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FROM THE SOCIAL CONTRACT 215

If then we set aside what s not of the essence of the social contract, we
shall find that it is reducible to the following terms: “Each of us puts in
common his person and his whole power under the supreme direction of
the general will, and in retum we receive every member as an indivisi
pait of the whole.” [Book I, Chapter 6]

But the body politic or sovereign, deriving its existence only from the
contract, can never bind itself, cveft to others, in anything that derogates
from the original act, such as alienation of some portion of tself, or submis-
sion to another sovereign. To violate the act by which it exists would be to
annihilate itself, and what is nothing produces nothing, [Book I, Chapter 7).

It follows from what precedes, that the general will is always right and
always tends to the public advantage; but it does not follow that the reso-
Jutions of the people have always the same rectitude. Men always desire
their own good, but do not always discem it; the people are never cor-
rupted, though often deceived, and it is only then that they seem to will
what is evil. [Book II, Chapter 3

“The public'force, then, requires a suitable agent to concentrate it and
put it in action according to the directions of the general will, to serve as a
Ineans of communication between the state and the sovercign, to effect in
some manner in the public person what the union of soul and body effects
i a man. This is, in the Stale, the function of government, improperly
confounded with the sovereign of which it s only the minister

What, then, is the government? An intermediate body established
between the subjects and the sovereign for their mutual correspondence,
charged with the execution of the laws and with the maintenance of liberty
both civil and political. [Book TIT, Chapter 1]

Itis not sufficient that the assembled people should have once fixed
the constitution of the state by giving their sanction to a body of laws; it is
not sufficient that they should have established a perpetual government, or
that they should have once for all provided for the election of magistrates.
Besides the extraordinary’ assemblies which unforeseen events may re-
quire, it is necessary that there should be fixed and periodical ones which

le

nothing can abolish or proroguc; so that, on the appointed day, the people
are rightfully convoked by the law, without needing for that purpose any
formal summons. [Book I, Chapter 13].

So soon as the people are lawfully assembled as a sovereign bady, the
whole jurisdiction of the government ceases, the excentive power is sus-
pended, and the person of the meanest citizen is as sacred and in
as that of the first magistrate, because where the represented are, there is
1o longer any representative. [Book 111, Chapter 14]
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was born in Swiss Geneva — not
France — and came from the common, not the aristocratic, class. As a young
man, Rousseau traveled to Paris seeking to make a name for himself as a
writer and theorist. These factors, combined with Rousseat’s prickly person-
ality, made him something of an outsider in Enlightenment social circles
His 1762 work on political theory, The Social Contract, was part of an
extended argumgent in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries over who, if
anyone, had the right to change the form of government, and from where the
government derived its power.

Since no man has any natural authority over his fellowmen, and since
force is not the source of right, conventions rem:
ful authority among e, [Book I, Chapter 4].
Now, as men cannot create any new forces, but only combine and direct
those that exist, they have no other means of self-preservation than to form
by aggregation a sum of forces which may overcome the resistance, to put
them i action by a single motive power, and to make them work in concert

the basis of all law-

“This sum of forces can be produced only by the combination of many;
but the strength and freedom of each man being the chicf instruments of
s preservation, how can he pledg them without injuring himself, and
without neglecting the cares which he owes to himself? This difficulty,
applied to my subject, may be expressed in these terms

“To find a form of association which may defend and protect with the
whole force of the community the person and property of every associate,
and by means of which cach, coalescing with all, may nevertheless obey
only himself, and remain as fre as before.” Such is the fundamental prob-
Tem of which the social contract furnishes the solution.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Gontract, in Translations and Reprints from the
Original Sources of European History (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1902), 1/6:14-16.
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semblies, which have as their object the maintenance of the
social treaty, ought always to be opened with two propositions, which no
ane should be able to suppress, and which should pass separately by vote
The first: “Whether it pleases the sovereign to maintain the present form
of government” The second: “Whether it pleases the people to leave the
administration to those at present entrusted with it.”

I presuppose here what I believe T have proved, viz., that there is in the
State no fundamental law which cannot be revoked, not even this social
compact; for if all the ¢
a solemn agreement, no one can doubt that it could be quite legitimately
broken. [Book I, Chapter 18].

These as

izens assembled in order to break the compact by




