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Chapter 3 Significant ideas: The influence of the Enlightenment

Analysis activity 3.1: Reading a primary resource
An article on politics from Diderot’s Encyclopaedia
D’Holbach, Representatives, c.1751–1772

REPRESENTATIVES: The representatives of a nation are elected citizens … who are charged by society to speak in its name, to state its interests, to prevent oppression and to join in the process of governing. In a despotic state, the head of government is everything, the nation is nothing. The will of just one man becomes the law, and society is not represented. This is the form of government in Asia, whose people, subjected for centuries to traditional slavery, have not invented any way to influence the enormous power that constantly crushes them. In an absolute monarchy, the king either has the right to be the sole representative of the nation by the consent of his people, or by taking this right against their will. The king then speaks for all his people; the laws he makes are supposed to reflect the will of the entire people whom he represents. The French nation used to be represented by the Assembly of the Estates-General of the kingdom, composed of clergy and nobility, to whom the Third Estate was later added, so that it could represent the common people. This national assembly has not met since the year 1628. (Adapted from Stephen Gendzier’s translation of Denis Diderot, The Encyclopaedia. Selections, 1967, pp. 214–15)
1 In the form of an encyclopaedia entry, comments such as this can be presented as ‘general knowledge’, referring to political theory in the most general terms. How might this technique have helped the philosophes to make some of their more dangerous criticisms?
2 How does d’Holbach define a despotic state? Why does he choose to give an example drawn from Asia?
3 Why is d’Holbach’s ‘factual’ statement about the last meeting of the Estates-General actually a serious criticism of the French monarchy?
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