
The Progressive Poetics of Confusion in the
French Enlightenment
In the 18th century, the French Enlightenment was a period of great
intellectual and social change. New ideas about science, government, and
religion challenged traditional beliefs and institutions. One of the most
striking features of Enlightenment thought was its emphasis on reason and
clarity. Philosophers such as Voltaire and Denis Diderot argued that human
progress could only be achieved through the rational examination of the
world. They believed that confusion was an obstacle to progress and
should be avoided at all costs.
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However, not all Enlightenment thinkers shared this view. Some, such as
Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Michel de Montaigne, argued that confusion
could be a valuable and even necessary condition for intellectual and social
progress. They believed that confusion could lead to new insights and
understandings that would not be possible if we were always clear and
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certain about our beliefs. These thinkers developed a "progressive poetics
of confusion," which sought to use confusion as a tool for intellectual and
social progress.

The progressive poetics of confusion can be seen in a variety of literary
and philosophical texts from the Enlightenment period. For example, in his
novel Candide, Voltaire satirizes the idea that the world is a rational and
orderly place. Candide's journey through the world is marked by a series of
confusing and often absurd events. Through these experiences, Candide
gradually comes to realize that the world is not as simple as he had once
thought. He learns to embrace uncertainty and to question his own beliefs.

Another example of the progressive poetics of confusion can be found in
the work of Michel de Montaigne. Montaigne's Essays are a collection of
personal and philosophical reflections on a wide range of topics. Montaigne
often writes about the uncertainties of life and the difficulty of knowing
anything for certain. He argues that we should not be afraid of confusion,
but rather embrace it as a necessary part of the human condition.
Montaigne's work helped to promote a new ethic of tolerance and open-
mindedness in the Enlightenment period.

The progressive poetics of confusion had a profound impact on the
development of Enlightenment thought. It helped to create a climate of
intellectual and social ferment that led to new ideas and new ways of
thinking about the world. The legacy of the Enlightenment's progressive
poetics of confusion remains relevant today, as we continue to grapple with
the challenges of a complex and often confusing world.

Confusion as a Catalyst for Critical Thinking



One of the most important benefits of confusion is that it can foster critical
thinking. When we are confused, we are forced to question our own beliefs
and assumptions. We can no longer take things for granted, but must
instead examine them carefully and critically. This process of critical
thinking can lead to new insights and understandings that would not be
possible if we were always clear and certain about our beliefs.

The Enlightenment philosopher Denis Diderot was a strong advocate for
the value of confusion. He believed that confusion was a necessary
condition for intellectual progress. In his Encyclopedia, Diderot wrote:
"Confusion is the first step towards knowledge." Diderot's view of confusion
is reflected in the way that he organized the Encyclopedia. The
Encyclopedia is not a systematic or comprehensive account of human
knowledge. Instead, it is a collection of articles on a wide range of topics,
many of which are contradictory and confusing. Diderot hoped that the
confusion of the Encyclopedia would stimulate critical thinking and lead to
new insights.

The progressive poetics of confusion can be seen in a variety of literary
and philosophical texts from the Enlightenment period. For example, in his
novel Jacques the Fatalist, Diderot tells the story of a man who is
constantly confused about his own identity and destiny. Jacques's
confusion leads him to question everything he thought he knew about
himself and the world. Through this process of questioning, Jacques
gradually comes to a new understanding of himself and his place in the
universe.

Confusion as a Promoter of Tolerance



Another important benefit of confusion is that it can promote tolerance.
When we are confused about something, we are less likely to be dogmatic
or intolerant of other people's beliefs. We realize that there is more than
one way of looking at the world and that our own beliefs may not be the
only ones that are valid.

The Enlightenment philosopher Michel de Montaigne was a strong
advocate for tolerance. He believed that confusion was a necessary
condition for tolerance. In his Essays, Montaigne wrote: "I have never seen
anything so firmly established that someone else could not shake it, if he
attacked it with all his strength." Montaigne's view of confusion is reflected
in his own life. Montaigne was a lifelong skeptic who never claimed to have
all the answers. He was willing to consider
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