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and virtue.” By contrast, as man develops social contacts, he also develops vices,
for now he is motivated by “an artificial sentiment [amour propre] which is born
in society and which leads every individual to make more of himself than every
other,” and” this inspires in men all the evils they perpetrate on each other...,”
including intense competition for the few places of honor, envy, malice, vanity,
pride, and contempt. Ultimately, it was impossible to live alone, for in all proba
bility, says Rousseau, it was the steady growth in numbers that first brought men
together into society. How, then, were men to reconcile the independence into
which they were born with the inevitability that they would have to live to
gether? The problem, says Rousseau, 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 him’
self alone.” The solution to this problem is “the total alienation of each associate,
together with all his rights, to the whole community.” Whiie this solution appears
on the surface to be a prescription for despotism. Rousseau was convinced that it
was the road to freedom,
The idea of a “social contract” seems to imply that such a contract was
entered into at some point in the historic past. Rousseau did not view the coiltract in historical terms since he admitted that there is no way to discover evi
dence for such an event. For him, the social contract is a living reality which will
be found to be present wherever there is a legitimate government. This living
contract is the fundamental principle underlying a political association; this prin
ciple helps to overcome the lawlessness of absolute license and assures liberty.
because everyone willingly adjusts his conduct to harmonize with the legitimate
freedom of others. That man loses by the social contract is his “natural liberty”
a
and an unlimited right to everything: what he gains is “civil liberty” and
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Opinion that is Contrary to my own prevails, this lnot’es neither more nor less
than that I was mistaken, and that is-hat I thought to be the general will was not
So.” When a law is proposed, the citizens are not asked to approve or reject the
proposal: they are asked to decide whether it is in conformity with the general
will, that is, with the common good or justice. Only when the question is put this
Way can it be said that “the general will is found by counting the votes Only
Under these circumstances is there any justification for forcing someone to obey
the law. In effect he is then being forced to behave iii accordance with a law he
Would have been wdling to obey if lie had accurately understood the require
ments of the common good svli ich alone provides hi in with the greatest anlinint
of freedom, Only under these circn1istances, says Rousseau, is it legitimate to say
that “he will be forced to be free.’
Rousseau was under no illusion that it would be easy to establish all the
Conditions for making just laws in the modern world For one tlnng, much of his
thought reflected the conditions in his small native Geneva where participation
by the citizens could be more direct. In addition, his vision iI)ehilded certain
assumptions that would require considerable human virtue, II everyone were
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