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ABSTRACT

In. a France where the classical reference remained 
the standard by which men and institutions were judged, 
Robespierre posed the central issue of the climactic phase 
in the French Revolution as a battle between Stoicism (re
pository of selfless virtue and incarnated in the person 
and works of Rousseau) and Epicureanism as represented by 
the encyclopedistes.
. I What may be termed Enlightenment Stoicism (actually 

neo-Stoicism) was a current which strongly attracted great 
figures like Montesquieu and, earlier, Pascal and Montaigne 
while Gassendi is recognized as an interpreter of Epicurean 
ism to the seventeenth century. Robespierre's is thus an 
interesting hypothesis. Yet Diderot, the encyclopediste- 
in-chief was himself a moralist for whom virtue was an al
most obsessive preoccupation. Such an outlook is incompat
ible with Epicureanism and, as a man of affairs, Diderot 
found himself torn between Stoic conceptions of virtue and 
social actualities demeaning to both reason and man's digni 
ty. He found refuge in a personal return to Cynicism--the 
corrosive subsoil in which Stoicism took root,

Rousseau-as-Stoic has stood the test of time. Yet 
the search for unity in his allegedly contradictory pensee

■ Vi
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is hampered by an almost complete neglect of an important 
Stoic creditor---Epictetus--who was not only one source of 
Rousseauf s ma jor ideas but a spiritual kinsman he greatly 
admired * Every important "Rousseau problem"i the abandon
ment of his children, the "contradictory" love-ethic of 
The New Heloise, the contempt for erudition per se and for 
the "arts and sciences" is illuminated by reference to 
Epictetus. Above all, a new perspective on the major ques
tion in Rousseau studies— the meaning and origin of his 
conception of the general will--is afforded by considera
tion of similar conceptions in Epictetus 6



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

One approaches a study of Diderot and Rousseau with 
an awareness of embarking- on an adventure in the mythic-- 
which never stales. Does one ever ask, why another look at 
the Iliad, or Aeschylus?

There is a sense in which Diderot and Rousseau, in 
their friendship and their rupture, are the protagonists in 
the central drama of post-modern man. The drama has liter
ally to do with man and Fate. If now we are here as on a 
darkling planet where ignorant armi'es clash in an ever pro
longed night, how different was the mood of that society of 
men banded around Diderot's; Encyclopedia; it was precisely 

. light that these great men of the si§cle de lumieres were to 
lead us into after ages of error and superstition. And it 
is the very mark of fatefulness that the errors and super- 
stitions the E n c y c l o p e d i a or Reasoned Dictionary of the Art 
Sciences and Trades hoped to vanquish, were great and detest 
able. Hopes for its success were widely shared. At its out 
set, the encyclopedic enterprise was supported vigilantly by 
great ministers of the Crown, men like the learned Chancel
lor d.'Aguesseau and Malesherbes, illustrious figures like



Voltaire and Montesquieu, that group of younger editors and 
collaborators, d'Alembert, Diderot and Rousseau. ■ ■

Now, two centuries later, the Encyclopedie, has be
come the very symbol of that maelstrom of "useful" informa
tion which first promised man exoneration from the biblical 
curse of eating his bread in the sweat of his brow, then 
hurried him breathlessly into the alienation of the Indus-r- 
trial Revolution, and now has imperiled his very existence 
as a species. A phahtasmagorical torrent of junk commodi
ties and purported services justified by no real necessity 
and affording more anxiety than pleasure has blotted out for
him that universe in which Cicero said both men and gods

1shared citizenship under the governance of divine will, 
where, immersed in meaning, rational and modest beings 
could find a secure home. ,

After some minor participation in the beginnings of 
the Encyclopedie, Rousseau turned increasingly against the 
assumptions and manners of the phllosophes and they came to 
recognize him as an enemy and treat him as such.

Only so much of the history of the friendship and 
rupture between Diderot and Rousseau needs retelling as 
will bear upon the theme of their cognizance of the still 
living, powerful current of Stoic thought in.their era.

1. Cicero, De Natura Deorum, tr. H. Rackham (Cambridge: 
Harvard Univ. Press, 1967) 273 • Translations ,. except as 
otherwise credited, will be the writer's own.
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These introductory pages will seek to indicate the outlines 
of certain relationships to a core of Stoic conceptions 
influential in their thought and careers. The directions 
taken by these ideas in the lives of the two men, and, to a 
certain extent, the outcome of the process, will be^ampli
fied in the text.

Enough of the history of Stoicism will be retold to 
remind us that it was in its origins shortly after Alex— , 
ander ..the Great, and for .400 years thereafter— and then, 
again, in a rebirth lasting for two centuries up to the 
French. Revolution--a demand for a rational existence, a 
statement that for man, qua man, the essential habitat is 
reason itself. The social, political and religious impli
cations of such a belief need hardly be stressed.

From the day near the close of the 4th century B.C. 
that the errant Levantine maritime trader, Zeno, pursued" 
the Cynic Sage, Crates, up an Athens street, demanding to 
become his pupil, Stoicism has furthered the hope that man’s 
existence (a) can be shown to be, under whatever conditions, 
orderly and just, or (b) can be made to be so truly by the 
exercise of right reason. There is already a considerable 
difference in psychology here. But either way, the ultimate 
reference is to some Final Arbiter who knows the reason of 
it all and who is himself that reason. Diderot said Stoicism
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2has much in common with teligious cults, and he was not far 

off the mark. Like other religions, Stoicism’s mode is to 
offer dogmas, buttressed, it is true, by a veritable scholas
ticism seeking intellectual assent to its propositions. It
is not, therefore, an eternally questing religion. It could

3not, and did not, satisfy a Pascal. It does not lead one to 
some "overwhelming question," the one giving rise to the ex
istential nausea and weariness of Prufrock’s "do not ask what 
is it, let us go and make our visit.” Diderot himself sought 
in the great achievement df his life--his guidance of the 
Bncyclopedie through, to its conclusion— to prove that, after 
all, there was no overwhelming question which man is placed 
on this earth to answer, like.Oedipus before the Sphinx.

His co-editor, d ’Alembert, in the "Preliminary Dis
course" to the Bncyclopedie may., have felt impelled to state
that among "the fruits of the first reflective knowledge de-

' 4 ■ -rived from our sensations" is "the spiritual nature of the
soul, GOd’s existence.-anti humanity’s obligations to him."

2. Oeuvres completes de Diderot, ed. J. Assezat and M. Tour- 
neux (Paris: Garnier, I8 7 5 -I8 7 7 ) III, .314. References to the 
Oeuvres hereinafter will be cited.as A-T..
3. Blaise Pascal, Bntretien avec M. de'Saci, in Oeuvres com
pletes (Paris: -Bdition¥’“d^S^'iTt 1 9 6 3 ) 2 9 1-R9 7 .
4. Jean d ’Alembert, Oeuvres completes (Geneva: Slatkine Re
prints, 1 9 6 7 ) 1 , 22-23* References to the Oeuvres herein
after will be cited as d ’Alembert.



But, as the totality of his work shows, Diderot felt more 
comfortable in forwarding that other purpose set forth in 
d'Alembert's Discourse;" ...to display the order and relation
ships within the branches of human knowledge;....An exami- 
natL.on of the inter-relations linking discoveries shows them 
mutually supporting and thus bound together."

There is enough hope for human dignity in the task
itself— in,the search for order in the universe. The will
ing acknowledgement of that order constituted, for Diderot, 
virtue itself. "That is all ye know on earth and all ye 
need to know," he could say with Keats.

i The effort to understand the world in which, mani! . - .
lives is one of the major strands of Stoicism, and in em
phasizing this activity, Diderot remained fully consistent 
with the activist element in the School's teaching. As the 
late Professor Edelstein pointed out in his lectures at 
Oberlin in 1956;

Moreover, throughout the history of Stoicism ever 
since Zeno...the sage is also a witness of the order 
of nature . Investigation, research or contemplation 
says Seneca, is one of the forms, of human existence, 
not merely a refuge or harbor for the idle; and he 
adds; ’because Zeno, Cleanthes and Chrysippus have 
devoted themselves to a study of the truth, they have 
done more for mankind thag all those who have engaged 
in political activities . 1

5. D'Alembert, I, 17-18.
6 . Ludwig Edelstein, The Meaning of Stoicism (Cambridge,
Mass. Harvard University Press, 1 9 6 8 ) xi , xii.



Clearly, that "contemplation" referred to by Seneca 
is no mere nav.el-cont,emplation. On the contrary, it is a 
contemplation of the eternal order of the universe and of 
its laws, recognition of which constitutes not only the 
highest wisdom but the highest virtue— for the evil-doer is 
he who offends against the natural--that is to say, the ra
tional— order. Since, as the Stoics say, reason constitutes 
the true self of man,, and is in every man the same, "the ra-. 
tional belief in the dignity of my own self... necessarily 
involves the belief in the dignity of others, respect for

• *7them, and moral obligations toward them.” This may imply
activity in support of man's dignity--even the political ac-

/  -tivity which Seneca so archly— considering his role as Nero's
adviser— devalues.

In all of this, the Stoic, as Festugiere remarks,
possesses a rule of action:

Assured that his will conforms ,to the universal will 
he regards himself the proper governor of other men. 
Nothing could impede him inasmuch as he relied only 
on virtue and took account of nothing else. Thus 
the.Stoic morality became the educator of rulers....
In the debate instituted at the dawn of Hellenism-- 
"Must one act?' and "How must one act?’,.Stoicism 
stood on the side of action and taught -a set of rules. 
And that is why it has played so important a part in 
the history of civilization.. .

7. Ibid.,214.
8. J.-A. Festugiere,Epicure et ses dieux (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France! 1968) x i , xii.
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There is a sense in which the "effort" constituted 

by the Encyclopedie to understand the world.amounted, in 
effect, to a politics of a new sort. This point, made by 
Franco Venturi, will be presented later.

Another important feature of his concerns relating 
Diderot to the Stoic current is found in his attitude toward 
the.freedom of the will. Diderot, as will be shown, was 
passionately concerned with the question of virtue— the pos
sibility of virtue both for himself and for man in society.
"I define virtue as the taste for order in moral matters," he

g ' -declares. But, if virtue is dependent on the . liberty to
act virtuously, there is a problem. In his "Letter to Lan- 
dois , " he says, "liberty is a word devoid of sense,V and 
draws directly from this deterministic premise the conclu
sion that "if there is no liberty, there is no action which
merits either praise or blame. There is neither vice nor

10virtue, nothing one must either reward or chastise."
All during his busy life as editor of the Encyclo

pedie , Diderot longed for the day when he could drop these 
chores, sit at his work table with the leisure to think sys
tematically, and write a great work of morality. But he 
flinched from the task, in the end. How, after all, could he

9. A-T, VII, 127.
IQ. Denis Diderot, Correspondance, eds. George Roth and Jean 
Varloot (Paris : Les "lEditions de Minuit, 1 9 6 8 ) 1 , 214 „ 
References to this.edition.will hereinafter be cited as 
Roth-Varloot. .
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join determinism to virtue? As lie wrote to his mistress
Sophie V o H a n d : "I have not even dared to take up my pen
to write the first line. I say to myself: If I do not come
out of the attempt victorious, I become the apologist for
wickedness; I will have betrayed the cause of virtue....I do

Hnot feel myself equal to this sublime work."
Diderot, who wrote the articles, "Stoicism" and "Bpi-

cureanism” for.the Bncyclopedle (albeit they were largely
12copied from Brucker’s compilation) probably realized that

his dilemma was one of the central concerns of Stoicism. It
may be worthwhile to take, at this point, a preliminary glimpse
of the problem for the Stoics.

In antiquity the Stoics gained the reputation of being 
strict determinists and this reputation has generally 
persisted up to the present day. Their attempts to 
give man some power of self-determination have found 
little support. Either the Stoics are accused of hold
ing contradictory positions or, it is argued, their 
distinctions between causes are merely verbal quibbles 
which leave, man at best in a position of semi-slavery. 
Prima facie it would be surprising if philosophers 
whose main concern was ethical robbed the human mind 
of libera voluntas....The wise man certainly gets the 
credit for his goodness and other men are culpable for 
falling short of his moral status. But this, in the 
opinion of Alexander of Aphrodisias, shows the absurd
ity of the Stoic thesis: neither praise nor blame has 
any justifiable basis if men cannot act contrary to . 
the nature given them by destiny,

11. A-T, II, 345. ,
12. Peter Gay, The Enlightenment : An Interpretation. Vol. I,
The Rise of Modern Paganism "{New York; Vintage Books, 1966) 367•
13. A. A. Long,' "Freedom and Determinism in the Stoic Theory of 
Human Action," in Problems in Stoicism, ed. Long (London: The 
Athlone Press, 1971*) 173 *
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Another, and also very important strand of Stoicism

must now be examined— its interior focus, its search for indi
vidual self-sufficiency, for what the Greeks called autarchy. 
It cannot be denied that this tendency is associated with a 
certain despair, a certain grimness. It is a response to the 
ineluctable recognized as such in all sobriety. And if it is 
more decisively characteristic of the slave Epictetus than it 
was of the emperor's minister, Seneca, it is perhaps under
standable. If it is associated, too, more closely with 
Rousseau, after the Hermitage period, driven from within and 
without, it is also understandable.

The autarchic strand was shared by Stoicism with its 
arch-rival Epicureanism. Both sought to make the individual 
independent of circumstances, if you will, of other people, 
with the aim of achieving tranquility.

1 hThe end of life with Epicurus, as with Diogenes, 
is to enable a man to face with tranquility whatever 
may befall. Diogenes rejected political ties and 
lived in the open, Epicurus rejected political ties 
and retired to the cloister. And it was Epicurus 
who provided the great catch-phrase of autarchy when 
he said the wise man would be happy even upon the 
rack, . ■ '
But is it among the Stoics that the influence of 
Cynicism is most clearly to be seen, and the Cynics 
often appear as the left wing of the Stoics; indeed 
in philosophers like Musonius and Epictetus the

14. Diogenes.the Cynic, claimed by Epictetus as one of the 
most important forbears of Stoicism: Epictetus, "On the Call
ing of a Cynic", Discourses, tr. ¥. A. Oldfather.(Cambridge, . 
Mass.: Harvard.University Press,. 1961) II, I3I-I69. References
to the Discourses hereinafter will be cited as Epictetus.
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Influences are bard to disentangle. The Stoics also, 
in their own way cultivated autarchy, but they were 
free from the squalor to which the Cynics s u c c u m b e d .  5

Autarchy is the hallmark of Rousseau1 s Emile., as it 
is of Wolmar1s Clarens„ And Rousseau's most profound politi
cal conviction is that the evil that, befell men and drove

' • ' • ' • ' 16 them from the Garden was their need for each other's help.
Natural man was man before he had any need of his fellows. 
Rousseau's natural man, by definition, was,autarchic.

It is being recalled more and more that the Genevan 
was the prophet of many of our present derangements. He 
spoke of alternative routes for mankind, though, to be pre
cise, the only alternative that fits Rousseau's diagnosis of 
the ills afflicting civil society is the universal surrender 
of purely personal aims. He allowed himself few illusions 
that men would avail themselves of such alternatives. Indeed, 
to be utilized, the Rousseauean prescriptions would have to oe 
the subject of a consensus as to what they meant. That there 
has been no consensus is attested to by the considerable liter
ature that exists on the theme of the intentions of Rousseau. 
These seek to explain alleged contradictions within his work, 
and more obvious inconsistencies between the life and the 
work. There are more than a few attempts to gather all the

15® John Ferguson, Moral Values in the Ancient World (London: 
Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1958) 150.
16.' Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Oeuvres completes, gen., eds. Ber
nard Gagne bin and Marcel Ra)7morid ^Raris: Pleiade, 1959--) III, 
171. References to the Oeuvres hereinafter will be cited as 0.0



contradictions under the canopy of a "fieId-theory11 of Rous
seau , These will be referred to in the section on Rousseau 
proper. .

Perhaps, in situating Rousseau with reference to 
the Stoic tradition we will be making still another attempt 
to find a basis for unity in his thought. In any case, 
scholarship has found that his own statements and the in
ternal evidence of his work, have already convincingly at
tested his debt to the Stoic outlook— as embodied in Plutarch, 
Seneca and Montaigne. What will be attempted here is the 
focus on the part played by still another and (in this 
connection) relatively neglected Stoic--Bpictetus-~son of 
a slave woman, and himself long enslaved, in shaping the 
oeuvre of Rousseau. More important even than Epictetus’ role 
in shaping the.doctrine of Rousseau, it will be suggested, is 
his role as a moral teacher in guiding and controlling the 
Genevan's life. If a unity is to be found in Rousseau it 
must inevitably be a unity comprising the life and principles 
— for at least that intention was always behind Rousseau's 
massive efforts at self-exculpation.^

17• Cf. Pierre Burgelin, La Philosophic de 1'existence do 
J .-J . Rousseau (Paris; Presses Universitaires de France,
I952) 31 i " • • '♦ aal n'a uvoue plus naive me nt 1 1 abime c reuse 
entire sa doctrine et sa conduite. 11
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What is the relevance of Stoicism to the period, just

before the French Revolution? After all, as Risfcsays, the
18school may be said to have ended with Marcus Aurelius.

Whatever may be one's attitude toward Gay's evalua
tion of the middle ages as having "reinstated...religious
myth as the deepest motive power and final purpose of civi- 

. 19lizatipn" and the Enlightenment as an attempt to win inde
pendence by pitting the Christian and pagan pasts against 

20
each other, it will be admitted that he has detailed force
fully- the resurgence of classical influences, prominent among 
them Stoicism, as one of the hallmarks of the Enlightenment. 

Judith Shklar makes the .same 'point:
The battle between the ancients and the moderns was 
not really decided in favor of the latter until af
ter the French Revolution. Until then pagan an-, 
tiquity was admired and known in all its details even 
by those who admired and adopted a decidedly modern 
and philosophic outlook. In Rousseau's time the at
traction of the un- and pre-Christian world was 
particularly great. Everyone who was educated at 
all, and by whatever means, was familiar with clas
sical literature . It Refined intellectuality, set - ■
its limits and style.

18. J. M. Rist, Stoic Philosophy (London: Cambridge Univer
sity Press, 1 9 6 9 )" 2 8 9 ,
19. Gay, The Enlightenment. .., I,. 212.
20. Ibid., xi.
21. Judith Shklar, Men and Citizens: a Study of Rousseau's 
Social Theory (London: Cambridge University Press, I96 9T" 
2^?U2231 " "■
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The Stoic reference is important in another respect„ 

The school arose in a time of:, shattering crisis, similar in 
some respects to the crisis Western civilization continues 
to undergo since its experience of the two world wars, the 
second of which, with its aspects of truly international 
civil war in Asia, Africa, and Europe, is not yet concluded. 
If at this point we cover ground already familiar to students 
of Hellenistic philosophy, and the Stoic origins of the nat
ural law tradition, it is only to set Diderot and Rousseau 
against a conveniently recollected backdrop of philosophical
continuity.

;i ' ■:i Stoicism was an event in the collapse of. th.e .Greek 
polls, foreshadowed in the fratricidal Peloponnesian war and
the class war carnage that accompanied it, in Corcyra, for

22 ' ... example. The weakness of the polls paved the way for the
conquests of Alexander. The dissolution of the city-state 
brought about the incipient world-state in which tradition
al, local pieties and securities were dissolved. Great cit
ies arose in which the races and religions of the Eurasian 
world mingled, as was the command of Alexander.

Plptarch: describes this aspect of Alexander's policy:

22, Thucydides, Peloponnesian War, tr. Thomas Hobbes (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1959) I , .'202-207 •
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But as he (Alexander) believed that he came as a 
heaven-sent, governor to all, and as a mediator for 
the whole world, those whom he could not persuade 
to unite with him, he conquered by force of arms, 
and he brought together into ene body all men 
everywhere, uniting and mixing in one great loving 
cup, as it were, men's lives, their characters, 
their marriages, their very habits of life. He 
bade them all consider as their fatherland the whole 
inhabited earth ... clothing and food, marriage and 
manner of life they should regard as common to all, 
being blended into all by ties of blood and children. 3

Zeno, the founder of the Stoic school, was ten years
old when Alexander died in 323 B.C. One day, this native of

' 24Citium in Cyprus, a place, Diogenes Laertius tells us, that 
had received Phoenician settlers, strolled into a book store 
in Athens, where he became absorbed in Xenophon's Memorabilia. 
Fascinated, he asked the dealer wherd men like Socrates 
might be met. Crates, then the head of the Cynic School, hap
pened to.be passing, and was pointed out to him. Thus began 
the philosophical training of Zeno, and thus were put down 
the roots of the Stoic School in the soil of Greek Cynicism, 
itself, one of the so-called Socratic Schools, whose founder, 
Antisthenes, had been a disciple of Socrates. But Stoicism 
was nourished by other, non-Greek roots, too. For Moses 
Ha da s , the name of Zeno's father, Mnaseas, as given by

2 3 , Plutarch, On the Fortune or the Virtue of Alexander, in 
Moralia, Vol. IV, tr. Frank Cole Babbitt.(Cambridge, Mass.: 
Harvard University Press, 1936) 399•
24. Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, tr. R. B. 
Hicks (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, I9 6 5 ) II,
111. The Lives hereinafter will be cited .as Diogenes 
Laertius. . •
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25Pausanias and Plutarch, has a Semitic sound. He may there

fore have been of Phoenician or mixed descent. It is an odd
ity worth' noting that the next Stoic master, Clean the s., came

26to Athens from Assus, in northwest Asia Minor. The third 
head of the school, Chrysippus, was from.Soli or Tarsus in

27Cilicia.
.• It has been felt that there is a causal link between

the shift from the polytheism of the polis to a strain of 
Asian or Semitic monotheism present in Stoicism. Three of 
Chrysippus1 disciples, Antipater, Ar&hedemus and Zeno (an
other Zeno) were from Tarsus in Cilicia (St. Paul's town). 
Herillus of Phoenician Carthage, and Boethius of Sidoh, were 
among the Semites in the Old Stoa. Other Middle East Stoics
in the generation after Chrysippus included Diogenes of Baby-

28Ion and Appolodorus of Seleucia.

25. Moses Hadas, Ancilla to Classical Reading (New York:• 
Columbia University Press, 195k) 245. •
26. Diogenes Laertius, II, 273»
2 7 . Diogenes Laertius, II, 287«
28. For the Asian strain in Stoicism generally, see Emile 
Brehier, The History of Philosophy, Vol. II, The Hellenistic 
and Roman Age, tr. Wade Baskin (Chicago: The University of : 
Chicago Press, 1 9 6 5 ) 25-26. A counterweight to the thesis of 
Asian influence is provided by Rist, op. cit., 289 et seq. 
Rist makes the point that the Stoics owed at least as much to 
Heraclitus* monistic view of a cosmos dominated by universal 
law. There are also the Greek monotheistic implications of 
Plato * s Idea of the Good, and of Creation by the Demiurge.
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The fundamental teaching of the Old Stoa, founded by- 
Zeno in Athens in 308 B.C. is that reality is a rational order 
in which nature is the expression of immanent laws of reason. 
As Diogenes Laertius recorded some time in the third century 
A.D., hundreds of years after the founding of the Stoa, Zeno 
was the first thinker to designate "life in accordance with 
nature" as a virtuous life and to declare that virtue is the 
goal toward which nature guides us .̂

It is customary to envisage classical Stoicism, for€Z3 
/ma-LIyUpa embracing three periods, the Old, Middle and Late 
(or Roman) Stoa. We have met the leading figures of the Old 
Stoa. The great figures of the Middle Stoa (covering the 
second and first centuries B.C.) were Panaetius of Rhodes, 
and his pupil Posidonius. Panaetius had written a tract 
entitled "On Duties," now lost, which served as the model for 
one of Cicero’s major expositions of Stoic ethics, De Officiis. 
With the Late Stoa, we come to Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus 
Aurelius, the first two of whom will be commented on at some 
length, in connection with Diderot and Rousseau in this paper.

After Marcus Aurelius, there is, as noted, a dimming 
of the Stoic .8! School's importance. The current may be said 
to have become quiescent, or even moribund during the entire 
course of the Middle Ages. Yet, as Brehier remarks, its 
thought^persisted strongly through this period, sometimes in

29. Diogenes Laertius, II, 195 -



Christian guise» ”We can hardly speak of a rebirth since a 
nucleus of Stoic ideas, though somewhat neglected, had never

" 1 3 0 'disappeared during the whole medieval period. " St. Ambrose 
regarded harmony between nature and the self as an appropriate 
end of life. Handbooks of moral guidance were popular all 
through the "dark ages”— including those of Alcuin, Hildebard 
of Lavardin, which followed Seneca arid Cicero in their con
ceptions of morality and virtue. "Roger Bacon^s moral phi-;

31losdphy was inspired from start to finish by Seneca." Bracket
ing the medieval period, those two great prophets of God’s 
foreknowledge of man's eternal sinfulness and redemption by 
grace alone, St. Augustine and Calvin, both were thoroughly 
aware of the competition of a stillsliving Stoicism. The
last great battle of his life was waged by Augustine against
the doctrines of the Stoic-educated Briton, Pelagius, repre-

- 32sented at the close of Augustine's life by Julian of Eclanum.
Calvin, deeply concerned that his enemies might suc

cessfully confuse his "predestination" with Stoic "fate", 
pointed out that there is a vast difference between Stoic

30. Brehier, op. cit. Vol. ITT, The Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance, 239» ...
31. Ibid., 240.
32. Adolph Harnack, History of Dogma, tr. from 3rd German 
edition by Neil Buchanan (New York: Dover Publications, Inc.,.
1 9 6 1 ) V, 187. . ' ,
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indifference and the commitment of the Christian carrying the 

33 —cross.
The full bloom of Neo-Stoicism arrived in the second 

half of the sixteenth century and the early seventeenth. We 
need be detained only briefly by Guillaume du Vair (1556- 
l62l), whose Philosophie Morale des Sto^ques, largely a re
phrasing of Epictetus’ Encheiridion or Manual, attained a 
huge vogue; with Justus Lipsius, of Flanders, (1547-1606) 
whose De Constantia (1594) compared the doctrines of Stoicism 
with those of Christianity; with Pierre Charron, whose De la 
sagesse (l60l) was still widely read during the Enlightenment. 
It was one of the bare handful of books that now can be proved

• 34to have been owned— and the copy annotated--by Rousseau..
These Neo-Stoics are little read today. Besides, if

we follow Strowski, they were all of them, along with the
giant figure of Montaigne, adulterators, adapters of the gen-

3 5uine current of Stoicism to fit their times. Montaigne’s 
’•what do I know?11 comes down to us as the clearest utterance
of skepticism, not Stoicism, in any event.

33 • Cited in Brehier, op. cit. , III, 240. " . L' !•

34. Georges Pire, "Jean-Jacques Rousseau, lecteur de Pierre
Charron," Revue de.Litterature Compares, Vol. 36 (1962) 484.
35. Fortunat Strowski, Pascal et son, temps. (Paris:
Librairie Plon, I9 0 7 ) II, 319.



The case may be somewhat different in connection 
with Dom Jean de Saint-Francois :(pen-name Jean Goulu) whose 
Leg- PropOs d * Epictete, recueillis par Arrian , son disciple, 
translated into French from Greek, appeared in Paris, in 
1609.

Strowski has proved that it is in the Dora Goulu ver
sion rather than in Du Vair's, that Pascal read and admired

3 6(was even sorely tempted by) Epictetus. Du Vair's was an 
adapta tion while Goulu * s was an accurate rendering of Epic
tetus o Du Vair’s work includes the shorter Manua1 only.
Goulu offers the detailed and more characteristic Discourses

il 'as recorded by Epictetus1 disciple Arrian. This will be 
important later, as evidence that there was a full and ac
curate text of Epictetus in French available to Rousseau, who
read no Greek at all, and was not wholly at ease in Latin ,

37either, though he had a fondness for Latin epigraphs.
These minor figures (and the giant Montaigne ) aside, 

the voices that carried the. thought of Stoicism, through the 
centuries and deposited it on the threshold of the Enlighten
ment are the great voices still listened to today^ They are 
the Roman Stoics themselves— Seneca, Epictetus, and Marcus

3 6 . Ibid., 3 2 6 .
37• George R. Havens, Jean-Jacques Rousseau; Discours sur les 
sciences et les arts, edition critique. (New York; Modern 
Language Association, 19*56} 61. . .
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Aurelius $ and the non-Stoics, Plutarch and Cicero« It is 
not a turning back to touch on these men now, since the oth
er bearers of Stoic culture are dead, while these still 
speak, either in their own voices, or as embodied in great 
Works of literature," .

With regard to literature and its debt to Seneca, we 
have To’ S. Eliot's estimate that: "There can be no .question 
that Shakespeare learned from Seneca....I am not here con
cerned with Shakespeare's 'borrowings'...but with Shakes
peare, the voice of his time, and this voice in poetry is in 
the most serious matters of life and death most often the

■ ; 1r ' 38 . ..voice of Seneca."
Along with Plutarch, Seneca was Montaigne’s favorite 

readings Erasmus edited, him, Calvin commented on his De Clem-
■ 39 -entia. '

Seneca, while a thoroughgoing Stoic, was no hidebound 
doctrinaire. Indeed, he evinced a distinct hospitality to 
the views of Epicurus, founder of the rival school. A tabu
lation excerpted from all of Seneca * s prose writings, shows 
Epicurus referred to or cited 64 times (the largest total), 
Zeno, the Stoic founder, 23 times, and even Cicero only 25

40times.

38 . Ha da s , op ♦ cit. , 353 •
39. Ibid.
40. Anna Lydia Motto, Guide to, the thought of Lucius Annaeus 
Seneca (Amsterdam: Adolf M. Hakkert, 1970) xiv.
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Seneca writes to tiis friend Lucilius s "That you may 

know how liberal, I am, I am determined to praise the sayings 
of other schools. It belongs to Epicurus or Methodorus... 
and what difference does it make who said it? He said it
for all...‘'I ■ :

This "liberality" of Seneca may be of interest, lat
er i in estimating Diderot’s relationship to Seneca and to
Stoicism. A defense of Seneca was the last important work t

. • 42 ■ ' 'come from Diderot’s pen.
Seneca, finally, has been adduced as one of the most

important influences on Rousseau. A short citation will suf
fice at this point. Leon Emery finds that Seneca's Letters

• - ' - -- . 43"echo at every moment the advice of Emile’s tutor."
. - ■. ; : / ■  •As to Plutarch's influence on Rousseau, here we come

to one of the great sources acknowledged by the Genevan him
self. He tells us at the very start of the Confessions:

- ■ - .Plutarch, above all, became my favorite reading....
From these interesting readings, from the conversa
tions which they occasioned between my father and - 
.myself, were:shaped that free and republican spirit,

41. Ibid., xx. . -
42. Essai sur les regnes de Claude et de Heron ( 1 7 8 2 ).
43. Leon Emery, "Rousseau and the Foundations of Human Re
generation ," Yale French Studies, No. 28 (Fall-¥iriter I9 6 I-
1 9 6 2 ) 1 0 . .
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that indomitable and proud character, impatient 
of the yoke and of servitude, which has tormented 
me during all of my life.

The experience of menial servitude in his youth must 
have been a special torment for one so nurtured.

This same Plutarch, no admirer of the Stoics, at 
least as personalities, begins his attack,On the Contradic
tions of the Stoics, forthrightly enough: "1 first lay down 
this for an axiom, that, there ought to be seen in men’s lives 
an agreement with their doctrines." Thereupon he proceeds to 
flay Zeno, Cleanthes and Chrysippus for failing to engage 
actively in statecraft, for remaining aloof from the practical 
concerns of their city, for not serving in the army, for ad
vocating, political activism in words while "feeding (if I 
may say so) on rest as on the lotus. To be fair, the'cit
izens of Athens thought so highly of Zeno that they voted him 
a golden crown, a bronze statue, and gave him the keys to the 
city walls and built him a tomb at public cost as a man who 
"has for many, years.been devoted to philosophy in the city 
and has continued to be a man of worth in all other respects. "46

44. 0.0.1, 9•
45. Plutarch, Contradictions of the Stoics, in Mora Is, tr. 
William W. Goodwin. (Boston: Little, Brown & Co., I8 8 3 ) XV,
428.
46. Diogenes Laertius, II, 117-121.
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Also, it is this same Plutarch who spells out for us

with evident warmth, the cosmopolitan message of Zeno in
words that have served Utopians, internationalists and social
dreamers from his day to our own:

Moreover, the much-admired Republic of Zeno, the 
founder of the Stoic sect, may be summed up in 
this one main principle: that all the inhabitants 
of this world of ours should not live different!- . 
ated by their respective rules of justice into - :•
separate cities and communities, but that we should 
have a common life and an order comipon to us all, 
even as a herd that feeds together,^7

A recent student of Plutarch finds spread throughout the
Lives and the Mora Is "at every instant, this diffuse influ-

48ence of Stoic thought,” The influence of Stoicism was so
widespread and dominant that in all fields it was preponder-

<
ant— "towards the second century, the two words. Stoicism

40and philosophy stood for almost the same thing."
Nor was Cicero a formal Stoic; he is generally ranked 

with the succession to Plato * the New Academy. Yet it is 
Cicero who is regarded as affording the main channel by which 
Stoic morality reached the Christian West in such works as 
De Qificiis, ■ De Pinibus, De Natura Deorum and De Re Pubiica.

47» Plutarch, Moralia, XV (tr. Babbitt) 397•
48. Daniel.Babut, Plutarque et le Stoicisme (Paris: Presses 
Universitaires de France, 1 9 6 9 ) 19-
49. Ibid.
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It is from De Finibus that we get the magnificent Stoic state
ment of the democratic monarchy of rational beings, equal yet 
hierarchicalj which is the Stoic universe:

Again, they hold that the universe is governed by 
divine will; it is a city or state of which, both 
men and gods are members, and each, one of us is a 
part of this universe; from which, it is a natural 
consequence that we should prefer the common ad
vantage of our own.

Finally, for Cicero, there is the definition of law
in De Re Publica, which.can be regarded as the founding
statement of the natural law tradition, both in its Christian
and secular versions;

True law is right reason in agreement with nature; 
it is the universal application, unchanging and 
everlasting. . .and: there; will not be different laws 
at Rome and at Athens, or different laws now and in 
the future, but one eternal and unchangeable law 
will be valid for all nations and all times, and 
there will be one master and ruler, that is, God, - 
over us.all, for he is the author of„the law, its 
promulgator and its enforcing judge.

It must be clear that, while the Stoics speak of the 
Logos, the "divine Word", the Reason of the universe, the 
quotation from De Re Publica, above, implies more than mere 
immanence. Cicero speaks there of an "enforcing judge" of 
the law, and one is inclined to agree with Hannis Taylor that

50. Cicero, De Finibus Bonorum et Malorum, tr. H. Rackham 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1914) 2 8 5 .
51. Cicero, De Re Publica, tr. Clinton Walker Keyes 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1928) 211.



here ’’Stoicism wrecked Pantheism in substance if not in form.
Sanction was thereby given for expectations of a world-wide
society, without distinction as to race, class arid caste
under the ’’fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of Man’’
which Zeno and Alexander had foreseen, Christianity was to
imply, arid the Roman law, thenceforth partially transformed
from the local law of the city, into cosmopolitan law, the

■' 53ius gentium, or law of nations, was to codify.
In any case, God, the ’’enforcing judge’’, of Cicero, 

surely portended the sanctions of the Judgment Day proclaimed 
by the Christians and not merely that Deity who, according 
to Seneca, "himself wrote the decrees of Pate., yet he follows

- 54them; he obeys forever, he decreed once."
If Deity exists in the universe at all for Diderot, 

it is the God who having decreed once, obeys forever— the 
Deity of Seneca. The God of Rousseau is not vastly different 
— but he is there. He also performs no miracles outside of 
Nature, and while transcendent, he is there. His existence
is the most necessary postulate in Rousseau’s own existence.
He knows God by the same logical necessity that Descartes

52. Hannis Taylor, Cicero: A Sketch of His Life and Works 
(Chicago; A. C . MeClurg & CoT, 1916) xii. ~ ~ ~ "
53» Ibid., xiii.
54. Seneca, De Providentia, in Mora 1 Essays (New York: G. P.
Putnam’s Sons, I9 2 8 -3 5T 1 , 39« .
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knew himself . For if he were not there, the innocence of 
Jean-Jacques might remain unproven and unknown for all eter
nity. He will approach the Great bench on Judgment Day,

- 5 5  .'"this book in my hand" and if Deity does nothing but look
into his heart, it will be enough, as Burgelin suggests in
the last page of his great book to "redress, encourage, in-

5 6 -s 'struct."^
Diderot and Rousseau were acutely conscious of the 

Stoic backdrop across which they moved. It is not suggested 
that this relation exhausts their significance for history; 
nevertheless, a certain overarching unity is afforded for 
their appearance as figures in the realm of thought by the 
use of the Stoic reference as a lens to bring into resolu
tion features which otherwise remain unnoticed or unexplained.

Rousseau as a Stoic, in purely philosophic terms, 
would certainly be worth further observation; that line of 
inquiry can still yield important insights. But viewing 
Rousseau in his kinship with one Stoic above a 1.1— -Epictetus 
-- hitherto largely neglected in this connection, invests the 
ideal relationship with flesh and blood and a remarkable 
poignancy. As for Diderot, his aspirations, achievements 
and defeats are illumined as we perceive him torn between

55. O.C., I, 5 .
5 6 . Burgelin, op♦ cit., 578 .
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conceptions of virtue and a raging Cynic sense of the injus
tice wreaked by positivistic morality against man’s biolog
ical integrity, his own not least of all.

The two friends lived in a society and in a time 
which made it impossible for their outlook to remain merely 
theoretical. They were summoned to interact not only with 
each other but with the dominant currents in an era of sin
gular effervescence in the arena of public opinion. Resolute 
in their Stoic hatred of untruth, but vulnerable and imper
fect, they were turned into enemies by the very intensity of 
their shared commitment to virtue in a milieu pregnant with, 
rapid change and practical pressures.

The polemics and quarrels wi^h Voltaire, d ’Alembert, 
Hume, Diderot and Grimm can be viewed as Rousseau's philo
sophic break away from what, he liked to call "the Holbach- 
ians." The quarrel with Diderot can also be told, within the 
smaller compass of personal slights and bruised sensibilities 
on both sides. The familiar story, will be sketched briefly 
by way of background. '

Prom the day, late in l'/42 when Diderot and Rousseau, 
both then about 30, were introduced in Paris by Daniel Roguin, 
Diderot assumed a sort of ascendancy over his slightly older 
contemporary. This was based on the understandable fact that 
Diderot, had already been surviving in Paris for some years 
by one bohemian expedient or another while Rousseau was new



to the capital and may easily have slipped into a kind of 
emotional dependency0

The two'men helped each other with social contacts 
and work opportunities and advice„ They played chess, planned 
to bring.out a bright periodical of contemporary comment, the 
Persifleur. Both men formed the fateful unions which were to 
mark the rest of their lives deeply; Diderot married Nanette 
Champion, and was never to find real happiness with her. 
Rousseau formed his lifelong connection with Therese Levas- 
seur, a chambermaid when they met and virtually illiterate 
through most of her days. Both men were, to seek intellectual 
and physical companionship elsewhere in the world of women.

Diderot continued to exercise his ascendancy over 
Rousseau by interesting himself in the Genevan’s domestic re
lations with Therese and her mother to an extent regarded by 
Rousseau as intolerable meddling. He also played an ambigu
ous role in Rousseau’s great love affair with Sophie d ’Houde- 
tot

When the Encyclopedie was under way, Rousseau collab
orated to the extent of handling many of the musical articles 
and contributed as well a major article, Po lit i c.a 1 Economy, 
which appeared in 1 7 5 8 .

In 1749, when Diderot was confined in Vincennes don
jon for some of his writings, so sympathetic was the relation
ship between the two men that Rousseau nearly "went mad" at
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the idea that Diderot might have to spend the rest of his 
life in prison. It was on a walk from Paris to Vincennes to
see his friend that Rousseau read the article in the Mercure
de France advertising the essay contest sponsored by the Uni
versity of Dijon. His essay on the relationship of the arts 
and sciences to the corruption of morals, the First Discourse,
was the result. It created a new Rousseau, henceforth a power
in the world. At the same time, it inspired in him a resolve 
to abjure the world, to renounce the strivings after fame and 
reputation which had previously actuated him. He ostensibly 
renounced the profession of writing arid strove to earn his 
living as a music copyist. In the search for a simpler life, 
he disposed of his watch, discarded his fine Parisian clothing 
and, eventually, taking advantage of the hospitality of a 
wealthy admirer, Mme. d'Epinay, took up residence in a cot
tage, The Hermitage, provided by her. He was delighted to 
leave Paris and its "cabals" for the solitude of the country
side. But there ensued a series of collisions between the 
gregarious Diderot and the sensitive, introverted Rousseau.

At this point we must be content with recording the 
fact that at the Hermitage he fell in. love with Mme. d'Bpinays 
sister-in-law Mme y d'Houdetot who, at that time,, had an 
"official lover," the poet Saint-Lambert. The tortuous com
plexities of Rousseau's affair and the fact itself, related 
in confidence by Rousseau to his friend Diderot, somehow
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reached Saint-Lambert. Rousseau saw the channel leading from 
Diderot to Grimm and Grimm’s mistress Mme, d ’Epinay to Saint- 
Lambert, then serving with Grimm in the military»

In 1757> a copy of Diderot1s new play, The Natural 
Son, reached Rousseau. In it he found the line; "Only the 
bad man lives in solitude." When he protested what he saw 
as an attack on himself, he received a letter from his friend 
which only made things worse; the: "explanation" concluded; 
"Farewell, Citizen. What a peculiar citizen a hermit is!"

Rousseau signaled his final break with Diderot by in
serting in his Letter to d ’Alembert on the theatre; "I once 
had a severe and judicious Aristarchus; I no longer have one; 
I no longer desire one," and he added', in Latin, a quotation 
from Bcclesiasticus to the effect that friendship can stand 
many things, including quarrels, but treachery it cannot 
survive.

Such, in brief, is the personal story of the famous 
quarrel between Diderot and Rousseau. The philosophical is
sues which divided them are much more complex and elusive.
Yet viewing these two dynamic figures of the 18th century in

 ̂ \ their relation to the neo-Stoic current is productive of valu
able insights into one of the most significant and puzzling 
problems of the Enlightenment.



CHAPTER IX

ROUSSEAU AND EPICTETUS '

There is a sense in which' all significant writing 
about Rousseau is about his contradictions. Physician to 
the human race--heal thyself! Was ever a thinker more vul
nerable to the taunt? . It is not merely a question, of in
consistencies between the life and the work; the unity of 
the doctrine itself is in question. Lansqn was dismayed 
sixty years ago by a prevailing critical attitude: "Each
work of Rousseau is reduced to a simple and absolute formu-

: / la. The Discourse on Inequality expresses anti-social indi
vidualism , the Contract authoritarian socialism, the New
Heloise the aristocratic patriarchal regime, the Contract

1the democratic egalitarian regime." And Burgelin will be
gin his full-length study of Rousseau with: " . .he seeks 
neither to disguise nor to suppress the actual contradictions

1. Gustave Lanson, "L* unite* de la pensee de Rousseau," Annales 
de la Societe Jean-Jaoques Rousseau, Vol. VIII (1912) 3• 
(.References to the Annales hereinafter will be cited as AJJR. ) 
See also two similarly titled works: Ernst Cassirer, "L1unite
dans 1 1 oeuvre de J.-J. Rousseau," Bulletin de la Societe Fran- 
caise de Philosophie (April-June 1932) 48-84 and Pierre Bur- 
gelin , "L1 unite dans 1 1 oeuvre de Rousseau , 11 Revue de Meta- 
physique et de Morale (i9 6 0 , No. 2) 199-209, and Basil Mun- 
teano, Les contradictions de J.-J. Rousseau.in Jean-Jacque^s 
Rousseau et son oeuvre. (Paris: Librairie C. Klincksieck,
1964) 95-112.
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of experience, but to go beyond them and to locate them. If 
one is but willing to read-the entire oeuvre, it will not

t 2appear as that of an enemy of reason.”
A clue valuable in the search for unity in Rousseau 

may be contained in George R. Havens * resume of the precur
sors of Rousseau's First Discourse:

More than the majority of his contemporaries who 
went through the schools» Rousseau is the man of 
his readings. Having begun to study late and all 
alone, he did not read simply to be instructed, 
to accomplish the daily task imposed by the pro
fessor . He read to discover the truth, to find 
the guide to his conduct. He took books very se.- 
riously. He sought there what could be useful in 
life and the formation of character.^

|| ¥hat most men find in their fathers— a model on
which character is formed, and a guide to conduct, Rousseau
sought in books. The actual father whom he idealized seems
at this distance a rather pathetic and "operatic" character
who permitted two sons in succession to vanish into vaga-

4bondage without any great effort to prevent it. But words 
in books, after all, are only words. They were unquestion
ably helpful in guiding a solitary and vulnerable individual

2. Burgelin, La philosophic.. ., 3«
3« Havens , ojd . citu , 82.
4. Indeed Isaac Rousseau seems to have beaten and abused 
Jean-Jacques1 brother,his senior by seven years, until he 
was virtually forced to leave the paternal roof. O.C., I,
10 .
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to a philosophy— Stoicism— calculated to safeguard his dig
nity against the buffetings of life. Rousseau needed* in 
addition, a manly and reliable figure embodying the assur
ances of this philosophy in his very person, under whose gaze, 
as.under that of a father, he could make his way and grow. 
There is reason to believe that Rousseau found one such model 
in the Roman Stole Epictetus.

Plutarch, for the moment, aside, the received, opinion 
is that Rousseau's Stoic progenitor was Seneca. It is per
fectly true that Rousseau1s Epictetus is not--like Seneca —

5a source of quotations and Latin epigraphs; he is infinitely
more than that, a figure of heroic dimensions^before whom,

■ . .=. ' 6 ' ' ' ' 'Caesar himself appears puny. The "borrowings" from Seneca
are numerous; from Epictetus not a single quotation is of
fered by Rousseau, nor does he so much as mention the title 
either of the Discourses of Epictetus, as transcribed by the 
disciple Arrian, or the shorter Manua1. Yet again and again 
Rousseau.adverts to Epictetus as his Stoic instructor.

If Rousseau's aim in reading was to seek the truth 
to guide his life, his own writings had parallel purposes:

5• Cf., for instance, the epigraph to Emile, taken from Sen
eca, de_ ira , II, 13 5 Sanabilibus aegrotamus malis ; ipsaaue 
nos i_n rectum genitos natura , sjL emendari velimus , juvat.
(The ills from which we suffer are curable, and, since we 
are born to do right, nature itself helps us if we desire to 
be improved). O.C., IV, 239 =
6. O.C., II, 1270. '



ttiey sought to assay how the maxims He had cogitated worked 
out in practice, or would work put, if natural man could be 
retrieved from the overlay of civilized swaddling which 
thwarted his liberty as a rational being* What Rousseau did 
in his writings> whether biographical, fictipnal or politieal 
was to recast the raw data of experience as he encountered it 
in vivo into a more orderly pattern, with, the irrational ele
ments subdued, the rational given free play and thus, his vi
sion of natural man permitted to emerge, The unity of Rous
seau is bound, therefore, to be a unity in which the work 
comments on the life and the life both constrains and spurs 
the work, in which the essential elements of his outlook 
struggle progressively for greater definition, and in which, 
needless to say, the effort to clasp and vindicate "truth" is 
not restricted to the purely intellectual. .

In the life of Rousseau we encounter a point where, 
as during the "illumination” of Vincennes, both the■life-’ 
force and the thought-force simultaneously and inextricably 
reach a sudden maturation. The process had been going on be
fore, and will continue afterwards. The late Ludwig Edelstein 
was writing about the Stoic sage, in general, and not, purport
edly about Rousseau when he penned these lines: "Man, then,
in a manner of speaking falls in love with his wisdom on bet
ter acquaintance. It is a strange paradox, for it happens 
suddenly; one becomes a sage all of a sudden, nay-- like a
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lover one can even be a sage for some time without knowing
1 ' - '■ " ■- ' ; : ■■■■■- it." - ■ - -

The man of 40 who, until then, had achieved (and 
this is not to be scorned) an embassy secretaryship in Ven
ice, an appearance before the French Academy to defend an 
impractical system of musical notation, and an opera per
formed before the court, became, all of a sudden, Jean-
Jacques Rousseau. Edelstein is worth, further hearing:
- ■ ,. ' -What the Stoics wish to say or imply is^ 1 think,

expressed by Goethe. For a long time, he.says, we
are driven about in life doing one thing and another.
Finally, we happen to become involved in a new task.
We begin to like it and suddenly we understand that
it is a destiny for which we were born. In terms of
modern philosophy I could say; man is able, to rise
from the level of unau'lhentic existence to that of
authentic existence, from fraudulent being to true
being; and we do this when we understandgWho we are
in reality and decide to be w h a t  we are.

What this change brought about for Rousseau qua den
izen of society he tells us in his Confessions: "Audacious,

proud, unafraid, I went everywhere with a self-assurance 
which...resided in my soul rather than in my external de
meanor . /All Paris, he says, rang with his witticisms.
Now, what society gives, society takes away. It lasted 
six years, until again, he was driven in upon himself by

7« Edelstein, op. cit., 37.
8 . Ibid.,38.
9. O.C., I, 417.
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circumstances. His social aplomb was extinguished. Never
again extinguished was the “truly celestial fire*1 of his
writings ’'which." for. -thev previous,, forty years had produced not

. •- ■ : ' n  : ' ^a', single spark, since it was not yet kindled .*1

Note that the tones in which. Rousseau then addressed
man were those of "celestial fire”; his is not merely the
sin of pride, it is the culpable audacity of hubris. Hence—
forth he will pay. "Restored...to Nature, over which I; had

* 3.2attempted to promote myself,” he now will use every re
source— rational, intuitive, emotive— to describe for us
from the perspective of Prometheus bound to his rock our

: ■ ' ' ' ■ ' common human situation, stretched taut between heaven and
earth. The thought of Rousseau is not broken up into mean
ingless shards by being refracted through his life. On,the 
contrary, it is rendered more humanly recognizable, except 
for those who, like the Gods of Attic tragedy "go unwounded 
all the way.”

Wounded, Rousseau expresses in one place, his fears.
In another, he knows with Aeschylus that "for men in exile, 
hopes are meat and drink." With Rousseau, the fear and the 
hope usually are connected with the proposition that it is 
possible to live among men amicably and honestly. Depending

10. O.C., ly 416.
11. O.C.-, I, 416.
12. O.C., I, 41?.
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on which mood is in the ascendant--fear or hope--he will 
choose different metaphors, select different illustrations 
from the raw data. Later the synoptic critic will see clear 
ly that he has "contradicted" himself while all he has done, 
in fact, is to act the true Stoic. For Stoicism itself is a 
recasting of the variegated and often oppressively dissonant 
totality of experience into a "reasonable";pattern achieved, 
if necessary, at the sacrifice, or diminution . of those as
pects of existence which will not submit to the individual's 
control. There is only one such aspect, as Epictetus will 
tell him in a hundred places, and that is the individual's 
judgment; that alone he can call his own,

Needless to say, Rousseau was a man of many sources, 
not all of them Stoic, Yet, the Stoic debt has, as noted, 
received comment, Perhaps this is as good a place as any to 
sketch, in the pre-eminence accorded Seneca as the Stoic men 
tor of Rousseau and to indicate the neglect of Epictetus in 
order to lay a base for an argument in favor of the latter.

For Havens, the four great influences on Rousseau,
"which no one will dream of denying," are G e n e v a t h e  Bible,

J_3 ■ ' 'Plutarch and Montaigne, none of these formally . Stoic, al
though Rousseau admired the "Stoic austprity of the first

13 • Havens, ojs. cit. , 75 •
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Romans as he conceived it from the heroes of his dear Plu- 
tarqh confirmed much later in the reflections of ...Montaigne.' 
Plutarch, as we have seen, was important as a transmitter of 
the Stoic corpus but, on the evidence of his On the Contra
dictions of the Stoics and On Common Notiohs--Against the 
Stoics was a determined and sarcastic critic of the school„ 
Montaigne 1s most characteristic stance— "What do I know, 
is assuredly Skepticism rathemthan Stoicism, although there 
are important Stoic elements in his works. Besides these, 
scholarship acknowledges a powerful influence of Plato as a. 
precursor of Rousseaus "the divine Plato" is evoked by Rous- 
seau himself both while a young man and as the mature writer 
of the Confessions. Havens, who ranks this influence as im
mediately below that of Geneva, the Bible, Plutarch and Mon-

17taigne is joined in-emphasizing Plato as a precursor by
18 15 2 0

Hendel, Burgelin and Gay.

14-,;. Ibid. , 68.
15. 0. C ., II, 1124; Le Verger de Madame La Baronne de Warens. 
This reference is given by Havens, op. cit.,68,. in connection 
with Plato's influence.
16. 0. C. I, 357♦ "In handing over my children to the State 
to educate,...I thought that I was behaving like a citizen and 
a father, and considered myself a member of Plato's Republic."
17 • Havens, op. cit. , 68=* '
1 8 . Charles William Hendel, Jean-Jacques. Rousseau, Moralist. 
(London; Oxford University Press, . 1934) 1% 118. ~ ""
19. Burgelin, La philosophie de 1' ex i-Stence . . . , 5 6 9 .
20. Gay, The Enlightenment, I, x.
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The importance of the next influence adduced by Ha

vens may be gauged by the fact that the following three : 
words comprise a paragraph by themselves;

“After Plato , Seneca „
The case for Seneca Is argued very pointedly, with 

passages from the First Discourse paralleling those in Sen
eca, on the basis of which Havens tells us; "The Stoic writ
er even appears in some respects as a sort of Rousseau ayant 
la lettre (a premature Rousseau)." In the index to Havens’ 
study there ate ten entries for Seneca, none for Epictetus. 
Seneca’s importance is further underlined; The purported 
primary influence of Montaigne is reduced to that of virtual 
equality with Seneca. "It would be vain to seek to distin
guish between the influence of Seneca and that of Montaigne 
....The same sense abounds in both. Seneca strengthens and . 
confirms the authority of Montaigne.in the spirit of Rous-

23 - ■ r " • 's e a u "
The situation is reversed by Georges Pire to the ad

vantage of Seneca; He finds it inappropriate to seek in 
Montaigne ideas "which. Rousseau found directly in Seneca and 
to consider as the original influence of Montaigne that 
which is only an indirect influence of Seneca acting on

& 1 . Havens, op. cit., 6 9 «
22. Ibid. .
2 3 . Ibid., 70.
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gif.Rousseau tlirough Montaigne as intermediary , ” Earlier, we

noted that Pire has shown Rousseau to have owned and annotat
ed a copy of Charron8 s La Sagesse.̂  In that work, comments 
Pirea'iChafron "fulfilled better than many authors think,his 
role as propagator of the ideas of Seneca and Montaigne,
By one route or another, we return to Seneca as Stoic progen- 
itor. ■ ; : , . ; ;

Eor a final example, the Pleiade edition of the Oeuv- 
res Completes of Rousseau contains numerous index references 
to Seneca, and a considerably smaller number to Epictetus.
It is of interest that the Seneca references, in the main, 
have to do with observations by the editors that such and 
such a passage in Rousseau reminds them of Seneca; the ref
erences to Epictetus are, in the main, connected with, direct 
mentions of the philosopher by Rousseau or by his contempor
aries . An example of the first sort is the note to a pas-- 
sage in the Nouve11e He 1orae; "The style is in the image of
the thought which is expressed spontaneously in formulas re-

. 27calling the sententiae dear to his master Seneca."

24, Pipe , Op, ' cit. , 491 ♦ . ..
25. Supra, .18, ' . ' ' •
26 0 Pire, b p « cit•, 494«
27. poC., II, 527, note 2. ,
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After all this evidence of indebtedness to Seneca one

is nevertheless constrained to remark that when Rousseau
speaks directly of his;own Stoic creditors, it is hot Seneca
he acknowledges as the master who instilled Stoic pride in
the fiber of his being, but Epictetus. As early as 1737 he
will write in his Le Verger de Mme. la Baronne de Warens;

From the Stoic pride of enslaved Epictetus 
I learned to bear the evils (of life),...

It was Epictetus who taught him to endure. The 
poem, which contains a catalog of the intellectual and spiri
tual idols of the youthful Rousseau is the one cited by Ha-

29vens to establish. Plato in the early life of Rousseau.
There is not a word about Seneca in it.

A few years later, Rousseau, growing in confidence 
as a result of his experience in Lyons, will arrive in Paris 
bearing in his luggage a work which he hopes will show him 
as the accomplished writer he was already becoming. In this 
Letter to Monsieur Parisot— probably composed in part at Les 
Charmettes and partly at Lyons, between 17^1 and 1742"^—  

there is a premature abandonment of Stoicism. He was now on 
the way to fame and celebrity (to be bitterly regretted lat
ter) and he was very much, a young man on his way up in the

28. 0. C., II, 1129. >
2 9 . Supra, 3 8 •
3 0 . 0 . C., II, 1 8 9 6 .



world. Stoicism, it seems, had imposed itself on bis barely-
formed tastes: ,

In other days, the sad austerity of the Porch
Had mingled its harshness with my barely-formed tastes:
Epictetus and Zeno, in their Stoic pride
Made me admire heroic courage which
Brought to false goods a generous scorn^t

No matter if here Stoicism is for other, earlier 
days . Note , however, that Stoicism is again equated with. 
pride, not humble lowliness; and secondly, that his Stoics 
are Epictetus, and Zeno, founder of the discipline. Again, 
there is no.word of Seneca.

His Epictetus is a truly giant figure, capable of 
anything. Rousseau will say of him, in his Discours sur la 
vertu du faeros: "I don't know what would happen to Epicte
tus placed on the throne of the world; but I know well that
in the place of Epictetus, Caesar himself would be nothing

32but a sickly slave , 11

According to Ernest Hunter Wright, five generations ; 
of critics served only to .confuse the meaning of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. Wright complained in his 1929 work, that "the peo
ple of his own time understood (Rousseau) better because the 
critics had hardly started to explain him

31. O.C., II, 1140. •
3 2 » o.c., 1 1 , 1 2 7 0 .
33• Ernest‘Hunter Wright, The Meaning of Rousseau (London: 
Oxford University Press , 1 9 2 9 ) ;6 . ..



In • th:i6V.;;̂..e9jjjs-ct.,:; at .■.least j-’'Wrightj,'api.pe.̂ 'Jrs to have 
been correct. To people of his own time» as he appeared to 
himself, Jean*Jacques was Epictetus, or the Cynic Diogenes * 
a figure far closer to Epictetus than to Seneca. MI expect
ed to see Epictetus in careless garb * unpewdered wig, 
frightening the men of letters...and I see nothing but the
author of the Devin du Village, well-dressed, well-combed,

3Z1. . 'well-powdered.” ‘ This gibe of Diderot's achieves its icon
ic bite by focussing on what was taken to be Rousseau's 
self-image. We know from Rousseau himself that he was aware 
that his "friends” believed he held this image of himself. 
The Second Dialogue, toward the close of his life, shows re
marks of this sort still rankling. Rousseau mentions that 
he is charged by ”les Messieurs” with. ”une affectation de 
simp licit e ou de pauvr ete’ pouf- faire Epictet e at le Dio-
v „35gene. ”

How well Rousseau judged what the phllosophes were 
saying about him may be gathered from a remark of Voltaire, 
as recorded somewha'f later by -Marmontel.: "This- man (Rous- ; 
seau) is artificial from head to foot... . .But it is in vain 
for him to act the Stoic and Cynic alternately; he will con-

36Stantly betray himself...."

34. A-T, X, 483.
35« O.C., I, 8 3 0 .
3 6 . Jean Marmontel, Memoirs, tr. from French (London: H. S.
Nichols Co., 1 8 9 5 ) 1,. 3 2 2 . References to this edition, will 
hereinafter be cited as Marmontel.
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D ’Alembert, mildly reproving Jean-Jacques in his re

sponse to the latter1s attack on the article Geneva in the 
Encyclopedic, also chides Rousseau for not quite living up 
to what must have been regarded in their circle as Rousseau’s
customary standardi "...let us reread our Epictetus, and
' - . - ' ■ . ' 37firmly in control Of ourselves, be austere and serious."

There are interesting parallels between the lives
of Rousseau and Epictetus which may be worth noting before
comparing their viewpoints. ¥. A. Oldfather points out in
his Introduction to the Loeb edition of Epictetus’ Discourses
that"his (Epictetus') doctrines were to a marked degree in-
. •. \ --Ii . ... ■ ' 3 8fluenced by the kind of man that he was." Citation of
what has been said about Rousseau on this point is super
fluous. "Epictetus had the point Of view of a man who had 
suffered from slavery and had abhorred it, but had not been

39able to escape its influence.... I' Similarly, Rousseau had
been a lackey, and doubtless influenced to an extent by that 
fact.

"(Epictetus) was not a revolutionist,. or a cultured 
gentleman, or a statesman, as were the other Stoics before

37- D ’Alembert, IV, 450V
38 . Epictetus, ,I, xvi. ' w
39• Epictetus, I, xvi.
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Zj-Qand after oM No, neither was Rousseau. Far from being a 

revolutionist, lie was to claim, in the Dialogues that all , 
of whatever sect, who were actuated by the "spirit of party"

41 •were by that fact opposed to him. A cultured gentleman? 
This was something he would have to grow into, if he grew 
into it at all.

His formally-educated philosophic friends had not 
been valets or lackeys. In the state within a state formed 
by the hierarchies of the salons and the encyclopedistes, 
the man who was no longer a vagabond must have felt like a 
sort of outsider from the start. It is, of course,true that 
his friends, after their youthful period, were self-taught, 
as are all scholars after a certain point. But the begin
ning, in a formal school setting was one of the things that 
set them apart from Rousseau.

Oldfather says of Epictetus:
Many of the good things of life which others enjoyed 
as a matter of course, he (Epictetus) had grown 
accustomed never to demand for himself; and the so
cial obligations for the maintenance and advancement 
of order and .civilization toward:which men of high
er station were sensitive, clearly did not weigh 
heavily on his conscience. His whole teaching was 
to make men free and happy by a severe restriction 
of effort to the realm of the moral nature. The 
celebrated formula ... endure and renounce ... is, to

40. Epictetus, I, xvi.
41. p.c;, T, 965.
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speak frankly, with all its wisdom, not a sufficient 
program for a highly organized society making toward 
an envisaged goal of general improvement.

Here, if anywhere, is a Rousseau "avant la lettre”. 
With, regard to Oldfather1 s caveat in the last sentence—
"not a sufficient program,H 'etc.,— -were it to occur in the
course of a commentary on Rousseau rather than on Epictetus,- t ' ■ . ' '
One would suspect that the famous Social Contract was under

V • - ‘ ■ 'discussion. At least it has been a sort of consensus that 
Rousseau1s general will and Contract were not intended as a 
blueprint for some necessarily achievable society any time 
soon, but the necessary re-thinking of man’s history prior 
to,a moral purification of all existing and possible future 
societies. A more extended discussion of the relation of 
the Contract and the general will to Epictetus will be pre
sented later.

' zr"He (Epictetus) never calls himself a ’philosopher.’ 11
He "cared little for logic as such and not at all for sci-

4.4ence." And there are other similarities.
On the level of personality, it would be difficult 

to find much resemblance between either Epictetus or Rous
seau and the urbane and wealthy Seneca, lampooned by

42 . Epictetus,, X, xvi.
43* Epictetus, I, xviii.
44. Epictetus, (I, xxv.



" / ' > ■ ■ V  \ 47Nietzsche, perhaps unfairly, as "the toreador of vir-
... ' 45 • • •tue."

Rousseau "pratiquait" (practiced the precepts of)
46 'Epictetus, Starobinski points out in his sensitive study 

of Jean-Jacques. Except to remind us that Epictetus fre-- 
quently told his hearers that we are all more or less ac^ 
tors in a play, "or participants in a game, or contest, he 
does not pursue this lead.

For us, there are further questions: how well, how
successfully Rousseau "pratiquait" Epictetus; what follows 
from the fact that Epictetus is his conscience and prop in 
his evil days, rather, let us say, than Seneca, or Socrates 
or "le divin Platon". In what respect is his choice of a 
model reflected in his justifications, his strategies, his 
avoidances? How are his very attitudinizing, his flights 
from his own inadequacies and guilts, no less than his blue
prints for the human race and his great literary achieve
ments rdatable to the philosopher whose precepts he is 
practicing? -

To put it plainly: how does a man who "pratiquait” 
Epictetus come to abandon his five children? (it will be

45 - Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of The Idols, in The Por
table Nietzsche, tr. and ed. Walter Eaufmann (New York: The . 
Viking Press, 1954) 513 ̂ .. - ' ' '
46. J e a n  S t a r o b i n s k i ,  J e a n - J a c q u e s  R o u s s e a u :  La T r a n s p a r 
e n c e  et I'1 o b s t a c l e  (Paris: P l o n  , 1957) 59 •
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assumed here that he did abandon them, or that he thought 
he did,)- Does Epictetus shed any light on how.he conducted 
himself in. the great love of his life with.Mme. D ’Houdetot-- 
the personal crisis which finally embittered and isolated 
him? Does it help to explain La Nouvelle Helo’ise, bis 
great novel written about the same time? Will Epictetus 
illuminate his alleged hostility to erudition? Will it 
help; to make sense of the mystery of the General Will and 
the Social Pact to seek a model in Epictetus?

At the outset it must be stated that it is not nec
essary to show that Rousseau lived up to either the letter 
or the spirit of everything that is in Epictetus--that is 
a manifest impossibility, Jean-Jacques, obviously, was a 
very inadequate Epictetus, but it is of decisive importance 
that he burned to be a better one, that he lived his life 
under the eye, even under the lash, of that stern teacher 
whose excoriations could take the hide off a pupil. This 
professor of morality handed out no A 1s : "But as for a
Stoic, show me one if you can! Where, or how? Nay, but
you can show me thousands who recite the petty arguments

4 7of the Stoics," Confronting a member of the rival Epi
cureans , Epictetus is frank enough not to assume any parti
san airs of superiority, saying, "you will be ho better 
than.we who bear the name of Stoics, for we, too, talk of

47 < Epictetus, 11, 3 6 9 .
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one thing and do another<, We talk of the noble and do the 

■ 48base. w - ' -
There are lines in Epictetus which Rousseau must 

have blanched to confront— lines like the ones in which 
Epictetus flays those who, far from applying the principles
•-X ' :■ • . - -they profess, pride themselves on merely being familiar with
them--men who "unable to fulfill the profession cf man...take
„' ■■■ . - - , 49'bn .the additional profession of the philosopher.” If
Rousseau was able to read that line at all, without wincing,
it is only because his mentor seems to include himself in
the denunciation. -

f! Yet, look how the line clung to him. When he came
" ’! - ■ ■■'. - ■ ■ - .• : ■' to write his Discourse on Inequality, in which the humah

species is not rated as very much, Rousseau will urge that
man can be led to his duty by innate principle rather than
by reason. Argues the Genevan, "thus one is not obliged
to make a philosopher of man before making hitfi a_ man."
/ 50(Emphasis added) . Rousseau is at one with, his Stoic 
teacher. Man or philosopher--*-which should have primacy?
From the First Discourse onward, he will give primacy to man.
And he will go so fair as to tear Socrates down from his pedes
tal,.in this regard.

48i Epictetus, II, 55. x
4 9 . Epictetus, I, 273.

50. O.C. , III, 126.
1 • . . - ' . ■ X

. ■ - . . - X
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Epictettis and the Children 
There is no inherent difficulty in believing that 

Rousseau*s rationale for the sending of his first two chil- 
dreh (those born in 1746 and 1748) to the Enfants Trouvees 
is exactly as presented in the Confessions» When he began 
his relationship with TliErese in 1745 he had told her he 
would never marry her, but would never forsake her. What 
can be clearer than that he planned to have her always 
available, yet not be tied down with legal and social respon
sibility for her? A certain moral, private responsibility 
for her he seemed willing to assume-— provided it were not 
forced on him. Against the backdrop of the sexual security 
thus obtained, but kept in the background as much as possi
ble , his meals at the table, of Mme. la Selle, in her estab
lishment near the Opera, were very enjoyable affairs, spiced 
by the risque tales of the Commandeur de Graville, "an old 
debsuche, of verve and urbanity, hut ohscehe in his language,
who "attracted a mad and brilliant ypfxng crowd of officers

51and musketeers. From these companions he learned that "he
who added the most to the population of the Foundling Hos«

52pita 1 was always most applauded . 11 This is consistent, if 
evidently somewhat cold-hearted, with the calculation of a

51. O.C., I, 3 4 5 .
52. O.C., I, 344.



youth who still feels the power within him to rise in the 
world and has had some signs already that he will, and 
doesn't wish to mortgage the future too heavily.

It is not these first two abandoned children that 
must be examined closely; they were abandoned thoughtlessly, 
even "cheerfully...without the smallest of scruples, 
but the third, which came during his triumph in the Dijon 
essay prize contest, and the fourth and fifth. These last 
three arrived after Rousseau h a d .begun to consider "the 
destination of my children and my connection with their 
mother in the light of the laws of nature, justice and reason
and of, that religion. . .which (men) have converted. .. into a

■ ' :V 5bmere religion of words...."
Now we have the fully-accountable, mature individual 

acting according to his considered, judgment, his best judg
ment— here we have, indeed, the philosopher;

■ I will limit myself to stating that my error --- 
was such that, in delivering up my children 
for the state to educate, for lack of means 
to rear them myself, in destining them to 
become workmen and peasants rather than for
tune hunters, I believed I was performing 
the act of a citizen and father, and regarded 
myself as a member of Plato's Republic.

53. O.C., I, 344.
54. d.c., I, 3 5 6 .
55. o.c., 1, 357.



. : ' -■ . , : : .. :: v ' .The business about Plato's Republic is incredible--
it would be credible alone if all the members of Mrae. la
Selle's dining table, in mature consideration, and acting 
in the full sobriety of citizenship, also gave their chil
dren to the state out of a commonly shared conviction that in
this way the best interests of the state were served. And 
if that state were hot, in Rousseau's eyes, the institution
al expression of a wretched and thorough-going inequality 
permeating all social relations. Does any philosophic 
stand underlie the delivery of the last three children to 
the Enfants Trouvees? The rationale for the last three is 
as believable and consistent with what Rousseau has told us 
as*: it is for as it is for the first two children, but he 
cites, for reasons of his own, the wrong philosopher. The 
answer is to be found in the paragraph immediately preced
ing the one in which he tells us that Themse had become 
pregnant for the third time. And it is not an accident that 
this careful writer placed the one paragraph just.before the 
other. The preceding paragraph tells us:

In the following year (I7 5 0 ) , no longer even dream
ing of it any longer, I heard that my Essay had car
ried off the prize at Dijon. This news reawakened 
all the ideas which it had created in my mind, ani
mated them with fresh force, and recreated in my 
heart the first leavening of virtue and heroism, which 
my father, my country, and Plutarch had placed there 
in my infancy. I knew that nothing could be grander 
or finer than to be free and virtuous, above consid
erations of fortune and the opinion of mankind, and 
completely independent (emphasis added). Although 
false shame and dread of popular opprobrium at first
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barred me from conducting myself in accordance with 
my principles and from a brusque rupture with the 
maxims of my age, from that time on my mind was de
cided and I held myself back no longer than was nec
essary for contradiction to irritate and render myresolution victorious <, 5 ■ -

Next come the words about abandoning the children, 
as if coincidentally. But what we have here, barely visi
ble, and not yet avowed, is the aim of becoming the moral 
teacher to the human race— that is the meaning of the ital
icized portions of the passage quoted above. They are 
right out of the discourse of Epictetus entitled, On the 
Calling of the Cynic, an apothesis of Diogenes the Cynic 
and a clear statement of the fundamental identity of the Sto
icism of Epictetus with its Cynic ropts. Epictetus says;

But in such an.order of things as the present, 
which is like that of a battlefield, if it is a 
question, perhaps, if the Cynic ought not to be 
free from distraction, wholly devoted to the ser
vice of God, free to'go about among men, not in
volved in relationships which he cannot violate 
and still maintain his role as a good and excel
lent man....

Epictetus compares the Cynic to a king, whose duty
58

is to oversee the rest of men. But if this king gets him
self enmeshed in family responsibilities, how is he going to 
do his job? How is he going to be the teacher of mankind?

56. O.C., I, 356.;
57. Epictetus, II,.. I5 5 ;
58. Epictetus, II,' 157°
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The Stoic points out the difficulties:

Where is th.e man who is tied down to the duties of 
everyday life going to find leisure for such; matters?
Come» doesn' t he have to get little cloaks for the 
Children? Doesn't he have to send them off to a 
schoolteacher with their little tablets and writing 
implements, and little note-books; and besides, get 
the little cot ready for them? For they can't be 
Cynics from the moment they leave the womb. And if 
he doesn't do all this, it would have been better to 
expose them at birth, rather than to kill them in this 
fashion. See to what straits we are reducing our 
Cynic, how we are taking away his kingdom from him.

IWho shall marry and have children according to Epic
tetus? As to who shall marry, well, the Cynic Crates married, 
but, his spouse Hipparchia, was a philosopher, and just as 
much a Cynic as himself. Certainly she would not hinder him

;  i i  ■ : ■from teaching virtue to the world. In the matter of having 
children, Rousseau had two Epictetus texts before him, the 
one would seem to be written for the Cynic; it clearly for
bids having children as incompatible with the exercise of 
the Cynic's profession:

In the name of God, sir, who do mankind the greater 
service? Those who bring into the world some two or 
three ugly-snouted children to take their place, or 

' those who exercise oversight, to^he best of their 
ability, over all of mankind....

59• Epictetus, II, 157♦
60. Epictetus, IIr 157-159.
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The second text is clearly for the commonalty* Qf

mankind, and for these, clearly, bringing children into the
world is a duty;

In the name of God, I ask you, can you imagine an 
Epicurean state? One man says, ’I do not marry . 1
* Neither do I,* -says another, * for people ought not
to marry.* No, nor have children; no, nor perform 
the duties of a citizen. And what do you suppose 
will happen then? Where are the citizens to come 
from? 6 1

Rousseau * s Lord Bomston agonizes over the problem in 
the New Heloise and arrives at exactly the same dual conclu-r 
sion t

Until then ,. I had regarded marriage as a debt, which 
every man contracts at the time of his birth, with 
his country, and I had resolved to marry, less out of 
inclination than duty: but I have changed my view.
The obligation to marriage is not universal. It depends 
on the rank and situation which every man holds in 
life. Celibacy is illicit in the common people... 
who are really useful and necessary to the state.
But for those superior orders of men, who compose 
the legislature and the magistracy, to which every 
other aspires, and which are already sufficiently 
supplied, it is both lawful and .expedient.... Mankind 
will always find masters. And England will sooner 
lack laborers than peers.

Why does Rousseau try to foist off on us the palpaP 
ble fraud of acting like a citizen of Plato1 s Republic?-

6lw Epictetus, II, 55«
62. O.C. II, 654. .
6 3 . Cf. Peter Gay, The Party of Humanity (New York: Alfred 
A. Knopf, 1964) 243. Gay calls Rousseau's rationalization 
"a feeble, and even rather unpleasant excuse."
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The answer may tie that no one was accusing him of trying to 
pass himself off as Elato, and we know that he was aware—  

accurately--that "les messieurs11 were accusing him of "af
fecting simplicity and poverty in'order to act like Epic- :

' 64tetus and Diogenes." Besides, the "divine Plato" was too 
far above the concerns of poor Jean-Jacques and his friends, 
while human, alT-too-human Epictetus had aimed.thrusts against 
which Rousseau was defense less— and. "les Messieurscould 
read Epictetus as well as Jean-Jacques.

What emerges, therefore, is a sort of compromises 
His marriage to Ther^se Could not tie justified as was Cra
tes' to Hipparchia; therefore, for most of his life he did 
not call it a marriage. If he was one of the superior men, 
he ought not to have children, since they would hamper him 
in his teaching vocation. Therefore, he did not at least, 
have children hanging onto his flowing Armenian robes and 
preventing him from being "free and virtuous, above consid
erations of fortune and the opinion of mankind, and com
pletely independent." But a citizen should have children, 
so that the state should not "want laborers." He took, 
care of this by assuring five laborers to be brought up 
by the state without any interference from the Levas-

65seurs, or by himself. Obviously, it might be embarrassing

64. Supra, 43•
6 5 . O.C., I, 415.
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to call attention to Epictetus in connection with all this. 
Plato has a loftier ring* and it was not Plato who castiga
ted those who ”unable to fulfill the profession of man... 
take on the additional one of teacher to the human race."
But there is even worse in Epictetus, and Rousseau, who so 
often invoked this Stoic, could hardly avoid knowing it, and 
knowing that his friends, in all likelihood, knew it too.
/ Writing at the close of his life, in his Dialogues,
about the fact that he had unwisely confided the secret of
his abandoned children to some of his friends, and that the 
secret had been betrayed, so that the guilt was now known to 
his detractors, Rousseau says s.

Thanks to all their efforts they discovered and 
proved what they had sensed ever since his books 
became famous; the great preacher of virtue was 
none other than a monster burdened with, secret 
crimes, who for forty years had concealed a scoun
drel 1s soul beneath the outward appearance of a
decent, upright man.

Here too, we are under the eye. of the austere Epic
tetus— and it is. under the gaze of this severe judge, and 
with, this judge's charge to the jury still ringing in his 
ears, that Rousseau blames himself. On the Calling of the 
Cynic, may well have been the knife that drew the gouts of 
blood visible in,the passage above from the Dialogues. For 
Epictetus says: '

66. Cited in Jean Guehenno, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, tr. John 
and Doreen Weightman (New York: Columbia University Press, 
1966) II, 270. _ . . .. ;. .
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But the Cynic, instead of all these defenses (i.e.,
the rich man’s servant at the door) has to make his
self-respect his protection; if he does not, he will 
be disgracing himself naked and out of doors. His 
self-respect is his house, his door, his guards at
the entrance to his house, his darkness. For neither
ought he to wish to keep concealed anything that is 
his (otherwise he is lost, he has destroyed the Cynic 
within him, the man of outdoor life, the free man; he
has begun to fear something external, he has begun to
need something to conceal him), nor can he keep it
concealed when he wishes to do so. For where will he
conceal himself, or how? And if this instructor of 
us all, this *pedagogue' chance to get caught, what 
must he suffer! Can, then, a man who is afraid of 
all this continue with all his heart to supervise 
the conduct,of other men? It cannot be done, it is 
impossible.

Epictetus clings tb our Genevan Stoic and will not let
him go. For Jean-Jacques could read in Epictetus* In Answer
to Epicurus, the following; i

But a sheep does not abandon its own offspring, nor a 
wolf; and yet does a man abandon his? What do you 
wish, us to do? Would you have us be as foolish as 
sheep? But even they do not desert their offspring.
Would you have us be as fierce as wolves? But even 
they do not desert their offspring. Come now, who 
follows your advice when he sees his child fallen on 
the ground and crying? Why, in my opinion, your 
mother and your father, even if they had divined that 
you were going to say such things, would not have ex
posed you ! ° 8

Clearly, Jean-Jacques was a most inadequate Epictetus. 
But, as the Stoic sage himself might have said: What! Is Sto
icism then only for the adequate? And a question suggests 
itself, which can as appropriately be asked at this place as

6 7 . Epictetus, II, 135-137.
68. Epictetus, I, 151.
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later--Did the lessons Rousseau claimed to teach the human
race justify to any extent his arrogating to himself the
cloak ahd wallet of the Cynic-Philosopher and asking, in
the first place, for such exemptions as might be granted with.
such a status?

After all this and so much more, it would be inhuman 
if a tinge of rabckery did not creep into Rousseau's voice in 
connection with a reference to Epictetus, and, indeed, this 
takes place in his Nouvelle Heloxse.

Epictetus and The New Heloise
. " s'Lord Bomston, who plays the role in La Nouvelle Hel- 

oTse of a sort of severe and judicious Aristarchus to his 
friend St. Preux, is given the task of preparing the latter1s . 
mind for the inevitable separation from the beloved Julie.
This follows the failure of Bomston*s marriage proposal to 
Julie's father on behalf of the socially-inferior St. Preux. 
Clair reports to Julie on how this plan will work:

I therefore engaged Lord Bomston to pass the eve 
:ning with him and , without saying anything bearing 
directly on the case, insensibly to firm his soul 
to Stoic fortitude.
'You who know your Epictetus so well,' I told him,
'here or never is the occasion to employ it usefully 
....At the moment.when he is tested externally, prove 
to him that he alone can bring himself evil and that 
the man who retains his wisdom at all times has power 
over his own happiness everywhere.'



I understood from bis response that this gentle irony 
(emphasis added) which could not annoy him, was enough 
to spur his zeal....This was all that I had intended, 
for although at bottom I don't make any more of this 
wordy philosophy than you do, I am persuaded that any 
honest man always has some shame at changing his opin-^ 
ions between evening and morning and that spurning in 
his heart the next day. all that his reason has dictated 
to him the night before. 9

If, as the Pleiade editor urges, we take the pas
sage as typical of the "dialogue permanent...entre des per
sonages qui sont tous, a des degres divers, des represent-

70ants de 1 'auteur," we find that while St. Preux-Rousseau 
is regarded (before the supreme test) as an Epictetan,
Clair—Rousseau and Julie—Rousseau, who obviously both know 
something of the subject, are rather disdainful of it.

More to the point is the fact that the creed, identi
fied and gently mocked here as that of Epictetus, is the 
Creed of the Priest of Savoy; "0 man! seek no further for 
the author of evil, thou art he. There is no evil but the 
evil you do or the evil you suffer, and both come from your
self. ...Evil in particular cases exists only in the mind of

' '71those who experience it...."
A little later, stung by his loss, St. Preux—Rous

seau will damn the sort of virtue associated with Epictetus 
as."senseless," "savage," "meaningless," and "the sullen

69. O.C., II, 181-182.
70 . O'. 0., II , xxxvi. 
71- O.C. IV, 588..
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idol of the unhappy, M serving only to ’’heighten their misery 
by depriving them of resources which - fortune' leaves them. " 72 
Julie, shortly, is married on her father’s, order, to Wolmar. 

To be called on to act in the spirit of Epictetus
in a matter so vital imposed such a strain on St, Preux-
■■■ ■ -  '■ . : ■ • Rousseau that suicide seemed imminent. This, too, would be
within the canon of Epictetus’ Stoicism, but it is rebut-. ■
ted by Bo ms ton with, an argument, also very much in the spir A
it of Epictetus, Bomston calls on St. Preux to. face the :
issue involved in the suicide threat honestly, and Bomston
states it for him, as follows; "I have lost the hope of
sullying a decent woman, I am f or ce d t h e r e f o r e  to be a

; ■ n oman of virtue; I had much rather die."
This directly raises the central moral thesis of 

the book: can there be a higher value, of life for a virtu
ous man than safegarding the virtue of a married woman?
As Editor.Guyon says: "Rousseau was clearly the official,
declared enemy of adultery. Why should he not have ori-

74ented his novel in this direction?"
Here is the climax of the book, and from this point 

on, the lover will endeavor to salvage whatever happiness 
can be gained from a return to virtue. What Epictetus has

72. O.C., II, 312-313.
73. '0.0., II, 388.
74. 0 . C ., II, xxxix.
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to say on this subject contains the tmoidering seed of* all 
the hostility Jean-Jacques felt to the amoral culture of 
his time.

Epictetus lecturing 'To the man who had once been 
caught in adultery, must have been a truly terrifying spec-r 

tacle. As recorded by Arrian, we find him in his school
room in Nicopolis in the Balkans where one day , there walked 
in "one who had the reputation of being a scholar, and who

. 75-had once been caught in the city in the act of adultery."
The man was not some total nobody; indeed, being upbraided
i>y Epictetus, he forthrightly demands his meed of respect:
"But I am a scholar and understand Archedemus"^  (the latter
possibly a commentator on Aristotle’s. Rhetoric). And again:
"Nobody cares for me, a scholar." He is forced, however, to
listen to this from Epictetus:

As what am I to treat you, fellow? As a neighbor, as
a friend? Of what kind? As a citizen? What confi
dence am I to place in you? If you were a vessel so 
cracked that it was impossible to use you for any
thing , you would be cast forth upon the dunghills.... 
What are we going, to do with you? . For assuming that 
you cannot hold the place of a friend, can you hold 
the place of a slave? And who is going to trust you?
...There is no place where you can be p u t . 77

75- Epictetus, I, 233-235.
76. Epictetus, I, 2 3 7 .
77- Epictetus,.1 , 2 3 5 .
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What8 s all this? our philosopher replies. Are not

78
all womeb common property? (Property or not, it was the 
belief of the founding Stoic .Zeno, as well as Chrysippus, 
and surely of many Cynibs, that, to use Diogenes8 words 
’’the only marriage that need be recognized is that union of 
man who persuades and the woman who consents.”) Doggedly—  

and doubtless somewhat inelegantly, Epictetus puts the man 
in his place, using a metaphor of private property which 
would hardly win favor in our own sex-egalitarian age.

He says; -
I agree. And the little pig is the common property of 
the invited guests; but when the portions have been 
assigned, if it so pleases you, approach and snatch 
up the portion of the guest who reclines at your side, 
steal it secretly....But when the lawgiver, like a 
host at a banquet, has apportioned them (women) are 
you hot willing, like the rest, to look for your own 
portion instead of filching away and glutting your 
greed upon that which is another’s?...Very well, then, 
understand Archedemus and be an adulterer and faith
less and a wolf or an ape instead of a man; for what 
is there to prevent you? ̂

It is not difficult to detect a certain similarity 
between the reasoning (mutatis mutandis) if not the practice 
of our "reader of Archedemus" and the haute monde of salon- 
nieres, tax farmers;' wives, philosophic nobles and philo- 
sophes, and emancipated clergy of Rousseau’s day.

78. Epictetus., I, 2 3 5 .
79. Epictetus, I, 235-237«
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As be leaves the assemblage, the erring scholar 

will have ringing in his ears Epictetus * assertion that hot 
only has he destroyed the "man of fidelity, self-respect 
and piety" within himself, but, and this we must return to,

80 ;
overthrown also "neighborly feeling, friendship, the state."
(emphasis added).

% ■It will hardly go wofse, when Rousseau has a chance
to elaborate it, with the man who breaks the Social Con-

- ■ - ■ rtract.
Now, if, by destroying fidelity, mutual trust, 

neighborly feeling, a man destroys the state, such a state 
must be more than the state that we know— the state that 
collects our taxes, cleans our streets, and arbitrates our 
conflicting interests; it must be the state in which there 
are no separate interests, the state of the social pact, to 
which we have alienated all that we have in order that each 
of us obey only ourselves as nature made us— the '{nan of fir: 
delity, of self-respect, of piety," as Epictetus describes 
us. If you are not such a man, says Rousseau, then you are 
no longer observing the social pact; then the city must, as 
its least measure of self protection, conduct you outside 
the walls and thrust you apart from it:

8 0 . Epictetus, I, 235„
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Besides, every malefactor attacking society’s law 

; becomes by bis crimes a rebel and traitor to his
country, he ceases to be a member of it in violat
ing its laws and even makes war on it. Then, the 
conservation of the state is incompatible with his 
own.o.he must be excised from it as a violator of 
the pact, or by death as a public enemy. . . „.8 1

As Epictetus said to the. adulterer 5 '"Whaf1 do you want
us to do with you? ' There is 'ho place where you can be put."

; • I - : ' • ' ' ' . ' ■ ' ' '/The searing questions put by Epictetus have a cer
tain relevance to Rousseau. "As what am I to treat you... 
as a neighbor, as a friend?... for assuming that you cannot 
hold the place of a friend, can you hold the place of a 
slave?"

Obviously, Epictetus here means household slave-—  

with the privileges of contact with members of the family, 
a position analogous to that of retainer occupied by Rous
seau in a different society, in one form or another, during 
several periods of his life. He had ogled his way into the 
household of the Basiles in Turin as a youth and had ended
by prostrating himself before the matron of the house in a

82mute, impassioned declaration of love. Did he intend adul
tery? Writing about it late in life, Rousseau can still re
member that the lady, six years older, did not have the de
termination, or the experience, to encourage ..him, a sexual
ly untutored youth, to a consummation. "If only she had

81. O.C., III, 376-377.
82, 0.C., I j 75•
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a bit of experience, she would have acted otherwise to spur
on a hesitant boy.,„it was by all appearances, her first

83infidelity,...11
Some time later, with Mme. de Larnages, .Jean- 

Jacques will receive the encouragement he required. Here 
was a lady whose residence with her husband was certainly 
somewhat unsettled, but who nevertheless, bore him 10 chiln- 
dren. Some time before 17.19 > M. de Larnages had a natural 
son, and the de Larnages separated. Thereafter, they seem 
to have resumed their common domicile, at least on occasion, 
for Mme. de Larnages bore her husband 4 additional children 
after their first separation. Their last child was born

/ 84February 4, 1735? according to the study by Louis Aurenche.
What the state of her relations with, her husband was in
1737> when Rousseau met her, is not absolutely clear. But
it is evident--since Rousseau planned to meet her to spend.
a winter together at Saint Andiol— that she was not pressed
by concern over her husband. Meanwhile, as Rousseau relates,■ I -
she told him a great many details about herself in order to 
give him beforehand "an idea of her home, her neighborhood,

85her friends* her pattern of life .I* If she mentioned any
thing ..about her husband, Jean-Jacques doesn*t record it.

8 3 . 0 .C,, I, ,7b .
84. Louis Aurenche, "J.-J. Rousseau et Mme. de Larnages," 
AJJR, III (1907) 69-81.
8 5 . O.C., I, 2 5 5 .
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Mme.de Larnages died on September 26, 1751> survived 

by her husband, who died in 1762. ~
Apart from this affair--if indeed we are to count 

this as an adultery in any sense except perhaps a strictly 
doctrinal one— J „-J , doesn’t seem ever to have consummated 
an actual adultery. It is, perhaps, not beside the point to 
comment that his standing in the modern critical psycholog
ical school would have been higher if he had been a more 
successful practitioner of hit-and-run adultery than is the 
case now, when it does not escape remark that he was merely 
dreaming, and forlornly hoping to snuggle into a regill a r
^ ■ * • k 86menage a_ trois, of the sort constructed so successfully by 

Voltaire, Grimm and Saint-Lambert.
During the spring of 1756, when Rousseau was writing

his Nouvelle Heloxse at the Hermitage, he would often go to
visit his benefactress Mme. d 1Epinay at nearby La Chevrette.
Guehenno has imagined his longings compassionately;

Perhaps he felt an occasional twinge of jealousy 
at being surrounded by so many pairs of lovers.
Or perhaps he was too completely absorbed in his 
novel to notice what was going on. If not, what 
pangs the love-affairs of the others.must have 
caused him; their conspiratorial smiles, half- 
caressing gestures and ambiguous remarks. How 
painful to see the doors closing one after anoth
er when everybody, pleading fatigue or work,

86. As Editor Guyon puts it: "All in all, the famous dream
of a vie a trois was never anything but a dream." (Emphasis 
in original). O.C., II, xlix.
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retired and he remained alone in the huge empty 
drawing room where every mirror reflected his soli
tude . One door closed on Grimm, another on Mme» d *
Epinay; yet another on Saint-Lambert, or Mme. d ’Hou- 
detot, if they happened to be staying in the same 
house. Appearances were saved, but there were se
cret passages.. And all around them were vast woods 
where it was easy to disappear to keep an assigna
tion » He alone was alone«

He was now a great man, in his mid-forties„ There 
would never again be any question of the youthful lackey or 
retainer betraying his employer by carrying on an affair 
with his wife. Well, here, surrounded by so much tasty 
"pig," to use the inelegant expression of Epictetus, where
adultery had its sanctioned aMprotected rights, what crime

y

could the forlorn Jean-Jacquesj dreaming his moonstruck
■ / . . • ' heart out over unrequited "love-in-general" commit even if

he had the opportunity? There was really only one . "As
what am I to treat you, fellow?...As a friend?” If he was
going to incur new guilt under the eye of Epictetus, it
would have to be by betraying a friend. In this dazzling
arena of glowing eroticism, he would steal a portion of
"pig" from one who himself was an adulterer; and yet he
would not steal it, but only seem to, and be blamed for it.

Before Sophie d ’Houdetot swam into his ken at the 
Hermitage, he had written the first two parts of the 
Nouvelle Heloise, where the young lovers consummate their 
love despite all the inhibitions.and prohibitions bred within

8 7 . Guehenno, ££. cit., I, 357-358.



them by an unequal and hierarchical society, And the rest
of the work, after the real crisis in his life-— the love
affair with Mme« d'Houdetot, in whom he saw Julie come to
life— preaches a different moral, which as noted, calls for 

88renunciation.
This makes sense only under the eye of Epictetus.

Was he . compelled-to regard as sacroscanet and inviolable the 
virtue of Sophie d'Houdetot? She was already an adulterous 
woman whose lover was away at the wars. As for Saint-Lambert 
—  were his standards worth worrying about? If it was 
worse to betray a lover than a husband, then Saint-Lambert 
stands condemned of betraying the aging Voltaire. It was 
said of Saint-Lambert that he had in mind rather the prestige 
of stealing from Voltaire a mistress then 42 years old than 
satisfying any amorous passion. The Great Man, in any case, 
found out about his loss the hard way, coming upon the two 
lovers in. flagrante, when Madame du Chatelet, "acting like an 
ingenue," forgot to bolt her door. This brought "une scene

89violent entre les deux hommes." No, what Rousseau feared 
was to incur the guilt of being an unfaithful friend--after 
having tried to be an unfaithful "slave." In a society that 
not only tolerated but permissively facilitated satisfaction

88» Jean-Jacques Rousseau, La Nouvelle Heloxse, tr. and abr * 
Judith H» McDowell (.University Park and London i Pennsylvania 
State University Press, I968) 6,
89 o M» du Pont-Chatelain, Les. encyclopedistes, et les fe mmes 
(Geneva : Slatkine Reprints , 197oT^33^ ~~
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of the "needs" of young women married at 15 (or 1 7 , in the 
case of Sophie d'Houdetot) to older husbands, Rousseau-St <, 
Preux could have had his amour with Sophie-Julie and ful
filled his ardent aspirations. But in that case, there 
would have been no Nouvelle Helo'ise. As Bernard Guy on 
points out, whatever else Rousseau may have written in the 
novel— a treatise on virtue, on fidelity to self, a commen
tary on the world of affairs, a guidebook on how to run.a
large estate--the "peril" which surrounds the hero and her-

90oine is that of sinning through adultery; the victory T 
that they win through to achieve despite all obstacles, is 
the victory of renunciation. And there is even a symbolic 
punishment through death--the death of Jiilie. It is the 
conquest over the sin of adultery which makes the book.

Guyon rejects "the too-celebrated formula of Lan- 
son," according to which the novel is "a voluptuous dream

91dressed up as moral instruction." Instead, he argues, 
the first two parts of the book (in which the seduction of 
Julie is accomplished) form already a moral lesson in which 
the fundamental themes are the appeal to innocence, to. sac
rifice , to. heroism as much as to the elan of pleasure.

90’ O.C., II, xliv.
91. O.C, , xlii.

x
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But, except for Epictetus, there is still the prob

lem of understanding how it is that Rousseau will have his 
hero shoulder the guilt of a tutor who seduces by fervid
appeals to virtue and philosophy the daughter of a family

92entrusted to his care, but forbids an adulterous relation
ship where love might claim certain rights in enlightened 
society, since, after all,. St. Preux was thefirst possessor, 
and the girl, ravished from him by her husband, M. de Wolmars 
as St. JPreux himself says, "le bien que M. de Wolma.r m ’a

93 .. /ravi." .
In the actual-life case of Sophie and Jean-Jacques,

our aging moralist was neither the first possessor nor the
' ■ ' i  -second, nor any at all. In fact, as he complains, he didn't

initiate the relationship with Sophie at all; if anyone did, .
it was Saint-Lambert himself. He pushed her on Rousseau, in

94one editor's words. This was supposed to be a morally edu
cational experience for her, while her official lover was 
away.. Saint-Lambert even wrote to Rousseau telling him he .

92. It may be said in mitigation that St. Preux and Julie were, 
roughly the same age while the original Heloise was twenty- 
one years younger than her lover Abelard. Cf. Etienne Gilson, 
Heloise and Abelard, tr. L. K. Shook (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1 9 6 6 ) 123.
93. o.c., 11, 307.
94. O.C., II, xlviii.
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net■was exactly "the man he i m a g i n e d " T h e  only thing he was

concerned about was that contact with Rousseau would prove
a little too uplifting-^he might predispose her to drop the
liaison with the lover. In Guyon’s view, "He feared only

- • ' 96
that he would teach her a too demanding virtue."

As Rousseau saw it; "As far as I have been able to
judge, she came* to see me a little from her own inclination,
but more from a desire to please Saint-Lambert, who was
right in believing that friendship which was beginning to be
formed between us would make this society agreeable to all

,,97 three»"
It would appear, therefore, that in view of Jean- 

Jacquete well-known moral principles and decision to live a 
life of Spartan virtue, the pair ‘viewed him as a sort of 
^Director of Conscience," useful in soothing and smoothing . 
away pangs of guilt and embarrassment as to their illicit re
lationship to the extent of participation in it platdnically. 
In the previous century, When the religious issue was far more 
acutely in question among leading persons in France than it
was in Rousseau1s day, such a person, whether lay or clerical,

98skilled in elasticizing consciences was maintained in many

95 • Guehenno , op. cit <: , I, 372. <
96. O.C., II, xlix 
97- o:c., I, 440.
9 8 . Moliere, Tartufe, try Robert W. Hartle (New York; Bobbs- 
Merrill Co., 1 9 6 5 ) viii. .
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noble homes. Indeed, Moliere * s classic Tartufe, is precise
ly concerned with Such a person who was so well-drawn as a 
moral hypocrite and lecherous opportunist that he lent his 
name to the French language.

When Rousseau fell in love with Sophie, and she "re
fused me nothing that the .tenderest friendship could accord"
while granting i"nothing at all that would- make of her an un- 

• ■ 99faithful woman," " the resulting turmoil in Rousseau's breast 
must certainly have suggested to a conscience as tender as 
his that he ran the ^danger of being "mistaken" for some kind 
of Tartufe.

Here he was making ardent love to a woman he was sup
posed by his friend, her lover, to be instructing in virtue. 
And, the irony is that it is he who demanded from her some
obvious physical proofs to convince him "that she was not mak-

100 . ' ' , ing ■ftin ■ of ■.me.-, '! proof, he says , that was short of infidelity
to Saint-Lambert.

But a further irony is to be seen here. Moliere's 
Tartufe, for all his Christian trappings, is a sort of Epic
tetus in caricature.

Orgon, the deluded master of the house in the Moliere 
comedy , describes Tartufe's teachings as follows:

99• O.C., I, 443.
100. 6.0., I, 443.
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He teaches me to love nothing.
Prom all affection he detaches my soul,
And I could see my brother, children, -

mother, and wife all die 
Without caring any more than that 

(he snaps his f i n g e r s . )^01
This is, of course, caricature, and distorts the 

spirit of Epictetus. But, distortion and all, it is not so 
far from several similar passages in Epictetus as to be un
recognizable, or unfair as caricature.

Here is, ironically portrayed, a truly Stoic control 
over one's judgements to achieve ataraxia, "tranquility.” 

Peeling outraged, maligned, accused, conspired 
against, and finally, in fact, expelled from The Hermitage, 
Rousseau settled at Mont-Louis, will finish in three weeks 
his letter to Qt Alembert on the Theatre• "This is the first
of my writings--for Julie was not half finished--in which I

102found delight in work. 11
It is in this letter to d 1Alembert that Rousseau 

identifies himself with the "Misanthrope" of Moliere’s master
piece o "Whatever Rousseau may have felt , he doesn’t mention 
Tartufe— he mentions the Misanthrope.

It is hard to understand why Rousseau— who surely 
had more trouble with his friends than he could handle at 
that moment, chose precisely that time to attack an article

101• Moliere, Tartufe, 2 7 .
102. O.C. I, 49$.



in the Encyclopedie by its respected co-editor. Was it a 
sort of pretext? Was the real target of the attack not 
d’Alembert, nor even, behind d ’Alembert the powerful figure 
of Voltaire, but really Moliere, a blistering attack on whom 
forms a major portion of this work? All the more interest
ing, in view of certain parallels already noted is the omis
sion, in attacking the pernicious influence of Moliere, of 
any word about Tartufe. The omission was pounced on immedi
ately by d'Alembert in his reply:

You attack as a cruel satire on virtue Moli&re's 
Misanthrope— the masterpiece of our dramatic theatre 
excepting possibly Tartufe as still better....I do 
not know, sir, what you think of" the latter work, 
which certainly would seem calculated to find favor 
in your eyes if only by virtue of the aversion one 
cannot help feeling for the odious type of man Mol
iere has ridiculed and unmasked.

Rousseau, for his part, describes the influence of
Moliere as follows: .

Moliere is the most perfect comic author whose works 
are known to us. But who can deny also that the the
atre of this same Moliere... is a school of vices and . 
bad morals (manners) even more dangerous than the very 
books which profess to teach them? His greatest care 
is to ridicule goodness and simplicity and to present 
treachery and faIsg^ood so that they arouse our inter
est and sympathy.

In a sensitive passage, Guehenno comments that The 
Misanthrope was for Rousseau "overwhelming proof of the base 
ness of the theatre,11 providing a "portrait of himself that

1 0 5 . D ' Alembert , TV,
10k. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Politics and the Arts:Letter to M. td* Alembert / tr. and ed, Allan Bloom (Glencoe', ITT. : The
Free Press, i9 6 0 ) 34. -
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had been printed before be was born„.,Alceste,...taciturn,
shy, passionate, polite but, as it were, in spite of himself,
doomed to be always taking back of correcting what he had
said, in love with a coquettish woman and terribly unhappy

105because of her,--was Jean-Jacques."
The fools are the victims of the vicious in this
, • , \ • - world, with Moliere1s approval, writes Rousseau:

See how this man, for the sake of multiplying his 
jokes, shakes the whole order of society; how scan* 
dalously he overturns all the most sacred relations 
on which it is founded; how ridiculous he makes the 
respectable rights of fathers over their children, 
of husbands,over their wives, of masters over their 
servants.

It is almost incredible that in those very weeks and 
months Rousseau was writing the Nouvelle Helolse, where the 
mechanics of the plot turn on the hideous malevolence of a 
society which permits fathers to outrage their daughters’ . 
rights by marrying them, loveless, to men of the fathers' 
choice, for reasons of prestige, or gratitude.

It is this "right of the father" which ravishes the 
beloved Julie from her St. Preux. And he had already.written
in his ncites to the Second Discourse, one of the most pas-

: .. - - sionate avowals of the primacy of love in betrothal‘ever pen
ned, going so far as to counsel suicide in cases of unhappy 
"arranged1' marriages r "Happy sometimes are those women whose

105« Guehenno, op. cit., I, 436.
106. Rousseau, Letter to d'Alembert, Bloom ed., 250.
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courage and, yes, virtue uproot them from life before savage 
violence impels, them into crime or despair. Forgive me, fa
ther and mother i.. c” ̂ 7

One must almost believe that in attacking Mo liere at 
this time, Rousseau was engaged in exorcizing from his mind’s 
eye the unbearable, knowing smirk of Tartufe. For it is 
precisely in Tartufe, unmentioned by Rousseau, that the fa
ther betroths'his daughter to the Stoic-spouting pious fraud 
who has apparently mesmerized him and attempts to enforce his 
decision by disinheriting his own family. In this Moliere, 
one would think as d'Alembert so cunningly noted, Rousseau 
might have seen an ally in one of the causes closest to his 
heart. Unfortunately,.in Tartufe, Molihre had seemed to. be 
maddeningly spot-lighting, even before he was born, the self
doubts of a mature man, in fullsapossession of his faculties 
and powers, whom no- one could any longer excuse as a hot
headed or unsure youth.

We know how Rousseau reacted once to the fear of fee
ing embarrassed, publicly exposed. As a lackey in the house
hold of the Comtesse de Vercellis, he stole, for a whim, a 
piece of red-and-silver ribbon, which was found in his pos
session . He intended to give it to a servant girl. Con
fronted with the theft, he blamed the innocent young gir1-- 
possibly ruining her prospects, as he remorsefully feared,

107. o.-c., i n ,  205.
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for the rest of her own life. Why did he do it? His ma
ture explanation of this sad, forlorn episode of his youth

X,may tell us how he could assail in Moliere his own most deep
ly valued beliefs and principles if somehow he felt serious
ly threatened with humiliation and embarrassment in connec
tion with his infatuation for Sophie d*Houdetot.

I feared punishment hardly at all, only disgrace, 
but that X feared more than death, more than crime, 
more than, anything in the world. If only I could 
have been plunged suddenly into the bowels of the - 
earth and suffocated! The unconquerable shame car
ried all before it; that alone accounted for my im
pudence; and the. more criminal I became,,the more 
the fear of admitting it made me fearless. I saw 
nothing but the horror of being recognized publicly, 
declared to my own face a thief, liar, and false 
witness. A total discomfiture deadened all other 
feeling . 1 0 8

We have noted, a switch occurring after the first two
parts of HdLoxse— -these justifying, in the name of young love ,
the seduction of Julie by her tutor. Then comes the latter
portion of the work where abnegation and virtue triumph. The
abnegation, it has been noted, begins with his own real-life
affair with Sophie. <3 ’Houdetot. As one editor points out :

The novel, then, abruptly turns from the theme of 
requited passion to that of virtuous sacrifice, at. a 
point corresponding to the time that Jean-Jacques was 
forced to stifle his passion for Sophie d !Houdetot.

This line of approach seems amply justified as we see

108. 0.0., I, 8 6 .
109. Rousseau, La Nouvelle Helo’ise, McDowell, ed. , 6 .



, : ' ■ ■ • ■: ■: . .; 79
Rousseau in a virtual panic dissociate . himself, precisely 
at this time, in his Letter on the Spectacles, from every 
vestige of criticism of tradition, family and paternal sov
ereignty .

yiTo return to the Nouvelle Heloise, there are lines 
there which, as much as anything he wrote, brought the Moun
tain to power in the year before Thermidor and his own ashes 
to the Pantheon. Speaking of the French father’s right, to 
forbid marriage, or to disinherit, Rousseau writes:

It is almost impossible to describe the degree to 
which women are tyrannized by the laws in that

 gallant country. -Is it a wonder•that they revenge
themselves so cruelly in their morals? ■

He draws explicitly political consequences from the 
refusal of government to abide by reasonable maxims in regu
lating the marriage tie:

In asserting that (reasonable maxims) endanger
the order of society, the tyrants upset Society: ......
themselves; let rank be determined by merit and 
hearts be united according to their own choice, 
there is the true social order! Those who would 
regulate it by birth or by wealth are the real 
disturbers of social order. It is they who ought 
to be. blamed or punished.

tIn passages like these in which the preachments
are direct and undisguised, as well as in the infinitely more

110..o.c., 11, 194. 
111. O.C., II, 194.
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effective passages where the story itself carries the moral, 
the Nouvelle Helo’ise is a most revolutionary tract. Its tre
mendous vogue made its in certain respects, the Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin of the French Revolution (with all due respect to the 
fact that Julie, despite its archaic form, remains a truly 
great work of literature.) It created among the intelli
gentsia of the time the feeling that, privileges and all, the 
realities portrayed by Rousseau were no way to run a country. 
And as Rousseau's most popular work, its ideas reached many 
Frenchmen. . . .

When the Nouvelle HelOxse first appeared in Paris in
!, ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■  'February, 1761, its success was immediate. Very shortly,

counterfeited editions appeared all over France. In 1763,
Rousseau's printer, Rey, put out a second authorized, edition,
and he continued to republish the novel during Rousseau's
lifetime. In all, according to Judith McDowell, "seventy-two
editions in French were put on sale between I7 6 I and 1800.
With the exception of Voltaire's Contes, Le Sage's Gil Bias,
and some of Prevost's novels, no other eighteenth-century
French fiction up to the time of Rousseau's death had even

112one-tenth, this much circulation. "
Although the Social Contract reached a smaller audi

ence in the eighteenth century, it too reveals interesting 
relations between Rousseau and the Stoic tradition.

/112. Rousseau, La Nouvelle Heloise, McDowell ed., 2.
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Epictetus and the General ¥111
For Rousseau, man's vice, virtue and "moral nature"

itself* appear to have begun only with the onset of* social
existence. Natural man had no need for such things. He
was gentle, "held back by natural pity from doing injury to
anyone and brought by nothing to inflict harm himself even
after he has suffered it." The long ages during which men
left each other alone, having no need for each other, were
"the veritable youth of the world „ "

But from the moment one man had need of another's 
help, from the moment it was perceived that it was 
useful for one individual to have provisions for 
two, equality disappeared, property was introduced, 
labor became necessary and v a s tforests became 
smiling countrysides that had to be watered with 
the sweat of men and in which one soon saw slavery 
and misery germinate and grow with the crops.'**

In a fragment on the theme of honor and virtue Rous
seau says; "Whether a natural penchant brought men together 
in society, or whether it was the force of their mutual 
needs, it is certain that from this commerce was born their 
virtues and vices and in a certain respect, their, entire 
moral being. "

Only in the civil state, and not at all in the state 
of nature, did men, therefore, need to acknowledge their

113. o.c., in, 170-171.
114. O.C.,.Ill, 1 7 1 .
115. o.c., in, 505.
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"moral nature," lest the particular self interest of each 
harm both himself and the others, intolerably, and make co
operation impossible. It was the experience of continuous 
contact with each other that created, if not yet a full- 
fledged philosophy of Stoicism--dr any other moral orthodoxy 
-— at least certain shared ancestral pieties^-a rim of hills, 
a strip of coas#, a sky framed by boughs, and appropriate 
divinities.

When the citizens of small states found security in
their own arms and.in shared pieties, there was apparently.
no great emotional need for the prop afforded by detailed,
practical moral philosophies. It was only with the sophists,
Socrates and the Socratic schools that concern shifts from
cosmology, ontology and religious myth to "practical reason,"
how one should act in order to be happy or at least tranquil
in this world, even though, as Margaret Reesor has shown, the
virtues praised by Plutarch existed in action before Sto- 

H  6icism. Once these states lost their independence to Alex
ander, men codified the practices and pieties which had.hither
to .given them a certain security in a set of inter-related 
values which, so to speak, served as the spiritual armature 
replacing the substance of the lost simplicity and autarchy.

116. Margaret Reesor, The Political Theory of the Old and 
Middle Stoa (New Y o r k J . J. Austin, 1951) 16.
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These values, formerly visible in action in the sovereign 
polls, could now be practiced by the individual or enunciat
ed as doctrine by moral teachers for whom they ; represented 
the valued simplicities of the polls still immediately visi
ble, but rapidly and irretrievably, slipping over the hori
zon, "Plato," do Jouvenel points out, "pictured his small,
closed, self-sufficient city while he was aware that Greek

117cities were being swept into larger wholes." What was
once, only so recently, lived, is now but a mental symbol, 
Rousseau, in his evocation of vanished Sparta, also intends.a 
sort of reverie of mankind. Nowhere does Rousseau guarantee, 
as do Marx and. Engels, that discord and falsity will disappear 
via the workings of historical inevitability. On the contra
ry, as de Jouvenel has shown, Rousseau almost guarantees a
retrograde evolution to catastrophe unless society's basis is

118altered and man returned to his "primitive constitution. "
The world in which Stoicism was born is traumatic in

the extreme. It is admirably depicted by Festugiere:
Is it possible not to perceive that, from the day 
when the Greek city fell from the rank of autonomous 
state to that of a simple municipality in a vaster 
state, it lost its soul? It remained a home, a ma
terial entity: it was no longer an ideal. It was no 
longer worth living and dying for. Men, henceforth 
had no moral and spiritual prop. From the beginning '

117• Bertrand de Jouvenel, "Rousseau the Pessimistic Evolu
tionist," Yale French Studies, No. 2 8 (I9 6 I-6 2 ) 9 3 .
118. Ibid., 85.
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of the third century, many became expatriates 
and went to seek work and great deeds in the 
armies of the Diadochi, or in the colonies which 
they had founded. Soon, at Alexandria in Egypt, 
at Antioch in Syria, at Seleucia on the Tigris, 
at Ephesus, cities were built, enormous by the 
standards of antiquity (2 or 3 hundred thousand 
inhabitants), . .the individual now was a cipher like 
a modern man, for instance, in London and Paris. °

How deeply, how sorrowfully Rousseau was aware of all 
this I The greatness of Socrates —  even of Socrates— was tar
nished, limited, circumscribed for him by the fact that al
ready in his time the Attic polls had begun to founder, under 
the weight of accumulated external and internal pressures.
Thus, in comparing the Roman Cato with. Socrates, Rousseau can

. ' - ' . . ..., ■ .Say, almost contemptuously: "Athens was already ruined in
the time of Socrates, and he had no other country than the
world at large. Cato h ad.the cause of his country always at
heart; he lived for it alone, and could not bear to outlive
it. The virtue of Socrates was that of the wisest of men;
but compared with Caesar and Pompey, Cato seemed a god among 

120morta Is.''
He returns to this estimate of Socrates as merely one 

of the best of mortals, contrasting him again with a figure 
who is as much greater than Socrates as divinity is greater 
than mere flesh and blood--Jesus Christ. In the Vicaire 
Savoyard the death of Socrates, calmly holding forth among his

1 1 9 • Festugiere , ojD. cit. , 1 8-1 9 . .
120. O.Cl, III, 255.
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friends, respected and even mourned by his executioner, is
compared with that of Christ— mocked,dispised, tormented,
"Yes, if Socrates lived and died like a sage, the life and

121death of Jesus are those of a God." If, through that -
easy death, Socrates had not achieved the notice of poster
ity, "it might be a question whether Socrates for all his

122cleverness was anything more than a sophist."
Trousson has traced the progressive downgrading of 

Socrates in the regard of Rousseau from the "just man" of 
the First Discourse, who, even if he had been transplanted 
to the Paris of the philosophes, would have scorned their 
"vain s c i e n c e s ” "^3 to the ineffectual theorizer sketched in 
the Discours sur la vertu du heros. who "saw and deplored the 
unhappiness of his country; but it v/as Tbrasybulus to whome

1?4it was reserved to end it."
For Rousseau, it was necessary to battle to the 

death for one’s civic identity— as Cato did--rather than end
lessly analyze the. duties of men in general. It is hardly 
too much to say that Rousseau comes close to supporting the 
accusation leveled against the Athenian Sage, of corrupting 
the minds of the young.

121. 0.0., IV, 626.
122. O.C., IV, 626.
I2 3 . Raymond Trousson, Grandeur et decadence de Socrate chex Jean -Jacoues Rousseau, in Transactions of the Second In't'erna
tional Congress on the Enlightenment [Geneva: 'Instifut et Musd'e Vo 11aire, 1907) IV, lobO-1661. ...
124. Ibid., 1662.
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Here, too, Rousseau is consistent with his Cynic-
Stoic forebears. Diogenes said, according to Dio Chrysostom,
that the punishment inflicted by the gods on Prometheus for
bringing civilization to man was just and merited. The gift

12 5of divine "fire" only made life more of a burden for man.
The nostalgically envisaged symbol of resistance to

126disintegration of the polls was, for both Epictetus and 
Rousseau— Sparta and its lawgiver Lycurgus. Lacedaembnism 
became for' both the romanticized analogue in statecraft of 
the Stoic individual. Now Zeno, the Stoic founder, seeing 
the collapse of the polls, drew the fearless conclusion, as
we saw earlier, that "all men should now form one community.

• /Men would now carry about with them as an internal organiza
tion, the polls. Its simplicity would be their individual 
simplicity, its self-sufficiency theirs, its virtues theirs.

■ . x p -

Perhaps Rousseau was more frightened than Zeno; he clearly 
opted for an actual political Sparta or a Geneva— some small, 
self-sufficient place where Lacedaemonian virtue would be hon
ored above Athenian erudition. ("D Sparta.!. You eternally put 
to shame a Vain doctrine! While the vices which accompany 
the fimarts entered Athens together with them.")12^ Here, al
most in this hunt for autarchy, is Freud’s Tha.natos, the death

125. H. C. Baldry, The Unity of Mankind in Greek Thought 
(Cambridge, England; University Press, 19̂ uf) 105.
126. For examples in Epictetus., of. I, 3 7 9 and II, 4 4 3 .
127. 0. C. , III, .12 .
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instinct, expressing itself in the periled organism’s search 
for a less complex, hence, less vulnerable and exposed life-- 
organization.

The parallel may not be stretched tod far. In Epic
tetus, Rousseau chose a Stoic model that was the most extreme 
of those available. His is an autarchy so severe as to 
counsel the wise man to practice how to die. This is also
the ultimate solace uttered by Rousseau. He may thunder;

12 8"Man is born free and is everywhere in chains." But he
• 129holds out no perspective that the revolution he foresaw " 

would bring a state of affairs permitting man to shake off . 
his chains. On the contrary, another way is offered, the 
way of the enslaved Epictetus; "endure and renounce." In 
a fragment of a letter: intended for the Archbishop de Beau
mont, he writes;

I have penetrated the secret of governments, I have 
disclosed it to the people not so they can shake off 
the yoke— -that is not possible for them— but so they 
can become men again in their slavery, and that, en
slaved to their masters, they will yet not be to 
their vices. If they cannot be citizens, they can 
still be sages. The enslaved Epictetus was one.
(Emphasis added). Whoever recognizes no laws but 
those of virtue and necessity is no longer enslaved 
to men. He.alone knows how to be free and good in 
his shackles.

128. O.C., III, 351.
129. "You put your trust in the existing social order with
out reflecting that this same order is liable to be upset 
by inevitable revolution....We are approaching the time of 
crisis, the century of revolution." Emile, given in . .. 
Guehenno, op. cit., II, 21,
130., O.C. , IV, 1019. X
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Two decades previously——at Les Charmettes— he had 

stated his debt to the Stoic slave who had taught him to sup
port the woes of existence« Now, late in life, he will take 
from Epictetus the means to teach men to be free— that is, 
not to be enslaved to men. That is the meaning of freedom 
to Jean-Jacques as it was for Epictetus.

How is it possible, while enslaved to a master, to be 
"no longer enslaved to men?" For one thing, it takes prac
tice I "Let others practice lawsuits, others problems, others
syllogisms; do you practice how to die, (emphasis added) how

131to be enchained," Epictetus counsels.
No more than Rousseau does Epictetus preach the over

throw of authority: /
Do you philosophers, then teach us to despise our 
kings?— Far from it. Who among us teaches you to 
dispute their claim to the things o.verwhich they 
have authority? Take my paltry body, take my 
property, take -my.reputation, take those who are 
about me. If I persuade any to lay claim to these 
things, let,some man truly a c c u s e  m e . ^32 ,

The Stoic lays claim only to his own judgments. Like
Socrates, no one can "compel his judgments, what he calls his
moral purpose. It was not Socrates, but only his paltry body
that was dragged off to prison--"that someone may give hemlock
to this paltry body of Socrates, and that it may grow cold and 

133die. "

131• Epictetus, I, 225.
132. Epictetus, I, I8 9 .
133.* Epictetus, I, 1 9 1 .
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Against this background we may now: consider the famed 

Social Pact whose terms Rousseau himself reduced to a single 
ones "The total alienation of each associate with all of his 
rights to the entire community«"

The almost identical version given in Emile mentions 
135also "his property.” That the lust for property is a

characteristic of individual wills, that is most baneful in 
its consequences, Epictetus and Jean-Jacques agree. In Epic
tetus 1 version: "If it is my interest to have a farm, it is
my interest to take it away from my neighbor....This is the 
source of wars, seditions, tyrannies, plots. In Rous
seau’s celebrated version, it reads :

/The first man who, having enclosed a portion of ter
rain and was moved to say this is mine, and found 
people simple enough to believe it, was the true 
founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, mur
ders, miseries and horrors the human race would have 
been ..spared by one who pulling . out the stakes...had 
cried out to the others...the earth belongs to no 
one. '

Rousseau’s cure— -the general will —  may be thought 
worse than the illness. But, is there no one who has been 
trained for such a state of affairs? Bor whom such an abdi
cation of property and person— and, yes, even life might be

134. o.c., i n , 3 6 0 .
135- 0;Cm  IV , 840. • .
136. Epictetus, I, 147.
137- O.C., III, 164.
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acceptable if the end seemed reasonable? Yes, there is 
Emile, the Emile who was reared from childhbod on Stoic lec
tures like the following;

Learn to lose what you may have to surrender. Learn 
to separate yourself from everything as virtue - or
ders ito Learn to place yourself above events, to 
detach' your heart so that it is not torn apart... 
and you will grow to understand that he who loses 
all enjoys only what he knows how to yield.

Somewhat further along, Emile will reply to his tutor;

If my property enslaves me, I will abandon it 
without pain; I have arms to work, and I shall 
live. Should my arms not be enough, I will live 
if someone feeds me and I will die if I am aban
doned I will die, anyway; for death is not the 
penalty of poverty, but a law of nature. ^9

... . 1 ■ ■ ' ' ‘ ’ '■ 'Emile, alas, has ample opportunity to test his Stoic
philosophy to the hilt. Outside the pages of Emile proper 
— which ends on a note of supreme bliss--he falls victim to 
the two greatest calamities which Rousseau evidently.can con
ceive; betrayal by the woman he loves and exile from his .na
tive soil to become an outcast in the world. This ultimate 
trial not only is borne in the spirit of Epictetus, but sane 
of the key incidents are literally reworkings of plot sugf. 
gesfiohs to be-found in Epictetus.

138. O.C., IV, 820.
139. O.C., TV, 8 5 7 ,
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In Emile and Sophie, an unfinished sequel to Emile,
of which Rousseau managed not quite the first two "letters", 
our hero married to his heart’s desire after so much train
ing and tribulation, encounters catastrophe. His Sophie be
comes pregnant by another man, and Emile leaves her and be
comes a wanderer. He is captured by pirates and sold into 
slavery. After adventures and misadventures during which he
changes masters several times, Emile leads a strike against
a bullying overseer so successfully that the master imprisons 
the bully and gives his post to Emile. This must be one of 
the first instances in modern history when a leader of the op
pressed proletariat uses leadership of a strike to attain a

j
position in the overseer class. In any case, here we have 
the Stoic-as-politica1 activist, Emile comps to the atten
tion of the dey of Algiers who appoints him his personal
slave. In this position Emile acts as his advisor.

For our purposes, this narrative has the interest
that some of it is an expansion and reworking of an incident 
in the biography of the Cynic Diogenes as alluded to by Epic
tetus in several places. Thus, we are told that when Diogenes
had been taken prisoner "he got bn good terms with the pirates

141
and tried to reform them." The same incident is referred to 
in a later discourse : "He called none of them master, did he?

140. O.C. , IV, 881-924 ; cf. in Shklar , p p . cit. , 234-235.
141. Epictetus, II’, .205 •
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...And how he behaved to his master after he had been sold!

. 142 ;He began immediately to argue with him,..," In another
’•l . ' . " f : ' :connection, we are told; "Diogenes...talked to Alexander as
he did to Philip, to the pirates, to the man who had bought 

143him": (i.e., in a fearless and independent manner.)
It may be argued that Rousseau had at least some hope

for the institution in this world of his Social Contract-»-not
by revolution, the usefulness of which he denied-— but by edu-
cation--the education of a generation of Emiles; the social
pact would be inaugurated inevitably if a generation of
Emiles,were to return to the moral condition of natural man,
if virtue were to reign. Alienate all their possessions and
rights to the community? Nothing would be easier for the
Emiles; they have already done it in their souls, from their
earliest years. .

Gustave Lanson has seen the point precisely; "But
then, what is there to say that the doctrine of the Contract
is anything but pure chimera? There is the Emile, that is to
say, education. The republic of the general will cannot be

144other than the republic of individual good wills."

142. Ibid., 285.
143. Epictetus I, 305•
144. Lanson, ojo. eft., 2 2 .
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.Now» while the general will is certainly not the sum 

of all individual wills, it is just as certainly the coinci
dence of interest of all the wills properly founded on virtue: 
created by education in moral fundamentals,

Lanson adds;
The Contract will realize itself progressively to the 
extent that education will usher into the social life 
a.great number of Emiles, to the extent that the rein
stitution of natural man in civiT man will be opera
tive . No constitution seeking to conserve the inesti
mable benefits of liberty, and equality, can proceed 
apart from the virtue of the c i t i z e n s . 3

That this states the intentions of Rousseau is evident
from the Bcbnomie Politique; "If it is good to know how to
make use of men as' they are, it is much better still to make
of them that which they are required to be....Educate men,
therefore, if you would command them: if you want, them to

lk6obey the laws, arrange it that they love the laws...."' A 
bit later, Rousseau adds: "do you desire the accomplishment
of the general will? Then have it so that all particular

■ 147 ‘wills relate themselves,to it."
The signatories to the effective Social Contract will 

all be Stoics, all caught early and indoctrinated with the 
certainty that the only thing they can call their’s is their

145. Ibid.
146. o.c., i n ,  2 5 1 -2 5 2 . 
14?. o.c., i n ,  2 5 2 .
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own judgment. On this point they are so firm that when they 
come to power, the only man they will ban from their common
wealth is he who says, “Outside the church there is no salva
tion . 11 Such a one will tie driven from the state.

In limiting himself to that only which, is in his con
trol— that is to say, his judgments— and calling all else 
(the external things, the judgments of others) indifferent, 
have not our Emiles, by that fact, alienated all their rights 
and liberties to the others, holding back only that which is 
not.in their power to alienate? Have they hot, in advance, 
in theory, surrendered any conceivable cause for contention 
with their fellows, with society? The individual Stoic- will 
do this, in his mind, whether others do it in fact, or no.

If people were rendering good for good it is as 
clear as day that virtue would make the human race 
happy, but how can one find a real and worldly ad
vantage in being good oneself among the wicked,—  
this is thggphilosopher1s stone which is still to 
be found.

This was written to Dorn Deschamps in a letter dated. 
August 12, I7 6 I. Three days before--on August 9» I76I-- 
j-Rousseau had completed the Social C o n t r a c t . 15° ih it tod 
much to see the man, hugging to his breast with an authorf s 
glee, the secret that he has indeed found something which the

148.0.C., III, 469•
149. Charles William Hendel, Citizen of Geneva: Selections 
from the Letters of Jean-Jacq'ues Rousseau (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1937) 196 .
150. Ibid., 1 9 7 , note 16.
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w o r l d  does not yet s u s p e c t , but w h i c h  p o i n t s  the w a y  to a 

p r a c t i c a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of the t h e o r e t i c a l  u s e f u l n e s s  of b e 

ing a g o o d  c i t i z e n ?

He had already sketched the direction the solution
/ ■ , . - would take in his Economic Politique, written for the Ency-

c l o p e d i e . In that a r t i c l e  he  l o oked t o ward the time w h e n  e a c h  

of us w i l l  r e s p o n d  to "that v o i c e  of h e a v e n  w h i c h  d i c t a t e s  to 

m a n  the c o m m a n d s  of the c o r p o r a t e  r e a s o n  and t e a c h e s  h i m  to 

o b e y  the m a x i m s  of h i s  o w n  j u d g m e n t  and not to be f o r e v e r  i n  

c o n t r a d i c t i o n  to h i m s e l f

Th e  Stoic m a k e s  no c l a i m  for a n y t h i n g  that could c o n 

c e i v a b l y  d e p r i v e  other p e o p l e  of a n y t hing. If these .do. l i k e 

wise, the g e n e r a l  w i l l  r e i g n s  s u p r e m e . For the g e n e r a l  w i l l

is w h a t  is left w h e n  a l l  p a r t i c u l a r  wills, in s o f a r  as t h e y
152are c o n t r a d i c t o r y , h a v e  c a n c e l l e d  each oth e r  o u t .

A  g e n e r a l  w i l l  w o u l d  s e e m  to imp l y  an o r g a n i s m  a c t i n g

on the basis of its "fin a l  a p p e t i t e  in d e l i b e r a t i n g "  in
• 15 3H o b b e s  * i n t e r e s t i n g  f o r m u l a t i o n . We are not d i s a p p o i n t e d .

E p i c t e t u s ,  w h o  made no c l a i m  to h a v e  d i s c o v e r e d  the g e n e r a l  

will, at least k n e w  of the o r g a n i s m  w h i c h , if it e x i s t e d , 

w o u l d  h a v e  a w i l l  that w o u l d  be no other than the g e n e r a l  will.

1 5 1 . O.C., III, 248.
1 5 2 . OiC. , III, 3 7 1 . .
153• T h o m a s  H o b b e s , L e v i a t h a n  ( L o n d o n : C o l l i e r - M a c m i l l a n  L t d . ,
1 9 6 2 ) 54. . '
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¥hat then is the profession of the citizen?
To treat nothing as a matter of private profit, 
not to plan about anything as though he were a 
detached unit, but to act like the foot or the 
hand, which, if they had the faculty of reason 
and understood the constitution of nature would 
never exercise choice or desire in any other way 
but by obedience to the whole, ^

Clearly, this super-organism, of which man is the foot
or the hand, makes decisions about (wills) things in a manner
somewhat differently from the will of any individual (foot or
hand). The foot or hand is the equivalent of Rousseau's citi-

155zen who obeys "the command of the corporate reason." And
Rousseau has made his own explicit comparison of the body pol
itic with a living organism--it is identical with that of Epic
tetus. For Rousseau, "the body politic taken individually, may 
be regarded as a live organized body similar to that of a man. 
The sovereign power represents the head...the citizens are the 
body and limbs

"The body politic," he adds, "is... a moral being which 
has a will; and this general will, which inclines always to the 
safeguarding and wellbeing of the whole, and of each part, and 
which is the source of laws, is for all the members of the 
state... the measure of the just and the unjust.""*"'^

154. Epictetus, I,.2 7 5 .
155. O.C., III, 248.
156. o;c;, in, 244.
157. o:c;, 111/ 245.
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Should the internal communication and reciprocal

awareness of parts cease, the f ormal unity of the organism
made possible by a moi commuh, vanishes. "L*homme est mort,
ou 1 'etat est dessous . "  /• " - : ^

This general will, which seeks the conservation of
the whole social organism is the analogue of the * individual*,
amour de soi-meme, or love of oneself, "a natural feeling

t ' . '
which moves every animal to stand guard over its preservation 
and which directed in man by reason and modified by pity, 
produces humanity and virtue As Harald Ho'ffding notes:
"The distinction between ’amour de soi’ and 1 amour-propre1, 
and the attempt to derive the love of others from self-
assertiveness is to be found as far back as the Stoics; in
V v . . • : • " 1 6 0particular, Epictetus , 11

In Epictetus, self-interest is virtually the motivat
ing principle of action in the universe. Let every being act 
in the first instance, for itself, and then, by its very na
ture , if will,be>led ;tp the common.interest: "... such is the
nature of the animal man; everything he does is for himself.

161Why...for that matter, so does Zeus himself." Zeus also
has "so constituted ... the rational animal man that he can

158. O.C., III, 245.
159. 0,C., III, 2 1 9 •
160. Kara Id Hoffdjng, Jean-Jacques Rousseau and his Philo
sophy , tr. from the Danish by William Richards (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1930) llOn.
161. Epictetus, I, 133♦



attain nothing of his own proper goods unless he contributes 
something to the common interest . ,l This "constitution" of
man is doubtless his "moral nature,” to which Epictetus al-

163 •ludes so often.
So it comes down to this: The "most general will"

in the universe is, of course, Zeus himself. He has ordained
that, men, acting in their own interest .modified by, reason 
(Rousseau adds also pity --which Epictetus would not deny) 
work for the conservation of the whole. Epictetus gives the 
hierarchy of "wholes" involved, as follows; "What is a man?
A part of a state; first of that state which is made up of 
Gods and men and then of that which is said to be very close

' . " ' Ito the other, the state that is a small copy of the universal
, , 164state. "

That any general will whatsoever is general only with 
regard to the entity of which it is the organizing principle 
— that is to say, to its members— Rousseau makes clear. As 

a rule of justice the general will of a state is certain with, 
regard to citizens, inapplicable with regard to foreigners, 
or other states and their members. For these outsiders it be
comes only another particular will. With regard to the uni-n 
verse as a whole— what Rousseau, following Epictetus, calls

162. Epictetus, I, I3 3 •
Epictetus , I, 245.

164. Ibid.
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165la grande ville du monde — this becomes a sort of politi—

-  - -  ' ' • 166 
cal body whose general will is the law of nature and of
which the diverse states and people are the members. It is 
thoroughly consistent with this that the cosmos, in Stoic 
theory, was regarded as a living animal. This position might 
be translated into Epictetus1 terms as follows; The general 
will of la_ grande ville du monde is the will of Zeus, and by 
that token, the law of nature. For Zeus, all other wills (of 
nations, individuals, mankind as an entity), are merely partic
ular wills« - All of these put themselves in consonance with 
the general will of the universe by internalizing, and recog
nizing1 as their own will, which voluntarily they thereby re
enact as their very own, the precepts of natural law embody-

i " ' -ing the will of Zeus. In this sense, Rousseau can say, "The
• , . 1 6? voice of the people is in fact the voice of God." But it

must be the real, not the mistaken voice— thet is to say, it 
must be the general will.

16 5 . O.C., III, 2^5; cf. Epictetus, II, 133; "...In this great 
city of the world...there is a Lord of the mansion who assigns, 
each and every thing its place." '
166. "Laws'. Where are there any, and where are they respected? 
Everywhere you see ruling under that designation only particu
lar interests and the passions of men. But the eternal.laws 
of nature and order exist, for the wise, they take the place 
of positive law; they are written at the bottom of his heart 
by conscience and reason." (Emile - O.C. IV,'- 8 5 7 .)
1 6 7 . Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract and Discourses, 
tr» .with intro.'by. G. D. H. Cole (London: Everyman's Library,
1963) 2 3 8 .

i
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"What does the Stoic lose by assent to this general 

will? Only that which in Epictetusr terms was-iaready in 
the power of another. What has been gained? The serenity 
of not being, as Rousseau put it in his Economie Politique, 
forever in contradiction to his own judgment since he is re
lieved of the necessity to plan action and to take action 
dictated by vanity (amour-propre) to counter the claims and 
aggressions of another. What blessed relief. From now on 
all do as they really want to do, not what seems dictated by 
strategic or fashionable considerations. Even the government 
will never be a coercive force, so long as it represents the 
general will, of which it is the agent. The people--the sov
ereign'— whose will the government actualizes, will meet in
assemblies--will "make itself seen" by the government-— often

168enough to remind the government that it is only an agent.
The obedience of the citizen is obedience to his own will—  

the general will which he has internalized. To Rousseau, ar
bitrary acts of oppression by the general will, that is, by 
the sovereign common interest stripped of particular aims 
are unthinkable: "All that each person alienates of his pow-•
er, his goods, his liberty under'1 the social contract is that 
portion alone the employment- of which is significant to the

1 6 8 . O.C., III, 426.
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169community. ” . And reason itself provides a structural safe
guard guaranteeing that this will not be abused; The sov
ereign, for its part, cannot lay on the citizens any yoke 
useless to the community; it cannot even wish to; *' For under
the law of reason no action occurs without cause, just as is

■' 170 7 . . . . . .the case under the law of nature."
The general will, by definition, can have no interest 

in any particular will. On the other hand, no legitimate aim 
of the general will— and the general will is always legiti
mate to the extent that it is general--could possibly be in
conflict with my will once I have accepted the social pact

• M ' -and am a citizen.
So blessed is this new harmony and peace that we can

begin to understand how Epictetus and Jean-Jacques both felt
that the malefactor--any malefactor--sins against the state,
sins against himself as citizen, thereby converting himself
from citizen to enemy. He thereby deserves nothing better
than to be thrown like a cracked urn on the dungheap. For
Rousseau, such felicity once having been achieved by men in
the civil state, the offender against, the social pact is
lucky to get off with mere exile. He will feel, at any rate,
the repressive aspects of the general will.

1 6 9 . O.C., III, 373.
170. 0,C., III, 373°
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There we come to one of the most menacing formula

tions in the Social Contract , to which may certainly be traced 
some of those feelings of revulsion against it ai a source - 
of modern authoritarianism and totalitarianism; "Whoever 
should refuse to obey ..the. general will shall be .compelled, 
to do so" by the whole community., which means nothing else 
than that he will be forced to be' free." •*-71

Force him to be free I Here, certainly, is a paradox 
that smells of the concentration camp, or at least the labor 
camp and.those massive works of the "hydraulic society" 
which will lead to a classless Utopia and its dialectically 
understood freedoms.

/Rousseau has even supplied the equation governing the 
amounts of force to be exerted by the sovereign people, via 
the agency of the state, against elements of the population.
In what can only be described as an attempt to write the Gen
eral Law of. the People's Dictatorship, Rousseau declares;
"Now the greater the disproportion between private wishes and
the general will, i.e., between manners and laws, the greater

1 72must be the power of repression." This is Newtonian in its
simplicity and universality.

171. O.C, , III, 364. 
1?2. O.C. , IV, 1844.
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It would appear that, again, Rousseau has had re™. i. 

course to his Epictetus— even while registering a great ad
vance over him in clarity of inference drawn. For Epicte
tus, the aim of satisfying privately-conceived desires is 
positively shameful and, by implication, worthy of repres
sion. Calling freedom "a noble and precious thing," Epic
tetus adds :

But for me to desire at haphazard that those things 
should happen which have at haphazard seemed best to 
me is dangerously near being■, not merely not noble, 
but even in the highest degree shameful....Knowledge 
of anything would he useless if it were accomodated 
to every individual’s whims. Is it, then, only in 
this matter of freedom the greatest, and indeed, the 
highest, of all, that I am permitted to desire at 
haphazard? By no means, but instruction consists 
precisely in ^.earning to desire each thing exactly as 
it happens. ! '

There is no room for doubt that Epictetus intends 
this as a warning against individuals acting individualis- 
tically, hence "shamefully" in the social realm, for, in the 
very next paragraph, the argument continues: "For look you,
can z.we Aescapey from men? And how is it possible? " ^

Always, for Rousseau, there is the spectre of re
turning to the full evils of the regime of particular wills, 
even in a state which has known the general will’s suprem
acy. "The social ties have been ruptured in all hearts,

173• Epictetus, I , 93• 
17^• Epictetus, I, 93.
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and even the most vile interest now has the effrontery to

- - . 1 75cloak itself in the sacred name of the public good." The
horrors of the regime of particular wills are etched in lines 
of acids

Let one admire human society as much as one wants 
to, it will not be less true that it necessarily 
inclines men to hate each other in proportion to the 
conflict of their interests; to render each other, ^
mutually, apparent services while in actuality doing, 
each other every harm imaginable. What is to be 
thought of a state of.affairs where the reason of 
each individual dictates to him maxims directly con- 

. trary to those that the public reason preaches to 
the social body? And where each finds his advantage 
in the unhappiness of the other? There cannot be a 
well-off man whose avid heirs and often whose own 
children do not secretly wish dead. ̂ -70

If this sounds like an estimate worthy of the Marquis 
de Sade, here again, Rousseau is Only following his mentor, 
Epictetus, and, in the case of the fatal antagonism between 
parents and children, almost word for word. The Stoic sage 
says :

it is a general rule--be not deceived--that every liv
ing thing is to nothing so devoted as to its own inter
est ... . (Thus if a man) puts together in one scale his 
interest and righteousness and what is honorable and 
country and parents and friends, they are all safe; 
but if he puts his interest in one scale and in the 
other friends and country and kinsmen and justice 
itself, all the latter are lost because they are out
weighed by the interest. ■
Throw likewise between yourself and your son a small 
piece of land and you will find out how much your son

1 7 5 . O.C., III, 4 3 8 .
176. 0.0., Ill, 202.
177. Epictetus, I, 397
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wants to bury you, the sooner the better, and how 
earnestly you pray for your son’s death. ^

We are: Reminded of what Moliere ’ s Tartufe— -the -- 
Stoic-as-confidence-man— apparently taught poor Orgon, creat
ing in him that state of tranquillization in which: "I could 
see my brother, children, mother, and wife all die without
caring.” ^

• - ' • - - ■' \

For look you, can we 'excape from men? And how is it 
possible?. But can w e , if they associate with us , 
change them? And who vouchsafes us that power?
What alternative remains, then? Some such method 
as that, wrhile' they act as seems best to them, we 
shall nonetheless be in a state conformable to 

 nature. '9 ■ .

‘ Epictetus speaks to the individual. The new note intro
duced by Rousseau— amounting to a very grand extension of Sto
icism , for the first time, as a socially beneficent instru
mentality— -is this: he has imagined a collectivity of indi
viduals, a11 of them in a state conformable to nature, a 11  

alienating their persons and all their property (but in effect 
only what they do not need— vanity, envy, competitiveness, 
hostility, egotism) to the general will from which they re
ceive in exchange security for their persons and their prop
erty, except as the general will shall truly require either; 
They gain at once the defended right to be themselves in the. ’ 
most, meaningful of senses —  the Socratic--riever to -need to will 
the wrong that they know to be the wrong.

,178. Epictetus, I, 395« •
179« Epictetus I, 93-94.
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We must recall, here, that for the Stoics , nature

did not mean the forest primeval but the force of reason in
the universe. Living virtuously is equivalent to living in
accordance with experience of the actual course of nature,

180as Chrysippus says. Now, if X am in a state conformable
to nature, and you are, and he is, we have gone beyond the 
regime of particular wills, we have conceived a solution for 
the problems caused by associating with other men— a burden 
so onerous as to require an austere Stoicism to cope with it.

Both Epictetus and Rousseau realized that, in the na
ture of things man must think of himself first. This is the 
amour de soi, the law of self-preservation of any organism.
But this law is not evidently an autonomously-willed law: it 
is part of the given of an organism. Superior as the amour 
de soi is to mere amour propre (vanity) , it is still inferior 
to the autonomously-willed decision of the freely-assenting 
individual which he makes when he recognizes the necessity 
of law, and chooses it for himself.

Thus, and only thus, do the "commands of the corpo
rate reason" become "the maxims of his own judgment." Thus, 
and only thus, is the dilemma recognized by Stoicism from its 
very origins— how freedom is possible in a universe of neces
sity—  -surmounted.. This is what it is to be free. What Rous
seau means by "forcing men to be free” is placing before them

180. Diogenes Laertius, II, 195.
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the need to choose law rather than the arbitrary caprice of

• l8lwhim, impulse and conformity to ?'the herd called society",
on the one hand, and passive resignation to the determinism 
of the universe on the other«

The grandeur of this insight of Rousseau’s was recog
nized by Kant when he said that this amounts to a theodicy—

182a justification to men of the ways of God. For man alone
is responsible— not individual man, but man in society— if 
the inhabited universe seems an alien place to him. "All is 
well as it comes from the hands of the author of things; all

183degenerates in the hands of man." Thus spake the author
of Emile, in the book’s opening words. The Vicaire Savoyard 
will underline this: "Homme, ne cherche plus 1’auteur du mal,
cet auteur c ’est toi-menie. II n'existe point d'autre mal que 
celui que tu fais ou que tu souffres et 1'un et 1 ’autre te 
vient de toi. Le mal general ne peut etre que dans le desor- 
dre (very Stoic!) et je vois dans le sisteme du monde un ordre

184qui ne se dement point." God is absolved. And in a way,
so is individual man who, before he entered society was nei
ther good nor evil. •

181. O.C. Ill, 8 .
182. Ernst Cassirer, The Question of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
tr. and ed. Peter Gay (Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, I963) 
72-73.
183. O.C., IV, 245.
184. o;.c. , iv, 588.
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It goes without saying that this kind of theodicy, as 

Cassirer has pointed out, rejecting original sin, and posit
ing instead an original innocence of man, "stands in sharpest 
contradiction to all the teachings of Holy Writ and of the

H O M
Church concerning the essence of man." But, if Rousseau’s
credentials as a teacher of Christian morality were not in■ - - -... ■ • ■ ■ ■ - ■
order, surely the underlying theme of his life and work—  

both in victory and humiliation--suggests another set of 
credentials.

May we not ask, with Karl Barth, "whether all this 
does not represent Stoicism in its most sublime form, in a 
form more sublime than ever existed in ancient Greece and 
Rome; a Stoicism which is a triumph of Humanism?”

185♦ Cassirer , The Question.,., .
186, Karl Barth, Protestant Thought; From Rousseau to 
Ritschl, (New York: Harper Bros., 1919) 57-



CHAPTER III

DIDEROT AND STOIC-CYNIC TENSION
There are four reasons why the * Cynics1 are so named - 
First because of the 'indifference’ of their way of 
life, for they make a cult of adiaphoria (indiffer
ence ) and, like dogs, eat and make love in public, go 
barefoot, and sleep in tubs at crossroads....The sec
ond reason is that the dog is a shameless animal, and. 
they make a cult of shame lessness, not as being be
neath modesty, but as superior to it....The third 
reason is that the dog is a good guard, and they 
guard the tenets of their philosophy...The fourth 
reason is that the dog is a discriminating animal . 
which can distinguish between its friends and its 
enemies.... So do they recognize as friends those 
who are suited to philosophy, and receive them kind
ly , while those unfitted they drive away, like dogs, 
by barking at them.’®'

If it is not unusual to find people preaching libera
tion from the restraints of convention, it is rather more sig
nificant that, as Baldry points out, "from Diogenes onward, 
they practiced what' they preached.... It was their public 
habits, not merely their doctrines, that placed them beyond.
the pale, outside normal human society, and earned them the

2name of 'dogs'." Diogenes advocated promiscuity within 
mutual consent alone,; but the outlook of the. "school was riot .

1. From a scholium on Aristotle cited in Donald R. Dudley, A 
History of Cynicism, from Diogenes to the 6th Century A.D. 
(London: Methuen & Co., Ltd., 1937) 5•
2. Baldry, djD. cit. , 106 -107. •

' 109
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limited to dissolving sexual conventions; "among the unnat
ural conventions to be ignored by the sophos were those dis
tinctions of gender, race and class which still retained so 
strong a hold on the Greek mindr..."Taken all in all, the 
Cynics, as Ferguson pointed out in his 1958 work, "often ap
pear as the left wing of the Stoics; indeed, in philosophers 
like Musonius and .Epictetus the influences are hard to dis- 
entangle. Attempts to divorce the Stoic scion from its 
Cynic stock were made as early as the leadership of the Sto
ic Chrysippus, and, vigorously, by the leader of the Middle 
Stoa, Panaetius, who tried to explain offensive portions of 
the work of Zeno and Diogenes by asserting, "Zeno was only a
young man when he wrote that" and aspects of Diogenes are "the

5 Vwork of certain wicked.persons." Epictetus, in the Late
/Stoa, represents, for Dudley, however, "indeed the noblest

' 6conception of Cynicism ever formulated.11 It need hardly be
stressed at this point that with Epictetus, we are not chal
lenged by a doctrine that.claimed unlimited access to all sex 
objects of whatever gender. Rather, we have to do with a re
version to Cynicism's total opposition to carat and the ethics 
of appearance, together with a stress on fulfillment of an 
interiorly-demanded ethic of obligation.

Ibid, 107-
4: Ferguson, o£. cit., 150.
5. Dudley , oj); cit, . 102-103- ^
6 . Ibid., 103.
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A manifest affinity on the part of Diderot with Cyn

icism in its most radical sense will be shown in subsequent 
pages. At the same time, his very conception of virtue, like
that of Epictetus, stresses order and the social good. "I

' 7 • •define virtue as the taste for order in moral matters."
This seems in marked contrast to the hurly-burly "shameless
ness1' and individualistic disorder of those premature "hip
pies," the followers of Diogenes. Is this explainable? 
Probably no more’than Epictetus * adulation of Diogenes is 
Explainable,' or the fact that the oddly-paired "Moi" and 
"Lui" could co-exist within the breast of the author of
Rameau's Nephew like a veritable superego and id. These"in
consistencies" may seem less puzzling if they are understood 
as reflecting aspects of a Stoic-Cynic continuum within 
which Diderot1s mood oscillated: at times he had a, love for
rationality and order, at times a passion for them, at times
a rage for them,■

One thing is certain— for the -Cynic, itnmoralism or 
even hedonism were not ultimate aims. Indeed, an oft-repeated
precept of Antisthenes was: "I'd rather be mad than feel

■ 8.pleasure. " Clearly, the Cynic's 11 lawlessness" was a quest 
for law pursued by other means. Recall Carl Becker’s

7- A-T, VII, 127.
8 . Diogenes Laertius, II, _5.«
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celebrated thesis about the philosopbes--that they consum
mated an anti-religious crusade in order to enthrone religion 
in another guise. The humanists "substituted for the Garden 
of Eden the golden age of classical civilization"9 and the 
philosophes after them exorcized both the garden and the . 
golden age. "For the love of God they substituted love of
humanity...for the hope of immortality...the hope of living

10in the memory of future generations."
Seventeen years before the publication of the.Heaven

ly City, thA basic contentions of that work were incorporated
11in what is today a little-noticed study of Diderot. In the

earlier work, Becker says that it was not religion that Dider
ot hated, but "the Christian religion as embodied in the'Gath
olic Church; and

his aversion from the prevailing type of metaphysics 
and religion was tinged with contempt and hatred just 
because be desired to put in their place a new meta
physics and a new religion, a metaphysics rationally, 
defensible and a religion morally sound.

In this, however, Diderot was doomed to frustration.
He was trapped within the empirical method of Locke: man and

9. Carl L. Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth Cen
tury Philosophers (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 1932), 127-■ 
128. ' ' ' - ' .
10. Ibid., 130.
11. Carl Becker, "The Dilemma of Diderot." The Philosophic- 
al Review, Vol. XXIV (1915) No. 1, 54-71. .
12. Ibid. , 58. ' ' '
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nature are one, and, Becker says, in words strongly evoking
the later Heavenly City;

But.if man was only a part of nature, if all his ac
tion and all his thinking were determined by forces 
beyond his control, then 'society* must be 'natural* 
too; superstition was in that case as natural as en
lightenment, the ancien regime in France was no 
less a state of nature than primitive Gaul or second- 
century Rome. The identification of man with nature., 
and the conception of both as the necessary product 
of uniform natural law, had done nothing more, after 
all, than to put blind force in the place of God, and 
by eliminating purpose from the world leave men face 
to face with the reductio ad .absurdum that 'whatever 
is, is right.'-*-3

Far from seeking to overthrow morality, what Diderot
s 2.Usought, as shown by his wrestling with Helvotius, was a 

new and better morality. The search was intimately connect- 
ed with the existence of the ancien regime, seen by Diderot 
as "not even relatively good, but evil, and the parent of all

• i5evil." The revolutionary Diderot portrayed.by Becker re-
■ - 16 quired a "fixed and sure" philosophical fulcrum against

which the overthrow of institutions, in the immediate view 
political, but ultimately moral, cewld be effected. Yet in
exorably, the materialistic bent of his own thinking led to 
destroying the foundations of all morality. "This was the

13- Ibid., 69.
14.•Infra, 129.
15- Decker, "The Dilemma...", 70 
16. Ibid.
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dilemma, that if the conclusions of Diderot the- speculative
philosopher were valid, the aspirations of Diderot the moral
man, all the vital purposes and sustaining hopes of his life,

3-7were but as the substance of a dream.'
Diderot, in this view, stood "at' the very frontier of

18 - the promised land" of nineteenth century certitudes; he had
like Helvetius concluded that utility was the test of virtue,
and, insofar as the universe itself was concerned, he "had
just failed of formulating the theory of evolution in terms

19 •of natural selection." These, together with the theory of
human, perfectibility opened the way to the "axioms" of the
next century. But Diderot held back. He would do nothing to
offer the existing institutions of his century a patent of
respectability enabling them to escape moral condemnation and
to survive.

iVhat is of particular interest to us is Becker’s ac
count of how Diderot was trapped by this intellectual stale
mate within a frozen sterility--so far as published work, and 
hence, influence on events, is concerned--while Rousseau was 
able to "cut the knot instead of untying it"^<~) by separating

17. Ibid., 63.
10. Ibid., 69.
19. Ibid.
20. Ibid., 70. .



: 115
natural man from society, thereby freeing himself for that 
onslaught on the modes and manners of society constituted by
such mature works as Emile and the Nouvelie Heloxse o

Becker concedes, that when Diderot finally threw off
-'  /the shackles of editing the Encyclopedie he produced "some 

of the most profound and original works of the eighteenth 
century/1 but he points out that Diderot published almost 
nothing after 1765 Jacques the Fatalist (1796) , Rameau * s 
Nephew (1804, in German), the Conversation with D'Alembert, 
and D* Alembert * s Dream (I83O ), and the Supplement to the
Voyage of Bougainville (1796 ),, were all withheld from publi
cation during Diderot’s lifetime, if we exclude the-extremely 
limited circulation,:, of some of-them in the handwritten Cor- . 
respondahce Littera ire of Grimm. They constitute--for their 
time— a series of blistering attacks on conventional morality 
which in the main succeeded in agitating only the dank mole
cules in desk drawers until after Diderot's death. Diderot 
the person, the public figure, the encyclopediste, continued, 
as Becker points out, to preach morality to the end of his 
life.22

On the whole, Becker1s hypothesis seems to open up 
what may be a more fruitful means of accounting for Diderot’s

21. Ibid., 57.
22. Ibid., 59.
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sequestering of bis manuscripts than the possibility that he
feared the censorship, that he was resolved to avoid another 
stay in Vincennes, even though these prudential considera
tions must have had their weight.

If Diderot, before Marx, believed that the point was 
not so much to understand the world as to change it from 
worse to better, what possible good would come from his pub
lication of such sentiments as those of Dr. Bordeu in d ’Alem- 
bert's Dream? What is man's will, he asks there— whether a 
good will or a bad will? Either way it is only "the last im
pulse of desire and aversion, the last result of all that one

23
has been since one's birth up. to the present moment." This

. :i : • ■ ■■ - - '

is vintage Hobbes: the words are right out of Leviathan; "The 
will. In deliberation, the last appetite or aversion immedi
ately adhering to the action or to the omission thereof, is

2kwhat we call the will." . This leads at best only to still 
another utilitarianism: the impulse of man to be a wolf to 
man can be curbed by signing a contract with an overseer who 
will use his powers to create in us .an aversion from killing 
each other too freely. What has this to do with morality?
The worst repressions and the most odious hypocrisies can be 
justified by such a utilitarianism.

23. A-T, II, 175.
24. Hobbes., ■ op, cit. ■54.
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Henri Lefebvre sees Diderot as unaware’- that the Revo

lution was'just around.-the corner, .blames him for a certain
' 25 : ■ . ' 'passivity before coming events. But these "underground"

writings of Diderot nevertheless do resound with a greet sen
sitivity to the need for chahge--radical change. They repre
sent both the Cynic's impotence before the uncontrollable, and 
his awareness that many aspects of existence are simply intol
erable . Diderot’s Cynicism represents the trapped fury of a 
man born a century before Marx, born to be the doorman of cap
italism, not its gravedigger/ and gnashing his teeth in fine
Cynic frenzy- . . ,

This Cynicism will be shown in detail. It is neces
sary to confront it in order to understand Diderot's revolt, 
which took place in the privacy of his mind and the intimacy 
of his small group of friends- It will also help us to under
stand one possible consequence of the Cynic-Stoic demand for 
order and rationality in the world- It can dissolve into 
the sneerings of Rameau1s Nephew and the limitless sex-specu- 
lation of D ’Alembert's Dream and the Conversation. But, with
in the Cynic-Stoic overview another attitude was possible for 
Diderot. If the will is but the ultimate manifestation— the 
latest in the series of predetermined desires and aversions—  

there is still, for the Stoic, his o'wn judgment concerning

25 - Henri Lefebvre, Diderot (Paris: Hier et Aujourd’hui,
1949) 288.
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these * Fate, Seneca may say, "leads the willing; the unwill-

26 • ing it drags." Even here, as Epictetus never tires of say
ing, there is left one's assent (to the good) and one's 

: 27
refusal (of the vile) and the certainty that no power on 
earth can command our. judgment as between the two. "When Al
exander stood before Diogenes and asked him if there was any-

28thing he wanted-, Diogenes replied; Stand out of my light. 
Aristotle's pupil knew that in this there was no refusal of 
his own greatness but an assertion of the prerogatives of. 
philosophy, and he walked away without anger. How many Alex
anders are there? With another monarch, Diogenes' unpunished 
"disrespect" would have been a breeder of revolutions.

But Diderot himself, according to Lefebvre., "opted fi-. •
nally for a Stoicism without rigor, whose attenuation and com-

29promise brought into play nothing of his character." In 
this interpretation, Diderot's rebellion amounted to.his set
tling- into a "Stoic" morality "completely individualistic, 
entirely interior" and founded on a depreciation of the possi
bility of altering an existing universe "whose possible trans
formation the philosophe did not even imagine."-^

26. Seneca, Epistles, tr. Richard M. Gummere (Cambridge 
Mass.; Harvard University Press, 1943) III, 229.
27. Epictetus, I, 11.
28. Plutarch,. Lives of the Noble Grecians and Romans, tr.
John Dryden (New York; Modern Library7 undated) 810.
29. Lefebvre, op. cit., 288.
30. Ibid. '
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Diderot, in a significant, and for him, rare, com
ment on political attitudes, wrote in 1778s

"When the philosophe despairs of doing good, he with
draws into himself and stays' remote from public affairs. . .ha 
exhorts himself to virtue and learns to stiffen himself
against the torrent of bad morals (manners) in which the mass

31of the surrounding nation is sunk."
In view of the direction taken by Diderot's revolt, 

it has seemed.preferable to designate as Cynicism what Lefeb- 
vre refers to as an "attenuated Stoicism. " Besides, we have 
Diderot's own warrant for regarding central elements in his 
later writings as yelps from the Cynic kennel. In the Contin
uation of the Conversation following D'Alembert's Dream,
Julie de L'Espinasse, who is being spoken to by Dr. Borden, 
(Diderot's spokesman),, as no "lady", is spoken to, urges him 
to continue. She points out that since she and her two sis
ters turned marriageable, a mutual friend seeking husbands 
for them came up with a sylph for the youngest, a husky angel 
of the annunciation for the second, a "deciple . of Diogenes" 
for herself--"he understood all three of us to perfection."-^ 
Clearly, Bordeu spoke as a Cynic.

31• Ibid.
32. Diderot, Oeuvres, ed.:Andre Billy (Paris: Bibliotheoue de la Pleiade, 1946 )~~p66. 1 .
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The Stoic Focus
At the positive pole of his temperament, Diderot can

sound as serenely Stoic as Emile's tutor and, indeed, in his
advice to the Princess of Nassau-Saarbruck on how to bring
up her children there are passages which, encountered in
Emile would seem to have been there all the time. She is to
say the following to the young prince;

My son, it is in prosperity that you will show your
self goodf; but it is adversity which will show you 
great.... Do good, and bear in mind that the necessi
ty of events bears equally on all. Submit yourself 
to it; and accustom yourself to regard with the same 
glance the blow which strikes and thwarts a„man: and 
the fall of a tree which smashes a statue.

VIn this same Epitre Dedicatoire to Le Pere de Famille, 
Diderot manages an authentically Stoic vision of man's great
ness confronted by ineluctable necessity: he seems to rise 
superior to all conditions.

Do not promise yourself any unmixed happiness; make 
for yourself a plan of doing the good that you would 
oppose to that of nature, which sometimes oppresses 
us . It is thus that, so to speak, you will raise 
yourself above it by th^ excellence of a system which 
repairs its disorders.

The man who here is willing to raise himself above 
nature-r-so powerful is his instinct for the autonomy of the 
human spirit--hardly seems the same as the one who clearly

33. A-T, VII, 183.
34, A-T, VII, 183.
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implies in the Letter to Landois that nature itself will com
mand us when it wishes us to rise above nature and forbid 
such a resolve until she is ready to command it.

•'You will be happy in the evening," the Princess is 
to tell her children, "if you have done more good than the 
evil that has been done to you. Here is the only means of 
reconciling yourself to life. How can one hate an existence 
that one makes, sweet for oneself by usefulness one affords to 
others ?"

When in this mood, he will say that even a life bar
barous beyond description is bound to yield to better things; 
virtue will triumph, truth will overcome. He will have a 
spokesman in the Second Conversation on the' Natural Son say ;

I see truth and virtue as two great statbes elevated 
above the surface of the earth, motionless amid the 
ruin and ravage of all that surrounds, them. These 
great figures are sometimes covered by clouds. And 
men move about in the shadows. These are times of 
ignorance and crime, fanaticism and conquest. But 
a moment will come when the clouds will dissipate; 
then prostrate men will know the truth and. pay homage 
to virtue. Everything passes; but truth and virtue 
remain.

Earlier we noted his definition of virtue as "the 
taste for order in moral matters." Rousseau might have said, 
if indeed he. has not somewhere used these actual words, that

35. Ibid., 183-184
36. A-T, VII, 127.
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virtue is the consonance of the individual will with the gen
eral will. Both conceptions are profoundly Stoical, but Di
derot’s contains less "mystery" and illuminates the issue as 
economically as it does vividly, It is not the product of a 
shallow philosophical understanding whatever one may think 
of Diderot as a.formal philosopher of the schools.

A primary source of Diderot's outlook may be found,
o *7according to Jacques Proust, in that current which, via the 

Stoics and Platonism.emerged from the system of Heraclitus.
'' That systemrwas dominated by the notion- of a univer
sal .law regulating the physical as well as the moral ̂ universe. . 
t/hat attracted Diderot to it above all is its monism— the 
world is one, the principle which regulates its movements is 
one. And if Heraclitus speaks of a "soul of the world," 
there was not implied in such a notion any idea of divinity or 
transcendence. There is, as we have seen in Stoic thought 
rather an immanence of reason, which is "in man, the■instru
ment by which he knows the world.

Heraclitus' idea of Reason as the "active principle" 
of the universe, offers at the same time, in man's mind, a 
measure of all that exists-. "The same ideas had been expressed

37• Jacques -Proust, Diderot et 1'Encyclopedle (Paris: Armand 
Colin, 1962) . 405 , 4.07 .
38. Ibid., 405.
39. Ibid., 406.
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by Zeno and his school, and there is no difference between 
the ’physiology6 of the Stoics— which sustains their anthro- 
pology--and the’physiology1 of Diderot except that which 
may separate an entirely theoretical doctrine from one which

kohas assimilated all the data of objective modern science."
Proust adds that the Stoics' rational cause, "incorruptible,

. - ' ' >41 • ..
never-ceasing, briginal,". is not fundamentally other than the
dynamic principle involved in Diderot's philosophical system.

The .encycjopediste, further, had learned from the 
Stoics that one cannot ask oneself about the end 
of man without a consideration of his place in 
the universe, because man is only a part of the 
*great whole' , his end ’must be to conform his: 
conduct to the laws of nature.' "To follow the 
general order, ’ 'to. live in accordance with na
ture,' these but the two expressions of the
same reality..

Can there be here any place for moral liberty? Is 
there a further liberty left to man beyond that of deluding 
himself as to his station in the chain of events? Is the 
only true liberty the dubious one possessed by all men of 
forgetting where they :are situated? Proust finds that:

40. Ibid., 405.
41. Ibid ., 406.
42. Ibid.



For the Stoics, as well as for Socrates, the only 
evil is ignorance....Man is unable to accomplish 
his true destiny in the quest for a moral liberty 
which is a virtual mutilation of the individual.
On the contrary, he achieves his end by submitting 
his will, as illuminated by reason, to the law of 
nature which rules the immutable march of all * a 
march in which he has his assigned p l a c e .  3

The "dilemma of Diderot" is obviously not Diderot's 
alone* Attempts to solve the problem were prominent in the 
seventeenth and| eighteenth century when Stoicism experienced 
its resurgence as Christianity seemed to falter. There must 
be a moral law, Grotius concluded, which would tell us 
right from wrong— even if one had to assume that God did

kknot exist or was not interested in human behavior.
Lockean sensationalism only succeeded in elevating 

the problem to a higher pitch of confusion. The. denial of 
the existence of.innate ideas and assertion that the mind at 
birth in a tabula rasa which acquires knowledge only from 
ideas conveyed to it by the senses, gained circulation in 
France with the publication in Paris of Voltaire's Lettres 
Philosophiques in. 1734. "By mid-century, they (Locke's 
ideas) had become the official epistemology, so to speak, of 
the emerging school of philosophes Diderot's Letter on
the Blind and D ’Alembert's "Preliminary Discourse" for the. 
Bncyclopedie dealt with some of the implications of the new

43. Ibid., 406.
44. Cited in Ernst Cassirer, The Philosophy of the Enlightenment . (Boston s Beacon PressT^T9^7™~2404 : : '
45• Arthur M. Wilson, Diderot: The Testing Years, I713-I759 
(New York: Oxford Univ~ Press, 1957) 100. ' ' ' ' :™"



• 125
outlook. New or not, the impasse that sensationalism at
tempted to solve remained in full force. For, as Cassirer 
was to asks "How does the inexorability, of law agree with 
the proposition that every idea is derived from the senses 
and that, accordingly, it can possess no other and higher 
significance than the various sense experiences on which it

46 : ,is based?"
This is not to say that the epistemology based on 

Locke, remained static. In the hands of Condillac, French 
disciple of Locke, the doctrine underwent a considerable 
sharpening, a process to which Diderot, and possibly Rous
seau ,,i contributed their critical acumen. During the eight 
years between Condillac's Essay on the Origin of Human Know- • 
ledge (1746) and his later work 6n Sensations (1754) in 
which the Lockean view is greatly extended, Rousseau, Dider
ot and Condillac were very close friends.

Rousseau became connected with Condillac during the 
time when the Origin of Human Knowledge was still in work.
When the manuscript was finished, there was difficulty in 
finding a bookseller. Rousseau tells us in the Confessions 
that he introduced Condillac to Diderot, who was able to get 
a bookseller to handle the Abbe's work.^^ Thereafter, the 
three friends met regularly "once a week at the Palais-Royal,

4 6 Cassirer, The Philosophy...., 244. 
47. o.c., I, 347.

X
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and dined together at the Hotel du Panier Fleuri. These week
ly dinners must have been exceedingly agreeable to Diderot
/ \ ■ : . ’ hg(who) never missed one...." In Morley's view:

The constant intercourse between Diderot and Condillac 
in the interval between the two works of the great 
apostle of sensationalism may well account for the re
markable development of the doctrine. This was one 
of the many examples of the share of Diderot's ener-r .
getic and stimulating intelligence in doctrine and 
nourishing . tt#e. movement of the time .̂ 9

What Condillac attempts to do in the later work is to 
get rid of a certain dualism which remained in Locke-^wherein 
the reflective aspects of mind would seem not to have been de
rived, but to have been original and in a sense innate. Now, 
philosophers like the Condillac of On Sensations "want to do 
away with the distinction between the internal and external 
experience and reduce all human knowledge to a single source.
The difference between sensation and reflection is only appar-

50ent and vanishes upon further analysis."
Condillac, in Traite des animaux; stated it directly: 

"Locke did not know how much we need to learn by touching, see
ing, hearing and so forth. All the faculties of the sou 1 ap
peared to him to be innate qualities, and he did not suspect

51that they could have their origin in sensation itself."

48. O.C., I, 347.
49. John Morley, Diderot and the Encyclopedists (London: Mac
millan & Co., Ltd., 1905) I, 84-85.
50. Cassirer, The Philosophy..,., 100.
51• Ibid., lOln.
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Whatever he may or may not have contributed to this 

improvement of Condillac on Locke, Diderot seizes on it and 
makes it his very own. In the Apologie de 1'Abbe de Prades, 
he proclaims: "Nothing is proved in metaphysics, or concern
ing the origin and progress of our knowledge, if the old prin
ciple; nihil est in intellectu (quod non antea fuerit in 
sensu)— Nothing is in the intellect which was not first in 
senser— is not evidence of a first maxim.

Prior to Locke's influence, Diderot seems to have been 
influenced chiefly by Shaftesbury. He rewrote the latter's 
Inquiry Concerning Merit and Virtue, adding extensive commen
tary of his own. The translation is regarded by Lester Crock-

• cr oer as the earliest expression of Diderot's own thought. 
Diderot's ethical thought before Locke is summed up by Crock
er as an assertion that virtue is more important than faith
but that man has an innate conscience and sense of justice,to

• 54violate which produces misery. In this, Diderot gave evi
dence of "the dilemma created unwittingly by Shaftesbury in 
the Age of Reason when he opposed his own personal brand of 
fervid deism to the near-materialism of his great friend and 
revered master, John Locke.

52. Ibid. y. 99.
53* Lester G. Crocker, The Embattled Philosopher: A Biog-J 
raphy of Denis Diderot (East Lansing: Michigan State College 
Press, 1954) 53*
54. Crocker, The Embattled...., 56.
55* Dorothy B. Schlegel, Shaftesbury and the French Deists 
(Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1956)11.
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But Locke himself, as we have seen, was only a way 

station on the journey that Diderot and Condillac were making 
in a progressive reduction of the scope and function of mind 
toward a virtual depersonalization of man and 9 removal of all 
distinctions between man and the causal chain in which he is 
a link. Diderot did not travel this route willingly. Indeed,

y •in his Refutation of He'lvetius, he appears to recoil from its 
implications which wodld strip man of citizenship in Cicero’s 
universe inhabited by gods and men— an aristocratic concep
tion based on understanding, after all--to create an egalitar
ian cosmos where god's, men, sticks and stones alike basked in
an infinitely supine ignorance. It is here that Diderot seems

. / ■ ■ to cling most fiercely to his Stoic heritage, against the
temptation to surrender, once and for all, to the Epicurean 
conception of a universe of aimlessly colliding atoms un
guided by any ruling reason. Perhaps he was unable to for
get , in vaulting past Locke, the Englishman’s plain warning:

I would not here be mistaken, as if, because I deny 
an innate law, I thought there were none but positive 
laws. There is a great deal of difference between an 
innate law and a law of nature; between something im
printed on our minds in their very original, and some
thing that we, being ignorant of, may attain to know
ledge of by the use and due application of our natural 
faculties. And I think they equally forsake the truth 
who, running into the contrary extremes either affirm 
an innate law, or deny that there is a law knowable by 
the light of nature, i.e. , without the help of positive 
revelation.^

5 6 . John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding, given 
in Selections, ed.„ , Sterling P. Lamprechf (New York; . .
Scribner’s Sons, 1928) 107.
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Here, we are still within the domain of Stoicism. 

Something still is required from man; the due use of his nat
ural faculties. These can be sharpened by the constant prac
tice Epictetus demanded, so that "the law knowable by the 
light Of nature" may emerge. Diderot’s Refutation of Helve- 
tius is clearly within the spirit of this clarification by
Locke. "I am a* man," Diderot cries, "and I must have causes

57 ■ • -particular to man." He rejects the imprisonment of man"s
nature within any mechanical system. "Is it really true,"
he asks, "that physical pleasure and pain, which are possibly
the only principles of action in animals, are also the only

58 •

principles of action in men?" And further: "Is the dis
tinction between the physical and the moral not as solid as 
that between the merely feeling animal and the thinking ani
mal?"59

These "causes particular to man" demanded by Diderot 
are not innate. Only the potentiality of reacting to them in 
a human way is innate. Diderot knows, with Locke and Hobbes 
that "a portion of matter, organized as I a m 'can feel, ’think,

• 6o ■ '■ ' 1and judge." Does this mean that matter organized as a tree

57• Lester G. Crocker, ed. and tr«, Diderot's Selected 
Writings (New. York: The Macmillan C o 1966) 107.
58. Ibid. , ; 285'.
59. Ibid., 286.
60. Ibid., 285.
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can judge?- No, the presence of universal sentience in all 
molecules of matter is rejected by Diderot as only a hy
pothesis "whose strength is derived from the difficulties 
from which it extricates us; and in good philosophy that is 
not enough'1̂'*' This anti-mechanistic stand is not alien to 
Locke. As in Locke, man attains to knowledge through the 
use of his faculties--the faculties of man. But it is man 
alone for whom the light of nature illuminates some portion 
of the significance of existence, for only man’s faculties 
can see by this light.

Beyond this, Diderot will seek to base morality on
its usefulness to man. As Cassirer puts it;

Diderot finally has found the superiority of natu
ral- law, and natural morality over theological eth
ics principally in the nature of their effective
ness. To both theological ethics and revealed re
ligion he objects that their influence on society 
has always been disastrous. They cut all natural 
bonds between man and man; they sow dissension and 
hatred among the closest friends and among blood 
relations; they debase natural duties by subordir- 
nating them to another order of purely chimerical 
duties.

Surely, if one recalls Diderot’s troubles with his 
brother the pious abbe, and the misfortune of his marriage, 
it is not hard to understand the genesis of his search for a 
utilitarian morality.

61. Ibid.
62. Cassirer, The Philosophy... . , 247-248.
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On the marriage, and its after-effects, Sainte-Beuve

writes:
After such an experience one can readily under
stand how it was that one of the philosophers
of the age who best appreciated family morality, 
who performed most religiously the duties of 
father, son and brother, had at the same time 
such a slender conception of the sanctity of 
marriage, which is, however, the keystone of 
all the rest.

And yet, despite this defense, or perhaps even with
in it, we are led to see that so-called utilitarian morality
is really not any more effective either in securing man's
happiness (certainly not Diderot's) than a revealed or an
institutionalized positive morality. For if human conven-

- i !'i ' - ' ■ 'ience is the desideratum, clearly either the needs of. society 
or the needs of the ego will become the most powerful consid
eration. Either of these may be irrelevant to a transcendent 
tally conceived morality, and sometimes Diderot will seem to 
urge the maximum convenience of society together with -the 
maximum expansion of the ego's needs under the selfsame.ru- 

. brick' Nimbly, Diderot will give primacy to the needs of so
ciety as the highest virtue, and, almost in the same breath, 
proclaim the non-negotiable demands of the sexual ego.
Proust makes the amusing observation that Diderot never ex
alts virtue so eloquently as when he is preaching it to his

63. C.A. Sainte—Beuve, Portraits of the .Eighteenth Century, 
tr. G. B, Ives.(New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, I905) II, 
103-104. '
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mistress:, Sophie Vo Hand, or to his daughter, whose mother

64he is systematically deceiving. As far back as his early 
master, Shaftesbury, he had learned that really, there is no 
private morality. As summed up by Grp s. "Shaftesbury..„pro
ceeds to define goodness or virtue. He does not think it to 
be conceivable...in some individual imagined solitary living 
outside of any system or society of beings. Virtue, there-

65fore, is essentially a Social fact.11
And this leads to a paradox in Diderot' s thought 

The utmost liberation for the individual from artificial re
straints; the utmost severity on the part of society against 
the sinner.

There is no liberty for moral choice in the determin
istic chain, he has told us in the Letter to Landois.^  There
fore, there is neither vice nor virtue, nor anything to praise 
or punish. If a man is good,, that is just his good luck--he 
plays in life's Casino with dice loaded for him by Fate. By 
contrast, 11 the evil-doer is a man whom it is necessary to
destroy and not to punish."^7 Just as a cancer is neither 
morally evil nor morally good, the criminal is a growth to

64. Proust, op. cit., 232-233•
65. R. Loyalty Cru,. Diderot as a Disciple.of English Thought 
(New - York : Columbia University Press , I.913) 12 2.
66. Supra, 7 .
67. Roth-Varloot, I, 214. .
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' V • ■ 'be removed from the body politic as expeditiously as possible, 

with no Christian nonsense about saving his soul. Had Fate 
wished to save his soul, there would be no need for society 
to bother

The agonizing tension in Diderot between a Stoic ser- 
renity and a Cynic rebelliousness is nowhere more apparent. 
Surely this cannot be the last word. Man’s crushed and 
bruised sensibilities demand that there should be more. Was 
it only for this that the great assault was. mounted against
superstition and oppression? The "human heart will not

' ■ : 68 cease to protest" against its oppressors, according to Di
derot . In the name of what? The dilemma remains unsolved,

. /  • just as it did for the Stoics. What can one do? It may be
useful to return to a discussion of Stoicism and its origins.

The Cynic Focus 
While, on the whole, sympathetic enough to Diderot, 

Lord Morley, when he wrote his biography In 1878 termed his
subject1s D'Alembert1s Dream "as odious as anything since

• 69the freaks of filthy Diogenes in his tub."
Diogenes the Cynic was virtually the patron saint of 

Stoicism. Many are the laudatory references made to Diogen
es ihr the,discourses of Epictetus, the most austere figure

68. A-T, II, 245-246.
69. Cited in R . J. White, The Anti-Philosophers; A Study of 
Philosophes in Eighteenth Century France (London; Macmillan 
& Co., Ltd., I970) 67.
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in Roman Stoicism. Indeed, the discourse. On the Calling of 
the Cynic, one of the most powerful of his lectures, is vir
tually an adoration of Diogenes as one of the greatest sages 
rivaled only, for the Stoics, by Socrates himself. Perhaps,
as one of Epictetus1 editors has it, the great Stoic ideal-
' ' ' - ' ' : : 7 70 - . ' izes the Cynics somewhat. It is clear, nonetheless, that
Epictetus claims Cynicism and Diogenes for the Stoics, as
Diderot does in his Encyclopedia article, which tells us in
its opening words : 11 Stoicism emerged from the "Cynic school:
Zeno, who had studied morality under Crates was the founder....
Thus, it is said that between the Stoic and the Cynic there

7.1is only a difference in clothing."
Adolf Bonhoeffer, one of the most-widely quoted stu

dents of Stoicism, makes a valiant effort to sever the umbili
cal cord linking Stoicism to Cynicism, going so far as to as
sert that, for Epictetus, the Cynic idol Diogenes was a mere 
phantasy (Phantasiebild), ' ‘ * .> ' . ‘ '

His enthusiasm for the Cynic Diogenes, especially 
for the Old Cynicism, is limited throughout to 
those elements which the latter had in common with 
the Old Stoa, in no wayprejudging thereby his own 
Stoic principles. Yes, when one sees how Epictetus' 
whole thought and feeling stands in the most stark 
contrast to what the Old Cynicism so Unprofitqbly 
separated from the Stoa, which stirs so.much revul
sion in us by its shamelessness and hostility to

70. Epictetus II, 130n ..
71 • Denis Diderot, ed.j Encyclopedic, ou Dictionnaire raisonne" 
des sciences, des arts et des metiers. (Lausanne and Berne: 
Societes typographiques~ 1781) XXXI, 718.
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culture, its loud charlatanism (marktschreierischen 
We sen) and buffodnish excrescences, one might almost 
believe that while he was not entirely incorrect, he 
did not at all know what sort of things his cherished 
Cynic hero represented. it is incontestable that 
he significantly idealized him; his Diogenes espe
cially is far-more a phantasy picture than an histor
ical person.

This is all very well. Consider that itv.was written int.the 
Victorian age, about the time Morley was equating Diderot's
^ -V ■ ' ■■■. . _ ■- . .. ■ , .

Reve with the "freaks of filthy Diogenes" and could not 
bring himself even to comment on the final section of Dide
rot's dialogue, asserting:

The third dialogue We must leave. The fact that 
German books are written for a public of specialists 
allows Dr. Rosenkrantz to critize these dialogues 
with a freedom equal to Diderot's own, and his 
criticism is as full as usual of candour, patience 
and weight. An English 'writer,must be content to 
pass on and his contentment may well be consider
able, for the subject is perhaps that, on which 
above all qthers, it is most difficult to say any 
wise word.

In any case, with regard to Epictetus, and whether he 
could,.reallyv have, misundef stoodvhis beloved Diogenes , so badly, 
one final word; Epictetus repeats, and makes his own, one of 
the Cynic sage's maxims, which, understood in its logical im
plications, is enough to bring the whole framework of human 
positivistic law structure buttressed by social sanctions 
crashing down about the ears of society. Since Epictetus

72. Adolf Bonhoeffer, Epictet und die Stoa (Stuttgart: Verlag 
von Ferdinand Enke, 1890) v.
73. Morley, op. cit < , •II, 275 .
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accepts this, then, Bonhoeffer to the contrary, there is no 
reason to feel he would find anything in Diogenes the Cynic 
to reject. The maxim is: "111 repute is a noise made by
m a d m e n . i t  is only the statement of Antisthenes, founder
af Cynicism, condensed and made more forceful: "111 repute
is a good thing and much the same as pain; that the wise man 
will be guided .in his public a c t s  not by the established laws 
but by the laws of virtue .

Morley, strangely enough, when not confronted by the
embarrassing need to comment on the provocative words uttered
by Diderot in the Reve, shows himself to be quite sympathetic
to the latter1s stand when it favors the Cynic view in the
matter of ill repute. Says Morley:

Our rough mode of branding a man as bad revolted him
(Diderot). The common appetite for constituting our
selves public prosecutors for the universe was to him 
brie of the worst of human weaknesses. 'You know,' he 
used to say, 1 all the impetuosity of the passions;
you have weighted all circumstances in your everlasting 
balance; you pass sentence on the goodness or badness 
of creatures; you set up rewards and penalties among 
matters which have no proportion or relation with one 
another. Are you sure that you have never committed 
wrong acts for which you pardoned yourselves because 
their object was so slight, though at bottom they im
plied more wickedness than a crime prompted by misery 
or fury? ‘

74. Epictetus, I, 153 •
75- Diogenes Laertius, II, 13• 
?6. Morley , op. cit. , . I,: 28.
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This is a truly Cynic statement attributed to Dide-

^oto It represents Cynicism at its most indignant, Exit the
Cynic is not always indignant.

The essence of the Cynic’s viewpoint was that an easy
life is possible to attain and enjoy without wealth, and,
since pleasure made for involvement, Antisthenes, founder of
Cynicism, used ito say: "I’d rather be mad than feel plea-

77sure." Still, if pleasure could be had simply, he took it. 
"-'We ought to make love to such \omen as will feel a proper

78gratitude." One day upon seeing an adulterer running for
his life he exclaimed, "Poor wretch, what peril you might
have escaped at the price’ of an obol. " ̂  we have seen that
Antisthenes urged obedience not to the established laws but

80to the law of virtue.
Whatever virtue (arete)may be--goodness, excellence, 

dignity, manliness, are some of the lexicon meanings of arete, 
(the Greek word used by Diogenes Laertius) it is certainly 
not a1 matter of positive ordinances, and Diogenes the Cynic, 
who via Crates, took over Cynical hegemony, makes this1clear. 
Diogenes Laertius points out that his Cynic namesake, the son 
of a counterfeiter, or coin-clipper, himself adulterated state

77 • Diogenes Laertius, II, 5 .. .
7.8'. Diogenes Laertius , II, 5 •
79• Diogenes Laertius, II, 7•
80. Diogenes. Laertius, II, 13»
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coinage, mistaking the meaning of the oracle at Delphi which
had really intended him to alter the political currency--

81that is, to overturn the false laws by which men lived, 
and this seems to have been at the heart of Cynic (canine) 
"doggishness"— doing "everything" in public in a propagandis- 
tic desire to flout and mock the everyday decencies and hy- 
pocrisis.

Diderot’s verdict on the close kinship of Stoicism 
and Cynicism came, after all, from the mind of a man whose 
temperament, if not whose achievement, was truly philosophic; 
let the chips fall where they may, was his mode in intellec
tual matters. The well-known affinity between Stoicism and 
Christianity, and the fact that Seneca was believed until

'■ i 82modern times to have known and corresponded with St. Paul 
would not deter him from linking Stoicism, on the other side, 
with Cynicism, in full awareness of the letter's seamy side.

In estimating to what.extent Diderot1s writings may 
have been influenced by the Cynic tradition, we must see how 
far Diderot was familiar with this tradition. The marriage 
of the Cynic Crates is a case in point.

Diderot writes in his Encyclopedia article on 
Cynicism:

SI. Diogenes.Laertius, II, 23. .
82. Moses Ha da s , The. Stoic Philosophy of Seneca (Gloucester, 
Mass.: P. Smith, 1965) 5 • ....
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Although ugly of face and hunchbacked, he inspired 
the most violent passion in Hipparchia, sister of 
the philosopher Metrocles. %t testifies to the hon
or of Crates that he did all.he could, up to and 
including indecencies, to drive away a woman of 
somewhat delicate tastes, and to the honor of Hip
parchia that the attempt of the philosopher did not 
succeed. He presented himself beforeher in the 
nude and said to her, displaying his deformed body 
and ragged garments: here is the husband you want
and here are all his goods. Hipparchia married 
her hunchbacked Cynic, took the philosopher's robe, 
and became-as indecent as her Husband, if it is true 
that Crates proposed to consummate their marriage in 
the Porch (a public arcade which later gave its name 
to the Stoic.school'- E.M.) -and that she consented.
But this fact, with all deference to Sextus: Empiri
cus , Apuleius, Theodorus, Lactantius, Clement of 
Alexandria and Diogenes Laertius, does not have a 
shadok of probability, according neither with the 
character of Hipparchia nor with the. principles of 
Crates and altogether resembles the dirty stories 
by which evil seeks to stigmatize great names and 
which stupiid credulity takes up avidly and believes 
with joy .11

The above is an almost classic example of the method, 
imputed to Diderot in his work for the Encyclopedie, of get
ting over an "interesting" fact, like public copulation, 
which he wishes to emphasize without making himself responsi
ble for even pointing it out. On the one hand, he piles up 
citation and reference in support of the fact; on the other 
hand, he blandly denies that he believes it.

It may be useful to point out that old Stoicism was
not so very far, in sexual matters, from shameless" Cyni
cism. Thus, according to Diogenes Laertius: w

83. Encyclopedie, under "Cynique," X, 206.
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It is also their doctrine that amongst the wise 
there should be community of wives with free choice 
of partners, as Zeno says in his Republic and 
Chrysippus in his treatise on government (and 
not only they, but also Diogenes the Cynic and
Plato.)6 4 , .. . . ... " ,■

Despite the similarity, there is a line, albeit not 
completely distinct, between the attitudes of Stoicism and 
Cynicism. The discussion of certain matters, depending on 
Ihe era and its mores, has always required a certain Cynic 
bluntness, or "shamelessness", at some periods more than 
others. Diderot, who lived in a singularly liberated age, 
knew unquestionably, that certain of his thoughts, commit
ted to paper, ran the risk of social obloquy.

Diderot, in an unaddressed letter of transmission of 
one of the versions of his Reve de d'Alembert (presumably 
to Grimm) showed himself completely aware of the revolution
ary and dangerous nature of this opus, dangerous, in partic
ular, to himself.

Do not judge me before having meditated, do not 
take any extract from this unshapely and dangerous 
production, any publication of which would destroy 
without recourse my repose and my fortune, my life 
and my honor and the fair opinion which one has 
conceived of my morals.; recall the difference between 
an illicit morality and a criminal morality and do 
hot forget that a good man will do nothing criminal 
nor the good citizen anything illicit; that it is a 
speculative doctrine, not for the multitude, not to

84. Diogenes Laertius, II; 235.
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be put into practice and that if, without being " 
false one does not write all that one does, with
out being inconsistent one does not do all that
one writes. ^

Let us concede— for the moment— that the thoughts 
expressed in the ReVe constitute only thoughts, and not ad
vocacies. Modern in so much else, Diderot here was giving 
vent to the free associations familiar to - psychologists.
As Georges, May points ou< he :tells his mistress about the
Reve that in order to be profound one must sometimes engage 

•• 86in folly. If, however, we are thinking.a long these lines,
then it might also be argued that Diderot really wanted
these thoughts to be known and published. At the demand of
his friend d'Alembert, who was concerned at the placement 

. . / 
of such sentiments in the mouth of his beloved Mile, de
L'Espinasse, Diderot in d'Alembert's presence burned the
"only" copy of the manuscript. Unfortunately, he did not go
so far as to ascertain that it was the only copy. Diderot's
friend Grimm had seen the manuscript, given it to his copyist,
Renault, who made an extra copy, and thus the original has
survived. "¥as this entirely unknown to him?" asks Georges
May. "... the answer seems to be, yes, but one is astonished
at the notion that he would have sacrificed a work that he
loved so much."® *

85. A-T, IX, 251-252.
86. Cited in Georges May, Quatre visages de Denis Diderot.
(Paris; Bmivin et Cie ., 1951) 137 • ' , -
87. Ibid. , 149.



Georges May is perhaps too generous. Later students 
call the destruction of the manuscript by Diderot a "fiction 
say flatly that Diderot retained a copy of his manuscript„ 

The work itself, and a sister piece of the same, 
late period of Diderot's creativeness, are crucial evidences
of Diderot * s oscillations within the continuum of Cynicism-

’ .t ■ ■ ' . '/ '
Stoicism. Between the two of them these works display every 
nuance proper to that philosophic current, as well as cer
tain emphases which serve to distinguish the one tendency 
from the other.

The Supplement to the Voyage of Bougainville, writ
ten in 1^72, leans toward the Stoic end of the continuum, 
although it discloses powerful Cynic elements. It is ra
tional, albeit as utopian as anything in the literature of 
social speculation, utilitarian in its thrust, and its main 
burden is the Stoic burden of "a life lived in accordance 
with the dictates of nature." It is Zeno the Stoic’s com-r 
munistic Republic writ large.

D ’Alembert’s Dream, first written in 1769, contains, 
especially in its third section, "the filthy and freakish" 
Cynic elements which Morley complains of. Epaher le hour- . 
geois, seems to be the function of these elements, to shock 
by their very boldness and to flaunt the underside of the

88. Roth-Varloot, XIV, 162, 162n , 163•
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erotic impulse simply in order to destroy conventional mow 
rality. What will be put in its place is not necessarily 
the Cynic's problem. The difference in viewpoint becomes 
evident when schematized versions of the sex-economic pro
posals of the two dialogues are compared.

In Bougainville as in other utopias the sex question, 
for all the lyrical trappings with which Diderot invests it, 
is discussed essentially from the standpoint of social pol
icy. The greatest good for the greatest number is. the highest 
morality and the greatest sin is the private exploitation 
of persons. Here are the main features of the sex-economy:

m The basis of regulation of ssx activity in a given 
country is its ability to feed additional children.^

Monogamous constancy is contrary to nature. Think
ing beings have no right to make property of others like 

90 'themselves.
91All nubile girls and women are held in common.

Marriage consists of an arrangement to occupy the
same hut and to sleep in the same bed for as long as both

02parties find the arrangement good.

89. A-T, II, 220.
90. A-T, II, 223-224.
91. A-T, II, 214.
92. A-T, II, 227 • Of. Diogenes Laertius, it, 75• "He 
(Diogenes the Cynic) advocated community of wives,.recognizin 
no other marriage than a union of a man who persuades with th 
woman who consents— and for this reason he thought sons, top, 
should be held in common."

CD C
Tcj
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At the onset of nubility, mothers undress their

93daughters so they can seek immediate sexual activity„
The community stresses its overriding claim by chant

ing hymns urging "our child to be a woman, a compliant
' 94voluptuous woman."

Offspring of the matings are divided between the 
spouses. The woman brings, her children from but to hut, or 
back to her family hut, as her dowry. Children are a source 
of wealth since they are supported by the community, which

95sets aside one-sixth of all harvests for their upkeep.
The communal character of the sex act is further con

firmed by mating "under the open sky and in broad daylight"
„  . 96as desired.

A utilitarian aesthetic holds sway. The most fertile
women are regarded as the most beautiful and the most de~
• k -, 97sirable.

Sex relations with an infertile woman are regarded
as dissolute. And barren or over-age women are forced to

98wear a black veil to mark their status.

93. A-T, II, 216.
94. A-T, II, 217..
95. A-T, II, 228.
96. A-T, II, 316. Cf. Diogenes Laertius, II, 71: "It was
his (Diogenes *) habit to do everything in public, the works
of Demeter and Aphrodite alike."
97. A-T, II, 231.
98. A-T, II, 232.'



That this is the rankest kind of tyranny and discrim 
ination- does not seem to have occurred to Diderot at this 
stage.

There are no incest barriers whatever. Indeed, a 
man's relations with his mother, provided she remains, fertil 
would be a special mark of tenderness and respect, since 
younger women are available. - A man's relations with his 
daughter would be praised since he is helping her collect a 
"dowry" of children.^  , '

"Advanced" as some of these notions are, they amount 
chiefly to a more rational employment of sexuality in the 
service of society's need for procreation. This is cer
tainly not instinctual liberation per se. But a radically 
different note is struck in D'Alembert, a note considerably 
more relevant to the sexual upheaval of the final third of 
the twentieth century and the separation of sexuality from 
procreation as the polfpy of nations„ Here, sexual enjoy
ment is divorced from any notion of usefulness or social 
concern.

Dr. Bordeu, a physician, puts it this way:
I will ask you, therefore, as between two actions, ■ 
both restricted to sensual enjoyment, both yielding 
pleasure without regard to usefulness, which will 
be favored by common sense? The first gives plea
sure only to the one that does it; in the other, the

99. A-T, II, 233, 234, 235.
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pleasure is shared with a fellow being, male or 
female, The sex in this case , and even the use 
of sex, is irrelevant »

A trace of utility, but a trace so attenuated as to 
transcend mere utility is still present in the suggestion 
that the highest value is knowledge. The lady in the dia
logue (Mile. de L'Espinasse) asserts: "You may do anything

101you like with trie so long as I learn something thereby."
The context indicates verbal playfulness rather than a liter
al invitation, but a literal implication is still there.

The unisex theme emerges: "perhaps men are only a
misshapen kind of women, or women only a deformation, of men." 
To which Bordeu replies: "You would have thought of that much
sooner if you had known that a> woman has all the anatomical '

102parts that a man has-." . .
No objection is raised to sodomy in any of its senses.

Indeed, the planned creation of satyrs from male humans and
female goats, and the possible usefulness of this creature to

103bored duchesses, is playfully suggested.

100. A-T, :il, 187 • Ralph H.. Bowen, following ,,a text differ
ent from that of A-T, which became available in 1951, offers 
a more forceful version. Instead of A-T's "car le sexe id,ni 
m&me 1 ‘emploi du sexe rfy fait rien," Bowen.offers: "In this 
matter, you see, it makes no difference which sex does what, 
with which, and to whom." Rameauf s Nephew and Other Works by 
Diderot, (ed.) Jacques Barzun and Ralph H. Bowen (New "York: 
Library of Liberal Arts, 1964) 171.
101. A-T, II, 147.
102. A-T, II, 150,151.
103. A-T, II, 189•
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Masturbation is advocated and compared with being 
bled to relieve pressure«

Near the close of Bougainville, to return to that
dialogue briefly, a truly Cynic rebelliousness is hurled in
the face of Society and its restrictions;

Write as much as you like on bronze tablets— if I
may use the saying of Marcus Aurelius— that the: 
voluptuous friction of two intestines is a crime; 
the heart of man will be crushed between the menace
of your writings and the violence of its inclina
tions. But the unsubmitting heart will not cease 
to protest; and a hundred times in the course of 
life, the terrifying characters will disappear from 
our sight. Engrave it on marble; Thou shaIt not 
eat of the ixion nor the griffon; Thou shaIt know 
no woman save Thy wife; Thou shaIt not marry Thy 
sister; but don’t forget.to increase the punish
ments in proportion to the wilfulness of your pro
hibitions. Even your ferocity /could not turn me
against nature.^^5

^In D ’Alembert, this is heightened to a remarkable 
foreshadowing of Freud’s theory of the sexual etiology of 
hysterical symptoms. - ... v

Bordeu: Will you permit me a hypothetical'example ?
You have a sensible daughter— too sensible; innocent-- 
too innocent; she is of an age when temperament de
velops. She becomes mixed-up and it doesn’t go away.
You call me. I see right away that all the symptoms 

. that worry you have their origin in the superabundance 
and retention of the seminal fluid; I warn you that 
she is in danger of going mad--that it is easy to 
prevent it, but that it is sometimes impossible to 
cure. I indicate the remedy to you. What would 
you do?

104. A-T, II, 184, 185• Of. Diogenes Laertius,
II, 71; "Behaving indecently in public, he wished, ’it were 
as easy to banish hunger by rubbing the belly.’"
105. A-T, II, 245, 246.
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Mileo de L'Espinasses To tell the truth, I believe 
...but this could never.be. .
Bordeus Don’t be fooled; it is not a rarity, and 
you would see it more often if our moral license 
did not reduce its occurrence. Be that as it may, 
it would be trampling all decency underfoot, attract
ing the most odious suspicions and committing the 
crime of flouting society’s opinions to divulge 
these principles.

Diderot may never have interested himself in practi-t
cal politics but his instinctive targets are political. In
Bougainville, he lays the depravity of sexual relations to
"the tyranny of men, who have converted the possession of
women into a property right." Even more explicit is the
political thrust of the following, from Bougainville:

If you propose to become a tyrant, civilize (man): 
do your best to poison him with a morality contrary 
to nature;. make all kinds of shackles for him; 
cramp his movements with a thousand obstacles....! 
summon all our political, civil and religious insti
tutions ; examine them deeply; and, unless I am badly 
mistaken, you will see the human species, century 
after century, bent to the yoke that a handful of 
scoundrels hope to impose on it. Distrust the one 
who would put things in order, Putting things in 
order, that always means making yourself master of 
others . . . . •L0 ’

All this would seem to be the language of a political 
rebel— a Cynic— aiming to adulterate and debase what he takes 
to be a fraudulent political coinage; one speaking in tones 
like those of Wilhelm Reich who, in Philip Rieff's view

106. A-T, II, 186.
107. A-T, II, 246, 247.
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"revised the Marxist eschatology; the abolition of repres
sions would bring an end to political history— that is, the
history of mankind's division against itself.

The political implications of Diderot's sex econ
omy are not always " p r o g r e s s i v e N o t e  may be taken of a 
blood purity romanticism and its sexual taboos indistinguish
able from that of the Nazis. The Old Man, bidding farewell 
to the Europeans who had just enjoyed, free as air, the fa
vors of the Tahitian maidens, declares;

You have infected our blood. ¥e may have to ex
terminate some of our girls, our women, our chil
dren; those who have been with your women, those who 
have been with your men. Our fields will be drenched 
in the impure blood that has passed from your veins 
into ours.... Miserable men. You are guilty either of • 
the ravages that will follow your fatal caresses 'or^q9 
of the murders we will commit to arrest the poison.

This, it may be said, is not Diderot speaking, but 
the Old Man, a primitive, and possibly a reactionary by Ta
hitian standards. Still, are not all the best lines in 
Bougainville spoken by primitives through whose mouths 
Diderot makes his points? On the other hand, this time he 
may have let rhetorical bravura run away with itself since 
Orou, who is the main Tahitian spokesman makes exactly the 
opposite point later on (though tinged with a blood roman
ticism of its own):

108. Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the Therapeutic. (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1966 J" 153 •
109. A-T, II, 215, 216.



We haven * t asked for any money; we didn’t hurl our
selves on your stores; we have scorned your provi
sions; but our girls and women came to press the 
blood out of your veins. When you are far away, 
you will have left your children with us: do 
you think this tax, levied on your own persons, on 
your very substance is not worth as much as some 
other? . ..

So much for the Supplement to the Voyage of Bougain
ville and D ’Alembert’s Dream. In his letter of transmission 
of the "D’Alembert" manuscripts, Diderot tells his corres
pondent that the views expressed in the pieces form "a spec
ulative doctrine... not to be put into practice.

One might easily be persuaded, if other evidence were 
lacking, that the doctrine represents an isolated rhetorical
enthusiasm, that indeed, "without being inconsistent, one

' ' U Sdoes not do all that one writes." Surely the profession
of letters would be unthinkable if everything written were
to be taken in deadly earnest as literally programmatic.
Even the saintly Thomas More had betrothed pairs view each
other stark naked before their marriage, pretty much like

113Crates with Hipparchia. Yet this will not be taken as

110. A-T, II, 237.
111. Supra , 140-141..
112. A-T, II, 237.
113. Thomas More, Utopia, Book II, in The Essential Thomas 
More,.ed. James J. Greene and John P. Dolan (New York: . 
Mentor-Omega Books, 1967) 77• •
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signaling that More counseled his young friends to do like
wise in Tudor England» The fantasies and imaginings of 
Bougainville arid D'Alembert are not mere speculative excur
sions into situations that never could be. While not every, 
detail of these two dialogues can be shown as an input in 
Diderot's real life, bis letters of the time reveal that 
their Cynical vein indeed constituted his judgment of how 
life could be and ought to be lived in the France of his 
day1 hs a Regulative ethic in the, liaisons with which he was 
actually familiar. -

He discusses with Sophie Volland the case of a coupl
known to him: a wife with six children to rear, and very lit

/tie money to do it, has been asked to give herself to a high, 
ly placed man who offered, in return, to see that her hus
band was given a good job. Diderot's view of the proposal 
was: "She is asked only for one night. Should she refuse a 
quarter hour's pleasure to someone who offers in exchange a 
betterment of her husband's position, education for her chil 
dren and a more comfortable life for herself Diderot * s
opinion is that marriage does not forbid the wife to give 
herself to whom she will, and that the future of the chil
dren even obliges her, as mother, to sacrifice herself to 
their needs. The lady will do, therefore, what is asked of

114. Proust, oj>. cit. , 336 , quotes Roth-Varloot, IV, 57~53 .
115 • Proust, ojd . cit. , 336.
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But we are not done with the intriguing complexities 

of his thought in this regard. Utilitarianism itself must 
retreat before the demands of sentiment. While the moral
ity of marriage emerges onl# in a utilitarian ethic which 
sacrifices all for the children, with lovers it is quite 
another matter. The lady in question had, as it happens, a 
lover. There was a real question in Diderot's mind whether 
the proposed "arrangement"for one night could be permissi
ble since it constituted a violation of the lover1s rights. 
Reluctantly, Diderot would admit in this case a passing in
fidelity, provided the lover was kept au courant with the 
situation, and thus not deceived.

There is also the case of Mme. LeGendre, sister of 
his own beloved Sophie Volland, married but "courted." Di
derot upbraids her for entering into an "amorous" corres
pondence with a man she didn't love. "'All or nothing,' Di
derot told her brutally,, for he found it basically immoral 
that a woman should give herself only by half, the heart but 
not the body. Does not this reserve presuppose a certain 
mistrust? And is there an enemy more dangerous to love 
than lack of confidence?"

In these situations we have again the double standard 
seen in comparing the sexual ethic of Bougainville with, that 
of D'Alembert. What amounts to the prostitution of a wife is

116. Ibid. , 337.
117’.Zbid., 338.
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justified on utilitarian grounds s the economic-social gain 
f or the family e But immedia tely it appears that lurking be
hind the alleged primary value of utility is a still great
er consideration, the Cynic assertion of the absolute right. 
of sex-romantic activity , i * e * , the right of instinctua l 
gratification. The ^property right" of the lover transcends 
the "property tight" of the husband.since it owes„its exis
tence to no convention or trammel, but rather to a dictum 
anterior to civil conventions, Diogenesf dictum "recogniz
ing no other marriage than a union of the man who persuades

118with, the woman who consents,"
Yet, Diderot, as sex-revolutionist and counselor to 

his friends must not at all be • confused with Diderot, anxious 
parent, who told his daughter to close her ears to the per
suader f s Jjr vous aime which, he warned her had the effective 
meaning:

If you would sacrifice to me your innocence and 
your morals; lose the respect you have for yourself 
and get from others; walk with lowered eyes in so
ciety at least until, by habituation to libertinism, 
you have acquired effrontery; renounce any honest 
state; make your parents die of grief; and give me
one moment of pleasure, I would be truly obliged to119 you ^

With this theoretical intransigence and familial pru
dence, our philosophe was to be an ingratiating figure for

118, Diogenes Laertius,II, 75♦
119. A-T, II, 261 and 26ln.



Europeans of the next generation or so» It is very easy to 
under-estimate the influence of Diderot 9 especially in the 
nineteenth century* He left no magnum opus * As Toqueville 
was to.recall a bit derisively in 1856, "even the names of
books written by those two once-famous authors (Diderot and 
HeIvetius) are all but forgotten * !I -Perhaps the name of 
Diderot was less familiar to bwenty million readers of the 
European and American ha'penny press than to half a dozen 
towering, seminal Germanic figures in the shadow of whose 
thought all of us still literally live. It was via Goethe1 s 
translation of a manuscript smuggled into Germany, which 
reached him through Schiller, that Diderot’s Rameau’s.
Nephew first saw print in 1805« Hegel, Marx, Engels, 
Schopenhauer and Freud were to laud, use, and comment on 
this work as profoundly influential. The age was then be
ginning, which now is reaching its climax, when man saw his 
greatness in the release of energies of all sorts--intellee- - 
tual, libidina1 , electrical, nuclear.

Cynicism is the release of personal energies from fet
ters conceived of as irrational. It is precisely the Cynical 
Rameau’s Nephew that this pantheon of Germanic greats admires, 
although for Hegel, at least, it was Diderot1s depiction of 

the negative aspects of the bohemian character that was

120. Alexis de Tocqueville, The Old Regime and the,French 
Revolution (New York: Doubleday Anchor, 1955) 15%.
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admired- Hegel notes the Nephew * s "inversion and perversion
of all conceptions and realities, a universal deception of
.itself and of others. The shamelessness manifested in stat-

121ing this deceit is ... the greatest truth.1!
Engels called the Nephew, along with Rousseau's

Second Discourse one of the "masterpieces of dialectic „
Franz Mehring's standard biography tells us that Karl Marx
"thought highly of Diderot and considered his Le NeVeu de
Rameau to be a masterpiece from beginning to end. "

Freud returned again and again with unabashed delight
to the passage in the Nephew which seemed to him to have
foreshadowed his own enormously influential hypothesis of
the Oedipus complex. He writes:

The Oedipus complex, as far as is known, is present 
in childhood in all human beings, undergoes great 
alterations during the years of development and in 
many individuals is found in varying degrees of 
strength, even at a mature age. Its essential char
acteristics, its universality, its content and its 
fate were recognized, long before the days of psycho
analysis by that acute thinker Diderot, as is shown 
by a passage in his famous dialogue, Le Neveu de 
Rameau: 'If the little savage were left to himself,

121. G. ¥. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Mind, tf. J * B. 
Baillie (New York: Harper & Row” 1962) .543.
122. Lewis S. Feuer (ed. ) Basic Writings on Politics and 
Philosophy, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (New York: 
Anchor Books, 1959) 82• ,
123- Franz Mehring, Karl .Marx (Ann Arbor: Univ. of Mich
igan Press, 1962) 504. .
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retaining' his infantile imbecility, adding to the 
lack of sense of a child in the cradle the violence 
of passion of a man of thirty years, he would 
strangle his father and possess his mother.

Freud * s editors note that he quoted the passage 
above from Goethe’s translation. "He had quoted it in the 
original a long time before, at the end of his Introduc
tory Lectures (l9l6-1917)» and introduced it again at the

' ' 125end of Part II of The Outline of Psychoanalysis."
'Schopenhauer twice comments approvingly on observa

tions by Diderot in the Nephew, once on the requirement for
teaching the elements of a s c i e n c e a n d  again on the re-

127 - . ■lation of words to music in composition.
But Diderot himself, like the nineteenth century to 

whose most prescient representatives he appealed so strik-
ingly, was no Diogenes a 1'outrance. His spiritual home
was Cynicism, but he would locate the paradise of the bliss
ful Cynics far off in Tahiti so that he would never have to 
go there. Torn between the senses and some dimly perceived 
moral law and aware of the imperious demands of both, even

124. Sigmund. Freud, The Complete Psychological Works, tr. 
and ed. James Strachey (London: The Ho earth Press, Ltd.,
1953-1966) xxi', 251. . _ ,
125. Ibid. ,
126. Arthur Schopenhauer, The World as Will and Represen
tation , tr. E. F. J. Payne (New York: Dover Publications, 
196677 II, 145. . .. .. -
127. Ibid, 448. ■ '
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obedient, in his own way, to both; aware that social, posi
tive enactments are largely shams, but : terrified of being 
cut adrift from them; aware that man is a mere plaything of 
God, yet fearful of ultimate defiance; by turns a resigned 
and submissive Stoic, and then a rebellious Cynic, envying 
the moral meaninglessness of the Epicureans and their irra
tionally colliding atoms, this is the moral universe inhab
ited by Diderot. "We make ourselves Stoics," he writes in
the Bncyclopedie article on Epicureanismj "but we are born

128 - Epicureans." Thus, natural man, primitive man would
seem to be Epicurean, while civilized man. (Epictetus * mor
ally responsible citizen and Riesman1s inner-directed man) 
would seem to be a Stoic (in Diderot’s understanding.) In 
the same article, he writes : "Be decent,. for you are not an
imals, and because you live in the city and not in the for- 

129est.” . Who is this addressed to? Epicureans? Rousseau?
In what philosophical framework does Diderot see himself?

Diderot and Seneca 
The closest Diderot comes to making an avowal or of

fering a credo with regard to Stoicism is in his Life of 
Seneca. The fact that Diderot chose, in the last major work. 
of his life to use up his failing resources in a taxing and 
lengthy defense of a noted Stoic lends color to our place- 
. ment of Diderot within the Stoic school. We cannot here

128. A-T, XIV,. 522.
129. A-T, XIV, 522» .
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consider the work as a whole. Two texts are available (1778,
1782). Diderot included in the latter text a bitter, 'almost.
panicky denunciation of Rousseau. Other interesting changes

130were made in the later edition.
It must be said directly that a significant portion 

of Diderot’s defense of Seneca consists of denying that he
. . .  i ' - .

was really a .Stoic, of insisting that Stoicism as a philos- 
ophy was too harsh for anyone to practice. It comes down 
to this: Diderot found Seneca to be far from the Stoic
ideal--therefore the Stoic ideal is unrealizable. This is 
what the defense amounts to, a defense, it must be remarked 
which is applicable to Diderot himself in great measure.

La Mettrie is not impressed with Seneca? There
fore La Mettrie "is an author lacking in judgment who has 
spoken of the doctrine of Seneca without understanding it; . 
who has ascribed to him all the harshness of Stoicism,

1.31
which is false." However, if it turns out that the
harshness of Stoicism is indeed ascribable to Seneca?
(A true Stoic after all'.) Ah, so much the worse for

130. For an excellent monograph comparing the two texts, see 
Douglas A. Bonneville, Diderot's Vie de Senbque: A Swan 
Song Revisited. (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 
196Q r
131. A-T, III, 217.
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the times in which he lived» Thus, when Seneca advises Se
renes, in archetypical Stoic fashion, that the way out of mis
fortune is through suicide! ("there is not one of your veins 
by which your unhappiness could not escape"), Diderot’s com
ment is that this is the morality which was inspired in Sen
eca; by living under a CaligulaJ^^On the very next page, Di
derot, confronted again with Seneca's tough philosophical 
Stoicism, as in the latter's essay, On the Constancy of the 
Sage, remarks that the work:"is a beautiful apology for Sto
icism, and an irrefutable proof of the harshness of this 
philosophy as. speculation and its impossibility in practice.
I believe that it would be more difficult to be a Stoic in

/ 133Paris than it was in Rome or in Athens."
It was, of course, hard to be a Stoic in Paris, and. 

the abject confession signed by Diderot in order to get out of
Vincennes prison .and resume his -life and his work has been ad-

134 .duced. as proof of this. - •
Finally, there is Diderot's direct comparison of

Stoicism and Epicureanismj in which the advantage, though a
small one, seems to lie with Epicureanism.

132. A-T, III, 342.
133. A-T, III, 343.
134. White, ojd . cit. , 52; Bonneville, op. cit. , 49 ■
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When one is inaccessible to voluptuous delight, 
one is inaccessible to sorrow, o, M There is one 
of the corollaries of the Stoic doctrine which 
is arrived at via a long chain of sophisms* A 
statue which was aware of its existence would be 
almost the sage and happy man of Zeno•„* * * It is
necessary to live according to nature 1 * * » * But 
nature, whose beneficent hand has prodigally strewn 
so many boons about our cradle, has it forbidden - 
us enjoyment of them? Does the Stoic refuse him- 

. self the delicacy of meat, the savor of fruit, the 
ambrosia of wine, the perfume of flowers, the 
caresses of women?...* No , but he is not the slave 
of these things * * *.' Neither is the Epicurean*
If you a:sk the latter, he would tell you that . 
among all the delights, the sweetest is that wh i ch 
virtue gives birth to. It would not. be difficult 
to reconcile the two schools in the matter of mo
rality, The virtue of Epicurus is that the man of 
the world; and that of Zeno, of an anchorite* The 
virtue of Epicurus is a little too confident, per
haps; that of Zeno is certainly too somber. The 
disciple of Epicurus risks being seduced.; Zeno's 
of.being discouraged. The first has his.lance, 
ceaselessly couched against voluptuousness; the 
second lives under the same tent and banters with
it.135

But Diderot as an Epicurean will not do, either!
The Diderot who complains bitterly: "How many authors have 
not obtained the celebrity they merited except long after

136their death. It is the fate of almost all men of genius," 
has not pondered at all Epicurus' somber two-word injunction

137— "Live unknown!" . .

135. A-T, III, 315.
136. Lefebvre, op. cit, frontispiece.
137. Whitney J. Oates (ed.), The Stoic and Epicurean Philos
ophers, (New York: Modern Library, 1940) 52.
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The Diderot, who scoffed at the Stoic argument that 

to be inaccessible to sensual enjoyments is to be inacces
sible to pain, who in Bougainville, and the Reve, speaks of 
sex deprivation as intolerable— leading to madness— must 
have skipped lightly over Epicurus’ warning; "Sexual inter
course has never done a man good, and he is lucky if it has

138not harmed him."
More to the point is what Diderot said in Bougain- .

ville about the unsubmitting heart never ceasing to protest;
and about the tyrants who seek to poison man with a morality
contrary to nature, as a means of enslaving him. This is
the essential, passionate Diderot. It is this Diderot who
tells us that : :

Stoicism is nothing else than a treatise on liberty 
taken in its full understanding. If this doctrine, 
which has so many points in common with religious 
cults had propagated itself like other superstitions 
long ago there would have been neither slaves nor 
tyrants on this earth. ■ ■ -

Why now this insistence on being a man of the world,
on living in the same tent with volupte and bantering with
it? Without this there would have been no possibility of
writing a justification of Seneca, the billionaire Stoic
who floated so buoyantly in the corrupt ambiance of Nero’s
court, acting as the tyrant’s public relations man and

138. Ibid., 45.
139. A-T, III, 314.
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speech writer. In his edition of Seneca’s selected writings, 
Moses Hadas says of Seneca: "Cleavage between profession
and practice is a common phenomenon, but seldom is the gap 
so yawning, because Seneca was an artist both in his

l4opreaching and his malefactions."
Bonneville finds Diderot, in.his Life of Seneca, 

writing, ultimately, his own apologia, his own justifica
tion against the scrutinies of posterity. He sees many, 
points of similarity between Diderot and Seneca. We need 
not go into these here. One turning point in Diderot's life, 
however, seems as pregnant with meaning for him as the same 
period was for his friend Rousseau: Vincennes. It was there
that Diderot apparently learned what one must pay to get by 
in this world and be allowed to do one's work, including the
evidence that he offered to inform on the publishers and

1.41printers of his own. illicit works»
We must return to Diderot's definition of virtue,- 

cited above: "a taste for order in moral matters." Order, 
based on the immanent Reason or Logos as the fundamental - 
principle of the universe is the Stoic trademark. "The Stoic 
universe was as precisely ordered as the Epicurean was anar
chic."142

140. Hadas, The Stoic...., 9•
141. Wilson, op b c i t ., 1Q8♦
142. Hadas, The Stoic...., 21.
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Diderot sought all his life for the moral reality be

hind the contrived imperatives of positivistic morality ex
perienced by him as degrading shackles on the human person
ality.-. This certainty, this "order" he found neither in his 
life nor his works.

Could it have been otherwise? According.to Becker's 
’ ' 1 - ‘ • ' ' : thesis, Diderot recoiled from the consequences of his thought

— which led him into nihilism, and refused to publish anything 
of significance, except the rambling Life of Seneca, after 
1765• Lefebvre, too, sees Diderot writhing impotently within 
the coils of his "attenuated Stoicism." Trapped by a Stoic 
conception of virtue which, demanded liberty, he complains to 
V o H a n d : "It is hard to abandon oneself blindly to the uni
versal torrent; (a most Heraclitan phrase 1) and it is impos-

l43sible to resist it." Venturi, as we saw, called his
• Vleadership of the Bncyclopedie an act of first rate politi

cal struggle in itself. Still, the last is, at best, a pol
itics once removed.

It is of great interest therefore, to see how Dide
rot's political role has been assessed in the Soviet Union 
where, like much else, estimation of the role of world- 
historic individuals in fostering revolutionary situations 
of the past is a national enterprise. Volume XV (1971) of

143. Lefebvre, op. cit. , 284.
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Diderot Studies, is devoted in its entirety to this question. 
The study, Arthur Miller’s "The Annexation-of a Philosophe; 
Diderot in Soviet Criticism, 1917-1960," confirms some previ
ously held impressions as to the state of work on Diderot in 
Russia and completely dispels at least one«

To deal with the last first, the impression that the 
purchase of Diderot’s library by Catherine the Great and its 
transportation to Russia after the philosophe * s death creat
ed for the. U.S.S.R. a hoard of valuable Diderot manuscripts 
and other lore (like annotated readings) is simply inaccu. - 
rate. As the preface to the Miller work, by Fellows and 
Guirgossian, states:

It is obvious that this priceless collection had 
been dispersed throughout Russia to a far greater 
extent than was generally realized. The late V. S. 
Liublinskii, the distinguished Russian scholar, 
personally informed the editors of Diderot Studies 
that, despite his position as an official in the 
Soviet governmental library system, he had been 
able to identify with certainty only four or,five 
volumes as having once belonged to Diderot

Miller, in the body of the study itself, confirms, 
however, at least one widely-held belief: that "Despite all 
the qualifications, despite all the shortcomings noted in 
Diderot’s work, Soviet scholarship wished to make of him an

144. Arthur Miller, "The Annexation of a Philosophe: Dide
rot in Soviet Criticism, 1917-1960," Diderot Studies, Vol. XV
(1971) 11. .
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intellectual ancestor, a precursor of the official Soviet . 
world view in every domain with which Diderot concerned hitn-

145self.” Thus, the philosophers views on "matter and reli- .
gion: his esthetics, his theoretical writings on the theatre, 
his correspondence, his fiction, his editorship of the Ency-
clopedle" have all been scrutinized by Soviet scholars dur-
. 'i lk6 ■ing the period covered.

As early as 1923 > the view of French materialism 
which, according to Miller, was to become the accepted ortho
doxy j was laid down by I. S. Plotnikov. That view stressed 
that men like Diderot had reached the best level they could 
given the accumulated scientific data of the epoch. Their 
shortcomings were those of the time. The failure of the 
French materialists consisted in their inability to compre
hend the idea of development which "was for the first time

- - 147clearly, expressed in the philosophy of Hegel." . . On the 
basis of Hegel’s thought, Marx and Engels were able, accord
ing to Plotnikov's standard Marxist view, to synthesize 
materialism and dialectics to produce the new dialectical 
materialism. But, Plotnikov praises the "militant tradi
tions of the great thinkers of the eighteenth century" 
which, he says, modern socialism is now reviving.

145. Ibid.,20.
146. Ibid.,16.
147. Ibid., 4l.
148. Ibid. . .
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The prominent Soviet writer, I. K. Luppol,.ran in

to serious trouble when, as Miller notes, he attempted to 
prove Diderot, at least in epistemology, "not only a mate
rialist, but a dialectical materialist»11 Confronted by a
mounting drumfire of attacks which culminated during the 
purges of the 1930's , Luppol was forced to modify his es
timate of Diderot substantially. In the end he found the 
■philosophe.distinguished from the other thinkers of his age 
only "by his talent, his many-sidedness, his conjectures; but 
despite all this he remains within the confines of the old 
pre-Marxist, metaphysical type of materialism.

For us, the controversy has interest insofar as it
. / ' . , - - - 

offers a different perspective on Diderot’s impasse as de
scribed by Becker, and its consequences. The Marxist approach, 
to "the dilemma of Diderot" is that Diderot could not con- 
ceiye of any change in the relationship of forces within 
the causal chain "by which he felt trapped. That change would 
occur, in Marxist terms, when a new relationship of class 
forces, born of maturing dialectical contradictions made the 
old relationships no longer tenable. Diderot, was a precur
sor of many things, but the dialectical mode of historical, 
explanation simply did not become extant until Hegel.

149'. Ibid. , 60.
150. Ibid., 142.
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Thus, the tensions noted in Diderot’s writing, be

tween a- Stoic serenity and a Cynic refusal to accept the 
unacceptable may reflect the impotence of a far-seeing 
figure* For Hegel, the very Cynic "shamelessness" of 
Rameau’s Nephew, its negation of all conventions, consti
tuted a truth which the idea of development would, in its due 
time, disclose« But for Diderot both to voice the negation 
of unacceptable social reality and to see that in so doing 
he was acting as the agent of the Hegelian historical idea 
in its necessary development, was historically impossible.
He would have had to stand on his own shoulders. The tension 
in Diderot is an expression of his inability to see the pro- 
cess as a whole, of which he was a part, albeit a very sen
tient part. As Stoic, he would say that "virtue is the 
taste for order in moral matters;" ̂ -5̂  as Cynic, he would 
say: "Distrust the one who would put things in order. Put
ting things in order, that always means making yourself mas
ter of others.

151. A-T, VII, 127.
152. Supra, l48\
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.CHAPTER IV 

ROUSSEAU AND DIDEROT

According' to Kropotkin, Zeno's Republic affords "the
best exposition from the ancient world of the principles of 

1 1Anarchism." The political tendency implicit in Stoicism is 
thus made explicit and contemporary. Donald. Dudley sees a. 
succession which runs from the Stoics through the Cynics, 
and thence through "the more radical sects of the Reforma
tion like the Anabaptists" up to the nineteenth century An- 

2archists. He places both Rousseau and Diderot in that
v  3 line.

The Stoic-Cynic premise that "life should be lived 
according.to natureV certainly constituted a "politics" 
which, before their rift, united Rousseau and Diderot. Much 
has been written about Rousseau's "natural" man as counter- 
posed to Diderot's "sociable" man. "Uhat Diderot called
virtue," Proust remarks, "is in reality nothing but the high-

4est expression of sociability." What we know of the 'men will

1. Quoted in Dudley, pp. cit. , 212.
2. Ibid. I
3. Ibid.
4. Proust, op. cit. , 330.'
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serve to confirm such a juxtaposition. Nevertheless, Diderot
was capable of writing lines which could go into Rousseau's
Second Discourse without alterations

Would you like to hear a short history of nearly all 
our misery? It is this: There existed a natural man,
then an artificial man was introduced within him. Then 
there began to rage in his bosom a civil war lasting 
the length of his life. At times the natural man is 
stronger; at other times he is overwhelming by the mor
al and artificial man. In either case, the melancholy 
freak is torn, racked, tormented, stretched on the 
wheel, groaning ceaselessly, endlessly unhappy... 5

No matter how many words of passionately introspec
tive and basically religious prose he would write, no matter 
how often and how meaningfully he would praise the beauty of
the Gospels and the greatness of soul of Jesus Christ, Jean-

■ ' . / /Jacques Rousseau must be accounted along with Diderot a
soldier in the war on organized religion of his era. He 
could write near the close of the Social Contract; "The man 
who makes bold to say, 1 Outside the Church there is no sal
vation1 should be driven from the state. Given the con
ditions of the gathering revolutionary storm, the author of 
that statement was a revolutionary. For the existing 
church and the existing state supported each other in a 
symbiosis so intimate that the death of one inevitably in
volved mortal peril to the other. Indeed, the Church was,

5. A-T, II, 246.
6 .■O.Cn III, 469.



170
as Tocqueville writes, "the chief of all the powers in the
land, and, though neither her nature nor her vocation called
for this. . .was bent on investing the (secular authority) .. 
with her aura of sanctity.

• /Looking back upon the debris of the Anclen Regime
some sixty years later, Tocqueville sees the "anti-religious

• • pspirit of the age" reaching a pitch of mental derangement.
Among the pre-revolutionaries who spring to his mind are two:
t'What Frenchman of today would dream of writing books like
those of Diderot and Helvetius?"9 ,

With such books in their hands:
Revolutionaries of a hitherto unknown breed came 
on the scene: men who carried audacity to the point 
of sheer insanity; who balked at' no innovation and, 
unchecked by any scruples, acted with an unprece-*- 
dented ruthlessness. Nor were these strange beings 
mere ephemera, born of a brief crisis and destined 
to pass away when it ended. They were, rather, the 
first of a new race of men who subsequently made" 
good and proliferated in all parts of the civilized 
world, everywhere retaining the same character
istics. They were already here when we were born, 
and they are still with us.^0

If Tocqueville does not mention Rousseau in this
place, Catholic thinkers do not forget him. Writing in
1925, Maritain declares: "It is to him that we owe this

7 . De Tocqueville, op. cit. , 15.1
8 . Ibid., 154.
9 . Ibid.
10. Ibid., 157.
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cadaver of Christian ideas whose immense putrefaction today

11poisons the universe"
How. did the two friends, once so close, united by 

the memory, of youthful bohemianism and struggle, and then, 
when it seemed almost too late, by successes shared and ad
mired in the same milieu, come to a final and irretrievable 
break? That break was irretrievable precisely because Rous
seau and Diderot shared a Stoic view of their own times, and 
its needs so completely that any divergence seemed little 
less than treason. "Men were gripped by the idea that the/
conditions, a product of faith, time and custom, in which

; I ' ■

they and their forefathers had been living, were unnatural
and had to be replaced by deliberately planned uniform pat-

12terns, which would be natural and rational."
Yet the men who come to any orthodoxy and share in 

its certitudes are still men: they are vulnerable, hesitant, 
driven by needs and fears, as well as urged on by ideas.
Wien all is said and done, the greatest need of Diderot's 
life was to be among friends whose amity would confirm far 
him his personal Worth and .the worth of his mind, and the 
greatest need of Rousseau;(since, in the end, he jettisoned 
all his other resources) was.to be sure of the presence of

11. Jacques Maritain, Trois Reformateurs: Lutber-Descartes- 
Rousseau (Paris t Plon, .1925)". zTTl ~  ~
12. J . L. Talraon, The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy 
(few York: Frederick A. Praeger, 196o}~~37
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God in the universe. None of this was written down in the 
form of "position papers" exchanged in factional meetings by 
the two men. Yet it was a political struggle for all that.
As Proust remarks: "The naturalistic amoralism of Diderot
and the mechanistic materialism on which it was based; the 
moralism of Rousseau and his resolute anti—determinism, are 
quite different things than divergent moral and philosophi
cal options. They are already two opposed political choices." 
(Bnphasis added).

Life was not standing still in those days. For any
one in the public eye, choice was the order of the day.:;r - - . ■ : ■
Urged 'onward by the steady pressure of the philosophic fac
tion as well as by the blueprints of those practical men of
affairs whom To.cqueville refers to as socialists avant la

l4lettie, the Economists, or Physiocrats, the times necessi
tated allegiances and choices, while they offered new-oppor
tunities to rising men. In Becker's account, we saw Diderot 
come up full stop before a crucial choice he had to make-- 
whether or not to support the existing state" of affairs by 
breathing into it his philosophical despair, or to remain 
officially silent. And beyond the realm of philosophical 
and administrative theorizing events were beginning to exert

13. Proust, ojo. cit. , 325. .
14. De Tocqueville, op. cit., 164.
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their own irresistible force to crack the united facade of 
clerical and secular autocracy.

T^e year that marked a fateful turn in the lives of 
both Diderot and Rousseau— the year 17^9, when the former 
was imprisoned in Vincennes fortress and the latter came to 
him with the project for the First Discourse— was crucial 
for France as a whole. The previous year had brought the 
signing of the Peace of Aix-la-Chapelie, ending the War of 
the Austrian Succession and leaving France with a huge, fi
nancial deficit. The solution of Controller-General Machault 
was a new tax, the vingtietrie, promulgated in 1749, which 
would include the privileged classes, clergy among them, in 
a system of proportional taxation. In the uproar that fol
lowed, the intellectuals entered the arena of politics as 
an ally of the crown against the "new feudalism." Mathiez 
describes the process:

The nobles of the pays d'etat, those of Languedoc 
and Brittany at their head, raised an outcry. The ~ 
parlements grumbled— that of Paris refused to regis
ter the edict. In its turn, the. clergy declared in 
its quinquennia 1 assembly that to impose the tax:on 
priests was to impose it on God, and refused to sub
scribe to the declarations asked of its members. In 
short, what was helped into existence was the first 
mobilization of all the forces of the new feudalism.
To answer the protest of the nobility of all robes, 
the minister needed pens skilled in polemic, bour
geois pens ready and willing to do battle for equal
ity of taxation.

15,« Albert Mathiez, "Les Philosophes et le Pouvoir au milieu 
du XVIII siecle," Annales Historiques de la Revolution 
franpaise, Vol. XII~7l935~) 4.
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One of the first pens skilled in polemic to enter the

frhy on behalf of the government was that of Voltaire, whose
letter on the vingtieme was dated May 16, 1749« The letter
inaugurated a campaign which starting with the discussion of
clerical immunities, soon grew "with the evident complicity

-1of the government" into an attack on all privileges.
The new political mobility thus created opened up 

possibilities which had not existed before— among them the . 
possibility of publishing a work like the Encyclopedie.
” It is no exaggeration," according to Mathiez, "to say that

/■ • •without Malesherbes, the 35ncyclopedie would have been halt
ed with its first volumes and not allowed to have been fin-

17 /ished." Malesherbes, in this view,' was not being disloyal
to the Icing, merely seconding, in his supervision of the
book trade, the efforts, of Machault to bring pressure on the
privileged classes. For their part, the encyclopedistes as
a group , were careful not to attack the monarchial principle
as such, reserving their blows for, the nobles and lawyers.

xA recent study of 38 encyclopedistes who survived 
at least until the Terror of 1793-94 draws some conclusions 
about them as a political type. Briefly, they were far from 
being Terrorists themselves. Among the 38 Were Grimm, who 
fled to Germany in 1792, Marmontel who left Paris for the

16. . Ibid.', 5 . , .
17. Ibid., 11.
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comparative obscurity of the provinces, Morellet, who as di
rector of the Academic Franchise, fought to defend the acad
emy's property against seizure by the Convention.

In sum:
Whatever Burke, Taine and Cochin may say, the 
encyclopedistes do not seem to have been radicals.
Under the Old Regime, their contributions to the 
Bncyclopedie did not seek to overthrow the French 
monarchy, but rather, to make it prosperous, gen
erous and prudent, while the lot of the people was 
to be eased, they were to become freer and more 
tolerant. Like many other Frenchmen of the epoch 
they had worked to undermine unreasonable tradi
tions, weaken the power of the Church and sap that 
of the King without foreseeing, or even desiring a 
political revolution. And the encyclopedistes who 
survived to the years 1793 and 179 -̂> without doubt 
considered that the Old Regime, which they had 
helped to destroy-— was more acceptable than the 
New that they had helped to prepare.-*-®

By no means the smallest factor in the new constella
tion of forces which permitted the emergence of the philoe 
sophes as a political force in their own right was the new 
power behind the throne, the Marquise de Pompadour, King's 
mistress, presented to the court in September 17^5• Hated 
by the clerical circles surrounding the queen and the dau
phin who attempted to drive a wedge between her and the King, 
Pompadour, since she had the same enemies as the philosophes, 
"made common cause with them. She became their benefactress 
and recognized protectress . " ̂

18. Frank A. Kafker, 11 Les Encyclopedistes et la. Terreur, " 
Revue d'histolre moderne et contemporairie, Vol. XIV (July- 
Sept, 1967) 295.
19. Matbiez, ojo. oil., 3 • .



176
Voltaire, at least, recognized the debt handsomely. 

"I am very sad at the death of Mme. de Pompadour. X was in
debted to her and I mourn her out of gratitude."^  Diderot 
managed to restrain himself. "Madame de Pompadour is dead. 
So what remains of this woman who cost us so much in men and . 
in money, left us without honor and without energy, and who 
overthrew the whole political system of Europe?....a hand- 
ful of dust (and some objets d'art)."

It is against this background of complicity from on 
high and the new and staggering vistas this opened for in
telligence that we must see the comparatively unknown Dide-
rot rising to the post of principal editor of an Encyclopedia ■ ' / 
greatly expanded in its scope. It was this expansion over
the original project— -which envisaged merely a translation
of the Chambers Encyclopedia, that brought the need for the
new work to apply for a new license (privilege).

2 2Diderot, in Wilson’s view, was actually chosen, 
rather than merely approved by the royal superintendent of 
the book trade, Chancellor D'Aguesseau, for the post of 
principal editor. Support for this is found in two accounts

20. Nancy Mitford, Madame de Pompadour (London: heprint So
ciety, 1955) 257.
21. Ibid.
22. Wilson, "op. cit. , 82.
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of an interview Diderot Dad with D 8Aguesseau "some time dur
ing the early history of the Encyclopedic11 and probably in 
the spring- of 1748. The 2.790 account by Malesherbes (con
tained in bis Memoir on the Liberty of the Press) who subse
quently took over the supervision of the book trade, depicts 
D 8Aguesseau as "enchanted by certain marks of genius that 
shone forth in (Diderot * s) conversation <, 11 * There is a much, 
earlier version--? memo in Malesherbes8 handwriting dated by 
Wilson as around 1758 or 1759~- in which Malesherbes wrote: 
"The late Chancellor had cognizance of this project (the 
Encyclopedic). Not only did he approve it, but he corrected
it, reformed it, and chose M. Diderot to be the principal

.25 - ■ \editor of it."
Diderot, in any case, was henceforth, to a certain 

extent, a power in his own right,. Mis home made Secure on 
his salary, he dispensed favors and editorial assignments. 
More than any of these things, however, there must have been 
the vindication of his own person as an organism capable of 
success in its chosen environment. That environment was 
society itself. If one knew how to take advantage of them, 
clefts and cracks were opening up in the smooth walls of the 
citadel of society which, at a certain cost, afforded foot
holds toward the pinnacles of fame. The cost was, for him,

23. Ibid. , 81.
24. Ibid,, 82.
25. Ibid. '
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giving up the free, unhindered anarchic creative process 
which, had he chosen that path, might have led him to genu
ine literary or artistic immortality rather than an uneasy 
one on the borderlands between these areas and philosophy.
He would complain that some external force had tapped him 
for the post of editor which took up twenty-five years of 
his life in unremitting toil.

"I protest that undertaking the Encyclopedia, was not 
of my choosing; that a word of honor, very adroitly extract
ed.and very unwisely granted, bound me over hand and foot to
the enormous task, and to all the afflictions that have ac-

26companied it...." And yet, the complaint is unfair. It 
was by his own choice that he made his initial mark as a 
translator of Shaftesbury, (17̂ -5 ) j of Stanyan (1743) of the
James medical dictionary (1746-1748). This is the sort of 
thing that inevitably leads to editing father than writing, 
if one has a family to support and if one is demonstrably 
competent.

His was an intellect j however, too active to be cons
tant merely with editorial functions, and thus, original and 
personal contributions flowed from his pen. His Letter on 
the Blind with its materialistic reflections on morality,

26. Ibid.
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was the immediate cause of his confinement in the donjon of 
Vincennes. Another work of the early period, The Indiscreet 
Jewels, may have had monetary motivations. It was a fashion
able piece of pornography , providing along with titillation ; 
a veneer of sophisticated speculation and discourse.

Despite the interest of the Court in keeping its 
allies on the left happy, Diderot had gone too far and had 
to have his knuckles rapped. The three months spent in Vin
cennes are not at all in contradiction to the policy of the 
throne, as noted by Mathiez; indeed, they are the condition 
of that alliance —  no one wanted the philosophies to get too 
heady an idea of their role. The detention, as Jean'Fafore 
points out) taught Diderot something. "Too marked, and
henceforth, too vulnerable, he now had to delegate to others

27the perilous glory of forwarding a philosophy of shock," 
to turn now to the mainly constructive task of mobilizing 
energies for the immense intellectual and even physical 
task of the Encyclopedic.

Yho were .these others to whom he could turn to carry 
on the attacks on=the dead hand of the past? Prominent 
among them was his friend Rousseau, if only there could be 
awakened in him the desire to play the role of "le grand

2 7 . .dean Fabre, "Deux Freres ennemis," Diderot Studies,Vol.
Ill (1961) 161. '
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o adeclamateur, le nouveau Don Quichotte" a role which.he had,

aas testified to by the Bpitre a Parisot at one time contem
plated and, in that poem, at leaht, renounced„

It was this conception of Rousseau, as a natural 
ally in the.Encyclopedic enterprise which, according to 
Fabre, Rousseau misunderstood, and later referred to as a 
project formed early on Diderot1s part of making- him odious 
to the public by sharpening and heightening his criticisms 
of society. The truth is, according to Fabre, somewhat dif
ferent ; -

Not out of faint-heartedness, still less from the. 
Machiavellian design of rendering his.friend 'odi
ous ' but only because he found no one better fit
ted for the job.than this other,self of his, he 
reserved to the eloquence of Jean-Jacques the task 
of waging war against prejudice and shaking the 
conscience of. the century to its depths. ^9

The way was open to the task. Massive historic for
ces had shifted in their deep beds to make possible a tre
mendous assault on obscurantism and stupidity. Yet now, one 
of the most talented voices of his generation was off to the 
woods in pursuit of himself, mumbling that to write profes
sionally for a living "cannot be distinguished or respect-, 
able."30

28. O.C., II, 114.
29. Fabre , ojd. cit. , 162.
30. O.C., I, 402.
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It c013Id have been predicted. Wasn't bis friend the 

same Rousseau whose opera, The Village Soothsayer, had scored 
a stunning success.before the King, the Queen, Madame 
Pompadour and the whole court— a success so striking that
the King wanted to bestow a pension on Jean-Jacques in per-

■ ■ '

son? Had not this same Jean-Jacques not only refused to go 
see the monarch but refused the offer of a pension as well?

And this had led to the first clash between the two
friends. One day, as Rousseau" tells the story, Diderot, on his 
way.to Mme. d'Epinay's house for supper, passed alongside 
in a cab, and called to Rousseau. There began an "animated1'1
discussion. Rousseau recounts it. , . , ;- - I ■ -

For him, my not having wished to be presented to 
the king was no c r i m e b u t  my indifference on .the 
matter of the pension was a terrible crime indeed S 
He told me that if I was uninterested in the pension 
for myself it was impermissible to take the same 
attitude toward it with regard to Mme. Levasseur and 
her daughter; that I owed it to them not to neglect 
any decent means possible to assure their sustenance 
and, since it could not be said, after all, that I 
had refused that pension, he would have it that , 
since there appeared to be a desire to give it to ' 
me I ought to solicit it and obtain it, cost what 
it might. While his zeal affected me, I could not 
find myself in support of his principles, and we had, 
on the topic, a lively discussion, the first.that I 
had with him, until then.31

It is not difficult to understand the vexation and 
annoyance the philosophes, and more specifically Diderot, .
must have felt with Rousseau. These men had a very real

31. O.C., I, 381.
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sense of the power relationships in which they were operating. 
Pensions, favors, privileges were hard won victories plucked 
from the divisions among the ruling powers. One must take 
advantage of every small material and social advantage to in
crease one's effectiveness and influence. One must be flex
ible, wage guerrilla warfare against a society which could

- *  - o 2never be defeated bead on# as d'Alembert: put it.
If, via the intervention of a Madame Pompadour you

could get a pension, you ought to grab it. Diderot knew
what it cost in time and sacrifice of more congenial labors
to get so much as a living out of the world— the real world.
In this world Diderot had been given power— but that power
was really only the power to put others to work, to spur
and organize talents, albeit, if need be, he could do a
phenomenal amount of the work himself. The cost of this—
the personal cost— Becker showed how keenly he was aware of
it— was that he sacrificed the ability to think very deeply

33or systematically himself# except in fitful intuitions and 
flashes premonitory of great systems to come, which he could 
not carry into final execution. It was, in a way, the same .

32. Cited in Mario Einaudi, The Early Rousseau (ithaca, N.
Y. : Cornell Univ. Press, Ip'b?) 44. " ~
33. Proust speaks pf an "evident character o f .improvisation" 
in the political philosophy proposed by Diderot in the 
Encyclopedic and related works "which distinguishes it at 
once, .from that of Jean-Jacques Rousseau,” Uji. cit. , 350.
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complaint made by Marmonte.1, here paraphrased: "I have no
time to think things through to conclusion the way Jean-
Jacques does— and therefore, I have not achieved the same

34ripeness of thought.” Jean-Jacques, by the time of the 
Second Discourse, had shown what he could do— and the future 
would bear out that the promise in him would bear fruit.

All the more, therefore, did this matter of Rousseau's 
running off to the woods, concretely rob Diderot of something 
he had a right to expect— the cooperation, at least, of Rous
seau in that,venture which might transform society and at 
least ameliorate its evil institutions. By contrast, Rous
seau seemed.dedicated to another power, the power of the in-, 
trospective intellect, harnessed not for society and its de
testable guerr^^ da ch^^ajne— these are always in the necessi
tous here and. now— but ..for. humanity , which by identification" 
with timeless rationality can recover its lost dignity what
ever the specific social conditions of this or that age.

Beyond all the words about crushing infamous things, 
freedom for science, unleashing of man's potential, the on
slaught on superstition, Rousseau, could already see the dom
ination of society by these new men, with their typical forms 
of association, their new school ties, their unbearable bon- 
hommie, their wit, their atheism, and all the hopelessness

34. Marmontel, I, 170-171.
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implicit in the idea that you have only one life and if you’re 
unhappy in it, you get no second chance. For one life is 
hardly enough in which to learn to overcome congenital awlc- 
wardness— and his friends, when they came to power (were they 
not already in power during his life, in important respects?) 
would see to it that his awkwardness counted for a permanent 
inferiority in a society of the aimable. As one who had 
stood fascinated, for days at a time, watching the moves of 
the celebrated chess master, Philidor, he could see "the 
position on the board," and could calculate a few moves 
ahead. It was obvious that, given his special vulnerabilities, 
his friends would either dictate to him, force him into the 
mold of their cooperative life and effort, or utilize his 
temperamental handicaps as a social being— which were "given" 
and unchangeable--to drive him from society.

We have testimony on this precise point from one who 
represented, even constituted, in her very person, "society" 
as it existed most meaningfully for the group of oncycloped- 
istes— the legendary Mme. Geoffrin whose salon formed their 
center: "Mme. Geoffrin made no secret of her sentiments to
ward him....Writing to a friend, she said, ’what you tell me 
of Rousseau convinces me that my judgment is perfect.
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Everybody knows the repugnance I have always felt for him.
I have always said that he has a very clever mind and a
V: 35 ' ,very black soul.*"

It is obvious that Mme. Geoffrin had . been saying nas
ty things about Rousseau and others had been saying them to 
her« She didn’t even require the indicated confirmation of 
her reasons for disliking him. De Jouvenel sums, the situa
tion up fairly:

However much he exaggerated it,, the evidence seems 
to me convincing that there was a continuing, sys
tematic attempt on the part of the philosophes to 
discredit him (Rousseau). A war of derisive bon 
mots and ridiculous anecdotes was waged upon him 
which his own disposition made easy and which ~ .
his sensitivity made effective. It will not do to 
plead that the philosophes reacted without willful 
malice to his being a 1 difficult1 person: they
treated him as a dangerous man.36

A warning about how the philosophes on the one hand 
and the.clerical party on the other would treat "dangerous 
men" came more than three years too late--long after Rousseau 
had felt compelled to break with Diderot. It came in the 
form of d ’Alembert’s criticism of Emile. Emile, said 
d ’Alembert, was educated to be a giant who would live among

35 Janet A Id is, Madame Geoffrin: Her Salon and Her Times 
(1750-1777) (New YorkTG. P. Putnam’ s ""SonsT 19057,239-
36. De Jouvenel, op. clt. 84.



pygmies. Inevitably, they would, unite against him and stone
■ ihim from their midst. The implied warning to Rousseau him-* 

self concludes: don't step out of line, don't seek to be dif
ferent from others. "Make your child a pygmy like the others, 
albeit, in truth, as little a pygmy as possible--enough so 
that he will not be displeasing to his fellows and not

37.enoughto be too unpleasant to himself."
This suggested compromise was meaningless to a Rous

seau. To seem to be a pygmy while one was really a giant is 
a living death. It is too little recalled that Rousseau had 
achieved what most men would regard as a certain modicum of . 
success before the "illumination" on the road to Vincennes; 
the First Discourse was not the beginning of the successful 
Rousseau in the context of d'Alembert's prudential advice . . 
he had already been a diplomatic secretary in Venice, had 
dined with the important men in that capital regularly, writ
ten letters to the King of France, felt impelled to accu
mulate thirty or forty shirts (stolen by his common-law 
brother-in-law, had appeared before the French Academy and 
comported himself rather creditably in defense of a new sys
tem of musical notations. Had this sort of "recognition" .
or upward mobility been the entire thrust of Rousseau,

37. D'Alembert, IV, 465-466.
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d8Alembat^s advice would have been meaningful. Since it was 
not, we can see that all the while Rousseau’s aim was quite 
different:it was nothing else than the aim of so affronting 
the pygmies that in the end they would indeed stone him from 
their midst— it happened literally at Motiers — so that he 
could indeed stand up and stretch out the limbs of the giant 
that he was. He would make the pygmies force him to be free 
by driving him into isolation. He would make the corridors 
of polite Europe, from London to Moscow^ buzz with his isola
tion and persecution. Given the choice of appearing to be 
a pygmy and appearing to be Jean-Jacques Rousseau, he not 
only chose, but he made it inevitable that he would have to 
choose as he did.

Surely there must be in the diplomatic services of the 
world, culled to a certain extent from the ranks of moneyed 
mediocrity, worse superiors than the inept Ambassador Montai- 
guy under whom Rousseau served in Venice. And yet there are 
diplomatic aides, first, second and third secretaries who 
manage to stay in business under such men. But Rousseau 
could never learn to bite his tongue and keep silent. In 
the world of the ambassador he was, and always would be, 
permanently and incurably, inferior--tbat is to say--in the 
guerres de chicane which go with posts, preferment and ad
vancement, it was easy to maneuver him into acting incorrect
ly. Always before him, therefore, was the choice of seeming
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to be but a clumsy pygmy (and bis inferiority lay precisely 
in the fact that he could never, with his proud heart carry 
off the role of a pygmy successfully) and revealing.,.as in 
the end he did, "a profound contempt for the social order, 
which he regards as disorder, and an invincible conviction 
of his own intellectual superiority at the very moment of re
treat. "38 . ; -

From the fear of this permanent and incurable "infe
riority" in social maneuver springs, of course, the permanent 
revolution, or the permanent counter-revolution, if you will. 
For it does no good to claim rights, it does no good to in
sist on one’s virtue. They’re irrelevant. There is no lon- 
gerany crime, there is only the amiable and the non-amiable 
temperament. For crime there is pardon— none for clumsiness. 
Nietzsche, whose instinct for weakness was that of the piran
h a ’s for blood, said Rousseau needed moral dignity "to stand 
his own sight, sick with unbridled vanity, unbridled self-
contempt."-^

To be so labeled in some respect sick by Nietzsche 
represents, certainly, some kind of ultimate among all the 
ultimates achieved by Rousseau. In a curious way, this is 
one of the most damaging blows, for surely this attack cannot

38, Madeleine B. Ellis, Rousseau’s V enetian Story (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins Univ. Press! T966"} 113 .
39, Nietzsche, cp. cit. , 553«
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be said to come from the conforming Establishment. Whether 
Jean-Jacques was essentially sick or merely peripherally sick 
— sick in the core of his being, or merely driven to sickness 
by harassment-— clearly he is a misfit who converted his in
ability to conform into a sort of holiness.

Says Starobinski.;
. Humanity, beset by sickness and anguish, longs to 
hear the healing word and the liberating message ut
tered by a man whom suffering has stigmatized and 
isolated. There is a sacred value in extreme iso
lation, and the abyss of suffering rounds out this 
considera tion....No one would have the effrontery 
to assert that Rousseau consciously sought to create 
this image of himself. Thisr sort of prestige is not 
an object of calculation,...^®

A misfit must envisage the total dissolution of so-- 
ciety; a misfit must regard the mores of others as hypocri
sies designed to stifle; a misfit must perceive other mores, 
other institutions than those which exist. He must have the 
keenest imagination of a universe in which absolutely every
thing has its just and assigned space and place and reason 
for existence. Otherwise there would be no reason for his 
own existence and even for his miseries. A misfit in so
ciety? Perhaps! A misfit in the cosmos? A misfit before 
God? Inconceivable!

Jean-Jacques Rousseau was not any misfit: he was a 
genius, and at the core of his being there was magnificence

4 0 Jean Starobinski, "The Illness of Rousseau," Yale French 
Studies, No. 28, Fall-Winter,(1961-62) 66.
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of energy which seemed to tap that of the inexhaustible Logos
itself. There can be no doubt that he was a mystic— in the
most technically-defined sense of that term. Thus, he was
able to deploy forces of unbelievable intensity. And thus,
the meanest drosses of his character were annealed away.
What else can be the meaning of that ecstasy he related to
Males lie rbe s.?

Soon I lifted my thoughts from the face of the 
earth to all the beings of Nature, to the univer
sal system of things, to the incomprehensible Being 
who encompasses all. Then, my mind lost in that 
immensity, I was not thinking, I was not reason
ing, I was not philosophizing: I felt with a kind
of voluptuousness that X was overwhelmed by the 
weight of the Universe.. I yielded myself with 
ravishment to the overpowering effect of these . 
great ideas, I loved to lose myself in space, in 
my imagination; my heart, restricted to the limits 
of creaturely things, found itself too straitened„
I stifled in the'Universe. I believe that if I could 
have unveiled all the mysteries of nature,.! should 
have felt myself to be in a situation less'delicious 
than that which sometimes made me cry out in the 
excitement of my transports: '0 Great Being! 0
Great Being!f ,without being able to say or think, . . i if i . r-anything else.+ .

However, regarding himself, from the point of view of.society, 
he knew himself, two centuries beftire the almost commonplace 
fact of our own age, as a displaced person. He was, at one 
period or another, stateless and proscribed. As such, he 
would always dream two contradictory dreams s in one, he, 
and all men, would be members of small, manageable states,

41.; Hendel, Citizen of Geneva . . 214.
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like the Greek polls, or like his native Geneva, in which 
each citizen knew every other reliably and transparently.
His place in it would be as sure and rooted as the next 
ridge of hills--its border no further than the horizon seen 
from the highest steeple. The second community— and there 
is really no contradiction between the two--would be bound
ed only by the common denominator of humanity. "IVhat mat
ters my place in the world?" Emile will say. "khat matters 
it where I am? Wherever there are men, I am among my breth-

- • - . oren; wherever there are none X am in my home." His cer4 
tainty of citizenship in this larger community— ^essentially 
the community of gods and men of Epictetus and of Cicero 
before h i m - - w i l l  be the same as his awareness of partici
pation in fidelities ratified by a Creator who oversees all. 
In this larger community, with its boundaries extending as 
far as there are men, clearly, there/are no aliens. And 
where there are no aliens, Jean-Jacques- is not an alien.

In his mind, Jean-Jacques could-~and would— flee 
from the one to the other. When his native Geneva, in his

42. O.C., IV, 857.
43» Epictetus, I, 25: "...reason and intelligence which we
have in common with the gods...."; cf. Cicero, De Natura 
Deo.rum, 273: "Ebr the.world is as it were the common dwel
ling place of gods and men...for they alone have the use 
of reason and live by justice and by law. "
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estimation, broke the social pact by attempting an inquisi
tion of his religious beliefs, an attempt which had no war
rant in the Genevan constitution^ Jean-Jacques, the citizen 
of Geneva, as he had proudly styled himself in his Letter 
on the Spectacles, could find his fatherland something less 
than sacerdotal. He wrote from Motiers to an officer of 
Estates-General*in Geneva:

It is not walls nor men that make the fatherland: 
it is the laws, the morals, the customs, the govern
ment, the constitution, the mode of existence re- . 
suiting from all these things. The fatherland is 
in the relations of the state to its members.
"When these relationships change or come to nothing, 
the fatherland vanishes. ^

This conception :-of nationality clearly has nothing 
in common with that more customary faith founded on "my coun
try, may she always be in the right, but...." A fatherland 
whose soil can be dissolved into a set of relationships is 
no more solid than the Rutherfordian atom. It is a construct, 
which, does not depend for its validity on its tangible exis
tence, but only on its necessity, given its premises. The 
premises of Rousseau consisted of the necessities of his 
character as modified by his Stoic organization of the moral 
universe.

Rousseau's contemporaries, the "philosophers," the
V ■ ■ . ,encyclopedistes, also had their premises. Their universe 

44. Hendel, Citizen of Geneva..., 271.
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required above all fidelities of a more practical and work- 
a-day sort. While publishing an encyclopedia they might also 
feel transiently a sense of displacement, frustration, and 
even our well-known alienation. Yet the task itself, since 
it was regarded as worth doing, imposed tolerance, lessened 
frictions, if it. did not abolish them• It was an article of 
faith among Rousseau's friends that adding to the store of 
knowledge and dissipating credulity precisely was worth doing 
and therefore worth some suffering of fools gladly if this 
would get the work done,

We even see Diderot arguing in the Salon de l?^? 
that the man of common sense who drinks well, who eats well, 
who digests well, who sleeps well, "causes far less unhappi
ness than the poetic or intellectual genius, who is in many 
respects more of a fool than his mediocre.fellows."^5

Diderot and Rousseau were drawn from life by fellow 
members of the HoIbachian synagogue, Marmontel and Morellet. 
Marmontel recalls Rousseau t

He. (M’Ho 1bach) gave us, weekly a bachelor's dinner, 
where ease and frankness prevailed; but this was 
a food of which Rousseau partook very sparingly.
No one ever observed more faithfully than he the 
gloomy maxim of 'living with his friends as if 
they were one day to be his enemies.' When I 
knew him he had just gained the prize for eloquence 
at the Academy of Dijon by that fine sophism which 
imputes to the arts and sciences the natural

45» Denis Diderot, Salons, eds, Jean Seznac and Jean Adhemar 
(Oxford; Clarendon, 1957-1969) H I ,  149•
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effects of the prosperity and luxury of nations.
Yet his character had not yet assumed the same 
color which it afterwards did; nor did he disclose 
the same ambition of becoming the founder of a 
sect. Either his pride was not sprung up, or it 
concealed itself under, a timid politeness which 
sometimes was even so obsequious as to border on 
humility. But through his fearful reserve and 
distrust was visible; his lowering eyes watched 
everything with a look full of gloomy suspicion.
He seldom entered into conversation and never 
opened himself to us.

Morellet observed Diderot in the same circles;
The conversation of Diderot, extraordinary man... 
had a great power and charm; his discussions were 
animated by a perfect good faith, subtle without 
obscurity, varied in their forms, sparkling with 
imagination (brillante), fertile in ideas and 

- awakening those of others. One abandoned oneself 
there for entire hours as on a sweet and limpid 
river whose banks were comprised of rich country
side ornamented with beautiful habitations.. 7

Were Rousseau's "distrust" and "gloomy suspicion," 
as described by Marmontel, however pathological, completely 
unwarranted, or inaccurate? Did he judge erroneously what 
could be beyond those discussions "animated by a perfect 
good faith," described by Morellet?

One day, in a conversation about Geneva, Voltaire
asked Marmontel what he thought of Rousseau:.

I replied that his writings (emphasis added) ap
peared to me to be only those of an eloquent 
sophist, and his character that of a pretended 
cynic, who would burst with pride and rage in

46. Marmontel, I, 169-170.
4?. Andre (Abbe) Morellet, Metnoires (Paris: Baudouin Freres, 
1823) 1 , 29.
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his tub if people gave up looking at him. As to the 
desire that had seized him of assuming this charac- • 
ter,I knew how it arose and told him (Voltaire) the 
story. 48

Contrast what Marmonte.l told Voltaire, suspecting 
that he would like to bear an unfavorable opinion about Rous
seau with what Marmontel gives us as his purported real opin
ion. Referring to the influence of Rousseau's writings and 
personality on his own development and seIf-understanding, 
he writes:

But there was one advantage which I derived from his 
intercourse and example; it made me reflect on the 
imprudence of my youth. 'Here,* said I, 'is a man 
who has taken time to think before he wrote,, while 
I, in the most difficult and dangerous of all arts, 
have hastily published almost without thinking at 
all. '. Twenty years spent in retired study and med
itation have enlarged and ripened his knowledge, 
while I scatter my ideas when they are scarcely 
unfolded....In his first productions, accordingly, 
we may see an astonishing fullness, a perfect 
manhood . . . . ^

In the contradiction between the two quoted passages 
is an obvious sycophancy, all the more blamable in that it 
is apparently unperceived by the writer for whom it is so 
clearly nothing but the naive and unpremeditated expression 
of his lif e values, those same values which, to reverse “• 
Proust's expression concerning Diderot, regard sociability 
as the highest expression of virtue.

48. Marmontel, I, 320.
49. Ibid., 170-171.
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In this forest of insincerity from whose tortuous 

paths Rousseau felt impelled to retreat to the real wilder
ness, he could as little trust Marmontel's accolade, if he
■ ■■" ■■■ ' ' ■’ ... ' : >:■ knew of it, as his disparagement. In 1792,.when the Memoires
were written, Marmontel could gain nothing further from th.e 
dead Voltaire— his original sponsor in the world of letters-- 
but he was canny enough to attach himself to the greatness 
of Rousseau before posterity, which he sensed, as once h e . 
attached himself to Voltaire. He could still gain the es
teem of posterity for himself as one who had judged Rousseau 
correctly. It is also worth noting that Marmontel was writ
ing at a time when Jacobin virtue, identifying itself with 
an apotheosis of Rousseau, was soon to reach its climactic 
ascendancy. Two years later, in October of 179^V the Con
vention would deposit in the Pantheon the ashes of this "pro
found moralist, apostle of liberty and equality, who sum
moned the nation to take the road of glory and happiness."^0 

In the dawn of the Revolution, The Bhcycloped.ie con
stituted a meaningful politics. In Franco Venturi1s view, 
Diderot, incapable of any other completed masterpiece may 
truly claim this "masterpiece in the realm of practice.

50 . Morellet, ojd. cit. , I, 120.
51. Franco Venturi, La Jeunesse de Diderot (Paris: Albert 
Bkira, 1939) 9 - , . -
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According to this analysis, in the Encyclopedia Diderot mar - .

■ . ..V ,shalled the most varied manifestations of the culture of the 
age toward the common goal (essentially political) and there
by occupied the very center of "the ideological battles of 
the age.

Diderot himself, Venturi says, would have protested
most energetically against any identification of himself with
politics as traditionally understood.

Is not politics the realm of courts, of raisons 
d'etat, of intrigues, and diplomacy? Is it not 
better left to the powerful of the .earth? But 
it is the work of Diderot which signals to us 
the birth precisely of a new form of politics, 
full of meaning and of new forces at the moments 
when the traditional 'politics' seemed sterilized 
in actions remote from the profound and everyday 
needs of men. Encyclopedism has been an original 
current which has known how to take, more and more 
a form that is concrete, immediate, which has 
known toward the end of the century how to maneuver 
in the midst of the sovereign powers of Europe but 
which has its sources in the sentiments and ideas 
which the politics of courts did not even touch.-

Every "new politics", it might be said, including 
• /that of the .encyclopedistes, is baffled by "new needs" stri

dently asserted for which it is yet to be shown that the an^ - 
swer even lies within politics— needs.expressed in novel po
litical form at the very moment when the old "sterile" forms 
are about to be abjured.

52., Ibid.
53. Ibid., 9, 10.
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Like: Rousseau in his:criticism of society, Diderot, 

the philosophe, was intensely active as a ferment in that 
society. Rousseau, as a philosopher, was intensely active 
in thought. This difference between Diderot and Rousseau 
must be measured across the gulf which the logic of their 
positions drove between them: they are not poles apart, but 
a universe apart. We see Diderot in his office, in the apt 
description of Proust, "like a spider at the center of its 
web, attentive to every vibration of the immaterial filaments

154 'stretched across the country." And not the country,
merely, but the world. ■

Le Breton's shop...found itself at the heart of all 
that was done and said and found useful, for one 
must also take into consideration as part of its 
activity the prodigious network of relationships and 
correspondence which permitted the editors of the 
Bncyclopedie and particularly Diderot, to keep them
selves informed on every aspect exhibited by human 
activity during a quarter of a century, inside the 
realm and outside the realm, even as far as the 
distant Americas and China,-'5

.No French writer with the exception of Balzac, con
cludes Proust, remained in the most intimate contact with 
the most active elements of the society of his time over so 
long a period. We have seen how the Bncyclopedie enterprise 
was apparently both forwarded and protected by powerful po
litical links extending right to the king's bedchamber.

54. Proust, 02° cit., 504.
55. Ibid.
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Perhaps, even, more than that, it was a commercial enterprise 
of staggering proportions in an era which knew the value of 
property. We have Voltaire's estimate that the total turn
over of capital involved in the Encyclopedie amounted to 
7 ,650,000 livres, which, according to Niklaus, was more than 
the entire trade between both the East and West Indies and 
France.^ The task of editing the Encyclopedie provided 
Diderot with, a first-class education "in breadth and depth, 
with connections of an exceptionally interesting kind; and 
left him with a determining political and intellectual role 
as the leader of the most enlightened part of the nation, 

Rousseau himself, perhaps faute de mieux, was un
crushed in his solitude, even exultant in his solitude, to
ward the close of his life.

I have learned to bear the yoke of necessity with
out murmuring; it is that I was yet struggling to ' 
hold onto a thousand things, and that all these 
holds having successively escaped me, I was reduced . 
to myself alone, and finally regained my balance.
Pressed on all sides, I remain"in equilibrium be
cause I depend on no one but myself.

56. Robert 2<Tiklaus, in W. H, Barber ejfc a_l. , The Age of the 
Enlightenment; Studies Presented to.Theodore Bestermsm (Bdin- 
burgh: The University.of St. Andrews, 1967) 4o5T~ "
57- Ibid., 405
58. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Les reveries du promeneur soli
taire (Paris; Le Livre du Poche~j 1^65) 138.
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This is a precise statement of the autarchy valued by 

the Stoic and, more than that, a description of nuclear self 
as an atom of pure intellect devoid of all sensualist or ma
terialist footholds and surviving via its internal organiza
tion alone. Here is the real "refutation of Helvetius,"—  

man once born is more than that complex matter interacting 
with, other matter of Holbach and Helvetius. The cutoff be
tween the personality, between the tiiind and the externalities 
of the universe is all but complete, the will, nevertheless, 
generates its own values and feels an inviolate integrity 
which will be shaken only by death.

This will is the realm of last resort. It is aptly 
described in Josiah Royce's rephrasing of Schopenhauer: 111 
am a will--a will, which is not there for the sake of something
else, but which exists solely because it desires to.exist.

59 'Here is the true thing in itself."
For. Rousseau, as Cassirer put it, "the self is un- 

60derived and original." It is not a mere outcome, of blindly
contending forces like the atoms of the Epicurean universe..
There is a soul. Quoting Emile , Cassirer says that it shows its

6lfreedom in "raising its voice against the law of the body."
The self gains security and objectivity by its refusal to

59• Josiah Royce, The Spirit of Modern Philosophy (New York; 
George Braziller, Inc., 1955) 253•
60. Cassirer, The Question..., 108.
61. Ibid. ,. 109. ‘
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merge completely with the flux and swirl of social reality.
But objectivity is purchased at some cost in ability to maneu
ver in that reality. In Venturi's phrase, an important imme
diate possibility for the Bncyclopedie with Diderot at its helm
was the possibility of gaining "maneuver in the midst of the

6 2
sovereign powers of Europe." A quite different area of

* • ' - ' maneuver was sought by Rousseaus room in the silence of his
mind to identify the legitimate demands of justice and ratio
nality, once and for all, and in all things. Both Diderot's 
and Rousseau's strategies conform to the Stoic's perception 
of a social reality incongruous with man's rationality. Their 
difference corresponds to the difference between a Seneca and 
an Epictetus. An Epictetus might spurn the.role of Nero's 
adviser and spokesman; a Seneca might see himself as greatly 
fortunate at being strategically placed to moderate, as long 
as he could, and otherwise unlimited evil.

It goes without saying, that Diderot's and d'Alem
bert's ability to maneuver, their sense of the possible, was 
purchased at a price— a price, let us say, in revolutionary

i

purity? When he came to examine the role of the encycloped- 
istes in the Revolution exactly ten years after Diderot's 
death, Robespierre does not fail to point out a certain nega-A 
tive aspect of this maneuverability, this "realism" in.

62. Supra, 197• '
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encyclopedic politics. It is worth examining at length, 
since it constitutes the testimony of a master politician on 
circumstances that he had an unparalleled opportunity to es
timate .

On May 7» 179^, Robespierre told the Convention;
The renowned men of letters, by virtue of the weight 
of their opinion began to obtain a certain influence 
on affairs. The more ambitious had formed at the time 
a species of coalition which augmented their impor
tance ;they seemed to be divided into two sects, of 
which, one stupidly defended the clergy and despotism.
The more powerful and the more illustrious was the one. 
known under the name of the Encyclopedists.(Emphasis 
added). It included several estimablemen and a very 
great number of ambitious charlatans. Several of its 
chiefs had become considerable personages in the state; 
whosoever ignores its influences, and politics will not 
have a complete idea of the preface to our revolution.
This sect, with regard to politics, remained always 
below consideration of the rights of the people; with 
regard to morality it went far beyond the destruction 
of religious prejudice; its chorus-masters declaimed 
on occasion against despotism— and they were pensioned 
by the despots. .Presently, they produced books 
against the Court— and in due course, dedications to 
kings, discourses for courtesans. Cocky in their 
writings, they fawned in the ante-chambers. This 
sect propagated with much zeal the viewpoint of mate
rialism which prevailed among the great and among the 
. beautiful spirits. One owes to them a great part of 
this type of pragmatic philosophy which reducing ego
ism to a system regards human society as a war of 
ruses, success as a measure of the just and unjust, 
probity as a matter of taste or decorum, the world as
the patrimony of adroit rascals. 3

We can almost see d ’Alembert douns.eling Rousseau not. 
to clash with the existing system head on— this is impossible--

63. Maximilian Robespierre, Oeuvres (Paris: Presses Universi- 
taires de France 1967) X, 434-435* The Oeuvres will herein
after be cited as Robespierre.
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but to fight it by a guerre de chicane, and we are reminded 
of Grimm and Diderot at the court of Catherine embellishing, 
by their presence, the luster of tyranny.

It must be left to the reader to decide whether or
not the above passage from Robespierre is suffused with more
irrationality than is the accepted norm for political oratory, 
or whether it flagrantly misreads the historical reality of 
the times as this has filtered down to us.

It comes from what is surely the climactic speech of
Robespierre— the speech on the existence of a Supreme Being,
a speech which seemed to signal a turn back to.religion.
Acton calls it "very distinctly a step in the conservative

^  . • . ' • 64direction. . . .The Revolution appeared to be turning backwards.11' '
Less than three months afterwards Robespierre was dead, 
struck down by a coalition, which included some of the most 
blood-thirsty of the Terrorists. The speech alludes to Rous
seau in a spirit approaching veneration and much of it is 
certainly an evocation of Rousseau.

The rationality of this speech, taken as a whole, is 
important because, if it sounds emotionally unbalanced, it 
would constitute prima facie proof of a point of view for
warded by many in one form or another, that the political 
theories of Rousseau originate in a state of emotional un
balance. The corollary is that the disciples of Rousseau in,

64. Lord Acton, Lectures on the French Revolution (New York: Noonday Press, 1F530 2BF7~
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the French Revolution were also unbalanced. This view is 
stated in so many words by J. L. Talmon. Writing of Rous
seau > he says: "The secret of this dual personality was
that the disciplinarian was the envious dream of the tor- . 
mented paranoiac. The Social Contract was the sublimation 
of the Discourse on the Origins of Inequality.11 Then we 
are told: "Three other representatives of the totalitarian 
Messianic temperament to be analyzed in these, pages show a
similar' paranoiac streak. They are Robespierre, Saint-Just 

66
and Babeuf." -

Rousseau, in writing his Confessions, invited, and
even guaranteed that attention to his psyche, amateur and
professional, which Ralph Leigh called "a half-century of

6? ■ 
vulgarized psychiatry." By comparison with the spate of
psychiatric interest focussed on Rousseau, almost none has 
been paid to Diderot. This may be due to the.fact that, as 
his whole life testifies, it was precisely in the market
place of ideas, among his fellows, in bantering give and 
take, in scintillating conversation, in the practical orga
nization of socialized effort, that Diderot found his forte.
The notion of "normalcy" and emotional health leads precisely

65.. Talmon, ojo. eft., 39 •
66. Ibid.
67. R.-A. Leigh, LibertS et autorite, dans Le Contrat Social,in 
'Jean-Jacques Rousseau et son o'euvre (Paris'! (3! Klincksxeck, 
T964j~251.
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to an equation of sociability, and an agreed convention of 
affable-appearing insincerity, with health— and even with 
virtue.

It is certainly arguable whether, in the case of au
thors , statesmen or philosophers, a direct cause and effect 
relationship is traceable between emotional symptom and ad
vocacy. Until such a relationship is placed on firmer ground, 
we might do well to distrust such diagnoses as "messianic 
temperament" and "paranoiac streak" in assessing intellectual 
productions, per se. Cassirer warns us against the error 
"too often committed by the interpreters of Rousseau to this 
day" (1932) of charging against his doctrine the "contradic
tions of his character and his life.

Precisely the opposite point was made by Edmund 
Burke on the occasion of the French Assembly's voting a stat
ue of Rousseau;

If an author had written like a great genius on 
geometry, though his practical and speculative mor
als were vicious in the extreme, it might appear 
that in voting the statue they honored only the 
geometrician. But Rousseau is a moralist or he is 
nothing.

68. Cassirer, "L' unite dans 1' o e u v r e . , 83.
69. Louis I. Bredvold and Ralph G. Ross, The Philosophy of 
Edmund Burke (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press,
I960) 254. _
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Burke is right, but for the wrong reasons. We cannot 

overlook the fallibilities of flesh if we wish to understand 
the. grandeur of spirit which sometimes soars from them, and 
it is for this reason that the so-called contradictions of 
character are vital. it is futile to indict St. Augustine 
for having been, at one time, not a saint, and it is a good 
question whether some sinner who could conceptualize and 
yearn for his supreme felicity without ever achieving it

i -

should not be heard on the beauties of sainthood.
Cassirer felt no necessity to gaze directly into the 

face of Rousseau’s fallibility; the fundamental problems of
value are no different when dealing with "weak"' men than with 
' ' h ' . . . .
"strong". Yet, Cassirer firmly acknowledges the debt of Rous
seau, the thinker, to Rousseau, the man, when he remarks on 
"how long and difficult a path Rousseau had to travel before 
he succeeded in translating into purely intellectual form 
the basic personal experiences from which he started at every 
point and in representing them in the context of an objective 
philosophical doctrine

Burke, however, when he looks at the personality of 
Rousseau, does so only in order to misunderstand, the doctrine 
completely; if he had understood it, he would have sensed his 
own in much of it. It is Rousseau who breathes from every

70. Cassirer, The .Question . . , , 127.
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ipore a love of homeland, even in rejection, and a recogni

tion of the claims of a power higher than man. It is Rous-, 
seau who warns against moving to change long-settled arrange
ments for slight and transient reasons. It is not Burke, but 
Rousseau, who warns:

Picture the danger of setting into motion the enor
mous masses which make up the kingdom,.of France. •
Who shall control the consequent agitation or fore
see all the effects of which it is capable? Even if 
the advantages of the new plan were clear, would any 
sensible man undertake to abolish the old customs, 
to discard the old maxims and to give another form 
to the state than that to which^it has come by de
grees over thirteen centuries?

Could Burke but have seen it, they both have a place
in the Stoic tradition. Burke's Stoicism is amply underlined

’ / . ■ by a modern Burkean who, equally with his master, misunder
stood Rousseau, but who, nevertheless, permits us to grasp a 
seeming paradox which is illuminating:. Burke and Rousseau's 
follower, Robespierre, focussed on at least one vital issue 
of their age in identical terms and adopted, a similar stand 
on it. According to Peter J. Stanlis, Burke saw the historic 
contest between Stoicism and its ancient rival Epicureanism 
as relevant to his. own time:

It is in Stoicism that the spirit of Burke’s Christi
anity meets with the classical natural law in oppose 
ing Epicurean atheism. As early as 1773 Burke had, 
actually identified Epicureanism with atheism. Two 
years later Burke wrote: 11 think general affection

71. Quoted in De Jouvenel, ojd. cit. ,. 86.



208
to religion...will make a common cause against 72
Epicurism and everything that corrupts the mind....

Now, looming prominently among those who on behalf 
of Stoicism "make a common cause against Epicurism and every
thing that corrupts the mind" was...Robespierre, who saw the 
conflict between Stoics and Epicureans as applicable to 11 the
present moment, and even to the period immediately preceding& 73our revolution." The counter-revolutionary scoundrels
were Epicureans and the defenders of the revolution were
Stoics. The Jacobin went back to Rome for his parallel:

Stoicism saved the honor of human nature degraded 
by the vices of Caesar’s successors and above all 
by the forebearance of peoples. The Epicurean sect 
claimed without doubt all the scoundrels who oppres
sed their country and all the cowards who let it be 
oppressed. /

The great English conservative and the great Jacobin, 
from their differing vantage points, identified the enemy as 
Epicureanism, thus choosing the same side in a confrontation 
already 2,000 years old.

What is the explanation? Surely, it must be that
each in his way was an educated European, It is not without
interest that Epictetus was known t.o Burke directly and, at 
least in the thrust of his ideas, to Robespierre via Rousseau. 
In linking Burke to Epictetus, Stanlis tells us s

72. Peter J. Stanlis, Edmund Burke and the Natural Law (Ann 
Arbor: The .University of Michigan Press. 1958) 190. _~
73• Robespierre, X, 454.
74. Robespierre, X, 454.
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The dark side of Burke’s. Christianity owes far more 
to the pagan Roman Stoics— to the spirit of Cicero 
and Epictetus— than to St. Paul or St. Augustine.
Burke quoted Cicero more frequently than any other 
ancient author; as an-yndergraduate he had read and 
admired Epictetus....

Burke’s admiration for Epictetus was probably not 
limited to his youth. For the catalogue of Burke’s library, 
as listed for sale in November 17, 1833 > refers to a copy of 
Epictetus' Manuell which he retained to. the end of his life.

Just as Burke failed to see his philosophical affin
ity with, the philosopher from Geneva, Rousseau and Diderot 
ignored in the heat of the battle their common Stoic ties. 
Both men— vastly different as they were in so many ways-- 
were united in their Stoic sense of outrage against an illog
ical civilization which Rousseau asserted inevitably made men 
wicked and detestable to each.other, and Diderot felt was 
artificial to the core, its institutions maximizing in every 
conceivable'way the frustration of man’s natural capacities.

75• Stanlis, op. cit., I87 and 271n.



CHAPTER V

EPILOGUE .

Posterityfor the generation of the Enlightenment, 
was a kind of Supreme Court to which briefs were addressed. 
Perhaps there is no "verdict of posterity," since this court, 
like that other one, "follows the elections"— and mandates 
and majorities change.

The mood of the early 19701 s. may pass, but few can 
be unaware of a deep prevailing pessimism with regard to the 
fruits of our technological civilization and, as of now, its 
prospects. Ten years ago, a Hungarian Marxist characterized 
Diderot admiringly as a man "who proclaimed the necessity of 
a liaison between science and production, who preached the
immense extension of the reign of man over nature in order

1 ' to support abundance." In the Pest; at least, such con
quests are not now viewed with exhilaration and there is a 
body of scholarly opinion which asserts that in Mao's China 
the emphasis on "redness" rather than "expertness" (that is

1. Jozsef Szigeti, Denis Diderot: Une grande figure du 
materialisms militant du XVIIIe' sidcle (Budapest: Akademiai 
Kiado, 1962) 92. ‘ '
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to say, social virtue rather than Professionalism in tech
nique) constitutes a Rousseauist view of man in society.2

It is clear that the present competitive and. anar
chic extraction and processing, with attendant pollution, of 
the world’s rapidly dwindling natural resources by more and 
more industrial nations cannot long continue. Something 
resembling a "general will" of the human species in its 
totality-must surely be consulted eventually if the.life of 
men--as distinct from the life-style of present-day men— is 
to be preserved.

For Rousseau, a major limiting factor in the reign 
of the, general will was constituted by the need to bring the 
"sovereign," that is, the entire people, into one assemblage, 
in order to determine its will. As we have seen, he regarded 
such arrangements as suited only to small polities. Yet, in 
the closing decades of the twentieth century, large areas of 
the globe are already in virtually continuous assemblage.
The very technology which perils man’s survival has provided 
via television and its news satellites> telephone polling and 
computer projections, almost the conditions he demanded for an

2. Benjamin I. Schwartz"The Reign of Virtue: Some Broad
Perspectives on Leader and Party in the Cultural Revolution," 
■The China Quarterly, J u l y - S e p t I 968, and Richard M. Pfeffer, 
"The Pursuit of Purity: Mao's Cultural Revolution," Problems
of Communism, Nov.-Dee. 1969.
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assemblage of* all the people. The man given credit for the
conception of the communications satellite in 19^5> Arthur
C. Clarke, predicted: "What we are building now is the ner-
vous system of mankind....The communications network, of
which the satellites will be modal points, will enable the
consciousness. Of our grandchildren to flicker like light-

3ning back and forth across the face of this planet. "
Are we not, with this conception, already close to 

that moi commun urged by Rousseau, to that organism of the 
whole, the great city of the world, which, if it chose might
share that common moral consciousness founded on man's ra-- _ ■
tionality preached by Epictetus?
—  . . ■ , •
3. Quoted in RobertJastrow and Homer E. Newell, "The Space 
Program and the National Interest," Foreign Affairs, Vol. 50> 
No. 3 (April 1972) 541. _ .
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Robespierre .

Roth-Varloot

standard references more fully 
Bibliography,. These are:

Annales de la Societe Jean- 
Jacques Rousseau.
Oeuvres completes of Diderot,, 
'edited by Assezat and Tourneux,
Oeuvres of d !Alembert in the 
Slatkine Reprints edition»
Lives of Eminent Philosophers 
in the Hicks translation.
The Discourses and Manual in 
the Oldfather translation.
Memoirs, in the H. S. Nichols 
edition.
Oeuvres completes of Rousseau, 
edited by Gagnebin and Raymond 
(Pleiade)..
Oeuvres, in the Presses Univer- 
sitaires de Prance edition.
Diderot's Correspondance, edit
ed by Roth and Varloot.
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