
DIDEROT ESSAY BLINDNESS

Margo et al explore how a now obscure essay written by Denis Diderot ( ) during the Age of Enlightenment may
represent the turning point in Western.

Contrary to his hope, Diderot's essay had little impact in settling any philosophical controversy. Some were
convinced they possessed supernatural powers and were either prophets or demons. For information on how
we process your data, read our Privacy Policy. The correctly assumed author, Denis Diderot, was 35 years old
and had not yet left his imprint on the Age of Enlightenment. I hope you will not demand more. Diderot by
this time was an agnostic materialist, believing there was no proof of God's existence and that everything
could be explained in terms of matter and motion. Under Kate Tunstall's erudite treatment, the allusions, the
ironies, the seeming confusion and the politically unsayable resolve into remarkable clarity. In her stylistic
evocation of Diderot's voice, Kate Tunstall provides her modern audience with a readerly experience closer to
that of Diderot's contemporaries so that we feel as a result something too often lost in this pragmatic age: how
much of Diderot's-or any major author's-message depends on a deeply literary culture. Bibliography Index
Appendices I. He had naively thought that publishing a nameless essay would guarantee his anonymity, but it
did not. If shapeless creatures had never existed, you would not fail to assert that none will ever appear, and
that I am throwing myself headlong into chimerical fancies, but the order is not even now so perfect as to
exclude the occasional appearance of monstrosities. Ignorance about the causes of vision loss and the inability
of many visually impaired individuals to participate in manual labor contributed to their being misunderstood
and isolated. I have no eyes. Kate Tunstall's highly original and beautifully-written analysis is an outstanding
treatment of its complexities, ironies, and anomalies, offering a much enriched understanding of the context in
which it was produced and of its complex relations with a host of philosophical and literary texts. He then
switches the topic to Saunderson, the inventor of palpable arithmetic. The blind man is remarkably cultured
and independent. The essay was an ambitious and multifaceted discussion refuting key elements of rationalism
and, in particular, Descartes' thinking about mind-body dualism and the validity of innate concepts. Diderot
became familiar with anatomy and the practice of medicine as the cotranslator of the 3-volume Medical
Dictionary of Robert James. His allegorical narrative drew the reader into the topic through the lives of 2
remarkable men: the first was the man born blind of Puiseaux, France, and the second, Nicholas Saunderson,
an early Lucasian professor of mathematics at Cambridge University. Though I see nothing, I admit there is in
everything an admirable design and order. With the psychology of blindness uncharted territory, Diderot lets
the narrator explore the moral and ethical dimensions of blindness with conversations about marital fidelity,
modesty, vice, virtue, and punishment. Although this strategy seems convoluted, Diderot was able to weave
his treatise into a story of human accomplishment, which may explain why the work had wide appeal. When
complete, it was a paean to the Age of Reason, a testament to freedom of thought, and an accessible resource
for knowledge Figure 2. The letter's discussion of sensory perception in men born blind dismissed the
supposed primacy of visual imagery in abstract thinking. It was not until the late 18th century, with schools for
the blind, that the visually impaired were integrated into society in any meaningful way. Diderot enjoyed a
good long life and died just five years before the storming of the Bastille. He operates a vineyard and distills
liqueurs to sell in Paris. The scene took place between Saunderson and his pastor, Gervase Holmes, minutes
before the mathematician died. The cataract surgery also made Diderot contemplate Descartes' mind-body
dualismâ€”an erroneous concept for Diderot, who thought it appeased the church at the expense of science. In
the s, the Irish lawyer William Molyneux posed the following question to John Locke: Suppose a man born
blind, and now adult, and taught by his touch to distinguish between a cube and a sphere of the same metal.
His letter, which recounted the life of Nicolas Saunderson, a blind mathematician, was intended to advance
secular empiricism and disparage the religiously tinged rationalism put forward by Rene Descartes. The
narrator is an acquaintance of the woman and the voice through which Diderot contests prevailing views of
what the senses contribute to knowledge and understanding. I take your word for the present state of the
universe, and in return keep the liberty of thinking as I please on its ancient and primitive state, with relation
to which you are as blind as myself. Denis Diderot , one of my all-time favorite dead white guy writers, would
definitely be at my fantasy dinner table for witty repartee and bon vivantism. The 3-month incarceration may
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have taught Diderot prudence, but it did little to diminish his secular orientation. Saunderson, who lost sight in
both eyes before the age of 2 years, was appointed chair of mathematics at Cambridge University, 9 years after
Isaac Newton left the post Figure 4. The narrator eventually returned to the dilemma presented by Molyneux's
man born blind concluding: I think that the first time the blind man's eyes receive light, he will see nothing at
all. To train and question one born blind would be an occupation worthy of the combined talents of Newton,
Descartes, Locke, and Leibniz. For instance, I may ask you and Leibniz and Clarke and Newton, who told you
that in the first instances of the formation of animals some were not headless and others footless? Think, if you
choose, that the design which strikes you so powerfully has always subsisted, but allow me my own contrary
opinion, and allow me to believe that if we went back to the origin of things and scenes and perceived matter
in motion and the evolution from chaos, we should meet with a number of shapeless creatures, instead of a few
creatures highly organized. During millennia of marginal existence, blindness was a particularly cruel fate that
threatened survival. Her introductory essay will prove to be even more useful, as it elegantly situates one of
the most peculiar yet important of Diderot's early epistemological reflections in the complex of Enlightenment
intellectual, theological and medical concepts that furnished its meaning and urgency for Diderot's
contemporaries. On his deathbed, Saunderson denied, on rational grounds, the existence of God.


