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Dr. Korfhage

Questions to consider:

• What is the problem that Rousseau sets out to solve? What is his solution?

• What is the General Will?

• What does Rousseau mean when he says that the citizen will be “forced to be free”?

• What value or values is/are central to Rousseau’s thought?

• Rousseau’s social contract has seemed tyrannical to many people.  Do you agree? What can be said in its defense?

• “The mere impulse of appetite is slavery”—What does Rousseau mean by this? Do you agree?

Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains.…How did this change come about? I do not know. What can make it legitimate? That question I think I can answer….

“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…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.

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.”

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…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 

(More on the other side)

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 legitimizes civil undertakings, which, without it, would be absurd, tyrannical, and liable to the most frightful abuses.

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….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. . . .

