










’Excellent. The premise is simple, though I am not aware of it having been done before, or at least not so well. The authors do not give us an introduction to philosophy so much as an introduction to philosophers. Their main aim is to show us what they were like as people… Any student or beginner reading this book will want to know more about these extraordinary men.’ – Times Higher Education Supplement


‘Boy, do they behave badly, publicly expounding theories left, right and centre and seldom living by their own example. A wise lesson here: while philosophy can enlighten, it can also damage and delude.’ – Publishing News


‘Fascinating and revealing … should certainly be on any university reading list.’ – Birmingham Post


‘Deeply entertaining … bathing in elevated Schadenfreude.’ – Catholic Herald


‘A marvellous little book.’ – Philosophy Now


‘Judging the lives of the philosophers who were flawed enough to be included in this book is one thing. Judging their work is another. The authors are careful to make this distinction, and rightly so: while their lives elucidate their work, their personalities and choices, however repulsive, cannot be used to falsify their contribution to the history of western thought. Indeed, this volume gives a new perspective for those familiar with ploughing through philosophy texts, in that doing so seems a cinch compared to spending time with their authors’ works.’ – Herald Glasgow


‘Provides thumbnail bios and beliefs of eight great thinkers… their material shocks, entertains and provokes on its own, with no need to attempt grand critical theory … The upshot of Philosophers Behaving Badly is that even lovers of wisdom require strict scrutiny. I have always thought and still think myself the best of men, Rousseau once asserted. Hey, even a great philosopher can’t be right all the time!’ – Philadelphia Enquirer




PHILOSOPHERS 
BEHAVING BADLY


Those seeking in philosophy a guide for the perplexed should be warned.


While philosophy can enlighten, it can also mislead and delude. As Descartes observed, ‘The greatest souls are capable of the greatest vices as well as the greatest virtues.’


This book explores the perils of philosophy. It shows that philosophers’ own behaviour, sometimes bad, sometimes sad, occasionally downright mad, is seldom entirely unconnected with their thinking.


Philosophers Behaving Badly examines the lives of eight great philosophers: Rousseau, whose views on education and the social order seem curiously at odds with his own outrageous life; Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, two giants of the nineteenth century whose words seem ever more relevant today; and five immensely influential philosophers of the twentieth century, Russell, Wittgenstein, Heidegger, Sartre and Foucault.


All of which will show that the life of reason does not necessarily lead to a reasonable life.
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A CAUTIONARY NOTE …


The authors wish to assure the reader that they have used their best endeavours to be scrupulously and equally unfair to all the philosophers included and highly selective in the material that they have sought to examine. Neither should the fact that a philosopher has not been mentioned in this volume be taken to imply that he or she may be considered to be of good character.


Further, we have resisted the temptation to distinguish carefully between bad behaviour, foolishness and plain social ineptitude. Such distinctions are relevant only to the moralistic evaluation of behaviour, whereas our intention is merely to introduce the follies of the wise, thereby preserving their memory from the embarrassment of sanctification.


However, in doing so, we recognize that integrity is frequently presented as a key feature of the morally good life. Hence it has been necessary to include an outline of both the life and principle contributions to thought of each of the philosophers whose behaviour we examine, since we consider the worst form of behaviour to be that which goes counter to those things that one professes to be just and true. Thus we present an introduction to eight thinkers of the modern period, with their thought set in the context of their lives. Modern is the term generally taken to refer to philosophy produced since the time of René Descartes. There were, of course, many ancient iniquities and medieval misdemeanours, but these are beyond the scope of our present enquiry.





INTRODUCTION



‘Every great philosophy is the confession of its founder, a kind of secret and involuntary set of personal memoirs.’
– Friedrich Nietzsche
‘Who thinks greatly must err greatly.’
– Martin Heidegger


For 2,500 years philosophers have faced the recurrent question: what relevance does their reasoned thinking have to life outside the lecture hall? Socrates – who taught Plato, traditionally considered the greatest Western philosopher – claimed that the intellectually ‘unexamined life is not worth living’ and spent his life roaming the streets of Athens trying to persuade fellow Athenians to examine their lives and so change them. But his is hardly an encouraging example. The Athenians finally tired of his constant questioning and voted to put him to death in 399 BC.


Scarred by Socrates’ fate, philosophers, led by Plato, retreated into academe – Plato founded the very first academy deliberately outside the city – determined to have nothing to do with contemporary politics. In The Republic, his blueprint for the good society, Plato argued that only philosophers were really fit to rule, since they alone were fully rational, capable of repressing their baser passions and perceiving the true good. The Republic was intended as an ideal, not to be realized on earth, but Plato could not resist returning to politics. He made no fewer than three visits to the court of the tyrant Dionysius of Syracuse in Sicily, hoping to awaken the spark of philosophy in Dionysius’ son, Dionysius II. The results were disastrous. The younger Dionysius became simply a tyrant with philosophical pretensions and lost his throne, partly because he could not control his sexual appetites. (His father had perceptively warned him off other men’s wives – in vain.) Plato barely escaped with his life, while Syracuse itself was engulfed in recurrent civil war. After that, most philosophers kept clear of politics for a long time – such farcical exceptions as Demetrius of Phalerum, briefly dictator of Athens, only reinforcing the point that philosophy and politics almost never mix.


Philosophers are not and have never claimed to be sages or saints, leading lives of impeccable virtue. Their arguments are intellectual and their individual foibles do not automatically invalidate their conclusions. But if philosophers are not priests neither are they artists of any type who can claim a complete dissociation between their lives and their work – and such a claim by any philosopher may be disputed. Artists, musicians and poets can behave outrageously badly and still be accepted as great poets, musicians, painters, etc. – indeed, bad behaviour often enhances their posthumous reputations. Lord Byron’s fame would be far less if he had remained happily married, going to bed early and sober, instead of leading the picaresque life he did. If Picasso had remained faithful to his first wife, his reputation and arguably his art could have suffered. As for Wagner … Wagner seduced friends’ and benefactors’ wives, sponging off anyone who would support him in his life of sybaritic luxury. This included Jewish admirers, although he himself was a pioneer of rabid anti-Semitism. Yet he wrote music that makes him ‘perhaps the greatest genius that has ever lived’, according to W.H. Auden, music that has, despite all subsequent history, been loved and performed even by Jewish musicians from Mahler to Daniel Barenboim.


From philosophers, however, we expect, not unreasonably, nobler, wiser behaviour, demonstrating at least some attempt to live up to their ideals. The word philosopher means lover of wisdom, which suggests high-browed, disinterested pursuit of virtue or truth, no matter how defined. Many have lived up to this ideal. In Ancient Greece, Zeno of Citium, the first Stoic, and Epicurus, founder of Epicureanism, were poles apart intellectually but lived lives of similarly resounding virtue. Spinoza in seventeenth-century Holland and Kant in eighteenth-century Germany were both notably upright, private men. If Spinoza was something of a hermit, solitude was effectively forced upon him by his daringly heretical views that outraged all shades of contemporary opinion. Kant, living in an easier age, was a supremely social being, entertaining a small circle of friends and colleagues regularly. Both men wisely eschewed the temptations to enter public life. Although both were offered prestigious university posts, both preferred praise or criticism from a few peers and students to the flattery of the mighty – or, in today’s terms, the adulation of the media.


But others – at times the most celebrated – have succumbed. Fame, sex and power – and sometimes all three, although money, refreshingly, has seldom figured – have lured them from their ivory towers to try to employ their intellectual brilliance in a world which has had little regard for anything academic. Sometimes they have behaved badly, sometimes just sadly, for philosophers, while godlike in the intellectual sphere, can be the sorriest children in the world of power and money. The saddest, or worst, case may be Martin Heidegger, who left his hermitage in the Black Forest in 1933 to become a notorious propagandist for the new Nazi regime. His philo-tyrannical ardour did him no good even with the Nazis, who, like most dictatorships, wanted acquiescent mediocrity not towering but eccentric genius. Heidegger, in fact, suffered professionally from his brief post as rector of Freiburg University in 1933, but he never, in the thirty-one years that he lived after the fall of the Third Reich, acknowledged his fault. At the other political extreme, Jean-Paul Sartre, the existentialist guide to so many in the mid twentieth century, became for some years an apologist for Soviet Communism, long after the evils of the Gulag had been exposed.


Politics is not the only area of life often incompatible with philosophy. Bertrand Russell, after completing his monumental Principia Mathematica in collaboration with Alfred North Whitehead in 1913, felt entitled to pronounce authoritatively on all lesser human problems, especially marriage, bringing up children and sexual relations. He wrote copiously – an estimated 2,000 words a day – laying down the law as interpreted by a progressive man of the early twentieth century. But his own marital life was anything but exemplary. Three acrimonious divorces had left broken hearts and households and affected some of his descendants so disastrously that their lives were literally wrecked. His wider philanderings earned him the nicknames the Philosophical Rake or Dirty Bertie. Even his political views could be erratic. Famous for leading the campaigns against nuclear weapons, and much earlier as a conscientious objector in the First World War, he is less well known for urging pre-emptive nuclear war against the Soviet Union in the 1940s, a time when the USSR did not have its own nuclear weapons.


Others, with no interest in politics or public life, have propounded beliefs that sound exhilaratingly convincing on paper, seemingly offering new visions of the world. Their half-mesmerized followers tend to revere them as infallible prophets or gurus. Ludwig Wittgenstein dominated philosophical life at Cambridge in the 1930s and 1940s with charismatic authority, his followers being so influenced by him that they even copied his style of dress. Wittgenstein’s own life was deliberately austere. He rejected his immense inherited wealth, eschewing even the modest comforts of an academic for a life of quasi-monastic asceticism. Such an attitude is defensible – many mystics and saints have rejected personal ties and wealth to concentrate on their visions, and Wittgenstein, by temperament, clearly should be numbered among the great ascetics of history. But in a real monastic order, such self-flagellating exhibitionism is controlled and channelled ad majorem gloriam Dei – to the greater glory of God, not of the monk. For Wittgenstein – who once applied to enter a monastery but was rejected as unsuitable – such asceticism resulted in many ways in an arid and sterile personal life. The fanaticism, at times physical violence, with which he expounded his vastly subtle and profound thought sprang in part from his crippled inner life. Far from ‘showing the fly the way out of the bottle’, as he claimed in one of his incomparable metaphors, he wrecked the lives of many of his disciples, surprisingly few of whom actually became philosophers after being browbeaten and bullied by their idol.


Philosophers prefer to ignore if possible – and to deplore when impossible – any connection at all being made between the life and the work. As long as philosophy concentrated on epistemological problems (concerning what we know and how we know it), logic and linguistics, it could remain safely academic. But, with the recent new focus on ethics, it has again been emerging from the cloister. At the same time books and television series are appearing that present philosophy in the form of self-help guides, almost as variants of the Pilates Technique or the Eat Yourself Thin Diet. But philosophy is not comparable with these, being an ambiguous, potentially perilous field for the unwary and not a form of chicken soup for the soul or mind.


Probably no philosopher is more perilous for the unwary than Friedrich Nietzsche. Certainly no philosopher today is more popular, even trendy. His reputation now eclipses that of Marx and all other thinkers as books about his life and work cascade from the presses. As much psychologist as philosopher, emphatically not a system builder but an aphorist, this intellectual tightrope walker (to borrow a favourite image) boasted of overturning the tables of the law. Above all, he insisted on being a Ja-sagender, saying yes to life, denying the life-deniers of not just the Judaeo-Christian tradition but of the Platonist, Buddhist and most other traditions. Often he did so in the most brutal way imaginable, praising despots like Cesare Borgia, who embodied his aristocratic, übermenschlich (superhuman) ideal. Nietzsche was deliberately outraging his ancestral Christianity, an attack he carried further in rubbishing Christianity’s disastrously negative views on sex.


Nietzsche has been accused of many things, including being the ‘godfather of Fascism’, an accusation that intermittently resurfaces. Nietzsche can scarcely be accused of promiscuity, however, for his own sex life was almost non-existent. His one remotely serious affair, with Lou Salomé – which got no further physically than a kiss on the cheek – ended in his humiliating rejection. If he had not very probably died of syphilis, he could have been presumed to have died a virgin.


‘The greatest souls are capable of the greatest vices as well as the greatest virtues,’ observed Descartes. Those seeking in philosophy a guide for the perplexed should be aware that while philosophy can enlighten it can also mislead and delude. Philosophers’ own behaviour, sometimes bad, sometimes sad, occasionally downright mad, may not be exactly an ‘involuntary set of personal memoirs’ but it is seldom entirely unconnected with their thinking. At times their lives affect or shape their thoughts directly.


So we should look at how some of the greatest philosophers – and they were great philosophers – lived their own lives, and how their choices in life confirmed or negated their thinking, before taking their advice on how to lead our own.
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JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU (1712–78):
THE PHILOSOPHER AS VICTIM


‘God made all things perfect, man meddles with them and they are ruined.’
– Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile


‘Man was born free and everywhere he is in chains!’ With this call for revolution – political, cultural and social – Rousseau became a patron saint both of the French and Romantic Revolutions. Revered by extreme Jacobins such as Robespierre for his rejection of a corrupt society and his concept of the General Will mystically manifesting itself in huge gatherings, Rousseau’s influence since his death has been immense. For those who rejoice in radical dictatorships of the Left or Right, he is an indisputable hero; for others, be they liberal, conservative or merely sceptical, he is anathema. Even more significant, if sometimes less contentious, has been his insistence on the natural goodness of humanity before its corruption by civilization. This has had an overwhelming impact, especially on attitudes to children’s education and upbringing, as well as on wider ideas of individual responsibility. Every teacher today who is exhorted to let children express themselves freely rather than try to transmit existing knowledge or ideas to them is experiencing indirectly the lasting impact of Rousseau’s thought. Similarly, every criminal who pleads that he is the victim of society, rather than responsible for his own crime, is echoing unconsciously Rousseau’s own views that an individual, with his amour de soi (self-love), is inherently virtuous and that it is only wrong environments that lead to wrong doing.


But Rousseau the man, the nature-loving revolutionary who rejected most of the eighteenth and earlier centuries’ civilization and longed to return to a state of nature, led a life often far removed from simple, heroic naturalness. There is no need to dig for the dirt in Rousseau’s life, for he left much of it exposed in his Confessions, a self-justifying and self-pitying literary masterpiece, unprecedented in its apparent candour. It is less truthful than he claimed, however. For someone who outspokenly rejected the inequality of his age, Rousseau proved adept at living off the rich and powerful, although he repeatedly bit the aristocratic, often female, hands that fed and pampered him. Worse – for some things might be excused a man who started life with few advantages – the philosopher who preached the vital importance of good parenting showed himself callously ready to abandon all five of his children to an orphanage where, as was often the case then, most of them soon died. Even by eighteenth-century standards, this was outstandingly heartless, hypocritical behaviour.


Soon after Rousseau’s death he became almost universally revered, even among aristocrats, less for his contributions to formal philosophy than for his hugely influential novels. In their breathless, often lurid pages he mingled philosophy, sensationalism and sentimentality in a newly ‘romantic’ way that the age adored. His fame as a political and social visionary continued to spread in the nineteenth century. An early prophet of the return to nature and the rejection of civilization’s restraints and hypocrisies, Rousseau was a father of the Romantic Movement, still among the most influential artistic and intellectual movements today. Anyone moved to buy a bottle by a label saying ‘Natural Mineral Water’ is paying unwitting homage to Rousseau’s belief that the natural is always preferable to the artificial – and also to his often muddled thinking, which can amount to little more than the higher sentimentality. (What might constitute unnatural water? a sceptic might ask.) But perhaps his greatest impact has been on the way we have come to canonize the plight of the totally innocent, if often surprisingly articulate, victim. This was a role Rousseau played superbly throughout his life. The revolution in sentiment that he thus engendered is still very much with us.


Jean-Jacques Rousseau was born on 28 June 1712 in the city state of Geneva. Although tiny, with a population of less than 10,000, Geneva was an independent city state linked to the Swiss Confederation, very proud of its austerely republican Calvinist traditions, a pride Rousseau inherited. Although by the eighteenth century Geneva was actually ruled by a small clique of its richest citizens, it was still a relatively free city compared with its neighbours, the absolutist monarchies of France and Sardinia (Piedmont-Savoy). Rousseau always remained essentially an outsider in France, distrusting its large cities and cosmopolitan society, and sharing Plato’s longing for near autarkical simplicity.


Rousseau’s mother came from quite a smart family socially, but she died soon after his birth, and in his infancy he was cared for by an aunt. His father, a profligate watchmaker who supplemented his income with dancing lessons, fled the city rather than face the courts after a fight. He left his son, then aged ten, in the care of an uncle who handed him over to be educated by a local clergyman, Pastor Lambercier, and his sister. There, Rousseau discovered the pleasure of being spanked by Mlle Lambercier, an attractive thirty-year-old. He admitted that this experience shaped his sexual tastes all his life. ‘Even after having attained marriageable age this odd taste still continued and drove me nearly to depravity and madness … To fall at the feet of an imperious mistress, obey her mandates or implore pardon, were for me the most exquisite enjoyments, and the more my blood was inflamed by the efforts of a lively imagination the more I acquired the appearance of a whining lover,’ he later confessed.


Rousseau’s lifelong masochism seems to have found its outlet almost exclusively in masturbatory fantasies. It probably expressed an infantile craving for total attention and reassurance, originating in his loveless childhood. As he admitted, ‘Although born a man in some respects, I long remained and still am a child in many others.’ While he always enjoyed having imperious, preferably aristocratic, women boss him around, he was never a practising flagellant and certainly no rival to the Marquis de Sade, whose views on humanity’s real nature – which Sade thought inherently depraved and vicious – would later invert and subvert his. Outside the bedroom, however, Rousseau always believed that women should be kept firmly sub-ordinate, as they had been in Ancient Rome or Greece. One accusation he never had to face was that of treating women as political or social equals.


Rousseau had read about the ancient Romans and Greeks as a child in Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, one of the books that had belonged to his mother. ‘I was a Roman at the age of twelve,’ he boasted, although it was Sparta, that primitive and archetypal ‘closed society’, that he later revered. His period of studies ended when he was apprenticed to an engraver at the age of thirteen. Such a plebeian life lacked appeal, and after three years he fled Geneva. According to his Confessions, his exile began more or less by chance. One Sunday, returning late after a day spent rambling in the country, he found the city gates closed to him, so he simply wandered off. Just across the Genevan frontier lay the more glamorous Catholic monarchy of Piedmont. Rousseau painlessly converted to Catholicism, hoping to obtain a post with the Savoyard nobility. He found instead the support of Madame de Warens, an aristocratic former Swiss Protestant herself, who made a point of ‘encouraging’ young male converts. In Turin, the Piedmontese capital, Rousseau worked as a lackey in a nobleman’s household. There he stole a pink silk ribbon, a trifling crime but one which he blamed on Marion, another servant. She steadfastly denied it and appealed to his better nature – in vain, as he stuck to his accusation. Finally, their baffled employer dismissed them both. ‘Never was wickedness further from my thoughts than in that cruel moment when I accused the unhappy girl,’ Rousseau later declared, going on to say that his friendship with her was the cause of the trouble, for he simply blamed the first person who came into his mind to escape embarrassment. Such pilferings, and his accompanying refusal to acknowledge, let alone express regret for, even indisputable faults, persisted throughout his life.


Rousseau then toyed with the idea of becoming a priest, briefly entering a seminary before leaving to enrol in a choir school, something far closer to his real gifts. Other odd jobs included becoming the secretary of a bogus archimandrite who claimed to be collecting alms to restore the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem; later he became the gigolo of a rich lady by posing as a Scottish Jacobite noble. But it was at Madame de Warens’ house among the mountains at Chambéry, which he made his home, that he enjoyed the happiest moments of his life with the woman he always called maman. Eventually, when he reached twenty-one, she let him into her bed, following which he lived contentedly with this rather plump mother-substitute, avidly reading and further developing his genuine musical talents when not servicing his patroness. Rousseau was even willing to share Madame de Warens’ favours with her elderly odd-jobman, contentedly inheriting his rival’s clothes after he died.


The end of this extended idyll came in 1742, when the thirty-year-old Rousseau finally set off for Paris to make his name. A year later, thanks to another aristocratic lady, he found himself in Venice as secretary to the French Ambassador, a drunk who neglected to pay Rousseau his salary but who did supply him with high-class prostitutes, who floated into his life in gondolas. Venice was then famed for its courtesans and general douceur de vie, but neither for long captivated Rousseau, who was mainly terrified of catching syphilis. One of the whores, Zulietta, caused him to burst into tears when she revealed that she had only one nipple. Annoyed, she replied, oddly perceptively, ‘Gianni, stop chasing women and go and study maths instead!’


Rousseau finally decided to demand his back salary from the govern ment in Paris in 1744. He hoped also to get an opera he had written produced there and to publish a novel form of musical annotation, using numbers to mark notes, which he had just invented. He had no success with any of these projects – although much later he finally got some of his salary – which soured his feelings towards France and especially towards Paris. But, in the capital in 1745, he met Thérèse Levasseur, the one woman with whom he established a long-lasting, if intermittent, relationship. Then a girl of eighteen working in his hotel laundry, Thérèse seems to have been unusually lacking in almost all obvious charms. Undeniably ugly – according to extant portraits – she was also hopelessly illiterate, unable even to tell the time by the clock, ill-mannered and stupid, except when it came to fleecing Rousseau of whatever money he had, in which she was abetted by her equally repellent, if somewhat brighter, mother.


What attracted Rousseau to her – apart from her reputed skills as a cook – is hard to say. Possibly her very charmlessness appealed to his masochistic psyche, although there is no evidence to suggest that she ever spanked him. Far more probably she assuaged his deep-rooted sense of social inferiority. No matter what happened to him in the wider world, he could always rely on feeling superior to Thérèse, whom he so consistently treated as his servant that his guests often regarded her as one – but a servant whom he repeatedly ridiculed in company. Although they never were married legally, they quickly had five children, all of whom Rousseau insisted on abandoning. ‘From these liaisons were born five children, all of whom were placed in the Foundling Hospital with so little thought of their later identification that I did not even keep a record of their dates of birth,’ he admitted in a letter years later. He justified his actions by claiming that, as he could not give them the paternal care they deserved, they were better off elsewhere. But he also turned down the offer of foster homes from rich admirers such as Madame d’Epinay and the Duchess of Luxembourg, declaring with true paranoia, ‘I am sure they [his children] would have been brought up to hate, perhaps to betray, their parents.’


Over the next few years Rousseau earned a meagre living copying music and writing articles on music and political economy (both subjects in which he was self-taught) for the new Encyclopédie. This great project was edited by Denis Diderot, like Rousseau a provincial outsider making his way in Paris. Originally no more than a translation of Ephraim Chambers’ Cyclopedia, the Encyclopédie grew into one of the intellectual landmarks of the eighteenth century, propagating in its thirty-four volumes the Enlightenment’s chief ideas about the sciences, society, politics, indeed all human life. Its radicalism finally made it so unpopular with the French government that it was banned, some later volumes being printed secretly. Contributors faced intermittent threats of imprisonment – Diderot himself was locked up in 1749 for attacking traditional arguments for the existence of God – although these threats were tempered by secret sympathizers within the heart of the ancien régime. Through Diderot Rousseau came to know other philosophes – a term implying not formal philosophers but politically active intellectuals – such as Voltaire and Jean d’Alembert, also contributors to the Encyclopédie. But Rousseau was seldom fully at ease in such circles. He never shared their central belief that humanity was on the broad road to perfectibility if only ancient superstitions and restraints – especially religious and political ones – were abolished in a spirit of rational enquiry. He also was aware of his intellectual limits in such highbrow circles, although he could charm and impress the most sophisticated audiences when he wished.


Fame came unexpectedly in 1750. Rousseau had entered a competition set by the Academy at Dijon that asked, ‘Has the restoration of the arts and sciences had a purifying effect upon morals?’ The expected answer was ‘Yes’, perhaps with qualifications. With audacious, shocking originality, Rousseau said ‘No!’ His Discourse on the Sciences and Arts: The First Discourse (Discourse sur les sciences et les arts) won the first prize, as much for its beautiful prose – Rousseau was a superb writer – as for its iconoclastic content. Rousseau maintained that the advance of civilization had ruined original human virtue. By creating artificial wants (such as printing, sugar, furniture), ‘progress’ had enslaved, not liberated, humanity. Far from endorsing the Enlightenment’s core belief in reason, he saw cultural development destroying our primal innocence. Rousseau’s arguments for natural innocence were not wholly original. Others, notably Diderot, had already suggested that, in a truly natural state, men would feel unforced love for their neighbours. They had attacked traditional Christianity, where humanity is regarded as tainted by original sin and redeemable only through God’s grace. In contrast, the philosophes saw human beings as essentially good and potentially free. Modern man’s amour propre – Rousseau’s term for self-love, pride or self-promotion encouraged by a society where each competes with the other, judging others by social position and wealth rather than by their inherent worth – was contrasted with amour de soi (care for oneself), the basic and natural sense of self-preservation that can go with pitié or compassion for others. Civilization’s cardinal fault, for Rousseau, was that it had transformed innocent, self-limiting amour de soi into viciously competitive and socially divisive amour propre.


Rousseau passionately shared, and helped to propagate, the eighteenth century’s growing admiration for the Noble Savage, that paragon of primal virtue to be found somewhere far removed in space and time from the corrupt present. ‘I dare not speak of those happy nations who do not even know the names of many vices which we find difficult to repress: the savages of America, whose simple, natural government Montaigne preferred … not only to the laws of Plato but to the most perfect vision of government philosophy can ever suggest!’ he wrote in an ecstatic footnote in the Discourse. But, with vestigial realism, he never suggested that eighteenth-century Europeans should return en masse to the virgin forest. Instead, he looked back to the city states of the ancient world, especially to Sparta, that ‘republic of demi-gods rather than of men … the eternal proof of the vanity of science while the vices, under the guise of the fine arts, were being introduced to Athens’. Rousseau also praised early Rome, before its corruption by the ‘seductive and subtle Greeks’. The heroic republics that Rousseau held up for approbation would later inspire the French Revolution.


Despite his professed admiration for such ascetic republics, Rousseau was still hoping for official recognition and a post at the notoriously luxurious, indeed debauched, rococo court of Louis XV, then ruled by Madame de Pompadour, that most glamorous and intelligent of royal mistresses. In 1752 Rousseau’s opera The Village Soothsayer (Le Devin du village) was performed with vast success at Fontainebleau in front of the king. At the time the so called Querelle des Bouffons, a war of musical ideas, was raging between the advocates of traditional stately French opera, led by the elderly Jean-Philippe Rameau, and those of Italian opera, who urged a more naturalistic, livelier approach. Rousseau sided with the Italians, savagely attacking Rameau in an open letter in 1753. Louis XV, although he could not disown the French national school, personally preferred Rousseau’s Italian style and offered him a pension.


Rousseau, out of pride or social awkwardness, declined to turn up and accept it. He later said it was not the royal presence but the haughty footmen who put him off, but he suffered from recurrent bladder problems, which meant he had to hurry to the lavatory every half-hour – not ideal for a courtier in Europe’s grandest palaces. Although he abandoned all attempts to become a court composer, Christoph Gluck, the great eighteenth-century opera reformer, later said, ‘All I have tried to accomplish … is the kind of work Rousseau would have produced if he had not forsaken composition to write books.’


Rousseau’s career as a revolutionary intellectual was, in contrast, taking off in the country that has always revered intellectuals. While he declared that he preferred to live off what he made by his writings to being maintained in courtly luxury, his one play (that he also turned into an opera), Narcisse – which contained further attacks on the arts, sciences and literature, although he himself was currently contributing to all three – proved a costly flop. He made little money copying sheet music at ten sous a sheet or writing on music for the Encyclopédie. In practice he soon found wealthy patrons among the French grande bourgeoisie and nobility. As he always considered gratitude as being incompatible with real friendship, he took care never to show any. His views on friendship were also unusual, for he regarded each relationship solely in terms of the pleasant sensations it gave him, ignoring any claims of mutual obligation that might be expected from him. If he spurned overt support – except for free accommodation – Thérèse happily pocketed the money that admirers often gave them secretly. While Rousseau, Thérèse and her mother shared a tiny garret flat, Rousseau revelled in being lionized in the Paris salons, then among the most exciting centres of literary, artistic and scientific discussion in the world.


In 1755 Rousseau published a long article, A Discourse on Political Economy (Le Citoyen: ou Discours sur l’économie politique), in the Encyclopédie, as well as his Discourse on Inequality, called the Second Discourse (Discours sur l’origine et les fondemontals de l’inégalité parmi les hommes), another attempt to win a prize. In this he envisaged the first humans leading solitary lives – although not ones that were, in the words of the seventeenth-century English philosopher Thomas Hobbes, ‘solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short’. Instead Rousseau implausibly argued that early humans were originally asocial beings, men and women meeting casually in the woods to mate, with women then giving birth and looking after their children alone. As he reviewed human progress from its earliest egalitarian innocence to his own extremely unequal age, he moderated his earlier primitivist arguments a little, conceding that the arts and sciences need not always corrupt but do so now because of the age’s depraved inequality. This itself stemmed from the invention of private property. ‘The first man who enclosed a piece of land and said to himself, This is mine, was the real founder of civil society. What crimes, wars, murders, miseries and horrors would humanity have been spared if someone had pulled up the stakes, filled in the ditch and cried out, Do not listen to this impostor!’ he wrote in terrible indictment.


Rousseau also regarded the invention of farming and metalworking as damnable. And he had no time for reason, either. ‘Reason engenders egocentrism … Reason is what turns man in upon himself. Reason is what separates him from all that troubles and afflicts him,’ he proclaimed. He ended the Second Discourse on a note of high egalitarian rhetoric, ‘As there is hardly any inequality in nature, all the now prevalent inequality derives from the advance of the human mind, finally growing permanent and legitimate by establishing property and laws … Moral inequality, authorized by positive right alone, clashes with natural justice … The privileged few gorge themselves with luxuries while the starving multitudes want the bare necessities of life.’ He now began to see himself as embodying all these primeval virtues, as he, uniquely among human beings, had shed all the vices of society to regain his ‘natural goodness’.


This Second Discourse, far more shocking than the rather Arcadian first, won no prizes, to his disappointment. He seems to have been expecting still to be fed by the hands he had bitten, for the Dijon Academy was part of the Establishment. He sent a copy of the Discourse to Voltaire, hoping for his support, but the latter replied, with typically scathing wit, ‘I have received your new book against the human race and thank you for it. Never was so much effort deployed in an effort to make us stupid. One longs on reading your book to walk on all fours. But as I lost that habit more than sixty years ago, I fear that it is impossible to resume it.’


This marked the beginning of what became, after further exchanges of icy courtesies, a notorious enmity, cemented when Rousseau read Voltaire’s reactions to the great Lisbon earthquake of 1755. It had struck on a Sunday morning, killing tens of thousands of worshippers assembled in churches around the city. For Voltaire, this particular aspect of a natural catastrophe suggested there was no benign god or providence behind the universe. Although most philosophes were nominally Catholics, in practice they were usually Deists, believing in a creator god detached from, but overseeing, his creation, as a watchmaker keeps an eye on his ticking watches. Rousseau rejected such a superficial, if optimistic, view. Far more abhorrent to him, however, was Voltaire’s pessimism. ‘Voltaire, in pretending always to believe in God, never really believed in anybody but the devil, since his pretended God is a malevolent being who, according to him, finds all his delight in doing harm,’ he wrote, adding that if the people of Lisbon had remained properly dispersed in the fields and woods far fewer would have died from the earthquake – a novel argument for the country life. (Voltaire’s indirect response to this was Candide, his famous novel.) So started the feud between the sceptical, cynical Voltaire, with his belief in civilization and reason, and Rousseau, high priest of the new cult of unrestrained feeling and unspoilt nature.


Rousseau always considered himself a Christian, although his was a personalized, pick-and-mix version of Christianity, freed from all ethical considerations. It centred on seeing Christ as an early victim, in fact a forerunner of himself. Rejecting original sin, Rousseau had no need of redemption, viewing Christ’s sacrifice on the cross as an irrelevance. Understandably, he was never fussy about denominations. Wanting to return to his native city as a celebrity, he had to reconvert to Calvinism to reclaim his citizenship. This he duly did in 1754, but he did not find Geneva sympathetic. His new enemy, Voltaire, who had just settled there in illustrious exile from persecution in France, was giving grand parties at which solid Genevan burghers rubbed shoulders with dissolute French nobles, to mutual amazement.


Voltaire also tried to start a theatre in Geneva to perform his own plays, but theatre was banned in the puritanical republic. D’Alembert supported Voltaire in an article in the Encylopédie. Rousseau, now conveniently forgetting his own earlier dramatic efforts, vociferously supported the ban, mainly out of enmity of Voltaire. He attacked all theatre for its inherent frivolity, licentiousness and especially the shocking way it gave women ‘the same power over their audiences as they have over their lovers’, leading to universal moral corruption. ‘In general women like and appreciate no art and have no genius,’ he declared. By contrast, the ever-sage Ancient Greeks and Romans had barred women from performing in theatres. (Rousseau was not completely starry-eyed about the ancient world, however, admitting that its leisured classes had depended heavily on slaves, something then often overlooked.)


To ingratiate himself further with his native city, Rousseau had dedicated the Discourse on Inequality to it, praising Geneva as a model of a ‘well-tempered democracy’. This proved a mistake. The city fathers were not remotely egalitarian and gave the book such a chilly reception that the author grew annoyed. Instead of returning permanently to Geneva, in 1756 Rousseau moved to near Montmorency, a mere twelve miles outside Paris – although, as the roads were abominably muddy, it seemed much further for visitors. Here, as the pampered if touchy guest of Madame d’Epinay, the cultured wife of the Receiver General, he was given use of the Hermitage. This was a spacious, recently renovated house of some size and comfort – it even had a rudimentary form of central heating – within the vast Epinay estate, where Rousseau settled down with his two gouvernantes (housekeepers), Thérèse and her mother, now aged eighty, who cadged money off Madame d’Epinay. Madame d’Epinay, however, was strictly forbidden to call on her illustrious guest without a specific invitation. In the following years of rural retreat Rousseau produced his greatest works.


The first was a romantic, indeed sentimentally melodramatic, novel Julie: ou la nouvelle Héloïse (the title intentionally recalls Abelard and Héloïse) that he began writing that summer, reading out sections to admiring friends in the forests near by. In it, virtuous, idealistic but aristocratic young Julie, brought up (inevitably) among the Swiss lakes and mountains, falls in love with her tutor, young, idealistic, virtuous but bourgeois Saint-Preux. ‘Heaven has made us for each other!’ exclaims Julie. ‘Never was there such a perfect union. Our souls, too closely intermingled, can be no longer separated.’ Saint-Preux finally seduces an ecstatically willing Julie. But her father, snobbish Baron d’Etange, forbids her to marry a commoner, insisting she marry atheistic, cynical but aristocratic Wolmar instead. Paradoxically, Julie ends up obeying her father and social conventions by marrying Wolmar, despite her real love for Saint-Preux, the admirable man later joining the Wolmar household to tutor Julie’s sons. This, as some readers commented, was hypocritical or dishonest behaviour, with Julie abandoning the man she truly loved for a richer rival. But the whole book makes little sense, incongruously mingling, in Rousseau’s words, ‘voluptuous imaginings’ with ‘the gentle colours of innocence’. Julie’s vicissitudes (pregnancy, miscarriage), melodramatically described, mingle with lyrical descriptions of Alpine scenery and general philosophical reflections to make the book something more – or less – than a true novel.


Although La Nouvelle Héloïse now seems ludicrously mawkish, it became an international bestseller on its eventual publication in 1761. It won Rousseau international fame – although at first he claimed only to be its editor – and changed lives and fashions across Europe. Julie herself was hailed as an ideal woman and role model, quivering with the truest, unfettered passions. Rousseau, perhaps belatedly half realizing what he had written, later appended a preface saying it should not be read by the young and innocent, which, of course, attracted precisely such readers.


Nature had copied art before the publication of La Nouvelle Héloïse. In 1757 Rousseau fell hopelessly in love with the pretty and amiable Countess Sophie d’Houdetot, nineteen years his junior. She loathed her husband but already had a full-time lover, the Marquis de Saint-Lambert. She first won the philosopher’s heart by calling on him wearing riding breeches and carrying a whip, which obviously appealed to him. If pleased by Rousseau’s ardent attentions – and for once he was desperately in love – she seemingly felt more solicitude for this often ill, much older man than desire, at least at first. ‘Immortal memory of innocence and bliss! In that grove, sitting on a grassy bank beneath an acacia tree in full blossom, I found words to match my heart’s emotions. It was the first and only time in my life … What intoxicating tears I shed at her feet … I sighed. I kissed her. What a kiss – but that was all,’ he wrote in his Confessions with his usual scant regard for truth. At the time they made no secret of their liaison, walking around together arm in arm, even under Madame d’Epinay’s window. Quite how much sex they had is questionable, for he describes himself arriving at their meetings ‘weak, exhausted and scarcely able to stand up’, indicating that he masturbated en route to their rendezvous, as was still his habit.


Rousseau communicated with Sophie via letters carried by the safely illiterate Thérèse, but one day Madame d’Epinay intercepted and read them. Rousseau was deceiving not just Thérèse, still his long-term partner, but his hostess, who herself had romantic feelings for him, with exactly the duplicity that he had openly attacked in aristocratic society. Further, in his Moral Letters (Lettres Morales) of 1757, he preached the importance of marital fidelity, so hoping to weaken Saint-Lambert’s hold over Sophie and advance his own cause. Alas, when his rival returned gravely ill from the wars, Sophie turned all her attentions to him, leaving Rousseau out in the cold – and also out of favour with Madame d’Epinay. He then lost the friendship of Diderot, who considered his overall behaviour to his hostess unforgivable. However, Rousseau soon found other rich patrons, moving only a few miles to a cottage offered him by the Duke of Luxembourg. The Duke and Duchess soon became such good friends of the avowedly egalitarian philosopher that Rousseau had special rooms reserved for him in the Hôtel Luxembourg, their great house in Paris. When not hobnobbing with the nobility, Rousseau was absorbed in writing two major but dissimilar works, Emile: Concerning Education (Emile: ou de l’éducation) and The Social Contract (Du contrat social).
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