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1. Introduction

In recent decades, researchers have developed enormous interest in the role of Denis Diderot in Guillaume-
Thomas Raynal’s major historiographical work, the Histoire philosophique et politique du commerce et des
établissements des Européens dans les deux Indes, known as the Histoire des deux Indes (hereafter HDI),
which appeared in four different versions: HDI70 (1770; actually probably released in 1772), HDI74 (1774),
HDI80 (1780) and HDI20 (1820), corresponding to their (official) publication dates.! This historiographical
work is widely regarded as a foundational text of anti-colonialism and abolitionism, cited in an almost
unmanageable number of monographs and essays. Scholars have especially emphasised the importance
of Diderot’s role as a ghostwriter, claiming that his contributions radicalised the HDI (Wolpe 1956; Benot
1970; Strugnell 1973; Israel 2011, pp.413-25; Stenger 2013). According to these scholars, Diderot’s input was
already notable in the first edition and grew even more substantial in the second, and especially the third,

version of the HDI.

But did Diderot really write these passages? This question might seem bizarre today. These attributions
are so firmly established that many scholars rely on them without even realising their uncertainty. The recent
scholarly edition of the HDI includes a list of Diderot’s presumed contributions that is widely accepted
(Raynal 2010-2023). A hundred years ago, the question of authorship was a mystery; but today, thanks to
new sources discovered in the 1950s and 2010s, this problem is widely considered settled - at least, this is the

impression one gets from reading studies by scholars of Raynal and Diderot (see below section 2).

This article presents the results of a study that began as a search for unknown contributions by Diderot
to the HDI, but ultimately called into question Diderots authorship for the vast majority of the passages
attributed to him. The original plan was to use stylometry — especially rolling stylometry - to identify as
yet unknown passages by Diderot. When the stylometric analysis not only yielded no new fragments, but
also raised doubts about the established attributions, we initially suspected methodological mistakes. We
reviewed the corpus and the methods and found some aspects that needed improvement, but nothing that
significantly altered the results. It was only when we became acquainted with the history of these attributions
that we realised the problem lay neither with our corpus nor with our stylometric methods, but rather with

the assumptions underlying previous scholarship.

! This study has its origins in a suggestion from Damien Tricoire to Julian Csap9, a student at the University of Trier, who was
looking for a topic for his MA thesis. Julian Csap6 created the corpus and familiarised himself with stylometric methods.
When the first results questioned the attributions to Diderot, Antonina Martynenko helped check the corpus and methods.
She then worked closely with Damien Tricoire and took on the stylometric side of the study. Cassandra Dostert, student
research assistant at Trier University, has helped to define fragments and gather metadata. We would like to thank Cassandra
Dostert and especially Julian Csap6 for the enormously helpful groundwork they have done. Without them, this study would
never have been possible. We also would like to thank both the Trier Centre for Digital Humanities (TCDH) and the European
Research Council (ERC) for having funded this research (Consolidator Grant PAPA, grant agreement no. 101001197).
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This study demonstrates that scholarship must reject almost all previous attributions of HDI fragments
to Diderot. It reaches this conclusion through two distinct methods: qualitative source criticism (the most
classical method in the historical sciences) and stylometric analysis, an ensemble of quantitative and
computational techniques that have recently been significantly refined. This study not only raises serious
doubts about established attributions but also offers new hypotheses for further exploration of the HDI.
Rather than a book that was created primarily by assembling fragments by Raynal and Diderot, the picture
that emerges is of a collective work involving many contributors. The philosophical dimension of the
HDI cannot be traced to a single author; instead, it was probably the product of a collective — Paul Thiry
d’Holbach’s coterie — which was itself not without hierarchies. It is likely that Diderot played a strongly
subordinate role in the genesis of the HDI: he probably wrote only a few passages of the HDI, spending
much more time on language copyediting. By contrast, d Holbach may have written a substantial share of

the fragments typically attributed to Diderot.

The first section reviews the evidence for the collaboration of different authors on the HDI and critically
revisits the history of attributions to Diderot. The result is that, even without any computational distant
reading, there are strong reasons to distrust the common attributions to him. Rather, the available evidence
suggests that, in quantitative terms, Diderot was probably a second- or third-rank contributor to the HDI.
We then explain the stylometric methods used and present the corpus studied. The next sections summarise
and discuss the results, while the conclusion formulates hypotheses for further investigations. These new
hypotheses better reflect the findings from both source criticism and stylometry and should be tested with
different methods.

2. The case against Diderot as a major contributor to the HDI

There is no doubt that Diderot contributed to the HDI. The real question is whether only a few or many
passages can be traced back to his pen. The earliest reference to Diderot’s contribution to the HDI appears
in a letter from him to Friedrich Melchior Grimm, dated 15 August 1772. It shows that Raynal had asked
Diderot to improve the text for a future edition, but Diderot had not yet read the book and was not eager
to do the work. Nonetheless, at Raynal’s insistent request, in August and October of that year he wrote

some fragments or at least some sentences for the forthcoming edition.” Furthermore, during the 1781

2 Diderot to Grimm, 15-16 August 1772:'Voila, mon cher ami, tout ce que ma pauvre téte peut faire dans ce moment pour le
cher abbé. [...] Je me propose de lire 'ouvrage de I'abbé, lorsque je jouirai plus de moi’ (Diderot 1965, pp.101-102); Diderot to
Grimm, 7 October 1772:'Je n'ai pas encore jeté l'ceil sur le papier de I'abbé. Je m’y mettrai tout a I'heure ou ce soir. D’avance,
je ne prévois pas y faire grand-chose, car la matiere m'est étrangére. Récrire ou repenser, c'est tout un. Je vous remettrai
cela, retouché ou non, avec les petites guenilles que vous redemandez et dont vous pouvez étre trés assuré que je ne ferai
certainement aucun usage, car donner et retenir ne vaut’ (pp.144-48, here pp.146-47); Diderot to Grimm, 14 October 1772:
‘Voila le papier de I'abbé’ (p.149).
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controversy that erupted surrounding the appearance of Raynal’s name and portrait in HDI80, Diderot
wrote an unusual piece in which he admitted authorship of some - unspecified - parts of the work. This
manuscript, known as the ‘Lettre apologétique de 'abbé Raynal, was a reply to Grimm’s criticism of Raynal.
It did not, it seems, circulate during Diderot’s lifetime, and was only discovered in the 1950s among the
papers of Diderot’s son-in-law. In the letter, Diderot makes clear that Grimm’s critique of the HDI's most
provocative passages should also be taken as an attack on him, since he had contributed to them.® At the
same time, he made no secret of the fact that he generally held the HDI in low esteem: of its thousands of
pages, he found only about fifty which, he said, drew inspiration from a zeal for virtue and hatred of vice.
At no point in the ‘Lettre apologétique’ does Diderot suggest he wrote substantial parts of the HDI, at least
not in quantitative terms. On the contrary, the letter implies that his contributions were among those fifty

virtue-promoting pages (Diderot 1970, pp.213-14).

Jacques-Henri Meister, editor and co-author of the Correspondance littéraire, was the first to claim
that Diderot ranked among the most important authors of the HDI. In a eulogy for Diderot - delivered
in 1786, two years after his death — Meister invoked Diderot’s contributions to the HDI to praise his utter
selflessness, courage and tireless zeal for the truth. In a somewhat vague formulation, Meister asserted
that many ‘belles pages’ from Helvétius’ De lesprit or d’'Holbach’s Systéme de la nature could only have
been penned by Diderot. He even claimed that Diderot had spent two years working almost exclusively
on the HD], so that almost a third of the work could be traced back to him.* Meister initially ‘published’
this panegyric discourse in the Correspondance littéraire, a manuscript journal sent exclusively to foreign
princes and princesses (primarily of the Holy Roman Empire) via diplomatic channels. The eulogy served
to celebrate one of the most important authors and editors of the Correspondance littéraire — and thus,
probably, also to preserve a spark of this glamour for the journal itself. At the same time, Meister had every

reason to belittle Raynal’s merit. He was hostile to the abbé, whom he had accused in the Correspondance

3 "Voici mon apologie que je vous permets de montrer a |'abbé, si vous le revoyez jamais. J'ai dit a I'abbé Raynal: Mais, mon ami,
qui est-ce qui sera assez 0sé pour publier et pour avouer cela? Il m’a répondu avec fierté: Moi, moi. — Vous vous perdrez. - Je
me perdrai. Ah! je vois que vous me croyez bien moins de courage que je n'en ai. Las de travailler, et cherchant un prétexte qui
abrégeat la longueur et la fatigue de ma tache, jai écrit a I'abbé: Mais, cher abbé, ne craignez-vous pas que tous ces écarts,
quelque éloquents que vous les supposiez, ne gatent un peu votre ouvrage? - Non, non, me répondit-il; faites toujours ce
que je vous demande. - lIs diront que c'est de la rhétorique. - IIs diront? qui? - Les valets des grands. — Je m'y attends. Tenez,
mon philosophe, je connais un peu mieux que vous le golt du public; ce sont vos lignes qui sauveront I'ennui de mes calculs
éternels. Savez-vous par quil'on est lu? Par la canaille qui nous déchire. Malheur a I'auteur dont on ne dit point du mal; on n'en
dira pas longtemps du bien.’

>

Meister also claimed to be a witness of Diderot’s work on these texts: ‘C'est ce qui soutenait son courage et sa patience
pendant les deux années entiéres qu'il s'est occupé presque uniquement de I'Histoire philosophique et politique des Deux
Indes. Qui ne sait aujourd’hui que prés d'un tiers de ce grand ouvrage lui appartient? Nous lui en avons vu composer une
bonne partie sous nos yeux. [...] Quel est 'hnomme de lettres qui ne reconnaissent facilement, et dans le livre de I'Esprit,
et dans le Systeme de la nature, toutes les belles pages qui sont, qui ne peuvent étre que de M. Diderot? (Grimm et al.
1812-1813, vol. 4, pp.85-86, November 1786).
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littéraire in 1781 of damaging the reputation of his patron, Jacques Necker, through his ill-considered
behaviour - particularly by printing HDI80 under his own name and featuring his own portrait (Ohji
2012, pp.63-64; Topazio 1958, p.107). However, in the printed version of the eulogy (1788), Meister no
longer dared to attribute such a leading role in the development of radical philosophy to Diderot. He left
Diderot’s contributions to the HDI unmentioned, and in the following years his claim remained known

only to a circle of insiders (Meister 1788).

This changed abruptly in 1791, when Raynal wrote a letter to the French National Assembly denouncing
its infringements of the king’s authority and the creation of a schismatic state church. The reaction was
tremendous. In the early years of the Revolution, the HDI enjoyed great prestige. It was considered one of
the works that had most inspired the Revolution. With his letter, Raynal instantly turned - at least in the eyes
of the Assembly’s supporters — from an intellectual pioneer into an opponent of the Revolution. A battle now
raged over the cultural legacy and collective memory of the Enlightenment. In this context, polemicists began
spreading the claim that Raynal was not the author of the philosophical chapters in the HDI. However, no
one singled out Diderot as a major contributor to the HDI; his name was mentioned only alongside several
others. The slanderous newspaper article with which Anacharsis Cloots opened the polemic against Raynal
listed Jean de Pechméja, Jean-Baptiste-Léon Dubreuil, Diderot, Jacques-André Naigeon and d’Holbach
as the authors of the HDT’s philosophical sections. Camille Desmoulins mentioned ‘Pechméja, Diderot,
Dubreuil, Naigeon, d'Holbach’ Jacques-Pierre Brissot emphasised Pechman’s contribution. The anonymous
pamphlet Raynal démasqué claimed that Diderot’s pen could be recognised ‘en vingt endroits de I'histoire
philosophique’ An anonymous article about Raynal’s letter to the Assembly stated that Diderot had written
almost all of the pages that made the HDI a success - but not that large parts of this work were attributable
back to him.’

For these polemicists, Diderot, who had died in 1784, was just one author among others. In contrast,
Diderot’s daughter, Marie-Angélique de Vandeul, and her husband understandably sought to support
Meister’s thesis that Diderot had made an enormous contribution to the HDI. To make their point, they did
not rely on Diderot’s manuscripts but on printed copies of HDI80, from which they selected certain passages
and attributed them to him. Although in the sources known to us (see below), they drew exclusively on
passages from editions of HDI80, many of the fragments they chose originally came from HDI70 (published
1772) or HDI74. If we accept these attributions, we must then conclude that Diderot played a significant role

in all three versions of the text published during his lifetime.

Unfortunately, it is not possible to determine exactly when Diderot’s daughter and son-in-law began
attributing passages of the HDI to him. It is, however, very unlikely that this occurred before the Revolution.

In fact, the immediate reason the Vandeuls selected passages from the HDI was to prepare a projected

5 See the edition of newspaper articles and pamphlets against Raynal (Lisebrink 2018, pp.96, 106-107, 110, 131, 209, 215).
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edition of Diderot’s (Euvres compleétes, in which extracts from HDI80 (included in volume 38) would appear
alongside bold, still-unreleased writings by Diderot in other volumes - texts they could not have had
printed before 1789 without considerable risk to themselves due to heavy censorship and effective policing
(Dieckmann 1951, pp.92-95). The most likely scenario is that the Vandeuls drew on the HDI during or after

the polemic against Raynal in order to portray Diderot as an intellectual father of the Revolution.

The Vandeuls produced at least three different, overlapping selections of passages from HDI80. Vandeul
tore some pages from a printed edition of HDI80 and first marked passages with a pencil, which he then
copied under the title ‘Pensées détachées. He later interrupted this work and made a second selection, which
differed significantly from the first. He called this second set ‘Mélanges” and integrated it into the manuscripts
of Diderot’s (Euvres complétes, which he clearly intended to have printed (Duchet 1978, pp.13-24). His wife
Marie-Angélique took a similar approach, but probably with a different aim. She also picked up at least one
printed copy of HDI8O0 that belonged to a friend and marked passages she wished to attribute to her father -
though unlike her husband, she probably did not copy them. Her marking of passages was already known
in early 19th-century bibliographic circles (Goggi 2018, p.247). However, it was only in the 21st century
that a copy of the HDI was identified in which Diderot’s daughter had apparently marked passages allegedly
penned by her father: the so-called ‘exemplaire Hornoy, to which we will return. The selection contained

therein shows considerable overlap with Vandeul’s two selections, but also notable deviations (Goggi 2018).

If the Vandeuls are to be believed, Diderot may have written nearly a third of the HDI - over 200 000
words out of approximately 635 000, as Meister also claimed.® However, several men of letters who knew
Diderot and Raynal well painted a very different picture of the HDI from that of either Meister or the
Vandeuls. Diderot’s close friend Jacques- André Naigeon asserted that Diderot had taken no part in preparing
the second edition (published in 1774), or at least not in the chapters on slavery and the slave trade -
chapters that the Vandeuls ascribed to him. Rather, claimed Naigeon, the chapters critical of slavery were
the work of Jean de Pechméja (Dieckmann 1951, p.93). During the Restoration, Charles de Pougens, a close
acquaintance of Raynal and Pechméja, named Jacques Antoine Hippolyte de Guibert, Pechméja, Antoine-
Léonard Thomas, Jean-Baptiste Dubucq (or Du Buc) ‘et bien d'autres encore’ as having played ‘la plus grande
part’ in the HDI (Pougens 1826, p.146). He also claimed that Pechméja wrote the section discussing the slave
trade (Pougens 1826, p.89). These witnesses did not suggest that Diderot stood out among the contributors
to the HDI.

As a result of the polemics against Raynal and the desire to emphasise the contributions of different
authors, there emerged a certain confusion surrounding the authorship of the HDI in the first half of the

19th century. The most prominent bibliographer of the period, Antoine-Alexandre Barbier, offered vague

¢ See the metadata of the passages selected by Vandeul, available at: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17227546 (hereafter
referred to as‘Supplementary materials’).
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and contradictory information on the subject, shaped in part by his hostility towards Raynal and his work.
Without citing his sources, he initially repeated rumours, without commenting on them, in a note on HDI70:
‘On assure que, pour la partie philosophique, Raynal a été aidé par Diderot, Pechméja et d’Holbach’ (Barbier
1852, p.45). He quoted Meister’s claim that Diderot had written a third of the HDI, without comment. At the
same time, he asserted — again without naming his sources - that the person who had written the most for
the HDI was a certain abbé Martin. More specifically, he wrote that Pechméja privately claimed authorship of
the ‘pages éloquentes sur la traite des noirs’; a remark Barbier had probably heard from Naigeon or Pougens.
He was explicit only in attributing Book 19 (the Tableau de I’Europe) of HDI74 to Alexandre Deleyre. It
remains unclear to what extent Barbier accepted Meister’s claim with regard to Diderot. He was evidently
unsure about the details. Still, Barbier consistently emphasised the role of authors other than Diderot. In
his view, the HDI was not chiefly the product of collaboration between Raynal and Diderot, but rather an

‘ouvrage fait par tant de mains’ - a patchwork of fragments from numerous authors (Barbier 1852, p.45).

In the early 20th century, the literary historian Anatole Feugere offered a significantly different
assessment in the first academic study on this topic. Like Barbier before him, Feugére emphasised the
collective nature of the HDI. Without subjecting the sources to criticism or even quoting them precisely, he
assembled all available information on authorship throughout the HDI and produced a list that reflected
the sum of earlier claims: Thomas, Jean-Francois de Saint-Lambert, Guibert, the baron de Knyphausen,
d’'Holbach, Nicolas de Lagrange, Naigeon, a certain La Roque, the abbé Martin, Dubreuil, Pechméja,
Valadier (a poet from Raynal’s hometown), the abbé Pestre, the abbé Bonnaterre, Deleyre and Diderot.
According to Feugere’s account, the contributions of Pechméja, Deleyre and Diderot were particularly
extensive (Feugere 1913). Relying on a letter of December 1772 from the abbé Ferdinando Galiani,
Feugére showed that Pechméja worked intensively for Raynal. In this letter, Galiani referred to the young
Pechméja as a ‘coadjuteur’ to Raynal, who had received 100 louis (i.e. 1150 livres) for his work, and hinted
at a conflict between the two, since Raynal had had an affair with Pechméja’s wife (Galiani 1881, vol.1, p.403).
Feugere claimed that Pechméja was primarily responsible for language revision; Deleyre, by contrast, had
a ‘mission plus haute: il doit maintenir la pureté de la doctrine’ (Feugere 1913, p.348). Feugere offered no
sources to support these assertions. His information on Diderot’s contribution to the HDI was equally
unsubstantiated. Somewhat contradictorily, he claimed that Diderot had intervened twice — once for
HDI74 and once for HDI80 - and then suggested that Diderot had already contributed to the first edition
(p.350). He quoted a letter written by Diderot in 1765, in which the latter admitted having kept the abbé
Raynal waiting six months for an answer about an ‘ouvrage politique, which Feugeére believed must refer
to the HDI. Feugere supposed that Raynal later instructed Diderot not only to correct the HDI, but also
‘d’augmenter considérablement louvrage, en y intercalant des réflexions et des dissertations’ with new
fragments (pp.350-51). He uncritically accepted Meister’s claim that Diderot had written a third of the

HDI, though he offered no new sources to support it.
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Feugere's greatest achievement remains the recognition that some of Diderot’s 1772 contributions to the
Correspondance littéraire (known as ‘Fragments politiques’) were later incorporated, albeit in heavily revised
form, into HDI74. This marks the first occasion — and, as we shall see, the last — on which Diderot’s contribution
to the HDI was actually documented (Feugere 1913, pp.345-70). Nevertheless, it should be noted that alongside

this important insight, Feugere’s essay also included a number of dubious and unsubstantiated claims.

In the 1950s, researchers undertook for the first time a source-critical examination of all the evidence
concerning Diderot’s involvement in the HDI and reached conclusions that differed significantly from
those of Feugere. Herbert Dieckmann presented the first scholarly description of the Fonds Vandeul, i.e.
the papers left by Diderot’s son-in-law, Caroillon de Vandeul, which contain an important part of Diderot’s
legacy. Dieckmann made two important discoveries: first, the manuscripts of Diderot’s contributions to the
Correspondance littéraire (‘Fragments politiques’), which appeared in a heavily revised version in HDI74
(seven fragments, 14 folios, in an unknown handwriting); second, the selections of passages from the HDI that
Vandeul had extracted from a printed edition of HDI80. Dieckmann proceeded with scholarly thoroughness
and concluded that the selections made by Vandeul could not be equated with Diderot’s contributions to the
HDI. In fact, Vandeul altered the selection over the course of his work, suggesting either that he had no special
knowledge of Diderot’s authorship or that he deliberately spread falsehoods about it. Vandeul obviously had
neither instructions nor manuscripts from Diderot when selecting parts of HDI80 to attribute to him. There

was therefore no compelling reason to trust him, Dieckmann concluded (Dieckmann 1951, pp.92-155).

Virgil Topazios 1958 essay was another decisive contribution to the scholarly debate over Diderot’s
role in the HDI. Topazio subjected the claims about Diderot’s involvement to critical scrutiny based on
all available sources. He proved that the existing evidence strongly argues against Diderots involvement
in HDI70. Only Topazios most compelling arguments will be mentioned here. The political work referred
to by Feugere, which Diderot mentioned in 1765, was very likely not the HDI but Raynal’s Histoire des
guerres, an unpublished work that the chevalier de Chastellux commented upon in a letter to Raynal on
3 September 1765 (Topazio 1958, p.104). Above all, Topazio analysed Diderot’s correspondence, showing
that, according to his letters to Grimm between August and October 1772, Diderot had obviously not read
the HDI, expressed very little interest in it, had still not written any fragments for Raynal and was very
reluctant to do it (Diderot 1965, pp.101-102, 146-47, 149). Diderot’s correspondence thus speaks clearly
against his collaboration before October 1772. This finding further reinforces the view that the selections
made by Diderot’s daughter and son-in-law — many of which derive from the first edition of 1770 — cannot

be regarded as reliable.

Moreover, Topazio explained that not only is there no evidence of Diderot’s extensive collaboration
on HDI74, but also that his correspondence (including a letter from Diderot to Raynal) and Naigeon’s
testimony make such intensive involvement unlikely (Topazio 1958, pp.105-107). We therefore have

no reason to assume that Diderot wrote more for the second edition than the seven fragments that first
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appeared in the Correspondance littéraire (‘Fragments politiques’) and then in heavily revised form in the
HDI. Furthermore, Topazio considered it unlikely that Diderot penned a large portion of HDI80. Here, too,
he demonstrated that the available evidence argues against Diderot being one of the principal authors of
the work. Topazio pointed to Diderot’s ‘Lettre apologétique de 'abbé Raynal, which suggests that the sum
of Diderot’s contributions probably amount to fewer than fifty pages in HDI80. He showed that all other
assumptions rested on dubious sources and unsound methods. As Topazio noted, Diderot may have worked
primarily as a stylistic copyeditor for HDI74 and HDI80; while we have very little evidence of his authorship
in the HD], his correspondence shows that, under pressure from Raynal, he did perform such tasks - just as

he famously did for d’Holbach (Topazio 1958, pp.103-16; Sciuto 2023).

Dieckmann and Topazio thus mounted a compelling challenge against the claims advanced by Meister
and the Vandeuls. So how did scholars come to believe that Diderot wrote large parts of HDI70, HDI74 and
HDI80? Hans Wolpe had taken the first steps in this direction in his monograph Raynal et sa machine de
guerre (1956). In it, Wolpe scrutinised two sets of documents from the Fonds Vandeul: the printed pages of
HDI80 marked in pencil and ink, and the collection of fragments titled ‘Pensées détachées’. He remained
cautious about the former, emphasising that one could not be sure the compiler intended to document
Diderot. Above all, Wolpe was alarmed that some of the selected passages originally came from HDI70 - an
edition to which, in his view, Diderot had not contributed. In contrast, he mistook the ‘Pensées détachées’
for a collection of fragments that Diderot had sent to Raynal, believing them to derive from Diderots
original manuscripts — even though they too contained many HDI70 passages. Wolpe did not realise that the
‘Pensées détachées’ themselves were derivatives of selections from printed fragments. Finally, Wolpe argued
that the vigour and philosophical depth of these fragments signalled they came from the pen of a great
writer — in his view, this meant that they must be by Diderot rather than Raynal (Wolpe 1956, pp.186-252).

While Topazio rightly dismissed Wolpe’s methods as untenable, it was Michéle Duchet who, from the
1960s onwards, equated the fragments of the Fonds Vandeul with Diderot’s contributions to the HDI. This
work resulted in a list of Diderot’s alleged fragments, which Duchet eventually printed in her Diderot et
PHistoire des deux Indes (1978). As this monograph is the original source of the misattributions discussed
in this article, it is worth examining Duchet’s argument closely. As we shall see, this study presents serious
shortcomings, all the more astonishing given that it is based on an admirably detailed examination of the
Fonds Vandeul, which has enabled better reconstruction of the stages of Vandeul’s work. For example,
Duchet corrects Wolpe by demonstrating how Vandeul selected passages from a printed edition of HDI80
to integrate successively not only into the two collections of fragments described by Dieckmann (‘Pensées
détachées’ and ‘Mélanges’), but also into manuscripts by Diderot such as ‘Observations sur le nakaz’’

Logically, these meticulous observations should have led her to question Vandeul's reliability.

7 For a more detailed study of Vandeul’s rewriting of ‘Observations sur le nakaz; see Dulac (2013).
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But, strangely enough, Duchet chose the exact opposite interpretation. She considered the documents
produced by Vandeul to be ‘documents de premiére main;, a phrase suggesting that they were Diderot’s own,
even though Duchet was well aware that she was dealing with collections compiled by Vandeul. In her view,
the passages from the HDI in question thus represent ‘fragments’ of Diderot that Raynal incorporated into his
work. Without citing any supporting sources, she asserted that Vandeul probably followed instructions from
the late Diderot that have since been lost (Duchet 1978, p.134; Dulac 2013, pp.118-19). In her account, the
equation between Vandeul’s selections and Diderot’s ceuvre takes on the status of an axiom to be defended at all
costs. At no point does Duchet address the context in which Vandeul chose the passages from HDI80, or the
interests that may have influenced him in this work. To attribute these fragments to Diderot, she relies partly on
an argument from authority: if no one excludes the passages from the HDI added by Vandeul to ‘Observations
sur le nakaz, then we must also admit that Vandeul’s texts are authoritative, and so ‘Pensées détachées’ and
‘Mélanges’ (i.e. Vandeul's two selections) must be incorporated into Diderot’s complete works (Duchet 1978,
pp-45-48). This appeal to authority no longer holds today because, of course, researchers who have studied

the informal notes we now call ‘Observations sur le nakaz’ reject Vandeul’s version (Dulac 2013, pp.107-51).

Duchet’s claim that the Fonds Vandeul presents ‘documents de premiére main’ raises several problems.
First, Vandeul had made not one but two separate selections - thus contradicting himself. Even if his
work were trustworthy, which of the two selections should one follow? It is striking that Duchet never
asked this question and simply aggregated both of Vandeul’s sets. Second, Vandeul included passages that
contemporaries attributed to authors other than Diderot. Pougens (1826) and Barbier (1852) suggest that
Pechméja wrote the chapters on slavery and the slave trade in HDI70 and HDI74. Yet Vandeul’s selections
include five fragments from those HDI70 chapters and one from HDI74. Of these, three were not altered
for HDI74 or HDISO (see Duchet 1978, pp.85-86). Vandeul’s choices therefore contradict Naigeon’s claim
that Diderot wrote nothing on these subjects in the first two editions of the HDI. Likewise, Vandeul’s two
selections include twenty-one fragments from Book 19 in HDI74 - fourteen of which survived intact in
HDI80 (see Duchet 1978, pp.97-103). Since Barbier suggests that Deleyre wrote the 1774 version of that

book, this decision further undermines Vandeul’s credibility.

Even more importantly, there is a third major problem with Duchet’s claim: Diderot’s letters show, as
Topazio revealed, that he did not take part in drafting HDI70. Duchet addresses this only briefly — even
though she suggests that the unaltered HDI70 fragments make up about half of Vandeul’s selections (Duchet
1978, p.51). But Duchet’s rebuttal of Topazio's argument is surprisingly perfunctory. She argues that the
proximity of certain HDI70 passages to the ‘Observations sur le nakaz’ proves Diderot’s authorship, even
though the ‘Observations’ were written after Diderot had read HDI70 and even though the version she
cites is the one into which Vandeul had already incorporated HDI80 passages, a fact she herself uncovered.
Duchet also ignores the evidence in Diderot’s correspondence, which rules out any contribution to HDI70.

Topazio had identified the 1765 political work for which Raynal asked Diderot’s help as his Histoire des
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guerres. Curiously enough, Duchet contends that a history of armed conflicts between states could not be
described as a political work, so that this term must refer to HDI70. In a circular, apodictic move, she reverts
to her fundamental premise - that the Fonds Vandeul as a whole is a first-hand document: arguing that, as
fragments penned by Diderot would appear in HDI70, then this must be the political work of 1765. Finally,
Duchet dismisses the value of the correspondence by contrasting ‘le témoignage des textes’ (Vandeul’s
selections) with the ‘silence’ of the correspondence - a silence which, in her view, proves nothing. Yet the
correspondence is not silent: it clearly shows that Diderot did not contribute to the HDI before October
1772, as Diderot himself states. Moreover, since no source supports a contribution by Diderot to HDI70, the

burden of proof lies with Duchet, not Topazio.

Adding up the fragments from HDI70, Book 11 and Book 19 that, according to Naigeon, Pougens
and Barbier, are not by Diderot, we arrive at 107 out of 271 whose attribution by Vandeul is problematic.
Even setting aside Vandeul’s contradictions and his cavalier treatment of Diderot’s manuscripts — and even
ignoring his personal interest in inflating his father-in-law’s political legacy - this should have sufficed to
confirm Dieckmann and Topazio’s judgement: Vandeul’s selections cannot be regarded as a faithful record

of Diderot’s contributions.

Regarding HDI74, Duchet’s observations are less problematic. She closely examines the seven fragments
that Diderot sent to Grimm for the Correspondance littéraire (‘Fragments politiques’) and demonstrates how
liberally Raynal adapted them. The passages published in HDI74 were substantially rewritten. However, this
erudite analysis is followed by puzzling conclusions. For example, Duchet asserts that: ‘Dans létat actuel
des choses, il faut admettre que les “Pensées détachées” et les “Mélanges”, préparés pour 'impression par
M. de Vandeul a partir de pages détachées de I'Histoire, sont une base solide pour Iétude des contributions de
Diderot a Iouvrage de Raynal’ (Duchet 1978, p.44). Yet nothing from her examination of the seven 1772
fragments incorporated by Raynal into HDI74 supports this claim. Equally problematic is her suggestion
that Diderot was genuinely enthusiastic about contributing to the HDI in 1772 (Duchet 1978, pp.17-18). His

correspondence proves the contrary, and Duchet provides no sources to support her interpretation.

Diderot et 'Histoire des deux Indes contains further examples of Duchet drawing conclusions that do
not follow from the data she presents. For example, in showing that Vandeul collaborated with Raynal
on the 1820 edition, she suggests that this discovery makes it difficult to doubt that ‘Pensées détachées’
and ‘Mélanges’ belong to Diderot’s ceuvre, comparable, as she puts it, to the articles in the Encyclopédie
(Duchet 1978, p.45). The logic of this claim is hard to discern. Moreover, from the general coherence of the
HDI text and the difficulty of distinguishing Diderot’s passages within it, Duchet concludes that all these
passages should, in their entirety, be considered works by Diderot (Duchet 1978, pp.55-56). A far more

8 ‘Surtout, si I'on tient compte du fait que des morceaux rédigés par Diderot paraitront dans la premiére édition de | ‘Histoire en
1770 (Duchet 1978, pp.31-32).
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logical conclusion, of course, would have been that Raynal and his team skilfully merged contributions
from multiple authors into a single text. But for Duchet, the fact that Raynal and his team rewrote Diderot’s
supposed passages does not alter her view that these fragments are wholly by Diderot: she maintains that
the distinction between first- and second-hand passages should not be overemphasised, since all ultimately

amount to contributions by Diderot (Duchet 1978, p.63).

Of course, a great historian like Duchet was well aware that her method was problematic, yet she refused
to draw the necessary conclusions. She admitted that, unlike the case with the articles in the Encyclopédie,
there is no proof that Diderot is the author of the text of the HDI, but chose to disregard this fact because,
in her opinion, ‘il est impossible de ne pas reconnaitre les themes majeurs de son ceuvre entre 1770 et
1780’ (Duchet 1978, pp.45-47). She maintained that the selections made by Vandeul from a printed version
of HDI80 should be published as isolated fragments ‘pour voir surgir un Diderot inédit’ (Duchet 1978,
pp.62-63). This was the goal relentlessly pursued throughout - the driving force behind the entire study. To
reach it, as she herself admitted, it was necessary not to give undue weight to the ‘les réserves qui simposent’
- that is, to scholarly caution - but instead to deploy ‘toute l'audace nécessaire [...], puisqu’il s'agit de rendre
a Diderot quelque 270 morceaux’ (Duchet 1978, p.48). This wording is telling: it reveals how, in this case, the

cult of the great man and the desire to find unknown texts by Diderot overrode caution and scientific rigour.

Duchet’s work is therefore a surprising mixture of admirably erudite analyses and illogical conclusions.
Astonishingly, this remains the most recent discussion of the selections made by Vandeul. Whether out of
deference to Duchet, whose monumental Anthropologie et histoire au siécle des Lumiéres (1971) is, justifiably,
widely admired - or out of fascination with the brilliant Diderot, the circle of HDI specialists emerging in
the 1970s uncritically adopted Duchet’s axioms. Thus, when Anthony Strugnell published a now classic
work on Diderot’s late political thought, he relied on Duchet’s attributions without expressing the slightest
doubt (Strugnell 1973, p.vii). In France, Yves Benot also fully accepted the new attributions (Benot 1970).
Strugnell and Benot believed that Diderot was the true precursor of the French Revolution, and this thesis
increasingly captivated subsequent scholarship. From one study to the next, the attribution of Vandeul’s
selected passages to Diderot was repeated so often that it eventually came to seem self-evident. Diderot came

to be viewed as a proto-revolutionary hero - staunchly democratic, anti-colonialist and abolitionist.

It was against this intellectual backdrop that a copy of HDI80, known as the Hornoy copy (‘exemplaire
Hornoy’), was discovered in the 2010s, bearing marks claimed in a manuscript note to be by Madame de
Vandeul. Without any real discussion, it was immediately regarded as another faithful documentation of
Diderot’s contributions to the HDI. Gianluigi Goggi, who had already developed great erudition in analysing
Diderot’s works in the 1970s, undertook a study of these passages, which enriched the list of fragments
attributed to Diderot (Goggi 2018). Just as Duchet had incorporated two divergent sets of passages selected
by Vandeul, Goggi now added those selected by Madame de Vandeul, without questioning whether any

one of these three sets should carry greater authority. Here again, the context in which Diderot’s daughter
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undertook this work — and her probable motivations — was not taken into account. Finally, on the basis of
thematic similarities between passages in the HDI and works by Diderot, Goggi identified other fragments
that he thought were probably by Diderot. The result of this effort — based on questionable premises and
yet showing great erudition - is the list of Diderot’s contributions at the end of each volume of the critical

edition of HDI80 (Raynal 2010-2023).

What conclusions can we draw from this detailed overview of the attribution history and the evidence
on Diderot’s contributions to HDI70, HDI74 and HDI80? There are no fewer than seven reasons why we
should not trust the selection of fragments by the Vandeuls as evidence of Diderot’s contributions to the

HDI and thus reject the lists given in the recent critical edition of the HDI.

1. As the Vandeuls proposed three different selections, this suggests that they either had no precise
knowledge of Diderot’s contributions, or that they deliberately misrepresented them.

2. It is likely that they were strongly motivated to expand Diderot’s philosophical contributions so as to
portray him as an intellectual father of the Revolution.

3. Merging all three selections into a single list of Diderot’s contributions is logically unsound.

4. Neither the polemicists who wrote against Raynal in 1791, nor early 19th-century witnesses, claimed
that Diderot had written a large share of the HDIL

5. Relying on the Vandeul selections contradicts the credible testimonies we have regarding the authorship
of Pechméja and Deleyre of passages within certain books of the HDI. From the 1970s at the latest,
scholars seem to have largely neglected other leads, concentrating solely on the Diderot-Raynal duo.
Yet contemporaries cited a wide array of contributing authors and viewed the HDI as a fundamentally
collective work, rather than the product of a collaboration between Raynal and Diderot in particular.

6. To regard the Vandeul selections as a faithful reflection of Diderot’s work contradicts what Diderot
himself wrote in his correspondence. His letters indicate that he did not begin contributing to the HDI
until October 1772. Among other evidence, Diderot explicitly told his friend Grimm that he had no
role in HDI70, and he had clearly not yet read the work by August 1772. Moreover, the correspondence
makes clear that he had little interest in colonial issues, and in 1772, he showed no inclination to
contribute to a new edition of the HDI.

7. Although Diderot did assert in 1781 in his ‘Lettre apologétique’ that he had authored parts of the HDI,
his own account suggests that his total contributions amounted to no more than about fifty pages. If we
assume that in this ‘Lettre’ he was not singling out only his own texts for praise, his actual contribution

to HDI80 was probably even less than that.

While it is certain that Diderot contributed to HDI74 by submitting a few fragments to Raynal - fragments
that were significantly rewritten by Raynal or one of his team to fit the HDI - one conclusion becomes

inescapable: unless one places blind faith in Meister’s account and Diderot’s children, there is no reason to
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believe that the editor of the Encyclopédie was a major contributor to the HDI. His principal function may
have been similar to the role he played for d' Holbach: that of a language copyeditor. It seems far more reasonable
to trust Diderot’s own account rather than the versions circulated after his death by those who had been close
to him and who had every incentive to aggrandise him. Even without invoking computational quantitative
methods, we must side with Dieckmann and Topazio and assume that — barring the unlikely discovery of
new manuscripts — Diderot wrote nothing for HDI70 and probably only a handful of fragments for HDI74
and perhaps for HDI80.

3. Stylometric study of Diderot’s alleged contributions to the HDI

In addition to qualitative source criticism, a second method may be applied to test the reliability of the
attributions to Diderot: stylometry. In modern computational humanities, stylometry refers to a study field
that uses statistical methods applied to analyse writing styles, particularly employing quantitative data on
linguistic features (e.g. word frequencies) to identify unique stylistic ‘fingerprints’ of authors. Studies in
this field have demonstrated that authorial individuality is often found not in meaningful words (such as
nouns and verbs) and concepts, but in function and frequently used terms — words used universally within
a language and often unconsciously, unlike content words (Pennebaker 2011; Kestemont 2014). Over the
past two decades, computational authorship attribution methods have shown that combining function and
frequent words with appropriate statistical analysis can accurately determine the authorship of human-written
texts (Grieve 2007; Koppel et al. 2009; Stamatatos 2009; Schoch et al. 2023). In literary history, computational
stylometry helped to attribute works by major historical authors such as Ovid (Nagy 2023), Shakespeare
(Craig and Kinney 2009; Plecha¢ 2021) and Moli¢re (Cafiero and Camps 2019), while also resolving modern
authorship cases like those of Elena Ferrante (Tuzzi and Cortelazzo 2018) and Robert Galbraith (Juola 2015).

In the following, we will analyse the fragments attributed to Diderot on the basis of Vandeul’s selections
of passages from HDIS0, thereby testing the soundness of common attributions to Diderot. Where Diderot
is not identified as a probable author, we will present preliminary results that suggest authors who are closer
to the HDI80 than Diderot, though actual attribution to these authors will require further examination not

conducted in this paper.

This study aims to contribute to computational authorship attribution methods for 18th-century non-
fictional texts in French. This is an ambitious goal for two reasons. First, French political writings have not
been extensively studied in computational stylometry, unlike 18th-century French fiction and drama (see
Schoch and Riddell 2014; Schoch 2017; Cafiero and Camps 2019; Gabay 2021; Réttgermann 2024). Non-
fictional, ‘impersonal’ texts are likely to employ linguistic features that differ from those found in literary
genres that rely, for example, on first-person narration and dialogue; these differences can significantly
affect verb forms, pronoun use and overall textual style. Second, there is no well-established methodology

for analysing non-fiction historical texts that feature text reuse, intertextuality and multiple authorship.
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The object of the study, fragments from the HDI, require solutions to these challenges, and this study
provides preliminary results on how standard stylometric methods perform with such data. We expect our

results to be refined in future research.

3.1 Study design

The main goal of this study’s experimental part is to determine whether the HDI fragments attributed
to Diderot exhibit the authorial linguistic patterns identified in his other texts. In other words, this is an
authorship verification problem where we need to confirm that two documents - a set of HDI fragments and

known texts by Diderot — were written by the same author, Diderot.

To verify the authorship, we will employ multiple well-established stylometric methods.” All the
methods described below analyse frequencies of the most frequent words (MFW) in each text.'” Based
on the frequencies, it is possible to measure how closely the texts in question are to a particular author’s
writing style.

We first explored the corpus of fifteen late 18th-century authors (see below section 3.2) with standard
clustering methods to understand the corpus composition. We calculated the distances between text pairs
based on word frequencies, placing the closest texts on the same branches of a consensus tree visualisation
(see Figure 1A). For this exploration, we used random samples of 2000 words from each author, with

distances visualised on a consensus tree as it is implemented in the ‘stylo’ package (Eder et al. 2016).

For authorship verification, we used a widely known method called General Impostors (GI) (Koppel
and Winter 2014; Kestemont et al. 2016). This method iteratively checks if, in the context of other authors,
two texts are ‘close’ - meaning their most frequent words are used similarly - while examining only a portion
of features in each iteration. The approach involves two key variations across iterations. First, random
samples are taken from the texts in each iteration, so word frequencies are calculated based on different
text fragments. Second, the feature sets vary between iterations. For example, the algorithm analyses the
frequencies of 50 most frequent words out of 100 in the first iteration, then another random 50 in the second
iteration, and so on. Taking only a portion of words allows us to minimise the influence of over-powered
features, as each random set of words will be slightly different. For example, in one iteration two authors may
seem very similar only because of a high frequency of the word ‘et’ In the second iteration, this word may
not be included: the distance between the authors will be based on the usage of other words besides ‘et. If
‘et’ is the only major similarity, random feature sampling prevents us from reaching wrong conclusions and

produces results based on other word frequencies as well.

° The data and code used in the study are in the ‘Supplementary materials’

10 All experiments were also repeated using character 4-grams as features (sequences of four adjacent characters, including
spaces, as they appear in the text, e.g. ‘la vie’ would be split into ‘la v} ‘a vi"and ’ vie’; for more details see ‘Supplementary
materials’). The obtained results did not deviate from or contradict the findings from the MFW analysis.
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In our case, the GI method is an important means of verifying whether two texts were written by the

same author as well as determining whether the author of the text in question is not present in the given

corpus. We used two implementations of GI, enabling better sampling and more interpretable results.

Iterative random sampling GI. The first method follows the pipeline proposed by Artjoms Sela (2023):
it iteratively takes random word samples from a text, then performs the GI calculation for each given
sample. In each iteration, we created two independent samples from each of fifteen authors in the corpus,
with HDI taken as a single author; then 100 iterations of the GI were performed for each sample, using
‘stylo’ (50% of the features taken,'! cosine delta; see Evert et al. 2017; Eder 2018). The distances between
texts were based on the frequencies of 200 MFW in each sample. With multiple iterations, we could test
different text fragments and examine the distribution of results (see Figure 1B). Each iteration produces
aresult between 0 and 1, with 1 indicating the closest author to the text in question. Box plots were used
to summarise the results (the box contains 50% of the distribution, the horizontal line demonstrates the
mean and the whiskers show lower and upper 25% of the distribution).

Bootstrap Distance Impostors (BDI). Second, this improved, more conservative variant of the GI
method was applied (Beullens et al. 2024; Nagy 2024). The BDI method takes consecutive fragments of
texts; we also used only 33% of the features in each iteration. As in the previous case, frequencies of 200
MFW were used. The method allows us to see the distance between the best-matching candidate author’s
fragment and any best-matching impostor author’s fragment. Multiple iterations of the experiment are
presented as a density plot. The distribution curve displays the shape of the resulting values — the mass
above 0 demonstrates attribution strength, with the distributions strongly on the right side supporting

a positive attribution.

Step Main method | Parameters
Exploratory Distance-based | 50-250 MFW; cosine delta; Ward’s method;
clustering clustering consensus tree; two random independent word
samples from each author (all works combined)
Iterative random | General 200 MFW (50% used in each iteration); cosine
sampling Gl Impostors delta; 2 random independent word samples taken
iteratively from an author (all works combined)
Bootstrap General 200 MFW (33% used in each iteration); minmayx;
Distance Impostors consecutive chunks of 2000 words; all works by each
Impostors author taken separately

Table1 Methods used in the experiments.

" We tested both 33% and 50% feature selection in this experiment, considering 33% as a more conservative measure. The

results indicated that this parameter does not significantly influence the outcomes, with both settings leading to the same
conclusions. We report the Gl results obtained with 50% of features as a less conservative measure for comparison with
Bootstrap Distance Impostors; the Gl results obtained with 33% are available in the ‘Supplementary materials’
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3.2 Corpus

As qualitative scholarship has uncritically added more fragments to Diderot’s corpus over recent decades,
we aim to systematically approach the attribution of the HDI fragments with the aforementioned
pipelines — applying computational methods to a corpus of texts, chronologically and thematically

close to the HDI.

Reference set

The corpus compiled for experiments includes works by authors who probably participated in the HDI
project (candidates) as well as those most probably not involved in it (impostors). The corpus includes 162
books by 15 late 18th-century writers.'> Rather than using modern editions, we gathered texts from printed

books published between 1734 and 1877, with most dated to the late Ancien Régime."

Historical editions were collected from various sources (mainly Gallica and Wikisource) and have
different OCR quality rates." During preprocessing, we corrected the most common OCR and spelling
errors as well as variations coming from archaic spelling for the most frequent 1500 words (e.g. the issues
with long-s, verb-ending orthographic variations as ‘-oit’; the full pipeline is available in ‘Supplementary

materials’). After that, texts were prepared for the experiments.

For the steps I (clustering with ‘stylo’) and II (first GI pipeline), books by each author were combined
into one set, with long books sampled down to 60 000 random tokens (words) (without replacement - each
token drawn once). We then took two independent random samples from each author set. The sample size
varied based on the text whose authorship was being analysed - for example, if a text in question was only
8000 words (see Table 2), we took two independent 4000-word samples from each author. By taking random
samples from all writings by each author, we aimed to show general relationships between the ‘averaged’

style of each author compared to the HDI fragments.

For the third step (BDI), we prepared the corpus in a more conservative way. Each work by each author
was separated into consecutive fragments of 2000 tokens. In this case, we used all available data for all
authors without downsizing long texts. While it is very probable that particular consecutive fragments

chosen for comparison will include genre- and topic-related biases, the algorithm takes random fragments

2 Candidates: Francois-Jean de Chastellux (5 works; 378k tokens), d’Holbach (23; 1309k), Deleyre (10; 565k), Diderot (32; 1003k),
Guibert (7; 453k), Antoine-Laurent de Jussieu (8; 252k), Nicolas de La Grange (2; 172k), Jean-Francois Marmontel (8; 874k),
Pechméja (2; 88k), Raynal (13; 563k), Saint-Lambert (6; 387k). Impostors: Nicolas Baudeau (10 works; 322k tokens), Marie Jean
Antoine Nicolas Caritat, marquis de Condorcet (20; 1,536k), Louis de Jaucourt (8; 379k), André Morellet (12; 245k), Pierre-Paul
Lemercier de la Riviere (3; 260k). The corpus was compiled by Csapo, under Tricoire’s supervision.

'3 For this study, books are treated as single texts, without extracting different sections (such as chapters or individual works).
While many books in our corpus contain single works, some multi-volume editions (e.g. Condorcet’s (Euvres compleétes)
combine various works of different genres under one cover.

* The metadata on each book is available in the ‘Supplementary materials’
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many times and repeats the calculations for each fragment. In this fashion, we aim to reduce biases and
suggest that consecutive fragments allow for a more straightforward and robust comparison, showing not a

general closeness of one’s bag of words, but a more direct closeness of two written passages.

Problem sets

The fragments from the HDI were collected from the ARTFL project’s third edition of the HDI (1780).
Only fragments from the Fonds Vandeul were selected for this study. Each fragment was supplied with
the metadata about its appearance in different editions and its inclusion in the two selections by Vandeul,
‘Pensées détachées’ and/or ‘Mélanges"* Based on this metadata, we concatenated fragments into seven sets
according to editorial history (group I) and two sets based on the ink and pencil marks on the sheets of paper
that Vandeul took from a printed edition of the HDI (group II, see Table 2). Additionally, we examined the
fragment ‘Les avantages de la vie sauvage’ (HDI80, book 19) due to its thematic similarity to Diderot’s

writings. Since we were testing the hypothesis of Diderot’s sole authorship of these fragments, we treated

Group | Abbreviation Description of the fragments N words
(tokens)
0 FP ‘Fragments politiques’ 7881

I ed1770_nch1774_nch1780 | Appeared in ed. 1770 - not changed in 1774 - 11813
not changed in 1780

ed1770_ch1774_nch1780 Appeared in ed. 1770 - changed in 1774 - not 5686
changed in 1780

ed1770_nch1774_ch1780 Appeared in ed. 1770 - not changed in 1774 - 18 180
changed in 1780

ed1770_ch1774_ch1780 Appeared in ed. 1770 - changed in 1774 - 16 875
changed in 1780
ed1774_nch1780 Appeared in ed. 1774 — not changed in 1780 4798
ed1774_ch1780 Appeared in ed. 1774 - changed in 1780 18 358
ed1780 Appeared in 1780 86 320
Il pencil ‘Pensées détachées’: fragments marked in pencil | 90 055
ink ‘Mélanges’: fragments marked in ink 70920
I sauvage Single fragment:‘Les avantages de la vie 9004

sauvage’ (HDI80, book 19)

Table 2 Tested selections of HDI fragments.

> The metadata was prepared by Csapé and Dostert.
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each group of fragments as a single text, either taking random samples of words or dividing them into
consecutive chunks. Determining the actual authorship of individual HDI fragments would likely require a

different methodological approach.

3.3 Results

Our data and methods demonstrated good results in determining the authorship of ‘Fragments politiques’
(FP, 7881 tokens), a set of seven fragments by Diderot included in the HDI in 1774 and previously published
in Grimm’s manuscript journal Correspondance littéraire in 1772. Though these fragments may have been
edited by Grimm or one of his team (as shown by the manuscripts kept by the Bibliotheque nationale de
France), stylometric methods still clearly recognise Diderot’s stylistic fingerprint. Figure 1 shows that all
algorithms confirmed the text’s closeness to Diderot based on the usage of most frequent words both in

random (A, B) and consecutive samples (C).

The clustering approach yielded mixed results. While some iterations successfully grouped the
‘Fragments politiques’ with Diderot’s writings (Figure 1A), the clustering method showed inconsistent
results across iterations when using random samples. More importantly, this approach proved problematic
since the actual author(s) of the HDI might not be present in the current corpus, yet the clustering would

still generate groupings (false positives). Therefore, we focused primarily on the GI methods.

Both GI and BDI demonstrated greater consistency, producing the same conclusions across iterations
and feature sets (e.g. MFW and character n-grams, see n.10 and 11). In the visualisations, stronger similarity
to the text in question is indicated when distributions (boxplots or density curves) appear towards the right
side of the plot. Candidates are arranged on the y-axis from top to bottom in order of decreasing similarity

to the examined text.

Figure 1B shows that across 100 iterations, Diderot was by far the closest author to the ‘Fragments
politiques; with a mean GI result of approximately 0.8 — no other author achieved a mean result above 0.2.
The BDI results (Figure 1C) present a similar pattern: Diderot’s distribution curves appear well above zero
and strongly towards the right side of the plot, while other authors’ distributions appear more towards the

left and sometimes around zero, meaning less similarity and attribution strength.

Moving to the sets of fragments from different HDI editions, we hypothesised that the earlier fragments
(HDI70) were not written by Diderot, as there is no evidence that he joined the project before October 1772,
and thus we cannot expect to find any HDI passages by him before the second edition, HDI74. When tested,
none of the selections showed convincing closeness to Diderot compared to other authors (see Table 3). General
stylistic comparison using random sampling GI suggests that the earliest HDI fragments from 1770 may display
closeness to d’Holbach’s writing style (Figure 2A). According to this method, dHolbach may be the main
candidate for the authorship of the HDI70 passages attributed to Diderot. This hypothesis needs more evidence,

however, as it was not strongly supported by the analysis of consecutive chunks (Figure 2B; cf. Table 3).
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Abbreviation

Three closest authors in the corpus

Iterative random sampling
Gl (mean result from 0 to 1)

BDI (mean percentage’®
of mass above zero, values
fromOto 1)

Fragment politiques

Diderot (0.80)
Condorcet (0.18)
d’Holbach (0.15)

Optl:'” 0.005-0.90

Diderot (1.0)
Condorcet (0.97)
Marmontel (0.95)

ed1770_nch1774_nch1780

d’Holbach (0.92)
La Riviére (0.11)
Saint-Lambert (0.09)

Optl: 0.019-0.847

d'Holbach (0.992)
Condorcet (0.98)
Deleyre (0.96)

ed1770_ch1774_nch1780

d’Holbach (0.73)

d’Holbach (0.993)

Deleyre (0.22) Deleyre (0.988)
Condorcet (0.18) Condorcet (0.985)
Optl: 0.137-0.626

ed1770_nch1774_ch1780 d’Holbach (0.69) Condorcet (0.976)
Saint-Lambert (0.15) d’Holbach (0.959)
Condorcet (0.10) Deleyre (0.957)
Optl: 0-0.967

ed1770 _ch1774_ch1780 d’Holbach (0.77) Condorcet (0.981)
Saint-Lambert (0.17) d’Holbach (0.974)
Condorcet (0.11) Deleyre (0.947)
Optl: 0-0.965

ed1774_nch1780 d’Holbach (0.69) Condorcet (0.995)
Saint-Lambert (0.14) d'Holbach (0.989)
Baudeau (0.14) Deleyre (0.959)
Optl: 0.236-0.43

ed1774_ch1780 d’Holbach (0.59) Condorcet (0.970)
Saint-Lambert (0.20) d’Holbach (0.962)
Condorcet (0.17) Deleyre (0.937)
Optl: 0.009-0.94

ed1780 d’Holbach (0.58) Condorcet (0.970)
Diderot (0.16) Diderot (0.969)
Saint-Lambert (0.15) d’Holbach (0.926)
Optl: 0-0.979

Table 3 Mean results for each examined group of HDI fragments.

16 For this method, density distributions are much more informative than averaged single numbers given as a reference. All BDI
results as figures are available in‘Supplementary materials.

7 The interval obtained with the imposters.optimise() function showing the values at which a classifier is more accurate (twenty
iterations, averages given). Results lying below the lower bound can be interpreted as a stronger rejection of a candidate;
results above the upper bound have a high degree of confidence, i.e. suggest a positive attribution (marked in bold in this
table). In some cases we obtained very wide intervals (e.g. 0 to 0.979), meaning that classifier average accuracy is low for this
corpus selection — these results are inconclusive and should be treated with caution.
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Abbreviation Three closest authors in the corpus
Iterative random sampling | BDI (mean percentage’®
Gl (meanresultfromOto 1) | of mass above zero, values
fromOto 1)
Il pencil d’Holbach (0.76) Condorcet (0.979)
Saint-Lambert (0.14) d’Holbach (0.972)
Condorcet (0.10) Diderot (0.949)
Optl: 0-0.946
ink d’'Holbach (0.51) Condorcet (0.976)
Saint-Lambert (0.13) Diderot (0.954)
La Riviere (0.12) d'Holbach (0.936)
Optl: 0-0.966
Il | sauvage Diderot (0.40) Diderot (0.968)
Pechméja (0.15) Condorcet (0.963)
La Riviére (0.148) Deleyre (0.928)
Optl: 0-0.961

Table3 Continued.

For the groups of fragments from the 1774 and 1780 editions, while our methods confirm that Diderot
is unlikely to have been the main author, they demonstrate greater uncertainty when it comes to formulating
turther hypotheses about the involvement of other candidates (see Table 3). Multiple authors might be close
to the HDI fragments, though the attribution strength is not sufficient to name any of them as a possible
candidate. For BDI results, multiple distributions were placed towards the right side, mixing high scores
among candidates (Diderot, d’'Holbach, etc.) and impostors (Condorcet). We have not obtained a level of
attribution strength comparable to that achieved in the case of ‘Fragments politiques’ (Figure 1C) in any

of the BDI runs (for any author).

Similar results emerged for the groups of fragments in ‘Pensées détachées’ (pencil selection on
Vandeul’s printed sheets) and ‘Mélanges’ (ink selection). In both random word sampling and consecutive
chunks analysis, we could not attribute the selections to a single author. Multiple authors showed similar
word usage patterns to those in ‘Pensées détachées’ and ‘Mélanges, however, neither can be named a
probable candidate for authorship according to our methods. At the same time, neither fragment selection
demonstrated stylistic closeness to Diderot that was anywhere near as strong as what we found in the case
of ‘Fragments politiques.

The fragment Vie sauvage’ yielded our only slightly positive result. Our methods displayed some
similarity between this fragment’s word frequency-based style and Diderot’s writings, though with

significantly weaker attribution strength than in the case of ‘Fragments politiques’ (Figure 4).
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3.4 Discussion

The stylometric methods used here bring further evidence that attributions by the Vandeuls are not to be
trusted. Diderot did not appear as a likely candidate for any of the sets of fragments we explored, besides

‘Fragments politiques, which are known to be by Diderot.

For the passages from HDI70 that were unchanged in later editions, the iterative random sampling GI
suggested that Diderot is an unlikely candidate; in the BDI results, Diderot fares better but does not stand
out among a range of competitors, some of whom (like Condorcet) are ‘impostors. Concerning the groups
of fragments that first appeared in HDI74 and HDI80, Diderot does not seem a probable author either - the
results we obtained suggest that it is very imprudent to consider that these fragments are from his pen. This
does not mean that he did not contribute anything to these groups of fragments, but it does show that it is
highly improbable that he wrote most of them, and that it can be assumed with some confidence that he did

not write all of the passages under examination.

To be sure, these results must be treated with care, as the HDI fragments posed challenges for
computational attribution methods. We obtained inconclusive results when testing the authorship of
fragments attributed to Diderot, at least in their current groupings based on editorial history and textual

scholarship. The blurriness of the authorial signals might have two different explanations.

On the one hand, these issues might stem partly from inconsistencies in the reference corpus. Our
methods did recognise the closeness between single texts penned by one specific author (for example between
Diderot’s or d'Holbach’s different works),'s as well as the similarity of the ‘Fragments politiques’ to other
texts by Diderot. However, historical texts taken from different sources with different character recognition
quality could have affected the word frequencies used in our experiments. A better corpus design would
likely improve future results — specifically through re-digitisation with a consistent OCR model and stricter
text usage (e.g. testing only consecutive fragments, and/or only separate works belonging to similar genres).
Furthermore, we need additional testing to understand how sample size and number of authors and features

influence attribution methods when applied to this type of textual data.

On the other hand, our inability to identify a single author for the studied text fragments may be
explained by the collaborative nature of the HDI. The analysis of the groups of fragments from the HDI that
we created following the editorial history seems to confirm the testimonies of contemporaries, including

Diderot himself: a whole range of authors may have collaborated to Raynal’s big historiographical work,

'8 Gl pipelines applied to the problem sets were used to find known authors of works in the current corpus. In particular, the
iterative Gl method was tested on randomly selected works by Diderot, d’Holbach, Baudeau, Condorcet and Raynal; in each
run one work was set as a problem - the method was able to predict known authorship, except for a few works with disputed
authorship or edited ones (e.g. Naigeon editing Diderot). BDI was tested in a similar way (five works for five authors taken
randomly, then one work set as being by an‘unknown author’); in addition more works were also tested against their known
authors (as in Beullens et al. 2024). In the overwhelming majority of cases, the methods were able to predict the true authors.
For more details on testing see the ‘Ground truth'files in the ‘Supplementary materials’
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and there is no reason to assume that Diderot stands out. As demonstrated by our analysis of the single ‘Vie

sauvage’ fragment, examining individual parts of the HDI may provide better insights into its authorship.

Analysis of different HDI fragment sets also revealed clear variations across the three editions. Although
some of our tests pointed to d’'Holbach as a possible main author of the fragments from HDI70, d'Holbach’s
authorial signal seems weaker in texts written for later editions. The differences between HDI editions and

their contributors need further investigation.

The inconclusive attribution results for both pencil- and ink-highlighted fragments, together with our
other analyses, confirm that there is no quantitative evidence for Diderot’s authorship of the HDI selections
traditionally attributed to him. As our computational methods could not verify Diderot’s authorship, the

current selections of fragments in the Fonds Vandeul demand careful re-examination.

4. Conclusions and hypotheses for further research

Through both qualitative source criticism and stylometric analysis, this article has demonstrated that the
prevailing method of attributing passages in the HDI to Diderot is fundamentally flawed. This leads to

several conclusions and proposals.

1. Unless an unknown manuscript or source comes to light, intellectual and literary historians must stop
treating these passages as part of Diderot’s ceuvre, omitting them from future editions of his works or at
the very least treating them as uncertain attributions.

2. 'This result has major implications for our understanding of Diderot and the Radical Enlightenment.
Although studies of Diderot’s thought and life — especially since Strugnell’s and Benot’s monographs — have
emphasised his abolitionism and anti-colonialism, a careful re-examination of the evidence (including his
correspondence and various other texts) may lead to the conclusion that he was not especially interested
in these topics after all. As with Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s ceuvre, the number of Diderot texts addressing
colonial issues may be small. This would be typical of that generation of philosophes, who - unlike the
younger Brissot and Condorcet — did not participate in a social movement to abolish slavery and the slave
trade. As Tricoire has shown elsewhere, a thorough examination of the HDI also raises the question of
the origins of French abolitionism: the HDI chapters on slavery, probably written by Pechméja, were based
on the abbé Pierre-Joseph-André Roubaud’s Histoire générale de I'Asie, de IAfrique et de TAmérique (1770
1775), and Roubaud in turn drew inspiration from Catholic missionary writings in his own criticisms of
slavery. The materialist Radical Enlightenment — of which Diderot is a representative — may not, in fact,
have laid the foundations of French abolitionism (Tricoire 2025).

3. The question of the HDI's authorship must be re-examined without prejudice. We must analyse each
chapter from the various versions — or other definable segments — while disregarding the attributions

made by the Vandeuls.
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4. Concerning the philosophical passages selected by the Vandeuls, we may hypothesise that d Holbach
was their most significant author, at least among those first printed in HDI70. This hypothesis should be
tested by analysing these passages individually using appropriate stylometric methods. For intellectual
history, it may also be fruitful to compare them with d’Holbach’s other writings. If confirmed, this
hypothesis would warrant a re-evaluation of d’Holbach’s role as a political author.

5. At the same time, both 18th-century sources and our computational data suggest that we should
pay more attention to collaborative writing within d'Holbach’s coterie, a point made recently by
Ruggero Sciuto (2023). Raynal, Saint-Lambert, Naigeon and Diderot — whom contemporaries
named as authors of parts of the HDI, were all members of this circle, which was headed by the
wealthy German nobleman. In Enlightenment history, d'Holbach may matter both as an author
and as a patron of these heterodox Enlightenment philosophers. Archival evidence shows that this
society was not free of hierarchies. Diderot worked for d’Holbach in a subordinate position, as a
language copyeditor (Topazio 1954). Available sources suggest that he may have played a similar
role for Raynal. Clearly, Diderot felt a kind of dependence on both d’Holbach and Raynal. He felt
forced to do the dull, subordinate work they expected of him - a job he spoke of with contempt in
his correspondence. To understand this, we need to remember that while Diderot is now regarded
as one of the most prestigious writers of the French Enlightenment, this was not the case in the
18th century. He was known only as the editor of a dictionary, as a playwright of modest reputation
and as the Parisian agent of a foreign despot, Catherine II of Russia. His position in d’'Holbach’s
society does not seem to have been superior to Naigeon’s, and his social status was clearly inferior

to Raynal’s or Grimm’s.

An exploration of the HDI’s authorship shows that intellectual history has often placed too much emphasis
on individual geniuses. It is hard to resist the temptation to find more texts by a star author, or to interpret
them as expressions of exceptional convictions and unique visions. Yet, as the sociology of knowledge
demonstrated already a century ago, thinking is better understood as an incremental and collective enterprise
shaped by organisations and asymmetrical interdependencies (Mannheim 1936). Searching for originality

may introduce important biases in our narratives of Enlightenment history.

Supplementary materials

Martynenko A., Csap¢ J., Dostert C. and Tricoire D. 2025. ‘Supplementary code and data for the paper
‘Ghostwriting and collective authorship in the Enlightenment: Denis Diderot, d'Holbach’s coterie, and the
problem of authorship in Raynal’s Histoire des deux Indes’ https://zenodo.org/records/17227546. Referred

to throughout as ‘Supplementary materials’
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