW iV noW meUel\ Whe inVWanceV of Whe SKLORVRSKe Yoice WhaW inVSiUeV Whe 

UeadeU Wo acWion, bXW UaWheU Whe ShiloVoShical LQWeUUXSWLRQ, cXWWing acUoVV Whe facW-focXVed 

 
51 Michèle Duchet, Diderot eW O¶HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV RX O¶écriture fragmentaire 

(Paris: A.G. Nizet, 1978), 164. 
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naUUaWiYe VWUeam WhaW amSlifieV Whe conflicW beWZeen Whe WZo YoiceV and caWal\]eV a moUe 

SoWenW UeVSonVe Whan if Whe We[W ZeUe comSoVed XniTXel\ of Whe ShiloVoShical naUUaWiYe 

Yoice.  A UeadeU mXVW emSlo\ mXlWiSle inWeUSUeWiYe fUameZoUkV Wo encomSaVV Whe dXaliW\ 

in Whe We[W, Zhich iV moUe acWiYaWing and leadV Whe UeadeU Wo conVideU a VXbjecW fUom 

mXlWiSle SoinWV of YieZ. 

In e[ceUSW D, Whe naUUaWoU iV acWiYe and oSeUaWeV fUom a SoViWion of aXWhoUiW\.  IW iV 

Whe naUUaWoU¶V SoViWion Wo SUoSoVe, Wo conVecUaWe, Wo call oWheUV Wo aid, Wo inWeUUogaWe, Wo 

Zeigh, Wo oSSoVe, and Wo claUif\ Whe facWV.52  The eneUg\ and WhoUoXghneVV of Whe 

naUUaWoU¶V acWionV UeaVVXUe aV Wo Whe cUedibiliW\ of hiV jXdgmenWV.53  CUedibiliW\ iV a cUiWical 

comSonenW foU diVenchanWmenW Wo be effecWiYe, foU one mXVW WUXVW Whe aXWhoUiW\ WhaW 

diVSlaceV SUeYioXV belief oU knoZledge.   

In WhiV SaUagUaSh, Whe naUUaWoU eYokeV a cUiWical VWance, VWaWing WhaW hiV WaVk ZaV Wo 

TXeVWion Whe oSinionV and knoZledge of aXWhoUiWieV, boWh conWemSoUaU\ and WhoVe of Whe 

SaVW Yia WheiU ZUiWingV.  The naUUaWoU acknoZledgeV WhaW WheVe accoXnWV ZoXld noW alZa\V 

accoUd ZiWh each oWheU and Vo he XndeUWook Whe WaVk of VifWing oXW Whe WUXWh, ³j¶ai SeVp leXU 

aXWoUiWp; j¶ai oSSoVp leXUV WpmoignageV.´54 The We[W cUeaWeV a VSace foU WUXWh WhaW iV 

inWeUSolaWed beWZeen VoXUceV, iWV acWXal SoViWion l\ing VomeZheUe noW comSleWel\ co-

incidenW ZiWh an\ one Vingle VoXUce of knoZledge.  TUXWh iV Wo be cUeaWed in Whe acW of 

cUiWical inWeUSUeWaWion. 

 
52 While this address to the reader might be considered a form of captatio 

benevolentiae, I ZoXld aUgXe WhaW Whe WhUXVW of Whe naUUaWoU¶V aVVeUWionV iV Wo bolVWeU hiV 
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 naUUaWoU conWinXeV b\ enjoining Whe UeadeU Wo Uel\ on Whe WUXWh of WhiV We[W, ³O 

YpUiWp VainWe! c¶eVW Woi VeXle TXe j¶ai UeVSecWpe.´ The We[W¶V objecWiYiW\ iV alVo gXaUanWeed 

b\ Whe naUUaWoU¶V claim Wo aYoid Whe imSUeVVion of SUejXdice of oUigin, SUofeVVion, oU 

Ueligion.  He ZiVheV foU all UeadeUV Wo belieYe him Wo be ³leXU conciWo\en & leXU ami.´  B\ 

WhiV geVWXUe of neXWUaliW\, Whe We[W indicaWeV Whe XniYeUValiW\ of Whe naUUaWoU¶V deVcUiSWionV, 

adYice, and SUonoXncemenWV.  ThiV neXWUaliW\ iV eleYaWed Wo an eWhical VWance conceUning 

Whe dXW\ (³le SUemieU Voin, le SUemieU deYoiU´) of one Zho WUeaWV maWWeUV imSoUWanW Wo 

hXmankind¶V haSSineVV. 

Once Whe naUUaWiYe Yoice haV cUeaWed an aSSeal Wo emoWion (SaWhoV) and 

eVWabliVhed cUedibiliW\ (eWhoV), Whe We[W VXbWl\ VhifWV VXbjecW SUonoXnV Wo inclXde Whe UeadeU 

ZiWh Whe SUonoXn ³on´ and conjXUeV a YiVion of ShiloVoShical deWachmenW WhaW Whe UeadeU 

ma\ join in.   

 

EleYp aX-deVVXV de WoXWeV leV conVidpUaWionV hXmaineV, c¶eVW aloUV TX¶on 
Slane aX-deVVXV de l¶aWmoVShqUe, & TX¶on YoiW le globe aX-deVVoXV de Voi. 
C¶eVW de-lj TX¶on laiVVe WombeU deV laUmeV VXU le gpnie SeUVpcXWp, VXU le 
WalenW oXblip, VXU la YeUWX malheXUeXVe. C¶eVW de-lj TX¶on YeUVe 
l¶imSUpcaWion & l¶ignominie VXU ceX[ TXi WUomSenW leV hommeV, & VXU 
ceX[ TXi leV oSSUimenW.55   

 

The We[W UeSUeVenWV Whe naUUaWoU (and UeadeU) UiVing Wo a SeUVSecWiYe aboYe Whe 

globe, fUom Zhence come jXdgmenW and WeaUV fUom Whe XniYeUVal ³on.´  The naUUaWoU noZ 

SUojecWV UeadeUV along ZiWh him ZheUe Whe\ join him in ZiWneVVing and UeacWing Wo 

injXVWice, and Whe UeZaUdV of Whe jXVW.  ThiV SoUWion of Whe We[W bXildV Whe effecW of UiVing 

 
55 HDI, 1:3. 
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heighW ZiWh a VeUieV of anaShoUa, imiWaWing a UeSeaWed climbing moWion.  The e[SUeVVion 

³c¶eVW de lj´ oU ³c¶eVW lj´ iV UeSeaWed fiYe WimeV, cXlminaWing ZiWh ³c¶eVW de lj enfin 

TXe«´ HoZeYeU, once Whe UeadeU haV a WaVWe of WhiV eleYaWed ShiloVoShical YanWage SoinW, 

Whe naUUaWoU ZiWhdUaZV Whe VhaUed e[SeUience and once again UeWXUnV Wo naUUaWiYe fiUVW 

SeUVon.  ³C¶eVW-lj TXe j¶ai SX YpUiWablemenW m¶pcUieU: je VXiV libUe, & me VenWiU aX niYeaX 

de mon VXjeW.´56  The naUUaWiYe Yoice e[SlainV WhaW WhiV SeUVSecWiYe iV neceVVaU\ Wo 

SeUceiYe a SaWWeUn of Vcience and aUWV (ciYili]aWion) diVSlacing daUkneVV and baUbaUiVm, 

³C¶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-WemV occXSpeV.´57  If we follow 

Whe UheWoUical cUeVcendo of WhiV SaVVage, Ze find WhaW WhiV SoinW, maUked b\ ³c¶est là 

enfin,´ iV Whe high SoinW of Whe SaVVage, boWh in WeUmV of figXUaWiYe imageU\ 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, ³c¶eVW le commeUce, c¶eVW le 

commeUce´ has drawn much attention to commerce, but the apogee of this passage occurs 

 
56 HDI, 1:24. 
57 HDI, 1:24. 



 213 

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 e[aminaWion 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 
 

FUom Whe SUiYileged YanWage SoinW, Whe naUUaWoU (noZ aV ³je´ again) aVkV Zho dXg Whe 

canalV, dUained Whe ZeWlandV, foXnded ciWieV, aVVembled, cloWhed, and ciYili]ed WheVe 

SeoSleV?  ³eW TX¶aloUV WoXWeV leV Yoi[ deV hommeV pclaiUpV TXi VonW SaUmi elleV m¶onW 

UpSondX: c¶eVW le commeUce, c¶eVW le commeUce.´59  TheUe iV a cUeVcendo of TXeVWion, and 

decUeVcendo in Whe UeSeWiWion of UeVSonVe, Zhich giYeV ³c¶eVW le commeUce, c¶eVW le 

commeUce´ Whe ZeighW of a final, cloVed anVZeU Wo Whe TXeVWion.   

 
58 HDI, 1:3. 
59 HDI, 1:3. 
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IW iV cleaU WhaW commeUce iV indeed a cenWUal Wheme of Whe HDI, aV indicaWed in Whe 

WiWle.  The FUench ZoUd cRPPeUce SoVVeVVeV a XVefXl ambigXiW\ in iWV doXble meaning of 

³economic WUade,´ and ³Vocial inWeUacWion,´ boWh of Zhich VenVeV aUe aW Sla\ Wo YaU\ing 

degUeeV WhUoXghoXW Whe HDI.  AV in Whe SaVVage aboYe, commeUce XVXall\ haV a SoViWiYe, 

SUogUeVViYe Yalence in Whe ZoUk aV a Wool Wo incUeaVe ZealWh, bXW alVo aV a ciYili]ing foUce, 

geneUaWing SUojecWV Wo imSUoYe Whe hXman condiWion and cUeaWing Whe condiWionV Wo VSUead 

EnlighWenmenW.  HoZeYeU, WhiV YieZ of commeUce iV noW alZa\V Whe SeUVSecWiYe SUeVenWed 

in Whe HDI.  To giYe bXW one e[amSle, comSaUe WhaW SUaiVe of commeUce Wo WhiV caXWion 

aboXW iW in book IV, chaSWeU 32. ³Ce VeUonW deV miVpUableV inWpUrWV de commeUce, TXi 

meWWUonW de noXYeaX leV aUmeV j la main deV FUanooiV & deV AngloiV.´60  AV Whe naUUaWoU 

indicaWeV in Whe inWUodXcWion, Whe UeadeU iV Wo Zeigh and TXeVWion Whe accoXnWV Wo aUUiYe aW 

an XndeUVWanding. The We[W of Whe HDI iV comSlicaWing Whe XndeUVWanding of commeUce b\ 

SUeVenWing iW in a dialecWical faVhion beWZeen commeUce aV a ciYili]ing foUce and 

commeUce aV Whe e[SUeVVion of YiolenW naWional Velf-inWeUeVW.  CommeUce conWainV WhiV 

WenVion ZiWhin iWVelf and boWh YalXeV aUe inWeUUogaWed in Whe SageV of Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ 

IQdeV.  The UeVolXWion of WhiV WenVion UeTXiUeV XV Wo aWWend Wo Whe inWeUoSeUaWion of 

diffeUenW modeV in Zhich hiVWoU\ iV UeSUeVenWed in Whe We[W.  

AfWeU Whe VWiUUing fiUVW-SeUVon naUUaWiYe SaVVage, Whe We[W VZiWcheV back Wo a 

hiVWoUical mode Wo deVcUibe Whe PhoenicianV and WheiU commeUce.  NaWXUe, heUe, giYeV Whe 

PhoenicianV Whe µgifW¶ of VcaUciW\, foUcing Whem Wo leaUn XVefXl aUWV and WUade.  In conWUaVW 

Wo ZhaW Ze VaZ ZiWh SainW-PieUUe¶V ZUiWing on SUoYidence in chaSWeU 2, naWXUe doeV noW 

 
60 HDI, 1:543. 
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SUoYide all WhaW Whe SeoSle need; \eW WhiV OacN iV SUoYidenWial foU iW WeacheV Whem hoZ Wo 

e[SloiW naWXUe moUe effecWiYel\.  ³HeXUeX[ ce SeXSle, de n¶aYoiU SUeVTXe Uien UeoX de la 

naWXUe; SXiVTX¶il WiUa de ceWWe indigence mrme le gpnie & le WUaYail, d¶o� nacTXiUenW leV 

aUWV & leV UicheVVeV.´61 

The UemaindeU of Whe InWUodXcWion conWinXeV foU anoWheU 39 SaUagUaShV in Whe 

SoliWical hiVWoU\ mode, la\ing oXW a lineage of naWionV UiVing and falling, fUom Whe ancienW 

PhoenicianV Wo Whe beginning of Whe PoUWXgXeVe e[SanVion in Whe fifWeenWh cenWXU\.  ThiV 

e[SoViWion VeWV Whe VWage foU book 1, Zhich beginV Whe VeUieV of nineWeen bookV of Whe 

HDI, each of Zhich chUonicleV and anal\]eV Whe colonial endeaYoUV of Whe majoU 

EXUoSean SoZeUV. 

If Ze aUe Wo aUgXe, aV I haYe done aboYe, WhaW a We[W fXncWionV Wo WUanVfoUm a 

UeadeU, iW behooYeV XV Wo e[amine hoZ each of Whe mXlWiSle YoiceV encoXnWeUed in Whe 

HDI mighW SeUfoUm WhaW WUanVfoUmaWion diffeUenWl\. 

E[SoViWoU\ We[W, VXch aV Ze Vee in E[ceUSW A in Whe beginning of WhiV chaSWeU doeV 

noW UeTXiUe mXch fUom a UeadeU.  DaWeV, nameV of coXnWUieV, and liVWV of eYenWV aUe all 

eaVil\ SUoceVVed ZiWhin a UeadeU¶V e[iVWing eSiVWemological fUameZoUk.  DaWa iV XSdaWed, 

neZ VWoUeV of infoUmaWion aUe VWockSiled, and eUUoneoXV infoUmaWion iV UeSlaced ZiWh 

coUUecWionV.  None of WhiV UeTXiUeV a cKaQge in Whe UeadeU, oU mXch inWeUSUeWiYe 

engagemenW.  HoZeYeU, Whe UeadeU¶V encoXnWeU ZiWh naUUaWiYe ficWion, SaUWicXlaUl\ ZiWh 

diUecW dialogXe oU aSoVWUoShe, oSeUaWeV accoUding Wo a diffeUenW mode and UeTXiUeV Whe 

UeadeU Wo conjXUe XS noW jXVW WhingV and SeoSle, bXW alVo a UelaWional fUame and Wo make 

 
61 HDI, 1:4. 
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Vome deciVionV on an emoWional oU VenWimenWal leYel.  JoVhXa Land\ VXmV XS Whe SoZeU 

of ficWion in Whe mind of Whe UeadeU WhXV: ³foUmaWiYe ficWionV neYeU foUce WhemVelYeV XSon 

XV.  WiWhoXW oXU acWiYe SaUWiciSaWion, Whe\ Zill noW do WheiU ZoUk.´62  

Land\¶V conceSW of ³foUmaWiYe ficWionV´ helSV XV XndeUVWand ZhaW FUanooiV 

BeUnaUd VaZ aV Whe dangeUoXV and VXbYeUViYe SoZeU of Whe ShiloVoSh\ in Whe HDI.  Land\ 

XVeV Whe conceSW of ³foUmaWiYe ficWionV´ Wo e[Slain hoZ ficWion engageV a UeadeU.  He 

VWaWeV, ³RaWheU Whan SUoYiding knoZledge SeU Ve [«] ZhaW Whe\ giYe XV iV NQRZ-KRZ; 

UaWheU Whan WUanVmiWWing beliefV, ZhaW Whe\ eTXiS XV ZiWh aUe VNLOOV; UaWheU Whan Weaching, 

ZhaW Whe\ do iV WUaLQ.´63  Land\ VhaUSl\ oSSoVeV WhiV Za\ of aSSUoaching ficWion Wo ZhaW 

he callV ³meVVage hXnWing´ Zhich he VeeV aV a UedXcWioniVW YieZ of Whe SXUSoVe of 

ficWional foUmV and coUUeVSondV beWWeU Wo inYenWoU\ing Whe µfacWV¶ conWained ZiWhin. 

If Ze conVideU again Whe SaVVageV e[ceUSWed aW Whe beginning of WhiV chaSWeU in WhiV 

lighW, Ze can begin Wo align Whem ZiWh WZo kindV of Yoice:  one a foUmaWiYe ficWion Yoice 

WhaW diUecWl\ engageV Whe UeadeU, WUaining one Wo Whink diffeUenWl\ aboXW Whe ZoUld; anoWheU 

Whe Yoice of hiVWoUical infoUmaWion, giYing knoZledge UaWheU Whan knoZ-hoZ. 

Two Kinds of Truth 
FUom one SeUVSecWiYe, iW coXld Veem WhaW diffeUenW µYoiceV¶ in a ZoUk of ficWion aUe 

diffeUenW manneUV of Welling Whe Vame WUXWh.  HoZeYeU, Whe HDI UeTXiUeV Whe UeadeU Wo 

naYigaWe beWZeen diffeUenW NLQdV of WUXWh Yia WheVe mXlWiSle YoiceV.  Some VcholaUV of Whe 

HDI haYe highlighWed Whe Uole of comSeWing WUXWhV in Whe ZoUk and accoXnWed foU Whem 

 
62 Joshua Landy, How to Do Things with Fictions (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2012), 13. 
63 Landy, Fictions, 10. 
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ZiWh VeYeUal diffeUenW e[SlanaWionV.  AnWhon\ SWUXgnell caWegoUi]eV WheVe WZo kindV of 

WUXWh along Whe a[iV VXggeVWed b\ Whe HDI¶V WiWle: SoliWical WUXWh oU ShiloVoShical WUXWh.  

Face à la µvérité¶ de l¶ µarithmétique politique¶ de Raynal, c¶est donc une 
autre µvérité¶ qui se fait jour, jusqu¶à occuper une large place dans 
l¶Histoire des deux Indes: µL¶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   
 

FoU hiV SaUW, PeWeU Jimack alVo aUgXeV WhaW WheUe aUe WZo W\SeV of WUXWh in Whe ZoUk.  

SSecificall\, he VXggeVWV WhaW WheVe WUXWhV haYe XneTXal YalXe and aUe conVWiWXWed in Whe 

diffeUenW diVcoXUVeV of hiVWoU\ and ShiloVoSh\: ³la dimenVion ShiloVoShiTXe TXi 

caUacWpUiVe la YeUVion dpfiniWiYe dX liYUe n¶aSSaUavW en gUoV TX¶en 1780.  EW danV Xne 

gUande meVXUe ceWWe dimenVion Vemble aYoiU pWp gUeffpe VXU Xne maWiqUe SlXV confoUmiVWe, 

moinV conWeVWaWaiUe.´65  In hiV anal\ViV, HanV WolSe conWUaVWV a liWeUaU\ e[oWiciVm Wo a 

hiVWoUical WUXWh SUeVenW in Whe HDI¶V SageV; ³L¶HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV n¶eVW SaV Xn 

Uoman; maiV Ra\nal VaiW foUW bien coloUieU eW coUVeU Xn We[We eW il a, di[ anV aYanW 

BeUnaUdin de SainW-PieUUe, faiW UrYeU le SXblic eXUoSpen aX[ VSlendeXUV deV WUoSiTXeV.´66 

In WhiV jXdgmenW, Whe cUeaWiYe and figXUaWiYe elemenWV of Whe HDI aUe meUe oUnamenWaWion 

Wo aSSeal Wo Whe Ueading SXblic.  HoZeYeU, m\ Ueading VXggeVWV WhaW Wo Uead WheVe 

figXUaWiYe elemenWV aV meUe oUnamenWaWion ZoXld be Wo miVinWeUSUeW WheiU fXncWion.  IW iV 

in facW Whe blending of emSiUical and figXUaWiYe WUXWh WhaW cUeaWe iWV YiWaliW\ Wo infoUm aboXW 

SoliWical econom\, ShiloVoSh\, and hiVWoU\, Zhich SWUXgnell, Jimack, and WolSe haYe 

 
64 AnWhon\ SWUXgnell, ³InWUodXcWion gpnpUale,´ in HDI 2010, 1:[[[iY. 
65 PeWeU Jimack, ³PUpVenWaWion dX LiYUe I´ in HDI 2010, 1:19. 
66 Hans Wolpe, Ra\QaO eW Va PacKLQe de gXeUUe: O¶KLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV eW VeV 

perfectionnements (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957), 19. 
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idenWified aV VeSaUaWe domainV of WUXWh in Whe ZoUk. 

LiWeUaWXUe, inWUinVicall\ a ZoUk of ficWion, haV a comSlicaWed UelaWionVhiS Wo WUXWh 

claimV. Land\ UemindV XV of Whe VhaUed aZaUeneVV beWZeen aXWhoU and UeadeU of Whe We[W¶V 

µnon-WUXWh¶ WhaW defineV ficWion and VeSaUaWeV iW fUom eUUoUV, lieV, oU declaUaWiYe 

diVcoXUVe.67  PaUWicXlaUl\ in Whe caVe of Whe noYel, WheUe iV a long hiVWoU\ of conWenWion 

aboXW Whe genUe¶V UelaWion Wo WUXWh.  In Whe conWe[W of eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ FUance, WhiV can 

be Veen in Whe oSSoViWion beWZeen µle YUai¶ and µle YUaiVemblable.¶68  ConVideUing Whe 

VeSaUaWion beWZeen WUXWh and ficWion baVed on We[W genUe, ZhaW aUe Ze Wo make of a We[W 

WhaW VhifWV aW WimeV fUom hiVWoUical, declaUaWiYe diVcoXUVe inWo figXUaWiYe, affecWiYe 

diVcoXUVe?  The WZo modeV of UeSUeVenWaWion aVVXme diffeUenW bXUdenV on Whe SaUW of 

UeadeU and aXWhoU/UaconWeXU.  PUoblemaWic When iV Damien TUicoiUe¶V aVVeUWion WhaW, 

conWUaU\ Wo Whe Sla\fXl liWeUaU\ VaWiUe of Whe SXSSOpPeQW aX VR\age de BRXgaLQYLOOe, Ze 

aUe Wo Uead DideUoW¶V deVcUiSWionV in Whe HDI Zhich Uel\ heaYil\ on figXUaWiYe, liWeUaU\ 

langXage aV ³faiWhfXl.´69 HoZ, When, iV Whe UeadeU Wo deWeUmine ZhaW iV WUXe?  PeUhaSV iW iV 

a maWWeU of objecWiYe and SeUVSecWiYe WhaW can gXide XV Wo an XndeUVWanding of ZhaW iV 

SeUceiYed aV WUXe b\ Whe UeadeU/YieZeU. 

Illustrating the Philosophical Point of View 
Like Whe SUinciSal ZoUkV in Whe oWheU chaSWeUV of WhiV diVVeUWaWion, Whe HLVWRLUe deV 

 
67 See Joshua Landy, How to do Things with Fictions (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2012), 3-4. 
68 ChaSWeU II, ³FicWion, hiVWoU\ and WUXWh,´ iV a XVefXl UefeUence on WhiV debaWe in 

Vivienne Mylne, The Eighteenth-Century French Novel: Techniques of Illusion 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981). 

69 Damien TUicoiUe, ³Ra\nal¶V and DideUoW¶V PaWUioWic HiVWoU\ of Whe TZo IndieV, 
or The Problem of Anti-ColonialiVm in Whe EighWeenWh CenWXU\,´ The Eighteenth Century 
59, no. 4 (2018): 433, https://doi.org/10.1353/ecy.2018.0027. 
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deX[ IQdeV inclXdeV illXVWUaWionV cUeaWed ZiWh inSXW oU XndeU Whe diUecWion of Whe aXWhoUV 

of Whe We[W.  IW ZaV common SUacWice aW Whe Wime foU Whe SULQWeU Wo chooVe illXVWUaWionV, 

UaWheU Whan Whe aXWhoU.  Since Whe illXVWUaWionV in Whe bookV in oXU VWXd\ ZeUe SUodXced and 

inclXded ZiWh Whe aSSUoYal of Whe aXWhoU and Whe\ ZeUe SaUW of Whe SUinWed book WhaW 

UeadeUV encoXnWeUed, Ze Zill e[amine Whem aV an inWegUal SaUW of Whe We[W.  ConVideUing 

Whe SlaWeV of Whe HDI Zill helS XV XndeUVWand an addiWional dimenVion of Whe oSeUaWion of 

diVenchanWmenW and Ue-enchanWmenW WhaW Ze haYe been e[amining in Whe We[W. 

A SaVVage Zhich demonVWUaWeV Whe aWWemSW aW Ue-enchanWmenW of EXUoSean Vocial 

VWUXcWXUeV iV foXnd in Tome 4 conceUning Whe innaWe hXmaniW\ of NoUWh AmeUican 

³VaXYageV.´  In Whe Wale, a famil\ of indigenoXV CanadianV SUoYide life-VaYing aid Wo Vome 

VhiSZUecked FUench VailoUV.  ThiV SaVVage accomSanieV Whe fUonWiVSiece engUaYing of Whe 

Wome ± an engUaYing WhaW illXVWUaWeV and YiYifieV Whe We[W.  T\Sical of Whe XVage of Whe 

µnoble VaYage¶ WUoSe, Whe Whinl\-eYidenced anecdoWe SUeVenWV a h\SoWheWical naWXUall\-

good hXman being Wo VWand in conWUaVW Wo VXSSoVedl\ µciYili]ed¶ EXUoSeanV Zho aUe 

VhoZn Wo lack, bXW deViUe, YiUWXoXV YalXeV and acWionV Whe naWiYeV demonVWUaWe.  The We[W 

beginV ZiWh a WhiUd-SeUVon naUUaWion of a VhiSZUeck folloZed eYenWXall\ b\ Whe WoXching 

Vcene of comSaVVionaWe ZoUdV VSoken b\ an indigenoXV Canadian Wo Whe FUench VailoUV. 

 
CeSendanW Xn VenWimenW innp de bienYeillance, leV [leV CanadienV] Uamqne 
TXelTXefoiV j noXV. Un bkWimenW FUanooiV V¶pWoiW bUiVp, j l¶enWUpe de 
l¶hiYeU, VXU leV UocheUV d¶AnWicoVWi. CeX[ deV maWeloWV TXi, danV ceWWe iVle 
dpVeUWe & VaXYage, aYoienW pchaSSp aX[ UigXeXUV deV fUimaWV & de la 
famine, foUmqUenW, deV dpbUiV de leXU naYiUe, Xn UadeaX TXi, aX SUinWemV, 
leV condXiViW danV le conWinenW. Une cabane de VaXYageV V¶offUiW j leXUV 
UegaUdV e[SiUanV. MeV fUqUeV, leXU diW affecWXeXVemenW le chef de ceWWe 
famille VoliWaiUe, leV malheXUeX[ onW dUoiW j noWUe commiVpUaWion & j noWUe 
aVViVWance; noXV VommeV hommeV, & leV miVqUeV de l¶hXmaniWp noXV 
WoXchenW danV leV aXWUeV comme danV noXV-mrmeV. CeV e[SUeVVionV d¶Xne 
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ame WendUe, fXUenW VXiYieV de WoXV leV VecoXUV TXi pWoienW aX SoXYoiU de ceV 
gpnpUeX[ VaXYageV. 
 
EXUoSpenV, Vi fieUV de YoV goXYeUnemenV, de YoV loi[, de YoV inVWiWXWionV, 
de YoV monXmenV, de WoXW ce TXe YoXV aSSelle] YoWUe VageVVe, SeUmeWWe] 
TXe je YoXV aUUrWe Xn momenW. Je YienV de YoXV e[SoVeU aYec VimSliciWp & 
VanV aUW le WableaX de la Yie & deV m°XUV dX VaXYage. Je ne YoXV ai ni 
diVVimXlp VeV YiceV, ni e[agpUp VeV YeUWXV. La VenVaWion TXe mon UpciW YoXV 
a faiW pSUoXYeU, je YoXV demande de la conVeUYeU jXVTX¶j ce TXe le SlXV 
beaX gpnie, l¶homme le SlXV ploTXenW d¶enWUe YoXV aiW aSSUrWp VeV cUa\onV 
& YoXV aiW SeinW aYec WoXWe la foUce, aYec WoXWe la magie de Von coloUiV leV 
bienV & leV maX[ de YoV conWUpeV Vi SolicpeV. Son WableaX YoXV 
WUanVSoUWeUa d¶admiUaWion, je n¶en doXWe SoinW: maiV cUo\e]-YoXV TX¶il 
laiVVe danV YoV ameV l¶pmoWion dplicieXVe TXe YoXV UeVVenWe] encoUe? 
L¶eVWime, l¶amoXU, la YpnpUaWion, TXe YoXV Yene] d¶accoUdeU j deV 
VaXYageV, YoXV l¶inVSiUeUa-W-il SoXU YoV comSaWUioWeV? VoXV ne VeUie] TXe 
de miVpUableV VaXYageV danV leV foUrWV; le deUnieU deV VaXYageV VeUoiW Xn 
homme UeVSecWable danV YoV ciWpV.70 

 

The Vecond SaUagUaSh diVoUienWV Whe UeadeU b\ jXmSing fUom Whe ZoUdV VSoken b\ 

Whe naWiYe Canadian Wo a VXdden diUecW addUeVV Wo Whe EXUoSean UeadeU.  WiWhoXW maUked 

WUanViWion, WhiV SaUagUaSh fiUVW UeadV aV a conWinXaWion of Whe Canadian VSeaking.  IW iV 

Vhocking Zhen Whe naUUaWiYe Yoice haUangXeV and mockV EXUoSeanV¶ SUide in WheiU 

goYeUnmenWV and ZiVdom.  NoW XnWil Whe WhiUd VenWence doeV iW become cleaU WhaW Whe 

naUUaWiYe Yoice iV noZ diUecWl\ addUeVVing Whe UeadeU, WUanVSoUWing Whe UeadeU fUom 

obVeUYing Whe Canadian WableaX Wo liVWening Wo Whe naUUaWoU¶V admoniVhing aSoVWUoShe and 

being Ueminded of Whe UeadeU¶V locaWion in EXUoSe. 

MiUUoUing Whe moYemenW in Whe image, Whe We[W dUaZV XV inWo a fiUVW Vcene of noble 

µnaWXUal¶ comSaVVion, When ZiWhdUaZV inWo a Vecond Vcene UeTXiUing gUeaWeU inWeUSUeWaWion.  

ThiV Vecond Vcene in Whe SaVVage deWacheV Whe UeadeU fUom one concUeWe locaWion in 

 
70 HDI, 4:18±19. 
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Canada Wo a VeUieV of faVW diVSlacemenWV WoZaUd monXmenWV, an aUWiVW¶V ZoUkVhoS, Zild 

foUeVWV, and ciYili]ed ciWieV.  One coXld aUgXe WhaW WhiV mobile ga]e UeSlicaWeV Whe 

ShiloVoSheU¶V eleYaWion Wo VoaU aboYe Whe globe, Veeing e[amSleV of YiUWXe and Yice, 

e[hoUWing felloZ hXman beingV Wo UeSlace baUbaUiVm ZiWh lighW, aV Veen in Whe inWUodXcWion 

Wo Whe HDI. 

The aXWhoUial Yoice conclXdeV Whe SaVVage b\ aVking Whe EXUoSean UeadeU Wo 

conVeUYe Whe ³delicioXV emoWion´ e[SeUienced Zhen conjXUing XS Whe Canadian Vcene.  

ThiV injXncWion Wo Whe UeadeU XVeV WhaW VenWimenWal SoViWiYe (³delicioXV emoWion´) Wo Ue-

enchanW Whe Old WoUld fUom Whe NeZ.  ThaW iV Wo Va\, Wo bUeak fi[ed beliefV and 

UefoUmXlaWe Whe conceSW of EXUoSean ciYiliW\, blending Whe YiUWXoXV idealV of EXUoSe ZiWh 

Whe boXndleVV fUeedom UeSUeVenWed b\ Whe figXUe of naWiYeV of a Zild land, UeVeW Wo Whe 

oUiginal VWaWe of hXmankind in naWXUe befoUe Whe coUUXSWion of Whe SoliV. 

To comSleWe WhiV anal\ViV, Ze noZ e[amine Whe SlaWe WhaW coUUeVSondV Wo WhiV 

SaVVage ZheUe Whe aXWhoUV aW fiUVW aSSeaU VimSl\ Wo cUiWiTXe EXUoSean VocieW\ XVing Whe 

VWUaZman WUoSe of Whe µnoble VaYage.¶  Angela AleiVV diVWillV Whe eVVence of WhiV WUoSe 

effecWiYel\ VWaWing WhaW Whe noble VaYage iV UeSUeVenWed aV, ³an indiYidXal liYing in a µSXUe 

VWaWe of naWXUe¶²genWle, ZiVe, XncoUUXSWed b\ Whe YiceV of ciYili]aWion.´71  AfWeU anal\ViV 

of Whe HDI¶V SaVVage in SaUallel ZiWh Whe accomSan\ing image, Ze Vee WhaW Whe aXWhoUV 

emSlo\ illXVWUaWion and We[W foU moUe Whan meUe Vocial cUiWiTXe.  Image and We[W fXncWion 

 
71 Angela AleiVV, ³Le Bon SaXYage: DanceV ZiWh WolYeV and Whe RomanWic 

TUadiWion,´ 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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WogeWheU heUe Wo Ue-enchanW and UefUame Old WoUld ciYiliW\ Yia NeZ WoUld affecWiYe 

e[SeUienceV. 

The fUonWiVSiece engUaYing foU Tome 4 of Whe 1780 ediWion feaWXUeV a µnoble 

VaYage¶ famil\ of indigenoXV CanadianV SUoYiding VXccoU Wo a gUoXS of VWUanded FUench 

VailoUV.  The engUaYing ZaV commiVVioned foU Whe 1780 ediWion and ZaV e[ecXWed b\ Jean 

BaSWiVWe BlaiVe SimoneW afWeU a dUaZing b\ Jean-Michel MoUeaX le jeXne. 
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FigXUe 3.2:  ³BienfaiVance d¶Xne Famille VaXYage dX Canada enYeUV deV 
FUanooiV.´ EngUaYed illXVWUaWion fUonWiVSice foU Tome 4 of Whe HLVWRLUe 
SKLORVRSKLTXe eW SROLWLTXe deV pWabOLVVePeQWV eW dX cRPPeUce deV EXURSpeQV daQV 
OeV deX[ IQdeV, 1780.   
 

In WhiV SlaWe Whe YieZeU VeeV a famil\ of naWiYe CanadianV neaU Whe fUonW of ZhaW aSSeaUV 

Wo be a ZoYen Zall VWUXcWXUe locaWed XndeU Whe Vhade of a WUee.  The faWheU of Whe famil\ iV 
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Whe focal SoinW of Whe image in Whe middle gUoXnd.  The chiaUoVcXUo comSoViWion 

eVWabliVheV a hieUaUch\ of YalXe eleYaWing Whe Canadian SaWUiaUch, Zho iV in Whe lighW, 

aboYe Whe FUench VailoUV Zho aUe moVWl\ VhadoZed.  The XVe of lighW and daUk highlighWV 

Whe faWheU in a beam of VXnlighW fUom aboYe Whe WUeeV and obVcXUeV Whe midVecWionV of Whe 

FUench VailoUV in daUk WoneV. The faWheU VWandV aV a figXUe in eTXilibUiXm, ZiWh legV 

foUming a WUiangXlaU V\mmeWUical SoVe.  WiWh hiV lefW hand he geVWXUeV WoZaUd hiV home 

and goodV in Whe foUegUoXnd Zhile hiV UighW hand VWUeWcheV oXW, Salm XS (indicaWing 

SeacefXl inWenW), in Zelcome WoZaUd Whe deVSeUaWe VailoUV.  The FUench VailoUV aUe dUeVVed 

in EXUoSean aSSaUel and aUe in a VXSSlicanW SoViWion boWh in SoVWXUe and becaXVe Whe\ aUe 

aSSUoaching fUom a SaWh beloZ Whe CanadianV.  In Whe backgUoXnd Ze Vee moUe VailoUV 

along Whe SaWh, and fXUWheU aZa\ neaU Whe VhoUeline WheUe iV a fainW image of cUXde UafW.  

The illXVWUaWion VWUeVVeV Whe imSoUWance of Whe Canadian head of Whe famil\, Slacing him 

cenWUall\ in Whe image and bUinging Whe e\e back Wo him ZiWh WZo aUcV VZeeSing fUom 

eiWheU WoS oU boWWom Wo Whe UighW aW Whe middle of Whe fUame.  One aUc iV cUeaWed b\ Whe 

doZnZaUd VZeeS of Whe WUee bUancheV, and a Vecond aUc iV WUaced along Whe begging handV 

of Whe WUio of FUench VailoUV imSloUing oU Whanking Whe Canadian. 

The image eYokeV Whe aSSaUenW VenWimenW of Whe WableaX and eVWabliVheV a 

ShiloVoShical SoViWion fUom Zhich Wo jXdge Whe acWionV SoUWUa\ed.  The WUio of VXSSlicanW 

VailoUV iV SUominenW aW lefW.  TheiU faceV aUe dUaZn in gUeaW deWail VhoZing Whe emoWion of 

begging oU of gUaWiWXde.  The faceV of Whe CanadianV aUe VofWeU and mXch leVV deWailed, 

WheiU facial e[SUeVVionV haUdeU Wo decode. The inWeUacWion of Whe WUio and Whe faWheU 

conVWiWXWeV Whe ne[XV of Whe VWiUUing Vcene Zhich leadV Whe YieZeU inWo a VenWimenWal 

aSSUeciaWion of Whe deSicWion.  AV Ze conWinXe Wo e[amine Whe SUinW, hoZeYeU, Ze noWice a 
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Vecond VeW of VailoUV behind Whe WUio SaUWiall\ Ueceding inWo Whe backgUoXnd.  ThiV 

diVWanced SaiU SUeVenWV a VeW of inWeUnal VSecWaWoUV, inVWanWiaWing a cUiWical diVWance fUom 

Zhich Whe Vcene iV alVo YieZed.  The dXo aUe in dialogXe ZiWh each oWheU, obVeUYing Whe 

cenWUal Vcene Xnfold.  TheiU lookV aUe conceUned, aSSUeciaWiYe, and mildl\ VXUSUiVed.  I 

VXggeVW WhaW WhiV dXo UeSUeVenWV Whe deWached ShiloVoShical diVWance WhaW Whe HDI iV 

WUaining Whe UeadeU Wo Uecogni]e and e[SeUience.  We fiUVW VaZ WhiV ShiloVoShical 

SeUVSecWiYe in Whe HDI¶V inWUodXcWion ZiWh Whe naUUaWiYe SoinW of YieZ eleYaWed Wo VXUYe\ 

Whe SUogUeVV bUoXghW b\ commeUce.  The eleYaWed SoinW of YieZing in Whe We[W doeV noW 

foUVake VenWimenWaliW\ bXW WUanVcendV Whe SaUWicXlaU Wo Zeigh Whe XniYeUVal boWh 

emSaWheWicall\ and UaWionall\. 

IW ZoXld aSSeaU When WhaW Whe image Ze haYe anal\]ed can be XndeUVWood aV a 

YiVXal SaUallel Wo Whe Za\ mXlWiSle YoiceV fXncWion in Whe We[W.  AfWeU Whe fiUVW imSUeVVion 

of Whe VenWimenWal YigneWWe in Whe foUegUoXnd, Whe YieZeU SeUceiYeV Whe ShiloVoShical 

VWance of Whe SaiU in Whe middle diVWance, SUoYiding a YiVXal model of deWached UeflecWion.  

The image illXVWUaWeV a ShiloVoShical UeVSonVe WhaW encomSaVVeV VenWimenWaliW\ bXW noW aW 

Whe coVW of UeaVon. 

While Vome cUiWical aSSUoacheV Wo Whe HDI ZoXld focXV on WUacing Whe diffeUenceV 

beWZeen Whe WZo SaUagUaShV in Whe Canadian accoXnW Wo diffeUenceV in VoXUce aXWhoUVhiS, 

finding eYidence foU DideUoW¶V hand in Whe Vecond SaUagUaSh, iW doeV noW maWWeU heUe.  In 

WhiV inVWance Whe UeadeU haV a combined affecWiYe and ShiloVoShical e[SeUience WhUoXgh 

Whe acWiYiW\ of Ueading image, anecdoWe, and aSoVWUoShe.  The UeVXlW iV a UefUaming of 

Vocial coVmolog\, bUeaking one¶V conceSWion of EXUoSean ciYiliW\ WhUoXgh Whe UeYeUVal of 

µZild¶ and µciYili]ed¶ aV Whe locXV of YiUWXe.  The UeVolXWion of Whe SaVVage aUgXeV foU a 
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beWWeUmenW of EXUoSean VocieWieV b\ Ue-imagining Whe old Za\V UecaVW b\ neZl\ 

(Ue)diVcoYeUed µnaWXUal¶ YiUWXe.  The SeUVXaViYe SoZeU of Whe SaVVage iV gUeaWeU WhUoXgh iWV 

combinaWion of affecWiYe and UaWional/ShiloVoShical diVcoXUVeV Whan ZoXld be achieYed b\ 

eiWheU one ZiWhoXW Whe oWheU. 

La ³gUiffe dX liRQ´: DideURW¶s contributions 
AV Ze haYe eVWabliVhed, conVideUing Whe ZoUk aV a Zhole giYeV inVighW inWo a 

V\neUgiVWic SoZeU WhaW ZoXld be miVVing if Whe We[W ZeUe fUagmenWed inWo VeSaUaWe 

anal\VeV of Ra\nal¶V ZoUdV and DideUoW¶V ZoUdV.  In WhiV VWXd\ I haYe choVen Wo VeW aVide 

Whe TXeVWionV of conWUibXWoUV and VoXUceV foU Whe HDI, Zhich haYe been and conWinXe Wo 

be VWXdied b\ man\ oWheUV.72  OXU inWeUeVW heUe iV noW Vo mXch in deWeUmining Zhich 

ZUiWeU conWUibXWed Zhich VSecific SaVVageV, aV iW iV in deWeUmining Whe oYeUall comSle[iW\ 

and VWUaWegieV inheUenW in Whe comSiled We[W.   

IW ZoXld aSSeaU When WhaW effoUWV Wo idenWif\ DideUoW¶V conWUibXWionV ZoXld be 

anWiWheWical Wo WhiV aSSUoach.  HoZeYeU, VXch an inYenWoU\ can helS XV eVWabliVh SaVVageV 

in Whe µShiloVoShical Yoice¶ (aSoVWUoShe, affecWiYe, conWe[WXali]ing) WhaW ZeUe QRW Senned 

b\ DideUoW, and WhXV bUeak doZn Whe noWion WhaW Whe ShiloVoShical Yoice iV Volel\ SUeVenW 

dXe Wo Whe inVeUWion of DideUoW¶V ZoUdV.  If WheUe aUe oWheU occXUUenceV of WhiV Yoice, 

ZUiWWen b\ Ra\nal and oWheUV, When Whe ShiloVoShical Yoice iV a feaWXUe of Whe SURMecW and 

noW meUel\ Whe idioV\ncUaVieV of one co-aXWhoU.  We aUe WhXV foUWXnaWe WhaW DideUoW¶V 

 
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); AnWhon\ SWUXgnell¶V neZ cUiWical ediWion of Whe 
HDI (2010 and 2018); and GianlXigi Goggi ³Ra\nal eW VeV collaboUaWeXUV´ in HDI Wome 1 
(2010), xxx ± xxxiv. 
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conWUibXWionV aUe noZ laUgel\ YeUified. 

EYen befoUe Vome of Whe eYidence VcholaUV noZ haYe WhaW coUUoboUaWeV Zhich 

SaVVageV ZeUe ZUiWWen b\ DideUoW, cUiWical UeadeUV SeUceiYed a diffeUence in man\ of WhoVe 

SaVVageV, Uecogni]ing Whe imSUinW of Whe DideUoWian Yoice and dialogic VW\le.  In 1957 

HanV WolSe aUgXed WhaW WheVe VW\liVWic diffeUenceV UeYealed Whe µShiloVoSheU of LangUeV¶ 

in ceUWain SaVVageV: ³leV conWUibXWionV de DideUoW VonW leV moUceaX[ d¶ploTXence, leV 

digUeVVionV, dpYeloSSemenWV eW conVidpUaWionV donW le We[We de l¶HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV 

eVW SaUVemp. [«]. Le VW\le mrme de ceV inWeUSolaWionV faiW Xn Wel conWUaVWe aYec le We[We 

fondamenWal TXe l¶on Ve Uend comSWe TX¶Xne main diffpUenWe a WenX la SlXme.´73   

While WheUe aUe conflicWV in Whe infoUmaWional conWenW fUom YaUioXV collaboUaWoUV 

UeVXlWing in conWUadicWionV in Whe We[W, VW\liVWicall\ WheUe aUe noW man\ diVWincW YaUiaWionV in 

ZUiWing VW\le Wo diVWingXiVh We[W ZUiWWen b\ Ra\nal fUom WhaW ZUiWWen b\ Pechmpja, 

Dele\Ue, oU oWheU conWUibXWoUV.  HoZeYeU, DideUoW¶V conWUibXWionV XVXall\ VWand oXW and 

add YaUieW\ and comSle[iW\ Wo Whe ZoUk.  OYeU Whe ediWionV, hiV conWUibXWionV helSed Wo 

SXVh Whe aXdaciW\ of Whe ZoUk Wo Whe SoinW of aWWUacWing Whe iUe of Whe chXUch and Whe 

monaUch\.  IW haV been VXggeVWed WhaW Ra\nal ma\ haYe been XnaZaUe of hoZ 

conWUoYeUVial DideUoW¶V incUeaVing conWUibXWionV Wo Whe ediWionV of Whe HLVWRLUe deV deX[ 

IQdeV ZeUe.  JacTXeV-HenUi MeiVWeU (1744-1826), Zho ZaV MelchioU GUimm¶V VecUeWaU\, 

aWWeVWV Wo DideUoW¶V aZaUeneVV of Whe dangeU and Ra\nal¶V Zilling acceSWance of iW.  

MeiVWeU ZUiWeV WhaW Zhen DideUoW ZoXld UaiVe hiV conceUnV, ³LXi-mrme [DideUoW] pWaiW 

VoXYenW effUa\p de la haUdieVVe aYec laTXelle il faiVaiW SaUleU Von ami: MaLV TXL, lXi diVaiW-

 
73 Hans Wolpe, Raynal et sa machine de guerre: O¶KLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV eW VeV 

perfectionnements (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1957), 189. 
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il, RVeUa VLgQeU ceOa? ² MRL, lXi UpSondaiW l¶abbp, PRL, YRXV dLV-Me; aOOe] WRXMRXUV.´74 

BefoUe Ze aUe led Wo conclXde WhaW DideUoW¶V SaVVageV aUe aW oddV ZiWh Whe UeVW of 

Ra\nal¶V We[W, Ze mXVW UemembeU WhaW DideUoW ZaV a Zilling and long-WeUm collaboUaWoU 

on Whe SUojecW oYeU WhUee ediWionV.  Damien TUicoiUe UeVolYeV Whe SoWenWial diVcoUd 

beWZeen Ra\nal¶V SaVVageV and DideUoW¶V SaVVageV b\ illXVWUaWing hoZ Whe\ boWh cUiWiTXe 

Whe YiolenW colonialiVm of Whe SSaniVh and oWheU EXUoSean SoZeUV, Zhile conYeUVel\ 

adYocaWing foU a µciYili]ed¶ colonialiVm condXcWed b\ Whe FUench.  TUicoiUe caVWV Whe HDI 

in Whe fUameZoUk of FUench SaWUioWiVm and logical adYancemenW of Whe naWion¶V inWeUeVWV.  

ThXV, DideUoW¶V SaVVageV aUe beVW Veen in conWe[W of inWUodXcing cUiWiciVm of oWheU 

naWionV, and noW neceVVaUil\ UeflecWing on FUance¶V oZn colonial behaYioU.  TheUe iV a 

Wendenc\ Wo UegaUd ShiloVoSheV and ZUiWeUV Zho cUiWiTXed VWaWe inVWiWXWionV aV µSUe-

UeYolXWionaU\¶ figXUeV, ZoUking in VecUeW againVW Whe goYeUnmenW.  Dan EdelVWein UemindV 

XV WhaW man\ of Whe gUaQdV SKLORVRSKeV ZeUe noW SXUel\ cUiWicV of Whe VWaWe, ZUiWing aV 

SUoSheWV fUom Whe Zild.  The\ ofWen held official SoViWionV and ZeUe connecWed Wo coXUW 

neWZoUkV ZiWh YaU\ing degUeeV of official VXSSoUW.75 

TheUe iV one moUe dimenVion Wo Whe UelaWionVhiS beWZeen DideUoW¶V ZUiWing and 

Ra\nal¶V SUojecW WhaW iV ZoUWh e[SloUing in Whe conWe[W of fUagmenWaU\ VoXUceV.  The facW 

WhaW DideUoW Zillingl\ ZoUked VomeWimeV XS Wo 14 hoXUV a da\ on Whe HDI, knoZing WhaW 

he ZoXld noW be cUediWed, indicaWeV WhaW Whe ShiloVoShe VaZ Vome benefiW Wo ZUiWing Xn-

cUediWed.  If liWeUaWXUe iV a VSace WhaW alloZV gUeaW fUeedom Wo cUeaWe and e[SeUimenW in 

 
74 Jacques-HenUi MeiVWeU, ³AX[ mkneV de DideUoW,´ noWe, 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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foUm and idea, When SeUhaSV WhiV VenVe of fUeedom iV heighWened foU DideUoW Zhile ZUiWing 

anon\moXVl\.  SXnil Agnani conjecWXUeV WhaW WhiV fUee TXaliW\ led DideUoW ³Wo def\ Whe laZ 

of Whe enc\cloSedic imSXlVe, of Whe infoUmaWion-UeWUieYal fXncWion of colonial knoZledge 

aV YeUifiable aUchiYe.  In liWeUaWXUe, WhaW foUm of ZUiWing in Zhich an\Whing can be Vaid, 

DideUoW iV Zilling Wo Wake a WhoXghW Wo iWV e[WUeme.´76  WiWh Whe aSSeal foU DideUoW of Whe 

e[SeUimenWal ZUiWing fUeedom in mind, Ze can Vee WhaW WheUe aUe cogenW aUgXmenWV foU 

conVideUing DideUoW¶V diffeUenW Yoice ZiWhin Whe HDI Wo be inWegUal Wo ZhaW he and Ra\nal  

ZeUe bXilding ZiWh WheiU ³machine de gXeUUe.´ 

Indeed, Ra\nal¶V SoViWion of inflXence ZiWhin SoZeUfXl VSheUeV of FUench VocieW\ 

cUeaWed a neWZoUk of VoXUceV Wo TXeU\ and UeTXeVW infoUmaWion on all manneU of colonial 

and economic maWWeUV.  CenWUal Wo WheVe maWWeUV ZeUe pWabOLVVePeQWV, cRPPeUce, and 

cRORQLeV.  When conVideUing an\ WeUmV in XVe aSSUo[imaWel\ 250 \eaUV ago, UeVeaUch inWo 

WheiU XVage and VignificaWion aW Whe Wime iV beneficial Wo oXU XndeUVWanding Whe We[W and 

VomeWimeV \ieldV VeUendiSiWoXV diVcoYeUieV of le[ical aVVociaWionV noZ loVW Wo XV.  

DelYing inWo Whe dicWionaUieV and enc\cloSediaV of Whe eUa UeYealV hoZ hieUaUch\ and 

SoZeU imbalance ZeUe imSliciW in Whe YeU\ ZoUdV XVed Wo commXnicaWe aboXW colonial 

acWiYiW\ in eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ FUance.  LeW XV e[amine WhoVe WhUee ke\ WeUmV. 

Power, by definition 
The FUench WeUm ³pWabliVVemenWV´ fUom Whe HDI¶V WiWle can ceUWainl\ be 

XndeUVWood Wo mean Whe eVWabliVhmenW of commeUcial and colonial oXWSoVWV in oWheU landV, 

bXW Whe le[ical aVVociaWionV in Whe eighWeenWh cenWXU\ UeYeal miliWaU\ and imSeUialiVWic 

 
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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noWionV of agenc\ WhaW haYe faded in modeUn XVage.  The GUaQd RRbeUW dicWionaU\ alVo 

offeUV WhaW Whe WeUm can deVignaWe ³AcWion d¶pWabliU (deV SeUVonneV), de V¶pWabliU,´ Zhich 

iV illXVWUaWed ZiWh WZo e[amSleV ² one miliWaU\, ³diVWUibXWion deV WUoXSeV en ]one 

d¶occXSaWion´; Whe Vecond e[amSle iV Whe acWion of emSiUe, ³AcWion de SUendUe Sied danV 

Xn Sa\V. L¶pWabOLVVePeQW deV FUaQoaLV daQV OeV IQdeV.  PoVVeVVion (SUiVe de 

SoVVeVVion).´77 NoWe WhaW Whe effoUW Wo VecXUe SoViWion in Whe IndieV iV Whe YeU\ e[amSle 

giYen of Whe WeUm pWabOLVVePeQW.  AnoWheU e[amSle ciWed foU pWabOLVVePeQW, daWing fUom 

Whe eaUl\ eighWeenWh cenWXU\, UefeUenceV Whe FUench in India, ³(1723). EmSiUe. [«] 

Colonie, comSWoiU. LeV pWabOLVVePeQWV fUaQoaLV de O¶IQde.´  A commeUcial aVSecW of 

pWabOLVVePeQW iV highlighWed in Whe WhiUd definiWion: ³EnVemble deV inVWallaWionV pWablieV 

SoXU l¶e[SloiWaWion, le foncWionnemenW d¶Xne enWUeSUiVe.´ 

ThUoXgh iWV V\VWem of cUoVV-UefeUenceV, DideUoW and d¶AlembeUW¶V EQc\cORSpdLe 

UefeUV Whe UeadeU fUom ³eWabliVVemenW´ Wo ³eWabliU´ ZheUe one findV: 

 EWabOLU XQ cRPPeUce aYec deV QaWLRQV VaXYageV, c¶eVW conYeniU aYec elleV 
deV condiWionV VoXV leVTXelleV on YeXW npgocieU, deV maUchandiVeV TX¶on 
SUendUa d¶elleV, & de celleV TX¶on SUpWend leXU donneU en pchange. 
EWabOLU XQe PaQXfacWXUe; c¶eVW, en conVpTXence deV leWWUeV SaWenWeV TX¶on 
a obWenXeV, UaVVembleU deV oXYUieUV & deV maWieUeV; faiUe conVWUXiUe deV 
machineV oX deV mpWieUV conYenableV aX[ oXYUageV TX¶on YeXW 
enWUeSUendUe ; enfin occXSeU deV fabUiTXanV, oXYUieUV & aUWiVanV, TX¶on a 
aXSaUaYanW inVWUXiWV, aX[ pWoffeV oX aXWUeV choVeV SoXU leVTXelleV on a 
obWenX le SUiYilpge. 
[«] 
EWabOLU XQ cRPSWRLU, XQe ORge, XQe facWRULe; c¶eVW meWWUe Xn maUchand & 
deV commiV aYec deV maUchandiVeV danV Xn lieX SUoSUe SoXU le npgoce. 
Vo\e] ComSWoiU, Loge, FacWoUie.78  

 
77 1. Grand Robert de la langue française Online, V.Y. ³eWabliVVemenW,´ acceVVed 

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'AlembeUW. V.Y. ³EWabliU,´ UniYeUViW\ of 
Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project (Autumn 2017 Edition), Robert Morrissey and 
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In WhiV eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ XndeUVWanding, an ³pWabliVVemenW´ iV fiUVW an agUeemenW 

ZiWh a WUading SaUWneU Zho iV Veen aV an XnciYili]ed naWion, one of leVVeU VWaWXV.  ThiV 

agUeemenW eVWabliVheV Whe condiWionV of negoWiaWion (deViUed b\ Whe EXUoSean SaUWneU aV 

Whe XndeUVWood anWecedenW of Whe VXbjecW SUonoXn ³on´).  FXUWheUmoUe, Whe agUeemenW 

idenWifieV Whe meUchandiVe WhaW Whe EXUoSean SaUWneU Zill Wake [on SUendUa] fUom Whem, 

and When Whe meUchandiVe WhaW Zill be giYen in e[change.  ThiV definiWion eVWabliVheV Whe 

leVVeU VWaWXV of Whe non-EXUoSean WUading SaUWneU aV a ³naWion VaXYage.´  FolloZing fUom 

Whe TXalificaWion of Whe WUading SaUWneU naWionV aV ³VaXYage,´ Whe eTXiWable WUeaWmenW of 

laZV iV SXW inWo TXeVWion aV a µVaXYage¶ iV b\ definiWion oXWVide ciYili]ed laZ.  ThiV VeWV 

Whe VWage foU legiWimi]ing Whe foUcefXl acWion of Waking meUchandiVe fUom Whem and giYing 

Wo Whem oWheU meUchandiVe in e[change.  NoWe WhaW Whe acWiYiW\ iV noW defined VimSl\ aV 

e[change oU WUade, bXW aV Waking and giYing.  The gendeUing of Whe XnciYili]ed naWionV 

ZiWh Whe feminine ³elleV´ iV gUammaWicall\ XnUemaUkable bXW eYokeV an XneTXal SoZeU 

d\namic beWZeen male and female of Whe SeUiod, aWWUibXWing moUe SoZeU Wo Whe EXUoSean 

WUading SaUWneU.  WhaW Zill be Waken fUom Whe foUeign SoZeU iV VWaWed ZiWh Whe ceUWainW\ of 

Whe FUench fXWXU VLPSOe YeUb WenVe; ZhaW Zill be giYen in e[change iV nXanced aV VlighWl\ 

leVV ceUWain WhUoXgh Whe e[SUeVVion ³on SUpWend leXU donneU en pchange.´  In WhaW 

e[SUeVVion, one haV Whe inWenW Wo giYe WhaW meUchandiVe in e[change, bXW WhiV iV noW aV 

deciViYe a conVWUXcWion aV if Whe enWU\ had Vaid ³TX¶on donneUa en pchange,´ maWching Whe 

conVWUXcWion of Whe fiUVW half of Whe ShUaVe.  Again, WhiV UheWoUical conVWUXcWion VXggeVWV an 

 
Glenn Roe (eds), http://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu.ezp1.lib.umn.edu/. 
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XneTXal SoZeU d\namic in Whe µeVWabliVhmenW¶ of WUade.  WiWh WhiV enhanced le[ical 

comSUehenVion, Ze can Uead Whe WiWle of Whe HDI in a moUe SoliWici]ed Za\, XndeUVWanding 

hoZ Whe ZoUd Vignified Wo a UeadeU of Whe SeUiod. 

The heaY\ SUeVence of e[amSleV and UefeUenceV Wo India and Whe IndieV in Whe 

definiWionV of ³pWabliVVemenWV´ demonVWUaWeV Whe cenWUaliW\ of µleV IndeV¶ in Whe 

UeSUeVenWaWion of commeUce in Whe mid- Wo laWe eighWeenWh cenWXU\.  In boWh Whe hiVWoU\ of 

Whe WeUm in Whe GUaQd RRbeUW, and Whe definiWionV giYen in Whe EQc\cORSpdLe, Ze find an 

XneTXal SoZeU d\namic ZiWh eiWheU miliWaUiVWic SoVVeVVion of anoWheU¶V WeUUiWoU\ oU 

WUading agUeemenWV VXbWl\ conceiYed Wo naWXUali]e Whe adYanWage of Whe EXUoSean SaUWneU 

oYeU Whe ³naWion VaXYage.´ 

CommeUce iV a conceSW fXndamenWal Wo WUade and ³pWabliVVemenWV,´ and iW iV SaiUed 

ZiWh Whe laWWeU in Whe WiWle of Whe HDI ² HLVWRLUe SKLORVRSKLTXe eW SROLWLTXe deV 

pWabOLVVePeQWV eW dX cRPPeUce deV EXURSpeQV daQV OeV deX[ IQdeV.  ConVideU Whe caVe of 

hoZ ³commeUce´ ZaV conceiYed of and UeSUeVenWed in eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ FUance.  The 

dicWionaU\ of Whe Acadpmie fUanoaiVe fUom 1762 giYeV WZo definiWionV: 

 

COMMERCE. s.m. Trafic, négoce de marchandises, d¶argent, soit en 
gUoV, VoiW en dpWail.  [«] 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  
 

TheVe definiWionV Uemind XV WhaW in addiWion Wo Whe economic VenVe, commeUce alVo meanW 

Vocial inWeUacWion and commXnicaWion.  Again, WhiV Vocial connoWaWion iV mXch leVV 

common in WZenW\-fiUVW-cenWXU\ XVage. The Sol\Yalence of Whe WeUm ³commeUce´ alloZV 

Whe HDI Wo geVWXUe WoZaUd Whe economicV of WUade Zhile alVo eYoking Whe idea of SoViWiYe 

Vocial inWeUacWion. 

The EQc\cORSpdLe haV 25 enWUieV ZiWh Whe headZoUd conWaining ³commeUce.´  The 

main aUWicle WiWled ³COMMERCE´ iV ZUiWWen b\ FUanooiV VpUon de FoUbonnais.  The 

definiWion of commeUce in Whe EQc\cORSpdLe combineV Whe WZo main VenVeV WhaW aUe giYen 

in Whe dicWionaU\ of Whe Acadpmie fUanoaiVe: ³On enWend SaU ce moW, danV le VenV gpnpUal, 

Xne commXnicaWion UpciSUoTXe. Il V¶aSSliTXe SlXV SaUWicXliqUemenW j la commXnicaWion 

TXe leV hommeV Ve fonW enWU¶eX[ deV SUodXcWionV de leXUV WeUUeV & de leXU indXVWUie.´80  

FoUbonnaiV¶ aUWicle on Whe Zhole eVSoXVeV a UeligioXV, SUoYidenWial SoinW of YieZ, baVing 

commeUce on Whe inWenWional deVign of a diYine cUeaWoU Zho faVhioned Whe naWXUal ZoUld 

in VXch a Za\ aV Wo diVWUibXWe naWXUal UeVoXUceV and agUicXlWXUe Vo WhaW hXman beingV in 

diffeUenW UegionV/coXnWUieV ZoXld KaYe WR be inWeUdeSendenW on one anoWheU, WUading foU 

ZhaW Whe\ needed oU ZanWed.  FoUbonnaiV VeemV Wo VhaUe Whe HDI ZUiWeUV¶ oSWimiVWic YieZ 

of Whe amelioUaWing inflXence of commeUce on inWeUnaWional UelaWionV:  

La PUoYidence infinie, donW la naWXUe eVW l¶oXYUage, a YoXlX, SaU la YaUipWp 
TX¶elle \ UpSand, meWWUe leV hommeV danV la dpSendance leV XnV deV 

 
79 DLcWLRQQaLUe de O¶AcadpPLe fUaQoaLVe 4Wh ed., (BUXneW, 1762), V.Y. ³commeUce.´ 
80 ³CommeUce,´ 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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aXWUeV: l¶ÇWUe VXSUqme en a foUmp leV lienV, afin de SoUWeU leV SeXSleV j 
conVeUYeU la Sai[ enWU¶eX[ & j V¶aimeU.´81 
 

TheVe definiWionV of commeUce VeUYe Wo VhoZ WhaW XndeUl\ing Whe inWeUeVW in WUade, 

WheUe iV an an[ieW\ aboXW conflicW¶V abiliW\ Wo SXW an end Wo commeUce: ³la Sai[ faiW fleXUiU 

le commeUce,´ bXW ³la gXeUUe faiW ceVVeU le commeUce.´  PaXl Chene\ highlighWV anoWheU 

aVSecW of Whe Vocial WenVion WhaW an e[Sanding meUcanWile claVV Slaced on Whe SoliWical 

VSheUe aV global commeUce fed local SUoVSeUiW\.  He noWeV WhaW FUench eliWeV had Wo come 

Wo WeUmV ZiWh ³a SUoblem WhaW had become ValienW Vince Whe VeYenWeenWh cenWXU\: ZhaW ZaV 

Whe moVW aSSUoSUiaWe SoliWical V\VWem foU a ZoUld oUdeU baVed on commeUce UaWheU Whan on 

WeUUiWoUial conTXeVW?´82  ThiV meWUoSoliWan an[ieW\ confiUmed a VhifW in SoliWical 

SeUVSecWiYe, bXW VWill XndeUSla\ed Whe conTXeVW inheUenW in commeUce and colon\. 

A modeUn UeadeU ZoXld likel\ noW aVVociaWe Whe ZoUd ³pWabliVVemenW´ ZiWh colon\.  

The FUench ZoUd moUe likel\ aVVociaWed iV, of coXUVe, ³colonie.´  The aUWicle in Whe 

EQc\cORSpdLe foU ³Colonie´ ZaV alVo ZUiWWen b\ FoUbonnaiV, Zho Senned Whe main aUWicle 

foU ³CommeUce.´  InWeUeVWingl\, Zhile WheUe aUe ofWen mXlWiSle enWUieV in diffeUenW 

caWegoUieV foU man\ ZoUdV in Whe EQc\cORSpdLe, ³colonie´ haV onl\ RQe aUWicle ZiWh WhaW 

headZoUd.  ThiV VeemV like a conVSicXoXV concenWUaWion of meaning inWo one aUWicle.  I 

can onl\ conjecWXUe WhaW WhiV ZaV in an effoUW SeUhaSV Wo conWUol oU confine We[W WhaW coXld 

be conWUoYeUVial and land Whe ZUiWeUV in SeUil. ³Colonie´ iV a WeUm aW Whe inWeUVecWion of 

hiVWoU\ and commeUce, aV indicaWed b\ Whe claVVificaWion of WhiV Vingle enWU\ XndeU WhUee 

domainV:  HLVWRLUe PRdeUQe, HLVWRLUe aQcLeQQe, CRPPeUce.  AW Whe end of Whe enWU\, Whe 

 
81 ³CommeUce,´ Encyclopédie 3:690. 
82 Paul Burton Cheney, Revolutionary Commerce: Globalization and the French 

Monarchy (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2010), 53. 
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aXWhoU once again UeinfoUceV Whe cenWUal Uole of commeUce foU colonieV b\ indicaWing WhaW 

Whe SUoSeU Slace Wo Uead aboXW Whe colonial endeaYoUV of conWemSoUaU\ EXUoSean SoZeUV 

iV XndeU Whe VXbheading µcommeUce¶ ZiWhin Whe EQc\cORSpdLe aUWicle on each EXUoSean 

naWion.  ³Colonie´ iV defined YeU\ bUoadl\ aW fiUVW: ³on enWend SaU ce moW le WUanVSoUW d¶Xn 

SeXSle, oX d¶Xne SaUWie d¶Xn SeXSle, d¶Xn Sa\V j Xn aXWUe.´83  The aUWicle When diYideV 

colonieV inWo Vi[ claVVeV baVed on Whe SXUSoVe foU foXnding Whe colon\.   

The fiUVW foXU claVVeV of colonieV deVcUibe YaUioXV hiVWoUical oU Biblical ViWXaWionV 

ZheUe one gUoXS of SeoSle moYed oU ZeUe moYed Wo manage SoSXlaWion gUoZWh of 

YaUioXV kindV.  BXW Whe fifWh claVV of colon\ iV UelaWed Wo commeUce.  TheVe colonieV aUe 

³celleV TX¶a fondpeV l¶eVSUiW de commeUce, & TXi enUichiVVenW la mpWUoSole.´84  ThiV claVV 

of colon\ conViVWV of WUading SoVWV and VWUonghold deSoWV Wo VXSSoUW long-Uange WUading.  

UVing Whe e[amSle of EXUoSean eVWabliVhmenWV in India, FoUbonnaiV VSecifieV WhaW WheVe 

colonieV aUe deSendenW on a cRPSagQLe and mXVW be emSoZeUed Wo make and mainWain 

SoliWical agUeemenWV, oVWenVibl\ ZiWh Whe local hoVW coXnWU\.  And \eW, WhiV W\Se of colon\ 

cannoW engage in conTXeVW oU elVe iW conYeUWV inWo anoWheU claVV of colon\ and mXVW When 

be fXnded b\ Whe goYeUnmenW. 

The Vi[Wh claVV of colon\ UeceiYeV Whe moVW aWWenWion.  While moVW of Whe oWheU 

claVVeV of colonieV aUe ZUiWWen XS in aSSUo[imaWel\ 100 Wo 400 ZoUdV, WhiV VecWion ZeighV 

in aW 1,239 ZoUdV ² WZelYe WimeV Whe lengWh of Whe VhoUWeU VeWV, WhUee WimeV aV long aV Whe 

ne[W longeVW SaVVage.  ThiV Vi[Wh claVV of colon\ iV deVcUibed aV neZl\ emeUging fUom Whe 

EXUoSean encoXnWeU ZiWh Whe NeZ WoUld of Whe AmeUican conWinenWV and iVlandV.  ³ToXWeV 

 
83 ³Colonie,´ Encyclopédie, 3:648. 
84 ³Colonie,´ Encyclopédie, 3:649. 
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celleV de ce conWinenW onW eX le commeUce & la cXlWXUe WoXW-j-la-foiV SoXU objeW de leXU 

pWabliVVemenW, oX V¶\ VonW WoXUnpeV: dqV-loUV il pWoiW npceVVaiUe de conTXpUiU leV WeUUeV, & 

d¶en chaVVeU leV ancienV habiWanV, SoXU \ en WUanVSoUWeU de noXYeaX[.´85  ThiV neZ YaUieW\ 

of commeUcial colon\ alVo haV agUicXlWXUal SUodXcWion aV iWV eVVenWial SXUSoVe.  WheUe a 

SXUel\ commeUcial colon\ co-e[iVWV ZiWh Whe indigenoXV SeoSle (accoUding Wo Whe Vi[ 

claVVeV of colon\ in Whe EQc\cORSpdLe), a NeZ WoUld colon\ deSlo\V a docWUine of UeV 

QXOOLXV [Whing oZned b\ no one], oU moUe accXUaWel\ WeUUa QXOOLXV [nobod\¶V land].  The 

e[iVWing indigenoXV SoSXlaWion iV UemoYed boWh Sh\Vicall\ and conceSWXall\ ² 

conVideUed noW Wo be effecWiYel\ in SoVVeVVion of WheiU landV.  ThiV VWaWe of affaiUV SeUmiWV 

Whe coloni]ing coXnWU\ Wo declaUe Whe land aV ZiWhoXW an oZneU oU an agenW making 

effecWiYe XVe of iW, and WhXV fUee foU Whe Waking ZiWhoXW SXUchaVe, WUeaW\, oU foUmal 

declaUaWion of ZaU. 

³[La] libeUWp doiW rWUe UeVWUainWe en faYeXU de la mpWUoSole,´ declaUeV WhiV enWU\ b\ 

FoUbonnaiV, in a VeUieV of VWaWemenWV SUoSoVing VWUicWeU goYeUnmenWal conWUol foU WhiV W\Se 

of colon\.86   A fXUWheU UeVWUicWion on WhiV neZ W\Se of colon\ iV WhaW iWV WUade iV UeVeUYed 

e[clXViYel\ foU Whe foXnding coXnWU\.  The XnidiUecWionaliW\ of WUade benefiW defieV Whe 

Vocial inWeUacWion connoWaWion of ³commeUce´ in eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ FUench cXlWXUe.  To 

ma[imi]e Whe SUofiW of VXch a colon\, iW mXVW noW e[Send UeVoXUceV and caSiWal oXWVide Whe 

confineV of incUeaVing SUodXcWion.  DeSendenc\ on Whe foXnding coXnWU\ iV a deVign 

facWoU foU VXch a colon\: ³leV colonieV ne VeUoienW SlXV XWileV, Vi elleV SoXYoienW Ve SaVVeU 

de la mpWUoSole: ainVi c¶eVW Xne loi SUiVe danV la naWXUe de la choVe, TXe l¶on doiW 

 
85 ³Colonie,´ Encyclopédie, 3:650. 
86 ³Colonie,´ Encyclopédie, 3:650. 
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UeVWUaindUe leV aUWV & la cXlWXUe danV Xne colonie, j WelV & WelV objeWV.´  ThXV, a colon\ of 

WhiV W\Se Zill lack ceUWain eVVenWialV WhaW can be SUoYided onl\ b\ Whe homeland. 

HoZeYeU, along ZiWh Whe VXggeVWion WhaW WhiV Vi[Wh W\Se of colon\, WhiV NeZ WoUld 

W\Se of colon\, UeTXiUeV gUeaWeU conWUol Wo mainWain benefiW foU Whe meWUoSole, WheUe iV alVo 

a modeUaWing caXWion WhaW Whe effecWV of heaY\-handed WollV and XndXe UeVWUicWion of 

fUeedomV in WUade ma\ haYe a magnified effecW in colonieV of damSening VSiUiWV and 

WheUeb\ diminiVh SUodXcWiYiW\ foU Whe meWUoSole.  While aW fiUVW Whe aUWicle¶V caXWion ma\ 

Veem hXmaniVWic, WheVe VXggeVWionV aUe UeYealed Wo be VimSl\ Whe hXVbandU\ WechniTXeV Wo 

mainWain efficienW SUodXcWion.  An oSSUeVViYe Solic\ iV Wo be aYoided in managing a 

colon\ becaXVe VXch a Solic\  ZoXld ³conWUibXe j diminXeU la TXanWiWp de la denUpe oX j 

la UenchpUiU, diminXe npceVVaiUemenW le bpnpfice de la mpWUoSole, & foXUniW aX[ aXWUeV 

SeXSleV Xne occaVion faYoUable de gagneU la VXSpUioUiWp, oX d¶enWUeU en concXUUence.´87  

ThiV gXiding UaWionale iV noW Whe inciWemenW of RoXVVeaX, Zho aUgXeV foU Whe XniYeUVal 

digniW\ of hXman beingV in TKe SRcLaO CRQWUacW, ³L¶homme eVW np libUe, eW SaUWoXW il eVW 

danV leV feUV,´ RaWheU, WhiV aUWicle iV a SUagmaWic WUeaWiVe on Whe moVW effecWiYe Za\ Wo coa[ 

SUofiW fUom a colon\, conceiYed of heUe almoVW aV of a machine Wo SUodXce goodV and 

SUofiW.88  McClellan and RegoXUd deVcUibe WhiV ³colonial machine´ aV ³an elaboUaWe VWaWe-

leYel VcienWifico-medical-Wechnical bXUeaXcUac\ VeW in Slace Wo VXSSoUW and adYance Whe 

FUench SUeVence oYeUVeaV.´89  ThiV elaboUaWe infUaVWUXcWXUe ZaV SXW in Slace Wo VXSSoUW Whe 

 
87 ³Colonie,´ Encyclopédie, 3:651. 
88 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Du contrat social; ou principes du droit politique 

(Amsterdam: Marc Michel Rey, 1762), Livre I: Ch. I. 
89 James Edward McClellan and François Regourd, The Colonial Machine: 

French Science and Overseas Expansion in the Old Regime (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), 
41. 



 238 

diVWUibXWion of SeoSle Wo SlaceV of miliWaU\ oU meUcanWile benefiW, bXW alVo Wo caUefXll\ 

conWUol Whe homeland emigUaWion WoZaUd foUWXne and foUeign VhoUeV. 

ThiV EQc\cORSpdLe enWU\ WheUefoUe haV WZo caXWionV aboXW Whe SeoSle of Whe 

colon\; Whe\ aUe Whe machineV of SUodXcWion and VhoXld be encoXUaged Wo incUeaVe WheiU 

oZn SoSXlaWion, \eW WhiV incUeaVe VhoXld noW come aW Whe e[SenVe of Whe homeland 

SoSXlaWion.  FoUbonnaiV eYen inclXdeV an admoniVhmenW Wo WemSeU Whe enWhXViaVm of Whe 

geneUal SoSXlaWion of Whe meWUoSole foU joining a colon\ Vo WhaW Whe home coXnWU\ doeVn¶W 

deSoSXlaWe. 

The aUWicle on ³colonie´ aVVeUWV WhaW Whe colonieV ³en AmpUiTXe´ called foU neZ 

laZV becaXVe WheVe colonieV eVWabliVhed a noYel foUm of deSendence and commeUce, 

making Whe caVe WhaW WhiV colonial ViWXaWion iV XniTXe.  TheVe neZ laZV mXVW be moniWoUed 

and balanced againVW Whe SUodXcWiYiW\ of Whe colon\, aV Whe laZV mXVW alZa\V Wend WoZaUd 

incUeaVing Whe commeUcial YiabiliW\ of Whe colon\, Zhich iV Whe eVVenWial goal of WhiV W\Se 

of colon\: ³il SeXW aUUiYeU TXe ceV loiV deYiennenW conWUaiUeV j l¶objeW de l¶inVWiWXWion, TXi 

eVW le commeUce.´90  Again, emShaVi]ing commeUce¶V Uole, Whe aUWicle VWaWeV, ³c¶eVW le 

commeUce TXi SaU Von acWiYiWp en a donnp j WoXWeV leV colonieV Xn SeX floUiVVanWeV.´91  

The anWecedenW foU Whe SUonoXn ³en´ heUe iV YagXe and coXld UefeU Wo commeUce, acWiYiW\, 

oU jXVWice (UefeUUing Wo Whe baViV foU Whe laZV of Whe colon\).  The adjecWiYe ³floUiVVanWeV´ 

naWXUali]eV Whe acWiYiW\ of Whe colon\ Yia a boWanical meWaShoU ZheUe Whe colon\ gUoZV 

and SUodXceV like a SlanW WhaW floXUiVheV.  The floZeU iV a beaXWifXl UeSUeVenWaWion, 

SUomiVing Whe fUXiW WhaW iV Wo come. The colon\ iV figXUed aV naWXUal, beaXWifXl, feUWile, and 

 
90 ³Colonie,´ Encyclopédie, 3:650. 
91 ³Colonie,´ Encyclopédie, 3:650. 
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SUojecWed Wo UiSen, WhXV SUoYiding VXVWenance in Whe neaU fXWXUe. 

OXU cloVe anal\ViV of Whe le[icon of commeUce and colon\ in Whe eighWeenWh 

cenWXU\ highlighWV Whe SoZeU of langXage Wo VhaSe WhoXghW.  In WhiV SeUiod Whe FUench 

ZoUd ³cRPPeUce´ animaWeV colonial XndeUWakingV and Whe WeUm fUeighWV SoViWiYe 

denoWaWionV of UeciSUocal Vocial and economic e[change.  HoZeYeU, Whe imSeUialiVWic WoolV 

of commeUce, ³pWabOLVVePeQW,´ and ³cRORQLe,´ cannoW be VSoken of ZiWhoXW inYoking Whe 

ZoUdV¶ inheUenW aVVociaWionV ZiWh miliWaU\ SoVVeVVion and SoZeU imbalance, Zhile alVo 

naWXUali]ing WhoVe ideaV WhUoXgh Whe boWanical/]oological le[ical aVVociaWionV of Whe WeUmV. 

In effecW, Whe langXage eTXiYocaWeV and XlWimaWel\ jXVWifieV Whe VXSeUioU SoViWion of Whe 

EXUoSean. 

Among Whe ZoUdV WhaW aUe cenWUal Wo Whe We[W and conceSWV of Whe HDI, Ze find Whe 

langXage of Whe SeUiod naWXUali]ing Whe eVWabliVhmenW of colonieV and legiWimi]ing Whe 

foUcefXl Vei]XUe of naWiYe SeoSleV¶ landV.  The Yiolence inheUenW in WheVe acWiYiWieV iV 

modeUaWed b\ a caXWion foU Whe SUe-condiWion of UelaWiYe Seace and Vocial inWeUacWion 

UeTXiUed foU SUofiWable commeUce. CommeUce iV WhXV Whe inVWigaWoU and miWigaWoU of Whe 

Yiolence in imSeUialiVWic colonial acWiYiW\. 

Conclusion 
The HLVWRLUe SKLORVRSKLTXe eW SROLWLTXe deV pWabOLVVePeQWV eW dX cRPPeUce deV 

EXURSpeQV daQV OeV deX[ IQdeV iV a comSle[ We[W.  We can VaYoU iWV comSle[iW\ if Ze 

conVideU iW like a UeadeU, aV a Zhole, UaWheU Whan diYiding iW inWo fUagmenWV Wo idenWif\ 

VoXUceV.  I haYe aUgXed WhaW Whe book deUiYeV iWV eneUg\, aXWhoUiW\, and claim on UeadeUV 

WhUoXgh iWV inWeUnal WenVion beWZeen WZo SaUWicXlaU modeV of e[SUeVVion.  The dialogXe 

and WenVion beWZeen WheVe modeV inheUenW in Whe ZoUk SeUfoUmV iWV mXlWidimenVional 
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ZholeneVV in Whe Vame Za\ WhaW WZo VeSaUaWe VSeakeUV aUe UeTXiUed Wo cUeaWe VWeUeo VoXnd.  

AnnoXnced fUom Whe WiWle iWVelf, Whe book iV a SaUado[, combining WZo modeV of ZUiWing 

WhaW ZeUe, accoUding Wo Ra\nal himVelf, incomSaWible.  Ra\nal VWaWed WhaW a hiVWoUian mXVW 

be caUefXl noW Wo ³VoUWiU dX caUacWqUe d¶hiVWoUien SoXU SUendUe celXi de ShiloVoShe oX de 

SoliWiTXe.´92  And \eW, in 1770 aV in 1774 and 1780, iW iV indeed an imSoVing hiVWoU\ WhaW 

VeekV Wo combine boWh Whe ShiloVoShical and Whe SoliWical WhaW Ra\nal SXbliVheV.  The 

UeadeU enWeUV inWo a comSle[ ZoUk WhaW iV figXUal aV eaUl\ aV Whe WiWle iWVelf.  ³Une hiVWoiUe 

µShiloVoShiTXe eW SoliWiTXe¶ VXSSoVaiW Xn V\VWqme de UeSUpVenWaWionV donW le WiWUe, danV leV 

UeSliV de l¶pnoncp eW la dXSliciWp de Von langage, pWaiW Xne figXUe.´93 

PUomoWing Whe UichneVV of Whe HDI Zhen Waken all WogeWheU, SWUXgnell claimV 

³L¶enVemble noXV offUe Xne hiVWoiUe YiYanWe, oUiginale bien TXe fondpe VXU de mXlWiSleV 

UppcUiWXUeV, eW aVVocianW anal\Ve eW anecdoWe, deVcUiSWion eW naUUaWion, haUangXe eW 

e[hoUWaWion, comme SoXU mieX[ WUadXiUe la UicheVVe, la comSle[iWp eW l¶ambiYalence dX 

monde: celleV VXUWoXW de l¶OUienW eW dX NoXYeaX Monde, leV ³deX[ IndeV´ dX WiWUe [«]´94 

I am noW alone in aUgXing WhaW Whe HDI iV a SeUVXaViYe, WUanVfoUmaWiYe, and 

enchanWing We[W.  HanV WolSe inWeUSUeWV Whe aim of Whe HDI Wo be a ZideU change in Whe 

VocieW\ of eighWeenWh-cenWXU\ FUance.  He ZUiWeV, ³l¶HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV eVW Xne aUme 

de combaW (VeV SolpmiTXeV deYiennenW de SlXV en SlXV kSUeV); c¶eVW Xn oXWil deVWinp j 

µpclaiUeU¶ le SXblic (leV infoUmaWionV, VXU WoXV leV VXjeWV, deYiennenW de SlXV en SlXV 

 
92 Hessiche Hofbibliothek, ms. autograph 335, De O¶HLVWRLUe, p. 173 cited in 

Michèle Duchet, DLdeURW eW O¶HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV RX O¶pcULWXUe fUagPeQWaLUe (Paris: 
A.G. Nizet, 1978), 159. 

93 Duchet, DLdeURW eW O¶HLVWRLUe des deux Indes, 161. 
94 AnWhon\ SWUXgnell, ³InWUodXcWion GpnpUale,´ in HDI 2010, 1:[Yiii. 
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nombUeXVeV eW SUpciVeV).  C¶eVW VXUWoXW Xn mo\en de VeUYiU la CaXVe, non Xn bXW en Voi.´95  

S\lYana TomaVelli affiUmV Whe SeUfoUmaWiYe naWXUe of Whe HDI, Va\ing ³Ra\nal and 

DideUoW¶V ZoUk came Wo be an endeaYoU Wo WUanVfoUm Whe WUanVfoUmeUV, WhoVe Zho had 

changed Whe ZoUld WhUoXgh WheiU commeUcial SXUVXiWV.´96   

In WhiV chaSWeU Ze haYe e[SloUed KRZ Whe We[W of Whe HDI SeUfoUmV WUanVfoUmaWion.  

Signaled and iniWiaWed b\ Whe WiWle ZiWh iWV inWeUSUeWiYel\-comSle[if\ing SaiUV of WeUmV, Whe 

HDI SUeVenWV a UeadeU ZiWh a We[W WhaW confUonWV, diVenchanWV, e[hoUWV, and Ue-enchanWV Whe 

UeadeU¶V conceSWion of Velf and Whe ZoUld.  CommeUce iV fUeTXenWl\ Whe ZoUd WhaW dUaZV 

cUiWical aWWenWion in WhiV ZoUk, bXW oXU anal\ViV of Whe ³InWUodXcWion´ VhoZV WhaW Whe Seak 

inWenViW\ of WhaW We[W focXVeV on aWWaining an aWWiWXde of enlighWened ShiloVoShical 

deWachmenW.  ThiV ShiloVoShical SoinW of YieZing iV neXWUal Wo SUofeVVion, faiWh, and 

naWionaliW\ in oUdeU Wo SeUceiYe and jXdge Whe ZoUld in a mode of VeQWLPeQW, Wo Uain WeaUV 

oU imSUecaWionV on ViWXaWionV accoUding Wo WheiU YiUWXeV oU WUanVgUeVVionV againVW 

hXmankind.  The Xnlikel\ SaVWiche of SaVVageV YaU\ing in VW\le beWZeen a Yoice of 

SoliWical hiVWoU\ and a Yoice of ShiloVoShical hiVWoU\ cUeaWeV a We[W Xnlike an\ oWheU a 

UeadeU iV likel\ Wo find.  The hiVWoUical Yoice lendV cUedibiliW\, Zhile Whe ShiloVoShical 

Yoice enchanWV ZiWh an e[SeULeQce.  ThiV e[SeUience occXUV in Whe acW of Ueading We[W and 

image.  The inWimac\ of conWacW ZiWh anoWheU¶V WhoXghWV and feelingV in Whe Za\ Ueading 

bUingV Whem inWo Whe UeadeU¶V mind iV jXVW VhoUW of magic, and iV indeed a VecXlaU foUm of 

enchanWmenW, ZiWh Whe SoWenWial Wo noW onl\ change one¶V mind, bXW SeUhaSV eYen change 

Whe ³faoon de SenVeU´ ² WhaW iV Wo Va\ Whe eSiVWemological fUame ZiWh Zhich one 

 
95 Hans Wolpe, Raynal et sa machine de guerre, 18. 
96 Tomaselli, 77. 
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comSUehendV Whe ZoUld. 

The HLVWRLUe deV deX[ IQdeV cUiWiTXeV, conWeVWV, and XndoeV WUadiWional aXWhoUiW\ in 

hiVWoUiogUaSh\.  ThiV VoUW of XnmooUing fUom faiWh in a WUadiWional aXWhoUiW\ UeVXlWV in Whe 

loVV of a VenVe of oUgani]aWion and connecWion Wo a SUeYioXV eSiVWemological oUdeU.  AV Ze 

haYe diVcXVVed eaUlieU, diVenchanWmenW UeVXlWV fUom an\ VXch diVlocaWion ZheWheU fUom a 

diYine oU VecXlaU aXWhoUiW\.  FUeed fUom Whe SUeYioXV neWZoUkV of aVVociaWionV (UeligioXV, 

VXSeUVWiWioXV, m\Whological), ZUiWeUV and WhinkeUV of Whe eighWeenWh cenWXU\ like Ra\nal 

and DideUoW ZeUe able Wo UeflecW cUiWicall\ on Whe ZoUld and VocieW\ aUoXnd Whem, 

WUanVfoUm Whe ZoUld ZiWh figXUal langXage, and inYiWe WheiU UeadeUV Wo enWeU and conWinXe 

iWV cUeaWion ZiWh Whem. 
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Conclusion 
Disenchantment and Re-enchantment:  

Rhetorical Tension in the Siècle des Lumières 
 

 ³[«] ceW illXsWre naYigaWeXr resserrp de WoXWes parWs par les riYages 
de ce globe, qXi n¶offre plXs de mers j ses YaisseaX[, eW connaissanW 
désormais la mesXre de noWre planqWe, comme le dieX qXi l¶a arrondie enWre 
ses mains. 
 CeSeQdaQW, il faXW l¶aYRXeU, ce TXe QRXV gagQRQV dX c{Wp deV 
sciences, nous le perdons en sentiment. 
 L¶kme des anciens aimaiW j se plonger dans le vague infini; la nôtre 
est circonscriWe par nos connaissances.  QXel esW l¶homme sensible qXi ne 
s¶esW WroXYp soXYenW j l¶pWroiW, dans Xne peWiWe circonfprence de qXelqXes 
millions de lieXes?´1  

 
As Ze come Wo Whe conclXsion of Whis projecW, Ze Zill Wake a final look aW Whe 

problemaWics discXssed and consider Whe implicaWions of enchanWmenW and episWeme for 

reading eighWeenWh-cenWXr\ French liWeraWXre and inWersecWional We[Ws WhaW blXr generic 

lines. AfWer WhaW discXssion, Ze Zill When demonsWraWe hoZ Whe approach elaboraWed in Whis 

disserWaWion can be applied Wo render legible Whe poWenWial for episWemic disrXpWion in We[Ws 

be\ond Whose of oXr case sWXdies.  HoZ does Whis approach Zork for We[Ws WhaW are not 

pXrporWed Wo be parW of a knoZledge projecW ² specificall\ Whe Zider Zorld of Whe 

eighWeenWh-cenWXr\ noYel.  To WesW Whis h\poWhesis, Ze Zill anal\]e a sample passage from 

RoXsseaX¶s La Nouvelle Hplowse.  Finall\, Ze Zill discXss Whe ke\ implicaWions of Whis 

research and Whe fXWXre direcWions Zhere Whis line of inqXir\ ma\ lead.  

 
 

1 Emphasis mine.  François-Renp ChaWeaXbriand, ³Essai sXr les rpYolXWions,´ in 
¯uvres complqtes (Paris: Arvensa Editions, 2013), 2456-57. 
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A view of the whole ² Figural thinking with text and image 
One of Whe Whreads WhaW has ZoXnd WhroXgh all Whe chapWers of Whis disserWaWion is 

an e[aminaWion of Whe presence and pXrpose of engraYed illXsWraWions in each of Whe case 

sWXd\ We[Ws.  The role of Whe images in Whese Zorks can be XndersWood as a Za\ of 

emplo\ing figXral Whinking Wo e[perimenW ZiWh Whe limiWs of cogniWiYe WhoXghW.  The 

images e[Wend Whe We[WXal sWraWegies b\ offering Whe YieZing/reading sXbjecW an e[perience 

WhaW challenges preYioXs concepWions.  The images Ze haYe sWXdied presenW a non-Yerbal 

Za\ Wo e[perimenW ZiWh Whe limiWs of cogniWion Wo process a consWiWXWiYe Wension 

concerning Whe meaning of Whe Zork. 

As Ze haYe seen in each of oXr chapWers, one parW of a We[W¶s poeWic Zork is 

performed WhroXgh Whe sXbjecW¶s acW of inWerpreWing Whe We[W.  A YisXal e[Wension of Whis 

performaWiYe Zork inYolYes Whe senWimenWal or affecWiYe commXnicaWion conYe\ed 

WhroXgh Whe figXral.  While one ma\ be WempWed Wo regard Whe YisXal as an aXWonomoXs 

elemenW beWWer lefW Wo be anal\]ed b\ arW hisWorians, Whe reading sXbjecW encoXnWers We[W 

and image WogeWher as parW of Whe same e[perience of Whe book, and in oXr selecWed We[Ws 

Whe images and We[W Zere boWh prodXced Xnder Whe direcWion of Whe aXWhor and WhXs possess 

a cerWain claim Wo XniW\.  This indicaWes a greaWer degree of ediWorial XniW\ Whan if Whe 

images Zere inserWed b\ Whe prinWer, as Zas noW Xncommon aW Whe Wime.  AWWending Wo Whe 

illXsWraWions in oXr selecWed We[Ws When can help Xs beWWer XndersWand Whe Zork¶s capaciW\ Wo 

change Whe reader¶s manner of Whinking aboXW naWXre Yia Whe mode of sentiment, Zhich is 

perhaps beWWer rendered WhroXgh YisXal and figXral commXnicaWion. 

scrivcmt://19C50760-7670-4BE4-ADFE-445B6BBB5E79/
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Syntheses and synergies 
As sWaWed before, Whe figXraWion resXlWing from Whe opposiWion beWZeen 

disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW consWiWXWes Whe hearW of Whe disserWaWion.  As Ze haYe 

seen, Whis opposiWion is a meWa-episWemological sWrXcWXre WhaW generaWes a ZealWh of 

opposiWel\ charged binaries parWicXlar Wo Whe We[W and iWs criWical issXes.  IdenWif\ing and 

eYalXaWing Whese opposiWions adYances and complicaWes oXr XndersWanding of 

EnlighWenmenW We[Ws.  ThroXghoXW Whis sWXd\ I haYe anal\]ed a nXmber of Whose 

opposiWions in Whe YarioXs Zorks considered.  When Ze look aW a collecWion of Whese 

rheWorical opposiWions, organi]ed b\ Whe fXncWion Whe\ serYe in a parWicXlar We[W, a picWXre 

begins Wo emerge of hoZ Whese polariWies shape Whe d\namic of Whese Zorks. 

 

DiVeQchaQWmeQW Re-eQchaQWmeQW 

S\sWqme SenWimenW 

DescripWion HisWoire, NarraWion 

DeclaraWiYe (DiscXrsiYe) FigXraWiYe DiscoXrse 

RedXcWiYe HisWor\ CreaWiYe FicWion 

HisWor\ EngagemenW 

HisWor\ Philosoph\ 

InformaWion ComposiWion 

RedXcWiYe GeneraWiYe 

InformaWional LiWerar\ 

CriWical SenWimenWal 

HisWorical AffecWiYe 
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ThroXghoXW Whis disserWaWion, Whe model I haYe Xsed Wo illXsWraWe Whe Za\ 

disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW fXncWion together is designed Wo shoZ hoZ Whe\ 

break, blend, and reseW concepWXal frameZorks, noW jXsW modif\ informaWional conWenW 

ZiWhin an e[isWing frameZork.  One e[ample of Whis is seen in oXr anal\sis of Whe Histoire 

des deu[ Indes Zhere Whe rheWorical Wension Zorks Wo break fi[ed beliefs and reformXlaWe 

Whe concepW of EXropean ciYiliW\, blending Whe YirWXoXs ideals of EXrope ZiWh Whe 

boXndless freedom represenWed b\ Whe figXre of naWiYes of a Zild land.  This beWZeen-Whe-

sWaWed-YalXes concepWion of ciYiliW\ enchanWs WhroXgh Whe appeal of a reseW Wo Whe original 

sWaWe of hXmankind in naWXre before Whe corrXpWion of Whe polis ² Whis imagined reseW 

presenWing a secXlar prelapsarian id\ll.  The rheWoricall\ sXblime momenW of forWhrighW 

pXriW\ in a sWaWe of naWXre conjXres an organi]ing schema for Whis alWernaWe YieZ of 

hXmankind e[isWing in Whe Zorld and WhroXgh a parWicXlar relaWionship ZiWh naWXre and 

oWher people. 

As Whis projecW draZs Wo a close, ZhaW can Ze conclXde from Whese anal\ses?  IW is 

noZ apparenW WhaW French We[Ws of Whe eighWeenWh cenWXr\ WhaW are concerned ZiWh 

knoZledge Zork aboXnd in binar\ opposiWions WhaW haYe episWemic fXncWions.  The 

Histoire naturelle re-ZriWes Whe approach Wo naWXral hisWor\, insisWing WhaW Whe person Zho 

ZoXld WrXl\ XndersWand Whe naWXral Zorld mXsW possess Whe abiliW\ Wo encompass boWh Whe 

opposing skills of global perspecWiYe and aWWenWion Wo deWail.  General s\stqme and 

parWicXlar obserYaWion Yie for a primar\ role in Whe pracWice of descripWion, ZiWh Whe 

Histoire naturelle emanaWing from a poinW someZhere beWZeen Whe WZo Wo creaWe an 
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innoYaWiYe and disrXpWiYe Za\ Wo Whink aboXW Whe acW of represenWing naWXre on Whe ZriWWen 

page.  A deep diYision, reYealed eYen in Whe organi]aWion of Whe Wable of conWenWs, Wraces 

Whe Wension beWZeen narraWion and descripWion.  In Paul et Virginie Ze encoXnWer Whe 

polariW\ beWZeen sentiment and s\stqme in SainW-Pierre¶s mXlWi-genre qXesW Wo find Whe 

proper rheWoric Wo describe Whe hXman ecolog\ of colonial islands.  Despairing of a 

socieW\ WhaW rejecWs WrXWhs and Zelcomes ficWions, SainW-Pierre e[pliciWl\ embraces WhaW 

opposiWion Wo ZriWe his obserYaWions of a cerWain kind of WrXWh in a ficWion, coXnWing on Whe 

affecWiYe Whinking mode denoWed b\ Whe Werm sentiment Wo commXnicaWe a WrXWh of Whe 

hearW raWher Whan a WrXWh WhaW is a manipXlaWed objecW of Whe mind.  TXrning oXr aWWenWion 

from MaXriWiXs Wo Whe broader colonial conWe[W, Ze again find a profXsion of opposiWions 

in Whe Histoire des deu[ Indes.  The collecWiYe ZriWing carries Whe reader from nXmbing 

qXanWiWaWiYe deWail Wo soaring philosophical heighWs, rendered b\ differenW rheWorical 

modes in passages ofWen disrXpWiYel\ joined.  We pondered in ChapWer 3 ZheWher 

³commerce´ is Whe mediaWing force beWZeen poliWical hisWor\ and philosophical hisWor\. 

Image paired ZiWh We[W in Whe HDI creaWe a dialecWical relaWion beWZeen NeZ World 

µnaWXral¶ social YalXes and EXropean ciYiliW\ in an efforW Wo break doZn a preYioXs 

concepWion and giYe meaning and sWrXcWXre Wo a proposed neZ model of ciYiliW\.  

ThroXghoXW all of Whese We[Ws, Whe more Ze applied Whe lens of re-enchanWmenW, Whe more 

Ze obserYed Wension beWZeen binar\ pairs Zorking Wo disrXpW a ZorldYieZ foXnded on 

belief in WranscendenWal or WradiWional aXWhoriW\.  The argXmenWs generaWed b\ Whese 

binaries do noW persXade Whe reader Wo consider an alWernaWiYe WrXWh of sXpernaWXral 

aXWhoriW\, bXW insWead offer Whe e[perience of empirical aXWhoriW\ as reliable and 
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responsiYe Wo Whe desire for possession and masWer\ of Whe naWXral Zorld and iWs prodXcWs.  

NaWXral hisWor\ and Whe efforW Wo ³masWer and possess´ naWXre Zas a ne[Xs of rheWorical 

Wension aimed aW episWemic disrXpWion in Whe eighWeenWh cenWXr\. 

We Zished Wo challenge Whe WheoreWical assXmpWion WhaW disenchanWmenW and re-

enchanWmenW are WZo separaWe processes in a seqXence, ZiWh re-enchanWmenW foXnd onl\ in 

laWer Zorks WhaW respond Wo earlier moYemenWs of disenchanWmenW.  The anal\ses in oXr 

case sWXdies sXpporW Whe argXmenW WhaW disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW can occXr 

WogeWher in Whe same Zork.  In facW, Ze find WhaW Whe WheoreWical lens of disenchanWmenW 

and re-enchanWmenW helps Xs Wo XndersWand Whe opposiWionaliW\ inherenW in cerWain Zorks 

and, aW Wimes, eYen inclXded as a conscioXs design elemenW. 

OXr e[aminaWion and close reading of Whe We[Ws in Whis sWXd\ reYeal some of Whe 

choices WhaW ZenW inWo Whe design of Whese Zorks.  NarraWiYe ficWion, figXraWiYe langXage, 

and images Zere µYirWXal realiW\ e[perience¶ Wools of cerWain We[Ws WhaW fXncWioned Wo eliciW 

change in a reading sXbjecW¶s episWemic frame of reference as Zell as a change in Wheir 

sWore of knoZledge.  The Wension of polar binaries, mainWained in Whe ZriWing sXch WhaW 

neiWher one dominaWes, creaWes a posiWion for Whe sXbjecW WhaW is acWiYel\ consWrXcWed 

someZhere beWZeen Whe poles and in a Za\, unZritable becaXse Whe neZ concepWion is 

being broXghW inWo being b\ Whe cogniWiYe Zork Wo inWerpreW and read Whe space beWZeen 

Whe discoXrses.  This XnZriWable, sXggesWed space is parWicXlarl\ Whe realm of figXral 

WhoXghW and performaWiYe langXage, raWher Whan liWeral and informaWional langXage. 

DebaWes cenWering on Whe inWeracWion beWZeen cogniWion and We[W Zill conWinXe Wo 

inform Whe Za\ Ze XndersWand figXraWiYe ZriWing, and Whe Za\ Ze perceiYe Whe Zorld and 
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eYen frame Whe boXnds of WhaW percepWion.  This sWXd\ has highlighWed one meWhod of 

delYing inWo ZriWing and ZhaW Ze call µliWeraWXre.¶  IW is m\ hope WhaW fXrWher Zork on Whe 

arWicXlaWion beWZeen discXrsiYe Wensions and episWeme ma\ \ield insighWs WhaW poinW Whe 

Za\ Wo a neZ XndersWanding of Whe ZriWing of Whe French eighWeenWh cenWXr\.  

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 ³saYoir´ 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 ² 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 ChapWer One Ze e[amined a commonl\ foXnd efforW in Whe eighWeenWh cenWXr\ 

Wo represenW naWXral hisWor\ in ZriWing.  Appl\ing Whe criWical discoXrse of Whe siqcle des 

Lumiqres Wo Whe represenWaWional pracWices of breaking doZn Whe naWXral Zorld Wo When 

organi]e and record iW resXlWed in Whe more comple[ descripWiYe regime of BXffon and 

DaXbenWon¶s Histoire naturelle.  Adhering Wo Whe WrXWh claims permiWWed b\ a raWional 

maWerialisW episWeme, Whe We[W discards preYioXs Za\s of knoZing XndersWood parWl\ 

WhroXgh belief s\sWems.  WheWher Whose belief s\sWems Zere of faiWh in WranscendenW 

diYiniW\, sXpernaWXral e[planaWion, or secXlar faiWh in Whe accXmXlaWed aXWhoriW\ of 

preYioXs knoZledge We[Ws, sXch beliefs coXld noW respond Wo Whe qXesWions essenWial Wo an 

empirical masWer\ of Whe naWXral Zorld.  As eighWeenWh-cenWXr\ France sWreWched oXW 

imperialisWic endeaYors across Whe oceans Wo islands and lands onl\ When becoming 

accessible in reliable manner b\ miliWar\ and commercial ships, a ZealWh of birds, 

animals, planWs, and naWXral prodXcWs neYer before seen in EXrope Zas Xnloaded in 

France¶s porWs.  WiWh e[pansion of commerce and conqXesW, Whe naWXral Zorld knoZn Wo 

EXropeans e[panded Woo. 
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HoZeYer, ZiWh Whe XnknoZn came a neZ imperaWiYe Wo masWer and possess Whese 

resoXrces in Whe naWion-sWaWe compeWiWion for ZealWh, presWige, and poZer among EXropean 

coXnWries as Zell as Wheir merchanW enWerprises.  Reliable knoZledge of Whese neZ 

specimens coXld separaWe Whose ZiWh Whe poZer Wo heal from Whose WhaW coXld harm, and 

separaWe ZhaW coXld be e[ploiWed for profiW from Whe YalXeless.  This pressXre creaWed a 

crisis in Whe need for knoZledge WhaW Zas noW based on premises WhaW coXld noW be WesWed 

ZiWhin Whe confines of empirical approaches.  The dominanW episWeme based on analog\ 

and faiWh in analogoXs reasoning sXffered disrXpWion and replacemenW. 

In Whe pages of Whe Histoire naturelle Ze find a meWhod and e[ample of hoZ Wo seW 

aside XnYerifiable knoZledge in faYor of a Za\ of knoZing naWXre based in obserYaWion 

(boWh Whe vue gpnprale and particuliqre).  The pages, Wables, and diagrams of Whe Histoire 

naturelle reYeal a search for e[pression of Whis neZ concepWXal frame.  QXanWiWaWiYe 

measXremenW sWriYes ZiWh narraWiYe hisWor\ Wo accXraWel\ represenW Whe naWXral Zorld for 

sWXd\ and, imporWanWl\, for master\. The ph\sical separaWion of Whese differenW kinds of 

We[W in Whe HN shoZs Whe riYalr\ beWZeen Wheir claims.  Their joinW inclXsion in a single 

Zork shoZs Whe necessiW\ of Wheir opposiWionaliW\ Wo Whe performance of Whe knoZledge 

projecW as a Zhole. 

In oXr anal\sis, Whe Wables of measXremenWs and ekphrasWic descripWion Zork Wo 

dispel Whe aXWhoriW\ claims of WranscendenW or sXpernaWXral cosmolog\.  The highl\ 

figXraWiYe narraWiYe passages Zork Wo adorn WhaW XnYeiled WrXWh and embellish iW in a 

manner Wo re-creaWe hXmankind¶s relaWionship Wo WhaW knoZledge and resWore a sense of 

scale and order, Wo resWore an a[is mundi.  We foXnd iW XsefXl Wo reYeal Whe conWoXrs of Whis 
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opposiWionaliW\ WhroXgh Whe WheoreWical lens of disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW.  This 

same WheoreWical framing sWrXcWXred oXr approach Wo XndersWanding Whe Zork being 

performed b\ rheWorical Wension beWZeen descripWion and narraWion in Whe Histoire 

naturelle.  

We are indebWed Wo scholars like Michael Saler, JoshXa Land\, and oWhers Zho 

adYanced Whe concepW of disenchanWmenW be\ond Ma[ Weber¶s jXdgmenW of modern 

scienWific professions.  OWhers proposed Whe concepW of re-enchanWmenW WhaW ZoXld serYe 

as a reacWionar\ gesWXre againsW Whe cold WrXWh lefW b\ disenchanWmenW.  This re-

enchanWmenW Whe\ saZ primaril\ occXrring in nineWeenWh-cenWXr\ RomanWic moYemenWs Wo 

embrace sXblime emoWional reading of Whe naWXral Zorld, shading eYen inWo Whe 

sXpernaWXral.  In m\ research, hoZeYer, iW appears WhaW re-enchanWmenW need noW ZaiW for a 

laWer momenW as a sorW of dela\ed repl\ Wo disenchanWmenW as iW Zere, nor does re-

enchanWmenW need Wo embrace Whe sXpernaWXral.  I find in Whe ZriWing of Whe French 

EnlighWenmenW a comple[iW\ WhaW responds Zell Wo Whe paired fXncWioning of 

disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW ZiWhin Whe same We[W.  B\ re-enchanWmenW I do noW 

mean a refXsal of Whe empirical Wo re-Yeil WrXWh ZiWh sXpernaWXral e[plicaWion, raWher, I 

mean a secXlar re-enchanWmenW ZiWhin Whe ZriWing. 

How can a novel claim to complete a natural history? (Chapter Two) 
WiWh ChapWer TZo Ze WransiWioned from Whe consideraWion of a pXrel\ naWXral 

hisWorical We[W in ChapWer One Wo e[amine a Zork WhaW eYolYes from naWXral hisWor\ Wo 

noYel ² Paul et Virginie.  The aXWhor, JacqXes Henri Bernardin de SainW-Pierre, ZroWe 
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aboXW Whe naWXral Zorld as he saZ iW WhroXgh his Yo\age Wo Whe island of MaXriWiXs.2  The 

pasWoral noYel Paul et Virginie represenWs Whe Whird iWeraWion of SainW-Pierre¶s efforWs Wo 

capWXre Whe naWXral Zorld on paper ZiWh rheWoric sXiWed Wo e[press Whe WrXWh of his 

obserYaWions.  BegXn ZiWh his WraYel accoXnW in episWolar\ form, Vo\age j l'vle de France, 

Zherein Whe Ìle de France Zas described in desolaWe and harsh Werms, SainW-Pierre WXrned 

his ZriWing on naWXre WoZard a more ambiWioXs enc\clopedic-sW\le Zork, Whe etudes de la 

nature.  When Whis approach Wo describing naWXre did noW saWisf\ SainW-Pierre, he 

eYenWXall\ emplo\ed Whe greaWer freedom of ficWion Wo once again aWWempW Wo sei]e Whe 

WrXWh of naWXre in his ZriWing.  WiWh Whe greaWer fle[ibiliW\ of figXraWiYe langXage, Whe noYel 

replies Wo Whe raWional rigidiW\ of s\stqme ZiWh Whe access Wo a cerWain kind of WrXWh beWWer 

afforded b\ sentiment as a mode of figXral Whinking/perceiYing. 

SainW-Pierre clearl\ seWs Xp Whe opposiWion s\stqme - sentiment and Wies iW Wo Whe 

rheWoric Xsed Wo describe Whe naWXral Zorld seen in lighW of Whe discoYeries from disWanW 

colonial lands. 

Eloquence and gravitas retell the history of colony to reshape civility (Chapter 
Three) 

In ChapWer Three Ze anal\]ed Whe opposiWions inherenW in Whe Histoire des deu[ 

Indes as iW discXssed colonies and commerce.  ThroXgh Whe lens of disenchanWmenW and re-

enchanWmenW Ze Wraced Whe presence of Wensions in Whe We[W relaWed Wo hoZ one perceiYes 

Whe Zorld.  From a general sense of dXaliW\ in Whe WiWle WhaW resonaWes beWZeen 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, Ze Zere able Wo deriYe oWher binar\ opposiWions in 

Whe We[W WhaW conWribXWed Wo Whe reader¶s comple[ e[perience of Whe Zork and ma\ help Wo 

e[plain iWs WremendoXs appeal Wo readers of Whe laWe eighWeenWh cenWXr\.  Called Ra\nal¶s 

³machine de gXerre,´ Whe We[W fXncWions Wo accomplish episWemological disrXpWion, be\ond 

Whe merel\ poliWical objecW of Whe ³machine.´  

VieZing Whe rejecWion of preYioXs WradiWions in hisWoriograph\ as a form of 

disenchanWmenW, Whe Zork consisWenWl\ Xses daWa sXch as imporW/e[porW qXanWiWies of 

specific goods, popXlaWion demographics, and miliWar\ assessmenWs Wo esWablish an 

empirical basis for Whis hisWor\.  These elemenWs lend discXrsiYe graYiWas Wo Whe We[W and 

asserW Whe XWiliW\ and aXWhoriW\ of Whis differenW approach Wo hisWor\.  One of Whe major 

differences ZiWh Whis oWher approach Wo hisWor\ Zas Wo cleaYe aZa\ ³eloqXence´ dedicaWed 

Wo painWing a YiYid bXW inaccXraWe picWXre of e[oWic locales.  YeW, as Ze saZ in 

correspondence and reporWed conYersaWions beWZeen WZo of Whe main aXWhors, Ra\nal and 

DideroW, Whe repXdiaWion of eloqXence Zas inWenWionall\ paired ZiWh eloqXenW passages.  

The eloqXence shXnned Zas WhaW Zhich Zas deceiYing (designed Wo ³Wromper la 

mXlWiWXde´), bXW Whe eloqXence embraced Zas Wo ³saYe Whe Zork´ and render a differenW 

kind of WrXWh WhroXgh Whe e[perience of Whe WZo discoXrses ZiWhin Whe same Zork.  This 

soXghW-afWer µphilosophical¶ eloqXence boWh in We[W and image creaWes a parWicXlar kind of 

e[perience for Whe reader.  This e[perience is one of engagemenW as iW brings Whe reader 

along as YirWXal Yo\eXr inWo Whe deWail of far-flXng colonies and When pXlls back Wo reYeal 

for Whe reader a YanWage poinW from Zhich Wo gain perspecWiYe and Zisdom Wo conWemplaWe 

Whe eYenWs and pracWices described.  The We[W Xses Whis figXral Whinking Wo creaWe an 
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e[perience Wo break and reseW Whe reader¶s frameZork of percepWion sXrroXnding 

commerce, colon\, and naWion. 

The reader¶s ZorldYieZ is disrXpWed Yia Whis neZ pracWice of hisWoriograph\, and 

When re-enchanWed Yia Whe philosophical disWance of YieZing Wo creaWe a neZ ZorldYieZ.  

The We[W does noW merel\ adYance argXmenWs concerning eWhical colonial relaWions bXW 

brings Whe reader WhroXgh an e[perience of Whis engagemenW and models for Whe reader Whis 

neZ manner of Whinking, in hopes of changing Whe ³faoon commXne de penser,´ as Zas 

Whe goal of Whe Enc\clopedisWs.3   

Disenchantment and re-enchantment as a tool to read the eighteenth-century novel 

If disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW fXncWion as I haYe sXggesWed, hoZ mighW 

Ze read oWher (more narraWiYe) We[Ws like La Nouvelle Hplowse in Whis lighW?  This Za\ of 

Xnpacking Whe binar\ Wensions in ZriWing of Whe French eighWeenWh cenWXr\ can appl\ Wo 

oWher We[Ws of Whe period and help Xs Wo XndersWand Whem in a neZ lighW. 

ThroXghoXW Whis disserWaWion Ze haYe applied Whe lens of disenchanWmenW and re-

enchanWmenW Wo We[Ws manifesWl\ aboXW knoZledge prodXcWion, WhoXgh asWride clear 

disciplinar\ and genre diYides WhaW ZoXld be more disWincW Woda\.  This WheoreWical 

frameZork has been XsefXl Wo bring Wo Whe sXrface some of Whe consWiWXWiYe opposiWionaliW\ 

in Whese Zorks and consider Whe YarioXs binar\ pairs in Werms of Whe d\namic Whe\ imparW 

Wo Whe acW of reading.  The siqcle des Lumiqres is a XniqXe momenW of episWemic disrXpWion 

someZhere beWZeen Whe premodern Zorld and Whe modern one.  Since Ze cannoW poinW Wo 

an\ one We[W or momenW as the poinW of WhaW change, Ze confirm Michel FoXcaXlW¶s 

 
3 Denis DideroW, ³Enc\cloppdie,´ in Encyclopédie, 5:642A. 
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asserWion WhaW Whe hisWor\ of Whe dominanW episWeme in a giYen cXlWXre aW a giYen Wime is 

besW described in Werms of la\ers of disrXpWion WhaW can onl\ be sWXdied as an archeologisW 

ZoXld a dig siWe.  We can see Whe eYidence of Whe neZ cXlWXre on Wop of Whe old cXlWXre 

bXried beneaWh, bXW Whe\ are differenW sWraWa.4  The break and disjXncWion reYeal Whe 

WransiWion, Zhich is rendered as abrXpW.  ThXs, in Whese We[Ws Ze can obserYe Whe 

fXncWioning of Whe rheWorical opposiWions, Wrace ZhaW Whe\ disrXpW, and anal\]e ZhaW Whe\ 

propose as replacemenW, in order Wo conjecWXre WhaW Whe\ ma\ haYe had a role in sXch 

episWemic change. 

YeW Ze haYe noW fXll\ addressed hoZ Whis approach mighW open paWhs of inqXir\ 

inWo Whe inner Zorkings of noYels.  The eighWeenWh cenWXr\ in France saZ genre eYolXWions 

in longer-form ficWion from Whe spraZling seYenWeenWh-cenWXr\ romance inWo a period of 

e[perimenWaWion Zhich ZoXld be folloZed b\ Whe more cohesiYe narraWiYe ficWion of Whe 

nineWeenWh-cenWXr\ noYel.  ThXs, Whe noYel is a ZorWhZhile objecW of sWXd\.  HoZ does Whe 

lens of disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW proYide neZ opporWXniWies Wo discoYer 

inWerpreWiYe d\namics for We[Ws WhaW e[isW almosW Zholl\ in Whe enchanWing, figXrall\-rich 

realm of ficWion? 

 in Jean-JacqXes RoXsseaX¶s La Nouvelle Hplowse, JXlie dismanWles and recreaWes 

spaces WhaW When effecW a similar Wransforming process on Whe characWers Zho enWer Whem.  

One e[ample of Whis WransformaWiYe Zork is seen in Whe hoXse aW Clarens ZiWh iWs 

renoYaWions, replacing elemenWs WhaW Zere largel\ ornamenWal ZiWh Whose WhaW are XsefXl, 

 
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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bXW Zhich cleYerl\ also aXgmenW Whe beaXW\ and fXncWion of Whe hoXsehold ² a beneficial 

blending of Whe utile and Whe agrpable.  EYen more sWriking are Whe passages feaWXring 

JXlie¶s re-fashioned El\spe garden Zhere SW. PreX[ e[periences a WransformaWion ZiWhin 

himself and finds Xpon e[iWing Whe renoYaWed garden WhaW his aWWiWXde WoZard JXlie¶s 

hXsband, M. de Wolmar, has changed from hidden jealoXs\ Wo a sorW of Wribal kinship.  LeW 

Xs e[amine in deWail hoZ Whis occXrs. 

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 discoXrses aW lengWh aboXW naWXre, RoXsseaX¶s force gaWhers noW aroXnd 

nature left to its own devices, but rather around carefully managed nature ² 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 ParW 4 of Whe noYel, a highl\ senWimenWal SW. PreX[, formerl\ priYaWe WXWor Wo Whe 

\oXng JXlie, finall\ seems Wo be on a WrajecWor\ Wo Wranscend his illiciW passion for JXlie, 

noZ married.  He is inYiWed Wo YisiW aneZ Whe hoXse aW Clarens Zhere he firsW meW JXlie and 

Wheir relaWionship deYeloped in complicaWed spirals of friendship, flirWaWion, and YirWXoXs 

 
5 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Julie ou la nouvelle Héloïse (Paris: Garnier-

Flammarion, 1967). 
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self-recriminaWions.  This neZ YisiW seYeral \ears laWer is proposed as a sorW of cXre of re-

enchanWmenW Zherein Whe old associaWions of Whe hoXse, groXnds, and eYen of JXlie herself 

are Wo be broken and sXbsXmed in neZ, healWhier associaWions.   

Reading in RoXsseaX a reflecWion of SZiss ph\sician TissoW¶s Wheor\ of sensibilitp, 

Anne Vila proposes inWerpreWing Whe episode aW Clarens as a sorW of medicinal inWerYenWion.  

³HaYing passed WhroXgh Wheir man\ ordeals, Whe noYel's proWagonisWs are noZ disposed 

boWh Wo adminisWer and Wo receiYe Whe µremed\¶ proYided b\ Whe Zholesome domesWic 

milieX of Whe Clarens esWaWe, a seWWing WhaW is designed boWh Wo fosWer sensibiliW\ and Wo 

keep iW in iWs place.´6 For Whis moral h\giene WreaWmenW Wo fXncWion, Whe esWaWe aW Clarens 

mXsW eYoke an e[perience WhaW pXrges Whe affecWiYe disorder and sXbsWiWXWes YirWXe for 

passion. 

In RoXsseaX¶s We[W, naWXre figXres Whe operaWion of Wempering Whe passions, bXW 

onl\ WhroXgh cXraWed and cXlWiYaWed naWXre, noW Zild naWXre.  In ParW IV, LeWWer X, SW. 

PreX[ describes for his friend Milord EdoXard Whe WransformaWions WhaW Whe Wolmars haYe 

effecWed aW Clarens.  The\ haYe remoYed ZhaW Zas ³qXe l¶ornemenW´ and replaced iW ZiWh 

WhaW Zhich serYes ³l¶Xsage´ of Whe masWers of Whe hoXse.  In Whis series of changes, Ze 

mighW focXs on Whe sXbsWiWXWion of Whe utile for Whe agrpable, bXW Ze gain addiWional 

insighWs if Ze are Wo consider one nature being sXbsWiWXWed for anoWher naWXre. 

The noYel¶s We[W shoZs Xs a shifW from one mode of apprehending Whe naWXral 

Zorld Wo a differenW one.  The changes Zork Wo replace Yerbs and adjecWiYes ZiWh oWhers 

 
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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WhaW reflecW a simpler mode of e[perience, less based in inWellecW and more groXnded in 

percepWions of Whe bod\.  The hoXse no longer meanW Wo be ³vue,´ bXW ³habitpe;´ ³sentir la 

richesse et le lu[e´ becomes ³respirer l¶abondance et la proprptp.´7  The oYersWimXlaWing 

paons criards are replaced b\ Whe cream of Whe laiterie, Whe floZerbed is conYerWed Wo 

potager, ZiWh iWs semanWic promise of noXrishing soXp; Wrees and bXshes WhaW Zere 

³tristes,´ inutile,´ and ³vieu[´ giYe Za\ Wo differenW planWings WhaW are ³bons,´ ³jeune,´ 

and haYe Whe abXndance of ³deu[ rangs,´ respecWiYel\.  A cXraWed e[perience of Whe 

maWerial Zorld, parWicXlarl\ planW and animal, creaWes a change for Whe YisiWor Wo Clarens 

as Zell as for Whe reading sXbjecW.  The old regime of Whe esWaWe aW Clarens sWimXlaWed 

WhroXgh more inWellecWXal facXlWies, Zhile Whe neZ regime makes apparenW Whe shifW in Whis 

passage Wo creaWe in Whe reader a ph\sical / corporeal e[perience.  As Meeker sXggesWs in 

Voluptuous Philosoph\, Whis moYe inscribes Whe We[W in a LXcreWian EpicXreanism, and I 

ZoXld add WhaW iW is a sWraWeg\ b\ Zhich Whis noYel fXncWions Wo make Whe concepWXal 

maWerial.8 

InsWanWiaWing Whe concepWXal is also obserYed in Whe m\sWerioXs enclosed El\spe 

garden aW Clarens.  Upon being granWed admiWWance Wo Whe hidden hortus conclusus, SW. 

PreX[ aW firsW sXffers disorienWaWion and When proclaims feeling as if WransporWed Wo Whe 

disWanW Pacific islands of Tinian or JXan-Fernande]. 

En enWranW dans ce prpWendX Yerger, je fXs frappp d¶Xne agrpable sensaWion 
de fravcheXr qXe d¶obscXrs ombrages, Xne YerdXre animpe & YiYe, des 
fleXrs pparses de WoXs c{Wps, Xn ga]oXillemenW d¶eaX coXranWe & le chanW 
de mille oiseaX[, porWerenW j mon imaginaWion dX moins aXWanW qX¶j 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 mrme Wems je crXs Yoir le lieX le plXs saXYage, le plXs 
soliWaire de la naWXre, & il me sembloiW d¶rWre le premier morWel qXi jamais 
e�W ppnpWrp dans ce dpserW. SXrpris, saisi, WransporWp d¶Xn specWacle si peX 
prpYX, je resWai Xn momenW immobile & m¶pcriai dans Xn enWhoXsiasme 
inYolonWaire: O Tinian! { JXan-Fernande]!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 realiW\ b\ Whe Xse of Whe adjecWiYe ³prétendu´ Wo describe Whe Yerger he is 

entering.  The passage then uses a passive construction to place the reader as the recipient 

of action (³fus frappé´), which is then whipsawed between the violent and the pleasant 

(³frappp d¶Xne agrpable sensaWion´).  After this point in the phrase, the reader would 

likely e[pecW WhaW ³sensaWion de fraicheXr´ mighW be Whe sXbjecW of Whe claXse, onl\ Wo find 

Whe relaWiYe pronoXn ³qXe´ 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 (³portèrent´), and the reader 

must return several lines above to reconstruct that the garden elements are the 

grammatical sXbjecW WhaW carries Whe fresh/cool sensaWion Wo Whe narraWor¶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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Whe folloZing senWence (SXrpris, saisi, WransporWp «), sWabili]ing for a paXse aW Whe pensiYe 

consonance in ³m´ of ³Xn momenW 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 Wo Whe hidden garden has heighWened Whe e[pecWaWions of ZhaW is Wo be 

foXnd ZiWhin.  Once inside, JXlie reYeals WhaW Whis is a knoZn, bXW noZ Xnrecogni]able 

place Wo SW. PreX[.  AssociaWed ZiWh an earlier sWage in his relaWionship Wo JXlie Zhen 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 Xnder Whe WhinnesW Yeneer of social proprieW\, Whe orchard has 

Xndergone a WransformaWion in order Wo faciliWaWe WransformaWion in oWhers.  PreYioXsl\ 

shoZing dried grass, sparse Wrees, rare shade and lacking ZaWer, Whe space is noZ lXsh, 

green, and bedecked ZiWh floZers.  The descripWion is Whick ZiWh sensor\ imager\, qXickl\ 

sXrpassing Whe boXnds of YisXal arW Wo depicW Whe scene b\ eYoking odor and WacWile 

sensaWions.  The garden eYokes aW Whe same Wime a space creaWed b\ naWXral forces and also 

Whe YirWXoXs direcWing hand WhaW gXides Whose naWXral forces.  The El\spe garden is an 

enclosed space of conWemplaWion, a hortus conclusus, Wo conWain Whe imaginaWion of Whose 

ZiWhin, focXsing Whe reflecWion of YisiWors.11  SW. PreX[ enWers Whe garden Whe folloZing da\, 

hoping Wo sXsWain his non-YirWXoXs loYe for JXlie WhroXgh memories associaWed ZiWh Whe 

place, bXW insWead finds ³l¶image de la YerWX o� je cherchois celle dX plaisir.´12  While 

none of Whe e[horWaWions and Wrials Xp Wo Whis poinW in Whe noYel haYe sXcceeded in cXring 

SW. PreX[ of his loYe for JXlie, Whis e[perience of cXlWiYaWed naWXre in Whe El\spe garden 

finall\ recWifies his sWra\ing imaginaWion and ³porWkW dans [son] ame Xn calme prpfprable 

aX WroXble des passions les plXs spdXisanWes.´13  ThXs Whe space of carefXll\ managed 

naWXre Zorks Wo break preYioXs associaWions of passionaWe e[cess, bXW does noW leaYe SW. 

PreX[ coldl\ broken of his emoWional aWWachmenW for JXlie.  InsWead Whe e[perience of Whe 

 
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 RoXsseaX¶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 Whe We[W replaces Whe preYioXs senWimenWs ZiWh an appeal Wo YirWXe and calm.  

VicarioXsl\ liYing SW. PreX[¶s e[perience, Whe reader WraYerses Whese same 

disenchanWmenWs and re-enchanWmenWs. 

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 Zhich Zas ³agrpable,´ WhXs disenchanWing iW of Whe old affective 

resonances in a WXrn WoZard Whe more discXrsiYe ³XWile.´  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 SW. PreX[¶s e[perience of Whe garden shoZs Xs, Whis is noW simpl\ pasWing 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 reWXrn Wo Whe qXesWion WhaW began oXr sWXd\, ³WhaW is Whe fXncWion of Whe 

opposiWionaliW\ Ze find in so man\ We[Ws of Whe siqcle des Lumiqres?´ Ze find oXrselYes aW 

Whe hearW of an episWemological conXndrXm.  ThroXgh oXr e[aminaWion of We[Ws and Wheir 

engraYed illXsWraWions, Ze are noW able Wo idenWif\ Whe specific momenW of shifW from 

reliance on sXpernaWXral or WradiWional aXWhoriW\ Wo a raWional maWerial foXndaWion for WrXWhs 

aboXW Whe naWXral Zorld.  In FoXcaXlW¶s anal\sis Ze are ill-prepared Wo perceiYe Whe 

episWemic foXndaWion of Whe momenW in Zhich Ze sWand ² iW is a sorW of concepWXal blind 

spoW.  We can endeaYor Wo e[caYaWe momenWs of Whe pasW WhaW are consWiWXWed differentl\ 

Whan oXr oZn and mark Wheir idenWiW\ as adhering Wo anoWher seW of condiWions of 

possibiliW\ for WhoXghW.  ThXs, Ze can perceiYe Whe sWraWa of disrXpWion bXW noW Whe deWails 

of WransiWion from one episWeme Wo iWs sXcceeding episWeme. 

As Whis projecW comes Wo a close, Ze noZ consider Zhere Whis inqXir\ ma\ lead Wo 

ne[W.  I Zill discXss Whree aYenXes opening from Whis research.  The firsW is Wo consider 

ZhaW happens afWer Whe eighWeenWh cenWXr\ and hoZ Whe We[Ws of Whe nineWeenWh cenWXr\ 

respond Wo Whe changes in Whinking sXggesWed b\ Zorks Ze haYe sWXdied and hoZ Ze 

mighW appl\ Whe concepWXal Wools of disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW Wo Whem.  The 

second aYenXe makes a greaWer leap Wo place We[Ws of Whe eighWeenWh cenWXr\ Zhich inYoke 

colonial e[pansion in dialogXe ZiWh Francophone We[Ws from Whose coXnWries.  HoZ do Whe 

ideas e[Wolled in Whe Histoire des deu[ Indes, Whe Histoire naturelle, or in leWWer 12 of Whe 

Vo\age j l'vle de France complicaWe or complemenW oXr XndersWanding of We[Ws b\ 

eighWeenWh-cenWXr\ and conWemporar\ Francophone ZriWers? The Whird aYenXe of 

e[ploraWion is Wo WesW more broadl\ Whe disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW approach on 
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oWher eighWeenWh-cenWXr\ We[Ws, Wo inclXde noYel-forms and pla\s WhaW are noW e[pliciWl\ 

projecWs of knoZledge Zork.  I discXss Whese aYenXes in more deWail beloZ. 

Potential application to nineteenth-century literature 
For Whis sWXd\ Ze haYe focXsed oXr anal\sis on French We[Ws of Whe eighWeenWh 

cenWXr\.  This selecWion Zas an essenWial criWerion becaXse Ze Zished Wo e[amine Whe 

ZriWing sWraWegies of a momenW and a moYemenW WhaW e[pliciWl\ and self-conscioXsl\ called 

for criWical e[aminaWion of Whe assXmpWions Xnderl\ing WradiWional aXWhoriWies and 

episWemolog\.  The French siqcle des Lumiqres, or µWhe EnlighWenmenW,¶ Zas characWeri]ed 

b\ Whis sorW of disenchanWing efforW.  When KanW ZroWe his inflXenWial essa\ ³WhaW Is 

EnlighWenmenW?´ he Zarned aboXW an eas\ reliance on faiWh in religion and WradiWional 

aXWhoriW\, ZriWing, ³SWaWXWes and formXlas, Whose mechanical Wools of Whe raWional 

emplo\menW or raWher misemplo\menW of his naWXral gifWs, are Whe feWWers of an eYerlasWing 

WXWelage.´14 For KanW, reliance on WradiWional aXWhoriW\ redXced hXmankind Wo a sorW of 

XniYersal immaWXriW\ bordering on serYiWXde Wo s\sWems and rXles.  To break Whese 

shackles, he enjoined his readers Wo make Whe efforW Wo Whink criWicall\ and challenge 

reliance on WradiWional Za\s of Whinking, ³EnlighWenmenW is man¶s release from his self-

incXrred WXWelage. [«] Sapere aXde! µHaYe coXrage Wo Xse \oXr oZn reason!¶ ² WhaW is Whe 

moWWo of enlighWenmenW.´15   

OnZard from Whe eighWeenWh cenWXr\ iW ma\ be ZorWhZhile Wo inYesWigaWe in ZhaW 

manner Whe disenchanWmenW and re-enchanWmenW approach has YalXe for Whe liWeraWXre WhaW 

 
14 Immanuel KanW, ³AnsZering Whe QXesWion: WhaW Is EnlighWenmenW?´ On 

History, trans. Lewis White Beck (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1963), 5. 
15 KanW, ³WhaW is EnlighWenmenW,´ 7. 



 

 266 

folloZed in Whe nineWeenWh cenWXr\.  If Whe eighWeenWh cenWXr\ is characWeri]ed b\ a sorW of 

XniYersali]ing criWicism and disenchanWmenW, ZhaW Zill respond Wo oXr Wool in nineWeenWh-

cenWXr\ We[Ws characWeri]ed b\ Whe sXblimaWion of Whe descripWiYe b\ Whe narraWiYe, b\ a 

RomanWic appeal Wo Whe enchanWmenW of Whe senses and senWimenW, b\ e[ploraWion of Whe 

figXral poZer of poeWic langXage Wo creaWe inWense e[perience of Whe parWicXlar?  This 

remains a paWh Wo be e[plored, Wo challenge Whe e[isWing conYersaWion aboXW re-

enchanWmenW as a laWer reacWion againsW earlier efforWs of disenchanWmenW. 

Final thoughts 
WiWh Whe EnlighWenmenW, savants and philosophes pXlled aside Whe Yeil of WrXWh and 

foXnd Whe lighW of reason Wo be a Werrible gifW ² a desolaWing gifW of sighW.  In a second 

Edenic momenW Ze claimed raWional knoZledge and foXnd oXrselYes naked in Whe cold 

lighW of reason.  Onl\ Whis Wime God did noW come Wo banish Xs from Whe Garden, Ze had 

banished God, and Whe garden of oXr maWerial Zorld Zas ZhaW Zas Woo e[posed in Whis 

momenW.  ThXs, in WXrn, XndersWanding WhaW people haYe a deep-seaWed need of hopes and 

fears, philosophes re-enchanWed Whe lighW, parado[icall\ gXiding hXmaniW\ Wo Whe ³empire 

of reason´ bXW WhroXgh figXral Whinking in a manner palaWable Wo comple[ and senWimenW-

Whinking hXman beings.16 

 
16 ³L¶espriW hXmain esW dpsabXsp de l¶ancienne sXpersWiWion. Si l¶on ne profiWe de 

ceW insWanW poXr le gXider & le rendre j l¶empire de la raison, il faXW qXe la masse gpnprale 
des hommes qXi a besoin d¶espprances & de crainWes, se liYre j des sXpersWiWions 
noXYelles.´  Histoire des deux Indes, 4:468. 
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