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

In order for a society to be a free society it needs to decide what it is that restricts them. The ‘general will’, a political theory outlined by Jean Jacque Rousseau (1712-1778) in ‘The Social Contract’, allows a consensus to be reached. Anything done in society is done in the interest of the general public. Rousseau created this structure as a response to a society he saw as selfish, indulgent and full of people unaware to one another.
Rousseau’s account of the ‘general will’ is distinct from the individual will. The individual will means, for a person to decide and do, only for themselves. The ‘general will’ can still be in line with a person’s individual will, but it is based from thinking about ‘What would everyone else will?’
Rousseau believed everyone was fundamentally good and that selfish behaviour was learnt. This is why he believes ‘the small differences will always produces a general will and the decision will always be good’[footnoteRef:1]. Rousseau described the general will from the individual will as, 
‘The general will studies only the common interest while the will of all studies private interest, and is indeed no more than the sum of individual desires. But if we take away from these same wills, the pluses and minuses which cancel each other out, the sum of the difference is the general will.’[footnoteRef:2] 
Rousseau appreciates that people do not all agree on all things but describes there being an ultimate common ground. This can be further explained by Masters,
‘If citizen A wants objects a,b,c,d  whereas citizen B wants objects d,e,f,g, one can say that a,b,c for the private self-interest of A, and e,f,g the private self-interest of B.’[footnoteRef:3] 
The common ground being ‘d’. 
However, a very prominent example we are currently experiencing is Brexit. The choice to leave or remain within the European Union was a choice based on ‘What would be best for our society?’ But the results of the referendum were split, demonstrating to us that there can be numerous cases of the ‘general will’ in different groups of that society. Despite the belief that one society equates to a unanimous ‘general will’. Minority views are consequently suppressed and this could then cause tyranny of the masses. 
Rousseau in response to this point may argue that his ‘general will’ was constructed at a time where the population of a town was significantly smaller and therefore the society was easier to control. By having such densely populated societies today, they are vulnerable to democratic neglect and the inability for everyone’s views to be heard. [1:  Jean Jacque Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. Maurice Cranston, (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1968) ,73]  [2:  Ibid., 72-73. ]  [3:  Roger, D. Masters, The Political Philosophy of Rousseau, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968),326] 


As part of the ‘general will’ Rousseau believed citizens should create a legislation which they are bound to. By having a legislation created by the citizens, there will only be laws that are willed by that general public and therefore enforcing it unto themselves. It removes error for contradiction because ‘no citizen can object…every citizen can be considered to be as free as he was in the state of nature because, in obeying the law, he is merely obeying his own will.’[footnoteRef:4] The sovereign reflects the public view and ‘He who makes the law knows better than anyone how it should be executed and interpreted.’ [footnoteRef:5] By this understanding, this makes the citizens the governing body of a society. Also, that laws should affect all citizens equally and that these laws should be created by the sovereign. The citizens have the sovereign power but is exercised through an executive. Rousseau made clear that the executive would administer the law and that they can only administer that law but not make the laws. While the Government do hold the power to control, the ‘Government loses all legitimacy the moment it places itself above the law to pursue its own interest as a separate political body.’[footnoteRef:6] Rousseau’s ‘general will’ relies heavily on the voluntary roles of the citizens and the sovereign. Due to the agreement of following the ‘general will’ for the safety ensured by the state. However Rousseau’s resilience of allowing the state to have law-making power reflects his view of distrust towards the state and the possibility to ‘always try to manipulate society for their own advantage.’[footnoteRef:7] [4:  Ibid., 329]  [5:  Jean Jacque Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. Maurice Cranston, (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1968), 112]  [6:  Andre Munro, General Will – Philosophy of Rousseau, (2016) <https://www.britannica.com/topic/general-will> [Accessed 26/03/2018}]  [7:  Ronald Grimsley, The Philosophy of Rousseau,(London: Oxford University Press, 1973) ,98] 


The concept of the ‘general will’ was introduced by Rousseau on the grounds of moral duty and freedom. If it is willed by the sovereign then it can be assumed to be the overall public good view and therefore beneficial to all. However, the ‘general will’ can be viewed as presumptuous and stagnant as it doesn’t allow a society to try anything and stops it before it has even happened. Mills’ ‘experiments in living’[footnoteRef:8] theory, opposes the otherwise constrictive ‘general will’ and explains for a freedom and liberty of personal expression. Without testing things in a society there would be no growth. The ‘general will’ is only the views of a set group of people from a set era of time. There is no possibility to develop and grow as a community or diversify. As previously mentioned it can also be restrictive to minority groups causing tyranny of the masses.
With moral duty and freedom being at the base of the ‘general will’,
‘the concept of the general will can only be understood in “moral” terms; unlike the contractual concepts of Hobbes and Locke, Rousseau seems to infuse the conventional bonds uniting the political community with patriotic sentiment…’[footnoteRef:9].
By creating the ‘general will’ it derives a moral duty from the concept and it consciously evokes a consideration of others rather than the ‘general will’ being derived from moral duty. Even those who refuse to abide by this are ‘forced to be free’[footnoteRef:10] as it is that society that has given them a civil freedom compared to there being non in the state of nature. So by not complying, they are then going against the very society that has entitled them to a civil freedom.
However this consideration could be interpreted as restricting and exposes the ‘inequality which arises from man’s subjection to the arbitrary will of others.’[footnoteRef:11] Again, by having the sovereignty based from the citizens, it imposes on the entirety of the general to conform. 
The very phrase ‘forced to be free’ has been scrutinised by many scholars for its paradoxical notion. But in the context of Rousseau’s belief and the ‘general will’ being imposed on a society engrossed in its indulgences, it can be considered a phrase of enlightening their perceived knowledge of their freedom. [8:  John Stuart Mill, On Liberty, (1859) <https://www.utilitarianism.com/ol/three.html> [Accessed 26/03/2018]]  [9:  Roger, D. Masters, The Political Philosophy of Rousseau, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968) ,350]  [10:  Jean Jacque Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. Maurice Cranston, (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1968), 64]  [11:  Ronald Grimsley, The Philosophy of Rousseau,(London: Oxford University Press, 1973), 101] 


In order to have a society acting on the ‘general will’ the people of that society must be educated to will nothing contradictory to the ‘general will’ of that society. The people of that society will be educated to certain beliefs and to a particular standard and by moulding people this certain way, it realistically equates to a child being raised to have certain morals.
An interpretation of this could be viewed as brainwashing. The systematic teaching and pressure to think ‘inside the box’.
Admittedly, some societies today can relate to this. Specifically collectivist cultures, where there is a pressure to conform. But it could be argued exactly that. A persons morals are not in line with that of the sovereign ordered ‘general will’ but more so with the pressure to conform. Their freedoms are restricted.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Rousseau was a moral philosopher who advocated for equality and freedom. He has been discussed by scholars with his work either being praised and considered liberating or criticized and considered a totalitarian.[footnoteRef:12] The ‘general will’ has defined today’s politics. As mentioned previously, Rousseau’s work is moral-duty based and less contractual-based and this has allowed the exploration for a common aim concerning political life.
Rousseau believed ‘If you want the general will to be fulfilled, make all the private wills approach it; and since virtue is only this conformity of the private will to the general to say the same thing in a word, make virtue reign’[footnoteRef:13] His work was influenced by attitudes of the roman republicans and this can all still ring true as we are in an ever growing society that is disconnecting from its state, its people and its sense of justice. [12:  Robert Stone, Rousseau’s General Will: Totalitarian Perception Of a Virtuous Ideal (Princeton University: Ephermis, 2003)]  [13:  Roger, D. Masters, Economie Politique (P, III, 253) cited in The Political Philosophy of Rousseau (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1968) 353 ] 
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