
Preface

There is a story behind every book. This one is no exception. Whilst a
graduate student I worked on a doctorate on the practical impossibility
of direct democracy. For rhetorical purposes I wanted to use Rousseau as
a philosophical straw-man – i.e. as someone who defended the position I
sought to reject. I browsed through the Discourse on Inequality and Du
Contrat Social in search for incriminating quotes but found to my surprise
(and subsequent delight) that my misgivings about the Genevan thinker
had been both ill-informed and wrong. He did not conform to the
stereotype as a native participationist, indeed he expressed the very same
misgivings about direct democracy that I had reached. In short; Rousseau
was closer to Montesquieu than to Robespierre. What I also found was
that he had views about social cohesion, European integration (he was
against), nationalism (he advocated it), free-trade (he opposed it),
sustainable development (he promoted it), and secularism (he lamented
it). In other words he took a stand on many of the issues that shape the
political debate at the time of writing. This in itself, I found, made him
worth studying.

This book seeks to: present an overview of Rousseau’s political
philosophy and its relation to his general philosophy (his philosophical
development, an introduction to his main ideas on philosophy, religion,
morality and education); place Rousseau’s thought in the context of
different traditions in the history of West European thought; show that
Rousseau’s political thinking was based on a profound (conservative)
scepticism, which caused him to embrace institutional mechanisms that
could prevent legislation; demonstrate that he shared Burke’s opposition
to revolutionary change; show that he developed an early case for a
nationalist ideology, which could perform the functions of civic religion.

The book does not seek to end all discussion – it rather seeks the
opposite; to begin a serious discussion of politics based on the insights of
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Prefacex

one of the foremost of the classics. All too often philosophy is becoming
detached from everyday life. It is my hope that this book will show that
philosophy can also be a practical discipline. As another great master, Karl
Marx, once said: ‘The philosophers have merely interpreted the world
differently. The point, however, is to change it’ (Marx 1983: 7). This book
seeks to show that Rousseau’s political philosophy can make a positive
contribution to this ‘change’ – though not in a way that Marx would have
approved of.

The book is divided into five chapters. Chapter 1 presents an overview
of Rousseau’s life and times. More than any other writer Rousseau’s
philosophy has – rightly or wrongly – been associated with his life (as
outlined in his many autobiographies). There is something to be said for
this interpretation. Without an understanding of his life it is difficult to
appreciate why he wrote the works he wrote, and what he sought to
accomplish. Yet his biographers have often presented an incomplete
account of his life, one based only on his own autobiographical writings.
In Chapter 1 this tendency is challenged by using Rousseau’s letters and
eyewitness accounts by comtempories as well as his autobiographical
writings to paint a more nuanced picture of the Swiss philosopher. Chapter
1 also presents the range of Rousseau’s genius, which included operas,
plays, novels, as well as political, economic, botanical and theological
writings. Rousseau’s work is related to the geniuses who were inspired by
his writings, such as Goethe, Kant and John F. Kennedy.

In Chapter 2 we outline the major philosophical problem for Rousseau:
the burden of modernity. An account is given of Rousseau’s place in the
emerging world of modernity, and his opposition to secularism and
scientism. It is shown how his general philosophical – and theological –
opposition to modernity underpinned his moral philosophy. Unlike liberal,
or utilitarian, thinkers (I use the term interchangeably) – Rousseau sought
to base his moral judgements on emotions and sensibility, not on rational
calculations. It is shown how this made him overcome the poverty of ethical
theory that has characterised modernity – and how Rousseau invented
post-modernism (with a pre-modern face). Chapter 2 also contains a
section on Rousseau’s economic philosophy, in which it is shown that he
– like Adam Smith – succeeded in transcending the economic theories of
mercantilists and physiocrats. Yet Rousseau’s solution pointed in a direction
that differed from that of his Scottish contemporary, especially in attacking
free trade and defending a system of sustainable growth – including an
awareness of environmental issues. Chapter 2 further presents an analysis
of the relationship between Rousseau and Burke. Often seen as adversaries,
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Preface xi

the chapter shows – and proves with extensive quotes – that Rousseau and
Burke, in fact, were in agreement on the majority of issues, including
opposition to revolutionary change, reverence for religion and a preference
for gradual reform.

Chapter 3 likewise breaks with traditional scholarship (or rather the
lack of it!). Often presented as a proto-totalitarian, Rousseau has
traditionally been seen as an opponent of constitutionalism, checks and
balances, and the separation of powers (Talmon 1952; Riker 1981).
Following a brief history of the history of constitutionalism (from Moses
to the French Revolution), Rousseau’s political writings are compared with
the writings of constitutionalists like James Madison and Baron de
Montesquieu. It is shown that Rousseau shared the view that checks and
balances are necessary for preventing the corruption of power and that he
advocated a system of the separation of powers (and spoke highly of the
British constitution. Yet, contrary to the other constitutionalists, Rousseau
was a democrat. Whereas Montesquieu and Madison wanted the elites to
check the elites (through the introduction of second chambers and
constitutional courts), Rousseau emphasised that the executive ought to
be checked by the people. He thus anticipated the political system that
was instated by the American populists (including Theodore Roosevelt
and Woodrow Wilson). However, unlike other constitutionalists, Rousseau
did not believe that institutions themselves would be sufficient for creating
a good polity. He ceaselessly emphasised that political education was
necessary for creating a good society. An understanding of his
constitutionalism is not enough – as Fralin (1974) seems to contend. Rather
it is necessary to read his institutional writings in connection with his
educational writings, and as a part of the same overall project (something
Charvet (1974) also has emphasised).

This latter theme is continued in Chapter 4. Previously unrecognised
by scholars of nationalism, Rousseau was, in fact, the founder of the
modern doctrine of nationalism (arguably the most successful of all the
modern ideologies). It is shown how Rousseau succeeded in developing a
case for social cohesion and the necessity of having a common culture in
a society. In developing a case for nationalism as a ‘civic profession of
faith’ he continued – and redeveloped – a doctrine begun by Machiavelli,
which was later to be further elaborated by Alexis de Tocqueville and
present-day theorists and practitioners of social capital, like the political
scientist Robert Putnam and the English politician David Blunkett. It is
argued that Rousseau accomplished the feat of developing a new doctrine
of civic religion (i.e. nationalism) and that he – unlike Machiavelli –
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succeeded in combining a defence for this doctrine with a new place for
Christianity (which was consistent with the original apolitical teachings
of Christ). Chapter 4 also presents an account of Rousseau’s thinking on
international politics – including something as timely as an account of his
opposition against the establishment of a European superstate.

Chapter 5 presents the conclusions, and shows that there was an internal
coherence in Rousseau’s thought. Chapter 6 rounds off this tour de force
of Rousseau’s political philosophy by an account of his philosophy of music,
which can be seen as a metaphor for his general philosophy.

Prefacexii
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