JEAN JACQUES ROUSSEAU  biography

Jean Jacques Rousseau was one of the great philosophers.  He was born in Geneva, Switzerland, raised by an aunt and uncle, after his mother died days after his birth. At thirteen he was apprenticed to an engraver, but ran away, eventually ending up in Paris.

Rousseau was a creative writer and used everything from opera to novels and romances to explain his philosophy. He believed human beings are inherently good, but are corrupted by the evils of society. He considered science, art and social institutions to be a part of what corrupts. 

In The Social Contract, Rousseau explained his political theories, which would later influence writers of the United States Constitution. 

"Man is born free, and he is everywhere in chains." 

Because humans are corrupted by society, all people must enter into a social contract that requires people to recognize a collective "good will," which represents the common good or public interest. All citizens should participate and should be committed to the good of all, even if it is not in their personal best interest. He believed that living for the common good promotes liberty and equality.

Rousseau was a big supporter of education: 

"We are born weak, we need strength; helpless we need aid; foolish we need reason. All that we lack at birth, all that we need when we come to man’s estate, is the gift of education." 

His novel Emile emphasizes how allowing free expression and a focus on the environment instead of repressing curiosity will produce a well-balanced, free-thinking child. He also believed women needed to be educated, but in different directions. Women were not meant to be brought up ignorant and only allowed to do housework. 

"Nature means them to think, to will, to love cultivate their minds as well as their persons; she [Nature] puts these weapons in their hands to make up for their lack of strength and to enable them to direct the strength of men. They should learn many things, but only such things as suitable." 

Rousseau was not only remarkable because he believed that a child's education should be focused on his/her interests, but also because he believed that women need to learn more than simply domestic chores. 

After years of moving from place to place because his ideas were unpopular with government officials, Rousseau died in 1778 in Ermenonville, France
Please answer the following questions after you do the reading:

1. What do we know about Rousseau's upbringing?

2. According to Rousseau, how do people become "evil?"

3. What did Rousseau consider to be corrupting influences?

4. How did Rousseau describe the "good will?" 

5. How did Rousseau feel about education? Why?

6. How did Rousseau feel about women?

7. Why was it necessary for Rouseau to move about from place to place?

