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Book one

I am undertaking a task which is without precedent, whose accomplishment will have no imita-
tor. I propose to set before my fellow-mortals a man in all the truth of nature; and this man shall be
myself.

I have studied mankind and know my heart; I am not made like any one I have been acquainted
with, perhaps like no one in existence; if not better, I at least claim originality, and whether Nature
has acted rightly or wrongly in destroying the mold in which she cast me, can only be decided after I
have been read.

I will present myself, whenever the last trumpet shall sound, before the Sovereign Judge with
this book in my hand, and loudly proclaim, “Thus have I acted; these were my thoughts; such was
I. Power Eternal! Assemble round your throne an innumerable throng of my fellow-mortals, let them
listen to my confessions, and let each in his turn expose with equal sincerity the failings, the wander-
ings of his heart, and if he dare, aver, I was better than that man. ”

I was born at Geneva, in 1712, son of Isaac Rousseau and Susannah Bemard, citizens. My fa-
ther’s share of a moderate competency, which was divided among fifteen children, being very trivial,
his business of a watchmaker (in which he had the reputation of great ingenuity) was his only de-
pendence. My mother’s circumstances were more affluent; she was daughter of a Mons. Bernard,
minister, and possessed a considerable share of modesty and beauty. The affection they entertained
for each other was almost as early as their existence. Still, my father found some difficulty in obtai-
ning her hand.

Fortunately, my mother’s brother, Gabriel Bernard, fell in love with one of my father’s sisters:
she had no objection to the match, but made the marriage of his sister with her brother an indispensa-

ble preliminary. Love soon removed every obstacle, and the two weddings were celebrated the same
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day: thus my uncle became the husband of my aunt, and their children were doubly my cousins. Be-
fore a year was expired, both had the happiness to become fathers, but were soon after obliged to sub-
mit to a separation.

My uncle Bernard, who was an engineer, went to serve in the empire and Hungary, under
Prince Eugene, and distinguished himself both at the siege and battle of Belgrade. My father, after
the birth of my only brother, set off, on recommendation, for Constantinople, and was appointed
watchmaker to the Seraglio. During his absence, the beauty, wit, and accomplishments of my mother
attracted a number of admirers. But my mother had a defense more powerful even than her virtue; she
tenderly loved my father, and conjured him to return; Ifis inclination seconding his request, he gave
up every prospect of emolument, and hastened to Geneva. I was the unfortunate fruit of this return,
being born ten months after, in a very weakly and infirm state; my birth cost my mother her life, and
was the first of my misfortunes.

I am ignorant how my father bore his loss at that time, but I know he was inconsolable. In me he
still thought he saw her, but could never forget that I had been the innocent cause of his misfortune.
Whenever he embraced me, his sighs, the convulsive pressure of his arms, witnessed that a bitter re-
gret mingled itself with his caresses. Forty years after this loss he expired in the arms of a second
wife, but the name of the first still vibrated on his lips, still was her image engraved on his heart.

Such were the authors of my being: of all the gifts it had pleased Heaven to bestow on them, a
feeling heart was the only one that descended to me; this had been the source of their felicity, it was
the foundation of all my misfortunes.

1 came into the world with so few signs of life, that they entertained but little hope of preserving
me, with the seeds of a disorder that has gathered strength with years. I owed my preservation to one
of my father’s sisters, an amiable and virtuous girl, who took the tender care of me. Dear aunt! I
freely forgive your having preserved my life, and only lament that it is not in my power to bestow on
the decline of your days the tender solicitude and care you lavished on the first dawn of mine.

We suffer before we think; it is the common lot of humanity. I experienced more than my pro-

portion of it. I have no knowledge of what passed prior to my fifth or sixth year; I recollect nothing of
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learning to read, I only remember what effect the first considerable exercise of it produced on my
mind; and from that moment I date an uninterrupted knowledge of myself. Every night, after supper,
we read some part of a small collection of romances which had been my mother’s. We alternately read
whole nights together, and could not bear to give over until at the conclusion of a volume. Some-
times, in a moming, on hearing the swallows at our window, my father, quite ashamed of this weak-
ness, would cry, “Come, come, let us go to bed; I am more of a child than yourself. ” I soon ac-
quired, by this dangerous custom, not only an extreme facility in reading and comprehending, but,
for my age, a too intimate acquaintance with the passions.

My romance reading concluded with the summer of 1719. My mother’s library being quite ex-
hausted, we had recourse to that part of her father’s which had devolved to us; here we happily found
some valuable books, which was by no means extraordinary, having been selected by a minister that
truly deserved that title, in whom learning ( which was the rage of the times) was but a secondary
commendation , his taste and good sense being most conspicuous. These interesting studies, seconded
by the conversations they frequently occasioned with my father, produced that republican spirit and
love of liberty, that haughty and invincible turn of mind, which rendered me impatient of restraint or
servitude, and became the torment of my life, as I continually found myself in situations incompatible
with these sentiments.

I had a brother seven years older than myself, who was brought up to my father’s profession. The
extraordinary affection they lavished on me might be the reason he was too much neglected: this cer-
tainly was a fault which cannot be justified. His education and morals suffered by this neglect, and
he acquired the habits of a libertine before he arrived at an age to be really one. In the end, my
brother’s conduct became so bad that he disappeared altogether, thus I became an only son.

I was treated as a beloved, but never a spoiled child. I had the faults common to my age: I was
a chatterbox, a glutton, and sometimes a liar. I had stolen fruits, bonbons, or eatables, but never
took delight in mischievous waste, in accusing others, or tormenting harmless animals. I recollect,
indeed, that one day, while Madam Clot, a neighbor of ours, was gone to church, I made water in

her kettle; the remembrance even now makes me smile. Thus I have given a brief, but faithful, his-
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tory of my childish offences.

How could I become cruel or vicious, when I had before my eyes only examples of mildness, and
was surrounded by some of the best people in the world? My father, my aunt, my nurse, my rela-
tions, our friends, our neighbors, all I had any connections with, did not obey me, it is true, but
loved me tenderly, and I returned their affection. Those hours that were not employed in reading or
writing with my father, or walking with my governess, I spent with my aunt; and whether seeing her
embroider, or hearing her sing, whether sitting or standing by her side, 1 was ever happy. The
charms of her voice had such an affect on me, that not only several of her songs have ever since re-
mained on my memory, but some I have not thought of from my infancy, as I grow old, return upon
my mind with a charm altogether inexpressible.

Such were my affections on entering this life. But this course of education was interrupted by an
accident, whose consequences influenced the rest of my life. My father had a quarrel with a captain
in the French army and was wrongly accused. At last,father preferred a voluntary banishment for the
remainder of his life, to giving up a point by which he must sacrifice his honor and liberty.

Then I remained under the tuition of my uncle Bernard. He had lost his eldest daughter, but had
a son about my own age, and we were sent together io Bossey, to board with the Minister Lambercier.
Here we were to learn Latin, with all the insignificant trash that has obtained the name of education.

Two years spent in this village softened, in some degree, my Roman fierceness, and again re-
duced me to a state of childhood. The simplicity of this rural life was of infinite advantage in opening
my heart to the reception of true friendship. The characters of my cousin and me accorded so well,
and the friendship that subsisted between us was so cordial, that during the five years at Bossey and
Geneva we were inseparable. The manner in which I passed my time at Bossey was so agreeable to my
disposition. Tender, affectionate and gentle feelings formed its foundation.

As Miss Lambercier had the affection of a mother for us, she sometimes exerted a mother’s au-
thority, even to inflicting on us, when we deserved it, the punishment of infants. However, this pun-
ishment increased my affection for the person who had inflicted it. All this affection, aided by my

natural mildness, was scarcely sufficient to prevent my seeking, by fresh offenses, a return of the
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same chastisement ; for a degree of sensuality had mingled with the smart and shame, which left more
desire than fear of a repetition. I was well convinced the same discipline from her brother would have
produced a quite contradictory effect.

Who would believe this childish discipline, received at eight years old, from the hand of a
woman of thirty, should influence my propensities, my desires, my passions, for the rest of my life,
and that in quite a contrary sense from what might naturally have been expected? The very incident
that inflamed my senses, gave my desires such an extraordinary turn that confined to what I had al-
ready experienced, I sought no further. Thus I passed the age of puberty, with a constitution extreme-
ly ardent, without knowing or even wishing for any other gratification of the passions than what Miss
Lambercier had innocently given me an idea of; and when I became a man, that childish taste still
remained.

In thus investigating the first traces of my sensible existence, I find elements, which, though
seemingly incompatible, have united to produce a simple and uniform effect; while others, apparently
the same, have, by the concurrence of certain circumstances, formed such different combinations,
that it would never be imagined they had any affinity; who would believe, for example, that one of
the most vigorous springs of my soul was tempered in the identical source from whence luxury and
ease mingled with my constitution and circulated in my veins? Before I quit this subject, I will add a
striking instance of the different effects they produced.

One day, while I was studying in a chamber contiguous to the kitchen, the maid set some of
Miss Lambercier’s combs to dry by the fire, and on coming to fetch them some time after, was sur-
prised to find the teeth of one of them broken off. Who could be suspected of this mischief? No one
but me had entered the room: I was questioned, but denied having any knowledge of it. M. and Miss
Lambercier consult, exhort, threaten, but all to no purpose; I obstinately persist in the denial; and,
though this was the first time I had been detected in a confirmed falsehood, appearances were so
strong that they overthrew all my protestations. This affair was thought serious; the mischief, the lie,
and the obstinacy, were considered equally deserving of punishment, which was not now to be admin-

istered by Miss Lambercier. My uncle Bernard was written to; he arrived; and my poor cousin being
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charged with a crime no less serious, we were conducted to the same execution, which was inflicted
with great severity. If finding a remedy in the evil itself, they had sought ever to allay my depraved
desires, they could not have chosen a shorter method to accomplish their designs, and, I can assure
my readers, I was for a long time freed from the dominion of them.

As this severity could not draw from me the expected acknowledgment, which obstinacy brought
on several repetitionsz and reduced me to a deplorable situation, yet I was immovable, and resolutely
determined to suffer death rather than submit. Force, at length, was obliged to yield to the diabolical
infatuation of a child, for no better name was bestowed on my constancy, and I came out of this
dreadful trial, torn, it is true, but triumphant.

Fifty years have expired since this adventure — the fear of punishment is no more. Well, then,
I aver, in the face of Heaven, I was absolutely innocent ; and, so far from breaking, or even touching
the comb, never came near the fire. It will be asked, how did this mischief happen? I can form no
conception of it; I only know my own innocence.

This occurrence terminated my infantine serenity ; from that moment I ceased to enjoy a pure un-
adulterated happiness, and on a retrospection of the pleasures of my childhood, I yet feel they ended
here. We continued at Bossey some months after this event, but were like our first parents in the Gar-
den of Eden after they had lost their innocence; in appearance our situation was the same, in effect it
was totally different. We were disgusted with our situation; our preceptors were weary of us. In the
end, my uncle wrote for our return, and we left M. and Miss Lambercier without feeling any regret at
the separation.

On my return to Geneva, I passed two or three years at my uncle’s, expecting the determination
of my friends respecting my future establishment. As my age did not render the choice very pressing,
I remained with my uncle, passing my time with very little improvement, and paying pretty dear,
though not unreasonably, for my board.

After deliberating a long time on the bent of my natural inclination, they resolved to dispose of
me in a manner the most repugnant to them. I was sent to M. Masseron, the City Register, to learn

(according to the expression of my uncle Bernard) the thriving occupation of a scraper. This nick-
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