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Background and purpose of the research

Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie contains a liable and pertinent survey of the knowledge available in the middle of the eighteenth century. The Encyclopédie deals with a vast range of problems related to population. Human life span is one of these.

One of the main aims of this contribution is to characterise the transition between the representations of death and the notion of mortality as it is understood at this time. What is the nature of the link between the conceptions of individual death and the considerations upon “mort en masse”, that is to say the deaths and their number, in a given population ? We would also like to situate the question of the duration of human life in the intellectual context that Diderot and d’Alembert propose to the honnête homme des Lumières. In order to perform this aim, one point of entry to this problem is to examine how death is viewed and represented in the Encyclopédie, by comparison with Ariès’ conclusions.

Data and methods which were used

Some articles about human life span are well known, for example : Vie humaine. But it is necessary to look for other articles in which the number of years that human beings are living could be estimated or measured, because, in the corpus of the Encyclopédie, the knowledge is scattered and sometimes appears under unexpected rubrics. First, we determine what kind of sources Encyclopédie contributors used for their topic. Secondly, we examine if the reader of the Encyclopédie could find the main results of the calculation of human life span. But could he also get the methodology to compute human life span and understand its background ? To study the representations of death, the article « Mort » offers an interesting starting point. It contains five parts : natural history of man, theology, mythology, medicine and jurisprudence.

Main results

The main source of the Encyclopédie, in order to measure the human life span, was Deparcieux, and to a lesser extent, Buffon. The chevalier de Jaucourt made an historical synthesis of the previous works in this field. Jaucourt appears as the leading contributor on the topic. Diderot and d’Alembert played also a significant role. Medical considerations are indisputably the longest and the most rich in details. But the others, although shorter, make possible to reach different approaches and conception of death, for instance a moral and philosophical one, allowed by another range of articles.

Conclusions

The Encyclopédie offers an accurate image of the works available at this time on the topic of death, but the computation of life expectancy seems not to be well understood. Nevertheless, the question of duration of life is related to political arithmetic and probability.

The medical and moral approach of death is a traditional one, the “tamed death”.

