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I Introduction

Rousseau's profound influence on present and past

generations resulted largely from his social ideas. To

discover the inspiration for these ideas, and to understand

them hetter, a study of the life of the author is

necessitated,

II Life and Character

A, Birth and origin

Didier Rousseau left Paris a-l>mi-t the year 15S5 and

took refuge in Geneva in order to escape the persecution against

the Hugenots, In 1555 Didien, separated from Jean-Jacques by

a direct line of the three generati ons received the rights of a

citizen in his adopted city. Jean-Jacques was horn at Geneva

on June 12, 1712. His mother, Suzanne Bernard, who belonged

to a clerical family , died in giving him "birth. His Swiss

origin helps to explain Rousseau's independence, his more

"persistent religious and political ideas, and his moralizing

views. In all his hook traces of his bourgeois, Protestant,

and republican origin may be noted. One author wrote in

regard to this influence:

"C*est de Geneve qu'ii telnt son amour-proprsk, son

^ / i ^humeur inde 'pendante , defranti et sombre, son esprit de

/ ^
(

mecontentement et de contradiction, ces singularites qui font

du Genevo is une boite a ; surprises,

"

Chuquet, "J;^. Rorisseau", p, 2,
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Isaac Rousseau, the father of Jean-Jacques was an

intelligent man but was impractical, adventuroxis , and not very

strictly^moral. He was a lock-maker in Pera, a section of

Constantinople (now Istanbul). Returning later to his native

city he engaged in the same work, except for a short interval,

when he was an instructor in dancing. An elder "brother of

Jean-Jacques , who was defiant of all restraint, disappeared

suddenly and never communicated, with his family again. Isaac's

morbidity was transmitted to Jean-Jacques, The father's

excessive sensibility, too, stimulated and increased that of

the son, through their constant association during the first

ten years of the boy*s life. His aunt, Madame Gonceru, Isaac's

sister, attended to many of his needs during this time;

Rousseau retained vivid memories of her kindness and sweetness

and gave her a small pension during her old age.

B. Childhood

1. Education.

Rousseau learned a great deal more through reading

than through formal education. At the age of seven Jean-

Jacques and his father took turns reading sentimental novels

to each other every evening, Cassandre and L ' Astree typify the

novels whose pages they perused and they often caused the boy

to weep. They often read until they heard the swallows at

dawn when Iss-ac would say shamefully to Jean- Jacques , "Allons
1

nous coucher.Je suis plus enfant que toi," Tttese precocious
3_

J.^ J. Rousseau Les Confessions, p, U





readings caused the boy to acquire an over-active imagination

and extremely romantic ideas. Enabling posterity to sense

Isaac's excessive sensibility, Jean-Jacques revealed his father's

almost excessive grief over the loss of his wife, when he told

that his father used to say endlessly, "Parle-moi de ta mere".

To which the son always replied, "llous aliens done pleurer,"

The novels which had belonged to Jean-Jacques • mother were

finally exhausted, and they turned to the library of Bernard,

the minister, who had bequeathed his books to his daughter

Suzanne, They included the solid and subdued works of fiction,

history, and biography. Among these were Hani's History of

V)

Venice , Le SueiirVs History of the Church ^ and Plutarc3«»s writ-

ings, _ 1, Plutar made a far greater impression on Rousseau
A

than any other writer, and in later life Rousseau remarked that

he had never gone to Plutarch without profit, Rousseau refer-

ring to the effect of the conversat ions between his father and

him to which the books gave rise, wrote as follows: "De ces

int eressant es lectures des entretiens qu'elle o ccasionnai ent

entre raon pere et moi, se forma *et esprit libre et republicain,

ce caractere indomptable et fier, impatient de joug et de

servitude, qui m'a tourraente tout le temps de ma vie dans les

situations les moins propres a lui donner l*essor.Sans cesse

occupe'^ de Rome et d'Athenes, vivant pour ainsi dire avec leurs

J, J, Rousseau Les Confessions , p, k

>

J. J, Rousseau Les Confessions, p, 3
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grands hommes, je ne croydis Grec on Romain le

recit des traits de Constance et d' intrepidit e qui m*avaient

frappe'^me rendait les yeux ^tincelants et la voix forte. TJn

jour que je rec.ontais a te-tle I'aventure de Scaevola, on fut

effraye'^de me voir avancer et tenir la main sur un rechaud

pour representer son action,"

When Jean-Jacques was ten years old, his father had

an altercation with Pierre G-atitier, citizen and formerly

captain of the horse-guards of the King of Poland, and wounded

him in the face with his sword, Isaac Rousseau "believed that

the courts were treating him unfairly, and he fled to ITyon, in

the canton of Vaud, compromising his personal honor and the

justice of the republic. There he married and resided for

many years, apparently without showing much interest in Jean-

Jacques, The latter has denied this apathy on the part of his

parent, "but many authors hold to the contrary opinion. The

son was then commended to the care of his uncle, Bernard, a

"brother of his deceased mother. He sent Jean-Jacques and his

own son to stay at La,m"ber^er* s home in Bossey, where they

received instruction in Latin and in the catechism, and where

Jean-Jacques* love of the country and of nature first appeared

strong. Accused of breaking the teeth of a com"b, he was

punished severely for a fault that he had not committed.

Memories of this injustice tormented him for many years after-

wards and "betray his unusual sensitivity,

, J, J, Rousseau, Les Confessions, p. 5





He left Bossey and went to stay at his father's home

at ITyon for a short period. He returned to Geneva subsequently

and remained at his uncle's house for about two years ,where his

uncle taught hira drawing and geometry. He wished to become a

minister; he and his cousin spent a great deal of time preparing

sermons. They invented various games, and after an Italian

showman ha,d appeared in G-eneva with a troop of marionettes,

they mo.de puppets and built up comedies arotind them,

2. Apprenticeships,

Finally the matter of earning a living had to be

decided. He was apprenticed to a clerk of court, but found the

occupation insufferable. At length his raa.ster dismissed hira,

charging hira with dullness and ineptitude. He was next ap-

prenticed to Ducommun, an engraver^ BtJtxs Jyrxiivcwi , whose tyranny

and cruel beatings resulted in the stupefaction a-nd demoraliza-

tion of Rousseau, This demoralization did not extend to the

commission of crimes but did bring to light many mean acts of

this author. Lying caused him no remorse. He stole food, and

used his master's tools without permission; he became greedy

and slovenly. His love of res-ding still evinced itself. He

rented books out of his small earnings, and read everything he

could lay his hands on. Except on Sundays when he accompanied

his friends outside of the city walls of Geneva, to engage in

sports, he remained alone during his leisure moments. On two

occasions Rousseau found the gates of Geneva closed when he





wished to enter the city. The following days he was "beaten

unmercifully. When he discovered the gates locked a third time

he determined to flee the wrath of his master. He summoned his

cousin to hid him farewell. The latter aroused no objection to

Rousseau's plan of expatriating himself, which would indicate

a rupture with the Bernard family,

C. Youth

1, Vagabondage in Savoy.

Jean-Jacques wandered about in the outskirts of Geneva

for some days. Delight succeeded terror in his soul. Romantic

imaginings and hopes of their realization buoyed up his spirits,

At length having reached the domain of Savoy, he visited

Pontverre, a pastor of a village church, who bade Rousseau

welcome, invited him to remain to dinner, and gave him some verj

good wine. He spoke of the heresies of Geneva, and of the

authority of the Holy Church,

2. Conversion to Catholicism.

Finally he asked Rousseau to become a Catholic,

Rousseau contended that he never really wanted to change his

faith, but that he hated to offend the clergy who had been so

hospitable to him, Morley imputed an ulterior and less noble

motive to Rousseau when he wrote:

"This nervous eagerness to please, however, was the

complimentary element of vague ambition, and it was backed by

a stealthy consciousness of intellectual superiority which
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perhaps did something, though, poorly enough, to make such ignominy
1

less degrading."

Pontvcrre despatched Rousseau to Annecy to interviev/

LSne. de Vferens, a recent convert, v/ho was zealous for the cause of the

Catholic Chiu-ch, He set out for ilnnecy, speeded onv/ards l)y sentimental

notions, Chuquet has described him:

"S^arretant a la porte des chateaux, chantsjit comine un

/ A
mcnestrel sous la fenetre la plus apparente, comptant trouver des

aventures grace ati cha,rme de sa voix et e.u scl de ses chansons mais

n'apercevant, ni dame ni demoiselle."

3. Association v/ith I.-Iadame de V/arens, interrupted "by periods
of v.-anderings,

(a) At Annecy

At last on lls.rch 21, 1720 he arrived at Annecy, He erpected

to find an old woman entirely devoid of physical "beauty hut discovered

that lilme, de Warens a beautiful person, lesa than thirty years old.

Her gentle, caressing manner and charming smile made a, profound

impression on Housseau, She decided to send Housseau to a monastery

at 'Turin to receive instru.ctions in the Ca,tholic faith,

(h) Y/anderings,

(l) Bnployment as lackey.

His conversion completed, he left the monastery and

obtained \7ork in a store, /JTter a v/hile he became a lackey at the

home of La Comtesse de Yercellis, a v/idov/. He remained in her employ

1 - J. V. Fiorlcy, "Rousseau and His Era, "7ol. I, p. 53.
2 - A. Chuquet, J. J. Rousseau , p. 10
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for three months, -uaitil the dr.y of her death. His intelli£;ence and

his jknov/ledf^e which had "been picked up in a haphazard manner avra.kened

the interest of lladame de Yercellis, and she in turn solicited her

nephew's influence on "behalf of Jean-Jacques. At her dea.th, hovrever,

Housscau v/as disappointed at having; the nephev/ ask him to take the

position of lackey of Le Conte de Gouvon. The Count heca^ne interested

in Housses^u and had hiin tati.c:ht Latin. Convinced of 2ousseau's ability

he offered the la,ckey the position of confidential secretarj'-.

(2) Adventure v/ith Bade.

Housseau had hecome hored with the regular life he had been

leading,' and had become imps.tient of makin;; great progress and resumed

his life of vagabondage with a man niuiied Bade. Bade and he had

anticipated earninvg their board a-nd lodging on the v/ay to Geneva by

shov.dng a toy foujitain. Their plans failed; they parted.

(3) Return to Annecy.

Rousseau decided to go to Annecy. From 1729 to 1739 he

reraained with Iladame de Warens with exception 01 certain interruptions

of vagabondage at Annecy, at Cliambery and at Les Charmettes. She v/as

very kind to Rousseau; she had him taught music; she encouraged him to

study and at times she secured employment for him, Rousseau's

dependence on I.Sne. de Warens has caused much unfavorable criticism.

In the eighteenth
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century this trait of his character was not considered

so reprehensilDle as in the twentieth century. Mrae. de Warens

was an intelligent, studious, and industrious woman, with

pectiliar views on religion and morals.

(k) Seminarist,

TJpon his second visit to Anne/fcy Mme. de Warens

welcomed the convert, and interested herself in his career.

She thought that he was fitted for the priesthood and she advisefL

him to enter a seminary to study for this calling. After a

while the seminarists reported that his intellectual deficiency

was too great to make a good priest,

(5) Instructor in music.

He tried to teach music with insufficient prepa-

ration; le-ter he taught again with greater success after having

received more instruction in the technique of piano playing,

(6) Journeys on foot.

He journed restlessly, on foot, to Lausanne, to

A
Neuchatel, to Pribourg, to Geneva, where he once more saw his

family. Prom there he proceeded to Berne and other places with

a G-reek prelate who was collecting funds for the Holy Sepulchre

Finally he reached Paris, the famous city, which disappointed

him keenly,

(c) At Chamhelpy.

Finding himself penniless he directed his steps

toward Cham"b/ry and established himself again at Hme, de v7aren*a

home. Later he spent much time at Les Charmettes, her country
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house. Here Rousseau iDecame a greater lover of nature, and

took a great interest in "botany,

(1) Systematic readings.

His protectress procured for him books on a great

variety of su"bjects including history, philosophy, theology and

poetry. Encouraged "by Mme. de Warens he studied systematically,

and thought ahout his readings while strolling through the

country near Chamhery, and in the vicinity of Les Che.rmettes,

(2) Efforts to write.

Voltaires Letters on the English impressed Rousseau

with the fact that there was such a thing as style in writing,
him

and inspired/to make tremendo\is efforts to write well. His

la"bors were rewarded and ultimately he acquired a proficient

style, such as only style founded on passion could produce.

In the romantic atmosphere of Les Oharmettes, where notions of

good and evil, the true and the false were frankly ignored,

Rousseau wrote his first essay. He practised writing verses,

too. He considered his verses only mediocre Taut held the belief

that verse-making would help him to write prose with greater

ease. In 1733 wrote a comedy entitled ITar ci sse which was a

failure.

(3) Journey to Montpelier,

Rousseau's health was impaired and having read some

medical treatises he fancied he had the sjonptoms of many diseases,
"to

The writings of Port-Royal were di squeting/hi s inquisitive raind
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too, with their everlasting prolslems of grace, free-will and

salvation. Rousseau spent many agonizing hours torturing himself

with the fear of damnation. After perusing many medical treati

Rousseau was convinced that he had heart trouble and went to

Montpelier to consult a doctor. The latter found no trouble

with his patient.

(U) Tutor at Lyons.

Rousseau spent a short period at the Charmettes

after his return from Montpelier. He depa-rted for Lyons in a

short while in order to accept a position as tutor at Mahly's

home. His pupils, two young hoys, were difficult to manage and

Rousseau resigned his position convinced that he was a failure

in the profession of teaching. Education interested Rousseau

yevY keenly, and this experience probably resulted in ideas

which he later incorporated in Bmile .

(5) Last Visit to Les Charmettes,

Again Jean-Jacques installed himself at Les

Charmettes, He remained in his room most of the time, composing

music, writing a comedy, and inventing a new system of music

notation. At length confident of making his fortune by his

invention, he determined to leave this estate. He repaired to

Paris, carrying with him a comedy, and fifteen louis of gold.

sles

He began to seek his fortune where he "entre«54.ra la reforme

/ / / -P 1
de la societe et s'etablira "orofesseur de veatu. He had becomt

a man of considerable virtue and candor; he had a slight desire

1 ^ A
J. Lemaitre, J. J, Rousseau, p. 33»




































































































































































































































































































































