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“Denis Diderot: The Art of Thinking Freely”

I. Project Description and Justification
The French Enlightenment philosopher and critic Denis Diderot (1713-‐84) dreamt of

natural selection before Darwin, the Oedipus complex before Freud, and genetic manipulation
centuries before Dolly the Sheep was born. Overshadowed by Voltaire and Jean-‐Jacques
Rousseau during his lifetime, Diderot was nonetheless his era’s most dynamic and versatile
writer, engaging with and writing on virtually all of his century’s forbidden subjects, including
the (non-‐biblical) origin of the human species, the sexual abuse endured by nuns, as well as the
race science underpinning the extremely profitable slave trade. This profoundly intriguing
scientific and literary career, and the life that was its backdrop, are the subject of a “public
humanities” intellectual biography that I am currently writing, and for which I am seeking
support from the NEH.  

In the most cooperative of life stories, the death of an author culminates with an
apotheosis, with the universal recognition of greatness that lives on long after the writer is
gone. This was far from the case for Denis Diderot. While a reported 20,000 people turned
out on Paris’s rue de Richelieu on August 2, 1784 to watch his funeral cortege move slowly
toward the Eglise Saint-‐Roch, the philosophe’s celebrity was then limited, primarily, to the
restaging of one of his plays as well as his role in producing the world's first truly
comprehensive Encyclopédie. This latter project, to which Diderot contributed an astonishing
seven thousand articles on subjects as varied as the subjectivity of taste and the fabrication
of steel, consumed twenty-‐five years of his life.

By the time the final volume of the Encyclopédie’s illustrations appeared in 1772,
Diderot had long called the project his “hair shirt,” a horrifically painful task to which he had
self-‐consciously sacrificed his literary career and health, careening from crisis to crisis in an
atmosphere of royal and religious persecution. The heated public debate about the
Encyclopédie – it was ultimately banned twice by Louis XV – had nonetheless transformed
Diderot into one of most recognizablemen of letters of the era (for both the proponents and
enemies of the Enlightenment). Through ruse, obfuscation, and, sometimes, cooperation
with the royal censor, Diderot had succeeded, where no one else had, in disseminating the
methods and ideology of freethinking – including the scrutiny of religious dogma, the
debunking of religious-‐based science, and the questioning of the monarchy’s political
authority – to a huge audience across Western Europe and, to a lesser scale, in exotic lands
like Pennsylvania and Saint Petersburg. This accomplishment earned him the nickname of
“the philosopher” (le philosophe) before the notion of les philosophes or the philosophers of
the Enlightenment, even existed.

Being the era's greatest wholesaler of (sometimes dangerous) knowledge, however,
did not confer upon Diderot the status of literary great or, after 1791, the right to be buried
in France’s new national mausoleum, the Panthéon. Some of this had to do with the fact that
Diderot had published a number of profoundly unorthodox and (anonymous) works early in
his career that forever cemented his reputation as a scandalous freethinker and atheist. In
1746, for example, Diderot brought out his Philosophical Thoughts, a collection of pithy
essays that maintained, among other things, that “superstition is more injurious to God than
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atheism” and that, “[g]iven the choice between a bad God and no God, I would rather no
God existed.” Two years later, to make money for his first mistress, Diderot also penned the
Indiscreet Jewels (1748), a pornographic and orientalist prototype of the vagina monologues
where women's talking "jewels" engaged in a frank discussion of their erotic adventures. The
following year, Diderot returned to philosophy proper, challenging longstanding arguments
in favor of God's existence in his Letter on the Blind (1749). It was this text that earned
Diderot a three-‐month stint in Vincennes prison, as well as the reputation as a rabble-‐rouser
and unbeliever (mistakenly) associated with epigrams such as: “Man will never be free until
the last king is hanged by the entrails of the last priest.”

A much more complete understanding of Diderot and his works emerged after his
death; understanding this unfolding legacy is a key element of my book. Before Diderot died,
and unbeknownst to all but a select few of his friends, Diderot had prepared two sets of
manuscripts containing his heretofore unpublished novels, short stories, and philosophical
works. This had been Diderot’s plan for thirty years; after his imprisonment in 1749, he had
decided to speak to the generations that would come after him. As he put it: “Posterity is for
the philosopher what the next world is for the man of religion.” This strategy produced what
is undoubtedly the greatest late harvest of the Enlightenment era.

Armed with hindsight and access to his full corpus, we now know a very different
Diderot. Only a few years after the physical trace of Diderot had forever disappeared (his
remains were apparently among those thrown into a mass grave during the French
Revolution), the writer's newly "discovered" texts began infusing the thought of Goethe,
Hegel, and Nietzsche. Marx cited him as his favorite writer twice. Freud, too, was fascinated
by Diderot’s insights into the human psyche.

To the contemporary reader, Diderot's breadth and modernity continue to startle. In
the late 1750s, he theorized a new type of theater -‐-‐ the bourgeois drama -‐-‐ that rejected
both classical norms and aristocratic values in lieu of a serious treatment of middle-‐class
problems and social issues (the most famous example of these sentimental sit-‐coms was
Beaumarchais's The Marriage of Figaro). In the same era, he also arguably invented art
criticism, providing erudite and analytical commentary on the paintings exhibited at the
biennial Salons at the Louvre. (The museum now has an entire room dedicated to "Diderot's
painters," among them Fragonard, Chardin, Greuze and Vernet.)

But Diderot is best known as a master of dialogue. Whether it be his violent
condemnation of African chattel slavery (staged as an argument between the slave and
slaveholder), his satire of European sexual repression (which is set on Tahiti and puts a priest
in close contact with an alluring indigenous girl and her encouraging and philosophical
father), or his metafictional riff on determinism (the celebrated Jacques the Fatalist),
Diderot's use of the give-‐and-‐take of conversation conveys the fact that his ostensibly
enlightened era was not simply about rationality and progress. In what is his most famous
philosophical dialogue, Rameau's Nephew, Diderot staged a heated philosophical battle
between “himself” and a man who was the living counter-‐example to all he believed in. One
of the most memorable characters in all of literature, the hedonistic nephew preaches the
beauty of evil, the joys of social parasitism, and the right to be a radical individual. The
audacity of Rameau's Nephew is only equaled by another dialogue-‐driven work, D'Alembert's
Dream, which gives rise to a world of speculative genetic manipulation, animal-‐human cross-‐
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breeding, and proto-‐evolutionary theory. The dynamic and heady universe of D'Alembert's
Dream foreshadows, in many ways, the world of destabilizing biotechnology in which we
now live, a world in which the very notion of life is buffeted and challenged by science on a
daily basis.

Like many of the other main protagonists of the Enlightenment era, Diderot preached
the right of the individual to determine the course of his or her life. This aspect of his
thought is most associated with Diderot's first novel, The Nun, the pseudo-‐memoir of a
young woman with no religious vocation who is forced to take the veil, and who is brutally
and sadistically tortured in one convent and subjected to the advances of a lesbian Prioress
in another. But the type of liberty that underpins Diderot's corpus is much more than a
hackneyed understanding of freedom; his message was and is intellectual emancipation from
all received authorities, be they religious, political, or societal, and all in the interest of the
common good. Much more so than the comparatively conservative deists Voltaire and
Rousseau, Diderot embodies the most progressive and perhaps even radical wing of
Enlightenment thought, a position that stemmed from his belief that skepticism in all
matters was "the first step toward truth."

Having already written a scholarly monograph and several articles on Diderot during
an earlier part of my career – on subjects that are much more closely linked to my expertise
in the history of science and medicine – I am now very much dedicated to the idea of
bringing the beguiling and challenging work of this French philosopher to a much wider
public. One of the thinly veiled objectives of this project is to identify the forgotten
importance that Diderot’s thought had for the American forefathers – Franklin and Jefferson
among them – in the establishment of the early American Republic.

II. Work plan
The project I am proposing to the NEH is what I call a “vertical biography” of Denis

Diderot. In lieu of the traditional, plodding, “horizontal” month-‐by-‐month structure that
undergirds most attempts at retelling Diderot’s life story, I am working through Diderot’s life
with a thematic (yet generally chronological) structure in mind. This is particularly important
given the fact that Diderot himself was constantly simultaneously carrying on a dizzying
number of projects: engaging deeply (in the margins) with friends’ manuscripts, thinking
through a new theory of human origins, carrying on an affair (mostly via correspondence)
with the love of his life, Sophie Volland, and editing the Encyclopédie. Diderot himself
famously declared that he had a hundred “physiognomies” – and was therefore difficult to
represent. To a significant degree, I am bearing this caveat in mind by looking at the multiple
facets of Diderot’s encyclopedic mind and undertakings.

My book has nine chapters, each corresponding to a particular problem or series of
events in Diderot’s life. The first chapters are anchored in the daily reality of Diderot’s
existence, publications, and persecution, be it his early atheistic writings or his
imprisonment. This emphasis shifts after the fulcrum chapter on the Encyclopédie (and about
1765) since, after that point, Diderot holes himself up in his apartment and begins writing a
series of groundbreaking, yet unpublished, works for posterity. These final five chapters after
the Encyclopédie chapter correspond more fully to the rich and varied legacy that he left
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behind in his unpublished manuscripts. Each of the sections will bring together several texts
in a way that, I hope, will be both compelling and synthetic.

The breakdown of the books is as follow:

Introduction: A meditation on the portraits of Diderot as entryway into his thought and life.
Ch. I: Native of Langres: An introduction to Diderot in his youth, his religious training (a
subject neglected by French biographers) at the hands of the Jesuits, his failed bid to become
the Canon of the Langres Cathedral, and his departure for Paris in 1728.
Ch. 2: Teaching Unbelief: Diderot’s transition from wayward ecclesiastic, to dilettante, to
translator, to freethinker, to disseminator of illegal and heretical ideas in Paris, c. 1735-‐49.
Ch. 3: Vincennes Prison: The story of Diderot’s arrest and imprisonment in 1749 (based on
unpublished archival sources) as well as a cultural history of imprisonment including the food
he ate, fellow prisoners, and the vow of silence that he (and other freethinkers) were forced
to take in order to be released.
Ch. 4: The Encyclopédie: or How to Create an Enlightenment. The story of the greatest
ideological reference work ever written and its persecution by the Church and Crown, 1747-‐
72.
Ch. 5. A New Genesis: A Short History of the Human. A synthesis of Diderot’s many
speculative deep-‐time writings on the origins of humankind in an era where doctrine
maintained that God created Man in instantaneously, 5700 years before.
Ch. 6. Destiny and Responsibility in a world without God. A meditation on Diderot’s many
writings – including Jacques the Fatalist and Rameau’s Nephew – on the individual’s status in
a potentially deterministic world.
Ch. 7. Going to the Louvre with Diderot. A synthesis and essay on Diderot’s writings on
music, theater, and, especially, his art criticism.
Ch. 8 Diderot’s Politics. An investigation of both published (Encyclopédie) writings on
political authority as well as Diderot’s unpublished and ghostwritten thought on colonialism
and the monarchy.
Ch. 9. On Sex and Love. A juxtaposition of Diderot’s writings on love, sexuality, human
physiology – especially that of the woman – and his wonderful decades-‐long correspondence
with the love of his life, Sophie Volland.
Epilogue: On the notion of posterity, and Diderot’s evolving legacy, even today.

Regarding the work plan itself, I have a working draft of the introduction, and more polished
drafts of the first four chapters. More sustained work will begin in five months, when I step
down as Dean of Arts and Humanities at Wesleyan University after four years. If funded by
the NEH, I will combine a semester’s sabbatical from Wesleyan with a second leave in order
to conduct the archival research necessary to complete the project within two years. In
particular, I would spend time both at the National Library and National Archives in France
consulting documents related to Diderot’s incarceration in Vincennes and the unpublished
police file maintained by Police Inspector Hémery. In addition to this more traditional line of
research, I am also hoping to solve the mystery of what happened to his remains, which
disappeared during the French Revolution, by consulting the registers of break-‐ins at the
Saint-‐Roch church, where he was buried.
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III. Competencies and Skills
If there is a single thread that ties the first part of my career together, it is the

exploration of how scientific knowledge and medicine structured the lives of human beings
during the early-‐modern era. My work on the history of eighteenth-‐century medical
practices of the eighteenth century has led the New York Academy of Medicine to name me
a fellow in the history of Medicine.

Denis Diderot has figured prominently within this scholarly orientation. In my first
book, Sublime Disorder: Physical Monstrosity in Diderot’s Universe (Voltaire Foundation:
Oxford, 2001), I explored Diderot’s relationship to the era’s natural history, his view of
scientific institutions, and his understanding of just what it meant to be human within the
era’s medicine. In my second book, The Anatomy of Blackness: Science and Slavery in an Age
of Enlightenment (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011, 2nd ed., 2013), I studied the scientific
and philosophical discourse on the Black African in an era of chattel slavery. Here, too, I was
able to examine a different aspect of Diderot’s thought, in this case, his anticolonial rejection
of nascent race theory and his overall political stance vis-‐à-‐vis questions of political and
colonial authority. I have also contributed several other articles to collections dedicated to
Diderot’s work, most recently, Cambridge New Essays on Diderot (2013).

More recently, however, I have also begun to write about the thought and life of this
modern philosopher for a general audience. This effort began with a New York Times Op-‐Ed
that I wrote on the 300th anniversary of Diderot’s birth in 2013. This piece prompted NPR to
run a segment on Diderot on “Weekend Edition,” where I was one of the Diderot specialists
interviewed. Following these two “public humanities” interventions, I was invited by two
academic presses and one trade press – Other Press – to produce a new biography of
Diderot. Bearing in mind the large audience that I hoped to reach, I decided to write the
biography for Other Press.

IV. Final product
Other Press is a small, high-‐quality New York City press that will market my Diderot

book in numerous trade, print, and online publications; the actual book will be distributed
through Random House. Among other things, the press is particularly well-‐known for their
high quality biographies, including, How to Live: A Life of Montaigne in One Question and
Twenty Attempts at an Answer, which won the 2012 National Book Critics Circle Award for
biography.

Were I to have an entire year’s leave next year, I anticipate that I will be able to write
the remaining five chapters and epilogue and would then take the following six months to
rewrite, fact check, and work with my editor. I fully and honestly believe that I will be able to
complete my manuscript by January 2017.
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