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In Note XV of his Second Discourse, Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
famously distinguishes between two forms of love: amour de 

 soi-même (self-love, understood as self-preservation), and amour-
propre (self-love, understood as vanity). Several centuries earlier, 
another thinker introduced a different set of loves, whose distinc-
tion came to anchor the entire worldview of Christendom while it 
lasted. These, of course, were Augustine’s amor Dei and amor sui, 
understood by Augustine to mean the love of God, carried as far as 
contempt of self, and love of self, ballooning to the point of con-
tempt for God.1 Because of the insidiousness of self-love within 
this framework, and because of the prominence of Augustinian 
currents in seventeenth-century French thought, Rousseau’s 
erasure of the love of God and his division of self-love into forms 
good and bad would have stood out immediately to his readers as 
provocative. It would have read as a radical rejection of Augustine’s 
vision of human nature and the human condition as we know it. 

Yet, today we might wonder, how familiar was Rousseau with 
Augustine’s conceptual pairing, and how consciously was he offer-
ing his own in its place? Thanks to his letter to Christophe de 
Beaumont, we know that Rousseau explicitly rejected the 
Augustinian Doctrine of Original Sin. Rereading Rousseau’s 
Second Discourse in light of this letter and the Augustinian Genesis 
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account, as I argue in this article, gives us strong reason to conclude 
that Rousseau did in fact set up his division between amour de soi-
même and amour propre as a replacement for Augustine’s dichot-
omy and all that it suggested about human nature. I also suggest 
that Rousseau writes his Discourse on the Origin of Inequality as a 
replacement for Augustine’s account of the Fall—or, at least, how 
that account had been received in the century prior.2 

Significantly, the seventeenth-century Augustine is a harsh 
figure whose thought had become systematized and therefore 
evacuated of its true spirit.3 More than this, it had become 
unmoored from Augustine’s metaphysical worldview: from his 
sacramental worldview.4 For the fifth-century Augustine, Platonic 
metaphysics, recast by the Incarnation, opened up the possibility of 
seeing the created order as participatory—that is, as both receptive 
to and cooperative in the divine plan. In other words, the real 
Augustine was committed to what John Henry Newman has called 
“the sacramental principle,” the view that created things are 
susceptible to grace and capable of being united with God thereby.5 
According to this principle, divine agency and creaturely agency 
are, it is important to note, not in competition. Rather, created 
things maintain themselves and their causal reality while being 
receptive to the interventions of a God whose power and love 
already upholds them. In this view, God is entirely transcendent, 
the ground of all creaturely agency, but also entirely engaged in the 
world He has created. 

Crucially, for our purposes, the sacramental principle teaches 
that grace underwrites and perfects human nature, goodness, and 
efficacy without undermining or sidestepping them. Grace, in other 
words, works in us, not simply on us. Shorn of this principle, 
Augustine’s teachings fragment into two antinomic alternatives, only 
one of which was recognized by the culture of Rousseau’s day as 
“Augustinian.”6 In the one so recognized, God’s grace was the cause 
of everything good in man, whereas in the other, man was naturally 
oriented toward goodness. Pressed into a choice between these two 
alternatives by the erasure of Augustinianism’s sacramental 



89From Amor Sui to Amour de Soi-même

framework, Rousseau sides with a radical humanism, suggesting 
alongside Pelagius—Augustine’s fifth-century foe—that man is 
naturally good and that vice is a mere product of social contagion.  

In what follows, therefore, I read Rousseau’s Origin of 
Inequality as an anti-Augustinian fable, contending, all the same, 
that it is rooted in a misinterpretation of Augustine.7 Sketching out 
the vision of Augustine with which it seems Rousseau was familiar, 
based on his letter to the archbishop of Paris, Christophe de 
Beaumont, I herein make the case that Rousseau saw Augustine as 
the originator of a problematic vision of human nature. More than 
this, I suggest that he sought to replace it with an alternative vision, 
perhaps consonant with Christianity as he understood it.8 I then 
end with some comments about what his vision of Augustine 
lacks—namely, the sacramental principle—and offer some brief 
thoughts as to why the sacramental principle is worth recovering in 
political philosophy.9

First, let’s consider what I mean by suggesting that the Second 
Discourse is an anti-Augustinian fable. In Rousseau’s Exemplary 
Life, Christopher Kelly argues that Rousseau’s compositions 
“present moral fables that succeeded in forming a popular taste for 
country life against the corruption of the city.”10 Writing that fables 
“wrap useful truths in sensible and agreeable forms,” Kelly makes 
the case that Rousseau saw the fabular presentation of history as a 
salutary political practice, common in the ancient world, and worth 
recovering.11 To this end, he quotes a passage from Emile, in which 
Rousseau writes: 

The ancient historians are filled with views which one 
could use even if the facts which present them were false. 
But we do not know how to get any true advantage from 
history. Critical erudition absorbs everything as if it were 
very important whether a fact is true, provided that a useful 
teaching can be drawn from it. Sensible men ought to 
regard history as a tissue of fables whose moral is very 
appropriate to the human heart.12 
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What if this is true of the history Rousseau gives in the Second 
Discourse? If it is the case that Rousseau viewed the Augustinian 
tale of Adam and Eve as an unsalutary fable, is it not possible that 
the embellishments Rousseau makes to his history of humankind is 
presented precisely as its antidote? 

This possibility becomes all the more likely once one recalls 
that the primary audience to whom Rousseau dedicates the 
Second Discourse is his own Geneva—a notably Calvinist city-
state.13 Although he highly extols his homeland in his epistle 
dedicatory, Rousseau is elsewhere disparaging of its theological 
underpinnings, criticizing its leaders’ willingness to make theo-
logical pronouncements. Thanks to Patrick Riley’s study The 
General Will before Rousseau, we know that Rousseau had a deep 
familiarity with Genevan history, believing its religious decrees 
were more products of political power than theological insight.14 
Writing scornfully, for example, of Geneva’s presumption in 
declaring that Christ died solely for the salvation of the elect, 
Rousseau maintains in his Letters Written from the Mountain 
that civil authorities should not make pronouncements about 
religious doctrine.15 It is notable, of course, that in in making 
such a decree the Genevan church took the Augustinian vision, 
encapsulated in the twin Doctrines of Original Sin and the 
Necessity of Grace, to their logical conclusion. Rousseau is not 
wrong to be wary of their claim. It is, I argue, where we see the 
most troubling elements of an anti-sacramental Augustinianism 
rise to the fore: the need to deny the agency of creatures in order 
to preserve God’s omnipotence and the willingness to maintain 
that God leaves most human beings in sin in order to protect the 
idea that grace is irresistible.16 

As Riley convincingly argues, Rousseau was well aware not only 
of the history of Calvinist politics in Geneva but also of the 
Jansenist arguments prevalent in seventeenth-century France. 
Because the Jansenists and the Calvinists both touted an extreme 
form of Augustinianism in which fallen man could only sin, grace 
was irresistible, and Christ died only for the elect, it is unsurprising 
that Rousseau ultimately rejected the Doctrine of Original Sin as 
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he understood it.17 Indeed, in his letter to the archbishop of Paris, 
Christophe de Beaumont, Rousseau says as much. Defending 
himself against de Beaumont’s allegations that his writings, espe-
cially Emile, are insidious, he calls the entire Augustinian vision 
into question, writing:

[I]t is not at all certain, in my view, that this Doctrine of 
Original Sin, subject as it is to such terrible difficulties, is 
contained in the Scriptures either as clearly or as harshly as 
it has pleased the Rhetorician Augustine and our 
Theologians to construct it. Is it conceivable that God 
creates so many innocent and pure souls purposely to join 
them to guilty bodies, to make them contract moral corrup-
tion thereby, and to condemn them all to hell for no other 
crime than this union that is his work?18 

Rousseau’s objection, in other words, is that the Augustinian inter-
pretation of Genesis is both harsh and problematic. More than this, 
it does not seem to be rooted in the text. Audaciously suggesting 
that it pleased Augustine and his theologian followers to interpret 
the text in the way they have, he goes on to build his own case as 
to why the Doctrine of Original Sin cannot be reconciled with his 
notion of a good God. His case can be summarized thus: It would 
be unfair for God to create human beings knowing that sin would 
ultimately be transmitted to each new generation through no fault 
of their own. This would mean that each person would be born 
utterly dependent on the whim of God for the grace necessary to 
be preserved from eternal damnation—a grace that He apparently 
gives out sparingly. Ultimately, Rousseau’s shocking suggestion is 
this: Augustine has read the Doctrine of Original Sin into the 
Genesis account, and only through the power of his rhetoric did his 
vision win out over that of Pelagius. Now Rousseau enlists his own 
rhetorical prowess to push back.

From Rousseau’s perspective, the sin of Adam is not nearly so 
grave as to warrant the kind of punishment that the “Rhetorician 
Augustine” believes God gave him. Significantly, Rousseau seems 
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to think—or presents himself as thinking—that Augustine’s God 
gave the command as a “useless and arbitrary prohibition.”19 
Beginning here, he reasons that it was unfair for God to give Adam 
and Eve an unintelligible rule: are not human beings the sort of 
creatures that resist rules they cannot understand? Given how 
understandable Adam’s transgression was when viewed in this 
light, he concludes, calling it a crime is tantamount to punishing 
him for being himself. Augustine’s God, Rousseau cleverly suggests, 
was setting Adam up for failure. 

While, as we will see, Augustine thinks God’s design was to 
cultivate trust in love, it is unclear how much of this emphasis 
would have come through in an Augustinianism stripped of its 
original exploratory quality. As Michael Moriarty has argued in 
Fallen Nature, Fallen Selves, Augustine’s seventeenth-century 
followers focused less on expounding the psychology undergirding 
God’s plan and more on proven doctrines. For them, Adam’s 
punishment was the only logical—and pious—explanation of an 
established fact: human beings, even children, suffer.20 In other 
words, Moriarty argues, the Port-Royale Augustinians reasoned 
from the “undeniable facts of human life” to the existence of 
Original Sin, deeming it impious to question the doctrine.21 
Translating Augustine’s profound theology of divine love into a 
syllogistic argument, it is possible that the reason for God’s “useless 
and arbitrary prohibition” may have been lost in the mix. 

Regardless, Rousseau presents himself as puzzled by the osten-
sibly Augustinian reading and offers his own in its place. For 
Rousseau, God’s command is best read as paternal advice to avoid 
a deadly fruit. This interpretation, he suggests, is much more in 
accord with “the idea one should have of God’s goodness and even 
with the text of Genesis than the idea the Scholars are pleased to 
prescribe to us.”22 While we should perhaps be skeptical of 
Rousseau’s apparent piety in this letter, I see no reason to suggest 
that Rousseau is not honest about his reservations about 
Augustinianism, his commitment to an authentic, personal, and 
rational reading of the Bible, or his sentiment that God must be 
good.23 It is clear that he finds Augustinianism to be inhumane for 
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perpetuating the idea that God could have imposed such a terrible 
punishment on Adam. It is also clear that he wants anyone reading 
his letter to join him in his assessment. Writing at a high pitch, he 
exclaims that Adam’s punishment is so terrible:

It is even impossible to conceive of a more terrible one. 
For what other castigation could Adam have sustained for 
the greatest crimes other than being condemned to death, 
himself and all his race, in this world and to spend eternity 
in the other one consumed by the fires of hell? Is that the 
penalty imposed by the God of mercy on a poor wretch for 
letting himself be fooled? How I hate the disheartening 
doctrine of our harsh Theologians! If I were tempted for a 
moment to acknowledge it, that is when I would believe I 
were blaspheming!24

For Rousseau, it seems, the Augustinian interpretation of first sin, 
which has influenced both Catholic and Protestant orthodoxies, is 
entirely opposed to the notion of a good God. It is unsurprising that 
he would take aim at it in his writings.

With this charge in the background, it is fitting to turn to 
Rousseau’s Second Discourse in earnest. As suggested thus far, this 
discourse presents something of a fabular history designed to 
replace Augustine’s account of the Fall. Here is what I mean: It is 
not that Rousseau disbelieves in the natural goodness of Man; as 
Arthur Melzer has compellingly argued, this conviction stands as 
the heart of Rousseau’s system.25 Rather, it is that Rousseau takes 
advantage of the way the discovery of the New World had affected 
the European imagination to enflesh the idea, giving it a backstory 
that people can latch onto. Recognizing the role of the imagination 
in the human psyche, Rousseau is aware of his own capacity to alter 
his readers’ perceptions of how they came to be what they are—
and thereby to alter how they understand themselves. By reconsid-
ering what the first man must have been like, he brings to birth a 
historical consciousness in his readers, presenting a carefully 
crafted image of a progenitor who in every respect is the opposite 
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of Adam, both before and after his Fall. As Melzer puts it, 
“Rousseau completes the humanistic inversion, showing that the 
animal in man is in fact the angel in him. Evil exists not because of 
man’s Fall from God . . . but because of his accidental ‘rise from 
animality.’”26 

Thus, while much scholarly attention has been focused on the 
ways Rousseau pushes back against Thomas Hobbes (and other 
moderns) in the Second Discourse, we can say with Melzer that if 
Hobbes views fallen nature qua Augustine as genuinely natural, 
Rousseau calls even this residue of the Augustinian worldview into 
question, radicalizing the modern subversion of the Augustinian 
paradigm to affirm man’s goodness. Indeed, as Rousseau boldly 
writes in the Exordium preceding his discourse, if the discovery of 
primitive peoples in the New World had caused seventeenth-
century philosophers to reconsider the state of nature, “none of 
them has reached it.”27 In saying this, Rousseau tantalizingly 
suggests that he has gotten behind the Augustinian convention in a 
way other philosophers could not, served, as he is, by his unique 
authenticity. 

Asserting that his musings “ought not be taken for historical 
truths, but only for hypothetical and conditional reasonings; 
better suited to elucidate the Nature of things than to show their 
genuine origin,” he sidesteps the question of the anti-Augustinian 
implications of his account by acknowledging their fabular qual-
ity.28 Having sealed off the realm of rational speculation from the 
guidance of revelation, he speaks as if his historical investigation 
is entirely innocuous: he will set aside “all the facts, for they do 
not affect the question.”29 Going on, he piously maintains that 
“religion commands us to believe that since God himself drew 
men out of the state of Nature immediately after the creation, 
they are unequal because he wanted them to be so.”30 Yet, he 
asserts, this does not prevent us from considering what humanity 
“might have become if it had remained abandoned to itself.”31 
Having said this, he almost immediately shifts gears, excusing his 
subsequent bluntness by saying he will now speak in a mode 



95From Amor Sui to Amour de Soi-même

 suitable for readers from all ages. Now he speaks no longer tenta-
tively but in the affirmative: 

O Man, whatever Land you may be from, whatever may be 
your opinions, listen; Here is your history such as I believed 
I read it, not in the Books by your kind, who are liars, but 
in Nature which never lies. . . . The times of which I speak 
are very remote: How much you have changed from what 
you were! It is, so to speak, the life of your species that I 
will describe to you in terms of the qualities you received, 
which your education and your habits could deprave, but 
which they could not destroy.32 

With this thinly veiled suggestion that Scripture—or at least, the 
scholarly books interpreting Scripture—is, like any cultural prod-
uct, a liar, he turns his earlier framing on its head. Now he high-
lights the anti-Augustinian implications of his account and implies 
its veracity, which is corroborated by his unique attention to nature. 
In this way, Rousseau completes his framing of the Second 
Discourse, flagging what he will not explicitly point out in its pages. 

Looking at the Second Discourse from a birds-eye view, three 
things are particularly notable. The first is that Rousseau presents 
his investigation in a scientific register. In this way, he taps into the 
authority of the new science, which was everywhere calling into 
question the old order. Throughout, he presents himself as knowl-
edgeable about both ancient accounts of primitive man and recent 
testimonies from those who had visited the New World. The details 
from recent testimonies are clearly designed to help his investiga-
tion come across as authoritative, even if they paint a picture that 
is fundamentally the result of Rousseau’s own thinking.33 There is, 
for example, little empirical basis for the contention that the first 
man was quite solitary, as Rousseau suggests—and yet, this idea is 
central to the anthropology that Rousseau wants to put forward.34 

The second notable aspect of Rousseau’s framing of the Second 
Discourse is the way in which it provides a historical underpinning 
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to the cultural critique presented in the First Discourse. Rousseau’s 
fable, in other words, corroborates and bolsters his association of 
society with artifice, and artifice with corruption. In this way, he 
takes a cultural critique that is in many ways Augustinian and links 
it to an explanatory account that undermines the Augustinian alter-
native. Augustine, in brief, thinks that fallen custom (consuetudo) 
exacerbates our enslavement to sin, and though he develops this 
idea into a robust cultural critique, he ultimately attributes fallen 
custom to amor sui (self-love), rather than vice versa. By casting 
our unhappy condition as, instead, a product of circumstance, 
Rousseau gives us an alternative genealogy of the depravity we see 
in ourselves and others. More than this, he sets the stage for a 
different approach to dealing with it. He introduces the possibility 
that we could fix human behavior through alternative social struc-
tures, something ruled out if the root problem is our fallen nature 
and its proneness to self-love. 

Third and finally, by casting doubt on our ability to discover our 
true nature by considering what we are today—we have, after all, 
changed so very radically from what we once were—Rousseau 
creates a clean slate on which he can depict human nature anew. 
Undermining our ability to affirm or deny our past through intro-
spection, he frees himself to portray human nature as he imagines 
it to be. Unsurprisingly, Rousseau ascribes different qualities to our 
nature than Augustine did. Notably, these are qualities not highly 
valued in the Augustinian picture but are integral to the political 
vision Rousseau wants to foster. At the heart of this picture, I 
argue, is autonomy.

What, then, is Rousseau’s fable? It is, as noted, a construal of 
the first man stripped of all the “supernatural gifts he may have 
received and of all the artificial faculties he could have only 
acquired by prolonged progress.”35 Having sidestepped with this 
framing the theological and philosophical traditions of thinking 
about human nature, Rousseau pledges to show us the truth, 
wiping away all the artifice that has prevented us from seeing it 
thus far. With our interest piqued, he famously writes this of the 
first man: “I see him sating his hunger beneath an oak, slaking his 
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thirst at the first stream, finding his bed of the same tree that 
supplied his meal, and with that his needs are satisfied.”36 Natural 
man is simple, solitary, and satisfied. 

Let us contrast this first glance of “natural man” with the 
Augustinian version—and here, we need not immediately distin-
guish between Augustine and his seventeenth-century followers. 
This “natural man” is, of course, none other than the biblical Adam, 
who is created with the “supernatural gifts” that Rousseau sets to 
the side. Here again we see his engagement with the seventeenth-
century Augustinian tradition. For Augustinians like Jansen, what 
was important was countering the recent idea that there was such 
a thing as pure nature—a nature that had integrity apart from 
grace.37 Augustine was helpful in making this case, given his 
emphasis on the necessity of grace for human happiness. In the 
Augustinian tradition, our nature is made in and for a grace that 
sustains it and elevates it, bringing it beyond what it is capable of 
by nature, in a way that not just completes our nature but also 
introduces something radically new: the fulfillment of our deepest 
desire. This bears out in Augustine’s exegesis of the Genesis 
account.

Here, however, we would do well to return to Augustine’s 
theology in earnest, as it provides a richer contrast with the 
Rousseauian vision than the Jansenist syllogism would reveal; it 
spells out precisely what is being denied by presenting our progeni-
tors as simple, solitary, and satisfied. For Augustine, human beings 
exist with a kind of receptive integrity that thirsts for the love it is 
designed to receive: something the Genesis account of Adam and 
Eve also reveals.38 In questioning why God deals with Adam the 
way He does, Augustine discovers a logic to God’s design that 
teaches us about ourselves. We are, it turns out, complex—a 
mystery to ourselves, radically relational, and an abyss of longing 
for God. 

Highlighting that God created a partner for Adam out of his 
own flesh, Augustine emphasizes the radical sociality of human 
beings. For Augustine, God’s dealing with Adam is, from the begin-
ning, pedagogical: “God’s intention was that in this way the unity of 
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human society and the bonds of human sympathy be more emphat-
ically brought home to men.”39 For Augustine, significantly, all 
humankind was created in Adam. Contrasting this beginning with 
that of “creatures of a solitary habit, who walk alone and love soli-
tude,” as well as those who are “gregarious,” he concludes that God 
created the human species uniquely in one man to teach that 
human beings are “the most social of all creatures,” created for a 
radical form of unity.40 This vision of human sociality—and its 
spousal layering—is a claim that Rousseau clearly targets.41 
Perhaps it is worthwhile considering why.

For Augustine, what is so significant about our social nature is 
that it is radically tied up with our ultimate destiny. Indeed, 
although Adam and Eve are perfectly provided for in the Garden 
of Eden, in harmony with themselves and with God, Augustine 
already anticipates a destiny for them beyond the Garden, writing 
that “if they continued in perfect obedience, they would be granted 
the immortality of the angels and an eternity of bliss.”42 Later 
elaborating that this bliss is nothing other than the full and unend-
ing “enjoyment of God and of one another in God,” Augustine 
highlights the shape of human desire in a way that explains Adam’s 
restlessness.43 In Augustine’s view, Adam already points beyond 
himself to what he could be if he received what God wanted to 
give. In other words, he is, in a very different way than Rousseau 
meant, perfectible. Changing this meaning, Rousseau cuts off 
Augustinian teleology at the root. 

More must be said here. For Augustine, human perfectibility 
is bound up with a view of freedom that is made to be exercised in 
amor Dei. Insisting that to become possible, beatitude—“the 
enjoyment of God and a mutual fellowship in God”—required a 
kind of trust on the part of Adam and Eve, Augustine teaches that 
human beings are teleologically oriented toward a mature form of 
love that goes beyond the state in which Adam and Eve were origi-
nally created.44 Thus, unlike Rousseau, Augustine reads the prohi-
bition on the eating of the fruit as God’s way of inviting Adam and 
Eve into beatitude and not as a warning against a poisonous fruit, 
which would be theologically insignificant. While Rousseau is right 
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that Augustine thinks the fruit is, as far as Adam and Eve can tell, 
innocuous, for Augustine, the inscrutability of God’s command 
serves an important function. By asking Adam and Eve to obey 
Him on a matter they cannot understand, God invites them to an 
act of radical trust that paradoxically opens up the possibility of a 
deeper participation in amor Dei.45 Reading this command within 
a sacramental context, a context in which perfectibility is seen to 
require creaturely agency, it becomes clear that Augustine’s logic is 
informed by the recognition that it is not possible to give human-
kind the gift of divine life without inviting Adam and Eve to freely 
enter into it. Love requires that Adam and Eve freely give them-
selves over to God. 

This, as we all know, is not the way the story ends but is, 
instead, made up for in the fullness of time by the radical kenosis 
of Christ. Because Adam and Eve do not trust God in Genesis but 
are instead seduced by the snake’s promise that they will be like 
gods if they eat of the tree, they are cast out of the Garden and 
required to fend for themselves. For Augustine, the only reason 
that Adam and Eve believe the snake’s intimation that God is not 
for them but wishes to lord it over them is that in their hearts they 
had already fallen away from God, becoming self-pleasers, animated 
by amor sui. Writing that it was “in secret that the first human 
beings began to be evil,” Augustine concludes, “this, then, is the 
original evil: man regards himself as his own light, and turns away 
from that light which would make man himself a light if he would 
set his heart on it.”46 Amor sui, in other words, is a refusal to 
participate in amor Dei. 

Notably, this explanation is cast in terms made possible by a 
sacramental ontology. It is only by participating in amor Dei that 
human beings truly come to be like gods:

[F]or created Gods are gods not in their own true nature 
but by participation in the true God. By aiming at more 
a man is diminished, when he elects to be self-sufficient 
and defects from the one who is really  sufficient  
for him.47 
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Imagining that they could be like gods apart from God, however, 
Adam and Eve take their destiny into their own hands, rupturing 
their relationship with God as a result. For Augustine, therefore, 
the deepest irony of the Genesis story is that God always wanted to 
make Adam and Eve like himself.48 The deepest desire that they 
acted on, albeit in a wrongful way, was already destined for fulfill-
ment, but it could be fulfilled only through the act of radical trust 
in which they refused to live.

Returning to Rousseau, we see that the depiction of natural 
man as a creature who is so nearly a beast, who is alone, and who 
is above all satisfied in this state runs in direct opposition to the 
vision Augustine conceived.49 Over and against a vision of the 
human person whose heart is restless because it longs for God, we 
have a satisfied and solitary primate whose natural desires are 
bodily and few:

Wandering the forests without industry, without speech, 
without settled abode, without war, and without tie, with-
out any need of others of his kind and without any desire 
to harm them, perhaps even without recognizing any one 
of them individually, subject to few passions and self-suffi-
cient, savage man had only the sentiments and the enlight-
enment suited to this state, that he sensed only his true 
needs, looked only at what he believed it to be in his inter-
est to see, and that his intelligence made no more progress 
than his vanity.50 

By this radical recalibration of human nature, Rousseau deepens 
the anti-teleological thrust of modern anthropology, implying that 
restlessness should be read not as a longing for the divine but as a 
product of infectious social ideas. More than this, by situating natu-
ral man in an era so very distant from our own, he shakes our confi-
dence in our ability to speak truly about our nature; anything that 
once seemed uniquely human could well be a social construct. 
Recasting perfectibility as a kind of adaptivity that mimics nonnatu-
ral behaviors is simply the nail in the coffin. 
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Indeed, by presenting rationality itself as something histori-
cally conditioned—perhaps a product of our perfectibility—
Rousseau gives a framework in which it is difficult to imagine 
how the first man could have been capable of the level of moral 
decision-making that Genesis attributes to him.51 Taking advan-
tage of the place primitive man had acquired in the eighteenth-
century European imagination, Rousseau propels his readers 
even farther back into history, using the principle that our 
species must have developed over time to reason about what 
must have taken place. Drawing, for example, on testimonies 
that some savages could not count up to 5, or speculating that 
prelinguistic beasts like the Pongos or Orang-Outangs might in 
fact belong to the human species, Rousseau raises the possibility 
that rationality might be less central to our nature than we 
usually imagine.52 With this, he casts the Genesis account as an 
ahistorical fable designed to tell us something about what we 
are, not to provide a genealogy of how we came to be what  
we are. 

In fact, in his letter to Christophe de Beaumont, Rousseau 
makes this precise argument. Alleging that the Doctrine of Original 
Sin “explains everything except its own principle,” he maintains 
that it is precisely this principle that has to be explained.53 Having 
been attacked by Archbishop de Beaumont with the claim that he 
is undermining the very principle that lets us know the mystery of 
our own hearts, Rousseau replies: 

[Y]ou do not see that this principle, far more universal, 
illumines even the fault of the first man, which yours leaves 
in obscurity. The only thing you can see is man in the hands 
of the Devil, while I see how he fell into them. The cause 
of evil, according to you, is corrupted nature, and this 
corruption itself is an evil whose cause had to be sought. 
Man was created good. We both agree on that, I believe. 
But you say he is wicked because he was wicked. And I 
show how he was wicked. Which of us, in your opinion, 
better ascends to the principle?54



102 The Political Science Reviewer

Arguing that his writings alone show how man became wicked by 
providing a “genealogy” of how we came to be what we are, 
Rousseau asserts the superiority of his own principle.55 Moreover, 
by presenting the Augustinian interpretation of Scripture as an 
assertion without a foundation, he maintains that the Doctrine of 
Original Sin can tell us little about how we came to be what we are, 
and he turns instead to empirical inquiry, human reasoning, and 
authentic introspection to reconstruct what must have taken 
place.56 

Here, finally, is where we get to the role that amour de soi-
même and amour-propre play in dislodging the authority of an 
account that contrasts amor sui with amor Dei. Whereas for 
Augustine it is Adam’s turn away from God, his amor sui, that 
causes the Fall, for Rousseau it is natural man’s emergence from 
the state of nature that occasions the development of amour-
propre. Indeed, Rousseau’s natural man does not, properly speak-
ing, fall from the state of nature but emerges from it almost by 
accident.57 While his natural man is solitary, bumping into other 
members of his species with little consequence for his inner life, 
Rousseau speculates that it is only when natural man realizes that 
it is useful to cooperate with other members of his species that they 
begin to live together. Belaboring the point that this insight took an 
incredibly long time to develop in the primitive mind, he reasons 
that primitive humans began to live together only after they 
perceived the same talent for ingenuity in fellow members of their 
species as they found in themselves.58 Realizing that it was useful 
to collaborate as a result, they eventually grew used to doing so and 
found it more convenient to live together. To this discovery, both 
accidental and inevitable, Rousseau attributes the eventual devel-
opment of language, and even human affection. Love, strikingly, is 
not natural. 

Tarrying on what followed, a time that he describes as the 
“happiest and the most lasting epoch” in human history, Rousseau 
paints a picture of a primitive society that invites the nostalgia for 
pastoral simplicity that Kelly identifies with Rousseau’s other moral 
fables.59 For our purposes, though, what matters most about 
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Rousseau’s description of this era is how it fits in his genealogy of 
amour-propre. As he explains in his famous Note XV, amour propre 
should not be confused with amour de soi-même. While, he main-
tains, amour de soi-même is a natural sentiment tantamount to the 
desire for self-preservation, amour propre is what he calls “a rela-
tive sentiment,” which is “factitious” and “born in society.”60 
Imagining its genesis, he conjectures that at some point it must 
have become customary for primitive communities to gather for 
song and dance. Without putting too much stock in the exact event 
that led to amour propre, he speculates that the moment the best 
singer or dancer came to be admired by the others was the very 
kind of moment that caused the idea of consideration to take shape 
in the human mind. Rousseau’s point is as follows: Without living 
together, it would have been impossible for human beings to desire 
others’ recognition. This desire is not, therefore, natural because it 
is elicited by society. Its emergence is contingent on an accident. 
Important to note is that it also makes human beings dependent on 
one another. With its advent, they are no longer self-sufficient.

Worse, Rousseau argues, once human beings see the attractive-
ness of being appreciated in the eyes of others, they take “their first 
step” toward “inequality and vice.”61 Giving a plausible account of 
how the innovations achieved by working together tied primitive 
humans in stronger bonds of dependence, he overlays on this the 
problems that accrue with the expansion of amour propre and the 
new desires that follow in its wake. Developing the critique of his 
First Discourse, he documents the rise of the “ardor to be talked 
about” and the “frenzy to achieve distinction” that “keeps us 
outside ourselves.”62 While these are phenomena Augustine 
laments in his own writings, Rousseau’s uprooting of the Genesis 
account unmoors the explanation Augustine gives for them, offer-
ing a new one in its place. Amor sui is exchanged for amour propre. 

Rousseau, in other words, gives a radically new genealogy of 
the forms of self-love that plague our souls and our culture, thereby 
dispensing with the theological infrastructure undergirding the 
Augustinian account of the Fall. Here, there is no choice; no radi-
cal and dramatic act of self-love cementing our future as a fallen 
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people and explaining our current state. If amor sui were the prob-
lem, amor Dei would be the solution. Instead, the permutation of 
self-love is the unfortunate result of circumstance, a slow drip 
toward a state of enslavement that contradicts our nature. Society 
breeds amour propre and alienates us from ourselves, making us 
unfree and unnatural. It also breeds social inequality, as the rich 
value what they enjoy “only to the extent that others are deprived 
of [it].”63 This is the problem. To see this more clearly, it is perhaps 
helpful to note the genealogy of Rousseau’s distinction. 

As Jean Lafond has demonstrated, the distinction between 
amour de soi-même and amour propre first came to the fore in 
France in seventeenth-century debates between the Christian 
humanists and the Augustinians—specifically, the Jesuits and the 
Jansenists—about whether man could be good without acting out 
of charity.64 For Christian humanists, the rediscovery of the classi-
cal idea that man can will his own good, without knowing God, 
meant that one could speak of a natural form of self-love that was 
quite distinct from the vicious forms of self-love Augustine 
critiqued. Calling the former amour de soi-même, and the latter 
amour propre, Christian humanists argued that amour propre was 
a distortion of our God-given desire to look after ourselves: a 
misunderstanding of our very nature. In response to this new 
emphasis on the part of Christian humanists, the Augustinians of 
Port-Royale denied the distinction, reiterating Augustine’s own 
categorization of amor sui as an explicit rejection of amor Dei.65 In 
brief, the Jansenists emphasized the depravity of fallen nature and 
argued that without amor Dei, human beings could not become 
good, whereas the Jesuits highlighted the goodness of our nature. 
Thus, in this debate, the question of whether it was possible to talk 
about a healthy self-love turned on the question of whether the 
Augustinian paradigm precluded the possibility tout court.66 

What is most notable about this debate, for our purposes, is the 
way it has become evacuated from the sacramental context of 
Augustine’s original arguments. Although the Jansenists echo 
Augustine in suggesting that pagan virtue was always and every-
where false virtue, they jettison the participatory model that 
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complicates Augustine’s assertion. For Augustine, created nature 
does have an intrinsic dynamism that propels it toward its own 
telos; the fact that human beings are created to receive and partici-
pate in a special way in the love of God (amor Dei) does not mean 
that the natural inclination to wish for one’s own good disappears 
after the Fall. Rather, Augustine thinks, human nature bears 
witness to its intrinsic wish to be brought back into harmonious 
relationship with God, such that we see intimations of this wish in 
all kinds of human behavior. Maintaining, however, that we often 
see the signs of selfishness in the very same behavior, he views 
pagan virtue as at once pointing beyond itself and groaning for its 
own perfection, and clinging to its own independence in pride. 
Thus, I suggest, Augustine would affirm the idea of a natural amour 
de soi-même even as he would view it as leading human beings 
toward amor Dei as its own foundation and fulfillment. Amour de 
soi-même is meant to be incorporated into amor Dei; if it is not, it 
will become amor sui or amour propre.

Having made this aside, it is at least clear that Rousseau’s pres-
entation of amour de soi-même as natural and amour propre as 
vicious places him squarely in the anti-Augustinian camp, as it was 
construed in the seventeenth century. Yet, going beyond the 
Christian humanists, who were, in some sense, in harmony with the 
fifth-century Augustine, Rousseau denies the Doctrine of the Fall 
completely, presenting amour propre as a social construct. Telling 
Archbishop de Beamont that the fundamental moral principle at 
the heart of his writings is that “man is a naturally good being, 
loving justice and order; that there is no original perversity in the 
human heart, and that the first movements of nature are always 
right,” he links this principle with his contention that “the only 
passion born with man, namely love of self [amour de soi-même], is 
a passion in itself indifferent to good and evil; that it becomes good 
or bad only by accident and depending on the circumstances in 
which it develops.”67 We can see, easily enough, how the Second 
Discourse fits into this project. 

So, we might ask, what are the political upshots of Rousseau’s 
anti-Augustinian fable? I think the most significant upshot is the 
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way it recalibrates its readers’ sense of their own culpability and 
desserts. If, in the Augustinian view, we all sinned in Adam, it is 
reasonable to view the suffering of our current state as a punish-
ment for sin.68 Indeed, under certain versions of the Augustinian 
paradigm, social structures were seen as divinely ordained simply 
because they existed.69 If God is providential, the reasoning went, 
then it is God who chooses who is in a position of servitude and 
who is in a position of power. It is proud—bad—to rebel. Indeed, 
within the Augustinian paradigm, rebellion is the mark of the 
Devil: the unwarranted lunge for an illusory freedom that under-
mines our genuine good.70 While for Augustine this vignette is held 
in place by his amor sui, amor Dei distinction, it easy to see how 
this can become a political theology—that is, a parodic theology 
used to justify political practices.71

Notably, Rousseau’s fable tackles these ossifications and distor-
tions of Augustine’s actual thought in significant ways. By present-
ing law as a ruse foisted by the property owners, Rousseau invites 
his readers to be skeptical of the “powers that be” and the social 
structures ostensibly in place for the people’s own good. What is 
more, by suggesting that dependence is not only unnatural but also 
the cause of all our unhappiness, Rousseau prepares us to see a 
new form of freedom at the heart of human nature, a freedom 
neither celebrated nor discussed by Augustine.72 Finally, by 
suggesting that we have been patterned by society in such a way 
that we no longer know what we are, Rousseau introduces the idea 
of false consciousness, creating a wedge between our interpreta-
tion of our desires and what they must really be. By shifting the 
blame from ourselves to the society that has made us what we are, 
Rousseau makes us cognizant of the ways others have unknowingly 
oppressed us and filled us with desires that have made us unhappy. 
Depicting his readers as victims of circumstances counters the idea 
that his readers are somehow deserving of the fate society has 
handed them. In this way, he thinks, he ennobles them.73 

Yet, as suggested at the outset of this article, in defending 
humankind against the Augustinian specter, Rousseau has perhaps 
been forced into an unnecessary choice—and for this, perhaps the 



107From Amor Sui to Amour de Soi-même

Jansenists, in their anti-sacramental Augustinianism, are partly 
responsible. If the Jansenists begin their discussion of the Fall by 
positing the Doctrine of Original Sin, all that preceded and 
informed it becomes lost. Lamenting their attempt to arrange 
Augustine’s thought into a logical system, such that its sacramental 
principle could no longer be seen, Maurice Blondel writes the 
following:

Under the pretext of restoring the authentic teaching of 
their preferred teacher, St. Augustine, haven’t they also 
applied a hermeneutic that is totally contrary to his spirit? 
Who is this great Doctor of Grace, really? His was a life full 
of contrasts, totally malleable; he would throw out the most 
provocative theses, in the most outlandish formulations: 
but we shouldn’t therefore imagine him in the dress of a 
pedant with rigid pleats. He was always ready for caveats 
and retractions. . . . If we apply to such a man, to such a 
thought, to such a style, a didactic method of formulas 
pinned together and formal syllogisms based on mummi-
fied texts, then under the guise of literal fidelity, the false 
meaning is perpetuated and canonized.74 

Rather than recovering the sacramental worldview that held 
Augustine’s reflections together, the Jansenists and those like them 
mummified his ideas, ignoring both their rhetorical context and the 
sacramental vision undergirding them.75 And yet, as a ressource-
ment thinker, Blondel participated in the exciting work of recover-
ing them. 

For political theorists, the insight of ressourcement Augustinians 
like Henri de Lubac, Erich Przywara, Joseph Ratzinger, and 
Maurice Blondel warrants notice, precisely because of the political 
vision it can ground. In reviving the sacramental principle, these 
thinkers remind us that Augustine does not oppose divine activity 
to human freedom, or grace to nature. Instead, he sees God at 
work in the world, partly because human beings are genuine agents 
who can truly participate in amor Dei. Indeed, it is precisely 
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because Augustine is so enlivened by the possibility of participating 
in God’s work as a creature that he uses his rhetorical gifts to move 
the hearts of his audience to the love of God. And yet, it is because 
he is also equally aware of the creaturely capacity to say no—to root 
ourselves in ourselves and distort this mission—that he so often 
returns to the story of the Fall as a touchstone. For Augustine, we 
are deeply capable of forgetting our divine calling and choosing a 
simulacrum in its stead. In reminding human beings of the shape 
of our freedom, Augustine does not prime us for obedience to 
human masters but instead unmasks vicious claims to mastery. If 
our actions can be joined to the very action of God, if we but root 
them in amor Dei, we are empowered to work for the good in any 
and all circumstances. 

What, then, would Augustine’s sacramental view mean for poli-
tics?76 It would mean that freedom is teleologically ordered toward 
self-gift, such that all positions of power are invitations to service. 
It would also mean admitting that human life is often a mark of 
people abusing the gift of freedom to dominate others. By carving 
out a mode of living in the world that each of his readers can take 
on, Augustine hopes to draw more and more people into the sacra-
mental life of living in amor Dei. While he does not think that a 
perfect politics is possible as long as human beings tend toward 
amor sui, he does think that amor Dei is always on offer to human 
beings and that this is the best path to cultural renewal that he can 
offer. 

In sum, that the sacramental principle had been lost in the 
seventeenth-century debate over Augustine meant its participants 
had few resources to talk about the human capacity to cooperate 
with (or reject) the divine plan. Forced into a choice between 
divine power and human freedom, their debate set the stage for a 
wholehearted rejection of the God of arbitrary grace. For the 
recipients of this heritage, the recovery of Augustine’s sacramental 
vision, which affirms both primary and secondary causality, would 
open up a way of talking about human freedom and dependence 
together, allowing us to parse out the difference between those 
customs in harmony with amor Dei and those distorted by amor 
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sui, and to respond accordingly. In this way, Augustine’s sacramen-
tal vision stands as a fruitful foundation, not for an anemic politics 
of acquiescence but for a robust politics of service.
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