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Rousseau and the Attraction of Obligation

…if men did not do what justice requires, not only would they not regard themselves as bound by principles of justice, but they would be incapable of feeling resentment and indignation, and they would be without ties of friendship and mutual trust. They would lack certain essential elements of humanity.
—John Rawls, “The Sense of Justice” (1963) (emphasis mine)

1.


In the Sixth Walk of The Reveries of the Solitary Walker, Rousseau’s final and unfinished work, the world-weary (yet still periodically ebullient) philosopher describes his personal aversion to the bonds of duty and obligation incurred in even the most mundane cases of human interaction. Embarking upon one of his daily botanizing expeditions around the banks of the Bièvre, Rousseau discovers that he has for some time adopted a circuitous detour. After stopping to reflect on the hidden motives for this seemingly innocuous action—the initial theme of this particular Reverie being the way human mindedness is disclosed in the gap between action and motive—he realizes that he has been trying to avoid a lowly woman fruit seller and her crippled son. 

At one time, Rousseau recalls, the son had given him some occasion for delight, representing the kind of peasant, rustic innocence that can exist, if only for fleeting moments, in the midst of Parisian iniquity. (This innocence is fleeting to the point of nearly vanishing, for in his paranoiac state of mind Rousseau immediately assumes that the boy generally made a point of greeting him with ‘Monsieur Rousseau’ only to show that he was not in fact ignorant of the philosopher’s precarious position within Parisian society.) Rousseau used to give the boy a small amount of money, less as an act of charity and more out of an avuncular pleasure at the boy’s good-natured charm. Eventually, however, through sheer force of repetition—and not as a result of any sort of explicit demand on the part of the boy—this kind and beneficent act was “somehow transformed into a sort of duty.”
 Rather than experience this duty as an occasion for the exercise of moral goodness or virtue—to use these loaded terms a bit imprecisely for the moment—Rousseau felt it as a mere annoyance, as quite literally something to walk around.

In accordance with the meandering, associative logic implicit in the very form of the Reveries,
 Rousseau abruptly moves from this personal, psychological observation to an extended discussion of the place of duty or obligation inside the everyday phenomenology of human life. (Remarks on the pleasures of botanizing around the Bièvre are reserved for another occasion.) The Sixth Walk mounts a sustained criticism of any view of the moral life in which the notion of obligation is central or organizing.
 For example, Rousseau suggests that obligations create bonds of dependence that shore up unequal power relations. And he claims that the rule-governed, generalizing nature of obligations renders them particularly prone to misapplication given the situation-specific and fine-grained nature of any genuine moral encounter. The language and practice of obligation paradoxically lead to injustice, when justice is the thing most needed.
   His critical comments end on this pessimistic note:

The conclusion I can draw from all these reflections is that I have never been truly fitted for social life, where there is nothing but irksome duty and obligation, and that my independent natural temperament has always made it impossible for me to submit to the constraints which must be accepted by anyone who wishes to live among men. As long as I act freely I am good and do nothing but good, but as soon as I feel the yoke of necessity or human society I become rebellious, or rather recalcitrant, and then I am of no account (R, 103-104) (translation slightly modified).

Like his somewhat preposterous misreading of the crippled boy’s gestures of ordinary affability, one might take such statements as entirely of a piece with Rousseau’s increasingly paranoid character as he neared the end of his days. As Rousseau came more and more to feel that the ever-widening gulf between him and the society of his time had become entirely unbridgeable, he rejected the applicability of much of his former thought to the exemplary life that was his own.
 On this reading, in the Sixth Walk Rousseau is simply emphasizing, in his characteristically overwrought prose, that he is not a man made for social interaction—or rather that social circumstances have rendered him singularly unfit for social life—and so the culmination of his life and work will not be spent in drafting constitutions for Corsica, or even in exhorting his fellows to a life of virtue, but in a series of solitary walks.

At first, this does not seem to present much of a cause for sorrow. Rousseau intimates that through the lifelong project of self-reflection he has managed to achieve the measure of independence that was once only very briefly possible for the imbecilic but good-hearted natural man of the golden era of the state of nature, the hero of the Discourse on the Origin of Inequality.
 All was soon lost for that man—and, by extension, for us—with the onset of the capacity for reflection, which, as Rousseau daringly put it, “makes man a depraved animal,” in the process scandalizing Diderot and the other philosophes, committed as they were to the idea that reason and rationality are supreme and unqualified goods.
 But for Rousseau himself self-discovery has only fortified his benevolent inclinations. He has re-established a form of natural goodness that does not need, indeed, which is actively at odds with, the dynamic interplay between sensibility and reason that marks moral action as it is ordinarily understood. The specific twist that the Sixth-Walk adds to this modified sentimentalist picture is to interpose the concept of obligation.
  Once one’s natural or spontaneous inclinations to goodness are brought before the tribunal of obligation or duty, the original inclinations are extinguished, leaving nothing in their place except resentment and exhaustion. By imposing the concept of duty, reflection undermines ethical practice. 

In grasping for Rousseau’s implied alternative one is reminded of a bumper sticker, popular throughout the last decade, exhorting one to “commit random acts of senseless goodness.” Or, slightly more seriously, Rousseau seems to be suggesting that for some particular agents—agents whose mark of distinction or election is never fully theorized—the morality of their actions rests in the sheer unconstrained goodness of their sensible natures. Not surprisingly, this affects their moral psychology at the deepest levels. For such agents, kindness elicits a form of pleasure which is neither the pure, hedonistic pleasure of bodily satisfaction, nor the virtuous pleasure that comes from the exercise of duty. Rather, it is something nearly akin to aesthetic pleasure. The value that attends acts of unreflective and spontaneous goodness makes the world a prettier, more serene place for the spectator. Hence Rousseau’s “interest in justice” takes the form of likening actual embodied moral agents to characters in a play (R, 101).

If any of this is true—and I have some doubts that I have done full justice to the spirit of this enormously condensed, allusive text—then in his late years Rousseau gave up one of the central models of freedom present in his earlier work; the model which was to have the most lasting influence on European philosophy through the German Idealism which followed in his wake. As Rousseau once famously told us in that most famous of texts, the Social Contract: “the impulsion of mere appetite is slavery, and obedience to the law one has prescribed to oneself is freedom.”
 Shockingly, he now seems to have taken that back. Instead, free action is one that maintains a relation of active independence from the concept of duty or obligation (R, 96). In place of the proto-Kantian we find the somewhat cloying monster of a Nietzsche blunted by a pastoral sentimentalism.

Yet such a reading, while not entirely incorrect, would miss the profound pathos and sorrow that marks much of the writing in The Reveries. For Rousseau also ruefully suggests that in being constitutively incapable of acting from a sense of duty he has forfeited the possibility of living in accordance with another one of his cherished ideals, that of the citizen. This, as we know from texts like the Social Contract as well as the fifth book of the Emile, is a form of life constituted around a careful calibration of independence and mutually supportive dependence—a balance that is itself the achievement and result of the rule of law and its attendant structures of obligation.
 In The Reveries, Rousseau’s aversion to the very concept of obligation has “made it impossible for [him] to submit to the constraints which must be accepted by anyone who wishes to live among men” (R, 103). Rousseau is well aware that this wish is not inextinguishable for most of his audience, nor, I contend, did he think it ought to be. Indeed, to wish for such a solitary life would be to go against nature. For as we learn from the Second Discourse, it was the play of natural forces themselves that condemned us—at one point in not quite locatable quasi-historical time—to a life of sociality. And even in Rousseau’s own unique case, his exile from political life was thrust upon him rather than actively chosen. Furthermore, and this is a slightly separate though not entirely unrelated point, in giving up the life of the citizen Rousseau has given up the possibility of virtue, which at least in this text consists in the strength needed to instill pleasure in the performance of duty.
 He has sacrificed the active virtue of the citizen to the almost mute goodness of the useless outcast. 


Whether or not this loss is for Rousseau himself a devastating one is a question I cannot resolve here. After all, there are certainly moments in his texts where automatic goodness trumps cultivated virtue, and where the life of the solitary man removed from society is pictured as somehow higher or better than the life of the citizen. But my sense is that it is at least moderately devastating, and that the Reveries mark Rousseau’s attempt to work out for himself some half measure of sanity given all that has been lost. 

But what interests me most about the Sixth Walk is the way in which it presents a somewhat backhanded argument for the necessity and authority of obligation in any truly human life. By showing us what a life lived without obligations lacks, Rousseau urges us to see the absolute centrality of the concept. One might think that one can relate to others solely through the sentimentalist routes of beneficence, kindness, etc.—through what are often called the social virtues—but from reading the Sixth Walk against the grain one learns that this is only delusion. Without having at least some relations to others that take the form of obligations one is not so relating at all. Rousseau’s ‘moral agarophobia’—to borrow a spectacular phrase from Gide—has placed him in a strangely empty, unrelated world.


But before we can get to spelling out the thought that obligation is the paradigmatic form of human relationality, or at a least a necessary if not sufficient component of it—we need to remark on the strangeness of Rousseau’s argumentative strategy. For normally we do not think of obligations as something we yearn to have, so that a life lived without obligations is but an occasion for sorrow and regret. At least in the non-moralizing moments of everyday life—those moments most moral philosophers are constitutionally disposed to forget—obligations are paradigmatically the sorts of things that happen to one, that befall one; they present the self with something hard or heavy or weighty; obligations can threaten to drown one. They disrupt the ordinary course of life rather than constitute it.
 

If obligation refers in the first instance to “the requiredness of an action, to its normative pull”
 it seems strange to try to understand what this type of relation could be and why it is so important by trying to understand what feels left out or lost in a life which lacks these pulls. Yet this, I will suggest, is precisely Rousseau’s way of approaching this issue.  In and of itself this is provocative but not particularly shocking. At least since Plato philosophers have tried to understand the self by focusing on its experiences of strain and stress, of negativity in its broadest forms. But Rousseau takes this project one step further. His is not merely crafting a revealing bit of philosophical anthropology. The idea is not simply that human beings as a whole necessarily engage in a distinctive practice of relationality that can be named obligation. My claim—still very tentative at this point—is that he also suggests that one can arrive at a justificatory account of the authority of obligation through the same route. Another, provocative way to say this is that for Rousseau, the authority of obligations is grounded in the necessary role they play in human flourishing.

2.


Perhaps the greatest resistance to the intelligibility of such a strategy will come from those committed to the thought of that self-professed Rousseauian: Immanuel Kant. Most standard readings of the first part of Kant’s Groundwork take him to be trying to divorce an analysis of the concept of obligation from considerations of the human good, at least if by that term one understands the network of psychological, emotional, and social tendencies—what Kant somewhat crudely lumps together as “inclinations”—that make up the life of an ordinary, embodied, flourishing human agent.
 

Although much ink has been spilled over Kant’s famous examples in that section of the text, most of the discussions have sought to dispel crude or reductive ways of understanding the distinction he draws between acting from duty and acting from inclination.
 What needs to be remedied, according to most of these readings, is the incorrect but strangely reoccurring idea that according to Kant it is somehow more morally worthy to do the right thing when one’s inclinations run against it.
 On the correct understanding of Kant’s picture, as Allen Wood explains, in acting from duty an agent does the action willingly and with a special kind of desire—a rational or motivated desire—that arises from the recognition of duty and so, in a complicated way, from an awareness of his own freedom.
 The moral worth of an action lies not in its overcoming of inclination, but in the way in which a different principle, a principle of reason, can prove to be motivationally efficacious, even decisive. Thankfully, we need not delve too deeply into these enormously thorny issues here. (For example, does acting from duty require silencing other co-present inclinations? How on earth might one do that? Or, to view the issue from a more third personal perspective, does assessing moral worth necessitate a case of counterfactual thinking to the effect that though the agent possesses other motives for the action he would have acted in the same were he motivated by duty alone?)
 But it does seem worthwhile to briefly revisit a few of Kant’s examples with an eye to our related theme of the potential separation between obligation and the good.


In trying to isolate the species of moral approval that attaches to actions done from duty—i.e. in trying to capture the specific content of the idea of “moral worth”—Kant first offers the example of the honest merchant who does not overcharge his inexperienced customers. Assuming that one could specify some obligation of the form, ‘do not cheat customers by charging different prices to different people,’ one might think that the merchant is acting out of obligation. But in fact, so the well-worn story goes, the merchant is only being prudent. At least in the case that sets the background to the example, fair dealing is good for business. (Kant’s imagination certainly does not stretch to a Bombay bazaar, in which an honest merchant would be dutiful to the point of incomprehensible self-destructiveness.) Again, presumably Kant does not mean that in terms of goodness or decency this merchant is worth nothing at all, nor is he offering the perverse suggestion that a merchant with a strong desire to cheat who is able to overcome such desires out of recognition of the duty of fair-dealing is somehow a better merchant (or even a more fully moral agent) than one who has no such desires in the first place. 

The point to note here is that by Kant’s lights the reason that the merchant cannot be said to be acting out of an obligation is that the action accords so neatly with his own good as a merchant. The thought presumably is that what it means to act from obligation only so much as shows up when what I am to do cuts against what I take my good to be; when it calls into question my own sense of what my flourishing consists in. (Again, this does not mean that at some deeper stage of reflection it might not accord with my good qua rational, moral agent rather than simply my good qua merchant.) An obligation of the form, ‘treat all customers equally by charging them the same price,’ only becomes a genuine obligation (rather than a mere council of prudence, or even just a form of basic decency) when it disrupts the merchant’s sense of his own good, say when it would in fact be extremely profitable to cheat this particular customer here at this moment.
 

And now, to get back to the perverse strategy for arguing for the authority of obligation that I have begun to claim for Rousseau, it certainly does not seem to be any sort of argument to show the merchant that his life as he currently understands it in some way misses out on something crucial if he ignores the obligation to fair-dealing. It does not establish the authority of his obligation to fair-dealing—i.e. the fact that it is indeed binding on him, here and now, not to overcharge this inexperienced customer just because he can—to show him that the life of a dishonest merchant is less good than the life of an honest one. Suppose that circumstances were different and that the merchant would benefit by cheating. On any common sense understanding of this merchant’s good—one which does not invidiously import moral terms and so re-define his good in a way unrecognizable to the merchant himself—by cheating he is missing out on nothing at all except the chance to more fully realize his good as a merchant. Furthermore, it seems even stranger to say that in either of the two cases the authority of the obligation depends not on the right of the customer to be treated fairly but on the way in which the life of the merchant is somehow fractured or damaged by his ill-dealings. One should not push too far one of the leitmotifs of much contemporary thinking on power—a motif which ironically owes quite a bit to Rousseau—that in cases of wrongdoing the perpetrator is just as damaged as the victim.


A more complex example, and one more to the point here given Rousseau’s comments in the Sixth Walk on the relation between sensibility and reason in moral action, is Kant’s portrait of the naturally beneficent man who finds a kind of automatic or spontaneous joy in helping others. Unlike the merchant, this person has no recognizably ulterior motive—i.e. the motives which underlie his ‘moral’ actions could not be re-described in narrowly self-interested or even non-moral terms. (Presumably this naturally virtuous agent lacks even the potentially self-interested motive of producing aesthetic serenity that I mentioned above, and so is in some sense more morally pure than the Rousseau of the Sixth Walk.) The naturally beneficent person is not directly acting for his own pleasure; his goal is not to make himself feel good by helping others. Rather his aim is direct; it is to help others, but the reason why this is his aim is that he finds helping others to be pleasurable.
 

Despite the fact that it would be a philosophical mistake (of the Ayn Rand variety) to describe the actions of the beneficent agent as self-interested, Kant nevertheless argues that his actions have no true moral worth. He does however admit that the sympathetic inclination at stake here shares something with the motive of honor, both of which serve the common good and not merely the satisfaction of bodily pleasure or narrow self-interest. Functioning as something like a proto-duty, or rather a prototype of duty, actions done from such non-hedonistic inclinations deserve praise and encouragement, just not esteem.
 But now Kant asks us to “suppose the mind of that same friend of humanity were clouded over with his own grief, extinguishing all his sympathetic participation in the fate of others.” And he argues that  “if such a man were able to tear himself away from his solipsistic grief and continue the life of beneficence, then and only then would his action have true moral worth.”


Again, there is a huge history of interpretation on this passage that attempts to correct the caricatures to which Kant appears to leave himself open. The point is not that helping people grudgingly or with a heavy heart is somehow better than helping people with a pleasurable disposition. Rather, what produces genuine moral worth is the fact that in the midst of his grief the sympathetic man lacks his formerly held benevolent dispositions and so continues to help people purely out of a recognition of their dignity, of their entitlement to be helped. As Korsgaard puts it, the key contrast between the naturally beneficent agent and the psychologically shattered agent acting out of a sense of duty is that the former “chooses to help others only because he wants to,” while the latter chooses to help others because she conceives it as required of her (179).


Once again, for our purposes what is crucial is the way this episode severs the concept of obligation from the beneficent agent’s good. The sentimental constitution of the sympathetic agent is, we might say, the enabling condition for his usual practice of kindness and beneficence, but one cannot draw a direct path from any of his dispositions to his actual obligations. The easiest way to see this is to note that an agent without the requisite emotional makeup would still be under the same obligation. 

One might depart again from the surface of Kant’s text for a moment and add a slight twist. Let us say that unlike in the case of the honest merchant, in the case of the newly non-beneficent man the recognition of duty does in fact reciprocally re-determine his emotional makeup. It seems plausible to think that given the man’s general dispositions to beneficence, which as Kant reminds us have been only temporarily clouded over given the severity of his grief, the recognition of his duty might restore or reawaken him to the knowledge that part of his own good, part of what it is to live his life, is to have and act from a sympathetic disposition.  One is reminded here of Hume’s claim that duty can play something like a propaedeutic role when inclination has been lost.
 But even in this case it would seem strange in the extreme to argue that the authority of the obligation to help stems from the way in which it makes the sympathetic agent’s temporarily fractured life whole again. You wouldn’t try to convince such an agent to go back out there in the world and help people by saying, ‘remember that’s who you really are.’ Or, if you did, it would only be for tactical, therapeutic reasons. The real response is, ‘go back out there and help…because you are obligated to do.” 


For reasons of space, I let the point stand here, and simply mention one more example to motivate the thought that talk of obligation is not, to put it again very loosely, in the same neighborhood as talk of the agent’s good. I borrow this example from Wood:

Suppose I loan you a book on the condition that you promise to return it by next Monday noon. On Monday morning, thinking of your duty to keep the promise, you get in your car, drive to my house, and hand me the book, even though it has been inconvenient for you. Here the actions of coming to my house and handing me the book fulfill your duty to keep your promise, and they are performed from duty. The end, or object, of these actions is to get the book back into my possession. If I need the book at Monday noon, then I, too, will desire that end, which contributes to my happiness. Hence I will value your actions as means to it. But when someone (either I or anyone else) esteems your actions as having moral worth (because they were done from duty), they are not thereby valuing them as a means to my happiness (or to any other end). They are instead valuing your actions because they constitute the keeping of a promise (the fulfillment of a duty), and because you have chosen (meritoriously) to keep the promise even at the cost of some inconvenience to yourself.

It is, I take it, entirely uncontroversial to consider sustained relationships of support and friendship to be a deep and important human good. Perhaps it is even part of the human good to have access to a community of thought in which the exchange of ideas can transcend the exorbitant cost of books through practices of mutual lending.  So I might think that what makes for the value of my returning the book to you—of my fulfilling my obligation to you—is that it contributes to your happiness or good, and thus also to my good, which consists in part in your happiness. But that’s not the point. Once again, the relationship of friendship might be what sets in motion the background conditions necessary for the obligation to so much as arise—in the trivial sense that I wouldn’t have made a promise to my friend if he wasn’t my friend—but once it has arisen, its authority is sui generis. Were it the case that the friendship suddenly to fade, I would still be under the same obligation to return the book. Perhaps one way to domesticate the often misinterpreted Kantian point is to say that in such a case, the moral worth of the agent is more distinctly perceivable.


So much for the basic Kantian point that one can’t derive obligations from considerations of particular forms of the human good. But there does seem to be at least one popular Kantian strategy on the table for more closely connecting the two concepts. This is Christine Korsgaard’s famous notion of a “practical identity.”
 As she defines it, a practical identity is “a description under which you find your life to be worth living and your actions to be worth undertaking…[practical] identities give rise to reasons and obligations. Your reasons express your identity, your nature; your obligations spring from what that identity forbids.”
 Obligations stem from who one is and takes oneself to be, from the nexus of practical commitments and attitudes with which one is engaged. This seems very close to suggesting that obligations spring from concrete, embodied forms of the human good. 


But if one follows through Korsgaard’s elegant argument one finds that it is actually meant to excavate from within such practical identities a much more formal ground for moral obligation. Her basic point turns out to be that reflection on the requisite capacities for having any form of practical identity at all necessarily commits one to respect for those capacities. The story is that I eventually come to see that I am obligated to value the very capacities which enable you to confer value both inside and upon your respective practical identities. In other words, I come to see that one of the enabling conditions for my having a practical identity is respect for the very same capacities that allow you to also have a practical identity. So the relation Korsgaard draws between obligation and the human good is very abstract indeed. It is something like a way of tracing moral obligation to the conditions of so much as having and articulating a conception of one’s good; rather than an anchoring of obligation in any form of the good that one actually has.


Furthermore, when Korsgaard does speak in a more phenomenologically intimate register of the kinds of obligations that do arise from within actual practical identities, rather than from practical reflection on the necessary conditions for having any form of practical identity at all, her examples always picture obligations as primarily negative, or prohibitive. She writes:

Morality can ask hard things of us, sometimes even that we should be prepared to sacrifice our lives in its name. This places a demanding condition on a successful answer to the normative question: it must show that sometimes doing the wrong thing is as bad or worse than death. And for most human beings on most occasions, the only thing that could be as bad or worse than death is something that for us amounts to death—not being ourselves any more (SN, 18-19).

Putting aside the somewhat overwrought language—there are very few moral maxims that people can’t violate without remaining (at least uncomfortably) themselves—Korsgaard’s claim is that the primary tie between obligation and the human good is negative. Obligations threaten to tear apart the fabric of identity. When we find ourselves saying things like, “I just couldn’t be me anymore were I to…,’ we know that we are in the presence of an at least potential obligation. This does not seem to be a promising way to explicate Rousseau’s idea that the link between obligation and the human good is actually positive through and through. Somehow, “As a dutiful wife I just couldn’t cheat on my husband” does not seem exactly of a piece with “I just couldn’t be a citizen if I didn’t want to actively foster the good.” And Rousseau obviously has little if anything to say by way of a transcendental investigation into the very possibility of forming particular practical identities. Nevertheless, Korsgaard serves the useful purpose of at least partially unblocking the resistance to the strategy I am claiming for Rousseau. It is to this strategy that I now turn.

3.)


One might think that the best place to look in Rousseau for an account of obligation that anchors it to a robust and well-developed account of an individual’s good would be the Emile, Rousseau’s most sustained treatment of moral psychology as it both limits and is limited by human nature. And such a story certainly does occur near the end of the work, when Emile finally learns the value of entering human society and assuming obligations to family and state. I have discussed this moment at length in my first chapter, and so here I turn to a seemingly more unlikely source, The Social Contract.


As is well known, in the Social Contract Rousseau says almost nothing about the conditions necessary for a legitimate society to arise. All we know is that what immediately precedes this moment is a situation in which each individual has come to depend on others to meet his basic needs. (Gone forever is the possibility of a relatively self-sufficient, rustic existence.) From reading the second part of the Discourse on Inequality we get a bit more of the back-story. We learn that the hostile conditions of pre-political yet still incipiently social life have reached the point where existent hierarchies of power over-determine these newfound relations of need-based dependence. Each individual’s independence is now under profound threat, almost to the point of complete evisceration. This makes the moment ripe for the sordid varieties of human degradation (tyranny, slavery, etc.), and the time for change imminent (SC, 49). The only way out of this predicament is for each individual to pool their forces, their powers of preservation, thereby creating something like a collective body that can act in common. 

But the obvious problem with this solution is that it seems less like a solution than a further iteration of the problem. If the danger to be avoided is that social conditions have created a state in which the capacity of each individual to remain master of his own forces is under threat, how can it be a solution for each individual to give them up entirely? Wouldn’t it better to retain the little that one has left, to fortify oneself in the war of all against all? The problem is one of retaining the individual’s liberty under conditions of necessary dependence, and so the solution cannot involve any simple return to independence. At the same time the dependence produced by the creation of a collective body needs to be qualitatively different from the dependence that set the need for political society in motion.


The answer to this quandary is familiar to even the most casual reader of the text, and there is no need here to dwell on it in detail. The solution is that each individual relinquishes his force in mediated form. The idea is that if each individual transfers to the collective body the entirety of his own force, then no one individual within that body can retain the force requisite to use the association for self-interested ends. Complete dependence turns out to do a better job of preserving independence than any partial measure. And since what holds for all necessarily holds for each, it is in nobody’s interest to stipulate the transfer of more force than is necessary for the good of the entire association. So what we give up in total are the powers necessary for the collective association to thrive. And in giving these powers to all, we can have given them to everyone—and have in fact given them back to ourselves in heightened form. So far, so good. All of this simply looks like the set-up of a scheme for mutual advantage. Characterized at this level of generality, it shares all the essentials with the contractarian projects of Locke or Hobbes.


In terms of individual psychology, what has changed with the coming of the contract? Basically all that has happened is that each individual has come to find his own good inseperable from the thriving of the entire co-operative scheme and each of its members. And with this realization comes a thin sense of duty. Learning to “assum[e] a responsibility toward a whole of which one is a part,” involves little more than learning not to bite the hand that feeds one—in part because the hand is made up of everyone’s flesh and blood, including one’s own.


But what it means to be a part of this collective association quickly takes on vastly transformative dimensions—and here is where Rousseau departs drastically from the contract tradition that preceded him.
 What was initially established as a system for mutually advantageous cooperation now becomes a “moral” body (50). Rousseau writes:

This transition from the state of nature to the civil state produces a most remarkable change in man by substituting justice for instinct in his conduct, and endowing his actions with the morality they previously lacked. Only then, when the voice of duty succeeds physical impulsion and right succeeds appetite, does man, who until then had looked only to himself, see himself forced to act on other principles, and to consult his reason before listening to his inclinations. Although in this state he deprives himself of several advantages he has from nature, he gains such great advantages in return, his faculties are exercised and developed, his ideas enlarged, his sentiments ennobled, his entire soul is elevated to such an extent, that if the abuses of this new condition did not often degrade him to beneath the condition he has left, he should ceaselessly bless the happy moment which wrested him from it forever, and out of a stupid and bounded animal made an intelligent being and a man (53)

Let us put aside Rousseau’s claim that this newfound exalted condition must eventually degenerate into something worse than what preceded it.
 Staying with the positive picture, the first thing to ask is, to whom are these advantages? Not exactly to the contracting agents themselves. Why should these agents, who have just come to discover that they can maximally achieve their good by participating in a system of mutually advantageous cooperation, care about anything as abstract, as removed from the process of securing mutual advantage, as the development of a faculty or the ennobling of a sentiment? To use for the moment a bit of contemporary philosophical jargon, how can the dignity of the moral life, the “voice of duty,” make any contact with their existing motivational set?

Until we get to this remarkable passage, it would seem that the “reason” at work in the setup of political society is merely instrumental reason, broadly construed—i.e. it involves the capacities needed to act in common, to conceive of the completion of an action as involving a series of necessary component actions, to communicate and coordinate, to plan for the future, etc., all with an eye to a carefully defined end (my good as it is maximally realized by participation in a cooperative collective). And similarly, my “duties” would appear to involve only a duty not to free-ride on the efforts of others.
 But clearly Rousseau seems to want the contract to have produced something more. In the passage cited above, the forms of cooperative association encompass something like the ability to recognize my moral and political duties to others as shared beings of reason. Rousseau finds himself up against the task of trying to derive the rich world of moral obligation from the thin ground of prudential reasoning.

It is important to note that the jarring nature of this transition is often blunted by contemporary readings of the Social Contract, especially those inspired by Kant. Probably motivated by the assumption, discussed in section two, that it is foolhardy at best to attempt to derive an account of the right from a thin, non-moral account of the human good—many readings of the Social Contract begin by examining the claim that political association makes possible the idea of moral freedom, leaving out the previous sections concerned with the genesis of prudentially cooperative forms of association. One common strategy is to assume that the entire story of the contract is not meant to be understood temporally. Rather, it is merely as a device for making perspicuous the competing intuitions we have, from within an already up and running society, about the respective values of liberty, cooperative dependence, consent, and institutionally centralized coercive power.
 Not only does this move erase entirely the revolutionary force of the text—which is acutely concerned with how just societies might actually be brought into being, not merely how they are to be clarified and justified to those already committed to them. But it often has unexpected philosophical consequences. In his otherwise stunningly lucid and helpful exposition of the Social Contract, for example, Frederick Neuhouser writes that 

the task of the general will [i.e. the institution and regulation of a legitimate political society]…is to direct the activities of the state towards the end for which it was instituted—the very end that explains the willingness of unassociated individuals to subject themselves to it—namely, the securing of a definite set of basic goods for each member of the association…Since Rousseau regards these particular goods…as central to all forms of human flourishing, the end at which practical reason aims could also be described as the systematic satisfaction of the essential, or fundamental, interests of all individuals qua human beings (194).

It might be true that Rousseau himself intends to show how one can arrive at an account of the general or shared point of view—the moral point of view—by beginning with reflection on the goods necessary for any form of human agency at all (though this sounds suspiciously like Rawls and Korsgaard). But Neuhouser’s formulation smoothes over the huge transformation in the moral psychology and motivational powers of the parties of the contract itself. It is entirely legitimate to think that each member of this new co-operative enterprise can come to see that associating in common, and pooling and transferring one’s forces in the way described above, is the best way for each of them to meet their own goods, individually conceived. But much more needs to be said in order to understand how they move form this thought to the thought that that there are basic, shared, or common goods that are only satisfied by so associating, and that these shared goods—goods necessary for any individual pursuit of the good—have some kind of normative precedence. It is hard to see how they move from thinking of society as a scheme for mutual advantage to society as the articulation of a common good. We seem to move from Thatcher to the New Deal in one fell swoop.


Not surprisingly, older traditions of commentary, less indebted to severing Rousseau from the contractarian tradition which preceded him or in Kantianizing the project, deal with this issue much more directly. Read charitably, skepticism about the intelligibility of this huge transformation provides the driving force behind C.E. Vaughan’s famous complaint that the notion of contract has no place in the Social Contract. Vaughn writes:

It is to provide a foundation of Right for the State that [Rousseau] has recourse to the Contract. For the Contract is a guarantee of free consent on the part of the citizens; or, as Rousseau more accurately puts it, of the ‘associates.’ And from first to last the assumption is that, unless such consent be given at the outset, the State is for ever debarred from resting upon Right.

It is doubtless true, as Rousseau urges, that this account of the matter, if otherwise sound, does provide a solid basis for Right. The misfortune is that it raises many more difficulties than it solves…[I]f the Contract is to have binding power—and unless that be the case, what is the use of making it?—there must obviously be some sanction behind it. But in this case, no sanction is possible except either force, or a sense of moral obligation. The former, as Rousseau himself insists, must be excluded at once. It is, in his view, the direct antithesis of Right; it is therefore impossible that it can ever serve as the basis of Right. The only sanction left is that of moral obligation. And that too, as a little reflection will shew, has been effectually barred out by Rousseau.

Strictly speaking, this is incorrect as a criticism of the device of the contract. For prior to the contract itself Rousseau discusses a more general convention that establishes the background conditions necessary for the actual contract to have normative force. He writes, “Indeed, if there were no prior convention, then…why would the minority be obliged to submit to the choice of the majority…The law of majority rule is itself something established by convention, and presupposes unanimity at least once” (SC, 49).
 But the general claim Vaughan is making is spot-on. He is balking at the idea that one can derive moral obligation from the idea of a contract made by mutually self-interested parties. Rather, the contract depends for its effectivity on an already up and running sense of moral obligation.


One way to solve this problem is to build minimally morally conditions into the contract itself, so that the very desire to enter into a scheme for cooperative advantage evinces something like the desires for reciprocity and mutuality than can then drive genuine morality.
 But I want to claim for Rousseau a slightly different strategy.


On  my reading, what the contract shows the contracting parties is that they are not yet morally complete beings. The idea of cooperation has made possible for them a form of life that, at this moment, they are only incompletely realizing. What they are missing is a notion of obligation that does not derive its entire force from the necessary role it plays in stabilizing the system of cooperation itself. But this picture of a more genuine life can only have any motivationally force for the contracting parties if they find something about it attractive. The authority of obligation cannot appeal to the parties powers of instrumental reasoning, still less to some kind of faculty of pure reason, but to a wide-ranging and thickly described picture of human flourishing that, from the perspective of the contracting parties, is as yet unavailable, though eminently attainable.


If the sole value of creating a system of obligations is that they optimize the functioning of cooperative life then they have a status importantly akin to what Rawls in an early paper described as “summary rules.” They merely summarize past decisions made within the cooperative system about what will tend to the maximization of the good of each of the individual members. In and of themselves they have no independent normative force. Their authority stems only from the overall ease and efficiency they make possible. But Rousseau clearly wants obligations to have the status of “practice rules.”
 The practice of citizenship is actually defined and constituted by obligations regarding reciprocity and mutuality. Their force does not derive from their utility, but from the ideal of the person they express. My point is that that vision of the ideal of the person must be spelled out in terms rich enough to actually be compelling to the very people for whom this ideal might be instantiated in an intelligible form of life.


At this point all of this is far too abstract. We still need to know what picture of a life of obligation the Social Contract provides, and what resources it has for making it compelling to the contracting parties. We need to know why they should find a form of life that lacked the practice of obligations to be not quite a life. The place to turn to begin to find answers to these questions is the infamous section on the lawgiver. On my reading, the function of the lawgiver is uncannily similar to the persona Rousseau adopts in the Sixth Walk. Both are getting us to place authoritative value on obligations by showing us what we lose if we don’t.


First I want to turn to a short and very early paper by John Rawls, “The Sense of Justice,” parts of which were incorporated into the under-read and vastly underappreciated third section of a Theory of Justice. This paper explicitly takes its central problematic to be Rousseauian. It aims to show one way in which it might be true that “the sense of justice is no mere moral conception formed by the understanding alone, but a true sentiment of the heart enlightened by reason, the natural outcome of our primitive affections.” In trying to vindicate this possibility, Rawls takes us through an imagined development of an individual’s moral psychology, the latter stages of which map on exactly to the puzzling transformation undergone by the parties of Rousseau’s Social Contract. I trace Rawls account of how an individual might be said to move from viewing his duties and obligations only relative to a cooperative scheme for mutual advantage to possessing a robust sense of the independent value of moral principles themselves. I argue that Rawls’ picture fails, precisely because he does not take into account the necessary intermediary step by which individuals are shown the attraction of obligation. 

It is crucial though to note that Rawls, unlike Rousseau, certainly would not want to trace the authority of a system of justice to the form of life it makes possible. Later in his career he will produce an elaborate account of the authority of morality that takes its bearings from Kant. In Rawls Kantian interpretation of his own constructivist doctrine the authority of morality does not stem solely from our rational capacities. It does take into account an abstract and idealized view of the person, but this person is characterized in the barest of terms. In terms of formalism, it lies somewhere between Rousseau and Kant. 

Even though in “The Sense of Justice” Rawls is only concerned with an account of morality’s motivational power, not its ultimate authority, I suggest that the text raises, only to dismiss, the tantalizing possibility that the ultimate authority of the norms of justice does in fact stem from the possibility that “if men did not do what justice requires, not only would they not regard themselves as bound by principles of justice, but they would be incapable of feeling resentment and indignation, and they would be without ties of friendship and mutual trust. They would lack certain essential elements of humanity.”
� Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Reveries of the Solitary Walker (1776-1778), trans. Peter France, London: Penguin, 1979), p. 93. Hereafter cited in text as R.


� Cite Friedlander.


� The terms of this criticism are strikingly contemporary, bringing to mind many of the recent debates between virtue-ethicists and their Kantian antagonists.


� Maybe cite Williams on the morality system.


� Maybe cite Kelly.





� In his commentary on the Reveries Charles Butterworth overstates the sentimentalist theme when he writes that “Rousseau simply took advantage of his naturally vivid imagination and used it to help him think his way back to a life based on sentiment and freedom.” It would take far too much space to adequately spell out what is wrong with this reading, but suffice it to say that in Rousseau’s thought the capacity for imagination has a curious halfway status between sentiment and reason, and that the very idea of “thinking one’s way back to a life based on sentiment and freedom,” makes clear that this is a process under the careful guidance of reason. For more on the relation between reason and the moral sentiments see “Pity and the Limits of Natural Virtue in Rousseau,” the second chapter to my Dissertation Virtue and Law in Rousseau. See Rousseau, The Reveries of the Solitary Walker, trans. with commentary Charles Butterworth (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1992), p. 203.





� Discourse on the Origin of Inequality





� Modified in that it is the work of reason that recovers the sensibility quickly deformed or distorted by reason itself.


� Footnote on how to read this in light of Rousseau’s explicitly moral condemnation of theatricality in the Letter to D’Alembert.





� Rousseau, Of the Social Contract (1762), in The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, ed. and trans. Victor Gourevitch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 54). Hereafter cited in text as SC.





� Neuhouser, “Freedom, Dependence, and the General Will”





� In “Virtue and Obligation in Rousseau’s Emile,” chapter one of my dissertation, I offered an extended argument to the effect that this is not Rousseau’s only understanding of virtue, nor his best. I do not deny that Rousseau’s dominant model of virtue is one in which it consists in the fortitude necessary to overcome inclination in the direction of duty, so that at the limit point the performance of duty is pleasure itself. But this, I claimed, is only the virtue of the citizen. By contrast, Emile’s virtue involves a capacity for discernment as to which duties are genuine and which are merely the calcifications of outmoded or unjust forms of social life, and so it blurs the lines between the affective and the cognitive in a decidedly Aristotelian direction.





� Near the end of the Sixth Walk Rousseau fantasizes about living in an entirely foreign land, among people to whom “I should display a universal and totally disinterested benevolence…but without ever attaching myself to anyone in particular or submitting to the yoke of any obligations” (R, 101). This reinforces my sense that he is grasping for an aesthetic remnant of morality—as though the value of moral goodness stems only from the serene and disinterested gaze of the spectator of nature. [cite passage from the Emile where he just wishes to remove strife because he likes the site of peace] Raises questions about whether aesthetic pleasure is at odds with ethical pleasure [maybe cite Ranciere]





� It is obviously the case that the spheres of interaction and activity which gives rise to obligation are deeply valued as part of the human good—e.g. love, childrearing, politics, perhaps even war—but does the value of these spheres attach to the obligations they engender? Part of loving my children entails carrying out the specific obligations that I may have towards them, but are the obligations anything more than mere means for securing and establishing the love? Do I love my obligations or that to which I am obligated? I am not sure whether these questions are even intelligible. My hunch is that for Rousseau there is a specific form of human relatedness—the one marked by the term citizen—in which it is the case that I value the obligations themselves, not just what they make possible. Hopefully part of what this might mean will become clearer by the end of the paper.





� I borrow this helpful and characteristically pithy formulation from Christine Korsgaard, “Kant’s Analysis of Obligation: The Argument of Groundwork I,” in Creating the Kingdom of Ends (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 44).


� On the other hand if one understands “the human good” to refer to the highest expression of our rational, self-determining faculties—to the enabling conditions for having and sustaining any particular form of the human good—then, as Rawls and others have shown, Kant does not divorce an analysis of obligation from considerations of the human good. For the most worked out and carefully argued defense of this reading see Rawls, “Kantian Constructivism.” As I note below, Korsgaard’s discussion of “practical identities” seems to me to take a similar approach.





� Korsgaard explains that for Kant “duty” refers to the required action whereas “obligation” refers to the requiredness of the action, the particularly pressing way in which the action makes its claim on us. I am not quite sure that this is right, since it threatens to render “obligation” a purely phenomenological concept. But since nobody would claim that Rousseau is as terminologically precise as Kant I think we can allow for a good deal of slippage between the terms.





� Cite Korsgaard, Wood, Pippin. Maybe a little bit on how many times this criticism has surfaced, from Schiller onwards.





� Wood Kant’s Ethical Thought. Maybe cite Korsgaard Aristotle/Kant paper to make it clearer. Might need to mention Pippin’s critique of Wood’s solution to some of the standard readings.





� See Robert Pippin, “Kant’s Theory of Value: On Allen Wood’s Kant’s Ethical Thought,” Inquiry, 43, pp. 3-7.





� A more responsible, less amateurish treatment of Kant’s separation of obligation from considerations of the human good would have to take into account his remarks on happiness in the first part of the Groundwork.


� If obligations were the only thing important in the moral life, then this would indeed be a situation in which it might make sense for the merchant to cultivate cheating dispositions so as to overcome them in the authentic and heroic act of taking up his genuine obligation to fair-dealing. Thankfully, that isn’t true, and even if it were, the merchant mostly just has to worry about the ordinary practice of merchanting, which can be done in better or worse ways, and so can be subject to esteem, admiration, and a whole host of other normative attitudes. We don’t often value ourselves under the description, authentically moral agent. And if such a priggish desire is present, it is usually gently beaten out of us by ordinary Humean practices of ridicule and censure.


� Korsgaard, “From Duty and for the Sake of the Noble: Kant and Aristotle on Morally Good Action,” in The Constitution of Agency: Essays on Practical Reason and Moral Psychology (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 177-178. See also my discussion of Joseph Butler in chapter two of my dissertation.





� Given that praise and encouragement are the hallmark evaluative attitudes in moral sense theories such as Hutchenson’s and Hume’s, Kant is obviously here criticizing the pretensions of such theories to be able to account for the entirety of our moral experience. As a self-professed scientist of human nature, Hume has missed an important bit of data, the fact that we don’t actually take our practices of attributing moral worth to be simply of a piece with lower level evaluative language. Even from within the resources of our ordinary moral intuitions, Kant seems to be suggesting, moral sense theories cannot account for the difference in normative status between praise/encouragement and actual esteem—and so they fail to live up to their own descriptive ideal. Again, I have been helped immensely here by Wood.


� Hume writes, “When any virtuous motive or principle is common in human nature, a person, who feels his heart devoid of that motive, may hate himself upon that account, and may perform the action without the motive, from a certain sense of duty, in order to acquire by practice, that virtuous principle, or at least, to disguise to himself, as much as possible, his want of it.” Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature (1739-1740) reprinted in Hume’s Ethical Writings, ed. Alasdair MacIntyre (Indiana: Notre Dame, 1979), pp. 204-205.





� Wood, Kant’s Ethical Thought, pp. 40-41.


� If the relevant target in the case of the naturally sympathetic agent is the moral philosophy of Hume, the relevant target here is surely Aristotle’s discussion of friendship. It seems that for Aristotle once inside a relationship of friendship all obligations come to be centered around the mutual good of friendship itself. In this case, the primary worth of returning the book would surely rest in the way it sustains and supports the relationship, not in the fact that it fulfills and so terminates the specific obligation incurring act of promising. I am not sure if this is correct, but I believe that it sheds light on Aristotle’s otherwise enigmatic remark that “When people are friends, they have no need of justice” (EN, 8 1155a25).





� Earlier I mentioned that in forfeiting the live of obligation, Rousseau has forfeited the possibility of living as a citizen. In his explanation of what such a life might entail Frederic Neuhouser explicitly utilizes Korsgaard’s notion of a practical identity, since to adopt the role of a citizen just is to commit oneself to the moral or ethical value of certain practices and habits. See Neuhouser, Rousseau’s Theodicy of Self-Love (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 237. Neuhouser’s use of Korsgaard is indicative of a fairly widespread sense that her approach to capturing the sources of normativity does a better job than its more orthodox Kantian competitors of anchoring obligations to the lived, thick reality of ethical practice. And so it is natural to think that it makes more contact with Rousseau, who rarely discusses “morality” in independence from the kinds of lives in which it takes shape.





� Korsgaard, The Sources of Normativity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 101.


� Footnote on how this strategy is an extension of Rawls’ account of primary goods.


� Need to track down who said that Rousseau builds a Platonic world from Hobbesian premises. Maybe Vaughan?





� The best reading of Rousseau’s unrepentant pessimism remains that of Judith Shklar.


� Footnote on the “forcing to be free passage.” Since it technically comes before the passage on moral freedom I think people have made much too much of a big deal about it. In the context in which it occurs it simply refers to the necessity to punish people for free riding. Only if we read back into it the stuff about moral freedom does it raise the big questions about the relation between autonomy, coercion, and paternalism.


� This seems to me to be way Rawls goes in his Lectures on the History of Political Philosophy.


� C.E. Vaughan, “Introduction: Rousseau as a Political Philosopher,” in The Political Writings of Jean Jacques Rousseau, Vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1915), p. 42. Twenty-five years later the influential moral philosopher H.A. Prichard makes exactly the same point a propos of promising in general—and, by extension, any view in which a single putatively non-normative act brings a system of normativity into being. See Prichard, “The Obligation to Keep a Promise” in Moral Obligation (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949), especially pp. 177-179.


� Cite Gildain.


� Footnote Rawls and especially Scanlon.


� Rawls, “Two Concepts of Rules”
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