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Discursive Polit ics 1749-1751,'' i s  mde  available here a s  a 

r supplertent. to tho  papers circulated for  discussion a t  MLA Special 
f l  g a des nuagea, tl pleut e t  VOU; t o u t ,  

Session 550,  "I%& Language of Cri ticism." & a pancL particspant, -4ichel Serres  

Professar ?Ichlmn will be ~0crn;~ntirQ on the issuos rained by th i s  

seminar from thc perspective of h i s  convinction that the customary , . . . 
0 

hierarchy of " t h c o ~ l p r d e t t c e w  fa ultimnraly an inhibiting tactbr fn 1949, ~Qaumwc, i n  couahinp; the c a t w o t e  of a g i r l  born blinds 

in  contcmpor~ry inqu i ry .  Ila hna a u ~ g a e t e d  chat wo cfrcufata thfe preaPdod at what l i t e r a r y  hfatory han '-9 comb t o  regard an t 

paper as i l lus t ra t ing a wde of c r i t i c a l  practice in  which quostionn I " t he  :'expcrinsnt of the  century." The event w s e  decisive fcr  Diderot 

of theory merge fron and are  englobed by the engagement of specific ma wao Integral ly  linked t o  the  emergence of h i s  phi lo~ophical  and 
texts. k'e are  phased- to  make the paper available; and though the poPitical "~ ta tu r i ty  ," For the t e x t  t h a t  he w a s  prompted t o  wri te  by 

paper is sufficiently long to preclude any f u l l  discussion of its ~e'auatur' E experiment, La l e t t r e  sus l e s  aveug l~s ,  the  'first coherent 

implications i n  the s d m r  neeting I t s e l f ,  i t  dbes afford a useful &tlnrlation of his  atheis*? And h i s  ensuhg h p r l s o m e n t  and a c t  of 

occasion t o  expand the issucs of the  seminar, and opens the way to subnfssion at Vincennea was t o  necessitate a subsequent stategy of 
further erc.[w.ngeo. Ue urge seninar participants to read this paper character is t ic  circumvention and ruse,  It is t o  t h a t  s t ra tegy t h a t  
aot  o d y  for tho in t r ins ic  in teres t  of i ts thesis and eubject, but 1 these  pages axe devoted.' For our reading of the 1749 text shall be oriented 
as a concrete i l lus t ra t ion of the subtle conceptual retlculatirras on I 

toward a consideration of tho bracing implications of t h e  doviousnoss 
which c r i t i c a l  &ding depends and to  which criricti l  theory must be 

' 

of the first major essay which Diderot, with "tacit .  permission" from 
t responsive. Maleahorbee, was t o  publish a f t e r  emerging from Vincentaes, La l e t t r e  

3 
s u r  les sourds e t  1es  muets. 

We should do w e l l  t o  obse&e i n i t i a l l y  that  whoreas Diderot' s con- 

temporaries-were transfixed by t h e  spoctaclo of a blind sens ib i l i ty  

emer~ing I n t o  light, ke, on the contrary, was above a l l  concerned with 

tho now undorsta?ding t h a t  oight accrue by sharing lphfiosophically the 



experfence o f  the blind, Yhence the essay's center, the fictXve death- 
!; 

* 'beef hiecourse of Saderaon ,  *he 'brbd professor l)f op%lcsi For 

Saunderson speaks fk the d i ~ - i ~ *  gosition la which the c o e n o l ~ g i u ~  

p c f  of Codt s existence turns short. Qeless, he i s  the  apisslng . 

in tha infinite chain o f  an tdlegedly cYrdered universe, the gentle 

Cambridge nonrrter who can but sanile in irony a t  every appea3 t o  the 

self-evident splendor of the cosmos. 

Diderot, of course, w a s  casoful t o  delinonte, h i s  om difference 

f r o m  Saunderson in rr l e t t e r  of reply t o  Voltairer *Le sentiment de 

Saundereon ngest  pau NUB snon sentiment que l e  vstre. .. But b 

continuess *Ceest oxdinaire~tent pendant l a  nuit que s'$lGvent les ysipeu~8 

qui obscurcisaent en plof l'existence de Dieu; l e  lever du so le i l  l e s  

dissipe toujoura.,." Tiw image recalls the  disconfort of the deist  

in & Promenade & sceptique (1747)~ interrupted An his  diecourse 
i 

I 

by a s tomt "le c ie l  elobscuroit; un nuage &is noue d6xoba l e  spectacle 
i 

6 
de l a  nature." The discourse of atheism, the core of Diderot's 1 

I 
t e x t  1s the languags of a cloud (nuage, vapeurs) . Emblematically, re- 

turning t o  the point of inception of the Xlettre, we oey designate that  

cloud a cataract. ~ i t t x d t  "Cataraetea opacit6 du cr is tul l in  ou de sr 
I I 

meinbrae.. .qui emdche l e s  rayons luminew de parvenh jusque; l a  retine 

e t  qui cause ainsl  l a  perte de l a  vue," 1 

8 

Xn its sost  virulent core, Sa\ulcllerson's discouse--and DideMtee 1 

seuIw-- (ad not DfderotY s Eottiemporay p)yrsiolo&l8ts) uhe dictates 
i 
&unriersones puasi4elirium of. i~ universe st cbmce worlds monstrously 

emergin(l an4 fading away? Diderot take@ u~ t o  a hypotheti& orlein of 
1 

11: things8 "sf nous remontPons h l a  naiasance dae choees e t  des temps, 

1 e t  que nous sentiasions l a  matibe $60 atouvoir e t  l e  chaos dgbrouiller, 
I 

// , noua xencontrerions une multitude d'atmlces informee."(lLl) Thus o w  cats- 

rack--or oloud-- takas on a uertain p s i t i v i t y .  Far fmar b c m  a a h p l e  
li 
J obetaclrt t o  the vision of CodD@ splendor, it becomes a stochastic chaos, 

! a n*:apanded fog, out of wMah thing8 and times In thoir  plluralitg are 

g r e ~ f p i t a t e d ~  Diderot'e cataract ceases t o  be privative, and ecrereos-- 

1 potentially--saturated with tf;e entire universe of Lurmurtfus. 7 
. I 

1 One index of the positivity of Didexot's blind wivetse i e  the 

text--come:, close t o  transorfbing a series  of gassages f'rom Book V of 

extent t o  which it is dowinatod by what he regarded as tho moot funda- 

mental of eensesr touch. (see, most succinctly, the th i id  EnLretien sur le 
t 

OFils naturel' 8 "Los aens ne sent quPun toucher.. .") It is in t h i s  

realsr perhaps that  a nore essential and ldiosyncristic relation t o  Lucre- 

t i u s  than that  traced by yemiire  in hia search for  "sources" may be 

approached. For ?e Rerum Na - r ra  as well offers a universa bizarrely 

subordinated t o  touch. Consider, on the one hand, Diderot's blind xian 

defining a mirror: "une machine,.,qui met les  chosas en relief loin . . 
d* elles-$.es. . . ** l t f )  And symmetricallyt "m n i r o k  e s t  une nachlne qui 

nous met en relief horn de nous-&mes."(?S) And now, Lucretius, in 

Book IV, on tho cause of viaion: "there exist uhat we cal l  Images of 

De Rerum ilatura. Paul ~.mll:n, in par t iou lu ,  has been Ursistent 
b 



I '  
thingsf which, lfka film Oram frou the o u t m o s t  ourfa- of things 

t 

(guasi membranae swam0 de cbrn~% rerum dereptae), filt ~bOUti hi ther  Mb 

tMther through the  air.. ." ' * ~ n  t h e  ilrrt plaoe, f c a  avexything Me 

see  there  must of necessity continually I lon  d i s c b g e  and s c a t t e r  
14 c 

bodies which strike our eyes and exci te  d ~ i o n . ~ '  The blind man's 

mirror fn Iliderot., estranging an objecrt--or eubjoct--from itself, atndl 

Lucrotiuso' sinulncmn both appeal primarily t o  touch. So ntlch cao, fn 

fact ,  t h a t  we are  tempt~d t o  confront tho  Lucxetian"proofw of the  existence j 
I 

of abulacra, on the one hand* I I 
! 

*'In t he  first place, since 8monpt vfsibXe things orany t h r o w  
off bodies.,.as oitgn when cicadas drop t h e i r  neat coats 
(tunicas) S.n summer, and when calves a t  b i r t h  throw off t he  
e u l  from t h e i r  outermost surface, and dlso when the  slippery ': I 

serpent cas ts  off h i s  vesture mongst t h e  thorns.,.sinca 
these things happen, a th in  Image nust allso be thrown off 
from things, fron the outermost surface of things cab rebus 
m i t t i  sumo de corpore renun)," U 
7-- 

and Biderot's t e r s e  assertion, on the  other8 

"Saunderson voyait donc par l o  peau." (117) 

Fos whether the  skin (tunfca, .paau) be tha t  of  subject ox object,  a 

phenomenology of vision is displaced by an energetics of: touch, 

But what are we t o  cllkke of t h i s  unorthodox connection between 

Diderot's t e x t  and what Diderot scholarship has long recognized t o  be 

its pr5ncipal source? Hote sislply, what is the  r e l a t ion  between s igh t  

and touch In Lucretiue? It f a  here t h a t  we ehal l  d r a w  on tho andysos 

of France's most i&inativs adept of Luae t lus .  Niche2 Serres.12 For 
1 ! 

we shall attempt t o  demonstrate t h a t  his own "untimelyn reading of , 
I 

Sldemt 'e  Latin sourc? provides a s  well the unexpedod alearents f o r  a f 

s reading of t h e  philosophe. F%2s% off a c o n f i d i o n  of our e a r l i e r  
13 

FO'ML~XL~S~ physique 6glwrtenne.. .e& du t& plus qw de la we,. 

Bow d o n g  with the theory of' simulacra, the  other main oddity oZ kicretian-- 

or Egicmirut--phys5~$ i s  the celebrated clbamenr "tha+ whlle the first 

bodies axe being carried dounwsxlds by t h e i r  om weight i n  b s t r a igh t  l ine 

through t ho  widr at  t h e e  quite unc.erta3.n ln uncertain places (incezto 

temjloro f e m e  incerQ;Itrcl\le l o c i s  flsbtio), they swosve a l i t t l e  f r o m  tho* 

courart , JuaC eo muah ae you hf&ht a d 1  a ohanga of mat ian,  f a t  A1 they nape 
* I 

not apt to incline,  a l l  would fa l l 'dmwards  l i ke  raindrops through the pro- ... . 
$"omd void, no col l is ion would take place and no blow would be caused mong 

t h e  Ilrst-beginnings 8 thus  nature would never have produced anything, " 

And fur ther  on: "bodies must incl ine  a l i t t l e ;  and not more than the l e a s t  

posslble (E plus quart mlnlmum) . " From the  s tochast ic  cloud--or 

cataract--of Diderot's letter on blindness, we have come t o  the  Lucrrrtian 

downpour--or cataract--of atoms, But more inmediately we aro concerned 

with two 5nflnitesimal deiriations In the  Epicurean schemer the sirnulacnun 

o r  eatission an extremely tenuous surface, and t h e  clinamen o r  minimal 

swerve i n  the  ve r t i ca l  fall of atoms, 

And now, in what is only apparently a d i p e s s i o n  f r o m  our subject,  

several rcmarks on s t a t i s t i c a l  thennodynamics from tho"h1story of heredity" 

t h z t  B a ~ f o i s  Jacob en t i t l ed  La Logiuue du vivant8 

1, "The properties of a gas o m  be described by t h e  purely sechanica3. 

model of balls t h a t  col l ide ,  and entropy can be interpreted in t e rns  of 

molecular agi ta t ion.  If a nan is una'lile t o  prevent t h e  degradation of 

energy, it is because he l e  unable t o  distinguish each moleculo a?d ob- 

serve its c h a r ~ c t o r i s t i c s .  But it is perfectly pbssiblo t o  i w i n o  a 



being vlth a better brain and f i n e r  senses, whose facul t ies ,  accoxdhing to 

Waxwell, * m x  so sharpened t h a t  he can follow every aoleoule fn its 
* 

c o m e t  such B being, whose a t t r ibu tes  are still as essent ia l ly  f i n i t e  

as our own, would be able t o  do what Is a t  present lmpossibZe t o  us.' 

Thie tiny being o r  demon has t o  be Imagined a s  capable of *seeing lndf- 

vldual rno lecu le~ ,~  and able t o  move a sliding door whlch causes 8-16 friotion, 

in a par t i t ion aep'arating two compartments of a gas-XlTleB veauel. When 

a rapicily moving molaaule w i v e s  from Zaft t a  r ight ,  thzv  dolaavr lopene 

the door! when a tilow moving: molecule arrives,  he closes i t 1  and conversely, 

The rapid noleculee w f f l  then accumulate i n  the  rfght-hand compartment, 

whlch will get  warmer, and t he  elon fnolecules i n  t h e  left-hand co1~paxklaan%, 

which uill coo1 down. 'Without exgsnditura of energy, ' the demon will have 
.I.. - 

convortod non-utilizable onorgy in to  usable onorgy. lie w i l l  have oircua- 

vented the oocond law of thcnn~dynamics.~~ 
If 

2. The decrease of entropy, o r  increase of "negentropy," Is plainly 

an increase l . ~  order and information nithln the  conk-ent universe of 

cloud o r  gas, 

3. Maxwell's demon wae exorcised by Seilard and Brllloufn: "For 

Szilam3 and Bri l louin ,  on t h e  contrary, information has t o  be paid for .  

Tho demon can' 'seeg t h e  molecule8 only i f  he has with them some physloel 

connection, such as radiation. Not onlp the  gas, but the  whole s y o t e ~  

composed of t h e  gas and the demon tends towards equilibrium. Sooner o r  
I I4 

later, t he  dwon becuneq *blindg t o  the  gas." 

4. The resul tant  image of t h e  orgaaisa: "Living o r  not, every, 

syatem that functions tend8 to wear out, t o  fall i n t o  dleropair,  t o  in-  
* 

crease !in entropy. By means of a cer ta in  regulation, each local l o s s  

of energy is eornpensatd by work provided by another part of the organisart 
. ;  

hence mother  increase in entropy, in turn  compensated by further work 

r carried out at  another point i n  t h e  body, And so on, & a sort of waterfall, 

by which l o s s  i n  one place irs compensated by increased order alsowhere, 

The coordinatior. of the system da~endo on a network of'rcgulatoxy c i r m t t e  

by which t h e  organism is Integrated, But as in a waterfall ,  tho toLal  

change of energy always takes place in tho sam &.roction, that &pose8 

I 
YV second law of themodynamicfi, The rstatlsticai terdency t o  disanter  

. L y  di lapidates  auly system tha t  is closed t o  all exchanges u i th  khs 

~tatoido wodd, Ultimateby, t h o  mafntcl~at~ance of a living. system fn good 

m p a i r  hns t o  be paid for t  tho return t o  the cvor unotoblo quillbrim 

~ o & s  t o  a dofitall, o f  uunsol~nrdlng orgnnleation, that l a ,  t o  an incroaca 

In disanior sf the t o t d  ~f.yotom conposod of tho  orgnt~iaib and its envimnatonL, 

The Iivirtig orgrmlsm, therefore, cannot be a closad system. It cannot 

stop absorbing food, ejecting waste-matter, or being constantly t m v e r e &  

by a current of natter an$ energy from outside. Without s constant flow 

of oTder, the  organism dialntegratos.  Isolated, it dies, f i e r y  l i v ing  

I semairms i n  a sonse pluggd in to  t h e  general current which cancies t he  

universe %owanis diooxder. It is 5 of l o c d  gr& t r a n s i t o q  _eddy 

which wafntafns organization and allows it t o  ml;lroduce ," 
rl 

Thus t he  his tor ian of eo i  ence spontaneously rediscovers tho hagary 

i of Larcratfuo, I n  a stochastic univcrrao, the  transitory eddy in the 
t 
r natariradll. corrosponda t o  t h e  turbulance resul tant  from the  clinamsn in 



t t h e  a tonic  hornpour. Syst6n8 r e l a t e  i n  tha t  cataract not through any 

process of contemplation, but ra the r  by a %ransrnission of energy, orrfex' . 
. I  

or  infornationr whence t he  agtrress o f  t he  Lucretian simulacrum, Finally, 

t h e  i r revers ible  direction o f  t h e  f'low, the  f a c t  t h a t  the cloud (cataract) 

in suspension has become rain (cataract) is testimony t o  t h e  second 

princifle of thermodynamicsb A t  t h e  center of Senrese recent work has 

b o e ~  a renarkable &inrlation of the concerns of ~ t r t i s t l c d ,  thermodynamiic. 

with the  aleatory grandeur of the Lucretilan universe, To which achieve- 

ment we sha l l  return. 

But uhat' of Diderqt? If It  AS ye t  ? to  & in our roadins of tho  

phi loeo~he,  no hsvo nevertholooo discovered a world t h a t  is aleatory 

and t a a t i l o ,  oesantielly Lumtlnn, For the world of virginal percoption, 

in whlah Roawaur~a oxporlaent mnuwed in taroat ,  poaad pltilnoophionl queaLiona 

tha t  Didorot wsta content t o  relinquish t o  othurrt, Thua noLice tho do- 

l i g h t  u l th  which he pa i r s  off i d e a l i s t  (~orkeloy)  and sensual is t  ( h n d i l l a c )  
' 

i n  what he takes t o  bo a thoroughly f u t i l e  etruggler "Solon l'un e.4; P'autre, 

e t  selon l a  raison, les termes essence, mati*ero, aubotance, support, etc. ,  

ne portent g d r e  par ow-m$mes de lumiires dans notre e sp r i t t  . dBa i l lou r s  

reaargue judiclcusement l 'auteur de l g E s s a i  s u r  l e s  connaisoances humainea, 

so:t que nous nous :levions jusgusau ciewr, e o i t  que nous d'escendions 

jusque dans les ablmes, nous ne sortons ja,mais de nous-ngmes; e t  ce a'ost 

que notre  propm pens& que nous apercevons; o r  eves% 1% l o  rgsu l t a t  du 

premier dialogue de Berkeley, et  l e  fandeaent de tou t  son systztae, Ne 

~oriez-vouc pas curieuse de wlx aws pxiaea dow ennearis dont 16s annes 
t l lS)  

80 ressenblent s l  f o p ? ,  ..",, The extremes of a e m ~ i s n  and idealism 

tend; mrirror-like, t o  osciliate +at0 each other, based as they ano on 

4 

t h e  primacy of perception, the rtlvision between subject m d  object.  

To which we uould opgafis~ speculat ive~y,  Diderot's blind and iactl le 

world of energy m d  Womatlon."  With Berrss, the nco-encyclopedist, 

on t h e  horieonc "3% peut-Gtre n t y  a- t - i l  pas une grande dbffekence en t re  

ce pue nova appelona su je t s  , nous, e t  ce pus nous nomons ieo obje ts  . . ."If 

Consider the  problem of !Io?yneux, inherited from Locko and Condilliac, 

i n  this perepactive, To the question of whether a man b o n  blind, u p n  

gaining s igh t ,  could distinguish and ident i fy  at a distance t h e  cube 

md sphere which were ftunUiar: t o  R i m  from touch, Diderot l a  alone in 

t , .. - " 4 n $  i n  the a f f ima t ive ,  i . e .  , i n  dissolving the pxoblom, Horo- 

over, Didorot'e treatment af  the problem is u r k e d  by repeated recourse 

La the one figure--chiasmu&-that etructurea what viU. be seen t o  be 

tho psoudo-problem par axcollonca of the Ldttre sur les  nourds & les 
10 

nuota, t h a t  of inversion. Thuai "Cee objots pourraient f o r t  bian so - 
trrrnsfozmer dans mos mains a t  me ronvoyer, par l a  t a c t ,  dos se?sations 

toutes  contraires h ce l l s s  que j 'on  Qprouvo par l a  we." i lq~)~henc 

"Maia au ra i t  -il continu6 avec Locks, peut-^etre que , quand j ' appliqussai 

moe mains s u r  cee figuree, e l l e s  se transfomeront l 'une en l ' au t ra ,  . ." (/t'2) 
Now i n  Lucretius, i n  . ' ~ e  section concerning trouble in vision, 

we find an odd analogue t o  tho problem of Molyneuxr 

And when a fa r  off  we soo foursquaso towerr of a c i ty ,  
. .. they often appear t o  be round, f o r  t h f s  reason, because 

cvcry angle at a distance is seen blunted o r  ra ther  it I s  
not scan t\t all, Its blow is l o s t  and the stroke does ?7ot 
&lido across t o  our eyes; because while the irua~es arc rush- 
ing through a great spaco of a i r ,  the a i r  with freqt;cct 
buffeting:, forcoe It t o  bocomo blwlt. i l  

3% may be ouggcste&, en%lelrratically, t ha t  the  minuto d i f f  erenca %rc"cezn 

circle and quare m l g t ' ~ t  same as an approxlmation of tho tonuat:o s*izfxce 




























