
Royal Institute of Philosophy
 

 
The Discourse on Inequality and the Social Contract
Author(s): J. I. MacAdam
Source: Philosophy, Vol. 47, No. 182 (Oct., 1972), pp. 308-321
Published by: Cambridge University Press on behalf of Royal Institute of Philosophy
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3749784
Accessed: 25-05-2018 11:40 UTC

 
JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide

range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and

facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

 

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of the Terms & Conditions of Use, available at

http://about.jstor.org/terms

Royal Institute of Philosophy, Cambridge University Press are collaborating with JSTOR
to digitize, preserve and extend access to Philosophy

This content downloaded from 81.157.207.121 on Fri, 25 May 2018 11:40:53 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE DISCOURSE ON INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL

 CONTRACT 1

 J. I. MAcADAM

 MY PURPOSE is twofold: first, to interpret Rousseau's The Social Contract

 in terms of a serious interpretation of the Discourse on the Origin and
 Foundations of Inequality and second, to use as the principal interpretative

 concept for both, the concept of independence. One gets the impression

 in reading commentators that the Discourse on Inequality is not taken

 seriously in its own right but rather is treated as what it is, an essay which
 was suitable for submission as a prize essay, with the required clever

 rhetorical style, flashes of paradox and yet withal solemnly addressing
 itself to a virtually impossible question. However, if it is taken, in part,
 as Rousseau's social and psychological analysis of modern society, as an
 account of "men as they are" (The Social Contract, ed. Cranston, p.49),
 then it is not only worthy of serious study in itself, it also helps one to see
 that still puzzling book, The Social Contract, from a new perspective.
 Moreover, Rousseau's concept of independence is both interesting and
 helpful. What Rousseau means by "independence" may differ from what
 he means by "freedom", but for most of this essay I shall draw from the
 latter a working definition of the former and thus shall mean by indepen-
 dence: (1) not being subject to or under the control of another person or

 persons, and (2) not being subject to or under the control of one's passions.
 The advantage of attending to the concept of independence is that it en-
 ables one to recognize that Rousseau is asserting three seemingly incom-
 patible propositions: first, man is independent, second, no man is inde-
 pendent and in the given circumstances can be and, third, man must
 become dependent in order to become independent.

 Prior to beginning this interpretation, I need to introduce four categor-
 ies which are necessary to it. They are to be called: The State of Nature,
 The Nature of Man, The State of Man, The Nature of the State. To
 explain, one of the most fertile sources of confusion in Rousseau's thought
 is that he uses the concept of the state of nature for three main purposes:
 first, to give an account of the original, primitive condition of the human
 race, second, to identify the basic principles of human nature which exist
 in man in that original condition, third, to describe and evaluate what he
 calls "the new state of nature" by which he means, roughly, the present
 condition or state of man in modern society. These purposes correspond
 respectively to the first three categories named above. One source of
 confusion may be uncovered by asking: why does Rousseau describe man's
 present state as a state of nature? There are at least two reasons. One
 is that although he thinks it is necessary to refer to three conditions: man
 as he must have been, as presently he is and as he ought to be, his theo-
 retical framework includes only two terms-the state of nature and
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 THE DISCOURSE ON INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL CONTRACT

 legitimate civil society-to account for this relationship of three condit-

 ions.2 Another is that he wishes to contend that even when men have

 experience of civil society: they remain in the state of nature, if their

 relationships are less than those characteristic of legitimate civil society.

 In consequence, the fourth category, "The Nature of the State", deals

 with Rousseau's conception of the legitimate state, as outlined in The

 Social Contract, and a major problem of this interpretation will be to

 understand how The Social Contract deals with the question of indepen-

 dence as it emerges from the three previous categories. Finally, and in

 spite of the complexity of this interpretative framework of categories, it

 should be obvious that my intention is to study the concept of in.depen-

 dence in relation to each category separately and thereby to indicate the

 method of removing the apparent incompatibility amongst the three

 propositions concerning independence.

 THE STATE OF NATURE

 There are three points worth discussing under this heading: (1) what

 Rousseau says about the use which other philosophers make of the concept

 of the state of nature, (2) what Rousseau himself says about the state of

 nature, and (3) his comments on Natural Law.

 In criticizing what other philosophers have meant by the state of nature,
 Rousseau writes near the beginning of the Discourse On Inequality as
 follows.

 The philosophers who have examined the foundations of society have

 all felt the necessity of going back to the state of nature, but none of them
 has reached it . . . All of them . . . speaking continually of need, avar-

 ice, oppression, desires, and pride, have carried over to the state of

 nature ideas which they acquired in society: they spoke about savage

 man and they described civil man. (The First and Second Discourses,
 ed. Masters p.102.)

 Later Rousseau returns to this subject again and discusses it with ref-

 erence to Hobbes (Ibid., pp.128-9), and it seems clear that Hobbes' views

 are his main target. And yet it would be a mistake to take Rousseau's
 comments purely at face-value. He seems to be saying that the basic
 sense of the state of nature is that it refers to that period of human exis-
 tence which preceded not only all political relationships but all social ones

 as well. Thus, he seems to be implying that other philosophers in talking
 about the state of nature have "cooked" history, or rather pre-history, to
 suit their own nefarious ends. There are two problems with this inter-

 pretation.
 First, the obvious way to correct the mistake would be seek to establish

 the historical or anthropological facts of the matter. However, Rousseau
 not only acknowledges the practical impossibility of this task: he says, on
 the page following that from which the original quotation is taken: "Let
 us therefore begin by setting all the facts aside, for they do not affect the
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 question." (Ibid., p.103). From this confusion at least this much is evi-
 dent: Rousseau is not accusing the other philosophers of being dishonest
 historians, for he himself insists that history, in the normal sense of esta-
 blishing facts about the past, is not relevant. What then is Rousseau's
 criticism? This question brings one to the second problem.

 To the extent that Rousseau's criticism is intended to apply to Hobbes'
 concept of the state of nature, it misfires in suggesting Hobbes meant to
 describe primitive society. It can be, and often has been, argued that
 Hobbes' state of nature is understood most accurately if one supposes
 merely that people and society remain as they are and, in imagination, one
 removes the governing power. This absence of government would put
 men, vis-a'-vis one another, in the state of nature, and, according to
 Hobbes, all the horrors he depicts would follow. If this characteri-
 zation is at all accurate, it is clear that Rousseau is unfair and misrepre-
 sents Hobbes' intention. Or, if one wishes to be charitable, one might say
 that Hobbes and Rousseau are working with different concepts of the state
 of nature: the first, things as they are minus government, the second, man's
 original condition.

 What I do not think is true of the passage from Rousseau is that it shows
 that Rousseau fails to understand the ultimate intention of Hobbes' state
 of nature. That which accounts for the passion in the passage is that
 Rousseau realizes that Hobbes has two purposes in mind: namely, to
 describe the basic drives of human nature and therefrom to provide a basis
 for political obligation. As in the case of Rousseau himself, Hobbes
 claims (Leviathan, The Introduction) that one knows human nature by
 introspection. Thus one knows how all would behave in the absence of
 a power to overawe them all, thus is provided the ground for political
 obedience. As a consequence, it can be seen that the issue between
 Rousseau and Hobbes is not only theoretical. Rousseau wishes to under-
 mine Hobbes' concept of the state of nature by holding that that which
 one might call the causal passions of disunity and strife are brought about
 by the nature and quality of evolved social relationships. As shall be
 argued later, Rousseau's implicit criticism is that vanity, avarice, envy,
 ambition, jealousy, shame, contempt and misery are not innate but are
 characteristic of certain kinds of social relationships. If Rousseau is
 correct then Hobbes' conclusion, that avoidance of the state of nature
 entails the necessary submission of all to a King of the Proud who can
 enforce obedience, need not follow. Instead, what is called for is a new
 set of relationships which can nurture humane values and liberate man
 from enslavement to selfish passions.

 At this point we may turn to Rousseau's own characterization of the
 state of nature. Once you assume, as Rousseau does, that the state of
 nature is to be understood as both pre-political and pre-social then most
 of what he says goes on from there. Natural man would be a savage and
 only slightly different from other animals. This original man would live
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 a nomadic life, living in caves and off the land; he would be timid but re-

 sourceful. Even the family, as a group to be with and come to care about,
 would take time to develop. He would have no settled form of life and

 thus would develop none of the vices, nor the virtues either, which follow

 from intimate social relationships. He would have no property and no

 conception of anything belonging to him rather than to anyone else.

 Everything would exist in common and since there would be plenty of

 everything for everyone there would be no cause of quarrels, jealousy or

 ambition. In very brief terrms, the above summarizes Rousseau's view
 of the original, primitive state of nature. Man is to man as beast is to

 beast, and life may be sometimes 'nasty, brutish and short', but if so, the

 causes are natural hardships and not man's inhumanity to man.

 What then of Natural Law? Now one of the puzzling features of

 Rousseau's thought is his final stand on Natural Law and thus his place

 in that important tradition. All I propose to say here is that it is clear

 that what philosophers had mneant by Natural Law-approximately,
 moral principles which dictate the proper and improper conduct of all

 rational beings-has no practical place in Rousseau's conception of an
 original state of nature. What Rousseau says is that a being in this
 primitive condition would lack the reasoning ability to apprehend such

 rational principles. Of course, this claim doesn't settle the matter whether

 Rousseau's political philosophy is or is not based on Natural Law, and

 Masters' comment that: 'it should be evident that Rousseau radically
 rejects all accepted, traditional justifications for the existence of political
 society and natural law'3 is unjustified in the absence of detailed argu-

 ment. Nevertheless, on the subject of Natural Law, Rousseau can be

 described best as cagey. As Masters points out, 4 the question put by the
 Academy of Dijon, and to which the Discourse On Inequality was an
 answer, asked whether inequality is 'authorized by Natural Law'. Rousseau's

 title omits any reference to Natural Law and, except by its absence, it is
 of no practical importance to his general argument. Natural Law, under-

 stood as rational, universal moral principles, is simply inapplicable in
 Rousseau's primitive state of nature.

 However, in discussing the state of nature he does draw attention to

 two principles which perform in natural man something of the same role
 which other philosophers attribute to Natural Law. This reference to
 the principles, however, brings us back to the earlier claim in this essay
 that Rousseau uses the state of nature concept, not only to describe man's

 original condition but also to describe the nature of man. As a con-
 sequence, they will be treated within the next category, The Nature of Man.

 THE NATURE OF MAN

 The two principles appear to be both defining and motivational prin-

 ciples of man as such. Rousseau claims to derive them by meditation
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 'on the first and simplest operations of the human soul'. (Tle First and

 Second Discourses, p.95) and he describes them thus:

 I believe I perceive (in the human soul) two principles anterior to reason,

 of which one interests us ardently in our well-being and our self-preser-

 vation, and the other inspires in us a natural repugnance to see any

 sensitive being perish or suffer, principally our fellow-men. It is from

 the conjunction and combination that our mind is able to make of these

 two principles ... that all the rules of natural right appear to me to

 flow: rules which reason is later forced to re-establish upon other
 foundations when, by its successive developments, it has succeeded in

 stifling nature. (Ibid., pp. 95-96)
 The suggestion in the final sentence of this passage is both important5

 and obscure. The idea that human reason, on the one hand, has 'stifled'
 the action of the natural principles and, on the other, that reason re-

 establishes them on other foundations-reason destructive, reason con-
 structive-is one that will be taken up briefly later.

 The two principles, then, of human nature are held to be what may be

 called self-concern and compassion (or fellow-feeling or sympathy). To

 these Rousseau adds another defining and motivational characteristic:
 'perfectibility', a universal desire to realize or fulfil one's human capacities.
 With original man, this faculty of self-perfection, of each man striving to
 realize his human qualities, remains dormant. Finally, reason, passion
 and free-will also characterize man and contribute to the desire for self-
 perfection. But throughout most of history, Rousseau believes, reason
 and will have been ruled by desire. That is to say, reason acts only in
 response to problems created by desire. Thus, man progressed from a
 state of primitive savagery but only by responding to his physical and
 social environment rather than, through reason, attempting to take con-
 trol of it. As Rousseau puts it:

 We seek to know only because we desire to have pleasure. ... in all
 nations of the world progress of the mind has been precisely propor-
 tioned to the needs that peoples had received from nature or to those
 to which circumstances had subjected them, and consequently to the
 passions which inclined them to provide for those needs. (Ibid., p.1 16)

 INDEPENDENCE AND THE ORIGINAL STATE OF MAN

 With these references to the categories of the State of Nature and The
 Nature of Man in hand, we may now turn to the concept of independence
 as the principal interpretative concept. To review, 'independence'
 has two meanings: one, not subject to the will of another, two, not subject
 to the passions. Further, a problem of interpretation follows from
 Rousseau's claims that: man is independent, no man is independent, and
 in the given circumstances can be, and man must become dependent in
 order to become independent. It would constitute some, and perhaps
 sufficient, verification of the importance of independence to the under-
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 standing of Rousseau, if independence could be shown to have a signifi-
 cant meaning in the categories which are held to be necessary. This

 task shall now be undertaken, beginning with the sense of independence

 as it is found in the original state of nature.

 It is clear that man would be independent in the original condition and

 that he would be according to both meanings. In the circumstances

 described by Rousseau, such that savage man meets another of his kind

 only by accident, no man would be subject to the will of another. Even

 if one had killed a deer and was forced by a stronger to give it to him, the
 first would regard the situation as no different from being forced to re-

 linquish the deer to a bear or lion.6 In other words, relationships in

 these circumstances would be seen as ones of natural inequalities and
 they would not affect independence. Nor would man be dependent in
 the sense of being subject to unruly passions. Natural man would be a

 harmonious being in that his wants and needs would exactly coincide:
 'desiring only the things he knows and knowing only those things the
 possession of which is in his power or easily acquired, nothingshouldbe
 so tranquil as his soul and nothing so limited as his mind'. He would
 see no difference or distinction between what he wanted to do or what
 interested him to do, and what he ought to do. He would not be, as
 Rousseau put it later in The Social Contract, a slave to his passions.

 When Rousseau contrasts natural man with his characterization of
 modem or sociable man as a neurotic and miserable creature, it is perhaps

 not surprising that so many have interpreted the Discourse on Inequality
 as Rousseau's impassioned invitation to his contemporaries to return to the
 primeval forests and become Noble Savages. There are reasons why
 this interpretation won't do, including Rousseau's denial of it (Tbid., p.93):
 but the most important one is not made explicit by Rousseau. It is that
 savage man lacks what I shall call for want of a better name 'consciousness
 of self'. Since ordinary usage does not seem to mark the distinction, an
 example may help to make it. In learning a new activity, such as how to
 paddle a canoe, one may experience three distinguishable states of con-
 sciousness: (1) being concious while doing something, in this case,
 attempting to paddle, (2) doing it self-consciously, that is, very deliberately
 following directions and receiving advice from one's instructor and (3)
 being conscious of one's self, that is, conscious of one's individuality, of
 what others think of you: 'If I fail, they'll take me for a muscular moron'.
 The important consideration, then, is that natural man lacks this third
 form of mental state. That is to say, he would be independent, as ex-
 plained above, but he would not be aware of himself as one who is indepen-
 dent since he would not be aware of hinself as a self. Thus, although man
 is independent, in the state of nature, independence is not a value to him.
 Thus too, the irony of the Discourse on Inequality. Independence is the
 supreme value for man. When he had it, he was not conscious of it;
 when he was conscious of it, he could not have it. Man's innocent ignor-
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 ance, Rousseau argues, cannot be regained. The most modern man

 could conceive of, and in my view this is what Rousseau seeks in The

 Social Contract, is a new set of circumstances for a new independence.

 However, before we come to that, it is necessary to consider the meaning

 of independence in modern society, which brings us to the third category.

 THE STATE OF MAN

 It is here that Rousseau tells us that man is not independent and in

 the given circumstances never can be. To understand this statement we

 need to look at the rational history of mankind which Rousseau offers

 in the Discourse On Inequality. Of course, he argues, there have always been

 natural inequalities of bodily strength, skill, beauty, intelligence etc.

 amongst men. Amongst savages meeting only occasionally and then

 accidentally, nothing would be made of them. But gradually, out of
 organic needs, men would begin to live together, first, as a family and

 then as groups of families. Sooner or later, these differences would come

 to make a difference. That is to say, on the basis of these. comparisons
 would come to be made and with comparisons, evaluations. Out of this

 fateful sequence inevitably would come 'consciousness of self' and with

 it dependence.

 Each one began to look at the others and to want to be looked at himself,
 and public esteem had a value. The one who sang or danced the best,

 the handsomest, the strongest, the most adroit, or the most eloquent

 became the most highly considered; and that was the first step toward
 inequality and, at the same time, toward vice. From these first prefer-
 ences were born on the one hand vanity and contempt, on the other
 shame and envy . . . from this any voluntary wrong became an outrage,

 because along with the harm that resulted from injury, the offended
 man saw in it contempt for his person which was often more unbearable

 than the harm itself. (Ibid., p.149)
 Since this event is the most important in Rousseau's narrative and since

 Rousseau himself does not make explicit the socio-psychological mechan-

 ism he is asserting, it might be made clearer by a brief reference to

 evaluation. Often we speak of evaluation as a two-termed process,

 consisting simply of a Subject who judges an Object. On this basis we
 normally hold either that a certain object has intrinsic qualities, qualities
 which make the object valuable in itself, or that the object has a value

 for the subject because of certain desires of the subject. Thus, we say
 either that the object is valuable in itself or valuable to the subject.

 Now it is important to notice that Rousseau is suggesting something
 different in giving his analysis of the state of modern man and, in conse-
 quence, of the personal development of any individual in modern society.
 He is saying that when the object of evaluation becomes one's self then
 necessarily 'I', who consider myself a subject, become for you merely an
 object. In other words when my Self, understood now as my individuality,
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 subjectivity, personality, etc., becomes for me an overriding concern then

 I become necessarily dependent upon others. I exist, what I am exists,
 only in the consciousness of others. I, and the same of course is true of

 everyone else, exist only as others think me and others exist as I think them.
 It is on the basis of this insight concerning the 'consciousness of self' that

 Rousseau rests his fundamental distinction between the original state
 of nature and the state of man; that which he calls 'sociable man' and the
 'new state of nature'. In a very important passage Rousseau compares
 savage and sociable man and says that savage man:

 would have to learn that there is a kind of men who set some store by

 the consideration of the rest of the universe and who know how to be

 happy and content with themselves on the testimony of others rather

 than on their own. Such is, in fact, the true cause of all these differences
 (between the two): the savage lives within himself; the sociable man,
 always outside of himself, knows how to live only in the opinion of
 others; and it is, so to speak, from their judgment alone that he draws
 the sentiment of his own existence. 8

 Moreover, Rousseau's recognition that one's self, as the way in which
 one sees oneself, is formed by others leads him to see that this feature of
 self-evaluation affects evaluation of everything. For if my image of myself
 depends upon others and I seek the approval of others then it becomes
 clear that I shall choose as I think others think I should choose. In other
 words, sociable man does not choose in terms of the qualities of the
 object nor in terms of its value to the subject, rather each evaluates as he
 thinks every other would have him do. And when one reflects on Rousseau's
 analysis of modern man one realizes that it yields a paradox: each lives
 outside himself, no one lives inside himself. We are, as T. S. Eliot put
 it, 'hollow men'.

 In addition, Rousseau's critique has as yet unexplored implications
 for the concept of personal property. In Locke's account, for example,
 personal property is justified on grounds of self-preservation and need, and
 if Macpherson be correct, he even seeks to justify the right to unlimited
 acquisition of personal property. Yet Locke does not explain why man
 comes to desire possessions beyond his needs. Rousseau's analysis of
 dependence does provide the basis of explanation. According to Rousseau,
 what I am becomes identified with what I have so that I am what I
 have. Thus to the natural inequalities of man there comes to be added the
 most significant artificial inequality-inequality of possessions. It is
 significant because my possession of material goods can overcome my
 lack of natural gifts. Marx seems to reach a similar conclusion when he
 writes:

 Money's properties are my properties . . . Thus, what I amn and am
 capable of is by no means determined by my individuality. I am ugly,
 but I can buy myself the most beautiful of women. Therefore I am not
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 ugly ... Money is the supreme good, therefore its possessor is good.
 (The Economic and Philosophic Manuscript of 1844, ed. Struik, p.167.)
 Rousseau goes deeper than Marx in holding that personal property is

 itself an effect of 'the furor to distinguish oneself'. Vanity is the typical
 vice of modern man. It is a distorted form of self-concern and the desire
 of self-perfection. But it does account for acquisitiveness. The reason
 why vain people desire seemingly useless objects is because possession of
 them makes them different from others. Moreover, such possessions
 enable those who have to dominate those who have not, becausebeingis
 having. But, as before, Rousseau recognizes that this inequality is a
 species of dependence in the sense that your superiority over me, through
 your possessions, depends solely upon my recognition that those posses-
 sions do make you superior. If I do not grant this, then you are not

 superior (The First and Second Discourses, p.140).
 So far this discussion of dependence in 'the new state of nature' has

 been restricted to dependence in the personal or moral sense. However,
 the dependence has a political dimension as well. Towards the end of the
 Discourse On Inequality, Rousseau speculates that actual political societies

 may have originated in a conspiracy by the rich few against the many
 poor such that the forces of all would protect the possessions of the few.

 However, except for one interesting passage, he does not explain why the
 poor would consent to an arrangement which is so little to their advantage.
 But this passage offers a reason if it is viewed in the light of the concept
 of dependence:

 citizens let themselves be oppressed only insofar as they are carried
 away by blind ambition; and looking more below than above them,
 domination becomes dearer to them than independence, and they
 consent to wear chains in order to give them to others in turn. (The
 First and Second Discourses, p. 173)
 Independence means not being subject to the will of another; domina-

 tion, that another is subject to my will. One accepts a political structure
 of domination and inequality, one of dependency, provided one can
 dominate another in return. In this sense, dependence may even be
 mistaken for independence. Thus the effective climax of the Discourse
 on Inequality is as follows:

 Here is the ultimate stage of inequality . . . Here all individuals become
 equals again because they are nothing; and subjects no longer having
 any law except the will of the master, nor the master any other rule
 except his passions . . . everything is brought back to the sole law of the
 stronger, and consequently to a new state of nature different from the
 one with which we began, in that the one was the state of nature in its

 purity, and this last is the fruit of an excess of corruption. (Ibid., p.177)
 In summary, let me note the two senses in which modern man is

 dependent. Each man is dependent upon every other in the sense that his
 existence as a self, as a person is so dependent. Moreover, in the course of
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 seeking a self, each becomes subject to passions, unruly and unreasonable

 passions of greed, vanity and ambition. Finally, independence, in the

 sense of not being subject to another's will, is mistaken for domination,
 which means the control of one person over another. We may now turn
 to the final category.

 THE NATURE OF THE STATE

 Except for occasional suggestions in the dedication to the republic of

 Geneva, Rousseau does not offer any corrective to the dismal portrait
 of man that he leaves one with at the conclusion of the Discourse on

 Inequality. However, it is open to one to interpret The Social Contract

 from the perspective developed in this essay. Indeed there are many

 passages in it which make sense only if one does9 and still others where it
 seems impossible to take Rousseau's statements at face-value. To give
 only two brief examples of the latter sort. In the first paragraph of The

 Social Contract Rousseau says: 'My purpose is to consider if, in political

 society, there can be any legitimate and sure principle of government

 taking men as they are and laws as they might be.' Given what he says in
 the Discourse on Inequality, he cannot be understood to mean that what he
 advocates in The Social Contract will leave them as they are, and he makes

 this plain in The Social Contract, Book Two, Chapter 7. Again, there is the

 famous passage at the start of Book One, Chapter 1: 'Man was born free,
 and he is everywhere in chains. Those who think themselves the masters
 of others are indeed greater slaves than they. How did this transformation

 come about? I do not know. How can it be made legitimate? That question

 I believe I can answer.' The first two sentences now make complicated

 sense, involving as they do reference to both political and moral or
 personal dependence. But the question and answer which follow directly
 must mean that he lacks the historical facts.

 However, it is not necessary or practically possible at this time to offer

 a detailed interpretation of The Social Contract and it should be enough
 if one considers briefly how Rousseau's legitimate state deals with the

 problems of dependence and independence.
 If one assumes that an individual is politically independent if he is not

 subject to the will of another person or persons, the concepts of The
 Social Contract which are relevant are those of 'a sovereign among

 equals' and 'the sovereignty of the general will'. 1 0 To take both concepts
 at once, Rousseau holds that the sovereignty of the general will is a
 practice such that each citizen by right is a citizen-sovereign, a legislator,
 and thus authorizes the law which he, along with other sovereign equals,
 obeys. The law which he legislates and which he imposes upon himself
 is such that it should ensure equality in two senses: the law should come
 from all equally and apply to all equally. If the law is equal in these ways

 then the condition of political independence may be satisfied, for all are
 equally subject to the law and none are subject to the will of another
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 person. In order for this to be true, legislation must be impersonal, in

 the sense of impartial, both at the source, in the agent's judgment, and in

 application.

 Looked at in terms of man as he is, in 'the new state of nature', imper-
 sonal legislation seems impossible. However, there is a plausible reply

 in The Social Contract. If one thinks for a moment of the sovereignty of

 the general will as a model of how a group of persons might try self-rule

 then the model would appear to logically imply the following 'rule of

 rules': if something is to be a rule then it must be acceptable to other

 sovereign equals. This rule appears to be implied by the two senses of

 equality which Rousseau has specified.

 What makes this rule a plausible reply to the selfish 'sociable man' is that

 the method employed seems to allow him to obey laws which are just, in

 the sense of being in the interest of everyone, and to act in his enlightened
 self-interest, since they are in the interest of everyone, himself included.
 If the sovereignty of the general will meant approximately this method,

 whereby enlightened egoists could co-operate to their mutual benefit, no
 doubt it would be an advance over 'the new state of nature'. For the
 practice of making rules for others as well as oneself would free one to

 transcend one's own selfish interests and to be as disinterested with respect
 to them as with respect to those of others. And, too, it can be argued
 that such disinterested consideration of the interests of all is a rational

 act, so that reason might come to control the passions. Further, one
 may now see the method of the general will as 'reason constructive', as
 beginning to fulfill the promise implied in: 'rules which reason is later
 forced to re-establish upon other foundations when, by its successive
 developments, it has succeeded in stifling nature'. Again, one may even

 see it in terms of Rousseau really taking 'men as they are' and the method,
 finally, as that which 'forces men to be free', that is, forces man to sur-
 mount his own selfish desires to consider desires of others.

 When I say that within the limits of the point under discussion, the
 general will can be thought of as a method which 'forces men to be free'
 I am not overlooking the fact that Rousseau confines the use of forcing
 freedom to some minority which refuses to obey legitimate law (The Social
 Contract, p.64). The problem is that between the reality of the self-

 seeking selfishness of 'the new state of nature' and the ideal of the citizen-
 sovereign state there exists a gap. Ultimately, what Rousseau seems to
 seek is not merely that in prescribing a law each citizen endeavours to

 treat all interests equally, but also that each citizen should come to respect
 every other as equal to himself. In conceiving of the general will as a
 method of group decision-making which forces men to be free, I intend
 to suggest only that the adoption of it as a method necessitates treating
 the interests of the other, if not the other himself, as equal to one's own.
 As a method, it could be thought of as a transformational device between
 the selfishness of sociable dependence and enlightened self-interest. But
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 then it remains only half of a solution, for in treating interests impartially,

 it does not follow necessarily that one accepts others as one's equals.
 Within this category, then, one may be able to understand the third

 proposition, that man must become dependent in order to be independent.

 He must subject himself to the law, the rule of the general will. In so

 doing he does not subject himself to the will of another person or persons,
 but rather to the impartial will of all citizens. With this kind of depen-
 dence, politically he is free of all personal domination and morally, free
 from domination by his passions.

 One might feel justified in arresting the interpretation at this point for

 the concept of independence has been used to show the continuity bet-
 ween the Discourse on Equality and The Social Contract and, in addition,

 the sovereignty of the general will may be seen as the correction of the
 political and moral dependence of sociable man. There may even be
 grounds for believing that Rousseau himself intended to go no farther
 than removing the abuses to mankind which he portrays.

 The objection to stopping may be stated as follows. If one describes

 independence as not being subject to the will of another and to one's own
 passions and intends this description to stand for the full ideal towards
 which Rousseau's major political writings are aimed then the independence
 of the citizen-sovereign which is to be realized in the legitimate state of
 The Social Contract does not mark an advance over the independence of

 the savage in the primitive state of nature. For the savage is not subject
 to another nor to his passions. I 1

 Moreover, it is surely true that Rousseau, more fully perhaps than any
 other political philosopher, valued political activity for its moral effects
 on the political agent. Rousseau could argue that representative demo-
 cracy renders the average citizen a passive receiver. Perhaps he receives

 moral goods, for example in a welfare state, but politics as an activity
 from which his decision-making is excluded, except at elections, does not

 improve morally. Politics, in representative democracy, is something
 which is done for him and happens to him.

 Taken together these points lead one to look for in The Social Contract

 a positive, creative independence which, in turn, would provide a rich
 moral justification of Rousseau's concept of democracy. To the extent

 that this idea of independence is present in The Social Contract, it is one

 of the most original and exciting parts of his work. It seems implicit in
 the notion that human freedom includes duties to others (The Social
 Contract, p.55) and in that moral freedom which involves making rules
 for the benefit of others besides oneself and yet prescribing them to

 oneself. Thus, the political activity of being a citizen-sovereign would
 seem to entail being responsible both to and for others. The duty of
 making rules for the good of others would contribute to one's own
 development as a moral being, as one whose nature is such that when
 realized reason will rule selfish passions. The general will, considered as
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 a method which "forces man to be free', is only compatible with such a
 moral justification if it is taken as an intermediate stage between the
 sociable man and the moral man. If the practice of the general will
 eventually makes man moral, then the moral man will recognize that his
 duty is other than his self-interest and in the circumstances will act to the
 benefit of others even at the cost of his own interest.

 Although this moral justification of democracy, of each legislating on

 behalf of those to whom moral duty is owed, seems to be what is required
 for true independence, the idea is not developed in The Social Contract.
 To do so, Rousseau would have had to work out there an ideal of human
 nature; a sense of self and self-interest which one morally ought to seek to
 realize in oneself and others. This idea is promised in the manuscript
 chapter which Rousseau omitted from the final version (Rousseau, The
 Political Writings, edited by C. E. Vaughan, Vol. 1, p. 454) when Rousseau
 distinguished between one s apparent interest and one's interest "well-
 understood". It is suggested in the lines from the discourse:

 Vanity and love of oneself, two passions very different in their nature

 and effects, must not be confused. Love of oneself is a natural senti-
 ment which inclines every animal to watch over its own preservation,
 and which, directed in man by reason and modified by pity, produces
 humanity and virtue. Vanity is only a relative sentiment, artificial and

 born in society, which inclines each individual to have a greater esteem
 for himself than anyone else . . . (The First and Second Discourses,
 p.222).

 If true independence could be clarified, one suspects that it, perfectibility
 (understood as desire for self-improvement), human self-realization and
 freedom, would be connected closely in meaning.

 Trent University.

 320

This content downloaded from 81.157.207.121 on Fri, 25 May 2018 11:40:53 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE DISCOURSE ON INEQUALITY AND THE SOCIAL CONTRACT

 1I have used the following editions: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The First and Second
 Discourses (including the Discourse on the Origin and Foundations of Inequality,

 Second Discourse), translated by Roger D. and Judith R. Masters, St. Martin's Press,
 and Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, translated by Maurice Cranston,
 Penguin.

 2Sometimes he uses "civil society" ambiguously, either for "what is" or "what
 ought to be". The point is that either "the state of nature" or "civil society" must be
 ambiguous if one is to refer to all three conditions.

 3Masters, The First and Second Discourses, Introduction, p. 21.

 4Masters, The First and Second Discourses, p. 234, Editor's Notes No. 19.

 51t is important to Rousseau's position on Natural Law. On the basis of the inter-
 pretation offered in this paper I would argue as follows. Rousseau's two principles-
 although comparable to Natural Law-are not principles of reason but of sentiment,
 not dissimilar from that which Hume means by natural virtue. In the Discourse on
 Inequality, reason is responsive to circumstances and sentiment is stifled when reason
 is employed by man's selfishness. Through the educative influence of the general will,
 reason ultimately finds its true role in the general will as a source of rational rules by
 which a community of sovereign equals can order their conduct. Thus, the general will

 could displace Natural Law in Rousseau's political philosophy.
 6Masters, The First and Second Discourses, p. 139 and p. 195, Rousseau's Notes (i).

 7Ibid., p. 213, Rousseau's Notes (k).
 8lbid., p. 179, my emphasis. Compare also pp. 221-2, Rousseau's Notes (o).
 9Primarily in Book One and in Book Two, Chapters 6 and 7.
 '0For a more careful treatment of the general will, see: MacAdam, J., "What

 Rousseau Meant By The General Will," Dialogue, 1967.

 1 I1 owe this observation to my colleague David Cameron.
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