
Reason, Fools and Rameau’s Nephew 

Nicholas Lash 

In the autumn of 1993, I found myself called upon to give the 
concluding address to a conference in Stockholm-jointly sponsored 
by the Royal Dramatic Theatre of Sweden, the Royal Institute of 
Technology, and the Swedish Center for Working Life-entitled: “Skill 
and Technology: on Diderot, Education and the Third Culture”. One 
focus of the conference was Diderot’s Dialogue, Rameau’s Nephew, 
m y  appreciation of which has, I hope, been properly enhanced as a 
result of having sat through not only a dramatisation of it in German 
but also an operatic version, by a Finnish composer, with a Swedish 
libretto. 

Nobody knows for sure whether or not Denis Diderot had a 
conversation with Jean-FranCois Rameau, nephew of the composer, in 
the Caf6 de la REgence in Paris, in April 1761. Nor does i t  matter. 
Diderot certainly wrote the first draft of the Dialogue in that year, 
reworking it in 1773, 1778 and 1782, the year before he died. The 
history of this short text (less than seventy pages in the Flammarion 
edition) is so extraordinary that one almost suspects Diderot himself of 
having somehow arranged it. 

Although it has been described as “the very centre of his writing”’ 
and has provoked a still burgeoning library of commentary and 
interpretation, the Dialogue was never published or referred to by 
Diderot in his lifetime, and it first saw the light of day in a German 
translation, done by an admiring Goethe from a French manuscript 
which he had been lent by Schiller, who seems to have obtained it from 
a German officer in St Petersburg. Goethe’s translation appeared in 
1805. 

It exerted considerable influence on Hegel’s Phenomenology of 
Spirit (the first of the two passages on which I shall comment later in 
this article seems, for example, to have helped shape the dialectic of 
lordship and bondage) and it first appeared in French in a translation 
back from Goethe’s German-Diderot’s own carefully prepared 
manuscript only being discovered, quite by chance, in a second-hand 
bookshop in Paris, in 1891. (In 1865, incidentally, Karl Marx told his 
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daughter that Diderot was his favourite prose writer and, in 1869, he 
sent a copy of Rameau’s Nephew to Engels.’) 

Rameau’s Nephew is a conversation between two characters: 
“Moi”, a philusophe. a sober spokesman for Enlightenment virtues and 
values, a person of endless curiosity but somewhat conventional 
imagination, and “Lui”, the nephew, a more or less professional 
sycophant, hanger-on, procurer, resident buffoon in the household of 
M. Bertin-which was a centre of opposition to Diderot and the 
Encyclopedists. (Perhaps we should say that Lui had been resident 
buffoon in the Bertin menage because, as we discover in the come of 
the conversation, he has recently been thrown out after insulting- 
which is to say, obscenely speaking the truth t e a  priest, a fellow- 
guest at Bertin’s table.) 

Lui, the individualist. the amoralist, the anarchist, in restless quest 
of recognition as a “genius”, while despising the disruptive egotism 
characteristic of genius in its conventional forms, is a musician of real, 
if modest, talent. And yet, he is a genius, not only as a social parasite 
but also-as Diderot’s text displays far more eloquently than any 
utterance could do-as a mime artist, a conjurer of wordless evocations 
not only of the social world but of the natural, unreasoning world as 
well. 

From a literary point of view, these mimes are heart and centre of 
the text (and, incidentally, the best reason why dramatisations of the 
Dialogue are doomed to failure). Interrupting, unavoidably, the 
dialogue form, they are described, by Moi, in  passages of such 
brilliance as to set question-marks against the exactness of any 
philosophe’s scientific ordering of things - for does not Lui depict the 
world, in wordless gesture, more accurately and eloquently than any 
fruit of all Moi’s erudition could do? - and yet, it is Moi’s pen that sets 
down in words this physical description. We shall return to this. 

“Moi“ and “Lui” are usually translated ”I” and “He”. I prefer to 
render them as “Me” and “He” (or “Him”), which seems at least U, hint 
at something other than complete identity between the author of the 
text and each of his two acting subjects. This is important, because it is 
a great mistake to suppose that “Me” is simply Diderot and “He” just 
someone else, an other. It is not for nothing that the philosophe comes 
across, not unsympathetically, but somewhat drably, while all the 
colour and panache, vitality and danger, emanate from He. Yet, lest we 
turn sentimental, and grow too fond of this amoral and subversive 
layabout, the dialogue ends with He’s chilling description of how he 
put his wife out “on the game”. And we know, reading this, as Diderot 
knew when he wrote it, that the real-life Rameau’s wife died, in 
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childbirth, in the early summer of 1761. 
So much for preliminaries. Rameau’s Nephew raises, to my mind, 

two distinct, but by no means unconnected, sets of issues. The first 
concerns the connotations of “reason”: of rationality, knowledge, 
wisdom, and related notions. For the second we might formulate the 
principle: in order to ascertain what is of most interest, theologically, in 
the work of the great atheists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
pay little or no attention to what they have to say about “religion”. 
Concentrate, instead, on what they have to say about the things which 
matter to them most, and on the way in which they say it.’ 

At least in academic circles, we speak more easily, these days, of 
“reason”, and of “rationality”, than we do of “wisdom”. Not that we 
have lost all sense of connection between these two clusters of ideas. 
People may reason well or badly but, when we describe someone’s 
behaviour as “unreasonable”, or “irrational”, we are usually implying 
something more like folly than a weak grasp upon the rules of 
inference. 

With what, in different contexts, then, do we contrast “reason”? 
With whimsy, perhaps, or feeling; with faith, quite often, and, on 
occasion, with insanity. (The concatenated associations are, or should 
be, quite disturbing.) 

“It is clearly manifest that history, poetry, and philosophy flow 
from the three distinct fountains of the mind, viz., the memory, the 
imagination, and the reason; without any possibility of increasing their 
number. For history and experience are one and the same thing; so are 
philosophy and the sciences”.’ Bacon’s Advancement of Learning was 
first published in 1605. Although we still tend, as Bacon did, sharply to 
distinguish “science” from “history”, and “experience” from 
“philosophy”, our reasons for doing so are rather different from his. 
They no longer, for example, rest upon an assumed disjunction between 
memory and argument (not, at least, if we have learnt anything from 
what is known as “hermeneutics”). 

Bacon’s world, the world of early Stuart England, is very different 
from that, a century and a half later, of the Encyclopedists’ Paris. Yet 
one of the surprising things about Diderot’s Prospectus for the 
Encyclopedia (published in 1750) is the extent to which he took over- 
lock, stock, and almost barrel-Bacon’s scheme of Lhings. 

(To show this I have, in Table A, set out the elements of Bacon’s 
table of Contents on the pattern of Diderot’s SystLme Figure‘ des 
Conoissances [sic!] Hurnaines, which appears as Table B. One 
difference between them, as Furbank remarks, is that whereas Bacon 
excluded what we might call sacra doctrina from his scheme, Diderot 
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incorporated all of theology within “philosophy”, the field of 
“reason”.’) 

The sustained dissociation, in both schemes, of argument from 
memory, of “reason” from “experience”, sets reason’s quest, the quest 
for ordering and ordered sanity or wisdom, freewheeling in the void. 
Reason, order, the enlightened mind, thus senses itself vulnerable to 
disorder, chaos, madness. There may have been, in Diderot, an 
effervescent optimism, a boundless Sense of possibility; but if, as seems 
to be agreed, there was no room for the tragic vision in his scheme of 
things, neither do we find there the kind of smugness, the cocky self- 
assurance, that some other forms of “rationalism” exhibit. 

Thus, if one of the things that I would emphasise is the apparently 
spontaneous and untroubled way in which the Baconian disjunction of 
argument from memory, of “reason” from “experience”, is carried 
forward into the very heart of French Enlightenment, another would be 
the recognition, in Diderot’s case if not in that of his contemporaries, of 
the consequent vulnerability of “reason”. 

It is, moreover, worth remarking that, notwithstanding Diderot’s 
strategic differentiation between reason, memory and imagination, he is 
almost Wittgensteinian in his insistence on the diversity of reason, on 
the many different guises reason has. Thus, with characteristic 
disregard for the apparent inconsistency, his identification of reason 
with but one of what Bacon called “the three distinct fountains of the 
mind” exists in counterpoint to a more general sense of reason as 
specifying that which differentiates human from nonhuman nature, 
while yet doing so in such a manner as to suggest, ironically, that truly 
human, truly reasonable, human reason is really very rare. 

“Haven’t you noticed”, he wrote to a friend in 1773, ”that the 
diversity of that prerogative, which we call ‘reason’, is so great that, on 
its own, it corresponds to the full range of animal instincts?”6. And he 
runs through a list: the human wolf, the human tiger, human fox; the 
pike, devouring everything; the snake, self-coiled in a hundred ways 
the bear, the crow, and so on. Nothing, he says, is more rare than the 
man who is simply human through and through: “Rien de plus rare 
qu’un homme qui soit homme de mute pikce’ 

The King’s Fool 
HIM: There is no better part to play, with the great ones of this 
world, than that of fool. There once used to be an official King’s 
Fool, but there has never been an official King’s Wise Man. I’m 
Bertin’s fool, and fool to many others: yours, perhaps, at this 
moment; or. perhaps, you’re mine. A really wise person wouldn’t 
have a fool. So anyone who has a fool isn’t wise; and, if he isn’t 
wise, he’s a fool; and, perhaps, if he’s a king, his own fool’s fool.’ 
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On this, the first of two brief passages that I have chosen to 
illustrate my reading of the Dialogue, there are four things to be said. In 
the first place, there are advantages, in these matters, in working with a 
text first written in a foreign tongue. It keeps us on our toes. Thus, for 
example, “fool” is a sound enough translation of “fou”. But how 
different would be the sense if, instead, we rendered “fou” as “clown”, 
or “jester”, “idiot”, or “madman” (from many points of view, equally 
plausible translations)? 

Secondly, notice that the sense of “wisdom” (and hence, of 
“reason”, of “philosophy”, and of much else besides) is, as it were, 
counter-defined, delimited, or called in question, by the sense of folly 
or unreason rather than the other way round. 

At the beginning of the Dialogue, this is not yet clear: “Come rain 
or shine, my custom is to go for a stroll in the Palais-Royal every 
afternoon at about five. ... I hold discussions with myself on politics, 
love, taste or philosophy, and let my thoughts wander in complete 
abandon, leaving them free to follow the first wise or foolish idea that 
comes a l ~ n g ” . ~  Almost the first hint of danger comes when the nephew 
exclaims: “You know, of course, that I am an ignoramus, a fool, a 
lunatic, rude, lazy ... an out and out shirker, a rogue, a go~mandizer”.’~ 

How should we decode this seeming self-abnegation? The nephew 
knows (it seems) that he is a fool. But, knowing that, he’s wise. And 
what of us? The question must be asked, because the phrase: “yours, 
perhaps, at this moment; or, perhaps, you’re mine” is one of a handful 
of places in the Dialogue in which the reader is alerted to the uneasy 
recognition that it is me, the reader-and not a character called “Me”- 
who is being addressed! 

In the third place, it is worth noting the line of reading that runs, 
through Hegel and Max, to Michel Foucault. Foucault devoted the 
Preface to the Third Part of his History of Madness to a discussion of 
Rameau’s Nephew. His comment on our text: “and so unreason 
becomes reason’s reason - at least insofar as reason only knows itself as 
possession”” reminds us of the young Marx: “Private property has 
made us so stupid and one-sided that an object is only ours when we 
have it”.” 

Finally, notice that there is at least a hint (even though we are 
reading Diderot) that the “fool” performs, if not messianic, then at least 
prophetic functions. Thus, at the beginning of the Dialogue, the nephew 
is introduced as one of those eccentrics, on the margins of society, who, 
when ‘‘one of them appears in a company of people he is the speck of 
yeast that leavens the whole [c’est un grain de levain qui fermentel and 
restores to each of us a portion of his natural individuality. He stirs 
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people up and gives them a shaking, makes them take sides, brings out 
the truth, shows who are really good and unmasks the villains. It is then 
that the [man of good sense] listens and sorts people O U ~ ’ ’ . ~ ~  

Foucault’s comment on this passage, with its echo of I Corinthians 
5:6, is that folly, unwisdom, unreason, is thus charged with making 
truth’s way in the world. Of course, the wise ones of this world, insofar 
as they discern the truth that folly speaks, have their own way of 
neutralising it. As He says (and Foucault picks this up): “If we” 
(outsiders, byabouts, the unrespectable) “say something good it is just 
by accident, like lunatics or visionaries”.“ 

The Sound of Silence 
But you would have gone off into roars of laughter at the way he 
mimicked the various instruments. With cheeks puffed out and a 
hoarse, dark tone he did the horns and bassoons, a bright, nasal 
tone for the oboes, quickening his voice with incredible agility for 
the stringed instruments to which he tried to get the closest 
approximation; he whistled the recorders and cooed the flutes, 
shouting, singing and throwing himself about like a mad thing: a 
one-man show featuring dancers, male and female, singers of both 
sexes, a whole orchestra, a complete opera-house. dividing himself 
into twenty different stage parts, tearing up and down, stopping, 
like one possessed, with flashing eyes and foaming mouth. The 
weather was terribly hot, and the sweat running down the furrows 
of his brow and cheeks mingled with the powder from his hair and 
ran in streaks down the top of his coat. What didn’t he do? He 
wept, laughed, sighed, his gaze was tender, soft or furious:’ a 
woman swooning with grief, a poor wretch abandoned in the depth 
of his despair, a temple rising into view, birds falling silent at 
eventide, waters murmuring in a cool, solitary place or tumbling in 
torrents down the mountain side, a thunderstorm, a hurricane, the 
shrieks of the dying mingling with the howling of the tempest and 
the crash of thunder; night with its shadows, darkness and silence, 
for even silence itself can be depicted in sound.*s 

I know at least one distinguished dideralien who considers this the 
most beautiful passage in the Dialogue. Perhaps, therefore, the less 
heavy-footed comment it receives from me, the better. There are just 
two features of it to which I would draw attention. 

In the first place, as I indicated earlier, the paradox of Diderot’s 
brilliant liferury rendering, through this description, of He’s wordless 
evocations of the world, goes to the heart of the philosophy of this most 
anti-Cartesian of spokesmen for “Enlightenment”.’6 The paradox is 
pushed as far as it will go: Diderot writes so brilliantly that, reading his 
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text, we think we can imagine what is being described, but how, might 
one suppose, did He succeed in giving physical expression to birdsong 
ceasing at the setting sun, to temples rising into view, and so on? 

In the second place, what kind of “night” is it, “with its shadows, 
darkness and silence”, that can be depicted in this fool’s pantomime? 
Can we name the silence which the fool, in his antic wisdom, shows? 
There are, of course, many different ways in which such questions 
might be answered. But any answer worth our serious consideration 
would surely stand just as far from glib, supposedly quite clear and 
“rational” apologies for what the early modem world decided to call 
“theism” as it would from the easy, careless, tap-room atheism in 
which (like our contemporaries) so many of Diderot’s friends and 
colleagues tended to indulge. 

Foucault was, like Diderot, I think, a serious atheist. Commenting 
on the darkness of that “night with its shadows”, he speaks of the 
“vertigo” of reason’s self-unravelling, in which the truth of the world is 
only sustained as the interior of an absolute void, the absence of all 
shape and meaning.” 

Rameau’s Nephew ends enigmatically. He is off to the opera: 
“What’s on?” “Something of Dauvergne’s. There are some quite nice 
things in his music; the pity of it is that he wasn’t the first to write 
them. There are always some of the dead who plague the living. Can’t 
be helped. ... Good-bye, Mr Philosopher. Isn’t it true that I am always 
the same?” “Alas, yes, unfortunately.” “So long as I have that 
misfortune for another forty years! He laughs best who laughs last”.’* 

The nephew’s parting laughter, as Foucault heard it, is not hilarity, 
but a kind of cry. Unreason remains, ironically, solitary: its suffering is 
the sadness of a hunger whose depths cannot be pl~rnbed.‘~ Foucault, it 
seems to me, rightly picks up the difference between the laughter at the 
end, the laughter into darkness, and the “roars of laughter” which the 
mime initially provoked. And, in that difference, in the contrast of 
those cries, the pantomime, fool’s genius, lacking all complacency, has 
something of the character of a De Profundis. 
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