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Diderot Biography (1713-84) 

Most prominent of the encyclopedists 

Educated by the Jesuits 

Essai sur le merite et la vertu, 1745 

One of the editors of the Dictionnaire de medecine, 1746 

Pensees Philosophiques, 1746, attacked both atheism and 
Christianity and was censored 

Made little money from his writings, but was granted a sum 
of money from Catherine of Russia for his library 

He wrote broadly, both plays, poems, philosophy, and 
social commentary 

According to the French critic, Sainte-Beuve's, he was " the 
first great writer who belonged wholly and undividedly to 
modern democratic societyò 



Relevant Quotes 
ñIf you want me to believe in God, you must make me touch him.ò Reflects 
his materialism that evolved into Atheism 

ñJustice is the first virtue of those who command, and stops the complaints 
of those who obey.ò Reflects his democratic idealism 

ñMan will never be free until the last king is strangled with the entrails of the 
last priest.ò Foreshadowed the attitude of the French Revolution, which 
attributed social inequalities to the joint power of the Church and Monarchy 

ñThe arbitrary rule of a just and enlightened prince is always bad. His 
virtues are the most dangerous and the surest form of seduction: they lull a 
people imperceptibly into the habit of loving, respecting, and serving his 
successor, whoever that successor may be, no matter how wicked or 
stupid.ò  In an era of the Enlightened Monarch, this is the best argument 
against monarchy, even benevolent monarchy. 

Hugo Chavez of Venezuela? 

 

 

 

 



Encyclopedia Project 

http://www.hti.umich.edu/d/did/ 

1750-72; interrupted periodically by the authorities 

Intended to provide a summary of world knowledge that 
would demonstrate the harmony and order inherent in the 
world 

Through Diderotôs direction, it became a vehicle for 
revolutionary ideas 

It also provided the common person with information of a 
practical nature relating to the trades and skilled 
occupations. 

It represents the spirit of the French Enlightenment: its 
ambition and the optimism that knowledge can be 
assembled in one book 

 

http://www.hti.umich.edu/d/did/


Citation on America 

Catalogues the historical discovery by 
Columbus, and its subsequent 
colonization by European countries 

Geographically situates America 

Identifies the major natural resources and 
raw goods produced in America 

NB: Nothing about the native inhabitants 
of America or their culture or the new 
societies being established in America! 

 



California 

California. large peninsula in North 

America, north of the Southern Sea, 

inhabited by savages who worship the 

moon. Each family there lives as it 

pleases, without being subject to any form 

of government. The Spanish have built a 

fort there called Our Lady of Loreto.  



Censors 

Begins with the history of the word in Latin and Roman 
civilization. 

Discusses the evolution of censorship in France to the 
current day. 

Ends with this observation on the work of the state 
censors, appointed by the Chancellor: ñTheir approval 
signifies the right to publish. Sometimes because of the 
great number of books they have to examine, or for other 
reasons, they are put in the disagreeable position of 
reducing authors and publishers awaiting their decision to 
the condition of the poor souls who wander on the banks of 
the Styx and implore Charon to ferry them across.ò 

This volume including the citation above led to the 
temporary censorship of the Encyclopedia. 



Versus Intolerance and Religious 

persecution 

ñJewsò details the history of judaism and 
directly mentions the persecution from 
Roman times to the present: ñWhen one 
considers the horrors that the Jews have 
experienced since J[esus] C[hrist], the 
carnage that they suffered under certain 
Roman emperors, and the slaughters that 
were repeated against them so many 
times in all the Christian states, one is 
astonished that this people still survives;ò 

 



Intolerance 
If an Infidel prince asked missionaries of an intolerant faith how their religion treats 

those who do not believe in it, they would either have to admit something odious, 
lie, or keep a shameful silence. 

What did Christ ask of his disciples upon sending them among the nations? Was it to 
kill or die? Was it to persecute or suffer? 

Saint Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: If someone comes to announce another 
Christ, to recommend another spirit, you will suffer them. Intolerant people, is this 
how you treat even those who announce nothing, propose nothing, preach 
nothing? 

He further wrote: do not treat as an enemy those who do not have the same opinions 
as you, but warn them as a brother. Intolearnt people, is that what you do? 

If your opinions allow you to hate me, Why wouldn't my opinions allow me to hate you 
as well? 

If you exclaim, "I have truth on my side," I would cry just as loudly, ñit is I who have 
truth on my sideò while adding, ñwhat does it matter who is wrong so long as there 
is peace between us! If I am blind, need you strike a blind man across the face?ò 

If an intolerant man clearly explained his position, what corner of the earth would 
remain open to him and what sensible man would dare set foot in such a country? 



Negroes 
http://www.hti.umich.edu/cgi/t/text/text-
idx?c=did;cc=did;rgn=main;view=text;idno=did2222.0000.029;sid=3b33eb8ddf989cc23469bd9399a7f087 

Although the encyclopedists advocated religious tolerance, they 
were not very enlightened about ethnicity. 

This article on African slaves examines them from the 
economic point of view but does not seem to acknowledge 
them as human beings with their own individual wills and value 

Lists many of the articles governing the institution of slavery 
established by Louis XIV in 1685. 

ñThe character of negroes in general. If by chance one 
encounters well-born men among the negroes of Guinea (the 
majority is always depraved), they are for the most part inclined 
to libertinage, vengeance, theft and lying. Their stubbornness is 
such that they never admit having done wrong, no matter what 
punishment they are made to undergo. Not even the fear of 
death moves them.ò 


