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It can be said of moral discourse in contemporary liberal democracies that it is pluralistic in regard to substance but monolithic in regard to form. Virtually every moral position is tolerated except a position that is, or appears to be, intolerant; and the charge of intolerance can be leveled against any public claim to know what is right and to wish to see that knowledge embodied in human behaviour throughout society. However, as René Girard has insisted, one can detect behind the façade of strict moral neutrality maintained by modern liberal democracies at least one substantial moral imperative—that of compassion for the suffering of victims. Indeed, according to Girard’s analogy in I See Satan Fall Like Lightning, it is more appropriate to speak of the concern for victims as crowning the façade of modern liberal democracy: “Above one of the portals of many medieval churches is a great angel holding a pair of scales…. If art in our time had not given up expressing the ideas that guide our world, it would rejuvenate this ancient weighing of souls, and citizens would have a weighing of victims sculpted over the entrance of our parliaments, universities, courts of law…and television stations.… Our society is the most preoccupied with victims of any that ever was.”


Girard’s observation seems indisputable. However, his historical point that the true origin of the modern concern for victims is “obviously Christian”
 is more open to debate. If it were to be argued, contrary to Girard, that modern compassion owes less to the biblical sources of western culture than to a novel development in modern thought itself, that argument would have to focus on the figure and writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau. According to Allan Bloom, it is Rousseau who “single-handedly invented the category of the disadvantaged.”
 In the skeptical atmosphere of Enlightenment Europe, even compassion required arguments—and arguments that did not appeal to or presuppose religious faith. Rousseau attempted to meet this requirement in Émile, his treatise on the education of the democratic person. If Rousseau can indeed be considered the inventor of a new, modern ethic of compassion, rather than merely the inheritor of a secularized Christian ethic, it is on the strength of the fourth book of Émile.
 

My primary concern, however, is not with the perhaps irresolvable historical question of whether modern compassion finally owes more to the residual influence of the Bible or to modern thinkers such as Rousseau. In what follows, my concern is to analyze Rousseau’s secular ethic of compassion with the following question uppermost in view: does it succeed in withstanding skeptical criticism, and therefore in justifying the modern democratic concern for victims? The viability of his argument will be assessed with reference to three critics of Rousseau’s legacy: Nietzsche, Dostoevsky, and René Girard.

If Rousseau’s argument succeeds, modern compassion for victims would no longer need a biblical foundation, whatever might be the extent of its historical debt to biblical religion. If Rousseau’s argument fails, then it is very possible that modern compassion for the victim has no basis other than religious faith, whether this is acknowledged or not. Whether a success or a failure, Rousseau’s argument offers us perhaps the best possible entry into the mind of what Girard has called the “other totalitarianism,” which in its aggressive promotion of compassion “outflanks” Christianity “on its left wing.”

I   Rousseau’s Project

Rousseau might have intended Émile as a treatise on education, but he was not aiming it only or primarily at those we would call “professional educators.” He considered the “most beautiful” treatise on education yet written to be Plato’s Republic (p. 40); Émile is his response to Plato, and in it he attempts to accomplish for the modern west what the Republic accomplished for the ancient world. Émile’s formation under the guidance of his tutor, Jean-Jacques, is meant as a model for the fulfillment of the highest human possibility within the context of liberal democracy—that is, the highest possibility for the ordinary citizen rather than the member of a philosophical elite.


Is it the inevitable destiny of the ordinary citizen of modern liberal democracy to be a calculating bourgeois, devoted primarily to the consumption of material goods, feeding on a trivial vision of happiness provided by advertisers and politicians? Rousseau’s answer was an emphatic “No,” though he was acutely aware that this was a distinct possibility posed by the growing strength of liberal capitalism in its bourgeois—principally English-speaking—form. As he lamented in his Discourse on the Arts and Sciences: “The politicians of the ancient world were always talking of morals and virtue; ours speak only of commerce and money.”
 What makes Rousseau such a fascinating figure for modern thought is that he wishes to restore the ancient concern for virtue while accepting the modern scientific account of human nature. He accepts, for instance, almost unquestioningly the view of Hobbes and Locke that human beings are motivated primarily by their bodily desires, that first among these is the desire for self-preservation, that this necessitates private property, that justice is based on a social contract—and other essentials of early liberal thought. Rousseau wishes, nevertheless, to form out of these modern essentials a democratic type whose virtue would match, or even surpass, the noble characters of the ancient world.


Rousseau’s construction of the ideal democratic type makes use of the building blocks of the passions, for it is passion “which makes us act” (p. 183). The primary passion, which prompts and serves the over-riding human goal of self-preservation, is the passion of self-love. In Rousseau’s psychology all the other human passions can be understood as modifications of self-love. The most significant modifications, for good and ill, are those resulting from the encounter of the individual with others. The decisive moment in human existence for Rousseau—that moment equivalent to the serpent’s posing of the question to Eve in the Garden of Eden—is the moment when we begin to make comparisons with others. It is at this moment that the self-love (amour de soi) given to us by nature becomes the other-regarding, or prideful, self-love (amour-propre) given to us in our social relations. In Rousseau’s anthropology, the transformation of amour de soi into amour propre can, at most, be delayed (as Jean-Jacques takes great pains to ensure it is in the case of Émile), but it cannot be avoided. Émile inevitably lives in the presence of others; he will inevitably compare himself with others, and the result of this comparison will inevitably be the desire to be “in the first position” (p. 235). Émile will then experience the radical discrepancy between desire and the natural strength needed to satisfy desire: “Self-love [amour de soi], which regards only ourselves, is contented when those needs are satisfied. But amour-propre, which makes comparisons, is never content and never could be, because this sentiment, preferring ourselves to others, also demands others to prefer us to themselves, which is impossible” (pp. 213-214).
 One might think Émile’s fall is already complete, but according to Rousseau, a fundamental choice remains, which will yet determine the nature of Émile’s life and his relation to others.

II   Envy and Its Implications


Left to himself, or to the usual sort of guidance available in society, Émile will take the well-trodden path of envy and the relations of rivalry that are born of envy. Rousseau offers in his Émile a compelling and detailed analysis of the origin, manifestations and implications of envy, which can only be outlined briefly here. According to Rousseau’s analysis, while envy is triggered by our living in the presence of others, its very possibility is rooted in our capacity to have desires for what we do not need. Our natural desires are few and easily satisfied; the desires that we can form through observing others are limitless and can be very difficult, if not impossible, to satisfy. Rousseau attempts to explain this human capacity to acquire artificial desires by pointing to the yet more fundamental human taste for mimesis, a natural taste which we share with other animals: “Man is an imitator. Even animals are. The taste for imitation belongs to well-ordered nature, but in society it degenerates into vice” (p. 104). Rousseau’s analysis does not stop here; he proceeds to ask about the origin of the particularly intense human taste for mimesis of the sort that fuels envy. Here is the remarkable answer to which his question leads him: “The foundation of imitation among us comes from the desire always to be transported out of ourselves” (p. 104). This is the end-point of Rousseau’s reflection on the roots of envy: envy is rooted in mimesis, which in turn is rooted in the desire not to be one’s self. He has nothing more to say about this final desire, except to assert that, if Jean-Jacques is successful, Émile will not share it.


Moving in the other direction, from the origins of envy to its manifestations, Rousseau has much more to say, as he draws a vivid portrait of the envious person: “Everything that pleases him tempts him; everything others have, he wants to have. He covets everything; he is envious of everyone. He would want to dominate everywhere. Vanity gnaws at him…. He comes home discontented with himself and others. He goes to sleep…troubled by countless whims. And even in his dreams his pride paints the chimerical goods, desire for which torments him and which he will never in his life possess” (pp. 228-29). Rousseau’s envious person is contemporary corporate advertising’s ideal consumer.


While Rousseau understood envy to be a constant feature of all human life in society, he considered it to be especially prevalent in the Europe of his period, a period he interpreted as marked by an inexorable movement towards democratic politics and the market economy. He was aware that the tendency of democratic politics to collapse the various hierarchical differentiations into the one fundamental differentiation of rich and poor must be a strong encouragement to the growth of envy. He was aware also that politicians who speak of commerce rather than virtue will not discourage this growth. It is doubtful, however, that even Rousseau could have anticipated the extent to which the growth of envy would be actively encouraged in modern capitalism. That this possibility would have appalled him is certain, for he was too acutely aware of the destructive implications of envy to believe any good could come from emancipating it.


For Rousseau, the discrepancy between desire and the power to satisfy desire is the fundamental recipe for individual unhappiness (p. 80). The greater the discrepancy, the greater the unhappiness; and the degree of discrepancy will be for almost everyone a factor of desire, since it is potentially unlimited, or at least as unlimited as human imagination. Rousseau’s portrait of the envious type is a portrait of perpetual dissatisfaction, of restlessness, and above all, of emptiness. The person who has long lived trying to be what others are, desiring what others have, no longer knows what he/she really wants, no longer knows him/herself—indeed has no authentic self. Rousseau’s portrait of the envious person is the first modern portrait of the alienated self: “Almost never being in himself, he is always alien and ill at ease when forced to go back there. What he is, is nothing; what he appears to be is everything for him” (p. 230).  


Rousseau’s account of the implications of envy does not stop at the personal misery of alienation (which some zealous proponents of strong consumer demand might even regard as a price worth paying for a booming economy). He points also to the damaging implications of burgeoning envy for the social collective. The envious person is alienated and also bitter. While the former misery might be a largely passive one, the latter has more active, violent implications: “Envy is bitter because the sight of a happy man, far from putting the envious man in his place, makes the envious man regret not being there. It seems that…the other takes from us the goods he enjoys” (p. 221). Unless all imaginable goods can be readily available to all who desire them, the deliberate encouragement of envy in a society is, according to Rousseau’s analysis, self-destructive folly. (It hardly needs noting that in its emphasis on the violent implications of mimetic desire Rousseau’s anthropology points forward towards René Girard’s).

III   Correcting Envy by Compassion


In Rousseau the vice of envy finds its most powerful modern philosophical critic. Its most powerful medieval critic, Dante, regarded envy as essentially a failure in love. In his Purgatorio, he therefore exposed the envious type of person to the purifying effect of examples of the opposite--those who have displayed great love of others (caritas).
 Rousseau, like Dante, wishes to use love of others to correct envy. Rousseau, however, does not assume Dante’s Christian anthropology; his attempt to correct envy by compassion bases itself on the modern scientific account of human desire. This approach yields an interesting result in the case of Émile.


Jean-Jacques does not counsel Émile to resist the temptation to envy through an act of the will, to reject the vice of envy and choose its opposite virtue of compassion. He knows that such counsel would be useless against the powerful passion of envy, or worse than useless, since it would add hypocrisy to envy. Jean-Jacques’ method of teaching always is to offer experience rather than appeal to abstract concepts. Since envy is a function of seeing (as Dante, too, recognized—the penance of the envious in purgatory is to have their eyelids sewn shut), Émile will be placed in situations where seeing will inspire compassion rather than envy. He will not be exposed to the happy person, but to those in pain and suffering, to the sick, the poor and the old. Exposure to the suffering of others will have a beneficial moral effect on Émile, evoking in him the tenderly sociable virtues of compassion, especially when he is made to realize that he himself is not exempt from the possibility of such suffering. According to Rousseau, it is “our common miseries which turn our hearts to humanity” (p. 221).


Jean-Jacques, then, would expose Émile to the very sights that, according to the Buddhist legend, Gautama’s father took such pains to conceal from his son. Even in his reading, Émile will be encouraged to see imaginatively the suffering and unhappiness that usually accompany outward success. For instance, rather than envying a Caesar Augustus his glory, he will be encouraged to pity his secret loneliness (pp. 242-243).


This is not all; in tandem with Émile’s exposure to human suffering will be his protection from the spectacle of human happiness—at least, as conventionally understood. If the spectacle of suffering brings us together, the spectacle of happiness divides us. Indeed, for Rousseau, the first maxim in the struggle against envy is that “it is not in the human heart to put ourselves in the place of people who are happier than we, but only in that of those who are more pitiable” (p. 223). The tendency to enjoy the misfortune more than the good fortune of others might be considered a shameful embarrassment to human nature. Rather than moralizing about this tendency, Rousseau wishes openly to acknowledge and make use of it. Here, then, is his portrait of the compassionate person, which he opposes to the envious person described earlier: 

If the first sight that strikes him is an object of sadness, the first return to himself is a sentiment of pleasure. In seeing how many ills he is exempt from, he feels himself to be happier than he had thought he was…. He shares the suffering of his fellows; but this sharing is…sweet. At the same time he enjoys both the pity he has for their ills and the happiness that exempts him from those ills. He feels himself to be in that condition of strength which extends us beyond ourselves and leads us to take elsewhere activity superfluous to our well-being. (p.229)

By contrast, when confronted by the sight of a happy person, our amour-propre suffers, because we are made to feel this person “has no need of us” (p. 221).     


It is apparent that Rousseau does not want to stifle Émile’s amour-propre, but carefully to direct it away from those relations that inspire envious rivalry to relations that inspire compassionate actions—if, that is, the term “compassion” can still be used. Perhaps an amendment is needed to my earlier characterization of Rousseau’s project as one of correcting envy by compassion: he aims, rather, to correct envy by a manipulation of prideful self-love.


If envy were the only possible product of amour-propre, then the prospect for people in capitalist democracies would be indeed bleak. Rousseau believed that in demonstrating how amour-propre can be educated into compassion in the case of an ordinary young person like Émile he was offering hope, and a solid hope at that, since it was a hope based on nature rather than on the chimera of Christian caritas. Yet Rousseau was careful not to assert too directly the superiority of his idea of compassion over that of Christianity. He pretended, rather, that he was merely expressing what the Christian teaching itself is, when properly understood; Christ’s command that we love our neighbour as ourselves really means that “love of men derived from love of self is the principle of human justice” (p. 235).


Almost as characteristic of contemporary democracy as the institutionalization of envy in the economy has been what appears to be its counter force: the burgeoning growth of compassion in its political culture. A principal feature of this bureaucratized compassion is the view—more openly asserted than we find in Rousseau--of its superiority to Christian caritas in both its authenticity and the effectiveness of its delivery by “experts.” As Alisdair MacIntyre has observed, it is characteristic of managerial experts in modern western bureaucracies to be more focused on the “how” than the “why” question.
 Yet even they cannot entirely evade questions of purpose, if only because the calculation of means (especially in times of severe financial constraint) necessarily entails, for instance, the question of why some victims should take priority over others. It is all too apparent, however, that in the face of such questions our experts (including frequently our “professional ethicists”), are not well prepared to offer a clear theoretical justification of the compassion almost everyone considers to be so imperative.

For those who want to confront this question without any appeal to the religious tradition, Rousseau’s teaching constitutes a primary resource. How viable is his rational ethic of compassion? I will now address this question by taking into account the arguments of Nietzsche, Dostoevsky, and René Girard.

IV   Nietzsche’s Critique of Rousseauan Compassion


It might be argued that those of us who are convinced of the value of compassion should be grateful that our modern democracies give it such a high priority even if they are not clear as to why—and leave it at that. The influence of Nietzsche in contemporary intellectual life makes such well-intentioned evasion of a potentially damaging question impossible. In his disdain for anything but the most rigorous intellectual honesty, Nietzsche raised and pushed as hard as he could the question of why we should value compassion. Or, more accurately, his own vehement “No” to compassion forces its defenders to say why it is good.


Those who would turn to Rousseau for theoretical help in justifying our modern practice of compassion will find that Nietzsche has been there before them. He identified Rousseau as the primary source of all that should be criticized in modernity, including compassion “for the oppressed and underprivileged.” It would be wrong to say that Nietzsche rejects compassion for the oppressed as such. What he rejects is the attitude concealing itself behind the mask of compassion: “My struggle [is] against the eighteenth century of Rousseau…against his good man…an ideal born of hatred for aristocratic culture…of the feelings of unbridled ressentiment.”
  According to Nietzsche’s analysis of Rousseau’s “good man,” the countering of envy by compassion in Émile is just one more subterranean expression of envy itself. Envy which does not feel strong enough to compete directly with the happy person turns its attention to the suffering person, thereby fostering a society in which suffering and weakness are esteemed more highly than their opposites, even while great efforts are made to eliminate them. The higher human beings, instead of marshalling their energies for an upward flight, are encouraged to dissipate them in downward movements of compassion. The envy of the weak thereby gets it indirect revenge on the strong.


Through compassion, envy is thus able to give itself a good conscience—and something more besides. This something more is revealed particularly in Rousseau’s description of the compassionate man who enjoys his pity for the suffering of others because through it he “feels himself to be in that condition of strength which extends us beyond ourselves and leads us to take elsewhere activity superfluous to our well-being” (p. 229). These words could have been written by Nietzsche himself, since he interpreted all the phenomena of life as ultimately reducible to the will to power; envy is will to power frustrated and forced inward, while compassion offers this frustrated will to power a sometimes much needed outlet. If Nietzsche’s antipathy for Rousseau had been less violent, he might have appreciated more the way in which Rousseau’s argument for compassion actually anticipates his own thought.
 Rousseau’s strategy of using compassion to counter envy permits the expression of power at virtually any level of human expansive strength, excluding only those whose weakness is so extreme that they can find no one weaker themselves towards whom they can exercise compassion.  A careful reading of the passages on compassion in Émile reveals anything but a naïve moral idealism, unaware of the realities of resentment and desire for power.


Yet, despite his clear insight into the connection between compassion and the pleasure of expansive power, Rousseau is not Nietzsche; for he still wishes to harness his psychological insight to the cause of the “oppressed and underprivileged.” Rousseau’s final insistence on respect for all human beings is everywhere evident in his writing (for instance, p. 226). It is perhaps this insistence, above all, that leads Nietzsche to label him a “moral fanatic” and his thought essentially a residue of Christian morality.

How should those who share Rousseau’s concern for the victim evaluate his project? If, through the pleasure of power he feels through helping those who suffer, the young Émile is drawn to a form of compassionate activity that eventually becomes habitual, both saving him from the miseries of envy and helping victims, then—Rousseau might ask—where is the harm? In response to this question, let us now consider Dostoevsky’s critique of Rousseauan compassion.

V   Dostoevsky’s Critique of Rousseauan Compassion


Dostoevsky, like Nietzsche, considered Rousseau emblematic of the modern democratic project; like Nietzsche also, he considered Rousseau’s thought to be fundamentally flawed. Yet, as a Christian, Dostoevsky endorsed Rousseau’s insistence on respect for each and every human being. Unlike Nietzsche, who attacked Rousseau in order to get rid of what he viewed as a residual Christian morality, Dostoevsky attacks Rousseau in order to salvage what is essential to virtue—compassion for the lowly.


Dostoevsky’s critique of Rousseau is therefore both negative and positive. The negative side is given its first and most sustained expression in Notes from Underground.
 In the first part of this short novel, the underground-man flings in the face of Rousseauan compassion the simple, yet devastating question: Why should I settle for membership in the mediocre society of bureaucratized compassion—the underground-man’s image for this society is the drab tenement building, with apartments for the poor and a dentist’s office—if I desire more from life and possess the strength of that desire? How can the same people who tell me that desire is the basis of all right condemn this desire of mine as morally wrong? Once Rousseau attempts to erect virtue on the foundation of the individual’s self-love, he invites the underground-man’s unconditional affirmation of individual self-will: 

[M]an, whoever he might be, has always and everywhere liked to act as he wants, and not at all as reason and profit dictate…. One’s own free and voluntary wanting, one’s own caprice, however wild, one’s own fancy…which does not fit into any classification, and because of which all systems and theories are constantly blown to the devil. And where did all these sages get the idea that man needs some normal, some virtuous wanting?… Man needs only independent wanting, whatever this independence may cost and wherever it may lead…. because in any event it preserves for us the chiefest and dearest thing, that is, our personality and our individuality.

It might be that if this middle-aged underground-man had had the benefit of Jean-Jacques’ guidance thirty years earlier, he would speak differently. But, in Dostoevsky’s view, it is more likely that it is Émile who will eventually speak like the underground-man, especially when he realizes the extent to which his passions have been manipulated by his tutor.


In the second part of Notes From Underground, the underground-man recollects various episodes from his past, the sort of experiences that underlie his theoretical criticism of Rousseauan compassion: they include a failed effort at friendship when a schoolboy, a social humiliation when as a young man in his twenties he attempts to break out of his solitude by imposing his unwanted friendship on old school mates, and a failed relationship with a prostitute whom he humiliates after she returns his apparent compassion with genuine compassion. At the core of these various encounters of the underground-man’s solitary self with others is his same experience of the virtual indistinguishability of love and power. In his words: “I was no longer able to love because…for me to love meant to tyrannize…. All my life I’ve been incapable even of picturing any other love.” At the decisive moment in the story, when the gift of compassionate love is offered to him by the prostitute, Liza, he acts out his incapacity either to give or receive this gift, explaining his abusive treatment of her in these words: “I’d been humiliated, so I, too, wanted to humiliate; they’d ground me down like a rag, so I, too, wanted to show my power… my burst of passion was precisely revenge, a new humiliation for her.”


Notes From Underground presents an anthropology of desire which, no less acutely than Nietzsche, reveals the myriad ways in which even love can function as an illusory mask for possession, domination, appropriation, revenge—in short, for expressions of power. The criticism of Rousseauan compassion embodied in Dostoevsky’s underground-type is clear: in attempting to derive the love of others from self-love, Rousseau ensures that the love of others will become nothing but a mask. Émile will, sooner or later, become as incapable as the underground-man of distinguishing compassion for another suffering person from the pleasure of domination; something that will become very evident, for instance, when the object of compassion fails to show gratitude, or in other ways fails to behave as objects of compassion should behave. In his exclusive focus on what acts of compassion will do for Émile, Rousseau is oblivious to the effects of such acts on the sufferer. Dostoevsky’s consciousness, however, is vividly attuned to the agonizingly difficult and complex experience of being that lowly person who is helped. If the suffering person is not a fool he/she might well sense Émile’s pleasure at not being him/her, and resent it. Insofar as the suffering person still possesses some amour-propre, he/she might well feel humiliated by Émile’s attentions and resent this too. Émile’s own resentment and envy of the happy person is curbed at the cost of evoking the resentment and envy of the suffering person towards Émile himself. Rousseau’s prescription for envy reveals itself in the light of Dostoevsky’s anthropology as a prescription for domination on one side and humiliation, resentment and envy on the other. Envy is merely redistributed rather than overcome.


So much for Dostoevsky’s negative criticism of Rousseau, which is essentially that of Nietzsche: Rousseau’s compassion is an instrument of power. For Nietzsche, it then becomes a matter of assessing the value of this particular expression of power, and he judges it, as he judges Christian compassion itself, as the expression of a weak will to power that is detrimental to the enhancement of life. Compassion is not a virtue for Nietzsche. For Dostoevsky, however, compassion remains not only a virtue, but the most important virtue. This brings me to the positive side of his critique of Rousseau.


When confronted by Notes From Underground, one might well ask: What does the experience of love reveal, except the more fundamental reality of amour-propre? While intended as a critique of Rousseau, the Notes could be read as a confirmation of Rousseau’s account of human nature in its most important point: that love of others is merely a modification, a secondary by-product, of more fundamental, self-regarding drives. It is Rousseau, the author of the most popular romantic novel of the eighteenth century, La Nouvelle Heloise, who said in Émile: “what is true love itself if it is not chimera, lie, and illusion? We love the image we make for ourselves far more than we love the object to which we apply it. If we saw what we love exactly as it is, there would be no more love on earth” (329). The underground-man’s experience of love as tyranny and submission is both a confirmation of Rousseau’s statement and a warning that one cannot have it both ways—one cannot understand love as a sort of epiphenomenon, a sublimation of more primal drives and yet expect it to have real force in human life.


Within the great darkness of Notes From Underground, there is nevertheless a pinpoint of light: Liza, the prostitute, insulted and humiliated by the underground-man, who does see him “exactly” as he is, and who loves him nevertheless. Here we have the first indication of Dostoevsky’s positive alternative to Rousseauan compassion.


When it comes to understanding compassionate love, the truly fundamental point of divergence between Rousseau and Dostoevsky is that for Dostoevsky, the experience of love can, in the end, be an experience of love; it is not always reducible to some lower drive of which it is a modification. Against the tendency exemplified in both Rousseau and Nietzsche to explain what is higher in terms of what is lower—whether amour de soi or will to power--Dostoevsky insists on explaining what is already high by what is yet higher. By the time of his last, great novel, The Brothers Karamazov, he is ready to express, in the words of the Russian monk, Zosima, the reality underlying Liza’s capacity to see and still to love the underground-man exactly has he is: “the roots of our thoughts and feelings are not here but in other worlds.… God took seeds from other worlds and sowed them on this earth…and everything that could sprout, sprouted, but it lives and grows only through its sense of being in touch with other mysterious worlds.”
 Love’s source is not in something less than love but in the perfection of love.

VI   Actualizing Compassion Through Mimesis: Rousseau versus Girard

So rich is Rousseau’s thought, and so powerful is his rhetoric, that there is always much to captivate and to evoke admiration, even among his most severe critics. One of those things most admirable in Rousseau is his hatred of hypocrisy. No other philosopher has criticized with such thorough insight the gap between what people say and what they actually think or do. It must not be forgotten, in Rousseau’s favour, that his prescription for compassion was linked to his clear-sighted observation of the all too common phenomenon of those who pretend, even to themselves, that they are virtuous when their lives are actually animated primarily by envy. Since the main preacher of compassion in Rousseau’s society was the church, one can include him among those modern thinkers who are critical of Christianity for fuelling hypocrisy by making excessively high, otherworldly moral demands on people. As he put it in The Social Contract, “a society of true Christians would not be a society of men.”
 Rousseau believed that so long as compassion were merely an abstract word, it would stand no chance against envy; it would have real bite only if it were anchored in a natural human drive. Is that “higher reality” to which Dostoevsky points as the anchor for compassion so high that compassion becomes just another abstract moral sentiment, a mere word that comes all too easily to the lips? Dostoevsky’s own preoccupation with this question is reflected in the impulse, evident in his art after Notes from Underground, towards an ever more complete embodiment of the moral ideal. This development culminated in his final masterpiece, The Brothers Karamazov, which is less a novel of ideas than of the enactment of ideas in concrete reality, in this world. Compassion is given “living life” through the action and the example of a series of characters—the monk Zosima’s elder brother, Zosima himself, Alyosha, Grushenka, Ilyusha—all of whom act as models for each other and for the reader of what Dostoevsky called “active love.” With Alyosha’s formation of the community of children at the end of the novel, it becomes clear that, for Dostoevsky, compassion is neither an abstract otherworldly sentiment nor a purely individual virtue. It is expressed through appropriate action or it is nothing; and this action is supported within a community, spiritually linked rather than formally organized, bound by devotion to a model of love—the dead boy, Ilyusha—a human model who, with the other human models in the novel, points to the divine model, Christ.

Rousseau’s remarks about Christianity indicate that he failed to understand or appreciate the Christian impulse towards bridging the gulf between the moral idea and human reality through the concrete enactment of compassionate love in communal obedience to a model.
 If he did not accept the possibility of making compassion just as much present in the world as envy is through imitation of an alternative model, it is primarily because he did not believe that following a model could ever improve one’s virtue. Even when Jean-Jacques is tempted to resort to the model of himself giving alms to a beggar as a pedagogical tool for encouraging compassionate behaviour in his young student, he hesitates, for he does not want Émile to get into the habit of imitation (104). Indeed, in regard to Émile’s reading about the great figures of the past, Rousseau fears that if just once Émile “prefers to be someone other than himself”—even if the other is Socrates—the educational project will have failed (p. 243).

Rousseau could see clearly the negative role of imitation in human life, in the envy and violence it breeds, but he would not see its positive possibilities for the concrete enactment of compassion and other virtues. Why is this? In my account of his analysis of envy, I noted the convergence between his anthropology of desire and that of René Girard. In an attempt to explain Rousseau’s rejection of the possibility of a positive mimesis, I will turn once more to Girard, but this time with the emphasis on the divergence between his thought and Rousseau’s. The crucial point of divergence lies in their evaluation of that mysterious human impulse to be “transported out of” ourselves, which they agree is the basis of mimetic behaviour. Rousseau views this impulse as solely bad because it takes us away from the only truly reliable source of goodness available to us—the voice of our own “heart,” our “conscience,” to use his language (for instance, 289-90). In the language of more recent philosophy, we are taken away from our authentic selves. For Girard, the human impulse itself to imitate a model is not of necessity alienating; it depends on the model being imitated. Where Rousseau and his modern followers see only the possibility of alienation, Girard sees the possibility also of genuine freedom. This is apparent in his interpretation in Deceit, Desire and the Novel of the dilemma of the underground-types portrayed by Dostoevsky: “Choice always involves choosing a model, and true freedom lies in the basic choice between a human or a divine model…. Denial of God does not eliminate transcendence but diverts it from the au-delà to the en-deçà. The imitation of Christ becomes the imitation of one’s neighbour.”
 

Rousseau would not agree with Girard’s contention that the only real choice is between imitating one’s neighbour who becomes one’s rival, and imitating Christ’s imitation of God.
 He believed there was a third and best choice: that of discovering and living according to one’s autonomous self, which he identified with the true, authentic self. It does not seem to have occurred to Rousseau that the autonomous self might be the final illusion, despite his recognition of the human desire “always to be transported out of ourselves.” His commitment to the notion of autonomy required him to combat envy of the other without invoking a divine model. As we have seen, in order to lend efficacy to the otherwise unequal struggle against the power of envy, he sought to bolster compassion with the power of amour-propre. Rousseau was driven, in effect, to acceptance of the idea that power can be expelled only by power--that ancient and recurring temptation symbolized by Satan’s offer to Christ of the “kingdoms of the world.”

. {fn}(The nature of his personal experience with both the French Roman Catholic and Geneva Protestant forms of Christianity might have been partly responsible, but then, there remains the Bible itself, which Rousseau knew very thoroughly. He informs us in his Confessions that he early got into the habit of reading the Bible at bedtime—he suffered from insomnia—and in this way read the whole text from cover to cover___times.
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