The Visionary's Blind Spot: Rousseau's Presentations of Private Property in the Discourse on Inequality and Emile

by Neil Wright


Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Men provides one of the most eloquent and scathing denunciations of private property known to political theory.  The tale of private property as Rousseau tells it begins in treachery, ends in tyranny, and is spattered with blood throughout.  It is on account of property that man abandoned his independence and willingly inthralled himself.  The vanity and pride it has aroused has stole from man his very self;  it has aroused his amour propre which has him seeking happiness through the judgement of others.  It has stolen his natural solitary contentment and left him miserable and debased.


However, this denunciation was merely a diagnosis of the state of society, not a prescription for what should be done about it.  The Discourse on Inequality provides a compelling account of the consequences of private property, but offers no remedy for its ills nor challenge to its existence.  Surprisingly, however, Rousseau does not set himself against this institution in his Emile either.  In this book on educating the natural man within society, Rousseau utilizes property as a core foundation of Emile's education.  Especially when one considers the bold and drastic measures taken in other aspects of the education of Emile, it seems particularly puzzling that has he forgone any attempt to overcome this pernicious institution.  This apparent abandonment of his critique of property is all the more striking considering his insistence that his exalted savages thrived without private property.  This evidence would seem to show that man can live socially without property.  Why then does Rousseau not build from this?  Why not attempt a return to the time of the savage, what he called man's “happiest and most durable epoch”?


Further, Rousseau's Emile receives a sugar-coated introduction to property.  Though the exclusivity of property is conveyed to him, Rousseau ensures that those whom Emile comes into conflict with over property are generous and wholly faithful to their contracts.  He is sheltered in large part from the nasty reality of property which Rousseau rails against in the Discourse on Inequality.  Ordinary members of society will not always possess such beneficence or fidelity.  Why bother with this compromised teaching?  If property is so corruptive, why not educate Emile to destroy property?  How does he imagine that he can remedy the condition of man while leaving his deadliest wound untended?


It is my contention that Rousseau's project in Emile shipwrecks on the shores of private property.  This embrace of private property, I argue, is attributable to the limitations of his individualistic conception of human nature.  His emphasis on self-preservation and self-sufficiency are the central components of what I am here referring to as Rousseau's individualism.  In short, Rousseau saw private property as providing an incentive necessary for providing sustenance for increasingly large populations and for producing the amenities that man would not want to live without.  It is only with property that one might independently provide for himself.  It then became an issue of both self-sufficiency and self-preservation to support property once created.
  


If Rousseau's account of the nature of man and his diagnosis of the state of society under property are accurate, our prospects look bleak.  Man is hopelessly individualistic yet hopelessly entrenched within society.  He needs private property, but is sure to be destroyed by it.  The restraints imposed by the assumption of private property not only generate a very compromised education on property for Emile but, more broadly, prevent Rousseau from being able to save man from the perils depicted in the Discourse on Inequality.  


While a full treatment of this problem would require a thorough examination of Rousseau's other works (particularly The Social Contact and A Discourse on Political Economy), the length of this essay does not afford this opportunity.  That said, considering Rousseau's radically individualistic account of human nature found in the Discourse on Inequality, it seems to make good sense to compare the presentation of property therein with Emile: Rousseau's prescription for the individual who must deal with the consequences of this institution.

Private Property in the Discourse on Inequality


Rousseau's presentation of the origins of property highlights his individualism and sets the foundation for his awkward acquiescence to this institution.  Unlike Locke, Rousseau denies that property rights existed in the state of nature.  Sustained by the natural bounty of the forest, natural man did not need property.  In nature, man cared only for his necessities, and his needs were simple.   He understood them and was provided by nature with the requisite means to fulfill them.  As such, man was happy.  He did not need his fellow man; he was not dependent upon their good graces for his happiness nor their cooperation for his sustenance.  He knew, and cared, only for himself.  Whereas philosophers such as Aristotle had postulated man's natural sociability, for Rousseau, man was by nature solitary.  Rousseau believed man came to society as a result of the compounded effects of accidents of history and the material needs of individuals, rather than any human desire for sociability as such.  


For Rousseau, society was made possible only by way of property.  Even the family was impossible until man constructed his first dwelling.  Rousseau speculated that at the dawn of society, when humans first began coalescing into groups, populations began to rise.
 Expanding populations meant foodstuffs would have to increase in order to provide for them.   Material forces demanded the cultivation of the soil, but individuals lacked the protection to make their labor worthwhile.    Natural man would only cooperate with his fellows when there was a clear, reliable material incentive to do so.  Farming is a long process, with pay-out coming only at harvest.  As Rousseau wonders, "what man would be insane enough to torment himself cultivating a field that will be plundered by the first comer, whether man or beast, for whom the crop is suitable"?
  Not only would man need to overcome his natural hatred for labor in order to cultivate the land, but such relations would have to be shown beneficial to individualistic man.


The solution to this impasse: divvy up the land.  As with Locke, the right to property would be conferred through mixing one's labor with the land.  By dint of continuous possession this right transformed into a permanent right of property over that land.   Parceled out to all inhabitants, each individual had an incentive to protect his plot.  To violate another's property would risk reprisals that would threaten one's own person or property.
  Thus, this first recognition of property institutes "the first rules of justice".
  Justice, what Rousseau here considers idea of according to someone what he is his, did not arise from nature, but from society.  


Over time, property claims covered the earth.  Eventually those with natural gifts such as cleverness, strength, and ingenuity found ways of expanding their property.  This combined with an increasing population meant that more people wanted property than had it.  New claims to property would now be at the expense of current property-holders.  Those who could not acquire property "were obliged to receive or steal their subsistence from the hand of the rich; and from that began to arise, according to the diverse characters of the rich and poor, domination and servitude or violence and rapine".
  Without universal access to the land, it became evident that all that really protected property claims between individualistic man was physical force sufficient enough to enforce them.


Enter the Hobbesian state of nature.  Viewed as a sort of extension of the self, private property was covetously held and vehemently defended.  Any violation excites his amour propre, a certain vanity or pride which views any such violation as a prejudice against his person.  Each man being the judge of his own property claims and executive of his judgement, mankind descended into a bloody battle for property that threatened the species' very existence.  The rich seized on this tumultuous environment as a means to dupe the poor into consenting to a third party coercive state with the power to enforce property rights.  
The poor went running to their chains both to relieve themselves from the oppression they currently suffered at the hands of the rich and powerful, but also more importantly, because they harbored their own delusions of ascending to the peaks of power and opulence.  Rousseau states "they consent to wear chains in order to give them to others in turn".
 Here we have the tragic reality of the poor establishing and defending the very system that solidifies their own misery; they too are poisoned with desires of wealth and domination.


This ruse would naturally seem to benefit its designers.  Property exacerbated natural inequalities that were negligible in the state of nature.  Natural inequalities such as strength, intelligence, and ingenuity when used to acquire property fueled inequality.  Rousseau describes four types of inequality: of property, of rank, of power, and of merit.
  Of these, inequality in property is most critical, as Rousseau says "it is easily used to purchase all the rest".
  The rich, after experiencing the delight of subordinating his fellow man, revels in the pursuit of more dominion.  However, in the end the rich are themselves unhappy and enslaved.  As Rousseau put it:

Having formerly been free and independent, behold man, due to a multitude of new needs, subjected so to speak to all of nature and especially to his fellow-men, whose slave he becomes in a sense even in being their master; rich, he needs their services; poor, he needs their help; and mediocrity cannot enable him to do without them.
 


Rousseau depicts property as the ultimate source of man's internal and external oppression.  With the advent of property, "people grew accustomed to consider different objects and to make comparisons; imperceptibly they acquire ideas of merit and beauty which produce sentiments of preference".
  Competition for property enflamed man's amour propre. In nature, man knew only amour de soi, or love of the self.  With the transition to society, as Allan Bloom explains, that "natural and healthy self-love and self-esteem (amour de soi) gives way to a self-love relative to other men's opinions of him; henceforth he can esteem himself only if others esteem him".
  The arousal of the latter, what is called amour propre, damned man to the miserable life that Rousseau's project sought to remedy.  


This amour propre was then extended to human relations as "each one began to look at the others and to want to be looked at himself, and public esteem had a value".
  Each man was then consumed with the insatiable desire to be esteemed highest by all others.  However, this goal could never be realized, as each man esteems himself the highest.  Man thus lives outside himself, seeking satisfaction from the opinion of others.  Perversely, man will seek the esteem of others by profiting at their expense.
  Consequently, his misery will be ensured by the naturally unsatisfactory opinions of him held by his adversaries.


As individuals were swept into the frenzied quest for property in the economic realm, the quest for social esteem created turmoil in the political realm.  Like the era of property before government, the era of government with property eventually descended into the rule of the stronger.  Strife caused by political ambition would cause individuals to resign their fates to absolute rulers for a reprieve from violence.
  At the end of the Discourse on Inequality,  Rousseau charts the course of inequality to what he feels to be its ultimate conclusion: tyranny.

What is to be done?


Propelled by Rousseau's rhetorically forceful and damning account of private property in the Discourse on Inequality, one might anticipate Rousseau's next move to be a call for an abolition both of private property and of the state which protects it.  However, he provides no such satisfaction.


Rousseau does offer to us glimpses at a better world.  His favorite era was that of the pre-property society of the savage.  This pre-civil society was man's golden age.  During this stage, man retained his self-sufficiency while also partaking in some improvements from social life.  As he says, "this period of development of human faculties, maintaining a golden mean between the indolence of the primitive state and the petulant activity of our vanity, must have been the happiest and most durable epoch".
  


So, why not go back to the good old days?  While Rousseau claims that "the human race was made to remain in it always", he considers any attempt to return to this state to both impossible and undesirable.
  First, the material demands of increasing populations would make a return to a less productive subsistence economy disastrous.  These large populations need large foodstuffs which demand an ever advancing agriculture and an increasing division of labor.  According to the individualistic  conception of human nature, such cooperation can only be engendered through the incentives afforded by private property in the ownership over the fruits of one's labor and over the land upon which one toils.  Even during the bloody stage after property and before government, Rousseau lamented, mankind was "no longer able to turn back or renounce the unhappy acquisitions it had made".
  


The establishment of government would further ingrain the necessity of property.  With the entire world parceled out, "the establishment of a single society made that of all the others indispensable... to stand up to the united forces, it was necessary to unite in turn".
  The state had "destroyed natural freedom for all time, [and] established forever the law of property and inequality".
  As Rousseau explains, "by leaving the state of nature, we force our fellows to leave it, too.  No one can remain in it in spite of others, and it would really be leaving it to want to remain when it is impossible to live there, for the first law of nature is the care of preserving oneself".
  Whereas man in the state nature was independent and self-sufficient, man is now dependent on others for his subsistence and protection.


Second, a return to such a lifestyle also appears undesirable for Rousseau.  In note (i ) of the Discourse on Inequality, Rousseau explains, "men like me, whose passions have forever destroyed their original simplicity, who can no longer nourish themselves on grass and nuts, nor do without laws and chiefs" should work to live well within society.
  With man's original innocence destroyed, Rousseau evidently held no hope nor harbored any desire to go back to this state.


Thanks to property rights, now he does not have free access to the resources necessary for his very subsistence.  Thanks to the resultant specialization and division of labor from the effects of private property, he does not even know how to provide for himself.  However, because of Rousseau's aforementioned insistence upon the individualism of man, he believes modern man is damned to rely upon property to provide for the economic cooperation necessary for the provision of his subsistence.  As shown with the example of agriculture mentioned previously, man would only embark in such foresighted endeavors when his material benefit was ensured by property right.  There is no innate source of solidarity amongst men upon which to found economic cooperation.  


Man has no choice but to work within this unfortunate, but inescapable, environment.  Man cannot want to live and at the same time want to live in a situation in which it is impossible for him to do so.  Society has rendered him dependent upon his fellow man, a fact that whether he prefers it or not, necessitates his participation within it.  Self-sufficiency requires that an individual be capable of providing for one's self independently of others.  While most in society are educated in a manner that renders them incapable of such independence, with the aid of property and the knowledge of how to provide for one's necessities, an individual can hope to approximate this self-sufficiency within society.  At least, this is Rouseau's hope.

Emile


Rousseau sought to create such a man in his hypothetical pupil, Emile.  Rousseau painstakingly details how he would craft Emile's 'natural' education.  This proposed education was in many regards a radical abandonment of contemporary education of the time.  Instead of a positive education, Rousseau sought to provide a sort of prophylactic education: providing a protective environment in which Emile could develop naturally.  Rousseau's education, especially in its early stages, would be more concerned with preventing the aggravation of amour propre than with providing any positive lessons.


Rousseau presents himself as a friend to Emile; he is a facilitator, rather than an authority figure.  Rousseau does not command Emile, and expose to him his will.  This would prematurely excite his amour propre.  Rousseau educates Emile by disguising his will in the calculated manipulation of Emile's environment.  It thus appears to Emile that his limitations are imposed by the immutable laws of necessity.  Emile is allowed to do whatever he chooses, but his options are limited (unbeknownst to him) by the parameters of Rousseau's design.



Rousseau sought to educate Emile as a savage.
  As Rousseau clarifies, "Emile is not a savage to be relegated to the desert.  He is a savage made to inhabit cities.  He has to know how to find his necessities in them to take advantage of their inhabitants, and to live, if not like them, at least with them".
   Rousseau constructs Emile's environment to give him an education from things, rather than from men.  Like the savage, Emile will be not swayed by duty, opinion, authority, or obligation.  He will do as his will dictates, bowing only to the stern hand of necessity.


Rousseau foresaw an age of revolutions that would kick the ladder from beneath the bourgeois.
  The poor need not be addressed, because they will undoubtedly remain in their station.  Rousseau intended to show bourgeois man that he should know how to live happily in any station.  Emile himself would be plucked from this class.  Unlike them, however, Emile would know his necessities and how to provide for them.  Emile would be capable of living happily in any station.  However, unlike the natural man from which he is modeled, in order for Emile to provide for his necessities, he would need others.  In a society founded upon private property, Emile would have to use property as a tool to provide for his necessities.


So for all the novelty of this education, Rousseau would lay its foundations on a familiar soil: private property.  As a natural man within society, it is necessary that Emile understand, accept, and utilize what for Rousseau is a central assumption of society.  Emile would be educated by way of property, but in a manner by which Rousseau intends him to be independent of it.  


I argue that this education is undermined by the restraints of Rousseau's individualistic conception of human nature and his resultant acquiescence to private property.  In order for Emile to remain natural, Rousseau must present property to Emile as if it were as timeless and unbending as any necessity man would find in the state of nature.  This teaching must disguise, or at least downplay, the true origins of property laid out in the Discourse on Inequality.  In leaving private property intact, Rousseau cannot ultimately address the fatal amour propre that arises from it.  Rousseau knew he could not give up on society.  As society requires that private property be held in order to provide for necessities, he believed its rejection impossible;  he had to transmit this lesson to Emile.  Rousseau individualistic conception of human nature necessitates that property be present within society in order to faciliate the provision for the needs of life.  His individualistic emphasis upon self-sufficiency requires that one who would wants to be independent within society must have control over such resources.  However, this education in property could not be given with complete candor; it had to be carefully constructed so as to not reveal the wills that lay behind this institution.  However, even if Rousseau could succeed in quelling this passion within Emile, which I argue is unlikely, Emile is still dependent enough on the rest of society that his self-sufficiency, happiness, and even preservation remain in danger.  In short, Rousseau's project here is utopian.  It imagines it can cure the illness of man within society without treating his disease.

Emile's Education in Property


Emile is introduced to property through his lesson in the bean patch.  Rousseau crafts a situation in which private property is proved useful to him.  Rousseau tells Emile that by mixing his labor with the land, he acquires property right over it.
   Emile understands that he could thus acquire property right over the land on which he toiled.  As for Locke, property here becomes an extension of the self.
  As such, man loves it as he does himself.


However, one day Emile finds his bean-patch tilled over.  He becomes enraged at this apparent injustice.  What evil will opposes him?  This conflict over property sparks indignation in Emile; we see the arousal of amour propre that played such a disastrous role in the Discourse on Inequality.  It turns out that Robert the gardener had mixed himself with the very same earth. To Emile's horror, because Robert was the first comer, in reality it was Emile who had violated Robert's rights.
  Aside from losing his right to the soil, Emile realizes that by violating Robert's property rights, he has deprived himself of the delectable melons that Robert had planted there for him.  Fortunately, Robert accepts his apology, and even agrees to grant Emile a section of the garden to plant in exchange for half of the section's produce.  


Property here is presented as a necessity, thus Emile attributes no ill will on the part of Robert, and his amour propre is placated.  Rousseau quickly quells this volatile passion by showing him he was not pitted against the invidious ill will of Robert, but the necessity imposed by property relations.  Robert's actions would have been the same regardless of who destroyed his melons.  Property rights are simply a fact of life, and on the level with other natural necessities man must account for.  From this, Emile sees how property rights promote his well-being.  He observes that others have the same rights as he, and that it is in his best interest to observe them.  Had he only respected Robert's property rights, he could have enjoyed the melons he had planted for him.  


This lesson also serves as Emile's introduction to contract.  He sees that such agreements can have utility for him.  In exchange for some of his produce, he can regain the utility of working his garden.  Rousseau has ensured that young Emile views such contracts to be writ in stone.  While this is obviously an optimistic portrayal of the fidelity of contract, he does not know of the wills that might betray this agreement for personal profit.  Rousseau has painstaking constructed these encounters and can ensure that those who engage in contract with Emile fulfill their end of the bargain, and then some.  To Emile, contracts impose the same necessity as any other thing.


However, notice that Emile does not encounter the nasty realities of property which Rousseau rails against in the Discourse on Inequality.  Robert is willing to grant Emile use of his property without any clear benefit to himself.  It is hard to believe that most people in society would be as generous as those in the world which Rousseau crafts.


This lesson does introduce the idea of scarcity to Emile.  There is not enough land to go around, and Robert at first shows a certain ambivalence to Emile's refrain that he has no property.  However, Robert generously offers Emile a section of his garden in order to plant his beans in exchange for half the produce.
  He did not have to do so, and the portion of produce that Emile must pay him in rent is doubtful to have compensated him for the benefit he could have reaped from cultivating the plot himself.  


Rousseau skirts the violent competition that is likely to arise between the haves and the have-nots, as well as the exploitation of renters by rentiers.  Through rent, Robert receives something for doing nothing.  As Rousseau asserts elsewhere in Emile, "it is not just that what one man has done for society should relieve another from what he owes it; for each, owing himself wholly, can pay only for himself and no father can transmit to his son the right to be useless to his fellows".
  In contrast to this assertion that those who reap benefits without laboring are rascals, he presents rent here without condemnation.
  


The issue of economic inequality is primarily addressed through Emile's education in generosity.  Emile is taught that the rich owe the poor assistance in exchange for the poor granting them the fruits of the earth, which rightly belonged to all.
  Rousseau envisioned Emile  spending much of his time and resources aiding the poor and advocating for their relief.  This points to another way Rousseau sought for moderating the impacts of amour propre.  If it cannot be outright stifled, try and transform it into a virtue by generalizing it into a love of mankind.
  Perhaps Emile would truly see himself as indebted to society, but this is no cause to imagine others will as well.
  As admirable as his charity might be, his efforts are not directed at rectifying the property relations that produce the inequality and conflict that has plagued society, but merely at tempering their effects.  


Of course, this teaching also assumes that all of the poor consented to the unequal distribution of property.  This is a convenient myth for justifying extant property distribution.  Viewing the matter as a biproduct of contract, Emile will not understand the depth of the injustice of these inequalities.  Beyond this, it presumes that the rich would be faithful to this contract, which current property arrangements do not actually obligate them.  Though it acknowledges a public claim to property, this contract naïvely relies on the generosity of the rich.


Yet another important lesson is learned from Emile's encounter with Robert; Emile learns that not only must he mix his labor with the land in order to acquire property right over it, but he must also be the first-comer.  This stipulation is the one that robs Emile of his garden.  Robert works the ground passed on to him from his father, thus he was the first-comer.  Although Emile will himself have access to an inheritance, he will endeavor to be independent from it.  He will not become a parasitic, rascal landlord.  Emile will be an able farmer, as evinced by his devotion to the bean patch, but will also adopt a trade with which he can provide for his self-sufficiency if he ever loses his property.  Emile will occupy himself with being useful to mankind, and thus will always able to acquire subsistence from them.  Work is "an indispensable duty for social man", Rousseau explains, and, "outside of society isolated man, owing nothing to anyone, has a right to live as he pleases.  But in society, where he necessarily lives at the expense of others, he owes them the price of his keep in work".
  He will be an artisan, for Rousseau tells him that an artisan "depends only on his work".
  Although agriculture is “the most decent, the most useful, and the consequently the most noble” trade, Emile's property could be threatened by “the enemy, the prince, a powerful neighbor, or a lawsuit”.
  The artisan, in contrast, can simply pack his bags and flee such vexations.  


By having Emile engage in manual labor , Rousseau acknowledges a dependence on the social realm.  As Rousseau notes, "Emile sees that, in order to have instruments for his use, he must in addition have instruments for the use of other men with which he can obtain in exchange the things which are necessary to him and are in their power”.
  The realities of property distribution necessitate that Emile take up a valuable trade by which he can make exchanges to fulfill his needs.  Rousseau thus exaggerates the self-sufficiency of the artisan.  The artisan must still rely on the proprietors of the raw materials necessary to practice his trade.  Further, his reimbursement is not guaranteed to suffice for his subsistence.  The market, as in the external demand for the produce he supplies, determines his emolument.  Technological advances achieved by the sciences could render his trade much less useful, if not useless.  Likewise, Emile will be in competition with fellow artisans.  The more artisans there are, the lower their pay, and the more conflict amongst them for work.  This would be a source of inflammation of Emile's amour propre.  This could drive Emile into misery and destitution.


As a product of the propertied class, it is presumed that Emile will receive an inheritance from his father.  However, when Emile reaches adulthood Rousseau explains to him that he has a choice to make: he is only bound to the inheritance and the government under which it resides if he voluntarily submits to it.  Rousseau demonstrates to Emile the options his property affords him and their respective risks.  Emile, Rousseau suspects, will not care for the pursuit either of commerce, public office or finance,  and will rather plea:

I know no other happiness than living in independence with the one I love, earning my appetite and my health every day by my work.  All these complications you tell me about hardly touch me.  I want as all my property only a little farm in some corner of the world.  I shall use all my avarice to improve it, and I shall live without worrying.  Give me Sophie and my field––and I shall be rich.
 


Rousseau tells Emile that he's found the rarer of the two in his Sophie, but that finding a good little corner of the world is easier said than done.  Again, the farmer is bound to his land.  One must know something of the government which rules over the land.  Is it violent?  Will it tax you heavily?  Will your land border on a wealthy estate?  He reminds Emile that political influence is part and parcel with riches.  Here, Rousseau also gives an account of the power government will have over property.  

If the sovereign authority is founded on the right of property, this right is the one it ought to respect most.  The right of property is inviolable and sacred for the sovereign authority as long as it remains a particular and individual right.  But as soon as it is considered as common to all the citizens, it is subject to the general will, and this will can suppress it.  Thus the sovereign has no right to touch the possessions of one or more individuals.  But it can legitimately seize the possessions of all, as was done at Sparta in the time of Lycurgus; the abolition of debts by Solon, on the other hand, was an illegitimate act.
 


This acknowledgement of eminent domain rights would seem to provide a mechanism by which the “general will” could instruct the government to utilize the property under its domain for the good of the whole.  That said, Rousseau one cannot ensure that the government, regardless of how virtuous its citizenry be, will not have its enlightened “general will” overruled by the particular wills of the rich and influential.  The state would more likely be seized by the wealthy and used to not only retain the wealth they currently enjoy, but to plunder their fellows as well.   As Rousseau himself says "the vices that make social institutions necessary are the same ones that make their abuse inevitable".
  Even supposing a virtuous citizenry, the Discourse on Inequality illustrated quite brilliantly how the same competitive forces that created warfare amongst individuals before government lead to international warfare in the age of government.  The inequality that exists on the individual level would be replicated on the international level, to proportionately larger casualties.  How can we be sure Emile will not be such a casualty?


After two years of journeying about Europe to discover the best spot for his farm, Emile comes home and decides to accept his inheritance.

What will I do then with the fortune my parents left me?  I shall begin by not depending on it...If it is left with me, it will stay with me.  If it is taken from me, I shall not be carried along with it.  I shall not worry about holding on to it, but I shall remain firmly in my place.  Rich or poor, I shall be free.  I shall not be free in this or that land, in this or that region;  I shall be free everywhere on earth.  All the chains of opinion are broken for me: I know only those of necessity...As long as I can remain independent and rich, I have property to live on, and I shall live.  When my property subjects me, I shall abandon it without effort.  I have arms for working, and I shall live.
 


So, although Emile accepts his property, he imagines that he could live happily without it.  Thanks to his education, he is ignorant of the true dependency to which he finds himself.  Perhaps if nothing ever threatens his property, this ignorance will prove bliss.   However, only Emile's relative indifference to his fate could shelter him from the anxiety and misery he would surely endure if ever stripped of his property.  And even Rousseau must admit that it is hard to be happy when watching your family writhe in suffering while you all slowly starve.  


Rousseau sought to instill in Emile the ability to understand and provide for his needs, to be happy in any station, but his conclusion here seems to show that he has utterly failed him.  Indeed, considering Rousseau's individualist premise, such failure seems inevitable.  For all of Rousseau's half-measures, it appears Emile is just as susceptible to finding himself in poverty unhappy, and under despotism.  Emile might be generous and he might care little for riches, but neither of these get to the root problem of property, to the baneful consequences that he so compellingly demonstrated in the Discourse on Inequality.

Conclusion


In the end, Emile is a chimera.    This education provides a solution neither for the individual nor for the society within which he resides.  Man needs life; life requires society; society requires property; property leads to catastrophe.  The education of Emile does nothing to break this chain.  His project is undermined by the characteristics of man's nature upon which it is founded.  Property is necessary and requires government to protect it, but government cannot be relied upon to provide equality and to administer a general will as long as it manned by the creature Rousseau paints man to be.  Government, thanks to amour propre, naturally falls into despotism around him.  Society itself is likewise precluded by the nature of man from addressing the problem.  It has no mechanism by which to generate the sort of cooperation necessary to provide for our needs without both private property and a government to enforce it.  This is of course why most all endeavors at overcoming private property rely on the potential for cooperation amongst individuals without it.


The abolition of private property, which appears as the necessary solution to a happy existence for social man, would require a solidarity, a level of cooperation, that Rousseau evidently could not allow with his individualistic vision.
  As Peled contends, "the possibility of one man being able to secure the help of another without having 'enough provisions for two,' evidently did not occur to him”.
  Besides, young Emile, despite his generosity, will not be a crusader.  He will not confront property.  He will be content to utilize it while he has it, and imagines that if need be he could do just fine without it.


Emile's understanding of property does at least point to reservations Rousseau had with the institution.  Rousseau's intentions with Emile reveal an attempt, however unrealistic, to resolve the problems of property from the Discourse on Inequality.  In attempting to free his ideal ordinary man from the chains of property, he is symbolically hoisting the yoke of property from mankind as well. As Asher Horowitz contends, property right for Emile ends up as a collective, rather than individual, right.
 Indeed, Horowitz contends that "the polity to which Emile seems to be destined aims at the full communal control of economic life".
  However, this possibilty, as Horowitz agrees, is precluded by the limitations of government already mentioned.


In the end, the radical educator gives way to a sad mixture of economic realism and social idealism.  For all the huffing and puffing of the Discourse on Inequality, Rousseau comes off looking an awful lot like the modern thinkers he sought to correct, at least on this critical matter of private property: a central component in each.  He may imagine that Emile might be able to live free of the confines of property, but this is a delusion.


If property is indeed a necessity, it is by Rousseau's own account a tragic one, for it will destroy us all.  If we are persuaded by his account of the trojectory of society under property laid out in the Discourse on Inequality, it becomes evident that mankind must be resigned to endless warfare and tyranny.  With private property man is unhappy, enslaved, and at war.  Without property, man starves.  Emile provides no viable solutions for how an individualistic society might resolve such a conundrum.  As such, Rousseau's masterful denunciation of property is resigned to being a sad lament on man's most regrettable, and fatal, necessity.

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
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