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THE FUNDAMENTALS OF A DISCUSSION ON
HUMANS IN CIVIL SOCIETY
— An Essay Regarding Rousseau’s Concept of Virtue —

Jun Watanabe

Virture, together with conscience, liberty and general will, is a concept
central to the thought of Rousseau; the issue is repeatedly discussed in his
many works. ,

The first characteristic of Rousseau’s concept of virtue lies in its em-
phasizing the independence of will — the denial and transcending of the
self, among other things — amid the tragic situation that civilized man has
placed in: the situation in which the self is lost through the consummation
of passion. The second characteristic lies in Rousseau maintaining that a
system’s potential of making virtuous citizens is the criteria in discussing
the legitimacy of a social system. This is based on his idea that citizens who
endeavor to be virtuous merit a system which can produce virtuous citizens.
One of the qualities of an ideal system, Rousseau maintains, is the relative
simplicity of customs and the non-existence of indulgence.

As seen above, Rousseau considers the issue of virtue from two sides:
the creating of a virtuous human model, and the reformation of social sys-
tems. His goal, at the level of the individual citizen, is the individual’s re-
covery of virtue, and the level of the state is the recovery of the “‘patrie”,
“patrie” being a state in which the relationship between individual and the
state is ordered, and in which citizens cherish law and justice.

In reality, however, a state which merits being called a “‘patrie” does

not exist. Still Rousseau maintains that human development is impossible
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without a system. Thus, even in a situation where “patrie” is non-existent,
he creates a citizen that endeavors to be virtuous, Emile. And the more
Emile, or any citizen for that matter, tries to be virtuous in society, the
more critical of the society he is forced to become.

As seen, Rousseau’s concept of virtue demands 1) the reassessment or
the relativizing of the pfinciple on which social systems are constructed, and
2) the individual's exercizing of virtue in everyday life which sharing with
his fellow citizens, an awareness regarding the relationship between the
individual and the universal.



