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BOOK ONE

[1712 to 1719]

I am commencing an undertaking, hitherto
without precedent, and which will never find an
imitator. I desire to set before my fellows the
likeness of a man in all the truth of nature, and
that man myself.

Myself alone! I know the feelings of my
heart, and I know men. I am not made like any
of those 1 have seen; I venture to believe that I
am not made like any of those who are in
existence. If 1 am not better, at least I am
different. Whether Nature has acted rightly or
wrongly in destroying the mould in which she
cast me, can only be decided after 1 have been
read.

Let the trumpet of the Day of Judgement
sound when it will, I will present myself before
the Sovereign Judge with this book in my hand.
1 will say boldly: *This is what I have done,
what 1 have thought, what I was. I have told
the good and the bad with equal frankness. I
have neither omitted anything bad, nor
interpolated anything good. K I have
occasionally made use of some immaterial
embellishments, this has only been in order to
fill a gap caused by lack of memory. I may have
assumed the truth of that which I knew might
have been true, never of that which I knew to

be false. 1 have shown myself as I was: mean
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and contemptible, good, high-minded and
sublime, according as I was one or the other. I
have unveiled my inmost self even as Thou hast
seen it, O Eternal Being. Gather round me the
countless host of my fellow-men; let them hear
my confessions, lament for my unworthiness,
and blush for my imperfections. Then let each
of them in tumn reveal, with the same
frankness, the secrets of his heart at the foot of
the Throne, and say, if he dare, “I was better
than that man!”’

I was bom at GeneVa, in the year 1712, and
was the son of Isaac Rousseau and Susanne
Bemnard, citizens. The distribution of a very
moderate inheritance amongst fifteen children
had reduced my father’s portion almost to
nothing; and his only means of livelihood was
his trade of watchmaker, in which he was really
very clever. My mother, a daughter of the
Protestant minister Benard, was better off. She
was clever and beautiful, and my father had
found difficulty in obtaining her hand. Their
affection for each other had commenced almost
as soon as they were bom. When only eight
years old, they walked every evening upon the
Treille; at ten, they were inseparable.
Sympathy and union of soul strengthened in
them the feeling produced by intimacy. Both,
naturally full of tender sensibility, only waited
for the moment when they should find the same
disposition in another—or, rather, this moment
waited for them, and each abandoned their
heart to the first which opened to receive it.
Destiny, which appeared to oppose their
passion, only encouraged it. The young lover,
unable to obtain possession of his mistress, was
consumed by grief. She advised him to travel,
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and endeavour to forget her. He travelled, but
without result, and returned more in love than
ever. He found her whom he loved still faithful
and true. After this trial of affection, nothing
was lefi for them but to love each other all their
lives. This they swore to do, and Heaven
blessed their oath.

Gabriel Bernard, my mother’s brothér, fell in
love with one of my father’s sisters, who only
consented to accept the hand of the brother, on
condition that her own brother married the
sister. Love arranged everything, and the two
marriages took place on the same day. Thus my
uncle became the husband of my aunt, and their
children were doubly my first cousins. At the
end of a year, a child was bom to both, after
which they were again obliged to separate.

My uncle Bernard was an engineer. He took
service in the Empire and in Hungary, under
Prince Eugtne. He distinguished himself at the
siege and battle of Belgrade. My father, after
the birth of my only brother, set out for
Constantinople, whither he was summoned to
undertake the post of watchmaker to the Sultan.
During his absence, my mother’s beauty,
intellect and talents gained for her the devotion
of numerous admirers. M. de la Closure, the
French resident, was one of the most eager to
offer his. His passion must have been great, for
thirty years later, 1 saw him greatly affected
when speaking to me of her. To enable her to
restst such advances, my mother had more than
her virtue: she loved her husband tenderly. She
pressed him to retum; he left all, and
returned. T was the unhappy fruit of this return.
Ten months later 1 was bom, a weak and ailing
child; T cost my mother her life, and my birth
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was the first of my misfortunes.

I have never heard how my father bore this
loss, but I know that he was inconsolable. He
believed that he saw his wife again in me,
without being able to forget that it was I who had
robbed him of her;
without my perceiving, by his sighs and the
convulsive manner in which he clasped me to
his breast, that a bitter regret was mingled with
his caresses, which were on that account only
the more tender. When he said to me, °Jean-
Jacques, let us talk of your mother,’ I used to
‘Well, then, my father, we will
weep! *—and this word alone was sufficient to

he never embraced me

answer,

move him to tears. ‘Ah!’ said he, with a
sigh, ‘give her back to me, console me for her
loss, fill the void which she has left in my soul.
Should 1 love you as I do, if you were only my
son?’ Forty years after he had lost her, he died
in the arms of a second wife, but the name of
the first was on his lips and her image at the
bottom of his heart.

Such were the authors of my existence. Of all
the gifts which Heaven had bestowed upon
them, a sensitive heart is the only one they
bequeathed to me; it had been the source of
their happiness, but for me it proved the source
of all the misfortunes of my life.

1 was brought into the world in an almost
dying condition: litile hope was entertained of
saving my life. I carried within me the germs of
a complaint which the course of time has
strengthened, and which at times allows me a
respite only to make me suffer more cruelly in
another manner. One of my father’s sisters, an
amiable and virtuous young woman, took such
care of me that she saved my life. At this
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moment, while I am writing, she is still alive,
at the age of eighty, nursing a husband younger
than herself, but exhausted by excessive
drinking. Dear aunt, I forgive you for having
preserved my life; and I deeply regret that, at
the end of your days, I am unable to repay the
tender care which you lavished upon me at the
beginning of my own. My dear old nurse
Jacqueline is also still alive, healthy and
robust. The hands which opened my eyes at my
birth will be able to close them for me at my
death.

I felt before I thought: this is the common lot
of humanity. I experienced it more than others.
I do not know what I did until T was five or six
years old. I do not know how I learned to read;
I only remember my earliest reading, and the
effect it had upon me; from that time I date my
uninterrupted  self-consciousness. My mother
had left some romances behind her, which my
father and I began to read after supper. At first
it was only a question of practising me in
reading by the aid of amusing books; but soon
the interest became so lively, that we used to
read in tuns without stopping, and spent whole
nights in this occupation. We were unable to
leave off until the volume was finished.
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Sometimes, my father, hearing the swallows
begin to twitter in the early moming, would
say, quite ashamed, ‘Let us go to bed; I am
more of a child than yourself. ’

In a short time I acquired, by this dangerous
method, not only extreme facility in reading and
understanding what I read, but a knowledge of
the passions that was unique in a child of my
age. I had no idea of things in themselves,
although all the feelings of actual life were
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already known to me. I had conceived nothing,
but felt everything. These confused emotions,
which 1 felt one after the other, certainly did not
warp the reasoning powers which 1 did not as yet
possess; but they shaped them in me of a
peculiar stamp, and gave me odd and romantic
notions of human life, of which experience and
reflection have never been able wholly to cure
me.

{1719 to 1723 ]—The romances came to an
end in the summer of 1719. The following
winter brought us something different. My
mother’s library being exhausted, we had
recourse to the share of her father’s which had
fallen to us. Luckily, there were some good
books in it; in fact, it could hardly have been
otherwise, for the library had been collected by
a minister, who was even a leamed man
according to the fashion of the day, and was at
the same time a man of taste and intellect. The
History of the Empire and the Church by Le
Sueur; Bossuet’s Treatise upon Universal
History ; Plutarch’s Lives of Famous Men ; Nani’s
History of Venice; Ovid’s Metamorphoses; La
Bruyere; Fontenelle’s Worlds; his Dialogues of
the Dead; and some volumes of Moligre—all
these were brought over into my father’s room,
and I read to him out of them while he worked.
I conceived a taste for them that was rare and
my age. Plutarch,
especially, became my favourite author. The

perhaps unique at

pleasure I took in reading him over and over
again cured me a little of my taste for romance,
and I soon preferred Agesilaus, Brutus and
Aristides to Orondates, Artamenes, and Juba.
This interesting reading, and the conversations
between my father and myself to which it gave
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rise, formed in me the free and republican

spirit, the proud and indomitable character

unable to endure slavery or servitude, which has
tormented me throughout my life in situations
the least fitted to afford it scope. Unceasingly
occupied with thoughts of Rome and Athens,
living as it were amongst their great men,
myself by birth the citizen of a republic and the
son of a father whose patriotism was his
strongest passion, I was fired by his example; |
believed myself a Greek or a Roman; 1 lost my
identity in that of the individual whose life | was
reading; the recitals of the qualities of
endurance and intrepidity which arrested my
attention made my eyes glisten and strengthened
my voice. One day, while I was relating the
history of Scaevola at table, those present were
alarmed to see me come forward and hold my
hand over a chafing-dish, to illustrate his
action.

I had a brother seven years older than
myself, who was leaming my father’s trade. The
excessive affection which was lavished upon
myself caused him to be somewhat neglected,
which treatment I cannot approve of. His
education felt the consequences of this neglect.
He took to evil courses before he was old
enough to be a regular profligate. He was put
with another master, from whom he was
continually running away, as he had done from
home. I hardly ever saw him; I can scarcely
say that I knew him; but I never ceased to love
him tenderly, and he loved me as much as a
vagabond can love anything. I remember that,
on one occasion, when my father was chastising
himhmshlyamdinanger, I threw myself
impetuously between them and embraced him
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closely. In this manner I covered his body with
mine, and received the blows which were aimed
at him; [ so obstinately maintained my position
that at last my father was obliged to leave off,
being either disarmed by my cries and tears, or
afraid of hurting me more than him. At last, my
brother turned out so badly that he ran away and
disappeared altogether. Some time afterwards
we heard that he was in Germany. He never
once wrote to us. From that time nothing more
has been heard of him, and thus I have
remained an only son.

H this poor boy was carelessly brought up,
this was not the case with his brother; the
children of kings could not be more carefully
looked after than I was during my early years—
worshipped by all around me, and, which is far
less common, treated as a beloved, never as a
spoiled child. Till I left my father's house, I
was never once allowed to run about the streets
by myself with the other children; in my case no
one ever had to satisfy or check any of those
fantastic whims which are attributed to Nature,
but are all in reality the result of education. I
had the faults of my age: I was a chatterbox, a
glution, and, sometimes, a liar. I would have
stolen fruits, bonbons, or eatables; but I have
never found pleasure in doing harm or damage,
in accusing others, or in tormenting poor dumb
animals. 1 remember, however, that I once
made water in a saucepan belonging to one of
our neighbours, Madame Clot, while she was at
church. 1 declare that, even now, the
recollection of this makes me laugh, because
Madame Clot, a good woman in other respects,
was the most confirmed old grumbler I have ever
known. Such is the brief and true story of all
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my childish offences.

How could I become wicked, when I had
nothing but examples of gentleness before my
eyes, and none around me but the best people
in the world? My father, my aunt, my nurse,
my relations, our friends, our neighbours, all
who surrounded me, did not, it is true, obey
me, but they loved me; and I loved them in
return. My wishes were so little excited and so
little opposed, that it did not occur to me to
have any. I can swear that, until I served under
a master, | never knew what a fancy was.
Except during the time I spent in reading or
writing in my father’s company, or when my
nurse took me for a walk, 1 was always with my
aunt, sitting or standing by her side, watching
her at her embroidery or listening to her
singing; and I was content. Her cheerfulness,
her gentleness and her pleasant face have
stamped so deep and lively an impression on my
mind that I can still see her manner, look, and
attitude; I remember her affectionate language:
I could describe what clothes she wore and how
her head was dressed, not forgetting the two
litle curls of black hair on her temples, which
she wore in accordance with the fashion of the
time. :

I am convinced that it is to her I owe the
taste, or rather passion, for music, which only
became fully developed in me a long time
afterwards. She knew a prodigious number of
tunes and songs which she used to sing in a very
thin, gentle voice. This excellent woman’s
cheerfulness of soul banished dreaminess and
melancholy from herself and all around her. The
attraction which her singing possessed for me
was so great, that not only have several of her
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songs always remained in my memory, but even
now, when I have lost her, and as I grew
older, many of them, totally forgotten since the
days of my childhood, retum to my mind with
inexpressible charm. Would anyone believe that
I, an old dotard, eaten up by cares and
troubles, sometime find myself weeping like a
child, when I mumble one of those little airs in
a voice already broken and trembling? One of
has come back to me
completely, as far as the tune is concerned; the
second half of the words, however, has
obstinately resisted all my efforts to recall it,
although I have an indistinct recollection of the
thymes. Here is the beginning, and all that I
can remember of the rest;

them, especially,

Tircis, je n'ose
Ecouter ton chalumeau
Sous lormeau ;

Car on en cause

Déjas dans notre hameau .

. un berger
. sengager. ..
. sans danger
Et toujours Uépine est sous la rose.

I ask, where is the affecting charm which my
heart finds in this song? It is a whim, which I
am quite unable to understand; but, be that as
it may, it is absolutely impomible for me to sing
it through without being interrupted by my
tears. I have intended, times without number,
to write to Paris to make inquiries concerning
the remainder of the words, in case anyone
should happen to know them; but I am almost
certain that the pleasure which I feel in recalling
the air would partly disappear, if it should be
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proved that others besides my poor aunt Suson
have sung it.

Such were my earliest emotions on my entry
into life; thus began to form or display itself in
me that heart at once so proud and tender, that
character so effeminate but yet indomitable,
which, ever. wavering between timidity and
courage, has
throughout my life made me inconsistent, and
has caused abstinence and enjoyment, pleasure

and prudence equally to elude my grasp.
This course of education was interrupted by

weakness and self-control,

an accident, the consequences of which have
exercised an influence upon the remainder of my
life. My father had a quarrel with a captain in
the French army, named Gautier, who was
connected with some of the members of the
Common Council. This Gautier, a cowardly and
insolent fellow (whose nose happened to bleed
during the affray), in order to avenge himself,
accused my father of having drawn his sword
within the city walls. My father, whom they
wanted to send to prison, persisted that, in
accordance with the law, the accuser ought to
be imprisoned as well as himself. Being unable
to have his way in this, he preferred to quit
Geneva and expatriate himself for the rest of his
life, than to give way on a point in which
honour and liberty appeared to him to be
compromised .

I remained under the care of my uncle
Bernard, who was at the time employed upon
the fortifications of Geneva. His eldest daughter
was dead, but he had a son of the same age as
myself. We were sent together to Bossey, to
board with the Protestant minister Lambercier,
in order to leamn, together with Latin, all the
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