Describe and critically assess Rousseau’s account of the ‘General Will’

The ‘General Will’ as proposed by Rousseau is a system of direct democracy in which the individuals of a state are expected to recognise the common will of the people in creating the laws that govern a state and, putting aside their own interests, vote for laws directly in accordance with that common will.[footnoteRef:1] While it seems like a good system on the surface, upon closer inspection it proves to be a deeply problematic system for governing a society and as a result serves to limit the freedom that it attempts to protect. Furthermore, it promotes societal stagnation and prevents the development of new ideas. [1:  C.Bertram, ‘Jean Jacques Rousseau’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2017 Edition), E.N.Zalta (ed.), available at https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/rousseau/, accessed on 31/03/2018.] 


The idea for Rousseau is that everyone voting the same way would ensure freedom within society, as every individual would have agreed to the laws that they are now bound by.[footnoteRef:2] However, given that individuals have their own interests and perspectives, they are unlikely to agree entirely Rousseau proposes that to ensure everyone desires to act in accordance with the ‘General Will’, all people should be moulded and educated by a legislator to want to shape society in the interest of everyone and in the way that the whole population wishes to do so.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Ibid.]  [3:  Ibid.] 


Rousseau’s system does technically establish the form of freedom that he intended, in which all members of society are free because they agree to the laws that they must follow. It counteracts the tyranny of the masses in which the majority of a population agrees to a law, but a minority did not agree to that law yet are still bound by it, which according to Rousseau, means that they are not free. However, there are several problems that are created by this system that far outweigh the benefits of this system.

The first issue of this system is one of practicality.  While the use of direct democracy gives citizens direct control over laws, it is difficult to gather people in order to discuss issues and to vote on them accordingly on a large scale. The process of discussion alone would also be quite lengthy and would require everyone within a state to devote a large part of their time to the state.

Moving on from practicality, the core problem with the ‘General Will’ is that it erodes the individuality of individuals. One way it does this is to encourage people to prioritise the good of the whole population over their own individual needs and desires. While I agree that a sense of responsibility is good thing for people to have, the way Rousseau depicts it, it seems that all individuals must be heavily devoted to the State, and that even their individual desires must in some way be for the good of the State as desires that are for themselves can inhibit their ability to follow the ‘General Will’.[footnoteRef:4] This society would seriously inhibit individual pursuits as people would have less time and less desire to do pursue their own interests. [4:  Ibid.] 

The other problem of the ‘General Will’ regarding individuality is that it requires citizens to be moulded to agree with it. This is immensely problematic because although it achieves the sort of freedom Rousseau wanted it does so by sacrificing basic intellectual freedom. Individuals are not only told that they must vote in accordance with the ‘General Will’, but they are taught to think a certain way to make them want to do so, rather than being able to think for themselves. This system completely robs individuals of free thought, arguably the most basic of liberties. As well as this, without the freedom of thought, the freedom of following laws that individuals have chosen themselves is illegitimate, because the individuals have not freely chosen to agree to those laws, but instead have been psychologically coerced into agreeing that it is good to agree to those laws.

[bookmark: _Hlk510245206]Another issue with the ‘General Will’ is that in the long run it stunts the growth of a society and inhibits progression. Under this system, individuals are unlikely to express individual opinions given their desire to agree with the ‘General Will’ and so ideas that might be beneficial to a society are lost. Individual ideas are necessary for progression and history is littered with instances in which individuals have gone against common beliefs, resulting in improvements to society. There have also been plenty of individuals who have made society worse because of their ideas, but even then, society can benefit in the long run from people expressing bad ideas. As John Stewart Mill puts it:
The peculiar evil of silencing the expression of an opinion is that it is robbing the human race … If the opinion is right, they are deprived of the opportunity of exchanging error for truth; if wrong, they lose, what is almost as great a benefit the clearer perception and livelier impression of truth produced by its collision with error.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  J.S.Mill, On Liberty (Penguin Books Ltd, London, 1985) p.76] 

Within Rousseau’s system, people wouldn’t be discouraged from voicing opinions contrary to the ‘General Will’ but they would feel discouraged from even forming those opinions in the first place.

A final problem is the question of what would the ‘General Will’ actually be? Even when individuals come together and agree on an idea that can then be put into law, that idea must come from somewhere. If everyone agrees to simply agree with everyone else then not only would that system have no basis on specific moral truths, it would have no kind of basis whatsoever as there would be nothing proposed for people to agree on. If the ‘General Will’ was implemented within an existing society, then it would likely carry on with the laws of that existing society as there would be no impetus for change.

To summarise, the ‘General Will’ is a deeply problematic system that severely hinders individual freedom of thought, of expression. It requires individuals within a state to be similar or the same, something which is impossible even if individuals desired to be so and it completely removes any original thought which makes societal progression extremely difficult if not impossible.
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