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consider, much less react to, what others think of him. To avoid 
doing harm to another, and to avoid falling prey to amour-propre, 
Rousseau would isolate the child from family, from society, and 
from tradition.

Rousseau has, in effect, turned vice into virtue. To promote a 
disregard of others flouts both the Greek and Christian traditions. 
According to Rousseau, the taming of amour-propre requires lonely 
individualism and independence. It requires disdain for existing 
society, for precedent, and for the thought of others. Rousseau 
proudly sets this goal for himself and his pupil. A large ego drives 
his work. For example, Rousseau credits himself with inventing 
childhood and discerning its significance. Many of his admirers 
accept this claim, although, as early as Plato, one finds an appre-
ciation for the importance of childhood and advice that learning 
should take the form of play. One suspects that Rousseau imagines 
himself the perfect tutor for Emile. Clearly, nurturing humility is 
not a part of Rousseau’s plan.

Both Plato and Rousseau offer a limited view of virtue. Still, 
both reveal a certainty that they fully understand and know how 
to encourage the right virtues. Both apparently believe in the pos-
sibility of a perfectly wise ruler or tutor who can appropriately di-
rect others. The certitude that drives them leads them to seek total 
control of education. People with such certitude know what they 
are doing, and nothing must be left to chance or to the discretion 
of others. The danger, of course, is that one might miss something 
essential to the peace and happiness of citizens, perhaps even 
something essential to the survival of society.

While it is beyond the scope of this article, one should note that 
there are approaches to education and politics that do take the need 
for humility and prudence into account. If a society believes virtue 
is critical to its survival, citizens must ask, “what is virtue?” No an-
swer enjoys complete consensus. No definition is beyond dispute. 
Those who proceed with humility, moderation, and prudence will 
not seek too much control over education. They may wish to sup-
port education in general, even favor a definite curriculum based 
on the experience of many generations, but they will allow a di-
versity of approaches. Grand educational schemes, especially ones 
without any substantial historical support, will seem suspect. They 
will question the overly wide reach, the narrowing of rules, and the 
centralizing of control. They will resist standardization and curric-
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ulum mandates that wipe out opportunities to pursue the special 
needs and interests of individuals. They will resist such policies, 
even those that slip through with the overuse of otherwise useful 
measures, such as standardized testing requirements. They will 
respect and encourage private education. They will encourage the 
broader-based educational efforts of family and community. They 
will encourage the independent reading of books. They will honor 
an ancient tradition that recognizes parents as the most sacred 
guardians of the educational wellbeing of their own children.


