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The enclosed papef by Jeffrey Mehlman, "Cataract: Diderot’s
bsscmivegéonms 1749-1751," 1s made available here as a
supplement to the papers circulated for discussion at MLA Special
Session 550, “Ihe Languape of Criticism." As a panel participant,
Professar Mchlman will be commenting on the issues raised by this
se:n;nar from the perspective of his convinction that the customary
hierarchy of "Lhcor&/prnctice" is ultimately an inhibicing factor
in contmporiry inquiry. e hno suggasted that wo circulace thia
paper as {llustrating a rode of critical practice in which questions
of theory emerge from and are englobed by the engagement of specific
texts. We are pleased.to make the paper available; and th.ough the
paper 1s sufficiently long to preclude any full discussion of its

i:u{)lications in the scminar meeting itseclf, it does afford a useful

occasion to expand the issucs of the ceminar, and opens the way to

‘further exchanges. We urge seminar participants to read this paper

ot only for the intrinsic interest of its thesis and subject, but

25 a concrete illustration of the subtle comceptual reticulations on

. which crigical xéading depends and to which eritical theoxry must be

responsive,

#

Jeffrey Mehlman

' Romance Languages

Johns Hopkins University -
Baltimore, Maryland .

Cataract: Diderot's Diccursive Polltics 1749-1751

I1 y a des nuages, 11 pleut et voild tout,
--Michel Serres

»

In 1749, R&n\muxe in couching the cataracts of a girl born blind,
k pre;idod at what literary hiﬁory haf weomemmmoswy COME 10 regard as
the “experiment of the century."' The avent was decisive for Diderot
and was integrally linked tci the emergence of his philozophical and
political "maturity.” AFor the text that he was prompted to write by
‘Réaumur'e experiment, la _1_9_\:,1;_‘.; sur les aveugles, marks the 'first coherent
;'ai'ticulation of his atheism." And his ensuing imprisonment and act of
submission at Vincennes was to neg:essitate a subsequent stategy of
characteristic circumvention and ruse. It is to that strategy that
these pages are devoted.” For our reading of the 1749 text shall be oriented
toward a consideration of the bracing implications of the deviousness
of the first major essay which Diderot, with "tacit permission™ from
Maleshorbes, was to publish after emerging from Vincennes, la lettre
sur los sourds et les muets.’

We should do well to o‘bser;'e initially that whereas Diderot's cone
témpqr#iés'were transfixed by the spectacle of a blind sensibility
emerging into 1ight, ke, on the contrary, was above all concerned with
tho new u_nderstaading that night’ accrue by sharing philosfvphically the
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‘Saunderson n'est pas plus mon sentiment que le votre...” 4
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experience of the blind., Whence the essay's center, the fictive dea;h- .
bed discourse of Saunderson, the blind professor of éptics. For
Saunderson speaks tz':m the discursive position in which the cosmological -

procf of God's existence' turns short. Eyeless, he is ths missing link
in the infinite chaln of an allegedly oxdered universe, the gentle
Canbridge monster who can but smile in irony at avex"y appeal to the
self-evident spléndor of the cosmos,

DMeroi. of course, was caroful to delineate his own difference
from Saunderson in a letter of reply to Voltalrei“"Le sentiment de
But he

continues: *C'est ordinairement pendant la nuit que s'élavent les vapeurs

qui obscurcissent en mol l'existence de Disu; le lever du soleil les

dissipe toujours.,.” The image recalls the discomfort of the deist

in la Promenade du sceptigue (1747), interrupted in his discourse

by a storm: “"le ciel s'obscurcit; un nuage épala nous déroba le spectacle
de la nature.” The discourse of atheism, the core of Diderot's
text is the language of a cloud (nuage, vapeurs). Mblematically, To-
turning to the polnt of inception of the Letire, we may designate that

cloud a cataract. Littrds “Gataracte: opaclt€ du cristallin ou de sa

membrane,..qul empgche les rayons lumineux de parvenir ;]usqu'i la rétine
et qui cause alnsi la perte de_ la vue."

In its most :li.rulent core, Saunderson's discourse--and Diderot's
text--comes close ‘o transcribing a series of passages from Book V of ‘

De Rerum Natura.

Paul Vernidre, in particular, has been Insistent
» N .
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and porsuasive in maintaining that it is Lucretius--"Lucrice et Lucrbce

_seul”--{and not Diderct's contemporary physiologists) who dictates

‘Saunderson's quasi-delirium of a universe of chance worlds monstrously

emerging and fading away." Diderot takes us to a hypdthetical origin of
things: “si nous remontions § la nalssance des choses et des temps,
st que nous sentlssions la matibre se mouvoir et le chaos se débrouiller,
nous rencontrerions une multitude d'dtres informes."(}2I} Thus our cata-
rad-—or cloud-- takes on a certain positivity. Far from boing & simple
obatacle to the vision of God's splendor, it becomes a stochastic chaos,
& suspended fog, out of which things and times in thelr plurality are
precipitated. Diderot's e;taract ceases to be privative, and emergos--
potentially--saturated with the entire universe of Lucretius .7

One index of the positivity of Diderot's blind universe is the
extent to which it 1s dominatod by what he regarded as the most funda-
mental of senses; touch. (See, most succinctly, the third Eniretlen sur le
'Fils naturel's “Les sens ne scat quun toucher...")‘ It is in this
realm perhaps that a more essential and idiosyncratic relation to Lucre-~
tius than that traced by Verniere in his search for "sources" may be
approached. For De Rerum Na-.ra as well offers a universe blzarrely
subordinated to touch., Consider, on the one hand, Diderot's blind man
defining a mirror: "une machine.,.qui met les choses en relief loin
d’elles;mémes...” f"{) And symmetricallys "un miroir est une machine qui v
nous met en relief hors de nous-momes.”(#5) And now, Lucretius, in

Bock IV, on tho cause of vision: “there exist what we call images of
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things; which, 1ike films drawn from the outermost surface of things
(quast membranae summo de corpore rerum dereptae), £1it about' hither and
thither through the alr.. ."? "In the first place, {rom everythiné wo
see there must of necessity continually flow and discharge and scatier
bodles which strike our eyes and excite vi.slon."m * The bli;xd man's
nirror in Diderot, estranging an object--or subject~-from itself, and

Lucrotius’' simulacrum both appeal primarily to touch. So much 8o, in

fact, that we sre tempted to confront the Lucretian“proof“ of th‘e‘existenc'e

of sirulacra, on the one hands

"In the first blace. since amongst visibls things many throw
off bodies...as often when cicadas drop thelr neat coats
(tunicas) in summer, and when calves at birth throw off the

. czul from their outermost surface, and also when the slippery

Ceen eaeem

serpent casts off his vesture amongst the thorns...since
these things happen, a thin image must also be thrown off
from things, from the outsrmost surface of things (9_\3 xebus
mitti summo de corpore rerum)." #

and Diderot's terse assertion, on the other:

"Saunderson voyait donc par la peau."(il7)
For whether the skin (tunica, peau) be that of subject or object, a
phenomenology of vision is displaced by an energetics of touch,

But what are ﬁe to make of this unorthodox connection between
Diderot's text and what Diderot scholarship has long recognized to be
ita principal source? More simply, what 1s the relation between sight
and touch in Lucretius?

.

)
of France's most imaginative adept of Lucretius, Michel Serres. 2 For .

It 1s here that we shall draw on the analyses

we shall attempt to demonstrate that his own "untimely" reading of
Diderot's Latin sourcp provides as well the unexpectod elements for a

e
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4 roading of the philosophs. First off, a confirmation of cur earlier
' . 2
comments: "La physigue épicurienne...esi du tact plus que dé 2a vue..."
Now along with the theory of simulacra, the other main oddity of Lucretian--

or Epicurean--physics is the celebrated ¢lihamen: "that while the first

bodies are being carried downwards by their own welght in a straight line
through tho vold, at times quite uncertain and uncertain places (incerto
tempore ferme incertisqus locis anatio). they swerve a little from their

course, Just s0 much as you might call a change of motion, For if thoy wers

not apt to incline, all would fall downwards like raindrops through the pro-
found vold, no collision would take place and no ‘blcu would be caused among
the first-beginnings: thu's nature would never have produced a.nythi.ng.”/‘{
And further ons “bodles must m'clino a little; and not more than the least
l;o‘saible (nec yplus guam minimum).” From the stochastic cloud--or
cataract--of Diderot's letter on blindness, we have come to the Lucretian
downpour--or cataract--of atoms, But more immedlately we arc concerned

with two infinitesimal deviations in the Eplcurean scheme: the simulacrum

or emlssion an extremely tenuous surface, and the clinamen or minimal
swexrve in the verblcal fall of atoms.

And now, in what is only apparently a digresslon from our subject,
several rcmarks on statistical themodyna.miqs from the"history of heredity"
that I*‘rax)gois Jacob entitled La Logique du yivants

+ 1+ "The propexties of & gaé can be described by the purely mechanical
modol of balls that collide, and entropy can be interpreted in terms of
molecular agiiation., If & man is unable to prevent the degradation ot.

energy, it 1s because he is unable to distinguish each molecule and odb-

serve iis charactoristics. But 1t is perfectly possidle to imagine a
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being with & better brain and finer senses, whose facultieé, accoxding .to'
Maxwell, ‘are so sharpened that hs can follow svery moleculs in ﬁ.{ g
course; such a baiﬁs; whose attributes are still as essentially ﬁnite_
as our own, would be able to do what is at present impossible to us,’
This tiny being or demon has to be imagined as capable of 'seeing indi-
vidual molecules,® and able to move a sliding door which causes no friction,
in a partition separating two compartments of a gas-filled vesssl., When
a rapidly moving moleocule arrives from left to right, the domon opens
the doory when a alow moving molecule arrives, ho closes it; and converssly.
The rapid molecules will then accumulate in the right-hand compartment,
which will get warmer, .and the slow molecules in the left-hand compartment,
which will cool down. 'Without expenditurs of energy,’ the demon will have
.;:onvor!.od non-utilizable onorgy into usable onorgy. He will have oircum-
vented the second law of thermodynamics.” #

2, The decrease of entropy, or increase of "neéentropy." is phinly
an increase in order and information within the contingent universe of
cloud or gas.

.

3. Maxwell's demon was exorcised by Szilard and Brillouin: "For
Szilard and Brillouin, on the contrary, information has to be pald for.
The demon can'*see’ the molecules iny if he has with them some physical
connectlon, such as radiation. Not only the gas, but the whole system

composed of the gas and the demon tends towards equilibrivam. Sooner ox
13

later, the demon becomes 'blind' to the gas.”
4, The resultant image of the organism: "Living or not, every
system that functions tends to wear out, to fall into disropsir, to in-

»
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crease in entropy. By means of a certain regulation, each local loss

of energy ls compensated by work provided by another part of the organism;
hence anothex increase in entxopy, in turn compensated by further work
carried out at another point in the body. And so on, in a sort of waterfall,
by which loss in one place is cumpensated by increased order elsewhere.

The coordination of the system de?ends on a network of regulatory ecircuits
by which the organism is integrated., But as in a waterfall, the total
cﬁange of energy always ta.ke# place in the same direction, that imposed
%y the second law of thexrmodynamics, The statisticai tendency to disorder
L:o7iily dllapidates any system that 1s closed to all exchanges with the
ocutside mnjlél. Ultimately, tho maintenanance of a living system in good
ropair has to be pald for: the return to the evor unstable equilibrium

iaada to a daflolt of surrounding organizatlion, that is, to an incroase

in dlsordor of the total cystem composed of the orxganism and its environment.
The living organism, therefore, cannot be a closed system. It cannot

stop absoxrbing food, ejecting waste-matter, or being constantly traversed
by & current of matter and energy from outside. Without a constant flow

of oxder, the organism disintegrates. Isolated, it dies. Every living being
remains in a sonse plugged into the general current which carries the
universe towards disorder.

which malntains organization and allows it to reproduce.”

Thus the historlan of sclence spontaneously rediscovers the imagoexy
of Lucretius, In a stochastic universe, the transitory eddy in ihe

waterfall corxesponds to thae turbuloence resultant from the clinanmsn in
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the atomic downpour.
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Systems relate in that cataract not through any
process of contemplation, but rather by a transmission of energy, order,

or informations whence the aptness of the Lucretian simulacrum. AFinally.

the irreversible direction of the flow, the fact that the cloud (cataract)
in suspension has become rain (cataract) is testimony to the second
principle of thermodynamics. At the center of Serre;‘ recent work has

been a remarkable srticulation of the concerns of statistical themmodynanics
with the aleatory grandeur of the Lucretian universe, :"I‘a which achieve«

ment we shall return,

But what of Diderot? ' If it has yet o rain in our reading of tho
philosophe, we havo neverthoi?as discovered a world that is aleatory
_and tactile, essentlally Lucretlan. For the world of virginal percoptlon,
in which Roaumur's oxporimont ronewed intorosi, posed iahllooophicn.l questions
that Didorot was content to rulinguish to others, Thus nolice the do-
light with which he paixs off idealist (Borkeley) and sensualist (Condillac)
in what he takes t0 b a thoroughly futile struggle:s "Selon 1'un et 1l'autre,
et selon la raison, les termes essence, mau?aro, substance, support, etc.,
ne portent gubre par eux-némes de lunilres dans notre esprit;.d'ailleurs

remarque Jjudicleusement 1'auteur de 1'Essal sur les connaissances humaines,

s0it que nous nous &levions Jusqulaux cleux, solt que nous descendions
Jjusque dans les ablmes, nous ne sortons jamals de nous—ngmes; ot ce n'est
que notre propre pensée que nous aparcevons; or c'est 13 le résultat du
premier dialogue d;s Berkeley, et le fondement de tout son systéme, Ne
soriez-vous pas curieuse %3;3’01: aux prises doux ennemis dont les armes
se ressemblont si fort?...", The extremes of sensuallism and idealisn

tend, mirror-like, to escillate into each other, based as they are on

. ]
world of energy &nd information,
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the primacy of perception, the divis'ion between subject and object.
To which we would oppose, speculatively, Diderot's blind and tactile
With Serres, the neo-encyclopedist,
on the horizoni "Et peut-'étre n'y a-t-i1 pas une grande différence entre
ce que nous appelons sujets, nous, et ce que nous nommons les objets. .."”
Conslder the problem of Mollyneux. inherited from Locke and Condillac,
in this perspective, To the questlion of whether a man born blind, upon
éain,‘mg sight, could distinguish and ldentify at a distance the cube
and aphere which wore familiar to him from touch, Diderot is alone in
anc.. ring in the affimmative, i.e., in dissolving the problem. More-
over, Diderot's treat.,ment of the problem is marked by xrepsated recourse
to the one figure--chiasmus;-that structures what will dbe seen to be
the psoudo-problem par oxcellence of the Letire sur les sourds et les
muota, that of 1nvoraion:’o Thus: "Ces obJets pourralent fort bicn se
iransformer dans mos mains et me renvoyer, par le tact, des sensations
toutes contraires b celles que j’on éprouve par la vue."(/42) Then:
"Mais aurait-il continué avec lLocke, peut-8tre que, quand j'appliqueral
mes mains sur ces figures, elles se transformeront 1'une en 1'autre...”(/72)
Now in Lucretius, in ."e section concerning trouble in vision,

we £ind an odd analogue to the problem of Molyneux:

And when afar off we see foursquare towers of a city.

they often appear to be round, for this reason, dbecause

every angle at a distance is seen bdlunted or rather it is

not scon at all, its blow is lost and the siroke does not

glide across 1o our eyes; because while the images are rush-

ing through a great space of air, the air with frequent

tuffetings forcea it to become blunt, 2/

It may bs suggested,  erblematlcally, that the minute differencs baineen

civele and square might sorve as an approximation of tho tenuons susface
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