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“Doubt is not an agreeable condition, but certainty is 
an absurd one.” 

— Voltaire 
Letter to Frederick William, Prince of Prussia,  

28 November 1770 
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Lecture 27 

The Enlightenment: Problems of Knowledge and Metaphysics 

LECTURE OUTLINE 

Introduction: Reason before Its Own Tribunal 

I. Voltaire: Reason against Dogma 

1. Life, Historical Context, and the Enlightenment Public Sphere. 
1.1. Exile, England, and Voltaire’s Intellectual Formation. 
1.2. Locke, Newton, and the New Authority of Reason. 
1.3. The Philosophe as Critic of Established Authority. 

2. Knowledge and the Limits of Metaphysical Certainty. 
2.1. Experience, Evidence, and Epistemological Restraint. 
2.2. Newtonian Science and the Critique of Speculative Systems. 
2.3. The Limits of Human Understanding. 

3. Deism, Tolerance, and the Critique of Fanaticism. 
3.1. Natural Religion and the Rational Creator. 
3.2. The Calas Affair and the Defense of Religious Toleration. 
3.3. Freedom of Thought and the Problem of Dogmatic Certainty. 

4. Lisbon, Evil, and the Problem of Progress. 
4.1. The Lisbon Earthquake and the Crisis of Theodicy. 
4.2. Candide and the Critique of Philosophical Optimism. 
4.3. Civilization, Human Suffering, and the Limits of Progress. 

II. Jean-Jacques Rousseau: The Enlightenment against Itself 

1. Life, Intellectual Revolt, and the Critique of Civilization. 
1.1. Geneva, Paris, and Rousseau’s Intellectual Formation. 
1.2. The Encyclopedists and Rousseau’s Estrangement from the Philosophes. 
1.3. The Discourse on the Sciences and Arts. 

2. Nature, Perfectibility, and the Origins of Inequality. 
2.1. The State of Nature as Philosophical Reconstruction. 
2.2. Pity, Freedom, and Perfectibility. 
2.3. Property and the Emergence of Social Inequality. 

3. Amour de Soi, Amour-Propre, and the Social Self. 
3.1. Natural Self-Concern and Social Comparison. 
3.2. Recognition, Dependence, and the Judgment of Others. 
3.3. Civilization and the Problem of Alienation. 

4. The Social Contract and Political Freedom. 
4.1. Sovereignty and the Problem of Legitimate Authority. 
4.2. The General Will and Collective Self-Legislation. 
4.3. Freedom, Equality, and the Limits of Political Unity. 
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5. Conscience, Education, and Authenticity. 
5.1. Moral Sentiment and Natural Religion. 
5.2. Émile and the Formation of Autonomous Judgment. 
5.3. Rousseau and the Limits of Enlightenment Rationalism. 

III. Diderot: Knowledge, Nature, and Political Order 

1. Diderot and the Encyclopedic Project. 
1.1. Life, Intellectual Formation, and the Encyclopédie. 
1.2. The Reorganization and Democratization of Knowledge. 
1.3. Censorship, Intellectual Authority, and Freedom of Inquiry. 

2. Matter, Life, and Consciousness. 
2.1. From Deism to Philosophical Naturalism. 
2.2. Matter, Sensibility, and Living Organization. 
2.3. D’Alembert’s Dream and the Challenge to Cartesian Dualism. 

3. Nature, Morality, and the Radicalization of Naturalism. 
3.1. Human Nature and Social Convention. 
3.2. Cultural Difference and the Critique of Moral Absolutism. 
3.3. Materialism, Determinism, and the Problem of Human Freedom. 

 IV. Montesquieu — Law, History, and Political Liberty 

1. Montesquieu and the Spirit of the Laws. 
4.1. Comparative Inquiry and the Diversity of Political Orders. 
4.2. Law, Custom, Climate, and Historical Circumstance. 
4.3. Universal Principles and Historical Difference. 

2. Liberty and the Distribution of Power. 
5.1. Political Liberty and Security under Law. 
5.2. Separation of Powers and the Prevention of Arbitrary Rule. 
5.3. Montesquieu and Rousseau: Two Conceptions of Political Freedom. 

V. Grigory Skovoroda: Self-Knowledge and Inner Freedom 

1. Life, Intellectual Context, and Philosophical Vocation. 
1.1. The Kiev-Mohyla Academy and Skovoroda’s Intellectual Formation. 
1.2. Classical, Christian, and Eighteenth-Century Intellectual Traditions. 
1.3. The Itinerant Philosopher and the Unity of Thought and Life. 

2. The Two Natures, the Three Worlds, and the Philosophy of the Heart. 
2.1. Visible and Invisible Reality. 
2.2. Macrocosm, Microcosm, and the Symbolic World of Scripture. 
2.3. Self-Knowledge and the Inner Human Being. 

3. Vocation, Happiness, and Inner Freedom. 
3.1. Srodna Pratsia and the Discovery of One’s Own Nature. 
3.2. Freedom from Status, Wealth, and Artificial Desire. 
3.3. Skovoroda and the Alternative Enlightenment. 
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VI. Knowledge, Metaphysics, and the Limits of Enlightenment 

1. Reason, Experience, and the Limits of Knowledge. 
1.1. From Metaphysical Certainty to Critical Reason. 
1.2. Sensation, Experience, and the Problem of Necessity. 
1.3. Knowledge of the World and Knowledge of the Self. 

2. Nature, Mind, God, and Morality. 
2.1. Mechanical, Materialist, Moral, and Spiritual Conceptions of Nature. 
2.2. Matter, Consciousness, and the Problem of the Soul. 
2.3. Deism, Providence, Materialism, and the Foundations of Morality. 

3. Freedom, Civilization, and the Problem of Progress. 
3.1. Political, Social, and Inner Freedom. 
3.2. Universal Reason and Historical Difference. 
3.3. Does Knowledge Make Humanity Better? 
3.4. The Enlightenment Crisis and the Approach to Kant. 

Conclusion: When Reason Turns upon Itself 
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“There are so many kinds of love, that in order to 
define it, we scarcely know which to direct our 
attention to.” 

— Voltaire 
Philosophical Dictionary, “Love” 
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LECTURE 27 

THE ENLIGHTENMENT: 

PROBLEMS OF KNOWLEDGE AND METAPHYSICS 

For centuries power enjoyed a privilege philosophy rarely challenged directly: it 
did not have to explain itself to those required to obey it. A throne pointed to blood, 
or God, or conquest, or law, or simple possession — and stopped there. A church 
called disagreement error, and error sin. Custom needed no defense beyond age; mere 
survival acquired the aura of destiny. By the eighteenth century, that immunity was 
cracking. 

The change threatened inherited authority more deeply than any new doctrine, 
because no single doctrine controlled it. Once justification itself became a demand, 
inherited authority lost the protection of familiarity. Why this king? Why this church? 
Why this law? Why should suffering be accepted because it had precedents, inequality 
because it had history, obedience because somebody had wrapped it in theology? The 
Enlightenment did not agree on the answers. It kept the questions alive. 

Its thinkers disagreed violently about almost everything that mattered. God 
survived in some systems and became unnecessary in others. Nature could mean 
mathematical order in one philosophy, causal necessity in the next, or a surface 
concealing some deeper reality no equation could reach. Freedom shifted with 
whatever threatened it — arbitrary government in one argument, the mind's own 
causal chains in another. Even civilization, so pleased with its sciences and its manners, 
discovered an enemy inside philosophy itself. What if refinement improved the 
machinery of power faster than the people operating it? 

That suspicion did not come from nowhere. The seventeenth century had already 
taught European philosophy to distrust inherited certainty. Descartes made doubt 
aggressive: whatever failed under pressure forfeited its right to stand at the foundation 
of knowledge. His achievement lay partly in the violence of the test. A belief gained 
no security merely because generations had repeated it. Philosophy had learned to 
interrogate. 

The temptation followed immediately. If error could be stripped away and 
thought rebuilt from secure principles, perhaps the world itself would eventually yield 
to the same discipline. Rationalism carried within it a magnificent arrogance: reality 
must answer to reason. Leibniz gave that conviction extraordinary scope. Contingency, 
causation, freedom, God — finite understanding might not grasp the whole, but reality 
could never be granted the alibi of unintelligibility. 

Locke turned suspicion toward the interrogator. Before the mind pronounced 
judgment on the world, its own competence required examination. How far could 
understanding reach? What supplied its materials? Where did knowledge end and 
intellectual vanity begin? Reason was discovering an awkward truth: a judge who never 
examines his own authority is merely another form of power. 

Newton made the embarrassment worse. His physics achieved what metaphysics 
had repeatedly promised and repeatedly failed to deliver: astonishing explanatory 
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reach. Celestial and terrestrial motions entered the same mathematical order. 
Prediction became possible with a precision that speculative systems could envy. Yet 
this success did not depend upon possessing the final essence of everything involved. 
Nature could be calculated where it could not be metaphysically exhausted. 

Philosophy had spent centuries treating ultimate explanation as the crown of 
knowledge; science began producing knowledge while leaving the crown on the table. 
One could know how bodies moved without knowing what matter ultimately was, 
discover lawful relations without penetrating the last interior of the things related. 
Ignorance no longer stood outside knowledge. It had entered knowledge and learned 
discipline. 

Hume pushed the humiliation further. Human beings spoke of causal necessity as 
though experience had placed it directly before them; experience offered succession. 
They expected tomorrow to resemble yesterday and built ordinary life as well as 
science upon that expectation, yet no demonstration could place nature under 
contract. Substance grew elusive when asked to present its experiential credentials. 
Rational theology discovered that inherited grandeur did not exempt an argument 
from scrutiny. And still people lived: they inferred, trusted, feared, promised, punished, 
loved, expected the sun to rise. Philosophy's foundations were cracking while human 
existence proceeded with very little concern for philosophical embarrassment. 

The eighteenth century inherited extraordinary power, together with a growing 
suspicion that reason had oversold the security of its own foundations. Newtonian 
science could command phenomena; Hume could ask what entitled anyone to call that 
command necessary. Knowledge expanded while certainty lost its innocence, and the 
argument soon escaped the study. 

Printing made ideas harder to imprison. Books crossed borders, while 
correspondence bound together people who would never share a room and academies 
gave inquiry a life beyond any single thinker. Salons turned thought into a social 
contest, sometimes elegant and sometimes vicious; pamphlets gave controversy a form 
light enough to travel quickly. The Encyclopédie carried an ambition larger than 
compilation. To reorganize knowledge was also to challenge those who had claimed 
the right to decide what counted as knowledge in the first place. 

Once philosophy entered public life, abstraction stopped staying abstract. A 
theological certainty could become a prison sentence; a theory of political legitimacy 
could determine who commanded and who obeyed. An idea about education entered 
a child's mind before that child had language enough to resist it. Property and rank 
lost the protection of familiarity, while punishment and marriage could be asked to 
justify the powers they exercised. Even belief ceased to look innocent once philosophy 
began asking who benefited from calling an arrangement natural. Metaphysics 
remained, but its old claim to monopolize serious questions had collapsed. 

Pierre Bayle had already exposed one of the century's most unsettling cracks. If 
certainty was less secure than its defenders imagined, persecution acquired a problem. 
If moral conduct could survive without confessional correctness, orthodoxy lost one 
of its most effective weapons. A believer could behave monstrously; an unbeliever 
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could live decently. The proposition sounds almost banal now. In a world where 
institutions claimed the right to punish error, it was explosive. 

The issue had moved beyond whether an argument was false. Falsehood armed 
with authority could seize property, destroy reputation, silence books, imprison 
dissenters, and kill. Intellectual error had always mattered; the eighteenth century was 
learning to ask what happens when error acquires a uniform, a pulpit, a court, or a law. 
The problem of knowledge had acquired bodies. 

Those stakes gave criticism its moral violence. Reason could expose superstition 
and persecution, challenge arbitrary rule, and force authority to justify itself before 
demanding obedience. Every victory, however, opened another problem. If revelation 
had lost the power to settle morality by command, obligation needed a different 
ground. As nature absorbed more explanatory territory, mind and freedom were drawn 
into the same causal order governing everything else. And once society itself stood 
accused of manufacturing ambition, shame, and desire, liberation could not be reduced 
to removing an external master. Domination might survive the fall of the tyrant. 

Progress offered no refuge from the problem. Knowledge increased human 
capacity through medicine, administration, and growing command of the physical 
world, yet none of this settled the question of ends. Intelligence could serve cruelty 
with exquisite efficiency. Education could enlarge judgment while also teaching people 
to pursue forms of dependence they had learned to admire. A civilization could know 
more and understand itself less. 

By the middle of the eighteenth century almost nothing inherited was safe from 
examination. Kings had to answer why they ruled; priests, why anyone should believe 
them. Repetition had lost its power to confer dignity on a custom, and civilization 
itself stood accused more often than it was celebrated. Morality had to explain why it 
bound anyone at all. Nature became contested ground as philosophers argued over 
what matter could explain, how life and mind belonged within it, and whether freedom 
could survive a world increasingly described through necessity. 

Reason had won an extraordinary right: the right to demand justification from 
everything else. But the victory carried its own trap. A faculty that stripped every other 
authority of its credentials would eventually have to produce its own. Who would judge 
the judge? 
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François-Marie Arouet (Voltaire) 

1694–1778 

Portrait of Voltaire, after Maurice Quentin de 

La Tour 



- 13 - 
 

VOLTAIRE — REASON AGAINST DOGMA 

The Art of Provocation: The Making of Voltaire 

In 1726, Voltaire learned exactly how little wit weighs against birth. He was 
already among the best-known writers in Paris — celebrated on the stage, feared in 
conversation, famous enough that his insults reached a room before he did. None of 
it made him a Rohan. When the Chevalier de Rohan-Chabot mocked the strange new 
name under which François-Marie Arouet had chosen to be reborn, Voltaire answered 
the only way he knew how to answer an exposed throat: fast, and in front of everyone. 

"What is your name, Monsieur de Voltaire?" Rohan asked, contempt sharpened 
to a point. Voltaire's reply survives in several versions, all carrying the same insolence: 
his own name, he said, was only beginning; Rohan's had nothing left to earn. The room 
laughed. For Voltaire laughter was a verdict, and he had won it; for Rohan it was an 
insult delivered before witnesses by a man who had forgotten the distance between 
them. 

Rohan did not risk a second exchange of wit. His servants ambushed Voltaire in 
the street and beat him while their master stood close enough to watch the correction 
land. Voltaire was humiliated, furious, and refused to accept what the humiliation 
meant. He took fencing lessons, demanded satisfaction, and challenged Rohan to a 
duel — as if a celebrated bourgeois playwright and a scion of one of France's great 
houses occupied the same moral universe. 

They did not. Rohan had no need to risk his body when his family could reach 
the state instead. On April 17, 1726, Voltaire was arrested and sent to the Bastille. The 
elaborate grammar of aristocratic honor collapsed into something brutally simple: 
Voltaire could answer an insult with a sentence; Rohan could answer the sentence with 
hired men and then have the injured man locked away. 

Voltaire had been born François-Marie Arouet in Paris on November 21, 1694, 
the youngest of five children of François Arouet, a prosperous notary and treasury 
official, and Marie-Marguerite Daumart. Comfort bought the family little protection 
from loss: children died young, his mother died in 1704 when he was ten, though older 
sources place her death in 1701, when he was seven, and only a fragment of the original 
household survived into his adulthood. An astrologer had reportedly given him no 
more than thirty-three years. He lived to eighty-three — long enough to outlive nearly 
everyone expected to outlive him. 

His father wanted solidity. Law offered it: profession, income, a fixed place inside 
respectable France. François-Marie preferred poetry, theater, conversation, and the 
intoxicating discovery that intelligence could rearrange a room even before it could 
rearrange society. At the Jesuit Collège Louis-le-Grand he absorbed Latin, rhetoric, 
classical literature, theology, and the disciplined art of argument. The Jesuits had given 
him the language of established culture; he would spend the rest of his life using it to 
make that culture look ridiculous. 

Through his godfather, the Abbé de Châteauneuf, he entered the libertine, 
aristocratic world gathered around the Temple, where irreverence itself had become a 
form of distinction. Princes, clerics, writers, skeptics, men who had inherited status 
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and men still manufacturing it competed for the last word, and the young Arouet 
found his fastest route upward. He could not improve his ancestry. He could make 
people with better ancestry wait for his next line. 

The habit became expensive quickly. Satirical verses circulated under his name, or 
were pinned on him regardless, and in 1717 an attack touching the Regent sent the 
twenty-two-year-old to the Bastille for the first time. The prison looked formidable 
from outside; inside, confinement was calibrated by rank and money. Arouet was kept 
in a furnished cell in the Tour de la Liberté, fed better than ordinary prisoners, and 
allowed paper, ink, and correspondence. The state had locked him away without taking 
away the one instrument that had caused the trouble. 

He used the time. In the Bastille he kept working on his epic about Henry IV and 
the Wars of Religion, published in an early form in 1723 and later expanded into La 
Henriade. He also worked on Œdipe, the tragedy drawn from the Greek myth that would 
give him his first great theatrical triumph after release. Prison had been meant to 
silence an insolent young writer. Instead it became one of his writing rooms. 

The cell acquired a second literary history more than half a century later. The 
Marquis de Sade would be confined in that same chamber in the Tour de la Liberté 
and would write The 120 Days of Sodom there under conditions far harsher than 
Arouet's, working clandestinely in microscopic script on a long roll of paper hidden 
from his jailers. One room, two writers respectable France would rather have silenced, 
both answering confinement by writing. 

When Œdipe was staged in 1718, its success transformed Arouet's position almost 
overnight. Around the same time, François-Marie Arouet began disappearing behind 
a new name. He rearranged the letters of Arouet le jeune into "Voltaire," exploiting the 
orthographic slippage of the age, and the invented identity soon swallowed the 
inherited one. His father had given him Arouet. The son manufactured Voltaire 
himself. 

The gesture suited him exactly. France attached enormous weight to names 
because a name carried blood, property, rank, office, marriage, centuries of 
remembered advantage. Voltaire simply made his. He would occasionally add the 
aristocratic particle and let "de Voltaire" circulate with a faintly comic grandeur, as if 
lineage itself could be willed into being by sufficient nerve. A society obsessed with 
inherited identity found itself facing a man who had decided to author his own. 

His father died in 1722 and left him a considerable inheritance, adding financial 
independence to literary fame. Money would matter enormously for the rest of 
Voltaire's life, and he never pretended otherwise. He liked comfort, houses, servants, 
good food, elite company, financial security, and everything wealth could liberate him 
from. The later portrait of the persecuted philosopher tends to obscure an 
inconvenient fact: Voltaire became very rich and worked hard at staying that way. 

The Rohan affair exposed exactly what money and fame still could not buy. A 
successful playwright could command a room and remain, at the same time, socially 
defenseless before a nobleman with the right ancestry. The humiliation cut deeper for 
its timing: his surviving sister Catherine died on March 19, 1726, weeks before his 
second arrest. Within a single month Voltaire had lost his sister, been beaten by a 
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nobleman's servants, demanded a duel, and found himself again behind the walls of 
the Bastille. 

His second imprisonment was brief. He was released on condition that he leave 
France, and in 1726 he crossed to England. The exile meant as punishment became 
one of the most productive disruptions of his life because England offered something 
France could not: comparison. Its political system worked differently, religious 
plurality stood in plain view, Parliament carried a weight unimaginable in French 
political life, and controversy moved through print with a freedom Voltaire had every 
reason to notice. 

He learned English, read voraciously, cultivated writers and intellectuals, 
encountered Locke and Newton, watched Parliament in session, and immersed 
himself in a literary culture lighter, quicker, less ceremonious than the grand French 
philosophical manner. England did not make him an Englishman, nor did it become 
the flawless sanctuary later admirers liked to imagine. Its real effect was more 
corrosive. Once Voltaire had seen institutions built differently, the arrangements of 
France could no longer disguise themselves as necessities of the universe. 

What he wrote out of England became the Lettres philosophiques. The English 
version appeared in 1733; the French edition of 1734 caused an uproar. Voltaire had 
discovered the philosophical force of comparison: he could praise one country and let 
another condemn itself in the reader's mind, making the contrast do work that direct 
accusation would have done far more clumsily. 

The authorities understood the attack for what it was. The book was condemned, 
copies seized, its publisher sent to the Bastille. Voltaire escaped arrest by leaving Paris, 
a move already becoming a rhythm in his life: write, provoke, wait for the outrage, 
vanish before the machinery arrives. This time he fled toward Cirey, where the next 
great figure in his life was waiting. 

Gabrielle Émilie Le Tonnelier de Breteuil, Marquise du Châtelet, was twenty-eight 
in 1734 — twelve years younger than Voltaire, married, aristocratic, the mother of 
three, and intellectually more formidable than most of the men who would later 
condescend to her. Mathematics, physics, philosophy, languages, gambling, love 
affairs, scientific controversy — Émilie did nothing by halves. She had already refused 
the narrow intellectual life assigned to women of her rank, taking lovers without 
abandoning her marriage to Florent-Claude du Châtelet, a military officer who spent 
long stretches away and tolerated an arrangement respectable society preferred to 
practice with more discretion. 

Voltaire moved into the Château de Cirey, and the house slowly turned into 
something between a refuge, a laboratory, a theater, and an unusually complicated 
domestic experiment. The Châtelets were not wealthy; Voltaire was becoming so, and 
he spent freely on the place — a new wing added, rooms rebuilt, a great library 
assembled, a laboratory built where he and Émilie could pursue their own experiments. 
He financed most of the transformation. She supplied a mind that refused to become 
part of the furniture. 

Their relationship ran for years through separations, jealousy, scientific work, 
literary ambition, and a dependence neither of them managed to outgrow. Émilie was 
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never Voltaire's pupil in any meaningful sense. Her mathematics exceeded his, and her 
engagement with Newton, Leibniz, mechanics, and the problem of force grew into 
work that belonged unmistakably to her. Voltaire could be ferociously vain, yet he 
lived for years beside a woman whose superiority in mathematics was impossible to 
hide from himself. 

Her translation and commentary on Newton's Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia 
Mathematica, published posthumously in 1759, became the standard French version 
and remains inseparable from her name. Cirey cannot be reduced, then, to one of 
Voltaire's romantic retreats. It was also a place where a man fleeing censorship and a 
woman confined by sex and social expectation built an intellectual household that, by 
simply existing, mocked some of the limits imposed on them both. 

Peace at Cirey was always relative. Voltaire kept producing work capable of 
provoking outrage, Le Mondain among them, with its exuberant refusal to treat worldly 
pleasure as a moral embarrassment. Cirey gave him distance from Parisian authority, 
never immunity from it. Voltaire had learned to treat geography itself as a political 
instrument: close enough to the centers of European culture to remain present, mobile 
enough to disappear whenever staying put began to carry a price. 

Meanwhile his relationship with Émilie changed. Voltaire had other attachments, 
and by 1744 he had begun a sexual relationship with Marie-Louise Mignot, Madame 
Denis — his own niece, the daughter of his sister Catherine. There is little point 
dressing this in the vocabulary of eighteenth-century eccentricity. Voltaire slept with 
his niece, loved her in his fashion, and stayed bound to her for decades. The 
philosopher who mocked conventional morality felt no obligation to let conventional 
genealogy organize his bed. 

Émilie showed no more appetite for turning fidelity into a monument. In her early 
forties she fell hard for Jean-François de Saint-Lambert, a poet and army officer 
roughly ten years her junior. The affair produced a pregnancy. On September 4, 1749, 
Émilie gave birth to a daughter; six days later, on September 10, she died of 
complications from the birth. The infant outlived her mother by less than two years. 

The arrangement around the pregnancy was painful, humiliating, and strangely 
civilized all at once. Voltaire knew Saint-Lambert was the father and stayed with Émilie 
through the crisis. Whatever had ended between them sexually, something else had 
survived it. The woman dying in another man's childbed was still the companion with 
whom he had spent nearly sixteen years building an intellectual life. 

Saint-Lambert would later step into another philosophical love triangle, this one 
with Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau fell desperately for Sophie d'Houdetot, the 
married woman who was Saint-Lambert's longtime mistress and whom Rousseau, in 
his imagination, fused with the emotional world of Julie, ou la Nouvelle Héloïse. Sophie 
never left Saint-Lambert for him. She stayed married to the Comte d'Houdetot while 
continuing her relationship with Saint-Lambert for decades — an arrangement that 
appears to have held up rather better than Rousseau's tormented longing. The man 
who fathered Émilie's last child thus went on to occupy, in another woman's life, 
exactly the place Rousseau wanted for himself. 
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None of it made Émilie's death smaller to Voltaire. Writing to the Comte 
d'Argental, he described the loss with an unusual absence of wit: "I have lost not only 
my beloved but half of myself, a soul made for me, a friend I have known since her 
cradle." If there was exaggeration in that, it belonged to grief, not performance. He 
had lost a lover whose sexual loyalty had ended long before, and a companion whose 
intellectual presence never had. 

After Cirey, the next experiment placed Voltaire beside a man who embodied one 
of the Enlightenment's most seductive fantasies: Frederick II of Prussia, a king who 
wanted to be a philosopher. Frederick and Voltaire had corresponded for years, 
flattering, testing, and seducing one another intellectually from a distance. In 1750, 
after Émilie's death, Voltaire moved to Potsdam. The son of François Arouet, once 
beaten for failing to respect aristocratic rank, now found a king opening his court to 
him. 

For a time the arrangement dazzled them both. Frederick offered money, status, 
conversation, proximity to power; Voltaire supplied brilliance, international prestige, 
literary glamour, and the pleasure of seating Europe's most famous wit at the royal 
table. But Voltaire had never developed the temperament of a court ornament. He 
could flatter extravagantly and turn vicious within the same breath, often toward the 
same man. 

Money helped poison it. Voltaire got tangled in a speculative deal over Saxon 
bonds through the financier Abraham Hirschel, an affair that curdled into litigation, 
accusations of fraud, contested documents, and royal disgust. Voltaire had spent years 
mocking the greed and hypocrisy of other men without developing any matching 
aversion to profit. Financial ingenuity was part of his independence, and it also 
exposed an appetite that made the moralist look remarkably human. 

Then he chose an enemy: Pierre-Louis Moreau de Maupertuis, president of the 
Prussian Academy of Sciences. Voltaire's Diatribe du docteur Akakia subjected him to a 
campaign of ridicule so merciless that Frederick, who had tried to shield the president 
of his own Academy, ordered the copies burned. The king had invited Voltaire because 
his pen was lethal, then discovered the obvious catch in keeping a lethal pen at close 
range: sooner or later it turns toward someone the king wants protected. 

The break came in 1753. Voltaire left Prussia, and at Frankfurt he was detained 
by Frederick's agents while they demanded the return of writings connected to the 
king. The episode completed a pattern already visible in Paris. Rohan had answered 
mockery with aristocratic influence and imprisonment; Frederick answered conflict 
with royal authority and detention. Voltaire had traveled from the crude privileges of 
the French nobility to the cultivated court of a philosopher-king and discovered that 
intelligence changes the conversation far more easily than it changes the nature of 
power. 

Paris stayed closed to him, so he moved toward Switzerland. In 1755 he acquired 
Les Délices near Geneva and later settled at Ferney, close enough to the frontier that 
borders could go on serving him as they always had. Ferney became the most 
successful refuge of his life precisely because it stopped functioning merely as a refuge. 
Voltaire turned geographical marginality into an independent center of power. 
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By then he was immensely wealthy. Inheritance, investment, speculation, 
pensions, shrewd management, and years of calculation had produced a fortune 
exceptional even among successful writers; his annual income late in life is estimated 
to have reached 200,000 livres. He had finally acquired what his younger self, facing 
Rohan, had not: enough money, property, mobility, reputation, and international 
attention to make coercion complicated. 

Ferney became his answer to the court. He no longer needed to live inside 
Versailles, Potsdam, or any center controlled by someone else's rank. Visitors came to 
him; correspondence crossed Europe; manuscripts, petitions, jokes, denunciations, 
requests, rumors, and appeals arrived in extraordinary volume. Monarchs who never 
crossed his threshold still corresponded with him. Catherine II admired him from 
Russia, Frederick resumed writing after their spectacular rupture, and Voltaire 
cultivated the paradox of a man attacking power while keeping up an intimate 
correspondence with the powerful. 

Madame Denis lived with him and stood at the center of the household — niece, 
lover, companion, hostess, heir, and at times adversary, a combination that resists 
every respectable label and would probably have delighted Voltaire for that reason 
alone. Ferney filled up with guests, performances, business, writing, arguments, 
servants, construction, local affairs, and the continuous manufacture of the public 
figure called Voltaire. 

His fame had outgrown books. Voltaire had become an institution with a pulse. 
He understood publicity before publicity had built its modern machinery: how to 
circulate a phrase, stage outrage, write behind masks and pseudonyms, make 
censorship sharpen curiosity, turn an enemy's attack into proof of his own importance. 
Attempts to silence him repeatedly enlarged the audience waiting to hear what had 
been forbidden. 

There is no reason to make him more virtuous than he was. Voltaire could be 
vain, vindictive, financially calculating, socially ambitious, sexually ruthless, prejudiced, 
petty, and astonishingly cruel in polemic. He loved fame while pretending to stand 
above its vulgarities. He attacked inherited privilege and enjoyed proximity to rank; he 
mocked human vanity while possessing enough of his own to supply several 
philosophers. His contradictions did not weaken the phenomenon. They fed it. 

He also understood something about authorship that more systematic 
philosophers rarely grasped. Ideas did not need to arrive dressed as systems. They 
could travel in tragedies, tales, poems, letters, dialogues, anonymous pamphlets, 
obscene jokes, forged voices, historical narratives — a few lines sharp enough to 
outlive the argument that had produced them. Voltaire made literary form part of 
philosophical strategy. 

The old institutions still held enormous advantages — courts, pulpits, titles, 
police, prisons, censors, universities, academies, patronage. Voltaire assembled a 
different kind of leverage out of money, mobility, celebrity, correspondence, 
publishing, theatrical instinct, and an almost pathological inability to leave an attack 
unanswered. He never defeated the ancien régime. He learned how to make its 
attempts at discipline produce consequences of their own. 
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In 1778, after nearly three decades away, he returned to Paris. The city received 
the eighty-three-year-old writer with something close to public worship: visitors 
crowded around him, aristocrats sought him out, and the Comédie-Française 
celebrated him while his bust was crowned with laurel. François-Marie Arouet, whose 
father had wanted a lawyer, had lived long enough to watch Paris stage the apotheosis 
of Voltaire. 

Benjamin Franklin met him during those final months, briefly bringing the 
symbolic worlds of the European Enlightenment and the American Revolution into 
the same room. On April 7 Voltaire was initiated into the Masonic lodge Les Neuf 
Sœurs, surrounded by men who treated his presence as an event. He was already gravely 
ill, dying of prostate cancer and consuming large quantities of opium to dull the pain, 
yet even his final months became one more public performance. 

Voltaire died in Paris on May 30, 1778. An uncomplicated ecclesiastical burial in 
the capital could not be taken for granted, so his body was taken away and buried at 
the Abbey of Scellières in Champagne. Death did not end the contest over what he 
represented; it passed the symbol to the next generation. 

Catherine II bought his library — 6,814 books and thirty-seven volumes of 
manuscripts — and had it shipped to St. Petersburg in 1779. The collection survived 
first in the Hermitage and later in the Imperial Public Library, preserving the working 
remains of a mind that had spent its life moving books, arguments, insults, and ideas 
across borders. Voltaire himself would travel once more. 

On July 11, 1791, revolutionary France carried his remains to the Panthéon in a 
vast public ceremony. Thirteen years earlier he had died under a monarchy that had 
censored him repeatedly and imprisoned him twice in the Bastille. Now the Revolution 
paraded him through Paris as one of the intellectual ancestors of a France still deciding 
what it had become. The Bastille where François-Marie Arouet had written Œdipe had 
already been torn apart, stone by stone. 

Knowledge, Newtonianism, and the Limits of Metaphysical Certainty 

Experience, Evidence, and Epistemological Restraint 

Voltaire admired a mind capable of stopping. Philosophy had spent centuries 
rewarding the opposite instinct. Once an explanation began, it was expected to 
continue until hidden substance and ultimate cause had been named, as though an 
unfinished account were an intellectual embarrassment. Voltaire came to suspect that 
many metaphysical cathedrals acquired their grandeur precisely where the evidence 
gave out. 

Locke gave that suspicion discipline. What mattered to Voltaire was the refusal to 
enlarge the jurisdiction of human understanding merely because a question happened 
to matter. The mind could manufacture words faster than it could secure knowledge, 
and philosophical vocabulary was unusually good at hiding the gap. Substance, spirit, 
essence: a term could wrap ignorance in an atmosphere of profundity and disclose 
nothing about the thing itself. Voltaire had little patience for mysteries that turned into 
explanations once they received a name. Christening an unknown reality was easy; 
what mattered was what had actually been learned once the christening was over. 
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The problem sharpened when philosophers spoke about the soul. In the Lettres 
philosophiques, Voltaire seized upon Locke's suggestion that divine omnipotence might 
conceivably give matter the power of thought. The proposal delighted him because it 
disturbed a confidence far larger than the claim itself. Philosophers had discussed the 
soul's immateriality as though they possessed direct acquaintance with the substance 
that thinks, while experience disclosed thought without disclosing the constitution of 
whatever was capable of it. 

Locke's suggestion did not establish materialism, and Voltaire never needed it to. 
Its force lay in exposing an illicit move from an observed phenomenon to an asserted 
ontology. We know that thinking occurs, while that fact alone tells us nothing about 
the ultimate constitution of whatever does the thinking. The distinction reaches well 
beyond the old quarrel over soul and body. Human beings encounter things through 
qualities and effects, discovering regularities among events without necessarily 
penetrating what lies beneath them. The wish to know that deeper reality is perfectly 
intelligible, but the wish adds nothing to the evidence, and a question gains no larger 
answer simply by becoming metaphysically urgent. 

Voltaire relished the discomfort this caused theologians and philosophers who 
had inherited conclusions more secure in tone than in proof. He had no wish to trade 
one doctrinal certainty for another wearing a fashionable English accent. Locke 
mattered because he made ignorance intellectually respectable without making it 
desirable. An honest limit was better than a complete system built from assumptions 
that could never be brought before experience. 

Such restraint did not amount to skepticism about everything. Voltaire had no 
trouble distinguishing weak evidence from strong or speculation from knowledge 
earned through repeated observation. Inability to penetrate a thing's essence erased 
nothing that could still be known about its behavior. Human understanding could 
establish relations with tremendous confidence while remaining ignorant of the 
ultimate nature of whatever stood in those relations. Knowledge no longer needed 
metaphysical completion as an entrance fee. 

The mind might know how something behaves, under what conditions it changes, 
and what consequences follow while remaining unable to say what the thing is in its 
final ontological depth. Ignorance of essence could coexist with genuine knowledge of 
relation. This demanded more discipline than simple disbelief. Doubt can reject a claim 
and move on, while restraint requires the mind to keep working under conditions in 
which different conclusions have earned different degrees of confidence. Voltaire 
wanted philosophy to stay aggressive under those terms, with a heavier burden placed 
on anyone who wished to travel from what had been observed to what supposedly 
existed behind it. 

The question was never whether an explanation sounded complete. What 
mattered was whether each step along the way had earned the right to be taken. 

Newtonian Science and the Critique of Speculative Systems 

Newton gave this epistemological restraint the prestige of spectacular success. 
Newtonian science mattered to Voltaire for reasons that ran deeper than the 
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displacement of one physical theory by another. It changed what an explanation was 
allowed to look like. Cartesian natural philosophy had promised an extraordinary 
intelligibility: matter moved through contact, and celestial motion belonged to a 
mechanical universe whose workings should, in principle, be representable as matter 
in motion. The planetary vortices appealed to something old in philosophy, the 
expectation that understanding an effect meant being able to picture the mechanism 
carrying it. 

Newtonian gravitation broke that expectation. The mathematical relation 
governing celestial motion could be stated with extraordinary precision and tested 
against observation while the physical nature of attraction remained obscure. Nature 
had become intelligible at one level while refusing the mechanical transparency 
philosophers had learned to demand at another. Voltaire caught the insult at once. 
One theory could satisfy the imagination with a mechanism and still fail before 
observation; another could leave the underlying agency unresolved and still tell the 
astronomer where the planet would be. The contrast changed what explanatory 
completeness was worth. 

Knowing a law did not require possessing a picture of the hidden machinery 
beneath it. Mathematical intelligibility could reach farther than mechanical 
imagination, and the absence of an ultimate mechanism gave the philosopher no 
license to invent one merely to make the world feel conceptually finished. Descartes 
still mattered too much to be dismissed as a fool Newton had simply corrected. 
Voltaire understood the scale of the Cartesian revolt against inherited authority and 
the courage required to displace scholastic physics. His quarrel began once the 
liberator turned architect. A system of genuine coherence can seduce its creator into 
trusting the coherence itself, until whatever refuses to fit begins to look like nature's 
failure rather than the theory's. Voltaire preferred to leave nature free to commit that 
particular insult. 

Optics offered the same lesson from another direction. A prism could force white 
light to reveal a structure that inherited expectation had never dictated in advance. The 
experiment could be repeated and measured, allowing nature to answer through effects 
open to examination rather than through conformity to a metaphysical picture waiting 
for confirmation. The burden of intellectual authority shifted with it. 
Comprehensiveness alone conferred no right to speak; each claim had to show why it 
deserved belief. 

At Cirey, Émilie du Châtelet kept Voltaire's Newtonian enthusiasm from 
becoming a triumph of rhetoric alone. Her mathematical command exceeded his, and 
her engagement with Newtonian physics pulled him into technical territory he could 
not master by literary brilliance alone. Voltaire could send difficult ideas moving 
through prose at astonishing speed. Émilie could tell when the prose had begun 
moving faster than the mathematics underneath it. Their collaboration mattered 
because Voltaire's role in Newtonianism was never simply that of a student reporting 
a greater scientist's discoveries. The Éléments de la philosophie de Newton, first published 
in 1738 and repeatedly revised, carried Newtonian ideas into a French intellectual 
world in which only a small minority could engage with the Principia directly. 
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Voltaire understood that intellectual revolutions depend partly upon the forms 
through which they become public. A theory locked inside advanced mathematics 
remains powerful within a narrow republic of specialists; recast in prose sharp enough 
to travel through salons, correspondence, and controversy, it begins changing the 
standards by which educated readers judge other claims as well. Voltaire was 
translating more than Newton's physics. He was translating a model of intellectual 
legitimacy. 

The Newton produced by that campaign was inevitably selective. Newton himself 
was far too intellectually unruly to fit the clean image of a thinker interested only in 
mathematical law and serenely indifferent to metaphysical or theological questions. 
Voltaire foregrounded the Newton he needed: an investigator whose authority came 
from keeping speculation answerable to phenomena. He thus helped construct a 
philosophical Newton for the Enlightenment, a figure embodying a different hierarchy 
of intellectual virtues. Precision could coexist with ignorance of ultimate causes, while 
explanation retained its power without pretending that every layer of reality had been 
laid bare. 

Speculative systems now faced a stricter test. Their weakness did not lie simply in 
speculation itself, since hypotheses remain unavoidable once inquiry moves beyond 
immediate observation. Trouble began when speculation stopped marking the distance 
between what had been secured and what had merely been proposed. Voltaire's 
hostility to systems aimed at that moment. A conjecture might deserve serious pursuit 
and still remain a conjecture; it became intellectually dishonest when elegance began 
doing the work that missing evidence could not. 

Newtonian science left mystery intact at one level while securing knowledge at 
another. That combination mattered more to Voltaire than any promise that nature 
would eventually yield a perfectly transparent mechanism behind every law. The 
unfinished explanation had ceased to be a philosophical embarrassment. It could now 
be the mark of an inquiry disciplined enough to stop where its evidence stopped. 

2.3. The Limits of Human Understanding 
Voltaire never became a philosopher of silence. Questions that outran direct 

observation often interested him most, and he kept returning to them because their 
resistance was part of the fascination. What changed was his willingness to grant an 
answer authority merely because the question behind it sounded profound. The size 
of a question does nothing whatsoever to increase the evidence available for answering 
it. Human beings may desperately want to know what matter ultimately is or how 
freedom belongs within a causal world, while metaphysical urgency has never placed 
an answer in anyone's hands. 

Philosophy is left with a difficulty more demanding than choosing between 
certainty and ignorance. Some claims remain close to observation, while others require 
a longer inferential reach; farther away, conjecture may still guide inquiry without yet 
deserving assent. The trouble begins once these differences disappear from the 
confidence with which philosophers speak. Voltaire's preferred response was 
indecently simple: what, exactly, had been shown? Technical vocabulary did not 
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frighten him, and difficulty alone never impressed him. A proposition gains no truth 
from being wrapped in specialized language. 

Theology and metaphysics had spent centuries refining distinctions so elaborate 
that uncertainty could disappear beneath terminology without anything corresponding 
to that certainty ever having been discovered. Yet the danger did not belong to 
metaphysics alone. Any intellectual practice could overreach once the prestige of its 
methods began attaching itself to claims those methods had never actually secured. 
Voltaire's suspicion targeted the passage where a legitimate inference quietly became 
an invention while keeping the authority earned by the evidence that came before it. 

That boundary cannot always be drawn with mathematical precision. Reason 
often has to move beyond what is immediately given, and science itself would become 
impossible if thought were forbidden to infer structures or causes that no eye could 
inspect directly. Voltaire's restraint placed no ban on inference. It demanded that 
confidence remain proportionate to the path that produced the conclusion. A 
conclusion should carry no more certainty than the road leading to it can bear. Strong 
evidence needs no apology, while conjecture deserves a voice appropriate to 
conjecture rather than the borrowed tone of demonstration. 

This gave Voltaire's epistemological modesty its peculiar bite. He was entirely 
capable of attacking a bad theory with confidence and ridicule when he believed the 
evidence had turned against it. His restraint concerned the point where the ground 
beneath an argument shifted, and he wanted the philosopher to notice that change 
before rhetoric concealed it. His modesty was epistemological, almost never personal. 
Overreach rarely received a polite reminder about method. Voltaire might ridicule it 
until a prestigious argument suddenly looked absurd enough for readers to notice 
assumptions that solemn language had protected. 

That temperament mattered because metaphysical certainty carried cultural 
prestige. A claim about realities nobody could inspect might acquire authority through 
repetition or institutional protection, until the distance between an argument and an 
inherited permission to stop arguing narrowed almost out of sight. Voltaire would 
pursue the political consequences elsewhere. At the level of knowledge, the lesson was 
severe enough: intellectual authority had to remain answerable to the grounds that 
produced it. 

The questions kept metaphysics alive. Voltaire could continue asking about 
freedom, mind, or the ultimate constitution of nature without pretending that the 
importance of those questions guaranteed final answers. A metaphysical hypothesis 
could illuminate without hardening into doctrine, and an unresolved problem could 
stay open without being declared insoluble for all time. Reason was free to reach 
beyond direct experience so long as it remained aware of how far the reach exceeded 
what had actually been secured. 

The temptation is strongest where thought feels drawn toward completion. A 
system invites the philosopher to close the remaining gaps because an unfinished 
structure can feel like intellectual defeat. Voltaire learned to distrust that feeling. The 
missing piece may mark a failure of inquiry, or it may mark the point beyond which 
present evidence no longer entitles the mind to speak with the same confidence it used 
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a moment before. That distinction preserves ambition rather than weakening it. 
Inquiry can push farther, revise its concepts, and reopen questions earlier generations 
settled too quickly. What it loses is the privilege of mistaking the wish for an answer 
for the answer itself. 

Voltaire wanted reason to stay combative while remaining answerable for every 
claim it made. Its strength appeared both in the discoveries it could secure and in its 
ability to recognize when their authority had run out. The failure began the moment 
the evidence stopped and the philosopher kept talking in exactly the same voice, as 
though nothing at all had changed. 

Deism, Tolerance, and the Critique of Fanaticism 

Natural Religion and the Rational Creator 

At Ferney, Voltaire built a church and placed above it an inscription almost 
insolent enough to count as theology: Deo erexit Voltaire — Voltaire erected this to 
God. No saint shared the stone with him, and no ecclesiastical institution stood 
between the two names. The joke carried a serious claim. Voltaire had spent too much 
of his life fighting men who spoke for God to hand God over to them now. 

Atheism never became his settled answer. The order of nature seemed to him to 
point toward an intelligence behind it, while a self-existing material universe raised 
difficulties he never believed materialism had adequately resolved. Yet the creator who 
survived Voltaire's criticism emerged stripped of much of the theological machinery 
through which European churches claimed to know him. Inferring an intelligent cause 
from the world is already a metaphysical move, but it establishes neither that this 
intelligence spoke to a particular people at a particular time nor that any human 
interpreter possesses privileged access to what was said. Revelation still has to pass 
through fallible minds. Nothing in that process gives the interpreter automatic 
jurisdiction over someone who remains unconvinced. 

Religious institutions had learned to cross these distances so smoothly that the 
transitions disappeared from view. An inference toward God could harden into 
confidence about revelation, confidence about revelation into certainty about 
interpretation, until the magistrate appeared at the end of the sequence as though 
political authority had been present from the beginning. Voltaire slowed the 
progression down and forced each claim to answer for itself. His own deism did not 
escape the same scrutiny. The philosopher who mocked theologians for speaking too 
confidently about invisible realities still inferred a divine intelligence no experiment 
could ever place before the senses. Voltaire never abolished metaphysics as completely 
as his rhetoric sometimes suggested. He rationed it. 

The existence of God placed his epistemological restraint under pressure from 
within. Voltaire believed that some metaphysical inference could survive that 
discipline. Order in nature seemed to him sufficient grounds for moving toward 
intelligence even while the nature of that intelligence remained obscure. His resistance 
began when a limited conclusion entered theological hands and emerged carrying 
powers it had never earned. A creator could gradually acquire purposes never 
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demonstrated, become guarantor of a sacred history, and finally stand behind 
institutions claiming a precision of authority absent from the original inference. 

Voltaire refused to let those later conclusions borrow certainty from the modesty 
of the first. His God retained enough philosophical substance to ground creation and 
moral order while remaining too inaccessible to support the dense supernatural 
geography of orthodox Christianity. He preferred an incomplete theology to one 
whose precision sharpened exactly where verification became impossible. Natural 
religion grew from that preference. Part of its appeal lay in what it could dispense with: 
access to the divine need not depend upon a particular priesthood or upon the accident 
of being born where one revelation had already been declared true. Human beings 
could approach the question of God through capacities that belonged to them before 
denominational instruction began. 

Deism by itself guaranteed nothing about tolerance. Belief in a creator had never 
prevented believers from persecuting one another. The decisive restraint came from 
human fallibility. Human knowledge of God is genuinely limited, and that limit 
undercuts the certainty required to punish someone for theological error. Two 
believers may disagree violently about revelation while sharing the same underlying 
limitation. Neither possesses direct access to the divine vantage point from which the 
dispute could finally be settled. Intensity of conviction cannot manufacture what 
human understanding lacks. 

Voltaire never concluded that all religions were equally reasonable. He had 
favorites, hatreds, contemptuous judgments, and prejudices of his own. Tolerance 
asked nothing so sentimental as universal admiration; it required a separation between 
the judgment passed upon an idea and the power exercised over the person who held 
it. Religious disagreement could remain fierce. A doctrine might be mocked or rejected 
as absurd without granting its opponents a title to the believer's body. Argument 
remained open precisely because disagreement had not yet been converted into 
jurisdiction. 

Ferocious anticlericalism did not make Voltaire simply anti-religious. Christianity 
absorbed most of his fire because Christianity possessed most of the institutional 
power around him. A private superstition could waste one person's mind; a 
superstition backed by censorship and courts could destroy someone else's life. Écrasez 
l'Infâme compressed that hostility into a phrase broader than an attack on priests. 
L'Infâme was the arrangement by which belief acquired sacred immunity and then used 
that immunity to escape ordinary standards of evidence while claiming extraordinary 
powers of punishment. Clergy could participate in the structure, though vestments 
were never required. A judge or a crowd could perform the same conversion of 
conviction into coercion. 

Grant Voltaire his creator and the political conclusion remains strikingly thin. 
God's existence tells human beings nothing about which institution may speak for him, 
still less what may be done to someone who refuses that institution's claims. The 
distance between God and coercive authority was precisely the distance Voltaire 
refused to let institutions erase. 
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The Calas Affair and the Defense of Religious Toleration 

In Toulouse, that distinction entered a courtroom and acquired consequences no 
philosophical abstraction could soften. On October 13, 1761, Marc-Antoine Calas was 
found dead in his family's home. His father, Jean Calas, was a Protestant merchant in 
a city where the formal end of the wars of religion had done little to dissolve 
confessional suspicion. A story formed quickly around the death: Marc-Antoine had 
intended to convert to Catholicism, and his Protestant family had killed him to prevent 
it. The accusation possessed an advantage stronger evidence would have struggled to 
overcome because it already resembled what many people in Toulouse believed 
Protestants capable of doing. 

Once that expectation settled over the case, ambiguity changed character. An 
uncertain circumstance could be read as another fragment of a narrative whose basic 
shape had already been accepted, until evidence stopped disciplining suspicion and 
began taking its meaning from it instead. Prejudice can alter the conditions under 
which facts become intelligible. It decides in advance which explanation feels natural 
and which witness appears credible. An assumption about the kind of people 
Protestants supposedly were could begin doing evidentiary work long before anyone 
admitted that it was part of the case. 

No conspiracy of cynical officials was required, which concealed the mechanism 
more effectively. A corrupt judge who knowingly condemns an innocent man still 
preserves somewhere within himself the distinction between the evidence and the 
verdict he intends to reach. Far more disturbing is the judge who believes his own 
interpretation so completely that contrary evidence begins to look defective simply 
because it is contrary. Sincerity can make prejudice efficient. Officials convinced that 
Protestant fanaticism made the alleged crime plausible could carry out ordinary legal 
procedures without experiencing any conflict between their convictions and justice. 
Witnesses could be heard and formal requirements observed; the deeper frame 
governing interpretation still decided what the evidence could mean. 

Procedure alone cannot protect judgment once the assumptions moving through 
it have already determined what counts as plausible. A legal institution can process 
prejudice with complete seriousness, its officials performing their functions inside a 
story whose ending has acquired the force of expectation. Jean Calas was condemned 
by the Parlement of Toulouse. On March 10, 1762, he was tortured and broken on the 
wheel, maintaining his innocence while the sentence was carried out. Strip away the 
abstractions surrounding the case and one transformation remains brutally concrete: a 
disputed account of religious motive passed through legal institutions and emerged as 
a human body destroyed. 

For Voltaire, the affair exposed what happens once dogmatic certainty acquires 
jurisdiction. A prejudice held privately can remain inert for years; absorbed into 
institutions, it begins deciding what those institutions are capable of noticing. The 
problem reached beyond the character of any individual judge. A magistrate may be 
decent and still inhabit a structure of assumptions that makes one conclusion appear 
self-evident before the evidence has earned it. Injustice can survive without requiring 
anyone inside the institution to experience himself as corrupt. 
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Voltaire attacked that structure with the instruments he understood best. From 
Ferney he gathered information, corresponded relentlessly, challenged the accepted 
narrative, and pushed the case into a public sphere far larger than the provincial court 
that had condemned Calas. Publicity became a rival arena of judgment because a 
decision once protected by locality and authority now had to survive scrutiny from 
readers who had never inherited Toulouse's assumptions. A provincial verdict that had 
looked final could be forced back into controversy, and questions suppressed by the 
authority of the judgment could return once the judgment itself became an object of 
scrutiny. 

The Traité sur la tolérance, published in 1763, carried the affair beyond the Calas 
family. Its argument did more than ask readers to pity a dead Protestant. It confronted 
the harder problem of what happens when a court meets an accused man through a 
theological narrative it has already accepted as morally plausible. Dogmatic certainty 
damages judgment before punishment begins because it reorganizes evidence first. 
Once a community feels it already knows what a certain kind of believer is capable of, 
innocence may require explanation while guilt feels intuitive. Contradictions can be 
absorbed into the dominant narrative, and even the absence of proof may begin to 
look suspicious because the imagined crime has already been assigned the secrecy 
expected of it. 

Fanaticism can corrupt judgment without a trace of visible frenzy. A calm official 
may participate in it as readily as an angry crowd. What defines the mechanism is a 
conviction protected against correction strongly enough to determine how contrary 
evidence will be read before that evidence has any opportunity to challenge the 
conviction itself. The Calas affair made the structure visible because its consequences 
were irreversible: once judgment became punishment, epistemic failure acquired a 
body. 

Voltaire's campaign eventually succeeded. Jean Calas was posthumously 
rehabilitated in 1765, and the original judgment was overturned. Voltaire celebrated 
without false modesty about his own role, yet the philosophical weight of the episode 
does not depend upon preserving an uncomplicated portrait of the solitary philosophe 
rescuing truth from provincial darkness. The deeper lesson lies inside the institution 
itself. Courts can retain every appearance of legal seriousness while inherited 
conviction decides what that seriousness is permitted to discover. Procedure can carry 
prejudice even when prejudice never speaks in its own name. 

Tolerance consequently becomes something larger than generosity extended by a 
dominant confession to weaker ones. It becomes protection demanded by the ordinary 
vulnerability of human judgment. Intelligent and sincere people can become 
catastrophically certain of something false, and no church or court can exempt itself 
from that possibility merely by insisting on the importance of what it believes. Calas 
did not prove religious belief false. His case showed what can happen when the 
possibility of human error disappears before religious conviction enters a court. 
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Freedom of Thought and the Problem of Dogmatic Certainty 

Fanaticism, for Voltaire, cannot be reduced to excessive religious feeling. Rage 
may accompany it, yet a fanatic can remain perfectly composed and sincerely 
convinced that cruelty serves a moral purpose. The deeper danger appears once belief 
becomes insulated from correction and resistance itself begins to count as evidence of 
guilt. When disagreement with sacred truth confirms the believer's judgment instead 
of challenging it, opposition has lost the power to count against the conviction 
condemning it. 

Cruelty can then undergo a moral transformation. The persecutor need not silence 
conscience before causing suffering because conscience itself can be conscripted. 
Violence begins to resemble obedience, while mercy can be recast as weakness toward 
error. Sincerity offers no protection. A man who knows he is lying retains some 
awareness that his justification and motive have come apart; a persecutor convinced 
that punishment serves truth may act without ever experiencing himself as cruel. Moral 
conviction supplies permission that ordinary self-interest would still have to 
manufacture. 

Voltaire's toleration had little to do with universal respect for opinions. He 
respected many opinions very little. A doctrine could strike him as foolish or degrading 
and remain entirely open to attack while the person who believed it retained civil 
protection. That distinction allowed him to stay combative without conceding 
coercion. Persuasion tries to change judgment by offering reasons, while ridicule 
attacks the credibility of what someone believes. Neither has to be gentle, and the 
opponent still retains the capacity to reject what is being said. Making a doctrine look 
ridiculous and making its believer bleed belong to different moral worlds. 

Political punishment changes the relation because authority can raise the cost of 
continuing to think the wrong thing. Threats to liberty, livelihood, or life destroy 
anything resembling equal competition between beliefs. Freedom of thought requires 
more than the absence of someone literally invading the mind. Control the 
consequences surrounding belief and the mind begins receiving instruction before any 
censor has to intervene. Someone who knows that one conclusion is safe and another 
ruinous does not deliberate in the same environment as someone free to follow an 
argument wherever it leads. 

Force can secure outward conformity with considerable success. It can make a 
person attend the required ceremony or conceal a forbidden belief, yet none of this 
increases the truth of the doctrine being enforced. A magistrate can raise the price of 
denying a proposition without increasing its evidence by one grain. Tolerance requires 
no relativism. Voltaire never asked anyone to stop judging ideas because argument 
itself depends upon judgment, often severe judgment. The limit appears when 
intellectual condemnation begins claiming powers no argument by itself could confer. 

Human fallibility makes that limit politically urgent. Belief in God cannot 
guarantee humane politics because human beings remain the interpreters of whatever 
God supposedly requires. Certainty resists correction precisely when the stakes of 
disagreement have been declared sacred. Religious controversy intensifies the problem 
because theological error can be assigned infinite consequences. If false belief 
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threatens eternal salvation or insults the source of moral order, restraint begins to look 
like complicity. The persecutor can then picture punishment as an act of concern for 
the very person being punished. 

Voltaire attacks that reversal at its root. The importance of a religious question 
supplies no additional certainty about its answer, and certainty exceeding human 
knowledge becomes especially dangerous once institutions are prepared to act on it. 
L'Infâme survives wherever interpretation becomes immune to correction and gathers 
enough power to punish resistance. No priest is required; a court or political authority 
can perform the same work once conviction becomes jurisdiction. Political institutions 
cannot make citizens intellectually humble, and law cannot remove prejudice from 
private minds. They can still limit what prejudice is permitted to do. 

That aim suited Voltaire better than promises of moral regeneration. He expected 
human beings to continue believing nonsense and defending inherited convictions 
with energy. Removing coercion would not make them wiser; it would keep some of 
their mistakes from acquiring instruments capable of destroying whoever refused to 
share them. A bad idea should have to survive by persuasion rather than through 
access to punishment. Removing the prison from a theological dispute does not decide 
which side is true. It changes the kind of contest truth is allowed to have with error. 

Voltaire's defense of free thought rests on refusing to confuse intellectual victory 
with political jurisdiction. A believer may seek converts, and a critic may try to 
demolish the believer's argument. The state enters a different relation once one side's 
certainty becomes reason enough to make dissent physically costly. The 
epistemological restraint running through Voltaire's philosophy acquires political force 
here. Overreach in argument can remain an intellectual vice until institutions begin 
acting upon it. After that, the issue changes: a claim to know more than the evidence 
permits has become part of a decision about what may be done to the person who still 
doubts it. 

Voltaire's deism survives because he never asks it to carry that political weight. 
God can remain the rational source of the world; that belief gives no blank check to 
whoever claims to represent him. Even a true religion would still confront a separate 
question before force entered the room: what right does truth confer over the body 
of someone who refuses it? Voltaire wanted religious argument to remain fierce. He 
had no interest in shielding doctrine from criticism or stupidity from ridicule. His 
toleration begins where certainty about another person's error stops functioning as 
authority over that person's body. Persuasion must then accomplish whatever coercion 
had once tried to compel. 

Lisbon, Evil, and the Problem of Progress 

The Lisbon Earthquake and the Crisis of Theodicy 

On November 1, 1755, Lisbon was struck by an earthquake that shattered one of 
Europe's great capitals. Buildings collapsed, fires spread through the ruins, and the sea 
carried destruction farther into the city. It was All Saints' Day, and churches were 
crowded with worshippers when stone began to fall on the devout and the indifferent 
alike. Europe confronted two questions at once, and their proximity made them easy 



- 30 - 
 

to confuse: one concerned the physical causes of the catastrophe, while the other asked 
what such suffering could mean in a world governed by God. 

Voltaire distrusted how easily the second question borrowed the authority of the 
first. Natural events may have intelligible causes, and human inquiry may eventually 
discover them with extraordinary precision. A causal account explains how an event 
occurred without showing why the event was morally justified. Lisbon gave that 
distinction terrible weight. Physical law governed a world in which innocent people 
died beneath their own churches, while the regularity of nature remained intact as 
human expectations of justice collapsed around it. 

The catastrophe pressed hard against Voltaire's own deism. He had resisted 
atheism partly because order in nature seemed to point toward an intelligence behind 
it. Lisbon forced that inference into a sharper question: how much did the order 
actually reveal about the moral character of whatever stood behind it? An ordered 
world discloses no purpose simply by being ordered. A law can operate with perfect 
consistency while distributing its consequences without regard to innocence or need. 
Intelligence might still be inferred from nature; benevolent intention could not be read 
with comparable confidence from any particular event. 

Voltaire did not abandon God under that pressure. What became harder to 
defend was the confidence with which human beings claimed to recognize Providence 
inside catastrophe. Natural order could remain intelligible after divine purpose had 
ceased to be transparent. Leibniz had already given the problem of evil its most 
formidable rationalist answer: a perfect God, possessing complete knowledge of every 
genuinely possible world, chooses the best one available. Evil can occur within such a 
creation because the excellence of the whole need not require the perfection of every 
local part. 

The argument is stronger than the version Voltaire would later give Pangloss. 
Leibniz never needs an earthquake to be good in itself; his defense depends upon the 
world containing it belonging to an order whose total perfection exceeds every 
alternative available to divine wisdom. Voltaire's objection sharpens once Leibniz is 
granted that full sophistication. Justifying a local horror through the excellence of the 
whole requires knowledge of the whole and some basis for comparing it with 
possibilities that were never realized. Such a vantage point may belong to God, while 
the philosopher speaking on God's behalf possesses no comparable access to it. 

The victim meets suffering from within the event itself. He knows the body 
crushed beside him and the life that has just ended; he has no access to the complete 
architecture in which a metaphysician assigns those losses their necessary place. The 
theory climbs toward totality while the body remains under the stones. A global 
justification may be logically possible and still lie beyond human knowledge. Voltaire's 
suspicion falls on the moment possibility is promoted into certainty, when the 
philosopher begins describing the necessity of suffering from a position no finite 
observer has ever occupied. 

The Poème sur le désastre de Lisbonne, written in the aftermath and published in 1756, 
refuses that promotion. Voltaire drags metaphysical confidence back toward the 
ruined city and lets grief keep its own meaning. Suffering does not have to become 
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evidence for universal harmony before the dead have even been buried. Easy theodicy 
asks something extraordinary of the sufferer: once catastrophe has been assigned a 
function within the whole, the victim is invited to understand his own loss from the 
standpoint of a design he cannot inspect, whose necessity somebody else has declared 
on God's behalf. 

Voltaire refuses to make consolation depend upon borrowed omniscience. Hope 
can survive, and belief in a creator can survive with it, without requiring anyone to 
pretend that every destroyed life has already been shown to occupy its proper place in 
a perfect moral order. Natural law makes the problem harsher because its indifference 
requires no disorder. An earthquake carries no hatred and passes no judgment; it can 
kill indiscriminately while remaining perfectly obedient to the physical conditions that 
produced it. 

Nature can grow increasingly intelligible to science while remaining silent when 
asked whether its regularities answer to human ideas of justice. Human freedom may 
explain suffering produced by human choice, but no decision by the people of Lisbon 
moved the earth beneath their city. Punishment loses its justification when suffering 
bears no intelligible relation to guilt. Voltaire supplies no rival system capable of 
closing the wound. The poem preserves hope without turning it into demonstration, 
allowing horror to remain unresolved rather than purchasing resolution with claims to 
knowledge nobody possesses. 

Lisbon changes the religious problem without settling it. God may exist, natural 
order may remain real, and human understanding of that order may continue to grow. 
None of this grants finite minds the right to speak as though Providence had already 
disclosed the moral purpose of every catastrophe. 

 Candide and the Critique of Philosophical Optimism 

When Candide appeared in 1759, Voltaire changed weapons. The solemn protest 
of the Lisbon poem gave way to satire, and philosophical optimism acquired a 
spokesman whose confidence could survive almost anything reality chose to inflict 
upon him. Pangloss is not Leibniz reproduced faithfully in fictional form. Voltaire 
strips away the qualifications that made Leibniz's argument philosophically formidable 
and concentrates the surviving assurance in a character incapable of learning from 
experience. From the beginning, Pangloss insists that “things cannot be otherwise than 
as they are.” The distortion is deliberate because the satire attacks a habit of thought 
capable of converting every possible outcome into confirmation of itself. 

Pangloss can suffer without allowing suffering to count as evidence against what 
he believes. Experience reaches his body repeatedly while his theory enjoys a 
remarkable immunity from injury. Whatever happens is absorbed into an explanation 
whose conclusion was secure before the event occurred. A theory able to 
accommodate every conceivable result gradually loses the ability to distinguish 
evidence in its favor from evidence against it. Good fortune displays the excellence of 
the order, while catastrophe is absorbed as something the same order required all 
along. The theory protects itself by absorbing every possible defeat. 
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Voltaire makes the price of that security visible. A philosophy capable of digesting 
every event can continue explaining indefinitely while learning almost nothing from 
what actually happens. Its completeness becomes a defense against experience. The 
Lisbon episode in Candide then shifts the satire from metaphysical explanation toward 
manufactured guilt. After the earthquake, an auto-da-fé is staged on the theory that 
ceremonial punishment might help prevent another disaster. The earth has produced 
suffering without supplying anyone to blame for it, and human authority responds by 
finding bodies upon which guilt can be imposed. After Pangloss is hanged and Candide 
himself is publicly whipped, the language of optimism begins to sound different even 
to its former pupil. If this is the best possible world, Candide asks, “what then are the 
others?” 

Part of the horror of natural catastrophe lies in its absence of intention. The 
ground has committed no crime, possesses no conscience, and cannot be threatened 
into obedience. Punishment has nowhere to land until human institutions manufacture 
a culprit. An incomprehensible calamity becomes morally legible once it acquires 
defendants. Authority recovers the language of guilt even though the original event 
belonged to an entirely different order of causation. The ritual explains nothing about 
the earthquake; it restores the comforting appearance of a world in which suffering 
can still be attached to fault. 

Human beings then add deliberate suffering to what nature has already inflicted. 
Unable to punish seismic forces, they punish one another, manufacturing moral order 
through cruelty where the catastrophe itself supplied none. The auto-da-fé serves a 
purpose different from Voltaire's broader war against persecution. The problem here 
is the refusal to endure suffering whose moral meaning remains beyond reach. When 
nature provides no guilty party, society invents one rather than live with the possibility 
that catastrophe may carry no humanly readable moral explanation. 

Voltaire's uncertainty about cosmic justice leaves ordinary moral judgment intact. 
He cannot say why an innocent person dies in an earthquake from the standpoint of 
ultimate Providence. He needs no comparable metaphysical knowledge to recognize 
that torturing another human being will not repair the earth. Ignorance about ultimate 
purpose can coexist with clarity about preventable harm. Human beings may remain 
unable to explain the final moral structure of reality while bearing full responsibility 
for whatever cruelty their own decisions add to it. 

Eldorado prevents the argument from collapsing into a simple reversal of 
Pangloss. Candide finally reaches a society where religious persecution is absent, 
wealth has lost much of the social power Europeans attach to it, and political life 
exposes familiar European arrangements as contingent rather than inevitable. The 
experience gives him something Pangloss's system never could: comparison. Looking 
back on the world he has crossed, Candide can now concede that if “all things are 
good” anywhere, Eldorado comes closer than the societies he already knows. Yet he 
still leaves. Cunegonde remains elsewhere, while the treasure he can carry from 
Eldorado promises distinction and power once he returns to the ordinary world. 
Experience has weakened Pangloss's philosophy without freeing Candide from 
attachment, ambition, or the desire to convert wealth into advantage. 
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Martin then gives pessimism a voice as uncompromising as Pangloss's optimism. 
He has suffered enough to suspect that the world has been abandoned to “some 
malignant being,” and his expectations repeatedly find evidence capable of sustaining 
them. Voltaire has now placed Candide between two explanatory temptations. 
Pangloss can turn every disaster into proof of universal harmony; Martin can interpret 
almost every event as further evidence of pervasive evil. Escaping one total 
explanation does not require surrendering judgment to another. 

Pangloss embodies the first temptation in its purest form. His explanations 
operate on a scale so large that interpretation begins substituting for action. A theory 
can assign catastrophe its place in the order of things, yet a place in a theory feeds 
nobody and rebuilds no house. The turn toward cultivating one's garden narrows the 
field in which human agency is asked to prove itself. Near the end, Pangloss is still 
constructing chains of explanation from everything that has happened. Candide 
answers with the sentence toward which the entire journey has been moving: “we must 
cultivate our garden.” Voltaire offers no replacement metaphysics at the end of 
Candide. He brings responsibility back to a scale human beings can inhabit. 

In the garden, consequences remain closer to action. Work produces something 
visible, while neglect has effects that can be understood without first decoding the 
moral structure of the universe. Cosmic history no longer has to be understood before 
a damaged corner of life can be repaired. Voltaire is not proposing agriculture as an 
answer to evil. He changes what philosophy may legitimately demand. Human beings 
can act under conditions of profound metaphysical uncertainty and still improve what 
lies within reach long before the universe has disclosed why suffering exists at all. 

Finite action gains dignity precisely because cosmic certainty has receded. A 
person may never learn why creation permits earthquakes and still know with 
confidence that some suffering can be reduced. Responsibility does not have to wait 
for metaphysics to finish. 

Civilization, Human Suffering, and the Limits of Progress 

The garden changes the scale on which progress itself can be judged. Once the 
universe no longer guarantees that every event serves a moral whole, improvement has 
to prove itself in human life rather than borrow certainty from history's supposed 
direction. Particular conditions can genuinely improve through intelligence and effort: 
a city can be rebuilt, an institution reformed, an old cruelty made harder to justify. 
None of these gains requires history to possess a destination in order to be real. 

Civilization lives within limits it cannot abolish. No refinement of manners or 
advance in knowledge removes mortality, and natural forces remain entirely capable 
of destroying what human beings have built with extraordinary care. Lisbon exposed 
a vulnerability no philosophy of progress can educate away. Yet the earthquake and 
the auto-da-fé belong to different moral orders. Human beings did not choose the 
movement beneath Lisbon; the suffering added afterward came from human 
decisions. Civilization earns its moral significance in the space between what cannot 
be prevented and what never needed to be added. 
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Its achievement is measured less by promises of mastery than by what people 
cease doing to one another once catastrophe has already done enough. A society 
cannot guarantee immunity from suffering, but it can refuse to enlarge that suffering 
through superstition or organized cruelty. Progress becomes an accomplishment 
rather than a destiny under such conditions. What has been gained through judgment 
and effort can be lost again because history provides no automatic ratchet carrying 
each generation beyond the errors of the one before it. 

Voltaire's confidence in civilization requires no substitute Providence. Scientific 
understanding may enlarge human power without making nature morally benevolent, 
while political and legal reform can reduce cruelty without eliminating the possibility 
of future injustice. These achievements remain human precisely because nothing 
guarantees them in advance. The absence of a guarantee raises the stakes of effort. If 
history owes nobody justice, justice depends more heavily upon what human beings 
are willing to build and defend. 

The garden carries this insight beyond private life. Its narrow scale is part of what 
makes it serious. Work performed within reach produces conditions that did not exist 
before, and the absence of cosmic certainty does nothing to erase the difference 
between a life made more bearable and one abandoned to avoidable misery. Lisbon 
cannot prove that existence lacks a larger moral order any more than suffering can 
prove every hidden reconciliation impossible. Certainty of that kind would require the 
same access to totality Voltaire denies the optimist. Pessimism has no greater right 
than optimism to speak from a position no human being occupies. 

Cosmic uncertainty remains genuine even as responsibility becomes sharper once 
the scale returns to human action. A mystery about Providence cannot excuse an 
execution or turn preventable harm into fate. What people cannot control in nature 
does nothing to absolve them of responsibility for what they continue to permit within 
their own institutions. Civilization earns its moral seriousness within this narrower 
field. It cannot guarantee happiness or remove the tragic conditions of finite life, but 
its value appears in concrete reductions of suffering whose causes lie within human 
power. 

Such gains may look modest beside philosophical optimism, yet they possess an 
advantage optimism often lacks: their consequences can be seen. A rebuilt house 
remains preferable to a ruin even if another earthquake may come. Voltaire's idea of 
progress needs no providential necessity. Better conditions have to be made and 
defended, and sometimes recovered after they have been lost. Their fragility belongs 
to their human character. 

The temptation to demand more from progress resembles the hunger that once 
drove theodicy. People want suffering to belong to a justified universe and 
improvement to reveal a justified history behind it. Voltaire increasingly refuses to 
grant either guarantee. What survives is finite responsibility exercised inside a world 
that may never become morally transparent. Human beings inherit suffering they did 
not choose and forces they cannot command. Their freedom appears in what they add 
to that suffering, what they manage to remove from it, and what cruelties they finally 
stop accepting as inevitable. 
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Lisbon settled no argument capable of closing the problem of evil for good, and 
Candide supplied no rival metaphysics to replace the systems it mocked. Together they 
narrowed the ground on which certainty could honestly stand while increasing the 
importance of action on whatever ground remained. Voltaire could live without 
knowing whether every wound belonged to some hidden harmony. He could not 
accept that possible harmony as a reason to tolerate preventable suffering. The 
universe may never disclose why it permits suffering, and human beings are still 
answerable for the suffering they preserve when they possess the power to reduce it. 

The break with Rousseau had already begun in 1755. After reading Rousseau's 
Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men, Voltaire wrote to him on August 
30: “No one has ever been so witty as you are in trying to turn us into brutes; to read 
your book makes one long to go on all fours.” 

Voltaire's joke converted Rousseau's reconstruction of natural man into an 
invitation to abandon civilization altogether. The argument was far more complex than 
the caricature, yet the image of Rousseau sending humanity back onto four legs proved 
more memorable than any patient summary would have been. 

The exchange exposed a fault line inside the Enlightenment. Voltaire defended 
civilization as a human achievement capable of correction even after Providence had 
lost its guarantee; Rousseau would ask whether civilization itself had become one of 
the forces from which human beings needed to be freed. The critique of inherited 
authority was about to turn against the civilized world that claimed reason as its own. 
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ROUSSEAU — THE ENLIGHTENMENT AGAINST ITSELF 

Civilization and the Problem of Progress 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau was born in Geneva on June 28, 1712. His mother, 
Suzanne Bernard, died nine days later. His father, Isaac Rousseau, a watchmaker, kept 
the boy with him for several years, and Rousseau later remembered nights when the 
two of them read romances and Plutarch until morning. The intimacy ended early. 
After a legal dispute, Isaac left Geneva for Nyon rather than face the proceedings 
against him, remarried, and saw little of Jean-Jacques afterward. 

The boy was sent with his cousin Abraham Bernard to live with the Calvinist 
pastor Jean-Jacques Lambercier outside Geneva. After a brief apprenticeship to a 
notary, he was placed with an engraver whose treatment he later described as violent. 
In Confessions, Rousseau traced to these years a growing skill in concealment. Fear of 
punishment taught him to steal furtively and lie when discovered; evasion became a 
habit. At sixteen, finding the gates of Geneva closed when he returned too late one 
evening, he decided not to go back to his master. 

The years that followed carried him through Savoy, Piedmont, and France with 
almost no money and no fixed profession. He survived through temporary work and 
the willingness of others to receive him. In 1728 he met Françoise-Louise de Warens. 
Rousseau was sixteen; she was twenty-nine. Born Protestant and later converted to 
Catholicism, she received support from the Piedmontese authorities while assisting the 
conversion of other Protestants. Rousseau called her Maman. 

Madame de Warens sent him to Turin for Catholic instruction, and he converted. 
After leaving the institution for converts, he entered domestic service. There he stole 
a ribbon. When the theft was discovered, he accused a young servant named Marion 
of having given it to him. She denied the charge; Rousseau persisted. Nothing reliable 
is known of her later fate. Decades afterward, he reconstructed the episode in 
Confessions, long after the woman upon whom he had shifted the blame had 
disappeared from his life. 

He eventually returned to Madame de Warens. She gave him a home and 
supported the education he had never received systematically, while music became the 
one discipline he pursued with enough continuity to imagine making a profession of 
it. Their attachment later became sexual, though he continued to call her Maman. The 
years under her protection brought a degree of stability Rousseau had scarcely known 
since childhood. 

In 1740 he became tutor to the Mably children in Lyon, but the post lasted little 
more than a year. He later served as secretary to the French ambassador in Venice, the 
Comte de Montaigu. Rousseau believed that the work he performed deserved 
recognition beyond the status Montaigu accorded him. Montaigu regarded his 
secretary very differently, and the dispute ended in dismissal and open hostility. 

Paris offered the audience Rousseau wanted. He arrived in 1742 carrying a new 
system of musical notation, which he presented to the Académie des Sciences. The 
proposal attracted attention without producing the career he had expected. Denis 
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Diderot proved far more consequential, drawing Rousseau into the circle forming 
around the Encyclopédie. Rousseau contributed articles on music, came to know 
Condillac, and entered the Parisian world in which philosophical argument moved 
through salons and private connections as readily as through books. 

Before Rousseau challenged some of the central assumptions of the 
Enlightenment, he had worked inside one of its defining enterprises. He knew what it 
meant to seek recognition among educated men and women, and he knew how much 
literary advancement could depend upon reputation long before that reputation had 
anything to do with the merit of a particular argument. 

In 1745 he met Thérèse Levasseur, a laundry maid at the hotel where he was 
staying. She was barely literate and had received almost no formal education. As 
Rousseau's public life drew him toward philosophers, musicians, wealthy households, 
and literary fame, Thérèse remained almost entirely outside that culture. Rousseau 
acknowledged the limits of her education himself and never presented her as an 
intellectual companion. 

Their attachment nevertheless survived for more than three decades. Thérèse 
stayed with him through exile and illness, following him from one unsettled residence 
to another while friendships with people much closer to him in mind repeatedly 
collapsed. In 1768 they went through a marriage ceremony. The person who remained 
longest beside Rousseau in adult life belonged to a world strikingly remote from the 
one in which he claimed growing authority as a writer. 

That authority began to take shape in the summer of 1749. Diderot had been 
imprisoned at Vincennes, and Rousseau set out to visit him. On the road he read the 
announcement of a competition sponsored by the Academy of Dijon asking whether 
the restoration of the sciences and arts had contributed to the purification of morals. 
He later remembered stopping beneath a tree, overwhelmed by the idea that had come 
to him, his clothes wet with tears. 

An affirmative answer would have suited much of the confidence surrounding 
him. Europe possessed forms of knowledge unavailable to earlier generations, and 
cultivated manners appeared to mark a distance from coarser ages. Rousseau severed 
cultural achievement from the moral inference attached to it. The sciences and arts, he 
argued, had not purified morals. 

The essay won the prize. Published as the Discourse on the Sciences and Arts in 1750, 
it made Rousseau famous by denying that intellectual advancement could serve as 
evidence of improved character. A society might become more learned while its 
inhabitants remained governed by vanity, calculation, or the hunger for esteem. 
Increased sophistication could even make such motives less visible. 

Paris had already taught Rousseau how readily cultivation acquired a social 
function. Learning could elevate a person's standing; polished conduct made ambition 
easier to disguise. Literary life itself depended upon the judgment of others, since 
reputation opened rooms that ability alone might never reach. Rousseau had learned 
to move through that environment successfully enough for the Dijon prize to 
transform his position almost overnight. 
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In 1752 his opera Le Devin du village was performed before Louis XV at 
Fontainebleau and warmly received. The writer who had become famous by 
questioning the moral significance of cultivated life now saw his own work applauded 
at court. Success did little to reconcile him to the culture that had made it possible. 

In 1754 Rousseau returned to Geneva, renounced Catholicism, resumed 
Calvinism, and recovered his Genevan citizenship. The following year he published 
the Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men. 

Later that year, the Lisbon earthquake pushed their disagreement into more 
serious territory. Voltaire's response to the catastrophe attacked the ease with which 
philosophers absorbed suffering into providential harmony. Rousseau answered in 
1756, defending Providence while arguing that human arrangements had magnified 
the disaster. Lisbon's density and the way the city had been built mattered to the 
number of people killed; attachment to property had also kept some inhabitants 
exposed to danger. Rousseau then turned toward Voltaire personally, contrasting the 
older writer's material security with the bleakness of his conclusions about existence. 

The disagreement now carried biographical pressure as well as philosophical 
substance. Voltaire had achieved an independence Rousseau rarely possessed, while 
Rousseau's own experience had made the humiliations attached to dependence 
difficult for him to ignore. Neither man needed to invent the other as an adversary; 
enough in their actual lives already stood between them. 

In 1756 Louise d'Épinay gave Rousseau the use of the Ermitage, a small house 
on her estate near Montmorency. He wanted distance from Paris and accepted the 
retreat she offered, moving there with Thérèse and her mother. Within a year, 
however, his relations with the people around the Ermitage had deteriorated badly. 

Rousseau fell passionately in love with Sophie d'Houdetot, the twenty-six-year-
old sister-in-law of Madame d'Épinay. Sophie was married and was also the lover of 
Jean-François de Saint-Lambert. Rousseau continued living with Thérèse while 
pursuing Sophie with an intensity that entered the imaginative world of Julie, ou La 
Nouvelle Héloïse. Sophie remained with Saint-Lambert. 

Saint-Lambert's name already belonged to Voltaire's private history. Years earlier 
he had been Émilie du Châtelet's lover and the father of the child she bore shortly 
before her death. Rousseau's attachment to Sophie brought him unexpectedly close to 
that same intimate circle. 

The affair damaged his relations with Madame d'Épinay and Diderot. Rousseau 
became convinced that information was being passed behind his back, and advice 
increasingly seemed to conceal intentions the speaker had not admitted. When 
d'Épinay prepared to travel to Geneva and Diderot urged Rousseau to accompany her, 
Rousseau interpreted the suggestion as an attempt to humiliate him before his fellow 
Genevans by making him appear as her dependent. 

Diderot had been his friend for more than a decade. Rousseau had walked to 
Vincennes to visit him in prison, and Diderot had opened the circle in which 
Rousseau's career developed. During the quarrels surrounding the Ermitage, that 
history ceased to protect the friendship. Rousseau came to regard Diderot as one of  
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“Love is an illusion, I grant you, but its 

reality consists in the feelings it awakes…” 

— Jean-Jacques Rousseau  

Émile, or On Education 
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the men acting against him; Grimm also became implicated in what Rousseau believed 
was happening around him, and relations with d'Épinay collapsed. 

Diderot's judgment after the break survives in a letter to Sophie Volland dated 
June 1, 1759. He called Rousseau “the great sophist,” admitted that anger made him 
unfit to judge Rousseau's new book until he had recovered his composure, and added: 
“So one can be eloquent and sensitive without either true friendship or truthfulness!” 
His anger at Rousseau did not prevent him from recognizing the danger of allowing 
personal resentment to determine his judgment of a book. 

Rousseau made the rupture with the Encyclopedic circle public in the Letter to 
d'Alembert on the Theater of 1758. D'Alembert had proposed a theater for Geneva; 
Rousseau opposed it. Voltaire, living nearby and passionately devoted to drama, stood 
on the other side. The quarrel returned to the problem Rousseau had opened at Dijon, 
now applied to one of the institutions through which cultivated urban life represented 
itself. 

The years that followed produced his major works. Julie appeared in 1761, 
followed in 1762 by The Social Contract and Émile. The Parlement of Paris condemned 
Émile, ordered it burned, and issued a warrant for Rousseau's arrest; Geneva also 
condemned his books. He fled, and from this point his fear of persecution developed 
in circumstances where persecution was unquestionably real. 

Two years later Voltaire published Sentiment des citoyens anonymously. Rousseau 
had publicly identified him as the author of an anti-Christian work Voltaire had wished 
to keep anonymous, and Voltaire regarded the exposure as a betrayal. The tone of the 
earlier joke about walking on all fours had vanished. 

According to Rousseau's own account, Thérèse bore him five children. Each 
newborn was taken shortly after birth to the Paris Enfants-Trouvés. Thérèse resisted the 
first decision; Rousseau prevailed, with the support of her mother, and the same course 
was followed after the later births. Conditions for infants entering eighteenth-century 
foundling institutions were catastrophic. No reliable record establishes what happened 
to any of Rousseau's children once they entered the system. He never raised them and 
never learned their fate. 

Rousseau later defended his conduct by pointing to financial insecurity, the 
burden imposed by Thérèse's family, and his belief that institutional upbringing might 
provide a future he could not offer. By 1764, Émile had been in print for two years: 
one of the century's most ambitious accounts of how a human being should be formed 
from infancy onward, written by a man who had surrendered every child of his own 
to the foundling system. 

Voltaire seized the juxtaposition in Sentiment des citoyens: “Is this the man who dares 
give advice to our fellow citizens? Is this the man who speaks of the duties of society?” 
His attack reached beyond Rousseau's doctrines to the authority of the man offering 
them. The amusement visible in their earlier exchanges had hardened into open 
contempt. 

Rousseau continued moving between places of refuge. In 1766 David Hume 
helped bring him to England. Hume's first impression stood almost opposite 
Voltaire's. Soon after their arrival, he described Rousseau as “modest, mild, well-bred, 
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gentle-spirited, and warm-hearted” and believed that they might live together in lasting 
friendship. 

Hume's assistance was practical as well as personal. He found accommodation, 
sought financial support, and placed his own reputation behind Rousseau's reception 
in Britain. Within months the relationship between them had reversed. 

A forged letter written by Horace Walpole, pretending to come from Frederick 
the Great, mocked Rousseau and circulated publicly. Hostile notices appeared in the 
press. Hume knew several people whom Rousseau already distrusted and moved in 
circles through which the joke had passed. Rousseau brought these circumstances 
together and concluded that the man assisting him stood at the center of an organized 
campaign to humiliate him. 

He sent Hume a long letter of accusation. Earlier acts of assistance were reread in 
light of this conviction, so that arrangements Hume regarded as favors acquired 
another meaning in Rousseau's reconstruction of events. Hume denied the charges 
and initially tried to keep the quarrel private. Once the accusations spread and his own 
reputation became involved, he prepared the correspondence for publication. 

His private language changed accordingly. Writing to Adam Smith, Hume asked 
whether Rousseau was “an arrant villain, or an arrant madman, or both,” adding that 
villainy seemed to him the stronger element. Only months separated that judgment 
from his earlier expectation of lasting friendship. The English quarrel enlarged a 
pattern already visible in France. Rousseau had received the Ermitage from Madame 
d'Épinay before their association ended in accusation; Diderot had been an intimate 
friend before Rousseau came to believe that he was acting against him. Hume's 
intervention began as refuge and ended with Rousseau identifying him as a principal 
agent of persecution. 

Some enemies were perfectly real. Rousseau's books had been condemned and 
warrants issued for his arrest; Voltaire had attacked him anonymously and without 
mercy. Over time, however, Rousseau's interpretation of hostility spread beyond those 
cases for which evidence existed. His later autobiographical writings preserve that state 
of mind more clearly than a retrospective diagnosis could. Confessions returns to injuries 
decades after they occurred with remarkable emotional immediacy. Rousseau records 
actions damaging to his own image, including the theft of the ribbon, yet seldom leaves 
them without reconstructing the motives and circumstances through which he 
believed they should be understood. 

In Rousseau juge de Jean-Jacques, this impulse shapes the entire form of the work. 
Rousseau divides himself into “Rousseau,” who judges, and “Jean-Jacques,” who 
stands accused, while the public appears as an authority that has already misunderstood 
the case. The imagined dialogue allows him to reopen a judgment he no longer trusted 
others to make fairly. By then people separated by years and very different disputes 
had come to occupy a single history of hostility in Rousseau's mind. Diderot and 
Grimm belonged to it; Hume entered later. As trust contracted, Rousseau relied 
increasingly upon the authority of his own inward account when reconstructing what 
had happened between himself and others. 
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His former friends left records of their own. Diderot's bitterness coexisted with 
an explicit effort to keep personal anger from deciding the value of Rousseau's writing. 
Hume's view changed only after he found himself accused of organizing a conspiracy 
against the man he had helped. Voltaire, whose hostility had been growing for years, 
eventually treated Rousseau's private conduct as legitimate evidence against the moral 
authority of his public voice. 

Rousseau returned to France in 1767 and eventually settled again in Paris, copying 
music for income and continuing to write. The circle Diderot had opened to him a 
quarter-century earlier was largely absent from his later life. The Reveries of the Solitary 
Walker emerged during these years, when solitude had become part of the way 
Rousseau understood his position in the world rather than merely a temporary escape 
from Paris. 

He died on July 2, 1778, at Ermenonville on the estate of the Marquis de Girardin 
and was buried on the Île des Peupliers. Revolutionary France transferred his remains 
to the Panthéon in October 1794, three years after Voltaire had been placed there. 
Rumors later claimed that the bodies had been secretly removed during the 
Restoration. Rousseau's coffin was opened in 1897 to investigate the story, and human 
remains were found inside; the tomb on the Île des Peupliers had long since become 
a cenotaph. 

The question that first made Rousseau famous survived the destruction of so 
many of his personal ties. The Discourse on the Sciences and Arts denied that cultural 
sophistication could be treated as evidence of moral improvement. Civilization might 
enlarge human capacities while making the judgment of character more difficult, 
especially where education and manners had become part of the struggle for esteem. 
Rousseau's own ascent had unfolded under precisely that pressure. Dijon transformed 
an obscure writer into a public figure, and the recognition that followed brought him 
into ever closer contact with the culture whose moral assumptions he distrusted. His 
first Discourse left Europe with a problem more enduring than the scandal surrounding 
its author: what a civilization knows and what its people become are not measurements 
of the same thing. 

Nature, Perfectibility, and the Origins of Inequality 

The State of Nature as Philosophical Reconstruction 

The Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Men opens by stripping 
away the institutions through which Rousseau's contemporaries understood civilized 
life. Law and property vanish along with inherited rank and organized political 
authority, because none of them can explain human nature until their own origins have 
been explained. What remains once these institutions are removed and the habits 
formed within them cease to pass for permanent features of the species? 

The inquiry is conjectural by design. Rousseau had no prehistoric archive to 
consult, and the state of nature was never offered as an eyewitness history of mankind's 
infancy. He needed a reconstruction sharp enough to separate what people might 
possess before sustained social development from what centuries of living together 
had since formed in them. The present could not justify itself merely by appearing 
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ancient. Once a disposition, need, or hierarchy acquired a history, its claim to natural 
necessity began to weaken. 

Here the quarrel with Hobbes becomes fundamental. Hobbes had removed 
government and found men already primed for rivalry, mistrust, and anticipatory 
violence. Rousseau thought the experiment had started too late. Hobbes's supposedly 
natural individual already resembles someone shaped by prolonged social contact: 
possession matters to him, advantage must be calculated, and another person's power 
is measured against his own future. The objection is methodological before it is moral. 
Passions bred within social relations cannot simply be carried backward and installed 
in a creature that has not yet acquired those relations. 

Strip them away and the imagined beginning changes shape. Rousseau's natural 
human being has few needs because little has yet taught him to want more. Hunger 
draws him toward food, while fatigue ends in rest; sexual desire produces encounters 
without yet founding the permanent household. Foresight is narrow, and with almost 
nothing to accumulate there is little reason to subordinate the present to a distant 
future. 

No pastoral innocence lives here. Natural man possesses neither science nor 
developed morality. Language is rudimentary, reflection weak, the elaborate affections 
of social life still unborn. Rousseau's natural goodness names less a stock of virtues 
than the absence of circumstances that later make systematic vice possible. A creature 
without possessions or established rank has correspondingly little reason to subject a 
stranger to his will. 

People nevertheless differ from the beginning. Strength varies, speed varies, and 
whatever advantage youth provides can disappear with age or illness. Rousseau calls 
these differences natural or physical inequality. Their political weight is slight because 
nothing yet preserves them beyond the body that carries them. Strength cannot be 
transmitted to an heir as command, and superior agility grants no lasting title over 
another person's existence. 

Moral and political inequality belongs to a world still waiting to be built. Wealth, 
rank, obedience, and legally protected possession presuppose relations that natural 
difference alone could never produce. Rousseau's genealogy begins before those 
relations exist in order to ask how they became possible at all. 

 Pity, Freedom, and Perfectibility 

Self-preservation governs this early creature before social life turns preservation 
into a contest. Rousseau calls the primitive attachment to one's own existence amour 
de soi: it draws a living being toward what sustains it and away from immediate danger. 
Beside it he places pitié, the spontaneous reluctance to witness another sentient creature 
suffer. Pity needs no philosophy to establish an obligation first; it restrains before 
moral theory has appeared. 

This gives Rousseau another reason to reject Hobbes's primordial war. Natural 
man possesses fewer principles than his civilized descendant, yet he also has far less 
to fight over. Encounters remain rare, wants narrow, and pity can interrupt cruelty that 
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serves no immediate purpose. Ferocity requires explanation instead of being assumed 
from the start. 

Freedom introduces the first breach in the fixed economy of instinct. Rousseau 
is not yet speaking of citizenship or political liberty, only of the capacity to depart from 
immediate impulse and to leave some distance between appetite and action. 
Perfectibility carries that breach much further. The English word misleads because 
Rousseau's perfectibilité promises no perfection at all. It names the capacity to change 
through experience and retain what has been learned until forms of life become 
possible that instinct never designed anyone to inhabit. 

People eventually acquire needs that an earlier version of humanity could not even 
have understood. That openness makes culture possible without giving culture a 
direction. An animal held within a roughly fixed instinctual range is protected from 
most possibilities by the simple fact that it cannot become very different from what it 
already is. Humanity has no such protection. The same faculty that permits language 
and technical invention also allows life to become progressively organized around 
circumstances of human making. 

The experience of time changes with this development. A creature absorbed in 
immediate necessity has little reason to bend the present toward something that may 
happen years later. Once experience can be retained and circumstances deliberately 
altered, foresight acquires weight. A tool made today serves tomorrow; a cultivated 
field ties present labor to a harvest that does not yet exist. The future begins to press 
upon the present. 

Useful cooperation, once discovered, is repeated, and repetition gradually 
reshapes the life around it. Settled dwellings keep people near one another long enough 
for acquired techniques to outlive those who first discovered them. Each generation 
enters an environment already carrying the accumulated work of its predecessors. 

Perfectibility breaks any simple equation between development and 
improvement. Escaping an old limitation may leave a person reliant on arrangements 
that did not exist before. Cooperation expands what can be accomplished, yet some 
of those accomplishments soon become impossible to sustain alone. Foresight guards 
against future scarcity while also making the future a continuing source of concern. 
The capacity that drives development contains no principle directing it toward greater 
freedom. 

Agriculture changes the tempo. Cultivation ties labor to a place and stretches it 
across time. The field demands repeated work long before any return arrives, and 
leaving means abandoning effort whose value lies in a harvest still months away. 
Metallurgy deepens specialization until solitary self-sufficiency becomes increasingly 
untenable. Productive power grows as daily life becomes more tightly bound to what 
others do. 

An advantage can now outlast the moment that produced it. Skill may yield a 
surplus beyond immediate consumption, while labor invested in land creates 
expectations extending past the current season. Difference begins to acquire 
permanence outside the bodies of those who first possessed it. Property gives that 
permanence an institution. 
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Property and the Emergence of Social Inequality 

Rousseau opens the second part of the Discourse with the man who fences off a 
piece of ground, declares “This is mine,” and finds others willing to believe him. The 
line is usually remembered as an attack on possession, though its deeper target is the 
act of recognition without which possession never becomes property. A man can 
occupy land by force, but force alone grants no claim that survives his absence. 
Property exists only once others learn to treat exclusion as legitimate, so that the 
boundary still holds while the claimant sleeps, travels, grows old, or dies. Rousseau's 
fence marks a new kind of reality, sustained first by social recognition and eventually 
by coercive authority. 

The famous enclosure condenses changes already well under way. Agriculture has 
given cultivated land value extending beyond the present season, and specialization 
has made one person's labor increasingly useful to another. Goods no longer need to 
disappear in immediate consumption; what is stored today can alter the balance of 
power tomorrow. Control over land or accumulated resources can continue producing 
consequences long after the original advantage appeared. Natural inequality now 
enters a machinery capable of magnifying it. 

Greater strength still belongs to a body and dies with that body. Property does 
not. What one generation acquires may shape the starting position of the next, while 
those excluded from necessary resources increasingly have to seek access through 
people who already control them. Wealth and poverty cease to describe temporary 
fortune and begin organizing relations between lives. Agriculture and metallurgy 
sharpen the change because neither fits easily within the older pattern of 
independence. The farmer needs durable access to land, while specialized production 
ties one person's work to what another produces. Material life becomes more 
interconnected at the same moment that control over its indispensable resources 
becomes uneven. 

The conflict that follows bears little resemblance to the violence Hobbes placed 
at the beginning. In Rousseau's sequence it arrives late, after a long transformation, 
once people possess things worth defending and rely upon arrangements that can be 
disrupted. Inequality now outlasts the encounter that first produced it and gives 
antagonism a durability the state of nature never possessed. Possession by itself 
remains insecure. The wealthy may command greater resources, but an advantage 
maintained only by force must be defended again and again. Rousseau's rich man 
discovers something more efficient in rules presented as protection for everyone. 

Peace and security are offered in terms broad enough to include those who own 
almost nothing, while the resulting order fixes existing possession more securely than 
private defense ever could. What had been a fact of possession can now acquire the 
standing of a right. The fence gains a court behind it, and the owner's claim can be 
enforced by people who hold no personal stake in the land itself. Individuals accept 
common institutions to escape insecurity and find themselves living under laws that 
preserve distinctions formed before those laws existed. 

The deception in Rousseau's genealogy lies in what law can preserve once 
inequality is already in place. Institutions founded under the promise of common 



- 47 - 
 

protection may stabilize an unequal distribution inherited from an earlier stage. Once 
public force stands behind possession, the weak face more than the strength of a 
particular owner. They face an order. The gap between natural and political inequality 
is now complete. Physical variation alone never produced hereditary estate or legal 
privilege, nor could it impose a permanent obligation to labor on someone else's terms. 
Relations of that kind required practices capable of surviving the people among whom 
they first arose and institutions strong enough to preserve them. 

Their durability changes how they are perceived. Those who first draw a boundary 
know that someone drew it; their descendants encounter the same division as part of 
the world into which they were born. Land may already belong to one family before a 
child can understand what ownership means, while another child begins life with no 
claim upon it. Neither has witnessed the labor, seizure, agreement, accident, or conflict 
from which the arrangement emerged. Only the consequences confront them. After 
enough generations, the sequence itself fades from view. 

Wealth widens what can be attempted and makes further advantage easier to 
secure, while deprivation restricts the range of possible choices. Differences produced 
within that order can then appear to justify the order itself. History has not 
disappeared; it has simply ceased to require remembrance in order to continue 
governing the present. By this stage inequality has moved far beyond the physical 
differences with which Rousseau began. Property outlives the person who first 
acquired it, and inherited position gives each new generation a different point of entry 
into a social world whose arrangements were made long before any of its members 
had the power to consent to them. 

Amour de Soi, Amour-Propre, and the Social Self 

Natural Self-Concern and Social Comparison 

The human being of Rousseau's state of nature needs no opinion of himself in 
order to preserve himself. Amour de soi attaches a living creature to its own existence 
and well-being. Hunger seeks food, fatigue ends in rest, and danger provokes escape 
or resistance. Satisfaction belongs to the need itself. Another person's abundance does 
not diminish the nourishment one receives from one's own meal, just as another 
person's strength does not reduce the body's immediate capacity to survive. 

Life changes once people remain together long enough to observe one another. 
In the Second Discourse, settled existence brings repeated encounters, and differences 
acquire a significance they did not previously possess. Someone dances with unusual 
grace or appears more attractive; another commands attention through strength or 
skill. Qualities that once had chiefly practical consequences begin to acquire value from 
the response they evoke. 

Comparison changes the scale. The individual discovers a kind of worth that 
cannot be determined from within his own condition because it depends upon where 
he stands in relation to someone else. A possession sufficient for use may cease to feel 
sufficient when another person possesses something finer, while ability acquires a 
second meaning once it distinguishes its possessor from those around him. Relative 
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position has entered value itself. Rousseau calls the passion formed within this world 
amour-propre. 

Translating amour-propre simply as pride or vanity makes the concept too small. 
Such emotions may grow from it, while the deeper transformation concerns self-
relation. A person begins to experience his own worth through judgments formed in 
other minds. He has learned to look at himself from elsewhere. The desires that follow 
possess a structure unknown to amour de soi, because bodily need contains its own 
measure while comparative desire does not. 

Hunger ends when the body has eaten. The desire for admiration has no 
comparable boundary because its object shifts whenever the position of others 
changes. Someone who wants recognition is exposed to every person who may attract 
more of it. Another person's gain can now affect him without depriving him of 
anything he previously possessed. Nothing need be taken from his body or property 
for his relative position to fall. Comparative value creates forms of loss that have no 
physical object. 

Pride, shame, envy, and humiliation emerge from this altered economy of worth. 
Favorable judgment can enlarge the image a person carries of himself, while public 
failure exposes that image to revision from outside. Another person's success becomes 
painful when it changes the scale against which one's own standing is measured. 
Humiliation intensifies the injury because an unfavorable judgment has entered other 
minds and cannot simply be withdrawn by the person who suffers it. The solitary 
creature could suffer injury, hunger, fear, or loss; social existence introduces wounds 
whose force depends upon another person's estimate. 

A prosperous man may be tormented by being overlooked where someone else 
receives admiration, and an accomplished one may experience another's greater 
success as diminution. Civilization has generated forms of suffering whose immediate 
cause lies neither in material deprivation nor physical coercion. Rousseau's distinction 
between amour de soi and amour-propre also becomes more flexible across his works. The 
Second Discourse emphasizes the corrupting force of comparative self-love, while Émile 
allows a more complicated possibility: life among others inevitably awakens concern 
with how they regard us, yet such concern need not harden into vanity or the appetite 
for superiority. Recognition can coexist with affection and moral regard. 

Corruption begins when acknowledgment ceases to suffice and precedence 
becomes necessary. The individual wants admiration that distinguishes him and 
respect that confirms a difference in standing. Recognition has become positional, and 
its most coveted forms cannot be distributed equally without losing the distinction 
being sought. Social comparison has altered the standpoint from which a person 
decides whether what he possesses or achieves is enough. 

His needs may remain his own, while the measure by which their satisfaction is 
judged increasingly comes from elsewhere. Amour de soi asks whether life has what it 
needs; amour-propre makes the answer depend increasingly upon where that life stands 
in the eyes of others. Once comparison enters the measure itself, satisfaction can 
recede even while possession, ability, and achievement continue to grow. 
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 Recognition, Dependence, and the Judgment of Others 

Recognition acquires its power from a limitation no social individual can abolish: 
the judgment he desires belongs to someone else. Approval may be encouraged or 
manipulated, and outward signs of admiration can sometimes be compelled, yet their 
value depends upon the possibility that another consciousness might have withheld 
them. Amour-propre is unstable for precisely this reason. Someone who urgently needs 
esteem will be tempted to arrange the circumstances under which esteem is offered. 

Success undermines the evidence he receives. A ruler surrounded by flatterers 
hears constant praise and becomes progressively less able to know whether any of it 
expresses genuine admiration. The more completely he controls those who 
acknowledge his greatness, the less their acknowledgment can assure him that 
greatness has actually been recognized. Superiority consequently contains its own form 
of dependence. Social rank places one person above another, yet the higher position 
requires people who continue to acknowledge the difference. 

A subordinate may rely upon a superior for material security. The superior can 
possess far greater power and still require deference from those beneath him in order 
to experience his position as socially real. Status is vulnerable because it exists between 
people. Physical strength survives indifference; prestige cannot. Its possessor must 
care about minds he may otherwise regard as inferior, since the distinction he claims 
cannot exist as a social fact without their participation. 

A legally free person can organize much of life around judgments no law 
commands him to obey. An opinion may be softened in anticipation of disapproval, 
while an achievement is displayed because success seems incomplete until it has been 
seen. Choices begin to anticipate an audience, and eventually that audience need not 
be physically present. Once a person has learned which conduct attracts admiration 
and which invites ridicule, imagined reactions can enter the decision before anyone 
else has spoken. External hierarchy gradually reshapes habits that appear private. 

Someone reliant upon a superior learns to detect preferences and conceal 
reactions that may prove costly. What begins as strategic self-presentation can, through 
repetition, become ordinary conduct; adjustment eventually occurs before the person 
even experiences it as such. The powerful undergo another version of the same 
education. They learn to expect deference and may experience its absence as an injury. 
Because status is comparative, possession of an advantage cannot always satisfy the 
desire attached to it. The advantage must stay visible enough to confirm a difference 
in standing, and its possessor becomes sensitive to rivals capable of attracting greater 
esteem. 

Recognition also produces a scarcity unlike the scarcity of ordinary goods. 
Material abundance can expand, and many people can possess wealth at once. 
Positional superiority cannot become universal. When amour-propre demands 
distinction, one person's elevation acquires part of its meaning from the fact that 
others do not share it. Envy becomes intelligible within this structure. Another 
person's achievement may inflict no material harm, yet the recognition flowing toward 
him changes the relative position of those watching. Humiliation reverses the 
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movement: inferiority becomes publicly legible, and the painful judgment now exists 
beyond the injured person's own consciousness. 

Pride offers no secure refuge. Someone who appears exceptionally self-assured 
may depend continuously upon confirmation of the image he claims. A refusal of 
expected respect or the arrival of someone more admired can disturb an image that 
wealth and legal security cannot protect. Civilization may greatly enlarge human power 
over the material world while putting self-valuation increasingly beyond individual 
command. A person gains capacities and protections yet becomes vulnerable to 
judgments dispersed through minds he cannot control. 

Rousseau gives this condition its starkest expression in the Second Discourse when 
he contrasts the savage who “lives within himself” with social man who lives “always 
outside himself” and draws the feeling of his own existence from the judgment of 
others. Social man no longer returns directly to himself. He takes a detour through 
another consciousness. Recognition also makes possible friendship, affection, respect, 
and moral esteem. Rousseau's darker problem begins when self-worth requires 
continual comparative confirmation. Another consciousness then becomes part of the 
process through which a person establishes his own value. 

Civilization and the Problem of Alienation 

Once judgment enters self-relation, civilization can shape desire without dictating 
each particular choice. A person continues to pursue what he wants and may 
experience genuine pleasure in obtaining it, yet the surrounding world has already 
helped determine which objects appear desirable and what possessing them is 
supposed to signify. The origin of those wants is partly obscured by the meanings 
attached to them. A coveted object may provide real satisfaction while acquiring 
additional value from its prestige. The owner need not be pretending. Rousseau's more 
disturbing possibility is that sincerity proves very little about the independence of 
desire. 

A person can want something wholeheartedly and remain unaware of how 
thoroughly comparison has helped form the want itself. Alienation reaches deeper here 
than the contrast between an authentic interior self and a false public mask. Social 
existence can furnish the standards through which success is measured before the 
individual experiences those standards as his own. It can teach him what deserves 
admiration and direct ambition toward forms of life whose social value precedes his 
personal attachment to them. 

Appearance still matters because esteem rewards control over what others see. 
An ambitious person learns which convictions advance him, while someone in a 
vulnerable position learns which reactions are safer to conceal. A public identity 
maintained long enough can blur into the person who first fashioned it for practical 
reasons. Hypocrisy is the simpler case because conscious deception still presupposes 
awareness of a difference between feeling and performance. The deeper difficulty 
emerges when habitual adaptation begins to blur that difference. Anticipated judgment 
becomes familiar enough to influence conduct before the person notices it at work. 
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Opinion is exposed to the same pressure. Ridicule can make a belief costly to 
express, while acceptance makes another easier to repeat with confidence. No 
deliberate conspiracy is necessary. Ordinary social rewards can narrow the range within 
which a person learns to think aloud until conformity is experienced as conviction. An 
absent audience may eventually exert as much influence as a present one. Someone 
can suppress an unpopular thought or measure an achievement against the imagined 
response of acquaintances who are nowhere nearby. Social judgment has been 
anticipated so often that it arrives before the observer. 

Legal freedom alone cannot settle the question of freedom once desire has been 
formed under these circumstances. No authority need select the object or issue an 
order. The person moves toward it voluntarily because its socially acquired meaning 
has become inseparable from what he experiences as desirable. Apparently minor signs 
consequently acquire remarkable force. An invitation withheld or a gesture of 
insufficient respect may carry almost no material consequence and still wound deeply 
when social standing has entered the structure of self-worth. The injury comes from 
what the act appears to disclose about one's place in another person's judgment. 

Polished manners may soften the surface without dissolving the underlying 
comparison. Finer social codes can make distinctions less explicit while demanding 
greater sensitivity to variations in attention and access. Rivalry becomes easier to 
conceal even as people become more practiced at reading its signals. Privilege offers 
no complete release from this structure. Greater wealth or authority gives one person 
powers denied to another, yet status continues to expose its possessor to the possibility 
that his distinction will not be acknowledged. Inequality distributes power unevenly 
while drawing both sides into relations far removed from the natural independence 
with which Rousseau's genealogy began. 

Later philosophy would return repeatedly to the dependence of selfhood upon 
another consciousness. Rousseau had already located the problem within ordinary 
social experience: once a person's sense of worth depends upon comparative 
recognition, social power can operate through the judgments by which that person 
attempts to understand himself. Other people eventually cease to require physical 
presence for their possible reactions to shape conduct. Their judgments have already 
helped determine what appears admirable or shameful and which ambitions seem 
worth pursuing. 

A person can then follow desires he experiences as entirely his own even when 
the social world has entered deeply into the process by which those desires were 
formed. Alienation, on this account, does not require conscious submission or an 
obvious external master. It can develop through ordinary adaptation until the 
standards of the surrounding world begin speaking with the intimacy of personal 
desire. 

Political Freedom and the General Will 

Sovereignty and the Problem of Legitimate Authority 

No human being is born with political authority over another. For Rousseau, that 
proposition makes legitimate government difficult before it makes it desirable. If 



- 52 - 
 

human beings are free, where could an obligation to obey possibly come from? Force 
can make resistance costly, even impossible, but inability to resist establishes no duty. 
The stronger man commands only as long as his strength lasts; conquest merely 
changes who holds power, never who has acquired a right to it. 

The Social Contract, published in 1762, begins with exactly this difficulty. Rousseau 
is searching for a political association capable of binding people who possess no 
natural right to command one another in the first place. Consent alone cannot solve 
the problem, because a person may agree to another's authority and spend the rest of 
his life under someone else's will. Rousseau wants those who bear political obligation 
to remain connected to its source beyond the moment of agreement. The social 
compact tries to accomplish this by changing the relation among everyone involved. 

Each person gives himself to the whole community under conditions shared by 
all. Because the transfer goes to the collective body rather than to a particular ruler, no 
individual acquires the others as subjects of his private will. The associates become 
citizens when they participate in sovereign authority and subjects when they obey the 
laws that authority produces. Sovereignty belongs to this citizen body. Those entrusted 
with government may wield enormous practical power, while the legislative source of 
that power remains with the people. 

Sovereignty is consequently inalienable in Rousseau's account. Necessary 
functions may be entrusted to officials, but the final authorship of law cannot be 
transferred without surrendering political self-government itself. His suspicion of 
representation runs deeper than fear that representatives might betray their 
constituents. If someone else can finally will the law in my place, authorship and 
obedience have come apart. The citizen is left facing rules whose ultimate source lies 
outside his own participation in sovereignty. Political freedom cannot be reduced to 
periodically choosing who rules. 

Civil association transforms natural freedom. Outside political society, liberty 
stretches as far as strength and circumstance allow; membership in a common order 
narrows that range by placing conduct under law. Rousseau still believes another form 
of freedom becomes possible once constraint ceases to express a private will standing 
over the person constrained. Those who obey must also belong to the authority from 
which the obligation comes. Self-legislation is the hinge on which the argument turns, 
yet it grants no individual the right to decide privately which laws will bind him. Such 
a right would dissolve political obligation as soon as disagreement arose. 

The citizen instead participates in a collective authorship whose decisions 
continue to bind its members after the vote has ended. Whether that arrangement 
genuinely preserves freedom depends upon whether the authorship it claims is real. 
Law must consequently be general: its source is the sovereign people, and its object 
concerns citizens under a common rule rather than persons singled out for special 
treatment. A burdensome law can still belong to a free political order if the citizen 
encounters it as a member of the body that imposed the rule upon itself rather than as 
the target of another person's arbitrary command. 

Generality builds reciprocity into legislation. Anyone weighing a rule cannot safely 
assume that its burdens will fall only on others. He belongs to the community upon 
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which the law will operate, and the principle he endorses may later bear upon 
circumstances he never foresaw. Political judgment is pushed beyond the convenience 
of the case immediately before him. That reciprocity weakens sharply when differences 
of power become extreme. Rousseau does not demand identical fortunes or abilities, 
though he insists that citizens cannot meet as genuine co-authors of law where some 
possess enough wealth to command the material dependence of others. 

Formal legal equality offers little protection if private relations have already settled 
who can speak freely and who must calculate the cost of angering someone more 
powerful. Equality lies at the core of Rousseau's account of liberty because the 
compact requires citizens to meet one another as participants in a common authority. 
Severe private domination can hollow that status out without altering its legal name. 
Rousseau's solution reaches far beyond the claim that rulers need consent. He is trying 
to remove the ruler's private will from the foundation of obligation altogether. Citizens 
will still face constraint, sometimes against what they want at a given moment, but that 
constraint can claim legitimacy only while they continue to belong to the authority that 
creates it. 

The problem has shifted from the legitimacy of rulers to the possibility of a 
genuinely common political will. Sovereignty is legitimate only if those who obey 
remain, in the relevant political sense, among the authors of what binds them. For 
Rousseau, law escapes domination only when its authority genuinely belongs to the 
body of citizens rather than to a will standing above them. 

The General Will and Collective Self-Legislation 

A population does not acquire that kind of will simply by counting preferences. 
Rousseau separates the general will from the will of all because a numerical total can 
remain an aggregation of private aims piled together. If each person asks only what 
benefits him and the largest collection of answers wins, arithmetic has produced a 
winner without producing a common interest. The general will concerns what citizens 
can will as members of a political community whose laws return to bind them together. 

A private individual may seek an exemption or favor rules that protect people in 
his own position. Civic judgment asks whether the principle could belong to an order 
shared with people whose circumstances differ from his own. The distinction is easy 
to state and brutal to live by. Private interest and civic judgment do not arrive in 
anyone's mind already marked as separate motives. A citizen can sincerely mistake the 
advantage of his own social position for the good of the whole. Self-interest rarely 
announces itself as selfishness; it speaks the language of justice fluently, and often first. 

Generality disciplines the danger without erasing it. A law addressed to citizens 
through a shared category forces its supporter to imagine living under the principle he 
is voting for. Universal wording alone cannot make a partial judgment impartial, and 
Rousseau never assumes that the people are incapable of error. The general will aims 
at the common good while citizens may still misjudge what that good requires. Their 
information can be incomplete, or organized interests may already have shaped the 
question before deliberation begins. A people can want what is just and still fail to 
recognize the measure that would achieve it. 
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Factions sharpen the problem because private interest can organize itself 
collectively before entering public deliberation. Members of a group may come to 
experience its advantage as a common good even though the group remains only one 
part of the political community. Numerical victory then tells us which coalition won 
rather than whether its will was general. Majority voting remains necessary because 
disagreement eventually forces a decision, yet counting alone cannot carry the full 
weight of legitimacy. A majority result can point toward the general will only where 
citizens deliberate with real independence and the question retains a genuinely public 
character. Where those conditions fail, the procedure continues to produce binding 
decisions, but its claim to collective self-government weakens. 

No privileged interpreter can remove the uncertainty; installing one creates 
another danger. If an authority above ordinary citizens has the final word on what the 
general will truly requires, sovereignty begins to migrate toward whoever controls that 
interpretation. Installing a guardian above the sovereign people would betray the 
freedom that guardian was supposed to protect. Citizens must judge beyond 
immediate advantage while remaining attached to private interests of their own. They 
must identify an interest they actually share without any infallible procedure standing 
by to certify that they have found it. 

The compact has not erased the private individual underneath it. A man may 
oppose a tax because it costs him money and still recognize the public principle behind 
it. He may also resist the same tax with arguments that sound perfectly impartial while 
happening, conveniently, to protect his own position. Motive and judgment cannot 
always be separated with confidence, even by the person doing the judging. Collective 
autonomy depends on citizens able to sustain that tension. 

Public life ceases to be self-government once every question becomes a contest 
over which private interest can capture political force. Officials cannot resolve the 
difficulty simply by claiming superior knowledge of what the public wants. 
Administrative judgment is unavoidable, while sovereignty begins to shift once 
government acquires final authority to tell the people what they truly will. The problem 
cannot be solved by replacing one private interest with an official interpretation 
claiming immunity from challenge. 

The general will names a form of political willing. It does not denote a mystical 
consciousness hovering above actual citizens, and majority rule does not generate it 
automatically. Its possibility rests on citizens capable of thinking beyond private 
advantage and on laws whose generality carries real reciprocity. Rousseau has made 
legitimacy depend on a distinction no institution can guarantee perfectly. The same 
citizens who must separate private interest from common judgment are also the ones 
who must decide whether they have managed it. 

Freedom, Equality, and the Limits of Political Unity 

A citizen can deliberate conscientiously, understand the question before him, and 
still vote against the law that prevails. The enacted law binds him anyway. If losing 
released every dissenter from obligation, political association would come apart as 
soon as private judgment diverged from the decision of the whole. Rousseau places 
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the losing citizen inside a more demanding conception of freedom. By entering the 
political association, he has accepted an order whose authority he shares and whose 
legitimate laws remain binding after particular votes are lost. 

Civil freedom cannot mean receiving every outcome one happens to prefer, since 
collective rule would collapse as soon as disagreement appeared. The famous and 
troubling formula that a person may be “forced to be free” follows from this logic. 
Rousseau separates the citizen's immediate preference from his standing commitment 
to a common political order. A man can resist a burden and still belong to a sovereign 
whose obligations cannot depend upon whether every member finds every particular 
law convenient. Coercion, framed this way, becomes enforcement of a civic relation 
shared with others rather than mastery by one private person over another. The same 
distinction creates the theory's most serious vulnerability, because political authority 
may claim that a dissenter's stated judgment fails to capture what his freedom truly 
requires. 

Rousseau sharpens the problem in his account of voting. When a proposal 
contrary to my vote prevails, he argues, I should conclude that I was mistaken about 
the general will. My civic aim was the common good; my judgment about which 
measure expressed it simply turned out wrong. Majority defeat becomes correction 
rather than subjection to somebody else's will. The argument works best where 
disagreement concerns means, because citizens can share a public aim while differing 
over which policy will achieve it. Evidence may then help show which judgment was 
more accurate. 

Political disagreement often cuts deeper. People may dispute the meaning of 
justice itself or disagree about what equality is entitled to demand of them. In such 
cases, losing cannot be translated so easily into factual error. A dissenter can 
understand the relevant circumstances, deliberate in good faith, and still reject the 
majority's conception of the political good. Calling him mistaken does not make the 
disagreement disappear; it redescribes the dispute from the standpoint of the side that 
prevailed. 

The danger becomes acute when authority claims access to a citizen's deeper civic 
will against the judgment he actually expressed. Coercion can then be presented as the 
realization of a freedom the person himself failed to understand. Rousseau's theory 
does not require that conclusion, yet the possibility is real. His insistence on general 
law places real limits on sovereign authority. Public legislation addresses citizens as 
members of a common body and should not become a personalized weapon against 
an adversary. A sectional interest gains no generality merely because it has won enough 
votes. 

Formal universality cannot settle every conflict. A rule may be written without 
naming anyone and still fall very differently on citizens in different positions. Those 
who occupy the dominant position can sincerely mistake their own circumstances for 
the common condition and experience a partial arrangement as universal. Equality 
matters here because collective authorship demands more than identical legal standing 
on paper. Citizens under private economic pressure enter public life with less real 
independence than those able to shape the circumstances under which political choices 
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are made. Rousseau's hostility to extreme disparity follows directly from the political 
relation he is trying to protect: a law cannot plausibly belong to everyone when some 
people possess the means to shape the terms on which others participate before 
legislation even begins. 

Greater equality would leave disagreement intact. A political community still has 
to make decisions binding upon citizens whose judgments diverge, and Rousseau 
needs the resulting obligation to differ from obedience to somebody else's will. Losing 
a vote cannot extinguish a citizen's political agency. If minority citizens cease to belong 
meaningfully to the authoring body and become merely the population upon which 
the majority acts, the language of self-legislation begins to conceal a different relation. 

Some common attachment must survive disagreement if citizens are to deliberate 
as members of something larger than competing private camps. A republic that treats 
persistent dissent as proof of defective citizenship narrows the space in which people 
can belong to the sovereign while continuing to judge its decisions for themselves. 
Rousseau relocates legitimate authority from rulers into the citizen body, transforming 
the problem of political freedom rather than eliminating it. A sovereign people can 
still produce laws that some of its members experience as alien, and no infallible 
vantage point exists from which every such conflict can be resolved. 

The theory convinces only while citizens who lose can continue to recognize 
themselves as participants in political authorship. Once they become merely the 
population upon which a victorious majority acts, self-legislation starts naming a 
relation increasingly difficult to distinguish from the subordination Rousseau set out 
to overcome. Political unity depends on dissent remaining compatible with 
membership in the sovereign body. 

Conscience, Education, and Authenticity 

Moral Sentiment and Natural Religion 

Rousseau does not trust morality to argument alone. A person can master a 
principle, defend it elegantly, and violate it without intellectual difficulty. Intelligence 
can expose error, yet it can also supply excuses with frightening efficiency. The sharper 
the mind becomes, the more resources it has for explaining why desire or convenience 
deserved an exception this time. 

Conscience enters where demonstration runs out of force. Rousseau treats it as 
an inward responsiveness to moral value, a way of feeling the difference between what 
serves an interest and what deserves approval. Reason can examine the circumstances 
of an action and correct a mistaken judgment, while the original authority of the moral 
claim comes from somewhere deeper than calculation. That authority immediately 
creates a problem because an inward voice is valuable only if the person can distinguish 
it from judgments already lodged within him. Fear may pass for prudence, and habits 
acquired early enough can feel like necessities rather than lessons once learned. 

Social prejudice can sink deeper still, until a man calls something conscience 
simply because he has forgotten where he first learned to condemn it. Rousseau never 
solves this difficulty by declaring feeling infallible. Moral sentiment gives human beings 
an immediate responsiveness that abstract reasoning cannot manufacture, while 
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conscience turns that responsiveness into a claim upon conduct. Reflection remains 
necessary because perception itself may have been distorted. Moral judgment develops 
through the pressure these capacities exert upon one another. 

The Profession of Faith of the Savoyard Vicar in Émile carries this inward turn into 
religion. The vicar has lost confidence in authorities that demand assent before the 
believer can judge what he is being asked to accept, and in systems that reduce the 
world to matter while treating consciousness or moral obligation as problems to be 
explained away. His response is to begin from what he can honestly affirm without 
pretending to possess more certainty than he has earned. He begins with the 
experience of himself as a being capable of willing and judging. The world presents an 
order intelligible enough to raise the question of intelligence behind it, while moral 
obligation resists reduction, in his understanding, to appetite or convenience. From 
these experiences he moves toward belief in God, freedom, and a moral order larger 
than the visible distribution of reward and suffering. 

The movement is deliberately incomplete. Rousseau gives the vicar convictions 
strong enough to live by without granting him a system capable of answering every 
metaphysical question. Rousseau leaves ignorance where it is, and questions 
concerning evil, providence, and the fate of the soul are not converted into certainties 
merely because religious feeling wants closure. Natural religion acquires its moral force 
from this refusal to separate belief from responsibility for believing. A person should 
not have to surrender judgment before approaching God. 

Rousseau's suspicion falls most heavily on claims whose truth depends upon 
chains of testimony that ordinary believers cannot independently examine. Revelation 
creates a further difficulty because sacred truth reaches human beings through 
historical circumstances they did not choose. One child is born where a doctrine is 
treated as obvious; another grows up where it is unknown or condemned. If eternal 
destiny depends upon choosing correctly among such claims, accident at birth begins 
deciding who receives the evidence required for salvation. Rousseau cannot reconcile 
that inequality with divine justice. 

A God who judges human beings morally must judge them through capacities 
genuinely available to them. Conscience and the intelligibility of the world meet this 
demand because they do not depend upon access to a particular priesthood or 
inherited theological language. This does not make inward conviction safe. The same 
human being who resists ecclesiastical authority is still capable of self-deception. 
Natural religion shifts the burden of judgment inward without removing the possibility 
that judgment will fail. Its dignity comes from refusing to purchase certainty with 
submission. 

The deeper question is how a person learns to trust inward judgment without 
merely accepting whatever society has already planted there. By adulthood, education 
has long since shaped what he notices, what he fears, and what he expects from other 
people. Rousseau's answer begins much earlier. 
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Émile and the Formation of Autonomous Judgment 

Émile begins from the fact that education starts before lessons do. Adults teach 
through countless small responses long before a child can name the forces acting on 
him. A room full of people can train desire without ever delivering a lecture. By the 
time moral instruction arrives in words, the child may already have learned to want 
approval more urgently than truth. Rousseau responds by slowing education down, 
making delay one of his most radical instruments. 

A child should not become fluent in concepts before experience has given those 
concepts weight. Words learned too early produce the appearance of understanding 
with remarkable ease, and a pupil can recite generosity or duty while possessing little 
more than the memory of an adult's sentence. Rousseau wants reality to arrive first. A 
child should discover distance by having to cross it and weight by testing what his own 
strength can actually move. A mistaken expectation should sometimes meet a world 
that refuses to cooperate. The child learns because things push back and because no 
eloquence can persuade a consequence to disappear. 

This preference for things over commands is central to Rousseau's pedagogy. 
Necessity does something an adult will cannot. A wall does not humiliate the child 
who cannot pass through it, and winter requires no act of submission before making 
itself felt. Frustration can register as a fact of the world rather than becoming another 
person's victory. Human command easily teaches a second lesson beneath the first: 
the child starts watching the adult instead of attending to the thing itself. He learns 
when obedience is worth performing, which response earns approval, and how much 
another person's will can be negotiated. 

Rousseau wants Émile to spend as long as possible outside that economy. His 
freedom depends partly upon learning that frustration need not always be personal 
and that difficulty can be resisted rather than turned into a contest of wills. The tutor 
makes this possible through an extraordinary degree of control. He arranges 
circumstances and decides when certain experiences will become available, often 
withholding explanations so that Émile will discover their meaning through 
consequence. The child is supposed to encounter necessity, yet another intelligence 
has quietly prepared much of the world in which that necessity appears. The tutor's 
real art lies in disappearing from view: his power works best when Émile does not 
experience it as power. 

This is the central paradox of the education. Rousseau wants autonomous 
judgment to emerge from circumstances designed by someone else. Direct command 
recedes as control moves into the arrangement of experience itself. The child is 
protected from dependence upon another person's visible will through a pedagogy 
that carefully shapes the field in which independence develops. If another person 
secretly determines which experiences will educate me, how far does my autonomy 
extend beyond the intelligence that arranged them? Rousseau's answer lies less in the 
absence of influence than in the kind of influence being exercised. The tutor tries to 
form powers of judgment rather than plant conclusions in advance, so that Émile 
learns how to decide before being given a ready-made collection of decisions to repeat. 
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Time matters because borrowed answers are most powerful when they arrive 
before competing judgments have had a chance to form. Premature education can 
make a person articulate before he has learned to think. Rousseau delays abstraction 
so that the child's growing capacities have room to develop before social language 
begins speaking through them. Desire requires the same protection because every 
artificial need enlarges the number of circumstances under which another person can 
govern me. A child trained to require constant amusement or admiration carries 
dependence with him even when nobody is issuing an order. Rousseau's austerity aims 
at a scale of desire compatible with self-command. Pleasure remains entirely 
compatible with that aim; the danger begins when a person's equilibrium depends 
upon goods or forms of recognition controlled by others. 

Émile must eventually enter the world that education has partly held at a distance. 
He will form attachments and encounter a society that has already assigned meanings 
to possessions and achievements before he has had much opportunity to assign 
meanings of his own. Rousseau cannot preserve innocence by extending childhood 
forever. The hope is narrower: someone who has learned to attend closely to things, 
test claims against experience, and endure frustration may enter social life with some 
resistance to its pressure. Other people will still matter. They need not become the 
first measure of what matters and the last court of appeal. 

Learning itself can be captured by that pressure. A pupil praised constantly for 
brilliance may begin studying for the pleasure of seeing himself reflected in another 
person's admiration. The knowledge may be real; curiosity has become entangled with 
performance. Rousseau tries to give curiosity time to attach itself to the world before 
prestige takes hold of it. Questions should matter because something has become 
puzzling, and answers should satisfy an intellectual hunger that belongs to the learner. 
Education becomes less concerned with filling the mind than with preventing 
someone else's voice from occupying it too early. 

Moral education follows the same logic. Compassion cannot be installed as 
vocabulary. A young person has to encounter vulnerability closely enough for another 
person's suffering to acquire weight, after which reflection can deepen what experience 
has opened. Without that encounter, moral language risks becoming another polished 
surface. The experiment is unstable by design. Émile is prepared for a society whose 
formative power Rousseau distrusts, and the preparation itself depends upon a tutor 
who manipulates circumstances with remarkable precision. Autonomy emerges from 
guidance it is not always allowed to see. 

Rousseau never entirely escapes that tension. He turns it into a wager: if judgment 
can form before opinion becomes sovereign, the adult may enter society with an inner 
life it does not fully possess. 

Rousseau and the Limits of Enlightenment Rationalism 

Reason may defeat an error. The values governing a life can remain unchosen. 
Rousseau's challenge to Enlightenment confidence is strongest here. Knowledge may 
dismantle a bad argument or expose superstition. The standards by which a person 
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decides what is worth wanting may escape examination. Intelligence can operate 
flawlessly inside a life whose governing values arrived through imitation. 

A man may reason with perfect consistency from premises he has never 
examined. He can calculate how to obtain prestige without asking why prestige has 
become necessary to him. Rationality sharpens the route; it does not tell us who chose 
the destination. Authenticity begins when that silence becomes disturbing. Sincerity is 
too weak a test. A person may want something wholeheartedly and still be living 
through standards borrowed from elsewhere. The depth of conviction tells us how 
strongly something is held; it does not tell us how it came to be there. 

A person can defend an inherited moral judgment with complete conviction or 
pursue a life whose value has never been tested outside the approval surrounding it. 
Authenticity requires some access to the history of one's own judgment. The individual 
has to ask where a desire came from and whether it survives when the social rewards 
attached to it disappear. Such examination can never be complete. Society enters too 
early and too deeply for the self simply to strip away influence and uncover an 
untouched core waiting underneath. 

Rousseau's inwardness gains force because it does not depend upon that fantasy. 
Conscience can possess authority even though history has helped form it. The task is 
to create enough distance from acquired judgment for another judgment to become 
possible. Solitude matters because distance changes what can be heard. Away from 
immediate comparison and expectation, a person may discover that certain desires 
weaken once nobody is watching. Others survive. 

A conviction that seemed self-evident in company can begin to look strangely 
dependent upon the audience now absent. Rousseau's later writing gives this inward 
withdrawal a force that will reach beyond his own philosophy. Nature becomes a space 
in which social meanings loosen their grip, while private experience acquires a moral 
seriousness convention cannot simply overrule. Romanticism will later enlarge this 
inward turn, sometimes beyond anything Rousseau himself would have accepted. 

Inwardness still offers no refuge from error. Solitude does not abolish self-
deception. Memory can rearrange the past, and resentment may masquerade as 
independence long after the crowd has gone. Authenticity cannot be reduced to feeling 
more intensely. Reason reaches its limit here because it can examine beliefs without 
guaranteeing that the desires directing inquiry are themselves free. It can expose 
contradiction yet fail to disturb the inherited scale by which one life appears admirable 
and another contemptible. Coherence may improve even when the standards 
organizing judgment remain borrowed. 

Education and conscience address different moments in that difficulty. Education 
gives judgment time to form before social approval settles every question in advance. 
Conscience keeps moral life from becoming pure calculation once judgment has 
matured. Neither produces an independent self by magic; both preserve the possibility 
that inherited values can be questioned rather than merely obeyed. 

No final separation between self and society is available. The person who asks 
whether his judgment is truly his own must ask the question with a mind already 
shaped by language, memory, and life among others. Freedom lies in the ability to 
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examine that inheritance without pretending it can be erased. A person becomes more 
autonomous when a desire once experienced as inevitable can be recognized as 
learned, or when an admired life loses its authority once the approval surrounding it 
disappears. 

A moral judgment may prove more durable than the audience that reinforced it. 
Rousseau locates the possibility of freedom in this capacity to reconsider what the 
social world has already placed within us and accepts that we can never begin again 
from a self untouched by it. 
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END OF EXCERPT 

This preview contains pages 1–61 of the complete volume. 

The complete edition comprises 264 pages. 

The following pages reproduce the complete Meaning of the Seventh Module, 

Contents, and Thematic Plan of The Secret Codes of the Mind. 
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MEANING OF THE SEVENTH MODULE 

The Enlightenment altered the terms on which truth and authority could demand 
assent or obedience. Rationalism, empiricism, and skepticism differed sharply in 
method, yet each forced received assumptions to face a question that could no longer 
be postponed: What justifies this claim? Philosophy turned that question toward 
knowledge, causation, metaphysics, religion, morality, and the limits of reason itself. 
From there, critical inquiry moved into the institutions that governed human life, and 
an intellectual habit acquired political consequences. 

The scrutiny applied to truth began to reach power. Kingship and privilege, 
ecclesiastical authority, and hierarchies embedded in law and custom increasingly had 
to explain the grounds of their legitimacy. Ideas of social contract, natural rights, 
religious toleration, constitutional government, liberty, equality, and limits on political 
power found expression in the U.S. Declaration of Independence, the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and of the Citizen, and the constitutional traditions that followed; 
obedience no longer rested securely on inheritance alone. 

The contradiction was immediate and profound. Societies that spoke confidently 
of universal liberty continued to tolerate slavery, colonial domination, religious 
exclusion, political inequality, and severe restrictions upon women. Yet the language 
they released proved harder to contain than the institutions that first spoke it. Calling 
freedom a natural right forced every exclusion to seek a justification. Proclaiming 
equality as a principle of human standing placed established distinctions under 
examination. 

Freemasonry occupied a distinctive place within this intellectual landscape. Its 
lodges translated some of the century’s aspirations into a symbolic and ethical 
vocabulary of construction: the human being as unfinished work, moral life as 
disciplined labor, fraternity as a relation capable of crossing inherited divisions, and 
the lodge as an ordered space governed by rules its members accepted together. 
Masonic ideals shared the exclusions of the societies in which they developed, while 
the rough stone, the temple, the square, the compass, and the Grand Architect gave 
questions of order, freedom, obligation, and self-formation a concrete moral grammar. 

The problem of knowledge opened onto the problem of human freedom. 
Questions about certainty and the limits of reason became inseparable from questions 
of obedience, equality, and responsibility; authority had lost the shelter of mere 
inheritance, while reason itself remained subject to the examination it had set in 
motion. 

No institution or doctrine possesses a permanent sanctuary from such scrutiny; 
duration alone does not settle legitimacy, and universal principles are tested by the 
people they fail to include. Claims to truth must still supply their grounds, while power 
must answer for the right by which it acts. The demand remains incomplete and can 
always be evaded. Yet once articulated with such force, it became part of the language 
through which the modern world judges its institutions, its convictions, and itself. 
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