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Rousseau social contract theory

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, an 18th-century French philosopher, made a profound impact on
political theory with his influential work The Social Contract (1762). Unlike earlier thinkers
like Thomas Hobbes and John Locke, Rousseau developed a vision of society that
prioritized freedom, equality, and collective will. He believed that humans are born free and
good but become corrupted by the inequalities and injustices of society. Rousseau’s theory
of the social contract aimed to solve this problem by proposing a form of political
association that preserves individual freedom while promoting the common good. This
essay explores Rousseau’s social contract theory, focusing on his views of human nature,
the general will, and legitimate political authority.

The State of Nature and the Loss of Freedom

Rousseau begins by contrasting human life in the state of nature with life in society. In the
natural state, Rousseau argues, humans were free, peaceful, and equal. They lived
independently, driven by basic needs and a natural sense of compassion (pitié). However,
with the development of private property and organized society, inequality and selfishness
emerged. People became dependent on one another, and this dependency gave rise to
competition, pride, and conflict.

Unlike Hobbes, who saw the state of nature as a violent place, Rousseau believed it was a
time of innocence and harmony. For Rousseau, the problem is not human nature itself but
the corrupting influence of social institutions. As he famously wrote: “Man is born free, and
everywhere heisin chains.”

The Social Contract and the General Will

To regain freedom lost in society, Rousseau proposed a social contract—not as a surrender
to authority (as Hobbes suggested), but as a mutual agreement among equals to form a
political community. This contract creates a collective body called the sovereign,
composed of all citizens. Each individual gives up their personal freedom not to a ruler, but
to the general will—the collective interest of the people.

The general will is a central concept in Rousseau’s theory. It is not simply the majority
opinion but represents what is best for the entire community. When individuals obey the



general will, they are not being oppressed; rather, they are obeying laws they have
prescribed for themselves. In this way, Rousseau believes people can be both free and
governed. As he puts it: “The mere impulse of appetite is slavery, while obedience to a law
one prescribes to oneself is liberty.”

Freedom Through Political Participation

Rousseau argues that true freedom is found not in the absence of constraints but in
participation in a political community where citizens actively shape the laws. Citizenship,
for Rousseau, involves active engagement and moral responsibility. This form of
government is inherently democratic because it requires the equal participation of all
citizens in forming the general will.

This vision contrasts sharply with Hobbes’s absolute authority and even Locke’s more
limited government. Rousseau believed that legitimate political authority must come from
direct participation and not just the protection of property or natural rights. This makes
Rousseau one of the most radical of the social contract theorists, as he calls for a deep
transformation of society based on equality, freedom, and civic virtue.

Criticisms and Legacy

Rousseau’s ideas have inspired both democratic movements and critiques. While his
emphasis on freedom and equality influenced the French Revolution and modern
republican ideals, critics argue that his concept of the general will can be dangerous. If
misunderstood or manipulated, it could justify authoritarian rule in the name of the
“common good.” Nonetheless, Rousseau’s insistence on participatory democracy and
moral freedom remains influential in political philosophy, especially in debates about
collective decision-making and civic responsibility.



