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Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in The Social Contract, propounds a doctrine which already had 

a long history in the struggle against the older view of the divine right of kings, namely, 

that government gets its authority over us by a willing consent on our part, not by the 

authorization of God. While Rousseau's famous opening line condemns the society of his 

day for its limiting of our natural spontaneity (indeed, its corruption of our natural 

goodness), he thinks that a good government can be justified in terms of the compromise 

to which each of us submits so as to gain "civil liberty and the proprietorship of all he 

possesses." Rousseau even thinks that we mature as human beings in such a social 

setting, where we are not simply driven by our appetites and desires but become self-

governing, self-disciplined beings.  

 

How, as Rousseau himself asks, can one enter into an agreement which limits one's 

power without thereby "harming his own interests and neglecting the care he owes to 

himself?"  

 

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 rights. 

Nevertheless, this right does not come from nature, and must therefore be founded on 

conventions. . . . (1)  

 

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.  

 

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 
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by means of a single motive power, and cause to act in concert. (2)  

 

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 Civil State  

The passage (3) 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. . . .  

Translated by G. D. H. Cole (1913)  

 

(1) That is, agreements which are not inevitable but are entered in to voluntarily.  

(2) Jointly.  

(3) Transition.  
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