s

The Philosophe

Enlightenment thinkers aften referred to themselves'as “philosophes,” which is technically the
French word for philesophers. The term had a special meaning bound up with the spirit of the
Enlightenment. This is dealt with directly in the following selection, “The Philosopher,” from the
Encyclopedia. It has treditionally been assumed that Diderot is the author of “The Philosopher,”
but it may have been written by another person, perhaps Du Marsais. In any case, it is an
authoritative treatment of the topic according to Enlightenment precepts.
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Other men make up their minds to act without thinking, nor are they conscious of the
causes which move them, not even knowing that such exist. The philosopher, on the
contrary, distinguishes the causes to what extent he may, often anticipates them, and
knowingly surrenders himself to them. In this manner he avoids objects that may cause
him sensations that are not conducive to his well being or his rational existence, and
seeks those which may excite in him affections agreeable with the state in which he finds

himself. Reason is in the estimation of the philosopher what grace is to the Christian.
Grace determines the Christian’s action; reason the philosophers.

Other men are carried away by their passions, so that the acts which they produce do
not proceed from reflection. These are the men who move in darkness; while the
philosopher, even in his passions, moves only after reflection. He marches at night, but a
torch goes on ahead.

The philosopher forms his principles upon an infinity of individual observations. The
people adopt the principle without a thought of the observations which have produced
it, believing that the maxim exists, so to speak, of itself; but the philosopher takes the
maxim at its source, he examines its origin, he knows its real value, and only makes use
of it, if it seems to him satisfactory.

Truth is not for the philosopher a mistress who vitiates his imagination, and whom he
believes to find everywhere. He contents himself with being able to discover it wherever
he may chance to find it. He does not confound it with its semblance; but takes for true
that which is true, for false that which is false, for doubtful that which is doubtful, and for
probable that which is only probable. He does more—and this is the great perfection of
philosophy; that when he has no real grounds for passing judgment, he knows how to re-
main undetermined.

The world is full of persons of understanding, even of much understanding, who al-
ways pass judgment. They are guessing always, because it is guessing to pass judgment
without kmowing when one has proper grounds for judgment. They misjudge of the ca-
pacity of the human mind; they believe it is possible to know everything, and so they are
ashamed not to be prepared to pass judgment, and they imagine that understanding con-
sists in passing judgment. The philosopher believes that it consists in judging well: be is
better pleased with himself when he has suspended the faculty of determining, than if he
had determined before having acquired proper grounds for his decision.
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The philosophic spirit’is then a spirit of observation and of exactness, which refers
everything to its true principles; but it is not the understanding alone which the philoso-
pher cultivates; he carries further his attention and his labors.

Man is not a monster, made to live only at the bottom of the sea or in the depths of the
forest; the very necessities of his life render intercourse with others necessary; and in
whatsoever state we find him, his needs and his well-being lead him to live in society. To
thatr  .n demands of him that he should know, that he should study and that he should
labor to acquire social qualities.

Our philosopher does not believe himself an gxile in the world; he does not believe
himself in the enemy’s country; he wishes to enjoy, like a wise economist, the goods that
nature offers him; he wishes to find his pleasure with others; and in order to find it, it is
necessary to assist in producing it; so he seeks to harmonize with those with whom
chance or his choice has determined he shall live; and he finds at the same time that
which suits him: he is an honest man who wishes to please and render himself useful.
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