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Abstract
s

The central argument of this paper is that Jean-Jacques
Rousseau held a fundameﬁtally tragfc vision of reality, based
on the notiop of an irreconciliable conflict between the indi-
vidual as an agent of free will whose most essential human
characteristic is his ability to determine the conditions of
his existence and the real need to have law and custom govern
individual behaviour in society. The topic is approached'
through examining Rousseau's theory of language which embodies
his political, anthropological and artistic conce;hs. The
paper concludes that Rousseau believed that the individual is
destined to live in an imperfect society with which he can never
be wholly satisfied and which will therefore deteriorate and

perish. Although works such as the Contrat Social attempt to

resolve this dilemma, Rousseau was ultimately unable to develop
a mechanism of reform that was both practical and true to his

perceptions of individual freedom and social authoraty.
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Résumé
) ~

La thése principaX¥e de ce mémoire est de démontrer que
Rousseau possédait une conception fondamentalement tragique
du monde, ceci & cause de 1'idée A'un conflit insoluble entre
1'individu doté d'une volonté libre dont la caractéristique
essentielle est de pouvoir fixer ses conditions d'existence,
et la nécéssité concréte de voir la loi régir le cbmportement
individuel en société. L'approche du sujet se fait & travers
une analyse de sa théorie du langage, laquelle synthétise
ses préoccupations politiques, anthropologiques et artistiques.
Le mémoire conclut & la conviction de Rousseau de ce que la
destinée de 1'individu est de vivre dans une société imparfaite
dont il ne peut jamais étre entiérement satisfait et qui donc
dégénérera et disparaitra. Bien que le contrat social tente
de résoudre ce dilemne, Rousseau ne put trouver un mécanisme
correcteur pratique et conforme & sa perception de la liberté

individuelle et de 1l'autorité sociale.
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The argumenté presented in this paper have slowly evolved
and developed over six years of exposufe to the writings of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, although the bulk of the research, as
identified in ‘the b1%110graphy, was carried out between 1979
and 1981 in Paris and Montreal.

Although the vast number of secondary writings on Rous-
seau preclude the\poséibility of claiming the thesis as original,
the author has not specifically encountered this approach te
Rousseau in his research.

It is difficult to isolate and define the many influences
that have affected, directly or indirectly, the arguments 5
contained in this essay. Nonetheless, it muét be pointed out
that the inspiration for the tragic vision interpretation
derives in part from Judith Shklar's short essay,

The Social Contract.”

"Reading

Special thanks must be given for the able guidance and
astute criticisms provided by ‘Dr. J. Tully, Department of
Political Science, McGill Univexsity, during the preparation

of this paper. \
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Nous possédong dans ces beaux lieux

Un esprit émané des vieux;

I1 est aimablé, il est charmant,
J1 posséde tous les talents.

A tous ces.traits de mon pinceau,

Ne reconnait - on pas Rousseau?

- lettre de Mlle Marianne

23 juillet, 1764

Rousseau Jean Jééques 1712 - 1778
,Fr. (Swiss-born) philos. & writer
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Introduction - ) ‘ 5

[

For 240 years, the 1life and works of Jean-Jacques: Rousseau
have been much praised and much maligned. His writingsxhave en-
dured the meticulous inspection of generation after generation
of increasingly critical readers. He has been called the last
of the rationalists and the first of the idealists. He has been
loved as a champion of the people and despised as a self-indul-
gent hypocrite. Above all, he has been applauded as a liberal
who beliewed in persornal freedom and thé inviolability of the
individual and castigated as an authoritarian who endorsed a
frightening civil religion and unconditibnally subsumed the ci-

- tizen to the state.

Realist or utopian, collectivist or individualist, liberal
or totalitarian - it is difficult for the modern student of
Rousseau, after wading through the miasma of conflicting inter-
pretations, to emerge with a confident understanding of ‘the man
who, without question, exercised tremendous influence on the)
past two centuries of Western thought and political activity.
Confining oneself to primary sources only, one is still faced
with the’seemingly impossible task of reconciling contradictory
sentiments and statements that appear, not only from book to
book, but, at times, from page to page.

Many writers have attempted to fit the content of Rousseau's
writings into Qne consistent and irrefutable form. Often, thfgri
approach has entailed injecting a unifying concept into Rous-
seau's work (such as Leigh's use of natural law). Other critics
have quickly demonstrated the problems one produces by interpre-
ting an author in light of a concept that is not supported by

the primary sources.
L

Equally problematic is a second popular approach - dismis-
sing 1arge‘chunks of Rousseau's opus, notably sections of the (S,
as out of place. Whatever remains, now consistent, is offered
as Rousseau's philosophical system. But as Cassirer and Leigh
have demonstrated, too often this paring process results in a
distortion of thought that defeats the purpose of the exercisé.
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One must ask if the best approach to Rousseau is to attemp%/ ”
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to force hig thought into a pleasing system. The vast diversity
of subjects with which he dealt, his tendency to leave important

questions unanswered, his penchant for digression, and his -

~charactez;, as far as we can determine it, suggest that Rousseau
neither strove for nor attained unity in his nusings.

v

¥

In a letter to la marquise de Verdelin, Rousseau, wrote,

"il faut expliquer les discours d'un homme par son caractére."
From his adolescent days spent freely roaming through Switzer-
land to his parasitic dependeﬁce on Mge de Warens as a young man}
from his appearance as a 30-year old debutant, friend of Con-
dillac and Diderot, wanting to take Paris by stornm to his re- .
treat as a middle-aged hermit flitting between eccentric soli-
tude and the public eye; from his professed love of.mankind to
his wild-eyed paranoia and distrust of peoble, Rousseau was  °

erratic and antithetical. He changed his religion at“least

" twice, he changed his views on marriage and the responsibility

of fatherhocd, he constantly cﬁanged his feelings toward society.

Rousseau's character is reflected in his writing which
consists of loose ends, inoonéistencies and doubts, mixed with
wonderfully astute observations and ideas. This does not mean
we should consign him to the realm of clever epigranm wriygrs, [
publish an ana of his more mémorable‘statements, and leave thé
rest of his work to historians. In spite of its shortcomings,
his*werk remains, a rare and beautlful painting of.a man, a#l erg,
and a vision of humanity. HlS theories of language, musie, "
politics and religion certainly contain logical and empirical
flaws. At the same time, they are vital theories containing -
profound and inspiring ideas that give insight into the 20th

century as well as the 18th.

"That his ideas, even with their flaws, are important can be
judged # perhaps, by considering Rousseau's pervasive\influence?
Not only were his contemporaries - Condillae, Voltaire, Ducles,
Herder - touched by Rousseau, but every subsequent veﬁeration
has read and pondered over the Contrat Social, the Dlscours,
and Eg;;g. The Jacoblns staged the Relgn of Terror under his
mysterlous clogk and, according to J.-D. Selche, "elest la
pensée de Rghsseau qui servira de guide & la-tendance révolu-.
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tionnaire incarnée par Rgbespierre et Saint-Just."2 Burke,
stalwart of British political thought, 1abe11éd Rousseau the
embodiment of the Age of Reason.” Tﬂe'traditionalists De Maistre
and’ Bonald attacked his irresponsible individualism; Sir Henry
Maine’ called him a collective despot. "The whole 'Storm and
Stress' movement, Lessing, Kant, Herder, Goethe, and Schiller
were dependent on him and acknowledged their indebtedness to
him."3 Kant called him the "Newton of the moral world"a,

Herder hailed him as & "saint and prophet", and Schiller, in

his poem "Rousseau'", wrote:

Sokrates ging unter durch Sophisten,
Rousseau leidet, Rousseau fallt durech Christen,

Rousseau - der aus Christen menschen wirbt. (5)

When Rousseau fell out of favour with the 19th~céntury
philosophers, the literary world, George Sand, Dostoyevsky,
sprung to his defense. As time passed, his critics and admirers
grew in number and scope so that today thousands of articles
and monographs in numerous fields are listed in the bibliography

of secondary sources on Jean-Jacques.

The desire to read and understand Rousseau is still very

nuch alive. In nations with as diverse political systems and

- }ntellectual'backgrounds #e4 France, the USSR, Chile, Brazil,

the USA, Switzerland and Canada, research is being done on all
aspects of his thought. Rousseau and the small community, p
Rousseau the ecologist, Rousseau the literary figure, Rousseau
on education - What has been neglected? What ceases to be

relevant?

More important, perhaps, what more can be added to this
vast sea of scholarship? And will the sea ever be calm, will
a consensus ever be reached that Rousseau was a liberal or a
totalitarian, a rationalist or an idealist, a philosopher or a
moralist? Perhaps, as Rousseau often suggested to his conten-

poraries, the aim of his writing has been misunderstood.

At present, two things are apparent. First, critical
studies of Rousseau tend to 'divide neatly into two camps repre-

senting contemporary political perceptions reduced to their
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most fundamental expression. The two camps compete, profiting
from the fact that the scope of Rousseau's writing and thought
permits the selective critic to place him into virtually any
category. But, while it is convenient for the scholar to reduce
and categorize the ideas of past thinkers, Rousseau has histo-
rically resisted such rigorous classification and tended to cut

across the popular poclitical debates. .

Second, within each of the two camps, one finds three
basic approaches. The first two have already been mentioned;
proponents of the third, epitomized by Voltaire, Hearnshaw and
Babbitt, tend to conclude that Rousseau's writings were the
tempermental ouggursts of a frustrated madman. The well-docu-
menteé failures experienced by each of these approaches 1iads
one to suggest that if we are to profit from reading Rousseau,
we must‘}hkﬁ our conventional prejudices that tend to see every-

thing in terms of a well-defined set of dichotomies.
4

To avoid these difficulties, this essay will attempt (a)
not to surreptitiously draw Rousseau 1nto modern categories and
(b) not to supply false unity to appease our own sense of order.
The first point certainly does not intimate that Rousseau's
thought is not part of a recognizable philosophical tradition.
Il suggests, howéger, that he may well have stood at an intel-
lectual crogsrcads, drifting into more than one direction. Like-
wise the second point does not iﬁply that Rousseau's theories(r
lacked cohesion and structure. But as his thought expanded and’
he explored more aspects of man and society, he realized the
difficulty of unifying everything, of building an impregnable
fortress of thought. And, as we will demonstrate later, he

realized the futility of trying to do so.

Two of Rousseau's favorite literary forms were the dialogue
and the revery. Thought for him was an ongoing process, a
voyage that leads in many directions, without necessarily cul-
minating in definitive statements of fact. His work reveals a
vision rather than a system, and the critical question is not
so much whether the vision is a vision of absolute truth, as
whether the vision satisfies the reader's reason and feeling in

its depiction of reality. Unlike a philosophical system that

;
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strives to be consistent and whole, Rousseau's vision of society
is sufficiently flexible to contain contradictions and dilemmas,
reflecting what can be observed in reality, and it is intention-

ally left open for the reader to supplement and change.

.To be effective, the vision employs artistic devices -
exaggeration, paradox, metaphor. Cfitics enjoy pouncin} upon
these, gleefully exposing Rousseau's inconsistencies, or analy-
sing them into manageable units which, stripped of their dramatic

force, ‘can be translated into a more mundane terminology.

OQur position is that the value of Rousseau's writings lies
in our reactions to the vision of reélity it presents. Our
approach is to examine this vision to determine whether or not
it remains a relevant depiction of the problems man in society
encounters. Our conclusion is that it if;*ﬂjdmately a tragic
vision, a vision of despair that suggests that the very nature
of man precludes the possibility of a perfect society while at
the same time compelling him to participate 1in an imperfect
society with which he can never be wholly satisfied. Because
this conflictual situation is dissatisfying, man dreams of
alternatives. These options, however, be they different descrip-
tions of human nature or utopian models of society, are never

iigorously supported by empirical evidence.

At the same time, ideals are a part of man, a part of his
environment and his essence. Man, Rousseau argued, is a per- <
fectible agent of free will. These traits allow him, among ’
other 'things, to conceive and investigate various social systems
on an intellectual plane. 1Indeed, many of the so-called contra-
dictions found in Rousseau's work stem from his own attempts to
develop solutions to human problems on paper. But Rousseau was
aware of the contradictions scattered through his wfiting for
he appreciated that the constraints on human activity tend to
be more severe than the constraints on human thought. An impor-
tant element of Rousseau's contribution to understanding lie's
in his compelling presentation of why man, as an agent of free
will, and society, as the circumstance of his existence, yield
a conflict that cannot be fully resolved through philosophy.

It is for this reason that Rousseau's writings do not present a
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tight system that is right or wrong as much as a sprawling vi-

sion that is more or less accurate. B

Rousseau's vision fuses idealism to realism and suggests
that both are equally valid dimensions of man and society.
Because of this, no absolute structure can be determined and
society is appreciated as the site’of a constant conflict bet-
ween ideals and circumstances on both an individual and social

level.

Hopefully, our position will be clarified in the body of
this essay where we will attempt to substantiate it by examining

one aspect of it - Rousseau's views on language.

Rousseau attached tremendous importance to language, which
he described as the first social institution, and he used lan-
guage as & vehicle for examining 'human nature and society.
Choosing to discuss Rousseau's writings on this topic can thus

be justified on several grounds.

First, language provides a unifying concept in Rousseau's
opus, bringing together his views on human nature and saciety
and joining his artistic activity te his philosophical work.

For example, in the Essai sur 1'Origine des Langues (EOL), which

1s largely concerned with the relationship of language to music
and, in part, constitutes an attack on the state of language
and the arts in general and the theories of Rameau (music) and
Condillac (language) in particular, Rousseau used his under- <.
standing of the development of society to clarify the theory of

language presented. Similarly, the Discoburs sur 1'Origine

d'Inégalité (DOI), which examines both art and politics in its

discussion of social inequality, contains several lengthy

passages on language intended to firm up and clarify the central
argument. Again, in Egilg, language appears as a relevant con-
cern in a treatise dealing with the education of the moral indi-

vidual.

Rousseau called language the first social 1nst1tutlon, and
his theory, which ties its origins to the arts and its develop-
ment to society, clearly represents the fusion of his artistic

and philosophical concerns.

3
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Second, the nature of Rousseau's theory of language inevi-
tably leads into a consideration of his overarching concept of
reality. For Rousseau, language was & social phenomenon that
made society possible. What, then, was its rlle in society?
Rousseauy argued that it should be an instrument used by man to

express his real physical, moral and emotional needs. But, he

continued, just as other social institutions can be dispropor- ;
tionately influenced by factions, as a result of the unequal
distribution of authority, so can language. It then becomes a
tool in the hands of a group of men rather than a tool in the

hands of man.

Rousseau argued, in effect, that language had developed

into an instrument of control and education that perpetuated an

unjust society. To return language to its (hypothetically)
original réle required that the structure of society be altered
to allow each individual to participat® equally in its develop-
ment. The problem with language was essentially the same as

the problem with society - the distribution of authority.

From this general picture, Rousseau attempted to define

specific problems evident in society. Since the form and con-

tent of language were, in his mind, largely determined by the
faction wielding authority, he believed & study of language '
would reveal the major characteristics of this faction. 1In his

analysis, Rousseau determined that language had become ihcrea§?'

ingly rational and precise, losing its emotional content. This

ERNY ¥ L

exaggerated rationalism, according to Rousseau, also dominated

social thought and behaviour.

Since, for Rousseau, human nature consisted of both reason
and feeling, the preponderance of reason meant that, as a citi- :
sen, man was alienated from his true nature. Language was a
key element in this process. The ideal remedy would be to re-
vamp society in toto, an impossible task for reasons to be dis-
cussed later. The situation could, however, be ameliorated by
consciously injecting feeling into language. This was precisely
what Rousseau attempted to do in his writing and his efforts in
this regard initiated a new direction for French prose and had

a tremendous influence on the German romantic movement.

i
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As can be seen, language touches direcily upon all of
Rousseau's major concerns while at the same time standing as a
concern in its own right. For this reason, it is a profitable
approach to Rousseau's broader tragic vision. Language acts as
an element of this vision and, at the same time, serves to

clarify other elements of it. >

Third, Rousseau's concept of language is evident in the
form of his writing as ggll as in its content and hence we have
both the theoretical and practical dimensions of his theory at
hand.

Fourth, Rousseau's theory of language is closely related
to contemporary research being done on this subject. - We can
loosely categorize modern linguistic theories as instrumentalist,
determinist, or constitutive. Rousseau's theory of language
bears striking resemblances to our wnodern understanding. He
begins by adopting a fundamental instrumentalist approach which
he then modifies with a determinist twist to accord with his
perception of reality. While Rousseau's place in contemporary
linguistics 1is not the concern of this paper, Rousseau's con-

temporary significance will be implied in our interpretation of

‘his theory of language. S

/
Finally, very little attention has been paid to Rousseau's

work on language and thus the thesis will be largely original in

theme and scope. The EOL will be examined in detail. This ).

short essay, originally written as part of the DOI, has been
largely neglected by the critiecs and its r6le in clarifying
Rousseau's political and social ideas overlooked. Written
alongside his better known works, the EOL is useful because it
deals with the same basic set of concerns from a fresh perspec-

tive.

In view of these points, it seems appropriate to explore
Rousseau's contribution to this problem. 1In the light of Rous-
seau's work on language, we hope to demonstrate in the following
pages that (a) Rousseau held a particularly tragic view of
society and the individual, arrived gt, in part, through his

studies of language, and (b) this tragic vision contains a great
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deal thet is helpful in understanding the dilemma of man in

society today.

Before stating the thesis of this paper, we musi present
two fundamental premises upon which the rationale for Rousseau's

tragic vision is predicated.

(1) Man is perfectible and has a greater opportunity to

develop in & social context than he does in a state of nature.
\

This assertion is partly tautological and merely gives us
(and Rousseau) a hypothetical condition (state of nature) for

the purpose of comparison. The fact is, we exist in a social

context and have only a remote possibility of disassociating
ourselves from it. The more debatable part of this first pre-
mise is that man is perfectible. By perfectible, we mean that
man has an innate capacity to improve himself in moral, intel-
lectual, physical and aesthetic spheres. This does not mean
that there could be a perfect man and Rousseau never implied
this im any way. Accepting this premise is an individual matter
and, for obvious reasons, we will not attempt to prove or dis-
prove it. The point is, it is a position underlying much of
Rousseau's writing6 and central to his theory of language and

kie tragic vision.

(2) Freedom is a primary human value.

The acceptance of this premise rests on our definition ofl -
freedom and we will refine it throughout the essay. Basically,
Rousseau defined freedom as the power to conduct one's 1life in
accordance with one's free will. What constitutes free will is
the real ability to consult one's individual feeling and reason
in order to determine what one should believe and how one should
behave. This is not a perfect definition and it will be dealt

with more extensively in Chapter 3.

Even someone who has chosen to interpret Rousseau as an
authoritarian should not have any difficulty agreeing that free-
dom is fundamental to Rousseau's thought. The problems hinge on
the notion of a freely determined moral code that is universal

and hence able to be enforced by the state.” If one cannot accept
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the notion of an objective morality -which the state has a right .
. to judge and enforce, one might be inclined to label Rousseau a f
Ly -

- totalitarian. As we will show in Chapter 3, this view confuses

K theory and praxis in Rousseau's work and attributes to Rousseau

| * the very dilemm& that underlies his tragic vision of reality.
’ For now, we simply present this premise.
ik X
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Thesis
/

We have described two premises fundamental to Rousseau'é
thought:

(1) Man is perfectible, and

(2) Freedom is a primary human value.

The first is posited as intuitively correct; the second will be
considered in depth in Chapter 3. We can now state the thesis

of this paper.

It is our contention that the importance of Rousseau's work
lies not in any so-called philosophical system one can abstract
from it, but in the tragic vision of reality that it presents.
This tragic vision, which we will explore/ in the light of Rous-

seau's work on language, comprises two essential elements:

(1) 1t suggests that society resudts in an inevitable con-
flict between free will and auvthority. Although Rogﬁééau sug-
gested several solutions to this conflict, it is our belief that
he finally concluded that it cannot be resolved without changes
to human nature that would prove even worse than the probiem
itself. At the same time, the presence of this conflict pushes
soeiety toward corruption and inequality that ultimately ﬁnove

intolerable. Hence all societies inevitably perish.

(2) It suggests that the effect of this conflict on the
individual is to alienate man from his true nature, by subsumigg
feeling to reason and by denying him real freedom and authority.
While necessity compels man to more or less accept changes in
his true nature, the indomitable human spirit tends to revolt
against constraints, especially when they appear arbitrary and
negative. Language, however, as a system of education and con-
trol that is increasingly administered by factional interests,
constantly reduces the individuml's awareness of his condition

and forces him into submission.

Put simply, the thesis of this paper is that, according to
Rousseau, language and society have not served to perfect the
individual and protect freedom, but rather to concentrate and

perpetuate a philosophically unjustified political authority.
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This situation has led %E a corrﬁption of* human nature and
morality and {herefore society not only fails to serve man's
best interests, but constantly deteriorates and eventually L

perishes.

Qur aim is two-fold. First,,we examine Rousseau's theory of
language to determine his tragic vision of reality. Second, we
complete this tragic vision by tracing the natural progression
from linguistics to politics evident in Rousseau's work. Lan-
guage and politics are united to yield a final vision of the

dilemma of man in society that remains relevant and enlightening.
. /
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Introduction

We cannot simply pluck Rousseau from the /Age of Enlighten-
ment, place him in the 1989'6, and expect to learn or prove any-
thing. The fact that we rely on concepts such as authority,
freedom and morality in our discussioﬁ compels us to examine
the circumstances of his writing in some depth. Only in this
way can we hope to give flesh and 1ife to the above concepts.
And only in this way will we be in a position to judge their

contemporary significance.

The fact that Rousseau used terms we still use today has
lulled some critics into believing he used them in the same way
we do. There are two important points which strongly refute
this position and make it imperative for us to begin our study
with a chapter on the background to Rousseau's writings. The
first reason is aptly expressed by Rousseau himself in a letter
written to Mme d'Epinay in 1756:

Apprenez mieux mon dictionnaire, ma bonne amie,
si vous voulez que nous nous entendions. Croyez
que mes termes ont rarement le sens ordinaire,
c'est toujours mon coeur.qui s'entretient avec

vous, et peut-&tre connaitrez-vous quelque jour
qu'il ne parle pas comme un autre. (1)
In a similar vein, Rousseau wrote to M. de Malesherbes in
. 2
1762, "Personne au monde ne me connailt que moi seul."

¢
g

Rousseau's problems with the authorities in Geneva and
Paris, the harsh critiques penned by Voltaire and others, and
his own personality which blended doubts and paranoia with a
conviction that he was endowed with & singular and accurate
understanding of man,certainly contributed to his feeling of
being misunderstood. But this does not veil the facts that
Rousseau gave words distinctive and often original meanings and
that he appealed to feeling and intuition as much as to reason
in expressing himself. As he perceptively wrote in Emile:

J'ai fait cent fois réflexion, en écrivant, qu'il
est impossible, dans un long ouvrage, de donner
tou30urs les mémes sens aux mémes mots...Les
deflnltlons pourraient étre bonnes, si l on

n employalt pas des mots pour les faire! Malgré
cela, je suis persuadé qu'on peut &tre clair,
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néme dans la pauvreté de notre langue, non pas
en donnant touJours les mémes acceptions aux
mémes mots, mais en faisant en sorte, autant
de fois qu'on.emploie chagque mot, que 1 acceptlon
qu'on lui donne 301t suffisamment déterminée
par les 1dees qui s'y rapportent, et que chaque
s perlode ol ce mot se trouve lui serve, pour
ainsi dire, de définition. (3)
Evidently to understand Rousseau's vocabulary we must have
some understanding of Rousseau himself which in turn requires
some knowledge of the historical situation that shaped his ideas
and that spoke a language he found inadequate. Our conclusions
here may well lend support to the thesis that Rousseau stood at
an intellectual crossroads. His language blends a tradition
moving backward through Locke, Grotius and Pufendorf, all the
way to Plato, with a new orientation for enquiry and expression

that has had a substantial influence on modern forms of communi-

cation.

The second reason for examining the background to Rousseau's
work is the more self-evident one that the meanings of many words
especially in a dynamic field such as political philosophy, have
changed over the past two centuries. We thus have the double
problem of our meaning versus both 18-th century meaning and
Lousseau's meaning. It is probably not a problem that can be
solved definitively. Rousseau's suggestion is esseﬂtially a
vicious circle - understanding words by the ideas related to
Lhhiem. Nonetheless, it is a problem that can be alleviated and'*’

hopefully this chapter will serve this purpose.

There are three dimensions deserving attention: (1) his-
torical circumstances, (2) intellectual climate, and (3) Rous-
seau's personal experiences. From this very general overview
we will move into a more detailed consideration of the background

to the primary texts - EOL and DOI - to be discussed in Chapter &

Part 1
A, Historical Circumstances

What was the nature of the world to which Rousseau was born
in 17127 It was above all a world of change, both violent and

peaceful, of change in political and economic structures and of

fal
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change in religious, scientific and political thought.

In the two previous centurles the face of Europe had been
altered’ by the Reformation. Rellglous wars and disputes, notably

in France, Germany and Englandg, charactefized an era which saw
a the advent of Luthur (1483-154?) and CaXvin (1509-1564). Pro-
/ testantism made Geneva, as Ralph Leigh puts it, an isolated and
insulated island in a Roman Catholicwgea. Revealing the island
mentality of the Genevese, Rousseau felt isolated and out of
place in the rest of Europe, a feeling evident in all his

'
:
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writing.

France, where Rousseau spent much of his 1ife, had emerged
from the Religious warsof 1628 to regain military and commercial
strength under first Richelieu (1624-1642) and then Mazarin .
(1643-1661). By the end of Louis XIV's long reign (1643-1715), :

foreign enemies - particularly Spain and Austria -
! had been neutralized, a strong army had been
1 mobilized, a network of highways had been
constructed, the nobility and religious minorities -
especially the Huguenots - had been brought under
: control, and even more important to the future of
Q“) the nation, a well- organlzed and efficient central
administrative service had been established. (4)

The Swiss Cantons had received their independence tn, 1648
gnd the free institutions and civic practices of the republican R
Geneva strongly appealled to Jean-Jacques. His infatuated dedi-
i cations to his homeland and his proud label, citoyen de GenéVQYﬁ

| suggest that Rousseau chose to ignore the fact that authority in

SRS ¥ PR

Geneva was essentially limited to 25 members of the Petit
Conseil. Jean Terrasse suggests that Rousseau was aware of the
political reality in Geneva well before the uprisings of 1762-
1764 in which the authority of the Petit Conseil was directly
challenged by the bourgeoisie.5 In any case, Rousseau found it

F1 e e e ——

convenient to idealize Ceneva at least until 1762 when Emile

was banned there as heresy. .

y During the last 20 years of his life, numerous important
political events - the Seven Years War, the crowning of Catherine
II in Russia, the marriage of Marie Antoinette to the future

<:) Louis XVI, and the American Revolution - occurred, firm examples

of a momentous era in history.
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., The impetus to these wide and important events rested .
partly in new and explosive currents in scientific and philoso-
phical thought, 'No longer could feudalism be endured, no longer
could the monarchy be accepted as the natural and indisputable

-embodiment of authority, and no lbnger could science and reason

be restrained by articles of faith that had not yet stood the
test of critical inspection. _ :

Contact with more. primitive éivilizations in the Americas
encouraged men to reconsider old beliefs andaquestion the
validity of long-accepted traditions and mores. A growing -
middlz;class, a growing discontent and a ‘growing need to rede-
fine relationships, institutions and practices through the newly
acquired tools of empirical’ study and reason resulted in the

uniquely motivated and inquisitive enlightenment mentality.
B. Intellectual Climate

It is impossible to give a brief but accurate deécription
of the various intellectual movements that developed in the 18th
century. Nonetheless, several important }ines of phiquophical
enquiry can be isolated to demonstrate the currents of thought -~
to which Rousseau was exposed. References in\his work, his
circle of friends and the careful research of modern biogxéphers
snch as Launay and May, give us a good idea of the scope of~
thought with which Rousseau was familiar.

. . v
Certainly he was acquainted with three related schools, of”
thought that preceded him and had a great impact on the 18-th
century: (1) the Materialists, (2) the Cartesians, and, (3)

the British Empiricists.

(1) The Materialist school is aptly represented by Thomas®
Hobbes (1588-1679) whose Leviathan and De Cive were two of
Rousseau's favorite targets for criticism. Many of Rousseau's
early works contain vitriolic attacks on Hobbes' conceptions of
human nature, the state of pnature and the justification of
authority in political society. Hobbesean philosophy is ground-
ed on a utilitarian morality that Rousseau initially rejected
in toto but later came to appreciate for its practical dimension.

w
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(2) The Cartesian school, originating with René Descartes
(1596-1650) attempted to impose a sort of mathematical structure

on thought.- o

- What can be said must be statable in quasi-
mathematical terms, for language less precise
may turn out to conceal the fallacies and '
obscurities, the confused mass of superstitions
S and prejudices, which characterized the dis-
credited theological or other forms of dogmatic
doctrine about the universe, which the new
science had come to sweep away and supersede. (6)
Important members of this scho¢l include the sceptic
Pascal (1623-1662), the Christian rationalist Bossuet (1627-
1704),%Fénelon (1651-1715), Leibniz (1646-1717 and Spinoza
(1632-1677), whose call for complete intellectual and scientifac
freedom provided inspiration for 18-th century writers. Com-
bining scepticism with the notion of innate ideas, ihis traditaion,
revitalized by Newton, continues to influence modern.methodology
in the socaial sciences. HKousseau accepted the 1mporténce of
scientifac investigation and the validity of scientific proof
but felt that this approach disregarded the equally important

réle of feeling (or instinct or intuition) in understanding man.

(3) The most influential figure of the British Empiricist

cchgbl was John Locke (1632-1704) whose doctrine of observation
and common sense freed philosophy from the chains that had held
1t suspended in the realm of speculation. While accepting v
certéin Cartesian principles, Locke opposed the notion of 1nna{e
ideas. His influence on the 18-th century is undeniable and it

is certain that Rousseau was familiar with his Essay Concerning

Homan Understanding.

In Rousseau's France, two important schools vied with each
other: the Rationalists led by Montesquieu (1689-1755) and the
Sensationalists represented by Condillac (1715-178C), Diderot
(1713-1784), La Mettrie (1709-1751), d'Holbach (1722-1789) and
Helvétius (1717-1771). The former believed in a rationally
determined positive law; the latter, disciples of Locke,
believed that "all mental processes could be analyzed into atomic

constituents consisting of basic, irreducible units of sensation."”

(7)
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Between the two lay the sceptic Voltaire, more of a social
critic than a philosopher, who played a key rdle in popularizing
Locke but did not wholly agree with the Sensationalists.

These were Rousseau's friends and enem%@s, the popular
coterie of philosophers who captivated France and Switzerland
and whom Rousseau both admired and despised. Like Voltaire,
who was his greatest adversary, Rousseau stood between the two
schools and his reticence to embrace one over the other led to

his ultimate exclusion from the support of either,

The tendency of the Enlightenment thinkers, motivated by
developments i1n science and philosophy during the 17-th century,
was to attempt to make philosophy more of a natural science.

The importance of empirical evidence was widely recognized
although each thinker interpreted the problem in his own way and
vag}ous methods of solving philosophical problems were conceived

and pursued.

The picture, however, would not be complete without a few
words on the intellectua: movements taking place i1n the arts at
the same time. The connection between philosophy and art has
always been a close one and the two spheres of activity often
reinforce and borrow from each other.

During the Age of Enlightenment, many philosophers - inclu-

k\\ I3 v .
ing Rousseau - were also artists. Hence the intimacy of the
-
L

two was enhanced and, as will become evident when we descraibe -

Ch

Rousseau's 1ife, the artistic dimension, which supplied creati-
vity &nd reacted to the world with perhaps greater spontaneity,
deserves special attention. Without the artistic i1mpulse and
the artist's sensitivity to reality, Rousseau would not have

produced the inspired writings he did.

In our modern world of exaggerated specialization, art,
science and philosophy tend to be isclated from each other,
although thinkers in each field occasionally reaffirm the
natural relationship between the three disciplines. We believe
our knowledge has become too vast and complex for a single
person to master each domain. Hence, for example, the social

scientist may haye little understanding of developments in the

oo
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physical sciences and 1ittle awareness of trends in art.

This was not the case in the 18-th century when arrogance
and enthusiasm combined to encourage men to have a general pro-
ficiency in each field. Although Rousseau had & pronounced
weakness for pure and applied science and little interest in
experimentation, his range of interests was broad enough to
allow him to make important contributions toreligion, politics,

language, music, literature, theatre, education and anthropology.

Since the Renaissance, Western art had been dominated by
the Baroque and Rococo traditions, aptly described by Arnold
Hauser as "courtly art".8 The 18-th century, unsettled by a
growing middle-class and general unhappiness'with the absolutist,
monarchical doctrine that regulated both art and philosophy,
gave birth to a double-edged attack., On the one hand, there
was a rebirth of the classical tradition, enfused with rational-

1sm, as demonstrated by artists such as David.

Prior to this,\there was the advent of a naturalism/emo-
tionalism, an approach with which Rousseau 1s often associated.
Tt 1s perhaps not unfair to suggest that Rousseau led tne attack
on courtly art as he and others led the attack on courtly philo-
sophy. After Rousseau's Julie, for example, and especially
after the Réveries, western literature, particularly in Germany
and France, dramatically changed in both style and content.

The injection of an inner or self-inspired feelang altered the)
character of the social novel and allowed the romanticism of
Goethe and Schiller to emerge. Freed from stolid convention
and an arid and detached point of view, literature became the
inspired, psychological, analytical and highly personal art
form it is today. Moreover, Rousseau introduced the common span
as protagonist, endowed with virtues and filled with a natural
goodness not found in the nobilaty. )

To summarize, we can see in the 18-th century a number of
vital forces balking against the traditional attitudes ahd

beliefs that had served the interests of geligious faith and

absolute monarchy. Science, philosophy apd art combined to

question old values and beliefs and ultimately redirect
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political activity. The attacks came from various directions
and developed in different ways but all tended to converge in
an examination of religious faith and morality, political
authority and the general aims of society from a quasi-

Y
scientific perspective.

Born in an isolated and fairly liberal state, where the
traditions of courtly 1ife were less severe than in neighbouring
nations such as France, Rousseau was in an excellent position
to appreciate and comment on the problems with which Age of
Enlightenment thinkers grappled. And, as will be seen, Rousseau's
personal life was instrumental in preparing him for the place he

would assume in the vanguard of Western European thought.

C. Personal Biography

The first 30 years of Rousseau's life were spent roaming
through France and Switzerland. The freedom that characterized
this phase of his 1life would enchant him with its memories in
later years. It was a time of education and experience, a time

to live life rather than analyze 1t.

By the age of seven he was reading indiscriminately:
romantic novels left by his mother, Plutarch and Grotius with
his father. His father's political enthusiasm - the Rousseaus
belonged to the citizenry of Geneva - filled Jean-Jacques with
an early love for the political institutions of his homeland.‘r
At the same time, his father was a watchmaker, a commoner, and’
at the age of 12 Rousseau was installed as an engraver's
apprentice. His attachment to the common ptople would prove a

driving force throughout his life.

At the age of 16 he found himself missing the curfew bell
and locked outside the city's gates for a third time. Unwilling
to face the punishment the engraver was certain to mete out,
Rousseau decided to leave Geneva. Out of money, he soon fouq&
room, board and the fagade of religious belief by agreeing to
convert to Catholicism. His decision was a matter of expedience
and allowed him to pass much of the next 14 years under the
protective wing of‘a fervent Catholic, Mme de Warens, who

played the rble of mother and first lover.
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This period of his 1ife was comprised of a myriad of
entertaining experiences charmingly described by Rousseau in

the Confessions. His first muddled sexualuencounters, his foray

into the world of musical composition, his work as a tutor and
his rigorous application to academic studies in an effort to

educate himself combined to prepare him for his sudden charge

out of a parochial existence and into the cultured and refined

world of Parisian society, the intellectual mecca of Europe. {

In 1742 he left for Paris, armed with a new system of ]
musical notation, to revolutionize the world of music. Turned
out by the Academie des Sciences, a bewildered Rousseau found

himself working as a lackey for the bourgeois Dupin family.

It would be several years before he would become the talk of

le tout Paras.

Meeting Diderot brought him closer to the circle of young
stars, and Rousseau managed to secure a position as secretary
to the French ambassador in Venice. Anpnoyed with the ambassador's
handling of diplomatic affairs, Rousseau quarrelled and left to
Lccome a secretary in Chenonceaux, picking up Therése Levasseur
along the.way. The plain and illiterate washerwoman would find
immortality as Rousseau's common-law wife, and the bearer of
the four or five children he sent to the Enfants-Trouvées.
Rousseau's lack of responsibility plagued him in later years and
Fmile may be read as an attempt to expiate his early sins of ¥I,-

fatherhood.

P '

From 1745 to 1750, Rousseau wrote operas and edited

numerous articles on music, mainly for 1'Encyclopedie, which

was conceived as a monument to reason. He began to gain recog-
nition for his writing abilities when he took the renowned

annual prize of the Academie de Dijon for his Discours sur les

arts et les sciences. True popularity, however, came only in

1752 with the opera Devin du Village. It was short-lived, for

the next year he was burned in effigy for his Lettre sur la

musique frangaise. This trend would continue throughout his life.

Now 40, Rousseau had arrived. He enjoyed the notoriety of

a modern rock star and treated Paris to a constant show. The
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years spent seeking recognition had paid off - but his response
to success surprised nearly everyone and very likely enhanced
his feme. Returning to Geneva, he reaffirmed his belief in the
Protestant faith and restored Pimself as a citizen. Having
renounced Catholicism, he then renounced the vain and artificial
French society epitomized by Paris and firmly stated his inten-
tion to live by the principles he had described in his two

-

Discours. 7

The years 1755 to 1762 were especially productive. Under
the patronage of such figures as Mme d'Epinay and the maréchal

de Luxembourg,.Rousseau wrote his Lettre & d'Alembert, Julie,

the Contrat Social and Emile. The response of the authorities,
\

his former circle of friends and the public at large tended to
be critical, although Julie was hailed as a vital step in the
development of French prose. The fate of the CS and Emile,
however, hastened his eccentric paranoia and feeling of being
misunderstood. His works were outlawed in Paris and Geneva,
and burned as heretical, and Rousseau found himself forced to
flee from warrants for his arrest. Ousted from Switzerland and
France, he ended up in 1766 staying with David Hume in England.
Convinced that Hume was party to a plot conjured up to slander
wud humiliate him, Rousseau returned to France the next year
under the pseudonym Renou. That same year he married Tgerése,

whom he would later describe as a woman he had never loved but
. <
™

always respected.

The last decade of his life, a relatively tranquil period,

was largely devoted to.the ardent, defense of his life and

s

philosophy. The Confessions (1770), Rousseau juge de Jean-

Jacques, Dialogues (1775) and the Réveries (1778) are fascina-

ting for their honesty, their arrogance and the light they shed
on his earlier and better known writingﬁ. Rousseau felt
abandonned and misunderstood, but held a firm conviction that
God was testing him and would reward him for standing by his
beliefs in the 1ife to come: "Que chacun d'eux découvre & son
tour son coeur aux pieds de ton trdne avec la méme sincérité;
et puis qu'un seul te dise; s'il 1'ose: Je fus meilleur que

cet homme-lz‘a".9

o




[ 3
| ]

Page 23

This brief and incomplete sketch of Rousseau's life -
which is well-documented and vividly portrayed in the Confes-

sions - is included here for several reasons.
7/

First, for the first 4O years of his life, Rousseau's main
concern was with music. He was recognized as a composer and a
theoretician, and this knowledge and interest partly shaped hies
theory of language, which provides a bridge between the artistic
and political dimensions of his thought and character. As will
be seen, Rousseau believed language responded to and was pro-
duced by both the sensual and the rational sides of man. This
places him at the center of an important 18-th century debate
and gives his theory a realism lacking in the works of the more

structured sensationalists and rationalists.

Second, the originality of Rousseau's work is indicated by
the reactions it elicited. The enduring quality of his ideas
cannot be denied. The controversy they still cause has its
roots in his own day. It is indeed unusual for a writer to

remain as controversial as Rousseau.

Finally, the momentous nature of his life is reflected in
his writing and one should keep in mind his situation at the
time he wrote any particular text so as not to be misled by
extreme statements. While the impassioned itenor of some of his
cssertions motivated the harsh criticisms he endured, the tone
was certainly exaggerated as he reacted to public criticism. % -
Rousseau may have written for himself, but he wrote to his

contemporaries, a fact too often neglected.

One can readily appreciate why it is essential to read
Rousseau completely before commenting on a particular text.
This is not the key to discovering a perfectly consistent system,
but it does show that for Rousseau thought was an ongoing process
and ideas introduced in one work were often picked up in others
to be clarified or enhanced, defended or eliminated. For
example, it is ridiculous to comment on civil religion as
depicted in the CS without having read Emile, written at the
same time and dealing specifically with the problems of educa-

tion and religion.
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Part 2 L7
O Frangais et Frangaises, fiation parlidre,
que vous donnez de force aux mots, et que
vous en donnez peu aux choses.

- Rousseau & Mme de Verdelin,
4L fevrier, 1760.

¥,

A. Background to the EQL

Rousseau's EQL was first published in 1781, three years
after his death. There has been some controversy over when it
was written (Gustave Lanson suggests 1750), but the strongest
arguments put it in 1754, which places it squarely beside the
DOI (1754-55).

Quirin: Rousseau dit lui-méme dans un projet
de Préface qu'il [EOL] ne fut d'abord qu'un
fragment du Discours sur l'origine de
l'inegalité, ou, du moins, qu'un sorte de
note a placer en appendice. D'autre part,

il Jui arrive de citer une ligne de Duclos,
tirée de ses Remarques sur la grammaire,
publiées en 1754. (10)

This position is reaffirmed by Pierre Masson, who concludes

his argument by stating that:

L'Essai sur les langues a donc été primi-
tivement ef? 1754 une longue note du second
Discours; en 1761, il est devenu une
dissertation indépendante, augmentée et

corrigée pour en faire une riposte & A
p Rameau. Enfin, en 1763 cette disser-
Y tation, revue une derniere fois, a été
divisé en chapitres. (11)
Accepting this position, one thing becomes clear: Although

Rousseau was not entirely pleased with the EOL (he did, however,
read it to Malesherbes and believed it worthy of publication),
it cannot be characterized as part of his earlier and less
mature writings. It emerged during the same'prolific period as
his other major writings and deals with the same complex of

problems - nature, morality, poiitics - although it contains a

new twist - the social réle of music and sound. It seems
justified, then, to consider i1t in conjunction with the DOI,

not only in terms of content, but also in terms of the research

3
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Rousseau was engaged in at the tinme.

Since his trip to Venice in 17432, Rousseau had been mulling
over the idea of an extended work on political institutions:

mes vues s'étaient beaucoup étendue par

1'étude historique de la morale. J'avais vu

que tout tenait radicalement & la politique,

et que, de quelque fagon qu'on s'y prit, aucun
peuple ne serait jamais que ce que la nature

de son gouvernement le ferait étre. (12)

The DOI, which initially included what would later become
the EOL, was a first step toward the completion of this project.
In his introduction to both works, Jean-Claude Quirin succinctly
outlines the various sources Rousseau referred to in preparing

13

the two essays.

His classical reading included Plato's Republic and
Aristotle's Politics, but Rousseau was more inspired by the
natural law school that developed from these influential works.

He read De jure belli ac pacis (1625) written by Grotius and

Pufendorf's De jure naturae et gentium, which was partly a

commentary on the earlier work. These two books were popula-
rized by the translations of the French Protestant Jean Barbeyrac
and by the rather loose interpretations of the Genevese Jacques
c.an Burlamaqui, member of the Council of Geneva. Rousseau

zites both authors.

From this natural law school, Rousseau took the notion ofi-
a pre-social state of nature and also the critique of divine ’
right, but he could not accept either the concept of law held
by its proponents or their notion of sovereignty. (Both Grotuis

and Pufendorf endorsed ‘an absolute monarchy).

In addition to this, Rousseau was familiar with and highly
critical of Hobbes' Leviathan and De Cive. These treatises
justified a form of absolutism by positing it as the only escape

from a volatile and destructive state of nature.

Another important influence was John Locke, popularized by
Voltaire and idolized by Condillac, Montesquieu and the Encyclo-

pedists. However, as Quirin notes,
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l1'intransigeant Rousseau est aux antipodes de ¢
ce modéré Locke, faiseur d'habiles compromis.
Locke admet l'existence d'un état de nature,
mais les hommes y ont déja des droits et la
raison; la conséquence en est que le droit de
proprlete, par exemple, se trouve ainsi etre
un droit naturel. Or, si Rousseau a recours &
1'idée d'un état de nature, c'est précisément

pour exclure toute possibilité d'une quelcon

W%ﬁ légitimation naturelle de 1'ordre humain. ?14)

A more direct influence came from Condillac and Diderot with
whom Rousseau met weekly. Rousseau's interest in imagination,
feeling, and language can partly be traced to his familiarity
with themes found in Condillac's work.

Mais Rousseau se distingue de son illustre

prédécesseur sur un point capital: au lieu

de suivre, comme le philosophie sensualiste,

la genése de la raison chez 1'individu, c'est

a travers la société et son histoire que

Rousseau étudie 1l'élaboration progressive de
la rationalité. (15)

It is, incidentally, in tﬁig/way that Rousseau may be considered

as having given reason a scciological foundation.

Rousseau also reélied on several travel journals.in construc-
ting his conception of primitive people. While the noble
savage had been an important image in French literature and
philosophy at least since Montaigne's Essais and Fénélon's
Télémague, it had been developed by the imagination of writers
such as Montesquieu and Voltaire to act as an unsubstantiated®’.
but clever tool with which to criticize society. Turning to

Pere Dutertre's Histoire générale des Antilles habitées par

les Francais (1667), La Condamine's Relation d'un voyage en

Amérique méridionale (1745) and the abbé Prévost's Histoire

générale des voyages (1746-1770), Rousseau attempted to

refurbish the image of the noble savage with fact. This goal
of truthfulness led Rousseau to a deep consideration of Buffon's

Théorie de la Terre and Histoire naturelle de 1'homme (1749) and

tied his philosophical theories more closely to the reigning

scientific paradigm.

Against this myriad of secondary information, Rousseau

built the DOI and the initial draft of the EQOL. The decision
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to make the latter into a separate essay indicates that Rous-
seau's research led him to consider language as an especially

important topie. 1In itself this is not unusual:

*

L'essai de Rousseau, en effet, est bien de

son temps, cars .il semble.répondre & une

question «en vogueyparmi les philosophes et

les gens cultivés d'alors: il s'agit de réfuter

la these chrétienne traditionelle, qui fait du

langage un pur don de Dieu, et de demontrer, au

contraire, que la parole est une ouevre

strictement humaine. (16)
Moreover, Rousseau's personal interest in music, sound and
communication coupled with his goal of isolating the problems
in modern political society and proposing solutions to them

would seem inevitably to lead té a discourse on language.

In the EOL we can see two distinct lines of influence.
The first travels from Locke through Fontenelle and Condillac,
and is based on the notion of sensation as the origin of know-
ledge. Rousseau was familiar with Condillac's sensationalistic
epistemology, having witnessed at first-hand the genesis and

development of the latter's Essai sur l'origine des connais-

sances humaines (1746).

In his essay (subtitled: "Being a Supplement to Mr. Locke's
Eés&¥\9n the Human Understanding"), Condillac was attempting to
fill ajlacuna in Locke's thought - the origin of judgement, of

LS. 2N
distinguishing and comparing, given the premise of tabula rasa’:

According to Condillac, everything could be traced back to
sensation, a position, however, which failed to explain how a
succession of experiences, sense (recall Condillac's famous
statue), became an experience-of succession, reason. Rousseau
recognized this failure and to rectify it he endowed man with a
quality (understanding) that could logically develop into
reason and could!be supported both empirically and philosophi-
cally.

Condillac's essay also aimed to refute the Cartesian view
of language:

Les mots traduisent des idées qui représentent
fidélement le réel saisi par 1l'intelligence,
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aussi le langage provide-t-il de la pensée
logique et ne doit-il rien & 1'impulsion des
passions. (17)

Descartes had conceived a simple, rational, universal language
and Cartesian thinkers viewed language as solely an instrument
of reason, omitting the rdle played by feeling in its use and

meaning.18 In refuting this, Condillac proposed two languaées -

~

the one a poetic language linked to imagination and historically
prior to the other, an analytic language based on reason. The *
reconcilation of the two would produce a perfect language.

In Condillac's estimation, which may be characterizedasa
theory proposing the intellectual/sensual origin of language in
a social context, people originally communicated through actions
aided by a few, inarticulate sounds. "Speech succeeding the
language of action, retained its character."19 Furthermore:

As the prosody of the primitive languages fell
very little short of melody; so the style of
those languages affecting to imitate the sen-
sible images of the mode of speaking by action,
adopted all sorts of figures and metaphors,

and was become extremely picturesque. / (20)

Hence, "The style of add. languages was originally péetical."z1
According to Condillac, language matures along three lines.
(1) Dance, gesture and sound evolve into poetry and ultimately
prose. (2) Need and feeling develop into reason. (3) The vague
nature of early forms of communication gives way to increasing
precision. o
But Condillac's arguments in support of this three-fold pfb:
gression prove inadequate. He writes, for example, that "In
examining the progression of languages, we have seen that custonm
fixes the meaning of words, merely by the circumstances in which

=2 While this explanation may appeal to common sense,

we speak."
it is at odds with the sensationalistic premise from which Con-
dillac begins and with which he ends: "The senses are the source

23

of human knowledge." The problem lies in Condillac's failure
to convinecingly depict the process through which sensation gives
birth to reason and hence the ability to build a systematic and
consistent vocabulary for both objects and ideas.

His theory requires two things whieh unfortunately cannot

be fitted into it - an innate capacity to reason and a defined

NEw !
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social context within which language can develop. These short-
comings were recognized by Rousseau and, as will be seen, while
his theory bears striking resemblances to Condillac's, it is
based on a'fundamentally different first premise.

At this juncture it is worth mentioning two other sensa-.

tionalist thinkers Rousseau knew who also authored tracts on
language: Duclos and Diderot. Charles Pinet Duclos wrote the
Remarques sur la grammaire générale et raisonnée (1754) to

which Rousseau refers in the EOL.

24

The most important idea Rousseau borrowed from Duclos
was that there might be an interesting relationship between the
character of a people's mores and conventions and its language.
What Duclos had simply suggested, Rousseau would pursue and in
several works he comments on the notion of language shaping
and reflecting the national ethos from which it springs.

According to Marc Eigeldinger, Diderot's Lettres sur les
sourds et muets (1751) had little influence on Rousseau.<> It

was another treatise in the tradition of Condillac, which adopts

a somewhat more empirical approach to the problem of language.
For Diderot, "Les mots dont les langues sont formées ne sont
que les signes de nos idées."26 Like Condillac, Diderot wviewed
language as progressing from an expression of things to an
expression of relationships as it went through three stages -
naissance, formation, perfection - and, also like Condillae, he

described a rational and a poetic (emblematique) language.

- Rousseau was ultimately dissatisfied with the theories of

all three authors, but he was indebted to their spadework.

A second line of influence came from the music theoretician
Jean-Phillipe Rameau (1683-1764) whom Rousseau admired in the
1740's but soon vehemently disagreed with on fundamental issues.

The title of Rameau's influential work, Démonstration du

principe de l'harmonie servant de base & tout l'art musicale,

gives a good indication of its thesis.

Rameau built his theory27 on data collected from experiments
done by the French mathematician Joseph Saveur (1699) who was
verifying the work of Ptre Messenne (1636). The latter had
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discovered that striking a metal cord hung with a weight
attached to one end produces one clear note and two lesser, but
still distinct, notes: "l'octave de la quinte du premier et la
double octave de la tierce majeur."28 His.conclusion, whichﬁwas
Rameau's starting point, was that harmony was natural and thus
the basis of music rather than melody. Rousseau, hoyever,
strongly disagreed with Rameau's position as well as hi's con-
clusions that harmony could depict the state of men's souls and
that harmony was fundamental to the universal order, Much£of

the EOL is an elaborate critique of harmony. o,

Most critics overléok the many chapters of the EQOL devoted
to this question. Quirin, for example, deems it justifiable to
omit thps;)chapters in his edition of the Essai. While it is
perhaps true that this dimension of Rousseau's theory of lan-
guage seems superfluous, the music/language relationship he
developed should not be forgotten. In his criticisﬁs of the
evolution of the arts in society, which Rousseau uses to attack
the political development of society, he relies on this theory.
Thus, the various parts are pulled together - art, communication,
human nature, feeling, reason, political society - into a

general but comprehensive overall vision.

29

In a discussion of Rousseau the artist“’, M. Donakowski
characterized the 18-th century mind as highly suspicious of art
and music that did not have an eviﬁent moral /ethical content.
Men such as Mozart, who composed pieces in a variety of Eare-
fully chosen and deliberately conflicting styles, were despised

in a way similar to Rousseau.

To bordinate the language of reason to the language of
passion was decried as irresponsible and irrational. The pre-

valent view was that art and nmusic should(help educate people to

~a moral and rational 1life. Much of Rousseau's work demonstrated

that what was often despised as irrational was in fact natural
and ential to a fully developed individual and a .successful
socizgab The failure to appreciate this had, in Rousseau's
mind, created an imbalance, with reason and precision bullying
feeling into submission. The effect was to strip man of his

real nature and at the same time fail to replace it with e\libe%

+
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rating social nature. Society was harnessed to reason and its
~ blind and uncritical acceptance of this allowed an inherently

irrational state of affairs to emerge and flourish.

133

Rousseau's view brings to mind the tendency modern countraies
continue to exhibit in placing tremendous faith in technology,
often without considering the probable effects on human nature
and social conventions. One is lucky if health and safety
factors are discussed. The popularity evinced by the plethora
of books and pamphlets written in the past decade on topicsa?iéh
as relaxation, wmental heal th, happiness and stress attests to =
society that is growing concerned with the em6tional well-being
of the individual. Additaonally, the advent of the Green Party
in Europe, the growth in ecological movements and the increas-
ingly vocal longing for a simple, rustic, back-to-nature exis -
tence, indicate & general social malaise that can likely be
attributed to the rapid and irresponsible development of a
technocratic society. And, 1n the tradition of Rousseau, many

‘ writers are exploring language to expose 1ts réle 1n shaping a
general and 1ncreasingly servile social mentality. The concern
that modern language veils human nature, dissembles truth and

! perpetuates an inexpressible unhappiness and anxiety, is Rous-
seau's concern. We may be able to better understand the con-
fusing and unsettling life that 1s submerged in the vast, bound-

. »
less industrial complex society has become, by reading Rousscau.
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Chapter 2
( Introduction

It has been suggested by Jean Morel that Rousseau's
theory of language is not, in fact, a theory at all: '"ce que
l'on a considéré comme une théorie du/langage chez Rousseau

n'est qu'un moment de sa démonstration™.

‘

<> . 1

Scattered throughout his writings, Rousseau's comments on
language may indeed by pulled together 1nto a theory as writers
like Jacques Derrida and Jean Starobinski have done. Yet there
is a certain incompleteness to Rousseau's work on language that
impl ies he 1ntended to develop his 1dea§.further. Several
aspects of his thought - notably the ]énguage—thought—language
and society-language-society circles - @ere certainly unresolved

in his own mind. .

By changing the last phrase of Morel's comment above to
"en aspect of his tragic vision" we can accommodate both positions.
Rousseau's work on language contains an implicit theory of
( language but 1t is & theory that can only be fully understood

AN
when placed intol his overarching tragic vision of reality.

‘ .
Quirin captures the essence of this when he claims in his

edition of the EQL that Rousseau's theory of language was

= nélther astute nor original. But, "Rousseau a moins voulu

écrir® yne histoire du langage que saisir la nature et le
conditionnement du langage parlé."2 Furthermore, "Rousseau va
plus loin gue ses contemporains en disant que la parole est
l'oeuvre de 1'homme (sociald .”3

Language, for Rousseau, was another vehicle for examining
social man and comparing him with man in a state of nature.
Thus Rousseau's theory of language cannot be considered on its
own: It must be discussed in the f&ght of his other writings
on politics and education. This is confirmed by the fact that

. the EOL was originally part of the DOI.
Part 1
( } A. Earlier Writings

Rousseau's writings prior to 175, were largely on the topic
4
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of music and include %he Projet concernant de nouveaux signes
() pour la musique (1742), Dissertation sur la musigue moderne

(1743), articles for the Encyclopédie (1749), and the Lettre

sur la musique frangais (1753). On the whole, it 1s generally

%3
accepted that these works represent Rousseau's slow but steady

evolution as a writer and thinker and contain mostly unoriginal

material. Michel Launay writes, "jusqu'en 1753, la pensée de
Rousseau n'a pas encor‘ conguis son originalité".A Any ideas
of 1mportance were Testated in later works and, as Rousseau
himself did not attach much importance to his earlier writings
with the exception of the Discours sur les arts et les sciences;

it seems fair to begin with the EOL, clarifying its ideas with

ity WWM”;mW--._

quotes from later sources.

B. The EOL

Rousseau begins his Essai by stating that "la Farole étant
la premiére 1nstitution sociale, ne doit sa forme qu'a des
causes naturelles”.6 From the outset, his intention appears
similar to thet of other Enlightenment writers: to refute the
religious claim that language‘is purely a gift of God. This .
opening line also indicates that Rousseau assumes language is
simply & form of social communication and hence not an inner or

personal dialogue.

He then divides communication into two parts - gesture
and sound - 1mplying that the first best expresses physical
needs while the latter best expresses emotional or moral needs.
As Quirin points out, the term "moral" (Fr. moral) was used by
Rousseau as the opposite of physical or natural and can be
defined as that "qul tient & la convention humaine."7 It should
be distinguished here from the term "moeur" which also Q;anslates
as moréizpnd in Rousseau's writing carries the classical conno-
tation of expressing, teachingmbr conforming to a standard of
right behaviour. Our use of moral for both terms should be
clear by the context - where it is not, the French terms will

be employed.

(:) According to Moran, "Rousseau seems uncritically to share

-~

the common assumption that language can be meaningful only by

being referential",8 a.zkféw that presages Russell and the early
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Wittgenstein. This seems evident early in the Essai and through-
out Rousseau attemptis to expand the scope of references from
those outlined by Condillac - physical (tree) and conceptual
(big) - to include the moral (good) and passional (love).

He concludes his opening chapter by stating that man has
always been able to communicate in some way and "si nous
n'avions jamais eu que des besoins physiques, nous aurions
fort bien pu ne parler jamais."9 Societies, he argues, would
still have arisen. It is only our moral and emotional needs ]

that force us to communftqée through speech, a theme which is

reinforced throughout Emile. 4

Having asserted that needs lead to gestures and passions
lead to words, Rousseau claims that "Onne commeng¢a pas par rai-
sonner, mals pAar sentir."qo This suggests to him that the first
languages were passionate and musical. It 1s i1in this way that
sound and accent become a key to depicting pure emotional needs
and may be considered as their most vital form of expression.
This will tie 1n with Rousseau's later comments on music. Clear-
ly, he 15 attempting to explain the importance of sound and
rhythmn 1n language and communication. Words are invented but
sounds are pure and natural. In losing this dimension, this
lyrical quality, language is responding to changes i1n needs that
are of an entirely social nature which, as Rousseay will argue,

avebasically corrupt.

Al

It 1s also emotional needs that unite men as "L'effet
naturel des premiers besoins fut d'écarter les hommes et non
de les rapprocher."11 Both language and society nave a common
Orlgln which, as Rousseau will later point out, can most

logically be attributed to a natural catastrophe.

In Chapter IV Rousseau sketches the first language as rich
in synonyms, figurative, persuasive and musical. He sets up
the first half of a set of dichotomies that he will later com-
plete allowing him to plug language into a fiore expansive'
vision of the natural versus the social or conventional. This
central comparison is supported in Rousseau's writing by a host i

of fesser dichotomies such as feeling-reason, strength-precision,
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and freedom-servitude, The final picture indicates that the
development of society entails a gradual but inevitable shift

in human nature from one end of acontinuum (what itis naturally)
to the other (what it is forced to be). Ideally, human nature
would be in the center, conforming to social necessities through
the perfection and refinement of its natural qualities. Instead,

it has detached itself from its logical evolution.

Language is an aspect of this process of alienation.
Rousseau's concern,}%wever, is not simply with the fact that
human nature is forced to change. This is necessary and desir-
able., But rather than developing toward virtue and perfection,

society has moved toward corruption and the change in human

nature has naturally reflected this degenerative movemenf.
The dichotomies are clarified in Chapter V:

A mesure que les besoins socials croissent,
que les affaires s'embrouillent, que les ¥
lumiéres s'étendent, le langage change de
caractére; 11 devient plus juste et moans
passionné; 11 substitue aux sentiments les
idées; 11 ne parle plus au coeur, mais & la
raison. (12)

These trait shifts are reflected i1n the development of
written forms of communication which reflect various stages of
social organization. Written language begins with imitation of
object (pictures) corresponding to primitive society. It pro-
gresses through signs (barbarian man), which are artistic repre-
sentations of objects, to 1ts final stage as letters (civilized
man) which are completely abstract. This final stage, while
increasing the scope of references, drastically reduces the
number of sounds recognized, giving expression an artificial
uniformity which is cconvenient, if not justified by the reality.
"L'écriture, qui semble devoir fixer la langue, est précisément
ce qui 1'altére; elle n'en change pas les mots, mais le génie;

u13‘

elle substitue 1l'exactitude & 1 'éxpression. For Roussesu,
the sad consequence of writing is that "En disant tout comme

on 1'écrirait, on ne fait plus que lire en parlant."14

Certainly the written word is based on phonology, but, for

Rousseau, this is "les voix et non pas les sons."15 It is the
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latter that gives language its vitality and its ability to
faithfully express feeling. As Rousseau writes in Emile,
"L'accent est 1'dme du discours, il lui donne le sentiment et

w16

la verité. .

It is a commonplace that in speech the tone of voice is
at least as important as the words used. But, accoré&ng to
Rousseau, we deceive ourselveg if we do not accept tﬁat our
range of sound has severely diminished over the years and, com-
pared to a hypothetical primitive tongue, we speak in a cold

and monotonous tone.

Having described the history of language as a process of
increasing rationalization, Rousseau approaches the issue fron
a different perspective in chapters VIII to XI, returning to
the question of the origin of language. Rousseau's position
is that the same natural conditions that are conducive to
society - climate, geography, searcity - influence language.
The simul taneous origin of scciety and language is suggested

and the mutual evolution of the two 1s traced.

The organization of society (savage, barbarian, civilized
man) is related by Rousseau to the economic base - hunting,
herding and agriculture. \in the first stage, man "abandonng
seul sur la face de la terre, a la merci du genre humain,

A . 17
devait etre un animal feroce."

The second stage is described as the "siécle d'or" and
Rousseau refutes the Hobbesean description of the state of
nature by arguing that, guided by "les lumiéres" and "la pitié",
man has no reason to attack hais feﬁlow man. "Partout régnait
1'état de guerre, et tout la terre était en paix."‘]8 These two
first stages are not histor&cally distinct and may co-exist.

Man lives in the state of nature as a hunter or a herder, a
savage or a barbarian, for he has either applied his imagination
to his innate capacities for compaésion and understanding, dis-
tinguishing himself from other animals, or he has not and is

essentially an animal himself. !

It is the emergence of agriculture that unites men into

social groups comparable to modern civilization: "Le premier
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giteau qui fut mangé fut la communion de genre humain."19
Under ideal conditions, however, Rousseau believes nothing
could induce man to leave the golden age:

ils ntauraient jamais renoncé & leur liberté

primitive et qyitté la vie isolée et pastorale,

sl cénvenable a leur indolence naturelle, pour

s'imposer sans nécessité l'esclavage, les

travaux, les miseres inséparable de 1'état

social. (20)

Rousseau has some difficulty explaining this necessity and

resorts to the vague possibility of natural catastrophgs or the
intervention of Providence. Scarce resouUrces or the instinctual
need to form a common front in the face of danger may compel
men to unite. In the DOI, Rousseau suggests a group of people
living on an 1sland as very possibly the situation that led to
the formation of society and language. He had no clear and
concise solution to this problem and his numerous attempts
suggest he was more i1nterested in justifying the use of a state
of nature in his writings by supplying the reader with a host
of credible transitional models than he was in actually deter-

mining the true origin of society.

In 2 manner more persuasive than defensible, Rousseau
paints a pleasant picture of social instincts being aroused by
chance meetings at a common waterhole in the southern countries
or by the cold, the darkness, and the lack of food in the north.
The concomitant effects on language are that (a) southern
tongues tend to be lyrical, born of passions that emerge
gradually and (b) northern tongues are harsh and precise, born

of sudden and absolute physical demands.

Perhaps the most important point raised by Rousseau in
this section of the Essal concerns the natural human capacity
for conmpassion and the réle of imagination in liberating it.
For Rousseau, compassion is the only natural human virtue,21
but to experience it man must be able to undergo a double pro-
cess of identification with another and interiorization of the
other's situatiog. This process requires a fairly advanced set
of experiences giving the indiwidual ideas to compare. It is

imagination that creates the distinction between human and

i
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animal compassion and understanding; thus, it is imagination
that promotes reflection or reason, initially the simple process

of comparing ideas (in the sense of concrete objects).

In an attempt to improve on Condillac's failure to explain
the emergence of reason in a simple, sentient being, Rousseau
describes man as possessing essentially animal characteristics
that transcend the primitive level at which they are found in
animals through the singular réle of imagination. Imagination
at this level is akin to free will for it is the quality that

allows man to react and act otherwise than from sheer instinct.

In Chapter XII Rousseau launches into a new direction to
argue that music and language have a common origin and their
division has led to their deterioration by limiting the scope
and depth of their expression. JSince feeling 1s prior to reason
and verse precedes prose, Rousseau concludes that language
requires rhythmn and melody to be complete. Rousseau appeals
to the Greeks to verify his assertion and in so doing reveals

his platonic conception of art. According to Kremer-Marietta:

Le RHUTHMOS, avant d'étre le rhythme que
nous connaissons, était selon la signifi-
cation authentique du terme grec, et en
particulier dans la littérature ionienne,
dans la poésie lyrique et tragique, dans

la prose attique, et dans la philosophie,

la synonym de schema, forme. (22)

Rousseau argues that art is merely a form of imitation (an
painting it is the drawing; in music it is the melody that
imitates nature). Specifically, melody imitates the sounds of
the passions, the first inarticulate accents and cries expressed
by man: Originally, these sounds were both music and language,

a vivid and moving expression of pure feeling.

In Emile Rousseau states that evidence of this original and

natural language can be found in young children:
On a longtemps cherché s'il y avait une
langue naturelle et commune & tous les
hommes; sans doute, il y en a une; et

¥
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clest celle que les enfants parlent avant
de savoir parler. Cette langue n'est pas
articulée, mais elle est accentuée, sonore,
intelligible. ° (23)
It is from this premise that Rousseau attacks Rameau's theory of
harmony described earlier. Although both melody and harmony are
now conventional, the former harks back to the state of nature
and from these roots derives its tremendous force and its ability

to evoke feelings. The latter is total artifice and represents

the dissassociation of music from feeling.

Rousseau distinguishes two types of sensations: (1) pure §

sense 1mpressions and (2) intellectual and moral impressidns

received through the senses. By describing this latter cate-
gory he 1s correcting Condillac and justifies his position by
asking "pourquoil donc sommes-nous si sensibles & des impressions

24

gul sont nulles pour des barbares?" Different naticns react
to different melodies and this 1s a phenomenon established by
convention, based on different ways of expressing moral (con-
ventional) needs and experiences. Physically we are all the
same and a scream of pain 1s a scream of pain but the senses
are also receptive to stimuli which trigger the moral and
intellectual (socially-determined) part of man. One can see
here the beginning of a powerful argument that those who are
able to 1nfluence language (either sound or vocabulary) will,

ipso facto, be able to control men to some extent. o

Rousscau's position appears consistent 1f we accept his
contention regarding the mutual origin of music, language and

society. Kremer-Marietti states that:

langue, musique, politique sont indis-
solublement liées dans leur destin; en
dépit des théories linguistiques, musicales
et politiques...force nous est de recon-
naltre que Rousseau a fondamentalement
raison. Cette reconnalssance nous ne
pouvons 1'assumer que dans le rapport &
l'origine. (25)

It follows logically that the fate of music is tied to the
fate of language and both reflect the state of society. Accor-

ding to Rousseau, "A mesure que la langué se perfectionnait, 1la
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mélodie, en s'imposant de nouvelles régles, perdait insensible-
ment de son ancienne énergie."26 By perfection, of course,
Rousseau means that language becomes increasingly precise and
rational. But "le progrds du raisonnement, ayant perfectionné
la grammaire, otérent & la langue ce ton vif et passioné que

27

l'avait d'abord rendue si chantant." Originally, melody was
an aspect of discourse, but ultimately precision forces the two
to part, a movement strengthened by servitude which is endemic
to society and tends unrelentingly to repress feeling. Human
nature is altered by being stripped of its passional content.
The results are that (a) language is limited to being an expres-
sion of reason and (b) music, while it can still evoke feeling,
is weakened by being treated \as a form of entertainment rather

than of communication.

Rousseau concludes his essay with a polemical chepter
entitled "Rapport des langues aux gouvernements",

Ces progres ne sont ni fourtuits ni arbi-
traires; ils tiennent aux vicissitudes des
choses. Les langues se forment naturellement
sur les besoins des hommes; elles changent

et s'alterent selons les changements de

ces mémes besoins. (28)

The political reality, according to Rousseau, 1s one which
depends on servitude and force. Authority is concentrated.
Language reflects this state of affairs. It neither persuades
nor discourses; it merely commands. Thus, for Rousseau, modern
civilization is the end of an imperfect circle - it is a parody
of the state of nature: "il faut tenir les sujets épars; c'est
la premiére maxime de la politique moderne".29 As in the state
of nature, men are 1solated and unable to fully communicate.
They are subject to a law imposed on them by an alien authority;
1n practical terms, similar to being subject to natural law.

The fundamental difference is that they have exchanged total
freedom for total servitude and rather than being the victims of

passion and impulse, they are now the victims of reason and

convention.

In this chapter, Rousseau is specifically referring to

France and the French language. He concludes his Essai by
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quoting Duclos' comment that language reflects and influences
the national ethos. In Emile, Rousseau reaffirms this notion

in more direct ternms:

Les t8tes se forment sur les langages,
les pensées prennent la teinte des
idiomes. La raison seule est commune,
l'esprit en clgigue langage a sa forme
particulidre; "¥ifférence qui pourrait
bien &tre en partie la cause ou l'effet
des caractéres nationaux; et, ce qui
parait confirmer cette conjécture est
que, chez toutes les nations du monde, la
langue suit les vicissitudes des moeurs,
et se conserve ou s'altére comme elles. (30)

-

In view of Rousseau's condemnation of most of the political

regimes of his day, it is a safe assumption that the gist of

his comments in chapter XX of the EOL is applicable to society

in general or at least to all corrupt societies.

This brief summary of Rousseau's work on language is in-
guag

tended to help clarify Rousseau's understanding of the relation-

chip between language and society as this will be critical to

our elaboration of his more general tragic vision of reality.

It is convenient to express Rousseau's understanding of
P g

this relationship in the light of modern linguistic theories.

For the purpose of this essay, three prevalent positions will

be used that together can serve as a reference system for our

analysis of Rousseau.

views it as a tool used by man to communicate his perception of

reality.

In opposition to this, the determinist approach sug-

gests that language determines man's perception of reality.

The instrumentalist approach to languagg

Brtween the two lies what we might term the constitutive approach

which argues that language depends on reality and vice-versa,

Schematically, these three approaches nmay be portrayed as

follows:

Instrumentalist: Language is neutral in regard
to reality.

Real World—> Language—> Real World

Constitutive: Language is a part of reality.
Real World- >»Llanguage
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Determinist: Language ef}ectively determines
reality.

Real World-> Language —>Perception of Real World

Rousseau's theory of language does not fit any one of the
above categories perfectly. Instead, he offers a more fluid
interpretation which is closely tied to his perception of society

-

and the state of nature.

This is best demonstrated ia'we divide language into two
parts: phonology and semantics. In turn, semantics can be sub-
divided into vocabulary and grammar. If we accept that these
three components constitute language, we can use them to clar{fy
and explain Rousseau's theory. We might point out that these
three elements are evident in both oral and written language but
that these two forms of communication are not equivalent. We
have already quoted Rousseau on writing which he viewed as a
rational development of language that weakened its phonology

and, in consequence, had detrimental effects on its semantics.

Originally, according‘to Rousseau, nature informs language.
But it is not language in a modern sense because all that exists
is a primitive phonology which completely embodies a universal
semantic system. Sound A‘(laughter) has meaning A (happiness),
sound B (scream of terror) has meaning B (fear), and so on. There
is no opportunity to develop a sophisticated semantic system
because society does not exist, and no reason to do so, becaua?
there is no need to communicate with others. Essentially, thig
language is not distinguiéhed from the language used by animals.
It is instinctual, not rational. While limited in scope, it is
an effective means of expression. Rousseau attempts to prove
his position by appealing to the universal language of children.
His main aim is clearly to establish the importance of sound

both historically and for human nature. *

We have, then, a purely instrumental and very spontaneous
lgnguage. If one's immediate reality incites fear, one screams
in terror (or quivers in silence) and the language of this

reaction is basically instinctual.

From the state of nature, Rousseau argues, man moves into
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a social sett{hg. As noted earlier, Rousseau does not success-
fully describe this transition and, in fact,'he has no real need
to do so since the state of nature is simply a stipulative
reference for the purpose of philosophical enquiry. Similarly,
an instinctual, natural language of pure sound is hypothetical.
Whether this is true or false is not the real issue. Rousseau
is establishing three things:

(1) the importance of sound in language;

(2) the relationship between sound and
feeling; and

(3) the fact that sound is natural.

Ultimately, these must be judged as intuitively correct
although Rousseau's description of man in the state of nature,
his discussion of music and, in particular melody, and his appeal
to such things as the universal language of children are all

attempts to give these assertions an empirical base.

In society, a well-developed semantic system is mandatory.
While this changes the structure of language it does not change
its r6le. In the state of nature, it was posited that language
is an instrument used to portray one's immediate reality and this
role conttinues in society as well. However, one's immediate
reality has undergone a significant change. According to Rous-
seau, the dominant law of society, or the invisible force that
governs and directs behaviour, is not the same as its counterpart
in the state of nature. Further, reality has expanded from the
physical and conceptual to include the moral and passional.

Language reflects this situation. But what exactly, is reflected?

In the state of nature, language was an instrument of expres-
sion used by the individual who was also the sole embodiment of
authority in his personal reality. In society, language remains
an instrument of expression but the locus of authority has,
insofar as the majority of individuals are concerned, shifted.

It no longer resides equally in each indi;idual but is instead
concentrated in a specific group. It is only this group that
continues to be able to use language as an instrument for expres-
sing its perception of reality. For those without real authority,
language is an instrument of control that defines reality for

4
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them. This is not a perfect relationship, of course, but
. rather a relationship that increasingly perfects itself. This
Q?) novement towards perfection occurs in spite of the instinctual
@Mbasis for language because the scope of references language en-
§compasses has grown to include that which is conventional.
According to Rousseau, the conventional references displace and

QEFbvershadow the natural onges. 13 f
J

Rousseau's understanding of language is apparenﬁiy con-
sistent. He is able toaccommodate both an instrumenthlist and °
a determinist approach by demonstrating the natural relation- &

ship that exists between language, reality and authority.

This simple but effective theory provides Rousseau with
numerous avenues to explore. He notes, for example, that lan-
guage was once pure sound and this dimension continues to exert
itself through music. However, asmusic is increasingly regarded
as entertainment rather than communication and isolated from
language proper, the importance of sound is reduced. The key
element of language is now its semantic system because this is

J what society requires. In turn, however, this semantic system
is disproportionately supervised or developed by the political
authority because it is only the conventional dimension that
grows. Since the political authority, according to Rousseau, is
committed to technology and reason, the semantic system and

henae language itself becomes cold, rational and precise.

LY

Rousseau also noted, and many linguists concur, that as
society develops and expands, language grows and change; to
accommodate new needs. But society's needs are less and less
the needs of man and more and more the needs of the faction that
hag.political authority. Thus we arrive via a different route
than that followed in the CS to a justification for Rousseau's
concept of freedom (see Chapter 3) and his belief that only an
equal distribution of authority can provide the social setting

required for such freedom to exist. A

The series of problems thid positionm unleashes is obvious.

(} Rousseau has claimed that society can only exist if it has

language. But the language énd the society that have developed

~
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are unacceptable because they do not recognize in a concrete
manner the essential quality of man - free will. As will be
demonstrated later, Rousseau concluded that no mechanism was
possible to adequately rectify this situation. We can see the

elements of his tragic vision begin to appear.

When one recognizes the enormity of the problem Rousseau
isolated, one can appreciate why he suggested so many different
approaches to resolving it. Formulating a new basis for society
as he asserts in the CS, creating moral individuals as he
suggests in Emile, or injecting feeling into language as he
advises in the EOL, are all reactions to a common problem that
aim to reaffirm individual freedom while protecting and strength-
ening the society that is essential to human perfectibility.
However, as we will attempt tc prove, while Rousseau believed
corrupt societies to be structurally weak and doomed to perish,
he ultimately concluded that as a form they were essentially

inconquerable and destined to reappear.
Part 2

A. Critical Reaction

Rousseau's EOL has not received as much critical attention
as his better known works, but & number of important studies
have been made that tend to agree that the relationship Rousseau
described between language and society is 1mportant and relevant.
A brief survey of the more influential studies will serve as a
good prelude to cur interpretation of the tragic vision of

reality depicted in Rousseau's theory of language.

Jean-Claude Quirin claims that Rousseau's work contains a
number of empirical flaws. Theg idea of a simple active language,

for exémple, has since been refuted as complexity 1is apparent

in the most primitive tongues known. Quirin concludes that errors

of fact do not detract from Rousseau's overall conception of the
nature of language and its ability to change to accommodate new

needs and different perceptions of reality.

-

This c;izi:ism, however, misses the point of the distinc-
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tion”éetween primitive and civilized language. It is not so
much intended as an historical truth as an analysis of the
nature of thought itself. This in turn is a piece of a more
comprehensive conception of the nature of man.

1 Y

As Michel Launay WritGSé’

La pensée, selon Rousseau, & pour

sources la passion et la sensibilité;

la raison méme prend racine dans 1'étre
sensible qui la preécede et la nourrit;

la pensée rationelle ne saurait donc
devenir un dogme ou une théorie close,
elle doit rester une simple guide pour
l'action. (31)

P
Rousseau wished to refut% the dogmatic ratifonalisf con-
ception of man and dissolve the 18-th century fa\th @q pure
reason by demonstrating the interdependent and eghglitarian
nature of feeling and reason. Neither was sufficient on its
own to create a free and moral being. In the DC1, Rousseau
states that "avec toute leur morale les hommes n'eussent jamais
été que des monstres, 9si la nature ne leur e(t donné la piti1é

a 1'appui de la raison. "%

One can see 1n all Rousseau'stﬂziTiqgs an attempt to
define the point of equilibrium between th&\hypothetlcal savage,
totally free, but totally 1solated and unable to progress much
beyond other species of 1ife, and the very real civilized wman,
no longer free but equally isolated, having improved ogly one

half of his nature at the expense of the other.

This point 1s partly elucidated by John Moran in his dis-
cussion of Rousseau's concepts of art and nature as presented

in the EOL. Moran agrees that:
' With respect to language, [Rousseau]

is mainly concerned with distinguishing
and clarifying the conditions that
motivate men to speak; the differences
that language makes 1n men's lives,

and changes in the basic character

of language wrought by changes in our

way of living. (33)
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The study of language is a tool Rousseau uses to convey

what Moran terms the nature-art dichotomy:
4

For him, nature is a primitive,
interior, dynamic princidle, at
once proper to each individual and
to the physical world as a whole...
Art, manifesting itself in the
political, military, pedagogical
and industrial domains, as well
as in "fine" arts, 1is the pecu-
liarly human agency of actively
dominating, and transforming
what is "natural" both in man
and in things. (34)

In the EQL Rousseau defined art as an imitation of nature
and hence it can be considered natural. But, for Rousseau, as
clearly expressed in the CS, the interests of the individual
and of others or man 1n general at times converge but are often
at odds. This 1s because each person, while sharing charac-
teristics of his species, 1s unique and retains his individua-
lity 1n a social context. Hence, 1n Moran's formulation, a
conflict is possible between one's 1ndividual or species nature
and another's art. This requires a social situation in which
someone's or some group's art (in Moran's sense) is being

imposed on others.

Having distinguished between species and indiavidual nature,
Moran fails to specify which he intends 1n the rest of his
essay. He suggests that i1f we accept there is a nature-art
conflict, then either (a) nature is in conflict with 1tself,
or (b) the conflict is an illusion, or (c) nature's unity has
Leen disturbed and must be re-unified, although not necessarily

as before. He attributes the latter position to Rousseau.

It seems that Moran means that the species nature is in
conflict with the art derived from the individual nature of a
small group. This 1s clearly Rousseau's position but Moran
concludes that the real conflict is between Rowusseau's indivi-
dual nature and the art of society. While this may have been
true, it i1s surely not the main point Rousseau was making and

not & point worth pursuing here.

g AN e TS SRS
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In spite of this mistake, Moran is correct in stating that
"nature...functions for Rousseau as a critical foil against
authoritarianism ... and as the key concept in his advocacy
of ... liberty."35

to society, or at least permits it, while individua] nature

For Rousseau, species nature is conducive

recoils from it. The goal of society should be to build on

what is common while protecting differences. In the process,
both aspects of human nature change and ideally the individual
would ultimately always wish for the best interests of society.
Rousseau's complaint was that the changes human nature had
undergone in society were essentially negative, and men had not
perfected themselves as free, moral beings. In Rousseau's *
estimation, man had neither the freedom of a savage (spontaneous

behaviour), nor the freedon of the citizen {obedience to self-

imposed law). {

Another 1mportant commentary was written by Jean Starobinska
who argues that Rousseau's interest in language has two dimen-
sions: (1) the history of society and the rdle of education,
that 1s a philosophical interest, and (2) the process of
communication, motivated because Rousseau - composer, writer
and autobiographer - was a communicator himself. The second
point receives support from Pierre Sipriot who, discussing
Rousseau's style, writes that his intention was "substituer
& 1'instrument de communication qu'est le langage quotidien ou
le langage <€cultivéd , un langage d'expression ou 1'on dévoile

son coeur."

Sipriot concludes that Rousseau's language was more truthful
tk~n that of his contemporaries because he consciously tried to
be totally honest and, to this end, wrote for himself rather
than for a public. It 1s beyond question that the real or
imagined honesty evident i1n Rousseau's writings has had tre-
mendous influence on subsequent writers and has partly inspired
the confessional novel, that risqué and probing sautobiography

that constitutes much of modern literature.

Rousseau's style is the clearest expression of what he

believed written language should be - moving, honest, alive
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and metaphorical. It is a point worth noting as we fit his
theory of language into a broader schema. As a writer and as
a philosopher he analyzed language and his conclusions are
manifest in the form of his writing as well as in its content.

Consider the accolades heaped on Les réveries du promeneur

solitaire. Jacgues Voisine, for example, writes that "la

mélodie de la phrase ... place ce petit livre parmi les plus

37

beaux qui ornent la prose frangaise." In characterizing

» ’ e .
Rousseau's style he states that it evokes a "Procédé musical
e&ﬂromantique qui, par la présence d'un liet-motiv mélancolique,

suggére le rapprochement avec certaines piéces de Chopin ou

n38

mieux encore de Liszt. The Réveries represents the fusion

of feeling and reason; it is a form of communication that
gains its public appeal by virtue of its revealing indiva-

duality and its tremendous evocative powers.

Starobinski's i1mterpretation of Rousseau reinforces the

dcscription of has theory offered in Part 1. He agrees that:

Au début, 1la parole n'est pas encore
le signe conventionnel du sentiment:
elle est le sentiment lui-méme, elle
transmet la passion sans la trans-
crire., La parole n'est pas un
paraitre distinct de 1'étre qu'elle
désigne: 1le langage originel est
celur ol le sentiment apparalt
immédiatement tel qu'il est, ou
l'essence du sentiment et le son
proféré ne fait qu'un. (39)

This primitive language remains evident in a social context:

"Au méme titre que 1'institution sociale, le langage est un
effet tardif d'une faculté primitive: il est le resultat d'un

essor dlfféré."AO

However, "De méme que la nailssance de la société corres-
pond & 1'émergence du langage, le déclin social correspond 2
une dépravation linguistique."41 For Starobinski, this has
two results. First, while the entire history of man describes
a process of unification in one sense, from another perspective

people are actually growing apart. They increasingly share a
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more precise and binding tongue but only at the expense of
losing the sentiment that originally drew them together.

Second:

De méme que 1l'histoire humaine, telle

que la retrace le Discourse sur
1'inégalité, débouche sur le désordre

d'un nouvel état de nature , fruit

d'un exces de corruption , elle

s'achéve, dans 1'Essai sur 1l'origine

des langues, par un nouveau silence. (42)

This concurs with our earlier assertion that for Rousseau,
society had developed into a depraved state of nature. The
history of language and society is almost cyclical, and the apex
i the state of equilibrium, the "sidcle d'or", in which man's
vasic physical needs are satisfied, he exists i1in a loose com-
munal situation that allows him to i1mprove and distinguishes
him from other animals, and he speaks an honest, lyrical, con-
crete tongue that adequa%ely expresses his physical and emotional
needs. Rousseau does not intimate that man could or should
have stayed in this situation; rather, he laments the direction

social development has teaken since that time.

This view 1s reaffirmed by Marc Eigeldinger who writes
thaJ, M

La perte de la langue primitive n'est

pas imputable & 1'orgueil humain ou aux
effets de la faute originelle mais a
l'organisation sociale et & la déna-
turation qu'elle produit. (43)

Eigeldinger criticizes Rousseau on two points: "il laimite
& 1'excés le rdle du fait social dans la formation des langues

nbd His

et méconnait le caractere sacré du langage original.
first criticism is based on the belief that sociology has
adequately proven that primitive societies had well-developed
social mentalities including comprehensive systems of law, rules
of conduct, mores and morals. To partly support his point he

quotes from Claude Lévi-Strauss:
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(1) Le langage est un phénoméne de
groupe, il est constitutif du
groupe, il n'existe que par 1le
groupe.

(2) L'émergence du langage est en
pleine coincidence avec 1l'émergence
de la culture.

(45)

Eigeldinger's criticism seems unjustified for three reasons.
First, Rousseau describes langage as the first social insti-
tution. It is difficult to see how he underestimates the social
fact in its formation. Second, Lévi-Strauss' comments are as
speculative as Rousseau's: our contact has been limited to our
own and other societies and does not encompass a state of
nature, Rousseau was well aware of this:

ce n'est pas une légére entreprise de
déméler ce qu'il y a d'originaire et
d'artificial dans la nature actuelle de
1'homme, et de bien connaltre un état

qui n'existe plus, qui n'a peut-étre

point existé, qui probablement n'exister
jamais, et dont il est pourtant néces-
saire d'avoir des notions justes, pour

bien juger de notre état présent. (46)

This does not detract from his intention of constructing a
plausible model for the purpose of comparison. In any casg,
neither Lévi-Strauss nor Eigeldinger can possibly know that the
universal, natural language described by Rousseau did not gx1st
And whether it did

As Rousseau himself asks, suggesting a dilemma

in a state of nature. or not is largely
irrclevant.
that has no answer: How can we ascertain "lequel a €été le plus
nécessaire de la société déja l1iée & 1'institution des langues,

ou des langues déj& inventées & 1'établissement de la sociétérns’

Finally, Eigeldinger has failed to appreciate that Rous-
seau's intention was to expose the shortcomings of modern
language and hence of modern society. The depraved rationalis-
tic mind sees empirical evidence as the only route to discovery

and verification. HRousseau admits to using imagination, specu-
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lation and gut feeling. 1In short, hig position can be turned
against Eigeldinger. There is 1little point in attacking
Picasso's "Blue Nude" because no-one has blue skin. It remains
beautiful.

Eigeldinger attempts to strengthen his second criticism by
claiming that "la philosophie du XVIII® sidcle et son systéme
personnel lui ont masqué la fonction reljgieuse du langage."48
Again three comments: First, Eigeldinger fails to demonstrate
how he knows about the religious character of the first language.
Second, in view of Emile and the CS, it is ridiculous to argue
that Rousseau was unaware of the religious element in society
and hence in language. While he may not have d t with the
latter case directly it is implicit in his writjii? and one can
suggest that, given the mentality and values of the 18-th
century, common sense kept him from expressing his views on this
1ssue. But most important, it would have been inconsistent for
kousseau to attribute a religious language to a being that was
not yet religious. One must take 1nto consideration Rousseau's

views on relagion before criticizing him on this aspect of his

theory.

Eigeldinger attributes to Rousseau three achievements:

(1) he established that analogy precedes
analysis,

(2) he suggested primitive language was
concrete rather than abstract and
therefore social development leads
to abstraction in language, and

(3) he suggested that originally language
was poetic and musical.

Finally, Eigeldinger concludes that:

I1 a vraisemblablement raison d'affir-
mer que la langage visuel ou gestuel
est antérieur au langage auditif ou
articulé. Le primitif utidise une lan-
gue plus instinctive que volontaire et
réfléchée, plus proche des lois de la
nature que des lois de l'organisation

T ot S22 L MRt
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sociale. La parole est pour lui un
chant et un cri solitaire, un signal

ou un appel, avant d'é4re un moyen
d'échange, un dialogue. (49)

This statement, incidentally, contains in it the reason
Rousseau did not describe the sacred nature of the original
language and it seems as it Eigeldinger has only succeeded in

contradicting himself.

-

B. Tragic Vision - An initial formulation

At this point in the essay we can begin to assemble the
various ideas and images found 1n Rousseau's work on language

in order to show how they reveal a general, but detailed vision

of reality, the strengths and weaknesses of which are highlighted

by a background of ideals.

First, however, it should be noted that the use of 1deals
bv Rousseau does not relegate him to the realm of utopian
writers. When for example, he describes barbarian society as
2 golden age men would have been reticent to leave, he is not,
as critics since Voltaire have implied, arguing that society
..ould step backwards to try to recapture a pastoral, but
possibly i1maginary past. HRather, he 1s describing a set of
values that, in his mind, have been perverted because social
conditions have been created that encourage negative tendencies.
The values are not barbarian values - they are modern values
which may never have existed i1n the purity Rousseau envisions.
Yet without a pure expression, an ideal connotation, these /
values become meaningless. Allowing them to be defined by the
political authority, that 1s, by a particular factional interest,
was precisely what Rousseau was protesting. To have any sub-
stantive meaning as values Rousseau felt they must be defined 1in
terms of what one could possibly isolate in species nature as
opposed to the artificial nature created by a minority. A
difficult and perhaps impossible task in one sense, but an often

effective method of changing society when one does not have the

authority to do so.
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These values can loosely be reduced to freedom and equality.
Rousseau E&ncourages us to consider what these terms should mean
and, by sketching them into the past, develops a compelling

mechanism for comparison with the present.

In a most fundamental sense, freedom and equality *depend
on the distribution of authority in society. To understand
Rousseau's perception of this, we must analyze his conception
of human nature in the various social formations he describes.
This will be the subject of the next chapter, but it can be
briefly described here so that we can see more clearly how

language fits into Rousseau's politics.

Human nature, for Rousseau, 1s divided into individual
and species nature. The first, recognizable by differences 1n
intelligence, capabilities and interests, begins as self-
interest (amour de so1) but, 1if corrupted, becomes self-centered-
ness (amour propre). The second unites man into mankind and
makes 1t possible to form society on the basis of an objective,

set of universal aims.

In Rousseau's conception, both aspects of human nature are
malleable and hence perfectible. In any given 1ndividual or 1in
the species as a whole, changes come from two directions. On
the one hand, human nature 1s i1nfluenced by the reality waithin
which 1t exists. Education and language are two obvious examples
of this process. On the other hand, Rousseau believed man was
an ggent of free will and hence able to make decisions that
would define his nature and also improve it. This quality meant
that man had the potential to create, to some extent, his
r~ality or the conditions of his existence. Consequently, man
was responsible for shaping the society that, through language
and education, partially shaped him. Avoiding conflict obviously
depends upon the authority an 1ndi;idual has to make decisions,

1.e. the potential one has to exercise free will.

(1) State of nature - In this hypothetical state, man 1s dif-
ferentiated from animals by the fact he is perfectible and

because he possesses imagination. The two main characteristics
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of human nature are compassion and understanding, but what
makes it totally unique in this state is free will. Man can
decide what he will and will not do and hence what he will or
will not Dbe.

J'apergois précisément les mémes choses
dans la machine humaine, avec cette dif-
férence gue la nature seule fait tout
dans les opérations de la béte, au lieu
que 1 'homme concourt aux siennes en
qualité d'agent libre. L'une choisit

ou rejette par instinct, et 1l'autre

par un acte de liberté, (50)
There is no community in the state of nature: wman 1s
totally free and only natural 1nequalit{és exist. His short

and solitary existence makes 1t impossible for him to develop
beyond a very marginal superiority over other animals but as an
agent of free will his li1fe-style need not be totally repulated
by the law of nature and, while limited 1n his activities by
needs and circumstances, he 1s the sole embodiment of what may

be termed political authority.

(2) Real civil society - The second, and in our depiction of
Rousseau's philosophy, middle state, 1s real civil society.
Whatever 1ts origin, and Rousseau suggests several possibilities,
it is the only human condition observable., Understanding has
developed into reason; compassion has developed into feeling; the
two together should gnform man of moral behaviour. The pro-
gression, however, has not been harmonious and in Rousseau's
estimation reason 1s dominant. In its existing formulation

human nature is unsatisfying. The species nature reflects an
imbalance of reason and feeling and hence a perverted morality
and the individual nature has not been molded into a truly

social nature but rather i1nto an egotistical one. Whether this
has its roots in a state of nature is not really important.

The two points on which Rousseau's concept must be judged are

(a) whether or not history reveals that man has developed along
these lines and (b) whether or not this is wrong and should be
altered.

[
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In this situation éuthority is concentrated in the hagﬁs
of a few, a reality which is not, in Rousseau's mind, phifb-
sophically justifiable. Man no longer responds to his own
desires and needs in conjunction with the limitations imposed
by nature, but to the particular edicts of a few. Freedom has
become servitude and natural inequalities have been enhanced
and supplemented with conventional inequalities such as wealth,

rank and education.

The new social nature of man tends to accept this situation
and well it should - it is what exists. But Rousseau could not

accept the value of a society that appeared to him entirely

geared toward guaranteeing the profit and happiness of a minority.

He thus suggested a third possibility - society based on funda-

mentally different principles.

(3) Preferred state - In this imagined society, reason and
feeling would develop in unison, as would the species and

1ndividual nature. Man would not become an automaton, he

would remain a free agent, but his individual decisions would u\\‘

.2 based on his perception of the best interests of society.
He would appreciate that this method of decision - making would
be in his particular interest, at least in the long run. Thus
these four dimensions of man, activated by free will, would

reinforce each other.

Freedom would re-emerge in a new formulation. No longer
the freedom to accept or reject animal instinct, it would
become the freedom to establish a system of laws that were in
one's best interest. Conventional inequalities would tend to

disappear and natural ones would be employed for social gain.

In this society, authority is concentrated in the indi-
vidual and diffused equally in the collectivity. This seemingly
paradoxical claim has prompted writers such as Sir Ernest Barker
to suggest that if one is the nth part of a master, he is the
whole of a slave. As will be seen in the next chapter, this
view is based on a misunderstanding of Rousseau's imagined 1legal
system. Moreover, its apparent totalitarian overtone cannot be

isolated from Rousseau's equally important opposing claim that
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freedom is a fundamental value and with the tremendous value he
attaches to the individual. It is in this conflict we clearly

see Rousseau's tragic vision take shape.

Rousseau begins by speculating about a state of nature and
then traces two lines of evolution - one culminating in whet
exists; the other leading to a preferred social order. This
approach allows him to continuolisly crft;cize reality, but
ultimately forces him to admit that the oth'er two models are
imaginary, no matter how possible, wonderful or inspiring they
may be. Also, in many ways, the change Rousseau envisions fron
human nature in a state of nature to human nature in a preferred
society is too drastic, too complete, and its pqssibility is not
borne out by the facts. Rousseau's recourse to the realm of the

possible, Pologne, Corsiga, suggests education as an avenue for

improving existing social institutions and conventions. But
ultimately there is the unspoken knowledge, the implicit cer-
tainty, that man and society, while dependent on each other, are

destined to be in conflict.

Within the models described above, 1t is easy to see the
N prominent place of language. While in economic terms it/is

agriculture that permits society to exist and distinguishes man
from other animals, in psychological, social and political ternms,
1t is language. While the economic base refines and perfects
itself, the concomitant changes in human nature are realized
and reflected in language. Language expresses needs and desires,
language is the universal‘solvent in which individuals are
socialized, and language is the vehicle in which reality takes
form.

To better understand the rdle of language, its nature and

its process of development, we must}now turn to a closer exami-

nation of Rousseau's political theory.
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Chapter 3

-

Introduction ) .

In a letter to M. ‘des Malesherbes, Rouasseau wrote that his
thought could be found in:

les trois principaux de mes écrits;
savoir, ce premier Discours, celul de
1'Inégnlité et la Traité de 1'éducation; -
lesquels ;{rois ouvrages sont ingseparables,

et forment\giiiff}e un méme tout. (1)
/-\‘_\"
During the next 16 years of his 1ife, he would add to his
"principal wé}ks", but the notion that together they formed a

whole and had to be understood that way would remain. Need-
less to say, even confining oneself to a particular aspect of
Rousseau's thought, one is faced with the difficult prospect

of considering literally thousands of pages of text. The near
impossibility of such a task has led to the popular critic's
game of juxtaposing an apparentdy contradictory quotation from
Rousseau's opus to each claim,m%de by another writer. It is at
this juncture that Rousseau must be used aF a tool for under-

standing and not as a bible of knowledge.

Part 1

A. Political Philosophy

The tragic vision sketched perfunctorily in the preceding
chapter leads inevitably to the following question: Does the

t.agedy emerge because reality did not conform to Rousseau's

-

particular desires, or is the tragedy inherent to reality itself?

In other words, does society fail to serve the best interests of

men, or did it merely fail to serve the particular interests ofa
man?

In the introduction, we‘suggested.that, among other things,
Rousseau's studies of language led him to conclude that the

former case was true. How can this be proven? -
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We must begin by probing more deeply inftothe systh of
values Rousseau envisioned. His concept of political society
grew from the complex of political or human values in which he
believed. They constitute the core of his understanding and
unfold into both a vision of civil society and a more sweeping
tragic vision of reality, which will ultimately lead us back to

Rousseau's comments on language, the first social institution.

B. Freedom

Rousseau's concept of freedom has been the subject of
numerous studies and much controversy. Chapter 1 of the¢ CS
béfins, "L'homne est né labre, et partout il est dans lec
fe s."2 This line is often quoted by writers who, looking to
theory, wish to categorize Rousseau as a liberal /inaividualist.
But, a few pages later, in Chapter VII, he states tnat "qui-
conque refusera d'obéir & la volonté générale, y sera contraint
%Pr tout le corps: ce qu; ne signifie autre chose sinon gu'on
le forcera & &tre libre."” This line has often been cited by
those who, looking to praxis, wish to argue that Rousseau was

an authoritarian/collectivist.

The question is not easily dismissed, 1f only because sc
much research and time has been spent building plausible argu-
ments for each side. At the same time, 1t 1s quite easily
resolved if we accept the thesis butlined earlier of Rousseau's
tragic vision of reality. 1In thlSMCESQ, both dimensions not
only fit together but must be insluded. It 1s only when one
wishes to argue that Rousseau believed his ideal or preferred
gsociety could be anything more than a philosophical heuristic
desigmed to act as a foil for his critique of reality, that one
encounters a problem. It is our position fat the value of the
CS lies in its utter despair. There is no lawmaker and there is

no society in a position to accept just laws.

Rousseau's concepts of a lawmaker, a society ready to
accept laws and laws themselves, only make sense as the logical
counterpart to that other hypothetical situation, the state of

nature. Neither condition is posited as being actually possible
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or truly desirable and it is the union of the two that provides

us with the most compelling evidence of Rousseau's tragic visaion.
Either one considered on its own is an incomplete study and

cannot be evaluated for its practicality or significance. But
together the two opposite models blend into a philosophy that

places reality squarely in the center and attempts to expose its )

strengths and weaknesses.

But before continuing this line of thought, 1t is worth X
considering e various arguments in support of the two posi-
tior{s noted tove. We will then hopefully prove that Rousseau
was more sensitive to the vicissitudes of mankind than many
critics seem to believe. Also, 1n our discussion of liberty
and 1in our consideration of other political values, Rousseau's
understanding of authority will emerge. The question of
authority 1s, both in theoretical and practical terms, the
common theme tnat pervades Rousseau's writings on political
society. The Justification of autnority (and hence of obliga-
tion), the distribution of sauthority and the limitations of
authority may be considered as the most important (in terms of

originality and relevance) problematic with which Rousseau
dealt.

The tredition of critacism that defines Rousseau as a
supporter of despotism has drawn many 1llustrious academics
into its ranks. From the harsh accusations penned by his early
critics such as Benjamin Constant and Hippolyte Taine to the
more temperate studies of Barker and Crocker, this posi-
tion gains its strength from the samgness of the arguments of

its proponents.

In the 18-th century, Benjamin Constant described Rous-

nh

vcau as the friend of "all kinds of despotism. He interpreted

the social contract as "one gives oneself to those who act in
the name ofall”5 and argued that "When sovereignty is unlimited,
there is no way of protecting the indlvfdual against the govern-
ment."6 His conclusion, which appeals to emotion but ignores
the gist of Rousseau's concept of civil society, was that,

"Citizens possess rights independently of all social or poli-
tical institutions.? ‘
I
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Perpetuating this misunderstanding of Rousseau, Hippolyte

Taine wrote in The Ancient Regime:

The moment I enter the corporation
[social contract I abandon my own
personality; I abandon, by this step,
my possessions, my children, my
church, and ny opinions, I cease to

be proprietor, father, Christian,

and philosopher. The State is my
substitute in all these functions.

In place of my will, there 1s hence-
forth the public will, that is to

say, 1in theory, the mutable absolutism
of a majority counted by heads, while
in fact, it 1s the rigid absolutism

of the assembly, the faction, the
individual who is custodian of

public authority. (8)

<%

A more recent, butl equally unsubstantiated attack can be

found in Jacob Talmon's The Rise of Totalitarian Democracy.

His position 1s that the general will requires equality and
unanaimity (nowhere ?ound in Rousseau except in the case of the
suclal contract 1tself) and he claims that these two elements
are the basis of dictatorship. For Talmon, unanimity requires
" ntimidation, election tricks, or the organization of the
spcntaneous popular expression through the activists busying
themselves with petitions, public demonstrations, and a violent

n9 But his appeal to historical exam-

campalgn of denunciataion.
ples is futile for he has begun by attributing to Rousseau a

position he did not espouse.

In his analysis of Rousseau, Lester Crocker aescrlbes him
as an "anarchist" in has day, & "Christ-like legislator” in his
dreams and an "authoritarian" in his writings.1o For Crocker it
is not laws, but education, censorship, surveillance and control
that determine men's behaviour in Rousseau's ideal society.
"Liberty, expressed in Rousseau's vocabulary, is the fact of
being liberated from the lower moi humain to be uplifted into
the moi commun."11 Moreover, "To say that every law makes us

{free is a dpctrinaire abstraction,"12 and Crocker concludes that

Rousseau was "willing to give the government the power to do to

o o
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men all it deemed necessary as the only way of achieving a true
society. And it is for this reason, more than any other, that I

13

congider him a totalitarian." It seems that Crocker believed

Rousseau to be a precursor of Stalin.

Similarly, Sir Ernest Barker claims that the general will
"seems to defend democracy ... but ends by arming Leviathan."14
He asks, "Was not the Napoleon of the Code an admirable 'Legis-
lator'"15 and traces Rousseau's major problem to the application
of his theory. "If I am the thousandth part of a tyrant, I anm
also the whole of a slave,"16 Barker argues, openly distorting
Rousseau's intention by inserting the word 'tyrant'. His conclu-
sion is that, "In effect, and in the last resort, Rousseau is a
totaljtarian"17 for "He leaves no safeguard against the omni-

potence of the souveraln."18

As one can see, this side supports itself mainly by ques-
tionning the applaication and practicality of three things:
(1) the general will,
(2) the 1egi§¢étor, and

(3) cavil religion.

What, it asks, are the most likely manifestations of Rous-
ceau's legislative and educational bodies if translated into
soclety as we know it? But, not only have these critics appa-
rently fairled to read anything but the CS, they have not even
read it well. What can the whole of Book III possibly indicate
eycept that, for society to survive tne government must be strong,
but strong governments are invariably corrupt? Rome and Sparta
died, Rousseau acknowledges, dashing his cherished models to

picces, and so must all political orders.

Rousseau was acutely sensitive to the tendency toward
absolutism of all governments, inq}uding his ideal one. His aim
was to avoid this by distributing authority equally among the
citizens and instituting an elaborate system of safeguards. But
his realization of the impossibility of such a system actually
appearing is quite evident. As J. McManners notes, "The book
CS was written for us, not foigRousseau, who had chosen to be

the man according to nature."” Furthermore, "The Social
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Contract is not a handbook on political theory proposing new

ways of going about old business. It isthe work of arevolution-
ary condemningall existing institutions."20 Rousseau recognized
the idealism of the CS. His effort to underline the futility
of %jéking a perfectly just system should not be misinterpreted

as a belief in totalitarianism. Quite the contrary.

In an excellent essay, Judith Shklar .writes that "The
21

figure of the law-giver is a study in despair ..." Nature

cannot be abolished, however malleable it is, so a private

interest always exists in conflict with the collective interest.

As Shklar points out:

Nothing can tell us more about Rousseau's

opinion of the political talents of most

men than the fact that they must be systema-
tically and continually duped and mystified

1f they are to be shaped for social justice. (22)

Again: "The great law-giver, like the just law and like
23

equality, 1s & myth,” and Shklar concludes that "The reason

why there is no legitimate political rule is quite simply that
24

it is 1mpossible. "

If we consider Rousseau's description of language and
cociety described in Chapter 2 of this essay, his own retreat
from political activity and society, and his constant defense
(notably in his last three works) of the individual (symbolized
by himself) and the individual's natural desire to freely
determine the conditions of his existence, 1t seems 1mpossable
to call Rousseau a totalitarian, or an opponent of freedom.
What emerges instead 1s a Rousseau who saw the injustice of

rcality and the inattainable nature of all ideals.

Against Rousseau the totalitarian, we can Juxtapose the
arguments of thcse who claim him as a liberal. This position
tends to attagh a moderation to Rousseau not evadent in his
writings of character. Still, it provides a good antithesas to
the views outlined above and 1n exposing its shortcomings we

hope to support the thesis of this paper.
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We have already mentioned the support given Rousseau by
radical writers such as Robespierre and Saint-Just. Throughout
the period of German Idealism, he was considered a great liber-
ator, admired by Schilling, Goethe, Kant, Hegel. He has been
fitted into the liberal tradition by writers such as J. Salwyn
Schapiro who claims that "a distinctly democratic aspect of the
liberal state was the contribution of the French Swiss, Jean-

25

Jacques Rousseau."

In an interesting Resumé Complet de 1 'Histoire de la

Philosophie published in Paris, “Rousseau is remembered thus:

apGtre de la démocratie, il croit
trouver le fondement de la soci1été
humaine dans un contrat librement
discuté et librement accepte ...

dont le but est la sauvegarde la

plus entiére possible de la liberté
individuelle. (6)

More recently, the Swiss writer Alfred Berchtold wrote that

"Rousseau compte, dans l1'histoire, parmi les grands libérateurs."

(27)

These comments, of course, are assessments of Housseau's
contribution to political thought and activity rather than in-
depth studies of his work 1tself. They serve to highlight the\
disparity 1n views one encounters among his craities. It 1s
compelling to suggest that an objective evaluation of Rousseau
must accommodate both sides. This, 1t seems, can best be accom-
plished by depicting Rousseau as & figure of despair in real

11fe and the author of a vision of society that merged ideals
and reality into an 1inescapable trageﬂii\

There are, however, popular arguments\N{or Rousseau as a
liberal. They tend to either (a) focus orf Ahe historical con-
text of his writing, or (b) demonstrate t validity of the
famous statement that civil freedom is ob ence to self-imposed
law. The first approach lehves Rousseau in the past; the

second one usually avoids the question of praxis.

The first position is found in Joan McDonald's Rousseau

and the French Revolution 1762-1791. McDonald examines three
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reasons why Rousseau is called a totalitarian:

(1) direct democracy can lead to
dictatorship,

(2) rulers may claim to know the general
will,

| (3) state education may lead to a
loss of individual personality.

Page 65

According to McDonald, the legislator is seen as a modern

dictator and the general will 1s erroneously compared to the

party line.

She refutes this by stating that Rousseau was unaware of

mrdern techniques for molding public opinion. "In his theory

of sovereignty he was groping after a new concept of society in

whaich liberty, equality, and the rule of law would be guaranteed

by the equal right of every citizen to participate 1in making

. 28
the laws." "Education for Rousseau was essentially & process

>

of self-real]zatlon”‘9 and hence participation in the legislative

process would not be a sham but an 1mportant activity based on

principles of freedom and equality.

- McDonald concludes that "In order to understand Rousseau's

intentions 1t 1s necessary to consider his theory of the general

will withain the self-contained logic of his political theory,

and to place this against the background of his own century."

30

The problem with McDonald's interpretatiocn 1s that not only

1s Rousseau left trapped in the past, but the relevance of his

thought 1s limited to the sort of small community he 1dealized

1n kneva and Corsica. Thas claim 1s certainly valid,

but 1t

1gnores the broader and nore enduring dimension of his thought -

the entire problem of 1ndividual human nature and individual

freedom in any social context. From this perspective Rousseau

is indeed relevant today. While McDonald has captured the

essence of Rousseau's model for an ideal society,

she has failed

to appreciate the i1insight he gives us into real man and real

( society.
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The second approach tends to ignore the practicality of
Rousseau's theories. John Chapman tries to avoid this by
making the confusing argument that Rousseau "sought to achieve
31 pifred Cobban attempts
to pacify the opposition by agreeing that the phapter on civil

liberal ends by authoritarian means."

religion in the CS was, for the liberal Rousseau, most "unfor-
tunate". More peBrceptively, Robert Derathé points out that
because he was a liberal, Rousseau's main problem was in devi-

sing a means to keep the government from usurping sovereign

32

power." Here we have a foundation for the thesis that Rous-
seau's tragic vision resulted from his belief in freedom and
human nature on the one hand, and his realization that political
authority was and had to be concentrated in a minority, on the

other.

Ralph Leigh's effort to escape this problem 1s to argue
33

s

that Rousseau intended natural law to inform positive law.
Depending on one's definition of natural law, this position
may well be criticized as tautological. If the archetype of
natural law 1s r1mprinted in each i1ndividual, then Leigh 1s
simply saying that each citizen should consult reason and
feeling in determining the law he wishes to 1mpose on himself
71d others. As true as this may be, the problem of ascertain-
1y that law remains. 1f natural law 1s something to be used
by the lawgiver, then the practical problem 1s intensified.
Rousseau's lawgivers, Moses, Lycurgus, are mythical -type
figures and, with the exception of himself, there 1s little
nope given to the possibility that a lawgiver could actually

4

appear.

The 1iberal-authoritarian characterization of Rousseau
splits him in two. The former affirms itself by appealing to
the theoretical content of Rousscau's writings, avoiding the
question of practicality. The latter attacks Rousseau for
endorsing what would pfobably turn 1nto a despotic or totali-
tarian regime if established, while ignoring the regime's

philosophical underpinnings.
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Butﬁﬁousseau was neither one nor the other and his 1ife as
well as his writings attest to the importance he attached to
the fusion of thought and praxis. Put simply, Rousseau was
saying, if we want these values - freedom, individuality - then
we must have a political system based on equality and the dic-
tates of pure human nature. But such a political system 1s
likely to become despotic because authority tends to congeal in
a faction. This is our historical legacy, and we cannot shake
it off, and, therefore, we cannot realize in a pure form our
most cherished social values. We can live in society without
them or outside society without them - and therein lies the

tragedy of mankind.

For Rousseau freedom was a given attribute of man. As
noted 1n the D0OI, man alone has free will and hence the freedon
to construct political systems based on systems of laws that

are opposed to or i1n harmony with nature and i1nstinct.

It 1s because of this natural {reedom that the rest of
Rousseau's thought makes sense. 1{ man 1s free, Rousseau asks,
then what could prevedt him from founding a political system
based on the values - justice, morality, equity, freedom -
that he, himself, has selected? The (S5 is an attempt to outline

the major characteristics and goals of this 1deal socaety.

But freedom, which allows men to revolt against instinct
and to perfect himself as a sentient, rational being, has
limitations of which Rousseau was well aware. It 1s one thing
for an 1ndividual to enjoy freedom and quite another for a col-
lection of 1ndividuals to do so. The fact that man 1s perfec-
tible does not mean there can be a perfect man or a perfect
society. The crux of the problem lies in the concept of

particular interest:

Cette liberté commune est une consé-
quence de la nature de 1'homme. Sa
premiére loi est de veiller & sa propre
conservation, ses premiers scins sont
ceux qu'il se doit & lui-méme; et sitdt
u'il est en age de raison, lui seul
étant juge des moyens propres a le
conserver, devient par la son propre
mattre. (34)
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Later in the CS, Rousseau writes:

En effet, s'il n'est pas impossible

qu'une volonté particuligére s'accorde

sur quelque point avec la volonté

générale, il est impossible au moins

que cet accord soit durable et con-

stant; car la volonté particuliére

tend, par sa nature, aux préférences,

et la volonté générale & 1'égalité. (35)

The situation can be summarized in the following way: By
nature man is free and his first instinct 1s to preserve himself.
Free will and instinct can be in harmony or in conflict, but
the instinct of preservation tends to always express 1tselfl.
Instinct drives man 1nto society, but freedom tends to revolt
arpainst tne constraints society must 1mpose on the i1ndividual
to guarantee 1ts own survival. Can society protect freecdom?
Only 1f the expression of freedom, that 1s, particular interest,
can be accommcdated or reshaped as a communal or civic i1nterect.
Many critics seem to believe Rousscau stops here, content that
with civil religion and state education, the necessary changes
can be achieved. But another point must be considered. For
Rousseau, civic i1nterest can only emerge if the citizen has real
political authority. And here reality steps in and Rousseau,
through his condemnation of existing political orders, his use
of mythical figures and idealism to support his case, and his
suggestion that the common man has to be led by the nose, clearly
1mplies that an equality of authority 1s, in the last analysis,
unattainable. Thus the whole exercise serves to ultimately
depict the tragic reality of human society - without authority,
the individual cannot be free, but with authority distributed

equally, society cannot exist.

Why 1is this so? Why do societies inexitably decay? Why
are social values unattainable? As one ﬁ%ght expect, Rousseau
offers several justifications for has p051310n. We can, how-

ever, consolidate them into the following argument. x

(1) Society is fundamentally different than the state of

nature. This may seem obvious but it is not a simple matter to
\

4 s - ©

> .



Page 69

detergine the differences given that the state of nature is
hypothetical. It might even appear pointless to make such a
comparison. What is really being said is that the indivigual

is different than the collectivity. Both exist in society &nd,
according to Rousseau, we can envision the state of nature by
examining only the individual. We are able to arrive at a "
clearer understanding of the differences between the individual

and the collectivity by placing them in self-sufficient models

that can be compared while appreciating that in reality the two,
individual and collectivity, co-exist. We have, in effect, the

following:

Reality
(Individual amlj Collectivity)

\ \%2
State of Nature Society
(Individual) (Collectavity)

(2) The 1ndividual tends to be governed by particular
interest and, while particular interests may coincide, they often
conflict. HRousseau proves this assertion by pointing to the
fact that societies have invariably required a system of laws
to endure. The only practical rationale for laws is that things
would be worse without them which suggests that they reduce
conflicts and facilitate progress. 1In addition to laws, Rous-
seau points to such things as cusfons, a common history, educa-
tion and religion as factore that can mitigate conflicting
interests. But these require time to develop 1n & society and

one 1s faced with the question, where do laws originate?

(3) Laws originate from factional 1interests which are
simply the particular interest of a group of individuals. While
they may be in the best i1nterest of society, they are more likely
to be in the best interest of the faction which, in accordance
with nature, strives to preserve itself. There is an obvious
difficulty in having some particular interests dete}mine the !
laws that are to resolve conflicts arising from all particular

interests. .-
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Rousseau rejects other possible sources of laws - divine
revelation, pure reason - as untenable. The first contradicts
free will; the second is impossible unless reason pre-exists
society. 1In effect, Rousseau argues that law stems from human
nature in that human nature strives to assert particular inter-
ests and particular interests are at the root of factional
interests. Rousseau appealled to both history and the legal
systems of his time to demonstrate that factions wrote laws.
The factions that create the laws are those that have somehow -
generally by force, deceit or as an expansion of the family

structure.- acquired the authority to do so.

(4) Theée laws tend to be i1n the interest of the faction
and not of the collectivity. Here Rousseau could point to many
conventional (social) inequalities to support his case - wealth,
rank, power, and so on. The tendency of these inequalities,
he argued, is to grow and the result is to antagonize disparities
and create social conflicts that weaken and ultimately ruin

society.

There 1s apparently, only one solution to this problem. It
is to erase particular interests by replacing them with civic
interests, at least in those areas where conflicts are likely
to occur. This requires identifying civic interests and for
this purpose Rousseau introduced the general will. The problen
with the general will is that 1t has no way of initiating
activaty. To do this Rousseau introduced the Lawgiver, who
was an individual without particular interests. An 1ndividual

whd did not and could not exist.

We see clearly in Rousseau the problems in society (inequa-
lity, unequal distribution of authority, conflicting interests,
lack of individual freedom, etc.) and the solutions (social
contract, equal distribution of authority, civic interest, civic
freedom, etc.). But the mechanisms required to apply the solu-
tions to the problems (spontaneous assent, general will, moral
education, lawgiver, etc.) are philosophical and impractic4l.
Rousseau could not devise a tenable program for social recon-
struction that would not contradict his commitments to individual

freedom and equality. The tragedy, for Rousseau, lies in the

- ,:
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fact that the egsential characteristic of man - free will -
which is only meaningful in a social context, is unable to grow

and express itself in society.

This argument will become clearer as we investigate two

other elements of Rousseau's political philosophy.
C. Equality

From our discussion of freedom, it is evident that a
second political value to which Rousseau attaches importapte is
equality, and indeed both the DOl and the CS deal comprehen-
sively with this question. Gustave Lanson hgs argued that the
key to Rousseau's thought lies in the opening line of Emile:

"Tout est bien sortant des mains de 1'Auteur des choses, tout

36

dégénére entre les mains de 1'homme."” , suggesting that, for

Rousseau, social inequity is the fundamental cause of human

misery.

Judith Shklar proposes a line of interpretation based on
the premise that "Equality 1s the only condition worth more

than natural freedom."37 According to Shklar: .
The egalitarian and democratic aspects

of the Social Contract are really the
coherent working out of the implica-

tions of a single 1dea. Since conven-
tion, and not God or nature, is the

origin of all societies, and since
conventional rules are made, openly

or tacitly, by all those who choosk

to join a society, the only justi-

fiable political order 1s the one that
serves the interests of all, or at

least of most. (38)

In the DOI, Rousseau summarizes the process of social ine-
quality as the inevitable consequence of all modern political

institutions:

Si nous suivons le progrés de 1'inégalité
dans ses différentes révolutions, nous
trouverons que 1l'établissement de la loi
et du droit de propriété fut son premier
terme, 1'institution de la magistrature

L
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le second, que le tr0131éme et dernier fut

le changement du pouvoir l1égitime en pouvoir
arbitraire; en sorte que 1'état de riche et

de pauvre fut autorisé par la premidre époque,
celui de puissant et de foible par la seconde,
et par la troisiéme celui de maltre et d'esclave,
qui est le dernier degré de 1l'inégalité, et le
terme auquel aboutissent enfin tous les autres,
jusqu'a ce que de nouvelles révolutions dis-
solvent tout & fait le g&uvernement ou le
rapprochent de 1'institution légitime. 139)

In the CS Rousseau describes what should,

servir de base & tout systéme social; c'est
qu'au lieu de détruire 1'égalité naturelle,

le pacte fondamental substitue, au contraire,
une égalité morale et legltlme a ce que la
nature avoit pu mettre d'inégalité physique
entre les hommes, et que, pouvant &tre inégaux
eh force ou en génie, ils deviennent tous

égaux par convention et de droit. + (40)

The social equality Rousseau describes comprises two ele-
ments: it is a general equality of possessions and a precise
equality of political rights, whach means above all, an equal
share in political authority.

As Alfred Cobban points out, Rousseau's

belief in the people as the legislative power

is based not on.an irrational sentiment but on
the conviction that the people as a whole form
the only power in the state which is not inter-
ested 1n perverting it to selfish and sectional
ends. (41)

In Rousseau's thought: equality is required to protect-freedom
and to provide the basis for a moral or virtuous state to
develop. Without an equality in the distribution of political
authority, factional interests would ultimately pervert the
function of the state by using it to serve particular aims.

Given an initial situation of freedom, there can be no
philosophical justification for inequality unless one values
servi’oude.[*2 This, of course, applies only to conventional
inequality; natural ineduality will always exist.

But as Rousseau was quick to demonstrate, social equality
necessitates the curtailment o} particular interests. Herein
lies the major problem with his ideal society and critics have

attacked him for describing either (a) a éociety of depersona-

-
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lized citizens, stripped of all individuality, or (b) a classic

instance of tyranny by the majopity.

To argue %hat Rousseau did not intepd eitner apparently
forces us to limit the importance of his thought to small,
simple, rural communities, governed by a general assembly that
enacts few laws, allows people to retain their individuality,
and knits them into a harmonious community mainly through habits
and traditions which they can appreciate as in theiy best
interest. Indeed, 1n the (S Rousseau admits that his politacal
system could not exist.gp a large state. But the fact 1s, it
could not exist in anyﬁstéte. This is evident in Rousseau's
descriptions of Home apd Sparta and in his statement that no
political organism can expect to endurg. As Peter Gay writes,

It is this normative conception, this Utopian -
tendency to reason from the perfectibili of

man to the perfect stata 1n which only the

perfect man can live, that makes Rousseau's

thought so great as criticism and so dangerous
as a guide for constitution making. (43)

What 1s lfcking in reality 1s the perfect man, the embodi-
mcnt of a true civic morality. Without thas, an initial equa-
lity of authority can only lead to despotism and there is no
indication in Rousseau's writing that suchaman could be shaped.
The whole of Emile attempts to solve this problem but the

exercise collapses in futility. To turn out the perfect citizen,

each man and woman must be trained on an individual basis for
25 years. For generations, perhaps eternally, all of society
is either tg&cher or student and no-one remains to till fieldgs,
run businesées, govern.

Yet tracing Rousseau's thought back to morality or virtue,
while demonstrating its tragie dimension, is still instructive.
It served Rousseau as an effective critical tool with which to
force men to reconsider their lives as citizens. For the impos-
8ibility of a perfect society does not preclude the possibility
of an individual living a basically happy and good life, even
in the confines of corruption.

i W SR
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D. Morality

What, then, 1s the nature of this civic morality upon
which Rousseau's ideal state rests? According to Rousseau, 1ts
expression is the general will, but as Korner remarks in a

study of Kant:

Rousseau gives us no independent criterion

by which we may distinguish whether a given
principle expresses the general will or only
the will of all. He gives us no criterion

of the morality of principles, and therefore
none of the morality of actions. (44)

In the CS, Rousseau defines the characteristics of good

laws, that 1s, of expressions of the general will:

Si 1'on recherche en quoi consiste pré-
cisément le plus grand bien de tous, qui

doit étre la fin de tout systeme de
législation, on trouvera qu'il se réduit

& deux objets principaux, la liberté et
1'égalité: la liberté, parce que toute
dépendence particuliére est autant de

force 6tée au corps de 1'Etat; 1'égalité,

parce que la liberté ne peut subsister

sans elle. (45)

There are obvious problems in both the thecretical and the
practical daimensions of Rousseau's morality. Philosophically,
Rousseau has described a vicious circle. Moralaty is the code
of conduct (for thought and behaviour) derived from a situation

of freedom and equality. But the absence of a civic morality

precludes the possibility of a condition of freedom and equality.

To break this circle, the lawgiver is required. But the duty
of the lawgiver is defined by Rousseau as "une entreprise
au-dessus de la force humaine et, pour 1l'exécuter, une autorité
qui n'est rien."46 The lawgiver's only tool is civil relagion,
but civil religion can only be introduced to a society that
lacks a8 well-defined system of beliefs, traditions and values.

Such a society is purely imaginary.

The circle,however, is not perfect. Taking morality
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a step further, we find it defined in Emile as the expression of
reason and feeling, and hence accessible to all individuals able
to free themselves from conventional prejudices and, in effect,
resurrect their true nature. "All", of course, is a theoretical
term, for the whole of Emile impresses us with the almost super-
human demands such a renaissance entails. In this way, civic
morality becomes not a feature of society, but an individual
ettribute, and, because 1t must operate within an unjust politi-
cal system, it is limited by circumstances. Rousseau has lowered
his sights: while society cannot be structured on those ideals
(freedom, equality) derived from human nature, at least the
individual can pattern his own life on these principles.
C'est en vain qu'on aspire & la liberté
sous la sauvegarde des lois. Des lois!
ou est-ce qu'il y en a, et ou est-ce
qu'elles sont respectées? Partout tu
n'as U régner sous ce nom que 1l'intéret
particulier et les passions des hommes.
Mais les lois éternelles de la nature et
de l'ordre existent. Elles tiennent lieu
de lol positive du sage; elles sont
écrites au fond de son coeur par la con-

science et par la raison; c'est & celles-
12 qu'il doit s'asservir pour &tre libre.., (47)

i

Every man is free to live his life according to self-
imposed laws discovered through reason and feeling; and every
man has an equal opportunity to do so within the confines of

corruption he must accept as the prevailing reality.

We cannot, therefore, dismiss Rousseau's political values
as philosophically inconsistent unless we make the mistake of
looking only at the CS. The same holds true for the practical
dimension when we appreciate that it has been reduced to a
purely individual affair, and an essentially internal affair at
that, given the inflexibility of the external situation one must

more or less accept.

But this line of reasoning must be pursued further. If it

is the tragic reality that society holds ideals it cannot hope

to realize, it is also the case that the individual, the only

indivisible unit of integrity that can exist in society, is

P T
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influenced and partly defined (intellectually, spiritually and
psychologically) by the external reality. Nowhere is this pro-
blem clearer than®in language which acts as the universal sol-
vent, dissolving individuals into society by supplying them with

values, beliefs and prejudices.
Part 2
A. Commentary

What emerges from this discussion of Rousseau's political
understanding is his keen sense of the conflict between the
ideal, the possible and the real, on both an individual and a
collective plane. The root of the conflict is human nature -
its initial characteristics of free will, compassion, under-
standing and imagination and its primal goals of preservation
snd improvement. The permutations of human nature are infinite
bu{]always align themselves along perceptions, no matter hoy

convoluted, of the primal goals.

These perceptions are in turn shaped by ideals. For Rous-
seau, the ideal society was that founded by his social contract.
The legislator symbolizes the fusion of reason and feeling
‘nature). Similarly, language in its ideal formulation is the
mcans of expressing the fusion of reason and feeling. Both are
expected to respond to physical circumstances and physical and

moral needs.

The source of conflict, the downfall of the 1deal society,
the lawgiver and language, is due to the opposing forces of the
individual &and the collectaivity. Society is the individual's
rational and emotional response to physical circumstances and
moral needs given the attributes of human nature. But because
the authority that is solely vested in the individual in a
state of nature must change both form and content in a social
context, society becomes the set of circumstances against which
the individual must struggle. So society is both man's salva-
tion and his damnation. The individual requires society to

survive but society tends to reduce individuality. Unless human
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nature can be changed to a civic nature, this conflict remains.
The CS attempts to define what this change entails, justifying
it by founding the change on human nature itself. But Rous-
seau's other writings and his life suggest that such a change

is impossible. It is a philosophical construct, not a practical

process, .

Since man cannot be a complete individual and a perfectly
social being at the same time unless the two are synonymous,
he must choose a middle course which can never be fully satis-
fying. This practical choice is limited by the fact that man
lives 1n society. In an attempt to clarify it, Rousseau sets
up a system of dichotomies that may be subsumed under the head-

ing "Social versus Naturél",

The social choices are idealized i1n Rousseau's writing 1in,
for example, Plutarch, Calvinist Geneva, the social contract,
Julie and Wolmar, reason, civil religion and state education,

The natural choices are found 1n his references to such things

as the Swiss countryside, Arcadia, the golden age, music, botany,
Saint Preux, feeling and conscience or the heart. The choice of
one precludes the choice of another and the tragedy lies in the
fact that no single choice can be entirely fulfilling. The
former turns out citizens; the latter misanthropes - where can

one find men?

We see here a problem that characterizes all modern socic-
ties. As an agent of free will man can choose technocracy or &
rural 11fe, freedom or authority, reason or feeling. But his
choice is largely predetermined by the nature of the society
into which he is born. Rousseau's characterization of modern
sccietles as corrupt clearly suggests that the individual will
tend to conduct his life in a manner that reflects this general
and prevalent corruption. Language and law are two key deter-
mining factors because both serve to educate and define the

individual by informing him of his needs, beliefs and values.

But Rousseau was ﬁft an utter pessimist and while his
vigion of reality was a tragic one, one can still see a profound

conviction in the indomitable human spirit diffused through his
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writing and manifested in his own 1ife. It is this feature
that gives his tragic vision its greatest force while making it
palatable at the same time, for it argues, in effect, that even
though society is imperfect and often corrupt, misery and unﬁép—
piness can still be avoided. But as we will see in Chapter 4,
the possibility of escaping one's emotional and moral dependence
on society and hence re-affirming one's natural freedom as an
“individual is remote. Social institutions contrive to eliminate
this choice and the most powerful social institution, language,

is perhaps inconquerable.
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Chapter 4.
Introduction

So far, we have provided a background to Rousseau's writings,

a discussion and interpretation of his work on language, and an
analysis of key elements of his political philosophy in order to
emonstrate that, 1n a holistic sense, Rousseau's writings and
zharacter reveal a fundamentally tragic vision of reality. We
ha;e further isolated the main characteristics of this vision
and suggested that within it there 1s a note of optimism rooted
in Rousseau's faith in the capabilities of the individual and

the strength of primal human nature.

The final chapter of this paper will attempt to pull to-
gether the arguments presented in the preceding pages, esta-
blish the parameters of the tragic vision, and evaluate it in
terms of both its place in Rousseau scholarship and its con-
temporary significance. In this way, we intend to justify the

ussertions made in the chapter entitled "Introduction".

rart 1
a, Overview

The DOI traces the development of society from a hypo-
thetical state of nature to a condition of extreme conventional
inequality. One of its central arguments 1s that adaptation to
this situation nas entailed a perversion of human nature on both
the individual and species levels. The key term here is "con-
ventional" for this allows Rousseau to approach the problemn
from both moderate/reformist and radical‘perspectlves. It also
allows him to locate the source of the conflict and its solution

i~

in man.

The first part of the Discours portrays in warm, seductive
tones natural man - good because he has no reason to be evil,
lazily sating himself from nature's abundance. He is a solitary
but not a misanthrope. He is a package of potential, a man who

has not yet attained the identity of man. To improve, to grow,
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to realize his capabilities, he requires society.

Contrary to the belief held by some critics, Rousseau did
not 1dolize natural man for what he was but rather for the
potential he represented. The state of nature was, 1n Rous-
seau's formulation, a severe limitation on what man could
achieve and, for Rousseau, words such as free, moral and good
had no substantive meaning if applied directly to the image of
the noble savage. Rousseau was concerned with two things:
First, that man is compelled to i1mprove and, second, that to do
so he requires society. For Rousseau, these were facts and not
something of which to be critical. He was not upset that the
transition to social man required changes in human nature but

rather that those changes had been largely negative.

The second part of the DOI examines civil man. Placed into
society by chance or necessity, his natural i1nclinations became
harnessed to the exigencies of his new environment. Rousseau's
analysis of the environment concluded that 1t was structured on
inequality, or, more fundamentally, the unequal distribution of
authority. The 1mpetus to social evolution 1s not well-eluci-
2.%t2d in Rousseau. He attributed 1t tc a fundamental error in
the founding of society, thus paving the way for his more

c..piehensive study, the Contrat Social. The results, however,

~1= quite clear: "L'egalité dans la peur, la liberté pour le
1 -, la pitié pour so1." In short, the identity man had
ascumed was not ennobling and uplifting, but rather enslaving

and corrupt.

The EOL pursues an idea that accupies a large part of the

DOI - the social and historical foundations and development of
language. In his analysis, Rousseau reaffirmed & notion that
is clearly asserted in the DOI - as an agent of free will, man

is responsible for his environment, 1ncluding 1ts political
structures, legal system, customs and language, and, therefore,
he is responsible for the ™dentity he achieves as an individual

and as a species.

In building his argument, Roussea uggested that language
and society, which are dependent upon each other, derive from

human inature. He offered several possible origins of society
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and founded language on man's instinctual method of expressing
and communicating his needs and feelings. Language and society
lay dormant in natural man and required some sort of catalyst
(fate, Providence, etc.) to release them. Once released, how-
ever, man became wholly responsible for their administration

and development.

Rousseau then explored human nature to determine a value
system based on freedom, equality and morality and demonstrated
how man had perverted these values through mismanagement of
language and society. In an attempt to prove that such values

could be attained, Rousseau wrote the Contrat Social. But as

Alfred Cobban notes, what surfaces in Rousseau's writing 1s

not a solution but rather a clearer expression of the problem:

What must be done] to safeguard the

liberty of the individual while at the

same time giving the state the moral

authority and actual power which it

needs if it 18 to function effectively

for the benefit of the individuals

composing it. (2)

Rousseau's solution to the problem requires, at first, a

clean slate and a Lawgiver, and, later, fundamental changes in
.uman nature. These requirements are out of grasp, a fact that
Xousseau came to appreciate in Emile, where he turned his
1ttention from social reconstruction to change possible at the
1ndividual level. Here, too, he met with failure because the
education of Emile 1s so impractical. In a sense, it also
requires a Lawgiver who does not exist. And, even 1f successful,
it is likely that Emile would end up like Rousseau, loving a

conception of man while despising or pitying man as he really is.

The final conclusion of all Rousseau's works suggest Freud's

statement in Civilization and its Discontents, "One feels

inclined to say that the intention that man should be 'happy' is
3 Indeed, in the

"Dixidme Promenade”, Rousseau, looking back on his life, wrote:

not included in the plan of 'Creation'".

Je puis dire & peu prés comme ce préfet
du prétoire qui disgracié sous Vespasien
s'en aller finir paisiblement ses jours a




la campagne: «J'ai passé soixante et dix
ans sur la terre, et j'en ai vécu sept.,) (4)

This sad estimation from the man who wrote hundreds of
pages describing and defending his morality and honesty, and

who concluded Les Confessions by stating:

J'ai dit la verité ... gquiconque, méme sans

avoir lu mes écrits, examiner par ses propres

yeux mon naturel, mon caractére, mes moeurs,

mes penchants, mes plaisirs, mes habitudes,

et pourra mwe croire un malhonnéte homme, est
lui-méme un homme & étouffer. (5)

Everything Rou8seau wrote points to his belief that (a)
man depends on society, (B) society must l1imit human behaviour
if it 1s to survive, and (c) because of the conflict inherent
in this situation, the best man can only abstract a few fleeting
moments of happiness and calm from a world that is miserable

and unjust because it 1imits human behaviour unequally.

According to Rousseau, man needs society - to subsist, to
improve, to love - but the loss of freedom and authority it
demands can never be fully compensated for and hence man is
A=stined to be endlessly immersed in a conflict that derives
""om his strong natural inclination for the freedom that will
allow him to pursue his particular interests and the harsh social
rcality that imposespowerful constraints on what he can and can-

not do. For this reason, man is ultimately unhappy.

It should be noted, however, that the term "man" 1s being
used, in accordance with Rousseau's tendency, rather loosely.
Rousseau's tragic vision is often reminiscent of the classical
conception of tragedy. Although Rousseau was concerned with the
plight of the common man, it would be a mistake to believe he
identified with this mass. He believed that common man does
not want the responsibility for his environment, and his parti-
cular interests, while they may make him unhappy with the status
quo, tend to be short-sighted and misguided. The common man
must therefore be directed. The real tragedy is, in a sense,

reserved for those who do have the potential to create their
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identities and are bullied by reality. There is then, some
justification for the claim that Rousseau's main concern was
Rousseau. Nonetheless, his vision goes beyond himself and his
views are not elitist. If social injustice is especially pain-
ful for those who see it, and can envision alternatives, it is
nonetheless unfair to everyone, even those who do not question
it. Their rights are still compromised, Eheir potential still
limited. It is important, however, to appreciate in Rousseau
the subtle shift from man to "gifted" man which occasionally

blurs the distinction between the author and the people.

In any case, the elements of the tragic vision are very
clear in Rousseau's works - particular versus social interest,
freedom versus authority, nature versus convention. Apparently,
the development of Rousseau's tragic vision and the grounds upon
witich it i1s justified are entirely dependent on his conception
of human nature, his definition of freedom and his perception of

zuthority.

In turn, these gain their force from the clever way in
which Rousseau constructed his arguments, blending hypothetical
~~Aels of natural man and civil man with a careful analysis of

man as he really 1s.

The question 1mmediately arises as to whether or not Rous-
seau was justified in condemning man and society on the basis of
twu 1dealized models. One might feel inclined to return to the
suggestion that Rousseau's tragic vision of reality stemmed
largely from his personal dissatisfaction with the world. We
therefore must try to determine whether or not this interpreta-

tirn of reality has a valid, general application.
B. Tragic Vision - General or Particular?

How can we seriously evaluate Rousseau's condemnation of
society? Clearly, society does not measure up to his ideals, but
so what? If his criticism is based on ideals that he himself
confirms are inattainable, then what is its true value? Can we
attach much significance to a man who has, in effect, argued
that the most a virtuous citizen can expect is a few moments of

~

joy in a 1ife of misery and pain, while the rest of mankind

»
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succumbs to viece and corruption, wallows in the illusion of
freedom and happiness, and plays its ugly rdle in the perpetra-
tion of a perverted morality, an unjust society and a failed
humanity? This appears to be little more than a reformulation

of the Christian doctrine of saintly suffering.

But, surely, this is the emsiest and least profitable
approach to Rousseau. We cannot label him a misanthrope, a
madman or an idealistic moralist and explain the tenacity and
durability of his ideas. Rousseau was and is a liberator -

of thought, of language, of prejudaice.

In discussing Rousseau, it is essential to remembeps that
the force of his philosophy comes as much from its music as it
does from its logic and both serve to present his ideas. While
his perceptive analyses exercise the mind, his vivid descrip-
tions free the i1magination, drawing the reader into his network
of ideas through guile and persuasion as well as reason. Free-
dom, for example, is not simply a word, a concept; instead, 1t
is depicted as a real part of man, like his hands and feet,
woven into his being, his nature, with such conviction that
riction and fact are forever fused together. We can attempt to
be objective 1n our approach to Rousseau, but eventually we
~ust accept that we are reading one man's study of mankind. 1t
is & study that weds reality to i1magination and intimates that

oth are equally valid, equally important, equally true.

The value of Rousseau's tragic vision depends on our recog-
nition of its particularity, 1ts personal undertone, 1n the fact
that we know it is the work of a single 1magination. This is
what gives such force to the key concept with which Rousseau
struggled - individual human nature. Rousseau reaffirmed man's
perfectibility, man's uniqueness, man's intrinsic personal value
on an individual level and said, these are what count, these are
what society exists for, these are what must be protected, and

he did so without ever denyigg the importance of the collectivity.

What, Rousseau asked, threatens individuality? Language
and society, because they are impersonal, universal, standardi-
zing forces the individual cannot fully control or resist. But

without them, he is not fully man, for his potential is unreal-
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ized and his individuality, 'mastery and freedom can have no
real value in isolation. This problem is a general, universal
problem that Rousseau enhanced by making it his individual,

personal problem.

For the individual not to be violated by society, Rous-
seau argued, society must be structured along the lines defined
in the CS. But Rousseau's social contract requires a set of
circumstances that is impossible to arrange for reasons already
discussed. In the realm of the possible, society can only (a)
force man to become self-centered by threatening his individua-
lity, his freedom and his authority, or (b) corrupt or destroy
his individuality, or (c) force him to retire into himself,
found his own morality and live with the best personal concep-
tion of freedom and authority he can create, i.e. retain as
much of his individuality as adapting to his environment will

permit.

We can conclude that Rousseau's tragic vision of reality
does indeed have a general application, if we a%cept his des-
cription of man as an agent of free will, naturally free and
the first embodiment of authority. While it is certainly true
that as an individual, Rousseau appears to have been in conflict
with his historical Qiguation, his philosophy is not limited
hut strengthened by this. Nor can Rousseau be criticized
hecause his "individual" does not exist. He exists internally,
as an ideal, and is unquestionably a valid part of mankind. It
wug perhaps Rousseau's greatest contribution to philosophy to
demonstrate the need toc approach man as an individual, attaching
real significance to his thoughts, feelings and imagination,

rather than to treat him as an impersonal, universal concept.

Even the qualities Rousseau attributed to man - freedom,
reason, feeling - were not intended as mathematical properties
of identity, but as the malleable, informing characteristics of
any individual. He appreciated that these characteristics exist
in the individual and that while they can grow by virtue of
some internal quality unique to man (imagination), they can also
be influenced by the social environment. He therefore asserted

the individual's need to maintain himself by fully participating
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in the creation of his environment.
C. Tragic Vision - Absolute or Corrigible? ,

Ultimately one arrives at the question which constitutes
the crux of Rousseau's thought - can the conflict between the
individual and society be reconciled? 1In an absolute sense,
Rousseau's answer is clearly negative: 1t is impossible for
the individual to retain everything he enjoyed in the state of
nature and as long as his inclinations are not allowed full and
absolute expression, conflict will exist. Rousseau's radical
solution to this conflict, as discussed in the CS, proved, even

g
to himself, untenable.

But in a less demanding sense, Rousseau suggests two options.
In spite of ail of society's irremedial flaws, man can and
should concentrate on 1mproving existing social institutions
and practices through egalitarian measures. To produce the
quality of citizen Rousseau attributed to Rome and Sparta would
require a policy of isolation, the development of a strong
nationalist sentiment accompanied by widely accepted civic
practices, and a general economic and political parity. Con-
trary to the views of certain modern critics, Rousseau was
envisioning Calvinist Geneva rather than Nazi Germany. From
this perspective, Rousseau appears to have been a city-state

reformist.

The problems with this option center on the mechanisms for
establishing it. In Corsica and Pologne, Rousseau attempted to
supply a satisfactory response but the gist of his suggestions -
to appreciate the element of stability existing in the status

quo and gradually introduce egalitarian reforms that will not

jeopardize the positive influences of the state's history and
traditions - is a far cry from the ideals he described else-
where., These works of compromise, which have opened Rousseau‘
to much criticism, fail by swinging too abruptly from theory to

praxis. <

v

The second option is solely available to the individualf

He or she can, like Rousseau, live according to personal laws,
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persorrdl values and personal concepts of good and evil.

Rousseau tried to universalize this option by claiming
that each individual carries within him an archetype of nature
that can inform a satisfactary ethical system. Through shed-
ding conventional prejudices, Rousseau argued, the individual
can consult this archetype and structure his life around the

values and morals it revealed which would prove to be the dic—’

tates of reason tempered by compassion. \\,/

‘'The precise nature of this ethical system is difficult to
find 'in Rousseau, although Emile is a lengthy effort to portray
it. In Emile, 1t reduces to a series of platitudes - be true,
be virtuous, be good - that are expressed through the normal
gamut of human values - honesty, generosity, temperance, courage,

justice - and 1llustrated via a series of parabolic aincidents.

What one discovers in the final analysis is that, after
ransacking society and decrying its evils, Rousgseau could do no
more than \hold up the panacea of 1llusion. Dostoyevsky wrote
that without some objectlﬁ% criterion for evaluating conduct,
everything becomes, philosophically, lawful. In moving from
society to the individual, Rousseau loses an essential element
nf his philosophy - the general will - which, once catalyzed,
could serve as a guide to law and ethics. In Emile, the only
cuide Rousseau discusses is nature as it is depicted in his own
life. Replete with inconsistencies, coloured by self-righteous-
ness and tormented by doubt and hypocrisy, Rousseau's life is

neither acceptable nor convincing as an objective criterion.

A harsh view of Rousseau might contend that all that
remains is the suggestion that man develops‘his personal iden-
tity by espousing the illusion that best suits him. If he

~-mains true, at least in conviction if not in conduct, to the
‘thical content of his illusion, then he can exist relatively
happily as an individual in society - there is no definitive
statement defining which illusion represents truth. There is,
of course, that inner guide, nature, stamped on the conscience
of each individual, but, while this can be consulted, it cannot
be godified, and because its expression is subject to the

vagaries of free will, it is not anabsolute criterion. Rousseaun
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wished it to be universal, an emanation of nature, but this
represénts an ideal in his thought. In the end, he could not

reconcile free will with a unjversal morality.

An objective law of nature may exist, but its content must
be interpreted by the individual who is not bound to follow it.
It was Rousseau's recognition of this problem that made it im-
possible for him to develop a blueprint for sdéiety that would

fully satisfy his concept of human nature.

Rousseau's tragic vision of reality is abso%gte, but as it
firms up in his writing, it becomes apparent that it is not as
harsh as we suggested earlier. The vision successfully reflects
an important feature of reality in that it is flexible, it has
peaks and valleys, and <is, for this reasoﬁ, tolerable if not

wholly acceptable. . W

In.other words, much of the tragedy revolves around the
notion that man has become less than his potential would allow
him to become. Society is not absolutely evil, but it does play
the frustrating dual rdéle of providing man with a milieu con-
ducive to improvementland at the same time 1limiting the sort of
decisions for improvement that he can make. This in/ turn
reverts to the conflict between particular interest and social
interest and Rousseau could not devise a meams for reconciling
or equalizing the two that would not enteil effectively.elimi-

>

wuling one or the other.

This does not mean, however, that Rousseau's tragic vision
of reality is a sterile, philosophical condemnation. Rousseau
uncovered important problems, that functioned as elements of
the overarching tragedy, for which he did suggest v +1d®solu-
tions. The success of Rousseau's writing lies in,}Zs undeniable
foundation in reality and the pervasive futility that tainted
his 1life and his work is a philosophical futility that cannot
emasculate Rousseau's insight into real problems and the affir-

mative, humane dimension of his philosophy.
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Part 2 \ {

-

(" A. Tragic Vision - A Final Formulation

We do not wish that the critical tenor of Part 1 of this
chapter should suggest that Rousseau's work was self-indulgent
and unsuccessful as a philosophy of man. The hopelessness that
surfaces in our analysis is a reflection of the hopelessness

- that pervades Rousseau's opus. This hopelessness is not a

4
L
e s SRR i e

commentary on his philosophy, but rather an element of it.
While, on the one hand, the dichotomies developed by Rousseau

split man and society and put them in eternal conflict, on the

o ot A TNE T

other hand, they are tenable across a wide spegﬁrum of philoso-

phical ang social concerns. It is because they work, both
1\ logically and intuitively, that the tragedy is successful in its

depiction of the human condition. N

Man is subject to the competing forces of nature and -
convention. There are only tenuous and fragile points of recon-
ciliation and a fundamental set of points where the two forces

( Y meet in agreement. But it 1s not these points that allow society
to exist. It is rather the fact that man requires society to

improve, which is a dictate of nature, that allows it to exist.

This may seem somewhat confusing so we will sketch out =a

final formulation of the tragic vision of reality to clarify our

comments.

1. Man is a perfectible agent of free will.

2. As an individual, and as a species, man reguires
society to improve.

3. The individual's particular interests, which tend to
be self-centered, will, at times, conflict with other interests.

4. To endure, society requires fairly elaborate conventions,
designed to limit and restrain the conflicts of particular
interests. ’

5. There is no mechanism through which all members of i
society can participate equally in'deve10ping these conventions.
( ‘ 6. The conventions established are often extensions of

particular interests generated by an individual or a faction.

1
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A\ These will tend to be s -centered and will confliect with ‘other
particular interests. This\situation is onXYy\acceptable on

it permits sociepdy to endure. It §

practical grounds insofar a
has*no ph%}osophical basis pd cannot eliminate all conflicting
interests.

7. As society develops and the conventions increasingl
bear fruit for the particular interests tﬁey represent, conflicts
will graow, weakening social stability and ultimately destroying [

it.

3

8. Man's particular interests tend to be short-sighted
and laws and conventions ﬁknd to reflect this. If man could be
motivated to look further, to appreciate that a just society is
in his best interest, .then society could be greatly improved.

! But this cannot be achieved without altering human nature on

M A e e,

the individual level. 1Individual interests conflict, to deny
this is to threaten the individuality that is crucial to man's
free will which is, in turn, the feature that allows him to
perfect himself. The tragedy lies in the fact that the final
choice 1is b;gween a soci;ty of citfzens and a society of indivi-
duals. In the former case, free will has been eliminated, in
the latter case, its expression is severely curtailed for the
major#ty of men. -

fhis tragic vision 1s a very comprehensive interpretation
of Rousseau,}'hl(ﬂmpter 3, we demonstrated that interpretations

of Rousseau, that focus on either praxis or theory, tend to

develop along opposing lines. The tragic vision interpretation
reconciles this division in Rousseau scholérship. On a philoso-
phical plane, the tragedy lies in the fac% that Rousseau iso-
lated a need but could not determine a mechanism to satisfy'it.
He began his argument with man in the state of nature, i.e. man
as an individual. From this beginning, he wished to conclude
with man as an individual qua citizen. While he could effec-
tivel ocate the point of transition from individual creature
to social being from a historical perspective, he could not do
this bhilosophicaliy. He was, therefore, left with the indivi-
dual in a -social context and, within the logical parameters of

his argument, this could only be interpreted as a conflictual

situation.
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Rousseau faced a giwider/difficylty on the practical plane.
To justify his philosophical work, he examined reality. Here -
too, he was forced to conclude that it was the infdividual
caught in a social congex% and at odds with it, that was the
best evaluation of reality. This view was reinforcedaby his

-

conclusion that laws arnd conventions, as they exist in society;

are merely the expression of the particular interests of those

who have managed to secure authority. . Such a ‘distribution ofﬁ\
{

authority is inevitable, as Rousseau clearly explains in Book III
of the CS and Emile, because society requires a government that®\
is of a functional size and that has the power to implement{ its

decisions. ' ’ i

\

f& Rousseau's views are consistent on both theoretical and

practical planes. Rousseau began with the individual as an

agent of free will and concluded with the individual as an agent

of free will. When Rousseau wrote in the (S, ;

s'il n'y avoit pas quelque point .dans lequel
tous les intéréts s'accordent, nulle société

ne sauroit exister. Or, c'est uniquement . -
sur cet intérét commun que la societé doit
8tre gouvernée. (6)

o
he was suggesting that a legal system could be established that

7as in the interest of all men. Such a legal system would be

' lerived from the general will., But the existence of the general
will ultimately proves in Rousseau's writ;ng to be hypothetical

and’ there is no definitive statement explaining what these

common interests are. Yet Rousseau does give another justifica-
tion for society - without it, man cannot improve, cannot
realize his identity as man. This, then, is where "tous les .
intéréts s'accordent." It alone is a satisfactory basis for
society. But, as Rousseau discovered, establishing a satis-
factory basis for society does not, ipso facto, result in a
clear definition of what society should be, which laws it should
have, how it should be governed. In writings su as Corsica,
Pologne and Emile, he recognized that, while_a societies may
have a common foundation philosophically, they do not have
common formulations in practice. The only common element from

one society to the next, is that none of them fully appreciate
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their philosophicel foundation. None arelfull%ondu-cive to

human improvement. This, in turn, is because, unless one begins [

,

with B model of the perfect man, one cannot devise a means to

o f g - =

achieve perfection. The best one can do is suggest a formulation
based on precepts of egalitarianism that ldgic defends as con-
ducive to human progress. This is precislely what Rousseau

began to do. But, not wanting to endanger the individual,
jeopardize his concept of free will, or proffer a set of objec-
tive critéria for evaluating human improvement, his suggestions

collapsed as impractical or unsubstantiated.

Criticsygsuggest that in Rousseau there can only be the
individual or the collectivity. -Jhis is not the case. In fact,
both exist, both compete, and the one is dependent upon the

other. Man is in limbo in Rousseau's writings as Rousseau was

in limbo in the 18-th century EKurope.

Why is this tragic? Tragedy implies that because of some
inescapable flaw, & human being fails to achieve the heights
he is capable of achieving apd falls to a depth that is lamen-
table. This is Rousseau'siew. Because man is not wholly
individual or wholly citizen, he is forced to attempt to recon-
cile these two facets of his life and{ in a broad social cohtext,
the conflict is resolved by a genetal dggradation of both the
individual and the citizen. A sm&ll handful of men impose their

particular interests on society and, because they have not

created a milieu conducive to improvement, they succumb to
éibrt—term, transitory interests(that mock the ideals their

]

imaginations reveal.

Within this vision, the réle of language is an especially
important and revealing feature. Language makes society pos-
sible. It allows the ideals to be expresied and the laws and
goals of society to be discussed. In this way, language is
every man's defense against encroachment upon his ability to

contribute to the creation of his environment and identity.

There is, however, another dimension to language which was
especially iﬁﬁortant to Rousseau and that provides a key to

understanding his tragic vision. Language, Rousseau argued,,
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derives from m#gn's actual mode of expressing and communicating
hie concerns. In an original context, its semantic system is ‘5

strictly individual. ‘ 'r

. \
In 2 social context, the universal semantic system is
inadequate to' cope with the new requirements that develop from
social interaction. A host of concepts, that make no sense and

universal (insofar as it is instinctual) but its application is \
would serve no purpose in'the sghte of nature, must be communi- g

cated. In the CS, Rousseau wrote:
. \
&

Ce passage de 1'état de nature & 1'état
civil produit dans 1'homme un changement
trds remarquable ... Quoidu'il se prive
dans cet état de plusieurs atvantages qu'il

® tient de la nature, il en repgagne de si

A grands, ses facultés s'exercent et se !
développent, ses idées s'étendent, ses
sentiments s'ennobldssent, son &amge tout
entiére s'éléve & tel point que, si les
abus de cette nouvelle condition ne le
dégradoient souvent au-dessous de celle
dont il est sorti, 1l devroit bénir sans
cesse 1l'instant heureux qui 1l'en arracha
pour jaimais et qui, d'un animal stupide
et borné, fit un &tre intelligent et un
hommne. (7)

s

The changes Rousseau has described are reflected in lan-
guage which grows, adapts and is modified to accommodate .new
nccds. On the one hand, there is a tremendous expansiocn in the
rcference system of language, which is in line with the movement
“rom a clearly defined and very limited human condition to one
which has no evident boundaries and is highly susceptible to
modifications of both form and content. On the other hang,
6there is the obvious need to define society and, concomitantly,

to so0lidify language. ~

It is not surprising that those who begin to structure
gociety along certain lines also exert a tremendous influence on
the development of language. According to Rousseau, it is a

faction espousing particular interests that assumes this dual

We have already discussed the results of this process for
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gociety and for language. Society bgcomeé an instrument used

t6 secure the particular interests of the faction wielding
authority; language becomes an instrument of education and con-
trol that consolidates and protects the position of this faction.

Both these occurences Eave a detriméﬁtal’effect on free
will and on the ability of the individua% to establish the con-
ditions of his existence. To contribute to the creation of
sotiety, he has to use language as this is his only means of
relating with other individuels for the purpose of expressing
his ideas. -But, if the language at his dispoéal is already
prejudiced toward a faction of society, in that ite reference
systems, phonology and grammar reflect the interests of a
fﬁction, then the individual is obliged to wark with language
in spite of language. This, in a sense, is the situation Reus- -
seau faced that motivated him to introduce a new style of
writing, i.e. one that incorporates feeling and intuitioen in
its&semantic system. K

AN
One questjon remains to be resolved if we are to accept

the tragic vision interpretation of Rousséau:’ We hate seen
how\housseau "en prenant les hommes tel qu'ils sont, et les lois
telles qh'elles peuvent étre"8 splits man as he is into the
individual and the citizen. We have further seen how Rousseau
showed that these two dimensions of man are in conflict and, how
bécauge of this, each tends to 1limit and cenfine the improvement
of the other. Man requires society to improve and, Rousséau‘
a}gued, almost any society is bett?r than no society. Society
requires some. system of laws and some degree of stability to
exist. To achieve this, a faction is virtually compelled to
assume authority and install and administer a suitable conven-

tional system of control and "justice".

The next stef in this argument is perhaps not clear. Why
is it inevitable that this faction and the laws it legislates
will corrupt society (in the long run) and degrade its members?
What is the justification for this final ‘conclusion, which is
essential to the tragic vision, and which Rousseau repeated
time after time in the Discours sur les sciences et les arts,
the DOI, the CS, Emile, the EQL and all his 'fautobiographical
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works?

Rousseau's reply to this question deveioped, as did all |
his ideas, along both practical and philosophical lines a&nd i§’
is wérth considerihg‘each briefly to complete our argument.

An essential element of the tragic vision is that‘it<aéserts
that man in society falls toda level that is lower than the

level of'mafginal superiority over animals he enjoyed in the

‘state of nature. This is the condemning feature of Rousseau's |,

philosophy, the basis for the claim that societies perish and,
according to Rousseau, the source of the motivation that com-
pelled him to write, to expose corruption and degradation, and

to argue against it as a philosopher andasa citizen.

1. Philosophical Argument

We must accept the premise, already discussed, that it is
an essential characteristic of man to have the capacity to
create his identity and determine, more or less, his environ-
ment and that if he .is denied the authority required to mobilize
this capacity, he will be unhappy and not fully a man.

Accepting this, the rest of Rousseau's argument flows
easily and logically. Since society constitutes a major portion
offman's environment, and it is in this context that he must
achieve his identity, logic demands that the individual parti-
cipate in shaping society. The skeleton that gives society its
initial shape and influences the way it will grow and endure is
the legal system. Laws, then, are of fundamental importance
and the mechanism suggested by Rousseau for their detgymination

end enactment was the general will. There are, therefore, two

“-possible cases:

(a) society structured on decisibns of the general
will, and
(b) society not structured on decisions of the

geheral will.

Rousseau argued in the C8 that societies have not been

‘structured on the general will; therefore, we need only concern

ourselves with case (b) which is abstracted from reality.
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If the general will.was not used to determine laws, then a
particular will (or wills) was used. Acdording to Rousseau's
definition of human nature, "la volonté particuliére agit sans
cesse contre la volonté générale."9 The tendency of the parti-
cular will is towards self-interest rather than social interest.
But why, if the general will is truly in man's best interest, is
it not equivalent to particular will? This is a question that
has often been debated by critics of Rousseau. To reply to it
we must remember that there is a difference between the indivi-
dual and the citizen. Rousseau's philosophy depends on this

distinction.

Many interpretations of the general will have been sug-
gested by Rousseau scholars ranging from the assertion that it
is the expression of the majority and can be determined on any
subject through a referendum to the suggestion that it is a
unanimous expression achjeved after informed and objective con-
sideration and discussion and is only possible in certain cases.
After surveying representative literature, one might be inclined
to conclude that there is no definitive answer to the problem

in Roussesu.

The general will, however, is a logical element in Rous-
seau's split man, which is the analytical model that is carried
like a thread from one work to the next in his opus. In a
rough way, the rational man recognizes his limitations; the
emotional man does not. The citizen appreciates the right\of
laws to 1imit his behaviour and accepts his social cbligations;
the individual appreciates only his freedom, his desires, his
ambition. The particular will is geared toward free will, pre-
servation and improvement in an indefined and unlimited sense;
the general will seeks to achieve these things in a clearly
defined universe. O0Of the two, the individual, particular,
sensual wman is the more fundamental model. Consequently, if

man can be satisfied in this capacity in a social context, it is

inevitable that this is the route he will choose. He will choobse

to be the center of his world in society as he was in the state

of nature. N

The result of this is t?at if he can, man will use his
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‘effectively sanctions corruption in other areas of human
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particubar interest as a guide to the laws he enacts in order

to create a situation in his favour, i.e. a situation of ine-"
quality. |Subsequént actions will strive to consolidate his
position and he will do this by enhancing his power, his wealth,
his education and by influencing social institutions such as ®
language. This will lead to deprivation for others who will ~
respond by attempting to displace him and to assume his position.
Such a situation cannot lead to equalitx&’morality and freedom
because these are antithetical to a favoured position. Laws

that’ are unjust are corrupt and a society based on corrupt laws

activity.
A

Rousseau clearly states that man must be educated to the
general will and that only someone without pérticular interests
can be such an educator. This is a stromg commentary on the
abilATy of man to rise above’ his particular interests long

cnough to accomplish a task such as creating a just legal

system. Without assistance, according to Rousseau, he cannot.

Obviousl&, Rousseau's argument rests on certain assumptions
anvout human nature. But, if we accept these, it is not difficult
to understand that general and particular interests co-exist in
r:: and the latter are dominant in guiding his activity. What
tiien, is the use of the\generaI will? This is part of the
tragedy; assgping it exists, one concludes that society has no

rd

access to it.

Rousseau's philosophical argument has obvious weaknesses.
The general will is an assumption that is never verified unless
intuitively.. In a sense, it is used in the same way a scientist
might assume anerfect vatuum to show how perpetual motion coulﬁ
be achieved. The idea of a perfect vacuum exists, things close”
to perfect vacuums exist and we cannot deny, unless we absolutely
succumb to our scientific paradigm, the possibility of a perfect
vacuum existing. Given the purpose of laws and Rousseau's con-
cept, of human nature, we cannot deny the notion of a general
will.

.

"But what really eliminates the problem of the general will

from Rousseau's philosophy is that he concludeﬂkiggéhft was
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unattaiflable. It was used as 4 source of insplratlon and its
existdnce is not importanﬁ Hav1ng perpetual motion would -
certainly alter society; but not hav1ng it doeSpnot mean we
cannot use and benbfnt from principles determined from study-
ing this concept. This i’ how Rousseau should be read.
¥

2. Practical Argﬁment

The philosophicel strain in Rousseau suggests the social
mechanism that leads to .corruption and human degradation. Rous-
seau's practical argument attempts to confirm the sagacity of

"his philosophy appealing to historical examples that illus-

trate the dominasnce of particular interest and the ensuing
sorruption and soeial deterioration generated by a lack of
respect for or discontentment with the laws. Rousseau's“cri-
tiques of society, as presented in the (S, the DOI, Emile and
other works, are well-known and will not be summarized here.
Several comments on this subject, however, deserve to be nade

in the context of this paper.

&

Rousseau's perception of reality fed his philosophical
vision. Throughout his writing, Rousseau appeals to historical
examples and uses them to inform his philosophical system. .This
procedure has already been discussed in regard to Rousseau's
construction of the image of natural man; it is repeated in
his construction of the concept of general will. Pointing out

]

situations of 1nequa11ty in the early stages of a society's
history (and Rousseau uses a wide range of societies, includ-
ing Rome, Sparta, China, and Ffrance), Rousseau then follows
social evolution to show how inequality ultimately resulted (or
will résult) in corruption, degradation and destruction.

Having established his historical context, he then demonstrated

how inequalityiwas a function of particular interest and how

‘particular interest was built into each political system. The

logical counterpart to inequality, in reality as in philosophy,
is equality; similarly, general interest is the logical counter-

/
part to particular interest. '

Rousseau then "proved" the veracity of these relationships

o
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fact that history supports Rousseau'ls
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by using& albeit :atﬂer‘gene}oﬁsly, exambles of a proto- - .
general will in qctiod in environments such as rural/agrarian
compunities and Geneva. -In effect, he used the example of the
apparently contented an& sgﬂble small community. to illustrate

“the value of the general will. In so doing, he admitted that

this was intehded as indicative: and not definitive because
they were not conscious acts of the genemal will but.rather

" ihstinctual ones and thus susceptible to the influence of par-

ticulqr will. This does noﬂ, however a%rersely-affect tﬁe
\éeneral will as defined

"earlier.

Rousseau's practical works, Corsica and Pologne, continue

-~

along this line as they use the general will as an informing
ageht for egalitarian reforms. In other words, he argues for
practical democratic and egalitarian measures and is able to
justify these with the principles that explain the general will.

\ In this treatise on the education of thé moral individual,
Rousseau argues for rising above particular interests as they
are learned or defined in society to reach a level of particu-
lar interest that, in a sense, reflects all the positive q&a—
lities attributed to the general will. ’

Thus Rousseau used the notion of the gerneral will as an
invisible hand to jﬁstify and guide reforms on the socisl and
individual levels that were possible. By turning the argument
around, he eould then argue from p0531ble reforms back to the

notion of the general will. /

But in all these cases, we have shown how and where Rous-
seau faildd. It is this failure, and the recognition of it Ry
Rouss%au, hat makes his philosophy and his vision of reality
tragic. Both the philosophical and the practical arguments for
the general will depend on-the existence of particular wills.
The predominance of the latter in both arguments leads to the
conclusioms of factionalism, inequality and corruption that
Rousseau scould not avoid without eliminating human nature as he

bl

conceived it. ;
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Conclusion
M

The objectiye of this paper was to present and defend an
interpretation of Rousseau's peclitiocal philosophy thgt accommo-

dates some of the arguments and reconciles some of the differences

found in the traditional liberal and authoritarian interpreta-
tions. It was suggested in Chapter 3 that the popular inter-
pretations of Rousseau tend to accentuate either praxis or theory

and in so doing fail to consider Rousseau's thought as a whole.

In our dis¢ussion, we argued that Rousseau divided man and
reality into two parts, loosely characterized as the liberal/
individual/sensu and the authoritarian/collective/rational.
Unlike the majorify of critics, however, we did not conclude
that Rousseau, either directly or indirectly, ultimately argued
for one set of characteristics over the other. Instead, we
suggested that he recognized that perfection on either level,
that is, a society of citizens or a world of individuals, con-
stituted a philosophical perfection, an ideal, and was not a
tenable basis for the reconstruction of reality. Either could
be an inspiration for change, but clearly Rousseau did not
believe in the possibility of founding a society based on the
social contract and informed by a legislator any more than he
‘2lieved in a returd to the "sigcle d'or". Rousseau's philoso-
onical ideals were analytical tools that should not be confused

'th his perception of human nature or his understanding of

1lity.

- Rousseau began the CS by stating that he was looking for
"qﬁelque régle d'administration l1égitime et slire, en prenant les
hommes tels qu'ils sont, et les lois telles qu'elles peuvent
Stre. " This search is not completed at the end of Book II,
as some critics believe, and even the CS as a whole is only a
part of a larger, more comprehensive study. The search con-
tinued, through Emile, through Julie, through his autobiogra-
phical works and it is only after a consideration of all Rous-
seau's-mpajor writings that we are in a position to interpret his

political>thought. v

Ostensibly, Rouss®au's aim in the CS and other works was to
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reconcile his divided man, to unite the individual and the
citizen without subjecting one to the domination of the other.
Such a reconciliation proved impossible philosophically and™
impractical in reality. The more funrdamental man, the individual
B governed %y particular interéﬁt, haunts Rousseau's opus as the
A cause of_ factionalism, corruption, deterioration, the obstacle

to ciyic mofﬁfity and the instigabtor of social inequity. The

(‘ individual, however, requires the society he corrupts to improve.

But while—man's improvement depends on society, and is enhanced

- in a stable and prosperous society, it is motivated by indivi-

dual free will and therefore, in Rousseau's view, the purpose of
sogiety is defeated if it fails to recognize the importance of

free will.

Rousseau's arguments in the CS, for cavic morality and the
equal distraibution of auvuthority, were predicated on his under-
standing of humaR nature, and in particular his concepts of
free will and imagination. The essence of the tragic vision lies
in the fact that the individual 1s not equivalent to the citizen
and can never be so. Indeed, this distinction 1s central to
Rousseau's thought. Teking men as they are, he identified and
defined the individual and the citizen and then realized that
his definitioﬁé placed the two into conflict. Not wanting to

---zelinquish one, he was forced, in the final analysis, to accept

. whis conflict as the situatiog that best describes reality. -

-

The conflict is tragic from a philosophical and a practical
perspective. Philosophically, Rousseau concluded that it
could only be resolved by eliminating either society or the
individual. Practically, 1t resolved itself through the mecha-
nism of allowing some individuaiﬁ/ﬁo define society. In other
words, & faction assumes the redponsibility of maintaining grder
in society but uses its position to satisfy its particular -
interests. Rousseau was aware of the positive and negative
effects of such & reconciliation. On the positive side, society
received a degree of stability and Rousseau appreciated that, in
general, some form of society is better for man than no form,of
society. Against this, however, is the fact that factions have

particular interests that inevitably run contrary to the general
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interest. In consequence, inequalities flourish that have no
. . . . k) .

justification and a general deterioration of society ensues

because the laws and social practices dq not command universal

respect.

'The situation persists'from society to society for several
reasons; According to Rousseau, the tendency of the common
social man is to obey, be it the legislator in the ideal society
or a faction in reality. In this blind sort of acceptance, even
the self-interested actions of the faction are accepfed to some
extent, thus guarafiteeing it will have at least a short 1life.
The faction naturally attempts to lengthen its life by implemen-
ting controls through such critical social tools as language
and Iaw. It is always threatened, however, because, according
to Rousseau, no legitimate mechanism comhflxzestablished that
woulé eliminate the possibility of one faction being replaced by

another.

The tragedy underlying this perception of reality rests on
the fact that the nature of such a society effectively limits
the type of improvements available to man. Rousseau saw tre-
mendous potential when he stripped away convention, artifice
and prejudice to examine the essence of man. How could he have
seen anything but tragedy when he reviewed history and saw human
energy and effort expended on constant conflicts, human identity
represented as the embodiment of corruption’, and human nature

£

denying the compassionate, sublime and sensual qualities that

AN

had characterized it in its original formulation.

Rousseau's tragic vision sweeps across all areas of human
endeavour and in this way acquires the expansive and all-encom-
passing quality that makes it such a powerful critique of

reality.

In this essay, we have confined ourselves to language,
although many other elements of reality have been at least
implicitly discussed. Language occupies a special pléce in
Rousseau's thought for it highlights the conflict between fac-
tionalism, control and authority on the one hand and expression,
freedom and humanity on the other. Language unites the indivi-

dual and the collectivity, feeling and reason, freedom and
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servitude, and thus provided Rou;seau with & vehicle for examin-
ing, comparing and evaluating the two dimensions that define

man. —

Most dimportant in terms of Rousgseau scholarship, however,
i1s that our discussion of language has allowed us to pr&sent
Rousseau as an artist and philosopher. We.quoted Kremer-
Marietti as saying that in the EOL music, language and politics
are inextricably bound together. In this essay, emphasis has :

been placed on the importance of recognizing the interaction

betweenn the artistic and philosophical features of Rousseau's
thought. The use of the term vision rather than theory was

intended to accentuate this relationship.

It is a difficult task to define the essential difference
between art and philosophy. Plato, contemptuous of the popula-
rity of Homer, devoted much of The Republic to explaining thais

distinction and concluded that philosophy was superior because
it sought truth. Plato believed the artist to be merely a
rlever imitator and refused to admit that truth is also a cri-
verion for evaluating art. It is beyond question, however, that
viic artist, like the philosopher, has historically been obli-

rated to defend or renounce his creations on this very basis.

Any definition of the distinction between art and philosophy
wonld certainly have its critics. The tragic vision interpre- 3
tarion, however, does not require that we define either disci- é
pline but simply that we recognize that for Rousseau the two

worked together to create a general vision of man and society.

In simple terms, philosophy attempts to discover and define
human nature and the good society. In so doing, it seeks to be
logical, consistent and all-encompassing. Philosophy is pre-
dicated on a conception of truth and truth is generélly con-

ceived as something that is tenable across time and space.

Art also attempts to express some sort of truth. The

artist perceives reality, internally or externally, and expresses

portray an ideal society or provide any guide to social action.

As James Joyce explained, the artist seeks to achieve an epiphany,
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a sensitive, honest and beautiful depiction of some aspeg¥ of
reality.

Rousseau's work combines these two activities in that it
weds the artist's perception of reality to the philosopher's
notion of the good and uses the one to clarify and reinforce the

other. We speak of Rousseau's visi'on in the sense that his work -

contains a sweeping, artistic statement of man and the world.
The vision becomes tragic when it is placed against a philosophy
of man, against conceptions of good, freedom, equality. Finally,

it becomes a tragic vision of reality because the two, art and

Tt M e MRS GASAT

philosophy, are fused together and presented as a comprehensive

interpretation or expression of the human condition.

In other words, we do not say, here, this is the (S, Rous-
seau's philosophical statement and here, this is Julie, his
artistic creation. We have combined the two and argued that
t?gether they represent Rousseau's thought. They unite man as

> he is now, man as his ideals define him and man as he could be
or could have been, to convey a total perception of man as the
perfectible agent of free will whose imagination and nature place

him in conflict with his environment.

Needless to say, in a one hundred page paper much is left

unsaid and in many ways this interpretation is of a preliminary

nature. In spite of its shortcomings, however, we venture to

conclude that three things have been accomplished. |

1. We have argued that an interpretation of Rousseau need
not seal him into a political category and conclude that he was
either a collectivist/authoritarian or an 1individualist/liber-
tarian thinker. We have further argued that refusing to fit
him into one of these,/camps does not force us to conclude his
thought was inconsistpnt. We have suggested instead that Rous-
seau's thought straddles what have become the most popular

political positions.

By dividing man into two clearly defined parts, Rousseau set
the stage for the popular interpretations of his work. Indeed,
it is very likely that his writing directed the development of

the 1iberal and authoritarian camps in a general sense. Rousseau, *
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however, was a realist who appreciated the importance and inter-
dependence of society and the individual. As demonstrated'in
Chaﬁter 1, Rousseau's thought'cut across the popular political
debates of his day and it continues to do so. His tragic vision,
drawing upon philosophical ideals while accepting the ingvita-
bility of injustices abstracted from reality, succeeds because
it is an honest assessment of the world, regardless of whether

or not one subscribes to it.

2. The tragic vision interpretation of Rousseau does, not
knock his thought out of philosophy and into some quasi-artistic
limbc. While we have discussed the lofty or classical dimension
of Rousseau's tragic vision, we have not deniéd the pHiloso—
phical content of his work or its value as a practical guide to

political action.

What we have argued 1s that Rousseau's vision contains a
philosophy of man and an artistic representation of reality.
Together, these two elements discuss the world so that the over-
all vision 1s akin to thought itself - open-ended, flgxible,

stimulating. Rousseau's tragic vision, like many of his writings,

can be described as a dialogue between philosophy and art that

considers man and society in a profound way but invites reaction.

And certainly Rousseau consciously invited reaction.

In this way, we can understand why, after elucidating a
philosophy of man, Rousseau was able to support social and
individual reforms that were imperfect applications of his phi-
losophy. This was not a contradictory activity; 1t was a recog-

nition of the relationship between theory and praxis.

3. In developing the tragic vision interpretation, we have
had occasion to demonstrate the contemporary significance of
Rousseau's thought in general, &and his theory of language in

particular.

Whether or not one believes that Rousseau's vision of
society sheds light on the conflicts that slowly tear apart our
modern, technocratic world shall be left as an individual matter
insofar as this paper is concerned. Definitely, many of the

problems Rousseau discussed continue to plague modern society.




()

12

Throuéhout the world, political authority is concentrated in
factions, factions control legislative systems, and the common
man's direct political involvement is limited. Tremendous con-
ventional inequalitieé still exist and meet resistance that has
resulted in the demise of several modern political systenms.
Interest has grown in the small, self-sufficient compunity, in
North America the rural population is growing more quickly than
its urban counterpart, pgople are concqued with emotions and
preoccupied with the individual's r8le in increasingly complex
societies. These are areas in which Rousseau's comments are
useful, especially when he is read as a stimulus to the process
of critical thought rather than as the author of a system of

ideas to accept or reject.

The elements of Rousseau's tragic vision have also retained
their importance in the fields to which they belong. His theory
of language, for example, brings to mind research recently under-
taken by philosophers, linguists, sociologists, psychologists
and writers. Orwell's language of control, Herbert Marcuse's
notion of non-critical thought, the philosophies of language
that grew from the early Wittgenstein all bear similarities to

Rousseau's work.

There is certainly tremendous potential in reading Rous-
seau in the light of modern theories of politics and language,
and a tentative conclusion is that Rousseau's ideas, in spite of
their weaknesses, have yet to be disproved and continue to
circulate in state-of-the-art thought in numerous fields. There
are many avenues for the academic to explore; only one has been
pursued in this essay. We might suggest that this is due to
the fact that Rousseau explored reality and did so in a way to

promote dialogue.

Our final conclusion is that, within the logical parameters
of this paper, we have presented an interpretation of Rousseau's
thought that confirms its contemporary relevance while remaining
true to his ideas and background and that, in the spirit of his
writing, can claim to provide a basis for understanding a most
influentiel thinker without claiming to be a definitive inter-

pretation that eliminates the need to read the original.
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