
HUMANITAS 
Vol. V, No. 3, Summer 1991 

Rousseau: Conservative or Totalitarian Democrat? 
Scott P. Richert 

IN RECENT YEARS, there has been a movement among 
certain people who call themselves conservatives to 

reinterpret the radical French thinker Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau as a conservative. To most people who have 
studied Rousseau's thought, and its influence on the 
French Revolution, such an idea must seem absurd. In 
the past four years, however, this idea has gained public 
currency through such works as Allan Bloom's popular 
best-seller, The Closi11g of the American Mi11d, and 
Arthur M. Melzer's more scholarly work, The Natural 
Goodness of Ma11: On the System of Rousseau's Thought, 
which received a glowing review in one of the most 
respected conservative publications in America, National 
Review. The review, written by Joel Schwartz, the execu­
tive editor of The Public Interest, refers to a "surprisingly 
conservative Rousseau" who is "deeply indebted to 
Platonic and Aristotelian political philosophy" and con­
cludes by referring to Rousseau as an "unexpected 
friend." (RR, 47-48)1 What element have conservatives 
since Edmund Burke failed to see in Rousseau, which 
now leads Bloom and Melzer to openly embrace him? 
The answer, according to Schwartz, is Rousseau's "com­
munitarian solution" to the problems of society. (RR, 
47) Rousseau's emphasis on a "common good" is de­
signed to stop the "disintegration of society into particu­
lar wills." (See CAM, 118)2 But can Rousseau's com­
munitarianism really be considered conservative? Many 
enemies of conservatism, such as the Jacobins and 
modern-day Marxists, have used the language of the 
common good. One important thing that separates con­
servatives from the others who emphasize the common 
good is the conservative concern that the common good 
not come at the expense of the particular good. This 
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means that the goals of a society must not be destructive 
of the important subunits of that society, such as the 
family, the neighborhood, the individual states, and the 
Church. When measured by this standard, Rousseau's 
thought is anything but conservative. 

Melzer finds Rousseau's answer to the problems of 
society in the Social Contract, and so we should, conceiv­
ably, be able to find Rousseau's doctrine of communitar­
ianism therein. (See NGM, 120)3 Only six paragraphs 
into the Social Contract, however, we have Rousseau's 
first attack upon the role of subsidiary organizations, in 
the form of the family. 

The most ancient of all societies and the only natura l one, is that of 
the family. Even so child re n remain bound to their fa ther only so 
long as they need him to take care of them. As soon as the need 
ceases, the natural bond is dissolved. Once the children are freed 
from the obedience they owed the father and their father is freed 
from the care he owed his children, all return equally to 

"Many enemies of conservatism, such as the Jacobins 
and modern-day Marxists, have used the language of the 
common good. One important thing that separates 
conservatives from the others is the conservative con­
cern that the common good not come at the expense of 
the particular good.,, 

independence. If they con tinue to remain united, this no longer 
takes place na turally but voluntarily, and the fami ly maintains 
itself o nly by means of convention. (SC, 142)4 

The only natural society is the family. All other associa­
tions must be merely conventional. The idea that, for 
example, race and nationality are more than merely 
conventional docs not seem to occur to Rousseau. Only 
the immediate and undeniable bond of father to children 
can be considered natural. But even this bond, Rous­
seau goes on to say, is, in the end, merely conventional. 
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Children, when they come into the world, are helpless. 
They need someone to care for them, and, in return for 
their care, they are obligated to obey the one who cares 
for them. In turn, a father, because he has brought his 
children into the world, owes them a basic minimum of 
care. When the children no longer need the father to care 
for them, they no longer have to obey him, and he is no 
longer obliged to care for them. The family becomes, at 
this point, merely conventional. It is important to note, 
however, that Rousseau does not state, as one might 
expect, that when the children are able to care for 
themselves, the family becomes merely conventional, but 
rather that the family becomes merely conventional when 
the children no longer need the father to care for them. 
This latter possibili ty could come at a much earlier age if, 
for example, the father sent his children off to an 
orphanage. In that case, they would no longer need their 
father to care for them, and the family ties would be 
severed. Thus the family is, according to Rousseau, 
merely conventional at all times, for the father could, at 
any time, arrange for someone else to supply his chil­
dren's needs. If he does not do so, it is simply because he 
has decided not to. Nothing more than the father 's whim 
holds the family together. The " only natural society" 
turns out to be as conventional as any other other 
subsidiary organization. 

If the family is viewed as merely conventional, what 
will replace it as the basic building block of society? 
Rousseau sees only one alternative: the relationship of 
the individual to the state. 

He who dares to undertake the establishment of a 
people 

should fee l that he is, so to speak, in a position to change human 
natu re, to transfo rm each ind ividual (who by himself is a perfect 
and solitary whole), in to a part of a larger whole from which this 
individual receives, in a sense, his life and his being ... (SC, 163) 

Man's physical life and being which he has received from 
his parents is not enough to tie him to his family, but the 
life and being, the " partial and moral" existence, which 
he shall receive from the sovereign, will tie him to the 
sovereign. It will do this because it satisfies a need that 
he has, and, consequently, binds him as the child is 
bound to the father. This need is summed up in Rous­
seau's statement of the " fundamental problem" of poli­
tics: H ow to find "a form of association which defends 
and protects with all common forces the person and 
goods of each associate, and by means of which each one, 
while uniting with all, nevertheless obeys only himself 
and remains as free as before?" (SC, 148) As long as the 
sovereign fulfills this need, each person is obligated to 



obey the sovereign, just as be was obligated to obey his 
father. Indeed, the relationship of the individual to the 
sovereign is at least as encompassing as the relationship 
of a person to his father, for the social compact requires 
"the total alienation of each associate, together with all 
of his rights, to the entire community." (SC, 148) The 
extent of this alienation is revealed by Rousseau in the 
Emile, when he states: 

Good social institutions are those that best know how to denature 
man, to take his absolute existence from him in order to give him a 
relative one and transport the I into the common unity, with the 
result that each individual believes himself no longer one but a 
part of the unity and no longer feels except within the whole.5 

Should this unity be destroyed, should the social compact 
be violated and the sovereign no longer be able to, or be 
needed to, protect the "person and goods of each 
associate," "each person regains his first rights and 
resumes his natural liberty, while losing the conventional 
liberty for which he renounced it." (SC, 148) The 
individual is only obliged to obey a sovereign that meets 
his needs, just as he is only obliged to obey his father 
while he meets his needs. 

If the individual is bound to the sovereign by a 
complete alienation of rights, is there any need for 
intermediary organizations? Indeed, if intermediary or­
ganizations happened to help "defend and protect ... the 
person and goods of each associate," couldn't they be 
viewed as breaking down the relationship between the 
individual and the sovereign, by removing the element of 
need, and, therefore, the obligation to obey? Rousseau 
seems to think so. 

If, when a sufficiently informed populace deliberates, the citizens 
were to have no communications among themselves, the general 
will would always result from the large number of small 
differe nces, and the deliberation would always be good. Dut when 
intrigues and partial associations come into being at the expense of 
the large associat ion, the will of each of these associations 
becomes genera l in rela tion to its members and particular in 
relation to the state. (SC, 156) 

Men's participation in intermediary organizations is 
always at the expense of the sovereign, because it lessens 
their need for the sovereign, and thereby contributes to 
the breakup of the social compact. Only if intermediary 
organizations are abandoned, only if "there is a single 
community to love and not a pluralistic collection of 
diverse ethnic groups or competing economic interest 
groups" can the social compact survive. (NGM, 95) 
"Enlightened self-interest," which cannot be bound up 
with one's membership in intermediary organizations, is 
the only factor which should be taken into consideration 

when one is involved in the deliberations of the populace. 
As Allan Bloom states, 

In the past men were membe rs of communities by divine 
commandment and by attachments akin to the blood ties that 
constitute the family. T hey were, to use Rousseau's phrase, 
"denatured." Their loyalties were fanatic a nd repressive of their 
natures. Clear reasoning wiped that slate clean in order to inscribe 
on it cont racts calmly made with expecta ti on of profit involving the 

kinds of relations found in business. (CAM, 167) 

"The love of one's own," one's attachment to his family, 
neighborhood, state, and Church, must be swept aside so 
that "clear reasoning" can allow one to "love what is 
good." "What is good" is the general will, for it, and only 
it, constitutes "the rule of what is just and unjust." 6 

ROUSSEAU'S DISTRUST of intermediary organizations 
is so complete that he is forced to reject the idea of a 

constitutional framework. "He argues that the sovereign 
power cannot be bound by a constitution or limited by 
natural law." (NGM, 97) A constitution would represent 
an intermediary organization, because it represents a 
contract between past, present, and future citizens, a 
contract that would set limits on the sovereign. Since the 
sovereign derives its power from the alienation of the 
rights of the citizens, any limit set on its power is a limit 
set on the extent to which the rights of the citizens can 
be alienated. Unless the rights of the citizens can be 
completely alienated, the social compact cannot survive. 

For if some r ights remained with private individuals, in the 
absence of any common superior who could decide between them 
and the public, each person would eventually claim to be his own 
j udge in all things, since he is on some point his own judge. The 
state of nature would subsist and the association would necessarily 
become tyrannical or hollow. (SC, 148) 

The best that one can hope for in the Rousseauistic 
state is the rule of law. Rousseau's rule of law, however, 
is much different from what most thinkers would con­
sider the rule of law to be: 

Dut when the entire populace enacts a statute concerning the 
entire populace, it considers on ly itself, and if in that case a 
relationship is formed, it is between the entire object seen from 
one perspective and the entire object seen from another, without 
any division of the whole . Then the subject matter about which a 
statute is enacted is general like the will that enacts it . It is this act 
that I call a law. (SC, 161) 

This corresponds more wi th the classical definition of 
the "rule of the people" than with the "rule of law." 
There is nothing in this definition that would prevent the 
law from changing from day to day, or even hour to hour. 
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Rousseau would claim that that is as it should be: 
"Yesterday's law does not obligate today." (SC, 194) If 
the law cannot change constantly to reflect the general 
will, then the sovereign cannot be all powerful. But for 
Rousseau, the sovereign power is "absolute, wholly 
sacred and inviolable." (SC, 158) " [T]he supreme au­
thority cannot be modified any more than it can be 
alienated; to limit it is to destroy it. It is absurd and 
contradictory for the sovereign to acquire a superior," 
even if that superior is only a constitutional framework. 
(SC, 200) 

Rousseau's redefinition of law requires a redefinition 
of justice and morality. If law is simply the enactment of 
the general will, then justice and morality are simply 
acting in accordance with the general will. Since there is 
nothing that can legitimately limit the general will, 
justice and morality become as fluid as the general will 
itself. It makes no sense to ask "whether a law can be 
unjust, since no one is unjust to himself." (SC, 161) The 
desires of the general will are to be considered not only 
law, but justice as well. 

Rousseau recognizes that any attempt to do away with 
intermediary organizations is not likely to succeed. He 
therefore suggests an alternative: "If there are partial 
societies, their number must be multiplied and inequality 
among them prevented." (SC, 156) Lest one find in this a 
foreshadowing of Madison's Federalist No. 10, an imper-
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tant difference should be noted. Rousseau wishes to see 
"partial societies" multiplied so that the general will can 
be expressed. Ideally, each partial society would be 
composed of only one person. Madison, on the other 
hand, welcomes "a greater variety of parties and inter­
ests" in the hopes that a "factious majority" will be 
unable to form. Common action should come about 
through the interaction of a diversity of parties and 
interests. Madison would not have people deny the 
intermediary organizations to which they belong; rather, 
he would encourage a diversity of intermediary organiza­
tions as a means of making the government more stable. 

In addition to attempting to multiply intermediary 
organizations out of existence, Rousseau attempts to co­
opt the most powerful of those organizations, religion, 
for his own ends. Christianity, Rousseau believes, is 
ultimately the intermediary organization most destruc­
tive of the general will, because it divides men's loyalties 
between the sovereign and the kingdom of God. "In 
separating the theological system from the political 
system, [Jes us] made the state to cease being united and 
caused internal divisions that never ceased to agitate 
Christian peoples." (SC, 221) " In giving men two sets of 
legislation, two leaders, and two homelands, [Roman 
Christianity] subjects them to contradictory duties and 
prevents them from being simultaneously devout men 
and citizens." (SC, 223) "Roman Christianity" in par­
ticular b reaks up the absolute unity which the general 
will requires, and "[w]hatever breaks up social unity is 
worthless." (SC, 223) The only answer to this lack of 
unity is the one which Hobbes proposed, "the reunifica­
tion of the two heads of the eagle and the complete 
restoration of political unity, without which no state or 
government will ever be well constituted." (SC, 222) 
Therefore, Rousseau proposes a civil religion, "a purely 
civil profession of faith, the articles of which it belongs to 
the sovereign to establish." (SC, 226) Rather than an 
intermediary organization between the sovereign and the 
citizen, religion now becomes an integral part of the 
relationship between the sovereign and the citizen. Just 
as Rousseau's redefinition of law necessitates a redefini­
tion of morality as acting in accordance with the general 
will, so the redefinition of religion necessitates a redef­
inition of virtue as acting in accordance with the general 
will. Religion becomes nothing more than the worship of 
the general will. 

Melzer provides a useful , if lengthy, summary of 
Rousseau's "communitarian solution." 

Pcl'haps the best fol'mula fo r Rousseau's thought is this: a 
radical ized humanism that seeks to translate all of the purported 
benefits of the divine and transcendent, the "vertical" dimension, 



onto the level of the merely human and "horizontal." His 
understanding of the human problem .. . reduces everything to the 
horizontal issue, other men. All the evi ls of human li fe derive from 
personal dependence and oppression and not from man's supposed 
baseness and insufficiency, his fallenness from a higher natural or 
divine perfection. But fo r a purely horizontal problem one needs 
only horizontal solutions. Rousseau will cure men simply by 

arranging them properly among themselves. 
His political solution is to create nonopprcssion and freedom 

through the reign of " law" and "virtue," where these fami liar 
classical concepts have both been redefined in a fo rmal, de mo­
cratic, and horizontal way. T hey have been emptied of all 
substantive and inegalitarian refere nce to a highe r end or 
perfection of human nature, and identified with formal "generali­
ty" or reciprocity in relation to other men. Through a unique 
synthesis of liberal and classical thought, Rousseau develops this 
radical humanistic claim: he will bring trne unity and happiness to 
men no t by upl ifting them to some divine o r transcendent 
s tandard, but simply by preventing them from using and ru ining 
each other. (NGM, 112) 

What, it might be asked, can be considered "conserva­
tive" about such a project? How can the attempt to 
destroy those institutions - the family, the neighbor­
hood, the Church-which conservatives hold dear, be 
considered conservative? It is these institutions, not the 
state, which arc most important in shaping who and what 
we arc. It is through them that we learn virtue; it is 
through them that we learn what it means to be a citizen. 
It is through them that the historical sense that helps us 
to get our bearings in our changing times, what Burke 
refers to as "the general bank and capital of nations and 
of ages" (RF, 76),7 is handed down from generation to 
generation. To forsake these institutions for a monolith­
ic, egalitarian state with no historical sense, not even the 
histor ical sense that a constitution would provide, is not 
conservative, but rather destructive of society as we 
know it. 

PERHAPS ROUSSEAU'S CONSERVATISM shows itself in 
his "radicalized humanism." After all, in the mod­

ern world, have not conservative thinkers such as Irving 
Babbitt generally been the main proponents of human­
ism? The humanism which conservatives espouse, how­
ever, is very different from that which Melzer attributes 
to Rousseau. Far from seeking to " translate all of the 
purported benefits of the divine and transcendent . . . 
onto the level of the merely human," the conservative 
humanist reaffirms man's relationship to the divine . 
"Now humanism must, like religion, rest on the recogni­
tion, in some form or other, of the inner life ... [i]t must 
also, like religion, subordinate intellect to the ethical wi ll 
and so put its ultimate emphasis on humility." (DL, 220-
21)8 To claim that " [a]ll the evils of human life derive 

from personal dependence and oppression and not from 
man's supposed baseness and insufficiency" is not a mark 
of the humanist, but rather of the humanitarian. "The 

humanist, then, as opposed to the humanitarian, is 
interested in the perfecting of the individual rather than 
in schemes for the elevation of mankind as a whole." 9 

The idea that men can be cured "simply by arranging 
them properly among themselves" is likewise a humani­
tarian rather than a humanistic, idea. The humanist , 
recognizes the fundamental dualism in man, which arises 
from "his fallenness from a higher natural or divine 
perfection," while the humanitarian, like Rousseau, 
denies this dualism. "The old dualism put the conflict 
between good and evil in the breast of the individual, 
with evil so predominant since the Fall that it behooves 
man to be humble; with Rousseau this conflict is trans­
ferred from the individual to society." (DL, 99) To look 
to Rousseau's " rad icalized humanism" in order to dis­
cover his conservatism is to look in vain. 

If we cannot find Rousseau's conservatism in his desire 
to replace interm ediary organizations with a devotion to 
a monolithic common good or in his " radicalized human­
ism," then where shall we turn? Melzer mentions Rous­
seau's use of the "familiar classical concepts" of "law" 
and "virtue," and speaks of his " unique synthesis of 
liberal and classical thought." This, too, is where 
Schwartz finds the conservative Rousseau. "The surpris­
ingly conservative Rousseau whom Melzer portrays is 
deeply indebted to Platonic and Aristotelian political 
philosophy." (RR, 47) However, as Melzer admits, 
Rousseau has redefined both " law" and "virtue" " in a 
formal, democratic, and hori zontal way" that empties 
them " of all substan tive and inegalitarian reference to a 
higher e nd or perfection of human nature" and identifies 
them with obedience to the general will, rather than to 
an objective morality. What, one might ask, is "classical" 
about this? Plato and Aristotle would recoil at the 
suggestion that " law" and "virtue" should be defined 
with reference to a merely human "general will." P lato 
would find the suggestion that law is based merely on 
human desire, as expressed in the general will, rather 
than on a knowledge of the Forms, to be particularly 
repulsive. Law, for Plato, is an attempt to embody the 
Forms in the medium of society. As such, it should be 
written by those who best know the Forms and who best 
refl ect them in their own souls, namely, the philosophers. 
To claim that law is based not in philosophic insight but 
rather in the expansive longings of a "general will" is to 
replace th e " rule of law" with the " rule of the people." 
Once the "rule of law" has been abandoned, a polis 
cannot be expected to last long. 

Although Aristotle abandoned Plato's theory of the 
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Forms for a more moderate realist epistemology, he did 
not abandon the idea that the main purpose of law and 
virtue is to lead men to a "higher end or perfection of 
human nature." Men can only experience true happiness 
through the process of perfecting their nature, not 
through a system which simply prevents "them from 
using and ruining each other." Because of his belief in 
the "natural goodness of man," Rousseau does not see 
the need for the habitual exercise of the human will to 
perfect human nature. It is only through the casting off of 
restraints, including the classical understanding of law 
and virtue, that man's already perfect nature may assert 
itself. 

It would seem that Rousseau's "conservatism" cannot 
be found in his " communitarian solution" after all. Why, 
then, do Melzer, Bloom, and others continue to insist 
that Rousseau was a conservative? The answer can be 
found in Melzer's discussion of Rousseau's "mission" in 
chapter thirteen of The Natural Goodness of Man. There 
Melzer discusses various views of Rousseau which have 
gained currency. After short sections on "Rousseau the 
Revolutionary" and "Rousseau the Progressive," Melzer 
states, in "Rousseau the Conservative," that 

the "progressive Rousseau," a construction actua lly far more 
current than the " revolutionary," is no less a myth. Abundant 
evidence, drawn from every period of Rousseau's career, suggests 
that his opposition to revolution, indeed his political thought in 
general, was fundamentally conservative ... Rousseau, it would 
appea r, was no progress ive, but a staunch conse1vative opposed to 
reform as well as to revolution. (NGM, 264-65) 

How, then, does one explain what even Melzer calls the 
" unquestionably radical, doctrinaire, and subversive 
books" which Rousseau wrote? (NGM, 265) Melzer 
offers his explanation in a section entitled, "Rousseau's 
Primary Audience and the Puzzle of his Revolutionary 
Rhetoric." 

The writings of this conservat ive have appeared -and , historica l­
ly, have been - so subversive and revo lu tionary onl y because of a 
tragic misunde rstanding of their intended addressee. These 
doctrines were never meant to be applied to the world at large, to 
the monarchies that all but cover the earth , but only to Europe's 
small , dwindling republican population, for whom they would be 
nonrevolutionary and beneficia l . . . In sum, Rousseau's seemingly 
revolutiona ry writings were actually in the se1vice of a conservative 
intention, for their purpose was not to overthrow the monarch­
ies - which could no longe r be harmed or helped by what he 
wrote - but rather to conserve the few last remaining republics. 
(NGM, 272-274) 

There is one problem, however, wilh this solution. The Social 
Contract is no t a book that can "apply" to some states and not to 
o thers. It proclaims universa lly bi11ding principles - principles 
wh ich rende red all European monarchies illegi timate .. . T hus, 
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even if he composed his doctrine only for the purpose of 
" applying" it to the few small republics, the great question remains 
why this self-professed conservative was not restrained by the 

delegitimizing and subversive effect his doctrine was likely to have 
on the monarchies. 

The answer lies ... in Rousseau's historica l pessimism. He 
believed that the deterioration of monarchic Europe had reached 
such a point . .. that politically, it no longer mattered what one 
said ... That is why Rousseau now felt free to promulgate his 
rad ically democratic doctrines without fearing their consequences 

for monarchic Europe. (NGM, 273) 

Buried in this rhetoric about Rousseau's "conservative 
intention" and the distinction between the small repub­
lics and the large monarchies, we finally catch a glimpse 
of what Melzer considers to be the truly "conservative" 

"If the family is viewed as merely conventional, what 
will replace it as the basic building block of society? 
Rousseau sees only one alternative: the relationship of 
the individual to the state." 

nature of Rousseau's thought. "The Social Contract ... 
proclaims universally binding principles." And what are 
those principles? They are "radically democratic doc­
trines." Rousseau is a conservative because he believes 
in political absolutism, in the applicability of democratic 
doctrines to all places at all times. In discussing Rous­
seau's "admiration" for Plato, Bloom states, "In Plato, 
eros led to philosophy, which in turn led to the rational 
quest for the best regime, the one good political order vs. 
the plurality of cultures." (CAM, 305; emphasis in the 
original) Rousseau's great accomplishment, his " con­
servative" element, is his ability to recognize the "best 
regime." 

On close inspection, however, the radically egalitarian 
democracy of Rousseau's " best regime" proves to be 
profoundly anti-conservative, as we have shown above. 
As John Lukacs has pointed out, in The Passing of the 
Modem Age, 

The democrat ic development of mankind homogenizes peoples; 
they become alike, they conform in habits, opin ions, thoughts, they 
wish to identify themselves with the 'cause' of their national state, 
they are suspicious of outside rs within their state even more than 
they are of fore igners, a form of nationalism becomes their 
tradition , their only ideology. This is different from patriotism, a 
more ancient phe nomenon that means love for a certain land, for a 
certain town, for a certain people, something that is basically 
defensive a nd not expansive, anchored as it is in a living past.10 

The nationalism which is the logical result of Rousseau's 
radical democracy, a nationalism which Rousseau eager­
ly embraced, is not conservative; the patriotism which 



that nationalism destroys, is. 
The "conservatism" of Rousseau is thus exposed for 

what it is: a dangerous political absolutism, a form of 
nationalism which would attempt to impose an abstract, 
rationalistic set of "universally binding principles" on all 
nations. Its ahistorical outlook and its totalitarian ten­
dencies are in direct opposition to all that conservatives 
hold dear. Under its domain, the intermediary organiza­
tions that conservatives see as playing the primary role in 
the creation of virtuous men and good citizens would be 
swept away, in favor of an undifferentiated mass with no 
ties to its patrimony. To those who would urge them to 
drop their " irrational prejudice" against Rousseau, and 
embrace him with open arms as an "unexpected friend" 
(RR, 48), conservat ives should not be ashamed to say 
with Edmund Burke: 

You see, Sir, that in this enlighte ned age I am bold enough to 
confess that we are generally men of untaught fee ling, that, ins tead 

of casting away all our o ld prejud ices, we cherish them to a very 

considerable degree, and, to take more shame to ourselves, we 

cherish them because they are prejudices; and the lo nger they have 

lasted and the more generally they have prevailed, the more we 
cherish them. We are afraid to put men to live and trade each on 

his own private stock of reaso n, because we suspect that this stock 
in each man is small, and that the individua ls would do better to 
avail themselves of the general bank and capital of natio ns and of 

ages. (RF, 76) 
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Babbitt Provides Answers for Our Troubled Age 
Joseph Baldacchino 

ROUSSEAU AND ROMANTICISM (Transaction Publish­
ers, lxxxiii + 426 pp., $24.95, quality paperback), 

probably the most widely discussed work of the influen­
tial scholar and critic Irving Babbitt (1865-1933), is now 
available in a new edition featuring a comprehensive 
introduction by NHI Chairman Claes G. Ryn. 

Some have accused Babbitt of having laid all that is 
wrong with Western society at the doorstep of a single 
man, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. But this is a misreading. 
Babbitt makes clear, as Ryn notes, that Rousseau is but 
one leading exponent of a large and powerful historical 
movement that far transcends Lhe work of any one 
wri ter. 

Babbitt does not claim to give a balanced description 
of Rousseau's life and work. Rather, he is interested in 
Rousseau as a leading exponent of an ethical-aesthetical 
worldview that Babbitt calls sentimental humanitarian­
ism. This worldview has been replacing the classical and 
Christian moral and artistic ethos in the Western world 
with results that Babbitt deems subversive of traditional 

morality and destructive of civilized life. 
Babbitt stresses the duality of the human self. There is 

a conflict within man between an unceasing flow of 
particular desires, on the one hand, and an ethical will 
that transcends the impulse of the moment and orders 
life to an enduring purpose. Man's higher will is experi­
enced as an " inner check" on incipient actions that 
would be destructive of real happiness. 

For Babbitt Lhe great danger of Rousseau is that he 
denies the inner conOict in man between good an evil 
and identifies goodness with giving vent to one's unre­
strained feelings. Goodness, instead of requiring effort, 
becomes an easy yielding to the flow of passions. 

The Rousseauistic imagination paints the flight from 
personal responsibility in enticing colors. All responsi­
bili ty for the bad that occurs is projected outward onto 
society. Nature is good; if horrible things are going on, 
that is the fault of society with its rules and conventions. 

" Instead of the old dualism between good and evil in 
the breast of the individual," writes Babbitt, the Rous-
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seauistic imaginalion conjures up a " new dualism ... 
between and arlificial and corrupt society and 'nature.'" 

Babbitt notes that " [m]ost men according to Rousseau 
arc perverted by society, but there are a few in whom the 
voice of 'nature' is still strong and who, to be good and at 
the same time beautiful, have only to let themselves go. 
These, to use a term that came to have in the eighteenth 
century an almost technical meaning, are the 'beautiful 
souls.' " 

The Christian doctrine of grace at its best, says 
Babbitt, makes " man feel desperately sinful at the same 
time that he is less open to reproach than other men in 
hi s actual behavior. The beautiful soul on the other hand 
can always take refuge in his feelings from his real 
delinquencies." 

"Rousseau dilates on his 'warmth of hea rt,' his 'keen­
ness of sensibility,' his 'innate benevolence for his fellow 
creatures,' his 'ardent love for the great, the true, the 
beautiful, the just,' on the 'melting feeling, lhe lively and 
sweet emotion that he experiences at the sight of 
everything that is virtuous, generous and lovely,' and 
concludes: 'And so my third child was put into the 
foundling hospital.' " 

Thanks in no small part to Rousseau's influence, the 
distinguishing characteristic of the "beautiful soul," his 
"subordination of all of the other values of life to 
sympathy," has become a dominant theme in the litera­
ture and social thought of the last two centuries. 

Perhaps the ultimate literary expression of "the new 
evangel of sympathy as a substitute for all the other 
virtues," Babbitt notes, occurs in a story by Victor Hugo, 
"Sultan Murad.' ' 

"Murad, H ugo narrates, was 'sublime.' He had his 
eight brothers strangled, caused his uncle to be sawn in 
two between two planks, opened one after the other of 
twelve children to find a stolen apple, shed an ocean of 
blood and 'sabred the world.' One day while passing in 
front of a butcher-shop he. saw a pig bleeding to death, 
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tormented by flies and with the sun beating upon its 
wound. Touched by pity, the Sultan pushes the pig into 
the shade with his foot and with an 'enormous and 
superhuman gesture' drives away the flies. When Murad 
dies the pig appears before the Almighty and, pleading 
for him against the accusing host of his victims, wins his 
pardon. Moral: 'A succored pig outweighs a world 
oppressed.' (Un pourceau secom vaut wi monde egorge)." 

The person who gets rid of the traditional virtues that 
restrain the appetite "in favor of an indiscriminate 
sympathy," Babbitt writes, "does not simply lose his 
scale of values. He arrives at an inverted scale of values. 
For the higher the object for which one feels sympathy 
the more the idea of obligation is likely to intrude- the 
very thing the Rousseauist is seeking to escape. One is 
more irresponsible and therefore more spontaneous in 
the Rousseauistic sense in lavishing one's pity on a dying 
pig.'' 

When Babbitt wrote in 1919, the example of Hugo's 
"Sultan Murad" st ill seemed an extreme case. In our own 
day-when many of the same people who crusade in 
favor of abortion ref use to eat meat lest an innocent cow 
be ki lled - it seems less so. Indeed, ours could be called 
"The Age of Inverted Values." Babbitt explains how 
civilization sank to this level and points to the ethical 
imagination and inner moral working as offering the 
hard but true way out. 

NHI Book Service 
As a service to our readers Niil is making available the new 
edition of Dabbitt's Rousseau a11d Ro111a111icism at S19.95-a 20 
per cent discount fro m the publisher's list price. Quantit ies are 
limited. Related books avai lable include Dabbitt's Literalllre and 
tile American College, $9.00; and Claes Ryn's Will, Imagination 
and Reason: living Babbiu and tile Problem of Reality, $15.00. 
Please add $2 for postage and handling. Send orders to: 
National Humanities Inst itute, 214 Massachusetts Avenue, N.E., 
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