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The thesis explored the concept of the ‘politico-ecological self’, through the writings 

of Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) and Martin Heidegger (1889-1976).  The 

choice of research orientation was influenced by two considerations:  firstly, the 

intercourse between Politics and Ecology is arguably more under strain now than ever  

before; secondly, analysis of the relationship between these two thinkers is sorely 

under-represented in contemporary academia. 

The research involved an examination of seminal texts by Rousseau and Heidegger:  

in the case of the former, the principal political texts were the Discourses and Social 

Contract and the principal ecological text was Les Rêveries du Promeneur Solitaire; 

in the latter case, the principal political text was Being and Time and the principal 

ecological text, The Question Concerning Technology. 

Common ground emerged between Rousseau and Heidegger, centered upon the 

concept of holism which offered a remedy for both political and ecological problems. 

Two principal conclusions emerged from the thesis:  firstly, the point of convergence 

and reconciliation between the competing demands of Politics and Ecology centered 

upon the hybrid self of the thesis title; secondly, in both Rousseau and Heidegger, the 

apotheosis of that self came about through the process of its S/self-realisation. 

Key words:  politico-ecological self; holism; technology; ‘essence’ of technology; 

Deep Ecology; S/self-realisation 
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                                               INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis takes as its subject-matter the human self and, in particular, the way in 

which that self lies at the heart of contemporary political and ecological debate.  One 

focus of the debate, and of particular relevance to the current thesis, is that of Deep 

Ecology.  Originating with Arne Naess in the 1970s, deep ecology broadly argues that 

both human and non-human life possess intrinsic value from which it follows, 

therefore, that the value of non-human life forms exists independently of their 

perceived utility for human purposes.  In consequence, a fundamental change in the 

moral and the political outlook of mankind is called for if the aims of deep ecology are 

to be realized; one approach is through the medium of the “politico-ecological” self,  

the concept which constitutes the focus of this thesis.   

In its political capacity, the self will be taken to signify an entity conscious of its status 

as a morally responsible contributor towards the welfare of both its fellow citizens and 

the state of which it is a member.  By analogy, as an ecological entity the self’s 

consciousness of its moral responsibilities is directed towards contributing to the 

welfare of nature and the environment.  However, this thesis will argue that a fully 

functioning self in its capacity as a morally responsible agent cannot limit its self-

consciousness either to merely political or to merely ecological considerations; 

instead, it can only achieve its full potential (what Naess refers to as “S/self-

realisation”) by embracing and articulating those principles which underpin both.  

Hence, in the forthcoming chapters the “politico-ecological self” will serve as the 

medium through which to analyse and to assess the conceptual cogency and coherence 

of such a self.   By this means, the politico-ecological self will emerge as an entity 

which seeks to reconcile the traditional tensions between political and ecological 
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interests through the commonly shared philosophical concepts of S/self-realisation and 

holism.1 

This thesis has chosen to analyse the politico-ecological self through the medium of 

the two philosophers, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) and Martin Heidegger 

(1889-1976), both of whom display a keen perception of the contemporary political 

and ecological challenges.  A significant corpus of scholarly work already exists 

exploring specific aspects of the self in Jean-Rousseau and Heidegger, some of which 

will be seen to be pertinent to the current thesis.  Marcel Raymond has investigated 

the psychological aspects of the Rousseauean self, especially as it emerges in the 

romantic, autobiographical, works (1970); and Ronald Grimsley has undertaken a 

similar psychological study of Rousseau in English (1969).  More recent studies on 

the Rousseauean self include Michael Davis (1999) in which he analyses Rousseau’s 

later autobiographical works in the light of similar writings by Plato, Aristotle, 

Nietzsche and Heidegger; and Zoe Beenstock’s (2017) considers the self of Social 

Contract (1762) within the context of the emerging cultural phenomenon of 

Romanticism.  In relation to Heidegger, Michael E Zimmerman (1986) arguably 

represents the most comprehensive and in-depth account of the phenomenological self 

as it appears in Heidegger’s 1927 magnum opus, Being and Time; and Zimmerman 

(1994) reflects the author’s evolving understanding of the Heideggerian self in relation 

to deep ecology.             

Accordingly, this thesis will seek to demonstrate that the Rousseau – Heidegger nexus 

presents new and original implications for the interface between politics and ecology 

 
1 In Ecology, community and lifestyle (1990, p.79) Naess defines holism in terms of the formulaic:  

“The whole is more than the sum of its parts.” In the present context, the “politico-ecological self” 

might be seen as an entity which through the act of S/self-realisation contributes qua individual to 

those supra-individual aims and aspirations which unite cooperative political action with care for the 

welfare of Planet Earth (and see also section 6.3 below for a detailed analysis of the relevance to deep 

ecology)    
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through the conceptual hybrid of the politico-ecological self.  Certainly, at first blush 

the pairing of these two thinkers living some two centuries apart, in different countries 

and in very different personal circumstances, may seem to be an unexpected choice.2  

However, a closer examination of their respective lives and work reveals some 

significant affinities:  both thinkers lived during turbulent historical periods on the eve 

of political revolution in Europe; the early work of both is strongly political in 

character and influential for the forthcoming revolutionary events; finally, in their later 

lives both thinkers turned to philosophical writing of an intensively introspective 

nature in which spirituality and environmental concerns would figure prominently.  

Therefore, the focused comparison of the political and the ecological writings of 

Rousseau and Heidegger below provides an original conceptual framework within 

which the politico-ecological self can be seen to operate. 

The Introduction examines the basic features of the self as an enduring phenomenon 

in the history of philosophy in both Western and Eastern traditions; Chapters One and 

Two then turn to an analysis of Rousseau’s political self and ecological self, 

respectively; Chapters Three and Four likewise the corresponding concepts of the self 

in Heidegger’s philosophy;  Chapter Five highlights relevant similarities and 

differences between Rousseau and Heidegger in relation to the political self, the 

ecological self and the resulting merger of the two, ie. the politico-ecological self; 

Chapter Six seeks to demonstrate the relevance of the present inquiry by relating the 

findings of the thesis to current scholarship and contemporary debates in politics and 

ecology.  Finally, the Conclusions section considers where future developments in 

political and ecological issues might be headed. 

 
2 The two thinkers are occasionally associated together as in eg. Richard L Velkley (2002), although 

in this case such association seems to be one rather between Rousseau and German cultural idealism 

in general  
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In the Western philosophical tradition, the analysis of the self is traceable at least as 

far back as Plato’s Socratic dialogues with the Phaedrus as one of the most extensive 

treatments of the subject; and it is, interestingly for what emerges in later European 

philosophy, the Phaedrus which features prominently the mind/body dichotomy.3  The 

theme of the ontological distinction between mind and body is subsequently taken up, 

most famously perhaps, by Descartes where the dichotomy is extended to include not 

only the separation of mind and body, but also the self and the material world, ie. the 

res cogitans in contrast to the res extensa.4 

In contrast to the rationalist Cartesian model, John Locke’s empirical theory of the 

self5 relies instead upon memory and consciousness to ground the definition of the 

self; and this formulation, with its recourse to elementary aspects of human 

psychology, arguably represents an advance upon Descartes by dispensing with the 

need for a mysterious and shadowy substance residing in a material body.  In the 

reaction against envisaging the self as a separate and distinct substance, Locke’s 

successor (and contemporary of Rousseau), David Hume takes the argument a stage 

further by positing a self which consists of nothing more than “a bundle…of different 

perceptions which succeed each other…and are in a perpetual flux and movement.”6  

Thus, according to Hume’s argument in conceiving of the self the most we are ever 

able to discern is a sequence of sensory-based experiences, none of which (either 

individually or collectively) equates with the sense of a continuous and substantial self.  

However, the inadequacy of the Humean account is subsequently exposed by 

Immanuel Kant in terms of its failure to explain the entity which must be presupposed 

 
3 See esp. Phaedrus sections 245c-249d for the distinction between mind and body which is couched 

in quasi-religious terms of the (immortal) soul’s transient “habitation” of a successive series of mortal 

bodies    
4 See Meditations on the First Philosophy, esp. Meditation VI 
5 See Chapter XXVII of An Essay concerning Human Understanding 
6 See Book I, Section VI, Part IV of A Treatise of Human Nature 
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as the recipient of the Humean succession of different sense perceptions; Kant’s 

answer is to propose the notion of a “transcendental self” capable of lending unity and 

continuity to the constant flow of sensory experiences met with through human 

consciousness. 

Running parallel with Western dualism whereby the self is viewed as fundamentally 

separate and distinct from other selves and from the surrounding environment, is the 

concept of the non-dualist self associated with the Eastern tradition reflected in eg. 

Buddhism and Taoism.7  The point which the extract from Bhagavad Gita seeks to 

convey is that in contrast to the conventionally understood Cartesian self, the Buddhist 

form of the self equates with the universe in its totality.  It follows that the damage, 

exploitation, or even lack of care directed towards the environment represents a lack 

of harmony in the self (spiritual or material or both) which in turn initiates a further 

endless cycle of disharmony, and so on.  As will be seen in forthcoming chapters 

below, the principle of non-dualism or holism associated with Eastern philosophy has 

modern echoes in the contemporary ecology movement. 

Before analysing the self within its specific political and ecological contexts in 

Rousseau and Heidegger in Chapters One to Four below, it may be useful to consider 

briefly how the broader historical and cultural role of the self relates to these two 

thinkers’ respective accounts, specifically in relation to the Renaissance, the 

Enlightenment and Romanticism; this exercise may help, in turn, to explain the 

similarities and the differences which emerge between the two thinkers in their 

respective formulations of the politico-ecological self.  For Rousseau it appears to be 

the uniqueness of the individual, inherited from the Renaissance, which acts as the 

intellectual background for the concept of the self.  Indeed, the entire corpus of the 

 
7 By way of illustration, note the Bhagavad Gita VI.29:  “He sees himself in the heart of all beings and 

he sees all beings in his heart.” (trans. Mascaró, 1962) 
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later (autobiographical) writings of Rousseau might be viewed as the direct successor 

of the Renaissance fascination with the portrayal of the individual self in a variety of 

cultural mediums; and the Confessions is a project clearly undertaken under the 

influence of Michel de Montaigne’s Essays whilst, according to Rousseau himself, 

fulfilling different purposes to Montaigne’s stated intentions; in particular, the 

emphasis upon personal and individual psychology in the post-Confessions literature, 

ie. Rousseau Juge de Jean-Jacques and the posthumously published Les Rêveries du 

Promeneur Solitaire seems to operate at a somewhat more sustained self-analytical 

level than in Montaigne’s “snapshot” accounts of himself.  This focus upon the 

primacy of the individual in Rousseau’s thought can nevertheless give rise to disputes 

over interpretation.  Firstly, in relation to the political self in the Social Contract the 

notion of the self being “forced to be free” has led many commentators, of whom Isaiah 

Berlin is probably the most celebrated, to see Rousseau as an inherent threat to the 

integrity of the self in terms of its rights and well-being rather than as its champion 

and protector.  Secondly, in Les Rêveries the unique individuality of the self seems 

once again to be compromised in its ecological context in the light of Rousseau’s often 

repeated notion of its goal of “oneness” with the Cosmos.  These concepts of S/self-

realisation and one-ness have raised suspicions in some quarters, particularly those 

opposed to deep ecology, that Rousseau’s politico-ecological self opens the door to a 

form of “ecofascism”; this is a theme which will be seen to run continuously through 

this thesis and which again seems somewhat at odds with the premium which the 

Renaissance places upon individuality. 

Heidegger’s concept of the self, introduced in Being and Time as the Dasein (“there-

being”) is essentially phenomenological, and as such, represents a direct challenge to 

the Cartesian concept of the self as an entity ontologically separate and distinct from 

the world of external objects.  For the Dasein, to exist phenomenologically means for 
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it to be an integral part of the ontological structure of the world; hence its attribute of 

“in-der-Welt-sein” ie. “Being-in-the-world.”  Dasein may be understood better still, 

perhaps, as having “Being-in-the-world” in a manner which represents the kind of 

Being which is integral to its nature. 

However, in marked contrast to Rousseau’s concept of the self, Heidegger does not 

draw inspiration from the example of the Renaissance; indeed, in “Session 6” of the 

Nature, History, State private seminar delivered in 1933-1934 Heidegger is severely 

censorious of the effects of such individuality upon subsequent politics, science and 

culture.  Instead, he looks to the concept of “authenticity” (Eigentlickheit) as the 

feature which characterises and distinguishes the individuality of the self.  That 

authenticity is reflected in the Dasein’s single-minded pursuit of its own modus vivendi 

and its resistance to the temptation simply to follow the opinions, the mores and the 

life-choices of the general populace (das Man or the “they”).8  This account of the 

Dasein has important implications for both the political, and the ecological, self in 

Heidegger:  firstly, it reveals tensions conceptually in the precise understanding of the 

“authentic self (or Dasein)” within the context of the peculiar political regime under 

which Heidegger lived and worked.  Secondly, in relation to the ecological self, 

authenticity seems to be an obvious corollary with the deep ecology aspiration of living 

in harmony with the environment.  But the issue is complicated by academic opinion 

which remains deeply divided over how far Heidegger’s ecological self should be 

identified with the oneness of Buddhism and Taoism.9 10  

 
8 This manifestation of Dasein suggests that despite Heidegger’s reservations in Session 6 of Nature, 

History, State about the phenomenon of the Renaissance individual, there may yet be a degree of 

continuity between the two (see Chapter Three below for a more detailed discussion of Heidegger’s 

criticism of the Renaissance individual)  
9 Arne Naess and David E Cooper are cited below as crucial authorities for the relevance of Eastern 

modes of thought to the central theme of this thesis  
10 These issues are analysed in more detail within the context of Heidegger’s ecological self, 

beginning with Chapter Four below  
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By contrast with his debt to Renaissance culture, Rousseau’s approach to 

Enlightenment ideas and ideals is rather more ambivalent.  Born in the second decade 

of the eighteenth century and therefore attaining his majority in the mid-1730s, 

Rousseau is obviously deeply influenced by the intellectual and cultural ferment 

swirling around him at that time.  Such influences include the Paris salons and the 

“bible” of the Enlightenment, l’Encyclopédie to which Rousseau himself was an 

important contributor.  However, Rousseau’s relationship with prominent 

Enlightenment figures, such as Voltaire, Diderot and d’Alembert was never an easy 

one.  His first major contribution to Enlightenment debate, the prize-winning 

Discourse on the Arts and Sciences of 1750 which criticised much of the received 

wisdom underpinning the Enlightenment, could perhaps be passed off as an exercise 

in mere sophistry and clever irony of the kind which was itself part and parcel of the 

Enlightenment’s modus operandi.  However, what appears to have given deep offence 

to his former intellectual compatriots was Rousseau’s insistence in the Discourse on 

Inequality (1755) to the effect that pre-societal man was actually morally superior to 

his eighteenth-century counterpart.  Thus, by way of example, Rousseau argued that 

pre-societal man lived in harmony with the natural world, taking from it only such 

resources as were necessary to meet his immediate needs.  Likewise, the inner voice 

of personal conviction constituted a path to the truth equally as valid as the application 

of reason the latter of which was lauded by the luminaries of the Enlightenment; 

sentiments of this sort not only threw down the gauntlet to the Enlightenment credo 

based on the superiority of the application of rational principles, but would also in due 

time mature into full-blown Romanticism. 

As a thinker historically standing at arms’ length from the intellectual ideas of the 

eighteenth century, Heidegger is bound perforce to view Enlightenment principles and 

values with rather more detachment than does Rousseau.  Nevertheless, Heidegger is 
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no less penetrating in his criticism for all that:  his critique is at once of a piece with 

Rousseau and simultaneously more fundamental.  Firstly, like Rousseau he is clearly 

at odds with Enlightenment assumptions that science and technology hold the keys to 

human progress and to man’s liberation from political servitude and economic 

exploitation.  Indeed, the faith which the Enlightenment puts in ever more 

sophisticated forms of technology is entirely misplaced although for Heidegger it is 

the “essence”11 of technology, rather than technology per se, which constitutes the 

threat to mankind.  One example of such a threat is the chillingly casual and matter-

of-fact assimilation by Heidegger himself between modern, mechanized, agricultural 

processes and the industrialized destruction of millions of human beings at Auschwitz; 

the result is a profound nihilism which makes Enlightenment claims about the 

freedom, the dignity and the inherent worth of human beings chimerical.  But secondly, 

within the context of Heidegger’s phenomenology12 the entire Enlightenment project 

appears as fundamentally misconceived in simply duplicating the empiricism of 

Francis Bacon, Sir Isaac Newton and John Locke whereby man’s ontological status is 

that of a remote observer of her/his surroundings, contemplating the world around 

her/him in an attitude of Olympian-style detachment.  Hence, Heidegger advances 

phenomenology as the remedy to such an unsatisfactory interpretation of the world:  

the condition of the Heideggerian self, or Dasein, is that of “being-in-the-world.”  Here 

an explanatory illustration of Heidegger’s own may prove useful; in the act of 

hammering in a nail, one does not, according to phenomenology, actively contemplate 

the separate components of the hammer, ie. its head, its handle, its wooden shaft, and 

so on.  Instead, both the hammer and the person using it constitute the elements of an 

holistic and functional process of hammering (the so-called zuhanden, or “ready-to-

 
11 Again, see Chapters Three and Four below for an explanation of this notion in Heideggerian 

philosophy   
12 This characteristically Heideggerian concept will be explained in Chapters Three and Four below  
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hand”).  By contrast, it is only when the hammer malfunctions that the hammerer 

pauses to observe the hammer and to contemplate it as an independent object (the so-

called vorhanden, or “present-to-hand”).  It follows that this focus upon “being-in-the-

world” has profound implications for Heidegger’s holistic view of man’s place in, and 

relationship to, the Cosmos.                         

If Rousseau’s relationship to the Enlightenment frequently proves to be ambivalent 

and enigmatic, his place in the European Romantic movement originating in the latter 

half of the eighteenth century may hopefully be less difficult to establish and to 

comprehend.  Broadly, Romanticism can be viewed as a reaction against those 

Enlightenment elements which championed decorum or bienséance as the measure of 

intellectual and cultural attainment.  Instead, the ethos of Romanticism repudiates 

Enlightenment suppositions centered upon rational, objective and universal standards 

for the right conduct of society.  In place of such a set of beliefs and assumptions 

Rousseau’s Romantic credentials are on display almost from his earliest published 

works:  his rejection of Enlightenment pretensions to represent the best of all possible 

worlds has already been noted above by reference to the Discourse on the Arts and 

Sciences.  But Rousseau’s development of the principles and themes characterising the 

Romantic movement would become ever more sophisticated and far-reaching in the 

years which lay ahead.  For example, the Discourse on Inequality portrayed early man 

as morally superior to his Enlightenment counterpart, residing in a Lorraine- or 

Poussin-style Arcadian landscape where relations with one’s fellow human beings and 

the environment were governed, not by selfish considerations of purely rational self-

interest prompted by excessive amour-propre (“love of self”), but by amour de soi 

(“self-love”) and la pitié (“compassion”).13  Similarly, Julie, ou La Nouvelle Héloïse 

 
13 The significance of these French phrases in Rousseauean philosophy are analysed in Chapters One 

and Two below 
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(1761) is a novel abounding in episodes of unbridled passion and illicit love-affairs of 

a piece with the Byronic hero (or anti-hero) who would emerge a couple of generations 

later.  Finally, towards the end of his life, Rousseau produces the Confessions whose 

structure and content clearly favour the intimate subjectivity of the individual self over 

Enlightenment objectivity; and the posthumously published Les Rêveries du 

Promeneur Solitaire explores the intensely emotional, and at times, ethereal 

relationship between the Rousseauean self and the natural world. 

Heidegger’s philosophy invites altogether more profound intellectual and cultural 

comparisons with eighteenth-century Romanticism than it does with the 

Enlightenment.  Firstly, the contemporary German form of Romantic reaction against 

Enlightenment principles is reflected in the Sturm und Drang (“storm and stress”) 

movement epitomized in Goethe’s 1774 masterpiece, Die Leiden des jungen Werther 

(“The Sorrows of Young Werther”).  Arguably, too, the eponymous hero’s sense of 

alienation and social exclusion in the novel has something in common with that of 

Saint-Preux in La Nouvelle Héloïse); furthermore, both works feature lengthy 

descriptions of the unspoiled natural landscape, thus far largely untouched by the 

encroachments of the Industrial Revolution.  Secondly, these stock literary tropes 

represented by the imagery of leisurely agricultural communities set against an 

Arcadian backdrop provide the perfect counter to the invasive and irresistible forces 

of mass-industrialisation, progressively disfiguring the countryside in much 

Wordsworthian literature. 

Such themes will resurface in what might usefully be considered as the new wave of 

neo-Romanticism which emerges in the newly unified Germany towards the end of the 

nineteenth, and the beginning of the twentieth, centuries.  As George L Mosse argues 
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convincingly,14 the remarkable expansion in Germany’s industrial capacity (of which 

the Krupp factory complex based in Essen is probably the most famous archetype) was 

accompanied by unprecedented disruption to traditional agrarian ways of life and, in 

consequence, a nostalgic yearning amongst much of the rural community for the 

bygone world popularized by the Brothers Grimm.  Hence, the pervading sense of 

disillusionment and alienation in the face of growing industrialisation and ever-

increasing mechanized methods of production is virtually a re-run of that which 

characterised the Romantic movement in Europe of a century before.  It is precisely 

these themes, too, which inform much of Heidegger’s thinking:  the uniquely 

Germanic concept of the Volk, itself the expression of a romantic reaction against the 

social and economic turmoil following the post-1871 unification, figures prominently 

in Heidegger’s political philosophy (as well as that of National Socialism).  Similarly, 

alienation of man from both himself and from the natural world underpins the polemic 

against modern technology (or, more accurately, against the “essence” of modern 

technology).  Furthermore, whilst the critique of technology is discernible as a tool of 

propaganda in the hands of the so-called “green wing” of the Nazi Party, it nevertheless 

reaches its apogee in Heidegger’s post-war writings, such as The Question Concerning 

Technology.                                            

Whatever the similarities or contrasts between Rousseau and Heidegger, it is the self’s 

consciousness of itself, both politically and ecologically, which provides the 

fundamental source of the common ground between these two thinkers and which 

serves as the basis for the present inquiry.   In Rousseau’s political theory the 

consciousness of self is initially presented in something of an adverse light:  it is stated 

that, after abandoning his original pre-societal state to enter the political community, 

man “lives always outside himself”; this curious expression characterises the negative 

 
14 See Chapter Four below 
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side of amour-propre according to which “le sentiment de sa propre existence” (“the 

sense of his own existence”) encourages societal man to “live only in the opinions of 

others.”  This adverse aspect of amour-propre is, according to Rousseau, the primary 

source of political instability expressed in terms of the fragmented and dysfunctional 

political self which pursues only what it perceives to be its own immediate interests.  

The remedy is set out, of course, in Social Contract where the subordination of 

individual wills to the General Will is envisaged as restoring the unity and wholeness 

of the self, generated by the amour de soi of pre-societal man and exhibited famously 

by Rousseau’s Noble Savage.15  For Heidegger, the consciousness of self associated 

with Dasein chooses an alternative route to that of Rousseau in order to arrive at the 

common goal of unity or wholeness.  The authenticity of the political self is closely 

allied to historical and cultural ideas associated with the German Volk and, 

controversially of course, with the National Socialist ideology of the 1930s and 

1940s.16  By contrast, it is the hallmark of an inauthentic self (or Dasein) that it 

subordinates itself to the hegemony of the “they” (das Man) through a slavish 

conformity to conventional modes of thought and lifestyle which themselves reflect 

the progressive encroachment of modern technology.  It follows that the sense in which 

unity or wholeness defines the (authentic) self in Heidegger initially presents as 

somewhat more nuanced than that associated with Rousseau, through its being 

unavoidably bound up with the controversy surrounding his actual or alleged 

involvement with National Socialism and the Third Reich.   

The profile of Rousseau’s ecological, or what might more accurately be described as 

his proto-ecological, self arguably receives its most extensive treatment in Les 

 
15 It is a commonplace, of course, that Rousseau never uses the phrase “le bon sauvage” but he is 

nevertheless generally (and justifiably) credited with having first popularized the concept   
16 The complex and frequently ambivalent nature of Heidegger’s relationship with Nazism is the 

subject of Chapter Three below   
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Rêveries, together with the corresponding (and at times inconsistent) account of the 

brief sojourn on Ȋle St Pierre in Book Twelve of the Confessions.  La Troisième Lettre 

à M. de Malesherbes (1762) similarly includes some remarkable descriptions by 

Rousseau, detailing the experience of a heightened sense of consciousness of self in 

the presence of cosmic sublimity.  The detailed analysis of sections of Les Rêveries 

reveals two specific aspects in which Rousseau’s writing anticipates, or at least is 

consistent with, modern deep ecology theory:  firstly, Rousseau is revealed as an 

avowed disciple of Quietism which has strong conceptual links with some Eastern 

forms of meditation; secondly, heightened consciousness or awareness of self bears a 

strong resemblance to Buddhism’s cosmic oneness and Arne Naess’ cognate idea of 

S/self-realisation in deep ecology.  Once again, Heidegger’s relationship to deep 

ecology theory, including projected parallels with Rousseau, is both complex and 

problematic.  On the one hand, William Lovitt (in the introduction to his standard 

translation of Die Frage nach der Technik (1954) (in English “The Question 

Concerning Technology”) (2013)) summarily dismisses all thought that Heidegger 

was an ecomystic or that he entertained any belief in cosmic oneness.  By contrast, 

Michael E Zimmerman’s early scholarship places Heidegger firmly in the deep 

ecology camp, although his later interpretation presents a more nuanced view.  Finally, 

other commentators including Tristan Moyle17 (and arguably David E Cooper (2005; 

2012)) see Heidegger as part of the long tradition of German Mysticism and Quietism 

stretching at least as far back as Meister Eckhart in the thirteenth century.18  Contra 

Lovitt, this latter interpretation of Heidegger as a deep ecologist, and which the present 

writer endorses, is argued for in Chapter Four below.  

 
17 See Chapter 10 of his 2005 monograph  
18 For a detailed analysis of Heidegger’s mystic and quietistic credentials, cf. Glenn Alexander 

Magee’s “Quietism in German Mysticism and Philosophy” and see further discussion of Magee’s 

paper in Chapter Two below   
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In Rousseau, then, the politico-ecological self seems initially to emerge as an entity 

whose political and ecological aspirations are fundamentally at odds with each other:  

just as the political self’s route to oneness is through its participation in a collective act 

accompanied by other participating selves, so in Les Rêveries the ecological self seems 

able to achieve its aspirations towards oneness only in an environment of near isolation 

following an act of conscious and deliberate withdrawal from the company of other 

selves.  Culturally, too, the political self and its ecological counterpart might be 

interpreted as diverging along the Enlightenment – Romanticism fault-line.  Certainly, 

Social Contract with its emphasis upon such issues as the legitimate basis of political 

authority and obligation marks it out as a work firmly rooted in Enlightenment 

traditions, whilst Les Rêveries is a product of high Romanticism.  However, the 

conspicuously common conceptual feature appears to be that of the necessary 

integration of the individual with the greater whole.    

By contrast with Rousseau, in Heidegger the tensions between the political and the 

ecological aspects of the hybrid self are not quite so clear-cut.  Firstly, one unifying 

element shared by the two “halves” of the politico-ecological self is Dasein’s striving 

to achieve and to maintain its authenticity in the face of the dangers posed by (the 

“essence” of) modern technology which threatens to compromise the integrity of the 

political self.  Considerations of this sort similarly inform the ecological self:  in 

Technology, modern technology’s “essence” is cited as the principal cause of the 

ecological havoc wreaked upon the environment through the agency of the self:  

having abandoned its authentic nature, the self then superimposes the vision of itself 

as mere utilitarian resource or “standing-reserve” onto its environmental surroundings.  

Thus, the political self in Heidegger represents a self which achieves authenticity 

through its resistance to politically orientated, utilitarian short-termism.  Likewise, as 
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with Rousseau, the (authentic) ecological self turns to Quietism and the principles of 

Buddhism and Taoism as a means of developing empathy with the Cosmos.  

The above references to utilitarian short-termism and the impact of modern technology 

upon the environment serve to highlight important aspects of the tensions between the 

political self and its ecological counterpart in contemporary debates about the 

relationship between political, and ecological, priorities as they reflect conventional 

“conservative” and “liberal” philosophical traditions.  Firstly, the conservative 

political self, sometimes epitomized by climate change denial, presents as a curious 

mélange of the traditional and the innovative:  on the one hand, it is suspicious of, and 

resistant to, political and economic reform to protect the environment; on the other 

hand, it puts faith in the development of new technology to solve future environmental 

challenges.  Secondly, and by contrast, in the case of the liberal political self the 

tensions with the ecological self appear to be more complex and nuanced:   a classical 

liberal expression of the political self might hold that the individual is largely free to 

act as s/he wishes (consistent with the freedom of other selves), whilst Planet Earth is 

treated simply as a vast treasure-store whose resources are of purely instrumental value 

and, in John Locke’s words, exist simply for “the support and comfort of man’s being.”  

However, a political self in the John Stuart Mill mould would more likely argue in a 

manner closer in spirit to the ecological self that happiness required some self-imposed 

limit upon the self’s ever increasing material wealth to the cost of the environment.19     

In response to the conservative political self, the ecological self focusses upon 

intergenerationalism according to which those policies and practices must be adopted 

whose primary consideration should be the outcomes for the welfare of those not yet 

 
19 John Rodman (1977) has argued that there is an implicit “ecological sensitivity” discernible in 

Mill’s plea for individuality and diversity; equally, however, one should not overlook Mill’s essay 

“On Nature” (1874) in which he emphasises Man’s separation from, and superiority over, the natural 

world   
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born; here, some degree of rapprochement is likely to be compatible with the political 

self’s emphasis upon the safeguarding of tradition for the benefit of succeeding 

generations.  Yet, the political self’s cavalier belief in salvation via future technology 

to solve the ecological crisis may be less easy to reconcile with the ecological self’s 

misgivings about the future direction of such technology.  The liberal political self 

presents a different set of challenges to its ecological counterpart.  As already noted, 

it is the spectacle of the political self embracing Lockean-style liberalism (or 

libertarianism?) which is viewed as ultimately fatal to environmental integrity:  firstly, 

it ushers in a free-for-all competition to possess and utilize the Earth’s finite and 

increasingly scarce natural resources, fuelled by the ultimately self-defeating logic 

known as the “tragedy of the unmanaged commons”;20 secondly, at the heart of the 

political self’s liberal values is the assumption that individuals know best their own 

desires and preferences and that “re-education” by ecologists about their “real” desires 

and preferences amounts to unjustified paternalism.21 22  Finally, social ecologists 

might object to this model of the ecological self on the ground that it risks simply 

replicating under an alternative head that same domination of one individual by 

another which Murray Bookchin highlights (2005, p.65).  Instead, so social ecologists 

argue, the ecological self must seek to promote communitarian and egalitarian 

principles where systems of management for the environment are devolved to local 

level; only thus will an ethically consistent and satisfactory form of the politico-

ecological self be realised. 

 
20 For an informative discussion of this principle, see Hardin’s “The Tragedy of the Commons”   
21 For an in-depth discussion of the various liberal responses to the environmental challenges of deep 

ecology, see G diZerega’s “Deep Ecology and Liberalism:  The Greener Implications of Evolutionary 

Theory”       
22 For this broad overview of the “conservative” and “liberal” viewpoints, the present author is 

indebted to Robyn Eckersley (1993), Chapter 1      
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The reference above to Lockean liberalism serves as a useful reminder of the 

importance both traditionally and in a contemporary context of the social contract as a 

means of analysing the internal relationship existing within the politico-ecological self.  

Quite apart from its Rousseauean associations, the social contract has a long and 

distinguished history in British philosophy.  Both John Locke and Thomas Hobbes 

have recourse to some form of social contract, ostensibly to remedy the perceived 

defects and dangers which confront men in a pre-societal condition.  Briefly, for 

Hobbes, man in the state of nature is perpetually at war with her/his neighbours and 

the social contract represents the means of curtailing the worst effects of natural man’s 

unbridled greed and competition.  Locke deploys the concept of the social contract 

instead as a means of merely curbing the worst excesses of these twin evils.  In terms 

of the political self, it is Locke’s version which has proved to be the more influential 

of the two in modern political philosophy, with the Hobbesian model being viewed as 

too restrictive of political freedom and liberty.  However, it may be the very urgency 

of the current ecological crisis now facing the planet which calls for a comparable 

“ecological contract” which could be embraced in order to address the present 

ecological challenges in the same way that Hobbes and Locke sought to address their 

conjectured political ones.  Certainly, William Ophuls (cited in Eckersley, 1993, esp. 

Chapter 1) has posited not just the desirability but perhaps also the necessity for some 

such contract which the ecological self could adopt, undertaking thereby to exercise a 

prudent degree of self-restraint in its use of the Earth’s resources, as well as to seek to 

live in peaceful harmony with the rest of the natural world.  Ophuls (1977) likewise 

serves as a useful reminder of another arguable distinction between the Hobbesian and 

Lockean concepts of the condition of pre-societal man:  it might be inferred that 

Locke’s social contract is formulated on the assumption of an almost unlimited bounty 

from the hands of Mother Earth; by contrast, Hobbes’ social contract seems to be set 
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against a background where (as now) natural resources are understood to be finite, and 

in the future potentially exhaustible.  Thus, in relation to traditional British social 

contract theory, the contemporary ecological self might need to adopt the authoritarian 

Hobbesian model rather than the less interventionist Lockean version if the tensions 

and conflicts between the self and nature are to be resolved. 

Thus, in conclusion, the characteristics of the politico-ecological self emerge as 

follows: 

 

(i) Politically to reflect a collective unity of interests to remedy the self’s 

alienation from its fellow selves; 

 

(ii) Ecologically to embrace the deep ecology premise of cosmic oneness, thus 

rejecting a utilitarian-orientated attitude towards the environment; 

 

(iii) To maintain an equitable balance in its unity of interests shared both with 

its fellow selves and with the environment. 

 

Hence, the politico-ecological self is envisaged in this thesis as an entity which, 

through the practical application of the concepts of S/self-realisation and holism 

discernible in the featured writings of Rousseau and Heidegger, has the potential to 

reconcile the conflicts seen frequently to arise between political and ecological 

interests.  
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        CHAPTER ONE:  THE POLITICAL SELF IN ROUSSEAU 

 

The function of this chapter is to introduce Jean-Jacques Rousseau as a major thinker 

of the eighteenth century, who both shaped and was shaped by the extraordinary 

cultural and intellectual movements known as “The Enlightenment” and 

“Romanticism.”  Having set the self in its eighteenth-century context, the chapter will 

then proceed to an analysis of the political self which emerges from Rousseau’s 

writings; and it will be recalled from the Introduction that that concept corresponds to 

an entity which focusses upon its moral responsibilities in relation both to other 

political selves and to the state.  Finally, it is a central assumption of this thesis that 

political and ecological issues are inextricably intertwined and, hence, the analysis of 

the political self in this chapter will seek to discover relevant analogies with its 

ecological twin in Chapter Two.     

The first section begins with a brief account of the historical development of the 

concept of the self:  whilst section two analyses in more depth the self as it features in 

Rousseau's political philosophy, with primary sources including the two Discourses 

and the Social Contract.       

 

Section 1.1  The self in eighteenth-century Europe 

The precise origins of the self as a distinct, recognisable, historical and cultural 

phenomenon remain a subject of debate amongst scholars.  But there is a broad 

consensus of agreement that the related concept of individualism23 made its 

 
23 The concepts of “self” and “individual” both imply the notion of a self-conscious entity, but they 

are nevertheless distinguishable:  the “Individual” refers primarily to the nascent self-conscious entity 

which emerges from the feudal, collectivist, culture frequently associated with the pre-Renaissance 

epoch.  The “self” of the Enlightenment broadly relates to the fundamental, metaphysical, elements of 

an entity’s self-identity, as well as the more concrete and tangible aspects of self-identity, such as the 
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appearance in ways with which we are familiar, as a by-product of the European 

Renaissance.  Indeed, one eminent cultural historian, Kenneth Clark, locates the 

“discovery of the individual” in Florence in the early part of the Fifteenth Century 

(1980, p.108).  He thus, broadly follows his nineteenth-century predecessor, Jacob 

Burckhardt, in firmly placing the “awakening” of the European individual self-

consciousness in the Renaissance.24  More recently, some scholars have challenged 

Burckhardt's account as no more than a literary product of its time which fails to take 

adequate account of a clearly discernible, nascent, European consciousness of the 

individual self which had emerged at least two centuries before the Renaissance.25  But 

scholars appear to be in general agreement that the eighteenth-century self experienced 

a cultural and intellectual earthquake in Europe as a result of Enlightenment ideals and 

aspirations.  These Enlightenment principles are epitomized in canonical works such 

as l’Encyclopédie through the contributory essays of such luminaries as Voltaire, 

Denis Diderot, Jean d’Alembert and Rousseau himself.  The self which emerges in the 

Enlightenment is one broadly characterised by its acknowledgement of, and adherence 

to, a commonly-held set of assumptions and values which underpin the principle of 

universality.        

 

Section 1.2  Michel de Montaigne and Jean-Jacques Rousseau   

The French essayist, Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), anticipates many of the 

intellectual principles and cultural ideals more usually associated with the eighteenth 

century and arguably the Essays reach their apogee in his analysis of the self.  Here, 

 
awareness of its relationship with other individuals and the wider community, particularly in a socio-

political context.     
24 For the details of Burckhardt's thesis, see his 1860 classic The Civilisation of the Renaissance in 

Italy (esp. Part II)   
25 See the work of eg. Peter Gay for a comprehensive critique of Burckhardt 
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the alternately proto-Enlightenment and proto-Romantic modes of thought and 

expression find parallels in Rousseau; for example, essay 1.31 (“On Cannibals”) 

anticipates both the French explorer Bougainville, as well as  Rousseau, in its treatment 

of the customs and habits of the indigenous peoples of Brazil.  Indeed, Montaigne’s 

tolerance and humane respect for other cultures, so characteristic of the Enlightenment 

project, is implicit in the following comment: 

          “...I do not believe...that there is anything barbarous or savage about them [ie.  

          the native inhabitants of Brazil], except that we all call barbarous anything that 

          is contrary to our own habits.  Indeed, we seem to have no other criterion of truth 

          and reason than the type and kind of opinions and customs current in the land 

          where we live.” (Cohen, 1993, pp.108, 109) 

 

Furthermore, a comprehensive reading of “On Cannibals” reveals numerous 

comparisons drawn by Montaigne between non-civilised societies and their European 

counterparts, always at the expense of the latter.26  A few paragraphs later, we 

encounter an early image of the Noble Savage whose physical description is described 

thus: 

          “They are close-shaven all over, and perform the operation much more cleanly 

          than we, with only a razor of wood or stone.” (p.112) 

 

Equally, Montaigne’s work shows early stirrings of the concept of the Romantic self 

with which Rousseau’s name would subsequently become forever associated.  For 

example, in the essay “On friendship” (1.28) Montaigne pens several descriptions of 

his relationship with Etienne de La Boétie of a sort which find themselves in the later 

literature of Romanticism:  the relationship between the two is “beyond any rational 

account” (Cave, 2007, p.90); the relationship is characterized by “some unquantifiable 

 
26 Such comparisons likewise form the basis of Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality  
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force” (p.90); whilst the two were brought into close communion “by some 

supernatural ordinance.” (p.90)  Likewise, the ephemeral and fragmentary self of 

Romanticism manifests itself in “On repentance” (3.2) where Montaigne explains that 

he: 

          “...must suit [his] story to the hour, for soon [he] may change, not only by  

          chance but also by intention.  It is a record of various and variable occurrences, 

          an account of thoughts that are unsettled and, as chance will have it, at times 

          contradictory, either because [he is] then another self, or because [he] 

          approach[es] [his] subject under different circumstances and with other 

          considerations.” (Cohen, 1993, p.235)27    

 

Furthermore, when one turns to an analysis of the autobiographical self in Montaigne 

and Rousseau, in the first instance they show a closeness of purpose and sentiment.  In 

his introductory note "To the Reader" of the Essays Montaigne writes: 

 

          “Here I want to be seen in my simple, natural, everyday fashion, without striving 

          or artifice for it is my own self that I am painting.” (Screech, 2003, p.lxiii) 

 

Whilst Rousseau, writing some two centuries later, opens his Confessions with the 

following words: 

 

          “I want to show my fellow-men a man in all the truth of nature; and this man is 

          myself.” (Scholar and Coleman, 2008, p.5)  

 

 
27 Cf. Rousseau’s parallel sense of the fleeting impermanence of his own self in Promenade Five of 

Les Rêveries 
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In addition to the examination of himself in the Confessions, Rousseau subsequently 

penned further self-portraits in the three dialogues entitled Rousseau juge de Jean-

Jacques as well as in what is arguably his most intimate and introspective 

(posthumously published) work, Les Rêveries du Promeneur Solitaire.  But the 

authorial styles of the two writers could hardly be more different to each other, with 

Montaigne's self-portrait being built up through a series of highly selective “snapshots” 

scattered throughout his essays and from which one struggles to piece together a 

continuous and fully integrated impression of the author; in stark contrast, Rousseau's 

self-portrait, at least in the Confessions, follows a chronological/sequential pattern of 

the sort more akin to modern autobiographies.  Nevertheless, some curious 

coincidences of biographical detail occur in the two writers' memoires, most notably 

perhaps, their shared near-death experience:  Montaigne records how, whilst out 

riding, he was thrown from his horse resulting in temporary loss of consciousness and 

amnesia (Screech, 2003, pp.416-427); in Rousseau's case, it was his collision with a 

Great Dane followed by a horse-drawn conveyance bearing down upon him at full tilt 

which resulted in a lengthy blackout and short-lived loss of memory.28  Interestingly, 

another autobiographical detail to link the writers is the distress experienced by them 

both over their deteriorating powers of memory and recall with approaching old age. 

When comparing the two writers' accounts of the self, commentators on Montaigne 

are routinely hostile to the Rousseauean approach; compare, for example, J M Cohen's 

virulent attack in the introduction to his Montaigne anthology: 

 

          “The Confessions are full of incidents that show Rousseau pretending to 

          emotions that he never had, and that clearly belonged to an imaginary 

          self...Rousseau must therefore explain, though he cannot explain away, any 

 
28 Narrated by Rousseau in the Second Promenade in Les Rêveries 
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          incident in which he fell short of the ideal picture of himself which he cherished 

          in his imagination.  Montaigne never explained his actions in this way...” (1993, 

          pp.11, 12) 

 

Discussing the “self” in Montaigne, Screech makes the following enigmatic 

assessment of Rousseau's autobiographical enterprise: 

 

          “Other men turning in upon themselves have indeed produced monsters, not  

          manifest wisdom.  The Rousseau of the Rêveries, for one” (1983, p.7) 

 

Finally, Terence Cave notes Rousseau's apparently reluctant and “grudging 

acknowledgement” of the influence of Montaigne's Essays. (2007, p.113) 

Yet any number of examples drawn from the Confessions alone could be cited to refute 

decisively Cohen's challenge to Rousseau's bona fides; sadly, considerations of space 

permit only a few illustrations of Rousseau's innate candour to be provided here.  

Firstly, there is the well-known incident involving the theft of Mlle Pontal's pink and 

silver ribbon narrated towards the close of Book Two of the Confessions:  the 

adolescent Rousseau in this account is by any standards loathsome and despicable, 

combining as he does both theft and lies which resulted in the dismissal from 

employment of a wholly innocent and vulnerable young maidservant.  Contra Cohen, 

therefore, it is difficult indeed to see how Rousseau, as the mature composer of the 

Confessions, could have hoped that such an example of deplorable behaviour from his 

youth could remotely contribute to his “ideal picture of himself” in the eyes of his 

readers. 

Secondly, and perhaps more notoriously, Rousseau does not shrink from presenting an 

at times disconcertingly frank and intimate “warts and all” portrait of his sexual 
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proclivities, especially in the earlier books of the Confessions.  These include a 

penchant for a variety of forms of sexual masochism, as well as for habitual 

masturbation with a frequency bordering upon an obsessive compulsive disorder.  In 

regard to the latter the following remarks from Book Three are especially illuminating, 

where Rousseau tells us that as a young man he: 

 

          “...had learned to use that dangerous substitution which defrauds nature and 

          saves young men of my temperament from many disorders, but at the expense 

          of their health, their strength, and sometimes their life itself.  This vice, so 

          congenial to shame and timidity, is, in addition, very attractive to those of a 

          lively imagination, for it places at their disposal, as it were, the whole of the 

          other sex, and makes any lovely woman that tempts them serve their desires 

          without their needing to obtain her consent.” (Scholar and Coleman, 2008, 

          p.106) 

    

This passage is remarkable not only for its painful honesty, but also for the subtle shift 

in the sexual dynamics:  the concluding observation about enjoying a woman's favours 

without her consent might be interpreted as a transformation in the Rousseauean self 

from submissive masochist to sadistic rapist.  But in any event, whether speculation of 

this sort about Rousseau's psychology is plausible or not, it does serve as a dramatic 

counterpoint to Montaigne's treatment of this most intimate aspect of the self.  Indeed, 

Montaigne's discussion of sex cannot match that of Rousseau's (a fact for which more 

sensitive readers may well be grateful) even in the essay entitled “On some lines of 

Virgil”29 where the subject of human sexuality is examined at some length.  In that 

essay Montaigne hints at several of his own extra-marital relationships with women, 

but the entire subject of sex is treated by him in a remote and detached style after the 

 
29 III.5 in the Essays  
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manner of a Socratic dialogue such as the Symposium, and in consequence, very little 

is revealed about Montaigne's inner self.  Similarly, the essay entitled “De l'amitié”30 

and rendered by English translators variously as either “On friendship” (Cave and 

Cohen) or “On affectionate relationships” (Screech) consists in part of a funerary 

eulogy upon the death of Montaigne's lifelong companion and confidant, Etienne de 

La Boétie.  Some commentators have been led to infer a homosexual relationship 

between the two friends and a close reading of the essay makes this at least plausible; 

however, in marked contrast to Rousseau, Montaigne remains too reticent and 

inscrutable to permit conclusive resolution of this fascinating question. 

From the above observations, two general conclusions may be advanced regarding the 

self in Montaigne and Rousseau.  Firstly, both writers purport to eschew “self-

fashioning” in their pen-portraits.31  Montaigne largely succeeds in his candid image 

of himself in the Essays; whilst the superficial artificiality of contemporary 

enlightenment society is staple fare throughout Rousseau‘s work.32  Secondly, 

Montaigne and Rousseau both associate the self with the concept of free will.  Indeed, 

in several of the Essays33 Montaigne advocates free will as the key to creating the 

relativist, liberal, intellectual self of European tradition. Thus, the self emerges as a 

clearly established cultural and intellectual concept in European thought by the time 

of Rousseau’s early contributions to enlightenment literature.    

 

 

 
30 I.28 in the Essays 
31 Originally a Renaissance phenomenon, self-fashioning was the process of projecting a sanitized 

image of one’s self in literature and portraiture etc in order to meet the demands of political, economic 

and religious pressures in Renaissance society; Machiavelli‘s The Prince and Castiglioni‘s The 

Courtier are two famous contemporary treatises on the subject.  The modern-day counterpart to self-

fashioning is to be found in so-called “political spin”         
32 For an early critique, see esp. Part One of the First Discourse 
33 Notably, “On educating children” (I.26), “On the Cannibals” (I.31) and “On coaches” (III.6)     
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1.3  The self in the transition from the Enlightenment to Romanticism 

Historical epochs rarely occur in a vacuum; instead, they share cultural associations 

with their predecessors and with their successors alike, as exemplified by Montaigne 

and Rousseau.  Perhaps no better instance demonstrates this complex mélange of 

influences than the mutation in the concept of the self and its relationship to the natural 

world in the European cultural transition from the Enlightenment to Romanticism, 

broadly covering the period from c.1780 to c.1830.  By way of example, the Romantic 

self evinces an increasing scepticism towards faith in objective, empirical and 

universal truth so admired by its Enlightenment counterpart; the Romantic self’s 

preoccupation with subjectivity is likewise cashed-out in terms of a brooding self-

introspection and a sense of a unique, rather than a universal, individualism the latter 

of which is at the heart of the Enlightenment project.  This divergence between 

Enlightenment and Romantic ideals is similarly reflected in the subtle change in 

emphasis away from the hegemony of reason and towards the intuitive promptings of 

emotion and sentiment.  A comparable transition takes place in terms of the 

relationship between the self and the natural world:  for the Enlightenment self, the 

natural world is predominantly a soulless treasure-store to be controlled, plundered 

and exploited; whilst the Romantic self interprets nature as a living entity, mystically 

related to human thought, feelings and morality.34   

Amongst philosophers of the Enlightenment, the increasing interest in the self as a 

suitable subject for investigation is clearly discernible in the work of the British 

empiricists, John Locke (1632-1704) and David Hume (1711-1776); in An Essay 

concerning Human Understanding (first published in 1689), Locke devotes much of 

Book II to exploring such questions as “what is a person?” and “what constitutes the 

 
34 For a more detailed comparison of the Enlightenment self and its Romantic counterpart, see eg. Gay 

(1973)  
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continuity of self-identity through space and time?”  Hume followed on the heels of 

Locke with his A Treatise on Human Nature (1739/40) and subsequently with a more 

user-friendly revision of the Treatise, viz.  the Enquiry concerning Human Nature and 

the Enquiry concerning the Principles of Morals (1748).  Both the Treatise and the 

Enquiries are obvious products of the Enlightenment with their preference for 

conclusions derived from empirical investigation rather than from metaphysical 

speculation; hence, Hume's rejection of the Cartesian conception, with the following 

alternative account of the self as consisting of: 

 

          “...nothing but a bundle or collection of different perceptions, which succeed 

          each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual flux and 

          movement.” (Selby-Bigge and Nidditch, 1978, p.252) 

 

The other preeminent feature conventionally associated with the European 

Enlightenment is the belief in the ultimate perfectibility of the self.  Its most 

comprehensive statement is probably to be found in Le Marquis de Condorcet's 

Esquisse d'un tableau historique des progrès de l'esprit humain (1793) which, 

according to Alain Pons (1988, pp.17-72) seeks to establish two cardinal principles:  

(i) that it is the nature of Man (as opposed to that of non-humans) which creates the 

potential for the transformation into a perfect being; and (ii), that the historical process 

up to the eighteenth century has demonstrated man's progressively upward march 

towards the goal of perfection, a process which has every prospect of continuing into 

the foreseeable future.  Much of Condorcet's faith in the inexorable improvement of 

humanity's lot derives from his detailed analysis of the previous nine historical epochs 

identified in Esquisse (the tenth and final epoch in Condorcet's schema relates to the 

post-eighteenth century), as well as from the achievements of science and technology 
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set out in l'Encyclopédie.  This Enlightenment optimism is reflected, too, in the 

writings of several English thinkers, such as William Godwin whose An Enquiry 

concerning Political Justice, written in the same year as Condorcet’s monograph, 

argues: 

 

          “..that perfectibility is one of the most unequivocal characteristics of the human 

          species, so that the political, as well as the intellectual state of man, may be 

          presumed to be in a course of progressive improvement.” (Philp, 2013, p.16) 

 

Much of the remainder of Godwin's essay is taken up with the familiar Enlightenment 

principles of justice, tolerance, but above all of reason, as the intellectual engines of 

human perfectibility, to be achieved primarily through education and political 

liberalism.  These Enlightenment aspirations, viz.  the regeneration of both the 

individual and society by the systematic application of human reason find their most 

elaborate expression, as well as their worst outcome, in the French Revolution.  

Historically and ideologically, one has to wait until the twentieth century for the re-

emergence of a neo-Enlightenment self, seeking perfectibility within a centrally 

administered and totalitarian state.                  

As the above discussion has sought to show, attempts to develop a consistent account 

of the individual in the philosophy of Locke and Hume reveal subtly differing nuances 

of style and content.  If clear blue water can be put between the self of the 

Enlightenment and its counterpart in Romanticism, it may lie in the subtlety of the 

self's specific orientation:  Enlightenment principles appear to focus upon the 

relationship of the individual to society at large, with the individual exhibiting 

characteristics which represent a common human nature; by contrast, the self of 

Romanticism seems to set a premium upon the manner in which the individual relates 
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to her/himself, with little concern for her/his relationship with the common weal.  As 

has been suggested above, there is one thinker, before all others, in whom this uneasy 

tension between the Enlightenment and the Rromantic selves may be thought to reside, 

viz. Jean-Jacques Rousseau; and it is to a more detailed examination of his political 

theory, therefore, to which we now turn. 

 

Section 1.4  The political self within the context of the Enlightenment and 

Romanticism 

The first section of this chapter traced the emergence of the concept of the self as a 

worthy subject of examination from the European Renaissance onwards; and this 

theme of the centrality of the self is evident in many of the contributions to 

Enlightenment culture made by eighteenth-century thinkers.  For example, in Was ist 

Aufklärung? (“What is Enlightenment?”) of 1784 Immanuel Kant argued that the 

mission of the Enlightenment was to liberate the self from its historical “self-incurred 

tutelage” by the exercise of the rational faculties.  In similar vein, in l'Encyclopédie 

Diderot's article of the same title forges a direct link between Man’s acquisition of 

knowledge and the transformation of the self into a happier and more virtuous entity.35  

Finally, the type of “knowledge” to be acquired is no longer the time-honoured type 

based upon the theoretical speculations of a remote Cartesian self; instead, as Diderot's 

fellow encyclopaedist Jean d'Alembert emphasizes, it is essentially empirical 

knowledge derived from the scientific and technological methodologies associated 

with Francis Bacon, Isaac Newton and John Locke which lies at the heart of the 

enlightenment project.36  Thus, in retrospect, the credo of the Enlightenment is one of 

 
35 As noted in the Introduction, Rousseau’s First Discourse represents a sustained attack upon this 

aspect of Enlightenment optimism (subsequently echoed by Heidegger et al.)     
36 Romanticism, of course, challenges much of the objectivity and universality implied by scientific 

empiricism (cf. eg. Section One above).  Interestingly, Kant, too, rejects the rational/empirical 

dichotomy as adequate sources of human knowledge  
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unparalleled optimism and confidence in the potentialities of the human psyche, with 

the sky alone as the limit to man's achievements.37  It is in this febrile atmosphere, and 

subject to these intellectual influences, that the young Jean-Jacques Rousseau first 

makes his mark. 

As was noted in the Introduction, Rousseau's attitude towards Enlightenment 

assumptions and ideals was a profoundly ambivalent one even from the early days of 

the Discourse on the Arts and Sciences of 1750.  It will be argued here that the resulting 

Enlightenment self which emerges from Rousseau's writings, with all its paradoxes, 

creates the conditions for a natural transition to the Romantic self.  There are, in fact, 

three discourses from this period which comprise the early Rousseauean 

Enlightenment canon:  the prize-winning essay treating of the effects upon human 

morals of the arts and sciences, the Discourse on the Origins of Inequality and the 

Discourse on Political Economy (1755); the latter, whilst of some merit as a stand-

alone philosophical work, presents in important respects as a dress-rehearsal for the 

celebrated Social Contract and it will therefore be considered in greater detail below 

within the context of its more famous successor.  The composition of the Discourses 

themselves can be seen as broadly reflecting established Enlightenment principles 

(indeed, the Discourse on Political Economy actually began life as an article in 

l'Encyclopédie):  Rousseau consistently analyses his social, political and economic 

subject-matter in universal human terms, ie.  human nature is approached as a 

collective phenomenon rather than in relation to the individual, in a manner quite 

distinct from the later focus upon the idiosyncratic uniqueness of the Romantic self; 

also, Rousseau frequently sets his polemic within an historical (or alleged historical) 

context, a technique favoured by other Enlightenment writers such as Condorcet, La 

Mettrie and Montesquieu; finally, these stylistic elements lend to Rousseau's 

 
37 Cf. The optimism expressed by Condorcet and Godwin in Section Three above 
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arguments an apparent objectivity in analysis and conclusion of the sort so admired in 

the Enlightenment.  But what makes Rousseau a unique Enlightenment figure is his 

ability to deploy Enlightenment modes of disputation to counter and to undermine the 

movement's basic tenets and assumptions. The two earlier Discourses, in particular, 

contain some of Rousseau's most radical and visionary remarks about the nature of 

Enlightenment man and society; and an examination of these now follows.  The first 

Discourse is a relatively short work (being about one-fifth of the length of the Social 

Contract) and addresses the relationship between Arts and Sciences and their impact 

upon morality. 

In Part One of the Discourse Rousseau sets himself the task of cataloguing the 

pernicious influence which these two emblematic features of Enlightenment culture 

have had upon the character and demeanour of Man in contemporary European 

society: 

 

          “In our day...there prevails in modern manners a servile and deceptive 

          conformity; so that one would think every mind had been cast in the same 

          mould...We no longer dare to seem what we really are, but lie under a perpetual 

          restraint; in the meantime, the herd of men, which we call society, all act under 

          the same circumstances exactly alike...” (Cole, 1961, p.122) 

 

The close of Part One draws the contrast between the moral condition of 

Enlightenment man and his pre-societal counterpart in a manner which will underpin 

much of Rousseau's subsequent philosophy: 

 

          “Thus it is that luxury, profligacy, and slavery have been, in all ages, the scourge 

          of the efforts of our pride to emerge from that happy state of ignorance, in which 

          the wisdom of providence had placed us...Let men learn for once that nature 
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          would have preserved them from science, as a mother snatches a dangerous 

          weapon from the hands of her child.” (p.129) 

 

Part Two of the Discourse contains Rousseau's more specific case against the Arts and 

Sciences:  for example, Astronomy, Geometry and Physics all originate with one or 

more of the seven deadly sins (p.130); whilst, we have literature and the arts to thank 

for man's “indolence and vanity.” (p.132)  Once again, Rousseau invokes the 

comparison with Arcadian imagery where of old: 

 

          “...men were innocent and virtuous and loved to have the gods for witnesses of  

          their actions [and] dwelt together in the same huts...” (p.134) 

 

Thus, the Discourse lays the early foundations for the divergence between the 

Enlightenment self of the Encyclopaedists and Rousseau's conception of the “counter-

Enlightenment” self.  This divergence is further analysed in the Discourse on 

Inequality.  In this second challenge to received Enlightenment wisdom Rousseau is 

once again preoccupied primarily with the contrasts which he takes to have existed 

historically between original, pre-societal, man and his Enlightenment counterpart.  As 

with its predecessor, the Second Discourse commences in Part One with an 

anthropological reconstruction of early man very much in line with the conventional 

eighteenth-century vision of the physical and material living conditions of mankind at 

that time.  However, this serves as a mere preliminary to the much more ambitious and 

sophisticated analysis of what Rousseau envisages to have been pre-societal man's 

psychological and moral condition; and his penetrating study provides Rousseau with 

powerful ammunition to be aimed at contemporary Enlightenment cultural values. 

The Second Discourse introduces two key concepts which will distinguish 

Enlightenment from pre-societal man:  amour de soi and amour-propre, both of which 
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are frequently and somewhat confusingly rendered in English by the conventional 

translation “self-love.”  According to Rousseau's own notes to the Discourse (first 

included by the editors in the posthumous edition of 1782), these two concepts are: 

 

           “...very different passions in their nature and in their effects.  Self-love [amour 

          de soi] is a natural sentiment...guided in man by reason and modified by pity 

          [pitié] produces humanity and virtue.  Vanity [amour-propre] is only a relative, 

          artificial sentiment born in society, a sentiment that prompts each individual to 

          set greater store by himself than by anyone else, that triggers all the evil they do 

          to themselves and others, and that is the real source of honour.” (Philip and 

          Coleman, 2009, p.115) 

 

Significantly, in the above note Rousseau holds that amour de soi and its cognate, la 

pitié, although “guided...by reason” are both ultimately grounded in the emotions; and, 

hence, the pen-portrait of pre-societal man is diametrically opposed to his rationally-

orientated alter ego, the Enlightenment individual.  Thus, the first stirrings of 

Rousseau's subsequent Romanticism can already be detected:  pre-societal man takes 

on the mantle of the “noble savage” motivated by sympathy and compassion for his 

fellow creatures. 

It could reasonably be assumed from the above note that amour-propre epitomizes all 

that Rousseau regarded as worst about Enlightenment society, viz. its greed, its 

corruption and its selfish disregard for the interests of others; and indeed, in the 

Discourse on Inequality Rousseau attributes to this negative form of amour-propre the 

source of the mismatch between “being” and “appearance”38 which epitomizes the 

inauthentic enlightenment self.  It thereby provides a close conceptual link with 

 
38 See Part Two of the Discourse 
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Renaissance self-fashioning.39  Indeed, some commentators have focussed exclusively 

upon this aspect of amour-propre, most notably Ronald Grimsley for whom it 

represents the root cause of a Hobbesian-style war of every individual against his 

neighbour:40 

 

          “...it leads him to hurt his fellow men, for it springs from false reflection and 

          from the habit of comparing himself with others...Amour-propre is thus a 

          disruptive, not a unifying element in social relations.” (1973, p.47) 

 

Amour-propre thus undermines “the authority of authentic amour de soi” with the 

cumulative effect that the Enlightenment individual is “alienated...from his true self.” 

(p.67)  Now, whilst Rousseau was undoubtedly apprised of this aspect of amour-

propre, other scholars have interpreted him as holding a much more complex and 

nuanced view of the concept, either at the time of composition of the Discourse or 

subsequently.  According to Robert Wokler (2001, pp.125, 126) by the time of Émile, 

ou de l'éducation (1762) Rousseau had come to recognise a more positive role played 

by amour-propre in the upbringing of children so as to foster the child's sense of 

personal value and “self-esteem;” in Book IV of Émile, a healthy and moderate sense 

of one's own worth as an individual and member of the body politic is represented as 

generically quite distinct from the overweening pride and vanity which Rousseau saw 

as amongst the root causes of the moral decline of Enlightenment society.  Similarly, 

Nicholas Dent interprets amour-propre as capable of accommodating the modest 

desire of individuals to be accorded no more than the dignity and respect due to 

themselves qua members of society, and which they in turn extend to others. (2006, 

 
39 Cf. note 31 above  
40 Hobbes‘ pre-societal, state of nature, is famously a state of war with “every man against every man” 

and daily life being “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short” (see chapter xiii of Leviathan, headed “Of 

the Natural Condition of Mankind”)   
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pp.71, 72)41  Likewise, Timothy O’Hagan has noted the change in tone between the 

Second Discourse and Émile:  in contrast to the earlier assessment of amour-propre, 

in Émile it plays an essential socializing role. (2003, pp.166-171)  Thus, amour-propre 

is viewed there as a crucial factor in nurturing and producing the model citizen.    

Several important conclusions can be drawn from this brief comparison of amour de 

soi and amour-propre.  Firstly, amour de soi is an innate sentiment shared by all of 

mankind; but it manifests itself in its purest form amongst the races of men inhabiting 

those parts of the globe hitherto untouched by eighteenth-century culture and 

civilisation.  Secondly, what Rousseau judges to be the moral degeneracy of the 

Enlightenment self is attributable to the systematic subordination of amour de soi (and 

la pitié) to an excessive and uncontrolled form of amour-propre associated with the 

political and economic inequalities which plagued Enlightenment society; the 

ascendancy of this artificial “self-love” results in the alienation of the Enlightenment 

individual from her/his true self.  Finally, these observations of Rousseau pave the way 

for the emergence of the Romantic self in which amour de soi once again reigns 

supreme.  Yet, such is the complexity of the Romantic self in Rousseau that, as we 

shall see below, amour-propre still has an important role to play in what is arguably 

his most Romantic work of all, Les Rêveries.42 

Any adequate definition of either Romanticism in general or the Romantic self in 

particular is notoriously difficult and fraught with conceptual and semantic 

complexities.  However, for present purposes, a practical working definition has been 

offered by Michael Ferber, as follows: 

 

          “Romanticism was...a vehicle for exploring one's self and its relationship to 

 
41 See also the essay on “amour-propre” in Dent, 1992, pp.33-36 
42 See esp. analysis of Rousseau‘s Eighth Promenade in Chapter Two below   
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          others and to nature, which privileged the imagination as a faculty higher and 

          more inclusive than reason, which sought solace in our reconciliation with the 

          natural world...and which rebelled against the established canons of neoclassical 

          aesthetics and against both aristocratic and bourgeois social and political norms 

          in favour of values more individual, inward and emotional.” (2010, pp.10, 11) 

 

It will be argued below that Ferber's definition dovetails closely with Rousseau's 

account of the self in his later Romantic writings; but scholars remain divided over the 

thorny issue of just how far Rousseau's ideas were responsible for the cultural and 

intellectual transition from Enlightenment to Romantic ideals.  For example, according 

to Ferber himself, Rousseau was the “grandfather of Romanticism” (p.17); by contrast 

Isaiah Berlin, whilst acknowledging Rousseau's status as “one of the fathers of 

Romanticism” (1999, p.62), qualifies the attribution of paternity as follows: 

           

          “It would be foolish to deny that Rousseau's doctrine, that Rousseau's words, 

          were among the facts which influenced the Romantic movement.  

          Nevertheless...[h]is role has been exaggerated.  If we consider what it is that 

          Rousseau actually said, as opposed to the manner in which he said it – and the 

          manner and the life are what are important – we find it is the purest milk of the 

          rationalist world.” (p.61) 

 

Similarly, Timothy O'Hagan warns against casting Rousseau in the role of the “high 

priest of the cult of feeling.” (2003, p.31)  Thus, before proceeding with a detailed 

assessment of Rousseau's Romanticism, it is necessary to counter briefly both Berlin 

and O'Hagan.  Firstly, by choosing to place what Rousseau said in opposition over 

against his manner of saying it, Berlin has simply superimposed the 

Enlightenment/rationalist paradigm upon Rousseau's writings and then read off the 

inevitable conclusions in circular fashion.  What Berlin appears to have overlooked is 
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that at the heart of the Romantic project is the assumption that there is no artificially 

imposed demarcation line between the content of the spoken or written word and the 

demeanour of its author:  instead, they represent two inseparable aspects of Romantic 

expression forming a perfect oneness.   

Secondly, regarding O'Hagan cautionary note:  if Rousseau is not the “high priest” of 

Romanticism, he has an arguable claim to be one of its founding fathers, as the 

following extract from La Troisième Lettre à Monsieur de Malesherbes testifies: 

 

          “...my spirit was lost in this immenseness so that I did not think, I did not reason, 

          I did not philosophize:  with a sort of pleasure, I sensed myself overwhelmed by 

          the weight of the Universe; with delight, I abandoned myself to the confusion of 

          these profound ideas; in my imagination, I loved to lose myself in space; my 

          heart felt itself too constricted, confined by the limits of Being; I was stifled in 

          the Universe; I would have liked to soar out into the Infinite.  I think that, could 

          I have unveiled all the mysteries of nature, I would not have sensed the delights 

          of unreserved surrender to this nervous, dizzy ecstasy...”43 

 

In this passage, Rousseau's experience of having been “overwhelmed by the weight of 

the Universe” (accablé du poids de cet univers), his desire to “soar out into the Infinite” 

(m’elancer dans l’infini) and his “unreserved surrender to nervous, dizzy ecstasy” 

(étourdissante extase, à laquelle mon esprit se livrait sans retenue) anticipate perfectly 

the intensely Romantic response to his solitary communion with nature and the 

environment during the brief residence on Île St Pierre described in the Fifth 

Promenade of Les Rêveries: 

 

          “Freed from all the earthly passions that the tumult of social life gives rise to, 

 
43 The present author’s translation of the passage:  “....l’esprit...retenue...” in P Richard ed. 1972, p.99 
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          my soul would often soar beyond this atmosphere and would commune before 

          its time with the celestial spirits whose number it hopes soon to increase.” 

          (Goulbourne, 2011, p.57) 

 

Here, Rousseau is drawing the clearest of contrasts between the Romantic self whose 

goal is to achieve oneness with the divine by “...commun[ing]...with the celestial 

spirits...” and the prosaic uniformity of the Enlightenment self:  materialistic, 

earthbound and enslaved by the passions and inauthentic preoccupations of cultivated 

European society.  Such examples could be multiplied a myriad of times in Rousseau's 

writings; but in summarizing the debate about his relationship to the Romantic 

movement, one can do no better perhaps than leave the last word to Maurice Cranston, 

arguably the foremost Rousseauean scholar of his generation: 

 

          “Historians, whether sympathetic or hostile, are agreed about one thing: 

          Rousseau is the first of the Romantics.  He introduced the movement – or the 

          "moment" -- in the cultural history of Europe with the publication in 1761 of  

          Julie, ou La Nouvelle Héloïse, the original romantic novel.” (1994, pp.191, 192) 

 

The focus now shifts to the concept of the Romantic self and how it contrasts with its 

Enlightenment counterpart.  It was noted above that the essence of the Enlightenment 

self lies in its embrace of, and participation in a set of ideas, ideals and aspirations 

which are actually, or perceived to be, shared as part of universal human communality.  

By contrast, if there is one cardinal feature which distinguishes the Romantic self from 

its forerunner it is arguably the latter's preoccupation with the concept of unique 

individualism.  This characteristic sense of individuality is constantly acknowledged 

in the secondary literature devoted to Rousseau's Romantic writings.  For example, 

Norman Hampson notes that: 
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          “Through all, or almost all, of Rousseau's work ran the constant theme that the 

          individual must be taught and must teach himself to follow his own conscience, 

          irrespective of the conventions of a society...” (1990, p.196)44 

 

Whilst Aidan Day explains that: 

 

          “In Emile (1762) [Rousseau] envisaged a new pattern of education that 

          emphasizes the free, individual development of the child...rather than any 

          forcing of the child to learn rules and submit to external authority...his focus [is] 

          on the individual...as an individual, a subject to be considered in its own right 

          distinct from social pressure...” (2012, p.62) 

 

Finally, the cultural historian M S Anderson draws a striking comparison between 

Rousseau and his principal intellectual rival of the eighteenth century and apostle of 

Classicism, Voltaire: 

           

          “Rousseau by contrast [with Voltaire] asserted that the highest achievement 

          came from a refusal to be bound by precedents or to imitate approved models...”  

          (2003, p.352) 

 

The fascination with individuality is a constant theme in the primary Rousseauean 

sources, too, but space permits only a few extracts to be cited here by way of 

illustration.  Firstly, in Book IV of Émile, ou de l'éducation under the sub-heading of 

the famous (or infamous) “profession de foi du vicaire Savoyard” (profession of faith 

of the savoyard priest), Rousseau lays down the following uncompromising moral 

principle: 

 
44 A notable exception to Hampson‘s thesis is arguably the citizen‘s subordination of her/his 

“individual” will to the “general” will in Social Contract  
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          “I need consult only myself with regard to what I wish to do; what I feel to be 

          right is right, what I feel to be wrong is wrong...too often does reason deceive 

          us; we have only too good a right to doubt her; but conscience never deceives 

          us...he who obeys his conscience is following nature and he need not fear that 

          he will go astray...” (Foxley, 2004, pp.298, 299) 

 

Here, Rousseau's application of the concept of Romantic individualism to morality, 

with reason being summarily dismissed in favour of the private promptings of 

individual conscience epitomizes the Romantic self and perhaps prefigures the 

Byronic hero (or anti-hero) of a couple of generations later with his notorious contempt 

and disregard for moral convention.   

Rousseau's preoccupation with his own individuality is equally evident in the rarely 

read fragmentary writings (composed in all probability about 1760) and collected 

together under the generic title of Mon Portrait (de Sacy, 1972).  According to 

Rousseau, his Romantic individuality is so at odds with Enlightenment universality as 

to be misunderstood even by his closest acquaintances: 

 

          “I see that those who live on the most intimate terms with me do not understand 

          me, and they attribute the majority of my actions, whether good or bad, to quite 

          other motives than those which have produced them.”45   

  

This theme of the divergence of appearance and reality is continued a few paragraphs 

later, where Rousseau observes that: 

            

          “If the historical portraits of princes reflect a degree of uniformity, it is not (as 

          one might conclude) because they are based on direct sight and accurate 

 
45 The present author‘s translation of the passage:  “Je vois...produits” in de Sacy, 1972, p.96    
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          knowledge of the subject; rather, the original painter is copied by all the 

          others...and people prefer to look upon a portrait which is pleasing to the eye 

          rather than one which is accurate.”46 

 

 On one level, the portrait analogy does not quite succeed since Rousseau's persistent 

complaint, especially in the Dialogues and Les Rêveries, is that his enemies have 

misled the world by presenting not a uniformly attractive image of Jean-Jacques, but 

rather a thoroughly malign and malicious one.47  However, the more general point that 

the individuality of the Romantic self, like the true character of the portrait, remains 

incomprehensible by uniform, and universal, Enlightenment standards can arguably 

pass muster. 

In conclusion, then, comparing and contrasting of the Enlightenment self with its 

Romantic counterpart reveals what is arguably the most fundamental distinguishing 

feature between the two:  the tension between universality and individualism.  The 

Enlightenment self broadly embraces universal assumptions and values which all 

rational individuals are presumed to share; by contrast, the Romantic self focuses 

rather upon idiosyncratic iconoclasm, as well as the uniqueness of its personal attitudes 

and standards, all of which serves to give priority to individualism.      

 

Section 1.5  The self, the community and the state 

A recurring theme in the first two Discourses is that of the social and political 

intercourse which each individual enjoys with her/his fellows; and as was noted above, 

 
46 The present author’s translation of the passage:  “Si...ressemblant.” in de Sacy, 1972, p.97 
47 There is a curious irony in Rousseau’s complaint here:  in the Confessions (the first volume in the 

trilogy of “autobiographical” works) he eschews any attempt at self-fashioning (see Section 1.2 

above).  But now, within the context of the second and third volumes of the trilogy, he seems to regret 

the consequences of his own candour.  Has Rousseau simply been too honest (and unconventional) for 

his own good?  Or is he, perhaps, accusing his detractors of exercising a form of self-fashioning in 

reverse?       
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the catalogue of vices, decadence and corruption which Rousseau sees as prevalent in 

contemporary European Enlightenment society contrasts dramatically with his image 

of unspoiled peoples of earlier times, including the early Persians, the Scythians and 

most notably perhaps, the Germans.  Of the latter, he records in the Discourse on Arts 

and Sciences that: 

           

          “…[their] simplicity, innocence and virtue afforded a most delightful contrast  

          to the pen of an historian, weary of describing the baseness and villainies of an 

          enlightened, opulent and voluptuous nation.” (Cole, 1961, p.125) 

 

Similarly, in the Discourse on Inequality, after presenting the contrast between the 

“peace and freedom” experienced by savage (ie. pre-societal) man and the “laborious 

occupations” and “toils” which are the lot of civilised man, Rousseau concludes that: 

 

          “...the savage lives within himself; the social man, outside himself, lives only in 

          the opinion of others...and it is...from their judgement alone that he gets the 

          sense of his own existence.” (Philip and Coleman, 2009, p.84) 

 

Thus, in a rhetorical display of which any of his fellow philosophes would have been 

proud, Rousseau succeeds in driving a wedge between what he sees as the deceptive 

and artificial unity presented by man in contemporary Enlightenment society, and the 

authentic unity experienced by pre-societal man.  Rousseau’s “reconstruction” of the 

life of self-sufficient man living in a pre-technological and pre-capitalist epoch serves 

several purposes:  firstly, it acts as a direct rebuttal of the Hobbesian account of the 

state of nature;48 secondly, it will act as the backdrop to the later overtly Romantic 

 
48 Cf. note 40 above 
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writings, such as Les Rêveries; finally, and most importantly perhaps, it provides the 

philosophical justification for Rousseau's “solution” to the intractable problem of 

disunity in contemporary Enlightenment society, which Social Contract seeks to 

remedy.49  The theme of unity pervading much of Rousseau's political writings is one 

which has been closely examined by Ronald Grimsley (1973):  Rousseau anticipates 

contemporary anxieties about the adverse effects upon the urbanized individual, 

increasingly alienated from her/himself and from her/his fellow citizens due to the 

effects of modern large-scale and impersonal industrialization.50  The “alienation” 

anticipated by Rousseau is discernible in the fragmentation of the self and its 

relationship with other selves.     According to Grimsley: 

 

          “Rousseau's concern with unity also explains his preference for small, self- 

          sufficient States, which contain citizens united by their common desire for the 

          well-being of the community.” (p.163) 

 

The “small, self-sufficient States” to which Grimsley refers doubtless include 

Rousseau's native birthplace of Switzerland as well as, in all probability, Corsica and 

Poland (for both of which Rousseau composed draft constitutions).  Likewise, in his 

commentary on the Second Discourse Marc F Plattner argues that, for Rousseau, 

existing Enlightenment-based political systems consisted of nothing more than a 

collection of selfish individuals shackled to one another by considerations of mere 

utility and necessity, without sharing any sense of a true community of interests. (1979, 

p.111)  Rousseau's remedy for what he perceives to be an Hobbesian-style state of war 

operating within the political community is the famous (or infamous) General Will.  

 
49 That solution is, of course, the General Will (discussed below) 
50 For a more detailed discussion of this issue, see Chapter Two below 
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The formulation of the General Will is found in Book One, Chapter Six, of Social 

Contract and reads as follows: 

 

          “...the total alienation of each associate with all his rights to the community as a  

          whole...Each of us places his person and all his power in common under the 

          supreme direction of the General Will... in place of the particular person of each 

          contracting party, this act of association produces a corporate and collective 

          body composed of as many members as the assembly has votes:  a body that 

          receives from this very act its unity, its common self, its life and its will.” 

          (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, pp.19, 20) 

 

In his quest to discover a unified political self, Rousseau adopts two devices to 

facilitate the picture of men living sociably and peaceably beside one another in a 

political regime directed by the General Will:  firstly, in Book One, Chapter Eight, of 

Social Contract we learn that the transition from the state of nature to that of civil 

society produces a changement très remarquable in the character of man such that a 

sense of justice replaces the promptings of instinct.51  On the face of it, this “very 

remarkable change” wrought in man’s moral capacity appears to be in flat 

contradiction to the spirit of the first two Discourses which preach the moral 

superiority of savage, pre-societal, man over his civilised counterpart.  But it might 

just be possible to save Rousseau’s blushes at this point, given his declaration 

elsewhere that his reconstruction of pre-societal man is of a purely theoretical and 

speculative nature; and in any event, Rousseau sees no prospect of men returning to 

their pre-societal state.  Accordingly, the projected change to civil man’s moral 

 
51 The changement très remarquable perhaps entails a radical change from a concept of freedom 

based upon instinct to a freedom based upon justice and/or reason.  The freedom which reason gives 

us would seem to be a capacity to be self-determining beings; whereas, the freedom which the 

spontaneity of our natural instinct provides arguably lacks self-determination   
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potentialities would represent Rousseau’s prescription to remedy the faults in 

contemporary Enlightenment society. 

The second innovation introduced by Rousseau is the concept of the Législateur (the 

Lawmaker or Lawgiver) whose debut in Social Contract occurs in Book Two, Chapter 

Seven, where the need for such an individual is explained in the following terms: 

 

          “In order to discover the best social rules appropriate for Nations, a superior 

          intelligence would be necessary, which would live all the passions of men but 

          experience none of them; which would have no part of our nature, but would 

          know it through and through...” (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, p.42) 

 

Therefore, the role of the Législateur is to determine what form justice takes in the 

state, thereby assisting the citizens to embrace laws consistent with the promptings of 

amour de soi; thus, the content of the General Will comes to reflect the Législateur’s 

concept of political justice in a manner suitable for individuals who have only recently 

emerged from a benighted pre-societal state where instinct, rather than justice, holds 

sway.  Nevertheless, a frequent objection raised against the conceptual cogency of 

Rousseau’s Législateur has been analysed by Bertram (2004, pp.134, 135) under the 

heading “The Regress Problem.“  Briefly, the objection runs that, if a figure such as 

the Législateur introduces a novel (and superior) sense of political justice to the 

citizens of a State in the form of the General Will, then s/he must have acquired it 

elsewhere, such as in another State; but if so, then where did that State first acquire it?  

and so forth, in an infinite regress.  But the objection may not be quite so formidable 

as it appears at first sight:  as a matter of political reality, modern constitutions such as 

that of, say, Great Britain, have successfully developed sophisticated and workable 

political systems which are in important ways analogous to Rousseau‘s theoretical 

conception.  Such constitutions have emerged and evolved, of course, out of the 
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crucible of centuries of political turmoil, civil wars and revolutions.  Accordingly, the 

Législateur might legitimately be interpreted as nothing more than a symbol or 

truncated image of the constitutional upheavals which most modern States have had to 

endure on their way to political maturity and stability.  By contrast, for Rousseau the 

“Législateur” serves as a useful deus ex machina contrivance to ameliorate his 

pessimistic view of human nature in society.  Of rather more concern is the 

Législateur’s flagrant use of deceit and chicanery to persuade the citizenry of the 

rightness of her/his legislative programme:  the stratagem includes an appeal to the 

gods as the ultimate source of her/his authority; and furthermore, as if to underline the 

Machiavellian conduct of the Législateur, Rousseau attaches at 2.7.11 of Social 

Contract a direct quote from Machiavelli’s Discourses on Titus Livius, Book 1, 

Chapter 11. (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, p.45)  Yet, shameless lack of moral principle 

and duplicity are precisely the features which serve to define so much of 

Enlightenment society according to Rousseau and will eventually drive him into self-

imposed exile on Île St Pierre. 

In her paper “Rousseau’s Images of Authority” Judith N Shklar argues that the modus 

operandi of the Législateur has profound implications for the nature of the political 

self in Rousseau: 

 

          “...the Great Legislator must change each individual directly, must impress 

          himself on the inner life of each future citizen...festivals, ceremonies, and all 

          other simple and striking ways of structuring the environment to press new 

          feelings on the populace are so important.  All are necessary to protect the public 

          self [my emphasis] against the alluring calls of the private self [my 

          emphasis]…” (2001, p.181) 
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Shklar’s penetrating analysis of the implications for the public/private self dichotomy 

lends credence to the view of those critics of Rousseau who argue that Social Contract 

serves as the blueprint for certain organic theories of the state, where the private 

interests of the individual citizen are either subordinated to, or absorbed in, the State’s 

public persona.52  One famous critic of this bifurcated self is Isaiah Berlin who adduces 

from Social Contract a higher rational self which obeys the dictates of the General 

Will, and its lower irrational twin self which follows its individual emotional 

promptings.53  Berlin’s analysis leads in turn to the division of Rousseauean 

“freedom”54 into positive, and negative, forms of freedom.55  According to this 

analysis, the freedom exercised within the terms of the General Will actually amounts 

to a particularly controversial form of “self-realisation” whereby the unique 

individuality of the self is extinguished by the demands of collective unity.  Now, the 

quest for self-realisation is arguably a feature more commonly identified with 

Romanticism than with the Enlightenment, but the type of self-realisation associated 

with the Romantic self appears to share little with the Social Contract model:  not only 

is the “unity” of the multitude in one homogeneous body,56 and reflected by the 

General Will, thoroughly at odds with the individuality which distinguishes the 

Romantic self; but also, the preeminence of Reason as the vehicle for self-realisation 

seems more suited to the universal ideals of the Enlightenment self than to the 

idiosyncrasies exhibited by the Romantic self.  Accordingly, there seems to be no 

plausible way to assimilate the Romantic self with the General Will and the higher, 

 
52 Furthermore, if Shklar’s analysis is correct, then the famous nineteenth-century German 

philosopher, Hegel, is in error when he accuses Rousseau of sacrificing the interests of the “absolute 

or rational will” in Social Contract to “private self will.”  Cf. Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, paras. 29 

and 258  
53 Berlin’s celebrated essay “Two concepts of Liberty” first appeared in 1969 in his Four Essays on 

Liberty. 
54 See Social Contract 1.7.7  
55 Charles Taylor has written extensively upon Berlin's bipartite freedom structure; for an excellent 

analysis of Taylor's views, see Askland's “Charles Taylor against the negative sense of freedom:  an 

unjustified collapse and a persisting external authority”       
56 See Social Contract 1.7 
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rational self.  Instead, therefore, perhaps the Romantic self should be seen as 

exemplified rather in the competitive and factional Will of All of the individuals who 

constitute Rousseau's citizenry before they have been forced to become “free;”  indeed, 

the intemperate nature of the empirical/heteronomous self forms the character-

signature of arguably Sturm und Drang's most famous son, the tragic hero of Goethe's 

Die Leiden des jungen Werther (1774).  Yet, once again, the analogy swiftly breaks 

down:  a conspicuous feature of the Romantic self is its conscious and deliberate 

rejection of a pre-existing and firmly established culture of Enlightenment.  Grimsley 

summarizes Rousseau's Romantic reaction against a contemporary European 

Enlightenment society whose effect: 

 

          “...is to deprive people of individuality...Their personality is sacrificed to the 

          rigid uniformity of social convention; everybody has to think and act like the 

          rest and can never be truly himself.  Man has thus become alienated from his 

          own being and has acquired an artificial self” (1973, p.20) 

 

In its most acute form, the Romantic self's repudiation of the bland banalities and 

sterile conformity of Enlightenment society leads to the total withdrawal from society 

and its politics:  for Rousseau, it is the refuge of Île St Pierre; in the case of the arch-

Romantic figure Lord Byron he, like his literary creation “Childe Harold,” seeks the 

lonely isolation of the Alpine mountains and lakes.57  Accordingly, if the citizens of 

Social Contract are viewed as Romantically-orientated individuals, still in the 

disunited state characterized by the “Will of All,” then they have yet to achieve a future 

Enlightenment status, represented by the General Will; however, both culturally and 

intellectually the Romantic movement (and its associated self) is, of course, a post-and 

not a pre-Enlightenment phenomenon; hence, this alternative attempt to accommodate 

 
57 See esp. Byron's Childe Harold Canto III, stanzas 68-75 
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the Romantic self within the Social Contract schemata likewise seems doomed to 

failure.     

Furthermore, as noted above, critics of the General Will regularly point to the perils of 

positive freedom on the ground that historically the subordination of the 

empirical/heteronomous or "lower" self to its rational or “higher” twin has all too 

frequently ushered in totalitarian and other oppressive forms of government.  

Arguably, the  thesis can claim some support from momentous events such as the 

French Revolution at the close of the eighteenth century, in which the Principle of 

Reason was very much to the fore:  be it the reordering of French society along rational 

lines with the adoption of the Revolutionary Calendar, the introduction of the ten hour 

day and ten day week, and the implementation of the metric system of weights and 

measures; or the exercise of total political control over state functions and business by 

the infamous Committee of Public Safety.  Yet, historically, there seems to be nothing 

remotely inevitable about the supremacy of a higher/rational - Enlightenment axis over 

a lower/non-rational - Romantic one.  Indeed, the emphasis of the Romantic self is 

upon liberation rather than subordination:  Les Rêveries is a sustained testament of the 

power of Romantic releasement, both material and spiritual, as Rousseau indicates 

early on to his readers in the face of persecution (actual or imaginary) at the hands of 

his enemies: 

           

          “I have found compensation for all my hurts in this resignation through the 

          tranquillity it provides me, tranquillity which could not be united with the 

          continual toil of a resistance as painful as it was fruitless.” (Butterworth, 1992, 

          p.2) 

 

Whilst Byron's contemporary, Percy Bysshe Shelley, describes Romantic liberation in 

the following terms: 
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          The joy, the triumph, the delight, the madness! 

          The boundless, overflowing, bursting gladness, 

             The vaporous exultation not to be confined! 

                    Ha! Ha! The animation of delight 

             Which wraps me, like an atmosphere of light, 

          And bears me as a cloud is borne by its own wind.58 

 

Indeed, in its most extreme form, viz. the Sublime, the Romantic movement (and its 

associated self) is so far from being in a subordinate role that it consciously celebrates 

the superiority of feeling over Enlightenment reason, as the following extract from 

Edmund Burke's A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime 

and the Beautiful (1757) attests: 

 

          “The passion caused by the great and sublime...is Astonishment; and 

          astonishment is that state of the soul, in which all its motions are suspended, 

          with some degree of horror.  In this case the mind is so entirely filled with its 

          object, that it cannot entertain any other, nor by consequence reason on that 

          object which employs it.  Hence arises the great power of the sublime, that far 

          from being produced by them, it anticipates our reasonings, and hurries us on by 

          an irresistible force.” (Philips, 1998, p.53) 

 

In order to appreciate fully Rousseau’s contribution to the greater understanding of the 

political self and its relationship with community and state, it may be rewarding to 

consider the subsequent “afterlife” of the central concept of the General Will in the 

years following his death; both within the immediate context of the political events 

which Rousseau is credited with having influenced profoundly, viz. the French 

Revolution, and beyond. 

 
58 From Prometheus Unbound (1820), Act 4, lines 319-324  
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Firstly, Christopher Bertram in Rousseau and The Social Contract makes the pertinent 

point that Rousseau’s concept of the General Will simply could not hope to be 

expressed in a political state of anything like the size of the France of his day (2004, 

p.196), at that time the most populous nation in Europe.  Instead, in drafting the 

proposals set out in Social Contract its author probably had in mind the direct 

democracies of Ancient Greece with their systems of severely limited franchise; whilst 

in his own day, Rousseau probably looked to the diminutive states of his native 

Switzerland, as well as Corsica, as the most feasible constitutions for the adoption of 

his political blueprint.  The difficulties faced in implementing the General Will as a 

matter of reälpolitik helps to explain why, as Bertram then points out, the course of 

events in revolutionary France diverged dramatically and in unforeseen ways from the 

model envisaged by Rousseau himself (2004, p.196):  for example, the Abbé de 

Sieyès’ representation of the General Will was “diametrically opposed” to that of 

Rousseau (2004, p.196).  In fact, however, in characterising Sieyès as holding to a 

position polarised to that of Rousseau, Bertram may be somewhat overstating the case.  

Indeed, in Qu’est-ce que le Tiers état? Sieyès concedes the reälpolitik of the situation 

by treating the Third Estate as its representative voice.  However, he nevertheless 

acknowledges the enduring nature of the General Will in the following terms: 

           

          “The national will [Sieyès’ synonym for “the General Will”] on the contrary 

          only needs to exist to be always lawful; it is the origin of all legality.”59  

 

Hence, Sieyès is clearly intent on upholding the spirit of the General Will even if in 

revolutionary France its realisation proves to be an impossible ideal.  As Bertram 

further explains, historically it is left instead to Robespierre as head of the notorious 

 
59 Cf. the original French text:  “La volonté nationale, au contraire, n’a besoin que de sa réalité pour 

être toujours légale; elle est l’origine de tout l’égalité” in Bertram, 2004, p.68   
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Committee of Public Safety to sweep away any remaining vestiges of the popular 

sovereignty represented by the General Will (2004, p.196).  Thus, by the end of the 

Reign of Terror, the concept of the General Will has become a mere parody of its 

former self by mutating into little more than the private will of Robespierre and his 

fellow committee members; and arguably one of the most significant outcomes of this 

atrophy of the General Will is the systematic assault upon those principles which 

characterise the Enlightenment self, such as the recently-articulated “rights of man.”  

Therefore, in response to Rousseau’s contemporary critics and their successors, the 

General Will might plausibly be interpreted as a conduit and reservoir for the 

protection of the political self’s fundamental rights and freedoms, just as much as it 

might be represented as inherently inimical to them. 

Secondly, the durability of the concept of the General Will is abundantly clear from 

several commentators who view Rousseau as anticipating to a greater or lesser extent 

key elements in Rawls’ A Theory of Justice.  By way of example, in his analysis of 

Social Contract Bertram detects in the General Will a principle which will be familiar 

to students of Rawls’ “Justice as Fairness” concept.60  The intention of both Rousseau 

and Rawls seems to be to create a voting mechanism which proceeds from a genuinely 

consensual foundation:  for Rousseau, the phenomenon of self-realisation, marked by 

the ascendancy of amour de soi over the narrower and more individualistically-

orientated elements of amour-propre, ensures that all individual wills will conform to 

the General Will; in Rawls’ hypothetical scenario, the life-choices and preferences of 

individual selves are once again seen to merge similarly into a consensual whole via 

the mechanism of the “veil of ignorance” concept.  Thus, Rousseau and Rawls present 

plausible affinities in their respective approaches to the problem of political stability:  

both provide a theoretical means to ensure political consensus and both assume, 

 
60 Cf. Chapter One of Theory 
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further, that the participating political self will be rationally motivated with no obvious 

provision for the perverse or uncooperative self who might refuse to conform. 

At first blush, Rousseau and Rawls appear to diverge in one very important respect:  it 

is plausible to interpret the self in Rawls, languishing behind the veil of ignorance, as 

exercising her/his life-choices and preferences on the basis of naked self-interest; 

whereas for Rousseau, whose self has been morally transformed through an act of self-

realisation, this is not an option.  However, the Rawlsian model of the self is able to 

circumvent this objection and to maintain the affinity with Rousseau:  Theory 

stipulates that “[i]deal legislators do not vote their interests” (1999, p.251); whilst “just 

laws and policies are those that would be enacted by rational legislators…who are 

conscientiously trying to follow the principles of justice…” (p.314); finally, Rawls 

explains that: 

 

          “In the ideal procedure, the decision reached is not a compromise, a bargain 

          struck between opposing parties trying to advance their own ends” (p.314) 

 

It follows therefore that Rawls’ (ideal) political self is one which has been morally 

transformed pari passu with that of Rousseau’s so that it will vote, like its Rousseauean 

counterpart, upon the basis of conscience rather than upon that of prudent self-interest. 

Further analysis of the General Will features in O’Hagan’s Rousseau, in which the 

author explores an important debate over the precise significance and the implications 

of Rousseau’s concept.  O’Hagan himself prefaces his analysis of the debate with a 

familiar objection raised by critics of Rousseau: 

          “…if the general will is to emerge as Rousseau would have it, society must be 

          bound together by a degree of consensus which is either inconceivable, or, if  

          conceivable, then a dangerous option which should be avoided.” (2003, p.129) 
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Here, O’Hagan treads well-worn but still pertinent philosophical ground in terms of 

the potential totalitarian perils lurking under the surface of the benign-sounding 

universal consensus of individual wills embodied in the General Will.  O’Hagan then 

turns to an analysis of the ongoing debate represented by Kenneth Arrow in his Social 

Choice and Individual Values (1963) and W G Runciman and Amartya Sen in their 

paper “Games, Justice and the general will.” (1965)  Firstly, Arrow’s analysis of the 

self’s relationship to the General Will involves “two orderings”  on the part of the self:  

one which informs her/his “everyday actions” and the other when s/he is acting under 

“ideal conditions.”  Furthermore, the second ordering “…is in some sense truer than 

the first ordering” (cited in O’Hagan, 2003, p.130).  Arrow’s language here is 

reminiscent, of course, of Berlin’s famous polemic in the essay on positive and 

negative liberty; and in a footnote (p.287, note 25), O’Hagan associates the “idealism” 

of Arrow’s second ordering with the “ideal” voting procedure outlined by Rawls in 

paragraph 54 of Theory (1999, pp.313-38), headed “The Status of Majority Rule.”  

Secondly, in contrast to Arrow, Runciman and Sen argue that Rousseau’s General 

Will: 

 

          “…does not require us to impute to each person more than a single set of 

          orderings…The conflict between the will of all and the general will 

          arises…because of the difference between the outcome of individual strategy 

          and of enforced collusion.” (cited in O’Hagan, 2003, p.130). 

 

Finally, O’Hagan argues that the disputed interpretation between Arrow and 

Runciman/Sen stems from a discernible transformation in the nature of the individual 

self’s perceived interests in Social Contract between Book One Chapter Seven and 

Book One Chapter Eight:  according to O’Hagan’s analysis, the Runciman/Sen single 

ordering model reflects a “well-ordered society”, ie. one in which citizens have largely 
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learned willingly to subordinate their individual wills to the General Will in a united 

exercise of collective amour de soi (1.8); by contrast, Arrow’s two orderings model 

applies to a “relatively ill-ordered” one in which, perhaps, the citizens have only newly 

emerged from their pre-societal state where the self’s amour de soi was largely 

centered upon her/himself alone (1.7) (O’Hagan, 2003, pp.129, 130).  The above 

comparison between Rousseau and Rawls would be incomplete without a brief 

reference to a matter of central importance for the political self, viz. that of “pluralism.”  

It is well-known that over time, Rawls came to appreciate that some divergence in 

conceptions of the good life were inevitable in large, diverse, communities.  This 

growing realisation by Rawls of the legitimacy of “reasonable pluralism” is dealt with 

in more detail in his Political Liberalism (1993) under the heading of “comprehensive 

doctrines.”  As O’Hagan notes, Rousseau by contrast allows little scope for the 

nurturing or flourishing of diverse interest groups (2003, pp.118, 119).                

 

Section 1.6  Summary and conclusions 

The initial theme of this chapter has been the historical precedents which contributed 

to the formation of Rousseau’s political self, the central entity in his most ambitious 

and detailed political work, viz. the Social Contract.  In the modern post-Cartesian 

sense, the self first emerges from the European Renaissance as a distinct and discrete 

entity worthy of sustained analysis in the Essays of Michel de Montaigne.  

Montaigne’s self is of particular interest in two respects:  firstly, the Essays anticipate 

cultural and intellectual trends of thought about the self which would only reach their 

zenith some two centuries later with the advent of the Enlightenment and its transition 

to Romanticism.  Secondly, in his exploration of the self Montaigne serves as a direct 

historical link with Rousseau’s own quest to discover the Romantic self. 
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In the essay entitled “On the Cannibals” Montaigne foreshadows much of Rousseau’s 

polemic against Enlightenment assumptions, most obviously perhaps in terms of the 

Noble Savage.  Montaigne himself emerges as the cosmopolitan, free-thinking and 

relativist humanitarian who has no hesitation in challenging the establishment through 

his questioning of the assumed innate superiority, both moral and intellectual, of 

contemporary European modes of conduct.  Whilst Rousseau, initially an enthusiastic 

contributor to L’Encyclopédie, would subsequently turn his back upon the 

Enlightenment, echoing instead Montaignian fideism and hostility to the intrusion of 

reason into religious and moral concerns, through the medium of Romanticism. 

A hallmark of Rousseau’s analysis of the self lies in the tension between the twin 

sentiments of amour-propre and amour de soi:  broadly, amour-propre allowed to 

burgeon out of control translates into what Rousseau sees as the very worst qualities 

of Enlightenment society with its greed, envy and destabilizing rivalries; this leads to 

men being estranged from one another, as well as the alienation of the Enlightenment 

self from its true self.  By contrast, amour de soi embodies that natural sense of 

compassion possessed by pre-societal man for the suffering of others, and gradually 

lost as men formed increasingly complex and sophisticated political communities.  The 

latter sentiment has more in common with Rousseau’s vision of the Romantic self 

which not only embodies the very best characteristics of pre-societal man, in the shape 

of the Noble Savage, but also shines a spotlight upon all that Rousseau considered 

worst about contemporary Enlightenment society.  Nevertheless, as the discussion in 

Section Five above has sought to demonstrate, profound difficulties remain in 

envisaging the political self in Rousseau as either an exclusively Enlightenment 

product or as of exclusively Romantic orientation.  In any event, disquiet over 

Rousseau’s political project nevertheless remains.  That disquiet centers upon the 

intellectual link which some commentators have discerned between Rousseau’s 
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political self and political developments in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 

centuries:    the liberation of the individual from universally-accepted moral standards, 

as well as the hankering after the community’s historical and cultural roots, provided 

much of the impulse for rampant nationalism which would express itself notoriously 

in the French Revolution a mere decade after Rousseau’s death; likewise, the General 

Will of Social Contract is problematic:  it can plausibly be interpreted either as an 

early blueprint for modern liberal democracy or, alternatively as Bertrand Russell 

suggested, the model for political regimes of a somewhat darker hue. 

Considerations of this sort bring us to the main theme of the chapter:  viz. the concept 

of holism which emerges from Rousseau’s formulation of the political self, especially 

in Social Contract.  Such holistic tendencies manifest themselves most conspicuously 

in the shape of both the General Will and the figure of the Législateur.  Significantly, 

the unity or holism which Rousseau envisages as defining his concept of the political 

self necessitates, in his own words, a “changement très remarquable” (albeit facilitated 

by a degree of deceitful chicanery on the part of the Législateur); and such a “very 

remarkable change” in the psychology of the political self goes hand-in-hand with the 

concept of self-realisation, the latter of which will be seen to play such a seminal role, 

of course, in the constitution of Rousseau’s ecological self of the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  THE ECOLOGICAL SELF IN ROUSSEAU 

 

This chapter maintains the focus upon Rousseau’s philosophy; but the emphasis now 

shifts away from the self in its political context and orientates instead towards the self’s 

ecological credentials.  It was noted in Chapter One that the self is defined in part by 

its awareness of its relationship to the political world external to itself.  Hence, the 

ecological self similarly seeks to define its own self-identity by reference to its 

interaction with nature and the environment.  Accordingly, Section One traces the 

historical origins of the ecological self as a feature of the Romantic movement, as well 

as contemporary formulations in the work of eg. Arne Naess, Warwick Fox and Val 

Plumwood; Section Two considers both the status of an ecologically-orientated self in 

relation to the concept of Nature, and its role within a structured community setting; 

and Section Three seeks to understand Rousseau’s ecological (or proto-ecological) 

consciousness as expressed in works such as Émile and Les Rêveries.             

 

2.1.  Overview of some historical and contemporary aspects of the ecological self    

Whilst ecology, environmentalism and concern for the welfare of Planet Earth have 

emerged increasingly as popular movements especially within the last forty years or 

so, the theoretical principles common to these movements are clearly discernible in 

European Romanticism of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  One 

recurrent theme found in the Romantics, especially Wordsworth perhaps, is the notion 

that communion with nature and the environment reveals the existence of a unifying 

force or presence underlying the material world of fleeting appearances.  Accordingly, 

for the Romantics the resulting sense of unity or “oneness” with the natural world 

stands in stark contrast to the universal and ephemeral truths so admired by the cult of 

the Enlightenment; Aidan Day argues for a similar conclusion in Romanticism.  Firstly, 



 

61 
 

he cites the case of the poet Mark Akenside (one of Wordsworth’s less well-known 

predecessors), who stresses the faculty of “imagination” as the conduit between the 

mind of the Romantic self and nature, in his poem The Pleasures of Imagination (1744; 

rev. 1772). (Day, 2012, p.46)  As further example, Day refers to William Blake’s 

commentary of 1810 upon his own painting A Vision of the Last Judgement which 

again attributes to the Romantic self a visionary faculty superior to the conventional 

powers of perception. (2012, p.51)  Day characterizes the self thus: 

 

          “...the individual human subject is identified with a transcendent subjectivity or 

          spirit.  This transcendent spirit is understood to lie deeper than the earthly 

          contraries of self and other, of mind and nature, of subject and object...Thus it 

          is understood that the tension between subject and object in Romantic writing is  

          resolved in an idealist fashion through the positing of an ultimate correlation 

          between the individual mind and the mind of the absolute.” (2012, p.52) 

 

Some contemporary theories, notably those on the “deep” wing of the ecology debate, 

continue to reflect a neo-Romantic revivalism of the sort which is epitomized in Arne 

Naess’ writings.  By way of example, in addition to Romantic concepts of self-

identification and oneness with the natural world, Naess also questions the direction 

in which contemporary industrial society is headed:  his warnings of social alienation 

and technology’s propensity to reduce both men and the natural world to soulless 

objects of manipulation in the production process (1990, pp.171-181) find echoes in 

many of the Romantics such as Wordsworth, Blake and Byron.  Naess’ patent unease 

over the effects of unfettered industrialisation is shared, too, by the German-born 

philosopher, Martin Heidegger, through concepts such as Bestand (“standing reserve”) 

and Gestell (“enframing”) which will be explored further in Chapter Four below. 
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 Naess’ deep ecology stance has been defended and elaborated more recently by 

Warwick Fox in his Towards a Transpersonal Ecology:  developing new foundations 

for environmentalism (1990) where he analyses three modes in which a self might 

express itself ecologically:  the personal, the ontological and the cosmological.  As the 

appellation suggests, the self’s personal identification is largely confined to those 

entities (human or non-human) with which either it has come into personal contact or 

it can empathise vicariously through a process of abstract contemplation.  Furthermore, 

whilst this personal identification can indeed engender feelings of love and care for 

such entities with which the self identifies, Fox sees it as equally capable of promoting 

“possessiveness, greed, exploitation, war and ecological destruction” towards them.  

By contrast, a self’s ontological identification arises through its conscious awareness 

of a shared commonality based upon the realisation that all existence (as opposed to 

non-existence) is a “manifesting of Being (ie. of existence per se).”  Fox’s account of 

ontological identification interestingly also has obvious echoes of Heideggerian 

thought:  not only does Fox share with Heidegger associations with Zen Buddhism and 

the Zen master, D T Suzuki; but in addition, the self’s profound intimacy with the 

environment drives it “...to let beings be, to let them take care of themselves in accord 

with their own natures.”61  As an alternative to this version of the transpersonal 

ecological self, Fox offers the concept of cosmological identification.62  This species 

of identification reflects a “deep-seated realization of the fact that we and all other 

entities are aspects of a single unfolding reality” which is achieved “through the 

empathic incorporation of any cosmology...that sees the world as a single unfolding 

process...” (1990)63  Fox’s readers could be forgiven for finding the conceptual 

 
61 Cf. Zimmerman, M “Toward a Heideggerian Ethics for Radical Environmentalism” (esp. pp.102, 

115) 
62 The meaning of the “transpersonal self” is discussed later in this chapter 
63 Fox’s language here betrays further Heideggerian influences:  the term “unfolding” is a favourite of 

Heidegger’s.  According to John Richardson, 2012, Heidegger defines Phusis (the Greek equivalent of 

the Latin Natura) as an “unfolding [my emphasis] from a source that remains indistinct or hidden” 
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difference between the ontological and the cosmological identifications difficult to 

appreciate, although commentators on Fox have attempted to articulate it.  One notable 

attempt has been undertaken by Homer Stavely and Patrick McNamara according to 

which “[c]osmological identification seems to depend on some kind of cognitive event 

(realization, insight) as opposed to the experiential content of ontological 

identification” (1992, p.206); and in somewhat more user-friendly terms: 

 

          “Ontological identification centers around the experience of existence as such, 

          while cosmological identification constitutes the lived sense of a meaningful 

          unity of all that is” (p.207). 

 

An alternative means of articulating the distinction between the ontological and the 

cosmological might be to regard the former in terms of the immediate impact which 

the natural environment has upon the observer, such as the unspoiled beauty of a bird 

or a flower in its immediate surroundings; whilst the latter might point to the sense of 

Hepburnian wonder and the Romantic sublimity experienced by the same observer in 

glimpsing the bird or flower as one small but integral part of a unified ecosystem.  As 

will be seen below, Promenades Five and Seven, especially, of Les Rêveries are perfect 

exemplars of this conjunction of the ontological and the cosmological.         

In response to Fox, and arguing from a feminist or ecofeminist standpoint, Val 

Plumwood (1991, p.159) argues that Fox’s project is fundamentally misconceived:  

firstly, by presenting self and nature as indistinguishable deep ecologists have 

“...confused dualism and atomism and then mistakenly taken indistinguishability to 

follow from the rejection of atomism.”  Thus, according to Plumwood, deep 

ecologists’ insistence upon the merger between self and nature into one homogeneous 

 
(p.236); likewise, Heidegger’s cognate concepts of “unconcealment” (Unverborgenheit) and 

“revealing” (Entbergung) both feature prominently in The Question Concerning Technology      
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and amorphous entity succeeds only in compromising the respective interests of both:  

the interests of, say, a rainforest become indistinguishable from those of a human self; 

and with the merger of the two, those actions of the self designed to conserve the 

rainforest become morally indistinguishable from those which exploit it.  Plumwood 

is equally critical of the “expanded self” which seeks to achieve empathy or 

identification with other entities beyond itself.  She interprets this form of self as no 

more than a thinly-disguised form of egoism in which the “indistinguishability” 

between self and nature once again raises concerns: 

 

          “...egoism is highly problematic for the widening of [self] interest is obtained at 

          the expense of failing to recognize unambiguously the distinctness and 

          independence of the other.” (1991, p.162) 

 

Finally, Plumwood takes issue with the “transcended” or “transpersonal” self which 

follows from Fox’s expanded self.  She characterizes the transpersonal self as deep 

ecology’s expression of the Kantian universalisation principle in so far as one seeks to 

achieve an impartial concern for, and identification with, nature and the Cosmos.  But 

Kantian ethics is arguably unable to reflect or to accommodate adequately the genuine 

love and care which preservation of the fragile environment requires.  Indeed, 

Plumwood notes that: 

 

          “...this “transpersonal” identification is so indiscriminate and intent on denying  

          particular meanings, it cannot allow for the deep and highly particularistic  

          attachment to place that has motivated both the passion of many modern 

          conservationists and the love of many indigenous peoples for their land...”  

          (1991, p.163) 
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Whilst space precludes a comprehensive analysis of the Fox – Plumwood debate, a 

few remarks are appropriate in so far as they bear upon the Rousseauean ecological 

self.  Firstly, in response to Plumwood’s rainforest example, what is crucial for Fox’s 

stance is that it should be the acts of conservation and exploitation which are 

themselves morally non-undistinguishable from each other rather than the self and 

nature; in answer to the second objection which appears to question whether the 

alleged egoism of deep ecology’s expanded self prevents it from accommodating 

altruistic sentiments towards other, it might be responded that Naess himself stresses 

at one point in Ecology that: 

 

          “Each living being is understood as a goal in itself, in principle on an equal 

          footing with one’s own ego.  It also entails a transition from I-it attitudes to I- 

          thou attitudes…” (1990, p.174). 

 

In this context, Plumwood might seek to raise a stronger objection by pointing to the 

potential conflict between individual goals of self and of other when the attainment of 

the one precludes the attainment of the other.  But it is a central premise of this thesis, 

of course, that one characteristic of the ecological self is for individual ecological aims 

and aspirations to be reconciled through the process of self-realisation with those of 

the self in a manner analogous to the General Will of Social Contract.  Finally, and 

perhaps most interestingly, the transpersonal self is portrayed as anathema to the 

notion of “attachment to place.”  But this, again, seems to be an unwarranted criticism 

of the transpersonal self per se; in a penetrating comparison of Naess and Fox, 

Christian Diehm notes at one point that:  

 

          “[Naess] says that through the process of [transpersonal] identification “higher 

          level unity is experienced:  from identifying with ‘one’s nearest,’ higher level 
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          unities are created through circles of friends, local communities, tribes, 

          compatriots, races, humanity, life, and, ultimately…unity with the supreme 

          whole…” (2002, p.26) 

 

Perhaps this imagery of an ever expanding series of concentric circles (which Naess 

frequently “describes in terms of “a felt nearness”) is intended to be sufficiently 

comprehensive to include, in “local communities” for example, the place (ie. the land 

which they occupy) too; if so, then the transpersonal self may be perfectly compatible 

with Plumwood’s “attachment to place…and the love of many indigenous peoples for 

their land.”  Alternatively, it may be that the transpersonal self’s “unity with the 

supreme whole” is envisaged as an ultimate passing altogether beyond such 

considerations as the conventionally understood dimensions of time and space.  By 

this means, the transpersonal self might be viewed as having “unselfed” in the 

innermost sense  envisaged by Iris Murdoch in The Sovereignty of Good, where she 

opines that “[t]he self, the place where we live, is a place of illusion” (2014, p.91).64  

Furthermore, the ecological self to emerge from Rousseau’s writings constitutes 

something of a bridge between the competing theories of Fox and Plumwood by 

manifesting aspects of both:  in relation to the negative features of the personal 

identification of the self to which Fox alludes, these are manifest in the Second 

Discourse, whilst Social Contract represents Rousseau’s elaborate attempt to remedy 

them; by contrast, the essence of the ontological self and its cosmological counterpart 

are discernible in the more intense passages of Les Rêveries featured in Section Three 

below, as well as in the Malesherbes correspondence.  Similarly, Plumwood’s “sense 

of place” finds echoes at various points in Les Rêveries:  for example in the Fifth 

Promenade Rousseau’s ecological self could have remained contentedly on Ȋle St 

 
64 The concept of “unselfing” and its relevance to the central theme of this thesis will be discussed in 

more detail in Chapter Six below 
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Pierre “two years, two centuries and the whole of eternity” meditating, botanising and 

joining the residents of the island in fruit picking; and in the Tenth Promenade the 

elderly Rousseau’s memory returns to the sense of place which he enjoyed for several 

years in his youth as the companion of Mme. de Warens in the idyllic rustic retreat of 

Les Charmettes.65             

Thus, Fox and Plumwood represent discernible moral alternatives in modern 

ecological theory:  Fox’s neo-Kantian position projects an ecological self for which 

the application of universal principles to nature without partiality seems to be 

paramount; by contrast, Plumwood’s ecological self imports notions of care and 

empathy into the approach towards particular ecological challenges.  But Rousseau’s 

ecological self underlines the similarities between the two, rather than their 

differences. 

 

Section 2.2  The ecological self, nature and community  

This section examines the first stirrings in Rousseau’s writings of concepts which will 

eventually mature into his definitive account of the ecological self.  An analysis of 

these precursors reveals several discrete and clearly demarcated themes including:  the 

anthropological theory of early man and his transition from a pre-societal state into his 

membership of a political community; the effects of scientific and technological 

developments upon men’s relationships with each other and upon the surrounding 

environment; the resulting transformation of the self; and the role played by the 

concepts of “alienation” and “wholeness.”66  However, to appreciate fully these issues 

in their proper context, it is first crucial to understand the meaning(s) of another 

 
65 The association between nature and place is also very evident in the later books of La Nouvelle 

Héloïse where M. de Wolmar has created an Edenic paradise out of his estate at Clarens    
66 An in-depth analysis of Alienation and Wholeness will be found in Section Three below  
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concept pivotal both to Rousseau’s own system of thought and to eighteenth-century 

writers generally, viz. “Nature.”  In fact, Nature figures so prominently in the cultural 

and intellectual atmosphere of the eighteenth century that famous cultural historian 

Kenneth Clark once noted that “...one can attach fifty-two different meanings to the 

word ‘nature’.” (1980, p.269)  Fortunately, Rousseau’s own focus upon nature is 

somewhat more precisely targeted, but still requires clarification:  Nicholas Dent notes 

that “‘nature’ is one of the most pervasive of all Rousseau’s themes” (1992, p.177); 

whilst in Rousseau he writes that: 

 

          “Scarcely any notion has been given a wider and more diverse significance, 

          nor more held to be dependent upon it, than the notion of ‘nature’, of what is 

          ‘in accordance with nature’ and so on.” (2006, p.96)   

 

For present purposes, there are three distinct but related facets of nature which are 

pertinent to this examination of the ecological self, viz.  man’s innate human nature, 

the world of nature in the sense of the surrounding external environment, and the 

interaction between human nature and the natural world with which it inevitably comes 

into contact.67   

The educational treatise Émile, ou De l’éducation contains some of Rousseau’s most 

interesting observations on human nature, albeit such observations relate to a human 

subject (Émile) who is reared in surroundings far removed from the state of nature 

explored in the Second Discourse.  Nevertheless, Rousseau believes that his 

educational experiment with the young Émile, situated in the countryside and away 

from the corrupting influences of urban life, has merits of its own; and in the course 

 
67 These three broad categories have been modified from those delineated in Soper, 1995, pp.155, 156   
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of his theorizing, he makes one of his most profound and enduring observations about 

human nature: 

 

          “The origin of our passions, the root and spring of all the rest, the only one which 

          is born with man, which never leaves him as long as he lives is self-love [amour 

          de soi]; this passion is primitive, instinctive, it precedes all the rest, which are in 

          a sense only modifications of it...and such modifications, far from being 

          advantageous to us, are harmful.  They change the original purpose and work 

          against its end; then it is that man finds himself outside nature and at strife with 

          himself.” (Foxley, 2004, p.208) 

 

Amongst the modifications to amour de soi hinted at here, Rousseau presumably has 

in mind the mirror-image, and potentially destructive, amour-propre discussed in 

Chapter One above; and the tension between amour de soi and amour-propre will be 

a recurrent theme in the analysis of the ecological self in section 2.3 below.68 

No less insightful is Rousseau’s ability to penetrate below the surface of nature during 

a botanical expedition at Môtiers where it emerges as an awesome and self-regulating 

system, independent of mankind, as the following extract from the Seventh Promenade 

of Les Rêveries illustrates: 

 

          “...I made my way far into the crevices of the rocks...I finally reached a corner 

          so deeply hidden away that I do not think I have ever seen a wilder spot. 

          Black fir trees were mingled and intertwined with gigantic beeches...From the 

          mountain gorges came the cry of the horned owl and the eagle, while from  

          time to time some more familiar birds lightened the horror of this solitary 

 
68 Whilst the amour de soi/amour propre dichotomy is conventionally associated with the political 

self’s relations with others, it is central to this thesis that the dichotomy relates equally to the 

ecological self (and see Dent’s A Rousseau Dictionary for an informative analysis of these two 

Rousseauean concepts)   
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          place.” (France, 2004, p.117) 

 

Finally, Rousseau provides numerous images of the interaction between man and 

nature:  two of the most thought-provoking and graphic in their contrast are drawn 

from the Second Discourse and Les Rêveries respectively.  In the former Rousseau 

paints an idyllic, Arcadian, picture of pre-societal man’s existence, existing alongside 

and in harmony with a largely unspoiled natural landscape:  

          

           “I see [pre-societal man] eating his fill under an oak tree, quenching his thirst 

          at the first stream, making his bed at the base of the same tree that supplied his 

          meal...As long as men were content with their rustic huts...they lived as free, 

          healthy, good and happy lives as their nature permitted...” (Philip and 

          Coleman, 2009, pp.26, 62) 

 

According to Rousseau’s reconstruction of early man’s existence, this life lived in 

harmony with nature continued until the advent of agriculture and metallurgy.  At this 

point in man’s development: 

 

          “...quarries, pits, forges, furnaces and a world of anvils, hammers, smoke and 

          flame take the place of the sweet images of rustic labour.  Haggard faces of 

          wretches languishing in the foul vapours of the pits, black Vulcans and hideous 

          Cyclops, this is the picture that the mines offer us deep down in the earth, in 

          place of the sight of verdure and flowers, azure sky, loving shepherds and 

          sturdy labourers on its surface.” (France, 2004, p.113) 

 

In conjuring up this hellish imagery of the mining and metallurgical processes, 

Rousseau is not necessarily exhibiting proto-Luddite credentials:  instead, after a 

momentary resurfacing of his chronic persecution-mania even Rousseau himself reacts 

to the incongruous appearance and noise of the stocking mill, not with open hostility 
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but rather with wry and wistful bemusement.  As numerous commentators have noted, 

Rousseau entertained no illusions about squeezing the genie back into the bottle; 

rather, Rousseau’s remarks can be interpreted as an uncannily far-sighted awareness 

that the “progress” ushered in by the Enlightenment, be it scientific or economic or 

technological, would inevitably come with a cost to the environment.  Certainly, up to 

Rousseau’s own day and before the full impact of the Industrial Revolution, collateral 

damage to the environment was probably slight – and manageable; by contrast, the 

results of recent research by ecologists and climatologists strongly suggests that the 

tipping-point is now fast approaching or may even have been reached already.  

Such considerations about the impact upon the environment of man’s scientific and 

technological progress in his transition from noble savage to member of a social 

community are arguably implicit in the Discourse on Inequality, Rousseau’s essay 

which has already been discussed in Chapter One above in relation to the political self.  

However, in the course of his examination of the Discourse Plattner (1979, pp.99-101) 

has raised doubts about the cogency of Rousseau’s depiction of the pre-societal “state 

of nature” (l’état de nature); specifically, he argues that Rousseau is far from 

consistent in his use of the formulaic “state of nature:”  firstly, the epoch stretching 

from the appropriation of private land to the establishment of a legal constitution in 

Part Two is variously referred to by Rousseau as the “first state of nature” (le premier 

état de nature) (Cranston, 1984, p.114); the “primitive state of nature“ (le primitif état 

de nature) (p.155); and the “final stage of the state of nature“ (le dernier terme de l‘état 

de nature). (p.109)  Yet, the distinguishing feature of this epoch (ie. the existence of a 

legal constitution) is clearly at odds with Rousseau‘s alternative vision of the epoch as 

representing the period in man‘s development prior to the establishment of Law (ie. 

avant les lois) which he describes as the “pure state of nature” (le pur état de nature) 

(p.115) or as the “true state of nature” (le véritable état de nature). (p.167)  From these 
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conflicting versions, Plattner concludes that Rousseau’s concept of the “state of 

nature“ represents two different historical periods:  on the one hand, it stands for the 

entire history of man‘s early development up until the point when recognisable civic 

communities have been formed; on the other hand, it represents that much more limited 

pre-societal period characterised by man’s lack of sociability with others.  Rousseau 

refers to this latter condition of man as the “state of animality” (Cranston, 1984, p.165) 

which precedes the social (but pre-civic community) “state of reasoning” (l‘état de 

raisonnement). (p.101)69 

However, the conclusion that Rousseau’s “state of nature” lacks conceptual coherence 

or consistency may be overstated.  Certainly, Hobbes’ schemata which aims to present 

an historical account of the transition from a pre-societal state to that of a political 

community has the merit of being much simpler in structure than Rousseau’s model.70  

But after criticising previous theorists (of whom Hobbes is the most obvious target) 

for “...transport[ing] into the state of nature concepts formed in 

society...[whilst]...speak[ing] of savage man and...depicting civilized man” (Cranston, 

1984, p.78), Rousseau reveals the purpose of his own project as follows: 

 

          “One must not take the kind of research which we enter into as the pursuit of  

          truths of history [my emphasis], but solely as hypothetical and conditional 

          reasonings, better fitted to clarify the nature of things than to expose their actual 

          origin” (Cranston, 1984, p.78) 

 

Thus, Rousseau’s contrast between man in the state of nature and man in a civic polity 

may simply be a vehicle for exploring the more fundamental and subtle relationship 

between the self and its environment, political or ecological; and for the purposes of 

 
69 Cf. Plattner (1979) for a full critique of Rousseau’s “state of nature” 
70 See Leviathan, Chapters XIII and XVII  
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the present chapter, it is self-evidently man’s impact upon nature and the environment 

as a result of his emergence from the pre-societal state which is of interest.  It is a 

commonplace, of course, that for Rousseau, man’s abandonment of the state of nature 

in favour of the political community represents damnation, not salvation, to 

her/himself and to others; in similar fashion, the transition from “nature” to “society” 

results in progressive degradation for the (ecological) self and the environment.71    

True, man’s condition changes from that “of a stupid, limited animal” to that of “an 

intelligent being and a man” (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, p.24); but like Adam, whose 

acquisition of knowledge leads to his exile from an Edenic paradise, Rousseau‘s 

“intelligent being” becomes acquainted with all the evils which accompany the 

abandonment of the pre-societal condition and which “...often degrade him below that 

[state] from which he emerged...” (p.24)  Rousseau‘s own solution to man‘s post-state 

of nature problems is, of course, Social Contract and Jonathan Bate (2000) has pointed 

out that there are discernible conceptual associations between Social Contract and 

some elements of contemporary ecological theory.  Specifically, “[i]t [ie. Social 

Contract] is the model for that brand of green thinking known as ‘social ecology’” 

(p.38) and with its emphasis upon the need for a fundamental re-ordering of political 

society if further environmental destruction is to be halted, Bate sees in Social Ecology 

echoes of both Jacobinism and Marxism with the wry comment that their “...legacy is 

not an entirely happy one.” (p.38)  Bate also contends that social ecology reveals overt 

associations with the famous (or infamous) General Will in Social Contract  which 

historically has shown itself to be especially susceptible to manipulation by fascist and 

other totalitarian regimes; thus, the (social) ecological self risks finding its ultimate 

 
71 For Rousseau himself, such degradation begins with the invention of agriculture and metallurgy in 

Part Two of Inequality and reaches its climax with mining and manufacturing in the Seventh 

Promenade of Les Rêveries   
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expression in the “Führer principle,” “social control,” “eugenics” and “genocide.” 

(p.39)72 

Arguably, the most visible and obvious feature of man’s emergence from the state of 

nature and into a community is his development and use of science and technology to 

manipulate and to transform his environment.  Indeed, the approach to nature is one of 

the defining characteristics, distinguishing the Enlightenment self from its Romantic 

counterpart and in the course of his monograph analysing the relationship between 

Rousseau and the European Romantic movement Irving Babbitt (1991) traces back the 

intellectual origins of the Enlightenment to thinkers such as Francis Bacon, Descartes 

and Locke.  According to Babbitt, Bacon epitomizes both the empiricist and the 

utilitarian in his investigations of the natural world; Descartes represents “[t]he attempt 

of the rationalist to lock up life in some set of formulae...“; whilst the empiricist 

philosophy of Locke “...denies any supersensuous element in human nature to which 

one may have access with the aid of the imagination...” (p.26)  Accordingly, it is this 

intellectual and cultural tradition, comprising empiricism, utilitarianism and 

rationalism which finds its ultimate expression in the increasingly mechanistic and 

exploitative approach to nature from the mid-eighteenth century onwards and Babbitt 

himself argues that: 

 

          “For the earlier romanticists nature had at least been a living presence whether 

          benign or sinister.  For the mathematical determinist she tends to become a  

          soulless, pitiless mechanism against which man is helpless...As a result of these 

          eighteenth-century influences nature had, according to [Thomas] Carlyle,  

          become a mere engine, a system of cogs and pulleys.” (pp.299, 300) 

 

 
72 For a fuller analysis of the historical connections between politics and “green” issues, see esp. 

Chapter Four of this thesis, viz.  “The Ecological self in Heidegger”   
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Given, then, the ease with which Enlightenment thinking could reduce nature to the 

status of a mere treasure-store to be valued only in terms of its economic potential, it 

is surprising that in his protests against the plundering of the Earth’s resources 

Rousseau makes no direct allusion to this matter in the Discourse on Political 

Economy.  Perhaps he felt that sufficient space had already been devoted to the subject 

in the Second Discourse, published in the same year.  Certainly, Rousseau 

demonstrates a quite uncanny prescience about the causal link between trade and 

economics, and the systematic environmental degradation which would not become 

wholly clear until some two and a half centuries after his death.  Some examples of the 

destruction wrought upon the environment due to unrestrained capitalism, and listed 

by Joseph H Lane Jnr (Cannavò and Lane Jnr, 2014, pp.134, 135), are:  the annihilation 

of large forests, the artificial damming or diversion of rivers, the levelling of 

mountains, the draining of swamps, worldwide epidemics, polluted atmosphere and 

corrupted food (referred to in the Second Discourse and the Botanical Fragments). 

However, such is Rousseau’s capacity to create paradox or an unusual and unexpected 

synthesis between conflicting ideas, that any interpretation of his attitude towards 

enlightenment science and technology is far from straightforward.  Indeed, it is as 

much a mistake to interpret Rousseau as rabidly opposed to all aspects of science as it 

is to characterise him as a proto-Luddite.  Taking first Rousseau’s accommodation 

with science, in the Fifth Promenade he famously sets out each day on Île St Pierre 

with magnifying glass and a copy of Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae (1735) in hand;73 and 

the eight Lettres Élémentaires sur la Botanique (1771-1773) addressed to Mme 

 
73 Whilst Linnaeus clearly takes an aesthetic interest in the natural world, that his focus is primarily 

that of the empirical scientist is clear from the following extract from the Introduction of his work:  

“The study of natural history, simple, beautiful, and instructive, consists in the collection, 

arrangement, and exhibition of the various productions of the earth...The science of nature supposes 

an exact knowledge of the nomenclature, and a systematic arrangement of all natural bodies.”  (cited 

in Hyland, Gomez, Greensides, 2003, pp.104, 105)   



 

76 
 

Delessert read like a correspondence course in botanical studies; whilst the 

fragmentary Dictionnaire des termes d’usage en Botanique, left uncompleted at his 

death, repeatedly demonstrate Rousseau’s keen eye as a scientific observer.   

But for the most sustained example of Rousseau the Enlightenment scientist one has 

to return to the intimacy of Les Rêveries.  It is notable that in the First Promenade 

Rousseau is content to carry out an “experiment” with himself as the laboratory 

specimen: 

           

          “I shall perform upon myself the sort of operation that physicists conduct upon 

          the air in order to discover its daily fluctuations.  I shall take the barometer 

          readings of my soul, and by doing this accurately and repeatedly I could perhaps 

          obtain results as reliable as theirs.” (France, 2004, p.33) 

 

Yet, even with this statement of intent, Rousseau’s commitment to the spirit of 

Enlightenment scientific enquiry remains unclear since almost at once he adds the 

following rider: 

 

          “I shall content myself with keeping a record of my readings without trying to 

          reduce them to a system.” (p.33) 

  

Thus, Rousseau’s paradox expresses itself here in terms of the tension between the 

promptings of Romantic confessional literature and the attractions of Enlightenment 

scientific enquiry.  David Williams has similarly commented upon the latent 

Enlightenment scientism lurking under the surface of Les Rêveries, thereby combining 

the features of “a personal journal” and “a scientific notebook.” (1984, p.25)  

Furthermore, according to  Williams, Rousseau: 
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          “...assumes the persona of the author-scientist, who, unlike the artist, refuses to  

          intervene in his experiment and manipulate the results...as both subject of the 

          experiment or ‘opération’ and as the observer, Rousseau will remain, he tells us,  

          totally passive and inactive...” (p.26) 

 

Although Williams emphasises Rousseau the scientist over Rousseau the artist in the 

above quote, for Rousseau himself botany clearly possesses an artistic or poetic 

dimension which offers a welcome solace to his tortured soul in his declining years:  

he is attracted by the “sweet smells”, the “bright colours” and the “elegant shapes” of 

the plants which he encounters during his nature excursions into the environs of Paris 

(France, 2004, p.109); and botany is the perfect pastime for a lonely wanderer: 

 

          “He wanders about, passing freely from one object to another, he considers each 

          plant in turn with interest and curiosity...This ideal occupation has a charm 

          which can only be felt when the passions are entirely at rest...” (p. 116) 

 

One way to resolve the apparent contradiction between Rousseau’s criticism of 

Enlightenment science in the Second Discourse and his Romantic penchant for botany 

in Les Rêveries may lie in the conceptual distinction between “pure” science and 

“applied” science, epitomized in a Rousseauean context by the contrary aims and 

outcomes of botany and pharmacology, respectively.74  What is clear from Les 

Rêveries is that, for Rousseau, the pure study and contemplation of the vegetable 

kingdom raises the self to a mystical, otherworldly, quasi-spiritual, apotheosis.  By 

contrast, the applied science of pharmacology represents, in Rousseau’s view, all that 

is worst about the Enlightenment:  not only are its horizons trivial and narrowly 

utilitarian, being concerned only “...to cure the itch in children, scab in men, or 

 
74 Indeed, Rousseau may be drawing an implicit distinction here between “science” and the “essence” 

of science, just as Heidegger will subsequently in relation to “technology”    
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glanders in horses” (p.109); but also, what tarnishes it is its inevitable association with 

the pride, the competition and the desire for self-aggrandisement detailed in Part Two 

of the Second Discourse (Philip and Coleman, 2009, pp.62-66) and further elaborated 

in the Seventh Promenade of Les Rêveries:  

  

          “...as soon as our self-interest or vanity are brought into play and we are 

          concerned to obtain positions or write books...and devote ourselves to botany 

          merely for the sake of becoming authors or professors, all this sweet charm 

          vanishes, we see plants simply as the instruments of our own passions...”  

          (France, 2004, p.116) 

 

Another commentator to draw attention to Rousseau’s criticism of pharmacology is 

John T Scott (2008); as Scott notes in his paper, Rousseau is at odds with the 

Enlightenment‘s teleological presuppositions inherited from Aristotle (and from 

Dioscorides) that plants exist as mere means to some predetermined and utilitarian 

end.  Instead: 

 

          “He [Rousseau] wants to see individual plants as wholes unto themselves, apart 

          from the whole of nature or from mankind, just as he seeks to see himself as a 

          whole apart from the natural whole and the political whole.” (p.146) 

 

Beyond his precisely targeted assault upon pharmacology in Les Rêveries, Rousseau 

is equally scathing of the technologically-orientated nature of applied science in a 

broader context, specifically in terms of the insidious nature of its effects upon the 

character of those whom he judges to have been his life-long enemies and detractors; 

just such an example occurs in the Eighth Promenade: 

 

          “...I began to see myself alone on earth and I understood that in relation to me 
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          my contemporaries were nothing more than automatons who acted only on 

          impulse and whose actions I could calculate only from the laws of motion...I no 

          longer saw in them anything but randomly moved masses, destitute of all 

          morality with respect to me.” (Butterworth, 1992, p.114)    

 

Rousseau’s striking imagery here may owe something to contemporary influences 

such as the remarkable mechanical models of humans and other living beings, built by 

Jacques de Vaucanson (1709-1782) and Pierre Jacquet-Droz (1721-1790) and very 

much in vogue at the time; more influential still in shaping Rousseau’s response to the 

Enlightenment’s love affair with technology and all things mechanical would be, in all 

probability, the empirical studies of human nature undertaken by Locke and Hume, 

but above all, by Julian Offroy de La Mettrie in his L’Homme Machine (1747).  Whilst 

all three thinkers set out to analyse and to explain human behaviour in flagrantly 

materialist terms, it is La Mettrie’s work which goes furthest in seeking to apply the 

principles of physiology and of early neuro-science in order to explain Man as nothing 

more than “...a machine which winds up its own springs:  the living image of perpetual 

motion”;75 La Mettrie‘s conception of ”Man as a machine“ likewise takes much of its 

inspiration from the materialist philosophy of Descartes and Newtonian physics. 

In the above passage from the Eighth Promenade Rousseau’s polemic against his 

enemies (whether real or imaginary) maintains one of the constant themes running 

implicitly through Les Rêveries as a whole:  the status of the ecological self attuned to 

the aesthetic beauties of unspoiled nature in contrast to the materially-orientated self 

whose vision of nature is limited to the manipulation and exploitation of the 

environment through whatever mechanized means are at her/his disposal.  This 

arguably reflects, too, Rousseau’s own cultural odyssey from the precocious celebrity 

 
75 Cf. “...une machine qui monte elles-même ses ressorts:  vivante image du mouvement perpétuel” in 

La Mettrie‘s L‘Homme Machine, p.152    
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of the Enlightenment in the salons of Paris to the Romantic wanderer and world-weary 

exile on Ȋle St Pierre.  But perhaps the most subtle explanation of the quoted Eighth 

Promenade extract has been offered by Michael Davis.  In his commentary, Davis 

interprets the passage as a “paradigm” for Rousseau‘s profound sense of his own 

loneliness and alienation: 

 

          “To be alone means to understand one’s contemporaries as not really men but 

          as beings whose actions are so unreasonable as to seem utterly automatic, and 

          therefore governed by laws external to them.  To be governed totally by impulses 

           – to be mechanical – is to have no inside.” (1999, p.235) 

 

Davis’ point here seems to be that it is the very appreciation or recognition of the 

soulless and mechanical nature of an entity or a piece of matter which creates in the 

observer a barrier in the sense of her/his alienation from that entity or piece of matter.  

In the immediate context of the Eighth Promenade extract, Rousseau’s elaborate 

thought-experiment serves to deprive his assumed enemies or detractors of all 

autonomy, intentionality and above all, moral status.  If this is indeed what Rousseau 

(and Davis?) has in mind, then it may go some way to explaining, although not 

justifying, how eighteenth-century Enlightenment culture and enterprise could 

notoriously come to view nature as a lifeless mechanism to be exploited without moral 

regard or consideration. 

The “alienation” hinted at in the Eighth Promenade extract remains one of the most 

fundamental and pervasive themes running through virtually all of Rousseau’s 

writings:  in addition to its frequent appearance in Les Rêveries, it acts, too, as a central 

focus in the account of man’s early socio-political development in Part Two of the 

Second Discourse, as well as in Books II and IV of Émile.  However, such alienation 

is not confined to the destructive relationships conventionally associated with the 
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competition and exploitation between man and man in a socio-political context.  

Instead, it all too frequently manifests itself in an analogous form of alienation which 

puts man at odds with nature and the environment; and it thus serves as a conceptual 

lynchpin between the political self and its ecological counterpart.  Accordingly, the 

next section considers some of the challenges which man’s alienation from nature 

presents to the ecological self and how that self might address those challenges.    

 

Section 2.3  The ecological self as spiritual epiphany 

This section begins by examining the phenomenon of man’s alienation from nature 

and the environment.  Rousseau’s thinking is especially pertinent in this regard:  not 

only does Les Rêveries encapsulate the delicate counterpoise between unity and 

wholeness in the ecological context; but also it illustrates how the fully matured 

ecological self of Rousseau consistently leans towards a close convergence of the self 

and the environment in a manner anticipating and closely resembling that of deep 

ecologists, such as Arne Naess.  Rousseau thus provides a useful backdrop to a critical 

issue in the contemporary ecological debate:  how far ecologists, and in particular deep 

ecologists, should go in seeking to identify self and the cosmos so as to avoid alienation 

between the two without compromising the integrity and independence of either.76   

That the theme of man’s alienation from nature is an unmistakable legacy of 

Rousseau’s Romanticism is shown clearly in the writings of members of the 

nineteenth-century German Romantic school and frequently takes the form of an 

heightened awareness of the ontological disassociation between self and its 

environment; Arthur Schopenhauer described it thus: 

 
76 This question has been touched upon already by reference to the Fox – Plumwood debate in Section 

One above and will be expanded upon further in Chapter Six below 
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         “The bad man everywhere feels a thick partition between himself and everything  

          outside him.  The world to him is an absolute non-ego and his relation to it is 

          primarily hostile...The good character, on the other hand, lives in an external 

          world that is homogeneous with his own true being.  The others are not a non- 

          ego for him, but an “I once more”...he feels himself ultimately akin to all 

          beings...” (Payne, 1995, p.211) 

 

In similar vein, commenting upon a passage in Schopenhauer’s more widely-read The 

World as Will and Representation,77 Christopher Janaway notes that: 

           

          “What Schopenhauer has recognized is the possibility of an attitude to the world 

          which does not take one’s own existence as a particular individual to be of  

          permanent significance:  a ‘universal standpoint’ as opposed to a particular one.” 

          (2002, p.101)78 

 

Likewise, Mary Midgley criticises the adverse consequences of Cartesian dualism in 

the following memorable terms: 

 

          “...the central problem is the dualism of mind and body.  The notion of our selves 

           -- our minds – as detached observers or colonists, separate from the physical 

          world and therefore from each other, watching and exploiting a lifeless 

          mechanism [ie. Planet Earth or Gaia]...has...taught us to think of matter as our 

          resource – a jumble of material blindly interacting.” (D Midgley, 2005, p.357) 

 

The above citations from the writings of Schopenhauer and Midgley broadly echo 

Rousseau’s imagery of Man’s state of alienation from his physical surroundings found 

in eg. the Seventh Promenade where Rousseau prefaces his remarks with a verbal 

 
77 See Payne’s translation (1966), Vol. II, pp.599-600  
78 Janaway’s comment here seems to reflect something of the subtle delicate relationship between 

unity and wholeness which informs much of this section    
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onslaught upon Pharmacology79 and contemporary medical science in favour of a form 

of self-help homeopathy; this provides the immediate contextual background against 

which to introduce the ecological self’s communion with the terrestrial environment: 

 

          “My meditations and reveries are never more delightful than when I forget 

          myself.  I feel ecstasy and inexpressible rapture when I melt, so to speak, into 

          the system of beings and identify myself with the whole of nature.”  

          (Goulbourne, 2011, p.74) 

 

Musings such as these (of which Les Rêveries is, of course, replete) both epitomize the 

Romantics’ striving for the sense of something beyond the merely ephemeral and 

anticipate much of present-day writings in deep ecology; nevertheless, at least one 

Rousseau authority, Ronald Grimsley, argues that one can sometimes detect in 

Rousseau a more distant, Enlightenment-orientated, relationship of “master and 

servant” existing between himself and nature, subtly conveyed by the frequent 

allusions to Robinson Crusoe. (1968, pp.104-106)  Thus, these contrasting 

interpretations of Rousseau’s attitude towards the environment only serve to make his 

position as an ecological thinker all the more problematic and paradoxical.   

It was noted in Section Two above that one recent commentator, John T Scott, 

interprets Rousseau as parading his anti-Enlightenment credentials in the Eighth 

Promenade by roundly condemning pharmacology for its narrow, purely teleological, 

objectives.  According to Scott, it also follows, that the motivation for the attack upon 

pharmacological methodology stems from Rousseau’s belief in a clear ontological 

distinction between individual plants (as well as human selves) and the greater whole 

of the surrounding environment; however, if Scott is correct in this surmise that 

 
79 Cf. Section Two above 
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Rousseau’s emphasis is sometimes upon a plant’s individuality per se as something 

ontologically separate and distinct from the wider environment, then Rousseau’s 

stance seems equally as compatible with Enlightenment ideals as it does to the neo-

Romantic revivalism embraced by contemporary deep ecologists, such as Arne Naess, 

for whom there is an acute sense of the self and other achieving a perfect union and 

resolution in the Great Self.80          

By contrast, Butterworth challenges Rousseau’s response to Enlightenment ideals on 

alternative grounds in his “Interpretative Essay” on Les Rêveries.  Specifically, he 

targets what he regards as Rousseau‘s “unduly harsh“ attack upon the sciences of 

minerology and zoology. (1992, pp.212, 213)  Rousseau allegedly focuses too much 

upon the “profit motive“ and the pride fostered by the study of minerology and equally 

fails to take adequate account of the alternative to the study of wild animals in 

captivity, viz.  the observation of their already domesticated counterparts.  However, 

Butterworth‘s critique seems both premature and misplaced:  Rousseau‘s pursuit of 

botany (as opposed to its utility-orientated cousin, pharmacology) allows for the 

subject-matter to be studied and documented undisturbed in its natural habitat without 

the necessity to “...transplant it to the middle of cities and academies...” (p.99)81  By 

contrast, he points out that minerology presupposes the artificial surroundings and 

paraphernalia of the chemist‘s laboratory (p.98) whilst zoology will inevitably lead to 

the horrors of the dissecting-table. (p.99)  Thus, Rousseau has a very direct purpose in 

contrasting the natural and innocent enjoyment of botany with the synthetic and 

contrived practices of minerology and zoology:  far from “wrongly exaggerat[ing] the 

 
80 The apparent contradictions in Rousseau’s position which emerge from Scott’s analysis may be 

indicative of an inherent ambivalence in Rousseau’s own thought processes (in this regard cf. esp. 

James Swenson’s “The Solitary Walker and the invention of lyrical prose” in O’Neal, 2008, pp. 225-

244); alternatively, it may simply underline the complex relationship between the two cultural 

movements, viz. “The Enlightenment” and “Romanticism”  
81 It might be objected, of course, that Rousseau’s declared sentiments here are arguably at odds with 

his creation of an extensive herbarium.  But perhaps, as so often, he has simply been led astray by his 

own rhetoric 
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shortcomings of the study of minerals and animals in order to favor the study of 

botany“ as Butterworth claims (pp.212, 213), Rousseau has used the botany - 

minerology/zoology dichotomy as the perfect emblem for the competing visions of 

Romanticism and the Enlightenment, respectively.  Likewise, the simple pleasure 

which Rousseau takes in the observance of nature underlines the sense of “oneness“ 

with his surroundings, as opposed to the Baconian or Cartesian experimental method 

which serves only to erect an ontological barrier between the observer and her/his 

object of study, in the manner underlined by Schopenhauer and Midgley. 

Butterworth also interprets the attacks upon minerology and zoology in the Seventh 

Promenade as a covert attempt to assimilate “botany’s goodness” with “Rousseau’s 

own goodness.” (pp.212, 213)  Here, Butterworth shows considerable insight in so far 

as he implies a convergence between Rousseau the observer, and botany as 

alternatively the subject-matter to be studied and the mechanism facilitating such 

study.  Indeed, Irving Babbitt reaches a similar conclusion to Butterworth, although he 

offers a more expansive, psychological, analysis in the following terms: 

 

          “The Rousseauist...does not in his “communion” with nature adjust himself to 

          anything.  He is simply communing with his own mood...The nature over which 

          the Rousseauist is bent in such rapt contemplation plays the part of the pool in 

          the legend of Narcissus.  It renders back to him his own image.  He sees in nature 

          what he himself has put there.  The Rousseauist transfuses himself into nature 

          in much the same way that Pygmalion transfuses himself into his statue.” (1991,  

          p.302) 

 

Babbitt’s account of the intimacy of the ontological relationship shared by Rousseau 

(or the “Rousseauist”) and nature seems primarily to emphasise the subjective aspects 

of the self’s intercourse with the environment, especially in view of the references to 
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Narcissus and Pygmalion; and indeed, Naess himself recognises this subjectivity in 

describing the impact of nature upon its observers:  “’different feelings and perceptions 

are induced in different people by the same thing’;” (1990, p.47) but nature equally 

lays claim to objective status with: 

 

          “…a uniquely determined set of characteristics at any moment.  These 

          characteristics are considered independently of how individual people 

          comprehend them.  They belong to the things in themselves.  Dinge an sich.”  

          (pp.47, 48) 

 

Furthermore, although Rousseau famously professed that Les Rêveries was written for 

himself alone, its universal and enduring appeal to nature-lovers everywhere in the two 

centuries since its publication testifies to the objectivity of much of its content; and 

this delicate balance between the subjective and the objective articulated by Naess 

provides a tentative basis for the equally delicate relationship of the individual self to 

the Great Self, both concepts of which lie at the very heart of the deep ecology project.  

Just as the Seventh Promenade celebrates Rousseau’s empathy with the terrestrial 

aspects of nature which he encounters on his solitary excursions,82 it likewise 

documents his overwhelming sense of the self’s unity with, and merger into, something 

whose horizons stretch well beyond those of his immediate environment; indeed, the 

language deployed here seems somewhat reminiscent of La Troisième Lettre à M. de 

Malesherbes.83  For example, Rousseau explains his state of mind during a typical 

botanical excursion in the following terms: 

 

          “Sometimes my reveries end in meditation, but more often my meditations end 

 
82 Cf. extracts cited in Section Two above   
83 See Chapter One Section Four above 
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          in reverie, and during these wanderings my soul roams and soars throughout the 

          universe on the wings of imagination, in ecstasies which surpass all other 

          pleasures.” (France, 2004, p.107) 

 

A few paragraphs later Rousseau describes the profound effects upon any sensitive 

observer surrounded by the picturesque sights and sounds of the countryside: 

 

          “At such times his senses are possessed by a deep and delightful reverie, and in 

          a state of blissful self-abandonment he loses himself in the immensity of this 

          beautiful order, with which he feels himself at one.  All individual objects escape 

          him; he sees and feels nothing but the unity of all things.” (p.108) 

 

An obvious corollary of the intense conscious awareness of this cosmic unity is 

Rousseau’s experience of the self’s disembodiment,84 the most remarkable account of 

which is probably the famous episode related in the Second Promenade:  whilst out 

walking near Ménilmontant, Rousseau is plunged head over heels by a Great Dane 

bearing down upon him, itself immediately followed by a coach and horses tilting at 

full speed.  On regaining consciousness after this accident, Rousseau relates that: 

 

          “Night was falling.  I saw the sky, a few stars, and a little greenery...It alone 

          gave me some feeling of myself...I had no clear sense of myself as an  

          individual...I watched my blood flowing as if I were watching a stream, without 

          even thinking that this blood was in any way a part of me.  Throughout my whole 

          being I felt a wonderful calm...” (Goulbourne, 2011, p.14) 

 
84 Rousseau’s account here and elsewhere of what might be described in modern parlance as an “out 

of the body experience” should not, of course, be either confused, or conflated, with Descartes’ mind-

body dualism (cf. Avicenna’s “floating man” argument) referred to earlier in this thesis:  Descartes’ 

hypothetical illustration of a mind existing separated from its body aims to support the philosophical 

argument that the two substances are ontologically distinct from each other; by contrast, Rousseau 

appears simply to be describing a Burkean-style sublimity with which his senses are assailed by his 

contact with the natural world, with no suggestion of any intention of entering into the Cartesian 

debate about the “mind-body” dichotomy              
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In the “Interpretative Essay” on Les Rêveries Butterworth (1992, pp.165,166) makes 

the familiar comparison with Montaigne‘s experience of regained consciousness after 

a riding accident,85 both accounts of which might be described as near-death 

experiences in which the subjects of such experiences frequently describe a sensation 

of conscious existence outside the physical body.  Commenting upon the passage, 

Michael Davis notes that: 

 

          “Rousseau’s experience, upon coming to, begins with externals and gradually 

          moves closer to himself – from the sky and stars, to greenery to himself.  in this 

          instant he “was born to life”...Being born seems to mean filling objects with his 

          own existence, animating other beings or being an author of other beings.” 

          (1999, p.122)      

 

Furthermore, the familiar theme of the self’s merging with the Cosmos is maintained 

in this episode from the Second Promenade:  it might, of course, be questioned whether 

the claim that “sky, stars and greenery” really were the first things to meet Rousseau‘s 

gaze upon his regaining consciousness or whether, instead, it is merely a later 

invention to suit Rousseau’s dramatic purposes.86  In either case, however, the 

deliberate association between sky and stars (the celestial), and greenery (the 

terrestrial), strongly suggest that Rousseau‘s ecological self is not to be defined solely 

in material terms of earth-bound, planetary, concerns for nature and the wider 

environment; rather, it also possesses a spiritual dimension expressed through its 

identification with elements of the Cosmos.87 

 
85 Recounted in the Essays (2.6), subtitled De l’Exercitation (“On Practising”) 
86 One might also be inclined to question why the profound impact of visible cosmic phenomena, such 

as the stars, upon Rousseau did not cause him to pursue astronomy rather than botany.  In fact, 

Rousseau records a somewhat lame and prosaic explanation for his choice of the latter over the former 

in the Seventh Promenade (cf. Butterworth, 1992, p.98)     
87 Rousseau is arguably at his most eloquent in expressing this point in the featured passages in Les 

Rêveries and in La Troisième Lettre à M. de Malesherbes     
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The above exploration of the Rousseauean sense of oneness with the cosmic order, as 

well as the experience of disembodiment, raises inevitable questions about Rousseau’s 

own religio-spiritual state of mind in this latter part of his life.  Years previously, in 

Social Contract, he had famously advocated a compulsory form of state-sponsored 

religion, designed simply as a socio-political contrivance to foster civic obedience and 

conformity to the requirements of the State.88  Just as famously, Rousseau‘s civic 

religion idea had been condemned by the authorities as an affront to traditional Church 

teaching.  By contrast, the more tranquil, contemplative and introspective Rousseau 

who emerges from Les Rêveries displays a rather deeper form of spirituality which 

seems to have more in keeping with that of St Francis of Assisi or Thomas à Kempis. 

Specifically, Rousseau’s “soul” (l’âme) has already been associated with the 

sensations of both oneness with the Cosmos and its separation from the physical body; 

and in the Confessions, in a passage whose circumstances are subsequently paralleled 

in the Fifth Promenade of Les Rêveries, Rousseau describes the soul as an entity which 

has (or should have) the capacity to migrate to the Supreme Creator‘s very presence: 

 

          “I find no worthier homage to the Divinity than this silent admiration promoted 

          by the contemplation of His works...How could [rural folks’] souls not soar up 

          with ecstasy hundreds of times a day to the Author of the marvels which strike 

          them?” (Butterworth, 1992, pp.252, 253)89 

 

 
88 See Book Four, Chapter Eight entitled, “Of Civic Religion“  
89 For a graphic image of the kind of religious ecstasy which Rousseau may have had in mind, cf. G 

Bernini‘s stunning sculpture entitled Ecstasy of Saint Teresa in the Cornaro Chapel in the Santa Maria 

della Vittoria, reproduced in Clark, 1980, Plate 134; cf. too, Clark‘s quote from the Saint‘s biography 

at the moment when an angel pierced her heart with a flaming golden arrow:  “The pain was so great 

that I screamed aloud, but simultaneously felt such infinite sweetness that I wished the pain to last 

eternally.  It was the sweetest caressing of the soul of God.” (p.191)   
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This experience of intense religio-spiritual ecstasy previously made its appearance in 

sustained and recognisable form in Rousseau’s writings in the Émile of 1762; in Book 

IV in the section headed “Profession of Faith of a Savoyard Vicar” Rousseau has the 

priest say:90 

 

          “I consider the order of the universe, not to explain it by any futile system, but 

          to revere it without ceasing, to adore the wise Author who reveals himself in it. 

          I hold intercourse with him; I immerse all my powers in his divine essence...” 

          (Foxley, 2004, p.308) 

 

Whilst the “Profession of Faith” as a whole serves as a manifesto for natural religion,91 

in the above passage Rousseau‘s concern seems not to be in bolstering the theological 

stance which he doubtless shared with many (although by no means all) of his 

contemporary encyclopedists; instead, as Grimsley observes (1968, p.67), Rousseau‘s 

primary interest is, as in Les Rêveries, seeking to explore and to articulate the quasi-

mystical spiritual experience involved in achieving communion with the Creator 

through contemplation of terrestrial and celestial phenomena.  The Rousseauean 

concepts of oneness, disembodiment and the soul all serve as a useful backdrop against 

which to examine the transformation of the self. 

Such transformation is explored by Lane Jnr (Cannavò and Lane Jnr, 2014) in his 

analysis of Rousseau‘s concept of ”the good life“ of man as it is revealed in his writings 

from the Second Discourse onwards.  In doing so, he makes the familiar point that in 

Rousseau’s estimation there is no realistic prospect of a return to the natural state, ie. 

the pre-societal way of life mapped out in the early pages of the Discourse.  Instead, 

the search is on for “a good life” which “...in Rousseau‘s understanding, is a 

 
90 The priest’s words are widely interpreted as expressing Rousseau‘s own views on Natural Religion  
91 Hence, Émile, too, fell foul of the religious authorities   
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connection with or a formal similarity to the lives that human beings lived before the 

fall into amour-propre.” (p.141)  It is worthwhile recalling at this point, perhaps, that 

amour-propre does not play a uniformly negative role in Rousseau‘s philosophy;92 

nevertheless, it is clearly this more commonly envisaged and adverse aspect of amour-

propre which Lane Jnr has in mind here, and in relation to which the self must 

transform itself if a version of the good life is henceforth to be accomplished. The 

transformation draws upon: 

           

          “...the concept of “unity” that is essential to Rousseau’s romance of the pre-fall 

          human creature who is one both within himself and with the nature that 

          surrounds him.” (pp.141, 142) 

 

Lane Jnr proceeds to highlight several of Rousseau’s major literary works to illustrate 

how each of them contains the seeds of the proto-ecological leanings with which many 

modern-day deep ecologists associate him.  For example, after a long and intense 

period of education at the hands of his tutor (aptly named “Jean-Jacques”), the 

eponymous subject of Émile emerges from his tutelage with amour-propre suitably 

subordinated to amour de soi, with the result that: 

 

          “Émile’s sense of himself, although artificial in its origins, is largely consistent 

          with what it would have been in the forever-lost “pure state of nature.” (p.143) 

 

However, since the pre-societal “Paradise Lost” of Part One of the Second Discourse 

has now, in Rousseau’s estimation, gone never to return, Lane Jnr explores alternative 

versions of the good life in terms of which the Rousseauean quest for unity and 

wholeness might yet be achieved in a socio-political context, and both Émile and 

 
92 Cf. discussion of amour-propre in Chapter One Section Four above 
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Social Contract provide some useful pointers in this direction; early in the First Book 

of Émile it is explained that:  

 

          “The natural man lives for himself; he is the unit, the whole, dependent only on 

          himself and on his like.  The citizen depends upon the whole, that is, on the 

          community.  Good social institutions are those best fitted to make a man 

          unnatural, [ie. “denatured”; Fr. dénaturé] to exchange his independence for 

          dependence, to merge the unit in the group, so that he no longer regards himself  

          as one, but as a part of the whole, and is only conscious of the common life.”  

          (Foxley, 2004, pp.7, 8) 

 

Lane Jnr points to a similar rationale in Social Contract:  “...Rousseau’s citizen sees 

himself only as a part of the whole, and is willing to give himself for the whole...” 

(Cannavò and Lane Jnr, 2014, p.143)93  Likewise, the instances of denaturing of man 

by the socio-political institutions met with in Émile and Social Contract lead to the 

creation of an “...“artificial person” [who] is a formal imitation of the natural unity of 

“natural man”...” (p.143),  In other words, both the character of Émile and the 

collective corporate body of the citizens made famous in Social Contract correspond 

to the pre-societal individual portrayed in Part One of the Second Discourse; hence, 

the (pre-societal) self is reincarnated in the (socio-political) self writ large, both 

literally and metaphorically.  It further follows from Lane Jnr‘s analogy between self 

and Self that the innate amour de soi and pitié which underpin natural man’s 

compassion towards nature94 are replicated in the supra-individual through a rational-

 
93 Interestingly, the theme of the transformation of the self in terms of unity and wholeness appears in 

the earliest surviving draft of Social Contract, viz. the Geneva Manuscript (First Version) where the 

effect of the contract is to “transform each individual, who by himself is a perfect and solitary whole, 

into part of a larger whole” (quoted in Beenstock, 2017, pp.57, 58)       
94 This is a constant theme in the Second Discourse  
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based exercise of amour de soi95 and the rigorous control of the adverse aspects of 

amour-propre.  In relation to the ecological self: 

 

          “It is in appeals to develop this sort of duty that Rousseau’s vision of the Social 

          Contract is echoed in Green philosophies that look to a more active state to 

          impose a sense of duty that will transcend self-interest and ground our very sense 

          of self in the land where we live.” (p.143)96 97 

 

The final manifestation of the good life featured by Lane Jnr occurs, predictably, in 

Les Rêveries.  He equates the solitary walker’s ‘sense of “an outright union, with either 

nature or existence”’ with the “mature” sense of self reflected in the deep ecology 

theories of Naess et al. (p.143)  He concludes: 

 

          “It is easy to see that there are points of connection between the “good life” 

          represented by the solitary walker and the ideals expressed by environmental 

          thinkers.  For instance, we can easily see the conceptual connection to 

          [Gary]Snyder’s insistence that “the real work” of ecology is to restore unity 

          within ourselves that made us self-sufficient as human beings and would enable 

          us to again live sustainably in the world.” (p.144) 

 

However, commentators (including Lane Jnr himself) are alive to the objection that 

both Émile and the solitary walker derive their success primarily from the 

 
95 In the Second Discourse, Rousseau envisages amour de soi as a sentiment motivated somewhat 

confusingly by reason and by passion (see his own note “O”on this point) in Philip and Coleman,  

2009, p.115.  Rousseau here clearly lacks interest in, or appreciation of, the incisive rigor of Humean 

psychology which famously characterizes “Reason as the slave of the passions”       
96 All talk of “duty” would, of course, be quite unintelligible to pre-societal man in his natural state, as 

Rousseau explains:  “This passage from the state of nature to the civil state produces quite a 

remarkable change in man, for it substitutes justice for instinct in his behavior and gives his actions a 

moral quality they previously lacked.  Only then when the voice of duty replaces physical impulse and 

right replaces appetite, does man, who had hitherto taken only himself into account, find himself 

forced to act upon other principles and to consult his reason before listening to his inclinations.” 

(From Book I Chapter VIII of Social Contract in Cress, ed. 1987, pp.150, 151)       
97 The principle set out by Lane Jnr here frequently raises the spectre of “ecofascism,” an issue which 

receives further attention in Chapter Six below    
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mythologized nature of their characters which are apparently able to hold the 

competing interests of amour de soi and amour-propre in perfect counterpoise:  for 

pragmatists or hard-nosed sceptics, the overt appeal to an ecological S/self of mystical 

proportions may be principally what convinces them of the unrealisability of the aims 

and aspirations of deep ecology.  Indeed, Lane Jnr and Clark concede as much at one 

point in their paper:  

 

          “...we are forced to recognize that the life of the solitary walker is one that is 

          necessarily limited to a very few persons who can participate fully in the 

          experiential insight of the solitary walker only under very peculiar conditions, 

          and only for limited periods of time.” (2006, p.76) 

 

Contra Lane Jnr and Clark it might be argued that the solitary walker (and Émile) are 

far from being purely idealised portrayals when viewed against the background of 

Rousseau’s other principal work, viz. Social Contract; there, the dichotomy of 

individual will and General Will aspires to offer a practical solution to the problem of 

maintaining the desirable balance between amour de soi and amour-propre in the 

individual self.  Nevertheless, as Bate (2000) has pointed out,98 historical attempts to 

implement the spirit of Rousseau‘s Social Contract have rarely proved congenial for 

the political self, and the prospects for the ecological self might turn out to be little 

better.  In any event, Lane Jnr and Clark may have been far too acquiescent in 

conceding critics’ view that either Émile or the solitary walker represent unrealistic 

and hopelessly unattainable role models for the deep ecologist. 

 
98 See Section Two above 
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Firstly, Rousseau’s friend and contemporary, Bernardin de Saint-Pierre provides an 

eye-witness accounts of the transformation in the demeanour of Rousseau the solitary 

walker of Les Rêveries during typical strolls into the countryside: 

           

          “Above his [ie. Rousseau’s] head, a cloud brightened the further we walked on. 

          When once he was in the countryside, his facial expression became happy and 

          serene:  ‘Behold, at last’ said he, ‘No more carriages, cobbled streets and 

          crowds.’”99 

 

Whilst another of Rousseau’s contemporaries, M. Brunel, writes: 

 

          “relieved of the burdens which oppressed him, [ie. Rousseau]…he  suddenly 

          stopped to listen to the birds singing, he delighted in the marvels of Creation.”100 

 

Secondly, the connection between Rousseau’s pleasure in communing with nature 

during his country rambles and the cultivation of amour de soi seems remote until one 

reads the following passage from Book IV of Émile: 

 

          “It is an easy thing to raise [the pupil] from the study of nature to the search for 

          the author of nature…to bear in his heart virtue, not only for the love of order 

          which we all subordinate to the love of self [amour de soi] but for the love of 

          the Author of his being, a love which mingles with that self-love [amour de soi] 

          so that he may at length enjoy…the contemplation of that supreme being…” 

          (Foxley, 2004, p.333)  

 

 
99 Present writer’s translation of the passage:  “Sur son front…et des hommes.”  Cited in Les Rêveries 

du promeneur solitaire in Bernex, ed. 1970, p.16 
100 Present writer’s translation of the passage:  “soulagé du poids…de la création.” Cited in Bernex, 

ed. 1970, p.16 
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It seems clear from the above passages that the horizons of amour de soi, 

conventionally associated with relationships between earth-bound individual selves, 

has a much wider remit by extending to the cosmic and the celestial in a manner which 

is congenial to deep ecologists; and it represents an integral part of the process of the 

“transformation” of the self. 

In Rousseauean terminology the key to such transformation is a quality frequently 

associated with amour de soi in the Discourse on Inequality, and which was alluded 

to briefly above, viz. la pitié.  Under the English label of “compassion” it has attracted 

the attention of several commentators whose credentials are close to, or identical with, 

the principles of deep ecology.  Firstly, in his well-known essay “Wonder” Ronald 

Hepburn deduces a close affinity between wonder and compassion which in turn have 

gentleness as a “moral correlation” (1984, pp.145, 146).  Hepburn himself seems 

reluctant to extend wonder (and by implication, compassion) to the non-human world:  

his reference to “other-acknowledging” is subsequently qualified by the phrase “the 

otherness of one’s neighbor” (pp.144, 145); and later Hepburn emphasises: 

 

          “Respect for nature as such, and in particular for living beings, is not [Immanuel] 

          Kant’s Achtung, though it does rule out attitudes of vandalism and thoughtless 

          manipulation.” (p.145) 

 

Secondly, David E Cooper and Simon P James approach compassion in a manner more 

overtly in the deep ecology tradition.  As they explain in Buddhism, Virtue and 

Environment: 

 

          “…the Mahāyānā is proposing the radical thesis that even animals are destined 

          for Buddhahood…[and]…the set of beings destined for Buddhahood was 

          widened still further in some traditions of East Asian Mahāyānā.” (2005, p.61) 
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A further expression of the inherent compassion in Buddhism which underpins much 

of the thought in this section is the principle of “Exchanging Self and Others” which 

Cooper and James explain as: 

 

          “…the practice of imagining [oneself] as another being, and then ‘viewing 

          [oneself]’ through the eyes of this other being…This meditation is associated 

          with the practice of ‘giving and taking’, in which the mediator imagines that 

          [s/he] is breathing in the suffering of beings…” (pp.61, 62)            

 

An almost identical account of la pitié or compassion is to be found in Rousseau’s 

Essay on the Origin of Languages where he says at one point: 

          

           “How do we let ourselves be moved to pity [la pitié]?  By transporting ourselves 

          outside ourselves; by identifying with the suffering being…it is not in ourselves 

          but in him that we suffer” (Gourevitch, 1990, p.261). 

 

Finally, Nicholas Dent makes a revealing comment about compassion and 

identification in the Dictionary: 

 

          “According to Rousseau, in a compassionate response one ‘identifies’ with the 

          suffering person who is the object of concern.  [Rousseau’s] use of this term has 

          led some critics to say that the feeling of pity abolishes the distinction between 

          persons, and so does not establish any real relationship between distinct 

          individuals…This is a misunderstanding.  What [Rousseau] means is that,  

          moved by pity, one aids the sufferer with the same immediacy and spontaneity 

          as one would seek to relieve oneself of pain…one takes on another’s pain as if 

          it were one’s own; there is no loss of awareness of the separateness of the other 

          self.” (1992, pp.52, 53) 
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The “misunderstanding” by Rousseau’s critics in regard to identification between self 

and other noted here by Dent is not dissimilar to Plumwood’s (second) objection above 

to the expanded self considered above.  Accordingly, Dent’s analysis of Rousseauean 

pitié or compassion seeks to provide a coherent account of the nature of the 

identification of self and other in a manner which arguably militates against the 

Plumwood critique of the expanded self.             

Finally, in continuance of the quasi-religious theme several scholars have commented 

upon the close similarities between Rousseau’s spiritual experiences recounted in Les 

Rêveries and the principal tenets of faith of Quietism, a religious movement which 

enjoyed considerable popularity and influence amongst deists as well as opposition 

from the Roman Catholic Church, in Europe during the eighteenth century.101  The 

species of Quietism which emerged in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in 

Europe owe much to the classical schools of thought of Epicurus, Pyrrho and the Stoic 

philosophers by whom a premium was placed upon the cultivation of a psychic state 

characterized by total peace and serenity (cf. Greek “ataraxia”).  In the Eastern 

Orthodox Church, this belief led to the “heresy” of Hesychasm according to which 

“the supreme aim of life on earth is the contemplation of the uncreated light whereby 

man is ultimately united with God.”102  One of the most vocal supporters of Quietism 

in eighteenth-century France was the archbishop of Cambrai, François de Salignac de 

la Motte Fénélon (1651-1715) and in the Third Promenade Rousseau demonstrated his 

empathy with Fénélon’s views which he first acquired during his idyllic sojourn with 

Madame de Warens at Les Charmettes: 

 

 
101 Quietism is too complex philosophically and theologically to be examined here in its entirety.  

Therefore, the following account must be limited to those aspects of the doctrine relevant to the 

current analysis of Rousseau’s viewpoint      
102 Cf. entry on “Quietism” in Wikipedia [Accessed on 13 April 2019] 
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          “The rural solitude in which I passed the full flower of my youth and the study 

          of good books to which I completely devoted myself, reinforced my natural 

          tendency towards affectionate feelings for her [ie. Madame de Warens] and 

          made me almost as devout as Fénélon.” (Goulbourne, 2011, p.22)103 

 

Immediately following this touching passage, Rousseau summarizes (consciously or 

otherwise) the principal tenets of Quietism, viz. “lonely meditation”, “the study of 

nature” and “contemplation of the universe.”  Commenting upon this passage from Les 

Rêveries, Marcel Raymond infers that Rousseau had direct access to Fénélon’s 

religious publications during his residence at Les Charmettes (1970, p.150); whilst 

under the sub-heading of “Le Quiétisme de Rousseau”, Pierre Bornecque argues that 

Rousseau’s language in Les Rêveries reflects closely the religious mysticism familiar 

to the quietists, as well as possessing clear analogies with Oriental forms of spiritual 

thought. (1988, p.55) Irving Babbitt, too, underlines interesting parallels with 

Rousseau’s philosophical system in Rousseau and Romanticism in an appendix 

entitled “Chinese Primitivism:” the Chinese philosopher, Lao-tzŭ, prefigures 

Rousseau’s cosmic wholeness with a form of pantheistic unity (1991, p.395); and 

Chuang-tzŭ: 

 

           “…traces the fall of mankind from nature into artifice in a fashion that 

          anticipates very completely both Rousseau’s Discourse on the Arts and Sciences 

          and that on the Origin of Inequality…[and]…paints a highly Rousseauisitic 

          picture of man’s fall from his primitive felicity.” (p.396) 

 

Just as there is discernible common ground between ancient Oriental systems of 

thought and Rousseau’s philosophy, so aspects of Rousseau’s quietism emerge as an 

 
103 Fénélon also receives a passing reference in Book Six of the Confessions 
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influential force in modern ecological theory.  For example, in his The Tao is Silent 

Raymond M Smullyan makes the following illuminating comment: 

 

          “There is one ethical philosophy which might be characterized as “letting things 

          go their own way, not interfering, not imposing one’s will on nature, letting 

          things happen of their own accord, not trying to ‘improve’ the world, but simply 

          accepting things as they come.”  Such a philosophy is, I believe, called 

          “quietism.”” (1977, p.147) 

 

Smullyan’s equating of Quietism with “letting nature do its own thing etc” is 

significant for the present study in two ways.  Firstly, it suggests a further ground for 

the rebuttal of Butterworth’s criticism that Rousseau erroneously elevates botany over 

minerology and zoology in the Seventh Promenade:  what seems to be unique to the 

study of plants and the vegetable kingdom is that they can be studied in an informed 

way in their natural habitat in a manner which “lets them (and nature) be” (even though 

Rousseau himself does not always live up to this ideal);104 by contrast, the study of 

minerals would appear to demand considerable disturbance of the environment 

through the kind of mining activities so graphically described in the Seventh 

Promenade; whilst the successful study of animals (whether wild or domesticated) 

which so frequently ends up at the dissecting table or in the slaughterhouse (again 

vividly described by Rousseau in the Seventh Promenade) is hardly an example of 

letting animals or nature “be.”   

Secondly, the quietistic notion of “letting things be to go their own way and do their 

own thing” etc has echoes of Martin Heidegger’s later philosophy.  Heidegger’s 

 
104 Cf. note 81 above 
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concept of Gelassenheit is variously translated as “releasement”105 and, in somewhat 

more convoluted terms: 

 

          “…the spirit of disponibilité [availability] before What-is which permits us 

          simply to let things be in whatever may be their uncertainty and their mystery.” 

          (Scott, 1969, p.xiii) 

 

Finally, in discussing the German mystic, Meister Eckhart, G A Magee explains that: 

 

          “The concept of Gellasenheit bears comparison to the Daoist idea of wu wei, 

          which is an approach to life in which one does not attempt to force anything –  

          neither self nor world -- to be something it is not.  To “let beings be” means 

          allowing them to show forth what they are, rather than treating them as mere 

          tools for use.” (2010, p.473) 

 

Arguably, however, both “releasement” and “letting be” capture the root meaning of 

Gelassenheit as is demonstrated by Tristan Moyle in his discussion of the “self-moving 

life of the inner man” in Eckhart’s philosophy: 

 

          “…we must release [my emphasis] ourselves into this interior activity from 

          which we receive life and spirit…we let [my emphasis] ourselves be moved 

          from within by a spontaneity that both belongs to us and gives to us the life that 

          we live.” (2005, p.119) 

 

What is clear is that the concept of Gelassenheit, or something equivalent to it, lies at 

the heart of Rousseau’s own proto-ecological leanings expressed in Les Rêveries.106  

Furthermore, that a close affinity between Rousseau’s and Heidegger’s respective 

 
105 Cf. eg. “Conversation on a country path” in the Discourse on Thinking, p.61  
106 Quietism as a conceptual thread common to Rousseau and Heidegger is considered further in 

Chapter Five below    
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approaches to ecology is evident from the following remark by Michael E Zimmerman 

in relation to Gelassenheit: 

 

          “Heidegger’s notion that humans are most free when they “let beings be” has 

          been taken up by some radical environmentalists, who object to treating nature 

          merely as an instrument for human ends.” (1995, p.246) 

  

Thus, by embracing the spirit of Eckhart’s Gelassenheit, as well as anticipating its 

adoption by Heidegger, the ecological self of Les Rêveries emerges as a direct 

progenitor of modern ecological thinking.                      

 

Section 2.4  Summary and conclusions 

In Section One the cultural phenomenon of European Romanticism re-emerges and is 

considered in terms of its relevance to concerns about the relationship of man to the 

environment:  several late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century thinkers, notably 

Wordsworth, Blake, Byron and the lesser known poet, Mark Akenside (1721-1770), 

were uniformly unnerved by the direction which contemporary society was taking, 

driven by the relentless advances in science and technology during the Industrial 

Revolution. 

Such concerns find further expression in modern-day Green Party politics, as well as 

in branches of environmental philosophy, such as Arne Naess’ “deep ecology.”  Yet, 

even the deep ecology movement itself is beset with competing viewpoints, such as 

the debate between Warwick Fox and Val Plumwood in which disagreement arises 

about how far alignment of self and its natural environment is desirable or tenable.   
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Section Two opened with a brief analysis of the troublesome concept of “Nature” 

which is, of course, crucial to any discussion of the self’s relationship to its 

environment.  For socio-political purposes, that relationship needs to be analysed 

within the context of early man’s emergence from the primitive, pre-societal, condition 

into the sophisticated and technologically-advanced state associated with a stable and 

settled political community.  Rousseau provides his own version of such developments 

in the Second Discourse, but his account has been subjected to a sustained critique by 

the Rousseauean scholar, Marc F Plattner. 

Furthermore, Rousseau’s own stance towards the prevailing Enlightenment theory and 

practice is paradoxical:  he openly condemns much of the scientific establishment of 

his day, yet Les Rêveries reveal a Romantic nature-lover who is ready to pursue his 

botanical studies with the very same scientific vigour for which he blamed the 

mineralogists and the zoologists.  

Section Three considered in more detail the religio-spiritual implications of 

Rousseau’s sense of oneness with nature which is a constantly recurring theme in Les 

Rêveries; and Rousseau views nature as the portal through which that communion with 

both Planet Earth and the Cosmos is achieved.  Rousseau’s predilection for botany in 

the Les Rêveries is challenged by Butterworth on two grounds, but it is argued here 

that in both instances the criticism of Rousseau’s position is misconceived. 

The religio-spiritual outlook which emerges from Les Rêveries appears to be 

conceptually related to “Quietism”; as such, Rousseau’s thinking can be seen as part 

of a continuous thread running through the philosophical and theological traditions 

which originate with the German mystic, Meister Eckhart’s, focus upon Gelassenheit 

(“revealing” or “letting be”) and is resurrected in the twentieth century by Martin 

Heidegger. 
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Thus, the ecological self reflects facets of both Romanticism and Quietism in its quest 

to establish an ethical relationship between man and his terrestrial environment.  But 

that relationship extends further, assuming a mystical, cosmic, experience which 

reflects elements of Zen Buddhism, as well as of deep ecology. 
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      CHAPTER THREE:  THE POLITICAL SELF IN HEIDEGGER 

 

In this chapter the orientation turns towards Martin Heidegger as a political thinker, 

and Section One seeks to analyse the political self primarily through the perspective 

of Sein und Zeit (“Being and Time”).  With the profile of Heidegger’s political self 

having been established within the philosophical context of Being and Time, Section 

Two then explores conceptual associations between Being and Time and the ideology 

of National Socialism; Section Three draws conclusions about the resulting role played 

by Dasein (or the Heideggerian political self) within the National Socialist regime 

during its hegemony in Germany during the 1930s and 1940s.  

 

3.1  The political self in Being and Time 

Before analysing the nature of Heidegger’s political self, this section commences with 

a brief contextual account of the purpose and structure of Being and Time as a whole.  

In its historical context, Being and Time can perhaps best be viewed as a reaction 

against the influential philosophical trend of the early years of the twentieth century 

represented by the work of the “Vienna Circle” (which counted the British-born 

analytical philosopher, A J Ayer, amongst its participating members).  The Vienna 

Circle of the 1930s argued for a species of Logical Positivism according to which all 

and only true propositions are deemed to be either tautological (ie. true by definition) 

or empirical (ie. verifiable through observation and experiment). 

By contrast, the brand of phenomenology set forth in Being and Time argues for the 

primacy of the “universal phenomenological ontology” (or, more simply, the study of 

the concept of “Being”) in any legitimate philosophical inquiry; and according to 

Heidegger’s view, it therefore follows that the ontological project should be pursued 
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in advance of any appeals to logical analysis or empirical investigation.  Finally, 

despite the arguably opaque and abstruse language in which he frequently couches the 

ontological content of Being and Time, Heidegger would subsequently inspire 

existentialist thinkers such as Sartre and de Beauvoir, as well as phenomenologist 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty. 

As noted in the Introduction above, Heidegger’s phenomenological approach likewise 

dismisses Cartesian metaphysics which depends upon the presumption of an 

ontological distinction between self (res cogitans) and the external world (res extensa):  

instead, the phenomenological self (or Dasein, literally ”there-being”) exists and is 

conscious of itself as “being-in-the-world”, a concept having profound implications, 

especially for the later Heidegger’s preoccupation with holism and wholeness which 

is, in turn, central to the “politico-ecological self” of the current thesis.  Indeed, at one 

point in The Basic Problems of Phenomenology (1927) Heidegger expresses the 

situation thus: 

 

          “Self and the world belong together…not [as] two beings, like subject and 

          object…[but as]…the unity of Being-in-the-world” (Hofstadter, 1988, p.297). 

 

However, as Being and Time makes clear, the sense of “being-in” or “Being-in” is not 

spatial or temporal in the sense in which water is said to be in a glass or an item of 

clothing in a wardrobe; rather, the sense is essentially a relational one, ie. a way of the 

self’s being towards or alongside the contents of the world.107  It is against this broad 

phenomenological background that the political self in Being and Time can now be 

usefully examined. 

 
107 See esp. para 12 and the accompanying footnotes in Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993   
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The theme of holism which this thesis argues underpins the political (as well as the 

ecological) self in Heidegger’s philosophy is actually discernible prior to Being and 

Time.  Indeed, in an early lecture delivered at Freiburg in February 1919 the concept 

of being-in-the-world famously emerges in the course of Heidegger’s impressions on 

entering the lecture hall where he says of the speaker’s lectern: 

 

          “I see the lectern at a single stroke, as it were; I don’t see it in isolation, I see the 

          lectern adjusted too high for me…I see the lectern in an orientation, in a lighting 

          against a background…these are not things with a definite character of meaning, 

          objects, moreover conceived as meaning this or that, but the signified aspect is 

          the primary experience, which presents itself to me directly, without any mental 

          detour via a grasping of things.” (Safranski, 1998, p.95). 

 

What Heidegger seems to be saying here is that the lectern is not, and cannot be, 

observed or experienced as some free-floating entity existing in splendid Cartesian 

isolation from its surroundings and independently from the observer; instead, it is the 

spatial world in toto of which the lectern is a part which represents the primordial 

observation or experience through (and only through) which individual entities can 

themselves be comprehended by Dasein.  In section 15 of Being and Time, the lectern 

example is replaced by that of a hammer and its cognate activity of hammering: 

 

          “The hammering does not simply have knowledge about the hammer’s character  

          as equipment…where something is put to use, our concern subordinates itself to 

          the “in-order-to” which is constitutive for the equipment we are employing at 

          the time…” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.98). 

 

Previously, Heidegger has explained that: 
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          “To the Being of any equipment there always belongs a totality of  

          equipment…Equipment is essentially ‘something-in-order-to…’  A totality of 

          equipment is constituted by various ways of the ‘in-order-to’, such as 

          serviceability, conduciveness, usability, manipulability.” (p.97). 

 

In introducing the concept of “in-order-to” in the above passages from Being and Time, 

Heidegger appears to emphasize that the “being” of an item of equipment (be it a 

hammer or whatever) resides primarily in its functionality, ie. its essential capacity to 

serve a purpose which contributes to some greater whole.  Now, students of social and 

political philosophy will know that “functionalism” is closely allied to some holistic 

forms of socio-political analysis and explanation; and in marked contrast to 

“methodological individualism” (MI), the primary focus of such analysis and 

explanation centers upon groups or classes rather than upon the individuals who 

comprise them, with Marxism arguably being the most famous (or infamous) example 

of functionalist/holistic forms of socio-political explanation.108  Accordingly, the 

immediate question in relation to Heidegger’s political self in Being and Time is 

whether it, too, has a function analogous to that of the lectern or the hammer. 

In fact, several Heideggerian scholars have identified the functionalist nature of the 

Dasein in Being and Time.  Firstly, Alfred Denker notes that: 

 

          “The world appresents the being-there [Dasein?] of others in their functioning. 

          A human being is what he does.  In this way, Heidegger reduces the being of  

          being-there to a functioning…[Heidegger] replaces the concept of substance 

          with that of function.” (Wrathall ed. 2013, p.74)  

 

 
108 For an informative account of the operative differences between functionalism and MI, cf. eg. John 

Elster’s “Marxism, functionalism, and game theory:  a case for methodological individualism” pp.22-

40 and G A Cohen’s “Reply to Elster on ‘Marxism, functionalism, and game theory’” pp.41-53 in 

Matravers and Pike eds. 2003 
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Secondly, in his own contribution to the Companion collection, Wrathall himself 

explains that: 

 

          “…Heidegger’s discussion of understanding is intended primarily to describe 

          the formal structure of understanding in general, for the purpose of explaining 

          what function understanding plays in world disclosure…A structure is 

          fundamental if it contributes to the primary function of the thing in question.  In 

          the analytic of Dasein, the primary function of understanding is world 

          disclosure.” (pp.178, 188). 

 

Finally, the implicit holism in Being and Time is noted by Stephen Mulhall in his 

commentary on sections 9 to 24 where he contrasts Heidegger’s project with that of 

Descartes: 

 

          “An account of Dasein’s average everydayness is used to demonstrate that the 

          Being of Dasein is Being-in-the-world, which is an essentially unitary or holistic 

          phenomenon.” (2005, pp.35, 36). 

 

Given that the functionalism – holism nexus has been established as a feature of the 

Dasein or self of Being and Time, it is now à propos to consider what role it plays in 

articulating Heidegger’s political self more broadly.  At first blush, Heidegger’s own 

mode of expression in section 7 of Being and Time seems to support an MI 

interpretation rather than a functionalist/holistic one: 

 

          “Being…is no class or genus of entities; yet it pertains to every entity…the 

          transcendence of Dasein’s Being is distinctive in that it implies the possibility 

          and the necessity of the most radical individuation.” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 

          1993, p.62). 
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Here, Heidegger’s “radikalsten individuation” is associated with Dasein’s 

“transcendence”; but in what does this transcendence consist, and what light does it 

shed on the MI – functionalism/holism dichotomy?  According to Zimmerman (1986): 

 

          “As transcendence, we are not ego-subjects locked within the “sphere of 

          immanence.”  Instead, we are always in the world…When engrossed in reading   

          the morning paper or when driving down the street, I usually do not perceive 

          myself as an isolated subject.  In fact, I often forget myself and simply become 

          an element in the activity which engages me.” (pp.26, 27). 

 

Thus, if Zimmerman’s interpretation of Heideggerian transcendence is correct, then 

the “radical individuation” possesses little in common with the Cartesian model of the 

individuated res cogitans subsisting as an entity separate and distinct from the external 

world of res extensa; rather, for all the transcendence of its Being, Dasein or the self 

assumes a distinctly functionalist character (in Zimmerman’s words:  “[I] simply 

become an element in the activity which engages me”), suggesting the self’s 

underlying holistic credentials.  Similarly, several other passages in Being and Time 

arguably lend to the political self an holistic colouring and, in doing so, serve to fuel 

the wider debate about the relationship between Heidegger’s early writings and 

contemporary political developments in Germany.  By way of example, in the 

conclusion to section 27 it is stated that: 

 

          “…there is ontologically a gap109 separating the selfsameness of the 

          authentically existing Self from the identity of that “I”…(Macquarrie and 

          Robinson, 1993, p.168). 

 

 
109 The original German text which reads “eine Kluft” is arguably more accurately rendered by the 

emphatic “a chasm” in preference to the Macquarrie and Robinson translation at this point  
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The conscious placing of the authentic self in opposition to the “I” in this passage 

might be intended to convey the idea that the former lacks the “individuation” 

possessed by the latter; yet, only a few pages earlier in section 25, Heidegger says that 

“[t]he word ‘I’ is to be understood only in the sense of a non-committal formal 

indicator…” (pp.151,152).  It therefore remains somewhat obscure how far the “I” is 

to be regarded as embodying the individual characteristics conventionally associated 

with the first person pronoun and further, therefore, in precisely what the gap (or 

chasm) with the self of section 27 consists. 

By contrast, other references to the self in Being and Time are perhaps somewhat less 

opaque.  In fact, it is the account of Dasein in section 74 (sub-headed “The Basic 

Constitution of Historicality”) which arguably provides the most revealing statement 

of Heidegger’s concept of the political self; it has also been a trigger for much of the 

subsequent debate amongst scholars regarding the author’s precise relationship to the 

underlying ideology of National Socialism.  Towards the end of the section, Heidegger 

writes: 

 

          “…if fateful Dasein, as Being-in-the-world, exists essentially as Being-with- 

          Others, its historizing is a co-historizing and is determinative for it as destiny. 

          This is how we designate the historizing of the community, of a 

          people…Destiny is not something that puts itself together out of individual fates, 

          any more than Being-with-one-another can be conceived as the occurring 

          together of several Subjects.” (p.436). 

 

Not only is this passage a candid vision of the political self, or the politically-orientated 

Dasein, but can also be viewed as something of a curtain-raiser for the subsequent, and 

even more overtly political, Nature, History, State seminar.  In any event, several 

significant aspects of the Dasein emerge from the above account.  Firstly, the anti-



 

112 
 

Cartesian assumptions about the self are implied in the use of the composite and 

hyphenated attributes of “being-in-the-world” and “being-with-others” (the latter of 

which neatly sidesteps the famous philosophical problem of “other minds”).  More 

importantly, perhaps, it serves to emphasise the predominantly holistic conceptual 

underpinnings of Dasein and the holistic theme is clearly discernible, too, in 

Heidegger’s analysis of Dasein’s relationship to “destiny” (Geschick) and to “fate” 

(Schicksal):  whatever fate it might possess in its individual capacity, the authentic self 

or Dasein exists as part of a “historizing” (or more accurately, a “co-historizing”) 

process reflected in a corporate working out of destiny in which its private fate 

becomes a mere incidental detail. 

Secondly, that corporate destiny is said by Heidegger to find expression in the 

community (der Gemeinschaft) and the people (das Volk); and these two concepts not 

only feature prominently in the highly politicized Nature, History, State seminar but 

also play into the later narrative of National Socialist ideology which systematically 

subordinates the interests of the individual citizen to those of the Reich.  Thirdly, it is 

this process of “absorption” into the greater whole which, for Heidegger, constitutes 

and guarantees Dasein’s authenticity and its self-realisation, as Richard Wolin explains 

in his commentary upon section 74: 

 

          “Authentic Selfhood is thus only fully actualized within a historically given 

           “collectivity.”  The demands of Being-with prohibit resolute Dasein from 

          subsisting in a state of hermetic isolation, however “authentic”…[Dasein’s] true 

          realization of Selfhood will only emerge when its particularity as an individual 

          Dasein is surmounted and the heartland of authentic Being-with-others has been 

          attained.” (1990, p.61).  
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Finally, the above account in section 74 relating to the attainment of a corporate or 

holistic Being-with as the key to Dasein’s authenticity seems in marked contrast to the 

Being-with of section 27, sub-headed “Everyday Being-one’s-Self and the “They”.”  

Indeed, according to this latter account, the (quotidian) Being-with, or more 

specifically Being-with-one-another, is seen as the hallmark of an inauthentic Dasein 

through its “subjection to Others” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.164).  

Furthermore, Heidegger’s characterisations of “authenticity” (Eigentlichkeit) and 

“inauthenticity” (Uneigentlichkeit) as applied to, and exhibited by, their respective 

Daseins are less helpful than they might be in resolving the potential conflict between 

sections 27 and 74.   

Beginning with section 27, Heidegger represents authentic Dasein in the following 

terms: 

 

          “Authentic Being-one’s-Self does not rest upon an exceptional condition of the  

          subject, a condition that has been detached from the “they”; it is rather an  

          existentiell modification of the “they” – as an essential existentiale.” (p.168) 

 

Whilst inauthentic Dasein is described thus: 

 

          “The “they” is an existentiale; and as a primordial phenomenon, it belongs to 

          Dasein’s positive constitution.  It itself has, in turn, various possibilities of 

          becoming concrete as something characteristic of Dasein…” (p.167) 

 

Here, the fact that the authentic Dasein is said to be a mere “modification” of its 

inauthentic twin and, further, that the inauthentic Dasein is “primordially” related to 
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the “positive [or authentic?] constitution” of its authentic counterpart suggests that 

authentic and inauthentic Daseins are ontologically indistinguishable.  Hence, it is 

difficult to see clear blue water between them on the strength of the section 27 account. 

Turning to section 74, initially there once again appears to be a close propinquity 

shared by the authentic and the inauthentic Dasein: 

 

          “…it [ie. the inauthentic Dasein] has been submitted to a ‘world’, and exists  

          factically with Others.  Proximally and for the most part the Self is lost in the  

          “they”.  It understands itself in terms of those possibilities of existence which  

          ‘circulate’ in the ‘average’ public way of interpreting Dasein today.  These  

          possibilities have mostly been made unrecognizable by ambiguity…The  

          authentic existentiell understanding is so far from extricating itself from the way  

          of interpreting Dasein which has come down to us…” (p.435) 

 

However, Dasein’s “thrownness” and “historicality” (ie. the historical. cultural and 

intellectual epoch in which it contingently finds itself) provides the means by which it 

can yet achieve authenticity: 

 

          “The resoluteness in which Dasein comes back to itself, discloses current  

          factical possibilities of authentic existing, and discloses them in terms of the  

          heritage which that resoluteness, as thrown, takes over.” (p.435) 

 

Heidegger’s focus here upon its appreciation of historicality, or heritage, as the key to 

Dasein’s authenticity has very obvious echoes, of course, with elements of National 
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Socialist ideology, in particular those centered around the German Volk and its 

mystical associations with Blut und Boden.110      

Thus, section 74 represents something of an improvement over section 27 in seeking 

to reconcile the tensions which underlie the concepts of the holistic authentic Dasein 

of section 74, and the equally holistic inauthentic Dasein of section 27; nevertheless, 

Heidegger’s authenticity/inauthenticity account represents a persistent problem 

conceptually which will be met with again later in this chapter.111  

 

Section 3.2  The role of Being and Time in the ideology of National Socialism 

Although a vocal critic of Heidegger’s associations with National Socialism, Wolin 

firmly eschews all suggestion of a simplistic causal connection between the 

composition of Being and Time and Heidegger’s membership of, and initial support 

for, the Nazi regime: 

 

          “Heidegger’s involvement with National Socialism…was far from being an 

          adventitious, merely biographical episode…This claim no way entails the  

          assumption that Nazism is somehow a necessary and inevitable outgrowth of the  

          philosophy of Being and Time.  It does suggest, however, that the politics of the 

          Nazi movement emphatically satisfied the desiderata of authentic historical 

          commitment adumbrated in that work.” (1990, p.66)112    

 

However, he is equally clear about the contingent, factual, connection.  For example, 

he argues that Heideggerian concepts, such as das Man and “Everydayness” 

(Alltäglichkeit) are inimical to democratic forms of government (p.88) including, of 

 
110 Cf. Mosse’s analysis of the Volk in Chapter Four below 
111 See esp. pp.140ff. below 
112 See also Wolin’s accompanying explanatory note 119 at p.183   
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course, the Weimar Republic.  Wolin makes the connection equally explicitly in 

several other passages from Politics; for example, he detects what might be described 

as a “cross-fertilization” between Heidegger's innate political instincts in the 1920s 

and the broad message contained in Being and Time.  According to Wolin, there is: 

 

          “...an extraphilosophical, ideological-cultural dimension that plays a critical role 

          in the realization of the conceptual plan of Being and Time...the so-called 

          conservative revolutionary world-view that became so influential among the 

          German mandarin intelligentsia in the middle to late 1920s; a world view that, 

          in many crucial respects, laid the intellectual foundations of Hitler's rise to  

          power.” (1990, p.20)113 

 

Furthermore: 

 

          “We know that during the years 1933-34, Heidegger went to great lengths to 

          justify his partisanship for National Socialism in categories explicitly culled 

          from the theoretical framework of Being and Time; categories such as 

          “decision,” “resolve,” “fate,” “authenticity,” and so forth.” (p.21) 

 

Finally, Wolin concludes:         

  

          “...in the mind of [Heidegger] himself, there existed profound affinities between 

          his project for the historical reclamation of being and German National 

          Socialism...” (p.129) 

 

 
113 Also cf. note 115 below. That the “ideas of 1914” were a preoccupation of Hitler is clear from the 

frequent references in eg. Hitler's Table Talk.    
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In similar vein, in the sequel study entitled The Heidegger Controversy (1993), Wolin 

quotes and endorses Otto Pöggeler's theory of the “essential element of continuity 

linking the early and later Heidegger.” (p.7)114 

We now turn to Julian Young's defence of Heidegger in the first volume of his trilogy, 

Heidegger, philosophy, Nazism (1998).  Young's first move is to address the charge 

that Being and Time possesses causal responsibility, either philosophical or historical, 

for its author's subsequent political entanglements. (1998, pp.52, 53)  According to 

Young, there could be no causal responsibility unless “...Heidegger misunderstood his 

own work;” (p.53) and even more emphatically: 

 

          “...Being and Time cannot possibly have been causally responsible for 

          Heidegger's involvement [in National Socialism].  For...Heidegger did little 

          more than insert himself into a well-established tradition of political thinking    

          that antedated his birth by many years.” (p.53)115 

 

Young thereby concludes that the contents of Being and Time did not “generate” 

Heidegger's political ideas or leanings; instead, any influence which the work 

exercised over Heidegger's subsequent political career is attributable rather to 

“infection” or “implication.”  Young's choice of terminology here to describe the 

relationship between Being and Time and Heidegger’s politics is unfortunate, to say 

the least.  Notwithstanding the negative connotations which conventionally attach to 

these two expressions, if I am “infected” by a disease, say, then the subsequent course 

of the infection is characterised as much by the effect of my naturally bodily defences 

upon the disease, as its effect upon me; similarly, in the case of “implication:”  a 

 
114 Here, “early” Heidegger clearly alludes to the composition and contents of Being and Time, whilst 

“later” Heidegger is most likely represented by what Wolin refers to at p.11 of The Heidegger 

Controversy as the “pro-Nazi texts of the early 1930s.”  For further confirmation of this point the 

reader should consult Pattison (2000)        
115 Young no doubt has in mind here the “ideas of 1914.”  Cf. note 113 above     
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conspirator such as Robert Catesby or Guy Fawkes “implicated” in the Gunpowder 

Plot of 1605 exercised no less a causal influence upon the course and direction of the 

plot than its causal influence upon the conspirators’ personal thoughts and actions. 

Hence, the choice of terminology to convey the idea that the contents of Being and 

Time represent something wholly causally unrelated to Heidegger's subsequent 

political direction seems singularly inopportune.  One explanation for Young’s 

portrayal of Being and Time as a merely accidental and unrelated by-product in 

Heidegger’s odyssey from conventional political thinker in the 1920s to formal Nazi 

Party member in 1933 immediately suggests itself:  perhaps the book is otherwise 

sufficiently toxic with latent National Socialist ideology that it could plausibly be 

interpreted as an early blueprint for Nazism, or as a call-to-arms for future National 

Socialists, including of course Heidegger himself. 

In defence of Young’s view, it is probably historically accurate to conclude that the 

immediate impact of Being and Time in nascent Nazi Party circles in 1927 and 

thereafter was minimal; indeed, one is hard pressed to find any surviving sources to 

indicate that Nazi paladins such as Hitler, Goebbels or Rudolf Hess, were even aware 

of Heidegger's book, and much less whether they would have understood its contents.  

Thus, Young is probably safe to downplay Being and Time's influence as causally 

responsible for the swelling of Nazi Party ranks with the likes of Heidegger and others.  

However, this concession to Young comes with an important caveat:  as research by 

Hugo Ott has revealed, a professional clique of Nazi sympathizers in the German 

academic world had in fact been manoeuvring secretly for Heidegger's appointment as 

the new Rector of Freiburg University in early 1933. (Ott, 1993, pp.140-148)  The 

obvious question is why Martin Heidegger, a man wholly lacking the qualifications or 

experience necessary for the overall supervision of a prestigious university, should 

have been sponsored for the position at all, if not because of what were perceived to 
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be his overt National Socialist credentials.  It seems at least plausible, therefore, that 

Heidegger's associates had already discerned a link between his political stance and 

his most ambitious academic work to date.  Thus, the accounts advanced respectively 

by Wolin and Young represent virtually polarized opposites in the debate about the 

status of Being and Time within the historical and cultural contexts of National 

Socialism;116 and the jury remains out on the issue of where the truth ultimately lies.  

Therefore, in an effort to make further progress in the debate, we shall now focus in 

more detail upon several key concepts in Being and Time to see whether they can cast 

any additional light on the matter.  We shall take as our core concept “the 

authenticity/inauthenticity” dichotomy. 

The authenticity/inauthenticity dichotomy (Eigentlichkeit and Uneigentlichkeit 

respectively) features quite early on in Being and Time where every Dasein is said by 

Heidegger to be “...in one or other of these two modes, or else is modally 

undifferentiated.” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.78)  This latter 

"undifferentiated" modal class is admittedly a trifle mysterious; and as this “modalen 

Indifferenz” does not appear anywhere else in the main text of Being and Time it seems 

safe to conclude that, for all practical purposes at any one moment in time, a Dasein 

will always modally be either authentic or inauthentic.  Heidegger paves the way for 

these two modal exemplars a few pages earlier where he explains that: 

           

          “As modes of Being, authenticity and inauthenticity...are both grounded in the 

          fact that any Dasein whatsoever is characterized by mineness...Dasein can be 

          characterized by inauthenticity - when busy, when excited, when interested, 

          when ready for enjoyment.” (p.68) 

 

 
116 Strictly, the polar opposite to Young is probably to be found in Farias' Heidegger et le nazisme.   

However, Farias' conclusions are regarded by most academics as simply too extreme. 
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The next extended discussions of the dichotomy are in the less commonly studied 

Division Two of Heidegger's book where they occupy part of section 53 and most of 

54.  In the former section we learn that: 

           

          “Dasein is authentically itself only to the extent that, as concernful Being- 

          alongside and solicitous Being-with, it projects itself upon its own most 

          potentiality-for-Being rather than upon the possibility of the they-self.” (p.308)  

   

In the latter section the authentic Dasein is consistently contrasted with the inauthentic 

“they,” as in the following extract: 

           

          “Authentic Being-one's-Self takes the definite form of an existential 

          modification of the ‘they’…[inauthentic] Dasein make [sic] no choices, gets 

          carried along by the nobody, and thus ensnares itself in inauthenticity.” (p.312) 

 

It is clear from the last quote that Heidegger identifies inauthenticity with the “they” 

(“das Man”), a concept closely associated with the related idea of “everydayness” 

(“Alltäglichkeit”).  However, the most important principle to emerge in both of the 

above quotes is that authentic Dasein is the polar opposite of the (inauthentic) they-

self; and in a much earlier passage from Being and Time Heidegger explains that 

authentic Dasein is in a constant struggle against the insidious effects of inauthenticity.  

Indeed, Dasein is at risk of “subjection” (“Bottmässigkeit”) to the inauthentic “they,” 

with its very “being” being “dissolved” into the Being of “the others” and its 

authenticity being stolen away by the lure of mass-consumerism in the shape of 

popular entertainment and pleasure-seeking, as well as pulp literature, art, and so on. 

(p.164)  Here, Heidegger’s championing of the authentic Dasein over and above the 

plebeian predilections and preoccupations of the (inauthentic) masses might be 
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interpreted as nothing more than a relatively harmless example of cultural elitism.  

Conversely, however, and as we shall consider below, there may be altogether 

potentially more sinister political implications at work. 

The concept of “everydayness” is explored in the same section of Being and Time as 

that of the “They” and Heidegger explains that: 

          

          “Dasein's everyday possibilities of Being are for the Others to dispose of as they 

          please...The “they,” which is nothing definite, and which all are, though not as 

          the sum, prescribes the kind of Being of everydayness.” (p.164)  

 

In this section of Being and Time Heidegger identifies the “they” and “everydayness” 

with the ideas of “averageness” (“Durchschnittlichkeit”) and “levelling down” 

(“Einebnung”).  Hence, Heidegger’s distrust of, and perhaps even contempt for, 

democratic institutions is clearly on display in these passages. 

To appreciate fully the political significance of authenticity/inauthenticity we need to 

trace its roots back to the nineteenth century.  In fact, the idea of seeking out one’s 

“authentic self” arguably begins with pre-nineteenth century thinkers such as 

Montaigne and Rousseau themselves.  But it is, arguably, the existentialist philosopher 

Søren Kierkegaard who first applies the concept in a recognisably politico-religious 

context and is perhaps the direct inspiration for Heidegger's own version of the 

authentic Dasein.  Indeed, in his introductory study of Kierkegaard, John Caputo traces 

an explicit conceptual relationship between Either/Or (1843) and Being and Time, 

reflected in “authentic resoluteness” (Caputo, 2007, p.37) and the 

authentic/inauthentic dichotomy. (pp.42, 105)  In another of his works, viz. Fear and 

Trembling (also published in 1843) Kierkegaard cites the Old Testament patriarch, 

Abraham, as a “Knight of Faith” who achieves authentic selfhood by his willingness 
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to sacrifice his only son, Isaac, in unquestioning obedience to God’s command:117 

Abraham is an example of someone who achieves authenticity by the famous 

Kierkegaardian “teleological suspension of the ethical.”  

If ex hypothesi we allow Caputo’s thesis of a continuous thread running from 

Kierkegaard to Heidegger, it is instructive to consider how Being and Time modifies 

or extends the original concept of Kierkegaardian authenticity in ways that are 

recognisable in National Socialist Germany from the 1920s onwards.  Firstly, the 

teleological suspension of the ethical, whereby an individual feels her/himself subject 

to a higher political calling and no longer bound by ordinary or conventional political 

constraints, is one which has very obvious echoes in Hitler’s Third Reich.  Of course, 

probably few rank-and-file supporters of National Socialism in 1927 could have 

predicted the genocidal turn which Nazism would take in subsequent years, 

notwithstanding the blatant anti-Semitism and violent imagery found within the pages 

of Mein Kampf.  Nevertheless, the example of Hitler and Nazism serves as a sobering 

reminder that the concept of authenticity and its consequences, reaching back through 

Heidegger to Kierkegaard, at least possesses the potential to spiral away out of control 

in ways which Kierkegaard himself could never have envisaged. 

Secondly, Being and Time makes an important modification to the accepted 

Kierkegaardian formula by introducing the notion of a “collective authenticity” 

possessed by individuals as a homogeneous group: 

 

          “But if fateful Dasein, as Being-in-the-world, exists essentially in Being-with- 

          Others, its historizing is a co-historizing and is determinative for it as  

          destiny [Geschick].  This is how we designate the historicizing of the  

 
117 This strange and disturbing episode can be found in chapter 22 of the book of Genesis. 
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          community, of a people.” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.436)118 

 

Instances of a people's community (in German, “Volksgemeinschaft”), demonstrating 

a community-based authenticity, and identifiable in Germany in the early decades of 

the twentieth century, are legion.  For example, there was the Stahlhelm or League of 

Steel Helmets, a First World War veterans association which sought to commemorate 

and keep alive the spirit of comradeship of the trenches, based upon Germanic pre-

War ideals.  For the younger fraternity, there was the Wandervogel:  this was a kind of 

youth scout movement where groups of youths and teenagers would go on camping 

trips, rejoicing in the “authenticity” of the traditional romantic and unspoiled 

countryside; and Heidegger's own contribution involved the creation of a 

Dozentenakademie, or “monastery for philosophers,” whereby teachers and students 

from  the university were to spend time together "in retreat" in and around the 

countryside near to Todtnauberg; and its inspiration  probably owed something to the 

Wandervogel.119  Finally, the alleged wrongs inflicted upon Germany by the post-war 

settlement terms of the Versailles Treaty doubtless acted as a rallying point around 

which the “authentic” German Volk could gather in order to press for restitution of its 

rights and of its pre-war territories.  Indeed, opposition to Versailles (and criticism of 

the Weimar government's acquiescence) was a creed preached by German political 

parties across the board in Germany in the 1920s, from communists to nationalists 

alike.  Hence, this sense of völkisch authenticity appears to have been deeply ingrained 

in the political consciousness at virtually every level of German society. 

Let us now consider the Wolin-Young debate as it relates to the concept of 

authenticity.  We have already seen, of course, how authentic Dasein's escape from a 

 
118 See also editors' comments on Schicksal and Geschick at p.436 note 1   
119 For details of Heidegger’s failed scheme, see Safranski, esp. pp.279, 280.  
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condition of inauthenticity lies in the exercise of authentic choice.120  It is this authentic 

choice-making which Wolin describes as being “...on the threshold of 

Heideggerianism as a decisionism” (1990, p.37); furthermore, he infers a causal link 

between the “decisionistic ethical vacuum” (p.65) and Heidegger's later turn to 

Nazism.  This vacuum: 

 

          “...coupled with the prejudicial nature of Heidegger's conservative revolutionary  

          degradation of the modern life-world, suggests an undeniable theoretical 

          cogency behind Heidegger's ignominious life-choice of 1933...the National 

          Socialist movement presented itself as a plausible material ‘filling’ for the empty 

          vessel of authentic decision...The summons toward an ‘authentic historical 

          destiny’ enunciated in Being and Time was thus provided with an ominously   

          appropriate response by Germany's National Revolution.” (p.65)      

 

Young's response is that the Wolin thesis utterly fails to take account of the individual 

capacity for freedom of choice which, he contends, authentic choice-making 

necessarily implies: 

 

          “Authenticity is a necessarily individual accomplishment.  It cannot be made to 

          happen by totalitarian means...But, so I wish to suggest, a totalitarian regime (an 

          efficient one), no matter how 'enlightened', cannot even foster authenticity.”  

          (1998, p.77) 

 

Young concludes that:  “...Being and Time, far from committing Heidegger to fascism, 

actually forbids such a commitment.” (p.78)  Thus, what seems to be fundamentally at 

issue here in the Wolin-Young debate is their opposing stances on the relationship 

 
120 See quote from p.312 of Being and Time above. 
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between Heideggerian authenticity and the political concept known as “decisionism.” 

and it is this, therefore, to which we must now briefly turn. 

The decisionism which Wolin identifies above as being at the heart of Heidegger’s 

thought is usually associated with Carl Schmitt (1888-1985).  Schmittian decisionism 

is a form of legal positivism, the most significant aspect of which is the belief that it is 

not the independence or objectivity of legal principles which confer validity upon the 

laws of a state, but rather the fact that such laws have been enacted by, and in 

accordance with, the formally and duly designated legislative organs of the state; 

hence, decisionism can also be interpreted as an extreme form of pragmatic 

conventionalism.  As a National Socialist theoretician Schmitt himself, along with 

most other Nazi Party paladins, used decisionism as the basis for seeking to justify 

National Socialist policies, both during the existence of the Third Reich and in the 

post-war Nuremberg trials for war crimes. 

Young rejects Wolin’s account of Being and Time as a fundamentally decisionist 

document on two fronts; firstly, he challenges the assumed correlation between 

Heidegger’s decisionism and National Socialism:  as late as 1933 Heidegger’s 

authentic choice-making was adaptable, both philosophically and politically, equally 

to communism or the moribund Weimar Republic or to Hitler’s NSDAP. (Young, 

1998, p.73)  Indeed, “...Being and Time leaves the choice entirely undetermined.” 

(p.73)  Secondly, “[i]t is quite plain...that the decisionist reading is simply wrong.” 

(p.82)  Young goes on to explain that: 

 

          “Heidegger says that heritage is the 'sole authority which a free existing can 

          have' (BT 391).  (Since heritage is constitutive of the self, to be constrained by 

          it is to be constrained by oneself, the only kind of constraint that leaves one's 

          'freedom' unimpaired).” (p.82) 
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Neither of Young's responses to Wolin seems wholly adequate.  In relation to the first 

response, notwithstanding Young’s claim that Being and Time’s subject-matter might 

be politically neutral, its author certainly was not:  the Weimar constitution, for 

example, for all its perceived faults and weaknesses, was a democratic one (in fact, the 

first in the history of the newly-unified German state), returning delegates to the 

Reichstag on a highly representative basis; conversely, we have already noted 

Heidegger's thorough contempt for democratic principles (shared by Hitler and the 

Nazis) which remained with him throughout his life.  Similarly, the references to the 

nationalist-orientated Volk and to völkisch matters liberally scattered throughout 

Heidegger's book hardly fit with the ideals of the short-lived communist Räterepublik.  

On any balanced interpretation, then, both Heidegger and Being and Time appear to 

have much more in common with National Socialism rather than the contemporary 

political alternatives. 

With regard to Young's second response, the “heritage” of section 391 of Being and 

Time appears prima facie to offer a genuine alternative to the alleged Schmittian 

decisionist orientation of the book.  However, the passage in section 391 from which 

Young quotes actually deals, not with “heritage” but with “resoluteness” 

(“Entschlossenkeit”).  The point is not in itself fatal to Young’s response:  in the light 

of Heidegger’s focus in Being and Time upon the Volk and its associations, völkisch 

“heritage” (“Erbschaft”) might plausibly serve as the basis for authentic Dasein’s 

decision-making.  Indeed, in section 74 (Maquarrie and Robinson, 1993, pp.434-439) 

“heritage” is represented as being intimately bound up with concepts such as the Volk, 

fate or destiny and the perceived uniqueness of German history and Kulturkampf.  

However, these were precisely the kinds of racially and culturally chauvinistic 

assumptions upon which so much of the popular demagogy of Hitler and the Nazis 

was based at the very time when Being and Time was rolling off the presses.  
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Therefore, at the very least Young needs to explain why an appeal to “heritage,” 

particularly when promoted in accordance with the National Socialist Führerprinzip, 

should be especially immune to decisionist principles.  Furthermore, Tom Rockmore’s 

stance similarly militates against Young’s interpretation when he identifies:  “...the 

philosophical reworking of Schmitt’s conception of decisionism, the basis of the 

Führer principle, on his [ie. Heidegger’s] own conception of resoluteness.” (1992, 

p.35)  

The dispute between Richard Wolin and Julian Young clearly provides the backdrop 

for much of the current scholarship regarding Heidegger’s precise associations and 

connections with the Third Reich.  As noted earlier, central to the debate is the political 

significance of Being and Time, with both of the aforementioned proponents rejecting 

any direct causal relationship between Heidegger’s work and the ideological content 

of National Socialism.  But thereafter the respective opinions of Wolin and Young 

diverge:  Wolin discerns a contingent connection between the two, with the concepts 

in Being and Time and the principles of Nazism festering in a common ideological 

cauldron; by contrast, Young views Being and Time as the by-product of a much older, 

pre-Nazi, tradition stretching back to the pre-unification Germany of the Nineteenth 

Century.121 

Some of the sharpest exchanges between Wolin and Young can be seen to focus upon 

the moral implications of Heidegger’s authentic political self which remains a 

problematic concept:  if authenticity can indeed be traced back to the Kierkegaardian 

“teleological suspension of the ethical” then this seems to pave the way for the worst 

instances of crimes against humanity, unhindered by any conventional moral 

restraints; and it is precisely such atrocities as were perpetrated by a regime which 

 
121 Cf. Mosse’s analysis in “Introduction” above   
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Heidegger consistently failed ever to condemn in unequivocal terms.  This section has 

endeavoured to explore the issue of Being and Time’s latent and explicit political 

orientation, having regard to the positions assumed by Heideggerian critics and 

apologists alike.  In the next section, we explore the relationship between the 

Heideggerian political self and National Socialism. 

 

Section 3.3  The political self and National Socialism 

In the previous section we focussed upon Heidegger’s first important published work, 

Being and Time, and several of the key concepts which it introduced; these were 

considered against the background of the contemporary political climate in Germany.  

We also undertook a preliminary analysis of the status of Being and Time within the 

context of the Wolin-Young debate.  In this section, we shall seek to reach a more 

definite conclusion regarding the debate by analysing the relationship between 

Heidegger’s political self and National Socialism, as well as enquiring how far each 

might reasonably be judged to have influenced the other. 

It will be recalled from the previous section that the Heideggerian self in the form of 

the authentic Dasein stands apart from the common herd of the “They” (“ Man”); and 

when we turn to the question of Dasein's status within the context of contemporary 

German politics, it is tempting to draw parallels with Friedrich Nietzsche’s 

Übermensch (sometimes translated rather unsatisfactorily as the “Superman”).  The 

unhappy association is further reinforced by the Nazis’ hijacking of Nietzsche's 

concept for their own propaganda purposes, as well as by Heidegger’s controversial, 

if disputed, connections with Hitler and National Socialism from 1933 onwards.  For 

several reasons, however, any cavalier assumption that either the Übermensch or the 

authentic Dasein represent Nazi atavisms needs to be treated with very considerable 
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caution.  Firstly, with one notable exception to which we shall refer in due course, the 

Übermensch which makes its sole appearance in Also Sprach Zarathustra (1883) is 

interpreted almost universally as an enlightened example of the medieval Everyman, 

or a secular equivalent of Christian in Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress.  Thus, the 

fact that Nietzsche’s famous concept could so easily have been transformed into a 

crude caricature by the National Socialist propaganda machine should cause us to 

hesitate before entertaining similar presumptions about Heidegger’s authentic Dasein. 

The task of assessing adequately Heidegger’s political attitudes and affiliations vis-à-

vis National Socialism remains a daunting one in view of the competing views 

represented by de Beistegui, Young, Wolin, Rockmore et al. some of whose views 

were considered in the previous section.  Amid this controversy as well as the claims 

and counterclaims, there is fortuitously one matter upon which relative consensus 

reigns, viz. Heidegger’s empathy with the totalitarian aspects of the National Socialist 

regime.  As Heidegger's principal apologist, Julian Young is understandably anxious 

to sanitize the pejorative political label “totalitarianism” which has become 

synonymous with some of the worst human rights atrocities of the twentieth century; 

and in Heidegger, philosophy, Nazism, Young presents several strands of argument.  

Firstly, “totalitarianism” is a term which possesses more rhetoric than it does precise 

political definition (1998, p.47); secondly, in essence the term is more akin to the 

German word Gleichschaltung (sometimes translated as a “bringing into line”) (p.19) 

and this concept was perfectly compatible with a substantial degree of institutional 

autonomy (p.47); thirdly, the Volk enjoyed priority over the demands of the Nazi state 

and, thus, we should more accurately speak of “völkisch totalitarianism” (p.47); 

finally, in so far as Heidegger embraced this more benign and user-friendly form of 

totalitarianism, he is in good company with libertarian thinkers, such as John Stuart 

Mill. (p.74)   
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Two aspects of Young's defence of Heidegger call for comment.  On the one hand, 

Gleichschaltung may not be quite as harmless as Young argues:  for example, de 

Beistegui points out that its application in the university system went hand-in-hand 

with the Führerprinzip (1998, pp.42, 43)122 which would come to symbolize Hitler's 

absolute power over the Nazi regime in subsequent years.  Furthermore, the choice of 

Mill as Heidegger's ideological bedfellow seems a strange one:  if it is Chapter Three 

of On Liberty with its anarchical or non-conformist “experiments in living” which 

Young has in mind as the associative link with Heidegger, then it should be recalled 

that it is qua private person, and not qua citizen of a state, that Mill champions the 

liberty of the individual; as far the present writer is aware, neither in On Liberty nor in 

any other of Mill’s political writings is there the slightest hint that totalitarianism is 

preferable to representative democracy as a political system.  On the contrary, so far 

was Mill from sharing Heidegger's disdain for democracy that he was famously 

ridiculed by Nietzsche for his democratic credentials.123  

By contrast, in Politics Wolin joins de Beistegui in condemning the totalitarian threat 

to personal liberty posed by the Führerprinzip which he describes as “… a new form 

of political tyranny, in which political space shrivels up into the person of the Führer 

and his sycophantic entourage.” (1990, p.116)  To demonstrate Heidegger’s support at 

this time for both the Führerprinzip and its logical outcome, the Führerstaat, Wolin 

cites an aphorism of the philosopher from an address entitled “German Students!” 

dating from the early 1930s:  “The Führer alone is the present and future German 

reality and its law.” (1993, p.47)  Similarly, both de Beistegui and Safranski interpret 

the Dasein in Being and Time as the progenitor of a totalitarianism wholly at odds with 

the benign version which Young attributes to Heideggerian thought.  De Beistegui 

 
122 Cf. also Heidegger’s “The Self-Assertion of the German University” (1933), reproduced in Wolin, 

1993, pp.29-39      
123 Cf. eg. section 132 of “Daybreak” in Hollingdale 1977, p.94.   
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attributes the totalitarian state ultimately not to a single individual dictator such as 

Hitler or Stalin or Mussolini, but rather to Being and Time’s “history of the being of 

truth” as well as its “...increasing lack of questioning with respect to - the truth of 

being.” (1998, p.115); and Safranski comments that: 

 

          “...the many who differ from one another, pursue diverse interests, encounter 

          each other in action...This whole sphere, whose ontological significance lies in 

          the multiplicity and diversity of individuals, disappears in Heidegger's Dasein 

          panorama.” (1998, pp.264, 265) 

 

Arguably, however, the clearest example of the convergence of thought between 

Heidegger and Hitler arises from comments made by the two men almost a decade, 

and hundreds of miles, apart.  In his Christmas 1933 address to fellow academics at 

Freiburg University, Heidegger reminded his listeners that:  “The individual, whatever 

his place, counts for nothing.  The destiny of our nation within the state counts for 

everything;”124 and in early 1943 at his military headquarters in Rastenburg, in East 

Prussia, Hitler reflected with philosophical detachment upon the catastrophe at 

Stalingrad with the following words:  “What is life?...the individual must die anyway.  

It is the nation which lives on after the individual.”125  In the above quotes from both 

Heidegger and Hitler, the individual self emerges politically as a subordinate, 

insignificant and ultimately expendable component in the service of the greater whole.  

This concept of the wholesale absorption of the political self within the greater political 

whole which itself represents the Self “writ large” is also graphically conveyed in Nazi 

propaganda films of the period, the most famous of which is probably Leni 

Riefenstahl’s 1935 Triumph des Willens (“Triumph of the Will”), with its epic-style 

 
124 Quoted in Safranski, p.271. 
125 Quoted in Rees, 2006, p.282. 
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focus upon seemingly endless, serried ranks of Wermacht troops, marching in perfect 

synchronicity.  

We remarked at page 129 above that scholars have almost universally rejected any 

putative associations between Nietzsche's Übermensch in Zarathustra and the Nazis' 

belief in an Aryan master race.  The exception to the prevailing academic opinion is 

that of Wolin himself.  In Politics he seeks to demonstrate links between the 

Nietzschean Übermensch, its Nazi caricature, and the Heideggerian concepts of 

Dasein, Being, etc; and some aspects of Wolin's contention are not altogether 

implausible.  For example, Wolin notes that “...the Nietzschean distinction between 

the ‘superman’ and the ‘herd’ cannot help but seem in retrospect an ominous 

anticipation of the Nazi Führerprinzip.” (1990, p.83)  Similarly in regard to 

Übermensch -- Being and Time affinities:  firstly, Wolin argues that “[b]oth the 

Übermensch and Heidegger's authentic Dasein manifest their ‘superior natures’ by 

their scorn of moral convention” (p.63); secondly, having drawn parallels between the 

Übermensch and the authentic Daseins, he says of the latter that “[t]hey embody a kind 

of law-creating violence:  they are a self-justifying elect who ultimately become laws 

unto themselves” (p.125); Wolin concludes that: 

           

          “Whatever its intrinsic philosophical merit, this theory of a creative elite who 

          are 'apolis' and 'without statute' cannot help but strike one as a fanciful, but 

          crude, post factum justification of the Nazi Führerprinzip and its train of 

          illegalities.” (p.126) 

 

Julian Young has made a timely response to Wolin’s unflattering, if not damning, 

assimilation of key Heideggerian concepts with the appalling excesses of Nazism.  

Young is technically correct to challenge Wolin’s emphasis upon the role which 

violence (“Gewalt-tätigkeit”) allegedly plays in Heideggerian philosophy:  as he points 
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out in Heidegger, philosophy, Nazism, the references to violence to which Wolin has 

drawn attention actually occur in Introduction to Metaphysics (1935), and not in Being 

and Time (1927).  As such, they take place within the immediate context of a literary 

analysis of Sophocles' drama Antigone and might reasonably, therefore, be thought to 

have no obvious bearing upon Heidegger’s political views and philosophy. (Young, 

1998, p.115)   However, Young’s riposte to Wolin is not quite as convincing as it 

appears at first blush:  whilst it is undoubtedly true that Heidegger's focus in the 

disputed passage of Metaphysics is upon the Greek tragedian126 it would be wilfully 

perverse to ignore the events taking place in Germany at the very time when Heidegger 

was delivering to his students the series of lectures upon which Metaphysics is based:  

in 1935 routine violence and discriminatory measures (such as the infamous 

Nuremberg Laws of that year) against the Jewish community was all too evident as 

were the routine physical attacks upon political opponents of the Nazi regime, such as 

Communists and the Social Democrats; indeed, so widespread had the street violence 

carried out by Ernst Röhm’s brown-shirted thugs in the SA become, and such a 

problem did it pose for the Nazi regime, that Hitler had finally been persuaded to act 

to curb their excesses by the murder of Röhm and several hundred more perceived 

enemies of the State in the Night of the Long Knives in the previous year.  Hence, in 

the febrile and chaotic political atmosphere of mid-1930s Germany the populous must 

have become quite accustomed to living in an atmosphere of terror and violence on a 

daily basis, and it is difficult to believe that the immediate relevance of the violent 

imagery in Antigone would have been lost upon Heidegger's listeners. 

However, one way of resolving the intractable debate between Wolin and Young over 

the political nature and status of the Heideggerian self might be to concede that the 

Übermensch represents a proto-Freudian or proto-Lombrosian study in human 

 
126 See Fried and Polt, 2014, esp. pp.167-171 and 182-190.  



 

134 
 

psychology in which Nietzsche is seeking to portray the real-life counterpart of such 

tragic literary figures as Victor Frankenstein or Henry Jekyll;  in both cases we have a 

pioneer daring to think the unthinkable and moved by the highest ideals to improve 

the sad lot of mankind, only to have their creations turn (or turned) into an agent of 

evil and destruction on an unprecedented scale.  Doubtless Nietzsche's sister, Elisabeth 

Förster, must bear much of the responsibility for transforming the Übermensch into a 

brutal and elitist monster who was without pity or moral restraint and who was, of 

course, the perfect model for extreme right-wing German nationalists of the stamp of 

Adolf Hitler.  Thus, if we interpret the post-Nietzschean Übermensch possessed of all 

of the obscene traits for which Nazism would become notorious, as a tragically flawed 

and corrupted reflection of Nietzsche's original portrait (somewhat after the manner of 

Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray), then it becomes somewhat easier to reconcile 

the otherwise conflicting assessments by Wolin and Young of the Übermensch and, 

more importantly, its significance in relation to the Heideggerian Dasein.  But 

wherever one chooses ultimately to stand in the Wolin-Young debate, the nature of the 

Heideggerian political self remains an important and relevant mechanism with which 

to analyse and to explain the historical and political course of National Socialism at a 

binary level; it is to this matter that we now turn. 

Firstly, at the level of the individual political self, the familiar contrast in Being and 

Time between authentic Dasein and the (inauthentic) “They” finds crude expression in 

much of the contemporary Nazi propaganda promoting Adolf Hitler as the German 

nation’s “man of destiny.”  Indeed, through skilfully choreographed Nazi Party rallies, 

newsreels and cinematic extravaganzas portraying a supremely wise, confident and 

all-knowing Führer, Hitler emerges as the living embodiment of the authentic Dasein.  

As an illustration of this notion, the early chapters of Mein Kampf provide a highly 

romanticized and blatantly fictional account of Hitler's personal “struggle” during his 
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early manhood:  his rejection by the Viennese Art and Architecture Academies; his 

subsequent wilderness years of suffering in poverty in Vienna; his military service and 

injuries sustained in the World War; and, finally, the unsuccessful putsch and his 

imprisonment as a political dissident.  All of these biographical details (both real and 

imaginary) served to reinforce the impression of a resolute Adolf Hitler striding 

courageously onwards to his pre-determined goal in the face of the hostility, or the 

indifference, of his fellow citizens in order to achieve his personal "authentic" 

apotheosis like a hero from the Wagnerian Opera which he so much admired.  By 

contrast, Volume Two addresses the more practical bread-and-butter concerns of 

reälpolitik and “the thoughts of Chairman Hitler” about a whole gamut of related 

contemporary political issues.  Interestingly, two chapters of Volume Two are devoted 

respectively to “The Struggle of the Early Period – The Significance of the Spoken 

Word” (viz. Chapter VI) and “Propaganda and Organisation” (viz. Chapter XI).  These 

two chapters discuss in considerable detail the necessary qualities to be displayed by 

the successful political orator as well as the recommended form and content of his 

political speeches which Hitler believed to be essential in order to communicate 

successfully with one's audience.  Thus, the key task of a führer (or leader) entails 

“...being able to move masses.” (Manheim, 1999, p.580)  Somewhat earlier in Mein 

Kampf whilst discussing the mechanics of political propaganda, Hitler explains: 

 

          “The art of propaganda lies in understanding the emotional ideas of the great  

          masses and finding, through a psychologically correct form, the way to the 

          attention and thence to the heart of the broad masses...The receptivity of the 

          great masses is very limited...” (p.180) 

 

The repeated reference to the “masses” as the primary target of Nazi propaganda, as 

well as their portrayal in distinctly patronizing terms, echoes the unflattering account 
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of Being and Time’s das Man (ie. the “they-self” and the “other”) whose existence, it 

will be recalled, is preoccupied with a nondescript, conformist and uniformly quotidian 

routine of travelling on public transport and absorbing unquestioningly the editorial 

columns of The Sun and The Daily Mirror.  Indeed, shortly after this uninspiring 

picture of “everydayness” Heidegger sums up the slavish conformity of the inauthentic 

Dasein class as follows: 

 

          “We take pleasure and enjoy ourselves as they [man] take pleasure; we read, see  

          and judge about literature and art as they see and judge; likewise we shrink back 

          from the ‘great mass’ as they shrink back; we find ‘shocking’ what they find 

          shocking.  The “they,” which is nothing definite, and which all are, though not 

          as the sum, prescribes the kind of Being of everydayness.” (Maquarrie and 

          Robinson, 1993, p.164) 

 

Heidegger’s use of the personal pronoun “we” in the above passage is at first blush 

perhaps unexpected since Heidegger is himself providing his analysis presumably 

from the vantage-point of an authentic, rather than an inauthentic, Dasein.  But it 

should be recalled that in an earlier portion of section 27 of Being and Time (from 

which the above quote is taken), Heidegger has flagged up the risk posed to the 

authentic Dasein of falling into “subjection to” or being “dissolved completely into” 

the inauthentic Dasein.  With his use of “we” at this juncture, Heidegger is perhaps 

envisaging the subjection or absorption as an ex hypothesi accomplished fact. 

In addition to the individual-level political self discussed above, the Heideggerian 

Dasein permits of an alternative interpretation.  In his discussion of the course of 

lectures on “Logik” delivered by Heidegger in the summer of 1934, Safranski has 

argued that Hitler's plebiscite for Germany unilaterally to withdraw from membership 

of the League of Nations “...received supreme consecration from Heidegger with his 
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philosophy of authenticity shifted from the individual to the nation – ‘the primal 

demand of Dasein.’” (1998, p.266)  This concept of authentic Dasein's alternative role 

at the supra-individual level is elucidated further a few lines later: 

 

          “The distinction between authenticity and inauthenticity exists also on the plane 

          of the We.  The inauthentic We is the They, the authentic We is the nation that 

          asserts itself as one man.  “A national whole, therefore, is a man on the large 

          scale (L[ogik], 26ff.)...”  The pathos of authenticity in Being and Time was 

          loneliness.  If the nation becomes the collective singular of Dasein, then this 

          loneliness disappears in the ominous unity of the nation.” (p.266) 

 

In the light of Safranski’s reasoning, it is surely not too fanciful to imagine how, in 

Heideggerian/Hitlerian terms of reference, the League of Nations with  its weak and 

disunited democratic institutions should have come to be seen as the literal 

embodiment of the “they-self,” or the “inauthentic Dasein,” in its collective mediocrity 

constantly at odds with the ambitions of a dynamic and newly invigorated “authentic” 

Nazi Germany; under such circumstances, continued membership of the League could 

serve only to constrain the German Volk “...as everyday Being-with-one-another, 

stand[ing] in subjection [Botmässigkeit] to Others.” (Maquarrie and Robinson, 1993, 

p.164)  Indeed, one can almost hear the Social Darwinist Hitler’s sneering contempt 

for what he regarded as the “averageness” (“Durchschnitt”) as well as the “levelling 

down” (“Einebnung”) characteristics of the League, in the following extract from Mein 

Kampf: 

 

         “Was it not the German press which knew how to make the absurdity of  

          “Western democracy” palatable to our people until finally, ensnared by all the 

          enthusiastic tirades, they thought they could entrust their future to a League of 

          Nations?” (Manheim, 1999, pp.242, 243) 
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The above conceptual analysis by Safranski argues for a legitimate transition from the 

authentic individual Dasein to that of an authentic communal one in the form of the 

German Volk; and it might be objected that the focus of Being and Time, whether read 

as a nascent political blueprint for National Socialism or not, is primarily upon 

individuality rather than upon communality or collectivity.  Nevertheless, academic 

support for the latter interpretation can be found in the editors’ introduction to the 

1933-1934 seminar presented by Heidegger and translated by Fried and Polt.  

According to the authors:  

 

         “...section 74 [of Being and Time] sketches a communal authenticity that would 

          involve a generation's discovery of the people's destiny through communication 

          and struggle (Kampf).” (2015, p.4) 

 

Commenting upon section 74, Stephen Mulhall reaches a similar conclusion to Fried 

and Polt to the effect that:  “Dasein’s historizing is at once an individual and a 

communal affair.” (2005, p.88)  When we turn to the actual text of section 74 of Being 

and Time we discover that it is “communicating” and “struggling” which do indeed 

define the terms of communal authenticity and it is perhaps no historical coincidence 

that it is precisely these two same activities which appear to underpin and explain much 

of the extraordinary success of Nazism, in terms of both leader and political 

movement. 

Let us now consider in more detail how the Hitlerian totems of “struggle” and 

“communication” feature in National Socialist propaganda of the period onwards in 

relation to the communal Volk.  In one of Joseph Goebbels’ early propaganda films 

there is a scene in a laboratory where the science staff are watching a fight between 

two stag beetles; the young female technician is heard to remark to her colleague:  “It 
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is a shame really to catch these beautiful, strong animals for a fight between life and 

death.  And to think back in the forest they could have a quiet life.”  But the professor, 

nodding sagely, replies:  “But my dear, there is no such thing as a quiet life anywhere 

in nature...they all live in a constant struggle in the course of which the weak perish.”127  

Goebbels’ film illustrates, and was no doubt intended to illustrate, one of the abiding 

tenets of National Socialist ideology, viz. that of Social Darwinist philosophy whereby, 

according to the laws of natural selection and in the absence of any civilizing 

constraints, the strongest will always prevail in their inevitable struggle for supremacy 

with those who are weaker.  Crucially for the Nazis, however, the principle of the 

“survival of the fittest” was to be applied not just to individuals but to the relations 

between entire nations or races, too.  Hitler reiterates his faith in this principle in his 

Second Book in the first chapter, headed “War and Peace in the Struggle for Survival,” 

where we read: 

           

          “But that which is true for individual human beings is also true for peoples...The 

          same laws that determine the life of the individual, and to which it is subject, are 

          therefore valid for the people.” (Smith and Weinberg, 2003, p.8) 

 

A few paragraphs later: 

 

          “...politics is in truth the implementation of a people's struggle for 

          survival...Because history represents the previous struggles of the various 

          peoples for survival...it is also the most suitable teacher for our own political 

          actions.” (p.9) 

 

Thus, as with the individual Dasein, the communal or collective Dasein (in the form 

of the Volk) achieves Heideggerian authenticity through the self-preservation of its 

 
127 Cited in Rees, 2006, p.35. 
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Being.  In what is possibly a subconscious echo of Heidegger's definition of the 

authentic Dasein, SS Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler remarked to his senior officers 

in November 1938 that: 

 

          “Germany's future is either a greater Germanic empire or a nothing...the Führer  

          will create this Greater Germanic empire, this greater Germanic Reich, the 

          biggest empire ever created on the face of the earth.” (Cited in Rees, 2006 

          pp.101, 102) 

 

Just as the concept of “struggle” was central to National Socialist thinking, so, too, 

was that of “communication,” and we shall now consider how the latter serves as a 

medium for the expression of the communal authenticity encountered previously in 

section 74 of Being and Time.  It has already been noted above that Hitler’s own 

thoughts in Mein Kampf place considerable importance upon both the spoken and the 

written word as means of influencing and persuading the German people or Volk to 

support the National Socialists' political programme.  The Nazi Party's propaganda 

minister, Joseph Goebbels, showed himself to be at one with the Führer by “...defining 

propaganda as the art, not of lying or distorting, but of listening to ‘the soul of the 

people’ and ‘speaking to a person a language that this person understands. [my 

emphasis]’” (cited in Evans, 2004, p.396)  Similarly, in March 1933 Goebbels had 

declared Radio as a means of communication to the German nation in terms of “...the 

most  modern and the most important instrument of mass influence that exists 

anywhere.” (cited at p.408)  It is this reference to mass influence upon the Volk in the 

above quote which now reveals something of a paradox for the concepts of 

communication and of communal authenticity. 

The paradox arises in relation to the recipients of the Nazi Party’s propaganda 

machine:  just as Goebbels’ own propaganda is targeted at the “masses” so, it will be 
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recalled, Hitler characterized the primary role of a führer is to “move the masses.”  The 

“masses” to which Goebbels and Hitler refer in these passages appear to manifest 

precisely those qualities which Heidegger deplores in section 27 of Being and Time, 

as being typical of the inauthentic Dasein, or das Man or the “they” whose opinions 

and judgements are moulded into a plebeian uniformity by their use of and access to 

mass public communication resources including, inter alia, “information services such 

as the newspaper.” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.164)  Yet, in a passage already 

referred to above, the Fried and Polt analysis of section 74 of Being and Time, 

communication represents one of the twin pillars supporting and promoting the 

communal authenticity of the Volk. (2015, p.4)  Efforts to resolve the paradox seem 

fraught with difficulties:  should the Nazi Party’s programme of propaganda directed 

at the “masses” in German society be seen as an attempt to impart an authentic 

awakening to an “inauthentic” citizenry; or was the carefully choreographed and 

repetitive propaganda aimed at removing the last vestiges of independence of thought 

and moral conscience from an hitherto “authentic” German Volk?   

Alternatively, we might interpret the Heideggerian section 74 communal authenticity 

as operating upon two separate levels or in two distinct contexts.  On this view, the 

Volk might indeed represent communal inauthenticity as the passive and supine object 

of Nazi propaganda campaigns; thereafter, that same Volk would seem to acquire 

communal authenticity in its capacity as a victorious nation under arms at the heart of 

Himmler’s “greater German empire.”  The notion of the Volk acquiring authenticity 

through military endeavour and conquest, a kind of “triumph of the collective völkisch 

Will,” certainly seems to fit with the quasi-martial tone of much of  National Socialist 

political activity in pre-war Germany:  the paramilitary squads of brownshirts and SA 

designed to protect Nazi Party meetings and to intimidate their political opponents;  

the display of uniforms and banners at military-style parades, such as the annual 
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commemoration of the Munich beer hall putsch (and there is anecdotal evidence that 

Heidegger himself had a fondness for dressing up in uniforms in private); the adoption 

of martial music and songs; and even the style of the Nazi Party organizational 

structure which was profoundly undemocratic, with the Führer preferring instead a 

strict hierarchical form of leadership and decision-making reflecting his personal 

experiences as a humble corporal during the First World War.  However, the problem 

with this approach to the paradox is that there is really nothing in Being and Time to 

suggest that the perfectly clear cut distinction between authenticity and inauthenticity 

operates in a manner other than that stated by Heidegger himself.  Indeed, in the 

relevant extracts which we have considered above, such as sections 27 and 74, the 

conditions under which either a Dasein or a Volk exhibits authenticity or inauthenticity 

seem relatively straightforward and without any provision for a binary level 

application. 

Another approach to the paradox would be to reassess radically how we should view 

Hitler's account of the rationale underlying propaganda directed at the “masses” set 

out in Mein Kampf.  If we take a leaf out of Goebbels' book and view Hitler’s 

communication with his audience as intended not so much to brainwash his listeners, 

but rather by the psychological method of mass-suggestion subtly to cause them to 

identify themselves with a mass movement in which they already half believed, then a 

different picture begins to emerge:  the “masses” in Mein Kampf might instead be 

interpreted as embodying a pre-existing völkisch or communal authenticity as they 

came progressively to embrace an ideology to which they were as individual authentic 

Daseins already sympathetic and which the Führer then articulated for them in a more 

coherent and cohesive political whole.  That Hitler as he matured saw himself as 

something infinitely more sophisticated than a mere vulgar street rabble-rouser is 

suggested by the following extract from Mein Kampf:  
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          “By ‘us’ I mean all of the hundreds of thousands who fundamentally long for 

          the same thing without as individuals finding the words to describe outwardly 

          what they inwardly visualize; for the noteworthy fact about all reforms is that at 

          first they possess but a single champion yet many million supporters.  Their aim 

          has often been for centuries the inner longing of hundreds of thousands, until 

          one man stands up to proclaim such a general will...” (Manheim, 1999, p.330) 

 

However, the problem with seeking to reconcile the paradox along these lines is that 

it overlooks the many explicit references in Mein Kampf to the “mass” and the 

“masses” in such openly condescending and derogatory terms that leave very little 

room to accommodate what is the somewhat elitist status which Heidegger confers 

upon the authentic Dasein in Being and Time.  Hence, whilst the individual-communal 

authenticity/inauthenticity dichotomy provides a rich source of debate amongst 

Heideggerian scholars, the attempts to articulate Heidegger's political self within the 

contemporary context of National Socialism raise as many questions as answers. 

 

Section 3.4  Summary and conclusions 

Section One analysed the political self as a nascent feature of Being and Time which 

emerged as predominantly holistic in its orientation:  firstly, the phenomenological 

assumptions underpinning Dasein with its anti-Cartesian focus of being-in-the-world 

pointed in the direction of holism; secondly, commentators Denker and Wrathall, 

emphasized Dasein’s essentially functionalist nature; and finally, even Heidegger’s 

own “radikalsten individuation” is, according to Zimmerman, properly viewed in an 

holistic light.  Arguably, these interpretations dovetail with Heidegger’s own vision of 

Dasein which despite its individual fate (Schicksal) and destiny (Geschick) is no more 

than a subordinate, if integral, part of the historization process; and the ultimate goal 
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of that process is the realization of a greater whole centered upon the community (der 

Gemeinschaft) and the people (das Volk).  

In Section Two the issue of Being and Time as a quasi-political manifesto of the Nazi 

party was explored.  Here sharp divisions of interpretation arose between two of the 

most vocal commentators on Heideggerian scholarship:  Richard Wolin and Julian 

Young.  Firstly, Wolin’s account is a subtly nuanced assessment of the conceptual link 

between the contents of Being and Time and National Socialist ideology from which 

he concludes that there was no “necessary” or “inevitable” principle of cause and effect 

operating between the two; secondly, however, he believes that National Socialism 

can be seen as a contingently-related reälpolitik expression or realization of several of 

the theoretical concepts in Being and Time.  By contrast, Young argued that Being and 

Time and the birth of Nazism were more in the nature of parallel tracks originating 

from a common historical and cultural heritage dating from the nineteenth century.  

Likewise, one of Being and Time’s seminal concepts, that of “authenticity” 

(Eigentlichkeit) and its antonym, provides a fruitful source of debate between 

Heidegger’s critics and his apologists.  For example, Wolin interprets authenticity as 

a vehicle to promote and to legitimize decisionism (a species of legal positivism) 

whereby the legality of an act is defined solely by reference to the established 

administrative procedures and processes of the state.  He concludes that such a measure 

of narrowly-focussed legalism helps to explain many of the Nazi regime’s worst 

atrocities and breaches of internationally recognized standards of human rights.  

Contra Wolin, Young argues that the authenticity envisaged by Heidegger in Being 

and Time represents instead the achievement of personal liberation and (arguably) a 

form of “self-realisation”, enabling Dasein to make its own choices, and accordingly, 

to assume moral responsibility for its own decision-making.  Furthermore, such 

authenticity is envisaged by Heidegger as expressed collectively through the 
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Volksgemeinschaft, although as noted below, the attempt to maintain conceptual 

coherence of authenticity at both individual and collective levels simultaneously 

presents a challenge for the political self as an holistic entity.        

Section Three turned to the question of the political self as it emerged from Being and 

Time and its relationship with National Socialism.  In this context, a source of dispute 

between Heidegger’s detractors and his apologists was how far the political self is 

compatible with, or even accommodates itself to, a totalitarian regime such as that of 

Nazi Germany.  In this regard, not only Wolin, but also de Beistegui and Safranski, all 

detect an unmistakable totalitarian dimension at the very heart of Dasein and the allied 

concept of the “history of being.”  In response, Young contends that what is typically 

regarded as the “totalitarian” nature of the Third Reich is more accurately 

characterized by Gleischaltung (which he interprets as “bringing into line”); this 

concept, in turn, is thought by Young to go hand-in-hand with a substantial degree of 

personal autonomy for the political self. 

Finally, Section Three also explored the contrast between the individual Dasein and 

its collective or corporate counterpart.  On the individual plane, the Dasein (or political 

self) was analysed by Heidegger at some length in the by now familiar section 27 of 

Being and Time, sub-headed “Everyday Being-one’s-Self and the “They”.”  Indeed, 

the authentic Dasein was seen to assume a special significance within the context of 

National Socialism where Adolf Hitler, as Führer of Nazi Germany, seemed to 

embody the qualities of the authentic Dasein as Germany’s long-awaited “man of 

destiny” who would save the nation from its collective ignominy and despair.  

However, Safranski notes that the concept of the Dasein (whether authentic or 

inauthentic) lends itself to analysis at the supra-individual level; and drawing primarily 

upon Heidegger’s 1934 lectures on Logik, he argues that a case can be made for seeing 

the resurgent Germany of the 1930s under its charismatic Führer, as a corresponding 
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collective Dasein seeking to exercise its authenticity in the midst of a league of 

moribund nations who correspond to the (inauthentic) “They” or das Man.  Finally, 

however, it was noted that attempts to hold the concepts of individual Dasein and 

collective or corporate Dasein simultaneously in tandem gave rise to a paradox which 

it is difficult to resolve.  
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CHAPTER FOUR:  THE ECOLOGICAL SELF IN HEIDEGGER 

 

In this chapter the focus turns to the major facet of later Heideggerian thought, viz. the 

analysis of technology (or more precisely, of the “essence” of technology) and its 

implications for the ecological self.  It is a theme of the thesis that there is a discernible 

continuity in Heidegger's thought which embraces both political and ecological issues; 

and that continuity orientates around repeated themes such as Dasein, the concept of 

B/being, holism and authenticity/inauthenticity, all of which have been encountered in 

the previous chapter. 

The outline of Chapter Four is as follows:  Section One examines the intellectual 

background to Heidegger's distinctive stance towards technology and the environment.  

This entails, firstly, an analysis of the historical and cultural climate in Germany during 

the 1920s and 1930s; and secondly, an account of the “green” ideology embraced by 

some members of the Third Reich and with which the adult Heidegger would have 

come into contact.  Section Two analyses in more detail Heidegger’s specific criticism 

of (the essence of) modern technology through such primary sources as The Question 

Concerning Technology, the Discourse on Thinking and Overcoming Metaphysics; 

whilst secondary sources include contributions by Bruce Foltz, Andrew Mitchell, 

Julian Young and Michael Zimmerman.  Section Three serves to summarize the 

findings of the previous sections and to draw tentative conclusions about the ecological 

self.  

 

Section 4.1  Historical and cultural influences 

The historical and cultural influences which helped to inform German thinking in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries represent a fascinating study in themselves and have 
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been analysed at length in Mosse (1964).128  But for present purposes, the interest in 

such influences lies in their effects in shaping Heidegger's thoughts during the 1920s 

and 1930s.  So, what are the influences which are recognisable in his published work?  

In the introductory pages of Crisis Mosse identifies one particularly important 

influence which he explains in terms of the German Volk:  whilst the origins of this 

concept can be traced as far back at least as the European Romantic movement of the 

late eighteenth century (pp.4, 5) it appears to have gained a fresh impetus in the 

aftermath of the German unification in and after 1871.  According to Mosse, this 

national unification of which so many ordinary Germans had dreamed for so long 

failed in some ways to live up to expectations; this, coupled with the brute socio-

economic realities of the Industrial Revolution (which largely took effect in German 

lands considerably later than elsewhere) served to produce a mood of widespread 

isappointment, disillusionment and discontent.  

In response to the resulting sense of isolation and alienation (features of modern 

society anticipated by thinkers such as Émile Durkheim and Karl Marx) many 

Germans sought refuge in the pre-industrialization and pre-unification utopian Volk.  

As Mosse explains, the Volk: 

 

          “...signified the union of a group of people with a transcendental "essence"...in  

          each instance it was fused to man's innermost nature, and represented the source 

          of his creativity, his depth of feeling, his individuality, and his unity with other 

          members of the Volk.” (p.4) 

 

Mosse concludes that crucial to the concept of the German Volk was the close 

relationship between the human soul and its natural environment:  “According to many 

 
128 See “Introduction” above  
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Volkish theorists, the nature of the soul of a Volk is determined by the natural 

landscape.” (p.4) 

This theme of the uniqueness of identity shared by the individual through membership 

of her/his Volk and the landscape is one which recurs at several important stages of 

Heidegger's own philosophy.  Firstly, Heidegger forms the explicit association 

between a Volk and its living-space (or Lebensraum - a recurring political topic for 

Hitler and the Nazis) in “Session 8” of the Nature, History, State seminar. (Fried and 

Polt, 2015, pp.51-56)  There, Heidegger favourably compares a "people" (or Volk) 

which has become settled and rooted in its native soil in marked contrast to the 

‘nomads’ who have “...often left wastelands behind them where they found fruitful 

and cultivated land...” (p.55)  The contrast between settled people and itinerant nomads 

is made more specific a few paragraphs later where we read that: 

 

          “For Slavic people, the nature of our German space would definitely be revealed  

          differently from the way it is revealed to us; to Semitic nomads, it will perhaps 

          never be revealed at all.” (p.56) 

 

Commenting on this passage Marion Heinz sees Heidegger as giving an existentialist-

ontological twist to the Nazis’ familiar Blut und Boden ideology and their overt 

biologically-based racist condemnation of the Jews. (2015, pp.79, 80)  Heidegger’s 

inclusion of the Jews as a nomadic people invites an interesting comparison with Adolf 

Hitler's view in Mein Kampf: in a lengthy passage (Mannheim, 1999, pp.303-305) 

Hitler reiterates that the Jews are not “nomads,” but rather “parasites,” on their “host” 

peoples and “...wherever he [ie. the “parasitic” Jew] appears, the host people dies out 

after a shorter or longer period.” (p.305)  Thus, whilst Hitler and Heidegger clearly 

differ in their respective depictions of the Jewish nation, they identify identical 
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outcomes for the “land” (Heidegger) and for the “territory” (Hitler) occupied by the 

Jews. 

Secondly, the intimate relationship deemed to exist between the Volk and its 

Lebensraum is clearly also intended to accommodate the Heideggerian concept of 

authenticity (Eigentlichkeit) previously met with in Chapter Three above.  Once again 

in Session 8 of Nature, History, State, Heidegger draws an explicit connection between 

a people’s possession of a “homeland” (Heimat) and its transformation into a völkisch 

State; only then will their “authentic way of Being” properly emerge. (Fried and Polt, 

2015, p.55)  Indeed, so fundamental is this relationship that it represents an acute 

problem in regard to ethnic Germans residing in parts of Europe which were formerly 

part of pre-war German territory until the Treaty of Versailles.  As Heidegger explains, 

the problem concerns: 

 

          “...those Germans who live outside the borders of the Reich:  they do have a 

          German homeland, but they do not belong to the state of the Germans, the Reich,   

          so they are deprived of their authentic way of Being.” (pp.55, 56)129 

 

Here, Heidegger equates authenticity with the völkisch State in a way which arguably 

prefigures his subsequent endorsement of the Führer's forthcoming decision 

unilaterally to secede from the League of Nations, as well as his (initially) enthusiastic 

response to Germany's militarist expansion in Europe, beginning with the Anschluss 

and culminating in the invasion of Poland and the outbreak of world war.130  The 

importance of "repatriating" ethnic Germans into the Volksgemeinschaft (or völkisch 

 
129 Commenting upon this and the following passage from Session 8 of the seminar, Peter Gordon 

draws attention to Heidegger’s (implicit?) “analogy connecting phenomenological spatiality to 

geopolitical space” (Fried and Polt, 2015, p.98).  But Gordon also remarks that in relation to Being 

and Time, the latter does not arise from the former by “logical necessity.” (p.98)   
130 Regarding Heidegger's support for Hitler's foreign policy cf. Slavoj Zizek's comments on the above 

passage in his “Hitler in the foursome of Struggle, Historicity, Will and Gelassenheit” in Fried and 

Polt, 2015, pp.151-170; and cf. also Safranski, 1998, p.292        
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community) within the expanded borders of a greater German Reich similarly occurs 

in a speech delivered by Heidegger in early 1934 entitled “National Socialist 

Education.”131  The theme of authenticity is implicit once again in the following 

extract: 

           

          “...it is necessary to know where one's place in the Volk is...to know to what  

          point urbanization has brought the Germans, how they would be returned to the 

          soil and country through resettlement...” (p.56) 

 

Julian Young argues that this speech is indicative, too, of Heidegger's intention to align 

himself with the “green” wing of the National Socialist Party, represented most 

‘conspicuously by Heinrich Himmler and Walther Darré. (1998, p.34)  Young's 

suggestion is perfectly plausible given the content of the cited extract with its emphasis 

upon the superiority of the German countryside over the urban sprawl, together with 

the explicit link between the Volk and sacred German soil; furthermore, this speech 

(dating from January 1934), was delivered a clear two years or more before 

Heidegger’s “turning” away from National Socialist orthodoxy and his consequent fall 

from grace.132  Nevertheless, an obvious objection to Young's interpretation of the 

speech might be raised on the ground that in the Nazi Greens' Blut and Boden ideology, 

it was “blood” which was elevated to a position of supreme importance, with “soil” 

playing at best a mere cameo role.133  The editors of How Green were the Nazis? argue 

similarly in their introduction that:  

 

 
131 See the full text in Wolin, 1993, pp.55-60  
132 According to Safranski, an investigative dossier on Heidegger was passed to the Reich Central 

Security Department sometime between late May 1936 and summer 1937 (1998, pp.322, 323)    
133 For the view that “soil” played a subordinate role to “blood” in Nazi ideology cf. Rohkrämer T 

“Martin Heidegger, National Socialism and Environmentalism” in Brüggemeier F-J, Cioc M and 

Zeller T, ed. 2005; and Stephens P H G “Blood and Soil: Anna Bramwell and the Myth of Hitler's 

Green Party” in Organisation and Environment 2001:14         
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          “...it is a stretch to view Darré as a proto-ecologist or an apostle of organic 

          farming on the basis of his agrarian policies:  “soil” was for him merely “a part 

          of agricultural property,” in which environmental considerations played a 

          negligible role.  By contrast, “blood” was fundamental to his [ie. Darré’s] 

          thinking...” (p.11) 

 

Hence, the objection would proceed that, since Heidegger never embraced the 

orthodox Nazi biological (ie. blood-based) racist principles, then his identification of 

the Volk with German soil rather than with German blood shows that he must have 

had some intention in the speech other than that of seeking simply to curry favour with 

the Nazi top brass, as is argued by Young.   But the above objection to Young does not 

necessarily bear scrutiny:  firstly, it should be recalled that as Reich Peasant Leader 

and Minister of Agriculture, Darré remained ultimately both subordinate and 

answerable to SS Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler, the latter of whose commitment to 

Boden as much as to Blut is clearly demonstrable.  For example, an extract of 

Himmler's 1942 decree entitled “On the treatment of the Land in the Eastern 

Territories” reads as follows: 

 

          “The peasant of our racial stock has always endeavoured to increase the natural   

          powers of the soil...It is one of the bases for fortifying the German Volk.” (cited 

          in Biehl and Staudenmaier, 2011, p.29) 

 

Commenting upon this passage, Staudenmaier notes that it: 

 

          “...recapitulates almost all of the tropes comprised by classical fascist 

          ideology:  Lebensraum, Heimat, the agrarian mystique, the health of the Volk,  

          closeness to and respect of nature...maintaining nature's precious balance, and 

          the powers of the soil...” (p.29) 
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Secondly, as Brüggemeier et al. (eds. 2005) also acknowledge in their introduction, 

the Nazi Party leadership was hopelessly divided amongst itself over such basic and 

fundamental agrarian concepts as “nature” and “landscape” (2005, p.8); hence, the 

relationship of Blut to Boden in the Nazis’ ideological schema in the 1930s is arguably 

a far more complex and problematic one than commentators such as Rohkrämer and 

Stephens have allowed.  Thus, Young's interpretation of what Heidegger was doing in 

the 1934 speech remains as good as any.                                            

In what might be seen almost as a further development of the Volk/authenticity theme, 

in a very dense and difficult passage in the Beiträge zur Philosophie (Contributions to 

Philosophy) (1936-1938) Heidegger contrasts the authentic Volk with the so-called 

“volkhafte ‘Volk.’” (Rockmore, 1992, p.198)  Rockmore makes two important points 

in his analysis of the Beiträge passage:  firstly, the authenticity of the Volk necessitates 

that it be “...unified in an authentic manner around its own essence” (p.198) and it is 

the philosopher “...who points the way to an authentic historical realization of the 

essence of the Volk” (p.199); secondly, the inauthenticity of the inauthentic 

(volkhafte?) Volk lies in its “drive to master the environment” (p.199) (subsequently 

epitomized by Heidegger as the essence of technology) with the consequent “loss of 

the relation to being (Seiende).” (p.199)  Finally, according to Rockmore, Heidegger 

interprets this “loss of the relation to being” which manifests itself in the form of a 

destructive domination of the environment, as attributable to inauthentic man's 

substitution of the Greek physis with the corrupt and impure concept of “nature” (Latin 

natura).  Heidegger's remedy appears to be a re-alignment between Greek pre-Socratic 

thought and German Romanticism in the form of “a theoretical formulation of Goethe's 

ideas of ‘earth’ and ‘life.’” (p.200) 

It was noted above that, according to Julian Young, Heidegger sought an early 

accommodation with the green wing of the National Socialist Party, and an analysis of 
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the influences upon Heidegger would be incomplete without an account of the role 

played by ecology/environmentalism within the Third Reich and it is to this subject 

that we now turn.  When one seeks to analyse and assess the nature and the extent of 

National Socialism’s impact upon Heidegger’s attitude to ecological/environmental 

issues, the challenges quickly become evident; in the first instance, one is confronted 

with the problem of definitions:  as Brüggemeier et al. (eds. 2005) explain in their 

introduction, for obvious historical reasons the precise relationship between Green 

issues and the Third Reich will inevitably be interpreted differently by present-day 

Germans, as opposed to non-Germans (p.1); similarly, there is a legitimate question 

about how far if at all the terms of reference can simply be transposed from the political 

context of the 1930s to that of the early twenty-first century without significant 

contextual adjustment. (p.5)  Finally, as will be argued further below, it is a mistake to 

regard “Nazism” or “National Socialism” as representing a cohesive and homogeneous 

corpus of beliefs.  On the contrary, a closer study of the structure of the Nazi Party 

reveals it to have been riven with conflicting ideologies, petty squabbles and inter-

departmental rivalries. 

In her study of twentieth-century ecology, Anna Bramwell argues that ecological 

issues manifested themselves in a variety of ways even amongst sovereign European 

nations during the first half of the twentieth century.   For example, in Germany where 

doubts about a nation-specific “identity” were uppermost, those doubts crystallized in 

“a search for a more “authentic”, earth-bound identity.” (1989, p.5)  The National 

Socialist Party would later successfully capitalize on these doubts and exploit them 

through the Blut und Boden movement.  By contrast, in Great Britain whose national 

identity possessed a longer historical pedigree and was more firmly established, 

ecological concerns arguably existed more as a cultural, than a political, phenomenon. 

(p.5)  Finally, Bramwell counterpoises the above examples with that of North America 
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where ecological issues were epitomized rather by an optimism borne out of a “post-

scarcity abundance” and a “libertarian anarchic trend.” (p.5)  However, whilst regard 

must be paid to the cautionary considerations referred to above, nevertheless they 

should not deter us from seeking to analyse and to assess both the nature and the status 

of discernible ecological/environmental factors operating within the Third Reich 

provided that due allowance is made for the prevailing political, cultural and historical 

contexts.  Some of these factors will now be examined.  

As was noted above in the work of Mosse (1964) and others, the concept of the Volk 

was a peculiarly Germanic cultural phenomenon originating in the eighteenth century; 

and its centrality to the notion of German identity made it an obvious theme to be 

incorporated into the blatantly and militantly nationalist focus of the Third Reich.  

However, even the concept of the Volk itself could manifest itself in ambivalent ways 

within National Socialist ideology:  for example, as Raymond H Dominick III points 

out (1992, pp.85-90), at first blush Nazi policy appeared to reflect völkisch concerns 

for nature conservation and respect for the environment which, in turn, would promote 

the health and welfare of the members of the Volk community.  This was an outward 

expression of the Blut und Boden doctrine which served to contrast pure Germanic 

Aryanism with rootless and nomadic races, such as the Jews.  Yet much of Nazism’s 

raison d'être was founded on the belief that the preservation of the purity of the Volk 

could be secured and maintained only by a policy of Social Darwinism writ large 

which necessitated territorial expansion by aggressive military means.  Therefore, 

given the wholesale decimation and destruction of nature and the environment which 

modern warfare necessarily implies, the following comment by Dominick hardly 

comes as a surprise: 

 

          “...the blind faith in Adolf Hitler or the militarism that was so pervasive in the 
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          style and substance of Nazism, was alien to the traditions of nature 

          conservation...Consequently, some conservationists remained immune to the 

          appeal of Nazism.” (p.86)  

 

A further crucial aspect of the Volk concept was its emphasis upon holism and 

organicism:  the former posited a biologically-based scientific relationship between 

environmental purity and its racial counterpart; and according to the latter, that 

relationship applied to the mechanisms of the nation-state justified both totalitarianism 

within the Third Reich and Lebensraum beyond the borders of metropolitan Germany. 

(Biehl and Staudenmaier, 2011, p.27)  This marriage of holism and totalitarianism 

under the aegis of the Volk (or, more precisely in the present context, the 

Volksgemeinschaft) with the individual citizen's interests subordinated to those of the 

State is a principle already met with in Heidegger’s comments previously quoted in 

Safranski.  On the same theme Paul Schultze-Naumburg, a veteran conservationist on 

the eve of the National Socialist revolution, stated that:  “The simple material 

advantage of the individual should never triumph over the right of the community.” 

(cited in Dominick, 1992, p.89)  The influence of holism and organicism is likewise 

revealed in a popular Nazi Party slogan of the period, viz. “Gemeinnutz vor Eigennutz” 

which Dominick translates as:  “The Common Good Takes Precedence over the 

Individual Good.” (p.89) 

The above examples from a variety of primary and secondary sources strongly suggest 

that holistic/organicistic thinking lies at the very heart of the Volk and, therefore, 

broadly supports the thesis which Bramwell sets out in Ecology.  However, in a wide-

ranging critique of Bramwell's thesis, Stephens argues that: 

 

          “The creed now known as Social Darwinism...came from the possessive  

          individualist tradition [of Herbert Spencer] and was not indigenous to the holism 
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          that Bramwell associates with ecologism and Nazism...with the holism that 

          Bramwell highlights serving only as a background context.” (2001, pp.182, 183) 

 

However, in defence of Bramwell it should be noted, firstly, that whilst Herbert 

Spencer’s coining of the phrase “Social Darwinism” in his Social Statics (1851) was 

applied therein exclusively to individuals, the label would subsequently come to be 

used unashamedly to describe social groupings, classes, and even entire nations, not 

least by the Nazis themselves;134 and secondly, as the authorities above have shown, 

Social Darwinism and its cognates were closely related to the holism implied by the 

concept of the Volk.  Thus, Stephens' criticism of the Bramwell thesis is seriously 

misplaced. 

Finally, the secondary literature on the Volk frequently highlights the concept of 

authenticity which Robert A Pois (1986, p.27) associates with a Fascist-style “natural 

man” who is “objectively bourgeois in nature,” and yet also “liberated from the 

shackles of decadent bourgeois civilisation” and who henceforth exerts “his authentic 

will upon all of humanity.” (p.27)  For our purposes, the significance of this “natural 

man” is that his authenticity expresses itself in a holistic/organicistic “blood and soil” 

religion of nature, diametrically opposed to the Judaeo-Christian assumptions about 

man's inherent superiority vis-à-vis the natural world.  Both Biehl and Staudenmaier 

reach similar conclusions to Pois; Biehl notes that: 

 

         “The völkisch movement of the 1920s regarded modern materialism, urbanism,  

          rationalism, and science as artificial and evil, alien to [the German Volk’s]  

          “essence”...It [the völkisch movement] invoked a nature-romanticism in which 

          a closeness to the natural landscape was to give people a heightened sense of  

          aliveness and “authenticity.”” (Biehl and Staudenmaier, 2011, pp.45, 46) 

 
134 Cf. esp. Chapter Three, Section Two of the present thesis  
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Staudenmaier, too, explains how the Wandervögel (a German Scout movement 

subsequently assimilated into the Hitler Youth) exhibited a “strong, communal 

impulse in a confused but no less ardent search for authentic, [my emphasis] non-

alienated social relations.” (2011, p.21) 

At first blush, of course, the activities of Pois’ “natural man”, as well as those of the 

“vӧlkisch movement” and the “Wandervӧgel” detailed above by Biehl and 

Staudenmaier, might seem to have considerably more in common with 

Uneigentlichkeit rather than its antonym with admiration of nature and the landscape 

reduced to an idle and vacuous voyeuristic ritual indulged in by das Man as a 

convenient means to while away a spare Sunday afternoon.  Indeed, in The Question 

Concerning Technology Heidegger himself berates this attitude which effectively 

reduces nature to the status of “an object on call for inspection by a tour group ordered 

there by the vacation industry.” (Lovitt, 2013, p.16)135  Instead, however, perhaps one 

can salvage a sense of Eigentlichkeit or the “authenticity” to which Staudenmaier 

alludes above by reference to, for example, Heidegger’s Dozentenakademie, or 

monastery for philosophers.136  Here, in the idyllic countryside and in sight of the little 

hut at Todtnauberg, Heidegger’s students would hopefully encounter the ancient rustic 

bridge which “…gathers the earth as landscape around the stream” in Building, 

Dwelling, Thinking (Hofstadter, 2001, p.150), that same bridge which authentically 

“gathers to itself in its own way earth and sky, divinities and mortals.” (p.151)  

Commenting upon a comparable passage from Heidegger’s favourite poet, Hӧlderlin, 

Foltz remarks that: 

 

 
135 For a similar view, cf. Wordsworth’s A guide through the district of the lakes in the north of 

England, with a description of the scenery, etc. for the use of tourists and residents (1835), esp. the 

section headed “The ‘profanation’ of the landscape”  
136 Cf. Chapter Three above  
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          “…even the blindest of us today knows that nature is nearer and more 

          meaningful to the simplest, most unlettered native inhabitant than to any of us 

          who play our own role in a high-tech, high-mobility society…” (1995, p.145) 

 

The conviction that authentic existence is demonstrated in the lifestyle and the outlook 

of the simple and unsophisticated woodsman rather than in that of the urbane and 

cosmopolitan city-dweller is the central theme, too, of the 1933 radio broadcast Why 

do I stay in the provinces?  There, it will be recalled, Heidegger dismissively contrasts 

the artificial pretensions of the city-dweller who “gets ‘stimulated’ by a so-called stay 

in the country,” with the genuine (or authentic) occupations of the farm boy and the 

herdsman both of whom patiently and lovingly carry out their labours without recourse 

to modern technology or intensive-farming techniques.  In similar vein, Heidegger 

recounts his own evenings spent in quiet contemplation smoking his pipe in the 

company of the peasants, or of his admiration for the superior wisdom of an eighty-

three year old peasant woman.137            

In this section, then, both the historical concept of the German Volk and the dichotomy 

of authenticity/inauthenticity have been seen to feature prominently in Heidegger's 

post-Being and Time writings; and in leaving behind the more formal abstractions of 

Being and Time itself, Heidegger has set these recurrent themes within the context of 

the relationship of man to his environment.  Hence, the scene has been set for 

 
137 Here, one is once again reminded of Wordsworth in the famous verses from “The Tables Turned” 

(1798): 

 

          One impulse from a vernal wood 

             May teach you more of man 

          Of moral evil and of good 

             Than all the sages can 

 

          Sweet is the lore which Nature brings; 

             Our meddling intellect 

          Mis-shapes the beauteous forms of things:- 

            We murder to dissect.    



 

160 
 

Heidegger's discussion of the impact of technology upon that relationship.  This will 

be the subject of Section Two below. 

 

Section 4.2  The critique of Technology 

We saw in Chapter Three Section Two above that the precise nature of Heidegger's 

association with National Socialism in the 1930s continues to be a topic of keen debate 

amongst Heideggerian scholars.  However, since all parties in the debate seem to 

concede some degree of affinity between Heidegger's thought and National Socialist 

ideology, it will not be begging the question if the enquiry is now broadened to 

consider how Heidegger's views on Nazism and technology influenced one another. 

Heidegger's most famous, or infamous, remark in this context is one reproduced in 

numerous books about the philosopher’s stated attitude towards Nazism and the 

Holocaust, and runs as follows: 

 

          “Agriculture is now a motorised food industry – in essence the same as the 

          manufacturing of corpses in gas chambers and extermination camps, the same 

          as the starving of nations, the same as the manufacture of hydrogen bombs.”  

          (cited in Young 1998, p.172) 

 

Like much else in Heidegger’s writings, this apparently cavalier and atrocious remark 

about the role of technology in the twentieth century's worst war crime needs to be 

approached with some caution.  Indeed, the above “agriculture speech” which first 

emerged in a Bremen lecture of 1949 entitled The Enframing has sparked widespread 
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controversy amongst contemporary Heideggerian scholars, such as Richard Wolin and 

Julian Young. 

In commenting upon the speech, Wolin sees it as demonstrating not a momentary 

aberration on Heidegger's part, but rather as “...a fundamental incapacity of both moral 

and theoretical discernment...” which “...is wholly consistent with the “levelling gaze” 

of the theory of Seinsgeschick...” (1990, p.168)  Wolin has already explained that 

“Seinsgeschick” refers to “...a fate humanity is condemned passively to endure.” 

(p.164)  Hence, his conclusion that: 

 

           “...according to [Heidegger's] view, it was not the conscious acts of men  

          and women that were responsible for the unfolding of historical events, but the 

          destining of Being.” (p.146)  

 

To today's readers, acquainted with the full horror of the Holocaust, Heidegger's failure 

to distinguish between the technology deployed in food production and that used to 

murder millions of human beings must seem incomprehensible as, too, must his 

shifting of the moral responsibility for the Holocaust from human agents to the 

theoretical concept of “Being.”  One recent commentator, Andrew Feenberg (2000), 

referring to the agriculture speech explains that: 

 

          “Unfortunately, Heidegger's argument is developed at such a high level of 

          abstraction he literally cannot discriminate between electricity and atom bombs,  

          agricultural techniques and the Holocaust.” (in Scharff and Dusek, eds.  

          2014, p.364) 
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This account of Heidegger's lack of “discrimination” will strike students of 

Heideggerian philosophy as an unaccountably strange one:  the whole of Heidegger’s 

mature philosophy was couched in phenomenological terms and thus represented a 

conscious reaction against the “high level of abstraction” which had hitherto 

characterised and underpinned a European philosophical system grounded in 

metaphysics and the Anglo-American analytical tradition.  Hence, Feenberg’s 

explanation fails to persuade. 

An altogether more ambitious and comprehensive defence of the agriculture speech is 

offered by Julian Young.  Firstly, Young contends that in associating the Holocaust 

with modern farming technology and the manufacture of hydrogen bombs, Heidegger 

is seeking not to minimize the horror of the former, but rather to maximize the potential 

or actual dangers of the latter.  According to Young:   

 

          “...the important effect of the passage is to present the horror of the Holocaust 

          as something which cannot comfortably be buried in the (specifically German) 

          past, but rather, as something generated by our reduction of everything to 

          resource, something that is liable to reoccur.” (1998, p.182) 

 

The problem with this ingenious explanation of Heidegger's remarks is that any 

attempt to draw an analogy between the technology used in the Holocaust and other 

modern technological deployments, however well-intentioned, can only serve to rob 

the Holocaust of its uniqueness as an event of unprecedented horror and moral 

obscenity; it must surely rank, too, as the most callous insult to Jewish survivors of the 

Nazi extermination camps as well as to their relatives.  Young is clearly alive to this 

potential riposte since he proceeds on the basis that Heidegger does not intend to assert 
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a moral equivalence between the Holocaust and the manufacture of food and bombs.  

Rather, Heidegger sought to argue that these examples of the application of technology 

(and many others like them) all share a common “essence.”  To illustrate Heidegger's 

(as well as his own) point, Young cites the analogies of:  the town hall which is 

apparently the essence of its local community; the temple which constitutes the essence 

of Greek life; and the cathedral which is the essence of medieval life. (p.182)  Does 

Young's counter-riposte work?  Not quite, perhaps.  It is no doubt useful in some 

contexts to emphasize the tragically common features of twentieth-century 

mechanization which could be deployed variously in the murder of millions of human 

beings, the production of food, and the manufacture of the nuclear bomb.  However, 

in the above extract from the Bremen lecture, Heidegger unashamedly speaks of 

“essence” as something which represents sameness or a lack of distinctiveness 

between these types of mechanized industrial process.  One might just as well declare 

à la Heidegger and Young that Hitler and Marcus Aurelius shared an “essence” by 

virtue of being both prominent statesmen, both leaders of their respective nation-states, 

and so on.  But to deduce from their shared “essence” an additional “sameness” of 

moral status or political purpose would be frankly risible.  The content of the 

agriculture speech suggests, therefore, that Heidegger's attempt to provide an objective 

and culturally neutral account of modern technology (or of its “essence”) is seriously 

tarnished by his latent empathy with National Socialist ideology. 

According to Heidegger in the agriculture speech discussed above, it was the essence 

of technology which served as the catalyst for the mechanized slaughter of millions of 

human beings in industrial-style extermination camps situated throughout Nazi-

occupied Europe.  But this analysis of the relationship between Heidegger's account 

of technology and Nazism would be incomplete without brief reference to an 

especially graphic and chilling, if less well-publicised aspect of the Holocaust.  In The 
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Question Concerning Technology (a revision of the second part of the Bremen 

lectures) Heidegger analyses in great detail the essence of technology which is not only 

ontologically distinct from technology itself, but is also “...by no means anything 

technological.” (Lovitt, 2013, p.4)  Heidegger proceeds to explain that: 

 

          “The essence of modern technology starts man upon the way of that revealing 

          through which the real everywhere, more or less distinctly, becomes standing- 

          reserve.” (p.24) 

 

By describing “the real everywhere” as “standing-reserve” (in German, “Bestand”) 

what Heidegger appears to be saying is that the application of technological processes 

in the modern world results in reducing everything to which it is applied to the status 

of a mere utilitarian resource without regard for its innermost physis or nature.  To 

illustrate the point, in Heidegger cites the example of the modern-day forester who, 

unlike his craftsman-forester grandfather, has been reduced to little more than a tiny 

cog (or a mere resource) for the vast and remote paper-manufacturing industry. (p.18)  

In similar vein in Discourse on Thinking: 

 

          “Nature becomes a gigantic gasoline station, an energy resource for modern 

          technology and industry.” (Anderson and Freund, 1966, p.50) 

 

Amongst the most disquieting examples of this latent reductive capacity in modern 

technology's essence to create mere resources or “standing-reserve” is one associated 

with the concentration camp complex at Auschwitz.  Here, in addition to the 

extermination facility at Auschwitz-Birkenau II, the nearby located Auschwitz-

Monowitz III camp served as a labour resource for the I G Farben Chemical Trust, 
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engaged in various research and manufacturing projects for the Wermacht.  The 

following is an extract from correspondence between the I G Farben and the 

concentration camp leadership about the supply of slave labour: 

 

          “In contemplation of experiments with a new soporific drug, we would 

          appreciate your procuring for us a number of women...We received your answer 

          but consider the price of 200 marks a woman excessive.  We propose to pay not 

          more than 170 marks a head.  If agreeable, we will take possession of the 

          women.  We need approximately 150...Received the order of 150 women. 

          Despite their emaciated condition...they were found satisfactory...The tests were 

          made.  All subjects died.  We shall contact you shortly on the subject of a new 

          load.” (Glover, 1999, pp.338, 339) 

 

Whether Heidegger himself was genuinely unaware of events like the above at 

Auschwitz, or whether instead they should simply be attributed to his "silence" on the 

Holocaust, his Cassandra-like warnings about the perils of modern technology and the 

"standing-reserve" proved to be eerily, and tragically, prescient at Auschwitz.  At least 

two other Heideggerian commentators are worth quoting briefly regarding the tragic, 

and seemingly unavoidable, relationship between technology and the Nazi death 

camps:  firstly, Michael Zimmerman notes that: 

 

          “Auschwitz reveals the "essence" of the West, because at Auschwitz and other  

          extermination camps the Western drive toward total domination achieved its 

          apogee:  humans disposed of other humans like industrial waste, burning them 

          in crematoria built according to the latest technology.” (1990, p.127) 
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Zimmerman also summarizes the view of the French-born philosopher, Jean-François 

Lyotard who: 

 

          “...agrees up to a point with Heidegger that Auschwitz exemplifies the dreadful 

          “art work” typical of the union of art and politics in the technological era.  While 

          an authentic work of art – such as a Greek temple – founded a world by letting 

          entities present themselves appropriately and distinctly, the perverse 

          technological work of art – such as a hydroelectric station – differentiates 

          nothing, but rather reveals things as sources of power.” (p.129) 

 

The original German title of Heidegger’s famous essay “Die Frage nach der Technik” 

(in English, “The Question Concerning Technology”) makes reference neither to 

modern technology nor to any contrast between it and the “technology” of earlier 

epochs.  Indeed, in marked contrast to Rousseau's earlier two Discourses where an 

earnest attempt is made to present a chronological record (whether actual or imaginary) 

of man's technological evolution, Heidegger actually shows little interest in such an 

enterprise.  His reticence in the matter is understandable perhaps given the still far 

from perfect knowledge of much of the ancients' day-to-day domestic way of life; and 

his neglect in this regard is by no means fatal to his project in Technology provided 

that he furnishes us with alternative, non-historical, criteria to identify "modern" 

technology as opposed to its ancient counterpart.  This he proceeds to do as will be 

seen below. 

Firstly, in order to justify his focus upon modern, in contrast to earlier, forms of 

technology Heidegger provides some concrete examples to illustrate the contrast.  The 

windmill (an iconic image of the early Industrial Revolution) represents for Heidegger 

an example of pre-modern technology; as does the pre-industrial age peasant-farmer's 
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care and cultivation of his land and crops; and finally, the centuries-old wooden bridge 

across the river Rhine which is forced to give way to an hydroelectric power plant in 

the face of the irresistible march of modern technology. (Lovitt, 2013, pp.14-16) 

Secondly, for Heidegger, what sets modern technology apart from these earlier forms 

is its interaction and relationship with the natural world in a way which is 

fundamentally different to that of the windmill, the labour of the caring peasant-farmer 

and the ancient wooden bridge over the Rhine.  Modern technology variously “...sets 

upon [nature]...in the sense of challenging it.”  This challenging takes the form of 

“unlocking” and “exposing” the energies of nature; and “...the energy concealed in 

nature...is transformed...is stored up...is distributed...[and]...is switched about ever 

anew.” (pp.14-16)  These various modes of interacting with nature are referred to by 

Heidegger collectively as a “revealing” (“Entbergung”); whilst the energy thus 

revealed is said to be “stockpiled” for future use, the most obvious example of this 

stockpiling being mined coal. (pp.14-16)  The concept of “stockpiling” of resources 

has already been encountered, of course, under the alternative title of “standing-

reserve” or Bestand discussed above in connection with the Nazis’ use of technology 

at Auschwitz. 

In view of the appalling cost to humankind and the environment facilitated by 

technological ways and means deployed during the Third Reich's hegemony in Europe, 

it is appropriate to consider more closely the relationship between modern technology 

and the individual within the specifically ecological context.  At the close of the 

“Memorial Address” Heidegger makes the following illuminating comment: 

           

          “...the approaching tide of technological revolution in the atomic age could so 
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          captivate, bewitch, dazzle and beguile man that calculative thinking may 

          someday come to be accepted and practiced as the only way of thinking... 

          there might go hand in hand with the greatest ingenuity in calculative planning 

          and inventing indifference toward meditative thinking...Therefore, the issue is 

          the saving of man's essential nature [as a meditative being].  Therefore, the issue 

          is keeping meditative thinking alive." (Anderson and Freund, 1966, p.56)   

 

In this passage, Heidegger speculates about a future where the "calculative thinking" 

associated with modern technology has completely ousted its "meditative" counterpart 

and in so doing has destroyed man's "essence" or "being."  Commenting upon this 

extract from the Discourse on Thinking, Hubert L Dreyfus explains it thus: 

 

          “The essence of modern technology, Heidegger tells us, is to seek to order 

          anything so as to achieve more and more flexibility and efficiency.” (1995, 

          p.305) 

 

Dreyfus then cites a passage from Technology which is in the same vein as the 

“Address”: 

 

          “Expediting is always itself directed from the beginning...towards driving on to  

          the maximum yield at the minimum expense.” (pp.305, 306)138 

 

These two propensities of modern technology, viz. to order everything, including 

human beings, more efficiently (Dreyfus) and to extract the maximum return from the 

minimum outlay (Heidegger) are all too chillingly self-evident in the extract from the 

 
138 Cf. Lovitt, 2013, p.15 
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I G Farben – Auschwitz “invoice” quoted above by Glover.  But even if these 

Dreyfusian/Heideggerian aspects of modern technology do indeed exhibit themselves 

in man's dealings with his fellow man, how do they operate within the context of man's 

relationship to nature and the environment?  Well, in recent times, especially in 

technologically and industrially advanced countries such as Britain and North America 

where there is a strong tradition of political and economic laissez-faire liberalism, one 

of the most important and influential theoretical approaches to the question of man vis-

à-vis the environment to have emerged is the doctrine of "cost-benefit analysis" 

(CBA).  Whilst it is beyond the scope of this thesis to analyse CBA in detail, its basic 

principles are relatively straightforward to understand:  CBA serves as a handy utility-

calculation formula whereby the various features of nature and the environment are 

assigned an economic value which is then measured against the fiscal sum which 

interested individuals would be willing either to pay for the preservation of such 

features, or to accept as compensation for their loss.139 

At this point it is instructive to quote briefly from O'Neill's account of CBA as an 

illustration of how its “efficiency” principles were anticipated by Heidegger in the 

above extracts from Technology and Discourse: 

 

          “In actual [CBA] policy decisions the analyst employs the potential Pareto 

          improvement criterion on the Kaldor-Hicks compensation test.  According to 

          this criterion a proposal is “efficient” if the gains are greater than the losses...if 

          aggregate benefits are greater than average costs...” (O’Neill, 1993, p.45) 

 

 
139 For a detailed critique of cost-benefit analysis, see eg. O'Neill, 1993, esp ch. 5   
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Here, the underlying assumption of CBA policy decision-making is that nature and the 

environment constitute a mere reservoir of utility; hence, they are of purely 

instrumental value in a technologically-orientated society for whom “meditative” 

thinking is nothing more than an extravagant and inefficient distraction. 

Given Dreyfus’ comment above that what characterises the “essence” of modern 

technology is the pursuit of ever more cost-efficient outcomes (graphically illustrated 

in the CBA utility-calculation formula), it is timely to recall that Heidegger himself 

places huge significance upon the distinction between (modern) technology and its 

essence.  Furthermore, since it is principally the reference to “essence” which has 

caused enormous offence and provoked so much controversy in the agriculture speech, 

further exploration is now required of both the nature and the extent of Heidegger’s 

distinction.  In Technology Heidegger provides several tantalizing glimpses of his view 

of modern technology's essence.  Firstly: 

 

          “Technology is not equivalent to the essence of technology...the essence of  

          technology is by no means anything technological.” (Lovitt, 2013, p.4) 

 

Secondly, and perhaps most importantly in Heidegger’s view: 

 

          “What is dangerous is not technology...The essence of technology, as a destining 

          of revealing, is the danger.” (p.28) 

 

Finally, we learn that: 

 

          “Enframing, Gestell as a destining of revealing, is indeed the essence  

          of technology, but never in the sense of genus and essentia.” (p.30) 
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Seeking to elucidate the above passage further, Heidegger explains that “enframing” 

(“Gestell”) represents the essence of technology not in terms of a state or condition of 

being, but rather as an active mode of "holding sway" or a “coming to presence” or 

“enduring.” (p.30)  In a helpful footnote to his edition of Heidegger’s Technology 

Lovitt explains that, for Heidegger:  

 

          “...Wesen [ie. "essence"] does not simply mean what something is, but that it 

          means further, the way something pursues its course, the way in which it 

          remains through time as what it is [my emphasis].” (2013, p.3) 

 

From the above remarks of Heidegger and Lovitt, it seems reasonable to attribute the 

following qualities or features to the essence of modern technology:  (i) it is something 

active and dynamic, rather than a merely passive state; (ii) it possesses a revelatory 

function; (iii) that revelatory function presents a danger; (iv) the revelatory function 

and the dangers posed thereby are not confined to what we normally think of as 

instances of modern technology.  More will be said about points (i) to (iv) shortly:  for 

now it is sufficient to remark that the subtlety of the distinction between modern 

technology and its essence is arguably one of Heidegger’s most important and original 

contributions to this area of philosophical enquiry; whilst the focus of his criticism 

upon the latter, rather than upon the former, possesses the additional merit of insulating 

him quite effectively from any charge of being a mere latter-day Luddite.  

Furthermore, the central role played by “essence” in the account of modern technology 

may serve as a response to those commentators who remain stubbornly critical of 

Heidegger’s apparently arbitrary approach to what actually constitutes modern, as 

opposed to, pre-modern technology.  Indeed, according to Foltz, not only is it the 

presence of “essence” which constitutes the identifying feature of so-called modern 



 

172 
 

technology, but also “...it is anachronistic to speak of medieval or ancient 

“technologies”” at all. (1995, p.8)  Further, Foltz endorses Heidegger's contrast 

between the windmill and the hydroelectric plant, as well as that between the 

traditional peasant-farmer sensitively tilling his land and the modern, mechanized, 

agricultural processes with their unbridled use of artificial fertilizers and chemical 

pesticides. (p.8) 

This aggressive imagery of the hydroelectric plant and mechanized agriculture 

introduces another feature which Heidegger associates with the essence of modern 

technology, viz. “violence.”  Julian Young makes the explicit connection between the 

two in the third volume of his Heidegger trilogy entitled Heidegger's Later Philosophy.  

According to Young, whilst the violence of modern technology had been recognised 

by Heidegger's predecessors Ludwig Klages and Ernst Jünger, what is unique to 

Heidegger “...is his account of the ‘essence,’ the fundamental ground, of the violence 

of modern technology.” (2002, p.44)  The fundamental “ground” to which Young 

refers (“das Gestell”) is conventionally translated into English as “enframing.”  

However, Young himself takes issue specifically with Lovitt's rendering of Gestell as 

“enframing” in the latter's translation of Technology, describing the choice of the word 

enframing as “a poor one.” (p.44)  Certainly, Young is correct to underline the fact 

that no single English word can hope to capture the full kaleidoscope of meanings of 

Gestell (or indeed, of many other instances of Heidegger's technical vocabulary).  But 

the rejection of the English “enframing” is curious, Young's principal objection to the 

word being that: 

 

          “…[enframing] makes das Gestell look like a human action [my emphasis] 

          (ensnaring, encoding, enveloping) whereas, in reality...it is not an action but 

          rather a mode of disclosure which determines the character of action.” (p.44) 
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Young's impulse here seems to be to de-personalize, or to exclude human initiative 

from, das Gestell or the enframing process and it has the merit of appearing to echo 

the Heideggerian stance on the destining of Being, previously discussed and roundly 

condemned by inter alia Richard Wolin and Andrew Feenberg.140  But this technical 

objection to the word “enframing,” thereby excluding human action as an operative 

force vis-à-vis das Gestell seems to run counter to the human Dasein’s fundamental 

characteristic of in-der-Welt-sein (literally, its “being-in-the-world” (-ness)) 

(Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, pp.38 passim);  Young also finds himself at odds 

with other Heideggerian scholars.  For example: 

 

          “...enframing is not simply something man does to the world [my emphasis].  

          It is a process that intuitively and totally concerns humanity itself.” (Pattison, 

          2000, p.60) 

 

Similarly, in his foreword to Krell’s edition of Heidegger: basic writings, Taylor 

Carman comments that: 

 

          “...enframing is “no mere human doing,” for it is as much something happening 

          to us as it is something we ourselves undertake or carry out.” (2011, pp.xiii, xiv) 

 

What emerges from the above quotes by Pattison and Carman is the pro-active element 

of human activity in the enframing process which underscores an Heideggerian 

trademark encountered in Chapter Three above in the analysis of Being and Time:  

Dasein’s “being-in-the-world”; and it is this feature of Dasein too, it will be recalled 

from the previous chapter, which provided the conceptual basis for Heidegger’s assault 

 
140 See above 
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upon the Cartesian notion of the self or ego as well as his dismissal of much of the 

metaphysics which historically followed thereafter.  A Kadir Çüçen of Uludag 

University explains the contrast between Dasein and the Cartesian ego as follows: 

 

          “Starting with Descartes, the subject becomes the center, and the subject, as the  

          first true being, has priority over all other beings.  Contrary to this priority of the 

          subject, Heidegger’s goal is to show that there is no subject distinct from the  

          external world of things, because Dasein is essentially Being-in-the- 

          world…However, Being-in-the-world does not mean that it is like a piece of  

          chalk in the chalk-box.  Being-in, as the most essential and existential 

          characteristics of Dasein, signifies the expression of such terms as “dwelling,” 

          “being familiar with,” and “being present to.”141  

 

Indeed, the concept of “dwelling” is what comes to define the essential nature (or 

essence) of Dasein in Heidegger’s later writings:  for example, in “Building, Dwelling, 

Thinking,” we read that “[t]o be a human being [Dasein?] means to be on the earth as 

a mortal.  It means to dwell.” (Hofstadter, 2001, p.145); and in “…Poetically Man 

Dwells…” Heidegger explains that “[w]hen Hӧlderlin speaks of dwelling, he has 

before his eyes the basic character of human existence.” (p.213).  Likewise, in his 

monograph on Heidegger’s growing preoccupation with nature and environmentalism, 

Bruce V Foltz argues for an unbroken conceptual thread running at least as far back as 

Being and Time: 

           

          “Dwelling, in Heidegger’s later thought, is the very essence of what in his early 

          work was called “being-in,” through which we are in the world and “have” a 

 
141 In “Heidegger’s reading of Descartes’ dualism:  the relation of subject and object” 
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          world.” (1995, p.156).    

 

However, so insidious and pervasive are the effects of modern technology’s essence 

that Dasein’s being-in-the-world looks itself to be one of the first potential casualties 

of the enframing process.  Indeed, in his later works, Heidegger frequently describes 

Dasein’s loss of its acute sense of being-in-the-world as a forfeiture of its natural 

dwelling-place, a form of “homelessness,” in which it is alienated from its 

surroundings and precluded from engagement with the world so that self and world 

stand ontologically distinct from each other in a manner resembling that of which 

Cartesian philosophy has traditionally made a virtue.  Furthermore, the fundamental 

cause of this alienation of self from world is similarly made clear in the Letter on 

Humanism, where Heidegger remarks that: 

 

          “Technology is in its essence a destiny within the history of Being and of the 

          truth of Being, a truth that lies in oblivion.” (Krell, 2011, p.166) 

 

Hence, according to Heidegger in the Letter:  “Homelessness is the symptom of 

oblivion of Being.” (p.165).  Interestingly, too, David E Cooper takes up this theme of 

Dasein’s homelessness or loss of dwelling and the concomitant loss of B/being in 

Convergence with Nature:  A Daoist Perspective where he notes that: 

 

          “Heidegger’s focus…was not the dislocation caused by great wars and industrial 

          migrations.  Instead, it was on a sense of estrangement from the earth and from 

          the natural places where human beings once lived as communities.” (2012, 

          p.30). 
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As has been seen already within the context of the discussion in Chapters One and 

Two above, sentiments very close to these are expressed by Rousseau in his 

anthropological reconstruction of early man in the two Discourses.  There, it will be 

recalled, it was man’s emergence from a state of natural innocence and his subsequent 

moral corruption through the development of art, science and technology (agriculture 

and metallurgy coming in for particular criticism) that was judged to have alienated 

her/him from self, from others and from the natural world.  In marked contrast to these 

examples of man’s alienation from his traditional roots and from the environment is 

the Later Heidegger’s embrace of Taoism and its principle of implied universal one-

ness which Zimmerman deduces from Heidegger’s 1959 essay Unterwegs zur Sprache 

(On the way to language): 

 

          “The self-concealing Tao names “a great hidden stream which moves all things 

          along and makes way for everything.  All is way.”” (1994, p.131) 

 

Similarly, in “Heidegger, Buddhism and deep ecology”, Zimmerman associates 

Heidegger’s phenomenalism with Mahāyānā Buddhism in the following terms: 

 

          “According to [Mahāyānā Buddhism], all things arise together simultaneously 

          and are radically codependent in the sense of mutually defining one 

          appearances, in which each thing is aware of its relation to other things.” (1995, 

          p.253)     

 

Continuing this theme of the relationship between self and technology in a 

contemporary context, Hubert L Dreyfus and Charles Spinosa argue that the individual 

self (like the Heideggerian Dasein) is defined precisely by the nature and the extent of 
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its interaction with, and response to, the forms of modern technology which it 

encounters. (1997, in Scharff and Dusek., eds. 2014, pp.350-361)  In their broadly 

favourable analysis of the critique of technology by both Heidegger and Albert 

Borgmann, Dreyfus and Spinosa focus upon several instances of present-day cutting-

edge technology which serve to illustrate Heidegger’s enduring importance and 

relevance.  Firstly, citing from Borgmann’s book Crossing the Postmodern Divide, 

they refer to the examples of “high-tech athletic shoes” and VR simulators. (p.351)  

According to Dreyfus and Spinosa, the VR simulator presents the postmodern subject 

with the prospect of total control of her/his “hyperreality,” reducing her/him to a mere 

collection of “arbitrary desires” with the result that s/he ceases to possess any “long-

term identities and commitments.” (p.352)  A similar conclusion is reached by Sherry 

Turkle in her book, Life on the Screen:  Identity in the Age of the Internet.  Addressing 

the issue of the Internet's impact upon our conception of our own self-identity, she 

writes: 

 

          “...the Internet has become a significant social laboratory for experimenting with 

          the constructions and reconstructions of self that characterize postmodern life.” 

          (cited by Dreyfus and Spinosa (1997) in Scharff and Dusek, eds. 2014, p.353)   

 

Dreyfus and Spinosa associate the Borgmann and Turkle conclusions with that of 

enframing whereby the world is reduced to the level of mere Bestand: 

 

          “...when everything becomes standing reserve or resources, people and things 

          will no longer be understood as having essences or identities or, for people, the 

          goal of satisfying arbitrary desires...” (p.352)   
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The effects of Bestand’s de-humanizing of the individual and its dislocation or 

dismemberment of the traditional concepts of self-worth (features which possess 

obvious affinities with Marxian alienation and Durkheimian anomie) are not confined 

to the ordinary citizen, however; they also manifest themselves in the “individual writ 

large” ie. the community of citizens.  Indeed, Dreyfus and Spinosa point to a 

dramatically transformed picture of the conventional community with a further quote 

from Turkle on the long-term results attributable to the Internet: 

 

          “We might imagine people joining in this or that activity with a particular 

          identity for so long as the identity and activity are exhilarating and then moving 

          on to new identities and activities...Such people would thrive on having no home 

          community and no home sense of self...Communities of such people would not 

          seem to be communities by today's standards.  They would not have a core cadre 

          who remained in them over long periods of time...members would go their own 

          ways, joining other communities.” (cited at pp.353, 354) 

 

Two points of especial interest follow from this passage:  firstly, the essence of modern 

technology (in this case, in the form of the Internet) reshapes and redefines our 

conventional understanding of community by “unlocking,” “transforming,” “storing,” 

“distributing,” and “switching,” it (Lovitt, 2013, p.16), thereby reducing the 

community to the status of standing-reserve.  Thus, the new-style community emerges 

as a transient entity with no fixed constitution or sense of its own continuity in space 

and time, deprived of any enduring sense of self-identity in much the same manner as 

the individual.   

Secondly, it will be recalled how Section One above argued that the identity of the 

individual was intimately bound-up with membership of the Volk and the völkisch 
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community in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Germany.  Mosse 

demonstrated how membership of a community, defined in terms of völkisch historical 

and cultural traditions satisfied a crucial need in cementing a strong sense of selfhood 

and personal identity amongst those Germans who felt increasingly alienated by 

changes in the traditional ways of life as a result of their nation's rapid technological 

and industrial expansion.  It was seen, too, in Section One that thinkers such as 

Heidegger himself were not immune from such ideas:  the immediate effect in 

Heidegger's own case was the Nature, History, State seminar.  Overall, the seminar, 

and especially "Session 8," promotes such ideas as Lebensraum and the racial purity 

(or “authenticity”) of the settled Aryan peoples, in contrast to “Slavic” and “Semitic” 

nomads:  all theories which Hitler and the Nazis would subsequently exploit with 

appalling consequences. 

We can now return to a further analysis of the essence of modern technology in terms 

of the features (i) to (iv) referred to above in order to ascertain how enduring is 

Heidegger's critique of the technology of his own day, as well as of those of 

contemporary technology highlighted in the recent Dreyfus and Spinosa paper. 

 

(i) Essence of Technology as active and dynamic rather than as merely passive  

Heidegger himself is at pains to emphasise the active and dynamic character of 

technology's “essence.”  Indeed, the description of essence as an entity which “pursues 

its course”142 is nakedly anthropomorphic:  likewise, Turkle's example of the Internet 

through its active and dynamic use of Artificial Intelligence in the form of, say, apps 

and search engines.  Whilst these familiar hi-tech devices have, of course, been 

designed by computer programmers to act within prescribed limits, to the ordinary user 

 
142 See Heidegger’s reference to Wesen above 
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of the computer program the apps and search engines appear to possess a high degree 

of functional autonomy through their mimicry of the original programmer's aims and 

intentions (an everyday example is the modern chess computer).   

 

(ii) Essence of Technology's revelatory function  

The essence of modern technology as the agent of revealing (“Entbergung”) is a 

ubiquitous theme in Heidegger's Technology.  For example: 

 

          “The revealing that rules throughout modern technology has the character of a  

          setting-upon, in the sense of a challenging-forth...Regulating and securing even 

          become the chief characteristics of the challenging revealing.” (Lovitt, 2013, 

          p.16) 

 

Once again, the Internet appears to present the perfect paradigm of a revelatory agent 

through the standard facilities which it provides.  Quoting once more from Turkle's 

book, Life on the Screen, Dreyfus and Spinosa note that the Internet possesses “the 

ability...to change [or reveal?] popular understandings of identity;” (1997, in Scharff 

and Dusek, eds. 2014 p.353) and furthermore, the revelatory potential is implied in the 

following quote from Turkle: 

 

          “...we are encouraged to think of ourselves as fluid, emergent, decentralized, 

          multiplicitous, and ever in process.” (p.353) 

 

As Dreyfus and Spinosa proceed to explain, Turkle cites the Multi-User Dungeon 

(MUD) program as amongst the most sophisticated of Internet facilities for reducing 

one's identity to the level of Heideggerian Bestand, capable of being “unlocked,” 
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“transformed,” “stored,” “distributed,” “switched about.” (Lovitt, 2013, p.16)  MUD 

is a role-playing facility in a virtual space world which “can become a context for 

discovering who one is and wishes to be” so as “to facilitate self-knowledge and 

personal growth.” (p.353)  Finally, in what arguably epitomizes the perfect expression 

of Bestand in contemporary technology, Turkle explains that: 

 

          “In MUDs you can write and revise your character's self-description whenever 

          you wish.  On some MUDs you can even create a character that "morphs" into  

          another...” (p.353) 

 

Hence, the Internet shows itself to be peculiarly adept at embodying the “essence” 

which Heidegger identified as the hallmark of modern technology.  

 

(iii) The danger of the revelatory function in modern technology           

In Technology Heidegger seeks to spell out the threat associated with modern 

technology: 

 

          “What is dangerous is not technology... the essence of technology, as a destining 

          of revealing, is the danger...The threat to man does not come in the first instance 

          from the potentially lethal machines and apparatus of technology.  The threat 

          has already affected man in his essence.  The rule of Enframing threatens man 

          with the possibility that it could be denied to him to enter into a more original 

          revealing and hence to experience the call of a more primal truth.” (Lovitt, 2013, 

          p.28)  
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In the above passage, Heidegger's argument appears to be that the ultimate danger to 

man posed by the essence of technology is its power to blind him to the fundamental 

or ontological ("more primal"?) truth about Being.143  The most obvious association 

between primal truth and technology in Heidegger's writings other than Technology is 

probably the Introduction to Metaphysics (1935/1953) where Heidegger writes at one 

point: 

 

          “...what is peddled about nowadays as the philosophy of National Socialism, but 

          which has nothing to do with the inner truth and greatness of the movement 

          [namely, the encounter between global technology and modern humanity] is 

          fishing in these troubled waters of “values” and “totalities.”” (Fried and Polt, 

          2014, p.222) 

 

Although controversy surrounds the precise status of the phrase in square brackets 

above,144 for present purposes it is Heidegger's unabashed correlation between 

technology and National Socialism which has emerged as of particular interest, in the 

course of which  we have already considered the danger presented by the essence of 

technology in its revelatory capacity:  by the process of Gestell not only were millions 

of human beings dehumanized and reduced to the moral status of mere Bestand, but 

also a mind as perspicacious as Heidegger’s could be dulled and bewitched into putting 

the holocaust on a par with mechanized agricultural processes.  

 

 

 

 
143Cf. Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, esp. para. 44 of Being and Time 
144 For an in-depth discussion see Fried's and Polt's introduction, p.xx  
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(iv) The danger of the revelatory function beyond modern technology 

It will be recalled that the two principal conclusions reached in Sherry Turkle's book, 

Life on the Screen, related to:  (i) the disintegration of the conventionally-understood 

civic community; and (ii) the corresponding fragmentation of the individual self.  

According to Turkle, these two developments flow from prolonged exposure to the 

Internet where the revelatory function of the essence of technology has free rein; the 

resulting danger represents a clear and consistent parallel with that sense of 

estrangement to which Mosse referred in connection with his analysis of the effects of 

rapid industrial expansion upon the populace in late nineteenth-century Germany, and 

which was considered in section one above.  Here again, Heidegger appears to have 

anticipated, and to have advanced, a potential remedy for this contemporary species of 

Marxian alienation and Durkheimian anomie:  the Heideggerian remedy operates 

through the agency of what Dreyfus describes as “marginal practices.” (1995, pp.289-

316)  As Dreyfus explains, those marginal practices consist of such apparently 

inconsequential activities as, say, backpacking or enjoying a glass of wine in the local 

bar with one's friends; and they prove to be of value precisely because they resist the 

power of modern technology to reduce them to no more than efficient resources or 

Bestand (1995, p.310); and a close reading of Heidegger’s famous radio broadcast of 

1934 entitled “Why do I stay in the provinces?” reflects much of the rationale of 

“marginal practices.”  By contrast, the cost of neglecting the marginal practices remedy 

is emphasised in Charles Guignon's essay, “Authenticity, moral values, and 

psychotherapy.” (1995, pp.215-239)  In an illuminating passage based upon the 

clinical findings of Ira Progoff, Guignon argues that: 

 

          “...the rise of modern technological civilization first generated contemporary  

          psychological problems.  In earlier, pre-industrial societies, according to 
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          Progoff, “individuals experienced the meaning of their lives in terms of local 

          religious orthodoxies and accustomed national or tribal ways of life” of their 

          communities.  These traditional practices and institutions “provided built-in 

          psychic security for the individual.”  When faith in these commonalities broke 

          down, however, the individual was left unprotected” (p.216)145 

 

Both Guignon and Progoff conclude that it is the resulting sense of isolation and 

loneliness felt by the individual which lies at the heart of so many modern 

psychological problems. (p.216)  At first blush, the conclusion that all of the 

psychological ills of modern society may confidently be attributed to modern 

technology in broad terms, and to the Internet in particular, appears breathtaking in its 

sweeping generality; and at least one of the most vocal critics of Dreyfus’  assessment 

of the Internet, David Horton, has assembled an impressive array of empirical evidence 

attesting to the potential of the Internet to foster and encourage the growth of the 

“online community.” (2004)  Horton's findings need to be approached with some 

caution since the target or control group of his sociological study consists of those who 

might be regarded as already pre-disposed towards the establishment and/or 

maintenance of (in Horton’s study) a locally-based environmental pressure group or 

community:  the Internet would then simply serve to facilitate a pre-existing communal 

mentality in the members of Horton’s sociological sample.  Hence, Horton’s research 

appears to bear out Aristotle’s famous remark in Nicomachean Ethics that man is a 

zōon politikon, ie. a social animal, and it throws an interesting sidelight on the current 

debate.  But his research seems to be too limited to overturn the basic premise that 

modern technology has the potential to imperil the underlying unity in the community 

or in the individual.  Thus, both Heidegger’s original critique of technology and the 

 
145 The source of the quotes is Progoff, 1956, p.5  
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work of his successors in assimilating it with the Internet look to be substantially 

correct. 

Zimmerman is another commentator to stress the importance for Heidegger of the 

“rootedness” of the individual through identification with her/his community.  

However, according to Zimmerman, Heidegger’s identification with a community 

extends to the land and the soil to which the individual feels a special belonging (1986, 

pp.127, 128); and this “belonging” entails being content to dwell within the natural 

world without seeking to exploit or dominate it through the use of modern technology.  

Furthermore, Zimmerman sees this network of Heideggerian concepts as underpinned 

by the notion of “care” (“Sorge”) in an extract from Being and Time, following on 

directly from Heidegger's famous interpretation of the ancient fable about man's origin 

from mother-earth. (p.128; and cf. Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, pp.241-243) 

Similarly, according to Jane Howarth (1999, pp.229-240), what is lacking in our 

modern, technologically and industrially advanced society is Heideggerian Sorge.  

Heidegger's interest in the concept of care actually predates both Technology and 

Discourse, with its most in-depth analysis occupying sections 65-70 of Being and 

Time; hence, care lies at the very heart of his phenomenological project.  Howarth 

proceeds to explain the Heideggerian response to our contemporary throw-away 

culture of mass consumption in the following terms: 

 

          “Phenomenology claims, not only that modern life, but that modern philosophy 

          ‘covers up’ Care.” (1996, p.235) 
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It will be recalled that reference has already been made146 to a notorious example of 

the human cost to be paid when care is “covered up" and Zimmerman opines the 

consequences of such covering up as follows:” 

 

          “The destructive aspect of modern technology, then, is directly related to the  

          constriction of human Dasein's capacity for genuine caring.  Alienation from 

          this capacity was, for Heidegger, the worst kind of “dehumanization” and led to 

          the most terrible crimes against humans and non-humans alike.” (1990, p.230) 

 

Thus, both Howarth and Zimmerman see Heidegger’s concept of care as the antidote 

to modern technology’s propensity for reducing everything in the world (including 

human beings) to the status of “standing-reserve” (or Bestand).  Care represents that 

subtle Heideggerian mood which promotes the “letting-be” of an entity:  as Bruce V 

Foltz explains (1995, p.162), such caring or letting-be allows an entity to disclose its 

true physis in its own way whilst simultaneously maintaining its innate concealment 

of that physis.  Thus, in common with his predecessor, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 

Heidegger emerges not as a neo-Luddite either desiring or seeking to turn back the 

clock of technological progress; instead, he shares with Rousseau a profound 

pessimism about the capacity for technology to influence the human self for the 

general good of mankind.  

 

Section 4.3  Summary and conclusions 

Just as with the previous chapter, in this chapter, too, ideas associated with the 

historical and cultural phenomenon of the “Volk” assume a crucial role in Heidegger's 

attitude towards modern technology and ecology/environmentalism.  In Section One 

 
146 See reference to Auschwitz above 
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it was noted that George L Mosse highlighted the profound influence which notions 

of native Germanic soil and landscape exercised upon the minds of the populace; such 

influences served to create and reinforce in the minds of ordinary Germans the belief 

in a unique national “soul-identity” which was partly embodied in the concept of the 

Volk.  As was seen in Section One, such concepts find expression in Heidegger's 

1933/1934 private seminar, Nation, History, State; and in “Session 8” in particular, 

Heidegger's remarks bear an uncanny resemblance to the ideology subsequently 

preached by so-called Nazi Party “greens” such as Hess, Himmler and Darré.   

In Section Two attention moved to the core of Heidegger’s critique of modern 

technology and its practical consequences for mankind.  The notorious “agriculture 

speech”" delivered by Heidegger as part of the post-war Bremen series of lectures is 

of particular importance:  firstly, one is faced with the prospect of a major European 

thinker, with known National Socialist associations, apparently trivializing in moral 

terms the industrial-scale murder of many millions of human beings, Jews and non-

Jews alike.  Both Richard Wolin and Andrew Feenberg adopt a broadly hostile 

interpretation of Heidegger's remarks in the speech and Wolin’s analysis has the merit 

of representing the more conventional and straightforward account of a thinker who 

never succeeded in shaking off his early anti-Semitic indoctrination at the hands of 

Nazism; by contrast, Feenberg advances a more theoretical means of accounting for 

Heidegger's comments.  But for the reasons set out in Section Two his explanation for 

the speech is not altogether convincing. 

As a well-known apologist for Martin Heidegger, Julian Young offers an interesting 

and less conventional approach to the “problem” of the agriculture speech which 

operates on a deeper philosophical level than that of Wolin.  However, if we lay aside 

temporarily the controversy surrounding the immediate context of the agriculture 

speech, then the reference to “essence” raises hugely important philosophical issues:  
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according to Heidegger, it is the essence of modern technology which creates 

“Bestand” and the concept of Bestand  is one of his most original contributions to this 

area of philosophical enquiry.  Indeed, as will be argued in later chapters, it has 

profound implications stretching beyond technology and extending to the constitution 

of the self and its relationship to both politics and ecology/environmentalism. 

The essence of modern technology is seen to consist of an ever increasing tendency 

towards the reduction of the world to the status of mere Bestand (or “standing-

reserve”).  What is perhaps most unnerving about the reductive process itself 

(technically referred to by Heidegger as “Gestell” and rendered by most translators 

into English as “enframing”) is its power to reduce, not only inanimate material, but 

human beings too, to the level of standing-reserve.  But Gestell reaches its chilling 

apogee during the era of Nazism, epitomized by the example cited in section two of 

the commercial dealings between the Auschwitz concentration camp administrators 

and the directors of the nearby I G Farben Chemical Industries complex. 

Whilst the danger to the long-term integrity of the self from Bestand/Gestell will be 

analysed in due course, the writings of Sherry Turkle, Hubert L Dreyfus and Charles 

Spinosa, inter alia, featured in Section Two, have focussed upon contemporary 

technology in the form of the Internet as an equally pernicious and more immediate 

threat to its users:  Turkle’s central argument, that the individual's sense of her/his self-

identity is inseparable from the sense of belonging and membership of a community, 

of course, revives Mosse’s thesis regarding the relationship of individual German self-

identity to the Volk.  In fact, this sense of “belonging” lies at the heart of Heidegger’s 

concept of “dwelling” which Foltz equates with the equally familiar Heideggerian 

concept of “being-in” from Being and Time.   
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Similarly, both Charles Guignon and Ira Progoff have underlined the risk of 

psychological impairment as a symptom of the sense of isolation and loneliness 

aggravated by the socio-political infrastructure, itself heavily reliant upon various 

species of modern technology, and which is an indispensable component of our 

contemporary urban lifestyle.  By contrast, David Horton’s sociological study of 

Internet users and user-groups argued against Dreyfus for a more up-beat interpretation 

of the impact of various forms of internet communication, through e-mails and the 

like.  Nevertheless, Section Two concluded that a careful and detailed analysis of 

Horton's research actually did little to militate against the central thrust of Turkle’s 

thesis, viz.  that contemporary technology in the shape of the Internet can pose a threat 

to conventional notions of both self-identity and community-identity. 

Finally, Section Two examined the Heideggerian concept of “care” (Sorge) through 

the scholarship of Jane Howarth and Michael Zimmerman.  The application of care in 

this context acts as a direct challenge to the prevailing utility-orientated CBA which 

treats its objects as mere Bestand to be assessed and costed in callous disregard of their 

non-user and non-ornamental value.  Likewise, Zimmerman regards Heideggerian care 

as the silver bullet against Gestell's destructive propensity to alienate men from their 

fellow human beings and from the natural world, and to create a climate in which it 

was deemed both rational and expedient to deploy the resources of modern technology 

in the design and building of highly mechanized, industrial-scale, extermination 

factories capable of maximizing their murderous output in return for the minimum 

outlay.  Hence, Howarth and Zimmerman both conclude that in exposing the dangers 

of modern technology in terms of its essence, Heidegger additionally points the way 

towards their solution. 
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               CHAPTER FIVE:  COMPARISONS AND CONTRASTS   

                                  IN ROUSSEAU AND HEIDEGGER 

 

Chapters One to Four of the thesis have aimed to provide discrete, relatively self-

contained, accounts of the political self and the ecological self, reflected in the 

philosophical writings of Rousseau and Heidegger.   Chapter Five represents a modest 

attempt to lay the foundations for an original (and hitherto unexplored) approach to 

the conceptual relationship which exists between the two thinkers; the resulting 

conclusions are then applied in Chapter Six within the context of the contemporary 

politico-ecological debate. 

The lack of scholarly debate directly linking Rousseau and Heidegger is not altogether 

surprising since Rousseau’s name crops up on isolated occasions only in Heidegger’s 

work:  in the 1933/34 Nature, History, State seminar Rousseau is mentioned only once 

(in “Session 8”) where he is simply credited as the author of Social Contract (Fried 

and Polt, 2015, p.52); whilst Richard Velkley records just two references by Heidegger 

to Rousseau.  In both instances Heidegger regards Rousseau as of merely peripheral 

interest in connection with the analysis of his own favourite German poet, viz. 

Hölderlin (Velkley, 2002, p.190, note 39).  In terms of the secondary literature, 

Velkley’s monograph once again constitutes the principal academic source for the 

Rousseau – Heidegger relationship; but even here that relationship is analysed 

indirectly through the intermediacy of both Kant and Schelling.  Finally, Authenticity:  

the cultural history of a political concept (2018) by Maiken Umbach and Mathew 

Humphrey features both thinkers but does not undertake a direct comparison between 

them.   

Section One below examines the comparisons and contrasts in the political self as it is 

manifested in the writings of Rousseau and Heidegger, respectively; Section Two 
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performs the same function in relation to the ecological self.  Finally, Section Three 

assesses the nature of the politico-ecological self which emerges from this exercise. 

 

Section 5.1  The political self 

A cardinal feature of Rousseau’s political theory is that of the Législateur:  he alludes 

to their historical role, epitomized by the ancient patriarchs Moses, Lycurgus and 

Numa, in Chapter Two of the posthumously published work, Considerations on the 

Government of Poland (1782); and the office of Législateur is considered more 

extensively in Book Two, Chapter Seven, of Social Contract.  In this latter work, the 

Législateur is presented as a conspicuously commanding figure presiding over a 

tightly-controlled, authoritarian, political regime; and it will be instructive to consider 

during the course of this section how far it is possible to detect parallels with the 

political environment in which Heidegger would live some two centuries later. 

Chapter One of the thesis addressed inter alia what Bertram has designated as the 

“regress problem” in the conceptual formulation of the Législateur and it was argued 

there that in terms of reälpolitik the “problem” is rather more illusory than substantive.  

Interestingly, in his 2005 commentary, Mulhall identifies an analogous conundrum in 

Being and Time, sections 76 and 77, which concern the transformation of Dasein from 

an inauthentic condition into an authentic one.  According to Mulhall’s analysis (2005, 

pp.197, 198) the transformation from inauthenticity to authenticity requires “the 

intervention of another [authentic] friend” who logically would her/himself have 

required an authentic friend to effect her/his own previous transformation; and so on, 

leading to an infinite regress.  Mulhall proceeds to solve Heidegger’s “problem” 

(pp.146 ff.) by reference to what Jim Urpeth has described as “an embarrassing 

exercise in psycho-biographical speculation which attempts to identify the personal 
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traits [of Heidegger].”147  However, contra Mulhall, Heidegger furnishes his own 

answer to the regress problem:  firstly, according to Richard Wolin, for Heidegger 

himself it is the unique abilities and greatness of the person of Adolf Hitler which are 

“…existential, rooted in the authenticity of the Führer as an individual, historically 

existent Dasein” (Wolin, 1990, p.106); and furthermore, “Hitler stands not for 

antiquated dogmas and ideas, but for a new politics of authenticity” (1990, p.107).  

Secondly, as the archetypal individual authentic Dasein the Führer has no need of a 

Mulhallian “authentic friend” from whom to inherit authenticity; instead, the Führer’s 

authenticity is, according to Heidegger, congenital rather than acquired: 

 

          “…the origin of all state action and leadership does not lie in knowledge; it lies 

          in Being.  Every leader is a leader; he must be a leader in accordance with the 

          marked form of his Being…in the development of his own essence.  A leader 

          does not need to be educated politically…” (Nature, History, State 1933-34 

          (Fried and Polt, 2015, p.45). 

 

Hence, it is the attribution of exceptional qualities such as “genius” to the Législateur 

and authentic Dasein (as exemplified by the Führer) which enables both Rousseau and 

Heidegger to side-step the charge of conceptual incoherence associated with circularity 

and infinite regress.   

Although Rousseau and Heidegger may have disposed successfully of the circularity 

and regress conundrums, an objection might nevertheless be raised about the practical 

possibility of finding a Législateur, or the Heideggerian equivalent, in the sphere of 

 
147 See Jim Urpeth’s review of Mulhall’s Heidegger and “Being and Time”; the page references in 

Urpeth’s review relate to the 1995 edition of Mulhall’s book; but the actual text in the extracts quoted 

from Mulhall above from the 2005 edition is identical with that in the 1995 edition   
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reälpolitik.  Certainly, fulfilling the requirements of Rousseau’s Législateur looks to 

be a tall order because: 

 

          “…a superior intelligence would be necessary, which would live all the passions 

          of men but experience none of them; which would have no part of our nature, 

          but would know it through and through…The Legislator is in all respects an 

          extraordinary man in the State…” (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, pp.42, 43). 

 

Rousseau himself is somewhat reticent on the question of whether such an 

“extraordinary man” could ever emerge to tackle the many enduring problems of 

eighteenth-century European politics:  as noted above, he instead looks back to a 

celebrated trio of législateurs from ancient history and his personal favourite, the 

Spartan Lycurgus, receives a further mention alongside Plato in the Second Part of the 

Discourse on the Arts and Sciences where he comments in a footnote: 

 

          “It is well worthy of notice, says Montaigne, that the excellent institutions of  

          Lycurgus, which were in truth miraculously perfect…” (The Social Contract 

          and Discourses (trans. Cole, 1961, p.137)).148 

 

By contrast, Rousseau ends Book Two and Chapter Ten of Social Contract with these 

curiously prescient words: 

 

          “There is still one country in Europe fit to be given laws:  it is the Isle of Corsica. 

          The valour and constancy with which that brave people has managed to recover 

          and defend its liberty would merit that some wise man should teach it to preserve 

          that liberty.  I have a feeling that one day that little island will astonish Europe” 

 
148 In fact, Montaigne’s reference to Lycurgus in the essay entitled “On the Cannibals” (1.31) is not 

quite as fulsome as Rousseau claims  
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          (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, p.52). 

 

Although Bonaparte’s respect for political liberties is questionable, his extraordinary 

character and genius are surely undeniable; whilst his propensity “to work in one 

century and find enjoyment in another” (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, p.42) might be 

thought to epitomize Le Code Napoléon which in his later years the dictator regarded 

as his greatest achievement and which continues to be influential in continental 

European civil law to this day.           

Likewise, Heidegger too has some illuminating comments to make upon the subject of 

nation-founders, in this case in the guise of a Führer-figure first introduced in the 

Nature, History, State seminar.  Similarly, in an abstruse passage in the Introduction 

to Metaphysics he analyses the historical Being of rulers, creators, and the like: 

 

          “Rising high in the site of history, they also become apolis, without city and site, 

          lone-some, un-canny…without ordinance and limit, without structure and 

          fittingness…” (Fried and Polt, 2014, p.170).149 

 

In his exposition of the above passage, Wolin (1990, pp.125, 126) echoes the unique 

qualities which Rousseau attributed to his Législateur:  the ruler-creators “…are the 

great misunderstood geniuses of civilization who stand above and outside the law…” 

and they “…embody a kind of law-creating violence:  they are a self-justifying elect 

who ultimately become laws unto themselves.” (p.125)  There is some plausibility to 

Wolin’s conclusion that this extract from Introduction to Metaphysics contains the 

seeds of the Führerprinzip (p.116); and when coupled with Heidegger’s alleged 

assimilation of “polis” and “state”, the emergence of the Führerstaat is the inevitable 

 
149 Cf. Heidegger’s concluding remark in his Rectoral Address to “German Students” in 1933:  “The 

Führer alone is the present and future German reality and its law.”  (Wolin, 1993, p.47)       
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result.  Heidegger’s alleged identification of the polis with the state continues to be a 

hotly contested issue amongst Heideggerian scholars, with Julian Young, notably, 

riposting that Wolin’s claim represents “a really quite brazen misreading of a passage 

in which Heidegger explicitly disassociates ‘polis’ from ‘state’.” (Young, 1998, p.124) 

Regrettably, space precludes an exhaustive analysis of this aspect of the Wolin – 

Young debate; but it seems not to be in dispute that Introduction to Metaphysics (which 

originated as a lecture course at Freiburg University in 1935) is a document intended 

by Heidegger to provide a philosophical rationalization of both National Socialist 

Party politics and of the Führer’s role within it.150  Thus, as political entities 

Rousseau’s and  Heidegger’s respective creations share the common feature of 

“extraordinary genius,” but they can nevertheless be distinguished:  firstly, the 

Législateur remains primarily abstract and theoretical, whilst the Führer-figure is a 

creature of flesh-and-blood.  Secondly, unlike the Führer-figure who is defined by 

violence and lawlessness, the Législateur initially displays neither of these tendencies; 

the violence and the lawlessness will eventually emerge of course, but only several 

decades later, in the shape either of Robespierre, St Just and Marat, or of Napoleon.  

Finally, in an ironic twist, the autodidactic Rousseau invests his ideal statesman with 

the learning and the academic discipline associated with thinkers such as Plato; whilst 

the learned and academically disciplined Heidegger allows his own Führer-figure to 

be an autodidactic.151     

 
150 Julian Young himself, although one of the most prominent of Heidegger’s apologists, concedes that 

“…even those on the whole sympathetic to Heidegger have generally taken [Introduction to 

Metaphysics] to be indelibly fascist in character.” (1998, p.8)  
151 It is tempting here to see the contrast between Rousseau’s statesman and Heidegger’s Führer-

figure in terms of the ancient debate between Plato’s theoretical knowledge (gnōsis) and Aristotle’s 

sound judgement (phronēsis).  But the analogy is not quite exact:  whilst Hitler claims that academic 

learning results in “weakness of will” (Mein Kampf), no such association exists between the 

Aristotelian equivalent “akrasia” and either of the above forms of knowledge in eg. the Nicomachean 

Ethics  
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Arguably, the most conspicuous feature associated with Rousseau’s political self is the 

claim that its participation in a social contract makes it “free,” if not voluntarily then 

forcibly (Social Contract, Book One, Chapter Eight); and whilst the oxymoron of 

“compulsory freedom” can be regarded merely as one of Rousseau’s many playful 

puns or deliberate paradoxes, Chapter One of the thesis has nevertheless sought to 

highlight that not a few commentators from Bertrand Russell to Judith Shklar have 

detected in Social Contract latent leanings towards totalitarianism which represent the 

very antithesis of the political “freedom” ostensibly envisaged by Rousseau himself.  

By way of example, as was noted in Chapter One above, for Shklar the Législateur 

plays a key role in refashioning the individual self so that it merges into the uniformity 

of its corporate counterpart, thereby “…protect[ing] the public self against the alluring 

calls of the private self.”152  In Social Contract Rousseau is somewhat vague about the 

precise details of the Législateur’s programme, commenting only that s/he must 

“…compel without violence and persuade without convincing” (Hoare and Bertram, 

2012, p.44).  By contrast, Rousseau is more explicit about the modus operandi in 

Considerations on the Government of Poland which features an extensive account of 

the practices of the ancient lawmakers who: 

 

          “…sought bonds that would attach Citizens to the fatherland and to one another; 

          and they found them in particular customs, in religious ceremonies that by their 

          nature were always exclusive and national; in games that kept citizens frequently 

          gathered together; in exercises that along with their vigour and strength used to 

          increase their pride and self-esteem; in spectacles which, reminding them of 

          their ancestors – their misfortunes, their virtues and their victories – would 

          engage their hearts, inflame them with lively emulation, and attach them   

          strongly to the fatherland…” (Hoare and Bertram, 2012, p.250). 

 
152 See Chapter One above 
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The pageantry and the public spectacles to which Rousseau attaches so much 

importance in Poland as a means of instilling a sense of community and shared purpose 

in the individual citizens, is mirrored in the early years of the National Socialist 

revolution in 1930s Germany:  for example, on the very day of Adolf Hitler’s 

appointment as Chancellor of the Reich, torchlit parades accompanied by the National  

Anthem and the Horst Wessel Song took place in cities and towns throughout Germany 

(Evans, 2004, p.312); similarly, the annual Munich procession entitled “Night of the 

Amazons” sought to encourage the notion of the German people as an Aryan elite 

(Rees, 2006, pp.56, 57); whilst American Journalist, William Shirer, after witnessing 

the Nazi Party rally featured in Triumph of the Will, concluded that: 

 

          “…the little men of Germany who have made Nazism possible achieved the 

          highest state of being the Germanic man knows:  the shedding of their individual 

          souls and minds – with the personal responsibilities and doubts and problems – 

          until under the mystic lights and at the magic word of the Austrian they were 

          merged completely in the Germanic herd” (cited in Rees, 2013, p.132). 

 

Finally, in a characteristically florid passage from Mein Kampf, Hitler describes the 

influence of mass-suggestion upon the individual: 

 

          “When…he steps for the first time into a mass meeting and has thousands of 

          people of the same opinions around him…he is swept away by three or four 

          thousand others…The will, the longing, and also the power of thousands are 

          accumulated in every individual.  The man who enters such a meeting doubting 

          and wavering leaves it invariably reinforced:  he has become a link in the 

          community” (Mannheim, 1999, pp.478, 479). 
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This theme of the inexorable “absorption” of the individual into the greater whole runs 

as a continuous thread through Heidegger’s speeches and writings, as numerous 

commentators have noted:  in Chapter Three, Section Two, above of the thesis 

Safranski was quoted as an authority for the view that subordination of the individual 

to the whole is written into the very DNA of Heidegger’s concept of Dasein; and 

Safranski is likewise the source for Heidegger’s memorandum, circulated to staff of 

the university at Christmas 1933, declaring that the individual is of no significance 

whatever beside the overwhelming importance of nation and state.153  For another 

commentator, Emmanuel Faye, the very same sentiment is discernible in sections 27 

and 74 of Being and Time which he translates, respectively, as follows: 

 

          “…the sameness of the authentically existing self is ontologically separated by 

          a chasm from the identity of the I” (Faye, 2009, p.16);  

 

and: 

 

          “…“destiny” (Geschick) is in no way made up of individual fates, no more than 

          being in common can be conceived as the simultaneous presence of several 

          subjects” (p.16). 

 

Faye himself then draws the following chilling inference from the above passages: 

 

          “One cannot be more explicit than Heidegger is:  authentic existence has nothing 

          of an individual being about it.  It can be accomplished only by a common 

          destiny (Geschick) in “the historicizing of the community, of the people” (das 

          Geschehen der Gemeinschaft, des Volkes)” (p.16).154 

 
153  See Chapter Three Section Two above 
154 For an alternative translation of sections 27 and 74, and one which arguably casts Heidegger’s 

thought in a less sinister light, cf. Macquarrie and Robinson, pp.168 and 436, respectively.  The reader 

is also referred to Chapter Three, Section Two above, of the thesis for the analyses of section 74 by 

Mulhall, and by Fried and Polt   
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The comparison made so far between Rousseau’s blueprint for a theoretical 

constitution mapped out in Social Contract and Poland, and the political implications 

of Being and Time and Mein Kampf, reveals interesting parallels:  in particular, 

Rousseau and Heidegger display some shared assumptions about the relationship of 

the individual self vis-à-vis the nation or state.  In both cases, the Législateur or 

Führer-figure makes use of public festivals and extravaganzas to foster in the 

individual a sense of identity and community with that of the greater whole.  Rousseau 

famously describes this process as the individual self’s attainment of “freedom”, whilst 

for Heidegger it represents the method by which Dasein achieves its personal 

“authenticity.” 

Despite this focus upon personal liberty, Rousseau and Heidegger are frequently 

charged as harbingers of totalitarianism and it is necessary, therefore, to compare albeit 

briefly, the relative merits of Rousseau’s claim regarding “freedom” and Heidegger’s 

regarding “authenticity” in relation to the individual self.  Isaiah Berlin’s celebrated 

essay Two Concepts of Liberty represents a sustained attack upon the central theme of 

Social Contract, viz. the intercourse between individual and General Wills, and the 

concepts of Negative and Positive Liberty, to which it gives rise.  However, it is 

arguably the Discourse on Political Economy, predating Social Contract by some 

seven years, which contains some of the most flagrantly totalitarian remarks to be 

found anywhere in the Rousseauean canon.  For example, in classic totalitarian terms 

the state is likened to that of “man writ large”: 

. 

          “The body politic, taken individually, may be considered as an organized, living 

          body resembling that of a man…the citizens are the body and the members, 

          which make the machine live, move and work…” (Cole, 1961, p.236). 
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Shortly afterwards, the “general will” makes its appearance: 

 

          “The first and most important rule of legitimate or popular government…is…to 

          follow in everything the general will” (p.239). 

 

The “second essential” rule is that: 

 

          “If you would have the general will accomplished, bring all the particular wills 

          into conformity with it…virtue is nothing more than this conformity of the 

          particular wills with the general will…” (pp.243, 244). 

 

Finally, Rousseau defines the virtuous citizen as he whose “particular will is in all 

things conformable to the general will” (p.246).   Thus, according to Political 

Economy, the conformism required of the individual citizen by the demands of the 

General Will appears to leave precious little to private initiative.  Yet Book One, 

Chapter Three, of the Geneva Manuscript (First Version) of the Social Contract, seems 

to allow for the possibility that there might still be a sphere of autonomy left 

exclusively in the hands of the citizen in her/his capacity as a private individual: 

 

          “…each individual can, as a man, have a private will contrary to or differing 

          from the general will he has as a citizen.  His absolute and independent existence 

          can bring him to view what he owes the common cause as a free contribution…” 

          (Masters and Masters, 1978, p.165). 

 

Similarly, and even more firmly in Book One, Chapter Six, Rousseau states that: 

 

          “…just as a private will cannot represent the general will, the general will in 

          turn cannot, without changing its nature, become a private will; it cannot pass 

          judgement by name on either a man or a fact.” (p.175).  
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Furthermore, Rousseau’s efforts to provide clarity in the corresponding account in 

Social Contract of 1762, where a similar tension between public and private interests 

surfaces in Book I, Chapter 6 (sub-headed “Of the Social Pact”), seems difficult to 

square with what has gone before:  one learns that the contract entails “the total 

alienation of each associate with all his rights to the community” (Hoare and Bertram, 

2012, p.19); and crucially a paragraph later: 

           

          “…the alienation is made without reservation…[f]or if individuals did retain 

          some rights, there would be no common superior able to adjudicate between 

          them and the public” (p.19). 

 

Yet, in Geneva, it is stated that: 

 

          “…instead of a simple alienation, [the citizens] have only exchanged to their 

          advantage an uncertain, precarious mode of existence for another that is better 

          and safer…” (Masters and Masters, 1978, p.176).   

 

Likewise, by Book Two, Chapter Four (sub-headed “Of the limits of sovereign 

power”) of Social Contract (1762), Rousseau appears to have abandoned his absolutist 

position since he now admits a distinction between the “public person” and “private 

persons” the latter of whose “life” and “liberty” are said to be independent (Hoare and 

Bertram, 2012, pp.33, 34).  This more user-friendly approach to the issue of the 

freedom of the individual is maintained in the following paragraph where: 

 

          “We may agree that whatever of his power, his goods and his liberty each man 

          alienates through the social pact is merely the part of it all whose use is important 

          to the community…” (p.34). 
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But just when it might be thought that the actuality of individual freedom had been 

clearly and firmly established, the paragraph ends with the following caveat: 

 

          “…but it must also be agreed that the Sovereign [ie. the people acting in 

          common as a sovereign assembly] alone can be the judge of this importance” 

          (p.34). 

 

Thus, in the light of the above survey of Political Economy and Social Contract, 

Rousseau’s attempts to marry public conformity and private freedom here reveal what 

appear to be irreconcilable inconsistencies of thought process.  So, is there any way to 

rescue Rousseau from the impasse?  Summarizing Rousseau’s efforts to square the 

circle, Ronald Grimsley observes: 

 

          “Rousseau thus acknowledged that the entrancing ideal of complete self- 

          realization could not ignore man’s need to live in an organized society.  Freedom 

          is undoubtedly a unique and precious attribute…but it has to reckon with the    

          practical implications of man’s involvement in society…If the laws of a sound 

          political constitution guarantee each citizen’s rights…they also depend on his 

          moral integrity and his willingness to put virtue above self-interest; only the man 

          who has learnt to become ‘master of himself’ will become a worthy and 

          responsible member of society” (1973, pp.161, 162). 

 

Grimsley’s reference to “self-realization” and “self-mastery” brings the discussion 

back full circle, resurrecting the spectre of Positive Liberty, the species of liberty 

viewed by Berlin as underlying what he ominously brands in his essay as the “Final 

Solution.”155  Hence, if anything is to be salvaged from Rousseau’s account of 

 
155 For a spirited riposte to Berlin, see esp. Charles Taylor’s “What’s wrong with negative liberty”, 

1985, pp.211-229  
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individual freedom, then it can only be in terms of the kind of Positive Liberty outlined 

by Berlin or Grimsley; and this, in turn, presupposes a fundamental and radical 

restructuring of the self, according to a set of criteria which are inevitably at odds with 

the very freedom to which the self aspires. 

Just as Rousseau wrestles with the concept of the freedom or liberty of the individual 

self, so it is a subject of vigorous debate amongst Heideggerian scholars.  In comparing 

and contrasting Rousseau and Heidegger in relation to the freedom or liberty of the 

political self, it is worth noting at the outset that Heidegger himself goes to 

considerable lengths to distance his own views from those of Rousseau, even when 

this entails misreading or wilfully distorting the latter’s position.  For example, in 

“Session 8” of the Nature, History, State seminar Rousseau is falsely misrepresented 

as having: 

 

          “…believed that the state was a contrat social that was based only on each 

          individual’s striving for his own welfare” (Fried and Polt, 2015, p.52). 

 

Whereas, in Social Contract Rousseau in fact spends much of Book Two, Chapter 

Three, trying to articulate the crucial difference between la volonté de tous (ie. “the 

will of all”) and la volonté générale (ie. “the General Will”): 

 

          “…the latter takes account only of the common interest; the former takes 

          account of private interest, and is only a sum of particular wills” (Hoare and 

          Bertram, 2012, p.32). 

 

It is the distortion of Rousseau’s account which, doubtless, leads Heidegger to his 

subsequent erroneous conclusion that: 
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          “This state [ie. Rousseau’s contrat social as misrepresented by Heidegger] 

          would be a subordinate means to an end, in service to the development of the 

          personality in the liberal sense…” (Fried and Polt, 2015, p.52). 

 

In the light of the careful analysis of Berlin and Grimsley et al. Heidegger’s 

misrepresentation of Rousseau as the architect of liberal democracy and the freedom 

which that implies is a truly astonishing, if not risible, claim and echoes his unrelenting 

attack upon what he views in “Session 6” as the retrograde political consequences of 

the emergence of the Renaissance individual (Fried and Polt, 2015, p.42).  Somewhat 

perversely, Heidegger eventually succeeds in giving an accurate portrayal of the 

General Will in Social Contract at the close of “Session 9” (although characteristically 

omitting any mention of Rousseau as its originator): 

 

          “We should never equate the will of the individual with the will of the 

          people…The will of the people is not the sum of individual wills but rather a 

          whole that has its own, originary characteristics” (p.60). 

 

If one takes seriously the analysis of Berlin and Grimsley, viz. that the species of 

freedom or liberty represented in Social Contract is of the Positive variety, predicated 

upon the notion of the “self-realisation” of the political self, then parallels with 

Heidegger’s philosophy very quickly follow.  Although to the present writer’s 

knowledge Heidegger never uses the German equivalent of the term “self-realisation,” 

at least one prominent commentator, Tom Rockmore, associates it with the ubiquitous 

concept of Eigentlichkeit (“authenticity”): 

 

          “…authenticity is understood as the realization of the possibility that most 

          intimately belongs to the individual person…” (Rockmore, 1992, p.47); 
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and: 

 

          “Heidegger’s understanding of ontology commits him to a turn to politics, 

          centered on the conception of human authenticity, which demands realization in 

          a political context, as a condition of the authentic thought of Being” (p.49). 

 

However, contra Berlin and Grimsley, Michael E Zimmerman interprets “self-

realization” in a Heideggerian context as more akin to the tenets of negative freedom: 

 

          “Defined negatively, freedom is liberation from those constraints which 

          interfere with self-realization, self-expression, and the achievement of well- 

          being for oneself and one’s community” (1990, p.265). 

 

The one point of common ground reflected in the views above authorities is that 

Heidegger’s concept of authenticity exists primarily on a personal level and is itself 

achieved through the process of “self-realisation.”  Given this consensus, then, it is 

striking to find commentators Umbach and Humphrey challenging this basic tenet of 

Eigentlichkeit: 

 

          “Authenticity emerges…not through a process of individualistic and aesthetic 

          self-discovery.  For Heidegger and later Existentialists who were inspired by his 

          philosophy, there is no individual ‘true self’ to be unearthed.” (2018, p.49) 

 

More specifically, and contra Umbach and Humphrey, “self-discovery” or something 

very closely akin to it appears to be central to the authenticity of the individual.  By 

way of illustration, in the course of his analysis of the concept of “Being-in” (In-sein), 

Heidegger states that: 
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          “An entity of the character of Dasein is its “there” in such a way that, whether 

          explicitly or not, it finds itself [sich befinden] in its thrownness.” (Macquarrie 

          and Robinson, 1993, p.174) 

 

In this passage from Being and Time, Heidegger’s subject is clearly an individual 

Dasein whose authenticity has been achieved through the act of Befindlichkeit,156 ie. 

the finding [or the comportment?] of its own self in an authentic manner in whatever 

situation or set of circumstances it is plunged.  Furthermore, the conceptual 

associations between “self-finding” and “self-discovery” are arguably underwritten by 

Mulhall in his commentary, when he notes that: 

 

          “Losing oneself or failing to find oneself are no less modes of Dasein’s selfhood 

          than finding oneself; if Dasein’s Being is Being-in-the-world, then its 

          understanding itself in terms of that world cannot amount to losing touch with 

          itself ontologically.” (2005, p.82) 

 

Most authoritative, of course, must be Heidegger’s own statement; and in The Essence 

of Human Freedom, only recently translated from the text of a series of lectures 

delivered in 1930 he states: 

 

          “…positive freedom…means to determine one’s own action purely through 

          oneself, to give to oneself the law of one’s action…Freedom, therefore, is the 

          power of the self-organisation of the state…The positive concept of freedom 

          means autonomy of the will, giving laws unto oneself…The self-determination 

          of action as self-legislation is a self-organisation of a state in the specific domain 

          of the human activity of a rational being” (Sadler, 2002, pp.15, 16 and 18). 

 
156 John Richardson argues that the expression Befindlichkeit is more correctly translated as “self-

finding” than the rather weak “state-of-mind” adopted by Macquarrie and Robinson (cf. Richardson, 

2012, pp.107-110)  
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The above analysis of positive and negative freedom as a self-regulatory framework 

within which one’s personal beliefs and actions can operate dovetails quite neatly with 

the Heideggerian account of authentic Dasein in at least two ways:  firstly, as already 

noted, the Führer seems to represent for Heidegger the archetypical authentic Dasein 

in being the one alone who embodies German law; secondly, the concepts of freedom 

and self-determination converge in the “authenticity” recounted in Being and Time (cf. 

eg. Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, para. 27, pp.164, 165) where those features serve 

to set authentic Dasein apart from its inauthentic counterpart of das Man or the “they-

self.”  What is of particular interest for the present exercise of comparing the concept 

of positive freedom in Heidegger vis-à-vis Rousseau is the former’s conscious 

extension of authenticity beyond that of an individual self so that it comes to 

characterise an entire people or nation or Volk.  Heidegger elaborates this point in the 

by now familiar section 74 of Being and Time: 

 

          “…fateful Dasein, as Being-in-the-world, exists essentially in Being-with- 

          Others, its historicizing is a co-historicizing and is determinative for it as destiny 

          [Geschick].  This is how we designate the historicizing of the community, of a 

          people.  Destiny is not something that puts itself together out of individual 

          fates…Only in communicating and in struggling does the power of destiny 

          become free” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.436). 

 

Thus, at first glance Heidegger’s concept of “freedom,” embracing as it does the 

communal self, seems to be sketched on an altogether broader canvas than that of 

Rousseau, the latter of whose focus in Social Contract was orientated rather towards 

the individual self’s personal fulfilment.  Accordingly, it is appropriate to conclude 

this section by comparing and contrasting the two thinkers’ concept of the political 

self against the backdrop of Nationalism and Cosmopolitism/Internationalism.  
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Arguably, because of his historical associations with National Socialism, Heidegger’s 

stance might be assumed to warrant very little additional comment in this regard; 

notwithstanding, Rousseau’s relationship to these twin concepts certainly requires 

some further clarification and, in the course of that process, a more complex or 

nuanced interpretation of Heidegger, too, may emerge as justified. 

Of the two, Rousseau appears prima facie to possess the more natural and reliable 

credentials as a cosmopolitan and internationalist.  As discussed in previous chapters, 

both culturally and intellectually Rousseau is a product of the Enlightenment as well 

as of Romanticism, each of which essentially outward-looking within its own terms 

and ideals; furthermore, through the influence of Montaigne Rousseau inherits much 

of the cosmopolitan individualism so characteristic of the European Renaissance.  

Indeed, a powerful strain of cosmopolitism/internationalism emerges as an 

unmistakable ingredient in the following extract from the early Second Discourse of 

Rousseau:  

 

          “Since my subject concerns men in general, I shall try to use terms intelligible 

          to all peoples…O Man, to whatever country you belong…here is your history 

          as I believe I have read it, not in the books of your fellow men…but in Nature 

          (Cranston, 1984, p.79). 

 

Rousseau’s inquiry into the rise of inequality amongst men then proceeds to chart in 

highly speculative fashion the course of man’s socio-economic progress from the 

“state of nature” through to contemporary civilization in a manner which maintains a 

broadly cosmopolitan/internationalist stance throughout.  This well tried and tested 

pattern, accompanied by the same fundamental assumptions, is largely repeated in the 

more ambitious works of Rousseau’s “middle period”:  in the treatise on education, 

Book V sees Émile’s education culminating in a two- or three- year trip abroad, 
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accompanied by his tutor, in a manner resembling the Grand Tour in order to acquaint 

him in Montaignesque fashion with the customs and attitudes of other peoples and 

nations; similarly, Social Contract opens with a somewhat truncated version of the 

state of nature, thereby lending the book’s principles a universal application; finally, 

in Julie, ou La Nouvelle Héloïse the wayward Saint-Preux returns home to the estate 

at Clarens after a ten-year odyssey amidst foreign climes as a vastly improved 

character.  

One recent author to have examined Rousseau’s changing approach to 

cosmopolitism/internationalism in the lesser known works is Geneviève Blanchet in 

her Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Contribution to International Relations Theory.  In 

consequence, a somewhat more ambivalent picture begins to emerge; she quotes firstly 

from Rousseau’s State of War: 

 

          “Political bodies have enough for their own preservation…but they have no 

          fixed measure; their proper size is undefined, it can always grow bigger, it feels 

          weak as long as there are others stronger than it.  Its safety and preservation 

          demand that it makes itself stronger than its neighbours” (p.18). 

 

Here, the unspoken faith in a civilized, internationally-based, system of mutual respect 

and understanding between nation-states has all but evaporated to be replaced by a 

nightmarish Hobbesian-style “war of all against all,” a proto-Darwinian world of 

perpetual war between nation-states where the lowest common denominator is the 

triumph of the fittest.  Indeed, as Blanchet points out, although at this time Rousseau 

was prevailed upon to edit the late Abbé de St-Pierre’s Project for Perpetual Peace, 

the editorial results read more like a sustained critique of de Saint-Pierre’s work.  

Furthermore, according to Blanchet, whilst Rousseau appears to have entertained some 

hope in the idea of a European Confederation, he also believed that it could only be 



 

210 
 

established by the supremacy of a single state over all of Europe; and in another 

example of his uncanny prescience, Rousseau favoured: 

 

          “Germany, because of its geographic position at the center of the European 

          continent, its vast size, and its stable, internal balance of power politics…” 

          (p.19). 

 

Thus, in marked contrast to the earlier optimism that the spirit of 

cosmopolitism/internationalism could provide a firm foundation for lasting peace 

between peoples and nations in Europe, Rousseau now manifests a deep 

disillusionment about the potentialities of the self as a source for political good.  It is 

arguably a symptom of that disillusionment that later Rousseau turns instead to the 

task of guaranteeing a degree of political stability and autonomy for smaller 

independent nation-states such as Corsica and Poland.  Sadly, in Rousseau’s thought 

the political self which once stood astride the international stage like a mighty 

Colossus has shrunk to an entity of little more than Lilliputian proportions.  

By contrast with Rousseau, Heidegger does not concern himself with tracing the self’s 

emergence from the state of nature; instead, its existence as a political reality is already 

assumed and Heidegger’s writings of the 1920s and 1930s reflect an ideological 

position which is both, narrowly, and proudly, nationalistic.  One of the earliest and 

clearest statements of Heidegger’s view of the political self is to be found in the 

Nature, History, State seminar; as was noted in Chapter Three above, for Heidegger, 

the concept of Volk is deeply intertwined with notions of nationhood and native soil; 

and for Marion Heinz it is precisely sentiments of this sort which serve to pave the 

way for a form of racism which targets the Jews and other “nomadic” peoples, and 

implies the innate racial superiority of the German nation. (2015, pp.79, 80)  The issue 
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of Nationalism inevitably raises the question of whether Heidegger’s philosophy is 

latently or overtly racist and Heideggerian scholars remain deeply divided upon this 

issue:  Heinz attributes to Heidegger “a racism founded on existential ontology” (p.80); 

Rockmore describes Heidegger’s racism not as “biological” but as “metaphysical” 

(1992, p.296); whilst Young dismisses wholesale the charges of racism on the ground 

that “[b]iological racism is the only kind there is” (1998, p.36) and that by implication, 

therefore, Heidegger cannot be racist even within the terms of the definitions used by 

his detractors.  The controversy regarding Heidegger’s alleged racism and its particular 

form is deepened further by Heidegger himself:  partly through his remarks in the 

“Ponderings” (in German, Überlegungen) in the Black Books (or Schwarze Hefte), a 

sort of personal diary or commonplace book, compiled and maintained throughout the 

Nazi era; and partly, too, in Logic as the question concerning the essence of language 

(in German, Logik als die Frage nach dem Wesen der Sprache) of 1934. 

Undeniably, in Ponderings VIII we encounter a familiar polemic against the Jews in 

terms which mirror some of Hitler’s comments met with previously in Mein Kampf.  

Heidegger proceeds as follows: 

 

          “One of the most concealed forms of the gigantic, and perhaps the oldest, is a 

          tenacious facility in calculating, manipulating, and interfering; through this 

          facility the worldlessness of Judaism receives its ground.” (p.9) 

 

Here, the Jews as a race or nation are characterised by a Shylockian slyness which 

hardly rises above the level of the vicious caricatures which regularly filled the pages 

of Der Stürmer, the blatantly antisemitic tabloid published by notorious Jew-baiter and 

close ally of the Führer, Julius Streicher.  But do Heidegger’s remarks equate with 
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biological racism?  Arguably not.  Firstly, it remains far from clear how far Heidegger 

embraced Nazism’s Blut und Boden ideology even during his years as a committed 

National Socialist Party member.157  Notwithstanding, it is true that in Logic (1934) 

Heidegger associates standard Nazi tropes such as Race and Blut und Boden with the 

seminal concept of the German Volk: 

 

          “Often we use the word “Volk” also in the sense of “race” (for example, also in  

          the phrase “racial movement”).  What we name “race” has a relation to the  

          corporeal, bloodline connection of the members of the Volk, their lineages… 

          “Race” [“Rasse”] means not only that which is racial as the bloodline in the  

          sense of heredity…” (p.57) 

 

Secondly, however, by the time of Ponderings XI in 1938/39 and his growing 

disillusionment with National Socialism as a political concept, Heidegger appears to 

be wholly dismissive of this aspect of the Nazi “project:”  

 

          “…all celebration of countryside and soil [Boden?], and all glorification of  

          “blood” [Blut?] merely constitute a façade and a pretext…” (p.35) 

 

Hence, the debate over Heidegger and racism seems set to continue, but its very 

coinage at least helps to put clear blue water between Rousseau and Heidegger since 

the former, for all his many all too human failings, has never been associated with 

racism in any serious or informed way. 

 
157 Cf. esp. the analysis at pp. 115, 152 and 153 above of this thesis 
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Just as Rousseau faced the hypothetical issue of the European Commonwealth set out 

in de St-Pierre’s Project for Perpetual Peace, so Heidegger and his fellow Germans 

were confronted in 1933 with the reality of the National Socialist’s plebiscite on 

continuing membership of the internationalist League of Nations set up in the 

aftermath of the First World War.  Chapter Four above included an account of Hitler’s 

violent rhetoric against the League in Mein Kampf, as well as Safranski’s penetrating 

study of Heidegger’s rather more abstract and erudite analysis of the League in terms 

of the authentic/inauthentic Dasein dichotomy.  There, it will be recalled, Safranski 

identified Heidegger’s authentic Dasein with a nation which would “assert” itself and 

stand apart from the inauthentic Other, as Germany would in fact do when it formally 

seceded from the League in 1934.  According to Wolin: 

 

          “The arguments for Germany’s withdrawal from the League were theatrically 

          couched in the Wilsonian rhetoric of national self-determination…” (1990, 

          p.158). 

 

He further dismisses Hitler’s sleight-of-hand as “a perfect instance 

of…pseudouniversalist duplicity.” (p.158)  Thus, a case might be made for a passing 

resemblance between the later Rousseau’s turning away from internationalism, and 

Heidegger’s endorsement of the National Socialists’ efforts to undermine the 

internationalist World Order represented by the League of Nations.  But such 

resemblance nevertheless seems at best to be a slight one:  on the Rousseauean 

account, because of mutual mistrust and politico-economic rivalries between nations 

the political self is unable to play a constructive role at the international level; whereas, 

on the Heideggerian account, with the repudiation of the internationalist League of 

Nations, the political self chooses not to play a constructive role.                       
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Section 5.2  The ecological self 

In this section Rousseau is compared with Heidegger against the background of three 

related themes, all of which help to define the ecological self:  technology, cosmic 

unity or one-ness and “Quietism” (or “letting-be”).  Commencing with technology, 

many of the Romantic alumni of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 

including such figures as Blake, Wordsworth and Byron, were amongst the first to 

deplore openly the deleterious effects of industrial-scale mechanization upon both the 

natural environment and traditional communities alike; and Rousseau and Heidegger 

follow in that proud tradition in both having interesting things to say about the 

relationship between man, technology and the natural environment.  Nevertheless, a 

comparison between these two thinkers also reveals important differences in their 

respective approaches. 

As was seen in Chapter Two above, the Second Discourse constitutes Rousseau’s 

attempt to trace the evolution of technological advances in historical and 

anthropological terms in a manner which mirrors the project of explaining man’s 

progress from a solitary and non-social forest dweller to a mature citizen of a complex 

and sophisticated political community.  Having provided a cogent, if entirely ex-

hypothesi, account of man’s cultural and intellectual development in the Second 

Discourse, Rousseau reserves his most graphic criticism of science and technology for 

Les Rêveries and, in particular, the Seventh Promenade.158  By contrast, Heidegger’s 

approach to the “history of technology” or the “successive historical epochs of 

technology” differs significantly from the account which one might expect from a 

conventional historian of technological development.  Instead, for Heidegger, an 

“epoch” (from Greek epochē) of history is epitomised by a time-event in which 

 
158 Cf. Chapter Two above 
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metaphysics comes to obscure Being itself (what David Cooper has described as the 

“withdrawal of Being,” 1996, p.58); whilst modern technology (or rather the “essence” 

of technology) in examples such as that of Auschwitz referred to above, arguably 

represents the most notorious “epoch” encountered thus far.  Nevertheless, Heidegger 

does make one important concession in favour of a conventional “history of 

technology”:  he highlights an inherent distinction between contemporary twentieth-

century technology and that which went before.  For example, in The Question 

Concerning Technology Heidegger regards the energy produced by a windmill 

responding to the air currents as of a fundamentally different order to that potentially 

“locked-up” in, and forcibly released from, coal and iron ore deposits under the Earth’s 

surface (Lovitt, 2013, p.14).  In similar vein, the peasant-farmer cultivating the soil in 

harmony with nature is contrasted with modern intensive farming techniques which 

have transformed agriculture into a “mechanized food industry” (p.15).  Even a time-

honoured feature of the landscape such as the river Rhine is pressed into service in 

order to provide the energy needed for an iconic example of modern technology, viz. 

the hydroelectric plant (p.16). 

For Heidegger, one way in which modern technology in the above examples is 

distinguished from its predecessors is by its capacity to “challenge” features of the 

natural world with which it comes into contact; the German term which Heidegger 

uses to designate this propensity of modern technology in Technology is 

“Herausforden” which, according to Lovitt, “means to challenge, to call forth or 

summon to action, to demand positively, to provoke” (p.14).  What all of these English 

renderings of Herausfordern seem to share in common is a sense of the hostile, the 

violent and the adversarial; and their stark contrast to the alternative, empathic and 

non-intrusive, forms of technology is epitomised by Heidegger’s illustration of “…the 

old wooden bridge [over the river Rhine] that joined bank with bank for hundreds of 



 

216 
 

years” (Lovitt, p.16).  Heidegger expands upon this theme in “Building, Dwelling, 

Thinking,” where: 

 

          “The bridge gathers the earth as landscape around the stream.  Thus it guides 

          and attends the stream the meadows…The bridge lets the stream run its course 

          and at the same time grants their way to mortals so that they may come and go 

          from shore to shore…The bridge gathers, as a passage that crosses, before the 

          divinities…The bridge gathers to itself in its own way earth and sky, divinities 

          and mortals” (Hofstadter, 2001, pp.150, 151). 

 

Clearly, by contrast with the example of the hydroelectric plant which converts the 

river Rhine into an energy source violently and aggressively, the relationship between 

the ancient wooden bridge and the stream which it spans is quite different:  by the use 

of such verbs as “gathers,” “guides” and “attends,” Heidegger conveys the idea of a 

gentle, loving, mother-child relationship between bridge and stream; whilst the 

imagery of the bridge “letting” the stream run its course evokes another favourite 

idiom of the later Heidegger, viz. Gelassenheit (“letting-be”).  Furthermore, the 

gentleness and passivity implicit in the bridge and stream example can be related back 

directly to the culture of the ancient Greek civilisation so admired by Heidegger: 

 

          “The ancient Greeks conceived of human performing not as a way of 

          “producing” something in the sense of manufacturing it, but rather as a way of 

          disclosing something - letting it be” (Zimmerman,1990, p.212).  

 

Similarly, Young explains: 

 

          “Greek technology was, then, the gentleness of ‘bringing forth’ rather than the 

          violence of making happen…The Greek word for ‘bringing forth’ is, 

          [Heidegger] observes, poiesis.  This divides into two kinds.  First, unaided 



 

217 
 

          bringing forth as, for example, the ‘bursting of a blossom into bloom’.  This is 

          physis, the Greek word for nature.  Second, aided bringing forth in which the 

          craftsman, as ‘technician’, lends a hand to nature’s ‘blossoming’.  This is what 

          the Greeks called techne (2002, p.40). 

 

It is clear from the above that there are discernible differences between Rousseau and 

Heidegger in terms of their individual approaches to the theoretical background of 

technology; and it is now appropriate to consider how each of the two thinkers 

addresses the practical challenges of technological innovation with which they were 

respectively confronted.   

Firstly, some common ground emerges to the extent that the violation of the sanctity 

of Mother Earth through the digging below her surface to extract the minerals 

deposited there provokes outrage from both Rousseau and Heidegger.  As usual, 

Rousseau presents a highly graphic picture of the unnaturalness of the technology 

used:  “quarries, pits, forges, furnaces, anvils and hammers” (Butterworth, 1992, p.96); 

whereas Heidegger is only slightly more restrained in his reference to “[t]he coal which 

has been hauled out” from Mother Earth’s bosom (Lovitt, 2013, p.15).  Similarly, both 

thinkers contrast the devastating effects of these technological processes upon the 

idyllic, and more eco- or environmentally-friendly, rural farming life of a bygone age:  

Rousseau conjures up a picture of Arcadian-style “greenery and flowers, of azure sky, 

of amorous shepherds, and of robust plowmen” (Butterworth, 1992, p.96) in a manner 

reminiscent of Theocritus’ Idylls or Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics; whilst 

Heidegger’s imagery focusses upon the peasant-farmer whose cultivation of the land 

goes hand-in-hand with loving care of it (Lovitt, 2013, p.15).  Thus, in echoing familiar 

tropes derived from the Idylls of Theocritus and Virgil’s Eclogues and Georgics, 

Rousseau and Heidegger lend the authority of the Classical World to the perennial 

dispute between the Enlightenment and Romanticism. 
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Secondly, “water” is a frequently recurring image which provides a further unifying 

feature in Rousseau’s and Heidegger’s shared condemnation of modern technology.  

As was noted above, what distinguishes the Rhine river’s hydroelectric plant from the 

ancient bridge over the stream in Heidegger is the latter’s “gentleness” (Young, 2002, 

p.38) in allowing the stream’s natural and uninterrupted course without let or 

hindrance (Hofstadter, 2001, p.150).  Whilst, the sense of peace, tranquillity and 

permanence engendered by an unspoiled and undisturbed stretch of water is an 

enduring and memorable theme in Les Rêveries, most notably, perhaps, in the Fifth 

Promenade during Rousseau’s idyllic but all too brief sojourn on Ȋle St Pierre, situated 

in the middle of the beautiful Lac de Bienne.159  In stark contrast to the nightmarish 

imagery recounted in the Seventh Promenade, Rousseau here describes the soothing 

effects of the waterscape upon his own soul as follows: 

 

          “…the sound of the waves and the movement of the water, gripping my 

          senses…plunged [me] into a delicious reverie…The ebb and flow of the water 

          and its continuous yet constantly varying sound…took the place of the 

          movements inside me…From time to time there came to my mind some slight 

          and brief reflection on the instability of this world, the image of which I saw in 

          the surface of the water…” (Goulbourne, 2011, p.54). 

 

Similarly, in the corresponding passage in the Confessions, Rousseau writes: 

 

          “I have always loved water passionately; the sight of it plunges me into a 

          delicious reverie, which often, however, has no determinate object…I would go 

          immediately on rising from the table and throw myself, quite alone, into a little 

          boat…I would make straight for the open water…Next I would wander alone 

 
159 Rousseau gives a corresponding, if not always consistent, account of his stay on Ȋle St Pierre in 

Book Twelve of the Confessions  
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          about the lake, sometimes approaching the shore, but never touching it” 

          (Scholar and Coleman, 2008, pp.628, 630). 

 

The notable Rousseauean scholar, Ronald Grimsley, has researched in depth 

Rousseau’s preoccupation with the concept of the self in Rousseau and the Religious 

Quest (1968) and Jean-Jacques Rousseau:  a study in self-awareness (1969), and both 

of these monographs attest to Rousseau’s preoccupation with islands and the natural 

features with which they are frequently associated; and in terms of the ecological self, 

such preoccupation can usefully be explored on two levels.  Firstly, on a purely 

practical level, Grimsley notes Rousseau’s enduring fascination with the idea of insular 

existence and his longing to spend his declining years on some remote island largely 

untouched by modern technology:  if not, Ȋle St Pierre, then Corsica, Majorca or 

Cyprus (1969, p.322).  Interestingly, too, his admiration and yearning for remote and 

exotic locations may help to explain the sympathetic view of the Noble Savage which 

permeates so much of Rousseau’s writings; furthermore, it is famously Defoe’s 

Robinson Crusoe which is the only permitted reading matter for the young Émile, 

whilst in the Ȋle St Pierre section of Chapter Twelve of the Confessions, Rousseau at 

one point explicitly identifies himself as a Crusoe-like character during his stay upon 

the island. 

Secondly, in Rousseau and the Religious Quest, Grimsley analyses Rousseau’s 

lifelong love-affair with waterscapes at a deeper level.  He points out that lakes feature 

almost as standard props in Rousseau’s depictions of the Arcadian-style earthly 

paradise:  for example, in addition to the Fifth Promenade in Les Rêveries, in the 

Confessions a return visit to Lausanne is engendered by a desire “…to feast upon the 

sight of this beautiful lake…” (p.103) whilst in La Nouvelle Héloïse Lac Léman 

likewise contributes to the paradisiac imagery. (p.103)  But most interesting of all, 
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perhaps, is Grimsley’s quasi-psychoanalytical interpretation of the associations with 

“water” which may represent for Rousseau a mother-symbol;160 and this may, in turn, 

be associated with the concept of “Mother-nature…[which]…provided [Rousseau] 

with a sense of immediate security in a hostile world” (p.102).  Whilst Grimsley 

regards it as beyond his own brief to venture too far into the world of Rousseauean 

psychoanalysis, his speculations in this regard certainly provide interesting parallels 

with the Mother-Water-Nature symbolism common to some of the more radical forms 

of contemporary ecofeminism:  the male principle is characteristically associated with 

science, technology and domination of nature in contrast to the female principle which 

is frequently characterised instead by passivity, creativeness and harmony with 

nature.161  As with Rousseau, Heidegger similarly demonstrates a profound interest in 

the theme of water imagery in his lectures on his favourite romantic poet, Friedrich 

Hӧlderlin; and two of the poems featured in the lecture course are “The Rhine” and 

“The Ister” (both dated to the period (1799-1803).162  Arguably, Heidegger’s sense of 

the maternal, child-bearing, symbolism and all of its deeper connotations associated 

with water features (Gewāsser) is revealed in the following comment: 

 

          “The river is not a body of water…that only flows past the place of humans, but 

          rather its streaming, as land-forming, first produces the possibility of the 

          grounding of the dwelling of humans.”163   

 
160 The idea of a mother substitute appears to have been very important to Rousseau whose own 

mother, it will be recalled, died when he was just eight days old:  indeed, many commentators have 

noted the prominent role which strong maternal figures such as Madame de Warens (whom he 

regularly referred to as “Maman”) played throughout Rousseau’s life     
161 For a broad overview of contemporary Ecofeminist views, the reader is referred to Merchant C 

(1980) The Death of Nature:  Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revolution.  
162 Cf. Stuart Elden’s “Heidegger’s Hӧlderlin and the importance of place.”  According to Elden, 

Heidegger sees in “The Ister” the homogenous coalescence of the concepts of space and time into “an 

originary unity…the one belongs to the other” (p.267).  Rousseau experiences a similar dislocation of 

his sense of time and space on Ȋle St Pierre:  in his reverie, two years are as two centuries or the whole 

of eternity (Butterworth, 1992, p.63); whilst such reverie could be enjoyed in any place of quiet and 

solitude - even the Bastille (p.70)       
163 From Heidegger’s Hӧlderlin’s Hymnen “Germania” und “Der Rhein”, cited in Mitchell, 2015, 

p.93   
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In the comparison so far between Rousseau and Heidegger, several unmistakable 

affinities have been uncovered in relation to their respective views about technology.  

However, it will be recalled from Chapter Four above that Heidegger’s single most 

original and innovative contribution to the debate surrounding technology is his 

account of the “essence of technology.”  In Technology, the root meaning of this 

concept is difficult to pin down with precision; but Chapter Four above established 

several specific facts about the essence of technology.  In particular, it is instrumental 

in converting whatever it comes into contact with as Bestand, or “standing-reserve;” 

in the instance of human beings, one infamous example cited was the process of 

dehumanizing of the inmates of Auschwitz extermination camp and the diminution of 

their moral status to the level of soulless entities fit only for disposal in the gas 

chambers and crematoria; similarly, Mother Earth is reduced to the status of a readily 

expendable resource, with no value except to serve for purely utilitarian purposes, such 

as an energy supply for a gasoline station. 

Despite the challenges facing any attempt to provide a comprehensive account of 

Heidegger’s concept of “essence of technology,” a comparison with Rousseau remains 

viable and, as with technology pure and simple, some illuminating and perhaps 

surprising similarities between the two thinkers present themselves.  Firstly, in the 

standard French translations of Heidegger’s essay, viz. La Question De La Technique, 

the German “Bestand” is consistently rendered by the French expression “le fonds” 

whose nearest English equivalent approximates to a “fund” or a “resource;” and to the 

present writer’s knowledge, Rousseau never uses the term “le fonds” in association 

with technology when it is the topic of discussion either in Les Rêveries or in the 

Discourses.  However, in an interesting passage from the Seventh Promenade in the 

context of the mining activities which are the subject of Rousseau’s ire and disgust 

throughout Les Rêveries, he comments as follows: 
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          “…the mineral realm has nothing lovely or attractive.  Its riches, sealed up 

          within the bosom of the earth, seem to have been removed from the sight of man 

          so as not to tempt his cupidity.  They are there, as though in reserve [Fr. comme  

         en réserve], to serve one day as a supplement to the riches more within his 

         reach…” (Butterworth, 1992, p.96). 

 

Here, the minerals which lie hidden beneath the Earth’s surface appear to stand in 

precisely the same relationship to the technological means of their extraction, ie. 

comme en réserve, as do the coal and iron ore deposits which are said to be Bestand in 

Technology (Lovitt, 2013, pp.14, 15).  Again in the Seventh Promenade, the account 

of the science of pharmacology bears characteristics not dissimilar to that of Gestell, 

or “Enframing.”  According to Rousseau, pharmacology has:   

 

          “…the habit of considering plants only as a source of drugs and 

          medicines…medicine has so seized on plants and transformed them into 

          medicaments that we hardly see anything in them except…the supposed curative 

          virtues ascribed to them…” (France, 2004, p.109). 

 

A little later, he notes that: 

 

          “All the charming and gracious details of the structure of plants hold little 

          interest for anyone whose sole aim is to pound them all up in a mortar…” 

          (p.110). 

 

He concludes that pharmacology: 

 

          “…always brings everything back to our material interest, causing us to seek in 

          all things either profits or remedies…[and]…leave us indifferent to all the works 

          of nature…” (p.111). 
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The rationale underlying pharmacology in the above passages, viz. the purely 

utilitarian value of plants, their ready transformation into nondescript powders in the 

apothecary’s pestle and mortar and finally, the sacrifice of the aesthetic considerations 

of plant life to those of the profit and loss account are sentiments with which Heidegger 

could surely identify in Technology:  there, it will be recalled, nature is “set-upon” 

(Lovitt, 2013, p.15); the predominant motive is “maximum yield at the minimum 

expense” (p.15); and nature is “transformed” (p.16), “stored up” (p.16) and “switched 

about ever anew” (p.16).  Furthermore, Rousseau’s principal theme in the Seventh 

Promenade, viz. the contrast between the narrow, utilitarian, view of plant life 

exhibited by pharmacology and the cultivation of a superior, aesthetic, appreciation of 

the natural world reflected by the science of botany, is repeated in the seventh of 

Rousseau’s Les Lettres Élémentaires sur la Botanique where he famously describes 

botany as :  

  

          “…a study of pure curiosity; one that has no real utility except what a thinking, 

          sensitive human being can draw from observing nature and the marvels of the 

          universe.  Man has rendered many things unnatural, the better to put them to his 

          own use…he has often disfigured them, and…when he believes he is truly 

          studying nature in the works of his own hands, he deceives himself” 

          (Ottevanger, 1979, p.106). 

 

It is clear then that some affinities can be traced between Rousseau and Heidegger in 

terms of the peculiarly Heideggerian concept of the essence of technology:  a cardinal 

feature of such “essence” was found to be the emergence of “Bestand” and it has been 

argued above that a similar thought process can be detected in Rousseau’s reference 

to “réserve.”  It any doubt remains about the symmetry between Rousseau and 

Heidegger on this point, it is surely dispelled by a consideration of the other principal 
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constituent of the essence of technology, viz. “alienation.”  It will be recalled from 

Chapter Four above that Heideggerian commentator, Michael Zimmerman, regards 

“alienation” as the cause of the worst evils to have befallen the human and the non-

human worlds alike.  In the former instance he has in mind in all probability the 

industrialized mass-killings of millions of human beings in the gas chambers of 

Auschwitz and elsewhere; in the latter case, these evils are reflected in eg. global 

warming, pollution of the Earth’s rivers, seas and atmosphere, and the mass-extinction 

of innumerable species of flora and fauna, and all at an ever accelerating rate.  For 

Zimmerman, such alienation manifests itself in two subtly distinct but related ways:  

in the case of the Nazi genocide programme, the alienation of the executioner from all 

innate ethical norms was accompanied by the deliberate and systematic 

dehumanization of the victims; in the case of the corresponding “crimes” against the 

environment, the alienation manifests itself in: 

 

          “…attempts to use technology to “dominate” nature [which] arise from the 

          illusion that we are separate from the natural order of things” 

          (Zimmerman,1990, p.220). 

 

What unites these two aspects of alienation seems to be the abandonment of “Sorge” 

(or the Heideggerian concept of “care ”).164  Broadly, in later Heidegger Sorge 

represents a feeling of oneness with the cosmos as well as a sense of respect for every 

part of the natural world; such an elusive concept is summed-up best, perhaps, by 

Bruce V Foltz: 

 

          “As [Max] Scheler puts it, quoting Faust, it [ie. Sorge, or “Care”] is what allows 

          us, “like Goethe, Novalis, and Schopenhauer…’to look upon nature as into the 

 
164 Heideggerian Sorge or “care” will be considered in more detail in Chapter Six below.       
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          heart of a friend’”” (1995, p.48). 

 

Likewise, alienation from one’s fellows and from nature is a recurrent theme found in 

much Rousseauean literature and, as in the case of Heidegger, technology has a role to 

play in this.  Firstly, that elements of technology and the mechanical sciences have left 

an unpleasant taste in Rousseau’s mouth is clear from the Eight Promenade in Les 

Rêveries where, it will be recalled, he heaps odium upon those whom he perceives as 

his enemies by comparing them to soulless “automatons” whose hostile actions 

towards him are purely “mechanical.”165  Secondly, the theme of the alienating effects 

of technology extend, of course, well beyond the confessional and intensely self-

reflective works of Rousseau’s twilight years; indeed, it had already provided the 

framework for the early Discourses.  In the First Discourse both the arts and the 

sciences are roundly condemned, whether it be Astronomy or Geometry or Physics; 

not only are they born out of vice, but together with the arts, they contribute to idleness, 

vanity and immorality, all concealed behind a mask of deceit and insincerity.  Thus, 

are men alienated from one another through mutual fear jealousy and mistrust.  But if 

in the First Discourse Rousseau has been content to chastise the arts and sciences with 

whips, then in the Second Discourse he will chastise them with scorpions:  the 

alienation which a man previously felt towards his fellows has become all the more 

insidious and potentially damaging because that same man is now alienated from his 

own inner self and from his nobler moral instincts.   

Prior to the formation of communities, pre-societal or “savage” man is characterised 

by amour de soi166 which is in turn accompanied by la pitié (“pity” or “compassion”).  

La pitié is described in the Preface to the Discourse on Inequality as: 

 
165 See Chapter Two, Section Two, above  
166 For a detailed analysis of amour de soi and amour-propre, and their relationship to each other, the 

reader is referred to the relevant entries in Dent,1992 
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          “…a natural repugnance for seeing any sentient creature, especially our fellow 

          man, suffer or die” (Philip and Coleman, 2009, p.17). 

 

Similarly, in Part One of the Discourse: 

 

          “It is [la pitié] that sends us unreflectingly to the aid of those we see suffering; 

          it is [la pitié] that in the state of nature takes the place of laws, moral habits, and 

          virtues, with the added benefit that there no one is tempted to disobey its gentle 

          voice…” (p.47). 

 

However, it is this combination of amour de soi and la pitié, existing almost as “second 

nature” in pre-societal man, which is so frequently undermined and subverted by 

amour-propre when men form communities with all of their accompanying trappings, 

be they social, political, economic or technological.  The deleterious effect upon the 

internal coherence and integrity of the individual in whom amour-propre reigns 

supreme is described by Rousseau in the following terms: 

          

           “It is reason which breeds pride…reason which turns man inward into himself; 

          reason which separates him from everything which troubles or afflicts him” 

          (Cranston, 1984, p.101). 

 

Furthermore, in his own explanatory notes to Part One of the Discourse Rousseau 

explains that: 

           

          “Pride [ie. amour-propre] is only a relative, artificial sentiment born in society, 

          a sentiment which prompts each individual to attach more importance to himself 

          than to anyone else, which inspires all the injuries men do to themselves and 

          others…” (p.167). 
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Thus, in Heidegger and Rousseau alike Sorge and amour de soi/la pitié can plausibly 

be viewed as the antidote to the destructive effects of the alienation which arises 

through civilised man’s propensity to dominate both his fellow man and the 

environment with the assistance of technology.  Furthermore, the theme of “alienation” 

has already served as the introduction to Chapter Two, Section Three, of the thesis:  

there, both Arthur Schopenhauer and Mary Midgley provide their own individual 

critiques of the self-other dichotomy opposed by much of contemporary deep ecology 

theory; for its part, deep ecology promotes the concept of cosmic oneness or holism 

instead of the ontological separation of the self from its environment.   Such 

considerations about the relationship between the self and the cosmos create another 

fruitful area in which the writings of Rousseau and Heidegger can usefully be 

compared.  

The Rousseauean account of the relationship between self and Cosmos as it is related 

in Les Rêveries expresses itself in two distinct but closely connected ways:  firstly, in 

the incident in the Second Promenade at Ménilmontant where it will be recalled that 

Rousseau loses consciousness after his collision with the Great Dane, his recovery of 

consciousness takes the form of an immediate sense of disembodiment where a 

Cartesian-style free-floating mind (the res cogitans) observes in detached manner the 

physiological reactions of its body (the res extensa), such as the seepage of blood from 

the wounds sustained in the accident; secondly, in calmer and more meditative 

moments in the Fifth Promenade where he is surrounded by the beauties of nature, 

Rousseau’s overwhelming experience is no longer a Cartesian dichotomy with mind 

and body existing as separate and discrete entities; rather, he appears to experience a 

feeling of himself as an holistic self having been “absorbed” in toto into the unity of 

the Cosmos.  This latter example of quasi-religious ecstasy has already been 
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encountered in a passage from La Troisième Lettre à M. de Malesherbes167 where it 

served to epitomise the Romantic self and, incidentally, anticipated by several years 

Rousseau’s more sustained exploration of the relationship between self and world, 

during the idyllic sojourn on Ȋle St Pierre. 

For Heidegger, of course, any suggestion at all of the Cartesian dichotomy consisting 

of a rational self gazing down upon the external world with an air of Olympian 

detachment, represents one of European philosophy’s colossal metaphysical “wrong 

turnings.”  Indeed, sections 12 and 13 of Being and Time constitute the 

phenomenological rebuttal of Cartesianism, by substituting Heidegger’s famous 

concepts of Dasein (“there-being”) and In-der-Welt-sein (“Being-in-the-world”) as the 

key features of the self which give rise to Dasein’s innate quality of Being.  According 

to this phenomenological approach, in coming to understand the world in which it 

finds itself the self (or Dasein) sees itself as already alongside everything in the world, 

rather than as a detached observer of the world on a cinematic screen. 

Considerations of this sort also serve as a useful basis upon which to compare and 

contrast the Heideggerian ecological self with its Rousseauean counterpart.  As an 

early manifestation of Heideggerian phenomenology, Michael Zimmerman cites an 

extract from the 1934 address “Warum bleiben wir in der Provinz?” (“Why do I stay 

in the provinces?”).168  Zimmerman remarks that the structure and content of this 

extract permits of no Cartesian-style subject and object dichotomy:  instead, in his 

phenomenological interaction with the local landscape, Heidegger observes: 

 

          “its hourly changes, day and night, in the great comings and goings of the 

 
167 See Chapter One, Section Four, above 
168 In Authenticity Umbach and Humphrey have analysed the text of the broadcast and conclude that:  

“…the role of nature in Heidegger’s philosophy…is not that of a prompt for individual introspection 

as it had been for Rousseauism” (p.48).  Contra Umbach and Humphrey the present author argues in 

what follows for close introspective affinities between Rousseau and Heidegger    
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          season…the slow and deliberate growth of the fir-trees, the brilliant, simple 

          splendor of the meadows in bloom, the rush of the mountain brook in the long 

          autumn night…all of this moves and flows through and penetrates daily   

          existence up there, and not in forced moments of “aesthetic” immersion or 

          artificial empathy, but only when one’s own existence stands in its work” 

          (cited in Zimmerman, 1986, p.126). 

 

Likewise, the essential unity and oneness of the self with the Cosmos emerges in the 

following extract from the 1950 lecture, Das Ding (“The Thing”): 

 

          “Thinking, the thing stays the united four, earth and sky, divinities and mortals, 

          in the simple onefold of their self-united fourfold.” (Hofstadter, 2001, pp.175, 

          176) 

 

Similarly: 

 

          “Each of the four mirrors in its own way the presence of the others.  Each 

          therewith reflects itself in its own way into its own, within the simpleness of the 

          four…The appropriative mirroring sets each of the four free into its own, but it 

          binds these free ones into the simplicity of their essential being toward one 

          another” (p.177). 

 

The fourfold (which appears in several other essays, notably, “The Turning” and 

“Building, Dwelling, Thinking,”) can plausibly be interpreted as Heidegger’s 

enigmatic way of characterising those concerns which are of the utmost importance to 

authentic Dasein;169 and those concerns are repeatedly associated by Heidegger with 

the issue of authentic Dasein’s dwelling:  “Will we dwell…within the fourfold of sky 

 
169 Cf. Cooper, 1996, p.84 
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and earth, mortals and divinities?” (from “The Turning,” in trans. Lovitt, 2013, p.49); 

“Mortals are in the fourfold by dwelling” (from “Building, Dwelling, Thinking” in 

trans. Hofstadter, 2001, p.148); “In the gift of the outpouring earth and sky, divinities 

and mortals dwell together all at once” (from “The Thing,” p.171).170    

Likewise, this convergence or coalescence of the four constituent members of the 

fourfold suggests a curious affinity with one of Rousseau’s most intensely ecstatic 

experiences to be found anywhere in Les Rêveries, viz. the aftermath of the encounter 

with the Great Dane in the Second Promenade, to which reference has been made 

above.  Michael Davis’ analysis of the episode is particularly revealing in its 

correspondence to the extract from “The Thing” quoted above: 

 

          “Rousseau’s experience upon coming to, begins with externals and gradually 

          moves closer to himself – from the sky and stars [“sky”?] to greenery [“earth”?] 

          to himself.  In this instant he “was born to life” [“mortals”?]…Being born seems 

          to mean filling objects with his own existence, animating other beings or being 

          an author of beings [“divinities”?] (1999, p.122).171 

 

If Davis’ analysis of Rousseau’s experience can legitimately be assimilated with 

Heidegger’s fourfold, then the “filling objects with his own existence,” ie. Rousseau’s 

sense of oneness with the Cosmos seems perfectly in tune with the concept of the 

“simple onefold/self-united fourfold.”  Hence, for all the apparent tension between 

Rousseau and Heidegger in terms of Cartesian dualism, their respective positions on 

 
170 For an interesting parallel with Heidegger’s “authentic dwelling” compare Val Plumwood’s focus 

upon “attachment to place” in her debate with Warwick Fox within the discussion of Rousseau’s 

ecological self at pages 63-67 above.  Likewise, authentic dwelling and Lebensraum feature 

prominently in “Session 8” of Nature , History, State (see chapter four above on the ecological self in 

Heidegger, esp. p.177)  
171 The words in square brackets in the quoted extract from Davis represent suggestions by the present 

author and should not be attributed to Davis himself  
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cosmic oneness whilst starting from opposite ends of the spectrum, nevertheless 

succeed in meeting at the halfway point. 

One final topic for comparison deserves consideration:  it occurs implicitly in 

Rousseauean literature in the form of Le Quiétisme (“Quietism”) and is referred to 

explicitly in Heideggerian literature in terms of Gelassenheit (“letting-be”); and as has 

already been noted in Chapter Two Section Three above, the affinities between the 

two have been remarked upon by Raymond Smullyan. (1977, pp.147-149)  

Furthermore, although to the present writer’s knowledge the expression “le quiétisme” 

never features anywhere in Rousseau’s extant writings, either in Les Rêveries or 

elsewhere, it nevertheless seems plausible to suggest that he would have been well-

acquainted with the principles and tenets of Quietism through his familiarity with 

Fénelon’s work172 to which explicit reference is made in the Third Promenade; and 

immediately following the reference to Fénelon, Rousseau’s account of himself in 

solitary meditation upon nature and the universe is wholly consistent with the image 

of tranquil passivity which epitomises Fénelon’s personal vision of Le Quiétisme.  

Likewise, Rousseau’s homage to M. Fénelon is met with in the remainder of Les 

Rêveries at practically every turn, although considerations of space permit only one 

random example (in this case taken from the Seventh Promenade):  

 

          “Botany is the ideal study for the idle, unoccupied solitary…He wanders about, 

          passing freely from one object to another…This ideal occupation has a charm 

          which can only be felt when the passions are entirely at rest…” (France, 2004, 

          pp.115, 116). 

 

 
172 François de Salignac de La Motte-Fénelon, Archbishop of Cambrai, it will be recalled, was 

amongst the most vocal advocates of Le Quiétisme in eighteenth-century France   
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In this passage, Rousseau’s languid and phlegmatic passivity in his approach to his 

botanical studies fits well with the ideals of both “letting nature be” and “letting 

himself be” in the midst of it (even if, as was noted earlier, his creation of an elaborate 

herbarium suggests that these ideals were not always strictly adhered to). 

In any event, the sentiments expressed by Rousseau above and elsewhere in Les 

Rêveries strongly echo the spirit of the Gelassenheit of some two centuries later.  By 

way of illustration, Heidegger’s peasant-farmer in the first few pages of The Question 

Concerning Technology bears more than a passing resemblance to the solitary walker: 

 

          “The field that the peasant formerly cultivated and set in order [bestellte] appears  

          differently than it did when to set in order still meant to take care of and to 

          maintain.  The work of the peasant does not challenge the soil of the field.  In 

          the sowing of the grain it places the seed in the keeping of the forces of growth 

          and watches over its increase” (Lovitt, 2013, pp.14, 15). 

 

Perhaps the closest parallel between the peasant-farmer’s sensitive, reverent and non-

intrusive nurture of the Earth in contrast to his nemesis, viz. the aggressive, 

exploitative and utilitarian-driven agriculturist is that which likewise contrasts the 

solitary walker as amateur, dilettantish, botanist with the professional, profit-

orientated, pharmacologist of the Seventh Promenade. 

The quietistic principles implicit in the extracts from the Third and Seventh 

Promenades arguably find further echo in Heideggerian commentary.  Firstly, as 

illustration of Heideggerian “caring-for” and “letting-be” in “Building, Dwelling, 

Thinking,” Julian Young (2002, p.108) quotes the first verse of Heidegger’s poem, 

“Cézanne:” 
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          The thoughtfully serene [Gelassene], the urgent [inständig] 

          stillness of the form of the old gardener 

          Vallier, who tends the inconspicuous on the  

          Chemin des Lauves.  

 

David Cooper (2008, pp.158, 159) endorses Young’s view that the “tending” of the 

garden in “Cézanne” equates with a “passive caring-for the earth” and further reiterates 

the by now familiar point that Gelassenheit is used by the later Heidegger to convey 

the notion of “letting-be.” 

By contrast with Heidegger’s sympathetic account of the old gardener Vallier, 

Rousseau seems less accommodating to gardening and horticulture in general.  Indeed, 

in his extensive but less well-known correspondence with the Duchess of Portland, not 

only is Rousseau scathing in his criticism of the contemporary trend for “exotic 

botany” whereby species were uprooted from their native soil and artificially replanted 

in European gardens, but he also seems to view the science and technology associated 

with horticulture per se as a form of Gestell or “enframing” in which unspoiled nature 

is manipulated and forced to become a mere parody of itself.  Thus, at one point in his 

letter to the Duchess of 10 July 1767 Rousseau confesses that: 

 

          “The plants in our woods and mountains are still such as they originally came 

          from [God’s] hand, and it is there that I love to study nature, because I assure 

          you that I do not feel the same charm herborizing in a garden…” (Cook, 2007, 

          p.154) 

 

Accordingly, Smullyan’s premise that Le Quiétisme and Gelassenheit are conceptual 

cognates serves to establish additional affinities between Rousseau and Heidegger; yet, 

as the Portland correspondence shows, significant contrasts between them remain. 
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Section 5.3  Summary and conclusions 

Chapter Five sought to compare and contrast the views of Rousseau and Heidegger on 

the basis of the political, and the ecological, self in Sections One and Two respectively. 

In relation to the political self in Section One, both writers appealed to the necessity 

of a quasi-divine leader-cum-lawmaker to unify the citizens and to direct the life of the 

polity; but they diverged dramatically on the direction which such unity and civic life 

should take, with Rousseau embracing the concept of sovereignty exercised through a 

universal consensus represented by the “General Will” and Heidegger, instead, 

envisaging a charismatic leader to command the allegiance of the citizenry.  Similarly, 

both writers appear to have viewed freedom in the form of the individual self’s “self-

realisation” as the principal raison d’être of their respective political regimes:  in 

Rousseau’s case by way of the mechanism of the Social Contract and Heidegger 

through the achievement of individual authenticity.  Finally, there is a discernible gap 

between the cosmopolitan outlook present in early Rousseau and the unwavering 

nationalism which runs through Heideggerian thought:  Rousseau’s internationalist 

approach to the self is inherited in the first instance from the humanism of Montaigne, 

and subsequently, from a combination of Enlightenment and Romantic ideals; by 

contrast, the self in Heidegger remains narrowly nationalist, with authenticity closely 

bound up with the concept of the Volk.  However, Heidegger’s personal attitude to 

Racism remains a complex one as is demonstrated by the cited extracts from Logic and 

Ponderings.   

In any event, it might have been assumed that the outward-looking stance of the 

political self in Rousseau would be less susceptible than its Heideggerian counterpart 

to the hazards of totalitarianism. Yet, as noted above, both accounts of the political 

self have been linked with oppressive forms of political control:  in the case of 
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Heidegger through his associations with National Socialism; and for Rousseau, 

because of events in Republican France little more than a decade after his death.   

Section Two opened with the challenge which modern technology poses to the 

environment and Rousseau and Heidegger were seen to provide distinguishable 

analyses:  Rousseau’s critique commenced with a speculative account of mankind’s 

early development and technology’s role within it, followed by practical examples of 

the adverse effects of technology in contemporary eighteenth-century civilisation.  By 

contrast, Heidegger’s critique focused upon the more abstruse concept of the “essence” 

of modern technology, rather than modern technology itself, as the threat to the self 

and the environment.  The respective positions of Rousseau and Heidegger on cosmic 

oneness and holism are at first blush more difficult to assess:  they both deploy 

expressions echoing holistic theory, although this has not dissuaded scholars such as 

Michael Zimmerman from radically reassessing Heidegger’s place within deep 

ecology.  Finally, however, from Rousseau’s adherence to Quietism and its echoes in 

Heidegger’s understanding of Gelassenheit, or “letting-be”, there emerges an 

ecological self which demonstrates unmistakable conceptual affinities between the two 

thinkers. 
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CHAPTER SIX:  THE RELEVANCE OF ROUSSEAU AND HEIDEGGER 

                                                TO DEEP ECOLOGY 

 

This chapter seeks to place the findings so far reached in regard to Rousseau and 

Heidegger within a contemporary ecological context.  Section One introduces the 

controversial practice of “fracking” in terms of its implications for deep ecology theory 

by reference to the alienation of the self and the “cost-benefit analysis” methodology; 

this section also considers how far deep ecology might unintentionally promote fascist 

modes of political thought.  Section Two commences by examining the relationship of 

Self to self in an ecological context, tracing it from the pioneering work of Arne Naess 

through to its full flowering in concepts such as S/self-realisation, self-identification 

and holism; once again, the charge of fascism arises although in a non-political 

context. Finally, Section Two measures the nature of debate centered upon 

ecocentrism and anthropocentrism.  Sections Three and Four consider, respectively, 

the roles of Rousseau and Heidegger within contemporary deep ecology scholarship:  

in Rousseau’s case, the Fifth Promenade provides a rich source of inspiration for Freya 

Mathews’ analysis of the contemporary ecological S/self, whilst Ventakaraman’s 

identification of Rousseauean thought with modern day conceptions of nature ranges 

throughout Les Rêveries; by contrast, Heidegger’s associations with deep ecology 

emerge as somewhat more ambivalent and give rise to a debate about his biocentric 

credentials, with Devall and Sessions postulating a pro-biocentric position for 

Heidegger, whilst Taylor and Zimmerman argue against it.                         

 

Section 6.1  Some contemporary political implications of Deep Ecology 

In previous chapters of this thesis consideration has been given to concepts designated 

as the “political self” and the “ecological self” which were taken to reflect the terms 
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in which the self might be defined within a political or an ecological context.   

Accordingly, this final chapter seeks to relate the “politico-ecological self” of 

Rousseau and Heidegger more specifically to some contemporary challenges to the 

assumptions of the deep ecology movement. 

Firstly, by way of example, the political decision-making process surrounding the UK 

government’s authorisation of onshore hydraulic fracturing (popularly known as 

“fracking”) remains a hugely controversial and ecologically sensitive issue;173 and for 

the purposes of this thesis, it is the utilitarian rationale underpinning that process which 

is of particular interest and importance.  Indeed, in an illuminating paper entitled 

“Green Criminology and Fracking in the UK:  an application of utilitarian Ethics” Jack 

A Lampkin refers somewhat obliquely to the “cost-benefit analysis” (CBA) 

methodology (discussed in more detail below) which appears to have driven 

government policy: 

 

          “The Infrastructure Act was passed by [the UK] government despite the fact that 

          unconventional onshore hydraulic fracturing has been found to cause social and  

          environmental victimisation in the U[nited] S[tates]…The fact that the 

          Infrastructure Act has been passed can therefore be seen as a state-corporate 

          trade-off that allows a certain amount of social and ecological destruction taking 

          place, for the return of benefits such as a contribution toward economic growth 

          for the UK government.” (2016, p.28). 

 

Furthermore: 

 

          “Although a certain amount of happiness is created through the expansion of the  

          fracking industry in the UK, this happiness is concentrated in the companies that  

 
173 See the Infrastructure Act 2015, part 6, which passed into UK law in February 2015 (at the time of 

writing there is a temporary moratorium on further fracking activity, but the 2015 legislation does not 

appear to have been repealed)   
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          extract the hydrocarbons and the government who increase their chances of 

          successful re-election.” (p.29). 

 

In the light of Lampkin’s analysis, it is not difficult to see how the application of CBA 

might cause individual members of the electorate to feel effectively disenfranchised, 

disempowered and above all alienated in a nominally democratic decision-making 

process, as well as little more than anonymous pawns by a Government House exercise 

in hedonistic calculus.                      

Secondly, it is precisely this species of disenfranchisement, disempowerment and, 

arguably above all, alienation of the political self which both Rousseau and Heidegger 

have sought first to identify and then to remedy in such works as, respectively, Social 

Contract and Being and Time.  In the case of Rousseau, it was the insidious effects of 

Enlightenment “progress” through the unrestrained use of science and technology 

which gave rise to the alienation of the self from itself and from other selves; whilst 

for Heidegger, the alienated Dasein (or self) was one whose inauthenticity was 

manifest in its willingness to cultivate an attitude of Alltäglickheit (“everydayness”) 

which sees it adopting the opinions, the choices and the life-style of what Heidegger 

somewhat contemptuously and disparagingly refers to as “the they” or the “great mass” 

(“das Man”).174  Indeed, Heideggerian commentator, Michael Zimmerman, 

specifically analyses the “alienation” of Dasein in political terms by making appeal to 

well-known Marxian credos, such as the exploitative capitalist economic system with 

its acquisitive and competitive relationships between individuals, serving only to 

obscure the higher goal of personal authenticity (1986, p.52).  Thus, Fracking can 

plausibly be interpreted as the embodiment of all those forces which serve to alienate 

the political self in the manner envisaged by Rousseau and Heidegger.  Nevertheless, 

 
174 See Being and Time, para. 27 
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despite the obvious similarities and convergence between the two thinkers regarding 

the alienated political self, one interesting dissimilarity is yet discernible:  according 

to Rousseau’s vision, the alienated state of the political self arises from its lack of 

unity, or of harmony of purpose, with its fellow members of the community; and the 

alienation of each individual’s private will in favour of the General Will for the sake 

of the collective good of the community is the route to achieving “authenticity” of both 

self and state;  for Heidegger, the position is in one sense virtually the reverse:  at least 

until Division II, part 5 of Being and Time, the distinguishing feature of the authentic 

Dasein (or self) lies precisely in its propensity to distance itself from the commonality 

of purpose represented by das Man and fostered by the state, and instead to follow its 

own individual destiny in conscious imitation, perhaps, of Nietzsche’s Übermensch.175  

The alienation of the self is a central theme, too, in the Frankfurt School’s “Social 

Critical Theory” pioneered by Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer in the 1930s, 

and discussed at length in their co-authored text of 1944, Dialektik der Aufklarung 

(“Dialectic of Enlightenment”) regarding the objectification of nature and the 

concomitant alienation of the self: 

 

          “Myth turns into enlightenment, and nature into mere objectivity.  Men pay for 

          the exercise of their power with alienation from that over which they exercise 

          their power” (Dialectic of Enlightenment (Cumming, 2016, p.9).  

 

Like Zimmerman, Adorno and Horkheimer interpret the alienation of the self from its 

political, as well as from its ecological, foundations as a legacy of Marxian theory; 

 
175 By contrast, the sense of collective authenticity in Heidegger was discussed in Chapter Three 

above   
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according to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, under the heading of 

“Environmental Ethics:” 

 

          “At the root of this alienation [Adorno and Horkheimer] argue, is a narrow 

          positivist conception of rationality – which sees rationality as an instrument for 

          pursuing progress, power and technological control, and takes observation, 

          measurement and the application of purely quantitative methods to be capable 

          of solving all problems…By promising limitless knowledge and power, the 

          positivism of science and technology not only removes our fear of nature…but 

          also destroys our sense of awe and wonder towards it.”176 

 

The association which Adorno and Horkheimer draw between the quantitative 

methods of Positivism and the alienation of the self from nature and the environment 

once again echoes the CBA procedure frequently deployed to resolve conflicts 

between competing political and ecological concerns:  the guidelines for CBA appear 

to have been first set out expressly in the British government commissioned Blueprint 

for a Green Economy, as the blueprint’s introduction explains: 

 

          “The important principle is that resources and environments serve economic 

          functions and have positive economic value…This simple logic underlines the 

          importance of valuing the environment correctly and integrating those correct 

          values into economic policy” (Pearce, Markandya and Barber, 1989, p.7).  

 

The three most conspicuous principles to emerge from the Blueprint’s more than two 

hundred pages are that:  (i) money is an appropriate measure of the value of 

environmental goods; (ii) the preferences which people actually have accurately reflect 

what is good for them; (iii) the value of environmental goods is contingent upon their 

 
176 See sub-heading “3.3 Disenchantment and the new Animism” [Entry accessed 3 January 2019]. 
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being desired.  This economic model sketched by Pearce and his co-authors provoked 

opposition across the environmental spectrum and Pearce himself subsequently sought 

to respond to some of the objections in his paper “Green Economics.”  Here, space 

precludes a detailed assessment of the merits or otherwise of the case set out in 

Blueprint.177  However, O’Neill focusses upon the alienating consequences of CBA 

for nature and the environment by arguing that “[c]ost benefit analysis is blind” (1993, 

p.78) to such considerations as the aesthetic and historical value and importance of 

environmentally sensitive landscapes;178 and he concludes at one point that: 

 

          “Cost-benefit analysis provides policy without debate.  Politics becomes not a 

          forum for discussion and argument about policy, but a surrogate market which 

          completes what an ‘ideal’ market is supposed to do – which aggregates most 

          efficiently given preferences.  That is indeed the justification offered for cost- 

          benefit analysis.” (p.78) 

 

The principles of CBA similarly emerge as equally inimical to the ecological values 

and assumptions met with in both Heidegger and Rousseau.  Firstly, Jane Howarth 

makes the following pertinent comment regarding the Heideggerian concept of Sorge 

(or “care”): 

 

          “How does modern life cover up Care?...Perhaps the most obvious place where 

          Care is covered up or absent is in our favoured decision-making procedure: 

          cost-benefit analysis.  The underlying principle [of CBA] is that the correct 

          policy to pursue is the one which has the greatest balance of benefits over costs. 

          In order to assess which one that is, all benefits and costs need to be presented 

 
177 For a detailed critique of CBA generally, the reader is referred to O’Neill, 1993, esp. chapter 6  
178 It is worth noting in this regard that Heidegger appears to be highly critical of “value” (as an 

historical, or aesthetic or moral concept) in the Letter on Humanism.  But note Howarth’s remarks on 

Heideggerian Sorge (“care”) which follow; and compare her full account of the links between value 

and Sorge (1996, pp.233-238)  
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          in numerical, strictly monetary, terms.” (1996, p.235) 

 

Howarth’s equating of CBA with the “covering-up” or the “absence” of Heideggerian 

care is lent additional credence when compared with seminal aspects of Heidegger’s 

philosophy already encountered earlier in this thesis:  firstly, there is the poignant 

example of the long vanished peasant-farmer who knew how “to take care of and to 

maintain” his land in accordance with the rhythms of nature, but which has now given 

way to mechanized agriculture’s “setting-in-order” of the land to produce “the 

maximum yield at the minimum expense”;179 and secondly, the thoroughly chilling 

case of I G Farben’s unashamed bartering with the authorities at Auschwitz death-

camp to “purchase” at a suitably economic price per head a consignment of female 

prisoners for experimental purposes.180  In both instances, it is the inexorable logic of 

CBA to exploit and even to dehumanize its subject-matter, reducing it to the level of 

Bestand, or a mere reservoir of “standing-reserve”;  CBA is thereby emblematic of the 

principle of alienation of self from other which lies at the very heart of Heideggerian 

phenomenology.  Furthermore, following the comparisons and contrasts argued for in 

Chapter Five above, it comes as no great surprise to discover that CBA’s number-

crunching principles whereby “…all benefits and costs need to be presented in 

numerical, strictly monetary, terms” (Howarth) likewise become an issue in the 

philosophy of Rousseau:  firstly, it was argued that amour de soi and la pitié share 

significant affinities with Sorge;181 and secondly, as opposed to the pure science of 

botany, the narrowly-focussed and strictly utilitarian applied science of pharmacology 

reduces the glories and wonders of nature to the level of soulless items on a profit-and-

loss balance sheet.182                

 
179 Cf. p.168 above 
180 Cf. p.165 above 
181 Cf. p.227 above 
182 Cf. p.223 above 
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A further challenge which frequently confronts deep ecology is the charge of so-called 

ecofascism. One of deep ecology’s sternest critics was Murray Bookchin whose 

misgivings about the direction in which much of the ecological debate is headed led 

him by the 1990s to devise the alternative theory of “social ecology.”183  Bookchin’s 

fundamental objection to deep ecology, set out in his 1987 paper “Social Ecology 

versus Deep Ecology:  a challenge for the ecology movement”, is its apparent elitism 

which refuses to recognise any causal link between the environmental crisis currently 

facing Planet Earth and the political and economic forces which have led to it.  But it 

was in a 1979 paper entitled “Ecology and Revolutionary Thought” in Antipode that 

Bookchin first opined that: 

 

          The most disquieting direction followed by many environmentalists [ie. deep 

          ecologists  –  present author’s note] has been in the direction of what I would  

          call ecofascism…” (cited in Pepper, 1990, p.205). 

 

For social ecologists such as Bookchin, the ecofascism associated with deep ecology 

shares common features with neo-Malthusianism and embodies “the ethics of 

repression and totalitarian control;” and continuing in the spirit of Bookchin’s polemic 

against deep ecology, David Pepper himself contends that:  

 

          “…we would expect to see in ecofascism elements of emotionalism and 

          romanticism…to produce a belief in a quasi-mystical unity of people and their 

          land, of the state as an organism, and of the ‘naturalness’ and therefore rightness 

          of hierarchy, of struggle and survival of the fittest (ie. the organic analogy and 

          Social Darwinism).” (1990, p.206) 

 

 
183 For a comprehensive statement of the principles of social ecology, see Bookchin, 2005   
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Here, the allusions to the holism which characterises much of deep ecology theory are 

unmistakable.  By contrast, however, any number of ecologists are far from convinced 

by Bookchin’s label of ecofascism either as a philosophical concept or as a political 

badge with which to implicate his opponents.  For example, in his 2000 paper 

“Ecofascism:  What is it?  A Left Biocentric analysis” David Orton writes that: 

 

          “While for fascists, the term “fascist” will have positive 

          connotations…“ecofascist” as used around the environmental and green 

          movements, has no recognizable past or present political embodiment, and has 

          only negative connotations…Thus, “ecofascist” and “ecofascism”, are used not 

          to enlighten but to smear” (2000, Introduction, paragraph 3). 

 

In discussing deep ecology and ecofascism it is fortunately unnecessary to become 

embroiled in the frequently ill-tempered debate between Bookchin and Orton; instead, 

Michael Zimmerman has provided a useful definition of ecofascism which permits its 

relationship to deep ecology to be analysed in a sober and altogether less febrile 

atmosphere.  Zimmerman offers the following definition of Ecofascism as: 

 

          “…a totalitarian government that requires individuals to sacrifice their interests 

          to the well-being and glory of the ‘land’, understood as the splendid web of life, 

          or the organic whole of nature, including peoples and their states.” 

          (2008, pp.531, 532) 

 

Zimmerman’s definition of the composite expression eco-fascism helpfully 

encapsulates the sense of the concept which emerges from the amalgamation of the 

two words “eco-” and “fascism:”  “fascism” is generally associated in political 

philosophy with those regimes (whether of Left or Right persuasion) which require the 

total subordination of the freedoms and private interests of the individual self to what 
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is perceived to be some supra-individual interest or goal, such as racial or ethnic purity, 

or unity of national purpose, or perfectibility of the individual self within the greater 

organic whole, and so on; whilst the prefix “eco-“ serves to ground these ideas within 

the broader context of the Cosmos.  It is arguably considerations of this sort which 

social ecologist, Janet Biehl, sees as working below the surface of much of deep 

ecology’s rationale and against which she seeks to warn in the final paragraph of her 

paper ““Ecology” and the modernization of Fascism in the German ultra-Right:” 

 

          “When “respect for Nature” comes to mean “reverence,” it can mutate 

          ecological politics into a religion that “Green Adolfs” can effectively use for 

          authoritarian ends…”Ecological” fascism is a cynical but potentially politically 

          effective attempt to mystically link genuine concern for present-day 

          environmental problems with time-honoured fears of the “outsider” or the 

          “new”…Authoritarian mystifications need not to be the fate of today’s ecology 

          movement, as social ecology demonstrates.  But they could become its fate if   

          eco-mystics, eco-primitivists, misanthropes, and antirationalists have their way” 

          (Biehl and Staudenmaier, 2011, p.88). 

 

Biehl’s references to “reverence for nature,” as well as to “eco-mystics” and “eco-

primitivists arguably finds echo in the Rousseauean ecological self which was 

examined in Chapter Two above.  Of course, Biehl and Staudenmaier remain focussed 

primarily upon the associations between ecofascism and Nazism or neo-Nazism and 

its implications for deep ecology, rather than upon placing Rousseau himself in the 

dock as a proto-ecofascist.184  Notwithstanding, passages from both Les Rêveries and 

La Troisième Lettre à M. de Malesherbes cited in Chapter Two above certainly seem 

to lend substance to Rousseau’s eco-mystical credentials; similarly, his life-long 

 
184 However, as is well known, Bertrand Russell was one thinker not slow to cite Rousseau as the 

progenitor of Adolf Hitler (see Russell’s History of Western Philosophy).  The precise relationship 

between Rousseau and contemporary deep ecology will be discussed later in this chapter 
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fascination with the concept of the Noble Savage, as well as the Arcadian imagery 

which abounds in the Second Discourse and in Émile mark Rousseau out, in theory at 

least, as a sympathizer with the ideals of eco-primitivism. 

In his turn, Peter Staudenmaier addresses the contentious issue of alleged links 

between Heidegger’s historical associations with Nazism, ecofascism and deep 

ecology. (Biehl and Staudenmaier, 2011, pp.89-132)  The affinities between 

Heidegger and deep ecology appear to be based upon three premises:  (i) Zimmerman’s 

own identification of Heidegger as a deep ecologist in monographs such as the 1990 

publication, Heidegger’s Confrontation with Modernity; (ii) Heidegger’s overt 

criticism of technology and modernity; (iii) Heidegger’s “mysticism.”  Staudenmaier’s 

thesis seems to be that these three considerations are themselves sufficient to establish 

an unbroken thread leading from Heidegger as a National Socialist sympathizer 

through ecofascism as both a Nazi and neo-Nazi phenomenon to contemporary deep 

ecology theory.  But the Heidegger – deep ecology equation needs to be approached 

with caution.  Firstly, to his credit Staudenmaier acknowledges that Zimmerman’s 

view about the extent of Heidegger’s commitment to the deep ecology cause has 

modified over time (Biehl and Staudenmaier, 2011, p.24).185  Secondly, the rather 

careless (and repeated) assertions such as:  “Heidegger…criticized modern 

technology” (pp.23, 24), “Heidegger’s critique of technology” (p.24) and 

“[Heidegger’s] metaphysically phrased broadsides against technology and modernity” 

(p.24) are not strictly accurate representations of Heidegger’s account:  it is not 

technology, but the essence of technology which is the constant target of Heidegger’s 

critique and furthermore, like Rousseau, Heidegger seems never to have entertained 

seriously a return to a pre-technological age as a practical project.  Finally, the 

 
185 Zimmerman’s revised assessment of the Heidegger – deep ecology relationship will be examined 

later in this chapter   
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reference to Heidegger’s “mystical panegyrics to Heimat (homeland)” (p.24) arguably, 

too, represents Heidegger in the role of an “eco-mystic.” requires justification since it 

conflicts with the views of some other commentators, such as Lovitt in his introduction 

to The Question Concerning Technology and other essays: 

 

          “…Heidegger is not a “mystic.”  He does not describe or advocate the 

          experiencing of any sort of oneness with an absolute or infinite.  For him both 

          man and Being are finite, and their relationship never dissolves in sheer 

          oneness” (2013, p.xiii). 

 

Indeed, the dispute over Heidegger’s alleged accommodation of mysticism remains 

one of the most hotly disputed of his later philosophical writings.186  The foregoing 

discussion has been instructive in demonstrating that the charge against deep 

ecologists of harbouring ecofascist sentiments may be based on nothing more than 

“guilt by association” given that Rousseau and Heidegger as two of philosophy’s most 

high profile “proto-ecologists” are famous, or infamous, for their contributions to 

forms of political theory which have frequently been castigated for their alleged 

totalitarian or fascist implications.  Once the political self has been branded as 

“fascist,” it is a relatively modest step to conceptualizing the ecological self as “eco-

fascist.”  This conceptual transition from the fascist to the ecofascist is arguably made 

all the more tempting when it is recalled that a recurrent theme in deep ecology 

literature is that of “self-realisation,” an expression which has attracted considerable 

adverse attention at least since Isaiah Berlin’s celebrated essay Two Concepts of 

Liberty in which self-realisation was identified with Positive Liberty, itself condemned 

by Berlin as both inimical to personal freedom and as the historical trademark of 

 
186 The present author broadly favours Staudenmaier’s interpretation on this point:  cf. Chapter Four 

above and Section Four below of the thesis   
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totalitarian regimes on both the Left and the Right of the political spectrum.  

Accordingly, the next section of this chapter features a more detailed analysis of the 

S/self (and of S/self-realisation) in order to determine their precise roles within the 

specific context of deep ecology. 

 

Section 6.2  The S/self in Deep Ecology 

The purpose of this section is to explore through the lens of contemporary thinkers the 

relevance of the S/self to the conceptual underpinnings of deep ecology; it thereby 

provides an obvious link to the influential roles played by Rousseau and Heidegger in 

contemporary deep ecology, which are themselves the subjects of Sections Three and 

Four below, respectively. 

This section introduces Naess’ famous concept of S/self-realisation and the anxieties 

which such a concept raises through its alleged association with fascism and eco-

fascism; the section then considers holism as a reputable and intellectually respectable 

remedy to these anxieties.  “Self-love” and “care” are two additional concepts, 

exemplified in the writings of Rousseau and Heidegger respectively, which Freya 

Mathews then analyses in relation to the ecological self; that analysis also gives rise to 

contributions from Robyn Eckersley, Judith Plant and Val Plumwood.   There then 

follows an analysis of the fascinating concept of “unselfing” in the work of Iris 

Murdoch and David E Cooper.  The section concludes by addressing the enduring 

debate between ecocentrism and anthropocentrism. 

For Naess, one central theme in Ecology is recognition of the symbiotic relationship 

which he takes to exist between the various elements of the ecosystem; this in turn 

requires of the self, both individually and collectively, the understanding of its place 

in the broader ecological context or, as Naess himself expresses it, “…a sense of the 
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[self’s] belonging with a more expansive perspective:  ecospheric belonging” (1990, 

p.168).  This “ecospheric belonging” equates to: 

 

          “…’a form of togetherness with nature which is to our own greatest benefit…’ 

          If such a statement is accepted, ‘our own benefit’ must then mean ‘that which 

          serves the great Self’, not merely the individual ego or human societies.” (p.168) 

 

Naess’ claim that the individual self’s interests are best served by their identification 

with those of the Self is likely to set off alarm bells:  the apparent parallels with Social 

Contract, where the citizens subordinate their individual wills to the dictates of the 

General Will are obvious; and it will be recalled, too, that it is precisely this 

controversial element of Rousseau’s scheme which has periodically prompted the 

charge of (political) fascism.  Such sinister associations might seem to be further 

reinforced by Naess’ appeal to the concept of “Self-realisation.”  In the context of 

political philosophy, the concept of “self-realisation” is one which Berlin analyses in 

Two Concepts of Liberty to forge a compelling link between a Rousseauean-style 

positive freedom and the worst examples of totalitarianism which is designated 

ominously in the essay as “the final solution.”  At first blush, there are superficial 

similarities with Naess who explains that: 

 

          “In the systemisation of Ecosophy T, the term ‘Self-realisation’ is used to 

          indicate a kind of perfection…The term includes personal and community, but 

          is conceived also to refer to an unfolding of reality as a totality” (1990, p.84). 

 

However, it may be hasty and ill-judged to associate with deep ecology theory either 

totalitarian, or more precisely (eco-)fascist, implications solely on the strength of 

Naess’ choice of the expression “S/self-realisation.”  Indeed, ecologists Bill Devall 
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and George Sessions suggest that S/self-realisation is not an entity’s ultimate end or 

goal (as seems to be envisaged by totalitarian or fascist ideologies) but rather the means 

or process by which an entity is enabled to reach its full potential.  According to Devall 

and Sessions this principle is epitomised by the concept of biocentrism: 

 

          “The intuition of biocentric equality is that all things in the biosphere have an 

          equal right to live and blossom and to reach their own individual form of 

          unfolding and self-realization within the larger Self-realization” (1985, p.67).187 

 

   

Freya Mathews addresses a further variation of the “fascism” charge against the 

principle of S/self-realisation in The Ecological Self: 

 

          “…if the universe [or great Self] is viewed as an internally differentiated, 

          internally dynamic universal substance, then the destruction of particulars 

          (particular objects, organisms, ecosystems, planets [and individual selves]) is of 

          no consequence to it…For a particular to be destroyed is just for it to be absorbed 

          into the universal flux, of which it is in any case just a momentary manifestation. 

          If this universal flux constitutes our larger Self, then these particular comings- 

          into-being and passings-away are of no concern to us, for the identity of our Self 

          remains constant throughout” (1994, p.152). 

 

According to this objection “[i]f we lose a species or two, a forest, a dune field, even 

Gaia itself, there is no reason for grief” (pp.152, 153).  This type of callous disregard 

for the welfare of the individual for the sake of the whole represents standard fascist-

 
187 Arguably, the reference here to “blossom” provides a direct conceptual link between Naess’ S/self-

realisation and Heidegger’s physis which “…has the bursting open belonging to bringing-forth, eg. the 

bursting of a blossom into bloom…” (Lovitt, 2013, p.10).      
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style reasoning in political terms188 and, left unchallenged in the present context, might 

well justify the “ecofascist” charge frequently levelled at deep ecology and its 

adherents.  However, Mathews anticipates objections of this sort by setting out the 

implications of her own interpretation of the S/self-realisation relationship: 

 

          “…if my identification with ever wider self-systems right up to the ecocosm has 

          this essentially affirmative character, then it follows that I cannot be indifferent 

          to the particular life-forms that my world presents” (p.160). 

 

Indeed, as Mathews proceeds to explain, it is this very self-identification of the self 

with other self-systems within the ecocosm (each of which itself manifests an identical 

and corresponding self-identification with both the ecocosm and its fellow self-

identifying self-systems) which generates in that (and every other) self “a sense of love 

for [all other self-identifying self-systems]…wanting to prevent any harmful 

interference with them, and so the outer work of conservation is assured.” (p.160)  To 

appreciate Mathews’ principle of the nature of the interconnectedness which underlies 

Self and self, as well as Self- and self-realisation, one can hardly do better than to recall 

the sentiments expressed in the famous lines from John Donne’s celebrated poem: 

 

          No man is an island, 

             Entire of itself, 

          Every man is a part of the continent, 

             A part of the main. 

          If a clod be washed away by the sea, 

             Europe is the less.                     

                    *                    *                    * 

 
188 Cf. Hitler’s remark in the aftermath of the Battle of Stalingrad (as well as Heidegger’s ingenuous 

comment) in Chapter Three above (p.131)   
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          Any man’s death diminishes me, 

             Because I am involved in mankind... 

 

The above verses taken from Donne’s Meditation XVII, although written in a very 

different age and in a very different context, nevertheless serve to illustrate a related 

concept in deep ecology intimately associated with S/self and S/self-realisation:  that 

of holism.  Naess himself associates holism, or what he describes as “the philosophies 

of wholeness and oneness” with a long and historical tradition in Indian thought and 

culture which advocates non-violence towards others; and he quotes chapter six and 

verse twenty-nine from the Bhagavad Gita which closely echoes John Donne: 

 

          “He whose self is harmonized by yoga seeth the Self abiding in all beings and 

          all beings in the Self” (Naess, 1990, p.194).189  

 

The continuous holistic theme in Donne and Bhagavad Gita is clear:  if we harm or do 

violence to the Self, then we likewise harm or do violence to the individual self.   

In summarising Naess’ account of the association of ideas underlying deep ecology 

and Bhagavad Gita, Mathews turns to another concept intimately connected with 

S/self and S/self-realisation which exists in the form of “self-love.”190  Self-love might 

appear prima facie as the very antithesis of all that Naess’ deep ecology stands for, ie. 

an acute form of narcissistic and inward-looking anthropocentrism, harbouring a 

 
189 It has not been possible to trace the source of Naess’ translation.  Instead, the reader is referred to 

the corresponding translation in the 1962 Penguin translation of The Bhagavad Gita, pp.33, 34 where 

chapter six and verse twenty-nine in its entirety reads as follows:  “He sees himself in the heart of all 

beings and he sees all beings in his heart.  This is the vision of the Yogi of harmony, a vision which is 

ever one”    
190 Given the previous discussion of Rousseau’s concept of amour de soi (conventionally translated as 

“self-love”) in Chapters One and Two above, it seems appropriate here to invite the reader to compare 

the Rousseauean concept with its Naessean counterpart, as the latter is described by Mathews:  “The 

benefits of this transition from self-love to Self-love are considerable.  It offers a conclusive cure for 

alienation, replacing alienation with an ineffable sense of at-homeness in Nature, and a disposition to 

live in harmony with it.” (1994, p.150)      
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flagrant disregard for other human and non-human interests.   Instead, Mathews argues 

that the corollaries of self-love, viz. self-interest and self-concern, recognize the 

primary obligation which the self owes to itself to secure the vital needs required for 

its own self-maintenance; but crucially, they also entail that a self avoids 

compromising the interests of other selves unless its own self-maintenance is thereby 

placed in jeopardy (1994, p.128).  Finally, Mathews equates this expression and ever 

expanding outworking of the concept of self-love directly with Naess’ deep ecology 

theory which: 

 

          “…points out the preferability of such conservationist protectiveness springing 

          from the heart…rather than from an intellectual apprehension of the intrinsic 

          value of Nature and a rational appreciation of its consequent entitlement to moral 

          consideration.  This attitude of protectiveness, based on identification with 

          Nature, marks the shift from an ethics of duty, grounded in the recognition of 

          the intrinsic value of selves, to an ethics of care” (pp.149, 150). 

 

For Mathews, then, this shift from “head to heart” in the self’s approach to its 

relationship with nature eradicates any lingering sense of alienation from the natural 

world, as well as serving as a rejection of the barren ethics of Kantianism.191  

Furthermore, the reference in the above quote to “an ethics of care” not only echoes 

Heideggerian Sorge but also leads directly to another central aspect of the self’s 

relationship to deep ecology theory:  in her Environmentalism and Political Theory 

Robyn Eckersley has reviewed some of the contemporary scholarship on the 

contentious issue of the role played by ecofeminism in relation to the ecological self.  

Firstly, she cites Judith Plant’s192 focus on “the human characteristics of gentleness 

 
191 Indeed, John Rodman has argued that Kant held the Principle of Universalisation to apply only to 

persons and (mistakenly) not to non-persons.  Cf. Rodman’s “Four forms of ecological consciousness 

reconsidered” in Scherer and Attig, 1983   
192 See “introduction” to Healing the Wounds:  The Promise of Ecofeminism (ed. Plant), p.3 
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and caring” (1993, p.69)193 from which Eckersley concludes that “we need to transcend 

masculine and feminine stereotypes and cultivate a new kind of [ecological] person” 

(p.69); secondly, she argues that: 

   

          “This does not mean that the new ecological person must be thoroughly 

          androgynous or gender neutral (there is no reason why the differences between 

          men and women should not be celebrated), only that a person’s sex is not 

          considered to have an important bearing on the human qualities that are needed 

          to heal the rift between humans and the rest of nature.” (p.69) 

 

Finally, she quotes Val Plumwood’s support for “an account of the human ideal for 

both sexes, which accepts the undesirability of the domination of nature associated 

with masculinity”194 (p.69).  Eckersley concludes that the criticism of both masculine 

and feminine stereotypes needs to reflect what Plumwood describes in her paper as a 

“systematic transcendence of the wider set of dualisms” (1988, p.23); such dualisms 

will typically feature those of mind/body, reason/emotions and public/private interests 

(Eckersley, 1993, p.69). 

One conspicuous merit of Eckersley’s analysis is the emergence of the ecological 

“person” (or self) whose gender is neither masculine nor feminine, or alternatively, is 

both masculine and feminine; it thereby acts as a corrective to some of the more radical 

forms of ecofeminism which routinely identify care for nature and the environment as 

associated exclusively with some form of “female essence.”  Such associations are 

tempting and have an obvious appeal in the light of eg. female physiology and 

reproduction, the historic domination of women by men, and so on.  However, as other 

ecofeminists have cogently argued, gender may be a purely social and cultural 

 
193 Emphasis Eckersley’s 
194 See Plumwood’s “Women, Humanity and Nature” in Radical Philosophy (Spring 1988, p.22)  
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construct195 and attempts to distinguish and elevate the significance of the female 

gender may serve simply to reinforce the very masculine and feminine stereotypes 

which it is the purpose of (eco-)feminism to eradicate. 

An alternative to the perennial gender debate represented by thinkers such as Robyn 

Eckersley and Val Plumwood may lie in Murdoch’s principle of “unselfing” briefly 

alluded to in Chapter Two above.  Certainly, the relevance of the concept of unselfing 

to modern ecological theory has been recognised, and analysed on several occasions, 

by David Cooper.  By way of example, in A Philosophy of Gardens he associates 

unselfing with a list of conventional gardening activities familiar to all gardeners 

(professional or amateur) which are prima facie quite mundane in themselves, but each 

of which: 

 

          “…belongs to the wider economy of virtue that Iris Murdoch called ‘unselfing’, 

          a process of detachment196 from absorption in what particularly concerns one’s 

          own interests and ambitions.” (2008, p.97) 

 

Cooper proceeds to characterise those virtues in terms of “‘disinterestedness’, care and 

respect, self-mastery, and humility and hope…” (p.97):  human qualities, most or all 

of which have been encountered already in the course of this thesis in relation to the 

ecological self of Rousseau and of Heidegger.  Likewise, Cooper’s Convergence with 

Nature:  A Daoist Perspective reveals further common ground between unselfing and 

the ecological self, quite explicitly vis-à-vis Heidegger, where two quotes from “The 

Book of Zhuangzi”, viz. “letting go of the world” and “entanglements” of “rank, 

wealth, prestige” and desire (2012, p.54), seem to correspond closely to Gelassenheit 

 
195 In this connection cf. eg. de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex 
196 Cooper’s reference here to the unselfing self’s “detachment” seems to have obvious echoes in 

Heidegger’s radikalsten individuation which Zimmerman analyses in connection with Dasein’s 

transcendence (see p.110 above)  
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and to Uneigentlichkeit, respectively; whilst the subsequent account of unselfing 

possesses some affinities with the Rousseauean ecological self.  In this latter instance, 

after viewing through a window the feeding activities of a large cicada and a lizard 

Cooper relates the experience to the concept of unselfing: 

 

          “Such a viewer…has ‘unselfed’, to the degree that attention to the drama is not  

          distorted by certain kinds of interests and predilections…I am not mindful of 

          what is going on before me if I am obsessed with zoological classification of the 

          creatures…(“Is it an Egyptian grasshopper or…?”)…Un-selfing is more than 

          the setting aside of selfish interests:  it requires, too, the suspension of sentiments 

          and concerns, which, even when benign, cloud the mirror of mindful 

          awareness.” (2012, p.84) 

 

Given the enigmatic nature of much of Rousseau’s mode of expression in Les Rêveries, 

the task of finding a clear and unequivocal match with Cooper’s above account of 

unselfing nevertheless remains a daunting one.  Certainly, it will be recalled from the 

analysis of the Seventh Promenade of Les Rêveries in Chapter Two above that some 

of the sternest criticism is reserved for those, such as Dioscorides as well as the 

pharmacologists amongst Rousseau’s own contemporaries, who miss the bigger 

picture by focussing narrowly upon the science of botanical and zoological 

classification; thus, it may be plausible to represent Les Rêveries as an extended 

exercise in the unselfing of the ecological self in Rousseau.  However, it was also 

argued in Chapter Two that Rousseau’s position is far from consistent in such matters:  

for example, Rousseau’s extensive herbarium, as well as Les Lettres Élémentaires sur 

la Botanique and La Dictionnaire des termes d’usage en Botanique, are nothing if not 

sustained efforts to apply a form of systematic classification to the outcome of his 

much-loved botanical excursions; similarly, and as the title suggests, the Systema 
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Naturae of Linnaeus (whom Rousseau himself so much admired) formed the impetus 

for much of the subsequent scientific study of flora and fauna.197                                    

All of the aspects of S/self in deep ecology considered thus far have reflected 

ecocentrism or non-anthropocentrism in one form or another; but claims that 

ecocentrism is fundamentally misconceived persist.  One instance of the criticism of 

ecocentrism has already been considered in the shape of the Fox – Plumwood debate 

regarding the nature of the “transpersonal self” and its implications.198  A further 

challenge, sometimes referred to as the “anthropocentric fallacy” argues that 

ecocentrism is a self-contradictory concept because, as humans, we are simply unable 

to step outside our humanity and are bound therefore to view the external world not in 

ecocentric, but necessarily in anthropocentric, terms.  Leaving aside the somewhat 

meagre tautological sense of such a claim, for ecocentrists the fallacy consists in the 

moral blindness of anthropocentrism to recognize any duty to extend proper 

consideration to the treatment of non-human entities.  Again, anthropocentrists are, at 

best, trivially correct in arguing that humans have no access to the exact conscious 

experience of non-human entities.199  In response to the anthropocentric claim, firstly, 

in Humans and Other Animals Barbara Noske contends that: 

 

          “[whilst] there is a sense in which we cannot know the Other (whether it be other 

          species, other cultures, the other sex or even each other), we must remind 

          ourselves that other meanings exist, even if we may be severely limited in our 

          understanding of them” (1989, p.160). 

 

 
197 Arguably, Cooper is somewhat more generous than the present author in his assessment of the role 

of Les Rêveries in the present context (cf. Cooper, 2012, pp.91, 92) 
198 See Chapter Two, Section One, above 
199 Although Thomas Nagel’s celebrated 1974 essay entitled What is it like to be a bat? suggests that 

even this anthropocentric claim must be approached with caution    
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Secondly, and modifying Fox’s argument in Transpersonal Ecology, the 

anthropocentric argument risks throwing out the baby with the bathwater:  it could, for 

example, justify the Nazis’ mass-extermination of the Jews, or at least absolve 

individual Nazi war criminals of moral responsibility for their acts on the ground that 

a Nazi executioner by definition could not in any meaningful way enter into the 

consciousness, or “put her/himself into the place of” Jewish victims of the Holocaust.  

Thirdly, whether it truly relies upon a fallacy or not, what does seem undeniable about 

anthropocentric assumptions is that they unavoidably serve to foster and to promote 

precisely the sense of alienation from nature and the environment after the fashion to 

which both Schopenhauer and Midgley referred in Chapter Two, Section Three, above.  

As a final riposte, it is appropriate to invoke once more the work of Mary Midgley and 

in particular her Animals and Why They Matter.  In response to the objections that 

either (i) experientially, humans cannot cross the species barrier (as per 

anthropocentrism), or (ii) transpersonal ecology risks undermining fatally a crucial 

ontological and moral distinction between the self and its environment (as per Val 

Plumwood), Midgley has argued that speciesism, unlike other -isms such as eg. racism 

and sexism, is not morally wrong per se for the reasons which she advances in c hapter 

nine of Animals and why they matter: 

 

          “Race in humans is not a significant grouping at all, but species in animals 

          certainly is.  It is never true that, in order to know how to treat a human being 

          you must first find out what race he belongs to.  (Cases where this might seem 

          to matter always really turn on culture).  But with an animal, to know the species 

          is absolutely essential” (1984, p.98). 

 

Midgley proceeds to explain that “species-bonding” or preference for one’s own 

species is a perfectly natural and, indeed, wholly necessary for evolutionary purposes 
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and species-survival.  But unlike racism, it is not an arbitrary cultural consideration 

(p.98).  Clearly, if Midgley is correct in this matter, then she has provided a persuasive 

response to Plumwood’s challenge to Fox that the transpersonal self risks obscuring 

the dividing-line between self and other. 

Eckersley features one final criticism of ecocentrism especially à propos to the current 

inquiry, and which runs as follows: 

 

          “…ecocentrism is a passive and quietistic perspective that regards humans as no 

          more valuable than, say, ants or the AIDS virus” (1993, p.57). 

 

However, as Eckersley notes in response, “ecocentrism merely seeks to cultivate a 

prima facie [my emphasis] orientation of nonfavoritism” (p.57).  But this reference to 

“nonfavoritism” will clearly require further comment if it is not to be seen to conflict 

with Midgley’s principle of “species-preference.”  Firstly, Eckersley expands on her 

point a few lines later where she explains that: 

 

          “A nonanthropocentric perspective is one that ensures that the interests of 

          nonhuman species…are not ignored in human decision making simply because 

          they are not human or because they are not of instrumental value to humans.  It 

          does not follow from this prima facie orientation of nonfavoritism, however, that 

          the actual outcome of human decision making must necessarily favor 

          noninterference with other life-forms.  Humans are just as entitled to live and 

          blossom as any other species, and this inevitably necessitates some killing of, 

          and suffering by, and interference with, the lives and habitats of other species” 

          (p.57). 

 

Secondly, Eckersley’s statement of principle here does not seem to be at odds with, 

say, Naess’ account which holds that: 
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          “In practice, we have for instance greater obligation to that which is near to us. 

          This implies duties which sometimes involve killing or injuring non-humans” 

          (1990, p.170). 

 

A comparison of the above passages from Eckersley and Naess demonstrate a 

convergence of outlook that in strictly qualified circumstances it is morally permissible 

to favour the interests of our own human species over and above those of other non-

human species; and as such, they are perfectly compatible with Midgley’s species-

preference principle.  This section has explored aspects of the S/self in current deep 

ecology theory; and the following sections seek to locate the Rousseauean and 

Heideggerian accounts of the self within this framework.  

 

Section 6.3  Rousseau and Deep Ecology 

Section Two highlighted several themes which lie at the heart of the deep ecology 

project of Arne Naess and his fellow thinkers; this section will demonstrate a 

significant degree of convergence between such themes and the ecological S/self 

which emerges in what is arguably the most environmentally-conscious of Rousseau’s 

works, viz. Les Rêveries.  Fundamental to deep ecology is the concept of S/self-

realisation according to which the individual self comes to identify itself in important 

ways with the Great or Cosmic Self; and this idea has, in turn, prompted critics to level 

the charge of fascist-style thinking against deep ecology in general, and against the 

concept of S/self-realisation in particular.   

In her response to the critics, Mathews uses language which (perhaps unconsciously) 

echoes Rousseauean terminology to be found in the Fifth Promenade of Les Rêveries:  

the alleged fascist or totalitarian implications arising from the relationship between 

self-realisation and Self-realisation are described by her in terms of the process by 
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which a particular self ceases to exist by virtue of its absorption into the “universal 

flux” of the (Great or Cosmic) Self. (1994, p.152)200  Understandably, perhaps, 

anxieties about the possible fascist or totalitarian implications of deep ecology possess 

a special resonance in the context of Rousseau’s account of the ecological self when it 

is recalled that similar suspicions have attached themselves to his account of the 

political self ever since the appearance of Social Contract.201  In any event, whatever 

sinister associations might shadow the political self, the use made of the concept of 

“flux” in connection with Rousseau’s ecological self seems to be altogether more 

innocuous.  For example, during a typically idyllic visit to the shores of the Lac de 

Bienne in early evening, Rousseau records that: 

           

          “The flux and reflux [ie. the ebb and flow] of the water and the continuous  

          sound of its rippling…were sufficient to stir in me the pleasurable sense of my 

          own existence.”202 

 

Then, the principle of ebb and flow is seen to extend to the rest of nature and the 

environment: 

 

          “Everything upon the Earth is in continuous flux; nothing maintains an 

           unchanging and static form…”203 

 

 
200 Cf. Section Two above 
201 In this respect, one might profitably compare the self-realisation/Self-realisation dichotomy of deep 

ecology with that of the individual will/General Will in Social Contract 
202 The present author’s translation of the passage in the Fifth Promenade which runs:  “Le flux et 

reflux de cette eau, son bruit continu…suffisaient pour me  faire sentir avec plaisir mon existence…” 

(Crogiez, 2001, p.110) 
203 The present author’s translation of the subsequent passage (also in the Fifth Promenade):  “Tout est 

dans un flux continuel sur la terre.  Rien n’y garde une forme constante et arrêté…” (2001, p.111) 
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In the above extracts, the references to “le flux” and “le reflux” clearly serve as a 

vehicle for Rousseau’s intensely personal and intimate sense of his own realisation of 

self without any overt associations with the Great or Cosmic Self.  Indeed, Prabhu 

Ventakaraman identifies a strong terrestrial dimension to Rousseau’s sense of self-

realisation in his paper “Romanticism, Nature, and Self Reflection in Rousseau’s 

Reveries of a Solitary Walker” (2015, pp.327-341) where nature comes to represent a 

substitute for the society of those against whom the paranoid Rousseau now has real 

or imaginary grievances; and Ventakaraman’s interpretation appears to be confirmed 

by an especially poignant comment in the Ninth Promenade where the author remarks: 

 

          “…if I could still see in someone’s eyes the joy and satisfaction of being with 

          me…[n]o longer should I have to seek among animals the kind looks that 

          humanity now refuses me!” (France, 2004, pp.141, 142). 

 

Similarly, Ventakaraman’s paper captures something of the subtlety of the relationship 

between Rousseau and nature pervading Les Rêveries under the sub-heading “Nature 

as a Mirror.”  For example, it is noted how in the Second Promenade: 

 

          “…nature serves to facilitate [Rousseau’s] self-reflection and how it acts as a 

          mirror that reflects his internal states.  The description of the countryside as the 

          season transitions fall to winter triggers in him the thought that he has entered  

          the final period of his life…” (2015, pp.331, 332). 

 

Ventakaraman’s contention that Rousseau’s primary focus remains his own individual 

self-realisation is further suggested by an interesting textual variation in the Fifth 

Promenade recorded as a footnote in at least two of the French language editions of 

Les Rêveries but not, to the present author’s knowledge, included in any of the 
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conventional English language translations.  Immediately following the experience by 

the shores of Lac de Bienne in the extract quoted above, the standard French text 

relates that there comes to Rousseau’s mind: 

           

          “…quelque faible et courte réflexion sur l’instabilité des choses de ce monde…” 

          (Crogiez, 2001, p.110). 

 

The English translations render the above phrase variously as “some weak and short 

reflection about the instability of things in this world” (Butterworth, 1992, p.67); 

“some brief and insubstantial reflection…concerning the instability of the things of 

this world” (France, 2004, p.87); and “some slight and brief reflection on the instability 

of this world” (Goulbourne, 2011, p.54).  By contrast, two French editions of Les 

Rêveries (Bernex, 1970, p.98 and Crogiez, 2001, p.110) note that the “première 

rédaction” (or initial draft) of the Fifth Promenade contains the alternative phrase 

“l’instabilité des choses humaines” (ie. the instability of human affairs or, perhaps, the 

instability of human nature).  This textual variation between the initial draft and the 

standard text repeats the mirroring effect by which the instability of the human self is 

reflected in the instability of the natural world:  just as in Ventakaraman’s analysis of 

the Second Promenade, so here in the Fifth Promenade, too, the subtle relationship 

between nature and Rousseau’s self-realisation is reiterated. 

A further important theme to emerge from Section Two above, and closely related to 

S/self-realisation, is that of “holism” which reflects the complex relationship between 

the individual self and its Great or Cosmic Twin.  It will be recalled from Chapter Two, 

Section Two above how John O’Neal argued that Rousseau’s rejection of 

pharmacology followed from his holistic interpretation of individual plants and 

further, by analogy, his own holistic status in relation to nature.  O’Neal’s perceptive 
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conclusions appear to be lent some endorsement by a comparison between Rousseau’s 

comments in Les Rêveries and Mathews’ account of holism.  Firstly, in the Fifth 

Promenade, Rousseau refers to “plant structure and organization” as representing “a 

completely new system” for his own botanical observations and researches 

(Butterworth, 1992, p.65); and subsequently in the Seventh Promenade, he delights in 

the aesthetic qualities of plants and flowers whilst at the same time: 

 

          “…studying how they are organized so as to be able to follow the workings and 

          processes of these living organisms, to discover occasionally their general laws 

          and the reason for, and purpose of, their various structures…” (Goulbourne, 

          2011, p.77). 

 

Secondly, Rousseau’s somewhat truncated observations here find more detailed 

expression in the two works mentioned above and which post-date his brief and idyllic 

sojourn on Ȋle St Pierre, viz. the eight Lettres Élémentaires sur la Botanique, and the 

fragmentary La Dictionnaire des termes d’usage en Botanique (published 

posthumously, with beautiful watercolour illustrations by Pierre-Joseph Redouté).  

Both of these works show the strong influence which his mentor, Carl Linnaeus, 

exercised over Rousseau’s approach to the study of plant physiology; and crucially, 

the basis of Linnaeus’ magnum opus, the celebrated Systema Naturae (1735), reflects 

holistic principles, as Frank N Egerton explains: 

 

          “Linnaeus’ term “oeconomia naturae” (1749) is rather similar to the 

          contemporary term for animal physiology, “animal economy,” which involved 

          studying how the parts contributed to the functioning of the whole.  He may 

          have implied an analogy between organs in an animal and species in a biotic 

          community…” (2007, p.81). 
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Finally, both Rousseau’s botanical works and Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae demonstrate 

a clear and unmistakable association of ideas with the contemporary holism which 

Mathews outlines in The Ecological Self, in an extract cited by her from J C Smuts: 

 

          “Taking a plant or animal as a type of whole, we notice the fundamental holistic 

          character as a unity of parts which is so close and intense as to be more than a 

          sum of its parts…the whole and the parts…reciprocally influence and determine 

          each other and appear more or less to merge their individual characters” (cited 

          in Mathews, 1994, p.94).204 

 

In the light of what has been said hitherto regarding Rousseau’s holistic sympathies, 

Mathews’ own account of the relationship of holism to the ecological self is worth 

quoting in full: 

 

          “Holistic nesting of a self in a wider self-system means a relative identification 

          with that system.  Because the self stands in relations of ecological 

          interdependence (direct or indirect) with the elements of that wider self, those 

          elements (or its relations to them) are logically involved in its identity. 

          Individuality in this framework is thus, again, a relative matter – it is a function 

          of involvement in a wider system, the identity of which is implicated in the 

          identities of each of its participant subsystems.  The individual is thus 

          in a very real sense a microcosm of the wider self in which it occurs.” (p.144). 

 

It would be a weariness of the flesh to seek to relate to each of Mathews’ above 

statements one or more previously featured passages from Les Rêveries; instead, one 

phrase from Mathews and the Rousseauean sentiments to which it corresponds must 

therefore suffice. Mathews has just defined individuality as “…a function of 

 
204 The source of the quote is Smuts J C, 1926, pp.86, 87 
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involvement in a wider system, the identity of which is implicated in the identities of 

each of its participant subsystems.”  Here, holism reflects the complex web of 

interconnections and of interrelatedness which serves to define both the self (or 

“subsystem”) and the Self (or “wider system”), each of which is both causally 

dependent upon and causally responsible for, the other.  Similarly, in the featured 

extracts from Rousseau’s writings and as his descriptions of moments of supreme 

ecstasy illustrate:  whether it be the stress and trauma in the aftermath of the near-death 

experience at Ménilmontant in the Second Promenade; or the peace and tranquillity 

experienced by the shores of Lac du Bienne in the Fifth Promenade; or, finally, the 

spiritual epiphany recounted in La Troisième Lettre à M. de Malesherbes.205  In each 

case, Rousseau’s ecological self demonstrates consciousness of itself as a component 

of, or related to, something infinitely greater than itself.  This latent holism in 

Rousseau’s thinking is explored, too, in Ventakaraman’s paper under the subheading 

of “Nature as a means to transcending the self” where he quotes a passage from Ralph 

Waldo Emerson’s 1830 lectures.  Emerson recounts his experiences during a solitary 

country walk in a manner which is uncannily reminiscent of Rousseau’s letter to M. 

de Malesherbes: 

 

          “Standing on the bare ground, – my head bathed by the blithe air and uplifted 

          into infinite space, – all mean egotism vanishes.  I become a transparent eye- 

          ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through 

          me; I am a part or particle of God” (Ventakaraman, 2015, p.335).206 

 

Ventakaraman concludes that the “portal between the realm of the profane and the 

realm of the sacred” opened up by nature and which Haidt attributes to Emerson and 

 
205 As previously noted, this sense of the holistic principle is equally discernible in terms of the 

individual will/General Will dichotomy of the political self in Social Contract 
206 The source of the quote is Haidt J, 2013, p.263 
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Charles Darwin is essentially that same portal discovered by Rousseau and recounted 

in Les Rêveries one hundred years earlier (p.335). 

Section Two also argued for tentative associations between aspects of Naess’ deep 

ecology and Mathews’ concept of self-love.  Furthermore, Mathews arguably draws 

parallels with Rousseau’s account of amour de soi and amour-propre in the Second 

Discourse by likewise attesting to the psychological significance of her own concept 

of “self-love” (p.149)207:   

          

           “I here appeal to self-love not as an essence qua selves, our conatus,208 but 

          simply as a contingent given of human psychology.” (p.149) 

 

Likewise, Mathews’ account of self-love similarly dovetails with Naessean holism and 

S/self-realisation: 

 

          “…the involvement of wider wholes in our identity, an expansion in the scope 

          of our identity and hence in the scope of our self-love…” (p.149) 

 

Thus, Mathews sees in self-love the potential to eradicate Man’s sense of alienation 

from nature and the consequent promotion of at-oneness achieved by the 

transformation from self-love to Self-love referred to in Section Two above.  Likewise, 

her focus upon “wider wholes” and the “expansion in the scope of our identity” as 

corollaries of the Naessean Great or Cosmic Self present very obvious parallels in both 

 
207 The sense which Rousseau attributes to each of “amour de soi” and “amour-propre” individually, 

as well as their precise relationship to each other (especially in the Second Discourse), is a complex 

one:  see the discussion of these concepts in Chapter One, Section Two above, as well as the detailed 

analysis in Dent, 1992, pp.30-36.  For the purposes of the present chapter, the focus is upon amour de 

soi rather than upon amour-propre as corresponding more closely to Mathews’ “self-love” (cf. also 

note 185 above) 
208 The word “conatus” is a peculiarly Spinozean term of art found in the Ethics (1677), Part Three, 

propositions VI and VII; there, it seems originally to have possessed quasi-Hobbesian connotations of 

“self-interest,” “self-maintenance” or “self-preservation”       
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thought and expression with the didactic role played by amour de soi in the following 

passage from Book IV of Émile: 

 

          “…it is an easy thing to raise him [ie. Émile] from the study of nature to the 

          search for the author of nature…Then alone does he find a real motive for being 

          good…not only for the love of order which we all subordinate to the love of self 

          [amour de soi], but for the love of the Author of his being, a love which mingles 

          with that self-love [amour de soi], so that he may enjoy the lasting happiness 

          which the peace of a good conscience and the contemplation of that supreme 

          being promise him…” (Foxley, 2004, p.333). 

 

Here, despite the somewhat convoluted language, Rousseau clearly envisages the 

potential for amour de soi to raise its possessor to a level of cosmic transcendentalism 

of the sort previously met with in his own moments of extreme, quasi-religious, 

ecstasy. 

Finally in Section Two Robyn Eckersley noted that one criticism of deep ecology 

entails a pejorative affinity between Quietism and Ecocentrism ; and it will be recalled 

from Chapter Two, Section Three above that Rousseauean commentators Marcel 

Raymond and Pierre Bornecque have not been slow in identifying an explicit strain of 

Quietism in the Third Promenade of Les Rêveries.  Other commentators to detect 

pervasive quietistic elements in much of the remainder of Les Rêveries include 

Grimsley who alludes to Rousseau’s “dévot à la manière de Fénelon” (1968, p.68) as 

well as his “self-absorbed quietistic ecstasy” (1969, p.326); and in the section 

subheaded “Nature as a way of appreciating one’s existence” Ventakaraman (2015, 

pp.335, 336) analyses Rousseau’s “sentiment of existence” in the Fifth Promenade 

which is strongly quietistic in manner.  Therefore, should one see in Rousseau’s 
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quietism an anticipation of contemporary ecocentrism?  A working definition of 

ecocentrism runs as follows: 

           

          “The ecocentric argument is grounded in the belief that, compared to the 

          undoubted importance of the human part, the whole ecosphere is even more 

          significant and consequential:  more inclusive, more complex, more integrated, 

          more creative, more beautiful, more mysterious…Ecocentrism goes beyond 

          biocentrism with its fixation on organisms, for in the ecocentric view people are 

          inseparable from the inorganic/organic nature that encapsulates them.” (Rowe, 

          1994, pp.106, 107) 

 

It follows from Rowe’s definition that ecocentrism is essentially holistic in its 

approach to deep ecology theory, with the principal focus being upon ecological 

wholes represented by entire species, collective populations, biotic and abiotic 

communities and ecosystems, rather than upon individual living entities; furthermore, 

ecocentrism attributes inherent moral value to living and non-living entities alike.  

However, with the immediate focus upon wholes rather than upon individual 

components, it is frequently forced to fend off charges of ecofascism, even from such 

careful and balanced thinkers as Tom Regan (1984, pp.362ff.).  Similarly, Patrick 

Curry (2019) addresses precisely this issue by reference to Aldo Leopold’s “Land 

Ethic.”  Firstly, Curry acknowledges “…Leopold’s holism, namely that individual 

interests could be unduly overridden in the interests of (someone’s particular version 

of) the collective whole” (p.95), and it is unease of this kind, of course, which gives 

rise to concerns about ecofascism.  Secondly, however, in response to such concerns, 

Curry notes that: 

  

          “As [J Baird] Callicott has rightly pointed out, any distinction between ‘inner’ 
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          and ‘outer’ or ‘self’ and ‘other’ is strictly relative and never ultimate, except as 

          a modernist fantasy:  ‘it is impossible to find a clear demarcation between 

          oneself and one’s environment…The world is, indeed, one’s extended body’. 

          But such holism is not necessarily collectivist in an authoritarian (let alone 

          fascist) way…Conflicts between the ecological good and that of any individual 

          human where the latter must give way thus cannot be ruled out…but they do not 

          necessarily follow from the Land Ethic as such.” (p.96)209 

 

Several features of the above account of contemporary ecocentrism find obvious echo 

in the analysis of Rousseau’s writings undertaken thus far:  the “creativity”, the 

“beauty”, and the “mystery”, which Rowe associates with the Cosmos are all reflected 

in moments of supreme quasi-religious ecstasy of the sort already encountered in Les 

Rêveries and La Troisième Lettre à M. de Malesherbes.  Rowe’s terminology 

corresponds, too, with the sense of awesomeness and sublimity of nature which 

characterised much of the Romantic movement of which Rousseau himself is arguably 

the progenitor.  Thus, if the above contentions of Callicott and Curry are taken to be 

correct, then the essentially holistic nature of ecocentrism, with its focus upon whole 

ecosystems rather than upon individual entities, can nevertheless emerge unscathed 

from the persistent charge of ecofascism.  As was seen in Chapter One above, 

suspicions of fascist or totalitarian implications consistently haunt Rousseau’s political 

self; but the Callicott – Curry argument should clearly make one pause before casting 

Rousseau’s ecstatic experiences of “one-ness” with the Great or Cosmic Self, as well 

as S/self-realisation, in an equivalent light in relation to the ecological self.  Finally, it 

remains true that there are isolated passages in Les Rêveries and Les Lettres 

Élémentaires sur la Botanique where Rousseau’s attention to plants adopts a more 

 
209 The passage in single quotation marks is from Callicott’s In Defence of the Land Ethic:  Essays in 

Environmental Philosophy (1989), p.113  
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atomistic stance.210  However, in the persistent debate between ecocentrism and 

biocentrism, Rousseau’s ecological self seems conceptually to lean firmly towards the 

former. 

 

Section 6.4  Heidegger and Deep Ecology 

In Section Two above Freya Mathews identified the “ethics of care” as a hallmark of 

Naess’ deep ecology theory; and the concept of “care” (“Sorge”) is a recurring theme, 

too, of Heidegger’s philosophy.  Indeed, Being and Time contains a complex definition 

of the concept in paragraph 41, sub-headed “Dasein’s Being as Care,”211 but that same 

paragraph also presents a somewhat more familiar, and non-technical, account of 

“care” which Heidegger assures his readers “is always concern and solicitude” 

(Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.238); and it is this latter aspect of care which 

seems to be evidenced in several of the post-Being and Time texts and to indicate 

Heidegger’s growing orientation towards environmental questions, as well as his 

diminishing interest in purely phenomenological inquiry.   

Chapter Five, Section Two above referred to the bucolic imagery of the peasant-farmer 

in Technology who cares for the land which he patiently tills and cultivates; likewise, 

both Young and Cooper analysed Heidegger’s poem Cézanne which described in 

similar terms the old gardener, Vallier’s, tending of the soil on Chemin des Lauves.212  

In each case, the peasant-farmer and the old gardener plausibly reflect the familiar 

ecological principle of “caring-for earth” and Young associates it with the passage in 

“Building, Dwelling, Thinking,” beginning “Mortals dwell in that they save the 

 
210 Cf. eg. the attention to the sexual parts of plants in the Fifth Promenade (Butterworth, 1992, p.65) 

and the minute anatomy of the Orange Lily in the First Botanical Letter (Ottevanger, 1979, pp.30, 32)  
211 See Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, pp.235-241.  “Care” also features in paragraphs 65 to 70 (cf. 

Chapter Four, Section Two above) 
212 See Young, 2002, p.108; Cooper, 2006, p.158 
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earth…” (2002, p.108); it will be recalled, too, from Chapter Five, Section Two above 

that Sorge (“care”) was seen to be related conceptually, if not etymologically, to 

Heideggerian Gelassenheit (“letting-be”) the latter of which Raymond Smullyan saw 

as embodied in Quietism and the Tao.  This complex web of interconnected concepts 

has also been the subject of detailed analysis by Michael Zimmerman who, in two of 

his early studies, persuasively placed Heidegger firmly in the deep ecology stable.  

Firstly, in the monograph Eclipse of the Self Zimmerman contended that: 

 

          “Already in the 1930s Heidegger was speaking in a way very congenial to 

          contemporary ecologists” (1986, p.128). 

 

That Zimmerman has in mind here “deep” ecologists as Heidegger’s target audience 

is strongly suggested in the light of the quote which follows immediately thereafter 

(from paragraph 42 of Being and Time):  

 

          “Man’s perfectio – his transformation into that which he can be in Being-free 

          for his ownmost possibilities (projection) – is accomplished by ‘care’”.  

          (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.243) 

 

The references to “perfectio” and “transformation” are clearly reminiscent of the 

Naessean concept of S/self-realisation which lies at the very heart of deep ecology 

theory.  Secondly, in the section sub-headed “Heidegger and “Deep Ecology”” in 

Heidegger’s Confrontation with Modernity (1990), Zimmerman emphasizes “the 

significant similarities between the deep ecological and Heideggerian accounts of 

Western history” (p.242).213  However, as has been noted above, Zimmerman’s later 

analysis posits  some degree of incompatibility between Heidegger’s thought and deep 

 
213 Cf. also his “Heidegger, Buddhism and deep ecology” reprinted in Guignon, ed. 1995, pp.240-269 
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ecology.214  Nevertheless, it seems not to be seriously questioned, even by Zimmerman 

himself, that Heidegger remains central to any philosophical discussion involving the 

anthropocentrism – technology – deep ecology nexus.215  Furthermore, and especially 

significant for the present thesis, S/self-realisation arguably remains an abiding, and 

integral, feature of Heideggerian thought:  for example, Zimmerman identifies the self-

realisation of deep ecology as a moment of epiphany, reflecting “…Heidegger’s later 

notion that authenticity (Eigentlichkeit) occurs when one is suddenly appropriated 

(vereignet) by a shift in the destiny of being” (1994, p.108).  However, conceptions of 

this sort may also imply elements of quasi-spiritual fanaticism raising, in turn, the by 

now familiar charge of ecofascism by critics of deep ecology (p.108).       

It will be recalled from the previous section of this chapter that a specific manifestation 

of deep ecology exists in the form of “biocentrism” according to which ethical 

considerations “extend the status of moral object from human beings to all living [my 

emphasis] things in nature.” (Yu and Yi, 2009, p.422)  As the comparison between 

ecocentrism and biocentrism makes clear, in the first instance they differ most 

obviously in their respective approaches to the moral status of organic and inorganic 

entities within the environment:  ecocentrism accords equal inherent value to organic 

and inorganic alike, whilst biocentrism reserves equal inherent moral status for organic 

entities alone.  These diverse positions yield important logical consequences:  the all-

embracing nature of the former represents a form of ecocentric holism and consistently 

attracts accusations of ecofascist leanings, with human entities allegedly having little 

 
214 Cf. especially Zimmerman’s 1993 paper “Rethinking the Heidegger – Deep Ecology Relationship” 

and the 1994 monograph Contrasting Earth’s Future:  Radical Ecology and Postmodernity 

(especially Chapter Three)   
215 Some recent scholarship has focussed upon the question of Heidegger’s anthropocentrism and this 

appears to challenge whether he deserves to be associated with deep ecology at all:  cf. eg. Tanzer’s 

“Heidegger on Animality and Anthropocentrism”; and Ibrahim Akkin’s “The Residue of 

Anthropocentrism in Heidegger’s Question after Technic.”  Par contra, following the work of Mark 

Musser, Bruce V Foltz et al. this thesis concludes that the weight of Heidegger’s work leans 

overwhelmingly towards certain key elements of deep ecology theory, as discussed below        
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importance in comparison with the maintenance of ecological wholes; by contrast, the 

latter’s more nuanced stance towards the environment with its focus primarily upon 

individual (organic) entities, whilst prima facie less open to (eco-)fascist implications, 

is instead imputed with neglecting the importance of (inorganic) ecosystems upon 

which much of life depends. 

In their anthology, Devall and Sessions contend that Heidegger “…arrived at a 

biocentric position in which humans would “let beings be”” (1985, p.99).  As discussed 

above, Heideggerian Gelassenheit, or “letting-be” is indeed a concept rich in deep 

ecology connotations; but the choice to associate Heidegger with biocentrism 

nevertheless remains a curious one:  firstly, embedded in the definition of biocentrism 

offered by Lei Yu and Yi Mouchang (2009, cf. note 47) is the sovereign principle of 

“biocentric egalitarianism” whereby the intrinsic moral value possessed by human 

organisms is not to be regarded as inherently superior to that accorded to non-human 

organisms.  Secondly, according to Paul Taylor, where the respective interests of 

human and non-human organisms come into conflict, the egalitarian assumptions of 

biocentrism dictate the application of a complex and sophisticated “calculus” to 

determine the ethically correct basis for adjudicating and resolving such conflict, as he 

emphasizes in Respect for Nature: 

 

          “…we should observe that whenever a conflict occurs between the well-being 

          of nonhuman organisms and human well-being, a decision must be made as to 

          whose well-being is to be furthered at the expense of the other.  This 

          decision…can be arrived at on the basis of a set of priority principles governing 

          the fair resolution of conflicts between humans and nonhumans” (1989, p.21).216 

 

 
216 For the detailed explanation of Taylor’s “calculus” see pp.256-313 of Respect for Nature   
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It is instructive to compare the above Taylorian principles of biocentric egalitarianism 

with Heidegger’s own writings upon the relationship between humans and non-

humans.  At first blush, the writings from the mid-1930s onwards seem to emphasise 

a clear ontological distinction between man and the rest of nature.  For example, in 

Nature, History, State, “Session 1” differentiates between “life” which is restricted to 

the Being of non-humans, such as flora and fauna, and its opposite ontologically, viz. 

“Dasein” which is properly confined to human Being. (Fried and Polt, p.17)  Similarly, 

in the Logic as the Question concerning the Essence of Language from 1934: 

 

          “History is that which is distinctive for the being of the human being, [it] is the  

          distinctive determination in the question concerning the essence of the human  

          being…We cannot, accordingly, speak of history with regard to animal and  

          plant.” (Gregory and Unna, pp.69, 75) 

 

Finally, in the Letter on Humanism (1946) Heidegger further reiterates the ontological 

distinction between man and the rest of nature with the following rhetorical question: 

 

          “…it finally remains to ask whether the essence of man primordially and most 

          decisively lies in the dimension of animalitas at all.  Are we really on the right 

          track toward the essence of man as long as we set him off as one living creature 

          among others in contrast to plants, beasts and God?” (Krell, 2011, p.154) 

 

Heidegger then, perhaps predictably, holds metaphysics responsible for characterising 

man in terms of animalitas, rather than humanitas (p.154) and he concludes that: 

 

          “The human body is something essentially other than an animal organism” 

          (p.155). 
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Thus, far from upholding Taylor’s biocentric egalitarianism, Heidegger appears to be 

preaching in the above writings a form of dualism in which man stands apart from and 

indeed is superior to other non-human living entities, or as the Psalmist writes:  “[God] 

hast made him a little lower than the angels.”217  Furthermore, Devall and Sessions’s 

biocentric claim on Heidegger’s behalf remains difficult to assess in the light of the 

complex analysis offered by Heidegger himself in The Fundamental Concepts of 

Metaphysics (1929/30).  Indeed, the contrast drawn between “world-forming” and 

“poor in world,” reflected by human and non-human respectively, does not look to be 

an obvious endorsement of biocentrism, as the following remark illustrates: 

 

          “…this distinction [ie. between “poverty in world” and “world-formation”] 

          reveals itself as one of degree in terms of levels of completeness with respect to 

          the accessibility of beings in each case…Thus ‘poor in world’ is inferior with  

          respect to the greater value of ‘world-forming.’ (McNeill and Walker, p.193) 

 

Whilst the significance of this distinction is spelled out some pages later when 

Heidegger explains that “animal …does not stand alongside man and precisely has no 

world.” (p.269)  Finally, commentating upon the “poor in world” description of the 

non-human condition, Jacques Derrida concludes that a:    

 

          “…discourse on privation [that] cannot avoid a certain anthropocentric [my 

          emphasis] or even humanist teleology.” (1991, p.55) 

 

Zimmerman, too, disputes the Devall and Sessions biocentric interpretation: 

 

 
217 See The Book of Psalms 8:5-8 
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          “…Heidegger was never a “biocentrist,” but rather a gnostic, who viewed 

          humans as aliens adrift in an indifferent or hostile cosmos” (Zimmerman, 1994, 

          p.218).218 

 

Zimmerman’s response to Devall and Sessions raises two fundamental issues pertinent 

to Heidegger’s relationship with deep ecology:  that of man’s “alienation” from the 

environment and the nature of man’s existence in an “indifferent” or a “hostile” 

cosmos.  Regarding the first of these two issues, it will be recalled that in Section Two 

above anthropocentrism was associated with the alienation from nature and the 

environment in a manner to which Arthur Schopenhauer and Mary Midgley both bear 

witness219  and thus lends some plausibility to Zimmerman’s rejection of the 

biocentrist label.  Secondly, however, the contention that Heidegger viewed the 

Cosmos as essentially “hostile” should be treated with caution:  certainly, by the time 

of “the fourfold” in Poetry, Language, Thought Heidegger’s holistic vision is arguably 

now being conceived upon an extra-terrestrial (or “cosmic”) scale.220  For a further 

example of how the extraordinary complexity of Heideggerian thought can muddy the 

ecological waters, one need only consider the interpretation placed on Heidegger’s 

phenomenological stance by Karl Löwith (one of Heidegger’s students):  Zimmerman 

contends in his 1993 paper “Rethinking the Heidegger – Deep Ecology Relationship” 

that it was Heidegger’s humanitas – animalitas dichotomy in Humanism which led 

Löwith to charge his teacher with advocating a species of dualist anthropocentrism 

(p.213); and Zimmerman then summarises Löwith’s stance as follows: 

          

          “By defining Dasein as essentially different from all other entities (only Dasein 

 
218 Cf. too, Hans Jonas’ The Phenomenon of Life (2001) 
219 See Chapter Two, Section Three, above 
220 Cf. the suggested affinity with Rousseau’s famous Ménilmontant incident at page 230 and note 171 

above of this thesis  
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          “exists,” whereas other entities merely “are”), Heidegger promoted a new 

          version of Christian-Cartesian anthropocentrism” (1994, p.118). 

 

By contrast, according to Zimmerman’s own assessment of the Heideggerian 

dichotomy, the “difference” between human and non-human entities neither entails, 

nor perhaps even implies, that the latter are inferior to the former ontologically (p.115); 

and indeed, such is the complexity of Heidegger’s thought, especially in Metaphysics, 

that a plausible case can yet be made against Derrida’s ontological, and Löwith’s 

anthropocentric, presuppositions. 

Firstly, in support of Zimmerman’s analysis of Heideggerian ontology, Metaphysics 

records at page 255 that: 

           

          “…this [ie. the distinction between man’s world-forming and an animal’s  

          poverty in world] does not mean that life represents something inferior or some  

          kind of lower level in comparison with human Dasein.” 

 

Likewise, Heidegger’s own misgivings about the validity of the anthropocentric 

project are clearly on display a few pages later with the following astute observations: 

 

          “It is only from the human perspective that the animal is poor with respect to 

         the world…the essence of animality is the condition of the possibility of a 

          merely comparative definition of animality in terms of poverty in world,  

          insofar as the animal is viewed from the perspective of man to whom world- 

          formation belongs.” (pp.270-271) 

 

In the above passage, Heidegger emphasises the jaundiced and essentially self-serving 

conclusions which inevitably follow in respect of non-human ontology when viewed 
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unreflectingly from the vantage-point of their human counterpart.  Interestingly, too, 

Heidegger here appears to echo the caveats which arise in relation to the 

“anthropocentric fallacy.”221  

Secondly, Löwith’s charge against Heidegger of harbouring anthropocentric 

sentiments is similarly cast into doubt by a careful examination of Metaphysics.  

Arguably, the most conspicuous instance of a non-anthropocentric approach to the 

issue of the human/non-human relationship emerges in Heidegger’s account of the 

principles of “evaluation:” 

 

          “…comparison between man and animal…allows no evaluative ranking or  

          assessment …such evaluative ranking is factically premature and unsuitable…” 

          (p.194) 

 

Likewise: 

 

          “However ready we are to rank man as a higher being with respect to the animal,  

          such an assessment is deeply questionable, especially when we consider that  

          man can sink lower than the animal.” (ibid.) 

 

Again: 

 

          Thus it should be clear from everything we have said that from the outset this  

          talk of poverty in world and world-formation must not be taken as a hierarchical  

          evaluation.” (ibid.) 

 

Finally: 

 
221 Cf. p.257 above 
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          “Is the essence of man higher than the essence of the animal?  All this is  

          questionable even as a question.” (ibid.)    

 

Accordingly, in the light of the above extracts from Heidegger’s own work, and the 

informed interpretations offered by various commentators, it is difficult to discern any 

consistent account of the relationship between Heidegger and deep ecology having 

emerged thus far:  certainly, with regard to the portrayal by Devall and Sessions of 

Heidegger as biocentrist,  the humanitas – animalitas dichotomy with its focus upon 

essential difference is difficult to square either with the above definition of biocentrism 

or with Taylorian biocentric egalitarianism; conversely, however, Heidegger’s 

insistence in The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics (Die Grundbegriffe der 

Metaphysik) of 1929/30 that the difference between animals and humans does not 

entail or imply the inferiority of the former in relation to the latter (Zimmerman, 1994, 

p.115) looks to be far too non-committal to satisfy the assumptions of 

anthropocentrism.  Thus, the Devall and Sessions account seems inadequate to 

establish Heidegger as a (biocentric) deep ecologist, whilst the Lōwith account appears 

equally to fall short of establishing Heidegger as an (anthropocentric) anti-deep 

ecologist.  Accordingly, an alternative “third way” is tentatively suggested here:  in 

the light of the affinity between the fourfold and Rousseau’s experience related in the 

Second Promenade, Heidegger can plausibly be interpreted as a “cosmocentric” deep 

ecologist222 of the sort envisaged by authors, Raymond E Grizzle and Christopher R 

Barrett. (2004, pp.233-253)  They argue that cosmocentrism:  (i) acknowledges the 

complexity of human-nature relations (“weak” anthropocentrism); (ii) recognizes the 

inherent value of all individual species (biocentrism); (iii) attributes moral status to 

 
222 Whilst Karl Lӧwith famously contended that Heidegger’s innate anthropocentrism prevented him 

from embracing the cosmocentrism of Heraclitus, Heidegger’s Ereignis and the fourfold arguably 

militate against the Lӧwith view.  Cf.  Guignon, ed. 1995, p.259     
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collections of individuals as well as to the physicochemical environment 

(ecocentrism), and described as “pluralistic stewardship.”223    

The final theme to feature in Section Two above was that of Quietism which has 

already been encountered during the course of the analysis of Rousseau’s ecological 

self;224 and it will further be recalled that in relation to Quietism, Chapter Two, Section 

Three above drew tentative affinities between Rousseau and Heidegger.  Accordingly, 

the remainder of this section seeks to consider in more detail the significance of 

Quietism and its cognates in Heidegger’s ecological thinking.  In his paper “Quietism 

in German Mysticism and Philosophy” (2010, p.473)225 G A Magee interprets 

Heideggerian Gelassenheit as reflecting the concept of “letting beings be” instead of 

forcing them to become Bestand or “standing-reserve” (which epitomizes the 

“essence” of modern technology).  But Magee then refers to a further characteristic of 

Gelassenheit in terms of its expression by the quietistic ecological self: 

 

          “Heidegger’s invocation of Gelassenheit enjoins an attitude of submission to 

          what there is, along with restraint of the ego and its characteristic hubris.” 

          (p.473) 

 

Commenting upon these features of Gelassenheit or the principle of “letting-be” 

Zimmerman notes that: 

            

          “…some social ecologists charge that by endorsing Asian nondualisms deep 

          ecologists support quietism, authoritarianism, dogmatism and antidemocratic 

          attitudes” (1994, p.136). 

 
223 The word “stewardship” is reminiscent of Heidegger’s “shepherd of being”, whilst Grizzle and 

Barrett also emphasise the spiritual values associated with Christianity, Buddhism and Islam as crucial 

to cosmocentrism    
224 Cf. Chapter Two, Section Three and Chapter Six, Section Two, above 
225 Chapter Two, Section Three, above 
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Such allegations by social ecologists against quietistic modes of thought are ones 

which Robyn Eckersley addresses in Environmentalism and Political Theory226and 

they stand pari passu with the charge of ecofascism which, as has been seen 

previously, is frequently raised as an objection to Heideggerian philosophy in 

particular, and to deep ecology theory more generally. 

Whatever might be the merits or otherwise of the charges levelled against the Quietism 

– Gelassenheit relationship, they appear to underline a close affinity between Later 

Heidegger and the ecocentric aspects of deep ecology, as well as the central argument 

of the present thesis in terms of the projected commonality of thought and sentiment 

existing between Martin Heidegger and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.  Furthermore, it is 

suggested here that these considerations serve to militate decisively against Lovitt’s 

view in the introduction to his translation of Technology, viz. that Heidegger is neither 

a “mystic” nor does he subscribe to “any sort of oneness with an absolute or infinite.”  

In response to Lovitt, it may be pointed out firstly that the concept of “oneness” is in 

fact discernible in Heidegger’s phenomenological project as early as Being and Time 

in so far as it represents a repudiation of the metaphysical fallacy into which European 

thought has historically fallen and which is epitomized by Descartes’ dualism.  Indeed, 

contrary to the Cartesian model, the key concept of Dasein (“there-being”) is 

introduced in Being and Time as an entity which possesses the essential attribute of In-

der-Welt-sein (“Being-in-the-world”) and, Heidegger explains: 

 

          “…Being-in-the-world indicates in the very way we have coined it, that it stands 

          for a unitary phenomenon” (Macquarrie and Robinson, 1993, p.78). 

 
226 In Chapter Six, Section Two, above 
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This formula for an entity which is at once both in the world and shares a unitary 

relationship with that world is arguably what Naess himself has in contemplation when 

he explains that: 

 

          “Phenomenological viewpoints are valuable for the development of 

          consciousness of a non-instrumental, non-utilitarian content of the immediate 

          experience of nature…Without practice, one sees things as ‘das Man’ 

          (Heidegger) sees things, in other words, in our society:  a utility-conscious, 

          average, or mean, way of seeing them” (1990, p.51). 

 

As a final testimony to the mysticism and cosmic oneness to which Later Heidegger 

appears to have turned, Zimmerman relates Heidegger’s “unnoticeable law of the 

earth” in section XXVII of “Overcoming Metaphysics” in The End of Philosophy 

(Stambaugh, 1975, p.109) to the philosophy of the Taoist, Lao-tzu, for whom: 

 

          “…things spontaneously coordinate themselves with each other, forming an 

          ever changing, yet intricately patterned world by gathering themselves together 

          in a play of opposition” (1994, p.131). 

 

In similar vein, in the discussion of Rousseau’s ecological self227 it was remarked that 

Irving Babbitt drew conceptual parallels between Rousseau’s Romantic writings and 

the Chinese Primitivism of Lao-tzŭ, encapsulated in William Wordsworth’s famous 

“wise passiveness” and which Babbitt sums up as follows: 

 

          “The unity at which it aims is clearly of the pantheistic variety, the unity that is 

          obtained by breaking down discrimination and affirming “the identity of 

          contradictories,” and that encourages a reversion to origins, to the state of nature 

 
227 Cf. Chapter Two, Section Three, above 
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          and the simple life” (1991, p.395). 

 

Accordingly, any interpretation of Heidegger’s ecological self which insists upon a 

purely terrestrial vista is in danger of underestimating the depth, as well as the scope, 

of his conceptions.      

 

Section 6.5  Summary and conclusions 

Chapter Six sought to demonstrate how some enduring, as well as contemporary, 

considerations in political philosophy engage with their ecological counterparts within 

the context of Rousseauean and Heideggerian scholarship.  Section One noted that the 

concept of S/self-realisation is the ecological self’s solution for a self which is 

progressively  alienated from its environment in an increasingly technological and 

automated world; and it has the potential to serve as a corrective to the formulaic CBA 

procedure favoured by many politicians and economists.  But the ecological self’s 

recourse to “self-realisation” risks being branded by its opponents as a form of 

ecofascism.  In Section Two conceptual parallels were drawn between the ecological 

self and Eastern systems of thought and such parallels emphasized the principle of the 

interconnectedness shared by the self and the cosmos.  Section Two also considered 

the notion of the “unselfing” of the ecological self. 

Section Three turned to Rousseau’s (proto) deep ecology credentials through the 

medium of the ecological self; and it was contended that the notions of S/self-

realisation and holism are clearly present, explicitly or otherwise, in his later works.  

The hallmark concept of amour de soi was similarly interpreted as significant for the 

ecological self’s relationship to nature and the environment.  Finally, Rousseau’s overt 

adherence to the principles of Quietism confirmed the “ecological self” as central to 
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his later thought and writings.  Section Four considered Heidegger’s affinities with 

deep ecology theory, citing specifically Nature, History, State, as well as Logic and 

Metaphysics; whilst the concept of Gelassenheit or “letting-be” seemed to confirm his 

commitment to the ideals of the ecological self in deep ecology; however, it was also 

demonstrated that scholarly opinion remains enormously divided over Heidegger’s 

precise position on the deep ecology spectrum.  Yet, significantly, Heidegger’s 

ecological self embraces two of the fundamental features of its Rousseauean 

counterpart, viz. quietism and an empathy for Eastern modes of thought.  Thus, despite 

the complexities of Heidegger’s relationship to deep ecology, a recognisably 

ecological self is apparent in his later writings.  
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                                    CONCLUSIONS  

 

This final section of the thesis seeks to draw the inquiry to a satisfactory conclusion, 

firstly by summarising the main points and explaining their relevance to the main title; 

secondly by highlighting some implications of the research; thirdly by indicating the 

limitations of the research undertaken; and finally by suggesting some potential future 

research to which the results of the present inquiry might appropriately give rise. 

As was indicated in the introductory chapter of the thesis, a principal purpose in 

exploring the concept of the “politico-ecological” self has been to seek to reconcile the 

tensions which arise when the frequently competing interests of politics and the 

environment collide.  Beginning with political interests, a commonly-deployed 

formula widely favoured by governments to resolve such conflicts is the CBA (cost-

benefit analysis) methodology by which a price-tag is attached to environmental 

aspects or features whose preservation or future maintenance is the subject of dispute.  

Confronted with an environmental challenge or threat of this kind by the government 

machinery, it is the role of the ecological component of the politico-ecological self to 

seek to defend the environment by advocating the adoption of goals and aspirations 

which are not circumscribed by narrowly-conceived, short-term, and 

politically/economically expedient considerations.  By contrast, in relation to the 

interests and initiatives of environmental pressure groups, the role of the political 

component of the politico-ecological self is to direct attention to the lessons which 

should be learned from history, highlighting the hazards posed by political systems 

ready to hijack and to manipulate popular causes and protest movements for their own 

totalitarian ends; hence, legitimate political freedoms must not be compromised by the 

rigidly-focussed, potentially ecofascist, ambitions.  Instead, held in balance, the 

politico-ecological self has the potential to uphold the politically-orientated 
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considerations which acknowledge the morally legitimate goals of man as a citizen in 

human society; as well as the ecologically-orientated considerations which recognise 

his responsibilities as a shepherd and a steward of Planet Earth.                 

Turning, now, to the structure of the thesis, Chapter One (“The political self in 

Rousseau”) revealed initial tensions both within the individual self and in relation to 

other selves; and it was concluded that a conscious fostering of amour de soi might 

resolve these tensions.  Chapter Two (“The ecological self in Rousseau”) sought to 

demonstrate how a similar type of self-realisation of the sort revealed in Les Rêveries, 

could engender a new (and necessary) approach to the relationship between man and 

the environment.   

The counterpoise between individual self and corporate self in the writings of 

Heidegger was found to bear both similarities and contrasts with those of Rousseau.  

In the case of Dasein’s role in Chapter Three (“The political self in Heidegger”) first 

indications in Being and Time leaned towards a simple and straightforward dichotomy 

centering upon the authentic self which strove to distinguish itself from the 

inauthenticity of das Man or the “They.”  However, a multi-layered interpretation of 

authentic/inauthentic Dasein saw the self alternatively portrayed in terms of its status 

as an individual member of the state, and its role as a sovereign community within the 

family of nation-states in Europe during the troubled era of the Third Reich.  In Chapter 

Four (“The ecological self in Heidegger”) the corresponding ecological self initially 

emerged as overtly nationalistic with its ideological associations with the Volk and the 

Blut und Boden concepts so dear to National Socialism.  But in Later Heidegger that 

same self demonstrates an enhanced sensitivity towards the environment and the 

ecological damage wrought by (the essence) of modern technology.  Chapter Five 

(“Comparisons and contrasts in Rousseau and Heidegger”) represents the first of two 

original contributions to the existing literature by providing a fresh and detailed 
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examination of the conceptual relationship between the two thinkers in terms of both 

the political, and the ecological, self as it emerges from their writings.  Chapter Six 

(“The relevance of Rousseau and Heidegger to deep ecology”) provides the second 

original contribution by demonstrating by way of practical example how the principles 

underlying the politico-ecological self of Rousseau and Heidegger can engage with 

contemporary issues which concern both politics and ecology.  

Accordingly, the concept of the politico-ecological self in Rousseau and Heidegger 

leads to several informative conclusions.  Firstly, for both thinkers the proffered 

solution to the challenges raised by the interface of politics and ecology is essentially 

holistic in nature; and both Rousseau and Heidegger are therefore most plausibly 

associated with deep ecology, rather than other alternative ecological theories.  

Secondly, although the holistic underpinning of the political and the ecological 

dimensions of the self exposes it to the charges of, respectively, fascism and 

ecofascism, such charges can be successfully countered:  the dangerous holistic or 

totalitarian characteristics associated with fascism or ecofascism are tempered in the 

politico-ecological self by the sentiment of “letting-be”, a quality reflected in both 

Rousseau and Heidegger.  Finally, the counterpoise between the politico-ecological 

self and its greater cosmic twin, reflected in the relationship between individualism 

and holism, invites the question of how far politico-ecological aims and aspirations of 

the sort envisaged by Rousseau and Heidegger can best be achieved by the independent 

actions of the individual, and how far by the collective and coordinated initiatives of 

specific interest groups and political alliances; and this fascinating question suggests 

one direction which further research into the politico-ecological self might take (see 

the reference to Murray Bookchin’s social ecology below).     

Any assessment of the relevance of the principal theme of this thesis should 

acknowledge important limitations of the thesis, imposed by considerations of space.  
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Three of the most interesting, and relevant, topics of such discussion are those relating 

to social ecology, ecofeminism and the ever-present threat of ecofascism in the shape 

of neo-Nazi revivalism.  Accordingly, each of these three will now be considered 

briefly in terms of their potential application to the politico-ecological self of deep 

ecology. Firstly, had considerations of space permitted for a comparison of deep 

ecology and social ecology, there would have emerged a curiously eclectic mix of 

commonality and divergence between these two ideologies:  as social ecologists such 

as Murray Bookchin have argued, the self in its capacity as an agent of ecological 

revolution must be interpreted holistically, ie. first and foremost as an individual 

component in a wider collective community whose ecological aspirations are guided 

and directed by the necessity to carry out a root and branch reform of the existing 

socio-political structures underpinning society.  However, in envisaging the self as a 

mere part of the whole, the latter of which is greater than the sum of its parts, social 

ecologists are unequivocal in their rejection of the notion that social ecology’s 

“wholeness” is to be confused, or identified, with a Naessean-style cosmic oneness.  

Instead, the focus upon wholeness by social ecologists seems intended to convey the 

notion that a self cannot function in a fully ecological manner by its individual actions 

alone, but only as a subordinate part of a fully integrated community.  Thus, these 

holistic aspects of the self  appear to bear some resemblance to those which Rousseau 

seeks to promote via the General Will in Social Contract;  by contrast, however, the 

materialist orientation of the self of social ecology eschews any mystical oneness with 

the Cosmos of the sort which is fundamental to the ecological self of Rousseau and, as 

this thesis has argued, of Heidegger, too. 

Secondly, the fascinating issues concerning ecofeminism have already been touched 

upon in terms of the research undertaken by Robyn Eckersley and Val Plumwood; but, 

sadly, the limits of space has prevented a more comprehensive analysis of this 
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increasingly important aspect of ecological inquiry. Here, we are limited in observing 

that elements of the contemporary ecofeminist movement appear to possess the 

potential to reflect more broadly the fundamental underpinnings of the politico-

ecological self as it has emerged in Rousseau and Heidegger.  In the case of Rousseau, 

any associations with the feminist aspect of ecofeminism might appear fanciful in view 

of the prevailing patriarchic attitudes of the eighteenth century and which Rousseau 

himself seems never to have questioned publicly in any of his extant works.  However, 

a common theme uniting the various strands of contemporary ecofeminism is the 

rejection of Cartesian dualism as a cogent account of the self:  instead of a remote and 

detached individualism, ecofeminists routinely emphasise the interconnectedness of 

all of the various parts of nature.  For her part, Karen J Warren has identified common 

historical and cultural features underlying the domination and exploitation of women 

in society, going hand in hand with that of the natural world; and these two themes of 

domination and exploitation feature, of course, in Rousseau’s political as well as his 

ecological writings. 

Anxiety over the adverse consequences for women and the natural world as a result of 

domination and exploitation is likewise (and perhaps surprisingly) implicit in the later 

writings of Heidegger, too, where ecofeminists see them as established and maintained 

through the use of science and technology which are in turn viewed as traditionally 

male-orientated activities.  Two prominent ecofeminists to address these concerns and 

to have offered “Heideggerian” solutions to the twin evils of domination and 

exploitation are Carol Christ and the Indian-born, Vandana Shiva.  Carol Christ has 

warned that the merits or otherwise of new forms of modern technology need to be 

assessed more carefully than hitherto in terms of their potential or prospective impact 

not only upon the human self, but also upon the entire “circle of life.”  In similar vein, 

Shiva argues that science and technology have reduced both women and nature to the 
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level of a mere resource (Bestand?) or merely passive objects for manipulation; 

accordingly, in Shiva’s view, the only remedy for restoring harmony with the natural 

world lies in both men and women fostering an attitude of nurture and care (Sorge?) 

towards one another and towards the environment. 

Finally, the charge of ecofascism is one which represents a threat to the moral integrity 

of deep ecology, and it appears to have been lent further impetus through the policy 

statements of those claiming an affinity or empathy with deep ecology ideals:  Rudolf 

Bahro’s “Green Adolf” is a case in point; in addition, Finnish-born Pennti Linkola’s 

remedies for the current ecological malaise include overthrowing democratic 

governments and replacing them with dictatorships willing to implement measures 

such as those based upon Garrett Hardin’s infamous “lifeboat” analogy; whilst former 

Earth First!er, David Foreman has recommended a quasi-Malthusian solution to global 

human population increase, describing, “over-population” as a form of cancer 

requiring ruthless eradication, thereby echoing perhaps the chilling language met with 

in Mein Kampf.  This is a threat against which the principles of the politico-ecological 

self argued for in this thesis must be constantly on guard.         

In conclusion, then, it is hoped that this brief inquiry into the politico-ecological self 

of Rousseau and Heidegger may be of interest in itself, as well as a useful contribution 

to future research into the concept of the S/self, for some time to come.   
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