Describe and critically assess Rousseau’s account of the ‘General Will’.
Rousseau’s general will is crucial to his concept of a free society. This essay will explore what the concept of the general will actually is, and question whether a society in which everyone is bought up to share the same ideals and values, creating the general will, is really free. Before we go on, it is necessary to distinguish between two types of democracy as emphasised by Isaiah Berlin: direct democracy, where people vote directly on each law, and representative democracy, where representatives are voted in and go on to create the laws. There are also two concepts of freedom worth distinguishing between: negative freedom and positive freedom. The term negative freedom expresses the view that one has freedom so long as they are left to do what they want, without the interference of others, whereas positive freedom is concerned with having the ability of fulfilling purposes and having opportunities[footnoteRef:1] but allows room for people to be ‘moulded’ by society a certain way, in order for them to have access to such opportunities. [1: Carter, Ian. Positive and Negative Liberty. 2 August 2016. Accessed 13 March 2018. 	<https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/liberty-positive-negative/>.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Rousseau supported direct democracy, as he believed representative democracy required giving up one’s freedom, however he believed that direct democracy would only work in small city states. Furthermore, he recognised that direct democracy could still result in a tyranny of the masses if decisions were not unanimous, which was problematic as this would cause those who had voted against the majority not to be free. This is where the concept of the general will comes into play. Central to his political concept was the belief that as well as everyone’s individual will, there was a general will. The general will is the will shared by the people of the society. The terms that represent Rousseau’s thought are “volonté générale”-will and generality- with generality standing for laws, education, the common good, and will standing for “Rousseau’s conviction that civil association is the most voluntary act in the world.”[footnoteRef:2] This explains the need for generality relative to democracy, as it allows for laws to be passed using direct democracy without resulting in a tyranny of the masses, because there is a focus on the common good, rather than what is good for the individual, so everyone votes in agreement. If one finds themselves disagreeing with this general will, then-Rousseau says-they should realise that they are mistaken and adjust their views accordingly.  [2:  Riley, Patrick. "Rousseau's General Will: Freedom of a Particular Kind." Political Studies 39 (1991): 55-74.	 	Online. Accessed 12 March 2018. 	<http://web.a.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=d61d5fdc-	8f4a-4ddd-8e82-3b5347ef1143%40sessionmgr4006>. p.58.] 

Here, in the importance Rousseau places on will, there can be seen some similarity to John Stuart Mill. Mill advocated a society where the state had minimal interference with the lives of individuals as to maximise the freedom of said individuals. He believed only when an individual posed a threat to others should the state intervene.[footnoteRef:3] This would reduce the restrictions by the state on individuals as people would be able to do whatever they wished even if this went against the wishes of the majority, thus meaning they were more free and there was no tyranny of the masses. It appears that Mill and Rousseau share the ideal of a society where individuals’ autonomy is not restricted by the wishes of the majority-which in a democracy would be represented by the state. However, whereas Mill is advocating is that maximum freedom (that still allows for working society) would be achieved by a state that has minimal interference (ideals of negative freedom), what Rousseau (who is more associated with positive freedom) suggests seems to result in a situation where the state interferes more in individuals lives, to the point that it asserts that everyone believe, or at least vote for, certain things. Though Rousseau maintains that people would “will” to believe or vote in this way, this seems tenuous and even if accepted, Rousseau himself argues for people to be educated in a certain way-socialised to vote in the “general will.” The extent to which Rousseau requires people to be moulded to this general will seems to go beyond what is typical of positive freedom. For example, one may expect a society with positive freedom to make it the law that they are educated to a certain level in order to have access to certain job opportunities.  [3:  Mill, John Stuart. On Liberty. 4th edition. (London: Longmans, Green, Reader, and Dyer, 1869). pp.21-23.] 

However under Rousseau’s model, people are not merely moulded by the state in order to have access to certain opportunities, but are educated so they are taught to will a common good and share a general will. This seems to push the boundaries of positive freedom, and I would argue that it does this to an extent that it can no longer be considered an example of freedom. 
Another aspect in Rousseau’s theory that explains why the need for will is necessary, is the requirement of free will to be a part of actions in order for these actions to have moral judgement: “to deprive your will of all freedom is to deprive your acts of morality.”[footnoteRef:4] So, unless the people will this generality-this common good- then they are restricted by it so are not free and their actions under the state could not be judged by moral standards, impacting issues of responsibility, reward, and punishment. Here there are definite parallels with Kantian thought with the emphasis for agents to necessarily be free in order to have moral actions.[footnoteRef:5] [4:  Riley, Patrick. "Rousseau's General Will: Freedom of a Particular Kind." Political Studies 39 (1991): 55-74.	 	Online. Accessed 12 March 2018. 	<http://web.a.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=1&sid=d61d5fdc-	8f4a-4ddd-8e82-3b5347ef1143%40sessionmgr4006>. p.58.]  [5:  ibid., p.59.] 

To conclude, Rousseau’s account of general will is an attempt to reconcile the problem that in order to have a free society (which here is taken as the ideal), one must agree with the laws of said society, but that with individual will alone this is not possible. Rousseau’s attempt to use the general will to solve this problem however, seems to lead to an incoherent, contradictory position, as it relies so moulding people to agree with the general will to such an extent that they had no other choice but to agree with the general will. Therefore, although Rousseau expresses his view in a way that is deliberately paradoxical[footnoteRef:6]: “forced to be free,”[footnoteRef:7] and then goes on to defend how this apparently paradoxical view is valid, he is unsuccessful in this and the contradiction is ultimately damning. Rousseau’s insistence that everyone should share the general will would be a convenient conclusion if attainable through the volition and genuine agreement of all individuals in the society. Unfortunately, this complete group agreement is unrealistic and the method of education that Rousseau proposes we implement to reach this agreement of wills ultimately means that it can no longer be said that the agreement has been reached of the individuals’ own volition. [6:  Bertram, Christopher. Jean Jacques Rousseau. 26 May 2017. Online. Accessed 18 March 2018. 	<https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/rousseau/>.]  [7:  Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. The Social Contract. Ed. Jonathan Bennett. Early Modern Texts. 1762. 		Online. Accessed 18 March 2018. 			<http://www.earlymoderntexts.com/assets/pdfs/rousseau1762.pdf>. p.9.] 
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