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John C. O’Neal has written an excellent book on the uses of the concept of confusion 

in the French Enlightenment. O’Neal begins by deconstructing the traditional image of the Enlightenment as a period obsessed with reason, rationality, and order—in short, Ernst Cassirer’s conception of the Age of Reason. It is not that he denies the existence of debates surrounding critical analysis, the politics of reason, and what we might call the taxonomic spirit, but he pluralizes our understanding of the eighteenth century by showing the extent to which writers took interest in the irrational, complexity, and confusion. As O’Neal notes of these writers, ‘they did so because they preferred in certain ways to see confusion, not order, as representative of a dynamic new state of mind and society awaiting discovery, one that paradoxically yet adequately reflected the complexities of reality’ (16). Throughout this relatively short work, O’Neal provides lucid and often counter-intuitive readings of Marivaux’s La double insonstance and Le jeu de l’amour et du hasard, Crébillon fils’s Les égarements du coeur et de l’esprit, Diderot’s Jacques le fataliste and Lettre sur les aveugles, Voltaire’s Candide, and Rousseau’s Lettres à d’Alembert sur les spectacles. O’Neal peppers his argument with subtly iconoclastic interpretations of some canonical texts—for instance, his claim that Diderot’s character ‘Jacques’ is, paradoxically, a fatalist and an indeterminist, and his contention that ‘Rousseau’s Saint-Preux essentially becomes a woman in La nouvelle héloïse…’ (173). Some readers might be disappointed that O’Neal focuses on such a small and wholly recognizable cast of characters, especially when the current trend in the literature is to move away from canonical works and the philosophes, but he is mostly successful in his efforts to offer novel readings of well-worn texts. Since the literature on confusion in the Enlightenment is exceedingly small, it is difficult to situate this book within a broader trend, but it is clear that it should read as a rejoinder to historians, literary scholars, and philosophers who insist on perpetuating a caricatured image of the Age of Reason. 
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