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Abstract 

The centr'tl argument of this pape'r is that Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau held a fundame~tally tragic vision of reality, based 

on the notio~ of an Irreconciliable eonfliet 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 topie is approached 

through examining Rousseau's theory'of language which embodies 
4.-

his political, anthropological and artistic concerns. The 

paper concludes that Rousseau believed that the indivi--dual i8 

destined to live in an imperfect society with which ~e can never 

be wholly satisfied and which will therefore deteriorate and 

perish. Although works such as the Contrat Social attempt ta 

resolve this dilernrna, Rousseau was ultimately unable to develop 

a mechànism of reform that was both practical and true to his 

perceptions of individual freedom and social authorlty. 
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Résumé 

.~ 

La thèse'principaie de ce mémoire est de démontrer que 

Rousseau possédait une conception fondamentalement tragique 

du monde, ceci à cause de l'idée d'un conflit insoluble entre 

l'individu doté d'une volonté libre dont la caractéristique 

essentiel~~ est de pouvoir fixer ses conditions d'existence, 

et la nécéssité concrête de voir la loi régir le comportement 

individuel en société. L'approche du sujet se fait à travers 

une analyse de sa théorie du langage, laquelle synthétise 

ses préoccupations politiques, anthropologiques et artistiques. 

Le mémoire conclut à la conviction de Rousseau de ce que la 

destinée de l'individu est de vivre dans une société imparfaite 

dont il ne peut jamais être entlèrement satisfait et qui donc 

dégénérera et disparaitra. Blen que le contrat social tente 

de résoudre ce dilemne, Rousseau ne put trouver un mécanisme\ 

correcteur pratique et conforme à sa perception de la liberté 

individuelle et de l'autorité sociale. 
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Preface 1 

Tne arguments presented in this paper have slowly evolved 

and developed ovar six years of exposure to the writings of 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, although the bulk of the research, as 
,[ 

identified in ,the bi~liography, was carried out between 1979 

and 1981 in Paris anq Montreal. 

Although the vast number of secondary writings on Rous-
\ . 

seau preclude the possibility of claiming the thesis as origina~ 

the author has not specifically encountereà this approacb tv 

Rousseau in his research. 

It is difficult to isolate and define the many influences 

that have affected, directly or indirectly, ~he arguments ~ 

contained in this essay. Nonetheless, it must be pointed out 

that the inspiration for the tragic vision interpretation 

derives in part from Judit~ Shklar's short Bssay, "Reading 

The Social Contract." 

Special thanks must be given for the able guidance and 

astute criticisms provided by'Dr. J. Tully~ Department of 

Political Science, McGill Unive~sity, during the preparation 

of this paper. 
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cs Con tra t Social 
> 

DOl Discours sur l'Origine de l'Inégalité ., 
parmi, les H,ommes 

EOL Essai sur l'Origine des Langues où il est 
parlé de la Melodie et de l'Imitation 
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Nous pos~édon~ d~ns ces beaux lieux 
/ 

Un esprit émané des vieux; 

Il est aimable, il est charmant, 

Il possède tous les talents. 

A tous ces .traits de mon pinceau, 

Ne rèconnait - on pas Rousseau? 

' .. 

.' 

lettre de Mlle Marianne de Mariàl 

23 juillet, 1764 

Roussea~ Jean Jacques 1712 - 1778 

. Fr. (Swiss-born) philos. & wri ter 
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Intl'oduction 
, 

For 240 years, the life and works of Jean-Jacq,ues' ~où.sseau 

hav~ been much praised and much maligned. His writings have en­

dured the meticulous inspection of generation after ~eneration 
1 

of increasingly critical reaaers. He has be~n called the laat 

of the rationalists and the firat of the idealista. He has been 

loved as a champio~ of the people and despised as a self-indul­

gent hypocrite. Al;>ove aIl, he has been ,appl,auded as a li beral 

who belieped ip personal freedom an~ the inviolability of the 

individual and castigated as an authoritarian who endorsed a 

frightening civil religion and unconditionally subsumed the ci­

tizen to the state. 

Realist or utopian, collectivist or individ~alist, liberal 

or totalitarian - it is difficult for the modern student of 

Rousseau, aft~r wading through the miasma of conflicting inte~­

pretations, to emerge wit~ a confident understanding of 'the man 

who, without question, exercised tremendous influence on the 

pact two centuries of Western thought and political activity. 

Confining oneself to prima~y sourc~s 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 

wri tings in to ~ne consistent and irrefutable forme Orten, thi~·'. 

approach has entailed injecting a unifying copcept into Rous­

seau 1 s work (such a's Lei gh 18 use of na tural law). Gther cri tics 

have quickly demonstrated the problems one produces by interpre­

ting an author in light,of a concept that i8 not supported by 

the primary sources. 
~ 

Equally problematic i8 a second popular approach - dismis-
- , 

sing large chunks of Rousseau's opus, notably sections of the Q§, 
as out of place. Whatever remains, now consistent, is offered 

as Rousseau's philosophical system. But as Cassirer and Leigh 

have demonstxated, too orten this paring process results in a 

di~tortion of thought that defeats the purpose of the exercise. 

One must ask if the best approach ta Rousseau is to attempt/ 
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1-
to f.orce hif\ tho,ught in:to a pleasing systepx. T-he vast d~ versi ty 
of subj ects-: wi th which he deal t, his tendency to l<eave 

questions unanswered, his penchant for digression, and 

characte~, as far as we can determine it, suggest that 

neither strove for nor attained unit y in his musings •. 

importa~t 

his 
Rousseau 

If 

-In a letter to la marquise de Verdelin, Rousseau.wrote~ 

"il faut expliquer les discours d'un homme par son caract~re."1 
From his adolescent days spent freely roaming through Switzer­

land to his parasitic depende~ce on M,e de W~rens as a young man~ 
from his app,earance as a 30-year old debutant" friend of Con­

dillac and Diderot, wanting to take Paris by storm 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 people, Roussea~ was.· 

erratic and antithetical. He changed his religion atPleast 

twice, he changed his views on marriage and the responsibility 

of fatherhood, he constantly changed his feelings toward society. 

Rousseau's çharacter is reflected in his writing which 
consists of loose ends, inconsistencies and doubts, mixed with 

wonderfully astute observations and ideas. This does not mean 

WB should consign him to the realm of clever epigram writers, , . 
publish an ana of his more memorable statements, and leave thé 

re st of his work to hi storian,s. In spi te of i ts. shortcomings, 

his'w~rk remains, a rare and"beautiful painting of.a man, aB er~, 
.. <, ) 

and a vision of humani ty. His theories of language, mu'sic, ~ 

politics and religion c~rtainly contain logical and empirical 

flaws. At the same time, they are vital theories containin~ 

profound and inspiring ideas that give insight into the 20th 
century as weIl as the 18th. 

That hls ideas, even with their flaws, are important can be 

judged,l perhaps, by considering Rousseau' s pervasive \influence.: 
Not only were his contemporaries - Condillac, Voltair~, Duclos, . \ 

Herder - touched by Rousseau, but every subsequent generation 

has read and pondered over the Contrat Social, the Discours, 
JI" ~ • ~ 

and Emile. The Jacobins staged ,the- Reign of Terror under his 
"-

.mysterious clo,ak and, according to J. -D .• SeIche, "e' e st la 
pensée de:' R~u'~~eau qui ser'vira de guide à lœ.'tendancé 'révèüu-_ 
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tionnaire incarn'e par R?bespierre et Saint-Just."2 Burke, 

stalwart of British political thought, labelled Rousseau the 
( 

embodimen t of the Age of Rea son. / The' tradi tionali st s De Mai stre 

an d· Bonald a ttacked hi s irre sponsi bl e indi viduali sm; Sir Henry 

Maine' called him a collective despot. "The whole 1 Storm and 

Stress 1 movement, Less:i,tlg, Kant, Herder, Goethe, and Schiller ' 

were dependent on him and acknowledged their indebtectness to 

him. n3 Kant calle.d him the "Newton of the moral world,,4, 

Herder hail ed him as a "sain t and prophet", and Schiller, in 

his poem "Rousseau" , wrote: 

Sokra tes ging unter durch Sophi sten, 

Rousseau leidet, Rousseau fall t dur ch Chri sten, 

Rousseau - der aus Christen menschen wirbt. ( 5 ) 

Wh en Rou s s e au f e 11 0 u t 0 f f a vou r w l th the 1 9 th c è n tu l' y 

philosophers, the literar~ world, George Sand, Dostoyevsky, 

sprung to his defense. As time passed, his cri tics and admlrers 

grew in number and sèope so tha t today thousands of arti cl es 

and monographs in numerous fiel d sare 1 i s ted in the bi bli 0 graphy 

of secondàry sources on Jean-Jacques. 

Thi desire to read and understand Rousseau is still very 

much alive. In nations with as diverse political systems and 

• ).ntellectual 'backgroun,ds ~France, the USSR, ChUe, Brazil, 

the USA, Swi tzerland and Canada, research is being done on a11 

\ 

aspects o.f his thought. 

Rousseau the ecologist, 

one duc a t ion -. Wh a t ha s 

rel evan t? 

.. \" 
Rousseau and the small cornmunlty, . 

Rousseau the literary figure, Rousseau 

been neglected? What ceases to be 

More important, perhaps, wha t more can be added to thi s 

vast s'€a of scholarship? And will the sea ever be calm, will 

a con sen su sever be rea ched tha tRou s seau was a Il be ral or a 

totalita:rrian, a rationallst or an idealist, a philosopher or a 

moralist? Perhaps, as Rousseau often suggested to his contem­

poraries, the aim of his writing has been misunderstood. 

At present, two things are apparent. First. cri tlCal 

studies of Rousseau tend to 'divide neatly into two camps repre­

s.enting contemporary political perceptions reduced ta 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 cri tic 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

r~cally Fesisted sueh rigorous classification and tended to eut 
• 

across the popular political debates. 

Second, within each of the two camps, one finds three 

basic -approaches. The first two have already been mentioned; 

proponen ts of the third, epi torni zed by Vol taire, Hearn shaw and 

Babbitt, tend to conclude that Rousseau's writings were the .., 
temperrnental outbursts of a frustrated madman. The well-docu-

mented failures experienced by each of these approaches leads .... 
one to suggest that if we are to profit from reading Rousseau, 

we must+ our conventional prejudices that tend to see every­

th in gin 't e-r'hl S 0 f a w e 11 - de f l n e d set 0 f di ch 0 tom i es. 
J 

To avoid these dIfflcultles, this essay wlll attempt (a) 

not to surreptitiously draw Rousseau Into mo .. dern categorles and 

(b) not to suppl Y false unl ty to appease our own sense of order. 

The first point certainly does not intimate that Rousseau's 

thought i8 not part of a recognizable philosophical tradition. 

~L suggests, howé~er, that he may weIl have stood at an intel­

lectual crossroads, drifting into more than one direction. Like­

wise the second point does not irnply that Rousseau 's theories ,. 
'ij. "'. 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 dernonstrate later, he 

rPRlized the futllity of trylng to do so. 

Two of Rousseau's favorite literary forms were the dlalogue 

and the revery. Thought for him was an ongoing process, a 

voyage that leads in rnany directions, without necessarily cul­

minating in defini tive statements of facto His work reveals a 

vision rather than a system, and the cntical question is not 

so IDuch whether the vision i5 a vision of ab501ute truth, as 

whether the vision satisfies the reader's reason and feeling in 

i ts depiction of reali ty. Unlike a philosophical system that 

1 

1 

l, 
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striv~ 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 -
, , 

exaggeràtion, paradox, metaphor. Critics enjoy pouncing upon 

these, gleefully exposing Rousseau's inconsistencies, or analy­

sing them into manageable units which, stripped of their drarnatic 

force, . can be tran sI a ted in to a mo,r-e rnun dane terminolo gy. 

Our position is that the value of Rousseauls writings lies 

in our reactions to the vision of reality it presents. Our 

approach is ta examine this vision ta deterrnine whether or not 

it remains a relevant depiction of the problems man in society 

encounters. Our conclusion is that it is ~ltiIIlately a tragic 

visJon, a vision of despair that suggests that the very nature 

of man precludes the possibllity of a perfect society while at 

the same tJme compelllng hlm to participate ln an imperfect 

sOClety with whicb he can never be wholly satlsfied. Because 

this conflictual situatlon is dissatisfying, man dreams of 

al terna ti ves. These options, however, be they different descrip-

tions of human nature or utopian models of society, are never 

ligorously supported by empirical evidence. 

At the same tirne, ideals are a part of man, a part of his 

env i r 0 n men tan d hi ses sen ce. Man, Rou s se a u a r gue d, i sap e r - 't~: ' 
fectible agent of free w~ll. These traits allow him, among 

other 'things, to concelve and investigate various social systems 

on an intellectual plane. Inàeeà, many of the so-called contra­

dictlons found in Rousseau IS work stem from his own attempts to 

develop solutions to human problems on paper. But Rousseau was 

aware of the contradictions scattered through his writing 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 understandi~g li~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 

1 
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ti ght sy stem tha t i s righ t or wrong as mu ch as a sprawl ing vi-

si on tha t i8 more or les s accura te. 

Rousseau 's vision fuses idealism ta realism and suggests 

th a t bath are eq ually vali d dimen sions of man and so ci e ty . . 
Be cause of this, no absolu te structure can be determined and 

sa ciety i s apprecia ted as the si te of a con s tant confli ct bet­

ween ideals and circumstances on both an indîvidual and social 

level. 

Hopefully, our posi tian will be clarified in the body of 

this essay where we will attempt to substantiate i t by examining 

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

Rousseau attached tremendous importance to language, WhlCh 

he descri bed as the first social insti tution, and he used lan­

guage as a vehicle for exarnining 'human nature and society. 

Choosing to discuss Rousseau's writings on this topic can thus 

be J usU lied on several grounds. 

First, language provides a unlfying concept in Rousseau 's 

.opus, bringing together hlS views on human nature and' society 

Rnd joining his artistic activity to his philosophical work. 

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

lS largely conce-\,ned with the relationshlp of language ta music 

and, in part/' constitutes an attack on the state of language 

and the arts in general and the theori es of Rameau (musi c) and 

Condillac (language) in particular, Rousseau used his under- .. ~-' l 
stan d in g of th e devel opmen t of s a ci et y ta cl arify the th eory of 

lan guage pres en ted. Snil arly, the Dl s cbur s sur l' Ori gl n e 

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

discussion of social inequality, contains several lengthy 

passages on language intended ta firm up and clarify the central 

argume~ t. Again, in tmil e, lan gu age appear s as a rel evan t con-

cern in a treatise dealing Wl th the education of the moral indi­

vidual. 

Rousseau called language tQ.e first social institution, and 
\. 

hi s the 0 r y, wh i ch t i es i t sor i gin s t 0 the art s an dit s de v el 0 p -

ment to society, clearly represents the fusion of his artistic 

and phi l a sophi cal con cern s • 

/ 
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Second, the nature of Rous seau' s theory of; 1 an guage inevi­

tably leads into a consideration of'his overarching concept of 

reali ty. For Rousseau, lang1..!age was a social phenomenon that 

made society possible. What, then, was its rôle in society? 

Roussea~ 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 insti tutions can be dispropor­

tion a tely infl uen ced by fa c tion s, as a re sul t of the uneq ual 

distribution of authority, so can language. It then becomes a 

tool in the hands of a group of m en ra ther than a tool in the 

hands of man. 

Rou s seau ar gu ('ld, in effeet, tha tIan guage had developed 

into an instrument of control and education that perpetuated an 

unjust society. To return language to its (hypothetically) 

original rôle required that the structure of society be altered 

to allow each individual to particlpat~ equally ln 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 

specifie problems evident in society. Since the form and con­

ten t of language wer.e, in hi s mind, largely de termin ed by the 

faction wielding authori ty. he bel ieved a study of language 

would reveal the major eharacteristics of this faction. In his 

analysis, Rousseau determined that language had become increa~~ , . 
ingly rational and precise, losing its emotional content. This 

exaggerated rationalism, according to Rousseau, also dominated 

so cial thou ght an d be havi'our. 

Since, for Rousseau, human nature consisted of both reason 

and feeling, the preponderance of reason meant that, as a citi-

i'.en, man was alienated from his true nature. Language was a 

kpy elemen t 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 precisèly 

what Rousseau attempted to do in his writing and his efforts in 

this regard ini tiated a new direction for Frenc'h prose and had 

a tremendous influence on the German romantic movement. 

. 
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As can be seen, language touches directly upon aIl of 

Rousseau's major concerns while at the same ti~e standing aB a 

concern in its own right. For this reason, it 15 a profitable 

approaeh to Rous seau' s broader tragi c vi sion. Lan gu age acts· as 

an element of this vision and, at the sarne time, serves to 

clarify other elements of i t. 

Third, Rousseau's concept of language ia evide~t in the 

form of hi s wri ting as weIl as in i ts con ten t and hence we have 
<Ob 

both the theoretical and practical dimensions of his theory at 

hand. 

Fourth, Rousseau's theory of language is closely related 

ta con"temporary research bein g don e on thi s làu bj eet. "We can 

l"oasely ca te gori z e modern lin guisti c theori es a s in s trume!l tali st, 

determinist, or constitutive. Rousseau's theory of language 

bears striking resemblances ta our ~odern unders\anding. He 

begins by adopting a fundarnental instrumentalist approaeh which 

he then modifies with a determinist twist to accord with his 

perception of reality. While Rou~seau's place in contemparary 

linguistles i8 not the concern of this paper, Rousseau's con: 

temporary significance will be implied in our interpretatian or 

,hi s theory 0 f language. J 
1 

Finally, very little attention has been paid ta Rousseau's 

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

theme and scope. The EOL will be examined in detail. Thi s ~" 

short essay. originally written as part of the DOl, has been 

largely neglected by the critics and its rôle 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. In the light of Rous­

seauls work on language, we hope to demonstrate in the following 

pages tbat (a) Rousseau held a particularly tragic view of 

society and the indi vi dual, arri ved ~ t, in part, through hi s 

studies of language, and (b) this tragic vision contains a great 

t 
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desl the:t is helpful in understanding the dilemma of man in 

society today. 

Before stating the thesis of thi8 paper, we must present 

two fundamen tal premises upon which the rationale for Rousseau 1 s 

traglc vision 18 pr~dlcated. 

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

develop in a social eontext than he does in a state of nature. 
~ ;.;:) 

This assertion is partly tautologieal and merely gives us 

(and Rousseau) a hypothetieal condition (state of nature) for 

the purpose of eomparison. 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 i8 perfectible. By perfectible, we mean that 

man has an innate capacity to irnprove himself in moral, intel­

l ectual, phy si cal and a e stheti c spheres. Thi s does no t rnean 

_ that there could be a perfect IDan and Rousseau never implied 

.! this in 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 mueh of 

Rousseau 1 s wri ting6 and central to hi s theory of language and 

r.:~ tragic vision. 

o 

( 2) Fr e edom i s a primary human value. 

The acceptance of this premise rests on our defini tion ol'~:· 

freedom and we will refine it throughout the essay. Basically, 

Rousseau defined freedom as the power to conduct onels life in 

accordance with onels free will. What constitutes free will is 

the real ability to consult one l 8 individual feeling and reason 

in order to determine what one should believe and how one should 

behave. This i8 not a perfect defini tion and i twill be deal t 

wi th more extensively in Chapter ). 

Even someone who has chosen to interpret Rousseau as an 

authoritarian should not have any difficulty agreeing that free­

dom is fUl!damental to Rousseau 1 s thought. The problems hinge on 

the notion of a freely determined moral code that is universal 

and ben ce abl e to be enforced by the sta te 5; If on e cannat accept 
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the notion of an obj ective morali ty:which the .state has a right 
, G 

to judge and enforoe, one might be inclined to label Rousseau a 

, tota1itarian. As we will show in Chapter 3, th~s view confuses 

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

the very dilemm~ that underlies his tragic vision of rea1ity. 

For now. we simply present this premise • 

, 
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Thesis 

We have described two premises fundamental to Rousseau's 

thought: 

(1) Man i8 perfectible, and 

(2) Freedom is a primary human value. 

The first i8 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 philo s ophi cal system one can abstract 

from i t, but in the tragic vision of realitS' that i t presents. 

This tragic vision, which we will explore} in the light of Rous -

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

(1) It suggests that society res~ts in an inevitable con­

flict between free will and authori ty. Al though Ro~eau sug­

gested several solutions to this conflict, it i8 our belief that 

he finally concluded that it cannot be resolved withaut changes 

ta human nature that would prove even worse than the problem 

itself. At the same time, the presence of this conflict pushes 

so(:!iety toward corruption a.nd inequali ty that ul timately ~r\ove 

intolerable. Hence aIl societies iQevitably perish. 

(2) l t suggests tha t the effect 0 f thi s confli ct on the 
.. ta .... 

i~dividual is to alienate man from his true nature, by subsuming 

feeling to reason and by denying him real freedom and authority. 

While necessity campels man to more or less accept changes in 

hi s true na tur e, the i ndorni tabl e human spiri t ten ds to r evol t 

against constraints, especially when they appear arbitrary and 

negative. Language, however, as a system of education and con­

trol that is, increasingly adminlstered by fac~ional interests, 

constantly reduces the individu~l's awareness of his condition 

Rnd forces him into submission. 

Put simply, the thesis of this paper i8 tbat, according to 

Rousseau, language and society have not served to perfect the 

individual and protect freedom, but rather to concentrate and 

perpetua te a philosophi cally unj u sti fi ed pol i ti cal authori ty. 
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This situation has lad to a corr~ption Of1 human nature and 

morality and therefore society not only rails to serve man's 

best interests, but constantly deteriorates and eventually 

peris_hes. 

Our 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. 
) 

.. 

" 

1 

, ,-



o 

) 

Page 13 

.' 
Chapter 1 

Introduction ... 
We cannot simply pluck -Rousseau from the IAge of Enlighten­

men~ place him in the 1980'8, and expect to learn or prove any-
" thing. The fact that we rely on concepts such as authority, 

freedom and morality in our discussion compels us to examine 

the circumstances of his writing in some depth. Only in this 

way can we hope to give flesh and life to the above concepts. 

And only in this way will we he in a posi tion to judge the-ir 

contemporary significance. 

The fact that Rousseau used terms we still use today has 

lulled sorne 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 

wi th a chapter on the background to Rousseau 1 s wri tings. The 

first reason is aptly expressed by Rousseau himself in a letter 

written to Mme d'Epinay ln 1756: 

1762, 

Apprenez mIeux mon dictionnaire, ma bonne amie, 
si vous voul ez que nous nou s en tendion s. Croyez 
que mes termes ont rarement le sens ordinaire, 
c'est toujours mon coeur.qui s'entretient avec 
vous, et peut-être connaîtrez-vous quelque jour 
qu'il ne parle pas comme un autre. (1) 

In a similar vein, Rousseau wrote ta M. de Malesherbes in 

"Personne au monde ne me connaît que moi seul." 2 

Rousseau' s problems wi th the authori ties 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 a singular and accurate 

understanding of man1certainly 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 
ëst imposs1ble, dans un long ouvrage, de donner 
toujours les mêmes sens aux mêmes mots ... Les 
définitions pourraient être bonnes"si l'on 
n'employait pas des mots pour les faire! Malgré 
cela, je suis persuadé qù'on peut être clair, 

1 
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même dans la pauvreté de notre langue, non pas 
en donnant toujour~' les mêmes accepti'ons aux 
mêmes mots, ma~s en faisant en sorte, autant 
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de fois qu'on.emploi-e chaque mot, que l'a:cception 
qu'on lui donne soit suffisamment déterminée > 

par les idées qui s'y rapportent, et que chaque 
période ob ce mot se trouve lui serve, pou~ 
ainsi dire, de définition. (3) 

Evidently to understand Roussêau's vocabulary we must have 

sorne 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 inade~uate. Our conclusions 

here may weIl l,end support to tn'e thesis that Rous~eau stood at 

an intellectual crossroads. His language blends a tra~ition 

moving backward through Locke, Grotius and Pufendorf, aIl the 

way ta Plata, with a new orientation for en'quiry and expression 

that has had a substantial influence on modern forms of communi­

cation. 

The second reason for examining the background to Rousseau1s 

work i.s 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 cen tury meaning and 

r:.~ù8seau' s meaning. It is probably not a problem that can be 

solved definitively. Rousseau's suggestion is essen'tially a 

vicious circle - understanding words by the ideas related to 
<T' • 

LiH:lm. Nonetheless, it i8 a problem tha~ can be alleviated and l
, 

hopefully this chapter will serve this purpose. 

There are three dimensions deserving attention: (1) his­

torical circumstances, (2) intellectual climate, and (3) Rous-

8e~ù'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 DOl - to be discussed in Chapter 4:/, 

Part 1 

A. Historical Circumstances 

What was the nature of the world to which Rousseau was born 

in 1712: It was above all a world of change, both violent and 

peaceful, of change in political and economic structures and of 

...... " 
1:,' 
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ehange .in religious, scientifio and political thought. , 

In the two previous centuries the face of Europe had been 
. ~ 

al tered' by the Reformation. Re.ligious wars and disputès. nota1;>1y 
\ /' 1 

in France, Germany and England, charactefized an era which saw 

the advent of Luthu~ (1483-1546) and Calvin (1509-1564). Pro-
: 1 

testantism made Geneva, as Ralph Leigh puts it, an isolated and 

insulated island in a Roman Catholic ..... ~. 'Reve,.aling thé island 

mentality of the Genevese, Rousseau felt isolated and out of 

place in the rest of Europe, a 'feeling eviden t in aIl hi s 

wri ting. 

France, where Rousseau spen t mucl! of his life, had emerged 

from the ~eligious wars of 1628 to regain mili tary and commercial 

strength under first Richelieu (1624-1642) and then Mazarin 

(1643-1661 ). By the end of Loui s XIV 1 S long reign (1643-1715), 

foreign enemies - particularly Spain and Austria -
had been neutralized, a strong army had been 
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 
the nation, a well-organized and eff'icien t cen tral 
administrative service had been established. (4) 

The Swis sCan ton s had recei ved their independence 'm. ~ 648 

arrtl the free institutions and civic practices of the ~epublican 
Geneva strongly appealled to Jean-Jacques. His infatuated dedi­

ca'tions to his homeland and his proud label, citoyen de Genèv'lY::-. 

suggest that Rousseau chose to ignore the fact that authority in 

Geneva was'essentially limited to 25 members of the Petit 

Cû.t1seil. Jean Terrasse suggests that Rousseau was aware of the 

political reality in Geneva weIl before the uprisings of 1762-

1764 in which the authority of the Petit Conseil was directly 
ch~llenged by the bourgeoisie. 5 ln any case, Rousseau found it 

convenient to idealize Geneva at least until 1762 when Emile 
was banned there as heresy. 

During the last 20 years of his life, numerous important 

poli tical events - the Seven Years War, the crowning of Catherine 

II in Russia, the marriage of Marie Antoinette to the futùre 

Louis XVI, and the American Revolution occurred, firm examples 

of a momen tous era in history. 

- - - . _. - . 
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The 1mpetus te the-se wide and 1mpor~a,nt events rested 
"-

palrtl)" in new and explosive currents in scientific and philoso:-

phical thought. No longer could fèudalism be endured, no longer 

could the monarchy be accepted as th~ natural and indisp~table 
, , 

·embodiment of authority, and no longer could science and reason 

be restrained by articles of faith that had not yet stood the 

test of cr1tical inspection. 

Contact with more.primitive civilizations in ~he Americas 

encouraged men to reconsider old beliefs and'~question the 

valid~ty of, long-accepted traditions and mores. A growing 

middlE\-class, a growing discontent an~ a 'growing need to rede­

fine relationships, institutions and practices through the newly 
acquired tools of empirical' study and reason re'sul ted in the 

• 
uniquely motivated and inquisitive enlightenment mentality. 

B. Intellectual Climate 

It i6 impossible to give a brief but accu~ate deâ~iPtion 
of the various intellectual movements that developed in the 18th 

een~y. Nonethelès~, several important lines of philosophieal 
. " enquiry can be isolated to demonstrate the currents of thought ~ 

~o which Rousseau was exposed. References ~;his work, his . 
circle of friends and the careful researeh of modern biog~?hers 

such as Launay and May, gi ve us a good idea of the s cope of ' 

thought with which Rousseau was familiar. 
. ~. 

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 Çartesians, and, (3) 
the British Empirieists. 

(1) The Materialist school 1s aptly repreftented by Thomas~ 

Eobbes (1588-1679) whose Leviathan \nd De Cive were two of 

Rousseaù's favorite targets for criticism. Many qf Rousseau's 

., 

early works eontain vitriolic attacks on Hobbes' conceptions of ~ 

human nature, the state of ~ature and the justification of 

authority in political society. Hobbesean philosophy i8 ground­

ed on a utilitarian morality that Rousseau initially rejeeted 

in toto but later came to appreciate for its practical dimension. 

Il: 
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(.2) The Çartesia.n schoo1. origina ting wi th René De s cartes 

(1596-1650) attempted to impose a Bort of mathematical structure 

on thought.· 
() 

. Wha.t can be said must be statable in quasi­
mathematic~l terms, for language less precise 
may turn out to conceal the fallacies and ' 
obscurities, the confused mass of superstitions 
and prej udi ces, "whi ch characteri~ ed the dl s­
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 thlS s~hoQl include the s~eptic 

Pascal (1623-1662), the Chrisban ratlonallst Bossuèt (1627-

1704),\Fénelon (1651-1715), LeibnIZ (1646-171~and Spinoza 

(1632-1677), whose calI for complete intellectual and sClentiflc 

freedom provided inspiration for 18-th century writ~rs. Com­

bining scepticism wIth the notlon ~f innate ideas, ihIS tradItIon, 

revitalized by Newton, contlnues to influence modern\methodology 
--' in the socJ.al sciences. Rousseau accepted the lmportance of 

~rientiflc investIgation and the valldity of scientifIc proof 

but felt that this approach disregarded the egually Important 

rôle àf feeling (or instinct or intuition) in understandIng man. 

(3) The most influential figure of the British Empiriclst 

~l was John Locke (1632-1704) whose doctrIne of observatlon 

and common sense freed philosophy from the chalns that had held 

It suspended in the realm of speculation. Whlle acceptlng .. \" 
• 

certain Carteslan principles, Locke opposed the notion of Innate 

ideas. His influence on the lB-th century is undenlable and it 

is certain that Rousseau was famIllar with hIS Essay Concernlng 

Fll mA n Understanding. 

In Rousseau's France, two important ~chools vled with each 

other: the Rationalists led by MontesqUIeu (1689-1755) and the 

Sensationalists represented by Condillac (1715-1780), Diderot 

(1713-1784), La Mettrie (1709-1751), d'Holbach (1722-1789) and 

Helvétius (1717-1771). The former believed in a rabonally 

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 th an a philosopher, who played a key rôle in popularizing 

Locke but did not wholly agree with the Sensationalists. 
,(:t 

Theae were Rousseau's friends and enem±~s, the popular 

coterie of philosophers who captivated France and Switzerland 

and whom Rousseau both admired and despiaed. Like Vo~ taire, 

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 ln SCIence and philosophy during the 17-th century, 

was to attempt to make philosophy more of a natural SCIence. 

The importance of empirlcal eVldence was widely recognlzed 

although each thinker interpreted the problem in his own way and 

various methods of solvinf, phllosophlcal problems were concelved 
,'" 

a~ pursued. 

The picture, howev('r, would not be complete without a few 

words on the intellectual movements taking place ln the arts at 

the same tlme. The connpction between phllosophy and art has 

always been a close one and the two spheres of activity otten 

reIn force and borrow frorn each other. 

Durlng the Age of Enllghtenment, many philosophers - lnclu­
~ \ 

è:~g Rousseau - were also artists. Hence the intirnacy of the .. \~ 
Lwü was enhanced and, as will become eVldent when we descrlbe " 

Rousseau's lire, the artistlc dImenSIon, which supplied creati­

vit Y and reacted to the world wlth perhaps greater spontanelty, 

de serves speCIal attentIon. Without the artlstic Impulse and 

thp artist's sensitivity ta reality, Rousseau would not have 

prnduced the Inspired wrltlngs he did. 

In our modern world of exaggerated specialization, art, 

science and philosophy ~end to be isolated from pach other, 

although thinkers in each fIeld occasionally reafflrm the 

natural relationship between the t~re€ disciplInes. We believe 

our knowlcdge has become too vast and complex for a single 

person to rnaste'r each domA.ln. Hence, for example, the social 

scientist may hale little understanding of developments in thr 

1 
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physical sciences and little a~areness of trends in art. 

This was not the case in the 18-th century when arrogance 

and enthusiasm combined ta encourage men ta have a general pro­

ficiency in each field. Although Rousseau had a pronounced 

~eakne8s for pure and applied science and little interest in 

experimentation, his range of interests ~as broad enough to 

allow' him to make important contri butions to religion, poli tics, 

language, music, literature, theatre, education andanthropology. 

Since the Renaissance, Western art had been dominated by 

the Baroque and Rococo traditions, aptly described by Arnold 
8 Hauser as "courtly art" The 18-th century, unsettled by a 

growin g ml ct dIe - cl ass and gen eral unhappin e s s' wi th the a bsol u ti st, 

monarchical doctrine that regulated both art and philosophy, 

gave birth to a double-edged attack. On the one hand, there 

was a rphlrth of the classical tradition, enfused with ratlonal­

Ism, as demonstrated by artists such as David. 

Prlor to this, there was the advent of a naturalism/erno­

tlonalism, an approach wlth WhlCh Rousseau lS often assoclated. 

Tt lS perhaps not unfair to suggest that Rousseau led tne attack 

on courtly art as he and others led the attack on courtly philo-

6ophy. After Rousseau's Julle, for example, and especially 

~fter the Rêveries, western literature, particularly in Germany 

and France, dramatically changed ln both style and content. 

The injection of an inner or self-insplred feellng altered th~~ 

character of the social novel and a}}owed the romanticism of 

Goethe and Schlller to ernerge. Freed from stolid conventIon 

and an arld and detached point of view. literature became the . 
inspired. psychological, analytical and highly personal art 

form i t is today. Moreover, Rousseau introduced the cornrnon ;.»Ian 

as protagonist. endowed with virtues and filled with a natural 

goodness not found in the nobillty. ~ 

To surnmarize, we can see in the 18-th century a nurnber of 

vital forces balking agalnst the traditional attitudes ahd 

beliefs that had served the interests of eligious faith and 

absolute monarchy. Science, philosophy a d art combined to 

question old values and beliefs and ultim 
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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-

" Bcientific p~rspective. 

Born in an isolated and fairly liberal state, where the 

traditions of courtly life 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, Rousseauls 

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 life would enchant him with its rnemories in 

later years. It was a tlrne of educatlon and experlence, a tlmé 

to live 11fe rather than analyze 1t. 

By the age of seven he was reading indiscriminately: 

romantic novels left by his rnother, Plutarch and Grotius with 

hls father. His father's political enthusiasm - the Rousseaus 

belonged ta the citizenry of Geneva - filled Jean-Jacques with 

an early love for the political institutions of his homeland. 
, l' 

At the same time, his father was a watch~aker, a commoner, and-

at the age of 12 Rousseau was installed as an engraverls 

Clppren tic e. Hi s a t tachm en t ta the cornmon ~opl e woul d prove a 

drivlng force throughout h1S 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 punishrnent the engraver was certain to mete out, 

Rousseau decided to leave Geneva. Out of money, he soon found 
,..-'\ 

room. boar~ and the façade of religious belief by agreeing to 

convert to Catholicism. His decision was a matter of expedience 

and allowed him ta pass much of the next 14 years under the 
• 

protQctive wing of a fervent Catholic, Mme de Warens, who 

played the rôle of mother and first lover. 
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This period of his life was comprised of a myriad of 

entertaining experiences charmingly described by Rousseau in 

the Confessions. His first muddled sexual -encounters, 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 ParIs. 

Meeting Diderot brought him eloser to the eirele of young 

stars, and Rousseau managed ta seeure a posi tlon as secretary 

to the French ambassador in Veniee. Annoyed with the ambassador's 

handllng of diplomatie affairs, Rousseau quarrelled and left to 

~c~ome a seeretary ln Chenonceaux, plcking up Therèse Levasseur 

along the way. The plain and illiterate washerwoman would find 

immortality as Rousseau's cornmon-law wife, and the bearer of 

UI8 four or- five children he sent to the Enfants-Trouvées. 

Rûusseau's lack of responsibility plagued him in later years and 

Pmtle may be read as an atternpt to expiate his early sins of 

fatherhood. 

From 1745 to 1750, Rousseau wrote operas and edlted 

numerous articles on mUSIC. mainly for l'EncyclopedIe, whieh 

~' ' .. 

wes conceived as a monument ta reason. He began to gain recog­

nltion for his writing abilities when he took the renowned 

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

arts et les sciences. True popularity, however, came on~y in 

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

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

musique française. This trend 'Would continue throughout his llfe. 

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 fame. Returning to Geneva, he reaffirmed his belief in the 

Protestant faith and restored himself as a citizen. Having 
\ 

renounced Cathôlicism, 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. 

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 à 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 hlmself forced to 

flee from warrants for hlS arrest. Ousted from Switzerland and 

France, he ended up in 1766 staylng with David Hume in England. 

Convinced that Hume was party to a plot conjured up to slander 

u.dJ humiliate him, Rousseau returned to France the next -:tear 

~~der the pseudonym Renou. That same,year he married TQerèse, 

wl,ùm h.e woul d la ter de scribe as a woman he had n ever l ov ed bu t 
.,.;10' ' .. alvays respected. 

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

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

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

Jacques, D.ialogues (1775) and th~ Rêveries (1778) are fasclna­

ting for their honesty, their arrogance and the li~ht they shed 

on his earlier and better known writinls, 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 life to cpme: "Que chacun d'eux d~couvre à son 

tour son coeur aux pleds de ton trône avec la même sincérité; . 
et puis qu'un seul te dise, s'il l'ose: Je fus meilleur que 

cet homme-Ià".9 
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This brief and inco~plete sketch of ROQsseau's life -

which is well-documented and vividly portrayed in the Confes­

sions - ia included here for several reasons. 
r 

First, for the first 40 years of his life, Rousseau's main 

concern was with music. He was recognized as a composer and a 

~heoretician, and this knowledge and interest partly shaped hie 

theory of language. which provides a bridge between the artistic 

and political dimensions of his thought and character. As will 

b~ seen. Rousseau believed language responded ta and was pro­

duced b~ 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. 

Flnally, 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 ta be misled by 

dxtreme statements. While the impassioned tenor of sorne of his 

~ssertians motivated the harsh criticisms he endured, the tone 

was certainly exaggerated as he reacted ta public criticism. ~~. ~ 

Rousseau may have written for himself, but he wrote to his 

contemporaries, a fact tao often neglected. 

One can readily appreciate why it is essential ta read 

Rousseau completely befor~ 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 orten picked up in others 

to be clarified or enhanced, defended or eliminated. For 

example, it is ridiculous ta 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 

------------- - -- --

o Français et Françaises r ' hation parlière, 
que vous donnez de force aux mots, et que 
vous en donnez peu aux choses. 

- Rousseau à Mme de Verdelin, 
4 fevr;i.èr, 1760. 

A. Background to the EOL 

Page 24 

Rousseau's EOL was first published in 1781, t~ree 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 

DOl (1754-55). 

Quirin: Rousseau dit lui-même dans un projet 
de Préface qU'il (EOLJ ne fut d'abord qu'un 
fragment du Discours sur l'origine de 
Itine?alité, ou, du moins, qu'un sorte de 
note a placer en appendice. D'autre part, 
il lui arrive de citer une ligne de Duclos, 
tirée de ses Remarques sur la grammaire, 
pu bl i é e s en 1 754. ( 1 0 ) 

This position is reaffirmed by Pierre Masson, who concludes 

his argument by stating that: 

1 

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

. , f . .... t ' corrlgee pour en alre une rIpas e a 
Rameau. Enfin, en 1763 cette disser­
tation, revue une dernière fois, a été 
divisé en chapItres. (11) 

Accepting this position, one thing becomes clear: Although 

RouRseau was not entirely pleased with the EOL (he did, however, 

r8An it to Malesherbes and believed it worthy of publication), 

it ~annot 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, politics - although it contains a 

new twist - the social rôle of music and sound. It 8eems 

justified, then, to consider it in conjunction with the DOl, 

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

• ( 
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Rousseau was engaged in at the time. 

Since his trip to Venice in 1743. Rousseau had been mulling • 

over the idea of an extended work on political institutions: 

mes vues s'étaient beaucoup étendue par 
l'étude historique de la morale. J'avais vu 
que tout tenait radicalement à la politique, 
et que, de quelque façon qu'on s'y prit, aucun 
peuple ne serait jamais que ce que la nature 
de son gouvernement le ferait être. (12) 

The DOl, 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 ineluded 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 paclS (1625) written by Grotius and 

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

eommentary on the earlier work. These two books .,were popula­

~ized by the translatlons of ~he French Protestant Jsan Barbeyrac 

and by the rather loose interpretatlons of the Genevese Jacques 

:vun Burlamaqui, member of the Couneil of Geneva. Rousseau 

~:tes both authors. 

From this natural law school, Rousseau took the notion 0.,[.--.# 
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 i ts proponen ts or their noti on of soverei gn ty. (Both Grotui s 

and Pufendorf endorsed 'an absolute rnonarchy). 

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 gpd destructive state of nature. 

Another importan~ influence was John Locke, popularized by 

Voltaire and ido'lized by Condillac,' MontesquIeu and the Encyclo­

pedists. However, as Quirin notes, 

'r 



'1 

Page 26 

l'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 déjà des droits et la 
raison; la conséquence en est que le droit de 
propriété, par exemple, se trouve ainsi être 
un droit naturel. Or, si Rousseau a recours à 
l'idée d'un état de nature, c'est précisément 
pour exclure toute possibilité d'une quelconque 
légitimation naturelle de l'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 ta 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 genèse de la raison chez l'individu, c'est 
a travers la société et son histoire que 
Rousseau étudie l'élaboration progressive de 
la rationalIté. (15) 

It is, Incidentally, V1 t~ay that Rousseau may be considered 
-' as having given reason a sociologlcal foundation. 

Rousseau also rëlied 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, i t had been developed by the imagination of wri ters 

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 Français (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 nobl e savage wi th facto This goal 

of truthfulness led Rousseau to a deep consideration of Buffon's 

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

tied his philosophical theories more closely to the reigning 

scientific paradigme 

Against this myriad of secondary information, Rousseau 

built the DOl and the initial draft of the EOL. The decision 

1:' ~" 
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to make the latter into a separate easay indicates that Rous­

seau's research led him ta consider language as an especially 

important topie. In itself tbis 1s not unusual: 

L'essai de Rousseau, en effet, est bien de 
son tempos. cars .il sembl e. réfl~ndre à une 
question~en vogue'parmi les philosophes et 
les gens cultivés d'alors: il s'agit de réfuter 
la thèse 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 propos1ng solutions to them 
1 

would seem inevitably to lead ta a discourse on language. 

In the EOL we can see two distinct lines of influence. 

The first travels from Locke through Fontenelle and Condillac, 

Rnd 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 

F,it~n the Human Understanding"), Condilla c was a ttempting to 

fill a ~acuna in Locke's thought ~ the origin of judgement, of 
~. 

distinguiBhing and comparing, given the premis8 of tabula rasa:' 

According ta Condillac, everything could be traced back ta 

sensation, a position, however, which failed to explain how a 

succession of experiences, sense (recall Condillac's famous 

statue), became an experience,·o.f succession, reason. Rousseau 

:ecognized this failure and to rectify it he endowed man with a 

~uality (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 
fidèlement le réel saisi par l'intelligence, 

" , " 
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aussi le langage provide-t-il de la pensée 
logique et ne doit-il rien à l'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 rôle p1ayed by feeling in its use and 
18 meaning. In refuting this, Condill'ac proposed two languages -

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 characterized as a 

theory proposing the intellectualjsensual origin of language in 

a social context. people originally communicated through actions 

aided by a few. inarti cula te sound s. "Spe ech su cceeding the 
19 ~ .... 

language of action. retained its character." Furthermore: 
" 

As the prosody of the primitive languages fell 
very little short of melody; so the style of 
those languages affecting to imi tate the sen­
sible images of the mode of speaking by action, 
adopted aIl sorts of figures and metaphors. 
and was becom e extremely p ictur e sque. / (20) 

Hence, "The style of ~ languages was originally p6etical. ,,21 

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 

prAci sion. 
'0/., ~ 

But Condillac's arguments in support of this three-fold p~-

gressioD prove inadequate. He writes, for example, that "In 

examining the progression of languages, we have seen that custom 

fixes the meaning of words, merely by the circumstances in which 

we speak. ,,22 While this explanatio~ may appeal to common sense, 

it is at odds with the sensationalistic premise from which Con­

dillac begins and with which he ends: "The senses are the source 

of human knowledge. ,,23 The problem lies in Condillac' s failure 

to convincingly depict the process through which sensation gives 

birth to reason and henee the ability to build a systematic and 

consistent vocabulary for both objects and ideas. 

His theory requires two things which unfortunately cannot 

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

- ----__ ~-,.n::=r,t'"';::r.' - -
,--rA ........... " .... , '.",', ,I:"'~,'>-".I' ',,',". . ' 6 .. ' .t ... '.~ .. , 

,ht~r..,,:d" ,»- .~jt " ; r ' _ ~'~f, -
.," -. t 

,:c".''Atl.!!!!;.a:;.o;''<-:r ___ _ 



.-

Page 29 

social context within which language cart 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 firet premise. 

At this juncture it ls worth mentioning two othe~ 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 

vhic~ Rousseau refers in the EOL. 

The most important idea~ Rousseau borrowed from Duclos24 

vas that there might be an interesting relationship betveen 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. 25 It 

was another treatise in the tradition of Condillac, ~hich adopts 

a somewhat more empirical approach to the problem,of ~anguage. 

For Diderot, "Les mots dont les 

que les signes de nos idées."26 

language as progressing from an 

langues sont formées ne sont 

Like Condillac, Diderot viewed 

expression of things to an 

expression of relationships as i t went throug h three stages 

naissance, formation, perfection - and, also like Condillac, he 

described a rational and a poetic (emblematique) language. 

Rousseau was ultimately dissatisfied vith the theories of 

aIl 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 à 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 Père 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 twp lesser, but 

still distinct, notes: "1 t octave de la quinte du premier et la 

double octave de la tierce majeur. n2B His .co,nclusiQn, which' was 

Rameau's starting point, was that harmony was natural and thus 

the basis of music rather than melody. Rousseau, ho~ever, 

strongly disagreed wi th RaJIleau' s position as weIl as hi.'s con­

clusions that harmony could depict the sta'te of men 's soul,s and 

that harmony was fundamen'tal to the uni versaI order. Much" of 

the EOL is an elaborâte cri tique of harmony.. ,,~. 

Most critics overlook ~ many chapters of the EOL devoted 

to this question. Quirin, for example. deems it justifiable to 
~ 

omit th~se chapters in his edition of the Essai. While it is 

perhaps trUe that this dimension of Rousseau's theory of lan­

guage s eem s superfl uous, the mu s.i c /1 an guage relationship he 

developed should not be forgotten. In his criticisms 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, 

hurnan nature, feeling, reason, political society - into a 

general but comprehensive overall vision. 

In a discussion of Rousseau the artist 29 , M. Donakowski 

char~cterized the 18-th century mind as hi~hly suspicious of art 

and music that did not have an evident moral/ethical content . 
• 

Men such as Mozart, who composed pieces in a variety of care-

fully chosen and deliberately conflicting styles, were despised 

in a way similar to Rousseau. 

To rbordinate the language of reason to the language of 

passion was decried as irresponsible and irrational. The pre­

valent view was that art and music should Ihelp educate people to 

a moral and rational life. Mueh of Rousseau' s work demonstrated 

that what was often despised as irrational was in fa et natural 

a~d ~ntial to a fully developed individual and a.successful 

soci~ The failure to appreciate this bad, in Rousseau's 

min~, created an imbalance, with reason and precision buliying 

feeling into submission. The effect was to strip man of his 

real nature and at the same time fail to replace it with a libe~ 
r-... 



1 

-~---~~---

Page 31 

rating social natUre. Society was harnessed to reason and its 

bl ind an d uncri tical accep tan ce of thi s allowed an inher en tly 

irration al sta te of affair s to em erge and fI ourish. 

Rousseau 1 s view brings to rnind the tendency modern countrleE 

continue to exhibit in placing tremendous faith in technology, 

often wi thout 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 wri tten in the past decade on topics ~üêh 
as relaxation, mental heal th, happiness and stress attests to a 

society that is gr'owing concerned with the em6tlonal well-belng 

of the individual. Additlonally, the advent of the Green Party 

in Europe, the growth in ecological movements and the Increas-

in g l Y v 0 cal l 0 n gin g for a si rn p le, rus tic, ba c k - t 0 - n a tu r e e Xl s -
) 

tence, indicate a general sOCIal malaise that can likely be 

attributed to the rapId flnd lrresponsible dev P 10pment of a 

technocratlc society. And, ln the tradItlon of Rousseau, ITiany 

wr i ters are exploring language tü l:XpO se l ts rôl e ln shRP Ing a 

general and Increaslngly servlle 

that modern language veils human 

soclal mentallty. The concern 

nature, dlssembles truth and 

t perpetuates an inexpressible unhapplness and anxiety, is Rous­

seau's c-oncern. We may be able to better understand the con­

fusing and unsett11ng I1fe that IS submerged in the vast, bouw:l-
. ~ 

less industrial compJ..ex SOclety has become, by readlng ROUSSl'élU. 
1 

loS 
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Chapter 2 
c 

Introduction 

It ha s been sugge s ted by Jean Morel tha tRou s seau' s 

theory of language is not, in fact, a theory at aIl: "ce que 

l'on a con sidér é comme une théori e du; langage chez Rousseau 
-- 1 

n'est qu'un moment de sa délD'onstration IT
'. . 

.> 

Scattered throughout his writings, Rousseau's comments on 

language may indeed by pull ed together Into a theory as wri ters 

like Jacques Derrida and Jean Starobinski have done. Yet there 

is a certain incompleteness ta Rousseau 's work on language that 

Impl ies he Intended to develop his Ideas further. Several 
r / 

a s p e c t s 0 f h l S t hou g h t - n 0 t ab l Y the l <1,:-' g ua g e - th 0 u g h t -1 an g u age 

and sOClety-language-society clrcles - were certalnly unresolved 

i n h ISO wn min d • 

By rhanging the last phrase of Morells comment above to 

"an aspect of bis tragic visIon" we can accommodate both poslt10ns. 

Rous seau 1 s work on l an guage 

language but It is a theory 
\ 

contalns an Impllclt theory ~f 

that can only be fully understood 

when placed intot his overarchlng traglc VISIon of reali ty. .. "-

QuirIn captures the essence of this when he clalms ln his 

editlon of the EOL that Rousseau's theory of language was 

n~lther astute nor original. But, "Rousseau a moins voulu 
~ 

écrir~ vne histoIre du langage que saIsir la nature et le 
, 2' 

condi tlonnement du langage parle." F'urthermore, "Rousseau va 

plus Ion que ses contemporains en dlSant que la parole est 

l'oeuvre de 1 'homme «SOC18l» ,,3 

Language, for Rousseau, was another vehicle for examlnlng 

social man and comparing him with man in a state of nature. 

Thus Rousseauls theory of language cannot be consldered on its 

o wn : It mus t b e dis eus s e d i TI the r:t g h t 0 f hi sot h e r w rit 1 n g s 

on poli tics and education. This is conÎirmed by the fact that 

the EOL was originally part of the DOl. 

Part 1 

A. Earlier Writings 

Rousseau' s wri tings prior to 1754 were largely on the topi c 

.-
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of music and include tAle Pro'; et concernant de nouveaux signes 

pour la musique (1742), Dissertation sur la musique moderne 

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

sur la musIque français (1753). On the whole, it lS generally 
lY 

accepted that these works represent Rousseau's slow but steady 

evol u ti on as a wr i ter and thi nker and con tain mo stly unori gi nal 

material. Michel LaUJ1ay writes, "jusqu'en 1753, la 

Rousseau n'a pas encart conquis son originalité n •
4 

of lmportance were 'festated in later works and, as 

pensée de 

Any ideas 

Rousseau 

himself did not attach much importance to his earller writings 

with the exception of the Discours sur les arts et les sciences? 

it 8eems fair ta begin with the EOL, clarifYlng its ideas with 

quotes from later sources. 

B. The EOL 

Rousseau begins hIS Essai by statlng that "la Parole étant 

la premlère lnstl tutlon socla] e, ne dOl t sa forme qu'à des 
6 

causes naturelles". From the outset, hlS Intentlon appears 

slmllar ta that of other Enlightenment writers: ta refuie the 

rellglous claUD that language '\s purely a gift of Gad. Thls 

openlng hne also indicates that Rousseau assumes language is 

simply a form of soclal communlcation and hence not an Inner or 

personal dialogue. 

He then dlvide8 communIcatIon into two parts - gesture 

and sound - lmplying that the first best expresses physical 

needs while the latter best expresses emotio,nal or moral needs. 

As Quirin pOInts out, the term "moral" (Fr. moral) WéiS used by 

Rousseau as the OppOSIte of physlcal or natural and can be 

deflned as that II quf tient à la convention humaine. ,,7 It should 

be distinguished here from the term "rnoeur" which also vanslates 

as mora~nd in Rousseau '3 writlng carrles the classical conno-
'b 

tation of expressing, teaching or 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 seem3 uncritically to share 

the common assumption tha t language can be meaningful only by 

being referential ". 8 a ~w that presages Russell and the early 

" -, ~~' .... --~ 
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~i ttgenstein. This seems evident early in the Essai and through­

ou tRou seea u a ttempts ta expand the scape of referen ces from 

those outlined by Condillac - physical (tree) and conceptual 

(big) - ta inelude the moral (good) and passional (love). 

He concludes his opening chapter by stating the. t man has 

al '..lay s been able to communiea te in sorne way and fi si n ou s 

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 communi''e~e through speech, a theme which i8 

reinforced throughout Emile. .' 

Having asserted that needs lead ta gestures and passlons 

lead to words, Rousseau clfl1rns that "On ne commença pas par raI­

sonner, !DaIS par sentir. 11
10 

ThlS suggests to him that the rIrst 

Iflnguages '..lere paSslonate and muslcal. It IS ln thlS '..lay that 

SOU TI dan d ace en t bec 0 m e a k e y t 0 d e p l C t HI g pur e e mot Ion al n e e à s 

anà may be consldered as thelr most vltal fonD of e.xpresslon. 

ThIS will tle ln Wlth Rousseau's lRter comments on mUSIC. Clear-

ly, he 15 atternptIng to explaln the Importance of sound and 

rhythmn ln language and communicatIon. Words are Invented but 

sounds are pure and natural. In loslng thls dImension, this 

lyrical quality, language is responding to changes ln needs that 

are or an entirely social nature '..lhlcn, as Roussea1,l will argue, 

aDe basi cally corrupt. 

It lS also emotional needs that unite men as "L'~ffet 

naturel des premlers besoins rut d'écarter les hommes et non 
11 

de les rapprocher." Both Janguage and sOC'lety nave a cornmon 

OrlJln '..lhJch, as Rousseau WIll later point out, can rnost 

loglcally be attributed to a natural catastrophe. 

In Chapter IV Rousseau sketches the rirst 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

pl ete aIl o'..lin g him to pl ug l an guage in to a dlore ~xpan si ve 

vision of the natural versus the social or conventional. This 

central comparlson is supported in Rousseau's 1Jriting by a host . 
of lesser dichotomies such as feeling-reason, strength-precision, 
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and freedom- servi tude. The final pi c ture indi ca tes tha t the 

development of society entails a gradual but inevitable shift 

in human nature from one end of a continuum (what i t i8 naturally) 

ta the other (wha t i t i8 fo:rced to be). 1 d eally, human nature 

would be in the center, conforming to social nece8sities 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, h\owever, i8 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 movement. 

The dichotomies are clarified ln Chapter V: 

A mesure que les besolns soclal S croissent, 
que les affaires s'embrOUIllent, que les t 
lumières s 'étendent, le langage change de 
caractère; 11 devient plus Juste et mOlns 
passlonné; 11 SUbStl tue aux sentiments les 
idées; 11 ne parle pl us au coeur, mais à la 
raison. (12) 

These trait shifts are reflected ln the development of 

written forms of communicatlon which reflect various stages of 

soclalorganization. Written language begins with imltation of 

object (pIctures) correspondlng to primltlve society. 11.. pro-

gresses through signs (barba,rlan man), which are artistic repre­

sentations of abjects, ta 1ts flnal stage as letters (civilized 

man) which are completely austract. ThlS final stage, while 

increasing the scope of references, drastlcally reduces the 
1 

number of sounds recognized, giving expresSlon an artifiClal 

uniformity which i5 convenient, if not justified by the reality. 

"L 'écri ture, qUI semble devolr fixer la langue, est précisément 

ce qui l'altère; elle n'en change pas les mots, mais le génie; 

elle substItue l'exactitude à l 'éxpression. 1113 ' For Rousseau, 

the sad consequence of writing is that liEn disant tout comme 

on l'écrirait, on ne fait plus que lire en parlant, n1 4 

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

Rousseau, this is "1 es 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 • 

"L'accent est l'Ame du discours, il lui donne le sentiment et 

la . t' ,,16 verl e. 

It ia a commonplace that in speech the tone of voice ia 

at leaat as important as the words used. But, according to 

Rousseau, we deceive ourselve\ if we do not accept that 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 from 

a different perspective in chapters VIII to XI, returnlng to 

the question of the ongin of language. Rousseau' s posi tion 

is that the same natural condi\ions that are conducive to 

society - clImate, geography, So.arcIty - Influence language . 

... The simul taneous origin of SOcIety and language is suggested 

and the mutual evolution of the two 18 traced. 

The organl'zation of society (savage, barbarIan, clvillzed 

man) is related by Rousseau ta the economic base - hunting, 
-.J 

herding and agrIculture. In the first stage, man "abandonné 

seul sur la face de la terre, à la merci du genre humain, 
" f' 17 devai t etre un anImal eroce." 

The second stage is described as the "siècle d'or" and 

Rousseau refutes the Hobbesean descrIption of the state of 

nature by argulng that, guiàed by ;"1es lumières" and "la pItIé", 

man has no reason to attack hlS fe110w man. "Partout régnait 

l'état de guerre, et tout la terre ~tait en paix. ,,18 These two 
, 

first stages are not historically 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 compassion and understanding, dis­

tinguishing himself from other animaIs, or he has not and i8 

essentially an animal himself. 

It i8 the emergence of agriculture that unites men into 

sa cial groups comparabl e to modern ci vil i za ti on: "Le premi er 
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gâteau qui fut mangé fut la communion de genre humain. ,,19 

Under ideal conditions, however, Rousseau believes nothing 

could induee man ta leave the golden age: 

ils nJauraient jamais renoncé A leur liberté 
primitive et quitté la vie isolée et pastorale, 
si cén vena bl e à leur indol en ce na turell e, pour 
s'imposer sans nécessité l'esclavage, les 
travaux, les misères inséparable de l'état 
social. (20) 

Rousseau has sorne difficulty explaining this necessity and 

resorts to the vague possibility of natural catastroph:s or the 

intervention of Providence. Scaree resoûrces or the instinctual 

need to form a common front in the face of danger may campel 

men to uni te. In the DOl, Rousseau suggests a group of people 

livlng on an Island as very possibly the situation that led to 

the formation of society and language. He had no clear and 

conClse solution ta thlS problem and hlS numerous attempts 

suggest he was more Interested in Justlfylng the use of astate 

of nature in hlS wntlngs by supplying tne reader with a host 

of credlble transltlonaJ. models than he was in actually deter­

mining the true orlgin of soclety. 

In a manner more persuasive than defensible. Rousseau 

paints a pleasant picture of socIal Instincts being aroused by 

chance meetings at a common waterhole ln the southern countries 

or by the cold. the darkness. and the lack of food in the north. 

The concomi tant effects on 1 anguage are that (a) southern 

tangues tend to be lyrical, born of passions that emerge 

gradually and (b) northern tongues are harsh and precise, born 

of sudden and absolute physlcal demands. 

Perhaps the most important point raised by Rousseau in 

this section of the Essai concerns the natural human capacity 

for compassion and the rôle of imagination ln 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 situation. This process requires a fairly advanced set 

of experiences giving the indi~dual ideas to compare. It is 

imagination that creates the distinction between human and 
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animal compassion and understanding; thus, it is imagination 

that promotes ~ef~ection or reason, initially the simple process 

of comparing ideas (in the sense of concrete obj ects). 

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 , 
animaIs through the singular rôle of imagination. Imagination 

at this level i8 akin to free will for it is the quality that 

allows man to react and act otherwi se th an 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 deterloration by limiting the scope 

and depth of their expression. Since feeling lS prlor to reason 

and verse precedes prose, Rousseau eoncludes that language 

requires rhythmn and melody to be complete. Rousseau appeals 

to the Greeks to verify hlS assertion and in sa doing reveals 

his platonie conceptlon of art. Aceordlng to Kremer-Manettl: 

Le RHUTHMOS, avant d'être le rhythme que 
nous connaissons, était selon la signifi­
cation authentique du terme grec, et en 
particulier dans la littérature ionienne, 
dans la poésie lyTlque 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 (ln 

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 1 0 n g t e m p s che r ch é s' i l a~ a v ait une 
langue naturelle et commune tous les 
hommes; sans doute, il y en a une; et 

• 
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c'est celle que les enfants parlent avant 
de savoir parler. Cette langue n'est pas 
articulée. mais elle est accentuée, sonore. 
intelligible. ' (23) 
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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 

ta evoke feelings. The latter is total artifice and represents 

the dissassociation of music from feeling. 

Rousseau distinguishes two types of sensations: (1) pure 

sense Impressions and (2) intellectual and moral impressI~ns 

received through the senses. By describing this latter cate­

gary he IS correcting Condillac and justifIes his positIon by 

asklng "pourquoi donc sommes-nous si sensibles à des impressIons 
24 qUI sont nulles pour des barbares?" DIfferent natlonf rE-'act 

to dlfferpnt melodles and thlS IS a phenomf'non establ1 shed by 

conventIon, based on dlfferent ways of expresslng moral (con­

ventionl'll) needs and experiences. PhyslcaJ1y we are all the 

same and a scream of paIn IS a scream of pain but the senses 

are also receptIve to stImulI which trIgger the moral an~ 

in t el l e c tu a 1 ( soc i a Il y - d ete r min e d) P l'l r t 0 f man. On e ca n se e 

here the beglnnlng of a powerful argument that those who are 

able to Influence language (either sound or vocabulary) WIll. 

~ facto, be able ta control men to sorne extent. 

Rousscau's position appears conslstent If we accept his 

contention regardlng the mutual orlgln of mUSIC, loni~age and 

society. Krerner-Marlettl states that: 

1angue, musIque, pol i tIque sont IndIs­
solublement liées dans leur destin; en 
dépit des théorIes linguistiques, musicales 
et po1itiques ... force nous est de recon­
naître que Rousseau a fondamentalement 
raison. Cette reconnalssanc<e nous ne 
pouvons l'assumer que dans le rapport à 
l 'ongine. (25) 

Tt follows logically Uat the fate of music i8 tied to the 

fate of language and both reflect the state of society. Accor­

ding to Rousseau, liA mesure que 1a langué se perfectionnait, la 

1 
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mélodie, en s'imposant de nouvelles règles, perdait insensible­

ment de son ancienne énergie. ,,26 By perfection, of course,. 

Rousseau means that language becomes increasingly precise and 

rational. But "le progr~s du raisonnement, ayant perfectionn~ 

la grammaire, otèrent à la langue ce ton vif et passioné que 

l'avait d'abord rendue si chantant.,,27 Originally, melody was 

an aspect of discourse, but ultimately precision forces the two 

to part, a movement ~trengthened by servitude which ls 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) musi~, while it can still evoke feeling, 

is weakened by belng treated ~s a form of entertainment rather 

than of communication. 

Rousseau concludes his essay w1th a polemical chapter 

entltled "Rapport des langues aux gouvernementsl!. 

Ces progrès ne sont nl fourtuits nl arbl­
traires; ils tiennent aux vicisSltudes des 
choses. Les langues se forment naturellement 
sur les besolns des hommes; elles changent 
et s'altèrent selons les changements de 
ces mêmes beSOlns. (28) 

The political reality, according to Rousseau, 1S one which 

depends on servitude and force. Authorlty is concentrated. 

Language reflects thls state of affairs. It nelther persuades 

nor discourses; 

civi.11zation is 

. , 
it merely commands. Thus, for Rousseau, modern 

the end of an imperfect circle - it is a parody 

of the state of nature: "il faut tenlr les sUjets épars; c'est 

la premi~re maxime de la polltique mOderne".29 As in the state 

of nature, men are lsolated and unable to fully communicate. 

They are subject ta a law Imposed on them by an alien authority; 

ln practical terms, similar to belng 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 



r Page 41 

quoting Duclos' comment that language reflects and influences 

the national ethos. In Emile, Rousseau reaffirms this notion 

in more direct terms: 

Les têtes se forment sur les langages, 
l es pen sées prennent la teinte des 
idiomes. La raison seule est commune, 
l 'espri t en ck-(lue langage a sa forme 
particulière; 1-tf{fférence qui pourrai t 
bien être en partie la cause ou l'effet 
des caractères na tionaux; 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'altère comme elles. (30) 

In view of Rousseau' s condemnation of most of the poli tical 

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 aIl corrupt societies. 

This brlef summary of Rousseau's work on language is in­

tended to help clarlfy Rousseau's understanding of the relation­

d1ip between language and society as this will be critical to 

our elaboratlon of hlS more general tragic vision of reality. 

It is convenient to express Rousseau's understanding of 

this relationship ln 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 

Flnalysis of Rousseau. The instrumentalist approach to languag~ 

views it as a tool used by man to com~unicate hlS perception of 

reality. In opposltlon to this, the determlnist approach sug­

gests that language determlnes man' s perception of reality. 

Brtween the two lies what we might term the constltutlve approach 

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

Sc hErna ti call y. th e se th ree a pproache s may be po r trayed as 

follows: 

Instrumentalist: Language i8 neutral in regard 
to reality. 

Real World~ Language7> Real World 

Constltutive: Language i8 a part of reality. 

Real World->Language 
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Determinist: Language effectively determines 
reali ty. 

Real World~ Language ~ Perception of Real World 

Rousseau 1 s theory of language doea 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 sta te of nature. ~ 

This is best demonstrated if 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 
t 

three components consti tute language, we can use them to clarify 

and explain Rousseau's theory. We might poin"h out that these 

three elements are evident in both oral and wri tten language but 

that these two forms of communication are not equivalent. We 

have already quoted Rousseau on writlng which he viewed as a 

ra tional developmen t of language tha t weakened i ts' phonology 

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

Originally, according'to Rousseau, nature informs language. 

But i t is not language in a modern sense beeause aIl that exists 

i s a primi t i ve phonology which compl etely embodi e s a uni ver saI , 
semantic system. Sound A (laughter) has meaning A (happiness), 

qound B (ser eam of terror) ha s m eaning B (fear t and so on. There 

is no opportunity to develop a sophisticated semantic system 

because society does not exist, and no reason to do so, becau~~ 
" 

there is no need to communicate with others. Essentially, this 
, 

l angua ge is not di s tingu ished from the l an guage u sed by ani mals. 

It i8 instinctual, not rational. While limited in scope, it i8 

an effective means of expression. Rousseau attempts to prove 

hi!'1 po si tion by appealing to the uni versaI language of children. 

Hi s ma in aim i 8 cl early to es ta bl i sh the importan ce of sound 

bot.h historically and for human nature. -

We have, then, a purely instrumental and very spontaneous 

~nguage. If one 1 s immediate reali ty inei tes fear, one screams 

in terror (or quivers in silence) and the language of this 

reaetion i8 basically instinctual. 

From the state of nature, Rousseau argues, man moves into 

1 
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a social setting. As noted earlier, Rousseau doee not success-

fully deseribe this transition and, in fact, he has no real need 

to do so since the state of naturé is simply a stipulative 

reference for the. purpose of philosophieal enquiry. Similar:l;y, 

an instinctual, natural language bf pure sound is hypothetical. 

Whether this is true or false is not the real issùe. Rousseau 

ls establishing three things: 

(1) the importance of sound ln language: 

(2) the relationship between sound and 
feeling: and 

(3) the fact that sound la natural. 

Ultimately, these must be judged as intuitively correct 

al though Rousseau 1 s description of man in the statè of nature, 

his discussion of music and, in particular melody, and his appeal 

to such things as the universàl 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 

i t s rôl e. In the sta te of nature, i t was po si ted tha t language 

is an instrument used to portray onels immediate reality and this 
1 

rôle contfinues in society as weIl. However, one 1 s immed'iate 

reali ty 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 ta include the moral and passional. 

Language reflects this situation. But what exactly, i8 reflected? 

In the state of nature, language was an instrument of expres­

sion used by the individual who was also the sole embodiment of 

authori ty in his personal reali ty. In society, language remains 

an instrument of expression but the locus of authori ty has, 

insofar as the majority of individuals are concerned, shifted . .,. 
It no longer resides equally in each individual but is instead 

concentrated in a specifie group. Tt is only this group that 

con tinue s to be a bl e to u se language a s an instrumen t for expr es­

Bing its perception of reality. For those without real authority, 

language is an instrument of control that defines reality for 

• 
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them. This is not a perfect relationsh~p, o~ course, but 

rather a relationship that increasingly perfects itself. This 

movement towards per~ection occurs in spite of the instinctual 
:p 

basie for language because the scope of references language en-
,,", 

i' compasses has grown to include that which is convent\onal. 

According t? Rousseau. the conventional references displace and 

~vershadow the natural on~s. 1} f 
/ 

Rousseau's understanding of language is apparen~y con-
sistent. He is able to accommo_date both an instrumenÙüist ànd ~ 
a determinast approach by demonstrating the natural relation­

ship that exists between language, reality and authorfty. 

t:--

Thi s simpl e bu t effective theory provides Rou s seau wi th • 

numerous avenues to explore. He notes, for example, that lan­

guage was once pure sound and this dimension continues to exert 

1 
1 : 
l' ; . 
f· 

i tself through music. However, as music is increasingly regarded ~ 

as entertainment rather than communication and isolated from 

language proper, the importance of sound is redueed. The key 

element of language is now its semantic system because this is 

what society requires. In turn, however, this semantic system 

is disproportionately supervised or developed by the politieal 

authori ty beeause i t :i:-s only the conventional dimension that 

grows. Since the political authority; according to Rousseau, ls 

committed to technology and reason, the ~emantic system and 

hen<J18 language i tself becoIiles cold, rational and precise. 
, 

Rousseau also noted, and many linguists coneur,' that as 
, fi 

society develops and expands, language grows and changes to 

accommodate new needs. But society's n.eeds are.less and less 

the needs of man and more and mor.e the need8 of the faction that 

ha~political authority. Thus we arrive via a different route .. ' 

than that followed in the CS to a justification for Rousseau's 

con cept of freedom (s ee Chapter 3) and his bel ief tha t onl y an 

equal distribution of authority can provide the social setting 

required for such freedom to existe 
, 

The series of p~oblems thiê positiotr unleashes i8 obvious. 

Rou s seau ha s claimed that so ci et y can only exi st if i-t has 
, 

language. But the language a,nd the society tpat have developed 

1 .. , ' 
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are unacceptable because they do not recognize in a con crete 

manner the es sential quaI i ty of man - fre e will. As will be 

demonstrated later, Rousseau concluded that no mechanism was 

possible ta adequately rectify thie situation. We can see the 

elements of his tragic vision begin ta appear. 

When one recognizes the enormity of the problem Rousseau 

isolated, one cau appreciate why he suggested sa many different 

approaches to resolving it. Formulating a new basia for society 

a~ 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 aIl reactions to a common problem that 

aim to reaffirm individual freedom while protecting and strength­

sning the society that is essential to human perfectibility. 

However, as we wlll attempt ta prove, whlle Rousseau belleved 

corrupt societies tb be structurally weak and doomed ta 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 recelved as much critical attentIon 

as his better known warks, but a number of important studles 

have been made that tend to agree that the relationship Rousseau 

described between language and society is Important and relevant. 

A brief survey of the more Influentlal studies will serve as a 

good prelude ta our Interpretation of the tragic vision of 

, reality deplcted in Rousseau's theory of language. 

Jean-Claude QuirIn claims that Rousseau's work cantalns a 
1 
1 number of empirical flaws. Th~ idea of a simple active language, 

l' for example, has sinee been refuted as complexity is apparent 
• 

( 

in the most primitive tongues known. Quirin concludes that errors 

of fact do not detraet from Rousseau's overall conception of the 

nature pf language and its ability to change to accommodate new 

needs and different perceptions of reality. 

however, misses the pOInt of the distine-

') 
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tion~etween primitive and civilized language. It iB 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. 

As Michel Launay wri tes: 
f{ 

La pensée, selon Rousseau, a pouT 
sources la ~assion et la sensibilité; 
la raison meme prend racine dans l'être 
sensibl~ qui la précede 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) 

Rousseau wished to refute the dogmatic con-
• 

ception of man and dissolve the 18-th century fa th ~~ pure 

reason by dernonstratlng the i~terdependent and eg li~arlan 

nature of feellng and reason. Neither was sufflcient on its 

own to create a free and moral beIng. In the 001, Rousseau 

states that "avec toute leur morale les hommes n'eussent JamaIS 

été que des monstres, ~si la nature ne leur eût donné la pi tlé 

à l'appuI de la raison. ,,32 

One can see ln aIl Rousseauls~s an attempt to 

dcfine the point of equIlibrlum between th~hypothetlcal savage, 

totally free, but totally lsolated and unable to progress much 

beyond other specles of life, and the very real civilized man, 
• 

no longer free but equally isolated, having improved only one 

half of hIS nature at the expense of the other. 

This pOInt IS 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 ta language, [Rousseau] 
i8 mainly concerned wlth distinguisDlng 
and clarifying the conditions that 
motivate men to speak; the differences 
that language makes ln men's lives, 
and changes in the baSIC character 
of language wrought by changes in our 
way of living. (33) 

1 
,j 

1 
\ 
i 



( ! 

Page 47 

The study of language is a tool Rousseau uses to convey 

what Moran terms the nature-art dichotomy: , 
For him, nature is a primitive, 
interior, dynamic princ~le, 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, is the pecu­
liarly human agency of actively 
dominating, and transforming 
what is "natural" both in man 
and in things. (34) 

In the EOL Rousseau deflned 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 indivldual 

and of others or man ln general at tlmes converge but are orten 

at odds. This IS because each person, while sharlng charac-

teristlcs of hlS 8perles, 18 unIque and retslns hlS Indlvidua-

lit Y ln a socIal contexte Hence, ln Moran's formulation, a 

conflict is possible between onels Indlvldual or specles nature 

an~ another's art. This requires a social situation in which 

someone' s or sorne group 1 s art (in Moran' s sense) is being 

imposed on others. 

Having distinguished between specles and Indlvidual nature, 

Moran falls to specify WhlCh he intends in the rest of his 

essaye He suggests that If we accept there is a nature-art 

conflict, then either (a) nature is ln conflict with ltseIf, 

or (b) the conflict is an illuslon, or (c) naturels unit y has 

'ueen disturbed and must be re-unlfied, although not necessarily 

as before. He attributes the latter positIon to Rousseau. 

It seems that Moran maans that the species nature is ln 

conflict wlth the art derived from the individual nature of a 

small group. This is clearly Rousseau's position but Moran 

concludes that the real conflict is between Rousseau's indivi­

dual nature and the art of society. While this may have been 

true, it is surely not the main point Rousseau was making and 

not a point worth pursuing here. 
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In spite of this mistake, Moran ls 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 For Rousseau, species nature is conducive 

to society, or at least permits it, while individu~ nature 

recoila 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 

und erg on e in soc i e t y w e r e e s sen t i a Il y n e g a t ive, an d men ha d no t 

perfected themselves as free, moral belngs. In Rousseau' s 

estimation, man had neither the freedom of a savage (spontaneous 

behavlour), nor the freedom of the citlzen (obedlence to self­

lwposed la",). 

Another Important commentary was written by Jean Staroblnskl 

who argues that Rousseau's interest ln language has two dlmen­

sions: (1) the history of society and the rôl e of educatIon, 

that IS a phllosophleal Interest, and (2) the process of 

(ommUnicatIon, motlvated because Rousseau - composer, wri ter 

and autobiographer - was a communlcator hlmself. The second 

pOInt recelves support from Pierre SlprIot who, dIscusslng 

/" Rousseau's style, wrltes that hIS Intention was "substituer 

à l'lnstrument de CommunicatIon qu'est le langage quotidIen ou 

le langage «cul tl vé», un langage d'expression où l'on dévoile 
36 son coeur. Il 

SiprIot concludes that Rousseau's language was more truthful 

th~~ that of his contemporarles because he consciously tried to 

be totally honest and, to thlS end, wrote for hlmself rather 
r-:. J than for a publlC. Ii lS beyond questlon that the real or 

imagIned honesty evident ln Rousseau's wrltings has had tre­

mendous influence on subsequent writers and has partly Insplred 

the confessional novel, that risqué and probing autobiography 

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 weIl as in its content. 

Consider the accoladea heaped on Les r&veries du promeneur 

solitaire. J~cques Voisine, for example, writes that "la 

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

beaux qui ornent la prose française. "37 In characterizing 

" Rousseau's style he states that it evokes a "Procéd~ musical 

~)romantique qui, par la présence d'un liet-motiv mélancolique, 

suggère le rapprochement avec certaines Plèces de Chopin ou 

mieux encore de Liszt."38 The R&veries represents the fusion 

of feeling and reasonj it is a form of communication that 

Cqins its public appeal by virtue of its revealing indivl­

duality and its tremendous evocatlve powers. 

Starobinski's 1nterpretatlon of Rousseau reinforces the 

dC3criptlon of h1S theory offered ln Part 1. He agrees that: 

Au début, la parole n'est pas encore 
le signe conventionnel du sentiment: 
elle est le sentIment lui-même, elle 
transmet la passIon sans la trans­
crire. La parole n'est pas un 
paraître dIstinct de l'être qu'elle 
désigne: le langage orIgInel est 
celuI où le sentIment apparaît 
immédiatement tel qu'il est, où 
l'essence du sentIment e~e son 
proféré ne fai t qu'un. (39) 

ThIS primitIve language remalns eVldent in a social cont~xt: 

"All même titre que l'instItution sociale, le langage est un 

effet tardif d'une faculté primitIve: il est le resultat d'un 
, , ,40 

essor dIffere. ' 

However, "De même que la naIssance de la société corres­

pond à l'émergence du langage, le déclin social correspond à 

d ' t· l . . t· ,,41 F St b' k' th' h une eprava Ion Inguls 19ue. or aro lns l, IS as 

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 thé sentiment that originally drew them together. 

Second: 

De même que l'histoire humaine, telle 
que la retrace le Discourse sur 
l'inégalité, débouche sur le désordre 
d'un nouvel état de nature, fruit 
d'un exces de corruption, elle 
s'achève, dans l'Essai sur l'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 

i3 the state of equilibrlum, the "slècle d'or", in which man's 

1 0asic physical needs are satisfied, he exists ln a loose com-

~ munal situatlon that allows hlm ta Improve and distlngulshes 

him from other anImaIs, and he speaks an honest, lyrical, con­

crete tongue that adequa\ely expresses his physlcal and emotlonal 

needs. Rousseau does not Intlmate that man could or should 

hûve stayed in this situation; rather, he laments the direction 

social development has taken Slnce that tlme. 

This Vlew IS reafflrmed by Marc Elgeldlnger who writes 

La perte de la langue prImitive n'est 
pas imputable à l'orgueil humain ou aux 
effets de la faute originelle mais à 
l'organIsation sociale et à la déna-
turatlon qu'elle produit. (43) 

Eigeldlnger critlcizes Rousseau on two pOInts: "il Ilmite 

à l'excès le rôle du fait social dans la formatIon des langues 

et m~connatt le caractère sacr~ du langage original. ,,44 HIS 

first criticism is based on the belief that sociology has 

adequately proven that primitlve societies had well-developed 

social mentalities including ~omprehensive systems of law, rules 

of conduct, mores and morals. To partly support his pOlnt he 

quotes from Claude L~vi-Strauss: 

$. &" ; _ ..... o 

1 
1 
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(1 ) Le langage 
groupe, il 
groupe, il 
groupe. 

h ' , est un p enomene de 
est constitutif du 
n'existe que par le 

(2) L'émergence du langage est en 
pleine coincidence avec l'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 

ow~ and other socleties and does not encompass a state of 

nature. Rousseau was well aware of this: 

ce n'est pas une légère entreprise de 
démêler ce qU'll y a d'orIgInaire et 
d'artIflclal dans la nature actuelle de 
l'homme, et de bIen connaître un état 
qui n'eXIste plus, qui n'a peut-être 
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 hlS intention of constructlng a 
# 

pl~usible model for the purpose of comparison. In any case, 

nelther Lévi-Strauss nor Eigeldinger can possibly know that the 

unlversal, natural language described by Rousseau did not ~xlst , 
ln a state of nature. And whether it did or not is largely 

irrclevant. As Rousseau himself asks, suggesting a dilemma 

that has no answer: How can we ascertain "lequel a été le plus 

nécRssaire de la société déjà liée à l'institution des langues, 

ou des langues déJ~ inventées ~ l'établissement de la société?,,47 

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 ernpirical eVIdence as the only route ta discovery 

and verification. Rousseau admits to using imagination, specu-

!_----------.-,~,~.,~j'~~~~~-~,---------------------------
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lation and gut feeling. In short, hift position can be turned 

against Eigeldinger. There is little point in attacking 

Picasso's "Blue Nude" because no-one has blue skin. 

beautiful. 

It remains 

Eigeldinger attempts to strengthen his second criticism by 

claiming that "la philosophie du XVIIIe si~cle et son syst~me 

personnel lui ont masqu~ la fonction religieuse du langage."4 8 

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~ 

latter case directly it is impliclt in his wri~ 

suggest that, given the mentallty and values of the 

wi th the 

and one can 

1 8 - th 

century, common sense kept hlm from expresslng hls Vlews on thls 

l S su e . But most lmportant, it would have been inconsistent for 

Kousseau to attribute a religlous language to a being that was 

not yet religlous. One must take Into conslderatlon Rousseau's 

views on relIgIon before crItlclzlng hlm on thlS aspect of his 

theory. 

Eigeldinger attrIbutes to Rousseau three achievements: 

(1) he established that analogy precedes 
analysis, 

(2) he suggested prImitIve language was 
con crete rather than abstract and 
therefore social development leads 
to abstractIon in language, and 

(3) he suggested that original1y language 
was poetic and musIcal. 

Finally, Eigeldlnger concludes that: 

Il a vraisemblablement raison d'affir­
mer que la langage vi suel ou gestuel 
est antérieur au langage auditif ou 
articulé. Le primitif utl~ise une lan­
gue plus instinctive que volontaire et 
réfléchée, plus proche des lois de la 
nature que des lois de l'organisatIon 

_ ........ _----_.-
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sociale. La parole est pour lui un 
chant et un cri solitaire. un signal 
ou un appel, avant d'&tre un moyen 
d'échange. un dialogue. (49) 
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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 ini tial formulation 

At this pOInt in the essay we can begln ta assemble the 

various ideas and images found ln Rousseau1s work on language 

in order to show how they reveal a general. but detailed VlSlon 

of reallty, the strengths and weaknesses of WhlCh are highlighted 

:oJ by a background of ideals. 

-., 
l 

Flrst, however, it should be noted that the use of Ideals 

bv Rousseau does not relegate hlm to the realm of utoplan 

writers. When for example, he descrlbes barbarlan society as 

~ golden age men would have been reticent to leave, he is nat, 

as crltlcs Slnce Voltalre have Implied, argulng that society 

~ .. ùuld step backwards ta try to recapture a pastoral, but 

~ossibly Imaginary pasto Rather, he lS describing a set of 

v/dues that, in hIS mind, have been perverted because social 

conditions have been created that encourage negative tendencles. 

The values are not barbarlan values - they are modern values 

~tlch may never have existed ln the purity Rousseau envlsions. 

Yet without a pure expresSlon. an ideal connotation, these / 

vHlues become meanlngless. Allowlng them ta be defined by the 

p"IHical authority, that lS, by a particular factional Interest, 

wn~ precisely what Rousseau was protesting. To have any sub­

stantive meaning as values Rousseau felt they must be defined ln 

terms of what one could possibly isolate in species nature as 

opposed to the attificial 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. 

1 

\ 
1 

~ 

i 



\ ) 

() 

Page 54 

These values can loosely be reduced to freedom and equality. 

Rousseau gncourages 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 formatlons he describes. 

This will be the subj ect of the next chapter, but i t can be 

briefly described here 80 that we can see more clearly how 

language fits into Rousseau 's politics. 

Human nature, for Rousseau, IS divided into individual 

and species nature. The flrst, recognizable by differences ln 

Intelligence, capabilltles and interests, beglns as self­

interest (amour de sod but, If corrupted, becomes self-centered-

ness (amour propre). The second unItes man Into mankind and 

rnakes It possIble to form SOcIety on the OaSIS of an ObJcctIvr. 

set of unlversal aims. 

In Rousseau's conception, both aspects of human nature are 

~alleable and hence perfe~tIble. In any glven Indlvldual or ln 

the species as a whole, changes come from two dlrectlons. On 

the one hand, human nature 18 Influenced by the reality wlthln 

WhlCh It eXIsts. EducatIon and language are two ObVIOUS examples 

of thlS process. On the other hand, Rousseau belleved man was 

" an agent of free wIll and hence able to make declslons that 

would deflne hlS nature and also Improve it. ThIS quallty meant 

that man had the potentlal to create, to sorne extent, hlS 

:-'">111ity or the conditIons of hlS existence. Conseguently, man 

was responsible for shaping the society that, through language 

and education, partially shaped hlm. Avoiding conflict ObvIously 

J~pends upon th~ authorlty an Individual has to make decisions, 

I.e. the potentlal one has to exerClse free will. 

(1) State of nature - In this hypothetical 8tate, man 18 dif­

ferentiated from animals by the fact he is perfectible and 

because he possesses imagination. The two main characteristics 

1 
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of human nature are compassion and understanding, but what 

make~ 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 be. 

J'aperçois précisément les mêmes choses 
dans la machine humaine, avec cette dif­
férence que la nature seule fait tout 
dans les opérations de la bête, au lieu 
que l 'homme concourt aux siennes en 
quali té d'agent libre. L'une choisi t 
ou rej ette par instinct, et l'autre 
par un acte de liberté. (50) 

There is no community in the state of nature: man IS 

totally free and only natural Inequalit.f'es existe HIS short 

and solitary eXlstence makes It impossible for hlm to develop 

beyond a very marglnal superiority over other animaIs but as an 

agent of free will his llfe-style need not be totally repulated 

by the law of nature and, whlle llmlted ln hlS actlvltle~ by 

needs and clrcumstances, he IS the sole cmbodlment of what may 

be termed polltlcal authorlty. 

(2) Real civil SOCIety - The second, and ln our deplctlon of 

Rousseau's phllosophy, middle state, IS real clvil society. 

Whatever Its orlgln, and Rousseau suggests several posslbilltles, 

it i8 the only human condItIon observable. Understandlng has 

developed into reason; compasSlon has developed into feeling; the 

two together should .nform man of moral behavlour. The pro­

gresslon, however, has not been harmonious and in Rousseau's 

estimation reason lS domlnant. In its existing formulation 

human nature is unsatlsfying. The species nature reflects an 

imbalance of reason and feeling and henee a perverted rnorality 

and the individual nature has not been molded into a truly 

social nature but rather Into an egotistic.al 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 i8 wrong and should be 

al tered. 

---------- . _ .. 
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In this situation authority ia concentrated in the hands 
l' 

of a few, a reality which is not, in Rousseau's mind, phi(o-

sophically justifiable. Man no longer responds to his own 

desires and needs in conjunction witb the limitations imposed 

by nature, but ta the particular edicta 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 weIl i t should - i t 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 irnagined society, reason and 

feelIng would develop in unlson, as would the species and 

lndlvidual nature. Man would not becorne an automaton, he 

would remaln a free agent, but his indlvidual decisions would 

~ - based on his perception of the best interests of soclety. 

He would appreciate that this method of decision - maklng would 

be in his partlcular interest, at least in the long rune Thus 

tht:!se four dimen sions of man. acti va ted by free wlll, would 

relnforce each other. 

Freedom would re-emerge in a new formulation. No longer 

the freedom to accept or reJ ect animal instinct, i t would 

be~ome 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 legal 

system. Moreover, its apparent totalitarian overtone cannot be 

isolated from Rousseau's equally important opposing claim that 

----- ----
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freedom ia a fundamental value and wi th the tremendous value he 

attaches to the individual. It is in this conflict we clearly 

see Rousseau' s tragic vision take shape. 

Roùsaeau begins by speculating about a state of nature and 
J 

then traces two lines of evolution - one culminating in what 

exista; the other leading to a preferred social order. This 

approach allows him to continuously cr{t~cize reality, but 

ultimately forces him to admit that the oth~r two models are 

imaginary, no ma~ter how possible, wonderful or inspiring they 

May be. Also, in Many ways, the change Rou-sseau envisions from 

human nature in a state of nature to human nature in a preferred 

society ia too drastic, too complete, and its PQ~sibility is not 

borne out by the facts. Rousseau's recourse to the realm of the 

possible, Pologne, Corsiqa, suggests education as an avenue f~r 

improving exi s ting so cial insti tu tion s and con ven tion s. Bu t 

ultimately there is the unspoken knowledge, th~ implicit cer­

tain ty, tha t man and soc iety, whil e d ependen t on each 0 ther, are 

destlned ta be ln conflict. 

Within the models described above, It i8 easy to see the 
/ 

promlnen t place of language. While in economic terms i,t is 

agrIculture that permits society to exist and distinguishes man 

from other animaIs, in psychological, social and political terms, 

~t is language. While the economlC base refines and perfects 

i tself, the concomi tant changes in human nature are realized 

and reflected in language. Language expresses needs and desires, 

language is the universal 'solvent ln Whlch individuals are 

socialized, and language is the vehicle in which ~eality takes 

form. 

To better understand the rôle of language, i ts nature and 

its process of development, we muat)now turn to a closer exami­

naLion of Rousseau's political theory. 

~~ A _ 
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Chapter 3 o 

Introduction , 

In a letter te M. 'des Mal.eS'herbes. Rou~eau wrote that his 

thought could be found in: 

les trois principaux de· mes écrits; 
savoir, ce premier Discours, celui de 
l 'Inég,ali té et la T'rai té de l 'éducàtion; 
l esqu el s '~rois ouvrage s sont insép'arabl es, 
et forment~~me t'Out. 

-, 
(1 ) 

During the next 16 years of his life, he would add to his 

"principal wo~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 aspec.t of 

Rousseau's thought, one is faced with the difficult prospect 

of considering literally thousands of pages of texte The near 

impossibility of such a task has led to the popular critic's 

game of juxtaposing an apparentfY contradictory quota"Hon from 

Rousseau' s opus to each claim .m\lde by another wri ter. It is a t 
1 

t.his j uncture that Rousseau must be ~sed ar a tool for under,-

standing and not as a bible of knowledge. 

Part 1 

A. Pol i ti cal Phil a sophy 

The tragic vision sketched perfunctorily in the preceding 

chapter leads inevitably to the following question~ Doea the 

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

particular desires, or i8 the tragedy inherent to reality itself? 

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

men, or did it merely fail to serve the particular interests of a 

man? 
, 

In the introduction, we suggested. that, among other things, 

Rous seau' s studi es of l an guage l ed him to conclude tha t the 

former case was true. How cau this be proven? 

.' 
,.' 
t. 
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..... 
We mus t begin by pro bing more d eeply int~he sys tem 0 f 

values Rousseau envisioned. His concept of political society 

grew from the complex of political or human values in which he 

believed. They con sti tu te the core of hi s under stan dln g an d 

unfold into both a vision of ci vil so ciety and a more sweep ing 

tragic vision of reality, which will ultimately lead us back to 

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

B. Freedom 

Rousseau' s concept of freedom has been the subj eet of 

numerous studies and much controversy. Chapter l of thç CS 

be\gins
2 

"L'homme est né lIbre, et partout il est dans le:: 

fe~s. " Thi s 11ne is often quo,ted by wn ters who, looking to 

theory, wlsh to categorlze Rousseau as a liberal /lno1vidualist. 

But, a f e W pa g es lat e r , in Cha pte r VII, he st a t (' s L t: a t Il q U l -

conque refusera d'obéir à la volonté générale, y bt'!il CClnLnilnt 

%,. art 0 u t l e cor p s : ce q u l n e SIg nif l eau t r E:' C h 0 S E:' S Hl() n qu' 0 n 

le forcera à être libre. 11
3 This Ilne has oftf'n t)('en cited by 

those who, looking to praxis, wlsh to argue that Rousseau was 

an author1 tarian/collecti V1St. 

The questIon is not easily dlslIlissed, If only because ~o 

much research and time has been spent bUlldlng plaUSIble argu­

ments for each side. At the same tl-me, lt is quite easily 

resolved if we accept the thesis outllned earlier of Rousseau 's 

tragic V1SIon of reality. In thls c-e.se, both dimenSlons not 

only fit together but must be in~l_u~d. It 18 only when one 

wisBes to argue that Rousseau bel18ved nis ideal or prpferred 

society could be anythlng more than a phIlosophlcal heuri8tic 

desigl1'f3d to act as a foil for his critique of reallty, that one 

encounters a problem. It is our position ~t the value of the 

CS lies in i ts 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 logi cal 

coun terpart ta tha t other hypo theti c al si tua tl on, the s ta te 0 f 

nature. N.ei ther condi ti on i8 posi ted as being actually pOSS i hl e 
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or truly desirable and it is the union of the two that provides 

us with the most compelling evideJJ.ce of Rousseau' s tragic vi Slon. 

Ei ther one considered on i ts own is an incomplete study and 

ca.nnot be evaluated for i ts practicali ty 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, lt is worth 

con~iQering lie various arguments in support of the two po si -

ti on s no ted ~ove. We wi Il then hop e fully prove tha t Roussea u 

was more sensitlve to the vIcissitudes of mankind than many 

critIcs seern tobelieve. Also, ln our discussIon of liberty 

and ln our consideratlon of other polltlcal values, Rousseau's 

understandlng of authorlty w1ll emerge. The questlon of 

authon ty is, both in theoretlcal and practl cal terms, the 

co ID mon the met n éi t P e r v ad e s Rou S s eau' s w ri t 1 n g s on j: ' o 11 t l C al 

SOC18ty. The Justlflcatlon of autnority (and hence of obllga-

tian), the distnbution of authorlty und the limitatIons of 

authority may oe considered as the most ltllportant (ln terms of 

orlglnality and relevance) problematic with which Rousseau 

deal t. 

The traditlon of crltlclsm that defines Rousseau as a 

supporter of despotism has drawn many lllustrlous academics 

lnto its ranks. From the harsh accusatIons penned by his early 

critlcs such as Benjamln Constant and Hippolyte Talne to the 

more temperate studles of Barker and Crocker, this pOSJ-

tion gains its strength from th€' sarn~ness of the arguments of 

i+S proponents. 

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

~...;.3.u as the friend of "all kinds of despotlsm. ,,4 He interpreted 

Lhe soclal contract as "one glves oneself to those who act in 

the name of aIl ,,5 and argued that "When sovereignty is unlimi ted, 

there is no way of protecting the indlvidual against the govern-
6 ment." His conclusion, which appeals to emotion but ignores 

the gist of Rousseau's concept of clvil society, was that, 

"Citizens possess rights independently of aIl social or poli­

tical institutions.,,7 
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Perp etua t ing thi s mi sunders tanding of Rou ssea u, Hippol y te 

Taine wrote in The Ancient Regime: 

The moment l enter the corporation 
[social contractJ l abandon my own 
personali ty; l abandon, by tbis step, 
my possessions, my children, my 
church, and my opinions, l cease to 
be proprietor, fa ther, Chris ti an, 
and philosopher. The State is my 
substitute in all these functions. 
In place of my will, there lS hence­
forth the public will, that is to 
say, in theory, the mutable absolutism 
of a majority counted by heads, while 
in fact, it lS the rigid absolutism 
of the assembly, the faction, the 
IndIvidual who is custodlan of 
public authorlty. (8) 

A more recent, but equally unsubstantlated attack can te 

flJund in Jacob Talmon' s The Rlse of Totalltarlan Democracy. 

HIS posItion 18 that the general 1.1111 requires equallty and 
, 

unanlmity (nowhere found ln Rousseau except in the case of the 

:.JuL-.lal contract Itself) and he clalms that these two e1ements 

are the basls of dlctatorship. For Talmon, unanimi ty requires 

Il , • 1 t i m i da t ion, el e c t ion t r l c k s ,or the 0 r g a n l z a t ion 0 f the 

Spl:1taneous popular expression through the activists busying 

th pm sel v e s w i th pet i t ion s , pu bl i c d e mon s t rat Ion s , and a v i 0 l en t 

carnpaIgn of denunClatlon. ,,9 But his appeal to historical exam­

pIes i8 futile for he has begun by attributlng to Rousseau a 

positIon he did not espouse. 

In his analysis of Rousseau, Lester CrCJCKer de8crlbes hlm 

as an "anarchist" in hlS day, a "Chrlst-like legIslator" in hlS 

dreams and an "authoritarlan" ln his writings. 10 For Crocker it 

is not laws. but education. censorship, surveillance and control 

that determine men's behavlour in Rousseau's ideal society. 

I1Liberty. expressed in Rousseau's vocabulary, is the fact of 

being liberated from the lower moi humain to be upl ifted into 

the moi commun. ,,11 Moreover, "To say that every law makes us 

{ 
free is a doctrinaire abstraction, ,,12 and Cracker concludes that 

Rou s seau WB s "will ing to gi v e the gov er nmen t the power to do to 

4 
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men aIl i t deemed neces8ary as the anly way of achieving a true 

society. And it is for thi8 reason, more than any other, that l 

consider him a totalitarian. lI13 It 8eems that Cracker believed 

Rou s s ea u ta be a precur sor of Stal in. 

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,,,1 5 and traces Rousseau's major problem to the application 

of his theory. "If l am the thousandth part of a tyrant, l am 

a180 the whole of a slave, ,,16 Barker argues, openly distorting 

Rousseau IS intention by inserting the word Ityrant'. His canclu-

sion is that, "In effect, and in the last resort, Rousseau is a 

t 0 ta lit a r i an " 1 7 for " Hel e a v e s nos a f e g u a r d a gal n st the 0 m n l -
18 

potence of the souveraln." 

As one can see, thlS slde supports itself malnly by ques­

tlonning the applIcation and practlcallty of three thlngs: 

(1) the general will, 
\ 1 

(2) the l egi 9JJi tor, and 

(3) C1Vll rellgion. 

mat, i t asks, are the most likely manifestatIons of Rous­

seau' s legislative and educatlonal bodIes if translated into 

,.:;\) Cl et y as we know it? But, not only have these cri tics appa-

rently falled to read anything but the CS, they have not even 

read it well. What can the whole of Book III possibly indlcate 

eYcept that, for sOClety to survive the government must be strong, 

but strang governments are invanably corrupt? Rome and Sparta 

d18d, Rousseau acknowledges, dashlng his cheri shed models to 

pi 'J ces, an d s 0 ID U st a 11 pal i tic al 0 r der s • 

Rousseau was acutely sensitive ta the tendency toward 

absolutism of all governments, in"luding his ideal one. His aim 

was to avoid this by distrlbuting authority equally among the 

cihzens and instituting an elaborate system of safeguards. But 

his realization of the impassibility of sueh a system actually 

appearing is quite evident. As J. MeMann'-ers notes, "The book 

CS was written for us, not for Rousseau, who had ehosen to be 

the man according to na ture. 1119 Furthermore, IIThe Socia.l 

-------------- -- ----
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Contract is not a handbook on poli tical theory proposing new 

ways of gaing about old business. It i8 the work of a revolution­

ary condemning aIl existing institutions. ,,20 Rousseau reoognized 

the idealism of the CS. His effort to underline the futili ty 

of s~king a perfectly just system should not be misinterpreted 

as a bellef in totalltarianlsm. Quite the contrary. 

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

figure of the law-glver is a study in despair ,,21 Nature 

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

interest always ex.lsts in conflict with the collectIve Interest. 

As Shklar pOlnts out: 

NothIng can tell us more about Rousseau's 
oplnlon of the pOIl tlcal talents of most 
men than the fact that they must be systema­
tlcally and contlnually duped and mystlfled 
If they are to be shaped for soclal JustIce. (22) 

Aga ln: 

equality, IS 

"The great Jaw-glver, 1Ike the Just Iaw and Ilke 
23 a myth,1I and Shklar C'oncludes that "The reaSOTl 

why there is no legitlmate politlcal rule is qUlte slmply that 

.;. t is Impossi ble. ,,24 

If we conslder Rousseau's description of language and 

~ociety described ln Chapter 2 of this essay, his own retreat 

rrom politIcal' actlvity and SOcIety, and his constant defense 

(fJotably in his last three works) of the individual (symbollzed 

by himselr) and the indivldual's natural desire to freely 

determIne the condltlons of his eXIstence, It seems Imposslble 

to calI Rousseau a totalitarlan, or an opponent of freedom. 

W1IFtt emerges instead IS a Rousseau who saw the injUstIce of 

rcality and the inattainable nature of aIl ideals. 

Against Rousseau the totalitarlan, we can Juxtapose the 

arguments of those who clalm him as a liberal. ThlS position 

tends to atta~h a mo~ratlon to Rousseau not eVldent in his 

writings of character. Shll, i t provldes a good anti thesls to 

the views outlined above and ln exposing i ts shortcornings we 

hope to support the thesis of this paper. 

~~~Tl~~7,.~~.;------------'---------------------------------------------------~-"~ >4 u_ 
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We have already men ti oned the support given Rou s s ea u by 

radlcal writers sueh as Robespierre and Saint-Just. Throughout 

the period of German Idealism, he was considered a great liber-

ator, admired by Sehilllng, Goethe, Kant, Hegel. He has been 

fitted into the liberal tradition by writers sueh as J. Salwyn 

Schapiro who elaims that "a distinctly democratic aspect of the 

liberal state was the contribution of the French Swiss, Jean­

Jacques Rousseau."25 

In an interesting Resumé Complet de l'Histoire de la 

Philosophie published in Paris, ..."Rousseau is remembered thus: 

apôtre de la démocratie, il croit 
trouver le fondement de la soclété 
humaine dans un contrat librement 
dlscuté et librement accepté ..• 
dont le but est la sauvegarde la 
plus entière posslblE:' de la llberté 
Indlvlduel1e. (26) 

• 

More recently, the SWlSS wrlter Alfred Berchtold wrote Ulat 

"Rousseau compte, dans l'hlstoIre, parml les grands lluérateurs." 
(27) 

These comments, of course, are assessrnents of Rousseau' s 

contrlbutlon to polltlcal thought and actlvlty rather than in­
\ 

depth studlE~s of hlS work 1tself. They serve to h1ghll.ght the 

dlsparlty ln Vlews one encounters among hlS crlticso l t lS 

compelllng to suggest that an obJectlve evaluation of Rousseau 

must accommodate both sldes. ThlS, It seems, can best be acC'om­

pl lshed by~ deplcting Rousseau as a figure of despair ln real 

llfe and the author of a VlSIon of soclety that mOerged idpals 

and reallty into an Inescapable 

There are, however, popular arguments or Roussoau as a 

liberaI. They tend to either (a) focùs he histoncal con-

tex t 0 f h i s w rit i n g, 0 r (b') de mon st rat e t val i dit Y 0 f the 

famous statement that civil freedom is ob ence to self-1mposed 

law. The first approach le!J.ves Rousseau in the past; the 

second one usually avoids the questlon of praxls. 

The first position is found in Joan McDonald's Rousseau 

and the French Revolution 1762-1791. McDonald examines three 

... ,~ :as -
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reasons wh)' Rousseau is called a totali tarian: 

(1) direct democracy can lead to 
dicta torship, 

(2) rulers may claim to know t:he general 
will, 

(3) state education may lead to a 
108s of individual personality. 

According to McDonald, the l egislator is seen as a modern 

di c ta tor an d the gen e ral will l s erron eousl y compared to the 

party line. 

She refutes thls by statlng that Rousseau was unaware of 

fT10dern technIques for moldlng pub] le opinIon. "In hlS theory 

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

.... ':lch lIberty, equallty, and the rule of law would be guaranteed 

by the egual rlght of every cltizen ta partlclpate ln maklng 

the laws. ,,28 "Educatlon for Rousseau was E'sspntlally a process 
29 

of self-reallzatlon" and hence partlclpatlon ln the leglslatlve 

process would not be a sharn but an important actlvi ty based on 

principles of freedom and equallty. 

McDonald concludes that "In order to understand Rousseau' s 

Intentlons it lS necessary to conslder hlS theory of the general 

wlll wlthln the self-contalned lOglC of hlS politlcal theory, 
30 and to place this agalnst the background of hls own century." 

The problem with McDonald's interpretatlon lS that not only 

IS Rousseau left trapped ln the past, but the relevance of hls 

thought 1 s ] irn i ted to the sort of small communl ty he ldeallzed 

ln ~neva and CorSlca. ThlS da lm IS certainly valid, but lt 
." 

19nores the broader and more enduring dimension of hlS thought -

the entire problem of lndlvidual human nature and indlvldual 

f r e e ct 0 ID in an y soc 1 al con tex t . FroID this perspective Rousseau 

is indeed relevant today. While McDonald ha.s captured the 

essence of Rousseau's IDodel for an ideal society, she has failed 

to appreciate the Inslght he glves us into real man and real 

society. 
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The second approach tends to ignore the practi cali ty of 

Rousseau's theories. John Chaprnan tries to avoid this by 

making the confusing argument that Rousseau " sought to achieve 

liberal ends by authoritarian means. ,,31 Alfred Cobban attempts 

ta pacify the oppo si ti on by agree ing tha t the ?hapter on civil 

religion in the CS was, for the liberal Rousseau, most "unfor-

tuna te". More p'e!' cepti vel y , Rober t Dera thé poin ts ou t tha t 

because he was a liberaI, Rousseau 's maIn problem was in devl­

sing a meànS't~/ keep the governmen t frorn usurping sovereign 

pawer.,,32 Here we have a foundatfon for the thesis that Rous­

seau 's tragic vision resulted frorn his belief in freedom and 

human nature on the one hand, and his reallzatlon that politlcal 

authority was and had to be C'oncentrated in a rnInority, on the 

other. 

Ralph Lelgh 1 s effort to escape thlS probl em IS ta argue 
-n 

that Rousseau Intended nll.tural law ta Inform posItIve law. -, 

uependlng on ona's definItlon of natural lew, thls posltlon 

may wel1 be crltlclzed as tauLologlcal. If the archetype of 

natural law IS lrnprlnted ln each Indlvldual, then Lelgh 18 

simply saying that each Cltlzen should consult reason and 

feellng in deterrnlnlng the law he wishes to Impose on hllDself 

~'ld others. As true as thlS may oe, the probl em of ascertaln-

1:l6 that law remalns. If natural law lS somethIng ta be used 

by the lawglver, then the practlcal problem 18 intensifled. 

Rouç;seau's lawglvers, Moses, Lycurgus, are mythical-type 

fi gu r e san d, W l th the ex cep t Ion 0 f h lm sel f, the rel s lit t l e 

nope given to the posslblllty that a lawglver could actuaJly 

appear. 

The liberal-authorltarlan characterlzation of Rousseau 

splits him in two. The former affirms itself by appeal1ng to 

the theoretical content of Rousseau 's wrltlngs, avoldlng the 

question of practicality. The latter attacks Rousseau for 

endorsing what would p::-obably turn Into a despotic or totali­

tarian regirne if established, while ignoring the regime's 

philosophlcal underplnnings. 
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Bu t tt 0 u s se a u wa sne i the r 0 ne no r the 0 the r an d hi s l i f e as 

weIl as his writings attest ta the importance he attached ta 

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 Buch a political system lS 

likely ta become despotic because authority tends ta 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 

IDost cheri shed 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 glven attrIbute of man. As 

noted ln the DOl. man alone has free will and hence the freedom 

ta construct polltlcal systems based on systems of Iaws that 

are opposed to or ln harmony with nature and InstInct. 

It lS beclluse of thlS natural frpedom that the rost of 

Rousseau's thought makes sense. l f man 1 s f r e e. Rou s s eau éI s k s • 

then what could prevertt him from foundlng Il polltlcal system 

based on the values - JustIce. !DOrallty. equlty. freedo!D -

that he. hlmself, l'las selected? The ~ is an attempt ta outllne 

the major characterlstics and goals of this Ideal socIety. 

But freedom. WhlCh allows !Den to revoIt against InstInct 

and to perfeC't hlmself as a sentient, rational being. has 

limitations of which Rousseau was weIl aware. It lS one thing 

for an lndividual to enJoy freedom and qUlte another for a col-

lectlon of lndlviduals to do so. The faet tha t man 1 s perfec-

tl bl e does not rnean there can be a perfect man or a perfect 

sOCIety. The crux of the prob1em lies in the concept of 

particular interest: 

Cette liberté commune est une consé-
que n c e d e l a n a tu r e deI 1 ho m me. Sa 
première loi est de veiller à sa propre 
conservation. ses premiers soins sont 
ceux qu'il se doit à lUI-même; et sitôt 
qu'il est en âge de rai son. lui seul 
etant juge des moyens propres à le 
conserver. devient par là son propre 
maître. (34) 



( 

Later in the CS, Rousseau wri tes: 

En effet, s'il n'est pas impossible 
qu'une volonté particulière s'accorde 
sur quelque point avec la volonté 
générale, il est impossible au moins 
que cet accord soit durable et co~­
stant; car la volonté particulière 
tend, par sa nature, aux préférences, 
et la volonté générale à l'égalité. 

Page 68 

(J 5) 

The situation can be summarized in the following way: By 

nature man is free and h18 flrst ln8tlnct 18 to preserve hlmself. 

Free will and instinct can be in harmony or ln confllct, but 

the lnstlnct of preservatlon tends to always express Itself. 

InstInct drIves man lnto society, but frf'pdom tends to revoIt 

R~ainst tne constrRlnts SOcIety must Impose on the 1ndIvl~ual 

ta guarantee ItS own survIval. Can SOc1ety protect freedom? 

Only ]f the eX)Jres~non of fr0edom, that 1S, partlcular Interest, 

can be accommodated or reshaped as a communal or CIVIC Intere,t. 

Many crItlcs sefm ta belleve Rousseau stops here, content that 

wIth CiVIl relIgIon and state educatlon, the necessary changes 

can be achieved. But another pOlnt must be consldered. For 

Rousseau, C1VIC Interest can only emerge if the cltlzen has real 

politlcal authorlty. And here reality steps ln and Rousseau, 

through hlS condemnatlon of eXIstIng poli tIcal orders, hIS use 

of mythical fIgures and ideaIlsm to support hlS case, and hlS 

suggestIon that the common man has to be led by the nose, clearly 

Implles that an equallty of authority lS, in the last analysls, 

unattalnable. Thus the whole exerClse serves to ultimately 

deplct the traglc reality of human society - wIthout authority, 

the individual cannot be free, but with authority dIstributed 

equally, society cannot eXlst. 

Why is thlS so? Why do societies Ineflitably decay? Why 

are social values unattainable? As one ~ght expect, Rousseau 

offers several justifications for hIS Pos~tlon. We can, how-
\ 

ever, consolidate them into the fol1owing a'rgument. 

(1) Society i8 fundamentally different than the state of 

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

\ 
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determine the differences given that the state of nature is 
" hypothetical. It might even appear pointless to make sueh a 

comparison. What is really being said is that the indivi~al 

is different than the eolleetivity. Both exist in soeietr~d, 

aeeording to Rousseau, we can envision the state of nature by 

ex am in in g onl y the indi vi dual. We are a bl e to arri ve a t El. ~ 

clearer understanding of the differences between the individual 

and the collectivity by plaeing them in self-sufficient rnodels 

that can be compared while appreciating that ln reality the two, 

individual and collectivity, co-exist. We have, in effect, the 

followlng: 

V 

Rea 11 ty 
(Individual and Collectlvity) 

_ .1 

~( 

State of Nature SOClety 
(Collectlv'lty) (Ind] vldual) 

(2) The Indlvldual tpnds to DE:: governed by partlcular 

interest and, whlle partlcular interests may coincide, they often 

confllct. Rousseau proves thls assertIon by pOInting to the 

fact that socleties have invarlably required a system of Iaws 

to endure. The only practical rationale for laws is that thIngs 

would be worse wlthout thern WhlCh suggests that they reduce 

C'onflicts and faeill ta te progresse In addi tlon to laws, Rous­

seau points to sueh things as custorns, a common history, educa­

tIon and relIgIon as factofE that can mitlgate confllcting 

Interests. But the:se requln- tlme to develop ln a sOClety and 

one is faced with the questIon, where do laws originate? 

(3) Laws orit:lnate from factional Interests which are 

simply the particular Interest of a group of indIviduals. Whlle 

they may be in the best Interest of society, they are more likely 

to be in the best interest of the faction which, in accordance 

with nature, strives ta preserve itself. There i8 an obvious 
\ 

difficulty in having sorne partieular interests determine the 

law8 that are to resolve conflicts arising from aIr particular 

interests. 

1 
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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. In effect, Rousseau argues that law stems from human 

nature in that human natur.e strives ta assert particular inte,r­

ests and particular interests are at the root of factional 

ln te re sts. Rou s seau appeall ed to bath hi story and the l egal 

systems of his time ta demonstrate that l'actions wrote laws. 

The factions that create the laws are those t,èJ.at have 50mehow -

generally by force, deceit or as an expansion of the family 

structure-- acquired the authority to do 50. 

(4) These laws tend to be ln the interest of the faction 

and not of the collectivity. Here Rousseau could point to many 

conventional (social) inequallt1es ta support h1S case - wealth, 

rank, power, and sa on. The tendency of these inequalities, 

h e a r gue d, i s t 0 gr 0 W and the r e sul t i s t 0 an ta go n l z e ct l spa r l t les 

and create soclal confl1cts that weaken and ul t1mately ruin 

society. 

There lS apparently, only one Solutlon to this problem. It 

is to erase partlcular interests by replacing them with civic 

interests, at least in those areas where conflicts are likely 

ta occur. This requlres identifylng civic Interests and for 

thlS purpose Rousseau introduced the general will. The problem 

wIth the general will is that It has no way of initiating 

actlvlty. To do thlS Rousseau lntroduced the Lawgiver, who 

wa san in div l du a l w i th out par t leU l a r in ter est s . An l n d l V i du al 

wh6 àld not and could not exist. 

We see clearly in Rousseau the problems in society (inequa­

lit y, unequal distnbution of authority, conflicting interests, 

lack of lndividual freedom, etc.) and the solutlons (soclal 

contract, equal distribution of authority, civic interest, civic 

freedom, etc.). But the mechanisms required ta apply the solu-

bons to the problems (spontaneous assent, general will, moral 

education, lawgiver, etc.) are philosophical and irnpractical. 

Rousseau could not devise a tenable program for social recon-

stru c tion tha t woul d n ot con tradi ct hi s commi tm en ts to ind i vidual 

freedom and equali ty. The tragedy, for Rousseau, lies in the 

1 
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fact that the e~ential 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 poiitical philosophy. 

c. Equali ty 

From our discussion of freedom. it is evident that a ) 

second political value to which Rousseau attaches impo~e is 

equali ty, and indeed both the DOl and the CS deal comprehen­

sively with this question. Gustave Lanson hp.s argue'd that the 

k e y t 0 Rou s s eau 's th 0 u g h t lie sin the 0 pen in g lin e 0 f Em il e : 

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

dégénère entre les malns de l'homme. ,,36, suggesting that,' for 

Rousseau, social inequity i8 the fundamental cause of human 

mlsery. 

the 

than 

Judith Shklar proposes a line of interpretatlon based on 

premise that "Equality lS the only condition worth more 

natural freedom. n37 According to Shklar: 

The egalitarian and democratic aspects 
of the Social Contract are really the 
coherent worklng out of the implica­
tlons of a slngle ldea. Since conven­
tion, and not God or nature, i8 the 
origin of aIl societies, and since 
conventional rules a~e made, openly 
or tacitly, by aIl those who choos~ 
to join a Soclety, the only Justi­
fiable polltical order 18 the one that 
serves the interests of aIl, or at 
least of most. (38) 

'. 

In the DOl, Rousseau summarlzes the process of social ine­

quality as the inevitable consequence of aIl modern political 

insti tutions: 

Si nous suivons le pTo~rès de l'inégalité 
dans ses différentes revolutions, nous 
trouverons que l'établissement de la loi 
et du droit de propriété fut son premier 
terme, l'institution de la magistrature 

1 
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! 
le second, que le troisième et dernie; fut 
le changement du pouvoir lé~itime en pouvoir 
arbitraire; en sort~ gue l'etat de riche et 
de pauvre fut autorise par la premiere époque, 
celui de puissant et de foible par la seconde, 
et par la troisième celui de maître et d'esclave, 
qui est le dernier degré de l'inégalité, et le 
terme auquel aboutissent enfin tous les autres, 
jusqu'à ce que de nouvelles révolutions dis­
solvent tout ~ fait le go\tvernement, ou le 
rapprochent de l' insti tution légi time. ,,( 39) 

In the CS Rousseau describes what should, 

servir de base à tout système social; c'est 
qu'au lieu de détruire l'égalité naturelle, 
le pacte fondamental substitue, au contraire, 
une égalité morale et légitime à ce que la 
nature avoit pu mettre d'inégalité physique 
entre les hommes, et que, pouvant être 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, WhICh means above aIl, an equal 

share in poli ti cal au thor i ty. 

As Alfred tobban points out. Rousseau's 

bellef in the people as the legislative power 
is based not on. an irratlonal sentiment but 6n 
the convlction that the people as a whole form 
the only power in the state which is not inter­
ested ln perverting it to selfish and sectional 
en d s. ( 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 pol-itical 

authorlty, factional interests would ultimately pervert the 

function of the state by using it ta serve particular a~ms. 

Given an initial situation of freedom. there can be no 

philosophical justification for inequality unless one values 

servitude. 42 This. of course, applies only to conventional 

Inequalityi natural inequality will always exist. 

But as Rousseau was quick to demonstrate, social equality 
~ 

necessitates the curtailment of particular interests. Herein 

lie s the maj or pro bl em wi th hi s ideal society and cri ti c s have 

a~tacked him for describing either (a) a ;ociety of depersona-

i 
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lized citizens, stripped of aIl individuality, or (b) a classlc 

instance of tyranny by the m~Jotity. 

To argue that Rousseau did not .intEtÀ eitner apparently 

force; us ta 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 kni ts them into a harmonlous communi ty mainly through ha bits 

~nd tradItions which they can appreclate as ln thei~be~t 

interest. lndeed, ln the CS Rousseau admits that hls politlcal 

system could not exist.....i.Jl a large state. But the fact IS, it 

could not exist in anyf.st1ite. This is evident in Rousseau' 8 

descriptions of Rome aod Sparta and in his statement that no 
l' 

poli tical organism can expect to endure. As Peter Gay wri tes, 

It is this normative conception, thls Utopi~n 
tendency to reason from the perfectibili~ of 
man to the perfect stata ln which only tEe 
perfect man can live, that makes Rousseau's 
thought 80 great as crItlclsm and so dangerous 
as a guide for constltutlon maklng. (43) 

What 18 la'cking ln reality lS the perfect man, the embodi­

üicnt of a true civic morality. Without thlS, an lnitial equa­

lit Y of authority can only lead to despotlsm and there is no 

.indication in Rousseau's wrlting that suchaman could be shaped. 

The whole of ~mile attempts to solve this problem but thè 

exercise collapses in futllity. To turn out the perfect CItIzen, 

each man and wonlan must be tralned on an incli.vlr1URl hAS1S for 

25 years. For generatlon8. perhaps eternally, aIl of society 

is either t~.acher or student and no-one remalns to tlll fields, 
0<1 

run businesses, govern. 

Yet tracing Rousseau's thought back to morality or virtue, 

while demonstrating its tragic dimension, is still instructive. 

It served Rousseau as an effective critical tool with which to 

force !Den to reconsider their lives as citizens. For the impos­

sibility 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. 
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D. Morali ty 

What, then, 18 the nature of this civic morality upon 

which Rousseau's îdeal state rests? According to Rousseau, Its 

expression is the general will, but as Korner remarks in a 

study of Kan t: 

Rousseau glves us no independent criterion 
by which we may dlstinguish whether a glven 
principle expresses the general will or only 
the will of aIl. He gives us no criterion 
of the morality of principles, and therefore 
none of the morality of actions. (44) 

ln the CS. Rousseau deflnes the charactenstics of good 

laws, that 1S, of expressions of the general 1,.1111: 

Si l'on recherche en qUOI consiste pr~­
ci s é men t lep lus gr an d b i end e t 0 us. qUI 
doit être la fin de tout système de 
législation. on trouvera qu'il se réduit 
à deux objets pnncipaux. 1a hberté et 
l'égalité: la liberté, parce que toute 
dépendence particulière est autant de 
force ôtée au corps de l'Etat; l 'égali té, 
parce que la liberté ne peut subsIster 
sans elle. (45) 

There are ObVIOUS problems in both the theoretical and the 

practical dlmensions of Rousseau's morallty. Philosophically. 

Rousseau has descrlbed a ViCIOUS circle. Moral1ty is the code 

of conduct (for thought and behaviour) derived from a sltuation 

of freedorn and equality. But the absence of a CiVIC morallty 

precludes the possibility of a condition of freedom and equal1ty. 

To break this circle, the lawgiver is required. But the dut Y 

of the lawgiver i8 defined by Rousseau as "une entreprise 

au-dessus de la force humaine et, pour l'exécuter, une autorité 

qui n'est rien. 11
46 The lawgiver's only tool is civil rellgion, 

but civil religion can only be introduced to a society that 

lacks a well-defined system of beliefs, traditions and values. 

Such a society is purely irnaginary. 

The circle,however, is not perfecto Taking morality 

f , 

.. 
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a step further, we find it defined in Emile as the expression of 

reason and feeling, and hence accessible ta aIl individuals able 

to free themselves frorn conventional prejudices and, in effect, 

resurrect their true nature. "AlI", of course, is a theoretical 

terrn, for the whole of Emile irnpresses us with the almost super­

human demands such a renaissance entails. In this way, civic 

morality becornes not a feature of society, but an individual 

attrlbute, and, because It must operate within an unJust polltl-

cal s y ste m, i t i s l i mit e d b Y c i r cu m stan ces. Rousseau has lowered 

his sights: while SOclety cannot be structured on those ideals 

(freedom, equality) derlved from human nature, at least the 

individual can pattern his own life on these principles. 

C'est en vain qu'on aspIre à la liberté 
sous la sauvegarde des lois. Des lois! 
où est-ce qu'il Y en a, et où est-ce 
qu'elles sont respectées? Partout tu 
n'as .vu régner sous ce nom que l'lntérét 
particulIer et les passlons des hommes. 
MalS les lois éternelles de la nature et 
de l'ordre eXlstent. Elles tlennent lleu 
de loi po si tlve du sage; elles sont 
écrites au fond de son coeur par la con­
science et par la raison; c'est à celles-
là qu'il doit s'asservir pour être libre .. , (47) 

Every man i8 free to live hls life according ta self­

lmposed laws discovered through reason and feellng; and every 

~an has an equal opportunlty ta do so within the confines of 

~orruptlon he must accept as the prevailing reality. 

We cannat, therefore, dismiss Rousseau's political values 

BA philosophically lnconslstent unless we make the mistake of 

looklng only at the CS. The same holds true for the practical 

dimension when we appreciate that it has been reduced ta a 

purely individual affair, and an essentially internaI affair at 

that, given the inflexibility of the external situatIon one must 

more or Iess accept. 

But this line of reasoning must be pursued further. If i t 

i5 the tragic reality that society holds ideals it cannot hope 

ta realize, it i8 also the case that the individual, the only 

indivisible unit of integrity that can exist in society, i5 
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influenced and partly defined (intellectually, spiritually and 

psychologically) by the external reality. Nowhere is this pro­

blem clearer than~n language which acts as the universal sol­

vent, dlssolving indlviduals lnto society by supplylng them wIth 

values, beliefs and prejudIces. 

Part 2 

A. Comm en tary 

What ernerges from this dIScussion of Rousseau's politlcal 

understanding is hIS keen sense of the conflict between the 

ideal, the possible and the real, on bath an individual and a 

collective plane. The root of the con fli ct i s human na ture -

its initIal characteristIcs of free wIll, compassion, under­

standing and imaginatIon and its prImaI goals of preservatIon 

~nd improvement. The permutatIons of human nature are infinite 
(, 

but always allgn thernselves along perceptions, no matter ho~ 

convoluted, of the primaI goals. 

These perceptIons are in turn shaped by ideals. For Rous­

seau, the ideal society was that founded by hlS SOCIal contract. 

~he legislator symbolizes the fUSIon of reason and feeling 

'nature). Similarly, language in its ideal formulation is the 

:-:-,cans of expressing the fusion of reason and feeling. Both are 

expected to respond ta physical circumstances and physIcal and 

moral needs. 

The sou r c e 0 f con fIl ct, the d 0 wn f a Il 0 f the l d e aIs 0 cie t Jo , 

the lawgiver and language, is due to the opposing forces of the 

individual and the collectlvity. Society is the individual's 

rational and emotional responae ta 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. Sa society is both man's salva­

tian and his damnation. The individual requires society to 

survive but society tends to reduce individuality. UnI es s human 
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nature can be changed to a CiVIC nature, this conflict remains. 

The C S a t t e m pts t 0 d e fin e wh a t th i s cha n g e en t a il s , jus tif Y l n g 

i t by foun ding the chan ge on human na tur e i tsel f. Bu tRou s­

seauls other writlngs and hlS life suggest that such a change 

is impossible. It i8 a philo8ophical construct, not a practical 

proce8S. 

Slnce man cannot be a complete individual and a perfeC'tly 

social being at the same tlme unless the two are synonymous, 

he must choose a middle course which can never be fully satls­

fying. ~hlS practical choice is limited by the fact that man 

lives ln society. In an attempt to clarify it, Rousseau sets 

up a system of dIchotomies that may be subsumed under the head­

ing "Social versus Natur~ln. 

The social cholces are idealized ln Rousseau's wrltlng ln, 

for example, Plutarch, Calvlnist Geneva, the socIal contract, 

Julie and Wolmar, reason, CIvil relIgIon and state education. 

The natural choices are found ln hlS references to such thlngs 

as the Swiss countryside, Arcadia, the golden age, mUSIC, botany, 

SaInt Preux, feel ing and conscience or the heart. The ChOl ce of 

one precludes the choice of another and the tragedy lies ln the 

fact that no single choice can be entirely fulfilling. The 

former turns out citizens; the latter misanthropes - where can 

one flnd men? 

We see here a problem that characterizes all modern SO('l(-

ties. As an agent of free wIll man can choose technocracy or a 

rural 11fe, freedom or authorlty, reason or feeling. Bu t hl s 

cholce is largely predetermlned by the nature of the society 

lnto WhlCh he i8 born. Rousseau's characterization of modern 

societies as corrupt clearly suggests that the individual will 

tend to conduct his life ln 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 info~ming him of his needs, beliefs and values. 

But Rousseau was lot an utter pessimist and while his 

vision of reality was fi tragic one, one can stiil see a profound 

conviction in the indomitable human spirit diffused through his 
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writing and manifested in his own life. It is this feature 

that gives his tragic vision its greatest force while rnaking it 

palatable at the sarne time, for it argues, in effect, that even 

though society i9 imperfect and often corrupt, misery and unhap-
1 

piness can still be avoided. But as we will see in Chapter 4, 

the possibility of escaping onels emotional and moral dependence 

on society and hence re-afflrming one's natural freedom as an 

'individual is remote. Social institutions eontrlve to eliminate 

this choiee and the most powerful social institution, language, 

ls perhaps inconquerable. 
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Chapter 4. 

Introductlon 

So far, we have provlded a background to Rousseau's wrltlngs, 

a discussion and interpretatlon of his work on language, and an 

analysis of key elements of his political philosophy in order to 

~emonstrate that, ln a holistic sense, Rousseau's wrltings and 

~haracter reveal a fundamentally tragic vIsion of reality. We 
" 

have further isolated the main characteristics of this vIsion 

and suggested that wlthin it there lS a note of optimism rooted 

ln Rousseau's faith in the capabilities of the lndividual and 

the strength of primaI human nature. 

The final chapter of thlS paper will attempt to pull to­

gether the arguments presented in the preceding pages, esta­

blish the parameters of the traglc vision, and evaluate it ln 

terms of Èfoth its place in Rousseau scholarship and its con­

temporary signiflcance. In this way, we Intend to Justify the 

I1ssertions made in the chapter entitled "IntroductIon". 

l'art 1 

A. Overvlew 

The DOl traces the development of society from a hypo­

t~etical state of nature to a condItIon of extreme conventlonal 

Inequality. One of its central arguments 18 that adaptation ta 

this situatlon has enlal1ed a perversion of human nature on both 

t.he individual and spec18s levels. The key term here is "con­

ventional" for this allows Rousseau to approach the problem 

from bath moderatejreformist and radical~perspectlves. It also 

allows him to locate the source of the conflict and its solutlon 

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 i5 a solitary 

but not a misanthrope. He ia 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 sorne critics, Rousseau did 

not Idolize natural man for what he was but rather for the 

potential he represented. The state of nature was, ln 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 applled dlrectly to the image of 

the noble savage. Rousseau was concerned with two things: 

First, that man is compelled to Improve and, second, that to do 

so he requires socIety. For Rousseau, these were facts and not 

something of which ta 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 DOl examines civil man. Placed into 

society by chance or necessIty, his natural InclinatIons becamc 

harnessed to the eXlgencles of hlS new environment. Rousseau's 

analysis of the enVlronment concluded that lt was structured on 

J n f> <j ua lit Y • 0 r, m 0 r e fun dam en t a 1 l Y , the une q u al dis tri but ion 0 f 

authori ty. The Impetus to soclal evolutlon lS not well-eluci­

c.:_~.;d in Rousseau. He attnbuted lt to a fundamental error ln 

the foundlng of sOClety. thus paVlng the way for his more 

L __ t'.l-ehenSlve study. the Contrat Soclal. The results. however, 

~ _ quite clear: "L'égalIté dans la peur, la liberté pour le 

u la pitié pour SOL ,,1 In short. the identity man had 

as~..;med was not ennobling and upllftlng. but rather en81avlng 

and corrupt. 

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

DOl - the social and historical foundations and development of 

language. In his analysis. Rousseau reaffirmed a notion that 

is clearly asserted in the DOl - as an agent of free wlll, man 

i6 responsible for his environment. lncluding Its political 

structures, legal system. customs and language, and, therefore, 

he iB responsible for the "'fdentit y he ]Ch' ves as an indivIdual 

and as a species. 

In building his argument. Roussea uggested that language 

and society, which are dependent upon each other, der ive from 

human (nature. He offered several possible origins of society 
\ 
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and founded language on man's instinctual rnethod of expressing 

and communicating his needs and feelings. Language and society 

lay dormant in natural man and required sorne sort of catalyst 

(fate, Providence, etc.) to release thern. Once released, how­

ever, man became wholly responsible for their administration 

and development. 

Rousseau then explored human nature to deterrnine 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 ta prove that such values 

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

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

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

[What must be don~ ta safeguard the 
liberty of the Individual while at the 
same time glving the state the moral 
authority and actual power which it 
needs if it 18 to functlon effectlvely 
for the benefit of the indlvlduals 
cornposing it. (2) 

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

clean slate and a Lawglver, and, later, fundamental changes ln 

,uman nature. These requirements are out of grasp, a fa ct that 

:-: 0 u s s eau cam e t 0 a pp r e c i a t e i n Em il e , wh e r e h e tu r n e d h i s 

~ttention from social reconstruction to change possible at the 

Individual level. Here, tao, he met with failure because the 

education of Emile IS so 

requires a Lawglver who 

i t i s l i k el y t ha t Em i l e 

conception of man while 

impractlcal. In a sen se, . 
does not exist. And, even 

would end up lüe Rousseau, 

despising or pltying man as 

it also 

If successful, 

loving e 

he really i s. 

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

statement in Civilization and its Discontents, "0ne feels 

inclined to say that the intention that man should be 'happy' ia 

not incl uded in the plan of 'Creation 111.3 Indeed, in the 

"Dixi~me Promenade", Rousseau, looking beck on his lire, wrote: 

Je puis dire à peu près comme ce préfet 
du prétoire qui disgracié sous Vespasien 
s'en aller finir paisiblement Bes jours à 
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la campagne: ~J'ai passé soixante et dix 
ans sur la terre, et j'en ai vécu sept.J> (4) 

This sad estimation from the man who wrote hundreds of 

pages descri bing and defending his morali ty and honesty, and 

who concluded Les Confessions by stating: 

J 'ai dit la veri té ' .. qUlconque, même sans 
avoir lu mes écrits, examiner par ses propres , 
yeux mon naturel, mon caractere, mes moeurs, 
mes pen chan t s, mes pla i sir s, mes hab i tu des, 
et pourra me croire un malhonnête homme, est 
lui-même un homme à étouffer. (5) 

Everything Rou~seau wrote pOInts to his belief that (a) 

man depends on society, (b) society must limit human behavlour 

if it lS ta survive, and (c) because of the conflict inherent 

ln this situation, the best man can only abstract a few fleeting 

moments of happiness and calm from a wor1d that is miserable 

and unjust because it IfIDIts human behavlour unequally. 

Accordlng ta Rousseau, man needs SOCIety - to sub~ist, to 

improve, to love - but the loss of freedom and authority it 

demands Ciin nevel' be fu11y rnrnpensated for and hence man is 

0o~tined to be endlessly immersed in a conflict that derives 

!';'om his strong natural inclination for the freedom that will 

Rllow him'to pursue his partIcular interests and the harsh social 

rcality that imposespowerful constralnts on what he can and ran-

no t do. For thIS reason, man is ultimately unhappy. 

It should be noted, however, that the term "man" 13 beIng 

used, in accordance with Rousseau's tendency, rather loosely. 

Rousseau' s tragic viSIon is often reminiscent of the classIcal 

con c ep ti on of tragedy. Al though Rou S8 ea u wa s con c erned wi th the 

plight of the common man, it would be a mistake ta believe he 

identified with this masse 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 

9~9' tend ta be short-sighted and rnisguided. The cornmon man 

mu st therefore be directed. The real tragedy i8, in a sense, 

reserved for those who do have the potential ta create their 

j J .. 
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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 visicYn goes beyond himself and his 

views are not elitist. If social injustice is especially pain­

fuI for those who see it, and can envision alternatives, it is 

nonetheless unfair to everyone, even tho~e who do not questlon 

it. Their rights are stIll compromlsed, their potential still 

limited. It is important, however. to appreciate in Rousseau 

the subtle shift from man ta "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 conventlon. Apparently, 

the development of Rousseau's tragic vlsion and the grounds upon 

wltich it is justifled are entlI"ely dependent on his conceptlon 

uf human nature, hls definitlon of freedom and his perceptIon of 

:l:.!Lhority. 

In turn, these gain their force from the clever way ln 

which Rousseau constructed hls arguments, blendlng hypothetical 

~~~Rls of natural man and civil man with a careful analysis of 

man as he really 18. 

The question lmmedlately arlses as to whether or not Rous­

Se~ù was justlfied in condemnlng man and society on the basls of 

twu ldealized models. One might feel inclined to return to the 

suggestion that Rousseau's tragic vision of reality stemmed 

largely from his personal dlssatlsfaction with the world. We 

therefüre must try tü determlne whether or not thlS interpreta­

tj"n of reality has a valld, general applicatlon. 

B. Traglc Vlsion - General or Particular? 

How can we seriously evaluate Rousseau's condemnation of 

society? Clearly, soc let y do~s not measure up to his ideals, but 

80 what? If his critlclsm 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 life of misery and pain, while the rest of mankind 

,.~' .. , ,. ,Y .... , "",, 
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succumbs to vice and corruption, wallows in the illusion of 

freedom and happiness, and plays its ugly rôle 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 sufferlng. 

But, surely, this is the e~siest and least profitable 

approach ta Rousseau. We cannat label him a misanthrope, a 

madman or an idealistic morallst and explain the tenacity and 

durability of his ideas. Rousseau was and is a liberator -

of thought, of language, of prejudice. 

In discussing Rousseau, it is essential ta remembe1)'that 

the force of his phllosophy cornes 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, hlS ViVld descrip­

tlons free the Imaglnation, 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, it 

is depicted as a real part of man, like his hands and feet, 

waven into his being, his nature, wlth such conviction that 

l~iction and fact are forever fused together. We can attempt to 

be objectIve ln our appraach ta Rousseau, but eventually we 

",ust accept that we are reading one man' s study of mankind. It 

:3 a study that weds reality to ImagInation and intimates that 

~~th are equally valid, equally important, equally true. 

The value of Rousseau's traglc vision depends on our recog­

ldtlon of its particularity, Its personal undertone, ln the fact 

that we know it is the work of a sIngle Imaglnatlon. This is 

what glv8S such force to the key concept with which Rousseau 

struggled - individual human nature. Rousseau reaffirmed man's 

perfectibility, man's unlqueness, man's intrinsic personal value 

on an individual level and said, these are what count, these are 

wha t sa ci et y exi sts for, th ese are wha t mu s t be prat e cted, and 

he did 80 without ever denying the importance of the collectivity. 

What, Rousseau asked, threatens individuality? Language 

and 80 C i et y , becau se they are imp er son al, un i ver saI, 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, .master~ 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 Ca) 

forcè man to beeome self-centered by threatening his individua­

lit y, his freedom and his authority, or (b) corrupt or destroy 

his individuality, or Cc) force him to retire Into himaelf, 

found hia own moral ity and li v e wi th th e best p er sonal con c ep­

tion of freedom and authority he can create, i.e. retain as 

much of his individuality as adapting to his environment will 

permit. 

We ean conelude that Rousseau' s tragie vision of reali ty 

does indeed have a general application, if we abcept his des­

cription of man as an agent of free will, naturally free and 

the first embodiment of authori ty. While it is eertainly true 

that as an individual, Rousseau appears to have been in conflict 

with his historieal ~uation, hIS philosophy is not limited 

hut strengthened by thlS. Nor can Rousseau be criticized 

r,pcause his "individual" does not exist. He exists internally, 

as an ideal, and ia unquestionably a valid part of mankind. It 

~~s perhaps Rousseau's greatest contribution to philosophy to 

demonatrate the need ta approach man as an individual, attaching . 
real significance to his thoughts, feelings and Imaginatlon, 

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 praperties 

of identity. but as the malleable, informing eharacteristics of 

any individual. He appreciated that these characteristics exist 

in the individual and that while they cau grow by virtue of 

sorne internaI quality unique ta man (imagination), they can aIse; 

be influenced by the social environment. He therefore asserted 

the individual's need to maintain himself by fully partic~pating 
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in the creation of his environment. 

c. Tragic Vision - Absolute or Corrigible? 

Ultimately one arrives at ,the question wbieh constitutes 

the crux of Rousseau' s thought - can the conflict between the 

individual and society be reconciled? In an absolute sense, 

Rousseau's answer i3 clearly negative: it is impossible for 

the individual ta 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. Rouss.eau's radical 

solution ta this conflict, as discussed in the CS, proved, even 
Il 

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 

tihould concentrate on Improving existing social institutions 

and practices through egalitarian measures. To produce the 

quality of citizen Rousseau attributed to Rome and Sparta would 

require a palicy of isolation, the develapment 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 ta have been a city-state 

reformist. 

The problems with this option center on the mechanisms for 

establlshing i t. In Corsica and Pologne, Rou~seau attempted ta 

supplya saKsfactory response but the gist o'f ,his suggestions -

to appreciate the element of stability existing in the status 

,qUO and gradually introduce egalitarian ~eforms 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 f~om theory to 

praxis. 

The second option is solely av-ailable to the individual.ç 

He br she can, like Rousseau, live according to personal laws, 
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Rousseau tried to universali~e this option by claiming 

that each individual carries withln him an archetype of nature 

that can inform a satisfactory ethical sys~em. Through shed-

ding conventional prejuqices, Rousseau argued, the individual j 

can consul t this archetype and structure his life around the). l 
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, lt reduces to a series of platitudes - be true, 

be virtuous, be good - that are expressed through the normal 

gamut of hurnan values - honesty, generosity, temperance, courage, 

justice - and illustrated via a series of parabolic lncidents. 

What one dlscovers in the final analysis is that, after 

ransaCkinÇOCiety and decrying its evils, Rou~seau could do no 

more than old up the panacea of illusion. Dostoyevsky wrote 

that withou sorne objectlJe criterlon for evaluating conduct, 

everything becomes, philosophically, lawful. In moving from 

society t? the individual, Rousseau loses an essential element 

nf his philosophy - the general will - which, once catalyzed, 

,·ould serve as a guide to law and ethlcs. In Emile, the only 

buide 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 i8 

neither acceptable nor convlnclng as an obJectlve crlterion. 

A harsh view of Rousseau might contend that all that . 
remalns is the suggestlon that man develops his personal iden-

ttty 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 

llappily as an individual in society - there is no defini tive 

st~tement defining which illusion represents truth. There is, 

of course, that inner guide, nature, starnped on the conscie~ce 

of each individual, but, while this can be consulted, it cannot 

be ~odified, and because its expression is subject to the 

vagaries of free will, it is not an absolute criterion. 

" 

Housseau 

" .' '. 
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wished it to be universal, an emanation of nature, but this 
il> 

represents an ideal in his thought. In the end, he could not 

reconcile free will with a un~sal 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-
J 

possible for him to develop a blueprint for society that would 

fully satisfy his concept of buman nature. 

Rousseau's tragic vision of reality is absolute, but as it 
-----firms up in his writing, it becomes apparent that it is not as 

harsh as we sugge,sted earlier. The vision successfully reflects 

an importan~ feature of reallty in that it is flexible, it has 

peaks and valleys, and .J.s, for this reaso~, tolerable if not 

wholly acceptable. " ,,: 

r 
In,other words, much of the tragedy revolves around the 

notion that man has beoome less than his potentlal would allow 

him to become. SOcIety is not absolutely evil, but it does play 

~he frustratlng dual rôle of providIng man with a milieu con­

dueive to improvement and at the same time limiting the sort of 

decisions f;or improvement that he can make. This inr turn 

r0verts to the conflict between particular interest and social 

Interest and Rousseau could not devise a meanG for reconciling 

or equalizIng the two that would not ent~il effectively.elimi-

1,JLing 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~~1~solu­

tions. The success of Rousseau' s wri ting lies inj/ts undeniable 

foundation in reality and the pervasive futility that tainted 

his life and his work ia a philosophieal 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 î 
A. Tragi c Vi si on - A Fina.l Formula ti on 

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 

commentary on his philosophy, but rather an element of it. 

While. on the one hand, the dichotomies deveiop~d by Rousseau 

split man and society and ~ut them in eternal conflict, on the 

other hand, they are tenabl\e across a wide spe~trum of philoso-
~ 

phical and social concerns. It is because they work, both 

t logically and intuitively, that the tragedy is successful in its 

depictlon of the human condition. 

Man is subject to the competing forces of nature and 

conventlon. There are only tenuous and fraglle points of recon­

clllation and a fundamental set of points where the two forces 

meet in agreement. But it lS not these points that allow society 

to existe It is rather the fact that man requires society to 

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

This May seem somewhat confusing so we will sketch out a 

final formulatio~ of t~e 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 requires 

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 aIl members of 

society can participate equally in developing these conventions. 

6. The conventions established are often extensions of 

particular interests generated by an individual or a faction. 

______ ~~__ _ _ _ TT __________ ~ 

;' __ -l," ~ 
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.\ These will tend to be s~centered and will conflict .wi th 'ot.her 

particular interests. Thi~ situation i~ on~acèeptable on 

practical grounds insofa~ a it permits soci~i te endure. ~t 
has tno philosophieal basis nd eannot eliminate aIl eonflieting 
• i 
l.n tere sts. 

7. As society develops and the conv~ntions increasingl~ 

bear fruit for the particular interests they represent, 'conflicts 

will grow, weakening social stability and ult~mately ùestroying 

i t. 
8. Man's particular interests tend te be shert-sighted 

and laws and conventions "tend to refleet this. If man could be 

motivated to look further, to appreciate that a just society is 

in hi s best in ter est, . then soei e ty coul d be grea tly i mprov ed. 

But this cannot be aehieved without altering human nature on 

the individual level. Individual interests conflict, to deny 

this i5 to threaten the individuality that is crucial to man's 

free will whieh is, in turn, the feature that allows 0im to .. 
perfect himself. The tragedy lies in the faet that the final 

-""1 .... 
choice is between a society of ci~zens and a society of indivi-

duals. In the former case, free will has been eliminated, in 

the l~tter e~8e, 

major~ty of men. 

T\is tragic 

of Rousseau.~In 

its expression is severely curtailed for the 

vision i8 a very comprehensIve interpretation 

Chapter ], we demonstrated that interpretations 

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

" d evelop along oppo sing l ine s. The tl"agie vi si on in terpreta tion 

reconeiles this division in Rousseau scholaTship. On a philoso-, 
phical plane, the tragedy lies in the faet that Rousseau iso-

lated a oeed but ceuld not determine a mechanism te satisfy' it. 

He began his argument with man in the state of nature, i.e. man 

as an individual. From this beginning, he wished ta eonclude 

with man as an individual qua citizen. While he eould effee-

~ocate the point of transition from individual creature 

ta social being from a historical perspective~ he cou1d not do 

this philesophieally. He waa, therefore, left with the indivi­

dual in a 'social centext and, wi thin the 10giea1 parameters of 

his argument, this could only be interpreted as a conflictua1 

si tua tion. 
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Rousseau faced a on the praeti eaf pl~ne • 

To justify his philosophical work, he examined reality. Here 

too, he was forced to conclude tha t i t was the iIfdividual 
~ 

caught in a social context and at odds with it, that was the 

best evaluation of reality. This view 
.) 

was reinforeed by his 

conclusion that laws and conventi~ns, as ~hey exist in society; 

are merely the expression of the particular intarests of those 

who have mana-ged to secure authori ty .. Such a 'distribution of,~ 

authority is inevitable, as Rousseau clearly explains in Bod~ I]I 

of the CS and Emil e, becau s e so ci et y requires a, government ~Qt~ 

the power to implemen~.~ts 1 is of a functional size and that has 

decisions. 

Rousseau's views are consistent on both theoretical and 

practical planes. Rousseau began wi th the individual' as an 

agent of free will and concluded wi th the .individual as an agent 

of free will. When Rousseau wrote in the CS, 

s'il n'y avoit pas quelque pOlnt .dans lequel 
tous les intérêts s'accordent, nulle société 
ne sauroit exister. Or, c'est uniquement 
sur cet intérêt commun que la societé doit 
être gouvernée. (6) 

<! 

he was suggesting that a legal system could be established that 

'JaS in the interest of all men. Such a legal system would be 

~erived from th\3 general will., But the existence of the general 

· ... ill ul tima tely proves in Rousseau 1 s wr~~ing to be hypothetical 

ttnd" J;here is no defini ti ve statem ent expJa ining wha t these 

common interests are. Yet Rousseau does give another justifica­

tion for society - wi thout i t, man cannat improve, cannot 

realize his identity as man. This, then, is where "tous les 

intérêts s'accordent." It alon~ 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 i t should be governed. In writings SU~8 Corsiea, 

Pologne and Emile, he recognized that, while~ societies may 

have a common foundation philosopbically, th~ do not have 

common formulations in practice. The only common element from 

one society to the next, 18 that none of them fully appreeiate 

. ; - . , , \. 

, 
\ 

'-



( , 

\ 

( ) 

~ •• ~ • â 

______ ~.-. _ •• ~"-,'._'.: __ •• __ .: ____ ....l.. ____ • 

Page 92 

their philoaophioal foundation. Nana are,fU~l~:ndUCive ta 
human imprqvement. This, in turn, is because, unless one begins 

r ~ 

wi th a model of the perfect man, one cannot devi·se a means to 

achieve perfection. Th~ best one can do ie suggest a formulation 

based on precepts of egali~arianism that logic defends as con­

~ucive to human progresse This is preci~ly 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 criteria for evaluating human improvement, his suggestions 

collapsed as impractical or unsubstantiated. 

Critic~suggest that in Rousseau there can only be the 

indi vidual or the coll ecti v~ ty. ~hi sis not the x::as e. In fact, 

both -exist, both compete, and the one is dependent upon the 

other. Man is in limbo in Rousseau's vritings as Rous~eau vas 

in limbo in the 18-th century Europe. 

Why is this tragic? Tragedy implies that because of some 

inescapable flav, a human being fails ta achieve the heights 

he is capable of achieving az:d falls to a. depth that is lamen-
• 

table. This Is Rousseau'sriev. Because man is not wholly 

individual or wholly citizen, he is forced to atte~pt to recon­

cile these tvo facets of his life and~ in a broad social cobtext: 

the conflict is resolved by a genetal d~grad~ti~n of both the 

individual and the citizen. A sm~ll handiul of men impose their 

particular interests on society and, because they have not 

created a milieu conducive to improvement, they succumb to -short-term, transitory interests that mock the Ideals their 
l 

imaginations reveal. 
, 

Within t~is vision, the rôle of language is an especially 

important and revealing feature. Language makes society pos­

sible. It allows the Ideals to be expres~ed and the laws and 

goals of society to be discussed. In this vay, 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 ~imension to language which vas 

especially important to Rousseau and that provides a key to 

understanding his tragic vision. Language, Rousseau argued" 

.. 
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( 
derives,from man's actual mode of expresBi~g and communicating 

his concerns. In an originaL context. its sémantic system is 

universal (ins~far as it is instinctual) but its application is 

strictly individual. 
. , 

In a social context, the universal seman.tip system is 

inadequate tOI cope wi th the new requiremen ts tha t develop ~from 

social interaction. A hast of concepts, that make no sense and 
, . . 

would serve no purpose in the s~te of nature, must be communi-

ca ted. 

" 

In the CS, Rousseau wrote: 

& 
Ce passage de l'état de nature à l'état 
civil produit dans l'homme un changement 
très remarquable ... Quoiqu'il se prive 
dans cet état de plusieurs a~antages qu'il 
ti en t de la n~ture, il en rega/}ne de si 
grands, ses facul tés s~exercent et se J 

développent, ses idées s'étendent, ses 
sentiments s'ennobl~ssent, son &m~ tout 
entière s'élève à tel point que, si les 
abus de cette nouvelle condition ne le 
dégradoient souvent au-dessous de celle 
don t il est sorti, il devroi t bénir san s 
cesse l'instant heureux qui l'en arracha 
pour jaimais et qui, d'un animal stupide 
et borné, fit un être intelligent et un 
homme. (7) 

The changes Rousseau has des~ibed are reflected in lan­

guage which grows, adapts and is màdified to accommodate,new 

nccds. On the one hand. there is a tremendous expansion in the 

~eference 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 

rnudifications of both form and content. On the other hand, 
6 • 

there is the obvious need to define society and. concomitantly, 

to solidify language. 

It i8 not surprising that those who begin to structure 

society 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 

rôle. 

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

ta secure the particular interests of the faction wielding 

authority; language becornes an instrument of education and con-
~ 

trol that cohsolidates and protects the position of this faction. 

Both these occure~~es have a detrim~~tal effect oh free 

w~ll and on the abil~ty of the individual to establish the con-. . 
ditions of his existence. To contribute to the creation of 

soeiety, he has tp use language as this ls his only ~eans of 
\ 

relating with other individuals for the purpose of expressing 

his ideas. "But, if the language at his disposa,l is already 

prejudiced toward a faction of society, in that ita reference 

systems, phonology and grammar reflect the interests of a 

faction, then the individual is obliged to wArk with language 

in spite of language. This, in a sensé, is the situation RGus­

seau fac~d that rnotivated him to introduce a new style of 

writing, i.e. one that incorporates feeling aqd intuitien in 
" 

its \semantic system. 
\ ~ 

One quest~on remains to be resolved iS WB arB to accept 

the tragic vision in,terpretation of Rousséaui' We haife seen 
v 

how Rousseau "en prenant les hommes tel qu'ils sont, et les lois 

telles q~'elles peuvent être,,8 splits man a,s he is into the 

individual and the citizen. We have further seen how aousseau 

showed that these two 'dimension.s of man B:re in conflict and. how 

because of this, each tends to limit ~nd cQnfine the improvement 

of the other. Man reqUires society to improve and, Rousse.au ~ 

a\.gued, almost any society 1"s better than no society. Society " , . 
requires sorne, system ~f laws and sorne degree of stability to 

exist. To achieve this, a faction is virtu~lly compelled to , . 
assume authority and install and administer a suitable conven-

tiona1 sy s)m of con trol~ a,nd "j ustic e". 

The next step in this argument is perhaps not clear. Why 

i8 it inevitable that this factïon and the laws it legislates 

will corrupt society (in ~he long run) and degrade its rnernbers? 

Wha t i's the j u stifica tion for this final "conclusion, which i s 

essen~ial to the tragic vision, and which Rousseau repeated 
- r~ ~ 

time after time in the Discours sur les sciences et l es arts.»' 

the DOl, the CS, Emile, the EOr. and aIl bis "'autobiographical 
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works? 

, Rousseau' s reply tp this question developed, 'as did aIl' 

his ideas, along both practical and philosophical lines and i~ 

is worth consideri'ng' eacb briefly to comi>let,e, our argument. \ 
. , 

An essential element of the tragic vision is that,it asserts 

that man in society falls tOLa level that i8 lower than the 

level of'ma~g~nal sùperiority over animaIs he enjoyed i~ the 

state of nature. This is the condemning feature of Rousseau's J 

philosophy, the basis for the claim tbat societies perish and, 

according to Rousseau, the source of the motivation that com­

pell ed him to :wri te, ta expose corruption and d'egrada tion, an d 

to argue again~t i t as a philosopher and as a citizen. 

1. Philosophical Argument 

We must accept the premise, already discussed, that it is 

an essential characteristic of man ta have the capacity ta 

create his identity and determine, more or less, his' environ­

ment and that if he cis denied the authority required to mobilize 

this capacity, he ~ill be ~nhappy and not fully a man. 

Accepting this, the rest of Rousseau's argument flows 
r 

easily and logically. Since society constitutes a major portion , 
of, man's environment, and it is in this'context that he must 

achieve his identity, logic demands that the individual parti­

cipàte in sh~'ping society. The skeleton that gives society its 

initial shape and influences the way it ~ill grow and endure is 

the legal system. Laws, then, are of fundamental importance 

and the mecha'nism suggested by Roussea'u for their det&rmination 

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

'~'possible cases: 

(a) society structured on decisions of the general 

will. and 

(b) society not structured on decisions oT toe 

general will. 

Rousseau argued in the CS that societies have not been 

'structured on the general will; theréfo~e, 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. Acéording to Rousseau's 

definitioA of human nature, "la volont~ particuli~re agit sans 

cesse co~tre la volont~ g~n~rale."9 The tendency of the parti-, . 
cular will is towards self~interest rather than social, interest. 

But wh~, if the general will is truly in man's best interest, la 

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 

~ubject through a referendum to the suggestion that it is a 

unanimous expression ach~eved after informed and objective con­

sideration and discussion and is only possible in certain cases. 

After surveying representative literature, one IDight be i~clined 

to conclude that there is no definitive answer to the problem 

ln Rousseau. 

The general will, however, i8 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 

l~ws to limit his behaviour and accepts his social obligations; 

the individual appreciates only his freedom, his desires. his 

ambition. The particular will i8 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. Of the two, the individual, particular, 

sensual ~an ia the more fundamental model. Consequently, if 

man can be satisfied in this capacity in a social context, it i8 

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

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

of nature. ~ 

The result of this is t~at if he can, man will use his 
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particul~ interest as a guide to the laws he enaets in order 
to creat. a situation in his favour, i.~. a situation of ine­

quali ty. Su bsequ13n t aC,tion s will stri \re to consolida te hi.s 

position and he will do this by enhancing his power, h~s wealth, 

his education and by influencing social inst~tutions such as 

language. This will lesd tq deprivation for others who will 

respond by attempting to displace him and to assume his positi~n. 

Such a situation cannot lead to equality. moral~ty and freedom 
~ -

because these are antithetical to a favoured position. Laws 

that' ~re unjust are corrupt and a societ~ based on corrupt laws 

effectively sanctions corruption in other areas of human 

activi"t-y. 

Rousseau clearly states that man must be educated to the 

ge~eral will and that only someone without particular interests 

CHU be such àn educator. This is a strong commentary on the 
" 

abiut"y-'of man to rise above" his particular' interests lo":r:~g 
cnough ta accomplish a task such as creating a just legal 

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

Obviously, Rousseau's argument rests on certain assumptiçns 

,., '''liA t human nature. But, if we accept, these, i t is not diffieul t 

to understand that general and partieular interests eo-exist in 

iI'_~!l and the~latter are dominant in guiding his activity. What 

tlJt:1Ï1. is the use of the generaI will? This ls part of the 
"-

tragedy; ass~ming lt exists, one concludes that societY,has no 

aeesss ta it. 

Rousseau's philosophieal argument has obvious weaknesses. 

The general will is an assumption that is never verified unless 

intuitively., In a sense, it is lised in the same way a scientist 

might- as sume a ,.perfect vacuum to show how perpetuaI motion could 

be achieved. The idea of a perfect vacuum exists, things closJ' 

ta perfect vacuums exist and we cannot deny, unless we absolutely 

succumb to our scientific paradigm, the possibiliti of a perfect 

vae~um exist~ng. Given the purpose of laws and Rousseau's con­

cept.of human nature. we cannat deny'the notion of a genersl 

will. 

from 

But what really eliminates the problem of the general will 

Rousseau 1 s philosophy is that he conclud~ t was. 

, .,/ 

Î 

1 
,1 

1 



. .... 

() 

( ) 

.. l 

t4 

:) Pag~ ~8 
1 -

unàttai~able. It was used as ~ source of inspiration and its , ' ~ 

exist-ènce ï8 not 'impoTtant.' Having perpetuaI m'otion would ' 
, " 

certainly altet society; but not ~aving it does.not mean we 

canpot use and ben~t from principles determined from study­

ing this concept. This i8 how Rousseau ahould be read. 

2.' Practical Argument . 

The phj.losophical strain in Rousseau suggests the social 

mechanism that leads to ,corruption and human degradation. Rous­

seau' s practical argument attempts to conf,irm the sagaci ty of 

'his PhiIOSOPh~ appealing to historieal exam~les that illus­
trate the dominance of particular interest and the ensuing 

" ,1< ' 

~orruption and social deterioration generated by a laek of 

respect for or discontentment with the laws. Rousseau's-eri­

t.iques of society, as presented in the CS. the DOl, Emile an'd 

other works, are well-known and will not be summarized here. 

Several eomments on this subjeet, however, deserve to be made 

in the context of this paper. 

Rousseau's perception of reality fed his philosophical 

vision. Througho~t his writing, Rousseau appeals to historical 

examples and uses them to inform his philosophieal system. This 

procedure has already been diseussed 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 inequality i~ the early stages of a society's 

history (and Rousseau uses a wide range of societies, inc~ud­

ing Rome, Sparta, China, and France), Rousseau then follows 

social evolution to show how inequality ultimately resulted (or 

will r~sult) in corruption, degradation and destruction. 

Having established his historieal context_ hB then demonstrat~d 

how inequality was a function of particular interest and how 
L 

'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-
1 

part to particular interest. 

Rousseau then "proved" the v.eiacity of these relationshlps 
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by using" al beit :r:ather. ge.netoùsly, examples of a proto- ." 
general will in action' in environmen'ts such' as rural/agrarian 

, . . 
co~munities and Geneva. ~n effect~ h~ used the example of the 

, . 
o apparently contented and st)ble small, communi ty. to ill ustra.te 

• 1 
'the value of the general will~. In so doing. he admi tted that 
this was intended as indicative: and not definitive because 
t~ey vere no~ conscioua acta of the gene~al will but,r~ther 
ihstinctual ones and thus susceptible to the influence of par- -

ticul~r will. This does noi, however~ a~VerS~lY_ affect the 
,fact that.history supports ROQsseau 1 s ~eneral wil~ as defined 
earlier. 

Rousseaù' s practical works, Corsica and Pologne, continue 
along this line as they use the general will as an informing 

• agent for egalitarian reforms. In other words, he argues for 
practical democratic and egali tarian measures and i'8 able to 

, . 
justify these with the princ,iples that explain the géneral will. 

\ 1,n this treatise on the education of thé moral individu~l, 
Rousseau argues for rising above particular interests as they 

are l~arned or defined in society to reach a level of parti cu-
, 

1ar interest th~t, in a sense, reflects aIl the positive qua-
lities attributed to the general will. 

Thus Rousseau used the notion of the general will as an 
invisible hand to justify and guide reforms on the 'Sociail and 
individual levels that were possible. By turning "the argument 
around, he could then argue from possible"reforms back to the 

notion of the general will. 1 

But~. aIl these qases, we have shown how and where Rous-
... seau fail d. It is this failure. and the recogrlÏ tion of i t 'Qy' 

Rousstau, h~t makes hi~ philosophy and his vision of reality 
tragic. Both the philosophical and the practical a.rgumerrts for 

the general will depen~ on'the existence of partic~lar wil~s: . 
\ 

The predominance of the latter in both arguments le~ds to the . 
conclu sioIrs of fact~onalism, inequali ty and corruption t-hât 
Rousseau ·could not avoid without eliminating human nature as he 

conceived it. , 
> 

" ~ , 
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Con cl u sion / 

The obj ecti ve of this paper was to present and defend an ., 
i'n terpretation of' Rou s seau' s poli ti oa1 ~hilosophy th~ t accommo-

. 
dates sorne of the arguments and reconcil es SOrne of the diff'erences 

found in the tradi tional li beral and authori tarian interpreta­

tions. It was suggested in ChapteF 3 that the popular inter-

, pretations of Rou sseau tend to accen tuate ei ther praxis or theory 

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

In our disèussion, we argued that Rousseau divided man and 

reali ty into two~rts, loosely characterized as the liberal/ 

individua1/sensu and the authon tarlan/collective/rational. 

Unlike the majori y of critics, however, we did not conclude 

tŒ1at Rousseau, ei t er directly or indirectly, ul tima tely argued 

for one set of characteristics over the other. Instead, we 

suggested that he recognized that perfection on elther level, 

that is, a society of ci tizens 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 possibili ty of founding a society based on the 

social contract and informed by a l egisla tor any more than he 

131ieved in a returri to the "siècle d'or". Rousseau's philoso­

~ ,hical ideal s wer e anal y ti cal tool s tha t should not be confu s ed 

,th his per cepti on of human na tur e or hi s under standi ng of 

j 'llity. 

Rousseau began the CS by stating that he was looking for 

"rJuelque règle d'aodministration légitime et sûre, en prenant les 

hommes tels qU'ils sont. et les lois telles qu'elles peuvent 

ê t r e. " 1 Th i s s e arc h i s no t c 0 m pIe t e d a t the en d 0 f Boo kIl, 

as some critics helieve, ançl. 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 i t is only after a consideration of a11 Rous­

seau~~jor writings that we are in a position to interpret his 
"i 

poli ti ca )thought. 

Ostensibly, Rouss'eau's aim in the CS and other works was to 



( 

- Page 1 01 

reconcil e hi s di vid ad man, to uni te the indi vidual and the 

citizen without subjecting one to the domination of the other. 

Such a reconciliation proved impossible philosophically and'"""' 

impractical in reali ty. The more fun damen tal man, the indi vi dual 

governed by particular intereËt. haunts Rousseau' s opus as the 

cause o~actional i sm, corruption, deterioration. the obstacl e 
.~ 01 

to ciyi c moral i ty and the in st iga1lor of sa cial inequi ty. The 

in di vidual, however, requires the sa ci et y he corrupts to improve. 
r 

But whilBlll'ftn' s improvement depends on society, and ls enhanced 

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

dual free will and therefore, in Rousseau' s view, the purpose of 

soç,iety is defeated if it fails to recognize the importance of 

{'ree will. 

Rousseau 's arguments ln the CS, for ClVIC morality and the 

equal distrlbution of authority, were predicated on his under­

standlng of huma~ nature, and in pl1rticular his concepts of 

free will and imaginahon. The essence of the tragic VISIon Iles 

ln the fact that the Individual lS not equivalent to the citlzen 

and can never be so. Indeed, this distlnctlon IS central to 

Rousseau's thought. Taking men as they are, he identified and 

defin ed the in dl vi dual an d the ci ti z en and then r eal iz ed tha t 
-) 

his definitio~s placed the two into conflict. Not wanting to 

·-', .. elinquish one, he was forced" in the final analysis, to accept 

~his conflict as the situati0G that best describes reality. 

,- The conflict is tragic from a philosophical and a practical 

perspective. Philosophically, Rousseau concluded that it 

could only be resol ved by ellminating ei ther society or the 

individual. Practically, It resolved itself through the mecha­

nism of allowing sorne individualo/to define societ.y. In other 

words, a faction assumes the re'ponsibility of maintaining prder 
'~ 

in society but uses its position ta satisfy its particular " 

interests. Rousseau was aware of the positive and negative 

effects of such a reconciliation. On the positive side, society 

received a degree of stabili ty and Rousseau appreciated that. in 

gene:ral. 

society. 

sorne form of society is better for man than no form" of 

Against this, however, is the fact that factions have 

parti cul ar in terest s that in ev i ta bly run con trary ta the general 

1 
~ 

l _'i 
f 
.' 



1 

1 
~ 
t 

i 

( 

( 

() 

J _________________________________ __ 

Page 102 

interest. In consequence, inequalities flourish that have no 

j u stifi ca tion and a general deteriora tion of~ 80 ci et y en sues 

because the laws and social pract~ces dg. not command' universal 

respect. 

The situation persists frorn society to society for several 

reason s. According to Rou Bseau. the tenden cy of the cornmon 

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 accepted to some 

extent, thus guarafiteeing i t will have at least a short life. 

The faction naturally attempts to lengthen its life by implemen­

tin g con trol s throu gh su ch cri ti cal so ci al tool sas l an guage 

an d l'aw. It is 

to Rousseau, no 
/ 

woull:î eliminate 

another. 

always threatened, however, because, according 

legi timate mechanism coul~ be established that 

the possibility of one faction being replaced by 

The tragedy underlying thls perception of reality rests on 

the fact that the nature of sueh a society effectively limits 

the type of improvem en ts a vaila bl e to man. Rou s seau sa w tre­

mendous potential when he stripped away convention, artifice 

and prej udice to examlne the essence of man. How eould 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 embodlment of corruption-, and human nature 

denying the compassionate, sublime and sensual qualities that 
, ~ 

had characterized it in its original formulation. 

Rousseau's traglc vision sweeps aeross aIl 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, 

al though many other elements of reali ty have been at least 

implicitly discussed. Language oecupies a special place 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 r freedom and 

• 
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servi tude, and thu s provid ed Rou~ seau wi th a vehi cl e for examin-

ing. 

man. 

eomparing and evaluating the two dimensions that define 

..-

Most important in terms of Rousseau scholarship, however, 

i8 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 inextri eably boun d together. In this es say, empha si 8 has 

been placed on the importan~e of reeognizing the interaction 

betweeTh the artistie and philosophieal features of RousseBM' s 

thought. The use of the term vision rather than theory was 

intend~d to aecentuate this relationship. 

It 18 a difficult task to define the essentlal differenee 

between art and philosophy. Plato, contemptuous of the popula­

rlty of Homer, devoted much of The Republie to explaining thlS 

distinction and concluded that philosophy was superior because 

it sought truth. Plato believed the artist to be merely a 

rl pver imi tatar and refused to admit that truth is also a eri­

tGrion for evaluating art. It is beyond question, however, that 

~l.c artist, like the philosopher, has historieally been obli­

F'~ded to defend or renounee his creations on this very basis. 

Any definition of the distinction between art and philosophy 

vn1l1 r1 certainly have i ts eri tics. The tragic vision interpre­

tR~10n, however, does not requlre that we define either disci­

pline but sirnply 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

dieated on a conception of truth and truth is generally con­

ceived as something that is tenable aeross time and space. 

Art also attempts to express sorne sort of truth. The 

artist perceives reality, internally or externally, and expresses 

, hi s perception truthfully. He does not, h~wever, neeessarily 

portray an ideal society or provide any guide to social action. 

As James Joyce explained~ the artist seeks to achieve an epiphany, 

. l, 
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a sensitive. honest and beautiful d~piction of sorne aspec\ of 

reali ty. 

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 visî'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, equali ty. Finally, 

it becomes a tragic vision of reality because the two, art and 

philo sophy, are fus ed togeth er and pres en ted a s a comprehen si ve 

interpretation or expression of the human condition. 

In other words, we do not say, here, this is the CS, Rous­

seau's philosophieal statement and here, this is Julie, his 

artistie creation. We have combined the two and argued that 

t~gether they represen t Rous seau 1 s th(jflght. They uni te 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 mueh is left 

'Insaid and in many ways this interpretation i8 of a preliminary 

nature. In spite of its shortcomings, however, we venture to 

conel ude tha t three things have been accompli shed. 

1. We have argued that an interpretation of Rousseau need 

not seal him into a politlcal category and conclude that he was 

either a collectivist/authoritarian or an lndlvidualist/liber­

tarian thinker. We have further argued that refusing to fit 

him into one of not force us to conclude his 

thought was inconsist have suggested instead that Rous-

seau 1 5 thought strad les 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 liberal and authoritari'an camps in a general sense. Rousseau,' 
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hbwever, was a realist who appreciated the importance a~d inter­

dependence of society and the individual. As demonstrated'in 

Chapter 1, Rousseau's thought' cut aeross the popular politieal 

debates of his day and it continues to do so. His tragic vision, 

drawing upon philosophieal ideals while accepting the inpvita­

bility of injustices ~bstr~cted 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 sorne quasi-artistic 

limbo. While we have discussed the lofty or classical dimension 

of Rousseau1s tragic vision, we have not denièd the philoso­

phical content of his work or its value as a practieal guide to 

political action. 

What we have argued lS that Rousseau 's vision contains a 

philosophy of man and an artistie representation of reality. 

Together, these two elements diseus6 the world so that the over­

aIl vislon ls akin to thought itself - open-ended, fl~rible, 

stimulating. Rousseau's traglc vision, like many of his writlngs, 

can be described as a dialogue between philosophy and art that 

considers man and society in a profound way but invites reaction. 

And eertainly 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 contradietory activity; It was a recog­

nitlon of the relationship between theory and praxis . 

3. In developing the tragic vision interpretation. we have 

had occasion to demonstrate the eontemporary signifieance of 

Rousseauls thought in generali and his theory of language in 

particular. 

Whether or not one believes that Rousseau's vision of 

society sheds light on the conflicts that slow1y tear apart our 

modern, technocratie world shall be 1eft as an individual matter 

in sofar as thi s paper i s con cern ed. Defin i tel y. many of the 

problems Rousseau diseussed continue to plague modern society. 



( ) 

. ' 

( ) 

( 

/ Page 106 

. 
Throughout the world, polltical authority is concentrated in 

factions, factions 'control legislative systems, and the common 

man's direct political involxement is limited. Tremendous con­

ventional inequalities still exist and meet resistance that has 

resulted in the'demise of seve:al modern political systems. 

Interest has grown in thè small, self-sufficient community, in 

North America the rural population is growing more quickly than 

i,ts urban counterpart, p.eople are conce~ed with emotion8 and 

preoccupied with the individual '8 rôle in increasingly complex 

societjes. 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 aecept or rejeet. 

The elements of Rousseau's tragic vision have also retained 

their impor tan c e in the fiel ds to wh i ch they belon g. Hi s theory 

of language, for example, brings to mind research recently under­

taken by philosop.hers, 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 aIl bear similarities to 

Rousseau's work. 

There i8 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 weakn e s ses, ha-ve yet to be di sproved and con tin ue ta 

circulate in s~ate-of-the-art thought in numerous fields. There 

are rnany 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 sa in a way to 

promote dialogue. 

Our final conclusion is that, within the logical pararneters 

of this paper, we have presented an interpretation of Rousseau's 

thought that confirms its contemporary relevanee while remaining 

true to his ideas and background and that, in the spirit of his 

wri ting, can claim to provide a basis for understanding a most 

influential thinker without claiming to be a definitive inter­

pretation that eliminates the need to read the original. 
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