
jean jacques rousseau discourse on the arts and
sciences

Jean-Jacques Rousseau's "Discourse on the Arts and Sciences" is a seminal work that critiques the impact of
civilization on human morality and virtue. Published in 1750, this discourse marked Rousseau's emergence
as a prominent philosopher of the Enlightenment. In it, he explores the relationship between the
development of the arts and sciences and the moral degradation of society. Through a thorough
examination of the effects of progress, Rousseau presents a compelling argument that challenges the
prevailing views of his time, advocating for a return to a more natural state of existence.

Context and Background

The Enlightenment Era
The 18th century, known as the Age of Enlightenment, was characterized by a surge in intellectual
activity and the questioning of traditional authority. Thinkers such as Voltaire, Diderot, and Locke were at
the forefront of promoting reason, science, and individual rights. Within this context, Rousseau's work
stands out as a counterpoint that emphasizes the potential dangers of unchecked progress.

Rousseau's Early Life
Born in Geneva in 1712, Rousseau experienced a tumultuous childhood that shaped his philosophical
outlook. Orphaned at a young age, he was raised in a society that emphasized rationalism and empiricism.
Rousseau's exposure to both the Enlightenment ideals and the disillusionment with societal norms led him
to question the values of his contemporaries.

Overview of the Discourse

Structure and Purpose
"Discourse on the Arts and Sciences" is structured as an essay responding to a prize question posed by the
Academy of Dijon: "Has the restoration of the sciences and arts contributed to the purification of morals?"
Rousseau's response is a resounding "no." He argues that the advancement of the arts and sciences has led to
the corruption of morality and a decline in genuine human virtue.



Key Themes
Several key themes emerge throughout Rousseau's discourse:

1. Corruption of Morality: Rousseau posits that the development of the arts and sciences has fostered vanity,
pride, and self-interest, ultimately leading to moral decay.
2. Natural State: He argues for the superiority of a simple, natural existence over the complexities of
civilized life, suggesting that humans were more virtuous before the advent of societal institutions.
3. Critique of Progress: Rousseau challenges the notion that progress in arts and sciences necessarily leads to
the betterment of humanity, emphasizing that true happiness is found in simplicity and authenticity.
4. Role of Society: He explores how societal structures and conventions can corrupt innate human goodness
and lead individuals away from their natural inclinations.

Arguments Against the Arts and Sciences

Morality and Vanity
Rousseau begins his discourse by examining how the arts and sciences can cultivate vanity and pride. He
argues that:

- The pursuit of knowledge often leads to a desire for recognition and status.
- Individuals become more concerned with their reputation than with their moral character.
- The arts, instead of fostering genuine emotion, encourage superficiality and pretense.

Rousseau contends that this shift in focus from inner virtue to external validation diminishes the moral
fabric of society.

Artificial Needs and Inequality
Another critical point of Rousseau's argument is the creation of artificial needs through the advancement of
the arts and sciences. He asserts that:

- Civilization leads to the emergence of desires that are not rooted in genuine human needs.
- These artificial needs exacerbate inequalities among individuals and contribute to social discord.
- The pursuit of luxury and excess distracts individuals from fulfilling their basic human requirements,
leading to dissatisfaction and unhappiness.



The Loss of Authenticity
Rousseau emphasizes the idea that progress has come at the cost of authenticity. He posits that:

- In a civilized society, individuals often conform to societal norms rather than following their true
inclinations.
- The arts and sciences create a façade that obscures genuine human experiences and emotions.
- As people become more enmeshed in social conventions, they lose touch with their innate goodness and
compassion.

Rousseau's Vision of a Better Society

The Ideal of the Noble Savage
One of Rousseau's most famous concepts is that of the "noble savage." He argues that:

- Humans in their natural state are inherently good, compassionate, and uncorrupted by societal influences.
- The noble savage embodies a sense of freedom and authenticity, untainted by the vices of civilization.
- Rousseau’s ideal society would allow individuals to reconnect with their natural instincts and live
harmoniously with others.

Return to Simplicity
Rousseau advocates for a return to simplicity and a reevaluation of societal values. He suggests that:

- A simpler lifestyle, grounded in nature and community, can lead to greater moral integrity and
happiness.
- Society should prioritize education that fosters moral character over the pursuit of knowledge for its own
sake.
- Emphasizing virtues such as compassion, empathy, and community can help restore a sense of shared
humanity.

Impact and Legacy of the Discourse

Influence on Philosophy and Political Thought
Rousseau's "Discourse on the Arts and Sciences" had a profound impact on subsequent philosophical and
political thought. His ideas contributed to:



- The development of Romanticism, which emphasized emotion and individualism in contrast to
Enlightenment rationalism.
- Revolutionary movements in France and beyond, as his critique of inequality and advocacy for individual
rights resonated with those seeking change.
- Later philosophers, such as Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche, who grappled with themes of morality,
society, and authenticity in their own works.

Contemporary Relevance
The themes explored in Rousseau's discourse remain relevant today, particularly in discussions surrounding
technology, consumerism, and the pursuit of happiness. Contemporary society grapples with questions such
as:

- Are advancements in technology and science leading to greater fulfillment or increased alienation?
- How do societal pressures and expectations shape individual identity and morality?
- Can a balance be struck between progress and maintaining genuine human connections?

Conclusion
Jean-Jacques Rousseau's "Discourse on the Arts and Sciences" presents a thought-provoking critique of the
relationship between civilization and morality. By advocating for a return to a simpler, more authentic
way of life, Rousseau challenges the notion that progress is inherently beneficial. His exploration of the
impacts of the arts and sciences on human nature continues to resonate, prompting valuable discussions
about the complexities of modern existence and the pursuit of true happiness. Ultimately, Rousseau's work
serves as a reminder of the importance of reflecting on the values that underpin our society and the choices
we make in the quest for a meaningful life.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Rousseau's 'Discourse on the Arts and
Sciences'?
Rousseau argues that the development of arts and sciences has led to the moral decline of humanity,
suggesting that civilization corrupts our natural goodness.

How does Rousseau view the relationship between civilization and
morality?
He believes that as civilization progresses, it moves individuals away from their natural state, which he



sees as inherently good, thus leading to a decline in true morality.

What are the key criticisms Rousseau makes about the arts?
Rousseau criticizes the arts for promoting vanity, superficiality, and a false sense of virtue, arguing that
they distract people from genuine moral values.

In what historical context was 'Discourse on the Arts and Sciences'
written?
Rousseau wrote the discourse in 1750 during the Enlightenment, a period when arts and sciences were
highly celebrated and seen as the pinnacle of human achievement.

What role does Rousseau attribute to the philosophers of his time?
Rousseau sees philosophers as complicit in the corruption of morals, claiming they often promote
complexity and sophistication that distance people from their natural instincts.

How did Rousseau's 'Discourse on the Arts and Sciences' influence later
thought?
The discourse influenced later Romantic thinkers and critics of modernity, who echoed Rousseau's
concerns about the moral implications of progress and civilization.

What alternative to the advancement of arts and sciences does Rousseau
propose?
Rousseau advocates for a return to simpler, more natural ways of life that prioritize virtue and community
over the distractions of refined culture.

How did Rousseau's views contrast with those of other Enlightenment
thinkers?
Unlike many Enlightenment thinkers who celebrated progress and reason, Rousseau critiqued these
notions, arguing that they led to moral decay rather than true enlightenment.

What is the significance of Rousseau's method of argumentation in the
discourse?
Rousseau employs a reflective and emotive style, appealing to sentiment and moral intuition rather than
purely rational arguments, which distinguishes his work from that of his contemporaries.



What impact did 'Discourse on the Arts and Sciences' have on Rousseau's
later works?
The themes of the discourse laid the groundwork for Rousseau's later works, particularly his ideas about
education and social contract, emphasizing the importance of authenticity and moral integrity.
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