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Voltaire adhered to the baslec tenets of deiam or natural

religion throughout his lifastime, DBéllef Iin the existence of a
vague, indefinite Supreme Being, 2nd in man's obligagion to live
virtuously formed the core of his religlous and moral 1deas,
Tﬁc unlyerae, to Voltalre, was an intrleste mechanism governed
by ;xternnl. immutahle laws; human reason, unalded by revelatlon,
gould deduce these physical and mowal laws, His God was the prime
movar, the external geometriclan who had wound up ahd set in motion
the Newtonlan world-mschine; his moral eode ineorporated the
prineiples of morality common to mankindj but both his coneept of
God and his econcept of morality lack clarity and conustonep.-,
Voltaire opposed both the anthropomorphism of the Ghrisiilnl
and the materilalism of the athelste, even though he confessed
ignoranee as to the true nature and essence of God. He sopniitea
God from matter, but declared the latter to be eternal emanations
of the former; he affirmed the liberty of divine will, but subject=
ed it to immutable natural laws; he exhorted adoretion of the Divim
ity, but dented the afflcacy of preyer; he proclaimda rewarding
and avenging God, but rejected the immortality of the soul and
abstained from judging divine justice. Voltaire realized that the

exigencies of morality would necessitate certain inconsistencles




in his coneept of God; natural religlon adequately sustained the
philosopher, but the common people nedded a stronger incentive to
virtue. The need to maintaln morality, however, does not acoount
for all his self-contradietions. After establishing the existence
of Cod upon a mechanistle interpretation of nature, Voltaire

refused to agespt the logleal cansequencee of his besic propositions;
he preferred to clesk hle inconsisteney with a profession of ignor=
ance.

Voltaire's moral co#e skmilarly lagks cmsistency. His oon-
cept of virtue, though distinet from metaphysice, was inherently
attached to the exlstence of God., le denied innate ideas, and
yet he adunitted that God had fashioned all men with common gon-
e@pte of Justice and virtue. He réoognlsed a universal natural
law, but declared that virtue was obedlence to soeial law, He
sustained both an absolute and 4 relative morsal eode., These
inconsistencles however, 41d not prevent Voltaire from extolling
certain fundamental prineciples of morality which were neesssary
for both individual happiness and the soocfal good. OStarting from
two basle axioms: God and virtue, Woltaire realized the insuffieien-
oy of the rational approach to ultimdte truth, but he refused to
advanee towards atheism or to withdraw to pletism. Voltaire
continued to defend delem and natural religion long after more
profound thinkers had abandoned its basis tenets,

Didsrot's ideas mareligion and morality tended to change in



definite and parallel direections during his lifetime. In 1745, he
was & thelst, accepting conventional Christilan morality; by 1746,

he had become a deist, advoeating a ratlonal interpretatlion of nature
and of morality; by 1754, he was an athelst, professing a hedonistie
utilitarianism, Hies desire to synthesize knowledge into a ratlonal
interpretation of nature and morality, according to the fundamental
preeepte of hls age - reason and nstural law - eompelled him to follow
his doetrines to thelr logleal concluszlon., Diderot consldsred it in-
evitable that natural religion should give way to the religlon of
nature; that the mechanlistie interpretatlon of nature should cede t@
the materialistic interpretstion; that abeolute morality should

yleld to relative morality.

4 Didevot succzeslvely embraced the dominant oreeds of his age,
his concept of Divinity orogressed from the anthropomorphic God 6f
ghe thelsts, to the intelligent dealgner of tha delsts, to the God-
nature of the panthelste, and finally to the eternal mattsr of the
athelsts., He elaborated a materialistic interpretation of nature in
whloh eternal matter replaced eternal spirit, smd chance accounted
for the various corhinations of molecules. He attributed length,
depth, breadth, and potentlal sensibllity to 1inert moclecules, and
declared the living or animal molecule toc be the result of 2 partie-
ularikind of organizatiorn which releassd senslbility. He suggested
the spontanecous generstion of the living eell, the evolutlon of the
various forms of animal 1life from a common prototype, tha develop-
ment of orgsns in response to neede , and the theory of
the survival of the fittest. For Diderot, this evolutlon-



ary magerialism gave an adequate explanation of all those activities

usually attributed to a Divinity; it was the logleal conclusion

of the mechanistlec conecept of the Newtonlian world-mschine. Follow=

ing the dilcgates of reason and natural law, Diderot came to the

conclusion that athelsm should supercede thelsm, delsm, and panthelsm.
Similarities and differerges stand out in the religlous and

moral ldeas of Voltalre and Didsrot. Both trusted in reason as

the omnipotent and autonomous arbiter of all things; both-plaéed

overwh@lming confidenge in the rational appresect to knowledge and

ultimate truth., Thelr faith in human understanding precluded belief

in the miraculous, in revslation and in supernaturdl intervention

in the affairs of men. Their falth in resson evdited violent

eriticism of Christlanity and incrsssed the antichristianism of the

eentury. Both Voltalire and Diderot denounced revealed religlun,

formal worship, sacraments, rites, and anthropomorphic represent- -

atfons as gontrary to reason and netural morality. '%' A
Using the same fundamental precepts of resson and natural

law, howsver, Volta&lre and Diderot reaseched opposing notions of

God, mattsr, and the universe. Voltalre unquestloningly secepted

the Newtonian concept of thepiverse as an intrieate mechaht.n‘

governed by lmmutable laws. From the basie arguments of the

theleta: design, and the negessity of a rlﬁst'cause, he ration-

allized his bellef in the exlstence of a Supreme Being, who was

the intelligent designer of the universe, and the source of move-

ment and thought. ®od, to Voltaire , was the impartlal, absentee

God of the delsts, who having determined the universal laws



-

of nature, abstained from altering thelr immutable ecourses.
Diderot used the concept of the Newtonlan world-machine, but only
28 point of departmyre; he progressively rejected thelsm, delsp,
and panthelsm, and eventually formulated a materialistic evolut-
jomary concept of the universe. He denled an exterilor dlvine
force and belleved that movement and sensibility were inherent
properties of matter, Whereae Voltalre balked and retreated whon;
ever his dootrines aporoached panthelsm, Diderot traversed pan-
thelsm, and arrived at atheism, Both syptems, established on
reason and natural law, rather than on observatlon and experiment,
were shattered by the arguments of Hume and Kant.

The moral codes of Voltd4ire and Diderot had more permanent
value than their concepts of &od a2nd nature., ESven thuough they
disagreed on the detalls of the virtuous, thay aggreed on the
necessity of man's eonformity to the established rules of soclety.
Through his adherence to natural religion Voltaire advocated the
principles of morality whilech he thought were common to the human
race} nelther extreme ascetlelsm, false plety, nop the exaggerated
pursuit of passion were sultable bshaviour patterns for mankind.
Voltaire extolled those virtues which were necessary for
social living and maintained that man, following the ration-
al dictates of human mnature , ocould satisfactorily pro-
vide for his own self-interest and happiness, and for



the genersl good. PLlderot, after denying free-wfll and the exlstence
of God, permanently recognized the relativiﬁy of virtue, He

gould not declide wh@ther man should conform to traditional
Christlan morallty, to rational sémsuallem or to absolute hedonlsm.
In the end, he became convinced that man should follow the natural
Aleotates of passlon in so far as soclety condoned thelr practice.
Bo th Voltsire and Diderot believed In the natural goodness of
man; they estdbllished morallity on natural law and the rational
purault of hapniness; they formulsted a kind of moral utilltarian-
Yem which allowed the maximization of individual happiness and
the maximdzation of the collsetive well-being. Doth exhorted

man to cultivate those virtues whlch were respect<d by soeletly,
and to etrive for the regoneillation of soclal law and natural
law. “& philosaphes, Voltalre and Dlderol extolled the primary

virtuss of tolerance, benevolence, and humanliarlanlsm.



ANTRODUGTION

The Age of Reason was both an age of revolt and an age of
faitht ;t intellectual revolt against tradition and authority,
superstition and fanatielsm, despotism and privilege; of falth
in reason and natural law, the goodness of man and the perfect-
ibility of the human race., If the eighteenth century was a
gentury of universal eriticism, it was also a gentury of unlimit-
ed hopes; if the phllosophes attacked the old regime which was
based on 2bsolutism and intolérance, they defended a new order
to be founded on personal liberty and nstural rights; if Voltaire
and Diderot demolished the Heavenly City of St. Ausulttno.l they
designed an "Zarthly" City of Nature.

Voltaire and Diderot repreesent the two opposite poles of
positive religious belief among the philasophes! delsm and
atheism. They differed in their concepts of God and matter,
but they were united in their faith in reseon and natural law,
and in thelr desire to establish a rational code of morality in
acoordance with natural law, Voltaire, a socclal crusader, more
congcerned with the eradication of injustice and superstition,
and with the oropagation of tolerance, benevolence and human-
itarianism, than with elaboration of a consistent creed, relied
on the basic tenets of deism and natural religlon for the
fabrication of his "Harthly" City. Diderot, a "selentific"

1. OCarl Becker, me
philosophers (New Haven, 1932), p. 31.




philosopher, more singerely interested in formulating a rational
synthesis of knowledge, than in emancipating mankind, eventually
construsted his "Harthly" City upon athelsm snd a materlalistie
interpretation of nature. Both structures, erected upon the
foundations of reason and natural law, bore the weaknesses of
the bullding materials. Voltalre realized the consequences of
his concept of an absentee God and his delstic and mechanistiec
interpretation of nature; but avo;dod the loglezl application

of his 1deas so that he would not undermine morality. Diderot,
more consistent than Voltaire, accepted the impliecations of his
denial of God and his deifilcation of matter; he recognized the
relativity of morality, and eventually abandoned man to the laws
of nature. Voltaire and Diderot were so impregnated with the
fundamental precepts of their age that they submitted every-
thing to the test of reason, and formulated all knowledge in
terms of natural law. Their "Zarthly" Citles, their concepts of
God, matter, and the unlverso; which were founded on reason

and natural law, tottered and fell under the attacks of Hume

and Kant,



General Characteristics of Voltaire's religious and maral ideas.

Voltaire aduered to the basic tenets of dédsm or natural
religlon throughout his lifetime, Belief in the existence of
& vague, indefinite Supreme Being, and in men's obligation to
live virtuously formed the core of his religious and moral
ideas., The universe, to Voltaire, was =n intricate mechanism
governed by external, immutable laws; human reason, unaided by
revelation, oduld deduce these physieal and moral laws. His
God was the prime mover, the external geometriclan who had
wound up and set in motion the Newtonlan world-machine; his
moral eode incorporated the prineiples of morality common to
mankind; but both his goneept of God and his concept of morality
laek olarity and consistency.

Voltaire opposed both the anthropomorphism of the Christ-
ians and the materialism of the nyhntltu. even though he con=
fessed ignorance as to the true nature and essence of God, He
separated God from matter, but declared the latter to be eternal
emsnations of the former; he affirmed the liberty of divine will,
but subjected it to immutable natural laws; he exhorted adoration
of the Divinity, but denled the effleacy of prayer; he proclaimed
a rewerding an avenging God, but rejected the immortality of
the soul and abstained from judging divine justloe. Voltaire
realized that the exigencies of morality would necessitate
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certain inconsistencies in hie coneept of God; natural religion
adequately sustained the philosopher, but the common people
needed a stronger incentive to virtue. The need to maintain
morality, however, does not ascount for all his self-contradict-
lona. After eatablishing the exlstence of God upon & mechaniat-
1e interpretation of nature, Voltaire refused to accept the
logloal gonsequences of hls basle propositiona; he preferred
to eloak his inconsistenoy with a profession of ignorance.
"Philosophy gives us ample evidence to prove that there is a
God, but it is powerless to teach us who he is, or what he does,
or how and why he does it., It is my firm convietion that one
must be God himself to lmow."l

Voltaire's moral code sinilarly lacks consistency, His
coneept of virtue, though distinet from metaphysies, was
inherently attached to the existence of God. He denled innate
ideas, and yet he admitted that God had fashioned all man with
common cgoncepts of justice and virtue., le recognized a universad
natural law, but declared that virtue was obedience to soglal
law. He sustained both an absolute and a relative moral code.
These inconsistencies however, did not prevent Veoltaire from
extolling certain fundamental principles of morality which were

1. Voltaire [Frangois-Marie Arouet de), Qsuvres comnibt.
v J rog N das & 3 man 2 . O L E . LOndorea '
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graphique iehl}, 1785-E0), vol. 38, P. 35; El8ments 4 palLlos~
lnhil.ll_hllﬁnn. fter cited as Voltaire, 8Inl:ll- This
passage is a free translation by the author. Unlese ctherwise
indicated, all translations from both the works of Voltaire and
those of 6laorot will be free translations by the author.



necessary for both individual happiness and the soelal good,
Starting from two basic axioms! God and virtue, Voltaire realiszdd
the Ansuffisfency of the ratlemal approach to ultimate truth,

but he refused to sdvance towards atheism or to withdraw to
pletism. Voltalre continued to defend delesm and natural religlion
long af'ter more profound thinkers had abandoned its basic tenetes.

Yoltairae's aoncept of God.

Two conolusive arguments, long traditional with the thelats -
that of design and that of the necessity of a first cause -
sustained Voltalre's belief in the existence of a Supreme Being.
"There are two ways to arrive st the notion that there is a
Being who presides over the universe,” wrote Voltaire; his
arguments reveal the positive nature of his Divinity.

¥hen I see a wateh whose hands mark the hours, 1 conelwde that

an intelligent being has arranged the springs of this mecnanism

so that its hands will mark the hours. Likewise, when . ses the
eprings of the human body 1 gonclude that an intelligent being

has arranged these organs that they might be received and nourish-
ed for nine monthe in the womb...., The universe is beyond my
comprohonlloné 1 cannot imagine that this watch exists without

a watchmaker,

The world, harmoniously and intricgtely ordered according to the

laws of Newtonian physice, must have had an externzl zrehiteet
for ite construction. Voltaire's Bupreme Being was this intelligent

4. Voltaire, Oeuyres, vol, 30, p. 22; Iraltd de la zata-
nmm'm vol. 14: Pe ms'm




designer of the universe.

"From this argument alone [Voltaire continumd], I ean
eonclude nothing but the probability that an intelligent surerior
being has cleverly prepared snd fashioned matter; 1 do not con=
clude that this being has orested matber out of nothing; that
he must be infinite in every sennm.”’ Voltaire saw the comneot=
ion in these ldens obly through the metephysieal argument of
the necesalty of a first causse,

1 exist therasfore, something exists, If something exists, then
something muet have existed from all sternity; for whatever ina,
either oxists thiough itsolf, or has received its be from
something else, If through itself, it exists necsssar 1y 4t has
always existed necessarllit it is &

from something else, and this 2eecond frorm a third, that from which
the last has received its being muet necessarily be God..c.h am
foreed to sdmit that there is n betng which exists noconaarllg.'
by 1%90&? for all eternity, and whieh 1 the origin of all ot

things.

Voltaire therupon concluded that this being could not be
maperial world: matter had no necessary, absolute existenee, no
movement, no intelligence,

if this material world exists by itsolf from absolute noocessity,
then it is & contradietion in terme to suppose that the least
part of this universe ocan be other than what it isj} for AL At
exists at this woment Irom abasolute necessity, this word alone
axoludes all other manner of being, Hut this table on whish X
am writinz, this pen which I am uaing have not always been what
Lhey are.ssss Then, If each part does not exist of abeolute
necessity, the vhoi- ocannot possibly exist by itself. I produge
movement; hance, movement d41d not cxist before and.,.. 1= not
esgential to matter.i... Matter regelives it elaowhere.... from
God. Similarly, intelllgence is not essential to matter: for
neither a rook nor a grain of wheat think. Then, from whom

2: _ﬁﬁ:» vol, 40, e 22 Iraitd de 12 udlaghvaique.

r PP. 23, .

od, If 1t has received ita being



have the particlaes of matter which think and feel recelved
sensation and thought? Not from themselves, since they think

in spite of themselves; not from matter in general, sinee
thought and sensations do not bslong to the essence of matter;
thorefore, they must have reeoived these gifts from the hand of
the lupronts intelligent, infinite Being - the original cause of
all things.

From these preofe, Voltaire concluded that there must be a prime
nover, an intelligent designer of the universe, a source of
movement and thought; but he was unable to ascertain additional,
positive attributes of his Divinity.

The problem of oreation and matter confused his ldeas on
the nature of the Supreme Being. Voltaire could not deeide!
whether God had ecreated matter out of nothling, whether matter was
co~eternzl with God, or whether God had drawn matter from his
own being, Iin which case th; universe would form essentially
part of the Aivine essence, "God is not in the cagse of causes
which we understand; he has bo&n able to eoreate spirit and matter
without being elther spirit or matter; méither the one, nor the

7
other are derived from him, but ereated by him." To escape so
obvious a problem, Voltaire avoided it completely by questioning
the 1dea of oreation. "We have no adequate notlon of the divim-
ity.se.. Rongon alone p;ovon that a being has arranged the
matter of the universe, but reason is poweriess to prove that

he hee ecreated this matter, that he has drawn it out of mthlns.".

Se ﬁ., pRe 24, 25,
6. s Ds 26,
Pe 32,

g: %ﬁ:: n}&x?. pp. 198, 199; Rigtionnaire philosophique;

article, Dieu,




In his proofs of the exlstence of God, Voltalre had dlstingulished
between the eternal creator and the created; he then realized

that matter might slso be extsrnal, and, in the end, preferred

to recognize the eternal quality of matter, as wall ag that of
God, rather than admit that God had created something out of nothing.
To the oriticism that this wae Mamghelsm, 2 recognition of twe
chief principles, Voltaire replied:"It is coneeivable that stones
" exist whieh an architeet has not yei fashioned. If he econstructs
2n immense brilding with them, 1t does not follow that there

are two arshitectey it merely signifles Lhe necassary obed lence

of brute rtone to the power of genius.," Since no certainty

could be sttmohed to elther concept, Vbltalro attempted to solve
the @ifficulty by proecleiming metter to be an eternal emanation
of the eternal being whose inherent characteristic was movement.

There is an eternal goometriclan.y Iils sssence is to produce.

axiste necescarily; therefore, all that exlate in hla ls

essentially necessary. A being ocannot be divested of his e¢ssence;
for then ha would cesse to he, God is active, therefore, he

has always acted,...s. [and] the world is an eternal emanation
of hlniglr; therefors, vhooter admite 2 God must 2dmit an eternal
L]

world

ile P s ‘A v:.«_j- al-
Garnier Fréres, Faris, [193€
Hereafter cited 2s Voltalre, Bmmm:n_n?u.n.nnmu-

10. Voltaire fl‘rtnqou-lhrh appuet del, DRialogues ct aneg=-
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. reafter cited as Voltaire, Rlaloguas.




Voitalre foresaw the loglcal consequences of thls coneept:
matter coming eternally from God eternally incorporated into matter
would lead to an identificationc® CGod and mattery two separate
entities - the cregtor and the created - would, 1in fact, become
one; God would be dlssolved into the mathematical order of nature.
Voltaire's efforts to clarify his concept of the Supreme Being
led him to the God=Natire of Spinoza, but rather than admit pan-
theism, Voltaire retreated, in defear, to his first basle pro=-
positions. "I, myself, am sure of nothinges ¥ Belleve that there
is an intelligent being, & formative powey, & God, I grope in
the dark cono‘kning all the rost."ll

In spite of the Aiffictilties entalled in the hypothesis of a
Divinity, Voltalire never agecepted a materlalistic interpretation
of nature. Two proofs had established the existence of God; two
arguments disposed of athelsm. Zven though Voltd ire might have
congeived movement to be an inherent prosirty of matter, he could
never admit that the movement of matter alone had produced the
universe such as it existed.
This supposition seems prodigiously ridiculous to me for two
reasons: first, there ere, in this unlverse, intelligent belings,
and you ean never pr hat 1t be possible for movement alone
to produce understanding; second, there 1s an infinity against
one to betathat an intelligens$, formative cause animates the
universe.
Should matter, merely through change and self-variatlon, without
a special gift of God, produce thought, then God would be dis-
solved in his own cre=ation; the organizing intelligence would

11. Ibid., p. 343.
12, ibid., p. 339.
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become indlstinguishable from the orgenized world; panthelsm

end even athelsm would supplant delam, Voltaire disarmed the
athelste by re-affirming God to be the source of movement and
thouzht: His soneert of the universe determined his concept of
God, The world, to Voltaire, was an intricate mechanism, nature
waeg pure art, desisned by an eternzl geometriclan,
I have always... recognized, in nature, a supreme power, as intellig-
ent 28 he 1p nowsrful, whe has Algnoded the universe such as we
ge@ it. 1 have never bean able to think... that chence, whioh
is nothinz, hna hasn adle to 4o evorything, 4As I eaw the whole
of nature subjeot to constant laws, 4 have recognlized & Reglslator;
an®? aa 2'1 the stars move gefordin- to the pruyle” of aternallh
mathematios, I have recogniszed... the sternal Geometriclan.

Tharsunon, Voltaire faced the difficulty of reconeilibg hie
belief in an alle-powerful Supreme Belng with hia coneept of
the univeras governed by eternal, immutable, mathematieal lawa,
"The methematical laws are immutable = that is true; but it was
not necassarv thet the earth be plaoce@l where it is; no mathematioc-
al law esn ret without movement; movement does not exist by

15

1tuelf; thus you must have recourse to 2 prime mover.," God
angcording to Veltaire, was free to determine the immutable laws
of the imiverse; thereunon, he hecame sublect to them. "God s
the glave of his own will, of his own wisdom, of the laws which
he has est2blished, of hies proper nature., Hz eammot alter their

16
gourse because he ocammot be weak, flckle and inconstant.”

-

Li. 13, Gustave Lanson, Yoltaire (Faris, A924;, p. 65. Here=-
after gited 2e& Lanson,

o -
14, Voltaire, » De 391; Equbror t Adalos.
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2T u pamte Ae Oh rfiald. Hereafter olted as Gbltltro.



Lacking absolute free will, however, Voltaire's Divinity could
hardly be colled a Supreme Seing. This apparent contradlietion,
Voltaire rationalized by his concept of liberty.

Liberty is uniquely the power to act..... %o act and to will are
precisely the same as to be free, God himself ocan be free only
in this cense, le has willed and he has zcted zccording to his
will, If you supposed his will to be necessarily determined, if
you said: "He has necessarily done what he hae dgne ; you would
fall into as great an abgurdity as 1if you said: "There iz one
God and there 1s no God." For if God were neceesity, he would
no longer be God. Liberty in God is the power to think always
what he wishes, and to opernte’alwsys wvhat he wiches,17

Thus the liberty of Voltaire's Suprsme Beinz wos merely the
power to exasute eternally his eternal will as manifested in
the immutable laws of nature.

Having reduced divine liberty to determinism, VYoltalre
denied the miraculous. "4 miracle is the violation of mathematie=
al, divine, immutable, iternnl lawss By this exposition alone,
a miragle is a contradlotion in torm;; & law cannot be immut-
able and at the same time violated," Even God, who had
established the laws of the universe,could not suspend their
operation. To maintain that God would interfere in favour of
man wag pure anthropomerphism. "Is it not the most absurd of
follles to imagine that the infinite being would invert, in
favour of three or four hundred ants inhabiting this small mass
of mud, the otorgnl play of those ilmmense springs which move the

9
whole universe." Voltaire's Divinity was the lmpersonal,

17. Voltaire, Qeuwres, vol, 40, pp. 65, 68, 69; Iraiis
1€, .y _vole 53, ps 435; Rlatlomnaire philosenhique;
article, iracles,.

19. Ikid., P. A36.
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impartial Supreme Being of the dels$s, who, having wound up the
world-machine, to use his own well-worn phrase, remained aloof
from his creation.

On a similar basis, Voltaire declared the inefficacy of

prayer.

The Eternal has his designs for all eternity. If prayer accords
with his immutable will, it is useless to ask of him what he has
resolved to do. If you entreat him to do the gontrary of what

he has resolved, you entreat him to be weak, fickle and inconstant;
then, you believe him such, you moeck him. Zither you ask him for
a just thing, in whigch case he owes it and will do it without
{our praying for it (by entreating him, you show distrust)} or

he thing is unjust , and your prayers are an outrage. You are
worthy or unworthy of the grace which you implore; worthy,

he does it better than you; if unworthy, Y84 commit an additional
erime by asking for what you do not merit.

Prayer to Voltaire, was merely another manifestation of anthropo-
morphism,

If the immutable will of God, ordering everything for all
eternity, precluded divine intervention in human affairs, and
the efficacy of prayer, Voltaire still admitted a kind of prayer
in adoration of his Divinity.

God of all stars and all beings, the only prayer which might
become you is submission; for what ean be asked of who has
ordered e hing, foreseen everything , enchalined everything,
singe the origin of things? If, however, we might be permitted
to present our needs to a father, conserve in our hearts this
very submission, conserve there your pure religion, ward off
all superstition.... Preserve the purity of our customs, the
friendship which our brothers bear for one another, the kind-
ness they manifest to all men, their obedience to the laws,
their wisdom in their private conduet; let them live and let
them dle adoring but one God, the rewarder of good, the avenger
of evil, a God which can neither be born nor dle, nor have

20. ZIbhid., vol. 54, pp. 318, 319; Distilonnairs philoa-
aphigua; article, "Pridres.



:;:;;::::!1 but who has in this world too many rebellious
Voltaire's prayer recognized a God, who inspired worship,
and who was also the rewarder and avénger; but this was denied
in any personal sense by his concept of a God without free will,
as well as by his denial of the immortality of the soul. If
the soul'were material, if the dissolution of the organs termin-
ated the existence of man,how and when would this God act to
reward and avenge? "I do not guarantee that I have demonstrats
ions against the spirituality and the zi.guortauty of the soul,
but all probabilities are against it." God, to Voltalre, was
the source of human feeling and thought; man was but an auto-
maton in divine hands; it was unlikely that the soul survive
the body. Voltaire summarized his argument against the im-
mortality of the soul. "..... LMan 1s but)the perishable
instrument of an eternal power. Judge yourself if the instru-
ment ¢an still play when it no longer exists, 1f it would not
be an evident contradiction. Judge..ss. if, in admitting a
sovereign ereator, you ean admit beings who survive hll.'zs
Wag God, then, the rewarder and avenger of individuals vﬁo
perished entirely? Even though it led him to basic ineconsistencles,
Voltaire goncluded: "For the common good of all méserable think-
ing beings, one must weigh the advantages of admitting a God,
rewarder and avenger who serves both as a restraint and as a

22, Voltatre, Cauvraa, voi. %0, pechi Enaiik da ia nita-
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consolation, or of rejecting this idea and ah:ndonzng man to
2
hopeless calamities and reMorseless orimes.” To Voltaire,

there was no choloe,

The bellef in a God, rewarder of ?ood actions, punisher of evil
deeds, pardoner of light faults, is the most useful of beliefs
for the human race; it is the only check for powerful men who
insolently commit publiec erimes; 1& iz the only check for men
who adroitly commit seoret crimes,=>

The fear ;gd love of God prevented ordinary men from turning
to erime, and faollitated govermment; but was this oconcept
esasential to the philosopher?

Can a nation of athelsts exist? I belleve that you must dis=
tinguish between a nation, properly speaking, and a soclety of
athelsts above the nation. It is only too true that, in every
gountry, the populace need a very great restraint, and that iAf
Bayle had had onli five or slx hundred peasants to govern, he
- would not have falled to tell them of a God who would reward the
virtuous and punish the wicked. But Bayle would never have
spoken of him to the Zpleureans who were wealthy men, fond of
repose, cultivating all soclal virtues, especially that of friend-
ship, fleeing the -nuunEF?lnoo and dang,r of publie affalirs and
leading an innocent, comfortable life. ‘

Thus Voltaire implied that the philosopher could abstain from
such a eoneept, that he had no need to ad?rn his deity with such
attributes.

By suggesting that God was the avenger of vige and the
rewarder of virtue, however, Voltaire admitted the presence of
@evil in the universe., Did this imply lack of power in the
Supreme Being? Voltalre posed the same questions as Epiourust

24. Voltaire, Ristionnaire philoaaphigua, It 399; artiele
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Either God wants to prevent evil in this world and cannot do

it, or he can do it and willl not, or he nelther wishes to nor
ean do it, or he both wishes to and can do it. If he has the
desire without the power, he is impotent, whieh is contrary to
the nature of Godj; Af he has the power and not the desire, he

is malicious! this is no less contrary to his nature; if he has
neither the power nor the desire,he is both impotent and evil,
and is consequently not God; if g hae the desire and the power,
from whence then comes the evil?

Both anti-Pascal and anti=Leibnitz, Voltaire steered a middle
ecourse between Jansenism and opt!.nlu.zg This was not the best
possible Of*'bripl; nor was man in a miserable state of deprav-
lti}\tvorythlng tended towards the best. If everything was not
good, everything was pa--ablc:;g Evil was neither a quality

of matter nor an inherent quality of Ged. ltpn_ph-.oxtltonao
of evil it 414 not follow that God, the perfect and universal
bein;: kacked the abllity to create a perfeectly crdered unlvorno.jl
"His will can have nothing to do with choosing indifferently
ictwoon'good and evil, since there is neither good nor evil for
him, If he did not do good necessarily by a will necessarily
determined, he would do it without reason, without ecause,

whieh would be nbaurd."32 Voltaire concluded that God acted

in a way which ordinary man called arbitrary, but which in
reality accorded with predetermined reasons which the finite

33
human mind would forever fall to comprehend. Evil, in faect,

28, 5;14.. I: 77, 78; article, "Tout est bien."
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@14 not exist, but was merely a word used by men who had falled
to understand divine will.

With regard to the reproaches of injustice and eruelty which

are heaped upon God, I reply that supposing there is moral evil
(which appears chimerical to me), thie moral evil is also aas
imposaible to explain in the system of matter as in the idea of
God. I reply that we have no other 1dea of justise than that
which we ourselves have formed offall action useful to soclety and
in confornity to laws established by us for the common good}

and this idea, belng only the idea of relations of man to man,

ean have no analogg to God, It is as sbourd to say of CGod, in

this gense, that Cod ie just or unjust, as to say that @éd is

blue or square., It 1s therefore foolish to reproach God for

the fact that flies are eaten by splders, that men live only

olght; yeers, that men sbuse thelr 11btr£y to destroy one another...
To affirm that a thing 1s bad, we must concelive something better.
Ve oan Judgze that a machine is lmperfect by the idea of perfect-
ion which 1t lacks; we cannot, for example, Jjudge that the three
sides of a trlan;lo,gra unequal if we have no idea of an eguil~
ateral truMI.onnc

How then, could man judge divine wisdom?

Voltairels concept of God remained vague and confused;
each sttempt at clerificsticn led to further contradietion and
1nc§nsintonay. Although he believed the idea of CGod to be
just as essential to mankind as a phyeical body, Voltalre was
unable to define precisely the nature and attributes of his
deity. "Is it poesible that the knowledge of God, our ereator,
our preserver, our everything, is less necessary to man than
a nose and five fingers{ All men are born with a nose and five
fingers, yet none is born with the knowledge of Goa."” Un-
fortunately, the idea of God was not inseparable from human
intelligence and had to be reached, the same as every other
idea of sclence, through a more or less laborious effort of

I -
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reasoning. £Even when achieved, no cortalnty could be attached
to the 1dea of God. Multiple vaPiations inevitably resulted,
Voltaire's God was the great unknown, the supreme intelligence,
the eternal geometriciaen who governed the universe in accordance
with eternal, immutable lawe. His God was the primordial and
final cause of everything, distinct from matter, yet eternclly
active in matter;divine providence never extended to individu=ls;
man muet adore not entreat the Divinity, His God waes the avenger
and rewarder of individuals who perished entirelyj dAivine
purpose was incomprehensible to man; his Supreme Beinz wae the
God of philosophy and reason. To Woltaire, it wac useless to
speculate beyond these basie principles on the nature of the
Divinity. It mattered little whether Zod wae in one partiocular
place, hyond space or everywhere; it mattered little whether
God maw the future as future or noresent, whother matter was
etearnal, whether God was corporal or spiritual. If these dis-
guesions 414 not create better husbands, fathera, masters, and
eitizens, what mood 41d they d0? How much more essentlal 1t
was to eultivate virtue, to aet kindly, to combat superstition
and fanetiolsm, to propagate toloranno.BT

Voltaire, through the medium of Dondindaa, a simple
Beythian,reneved his profession of lgnorance. In reply to the

endlese questioning of Sogomachas, & learned theologian of

36. Ikid., p. 35.
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Constantinople, Dondindae¢ sald:

I will tell you what happened to me one day., I had Jjust finish~-

ed bullding an arbor at the end of my garden, when 1 heard a

mole arguing with a bgnblo—boe. "There is a beautiful construct-

ion, sald the glo: a very powegrul mole must have oroc.f,oﬂ

that edifice. ou are mistaken, cried the bumble-bee; "the

architegt of this bullding is certainly a bumble-bee of great

genius, Since that day 1 have abstained from vain Aisoussion.>8
Voltaire reached the conclusion that the deepest searchings

of a dlisintereated mind could define the Supreme Belng in terms

no more exalted than those of man himself. Cod, to Voltailre,

waé A sooial negessity, the fundamental bLasis of his moral code,
Voltaire's conceot of morality.

From his basie axioms: the existence of a vegue, indefinite
Supreme Belng, and man's obligation to virtuous living, Voltaire
deduced a moral code, . Just as there was gonfusion and eontra=
dioction in his oomopt‘@%‘ God, so there were ineonsistaneles in
his concept of morality. Voltaire accepted the Supreme Being
as a base but not 28 a sanction for his moral 0069.39 Sven
though he detached morality from metapnysics, he attashed the
gonocept of virtus to a beliel in God, His denlal of imnate
ideas d1d not exclude & common goncept of justice and injustice,
of good and evil, which was based on econseience. Although he

recogniizged a universal, nmatural law, distinet from convention

38. s Do 237,
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and arbitrary usages, he also declared that virtue was obedience
to soels) law, He elaborated two moral codes: one absolute,

one relative. In spite of his self-contradictions, however,
Voltaire axtolled certain fundamental prineiples of morality,
whleh were the basis of soclety, as consistently as he malntalned
the existence of CGod.

Morality, to Yoltaire, though theoretically independent of
metaphyelics, was, in faot, ineffably attachodrto his belief in
God, whoss existence he accepted through.motaphpntcal argumnent.
Happlly, whatever system we embrace, none harms morality; for
what difference does it make Af matter la crested or meraly
arranzed? God 12 equally our abeolute master. We should be
equally virtuous living on a chaos which has dlsentangled 1it-
#2lf as on a chaos which has been drawn from nothing; almost

none 26 these metaphysical questions 1lafluences the cunduet of
1ife.

However, Voltaire's concept of virtue, the core of his moral

code, took different forms. B

Voltaire, at times, seemed to recognize a natural law,
independent of all human conventions, a unlversal eriterion of
good an? evil, of virtue and vice, of Justlee and injustice,

whioh waas inapired by Go~,

In truth, God has not sald to man: "Here are the laws which I

glve you from my mouth, by whieh I want you to govern yourselves;”
but he hanm ereated in man what he has areated in other animals.

He has given man certain feelinge from which he can never detagh
hWimself, We 2re born for example, with the desire for the well-
being of our specles, and we alwaye act iln acoordance with this
inetinet unlees our own particular good comes into confliet with

40. Voltsire, Dictionnaire philosopbigus, 1: 126; artiele,
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the peneral good, in whioh cese self-interest predominates.
Thua, manutcnds to help his fellow when it doces not coet him
anything.

God, ncecording to Voltaire, had not sanctioned any partieular
moral eode, but had oreated each individual with the faculty
for receiving and applying the baslie principles of natural law,
"Show me 2 country where it 1s honest to steal from me the
frult of my lahour, to violate my promise, to lle'in order to
harm, to slander, to assassinate, to pciscn, to be ungrateful
towards my henefactor, to beat my mother and fathsr when they
offer me nourllhn.nt."#g The maxims of Confuclue were an
empression of this law: "Do unto others as you would have them
4o unto you; forget the injuries @one to you, but remember the
kind ﬁeet'm."h3 In fact, Veltalre concluded that the ldeae of
Juatiee andilnjultlee were as clear and as universal as the
ide=se of heslth and uicknsliz of truth and falsity, of com=
venience and inconvenience, Ged, according to Voltaire,
inspired in men the idea of Justice; God was the source of
morality. "Who has given us the feellng of the Just and the
uniuest? God, who hep given us & brain and a heart... Morality
i3 ono, it comes from God."

Having recognized a natural lew of morallty as imparted
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to man, through God, Voltaire was foreced to reconclile this con-

cept with his rejection of innate ideas,

I agree with Loocke the wrot.oj that there are no innate ideas, no
innate prineciples of truth; for children are not born with the
idea of God} otherwise, all would have the same idea, We are
not born with developed principles of morality; otherwise, all
nationg would have the same prlnclplel.hglnoo they would be en-
graved on the heart of each individual.

Realizing the consequences of this declaration in destroying so-
eial unity, Voltaire restated his views in a way which asserted
that 21l men were constitutionally created to reach the same ideas
of morality even though the ideas were not planted full-blown in
their minds.

Locke waeg an avowed theist ,Voltaire wrotel. I have becn sur-
prised to find in the chapter on innate eas of the great philos-
opher that all men have different ideas of Jjustice. f that were
80, morality would no longer be imparted to man; there would be
no longer a natural religion..... There 1s no innate knowledge
for the same reason that there 1s no tree which bears leaves and
frult when it first grows out of the earth. Nothing is what
people call innate; that 1s, born developed; but.e... God causes
us to be born with organs which, as they grow, make us feel all
things that eme specles must feel for the conservation of the
species.sses It 18 merely a question of using our reason to die-
tinguish the shades of honesty and dishonesty. Good and evil
often border; our passions confuse them, Who will enlighten our
concepte? Ourselves, when we are calm, Whoever has written

on our duties has well written, in all R*n countriees of the world,
Af he has written only with his reason.

Voltaire believed that God planted in each mind the seeds of

potential moral knowledge, seed which, when grown into plants,
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produced universally in all minds the identleal concepts of good
and evil; reason, in such a procese, consisted neither in system-
atle thought, nor in empirical investigation, but in moral in-
trospection., Voltaire concluded that man's conselenee - human
instinet guided by reason - could ascertain natural law, His
denial of innate ideas 41d not exclude consclence.

Having formulated an absolute moral code, inepired by God
and based on natural law, on copmon notions of Jjustice, virtue,
and good, Voltaire rationalized a eecond, a relative code.
Naturalbéaw, scoording to Voltaire, was also self-interest and
reagon; man gulded by reason in p#rsuit of his own particular
good. Hach individual would, henceforth, decide in terms of
hls personal well-béing, the eriterion of good and evil, of vir-
tue and vice.

Good actions are but the actions from which we draw an advantage;
+s+s orimes, the actions which ape contrary to us.... There is
no good in itself, independent of man; there is no' good in it-
self, independent of the physical. Our phyeical good and bad
have exlstence only in connection with us; why should our moral,
§ood and bad, be otherwise?.... If a sheep should say to a wolf:
You lagk moral good and God will punish you," the wolf would
reply: "1 am fulfilling my physiecal good, and apparently God does
not ecare too much whether I eat yemor not. The wisest conduet
on the part of thedatep would be to rggaln close to the guardian
shepherd and to the protecting hound.
This relative concept of morality, Voltalre translated into terms
of soclety, of the general good. "Virtue and viece, moral good

and evil are in every country that which is useful or harmful
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to the socletyeess Virtue is the habit of doing those things
whieh please men, and vice, the habit of doing those things which

50
displease them, Virtue in one climate may be vice in another,”

Theft, dishonesty, 1incest, adultery, fraticide - all were oon--
doned or discredited according to the particular and the general
3006.51 Voltaire concluded that every reasonable man would
see that 1t was to hls interest to be an honest man in accord-
ance with the laws and eonventions of his socliety, If, however,
individual interpretation of personal well-being determined the
eriterion of morality, if roral good and evil had no existence
apart from man, an individual might seek his own well-being in
upsetting nociety. in killlng,‘ln stealing and slandering when
such conduct was not sanctioned by soclety. Voltalre realized
the consequences of hls relative concept of morality, but could
merely reply: "I have nothing to say to those men but that
they will probably be hungess.s It 18 preeisely fur them that
laws are mude."s2 If, however, the fear of physical punishment
414 not restrain erime, a kind of innate pride, which caused man
to suffer if hated and desplsed, would guarantee virtuous con=-
duet.
There 1s certainly a punighment more true, more inevitable for

eriminales in this world han physieal punishment] . What 1s 1t?
Remorse which never falls, and human vengeance, which rarely

50 « «» DPp. 84, 85,
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falls. I have known men, very evil and very atroclous; I have
never seen one of them happy.... If crime is thus punished,
virtue 1ismecompensed, not by the SElyslan flelds, where the body
walxe insipidly about,after it ceases to exiet; Dbut during life,
by the inner peace of having done one's duty, by tranquility of
r;s by the applause of nations, and the friendship of honest

Through thies logie, Voltalre elaborated his second code of mo-
rality, a relative system based on a particular soclal group.
Both the r%ndatlon on the Supreme Being and the univordlh element
were absent, and virtue had lest its traditional meaning.

In spite of this denlal of an abesolute moral code, Voltaire
continually maintained that there was a unliversal concept of
morality inherent in thd basic elements of human nature. "God
has accorded.... [man self-love which is useful to him;
benevolence which 1s useful to his fellow; anger which ie dan-
goruus, compaseion which disarms it; sympathy for several of
his companlons, antipathy towards others. HMany needs, much industry,
instinet, reason, passion - that 1is mn."54 Voltalre belleved
that man's natural inelinations, the gift of God, would gulde
him along the true path 8 good, of Justice, of virtue. Human
inetinets were sc favorably balanced that man would invariably
seek both hls own partlcular good and the collective well-being.
Conventions and arbitrary usages, laws and dogmas, might differ -
they were human; but certain fundamental principles of morality,
essential to soclal living, never varied - they were dilvine. HMan

according to Voltalre, had only to believe in a pure, ratlonal
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Supreme Being in order to be virtuous. "Atheism and fanatlolsm
are the two poles of a uhlverse of confusion and horror. The
narrow zone of virtae is between these two poles. Walk with a
firm step down this path; belleve in a bountiful Gpd. and be
good. That 1s all that the great leglslators..... ask of thelr
people.” Voltaire summarised his views on religion and moral-
ity in his advice to mankind:

Continue to cultivage virtue, to be benevolent, to regard all
superstition with horror or pityj.....adore with me the deslgn
which is manifested throughout the whole of nature, and consequent-
ly the author of this design, the primordlal and final cause

of ever{thing; hope with me that our monad which reasons on the

great eternal Being may be happy by the grace of thie Great Being
himself .-6 .
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Genaral characteriatias of Diderot's relizioua sand moral ideas.

Diderot's 1dess on religlon 2nd morality tended to change
in definite and parallel directions during his lifetime., In
1745, he was a £h¢1st, acecepting conventional Christianm morale
ity; by 1746, he had become & delst, advoesting a rationel
sensuallsm; by 1754, he wae an athelet, professing = hedonistie
utilitarianism,. IHils desire tn synthesize knowlsdmge into s ration-
al lntarprcyatlon of nature and of morality, acecording to the
fundamental precepts of hie 2g¢ - resson and natural law -
compelled him to follow hle doetrines to thelr logleal conclusions.
Diderot considered it inevitable that netural religlion should
glve way to the religlon of nature; that the mechanistie interpret~
ation of nature should cede to the materialistic lntarprotatlon;l

that absolute morality should yield to relstive morality.

Revelopment of Riderot s thought Lrom deism to atibeisn and his
materialiatic interpratation of natura.

Ag Diderot successively embraced the dominant creeds of his
5gs, his concert of Divinity progreassed from the anthropomorphie
@0d8 of the thelsts, to the intelligent designer of the delsts,
to the God-nature of the panthelsts, and finelly to the eternal
matter of the atheiste. This trencition from deism to athelsm

1. lLouis Dueros, Liderat, 1'homme ot 1'acrivain (Paris, 1894)
p. 312, Hereafter cited as Ducros, Diderat.



{for thelem end panthelsm were momentary creeds) esn be traged
in his worke from his first philosophic treatise, Sapal _sur le
meriie et la werty, in 1745, to bis Bensdes suc 1'interur€iation
de la nature, in 1754, sné his 38ve de A'ilembert, in 1769,

and can be studied most systemetically in the ssme chronologleal
ordar,

When Diderot published Lasal sur le mirite et 1a vertu, in
1745, a translation of Suaftoshury's eassy of the same $itle,
his ideas had not yet begun to take Jeglisive form, Dlderot
adhered faithfully to the inglish original in the body of hils
text, bui, beoauss ne was still influenced by Catholleclem, he
earefully annotated passages on Ged and Christlan morallty
which might have been interprsted as favoring dalam.2 Hie
defense of Lhaftesbury as & thelat, whoss bellefl 1a God adauitted
revelation, rather then a delst, whose bsllef denled revelatien,
indteated Diderot's preference for thelsm., Soth Diderot, st
thie time, and Ohaftesbury conaldorad thelsm to be the root of
all rcllgionu.k Their purposes fussed in thelir desire to show
that virtue was almest individBlbly attached toc the knowledge of
God and that the temporal happinesa of men wag ineepsrshle from
vlrtuo.s "Ng virtue without & belief in CGeé; no happiness withe

out virtue," Thelr common sdversarics were the athelste, "who

- -
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are partieularly proud of their probity, and men without probity
who extol their happiness."”

For Diderot, at thls time, as for the deists and the theists,
the marvele of nature proved the existence of a Supreme Being.
He attributed athelsm to either the lack of reflection or the
lack of intelligence. lils footnotes expanded Shaftesbudy's
original text.

The miracles of nature are exposed to our eyes long before we
possess reason enough to be enlightened about them. If we came
into this world with that rezson which we possess when we enter
the Opera for the first time, if the curtain suddenly rose, struek
by the ndeur, the magnificence, and the varlety of the scenery,
we would not have the strength to deny consoiousness of the
etermal workman who hes prepared the spectaegle; but who dares to
marvel at what one has seen for fifty years? Seome, ocoupied with
their needs , have hardly had the time to devote to metaphysleal
speculations. The rising of the sun would call them to work; the
most beautiful nighte.... would be dumd for them, or wouls merely '
eall them to rest. Others, less ocoupled, heve neither had the
ocoasion tg guestion nature norithe intelligence to understan?
her reply.”

Diderot’'s Divinity, however, was more then the intelligent
designer of the universe; God was the source of virtue and
happiness, the rewarder and avenger oi nnnkinﬂ.g Diderot's
notes on this point, also, were more explicit than the text and
explained the consequences of assoclating God and aorality.
"Athelsm leaves probity without & support. It does worse, it
tends indirectly to depravity." How liobbes, who Aid not
believe in God, remained a worthy eitizen, a2 benevolent father,

o
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and a falthful friend, throughout his lifetime, Diderot could

not explain adequately. "Men are not consistent; they offend a

God whose existence they admit; they deny the existence of A&

God from whom they merit good; ... Lf one were to be astonished,
it would not be because an atheist lives well, but because a
Christdan lives btdly."ll Diderot evean veantured to pralse Christ-
ianity on the grounds of its morality.

The purity of the Ohristlan| moral cods paralts one to presume
the veracity of the cult; ror if theo worel code 1s corrupt, the
cult whiesh sanetions thia degradation is oroved false. *hat an
asdvantage this olaple reflsction gives to Chrlstlanity above all
3E:I:tr1;1gionn. What moral code 1ls comparable to that of Jesus
To doubt the sincerity of these passages would be to mlsunder-
gtand Diderot's character., frdent, oasslonate, enthuslastie,
Diderst inaisted on writing the whole truth as he saw it., In
fagt, even though the fate of his grestest accoupllshnent, the

ﬁnnxalnnidlgllgy in the balance, Dlderct burned with angsr
because hie i1deaep had been dlstorted secretly by the publisher
who faaraed oenaorahlp.l3 éa5n1_lnn_lg_né:i&g_n;_lﬁ_xﬁnﬁn pProves
thet, in 1745, Diderot believed in God, the gouree of virtue

and happliness; that he accepted the érguments of the delets
(which were the same as thuse of the thelsts) proving the
exlistence of God; and that he refralned from a rejlecticn of

ravaletion, His attitude pecns to have besn a fusion of theism

s " 4
2 ."‘\Lng >

11. .
12, 1Ibid,, I: 3

1%, <orenh Reinach, Diderot (Paris, 1894), p. 70, Here-
after oited as Reinaeh, Diderot. ’ g
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Zensdaa philosophigues puolished in 1746, marks the begin-
ing of Diderot's digressions irom his [irsl semi-thelstic
propoesitions, the second st@p in uls lnoessant gropings alter
truth in accordance with the dictates of redson and naturcl 1lade
This essay is a ourious conglomeration of reflexions on deism
and atheism, and of attacks on miracles and revalation, whieh
indicete the 2t11l indeclelve state of his thought. It is
aifficult to determine whether the contemplstion of the problty
end virtue of atheiste in contrast with the distonesty and L=
morality of Christiane, or the recognition of tne weaknesces
of Shaftesbury's reesoning altered Viderot'e thought. Relnach
attributes the change to the latter cauee: ag the englineer ls the
first to percelve the ilmperfegtions of nieg sgtructure, so the
traneiator (Diderot) soon saw the defects of Chaf'tesbury's
aauay.l4

15

“I write of Goa" deolared Diderot in his dedisatorial
orefage to Pens@es philosaphlquasihe falthfully adhered to the
bellef in God. While falling to elarifiy his own concep: of the
Divinity, he repudiated the severe, vengeful God of the Christians.
"The habltual portrayal of the Supreme Beins with his inelinmation
to wrath 20 hie vindiotive inolemeney termts the purest soul te
wish that,... {guoh a Gnd] 414 not axiat,” . This coneent of

tha Divinity sngendsred fsar, suparatitlon and fanaticiesm whish

=
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were move harmful to God than sthelam. Tor sould infinite

merey be stiributed te God. "One must not imagine God either
too good or too wloked."la Though Diderot ventured little
beyond this negative aspect, he malntained his fundamsntal
belisfs as yet, he could not envisage athelsm. le detested
those who falsely denied God; he pltied those who sinecerely

gould not helieve because they had loet all oonaolation.lg
Didernt halisye? that the deist, not tha Thristian nor the meta-
physieciet, could mest convinecingly persuade the athelst of his
orror.ao A profaund knowledge of natural shencmena formed the
secure foundgtlona for delat argumentezl and %he lntellligent
functioning of his mind confirmed his conelusions. Ffar from
rejesting the methodleal doubt, Diderot ceneldered sceptleism
the first aster towsards truth, the veritable touch-stone; wuat

had never been gueaticned had never been provod.22 Doubt, aceord-
ing to Diderct, enadlsd the ewerclse 6f the faoulty of reasoning,
a divine gift whose maoriflce Ged Ald not exagt; Af recson were
renounesad, the mind would have no gulde and would have tc adopt
a secondary nrinei;le, relsgailing ail in questlon to the hypo=-
thotica1.23 NDiderot relled on reason, ncot falth, to establieh
his belief 2nd proof cof Cod.

This same reason caused him to reject Alvine revelatlon

17. ﬁ., 1: 107,
180 .
19, oy 1 112,

20. 1Ibtd., It 1074
210 m., I‘ 109.
ﬂ. m:, I‘ 11“0
23, ihid., It 126.




and mirsgles, and to 2itaek Christianity. He mocked the divine
origin of the Zeriptures: just as certain palntings, attributed
to the bond of angels, violated all the rules of art, whieh the
heavenly host must certalnly know, and thereby proved the
tradition to be falee, sc the Zerlptures falled to mateh the
work§ of profane authors, and could not be divinely lnlplrod.n
in a similar way, Diderot dismissed miracles: thouch an entire
nation bhore witness to the mlracles of Jesus Christ, he would
maye confidently rely on the authority of one préfane nuthnr.zB
The testimony of one honest man anmnouncing an overvhelming
vietery by the ¥king seemed wore oredible to him than that of the
vhole of Parie sffirming the resurreectlion of a2 dead man at
Panly.aﬁ Diderot bslieved that the epoch of reveletlions, of
prodigies and sxtrsordinary miesglone had long eince paseed
away; this superstructure of Christiasnity wae ne longer needed
by religlon. "It 18 not by miracles that one must Judpe the
mission of & man but by the conformity of hiz éoctrineswith that
of the people to whom he alaims to be sent, espeaiaily when the
doctrine of that people ils proven truo.“aa This attaek on the
velidity of Chrietienity, accompanied by the zmacuastion tpnt
the religlon of Jesun Christ converted the moderan man to in=

20%% 30
eredulity Dbrought offlecial condemnatdon of the work. Diderot

24, Lh;g., I: 118, As sever a judgement was soccorded the New
Testament, Lo prove the Zospels by a miragle is to prove an
abaurd ity by a thing contrery tormature,” (L1i 127),
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31
was 80 bold as to deny the Holy Trinity and to mock the unity

of divine will. According to the Roman Church: "God the father
Judges men worthy of his eternal wengeance; God‘th' Son Judges
them worthy of his infinite merey; the Holy Spirit remains
neutral. How does this Catholle verblage sceord with the unity
of divine m.n.""2 Thereupon, he regonsidered the possibility
of truth in the teachings of the Church and pondered! “What
will God do to thoee who have never heard of his son? ﬁtll

he punish the deaf for not having h.ara?"33 Into the category
of those who had never heard of Jesus, he fitted all men whose
consgience opposed a bellef in Christ; within a few years, he
would expand it to include those who denled God himself.

After having undermined the fundamental doctrinesof Christ=
ianity, Diderot attempted to repalr the damage in a way which
merely aggravated it. OSupposedly raecognizing the superlority
of Christianity to atheiem, deism, Judalsn, and lslam, he
heaped rioicule on Christdan apologetlus: weight, =zccording te
Diderot, not truth tilted the balance in favour of the Christlans,.
Even his profession cf faith mecked crihodex bellsf.

I was born in the Roman Cathelile ipostolic Chureh, and I submit
my being to ite declsions. I want to dle in the religlon of my
fathers »nd + bellsve it good to the extent that it ls possible

for one who has never had any imwedlate contact géth the dlvinity
apd vho has never been a witness to any niracle.”.

31. Diderot It 124
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The condemnation of Christian dogma was complete.

If reliance on revelation and miracles occasioned Diderot's
gensure, the rejeetlion of superfluous trimmings evoked his
praise; Diderot dld not stilt his eulogy of natural religlon,
the most reasonable of creeds. In complete harmony with divine
kindness and justice, natural religion taught the kmowledge of
essentlal truths and the practice of important dutlel.36 Natyral
religion was based on human intelligence treating men as reasonable
beings, sinee it proposed no concept beyond reason or contwadict~
ory to :'eamn..57 Mohammedan, Jew, Chinese and Christian, while
maintaining the primacy of his own ocult, agreed on naturallsm
as his second cholce. "Hence," concluded Diderdt "that to which
is accorded second plagce by unanimous consent, andmwhlch cedes
first plagce to none, incontestably merits firast plaoo."

By thls time Diderot had completely shaken off all tracés
of thelsm and had accepted deism and hatural religion unconditlon-
ally. His mechanistic interpretatlon of nature fagllitated a
materialistiec interpreta lon; because, in Diderot's concept, the
activity of the Supreme Being was reduced to the minimum, God
wag easlly nuppruied. Even in 1746, while sincerely deploring
the indifference of man towards God, his desire to vivify the
coneept of Divinity led to a fusion in his mind of God wilth

nature, to panthelsm.

36, lbid., I: 132, 134,
37. Zibid., I: 135.
38, ihid.



Men have banished the Divinity from among themselves; they have
relegated him to a sanctusry; the walls of a temple limit his
view: he does not exist beyond, O foolish man. Destroy these
barriers which narrow your .“i enlarge God; sn him every-
where he exists, or say that he is non-existent.?

Already the foundations were lald in his mind for materialistie
atheisnm,

Diderot comded¥ed his first denial of God behind the words
of Saunderson, the imaginary English mathematiclan , of hile
Latires sur les aveugles & )'usage de ceux gui velenk. In this
essay, published in 1749, he hesitated at the thought of openly
avowing his atheism, preferring to agree wu.t.xoVolul.n in the
latter's rejection of Saunderson's opinions. Perhaps Diderot's
conscisnce still hesitated, but his pen more frequently sustained
than attacked the arguments which Saunderson addressed against
the hypothesis of a Divinity. Te the proof of God based on the
marvels of nature, for example, Diderot's learned blind man
replied!

Put aside the vhglo of this beautiful spectacle which has never
been made for me, I have been conde to pass my 1life in
darkness; and you cite prod&g!.u which I do not understand,

whioh prove onlz.for you and for those who see like .
you want me to believe in God, you must have me touch him,

It 113,
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The argument was weak; rollowigs such reaseoning a man with normal
sight could demand to see God. Realizing the @edioority of
both the proof and the objection, Diderot boldly az;ortod the
selentific inutility of supernatural intervention.

If in our opinien a phenomena is beyond man, we lmmedlately say,
"It 1s the work of Godj' our vanity is not contented with less.
Can we not put into our speech less pride and more phllosophy’ ir
nature offers us a knot difficult to untie, let ue leave 1t for
what 1t 1s; and’in order to out it, let us not employ the hand

of a being who then becomes 2 new Ynot more indlsaeluble for us
than the Tirst, Aek an Indlan the world rests suspended in
the atmosphere; he wlll reply that 1t ig ecarried en the bagk of
an elephant; and on what does the elephant rest? OUn a tortolse;
and what sustzins the tortoise? .... This Indlan moves you to pity.
esee But one eould say to you %z £o hiMesss iy friend, before all,
confese your own lgnorantess..

Ged to Diderot, had become an irrational hypothesis, a +ord created
merely to explain the universe,

Alrerdy, in Lettres sur Jes aveuglas, Diderst anvisaged a
materinalistie interpretation of nmature. The strongest chjection
to athelsm before thls time had been the order and harmony of the
aetualisystem of things, which presupposed & prime mover, &an
. aternal Aesisner, This proof Diderot now consldered lnadequate.
"If we were to go back to the beginning of matter and percelve
the self-extractlon of chaos, we should find & multitude of form=
lone beinzs in proportlon to a few well-orsanized belnga."45 To

recognize order in the present was not to prsclude dlecrder in '

42, Relnach, Biderot, p. 169,

A3, ibid.
Ad, Diderot, Qsuyrea, 1: 315.
45, 1pid., it 320.



the past. £Even now, monstrosities disrupted the perfection of

the universe. BSaunderscn volced Diderot's complaint, "You oan
well see that I have no eyes, What have you and 1 done to God,

you to possess this orgsn, I to be deprived of 1t2"~6 The hypo-
thesis of a Divinity offered no afdlejuate explanation; a material-
istic interpretation of nature was more comprehensive, more ratlion-
al. Diderot suggested that eternal mati@rendowed with eternal
movement had disentangled itself from chsos in & series of sttempts
and endeavours. ' How many misshapen and imperfect worlds have

been washed awsy, reformed, and are agsin being destroyed, per-
haps at every instant, in remote spAce.... where movement continues
and will continue to combine masses from matter, until they have
obtained that arrangement in whieh they can perseverel" Beings
had likewise worked out a durable form. '"The sbortions were success-
ively annihilated,....all the faulty combinations of matter have
disappeared, ..., only those have survived whoae mechiniam 1impllied
no important contradietions, and who gsould gubsist by themselves
and perpetuate theilr spooioa.“AS Thus, Diderot arrived at a
materialistic interpretation of nature in whleh theories of evolution
and the survival of the fittest were vaguely outlined. His ratlion-
al approach to nature and nstural law had effeoted his transition
from thelsm to deism, to momentary pentheism, and finally to

positive materialism and athelem.

46. Lbid.
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By 1754, Diderot had esufficiently developed his conecept
of matter to write his Eena@ds sur 1'interpretation de 1a naturae.
He no longer sought argumentsito deny the obsolete hypothesis of
a Divinity, but summarily disposed of the idea of God. “The
supposition of any being whatwoever plaged outside the material
universe is impossible. You muet never make such suppositions
begause you can never infer anything from them," Eternal mat~
ter endowed with the properties of movement and forece adequately
explained the universe.

Zach molecule, according to Diderot at thie stage in the
development of his ideas, possessed peculiar qualities which in
combination pﬁducod varied results.

Thé molecule endowed with a quality proper to its nature by itselfl
1s an aoctive foree.... 3Svery molecule must Dbe considered asactually
animated by three kinds of actions: The actionof weight or gravit-
ation; the action of ite intimate force peculliar to its nature

as water, fire, a2ir, sulphur; the actlon ef all the other molecules
:: ::i.rgggtfgbmay happen that these three actlons be convergent
Hence, Diderot recognized the imner-action and the inter-action

of molecules - the concept of internal and external movement or
foree = which enabled him to explain the diversity of reactions

and results, and the difference between rest and movement.

Absolute rest he dismissed as an abstract concept non-existant
in nature; movement was as real a quality as length, breadth or

depth; welght was not a tendency to rest but a tendeney to loeal

49, ILbid., I 3 463.
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movomnnt.51 Moleecules whose intimate force tended to local move-
ment when combined with similar molecules would produce & mass
apparently imert; while the organization of active molecules
would produce active mass.

Having formulated this concept of the molecule, Diderot be=
lieved that no essentlal conflict exleted between living matter
and dead matter; 1t was merely a question of organization, of
agtual or apparent spontaneity of movomcnt.E' "The only difference
which 1 coneeive between life and death is thnt; at present, you
1ive in mags and that, in twenty years, dissolved and seattered in
moleculoes, you will live in detall." To Dldd!ﬂp, the dransition
from marble into flesh and back into marble presented no difficult-
1es: pulverized stone, mixed with humus, would in time become in-
dlstinguishable from humus; vegetable matter would draw nourish-
ment from soil, and animal matter would feed on plants. Sensi-
bility, an active foree in the animal or living moleocule, acoounted
for its pesuliar propertles; sensibillity was but a potential foree
in the inert or dead molecule, The key to the liberatlon of
ponsibility wae organlsatlon.ss

This organization Diderot explained symbolieally.

Have ysu sver Blmerved a swarm of bees flying away from their hive?

51. XIbid., It 460,

52. ihid., it 457.
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The world or the general mass of matter is the hive, Have you
seen them go off to form, at the extremity of the branch of a
tree, a long cluster of small winged ereatures, each ollnglag

to the other bi 118 foot? ....This cluster is & being, an individual,
an enimal.... 47 ona of these bees dkcides to pinch in some

manner the bee to which it is elinging, that bee will plnech the
following; the whole cluster will be excited by as many sansa-=
tions as there are small animals; the whole will bs agltated,
gtirred, altered in situation and form; a nolse, & number of
ories will ring out, and a man who has never seen such a cluster
arrange itself would be tempted to take it for an animal with

five or six heads, and a thousand or twelve hundred wings....

If he took thle cluster for an animal, he would be mlstaken;

but would you expect him to judge more soundlyi Would you then
1ike to transform this cluster of bees into a single animal?

Well, suppress the feet by means of whilch they cling together;
transform their former contiguous =tate into a continuous one.
Between thils new state and the preceding, there 18 gertalnly a
marked difference; and what esn this differaence be 1f not that

at present it 1s a whole, one anlimal, whereas formerly it was
merely an assemblage of animals....all our organs ars similarly
distinet animals which the lgg of continulty retains in & sympathy,
a unity, ¢ general 1ldentity.

Sapgh organ, according to Diderot, was a partlcular entlty; the
combination of organs produced the varied forms of animal life.

To bridge the gap between the element and the organlzed
molecule, Diderot employed chance. He suggested that =2 fortultous
union of elements had produced the llving animal cell. "Since
eternity, animal life has possessed its pecullar olomenti.

gseattered and confused in the mass of matter;...lhese élaments

happened to unite because it was possible for them to

56., Diderot, Rdve de d'Alembert, requoted from Relnach,
Riderat, pp. 197, 19€.

57. Diderot later developed hls theory of the evolutlon
of organs and organisms: expressing it almost in the wordse of
Darwin. 'Organization deteémines functions and needs; sometimes
the needs work back on orgamization. This influence ean sope=-
times go so far as to produce organs, but always so far as to
transform them." (Reinach, Riderat, p. 199).
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unite,"” Thereupon, the embryo underwent successlive changes unt 1l
1t acquired all its present qualities. According to Diderot, 1t

was quite probable that:

"The embryo formed from these elements has passed through infinite
organizations and develonmente; that in succession 1t has agquired
movement, sensation, 1ldeas, thought, reflexion, gonscience, feeling,
passion, signs, gests, sounds, articulated sounds, languages,

lawse, science, and art; that between each one of these developments
millions of years have elapsed; that perhape it must undergo

st 111 other developments which are unknown to us; that it had’

had or will have a statlonary state; that 1t will approach or with-
draw from this state through an eternal withering away during which
ite faculties will leave it as they entered; that it will dle-
appear for ever from nature, or rather that it will continue to
exist but in another form with facultles entirely different from
t:gao gg&oh can be notlced during the present tnstant of 1ts dur-
ation. .

Thus Diderot outlined the evolution of 1iving oreatures from the
single organdsm to the most complicated forms of life.
Ohservation of the animal kingdom alone offered him ample

proof of this development from a single prototype.

When you gonsider the animal kinzdom and perceive that among the
quadruped®s there is not one which does not have functions and
parts, especially exterior, entirely like another quadrupede; can
you not willingly belleve that there has never been but one flrst
animal, prototype of all the animalg, whose organs nature has
morely lengthened, shortened, maltiplied, or obliterated’ Imagine
the fingers of the hand joined together and the nail material so
abundant that by expanding and thickening, 1t envelopes and covers
" the whole; in place of the hand of a man, you would have the

hoof of a horse. When you notlce the successive metamorphoses of
the outer covering of the prototype, whatever it may be, approach
one kingdom from another kingdom by sensible degrees and people
the confines of the two kingdoms (if it is permissible to use the
term confines where there is no real division) and people, I say,

58, Diderot, Qauvras, It 456.
59. Ahid.



‘the confines of the two kingdoms with uncertain ambiguous beings,
stripped largely of the forms, gqualities and functions of the ome,
and elothed with the forms, qualities and functions of the other,
who would not be led to belleve that BB'”' has never been but one
first being, prototype of all beingsl

Diderot elaborated a materialistic interpretation of nature
in which eternal matter replaced eternal spirit, and chance aec-
counted for the various combinations of molecules. He attributed
| length, depth, breadth, and potential sensibility to inert molecules,
and declared the living or animal molecule to be the result of a
particular kind of organization which released sensibility. He
suggested the spontaneous generation of the living gell, the evolutlon
of the various forme of animal life from a common prototype, the
development of organs ln response to needs, and the theory of the
survival of the fittest. For Diderot, thie evolutionary material-
ism gave an adequate explanation of all those mctivities usually
attributed to a Divinity; 1t was the logical conclusion of the
mechanistic concept of the Newtonlan world-uabhtnn; Following the
dletates of reason and natural law, Diderot came to the conclusion

that atheism should supercede thelem, deism, and panthelsm.

Diderot's concept of morality.

Juet as Diderot founded: his materialistic interpretation

of nature on reason and natural law, 8o he sought a similar

60. 1bid, I @ 424,



justification for his moral code; but the duality of his temper-
ament, hie aspiration towards the ideal conflleting with his
sanetion of sensuality, prevented him from establishing a con-
sistent pattern of morality. In 1745, while still a thelst,
Diderot admitted a traditional concept of virtue based on Christian
morality. When, in 1746, he had become a delst, he no longer saw
the need for the conventional, artificial restraint of natural
desires and advocated the free-play of human instinct, gulded,

of course, by reason. Thereupon, vice and virtue, passion and
restraint alternately received his approbation, until he finally
recognized the signifiocance of his materiallsm. His denial of liber-
ty 2nd evil forced him to conclude with Rameau that morallty was
rolative, varying according to time, place, and individual.

"When I say viclous, it is uniquely to speak your language; for
if we some to explain ourselves, it could be that what you eall
vice I eall vlrtue."Gl 8t1l1l, the fate of good and evil troubled
him, His natural kindhess, generosity, and honesty led him teo
extol virtupus conduct.,02 while his exuberance, ardour, and
gensuality led him to eondone obscene acts. He wanted to pre-
perdbe a moral code, but felt unequal to the task.

In my opinion, it would be a most interesting and lmportant work,
one which would accord me the greatest gatisfaction in my dying
moments. I have meditated the question over a hundred times with
all my powers of soncuhtratipnsalthough 1 considered myself en-

dowed with the necessary gifts, I have never dared o take ug
my pen and write even the first line. I kept saying to myself}

61. Diderot, Qeuvres choisis, II : 43; Le neveu de Rameau.
62. OScherer, Diderot, p. 114.
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“ir i”;o not come out of this attempt victorious, I become the
apologist of wickedneas; I will have betrayed the case of virtue
R e T A O
Though he pretended rermswmoement in the name of virtue, his real
reason was his inability to solve his m dilemma; but whether
he yielded to the sensual or to the spiritual, he always evoked
reason and matural law to vindicate his code.

When Diderot wrote his Ssaal sur le seriie et la vertd, the
balanee was unquestionably tilted in favour of traditional virtue.
The hypothesis of a Divinity, securely established by delstie
rationalism,- entailed obedlence to natural law and agoceptance of
natural religion. While still a deist, Diderot pelieved that God
exacted righteous living on the part of man in preparation for a
future life} qu't.uo. stemming solely from God, was the only souree
of happiness. On the other hand, nelther gowardly fears of
punishment nor selfish hopes of peward should guide man's conduct.
"Man is honest or virtuous, when, without any base or servile
motive such as the hope of & reward, or the fear of & punishment,
he forges all his passions to conspire to the general good of his
species: a herole offg;t which, however, 1s never gontrary to his
particular interests.”  Fassion - pesentment, anger, the epirit
of vengeance, voluptuousness, intemperance, avarige - alienates
the affections of others; vige inflicts its own punishment =

63, Did lgmn.m_a:m requoted from Scherer,
%mn 115.
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66
unhappiness. Thus, Diderot rationally established virtue as
the basis of his first moral code.

The Ailemma between trad 1tional virtue and rational sensual-
iem was first stated in his defense of passion in m.‘n_nhu.r
Aqphiguaes.

People rant endlessly against passionj they impute to passion
21l the hardships of mankind; and they forget that it is also
the souree of all pleasure. Passion is an element in their con-
stitution about which they oan speak neither toeo well nor too
padly. But what annoys me is the fact that t.ho{ always

its side. They believe that they are insulting reason by
saying a word in favour of its rival.... Sober passions make
men 0OMMON..ss Deadened passions degrade cnmmmrmnh
+eseOnly great passions can ralse the soul to great th .
Fassionate approotzglon of nature, passionate love, passionate
enjoyment of life! Diderot's new code of morallity was the
direct noxtu.huu of his former renounciation of gensual satis-
faotion. Reagen, once the preceptor of virtue, now guided
passion in man's pursult of happiness. Diderot believed that
nti-om passions acting in unison and perfect harmony would never
pesult in disorder, "If hope is balanced py fear, questions

of honour by love of life, tendency to pleasure by interests of
heslth, you will see nelther free-thinkers, rakes, nor cowards."”
Ag Diderot progressed from theism to deism, the artificial re-

straints of Christian morality geemed to him all the more gontrary
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to reason, Conformity to God's will demanded not extreme
asceticlsm, nor exaggerated plety, but obedlence to natural
law, to the rational dlctates of paulon.n Passion was not
synorymous with vice and gself-restraint with virtue; Diderot
conseived virtue in the intelligent pursuit of natural desires;
but his ubbridled eulogy of passion offered ample scope for
depraved minds who tended to obscure the restraining influence
of reason and emphasize mere sensuality.

As reason condugted Diderot from deism to atheism, as eternal
matter supplanted etermal spirit in his interpretation of nature,
the conflict, between virtue as based on Christian morallty,
and virtue as based on natural instinet intensified. The elimin-
ation of the concepts of God and immortality, and the reduction
of the soul and spiritual life to mere funections of matter, '
complicated the task of establishing virtue on a rational foundation;
moreover, reason and natural law demanded the overthrow of
traditional moral, soeial, and religlous codes. Diderot eould
not decide the form that his moral code should take.

The logleal conclusion of his materlalistie interpretation
of mature was the denial of liberty, but this 414 not solve the
problem., Sinee exterior material motives governed will, liberty
was non-existent; it was the necessary ;;foot of one cause,

however complicated that csuse might be.

Ti. m.. It 106, 107, 144,

s £ 1 150,
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vese the word liberty is a word devoid of meaning; ee.. there have
not been and there ocan never be ffee beings; .... we are merely
what suits the general order, the orgenisation, the education,
the chain of events ... There is only one set of causes properly
speaking; they are physical causes. here is only one sort of
necessity; it is the same for all beings, whatever distinction
it may please ug to establish among them, whatever distinectlon
really exists.”
Having reduced liberty to physical conditions, Diderot was forced
to admit the relativity of morality. "There is no actian whidh
merits pralse or blame; there 1is nol;hor viee nor virtue, nothing
5

which one must reward of punish...." Thereupon, Diderot dis-
tinguished two kinds of men, those who 414 good and those who
did evil.
The evil~doer is a man who t be destroyed; benevolénce 1is
good fortune, not virtue. t although the man who does good or
evil ig not free, man is none the less an amendable being. For
this reason, the evil-doer must be destroyed on the publliec square
vese [B example, discourse, .duoatlo?, pleasure, pain, grief,
greatness and misery lare efficaclous].’6
Physieal causes had destroyed 1ibérty and reconciled human nature
with the maxim: ‘“reproach nothing of others, repent nothings"
but the dllemma remained unsolved. |

The denial of evil which was implied in the denial 6B liberty
further undermined the pohilblli#g of an absolute moral ecode.

Neither pessimist, nor optimist, Diderot recognizéd the

74, Diderot, Lettre ® Landols, 1756, requoted from Seherer,
Rideret, pp. 110, 11l.
72. ap Doe 111.
TG.
L]

;E. _tho;or, Diderat, 112,
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presence of evil but, by attributing its cause to necessity,
and by coneldering it a changing concept, he reduced its stigma.
Evil exists; but it is the necessary consequence of the general
laws of nature, and not the effeet of a ridiculous apple. In
order that evil be non-existent these laws would have to be
different. Moreover, I admit that I have done my utmost to con=-
:;:;oanczzzigt:+3hout evil, but I have never been able to attain
Hunger and thirst oblige animals to provide for thelr physical
needs; pain warns them of mortal danger; passion elevates man
from the state of an automaton but entalls grilef, s Thus, reason-
ing from the laws of nature, Diderot reached a conclusion contrary
to that of Lelbnitz, using similar reasony They agreed that the
world could never be but what it 1s; "but) Diderot declared, "when
he Citibnltil goncluded that all is gbod, he uttered an abnurﬁtty:
he should have contented himself with saylng that all 1s moosnry."
All this, hewever, brought Diderot no closer to formulating a norlli
code.

Eloquent apologlst of deceney and viMue, vehement apostle
of unrestrained passion, Diderot pondered the dilemma. Recognition
of the relativity of vice and virtue falled to solve the problem,
Diderot still sought a rational moral code in accordance with natural
law.
"I am between two powers: one indicates the path towarde ?oodnoo-.

the other inclines me towards e¥wil. I must declde. At first,
the crinis of the battle is cruel, but in time the Aifficulty

79, Diderot, Qauvrea, I! 140.
80} m.

81, ibid.
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gradually diminishes; the sacrifice of passion no longer inflicts
distress; from experiencs, L maintuin that this sacrifice becomes
sweet; in one'e own eyes one drswe so0 much greatness and dlgnity
from it. Virtue is the sole mietrees tc whom one is attached
as much by the oaogégloon made in her behalfl as by the charm
attributed to her, -<
Thereupon, Dlderot eoneluded the contrary, declaring that a sense
of morality was mere fantasy. “an's conduct, based on experience,
education and interest, was purely egotistlic. '"iow manyaaooret

b
and complicated motives inspire our approval and blame." To
complicate this problem of intuitive morallty as opposed to

84

utilitarian or empirieal morality, Diderot added hie eulogy of
passion, of 6onform1ty to uninhibited natural desires.

The losical consequences of his materialistie interpretatlon
of nature favoured & kind of hedonistic utilitarianism; only the
dualism of character, and his freqguent relapsees into romantle
gentimentalism can account for his intermittent defense of in-
tultive morality. In his utilitarian moral code, whlch wae
motivated by self-interest, Diderot considered happlness to be
the sole aim of mankind,.

What are the dutiep of man? .... To make himeelf happy. From

whence follows the necessity of contributing to the happlnese

of others, or, in tther terms, of beling virtuous.... if one

presumes men cresated in such a way that theg can subslet only by
helping esch other, it is clear that their aclicns are sultable or
unsuitable in nroovertion to their approach to or witndrawal from this

end, and that this connection with our preservation «gtabllshes the quale
ities of mood and rizht, of bszd and pervaree, which consequently depend

82, Biderot, Lattre & Lapiols, requoted from Sgherer,
PpPe 117, 11&.

83. m.' p- 1180

84, oecherer, Diderat, p. 121.



not §8 &ny arbitrary conventlon but on the very organization of
man,

Self-interest demanded virtue, and self-preservation demanded
mutual co-operation in the behaviour of man. To strengthen the
argument, Diderot associated Jjustice and benevolence with the
idea of happiness, "The habit of justiee and benevolense which
make us happy pruui.inuy by the movements of our own heart,
makes us such by the feelings which it inspires in those whe
approach us,"” Just as virtue entailed two rewards! the pleasure
of doing good and the pleasure of winning the friendship of ethers;
so vice evoked #wo punishments: one at the depths of the heart,
the other in the feeling of aversion inspired in oth-u.a‘r Although
his utilitarian moral code emphasizédd virtue, it did not preclude
paulon.\ On the eontrary, Diderot maintained that pmu%. )
gulded by reason, were an important source of happiness. The
very laws of nature, self-interest and the desire for happiness,
dictated Diderot's utilitarian eode of morality; henceforth,
virtue, passion, justice,and bemevolence would regulate man's
behaviour,

If, however, the denial of liberty and evil logleally

s S 10, e it
wﬂnh. 1895), p. 209, Hereafter cited as
"IbAd., v. 210; srtiele, "Plaisir meral."

87: Piderot, "Lettre 2 S4phie Volland," regquoted from

Soherer p. 123. =
g8, Dﬂ.ﬁw’ article, "Plalsir", requoted
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followed a materialistic interpretation of nature, if time and
custom governed morality, Diderot could Jjustify a contrasting
pattern in sccordance with the same natural laws. There was no
sbéolute moral truth. The Christians had elevated modesty,
ghastity, ard conjugal fidelity to cardinal virtues, but natural
man recognized no arbitrary prejudices nor eonventions. Acoord-
ing to Diderot, the artificlalities of society had corrupted man's
original state of innocemee, freedom, and happiness. |

There onoce existed a natural man; into this man was introduced
an artificial man; and in the eave a perpetual civil war has
arisen, Sometimes natural man s stronger; sometimes he 18
beaten to the ground by moral, artifioial man; in either case
the sad monster is gnawed, pinched, tormented, stretched out on
the wheel; coanloaﬂ.{ groaning, ceagelessly unhappy, whether a
false enthusiasm of glory transports and #lates him, or a false
shame bows and de jeets him, OnI{ extreme ciroumstances bring
man bagk to his original simplicity.... In misery, man LB
without remorse, and in slokness,woman 1is without shame, 9

Civilization had tyrannized man. ~

If you wish to tyrtrmuo....[mk civilize h polson him %o
the best of your ability with a Toral code contrary to naturej
forge:for him shackles of every sort; hinder his movements

with a thousand obetacles; fabricate ghantom which frighten
him; eternalize the war in the cave; let natural man be forever
enchained there, at the foot of meral man. Do you want to

make him happy and free? Do not meddle in his ArSceces L
eall into guewtion all institutions - politiecal, elivil and
religious; examine them profoundly., If I am not greatly mis®
taken, from century to century, you will see the human specles
burdened with the yoke whiech a handful of scoundrels ventured

89. Diderot, Cmuvres, I 495.



to impose on it. Distrust anyone who wishes to establish order,

"Instined not convention should guide human activity, sald Diderot.
In the mind of primitive man, nothing was more contrary to the
laws of nature than modesty, chastity and conjugal fidelity.

What was marriage but the tyranny of man which had converted the
possession of woman into pﬂpﬂny.n but a ridieculous econvention
commanding a constaney which could not be, and limiting the mest
capricious of pleasures to the same individual ..92 Mapriage
violated the liberty of male and female by chaining them forever
to one mthor.” "From the time that woman bacame the property
of man, and the furtive pleasures of a young giml were looked
upon as theft, the terms: modesty, discretion, add propriety
were devised, and imaginary viges and virtues congelved .N
Primitive man attached no ignominy to ineest!: such relations
veremither unutilitapian nor harmful to the general good .95
His pattern of behaviour, dlutated by self- imterest and the

90, Lbhid., It 495, 496, Compare this concept with Rousseau's
theory of the dosgnmtion of man under civilizmation expressed in
his essay on the "Progress of the arts and solences." Whether
Rousseau owed the idea to a vislonary inspiration while on his
way to visit Diderot at Vincemnes, or to Diderot, it is aifficult
to determine. G '¥nin, in his life of Diderot, attributes the
original idea to Diderot; Lowell, to Foussesu. BSee Diderot,

It XVI « XXI, and Edward Lowell, Jue of the

(New York, 1£92), p. 262 f.
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desire for happiness, contrasted sharply with the conventions

of society. His virtues - incest, promiseuity, infidelity -
were the direct antithesis of the virtuefof civilized man; and
yet, reason and natural law sanctioned both patterns! one splrit-
ual, the other sensual.

Diderot again stated the dilemma: should man return to nature,
to the voluptuous fPee-play of natural instinet, or should he
submit to the laws of soociety, to the restraining dictates of
a spiritual ideal. There was no absolute moral truthj vice and
virtue vere relative. If convention violated reason and natural
law, was man not fustified in establishing his own eode of -ogngu.ty?
Althoush Diderot once maintained that wlse man knew no lawe,
he preferred a more conservative solution. He advised man to
gonform t: the established code of morallty and to strive for
the reconciliation of sooial and natursl law.

We will combat foolish laws until they are reformed; while
nltlﬁ we shall conform to them. He, who, by his own private
authority, infringes a bad law, amthorizes his fellow to infringe
the good. There are fewer inconveniencés in being foolish with
fools than in being wise all alone. Let us say %o ourselvest: let
us ory out incessantly that peeple have attached ghame, punish-
ment and ignominy to actlions lnnocdmu in themselves; but let us

not commit them rgj; shame, punishment and ignominy are the
greatest of ewlls.

96, é.huo Li .
97. biﬂo: 1 ga-
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Similarities and differences standoat in the religlous and
moral ideas of Voltaire and Diderot. Both trusted in reason as
the omnipotent and autonomous arbiter of all thlngn;l both
placed overwhelming confidence in the rational approach to know-
ledge and ultimate truth, Their faith in human understanding
precluded belief in the miraculous, in revelation and in super-
natural intervehtion in the affairs of men. Their falth dns
reason evoked vielent eriticism of Christianity and increased
the antichristianism of the century. Both Voltaire and Diderot
denounced revealed religion, formal worship, sacraments, rites,
and anthropomorphic representations as contrary to reason and
natural morality.

Voltaire submitted all religious bellef to the test of soclal
utility, and as a result devoted his life to the extirpation of
superstition, intolerance, and irrationalism, and to the under-
mining of established religilon.

Every man of sense, every good man ought to hold the Christilan
seoct in horror. The great name of deist, which 1s not sufficfent-
ly revered, ls the only name one ought to take. The only Gospel
one ought to read is the great book of nature, written by the hand
of God and sealed with his seal. The only religion that ought to

be professed 1s the religion of worshipping God and being a good
man. It is as imposeible that this pure, eternal religion should

1. FPreserved Smith, ﬁLljnnx_n:Ji.ggznAinlxn:. (2 vols.,

New York, 1934), II: 21,
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produce gvll ag 1t 18 that Christlan fanaticiem should not pro-
duce 1t.

A1l his later writings: Dictionnaire ghilosophigue, 1764; Sxamen
Amportant de milord Bolingbroke, 1767; Ln_ﬁihll_gntln_lxnllﬂnll.
1776; Hiatolre de 1'établissement du Christianisme, 17773
quest ioned the authentiocity of both the Old and New Testaments,
and the dbvinity of Christ. They ridiculed the accounte of the
deluge, the miracles of Christ, and other stories by comparing
them with similar stories in pagan mythology.3 His desire to
ecrush the intolerant, persecuting spirit of the French Homan Ca-
tholie Church as manifested in the unjust punishment of Calas and
La Barre, earried his critlcism to excess, and even to vulgari-
ty. His bellef in the Supreme Being, however, remalned constant,
and his unbounded faith in reason for the solution of religlous
and metaphysical problems avolded Hume's universal nkeptlalung
and Kant's oriticlems of pure reason.

Diderot's attacks on Christlanity were as vehement as those
of Voltnlri. First as a deist, then as an athelst, Dlderot
eriticismed Christian dogma, eccleslastleal hierarchy, fanatlcal

devotees, rites, geremonies, and superfluous moral rules.

2, Voltaire, Osuvres, vol. 41, p. 422; LZzamen important

3, For the influence of the =nglish delsts on the eritical
as well as the philosophical phases of Voltaire s delsm, see
Norman Lewis Torrey, Voltaire and the Zngliah deiats (London, 1930).
Hereafter cited as Torrey, Voltaire. :

4., Torrey, JYoltalre, P. 2.



The Christian religion is to my mind the most absurd and atroc=-
fous in ite dogmas; the most unintelligimle, the most meta-
~ physieal, the most intertwisted and obscure, and gonsequently
the most subject td divislions, saects, schisms, and heresles;
the most mischievous for the public tranqullity, the most dan-
goroul to sovereigns by its hierarchle order, its persecutlon,
ts discipline; the most flat, the most dreary, the most Gothie,
and the most gloomy in 1ts céremonied; the most puerile and un=
soclable in its morality, considered not in what ls common to
1t with universal morality, but in what is peculiarly its own,
and constitutes it evangelical, apostollic, and Christian moral=-
ity, which is the most ntolerant of all., Lutheranism, freed from
zono absurdities, is preferable to Satholiclsm, Protestantism
Calvinism) to Lutheranism, Socinlanism to Protestangism, delsm
with temples and ceremonies to Socinianism,

He published a long tirade against clerical hypoerisy, Lia Rellgieusa ,
and covertly inserted materiallem and antichristlanism into the
articles of the Engyclopddie. Diderot was as interssted as

Voltaire in propagating tolerance, benevolence, and humanitarianism.
However, he devoted his lifemmt to the deliberate destruction

of Christianity but to the formulatlon of & rational synthesis

of knowledge, and to a selentific interpretation of nature,

Even though he developed a kind of evolutionary materialism which
denled the exlstence of God, the books that presented these ldeas;
Interorétation de 1a nature and the EQve de d'Alemberk, never
segame household works like those of Voltalre; these worlks

passed relatively unnoticed in comparison with the writings of

his brilliant contemporary. The ratlonallsm of Diderot whileh

led him to atheism 414 not change the delistic temper of the

o-nturf. Nevertheless, the attacks of Voltaire and Diderot, on

5, Diderot, "Lettre 2 Damilaville,” 1766, requoted from
John Randall, Ihe making of the medern mind \New York, [1940)).



reveanled religion in general, amd on Christianity in particular,
inoited and encouraged the antichristianiem which prevalled in
{ntellectual eircles. The world will probably never know
whether thelr attacks on Christianity were rooted in a slncere,
deep-seated disbellef in Jesus, Christ and His moral teachlng,
or merely in thelir desire to reduce all religious bellef to
roaaon.6

Both Voltaire and Diderot expressed thelr concepts in terms
of natural law. After the publication of Newton's Erinciplsin
1687, the attention of all learned men was focused on natural
law. Newton had demonstrated the universal, physlieal lawe of

nature, and thereby inspired men to search for similar universal,

6. In later life, Voltaire insisted on recelving communion
regularly. Althcugh he maintained that the gesture was merse
mogkery, a social necessity to keep hie servants in order,
and a simple precaution to secure a decent burial, he threatened
a poor parish priest with execution when the latter wanted to
withhold the Host until Voltaire should sign a recantation.
Diderot, for his part, allowed hie daughter to recelive a Cathollic
education. He seemed to feel the lnner stirrings of religlous
gsentiment although he attributed 1t to man 8 susceptibility to
gceremony. He once declared that a Propostant would become &
Roman Catholie upon entering 5t. Feter s in Rome, and that he
himself was moved by religlous ceremony. Both, however, dled
without receiving the last rites. Voltaire communicated during
what he thought was a mortal 1llness several weeks before
his setual death, but refused religlous consolation at the
last moment. Diderot, more sincere than Voltaire, abstained
from receiving communion for the greater part of his 1ife. On
his death-bgd, he conyersed amicably with the parish prédst,
but dled a "gonfirmed athelst. Curiously enough, Diderot,
who denied God, was entombed in the lo0al Chureh vault; while
Voltaire, who affirmed the Supreme Being, had to be buried
gecretly. BSee Paul Nourrisson, Voltaire et la voltairianlana
(Paris, 1B96), pp. 247, 248, 258; and Diderot, Qeuvres ghoislas,
1t Lxif, LXiii,



natural lawe in the soclal as wéll as the physical sclences.
Newtonian philosophy implied that the world was an intricate
mechanism, governed by a few eternal laws which eould be
deduced through simple logle. Both ¥oltaire and Diderot were
influenced by Newtonlan philosophy.

Using the same fundamental precepts of reason and natural
law, however, Voltaire ;nd Blderot reached opposing notiones of
God, matter,and the universe. Voltalre unquestlioningly acoéptcd
the Newtonian concept of the universe as an intricate mechaniem
governed by immutable laws. From the basié arguments of the
theiste: design, and the necessity of a firsl cause, he ration-
alized hils belief in the existence of a Supreme Beling, who wae
the intelligent designer of the universe, and the sour®eof
movement and thought. God, to Voltalre, was the impartial,
absentee God of the delsts, who having determined the universal
laws of nature, abstdined from altering thelr immutable courses.
Diderot used the concept of the Newtonian world-machine, but only
as point of departure; he progressively rejected thelsm, delem
and pantheism, and eventually formulated a materialistic evolution-
ary concept of the universe. He denled an extefior divine force
and believed that movement and sensibility were inherent properties
of matter. Whereas Voltaire balked and retreated whenewer his
doetrines approached panthelsm, Diderot travérsed pantheism and
arrived at atheism. Both systems, estzblished on reason and
natural law, rather than on observation and experiment, were

shattered by the arguments of Hume and Kant.



The moral codes of Voltalre and Diderot had more permanent
value than their corcepts of God and nature. Zvan though they
disagreed on the detalls of the virtuous, they agreed on the
necessity of man's conformity to the established rules of soclety.
Through.his adherence to natural religion Voltalre advocated the
prineipies of morality which he thought were commcn to the human
race; neither extreme asceticlsm, false plety, nor the exaggerated
pursuit of passion were sultable behavior patterns for mankind.
Hies lapse into hedonism seems to have been temporary; his
recognition of 2 relative moral code was probably the result of
unintentionally pursuing reason and natural law to their loglcal
conclusions. Voltaire moreususlly extolled those virtues which
were necessary for soclal living, and malntained that man,
following the ratlonal dictates of human nature, could satis-
factorily provide for hls own self-interest and happineses, and
for the general good. Diderot, after denying free-will and the
existence of God, permanently recogndzed the relativity of virtue,
He eould not decide whether man should conform to traditional
Christian morality, to rational sensualiem or to absolute
hedonism. In the end, he became convinced that man should follow
the natural dlotates of passion in so far as soclety condoned
their practice, Both Voltaire and Diderot belleved in the natural
goodnogs of man; they established morality on natural law and
the rational pursuit of happilness; they formulated a kind of
moral utilitarianism which allowed the maximization of individual



happiness and the maximization of the collective well-being. Both
exhorted man to cultivate those virtues which were respected by
soolety, and to strive for the reconciliation of soelal law and
natural law., As philosophes, Voltaire and Déderot extolled the
primary virtues of tolerance, benevolemee, and humanitarianlsm.
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Sibliographical nata.

The most valuable sources for the study of the religlous
and moral ideas of Voltaire and Diderot are, of course, their
original works, and because of the nature of this monograph, their
works have constantly been the center of my research. The Hehd
edition of Voltaire's works is almost complete and ineludes the
greater part of his voluminous correspondence. Sepsrate editions
of his Ehilosanhic digtionary, his novels, and his philesophie
d4alogues, published by Garnier Fréres, are helpful for the form-
ulation of a chronologlical pattern; the introduction and the
notes of these editions point out the dominant characteristiecs
of Voltaire's thought. Although the 1818-19 edition of Diderot's
works is suppeded to be complete, only six volumes are listed in
the catalogue at the ﬁ;plo Superieure des Lettres. The edition
does not inoclude his corresponience, many of his novels, nor his
articles for the Ensyalopadis. Two volumes containing selections
from his works and the separateipublication of his lettews to
Sophie Volland fill some of the gaps but the complete colleotion
of his writings, edited by MM, Agsesat and Tourneux (1875-77),
would have been preferable. An examination of Voltaire's
private collection of books, which he ammotated for future
reference, would have been necgessary for a definitive treatment
of his i1deas, but unfortunately, this collection is in Leningrad.



Diderot's library was also inacceseible; I presume that i8, too
1s in Russia because it was purchased by Catherine the Great.,

In La Pensee europsenne au XVille siesle, Fsul Hazard
presents a detailed and sound pleture of eighteenth century
thought. He limits himself to a study of the rational philos~
ophers, deseribing their attacks on Christianity, their over—
whelming confidence in reason and natural law, and thelr inability
to construst a permanent "eity for men." Carl Becker's Heavenly
sity of the eightesenth century philosophera offers similarly a
stimulating though more modest treatment of eighteenth eentury
thought, Daniel Mormet's three books! Les origines intellectuelles
de 1a révelution francaiss, La penade francaise au iVille aikala, and
Le romantiame an Franse au XVilla, cover the century. The first,
though inadequate and inacourate as a study of economic and
social history, is useful in showing the influence of the intelleot-
uals in arousing a desire for reform} the second treats the
development of French thought from rationalism in the first half
of the eighteenth century to the curlous eccleoticism of rational-
{sm, empiricism and sentimentalism in the later half; the third
desaribes the rise and spread of romanticism in the eighteenth
gentury. Relevant chapters in John Randall's Ihe making of ithe
mpodern mind offer a suggestive and somewhat personal treatment
of the influence of reason and natural law in the eighteenth
gentury. FPreserved Smith, in fhe dge of thae enlightenment.,
presents a comprehensive plcture of the gentury, but fails to
stimlate the reader's interest. Leslie Stephen's Engliah thaught



An_the eighteenth gentury and J.M.Robertson's A_short histary of
Lree thought, which would have rounded out the pleture of eight-

eenth century thought by their treatment of the English deist
movement, were not avallable.

The various biographers of Voltaire usually present either
an extremely apologetic or an extremely oritical point of view.
Lanson, however, is both impartial and a'ounﬂ in Jjudgement. Only
one volume of Desnoiresterres' monumental work, ¥pltaire et la
s00iste francaise au XVills aiSole was avallable. His eight
volumes are sald to be the foundation for most of the blographies
of Voltaire which appear periodically without renewing the material,
Among these are the blographles of Henriette Celaris, André
Maurois and John Charpentier, which are delightful reading but
uneritical. The ibb® du Maynard oriticizes Voltaire's character
and his writings from a Roman Catholie point of viéw. Yoltaire
2t e veltaerianiams, by Paul Nourrisson, also presents a Catholie
Judgbment; the author takes pleasure in pointing out the in-
econsistencles in Voltadre's writings, Raymond Naves treats
Voltalre as the great critic of the eighteenth century, and main-
tains that Voltaire's attitudes are the result of three great
disillusions which followed three great enthusiasms. Norman Lewis
Torrey, in Voltaire and the Znglish dalats presents a thorough
and seholarly study of the influence of the Snglish delsts on the
p,.uouphl.c and eritieal phases of Voltaire's delsm. GChampion's

Studes aritigues clarifips many mistaken impressions congerning
Voltaire: his character, philosophy and influence, but errsslight-



ly on the side of arology.

Among the blographies of Diderot, Zdmond Scherer's study
presents s sound though personal judgement of Diderot'd phillosophy;
his book seems to be the basis for other blographies. Joseph
Reinach and Louds Ducros restate Scherer's views, but are better
organized. 4. Collliznon offers a full treatment of Diderot's
philosophy, with mueh valuable materilal; but hls chapters are
very disorganlzed, and uncritieally spologetie. Jean Fommler,
in Diderot avant Vingannaa, traces the development of Diderot's
early thought but not very olearly. DRiderot at 1'inayalopédia by
Joseph le Gras, is restricted to a detalled factual study of the
publication of the snayalop&dlie, and Diderot's role as editor;
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anoyalopfdiatos ot loa femmaes, Marguerite Dupont-Chatelain offers

delightful s%etches of both Diderot and Voltaire.
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