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Rousseau, as seen from Girard’s Triangular Relationship

Toshikazu ODA

Abstract

According to Rousseau, one person’s dependence on another whether material or mental in the civil
society, as against his or her solitary independence in the state of nature, is the very source of corruption in
human nature.

As humans take off the state of nature and create civilization, they come to admire and respect those
who possess such skills and arts that are useful to live a civilized life. But with the progress of civilization,
this sort of admiration and respect itself, and not those skills and arts themselves, becomes the aim and the
object of each person’s desires. And then, in order to earn such respect, it often becomes necessary to
pretend to be what one is really not, and there emerges, as a common phenomenon, a gap between one’s
appearance and his or her true self.

The respect and honour shown by others is what people seek and desire most in the civilized world.
And in this context of mutual evaluations and competitions each person tends to be a model for another
person and, at the same time, a rival against each other.

Rousseau’s concept of one person’s dependence on another is exactly what René Girard calls “triangular
relationship.” Rousseau experienced this relationship in his youth with Mme de Warens and her steward-
lover Claude Anet and idealized it in his Confessions.Also, while writing Nouvelle Héloise, in which he
depicted the triangular relationship of Saint-Preux, Julie and Wolmar, Rousseau in real life came to love
Mme Sophie d’Houdetot and dreamed of forming a triangular relationship involving himself, Mme
d’Houdetot and her lover Saint-Lambert, who was also Rousseau’s friend.

However, Rousseau is unaware of the fact that one person’s dependence on another, which is the unique
characteristic of human relationships in the civil society, and the triangular relationships which he himself
experienced (and that of the three major characters in Nouvelle Héloise) are caused by the same
mechanism in human nature, and it is this mechanism that Girard calls the “principle of mimetic desire.”

Although Rousseau shows a remarkable insight in his analysis of one person’s dependence on another in
the civil society, he is curiously blind concerning the true nature of the triangular relationships that he
depicts in his autobiographical works.

Keywords: triangular relationship, mimetic desire, dependence, Girard, Rousseau



