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The First and Second Discourses Jean Jacques Rousseau: Exploring the Foundations of
Modern Philosophy

the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau mark pivotal moments in the
intellectual journey of one of the Enlightenment’s most provocative thinkers. These works,
often referred to simply as the “Discourse on the Arts and Sciences” and the “Discourse on
the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men,” provide a profound critique of civilization,
culture, and human nature. As foundational texts, they not only shaped Rousseau’s
philosophical legacy but also influenced political theory, ethics, and social philosophy for
centuries to come.

If you’ve ever wondered about the roots of modern social contract theory or the critique of
modernity, diving into these discourses offers a fascinating glimpse into Rousseau’s
evolving thought and the broader intellectual currents of his time.

Understanding the First Discourse: The Arts and
Sciences

Jean Jacques Rousseau’s First Discourse, officially titled “Discourse on the Arts and
Sciences,” was penned in 1750 as an entry for an academy competition on the question:
“Has the restoration of the sciences and arts contributed to the purification of morals?”
Rousseau’s bold answer was a resounding no.

The Core Argument: Civilization’s Corruption of Morality

Rousseau argued that the advancement of arts and sciences—often equated with
progress—had actually led to moral decay rather than improvement. Contrary to the
popular Enlightenment belief that knowledge and culture elevate humanity, Rousseau
suggested that these developments foster vanity, inequality, and superficiality.

Instead of cultivating genuine virtue, the arts and sciences encouraged people to mask
their true selves behind social pretenses. In Rousseau’s view, the pursuit of intellectual
accomplishments and artistic achievements became tools for social competition and
personal glory rather than means to improve human character.

Why Rousseau Challenged the Enlightenment Optimism

During the 18th century, many thinkers celebrated reason, science, and art as paths to
human progress. Rousseau’s critique was striking because it questioned this optimism



head-on. He believed that the more society advanced technologically and culturally, the
further it moved from the natural goodness and authenticity of human beings in their “state
of nature.”

This was not a rejection of knowledge itself but rather a caution against the unintended
consequences of civilization’s progress. Rousseau’s skepticism about progress invited
readers to reconsider what true moral improvement meant beyond mere intellectual
growth.

The Second Discourse: A Deep Dive into
Inequality

Following the first, Rousseau’s Second Discourse, formally titled “Discourse on the Origin
and Basis of Inequality Among Men,” was written in 1754. It expanded on themes
introduced in the first discourse and delved into the roots and implications of social
inequality.

Natural vs. Moral Inequality

One of Rousseau’s central distinctions in this discourse is between two types of inequality:

Natural (or physical) inequality: Differences in age, health, strength, and qualities
of the mind or body that arise independently of human institutions.

Moral (or political) inequality: Differences established by convention or law, such
as wealth, social status, and power.

Rousseau questioned the legitimacy of moral inequality, suggesting it was not a natural
state but a product of social constructs and institutions that corrupted the original equality
of humans.

The State of Nature and the Social Contract

The Second Discourse famously paints a picture of humans in their “state of nature,” a pre-
social condition where people lived solitary, peaceful, and relatively equal lives. Rousseau
believed that the emergence of private property—when one person claims ownership of
land or goods—was the pivotal moment that led to social inequalities and conflict.

This development gave rise to complex social structures, laws, and ultimately, systems of
domination and exploitation. Rousseau’s critique implied that modern society’s institutions
perpetuate inequality rather than resolve it.



Implications for Political Philosophy

The Second Discourse laid the groundwork for Rousseau’s later political philosophy,
especially in his work “The Social Contract.” By tracing inequality to social origins rather
than nature, Rousseau opened the door for imagining a political order based on collective
will and equality rather than inherited privilege.

His reflections encouraged rethinking governance and justice, emphasizing freedom and
equality as foundational principles for legitimate political authority.

Why the First and Second Discourses Still Matter
Today

Jean Jacques Rousseau’s first and second discourses remain relevant because they
challenge us to question the assumptions about progress, civilization, and social order that
often go unexamined.

Critique of Modernity and Consumer Culture

In an age dominated by technological advancement and consumerism, Rousseau’s
skepticism about the “progress” of arts and sciences resonates strongly. His warnings
about superficiality, competition, and loss of authenticity invite modern readers to reflect
on how contemporary society shapes identity and values.

Understanding Social Inequality

Rousseau’s insights into the origins of inequality provide a philosophical lens for analyzing
current social and economic disparities. His emphasis on the social construction of moral
inequality encourages debates about justice, fairness, and the role of institutions in
perpetuating or alleviating inequality.

Guidance for Ethical Living

Beyond political theory, the discourses offer guidance on ethical living—suggesting that
returning to simplicity, authenticity, and genuine human connection can counteract the
corrupting influences of modern life.

Exploring the Discourses: Tips for Readers



If you plan to read the first and second discourses by Jean Jacques Rousseau, here are
some tips to enhance your experience:

Contextualize the text: Understanding the Enlightenment milieu and Rousseau’s
personal biography helps illuminate his critiques.

Compare with contemporary thinkers: Reading other Enlightenment figures like
Voltaire or Diderot alongside Rousseau highlights contrasting views on progress and
society.

Reflect on modern parallels: Consider how Rousseau’s ideas relate to current
debates on technology, inequality, and governance.

Engage with secondary analyses: Commentaries and scholarly interpretations can
deepen your grasp of Rousseau’s complex arguments.

Jean Jacques Rousseau’s Legacy Through His
Early Discourses

The first and second discourses offer a window into Rousseau’s evolving philosophy. They
reveal a thinker deeply concerned with the tension between nature and society, freedom
and constraint, equality and hierarchy. These works continue to inspire philosophers,
political theorists, and activists seeking to understand the roots of social injustice and the
potential for human flourishing.

By challenging the dominant narratives of progress and civilization, Rousseau invites us to
reconsider what it means to be truly human in a world shaped by culture, power, and
inequality. Whether you approach his discourses as historical documents or living texts,
they remain a rich source of insight and provocation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Jean-Jacques Rousseau's
First Discourse?
The main theme of Rousseau's First Discourse, also known as the Discourse on the Sciences
and Arts, is that the progress of the arts and sciences has led to the corruption of morality
and virtue, rather than their improvement.

What argument does Rousseau present in the Second



Discourse?
In the Second Discourse, or Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men,
Rousseau argues that social inequality is not natural but a result of the development of
society and private property.

How do the First and Second Discourses relate to each
other?
Both discourses critique aspects of modern society; the First Discourse criticizes the
corrupting influence of arts and sciences, while the Second Discourse analyzes the social
inequalities that arise from civilization and private property.

What historical context influenced Rousseau's First
Discourse?
Rousseau wrote the First Discourse in 1750 for an academy prize essay contest, responding
to the question of whether the restoration of the arts and sciences had contributed to the
purification of morals.

How does Rousseau define inequality in the Second
Discourse?
Rousseau distinguishes between natural inequality, which is based on physical differences,
and moral or political inequality, which arises from social conventions and institutions.

What is Rousseau's view on human nature in the
Second Discourse?
Rousseau views humans in their natural state as peaceful and equal, corrupted only by the
advent of private property and social institutions that create competition and inequality.

Why are Rousseau's First and Second Discourses still
relevant today?
They remain relevant because they challenge assumptions about progress, technology, and
social structures, prompting ongoing debates about morality, inequality, and the effects of
civilization.

What literary style does Rousseau use in these
discourses?
Rousseau employs a philosophical and argumentative style, combining logical reasoning
with vivid descriptions and a critical tone to engage readers and provoke reflection.



Additional Resources
The First and Second Discourses of Jean-Jacques Rousseau: A Critical Examination

the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau represent foundational texts
in Enlightenment philosophy, offering profound insights into human nature, society, and the
evolution of civilization. These seminal works, formally titled "Discourse on the Sciences
and Arts" (the First Discourse) and "Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among
Men" (the Second Discourse), establish Rousseau's critical stance on progress, morality,
and inequality. Their enduring influence spans political theory, ethics, and social
philosophy, making them essential reading for understanding Rousseau's intellectual
legacy.

Contextualizing Rousseau’s Discourses

Written in the mid-18th century, the first and second discourses by Jean-Jacques Rousseau
emerged during a period of intense debate about the role of reason, science, and social
structures. Commissioned as part of academic competitions sponsored by the Academy of
Dijon, both works articulate Rousseau’s challenge to prevailing Enlightenment ideals that
equated progress with moral and social improvement.

The First Discourse (1750) was Rousseau’s response to the question: "Has the restoration of
the sciences and arts contributed to the purification of morals?" Rejecting the optimistic
view that scientific and artistic advancements inherently benefit society, Rousseau argued
that such developments often foster vanity, corruption, and moral decay.

Following this, the Second Discourse (1755) delves deeper into the origins of human
inequality, distinguishing between natural (or physical) inequality and moral (or political)
inequality. Rousseau’s examination of how social institutions and private property lead to
inequality remains a cornerstone in modern social and political thought.

The First Discourse: Science, Arts, and Moral
Degeneration

Rousseau’s First Discourse is a provocative critique of the Enlightenment’s faith in progress.
Contradicting contemporaries who celebrated the advancement of knowledge, Rousseau
suggested that the revival of sciences and arts had ironically corrupted human virtue rather
than enhancing it.

Core Arguments and Themes

At the heart of the First Discourse lies Rousseau’s assertion that the pursuit of scientific
knowledge and artistic refinement fosters superficiality and vice. He contends that:



Advancement breeds moral decay: The development of the arts and sciences
encourages luxury, deceit, and pride rather than humility and virtue.

Natural simplicity vs. artificial complexity: Rousseau venerates the simplicity of
natural man, whose needs and desires are limited, contrasting it with the complex
desires cultivated by civilization.

False progress: Technological and cultural progress does not equate to moral or
ethical improvement; rather, it masks deeper social problems.

Rousseau’s critique, though seemingly pessimistic, is grounded in a nuanced understanding
of human psychology and social dynamics. His skepticism toward intellectual progress
challenges the Enlightenment’s assumption that reason alone can lead humanity to
perfection.

Comparative Perspective

Compared to other Enlightenment thinkers such as Voltaire or Diderot, who championed
knowledge as a liberating force, Rousseau’s First Discourse stands out for its cautionary
tone. While many embraced the sciences as tools for human betterment, Rousseau warned
against ignoring the ethical consequences of such advancements.

The Second Discourse: Exploring the Origins of
Inequality

Building on themes introduced in the First Discourse, Rousseau’s Second Discourse offers a
comprehensive investigation into the genesis of social inequality. This work is widely
regarded as one of the most influential treatises on political philosophy and social contract
theory.

Natural vs. Moral Inequality

Rousseau distinguishes two types of inequality:

Natural inequality: Differences in age, health, physical strength, and qualities of the1.
mind.

Moral or political inequality: Established by convention or social agreements,2.
including disparities in wealth, honor, or power.



He argues that while natural inequality is unavoidable, moral inequality is artificial and
results from institutional arrangements, especially the emergence of private property.

The Role of Private Property

One of the pivotal moments in the Second Discourse is Rousseau’s famous declaration that
"the first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground, bethought himself of saying 'This is
mine,' and found people simple enough to believe him, was the real founder of civil
society."

This statement underscores Rousseau’s belief that the establishment of property rights
marks the birth of social inequality and conflict. The transition from a state of nature,
characterized by relative equality and freedom, to a structured society introduces
competition, dependence, and ultimately, oppression.

State of Nature and Social Contract

Rousseau’s depiction of the state of nature differs markedly from Hobbes or Locke. He
envisions early humans as solitary, peaceful, and guided by basic needs and compassion.
The move toward organized society, according to Rousseau, results in a loss of natural
freedom and the rise of artificial hierarchies.

While not explicated fully in the Second Discourse, these ideas foreshadow Rousseau’s later
development of the social contract theory, advocating for political arrangements that
restore freedom and equality.

Interrelation and Impact of the First and Second
Discourses

Together, the first and second discourses by Jean-Jacques Rousseau form a cohesive
critique of modern civilization’s trajectory. They question foundational assumptions about
progress, morality, and social order, providing a framework that has influenced a broad
range of disciplines.

Philosophical Significance

Both discourses challenge the idea that civilization naturally advances human welfare.
Rousseau’s insistence that social and technological progress can engender moral decline
and inequality invites readers to reconsider the costs of modernization. This perspective
has informed debates on education, governance, and human rights for centuries.



Legacy in Political Thought

Rousseau’s analysis of inequality deeply impacted revolutionary movements and
democratic theory, inspiring calls for social justice and political reform. His emphasis on
property as the root of social discord resonates in contemporary discussions about wealth
distribution and systemic inequality.

Contemporary Relevance

In today’s world, marked by rapid technological advances and widening social disparities,
Rousseau’s first and second discourses remain remarkably pertinent. His insights provoke
critical reflection on the ethical dimensions of progress and the structures that perpetuate
inequality.

Debates about the impact of digital technology and social media echo Rousseau’s
concerns about superficiality and moral distraction.

Economic inequalities and property rights debates continue to draw from Rousseau’s
foundational ideas on social contract and justice.

By revisiting these texts, scholars and policymakers can gain valuable perspectives on
balancing innovation with ethical responsibility.

The first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau occupy a central place in the canon
of Enlightenment literature, not merely for their historical significance but for their enduring
capacity to challenge and inspire. Their analytical depth and moral seriousness invite
ongoing engagement, ensuring that Rousseau’s voice remains a vital part of philosophical
and societal discourse.

The First And Second Discourses Jean Jacques Rousseau

  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The First and Second Discourses
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 1964 One of the most respected translations of this key work of 18th-century
philosophy, this text includes a brief introduction to the two works as well as abundant notes that
range from simple explanations to speculative interpretations.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Rousseau: 'The Discourses' and
Other Early Political Writings Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 1997-07-13 The work of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau is presented in two volumes, together forming a comprehensive anthology of Rousseau's
political writings in English. This second volume contains the earlier writings such as the First and
Second Discourses, the publication of which signalled the power and challenge of Rousseau's
thinking. Rousseau's influence was wide reaching and has continued to grow since his death: major
landmarks in world history, such as the American and French Revolutions, were profoundly affected
by Rousseau's writing, as were cultural and intellectual movements such as Romanticism and
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Idealism. This volume, like its successor, contains a comprehensive introduction, chronology and
guide to further reading and will enable students to obtain a full understanding of the writings of
one of the world's greatest thinkers.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The First and Second Discourses
Together with the Replies to Critics and Essay on the Origin of Languages Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
1986
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The Social Contract Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, Gita May, 2002 Jean-Jacques Rousseau's ideas about society, culture and government are
pivotal in the history of political thought. His works are as controversial as they are relevant today.
This volume brings together three of Rousseau's most important political writings - The Social
Contract and The First Discourse (Discourse on the Sciences and Arts) and The Second Discourse
(Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality) - and presents essays by major scholars that
shed light on the dimensions and implications of these texts.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Rousseau: The Discourses and
Other Early Political Writings Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 2021-08-25 A comprehensive and
authoritative anthology of Rousseau's important early political writings in faithful English
translations. This volume includes the Discourse on the Sciences and Arts and the Discourse on the
Origin and the Foundations of Inequality among Men - the so-called First and Second Discourses -
together with Rousseau's extensive Replies to critics of these Discourses; the Essay on the Origin of
Languages; the Letter to Voltaire on Providence; as well as several minor but illuminating writings -
the Discourse on Heroic Virtue and the essay Idea of the Method in the Composition of a Book. In
these as well as in his later writings, Rousseau probes the very premises of modern thought. His
influence was wide-reaching from the very first, and it has continued to grow since his death. The
American and the French Revolutions were profoundly affected by his thought, as were Romanticism
and Idealism. This new edition features up-to-date translations, an expanded introduction, and an
extensive editorial apparatus designed to assist students at every level access these seminal texts.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The First and Second
Discourses, Together With Replies to Critics, and Essay on the Origin of Languages
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 1991
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The Legacy of Rousseau Clifford
Orwin, Nathan Tarcov, 1997-03-29 Few thinkers have enjoyed so pervasive an influence as
Rousseau, who originated dissatisfaction with modernity. By exploring polarities articulated by
Rousseau—nature versus society, self versus other, community versus individual, and compassion
versus competitiveness—these fourteen original essays show how his thought continues to shape our
ways of talking, feeling, thinking, and complaining. The volume begins by taking up a central theme
noted by the late Allan Bloom—Rousseau's critique of the bourgeois as the dominant modern human
type and as a being fundamentally in contradiction, caught between the sentiments of nature and
the demands of society. It then turns to Rousseau's crucial polarity of nature and society and to the
later conceptions of history and culture it gave rise to. The third part surveys Rousseau's legacy in
both domestic and international politics. Finally, the book examines Rousseau's contributions to the
virtues that have become central to the current sensibility: community, sincerity, and compassion.
Contributors include Allan Bloom, François Furet, Pierre Hassner, Christopher Kelly, Roger Masters,
and Arthur Melzer.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Rousseau: The Discourses and
Other Early Political Writings Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 2019 Discourse on the sciences and arts or
First discourse -- Discourse on the origin and foundations of inequality among men or Second
discourse -- Rousseau's notes -- Letter to Voltaire -- Essay on the origin of languages -- Idea of the
method in the composition of a book -- Discourse on the virtue a hero most needs or On heroic
virtue.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Bringing the Passions Back In
Rebecca Kingston, Leonard Ferry, 2008-05-20 The rationalist ideal has been met with cynicism in



progressive circles for undermining the role of emotion and passion in the public realm. By exploring
the social and political implications of the emotions in the history of ideas, contributors examine new
paradigms for liberalism and offer new appreciations of the potential for passion in political
philosophy and practice. Bringing the Passions Back In draws upon the history of political theory to
shed light on the place of emotions in politics; it illustrates how sophisticated thinking about the
relationship between reason and passion can inform contemporary democratic political theory.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The Rhetorical Sense of Philosophy
Donald Phillip Verene, 2021-07-15 Philosophy and rhetoric are both old enemies and old friends. In
The Rhetorical Sense of Philosophy, Donald Phillip Verene sets out to shift our understanding of the
relationship between philosophy and rhetoric from that of separation to one of close association. He
outlines how ancient rhetors focused on the impact of language regardless of truth, ancient
philosophers utilized language to test truth; and ultimately, this separation of right reasoning from
rhetoric has remained intact throughout history. It is time, Verene argues, to reassess this ancient
and misunderstood relationship. Verene traces his argument utilizing the writing of ancient and
modern authors from Plato and Aristotle to Descartes and Kant; he also explores the quarrel
between philosophy and poetry, as well as the nature of speculative philosophy. Verene's argument
culminates in a unique analysis of the frontispiece as a rhetorical device in the works of Hobbes,
Vico, and Rousseau. Verene bridges the stubborn gap between these two fields, arguing that
rhetorical speech both brings philosophical speech into existence and allows it to endure and be
understood. The Rhetorical Sense of Philosophy depicts the inevitable intersection between
philosophy and rhetoric, powerfully illuminating how a rhetorical sense of philosophy is an attitude
of mind that does not separate philosophy from its own use of language.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Jane Austen and Other Minds Eric
Reid Lindstrom, 2022-10-27 Jane Austen and Other Minds demonstrates how Austen's fiction is both
philosophy and a resource to ordinary language philosophy.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The Key Texts of Political
Philosophy Thomas L. Pangle, Timothy W. Burns, 2015 This book introduces readers to analytical
interpretation of seminal writings and thinkers in the history of political thought, including Socrates,
Plato, Aristotle, the Bible, Thomas Aquinas, Machiavelli, Bacon, Hobbes, Locke, Montesquieu,
Rousseau, Tocqueville, Marx, and Nietzsche. Chronologically arranged, each chapter in the book is
devoted to the work of a single thinker. The selected texts together engage with 2000 years of
debate on fundamental questions, which include: What is the purpose of political life? What is the
good life, for us as individuals, and for us as a political community? What is justice? What is a right?
Do human beings have rights? What kinds of human virtues are there and which regimes best
promote them? The difficulty of accessing the texts included in this volume is the result not only of
their subtlety but also of the dramatic change in everyday life. The authors shed light on the texts'
vocabulary and complexities of thought and help students understand and weigh the various
interpretations of each philosopher's thought. • Accessible interpretive essays on the greatest texts
in the history of political thought, from Plato to Nietzsche. • Includes key passage plus a succinct
discussion that glosses the text, examines later-day interpretations, and guides students in forming
their own interpretations. • Allows students to learn from, rather than only about, each thinker, and
to apply their thought to the present day.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Power Trips and Other Journeys
Jean Bethke Elshtain, 1990 Each chapter of this book treats a particular historical or contemporary
topic of civic concern. Some are centered on current family crises and issues (the family wage, child
abuse, the new eugenics) while others look to the wider national and international polity. Yet each,
insistently, returns to common themes: the many faces and forms of power; struggles for autonomy;
the need for human sociality and community. Elshtain's essays on controversial domestic subjects
demonstrate her independence of mind, her understanding of politics as the art of the possible, and
her openness to debate. In the last section, related essays on women's power and powerlessness, on
patriotism, and on just war track a movement from domestic politics to foreign affairs. They are



cautionary tales which simultaneously express realizable hopes and honor those, like the Mothers of
the Disappeared in Argentina, who have taught us, through their desperation and triumph, what it
means to fashion a politics of hope and justice against a politics of vengeance and despair.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Cosmopolitanism in the Age of
Globalization Lee Trepanier, Khalil M. Habib, 2011-08-30 Thanks to advances in international
communication and travel, it has never been easier to connect with the rest of the world. As
philosophers debate the consequences of globalization, cosmopolitanism promises to create a
stronger global community. Cosmopolitanism in the Age of Globalization examines this philosophy
from numerous perspectives to offer a comprehensive evaluation of its theory and practice. Bringing
together the works of political scientists, philosophers, historians, and economists, the work applies
an interdisciplinary approach to the study of cosmopolitanism that illuminates its long and varied
history. This diverse framework provides a thoughtful analysis of the claims of cosmopolitanism and
introduces many overlooked theorists and ideas. This volume is a timely addition to sociopolitical
theory, exploring the philosophical consequences of cosmopolitanism in today's global interactions.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Naming Evil, Judging Evil Ruth
W. Grant, 2008-09-15 Is it more dangerous to call something evil or not to? This fundamental
question deeply divides those who fear that the term oversimplifies grave problems and those who
worry that, to effectively address such issues as terrorism and genocide, we must first acknowledge
them as evil. Recognizing that the way we approach this dilemma can significantly affect both the
harm we suffer and the suffering we inflict, a distinguished group of contributors engages in the
debate with this series of timely and original essays. Drawing on Western conceptions of evil from
the Middle Ages to the present, these pieces demonstrate that, while it may not be possible to
definitively settle moral questions, we are still able—and in fact are obligated—to make moral
arguments and judgments. Using a wide variety of approaches, the authors raise tough questions:
Why is so much evil perpetrated in the name of good? Could evil ever be eradicated? How can liberal
democratic politics help us strike a balance between the need to pass judgment and the need to
remain tolerant? Their insightful answers exemplify how the sometimes rarefied worlds of political
theory, philosophy, theology, and history can illuminate pressing contemporary concerns.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The Beginning of Wisdom Leon
Kass, 2003-05-20 Imagine that you could really understand the Bible...that you could read, analyze,
and discuss the book of Genesis not as a compositional mystery, a cultural relic, or a linguistic
puzzle palace, or even as religious doctrine, but as a philosophical classic, precisely in the same way
that a truth-seeking reader would study Plato or Nietzsche. Imagine that you could be led in your
study by one of America's preeminent intellectuals and that he would help you to an understanding
of the book that is deeper than you'd ever dreamed possible, that he would reveal line by line, verse
by verse the incredible riches of this illuminating text -- one of the very few that actually deserve to
be called seminal. Imagine that you could get, from Genesis, the beginning of wisdom. The
Beginning of Wisdom is a hugely learned book that, like Genesis itself, falls naturally into two
sections. The first shows how the universal history described in the first eleven chapters of Genesis,
from creation to the tower of Babel, conveys, in the words of Leon Kass, a coherent anthropology -- a
general teaching about human nature -- that rivals anything produced by the great philosophers.
Serving also as a mirror for the reader's self-discovery, these stories offer profound insights into the
problematic character of human reason, speech, freedom, sexual desire, the love of the beautiful,
pride, shame, anger, guilt, and death. Something as seemingly innocuous as the monotonous
recounting of the ten generations from Adam to Noah yields a powerful lesson in the way in which
humanity encounters its own mortality. In the story of the tower of Babel are deep understandings of
the ambiguous power of speech, reason, and the arts; the hazards of unity and aloneness; the
meaning of the city and its quest for self-sufficiency; and man's desire for fame, immortality, and
apotheosis -- and the disasters these necessarily cause. Against this background of human failure,
Part Two of The Beginning of Wisdom explores the struggles to launch a new human way, informed
by the special Abrahamic covenant with the divine, that might address the problems and avoid the



disasters of humankind's natural propensities. Close, eloquent, and brilliant readings of the lives and
educations of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Jacob's sons reveal eternal wisdom about marriage,
parenting, brotherhood, education, justice, political and moral leadership, and of course the ultimate
question: How to live a good life? Connecting the two parts is the book's overarching philosophical
and pedagogical structure: how understanding the dangers and accepting the limits of human
powers can open the door to a superior way of life, not only for a solitary man of virtue but for an
entire community -- a life devoted to righteousness and holiness. This extraordinary book finally
shows Genesis as a coherent whole, beginning with the creation of the natural world and ending
with the creation of a nation that hearkens to the awe-inspiring summons to godliness. A unique and
ambitious commentary, a remarkably readable literary exegesis and philosophical companion, The
Beginning of Wisdom is one of the most important books in decades on perhaps the most important
-- and surely the most frequently read -- book of all time.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: An Ethic of Mutual Respect Bruce
Morito, 2012-08-30 Over the course of a century, until the late 1700s, the British Crown, the
Iroquois, and other Aboriginal groups of eastern North America developed an alliance and treaty
system known as the Covenant Chain. Bruce Morito offers a philosophical re-reading of the historical
record of negotiations, showing that the parties developed an ethic of mutually recognized respect.
This ethic, Morito argues, remains relevant to current debates over Aboriginal and treaty rights,
because it is neither culturally nor historically bound. Real change is possible, if efforts can be
shifted from piecemeal legal and political disputes to the development of an intercultural ethic based
on trust, respect, and solidarity.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: In Search of the Primitive Stanley
Diamond, 2017-06-21 Anthropology is a kind of debate between human possibilities—a dialectical
movement between the anthropologist as a modern man and the primitive peoples he studies. In
Search of the Primitive is a tough-minded book containing chapters ranging from encounters in the
field to essays on the nature of law, schizophrenia and civilization, and the evolution of the work of
Claude Lévi-Strauss. Above all it is reflective and self-critical, critical of the discipline of
anthropology and of the civilization that produced that discipline. Diamond views the anthropologist
who refuses to become a searching critic of his own civilizations as not merely irresponsible, but a
tool of Western civilization. He rejects the associations which have been made in the ideology of our
civilization, consciously or unconsciously, between Western dominance and progress, imperialism
and evolution, evolution and progress.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: Citizen Subject Étienne Balibar,
2016-11-01 What can the universals of political philosophy offer to those who experience the living
paradox of an inegalitarian construction of egalitarian citizenship? Citizen Subject is the summation
of Étienne Balibar’s career-long project to think the necessary and necessarily antagonistic relation
between the categories of citizen and subject. In this magnum opus, the question of modernity is
framed anew with special attention to the self-enunciation of the subject (in Descartes, Locke,
Rousseau, and Derrida), the constitution of the community as “we” (in Hegel, Marx, and Tolstoy),
and the aporia of the judgment of self and others (in Foucualt, Freud, Kelsen, and Blanchot). After
the “humanist controversy” that preoccupied twentieth-century philosophy, Citizen Subject proposes
foundations for philosophical anthropology today, in terms of two contrary movements: the
becoming-citizen of the subject and the becoming-subject of the citizen. The citizen-subject who is
constituted in the claim to a “right to have rights” (Arendt) cannot exist without an underside that
contests and defies it. He—or she, because Balibar is concerned throughout this volume with
questions of sexual difference—figures not only the social relation but also the discontent or the
uneasiness at the heart of this relation. The human can be instituted only if it betrays itself by
upholding “anthropological differences” that impose normality and identity as conditions of
belonging to the community. The violence of “civil” bourgeois universality, Balibar argues, is greater
(and less legitimate, therefore less stable) than that of theological or cosmological universality. Right
is thus founded on insubordination, and emancipation derives its force from otherness. Ultimately,



Citizen Subject offers a revolutionary rewriting of the dialectic of universality and differences in the
bourgeois epoch, revealing in the relationship between the common and the universal a political gap
at the heart of the universal itself.
  the first and second discourses jean jacques rousseau: The Belief in Intuition Adriana
Alfaro Altamirano, 2021-04-23 Within the Western tradition, it was the philosophers Henri Bergson
and Max Scheler who laid out and explored the nonrational power of intuition at work in human
beings that plays a key role in orienting their thinking and action within the world. As author
Adriana Alfaro Altamirano notes, Bergon's and Scheler's philosophical explorations, which paralleled
similar developments by other modernist writers, artists, and political actors of the early twentieth
century, can yield fruitful insights into the ideas and passions that animate politics in our own time.
The Belief in Intuition shows that intuition (as Bergson and Scheler understood it) leads, first and
foremost, to a conception of freedom that is especially suited for dealing with hierarchy, uncertainty,
and alterity. Such a conception of freedom is grounded in a sense of individuality that remains true
to its inner multiplicity, thus providing a distinct contrast to and critique of the liberal notion of the
self. Focusing on the complex inner lives that drive human action, as Bergson and Scheler did, leads
us to appreciate the moral and empirical limits of liberal devices that mean to regulate our actions
from the outside. Such devices, like the law, may not only carry pernicious effects for freedom but,
more troublingly, oftentimes erase their traces, concealing the very ways in which they are
detrimental to a richer experience of subjectivity. According to Alfaro Altamirano, Bergson's and
Scheler's conception of intuition and personal authority puts contemporary discussions about
populism in a different light: It shows that liberalism would only at its own peril deny the
anthropological, moral, and political importance of the bearers of charismatic authority. Personal
authority thus understood relies on a dense, but elusive, notion of personality, for which personal
authority is not only consistent with freedom, but even contributes to it in decisive ways.
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