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Denis Diderot and

the Postmodern Enlightenment

J.B. Shank

^ W ^OSTMODERN THINKERS are not fond of the eighteenth-century

^ #—^Enhghtenment. Accused on the one hand of imposing "a totalizing

jL universalism which effaces all difference"^ and on the other of a re-

jection of universals in the name of an equally totalitarian "factual mentality,"^

the Enlightenment has become the scapegoat for a whole range of contempo-

rary writers with very different intellectual frustrations. For most contemporary

cultural warriors, dualism is the enemy to be conquered, a dualism which is

observed in the tendency to reduce the world into opposing categories such as

subject and object, mind and body, man and nature (the gender bias here is

crucial), human and animal, and fact and value—to name only a few ofthe most

salient within contemporary intellectual discourse. Moreover, scanning this dis-

course, it would appear that these critics have succeeded in positioning the

Enlightenment at the root of our current dualistic pathology. As the recent

"Beyond Dualism" conference held at Stanford in 1995 affirmed, the call today

is for a "post-enlightenment" thought capable of transcending the outmoded

"absolutes" ofEnlightenment rationality. Thus, the eighteenth-century Enlight-

enment stands accused today for the oppressive dualism that plagues us. As the

great age when a supposedly "totalizing dualism" was established as the para-

digm ofmodernity, this period in intellectual history, say most postmodern writ-

ers, must carry the blame for much that is wrong today.

For a student of the French Enlightenment, the irony of this contem-

porary struggle is that it appears largely misdirected. Devoid of nuance at best,

and historically inaccurate at worst, the conception of"the Enlightenment" com-

mon in this contemporary critical discourse does not hold up well in the face of

the writings themselves.^ Rather than a bastion ofabsolutist and dogmatic think-
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ing as postmodern critics would have it, the historical Enlightenment re-

flected in the European thought of the eighteenth century, by contrast, is

characterized bv a critical skepticism, an ironic detachment from dualistic

rationalism, and a profound humility^ and "philosophical modesty" in the

face of nature. This intellectual temperament, moreover, shares more simi-

larities with the recent efforts to defme "the postmodern mind" than it

does with the totalizing dualism that is the enemy today/ Yet this more

postmodern Enlightenment, the historical Enlightenment of France in the

middle of the eighteenth century, for example, does not have a voice in

contemporarv intellectual discussion. As a result, I intend this essay as a

critique of the "totalitarian" Enlightenment so in vogue today by consider-

ing the similarities between this other, historical Enlightenment and con-

temporary critiques of dualism. My focus will be on writings of one of the

greatest thinkers of the period, Denis Diderot. As I will argue, far from a

totalitarian universalist or a dogmatic instrumental empiricist, Diderot's

sensibilities are strikingly postmodern, especially in his vigorous efforts to

transcend the opposition of mind and body, nature and man, and subject

and object characteristic of dualistic rationalism. Hence, in showing

Diderot's efforts to move "beyond dualism," I want to make a claim for

him, and the French Enlightenment more generally, as an ancestor ofmuch

postmodern discourse.'

To bring a convenient economy to this essay, I want to draw on a model

of modernit}' found in Stephen Toulmin's recent book Cosmopolis: The Hidden

Agenda ofModernity!' Toulmin is a representative postmodern critic ofrational-

ism, and he is equally mainstream in his disparaging neglect of the complexities

of Enhghtenment thought. Thus while I fmd Toulmin's book to be tremen-

dously insightful, it provides a perfect frame through which to rehabilitate a

writer like Diderot.

Toulmin's thesis in Cosmopolis is both profound and elegantly simple.

According to Toulmin, European thought underwent a profound "paradigmatic

revolution" (to use Toulmin's own Kuhnian language) during the middle of the

seventeenth centur\' shaped by, among other things, the horrors of the religious

wars and the rapid social and economic transformations precipitated by the

emergence of the European nation-state system. During this revolution, Re-

naissance "modernity"—embodied most completely for Toulmin in figures like

Erasmus, Shakespeare and Montaigne—was replaced by a rationalist "moder-

nitv'" exemplified in the writings of Descartes. Stated with characteristic clarity

and simplicity, the shift which Toulmin sees can be characterized by the follow-
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ing transformations: a change from the supremacy of oral knowledge to writ-

ten, a shift from particularism to universalism, a shift from the local to the

general, and a shift from the timely to the timeless.

Explicitly drawing the connections between Renaissance "modernity"

and contemporary "postmodernity," Toulmin suggests that the patterns of

thought that we today dichotomize as "modern" and "postmodern" are in fact

two sides of a single historical process constitutive of the modern world itself

In this conceptualization, the development of the philosophical foundations of

what we today call "modern thought," embodied historically in the assertion of

Cartesian rationalism in the seventeenth century as the dominant paradigm of

thought, is explained in terms of an intellectual opposition between this new,

emergent Cartesian philosophical outlook and an older, humanist notion of the

modern with a very different philosophical character. Following this model into

the present, Toulmin's main argument is that this earlier, Renaissance idea of

the modern— the modern exemplified in the writings of Shakespeare and

Montaigne, for example, and characterized forToulmin by a bias toward orality,

particularism, localism, and temporality as opposed to the Cartesian bias to-

ward the written, universal, general, and timeless— has much in common with

contemporary postmodern thought. Thus, as Toulmin argues, since this Carte-

sian conception of the modern was first constituted in opposition to the more

"postmodern" thought of the Renaissance humanists, contemporary thought

has much to learn by framing the current debates between postmodernism and

modern Cartesian rationalism in historical terms. In fact, although Toulmin

does not make this point explicitly, Cosmopolis even points to a more general

dialectical understanding ofthe Modern (necessarily expressed here with a capital

'M') with important implications for contemporary intellectual history. In this

dialectic suggested by Toulmin's work, the contemporary categories of "mod-

ern" and "postmodern" thought can be seen as the two aspects of a single dialec-

tic of the "Modern", a dialectic that we continue to live within today. Within

this frame, the Cartesian-Humanist contestation of the seventeenth century

and the modern-postmodern disputes of the twentieth are but two manifesta-

tions of a single historical process, a process at least as old as the thirteenth

century and one best understood as an integrated whole with dual faces in con-

stant interaction with one another. At the very least, the modern dialectic de-

scribed by Toulmin provides a useflil heuristic for understanding the history of

Western thought. Viewed in terms of current intellectual discussion, however,

it is also powerflil for another reason. By connecting contemporary discourses

with the history of intellectual critique, this model supports the contention,

which Toulmin argues for throughout Cosmopolis, that an absence of historical
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perspective is hindering contemporary intellectual work.

I find Toulmin's general philosophical and critical outlook to be lucid

and compelling. I also find his particular reading of the relationship between

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries to be both historically accurate and

philosophically profound in light of contemporary intellectual concerns. Un-

fortunately, like so many other contemporary writers, Toulmin's reading of the

eighteenth century is far less nuanced. Insistent on seeing a monolithic ratio-

nalism reigning triumphant from the seventeenth century into the twentieth,

Toulmin effaces the equally crucial reaction against seventeenth-century ratio-

nalism which characterized the century of the Enlightenment. As he writes,

referring with the phrase "framework of ideas" to the Cartesian paradigm of

thought described above:

After 1660, there developed an overall framework of ideas about humanity and nature,

rational mind and causal matter, that gained the standing of"common sense": for the

next 100, 150, or 200 years, the main timbers of this framework of behefs were rarely

called into question. They were spoken of as "allowed by all men" or "standing to rea-

son," and they were seen as needing no fiirther justification than that. Whatever short-

comings they may have today, from 1700 on they were taken to "go without saying":

and in practice they often went unsaid. Between them they defined a system of ideas

that we may refer to as the Modern world view, or the "framework of Modernity."^

This is not the place to indulge in an extended critique of Toulmin,

but it is frustrating to see the author falling into the aU-too-common trap of

seeing a monolithic modern world view emerging with Cartesian rationalism

only to come unglued in recent years. In this case, however, Toulmin's embrace

of postmodern platitudes is especially maddening since his historical notion of

a dialectic within modernity, illustrated in his analysis of the paradigm shift of

the seventeenth century, is suggestive, in my opinion, of a possible broad re-

reading ofthe relationship between today's categories ofmodern and postmodern.

But I will leave my thoughts on this until the end. First, I want to show the

inadequacies ofToulmin's characterization of the "Modern world view," and by

extension the weakness inherent in a broad range ofpostmodern discourse which

his view represents. I will point to these failures by showing how "un-modern" a

prototypical Enlightenment thinker like Diderot looks in light of Toulmin's

unitary "framework of Modernity."

Toulmin makes a convenient target here since he provides us with a

very concise checklist of propositions which he believes characterize the un-

questioned presuppositions of the modern world view. As we will see, in almost
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every case Diderot holds a different view. The keystone ofToulmin's model is

the Cartesian dualism between man and nature which, the author contends,

remained an unexamined assumption of all acceptable thought from the end of

the seventeenth century onward. Thus, in listing his "twelve dichotomies of

modernity," Toulmin divides them into two groups of six, one group under the

heading of"Nature" and another group under the heading of"Humanity."^ We
will have occasion to consider many of the specific dichotomies in relation to

Diderot's thought shortly, but since this strict division between "nature" and

"humanity" is itself anathema to Diderot's philosophical outlook, it is perhaps

best to begin here.

It is not an exaggeration to say that the relationship between human-

kind and nature, or phrased more precisely the relationship between biological

necessity and human freedom, constitutes one of the major preoccupations of

Diderot's writing. This preoccupation manifests itself in a variety of ways. As

Jacques Roger notes in his monumental synthetic history of biological thought

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries: "Diderot is the eighteenth-cen-

tury ^/6?7o.fi5/>^^ who attributed the greatest importance to biological problems.'"^

Moreover, Diderot was something of a natural scientist himself, writing a num-

ber of theoretical treatises addressing problems in the life sciences. He was a

particularly attentive student of biogenesis and reproduction, examining, along

with his colleague Buffon, the characteristics of vital matter. His work as editor

of the Encydopedie also brought him into close contact with all the leading

naturalists of the period, and he wrote a number of the salient articles in the life

sciences himself. Yet Diderot's interest in humankind's relation to nature was

not restricted to science. His erotic literature like Les Bijoux Indiscrets examines

the importance of physical pleasure in human life, seeking always to show the

"natural benevolence" of the passions and the tyranny that results from their

repression. Similarly, in such political works as Le Supplement au Voyage de

Bougainville, Diderot is at pains to show the socially beneficial results which

follow from a freer definition of sexual propriety, results which derive from

recognizing the biological character of human society.

In all of these writings, Diderot struggles to break down the division

between humankind as biological creature and humankind as independent ra-

tional agent. In fact, Diderot's eagerness to efface the distinction between the

natural and the human has lead many commentators to conclude that Diderot

shared, along with such other notorious eighteenth-century materialists as Julien

de la Mettrie and Baron D'Holbach, a full-blown materialist outlook by the

end of his life.^'^ I find Diderot's views in this regard more ambiguous, but even

their ambiguity calls into question Toulmin's rigid dichotomization ofthe thought
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from this period. Writing of the distinction between rational thought and mat-

ter, Toulmin states that: "After 1700, the idea that matter in a sufficiendy com-

plex organization, as in a computer, could perform intellectual procedures was

unthinkable." He concedes that "a heretical minority (including John Locke)

tried to keep the issue partly open," but concludes that "common sense" railed

against rational matter." Writing of de la Mettrie, for example, a thinker who

espoused such heretical views, Toulmin calls him "a scandalous writer whose

works were read at the time as deliberately outrageous paradoxes. "^^ While

Toulmin is right in seeing de la Mettrie as an extremist, he is wrong to conclude

from this that "thinking matter" was inconceivable. As Diderot demonstrates,

an entire generation of natural scientists not onlv took the problem very seri-

ously, but developed a subtle philosophy attempting to connect humankind's

biological character with its rational freedom.'

'

Diderot is most interesting and eloquent on this question in two short

dialogues written in the 1770s, Conversation Between D'Alembert and Diderot

and D'Alembert's Dream.^'* In Conversation Between D'Alembert and Diderot,

D'Alembert opens the dialogue by pointing to the dilemmas inherent in athe-

istic materialism. As he states: "But other difficulties lie in wait for anyone who

rejects (the Supreme Being), for after all, if this sensitivity that you substitute

for him is a general and essential property of nature, then stone must feel."

Diderot, undaunted, responds: "And why not?"'' A philosophically nuanced ar-

gument for \ital materialism ensues, developed in response to the counter-claims

posed bv D'Alembert. Summarizing his arguments throughout this exchange,

Diderot concludes:

Bv refusing to entertain a simple h}'pothesis that explains eventhing- sensiti\dt)' as a

property common to all matter or as a result ot the organization ot matter- you are

flying in the face ofcommon sense and plunging into a chasm of mysteries, contradic-

tions and absurdities.'*'

For Diderot, then, vital materialism was not "unthinkable" and "contrary to

common sense" as Toulmin would have it; rather, common sense itselfdemands

that this simple hypothesis—that matter might be capable of thought—be

maintained. In DAlembert's Dream, arguments in favor of vital materialism are

developed even more extensively, drawing on metaphors of a beehive, a spider's

web, and a vibrating string in order to help illustrate the possibility that think-

ing matter might only be a more complex form ofordinary matter. The result is

a powerful philosophical argument for the essential interrelationship between

human thought and physical nature, an argument, which tlies in the face of the
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unspoken assumptions thatToulmin attributes to eighteenth-century thinkers.

In these two dialogues, Diderot is at one with more radical writers like

de la Mettrie and D'Holbach in his advocacy of a pure materialism. As Toulmin

rightly notes, however, this extreme materialism was a highly controversial, even

heterodox position in the French Enlightenment. Diderot's other scientific col-

leagues, notably Buffon, the Director of the Koyal Jardin des Plantes, would not

have accepted such radical positions. Yet it would not have been the idea that

humans and nature were inseparable that would have disturbed them. What

ran against the grain ofEnlightenment thought in the works of materialists like

de la Mettrie and D'Holbach was their dogmatic arrogance in the face ofnature's

complexities. Their materialism, xht Encyclopedists zr^&d,^2iS no less dogmatic

than Descartes' dualism. Both failed to adopt the appropriate "philosophical

modesty" necessary for a responsible scientific position. ^^ The fact that Diderot's

extreme materialism was contained in a dialogue, in fact, excuses it to some

degree. As a dialogue, it has the quality of a "thought experiment," an exercise

in hypothesizing that suggests only possibilities without demonstrating cer-

tainties. Such tentative speculation tinctured with skepticism is characteristic

of Diderot's philosophy, and we need to consider flirther his general views on

science ifwe are to fully understand his opposition to the other "modern" dual-

isms which Toulmin asserts.

As a theorist of science, Diderot is best understood if placed at the

forefront of the new interest in the empirical fact, experiment, and inductive

methods characteristic of the eighteenth century and often emphasized in his-

tories of the French Enlightenment.'* Diderot was one ofthe great advocates of

empirical methods in the period. As he states: "facts are the true riches of the

philosophe."^'^Yti to leave the story here would be to miss the higher stakes in-

volved in Diderot's advocacy of empirical truth. Statements such as these also

carried a potent polemical charge during the period in which they were written.

Specifically, Diderot's scientific writings were engaged in an important scien-

tific war being waged in the second third of the eighteenth century against the

deductive Cartesian rationalism still dominant within the French scientific es-

tablishment (e.g. the academies and the universities). Diderot's call for a science

rooted in empirical truth, therefore, was at the same time an attack on the pre-

vailing scientific authorities of the time. On many occasions, the polemic in-

herent in Diderot's theory of science is made explicit. As he states:

One of the truths which has been declared during our times with the greatest courage

and force.. ..is that the mathematical world is an intellectual world where rigorous truths
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lose their advantage when carried down to earth. One has concluded from this that

experimental philosophy must rectify the calculations of geometry.^"

Geometn' here is a figure for the rationalism so despised by Diderot.-^

But read in light ot its polemical intent, this statement also helps us to keep

Diderot's appeal to empiricism in perspective. Diderot was far from a pure

Baconian. Like Bacon, the great English critic ofdeductive philosophy, Diderot

was emphatic in asserting the truth of the empirical fact over the falsity of

abstract, deductive reasoning. Unlike Bacon, however, Diderot did not conceive

of empiricism as the polar opposite of hvpothetical or deductive thinking.

Diderot's empiricism was tar more reflective than Bacon's. In fact, Diderot's

views on the relationship between experimental science and systematic reason-

ing are compHcated and ambiguous. Diderot tries to position "true scientific

method" somewhere between the pure induction ofBacon and the rational de-

duction of Descartes. As he writes:

Men have difficult\' appreciating how severe the laws are for investigating truth, and

how limited are our means. Ever}thing reduces itself to returning the senses to reflec-

tion and reflection to the senses: to returning into one's self and going out again with-

out pause.^^

At the heart of this conception are three postulates worth emphasiz-

ing. First, scientific theories are imaginative human constructions since human

reason is essentially impotent in the face of nature's complexit}^. As Diderot

states the point: "Since the mind cannot comprehend everything, the imagina-

tion anticipates, the senses observe, and the memory retains. "^^ Scientific theo-

ries under such a view are human creations which bring human understanding

to a natural world not flill\' comprehensible in human terms. Moreover, as hu-

man creations, no theory, no matter how complete in its empirical base, can

ever account tor the phenomena ofthe world in a complete way. Thus, Baconian

induction is a m)th. Only through an interpretive act of the imagination can an

order be found within the chaos of facts which are presented to the empirical

observer. As Diderot states:

One of the principal differences between one who observes nature and one who inter-

prets it is that the latter begins at the point where instruments and the senses have

abandoned the former. He makes a conjecture from that which is about that which

should be. He pulls abstract and general conclusions from the order of things, conclu-

sions which carry all the evidence of empirical and particular truths.-''
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But since science is always an approximation and an interpretation of

the natural order, science can never achieve Cartesian certainty. This is Diderot's

second postulate, and the foundation of all of his hostility against the rationalist

tradition then dominant in France. As he states:

When one compares the infinite multimde of natural phenomena with the limits of

our understanding and the weakness ofour organs, can one ever expect anything more

than the slowness of our work, the long and frequent interruptions and the rarity of

creative geniuses?. ..Experimental philosophy works over centuries and centuries, and

the materials which it accumulates, arriving at conclusions by their quantity, will still

be very far from an exact enumeration.^'

Diderot understands that nature always escapes any explanation, and that no

theory, no matter how extensive, can ever bridge the gap between theoretical

approximation and the actual order of the natural world. As a result, neither

deductive logic on the one hand nor inductive fact on the other is a sufficient

basis for valid scientific theory. True science for Diderot, rare as it is, results

when the mind of a genius combines both. As Diderot sums it up:

We have three principal methods: the observation of nature, reflection and experience.

Observation collects facts, reflection combines them, experience verifies the result of

the combination, and it is essential that observation be assiduous, that reflection be

profound, and that experience be exact. One rarely sees these methods united, and as a

result creative geniuses are rare.^*

But there is still one further complication in Diderot's thought. This

arises from Diderot's third and final postulate, his beUef that nature is unstable

and constantly changing. Contrary to Toulmin, who believes the proposition

"Nature is governed by fixed laws set up at creation" to be an unquestioned

presupposition of modern thought until the writings of Darwin, Diderot be-

lieves that nature is neither fixed nor stable. As he states: "It seems that nature

is able to vary the same mechanism in infinitely different ways."'^ And as he

adds elsewhere:

What we take for the history of nature is only the very incomplete history of an in-

stant. I ask, therefore, have the minerals always been and will they always be as they

are? Have the plants always been and will they always be as they are? And have the

animals always been and will they always be as they are? After mediating in a profound
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wav on certain phenomena, a doubt arises which perhaps you will pardon: it is not that

the world was created, but that world has been such and ^vill be such.^^

Statements such as these accord well with what Jacques Roger calls "Diderot's

vision of an eternal matter in perpetual motion."-^ They also agree with Paul

Verniere's conclusion that "Diderot exhausted his entire Ufe trying to reconcile

a mechanistic determinism, appropriate to the realm of matter, with a doctrine

of evolution which seems, in the world of life, to include an obscure finality."^"

More importantly, however, the^' show the failure of Toulmin's analysis. Toulmin's

assertion that "only in 1859 did Charles Darwin fmally open a door out of

natural histor}^ into the historv' of nature" simply does not stand up in the face

of Diderot's natural philosophy.^^ Furthermore, Toulmin's claim that "within

the Newtonian world view, the only 'historical' events affecting Nature com-

prised the initial creation, and a series of later cyclical processes" cannot be

supported bv Diderot's philosophical writings. In short, in light of Toulmin's

"framework of Modernit\'," Diderot's natural philosophy is either an anachro-

nism or a freak.

But how common were Diderot's evolutionist views? In this regard,

Diderot had the fxiU weight of the natural scientific community behind him. As

Roger notes, much ofDiderot's own thought derived from his reading ofBuffon's

L'Histoire Naturelle. In fact, Roger argues that Diderot's transformisme wdiS more

modest than Buffon's. ^^ Other scientific thinkers like Maupertuis were equally

comfortable with a notion of the mutabilit}' of the natural world. More impor-

tantly however, aU of these thinkers shared Diderot's profound respect for the

complexity of nature and his humility in estimating the human capacity to un-

cover its mysteries. In this shared "philosophical modesty," these French think-

ers also could include the likes of David Hume among their colleagues. For all

these thinkers, human reason was not master over nature as Horkheimer and

Adorno would have it; rather reason was a part of man's nature, susceptible to

manipulation bv physical necessity and of limited potency in unraveling the

codes ot the universe.

With this understanding ofDiderot's philosophical and scientific views,

views which we have seen were shared by more than a "heterodox minority," it

is now possible to complete our discussion of the fallacies inherent in Toulmin's

"twelve dichotomies of modernit}^" in relation the eighteenth-centur)' Enlight-

enment. Several have been refuted already. On the side of "Nature," we have

already seen that Diderot does not accept that "Nature is governed by fixed laws

set up at creation." We have also seen that he does not accept that "the basic

structure of Nature was set up only a few thousand years ago." As he explicitly
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states: "millions of years have passed between each of these natural develop-

ments, and there are perhaps more changes to undergo and more developments

to make of which we are unaware."'^ Similarly, we have seen that Diderot

does not accept either the proposition that "objects of physical nature are

composed of inert matter" or the proposition that "physical objects and

processes do not think." In both cases, Diderot holds out the possibility

that matter and thought, mind and body, may be the result of different

organizations of the same vital substance.

On the side of "Humanity," we have also refuted other timbers of

Toulmin's modern framework ofideas in the case ofDiderot. First, while Diderot

would agree that "the 'human' thing about humanity is its capacity for rational

thought," he would not agree with Toulmin's second proposition that "rational-

ity and causality foUow different rules." Imbedded in this distinction is the very

mind/body, nature/reason dualism which Diderot rejects. As we have seen, much

of Diderot's philosophical work is concerned with exploring the causal mecha-

nisms of thought. Similarly, while Diderot would certainly agree that "a causal

science of psychology is impossible," it would not, as Toulmin claims, derive

from Diderot's beliefthat "thought and action do not take place causally." Rather,

Diderot's "philosophical modesty" in the face of a complex and changing hu-

man nature would cause him to doubt the idea that human thought or action

could ever be reduced to predictive laws. Finally, we have also seen that Diderot

does not accept the supremacy ofreason over passion since both are equal mani-

festations in his mind ofhumankind's physical nature. Therefore, he would cer-

tainly disagree with the proposition that "reason is to be trusted while the emo-

tions are to be distrusted and restrained." In fact a great deal of Diderot's writ-

ing argues against this very premise. As he writes:

People constantly declaim against the passions. They impute to them all the miseries

of man, and forget that they are also the source of all pleasures. ..It is only the passions,

and the grand passions at that, which can raise the soul to great things. Without them,

the subUme will disappear both in morals and in deeds. The fine arts will return to

their infancy and virtue will become minuscule.^''

And as he adds elsewhere: "It is the height of folly to attempt to destroy the

passions. What a beautiful project for the devotee to torment himself hke a

madman trying to desire nothing, to love nothing, and to feel nothing, only to

finish by becoming a true monster if he succeeds!"^^ For Diderot, the passions

and reason are equally natural, and they therefore must be equally harmonized.
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Toulmin's hierarchy ot reason over passion, as a result, does not accurately char-

acterize his thought.

One last aspect of Toulmin's framework of modernity remains to be

considered- its political dimension. On the side of"Nature,"Toulmin cites two

propositions as characteristic of the modern view that contain clear political

resonances. The first is that "God combined natural objects into stable and

hierarchical systems" and the second is the proposition that "motion in nature

flows downward from the higher to the lower (just like action in society)." Simi-

larly, under the rubric of"Humanity," Toulmin claims that it goes unquestioned

in modern thought that "human beings can establish stable systems of society,

like the physical systems in nature." Diderot's thought calls all three of these

propositions into question. First, there is no hierarchy implicit in Diderot's

materialism. In fact, its very subversiveness is contained in its democratic ten-

dencies. We have noted that materialism such as Diderot's was a radical stance

in the eighteenth century, and the political and social implications of this phi-

losophy go a long way toward explaining its dangerous charge. Yet materialism

of this sort was never absent from modern intellectual discourse from the time

ofDiderot.^'' For example, much ofthe recent scholarship on Darwin has pointed

to his own struggles, as a member of the Oxbridge establishment, against the

leveling implications of this evolutionary materialism.^' To call it "heterodox

thought" is true in a sense, but it fails to do justice to the importance it played in

shaping modernitv^. Diderot's materialism countered the prevailing "hierarchi-

cal modernitv^," and as a result his thought must be seen as part of the inherent

democratic current imbedded in modern thought from its inception.

Similarly, Diderot's evolutionary ideas also contained potentially revo-

lutionar}' connotations in their challenge to the idea of a stable nature. Belief in

the stabilitv' and regularit)' of nature reinforced political ideologies defending

the status quo. Diderot's transformisme, as a result, questioned political ortho-

doxy. Yet here the important role which such ideas played within the main-

stream science of the period must be remembered. Buffon, an official of the

French monarchy, held similar views. His evolutionary ideas did not worry royal

officials sufficiently to put his job in jeopardy. Furthermore, the transformisme

which was taught was often compatible with traditional institutions. Most of-

ten it amounted to nothing more than assertions that taxonomies are arbitrary

and that namre is too complex to classif}^ in a complete way. In the end, there-

fore, Diderot's evolutionary- ideas could easily be reconciled with more tradi-

tional politics when the need arose.

More to the point of this essay, however, this political ambiguity only

reinforces the conviction thatToulmin's assumptions here, as elsewhere, are overly
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reductive. Toulmin's framework of modernity is a very poor map by which to

chart Diderot's sophisticated Enlightenment philosophy. Generalizing from this

particular case, it seems that the map fails largely because it assumes a rigid

acceptance of Cartesian dualism throughout this period when the historical

story is far more complicated. And this is not merely a problem with Toulmin

and his book. The blind spots which lead to Toulmin's failures, unfortunately,

are representative of a much broader problem, the overly narrow, ahistorical

character ofmuch contemporary discourse on these questions. Toulmin's mono-

lithic understanding of the "Modern" is utterly typical, and while his schematic

rendering makes for an easy target, it is a target that could also be found in any

number ofother recent works on the crisis ofmodern rationalism. But the point

of this paper is not to accuse Toulmin of writing a simplistic book. In fact, as I

have mentioned on several occasions already, I find Toulmin's general thesis and

his specific analysis of other periods quite profound. Yet the very incisiveness of

Cosmopolis makes the book's failures in regard to the eighteenth century all the

more glaring. Toulmin should have known better. A book so suggestive ofwhat

could be done to re-write the intellectual history of the eighteenth century in

light of postmodern concerns should not have collapsed into such hackneyed

platitudes.

But if Toulmin's book is so suggestive, what is the better reading to

which his work points? The answer derives from the similarities which exist

between Diderot's Enlightenment philosophy and the parallel intellectual out-

look of Renaissance "modernism" and contemporary "postmodernism" illumi-

nated by Toulmin. In defining "Renaissance modernity," the precursor to sev-

enteenth-century "rationalist modernity," Toulmin stressed the emphasis on

rhetoric over dialectic,^'^ particularity over universality, timeliness over timeless-

ness, locality over generality, embodiment over abstraction, and subjectivity over

objectivity as characteristic of this pre-Cartesian modernity. Noting that the

rationalist modernity imposed itself in reaction to this earlier system of ideas,

he suggests that postmodernity has much to learn from the historical changes

which led to the birth of the rationalism it so despises. Yet looking at this list of

"Renaissance humanist" attributes, I am struck by the degree to which they

characterize Diderot's thought as well. More importantly, this similarity sug-

gests that the dialectic which Toulmin sees in the move from the sixteenth to

the seventeenth centuries may also play out in reverse in the change from the

seventeenth to the eighteenth. Carrying this model flirther, it is not hard to see

other strands of Enlightenment thought—namely those embodied in later fig-

ures like Laplace, Kant, and Bentham—as marking a reaction against the more

rhetorical, ironic, anti-universalist and subjectivist Enlightenment which Diderot
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represents. Moving still further, Romanticism, nineteenth-century positivism,

fm-de-siecle subjectivism, and early twentieth century scientism could also be

seen as later movements of this dialectic. Adding the fact that the various time

schemes embodied in this dialectic can themselves be variable and particular,

and that a "postmodern" swing in one time or place could coexist alongside a

more "modern" swing in another, this model for understanding the problem of

modernity becomes more interesting still.-'^ Allowing for other complexities as

well, like the possibility for certain non-dialectical, developmental processes

(technology, economic change, historical understanding) to coexist and influ-

ence the dialectic itself, the model becomes even more convincing. The result,

in my opinion, is a far more nuanced approach to the relationship between

contemporary thought and its antecedents.

To sum up, what I am suggesting is that Toulmin points to a "dialectic

ofthe Modern," born in toto with modernity itself and which continues today.'^

The advantage ofsuch a dialectical view is that it allows us to see the similarities

between Enlightenment critique and our own critical spirit. Rather than com-

pelling us to move "beyond the Enlightenment" as so many are wont to do

today, a dialectical view of modernity asks us to go back to the Enlightenment

and other periods as well and to understand their problems as aspects of our

own. Most important, it pushes us away from the abstract theorizing so criti-

cized yet so indulged in by contemporary writers, and into reflection, dialogue,

and integration; in other words, into humanistic inquiry in the best sense of the

term. Not surprisingly, two works as different as Jean-Francois Lyotard's The

Postmodern Condition and Horkheimer and Adorno's Dialectic ofthe Enlighten-

ment each in their own way argue for a very similar view. For Lyotard, it is

crucial that one see modernism and postmodernism as two sides of the same

thing. For Horkheimer and Adorno, the totalitarian implications of the En-

lightenment arise from a failure to balance reflective theory with the factual

mentality. Taken together, both views suggest that we treat modern thought in

dialectical terms. Following Toulmin, this essay has suggested that these dialec-

tics have an historical dimension as well. Viewed in Ught of history, a study of

Diderot's EnHghtenment thought shows us that contemporary thought does

not need to move beyond the Enlightenment. Instead, we need to return to the

Enlightenment itself in order to understand the dialectic of thought that is

embodied in this period as in our own."*'
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