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A progenitor of modern egalitarianism, communitarianism, and participatory democracy,

Jean-Jacques Rousseau is a philosopher whose deep concern with the relationship

between the domains of private/domestic and public/political life has made him especially :
interesting to feminist theorists, but also has made him very controversial. The essays

in this volume, representing a wide range of feminist interpretations of Rousseau, explore

the many tensions in his thought that arise from his unique combination of radical and

traditional perspectives on gender relations and the state. “ F

Among the topics addressed by the contributors are: the connections between Rousseau’s
political vision of the egalitarian state and his view of the “natural” role of women in the

family; Rousseau’s apparent fear of the actual danger and power of women; important
questions Rousseau raised about child care and gender relations in individualist societies 3

that feminists should address; the founding of republics; the nature of consent; the
meaning of citizenship; and the conflation of modern universal ideals of democratic
citizenship with modern masculinity, leading to the suggestion that the latter is as fragile 5

a construction as the former.

Overall this volume makes an important contribution to a core question at the hinge of

modernism and postmodernism: how modern, egalitarian notions of social contract, [I]”[" HY lY N I]A I_ A N ﬁ [
premised on universality and objective reason, can yet result in systematic exclusion of

social groups, including women.

Contributors are Leah Bradshaw, Melissa A. Butler, Anne Harper, Sarah Kofman, Rebecca
Kukla, Lynda Lange, Ingrid Makus, Lori Marso, Mira Morgenstern, Susan Moller Okin,
Alice Ormiston, Penny Weiss, Elie Wiestad, Elizabeth Wingrove, Monique Wittig, and
Linda Zerilli.

LYNTA LANGE is Associate Professor of Philosophy and Women'’s Studies at the University
of Toronto at Scarborough.
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This series consists of edited collections of essays, some original and some
previously published, offering feminist re-interpretations of the writings of
major figures in the Western philosophical tradition. Devoted to the work
of a single philosopher, each volume contains essays covering the full range
of the philosopher’s thought and representing the diversity of approaches
now being used by feminist critics.
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Preface

Nancy Tuana

Take into your hands any history of philqsophy text. You Y:“ ﬁ:\ec)l( :;0:1::
piled therein the “classics” of modern philosophy. Sl4nce.t lf:ljel s are
often designed for use in und}e\rgrad\cllate ‘clgssfes, tPelz ei:;frtﬁe ;eeszlections

i uction in which the reader is intorm :
?:prlt?stt:g? the perennial questions of philo§ophy. The Csl.tudenft 1; to iSeS;I;i
that she or he is about to explore the timeless wisdom o ft: e gh st
minds of Western philosophy. No one calls attention to the fact that

i e all men. .
phl}‘\olst(l)f;}:negr}? E\llufomen are omitted from the canons of phllosoi)lhy, tl;zls(es
texts inscribe the nature of woman. Sometimes the phllg§?9 er ;pd ks
directly about woman, delineating her proper r'ol'e, ber abi messjirl -
abilities, her desires. Other times the rr}essgge 1s‘mdlrect;—; Fa g
mark hinting at women's emotionality, irrationality, urllre iabi 1ty}.len .

This process of definition occurs in far more subtle wa}y}rs w e (he
central concepts of philosophy—reason and justice, tho§ehc arac erisics
that are taken to define us as human—ar? ass?'uated wit trautsl istorl
cally identified with masculinity. If the * man” of reasorl; rclllust he 1 1o
control or overcome traits identified as femnntqe——tbe b0 y, the ewed
tions, the passions—then the realm of rationality \}’lll e oncre1 ::;Z ved
primarily for men,! with grudgf'mg entrance to those few wome

ranscending their femininity. ‘

Cali:aelirl\ei:iitt philosophegrs have begun to look critiFally at thfe ﬁ?;r;lzﬁd
texts of philosophy and have concluded that Fhe dlscoursesffo P umvel;;i
are not gender-neutral. Philosophical narratives do nci)t ? cfar a universa
perspective, but rather privilege some experiences an.c{ e 1; s o;/ theories.
These experiences and beliefs permeate all philosop lC?ll-\ heortes
whether they be aesthetic or epistemological, moral~ or m}ftap ij ic r;s e
this fact has often been neglected by those studying the traditio
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philosophy. Given the history of canon formation in Western philosophy,
the perspective most likely to be privileged is that of upper-class white
males. Thus, to be fully aware of the impact of gender biases, it is impera-
tive that we re-read the canon with attention to the ways in which philos-
ophers’ assumptions concerning gender are embedded within their
theories.

This new series, Re-Reading the Canon, is designed to foster this process
of reevaluation. Each volume will offer teminist analyses of the theories
of a selected philosopher. Since feminist philosophy is not monolithic in
method or content, the essays are also selected to illustrate the variety of
perspectives within feminist criticism and highlight some of the contro-
versies within feminist scholarship.

In this series, feminist lenses will be focused on the canonical texts of
Western philosophy, both those authors who have been part of the tradi-
tional canon, as well as those philosophers whose writings have more
recently gained attention within the philosophical community. A glance
at the list of volumes in the series will reveal an immediate gender bias of
the canon: Arendt, Aristotle, de Beauvoir, Derrida, Descartes, Foucault,
Hegel, Hume, Kant, Locke, Marx, Mill, Nietzsche, Plato, Rousseau, Witt-
genstein, Wollstonecraft. There are all too few women included, and
those few who do appear have been added only recently. In creating this
series, it is not my intention to rectify the current canon of philosophical
thought. What is and is not included within the canon during a particu-
lar historical period is a result of many factors. Although no canonization
of texts will include all philosophers, no canonization of texts that ex-
cludes all but a few women can offer an accurate representation of the
history of the discipline, as women have been philosophers since the
ancient period.>

I share with many feminist philosophers and other philosophers writ-
ing from the margins of philosophy the concern that the current canon-
ization of philosophy be transformed. Although I do not accept the
position that the current canon has been formed exclusively by power
relations, [ do believe that this canon represents only a selective history
of the tradition. I share the view of Michael Bérubé that “canons are at
once the location, the index, and the record of the struggle for cultural
representation; like any other hegemonic formation, they must be con-
tinually reproduced anew and are continually contested.””

The process of canon transformation will require the recovery of “lost”
texts and a careful examination of the reasons such voices have been

Preface  xi

. , . ical
silenced. Along with the process of uncovering women’s j)hll'?isoplhlies
history, we must also begin to analyze the impact of gen erd ideo rr(:lgn ‘
upon the process of canonization. This process of recovery ialn exa e

) i i ion to the conce
i i nction with careful attention
tion must occur in conju ! n ot . o
i th the notion o
: d texts. Are we to dispense wi
a canon of authorize \ e with the notion of a
iti mbodied in a canon of author
tradition of excellence e A ‘ o
rather than abandon the whole idea of a canon, do we instead encolti Lii 7
a reconstruction of a canon of those texts that inform a common cu for.
This series is designed to contribute to this process of canon tranSs X
' i i . Suc
mation by offering a re-reading of the current phllolsloplllncal canon : ‘:he
i i i man an
i i ' tion to the ways in which wo
a re-reading shifts our atten e W . the
role of the feminine is constructed within the texts of r;hllosopdhy .
i i i re-reading
i t of us during this process o
uestion we must keep in fron . this [ i
3hether a philosopher’s socially inherited prejudices copcern;?g vrcgmil )
nature and role are independent of her or his larger philosop ica ra;1 e
work. In asking this question, attention must be pald‘ to thg vlvaYS lr{ v\czl hich
the definitions of central philosophical concepts implicitly inclu
exclude gendered traits. - e
This type of reading strategy is not limited to the cain(l)ln, ‘but C?:nce
i i i or
i i desire that this series reveal the imp
applied to all texts. It is my ‘ ‘ . hee
of this type of critical reading. Paying attention to the work;ng§ .Of gf;\the
within the texts of philosophy will make visible the complexities ¢

inscription of gender ideologies.

Notes

. ¢ p S O t pr vile Cd llhlleb since the exes Jlﬁ(
1 C P €T 1 a rea reserve l T a group O [} g v 81
Mor pra l\; s d lm d ( g P F

i ai 3 articipation.
inscribe race and class biases that thereby omit certain males from par}tllllap th T Boson: M. Nioft.
2. Mary Ellen Waithe's multivolume series, A History of Women Philosophers (Boston:

attes is sence of women. N
198§),;/;ir:i:[':eioB(él‘::JQbEr%argin;l Forces/Culaural Centers: Tolson, Pynchon, and the Politics of the Canon

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 4-5.
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seek through him a self of her own. The key to her education lies in the control if not the repression
of her imagination” (28).

7. Tracy Strong, The Politics of the Ordinary (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage University Press,
1994), 84.

8. Strong, The Politics of the Ordinary, 54.

9. Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (New York: Viking Press, 1963), 83, my emphasis.

10. Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Diffevence (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1990), 233.

11. Rousseau, Politics and the Aris: Letter o I’ Alembert, trans. Allan Bloom (lthaca: Cornell
University Press, 1960), cited within the text as LD'A, followed by page number.

12. Richard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man (New York: Vintage, 1974), 115.

13. Dean Goodman, The Republic of Letters: A Culuural History of the French Enlightenment (Ith-
aca: Cornell, 1994), 74.

14. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile et Sophie; ou, Les solitaires, vol. 4 of Ocuares complétes, vol. 4
(Paris: Gallimard, 1969). 1 thank Roger Hagedom for his skill in helping me to translate this piece.

15. Judich Sklar, Men and Citizens (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 235.

16. Marshall Berman, The Politics of Authenticity: Radical Individualism and the Emergence of Mod-
em Society (New York: Antheneum, 1972) and Alessandro Ferrara, Modernity and Authenticity: A
Study of the Social and Ethical Thought of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Albany: State University of New York
Press, 1993).

17. Linda Zerilli, Signifving Woman: Culture and Chaos in Rousseau, Burke, and Mill (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1994), 44-45.

18. This quote is taken from Rousseau, Julie, o the New Eloise, trans. Judith McDowell (Univer-
sity Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1968), I1:XV, 198.

19. Jean Starobinski, Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Transparency and Obstruction, trans. Arthur Gold-
hammer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), 99.

20. Joel Schwartz, The Sexual Politics of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1984), 125.

21. Lisa Disch, “Claire Loves Julie: Reading the Story of Women's Friendship in La Nouvelle
Héloise,” Hypatia: A Journal of Feminist Philosophy 9, no. 3 (1994): 37.

22. Luce lrigaray, “This Sex Which Is Not One,” in This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine
Porter (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 27.

23. Susan Bickford, “Why We Listen to Lunatics: Antifoundational Theorics and Feminist Poli-
tics,” Hypatia 8, no. 2 (1993): 104-23: ac 114.

24. Michel Foucault, “Is It Useless to Revolt?” Philosophy and Social Criticism 8, no. 1:3-9, quoted
in Bickford, “Why We Listen to Lunacics,” 15.

25. Unless, of course, we agree with Joel Schartz that women's passive and indirect citizenship
(their contribution to the private sphere) is just as imporrant and highly valued as the male contribu-
tion as public and active citizenship (Aristotle lives!).

26. Rousseau. The Social Contract and Discourses, trans. G. D. H. Cole (London: Everyman's
Library, 1973), 214, hereinafter cited as SC.

27. Wendy Farley, Evos for the Other: Retaining Truth in a Pluralistic World (University Park:
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996), 50.
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“Une Maitresse Imperieuse”

Woman in Rousseau’s Semiotic Republic

Linda Zerilli

Nature's most charming object, the one most able to touch a sensitive heart and to lealq it the7
good, is, | admit, an agreeable and virruous woman. But where is this celestial object hiding itself? Is
it not cruel to contemplate it with so much pleasure in the theatre, only to find such a different sort
in society?

— Letter to D’ Alembert

To quest for the celestial object, to unmask its earthly referent, such was
the task for the writer whose texts bear the manly signature “Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, citizen of Geneva.” The former he found in the imaginary
world of reverie, the latter everywhere else, and above all in the theater—
representational site of the unauthentic, performative site of female
power. Indeed, for Rousseau the theater is a woman in masquerade, a
cunning coquette who courts the look of a captive‘male audiencg be-
witched by the spectacle of female self-display. Thus fixated on the simu-
lacrum of womanly virtue, thus beguiled by a “counterfeited sweetness,”

Reprinted from Linda M. G. Zexilli. Signifving Women: Cudnere and Chaos in Rousseau. Bioke, and
Mill. Copyright € 1994 by Cornell University. Used by permission of the publisher, Co wnell Univer-

sty Press.
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men are lured away from their civic duties and toward that other sort of
woman in society: the disorderly and disordering woman who is without
modesty, utterly without shame, and whose illicit desire for mastery con
founds the natural order of an active masculinity and a passive femininit ‘

The theater is a female space in which nothing is as it seems, a topsy:
turvy world of disguise and deception presided over by “the sex tl;at ou }Zt
to obey.”! And yet gender inversion on the stage, says Rousseau, is bugt a
dramatic rendering of the everyday scene of the salon, where a similar
overvaluation of the feminine object translates into a counter-spectacle
in which it is the man who masquerades, the man who plays to the female
gaze, the man who loses his “constitution” by “amusing women.”

Every woman at Paris gathers in her apartment a harem of men
more womanish than she. . . . But observe these same men, always
constrained in these voluntary prisons, get up, sit down, pace con-
tinually back and forth to the fireplace, to the window, pick up
and set down a fan a hundred times, leaf through books, glance at
pictures, turn and pirouette about the room, while the idol,
stretched out motionlessly on her couch, has only her eyes and
her tongue active.?

In the very next sentence, Rousseau contains this “perversion of natural
relations” by reading his own representation of counterfeir masculinity as
clear evidence of the gallant’s “restlessness,” of this rustic virility in revolt
against the “sedentary and homebound life” that nature imposes on
woman, and that woman then imposes on man. The natural man is still
discernable under the vile ornaments of the courtier, says the Genevan,
still visible under the feminine artifice of our vaunted urbanity. This is
the citizen who refuses the command of a female idol and heeds only the
call of Mother Nature. Not content to be passive and beautiful, he wants
to be active and useful. Perhaps. Then again—the phrase “voluntary pris-
ons” suggests an alternative meaning: the male voyeur in the female space
of the theater shares with the exhibitionist in that of the salon a “femi-
nine” passivity and even subservience all the more terrifying to the ex-
tent chat it is not in fact refused but rather desired.

That men might take no little pleasure in gender inversion and in
submission to a dominatrix was the remarkable bsychological insight of a
theorist who confessed his own mixed delight in self-display, not to men-
tion his “strange taste” in erotic fantasy: “To fall on my knees before a
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masterful mistress, to obey her commands, to have to beg for her forgive-
ness, have been to me the most delicate of pleasures.” Could it be that,
just as the autobiographer “was preserved by that very perversity which,”
as he says, “might have been my undoing,” a crime against nature that
gave rise to the godsend of his sexual temerity with women and his over-
active imagination, so too might the man or the citizen be saved by keep-
ing him on his knees before the one who gives the law in love? But saved
from what? From women, it would seem. On his knees before whom? Not
before women but before woman: that celestial object, that magnificent
fetish, the imperious and mute woman of the male imaginary who pro-
tects man against that other sort of woman and all her sex, against the
speaking woman of the theater and the salon, but also, indeed especially,
against that uncanny other woman in himself.

Exploring the possibility that it is not fidelity to nature but a crime
against nature, a perverse desire, that emerges as the central issue in
Rousseau’s political theory, [ should at once highlight his challenge to
the binarism of masculinity and femininity and his quick retreat into a
rigid conception of sexual difference. What Rousseau teaches and fears is
that natural man and woman are pedagogical constructions and highly
unstable ones at that. There is a profound sense in his writings that gen-
der boundaries must be carefully fabricated and maintained because they
have no solid foundation in nature, because what announces “man” or
“woman” is not anatomical difference but instead an arbitrary system of
signs that stands in permanent danger of collapsing into a frightening
ambiguity of meaning and a loss of manly constitution.* For what haunts
the writer Rousseau above all else is the similitude of his sexual other, his
dread of becoming woman—his own terrible recognition that, to borrow
Shoshana Felman’s words, “femininity inhabits masculinity, inhabits it as
otherness, as its own disruption.”

Rousseau’s repeated and familiar warnings against the “disorder of
women” evince his fear that, if the code of gender difference is not
strictly adhered to at each and every moment, all is lost. There will not
be any citizens because there will not be any men. Contesting the critical
consensus that Rousseau presents us with the choice of making either a
man or a citizen (since one cannot make both at once), I show that to
be the latter one must, in the first place, be the former, and that to be a
man is to be no more a product of nature than is to be a citizen to be a
“denatured” man.” To represent themselves as members of the republic,
men must first contract to represent themselves as members of their own
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sex. They must renounce the elegant discourse and elaborate dress of the
demimonde, those signifiers of class privilege and counterfeit masculinity
The social contract, it turns out, is a linguistic and sartorial contract, ar;
agreement about the proper symbolic forms of communication among
citizens. Simple attire and direct speech are to function as outward signs
of men’s devotion to each other and to the universalistic principles of the
patrie.

Excluded from the social contract, of course, is woman. But her ab-
sence is the foundation of the social pact. For woman is the “scapegoat,”
in Kristeva's words, “charged with the evil of which the community duly
constituted can then purge itself.”s Even as the trope of the disorderly
woman carries powerful rhetorical effects that lend urgency to Rousseau’s
case for the contract, the figure who leads mankind into the abyss, |
argue, is a scapegoat precipitated by the disorder in men: that feminine
other within the citizen-subject who, despite his almost phobic avoidance
of woman, “will always be marked by the uncertainty of his borders and
of his affective valency as well.”

There is something curious about the frontispiece to the Discourse on
the Origin and Foundations of Inequality Among Men. The image is of a
Hottentot male, scantily dressed, carrying a large cutlass at his side and
wearing a long V-shaped necklace. Beneath it stand the words “He goes
back to his equals.”'® The Hottentot is departing, as Rousseau explains
in a note to the reader, from the Dutch missionaries who had raised him
at the Cape of Good Hope as a Christian and in the practice of European
customs. “He was richly dressed, he was taught several languages.” Then
comes the day when, while visiting Hottentot relatives, he makes “the
decision to divest himself of his European finery in order to clothe himself
in a sheepskin.” He returns to the mission, hands over to the governor of
the Cape a bundle that contains the vile artifice of his past and makes
this speech: “Be so kind, sir, as to understand that I renounce this para-
phernalia forever. . . . The sole favor I ask of you is to let me keep the
necklace and cutlass 1 am wearing; [ shall keep them for love of you” (my
emphasis). To which Rousseau adds, the civil-savage awaited no reply but
immediately ran away and “was never seen again at the Cape” (225-26).

The frontispiece captures in an image what Flugel calls “The Great
Masculine Renunciation” that occurred toward the end of the eighteenth
century: man’s abandonment of his claim to be beautiful—his renuncia-
tion of “all the brighter, gayer, more elaborate, and more varied forms of
ornamentation”—in favor of being useful." Foregrounding this associa-
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tion of democracy with the democratization of dress, Rousseau tells us
that men must eschew the luxurious attire that is a divisive and dissimu-
lating signifier of rank, status, and wealth. Whereas the sartorial signifiers
of excess “announce a wealthy man,” says Rousseau, “the healthy, robust
man is known by other signs. It is in the rustic clothes of a farmer and
not beneath the gilt of a courtier that strength and vigor of the body will
be found.”? To communicate proper political meaning, the body of the
citizen must be clothed in simple and functional attire. As Flugel ob-
serves, “the whole relatively ‘hixed’ system of his clothing is, in fact, an
outward and visible sign of the strictness of his adherence to the social
code.”” Immorality attaches to the man who retains a taste for finery,
but it is woman, as we see next, who comes to stand for the self-display
that is the driving force behind dissimulation in human affairs.

The Field of Female Voice and Vision

The Letter to D’ Alembert on the Theatre is obsessed with the dissimulatress
who puts sartorial and linguistic signifiers in the service of other than
referential functions. Realm of deception, the theater is the field of fe-
male voice and vision. Voice is crucial. It is only through “the successive
impression made by discourse, striking with cumulative impact,” as the
Essay on the Origin of Languages argues, that “the scenes of tragedy pro-
duce their effect. The passions have their gestures but also their accents;
and these accents, which cause us to shudder, these accents to which one
cannot close one’s ear and which by way of it penetrate to the very depths
of the heart, in spite of ourselves convey to it the [e]Jmotions that wring
them [from us), and cause us to feel what we hear.”'* Invasive and irresist-
ible, the voice carries to our ears sounds we are unable to shut out (as
unable, as Emile shows, as the infant is to shut out the voice of the
mother). As the vehicle of staged tragedies, the voice heard in the theater
is the antithesis of the gentle voice: it communicates not genuine senti-
ments but rather “feigned miseries.”"> Artificial and secondary, the fe-
male voice stands in the Letter for the degeneration of “natural” language
into the counterfeit meanings Rousseau associates with civilization, com-
merce, and luxury, with an excess he tries to contain by depriving women
of any discursive authority.'®

The female signifying practices of the theater and the salon “pose a
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sort of problem” for Rousseau. The ancients “had as their maxim that the
land where morals [manners] were purest was the one where they spoke
the least of women, and that the best woman was the one about whom
the least was said.”'” They preserved the value of women, of the sign, by
restraining the circulation of women as signs. In an age when “what was
said most vividly was expressed not by words but by signs,”'* to speak of
women was to rob them of their intrinsic value, namely, their purity or
virtue.' To talk about women is scandalous. Far more scandalous, how-
ever, is the woman who talks, who steps out of her function as sign, as
the signifier of a “common brotherhood.” “It is possible that there are in
the world a few women worthy of being listened to by a serious man,”
concedes Rousseau, but the question is whether it is possible to listen to
women without “abasing” one’s own sex (47). Masculinity dissipates in
the acoustic field of female voice.”® The “most esteemed woman” among
us moderns, says Rousseau, is the one “about whom the most is said” and
the one who says the most: “who most imperiously sets the tone, who
judges, resolves, decides, pronounces, assigns talents, merit, and virtues
their degrees and places, and whose favor is most ignominiously begged
for by humble, learned men” (49).

Rousseau’s complaint against this “perversion of natural relations”
(50) was hardly novel. As Joan Landes argues, Montesquieu and Fenelon
(among numerous others) had criticized the salon as the site of bourgeois
ennoblement and the salonniéres as the instructors of aristocratic values.
In an age in which “not birth but commerce, venality of office, and in-
trigue at court became the new coins of power,” she writes, “salon women
were particularly important in teaching the appropriate style, dress, man-
ners, language, art, and literature” to non-nobles who sought entry into
the culture of polite society. If Rousseau linked the salon to the theater,
moreover, it was because the line between them was indistinct. “In this
aristocratic world of spectacular relations,” Landes observes, “where
seeing and being seen was an overriding concern, a favorite sport was to
play dress up,” to stage “amareur theatrical productions,” and generally
to revel in the art of the masquerade.>!

Although Rousseau’s critique of the salon merely extends these de-
nouncements of women as the arbiters of aristocratic culture and as the
driving force behind luxury, and although his attack on the theater ad-
vances well-known arguments about women as the agents of masquerade
and imposture, he complicates these debates by infusing them with a
sense of urgency that belies his recognition that performance is crucial in
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the constitution of social and sexual identity, and that it has everything
to do with political identity. What Rousseau sees aqd fear§. moreover,
is that the “perversion of natural [sexual] relations” is .posmble becau§e
pleasurable. Apart from the woman who assumes a position of mastery in
the salon, the men who “weep like women” in the theater and throw
themselves at the feet of women outside it are a politiga! problem of th'e
highest order. The major threat to the man and Fhe anlzen, in short, is
the masculine desire to give oneself over to the imperious woman who
seeks to overturn the system of exchange between men.

To explain how it is that a man becomes a woman s thmg, Rousseau
shows that identity, especially masculine identity, dissipates in the fields
of acoustic and scopic pleasure. The theater is condemne‘d because the
spectator loses himself in the spectacle: “Who d‘oes not himself beccwme
a thief for a minute in being concerned about him” (46)? Suc.h identifi-
cation is possible because “the stage is, in general.”a painting of the
human passions, the original of which is in every heart (18)‘; itis danger-
ous because we spectators do not have to account for our vicarious plea-
sure. But such pleasure is itself unthinkable without imagmauon, the
faculty that transports us outside ourselves. Imagination is what makes us
human and, Rousseau being Rousseau, what makes us pervers’i.w [t is not
only that some men “pervert the use of this congolmg faculty”** but a‘lso
that perversion attends the imagination when it guards the masculine
subject against the female and the abyss. ,

The imagination protects this subject against what Roussegu $ prose
constructs as a universal female threat to masculinity and social order.
Female desire, as we are told in Emile and the Letter confirms, is an excess
that “drag[s] [men] to death without ever being able to defend them-
selves.”?? To change the natural “order of attack and defense,” to remove
the “veil” of female chastity, Rousseau warns, is to unleash the fury of
female desire, before which the male goes instantly and utterly limp.
What is this chastity, this veil? It is a ruse, a fake, an imaginary good that
substitutes for the real good that has never the power to excite but always
the power to horrify and destroy. It is the uneasy solution to male per-
formance anxiety and a certain lack of desire. “The apparent ob§tacl§,
which seems to keep this object at a distance, is in reality what brings it
nearer. The desires, veiled by shame, become only the more seductive; in
hindering them, chasteness inflames them. Its tears, its tricks, its reserves,

its timid avowals,” says Rousseau, “say better what chasteness thinks ©
hide than passion could have said it without chasteness.” So male desire
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is created in the space of the imagination, which is also the female space
of the theater; both require props, masks, veils, obstacles. To be a (certain
kind of) woman is to say no so that man can say yes—can say any-
thing—to love. It is to create male desire by hiding that one is a subject
of desire; it is to misrepresent oneself. The modest woman is like the
actor. “What is the talent of the actor? It is the art of counterfeiting
himself, of putting on another character than his own, of appearing dif-
ferent than he is.” If the actor “annihilates himself” in a role, the woman
who does not act annihilates everything: “Love would no longer be the
support of nature but its destroyer and plague” (79-84).

Yet not even the feminine artifice of modesty can ward off the threat
of disorder. Perversion inheres in the very faculty of the imagination,
“which scandalizes the eye in revealing to it what it sees not only as
naked but as something that ought to be clothed. There is no garment so
modest that a glance inflamed by imagination does not penetrate with its
desires.” The irrepressible scopophilic drive will always seek to reach its
erotic object: the “absolute nudity [of the female sex])” which, we are told,
would create “indifference and perhaps [that is, certainly] distaste”—
another way of saying that danger attaches to the immodest woman who
hides “part of the object. . . . only to set off what is exposed,” but also to
the modest woman who must play at the game of the veil (134-35).
Whatever Rousseau says about the modest woman, she (like the immod-
est one) is in the last instance an actress implicated in that greatest of
crimes. Supplementing herself (“the real good”), the modest woman puts
the sign in place of the thing, the signifier in place of the signified. Then,
since on this reading the chaste woman herself is nothing but a simula-
crum, she opens up the abyss of signification: the copy that is really a
copy of a copy of . . . Enter the professional actress, that “counterfeited
sweetness” who lures her unwitting admirer to his destruction at the
hands of that other simulacrum of womanly virtue in society. If the Letter
all but spins out of control, as it so often does, it is because danger (the
danger of appearing other than one is, of using all manner of signs to
effect a no when one wants to say yes) is written into the Rousseauist
ideal of woman. The modest woman as masquerade, the actress as mas-
querade, the idol of the salon as masquerade. Where does the woman-as-
spectacle end?

In the circles, in the space where there is no masquerade because there
are no women. (They too have their little societies but—thank heaven—
one does not often fiind men there, and the man who does frequent them
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is a disgrace to his sex.) Where there is no woman there is no female
voice to excite unmanly emotions. The circles preserve a space in which
men, because they do not have “to clothe reason in gallantry, can devote
themselves to grave and serious discourse” (105). They are the site, in
Landes’s words, where Rousseau can uphold “the fiction of a ‘natural
language’ against the artificial stylized discourse [of le monde]” and its
feminized culture. The salonnieres—and let us not forget that they, like
actresses, existed as public women outside the institution of marriage—
are guilty, in the Genevan'’s view, of tampering with language and thus
with the natural order.?* Whereas women of the salons employ artificial
signifiers that do violence to truth, the men of the circles, as Thomas
Crow puts it, speak “the language of the truth . . . [as found] dans la
Nature toute seule.”? Still, even though the “citizen of Geneva” projects
all that is culturally debased onto the female voice, he knows that this
voice commands and the masculine subject all too happily obeys. That is
why, for Rousseau, “the two sexes ought to come together sometimes and
to live separated ordinarily.” In “a commerce that is too intimate,” he
warns, men “lose not only their morals [manners], but we lose our morals
[manners] and our constitution; . . . the women make us into women”
(100).

Such is the danger, such is the scandal. But how exactly does the
theater figure in the loss of manly constitution? Once again, by means
of a spectatorial identification (as with the thief), only now with the
simulacrum of a simulacrum: the modest woman played by the actress in
a romance. Her art is to “dispos[e] the soul to feelings which are too
tender”—much too tender. Since “however love is depicted for us, it
seduces or it is not love,” cautions Rousseau, one admires “decent love”
in the theater only to find oneself in the grip of “criminal love™ in society.
“The theater is a treasury of perfect women,” and therein lies the danger
(51-56). Indeed the power of the actress is at its height when she appro-
priates the signs of the modest woman and sends out, as it were, false
messages from the theatrical place of virtue. In this chaste disguise she
effects the most profound subversion of the moral order. For, by the time
the male spectator discovers the fake (if he ever does), he is already at
the mercy of that other fake in society. But the problem runs even deeper,
for the man puts himself at the feet of the imperious woman outside the
theater not only because he mistakes her for the passive feminine figure
on stage but also, if not precisely, because he identifies with that figure.

Consider Rousseau’s reading of Racine’s Berenice. Here, says the “citi-
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zen of Geneva,” we have a Roman (Titus) who sways between his dut to
country and his love of a mistress. Although the spectator leaves ihe
theater “pitying this sensitive man whom he despised,” it is Berenice who
claims his heart. At the moment when Berenice can cry no more, the
spectators usurp her place and shed volumes of tears at her fate. ’The
result: “The queen departs without the leave of the audience. The Em-
peror sends her away invitus invitam [against his will, against hers]; one
might add invito spectatore [against the spectator’s will]. Titus can’ very
well remain a Roman; he is the only one on his side; all the spectarors
have married Berenice” (53). One might add, all the spectators have be-
come Berenice, including the male spectators.

Only the sex-segregated circles and societies can protect the masculine
subject against his feminine double. “But the moment there is drama
goodby to the circles, goodby to the societies!”—more exactly, goodby tc;
the citizen because goodby to the man. “In a republic, men are needed”
(100—101, my emphasis). That is why the theater must never be allowed
inside the gates of Geneva, city of Calvin, of the circles of sumptuary
laws.

The mere institution of a theater in Geneva would destroy the repuk-
lic. The moment actors and actresses so much as enter the city, “the
taste for luxury, adornment, and dissipation” will take hold. Not only are
sumptuary laws useless in uprooting luxury where it already exists, the
mere sight of “the costumes and jewelry of the players” will immediately
introduce luxury as excess where it does not yet exist, an excess that no
law could ever contain (57). Then, since luxury is a woman,

the wives of the Mountaineers, going first to see and then to be
seen, will want to be dressed and dressed with distinction. The
wife of the chief magistrate will not want to present herself at the
theater attired like the schoolmaster’s. The schoolmaster’s wife
will strive to be attired like the chief magistrate’s. Our of this will
soon emerge a competition in dress which will ruin the husbands,
will perhaps win them over, and which will find countless new
ways to get around the sumptuary laws. (63)

Danger threatens from inside the walls of the republic: in a flash, wives
will want to be seen, men will want to see them, “all the rest is ;asy to
imagine™ (63). It appears at first that only constant motion, strenuous
work, and strict adherence to the laws can keep this excess at bay, but it
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turns out that to vanquish the desire for woman-as-spectacle the republic
must erect another kind of spectacle.

Rousseau outlines a variety of entertainments (spectacles) that would
be fitting for citizens. For one thing, socially sanctioned forms of pleasure
are necessary so that men “fulfill their duties better, that they torment
themselves less over changing their stations” (126n). Rousseau criticizes
extreme differences in wealth, but it is less material equality than the
sentiment of equality he endorses and wishes to nurture in the republican
festivities. Since woman is the master signifier of rank according to the
“citizen of Geneva,” it is she who must be recoded in the Letter as a
signifier of fraternity. In the place of the sumptuous idol of the salon
stretched out on her couch and the actress passing herself off as the mod-
est woman, Rousseau puts the “Queen of the Ball”: the young girl who,
at the yearly gathering that brings young persons together to dance under
the eyes of the public, is crowned for having “comported herself most
decently, most modestly.” Since every girl will naturally aspire to be
Queen, “the attentions to the adornment of their daughters would be an
object of amusement of the women which, in turn, would provide diver-
sion for many others”—pleasure, that is to say, for the men. In this way,
observes Rousseau, one “can content vanity without offending virtue”
(130-31).

Whose vanity? Women's vanity certainly, but also if not especially
men’s. Rousseau retains and contains not only feminine but also mascu-
line narcissistic and exhibitionist desires in the festivities he recom-
mends: “Why should we not found, on the model of the military prizes,
other prizes for gymnastics, wrestling, runnings, discus, and the various
bodily exercises? Why should we not animate our boatmen by contests
on the lake? Could there be an entertainment in the world more brilliant
than seeing, on this vast and superb body of water, hundreds of boats?”
So “magnificent” is this spectacle of men, that it will extinguish man’s
fatal desire to gaze at that other blazing magnificence: the sumptuous
body of the salonniére or the actress (127).

The most appealing image of manly pleasure for Rousseau, however, is
without doubt the military spectacle he rememorates from his childhood.
The scene is in the square of Saint-Gervais where, after a day of military
exercises, officers and soldiers have begun to dance together around a
fountain: “A dance of men would seem to present nothing very interest-
ing to see,” he writes,

however, the harmony of five or six hundred men in uniform,
holding one another by the hand and forming a long ribbon
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Which wound around, serpent-like, in cadence and without confi
sion, with countless turns and returns, countless sorts of figu u(;
evolutions, the excellence of the tunes which animated then% :l‘i
sound of the drums, the glare of the torches, a certain mil;tare
pomp in the midst of pleasure, all this created a very lively sensay
tion that could not be experienced coldly. It was late; the womel;
were in bed; all of them got up. Soon the windows were full of
female spectators who gave a new zeal to the actors; . . . the
came down; the wives came to their husbands. . . . The dance waz
Su}iPeﬁd[edH .. My father, embracing me, was seized with trembling
ot 1 “”
s ksl s S e e s
: vans! They are
all friends, they are all brothers; . . . You are a Genevan.” (135n
my emphasis) . ,

In this image of hundreds of men in uniform, holding hands, dancing in
a serpentlike (necklacelike) formation around a foﬁntain—’recall that
other fountain, that other scene of unbounded desire in the Essay on the
Origin of Languages—in a state of orderly rapture we have the republican
;pectacle par excellence. Here the author Rousseau reenacts the moment
his father spoke his fraternal name and promores a spectacle in which

the spectators become an entertainment [spectacle] to themselves.” In-
stead of being “suffocatfed] . . . in sound rooms well closed” (the éalon
102), instead of being buried alive in the “gloomy cavern” of the theate;
(deadly maternal space), men will take part in festivities “in the open
air, under the sky” (125-26). Uniforms, swords (cutlasses), and whatever
el‘se accompanies a “certain military pomp” will guard against the femi-
nine threat yet preserve the masculine pleasure in self-adornment and
self-display. At once spectator and spectacle, man sees himself seeing
himself.

What of the female spectators peering out their windows? It is the
fgmale gaze, as Rousseau tells us, that animates the male pleasure ir{ self-
display. And so it does. But it is a gaze whose power is circumscribed by
the domestic sphere, a domesticated gaze that knows its proper place and
specular fupction, which, like the ruse of chastity, is to reflect man back
to himself at twice his original size. And let us not neglect that the
presence of the women who come down to join the men (each woman
joins her husband) guards against another threat: the manly dance that
might very well have transgressed itself in homoerotic ecstasy. The dance
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was halted at the moment women entered the square, as Rousseau himself
says, and could not be taken up anymore.

The Letter would efface the gap between spectacle and spectator, repre-
sentor and represented, signifier and signified. Yet it is inadequate to as-
sert, as Derrida does, that the text evinces Rousseau’s “dream of a mute
society, of a society before the origin of languages.”** His dream, rather,
is of a society without female voice, one in which woman remains within
her proper function as sign. Rousseau’s critique of the signifier, in fact,
explicitly links the deadly play of signification (the effacement of the
referent or the speaker in the signifier) to woman as signifying subject.
That the modest woman masquerades, indeed must masquerade, however,
means that there is, finally, no stable referent outside the play of signifi-
cation that could possibly ground woman as (unified, stable) sign and
therefore the natural binarism of masculinity and femininity Rousseau
claims to be essential to moral order. This is why the pedagogical con-
struction of gender difference in Emile is supplemented by the image of
woman in the male imagination: the celestial object that has no earthly
referent and, for that very reason, protects man against woman and all

her sex.

Making a Man

The educational project of Emile is straightforward: to raise a child who
“will, in the first place, be a man.”?” Perhaps Emile will be a citizen as
well. But he has not the slightest chance of becoming a member of the
political community if he does not first become a member of his own sex.
Noticeable immediately in the text, as Mary Jacobus observes, is that the
man-child “comes into being on the basis of a missing mother.”?* Rous-
seau himself declares, “Emile is an orphan” (52)—or, more exactly and
for all pedagogical purposes, he is orphaned by being placed in infancy in
the hands of the tutor. Emile has a mother (as fictive as her son), but
apart from her biological function she is redundant. Even her first and
most sacred duty to nurse (should she consent to it) is supplemented
with a Rousseauist script: “She will be given written instruction, for this
advantage has its counter-poise and keeps the governor at something
more of a distance from his pupil” (56). The mother-child dyad, in other
words, can be overclose, dangerous.
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Thus emerges the other face to the nursing mother whom Rousseau
raises to the status of a secular idol and contrasts to those big-city mothers
who deposit their children with a wet nurse in the country. Rousseau rails
for pages in Book I against the “mercenary” practice of wet-nursing
which symbolizes the economy of the supplement and the cash nexus 9
The child who is farmed out to a hired nurse is swaddled, “hung from. a
nail like a sack of clothes,” and deprived of the maternal breast. And
lacking this real good (which Rousseau credits as the source of all felicity
peace, and morals), the child will cry and then fantasize: he will substi:
tute the first of an endless number of imaginary goods that mark the gap
between his desires and powers. But if Rousseau holds neglectful mothers
to be the cause of all unhappiness, he is just as, if not more, worried by
loving mothers who carry their first duty to excess. “Plunging their chil-
dren into softness,” these equally “cruel mothers” prepare them for the
sedentary life of a eunuch, lived with women or in their manner (44,
47).%0

In the place of all mothers, Rousseau puts “Thetis [whol, to make her
son [Achilles] invulnerable, plunged him . . . in the water of the Styx”
(47), then puts himself as tutor in the place of the mythical mother.
This “lovely” fable is the subject of the frontispiece of Emile. It depicts
Rousseauist pedagogy as military strategy. To make a man, the sacred
mother-child bond must be closely supervised, if not drastically and sym-
bolically severed, in order to prepare the child for battle with “the
enemy” who will appear in Book V: the desire for a woman, to be at the
feet of a woman if not to be a woman. But just as the mythical Achilles
had one weak point (his heel, by which his mother held him when she
dipped him in the water, which connected him to his maternal origin),
50 too is Emile at risk by virtue of being born of woman. The wutor/
author, however, knows his mythology well enough to devise safeguards
to delay the impending disaster.

The first of these deferral strategies is to replace the mother with a wet
nurse, whom the tutor then subjects to relentless visual surveillance in
order to ensure that the child be made dependent on things and not on
wills. For the very first thing the helpless infant encounters is, of course,
absolutely inseparable from human will—that is, a woman’s will: the
breast is inseparable from her who gives or withholds it and who is, for
that reason, the child’s first master. Double danger: the infant is not only
dependent on the will of a woman but also caught in the sonorous enve
lope of the (substitute) maternal voice. “I do not disapprove of the nurse’s
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entertaining the child with songs and very gay and varied accents,” re-
marks Rousseau. “But I do disapprove of her making him constantly giddy
with a multitude of useless words of which he understands nothing other
than the tone she gives them.” The child who listens “in swaddling
clothes to the prattle of his nurse” confuses the words uttered by the
female speaker with reality and soon comes to speak like a woman. The
nurse or mother “servels] as an interpreter for the city child,” whose voice
she reduces to mimicry.?! It is a weak and indistinct voice: “A man who
learns to speak only in his bedroom will fail to make himself understood
at the head of a battalion,” warns the “citizen of Geneva.” “First teach
children to speak to men; they will know how to speak to women when
they have to” (70-73).

The maternal voice is disorienting. “1 would want the first articulations
which he [the child] is made to hear to be rare, easy, distinct, often
repeated,” advises the tutor, “and that the words they express relate only
to objects of the senses which can in the first place be shown to the
child” (70). The child who is taught representative signs before he under-
stands their relation to things loses his originary wholeness in the arbi-
trary relation between signifier and signified. Thus weakened, he is
doomed to become a mouthpiece or actor and to take up his place in the
salon or theater amusing women: he can be made to “say whatever one
wants” (250)—whatever women want. Double maxim: keep the maternal
voice at a distance and keep the child away from books. There is only
one book the child needs to learn, “the book of the world” (451). If “we
absolutely must have books,” says Rousseau, “there exists one which, to
my taste, provides the most felicitous treatise on natural education”
(184): Robinson Crusoe—"that bourgeois parable of masculine self suffi-
ciency,” as Jacobus puts it.” Let Emile imagine that “he is Robinson
himself, . . . dressed in skins, wearing a large cap, carrying a large saber
and all the rest of the character’s grotesque equipment,” muses Rousseau,
“with the exception of the parasol, which he will not need” (185)—of
course.

And so (properly attired like that other manly civil-savage of the Dis-
course on Inequality) the child is ready to be taught the value of manual
labor. “1 absolutely want Emile to learn a trade,” declares the tutor. “I do
not want him to be an embroiderer, a gilder, or a varnisher, like Locke’s
gentleman.” He should be given a trade that suits his sex and forbidden
any that would soften his hody. Since we have a choice, says Rousseau,
let us choose a trade for its “cleanliness.” Let us choose, then, carpentry:
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“It is clean; it is useful.” Whatever trade one prefers, always remember
that big manly hands were not made to handle “ribbons, tassels, net, and
chenille.” So contaminating is such paraphernalia, so fragile is the whole
pedagogical code of gender difference by trade, that such crimes against
nature should be forbidden by royal decree: “If [ were sovereign,” declares
Rousseau, “1 would permit sewing and the needle trades only to women
and to cripples reduced to occupations like theirs”; or, if necessary, such
crimes should be punished by castration: “And if there absolutely must
be true eunuchs, let men who dishonor their sex by taking jobs which do
not suit it be reduced to this condition” (197-200).

Immersed in the book of the world, Emile’s powers and desires are
kept in equilibrium. Another maxim: “the real world has its limits; the
imaginary world is infinite. Unable to enlarge the one, let us restrict the
other, for it is from the difference between the two alone that are born
all the pains which make us truly unhappy” (81). Then, since language
operates in the realm of the imagination (the child needs words to signify
the real objects it lacks), “in general, never substitute the sign for the
thing except when it is impossible for you to show the latter, for the sign
absorbs the child’s attention and makes him forget the thing represented”
(170). Still, it is not quite accurate to say, as Starobinski does, that in
Emile “discourse . . . follows encounters with real objects.”** There is one
crucial exception to the Rousseauist rule governing the related uses of
discourse and the imagination. Not every thing can be shown more safely
than the sign, not every “real good” is less dangerous than the imaginary
one; one sign is of value precisely because it absorbs the child’s attention:
“Sophie or the woman.”

In Book 1V, Emile comes into danger. The moment of crisis has ar-
rived, the decisive moment of his confused sexual awakening. Let us note
that this was the moment when the autobiographer’s own objectless de-
sires “took a false turn”; the moment when the young Jean-Jacques devel-
oped his abject wish to be beaten by a masterful mistress.™ Warns the
tutor, if the child’s “pulse rises and his eye is inflamed; if the hand of a
woman placed on his makes him shiver; if he gets flustered or is intimi-
Jated near her—Ulysses, O wise Ulysses, be careful. The goatskins you
closed with so much care are open. The winds are already loose. No
longer leave the tiller for an instant, or all is lost.”” Not about to jump
ship, the tutor will play midwife at “the second birth” (212).

Let us reflect on the first appearance of the mythical Ulysses at this
point in the text, where amour-propre (or “the relative 1" 243) comes
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into play. Everything in Emile’s education has thus far been addressed to
his amour de soi alone. “He has said, ‘I love you,’ to no one” (222); “He
does not feel himself to be of any sex, of any species. Man and woman
are equally alien to him” (219). In love only with himself but unable to
recognize himself (because he recognizes and is recognized by no other),
Emile is, so to speak, like the mythical Narcissus, who is entirely within
himself and, as Kristeva writes, “does not, in fact, know who he is”: “He
Loves, he loves Himself—active and passive, subject and object.”® But
the ego of narcissism, says Kristeva, is fragile and uncertain because it
lacks an object, indeed only barely maintains its borders in relation to a
nonobiject (the maternal voice, gaze, breast).’ Emile was dipped in the
Styx, but he is not invulnerable. Narcissus, as the fable says, drowned in
the pool of his own reflection, fell into the watery maternal element.
Ulysses too is on a quest, not of his own image but rather, as Kristeva
quotes the Enneads, of “the ‘fatherland,” for ‘it is there that dwells our
Father.”” The trajectory “from Narcissus to Ulysses,” she writes, “pro-
ceeds through love and the exclusion of the impure”—the abject.’ Ulys-
ses does not heed the seductive voice of the Sirens that lured others
before him into the abyss, and, as the symbolically appropriate frontis-
piece to Book V of Emile shows us, he triumphs over Circe, who gives
herself to the one man she could not debase.”® Emile too will be sent
on a quest for the fatherland, but first he must confront the enemy in
himself.

Emile’s objectless desires do not arise out of hormonal changes, they
“are awakened by the imagination alone. Their need is not properly a
physical need. It is not true that it is a true need. If no lewd object had
ever struck our eyes, if no indecent idea had ever entered our minds, per-
haps this alleged need would never have made itself felt to us, and we
would have remained chaste without temptation, without effort, and
without merit” (333, my emphasis). It is true that Emile, as Allan Bloom
maintains, advances the idea of sublimated sex, but what is sublimated 1is
no instinctual drive; it is rather a perverse desire that is excited by “the
memory of objects” from childhood (the nurse, books, women).*

“You do not know the fury with which the senses, by the lure of plea-
sure, drag young men like you into the abyss of the vices,” the tutor tells
Emile. “Just as Ulysses, moved by the Sirens’ song and seduced by the
lure of the pleasures, cried out to his crew to unchain him, so you will
want to break the bonds which hinder you.” To be saved by his guardian,
the pupil must first give his duly considered consent. Once “he has, so to




294  Feminist Interpretations of Jean-Jacques Rousseau

speak, signed the contract,” the tutor sets about reinforcing the fortress
around his young charge. “Removing dangerous objects is nothing, if | do
not also remove the memory of them.” The tutor comes thus upon the
idea of sending Emile on the hunt. “He will lose in it—at least for a
time—the dangerous inclinations born of softness. The hunt hardens the
heart as well as the body. It accustoms one to blood, to cruelty” (326,
320). It purges the male subject, as Kristeva would say, of the feminine
the abject. ’

The primary means for erasing the kind of memories that “engend[er]
monsters” (325), however, is to plant in Emile’s imagination the chaste
image of woman. The search for the celestial object begins thus:

It is unimportant whether the object 1 depict for him [Emile] is
imaginary; it suffices that it make him disgusted with those that
could tempt him; it suffices that he everywhere find comparisons
which make him prefer his chimera to the real objects that strike
his eye. And what is true love itself if it is not chimera, lie, and
illusion? We love the image we make for ourselves far more than
we love the object to which we apply it. . . . The magic veil drops,
and love disappears. (329)

Few knew better than Rousseau that, thanks to the imaginary object,
one sex ceases to be anything for the other. In the Confessions, the auto-
biographer tells us that the image of the mother substitute (Madame de
Warens) “safeguarded me against her and all her sex.” “Fondling her
image in my secret heart,” writes Rousseau, “and surrounded at night
by objects to remind me of her” was not “my undoing” but rather “my
salvation.”* Alfred Binet credits Rousseau with the invention of a form
of fetishism that substituted the relic for and preferred it to the woman
to whom it originally belonged.! Rousseau himself admitted: “It’s not at
all the vanity produced by estate or rank that attracts me, its sensual
delight; a better preserved complexion; a finer, better-made dress, a dain-
tier shoe, ribbons, lace, hair better dressed. I would always prefer the less
pretty one as long as she had more of all of that.”+

Binet’s observations help explain why the author Rousseau is im-
mersed in “voluptuous reveries,” as Mary Wollstonecraft so astutely put
it, “when he describes the pretry foot and enticing airs of his little favour-
ite,”* and why Sophie must master “the art of dressing oneself up” (368),
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of “getting looked at” (373). Sophie “loves adornment” (393). Her natu-
ral desire to please begins, as does every girl’s, with

what presents itself to sight and is useful for ornamentation; mir-
rors, jewels, dresses, particularly dolls. . . . Observe a little girl
spending the day around her doll, constantly changing its clothes,
dressing and undressing it hundreds and hundreds of times, con-
tinuously seeking new combinations of ornaments. . . . you will
say, she adorns her doll and not her person. Doubtless. She sees
her doll and does not see herself. . . . She is entirely in her doll,
and she puts all her coquetry into it. She will not always leave it
there. She awaits the moment when she will be her own doll.

(367)

If Emile can be read as foregrounding “the Great Masculine Renuncia-
tion” (and all the psychic inhibitions it entailed for the citizen-subject),
then it is more than female vanity that is being gratified in this scene.
The narcissistic pleasures the masculine subject denies himself (the tutor
forbids his pupil) are projected onto the feminine other who is compelled
to love adornment, to make herself a fetish, to become “her own doll.”
Woman must bear the double burden of his desire to see and to be seen,
must gratify his pleasure in looking and self-display.

Since the pedagogical project of Emile is to make a man who renounces
aristocratic affectation, not just any kind of female adornment will do.
The doll-woman who struts in her elaborate and rich finery stands ac-
cused of trafficking in counterfeit goods, of trying “to hide some defects™:
“] have also noticed that the most sumptuous adornment usually marks
ugly women” (372), informs Rousseau.* These fakes deceive men and
impose the class law of fashion on beautiful women. Attractive or not,
the dangerous woman, it turns out, is not so much dissembling as self-
sufficient: caught up in her own image, she only appears to please the
men who must please her. She is the aristocratic idol who holds court
“in the ceremony of the dressing table” surrounded by *“the merchants,
the salesmen, the fops, the scribblers, the poems, the songs, the pam-
phlets” (373). Then, since all women are natural coquettes, proper femi-
ninity too operates in the realm of deception. But there are two “species
of dissimulation,” says Rousseau: natural and unnatural, chaste and un-
chaste, dependent and independent. Women who practice the former
kind are commended for “disguising the sentiments that they have”;
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those who practice the latter are condemned for “teigning those they
do not have” (430n).% What fascinates and terrifies Rousseau are the
narcissistic women who dress up and gaze at their own image but are
indifferent to male desire, who “never love [or desire] anything but them.-
selves” (430n). That these women are nothing but the scapegoats of “the
Great Masculine Renunciation” is suggested by Flugel’s remark that “men
with strong exhibitionist desires”—like the autobiographical subject of
the Confessions—“admire women and at the same time envy their oppor-
tunity for bodily and sartorial self-display.” Thar is why the little girl
who dresses her doll must be inscribed in the economy of male pleasure,
and why Sophie must be made into a dependent coquette who is solici-
tous of Emile’s gaze.

The author/tutor proceeds with his reverie on the imaginary object,
telling both reader and pupil that Sophie’s “adornment is very modest in
appearance and very coquettish in fact.” The man whose eyes “roam over
her whole person,” muses the tutor, cannot help but think that her “very
simple attire was put on only to be taken off piece by piece by the imagi-
nation” (394). And so female self-representation plays (once again) to
the male gaze, to the perverse scopic drive, which means (once again)
that it carries the risk of exciting unpleasure. The chaste woman must
sustain the endless play of sartorial signifiers, for they alone inhibit the
drive from reaching (as we saw in the Letter) its erotic object. Female
presence is tolerable only as a kind of absence; there must always be one
more piece of clothing, one more veil, yet one more obstacle to keep alive
the lifesaving economy of the fetish, the signifying chain of synecdoches.

Even though the modest woman’s great art of the lie is her sacred
duty,* she may never signify herself as subject, as speaking subject, as a
producer of signs—that is, if she is to remain in her function as sign.*.
Thus woman must conceal the production of her femininity, of herself as
coquette. Sophie’s “art is apparent nowhere” (394), she makes artifice
appear natural.*’ So it is that woman effaces herself as subject and thereby
upholds herself as referent, as the ground of masculinist self-representa-
tion.™ Men find in Sophie not a radical speaking other, as Joel Schwartz
would have it,’' but rather, as Rousseau tells us time and again, “more or
less what they find in their own minds.”* Indeed Sophie, to borrow Luce
Irigaray’s account of woman’s function in a masculinist symbolic econ-
omy, is “the toundation for this specular duplication, giving man back
‘his” image and repeating it as the ‘same’.”s*

To reflect back to che masculine speaking subject the stable, self-iden-
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tical image of himself, the symbolic oneness of the I, Sophie must guard
him against whatever threatens to encroach on the fragile borders of his
identity: the chaste woman must secure the borders of the clean and
proper. Proper femininity keeps at bay the abject: that which is opposed
to I, that which, in Kristeva’s words, “establishes intermixture and disor-
der,” that frightful mingling or confusion.* This is why Sophie, as Rous-
seau tells us, is obsessed with cleanliness. Learned from her mother, she
demands it in her “person, her things, her room, her work, her groom-
ing.” Sophie’s first maxim is to do everything “cleanly,” but without any
trace of “vain affectation or softness.” Of course, Emile too likes things
clean, likes his wife-to-be clean. After all, “nothing in the world is more
disgusting than an unclean woman, and the husband who is disgusted by
her is never wrong.””® Sophie, fortunately, “is much more than clean.
She is pure” (395).

When Emile finally encounters his imaginary object in all her pure
and fictive flesh, he barely notices her (although she is sitting at the
dinner table with him)—that is, until the mother utters Sophie’s name.
[t is love not at first sight but at first sound. In a matter of moments Emile
is ready to camp out in a ditch near her abode, to give “his lessons on his
knees before her,” to crawl before her. He wants to adorn her, “he needs
to adorn her”: “As the idolater enriches the object of his worship with
treasures that he esteems and adorns on the altar the God he adores, so
the lover,” writes the tutor, “constantly wants to add new ornaments to
her [his mistress Sophie]” (425). Then again, perhaps he wants to add a
few of those ornaments to himself. Having renunciated masculine self-
adornment as a disgrace to his sex, the Rousseauist lover settles for vicari-
ous pleasure, indeed rechannels his desire to be seen into the desirt{ to
see.> There is always the possibility, however, that the lover may find
himself caught in a kind of psychic cross-dressing, that is to say, in a
destabilizing identification with his own woman-as-spectacle.’

“Dear Emile,” implores the tutor, “it is in vain that [ have dipped your
soul in the Styx; I was not able to make it everywhere invulnerable. A
new enemy is arising which you have not learned to conquer and from
which I can no longer save you. This enemy is yourself” (443). Emile
“lets himself be governed by women” and is becoming one of them, “soft-
ened by an idle life” (431). The tutor has tried all manly means at his
disposal to hold off the fatal metamorphosis. But woman’s “empire” con-
sists precisely in her power to turn man into his sexual other: “Hercules
who believed he raped the fifty daughters of Thespitius was nevertheless
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constrained to weave [and, in fact to dress as a woman] while he was with
Omphale” (360-61). Rousseau leaves little doubt that the only wa

avoid Hercules’ fate (not to mention Narcissus’s) is to follow the exarz t10
of Ulysses, and thus to set out on a quest for the fatherland. “Do [:):i
know what government, laws, and fatherland are?’ the tutor asksyhis
pupil. The answer is clear, the consequence obvious: “Emile, you \

leave Sophie” (448). | Yon st

And so the reluctant pupil is dragged off on a two-year journey and
given a crash course in the social contract. He learns the meaning of the
l?ody politic, the people, the sovereign, the laws. But he does not, in fact
find the facherland because it does not exist. Emile declares his cimoice t(;
remain a man to whom place is irrelevant; a nomad in spirit, he is equally
at home among men or without them. The young man has his passions,
however, and thus implores the tutor to give him back his “one chain,”
Sophie (472). The governor restrains his pupil, reminding him that eve‘n
though the “social contract has not been observed,” “he who doés not
have a fatherland at least has a country.” Should the state call him he
must “fulfill the honorable function of citizen” (473-74).

Even though Emile, as Judith Shklar rightly argues, is primarily about
making not a citizen but rather a man, domestic education would be
doomed in the absence of some civic education.> Indeed, the chimera of
the fatherland comes to the rescue at the moment Emile is most vulnera-
ble (ready to marry and take to the nuptial bed); it is a supplement to
that other chimera, the celestial object; and both chimeras are imaginary
props whose purpose is to ensure that Emile attain the status of a man—
that is, a non-woman. The man and the citizen (like domestic education
and civic education) are, in fact, two sides of the same coin to the extent
that both entail the renunciation of that which signifies at once the
feminine and the aristocratic, and to the extent that neither can succeed
in that renunciation alone. Each requires the supplement of the other.
Sophie is no Spartan mother, but her modest attire and natural speech
are the bedrock of Emile’s own forswearing of luxury and strict adherence
to the abstract principles of the fatherland, even in its ahsence: the values
of work, duty, and simplicity and the sentiments of fraternity and
equality.”

What Emile teaches, finally, is that cohabitation with women can be
lived only with woman: that fiction within a fiction, the chaste image of
Sophie that protects Emile against Sophie and all her sex. But the celes-
tial object’s earthly referent remains the wild card in Rousseau’s pedagogi-
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cal project. Quite apart from Sophie’s unsurprising infidelity in the
unfinished sequel to Emile—which leads her, as Susan Okin has shown,
to the familiar, suicidal “fate of Rousseau’s heroines’®—her status as a
kind of compromise solution to the masterful mistress of the Confessions
places “the woman” beyond the law. Indeed male pleasure and danger
attend the “imperious Sophie,” “the severe Sophie,” as Rousseau repeat-
edly describes her. Having learned that the man wants to be on his knees
at her feet and how to keep him there, that “imperious girl” (478) makes
poor Emile sleep in a separate bed on their wedding night. She is admon-
ished by the tutor for giving her husband cause to complain of her “cold-
ness”’ (478-79). Her empire, in other words, might very well turn into
that of those big-city women, who practice a false species of dissimulation
and never love anything but themselves. Whatever its species, however,
dissimulation is always just that. There is never any guarantee that men
will correctly read the signs of femininity qua coquetry. The latter may
be sincere or insincere, put in the service of woman’s “natural empire” or
“unnatural” female power. The whole foundation of the man or citizen
stands on nothing but quicksand. Then again, there is always the social
contract: chimera of the fatherland made sacred law.

The Semiotic Republic

Why is woman missing in the Social Contract! Leaving aside, for a mo-
ment, her unsurprising absence as citizen, let us reflect on her remarkable
absence as a topic for political debate in a text that was published almost
simultaneously with Emile." Indeed, of woman (for once) hardly a word
is said; the word itself appears only three times in the entire text.” And
if we consider that the opening line addressed to men in this treatise on
political right (“Man was/is born free, and everywhere he is in chains”;
46) finds its analogue in a line addressed to mothers in that treatise on
education (“The first gifts they receive from you are chains™),*’ it seems
even more incredible that a blank should mark the place of man’s very
first master. Taking up the analogy, however, we may speculate that the
Social Contract, which argues that chains can be made “legitimate” (46),
works surreptitiously on the problem of those other chains in Emile (and
in the Letter and the Discourse). The Rousseauist citizen-subject will be
in “a [desired] condition of bondage,” as Hilail Gilden aptly puts it.** But
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‘t‘he question is, who will be his master? with whom will he contract? with
une maitresse imperieuse” or with other men?

With the preceding remarks in mind, we may speculate that the ab.
sence of woman marks her spatial exclusion from the political site of
meaning (the enactment and reenactment of the sociosymbolic pact, of
legitimate chains), and that woman’s permanent exile constitutes an ;abf
sent presence, and a potentially disruptive one at that. To locate the
paradigmatic and unnamed feminine threat, we have only to turn to the
second chapter of the text, “On the First Societies”: it is Circe, the sor-
ceress. Contesting Aristotle’s claim that “some [men] are born for slavery
and others for domination,” Rousseau observes: “Aristotle was right, but
he mistook the effect for the cause. Slaves lose everything in their ch:ains
even the desire to be rid of them. They love their servitude as the com:
panions of Ulysses loved their brutishness. If there are slaves by nature
therefore, it is because there have been slaves contrary to nature. Forcé
made the first slaves; their cowardice perpetuated them” (48). The refer-
ence to Ulysses, as Gilden notes, is raken from a work by Plutarch in
which the hero “asks Circe to liberate his companions as well as other
Greeks whom she had bewitched and transformed into brutes. Circe re-
fuses to do so without their consent. She restores the power of speech to
one of her victims and leaves Ulysses alone to speak to him. The beast to
whom he speaks argues for the superiority of his transformed condition
and refuses to become a man again.”s Because Ulysses remains a man,
says Gilden, he is the model mortal who points to the legislator. Perhaps.
But clearly his contented companions—if not the “men as they are” who
point to the Rousseauist problem of forming “laws as they can be” (46)—
are the men as they might easily become (i.e., as speechless as infants)
who point to the very necessity of the laws. And before accepting
Gilden’s suggestion that the lawgiver is a man like Ulysses, let us not
forget that, in Homer’s telling at least, even the famed hero is not invul-
nerable to Circe’s charms and in fact barely escapes with his life. He all
but forgets his goals of return, Ithaca and the fatherland. If he had not
been later tied to the mast, moreover, he would have most surely suc-
c_umbed to the sweet voices of the Sirens and fallen into the abyss: This
feminine call from the beyond can be kepe at bay only by the most ex-
traordinary means, including that most extraordinary of human beings,
the lawgiver. |

Simply put, the sacred task of those whom Rousseau calls “*Peres de
Nations” is to make men aware of what they themselves desire but are
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often unable to discern; it is to articulate the unified inner voice of reason
in every man’s heart: the general will that is immutable, impartial, and
never errs. The lawgiver is a quasi-divine figure who, because he knows
all men’s passions but feels none of them, can serve as the “organ” with
which the body politic can “enunciate its will” (67). He is neither Robert
Filmer’s patriarch nor Thomas Hobbes’s sovereign; he does not have that
kind of monopoly on power and meaning. Let us be clear as well that the
wholly conventional voice of the lawgiver bears no resemblance whatso-
ever to the original maternal voice. Indeed “Nature’s voice” is now
deemed, as the first version of the Social Contract (Geneva Manuscript)
tells us, a “false guide, working continuously to separate him [the law-
giver] from his people, and bringing him sooner or later to his downfall
or to that of the State.”®

Rather than heed Nature, then, the lawgiver must oppose her, separate
his people from her: in short, codify the social pact or “oath” such that
the voice of duty replaces physical impulse, right replaces appetite.”
What looks like the Freudian superego is a fragile achievement at best.
Because men are “constantly reminded of their primitive condition by
nature,”® all it takes is a small miscalculation on the part of the legislator
as to the type of laws a people can bear, or the slightest division in the
“artificial social body,” for the whole political edifice to collapse, whereby
“invincible nature” regains her “dominion” (76). And if we now note
that the “sacred right that serves as a basis for all the others” (47) assumes
but does not name the sacred law we found buried in the Essay on the
Origin of Languages,® we can glimpse the magnitude of the lawgiver’s
sacred task. To separate men from their “common mother,” to wrest from
each individual the moi humain and transform it into the moi commune,
the lawgiver must, as the Geneva Manuscript puts it, “in a sense mutilate
man’s constitution in order to strengthen it,”? substitute “a partial and
moral existence for the physical and independent existence we have all
received from nature.” He must, so to speak, build a fortress around
the citizen-subject by ensuring that “nartural forces are dead and de-
stroyed” (68).

The importance of this act, first of separating and then of keeping
separate (that is, of establishing and maintaining a series of symbolic
and psychic oppositions: inside/outside, citizen/foreigner, culture/nature,
masculine/feminine) can be seen clearly in Rousseau’s unbounded admi-
ration for Moses. In The Government of Poland—where the author tries
his own hand at the role of the great legislator, in accordance with many
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of the principles of the Social Contract—Moses is celebrated for havi

tranfformed a “herd of servile emigrants [‘'wandering about in the ?l\:jmg
ness’] into a political society, a free people.” Just as the Geneva ol
secure the Poles against the impending Russian domination andr; VlVOUId
mtermixture, so did Moses secure the Israelites against the hostile Ll;l:l'llr‘al
tines, pagan reengulfment: "

Determined that his people should never be absorbed by othe
peoples, Moses devised for them customs and practices that coulc;
not be blended into those of other nations and weighted them
dg\.)vn with rites and peculiar ceremonies. He put countless prohi-
bitions upon them, all calculated to keep them constantly on their
t{)es, and to make them, with respect to the rest of mankind, out-
siders forever. Each fraternal bond that he established amoan the
individual members of his republic became a further barrier, sepa-

rating 'them from their neighbors and keeping them from becoming
one with those neighbors.

The rites, ceremonies, and prohibitions that kept the Israelites vigilant

or “on their toes” kept them distinct and separate, prevented the kind of
cultural intermingling whereby their identity would have dissipated (as it
often came close to doing) into the indistinct pagan environment. These
rites included, among numerous others, circumcision (the sign‘of the
covenant for which women cannot be marked and which symbolically
separates men from the feminine, the maternal)’ and the taboo on idols
(representation of an invisible God). As Kristeva writes, Moses imposed
on his people “a strategy of identity, which is, in all strictness, that of
monotheism”: aimed “to guarantee the place and law of the Or;e God.”
Aqd “the place and law of the One,” she adds, “do not exist without ’a
series of separations . . . [which relate in the last analysis) to fusion with
the mother.” Those rites testify to “the harsh combat Judaism, in order
to constitute itself, must wage against paganism and its matem’eﬂ cults.”
What is more, they carry “into the private lives of everyone the brunt of
the struggle each subject must wage during the entire length of his per-
sonal history in order to become [and remain] separate, that is to s\ay, to
becqxne [and remain] a speaking subject and/or subject to Law.”??
Like Moses, Rousseau’s secular lawgiver must create a subject who con-
sents o lawj a subject who unites himself with others to create the one:
the unity of the artificial social body, its common ego and vice. That is
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why it is not enough for the great legislator to draft the laws; he must
also communicate them such that they penetrate to the very hearts of
the citizens, who will then preserve them in their cultural practices. This
he does, in part, not by employing force or reason, both of which Rous-
seau strictly forbids him, but rather by speaking in the mute eloquence of
Signs, those “crude but august monuments of the sanctity of contracts.”"*
The Jews' prophets, says Rousseau, were masters of this archaic lan-
guage,”® but the political uses of Signs are not in any way exclusive to
biblical or ecclesiastical communities. Indeed, as Rousseau indicates in
Emile, the Sign is the very lifeblood of monarchies and, not least, of
republics. To cite one example, the genius of Antony was to eschew the
letter for the Sign when he had the bloody corpse of Caesar “brought in”
for all to see: “What rhetoric!”?

Of particular interest, however, is a less gruesome version of the Sign,
in which the law is engraved on the hearts of citizens, the image of the
fatherland kept constantly before their eyes, through “spectacular dis-
play,””" better known as the secular ceremonies and rites of manly passage
in which the social is secured through the sartorial contract: “How great
was the attention that the Romans paid to the language of signs! Differ-
ent clothing according to ages and according to stations—togas, sagums,
praetexts, bullas, laticlaves; thrones, lictors, fasces, axes; crowns of gold
or of herbs or of leaves; ovations, triumphs. Everything with them was
display, show, ceremony, and everything made an impression on the
hearts of citizens.”® The hierarchic features of dress mark and sustain
differences among men in the midst of unity; the individual identifies
with but is not lost within the manly crowd; the masculine pleasure in
self-adornment is indulged without betraying any effeminacy. Finally, let
us note and reserve comment on a more sexually ambiguous version of
the Sign: “The Doge of Venice [is] without power, without authority, but
rendered sacred by his pomp and dressed up in a woman’s hairdo under
his ducal bonnet.”™

One place where the semiotics of the Roman republic and those of the
Jewish state meet those of the social contract, where the Sign prevents
the kind of mingling that is the death of the body politic and the citizen-
subject, is in Rousseau’s detailed proposal for preserving Poland against
the foreign threat. Above all, the citizenry must develop “an instinctive
distaste for mingling with the peoples of other countries.” Therefore,
Rousseau advises, all national customs must “be purely Polish.” For exam-
ple, “the Poles [should] have a distinctive mode of dress. . .. See to it that
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your king, your senators, everyone in public life, never wear anything but
distinctively Polish clothing.” And, to guard against class mingling, “]
should like each rank, each employment, each honorific reward, to, be
dignified with its own external badge or emblem. I should like you to
permit no otficeholder to move about incognito, so that the marks of a
man’s rank or position shall accompany him wherever he goes.”*' And so
forth.

Even as this amazingly precise semiotics evinces the “dream of a trans-
parent society, visible and legible in each of its parts,” in Michel Fou-
cault’s words, it also contests inherited class position, the signifying
economy of landed property.® All “active members of the republic,” ad-
vises Rousseau, are to be divided into three classes, each of which is to
have “a distinctive emblem that its members will wear on their persons.”
These emblems, however, are to “be struck out of distinct metals, whose
intrinsic value would be in inverse proportion to the wearer’s rank.”
Then, since signifiers of aristocratic privilege are also those of counterfeit
masculinity, “the ribbons and jewels” that have served as the insignia of
“knighthoods”—and were conferred on the basis of “royal favor’—are
to be strictly forbidden: they “have overtones of finery and womanish
adornment that we must avoid in the institution we are creating.”’

In the place of such unmanly marks, Rousseau puts “the stamp of the
knightly tournaments,” which are to reconfigure the male body as the
spectacular site of republican virtue and individual merit. Because “de-
light in physical exercise discourages the dangerous kind of idleness, un-
manly pleasures, and luxury of spirit,” Poland should promote a variety
of “open-air spectacles” in which men of all classes compete for prizes
(yet other emblems) and display their “bodily-strength and skill.” These
public games—in which “different ranks would be carefully distin-
guished,” “the people never actually mingle with the rulers”—would
challenge those of noble birth to prove their worth in a communal scopic
field. All claims to superior rank would be evidenced by “external signs,”
which must be legible enough to be read by the people, public enough to
prevent those who govern from becoming “unmanly and corrupt.”

“Spectacular display,” then, makes at once the man and the citizen;
the citizen and the man are produced at once through the republican
spectacle.™ This is why the masculine pleasure in self-display is not in
any way forbidden by Rousseau but rather strictly regulated: “Let us look
with a tolerant eye on military display, which is a matter of weapons
and horses [not to mention the rest of the martial paraphernalia that
characterized the festive scene in the square of Saint-Gervais]. But let all
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kinds of womanish adornment be held in contempt. And if you cannot
bring women themselves to renounce it {or rather men to renounce their
vicarious pleasure in it], let them at least be taught to disapprove of it,
and view it with disdain, in men.”® At stake is “The Great Masculine
Renunciation,” which is to say the man, the citizen, the republic. Sump-
tuary laws alone are powerless against the masculine desire for sumptuous
self-display. No law could possibly contain that kind of excess, that kind
of disorder in men; not even the prohibition on “gambling, the theater,
comedies, operas—everything that makes men unmanly.”*

To be in any way effective—effective at keeping the feminine other at
bay—sumptuary laws and the taboo on disgraceful spectacles must be
combined, at each and every moment, with hard work, strict adherence
to the laws, constant vigilance, in a word, obstacles to dangerous idleness
and unmanly pleasures. That is why freedom for Rousseau, as Benjamin
Barber writes, “entails permanent and necessary tension, ineluctable con-
flict. It requires not the absence but the presence of obstacles; for without
them there can be no tension, no overcoming, and consequently, no
freedom.”® In the absence of all obstacles there is only the permeability
of the ego or, as the Social Contract tells us, of the “moral and collective
body,” its “unity” and “common selt” (53).

Thus, in addition to the natural obstacles to self-preservation that
bring men together in the first place, there is the obstacle of private wills:
“If there were no different interests, the common interest, which would
never encounter any obstacle, would scarcely be felt” (61). Invincible
Nature would take its place; the abject feminine other would take its
place. Then there is the obstacle of the weather that guards men against
the ravages of luxury: “In climates where seasonal changes are abrupt and
violent, clothes are better and simpler” (94). A certain deprivation is
necessary in the republic, not so much to foment revolution, but enough
to keep men on their toes.™

Above all, the republic must regulate the use of money, that secular
idol—the other being woman—that “merely supplements men.” For one
thing, “that which supplements is never so valuable as that which is
supplemented.”™ For another, what is supplemented soon ceases to exist.
“Is it necessary to march to battle? They [the citizens] pay troops and stay
home. Is it necessary to attend the council? They name deputies and stay
home.” Money promotes “softness and the love of comforts.” It is the
beginning of the end: “Give money and you will soon have chains.” With
his purse in the place of himself, the masculine subject vanishes as a
citizen, vanishes as a man. He forgoes active participation in the public
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duties and ceremonies that alone safeguard against the feminine threat:
military service (masculinist self-display) and the “periodic assemblies‘;
(reenactment of the contract, 106-7). Money breeds the fatal economy
of the representative, the parasite that is the “death of the body politic.”
Fact: The moment a people allows itself to be represented, “it is no longér
free, it no longer exists.” Reason: “Sovereignty cannot be represented.
... It consists essentially in the general will [the one, the I], and the will
cannot be represented. Either it is itself [the one, the I] or it is something
else; there is no middle ground.” None at all—that is, nothing short of
the something else, the chaos or abyss of the unmanly passions. Indeed
the slightest spacing between the citizen-subject and his political voice’
introduces a momentary noncoincidence that is nothing less than calam-
itous: “The general will becomes mute” (98-109). -

The republic, then, must be small, tight, fortresslike. Since any slack-
ening of the social bond spells disaster, each citizen must remain, as Der-
rida observes, “within earshot” of all the others, within the acoustic field
of the one, the celestial voice.”’ A man is either with the community or
against it, a citizen or a foreigner. There is nothing in between short of
the dissolution of the social pact. And let us not forget, “Whoever refuses
to obey the general will shall be constrained to do so by the entire body
which means only that he will be forced to be free. For this is the condi-
tion that, by giving each citizen to the homeland, guarantees him against
all personal dependence” (55). This contentious Rousseauist maxim
makes profound sense inasmuch as one state of bondage substitutes for
another; compared to enslavement to a feminine authority, not to men-
tion one’s own femininity, it is an act of secular grace when the republic
compels a man to be free—to be a citizen qua man.

Woman is not simply missing in the Social Contract; she is, rather, the
absent presence that constitutes but mostly unsettles the boundaries of
the semiotic republic. She is, in fact, as dangerous as money (if not more
s0): a supplement, simulacrum, or idol. Inscribed in the very crime of
representation, compelled to make of herself a fetish, woman always ex-
ceeds the Rousseauist terms of her containment. Like money, \\'OIIIl‘dn is
that which, in Kristeva's words, “impinges on symbolic oneness,”™* the |
of the masculine speaking subject, the I of the moi commume. The celestial
object undercuts the celestial voice. Inhabiting the citizen-subject as oth-
erness, woman haunts a social (sartorial/linguistic) contract which is as
unstable as the masculinist signs that constitute it are arbitrary. Rousseau
may insist that “we are not our clothes,”™* but his version of “The Great
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Masculine Renunciation” teaches just that. And, “if it is clothes alone,
i.e.. a cultural sign, an institution, which determine our reading of ...
masculinity and femininity and insure sexual opposition,” as Shoshana
Felman asks; “if indeed clothes make the man—or the woman—, are not
sex roles as such, inherently, but travesties?™* “Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
citizen of Geneva,” has already given us his insightful if fearful answer to
that very rhetorical question.
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showed to exist between the state and the family. And thus women as mothers become a problem
for men as citizens. Women in Western Political Thought, 193. Likewise, Zillah Eisenstein maintains
that, in Emile, the dependent woman creates significane problems for the independent man. The
Radical Fuure of Liberal Feminism (New York: Longman, 1981), 80-83.

61. Okin (Women in Western Political Thought), Elshtain (Public Man, Private Woman). and Pate-
man (The Sexual Contract) have shown quite clearly that women cannot be added to the social
contract. As Landes puts it, “the very generality of the {generat] will is predicated on the silent but
tacic consent of women.” Women and the Public Sphere, 66. Schwartz, for his part, has tried to track
women down in the supplement to written faw: the morals, customs, and public opinion that form
the basis of the impersonal authority Rousscau seeins to credit as the ultimate source of social
stability. “Because Rousseau acknowledges the necessity of hidden and personal rule, he can also
acknowledge and admire the political power of women (even as he advocates their formal political
powerlessness).” Rousseau's Sexual Politics, 43-44. On the contrary, as we sce in this section, this
informal power is not the good to be preserved but rather the problem to be solved by the social
contract.

62. Jean-Jacques Rousscau, On the Social Coneract, published together wich Genera Manuscript
and Political Economy, ed. Roger D. Masters, trans. Judith R. Masters (New York: St. Martin’s Press,
1978). Further page references are cited in the texe. Actually, it is not the word “woman” but
“women” that appears three times in Rousscau’s text: twice in connection with the fecundity of a
people (73, 74) and once in connection with “foreigners,” “children,” and “slaves™ (99).

63. Rousscau, Emile, 43.

64. Hilal Gilden, Rousseau’s Social Contrace: The Design of the Argument (Chicago: University
ot Chicago Press, 1983), 27

65. Ihid., 23.

60. Rousseau, Generva Manuscripe, 171; see also 158.

67. See Shklar, Men and Citizens, 155.

68. Rousscau, Geneva Manuseripr, 177.

69. On this poing, sce Derrida, Of Grammarology, 264-653.

70. Rousseau, Genera Manuseripe, 180. “Quil mutile en quelque sorte la constitution Je 'homme
pour la renforcer.” QOeurres Complotes 3:313.

71 Jean-Jacques Roussean, The Government of Poland, trans. and ed. Willmoore Kendall (New
York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1972), 6, my emphasis.

72, Kristeva writes: “Clircumcision would thus separate one trom maternal, feminine impurity
and dehlement: it stands instead of sacrifice, meaning not only that it [circumcision] replaces it
[sacrifice] but is its equivalent—a sign of the alliance with God. . . . [What} ciccumcision carves out
on his [the masculine subjeet’s] very sex, is the other sex. impure, defiled.” Powers of Horror, 99-100.

73 1bid. 94

4. Rousscau, Emule, 321,

5. Rousseau, Essay on the Orvigm of Langrages, 242, Rousscau gives 2 particularly relling example
trom the Old Testament, which reveals the use of woman as Sign, the Sign that rransforms a flecting
bond ineo something durable. the oath into a people, the voices of the many into thae of the one:
“When the Leviee of Ephraim wanred to avenge the death of his wite he Jid not write 1o che Tribes
ot Lracl he divided her bodv inro twelve pieces which he sent to them. At this ghastly sichr they
rushed toarmis, coving with one voice: Now never has anxthing like this happened m Israel. from the day
when oo fathers left Egypeinal thic dax And the Tribe of Benamin was exrerminated. Nowadavs 18

would hinve been turmned into Lwvsuirs, debates, perhaps even jokest it would hine dragged on. and

the most ghastly cenne would anally have remamed anpunished™ (hid ).
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Actually—and this must have been known to Rousseau—what spurred the eleven tribes of Isract
to revenge against the twelfth (the Benjamites) was the mutilated body of the concubine (che second
or third wife) of the polygamous Levite, who had given her over to a mob of Benjamite men to save
himself from being sodomized. It was her raped and brutalized corpse that the Levite then cut into
pieces and sent to the other tribes, who prompely put aside their differences and united as a people
to avenge her murder. Qut of the Benjamire ribe, as Rousscau says, “only six hundred of its men,
without any women or children, were left” (ibid.). These men fled inro the desert and, in time, were
called back by the Israelite elders, who grieved deeply for them and felt dury bound to ensure their
continued existence. Fratricide led to mourning and then to reparation through another bloody act:
having vowed never to give their daughters ro any of the Benjamites, the elders sent an army o
Jabash-gilead, which seized four hundred virgins and slaughtered the rest of the population. Then,
hecause there were still not ¢nough women for the Benjamites, the clders advised the remaining
bachelors to go to the town of Shiloh where cach should abduct a girl at the annual festival. This
they did and were thus saved trom extinetion (see Judges 19:2-21:35).

The Book of Judges. which concludes with the line, “n those Jays Israel had no King; cveryone
did as he saw fit” (21:25), points up the moral depravity, intertribal disputes, and pagan ways into
which the lsraclites had fallen since the deaths of Moses and Joshua. The story Rousseau cites also
shows that woman is the visible sacrifice that recalls ro the Israelites the fading memory of their
covenant with an invisible God. One could read the rape of the concubine, not tv mention the
abduction of women at the festival, as confirming Pareman’s thesis that violence and male sex-right
subtend the fraternal social contract. One could read the woman's dismembered body as sign as
confirming Kristeva's thesis that the sociosymbolic coneract is a sacrificial coneract. And one could
confirm both with Rousseau’s claim that, at the sight of a picce of the woman's corpse, the Israelites
all began “crying in one voice,” the “celestial voice™ of the general will.

76. Rousseau, Emile, 323.

77. Rousscaw. The Government of Poland. 15. One must see alwavs and everywhere the image of
the fatherland, beginning at birth: “The newly-horn infant, upon first opening his eyes, must gaze
(19). Needless to say. the

upon the fatherland, and until his dying day should hehold nothing else’
very first gaze he heholds is that of the mother.
8. Rousscau, Emile, 322
Ibid.
Y. Rousscau, The Gorernment of Poland, 14.
- Ikid, 72
. Michel Foucault. “The Eve of Power.” in Power/Knowledee: Selected Interviews and Other
Whritings, 1972-1977, ed. Collin Gordon (New York: Pantheon Books, 1980), 152.
$3. Rousscau, The Government of Poland. 9.
34. thid., 15=16. For a thoughttul discussion of how Rousscau's cririque of inheritad property
intersects with his atrack on idleness, see Eisenstein, The Radical Fuaure of Liberal Feminism, 63-71.
83, That spectacular display is constitutive of masculiniry suggests that Rousseau does nor depart

<
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>

trom what Landes calls “the iconic spectacularity of the Ohd Regime.” Women and the Public Sphere.
67. In tact. Rousseau is much closer to that mode of sclf-representacion than Landes allows.

36. Rousseau, The Government of Poland. 18,

370 0hidL T4 One does nor stamp out fuxury with sumpruary Taws. You must reach deep into
men's hearrs and uproot it by implanting there healthier and nobler astes™ (18).

$5. Benjamin R. Barber. Sipermen and Common Men (New York: Pracger. 1972), 61 As Thomas
puts this point, “The articulation of the general will may depend upon an overcoming of distinctions
among the (male) citizenry, but these distinctions have firt o exist it they are to ke overcome.”
“Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Sexist ™ 202
29, Compare my argument with Marshall Berman's thesis thae the socml contract is o “narernal

stace” in which child-aitizens bask in the warmth of an unmediated “How of nourishment. attection.
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[and] love.” The Politics of Awthenticity: Radical Individualism and the Emergence of Modern Sociery
(New York: Atheneum, 1970), 204. Berman draws largely on Rousseau’s maternal images of the state
in Discourse on Political Economy.

90. Rousseau, The Government of Poland, 69.

91. Derrida, Of Grammarology, 136.

92. Kristeva, Powers of Horror, 104

93. Rousscau, Emile, 372.

94. Felman, “Rercading Femininity,” 28,

13

Republican Romance

Elizabeth Wingrove

On the Jeath of Caesar I imagine one of our orators wishing to move the people; he exhauses all che
commonplaces of his art to present a pathetic description of Caesar’s wounds, his blood, his corpse.
Antony, although cloquent, does not say all that. He has the hody brought in. What rheroric!

—Emile, 322-23

Jean-Jacques Rousseau frankly acknowledged the sexual imperatives of
his republicanism. Whether in Emile’s extended analyses or in fictional
depictions like La nouvelle Héloise, he regularly reiterates the close con-
nection between his politics rightly instituted and masculinity and femi-
ninity rightly lived. Otherwise put, Rousseau’s is a most intriguing sexism,
a complex and even insighttul account of the wavs political agendas sup-
port, constrain, and construct sexual identities. And nowhere is that sex-
ism and its intrigues more spectacular than in one erotic, perhaps
pornographic, story that he composed, Le Lévite d'Ephraim. It is a story
of political fracture and (re)union, of retribution and justice, and of indi-
vidual freedom and community loyalty, and it poses these problems and
their solutions in terms of rape, murder, marriage, dismemberment, and
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markable essay on consciousness, made it clear that it is not because we
remain silent that we consent.” And how can we consent to a social
contract that reduces us, by obligation, to sexual beings meaningful only
through their reproductive activities or, to quote the French writer Jean
Paulhan, to beings in whom everything, even their minds, is sex™

In conclusion I will say that only by running away from their class can
women achieve the social contract (that is, a new one), even if they have
to do it like the fugitive serfs, one by one. We are doing it. Lesbians are
runaways, fugitive slaves; runaway wives are the same case, and they exist
in all countries, because the political regime of heterosexuality represents
all cultures. So that breaking off the heterosexual social contract is a
necessity for those who do not consent to it. For if there is something
real in the ideas of Rousseau, it is that we can form “voluntary associa-
tions” here and now, and here and now reformulate the social contract
as a new one, although we are not princes or legislators. Is this mere
utopia? Then I will stay with Socrates’s view and also Glaucon’s: If ulti-
mately we are denied a new social order, which therefore can exist only
in words, I will ind it in myself.

Notes

1. The Social Contract, or Principles of Political Right (1762), by ]. ]. Rousseau, citizen of Geneva.

2. Colette Guillaumin, “Pratique du pouvoir ct idée de Nacure: 1. Lappropriation des femmes:
2. Le discours de la Nature,” Questions féministes n°2 et n°3 (1978). Translated as “The Practice of
Power and Belief in Nature: 1. The Appropriation of Women; 2. The Naturalist Discourse.” Feminist
Issues 1, nos. 2 and 3 (Winter and Summer 1981).

3. See Colerte Capitan Peter, *A Historical Precedent for Patriarchal Oppression: *The Old
Regime’ and the French Revolution,” Feminise Issues. 4, no. 1 (Spring 1984): 83-89.

4. See my “The Straight Mind” and “One Is Not Born a Woman,”™ in The Straight Mind and
uther Essavs (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992).

5. This statement by Marx and Engels is particularly relevant to the modern situation.

6. See Aristotle, The Politics.

7. Nicole-Claude Machicu, "Quand céder n’est pas consencir. Des déterminants matcriels et
psychiques de la conscience dominée des femmes, et de quelgues-unes de leurs interprétations en
cthnologie,” in L'Arraisonnement des femmes. Essais en anthropologie des sexes (Paris: Editions Je
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senting. Material and Psychic Determinants of Women'’s Dominared Consciousness and Some of
Their Incerpreration in Echnology,” Femmist Issues 9, no. 2 (1989), pare |
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