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Western Political Thought 

Jean Jacques Rousseau  and Social Contract  

Jean Jacques Rousseau was one of the greatest political thinkers. He was a genius and a keen 

moralist, ferocious in his criticism of eighteenth-century French society. Certain problems of 

social and political life early captivated Rousseau's attention. He is known for his concept of 

popular sovereignty and the theory of general will, which provides a philosophical 

justification for democratic governance. 

In 1750 he became famous by winning an essay competition with his discourse entitled” Has 

the Progress of Science and Arts contributed to corrupt and purify morality”. The essay 

mentioned that the progress of the sciences and arts had tended to degrade the morals of men. 

He had stated that “our souls have been corrupted in proportion to the advancement of our 

sciences and our arts towards perfection “. In this, he extended the arguments of Machiavelli 

and Montesquieu about the relationship between luxury and affluence growth, moral decline, 

and loss of human liberty. This severe criticism of luxury and artificiality, rejection of 

sophistication angered his contemporaries. He believed that the arts and sciences originated 

in human vices as masks to conceal and rationalize human depravity. He defended simplicity, 

innocence, poverty, and virtue as opposed to refinement wealth, etc.  

Rousseau made a passionate appeal for human equality. As a political moralist and a 

constitution builder, he made utopian demands. In his well-known work Discourses on 

Origins of Inequality(1755), he described how contemporary society fell short of civilized 

standards. In the Social Contract (1762) he stipulated and portrayed a decent and human 

society. He mainly focused on whether human beings could enjoy both civilization and 

freedom, society, and integrity. He propounded the concept of the general will as the real 

basis of legitimate power and authority. 

SOCIAL CONTRACT 

Rousseau in his work Social Contract presented a theory of the state. In the development 

from the state of nature, there comes a time when individuals can no longer maintain 

themselves in primitive independence; it then becomes necessary to self-preservation that 

they should unite to form a civil society- a political society. He admitted that 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 remains as a force  as before. This is the fundamental problem of 

which the social contract provides the solution. 

In the first chapter of Social Contract, Rousseau mentions: “ Man is born free and everywhere 

he is in chains. One who believes himself the master of the rest is only more of a slave then 

they….”. This means that the liberty and equality that characterise the state of nature, in 

whatever sense the term is used are in the civil state gone. Rousseau justified their 

disappearance by proving that they were not gone at all, subsisted as fully after as before, the 

institution of government. 

Rejecting historical and force theories of the origin of the state, Rousseau made it clear that 

political society was created through social pact, since only by agreement and consent could 

authority be justified and liberty retained. Rousseau held that each individual gave up his 

natural rights to the community as a whole. The social contract involves the total alienation of 

each associate, together with all his rights to the whole community: for in the first place as 

each gives himself absolutely the conditions are the same for all: and this being so no one has 

any interest in making them burdensome to others”. According to him each person in the state 

possessed an equal and inalienable portion of the sovereignty of the whole and gained back, 

under the protection of the state, the rights he had given up. Social Contract can be 

summarized in the following: “Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under 

the supreme direction of the general with and in our corporate capacity, we receive each 

member as an indivisible part of the whole” This act of association creates a moral and 

collective body. The contract is calculated to create the community and yet the community is 

part of the contract. 

The social contract of  Rousseau was social and not governmental. According to Rousseau, 

the social contract was the total surrender of the whole community. The state is not 

something external to the individual, but the essence of his being. There could be no conflict 

between authority vested in the people as a whole and their liberty as individuals. The social 

contract is not a contract which men make with their future ruler. According to Rousseau, the 

government is its mere agent. The Sovereign cannot “ impose upon its subjects any fetters 

that are useless to the community, nor can it even wish to do so “ The sovereign here means 

the community in its collective and legislative capacity. 

 

 


