
GOODNESS AND WICKEDNESS: INBORN? 

Before Rousseau people thought t h a t  humans a r e  born good or wicked; Rousseau 

held on t h e  other  hand t h a t  a l l  humans a re  born good: t ha t  c iv i l i z a t i on  makes 

some of us wicked. 

Actually we a r e  born ne i ther  good nor wicked: a t  b i r t h  we a re  impotent t o  

do e i t h m  good o r  ev i l .  It is  only t h e  home, t h e  school, and our e a r l i e s t  

experiences i n  socie ty  t h a t  mould us morally. To be sure there  ane Wobably 

genomes t h a t  predispose t o  meekness and others  t o  violence; there  may well  

be inborn propensdies t o  cooperation i n  some respec ts  and t o  competition i n  

others ,  and s o  on. However, soc ie ty  i s  in a posi t ion t o  st imulate o r  i nh ib i t  

t h e  ac tua l iza t ion  of heredi tary  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s .  Thus, in  t he  end Rousseau 

was c lo se r  t o  t he  t r u t h  than t h e  pessimistic theologians: society i s  t o  be 
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credi ted  f o r  madness o r  blamed f o r  wickedness. 

But i f  t h i s  is so,  how can we recognize wickedness and, once i d e n t i f i e d ,  what 

can we do about it: how can w e  hope t o  improve soc ie ty  if we have a l ready  been 

d i s t o r t e d  by it? 
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