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Jean Jacques Rousseau, a French political philosopher, published The Social Contract in 1762, during the peak of the French Enlightenment.[1] Rousseau argued that no one person was entitled to have natural authority over others.[2] He continued his argument by suggesting that an agreement should be formed, in which all individuals give up their natural liberty in order to create a general will, which in turn would represent the sovereign state.[3] The Social Contract appeared several years prior to the French revolution; however it became one of the most
influential texts during that period in France.1 Rousseau’s work encouraged individual membership and participation within the state they belonged to, thus supported the basic democratic ideals of the French revolution.3 Rousseau’s idea of the Social Contract was modeled from the political system of the ancient Greek polis. During the Enlightenment, Rousseau argued that the people controlling the state oppressed the bulk of the population, thus a reform in the political system had to occur. Within a small ancient Greek polis, individuals participated
actively and directly in their state’s interactions. Based on this idea, Rousseau promoted the ancient Greek polis as he believed it was the best way to relieve tensions between individual natural rights and the desires of the general population.2 In order to achieve the ancient Greek polis within a modern government, a social agreement, separate from the state, among the people themselves had to be created.3 Rousseau referred to the agreement among the people as the Social Contract. Rousseau described the Social Contract as an understanding between all
individuals. John Locke, an English political philosopher from a prior generation, agreed with the idea of a contract. However, he believed the contract should exist as an agreement between a ruler and the people. On the other hand, Rousseau argued that the contract should exist only between the people themselves. Jean Jacques Rousseau: Biography & WorksHe argued that when all individuals, within one state, give up their natural liberty, their combined individual wills will form a General Will. The General Will will then act as the true absolute power,
allowing the people of the state to openly participate in state affairs. Rousseau then concluded that the former government became secondary, as people in leadership roles were only considered delegates of the general population. As a result, the General Will would successfully ensure all individuals had a sense of membership within their state and participated openly within the state’s interactions.3 2 Rousseau, the Social Contract, in Perry, Sources of Western Tradition, 55.3 R.R. Palmer, Joel Colton, Lloyd Kramer, A History of the Modern World, 10ed.
(Boston:McGraw Hill, 2007), 307. Palmer’s A History of the Modern World suggests that Rousseau became “the prophet of both democracy and nationalism” after publishing the Social Contract.3 His agreement among the people supported both these ideas as they influenced membership and participation from each individual in their own state’s affairs. Classical Social Theories & TheoristsWhen Rousseau wrote the Social Contract, Europe was in the midst of an evolution known as the Enlightenment. Several years later, his modern ideas of nationalism and
democracy supported the basic ideals of which the French Revolution fought for. It was during this time period that Rousseau’s ideas were put into the process.1 Rousseau’s work was one of the many factors that led to the success of the French Revolution and arguably created the foundation of modern democracy. [1] SparkNotes Editors. “SparkNote on The Social Contract.” SparkNotes.com. SparkNotes LLC. n.d.. Web. 1 Oct. 2010. [2] Rousseau, the Social Contract, in Perry, Sources of Western Tradition, 55. [3] R.R. Palmer, Joel Colton, Lloyd Kramer, A
History of the Modern World, 10ed. (Boston: McGraw Hill, 2007), 307. Mapping based Best Questions (Indian Geography)Starting Soon In his 1762 political essay, Jean-Jacques Rousseau outlines his idea of the social contract: an unwritten but binding contract between the individual and the state: “Man is born free, and yet is everywhere in fetters [chains]. He is governed, obliged to obey laws. What is it that legitimises this subjection to government? I think I can solve the problem. The problem with which men are confronted in these circumstances may be
put thus: ‘To find a form of association that defends and protects, with all the common force, the person and property of each partner, and by which each partner, uniting himself with all the rest, nevertheless obeys only himself, and remains as free as heretofore.’ To this problem the social contract affords a solution. The essence of the pact is the total and unreserved alienation by each partner of all his rights to the community as a whole. No individual can retain any rights that are not possessed equally by all other individuals without the compact being
thereby violated... The compact therefore may be reduced to the following terms: ‘Each of us places in common his person and all his power, under the supreme direction of the general will, and we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole’... It is a logical sequence of the social contract that in the assemblies of the people the voice of the majority prevails. The only law requiring unanimity is the contract itself. But how can a man be free, and at the same time submit to laws to which he has not consented? I reply that when a law is proposed in
the popular assembly the question put is not precisely whether the citizens approve or disapprove of it, but whether it conforms or not to the general will. The minority, then, simply have it proved to them that they estimated the general will wrongly. Once it is declared, they are as citizens participants in it, and as subjects they must obey it.” Jump to ratings and reviews"Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains."These are the famous opening words of a treatise that has not ceased to stir vigorous debate since its first publication in 1762. Rejecting the
view that anyone has a natural right to wield authority over others, Rousseau argues instead for a pact, or ‘social contract’, that should exist between all the citizens of a state and that should be the source of sovereign power. From this fundamental premise, he goes on to consider issues of liberty and law, freedom and justice, arriving at a view of society that has seemed to some a blueprint for totalitarianism, to others a declaration of democratic principles. 3847 people are currently reading97869 people want to readGenevan philosopher and writer Jean
Jacques Rousseau held that society usually corrupts the essentially good individual; his works include The Social Contract and Emile (both 1762).This important figure in the history contributed to political and moral psychology and influenced later thinkers. Own firmly negative view saw the post-hoc rationalizers of self-interest, apologists for various forms of tyranny, as playing a role in the modern alienation from natural impulse of humanity to compassion. The concern to find a way of preserving human freedom in a world of increasingly dependence for the
satisfaction of their needs dominates work. This concerns a material dimension and a more important psychological dimensions. Rousseau a fact that in the modern world, humans come to derive their very sense of self from the opinions as corrosive of freedom and destructive of authenticity. In maturity, he principally explores the first political route, aimed at constructing institutions that allow for the co-existence of equal sovereign citizens in a community; the second route to achieving and protecting freedom, a project for child development and education,
fosters autonomy and avoids the development of the most destructive forms of self-interest. Rousseau thinks or the possible co-existence of humans in relations of equality and freedom despite his consistent and overwhelming pessimism that humanity will escape from a dystopia of alienation, oppression, and unfreedom. In addition to contributions, Rousseau acted as a composer, a music theorist, the pioneer of modern autobiography, a novelist, and a botanist. Appreciation of the wonders of nature and his stress on the importance of emotion made Rousseau
an influence on and anticipator of the romantic movement. To a very large extent, the interests and concerns that mark his work also inform these other activities, and contributions of Rousseau in ostensibly other fields often serve to illuminate his commitments and arguments. Displaying 1 - 30 of 1,750 reviewsJune 28, 2013The one star rating does not mean I don’t recommend reading The Social Contract. Everyone should. It’s that important, that influential and reading this was certainly eye-opening. One star does not mean this was tedious, dry or difficult.
In fact this treatise is not long, is easy to understand and can be read in a few hours. And Rousseau can certainly turn a phrase. Lots and lots that’s quotable in this book. But I don’t simply not like the book (which on Goodreads means one star) I absolutely despise this book and everything it stands for. Leo Strauss called Machiavelli the “teacher of evil” and goodness knows I have nothing kind to say about Marx. But both feel clean and wholesome in comparison to Rousseau. Machiavelli at least is open about urging there is no place for morals in politics, but
Rousseau is positively Orwellian. He begins the first chapter of Social Contract with the stirring worlds: Man is born free and everywhere is in chains. But though he speaks of liberty and democracy it’s clear that his ideal state as he defines it is totalitarian. Those who don’t want any part of his state, who won’t obey, should be “forced to be free.” Locke argued inalienable rights included life, liberty, and property; governments are instituted to secure those rights. For Rousseau, life, liberty and property are all things you give wholly to the state “retaining no
individual rights.” Rousseau states:Whoever refuses to obey the general will shall be compelled to do so by the whole body... the social contract gives the body politic absolute power over all its members... when the prince says to him: “It is expedient for the State that you should die,” he ought to die.Even Rousseau thought his ideal system couldn’t work in large territories. He ideally wanted direct democracy, with all citizens meeting in assembly such as in the ancient city-state of Athens, not representative democracy, which he doesn’t see as true democracy.
(And the larger the state, the more absolute in its powers and more autocratic the government should be lest it fall into selfish anarchy.) Alissa Ardito says in the Introduction to my edition that: “Politics... is also about language, talking, negotiating, arguing; and for that Rousseau had no need and little patience. The goal in The Social Contract is always about consensus, and in the end one suspects what Rousseau finally wanted was silence.” You cannot have liberty or democracy while shutting up and shutting down anyone who dissents from the “general
will.” And then there’s Rousseau’s urging of a civil religion, where one literally worships the state. What you get then is the obscenity of a state as the “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” whose only nod to democracy is in the name, and where its leader takes on a quasi-religious status. Can I see any good in this treatise? I can see the form the United States took in the discussion of a mix between monarchy (President), aristocracy (Senate, Supreme Court) and democracy (Congress) and checks and balances between them. But such features are also
discussed in Locke’s Second Treatise of Government and in Montesquieu’s The Spirit of the Laws, both of which predate The Social Contract. In fact, Rousseau's categories of government can even trace its roots to Aristotle. So, what good I can see in it is hardly original. Well, and The Social Contract did argue for sovereignty being lodged in the people rather than a Divine Right of Kings--it'’s supposed to have inspired the French Revolution, and its cry of “liberty, equality, fraternity.” If so, it’s easier to understand why the French Revolution turned into the
Reign of Terror. I do consider this a must-read, and I'm glad I read it. It's enlightening, like turning over a rock to see all the nasty things that were hiding underneath.100-significant-books 2013-around-the-world classics Fergus, Weaver of Autistic WebsMarch 20, 2025FREEDOM - from a Revolutionary FRENCH ASPIE’s POV!Remember when Freedom was a glorious ideal - a fresh, untrammelled new territory to explore at will? Look back! Think of Thomas Paine in America, Edmund Burke in England, Rousseau’s bright confreres among the philosophes - all of
them trumpeted the Dawn of a Fresh New Day.Of course - all of our own early days were filled with its fresh air! And then, back then - the early days of the Enlightenment, that powerhouse of political ideology that conceived the Golden Image of TRUE democracy -The world was coming of age!What happened to us all to spoil all that?Well, the world grew older and so did we!Jean-Jacques Rousseau, though, all appearances to the contrary, was at heart a green Golden Ager. Whatever we may think, his philosophy was not Utopian. Rousseau just wanted to
return to the Age of Innocence, like Auden - though perhaps a little bit more naively than Wystan, and to universal brotherhood. Which serves him well here.Oh, those lost ideals!Yes, he was every bit as naive as we were in our early years.. and I was a lot - probably more so than a lot of you, too. Still, he never stopped HOPING, in spite of all the bullies and naysayers!But like Jean-Jacques, I know my teenaged springtime was anything but sound. The serpent had long since reached the centre of the apple. Rousseau - like me - attempted extensive damage
control, and the galloping extrémes of his writing belie that constantly thwarted rationalization. He was perhaps successful, at least outwardly, though inwardly most of his life was lived on tenterhooks.But now maybe you, like so many of US old Boomers, remain a partial stranger in this brave new world we see around us. And we can never go back to the Golden Age, it seems. Why? Because we all have seen the enemy and he is us. Because he is ALWAYS there with us, even - in disguise - in these coarse, faded faraway times.You know, we moderns grew up
faster because we were in sync with Accelerated Modern Time, and because the serpent is in plain view these days.Caught in that music, all neglectMonuments of undying intellect.So, to so many of us, Jean-Jacques fades back into the chipped and forgotten statuary of the Enlightenment. HoHum.But MAYBE HIS Hope is still a valid GROWNUP option. And as for the actual Rousseau:What he was, he was.What he is fated to becomeDepends on us.Don’t you see? Just because we’ve all been hurt and have fallen from grace is no excuse for our omnipresent
modern cynicism.And as Auden’s poetic words can also apply to the way we see this tarnished 18th-century idol, perhaps Rousseau’s historical fate, along with Democracy’s and the World'’s, also depends on US.Our attitudes. Our emotions. We’'re sad sacks when we should be can-do-er’s. And if we're as idealistic as he was, these things will depend on having a grown-up sense of HOPE!It’s time we revisited that Golden Ideal. There IS still room for goodness, decency and hope in this fallen world... if we keep one ear open to the postmodernist mindset.And The
Social Contract has all of those virtues in Spades.November 13, 20212009 read: “In truth, laws are always useful to those with possessions and harmful to those who have nothing; from which it follows that the social state is advantageous to men only when all possess something and none has too much.”Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract.One of those books I chose to read, because I knew I had to, is not the best way to set about reading a classical work on philosophy. Rosseau's classic about the responsibility and contract between the government
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you think - hang on - that's all nations, isn't it? Except, perhaps - aha! - for the Swiss republics like Rousseau's own native Geneva, where state and city were coterminous and political theories could be tested and discarded like strains of bacteria in a petri-dish. It must have been a blow when the Genevans turned against him and burnt his books en masse.And they were not his last critics. For Bertrand Russell, ‘Hitler is an outcome of Rousseau,” and the top review on Goodreads takes violent exception to him as well. These extreme reactions seem very
surprising to me, perhaps because I am not well read in political theory. In his vision of citizens who willingly subsume themselves within a state, they see the seeds of totalitarianism; but Rousseau's point is rather to identify the qualities that would make such a state so appealing in the first place.Those qualities are, for the most part, fairly sensible and inspiring. He argues that sovereignty rests exclusively in the people; that slavery is invalid; that there can be no state religion, nor any religious intolerance; that inequality of wealth must be minimised; that
private interest groups must be kept out of politics; and that there is no justification for any divinely-appointed monarch or king: ‘All legitimate government is “republican”.’Rousseau's idea of democracy is a very strict one; for him, it's something that constrains all the people to come together to make decisions directly - occasions on which ‘the person of the humblest citizen is as sacred and inviolable as that of the highest magistrate, for in the presence of the represented there is no longer any representation’. Stirring, although perhaps impractical. But
Rousseau is not impressed by systems under which citizens outsource their decision-making powers to elected representatives.The English people believes itself to be free; it is gravely mistaken; it is free only during the election of Members of Parliament; as soon as the Members are elected, the people is enslaved; it is nothing.Of course, as recent experience has shown, England does occasionally have popular referenda. And Rousseau goes on:In the brief moments of its freedom, the English people makes such a use of that freedom that it deserves to lose
it.Well, yes.The tiny chapters, combined with Rousseau's light, often aphoristic style, make this a far easier and more enjoyable read than I had been expecting. And overall I was amazed (given his dubious ‘Swissness’) to see quite how much of Rousseau's politics has survived into modern-day Switzerland - the direct democracy, the powerful quasi-city-states, the military service, the low taxation. If I had read this book when I lived in England or France, I might have supposed a lot of it to be purely theoretical; here, where all my neighbours and colleagues are
voting on laws every couple of weeks, it's visible all around you.September 5, 2024Rousseau thinks of society not with the strength of the dominant but by associating individual forces, contributing to maintaining social cohesion. Force does not make right. All must accept Laws and principles for the good of all. For him, the body politic will be free individuals, autonomous and equal in law, who participate directly in state affairs and form the sovereign people. He remains suspicious of the executive; he is more oriented towards federalism; for him, both cases
should not be interdependent. This fact is the big difference between Montesquieu and him; one is for national sovereignty, and the other is popular.e-4 french-literature philosophy January 3, 20231 am so pleased I finished this book. Laws are binding only when they are supported by the general will of the people. I found myself understanding most of this book. Particularly accurate are the following:1) Nothing is more dangerous in public affairs than the influence of private interests. 2) The English people believes itself to be free; it is gravely mistaken; it is
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maintaining their individual freedom. The general will transcends factionalism and represents collective interests of all citizens, not just the sum of individual interests. Achieving the general will of a polity requires adroit guidance by tempered legislators and strong civic virtue. Laws reflect the general will. The people have a duty to obey the laws, which, in turn, advances ones liberty.This book is one of the most influential works of modern political philosophy. Its critique of European monarchy and aristocracy and the promotion of individual and collective
liberty was revolutionary. It underpinned politico-philosophical thought of America's Founding Fathers--e.g., sovereignty originates from the consent of the governed. The French Revolution was also underpinned by Rousseauian idealism. However, Robespierrean factionalism and Napoleonic militarism unscrupulously co-opted the idea of the general will. Terror and decades-long war followed. Is achieving the general will therefore chimerical? Perhaps not. Rousseau argued Republican Rome reflected the general will. It had high civic virtue and democratic
institutions. However, militaristic factionalism—Sulla, Caesar, Octavian—led to the creation of Empire. They justified their actions as beneficial to the Roman state. Some scholars have used this and other modern examples—e.g., Stalin, Hitler—to suggest that the general will has totalitarian dispositions. This misinterprets Rousseau. The general will requires direct democracy and high civic virtue. Tyrannical states quash these liberties. Thus, these regimes cannot represent the general will in the Rousseauian sense.July 10, 2018Great Philosophies Philosophy
implies thinking; and thus, indicates a certain type of thought. That is exactly what this book has accomplished — combined three books that summarized a brief view of numerous philosophers’ ways of perceiving the world. Aside from all that, Social Contract theory was the heart and soul of this phenomenal manuscript. Should it be followed, its practices would eliminate quite a few of the useless egoism and its selfish consequential behaviors. If you’d like a moment of constructive peaceful meditation into a realm of philosophical speculations, this book would
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ool J)U wm)bu&h;;;' .:I,\Jl)s Oeaio jlcawl OB UT anz 5 15,858 Jox bl JLilwg O Sl oS b g com iy g o S o Joxi aisS s S8 Jox plil 0gn e oS L .ailes plasl S, uMarch 20, 2017Ramasesem undeva pe la "Dreptul de viata si de moarte" cand m-am enervat si am sters pdf-ul, invinuindu-ma cd m-am urcat in tren fara sa fi luat nimic de citit cu mine. Problema era ca aveam neapdratd nevoie sa fac note marginale (sufar de cancerul asta) si m-am hotdarat sa o abandonez si sa o reiau cand voi avea cartea in format clasic in mana. Pe aici, pe dinc
ne sta in fire sa credem in promisiuni, puneti si voi stampila pe ala care promite cd elimina crima aia de timbru literar!*Acestea fiind zise, trebuie mentionat ca editorul, care si-a asumat academica indatorire de a redacta note de subsol, e un mare BOU. Eu am o mare problema cu semidoctii. A propos, Lucian Pricop ii zice. Feriti-va de el. Din céte stiu eu de la orele de istorie pe la care am fost, Rousseau &sta s-a dus printre cei drepti inainte de Revolutia Franceza. La care domnu' editor, geniu, vine la un moment dat cu o nota de subsol, cu nuante explicative, si
spune: "E o trimitere la suspendarea aplicarii Constitutiei din 1793, prin decizia guvernului revolutionar." Ei nu mai spune' Adica tovarasu' iluminist prevedea istoria?! Mai seriosi fiind, trebuie sa afirmam ca principiile expuse de Rousseau in Contractul social au cazut in desuetitudine. Gandirea era specifica perioadei feudale, scopul ei fiind acela de a tdaia gheara sangeroasa a monarhismului, astfel cd notiunile pe care le explica si le critica Rousseau au fost mult mai bine fundamentate de practicile politice si de ideologii secolului al XIX-lea si al XX-lea. *Acum
ma gandesc la faptul cd asta ar putea fi o chiar buna tema de reflectie: rapiditatea cu care a evoluat lumea europeana in ultimele doua secole, in comparatie cu anterioarele*Mi-a placut foarte mult capitolul intitulat "Despre religia civila", desi nici acesta nu scapé de sub stigmatul desuetitudinii. Rousseau vorbeste cu atata patos, incat nu ai cum sa nu ti-l imaginezi in fata ochilor, pledand cu lacrimi in ochi pentru un stat daca nu ideal, cel putin mai bun.Asta nu inseamna nici pe departe ca n-ar mai trebui sa-l citim pe Rousseau. Lui, lui Voltaire, lui Montesquieu,
lui Kant, lui Locke si celorlaltor iluministi le datoram libertatea de care ne bucurdm astézi...De asemenea, cred cd lucrarea lui Rousseau a avut acelasi impact ca Principele lui Machiavelli. Desi dedicata conducatorilor, ea a reprezentat un mod de a-i invdta pe "supusi" sd discearnd in materia mrejelor tiraniei.Daca n-ar fi fost ei, cdderea absolutismului ar fi survenit mult mai tarziu (sau poate niciodata?!), astfel incat ar trebui sa-i comemoram ca pe niste zei, ca pe niste sfinti ce au adus parfumul libertatii in America, in Europa, iar ulterior pretutindeni in lume.
"Poporul isi vrea intotdeauna binele, dar nu intotdeauna il vede singur; vointa generala este intotdeauna dreapta dar judecata care o calauzeste nu este intotdeauna luminatd."Andrei Tamas,27 noiembrie 2016.filosofie literatura-francezaAugust 5, 2018 Jslall b jiss ;o ua,q..l.l Lyg=ivg L.JB) (PH]] hids il &zl oibg camniiy i aiiy [JEN s Josg {—_Lvs o pini o eagpsld] p3slei o o)a.n.nJl sloVl Gle pollay ang shaall oo 0euiSiy azlall pgzlul 9 L)a.u.lJb.” Q..u.mJI £V5n o 0S4 o) S J ulzs i Jb ailie 2 Ly 9ow Y ol (3 k] 13 o zopal) casinl) Vsl &9 Joas Jiedlls s cabgig allaiz] i
SraBalw armo To mPWTOTLIIO. BEWPW WG KATAVOELG MEPLOTOTEPO TIG Bewpieg TOVG Kat To £pyo Tovg dtaw KAmolog £161k4¢ cov e€nyel Tt elmav, ywati to elmaw, moto ftav to vdPabdpo, moteg ot avtidpaoeig KA. Eiya £pbet o€ emagn pe T0 KOWWVIKG CLPROAALO WG POLTNTAG CTTO MAVEMOTAILO, OOV, YUOIKQ, 1 VAN Sev mepileiye To MPWTOTLIIO KelPEVO €101 épada yix avto péoa amd Tig Sradé€erg kat ta eyyelpidia. AtaBaCovTdg To Twpa PIoPw va nw nwg av Gev eiya ekeiveg Tig Hradégelg bev Ba kataddBawa kat ev Ba evTémla TN ovoia g Bewpiag Tov Povoow.
Omndte v pépet Bewp nwg elya Gixro.Ilapdra avtd, to BpAlo eiye mOAAG va pov IPOOWEPEL OE OYECT) PE TNG YPWOELG POV YLK TA MOALTIKE OLOTHRATA KAl TOD TPOIo Agttovpyiag toug. ITwg n e€ovoia Sikatoroyeitat amd Tov EKAOTOTE NYEROVA KAL TL AIOWELG TIOV LIMPYXAD YL TOV POAO TWY povapywv Tig oAtyapyiag Kot tng dnporpatiag. Eniong elye pia evdragépovoa mpdBreyn yra tp poipa tng Pwoiag mov pe e€ninge pe tr gvotoyia tng.non-fiction politics-geopoliticsFebruary 12, 2022Come mantenere la primitiva liberta dell'uomo inserendola in una
struttura statale che consenta un governo secondo i dettami della ragione? E cio che Rousseau tenta di esplicitare in quest'opera, seguendo la formazione delle prime comunita e richiamandosi alle strutture dei popoli antichi per approdare alle piu moderne forme di governo rappresentativo. Critiche e suggerimenti interessanti non mancano. Di certo si respira un‘aria di heve ambiguita allorche Rousseau si fa difensore della liberta individuale, ma sembra poi subordinarla al bene dello stato e veder, nell'uomo governato, pit un cittadino che un individuo i cui
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up the theoretically total freedom of a state of nature in exchange for the benefits that life in a civilized society provides. But what Jean-Jacques Rousseau means by the term, as expressed in his classic work The Social Contract (1762), is much more complex and much more nuanced.“Man was born free, and he is everywhere in chains” -- it is on this seemingly paradox1cal note that Rousseau begins Du contrat soc1al ou Pnnmpes du droit politique (On the Social Contract; or, Principles of Political Rights). One hundred years before Abraham Lincoln wrote down
his first draft of the Emancipation Proclamation, Rousseau reflected on slavery as the ultimate violation of the social contract that should exist between the individual and the government. With strict logic, Rousseau points out the shortcomings in earlier thinkers (Grotius, Hobbes, even Aristotle), stating forthrightly that “Since no man has any natural authority over his fellows, and since force alone bestows no right, all legitimate authority among men must be based on covenants” (p. 53) - or contracts, in other words.For his ideas regarding a social contract
between an individual and his or her government, Rousseau looks all the way back to the family - what Rousseau calls “The oldest of all societies, and the only natural one”. And what interests Rousseau most regarding the family as a unit is what happens once the children have grown up: “Once the children are freed from the obedience they owe their father, and the father is freed from his responsibilities towards them, both parties equally regain their independence. If they continue to remain united, it is no longer nature, but their own choice, which unites
them; and the family as such is kept in being only by agreement” (p. 50).Rousseau takes great care in differentiating between the executive and legislative functions of government. He tells us that “the legislative power belongs, and can only belong, to the people”, while “executive power cannot belong to the generality of the people as legislative or sovereign, since executive power is exercised only in particular acts which are outside the province of law” (p. 101). These words of Rousseau make me think of the statue of George Mason on the campus of George
Mason University, where I teach. Mason, the “Father of the Bill of Rights,” is shown working on a draft of the Virginia Declaration of Rights (1776); on the desk next to him are books by Hume, Locke - and Rousseau. The great Swiss philosopher’s influence on the writing of the United States Constitution is, of course, a matter of record; and this nation’s founding document from 1787 puts the legislative branch (the Congress) first, in Article I, and puts the executive branch (the President) second, in Article II. The Congress makes the laws; the President
executes the laws, a task that is outside the province of lawmaking - just as Rousseau would have had it.Rousseau distinguishes just as carefully between “the sovereign” and “the government”. The idea of “the sovereign” is somewhat tricky. For Rousseau, it seems, “the sovereign” is the general will of all the people of a state, collectively expressed. “Government,” by contrast, is much more specific in its meaning: “An intermediary body established between the subjects and the sovereign for their mutual communication, a body charged with the execution of
the laws and the maintenance of freedom, both civil and political” (p. 102). It gets tricky here, doesn’t it? People are the subjects, but “the people” are the sovereign, and the government is an intermediary between “people” and “the people.” These almost koan-like paradoxes are part of what I enjoy about reading Rousseau. Perhaps because I was traveling in Lucerne, Switzerland, while reading The Social Contract for the first time, I took particular interest in Rousseau's assertion that small countries were best suited for republican government, as when he
writes that democratic government is best suited to “a very small state, where the people may be readily assembled and where each citizen may easily know all the others” (p. 113). Looking at the beautiful little cities of Switzerland, each one sheltered by a cool clear lake at its front and a protective wall of mountains at its back, I could understand why Rousseau may have thought that such a setting was perfect for successful republican government. It seems worthy of mentioning, in that connection, that Geneva is still officially “the Republic and Canton of
Geneva" (emphasis mine). Truly, the Swiss take their independence seriously. Think about that the next time you're in the old section of Zurich, enjoying some cheese fondue and a glass of Chasselas.How, I found myself wondering, would Rousseau have felt about the United States of America as an experiment in building a large republic? When Rousseau wrote The Social Contract in 1762, the French & Indian War was not yet over, and the idea of American independence from Great Britain was not even on the horizon. By the time Rousseau died in 1778, the
Continental Army had won the battle of Saratoga, and independence for the U.S.A. was starting to seem like more of a real possibility. Did Rousseau ever talk about any of that? I don't know.There were plenty of times when I found myself disagreeing with Rousseau. Among the city-states of classical Greece, he prefers Sparta to Athens, and I could not disagree with him more in that regard. I also thought that he treated the topic of dictatorship much too lightly and casually, as when he assures us that “a dictator could in certain cases defend the public
freedom without ever being able to invade it” (p. 172); if he had lived through the 20th century, and had been writing The Social Contract in, say, 1962 rather than 1762, perhaps he would have written about dictatorship quite differently. But I think Rousseau would have liked having readers disagree with him; for him, that was no doubt an integral part of the dialogue regarding the relationship between the individual and society.And returning to Rousseau now, many years after I first read his work in Switzerland, is even more interesting, thought-provoking,
and troubling. For in Book IV, on the indestructibility of the general will, Rousseau offers a troubling picture of what can happen “when the social tie begins to slacken”. Rousseau asks us to imagine a time “when the state, on the brink of ruin, can maintain itself only in an empty and illusory form, when the social bond is broken in every heart, when the meanest interest impudently flaunts the sacred name of the public good”. At such times, Rousseau warns us, “everyone, animated by secret motives, ceases to speak as a citizen any more than as if the state had
never existed” (p. 150). Rousseau is writing in Switzerland, in 1762, but his subject could be the U.S.A. in the year 2020 - a nation where even a global pandemic that has infected 1.4 million citizens, and killed 85,000 of them, seems unable to bring people together and end bitter political divisions. We live in a time when some people seem to want less to achieve something for their own side, than to defeat and humiliate people on the other side - “own the libs” and all that.Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who favoured robust debate and the open expression of
disagreement, would nonetheless, I think, be appalled at the current state of American democracy. It might behoove us all, regardless of the individual political philosophy that any of us might hold, to return to Rousseau’s The Social Contract and think carefully about the way in which each of us as an individual relates to, and participates in, the society that we all must share.January 19, 2022Kitabin en ilging bolimi -zannimca- diinyay: tatarlarin yonetecegine yonelik imanin gegtigi bolimdiir. Ruslarin asla medenilesemeyecegini séylemesi ilk bakista giiliing
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in the same hands is repugnant to Rousseau. In fact, though he does support monarchies, he goes to pains to explain how the monarch should not have the power to make the laws, only to execute them. However, being a treatise on how to have good government alongside freedom, really comes down to the tenant at the beginning of chapter 15. The crux of this argument is that as soon as citizens cease to take on board their duty (which is to participate in government) and to pay somebody else to do it for them is the first step to slavery, and thus the sentence
‘use money thus, and you will soon have chains' is what I believe to be the pivotal statement in this book. Obviously the title 'the social contract' is about the contract that exists between everybody in a society, and it is this contract that governs how we conduct ourselves, and being involved in the government beyond election day is an important aspect of our role as citizens. Unfortunately the way our system works, many of us prefer to turn off as soon as we walk out of the election booth, saying 'I've done my duty, now I can go and grab a sausage on the way
out and go back to playing Fallout 4'. While there are avenues to influence government, many of us have little opportunity to actually do so beyond paying a visit to our local member of parliament (who pretty much spews out the typical party line anyway). Rousseau is quite idealistic, but his concept of property is worth mentioning: there is no concept of property. The only reason that property exists is because at some time in the past somebody put a fence up around their land and said 'this is mine'. Thus this person alienates everybody but themselves from
this land, and it is through their strength that they maintain this alienation. It is 1nteresting that there still are societies out there that do not have the same concept of property as us westerners do and 1r0n1cally governments don't like it. This is very much the case w1th the Aboriglnals in Central Austraha They basmally want to hve the way they have hved for thousands of years and the government doesn t want that to happen They have no concept of ownershlp in the way that we have it. However there is one tactic that the west has used time and time
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dans la droite lignée des écrits de Hobbes, Locke, et Montesquieu. Il reprend si bien les points établis par ses prédécesseurs qu'il n'est pas toujours évident de bien distinguer ou est son apport personnel. Il est heureux qu'il ait posé les yeux sur l'antiquité, et en particulier 1'histoire romaine pour trouver les arguments a partir desquels fonder et éprouver ses théories : ou trouver un meilleur matériau pour songer a ces questions ? Enfin, comment ne pas rendre hommage a l'un de ceux qui peuvent étre reconnus comme 1'un des inspirateurs du systéme politique
frangais moderne ?Mais si j'osais émettre quelques réserves, ce serait d'abord au sujet de la comparaison avec Hobbes, car ce dernier me parait avoir produit un travail d'une telle ampleur, dans son Léviathan, que le contrat social de Rousseau parait a c6té presque modeste. Egalement, je suis circonspect sur le jugement que Rousseau porte sur Hobbes, jugement ou préjugé hérité d'un auteur plus ancien. Il serait fort dommage de se priver d'un texte aussi riche que le Léviathan, en se fondant sur le seul avis de ce philosophe Suisse, aussi respectable soit-il.
Je regrette aussi le peu de peine que se donne l'auteur a analyser ou définir des concepts qu'il manipule pourtant avec aisance. Beaucoup de ceux-ci sont parachutés, donc soit le lecteur s'en est formé une idée qui s'accorde avec celle 1'auteur, soit ce n'est pas le cas : trop peu est fait pour prévenir ce risque. Bien siir, comme Rousseau le rappelle, il a manqué de moyens pour réaliser l'ouvrage plus ample qu'il avait premiérement en téte, et il a fallu borner le périmétre de son étude. Mais une des conséquences de cette faiblesse, c'est que chacun peut adhérer
facilement au idées de l'auteur pour peu qu’elles soient assez vaguement établies : qui osera s'élever contre la liberté, la paix, la slireté, le bonheur ? Oui, mais tentez de définir plus précisément les choses que désignent ces mots, et la belle unanimité pourrait bien se rompre. Pourquoi ai-je la pénible impression, quand par exemple il admire Sparte, que le type de liberté ou d'égalité qu'il professe offre tout a coup un aspect un peu désagréable ? Il commence ainsi : "L'homme est né libre, et partout il est dans les fers". Jolie formule, mais plus j'y songe, moins je
la comprends, et on trouve beaucoup d'énigmes de ce genre, qui plaisent de prime abord, mais plongent ensuite dans la perplexité.Egalement, comme Montesquieu, Rousseau a bien étudié Tite-Live et en a tiré toutes les réflexions utiles que ce tableau de I'histoire politique romaine pouvait inspirer. Parfois, il va parfois un peu loin dans son admiration de l'auteur de I'Esprit des Lois. Les principes, en matiére de politique et d'histoire, doivent étre maniées avec prudence et circonspection, surtout si elles peinent a s'accorder avec le réel, et je suis chagriné de
voir ce citoyen de Genéve reprendre assez légerement un principe aussi faible que la théorie des climats. Par contre, a l'inverse de Montesquieu, et en accord avec ses idées un peu sauvages qu'il avait ébauchées dans son discours sur les sciences et les arts, il ne voit pas dans le commerce ce doux moyen d’assurer la paix entre les hommes, comme le concluait les considérations sur les romains, mais y voit plutét un moyen de corruption des meceurs. Pour autant, il serait un peu dur d’en conclure, comme Voltaire, qu’il prend envie de marcher a quatre pattes en
lisant cet ouvrage, qui regorge aussi de trés bons passages.Enfin, la raison est partout invoquée par l'auteur, mais je crois qu’elle est d’un bien faible secours lorsqu’il s’agit de morale ou de politique, et que nos passions I’emportent bien plus en ces matieres que la rigueur du calcul. C’est bien au contraire par sa puissante sensibilité que Rousseau convainc, et il y parvient d’ailleurs assez remarquablement. Il est finalement bien dans ce réle, puisqu'il s'agit non pas tant de décrire la réalité que de I'imaginer meilleure. S'il est utile de chercher a définir les
relations de causes a effets, en politique, il faut avant tout choisir le bien dans lequel on veut rester ou vers lequel il faudrait aller, et le mal que 1'on veut fuir ou dont on souhaite se protéger. Et c'est la qu'apparaissent les mérites de cet ouvrage: concision, hauteur de vue, détermination virile et puissance de conviction, le lecteur sortira édifié de sa lecture.france lumieéres philosophie February 10, 2022"49oBex ce paxpna CBOGOIEH, a HaBCAKbBAE € B 0KOBU." IIbpBOTO MU GutocodCcKo ece 3a mMoAroToBka B 12 Kiac,6emre BEpXy To3u quTaT.Pyco BUHAru Mu e
Xapecsarl, o1le OT YacoBeTe 110 q)HJ'IOCO(bI/IH B yuunuumie. CTanOTeH MUCJIUTEJI 3a CBOETO BpeMe, OIucall IPOHULIATEIHO U apTyMeHTUPAaHO, IIPUHIUIIATE Ha yCTpOﬁCTBO Ha ObpXKaBUTE. Moxe ha cu OGHCHI/IM IIOYTH BCUYKHU INOJIUTHYECKHU SIBIIEHUS, CTBIKBAUKH BBPXY HETOBUTE Pa3MUCIIHU. HHeC, Te3UTe My 3a FeOFpa(bCKHH d)aKTOp OTHOCHO pa3npefeieHueTO Ha BJIaCTUTEe U BAla OIbPXKaBHO yIIpaBJIeHUEe, BEPOsTHO 1ie 6"bJZ[aT 3akiermenu. Ho ToBa He MU TIOIIpeyYu Ja 4YeTa Te3U I'JiaBU C I/IHTepeC.3a JZ[OﬁpO MJIY 3a JIOWIO, TOYTHU BUHArU Ce € OKa3BaJl IIPaB B 3aKNMIOYEHUATa CA
3a IOCTENUINTe, KOUTO YIIPABIEHUETO MOXKe fia Ipu4urHuU.January 8, 2025Giving this book a single star is in itself an excessively large compliment to its author. Jean Jacques Rousseau somehow managed to write a book in which every chapter forgot what had been said in the previous and thus contradictions run rampant and free. It presents a dystopian society that allows no place for religion and targets christians because they do not have any ties to the state. (I here recommend Luther’s Two Kingdoms argument). I do not suggest that one does not read this
book. Indeed it provides good and necessary insight into the origins of the dumpster fire that is modern society, but by far one of the worst books ever written. Displaying 1 - 30 of 1,750 reviewsGet help and learn more about the design. Jean-Jacques Rousseau's philosophy has profoundly influenced modern political thought, especially through his seminal work "The Social Contract." In this text, Rousseau explores the intricacies of human nature, society, and governance, positing that a legitimate political order must arise from an agreement among individuals
to form a collective body politic. His ideas challenge the existing social structures of his time and advocate for the notion of the general will, which prioritizes the common good over individual desires.The impact of Rousseau's social contract is significant, as it has not only inspired revolutionary movements around the world but has also shaped contemporary understandings of civic engagement and political rights. As we delve into Rousseau's philosophy and its implications for agreements, it is crucial to understand the historical context of his ideas, the key
themes he addresses, and the enduring legacy that continues to influence modern political philosophy.Index Content Rousseau's concept of the social contract serves as the foundation for his political philosophy. At its core, the social contract is an implicit agreement among individuals to create a society in which they collectively yield certain freedoms to enable the protection of their remaining rights. Rousseau argues that in its original state, humanity was free, equal, and happy, but the advent of social structures and property rights distorted this natural
condition.In "The Social Contract," Rousseau contends that legitimate political authority derives from the general will of the people, which represents the collective interest. He emphasizes that the power of the state should not be concentrated in the hands of a few but should reflect the desires and needs of the entire community. This framework sets a benchmark for what constitutes moral authority in governance, asserting that any government failing to act in accordance with the general will loses its legitimacy.Historical Context of Rousseau's IdeasThe
backdrop against which Rousseau developed his political theory was marked by the Enlightenment, a period characterized by a surge in rational thought, individual rights, and challenges to traditional authority. Rousseau’s ideas emerged during a time when European societies were grappling with issues of inequality, monarchy, and the justice of social systems. His philosophy is often regarded as a response to the ideas of Hobbes and Locke, who had their interpretations of the social contract in shaping political authority.While Hobbes posited that life in a
state of nature was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short,” and suggested absolute sovereignty as a solution, Rousseau challenged this notion by advocating for a return to the principles of equality and freedom inherent in humanity's natural state. This historical context underscores the radical nature of Rousseau's philosophy, as he sought a more just and equal societal structure that would enable genuine freedom, which he deemed essential for human fulfillment.See also Set: The Ancient Egyptian God of Chaos and Storms RevealedKey Themes in "The
Social Contract"The Natural State of HumanityRousseau begins his exploration of the social contract by examining the natural state of humanity. He asserts that in this state, individuals were free and lived independently, guided by their instincts. It is only through the establishment of societal structures and property that the inequalities and conflicts among men emerged. Rousseau advocates a return to recognizing the importance of community and the collective well-being, which he believes can be achieved through a social contract grounded in the general
will.The Concept of SovereigntyCentral to Rousseau's theory is the idea of popular sovereignty, a construct suggesting that the power of the state emanates from the people themselves. Rousseau posits that true sovereignty lies with the collective body of citizens, rather than with a ruler or governing elite. This theme emphasizes the necessity of active participation by citizens in the governance process, a notion that reflects Rousseau's belief in the moral and civic duty of individuals to engage in the political process.The General WillThe general will is perhaps
the most pivotal concept in Rousseau's social contract theory. Rousseau differentiates between the will of all, which aggregates individual desires, and the general will, which seeks the common good. He argues that citizens must prioritize the general will over personal interests for a functioning democracy. Rousseau contends that when individuals align their interests with the communal good, they foster a political environment conducive to liberty and justice.The Concept of the General WillUnderstanding the general will is crucial to grasping Rousseau's
vision of governance. This concept suggests that citizens, when acting collectively, develop a will that transcends individual desires, aiming instead at the public interest. Rousseau asserts that the government’s legitimacy hinges on its representation of this general will. By prioritizing the collective, Rousseau envisions a political society wherein individuals are not merely subjects of the law but active participants fostering their community's welfare.See also Michael Bush: The 1988 U.S. Presidential Election ExplainedRousseau acknowledges that reaching a
consensus on the general will can be challenging, given the diverse individual interests present in any society. However, he argues that through dialogue and civic engagement, individuals can come closer to articulating a true expression of the public interest. The emphasis on the general will speaks to Rousseau’s idealization of democracy, where true political liberty emerges when individuals are connected to the larger community.Rousseau offers a stark critique of civil society, suggesting that the developments leading to social structures have exacerbated
inequalities among individuals. He argues that the establishment of property rights and wealth distribution has created hierarchies that undermine the fundamental freedoms of individuals. Rousseau sees the inequality bred by civil society as fundamentally unnatural, leading to a plethora of social vices including greed, jealousy, and oppression.This critique echoes throughout Rousseau’s work, as he emphasizes the need for a new contract that would liberate people from the bonds of inequality created by existing social frameworks. He advocates for a
transformation of civil society, encouraging a system that promotes equitable participation, where all individuals contribute to and benefit from the common good. This radical reimagining underscores the importance of ensuring that the governing structure is responsive to the people's needs rather than perpetuating the disparities embedded within traditional social orders.Impact on Political Liberty and Citizen RightsRousseau's ideas laid the groundwork for modern concepts of political liberty and citizen rights. His belief that individuals should be free
participants in their governance directly influenced revolutionary movements that sought to challenge oppressive systems. Rousseau advocated for a form of government that provided individuals with opportunities to engage meaningfully in political life, thus fostering a sense of ownership over their society.The implications of Rousseau’s thoughts resonate in contemporary debates around democracy and citizenship, emphasizing that true freedom is not just the absence of constraints but is achieved through active participation in shaping societal structures.
His insistence on the moral union between the government and its citizens enriches discussions about accountability, representation, and the role of citizen engagement in safeguarding their rights.When examining Rousseau’s social contract, it is essential to contrast his ideas with those of other prominent social contract theorists such as Thomas Hobbes and John Locke. Where Hobbes viewed the state of nature as chaotic and necessitating absolute sovereignty to ensure peace, Rousseau envisioned a more optimistic perspective of humanity's innate goodness
and capacity for collective governance.See also What defines Virginia's legacy from colonial times to Civil Warln contrast, Locke's social contract emphasized the protection of individual rights and property, arguing that governments should exist primarily to secure these rights. Rousseau diverges from this individualistic focus, arguing that the social contract must prioritize the collective will and the common good over the protection of property, as a means of achieving true equality and freedom.Application of Rousseau's Ideas in Modern
AgreementsRousseau's philosophies remain relevant today, informing discussions about the nature of governance and the frameworks that underpin modern agreements. His emphasis on collective will resonates in contemporary democratic practices, where participation and civic engagement come to the forefront as essential components of legitimate governance. Many democratic nations have adopted elements of Rousseau's thought in their constitutions, aiming to ensure that the political structures respect the general will and prioritize public
welfare.Moreover, the ongoing discourse around social contracts in international relations, human rights, and community governance continues to echo Rousseau’s core principles, advocating for processes that prioritize equality, accountability, and participation. His ideas inspire movements that push for systemic reforms to address inequalities and aim toward a society where the voice of the collective is amplified in decision-making processes.Conclusion: The Legacy of Rousseau's Social ContractThe legacy of Rousseau's social contract is profound, shaping
not only political philosophy but also practical frameworks for governance and societal organization. His vision of the collective good, civic engagement, and moral responsibility continues to resonate in contemporary political discourses. As we reflect on Rousseau's contributions, it becomes evident that a sincere understanding of the social contract remains crucial in addressing the complexities of modern society.Ultimately, Rousseau challenges us to consider the essence of political liberty, emphasizing that genuine freedom can only be achieved when
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the civil order, there can be any sure and legitimate rule of administration, men being taken as they are and laws as they might be. In this inquiry I shall endeavour always to unite what right sanctions with what is prescribed by interest, in order that justice and utility may in no case be divided. I enter upon my task without proving the importance of the subject. I shall be asked if I am a prince or a legislator, to write on politics. I answer that I am neither, and that is why I do so. If I were a prince or a legislator, I should not waste time in saying what wants
doing; I should do it, or hold my peace. As I was born a citizen of a free State, and a member of the Sovereign, I feel that, however feeble the influence my voice can have on public affairs, the right of voting on them makes it my duty to study them: and I am happy, when I reflect upon governments, to find my inquiries always furnish me with new reasons for loving that of my own country. 1. SUBJECT OF THE FIRST BOOK MAN is born free; and everywhere he is in chains. One thinks himself the master of others, and still remains a greater slave than they. How
did this change come about? I do not know. What can make it legitimate? That question I think I can answer. If I took into account only force, and the effects derived from it, I should say: "As long as a people is compelled to obey, and obeys, it does well; as soon as it can shake off the yoke, and shakes it off, it does still better; for, regaining its liberty by the same right as took it away, either it is justified in resuming it, or there was no justification for those who took it away." But the social order is a sacred right which is the basis of all other rights. Nevertheless,
this right does not come from nature, and must therefore be founded on conventions. Before coming to that, I have to prove what I have just asserted. 2. THE FIRST SOCIETIES THE most ancient of all societies, and the only one that is natural, is the family: and even so the children remain attached to the father only so long as they need him for their preservation. As soon as this need ceases, the natural bond is dissolved. The children, released from the obedience they owed to the father, and the father, released from the care he owed his children, return
equally to independence. If they remain united, they continue so no longer naturally, but voluntarily; and the family itself is then maintained only by convention. This common liberty results from the nature of man. His first law is to provide for his own preservation, his first cares are those which he owes to himself; and, as soon as he reaches years of discretion, he is the sole judge of the proper means of preserving himself, and consequently becomes his own master. The family then may be called the first model of political societies: the ruler corresponds to the
father, and the people to the children; and all, being born free and equal, alienate their liberty only for their own advantage. The whole difference is that, in the family, the love of the father for his children repays him for the care he takes of them, while, in the State, the pleasure of commanding takes the place of the love which the chief cannot have for the peoples under him. Grotius denies that all human power is established in favour of the governed, and quotes slavery as an example. His usual method of reasoning is constantly to establish right by fact.1 It
would be possible to employ a more logical method, but none could be more favourable to tyrants. It is then, according to Grotius, doubtful whether the human race belongs to a hundred men, or that hundred men to the human race: and, throughout his book, he seems to incline to the former alternative, which is also the view of Hobbes. On this showing, the human species is divided into so many herds of cattle, each with its ruler, who keeps guard over them for the purpose of devouring them. As a shepherd is of a nature superior to that of his flock, the
shepherds of men, i.e., their rulers, are of a nature superior to that of the peoples under them. Thus, Philo tells us, the Emperor Caligula reasoned, concluding equally well either that kings were gods, or that men were beasts. The reasoning of Caligula agrees with that of Hobbes and Grotius. Aristotle, before any of them, had said that men are by no means equal naturally, but that some are born for slavery, and others for dominion. Aristotle was right; but he took the effect for the cause. Nothing can be more certain than that every man born in slavery is born
for slavery. Slaves lose everything in their chains, even the desire of escaping from them: they love their servitude, as the comrades of Ulysses loved their brutish condition.2 If then there are slaves by nature, it is because there have been slaves against nature. Force made the first slaves, and their cowardice perpetuated the condition. I have said nothing of King Adam, or Emperor Noah, father of the three great monarchs who shared out the universe, like the children of Saturn, whom some scholars have recognised in them. I trust to getting due thanks for my
moderation; for, being a direct descendant of one of these princes, perhaps of the eldest branch, how do I know that a verification of titles might not leave me the legitimate king of the human race? In any case, there can be no doubt that Adam was sovereign of the world, as Robinson Crusoe was of his island, as long as he was its only inhabitant; and this empire had the advantage that the monarch, safe on his throne, had no rebellions, wars, or conspirators to fear. 3. THE RIGHT OF THE STRONGEST THE strongest is never strong enough to be always the
master, unless he transforms strength into right, and obedience into duty. Hence the right of the strongest, which, though to all seeming meant ironically, is really laid down as a fundamental principle. But are we never to have an explanation of this phrase? Force is a physical power, and I fail to see what moral effect it can have. To yield to force is an act of necessity, not of will — at the most, an act of prudence. In what sense can it be a duty? Suppose for a moment that this so-called "right" exists. I maintain that the sole result is a mass of inexplicable
nonsense. For, if force creates right, the effect changes with the cause: every force that is greater than the first succeeds to its right. As soon as it is possible to disobey with impunity, disobedience is legitimate; and, the strongest being always in the right, the only thing that matters is to act so as to become the strongest. But what kind of right is that which perishes when force fails? If we must obey perforce, there is no need to obey because we ought; and if we are not forced to obey, we are under no obligation to do so. Clearly, the word "right" adds nothing
to force: in this connection, it means absolutely nothing. Obey the powers that be. If this means yield to force, it is a good precept, but superfluous: I can answer for its never being violated. All power comes from God, I admit; but so does all sickness: does that mean that we are forbidden to call in the doctor? A brigand surprises me at the edge of a wood: must I not merely surrender my purse on compulsion; but, even if I could withhold it, am I in conscience bound to give it up? For certainly the pistol he holds is also a power. Let us then admit that force does
not create right, and that we are obliged to obey only legitimate powers. In that case, my original question recurs. 4. SLAVERY SINCE no man has a natural authority over his fellow, and force creates no right, we must conclude that conventions form the basis of all legitimate authority among men. If an individual, says Grotius, can alienate his liberty and make himself the slave of a master, why could not a whole people do the same and make itself subject to a king? There are in this passage plenty of ambiguous words which would need explaining; but let us
confine ourselves to the word alienate. To alienate is to give or to sell. Now, a man who becomes the slave of another does not give himself; he sells himself, at the least for his subsistence: but for what does a people sell itself? A king is so far from furnishing his subjects with their subsistence that he gets his own only from them; and, according to Rabelais, kings do not live on nothing. Do subjects then give their persons on condition that the king takes their goods also? I fail to see what they have left to preserve. It will be said that the despot assures his
subjects civil tranquillity. Granted; but what do they gain, if the wars his ambition brings down upon them, his insatiable avidity, and the vexations conduct of his ministers press harder on them than their own dissensions would have done? What do they gain, if the very tranquillity they enjoy is one of their miseries? Tranquillity is found also in dungeons; but is that enough to make them desirable places to live in? The Greeks imprisoned in the cave of the Cyclops lived there very tranquilly, while they were awaiting their turn to be devoured. To say that a man
gives himself gratuitously, is to say what is absurd and inconceivable; such an act is null and illegitimate, from the mere fact that he who does it is out of his mind. To say the same of a whole people is to suppose a people of madmen; and madness creates no right. Even if each man could alienate himself, he could not alienate his children: they are born men and free; their liberty belongs to them, and no one but they has the right to dispose of it. Before they come to years of discretion, the father can, in their name, lay down conditions for their preservation and
well-being, but he cannot give them irrevocably and without conditions: such a gift is contrary to the ends of nature, and exceeds the rights of paternity. It would therefore be necessary, in order to legitimise an arbitrary government, that in every generation the people should be in a position to accept or reject it; but, were this so, the government would be no longer arbitrary. To renounce liberty is to renounce being a man, to surrender the rights of humanity and even its duties. For him who renounces everything no indemnity is possible. Such a renunciation
is incompatible with man's nature; to remove all liberty from his will is to remove all morality from his acts. Finally, it is an empty and contradictory convention that sets up, on the one side, absolute authority, and, on the other, unlimited obedience. Is it not clear that we can be under no obligation to a person from whom we have the right to exact everything? Does not this condition alone, in the absence of equivalence or exchange, in itself involve the nullity of the act? For what right can my slave have against me, when all that he has belongs to me, and, his
right being mine, this right of mine against myself is a phrase devoid of meaning? Grotius and the rest find in war another origin for the so-called right of slavery. The victor having, as they hold, the right of killing the vanquished, the latter can buy back his life at the price of his liberty; and this convention is the more legitimate because it is to the advantage of both parties. But it is clear that this supposed right to kill the conquered is by no means deducible from the state of war. Men, from the mere fact that, while they are living in their primitive
independence, they have no mutual relations stable enough to constitute either the state of peace or the state of war, cannot be naturally enemies. War is constituted by a relation between things, and not between persons; and, as the state of war cannot arise out of simple personal relations, but only out of real relations, private war, or war of man with man, can exist neither in the state of nature, where there is no constant property, nor in the social state, where everything is under the authority of the laws. Individual combats, duels and encounters, are acts
which cannot constitute a state; while the private wars, authorised by the Establishments of Louis IX, King of France, and suspended by the Peace of God, are abuses of feudalism, in itself an absurd system if ever there was one, and contrary to the principles of natural right and to all good polity. War then is a relation, not between man and man, but between State and State, and individuals are enemies only accidentally, not as men, nor even as citizens,3 but as soldiers; not as members of their country, but as its defenders. Finally, each State can have for
enemies only other States, and not men; for between things disparate in nature there can be no real relation. Furthermore, this principle is in conformity with the established rules of all times and the constant practice of all civilised peoples. Declarations of war are intimations less to powers than to their subjects. The foreigner, whether king, individual, or people, who robs, kills or detains the subjects, without declaring war on the prince, is not an enemy, but a brigand. Even in real war, a just prince, while laying hands, in the enemy's country, on all that
belongs to the public, respects the lives and goods of individuals: he respects rights on which his own are founded. The object of the war being the destruction of the hostile State, the other side has a right to kill its defenders, while they are bearing arms; but as soon as they lay them down and surrender, they cease to be enemies or instruments of the enemy, and become once more merely men, whose life no one has any right to take. Sometimes it is possible to kill the State without killing a single one of its members; and war gives no right which is not
necessary to the gaining of its object. These principles are not those of Grotius: they are not based on the authority of poets, but derived from the nature of reality and based on reason. The right of conquest has no foundation other than the right of the strongest. If war does not give the conqueror the right to massacre the conquered peoples, the right to enslave them cannot be based upon a right which does not exist. No one has a right to kill an enemy except when he cannot make him a slave, and the right to enslave him cannot therefore be derived from the
right to kill him. It is accordingly an unfair exchange to make him buy at the price of his liberty his life, over which the victor holds no right. Is it not clear that there is a vicious circle in founding the right of life and death on the right of slavery, and the right of slavery on the right of life and death? Even if we assume this terrible right to kill everybody, I maintain that a slave made in war, or a conquered people, is under no obligation to a master, except to obey him as far as he is compelled to do so. By taking an equivalent for his life, the victor has not done
him a favour; instead of killing him without profit, he has killed him usefully. So far then is he from acquiring over him any authority in addition to that of force, that the state of war continues to subsist between them: their mutual relation is the effect of it, and the usage of the right of war does not imply a treaty of peace. A convention has indeed been made; but this convention, so far from destroying the state of war, presupposes its continuance. So, from whatever aspect we regard the question, the right of slavery is null and void, not only as being
illegitimate, but also because it is absurd and meaningless. The words slave and right contradict each other, and are mutually exclusive. It will always be equally foolish for a man to say to a man or to a people: "I make with you a convention wholly at your expense and wholly to my advantage; I shall keep it as long as I like, and you will keep it as long as I like." 5. THAT WE MUST ALWAYS GO BACK TO A FIRST CONVENTION EVEN if I granted all that I have been refuting, the friends of despotism would be no better off. There will always be a great difference
between subduing a multitude and ruling a society. Even if scattered individuals were successively enslaved by one man, however numerous they might be, I still see no more than a master and his slaves, and certainly not a people and its ruler; I see what may be termed an aggregation, but not an association; there is as yet neither public good nor body politic. The man in question, even if he has enslaved half the world, is still only an individual; his interest, apart from that of others, is still a purely private interest. If this same man comes to die, his empire,
after him, remains scattered and without unity, as an oak falls and dissolves into a heap of ashes when the fire has consumed it. A people, says Grotius, can give itself to a king. Then, according to Grotius, a people is a people before it gives itself. The gift is itself a civil act, and implies public deliberation. It would be better, before examining the act by which a people gives itself to a king, to examine that by which it has become a people; for this act, being necessarily prior to the other, is the true foundation of society. Indeed, if there were no prior convention,
where, unless the election were unanimous, would be the obligation on the minority to submit to the choice of the majority? How have a hundred men who wish for a master the right to vote on behalf of ten who do not? The law of majority voting is itself something established by convention, and presupposes unanimity, on one occasion at least. 6. THE SOCIAL COMPACT I SUPPOSE men to have reached the point at which the obstacles in the way of their preservation in the state of nature show their power of resistance to be greater than the resources at the
disposal of each individual for his maintenance in that state. That primitive condition can then subsist no longer; and the human race would perish unless it changed its manner of existence. But, as men cannot engender new forces, but only unite and direct existing ones, they have no other means of preserving themselves than the formation, by aggregation, of a sum of forces great enough to overcome the resistance. These they have to bring into play by means of a single motive power, and cause to act in concert. This sum of forces can arise only where
several persons come together: but, as the force and liberty of each man are the chief instruments of his self-preservation, how can he pledge them without harming his own interests, and neglecting the care he owes to himself? This difficulty, in its bearing on my present subject, may be stated in the following terms: The problem is to find a form of association which will defend and protect with the whole common force the person and goods of each associate, and in which each, while uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone, and remain as free as
before." This is the fundamental problem of which the Social Contract provides the solution. The clauses of this contract are so determined by the nature of the act that the slightest modification would make them vain and ineffective; so that, although they have perhaps never been formally set forth, they are everywhere the same and everywhere tacitly admitted and recognised, until, on the violation of the social compact, each regains his original rights and resumes his natural liberty, while losing the conventional liberty in favour of which he renounced it.
These clauses, properly understood, may be reduced to one — the total alienation of each associate, together with all his rights, to the whole community; for, in the first place, as each gives himself absolutely, the conditions are the same for all; and, this being so, no one has any interest in making them burdensome to others. Moreover, the alienation being without reserve, the union is as perfect as it can be, and no associate has anything more to demand: for, if the individuals retained certain rights, as there would be no common superior to decide between
them and the public, each, being on one point his own judge, would ask to be so on all; the state of nature would thus continue, and the association would necessarily become inoperative or tyrannical. Finally, each man, in giving himself to all, gives himself to nobody; and as there is no associate over whom he does not acquire the same right as he yields others over himself, he gains an equivalent for everything he loses, and an increase of force for the preservation of what he has. If then we discard from the social compact what is not of its essence, we shall
find that it reduces itself to the following terms: “Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the supreme direction of the general will, and, in our corporate capacity, we receive each member as an indivisible part of the whole.” At once, in place of the individual personality of each contracting party, this act of association creates a moral and collective body, composed of as many members as the assembly contains votes, and receiving from this act its unity, its common identity, its life and its will. This public person, so formed by the union of
all other persons formerly took the name of city,4 and now takes that of Republic or body politic; it is called by its members State when passive. Sovereign when active, and Power when compared with others like itself. Those who are associated in it take collectively the name of people, and severally are called citizens, as sharing in the sovereign power, and subjects, as being under the laws of the State. But these terms are often confused and taken one for another: it is enough to know how to distinguish them when they are being used with precision. 7. THE
SOVEREIGN THIS formula shows us that the act of association comprises a mutual undertaking between the public and the individuals, and that each individual, in making a contract, as we may say, with himself, is bound in a double capacity; as a member of the Sovereign he is bound to the individuals, and as a member of the State to the Sovereign. But the maxim of civil right, that no one is bound by undertakings made to himself, does not apply in this case; for there is a great difference between incurring an obligation to yourself and incurring one to a
whole of which you form a part. Attention must further be called to the fact that public deliberation, while competent to bind all the subjects to the Sovereign, because of the two different capacities in which each of them may be regarded, cannot, for the opposite reason, bind the Sovereign to itself; and that it is consequently against the nature of the body politic for the Sovereign to impose on itself a law which it cannot infringe. Being able to regard itself in only one capacity, it is in the position of an individual who makes a contract with himself; and this
makes it clear that there neither is nor can be any kind of fundamental law binding on the body of the people — not even the social contract itself. This does not mean that the body politic cannot enter into undertakings with others, provided the contract is not infringed by them; for in relation to what is external to it, it becomes a simple being, an individual. But the body politic or the Sovereign, drawing its being wholly from the sanctity of the contract, can never bind itself, even to an outsider, to do anything derogatory to the original act, for instance, to
alienate any part of itself, or to submit to another Sovereign. Violation of the act by which it exists would be self-annihilation; and that which is itself nothing can create nothing. As soon as this multitude is so united in one body, it is impossible to offend against one of the members without attacking the body, and still more to offend against the body without the members resenting it. Duty and interest therefore equally oblige the two contracting parties to give each other help; and the same men should seek to combine, in their double capacity, all the
advantages dependent upon that capacity. Again, the Sovereign, being formed wholly of the individuals who compose it, neither has nor can have any interest contrary to theirs; and consequently the sovereign power need give no guarantee to its subjects, because it is impossible for the body to wish to hurt all its members. We shall also see later on that it cannot hurt any in particular. The Sovereign, merely by virtue of what it is, is always what it should be. This, however, is not the case with the relation of the subjects to the Sovereign, which, despite the
common interest, would have no security that they would fulfil their undertakings, unless it found means to assure itself of their fidelity. In fact, each individual, as a man, may have a particular will contrary or dissimilar to the general will which he has as a citizen. His particular interest may speak to him quite differently from the common interest: his absolute and naturally independent existence may make him look upon what he owes to the common cause as a gratuitous contribution, the loss of which will do less harm to others than the payment of it is
burdensome to himself; and, regarding the moral person which constitutes the State as a persona ficta, because not a man, he may wish to enjoy the rights of citizenship without being ready to fulfil the duties of a subject. The continuance of such an injustice could not but prove the undoing of the body politic. In order then that the social compact may not be an empty formula, it tacitly includes the undertaking, which alone can give force to the rest, that whoever refuses to obey the general will shall be compelled to do so by the whole body. This means
nothing less than that he will be forced to be free; for this is the condition which, by giving each citizen to his country, secures him against all personal dependence. In this lies the key to the working of the political machine; this alone legitimises civil undertakings, which, without it, would be absurd, tyrannical, and liable to the most frightful abuses. 8. THE CIVIL STATE THE passage from the state of nature to the civil state produces a very remarkable change in man, by substituting justice for instinct in his conduct, and giving his actions the morality they
had formerly lacked. Then only, when the voice of duty takes the place of physical impulses and right of appetite, does man, who so far had considered only himself, find that he is forced to act on different principles, and to consult his reason before listening to his inclinations. Although, in this state, he deprives himself of some advantages which he got from nature, he gains in return others so great, his faculties are so stimulated and developed, his ideas so extended, his feelings so ennobled, and his whole soul so uplifted, that, did not the abuses of this new
condition often degrade him below that which he left, he would be bound to bless continually the happy moment which took him from it for ever, and, instead of a stupid and unimaginative animal, made him an intelligent being and a man. Let us draw up the whole account in terms easily commensurable. What man loses by the social contract is his natural liberty and an unlimited right to everything he tries to get and succeeds in getting; what he gains is civil liberty and the proprietorship of all he possesses. If we are to avoid mistake in weighing one against
the other, we must clearly distinguish natural liberty, which is bounded only by the strength of the individual, from civil liberty, which is limited by the general will; and possession, which is merely the effect of force or the right of the first occupier, from property, which can be founded only on a positive title. We might, over and above all this, add, to what man acquires in the civil state, moral liberty, which alone makes him truly master of himself; for the mere impulse of appetite is slavery, while obedience to a law which we prescribe to ourselves is liberty.
But I have already said too much on this head, and the philosophical meaning of the word liberty does not now concern us. 9. REAL PROPERTY EACH member of the community gives himself to it, at the moment of its foundation, just as he is, with all the resources at his command, including the goods he possesses. This act does not make possession, in changing hands, change its nature, and become property in the hands of the Sovereign; but, as the forces of the city are incomparably greater than those of an individual, public possession is also, in fact,
stronger and more irrevocable, without being any more legitimate, at any rate from the point of view of foreigners. For the State, in relation to its members, is master of all their goods by the social contract, which, within the State, is the basis of all rights; but, in relation to other powers, it is so only by the right of the first occupier, which it holds from its members. The right of the first occupier, though more real than the right of the strongest, becomes a real right only when the right of property has already been established. Every man has naturally a right to
everything he needs; but the positive act which makes him proprietor of one thing excludes him from everything else. Having his share, he ought to keep to it, and can have no further right against the community. This is why the right of the first occupier, which in the state of nature is so weak, claims the respect of every man in civil society. In this right we are respecting not so much what belongs to another as what does not belong to ourselves. In general, to establish the right of the first occupier over a plot of ground, the following conditions are necessary:
first, the land must not yet be inhabited; secondly, a man must occupy only the amount he needs for his subsistence; and, in the third place, possession must be taken, not by an empty ceremony, but by labour and cultivation, the only sign of proprietorship that should be respected by others, in default of a legal title. In granting the right of first occupancy to necessity and labour, are we not really stretching it as far as it can go? Is it possible to leave such a right unlimited? Is it to be enough to set foot on a plot of common ground, in order to be able to call
yourself at once the master of it? Is it to be enough that a man has the strength to expel others for a moment, in order to establish his right to prevent them from ever returning? How can a man or a people seize an immense territory and keep it from the rest of the world except by a punishable usurpation, since all others are being robbed, by such an act, of the place of habitation and the means of subsistence which nature gave them in common? When Nunez Balboa, standing on the sea-shore, took possession of the South Seas and the whole of South America
in the name of the crown of Castile, was that enough to dispossess all their actual inhabitants, and to shut out from them all the princes of the world? On such a showing, these ceremonies are idly multiplied, and the Catholic King need only take possession all at once, from his apartment, of the whole universe, merely making a subsequent reservation about what was already in the possession of other princes. We can imagine how the lands of individuals, where they were contiguous and came to be united, became the public territory, and how the right of
Sovereignty, extending from the subjects over the lands they held, became at once real and personal. The possessors were thus made more dependent, and the forces at their command used to guarantee their fidelity. The advantage of this does not seem to have been felt by ancient monarchs, who called themselves Kings of the Persians, Scythians, or Macedonians, and seemed to regard themselves more as rulers of men than as masters of a country. Those of the present day more cleverly call themselves Kings of France, Spain, England, etc.: thus holding the
land, they are quite confident of holding the inhabitants. The peculiar fact about this alienation is that, in taking over the goods of individuals, the community, so far from despoiling them, only assures them legitimate possession, and changes usurpation into a true right and enjoyment into proprietorship. Thus the possessors, being regarded as depositaries of the public good, and having their rights respected by all the members of the State and maintained against foreign aggression by all its forces, have, by a cession which benefits both the public and still
more themselves, acquired, so to speak, all that they gave up. This paradox may easily be explained by the distinction between the rights which the Sovereign and the proprietor have over the same estate, as we shall see later on. It may also happen that men begin to unite one with another before they possess anything, and that, subsequently occupying a tract of country which is enough for all, they enjoy it in common, or share it out among themselves, either equally or according to a scale fixed by the Sovereign. However the acquisition be made, the right
which each individual has to his own estate is always subordinate to the right which the community has over all: without this, there would be neither stability in the social tie, nor real force in the exercise of Sovereignty. I shall end this chapter and this book by remarking on a fact on which the whole social system should rest: i.e., that, instead of destroying natural inequality, the fundamental compact substitutes, for such physical inequality as nature may have set up between men, an equality that is moral and legitimate, and that men, who may be unequal in
strength or intelligence, become every one equal by convention and legal right.5 1. "Learned inquiries into public right are often only the history of past abuses; and troubling to study them too deeply is a profitless infatuation" (Essay on the Interests of France in Relation to its Neighbours, by the Marquis d'Argenson). This is exactly what Grotius has done. 2. See a short treatise of Plutarch's entitled That Animals Reason. 3. The Romans, who understood and respected the right of war more than any other nation on earth, carried their scruples on this head so
far that a citizen was not allowed to serve as a volunteer without engaging himself expressly against the enemy, and against such and such an enemy by name. A legion in which the younger Cato was seeing his first service under Popilius having been reconstructed, the elder Cato wrote to Popilius that, if he wished his son to continue serving under him, he must administer to him a new military oath, because, the first having been annulled, he was no longer able to bear arms against the enemy. The same Cato wrote to his son telling him to take great care not
to go into battle before taking this new oath. I know that the siege of Clusium and other isolated events can be quoted against me; but I am citing laws and customs. The Romans are the people that least often transgressed its laws; and no other people has had such good ones. 4. The real meaning of this word has been almost wholly lost in modern times; most people mistake a town for a city, and a townsman for a citizen. They do not know that houses make a town, but citizens a city. The same mistake long ago cost the Carthaginians dear. I have never read of
the title of citizens being given to the subjects of any prince, not even the ancient Macedonians or the English of to-day, though they are nearer liberty than any one else. The French alone everywhere familiarly adopt the name of citizens, because, as can be seen from their dictionaries, they have no idea of its meaning; otherwise they would be guilty in usurping it, of the crime of lése-majesté: among them, the name expresses a virtue, and not a right. When Bodin spoke of our citizens and townsmen, he fell into a bad blunder in taking the one class for the
other. M. d'Alembert has avoided the error, and, in his article on Geneva, has clearly distinguished the four orders of men (or even five, counting mere foreigners) who dwell in our town, of which two only compose the Republic. No other French writer, to my knowledge, has understood the real meaning of the word citizen. 5. Under bad governments, this equality is only apparent and illusory: it serves only to-keep the pauper in his poverty and the rich man in the position he has usurped. In fact, laws are always of use to those who possess and harmful to those
who have nothing: from which it follows that the social state is advantageous to men only when all have something and none too much. First published:Du contrat social: Ou, Principes du droit politique, 1762 (English translation, 1764)Type of work: PhilosophyThe Work:The Social Contract stands as one of the great classics of political philosophy. In three earlier works, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s basic theme had gradually emerged. Rousseau attacked the basic principles of Enlightenment thought, a philosophy that was dominant in eighteenth century Europe.
Enlightenment thinkers sought to free philosophy and religion from the superstitions of the past. They supported the use of reason and science as the foundation for all belief and conduct. In contrast, Rousseau maintained that human understanding is not the sole domain of reason, but is, as he stated, “greatly indebted to passions.” Therefore, to understand one’s relationship to society, it is necessary to return to a state of nature to search for a better political order.Political philosophers before Rousseau, most notably the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes
(1588-1679), believed that before people formed society, life was a perpetual state of war—“every man against every man.” The only way for people to live together in peace, then, was to form a social contract in which the citizens establish a mutually agreed-upon form of social organization.Rousseau’s thinking about the social contract was the exact opposite of what was commonly accepted at the time. He argued that people are not evil and selfish in the state of nature as Hobbes claimed. In Rousseau’s view, society breeds inequality and selfishness because
society involves the acquisition of power and private property. Thus was born his famous concept of the noble savage, who existed in a time in which all people lived together in peace and harmony, free from the constraints of society.The Social Contract revolves around the issue of political obligation. The issue is to find a form of association that will defend and protect a person with the united force of society but will allow each person the greatest possible measure of individual freedom. Unlike Rousseau'’s earlier works, The Social Contract recognizes the
need for civil society, despite its depriving citizens of some of their freedoms. In the state of nature, people pursue their self-interest until they discover that the power to preserve themselves against the threats of others is not strong enough. In justifying the transition from the state of nature to civil society, Rousseau argues for a system of government that retains the best “instincts” that people had in the state of nature while incorporating the added values, such as stability and security, that a political organization can give. This is a radical departure from
Rousseau’s earlier writings, in which he was extremely suspicious of all forms of central authority. The task of The Social Contract is to find the basis for a legitimate compact between people and authority and then describe a legitimate form of government that will represent all people.To begin, Rousseau first discounts some traditional forms of government that, he argues, can never be the basis of a just political order: the rule of the strongest, any government allowing slavery, and monarchy that claims the sanction of divine right. As for the first, the idea
that might makes right has no place in Rousseau’s political system. People yield to force out of necessity and fear not because they want to; there is no contract worthy of the name in such a society. Those who rule by force are not bound by any sense of morality, so Rousseau concludes that force does not create right. As for slavery, Rousseau acknowledges that the Greeks and Romans had slaves, and they believed that slavery was natural for some people, but he argues that for people to surrender their rights to a master is incompatible with human nature,
because people do not voluntarily enter into a condition of servitude. As for rule by divine right, Rousseau cannot see how one person could possibly preserve the rights of all of his (or her) subjects and at the same time protect his private interests. When the ruler dies, what most often happens is that his empire collapses as a result of the sudden lack of central authority and power. Such a collapse creates disorder and insecurity; the terms of the social contract are not, therefore, honored.After rejecting each of these illegitimate forms of government,
Rousseau turns to the idea of the social contract, and he uses it in a very different way than other seventeenth and eighteenth century political thinkers. Hobbes believed that after the contract is established, the people must surrender all of their authority to a sovereign, who alone would have the power to enforce it. The English philosopher John Locke (1632-1704) rejected Hobbes’s conception and argued instead for a limited government in which the contract is formed to establish a market economy, set up a monetary system, and protect property rights. In
Locke’s government, power is exercised only to ensure safety and settle disputes. Rousseau takes the thinking of Hobbes and Locke a step further. Hobbes argued for a sovereign power, and Locke believed that the people should transfer their collective power to the agencies of government. Rousseau believed that sovereignty must always reside in the people. He states that a government needs executive and judicial functions but argues that their power must be completely subordinated to the power of the people.The general will is the key concept in
Rousseau’s political philosophy. It sets him apart from Hobbes and Locke, who believed that the state was an artificial creation, made necessary by the fear and inequality present in the state of nature. In contrast, in book 2 Rousseau argues that government, established upon the idea of the general will, is a natural occurrence, and the state of nature teaches that the legitimacy of government must always rest on the consent of the governed. He further defines the general will by stating that it is determined by two elements: First, it always aims at the general
good, and second, it applies to all. In saying this, Rousseau recognizes that unanimous consent in any government is impossible—the vote of the majority also binds the minority, but he does not see majority rule becoming a “tyranny of the majority.” Those in the minority, he asserts, do not lose their freedom because they are bound to go along with the majority against their will. Instead, he claims that the minority merely does not recognize the general will; once the minority sees what their interests are, they will readily assent.The problem of political
representation lies at the heart of Rousseau’s political philosophy, because if true sovereignty depends upon the power of the general will, then no elected legislative body could possibly serve the interests of every individual citizen. Thus, it becomes impossible to achieve a balance of liberty and authority. Rousseau believes that representative democracy is not truly democratic, because unless voters always have a direct voice in the laws enacted by the legislature, democracy is an illusion. However, Rousseau does not adequately solve the practical problem of
ruling a large state. His idea of direct democracy may be workable in a small town, but it would not be practical in a country with millions of people. Some states may be too large for Rousseau’s ideal government to be possible.The second problem addressed in book 2 concerns itself with the role of law in a society. For Rousseau, the making of laws is simply another manifestation of the general will. Laws should be made for the benefit of all and not merely to protect private interests. Laws should never interfere with the individual liberty of citizens, because
the laws reflect the citizens’ wills.In book 3, Rousseau gives the reader an idea of what his ideal government might look like. He understands that government is a balance between the general will of the people and sovereignty or power. In his system, government is merely the agent of the people and possesses no real power. The government administers and enforces the law, but it always remains accountable to the general will. This idea is radically different from the writings of previous political theorists. Classical political thinkers such as Plato and
Aristotle believed that self-government must surrender itself to good government. Rousseau was the first political writer to attempt to combine good government and self-government through the concept of the general will. Many critics of Rousseau have argued that he does not clearly show how this is possible. For example, Rousseau would claim that the separation of powers found in both the American and British political systems is a denial of democracy and the will of the people. He might, in what for him would be an extreme conciliation to practical
reality, place all political power in a supreme legislature that had little or no executive power. In addition, he believes that an ideal state should consist of no more than ten thousand citizens; anything larger would be too difficult to govern.In surveying the various forms of government that have existed throughout history, Rousseau concludes that no one form of government is best. In looking at each form of government in turn, he sees strengths and weaknesses in each. To the practical question of what constitutes good government, Rousseau answers that the
preservation and prosperity of the citizens is the ultimate aim, and any form of government that keeps this goal will, in general, be a good government.In the fourth and final book, Rousseau talks about how a system of voting and elections should be established. He endorses the principle of majority rule, and argues, oddly enough, that in the small state mentioned earlier as his ideal, most votes would be close to unanimous. Critics have pointed out, however, that Rousseau does not consider that a majority could consist of as little as 51 percent, whose will
would then prevail over the other 49 percent. In a time of extreme crisis, Rousseau says, a dictatorship and temporary suspension of civil liberties may even be necessary to ensure the survival of the general will. Rousseau does not say precisely how the likelihood for the invocation of the general will to become the basis for a totalitarian state can be avoided.Rousseau also discusses the role of religion in society. Some religion, he thought, is indispensable to morality. He severely attacks Christianity, believing the Roman Catholic Church to be a disruptive force
because it claimed to be above the political authority of the state. Thus, in times of war, Christians may find their loyalty divided between defending the state and defending their religious convictions. With this discussion Rousseau concludes The Social Contract.Rousseau realized that within his discussion about the ideal political system he had omitted many important topics, such as foreign relations, treaties, and laws between nations. He hoped to return to such topics in the future, but did not. Still, the impact of Rousseau’s thinking upon the French and
American revolutions was enormous.BibliographyCullen, Daniel E. Freedom in Rousseau’s Political Philosophy. DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 1993. An assessment of Rousseau’s philosophy of freedom and its impact on his broader moral and political views.Damrosch, Leo. Jean-Jacques Rousseau: Restless Genius. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005. This one-volume biography is a useful addition to Rousseau scholarship, providing an incisive, accessible account of Rousseau’s life and contributions to philosophy and literature. Includes illustrations, a
time line, a bibliography, and an index.Delaney, James. Starting with Rousseau. New York: Continuum, 2009. A comprehensive introduction to Rousseau’s ideas, including his political philosophy as expounded in The Social Contract, his theories of human nature, his philosophy of education, and his social theory. Ideal for beginning students in philosophy, government, and other subjects.Dent, N. J. H. Rousseau. New York: Routledge, 2005. An overview of the entire range of Rousseau’s philosophy, paying particular attention to the theories of democracy and
freedom outlined in The Social Contract. Explains Rousseau’s concept of the general will. . Rousseau: An Introduction to His Psychological, Social, and Political Theory. New York: Blackwell, 1988. A helpful analysis of Rousseau’s views about education, human rights, community, and other social and political issues.Grant, Ruth H. Hypocrisy and Integrity: Machiavelli, Rousseau, and the Ethics of Politics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997. An instructive comparative analysis of two important figures—Rousseau and Niccolo Machiavelli—in
political philosophy.Havens, George R. Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Boston: Twayne, 1978. A concise introductory account of Rousseau’s life and career with analyses of his major works.Hulliung, Mark. The Autocritique of Enlightenment: Rousseau and the Philosophes. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1994. Shows how Rousseau both reflected and departed from main currents in Enlightenment philosophy.Morgenstern, Mira. Rousseau and the Politics of Ambiguity: Self, Culture, and Society. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996.
Analyzes Rousseau’s political theory and its historical context, showing how his thought introduced notes of ambiguity that remain in contemporary political life. Wokler, Robert. Rousseau. New York: Oxford University Press, 1995. A concise and lucid introduction to Rousseau’s life and thought. By Dr Oliver Tearle (Loughborough University) The Social Contract, which was originally published under the longer title On the Social Contract; or, Principles of Political Right, is a much-misunderstood book. Like many books, its ‘ideas’ are more familiar than the
specific contents of the book itself. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 1762 book is often regarded as a rousing call for liberty and revolution, but in many ways, The Social Contract is quite different from this, and even opposed to it. So what arguments does Rousseau actually make in The Social Contract? And why is the book so often misinterpreted? Let’s take a closer look at what he actually says. The Social Contract: summary The Social Contract begins with the most famous words in the whole book: ‘man is born free, yet everywhere he is in chains’. Rousseau is
interested in how modern society takes us away from this freedom we’re born with. He asserts that there exists a ‘social contract’ between the individual and the state, and this cuts both ways: just as the state must respect the individual’s freedom (where possible), the individual must subordinate their own wants in the name of the collective good of society. For Rousseau, society as a whole is the ‘sovereign’: more important than any actual sovereign, such as a king. The needs of this ‘sovereign’ collective are the primary goal of civilised society. Individuals
may have their own will and their own wants, but these are trumped by what Rousseau calls the ‘general will’ of the rest of society. In other words, what the ‘sovereign’ wants is more important than what an individual member of the sovereign might want. I may want to opt out of paying my taxes and keep that money for myself, because that’s in my best interests as an individual, but it’s not what’s best for the general will of society. Rousseau outlines what the government of such a society should look like. The sovereign collective should have power over
what laws are implemented, but it is still necessary to have a government to administer them. Despite arguing against the absolute power of the monarchy, Rousseau nevertheless professes a monarch to be the best leader of a society, with aristocracy providing stability. It is important that people have their say in the running of society by meeting regularly to vote on important issues. Although dictatorships should be avoided, in emergencies they may be required, with temporary powers given to them to uphold the common good. Rousseau concludes The
Social Contract by considering the place of religion in this society. All citizens should be required to observe a single, public religion (on pain of death) because this brings individuals together as a collective and is therefore for the common good. The Social Contract: analysis The Social Contract is best-known to people who have never read or closely analysed Rousseau’s book for its famous line, ‘Man is born free, yet everywhere he is in chains.’ This makes The Social Contract sound as though it’s going to be a rallying cry for liberty and revolution (it’s perhaps
inevitable that this quotation is often misattributed to Karl Marx), but in reality such a view couldn’t be further from the truth. This is because The Social Contract, whilst taking freedom as one of its primary subjects, is more a blueprint for totalitarianism than it is for individual liberty. Rousseau is often thought of as a proto-Romantic figure, whose thinking paves for the way for later champions of liberty like Percy Bysshe Shelley, but it makes as much sense to see him as a forerunner to twentieth-century communist leaders (and, on the other end of the
spectrum, fascist politicians) who believe in some nebulous ‘greater good’ before whose altar every individual citizen must be brought to worship. The Social Contract could just as easily be cited in support of the status quo as it could be to light the touchpaper of revolution. For instance, Rousseau argues that social decisions should not be made democratically, and that it isn’t even necessary to consult the rest of society before leaders make those decisions. Indeed, public discussion - because not all members of the public can be relied upon to be in full
possession of the facts about a particular issue - can be a threat to society. At several points in The Social Contract, Rousseau appears to advocate for what might be called state propaganda so that the ignorant masses might be ‘guided’ into forming the ‘correct’ opinions. That sounds less like informing people and more like manipulating them for one’s own ends, what we’d now call ‘nudging’, for all that Rousseau publicly professes a dislike for coercion. At the same time, Rousseau does outline some of the limitations that the General Will, and the community,
should have when exercising their power over the individual. The problem with his limits, or conditions, on the General Will is that they are open to the charge of being overly idealistic and utopian. For instance, in order for something to qualify as part of the General Will, it needs to benefit every member of society equally. Some examples which we might propose off the back of Rousseau’s essay, such as (proportionate) taxation or universal healthcare, seem uncontroversial and straightforward. But are they? Do they benefit every member of the community
equally, and what further checks and balances might be necessary to ensure that the individual is not crushed under the wheels of the General Will? What if certain ideas are deemed ‘dangerous’ to society at large and are then silenced? Who decides what these are, and who decides on what qualifies them as dangerous? It is not difficult to trace a line from Rousseau’s argument in The Social Contract to the idea (expressed by the Emperor in Ray Bradbury’s short story ‘The Flying Machine’) that it is better for one innocent man to die if it potentially saves a
million lives. After all, that’s what putting the community ahead of the individual looks like. It’s also what totalitarianism looks like: even the right of the individual to live cannot be guaranteed if his death would (potentially) benefit the general will. It’s worth bearing in mind that, in replacing an actual sovereign, such as a king or emperor, with the ‘sovereign’ collective that is society, Rousseau simply replaces one tyrannical figure with another. He also believes that the will of this ‘sovereign’ is absolute, and that anyone who fails to adhere to its demands
should be put to death. It’s little surprise that Robespierre, who presided over the Reign of Terror, should have taken his inspiration from Rousseau’s ideas. In the last analysis, despite Rousseau’s reputation as a thinker who embodied much of the Enlightenment spirit and paved the way for Romanticism, The Social Contract has little that is original in terms of ideas, is often muddled in its thinking, and fails to make much of an advance on the central precepts (which are also totalitarian in nature) outlined by Thomas Hobbes in his Leviathan over a century
earlier. It should perhaps come as no surprise that Rousseau spent the last few years of his life gripped by a powerful and unhealthy degree of paranoia. Subscribe to get the latest posts sent to your email. -> The KSP SI Answer Key (Final) has been released. -> The exam was held on 3rd October 2024. -> The KSP SI Notification was released for 402 vacancies. -> Candidates who have completed graduation are eligible for this recruitment. -> The selection process includes Endurance Test (ET)/Physical Standard Test (PST), Written Examination, and Medical
Examination. In The Social Contract, Jean-Jacques Rousseau asks where human society comes from and whether it can be founded on “any legitimate and sure principle.” Like his famous predecessors Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, Rousseau concludes that people form society by making an agreement—or social contract—in which they sacrifice some of their own freedom in exchange for certain rights. Hobbes believed that people renounce their freedom to society, whereas Locke saw society as a means of preserving God-given natural rights. Rousseau,
however, argues that a well-founded and well-run society is actually the source of true human freedom. For Rousseau, the social contract helps people convert their “natural freedom” into a higher “civil freedom” that truly enables them to realize their potential. Rousseau first aims to show that it is theoretically possible for humans to live under a state without sacrificing their freedom. He believes that freedom and self-preservation are essential to humans’ “very nature,” so nobody can coherently “renounce [their] freedom,” which would also mean
“renounc|ing their] humanity.” By extension, nobody can legitimately consent to the authority of any state that takes away their freedom—they can only be forced to live under such a state. If a state is to be legitimate, it must be based on people’s free consent to be governed. But other prominent philosophers’ theories of society make no room for this: for instance, Hobbes thinks that the strong create society to benefit themselves by oppressing the weak, and Aristotle argued that some people are naturally “born for slavery.” Rousseau, however, believes that
no truly legitimate society can be based on oppression: a well-functioning society must be a source of freedom, rather than placing limitations on it. Having explained what a free society requires, Rousseau next shows how people can actually form one: by making a social contract, they organize themselves into a political community to both realize their freedom as a collective through politics and guarantee themselves the rights they need to realize their freedom as individuals. For Rousseau, in the state of nature before society forms, people have the “natural
freedom” to do anything of which they are physically capable. But under this way of life, people inevitably struggle to survive: stronger people can take weaker people’s possessions, territory, or even lives. Eventually, people decide to “unit[e] their separate powers” to fight this state of nature by making a social contract: they agree to “defend the person and goods of each member with the collective force of all.” But because freedom and self-preservation are the fundamental principles of human decision-making, nobody would agree to the social contract
unless everyone “remains as free as before” under it. Specifically, through the social contract, people trade their “natural freedom” for “civil freedom,” or a set of common rights that guarantee freedom from unjust harm. Individuals agree to this trade because everyone else does, too, and so it is in everyone’s self-interest to respect everyone else’s rights and treat all people equally. Accordingly, whereas under “natural freedom” a select few people (the strong and intelligent) are free to trample on everyone else, “civil freedom” extends “moral and lawful
equality” to everyone. Not only does the social contract make more people secure and increase the community’s freedom as a whole, but it also institutes a better form of freedom: “civil freedom” is better than “natural freedom” because it is based on rational cooperation, which is the source of morality. With “natural freedom,” people have no guarantee of their own safety, so they must dedicate their energy to their own security. But with “civil freedom,” people can focus on more complex and ambitious expressions of their humanity, such as building houses,
forming relationships, or writing books. Rousseau goes even further by suggesting that a well-founded state cannot possibly trample on its citizens’ freedom, although it can “force [them] to be free.” Most people would say that even an ideal state can take away people’s rights—for instance, by putting them in jail if they commit a crime. But Rousseau actually thinks such punishment furthers people’s freedom. When people agree to receive civil freedom through the social contract, they agree to follow the law—in other words, they agree to accept punishment if
they violate others’ freedom. Therefore, a criminal does not lose their freedom by going to jail: rather, they are fulfilling the agreement that gave them freedom in the first place, and therefore they are affirming their own freedom as a member of society. Similarly, a legitimate state can send its citizens to war without violating their freedom: the state protects their freedom, so it is asking people “to risk [their] own [lives] in order to preserve [them].” Similarly, in an ideal state, when a majority outvotes a minority, the majority’s decision would just reflect the
general will, or the common interest of all citizens, and the minority would simply be wrong about what is best for them. However, this does not mean that majorities and states never trample on people’s freedom in the real world: Rousseau emphasizes that he is talking about an ideal state. Indeed, while Rousseau sees society as the best path to true freedom, he was under no illusion that a free society existed or would be easy to create. He saw people being enslaved by society all around him, which explains his famous first line: “Man was born free, and he is
everywhere in chains.” The Social Contract is Rousseau’s attempt to correct existing societies by showing them how they should organize themselves, rather than simply describing how actual societies work, as he did in the Discourse on Inequality. The Discourse gave a historical account of society’s formation, but The Social Contract complemented it by showing what needed to be done for humans to live freely and fully express their capacities through a well-organized society. The world listened: this book, perhaps more than any other, inspired the French
Revolution that established Europe’s first major republic since Rome. Philosophy often serves as a guide for those seeking to live a more meaningful life, yet many learners may not fully grasp the significance of social contract theory within Jean-Jacques Rousseau's philosophy. Understanding this concept is crucial, as it profoundly influences how we can apply philosophical ideas to enrich our lives. This article examines the philosophy of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the principles of social contract theory, and how these ideas contribute to the broader pursuit of a
more meaningful existence.Key features of Jean-Jacques Rousseau's philosophyJean-Jacques Rousseau was a prominent philosopher whose ideas centered around the concepts of individual freedom, the natural state of humans, and the structure of society. One of his notable contributions to philosophy was the idea that humans are inherently good but become corrupted by society and its institutions. He argued that in the “state of nature,” people lived peaceful and simple lives, but as societies formed, inequality and competition emerged, leading to
unhappiness and conflict.Rousseau is best known for his concept of the "social contract," which explores how individuals can join together to form a collective society while maintaining their personal freedoms. He believed that legitimate political authority comes from a collective agreement among the people, where they sacrifice some freedom for the greater good. According to Rousseau, the "general will" — the shared interests of all — should guide the laws and decisions of a society to ensure fairness and equality.Education was another focus of Rousseau's
philosophy. He believed in nurturing a child’s natural curiosity and development, rather than imposing strict rules and rote learning. His work, Emile, outlines how education can help individuals grow into free-thinking and moral citizens. Overall, Rousseau’s ideas have had a profound impact on political thought, education, and the way we understand human nature and society.What is social contract theory?Jean-Jacques Rousseau's view of social contract theory focused on the idea of collective agreement and living together in a community with shared rules.
He believed that people are naturally free but choose to join societies for mutual benefit and protection. According to Rousseau, the social contract is an agreement among individuals to create a system of laws and governance that reflects the general will, which is the common interest of all members of the society.He emphasized that true freedom comes from following these agreed-upon rules, as they represent the collective will rather than individual desires. For Rousseau, the social contract does not mean surrendering freedom but instead transforming it
into a form of moral freedom where individuals act in accordance with shared values and principles. He argued that legitimate authority in a society comes from this agreement and that governments should serve the general will to be just.This example helps to demonstrate this philosophical perspective. Imagine a small community where all individuals agree to work together to ensure fairness and equality. Each person consents to contribute to the community, not because they are forced to, but because they realize it benefits everyone collectively. For
instance, individuals agree to follow certain rules, like respecting one another’s property and sharing resources equally, to maintain harmony. This agreement is not imposed by a single ruler or an outside authority but comes from the shared decision of the community members themselves. By prioritizing the common good over individual selfishness, they create a balanced and cooperative society where everyone has a stake and say in the system. This commitment highlights a social contract that values mutual respect, shared responsibilities, and equality,
echoing Rousseau’s ideals in an easily understood and relatable real-life scenario.Challenges to Jean-Jacques Rousseau's view about social contract theorySome philosophers have expressed objections to or rejected Jean-Jacques Rousseau's ideas on social contract theory for various reasons, often citing concerns over practicality, individual rights, and societal implications. One major criticism is related to Rousseau's emphasis on the "general will" as the guiding principle of a society. Critics argue that prioritizing the general will could suppress minority voices
or individual freedoms, as the collective decisions of society might override personal rights. This raises concerns about potential tyranny of the majority, where the will of the larger group could lead to oppression of smaller, dissenting groups within the community.Another objection comes from those who question the realistic application of Rousseau’s ideas. Philosophers like David Hume have criticized aspects of social contract theories, including Rousseau’s, by suggesting that they are based more on hypothetical constructs rather than historical realities.
Hume argued that societies are not usually formed through explicit agreements or contracts but rather through gradual evolution based on human needs and relationships over time. This makes the concept of a "contract" somewhat abstract, prompting critics to dismiss it as unrealistic or overly idealistic. Furthermore, some philosophers have taken issue with Rousseau's assumption about human nature and how individuals would behave in a state of nature. Critics argue that Rousseau’s reliance on this notion oversimplifies the complexity of human behavior
and relationships. By making assumptions about human equality and cooperation in such a state, Rousseau’s ideas might not fully account for conflicting desires, greed, or power struggles, which have historically played significant roles in shaping societies.Finally, philosophers who prioritize individualism over collectivism object to Rousseau’s suggestion that individuals should subsume their personal interests to the general will. Thinkers like John Locke, who emphasized natural rights to life, liberty, and property, argue that Rousseau’s views risk
undermining individual autonomy for the sake of societal harmony. They contend that the balance between collective good and personal freedom is a delicate one, and Rousseau’s framework may tip the scales in favour of the collective at the expense of individual rights.These critiques highlight the ongoing debate about social contract theories, showing that while Rousseau’s ideas are influential, they are far from universally accepted. Critics challenge both their philosophical foundations and their implications for individual and societal dynamics.Why social
contract theory is important to Jean-Jacques Rousseau's philosophyThese are some of the main reasons why grasping the concept of social contract theory is essential to comprehending Jean-Jacques Rousseau's philosophy.Establishes the Foundations of SocietySocial contract theory is important because it explains the idea that society is built through an agreement among individuals to cooperate and form communities. This concept helps us understand the philosophical basis for why society exists. It introduces the belief that without this agreement, people
would live in a "state of nature," where there are no rules, laws, or shared responsibilities. The theory provides a framework for understanding how individuals give up some personal freedoms in exchange for the protection and order offered by living in a society. This foundation is crucial for understanding many other ideas related to governance, law, and social responsibility. Explores the Balance Between Individual Freedom and Collective GoodAnother reason social contract theory is significant is because it dives into the relationship between personal
freedom and the needs of the group. It sheds light on how people must sometimes compromise their selfish desires to achieve a more harmonious and productive society. This balance is important for exploring themes like equality, fairness, and justice. The theory reflects the challenges of keeping individuals happy while maintaining order and ensuring that everyone has an equal say. This balance remains a key topic for philosophers, political thinkers, and anyone interested in how to create societies that respect individual rights while functioning effectively
as a whole.Influences Modern Ideas About Government and AuthoritySocial contract theory also plays a critical role in shaping modern political philosophy, especially when it comes to understanding the legitimacy of governments. It emphasizes the idea that governments are formed through the consent of the people, rather than through force or tradition. This means that individuals agree to abide by the laws and policies of a government because it serves the collective interest. The theory has influenced important concepts such as democracy, human rights,
and the idea that leaders are accountable to the people they govern. Exploring this idea helps make sense of how political systems are structured and why they function the way they do in society today.Contrasting Jean-Jacques Rousseau's philosophy with Thomas Hobbes's philosophy]Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Thomas Hobbes both explored the concept of the social contract, but their views about human nature and the role of the state greatly differ. Hobbes believed that without society or a governing authority, life would be chaotic and violent, famously
describing it as "nasty, brutish, and short." To avoid this, he argued that individuals must surrender their freedoms to an absolute ruler or government in exchange for safety and order. For Hobbes, the social contract was necessary to escape this natural state of conflict and prevent the collapse of society.Rousseau, on the other hand, held a more optimistic view of human nature. He believed that people were naturally good and capable of living peacefully without conflict in a state of nature. According to Rousseau, it was the development of private property
and societal inequality that corrupted humans and led to problems. His vision of the social contract was to create a society where individuals could come together as equals and work collectively for the common good, rather than submitting to an absolute ruler.The key difference lies in their perspectives on authority and individual freedom. Hobbes prioritized authority and security over personal freedom, while Rousseau emphasized equality and collective will, aiming for a balance between individual liberty and the needs of the community. This distinction
highlights the contrasting foundations of their political philosophies.Social Contract Theory, Jean-Jacques Rousseau's philosophy and the meaning of lifeReflecting on Jean-Jacques Rousseau's ideas about society and human nature can provide valuable insights as we strive to live more meaningful and fulfilling lives. Even if one does not fully agree with his perspective, pondering his thought can inspire us to examine the deeper connections we share with our communities and the responsibilities we hold as individuals. Rousseau challenges us to think critically
about the balance between personal freedom and the collective good, encouraging us to consider how our actions contribute to or detract from the well-being of others.Engaging with these ideas is significant because they push us to question the systems, values, and relationships that shape our lives. By reflecting on such philosophies, we can evaluate whether our choices align with the ideals we cherish and the impact we want to have on the world. Rousseau’s work prompts us to see that meaningful living is not just about self-interest or personal gain but
about fostering connections and understanding our role in the larger, shared human experience.Additionally, thinking about his philosophy can inspire gratitude for the privileges and opportunities we have, while also urging us to recognize and address inequalities that might be present in the systems we participate in. It helps us realize that living meaningfully is a continuous process of growth, where we strive to cultivate empathy, fairness, and a sense of purpose that uplifts not only ourselves but also those around us.Ultimately, reflecting on Rousseau’s
ideas encourages us to develop a greater sense of awareness about our decisions and their consequences. It serves as a reminder that pursuing a meaningful life involves thoughtful consideration of how we relate to society, how we balance the needs of the individual and the community, and how we contribute to creating a world that reflects the values we hold dear.Further readingGourevitch, V. (Ed. & Trans.). (1997). The social contract and other later political writings. Cambridge University Press.Masters, R. D. (1968). The political philosophy of Rousseau.
Princeton University Press.Neuhouser, F. (1993). Rousseau's theodicy of self-love: Evil, rationality, and the drive for recognition. Oxford University Press.Rousseau, J.-J. (1762/2002). The social contract (M. Cranston, Trans.). Penguin Classics.Wokler, R. (1995). Rousseau and liberty. Cambridge University Press. 1762 book by Jean-Jacques Rousseau This article is about Jean-Jacques Rousseau's 1762 treatise. For "social contract" as a political and philosophical concept, see Social contract. For other uses, see Social Contract (disambiguation). The Social
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Contract, originally published as On the Social Contract; or, Principles of Political Right (French: Du contrat social; ou, Principes du droit politique), is a 1762 French-language book by the Genevan philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The book theorizes about how to establish legitimate authority in a political community, that is, one compatible with individual freedom, in the face of the problems of commercial society, which Rousseau had already identified in his Discourse on Inequality (1755). The Social Contract helped inspire political reforms or revolutions
in Europe, especially in France. The Social Contract argued against the idea that monarchs were divinely empowered to legislate. Rousseau asserts that only the general will of the people has the right to legislate, for only under the general will can the people be said to obey only themselves and hence be free. Although Rousseau's notion of the general will is subject to much interpretive controversy, it seems to involve a legislature consisting of all adult members of the political community who are restricted to legislating general laws for the common good.
Title page of a pirated edition of the Social Contract, probably printed in Germany[1] The epigraph of the work is "foederis aequas / dicamus leges" ("Let us set equal terms for the truce") (Virgil, Aeneid XI1.321-22). The stated aim of The Social Contract is to determine whether there can be a legitimate political authority, since people's interactions he saw at his time seemed to put them in a state far worse than the good one they were at in the state of nature, even though living in isolation. He concludes book one, chapter three with, "Let us then admit that
force does not create right, and that we are obliged to obey only legitimate powers", which is to say, the ability to coerce is not a legitimate power—might does not make right, and the people have no duty to submit to it. A state has no right to enslave a conquered people. Rousseau argues that legitimate authority must be compatible with individual freedom. Such authority can only be compatible with individual freedom if it is consented to, and hence there must be a social contract. However, Rousseau's conception of this social contract was different to that of
thinkers before him, such as Grotius, Hobbes, and Pufendorf.[2]: 75 For Rousseau, since one's right to freedom is inalienable, the people cannot obligate themselves to obey someone other than themselves. Transferring rights to an authority involved renunciation of freedom and transformed the natural equality of men into subjection.[2]: 77 Hence, the only legitimate social contract is one that establishes the people themselves as the rulers. Rousseau refers to the united will of the people as the general will.[2]:85 The general will, to be truly general, must only
legislate laws with general form, i.e., laws that apply equally to all. For Rousseau, collective self-rule would increase freedom if the people to whom laws applied were also the ones prescribing them.[2]: 79 Rousseau, who objected to extreme wealth inequality, also argued that equality is essential for the attainment of liberty, and concluded that legislation ought to preserve equality. [3][2]: 80 Rousseau argues that the sovereign power must be separate from the government, which in Rousseau's terminology refers to the executive power. The division of
sovereign from government is necessary because the sovereign cannot deal with particular matters like applications of the law.[2]: 89 Doing so would undermine its generality, and therefore damage its legitimacy. Thus, the government must remain a separate institution from the sovereign body. When the government exceeds the boundaries set in place by the people, it is the mission of the people to abolish such government and begin anew. Rousseau claims that the size of the territory to be governed often decides the nature of the government. Since a
government is only as strong as the people, and this strength is absolute, the larger the territory, the more strength the government must be able to exert over the populace (cf. also Turner's frontier thesis for the case of America). In his view, a monarchical government is able to wield the most power over the people since it has to devote less power to itself, while a democracy the least. In general, the larger the bureaucracy, the more power required for government discipline. Normally, this relationship requires the state to be an aristocracy or monarchy.
When Rousseau uses the word democracy, he refers to an executive composed of all or most of the people (Bk. 3, Ch. 3, Para. 2) rather than to a representative democracy. Rousseau argues that it is the people themselves, not their representatives, who have supreme power, and that everyone taking part in legislation is a check against abuse of power.[2]:83 In light of the relation between population size and governmental structure, Rousseau argues that like his native Geneva, small city-states are the form of the nation in which freedom can best flourish.[2]:
82 For states of this size, an elected aristocracy is preferable, and in very large states a benevolent monarch; but even monarchical rule, to be legitimate, must be subordinate to the sovereign rule of law. Upon publication, the distribution of The Social Contract in France was prohibited, and Rousseau fled the country to avoid imprisonment.[2]: 99 However, it was primarily Rousseau's chapter on civil religion, rather than his ideas on liberty and sovereignty, that caused the controversy. In America, Noah Webster borrowed heavily from The Social Contract to
write Sketches of American Policy (1785), one of the earliest widely-published arguments for a strong central government in America.[4] Immanuel Kant, one of the most influential moral philosophers in Western philosophy, acknowledged his debt to Rousseau's work in political philosophy, of which The Social Contract is perhaps the closest to a complete statement. Kant wrote, "I myself am a researcher by inclination. I feel the entire thirst for cognition and the eager restlessness to proceed further in it, as well as the satisfaction at every acquisition. There
was a time when I believed this alone could constitute the honour of humankind, and I despised the rabble who knows nothing. Rousseau has set me right. This blinding prejudice vanishes, I learn to honour human beings, and I would feel by far less useful than the common labourer if I did not believe that this consideration could impart a value to all others in order to establish the rights of humanity." (Refl. 20:44) The French philosopher Voltaire used his publications to criticise and mock Rousseau, but also to defend free expression. In his Idées républicaines
(1765), he reacted to the news that The Social Contract had been burned in Geneva, saying "The operation of burning it was perhaps as odious as that of writing it. [...] To burn a book of argument is to say: 'We do not have enough wit to reply to it.""[5][6] The work was also banned in Paris[7] and was forbidden by the Church being listed on the Index Librorum Prohibitorum.[a] The work received a refutation called The Confusion of the Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau by the Jesuit Alfonso Muzzarelli in Italy in 1794.[8] The influence of Rousseau on




Maximilien Robespierre from his diary during the Estates General of 1789: Divine man! It was you who taught me to know myself. When I was young you brought me to appreciate the true dignity of my nature and to reflect on the great principles which govern the social order . . . . I saw you in your last days and for me the recollection of the time will always be a source of proud joy. I contemplated your august features and saw there the imprint of those dark griefs which the injustice of man inflicted on you.[9]Thomas Carlyle assessed its impact:and now has
not Jean Jacques promulgated his new Evangel of a Contrat Social; explaining the whole mystery of Government, and how it is contracted and bargained for,—to universal satisfaction? Theories of Government! Such have been, and will be; in ages of decadence. Acknowledge them in their degree; as processes of Nature, who does nothing in vain; as steps in her great process. Meanwhile, what theory is so certain as this, That all theories, were they never so earnest, painfully elaborated, are, and, by the very conditions of them, must be incomplete, questionable,
and even false? Thou shalt know that this Universe is, what it professes to be, an infinite one. Attempt not to swallow it, for thy logical digestion; be thankful, if skilfully planting down this and the other fixed pillar in the chaos, thou prevent its swallowing thee. That a new young generation has exchanged the Sceptic Creed, What shall I believe? for passionate Faith in this Gospel according to Jean Jacques is a further step in the business; and betokens much.He advised: "In such prophesied Lubberland, of Happiness, Benevolence, and Vice cured of its
deformity, trust not, my friends! . . . Is not Sentimentalism twin-sister to Cant, if not one and the same with it? Is not Cant the materia prima of the Devil; from which all falsehoods, imbecilities, abominations body themselves; from which no true thing can come? For Cant is itself properly a double-distilled Lie; the second-power of a Lie."[3] George Mason Memorial, Washington, D.C., includes Du Contract Social as an element of the statue of a seated Mason. Totalitarian democracy ~ Beacon for Freedom of Expression search for Rousseau ~ R.A. Leigh,
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contract theory examines the connection between individuals and society. According to this theory, if people want freedom and equality, they must come together to create a fair government through a collective agreement—or what he calls a social contract. Rousseau considers concepts such as individual rights alongside the needs of everyone in society. By looking at both citizens’ duties and responsibilities and those who govern them, Rousseau prompts us to question traditional ideas about power and authority. Let’s take an in-depth look at his thoughts.
Introduction to Rousseau’s Social Contract Theory Liberty Leading the People, Eugene Delacroix, 1831. Source: Wikimedia Commons Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a key figure of the 18th-century European Enlightenment, was born in Geneva in 1712. His life was as eventful as his ideas were influential—he frequently found himself at odds with those around him and spent long periods living in exile. Although Rousseau wrote on diverse subjects—from opera to education—his work in political theory is best remembered today. Above all, historians single out one
book when trying to understand what this man thought about how human beings should organize themselves: The Social Contract (1762). It was nothing less than revolutionary. Some even said its publication would have consequences equal to those great events and then shake Europe like an earthquake (such as revolutions). At the heart of social contract theory lies the idea that legitimate authority derives solely from consent governed (democracy). Further still, any governmental system ought to reflect general wishes or Volonté générale (“general will”)
populace comprising it. While Thomas Hobbes believed that the goal of a social contract was to avoid living a life that is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short,” Rousseau saw it differently. He thought that such an agreement could help people obtain freedom, equality, and justice within their society—in other words, turn what they naturally have into civil liberty and justice. Rousseau wrote The Social Contract at a time of great social and political change. Absolute rule had caused difficulties throughout Europe, and Enlightenment thinkers were starting to
question whether there might be better ways for people to be in charge than traditional systems. It was radical: He wanted democracy, but one where everyone participated equally. These ideas were important not just for what happened later in the French Revolution but also for how we think about politics today. The Foundation of the Social Contract The Oath of the Horatii, Jacques-Louis David, 1784. Source: Wikimedia Commons Jean-Jacques Rousseau introduced the idea of a “state of nature” as part of his social contract theory, which sets him apart from
thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes. Rousseau imagined the state of nature as peaceful and solitary: people living simple lives satisfied their own wants directly from the environment around them. As mentioned, while Hobbes believed life in the state of nature was solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short, Rousseau argued that society itself brought about inequality, competition, and corruption. For Rousseau, humanity’s move from this blissful state of nature to civil society came about because there was private property (which caused differences between people
once they started accumulating things)! With this shift, there had to be a social contract: an agreement between group members for self-preservation. One way they do this is by forming states. Here, individuals surrender some aspects of their personal freedom over others, so everyone protects everybody else—including individual possessions! He called this collective decision-making process “the general will.” The principles of liberty, equality, and the common good are the foundation of Rousseau’s civil society, and political authority is legitimized through
the social contract. At the heart of Rousseau’s theory is the idea of the “general will,” which states that citizens’ collective will should aim at what is best for everyone. Unlike individual desires or the will of all, which may serve particular interests, the general will only consider shared interests. Rousseau argues that by following this general will, people can be free and equal within civil society. The social contract creates justice and civil liberty by transforming natural liberty, and this happens when people agree on what is best for everyone (the general will).
Key Principles of the Social Contract Theory The Third of May, Francisco de Goya, 1814. Source: Artsy.net Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s social contract theory is based on the idea that the state’s authority must come from a social contract agreed upon by its citizens, ensuring that power rests with the people, as opposed to divine right or hereditary rule. According to Rousseau, sovereignty doesn’t reside in rulers themselves but rather in the general body of citizens. This sovereignty cannot be alienated or divided. It cannot be handed over to a monarch or small
group. It must be exercised by the community as a whole. At the core of Rousseau’s theory are notions of “liberty” and “equality.” For Rousseau, liberty isn’t about pursuing individual interests. Freedom comes when one aligns themselves with the general will - which represents what'’s collectively best for everyone (and leads to the common good). Equality does not just mean having the same legal rights and status as others. It also means having an equal say in making the laws everyone must obey. In a social contract, everyone gives up some freedom in
exchange for protection—so no one is rich enough to buy their way out of trouble, but nor is anyone so poor they are left unprotected. To understand Rousseau’s idea, we need to know what he meant by “general will” versus “will of all.” The general will does not just mean what most people want. It means things that are good for everyone, even if individuals disagree sometimes. In contrast, will of all simply adds up to what everybody wants, even if this is bad for society overall! Rousseau thought it important to follow our general will when making laws
through social contracts—only then can we remain free and equal under the law. Criticisms of the Social Contract Theory A Burial at Ornans, Gustave Courbet, 1849-50. Source: Wikimedia Commons Rousseau’s social contract theory has been criticized throughout its history and continues to be debated today. One major objection is that the idea of the general will is too vague and idealistic. Skeptics ask how practical it is to think that people can ever identify their common interest, properly understand it, or act on it selflessly. Thomas Hobbes had a very
different—much bleaker—view of human nature than Rousseau’s in the state of nature. He thought life without government would be “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish and short.” Hobbes believed that for order to exist, an absolute sovereign (a king or queen) must have all power. John Locke agreed with Rousseau about natural rights and the consent of democracy but had a more down-to-earth theory of the social contract. He wanted the government to protect individual rights and property. His idea was limited government (such as we find in the United Kingdom
and the United States today). This contrasts sharply with Rousseau, who cared deeply about both collective sovereignty and what he called “the general will.” Critics also raise concerns about how to define and determine the general will exactly, especially in diverse and intricate societies. They suggest that autocratic governments can adopt this term to validate their oppressive actions since they allege to represent everybody. Moreover, there is a risk that the opinions of minority groups may be silenced. If a society focuses too much on shared interests, this
might mean overriding personal freedoms—resulting in what has been called “the tyranny of the majority.” These arguments highlight the tension between individual freedom and collective decision-making, how difficult it can be to implement Rousseau’s ideas, and the ongoing discussion within political philosophy about finding the right balance between authority and liberty. The Social Contract and Modern Society Coronation of Emperor Napoleon I and Coronation of the Empress Josephine in Notre-Dame de Paris, December 2, 1804, Jacques-Louis David,
1805-07. Source: Wikimedia Commons This theory has had a lasting influence on contemporary political thought and systems, including the development of both democratic and republican ideologies. His ideas about popular sovereignty and the general will as the basis for political legitimacy were highly influential during the Enlightenment and later revolutionary periods. For example, one can see echoes of Rousseau’s thoughts on freedom, equality, and collective sovereignty in the principles of liberté, égalité, and fraternité. One can, therefore, say that he
helped shape modern democratic values. In terms of democracy and republicanism specifically, Rousseau’s ideas stress the importance of an active citizenry, government limited by law, and governments reflecting the general will. This can be seen today in things like referendums (where they exist) and an emphasis on participation—ensuring that elected officials or laws made by them are in line with what people actually want. However, applying Rousseau’s theory in today’s world presents several challenges. It is hard to determine a single general will when
states are complex and diverse, with many different interests at play. Furthermore, it is difficult to implement Rousseau’s ideas practically because we live in an age of digital communication and global interconnection. There is so much participation possible at once, and incorrect information circulating online exerts so much influence. For instance, the Brexit referendum raised questions about how far complex policy decisions can be said to align with the general will. After the vote, it became clear that British society was deeply divided on several fronts. And
it wasn’t at all obvious how to translate a simple majority voting for something into a workable political or economic strategy. These examples show that Rousseau’s political philosophy continues to influence society even now and that putting his ideas into practice isn’t easy, given the multifaceted nature of modern governance realities. So, What Does Rousseau’s Social Contract Theory Say? The Meeting, or Bonjour Monsieur Courbet, Gustave Courbet, 1854. Source: Artchive.com Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s social contract theory asserts that a government can
only be considered legitimate if it has been formed with the consent of those being governed. Furthermore, Rousseau believed that any such state’s authority ought to come directly from a social contract that its citizens have agreed upon. At the heart of his theory lies the idea of “general will,” the collective agreement for the good of all—which Rousseau argued provides true sovereignty, liberty, and equality. While Hobbes saw people’s natural state leading inevitably toward conflict, Rousseau thought humanity could live freely and equally under a
government that reflects this general will. His ideas challenge conventional thinking about power but also raise difficult questions when considering how to implement them: Is it possible to achieve unanimous support for general will? And how does one balance individual rights against collective decision-making in complex modern societies?



