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Unlike Hobbes, Rousseau seemed genuinely interested in whether his con-
tentions were confirmed in the observations of real “savages” then being en-
countered by European explorers. His disciples accompanied French explora-
tions and brought back mixed reports.* The explorer Louis de Bougainville
reported that Tahitians exactly fulfilled Rousseau’s predictions, although to
reach this conclusion Bougainville had to ignore their rigid class stratification,
their arrogant chiefs, and some of the most horrific warfare on record (Chapters
4-7). But another explorer told Rousseau of a sudden unprovoked attack on
French explorers by the very simple and previously uncontacted aboriginal
‘Tasmanians, despite the most peaceful gestures by the completely naked
French emissaries. Rousseau was shocked: “Is it possible that the good Chil-
dren of Nature can really be so wicked?”’ Of course, Noble Savage apologists
then and since have remarked that such fracases were only the result of the
natives’ misunderstanding of the emissaries’ intentions or anxiety that the ex-
plorers meant to stay. Even so, what had happened to the savages’ natural
compassion and lack of jealousy? Similar cases of tribesmen at first contact
“shooting first and asking questions later” (which with hindsight seems pre-
scient on their part) did not trouble Rousseau or his disciples to the point of
reconsidering their assumptions. They were too thoroughly convinced that the
natural state of human society was a peaceful combination of free love and
primitive communism to see these violent first encounters as anything but rare
aberrations,




