
[image: Cover: Social Contract, by Jean Jacques Rousseau]


The Social Contract

by

Jean Jacques Rousseau

An Eighteenth-Century translation Completely Revised, Edited, With an Introduction by Charles Frankel

Hafner Press

A Division of Macmillan Publishing Co., Inc.

New York

Collier Macmillan Publishers

London





The Hafner Library of Classics






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








INTRODUCTION

I

The Social Contract is a bible of contemporary politics. Like the Bible, Rousseau’s treatise, it has been remarked, is more often talked about than read. Yet, like the Bible, it is responsible for much of the ceremonial of modern politics as well as for its moral and intellectual setting, and we are often unknowingly speaking its language and responding to its values. The terms and assumptions of The Social Contract are the common coin of political intercourse, and shape and limit political practice by providing the tools which we employ, consciously or unconsciously, to formulate social issues and to understand what we are doing. The Social Contract is not only an interpretation of political behavior. It is a pervasive aspect of the very behavior which is to be interpreted.

The Social Contract is the major source, for example, of the doctrine of popular sovereignty. Popular sovereignty is now more than a statement of fact or of ideals. To associate a political program with “The People” has become a kind of preliminary ritual without which the business of politics cannot be carried on. Almost all major modern states claim to be “People’s States.” Public deliberation, mass demonstrations, voting, and plebiscites are not only instruments for registering popular will but rituals for creating and arousing a popular will, and are as necessary to authoritarian states as to liberal ones. Few programs can expect success that do not use at least one such phrase as “People’s War,” “People’s Peace,” “People’s Century,” or “The Self-Determination of Peoples.”

There is still another sense in which The Social Contract is a kind of secular bible. Practically all sides agree as to its truth or at least partial truth, or feel it best to pretend to do so; they disagree only as to its proper interpretation. The doctrine that the people are supreme now no longer clarifies issues so much as it incites some people to action against other people. Liberal democrats have been inspired by Rousseau’s arguments for extending the opportunity to participate in public affairs to as many as possible, and lean upon his faith that the majority is more often right than wrong. Authoritarian élites have found support in Rousseau’s admission that a minority may at times truly represent what the people really want, and have exploited Rousseau’s principle that there is nothing self-contradictory in “forcing men to be free.” Nationalists have taken a cue from Rousseau’s doctrine that the State is a super-personality with a moral career of its own, that it is not simply a mechanism for satisfying certain human wants but is itself the very fulfillment of man’s highest wants, incarnating the general will of the community and at once over-riding and gathering up all other interests.

For all these reasons, reading The Social Contract is like an adventure in the discovery of our political selves. Political habits, like other habits, have a way of coming to seem “natural” and inevitable. Reading The Social Contract brings our habits to life again by revealing them as the products, at least in this instance, of a conscious and considered choice. Our ways of behaving come to be seen as genuine options, as matters whose logic is to be explored and argued. In The Social Contract the “common sense” of politics today, its unspoken premises, its unconscious metaphors, are laid out before us for examination. One finds in it not only the words and conclusions that are on the surface of our discourse but the deeper meanings and assumptions which are, or ought to be, at the back of our minds.

II

Rousseau has held a curious fascination for the imagination of the western world because his systematic philosophy was also a personal confession, and his personal confession a type and symbol of universal history. What Saint Augustine has been to the Church, Rousseau has been to the modern State. These two men, so different in their historic roles and in the objects of their loyalties, were nevertheless strikingly similar in certain respects. Both had a way of converting events in their personal lives into symbols of universal experience. Augustine could see in a boyish prank a reflection of the universal malice of sin; Rousseau could turn a personal affront into a symptom of the organic disease of European society. Both wrote when ancient empires were collapsing, and both drew lessons which they turned to their own personal salvation. Both possessed a profound sense of their own sinfulness, though they knew that they shared the sinfulness of all men, and both were anxious for communion with others. Both were pursued by an intense consciousness of self which colored every experience and made them feel different from other men; yet both drew up programs for a transcendent form of social organization with a moral and corporate personality of its own, in which men might lose their willful individuality by freely consenting to a higher will in which all men share.

There is of course a connection between any philosopher’s individual temperament and what he has to say about the public world. But in Rousseau it was a matter of principle to say nothing about the public world which he had not accredited in the privacy of his heart. Rousseau was one of those personalities that seem to have no surface. Nothing with him could be merely skin-deep. No event, no idea, no disagreement with others, was so small that it might not involve his entire personality and the entire external structure of society. No public event was so great that he might not take it as a personal challenge.

In other men this constitutional incapacity or unwillingness to distinguish between the large and the small, or to set a boundary between themselves and the outer world, might seem morbid, petty, or egotistical. Certainly Rousseau’s insistence on taking everything personally and on taking his personality for everything irritated and provoked many of his contemporaries, as it has irritated and fascinated many of those who came later. Rousseau, who felt himself to be fundamentally simple and affectionate, succeeded in arousing the personal animosity of almost all his eminent contemporaries, and his life was a series of friendships that turned into enmities. Indeed, his Confessions suggest that towards the end of his life he had come to believe that he was the object of an organized conspiracy.

Yet those who knew him could not escape the suspicion that there was something original and important about the man, and later generations, while they have not been able to agree as to what he said, have had to recognize that his saying it has made a tremendous difference. No other figure with the exception of Voltaire moved his generation so, or had so much to do with bringing the next generation together for revolutionary action. It is indeed difficult to say that Rousseau had no sense of proportion, because the proportions he gave to his experience do not now seem to have been an over-estimate. His self-expression has become public property in education, morals, politics, and art, and the dimensions of his personality have become a kind of standard of normality if not of health.

The divergent streams which Rousseau’s influence has taken provides one of the fascinating episodes in the history of ideas. Robespierre’s rationalistic Cult of the Supreme Being had sources in Rousseau; yet Rousseau’s attack upon intellectual analysis isolated from genuine emotion, and his faith in the immediate insights of sentiment and feeling, stimulated romantic intuitions of realities higher than any which mere reason alone might grasp. Rousseau’s sense of being different was one source of the romantic cultivation of idiosyncrasy, and his life-long struggle with himself provided a model for the many affected and disaffected heroes of nineteenth-century poetry and politics who made an agonized and divided conscience a sign of distinction. Yet Rousseau sentimentalized homely, everyday virtues and glorified the simple untutored instincts of plain men, peasants, villagers, and artisans. His feeling that the nearer opinions approach unanimity, the greater is the dominance of the general will, became an argument for faith in the commonplace and gave new dignity to the tyranny of “public opinion.” Rousseau’s spirit moves not only in the Bohemias of romantic individualists but along Main Street: Stendhal’s Julien Sorel found inspiration in Rousseau; but the uniformity of the stifling Philistines of Flaubert’s Yonville also draws on elements in Rousseau, even though he himself was thinking of the virtues of an agrarian rather than a bourgeois, community.

It has therefore been tempting to say that Rousseau’s thought is a mass of willful inconsistency and unorganized eclecticism. Undoubtedly there is much in Rousseau that seems to warrant the divergent interpretations that have been placed upon what he had to say. But Rousseau himself seems to have believed that in general his ideas were held together if not by cold-blooded logic then by an internal continuity of perspective and feeling, a higher dialectic of sentiment. For later generations it is as though the several phases of his personality, which had a kind of dynamic unity in his own eyes, have broken apart from each other and become separate philosophies. The unity in Rousseau is the unity of things felt deeply by the same heart and seen intensely from a single center of vision. In his case more perhaps than in any other, his ideas must be understood in the context of his unifying personal experience.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau was born in Geneva in 1712. From the beginning, as he reports in his Confessions, he seemed marked for misfortune. Rousseau’s mother died in giving him birth, and his father “was ever after inconsolable,” nor could he ever embrace Jean-Jacques “but the sighs, the convulsive pressure of his arms, witnessed that a bitter regret mingled itself with his caresses.” The infant’s health was poor and it was to remain poor all his life. He inherited only one of all the gifts that had been bestowed on his parents, “a feeling heart,” and even this “feeling heart,” which had been the source of his parents’ felicity, was to be, as he later discovered, the source of all his misfortunes.

Rousseau’s early life was unsettled, and he moved frequently from place to place and from trade to trade. It was in Paris, where he lived continuously from 1744 to 1756, that Rousseau found his vocation and his ideas took shape. But Rousseau did not reach Paris until his thirtieth year, and he joined the advanced intellectual circle of Grimm and Diderot as a self-taught man. Though he established his reputation in Paris, Rousseau was incapable of becoming a Parisian. As he confessed, he always felt out of his element there. The more he found the mannered formalities of the Parisian salon oppressive, the more he nostalgically idealized the simple honesty of manners at Geneva. The conversation of the salon, the politely shocking epigrams, the frivolous dialectical twists, the books written in public, all repelled Rousseau. The continual talk about civic virtue seemed cold and hypocritical, and the freedom of Parisian life seemed licentious to a man brought up in austerely Calvinist Geneva.

Not only did Rousseau feel awkward socially, but he was by all his deepest inclinations a solitary man who found social life a distraction and who worked best when he was left alone. It was this strain in his nature which perhaps more than any other perplexed and estranged men like Diderot. Society, as Diderot phrased it, was for the philosopher a divinity on earth. The philosophes found it difficult to understand how a philosopher, a man devoted to the improvement of society, could be so unsociable, or how he could think about society without being willing to live in it. Nor could they understand how he could find stimulation in any way but through the daily exchange of ideas. It was perhaps this failure of sympathetic imagination in the philosophes, and what seemed to Rousseau their complementary lack of personal independence, that first made him distrust them.

Above all, Rousseau never found it easy to enjoy the life of a professional intellectual. He was sickened by the constant analysis of human emotions and values in which the Parisian intellectuals indulged. He was shocked especially by what he took to be the systematic expression of intellectualism, the philosophic materialism of men like Holbach, and the systematic egoism of Helvetius, which reduced human behavior to the collision of material particles in a void. Rousseau found it difficult to believe that anyone could seriously pretend to divorce his mind from his feelings so completely as to be willing to argue that all human behavior was the clash of competing egoisms in a moral void.

Undoubtedly Rousseau missed some of the point and some of the flavor of the radical philosophy. In the first place, systematic materialism in metaphysics and morals was an extreme view which was not widely shared. More important, Rousseau did less than justice to the emancipating impact of the new theories on the supernatural philosophy and clerical politics of the ancien régime. He took materialism at its word, its first word, and he failed to see the disinterested devotion that was at its core. Indeed, he failed to see through the sceptical mask of the philosophes, and to detect in their opposition to enthusiasm their own enthusiastic piety towards nature and zealous charity towards men, which, for example, informs the closing pages of Holbach’s System of Nature.

But very often the persistent materialistic analysis of human behavior is, in conversation especially, merely a disguised and intellectualized form of gossip. Many of those who frequented the salons found in the new philosophy simply a chance to gossip abstractly, to degrade systematically human motives and actions. As one of the ladies of the salon is said to have remarked, “Helvetius had told everybody’s secret.” Like these others, Rousseau looked upon the new philosophy as gossip, but unlike these others he refused to be either amused or instructed. His “feeling heart” responded primarily to the emotional tone of intellectualism. The response was often injudicious and massive; but it led to an intuition that cut beneath the usual distinctions between radical and conservative, believer and unbeliever. Rousseau came to believe that in the general absence of conscience, affection, and emotional vitality, the new philosophy had simply erected materialism, selfishness, and calculation into principles. Thus, what in appearance was the most radical attack upon the ancien régime was at bottom only a product and a reaffirmation of the qualities in that society which had thwarted men’s instincts for loyalty.

Rousseau’s feelings were expressed in the essay which first established him as an intellectual himself, the Discourse on the Arts and Sciences, which was followed a few years later by the Discourse on the Origin of Inequality. Though Voltaire called these essays Rousseau’s two attacks upon the human race, and though they seem superficially opposed to the belief expressed in The Social Contract that the social order is sacred and basic to everything else, it seems probable that they were not contrary to the views expressed in The Social Contract. Rousseau’s Discourse on Political Economy, which was written about the same time as his Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, contains the rudiments of most of the views expressed in The Social Contract, and indicates that Rousseau did not change his mind radically between his earlier essays and his later works. The “society” which Rousseau criticized in his early pieces is not the “society” he praised in The Social Contract: the one is a pseudo-society built on selfishness and calculation, the other is a genuine community built on spontaneous love of country. In his earlier essays it is likely that Rousseau had the image of Parisian society with its sophisticated display in his mind’s eye, and that the word “society” carried some of the connotations which now attach to it when it is used on the “society page” of a daily newspaper. In The Social Contract Rousseau seems to be thinking of his idealized Geneva, which he saw in the pattern of the Platonic city-state.

In 1756, Rousseau left Paris for the solitude of the country. A series of literary works issued from his retreat, culminating in 1762 in the appearance of Rousseau’s two major works, The Social Contract, and a treatise on education, Emile. The publication of these books immediately upset all Rousseau’s plans for a quiet life. Within a month after its publication Emile was condemned at Paris, and the man who once characterized himself as the only man in France who believed in God was forced to flee the defenders of religion. He took refuge in Switzerland, but even this country did not offer a permanent refuge. His native city Geneva, in what must have been a crowning blow, condemned not only Emile but The Social Contract as well, and issued a warrant for Rousseau’s arrest if he entered Genevan territory. Other cities in Switzerland followed Geneva’s lead, and Rousseau was forced to spend the next four years as a refugee moving from place to place.

Largely in the effort to defend himself against the attacks upon him, Rousseau began during these years the series of works of self-explanation and justification which finally led to his Confessions. His writing during this period oscillated strangely between the position, maintained with quiet self-assurance and acute dialectic, that his persecution was an incident in the working of impersonal social forces, and the increasingly morbid conviction that he had been singled out for persecution. On the one hand, he responded to the action of his native city by formally renouncing his citizenship, and in his Letters from the Mountain he wrote a dignified and probing analysis of the recent history of Geneva in which his own persecution appeared as but an incident in a larger pattern of oligarchic repression of the democracy. On the other hand, Rousseau made less and less of a secret of his growing conviction that the pretended friends of liberty, led by Voltaire, were plotting against him and had repeatedly betrayed him to the authorities.

In 1766, Rousseau was offered refuge in England by David Hume. Rousseau was acclaimed in England, and Hume seems to have been at first very much taken with his guest. But it was only a few months before the two men quarreled. In 1767, Rousseau left England, and in 1770, he finally returned to Paris, where he lived until his death in 1778. In 1794 the new French Republic honored him as a national hero and removed his body to the national shrine.

III

A contemporary reader may find it difficult to understand the revolutionary influence attributed to The Social Contract. Despite Rousseau’s statements elsewhere that exclusively analytic methods have only a limited use, the argument follows an almost geometrical line. Rousseau makes very few compromises with any limitations of interest or education on the part of his readers. A large part of the book revolves around the technical problems traditional among political philosophers, and Rousseau’s language for dealing with these issues is neither new nor conspicuously “emotive.” In addition, there is much that seems ambiguous and even contradictory, the terms Rousseau uses are often vague, and the argument is undeniably abstract and difficult to apply to specific cases.

Nevertheless, the impact of the book is unmistakable. It is not only the passage of time that gives The Social Contract its dynamic power to awaken men out of the sense that whatever is, is inevitable. Other books that have been written to accomplish a program which was subsequently to become more or less a matter of course frequently have this effect upon later generations of readers. But in its own day The Social Contract achieved this effect in an especially heightened way because it was written by a man for whom moral choice and moral freedom were matters of acute and constant concern. What most immediately appealed to Rousseau’s generation was his insistence that men’s social arrangements are the products of human choice, and that men must bear the moral responsibility for the kind of society they construct or accept. Carrying Rousseau’s induplicable personal accent, The Social Contract was an incitement to revolution because it did what a revolutionary book has to do: it joined justice and utility, and showed men that their interest and their duty were on the same side. The Social Contract made social change not only a matter of self-interest but a moral obligation incumbent upon all.

It appeared under the most propitious circumstances for making its ideas seem clear. The idea of the general will provided a unifying symbol which joined the scattered discontents of men of different classes and gave a name and a philosophical basis to the general opposition to the worst abuses of the Bourbon regime. However general the language, it was difficult for men who wished the government to serve their interests, and who were supporting it with loans and taxes, not to give a very concrete application to passages like the following:


We are told that a despot ensures civil tranquillity for his subjects. Be it so; but what do his subjects gain if the wars which his ambition draws them into, if his insatiable avarice, and the vexations of his administration, desolate the country even more than civil dissensions? What do they gain if this very tranquillity is one of their miseries? We find tranquillity also in dungeons; but is that enough to make them enjoyable?



To men who were tired of the internal disputes that divided the ruling classes, the dominance of the general will seemed to promise an end to factionalism and the emergence of a more generous kind of mutual understanding and concern for the good of all.


So long as several men unite and consider themselves as one body, they have but one will, which is to promote the common safety and general well-being. While this union continues, all the springs of the State will be vigorous and simple, the maxims by which they are regulated will be clear and comprehensible; and there will be no jarring, opposing interests; the common good will then be everywhere evident, and nothing will be necessary but a sound understanding to perceive it. For peace, union, and equality are enemies of political subtleties.



Simpler men who were irritated by the elaborate dialectic of apologists for the ancien régime found in the general will an instrument for reducing public affairs to more generally comprehensible terms; middle-class people who were restive under the social distinctions that separated them from the nobility found in the general will a demonstration of their own dignity and superior political intelligence.


Men of integrity and simplicity are difficult to deceive because of their very simplicity: lures and refined pretexts do not impose upon them, and they have not even cunning enough to be dupes. When we see, among the happiest people in the world, groups of peasants directing affairs of State under an oak, and always acting wisely, can we help but despise the refinements of those nations which render themselves illustrious and miserable by so much art and mystery?



In particular, Rousseau’s inference that government is simply the servant of the people stirred those who were opposed to the existing regime, while, to its defenders, it seemed to undermine the very foundations of civil order. The Social Contract went so far in affirming the obligations of government to the people that, to those in power, it seemed to leave the governed with no obligation at all to obey their government, and to be simply an open invitation to recurrent revolution. The censorship of Rousseau’s native city correctly appraised the revolutionary force of Rousseau’s tract and paid it its proper tribute:


In The Social Contract, the author, after having derived the authority of governments from the purest sources, after having successfully displayed the immense advantages of the civil state over the state of nature, soon restores all the disorders of this primitive state; the laws that constitute any government seem to him to be always revocable, and he does not see any reciprocal obligation between those who govern and those who are governed; the former seem to him only instruments that the people can always change or crush at will.… He considers all forms of government to be only provisional, experiments that can always be changed.…1



IV

The Social Contract was an incident in the history of politics, but it was also a commentary upon that history, intended to throw light upon the particular circumstances of eighteenth-century Europe by relating them to more lasting aspects of the political process. Neither in Rousseau’s mind nor in fact was the book simply a tract for the times. It was also a conscious philosophical work in which Rousseau used contemporary experience to lead him to principles of the most general application and in which he used these general principles to understand and criticize existing practices.

In pursuit of such principles Rousseau to a very large extent used the language traditional among political philosophers. But Rousseau’s transforming personal vision and experience gave new content to the most conventional terms. The idea of a social contract as the basis of social obligation and social organization, for example, was the conventional point of departure for secular political philosophy in Rousseau’s day. As used by modern philosophers, the social contract was a device for exhibiting the implicit logic upon which social relations were based. By the technique of contrasting social behavior with a “state of nature” in which there was no agreement to live socially, philosophers hoped to bring out the peculiar nature and function of social organization and to provide a basis for the authority — or for limitations on the authority — of government. This appeal to a social contract was not in the main speculative history. Only rarely was the “state of nature” or “the social contract” intended to refer to actual historic events. The men who used these ideas were not attempting to write history but philosophy, and wished to delineate principles which would show the rationality of social arrangements or exhibit the unjustifiable irrationality of existing societies.

But if the social contract did not have an historical reference it nevertheless involved certain assumptions which gave a peculiar twist to speculation on the principles of politics. By contrasting social organization with an imaginary state of nature, social-contract theory tended to establish a dichotomy between “the individual” and “society,” and to argue as though social organization was by the very fact of being social a restraining force which could only be justified on grounds of necessity. Social-contract theory assumed the individual human being to be equipped with a complete set of interests or rights apart from society, and attempted to give a moral justification for society in primarily individualistic terms. Furthermore, the idea of the social contract, especially as developed by Thomas Hobbes, tended to base social morality mainly upon prudence: men were “obliged” to obey social authority only because it was a better safeguard on the whole for interests which they already had.

The title of Rousseau’s book might well give the impression that his treatise is simply a further elaboration of these reigning preconceptions. In fact, it is anything but this. The very title, The Social Contract, is something of a misnomer. The social contract is not only relegated to a minor role in Rousseau’s argument, but what there is left of it is so substantially reinterpreted as not to be recognizable as a contract at all. Rousseau, whose master in political philosophy was Plato, was in fundamental disagreement with the individualistic premises of social-contract theory. He did not think that the peculiar rationality of social obligation could be explained in terms of an agreement between individuals who, in isolation from one another, were nevertheless complete men, nor did he regard prudence as a sufficient basis for moral obligation. Rousseau disagreed further with the prevalent conviction that the moral authority of society rests upon natural rights that have validity outside any kind of social organization. By “natural rights” Rousseau meant rights realized only in and by a society. They were “natural” because they represented the fuller realization of human nature. Society was for Rousseau not an “aggregation” of individuals but an “association,” a way of speaking which was intended to communicate the fact that when individuals act as a group new dimensions of behavior appear. For Rousseau, living in society represented the triumph of interests that were distinctively different from, and more completely human than, merely individual interests.

In short, Rousseau used the phrase, “the social contract,” not primarily for purposes of philosophic analysis but as a way of dramatizing the moral situation implicit in the individual’s living in society. Set against the backdrop of an imaginary “state of nature,” the distinctive quality of social relations as alone providing the basis for moral action emerges more clearly, and the principles which distinguish a justifiable society — that is, a true society — are highlighted. “The passing from the state of nature to the civil state produces in man a very remarkable change, by substituting justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving to his actions a moral character which they lacked before.”

But the use of the social contract in this way means that it is not really a contract at all. A contract implies mutual promises, and the undertaking by each of the contracting parties of obligations which will satisfy some existing interest of the other party to the contract. Rousseau’s “social contract,” however, is the exchange of a situation in which there is no human morality for one in which there is. It actually creates obligations and interests which did not exist before, and obligates the individual to a social whole, or to his own mandatory general will, against which he has no reciprocal claims. Such a situation may or may not be intelligible, but it can hardly be called a contract. Indeed, since Rousseau political thought has moved away from the social contract and closer to the classic Greek insistence that the community is the teacher of virtue, and that only in the community is human behavior or morality possible or even definable.

The modern theory of the social contract was employed to explain and justify the sovereignty of the national state. The idea of sovereignty — of the absolute supremacy of the State over all other forms of social organization — was developed as a tool in the struggle of national monarchies to subordinate the feudal Church and baronial classes, and has been central in the political philosophy of modern times. The problem of sovereignty includes two questions which are often confused and which are not easily separable, in practice but which are nevertheless logically distinct: (1) the question as to which power or group of powers is actually supreme in a society, and whether such supremacy is absolute; and (2) the advantages and disadvantages of maintaining within any society an ultimate authority for pronouncing the last word in disputes among individuals and groups. The first emphasizes political issues, the second legal issues.

In Rousseau’s background Hobbes was the outstanding representative of the attempt to base legal sovereignty on the actual facts of political power, while John Locke on the whole made the attempt through the mechanism of natural rights and popular consent to establish a political power whose moral authority rested on grounds other than mere power. Rousseau’s theory of sovereignty grew out of the attempt to combine the advantages of both these approaches. With Locke he was convinced of the principle that might alone does not make right, and of the need to limit the powers of government, to make it responsible to some law or principle beyond itself. On the other hand, he was convinced with Hobbes that morality has no meaning or basis outside a society. In particular, Rousseau was convinced that there was a fundamental truth in Hobbes’ insistence that law without the ability to enforce obedience is not law at all but merely wishful talk.

Rousseau’s theory of sovereignty, however, was not an eclectic one with no distinct principles of its own. To Hobbes he responded quite justly that a contract made by men in which they agree to subject themselves to an external supreme power is not a contract at all. There were, indeed, certain considerable difficulties within Hobbes’ theory, cogent and forceful as it was. Is the strongest power strongest because all men mutually agree to obey it? Or do all men mutually agree to obey it because it is in fact the strongest power? If it is the latter alternative, then there seems to be no sense in speaking of a contract since men would perforce have to obey anyway. If it is the former alternative, however, and if the sovereign is rendered supreme only by virtue of everybody’s agreeing to recognize its supremacy, then it is those who originally make the agreement who in fact are the supreme power in the community. And if this is true, it seemed incredible to Rousseau that those who hold this power should give it up without qualification or condition. Sovereignty cannot in fact be transferred, and no “contract” can make whoever or whatever is supreme in the community inferior.

Such considerations led Rousseau to his theory of popular sovereignty. He was convinced that, as a matter of right, any pact of subjection, any agreement that one man or group of men has a right to command others, is but an acceptance of slavery and is without moral justification; and he was convinced that, as a matter of fact, the power of any particular group within the community is not absolute but rests at least to some extent upon the consent of other groups, and is, therefore, relative, contingent, and transitory.

Consequently, Rousseau was led to ask, “Where does sovereignty in the sense of absolute power and ultimate moral authority actually reside?” His answer was that it can only reside in the people as a whole. If no body of men within the State holds absolute power, then absolute power must rest with the entire community. Rousseau’s theory of sovereignty thus represents a departure in one fundamental respect from the theories of his predecessors. Sovereignty for him does not reside in any particular group. The government cannot be sovereign, as Hobbes argued, because its power is conditional. It cannot even be sovereign under the limitations of a secondary contract with the community, as Locke had suggested: a contract made between the supreme community and the government is meaningless because the community cannot be compelled to maintain the conditions of the contract against its will.

But in another respect Rousseau retained a major preconception of the philosophic tradition concerning sovereignty. He could find no particular group that was absolutely supreme: this might have led him to the conclusion that absolute sovereignty was a meaningless or false conception. Instead he continued to assume that society was in fact a unity and that absolute sovereignty referred to something genuine. Consequently, if sovereignty resided nowhere in particular, it must be everywhere all at once and reside in the community as a whole. This is not an easy position to understand or to apply. If some ultimate authority is being sought to pronounce the last word in the solution of conflicts within the community it is not much help to argue that this authority is the community as a whole, or to suggest that a community in which there is division is not really a community at all.

Why, indeed, should one assume that the community or “the people” are in fact a unitary whole? With the exception of small city-states, the will and the power of the entire community is never concretely present in any public assembly. As a rule the people do not exercise power directly but through deputies, through particular men; and Rousseau was acutely sensitive to the fact that such men often develop special interests that are not in accord with those of the rest of the community. And even within the small city-state, where all the citizens legislate, the community splits up into parties, factions and classes. How may the position be maintained that sovereignty resides in the body of the people taken as a unit?

It was in wrestling with these problems that Rousseau introduced his most distinctive conception, the idea of the general will. There is, he argued, within any community a will for a collective good which is something over and above the partial, private ends which individuals in the society, merely as individuals, may desire. This general will is to be kept sharply distinguished from what the members of a society may, by majority vote or even by unanimous agreement, decide is their good. Such a decision, which Rousseau distinguished from the general will by calling it “the will of all,” may be wrong. The general will, by definition, cannot be wrong because it is the very standard of right. The general will was thus a device for bringing together in the theory of sovereignty the two emphases upon power and upon right. In the general will we find the ultimate source of sovereign power and the ultimate criterion of sovereign authority.

The general will is something over and above the sum of all the individual wills present in the society, but it is not something completely apart from individuals. Each individual has both a private will, in which he isolates his desires from the social group within which they function, and a general will, in which his individual desires are at the same time the desires proper to his status as a member of society and a citizen. Each individual has the responsibility as a citizen to act in accordance with his general will rather than in accordance with his private will, just as it is the major function of those who are entrusted with public power to evoke and to obey the general will. It is the fact that the general will is not apart from individuals but resident in them, while at the same time it is something over and above their wills merely as individuals, that makes it possible for Rousseau to resolve what he considers the major problem of political philosophy: “Where shall we find a form of association… by which every person, while uniting himself with all, shall obey only himself, and remain as free as before?” What, in other words, is the principle of political right?

Many of the fundamental problems of contemporary democracy grow out of the fact that in part democracy involves the attempt to apply ideals developed in the intimate community-life of the Greek city-state to an era of vast nation-states, highly centralized government, and technical specialization. Rousseau himself was aware of these problems and of the difficulty of establishing an absolutely best form of government valid for all conditions. But as a moralist he was predominantly concerned with the principles of political right, and his analysis of politics was complicated by the fact that he recurrently criticized existing conditions in the light of principles that grew out of his nostalgic idealization of ancient city-states and his own city of Geneva. Probably the idea of the general will seemed to have some concrete embodiment to Rousseau, who was pre-occupied with the city-state as a form of government. Yet, as Rousseau himself realized, the city-state was on the whole an anachronism, and the attempt to apply conceptions like the general will to more complex conditions only enhanced the verbal and ambiguous character of the theory.

In general, most of the problems present in the theories of his predecessors, and which he criticized, are resolved on one level by Rousseau’s theory, but reappear on the new level of the general will. How can we tell when the general will is being realized? What are the marks which indicate that a particular decision, or a particular group, do in fact represent the general will of the community? Rousseau’s distinction between the “general will” and the “will of all” means that the majority on any issue need not be right or “general,” and that we cannot depend on majority decision or on a utilitarian counting of noses to determine the public good. A minority, as Rousseau admits, may be the true representative of the general will, and indeed, if it does represent the general will, to assert itself over the majority is not only permissible but obligatory. This is the theory on which contemporary authoritarian parties have often functioned. On the other hand, Rousseau also suggests that as differences become fewer and unanimity is approached the general will is made more evident — a view that can be used to justify majority oppression of the few who may continue to differ from the majority.

It is indeed very difficult to know exactly what Rousseau did mean by “the general will.” Rousseau had set out to establish a principle of political right which would combine the merits of the Hobbesian emphasis upon power with the Lockeian emphasis upon government based on consent and moral authority. By showing that supreme power and supreme moral authority were unified in the conception and the exercise of the general will, Rousseau hoped to remove the separation in previous political theories, and, more important, in existing social practice, between governor and governed, and between might and right. The general will was proposed as the answer to the question, “How can a man be free while he is subject?”

If, however, the general will is not necessarily realized in any actual society, then it may be regarded as an ideal norm. But if it is merely an ideal norm, Rousseau has erected a moral criterion which is separated from the necessity for actual power — a view which is incompatible with the political realism of Hobbes with which Rousseau was deeply impressed, and which he wished to maintain in his own theory. On the other hand, if the general will is not only an ideal standard but a description of an existing state of affairs, then it seems fair to ask where it resides, and how we know that all individuals within a nation have the same general will or that they are all really members of the same society.

One cannot escape the suspicion, in view of the various and even contradictory applications which Rousseau himself made of the idea, that he may have meant several things by “the general will,” and that when he came to apply the idea to concrete cases he often wavered between interpreting it as an abstract ideal and as a description of an existing state of affairs. Actually Rousseau’s doctrine seems to warrant almost anything from complete justification of the status quo to a state of permanent revolution. If, for example, the general will is interpreted as absolutely supreme in fact, then any government must by necessity be under its control, and consequently justifiable. This is of course a conclusion which Rousseau wished to avoid, although later conservative and idealist theorists made much of it. But Rousseau took a burden upon himself which was not really incumbent upon him in the light of his critique of social-contract theory. Since Rousseau did not really regard social organization as “unnatural” it was not necessary for him to give a wholesale justification of society in general, but only to develop principles which would help distinguish between good and bad societies. This was undoubtedly his principal intention. Nevertheless, he differed so completely from the individualistic premise of social-contract theory that society is by its nature a restraining force that he apparently felt called upon to give an absolute answer on the other side. Consequently, at times he resolved the problem of how men may be subject while remaining free by denying the existence of any genuine constraint in society. This is reflected in his famous dictum that men may be forced to be free: even the convict is free in the sense that he is imprisoned by his own general will that men who follow their private wills in the way he has shall be punished. From this point of view, whenever the individual differs from the community he is private, wrong, and enslaved; whenever his individual will is unified with that of the community he is general, right, and free. Thus the problem of the irresponsibility of the absolute sovereign in Hobbes’ philosophy recurs in Rousseau in the shape of the irresponsibility of the community or nation, and the “general will” provides a justification for what some critics have called “an orgy of fraternity.” For if it is impossible for one’s real will to be in disagreement with the community, then clearly the community can do no wrong.

On the other hand, when he employs the general will as a disembodied ideal, Rousseau appears to emphasize the fact that no form of government but direct democracy in which every citizen participates in the business of government is absolutely justifiable. Any other form of government — and Rousseau admits that direct democracy is for the most part impracticable — is only second-best, because it involves the establishment of a body of officials who will sooner or later tend to develop at the expense of the community their own special and private will as a distinct group. Consequently revolution — that is, the destruction of government and the recapturing of power by the sovereign community under the direction of the general will — is recurrently justifiable. It is this view of government which is in the background of many anarchist doctrines of the nineteenth century, and which contributes to the Marxist doctrine of “the withering away of the State.”

Much of Rousseau’s analysis of the general will seems indeed so abstract and general that practically anything seems to follow from it. In the last analysis, the general will seems to be simply each man’s will to be general. Kant’s conception of the rational will as the will to act so that one’s action may be taken as a universal rule of conduct is the formal development of Rousseau’s general will.

There is, however, still another interpretation of the general will which need not reduce it to a purely formal conception without content. When the general will is taken to stand for something static and finished, either a perfect ideal or a completely realized state of affairs, most of the problems we have been discussing occur. But the will to be general also had for Rousseau a much more lively and immediate significance, and the general will may be viewed as the name for a specific kind of personal and social process or trend. Rousseau was not incapable of abstractions, but there were few abstractions which were not also ways of describing immediately felt responses to experience. Rousseau’s “general will,” if interpreted in the light of his revulsion against the divided and insulated society of Paris, connotes a specific kind of demand made upon his experience, a demand for the elimination of barriers to shared experience and for a public life that would be more generally accessible to men. It is enlightening to consider Rousseau’s conception of the general will against the background of his Emile, which appeared in the same year as The Social Contract. A dominant principle in the education of Emile, as Rousseau prescribes it, is to avoid any clash of personal wills. If, for example, the boy is in the habit of breaking windows he will be placed in a windowless room, and it will be pointed out to him impersonally, almost casually, that he is being placed there not because any person is angry with him but simply in order to protect windows. Emile will learn by being confronted with the impersonal (or “natural”) consequences of his behavior rather than with its impact on other people’s arbitrary passions.

The Emile may provide a clue to what Rousseau thought it felt like to have a general will. To will to be general meant to unify one’s will with others, which can only be accomplished when other wills are also so disposed. The good society in which the general will is made concrete will be one in which individuals are most complete and most “natural,” that is, released from the arbitrary restraints placed upon their growth and their communion with others by their own partially developed wills or by the merely personal preferences of others.

In the context of Rousseau’s general philosophy and personal experience the general will may be taken to refer to a direction or process of experience, a persistent demand that social life be less divided. In this sense the general will appears prophetic of that process by which men’s opportunities to be general and to participate knowingly and actively in affairs that have public value might become progressively less impeded by external obstacles of class or religious creed or insularity. Rousseau emerges as the evoker of the democratic vision of a society which, in Lincoln’s phrase, “progressively lifts the weights from the shoulders of men.” Seen in this light, the “community” is not something already or permanently realized, but an ideal to be pursued and a quality of experience to be recurrently enjoyed when men are engaged with one another fraternally.
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