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Chapter 6: The Social Pact

I assume that men reach a point where the obstacles to their preservation in a state
of nature prove greater than the strength that each man has to preserve himself in that
state. Beyond this point, the primitive condition cannot endure, for then the human race
will perish if it does not change its mode of existence.

Since men cannot create new forces, but merely combine and control those which
already exist, the only way in which they can preserve themselves is by uniting their
separate powers in a combination strong enough to overcome any resistance, uniting
them so that their powers are directed by a single motive and act in concert.

Such a sum of forces can be produced only by the union of separate men, but as
each man’s own strength and liberty are the chief instruments of his preservation, how
can he merge his with others’ without putting himself in peril and neglecting the care he
owes to himself? This difficulty, in terms of my present subject, may be expressed in
these words:

‘How to find a form of association which will defend the person and goods of
each member with the collective force of all, and under which each individual, while
uniting himself with the others, obeys no one but himself, and remains as free as before.’
This is the fundamental problem to which the social contract holds the solution.

The articles of this contract are so precisely determined by the nature of the act,
that the slightest modification must render them null and void; they are such that, though
perhaps never formally stated, they are everywhere the same, everywhere tacitly admitted
and recognized; and if ever the social pact is violated, every man regains his original
rights and, recovering his natural freedom, loses that civil freedom for which he
exchanged it.

These articles of association, rightly understood, are reducible to a single one,
namely the total alienation by each associate of himself and all his rights to the whole
community. Thus, in the first place, as every individual gives himself absolutely, the
conditions are the same for all, and precisely because they are the same for all, it is in no
one’s interest to make the conditions onerous for others.

Secondly, since the alienation is unconditional, the union is as perfect as it can be,
and no individual associate has any longer any rights to claim; for if rights were left to
individuals, in the absence of any higher authority to judge between them and the public,
each individual, being his own judge in some causes, would soon demand to be his own
judge in all; and in this way the state of nature would be kept in being, and the
association inevitably become either tyrannical or void.

Finally, since each man gives himself to all, he gives himself to no one; and since
there is no associate over whom he does not gain the same rights as others gain over him,
each man recovers the equivalent of everything he loses, and in the bargain he acquires
more power to preserve what he has.

If, then, we eliminate from the social pact everything that is not essential to it, we
find it comes down to this: ‘Each one of us puts into the community his person and all his
power under the supreme direction of the general will; and as a body, we incorporate
every member as an indivisible part of the whole’



Immediately, in place of the individual person of each contracting party, this act
of association creates an artificial and corporate body composed of as many members as
there are voters in the assembly, and by this same act that body acquires its unity, its
common ego, its life and its will

Taken from Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. Maurice Cranston
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1968), 59-61.



