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Commentaire : Later editon, published four years afer the original, comprising ""The System of Nature"" - one of the
most important works of natural philosophy ever writen and the work that is considered the main work of
materialism - and ""The Social System"", being d'Holbach's seminal ""social"" and politcal contnuaton of that
groundbreaking work.   D'Holbach (1723-1789), who was raised by a wealthy uncle, whom he inherited, together
with his ttle of Baron, in 1753, maintained one of the most famous salons in Paris. This salon became the social and
intellectual centre for the Encyclopédie, which was edited by Diderot and d'Alembert, whom he became closely
connected with. D'Holbach himself also contributed decisively to the Encyclopédie, with at least 400 signed
contributons, and probably as many unsigned, between 1752 and 1765. The ""Côterie holbachique"" or ""the café of
Europe"", as the salon was known, atracted the most brilliant scientsts, philosophers, writers and artsts of the tme
(e.g. Diderot, d'Alembert, Helvetus, Voltaire, Hume, Sterne etc, etc.), and it became one of the most important
gathering-places for the exchange of philosophical, scientfc and politcal views under the ""ancient régime"". Apart
from developing several foundatonal theories of seminal scientfc and philosophical value, D'Holbach became
known as one of the most skilled propagators and popularizers of scientfc and philosophical ideas, promotng
scientfc progress and spreading philosophical ideas in a new and highly efectve manner.   As the theories of
d'Holbach's two systematc works were at least as antclerical and unaccepted as those of his smaller tracts, and on
top of that so well presented and so convincing, it would have been dangerous for him to print any of them under his
own name, and even under the name of the city or printer. Thus, ""Systême de la Nature"" appeared pseudonomously
under the name of the secretary of the Académie Francaise, J.B. Mirabaud, who had died 10 years earlier, and under
a fctve place of printng, namely London instead of Amsterdam. ""He could not publish safely under his own name,
but had the ingenious idea of using the names of recently dead French authors. Thus, in 1770, his most famous book,
""The System of Nature"", appeared under the name Jean-Baptste Mirabaud"" (PMM 215), and so the next
""System"" also appeared in the same manner three years later.  D'Holbach was himself the most audacious
philosophe of this circle. During the 1760's he caused numerous antclerical tracts (writen in large, but not entrely,
by himself) to be clandestnely printed abroad and illegally circulated in France. His philosophical masterpiece, the
""Système de la nature, ou des lois du monde physique et du monde moral"", a methodological and intransigent
afrmaton of materialism and atheism, appeared anonymously in 1770"" (D.S.B. VI:468), as did the social and
politcal follow-up of it, the famous ""Systême social"" in 1773. That is to say, Mirabeau whom he had used as the
author on the ""System of Nature"" in 1770 is not mentoned in the ""Social System"", on the ttle-page of which is
merely stated ""By the Author of ""Systême de la Nature"".   In his main work, the monumental ""Système de la
Nature"", d'Holbach presented that which was to become one of the most infuental philosophical theories of the
tme, combined with and based on a complex of advanced scientfc thought. He postulated materialism, and that on
the basis of science and empiricism, on the basis of his elaborate picture of the universe as a self-created and self-
creatng entty that is consttuted by material elements that each possess specifc energies. He concludes, on the
basis of empiricism and the positve truths that the science of his tme had atained, that ideas such as God,
immortality, creaton etc. must be either contradictory or futle, and as such, his materialism naturally also
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propounded atheism"" his theory of the universe showed that nature is the product of mater (eternally in moton and
arranged in accordance with mechanical laws), and that reality is nothing but nature.  Thus, having in his ""Systême de
la Nature"" presented philosophical materialism in an actual system for the frst tme and having created a work that
dared unite the essence of all the essental material of the English and French Enlightenment and incorporate it into a
closed materialistc system, d'Holbach had provided the modern world with a moral and ethic philosophy, the efects
of which were tremendous. It is this materialism and atheism that he contnues three years later in his next
systematc work ""Systême social"", through which politcs, morality, and sociology are also incorporated into his
system and take the place of the Christanity that he had so fercely atacked earlier on. In this great work he extends
his ethical views to the state and contnues the descripton of human interest from ""Systême de la Nature"" by
developing a noton of the just state (by d'Holbach called ""ethocracy"") that is to secure general welfare. ""Système
social (1773"" ""Social System"") placed morality and politcs in a utlitarian framework wherein duty became prudent
self-interest."" (Encyclopaedia Britanica). ""Holbach's foundatonal view is that the most valuable thing a person
seeking self-preservaton can do is to unite with another person: ""Man is of all beings the most necessary to man""
(Sysème social, 76"" cf. Spinoza's Ethics IVP35C1, C2, and S). Society, when it is just, unites for the common purpose
of preservaton and the securing of welfare, and society contracts with government for this purpose."" (SEP).  Both
works had a sensatonal impact. For the frst tme, philosophical materialism is presented in an actual system, and
with the second of them, this system also comprised politcs and sociology, a fact which became essental to the
infuence and spreading of this atheistc scientfc-philosophical strand. The efects of the works were tremendous,
and the consequences of their success were immeasurable, thus, already in the years of publicaton, both works were
confscated. The ""Système de la Nature"" was condemned to burning by the Parisian parliament in the year of its
publicaton"" the ""Système social"" was on the list of books to be confscated already in 1773, and it was placed on
the Index of the Church in August 1775. Both works are thus scarce.   In spite of their condemnaton, and in spite of
the reluctance of contemporary writers to acknowledge the works as dangerous (as Goethe said in ""Dichtung und
Wahrheit"": ""Wir begrifen nicht, wie ein solches Buch gefährlich sein könnte. Es kam uns so grau, so todtenhaf
vor""), the ""Systems"" and d'Holbach's materialism contnued its infuence on philosophic, politcal and scientfc
thought. In fact, it was this materialism that for Marx became the social basis of communism.  ""In the ""Système""
Holbach rejected the Cartesian mind-body dualism and atempted to explain all phenomena, physical and mental, in
terms of mater in moton. He derived the moral and intellectual facultes from man's sensibility to impressions made
by the external world, and saw human actons as entrely determined by pleasure and pain. He contnued his direct
atack on religion by atemptng to show that it derived entrely from habit and custom. But the Systeme was not a
negatve or destructve book: Holbach rejected religion because he saw it as a wholly harmful infuence, and he tried
to supply a more desirable alternatve. ""(Printng and the Mind of Man, 215).  ""In keeping with such a naturalistc
concepton of tngs, d'Holbach outlined an antcreatonalist cosmology and a nondiluvian geology. He proposed a
transformistc hypothesis regarding the origins of the animal species, including man, and described the successive
changes, or new emergences, of organic beings as a functon of ecology, that is, of the geological transformaton of
the earth itself and of its life-sustaining environment. While all this remained admitedly on the level of vague
conjecture, the relatve originality and long-term promise of such a hypothesis -which had previously been broached
only by maillet, Maupertuis, and Diderot- were of genuine importance to the history of science. Furthermore,
inasmuch as the principles of d'Holbach's mechanistc philosophy ruled out any fundamental distncton between
living an nonliving aggregates of mater, his biology took basic issue with both the animism and the vitalism current
among his contemporaries...This closely knit scheme of theories and hypotheses served not merely to liberate
eighteenth-century science from various theological and metaphysical empediments, but it also antcipated several of
the major directons in which more than one science was later to evolve. Notwithstanding suchprecursors as Hobbes,
La Mtrie, and Diderot, d'Holbach was perhaps the frst to argue unequivocally and uncompromisingly that the only
philosophical attude consistent with modern science must be at once naturalistc and antsupernatural."" (D.S.B.
VI:469).
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