AN EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY TIME MACHINE

The Encyclopedia of Denis Diderot
DANIEL ROSENBERG

In 1755 the French philosopher Denis Diderot published his article
“Encyclopedia” in the fifth volume of a work he was then editing with
the mathematician Jean le Rond d’Alembert. The importance of this
work, the Encyclopedia, or a Rational Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts, and
Trades (1750-72), to the Enlightenment is difficult to overestimate.
Robert Darnton, for example, refers to it as the “supreme work” of the
period.' It remains so familiar today that it is most often simply referred
to as the Encyclopedia. The article “Encyclopedia” served Diderot as an
opportunity to reflect on the nature of the enterprise.

Diderot’s article is preoccupied with two problems, the relationship
between the encyclopedia and language and the status of the encyclo-
pedia in time. Of these two concerns, scholars know much more about
the first. Indeed, it has become quite common for intellectual and cul-
tural historians, philosophers and literary scholars to study the
Enlightenment through the lens of its ideas about language.? Language
served the Enlightenment as an essential model for the structure of
thought and knowledge, and during that period the study of language
and the study of reason frequently converged.®> As the philosopher
Etienne Bonnot de Condillac put it, “Every language is an analytic
method, and every analytic method, a language.” Condillac’s own work
bears this out in many domains. For example, his textbook on algebra
and geometry takes the form of a discourse on what he calls the “lan-
guage” of calculation. And he means this literally. He treats mathemat-
ical operations as a kind of syntax, and the algebraic sign as a kind of

45



DANIEL ROSENBERG

purified linguistic marker. Diderot’s Encyclopedia has often, and not
ht. Among other things, it is a

incorrectly, been seen in a similar lig
philosophical lexicon, a “rational dictionary,” a sourcebook and reper-

toire to accompany the rational syntax of a philosopher like Condillac.

Diderot discusses this at some length in the article “Encyclopedia.”
The other preoccupation of Diderot’s article “Encyclopedia,” the prob-

lem of the relationship between knowledge and time, has been less well

explored. This is in part because it is so often taken for granted that the lin-

guistic turn of the eighteenth century was a turn away from considerations

of history and time and toward a purely universalizing perspective on the
domain of knowledge. There are elements of truth in this judgment. But,
as the philosophically important eighteenth-century projects on etymology,

neology, and language origins all suggest, the tension between the project

of seeing philosophy through the lens of language and of accounting for
ring this peﬁod as just that,

history, contingency, act, and change occurs du
a tension, and many Enlightenment writers address it from one perspective

or another. As Diderot’s article makes plain, the question of the status of

knowledge in time should be central to the project of any encyclopedia.

Moreover, the importance of addressing it only intensifies given Diderot’s

view, and the view of many contemporaries, that the process of change in

the many domains of knowledge seems to be accelerating manyfold. For
Diderot, the question of how to construct an encyclopedia is crucially a
question of how to construct an encyclopedia in (historical) time.

In fact, this is a question in many ways novel in the Age of
Enlightenment, and it echoes questions heard throughout philosophy
the time. One of the distinctive aspects of this
st to the centuries that precede it, is a sense
of vertiginous opening in the horizons of past and future. In the 1760s,
for example, the natural scientist Buffon raised eyebrows among scien-
tists and hackles among theologians by arguing that the earth might be
as much as 75,000 years old. But even as he published these figures,
Buffon was entertaining the possibility that the earth might be millions,

not tens of thousands, of years old.* Buffon’s perspective (and his
Historians of science refer

d other areas as that

and natural philosophy at
historical moment in contra

change in perspective) was far from unique.
to this moment in biology, geology, astronomy, an
of the “discovery of deep time.” While this development has roots that
extend earlier, its importance only became clear in the eighteenth cen-
tury. To the philosophers of the Enlightenment, it appeared that much
had changed very quickly. Indeed for writers such as Diderot and
Buffon, it seemed that everything had changed in the short period since
the beginning of the century, in the short period since even Isaac
Newton himself had engaged in a serious attempt to reconcile astro-
nomical chronology with the literal chronology of the Bible.’

It is 1nt<?resting to note that Buffon recognized very clearly how
great a cognitive leap would be required in order to give up the r?oti
that the earth was really 6,000 years old, as the Church had long tau l(')li1
Clearly, Buffon’s hesitations in publishing his speculations agoutgthe.
long geological history of the earth were in part motivated by his con
cerns about the censorship of his ideas and the problems theyy osed fo-
scr}ptural interpretation; but as Paolo Rossi has shown, part oI; his tenr
tatlvleness had to do with his acknowledging the difﬁc’ulty of contem-
Platmg what he called the “dark abyss” of geological and biologic i
time. Indeed, when first presenting his new time scales, he intentioiali1
collapsed them by tenfold or more. “This abbrevia’ted version,” hZ

w.,\(rirote, waz1 TECESSATF - « - to preserve the order and the clarity of the

1leas. .. . Although it is quite true that the more we stretch time, the
) 2

closer we get to the truth . . . still, we must shorten it as much as possi-

ple in order to conform to the limited power of our intelligence.”” Over
time, Buffon grew bolder, but he was always conscious of the cc') niti
and cultural strangeness of thinking of time in new ways. s
As the dimension of the past began to burst open during the eigh-
teenth century, a parallel development began within the dimensiongof
the future. With the unsettling of the traditional 6,000-year history of
the earth, the meaning of the future changed imm(;nsely As]. B ]I;y \
and. Reinhart Koselleck have shown in different ways. du;*in. ?}fy
En.hghtenment, the meaning of the future became argu;lble in i w. ;
qulte.unfamiliar to Europeans only a generation removed.® Koselle az
fexplams that this new territory of the future, freed from t.he strai. }(;t
qacket (')f eschatology, “is characterized by two main features: first gth(;
increasing speed with which [the future] approaches . . . an.d sec,ond
1t.s unknown quality. ‘Unknown’ because this accelerated ti’me abbr ’
v1ate.d the space of experiences, robbed them of their const.a.n.c Z
lcontmu.ally brought into play new, unknown factors.” With the e}r’;dalrio
b . .
o ugreeri;rieilsaiuf;lSiif;iy.Koselleck argues, imaginative demands on the
Th-1s is a period of flowering for the uchronian imagination, for the shift
of utopian themes into narratives of the future. In the twentieth, century it i
so common to locate our ufopian visions somewhere in the chronol(l;y 'cai
fut.ure'(whether in the tomorrowlands of Disney World or Star Trek) gzh
it is difficult to remember that this convention is actually ve c;unat
Inde(?d, it can be dated fairly precisely to the decade of the 17705?;1 thi ;51
seemingly out of nowhere, a spate of novels on the great year 7603, or 1820’
g; 3340 all of a s‘udden l?egin to appear.”” The German critic Less,ing ideni
- th: Ifluetxlv1 spfais of writer er.nerging in this period, one who, “cannot wait
P e, b wantf this future to come more quickly, and . . . wants
accelerate it [himself].”"" These cultural and intellectual developments
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can be formulated, as they are in J. B. Bury’s classic study, as elements of the
invention of the idea of progress. But during the Enlightenment, progress itself
was only one element in a large and contested field of ideas, perceptions,
figurations, and constructions of the future and past. In contrast to the idea
of progress, the more basic development in this period, recognizable as
much in works of historiography, natural philosophy, philology and other
fields as in explicitly progressive or futurological works, was a problem and
a problematization of time.

Diderot’s Encyclopedia makes an interesting and important study in
this regard first because it figures so centrally in the conception of the
Enlightenment put forward by the philosophes, and second because it may
not be immediately evident how questions of time might influence the
formulation of an encyclopedia, a work aimed, as Diderot puts it, “to col-
Ject all the knowledge that now lies scattered over the face of the earth.”
It may be interesting all the more since, for Michel Foucault and the
many historians and scholars influenced by him, the Encyclopedia figures
so centrally as an artifact of an epistemological disposition to classify and
tabulate, which either suppresses or ignores the dimension of time.”* In this
version of the Enlightenment, language and knowledge meet in the form
of the encyclopedia itself, as a great synchronic taxonomy of the world
which transcends and contains any possible temporality. As Foucault puts
it, characterizing the épistéme of the eighteenth century:

In so far as language can represent all representations it is with
good reason the element of the universal. There must exist within
it at least the possibility of a language that will gather into itself,
between its words, the totality of the world, and, inversely, the
world, as the totality of what is representable, must be able to
become, in its totality, an Encyclopaedia."

In the course of this paper I want to cast a somewhat different light
on the eighteenth-century Encyclopedia, a work that has come to seem
very familiar, perhaps too familiar to us. It seems to me that the
Encyclopedia serves so often as a symbol of the order, stability, and uni-
versalism of the Enlightenment imagination, that it is sometimes diffi-
cult to remember or recognize how much this document speaks from
and to a sense of time and the times. I want to argue that even if we rec-
ognize the Encyclopedia frequently expresses a longing for the synoptic,
we should not lose sight of the fact that in Diderot’s work this is always
paired with an acute sense of time’s presence and evanescence.

That the Encyclopedia heralded and interrogated a new kind of time is
nothing one would have needed to tell an eighteenth-century observer.
Contemporary readers of the Encyclopedia experienced it as a volatile and
epoch-making text. From historians such as Robert Darnton, John Lough,

and Jacques Proust, we know that the Encyclopedia stirred lively contro-
versy, and that a complicated drama of underground commerce and cir-
culation began after the French censor withdrew permission for a work
that appeared increasingly irreligious and materialist.’® We also know
from contemporary sources that the Encyclopedia registered as much as
event as it did as text. An eighteenth-century commentator named Jean-
Baptiste Suard summed up his own reaction to the work as follows:

What a moment! and of what an era [the Encyclopedia] gave
promise! . .. [IJt was . .. as though [its] wishes for the human
race showed an almost divine force. . . . [N]early drunk with so
much hope for the progress of reason, [the Encyclopedia] prophe-
sied algerusalem of philosophy that would last more than 1000
years.

Diderot himself never adopts quite this millennial tone; indeed he tells
us that he is uncertain about the stability of intellectual progress in the
epoch that the Encyclopedia seems about to usher in, but as much as
Suard, he understands the Encyclopedia as both the sign and the mecha-
nism of a new kind of intellectual time.

One of the basic aims of the Encyclopedia is empiricist. Diderot and
his original collaborator, d’Alembert, make much of the fact that in con-
trast to older works, the Encyclopedia would in important ways constitute
a primary study of its objects. The contributors to the Encyclopedia would
all be in some way familiar with the fields for which they were to take
responsibility. The Encyclopedia, as they put it, would be the work of a
société de gens de lettres and not just the scribbled summary appreciations
of one or two closeted editors or the dusty accumulations of a royal
academy. As the “Preliminary Discourse” to the Encyclopedia makes clear,
the plan for the work involved legions of writers including philosophers
of the most general talents such as Voltaire (who wrote the entry on
“history” among others) and Rousseau (who contributed many articles
om music), to writers with more specialized knowledge including scien-
tists, teachers and men from all walks of professional life.

Diderot frames the work as a tool for a world in which “[one dares]
to raise doubts about the infallibility of Aristotle and Plato,” and in
which “works that still enjoy the highest reputation . . . begin to lose
some of their great prestige”—and may even be “forgotten entirely.””
The Encyclopedia is a manifesto for an explosion of the arrogance of
canonical texts and for an active engagement in the material world.
This aspect of the work is beautifully attested to by many rich and his-
torically useful articles, and even more vividly by the work’s broad and
precise collection of plates illustrating the sciences, arts, and trades of
the day, plates which in the words of Roland Barthes practice a kind of
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autonomous “philosophy of the object.”*®

But the problems that motivate the Encyclopedia and the strategies it
deploys are more complex than its empiricist aspect suggests. The prob-
lem of the Encyclopedia is not just returning to the things themselves, but
constructing a literary and intellectual mechanism capable of account-
ing for them in a way that will not be subject to immediate obsolescence
or irrelevance. Diderot feels this problem acutely. To all appearances, in
the eighteenth century the half-ife of books is diminishing at an unac-
countable rate. Works intended to serve generations outlive their useful-
ness in only ten or twenty years. Diderot writes, [I]n every work destined
for the general instruction of men, one must. . . resolve to work only for
the generations to come because our moment passes and hardly will a
great enterprise be completed before our generation exists no longer.””
Moreover, a work that takes too many years to appear invariably suffers a
literary stillbirth, becoming an artifact for the historian.

The fortunes of Pierre Bayle’s very important Historical and Critical
Dictionary (1697) make a case in point. In only decades a work as sub-
stantial and as important to the philosophes as this had acquired the air
of old age. “[I]f such has been the fate of Bayle, how much worse would
have been the fate of an Encyclopedia excecuted during his time?”
Diderot asks.? In the view of Diderot and d’Alembert, Bayle’s genera-
tion was still too much obliged to the memory of old ideas. A monu-
ment of criticism, Bayle’s Historical Dictionary nonetheless remained
torn between the act of criticism and the conventional texts that it cri-
tiqued. Its very form brought quick obsolescence. Although its outward
appearance was that of a dictionary much like Diderot’s own “diction-
naire raisonné,” Bayle’s work could not shake free of the old conven-
tions of commentary. The Encyclopedia alphabetized a diverse list of
objects, concepts, and names in a system that placed equal value in all
of these potential objects of knowledge. Bayle’s Dictionary was a reper-
toire of old names. The very organization of the page in the work marks
the hold of tradition. According to d’Alembert, the important parts of
Bayle’s book are invariably found not in its body, but in the apparatus in
the margins. D’Alembert writes, “Bayle’s dictionary is only improperly
referred to as a historical dictionary; it is a philosophical and critical dic-
tionary in which the text is only the pretext for the notes.” By contrast,
the Encyclopedia would abandon the convention of notes, favoring the
renvois or cross-reference where additional commentary on a particular
issue was required. In this way, the Encyclopedia would elevate the work
of criticism to the same epistemological status as the positive work of
description and synthesis. This is part of its claim to modernity.

Diderot and his coeditor d’Alembert register the shock of the new
in different ways. D’Alembert responds mainly to the blinding speed

with which books become obsolete. Diderot responds to the same devel-
opment but also to the phenomenon of language change which appears
to outstrip conventional means of accounting for it.** The very mecha-
nisms of knowing with which the Encyclopedia responds to its objects are
themselves changing. Indeed, it is this reflexive aspect which most dis-
tinguishes this encyclopedia from its predecessors: Diderot’s Encyclopedia
recognizes itself both as a symptom and an instrument of change.”

Thus, while Diderot and d’Alembert argue that an encyclopedia
such as their own had never been possible before the 1750s, by the time
it had become possible, it could not be delayed another instant.* “An
Encyclopedia,” writes Diderot, “should be begun, carried through, and
finished within a certain interval.”® In the “Age of Louis XIV,” major
philosophical, scientific, and linguistic works had taken decades to
appear. The time of the Sun King expanded itself without limit. With
vested interest in the extension of the time of its self-representation,
absolutist bureaucracy had extended the moment of knowledge into an
irrecoverable pause. The very delay instituted by academic bureaucracy
had become a corruption of knowledge. “A sordid self-interest always
asserts itself to prolong any work that a king has commissioned.”” What
better monument to the interminableness of the academic institution
than the 1694 Dictionary of the Académie Fran¢aise? “[O]ur French aca-
demicians,” Diderot writes, “had toiled sixty years on their dictionary
before having published its first edition!”* By the time it had been pub-
lished as a whole, in the formerly antineological bastion of the
Académie Francaise, a neological supplement had now to be prepared.
Diderot writes,

If one should devote to a universal and systematic dictionary all
the long years that the vast scope of its subject matter seems to
require, it would come about, thanks to the revolutionary changes
which are scarcely less rapid in the arts and sciences than in lan-
guage, that this dictionary would be that of a century past, just as a
dictionary of language composed slowly could only end up a list of
words from an age already passed.”

In all of these passages language appears as the very element of change.
Revolutions in the sciences and in the arts follow after revolutions in
language. Genius itself becomes possible only when the genius of lan-
guage permits.”

Diderot and d’Alembert imagine the Encyclopedia as a kind of time
machine, a mechanism to release learning from the periodicity of the
academies, the endless cycle of séances without progress. “Literary pro-
jects which great noblemen conceive,” Diderot writes, “are like the
leaves that appear in the spring, grow dry in the autumn, and fall in a
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heap in the depths of the forest where the sustenance they give to a few
sterile plants is all the effect that they can be seen to produce.” The
opening pages of the article “Encyclopedia” are consumed by almost
mechanical repetition of this argument against repetition and wasted
time.* Diderot conceives of the société de gens de lettres responsible for the
Encyclopedia as a kind of counteracademy. In earlier times great works of
synthesis were written by individuals and the production of works by
groups tended to contribute to their tardiness and insipidness. Bayle
wrote his Dictionary alone. The Dictionary of the Académie Frangaise was
written by committee. But as speed became more of an issue, the
economies of time possible with a large group of collaborators became
more important. The more workers, the faster the work.”

According to Diderot, the institutional problem of timeliness mul-
tiplies almost beyond control in an age when sciences change so fast
that the time between a scholarly work’s composition and publication
might bring discoveries which would make it out of date. Diderot writes,

Opinions grow old and fade away just as do words; our interest in
particular discoveries grows weaker day by day and then extinguishes
itself. If the work is drawn out over time, we will get stuck on prob-
lems of the moment which have ceased to be at issue, and we will
have said nothing about others whose time has come and gone.”

This problem is not one that the Encyclopedia is entirely capable of avoid-
ing. Diderot continues, “We ourselves have given evidence of this diffi-
culty, as a quite significant period of time has passed between the date
of this work and the moment of my writing.”* For Diderot, the delay
necessitated by editing and publishing books is itself a matter of great
concern. Even the act of writing implies the threat of receding time.”

The technical issue of how to produce quickly a good encyclopedia
is crucial to Diderot not only because he values intellectual progress in
general, but also because he understands the Encyclopedia to be a docu-
ment and an artifact of a “siécle philosophe.” He confronts the prob-
lem of imagining a universal book in a moment, of defining his
encyclopedia as a dynamic act, of telling the story in which it plays a role
even by coming into existence. We live in a time, Diderot explains, when
“the least common ideas of the century passed . . . become more and
more common every day.”*” Not two-thirds of the words in use in the past
century, he speculates, remain in use now.” The vortex of change enters
language itself. What were once the languages of experts, the most diffi-
cult and abstruse of words, are today common coin. He continues,

There is not a woman who has received some education who does
not employ with discernment the whole range of expressions con-

secrated to painting, to sculpture, to architecture, and to belles let-
tres. How many children are there . . . who have learned to draw,
who know geometry, who are musicians, to whom the language of
the home is no more familiar than that of the arts. . . . The lan-
guage, even the popular language, will come to change.”

Diderot’s characterization of women’s speech is another indication that
perceptions of language are changing. Moliere’s caricatures of les pré-
cieuses are only the best known examples of the very common seventeenth-
century association of women and neologism. As the passage above
attests, by the time of the Encyclopedia, men of science, art, and industry
came to imagine themselves as the primary sources of new expressions,
and the project of neology (as opposed to neologism which became the
derogatory term) took on new philosophical and political importance.
As an account of language, the encyclopedia was an account of change,
and as an account of change, of language.

For Diderot a contemporary encyclopedia must be time-bound,
both in the sense that its production is subject to the constraints of time
and that (regardless of universal intentions) it necessarily becomes a
document of its own time. But that very fact forces us to write as much as
possible into the future. Again, Diderot: “[I]n every work destined for
the general instruction of men, one must . . . resolve to work only for the
generations to come because our moment passes and hardly will a great
enterprise be completed before our generation exists no longer.”*

For Diderot, the principal difficulty associated with older encyclo-
pedias has less to do with the truth of their content than with their for-
mal inability to register and make navigable the rapids of time. In other
words, the difficulty with older encyclopedias is that in the intellectual
conditions of Enlightenment, they simply age too quickly:

Think of the progress that has been made . . . in the sciences and
the arts! Think of the many truths that are unveiled today which
were not dreamed of [a century ago]! True philosophy was in its
cradle; the geometry of infinity was not yet in existence; experi-
mental physics had scarcely appeared; dialectics did not exist; laws
of sound criticism were entirely unknown.*

Certainly, in 1755, encyclopedias had existed for many years. Indeed,
Diderot was aware of the great tradition of Renaissance encyclopedias.
But today, Diderot asks, “What would these encyclopedias be for us?”*
The temporal condition of Enlightenment demands not only a new
encyclopedia, but an encyclopedia of a new kind.

Diderot portrays his Encyclopedia as a transitional work relative to
these orders of knowledge and progress. He originally proposed the
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work in 1745 as a translation of a twenty-year-old encyclopedia by the
Englishman Ephraim Chambers, called simply Cyclopedia. But by the
time that Diderot’s Encyclopedia had begun to appear, it had metamor-
phosed almost beyond recognition.” The arena of the Cyclopedia,
Diderot writes, “expands under our feet.”* According to Diderot the
problem was not that Chambers’s book was wrong, but that increasingly
no book traditionally conceived could claim to be sufficient to the task
of an encyclopedia. In a sense, it is the very bookness of the book that
constitutes the problem, the fact that the book seals itself off against the
world, explaining it, illustrating it, attempting to mirror it in structure,
but finally reconstituting it as a dead object bound between two covers.*
Understood in a certain way, we might think of this problem as an
aspect of the condition of intellectual progress known as the
Enlightenment. This is the condition that Diderot points to when he
catalogs an explosion of novelties in philosophy, science and art, when
he characterizes philosophy as having emerged from its “cradle.” But
Diderot’s discussion of progress here is only one aspect of what he
understands to be a broader phenonemon of accelerated intellectual
production and change. This is Diderot, from the article
“Encyclopedia,” discussing the future of the book:

As long as the centuries continue to unfold, the number of books
will grow continually, and one can predict that a time will come
when it will be almost as difficult to learn anything from books as
from the direct study of the whole universe. It will be almost as
convenient to search for some bit of truth concealed in nature as
it will be to find it hidden away in an immense multitude of

bound volumes.*

This vision of a kind of Borgesian Library of Babel occurs in the context
of a discussion of what an encyclopedia is and does and why the present
intellectual moment in particular demands such a work. The passage is
somewhat surprising. On the one hand, Diderot is trumpeting some of
the important intellectual advances of the day. On the other hand, he is
diagnosing a condition of accelerated and accelerating intellectual pro-
duction which is anything but progressive. He perceives the possibility of
intellectual production accelerating beyond intelligibility.

In a somewhat dystopian mode, Diderot locates the Encyclopedia at a
turning point in the history of textual production and culture. He iden-
tifies the Enlightenment with the maturity and perhaps the exhaustion
of the print age. In the old scriptural economy, Diderot explains, there
were few writers and many copyists. But, “if you look ahead to a future

ag

e,” he continues, “and consider the state of literature after the print-
ing press, which never rests [and which] has filled huge buildings with

books, you will find again a twofold division of labor.” And some men

will . . . devote themselves to investigations which will be new, or
which they will believe to be new. . . . The others, . . . incapabl,e of
Producing anything of their own, will be busy night and day leaf-
ing through these books, taking out of them the fragments they

consider worthy of being collected and preserved.”

For Diderot, the distinctiveness of the problem of knowledge in the
Enlightenment lies in its reflexive character. Diderot shifts the focus of
epistemology to the concealment of truth within the realm of knowl-
edge itself. As he bluntly puts it, “If we are even now ignorant of a part
of what is contained in so many volumes . . ., [in the future, one] will
know still less of what is contained in those same books, aug;nented as
they will be by a hundred—a thousand—times as many more.”*

Thus, when Diderot writes that “an attempt at an encyclopedia could
only belong to a philosophical age,” he is up to something more com-
plicated than promoting his own work or praising the philosophical
advances of his day.” He is arguing that an encyclopedia of the sort that
pe proposes is both a symptom and necessary response to a condition of
intellecutal hyperactivity. The modern encyclopedia is not only incon-
ceivable prior to the mid-eighteenth century, by the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury a world without an encyclopedia has become unthinkable.

Frf)m a statistical point of view it has been well documented that in
the mid-eighteenth century there were more books, more journals
more places to read, and more readers than ever before.” But the numi
bers do not capture the contemporary sense of vertigo. Practices and
.technologies of writing, print, and reading were associated with novelty,
‘1‘r'nmediacy and change in a way that, from the point of view of our owr;

information age,” must seem both very strange and very familiar. In
Roger.Chartier’s account, the eighteenth-century bookshop appears 'the
Vf:ry plc.ture of activity and anticipation. New forms of commerce and
c1rcu.lat10n appear including commercial lending libraries. The time of
reac.hng seems to accelerate, breaking the book into smaller pieces and
redistributing it across assignments of time. In these days, comments
one of Diderot’s contemporaries, “There are works that excite such a
ferment that the bookseller is obliged to cut the volume into parts in
order to be able to satisfy the pressing demands of many readers; in this
case you pay not by the day but by the hour.”

The Encyclopedia is fundamentally an artifact of this moment. It
addresses this sense of accelerated time not only by providing the ki.nd
of digest mentioned earlier, but by posing the question, how can an
account of knowledge comprehend and represent a process of intellec-
tual becoming? How can an account of knowledge itself take on tempo-
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ral form? Diderot’s anxiety about the quickening of time is matched by
his ambition for the Encyclopedia. A self-proclaimed manifesto of a “siecle
philosophique,” the Encyclopedia is in a special sense “historical.” By virtue
of its ability to make new, it creates a formal dilemma, how to remain in
the present while accelerating the very process of becoming-past.

But why an encyclopedia? How does that form address the kind of
temporal acceleration that Diderot perceives? Why an encyclopedia
now? According to Diderot, an Encyclopedia is at once something more
and something less than a book. More precisely, the Encyclopedia is what
comes after books. Traditionally, an encyclopedia was understood to be
a compendium. As Diderot notes, the etymology of the word, en-cyclo-
pedia, suggests a compass or an encompassing of knowledge.” But as we
already know, Diderot understood the arena of the encyclopedia to be
expanding under his feet. Diderot’s encyclopedia was in this sense to be
more than a book. Its ambitions were enormous, and over the course of
a quarter of a century and 28 or more volumes (depending on how you
count), the Encyclopedia described, explained, cataloged, narrated, ana-
lyzed, and depicted a breathtaking panorama of objects, ideas, and events.

At the same time Diderot’s Encyclopedia was to be something less
than a book, or less than a traditional encyclopedia. The Encyclopedia
followed the form of another sort of work, the alphabetic dictionary:
hence, the full title, Enyclopedia, or a Rational Dictionary of the Sciences,
Arts, and Trades. The Encyclopedia constructed by Diderot and his collab-
orators disposes of the notion of a single and eternal order of knowl-
edge, the very ordering that the term “encyclopedia” traditionally
implied. It also dispenses with context and linearity. In the past, ency-
clopedias were usually organized in a thematic fashion, what Diderot
called an “encyclopedic order,” so their structure might mirror the fun-
damental categories of the universe of knowledge.”

In order to loosen the hold of traditional categories, Diderot struc-
tured his encyclopedia as a dictionary, organizing the work by following
the arbitrary order of the alphabet. This is not to say that in choosing
“dictionary order” Diderot dispensed with the ambition to organize the
universe of knowledge. It is rather to say that he insisted that such acts
of ordering were just that, acts, products of a structuring imagination,
and furthermore that there ought to be many ways of organizing this
universe. This, he considered not only an intellectual principle but a
compositional imperative in the accelerated condition of Enlightenment.
The eighteenth-century linguistic turn appears to have more than just a
taxonomic dimension.

The Encyclopedia is an interface. Diderot planned four basic interac-
tive mechanisms to operate in the work. First, it could be accessed
alphabetically, as an intellectual lexicon. Second, its articles could be

traversed from one to another by means of embedded cross-reterences
or links. Third, the reader could begin by following either the genealog-
ical or the rational divisions of the domains of knowledge offered in
appendices to the work. Or, finally, one could begin with the plates
which were themselves complexly cross-referenced with the text.
Without abdicating the responsibility of conceptualizing relationships
among the subjects treated, the Encyclopedia attempts to leave room for
the active participation of its readers. D’Alembert’s famous analogy
between the Encyclopedia and a world map, which is sometimes taken to
suggest the univocal and totalizing character of the work, is, in fact,
intended to convey the arbitrariness of any given perspective on it. As
d’Alembert puts it, “one can create as many different systems of human
knowledge as there are world maps having different projections, and
each one of these systems might even have some particular advantage
possessed by none of the others.” The multiply-indexed structure of
the Encyclopedia emphasizes the “projective” role of the reader and the
readerliness of the encyclopedic text.”

Alphabetical order, Diderot admits, is a kind of disorder. But
according to Diderot (slyly evoking again an empiricist rhetoric), the
disorder of the Encyclopedia is not so unlike the disorder one finds and
sometimes appreciates in the world. He writes,

Often, alphabetical order produce[s] burlesque contrasts; an arti-
cle on theology [is] relegated to the page across from the mechan-
ical arts. . . . I insist on the liberty and the variety of this
distribution.

He goes on,

In this respect, the construction of an Encyclopedia is much like
the foundation of a city. One must not build all of the houses on
exactly the same model even if one has found a general model,
handsome in itself and suitable for any location. The uniformity of
the buildings, bringing with it a uniformity in public passages
would give to the whole city a sad and tiring appearance.”

For Diderot, the qualities of “dictionary order” extend right up to
chance, juxtaposition, and burlesque. The dis-order of the Encyclopedia
demands an active intellectual engagement. It demands that reading be
thought of as a constructive intellectual enterprise.

Thus Diderot defends the encyclopedic dictionary against the
objections of traditionalists (which must seem familiar to us today) who
claimed that making information accessible completely apart from con-
te)'(t, completely apart from the necessity of reading long abstruse ana-
lytic or narrative works would “contribute to extinguishing the taste for
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work and study.”” In addition to giving the work a dynamic self-renewing
quality, from even a formal perspective, the Encyclopedia would encour-
age an enlightened kind of reading. As Wilda Anderson has suggested
in her excellent book on eighteenth-century scientific dictionaries, for
the philosophes part of the critical effectiveness of a dictionary stems from
the choice allowed the reader and the constant formal suggestion that
every order of knowledge is in some way instrumental.®® Structuring the
Encyclopedia in this fashion not only provides it with the flexibility to sur-
vive changing ideas about the order and use of knowledge, it also gives
it (in Diderot’s famous words), “the character . . . of a good dictio-
nary . . . which is to change the general way of thinking.”*

While it may be possible to regard the organizational apparatus of
the Encyclopedia as static—formal, systematic and mechanical—it seems
to me that such an approach drains from the work much of its interest
and urgency. It is true that Diderot considered the Encyclopedia to be a
kind of machine, but it seems to me that as historians we should be
especially careful not to erase either the motivation for the invention
nor the role of the mechanic in operating it. Diderot’s mechanism
demands an operator.

From the outset the Encyclopedia admits the provisional character of
its structure. As we have seen, the work claims its authority on the basis
of its ability to be new and to renew in the face of accelerating time. The
progress of the reader through the work is envisioned as the motor of
that renewal, a process that produces its own logic of progress. This
logic interacts with but is not determined by a grand historical narrative
of progress. This comes through most clearly perhaps in Diderot’s and
d’Alembert’s presentation of the problem of progress itself. Consistent
with the widely shared Enlightenment practice of “conjectural history,”
d’Alembert juxtaposes what he calls a “genealogical tableau” of the
progress of the human mind with both an “encyclopedic tableau” and
historical accounts in general. He notes that the organization of each is
different, and their critical and positive values differ as well.

The genealogical tableau represents a grand narrative of progress; it
is history as it should have happened. This is in contrast with any possible
narrative of history that actually occurred. According to Diderot and
d’Alembert, the interest of either narrative derives from its relation to the
other. For the editors as for many of their contemporaries, the example
of the Middle Ages serves as a constant reminder that progress of human
understanding must be ever renewed and is without guarantee. The
abstraction of conjectural history provides a critical key for understand-
ing the actual history of the human mind, but never predicts or accounts
for it directly. Histories constantly frustrate the story of linear progress
that Reason would write for itself.* Thus, the Encyclopedia alternately nar-

rates itself in histories with different purposes, and provides the materi-
als for still more writings and readings. Progress, for Diderot and
d’Alembert, is necessarily an act. It is a constant process of re-narration,
a process located at what Bronislaw Baczko has referred to as the fringe
of utopia, a space of utopian aspiration without a utopian script.”

During the eighteenth century in Europe, certainties about the
meaning and pace of time to a significant extent unraveled, and in turn,
as Koselleck argues, imaginative demands on the future intensified. In
my view, the case of the Encyclopedia bears this out. But it does $o in per-
haps unexpected ways. Koselleck and others such as Fredric Jameson
have emphasized the formal and cultural difficulty of maintaining nar-
ratives without ends. But in some respects this is precisely what Diderot
and d’Alembert set out to do. In place of the figural and proleptic imag-
ination of Christian prophesy (in the end, this will have had meaning,
the proleptic statement par excellence), Diderot and d’Alembert sub-
stitute an open and activist vision of the future of human knowledge
(this will have had meaning once you have read it).

It is worth emphasizing that the Encyclopedia cannot be reduced to
only this aspect. As a collective project, the Encyclopedia was one of the
most complex works of its day, and the many issues that it raises deserve
careful and individual attention. But it is equally worth emphasizing
that to leave out of our account this element of the Encyclopedia, to treat
the Encyclopedia as a totality rather than as a project, would be to miss a
major element of the constructive and pedagogical dimensions of the
work; it would also be to miss an important episode in the eighteenth-
century struggle to reconceptualize past and future.

Looking backward, the success of Diderot’s Encyclopedia is in so
many ways remarkable. Centuries later the Encyclopedia still serves as a
model for philosophical works of all sorts. It is sl itself widely used in
a modern edition. Students today are all familiar with the faces of the
creators of the Encyclopedia. And schoolchildren even learn their ABC’s
from the names of these great men . . . Alembert, Blondel, Cahusac,
Diderot, and so on.

This is what we learn from the narrator of a time-travel story written
by Louis-Sébastien Mercier in 1771 % In this novel, entitled The Year 2440,
an eighteenth-century Frenchman, a contemporary of Diderot, falls
asleep and is awakened miraculously some seven hundred years later. In
the story the time traveler makes the acquaintance of a twenty-fifth-cen-
tl.lry philosopher who guides him on a tour through the astonishing
cityscape of future-Paris. The time traveler marvels at a world in which
streets are clean, government is accountable to the governed, and the
uncomfortable hats of the eighteenth century have finally been replaced.

But not every artifact or memory of eighteenth-century France has
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been eliminated. When the subject of education arises, the guide tells the
traveler, “As soon as [our children] have reached the age of reason, we put
in their hands your famous Encyclopedia.” To which the traveler responds,
“You surprise me! The Encyclopedia as primer! Oh, what a leap you have
taken toward the advanced sciences, and how ardently I desire to take
instruction with you! Open your treasure chests to me, s0 that I may, at one
fell swoop, enjoy the accumulated works of six centuries of glory!™®
This is nothing less than an encyclopedist’s dream, transport into the
future (six centuries of intellectual glory at one fell swoop): mastery of
time, that slipperiest and most troublesome of eighteenth-century prob-
lems.* With only the minor innovation of time travel, Mercier solves not
only one of the most difficult of epistemological problems but, for the
Enlightenment, one of the most timely. For better or for worse, in the
Encyclopedia Diderot was not blessed with the kind of fictional possibilities
possessed by Mercier’s narrator, and was forced to confront the same
sense of an expanding future with the tools at hand: text, image, and
print. His solution to the these problems was to create a mechanism that
resembled a book but also represented an attempt to move beyond it.
Today, at a moment when posthistories of all sorts have been declared,
when, to many, the book seems to have exhausted itself, and when novel-
ties of various sorts are supposed the only constants, it may be interesting
to think about the ways in which such formulations can be understood as
historically particular, and perhaps also the extent to which, since the
Enlightenment or the year 2440, they may not be new at all.
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