Extract from Roy Porter, ‘Against the Spleen’, in Laurence Sterne: Riddles and Mysteries, ed. by Valerie Grosvenor Myer, Critical Studies Series (London: Barnes and Noble, 1984), pp.84-98.

The age of the Enlightenment was a melting-pot, a time of dissolution, criticism and regrouping in letters, humanities and science. Old verities were questioned. Aspirations to absolute certainty – the revealed Word, a priori rationalism, the rules of Art, direct empirical observation – were being frustrated or challenged, or were blowing up in people’s faces. More sceptical and probabilistic attitudes were called for, yet this scepticism was tempered with optimism. In the ferment of ideas, experiment, endeavour, the probable, the incomplete, the subjective were winning acceptance as the realistic substitutes for the traditional but now unattainable goals of Truth or Authority, Revelation or System.
  In letters [ie. the realm of literature], writers were experimenting with new forms (notably the novel), exploring the interplay of author, writing and audience – as Tristram Shandy bears abundant witness. In moral philosophy, epistemology and psychology, rationalism was under a cloud; Enlightenment thinkers like [Denis] Diderot * (Sterne’s friend) and [David] Hume** (his acquaintance and admirer), aware of the emptiness of prescription without description, were digging down to the foundations – in nature and culture – of consciousness, and their relations to the physiological dimension of sensations and sentiment, rooted in the organization of the nervous system. The imperative of naturalism was eliding ethics into subjectivity, energy and individuality, in ways with which we are now familiar from reading Sterne.

   And, perhaps above all (certainly underpinning all), the scientific foundations were shifting. The Newtonian universe was accepted – orderly, regular, stable, governed by laws. But once established, it needed to be further developed. Speculation increasingly turned its attention to the outstanding riddles of the living world, to the more delicate, intractable, fluid issues of organic change, of stimulus and response, growth and generation, all viewed increasingly against a backdrop of time. As James Rodgers
 in particular has emphasized, life itself became a focus, a problem, a fascination. What was the nature of [the] life force? What were the vital properties? Mid-century speculative naturalists such as Diderot were pointing towards a vision of animate nature which was, at one and the same time, more ‘materialistic’ yet also, paradoxically, more ‘vitalistic’: activity and life were not the gift of external ‘Creation’, but intrinsic to Nature. Mid-century images of Nature conjured up a dynamic world of organized fluidity – even flux, full of striving, development, even ‘evolution’ of a kind, darkly linked up with an inchoate pansexuality. The wriggling homunculus would, after all, have its day.                                                  (pp.84-85)
*Denis Diderot (1713-1784)

** David Hume (1711-1776)
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