The articles of this contract are so unalterably fixed by the nature of the
act that the least modification renders them vain and of no effect; so that
they are the same everywhere, and are everywhere tacitly understood
and admitted, even though they may never have been formally
announced; until, the social compact being violated, each individual is
restored to his original rights, and resumes his native liberty, while losing
the conventional liberty for which he renounced it.
The articles of the social contract will, when clearly understood, be
found reducible to this single point: the total alienation of each associate,
and all his rights, to the whole community; for, in the first place, as
every individual gives himself up entirely, the condition of every person
is alike; and being so, it would not be to the interest of any one to render
that condition offensive to others.
Nay, more than this, the alienation being made without any reserve,
the union is as complete as it can be, and no associate has any further claim
to anything: for if any individual retained rights not enjoyed in general hy
all, as there would be no common superior to decide between him and the
public, each person being in some points his own judge, would soon pre
tend to be so in everything; and thus would the state of nature be continued
and the association necessarily become tyrannical or be annihilated.
Finally, each person gives himself to all, and so not to any one individ
ual; and as there is no one associate over whom the same right is not
acquired ‘vhich is ceded to him by others, each gains an equivalent for what
he loses, and finds his force increased for preserving that which he possesses.
If, therefore, we exclude from the social contract all that is not
essential, we shall find it reduced to the following terms:
Each of its places in common his person and all his power under the
supreme direction of the general will; and as one body we all receive
each member as an indivisible part of the whole.
From that moment, instead of as many separate persons as there are
contracting parties, this act of association produces a moral and collective
hod’, composed of as many members as there are votes in the assembly,
which from this act receives its unity’, its common self, its life, and its will.
This public person, which is thus formed by the union of all other persons,
took formerly the name of “city,” and now takes that of “republic” or
“body politic.” It is called by its members “State” when it is passive,
“Sovereign” when in activity, and whenever it is compared with other bod
ies of a similar kind, it is denominated “power.” The associates take collec
tively the name of “people”: and separately, that of “citizens,” as partici
pating in the sovereign authority, and of “subjects,” because they are sub
jected to the laws of the State. But these terms are frequently confotinded
and used one for the other; and it is enough that a man understands how to
distinguish them when they are employed in all their precision.
As soon as men cease to consider public service as the principal duty of citi
zens, and rather choose to serve with their purse than with their persons,
we may pronounce the State to he on the very verge of ruin. Are the citizens

called upon to march out to var? They pay
soldiers for the purpose, and
remain at home. Are they summoned to council?
They nominate deputies,
and stay at home. And thus, in consequence
of idleness and money, they
have soldiers to enslave their country, and
representatives to sell it.
It is the hurry of commerce and of the arts,
it is the greedy thirst of
gain, and the effeminate softness and love of
comfort, that occasion this
commutation of money for personal service.
Men give up a part of the
profits they acquire in order to purchase
leisure to augment them. Give
money, and you will soon have chains.
The word “finance” is a term of
slavery; it is unknown in the true city. In a
State truly free, the citizens
do all with their own arms and nothing with
their money; and, instead
of purchasing exemption from their duty,
they would even pay for fulfill
ing it themselves. My ideas on this subject
are indeed very different from
those commonly received; I even think the
corváes lunpaid labor on
roads and highways, requited of French
peasants before the revolution]
are less an infringement upon liberty than taxes.
The better a State is constituted, the more
do public affairs intrude
upon private affairs in the minds of the
citizens. Private concerns even
become considerably fewer, because each
individual shares so largely in
the common happiness that he has not so
much occasion to seek for it in
private resources. In a vell.conducted city, each
member flies with joy to
the assemblies; under a bad government, no
one is disposed to bend his
way thither, because no one is interested in
proceedings where he fore
sees that the general will will not prevail, and
in the end every man turns
his attention to his own domestic affairs. Good
laws lead on to better,
and bad ones seldom fail to generate still
worse. When once you hear
some one say, when speaking of the affairs
of the State, “What is it to
me?” you may give over the State for lost.
It was the decline of patriotism, the activity
of private interest, the
immense extent of States, the increase of
conquests, and the abuses of
government, that suggested the expedient of having
deputies or represen
tatives of the people in the assemblies of the
nation. These representa
tives are the body to which, in certain countries,
they have dared to give
the name of the “Third Estate,” as if the
private interest of the two other
orders deserved the first and second rank, and the public
interest should
be considered only in the third place.
Sovereignty cannot be represented for the same reason
that it cannot
be alienated; its essence is the general will, and that
will must speak for
itself, or it does not exist: it is either itself or not
itself: there is no inter
mediate possibility. The deputies of the people,
therefore, are not and
cannot be their representatives; they can only be
their commissioners,
and as such are not qualified to conclude anything
definitively. No act of
theirs can be a law, unless it has been ratified by
the people in person;
and without that ratification nothing is a law.
The people of England
deceive themselves when they fancy they are free;
they are so, in fact,
only during the election of members of parliament:
for, as soon as a new
one is elected, they are again in chains, and are
nothing. And thus, by the
use they make of their brief moments of liberty, they
deserve to lose it.
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There is one law only which, by its nature, requires unanimous consent; I
mean the social compact: for civil association is the most voluntary of all
acts; even’ man being born free and master of himself, no person can under
any pretense whatever subject him without his consent. To affirm that the
son of a slave is born a slave is to pronounce that he is not born a man.
Should there be any men who oppose the social compact, their
opposition will not invalidate it, but only hinder their being included:
they are Foreigners among citizens. When the State is instituted, residence
constitutes consent; to inhabit a territory is to submit to the sovereignty.
ENcept in this original contract, a majority of votes is sufficient to
bind all the others. This is a consequence of the contract itself. But it
may be asked how a man can be free and yet forced to conform to the
will of others. How are the opposers free when they are in submission to
laws to which they have never consented?
I answer that the question is not fairly stated. The citizen consents to
all the laws, to those which are passed in spite of his opposition, and
even to those which sentence him to punishment if he violates any one of
them. The constant will of all the members of the State is the general
will; it is by that they are citizens and free. When any law is proposed in
the assembly of the people, the question is not precisely to enquire
whether they approve the proposition or reject it, but if i is conformable
or not to the general will, which is their will. Each citizen, in giving his
suffrage, states his mind on that question; and the general will is found
by counting the votes. When, therefore, the motion which I opposed car
ries, it only proves to me that I was mistaken, and that what I believed to
be the general will was not so. If my particular opinion had prevailed, I
should have done what I was not willing to do, and, consequently, I
should not have been in a state of freedom.

