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Abstract

This thesis examines the development of materialism in the French Enlightenment from 1745 to

1789. As a relatively new intellectual category in the eighteenth century, materialism was

systematized after the 1740s in France and endorsed a monistic ontology and cosmology of matter

and motion; at the same time, the materialists were opponents of Christianity and the Church,

which gave rise to the denunciations from the religious and governmental authorities and led to

the moralization of the originally amoral materialist principles.

My main argument is that eighteenth-century French materialism consisted of a series of efforts to

base the physical and the human worlds on secular theories of nature—in essence, on the autonomy

of the human body, or the corporeality of human beings. These efforts were heterogeneous and

caused a crisis of ideas about the relationship between nature and order, which undercut the theory

of the autonomy of the physical body and led to the arrival of the body social. Consequently, the

plan of nature gave way to the plan of society. I discuss the thought of major materialists like La

Mettrie, Diderot, Helvétius, and d’Holbach, and show how French materialism gradually changed

its original course. Besides, one chapter is devoted to Montesquieu. Although not a materialist, his

thought is important for understanding the peculiar position of French materialism that was torn

between nature and order.
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Introduction

Que je crains que votre ordre naturel ne soit contre nature!

                                                     —Abbé  Mably1

The concept of materialism signified a relatively new category of thought in eighteenth-

century France. The word “materialist” appeared in English in the second half of the seventeenth

century and entered French as matérialisme at the turn of the eighteenth century; Leibniz helped

to popularize its use in French. But only after the 1740s, especially after the publication of La

Mettrie’s works, materialism became an important concern of the religious and governmental

authorities in France. This enmity was further strengthened because of the publication of

l’Encyclopédie since 1751 and the event of Helvétius’s De l’esprit in 1758. The trend of

materialism peaked in d’Holbach’s Système de la nature in 1770.2 He carried on writing in the

1770s and constructed a gigantic system about society, politics, and morality built on his

materialist doctrines, although these later books received much less attention than the Système de

la nature. He died in 1789 just months before the inception of the Revolution.

The essential doctrine of Enlightenment materialism consisted of a monistic ontology and

1 Gabriel Bonnot de Mably, Doutes proposées aux philosophes économistes sur l' Ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés
politiques (La Haye [Paris], 1768), 10.
2 On the semantic history of matérialisme and its general development in France during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, see Franck Salaün, L'Ordre des moeurs: essai sur la place du matérialisme dans la société Française du XVIIIe siècle,
1734-1784 (Paris: Editions Kimé, 1996), 43-65; Charles T. Wolfe, “Materialism,” in The Routledge Companion to Eighteenth
Century Philosophy, ed. Aaron Garrett (London: Routledge, 2014), 91-5.
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cosmology of matter and motion: the principle that everything in the world, including mental

activities, is material or produced by the movement of matter, and that matter cannot be

separated from motion.3 At the same time, the materialists were usually, if not always, radical

opponents of Christianity and the Church, and objected to the existence of supernatural powers,

the immaterial soul, free will, finalism, and other religious ideas.4 Beyond a naturalism,

materialism was also a set of moral theories.5 As Franck Salaün has noticed, in the 1760s,

materialism almost replaced pantheism, Pyrrhonism, Spinozism, and atheism, forming a

compound of them that was denounced as irreligious and immoral.6 This reaction led major

materialists to argue by claiming that their theories did not produce but resolved a moral crisis,

which was best reflected in d’Holbach’s writings.

Many previous studies have discussed the complex background of eighteenth-century

French materialism. The seventeenth century, beyond doubt, enjoyed the real magnificence of

philosophical originality, and it was decisive for the change of the mindset of the eighteenth

century. If there was “the crisis of the European mind” in the early modern period, skepticism, as

Richard Popkin claimed, was a key factor. From the sixteenth century, the spread of Pyrrhonian

skepticism, which was provoked by the Renaissance and the Reformation and claimed that no

reliable judgement could be made from conflicting evidence, constituted an important challenge

to Christianity and philosophy. Skepticism paved the way for the call for the absolute certainty in

3 Wolfe, “Materialism,” in The Routledge Companion to Eighteenth Century Philosophy, 99-100.
4 Adrien Paschoud et Barbara Selmeci Castioni, « Le Matérialisme au XVIIIe Siècle en France : enjeux et perspectives », dans
Matérialisme(s) en France au XVIIIe siècle : Entre littérature et philosophie, ed. Adrien Paschoud et Barbara Selmeci Castioni
(Berlin: Frank & Timme, 2019), 7.
5 Yves Bénot, « Y a-t-il une morale materialiste? », dans Être matérialiste à l'âge des Lumières : hommage offert à Roland Desné,
ed. Béatrice Fink et Gerhardt Stenger (Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1999), 81-91.
6 Salaün, L'Ordre des moeurs, 27-8.
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the following centuries—with Descartes, for example—but it also led to the supersceptic Pierre

Bayle who criticized all efforts to construct certainty and unity, whether religious or something

else.7 The Scientific Revolution created both the Cartesian and the Newtonian systems, which

conceived of a cosmos in constant motion but obeying mathematical principles—what has been

called the mechanization of the world picture.8 Debates between Cartesianism and

Newtonianism proliferated and extended into eighteenth-century France. From the 1730s, the

tide gradually turned to Newton who became an important source of l’Encyclopédie. But there

was not one unified Newtonianism, and Leibniz’s critique of Newton’s mechanism also gained

ground.9

Meanwhile, the influence of John Locke’s anti-Cartesian sensationism augmented in

France by Voltaire and Condillac and served as another major source of French materialism.

Thomas Hobbes’s underlying materialist and deterministic psychology was accepted by the

French materialists, although (with the possible exception of La Mettrie) they questioned his

political theory.10 The English and Dutch Protestant freethinkers and pantheists Anthony

Collins, Prosper Marchand, Jean Rousset de Missy, and especially John Toland, opposed

moderate Newtonianism by absorbing Descartes’s thought and developing a radical naturalism

and republicanism, which passed on ideas of self-motivating matter and the mortal soul to the

7 Richard H. Popkin, The History of Scepticism from Savonarola to Bayle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003 [Originally
published in 1960 as The History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Descartes]).
8 Eduard Jan Dijksterhuis, The Mechanization of the World Picture: Pythagoras to Newton, trans. C. Dikshoorn (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1961).
9 Margaret C. Jacob, The Radical Enlightenment: Pantheists, Freemasons and Republicans (London: Georege Aleen & Unwin,
1981); J.B. Shank, The Newton Wars and the Beginning of the French Enlightenment (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
2008).
10 John. W. Yolton, Locke and French Materialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991); Yves Glaziou, Hobbes en France au
XVIIIe Siècle (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1993).
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French materialists.11

The resurrection of Epicureanism also made great progress in the seventeenth century. Pierre

Gassendi, who was the main theorist of Christian Epicureanism and a critic of the Cartesian

dualism, emphasized the fundamental role of sensations and the possible corporeality of the soul.

Gassendi was also considered to be the leader of the libertins érudits or the freethinkers, whose

naturalism presaged the arrival of the pure material and godless world view. Epicureanism was

employed to fight against dualism, but it was also partly accepted by Descartes to formulate a

mechanism to explain the operation of nature. Physiological and medical studies were under the

sway of Epicurean philosophy; an example was the physician Guillaume Lamy, whose idea of the

material soul was essential for later materialists.12 Moreover, the blend of Epicureanism and

Augustinianism was an important starting point for enlightened self-interest, which saw its earlier

form in Bayle’s thought, and later came into mainstream French thought through Bernard

Mandeville.13

Stoicism, the long-time antagonist of Epicureanism, sometimes fused with Epicureanism,

and this Epicurean Stoicism was important to the materialist moral theories.14 The clandestine

literature in the late seventeenth and the first half of the eighteenth century discussed a wide range

11 Jacob, The Radical Enlightenment; Frederick C. Beiser, The Sovereignty of Reason: The Defense of Rationality in the Early
English Enlightenment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996); Ann Thomson, Bodies of Thought: Science, Religion and the
Soul in the Early Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).
12 John Spink, French Free-Thought from Gassendi to Voltaire (London: Athlone Press, 1960); Ira O. Wade, The Intellectual
Origins of the French Enlightenment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1971); Catherine Wilson, Epicureanism at the Origins
of Modernity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Alan Charles Kors, Epicureans and Atheists in France, 1650-1729
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016).
13 John Robertson, The Case for the Enlightenment: Naples and Scotland, 1680-1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2005); Élodie Argaud, Épicurisme et augustinisme dans la pensée de Pierre Bayle:Une affinité paradoxale (Paris : Honoré
Champion, 2019).
14 Thomas M. Kavanagh, Enlightened Pleasures: Eighteenth-Century France and the New Epicureanism (New Haven: Yale,
2010); Christopher Brooke, Philosophic Pride: Stoicism and Political Thought from Lipsius to Rousseau (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2012); Edward Andrew, “The Epicurean Stoicism of the French Enlightenment,” in The Routledge Handbook of
the Stoic Tradition, ed. John Sellars (London: Routledge, 2016), Chapter 17.
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of topics, such as the nature of the soul, the formation of the cosmos, and the reliability of the

Bible, all of which contributed to materialist thought. Jean Meslier’s astoundingly thorough

naturalism and radical political criticism of Christianity as a tyranny, Henri Boulainvilliers’s

dissemination of Spinoza’s biblical criticism, together with important texts like Les trois

imposteurs and L’âme matérielle, assisted in the transition from deism to atheism and materialism

and exhibited certain disagreement with skepticism.15 The ascent of atheism in France was not

merely the result of anti-religious ideas; it was to a great extent caused by the debates between

orthodox theologians of different schools, which had the effect of undermining the foundation of

faith.16 Finally, the advances of physiological research were crucial for the formation of the

materialist thought about the body and the mind, and helped with the transformation from

mechanism to vitalism.17

The recent interest in French materialism has been greatly inspired by Jonathan Israel’s

colossal project of establishing a “Radical Enlightenment”. Although his interest is in Spinozism,

his works have comprehensively studied the beginnings, the development, the partisanship, and

the influence of eighteenth-century French materialism. But notwithstanding the significant

15 Ira O. Wade, The Clandestine Organization and Diffusion of Philosophic Ideas in France from 1700 to 1750 (New York:
Octagon Books, 1967); Miguel Benítez, La face cachée des lumières: Recherches sur les manuscrits philosophiques clandestins de
l’âge classique (Paris : Universitas, 1996).
16 Michael J. Buckley, At the Origins of Modern Atheism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987); Alan Charles Kors, Atheism in
France, 1650-1729. Vol 1: The Orthodox Sources of Disbelief (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990); Alan Charles Kors,
Naturalism and Unbelief in France, 1650-1729 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016); Kors, Epicureans and Atheists in
France.
17 François Duchesneau, La physiologie des lumières : empirisme, modèles et théories (The Hague: M. Nijhoff, 1982); Jacques
Roger, The Life Sciences in Eighteenth-Century French Thought, trans. Robert Ellrich (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997);
Allison Muri, The Enlightenment Cyborg: A History of Communications and Controls in the Human Machine, 1660-1830
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007); Charles T. Wolfe & Motoichi Terada, “The Animal Economy as Object and Program
in Montpellier Vitalism,” Science in Context 21/4 (2008): 537-579; Charles T. Wolfe, “A Happiness Fit for Organic Bodies: La
Mettrie’s Medical Epicureanism,” in Epicurus in the Enlightenment, ed. Neven Leddy and Avi S. Lifschitz (Oxford: Voltaire
Foundation, 2009), 69-83; Minsoo Kang, Sublime Dreams of Living Machines: The Automaton in the European Imagination
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011); Charles T. Wolfe, “The Discreet Charm of Eighteenth-century Vitalism and its
Avatars,” in Il libro della natura, vol. 1: Scienze e filosofia da Copernico a Darwin, ed. P. Pecere (Rome: Carocci, 2015), 273-99.
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influence of Spinoza’s thought in the clandestine manuscripts and the mid-eighteenth-century

religious censorship of the works of the philosophes, the overladen claim about the importance of

Spinozism as well as the categorization of “the radical” also received much criticism. 18  For

example, the Baron d’Holbach, one of the protagonists of Israel’s Radical Enlightenment was

indeed a radical atheist, but also a political moderate.19 As I argue in the following chapters, while

the importance of Spinozism to French materialist thought should not be undervalued,

Epicureanism and Stoicism were also crucial. Their interactions propelled French materialism

towards more complex contestations and synthesis.

My study concentrates on Enlightenment French materialism from 1745, the year La Mettrie

published his Histoire naturelle de l’âme, to 1789, the year of d’Holbach’s death. During this

period, the principles of materialism were fully developed. I will not substantially deal with the

1780s, which means that this thesis does not discuss the relationship between Enlightenment

materialism and the Revolution. My main argument is that eighteenth-century French materialism

consisted of a series of efforts to base the physical and the human worlds on secular theories of

nature—on its materiality, on its constant movement, and therefore, in essence, on the autonomy

of the human body or the corporeality of human beings. These efforts were heterogeneous and

18 Among all critiques and reviews, those of Antoine Lilti and Antony La Vopa may be the most influential ones. They question
the ambiguity of the term “radical”, the arbitrary dichotomy between the radical and the moderate Enlightenment, and the
overemphasis on Spinozism, see Antoine Lilti « Comment écrit-on l’histoire intellectuelle des Lumières? Spinozisme, radicalisme
et philosophie», Annales. Histoire, Sciences Sociales, 64/1 (2009): 171-206; Anthony J. La Vopa, “A New Intellectual History?
Jonathan Israel’s Enlightenment,” Historical Journal, 52 (2009), 717-38. Israel recently retorts that “the Radical Enlightenment”
did not necessarily originate in Spinoza’s philosophy, but referring to the crisis in the seventeenth-century Dutch Republic, and
all coupling of anti-religious and democratic/republican thought should be included whether they were linked to Spinoza or not,
see Jonathan I. Israel, The Enlightenment that Failed: Ideas, Revolution and Democratic Defeat, 1748-1830 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2019), 921-42. This claim already much differs from his original argument for the centrality of Spinoza in The
Radical Enlightenment.
19 Harvey Chisick, “Of the Radical and the Moderate Enlightenment,” in Reassessing the Radical Enlightenment (London:
Routledge, 2017), 61-79.
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caused a crisis of ideas about the relationship between nature and order, which undercut the theory

of the autonomy of the physical body and led to the arrival of the body social. The plan of nature

gave way to the plan of society.

In different ways, previous studies have discussed the problems present in the Enlightenment

concept of nature and materialism. Some think that nature became the dominant foundational

principle of intellectual authority and that once the Christian God was replaced by nature, the latter

gained the attributes of God, offering a new certainty and new theology.20 Others find that there

was a disturbing equivocality in the idea of nature and a division between physical nature and

human nature in the Enlightenment thought, which produced a dilemma for the materialists in

thinking about the relationship between nature and morality.21 Opposed to that view, Franck

Salaün’s sophisticated study has shown that materialism was not incompatible with morality and

order, but that it conceived of a mode of order—les moeurs, which were originally the principle of

good behaviors valued by the Republic of Letters—as a means distinct from laws for social change,

through which le corps social was formed and individuals became the subjects of morality. And

Dan Edelstein reveals how the idea of nature, in the form of natural law and natural right, was

judicialized and aided with the birth of the Terror during the Revolution.22 In relation to these

views, my study seeks to emphasize that materialism did not succeed in creating the new ontology

of nature. The materialist physiologists’ understanding of the autonomy of the body set forth a

20 Carl L. Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1932); Michael
Allen Gillispie, The Theological Origins of Modernity (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1988).
21 Paul Hazard, European Thought in the Eighteenth Century, from Montesquieu to Lessing, trans. J. Lewis May (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1954[1946]); Lester G. Crocker, An Age of Crisis: Man and World in Eighteenth Century French Thought
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1959); Jean Ehrard, L'idée de nature en France dans la première moitié du XVIIIe siècle
(Genève: Slatkine, 1981[1963]); Henry Vyverber, Human Nature, Cultural Diversity, and the French Enlightenment (Oxford :
Oxford University Press, 1989).
22 Franck Salaün, L'Ordre des moeurs; Dan Edelstein, The Terror of Natural Right: Republicanism, the Cult of Nature, and the
French Revolution (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009).
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mechanism for the liberation of human desires, but it failed to formulate an effective theory of

social order. The materialist sensationists, on the other hand, eliminated the autonomy of the body

and simplified it into sensibility, which suppressed the complex meaning of nature and helped the

transformation from the body politic to the body social, a uniform order of simplified individuals.

My method is that of the traditional history of ideas that accentuates the comparison and

analysis of texts and concepts, and I will mainly discuss some of the best known French

materialists like La Mettrie, Diderto, Helvétius, and d’Holbach. Two chapters are respectively

devoted to La Mettrie and Diderot, and the Conclusion discusses d’Holbach. I discuss Helvétius

in the chapter of Diderot, because he had a systematic criticism of Helvétius’s thought, which was

crucial for understanding the heterogeneity of French materialism. Moreover, one chapter is

devoted to Montesquieu. Although not a materialist, his thought was a key to making sense of the

paradox of the concept of nature in the Enlightenment, which was important for the materialist

ideas. Compared to cultural history or the social history of ideas, my approach has its limitations

in exploring the broader rise, propagation, and social influence of French materialism; its strength

lies in how it unfolds the conflicts and development from inside of the logic of French materialist

thought, considering the importance of its heterogeneity to the development of ideas.23

Chapter One examines La Mettrie’s ideas about the autonomy of the body and the hedonistic

individuality. He formulated most of the core principles of French materialism. Through the

proposition of “man-machine”, La Mettrie constructed a monistic explanation of the body and the

23 John C. O’Neal, The Authority of Experience: Sensationist Theory in the Enlightenment (University Park: The Pennsylvania
State University Press, 1996), 198-223; Yves Charles Zarka, « Préface », dans Matérialistes français du XVIIIe siècle : La Mettrie,
Helvétius, d'Holbach, Sophie Audidière and Yves Charles Zarka, eds. (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 2006), xi-xiv. I will
elaborate on the differences between major materialists in the chapter of Conclusion.
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mind and took human beings to be machines of sensations and desires. This hedonism led to an

individualism based on the corporeality of human beings, which was thus contrary to the Cartesian

self. Moreover, his theory was amoral, anti-social, and opposed to natural law, which posed the

question of how, given this theory, human society could ever be possible in the first place.

Chapter Two discusses Montesquieu’s thought. Although not a materialist, his books were

censored by the French authorities because of a perceived Spinozism. His writings expressed a

strong inclination of naturalism and demonstrated the desirability of establishing order and

morality on the physical necessity of nature, but also disclosed the innate paradox in the concept

of nature through climate theory. Consequently, he was always vigilant about the conflation of

physical nature and morality, which later appeared in sensationism and was criticized by Diderot.

Montesquieu infused the idea of incessant motion of matter into humanity and recommended a

moderate body politic constructed as a balance between nature and morality.

Chapter Three discusses Diderot and some of the contestations he participated in. His

thought manifested fierce ambiguities, which wavered between nature and morality, order and

disorder, individuality and totality. He overturned his first conception of the total order of the

cosmos, and thus disputed with the physiocrats’ idea of the natural order, or the conflation of the

physical nature and human nature. His political view was close to Montesquieu’s in its preference

for a moderate body politic, and he disagreed with Helvétius’s sensationist image of human beings

as pure machines of corporeal pleasures and pains; rather, he advocated the autonomy of the body

and the non-arbitrariness of morality.

In the conclusion, I discuss d’Holbach’s synthesis of the various doctrines of materialism.

He tried to overcome the oppositions between nature and morality, between individuals and society,
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and to propose a consistent theory of politics and society, which conflated nature and society in a

sensationist manner, but ultimately undermined the effort to preserve individuality within society.

The cost of the rise of society was the suppression of nature.
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Chapter One

The Art of Enjoyment: Corporeality, Pleasure and the Hedonistic Individuality in

La Mettrie’s Philosophy

In 1746, Julien Offray de La Mettrie, then a physician and officer in charge of several French

military hospitals in Flanders, was forced to leave France for Leiden in the Dutch Republic. One

year earlier, La Mettrie anonymously published his first major philosophical essay, the Histoire

naturelle de l’âme (1745). Before long, however, its author was identified by the authorities, and

this book was condemned to fire by the Parlement de Paris because it was “scandalous, contrary to

the religion and good mores” in 1746.1 Two years later, in 1748, he had to flee again from Holland

to Prussia in order to seek shelter at the court of Frederick the Great. This time, it was because La

Mettrie published an even more scandalous book—his most famous L’Homme machine—with the

Dutch publisher Elie Luzac in 1747. According to Frederick II’s Éloge de La Mettrie, which was an

early biography of La Mettrie, L’Homme machine “revolted all the priests in Leiden against the

author: Calvinists, Catholics, and Lutherans.”2 Although longing to get back to his homeland, he

never managed to return before his death in November 1751.

1 Arrest ... qui condamne deux livres intitulez: l'un, Histoire naturelle de l'âme; l'autre, Pensées philosophiques à être lacerez &
brûlez par l'exécuteur de la haute-justice. 7 juillet 1746 (Paris, 1746), 2. On how La Mettrie was identified by the French
authority, see Ann Thomson, Materialism and Society in the Mid-Eighteenth Century : La Mettrie's Discours préliminaire(Genève:
Droz, 1981), 9. His flight was also related to his satires on colleague physicians, especially those in the Faculty of Medicine of
Paris, see Kathleen A. Wellman, La Mettrie : Medicine, Philosophy, and Enlightenment(Durham: Duke University Press, 1992), 51.
2 Fredéric II, roi de Prusse, « Éloge de La Mettrie » (1752), in Julien Offray de La Mettrie and Frederick, dans Oeuvres
philosophiques de La Mettrie (Berlin: Chez C. Tutot, 1796), t. I: vi.
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Despite these problems, the last years (1746-51) of La Mettrie’s short life were the golden

age of his philosophical production. Before that, he mainly engaged in medical practice, published

various medical treatises, and translated some works of the famous Hermann Boerhaave, who was

La Mettrie’s teacher at Leiden during his study there from 1733 to 1734. Boerhaave was a great

Dutch physician and an important medical educator in early eighteenth-century Europe. With a

strong empiricist inclination, Boerhaave refused to have recourse to metaphysical terms, for

example, final causes, to explain physical phenomena and diseases.3 Although well known for his

iatromechanism—an approach trying to explain physiological phenomena by mechanical laws—his

medical methodology was in fact an eclectic mix of Cartesian dualism and Lockean sensationism.4

Not only did La Mettrie inherit many of Boerhaave’s ideas and methodology, especially the latter’s

empiricism, but he also sharpened his teacher’s medical eclecticism and transformed it into a radical

materialism, which, in moral issues, led to a new hedonism. This philosophy, as a result, drove him

to the periphery of the republic of philosophes, a situation parallel to his self-exile from the

homeland.

Being detested both by the philosophes and the authorities, La Mettrie’s name became a dark

secret in the Enlightenment. He was perhaps the first important and well-read materialist in

eighteenth-century France given that Jean Meslier was rarely known before Voltaire’s publication of

3 Wellman, La Mettrie : Medicine, Philosophy, and Enlightenment, 65-73. Wellman’s book also has discussed influences from
other physicians, for instance, the English man Thomas Syndenham, on La Mettrie. But besides Boerhaave, French physiologists,
especially Guillaume Lamy, a 17th-century French physician and Epicurean, were the most important influences, see ibid., 126-
34. Concerning Lamy’s Epicureanism and his influence on La Mettrie, see Charles Wolfe, “Epicuro-Cartesianism: La Mettrie’s
Materialist Transformation of Early Modern Philosophy,” in H. Hecht, ed., La Mettrie. Ansichten und Einsichten (Berlin: Berliner
Wissenschafts-Verlag, 2004), 75-95, and Alan Charles Kors, Epicureans and Atheists in France, 125-6.
4 On Boerhaave’s iatromechanism, see Thomas S. Hall, Ideas of Life and Matter: Studies in the History of General Physiology,
600 B.C. to 1900 A.D, 2 Vols. (Chicago:The University of Chicago Press, 1969), 1: 367-90. Thomson points out that although
Boerhaave was a dualist, his mechanism was easily to be appropriated by materialism, see Thomson, Bodies of Thought, 177-80.
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the Extrait des sentiments de Jean Meslier in 1762. Many later thinkers, such as Diderot and

d’Holbach, surreptitiously transported many of his ideas to their own writings. In fact, in

comparison with later materialists, La Mettrie’s thought was much more consistent and radical. The

Encylopédie of d’Alembert and Diderot was first published in 1751—the year La Mettrie died. The

next year, the first two volumes were banned, and it would take some more years to popularize their

materialism. But afterwards, La Mattrie’s name had been deliberately avoided by most writers, and

even until 1778, Diderot still evoked him with disgust.5 His weird death (by indigestion, as it was

said) further worsened his established disrepute.

In this chapter, I will not discuss how La Mettrie’s thought was turned into the material of a

cultural scandal by his society. Instead, I hope to show how his materialism, first as metaphysics

emphasizing matter and motion as the essence of nature, eventually invented a hedonistic

individuality. This individuality, however, was very different from the morally autonomous

individuality theorized proposed by Immanuel Kant later in that century. But essentially, owing to

its profound root in corporeality, it was a reverse of the Cartesian self. Establishing the human body

as a self-motivating machine based on physiology, La Mettrie went beyond sensationism and

infused the body with an absolute autonomy. The soul, if not totally neutralized in his theory, was

no longer the master of the human body; rather, the body became its own lord. Through explicating

attributes inherent in organic matter, La Mettrie naturalized human existence and replaced the active

God with the animate body. In other words, he reckoned nature—the physical nature—to be the new

and the sole foundation of human beings. Although according to La Mettrie, this autonomous body

5 See notes 190 and 191 in Chapter Three.
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is determined by physical causes; paradoxically, it is also the high road to human liberation from

social oppression. Different from Kathleen Wellman’s argument that La Mettrie’s individualism did

not concern society, my point is that his theory had a significant consequence for Enlightenment

political thought, viz., he envisaged a materialistic meta-politics, which became a problem to solve

for later materialists. On the surface, his standpoint was apolitical even anti-social, but his

individualism forced this question on all kinds of political designs, especially those political systems

conceived by the voluntaristic construction of social contracts: how could physiologically

determined and diversified persons, who actively pursues their own pleasure, be accommodated to a

social or political order? In the beginning, we need to examine the significant influence of

Cartesianism on La Mettrie.

1. Cartesian Dualism and the Beast-Machine Problem

The general intellectual climate in the first forty years of the eighteenth-century France

was deistic. Cartesianism was in decline, but still influential. Newton’s laws were ascendant and

increasingly considered as the new foundation of the physical world. Locke’s empiricism began

to be widely known in France, especially through Voltaire’s introduction; Condillac’s important

development of Locke’s philosophy was first published in 1746, a year after La Mettrie’s the

Histoire naturelle de l’âme (1745). The revival of materialism, as a straw in a gathering wind,

was already seen in the “pantheist” works of John Toland.6 The most dangerous branch of

materialism at that time—the Spinozist pantheism, together with a diluted seventeenth-century

6 Jacob, The Radical Enlightenment, 22.
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Epicurean philosophy, remained in the libertine tradition and gradually broadened its audience

by writers like Henri de Boulainvilliers, but it also became a favorite target of ecclesiastical and

governmental censors.7 By and large, the dominant intellectual scheme was still attached to

deism and natural law, but the “crisis of the European mind” was now on the brink of leaping

into the “recovery of nerve”. The realization of this leap turned on a key question: what is the

relationship between the soul and the body?

An early effort to solve this problem was made by René Descartes. According to

Descartes’s dualism, there are two substances in this world (apart from the absolute substance,

God): the mind and the body. These two substances are strictly distinguished from each other,

because the latter depends on extension which cannot perceive or think, while the former is pure

thinking without occupying any space. The soul is united with all parts rather than a specific part

of the body, but the pineal gland is the primary location where the interaction between the soul

and the body takes place. Animal spirits, some rarefied form of blood flowing in nerves,

permeate the body and are the medium of bridging the soul and external objects. External objects

touching the human senses will cause sensations, which are felt by the soul through animal

spirits in nerves that transport stimulation of the senses to the pineal gland. Similarly, the soul

can move the body by driving animal spirits accumulated around the pineal gland to our body

parts. 8

7 Wade, The Clandestine Organization and Diffusion of Philosophic Ideas in France from 1700 to 1750, 97-123 .A good analysis
about the difference between Spinozist and Epicurean atheisms, see Francine Markovitz’s discussion in Paolo Cristofolini et al.,
Spinoza au XVIIIe siècle : actes des journées d'études organisées les 6 et 13 décembre 1987 à la Sorbonne (Paris: Méridiens
Klincksieck, 1990), 147-8.
8 René Descartes, “The Passions of the Soul,” in The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, trans. & ed. John Cottingham et al., 3
vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 1: 341-2. Regarding Descartes’s theory of “beast-machine”, see Leonora
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Descartes thought this mechanical and hydraulic theory could explain the relationship

between the human body and mind, which further led to the famous “beast-machine” thesis. As

Minsoo Kang has noticed, the medieval and Renaissance ideas of the automaton as a magical

product was gradually replaced by the image of the mechanistic automaton.9 For Descartes, all

animals, human beings included, share the physical mechanism detailed above. One fundamental

distinction, however, exists between humans and other animals:

Not merely that the beasts have less reason than men, but that they have no reason
at all. For it patently requires very little reason to be able to speak; …so what they do
better does not prove that they have any intelligence, for if it did then they would have
more intelligence than any of us and would excel us in everything. It proves rather
that they have no intelligence at all, and that it is nature which acts in them according
to the disposition of their organs. In the same way a clock, consisting only of wheels
and springs, can count the hours and measure time more accurately than we can with
all our wisdom.10

In sum, beasts (this is how Descartes called all non-human animals) do not have souls; they are

just machines (or automata) like clocks in the strict sense. As we have seen in the above quote, a

major reason of Descartes’s rejection of reason to animals was because he thought that beasts

cannot speak.

In Descartes’ eyes, the soul, which can exist without the body, is the essence of humans.

A person cannot be living without thinking: “I am, then, in the strict sense only a thing that

thinks; that is, I am a mind, or intelligence, or intellect, or reason.”11 Further distinctions are

Cohen Rosenfield, From Beast-Machine to Man-Machine : Animal Soul in French Letters from Descartes to La Mettrie (New York:
Octagon Books, 1968 [1940]), 6-22; Kang, Sublime Dreams of Living Machines, 116-23; Jessica Riskin, The Restless Clock: A
History of the Centuries-Long Argument over What Makes Living Things Tick (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2018),
44-76; Deborah J. Brown, “Animal Souls and Beast Machines: Descartes’s Mechanical Philosophy,” in Animals: A History, ed.
Peter Adamson & G. Fay Edwards (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018),187-209.
9 Kang, Sublime Dreams of Living Machines, 112-6.
10 Descartes, “Discourse on the Method,” in The Philosophical Writings of Descarte, 1: 140-1.
11 Ibid., “Meditations on First Philosophy,” 2: 18.
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derived from it: the soul is an active and rational substance, while the body is passive and only

follows mechanical laws; the soul can sense and perceive, while the body is only a vehicle of the

well-presented impressions made by outside objects or inside movements on our senses; the soul

is an indivisible totality, while the body is divisible.12 And more importantly, all the active

faculties of the soul, such as free will, reasoning, and especially the very clear knowledge of one’

own existence now and in the following moments, entail God as the origin and the guardian of

this absolute agency in the world.13

In brief, Descartes’s distinction between the soul and the body corresponded to his

distinction between human beings and beasts. Its most significant corollary was to establish the

superiority of actions of the soul to movements of the body. This is the main task of his last

philosophical essay—Les passions de l’âme (1649). In this text, Descartes tried to show that

there is a competitive relationship between the two substances in one body. Physiological

processes may cause passions (mainly the perceptions caused by the body) in the soul, but the

soul, contingent on the balance of power between reason and passions, may also impel or be

impelled by the body.14 Their battlefield is the pineal gland and their weapons are animal spirits.

However, even though the balance of power between the soul and the body may be changed,

Descartes’s final conclusion was that after some proper training, the weakest soul can master the

passions. Again, he pointed out that, strictly, even the passions do not belong to animals; all they

12 Ibid., “The Passions of the Soul,” 1: 343-6; “Meditations on First Philosophy,” 2: 59.
13 Ibid., “Principles of Philosophy,” 1: 200.
14 Ibid., “The Passions of the Soul,” 1: 343.



18

have are no more than movements of the body.15

Descartes’s dualism constituted a starting point, and perhaps an epistemological obstacle

to eighteenth-century materialists. As Leonora Rosenfield indicates, Cartesianism at its birth was

a threat to the doctrines of the Church, but before long it became an ally in the Holy camp.16 As

long as matter, or the body composed of matter, remains inert and insentient, the dominance of

the spiritual soul over the material body in the Cartesian tradition would not be really challenged.

Free will was then assured and the innate ideas given by God were defended. But although some

contemporaneous thinkers, such as Hobbes and Gassendi, had already criticized Descartes’s

ideas and laid the foundation of endorsing animals’ ability to think, the dualistic “beast-machine”

problem was in fact a buried seed which would not grow to the monistic “man-machine” tree

until the eighteenth century.

La Mettrie acclaimed Descartes as the first one proclaiming that animals are machines.17

When admiring the great contribution made by his compatriot giant, La Mettrie also vehemently

criticized the latter’s incomplete elimination of ontological presumptions in philosophy.

Furthermore, he also accused Descartes of misguiding Spinoza.18 Later we will see that La

Mettrie had to unfold his monistic materialism by combatting both Descartes and Spinoza.

Before entering that discussion, we need to have a look at another development of the beast-

machine problem in the early eighteenth century.

15 Ibid., 1: 348.
16 Rosenfield, From Beast-Machine to Man-Machine, 181.
17 Julien Offray de La Mettrie, « Les animaux plus que machines », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de La Mettrie, t. II : 79.
18 Ibid., « Abrégé des systèmes », t. II : 10.
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2. Can Matter Think? Locke and Voltaire on the Body and the Soul

(1) John Locke

Advanced by Pierre Gassendi, Pierre Bayle, John Toland, and some other scholastics, the

insentient nature of matter was always in question after Descartes.19 John Locke’s inquiry of

whether matter can think was the most famous one among others. As Yves Charles Zarka

indicates, this question became the essential problem to French materialists in the eighteenth

century.20 Simply put, if matter can think, there is no reason not to assign agency to it, and the

Cartesian system would subsequently collapse. For Locke, innate ideas advocated by Descartes

are non-existent, because all ideas in the mind come from sense experience, namely from

sensations caused by outside objects or inside activities. Locke’s explanation of how we acquire

ideas from external objects was somewhat complicated.21 According to him, our capacity of

understanding is limited by the properties of our senses; so, despite calling the mind and matter

“substances”, they are no more than agglomerates of some attributes capable of being perceived

by our senses. Therefore, extension is not the essence of matter; neither is thinking the essence of

the soul.22 This skepticism was the basic spirit of Locke’s epistemology. Following the same

principle, his original expression of this “if matter can think” question was first an inquiry of

19 On Cartesian dualism after Descartes, see Leonora C. Rosenfield, From Beast-Machine to Man-Machine. Concerning an earlier
development of discussions on the mind-soul problem in England, see Thomson, Bodies of Thought, 65-134.
20 Yves Charles Zarka, « Préface », Matérialistes français du XVIIIe siècle, vii.
21 Concerning Locke’s theory on “thinking matter”, see John W. Yolton, Thinking Matter: Materialism in Eighteenth-Century
Britain (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), 14-28; Martha Brandt Bolton, “Locke on Thinking Matter,” in A
Companion to Locke, ed. Stuart Matthew (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2016), 334-53.
22 John Locke, "An Essay Concerning Human Understanding," in The Works of John Locke, 9 vols. (London: Printed for C. and J.
Rivington etc., 1824), 1: 77, 160, 214.
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what the boundary of our knowledge is:

We have the ideas of matter and thinking, but possibly shall never be able to
know, whether any mere material being thinks, or no; its being impossible for us by
the contemplation of our own ideas, without revelation, to discover, whether
omnipotency has not given to some systems of matter fitly disposed a power to
perceive and think, or else joined and fixed to matter so disposed a thinking
immaterial substance.23

In his opinion, whether matter can think is not really knowable for us, but this possibility should

not be ruled out either. This is attributed partly to God’s omnipotence, partly to the fact that our

knowledge cannot go beyond our ideas. Seen from another perspective, in Locke’s words, the

question whether matter can think refers more to the power than to the essence of matter.  Now

that the essence of matter is unknown to us, and matter has its active parts—the corpuscles,

which constitute the power of secondary qualities to affect human perceptions and are not

necessarily bound with primary qualities such as extension and solidity, the main issue coined by

the Cartesian system was softly changed. Descartes’s quasi-physiological explanation of the

interaction between two substances, namely, the mind and the body, now gave way to a

metaphysical exploration of whether matter can produce intellect.

     Locke’s standpoint was ambivalent. In principle, he thought that this question was

unanswerable since we do not have enough cognitive capacity, but in Book IV, chapter 10 of his

An Essay concerning Human Understanding (1690), the opposite idea appeared. This chapter is

titled “Of Our Knowledge of the Existence of a God”. By defending God as a primary, cogitative

being, Locke denied that incogitative matter can produce anything with intellect.  According to

him, there is a degradation of “motivity” from God to matter: God is the pure spirit, thus purely

23 Ibid., 2: 80, 103.
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active; matter is purely passive; the human spirit, in between God and matter, is both active and

passive. On this account, no active properties can be produced by the pure passivity of matter

without the intervention of an intelligent being, which in no way could be material. Even motion

cannot originate from matter itself, let alone sentient or cogitative capacities.24 Corpuscles,

sometimes presumed to be active by Locke, were even deprived of the access to thinking.25

Locke’s sensationism was a crucial criticism of Cartesianism. As La Mettrie later

remarked, Locke was the destroyer of innate ideas and was the first to untangle the chaos in

metaphysics.26 Although Locke’s blow to Cartesian epistemology was substantial, he himself

did not want to challenge the existence of God. God remained a requisite as the prime mover in

Voltaire’s deistic world picture, and Locke’s refutation of innate ideas was appropriated by

Voltaire to develop his own theory. In Lockean sensationism, there was an effort to reconcile

mechanism with atomism, especially visible in its definition of the primary and secondary

qualities. However, this reconciliation in support of his epistemology did not persist in the

question of “whether matter can think”. When dissecting that question, Locke’s methodology

was closer to Descartes’s dualistic metaphysics rather than to his own empiricism. His

ambiguous, first skeptical, then negative attitude towards matter’s ability to think was reread by

Voltaire in a more materialist direction that later entered French thought. Although Locke’s

sensationism would be further polished by Condillac, La Mettrie’s first important philosophical

work, the Histoire naturelle de l’âme (1745), was published one year earlier than Condillac’s the

24 Ibid., 1: 307.
25 Ibid., 2: 192-3.
26 La Mettrie, « Abrégé des systèmes », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie (Amsterdam : 1753), t. II : 32, 36.
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Essai sur l’origine des connaisances humaines (1746). That is to say, La Mettrie’s inheritance

and occasional criticism of Locke’s sensationism in the Histoire, at that time, should have

originated from his own reading of Locke’ book, or from Voltaire’s or Boerhaave’ introduction,

rather than from Condillac’s book.27

(2) Voltaire

During Voltaire’s stay in England from 1726 to 1729, he familiarized himself with many

contemporary British writers and important past works. A major result of his reflections during

this period was published as the Lettres philosophiques in 1734. Among the letters in this book,

the thirteenth letter, “On Locke”, specifies the “whether matter can think” question.28 In this

letter, apparently following Locke, Voltaire took a big step forward and explicitly claimed that

beasts are more than simple automata; these ideas were soon deepened in his Traité de

métaphysique (1734).

     There are three key points in Voltaire’s thirteenth letter. He wrote that Locke’s first

contribution was that he did not accept the Cartesian idea that soul is always thinking. Secondly,

for Locke, whether matter can think was a question with no answer. Here, Voltaire was in line

with Locke’s skeptical argument and refused to define the soul as a substance. According to

Voltaire, the nature of the soul does not matter for religious reasons: “It [the soul] is like a clock

27 Catherine Wellman notices that, in spite of Locke’s influence, La Mettrie’s materialism was quite different from the
sensationist tradition; the latter emphasized much less upon physiology, see Wellman, La Mettrie, 150. In fact, La Mettrie had
both physicist and sensationist inclinations, although these two did not develop into antagonism in his thought as in Diderot’s.
28 The first draft of this letter on Locke is not the same as the published one. The draft was more radical and less related to
Locke’s original idea, and became the basis of his Traité de métaphysique, see Spink, French Free-Thought from Gassendi to
Voltaire, 321.
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which is given to us to run; but the maker [of this clock] did not tell us what its springs are made

from.”29

The third argument Voltaire made in this letter is that beasts are not merely machines.

Seeing matter as active, Voltaire jumped to a drastic revision of Locke’s negative opinion on

matter in Book IV of the Essay—a revitalization of the libertine tradition influenced by Gassendi

and some Epicureans:

Beasts have the same organs and perceptions as we have; they have memory and
combine some ideas. If God was unable to animate matter and give sensation to it,
there should be two possibilities: either beasts are pure machines, or they have a
spiritual soul.

It seems that I have almost demonstrated that beasts cannot be simple machines:
this is my evidence. God has made exactly the same organs of sensation for them as
ours. Therefore, if they do not have feelings, God must have done a useless work.30

This remark was a negation of both Locke’s and Descartes’s ideas. Although not denying the

importance of God and the providential natural law, Voltaire’s deism, in this sense, was very

close to materialism.31

Actually, his three major points made in the letter on Locke were reiterated by La Mettrie,

especially, in the section on Locke in the Abrégé des systems that originally appeared as the notes

of his Histoire naturelle de l’âme,32 Voltaire’s remarks were restated. Even Voltaire’s defense of

philosophy against religion at the end of the thirteenth letter was repeated in the conclusion of

the Histoire, which was later expunged in its revised edition, the Traité de l’âme. Nevertheless,

29 Voltaire, « Lettres philosophiques », dans Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire (Paris : Garnier Frères, 1877), t. XXII: 125.
30 Ibid., 22: 125-6.
31 Voltaire’s materialistic interpretation of Locke’s neutral argument is noticed by Aram Vartanian, see note. 89 in Aram
Vartanian, La Mettrie's L’Homme machine : A Study in the Origins of an Idea (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1960), 204-5.
32 La Mettrie’s the Histoire, after his revision for including it in his Oeuvres philosophiques in 1750, was retitled Traité de l’âme,
and its content is very different from the Histoire. Since then, Abrégé de systèmes was published as a supportive but
independent essay following the text of the Traité in his Oeuvres philosophiques of various editions.
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an extended explanation on this topic was fully developed in La Mettrie’s later Discours

préliminaire (1751).

     But,  in  the Traité de métaphysique, which was the most systematic expression of Voltaire’s

Lockeanism, the divergence between Voltaire’s deism and La Mettrie’s materialism was well

revealed.33 Ann Thomson suggests that in La Mettrie’s public writings, Voltaire was praised

more as a literary genius than a philosopher (especially in the section “Du génie” in 1745’s

Histoire);34 despite this, their fundamental disparity actually went beyond religious and moral

issues to the fundamental understanding on the nature of matter.35 As La Mettrie’s colleague and

sometime his protector in Potsdam, Voltaire had a huge impact upon “Monsieur Machine”.

Probably, for this reason, La Mettrie’s criticism of Voltaire, which was hidden in his giving credit

to the latter in “Du genie”, was removed in the revised editions. And the epigraph of L’Homme

machine was also quoted from Voltaire. After that, until La Mettrie’s death in 1751, hardly any

apparent challenge to Voltaire could be defined in La Mettrie’s writings. But from another

perspective, although they shared a very similar idea on the issue of matter, the theme of La

Mettrie’s philosophical works since 1745 implicitly undermined Voltaire’s agnosticism on the

question of how matter can think.

In the Traité de métaphysique, Voltaire followed his previous Lockeanism and tried to

33 This Traité was not published until the 1784’s Kehl edition came out. However, its major points may be known to La Mettrie
considering the familiarity he had with Voltaire and the latter’s significance in Frederick’s court.
34 This section on genius was later removed from the revised edition of the Histoire—Traité de l’âme. In the Histoire, La Mettrie
praised Voltaire’s literary achievement and his being the ultimate in “taste”. However, he also said that Voltaire and Fontenelle
did not make great contributions to philosophy, see Anonyme [Julien Offray de La Mettrie], Histoire naturelle de l'âme, tr. de
l'angl. de m. Charp, par feu m. H*** (Oxford [Paris]: 1747 [Orignally printed in 1745]), 220-37.
35 Thomson, Materialism and Society in the Mid-Eighteenth Century, 163-5.
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defend theism against materialism. But this was a very tricky task: after having assigned thinking

and perception to matter and having questioned the immortality of the soul, it was difficult for

him to deprive matter of its full autonomy. Consequently, God as the major active force in the

universe would be greatly marginalized and pantheism—an earlier form of materialism

popularized by John Toland which stressed the equation of God with nature and thus the self-

activation of the body—seemed about to gain the upper hand. This was what Voltaire tried to

avoid.

     According to him, why and how matter can think is absolutely unknown to us; it is God

who has given these properties to matter. Additionally, as Locke wrote, the soul cannot

continuously think and be aware of its own existence. In this sense, the soul could be something

material and common to both men and animals. In other words, thinking is no more than a

physiological faculty: “God has attached this faculty of having ideas to one part of the brain,

because it is as impossible to preserve the faculty without that part, as to preserve one person’s

smile or the singing of a bird after their deaths.”36

Voltaire claimed that all ideas come from senses, but he refused to explore how human

beings can sense. Preferring Locke’s agnosticism to Malebranche’s parallelism (which was

criticized as the most absurd theory similar to Spinozism by Voltaire), and fighting against the

pantheistic notion that God is equal to the whole world, Voltaire’s God was no less mysterious

than Malebranche’s. While strengthening his view that the soul is not a spiritual thing, he did not

admit of full autonomy to matter. For Voltaire, if movement is an inherent property of matter as

36 Voltaire, « Traité de métaphysique », dans Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire, XXII: 214, 242-3.
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materialists advocated, God is still indispensable as the prime mover of all movements in the

whole universe which is governed by mathematical laws. Otherwise, no movement would be

possible. And the materialist idea that thinking and sensation are also inherent in matter was

contradictory to its corollary that there must be a “soul of the world” animating all matter while

it cannot be material in itself.37  Therefore, in Voltaire’s thought, God as the original activation

of matter had a metaphysical priority. Understandably, another materialist argument that final

causes are nonexistent was also refuted. Although Voltaire held that the reality of final causes is

hard to prove, for him, the nonexistence of final causes is even more unreasonable.38

     Close to materialism but refusing to push it to its possible extreme, Voltaire’s deism

constituted a proper background for understanding La Mettrie’s radicalism. “He [God] was able

to create spirit and matter without being either matter or spirit”, but actually the spiritual soul as

a substance was already undermined by Voltaire’s metaphysics. 39 Later he claimed that the

interaction between the soul and the body is neither necessary nor physical; so, humans have

their freedom. He also said that human beings, just like God, have to obey the principle of

pleasure in their actions— even God does not have freedom not to seek pleasure.40 In this way,

the problem of whether matter can think became the core of Voltaire’s quasi-materialistic, but

ultimately deistic metaphysics. Questioning God as the primary cause, repudiating final causes,

and building a physiological bridge between the soul and the body, La Mettrie’s task was to get

rid of the difficulties in dualism and deism.

37 Ibid., 22: 201-2.
38 Ibid., 22 : 199-201.
39 Ibid., 22 : 199.
40 Ibid., 22: 220.
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3. Man-Machine and Active Matter: La Mettrie’s Monistic Materialism

     In his earliest and perhaps the most systematic philosophical treatise, the Histoire naturelle

de l’âme, La Mettrie wrote that the error of metaphysics lied in its ignorance of physics, which

resulted in its great chaos. “Physics alone can cut down those difficulties.”41 His ambition was to

overcome the metaphysical mess on the relationship between the soul and the body through

empirical proofs, specifically, physiological observations. This empiricism was eventually

established in his L’Homme machine. Before that, as Aram Vartanian notes, it seems that La

Mettrie had somewhat developed a materialist metaphysics, and his Histoire was  more  like  a

traditional treatise on metaphysics.42 The metaphysics La Mettrie contended against was mainly

Cartesian dualism. In order to deploy his new reflections, the beast-machine problem was once

again picked up.

Cartesian dualism was entirely refuted by La Mettrie, but the beast-machine thesis was

selectively accepted and converted into his own man-machine version. In comparison with his

ambiguous attitude towards Descartes, Locke was a more constant source for La Mettrie’s cause

of dissolving dualism. Although appearing eclectic, his method, which partly came from

Boerhaave, was a strategy for promoting a radical materialism. But how to identify this

materialism was knotty for his contemporaries: Spinozism, Epicureanism, or in La Mettrie’s own

words, Epicuro-Cartesianism?43 Sometimes, he claimed that his idea of man-machine was closer

41 La Mettrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 137.
42 Vartanian, La Mettrie's L’Homme machine, 41-3.
43 He took the “systême Epicuro-Cartésien” to be “twisted and poorly stitched”, but here it was only an irony, see La Mettrie,
« Les animaux plus que machines », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. II : 83.
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to Spinoza. 44  But from the very beginning, his materialism kept a distance from Spinoza’s

pantheism. In sum, this confusion was a reflection of the novelty of his materialism, which could

be easily broken down into different ancient and modern materialist schools by eighteenth-century

scholars, but gathered altogether, it hardly fitted into any ready-made categories. For La Mettrie,

this was the real philosophy and the truth: “ But to write like a philosopher is to teach

materialism!” 45  The greatest achievement of this materialism was to confirm the absolute

autonomy of matter or the body, which had been approached but not realized by Spinoza and

Voltaire46: the body is self-moved, sentient, and capable of thinking; no intermediate or higher

causes are needed for activating it. The soul was thus completely materialized and God as the

prime mover was no longer a prerequisite.

In the Histoire, La Mettrie first criticized the Cartesian notion that extension is the essence

of matter. According to him, apart from extension, “the power to acquire motive force and the

faculty of felling” is also an essential property.47 His argumentation was to use some complicated

scholastic terms to unfold his analysis, not least the notion of “form”. The changes or movements

of matter were considered stemming from the alteration of its forms; forms could be considered as

different states of matter. If matter can be changed, it must possess a corresponding power of being

changed. Thus, the passive form (extension) must be paired off with an active form, which allows

44 La Mettrie, « Abrégé des systèmes », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. II : 43.
45 Ibid., « Discours préliminaire », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I: 19; Julien Offray de La Mettrie, Machine
Man and Other Writings, trans. Ann Thomson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 151.
46 Theo Verbeek thinks that the major enemy of deism(s) in the eighteenth century was Spinozism, see Theo Verbeek, Le traité
de l'âme de La Mettrie = Het traité de l'âme van La Mettrie : met een samenvatting in het Nederlands (Thesis [Ph.D.],
OMI/Grafisch Bedrijf, Rijksuniversiteit te Utrecht, 1988), Vol. 2: 59. Given the above discussions on Voltaire, this point is well
taken on the one hand. But on the other hand, Spinoza’s universe could not activate itself without simultaneously being God. In
this sense, deism was not that far from Spinozism nevertheless. We will discuss this problem later.
47 La Mettrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 6; Machine Man and Other Writing, 44.
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matter to change from some states to others. Because matter already has forms, motive force must

exist in them accordingly.48

As many scholars have remarked, La Mettrie tried to oppose the understanding of ancient

philosophers (especially Aristotle) on matter to that of Descartes.49 This is a reason why he had

chosen to make use of scholastic terms as his tool of de-metaphysicization. As he noticed, ancient

philosophies needed to use “forms” to explain the movements of matter, but they refused to claim

any knowledge of its substance. In other words, La Mettrie thought that the ancients admitted that

matter has inherent motive force, but did not know why. His own conclusion was that cold and

heat are “the forms which produce other forms”, i.e., the origins of motive force.50 In this way, La

Mettrie could remove God from the summit of the great chain of movements:

 Descartes…claimed…that God was the sole efficient cause of movement and that
he impressed it on all bodies at every moment. But this opinion was only a hypothesis
which he tried to accommodate to the light of faith, in which case one is no longer
speaking as a philosopher or to philosophers, in particular to those who can be
convinced only by the force of evidence.51

This was an apparent attack not only on Cartesianism, but also on all forms of theistic systems,

deism included. In fact, the main divergence between Voltaire’s deism and La Mettrie’s

materialism consisted in the latter’s rejection of the prime mover, even if both agreed that matter

has the abilities to think and feel.

Moreover, the Cartesian idea that animals cannot feel was also refuted. La Mettrie argued that,

48 Ibid., 16-7; ibid., 46-7.
49 Vartanian, La Mettrie's L’Homme machine, 48-9; Verbeek, Le traite de l'ame de La Mettrie, 101. Vartanian and Verbeek hold
very different ideas on La Mettrie’s approach on almost every point. Vartanian thinks La Mettrie was closer to Locke in the
Histoire, while Verbeek thinks he was close to Spinozism which was in fact a hodgepodge of ancient philosophies. However, they
all agree that in the Histoire, Descartes was the primary target.
50 La Mettrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 24; Machine Man and Other Writings, 49.
51 Ibid., 24-5; ibid., 49.
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based on proofs from comparative anatomy (mainly from Boerhaave’s studies), animals and

humans share very similar sense organs. In addition, animals are similar to human beings in having

emotional expressions. Thus, La Mettrie strongly dissented with the idea that beasts are mere

machines. But at the same time, he also admitted that it was basically unknown whether this faculty

of feeling is inherent in matter or acquired through forms, because it could only be found in organic

bodies. In sum, La Mettrie claimed that all of matter’s abilities to think and sense had already been

observed by the ancients; in contrast, Cartesianism was depreciated as the “ruins of the

Moderns”.52

     Having attempted to demonstrate that matter is more than mere extension, La Mettrie’s

next step was to show that the soul is material. The “material soul” was a classic topic in

clandestine literature; among them, the famous anonymous manuscript L’âme matérielle was

widely circulated and read in France in mid-eighteenth century. Probably written before 1734

according to Alain Niderst, this manuscript might be known to La Mettrie, although no evidence

could be identified.53 However, its theme, as well as its arguments, greatly resemble to La

Mettrie’s writings. The essential points in this manuscript were that the soul is a material and

mortal being, which cannot be distinguished from the body. “All that in the universe are bodies:

there is thus neither incorporeal being nor spiritual substance.”54 The soul is part of the fire-like

Soul of the World which originates from the sun and depends on animal spirits to work. Besides,

52 Ibid., 29-30; ibid., 51.
53 Alain Niderst, « Introduction », dans Anonyme, L’Âme matérielle : ouvrage anonyme, ed. Alain Niderst (Paris : Presses
Universitaires de France, 1973), 21.
54 Ibid., 48.
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humans are not different from animals in the nature of their souls. All ideas come from

sensations, and animals can have reason as well, although theirs is not as perfect as human

reason. Like La Mettrie, the author of the manuscript thought that the corporeal organization of

both animals and humans has great weight in determining their inclinations. In fact, no clear

divergence between L’Âme matérielle and La Mettrie’s works can be identified; the suggestion

that the manuscript was more deistic than materialistic could thus be questioned. Just like La

Mettrie’s book, this manuscript was a mixture of all kinds of old and new theories about matter

and nature. It was particularly influenced by Guillaume Lamy’s Epicureanism, and sometimes

directly by Lucretius.55

Nevertheless, La Mettrie’s demonstration of the materiality of the soul was more

complicated than that in L’Âme matérielle, although its general spirit was similar. Appropriating

another Aristotelian term, he stated that the soul is a “substantial form” of living bodies, which is

not equal to another substantial form—the organic parts of bodies. The soul was taken as the

“principle of life”; substantial forms, according to La Mettrie’s interpretation, are actually what

make matter (as some abstract substance) real: “Hence although, rigorously speaking, they are

not substances but mere modifications, it was right to call them substantial forms because they

perfect the substance of bodies and are in a way part of them.”56 By overlapping the soul with

55 Charles Wolfe and Michaela van Esveld have examined many of the common arguments and analyses made in the writings of
Lamy , La Mettrie, and L’âme matérielle, especially their common ideas about the sensitive soul, animal spirits, and their
attribution of animal spirits to the Soul of the World. According to Wolfe and van Esveld, there was a medical Epicurean
tradition stretching from Lamy to La Mettrie, see Charles Wolfe and Michaela van Esveld, “The Material Soul: Strategies for
Naturalising the Soul in an Early Modern Epicurean Context,” in Conjunctions of Mind, Soul and Body from Plato to the
Enlightenment, ed. Danijela Kambaskovic (Dordrecht: Springer, 2014), 398-413. On Lamy’s idea about the Soul of the World, see
Thomson, Bodies of Thought, 88.
56 La Metrrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 31-2; Machine Man andOther Writings, 52.
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the “principle” of bodies, he reemphasized that bodies are not simply composed of passive

matter. On the other hand, without the self-motivating faculty (the soul), the maintenance and

running of organic bodies are impossible. But in his discussion of the sensitive soul, we will see

how this argument was reversed.

La Mettrie held that there are three types of souls distinguished by the ancients: the

vegetative soul of plants; the sensitive soul of animals; the rational soul of humans. The

vegetative soul is the operation of the fiery ether in the body, which controls the nutrition and

growth of an organism. The sensitive soul is how an organic body feels and recognizes, and the

center of its perception is the brain. La Mettrie argued that the soul must be something with

extension, the reason of which is based on Lucretius’s idea that an immaterial thing cannot

interact with a material thing.57 The transportation of sensations relies on animal spirits running

through in nerves and this is how the soul is affected by animal spirits. He said that how much

activity the soul has is a problem because it seems that the soul is determined by organs. This

point was also reaffirmed in his discussion on the affections of the sensitive soul. Interestingly, in

maintaining this argument, he fell into a circular reasoning given his previous argument that the

soul is the active principle of the body. If we understand this as a tactic to demonstrate both the

soul and the body are material and to refute Descartes’s thought, we can find that La Mettrie’s

first step was to make matter active in the light of the claim that the soul is the principle of the

body. Then he proceeded to show that this active principle—the soul—is purely corporeal; that is

why he needed to solidify the soul’s reliance on the body.

57 Ibid., 77-8; ibid., 64.
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The rational soul, according to La Mettrie, is just a different name of the sensitive soul

when used by humans, except that the rational soul “seems to have more power, more extensive

functions and perceptions”.58 He repudiated the Cartesian idea that the main function of the soul

is thinking; rather, it is “activity and sensibility”. In a Lockean way, ideas, memories,

judgements, and other mental activies were all deemed to derive from sensations; all intellectual

faculties are thereby attributed to the sensitive soul. In L’Homme machine, this standpoint was

once again articulated: “thought is only a capacity to feel and that the rational soul is only the

sensitive soul applied to the contemplation of ideas and to reasoning! This is proved by the

simple fact that when feeling is extinguished, so is thought”.59 Once more in a Lockean way, La

Mettrie affirmed that people cannot know the nature of the things they feel, because human

sensations are restricted by the properties of their sense organs. But what come from senses are

not deceitful; they are real and reliable. In this sense, neither the pure thinking soul (ideas) nor

external objects can determine human knowledge and understanding; it is the corporeal functions

that make human beings sentient and intelligent. As Charles Wolfe notes, in this way, the

Cartesian doubt was effectively rejected.60

In the chapter discussing knowledge and discernment in the Histoire, the autonomy of the

soul against the body in the Cartesian system was further diminished. Especially, the bridge

between the cogito and the formation of the contemplating subject was completely dismantled.61

58 Ibid., 34; ibid., 52.
59 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I : 91; ibid., 33.
60 Wolfe, “Epicuro-Cartesianism,” in 18.
61 On La Mettrie’s attack on the Cartesian “egocentric self”, see Blair Campbell, “La Mettrie: The Robot and the Automaton,”
 Journal of the History of Ideas, 31/4 (1970), 558-64.
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La Mettrie’s method was to pit pure thoughts against sensualistic experiences, which were taken

as the two basic types of sensations by him; by doing this, he first reaffirmed that thinking is a

physical phenomenon, and then claimed that soul does not own the full sovereignty as specified

in Descartes’s writings. Without the help of the body, the soul will lose all its normal functions

and cannot even survive:

  But the sensations of our soul have two faces that should be considered: either,
they are purely speculative, and when they illuminate the mind, we give them the
name “knowledge”; or, they bring pleasant or unpleasant affections to the soul, that is
when they make pleasure or happiness, pain or misfortune of our being: indeed, what
we enjoy very certainly are the modifications of ourselves. And it is true to say that
the soul, when reduced to itself, is merely an accidental being. The proof is that the
soul does not know itself and is dispossessed of itself when its sensations are
deprived. All its well-being and discomfort thus only reside in the pleasant or
unpleasant impressions they passively receive; that is to say, the soul is not its own
master to procure or choose them, because obviously, they depend on the causes
entirely foreign to them.62

At first glance, La Mettrie’s distinction between speculative and bodily feeling seemed to be a

reprise of Locke’s distinction of two origins of ideas: reflection and sensation. But what La

Mettrie actually did was to make a great alteration to Locke’s “epistemological hedonism”.63

Scholars hold various opinions upon to what extent La Mettrie was a sensationist. On the one

hand, Vartanian’s classic view is that La Mettrie followed Locke’s sensationsim in the Histoire so

as to destroy dualism, but then went back to Descartes in L’Homme machine. According to

Vartanian, the limitation of Locke’s sensationism was that it overemphasized epistemology, but

62 La Metrrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 108-9.
63 I use this expression to denote Locke’s sensualism, because, besides his sensationism which emphasized that all ideas come
from experience, he also thought that thinking and sensation have delight accompanying with them. Without this delight, “we
should neither stir our bodies nor employ our minds, but let our thoughts run adrift, without any direction or design.”
Concerning where this delight comes from, see Locke, "An Essay concerning Human Understanding," in The Works of John
Locke, in Nine Volumes, 1: 106.
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La Mettrie’s theory was a combination of epistemology and physiology, and the latter was

essential and epistemology was its consequence. A similar idea is developed and deepened by

Wellman, and she thinks that La Mettrie changed Locke’s sensationism into materialism. On the

other hand, although acknowledging the important role sensation played in La Mettrie’s works,

Theo Verbeek thinks that Locke’s influence on La Mettrie might come more indirectly from

Voltaire and other writers, and the ancient materialist theories were more important for La

Mettrie. Ann Thomson similarly thinks Locke’s influence upon La Mettrie was not consistent.64

Actually, in the Histoire, La Mettrie’s alteration of Locke’s standpoint was significant. A key

move of transforming sensationism into materialism was to neutralize Locke’s support of God’s

power of giving self-movement ability to matter. Moreover, as we have seen, in Locke’s theory,

if the soul is not rationalized by the body, the former will turn into an actively disordered mode.65

More radically than Locke, La Mettrie thought that the soul will become absolutely passive, even

nonexistent, when sensations are taken away. La Mettrie grafted Locke’s epistemological

hedonism onto his own physiology, claiming that the soul itself is only an accident. By this

means, he not only gave full autonomy to the body, but also dissolved the contemplative subject.

The road to a new subjectivity—the hedonistic subjectivity—was then opened. In other words,

now the soul is ordered based on the physiological properties of the body, rather than vice versa.

The rationality of soul succumbs to the corporeal rationality, which is formed by human physical

inclinations and desires, and falls into the realm of instincts.

64 Vartanian, La Mettrie's L’Homme machine, 48-9, 122; Wellman, La Mettrie, chap. 6; Verbeek, Le traité de l'âme de La Mettrie,
47, 86; Thomson, Materialism and Society in the Mid-Eighteenth Century, 38-9.
65 Locke, "An Essay concerning Human Understanding," in The Works of John Locke, in Nine Volumes, 1: 87.
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     La  Mettrie proposed a complete materialism in the Histoire and made use of metaphysical

tools to combat metaphysics. His conclusion was that matter can sense and move itself, and the

soul is materialized. God’s significance was de facto canceled, although seemingly La Mettrie

did not support atheism in this book as yet. In his later L’Homme machine and other works, more

empirical and physiological analyses were supplemented. If the Histoire mainly discussed

whether matter can think and feel, L’Homme machine dealt more with the beast-machine

problem.

     The  theme  of L’Homme machine could be translated in this way: the extent that human

beings are like animals is no less than how much animals are like automata. In La Mettrie’s own

words, “To be a machine and to feel, to think, and to be able to distinguish right from wrong...in

a word to born with intelligence and a sure instinct for morality and to be only an animal—are

thus things which are no more contradictory than to be an ape or a parrot and to be able to give

oneself pleasure.”66 The machine metaphor was doubtless the chief reason of his being

scandalized, but it also made a confusing impression that man-machine was a natural stretch of

Descartes’s beast-machine. In fact, La Mettrie neither simply returned to Descartes nor did he

absolutely deviate from Descartes. The main point of agreement with Descartes was that

mechanism could be applied to human beings. But in La Mettrie’s theory, this mechanism was

not limited to the body, but also workable to the mind. In other words, he abandoned Descartes’s

dualism for a materialistic monism, but the Cartesian mechanism was well preserved.

66 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I : 97; Machine Man and Other
Writings, 35.
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Vartanian’s famous suggestion is that La Mettrie went from his Lockeanism in the Histoire

back to Cartesianism in L’Homme machine, but this Cartesianism was a vital mechanism, which

underlined the “spontaneous energy” in muscle fibers.67 A similar point is recently proposed by

Wolfe, arguing that La Mettrie’s approach was “Epicuro-Cartesianism”.68 But neither Thomson

nor Verbeek thinks there was a return to Cartesianism. Thomson holds that the mechanism in

L’Homme machine was fatalism rather than Cartesian mechanism.69 Beyond doubt, this confusion

partly derived from La Mettrie’s own ambiguous attitude towards Descartes. He extolled that

Descartes cleared the road for philosophy, and was the first to demonstrate animals are machines,

as  we have mentioned above.  But  at  the same time,  he derided this  great  thinker’s  talents  as  a

metaphysician in the Histoire. In L’Homme machine, an interesting remark about Descartes

appeared, acknowledging that his errors could not overshadow his great contribution to the idea of

the “beast-machine”. La Mettrie said that Descartes’s dualism was a ruse to “make the theologians

swallow the poison hidden behind an analogy that strikes everyone and that they alone cannot

see.”70 Considering Locke’s sensationism was basically an epistemology and not very useful for

the physiological analysis in L’Homme machine, that La Mettrie did not continue reinforcing his

Lockeanism is understandable. But his application of Descartes’s mechanism in L’Homme

machine could be considered a tactic as well. Confident in having demonstrated the soul is material

and matter is sentient, La Mettrie further used Descartes’s beast-machine theme to suggest that

67 Vartanian, La Mettrie's L’Homme machine, 31, 48-9.
68 Wolfe, “Epicuro-Cartesianism,” 2-6. Wolfe argues that Epicureanism was used by La Mettrie to introduce the
medical/physiological method into Cartesianism. Muscle movements can thus be explained.
69 Thomson, Materialism and Society in the Mid-Eighteenth Centur, 41.
70 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I : 96; Machine Man and Other
Writings, 35.
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human abilities to think and sense are determined by their own constitutions; in his own words,

“The human body is a machine which winds itself up, a living picture of perpetual motion.”71 If

the Histoire focused on the mind, L’Homme machine attempted to illustrate that the human body

as a whole is like an automaton no less than is the animal body.

     The first important difference of L’Homme machine from the Histoire on the functioning

of the mind is that in the 1747 book, the imagination was taken as the most fundamental

intellectual activity. For him, the imagination also has its own active force to organize ideas,

form judgements and receive education. This idea appeared to be an odd regression from the

mind-body congruity to the autonomy of the soul, although he at once restressed that the soul is

just the thinking mechanism of the body. Actually, his idea was that the mechanic movements of

the blood and animal spirits can produce the imagination, and the imagination can further trigger

corresponding physical operations of nerves and muscles. This mechanism of mutual activation

was in fact a reply to Locke’s and Voltaire’s question about how matter can think.72 And the

imagination would also become a pillar in La Mettrie’s advancing his ideas on pleasure and

constructing his hedonistic individuality, which we will discuss later.

According to La Mettrie, physiological processes do not rely on directives from the soul;

rather, they have their autonomy. So, the second important question in L’Homme machine to

answer was that, physiologically, how the human body can motivate itself. In the Histoire,

following Maupertuis, La Mettrie had observed that the automatic movement of the body is a

71 Ibid., 14; ibid., 7.
72 Ibid.,78; ibid., 29.
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kind of instinctive force; and the instinct “consists in the pure mechanical dispositions of the

body.”73 In L’Homme machine, this force would be explicated based on the theory of irritability

and sensibility, the combination of which was called “oscillations” by him.

Many studies note that Swiss physiologist Albrecht von Haller might be a principal

illumination of La Mettrie’s idea on oscillations of the body, but eventually La Mettrie and von

Haller fell into a debate upon the “intellectual property” of the discovery of these phenomena,

and it seems difficult to judge who was more original.74 Haller’s theory distinguished the

irritable parts from the sensible parts. Irritability consists in the parts of the body which contract

upon being touched; and sensibility in those which can transport the feelings such as pain and

discomfort to the soul.75 La Mettrie, however, indicated that irritable phenomena exist “in the

whole organization of the body”, just as many animals and tissues can continue contracting after

their deaths: “each tiny fiber or part of organized bodies moves according to its own principle,

whose action does not depend, like voluntary movements, on the nerves.”76 These are the

springs of movement which permeate all the body functioning in accordance with mechanical

principles, and he thought that the innate force of self-animation in organisms had been showed

73 La Mettrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 98.
74 La Mettrie vaguely suggested the similar phenomenon in the Histoire in 1745 and detailed it in L’Homme machine in 1747.
Haller formally published his De partibus corporis humani sensilibus et irritabilibus in 1752, but he had mentioned irritability in
his 1739’s commentary on Boerhaave, which was later translated into French by La Mettrie. Regarding the process of von
Haller’s publishing his discovery, see Duchesneau, La physiologie des lumières, 141. According to Thomas S. Hall, “Haller
proceeded scientifically, basing his conclusions on experimental verification, whereas La Mettrie’s procedure was basically
speculative and deductive,” in Hall, Ideas of Life and Matter, 2: 50.
75 Albrecht von Haller, Dissertation sur les parties irritables et sensibles des animaux, trans. S. A. D. Tissot (Lausanne: Chez Marc-
Michel Bousquet et comp., 1755), 6. A detailed discussion on Haller’s theory, see Duchesneau, La physiologie des lumières :
empirisme, modèles et théories, 142-8. An analysis of ideas on irritability formed earlier than Haller, especially those put forward
by severnteenth-century English scholar Francis Glisson, see Thomson, Bodies of Thought, 70-1. Unlike Haller, Glisson’s irritablity
applies to the entire body, but Haller’s only to muscle tissues.
76 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I : 74-6; Machine Man and Other
Writings, 27-8. On La Mattrie’s idea on irritability and the “remnant of the soul”, see Roger, The Life Sciences in Eighteenth-
Century French Thought, 396-9.
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by the Epicurean observation that there is a “remnant of the soul” which sometime keeps the

body moving even after death.77 He also said that the very center driving all these springs is the

brain, which controls human feelings, passions and other mental and physical activities.

Sensibility, which depends on nerves, was therefore not taken as different from irritability per se:

“Movement and feeling therefore invariably arouse each other in turn.”78

By virtue of showing some physiological proofs, La Mettrie attempted to give a more

convincing explanation than the metaphysical “substantial form” used in the Histoire. The

sensitive soul could now be seen as the thinking faculty emerged from the oscillations of the

body, and the body was demonstrated to be a self-motivating machine, although La Mettrie

admitted the nature of movement and matter was unknown to him. As François Duchesneau

points out, Haller tried to separate irritability from the soul, because he was afraid that their

combination could be an evidence of the materiality of the soul.79 But combining them was just

how La Mettrie employed in proving the self-animation of the body and its congruity with the

soul. His final conclusion was that “man is a machine and that there is in the whole universe only

one diversely modified substance.”80 In thus claiming, he proposed a complete and radical

materialism which eventually extended from a physiology to a cosmology.

By reducing the soul to the body, La Mettrie proposed a cosmology of materialistic

monism. But this cosmology did not aim at explaining natural phenomena like movements of

77 Ibid., 89; ibid., 32.
78 Ibid., 90; ibid., 33
79 Duchesneau, La physiologie des lumières, 153.
80 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I: 108; Machine Man and Other
Writings, 39.
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celestial bodies nor meteorological changes as in Lucretius’s De rerum natura or Descartes’s Les

principes de la philosophie. As a physician, he was more concerned with natural history, i.e., the

physical formation of organisms, especially the origins of animals and human beings. Explaining

the evolution of life on a naturalistic foundation, however, was not only in danger of offending

the ecclesiastical doctrines on creationism, but also encountered the difficulty in accounting for

the passage from inert matter to life, and from the body to the mind.

Having demonstrated that there are no substantial distinctions between man-machines and

animals, La Mettrie shortened the great chain of beings. In L’Homme plante (1748), he further

stated that plants have similar physiological faculties with animals and humans, although no

mind can be found in plants. But curiously, here he somewhat backed away from his previous

position: he said that the great chain of being is not only reasonable, but also stable. Human

beings have the greatest intellectual abilities, which distinguish them from beasts and plants.

Moreover, he no longer accepted the soul of the world as an entity, which was once taken

seriously in the Histoire. And the soul of vegetables was also rejected: “Man is, of all the beings

hitherto known, the one which has the most soul…; and the plant is likewise the one which

has…the least of all, if we exclude minerals.”81

However, it does not mean La Mettrie agreed that there is any kind of immaterial soul. In

fact, what he referred to here is not the composition of the soul, but a new understanding of its

functioning. The mind and its intellectual abilities, according to him, are rooted in needs and

81 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I : 85; Machine Man and Other
Writings, 24.
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movements. “The more an organized body has needs, the more means nature has given it to

satisfy them; these means are the different degrees of wisdom, called instinct in animals and the

soul in man.”82 Instinct and the soul, just like animals and human beings, are not divorced into

two separate realms; their boundary is blurred, and their difference only lies in extent. In the

Histoire, La Mettrie once wrote that instincts are the pure mechanical reactions of the body

without any deliberation and independent of any experience. Citing Maupertuis, La Mettrie

assented that instincts form the particularities of individual animals or species.83 In L’Homme

plante, instincts were seen as the instruments of fulfilling needs. Human beings are in this way

defined by the richness of their needs, and needs are dependent on “the structure of our organs”.

A metamorphosis was therefore brought about: when the soul is no more than advanced instincts,

the body, as the spring of needs, becomes the instrument of happiness. The more needs are

satisfied, the more powerful is the mind, and more happiness can a person obtain. Besides, in

terms of intelligence, it is “in proportion to the quantity of the movement they will have to make

in order to find their subsistence”.84 Once again, La Mettrie made it clear that movement and

intelligence are just two sides of the same coin— the body. But this time, his idea was closer to

an ontology of movement; that is to say, beings of various hierarchies, from lifeless matter to

men and from men to God, intrinsically share the same mechanism of motion.

“There is no other soul of the world than God and movement.”85 This emphasis on

82 Ibid., 85; ibid., 19.
83 La Mettrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 118-9,121.
84 Ibid., 25; ibid., 85.
85 Ibid., 24; ibid., 86.
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movement, together with his materialistic monism, constituted the core of La Mettrie’s

cosmology as well as his understanding of natural history. The birth of life and the emergence of

intelligence now had to be expounded by the movements of matter. As we have discussed above,

God’s importance as the prime mover had already been much marginalized in his theory. His last

strike at theism and pantheism, however, was his criticism of Spinozism.

4. Spinozism or Epicureanism? The Formation of the Hedonistic Individuality

Whether La Mettrie was a Spinozist or not is a constant debate in La Mettrie scholarship. As a

major source of clandestine literature in France, Spinozism beyond a doubt greatly influenced La

Mettrie. Vartanian and Verbeek all think that his thought was not far from Spinoza’s, especially

close to the latter’s determinism. Verbeek maintained that La Mettrie’s strategy was to use

Spinozism as a weapon against Cartesianism; the essence of their debate was framed by the quarrel

between the ancients and the moderns. To Verbeek, La Mettrie’s Spinozism was a mixture of all

kinds of ancient materialistic schools, which were utilized to challenge Descartes’s “new

philosophy”. As a result, dualism was completely refuted, and the cosmos could thus be explained

by matter and movement.86 But as Thomson and André Comte-Sponville indicate, La Mettrie’s

direct knowledge of Spinoza’s texts might be limited, which Verbeek also believes; especially in the

Abrégé des systèmes, the section on Spinoza was entirely copied from André-François Boureau-

Deslandes’s L’Histoire critique de la philosophie (1737). Moreover, according to Comte-Sponville,

the general spirit of La Mettrie’s writings was close to Spinoza’s monism, fatalism, and amoralism.

86 Verbeek, Le traité de l'ame de La Mettrie, t. I: 64, 86, 99, 115.
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Crucially, however, La Mettrie rejected the parallel between the mind and the body in Spinoza’s

metaphysics; instead, he argued for the priority of the body. In this context, the Epicurean aspect in

La Mettrie’s thought should not be ignored.87 Besides, Thomson and Israel all believe that

politically, La Mettrie was opposed to democracy and supported elitism. According to Israel, what

La Mettrie held was a simplified and debased Spinozism at best, let alone his amoralism; therefore,

La Mettrie sapped rather than strengthened the Radical Enlightenment.88

Frankly, La Mettrie’s attitude towards Spinoza is not easy to capture. In a paragraph on

instinct in the original edition of the Histoire naturelle de l’âme, La Mettrie criticized Descartes’s

automaton and Spinoza’s analogy of a person to a watch completely determined by its springs.89

This paragraph, as some have noticed, was later removed from its revised edition—the Traité de

l’âme. But this removal did not provide adequate evidence of his attitude to Spinoza , because it

was more intended to refute rather Descartes’s beast-machine thesis than Spinoza’s own ideas,

considering the watch metaphor was just another variant of beast-machine. The most important

index of his attitude to Spinoza should instead be looked for in the section on Spinoza in the

Abrégé des systèmes.

In this section, Spinoza’s system was highly condensed into several points. The most

important ones are: 1. there is only one substance with its modifications; 2. the movements of the

87 Thomson, Materialism and Society in the Mid-Eighteenth Century, 143-4; André Comte-Sponville, « La Mettrie: un Spinoza
moderne? », Spinoza au XVIIIe Siècle, 134,137-140.
88 Thomson, Materialism and Society in the Mid-Eighteenth Century, 148; Jonathan I. Israel, Radical Enlightenment : Philosophy
and the Making of Modernity, 1650-1750 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 708-9; Jonathan I. Israel, Enlightenment
Contested : Philosophy, Modernity, and the Emancipation of Man, 1670-1752 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 807-12.
89 La Mettrie, Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 124-5.
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soul, which is the thinking part of the universe, are caused by the movements of the body.90 The

latter point, however, was an apparent misreading of Spinoza’s philosophy, because in Book

Three of the Ethica, Spinoza clearly stated that “The body cannot determine the mind to think,

nor can the mind determine the body to motion or rest, or to anything else (if there is anything

else).”91 But La Mettrie was right to say that Spinoza’s theory did open a back door for an

independent thinking entity. What is worthy of attention is that this misreading was not copied

from Deslandes, but an excerpt from Boerhaave’s Institutions de médicine, which was translated

by La Mettrie himself.92 Based on this point, he was able to deploy his criticism of the infamous

Dutch philosopher.

He made two major arguments against Spinoza. First, thinking is not the “thinking part” of

the universe, but “an accidental modification of the sensitive principle”. Second, our sensations

depend on and are limited by our organs.93 The second argument was also from Boerhaave, and

in fact, was not in direct conflict with Spinoza’s principles. But in this argument, what La Mettrie

opposed was Spinoza’s rationalism, which aimed at the latter’s “third kind of knowledge” that

arises from rationality, despite that the importance of passions was also admitted of by La

Mettrie. The first argument, nevertheless, targeted at Spinoza’s awkward monism—a great

deficiency in his system. Although asserting that there is only one substance—God or nature—

90 La Mettrie, « Abrégé des systèmes », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. II : 40-1.
91 Benedictus de Spinoza, "Ethics," Spinoza: Complete Works, trans. Samuel Shirley (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2002), 279.
92 André-François Boureau-Deslandes, Histoire critique de la philosophie : où l'on traite de son origine, de ses progres, et des
diverses revolutions qui lui sont arrivées jusqu'à notre tems, 3 vols. (Amsterdam: François Changuion, 1737), t.I : 179; Hermann
Boerhaave, Institutions de médicine de Mr. Hermann Boerhaave, avec un commentaire par M. de La Mettrie, Docteur en
médicine (Paris : Huart, Briasson, Durand, 1747), t. V : 103
93 La Mettrie, « Abrégé des systèmes », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. II : 41-2. Similar ideas had earlier
appeared in the Histoire naturelle de l'âme, but as we have seen, at that time, La Mettrie had not yet embraced atheism. So
there he also criticized Spinoza’s having put the intelligence into matter, see Histoire naturelle de l'âme, 216-7 note.
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with its modifications, Spinoza was unable to make a satisfactory explication of how the

parallelism between the mind and the body is possible and had to assume something like a

spontaneous harmony between them. That was why Voltaire said that Malebranche was close to

Spinoza and La Mettrie agreed, too. God was far more than merely a mask of the concept of

nature in Spinoza’s philosophy and was precisely the binder of two distinct modifications—the

mind and the body, which were supposed not to interact with each other. But at the same time,

Spinoza wrote that “a thing which has not been determined by God cannot determine itself to

act”94, viz., God has another metaphysical function as the natura naturans to push the universe

into motion. In this sense, Spinoza’s monism showed strong sign of dualism and was neither far

from Malebranche’s occasionalism nor from Leibniz’s pre-established harmony. By claiming that

there is no real independent thinking entity in the world, La Mettrie reaffirmed his radical

materialistic monism, regardless of his approval of Spinoza’s idea that a human being is only an

automaton subject to necessity and fatalism.

     Sometimes taken as an Epicurean, other times a Spinozist, La Mettrie was informed by

both traditions. In his Épitre à mon ésprit (1749), he in effect admitted that he arrived at a similar

situation to Spinoza’s from a different path.95 But, if his materialism was partly based on his

criticism of Spinoza’s hidden dualism, what was this different path to be in his thought? A

pamphlet written by Tandeau de Saint-Nicolas cast some light. In the Lettre sur le livre intitulé:

histoire naturelle de l’âme (1745), the author pointed out that there were two types of

94 Spinoza, “Ethics,” in Complete Works, 232.
95 La Mettrie, « Épitre à mon ésprit », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de La Mettrie, t. III : 12.
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materialisms: Epicureanism and Spinozism. Epicureanism argued that the world is composed of

fortuitous collisions of atoms. So there is no intelligence beyond or before the formation of the

cosmos: “It is not that thinking was necessary to arrange or produce the mechanism of the

universe; on the contrary, it is the mechanism of the universe that produces the thought of

animate beings.”96 On the other hand, Spinozism was regarded as a theory which equalized the

universe to God, and the supreme intelligence was postulated behind the operation and the order

of the universe, but at the same time, the intelligence is also an attribute of matter. Hence, Saint-

Nicolas claimed that La Mettrie was mainly a Spinozist, but there was also an Epicurean facet in

his thought.97

Impressively, Saint-Nicolas held the same misapprehension of Spinoza’s ideas as La

Mettrie did. Thinking was considered to be a modification of matter in Spinozism by both of

them, but as a matter of fact, Spinoza took matter and thinking as two separate things, only

metaphysically combined by God. Saint-Nicolas was wrong about Spinoza but correct about La

Mettrie notwithstanding. In particular, Saint-Nicolas’s insightful observation of La Mettrie’s

Epicureanism captured the heart of his cosmology: the intelligence or the mind is an emergent

property of the body. Before the publication of his Système d’Épicure (1750), La Mettrie had

stated in L’Homme machine––by quoting Diderot––that the cosmos obeys the rules of necessity,

which can be called nature but not God.98 In the Système, he detailed what he meant by

96 Tandeau de Saint-Nicolas, Lettre de M***,... à M***,... sur le livre intitulé "histoire naturelle de l'âme", ([s. l.], 1745), 15-6.
97 Ibid.,17.
98 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I: 65; Machine man and Other Writings,
24. Système d’Épicure was first published as Réflexions philosophiques sur l’origine des animaux in 1749 or 1750, but later was
supplemented and included in Oeuvres philosophiques with this new title.
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“nature”—specifically, how lifeless matter can produce life merely by virtue of movement.

     Chiefly based on Lucretius’s book, the Système d’Épicure mainly discussed two aspects of

Epicurean philosophy: its cosmology and ethics. We will discuss his ethics later and continue our

analysis on his cosmology. According to La Mettrie, the major principle of Lucretius’s

cosmology could be expressed as the combination of necessity and fortuity. Necessity denotes

the physical laws of motion, which cannot be changed and make matter move in specific ways.

Consistent with Spinoza, La Mettrie declared that there are no final causes of matter’s

movements, i.e., nature runs blindly. However, by hazards, nature produces more complicated

organisms from simplest elements like water and air. After the generation and death of many

imperfect species, only those with proper organs or structures happened to survive and

reproduce. Therefore, no design could do better than chance, just as eyes are not designed to see,

but happen to have vision. Rested on the same principle, La Mettrie reiterated that the mind is

not only made out of the body, but they also share similar physical mechanisms:

Nature made, inside man’s machine, another machine which turned out to be good
at retaining ideas and making new ones, as in woman the womb makes a child from a
drop of liquid. Having made eyes which can see without itself being able to see,
nature made a machine which can think without itself being able to think.99

This pre-Darwinian description of emergent properties accords with the theory in Book II of

Lucretius’s De Rerum Natura, which explains how life comes from inanimate atoms and

elements.100 As Emile Callot notes, La Mettrie’s Epicureanism was not particularly about

99 La Mettrie, « Système d’Épicure », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. II: 16-7; Machine Man and Other
Writings, 97.
100 Lucrèce, De la nature des choses, trans. Nicolas La Grange (Paris: Bleuet, 1768), t. I : 189-99.
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atomism; rather, it was the theory of animate bodies that enabled him to convert the Epicurean

physics into biology.101 With a similar opinion, La Mettrie’s system, if there is one, is termed

“medical Epicureanism” or “Epicuro-Cartesianism” (in La Mettrie’s own words) by Charles

Wolfe, which refers to his medical and biological analysis of animate bodies following the

tradition of Gassendi and Lamy.102 Moreover, Lucretius’s notion that matter cannot interact with

immaterial things also helped La Mettrie to overcome Descartes’s dualism, Spinoza’s pantheism,

and Voltaire’s deism. And the direct influence from Lucretius’s cosmology and natural history

constituted a necessary complement to his physiology already developed in the Histoire and

L’Homme machine, because according to Lucretius, it is the universe in motion that guarantees

the animation of bodies rather than vice versa. By virtue of this, La Mettrie was no longer in

need of relying on Locke’s and Voltaire’s theological arguments that matter’s ability to think is

given by God’s omnipotence. Now the passage from matter to the mind is no more than one of

the accidents occurring in nature from time to time.

     But Wolfe is correct in his clarification that La Mettrie’s Epicureanism was not limited to

physiology, because his ethics had an inherent relationship with his physiology. From his L’École

de la volupté (1745) to Anti-Sénèque (1750), he wrote several pieces of works focusing on

pleasure and happiness, which won him an even worse reputation than Monsieur Machine. Just

like his discussions on mind-body relationship, his ethical writings were not merely rooted in

101 Émile Callot, La philosophie de la vie au XVIIIe siècle, étudiée chez Fontenelle, Montesquieu, Maupertuis, La Mettrie, Diderot,
d'Holbach, Linné (Paris: M. Rivière, 1965), 234.
102 Wolfe, “Epicuro-Cartesianism”; Charles T. Wolfe, “A Happiness Fit for Organic Bodies: La Mettrie’s Medical Epicureanism,” in
Epicurus in the Enlightenment, eds. Neven Leddy and Avi Lifschitz (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2009), 69-83.
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Epicureanism; Spinozism was also a crucial influence, especially on moral issues. But, the

starting point of his ethics was the autonomy of the body which his physiology had endeavored

to establish.

     The quintessence of La Mettrie’s ethics was to understand the relationship between

pleasure and happiness, and how to acquire both. In Anti-Sénèque ou le souverain bien (1750),

La Mettrie’s posited his concepts of pleasure and happiness, and showed his embrace of

Epicureanism against Stoicism.103 His notions about pleasure and happiness were greatly

influenced by the famous mathematician Pierre-Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, who was the

president of the Prussian Academy of Sciences and a protector of La Mettrie in Berlin. In

Maupertuis’s the Essai de philosophie morale (1749), he defined pleasure as the perceptions that

people love to experience. In terms of pleasure, he developed an easy and clear method to

evaluate its degrees: by its duration and intensity. Following the same logic, happiness can be

considered “the sum of good which remains after we have cut off all the bad”.104 In the same

essay, Maupertuis discussed three major schools and their notions of happiness—Epicureanism,

Stoicism and Christianity. Epicureanism focused on accumulating as much pleasure as possible;

in contrast, Stoicism placed stress on decreasing as much pain as possible. But, Christianity,

different from these two schools, sought eternal rather than worldly happiness.105 To

Maupertuis, Stoicism was problematic in that Stoics were intoxicated by the personal elimination

103 This treatise was first intended as the introduction to La Mettrie’s own translation of Seneca’s De Vita Beata in 1748. Later
he revised it and published it in 1750, and it appeared as Discours sur le bonheur in several editions of his Oeuvres
philosophiques, except for the 1751 edition. I will use John Falvey’s critical edition of Discours de la bonheur, which is based on
the 1751’s Anti-Sénèque, as the basic French text.
104 Pierre-Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, Essai de philosophie morale (Berlin: [s.n.], 1749), 8.
105 Ibid., 43, 81.
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of pain and can seldom enjoy real pleasure; Epicureanism was better, although not as good as

Christianity. The latter not only pursued eternal happiness, but also emphasized social duties. All

in all, there is nothing wrong to chase pleasure, and people are equal in their desire for happiness.

     La Mettrie duplicated Maupertuis’s sensationist definitions of pleasure and happiness and the

latter’s criticism of Stoicism. But, while Maupertuis said that the love of God is the source of eternal

happiness, La Mettrie regarded the “pleasure of love” as the supreme goodness, which denoted

bodily pleasure, as he declared that “they [Stoics] are all soul and ignore their bodies; we shall be all

body and ignore our souls.”106 For him, now that the body has its own operational principles and the

soul is only another machine within a machine, each person’s inclination is totally forged by their

own organs, and organs are guided by people’s desire for pleasure. Moving forward from his ideas

in the Histoire, La Mettrie now thought that happiness is more inspired by innate causes than

external causes, and innate causes originate from each one’s physical organization. Each individual

is forced to fulfill their desire for happiness propelled by their respective organization, because

human beings cannot resist pleasure. Considering that each person has a specific series of desires,

people are enclosed by their own organic dispositions. In this sense, the enjoyment of pleasure and

happiness is somatized, individualized and diversified.107 Echoing Maupertuis, each individual

becomes a man-machine who incessantly accumulates his or her pleasure in agreement with their

respective organisations.

106 Julien Offray de La Mettrie and J. F. Falvey, Discours sur le bonheur, Critical ed. (Banbury: Voltaire Foundation, 1975), 122;
Machine Man and Other Writings, 119.
107 Falvey correctly indicates that the great difference of La Mettrie’s treatise on happiness from other contemporary writers
was his individualism, see Falvey, Discours sur le bonheur, Critical ed., 33.
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A good organization of human body can help one to better enjoy pleasure: “Nothing can

upset a man who is so happily formed.”108 Although the good organization of the body is not

equally distributed to everyone, this inequality does not prevent them from equally obtaining

their own pleasure, since pleasure comes more from sensations than from reason, and reflection

can bring much less pleasure than sensuality: “a man who is instinctively contented, is always so

without knowing how and why and at little cost.”109 Consequently, La Mettrie brought forward a

loop between pleasure and individuals. On the one hand, satisfaction can only be fulfilled on the

individual level; on the other hand, the imperative of pleasure becomes a generative principle

which forms the innate and peculiar need of each person. The autonomy of the body instead of

the cogito now became the basis of the hedonistic individuality.

     In La Mettrie’s mind, this hedonistic individuality is absolutely independent of others.

Some people may love to indulge themselves in weird, dangerous activities, and there are also

many others, driven by their dispositions, can only harvest their happiness in outrageous crimes.

But there is nothing wrong with these crimes per se. Considering these actions may conflict with

the public interest, they are defined as “vices” or “crimes” by society. He pointed out that there

are neither intrinsically “good” virtues nor intrinsically bad vices; virtues and vices are

interchangeable according to occasions. Behind virtues, it is the opinions of society that propel

human beings to seek reputations and honor. So, essentially, virtue is just another name of

vanity. An Epicurean no less than a Spinozist here, he claimed that justice is only fabricated by

108 La Mettrie, Discours sur le bonheur,127; Machine Man and Other Writings, 122.
109 Ibid.,128 ; ibid., 123.
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conventions and laws of different nations and times. Consequently, all the criminals are only

victims of society:

If someone who is guilty in relation to society is not free in his actions, it no doubt
follows clearly that he was not free not to be guilty and that he is guilty as if he were
not guilty; he is guilty in one sense—in the sense of arbitrary, wisely established
relations— but is not at all in another, not intrinsically, in the absolute sense or
philosophically speaking.110

In L’Homme machine, La Mettrie once recognized the existence of natural law which evenly

affects humans and animals. Its manifestation is that even animals have moral feelings.111 But in

Anti-Sénèque, he admitted that he had made a mistake previously and began to deny the

existence of natural law, a more consistent standpoint with his exclusion of innate ideas.

Remorse as the sign of innate moral values was specifically castigated.112

     For La Mettrie, remorse is a social invention to inculcate moral standards into individuals,

but it is basically useless, because men’s actions are determined by their organization of the body

rather than by moral values. Education makes people look for their profits and advantages based

on social values. As a source of remorse and an external cause of pleasure (if not pain),

education may slightly change one’s inborn inclination, but its effect will not last long and the

original dispositions will eventually gain the upper hand. Remorse is in the similar situation: it

cannot even prevent criminals and villains from committing the same crime for the second time.

“Thus remorse is in itself, philosophically speaking, as useless after as during and before a

110 Ibid., 164; ibid., 143.
111 La Mettrie, « L’Homme machine », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t.I : 255; ibid., 19-20.
112 As Giulio Panizza has noticed, La Mettrie’s idea of the artificiality of virtues and morality was similar to Mandeville’s, see
Giulio Panizza, « La Mettrie e Mandeville: il nesso tra morale e politica e il ruolo delle virtù », Studi Francesi 168/LVI/III (2012),
414-421.
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crime.”113 Although fear is more effective than remorse for him, punishment, for the same

reason, still cannot intimidate those who are driven by their organization to love crimes. His

suggestion was to relieve human beings from the burden of remorse and punishment, and let

them follow their own natures. Hence, for him, following natural joy rather than natural law is

the right way to go, although practically, positive laws and punishments are still useful in

maintaining social order. As a defense of himself, he denied that he meant to encourage any evil

action.

     La Mettrie conceded that his idea of bien-être was the same as the Epicurean concept of

volupté; they all signified sensational comfort and pleasure. Moreover, “It is always the desire

for self-satisfaction which gets all sorts of actions, good or bad, carried out.”114 If people and

their rulers all can follow the system of nature, the rights of happiness will be “open to all

classes” regardless of their wealth, intelligence, and social status. Some scholars, such as Israel

and Thomson, may take La Mettrie as an elitist, because he did agree that those with the best

organization are the fittest for reason and can guide the ignorant mass to be obedient to nature.

But, despite that he did not proclaim his support of democratic politics like Spinoza and

seemingly approved of the Hobbesian sovereign, he did argue for the democratization of

enjoyment and happiness, which will not be limited by corps or orders—the essential social

categories in the Old Regime. As Wolfe indicates, La Mettrie’s theory in fact was the liberation

of instincts from social oppression.115

113 La Mettrie, Discours sur le bonheur, 154; Machine Man and Other Writings, 137.
114 La Mettrie, Discours sur le bonheur, 202.
115 Wolfe, « La réduction médicale de la morale chez La Mettrie », dans Matérialistes français du XVIIIe siècle, 56.
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At the same time, the tension between individuality and society constituted a permanent

polarity in La Mettrie’s thought: “like veritable weathercocks, we are perpetually turning in the

wind of education, and we return afterwards to our first position.”116 Although he said that

individual profit can be in accordance with the public interest, there was no real solution of this

dilemma in his writings. Despite the fact that La Mettrie was not a political thinker au fond and

did not touch upon classic political problems like what the best form of government is, he set up

an actual meta-political agenda, especially for the materialists. The hedonistic individuality,

based on the autonomic body, is a self-contained entity, and the pursuit of pleasure is more a

necessity than a Hobbesian natural right. People live in societies, but, essentially, they are

alienated from each other, and no sociability from natural law can conjoin them. Thus, how

human beings can coexist within a polity or a society that is composed of hedonistic machines

became a knotty question for later generations of thinkers, given that La Mettrie held an even

more radical individualism than Lucretius did: the former did not endorse the contractarianism

the latter had once envisaged in De rerum natura. In other words, society is not an emergent

property of the conglomerate of individuals, and it should be secondary to individuals—this is

the gist of his meta-politics.

In La Mettrie’s series of L’Art de jouir (1751)117—an echo of his discussion of the

imagination in the Histoire—he explored the important role of the imagination played in shaping

a happy self. He distinguished le plaisir from la volupté: the former refers to the somatic joy, the

116 La Mettrie, Discours sur le bonheur, 163; Machine Man and Other Writings, 142.
117 This treatise was first published as L’école de volupté in 1745. After many revisions and supplements, its name was changed
into La volupté (1747) and L’art de jouir (1751).



56

latter to the mental pleasure. For La Mettrie, imaginative people have as much—

if not more—pleasure as sensualists have, although the imagination also depends on sensations

and is at first a physiological phenomenon evoked by the movement of blood and animal spirits.

“If voluptuousness to the mind is just like pleasure to the body, the shortage of your imagination

will only allow you to be debauched. But what is debauchery? It is the excess of pleasure which

one cannot relish.”118 For La Mettrie, the imagination by itself can make the mind content and

individuals can therefore further strengthen their own happiness: “Thus every man in himself

carries the seed of his own happiness, with that of voluptuousness.”119

In dialogue with a rich amount of libertine literature, La Mettrie’s series of writings about

la volupté discussed all kinds of sensual pleasure, especially sexual gratification. But he also

claimed that the supreme happiness lies in voluptuousness of the soul, which is more delicate and

purer than physical debauchery, and mainly inhabits in reason and moderation. Surprisingly, this

appeared to be a considerable regression from his hedonistic position. But more likely, it was a

contemporary return to the classic Epicurean doctrine of the “static pleasure” and the tranquility

of the mind.120 “He [the voluptuous person] distinguishes voluptuousness from pleasure, just as

distinguishing scents from the flowers from which they are exhaled , or sounds from the

instruments from which they are made.”121 The voluptuousness, in this sense, still cannot be

separated from the body, just like the soul is a refined form of animal spirits.

118 La Mettrie, « La volupté », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de La Mettrie, t. III : 56.
119 Ibid., 70.
120 As Robert Mauzi indicates, Epicureanism in the eighteenth century was sometimes more negative than positive, which
emphasized le repos of the mind, see Robert Mauzi, L'idée du bonheur dans la littérature et la pensée françaises au XVIIIe siècle
(Paris: Albin Michel, 1994), 16.
121 La Mettrie, « L’art de jouir », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de La Mettrie, t. III : 247.
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     It seems that when discussing the imagination, La Mettrie more or less deviated from his

physical determinism and sailed into the kingdom of mental freedom, which was a crucial point

in Epicurean philosophy. In Natania Meeker’s illuminating work, she argues that Lucretius’s

philosophy of pleasure afforded a poetic trope to Enlightenment Epicureans, which was based on

the imagination and la volupté. As a result, a certain philosophical liberty was created, which

enabled the human mind to escape from the materialistic determinism, and a free subject was

created in this way. According to Meeker, this was La Mettrie’s writing strategy in his

voluptuous works.122 However, as I analyzed above, liberty and the imagination are all

determined by sensations in La Mettrie’s philosophy. The imagination is only a prolongation of

one’s disposition, and its main function is to guarantee the autonomy of individual persons.

For him, the real liberation lies hence in the necessary physiological mechanism of the

production and the fulfillment of one’s desire. All one needs is to follow his or her natural

inclination.

5. Conclusion

Conceivably, La Mettrie’s immoral and bawdy works on voluptuousness provoked anger

of many Enlightenment thinkers. Among them, Voltaire’s thought had been more or less close to

La Mettrie’s materialism, but Anti-Sénèque enraged the king of the philosophes and he drafted

122 Natania Meeker, Voluptuous Philosophy : Literary Materialism in the French Enlightenment (New York: Fordham University
Press, 2006), 12-6, 111-8. Another similar and interesting point is presented by Francine Markovits. Her idea is that for La
Mettrie, subjectivity is born from the instable space between la volupté and le plaisir, see Francine Markovits, « La Mettrie : une
éthique de l'inconstance, une métaphysique de la tendresse », Dix-huitième Siècle : L'épicurisme des Lumières, n°35, 2003 : 171-
186.
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the Poème sur la loi naturelle (1752) to refute the horrendous ethics of the late La Mettrie.

Voltaire maintained that reason and remorse are the roots of natural law, and moral standards are

universal rather than conventional. He also praised that Locke’s agnostic attitude towards the

question of whether matter can think left room for the grandiosity of God.123 But after having

invalidated God in his metaphysics, physiology, and cosmology, La Mettrie proclaimed that only

materialism is the real philosophy—it sounded dangerous, but not a real threat to society. In the

final summarization of his thought—the Discours préliminaire of his Oeuvres philosophiques,

La Mettrie made a full defense of his materialism. He claimed that it could not influence the

mainstream of society and the philosophes were capable of being good citizens no matter

whether they were atheists or not. “I am no more of a Spinozist for having created the Man-

machine and exposed the Système d’Epicure than I am wicked for having made a satire against

the worst charlatans among my fellow doctors, or vain for having criticized our wits, or

debauched for having dared to depict sensuality with delicate brush strokes.”124 La Mettrie’s

hedonistic individuality, which was sustained by the incessant motion of the body, was like

anthropomorphizing the Epicurean atom with Spinoza’s conatus.

Disagreeing with Falvey’s and Verbeek’s ideas that La Mettrie’s materialism was no more

than a hodgepodge of several ancient and modern philosophical (especially materialistic)

schools, I hope to have explained why his monistic materialism was new and radical. In his

123 Voltaire, « Poème sur la loi naturelle », dans Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire, t. IX : 440, 454-6.
124 La Mettrie, « Discours préliminaire », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de Mr. La Mettrie, t. I :48; Machine Man and Other
Writings, 163.
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cosmology, not only movement, but “pleasure is also the essence of the order of the universe.”125

Moreover, the confluence of movement and pleasure, and the combination of Epicureanism and

Spinozism, provided a foundation for interpreting nature and human beings without referring to

God. In his materialism, nature was closely combined with human beings by the physiological

mechanism of the body, which resulted in an amoral theory about human life and individuality.

And his meta-political presupposition of the existentialistic individuals was a challenge to the

agenda of constructing any social or political orders. In this sense, La Mettrie, as the earliest

materialist writer in France, endowed French materialism with individualism and hedonism. In

L’Homme machine, La Mettrie had noticed the affinity between his own physiology and

Montesquieu’s climate theory, but he failed to deepen this comparison. If La Mettrie stressed the

unity of nature, for Montesquieu, nature was split into the necessity of physical and moral nature.

125 La Mettrie, « La volupté », dans Oeuvres philosophiques de La Mettrie, t. III : 66.
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Chapter Two

The Metamorphosis of Necessity: Montesquieu between Physical and Moral

Nature

In autumn 1748, less than one year after the publication of La Mettrie’s L’Homme machine,

Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de la Brède and de Montesquieu, member of the Académie

Française and the former président à mortier of the Parlement de Bordeaux, anonymously

published his magnum opus—De l’Esprit des lois— in Genève. This book was an instant success

and soon applauded as a work written by a genius. Criticisms from theologians, however, were

on their way at the same time. Montesquieu, whether having predicted it or not, had to spend

much of his final years extricating himself from the “Querelle de l’Esprit des lois”.1

This Querelle was mainly a theological debate. The first important criticism—a quite

moderate one— appeared in April 1749 in a Jesuit journal, the Mémoires de Trévoux.2 Six

months later, malicious reviews, however, emerged from the Jansenists. In the October issues of

the clandestine but influential Jansenist journal, the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, one reviewer,

presumably the editor of this journal, abbé Fontaine de la Roche, castigated Montesquieu’s

“natural religion” and atheism. The true color of Montesquieu’s natural religion, according to this

1 On the publication of this book, and a detailed description of the “Querelle de l’Esprit des lois”, see Robert Shackleton,
Montesquieu: a Critical Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1961): 356-77; Louis Desgraves, Montesquieu (Paris: Editions
Mazarine,1986): 357-95; Elie Carcassonne, Montesquieu et le problème de la Constitution Française au XVIIIe Siècle (Genève:
Slatkine, 1970[1927]): 103-177; Israel, Enlightenment Contested, 824-39; Andrew J. Lynch, “Montesquieu and the Ecclesiastical
Critics of L'Esprit Des Lois,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 38/3 (1977), 487-500. A clear chronology of the whole event, see
Claude Lauriol, “Quarrel over L’Esprit des Lois,” trans. Philip Stewart, in A Montesquieu Dictionary [online], directed by Catherine
Volpilhac-Auger, ENS Lyon. [URL: http://dictionnaire-montesquieu.ens-lyon.fr/en/article/1377637845/en]
2 « Lettre au P.B.J. sur le Livre intitulé, l’Esprit des Loix », Mémoires de Trévoux (Avr. 1749), dans Oeuvres complètes de
Montesquieu, t. VII, Défense de l’Esprit des lois (Oxford : Voltaire Foundation, 2010) : 7-12.
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reviewer, was Spinozism, which had been popularized in Europe by Alexander Pope’s An Essay

on Man. The author of De l’Esprit des lois was therefore irreligious.3

     Montesquieu did not respond to the criticisms from the Trévoux (considering he had many

Jesuit friends, and the review of the Trévoux was mild), but those from the Jansenists made him

respond. Perhaps at the request of his close Italian friend abbé Ottaviano di Guasco, in February

1750, he published a long essay as a counterattack, bearing the title of the Défense de l’Esprit

des lois.4 In this essay, he thoroughly denied the accusation that his thought was related to

Spinoza, Bayle, or Pope, or that he intended to blaspheme against the Religion. De l’Esprit des

lois, as Montesquieu claimed, is a book not on theology, but on jurisprudence and politics. 5 He

was very confident that his Défense would soon relieve him from troubles.6 Instead, not only a

more violent reply to his Défense appeared in the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques in April and May

1750, but meanwhile, the Court of Rome also began the process of censuring his book and

discussing about whether to put De l’Esprit des lois on the list of Index or not. Montesquieu

worried more about what was happening in Rome than in France; so, he used his connections—

primarily thanks to the French ambassador to Rome then, Duke de Nivernais—to influence Pope

Benedict XIV and some of his cardinals. This strategy was somewhat effective at first; Rome did

not show great hostility towards Montesquieu. But to his great dismay, after twists and turns, in

November 1751, the Congregation of the Index eventually decided to forbid De l’Esprit des lois,

3 « Suite des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques », 9 et 16 Oct. 1749, ibid., 24-37; Pierre Rétat, « Introduction », ibid. : 18-20.
4 « Montesquieu à Guasco» , 4 Oct. 1752, Correspondance de Montesquieu (Bordeaux : Imprémeries Gounouilhou, 1844), t. II :
444.
5 « Défense de l’Esprit des lois », dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII : 71-113.
6 « Montesquieu au Duc de Nivernais », 26 Janv. 1750, Correspondance de Montesquieu, t.II : 248.
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and condemned it in June 1752. This condemnation did not cause him too much trouble in

France; De l’Esprit des lois still became a bestseller over Europe.7

But the situation became more complicated in August 1750 when the Faculty of Theology

of the Université de Paris (Sorbonne) began to interfere. Together with Buffon’s l’Histoire

naturelle (1749), Diderot’s Lettre sur les aveugles (1749) and Pensées philosophiques (1746),

and probably, La Mettrie’s l’Histoire naturelle de l’âme (1745), De l’Esprit des lois was

condemned as “written against Revelation and for natural religion.”8 It seems, however, that the

Sorbonne censorship did not greatly bother Montesquieu, as he was not a major target of the

censors.9

What really irritated Montesquieu were the accusations from the Jansenists. In May 1750,

Voltaire penned a short essay, the Remerciement sincère à un homme charitable, to support

Montesquieu against the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, although these two great thinkers did not

quite value each other on a personal level.10 In November, a young protestant and Montesquieu’s

new friend Laurent de La Beaumelle published a booklet—the Suite de la Défense de l’Esprit

des lois—to defend Montesquieu. La Beaumelle, sneering at clerical celibacy and exonerating

Spinoza from being atheist, produced an aggressive attack at the malice laid against

7 Desgraves, Montesquieu, 387. The censorship reports made by the Court of Rome and their backgrounds, see Oeuvres
complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII: 165-215.
8 Guillaume-Thomas Raynal, « Lettre 78 », 21 Sept. 1750, Correspondance littéraire, philosophique et critique par Grimm,
Diderot, ed. Maurice Tourneux, t.I (Paris : Garnier Frères, 1877): 475. According to Raynal, the condemned books also include
François-Vincent Toussaint’s Les Moeurs, and a book titled Histoire de l’âme, probably the one written by La Mettrie. Two French
translations of Pope’s An Essay on Man were also censured at the same time, see Shackleton, Montesquieu, 368.
9 Pierre Rétat, « Introduction », dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII , 221-5; « Montesquieu a Guasco », 8 août 1752,
Correspondance de Montesquieu, t.II : 436.
10 Voltaire, « Remerciement sincère à un homme charitable », « Remerciement sincère à un homme charitable » (1750) dans
Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire, t. XXIII : 457-61.
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Montesquieu.11 The writing of this booklet was not only known, but also encouraged by

Montesquieu. Contrary to his expectation, the publication of the Suite worsened rather than

improved his situation, and it might have been one of the reasons prompting Rome to ban his

book.12 Because of the anonymous publication of the Suite, the Jansenists believed that the

Baron himself must be the real author. They were infuriated by its content and brought about

another assault in June 1753. They claimed that their previous criticisms of De l’Esprit des lois

were not properly answered by the author. Moreover, the new booklet was identified as “no more

a serpent that bites in secret; it is a tiger that tears up everything it runs into”, and “these are less

the words from a man, than the blasphemies from a demon”.13 This declamation made

Montesquieu very uneasy. He had to publicly announce that he was not the author of the Suite

and alienate himself from La Beaumelle.14

But this was not the end of the story. The censuring process at the Sorbonne was delayed

for several times from 1750 to1754. Montesquieu had some powerful friends (such as Christophe

de Beaumont, archbishop of Paris, who acted against the Jansenists, and helped in banning

l’Encyclopédie in 1752) supporting him, but an official report proposing 17 points in De l’Esprit

des lois should be censured was still released in August 1752.15 Montesquieu submitted a point-

by-point reply and agreed to delete some paragraphs for good. In this reply, he also showed his

11 Laurent de La Beaumelle, Suite de la Défense de L’Esprit des lois, ou examen de la réplique du gazetier ecclésiastique
([Sic.]Berlin :1751), 43-63.
12 « Nivernais à Montesquieu », 18 Déc. 1751, Correspondance de Montesquieu, t.II : 408.
13 Suite des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, 4 Juin 1752, 89-90.
14 « Montesquieu à Guasco », Oct. 4 1752, Correspondance de Montesquieu, t.II : 443-4; « Montesquieu à La Beaumelle », Nov.-
Déc. 1752, ibid. : 448-9; « La Beaumelle à Montesquieu », 24 Juin 1753, ibid. : 465-6.
15 « Projet de censure de la Sorbonne », 1 août 1752, dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII : 237-244.
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full indignation against the faultfinding that he was anti-monarchical: “Never has a citizen

received such a cruel insult in his own fatherland, and what comforts me is that never has a

citizen so little deserved this insult.”16 The Sorbonne, however, did not let him off. The

censorship continued until June 1754, but the formal condemnation was never published for

unknown reasons before Montesquieu’s death in February 1755.

The ecclesiastical denunciations against De l’Esprit des lois, to summarize, concentrated

in the following aspects: 1. Montesquieu was a Spinozist, a Stoic, a deist, or an atheist; 2. his

idea on virtue was not proper for monarchies; 3. his climate determinism was opposite to the

missions of Christianity; 4. usury, polygamy, and suicide are anti-Christian, but Montesquieu

supported them; celibacy is a good Christian practice, but Montesquieu opposed it. Among these

points, climate determinism received much attention, and somewhat became a consensus of later

scholarship, but Montesquieu’s “Spinozism” has long been a topic ready for debates. As the main

target of the Jansenist attack, Spinozism was publicly refused by Montesquieu; from a private

level, this attitude can be also verified in his notes—Mes pensées.17 Labelling Montesquieu as a

disciple of Spinoza might be a tactical response of the Jansenists to the emergence of the camp of

the philosophes during the mid-eighteenth century, as Israel suggests.18 But a further question

arises: Why Montesquieu’s anti-determinism did not rid him of the Spinozist label? Breaking

down the conundrum of Montesquieu’s Spinozism is thus helpful for understanding why

16 « Réponses et explications données à la Faculté de theologie sûr 17 propositions extraites de l’Esprit des Loix, qu’elle avait
censurées », ibid. : 256 (the exact date of this réponse is not clear, probably in 1753 or 1754).
17 « Défense de l’Esprit des Loix », dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII : 71-5; Montedite, Édition critique des
Pensées de Montesquieu (Presses universitaires de Caen, 2013), nº112, 1266. [URL :
http://www.unicaen.fr/services/puc/sources/Montesquieu/.
18 Israel, Enlightenment Contested, 825-30.
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materialism and politics combined with each other in the special form of climate theory.

In this chapter, I will discuss how nature constituted a predicament in Montesquieu’s

thought, which was both deterministic and anti-deterministic at the same time. The deterministic

side of his thought—its essence was the necessity of the movement of material nature—was

close to materialism, the classic form of which in eighteenth-century France could be seen in La

Mettrie’s writings. Partly owing to this, he was put on the spot and condemned as a Spinozist.

But on the other hand, he showed a fundamental antagonism towards Spinozism and fatalism.

Combining Stoicism and natural law with climate theory, he emphasized both the physical and

moral aspects of human life. He explored the effects of climate on the human body and actions

on a collective level, and by virtue of grafting the movement of matter to humanity, he signified

the importance of the moderate body politic, which was not only the balance between power and

social groups, but also an intersection between physical and moral nature. Through the making of

the body politic, human beings obtain measures to counteract the passive influence of physical

nature and gain their agency. If nature for La Mettrie was the new foundation of human beings,

this foundation was instead problematized by Montesquieu and constituted a dilemma for later

Enlightenment French materialists.

1. Montesquieu and Spinozism

What was the crucial conflict between Montesquieu and Jansenism? He himself was a

Catholic. But his wife, Jeanne de Lartigue, was a Huguenot. The Secondat family was also, once
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upon a time, Protestant, but converted into Catholicism during Henry IV’s reign.19

Montesquieu’s own ideas on religious toleration, and his praise of Protestant ethics, earlier than

Max Weber, did not cast him into an enemy of an Augustinian Catholic denomination.

Furthermore, some of his supporters during the Querrelle in Italy were also Jansenists.20

Especially, as a parlementaire, he opposed to the 1713 Bull “Unigenitus” issued by Pope

Clement XI, which condemned this Port-Royal school and led to the long-lasting antagonisms in

eighteenth-century France between the Jesuits and the Jansenists, and between the French kings

and the parlements, which eventually undermined French monarchy.21 But on the other hand,

Montesquieu did not value Jansenism very much either. As Robert Shackleton indicates, it is the

political effects rather than the theological doctrines of Jansenism especially concerned

Montesquieu—he was worried about the political rift caused by religious conflict in France.22

Therefore, he criticized the strategies adopted by the Jansenists against the bull, for example,

their calling for an ecumenical council.23 This attitude was clearly expressed in his letter to a

parlementaire in July 1753, following the exile the Parlement de Paris by Louis XV. In this

letter, Montesquieu thought that the confrontation of the Parlement by the king already

threatened the Constitution of France and the public interest, and the Parlement’s resistant

19 Shackleton, Montesquieu: 1-2.
20 Ibid., 345, 370.
21 On the background of the Bull “Unigenitus” and the religious and political antagonisms, see Thomas O’Connor, “Jansenism,”
in The Oxford Handbook of The Ancien Régime, ed. William Doyle (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012): 327-336; Dale K. Van
Kley, The Religious Origin of the French Revolution, 1560-1791 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 58-134; Dale K. Van
Kley, “The Religious Origin of the French Revolution, 1560-1791,” From Deficit to Deluge: The Origin of the French Revolution,
eds. Thomas E. Kaiser and Dale K. Van Kley (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011): 107.
22 Shackleton, Montesquieu:348-9.
23 Ibid., 344-5.
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measures would eventually be useless.24

The attacks from the Jansenists, however, basically concerned theology and religious affairs.

As mentioned above, in the series published in the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques, the primary charge

levelled against Montesquieu was his Spinozism and deism, which were deemed variations of

natural religion. According to the author of these articles abbé de la Roche, the doctrine of natural

religion is

Between the beings which form what Pope calls the great all (le grand tout), there
is such a necessary chain that the slightest disarray could bring confusion to the Throne
of the Premier Being[…] Things could not be in other ways than what they are, and all
is best what it is [tout est bien comme il est].25

For him, this description could perfectly apply to Book I, Chapter 1 of De l’Esprit des lois. In

this famous chapter, Montesquieu defined laws as “the necessary relations [les rapports

nécessaires] deriving from the nature of things”, and most importantly, “the creation, which

appears to be an arbitrary act, presupposes rules as invariable as the fate claimed by atheists. It

would be absurd to say that the creator, without these rules, could govern the world.”26

To the Augustinians, God imposes a kind of necessity—that is to say, predestination—on

human beings; conversely, being constrained by necessity could also be considered a negation of

the omnipotence of God. God is the legislator of the universe; he creates, destroys, saves or

condemns all at his own will. Human beings, due to their fallen nature, could not overcome their

sin except by virtue of the Divine grace. This voluntarist inclination was particularly strong in

24 « Montesquieu à *** », 9 Juill. 1753, Correspondance de Montesquieu, t. II : 472-8.
25 « Suite des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques », 9 et 16 Oct. 1749, 24-5.
26 Charles Sécondat de Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres complètes, t. II : 232-3; Charles
Sécondat de Montequieu, The Spirit of the Laws, trans. Anne M. Cohler et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992) : 3-
4.
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early Jansenism; later Jansenism began to absorb some ideas from Thomasism and became more

eclectic, although they were definitely not going to abandon their quintessential voluntarism.27 A

similar condition exists in the natural law tradition. Long had there been a theological debate

between the intellectualist-realists and the voluntarist-nominalists on whether God has to obey

the eternal law.28 Hugo Grotius, a senior compatriot of Spinoza, a legal realist and a great

influence on Montesquieu, was the most important turning point of modern natural law

revolution. He famously posited that "all we have now said would take place, though we should

even grant, what without the greatest Wickedness cannot be granted, that there is no God, or that

he takes no Care of human Affairs."29 An enhancement of his standpoint can be found in I, X

and XVII of the same book: "the Law of Nature is so unalterable, that God himself cannot

change it", and "since the Law of Nature (as I said before) is perpetual and unchangeable,

nothing could be commanded by GOD, who can never be unjust, contrary to this Law".30 It is

not difficult to find some clues of the invariable necessary relations, which were now dissociated

from God in this realist-rationalist approach.

Nonetheless, the Jansenists did not assail Montesquieu from a jurisprudential stance. They

were vexed by Montesquieu’s quotation of Plutarch’s opinion that “the law is the queen of all

mortals and immortals”, and concluded that this was to force the necessity of laws upon God.31

27 Jean Ehrard, L'idée de nature en France dans la première moitié du XVIIIe siècle: 661-7; O’Connor, “Jansenism,” 319-27; Van
Kley, The Religious Origin of the French Revolution, 59-65; Van Kley, “The Religious Origin of the French Revolution, 1560-1791,”
120-8.
28 Knud Haakonssen, Natural Law and Moral Philosophy: From Grotius to the Scottish Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996): 17.
29 Hugo Grotius, “The Preliminary Discourse,” XI, The Rights of War and Peace, trans. Jean Barbeyrac, ed. Richard Tuck
(Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2005[1738]): 89.
30 Ibid., 155,175.
31 « Suite des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques », 9 et 16 Oct. 1749, 25.
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It is probably the words used by Montesquieu, such as “atheists”, led them to allot him the label

of Spinozist. He, however, did not elaborate in De l’Esprit des lois that God has to obey the

necessity of laws. But in the book which first made his name, the Lettres persanes (1721), he had

a clearer expression of a similar idea:

Often, God lacks one attribute of perfection which might produce a grave
imperfection: but he is never limited except by himself; he is his own necessity; thus,
although God is all-powerful, he cannot break his own promises nor deceive man. Often,
indeed, the lack of power is not in him, but in related things; that is the reason why he
cannot change their essences.32

In this highly metaphysical paragraph, Montesquieu attributed God’s incapability of changing the

“nature of things” to his own necessity, and this could easily remind a reader of Spinoza’s

equating God to necessity, although on the other hand, it could also been taken as a realist-

intellectualist natural law stance.33 Nevertheless, both in De l’Esprit des lois and in the Lettres

persanes, he denied that this necessity means either fatality or predestination. One reason is that

intelligent beings could not have been born from fatality.34 For him, intelligent beings, which

particularly denote humans, have a unique quality: they do not follow the necessity imposed on

the physical world, although there are also such invariable laws for human beings as in the

physical world. This deviation of human intelligence is the outcome of the nature of human

32 Charles Sécondat de Montesquieu, « Lettres persanes », LXIX, dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres complètes, t.I : 238; Charles
Sécondat de Montesquieu, Persian Letters, Letter 67, trans. Margaret Mauldon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008): 96-7.
The disaccord of the order of the letters between the French edition and the English translation, here and below, is caused by
the difference of the French editions on which they are respectively based.
33 In the Ethica, Spinoza mentioned “the necessity of God’s nature” from time to time. A comprehensive conclusion appeared in
Book I, Appendix: “I have now explained the nature and properties of God: that he necessarily exists, that he is one alone, that
he is and acts solely from the necessity of his own nature, that he is the free cause of all things and how so, that all things are in
God and are so dependent on him that they can neither be nor be conceived without him, and lastly, that all things have been
predetermined by God, not from his free will or absolute pleasure, but from the absolute nature of God, he is infinite power”,
Spinoza, “Ethics,” Complete Works, 238. On the relationship between Spinoza and natural law tradition, see Aaron Garret,
“Spinoza as Natural Lawyer,” Cardozo Law Review, 25 (2003), 627-41; John Miller, “Spinoza and the Concept of a Law of Nature,”
History of Philosophy Quarterly 20/3 (2003), 257-76.
34 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois » : 232; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 3.
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beings—to “act by themselves”—and it refers to a kind of freedom to make errors.35

In Letter 69 of the Lettres persanes, Montesquieu, through the comments of Usbek, detailed

his rejection of fatalism. According to him, God cannot predict what is determined by free

causes, and the soul is one of such free causes so that it is capable of determining itself. No

actions really exist before a volition is first made, then executed. In this sense, God cannot

foresee a nonexistent action. He used Adam’s eating the fruit as an example to show that God did

not predict what Adam would do in the Garden of Eden; this is the proof that the soul is

determined only by itself.36 Expectedly, Montesquieu’s idea on free will was also criticized by

de la Roche, who stressed that God manages the physical world and the intelligent world by the

same principles, and no exceptions are allowed.37

De la Roche’s rebuke to Montesquieu’s “Spinozism”, conspicuously, was paradoxical,

because the abbé condemned both the fatalism of atheists and free will as the signs of Spinozism

in Montesquieu’s book, but these two theses did not coexist in Spinoza’s ideas. Paradoxes like

this did not escape Montesquieu’s eyes; he made a riposte in the Défense de l’Esprit des lois. In

the Défense, he plainly denied that he was a Spinozist. And he derided de la Roche that “as soon

as he finds the word ‘necessary’, it will be Spinozism”, and “no darkness is greater than this”. In

Montesquieu’s opinion, Spinoza’s doctrines were very close to Hobbesianism; both were certain

kinds of conventionalism, which does not admit the existence of eternal justice, and makes what

is right or wrong dependent merely on artificial laws. The consequence of these systems is thus

35 Ibid., 233; ibid., 4.
36 Montesquieu, « Lettres persanes », LXIX, 239-40; Montesquieu, Persian Letters, Letter 67, 97-8.
37 « Suite des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques », 9 et 16 Oct. 1749, 27.
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amoralism, i.e., a kind of “de facto” morality or political theory.38

Montesquieu considered himself a major challenger to Hobbes’s as well as Spinoza’s

philosophies, and his methodology contra conventionalism was what Simone Goyard-Fabre calls

the “universal legality”— the universality of the governance of rationality, which embodies in

the plenitude of laws.39 According to Montesquieu, Hobbes’s presumption of the state of nature

is a lawless condition. This condition, however, did not ever exist, because “all beings have their

laws: the divinity has its laws, the material world has its laws, the intelligences superior to man

have their laws, the beasts have their laws, man has his laws.”40 Therefore, even if there is no

positive law in the state of nature, laws are not absent, because the nature of things or justice

always rules the universe.41 By positioning himself opposite to Hobbes, Montesquieu denied

being a Spinozist.

Regarding the censure that his idea on the creation was similar to the fatality of the atheists,

Montesquieu claimed that fatalism was already rejected in his refusing its capability of

producing intelligent beings, which means humans have their free will. To further clarify, he

conceded that the necessity he had in mind is a series of physical rules of movement, which are

made and decreed by God. According to him, the more exact expression should be: “the creation

seems to have to first produce variable rules of movement, which are as invariable as the fatality

of atheists.”42

38 Montesquieu, « Défense de l’esprit des lois », 73.
39 Simone Goyard-Fabre, Montesquieu: la nature, les lois, la liberté (Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1993) :125-35.
40 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 232; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 3.
41 Montesquieu, « Défense de l’esprit des lois », 73.
42  « La création qui paraît d'abord devoir produire des règles de mouvement variables, en ad'aussi invariables que la fatalité
des athées », Ibid.,75. One English translation of this sentence, “The creation, which seems at first to have produced Laws of
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Against the accusation of natural religion, Montesquieu indicated that natural religion is the

antithesis of deism and atheism, and Christianity is actually the perfection of natural religion. In

this reply, Montesquieu’s point of view was equivocal. On the one hand, he claimed that his

system was not natural religion. On the other hand, he strained to prove that natural religion is

harmless to Christianity. Apparently, it is very difficult for him to admit of revealed religion but

at the same time refusing “natural reason”.43 As Pierre Rétat reminds, “natural religion” in the

Jansenist criticism referred to a hotchpotch of deism, atheism, naturalism, Hobbesianism and

Spinozism, and aimed at demonizing the Baron. But for Montesquieu, natural religion is totally

different from atheism: the former offers the possibility for pagans to believe in God, while the

later does not.44

As a reply, the wording of the Défense was acrimonious, but its content was carefully

conceived.  Unexpectedly, the Défense did not bring Montesquieu the quietness he was looking

for. In the long reply to the Défense in the April and May issues of the Nouvelles ecclésiastiques,

the abbé de la Roche wrote that his questions were not well answered, especially those on

Spinozism. He held that the harder the writer of the Défense tried to show his innocence, the

more positive he was a real Spinozist, because what he did was to prove Spinoza’s God is the

same God of Christians. De la Roche maintained that Montesquieu used the same strategy as

variable motion, has those as invariable as the fatality of the atheists”, apparently makes more sense, but it has an error in
putting the adjective “variables” of « des regles de mouvement variables » before “motion” rather than “Laws”, see Charles
Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, The Complete Works of M. de Montesquieu (London: T. Evans, 1777), 4 vols. Vol. 4:
224.
43 Although sometimes holding an ambiguous standpoint, Montesquieu was opposite to atheism, see Édition critique des
Pensées de Montesquieu, n°1096, 1266, 1946; Montesquieu, « Spicilège », dans Montesquieu, dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres
complètes, t.II: 1352. Shackleton convincingly argues that Montesquieu’s real belief was deism, see Shackleton, 351-3.
44 Pierre Rétat, « Spinoza entre déisme et athéisme: Le ‹ spinozisme › de Montesquieu », dans Oeuvres complètes de
Montesquieu, t. VII : 140.
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Spinoza’s: saying good words about God but undermining Christianity furtively. Against this

denunciation, Montesquieu’s explanation was that creation is arbitrary, but it also follows certain

laws, which are the same laws as God preserves the universe. Regarding this, the abbé once

again deemed it a constraint on God’s omnipotence and argued that God does not need any laws

for the creation. By citing Chapter 6 “of Miracles” of the Tractatus Theologico-Politicus, he

claimed that all expressions like inviolable, infallible, fixed or immutable laws were from

Spinoza’s ideas.45

La Beaumelle’s engaging in the Querelle further complicated the situation. Seeking to

defend Montesquieu, his booklet in fact negated Montesquieu’s own effort. For La Beaumelle,

the Jansenists were wrong in blaming Montesquieu for atheism, but he implied that they were not

wrong in classifying Montesquieu as a Spinozist—their fault was their misunderstanding of

Spinoza, because the Dutch philosopher was essentially a Christian thinker rather than an atheist.

Moreover, La Beaumelle indicated that natural religion is prior to revealed religion, and natural

reason is not corrupted by sin— “human reason could be corrupted only by prejudice, ignorance

and partisan spirit”. Therefore, La Beaumelle proposed that Spinoza’s argument for religious

toleration should be applauded.46 It seems that La Beaumell did not realize that his apology was

nothing less than confirming that Montesquieu was a Spinozist and an advocate of natural

religion. Consequently, it once again put Montesquieu into deep water and forced him to quickly

distance himself from this young friend.

45 « Suite des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques », 24 Avr. et 1 mai 1750, dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII : 147-51;
Spinoza, “Theological-Political Treatise,” Spinoza: Complete Works, 444-6.
46 La Beaumelle, Suite de la Défense de L’Esprit des lois, 48-51.
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This intricate debate, as we have seen, turned out to be fruitless. Neither the gazetteer nor

Montesquieu was able to make a lucid statement of what Spinozism was about. For the

Jansenists, Spinozism was a collage of all ideas invalidating God’s creation and omnipotence,

regardless of its real significance; while for Montesquieu, Spinozism was totally opposite to his

own system. For La Beaumelle, Montesquieu’s thought was Spinozism, and Spinozism was

consistent with Christianity. The same confusion, to a great extent, remains in later scholarship.

Shackleton and Israel think that Montesquieu was basically a deist and the Spinozism label

imputed to him was implausible.47 Some studies, however, hold that there is indeed common

ground between Montesquieu and Spinoza. Charles Oudin, in his monograph on this very topic

published in 1911, argues that the general spirit of Montesquieu’s writings was influenced by

Spinoza. Like the Jansenists, this author maintains that Montesquieu’s metaphysics— the notions

of “the nature of things” and “the necessary relations”—was not far from Spinoza’s necessity of

God’s nature, despite that Montesquieu’s denial of atheism was tenable considering his

distinction between the physical and the intelligent worlds. Furthermore, for Oudin,

Montesquieu’s political vision was also related to Spinoza’s: for both of them, a society with a

good government should promote the realization of the potential of each individual, that is to

say, liberty (for Montesquieu) or conatus (for Spinoza), and the baseline was to guarantee

personal safety. Even Montesquieu’s view on justice, which was as one of the major

disagreements between Spinoza and Hobbes, is accounted by Oudin as a replica of Spinoza’s

47 Shackleton, Montesquieu, 261-4; Israel, Radical Enlightenment, 12; Israel, Enlightenment Contested, 808.
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doctrine that ideas and things exist as the same in God.48

Paul Vernière, from a comprehensive standpoint, thinks that the young Montesquieu might

have been a Spinozist. Corresponding to Oudin, Vernière agrees that Montesquieu held a similar

opinion to Spinoza’s on the function of the state. According to him, the Baron’s understanding of

Spinoza’s theory was probably second-hand and not very precise, and no later than in 1725, he

began to raise questions about Spinozism. Although Montesquieu had an inclination to

determinism, it is the physical rather than the metaphysical part of which makes sense to him,

which definitely diverged from Spinoza. Vernière’s conclusion is that Montesquieu might not be

a Spinozist, but he was certainly a deist and it was hard for him to cast off the label of fatalism.49

If we refer to Montesquieu’s private writings, like Mes pensées and the Spicilèges, it was

clear that his anti-Spinozism in these writings was earnest and consistent with the Défense. In

Mes pensées, the young Montesquieu already raised the criticism that Spinoza’s system was a

mean and bleak philosophy, and it was contrary to any sublimity and significance of the world.50

In the fragments of the Traité des devoirs (1725) preserved in Mes pensée, Montesquieu insisted

on the indispensability of God, and the absurdity of Spinoza’s identifying the mind with matter:

“A great genius [Spinoza] has promised me that I will die like an insect.” 51 Moreover, he had a

great concern about Spinoza’s principle that every concrete being is related to each other, and

48 Charles Oudin, Le spinozisme de Montesquieu : étude critique (Paris : Librairie Générale de Droit et de Jurisprudence, 1911 ) :
120-63.
49 Paul Vernière, Spinoza et la pensée française avant la révolution (Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1954) : 447-66.
50 Édition critique des Pensées de Montesquieu, n°112.
51 Ibid., n°1266; Charles Louis de Secondat, Baron de Montesquieu, n°1266, My Thoughts, trans. Henry Clark (Indianapolis:
Liberty Fund, 2012):295. This Traité was written in 1725, and it is a very important document to understand Montesquieu’s
early thought. But, only the fragments in Mes pensées (mainly in n°1266-n°1280), an essay entitled «De la politique» (1725) and
an outline entitled « Lettre aux Auteurs du Jounral de Mars» (1726) survive now.
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submits to one invisible substance. For Montesquieu, this theory would eradicate all human

individuality and freedom. In De la politique, he particularly indicated that the human world,

especially those important events in history, was generally unpredictable. For him, those who try

to control and interfere in political processes by calculation or artifice do not understand human

beings for real, because “far from that all men are sophisticated, they act, on the contrary, almost

always by caprice or by passions”.52 In other words, human agency and the fortuity of history

rather than pure rationality and strict determinism were considered to have key roles in human

affairs. In the extant outline of the Devoirs, we can find his criticism of “blind fatality”; that part

is almost the same as in Book I, Chapter 1 of De l’Esprit des lois.53

In general, Montesquieu did not accept Spinoza’s metaphysics. If Spinoza engaged himself

in introducing both determinism and monism into the human world, or in his own words, “man

in nature is not a kingdom within nature”, Montesquieu’s system constituted a strong antithesis.54

Fortuity was central to Montesquieu’s exploration of the conditions of freedom, which, as we

will discuss later, evidently repels Spinoza’s idea that freedom is rooted in necessity. The

Jansenist accusation of Montesquieu’s Spinozism, in this regard, was indeed untenable. But the

Jansenists were not wrong that, by succumbing God to the rapports nécessaires, Montesquieu

attenuated the omnipotence of God. Interestingly, before the Querelle, in the 1730s, there was

already the Jesuit opinion deeming Spinozism an exaggerated form of Jansenism, because both

52 Montesquieu, « De la politique », dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VIII : 516.
53 « Ceux qui ont dit...qu’une fatalité aveugle a produit tous les effets que nous voyons dans le monde, ont dit une grande
absurdité; car quelle plus grande absurdité qu’une fatalité aveugle qui produit des êtres qui ne le sont pas », dans « Lettre aux
Auteurs du Jounral de Mars », Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t.VIII (Oeuvres et écrits divers, I) : 437.
54 Spinoza, “Ethics,” in Spinoza: Complete Works, 277.
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held certain kinds of determinism.55 This conflict, from the Jansenist side, was in substance the

problem of how to defend Augustinian voluntarism in a deist era. For Montesquieu, however,

Spinozism was only a symptom of the overall crisis of nature–the split of nature into the material

and the intelligent worlds, into nature of matter and nature of jusnaturalism. On the one hand, the

materialists were pushing to impose the principles derived from the material world upon

everything, and to make the whole cosmos a self-regulating continuity. On the other hand, as

Montesquieu showed, when the vertical great chain of beings was gradually levelled down and

splintered into the “infinie diversité” of things, God’s agency, bounded by the “nature of things”,

was handed over to humans, who are also “limited by their nature”, but “subject to error” and do

“not follow its [the intelligent world] laws constantly”— “It is in their nature to act by

themselves”.56 Confined but always deviating, human agency, encapsulated in the confrontation

of two different worlds, acquired its momentum from their intersection.

2. Justice and Natural Law

As the Jansenists observed, Montesquieu’s denial of being a Spinozist was less convincing

in regard to his explication of “the necessary relations” and “the nature of things”. During the

Querelle, Jean Baptiste Gaultier, a pro-Jansenist abbé, joined in the battle and chose the Lettres

persanes—Montesquieu’s first book published about thirty years ago—as his target.

Meticulously examining nearly every letter in the Lettres and accusing Montesquieu of being a

55 Vernière, Spinoza et la pensée française avant la révolution, 407.
56 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 233; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 4.
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recidivist of impiety, Gaultier’s most important step was his effort to dismantle the idea of justice

in Montesquieu’s works. Just as de la Roche questioned the meaning of the necessary relations,

Gaultier insisted that justice in Montesquieu’s writing, especially its definition in Letter 83, was

a Spinozist notion, although a weakened and hidden one.

In Letter 83, Montesquieu, through the pen of Usbek, wrote that:

If there is a God, my dear Rhedi, he must necessarily be just; for if he were not so,
he would be the most evil and most imperfect of all beings.

Justice is a relationship of fitness [un rapport de convenance] between two
entities; this relationship is always the same, regardless of who is considering it,
whether it be God, or an angel, or indeed a man.

It is true that men do not always see these relationships; even when they do see
them, they often distance themselves from them; their own interest is always what
they see best. Justice raises her voice, but she has difficulty making herself heard
amid the tumult of the passions.

Men can commit injustices, because it is in their interest to do so, and they would
rather satisfy themselves than others. It is always through thinking of themselves that
they act unjustly; no one is gratuitously bad, there must be a reason which determines
the act, and that reason is invariably one of self-interest.

But it is impossible for God ever to act unjustly; once we assume that he is aware
of justice, it is necessary that he should act according to it, for since he needs nothing,
and is sufficient unto himself, he would be the most evil of all beings were he evil
without the motivation of self-interest.

 So, even if there were no God, we should always love justice, that is, try hard to
resemble that being of whom we hold so perfect an idea, and who, if he existed,
would necessarily be just. Although we would be free of the bonds of religion, we
ought not to be free of the bonds of justice.

Such […], are my reasons for thinking that justice is eternal, and independent of
human conventions; if it were to depend upon them, that would be a terrible truth
which we would have to conceal from ourselves.57

Essential for Montesquieu’s system, this letter validated the possible readings that, first, justice is

the same as what later was called “the necessary relations” by him, and it is a relationship based

57 Montesquieu, « Lettres persanes », 256; Montesquieu, Persian Letters, Letter 81, 113-4. I change the original English
translation of « un rapport de convenance » from “a relationship of accepted values and common interests” into “a relationship
of fitness”.
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on fitness; second, God has to be just, but justice may not be God himself and it could exist

without God; finally, justice does not rely on human wills.

Gaultier held that defining justice as un rapport de convenance was a relativistic invention.

For him, justice cannot simply be a relationship; rather, it has to be substantial. Relationship is

such a loose concept that almost anything can be qualified as having appropriate relations with

some others. As discussed above, Montesquieu granted greater agency to human beings than to

God in De l’Esprit des lois considering God is just. In this letter, he also indicated that the reason

for which humans may leave justice behind is that they have passions and interests. Gaultier

retorted that the relationship of fitness, even if it has a just foundation, can easily be spoiled by

human interests, therefore is merely an excuse for those who commit crimes. On the other hand,

interest itself can be a type of “relationship of fitness” if Montesquieu was consistent with his

own definition, which would further confuse justice with interest.58 In this manner, Gaultier

tried to lay bare that Montesquieu’s real purpose was to replace justice with the rapport de

convenance. According to Gaultier, justice is tantamount to God, but Montesquieu, although

claiming that God has to be just, intended to set God apart from justice and dilute justice with the

relativism of “relationship”.

Like de la Roche, Gaultier also made the judgement that Montesquieu was a Spinozist. But

unlike the chief editor of the Jansenist journal, Gaultier found a different, and basically, far-

fetched evidence. In the Défense, Montesquieu had already stated that he was the adversary of

Hobbes and Spinoza, because his theory was rooted in the idea of immutable justice which is

58 Jean Baptiste Gaultier, Les Lettres persannes convaincues d’impiété ([s.l.], 1751), 27-34.
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opposed directly to conventionalism. Gaultier, however, took this argument as no more than a

camouflage of Spinozism. He stressed that after detaching justice from God, Montesquieu’s idea

of justice was already broken.

To Gaultier, if in Spinoza’s thought, the state of nature and natural right—similar to

Hobbes’s understanding—should be corrected by a social contract in order to avoid the

permanent state of war, Montesquieu’s would say that “justice is eternal, and independent of

human conventions; if it were to depend upon them, that would be a terrible truth which we

would have to conceal from ourselves”. In Gaultier’s opinion, Montesquieu’s intention was to

acknowledge conventionalism to be the “truth”, although a “terrible truth”. Gaultier speculated

that having realized the peril of Spinoza’s philosophy, Montesquieu must have left out its most

dangerous part, and at the same time continued to be a Spinozist.59

Against Gaultier’s criticism, Montesquieu made no reply, although he once might have

thought of revising the Lettres somewhat after learning of Gaultier’s points.60 But Gaultier’s

untenable criticism does make us aware that after Montesquieu’s having separated justice from

God, a new foundation was entailed so that justice would not lapse into relativism in

Montesquieu’s system. Either as "the necessary relations" or "the relationship of fitness", justice,

on the one hand, has to have certain mandatory and normalizing force so that it can enable justice

to “raise her voices”. This force, on the other hand, should also leave some room for human

beings to indulge in their passions and interests. In this sense, the question of justice, more than

59 Ibid., 34-8.
60 « Montesquieu à Guasco», 4 Oct. 1752, 444.



81

merely a metaphysical pedantry or triviality, constitutes a key to unravel Montesquieu’s “nature

of things”.61 “To say that there is nothing just or unjust but what positive laws ordain or prohibit

is to say that before a circle was drawn, all its radii were not equal”.62 His idea of justice, as an

overlap between natural law and physical law, was also an overlap of two different views about

nature.

“I give thanks to Messrs Grotius and Pufendorf for having so well executed what a part of

this work demanded of me, with that loftiness of genius which I would not have been able to

attain”.63 Montesquieu, in his Mes pensées, acknowledged that his writing of De l’Esprit des lois

was greatly inspired and influenced by Hugo Grotius and Samuel Pufendorf, the two key

theorists of modern natural law. The natural law tradition dated back to the Stoics and the

Scholastics. “Natural law”, frequently distinguished from physical “laws of nature”, was at first a

series of moral doctrines about human obligations and duties; right, a derivative of the

obligation-duty framework, occupied only a secondary position. Divinity and reason, two

fulcrums of natural law, was not at odds to each other in medieval theology. But with the

development of the Reformation and Protestant theology, the enduring debate between what

Knud Haakonssen calls the intellectualist-realists and the voluntarist-nominalists in this tradition,

became acute in the seventeenth century. The central question of the debate was whether

rationality or God’s will is the basis of human morality. Pro-Thomasists posited that humans

61 Concerning the dual composition and the complex meaning of « la nature des choses », see Mark H. Waddicor, Montesquieu
and the Philosophy of Natural Law (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1970), 139; Georges Benrekassa, “Nature”, in A Montesquieu
Dictionary [en ligne]. [URL: http://dictionnaire-montesquieu.ens-lyon.fr/en/article/1376478659/fr]
62 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 233; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 4.
63 Édition critique des Pensées de Montesquieu, nº1537; Montesquieu, My Thoughts, 379.
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have a kind of innate moral sense, yet Augustinians held that sin corrupts human moral capacity,

and therefore people have to rely on God’s grace and decrees to live a moral life.64

As we have seen above, the legal realist and rationalist Grotius (though a Protestant), by

virtue of detaching the eternal law from God’s will, established natural law as a universally

effective principle for both Christians and pagans. At the same time, he brought a Stoic idea,

sociability, into the mainstream of natural law. He took sociability—the instinct of human

affinity or “desire of society”—as the origin of right; sociability and right that derived from it

also can maintain their effectiveness without God’s power.65

Pufendorf, in comparison with Grotius, had a greater voluntarist inclination. But he

inherited Grotius’s separation between natural law and God, and took reason as the origin of

natural law. Pufendorf’s approach diminished the weight of sin and elevated the principle of

“loving your neighbor”. Accordingly, sociability was placed as the essence of natural law.66

Moreover, Pufendorf emphasized the priority of individual safety, thus the obligation of self-love

and self-preservation. Self-preservation, despite being an obligation, was in fact transformed into

a right. Not unlike Hobbes, Pufendorf thought human beings were inclined to harm each other.

But unlike Hobbes, Pufendorf did not directly ask for a Leviathan to arrest the state of war. As a

64 Concerning the development of modern natural law theories, see Haakonssen, Natural Law and Moral Philosophy, 1-62;
Alexander Passerin d’Entrèves, Natural Law: An Introduction to Legal Philosophy (London: Routledge, 2017[1951]): 13-78;
Richard Tuck, “The ‘Modern’ Theory of Natural Law,” The Language of Political Theory in Early-Modern Europe, ed. Anthony
Pagden (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 99-119. Concerning natural law theories in eighteenth-century France,
see Paul Hazard, European Thought in the Eighteenth Century from Montesquieu to Lessing: 161-76; Lester. G. Crocker, Nature
and Culture: Ethical Thought in the French Enlightenment (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1963), 1-73.
65 Grotius, The Rights of War and Peace, 79-86. On how the configuration of civil society in Montesquieu’s thought derived first
from “sociability”, then from “moeurs”, manners and “doux commerce”, see Celine Spector, Montesquie: Pouvoirs, Richesses et
Sociétés (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2004): 145-220.
66 Samuel Pufendorf, On the Duty of Man and Citizen According to Natural Law, trans. Michael Silverthorne (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991[1673]): 11-2, 35.
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buffer, the necessity of sociability was underlined for the preservation of the safety of

everybody:

In order to be safe, it is necessary for him to be sociable; that is to join forces with
men like himself and so conduct himself towards them that they are not given even a
plausible excuse for harming him, but rather become willing to preserve and promote
his advantages.67

The new picture of natural law was therefore gradually carried from providential laws in the

Scholastic theology into natural sociability of modern moral philosophy. The theological

framework, although still there, was basically hollowed out. Following Pufendorf, Jean Domat,

an eclectic Jansenist jurist of the late seventeenth century, whose expression “l’esprit des lois”

might have influenced Montesquieu, once again asserted that sociability is the essence of natural

law, because natural law is the consequence of the principles that we should worship God and

not harm each other.68 Furthermore, he indicated that justice is the same as natural law, and

reason is to realize and follow the exigence of natural law: “The laws of nature [lois naturelles]

being justice itself, they have a natural authority over our reason, which is given us for no other

end but that we may discern justice and truth, and may submit to it.”69 Immutability, rationality,

sociability, by this means, shored up justice of natural law, and prefigured Montesquieu’s idea of

laws. In d’Alembert and Diderot’s Enclylopedie, the general principles of natural law were

already considered to be: 1. religion; 2. amour de soi-même; 3.sociability.70

67 Ibid., 35.
68 Jean Domat, The Civil Law in Its Natural Order, trans. William Strahan, vol.I (Boston: Charles C. Little & James Brown,
1850[1720]): 50.
69 Ibid.,59.
70 Louis, chevalier de Jaucourt, « Loi Naturelle », dans Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des
métiers, etc., eds. Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d'Alembert, t. XI : 46-7. University of Chicago: ARTFL Encyclopédie Project
(Autumn 2017 Edition), Robert Morrissey and Glenn Roe (eds) [URL: http://encyclopedie.uchicago.edu/.] On the relationship
between natural law and sociability in the Enlightenment, see Daniel Gordon, Citizens without Sovereignty: Equality and
Sociability in French Thought, 1670-1789 (Princeton: Princeton University Press), 56-73.
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In his earlier essay, the Traité des devoirs, Montesquieu criticized Spinoza’s fatalism and

Hobbes’s state of war. But in line with Hobbes and Pufendorf, Montesquieu saw self-

preservation as the primary principle of human beings. Against Hobbes’s opinion that the natural

right of self-preservation made humans into wolves to humans, Montesquieu refuted by saying

that justice must prevent the Hobbesian situation from coming about.71 As the unknown author

of the summary of the Devoirs told us, Montesquieu argued here that justice depends on

sociability, rather than on particular human wills.72 Highlighting God as the giver of human life

and order of the universe, the young Montesquieu, in this essay, somewhat recoiled from his

suggestion in the Lettres persanes, which disengaged justice— or “relationship of fitness”—from

divine providence. At the stage of writing the Devoirs, justice, for Montesquieu, was basically a

moral problem—still a repetition of Stoic ethics and the new natural law tradition since Grotius:

“Practically all virtues are a particular relationship between one man and another…But justice is

a general relationship. Now all the virtues that destroy this general relationship are not virtues.”73

As Sheila Mason points out, the general relationship [le rapport general] here signifies the

importance of reciprocity among human beings.74 This reciprocity, originating in sociability,

constitutes an overall regulatory principle of social relations—justice. It is noteworthy that

through bringing up such a notion, which is nothing less abstract than the rapport de

71 Édition critique des Pensées de Montesquieu, nº1266; Montesquieu, My Thoughts, 296.
72 « Analyse du Traité des devoirs », dans Montesquieu Oeuvres complètes, t. I : 109.
73 Édition critique des Pensées de Montesquieu, nº1008; Montesquieu, My Thoughts, 249. This fragment of the Traité des
devoirs is also recorded in the Analyse du Traité des devoirs, with minor difference from nº1008 in Pensées. But the Analyse has
an important sentence that is omitted in Pensées, « elle[la justice] concerne l’homme en lui-même », see «Analyse du Traité des
devoirs », dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres complètes, t.I : 110.
74 Sheila Mary Mason, Montesquieu’s Idea of Justice (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1975): 266-9.
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convenance, Montesquieu was trying to dig out a set of rules with higher jurisdiction and more

fundamental potency than sociability in order to go beyond the framework of natural law.

In De l’Esprit des lois, he constructed a more sophisticated system and returned to his

stance in the Lettres persanes. Like in Letter 83 of the Lettres persanes, God was nominally

defined as the supreme and just creator in Book I, chapter 1 of De l’Esprit des lois, but in fact

was turned into a powerless constitutional monarch of the cosmos. Not only did Montesquieu

present justice as “the necessary relations”, he also wrote that “there is, then, a primitive reason;

and laws are both the relations that exist between it and the different beings, and the relations of

these various beings to each other.”75 Primitive reason and the necessary relations—these

descriptions of justice as the foundation of laws clearly display that he was among the realist-

rationalism camp of natural law tradition.76 But, in one step further, he did not, as in the Devoirs,

equate justice to sociability. Rather, natural law was now designated an independent section in

De l’Esprit des lois, following the general discussion about justice and laws in Book I, 1—a sign

of placing natural law subjacent to justice.

In De l’Esprit des lois, natural law was taken as the law(s) before the establishment of

human societies.77 Self-preservation, thus peace among people, is the most important natural law

among others (sociability included); independence, weakness, and the implicit equality among

75 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 232; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 3.
76 Concerning “primitive reason”, Thomas Pangle thinks that it is another name Montesquieu gave to God, but actually is a veil
of Montesquieu’s real intention to submit God to invariable fatality which precedes the Creation. This argument is a modern
version of the Jansenist criticism, and, as I have shown above, may have neglected the more complicated interaction between
determinism and liberty in Montesquieu’s system. See Thomas Pangle, Montesquieu’s Philosophy of Liberalism: A Commentary
on The Spirit of the Laws (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1973): 26-7; The Theological Basis of Liberal Modernity in
Montesquieu's Spirit of the Laws (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010): 4, 15-8.
77 Montesquieu termed natural law in common sense « des lois de la nature », while physical laws « des lois naturelles ».
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human beings (derived from their equal weakness), are the real image in the state of nature.

Weakness makes humans fear each other, and fear brings them together to form societies.78 This

was to show that the state of nature, even if it ever existed, could not be divested of natural laws.

But Montesquieu’s natural law, just like his notion of justice, was no longer based on divinity.

Peace and sociability, in Pufendorf and Domat’s works, are results of God’s decree of loving

your neighbors. But Montesquieu’s stance was closer to Grotius—living with others is a natural

desire, which does not require any theological precondition.79 The foundation of natural law was

thus removed from providence to justice itself.

As Mason indicates, before Montesquieu, the idea of convenance—fitness or suitability—

was a metaphysical concept famously used by Malebranche and Leibniz. Convenance for

Malebranche is the adequate but potential relationship between the transcendental perfection of

Divine Reason and less degrees of perfection of its concrete creatures; while for Leibniz,

convenance is based on the principle of sufficient reason that signifies the absolute and best

reason of the existence of a certain being. Although Leibniz’s convenance was finalist while

Malebranche’s was not, they all connected God’s perfection to a necessity which he has to

obey.80 Montesquieu’s definition of justice as “the relationship of fitness” also referred to a final

cause, which provides the cosmos with a teleological framework; that is to say, fitness itself is

seen as the highest standard according to which the world is arranged.81 Attempting to conciliate

78 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 235-6; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 6-7.
79 Concerning Montesquieu’s idea of the state of nature and its closeness to Grotius, Mark Waddicor suggests that their ideas
of sociability were induced from animal instincts, see Waddicor, Montesquieu and the Philosophy of Natural Law: 62-4.
80 Mason, Montesquieu’s Idea of Justice, 8-29.
81 Ibid., 182. Pangle holds a different point of view that Montesquieu’s idea of justice, as well as his whole system, was non-
teleological, see Pangle, Montesquieu’s Philosophy of Liberalism, 27.
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between convenance and determinism in Montesquieu’s thought, Mason makes a penetrating

point— she suggests that Montesquieu’s idea of justice, based on a similar quasi-theological

premise, enabled human beings—who are less perfect and thus less chained to necessity—to act

out of their liberty .82 In this way, Mason contends, liberty could fit into Montesquieu’s big

picture without an obvious conflict with his deterministic understanding of justice.

Despite its sophistication, Mason’s analysis neglects important variations between different

stages of Montesquieu’s thought. From “the relationship of fitness” in the Lettres persanes to

“the necessary relations” in De l’Esprit des lois, the difference in Montesquieu’s choice of terms

is in no way a cursory word play. The criticisms from the Jansenists are helpful for us to

understand this transition. “The relationship of fitness” in the Lettres persanes, as Gaultier

argued, had signs of certain relativism; in De l’Esprit des lois, however, “the necessary relations”

referred more to the deterministic causality which was under the intensive interrogation of de La

Roche. In fact, in the Lettres persanes, Montesquieu, on the one hand, emphasized the

ontological importance of justice with a strong moral significance, which was best exemplified in

the tale of Troglodytes. In this famous story, Montesquieu indicated that when a society is

disposed of justice and dominated only by self-interest or enmity to each other, it cannot survive

for long. The best way of implementing the natural instinct of sociability in a particular society is

to make private interest consistent with public interest. The second half of the story tells us that

when Troglodytes left a pre-political small community to enter political society, they were

warned that when government replaces natural morality, freedom will be lost and servitude will

82 Mason, Montesquieu’s Idea of Justice, 160-176.
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come.83

On the other hand, in Letter 97, Montesquieu talked about another set of immutable laws—

mechanical laws. Usbek in this letter said that the basic principles of reason are the linear and

centrifugal movements of objects, and these two principles “have unraveled the mystery of the

primal chaos and have explained, by means of a simple mechanism, the order of divine

architecture”.84 When Montesquieu tried to formulate his idea of justice, his effort of combining

this Newtonian view with natural virtues (best developed in the story of Troglodytes) constituted

a latent tension in the Lettres. In Letter 69, after rejecting God’s capacity of changing “the nature

of things”, he argued that human mind cannot be determined by physical laws as if balls are hit

and moved in billiard games.85 If this is the case, when morality and physical nature—both are

expressive forms of justice—act upon human beings at the same time but disagree with each

other, where would “the relationship of fitness” be found? Montesquieu did not really tackle this

difficulty here; at this time, his focus was still on pulling freedom out of the bog of deterministic

causality.

Later in the Devoirs (1725), this predicament was further suppressed. Equating justice to

sociability and reintroducing the indispensability of divine providence, Montesquieu, as we have

discussed above, criticized Spinozist fatalism in this essay and did not take physical laws as one

83 Montesquieu, « Lettres persanes », XI-XIV, 145-53; Montesquieu, Persian Letters, Letters 11-14, 15-22. There is a fragment
recorded in Pensées which seems to have been the denouement of the story of Troglodytes, but was deleted later by
Montesquieu, see Édition critique des Pensées de Montesquieu, nº1616; Montesquieu, My Thoughts, 396. Further discussions
on the story of Troglodytes, see Melvin Richter, “Introduction,” in The Political Theory of Montesquieu (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1977), 38-42; Donald A. Desserud, “Virtue, Commerce and Moderation in the ‘Tale of Troglodytes’:
Montesquieu’s Persian Letters,” History of Political Thought, 12/4 (1991), 605-26.
84 Montesquieu, « Lettres persanes », XCVII, 274; Montesquieu, Persian Letters, Letter 94, 130.
85 Montesquieu, « Lettres persanes », LXIX, 239-40; Montesquieu, Persian Letters, Letter 67, 97-8.
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source of justice.86 The keynote of the Devoirs was to understand the relationship between

duties and justice; Cicero and Stoicism played essential roles in this discussion.87 Montesquieu

was a great admirer of Stoic philosophy. In De l’Esprit des lois, he acclaimed Stoicism as the

greatest philosophy ever, and, acknowledged that “if I could for a moment cease to think that I

am a Christian, I would not be able to keep myself from numbering the destruction of Zeno’s sect

among the misfortunes of human kind.”88 This attitude was condemned by the Jansenists during

the Querelle, and he had to defend himself by saying that his Stoicism was only about moral

theory and not about their metaphysics. In October 1750, in the letter to François de Fitz-James

who was the former aumônier du roi and son of the bastard son of King James II of England,

Montesquieu stated that when he was writing the Devoirs, his major influences were Cicero and

Marcus Aurelius, and he copied some parts from the Devoirs into De l’Esprit des lois.89 As

Montesquieu admitted, this influence from Cicero, especially from De officiis, might be the

reason that eternal moral values were regarded as justice in the Devoirs. In De l’Esprit des lois,

Montesquieu once again praised the Stoics as the embodiment of public spirit and sociability—

“Born for society, they all believed that their destiny was to work for it.”90

God as reason of the universe, the omnipresence and eternality of justice, the universal

legality of the world, the cosmopolitan effectiveness and immutability of morality—all these

86 Édition critique des Pensées de Montesquieu, nº1266; Montesquieu, My Thoughts, 294-6. Shackleton incisively captures that
the Devoirs was inconsistent with Montesquieu’s earlier works, especially evident in his removal of many of the materialistic
discussions, which had been a strong existence in Montesquieu’s earlier works. Shackleton attributes this to the reason that
Montesquieu’s system was then in the process of formation and not mature, see Shackleton, Montesquieu, 73-4.
87 The table of contents of Devoirs survives up to now, see Sheila Mason, « Introduction à la Traité des Devoirs », dans Oeuvres
complètes de Montesquieu, t. VIII: 432.
88 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 722; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 466.
89 « Montesquieu à Mgr de Fitz-James », 8 Oct. 1750, Correspondance de Montesquieu, t.II : 304-5.
90 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 722; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 466.
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were brought by the Stoic world picture into a unity. Simply put in Cicero’s expression, there is

one justice, one law, one right reason.91 More importantly, according to Cicero, the foundation

of justice is nature, and nature here is essentially a divine reason regarding what is a good and

virtuous life.92 The Stoic oneness of nature, morality, justice, reason and divinity was therefore

the bedrock of the Devoirs.

In spite of Montesquieu’s denial of having embraced Stoic metaphysics in De l’Esprit des

lois, his own metaphysical scheme was not in great conflict with the naturalist and rationalist

inclinations of Stoicism in Book I.93 De la Roche had a reason for smelling out some fishy

flavor of Stoicism, which itself should not have been a serious problem if Montesquieu did not

change the “relationship of fitness” into “the necessary relations”—the latter would

immediately remind sharp minds of Spinoza’s fatalism. But this new term unveiled a more

assertive posture to finish the unaccomplished discussion on necessity and freedom in the

Lettres persanes and to release the suppression of physical nature in the Devoirs. The

metaphysics of natural law and Stoicism was preserved, but now had to encounter the

challenge from materialism and its trickiest expression—climate.

3. Climate and the Body Politic

Montesquieu’s climate theory was one of his most important, if not most notorious,

91 Cicero, “On the Laws,” in On the Commonwealth and On the Laws, trans. James E. Z. Zetzel (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1999): 120.
92 Ibid.,132, 135.
93 On how Montesquieu’s Stoicism was related to natural law theories, see Catherine Larrère, « Montesquieu et le Stoïcisme »,
Lumières 1/1 (2003), 59-83.
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contributions. As an unaccountable or idiosyncratic attachment to the trunk of a masterpiece on

government and laws, his discussions on climate could easily succumb to the suspicion of a

quack theory made by an amateur experimentalist, who was enthusiastic about the atmosphere of

the empirical sciences in the eighteenth century—that is to say, his theory must be scientifically

unsound and naïve for the scholarship of later generations. Linked with his criticism of

despotism, this climate theory could also be taken as fallacious, biased, outdated, or orientalist.94

But for his contemporaries, climate theory was not unworthy of attention. Antoine Pecquet, an

officer and writer in Rouen, Stefano Bertolini, an Italian jurist, and the famous D’Alembert, all

regarded it as a proper part of Montesquieu’s entire system.95 In L’Encyclopedie, his climate

theory was arranged into the category of medicine and was considered an important contribution

for understanding the relationship between health and climate.96 In comparison, the Jansenists

thought that Montesquieu propagated climate determinism which conflicted with Christian

missions to every corner of the world.97 Claude Dupin, one of the fermiers généraux who drew

up a long review attacking De l’Esprit des lois in 1749 (Jean-Jacques Rousseau might have

participated in its drafting) thought that different climates may produce similar morality while

94 On how climate theories could serve as a justification for Eurocentrism in history before early-modern times, see Marie-
Dominique Couzinet & J. F. Staszak, « À quoi sert la ‹théorie des climats›? Éléments d’une histoire du déterminisme
environnemental », Corpus : Revue de Philosophie, 34 (1998), 17-9. I agree with the opinion that Montesquieu was not an
advocate of imperialism or colonialism, and the target of his criticism of despotism was mainly not the Orient but Europe itself,
see Sharon Krause, “Despotism in The Spirit of Laws,” in Montesquieu’s Sciences of Politics: Essays on The Spirit of Laws, ed.
David W. Carrithers etc. (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001): 254-5; Joan-Pau Rubié, “Oriental Despotism and
European Orientalism: Botero to Montesquieu,” Journal of Early Modern History, 9/1-2 (2005), 114-5; Vickie B. Sulllivan,
Montesquieu and the Despotic Ideas of Europe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2017): 10.
95 Jean-Baptiste le Rond d’Alembert, « Analyse de l’Esprit des Lois » (1755), dans Oeuvres de Monsieur de Montesquieu, t.
I (Amsterdam: Arkstée et Merkus, 1758) : xliii-xlv; Stefano Bertolini, Analyse raisonnée de l’esprit des lois (Pise : Jacques
Grazioli,1784[1754]) : 52-8; Antoine Pecquet, Analyse raisonnée de l’esprit des lois (Paris : Nyon, 1758) : 96-128.
96 Gabriel-François Venel, « Climat (Médicine) » (1753), dans Encyclopédie, t. III : 534.
97 « Suite des Nouvelles ecclésiastiques », 9 et 16 Oct. 1749, 29.
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different forms of governments may coexist under the same climate.98 David Hume, who

admired both the Baron and his works, cast doubt about the effect of “physical causes”— that is

to say, natural conditions— on individuals and national characters, and favored “moral causes”.99

Later, Voltaire in his Dictionnaire philosophique (1764) held a similar opinion as Hume’s and

stressed the role of government rather than climate.100 From this or that standpoint,

Montesquieu’s climate theory was a significant and popular topic for the eighteenth-century

readers.

For Montesquieu himself, climate occupied an overpowering position in the writing of De

L’Esprit des lois, and probably constituted the most important problem for him to address. The

tension between the universal effectiveness of moral justice and its limited power of enforcement

in his earlier works summoned necessity, which stems from physical laws rather than from God’s

will, to return to his agenda. And this tension, which had been suppressed in the Devoirs, was

ultimately brought into play by the construction of “physical causes” and “moral causes” in De

L’Esprit des lois.

Young Montesquieu was keen to study experimental sciences, especially during his days at

l’Académie de Bourdeaux.101 Many of his early essays were about physics and physiology. Among

them, the Observations sur l’histoire naturelle (1721), an essay finished at about the same time of

publishing the Lettres persanes, is of great importance. In this piece, Montesquieu proposed that

98 On Dupin’s criticism, see Corrado Rosso, Montesquieu moraliste (Bordeaux: Ducros, 1971), 283-316; Betrand Binoche,
Introduction à De L’esprit des lois de Montesquieu (Paris : Presses Universitaires de France, 1998) : 139-40;
99 David Hume, “Of National Characters (1748),” Hume: Political Essays, ed. Knud Haakonssen (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1994), 78-92.
100 Voltaire, « Dictionnaire philosophique » (1764), dans Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire, t. XVIII : 197-205.
101 Concerning Montesquieu and his activities and writings at l’Académie de Bourdeaux, see Shackleton, Montesquieu, 20-6.
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the teleology of preformationism is only a “reason of convenience” and not tenable under the

examination of microscope. According to him, plants are not that different from stones and the

generation of plants is only an accidental outcome of “the general movement of matter”.102 From

a Cartesian–or according to Shackleton, a Malebranchist103–standpoint, Montesquieu argued that

mechanism, or principles of the movement of matter, is a simple but powerful instrument for

understanding the world. He called pure mechanism “rigid Cartesianism” and regarded it better

than “mitigated Cartesianism” which had to depend on God’s providence to explain the operation

of the universe.104 It is noteworthy that Descartes’s own ideas were closer to “mitigated” rather

than “rigid” Cartesianism; the latter had a much greater materialistic inclination than Cartesian

dualism. As some scholars elaborate, in spite of Montesquieu’s fondness for empirical observations,

his system was more under the sway of Cartesian rationalism than of Newtonian

experimentalism.105 But if he had sustained this “rigid Cartesianism” to the very end, with his

opposition to teleology in natural history, his thought would have been like La Mettrie’s insistence

on materialist monism accompanied by hazards in nature that were considered to be able to help

with the formations of life.

This possibility could soon be detected in his paper on movement. In the surviving notes of

Montesquieu’s Mémoire sur le principe et la nature du mouvement (1723), an essay written for the

1724 concours of l’Académie de Bourdeaux, he was said to have addressed the idea that movement,

102 Montesquieu, « Observations sur l’histoire naturelle » (1721), dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres complètes, t. I : 35-6.
103 According to Shackleton, Montesquieu’s materialistic inclination during this period might be influenced by Malebranche’s
strict exclusion of causality between mind and body, see Shackleton, Montesquieu, 25-6.
104 Montesquieu, « Observations sur l’histoire naturelle »: 39.
105 Waddicor, Montesquieu’s Philosophy of Natural Law, 25-32; Denis de Casabianca, Montesquieu. De l’étude des sciences à
l’esprit des lois (Paris : Champion, 2008) : 70-113.
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as a quality of extension, is essential to matter, and every part of matter is capable of and always

in motion.106 This view can also be confirmed in one letter in 1723 from Denis Dodart, one of

Montesquieu’s closest friends. In this letter, Dodart wrote that he agreed with Montesquieu’s

opinions on movement in a previous letter (already lost). Dodart’s idea was that movement is

essential to matter and matter will be annihilated if movement is removed; moreover, absolute

stillness is only an illusion.107 This stance, as the note takers commented, had deviated from and

undermined Cartesian dualism due to its attribution of absolute rather than relative motion to

matter. 108  But just at this pro-materialist “rigid Cartesian” period, another element of

Montesquieu’s idea of justice crystallized—it is the necessity and universality of movement. It is

not only the essential quality of matter and objects, but as we will see in the Essai surs les causes,

the moderate movement within the body was essential for the human mind, and more importantly,

for people to become active. In the future, Montesquieu would abandon this materialism and turn

back to a more deistic position. But on a deeper level, this idea about necessary and universal

movement remained as an underground river in Montesquieu’s thought, which led to the

juxtaposition of moral and physical laws in the Lettres persanes, and not only until in De L’Esprit

des lois did it emerge as a critical issue in the form of climate theory and its relationship with

politics .

Montesquieu’s interest in climate was probably engendered during his voyages in several

106 « Résomption par Sarrau de Boynet », dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII : 265; « Nouvelles littératures», 15
Janv. 1724, dans Oeuvres complètes de Montesquieu, t. VII : 266.
107 « Dodart à Montesquieu », 28 Dec. 1723, Correspondance de Montesquieu, t.I : 41-3.
108 « Résomption par Sarrau de Boynet », 265; « Nouvelles littératures», 266.
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European countries (1728-1731).109 What is of particular relevance is that during the travel, he

observed and wrote about air pollution caused by mines and its influence on human health in

different regions.110 On the topic of the interactions between climate and human beings, there

had been a long tradition of climate theory which could date back to Hippocrates and Aristotle.

Sometimes decried as environmental determinists, i.e., believing that climate of a certain

region—its temperature, humidity and natural terrains—has a decisive effect on the physical,

cultural, and social characteristic of the people inhabiting there, some climate theorists, such as

Hippocrates and Strabo, actually held positive attitudes towards the influence of factors other

than climate.111

In the sixteenth century, French jurist Jean Bodin proposed a well-known systematic

theory about how different climates can work on different nations. Bodin divided the earth into

three climate zones and thus six regions according to their latitudes, and thought that terrains and

winds also have their respective parts. The three climate zones in each hemisphere (in sum, six

regions) correspond to three different temperatures from coldness to warmth. In this

classification, heat is the prime factor, which, together with others, shapes the “natural

dispositions” of a people. For example, nations living in frigid zones have greater heat in their

bodies than those who live in torrid zoned, which makes the northerners (of the northern

109 Concerning Montesquieu’s Voyages and the formation of his ideas on climate, see Shackleton, Montesquieu, 302-5; Robert
Shackleton, “The Evolution of Montesquieu’s Theory of Climate,” Revue Internationale de Philosophie, 9/33-34 (1955), 317-20;
Yan-bin Yang, “Traveling, Reading and Experiments: the Formation of Montesquieu’s Climatic Theory and Its Significances,”
Bulletin of Historical Research, National Taiwan Normal University, 44 (Dec. 2010), 244-57.
110 Montesquieu, « Voyage de Gratz à La Haye » (1729), dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres complètes, t. I : 663-4, 726-7; « Mémoires
sur les mines » (1731), dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres complètes, t. I : 900-907.
111 Concerning the development of climate theories from the Antiquity to Jean Bodin, see Couzinet & Staszak, « À quoi sert la
‹théorie des climats› », 9-43; Richard Spavin, Les climats du pouvoirs: rhétorique et politique chez Bodin, Montesquieu et
Rousseau (Oxford : Voltaire Foundation, 2018) : 27-62.
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hemisphere) mightier and more vigorous than the southerners; the southerners, in contrast, have

more active intellectual capacities due to their less amount of internal heat.112 To Bodin, those

who come from the middle, temperate zones have the merits of the other two zones and thus

obtain a balanced character—the inhabitants of temperate climate were regarded as the most

decent in using their reason and bodily strength. The conclusion turned out to be “northerners

rely on force, those in the middle regions on justice, and southerners on religion”; therefore, the

middle regions become the best options of areas for establishing a well-governed

commonwealth.113

But at the same time, Bodin did not claim that climate has a deterministic effect. He

certainly held the point that politics adapted itself to the environment and the natural dispositions

of different peoples, but it was not unconditional. Customs, political government, laws, to Bodin,

could also change the natural dispositions of a certain nation, and the shifts between ancient and

sixteenth-century Germans and Romans are examples that even under the influence of the same

climate, a nation still could undertake a transformation, and so, it could have some elasticity in

the temporal dimension.114 In this manner, Bodin fashioned the interplay between climate and

politics—with this process, governing and governments are not merely within the hands of

statesmen or legislators who are supposed to realize and keep to justice. “The absolute power of

princes and sovereign lords does not extend to the laws of God and of nature”.115 The intractable

112 Jean Bodin, Six Books of the Commonwealth, abridged and trans. by M. J. Tooley (New York: The Macmillan Company,
1955[1576]): 145-57.
113 Ibid., 148, 151.
114 Ibid., 156-7.
115 Ibid., 29.
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physical nature of climate and environment now emerged almost as a physical sovereignty,

which was considered to be obstructing, propelling, and sometimes competing with the political

sovereignty. Bodin’s methodology was considerably dependent on astrology and Galen’s medical

humorism, but Bodin refused the possible determinism deduced from them and kept free will

alive.116 Based on a different and updated methodology, Montesquieu converted Bodin’s sketch

of climate theory into a real battleground between nature and politics.

Apart from Bodin, Montesquieu’s climate theory had several other sources, such as the

works of abbé Jean-Baptiste Dubos, although his environmental determinism was rejected by

Montesquieu; of a French medical professor Jean Astruc, whose theory of the air’s effect on the

body and the mind, especially on the spread of epidemics, might also have some effect on the

Baron. Besides, the influence of a Scottish physician, John Arbuthnot, was especially notable.117

Montesquieu probably knew him personally when travelling in England and was interested in the

latter’s theory of fibers, although this interest in fibers could date back to as early as in 1729.118

Arbuthnot, in his book, the Essay Concerning the Effects on Human Bodies (1733), introduced a

physiology on how the air and the heat can change the human body and result in the diversity of

national characters. Arbuthnot thought that fibers in the human body are resilient and always

under certain pressure; therefore, they can be changed by the hot or cold air. The cold air

116 Couzinet & Staszak, « À quoi sert la ‹théorie des climats› », 35-40.
117 On the influence of his contemporaries on Montesquieu’s climate theory, see Roger Mercier, « La théorie des climats des
‹Réflexions critiques› à ‹L'Esprit des Lois› », Revue d'Histoire littéraire de la France, 53/1, 2 (1953), pp. 17-37, 159-74;
Shackleton, “The Evolution of Montesquieu’s Theory of Climate,” 317-29; Yang, “Traveling, Reading and Experiments: the
Formation of Montesquieu’s Climatic Theory and Its Significances,” 236-70.
118 Shackleton, “The Evolution of Montesquieu’s Theory of Climate,” 322-4; Yang, “Traveling, Reading and Experiments: the
Formation of Montesquieu’s Climatic Theory and Its Significances,” 256-65.
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contracts fibers in the body and makes them powerful; the hot air has the opposite effect. The

former produces strength and activity in fibers; the latter makes fibers loose and weak. A similar

effect can be caused by degrees of moisture in the air, too. The tension of fibers will operate on

neural system, and further acts on the human body and mind. Consequently, people from

different climates have different temperaments and capacities.119 These ideas were later

presented in Montesquie’s unpublished the Essai sur les causes qui peuvent affecter les esprits et

les caractères and De l’Esprit des lois.120

The Essai sur les causes was a momentous paper for the development of his thought, which

was probably finished between 1734 and 1739, the preparation period for De l’Esprit des lois. As

early as in this essay, Montesquieu’s basic methodological framework in De l’Esprit des lois was

already formed, especially the presence of the prototype of “the general spirit” [le caractère

general], and the detailed analysis on physical and moral causes. When discussing physical

causes, Montesquieu’s analysis was rooted in a physiology that mixed Cartesianism with

Lockeanism. “The soul, in our bodies, is like a spider on its web. This spider cannot move

119 John Arbuthnot, Essay Concerning the Effects on Human Bodies (London: J. Tonson, 1733): 48, 56, 151-4.
120 Another source of Montesquieu’s climate theory might be François Ignace Espiard de la Borde, whose Essai sur le genie et le
caractère des nations (1743) was published earlier than Montesquieu’s De l’Esprit des lois. But this book did not seem to have
received much attention and was not quite known until the success of Montesquieu’s; afterwards, this book was republished as
L’Esprit des nations (1752) and translated into English entitled The Spirits of Nations (1753). In this book, Espiard put forward a
fairly complete theory on how climates can influence human cultures and governments, especially the premier role climate
plays in forming a nation’s moeurs, and the division between physical and moral causes. Shackleton, after a serious comparison,
suggests that Montesquieu might have borrowed, if not plagiarized, many ideas from Espiard, see Shackleton, “The Evolution of
Montesquieu’s Theory of Climate,”325-8; Shackleton, Montesquieu, 307-10. On the other hand, Montesquieu’s conception of
his climate theory, including the distinction between the moral and the physical causes, could date back to the Lettres persanes
in 1720s, and Essai sur les causes was also earlier than Espiard’s book. Moreover, Espiard’s methodology of dividing climate
zones and explaining the forms of different national spirits was still in the crude Bodinian tradition; as Mercier indicates, Espiard
lacked the interest to explore the physical and physiological causes of the dominance of climate in shaping national characters,
see Mercier, « La théorie des climats des ‹Réflexions critiques› à ‹L'Esprit des Lois› », 33; François Ignace Espiard de la Borde,
Essai sur le genie et le caractère des nations, t. I (La Haye: Nicolas van Daalen, 1751): 25-45. Furthermore, Espiard’s idea on the
génie and the moeurs of a certain nation had many similarities to Montesquieu’s l’esprit general, see Ira O. Wade, The Structure
and Form of the French Enlightenment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), 1: 448-54.
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without shaking one of the silks that stretch to the far end, and in the same way, one cannot

disturb one of the silks without moving the spider.”121 According to him, the soul is basically

equal to the brain and is a faculty of matter, which is able to sense the movement of animal

spirits in nerves, and animal spirits are transported by the contraction of fibers. The soul, through

animal spirits, can conversely make the body move and act; ideas and thinking, caused by the

movement of animal spirits, are essentially a corollary of sensations.122

Based on this materialistic explanation, Montesquieu argued that passions can also greatly

disturb animal spirits in brain fibers, i.e., nerves, and make them either more vigorous or feebler.

So, the healthy soul should be in a state of moderate movement, because a moderate movement

of the nerves can generate more similar movements in the brain and can make a person active;

but violent movements can only trigger hyper-excitement of the soul and eventually make it

stolid. Moreover, if the fibers of the body are too rigid and coarse, it may result in the dumb

mind, but if the fibers are too flexible, debility will follow. And briefly, Montesquieu mentioned

that the air, humidity, terrain, soil, all can work together on human fibers; therefore, they can

further model the spirit [l’esprit] of a nation. One of his conclusions was that the effect of

climate on the formation of national characters is considerable, although the unfolding of its

power is very slow.123

The first part of the Essai sur les causes was a comprehensive outline of Montesquieu’s

121 Montesquieu, « Essai sur les causes qui peuvent affecter les esprits et les caractères », dans Montesquieu, Oeuvres
complètes, t.II : 49.
122 Ibid., 41-9.
123 Ibid., 44-50.
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views on the body and the mind, despite that later in De l’Esprit des lois, the more sophisticated

climate theory was proposed. But in the second part of the essay, he suddenly changed the

direction. Going beyond Bodin’s eclecticism between climate and politics, Montesquieu claimed

that moral causes have a greater say in conditioning the spirit of a nation. If the physical causes

mainly refer to climates, moral causes are a combination of all kinds of political and cultural

elements of a certain group of people. These two causes work together and produce the caractère

general of a nation. For Montesquieu, good or bad mental or corporeal attributes produced by

physical causes are not unchangeable; instead, particular education at personal level could create

an appropriate connection between the body and the soul. Here his idea about fitness came back

again; for him, particular education is to endow humans with ideas, but these ideas need to

correspond to the just values, namely, the relationship of fitness. By particular education, a

savage mind can be polished and acquire more “spirit”.124

Besides particular education, there is also general education, and that is how moral causes,

in Montesquieu’s opinion, could override physical causes, since humans are also influenced by

the general spirit of a nation. General education works on collective level, and absorbs its

materials from culture, customs, religion, laws and sciences. To illustrate his view, he presented a

comparison between southerners and northerners—a common theme in the tradition of climate

theory, which usually assigned greater intellectual shrewdness to southerners, and greater

124 Ibid., 54-7. Here in Montesquieu’s terms, the spirit [l’esprit] refers to “a good sense of enlightenment”, or a kind of
discernment in the nature and relationship of things, see Édition critique des Pensées de Montesquieu, n°1682; Montesquieu,
My Thoughts, 428-9.
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physical toughness to northerners, as we have seen in Bodin’s writings.125 Montesquieu, in the

Essai sur les causes, followed this tradition. For him, southerners naturally have better brains

than northerners, but this makes southerners indulge in delicate enjoyments and finally succumb

to slavery; vice versa, northerners obtain liberty. Afterwards, a spiral takes place—liberty

strengthens the “spirit” of the norther people, while slavery ruins the spirit of the southern

people: “The moral cause destroys the physical cause, and nature is so strongly fooled that the

nations whom nature has made for having better spirit have less senses, and that the nations

whom nature has given less senses have better spirit.”126 This explanation, however, is very

confusing, because Montesquieu’s logic seemed to be that the formation of liberty and servitude,

which are now taken as part of moral causes, is still the outcome of the initial physical conditions

of a certain people. In this essay, the listed components of the general character—laws, religion,

moeurs and manners, way of thinking, the social environment of the court and capital—all can

be broadly categorized into social morality. This confusion might be partly occasioned by the

absence of clear attention to the effects of politics and government when he was conceiving the

notion of “the general character” in the Essai sur les causes. As the later close scrutiny of liberty

and servitude in De l’Espirt des lois showed, the difference between them lies in whether politics

not only can be detached from physical causes, but also can become an effective obstruction of

the overwhelming power of physical causes.

125 Richard Spavin suggests that the antithesis between cold-Europe-liberty and warm-Asia-servitude constitutes a basic
polarity in Montesquieu’s thought, but the temperate climate in Bodin’s sense was actually absent, see Spavin, Les climats du
pouvoir, 148-50. Spavin’s point of view reminds us that Bodin’s temperate climate might be replaced by Montesquieu’s
moderate politics.
126 Montesquieu, « Essai sur les causes qui peuvent affecter les esprits et les caractères », 61-2.
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In 1734, about the same time as he drafted the Essai sur les cause, Montesquieu published

the Considérations sur les causes de la grandeur des Romains et de leur décadence and made a

detailed political analysis of Roman history. His lively painting of the disintegration of the

“Persian” harem under an enlightened tyrant in the Lettres persanes was now followed by the

historical anatomy of how the Roman republic had lost its liberty and fallen into despotism. The

expansion of the territory and the generalization of citizenship, the negative effect of Christianity,

the loss of the internal dynamics of balance between different factions—these observations from

an exclusively political angle did not include any reflections on climate or physical causes,

although Montesquieu swiftly mentioned that “there are some general causes, either moral or

physical, which operate in every monarchy, nurturing it, maintaining it, or precipitating it.”127

Visibly, the problem of how to place politics in a proper position between physical and moral

causes, at this stage, did not receive an explicit exposition.

In De l’Espirt des lois, Montesquieu devoted five chapters to climate and its related topics,

and eventually built a sophisticated edifice for solving this problem. He adhered to his previous

theory about the movement of fibers in the Essai sur les causes, utilized Arbuthnot’s thought on

how the amount of heat can relax or tighten fibers in the body, and achieved a similar conclusion

on the general character of northern and southern peoples to that in the Essai sur les causes.

Besides, he said that he had observed the differences of a sheep tongue under frozen state from

room temperature, and thought this could prove his theory.128 Although starting from a same set

127 Montesquieu, « Considérations sur les causes de la grandeur des Romains et de leur décadence », dans Montesquieu,
Oeuvres complètes, t. II : 173.
128 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 474-7; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 231-4. Regarding the theory of fibers in
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of principles, in De l’Espirt des lois, he appeared to eventually diverge from the point of view in

the Essai sur les causes— he now asserted that “ the empire of climate is the first of all

empires”.129 But this does not mean the necessity of the principles of material movement

overpowers everything else. Instead, the relationship between moral and physical causes was

summarized as: “The more the physical causes incline men to rest, the more the moral causes

should divert them from it”.130 Curiously, the emphasis on the significance of movement, which

was formed in his early writings, suppressed in the Devoirs, attenuated in the Essai sur les

causes, put aside in the Consiérations, now became a moral value and merged with natural

justice, after the agency of God was sealed.

It is noteworthy that Montesquieu’s discussion of climate in De l’Esprit des lois was closely

combined with the analysis of slavery—he thought it could be divided into domestic slavery,

civil slavery and political slavery. For him, the civil slavery is sometimes caused by extremely

warm climate, because people there are naturally fatigued and cannot keep themselves active. He

suggested that slavery may have some reasons under this situation, because only punishment can

stir them more or less, although slavery is against nature per se. Domestic slavery is basically the

servitude of women in households. For Montesquieu, in Asians countries that are mostly located

at southern and warm regions, women easily get old, so polygamy is more reasonable there than

in Europe. But polygamy drives husbands to enclose their wives in harems; this is a kind of

the dissection of the sheep tongue and how it was different from Haller’s theory, see de Casabianca, Montesquieu, 363-78. De
Casabianca thought Montesquieu’s idea was more mechanist than vitalist.
129 Ibid., 565; ibid., 316.
130 Ibid., 480; ibid., 236.
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slavery and also makes it hard for Christianity to spread. Concerning political slavery, it is

especially related to climate and its archetype is in Asia, because in Asia, there are few

climatically temperate regions; therefore, the energetic northerners can always conquer the

southerners there. But the southerners are naturally inclined to servitude, and ultimately this will

infect the liberal spirit of the conquerors.131

Some studies notice that Montesquieu’s weird position about slavery and polygamy was not

consistent with his general opinion on justice, natural law and humanity, and this contradiction is

regarded having been triggered by the conflation of the dual sense of nature, i.e., physical nature

and moral nature.132 On the other hand, Cecil Courtney suggests that the distinction between

nature and natural reason were also blurred by Montesquieu, which means when someone

follows his or her desires produced by physical causes, it is against the real “nature” of human

beings—reason.133 These opinions, in spite of their inspiration, do not recognize the fact that the

lack of distinction between different meanings of nature in the Lettres persanes and De l’Esprit

des lois was only superficial; deeply, from the antagonism between physical necessity of climate

and the moral mandate of natural laws, Montesquieu extracted the principle of movement, and

endowed it with moral sense. In other words, for him, there is no way to simply reduce human

actions to either morality or physiology; rather, it is important to find the intersection between

these two sets of causes. But the problem was that the realization of the necessity of movement

131 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », XIV, XV, XVI, 474-522; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, chapters 14, 15, 16, 231-
84.
132 Waddicor, Montesquieu’s Philosophy of Natural Law, 153-61; Ehrard, L'idée de nature en France dans la première moitié du
XVIIIe siècle, 734-5; Pangle, Montesquieu’s Philosophy of Liberalism, 170-1.
133 Cecil. P. Courtney, “Montesquieu and Natural Law,” in Montesquieu’s Science of Politics, 60.
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in human societies is not automatic; it depends on the intervention of politics.134

In Book XIX, chapter 4 of De l’Esprit des lois, Montesquieu unveiled his famous definition

of l’esprit général: “Many things govern men: climate, religion, laws, the maxims of

government, examples of past things, mores, and manners; a general spirit is formed as a

result”.135 Comparing this with “the general character” in the Essai sur les causes, the most

important variation was that the social atmosphere of the court and capital in the previous essay

was turned into the maxims of governments in the latter. Certainly, he had distinguished the

nature and principles of governments, but his prime task was to create “moderation” in a

government, in a society, in a nation.136 Moderation is a relational and dynamic structure, which

aims at balancing the various elements of the general spirit, and renders the movement and

actions of human beings not only possible but also modest. As Denis de Casabianca has noticed,

there is an innate relationship between moderation and the body politic in Montesquieu’s

thought; that is to say, moderation is how the body politic should be ideally structured.137 This is

the work of legislators: “I have written this work only to prove it: the spirit of moderation should

134 On the inseparable relationship between the political and the social in Montesquieu’s theory, see Spector, Montesquieu,
273-4.
135 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 558; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 310.
136 On the central importance of “moderation” in Montesquieu’s works, see Simone Goyard-Fabre, Montesquieu: 259-76;
Celine Spector, Montesquie: 178-82; Aurelian Craiutu, A Virtue for Courageous Minds: Moderation in French Political Thought,
1748-1830 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012): 33-67; Bryan Singer, Montesquieu and the Discovery of the Social
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013): 2-27, 102-3; Nan Zhou, “Montesquieu and a Moderate Modernity,” Thoughts and Words:
Journal of the Humanities and Social Sciences, 53/1 (2015), 1-52; Paul O. Carrese, Democracy in Moderation: Montesquieu,
Tocqueville, and Sustainable Liberalism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016): 22-49.
137 De Casabianca indicates that Montesquieu’s usage of le corps politique was discreet and strategic so as to counter Hobbes’s
absolute and contractarian view of the body politic, but it did not thus simply refer to an organic image of the state: the singular
le corps politique depends on the deployment and participation of the plural les corps politique, which forms a dynamic unity
and a moderate government through the distribution and balance of power between various social groups and ordres, see
Denis de Casabianca, « Le(s) <corps politique(s)> dans l’Esprit des lois de Montesquieu », Trans/Form/Ação, 30/2 (2007), 23-32.
On a more detailed analysis of the concept of “the body politic” in the Old Regime, see note 134 in Chapter Three.
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be that of the legislator.”138 Legislators, the quintessence of the political domain, need to push

an indolent nation shaped by its adverse climate into action, by virtue of enforcing laws or

modifying moeurs and manners—in Émile Durkheim’s words, “the strange power of doing

violence to nature itself.”139

In a direct opposition to this, despotic governments—their prototype is the empire of

China—annihilate the spatial structure of moderation. Fear dominates there, and the actions of

human agents are minimalized—tranquility is the purpose and the status quo of despotism.140

Some scholars have noticed that the kinetics of despotism, according to Montesquieu, is nothing

more than simply obeying physical laws; therefore, despotism is “natural” and “against natural”

at the same time, because what happens there is the inhibition of moral nature by physical

nature.141 To Sharon Krause, Montesquieu’s despotism was essentially a depoliticized state and

lacked the animus of politics, which is engendered not only by the privatization of public power,

but also by the absence of effective political participation.142 In this sense, only through infusing

the movement into the body “unpolitic”, the passivity of the social members, which originates in

their passive compliance with physical laws and their inclinations to stillness, could be converted

into actions. And this movement within the body politic is the dynamic balance between power

and social groups. Only through this activation process, liberty, the anti-necessary human

agency, could find its own accommodation—“in a society where there are laws, liberty can

138 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 865; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 602.
139 Émile Durkheim, Montesquieu and Rousseau: Forerunners of Sociology, trans. Ralph Manheim (Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 1965): 46.
140 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 292-7; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 59-63.
141 Krause, “Despotism in The Spirit of Laws,” 255-8; Spector, Montesquieu, 53; de Casabianca, Montesquieu, 193-7.
142 Krause, “Despotism in The Spirit of Laws,” 240-1.
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consist only in having the power to do what one should want to do and in no way being

constrained to do what one should not want to do.”143 Liberty, a boat carrying natural law with a

sail of free will, is thus given birth by the physical principle of movement, but it needs to be

maintained by the moderate structure of the body politic, which emerges from the crossroad of

physical and moral nature.

4. Conclusion

It seems that human nature would rise up incessantly against despotic
government. But, despite men’s love of liberty, despite their hatred of violence, most
peoples are subjected to this type of government. This is easy to understand. In order
to form a moderate government, one must combine powers, regulate them, temper
them, make them act; one must give one power a ballast, so to speak, to put it in a
position to resist another; this is a masterpiece of legislation that chance rarely
produces and prudence is rarely allowed to produce. By contrast, a despotic
government leaps to view, so to speak; it is uniform throughout; as only passions are
needed to establish it, everyone is good enough for it.144

Montesquieu was not a materialist thinker. But this was not how his contemporaries saw him.

The acuteness of Jansenism captured some underlying tendency of his thought—when they

faulted him, they were not wrong in having found some traces of Spinozist fatalism, which came

from the necessity of physical nature and thus was close to materialism. But his self-defense was

also earnest, considering the promotion and juxtaposition of liberty and natural justice in his

writings, especially in the Lettres persanes and De l’Esprit des lois. This dilemma was caused by

the difficulty of constructing a mode of social order purely in accordance with physical

necessity. Based on his view on matter and motion, Montesquieu’s climate theory could have

143 Montesquieu, « De l’esprit des lois », 155; Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws, 395.
144 Ibid., 297; ibid., 63.
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nullified politics and sociability as did the radical individualism of La Mettrie. But his

attachment to Stoicism and natural law tradition rendered sociability indispensable. When

applying his “rigid Cartesianism” to climate, individual physiology would submit to climate

determinism, which was in danger of ending up in the self-destructing despotism. By virtue of

the ontology of matter and motion, nature did not need a mover any longer. Material nature now

became the absolute, but Montesquieu introduced another absolute—moral nature—to balance

the former’s threat to the human condition. Nature was thus split, but within the body politic, the

interplay and intersection of the parts of split nature were brought into a dynamic equilibrium

and forged into a unity.
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Chapter Three

The Paradox of the Natural Order: Nature, Individuality and Society in the

Thought of Diderot

In February 1755, Denis Diderot, as the only one among the major philosophes, attended

Baron de Montesquieu’s funeral.1 Son of a cutler and a man of letters, Diderot had been

incarcerated in Vincennes for three months in 1749, because he was the author of the Lerttre sur

les aveugles, which was considered blasphemous to religion and condemned together with his

own the Pensées philosophiques (1746) and Montesquieu’s De L’esprit des lois in August, 1750

(as we have seen in the previous chapter).2 But 1749 was just the first of Diderot’s unpleasant

encounters with the authorities. Since 1747, he persistently assumed for a period of twenty-five

years the role of the editor of l’Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et

des métiers. Seventeen volumes of articles with eleven volumes of illustrations and plates,

l’Encyclopédie was the most important and illustrious publishing and knowledge project in the

eighteenth century. As its editor, he was gradually known to and associated with many of the men

of letters. Among them, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), abbé de Condillac (1714-1780),

Claude Adrien Helvétius (1715-1771), Jean le Rond d’Alembert (1717-1783), together with

1 Friedrich Melchior, baron von Grimm, « FÉVRIER », 15 Févr. 1755, Correspondance littéraire, t.II : 491. On the influence of
Montesquieu on Diderot, see Georges Benrekassa, “Diderot,” in A Montesquieu Dictionary [online], URL: http://dictionnaire-
montesquieu.ens-lyon.fr/en/article/1376477506/en; Colas Duflo, « Peut-on lire en phillosophe sa propre actualité politique? Le
dernier Diderot et l'héritage de Montesquieu », Diderot Studies, Vol. 32 (2012), 25-45.
2 On Diderot’s arrest and days in Vincennes, see Arthur M. Wilson, Diderot (New York: Oxford University Press, 1972): 103-116;
Philip N. Furbank, Diderot: A Critical Biography (London: Secker & Warburg, 1992): 46-53.
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Diderot (1713-1784) himself, belonged to the generation who were born in 1710s and would

hold their sway over the French intellectual cosmos for several decades until the Revolution,

although not all of them contributed articles to l’Encyclopédié. Some of the previous generation,

including leading figures like Montesquieu and Voltaire, were also involved in Diderot’s project.

As Diderot’s co-editor, the famous mathematician d’Alembert wrote in the well-known

Discours préliminaire à l'Encyclopédie (1751) that this comprehensive dictionary intended to

“ set forth as well as possible the order and connection of the parts of human knowledge…[and]

to contain the general principles that form the basis of each science and each art, liberal or

mechanical, and the most essential facts that make up the body and substance of each.”3

Moreover, d’Alembert declared that the methodology of l’Encyclopédie was first to “collect as

many facts as we can” according to Baconian empiricism, and eventually to find out their

underlying principles—this is “the systematic spirit” [l’esprit systématique], conceived as the

opposition of “the spirit of system” [l’esprit de système] of the rationalists, such as Descartes.4

But not limited to this, l’Encyclopédie also provoked political disquiet. After La Mettrie

and Montesquieu, the religious authorities began to detect the outgrowth of new unorthodox

ideas, not to mention the fact that the project of l’Encyclopédie itself was an endeavor of the

freedom of the press. Both religious and political oppositions showed their teeth during the

process of its publication. In February 1752, the first two volumes were formally forbidden,

because some of the contents were deemed “tending to destroy the royal authority, to establish

3 Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Preliminary Discourse to the Encyclopedia of Diderot, trans. Richard N. Schwab (Indianapolis: Bobbs-
Merrill, 1963[1751]), 4.
4 Ibid., 22-3, 74-7.
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the spirit of independence and revolt…to erect the foundation of error, of the corruption of

moeurs, of irreligion and of unbelief.” 5 Diderot himself was thus menaced by death penalty.6

After this event, l’Encyclopédie changed over to underground publication. With the slackening

of the ban, he managed to continue publishing it to the seventh volume. But in 1757, Damiens’s

failed assassination of Louis XV once again endangered l’Encyclopédie. The royal ordinance

threatened to suppress and severely punish all the speeches assaulting religion and the

authorities. A series of reviews and articles of enmity arose accordingly; among them, the most

aggressive ones were journalist Jacob-Nicolas Moreau’s invention of the word “Cacouacs”, and

playwright Charles Palissot de Montenoy’s the Petites lettres sur des grandes philosphes. They

criticized the encyclopedists for forming an incendiary and unpatriotic party or a “church”. In the

meantime, d’Alembert was awkwardly implicated in a quarrel because his article « Genêve »

nettled the city’s ecclesiastics. D’Alembert consequently quit the editing team.7

The crisis was proceeding, and the publication of Helvétius’s De l’esprit in July 1758

exacerbated the situation. De l’esprit argued for a radical version of Locke’s sensationism, from

which Helvétius deduced the principles of utilitarianism. This book, completely contrary to

Helvétius’s anticipation, offended the court, the Parlement, and the Church. Although having

never written an article for l’Encyclopédie, Helvétius was tagged as a gang member aiming at

overturning Christianity.8 Helvétius, together with the encyclopedists, were denounced by

5 Arrêt du Conseil d’État du Roi, qui ordonne que les deux premiers volumes de l’ouvrage intitulé, Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire
raisonné des Sciences, Arts & Métiers, par une Société de gens de Lettres, seront & demeureront supprimés, 7 février 1752, 1-2.
6 Wilson, Diderot, 160-1; Israel, Enlightenment Contested, 840-62.
7 Wilson, Diderot, 275-290; Furbank, Diderot, 165-75; Jonathan Israel, The Democratic Enlightenment: Philosophy, Revolution,
and Human Rights, 1750-1790 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 62-4.
8 On the classical analysis of the scandal of De l’esprit, see D. W. Smith, Helvétius: A Study in Persecution (Oxford: Clarendon,
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notorious Omer Joly de Fleury, advocate général of le Parlement de Paris, as “a society formed

in order to support materialism, to destroy religion, to inspiring independence and to nourish the

corruption of moeurs”. The privilege of l’Encyclopédie was soon revoked.9

Between 1748 to1770, according to Daniel Mornet, radical thought against the Old

Regime was fully unfolded.10 If the 1750s was the key decade for fanning the flame against

orthodoxy, the1760s belonged to Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In addition to his first two discourses

in the 1750s which had already brought him a great reputation, his La nouvelle Héloïse (1761),

Émile (1762), if not Du contrat social (1762), received phenomenal successes and triggered

tremendous reverberations among readers. Once a best friend of Diderot, Rousseau had broken

with the encyclopedists in 1758, whether it was because of Rousseau’s paranoia or his radical

difference from the philosophy of the encyclopedists. In Émile, he composed the famous

“Profession of Faith of a Savoyard Vicar”, calling into question the principles of materialism

which was now widespread with the continuous publication of l’Encyclopédie and De l’esprit.

According to Rousseau, the materialist idea of matter is wrong, because matter cannot move

itself any less than human beings can make autonomous decisions. The universe is not animate

itself but was activated by God. Materialists’ attachment to monism and their banishment of free

will, especially their equating sensations with judgment, were both mistakes in knowledge and

faults in morality. To Rousseau, the capacity of judgment based on free will is essential to

humans, which enables them to act rather than simply move. Moreover, judgment of free will is

1965), 28-63, 140-54. Also see Albert Keim, Helvétius : sa vie et son oeuvre (Paris : Félix Alcan, 1907), 319-423.
9 Ibid., 152.
10 Daniel Mornet, Les Origines Intellectuelles de la Révolution Française, 1715-1787 (Paris : A. Colin, 1967), 526.
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indispensable to morality, because conscience is a moral instinct independent of reason and is

rooted in the soul, and judgment directs one to act in conformity with morality or not.11 The

philosophes—the group of clamorous sophists who did not care about truth but only competed

with each other to win quarrels in Rousseau’s mind—were hollowed out of their moral sense and

became the apathetic citizens who would eventually corrupt the moral foundation of a nation.12

The vicissitudes of l’Encyclopédie did not prevent it from its eventual completion in 1772,

but Rousseau’s reproach hit the spot. During this period, French society gradually focused on the

problem of morality and strongly questioned the values of a commercial society, which were

denounced as harmful to morality and la patrie, and materialism was considered responsible for

this moral corruption.13 Materialists, traditionally defending their position with Bayle’s

argument for “virtuous atheists”, were increasingly under the pressure to propose a moral theory

consistent with their naturalism.

In the previous chapters, I have discussed two directions of understanding nature in the pre-

1750 France. La Mettrie ruled out the potentiality of effective morality and emphasized the

corporeal autonomy and singularity of different individuals; Montesquieu, on the other hand,

tried to find the intersection between physical and moral nature, base morality on the ground as

necessary and absolute as physical principles, and made it possible to establish a body politic

possessing a dynamic tension between nature and morality within it. In this chapter, I will

11 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Émile, or On Education (1762), trans. Allan Bloom (New York: Basic Books, 1979), 273, 286-91. This
criticism was partly directed at Helvétius’s De l’Esprit, see Sophie Audidière, “Why Do Helvétius’s Writings Matter? Rousseau’s
Notes sur De l’esprit,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy, 24/5 (2016), 983–1001.
12 Ibid., 312-3, note.
13 John Shovlin, The Political Economy of Virtue: Luxury, Patriotism, and the Origins of the French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell,
2006), 4-9; Franck Salaün, L'Ordre des moeurs, 27-9.
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discuss the transformation of materialism since the 1750s, which was particularly remarkable in

Diderot’s thoughts and his debates with physiocrats and Helvétius. Diderot’s physiology and

biology, to a great extent, followed La Mettrie’s route, arguing for the physiological or

organizational uniqueness of each living thing. But Diderot’s naturalism also cast doubt on the

real existence of any kind of individuality when having the contiguous chain of being as the

frame of reference. This ambiguity was transmitted to his thought on morality and politics. He

did argue that morality should be based on nature, but for him, there was also a discrepancy

between physical nature and human nature. He eventually withdrew his initial support of the

scheme of the “natural order” proposed by the physiocrats after the debate on grain trade, and he

also strongly disagreed with Helvétius’s idea that education can turn different individuals into the

same kind, because both approaches reduced physically complicated human bodies to simple

machines of sensibility, and opened the way for the body social, which is the complete overlap

between nature and morality and a higher authority than the uniqueness of the organization of the

physical body. In his later years, he went back to a more Montesquieuian stance, which was anti-

despotic not only in a political but also in a societal sense. His conception of a natural society

was inherently self-contradictory as much as the Enlightenment idea of nature was.

1. Diderot’s Philosophy of Nature

     Known as a materialist, Diderot was a deist and skeptic when he was young. In his earlier

works, such as the Pensées philosophiques (1746) and La promenade du sceptique (1747,

unpublished), he acknowledged that he was in support of natural religion, and skepticism was
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“the first step towards truth”.14 In the Pensées philosophiques, an experimental potpourri of

sometimes unclear thoughts that cannot be classified as deistic nor atheistic, he claimed that

physicists like Newton had already proven the existence of a supremely intelligent being. It is

impossible to understand religion by miracles; rather, reason is needed to understand religion.

Natural religion, which is beyond the conflicts of various religions and denominations, is the best

choice. While not an atheist yet at this time, he held that atheists should not be hurt just because

of their different opinions.15 And Christianity, he said, had many suspicious, ridiculous, and

brutal aspects. In La promenade, he wrote that the philosophes, be they were deists, Spinozists,

atheists, or Pyrrhonists, were attacked, always violently, by Christianity. This doubt in

Christianity led to the need for studying nature. “The subtleties of ontology have at best

produced skeptics, and it was reserved for the knowledge of nature to make true deists.”16 At

this time, the knowledge of nature was for him mainly physics, which is the verification of

religious revelation. But when biological and medical sciences engaged more of his attention, he

soon became a materialist. 17

Nature was decidedly the topic that excited Diderot for most of his life. Although he cared

about the progress of mathematics and physics, it was life science and medicine that caught his

14 Denis Diderot, « Pensées philosophiques », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.I : 140; Denis Diderot, “Philosophic
Thoughts (1746),” in Diderot’s Early Philosophical Works, trans. Margaret Jourdain (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing
Company, 1916), 45.
15 Ibid., 132; ibid., 33.
16 Ibid., 133; ibid., 35.
17 On Diderot’s transition to materialism, see Aram Vartanian, “From Deist to Atheist: Diderot's Philosophical Orientation 1746-
1749,” Diderot Studies, Vol. 1 (1949), 46-63; Jacques Proust, Diderot et l’Encyclopédie (Paris: Armand Colin, 1967), 284-292.
Andrew Curran emphasized the importance of Diderot’s French translation of Shaftesbury’s Essai sur le mérite et la vertu in
Diderot’s conversion from deism to materialism, see Andrew Curran, Sublime Disorder: Physical Monstrosity in Diderot’s
Universe (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2001), 35-57.
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fancy. His earliest publication was a dictionary of medicine translated from English. In his later

years, he wrote that “it is difficult to make good metaphysics and good moral philosophy without

being an anatomist, a naturalist, a physiologist, and a doctor.” 18 This was the way Diderot

approached nature. D’Alembert underlined in the preliminary discourse to l’Encyclopédie that it

is necessary to study nature by empirical methods, but it is also important to know the principles

behind these phenomena. Diderot shared this methodology, which made his naturalism both

empirical and metaphysical.19 As Émile Callot remarks, Diderot knew very well about the

scientific development of his time, but he was neither a physician like La Mettrie nor an amateur

experimenter like Montesquieu.20 Many of his ideas about nature were just thought experiment

or some kind of philosophical or metaphysical phantasy.

Diderot's physiological theory had many similarities with La Mettrie’s ideas—it was a

developmental cosmology extended from physiology. The key issue here was to discuss where

life comes from, or how can inanimate matter become life without God’s power? Diderot, who

claimed to be a deist in the Pensées philosophiques, had come up with a monism not far from

materialism: in Article 21, he pointed out that the materialist way of thinking is like statistics—

the universe as it is could be the accidental outcome of the movement of matter during an infinite

period, although he neither praised nor opposed this view. In another piece (Article 19), he

showed that nature is something in movement and development, and it is scarcely surprising that

18 Denis Diderot, « Réfutation suivie de l'ouvrage d'Helvétius institulé L’Homme » (1773-6), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot,
t.II : 322.
19 Charles T. Wolfe and J.B. Shank, “Empiricism and experimentalism” in “Denis Diderot.” The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Summer 2019 Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta, URL: https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2019/entries/diderot/.
20 Callot, La philosophie de la vie au XVIIIe siècle, 252-3.
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living things, even humans, are products out of matter. These two viewpoints formed Diderot's

basic positions regarding physiology and cosmology in the future.

(1) The Formation of Diderot’s Materialism

It is commonly agreed that when the Lettre sur les aveugles was published in 1749,

Diderot was already a materialist. The Lettre was his first important and systematic work. In this

dialogue, based on cataract surgeries more and more popular in this century, he discussed what

could happen when the blind recovered their sight, i.e., the famous Molyneux’s problem that

John Locke made known to the world—if men born blind suddenly can see, will they be able to

identify different shapes of external objects merely by their sight, which were formerly known to

them only through tactile sensation? In the Lettre, Descartes’s innate ideas were once again

refuted. Diderot thought that the innate ideas could not exist without sensory processing, but he

did not completely succumb to the position of sensationism; rather, he emphasized the

indispensability of reason.

According to him, Molyneux’s problem could be broken down into two questions: first,

whether the blind can see immediately after they recover their sight; second, whether they can

distinguish between shapes after they can see. Diderot thought that there were two groups of

opinions. Locke and Molyneux disagreed that the blind can tell differences between shapes. And

this opinion was confirmed by Voltaire in his report of Cheselden’s surgery. The little boy, after

Cheselden’s surgery, was unable to understand the relationship between visual depth and
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perspective.21 The other opinion came from abbé de Condillac; he claimed the opposite would

be the case, although there would be a conflict between sight and touch after the recovery of

sight. In the Essai sur l’origine des connaissances humaines, Condillac believed that the

recovered blind men can see light and colors immediately. And after certain reflection and some

adaption, they can use their newly acquired sense to understand extension and perspective

without the aid of touch. If one thinks the sense of sight cannot distinguish shapes after cataract

surgeries, that is because men-born-blind have not had enough visual training or experience. It is

experience that coordinates various senses, not that sight can recognize the world only through

the medium of touch.22

Diderot accepted Condillac’s view, but he pushed it even further. He believed that when

the blind recover, they are not able to see clearly at first. But after a while, they can distinguish

between shapes and colors. Concerning the question whether they can identify the shapes and

colors that they recognized by touch with those by sight, he held that they require a training of

rationality to do so. Therefore, if a metaphysician is placed in a situation where he feels his sight

does not go along with his touch, he may have the same question of Cheselden’s boy—between

sight or touch, which is the one that deceives me? 23

The most interesting part of the Lettre is that, on the one hand, Diderot underscored the

21 Denis Diderot, « Lettre sur les aveugles à l’usage de ce qui voient » (1749), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. I : 317-9;
Denis Diderot, “Letter on the Blind,” trans. Kate E. Tunstall, in Kate E. Tunstall, Blindness and Enlightenment: An Essay. With a
new translation of Diderot’s Letter on the Blind (1749) and a translation of La Mothe Le Vayer’s Of a Man- Born- Blind (1653)
(New York: Continuum, 2011), 208-9.
22 Etienne Bonnot de Condillac, Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge, trans. Hans Aarsleff (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001[1746]): 107-110.
23 Voltaire, « Éléments de la philosophie de Newton » (1738), dans Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire, t. XXII : 470.
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significance of sensations, but on the other, he undermined the autonomy of sensations a whole.

For example, he wrote that “[i]f a philosopher who was born blind and deaf were ever to come

up with a man on Descartes’s model, I dare say… he would place the soul in the fingertips

because they are the source of his principal sensations and all of his knowledge.”24 But the

blind, because of their lack of one of the senses, cannot have the same feelings and compassions

as the sighted; according to Diderot, this may lead them to a certain degree of inhumanity. In

terms of this notion, it seems that Diderot considered the completeness of all senses to be

favorable to morality, or at least the morality of ordinary people. Thus, Jessica Riskin argues that

Diderot’s questioning of the morality of the blind was aimed at Cartesianism because the latter

greatly depreciated the importance of sensations. 25 But for Diderot, the coordination of senses is

not spontaneous; rather, it requires rational reflection to be effectuated. This is why at the end of

this dialogue, Diderot went back to Descartes’s position more or less: even if sight is consistent

with touch, sensations may still not be entirely reliable.

Diderot did not, however, equate reason with the soul, or at least, not the soul in the

Cartesian sense. He agreed with sensationism, although not all of it, and always put great

emphasis on reason and reflection. He once remarked that sensationism was the mainstream

among the philosophes, but he was alert to the sensationist reduction of human beings to the

24 Diderot, « Lettre sur les aveugles », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. I : 292-3; Diderot, “Letter on the Blind,” in
Blindness and Enlightenment, 183.
25 Jessica Riskin suggests that according to Diderot, the blind’s “sensory impairment equals abstract thinking equals solipsism”;
thus, Dideort’s doubt about the blind’s morality signifies a criticism of the Cartesian abstraction, see Jessica Riskin, Science in the
Age of Sensibility: The Sentimental Empiricists of the French Enlightenment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 61. Kate
Tunstall has a different opinion thinking that the sighted are not less blind than the blind, see Tunstall, Blindness and
Enlightenment, 74-7.
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feelings of pleasure and pain, and this inclination was more and more clear in his later writings.

In the Lettre, there is a famous story within a story—the deathbed dialogue about God between

the famous British mathematician Nicholas Saunderson and a clergyman. Saunderson in this text

said that because he was blind, he could not see all the miracles and the beautiful order created

by God. “If you want me to believe God, you must make me touch him.”26 Interestingly, Diderot

here employed sensationism in overturning the theological foundation of Condillac’s

sensationism. In the Essai sur l’origine des connaissances humaines, Condillac indicated that

humans could acquire knowledge independently before the Fall. Original sin stripped them of

this capacity, and they can rely merely on sensations afterwards.27 In the Lettre, Diderot

indicated through Saunderson that the human senses could be the measure of the rationality of

theology and even the existence of God. If we look back to Diderot’s La promenade, we will

find that “the blind” is the name assigned to religious believers. Being blind, they wrote about

the theory of light and propagandized it—a metaphor for their ignorance of the truth of nature.28

But their fault, essentially, was not their lack of sight so that they could not recognize the world;

rather, it was the mismatch between knowledge and the correct sense organ. What they ought to

have written is not the theory of light but the principles of touch, or the theory of geometry

introduced by the devices invented by Saunderson, which were used for blind people to study

geometry. Diderot concluded that Saunderson, despite his blindness, was able to see, while many

26 Diderot, « Lettre sur les aveugles », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. I: 307; Diderot, “Letter on the Blind,” in Blindness
and Enlightenment, 199.
27 Condillac, Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge, 11-4.
28 Denis Diderot, « La promenade du sceptique out les Allées » (1747), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.I : 226-7.
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sighted persons did not really see. Blind people who use reason well are more knowing than

ordinary people who are not blind. Or in Lucretius’s words, which was cited in the Pensées sur

l’interprétation de la nature (1753-4), “When we are in the dark, we see things in the light

[“Quæ sunt in luce tuemur e tenebris”].29

     In  the Lettre, Diderot criticized Condillac’s idealist sensationsim, i.e., the belief of those

who acknowledge only sensations and consciousness they experience inside themselves, and

claimed that this way of thinking was the philosophy born of the blind.30 In the Traité des

systems (1749), Condillac held that if someone could experience only pleasures or pains after

birth, he would be unaware of this unless he had sensed the opposite.31 For Diderot, however,

blind people like Saunderson at least know how it feels when pains are absent. If enduring

pleasure neutralize one’s ability to feel it, those who can experience only long-lasting pains will

feel desperate about their existence. 32 From a humanistic standpoint, Diderot criticized the

reductionism that equated human existence to their feelings of pleasure and pain. Simply put, he

considered sensations to be fundamental, but not everything. Full functionality of sensations

cannot downgrade reason, let alone replace it. This doubt about sensationism would become

more distinct when his physiology, especially his ideas on l’organisation would be systematized

in his criticism of Helvétius.

29 Denis Diderot, « Pensées sur l’interprétation de la nature » (1753-4), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 9.
30 Diderot, « Lettre sur les aveugles », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. I : 304; Diderot, “Letter on the Blind,” in Blindness
and Enlightenment, 196.
31 Etienne Bonnot de Condillac, « Traité des systèmes » (1749), dans Oeuvres de Condillac (Paris: Libraires Associès, 1801), t. I :
61.
32 Diderot, « Lettre sur les aveugles », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. I : 323-4; Diderot, “Letter on the Blind,” in
Blindness and Enlightenment, 213-4.
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 Diderot, however, was a monist. His attitude towards the relationship between the soul and

the body, just like his cosmology, was not that far from La Mettrie’s. According to Diderot,

Saunderson’s naturalism and epigenesis were why he was better than most of the sighted. By

Saunderson’s deathbed “fiddle-faddles”, he managed to elaborate his early theory of materialism.

As many have observed, this Saunderson-version materialism of Diderot was based on

Lucretius’s view, and on the understanding of the way nature evolves. Saunderson said in the

text that, the current order of the universe came from a process of evolution. For example,

animals might not have heads or feet at the very beginning. And previously there were probably

some creatures of deformity, which could not survive long and disappeared with time. The

human species, if they were not developed well in the first place, they would have been dissolved

into particles. Thus, the cosmos is not perfect, and the birth of the blind is part of this

imperfection. Like species, the universe itself is evolving, and many flawed universes might have

disappeared. Saunderson concluded:

What is this world…? It’s a composite, subject to cycles of change, all of which
exhibit a tendency towards destruction; a rapid series of beings that appear one after
another, one replacing the next before vanishing; symmetry is fleeting, and order
momentary.33

This concept was close to what La Mettrie proposed in the Système d’Épicure, which was

finished in the same year as the Lettre was written. In Chapter One, I have mentioned that La

Mettrie supposed that nature developed on account of the laws of motion, and the emergence of

life went through trials and errors. So did the emergence of human beings. In the same vein,

Diderot indicated, that order in life, as well as order in the cosmos, all submits to the eternal

33 Ibid., 311; ibid., 202.
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motion of matter. Order is temporary and destruction is perennial.

     Nature as the eternal flux was the cornerstone of Diderot’s naturalism, and natural history

became the expression and proof of the dynamic of his cosmology. In L'interprétation de la

nature, he further developed his views in the Lettre. His discussion derived from the perspectives

of both synchrony and diachrony. In LVIII, he believed that objects in the world must be

connected closely, but this connection is not only static but has temporality. He speculated that

the state of things is not perpetual, although human understanding of nature needs certain

stability of the connections between things:

If phenomena are not concatenated one by one, there is no philosophy.
Phenomena would be all concatenated, even if the state of each one could be
impermanent. But, if the state of each being is in a perpetual change; if nature is still
at work, despite the chain bonding these phenomena, there is no philosophy.34

The current forms of matter, whether being metals or animals, only exist temporarily. The

universe is created for good, but also in constant creation. There is a contradiction between the

cognitive need of human beings for constancy and the dynamic mechanism of nature itself.

In XII and LVIII of L'interprétation de la nature, Diderot thought that species of life can

exhibit relatively stable configurations only after they have exhausted their possible variations.

Therefore, a prototype exists for living things, and nature changes it incessantly so that later

species all come from it. Unlike in Linnaeus’s taxonomy, species are not separated and enclosed.

Rather, ambiguous beings that are hard to classify could be found at the intersections between

species.35 Similarly, nature here and now is temporally only the result of continuous evolution in

34 Diderot, « Pensées sur l’interprétation de la nature », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 57.
35 Ibid., 15-6, 57-8.
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nature. And spatially, there is a kind of contiguity between objects in nature, and there are no

gaps between them. According to Diderot, all the phenomena are within one continuity, and it is

impossible to identify the intermediate factors from them. Consequently, it is hard to

differentiate between causes and results.36 The particularity of independent phenomena, for him,

forms complicated relations with the continuity and the totality of nature.

The universe is a continuity—this idea was shared by the encyclopedists. In the preliminary

discourse to l’Encyclopédie, d’Allembert also held the idea that “The universe is but a vast

ocean, on the surface of which we perceive a few islands of various sizes, whose connection with

the continent is hidden from us.”37 In the important article « Encyclopédie » written for

l’Encyclopédie, Diderot reaffirmed this point:

The universe offers us only individual beings, infinite in number, and virtually
lacking any fixed and definitive division; none which can be called first or the last;
everything is connected and progresses by imperceptible shadings; and if throughout
this uniform immensity of objects, some appear, like the tips of rocks that seem to
break through the surface of the water and rise above it, they owe this prerogative
only to particular systems, vague conventions, certain unrelated events, and
not to the physical arrangement of beings and to nature's intention.38

It can be argued whether the notion that nature is continuous was influenced by Descartes and

Spinoza.39 But the idea that nature is a totality, for Diderot at this stage, had an ontological

priority. As Gerhardt Stenger points out the whole [le Tout]—the concept used by Diderot to

36 Ibid., 42.
37 D’Alembert, Preliminary Discourse, 49.
38 Denis Diderot, "Encyclopedia," The Encyclopedia of Diderot & d'Alembert Collaborative Translation Project, trans. Philip
Stewart (Ann Arbor: Michigan Publishing, University of Michigan Library, 2002). Trans. of "Encyclopédie," Encyclopédie ou
Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, vol. 5. Paris, 1755. [URL:
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/d/did/did2222.0000.004/--encyclopedia?rgn=main;view=fulltext;q1=encyclopedia]
39 On this influence from Cartesianism, especially its idea of plenum, see Aram Vartanian, Diderot and Descartes: A Study of
Scientific Naturalism in the Enlightenment (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1953), 149-51.
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refer to the temporal and spatial totality—coincides with nature as a physical entity. 40 But the

existence of individual beings in nature seems to conflict with the totality of the universe. In

« Encyclopédie », discrete beings were merely taken as the representations of the whole, or the

“tips of rocks”; their existence is accidental, although the body of this rock is formed by

necessity. There was thus a tension between, on the one hand, individuality and totality and, on

the other, fortuity and necessity in Diderot’s theories. This tension refers to how to understand

the order of the universe—an aporia running through Diderot’s whole life.

Compared with the Lettre, Diderot held a more sophisticated view of the order of the

universe. In one of the conjectures (XXXVI), he regarded the cosmos as a system of mechanics,

which inclines to restore its original static or active state. He concluded that the cosmos is a

single being of elasticity that has order in it and excludes chaos. Doubtlessly, what he meant by

order here were the physical, mechanical, lasting, and necessary principles. As a result, the

momentary order in the Lettre contradicts the necessary order in L'interprétation de la nature;

what is key in this contradiction?

     In discussing Maupertuis’s idea on the evolution of nature, Diderot presented this

difficulty. Maupertuis tried to infuse universal sensibility into all forms and levels of matter,

from which universal abilities of cognition and emotions— “desire, aversion, and memory”—are

derived. In brief, matter can feel and think. 41 Each particle in Maupertuis’s theory was like

Leibniz’s monads. But, different from Leibniz, Maupertuis thought that when individual particles

40 Gerhardt Stenger, Nature et liberté chez Diderot : après l'Encyclopédie (Paris: Universitas, 1994), 134.
41 Pierre-Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, « Système de la nature », dans Oeuvres de Maupertuis (Lyon: Jena-Marie Bruyset,
1768), t.II : 147-8; Hall, Ideas of Life and Matter, 2: 25-6.
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are combined, every single particle will lose its self or consciousness of itself, and a new

emergent perception will appear.42 Diderot did not completely agree with this view. For him, if

sensibility is common to all matter, i.e., matter can sense from the smallest to the biggest unit,

then the whole universe will be a single being of sensibility. If a higher or emergent

consciousness can derive from all matter combined, would it not be the soul of the world or even

God? On the other hand, if only parts of the universe have sensibility and the universe is not a

whole, there would be disconnections, and disorder would arise. This is a dilemma. But

Diderot’s opinion was that Maupertuis was roughly correct in his epigenesis and hylozoism

because the latter tried to understand sensibility and intelligence from matter itself rather than

from other substances. Thus, he modified Maupertuis’s idea and thought that it was good for

studying the formation of life, but not the problem of the soul and the body. Diderot proposed to

minimize the extent of sensibility of matter in Maupertuis’s theory so that molecules as restless

automata could gradually coalesce and produce life.43 This way of thinking evinced Diderot’s

understanding of order: there are general principles that prescribe the physical order in nature;

but the momentary order, which is manifested through the course from matter to life and resides

in the endless birth and destruction, is biological and physiological. As Callot has specified,

Diderot’s task was to integrate vitalism and universal sensibility of matter into the unity of

nature.44

     Colas Duflo suggests that in L'interprétation de la nature, Diderot had already constructed

42 Ibid., 27.
43 Diderot, « Pensées sur l’interprétation de la nature », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 45-50.
44 Callot, La philosophie de la vie au XVIIIe siècle, 279-80.
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his basic framework of materialism, the quintessence of which was to bridge the gap between

dead matter and living matter with Maupertuis’s theory of sensibility. This enabled matter to be

the central metaphysical concept in explicating the mechanism of nature.45 In the Principes

philosophiques sur la matière et le movement (1770), Diderot discussed the relationship between

inert and active matter. For him, fundamental principles in the order of nature are a mixture of

physical and chemical laws; more importantly, there is the principle of diversity in nature. The

complexity of phenomena and the diversity of matter and forces are clear, and the general laws

of actions and reactions also operate in a variety of ways. Moreover, matter itself has energy and

vitality—or nisus—in itself; therefore, movement is the property of matter. Because of the

heterogeneity and the innate movement and energy of matter, all composition in nature has their

respective vitality—there is a general fermentation of the universe.46 This idea that matter is

heterogeneous and energetic corresponds to the sensibility of matter—vitalism added to

mechanism was Diderot’s basic notion of nature.

(2) Le Rêve de d’Alembert

Diderot’s materialism, however, was already systematized in the Entretien entre

d'Alembert et Diderot in 1769. This dialogue consists of three sub-dialogues; the second, Le rêve

de d’Alembert, is the main body. This Entretien has an intricate structure, but it covers most

points in our previous discussions. The major problems to be examined in these three dialogues

45 Colas Duflo, Diderot: philosphe (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2003), 172.
46 Denis Diderot, « Principes philosophiques sur la matière et le mouvement » (1770), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II :
69.
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are: 1. how insentient matter acquired sensibility; 2. the physiology of human sensibility; 3. how

the order of the universe as the totality is generated and what is its relationship with individuals

within it. These were the most important elements of Diderot’s materialism.

At the very end of L'interprétation de la nature, Diderot made a metaphysical speculation

about dead and living matter. He maintained that they are not entirely contrary to each other. The

difference between them is living matter has spontaneous movement, but the movement of dead

matter must be caused by external forces. These two forms of matter may convert into each

other.47 But he did not explain how this conversion between the two, as well as their

combination, could take place. In the first part of l’Entretien, Diderot and d’Alembert, the two

dialogists, debated about whether matter has or can acquire sensibility. Diderot suspended the

idea of dead and living matter here. In opposition, he postulated that the so-called dead matter,

such as stones, could also have certain sensibility. But then what is the distinction between

inorganic and organic beings In the dialogue, d’Alembert surmised that what Diderot really

meant was that there are two kinds of sensibility: active and inert. The former belongs to living

things, and the later can be turned into action. Motion produces heat that can transform inorganic

matter into organic matter. This could explain how a fertilized egg, which is composed of inert

matter, can become animals with sensibility under the effect of heat and movement. At the same

time, Diderot thought that this transition can be realized by biochemical processes like digestion,

which can turn inorganic substances into parts of organic substances. For example, marble

crumbs can be changed into fertilizer, which could then be absorbed by plants and converted into

47 Diderot, « Pensées sur l’interprétation de la nature », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 58-9.
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living matter.48 For him, sensibility is therefore generated by matter in motion.49 In the dialogue,

d’Alembert argued that sensibility may not exist in matter, because sensibility is a property of

indivisibility, but matter is divisible. Diderot, however, argued that this understanding is too

abstract: sensibility as a property of matter cannot be separated from matter, because there is

only one substance in the universe, namely, matter. Besides, the sensibility of matter also

provides a possible explication of the unity of nature.

From a more micro perspective, Diderot analyzed the relationship between sensibility and

the universe as a continuum in Le rêve. D’Alembert in his dream began to oppose his own

arguments when awake. He thought that continuity and contiguity are running through the

extension of matter, and no confusion between them should be allowed. Contiguity signifies the

simple attachment between two separate objects; neither organic nor chemical reactions are

triggered. Continuity merges two homogeneous, often sentient molecules into one, if they are

combined, or in other words, completely assimilated:“ this[continuity] is all that happens in the

most perfect case of union, cohesion, combination or identity that can be imagined.”50

In L'interprétation de la nature, Diderot considered nature to be composed of

heterogeneous rather than homogeneous elements like fire and water, despite the fact that each

element is also composed of the smallest and indivisible molecules.51 In Le rêve, Diderot,

through the words of d’Alembert, claimed that no one molecule is similar to another, and not

48 Diderot, « Entretien entre d’Alembert et Diderot » (1769), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 105-8.
49 Ibid., 155-6.
50 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert » (1769), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 125; Denis Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,”
in Rameau’s Nephew and Other Works, trans. Jacques Barzun and Ralph H. Bowen (Indianapolis: Hachette, 2001), 110.
51 Diderot, « Pensées sur l’interprétation de la nature », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 56.
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even similar to itself for a moment.52 As Duflo indicates, it seems to be self-contradictory when

Diderot discussed continuity—he thought that the universe is heterogeneous, but continuity

occurs only between homogeneous objects. If this is the case, how could he explain the unity of

the cosmos? According to Duflo, this dilemma could be solved by the theory that all molecules

have sensibility. Although they are heterogeneous, through sensibility common to all, these

molecules can be changed into homogeneity. After assimilation, sensibility can be transferred

from active to inert matter.53 Diderot himself stated that the physical world is bound by actions

and reactions. The assimilation between homogeneous or sentient molecules is the usual action

and reaction; the relationship between molecules of sensibility and those without sensibility is

the special action and reaction.54 “Life is a series of actions and reactions . . . As long as I am

alive, I act and react as a mass; when I am dead I shall act and react in the form of disparate

molecules…”55 Diderot held that, to animals, various actions and reactions, homogeneity and

heterogeneity are unified and results of sensibility.56 The universal sensibility of matter, i.e., the

entire network of sensibility, is very close to Maupertuis’s universal sensibility that Diderot

questioned in L'interprétation de la nature. Could the whole universe have consciousness and

become an intelligent entity? Now Diderot did not deny its possibility, but this intelligent entity,

52 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 132; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in Rameau’s
Nephew and Other Works, 117.
53 Duflo, Diderot: philosophe, 227-8.
54 Jean Starobinski points out that Diderot’s vitalist notion of “action and reaction” is more on a chemical rather than a
mechanical level, which concerns mainly about motion and heterogeneity of matter, see Jean Starobinski, Action and Reaction:
The Life and Adventures of a Couple, trans. by Sophie Hawkes and Jeff Fort (New York: Zone Books, 2003), 61.
55 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 139; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in Rameau’s
Nephew and Other Works,125.
56 Ibid., 132; ibid.,111.
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be it God or not, is in the permanent vicissitudes of generation and destruction.57 The problem

once again returned to the order of the universe: what would this material order look like?

     D’Alembert said in his sleep that the whole of the world is like a beehive, and various

clusters of bees from it are like individuals in this world. But another dialogist Théophile de

Bordeau, the famous vitalist physician of the School of Montpellier, did not agree. In his

opinion, clusters of bees are contiguous but not continuous: each bee is independent of the other

bees, and altogether they are no more than aggregates. Only organic fusions, or from contiguity

to continuity, can produce a new unified life. Bordeu believed that the human body and organs

are like transformed clusters of bees, and there is continuity within them: “All our organs...are

only distinct animals held together by the law of continuity in a general bond of sympathy, unity,

or identity.”58 Through the words of the famous salonnière Mlle. Julie de l’Espinasse, who is

said to be d’Alembert’s mistress and the recorder of his dream, the sleeping mathematician said

that if a continuous body is taken apart, the whole will return to distinct individual units. And

Bordeu added that to understand continuity and contiguity, we only need to imagine that these

distinct individuals are tiny particles, and the integrity of each of them would not be reduced if

they are subdivided—the difference between continuity and contiguity is just like the difference

between human beings and polyps.59

57 Ibid., 142; ibid.,128.
58 Ibid., 127; ibid., 113.
59 Abraham Trembley’s observation of the generation of polyps was very influential in the eighteenth century and was taken as
an important proof contra preformationism by materialists like La Metrrie , because polyps that had been cut into pieces were
seen afterwards growing into new ones, see La Mettrie, “Man Machine,” in Man Machine and Other Writings, 27. A more
detailed illustration on Trembley’s polyps, see Marc J. Ratcliff, The Quest for the Invisible: Microscopy in the Enlightenment
(London: Routledge, 2016), 103-24.
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Bordeu’s theory in Le rêve was consistent with his theory in real life; he believed that each

organ of the body is an independent life.60 This way of thinking was not far from how Maupertuis

talked about the emergence of new perceptions. A new problem, however, was implied; that is to

say, if distinct objects can be merged into a new entity only through continuity, and once this new

entity is formed, a sensibility of higher level of activity will be created, then continuity will

eliminate the individuality of previous objects, just like how the self of Maupertuis’s particles

disappears. This cosmology could go in line with Diderot’s theory of the continuity of the universe.

If he had excluded individuality under the theory of general connectivity, in Le rêve, he tried to

explain that individuality is an illusion, which could be demystified by diachronic analysis.

D’Alembert said that “Everything changes, everything passes away—only the Whole

endures. The world is perpetually beginning and ending; every moment is its beginning and its

end; there has never been any other kind of world, and there never will be any other.”61 The

whole of the universe is thus a flux of conditions like Heraclitus’s river, in which everything is

connected with the other on the great chain of beings, but also replaced by others on the chain of

time: “All beings participate in the existence of all other beings; consequently, every species...

all nature is perpetually in flux... Every animal is more or less human; every mineral is more or

less vegetable; every plant is more or less animal. There is nothing precise in nature…”62 Here

Diderot showed that the totality is the only individual, and it is unremittingly renewing itself.

60 On the relationship between Bordeu’s vitalistic theory of sensibility and his role in the Rêve, see Anne C. Vila, Enlightenment
and Pathology: Sensibility in the Literature and Medicine of Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press,1998), 65-79.
61 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 132; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in Rameau’s
Nephew and Other Works, 117.
62 Ibid., 138-9; ibid., 124.
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Therefore, its individuality on the synchronic level is constantly dissolved on the diachronic

level. In this sense, individuals are only the parts of the whole, and they do not independently

exist. Individuals are changing with the changes in the whole.63 This point of view also helped

him to fight against the scholastic essentialism, because each stable being, as the realization and

representation of its essence, does not hold out in terms of temporality. Based on this anti-

essentialism, Diderot put forward his teratology. For him, so-called “normal” men and animals,

as well as supposedly deformed animals or monsters, are similarly the products of natural

processes. Those deemed normal do not really have any priority: “Man is merely a common

phenomenon, while a monster is only a rare phenomenon, but both are equally natural, equally

necessary, equally subject to the general order of the universe…”64 This expression of “the

general order of the universe” once again confirmed the two kinds of views on order which is

previously mentioned. More than that, Diderot, from the perspectives of cosmology and

physiology, criticized systems of order rooted in the division between the normal and the

pathological that he thought to be wrong.65

Both Lucretius and La Mettrie had discussed the production of monsters or imperfect living

things during the evolution of nature. For them, monsters are the natural products of the world

63 Charly Coleman, from another perspective, emphasized Diderot’s utilization of Quietism to advocate an anti-individualistic
cause for the dispossession of the self and the resacralization of nature. Despite its originality, this point of view, as we see in
the current chapter, may have captured only one facet of Diderot’s thought, see Charly Coleman, The Virtues of Abandon: An
Anti-Individualist History of the French Enlightenment (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2014), 159-201.
64 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 138; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in Rameau’s
Nephew and Other Works, 124.
65 On the significance of monstrosity to Diderot’s anti-normativity epistemology, see Curran, Sublime Disorder, 105-6. Georges
Canguilhem’s important analysis on “the normal and the pathological” indicates how the formation of normality is essentially
based on normativity, but neither the normal nor the pathological is defined by anything substantially normal or abnormal, seen
Georges Canguilhem, The Normal and the Pathological, trans. Carolyn R. Fawcett (New York: Zone Books, 1991 [1943]), 144.
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composed of moving matter. Because they were unable to reach the degree of self-preservation

and reproduction, they gradually disappeared in nature.66 For Diderot, however, monsters are no

different from “normal” organisms; the birth of monsters is rather caused by the mistakes of

human cognition than by the disorder of nature. But what is interesting is that although neither

Lucretius nor La Mettrie agreed with teleology, they all assumed that there is a state of

perfection or normality in the development of organisms, in which they can survive and

multiply. But living things in Diderot’s opinion are nothing more than transitory beings, be they

the normal or monsters. He should hence have been able to repudiate teleology more easily than

La Mettrie. But in Le rêve, he in fact put forward a teleology. D’Alembert in his dream said that

“What is a living creature?... The sum of a certain number of tendencies… Can it be that I myself

am anything more than a tendency?... No, I am tending toward a limit… And what about a

species?... A species is only a tendency toward a common end that is peculiar to it...”67 This way

of thinking was not far from Lucretius and La Mettrie but was loaded with finalism. In LVI of

L'interprétation de la nature¸ Diderot had made it clear that final causes should not be studied;

they come merely from human thinking.68 Thus, this resort to the common end in Le rêve

appeared to contradict that idea, fell back into the old tone of essentialism, and was at odds with

his materialism. How to understand this difficulty?

According to Callot, Diderot did not really support finalism; on the contrary, his vitalism

66 Lucretius, De la nature des choses, t. II : 221-23; La Mettrie, “The System of Epicurus,” in Man Machine and Other Writings,
94-5.
67 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 139; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in Rameau’s
Nephew and Other Works, 125.
68 Diderot, « Pensées sur l’interprétation de la nature », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 52-5.



135

objected to teleology and argued that each molecule, being heterogeneous, realizes its innate

disposition by energy of itself and the affinity between them: original matter (particles)—in a

specific environment relates to other matter—carries out the dispositions conditioned by their

particular configuration, sensibility, and energy. Every affinity has a dynamic potential of

actualization. As a result, all living things are the outcomes of nature in ceaseless creation, which

means all their possibilities are expressed. L’organisation is hence the realization of the innate

disposition of each organism.69 Although this interpretation is delicate, it does not answer what

the innate disposition is. The idea of the totality of the universe could not provide an effective

starting point for either individuality or essence.

The Système de la nature furnished a better answer. Despite its authorship belonged to

d’Holbach, but La Correspondance littéraire disclosed that Diderot participated in its writing,

especially the parts written in a more poetic style.70 In the Système de la nature, the author—be

it Diderot or d’Holbach—wrote,

But what is the general direction, or common tendency, we see in all beings? What
is the visible and known end of all their motion? It is to preserve their actual existence
—to strengthen their several bodies—to attract that which is favorable to them—to
repel that which is injurious to them—to avoid that which can harm them, to resist
impulsions contrary to their manner of existence and to their natural tendency.

To exist, is to experience the motion peculiar to a determinate essence. To
conserve this existence, is to give and receive that motion from which results its
maintenance.71

The disposition of self-preservation should thus be “the disposition” which was not defined

69 Callot, La philosophie de la vie au XVIIIe siècle, 284-6.
70 Grimm[Jacques-Henri Meister], « Mars 1789 », Correspondance littéraire, t.XIV : 289.
71 Mr. de Mirabeau [Paul Henri Thiry d’Holbach], Système de la nature, ou des loix du monde physique & du monde moral
(Londres [Amsterdam], 1770), t. I : 48; Paul Henri Thiry d’Holbach, The System of Nature; or, Laws of the Moral and Physical
World, trans. H. D. Robinson (Boston: J. P. Mendum, 1889), vol. 1, 30.
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in Le rêve and Callot does not clarify—a Spinozist proposition.72 In the Système de la

nature, self-preservation became the essence of organisms, and even non-living things like

stone were considered to tend to preserve itself. Diderot might not accept the inference, and

whether self-preservation should be considered as teleology is debatable. But it is hard to

deny that self-preservation was a key tendency of organisms in Diderot’s thought.

This way of thinking was further expressed in the idea that all objects have sensations of

pleasure and pain. In Le rêve, Diderot thought that life itself consists of those actions and

reactions on both the micro and the macro levels: “there is not an entity in all the natural world

that does not know suffering and enjoyment.”73 Seeking pleasure and avoiding pain are the

primary attributes of sensibility conceived by sensationists. In Le rêve, sensibility was the key

issue to the unity and order of the universe.74

Sensationists were usually more interested in metaphysics than in physiology. But Diderot,

like La Mettrie, cared about the physiological mechanism of senses. For La Mettrie, the most

important task was to establish the existence of sensibility in organisms so that the soul could be

somatized and materialized. But for Diderot, the conclusion that the soul cannot be an

independent substance was already explicit, and there was no great need to discuss what the soul

is. For him, a more significant issue was to understand sensibility. If the main topics of the first

half of Le Rêve were the universal existence of sensibility, and its relationship to the continuum

72 “The conatus' with which each thing endeavors to persist in its own being is nothing but the actual essence of the thing
itself”; “The conatus to preserve itself is the very essence of a thing”, see Spinoza, “Ethics,” Spinoza: Complete Works, 283, 332.
73 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 139; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in Rameau’s
Nephew and Other Works, 125.
74 Coleman, The Virtues of Abandon, 195-8.
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and materiality of the universe, the second half began to somewhat call the opinions just put

forward into question. This questioning was conducted by the discussion of the physiological

mechanism of sensibility and its connection with reason. In other words, Bordeu’s point of view

showed subtle incongruity between the two parts of the dialogue.

According to Bordeu, the human body is an entire network of threads of fibers. Smaller

molecules are combined into fibers, and when they are assembled, various organs are formed. In

Diderot’s opinion, fibers are the transmitters of sensations; they are equivalent to nerves. In the

Élélements de physiologie—an important work that was not published but under constant

revision in Diderot’s later years and had many arguments and materials matching Le Rêve—he

indicated that fibers, which have sensibility, are the foundation of physiology, and when they

form muscles, they began to have irritability. Fibers together with external stimulation make

different organs acquire different sensibilities and therefore result in disparate organs. The

network formed by sensibilities lead to the brain, and the brain, for Diderot, is like a spider at the

center of a giant web, and the relationship between a cobweb and the spider offers an analogy to

the relationship between nerves and the brain. This metaphor was also seen in Montesquieu’s

physiological writings, but the latter’s idea was more mechanical, and the brain was taken by

him as an organ that receives the input of sensations, produces ideas and thoughts, and guides the

movement of the whole body. But for Diderot, the brain is a paradox, because it has the faculties

of both feeling and judgement.

 Bordeu, in the dialogue, claimed that sensations permeate the nerves, but the brain itself

does not feel pleasure or pain; it is purely an organ of judgment. Its faculty of judgment,
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however, can hold up only if there is ongoing input of sensations, which can make it familiar

with experience and thus conduce to correct judgments.75 This differentiation is important

because it excludes the brain from a simple organ of sensibility, which further separated Diderot

from the sensationist tradition (especially Helvétius), although judgment here is not the same as

judgment made by the Cartesian free will of the immortal soul which was also rejected by

Diderot. Rather, judgement is a faculty based on the physiological organization of the brain and

cannot operate without sensations as its contents. In general, in Diderot’s theory of the brain,

reason is indispensable for the unity and totality of animals.

Bordeu proposed that, at night, if both sight and touch are suspended, and only the brain is

active, then the brain becomes “a single point in space”.76 Not every part of the body can think;

only the brain assumes the faculties of thinking, memory, and judgment. More importantly,

Bordeu said that every fiber is an independent animal, and the human body is a complicated

composite animal. The functions of the brain integrate the human body into a whole, which

implies the “despotism” of the brain. If the control of the brain over nerves decreases, as in

dreams, anarchy in the body will emerge; “all the threads of the network rise up in rebellion

against their sovereign, then there is no longer any supreme authority.”77 Therefore, each human

as a whole consists of the brain in the center and the network of nerves on the periphery. Neither

the brain without sensations nor sensibilities without reason can serve a stable and balanced

75 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 140-53; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in
Rameau’s Nephew and Other Works, 129-38.
76 Ibid.,154; ibid., 139.
77 Ibid.,163; ibid., 148.
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individual human being. But, when this individual being falls apart on the macro level, it will

accordingly release smaller individuals and their respective sensibilities.

This was a very interesting point in Diderot’s thought. The order of nature as the whole is

only the dynamic evolution of nature; individuality, existent only in synchrony, is short-lived and

temporary in diachrony. On the other hand, the dissolution of a certain pattern in nature brings

out the appearance of various new individuals which used to be parts of the pattern. In terms of

this perspective, we can better understand his theory of monsters. It has been discussed above

that Diderot opposed studying the generation of monsters from the epistemology based on the

dichotomy of the normal and the pathological and thought that they are the reasonable products

of nature. He also explained from the angle of developmental biology that monsters are caused

by the deformed development of nerves. But, through the words of Bordeu and de l’Espinasse,

Diderot proposed that the brief life of monsters does not mean they will completely disappear in

the chain of evolution. The genes of monsters may recur in their descendants. In this sense, the

normal and the abnormal rely utterly on how possible a living thing can preserve itself and

reproduce. According to Bordeu, different fibers cause the original distinctions between species

as well as varieties within species. The normal and the pathological, between individuals or

species, are just the representation of the heterogeneity of beings themselves. In the same vein,

de l’Espinasse conjectured that “perhaps men are nothing but a freakish variety of women, or

women only a freakish variety of men.” And Bordeu supported her argument by indicating that

the difference of human genitals between the two sexes is initially from the same origin.78 This

78 Ibid.,170-1; ibid., 135.



140

theory of mutual monstrosity between sexes was peculiar; it emphasized the continuity of the

physical world, but also kept the diversity of beings in the picture.

As is noticed by Jean Starobinski, Le rêve stressed the passage of order, both in content and

in structure. 79 The theory of monsters, which tackled the intermediate state between the whole

and individuals, was an oxymoron. When the body as the whole is disintegrating, the

individuality of organs and fibers emerges. More importantly, in the latter part of Le rêve,

Diderot extracted the body as a whole from the wholeness of nature in the name of the

organisation. Bordeu, in this dialogue, thought that the connection and balance between the

brain and branches of nerves constitute human personalities. If the brain is more powerful, one

would be imaginative and poetic; if fibers are more powerful, one would be a beast. The

balanced state produces intelligent people like the philosophes. For humans, if sensibility

overpowers the command and reason of the brain, there will be mediocre people; in the opposite

process, great men will be shaped.80 The Paradoxe sur le comédien (1769-73) expanded this

point of view. According to Diderot, “to sense” is not the same as “to be sensible”. Diderot, as a

playwright and a theorist of theatre, considered the best actors on the stage to be those who can

cool down their passions and use their judgment, rather than those of the greatest sensibility. For

him, sensibility is the result of the weakness of organs and the overactivity of the diaphragm,

imagination, and fine nerves.81

79 Starobinski, Action and Reaction, 72-3.
80 Diderot, «Rêve de d’Alembert », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 170-1; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s Dream,” in
Rameau’s Nephew and Other Works, 154-5.
81 Denis Diderot, « Paradoxe sur le comédien » (1769-73), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. VIII : 415. As Paul Friedland
indicates, this theory of performance was new and important for the transformation of the idea of “representation” in both
theatre and politics from the Old Regime to the Revolution. This transformation was in line with the death of the corps
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The whole entity made up of the brain and nerves, and the configuration composed of reason

and sensibility, were later defined by Diderot as the organisation. In his opinion, the difference

in the organisation of human bodies brings about the differences in people’s dispositions. As we

have analyzed in Chapter One, La Mettrie also developed an idea about individuality based on

corporeality, i.e., the corporeal organization of each person. But this individuality was not the

same as the self. Diderot suggested that the self is the experience organized by memory. In the

dialogue, d’Alembert said that “If there were no memory, there would be no awareness of the

cself, because if a creature were aware of its existence only during the instant of that awareness,

it would have no history of its life.”82 Later in the text Bordue also agreed with him. In his

unpublished Élélements de physiologie, Diderot further pointed out that memory constructs le

soi, but the consciousness of le soi should be distinguished from the consciousness of its

existence. Were there no memory, sensations would still be constantly transported to the

consciousness, but the consciousness of the self would not be produced.83 At the same time,

memory was deemed a function of the brain by Diderot. The accumulation of sensations is

forged into memory, and further into the self—the integration of experience. As Geoffrey

Bremner notes, for Diderot, sensibility, as continuity, seems to be order-creating and disorder-

producing at the same time. This paradox rests in the duality of sensibility: it unites diverse

mysticum of French monarchy, and but also helped producing an abstract idea of representation which was on the Nation’s
behalf and excluded “spectators-constituents” from the actual process of this representation, see Paul Friedland, Political
Actors: Representative Bodies and Theatricality in the Age of the French Revolution (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), 5-28.
82 Diderot, « Entretien entre d’Alembert et Diderot », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 112; Diderot, “D’Alembert’s
Dream,” in Rameau’s Nephew and Other Works, 99.
83 Denis Diderot, Éléments de physiologie, ed. Paolo Quintili (Paris : Honoré Champion, 2004), 298.
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beings into one continuum but also breeds individual things and the consciousness of the self.84

It is noteworthy that this individuality within le Tout is not merely the effect of sensibility. The

self, in Diderot’s theory, should be the functions of memory and judgment of the brain, which

cannot be reduced to sensibility. Therefore, as we have mentioned above, the organisation, born

of the combination of the brain and nerves, as well as the balance between judgment, memory,

and sensibility, is the root of human individuality.85

If in Le rêve, the collapse of the whole was already presented as a process of nature, then in

Diderot’s late works, the issue of individuality became more and more important, which could be

seen in both his physiological and his moral and political works. Compared to Le Rêve, he

radicalized his ideas in the Élélements. He thought that in the continuity from lifeless minerals to

plants and animals, the chain of beings is not disrupted by the diversity of forms.86 There are no

gaps and voids within this chain in nature, but only different levels of sensibilities. As we have

shown previously, the effect of sensibility is twofold—one is to connect lifeless matter to living

matter; the other is to unite living matter into a whole. In the Élélements, he made a clear

conclusion that without sensibility and continuity, no animal can form a totality. But at the same

time, sensibility is also the property of organs. According to him, there are two types of

movements in the bodies of animals. One is the movement of organs that are parts of the whole

body. This movement submits to the principles of sensibility and organisation and exists under

84 Geoffrey Bremner, Order and Chance: The Pattern of Diderot’s Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 57-8.
85 Wolfe names Diderot’s idea of the self “the organic self”, which is both corporeal and processual; that is to say, the self is a
result of physiological mechanism of memory, and at the same time not a substantial entity but a Lockean continuous
consciousness over time, see Charles T. Wolfe, “Diderot and the Materialist Theory of the Self,” Journal of Society and Politics,
9/1 (2015), 82-7.
86 Diderot, Éléments de physiologie, 108-9.
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the control of the brain. The other is the movement of organs as independent beings, which

begins only after the control of the brain stops.87 But as was stated in Le Rêve, each animal as a

whole was considered to be a different organism from its organs, fibers, and even molecules.

Each part, after being separated from the whole body, can sustain its sensibility and life during a

span of time. These organs have their specific fibers, diseases, lifecycles, metabolisms.88 One

example given by Diderot was that a musician forgot being present in a concert and chatted with

other musicians next to him, but this did not disturb his performance. But when he realized the

situation and began to read his score, he was lost. The conclusion was that organs with

sensibility could coordinate with each other for a common end without the order of the whole

body.89 In this sense, Diderot’s individuality of organs resembles what Gilles Deleuze calls the

“Body without Organs” [Corps sans Organs]; or to invert Deleuze’s wording, “Organs without

the Body”.90 Diderot basically stripped individual organs from the functionally hierarchical and

holistic organism, and restored activity, spontaneity, and even autonomy to them. These organs

are corporeal but anti-organic. Their sensibilities endow them with the individuality that does not

exist in lifeless matter, but if unregulated and unorganized by reason and memory of the brain,

they cannot form the self. Organs are not the appendages of the whole, but essentially

heterogeneous to the whole. In terms of it, there is a tension between the whole body—or

87 Ibid., 126-30.
88 Diderot, Éléments de physiologie, 122, 334-40.
89 Ibid., 338.
90 Gilles Deleuze changes his usage of the concept of the “Body without Organs” (BwO) according to different contexts. Here I
use his explanation in A Thousand Plateaus: “We come to the gradual realization that the BwO is not at all the opposite of the
organs. The organs are not its enemies. The enemy is organism. The BwO is opposed not to the organs but to that organization
of the organs called the organism”, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans.
Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), 158.
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Deleuze’s organism—and its organs.

Seen from the same perspective, the continuous chain of beings in Diderot’s theory was

majorly epigenetic, rather than the hierarchical chain that is defined by Author Lovejoy

according to degrees of the plenitude of beings. In Diderot’s chain, the totality as a process gave

away to individuals as processes.91 In the Élélements, Diderot also discussed the problem of

monsters. Here he defined a monster as “a being whose duration is incompatible with the

remaining order [l’ordre subsistant]”.92 But, order is something in fermentation and ceaselessly

generated and changed, “the general order changes incessantly. The vices and virtues of the

precedent order induced the current order, and its vices and virtues will induce the order to come,

about which one cannot say that the totality is amended or deteriorates.”93 In this sense,

monsters are essentially beings in flux in temporality.94 Indeed, they are not compatible with a

given temporary physical order, but it does not mean that they cannot fit another arrangement of

the physical world. He contended that there are monsters on the level of the whole body, of

organs, and of functions. Even, “the whole universe from time to time appears to be only an

assembly of monstrous beings.”95 Monstrosity, in this sense, almost signifies individuality,

because individual objects in nature, especially organisms, are equivalent to their corporeality

91 On Leibniz’s idea that monsters are part of the Great Chain of Being and its influence on Diderot’s materialist teratology, see
Charles T. Wolfe, “The Materialist Denial of Monster,” in Monsters and Philosophy, ed. Charles T. Wolfe (London: College
Publications, 2005), 187-204.
92 Diderot, Éléments de physiologie, 265.
93 Ibid., 265.
94 As Michael Hagner has noticed, to Enlightenment thinkers, monsters were originally disturbing imageries which brought
tumbles to the natural order of things, namely the standard taxonomy, but when epigenesis was introduced, a new perspective
was formed: monsters were no longer threats to the natural order and became objects of life science, which corresponded to
the temporalization of humans and the decline of theological predestination, see Michael Hagner, “Enlightened Monsters,” in
The Sciences in Enlightened Europe, ed. William Clark, Jan Golinski &Simon Schaffer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999),
212-4.
95 Diderot, Éléments de physiologie, 265.
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and organisations.

Diderot’s naturalism and materialism eventually achieved a similar conclusion to La

Mettrie’s—various beings acquire their individuality in light of their organisations or

corporeality. La Mettrie thought that different individuals have different organisations and their

respective pleasures and pains—here individuals mean entire organisms. Similarly, pain and

pleasure are also reckoned to be the most important sensations by Diderot. The units of feeling

pleasures and pains, however, spread across the whole body, even the whole universe, and are in

this way decentralized. Individuals formed by sensibility could be as big as the universe, or as

small as a particle; not every one of them has the self. In this way, he rejected his supposition in

Le rêve, i.e., the world made up of active and sentient matter is also an intelligent one. On the

one hand, Diderot constructed the universe as a continuum; on the other hand, he decomposed

the totality of the universe into innumerable bodies of various sizes on diverse levels. These

individual beings, or “organs without the body”, may coordinate like the organs of the absent-

minded musician; they may also operate independently, even come into certain state of

delirium.96 They mobilize themselves as countless destabilizing points or fragments within the

body of totality, or as intensities encapsulated in this or that form. If these individual bodies are

in a constant state of flux of birth and demise, they are also the mosaic pieces of a certain cross-

section of the fermenting general order. With the help of memory and judgment in the brain,

beings that possess the self and various dispositions could be formed. But if there are no

monsters for real in the physical world, can they be coordinated with the order of society, and

96 Ibid., 321.
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can the social order be founded on the natural order? This problem gradually became more and

more acute for Diderot.

2. Can the Natural Order Be Moralized? Diderot between Morality and Politics

(1) Physiocracy, the Natural Order and the Emergence of the Body Social

The decisive period for Diderot’s social and political thought was around 1770. Earlier, he

discussed social issues primarily as a moralist. As a young man, especially when he was

translating Shaftesbury’s the Essai sur le mérite et la vertu (1744-5), he had been interested in

the problem of innate moral sense. Afterwards, he wrote an erotic libertine novel, Les bijoux

indiscrets (1748), in which the major conflict was between voluptuousness and virtues, and the

virtuous arduously won the respect of the king. He also wrote several drames bourgeois, of

which the key theme was family love and overcoming family crises. Diderot himself

acknowledged that everyone has their idiosyncrasy, and his was to moralize.97 His interest in

political and social issues was scattered before 1770 and mainly consisted of articles he wrote for

l’Encyclopédie. In the 1760s, he was greatly influenced by physiocracy. Founded by François

Quesnay, this school of thought brought forth the most systematic theory of economy in

eighteenth-century France. The physiocrats not only published a series of important works in the

1760s but they also created a network for propagandizing their doctrines and attracted many

disciples in high politics. Because of the French defeat in the Seven Years’ War, reform was

97 Wilson, Diderot, 304.
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called for and the physiocratic theory began to influence policies.98

In the 1750s, Diderot was already acquainted with Quesnay and there was some co-

operation between them. Quesnay contributed several important articles to l’Encyclopédie, such

as « Évidence » (1756), « Fermiers » (1756) and « Grain » (1757). In 1759, he published the

founding work of physiocracy–the Tableau économique, and from then, Diderot became a

disciple of their theory.99 In 1764, under the physiocratic influence, the French government

experienced a transformation of the role from control and intervention to freedom, which

deregulated commerce and adopted policies allowing the liberty of grain, including the free

export of grain. But these policies resulted in the run-up of the price of bread, dearth, and

multiple riots in the country.100 In 1767, Pierre-Paul Le Mercier de la Rivière—a physiocrat

holding a high official in the government—published the most systematic theorization of

physiocracy, L’ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques. Diderot was fascinated by this

book and acclaimed that “it is that one [de la Rivière] who discovered the secret, the real secret,

the eternal and immutable secret of the security, the continuance and the happiness of empires. It

is that one who will console her [Catherine II of Russia] for the loss of Montesquieu.”101 Diderot

brought Le Mercier into contact with Catherine II of Russia in the hope that he could institute the

governmental reform that Catherin was thinking about, but this effort proved to be a failure in

98 On how the physiocrats succeeded in building their network in high government officials and became a dominant theory in
the 1760s, see Liana Vardi, The Physiocrats and the World of the Enlightenment (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 40-51.
99 On the relationship between Quesnay and Diderot, See Proust, Diderot et l’Encyclopédie, 458-68.
100 According to John Shovlin, the Physiocrats were not the only influence of the liberalization of grain trade, see Shovlin,
Political Economy of Virtue, 103-4. On a thorough study of “grain liberalism”, the transformation of the role of French monarchy,
and its consequential crisis in France between the 1760-70s, see Steven L. Kaplan, Bread, Politics and Political Economy in the
Reign of Louis XV (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1976), 1: 97-343.
101 Denis Diderot, « Lettre à Falconet » (Juillet 1767), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.XVIII : 236. On de la Rivière’s
influence on Diderot, see Wilson, Diderot, 552; Stenger, Nature et liberté chez Diderot, 162-4.
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the end.102 In 1768, an Italian philosophe, Diderot’s friend abbé Ferdinando Galiani criticized the

physiocratic doctrines, and at the same time, Diderot’s doubt about this school of thought arose.

He highly praised Galiani’s ideas and encouraged him to publish them. In 1769, the Dialogue sur

le commerce des blés, of which Diderot was the editor, was published and drew immense

attention, and the philosophes were divided into pros and cons. Diderot’s friend abbé André

Morellet, who was an important member of the coterie Holbachique and not a physiocrat

himself, was invited to defend the school and to rebut Galiani. Morellet drafted the Réfutation

des dialogues sur le commerce des blés in 1770. Diderot, after having read the manuscript,

advised not to publish Morellet’s work, and he himself drafted the Apologie de L’abbé Galiani to

refute Morellet during 1770-71. With the rapid success of anti-physiocrats in the government,

Diderot did not publish this apology, and Morellet’s Réfutation was not published until 1774.103

     Diderot’s abandonment of physiocracy was simultaneous with his writing of Le rêve; this

was perhaps not accidental. His departure from physiocracy was an important step in his late

thought. Physiocracy, as its name implies, was an effort to apply the laws of the physical

world—or their abstracted principles—to the social world in the name of science, and it was

strongly inclined to holism. But Diderot’s convoluted idea on order, his intense skepticism, and

his hesitation between the whole and the individual all made the physiocratic natural order both

appealing and unsettling for him.

102 On Le Mercier’s trip to Russia, See Wilson, Diderot, 518-9; Anthony Strugnell, Diderot’s Politics: A Study of the Evolution of
Diderot’s Political Thought after the Encyclopédie (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973), 110-4.
103 On this debate between Galiani, Diderot and Morellet, see Wilson, Diderot, 551-6; Furbank, Diderot, 317-21; Kaplan, Bread,
Politics and Political Economy in the Reign of Louis XV, 2: 586-613; Dena Goodman, The Republic of Letters: A Cultural History of
the French Enlightenment (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994): 181-232; Gordon, Citizens without Sovereignty, 177-241.
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 The physiocrats, known as the économistes to their contemporaries, held a set of

macroeconomic theories about the production and the distribution of values, and they are usually

considered to be the precursors of Adam Smith. Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours (one of the

key figures in the school) in his most concise introduction to their theory summarized the key

doctrines. They wanted to illustrate that all values and wealth in human societies are derived

from the cultivation of the land [la culture]. The output of the land, minus the withholdings of

farmers that need to be invested in the land to keep it productive, is the net product [le produit

net]. The whole economic system should work for the increase of the net product, and the

prosperity of human societies is predicated on the net product. In order to maximize the net

product at the lowest cost, full competition is needed, and this further entails the protection of

security, liberty, and property. “There is no property without liberty; there is no liberty without

security.”104 The legal system exists to make sure that these rights are protected, and that the

duties related to these rights are carried out. Therefore, the legal system should not be artificially

made; rather, it should be discovered from nature and announced to citizens. At the same time,

both commerce and work should be freed from regulations. The tax system should aim at

protecting property and maximizing its free use in society; therefore, any tax on items and

industries apart from agriculture would impede the freedom of work, increase the costs of

agriculture and commerce, and lower farmers’ incomes. Consequently, farmers would then

invest less in the land, and eventually that would lower the total net profit of society. In terms of

104 Pierre Samuel du Pont de Nemours, “On the Origin and Progress of a New Science (1768),” in Commerce, Culture and
Liberty: Readings on Capitalism before Adam Smith, trans. Henry C. Clark (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 2003), 576.
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this analysis, the physiocrats suggested taxing only the output of the land and levying only direct

taxes rather than indirect taxes; that is to say, only owners of the land, rather than merchants,

craftsmen or land workers ought to be taxed. Otherwise, agriculture and the country would

decline.105 As John Shovlin points out, physiocracy was, in fact, a theory of commercial society

in which agriculture enjoyed a privileged status rather than a theory of agriculture.106 These

doctrines about the freedom of production and trade were then well known as economic laissez-

faire. The limit on price and export of grain was therefore thought to ought to be annulled based

on this theory.

     Apart from their macroeconomics, the physiocrats had a set of metaphysical and

anthropological principles serving their economic theory—that was the idea of “evidence". This

idea was most lucidly explicated in Le Mercier’s L’ordre naturel, and a framework of the

relationship between nature and human society was also established in it. According to him,

there is a natural and essential order rooted in physical necessity:

Absolute justice could be defined as an order of obligations [devoirs] and rights
[droits] which come from a physical necessity and consequently become absolute.
Thus, absolute injustice is all that is contrary to this order. Here the word “absolute” is
not used as the opposition to the word “relative”, because it is only in the relative that
justice and injustice could take place. Rather, strictly speaking, the one which is only
a relative justice becomes an absolute justice, regarding there is the absolute necessity
for us to live in society.107

105 Ibid., 566-97. On general analyses of Physiocratic theory, see Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the
College de France, 1977-1978, trans. Graham Burchell (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 55-86, 333-63; Catherine
Larrère, L’Invention de l’économie au xviiie siècle: du droit naturel à la physiocratie (Paris: PUF, 1992), 173-220; Shovlin, Political
Economy of Virtue, 102-13; T. J. Hochstrasser, “Physiocracy and the Politics of laissez-faire,” in The Cambridge History of
Eighteenth-Century Political Thought, ed. Mark Goldie & Robert Wokler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 419-42;
Michael Sonenscher, Before the Deluge: Public Debt, Inequality, and the Intellectual Origins of the French Revolution (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2007), 189-222; Edelstein, The Terror of Natural Right, 101-11; Vardi, The Physiocrats and the World
of the Enlightenment.
106 Shovlin, Political Economy of Virtue,110.
107 Pierre-Paul Le Mercier de la Rivière, L’ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques (Londres: Jean Nours, 1767), t.I : 17.
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For Le Mercier, physical necessity constitutes absolute justice. But what did physical necessity

mean to the physiocrats? Le Mercier wrote that physical necessity for humans is to preserve

themselves, from which all other rights are derived. The rights of security, liberty, and property

are all subject to self-preservation. It seems that this point of view was not that far from the

tradition of modern natural laws or natural rights after Hobbes and Pufendorf. But, as Dan

Edelstein notes, physiocracy made a significant revision, because their theory did not have social

contracts as the turning point from pre-social state to political society. 108 This revision was

closely related to their understanding of the natural order.

For Le Mercier, the necessity of self-preservation is determined by the human instinct to

seek pleasure and to avoid pain. This sensationist way of thinking was the basic anthropological

set-up of Quesnay and the whole school.109 Human beings were considered to necessarily have

the desire and liberty to enjoy [jouir] pleasure, and they are inclined to seek the best possible

state for themselves. For the physiocrats, humans are born within society and must live in

society—this is another ordinance from physical necessity. Various passions can only be

experienced in society; all kinds of human faculties are developed for social life; human needs

can be fulfilled only in society—non-physical needs of the soul are even more so. Moreover,

social affections, for example, the sense of humor, are usually very powerful and stronger than

physical sensations. On the other hand, human existence needs the aid of others, especially the

young and the old. To live, human beings need to produce for their consumption. And

108 Dan Edelstein, The Terror of Natural Right, 104.
109 On Quesnay’s sensationism, see Shovlin, Political Economy of Virtue, 111-2; Sonenscher, Before the Deluge, 202-3; Vardi, The
Physiocrats and the World of the Enlightenment, 68-82; Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility,105-38.
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production also occurs in society. Agriculture, as the most fundamental productive activity, is

only possible in society, because the ownership of fruits of agriculture must have a “moral

certainty”.110 In this respect, the state of society is equivalent to absolute necessity and justice.

They are humans in the state of nature, which has a providential foundation:

I acknowledge that our natural state is to live in society; that our most precious
enjoyments could take place only in society; that the gathering of men in society, and
the happy men made by this gathering, is in God’s sight; that in this way, we should
regard society as the work of God himself, and the constitutive laws of social order as
part of the general and immutable laws of Creation. 111

For Le Mercier, the natural and essential order is the order in which human seeks pleasure and

avoid pain based on their sensations, and the prosperity of mankind could be also realized in

society. His “essential order” signifies the institutions indispensable for the happiness and

multiplication of society—simply put, the expansion of productions. The natural order, on the

other hand, means something evident to all humans who have reason.112

     Evidence was a key concept of physiocracy. In the Encyclopédie article « Évidence »,

Quesnay maintained that evidence is primarily related to human senses. Evidence is a clear

certainty of one’s own sensations— “a certainty so clear and so obvious by itself that the mind

cannot refuse it.”113 Evidence, as indicated by Liana Vardi, was a psychological effect for the

physiocrats, but it was also an effect of God’s Grace.114 Catherine Larrère further clarifies this

point by indicating that Quesnay combined human liberty with divine intelligence (animals were

excluded from this combination), and this was partly influenced by Malebranche’s theory—God

110 Le Mercier de la Rivière, L’ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques, t.I : 3-15.
111 Ibid., xij-xiij.
112 Ibid., 39-40, 60.
113 François Quesnay, « Évidence » (1756), dans Encyclopédie, t. VI : 146.
114 Vardi, The Physiocrats and the World of the Enlightenment, 72-8.
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guarantees the existence of objective and universal knowledge, and personal cognition based on

sensations should be consistent with this knowledge.115 A step further than Quesnay, Le Mercier

claimed that evidence is not only providential, but can withstand examinations, and evidence

after examinations could better prove to be the truth. Therefore, according to him, the natural

order rests on evidence; all men with reason can realize this evidence; at the same time, evidence

exerts irresistible influence upon human wills. The natural order is the physical order, because

nothing in nature is not physical. And the social order is only a branch of the natural order.116

Another important aspect of evidence is its legalism. Physiocracy was famous for its legal

despotism, but legal despotism was, in fact, a delicate and intricate design, aiming at the

execution of laws as positive laws, which are based on the natural order. In order to do this, Le

Mercier’s design was that laws should be discovered and carried out by specific legal

magistrates, and the whole society should be managed by a tutelary authority. In his opinion,

evidence could take effect only through a despotic way; or, the despotism of the natural order

entails a corresponding despotism in practice.117 But the physiocrats also argued that their

despotism was neither tyranny nor arbitrary despotism, which, according to Montesquieu’s

definition, is lawless. On the contrary, they advocated the despotism of law. In other words, laws

as the agent and the embodiment of the natural order were reckoned capable of bringing chaos in

society back to the natural order. Legal despotism in this sense was to make nature exercise

despotic power in society. For this reason, the form of government must conduce to legal

115 Larrère, L’Invention de l’économie au xviiie siècle, 202-4.
116 Le Mercier de la Rivière, L’ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques, t.I : 60, 96.
117 Ibid., 281.
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despotism. To achieve this goal, sovereignty should be concentrated, because the natural order

accepts only one authority at a time in a society. Therefore, the physiocrats claimed that only

hereditary monarchy is feasible; the monarch—the tutelary authority as well as the legal

despot—is thus essentially the instrument of evidence to protect security, liberty, and property.118

Therefore, for the physiocrats, evidence was a synonym of the natural order. Rather than the

truth itself, evidence was the autoregulation and the executive power of the truth. It was

descriptive, normative, and positive; it was both natural and social. To a certain extent,

physiocracy was both a criticism and a radicalization of Montesquieu’s theory. As we have

discussed in the previous chapter, Montesquieu hoped to find a way of combining physical and

moral necessities. But this combination was a political one, or a combination in the body politic,

which looked for the unfolding of nature in the moderate space set up by the balance of political

and social forces. Montesquieu refused the complete overlap between physical necessity and

moral necessity; rather, he thought that there was a tension between, for example, politics and

climate. He thus emphasized the need for understanding complexity, because abstract natural

laws could not be directly translated into positive laws. The physiocrats, however, tried their best

to produce the overlap between physical necessity and moral necessity, as well as between nature

and society. Nature was reduced to merely human sensations of pleasure and pain, but the

complexity of nature itself was extinguished—physiocracy accomplished the transformation

from nature to society. Now nature was equivalent to society and vice versa, and social contracts

became superfluous—the understanding of social laws, which was called by the physiocrats as

118 Ibid., 107-10, 278-84.
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“a new science”, replaced social contracts.

Meanwhile, as an ideology of political reform, physiocracy opposed privileges and

hierarchy. The physiocrats supported individual liberty and the primacy of property; they tried to

replace feudal privileges with the amount of property. Their legal despotism accepted neither the

balance of powers in the body politic designed by Montesquieu, nor the intermediary bodies

composed of nobilities and specific orders. Only evidence and its agent—the unified and single

will—should reign. Following this logic, they disagreed with Montesquieu’s view of China as

arbitrary despotism.119 Moreover, although they stressed the primacy of society, they did not use

the concept of sociability in the tradition of natural laws. Rather, as Larrère points out, they

proposed a surrogate for natural sociability—mutual interests within the society—to build up the

relationship between individuals and the whole.120 Through their debates with Montesquieu, they

created a new idea of society; or in Michel Foucault’s words, “the naturalness of society”, which

means the totality of society and the operation of the economy was considered to be based on

nature and autoregulative. The naturalness of society is immune to artificial intervention because

it would not have real effects. Foucault thought that this naturalness of society was the

predecessor of “civil society”.121

It is worth noting that society was conceived by the physiocrats as a system composed of

119 François Quesnay, « Le despotisme de la Chine » (1767), dans Oeuvres économiques et philosophiques de F. Quesnay,
fondeur du système physiocratique (Paris : Jules Peelman, 1888), 622-36; Le Mercier de la Rivière, L’ordre naturel et essentiel des
sociétés politiques, t.I : 265-77. On the difference between Montesquieu and Physiocracy, see Carcassonne, Montesquieu et le
problème de la constitution française au XVIIIe siècle, 311-25; Celine Spector, Montesquieu et l'émergence de l’économie
politique (Paris : Honoré Champion, 2006), 456-62; Sonenscher, Before the Deluge, 209-11.
120 Larrère, L’Invention de l’économie au xviiie siècle, 204.
121 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 349.
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rights, protecting rights, and actualizing rights. In other words, the problems caused by society

would be solved within society. But the systems of duties and rights, as well as the legal and

governing systems of the whole society are subject to the demand of the production of more

produit net. Society became a totality and absolute justice, and this totality was the despotism of

society in the name of nature—the physiocrats called it “the body social” [le corps social]. As

Edelstein indicates, physiocracy was a theory of depoliticized society. Albeit their support of

monarchy, the physiocrats did not care about the forms of government, and they were even more

or less inclined to republics.122 Monarchy and other forms of government were no more than the

agents and instruments of the body social. Politics was consequently subordinated to society and

economy.

Central to the imagination of the French monarchy of the Old Regime was “the body

politic” [le corps politique]. This metaphor pictured the whole state as a writ large human body

consisting of the king as the head and other états and corporations as mutually complementary

parts and organs—this image famously appeared on the frontispiece of Hobbes’s Leviathan. In

the eighteenth century, this image of the body was still alive in popular writings. In

l’Encyclopédie article « Discours sur l’économie politique » (1755), Rousseau had a famous

mention of the body politic: the sovereign is the head, the law is the brain, various industries are

digestive and nutritional organs, public finance is the blood, the economy is the heart, citizens

are the trunk and limbs. The whole body has a self [soi] and is a moral being.123 Overall, the

122 Edelstein, The Terror of Natural Right, 108.
123 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, « Économie ou Oeconomie » (1755), dans Encyclopédie., t.V : 338. In Du contrat social (1762),
Rousseau equalized the body politic to the sovereignty based on the general will, see Jean-Jacques Rousseau, “The Social
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king’s natural body as the rational head free from passions, and the hierarchical états of subjects

as the passionate organs, formed the immortal and providentially made “sacred body”.124

As Jeffrey Merrick reveals, the body politic, in this sense, utilized a traditional rhetoric of

order and disorder to build a naturalized politics and politicized nature within the absolute

monarchy. The body politic of absolutism was both cosmological and providential, and the

origin of its order came from God rather than the people.125 Monarchs, as the embodiments of

divine reason, held the most important role in the body politic. The physiocrats, however, shifted

reason and divinity of the body politic from the crown to evidence—a providential and natural

body social. They did not make a substantial distinction between the body politic and the body

social; sometimes it seems that they mixed them up. But, as we have shown above, Le Mercier

stressed that the body social is where nature and society were united. The health of the body

social was no longer to maintain the cooperation and balance between organs and the body;

rather, now it was to accumulate the produit net and to produce as much enjoyment [la

jouissance] as possible. Physiocracy, as Larrère remarks, emphasized work but did not praise it;

it was not an ascetic philosophy. 126

The turning point created by physiocracy was important. But we will see below that

Contract,” trans. Henry J. Tozer, in The Social Contract and the First and Second Discourses, ed. Susan Dunn (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2002), 149-254.
124 On body politics in the ancient régime, see Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political
Theology (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006[1956]), 409-37; Antoine de Baecque, The Body Politic: Corporeal
Metaphor in Revolutionary France, 1770-1800, trans. Charlotte Mandell (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 29-75;
Jeffrey Merrick, “The Body Politics of French Absolutism,” in From the Royal to the Republican Body: Incorporating the Political
in Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century France, ed. Sara E. Melzer & Kathryn Norberg (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1998), 12-32; John O’Neill, Five Bodies: Re-figuring Relationships (London: Sage Publications, 2004), 37-44.
125 Jeffrey Merrick, “The Body Politics of French Absolutism,” 13-14, 20
126 Larrère, L’Invention de l’économie au xviiie siècle, 200.
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Diderot’s antagonism towards it was not because he disagreed that society has its root in nature.

In fact, the necessity and universality of the physical laws for the physiocrats resembled some of

Diderot’s ideas, which explained why he accepted physiocracy initially.127 What Diderot

opposed was the abstractness of society as the natural and essential order, and his complicated

idea of order was incompatible with that of the physiocrats. This abstractness of the totality of

society was close to Helvétius’s utilitarianism and foreshadowed d’Holbach’s Le système

sociale.

(2) Diderot’s Criticism of Physiocracy

Several disettes since the edicts of free trade of grain in 1764 caused broad mistrust about

the policy of the physiocrats. Among the many criticisms, Abbé Galiani’s the Dialogue was a

very pungent and highly skillful one. His starting point was the economic practice rather than

theories. The role of “the knight” in the dialogue, as Galinani’s mouthpiece, claimed that he

supported free trade. But grain should not, he said, be handed over to laissez-faire, because it

was a basic need of life; profit should not be the first motivation for the grain trade, let alone it

was hard to transport and easily decayed.128 Moreover, in natural disasters, when grain prices

were too high, the government should intervene to prevent famines or riots. Galiani indicated

that it entailed a concrete physical time to transport in order to artificially create equilibrium in

127 Strugnell, Diderot’s Politics, 101. Anthony Strugnell believes that Diderot shared many of Le Mercier’s ideas, including the
natural order, sociability, evidence, etc., and Le Mercier’s book helped Diderot sort out a line from his own fragmented political
ideas. He also thinks and the Physiocratic idea of “evidence” was once supported by Diderot and abandoned only after the
latter’s journey to Russia. But, as I discuss in this chapter, there is also a more substantial discrepancy between their theories on
order, which already emerged in the debate on the grain trade, see Strugnell, Diderot’s Politics, 103-4.
128 Anonyme [Ferdinando Galiani], Dialogues sur le commerce des bleds (Londres [i.e. Paris?]: 1770), 202-11.
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the grain market. For him, the idea that unfettered Nature can achieve equilibrium was only a

metaphysical phantasy, because human beings live in limited space and time and are unable to

wait endlessly. Therefore, Galiani argued that political and economic activities must take

temporality into consideration and prepare for events and actions in a short time, and they should

not be like astrophysics that only deals with abstract movement and long epochs.129 He

eloquently assailed the abstract natural order:

No doubt, she [Nature] brings everything back into equilibrium, but we are not
interested at all in waiting for this return and this equilibrium. We are too small; in
front of her, time, space, movement is nothing. We are not able to wait. So let us not
make an alliance with nature, it would be too disproportionate. Our job here is to fight
with her. 130

According to T. J. Hochstraaser, Galiani criticized physiocracy from the standpoint of moral

economy.131 Diderot’s criticism also started from a similar point. In his unpublished the

Apologie, Diderot praised Galiani’s work as a work of genius, as he rethought the economic

mechanism in real life. His apology for Galiani altered his way of thought to more concrete

political practice.132 The Apologie was Diderot’s first important political work. Except for

attacking Morellet’s betrayal to a friend (Galiani) and the shabby style of his writing in the

Réfutation, Diderot also reckoned Morellet’s support of an unlimited free trade of grain to be

abstract and utopian without taking all possible and complex human behaviors, such as tricks,

passions, and plots, into consideration. During disettes, the automatic equilibrium of grain

imagined by physiocracy was a pure illusion, because the real situation would be that some

129 Ibid., 237-49.
130 Ibid., 235.
131 Hochstrasser, “Physiocracy and the Politics of laissez-faire”, 435.
132 Strugnell, Diderot’s Politics, 128.
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people would have sharply increased demands of food, others chose to hoard and profiteer. At

the same time, if the export of grain resulted in the rise of domestic grain price, while cultivators

had only limited amount of grain at hand, they might enjoy a short period of income rise but in

the long run, they themselves would not be able to afford the elevated food cost. Diderot also

argued for a balance between agriculture and other industries, because the manufacturing

industry could buy products of agriculture, and would boost agriculture and the total produit net

of society. Concerning Morellet’s hostility to governmental intervention in the name of the

divinity of property, Diderot thought that it was wrong because nothing was more important than

the survival of human beings. Besides, the growth of wealth of the few, as well as the

competitors between proprietors, often led to the destruction of livelihood.133 Generally

speaking, Diderot’s discontent with physiocracy and Morellet was caused by the abstractness and

utopianism of their ideology. 134

 Having experienced the antagonism between Maupeou and le Parlement, as well as the

disillusionment with Catherine II after his trip to Russia from 1773 to 1774, Diderot deepened

his understanding of both physiocracy and enlightened despotism.135 After return from Russia,

he drafted some unpublished commentaries on le Nakaz (the Instruction)—the outline of the

reform that Catherine conceived based on the theories of Montesquieu and Beccaria but was not

put into practice. Although Catherine was not interested in physiocracy and did not mention their

133 Denis Diderot, « Apologie de L'Abbé Galiani » (1770-1), dans Oeuvres politiques, ed. Paul Vernière (Paris : Gernier Frères,
1963), 84-109.
134 Strugnell, Diderot’s Politics, 124.
135 On Diderot’s suggestions about Russian reforms, and his relationship with Catherine II, see Wilson, Diderot, 507-21, 629-45;
Strugnell, Diderot’s Politics, 151-93.
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doctrines in le Nakaz, Diderot in his commentaries further criticized physiocratic theory together

with Catherine’s policies.136 The main theme of the Observations sur le Nakaz (1774) was a

Montesquieuian criticism of the utopianism of the economists and a discussion of what a good

government should be, although he admired popular sovereignty much more than Montesquieu.

In Diderot’s opinion, there are eternal and universal natural laws on which positive laws should

rest, although the automatic realization of evidence is wrong. When arguing with Morellet,

Diderot had already called into question the physiocratic idea that evidence is the best contre-

force to arbitrary despotism. In the Observation¸ Diderot contended that not everybody can

understand evidence, and their passions and interests will make them ignore evidence even if it

really exists.137 Although like d’Holbach, Diderot thought that the British constitution and its

distribution of powers were corrupted by kingship, in the Observation, he was supportive of the

Montesquieuian intermediary powers and took them to be effective as a kind of physical contre-

force and important function of monarchy. And it was even better if representation could be

supplanted by direct election that could produce a stronger contre-force.138 When Diderot

explained why the intermediary powers are useful for liberty, he wrote that “a people must either

be free, or believe that they are free”—a notion similar to Montesquieu’s psychological view of

liberty. According to the latter, when people believe they are using their wills and have security,

136 Diderot’s Observations was based on the commentary on the Nakaz by an important physiocrat, G. F. Le Trosne, see
“Introduction,” in Denis Diderot, Political Writings, trans. John Hope Mason & Robert Wokler (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992), xxvi.
137 Denis Diderot, «Observations sur le Nakaz» (1774), dans Oeuvres politiques, 358-9; Denis Diderot, “Observations on the
Instruction of the Empress of Russia to the Deputies for the Making of the Laws (1774),” trans. in Denis Diderot, Political
Writings, 92.
138 Ibid., 358-64; ibid.,91-96.
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they enjoy liberty. In the same manner, Diderot maintained that the corps intermédiaires were

like a spider web, which protected both the spider, namely the king, and the people who were

unable to see through the structure of power and regarded themselves as the owners of liberty.139

     Diderot pointed out that Le Mercier’s natural order was a utopia. Because even if it exists,

“when will such an order be discovered? Who will introduce it? How many interests will be

opposed to its establishment?”140 Both the physiocrats’ endeavor to replace privileges by

property and Maupeou’s oppression of the intermediary powers—especially, the exile of le

Parlement—were unfeasible and even unjust in France. “I regard all modem works on politics as

being like a watch made by a geometrician, which would take no account of friction, shock or

gravity.”141 The complexity of political activities and the intersections between different

domains of human actions were the primary insight of Montesquieu’s “the spirit of the laws”,

and Diderot now caught its quintessence.

Moreover, society as the totality was thought to be a self-sufficient and harmonious entity

by the physiocrats, since it was and should be the duplicate of nature. But for Diderot, the state

of society was not harmonious but a state of war—the war between the sovereign and its

subjects, as well as the war between subjects.142 Diderot was influenced by Montesquieu and

Rousseau, claiming that the state of nature was peaceful and conflicts emerged only after people

139 bid., 358; ibid.,91. On how Diderot developed his political thought following Montesquieu as an opposition to Maupeou’s
policies, see Duflo, « Peut-on lire en phillosophe sa propre actualité politique? Le dernier Diderot et l'héritage de
Montesquieu », 29-45.
140 Diderot, «Observations sur le Nakaz»,365; Diderot, “Observations on the Instruction of the Empress of Russia to the
Deputies for the Making of the Laws,” 96.
141 Ibid., 365-6; ibid., 97.
142 Ibid.,401; ibid., 123.
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entered the state of society. The state of nature and society was not identical for him. In his

slightly earlier dialogue, the Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville (1773-4), he tried to unify

nature and morality. According to him, life in Tahiti followed the law of nature; thus, it was

virtuous. Nature itself is moral: “You’re mad if you suppose there can be anything high or low in

the universe which can add to or take away from the laws of Nature. Her eternal will is that good

should be preferred to evil and the general good to the particular.”143 This virtuous nature is best

reflected in the natural desires of human beings, especially their sexual desires. Sexual desires

were taken to be subject to a general good—the increase of the population or the reproduction of

society. Paradoxically, when humans entered society and became civilized, the congruity

between nature and morality was split up. Social institutions such as religion and education are

all contrary to human biological nature. Diderot’s ideas here were not far from those of La

Mettrie, who thought that physiologically, each person’s organs may be different, but they all

have the similar sensibility and they equally pursue pleasures—this does not mean that people

are all the same, but that they are equipped with the same capacities to realize their desires. This

human nature, however, is distorted in a civilized society. Originally, all natural desires and

needs are legitimate: “Virtue and vice are all equally present in nature.”144 But society places

natural desires and needs into strife. A person now experiences a kind of psychological civil war

in the state of society.145 Most interestingly, this idea seemingly presupposed that there could

143 Denis Diderot, « Supplément au Voyage de Bougainville » (1773-4), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 225; Denis
Diderot, “Supplement to the voyage of Bougainville (1773-4).” Political Writings, 52.
144 Ibid., 243; ibid., 68.
145 Ibid., 246; ibid., 71-2.
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have been a spontaneous harmony within and between individuals and the whole in nature, but

the intervention of society undid these. In this sense, the problem of morality was transformed

into asking if individual humans as biological beings of diverse pleasures and pains could

coordinate with society as a moral being. Unlike in Rousseau’s thought, Diderot did not provide

a solution to this problem.

     As early as in 1755, in his important l’Encyclopédie article « Droit naturel », Diderot was

inclined to see the totality of society as justice: “Private wills are suspect; they may be either

good or bad. But the general will [la volonté générale] is always good. It has never been

beguiled and will never mislead.”146 For the physiocrats, absolute justice is the state of society

formed by people who want to preserve themselves. For Diderot, absolute justice is the

assembled will of human beings as one species; in other words, absolute justice comes from the

general will. It is consistent with reason and forms morality beyond individuals. Private will—

for example, one’s will to dare his or her life in order to control others’ lives—is harmful to

humans, but the general will produces a relationship of rights between the whole and each

person; therefore, individual persons should obey society.147 The totality of society is embodied

in an assembled will rather than in the body social, but there were certainly some overlaps

between Diderot’s entity of wills and the physiocratic body social at this time. Diderot claimed

that “species were in perpetual flux, the nature of natural right would not change since it would

always correspond to the general will and the common desire of the whole species.”148 He

146 Diderot, « Droit naturel » (1755), dans Encyclopédie, t. V: 116; Diderot, “Droit Naturel (1755),” In Political Writings, 19-20.
147 Ibid.,116; ibid.,21.
148 Ibid.,116; ibid., 21.
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believed that in physical nature, the whole human species as humanity, even animals, are entitled

to natural rights which will not be terminated with the change of the patterns of order. That is to

say, natural rights exist at the level of the human species rather than that of individual persons.

     But we have discussed above that order in Diderot’s mind became more and more

dynamic and temporal after Le rêve. Le Mercier’s natural and essential order, as Galiani and

Diderot criticized, was nature in immense dimension and long epochs, without paying due

attention to the concreteness and instantaneity of time. It should be added that the general will in

Diderot’s theory was also in tension with the individuality of the biologically natural and

particular human body, and this difficulty eventually triggered his criticism of Helvétius.

(3) Diderot and Helvétius

     Helvétius was one of the core members of the coterie holbachique, and he also knew

Montesquieu and Voltaire very well. Having been a fermier general, he was the protagonist in

the event of De l’esprit in 1758. Although not personally persecuted, his relationship with the

court became tense afterwards. Diderot was familiar with Helvétius; he wrote a short review of

this book soon after the publication of De l’esprit to make some slight criticisms of Helvétius’s

opinions. The latter, fearing possible persecutions in the future, did not publish his De l’homme,

which appeared only in 1774, three years after his death. In this book, Helvétius systematized

and radicalized his theory, and claimed to assume the task of defending materialism. Before its

final publication, Diderot had read the draft of De l’homme in 1773. He unhesitantly wrote a

long criticism, the Réfutation suivie de l'ouvrage d'Helvétius intitulé L’homme (1774). In this
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work, the intricacy of Diderot’s ethical thought was better revealed than in the Supplément.

     Helvétius’s theory, simply put, was a radical version of sensationism—perhaps the most

radical sensationism in the French Enlightenment—and was an exemplar of l'esprit de système.149

Based on sensationism, he constructed a theory of morality and politics.150 In De l’esprit, he

thought that matter has sensibility; all intellectual faculties, as well as ideas, come from physical

sensibility. The soul, as the fundamental sentient faculty of human beings, is different from the

more intellectual faculty, i.e., the mind[l’esprit], but these two cannot be separated from each

other.151 Judgment, usually seen as the core faculty of reason, also derives from sensibility, and

is the comparison between various sensations and the perception of all these comparisons.152

Having postulated the universality of sensibility, Helvétius argued that human behaviors are

completely driven by the pursuit of pleasure and the avoidance of pain, from which self-love

[amour de soi] is produced.153 “If the physical universe be subject to the laws of motion, the

moral universe is equally so to those of interest.”154 Helvétius did not believe that humans have

free will; they submit to the pursuit of pleasures, which gives rise to different kinds of passions.

149 John C. O’Neal, The Authority of Experience, 83-4.
150 On Helvétius’s doctrines, see Mordecai Grossman, The Philosophy of Helvétius: with Special Emphasis on the Educational
Implications of Sensationalism (New York: Teachers College, 1926), 77-158; Isaiah Berlin, “Helvétius,” in Freedom and Its
Betrayal: Six Enemies of Human Liberty (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014 [1952]), 11-27; Irving Louis Horowitz,
Claude Helvétius: Philosopher of Democracy and Enlightenment (New York: Paine-Whitman, 1954); Wade, The Structure and
Form of the French Enlightenment, 2: 262-97; O’Neal, The Authority of Experience, 83-101; Sonenscher, Before the Deluge, 266-
81; Jean-Claude Bourdin, «Helvétius, l’idée d’une science de l’homme et la politique », dans Matérialime Français du XVIIIème

Siècle (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2007), 167-92.
151 Claude Adrien Helvétius, « De l’homme, de ses facultés intellectuelles, et de son éducation » (1774), dans Oeuvres
complètes d’Helvétius (Paris: P. Didot L’Aîné, 1795), t. VII : 177; Claude Adrien Helvétius, A Treatise on Man, His Intellectual
Faculties, and His Education, trans. W. Hooper (London: B. Law & G. Robinson, 1777), v.1 : 105.
152 Claude Adrien Helvétius, « De l’Esprit » (1758), dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t.I : 210-1; Claude Adrien Helvétius, De
L’Esprit; or, Essays on the Mind and its Several Faculties, trans. William Mudford (London: M. Jones, 1807), 8-9.
153 Helvétius’s annihilated the distinction made by Rousseau between amour de soi and amour-propre, see Jean Bloch,
“Rousseau and Helvétius on Innate and Acquired Traits: The Final Stages of the Rousseau-Helvétius Controversy,” Journal of the
History of Ideas, 40/1 (1979), 33-4.
154 Ibid., t.II: 21-2; ibid., 42.
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Passions lead to desires and desires produce mental abilities. For him, passions could be divided

into natural passions and social (or artificial) passions. Natural passions are made by corporeal

pleasures and pains, and artificial passions are metamorphoses of natural passions. Since

mankind entered society, “the words good and evil, formed to express the natural sensations of

pleasure and pain we receive from external objects, will generally extend to everything that can

procure, increase, or diminish, either of these sensations.”155 The love of pleasure induced by

natural sensibility coming together with the values encouraged by different forms of government

brings about artificial passions, such as ambition, glory, and avarice. “Passions are in the moral

what motion is in the natural world.”156 From pleasure and pain to self-love, and post hoc human

passions and actions, Helvétius reduced all human actions and moral values to physical

sensibility. Hence, he thought that he discovered the most concise principle of all: “corporeal

pains and pleasures are the unknown principles of all human actions.”157

For Helvétius, sensibility and passions are the basis of human activities. The individual

differentiation within people derives from the diverse uses of sensibility and passions. He

maintained that the distinctions between accomplishments of great and mediocre people are

mainly caused by their strong or weak passions in pursuit of glory. The stronger their passions,

the higher their concern over their interests, the more likely they are to engage intense attention.

According to him, attention consists of repeated impressions on the mind. A high level of

attention and industriousness can make geniuses. Therefore, geniuses are not the products of

155 Ibid., t. IV: 44-5; ibid.,250.
156 Ibid., t. III: 263; ibid.,229.
157 Helvétius, « De l’homme », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t.VII : 204; Helvétius, A Treatise on Man, v.1 : 120.
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human organisations or physiological constitutions. Rather, geniuses are born from education

because it can utilize human passions.158 The inborn intellectual capacities between different

persons are equal; disparities emerge from unequal education and circumstances. If the

conditions of education could be controlled and forged into the same, and the influences of social

status, living environment and so on are excluded, then everyone’s passions could be aroused

and their attention could be strengthened, and they thereby become geniuses. Similarly, virtues

could also be made from education.159 Human behaviors and abilities are thus determined by

their education and environment.

     Helvétius blamed moralists for their criticism of human nature as evil. For him, seeking

private interests is an inherent component of humanity; the crucial problem is how to make

private interests consistent with the general interest and public welfare. Were there no private

interests, one would not be able to associate with others, and the purpose of the association of

individuals is to protect and realize their personal interests. Virtue was thus defined as the

congruity between the private and the general interest:

“The virtuous man is not then he who sacrifices his pleasures, habits, and strongest
passions, to the public welfare, since it is impossible that such a man should exist; but he
whose strongest passion is so conformable to the general interest, that he is almost
constantly necessitated to be virtuous.”160

The private interest would be smoothly turned into a virtue as long as it corresponds with the

158 Darrin McMahon thinks that Helvétius’s thought of genius belonged to the trend of demystifying geniuses, subjecting them
to rational explanations, and advocating human equality, see Darrin M. McMahon, Divine Fury: A History of Genius (New York:
Basic Books, 2013), 79-82.
159 Helvétius, « De l’Esprit », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t.III : 163-247, t. IV : 10-15; Helvétius, De L’Esprit; or, Essays
on the Mind and its Several Faculties, 195-223, 336-8. Helvétius, « De l’homme », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t.VII : 24-
160, 187-218, t.VIII :15-52; Helvétius, A Treatise on Man, v.1, 2-93, 153-1;77,254-76.
160 Helvétius, « De l’Esprit », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t. IV : 152-3 ; Helvétius, De L’Esprit, 289.
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general interest. The general interest, although logically posterior to private interests, morally

overpowered individuals. It was both natural and social, corporeal and moral, and this

indivisibility—the essence of virtue—was the core of Helvétius’s theory, which could and

should be shaped by education. The forms of government and legislation are also closely related

to public education because it could create a virtuous society.

In a similar vein, Helvétius made a significant change to the idea of sociability in the

natural law tradition. This tradition, as we have discussed in Chapter Two, usually recognized

the existence of absolute justice, and took the innate social capability of human beings as the

kernel. Pufendorf postulated that self-preservation is the sine qua non of sociability;

Montesquieu took sociability to be human “desire of society”; and Diderot’s sociability, on the

other hand, was both innate and utilitarian.161 But Helvétius, resolutely starting from empiricism

and sensationism, held that sociability is not innate moral sense, but a derivative from physical

sensibility and a by-product of self-love that specifically points to the desire of self-

preservation.162 The psychological dimension of this desire is to seek pleasure. Meanwhile,

eternal and a priori justice does not exist, nor does innate justice in the human mind. Justice is

produced by positive laws and comes from sensibility and private interests.163 It is plain that

Helvétius’s ideas were very close to those of La Mettrie on conventional justice and physical

pleasure and pain.164 Behind this similarity, there was the shared influence of Epicureanism. As

161 Proust, Diderot et l’Encyclopédie, 409-10.
162 Ibid., 223-33; ibid., 132-6.
163 Helvétius, « De l’Esprit », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t.III : 218; Helvétius, De L’Esprit; or, Essays on the Mind and its
Several Faculties, 213. Helvétius, « De l’homme », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t. VIII : 253-4; Helvétius, A Treatise on
Man, 250-1, 295.
164 On La Mettrie’s possible influence on Helvétius, see Grossman, The Philosophy of Helvétius, 81-2.
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Pierre Force indicates, Helvétius’s philosophy liberated itself from the Augustinian and Jansenist

amour-propre through the essentially Epicurean way of valuing self-interest.165 Different from

Mandeville’s “private vice, public benefit”, the highly individualistic and Epicurean pursuit of

pleasure was suddenly changed by Helvétius into the foundation of publicity. This finesse

entirely broke way with the Augustinian view of the depraved human nature and was also

different from the physiocratic providentialism; rather, it was completely built on sensations of

individual biological body. Sensibility was the axis of the formation of the body social for him as

much as it was the core of the corporeal individuality for Diderot. In a simple but effective way,

Helvétius’s theory realized the unity between nature and morality that Diderot looked for in

Supplément and that the physiocrats tried to actualize in “evidence”. In this sense, Helvétius,

through making self-interest requisite for virtues, did present a defense of materialism against the

censure of immoralism.

     Through the unity between the general interest and the private interest, Helvétius thought

that his theory successfully replaced Montesquieu’s intricate and unclear l’esprit des lois,

although Montesquieu was reckoned a genius and a secret competitor by him. For Helvétius,

Montesquieu did not understand that under any form of government, people are all driven by the

desire of power rather than what Montesquieu called the principles of governments. The key

action under all forms of government is to please those in power.166 The pursuit of power is just

165 Pierre Force, “Helvétius as an Epicurean Political Theorist,” in Epicurus in the Enlightenment, ed. Neven Leddy & Avi S.
Lifschitz (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 2009),108-10. The Church was not particularly inimical to sensationism, and theologians
became more vigilant to it only after it became more and more materialized. On the other hand, Helvétius’s system was not in
conflict with the Jansenist thought on the relationship between amour-propre and society. But he took self-love as a virtue, and
it was not acceptable by the Jansenists, see Smith, Helvétius, 103-25.
166 Helvétius, « De l’homme », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t. VIII : 271-7; Helvétius, A Treatise on Man, v.1: 304-8.
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a variant of the pursuit of interest, which could bring pleasure and lessen pain. It could also

shape virtuous citizens, but the prerequisite is a specific polity, i.e., the popular government,

because this polity wards off the danger that all powers are monopolized by one person or by a

small group of people. In the popular government, people are the owners of powers:

In this state...The nation is then the despot. What does it require? The happiness of the
greatest number. By what means is its favor to be attained? By services [one] rendered it.
Therefore, every action conformable to the interest of the greatest number is just and
[vir]tuous: consequently, the love of power, the motive principle of the inhabitants, must
compel them to the love of justice and of talents.167

In terms of this theory, only where power belongs to the majority of people, the differentiation

between groups of interests could be minimized and the imperative interests of the majority

could take shape; legislation can be led in this direction. Religious, despotic, and aristocratic

governments cannot bring real public utility. Consequently, Helvétius’s science of man became

the science of legislation and education, which he believed to be omnipotent.168 For him, through

education and laws, people can equally achieve happiness.169

     Helvétius’s thought constituted a very systematic and cogent social and political theory. He

started from individual biological needs and psychology, combined the mechanisms of the

physical world and the social world, and established a strong egalitarian theory that rested on the

equality of human intellectual abilities and aimed for the general interest of society. Individual

physiological bodies were in this way linked to the body social through sensibility. His theory

was a radical reform agenda in the French Enlightenment. Although personal happiness was his

167 Ibid.,277; ibid., 308.
168 Sophie Audidière, « Philosophie moniste de l’intéret et reforme politique chez Helvétius », dans Matérialisme Français du
XVIIIème Siècle: La Mettrie, Helvétius, d’Holbach. Sous la direction de Sophie Audidière et al. (Paris: Presses Universitaires de
France, 2006): 164-5; Berlin, “Helvétius,” in Freedom and Its Betrayal, 22.
169 Helvétius, « De l’homme », dans Oeuvres complètes d’Helvétius, t. X : 209-11; Helvétius, A Treatise on Man, v.2: 199.
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starting point, the happiness of the greatest amount of population was set as the standard of the

well-being of the body social; consequently, even the form of government needed to adjust to the

body social. On the other hand, education could change individual persons by changing their

sensations and desires. As a result, private interests does not converge into the general interest by

spontaneous harmony; conversely, it is the general interest that dictates to private interests.170 As

Isaiah Berlin worries about, Helvétius’s utilitarianism had the potential of becoming the

totalitarian social engineering. Within the social world, individuals would become the subjects to

be gauged, regulated and corrected by the general interest.171 A diagram of the mechanism of

standard production of individuals ordered by the body social was thus drawn up.

     Diderot could not have been inexperienced in this idea that sensibility could combine

different individuals into a whole, and for a time he drew himself very close to it. But, his

criticism of sensationism, his “organs without the body”, his emphasis upon l’organisation, his

understanding of the tension between the totality and individuals—all these made Helvétius a

significant intellectual adversary for him. As early as in 1758, in Diderot’s short review of De

l’esprit, he already singled out several mistakes of Helvétius. According to him, Helvétius built

every activity of the mind on sensibility and even made judgment part of sensibility; these would

blur the boundary between humans and animals. At the same time, Helvétius’s notion of interest

also distorted the immutability of justice. Besides, taking all human passions as the result of

corporeal pleasure was a misunderstanding of human psychology, because values like glory refer

170 Bourdin, « Helvétius, l’idée d’une science de l’homme et la politique », in Matérialisme Français du XVIIIème Siècle, 184-5.
171 Berlin, “Helvétius,” in Freedom and Its Betrayal, 24-7.
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to other qualities than physical pleasure. More importantly, Diderot held that differences between

persons are based on the diversity of organisations, and slight divergence could bring about the

distinction between geniuses and idiots. Therefore, Diderot regarded Helvétius’s educational

theory to be wrong.172 In 1774, after having read De l’homme, Diderot could not help writing a

comprehensive critique, which intermittently appeared in La Correspondance littéraire from

1783 to 1786. This Réfutation de L'Homme was a pivotal text of Diderot’s later moral and

political thought.

     He admitted that De l’homme was a better book than De l’esprit, but many of its

conclusions were too extreme.173 The major problems were Helvétius’s overuse of sensibility, as

well as the presupposed omnipotence of education. Diderot stepped back from his earlier

standpoint that everything has sensibility. He now reckoned this idea to be merely a supposition.

Now, for him, inert matter does not have sensibility, and how matter eventually gains sensibility

was not clear. This denial of his own earlier points instead highlighted the importance of the

physical organisation. Helvétius’s opinion was that the diversity of human beings caused by

their differences in organisation would not affect human minds; different people have similar

cognition of the same objects. For Diderot, however, sensibility itself was a complicated

phenomenon. Apart from sensibility in all parts of the body, the diaphragm was considered to be

the nucleus of sensing pleasure and pain, which could mold different personalities and make

people react with different passions to different objects. In this sense, sensibility is an attribute of

172 Denis Diderot, « Réflexions sur le livre De l’esprit » (1758), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.II : 267-73.
173 Diderot, « Réfutation suivie de l’ouvrage d’Helvétius intitulé l’Homme», dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 358.
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the organic body. When every person has their own physical constitutions, their sensations of

objects will thereby be diversified, which results in the situation that certain virtues are liked by

some people but loathed by others. Therefore, each person reacts uniquely to the morale

universelle.174 Diderot rejected Helvétius’s idea that geniuses could be produced within a

controlled environment and equalized education. On the contrary, the outstanding characters of

geniuses are made by the uniqueness of their physiology. Although, as Helvétius said, human

beings are born without ideas, they do have a kind of disposition from which talents can derive.

For example, some people have very good memories, but the faculty of memory also varies

greatly in human species. Even if environmental conditions are the same, geniuses could not be

equally brought up, because their organisations are not the same.175 Geniuses are not essentially

different from monsters; they are the singular individuals created by the uniqueness of their

organisations, and continuously break away from the network of totality woven by sensibility.

Although not fully developed, Diderot’s denial of universal sensibility in the Réfutation de

L’Homme returned to his argument for the heterogeneity of the universe in an even more radical

way.

In the same vein, Diderot refuted Helvétius’s taking pleasure and pain as the sole cause

of all human actions. For Diderot, they are the primary but not the only motivations of human

actions. Pleasure and pain could be reasonably regarded as the causes of animal behaviors, but

the difference between animals and humans is that the latter has morality that corresponds to

174 Ibid., 301-3, 337-8, 365-8. On Diderot’s idea of the morale universelle, see Stugnell, Diderot’s Politics, 18-23; Stenger, Nature
et liberté chez Diderot, 245-54.
175 Diderot, « Réfutation de L’Homme », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 284, 369.
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reason: “Is not the distinction between the physical and the moral as solid as the difference

between an animal which feels and an animal which reasons?”176 As we have shown, Diderot

objected to the sensationist idea that reason and judgment originate from sensibility; the chain

from physical sensibility to pleasure, to attention, and ultimately to judgment in their thought

was an arbitrary conception for him. He contended that Helvétius ignored the key function of the

brain: humans are better than animals not because human sensations are especially sensitive

(animals usually have more acute senses), but because their brains are more advanced—reason

or understanding towers above other senses.177 Through reason and reflection, human beings

could find the preexistent idea of justice, although different dispositions are not unanimously

sensitive to justice. Justice is not the product of positive laws; otherwise, it would be impossible

for people to achieve agreement when making positive laws. Therefore, there must be at least a

primitive law before positive laws— “Don’t do to others what you do not want others to do to

you.”178 This kind of view on justice and sociability had already been present in « Droit naturel »

and his Lettre à Landois (1756).179 Because of his objection to universal sensibility, the later

Diderot did not completely support the idea that sociability derives from self-love. He now was

more disposed to the universal justice that is taken to be above specific societies, regardless of

whether this justice originates from innate moral sense or from conscience based on reason.

Clearly, Diderot oscillated between the utilitarian sociability and the innate sociability, or in

176 Diderot, « Réfutation de L’Homme », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t. II : 303.
177 Ibid., 300, 323.
178 « Ne fais point à autrui ce que tu ne veux pas qu’on te fasse », ibid., 396-7.
179 Stenger, Nature et liberté chez Diderot, 246-9.
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other words, between the Epicurean and the Stoic views on pleasure and happiness.

This oscillation could explain why in his last important work, the Essai sur la vie de

Senèque (1778) as well as its enlarged edition the Essai sur les règnes de Claude et de Néron

(1782), Diderot chose Seneca as the conclusion of his moral and ethical thought. This book was

supposed to be the preface to a new French translation of Seneca’s works at the request of

d’Holbach and Naigeon. But after the Essai sur Senèque was attacked by enemies, he changed it

into a self-defense of his own career and thought. Seneca, who served as a high officer in a

despot’s court and was forced to commit suicide, and his Stoic, and even more eclectic ideas on

virtues, made the post-Catherine Diderot feel empathic. He acknowledged that when he was

younger, he did not value Seneca enough and should have read him earlier. By this time, Seneca

had been long forgotten and was waiting for him to rescue from oblivion.180 But more

importantly, in this Essai, he tried to defend the philosophes and l’Encyclopédie, justify his

relationship with Catherine the “tyrant”, and vindicate his role in the rupture of his friendship

with Rousseau.181 This apologia mentioned La Mettrie, the notorious materialist who died almost

thirty years ago. La Mettrie’s Anti-Sénèque, because of the pertinence of the subject, and even

more because of the similarity of Diderot’s own theory to La Mettrie’s, bothered Diderot and

prompted him to draw a line.182 As a result, he started an attack on the late Mr. Machine. He

180 Denis Diderot, Essai sur la vie et les écrits de Séneque (Tours: Létourmi le jeune, 1778), 12; Denis Diderot, « Essai sur les
règnes de Claude et de Néron » (1782), dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.III : 371.
181 Wilson, Diderot, 692-3.
182 On the relationship between La Mattrie’s and Diderot’s thought, see Aram Vartanian, “Diderot and La Mettrie Revisited: An
Intertextual Encounter,” Diderot Studies, vol. 21 (1983), 155-97. Vartanian indicates that besides that fact that Diderot’s name
was linked with La Mettrie since the condemnation in 1746, La Mettrie, like LUI in Le Neveu de Rameau, probably hung over as
an alter ego for Diderot, which he always argued with and tried to escape from, see ibid., 193-6.
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castigated La Mettrie for undermining the reputation of the philosophes, and thus his ill-fame

was well deserved, while the philosophes were virtuous and respectable. Moreover, he claimed

that La Mettrie did not understand Seneca at all: “[he] did not write even one good line” in Anti-

Séneque, and did not have real understanding of “the root of all virtues”— “[La Mettrie]

pronounced here that man is perverse by his nature and made the nature of beings as the rule of

their duties and the source of their happiness.”183 La Mettrie’s naturalism was hence reckoned to

be harmful to legislation, education, and public order. Diderot here returned to Montesquieu’s

standpoint, i.e., the refusal of the complete overlap between physical and morality nature,

although they are all based on necessity.184

In Diderot’s l’Encyclopédie article « Stoicisme », he already made a defense of Stoicism,

and his naturalism was close to Stoic cosmology if not their theology. For example, they shared

certain analogous understanding about the unity of the universe, and they were all determinists—

“It is not difficult to conclude that…the Stoics were materialists, fatalists and strictly speaking,

atheist.”185 Stoicism, as we have studied in the previous chapter, also argued for natural

sociability; behind it, there was a strong holistic presupposition that always lured Diderot.

Concerning Stoic ethics, he thought that its core was the consistency between happiness and

virtue, between virtue and nature, between nature and justice; that is to say, the moral values of

the good and the bad were inherent in nature. But the good and the bad, in Diderot’s

183 Diderot, « Essai sur les règnes de Claude et de Néron », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.III : 217-9.
184 On Diderot’s subtle attitude towards Anti-Sénèque and his probable indebtedness on the problem of morality to La Mettrie,
see Caroline Jacot Grapa, « Un matérialisme clivé. Autour de Sénèque (Diderot et La Mettrie) », dans Matérialisme(s) en France
au XVIIIe siècle, 115-31.
185 Denis Diderot (attributed), « Stoicisme » (1765), dans Encyclopédie, t. XV: 528.
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interpretation, were determined by utility, i.e., a thing or an action is useful [utile] or not. And

“usefulness consists in conforming to the end of the totality, of which one is a part.”186 Through

this Stoic and holistic explanation of the relationship between the whole and its parts, he built

morality on a basis distinct from the sensationist approach, although this stance would be

undercut by his Le rêve and other later works.

He accepted some parts of Stoic philosophy but doubted about others, just as he never

abandoned “the general will” but refused the utilitarian totality—society. In the Essai sur Claude

et Néron, he thought that Seneca had discovered the foundation of morality: “There is only one

duty—to be happy. There is only one virtue—justice.” In the Eléments de physiologie, he used

the same expression as the conclusion of the whole book.187 Undoubtedly, this notion was key to

his moral philosophy. His idea of justice was Stoic, as he tried to unify happiness and duty;

happiness, for him, was the Stoic obedience to laws of nature. Nonetheless, regarding what

nature is, he diverged from Seneca. Although he criticized La Mettrie’s anti-Stoicism, his own

criticism of Stoicism was not far from La Mettrie’s. According to Diderot, Seneca’s thought that

nature shapes us towards virtue and that virtue is deeply rooted in physical and human nature

was a prejudice and a presupposition in conflict with reality. Stoicism was a philosophy against

the grain—the Stoics chased after virtues, but compared with the Epicurean pursuit of pleasure,

Stoic ethics was too harsh for human beings. Stoicism struggled to abate pain but not to increase

pleasure, and thus was not a humane theory. Even worse, they had surreptitious jealousy of

186 Ibid., 530.
187 Diderot, « Essai sur les règnes de Claude et de Néron », dans Oeuvres complètes de Diderot, t.III : 312; Diderot, Éléments de
physiologie, 362.
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happiness in this world. Moreover, Stoicism was a callous philosophy, apathie advocated by

them was an attitude indifferent to human suffering.188 Epicureanism, on the other hand,

provoked hostility because of their use of the word volupté, just like the outcome of Helvétius’s

use of the word “interest”. But Epicureanism was in fact a philosophy about virtues.189 Diderot

inverted the traditional view that Epicureanism was a philosophy of individualism and Stoicism

was that of sociability. On the contrary, he praised the former of having the virtue of the homme

du monde, while the latter was nothing less than monasticism. For him, these two could have

been reconciled.190 This reconciliation could be an outline of Diderot’s moral thought: the

individual pursuit of pleasure is not the only element of human nature, and being a virtuous man

is also not the only duty for human beings. “It seems to me that, in nature, the body is the tyrant

of the soul through unbridled passions and incessantly renascent needs, and that on the contrary,

in the state of society, it is neither the slave nor the tyrant of the other. They are two connected

things which command and obey each other.”191

3. Conclusion

As the organs without the body social, how could individual persons be able to establish a

relationship with society like the body social without organs? This question did not receive a

clear answer in Diderot’s thoughts. His naturalism started from questioning individuality,

188 Ibid., 239, 288.
189 Ibid., 317.
190 Ibid., 221, 315.
191 Ibid.,316.
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advanced towards favoring the existence of individual bodies, and ended with advocating the

universal existence of individuals on various scales. In moral and political domains, he strived

for the preservation of the uniqueness of discrete human beings, which constituted resistance to

the emerging form of the body—the body social. He formulated a Montesquieuian moderate

political regime in the Observations sur le Nakaz, but with the disillusionment with French

politics in his later years, he became more radical. He stood for rejecting the actions of arbitrary

power in the name of public utility, praised the American Revolution, and argued for the

legitimacy of revolution, because the tranquility caused by despotism was no longer tolerable for

him.192 His thought oscillated between order and disorder, between nature and society, between

totality and individuality. Diderot, the creator and resister of Rameau’s nephew, wrestled with

these antitheses; he was the embodiment of these paradoxes, and it was hard for him to find his

foothold, just as he held a paradoxical attitude to La Mettrie. His theory of human body and mind

was close to La Mettrie’s; the latter’s notion of individuality, which was based on organisation

of the body, was fully developed in Diderot’s thought. But he loathed La Mettrie’s moral

philosophy, tried to distance himself from Mr. Machine, and formed his theory of morality

through the combination of Stoicism and Epicureanism.

On the other hand, Montesquieu’s effort to discover l l’esprit des loix from the sciences of

the physical and the social worlds was to a certain extent “accomplished” by the physiocrats and

Helvétius, but the tension between physical and moral causes in Montesquieu’s theory

completely vanished in them; the social order was now the duplicate of the natural order. Diderot

192 Denis Diderot, “Extracts from the Histoire des Deux Indes,” in Political Writings, 190.
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was continuously attracted by this prospect, but the complexity of his thought made him vigilant

about its consequences. As Lester Crocker indicates, Diderot’s dilemma lay in the situation that

“seen one way, morality is a necessary, justifiable human order, a structure imposed on the

disorderly energy of natural impulse. Seen another way, it is a disordering of the natural

order.”193 Diderot was a representative of the inherent dilemma of the idea of nature in eighteen-

century French materialism. On the one hand, it attempted to liberate human nature from

religious morality and to build a secular order upon nature. On the other hand, this secular order

simultaneously confronted two risks: if overemphasizing the uniqueness of the corporeal

organisation, there would hardly be moral bonds in society; if physical nature and society were

calibrated to be consistent, human beings would fall in the danger of being reduced to machines

of sensibility and becoming the appendages to society. No ideal balance could be found for

Diderot; d’Holbach, whom Diderot appreciated very much, would provide a different blueprint.

Although in line with Diderot’s materialistic metaphysics, d‘Holbach subscribed to

Helvétius’s sensationism and utilitarianism, which resulted in the undermined importance of

individuality in his theory and the emergence of the imagery of social network consisting of

personal interests. Like in Helvétius’s thought, sociability of enlightened interest was conceived,

in which society, or the body social, attained the precedence over the body politic, and the

distance and tension between physical and moral nature insisted by Montesquieu and Diderot

were annihilated. If Diderot oscillated between the Epicurean concept of happiness and the Stoic

concept of virtues, stood against the oversimplification of sensationism, and eventually held to a

193 Lester G. Crocker, Diderot’s Chaotic Order: Approach to Synthesis (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1974), 156.
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deterministic humanism, d’Holbach, after having grafted a moralized version of Epicureanism to

sensationism, created a new theology of society—the birth of the système social. In this system,

the bodily happiness of individuals would be scrutinized by the happiness of the body social.

This will be discussed in the conclusion of this thesis.
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Conclusion and

D’Holbach’s Resolution

 In the preceding chapters, we have discussed various approaches of referring to

materialism within the French Enlightenment. The three thinkers in discussion are usually not

juxtaposed in the same group, because their theories on politics and ethics were at odds.1

Embodying deviance from Cartesianism and blending the heritage of seventeenth-century

Epicurean, Spinozist, and libertine traditions, La Mettrie forged a monistic and deterministic

natural philosophy based on the principle of the motion of matter, and a hedonistic individualism

based on people’s diverse organisations of the body. Montesquieu, who advocated monarchy

(albeit not absolutism) and the existence of the soul, is usually considered to be a politically

moderate, even conservative philosophe and had nothing to do with the radical tenets of

materialism. But as we have shown, if not a materialist per se, Montesquieu nonetheless partook

of materialist thought in his “rigid Cartesianism” and attempted to strike a balance between the

necessity of the physical nature and the necessity of the moral nature. In other words,

Montesquieu sought to graft the necessity of physical laws to morality and to find an overarching

mechanism capable of combining and balancing le corps climatique and le corps moral within a

moderate body politic. His plan was thus to sublate rather than abandon the materialist ideas of

motion and matter. Diderot, whose sources were more comprehensive and eclectic, cast the

1 An exception is Callot’s book La philosophie de la vie au XVIIIe siècle, in which all the three authors are studied in terms of
their thought on life and the body, although in what way an innate nexus could be established among them is not revealed by
the author.
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nexus between individuals and the social order into doubt when he conceived of physical nature

as the single root of society and morality; but despite that doubt, he maintained atheism, fatalism,

and determinism were still the essence of both nature and morality. To a certain extent, Diderot

was the heir of both La Mettrie and Montesquieu. He explored the possibility and illusion of

embedding social morality in physical nature, and eventually tended towards La Mettrie’s

hedonistic individualism. But he also kept a distance from the sensationist determinism already

latent in La Mettrie’s thought, which would later be transformed into the foundation of le corps

social. Concerning political and social issues, Diderot maintained a similar stance to that of

Montesquieu.

     Rather than being homogeneous and unified, the overall picture of materialist thought in

the French Enlightenment was thus woven by crisscrossed threads of polemical discourses. One

important thread was a primary division between the sensationists and the physiologists.2 The

materialist sensationists were mostly reductionists who clung to the principle of pleasure and

pain and often ignored the more complex physical mechanisms of the human body. The

materialist physiologists, on the contrary, were those who saw the body usually from a medical

perspective and examined pleasure and pain from a more detailed analysis of the corporeal

composition and motion of human beings. Simply put, the keyword of the former was sensibility,

2 John O’Neal has made a distinction between the sensationists and the materialists, and deliberately listed a bunch of
differences between these two groups. According to him, the sensationist epistemology was rooted in the senses, while the
materialist one rooted in matter; one prioritized sensation itself, the other prioritized the sensory mechanism; one was basically
dualistic, the other was monistic. He also has realized that there was overlap between these two groups—Helvétius was the
best instance, and thinks materialism extended and radicalized sensationism, , see John C. O’Neal, “Materialism’s Extension of
Sensationist Principles”, in The Authority of Experience, 198-223. I think O’Neal’s distinction could also be applied to materialists
themselves and will explain this point right away.
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while that of the latter was organization. Among the major thinkers discussed in this thesis, La

Mettrie blazed the trails for both sides but was mostly a physiologist; Diderot was more of a

physiologist, while Helvétius was a forthright materialist sensationist. As we will see soon,

d’Holbach was both a physiologist and a senstionist. Montesquieu was a physiologist, but not a

materialist—his analysis of how the body operates was extended to the body politic. The

physiocrats were both sensationists and physiologists (especially Quesnay), but not in the

materialist sense because of their providential view of nature. The significance of this distinction

relates to two kinds of anthropologies. To the physiologists, the feeling of pleasure or pain was

embedded in the corporeal constitution of each person, and consequently individually specific.

To the sensationists, however, pleasure and pain were common to all people and they have a

similar extent of sensibility. In other words, the physiologists argued for the heterogeneity of

human beings while the sensationists argued for their homogeneity.

     Another thread was the attitudes towards the natural law tradition. As Thomson has

noticed, materialists held different views towards natural law—La Mettrie and Helvétius were its

opponents, while Diderot and d’Holbach were its supporters.3 Apart from the arguably

equivocal standpoint of d’Holbach, this division is well-grounded. The basic divergence between

them lay in the clashing understanding of what constitutes the primary human motivation—self-

interest or sociability. This division, according to Peter Schröder, was partly the heritage of

Pufendorf’s reconciliation between self-interest and sociability, which was later used by the

3 Ann Thomson, “French Eighteenth-Century Materialists and Natural Law”, History of European Ideas, 42/2 (2016), 253-4.
Crocker, however, opposed La Mettrie and d’Holbach to those argued for absolute justice, see Crocker, Nature and Culture, 191-
4.
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encyclopédistes to balance Mandeville’s self-interest and Shaftesbury’s sociability.4 But as I

have shown, the materialist concept of self-interest was essentially sensationist rather than

theological, and it was based on the idea of sensibility. At the same time, the idea of sociability,

as we have seen in the examples of Montesquieu and Diderot, also went through an alteration

from Christianity to Stoicism and eventually, Epicureanism. Self-interest and sociability led to

two different ways of conceiving of the institution of human society—the antagonists of natural

law endorsed conventionalism, but the protagonists underlined the primordiality of justice.

     The third thread arose from the distinction between the pros and the cons of the natural law

tradition—the opposition between the Epicureans and the Stoics. Pierre Force maintains that the

Enlightenment idea of self-interest belonged to the Augustinian/Epicurean genealogy, which

related human pursuit of pleasure to their fallen nature and opposed to the Stoic idea of virtue,

justice, and sociability.5 According to this division, La Mettrie and Helvétius were adamant

Epicureans; Montesquieu should be taken as a Stoic; Diderot was more Stoic than was

d’Holbach. This dichotomy, however, conceals the phenomenon of Epicurean Stoicism noticed

by Thomas Kavanagh.6 Both Diderot and d’Holbach opposed the Stoic asceticism and opted for

the more pleasant philosophy of Epicureanism, but they also supported the Stoic idea of virtue

4 Peter Schröder, “Natural Law and Enlightenment in France and Scotland—A Comparative Perspective,” in Early Modern
Natural Law Theories: Contexts and Strategies in the Early Enlightenment, ed. T. J. Hochstrasser & Peter Schröder (Dordrecht &
London: Springer, 2011), 297-303.
5 Pierre Force, Self-Interest before Adam Smith: A Genealogy of Economic Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), 48-90. Concerning the formation and the development of the Augustinian-Epicurean tradition, see Robertson, The Case
for the Enlightenment, 32-3, 94-146, 201-324. Force, following the long recognized idea that Mandeville was an important
influence on Montesquieu, sorted Montesquieu into the Augustinian-Epicurean tradition—“because of its combination of moral
pessimism and upbeat assessment of the beneficial consequences of vice”, see ibid., 152; Richter, “Introduction,” in The Political
Theory of Montesquieu, 43-5. Although praising Mandeville’s idea about luxury and commerce, Montesquieu criticized
Epicureanism and was an ardent disciple of Stoicism. This classification is thus in need of reconsideration.
6 Kavanagh, Enlightened Pleasures, 3-4.
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and sociability. Among these two types of materialists, there also existed different approaches

between natural sociability and sociability of interest, or in Crocker’s opinion, differences

between the approaches of virtue-happiness and enlightened self-interest.7 All these differences

and polemics lying within the materialist thought of the French Enlightenment reflect the tension

in their understanding of what nature is and how it relates to humanity and society. But one

possibility of dissolving the tension could be found in d’Holbach’s writings.

D’Holbach’s Resolution

In 1770, an important book, Baron d’Holbach’s Système de la nature was published by the

pseudonym of Jean-Baptiste Mirabaud, and it triggered great hostility and condemnation. Paul-

Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach (1723-1789), known as “the Baron”, was ten years younger than

Diderot and was the latter’s close friend. Of German origin and naturalized in France, he was a

rich man, a tireless translator of philosophical and scientific works (including some books by

Thomas Hobbes and John Toland) from English and German into French, and an extremely

industrious moralist and propagandist of atheism and materialism. Jacques-Henri Meister—

Grimm’s successor as the editor of La Correspondance littéraire—wrote that “I hardly met a

man more learned and more universally erudite than Mr. d’Holbach. I never saw anyone like him

who has such little ambition, even such little desire of appearing so.”8 He was also the axis of a

group of philosophes known as the coterie Holbachique—an important intellectual nexus in

7 According to Crocker, the approach of virtue-happiness stressed that virtuous act can itself bring happy feelings, but the
approach of enlightened self-interest rejected this innate happiness, see Crocker, Nature and Culture, 265-7.
8 Grimm[Jacques-Henri Meister], « Mars 1789 », Correspondance littéraire, t.XIV, 286.
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France and Europe in the second half of the eighteenth century. In addition to Diderot’s

generation, the Baron’s salon hosted younger philosophes, as well as famous foreigners very

generously—the name list includes David Hume, Adam Smith, Benjamin Franklin, Marquis de

Condorcet and others, although about fifteenth of them were the core members, such as

Helvétius, abbé Morellet and an important collaborator of Diderot and d’Holbach—Jacques-

André Naigeon9 “His house brought together the most outstanding French men of letters”, and

d’Holbach’s salon was also dubbed as le café de l’Europe.10 Although d’Holbach’s coterie, as

Alan Kors pointed out, was not a backroom of atheists, he himself was indubitably a powerhouse

of the production of anti-religious thought, as much as the Système de la nature was the most

systematic elucidation of materialistic philosophy in the eighteenth century—known as the

“Bible of materialism and atheism”.11

Predictably, this book became a major concern of the philosophes, the anti-philosophes,

and the authorities.12 The Parlement de Paris officially condemned it as well as some other anti-

religious books produced by d’Holbach in August 1770, and the avocat-général of the

Parlement, Antoine-Louis Séguier, also issued a réquisitoire excoriating the partisans of the

author of the Système for utilizing the name of philosophy and mankind to unsettle the throne

9 Alan C. Kors, D’Holbach’s Coterie: An Enlightenment in Paris (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), 40.
10 André Morellet, Mémoires inédits de l’abbé Morellet, sur le dix-huitième siècle et sur la révolution (Genève : Slatkine,
1967[1822]), t.I : 132.
11 Kors, D’Holbach’s Coterie, 81-3; Max Pearson Cushing, Baron d’Holbach: A Study of Eighteenth-Century Radicalism in France
(New York: 1914), 55.
12 On the reactions to the Système de la nature, see Israel, The Democratic Enlightenment, 648-58; Pierre Naville, D’Holbach et
la philosophie scientifique au XVIIIe siècle (Paris : Gallimard, 1967), 108-21,247-52. A panoramic study of the reception history of
d’Holbach’s writings in the eighteenth century, see Mark Curran, Atheism, Religion and Enlightenment in Pre-Revolutionary
Europe (London : Royal Historical Society, 2012).
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and to overthrow the altar.13 Voltaire criticized the self-contradiction of Spinozism, the

impossibility of animate matter, and the nonsense of materialistic monism in the Système, and, as

always, held that God is indispensable.14 Frederick the Great, the Prussian philosopher king,

whose court was famous for being a shelter for radical thinkers, was enraged by the author’s

endorsement of the right of people to depose kings; he defended the legitimacy of hereditary

monarchy and denied that there was a pact between priests and monarchs.15

A more comprehensive criticism with a line-by-line examination of the book came from

theologian abbé Nicolas-Sylvain Bergier’s two-volume Examen du matérialisme, ou Réfutation

de Système de la nature (1771), in which the abbé, a frequent visitor of d’Holbach’s salon,

criticized all aspects of the latter’s materialism and atheism. 16 Bergier’s writing, as Curran

indicates, was different from orthodox theologians; he belonged to the “Christian

Enlightenment” composed of Christian apologetics who engaged in the controversies with the

philosophes. But they deployed their arguments mainly following the route opened up by the

parti philosophique, namely, the language of reason and logic, rather than that of revelation and

providence.17 To Israel, Bergier’s point of view, together with other enlightened apologetics

who denounced the Système, was part of the camp of the mainstream or moderate

Enlightenment.18 But Bergier was indeed perceptive when he pinpointed that the new religion of

13 Antoine-Louis Séguier, Réquisitoire de Mr. Séguier, avocat-général au parlement de Paris (Paris, 1770), 2.
14 Voltaire, « Dieu » (1770), dans « Dictionnaire philosophique », dans Oeuvres complètes de Voltaire, t. XVIII: 369-76.
15 Fredéric II, roi de Prusse, « Examen critique du Système de la nature » (1770), dans Oeuvres complètes de Fredéric II, roi de
Prusse (S.L. [Basel] : [Thurneisen?], 1790), t.V : 91-110.
16 On Bergier’s personal relationship to d’Holbach’s salon, see Kors, D’Holbach’s Coterie, 113-6. According to Kors, Bergier might
have known who the author of Système was when he was writing Examen.
17 Curran, Atheism, Religion and Enlightenment in Pre-Revolutionary Europe, 132-9.
18 Israel, The Democratic Enlightenment, 656.
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Nature and this religion was full of contradictions:

The author [of the Système de la nature] does not claim to personalize Nature.
That is, however, what he has done throughout his book. Everywhere he puts Nature
in God’s place. He attributes to it not only force, energy, action, but also laws, rules,
foresight, kindness, although at the same time he assures that it does not have them.19

As Bergier realized, d’Holbach’s plan was beyond formulating a systematic materialism; a new

theological structure was taking shape in his book. In the ending chapter of the Système, he put

forward a great number of moral maxims that came supposedly from the mouth of Nature and

urged people to submit to it as to God. The essence of this theology of Nature was the confluence

of physical and moral principles—in his words, la morale de la nature. If materialism had been

accused of immoralism, now the novelty was that materialism claimed itself to be the authentic

incarnation of morality.

Before publishing the Système de la Nature, d’Holbach was mainly a radical atheist writer.

Against the denunciation that materialism was irreligious, corrupt, and immoral, he built up an

ontology of matter and motion, and, on top of that, a materialist morality. His thought essentially

was not new: Hegel famously wrote that his writing was tedious and lack of the wit of French

philosophy.20 But his synthesis of various inclinations of materialism, his integration of them

into a consistent system, distinguished itself from Diderot’s taking nature as an order of

temporality.

     D’Holbach’s pre-1770 writings were mainly straightforward attack on Christianity. For

him, the gravest problem of Christianity, besides the irrationality of its doctrines and the

19 Nicolas-Sylvain Bergier, Examen du matérialisme, ou Réfutation de Système de la nature, t.I (Paris:Humblot, 1771), 3.
20 George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the History of Philosophy, trans. Elizabeth S. Haldane & Frances H. Simson
(London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trübner & Co., 1895), vol. 3: 393.
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corruption and intolerance of the Church, lay in its conflict with raison d’état and real, existing

morality. Christianity competed with the sovereign for secular power, and the clergy constituted

a group of people separated from citizens. They formed an independent power from the state,

and fomented religious sectarianism and social unrest, even civil wars.

When religion is combined with the sovereign, tyranny resulted; monarchs became

despots, the welfare and the interest of the state and the people are further undermined.21 As he

concluded in Le bon-sens: “Far from serving as a brake on the passions of monarchs,

religion…obviously puts the bridle on their necks. It changes kings into gods, and nations are

never allowed to resist their caprices.”22 And an enlightened monarch is the one “who knows his

real interests—he knows that they are connected to the interests of his nation…he has the feeling

that religion is useful only for priests; that it is not useful for society…”23

     D’Holbach’s criticism thundered against both Christianity and French absolutism, but this

criticism was insufficient for him to create a new foundation for society and morality. To find a

fully secular alternative, in the Système de la Nature, he sought to construct an ontology of

matter and motion and a cosmology in which nature and the universe are orderly per se. Not

unlike the aims of the physiocratic natural order, d’Holbach hoped his order of nature would

21 Mr. Boulanger[Paul-Henri Thiry d’Holbach], Le Christianisme dévoilé, ou Examen des principes et des effets de la religion
chrétienne (Londres [Nancy?], 1767[1766?]), 6-11, 153-91; Anonyme [d’Holbach], La Contagion sacrée, ou Histoire naturelle de
la superstition (Londres [Amsterdam?], 1768), t. I :111-33; t. II : 48-76; Abbé Bernier [d’Holbach], Théologie portative, ou
Dictionnaire abrégé de la religion Chrétienne (Londres[Amsterdam?], 1768), 5-34.
22 Jean Meslier [d’Holbach], Le bon-sens, ou Idées naturelles opposées aux idéés surnaturelles (Londres [Amsterdam?], 1772),
196.
23 Ibid., 212-3. Concerning d’Holbach’s thought on religion and his atheism, see Wickwar, Baron d’Holbach, 132-40; Virgil W.
Topazio, D’Holbach’s Moral Philosophy: Its Background and Development (Genève: Institut et Musée Voltaire, 1956), 118-32;
Naville, Baron d’Holbach, 331-69; Alan C. Kors, “The Atheism of d’Holbach and Naigeon,” in Atheism from the Reformation to
the Enlightenment, eds. Michael Hunter and David Wooton (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 273-300; Michael Lebuffe & Emilie
Gourdon, “Holbach”, in A Companion to Atheism and Philosophy, ed. Graham Oppy (Hoboken:Wiley-Blackwell, 2019),33-40.
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allow him to graft his societal and political plan onto this ontology. But at variance with the

physiocrats, his order of nature was materialistic, and was intentionally devoid of any

transcendental sources.

     According to him, nature is the totality of matter, motion, and the chain of causality that

combines them, from which derives the necessity of the universe. There are two sorts of motion:

the visible and perceptible movements at the macro level and the invisible and imperceptible

movements at the micro-level. Matter can move by itself, and insentient matter can be

animalized into sentient organic bodies. The soul, if it exists, is material and no more than certain

faculties of the body; neither innate ideas nor free will exists. Human beings are connected to

nature only by means of their sensations produced and sustained by the physiological mechanism

of the nerves.24

In the second volume of the Système de la Nature, he was at pains to review and criticize

all forms of theism, but instead of directing his focus onto theologians, his attack mainly

concerned important early modern philosophers, such as Descartes, Malebranche, Newton, and

Clark. He concluded that all beings are perceived by senses, that God is nothing but

anthropomorphized necessity in nature, and that the source of agency is innate in matter.25 This

Spinozist ontology was, after La Mettrie and Diderot, neither novel nor galvanizing, but still

exerted significant influence on his design of a secular and moral society. 26

24 Mr. de Mirabeau [d’Holbach], Système de la nature, t.I: 1-55, 90-118; Mr. de Mirabeau [d’Holbach], The System of Nature,
vol.1: 11-33, 47-59.
25 Ibid., t. II: 135, 150; ibid., vol.2: 224, 230.
26 On a general discussion about the similarities and differences of ideas between d’Holbach and other major French
materialists, see Topazio, D’Holbach’s Moral Philosophy, 47-116.
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     His understanding of order constitutes an interesting comparison to Diderot’s. Like

Diderot, d’Holbach thought that order is fundamentally a phenomenon of human intelligence—it

is the observation of the regularity and necessity of motion in nature. Order and disorder do not

actually exist in nature; they are just different manifestations of necessary physical laws. In his

own words,

What is termed confusion[disordre] in a being, is nothing more than its passage
into a new class, a new mode of existence, which necessarily carries with it a new
series of action, a new chain of motion, different from that of which this being found
itself susceptible in the preceding rank it occupied.27

As Stengher has noticed, d’Holbach’s idea on order differed from Diderot’s, in that the former

maintained that the dominant state of being in the universe is order; disorder is merely a

transitional condition. But for Diderot, the universe is in constant flux and disorder is

preponderant.28 This difference aligned d’Holbach more with the physiocrats’ idea of the natural

order, although he also stressed that the cosmos is in perpetual change.

     Secondly, d’Holbach correlated order with self-preservation. For him, all beings in the

universe endeavor to maintain their current state of existence. He denied this inclination towards

self-maintenance is teleological; rather, it is an attribute of nature as the order of totality. In other

words, it is a synonym of the necessity of nature— “She [Nature] exists necessarily, and that all

her operations, her motions, and her works are necessary consequences of her necessary

existence.”29 Order, in this sense, is the chain of causality by which nature maintains itself, or, in

other words, the self-preservation of the whole:

27 Mr. de Mirabeau [d’Holbach], Système de la nature, t.I: 57; Mr. de Mirabeau [d’Holbach], The System of Nature, vol.1: 34.
28 Stengher, Nature et liberté chez Diderot, 195-6.
29 Mr. de Mirabeau [d’Holbach], Système de la nature, t.II : 178; Mr. de Mirabeau [d’Holbach], The System of Nature, vol.2: 241.



194

Thus, each being is an individual, who, in the great family, executes the necessary
task assigned to him. All bodies act according to laws inherent in their peculiar
essence, without the capability to swerve, even for a single instant, from those
according to which Nature herself acts. This is the central power, to which all other
powers, all other essences, all other energies, are submitted; she regulates the motion
of beings; by the necessity of her own peculiar essence, she makes them concur by
various modes to the general plan: this plan appears to be nothing more than the life,
action, and maintenance of the whole, by the continual change of its parts.30

As the last sentence suggests, this combination of order and self-preservation led to another idea

concerning the relationship between the whole and its parts. When the maintenance of the whole

is set as the foremost property of order, the existence of parts must at the same time coordinate

with the whole; otherwise, they cannot subsist independently.31

As we have seen, this stance was in line with Diderot’s early thought, although he later

realigned the relationship between the totality and individuals. One reason for this later change

was because of his insistence on the uniqueness of organisation. Despite his theory of the totality

as order, d’Holbach also believed in the diversity and peculiarity of individuals. According to

him, different persons have different temperaments that are caused by their various physical

qualities, and this inevitably leads to the inequality between humans. The same problem La

Mettrie and Diderot faced came up once again: how could society be possible if people are

biologically so different from each other? D’Holbach’s system of nature, to a great extent, was

utilized to tackle this problem.

He rejected the ethical outcome of La Mettrie’s hedonistic individualism, and his own

solution was a synthesis of the ideas of La Mettrie, Montesquieu, Diderot, and Helvétius. His

30 Ibid., t.I: 54; ibid. vol.1: 32.
31 Ibid., 84; ibid., 45.
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essential argument was that nature should be the only cornerstone of society. In addition to

individual temperament, nature, when operating in human beings, is embodied as physical

sensibility from which originate pleasure and pain, and further, personal interest. Considering

that personal interest is indispensable to self-preservation and happiness, human society must be

established upon it, and it is the genuinely solid and certain foundation instead of religion.

Following Helvétius but criticizing Mandeville, d’Holbach regarded self-interest not to be a vice

in essence; on the contrary, it was able to serve as the cause of sociability, and society should be

an entity existing for the mutual benefits of its members.32 Physiologically diverse humans

could hence be connected by this enlightened interest.

On the other hand, from his holistic view of order, he emphasized that society as the order

of totality has the definitive power over its parts, “Order…is never more than the faculty of

conforming himself with the beings by whom he is environed, or with the whole of which he

forms a part.”33 Society was consequently instituted as the new and genuine sovereignty which

should be differentiated from the royal sovereign.34

This combination of utilitarianism and holistic metaphysics led to his système social. The

key factor of his social system was to prove that humans can achieve happiness only through

society, but only if society is virtuous:

Man, in order to preserve himself and to enjoy happiness, lives in society with
men who have the same desires & dislikes as his. Morality will therefore show him

32 Ibid., t.I :319; t. II : 348; ibid., vol.1: 142; vol.2: 310. Concerning the theoretical closeness between Helvétius and d’Holbach,
see John Lough, “Helvétius and d’Holbach,” in The Modern Language Review, 33/3 (1938), 360-384; Everett C. Ladd, Jr.,
“Helvétius and d’Holbach: ‘La Moralisation de la Politique’,” Journal of the History of Ideas, 23/2 (1962), 221-238.
33 Mirabeau [d’Holbach], Système de la nature, t.I : 57; Mirabeau [d’Holbach], The System of Nature, vol.1: 34.
34 Anonyme [Paul-Henri Thiry d’Holbach], La Politique Naturelle, ou Discours sur les vrais principes du Gouvernement (Londres,
1773), t.I : 138-9.
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that in order to make himself happy, he is obliged to take care of the happiness of
those he needs for his own happiness. It will prove to him that of all beings, the most
necessary thing for man is man…

To love others is to love the means of our own happiness…It is to mix our
interests with those of our associates so as to work towards the common utility.35

To him, society itself is a virtuous institution in so far as human happiness exists in this

intersubjective structure. His logic of society was, in this respect, consistent with the physiocratic

idea of the natural order, although without the latter’s theological framework. “Actually, virtue is

nothing but sociability.”36 If the physiocrats emphasized that society is a self-sufficient

economic system, d’Holbach’s conceived of society as a self-sufficient moral system based on

amour de soi.37

From the physiocrats to d’Holbach, Montesquieu’s Stoic argument for justice as moral

necessity had been altered into the Epicurean pursuit of pleasure. Although scholars stress that

the moralization of society was the core principle of his materialism, it is noteworthy that this

moralization was in fact aided by enlightened self-interest or the Epicureanization of morality.38

Alan Kors has pointed out that d’Holbach’s order of nature was essentially Epicurean.39 But his

moral theory was no less so. Like Diderot, d’Holbach in many places expressed his rejection of

Stoic asceticism and thought that their idea of apathie was anti-social. He instead claimed, as La

Mettrie and Diderot had also argued, that as Stoicism, Epicureanism was also a philosophy of

virtue which did not lead people to debauchery and the dissolution of morality and society.

35 Anonyme [Paul-Henri Thiry d’Holbach], Système social, ou Principes naturels de la morale et de la politique, avec un examen
de l'influence du gouvernement sur les mœurs (Londres[?], 1773), t.I : 57-8.
36 Ibid., 113.
37 On the relationship between the physiocratic theory and d’Holbach, see Wickwar, Baron d’Holbach, 186.
38 Kors, “The Atheism of d’Holbach and Naigeon,” 274; Salaün, L’ordre des moeurs, 215.
39 Kors, Epicureans and Atheists in France, 200-3.
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Rather, its pursuit of the proper extent of pleasure could promote the association of human

beings and was more natural and humane in buttressing morality—it was the actual philosophy

of sociability.40 As a result, the Stoic signifiants of natural law, justice, and sociability remained,

but new wine was already put into the old bottles. “The moral or social order is this happy

cooperation of human actions and wills from which result the conservation and happiness of

society…Pleasure is a good only when it conforms to order.”41 The hedonistic natural body was

hence transformed into the hedonistic body social. Being happy now became a universal moral

obligation effective for all humans, and this moral obligation comes from the law and justice—

the eternal and necessary relations between things as Montesquieu had defined them—but

Montesquieu’s moral necessity was incorporated into the physical necessity of sensibility.42

In d’Holbach’s theory, the formation of the hedonistic body social, however, did not

completely engulf individual differences as much as in Helvétius’s works; in other words, he did

not make society a homogeneous totality.43 Like Le Mettrie and Diderot, because he attached

importance to human physiology, d’Holbach argued for the existence of natural inequality

between humans and disapproved of Helvétius’s theory that education can produce equally

talented people. According to d’Holbach, natural inequality serves as the precondition of social

exchange and the social division of labor, which promoted the general happiness and welfare of

40 Meslier [d’Holbach], Le bon-sens, 213-4;Anonyme [d’Holbach], Système social, t.I : 82-4; Anonyme [Paul-Henri Thiry
d’Holbach], La morale universelle, ou le droit de l’homme fondé sur sa nature (Amsterdam : Marc-Michel Rey, 1776), t.I : ii-iii.
41 Anonyme [d’Holbach], La morale universelle, t.I : 12-3.
42 Meslier [d’Holbach], Le bon-sens, 206.
43 As I will discuss below, Coleman’s view that d’Holbach was one of those thinkers during the French Enlightenment who
argued for abandoning individual self-ownership for a totalizing force may need further discussion. Salaün has captured the
complexity in d’Holbach’s thought and correctly indicated that there were both a totalitarian and an individualistic inclination in
d’Holbach’s philosophy, see Salaün, L’Ordre des moeurs, 211-8; Coleman, The Virtues of Abandon, 147-58.
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society and could establish la politique naturelle.44 Applying the metaphor of the body, this

natural politics criticized the absolutist body politic formed by the alliance of religion and

kingship, i.e., divine right, which mystified French monarchy and overwhelmed the real body—

the body social, and easily plummeted into despotism by placing parts (the king, priests and all

orders of privileges) above the whole (society).45 “In this way,” he wrote, “kings become

gods…society is degraded, depreciated, annihilated, and lost all its rights. It [society] is eclipsed

by the majesty of the throne”.46

To ward this vision off, d’Holbach wrote that power should be spread over the whole body

social; more specifically, the power of various classes be kept in balance, representative

governments be erected, and intermediate groups be operative.47 His political theory thus stood

alongside the Montesquieuian design of the moderate body politic, which was now combined

with the dynamic body social. For him, society is full of tensions and conflicts between classes

and interest groups, but this constant restlessness is not necessarily detrimental. Consistent with

Montesquieu’s idea, he held that the body politic should be put into exercise, i.e., constant

struggles between factions and groups that could keep the people free and the state healthy as

long as a balance of forces is at work.48 But when this dynamic balance is broken, the system of

actions and reactions fall apart. Only the virtuous regime, in which the interests of rulers and the

44 Daniel Gordon points out that on the one hand, d’Holbach opposed the monopoly of sociability by privileged classes; on the
other hand, his idea of sociability did not refer to political equality but to equality in private life, see Gordon, Citizens without
Sovereignty, 68-9.
45 Anonyme [d’Holbach], Système social, t.II : 99-105.
46 Anonyme [d’Holbach], La Politique Naturelle, t.I : 105.
47 Ibid., 105-6; 110-2; 135; 180-2.
48 Ibid., t.II : 92. Wickwar thinks that d’Holbach’s political standpoint was close to Montesquieu’s middle ground rather to
republicanism on the left or enlightened despotism on the right, see Wickwar, Baron d’Holbach, 196.
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ruled are in congruity, can then endure. This regime d’Holbach called the éthocratie—the rule of

morality.

In the 1770s, d’Holbach published a series of books to promote his “morality of nature”.

Those books, which were much less read and influential than the Système de la nature,

concentrated on the establishment of la morale universelle and l’éthocratie. In them, social and

political problems emerged as the core concern, and he maintained that morality should rest on

the principles singled out in the Système de la nature. As with the physiocrats, forms of

governments were not substantially important to d’Holbach when the government is based on

morality or the happiness of the whole society. When necessary, to overcome the separation

between the interests of the sovereign and the people, leaders could even enforce the public good

on citizens.49

This last stance of his ethocratie appeared to rely on Helvétius’s idea of the general

interest, or the moral order of the totality. As we have mentioned, this rule of morality also had a

religious facet in the form of worshipping nature. But in general, his theory was a synthesis of

different branches of French materialism. Unlike Diderot who thoroughly exposed the tension

between these ideas, d’Holbach integrated the individuality of the body naturel, the motion and

balance within the body politic, and the indivisible body social into one system. This system

ostensibly took nature as its cornerstone, but underneath, as Montesquieu and Diderot revealed,

there was a deep-rooted contradiction within the notion of nature itself. On the one hand, the

question was to what extent natural law and human nature had the same denominator of physical

49 Anonyme [Paul-Henri Thiry d’Holbach], Éthocratie, ou le gouvernement fondé sur la morale (Amsterdam, 1776), 2.
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nature. On the other hand, when physical nature was adopted as the basis of a secular society, the

balance fell from the moderate body politic to the side of the totality of order. D’Holbach’s tried

to compromise the opposition between the physiologists (the body natural) and the sensationists

(the body social), but he eventually tilted to the latter and made Enlightenment materialism,

which was originally an amoral theory in La Mettrie’s sense, end up in a moral system. In this

moral system, the complexity of the human body was filtered and compressed into sensibility, or

sensational pleasure and pain, which helped to rationalize the body social, making it calculable

and docile. As Keith Michael Baker points out, the emergence or “invention” of the modern

concept of “society” was a complicated process in pursuit of a new certainty of order contra

skepticism and religion, and was essentially a co-emergence of society and individuals. 50 But as

we have seen above in this thesis, it was also the process of simplifying nature and suppressing

the complexity of the physical body.

Materialistic thought on matter, motion and the body in the French Enlightenment

paradoxically hollowed out nature and aided in the ascent of society, although there was also the

Diderotian approach refusing this alchemy. The contradiction of materialism was another case of

the paradox of the Enlightenment and modernity—human beings, in opposition to the Kantian

ideal, are now a means only because they are an end.

50 Keith Michael Baker, “Enlightenment and the Institution of Society: Notes for a Conceptual History,” in Main Trends in
Cultural History: Ten Essays, ed. Willem Melching & Wyger Velema. (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1994), 112-20.
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