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Jsseau’s Social Contract (1762)

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was one of the most radical Enlightenment thinkers. In his works, he suggested that
humans needed not only a clearer understanding of natural laws but also a much closer relationship with nature itself and a
thorough reorganization of society. He believed that a sovereign society, formed by free association of equal citizens without
patrons or factions, was the clearest expression of natural law. This society would make laws and order itself by the genuinely
collective wisdom of its citizens. Rousseau sets out the definition of his sovereign society and its authority in the passages

reprinted here.

Book I, Chapter 6

o find a form of association that
defends and protects the person and
gssessions of each associate with all the
common strength, and by means of
which each person, joining forces with
all, nevertheless obeys only himself, and
remains as free as before.” Such is the
T{undamental problem to which the
social contract furnishes the solution.

Book I1, Chapter 4
What in fact is an act of sovereignty? It is
notan agreement between a superior and

the body and each of its members, a
legitimate agreement, because it is based
upon the social contract; equitable,
because it is common to all; useful,
because it can have no other purpose
than the general good; and reliable,
because it is guaranteed by the public
force and the supreme power. As long as
the subjects are only bound by agree-
ments of this sort, they obey no one but
their own will, and to ask how far the
respective rights of the sovereign and citi-
zens extend is to ask to what point the lat-
ter can commit themselves to each other,
one towards all and all towards one.

Source: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Rousseau’s
Political Writings, trans. Julia Conaway
Bondanella, ed. Allan Ritter and Julia Conaway
Bondanella (New York: 1988), pp. 92-103.

Questions for Analysis

1. What was the goal of political associa-
tion, according to Rousseau?

2. How did Rousseau claim to overcome
the tension between the need for
some form of social constraint and
the desire to preserve liberty?

3. What is more important for Rousseau:
equality or liberty?

an inferior, but an agreement between

was to many an appealing image of a regenerated and more
powerful nation, in which citizens were bound by mutual
obligation rather than coercive laws and united in equality
tather than divided and weakened by privilege. Third, the
national community would be united by what Rousseau
called the “general will.” This term is notoriously difficult.
Rousseau proposed it as a way to understand the common
Interest, which rose above particular individual demands.
The general will favored equality; that made it general, and in
Principle at least equality guaranteed that citizens’ common
Iterests would be represented in the whole. These radical
arguments were widely cited during the French Revolution.
Rousseau was also well known for his writing on edu-
Cation and moral virtue. His widely read novel Emile (1762)
tells the story of a young man who learns virtue and moral
utonomy in the school of nature rather than in the academy.
Rousseay disagreed with other philosophes’ emphasis on
'®ason, insisting instead that “the first impulses of nature are
always right” Children should not be forced to reason early

in life. Books, which “teach us only to talk about things we
do not know,” should not be central to learning until ado-
lescence. Emile’s tutor thus walked him through the woods,
studying nature and its simple precepts, cultivating his con-
science, and above all, his sense of independence.

Such an education aimed to give men moral autonomy
and make them good citizens. Rousseau argued that women
should have very different educations. “All education of women
must be relative to men, pleasing them, being useful to them,
raising them when they are young and caring for them when
they are old, advising them, consoling them, making their lives
pleasant and agreeable; these have been the duties of women
since time began.” Women were to be useful socially as moth-
ers and wives. In Emile, Rousseau laid out just such an educa-
tion for Emile’s wife-to-be, Sophie. At times, Rousseau seemed
convinced that women “naturally” sought out such a role:
“Dependence is a natural state for women, girls feel themselves
made to obey” At other moments he insisted that girls needed
to be disciplined and weaned from their “natural” vices.
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Competing Viewpoints

Rousseau and His Readers

Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s writings provoked very different responses from eighteenth-century readers—women as well
as men. Many women readers loved his fiction and found his views about women’s character and prescriptions for their
education inspiring Other women disagreed vehemently with his conclusions. In the first excerpt here, from Rousseau’s

Rousseau’s Emile

I .‘ esearches into abstract and

speculative truths, the principles
‘ and axioms of sciences—inshort,
everything which tends to generalize
our ideas—is not the proper province of
women; their studies should be relative
to points of practice; it belongs to them
to apply those principles which men have
discovered. . . . All the ideas of women,
which have not the immediate tendency
to points of duty, should be directed to
the study of men, and to the attainment of
those agreeable accomplishments which
have taste for their object; for as to works
of genius, they are beyond their capacity;
neither have they sufficient precision or
power of attention to succeed in sciences
which require accuracy; and as to physical

Rousseau’s conflicting views on female nature provide

knowledge, it belongs to those only who
are most active, most inquisitive, who
comprehend the greatest variety of
objects. ...

She must have the skill to incline us
to do everything which her sex will not
enable her to do herself, and which is
necessary or agreeable to her; therefore
she ought to study the mind of man
thoroughly, not the mind of man in gen-
eral, abstractedly, but the dispositions of
those men to whom she is subject either
by the laws of her country or by the
force of opinion. She should learn to
penetrate into the real sentiments from
their conversation, their actions, their
looks and gestures. She should also have
the art, by her own conversation,

a good example of the shifting meaning of nature, a central

preoccupation of Enlightenment thought. Enlightenment
thinkers used nature as a yardstick against which to mea-
sure society’s shortcomings. “Natural” was better, simpler,
uncorrupted. What, though, was nature? It could refer to
the physical world. It could refer to allegedly primitive soci-

eties. Often, it was a useful invention.
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Rousseaw's sharpest critic was the British write
Wollstoneeraft (1759-1797). Wollstonecralt publishﬁd hF:
best-known work, A Vindication of the Rights of Womd™ ‘f
1792, during the French Revolution. Her argument,
ever, was anchored in Enlightenment debates and nee i
to be understood here. Wollstonecralt was a r{:publ":ﬂ

novel Emile (1762), the author sets out his views on a woman’s education. He argues that her education should fit
with what he considers her intellectual capacity and her social role. It should also complement the education and role
of a man. The second selection is an admiring response to Emile from Anne-Louise-Germaine Necker, or Madame

de Staél (1766-1817), a well-known French writer and literary critic. While she acknowledged that Rousseau sought
to keep women from participating in political discussion, she also thought that he had granted women a new role in
matters of emotion and domesticity. The third excerpt is from Mary Wollstonecraft, who shared many of Rousseau’s
philosophical principles but sharply disagreed with his assertion that women and men should have different virtues and
values. She believed that women like Madame de Staél were misguided in embracing Rousseau’s ideas.

actions, looks, and gestures, to commu-
nicate those sentiments which are agree-
able to them without seeming to intend
it. Men will argue more philosophically
about the human heart; but women
will read the heart of men better than
they.... Women have most wit, men have
most genius; women observe, men reas
son. From the concurrence of both we
derive the clearest light and the most
perfect knowledge which the human
mind is of itself capable of attaining:

Source: Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Emile (1762),35
cited in Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of tht
Rights of Woman (New York: 1992), pp- 124-2-
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Madame de Stael

# hough Rousseau has endeav-
oured to prevent women from
interfering in public affairs,
and acting @ brilliant part in the theatre
of politics; yet in speaking of them, how
ruch has he done it to their satisfaction!
if he wished to deprive them of some
rights foreign to their sex, how has he for
ever restored to them all those to which it
has a claim! And in attempting to diminish
their influence over the deliberations of
men, how sacredly has he established the
empire they have over their happiness!
In aiding them to descend from an
usurped throne, he has firmly seated
them upon that to which they were
destined by nature; and though he be full
of indignation against them when they
endeavour to resemble men, yet when
they come before him with all the charms,
weaknesses, virtues, and errors of their sex,
his respect for their persons amounts
almost to adoration.

Source: Cited in Mary Wollstonecraft, A
Vindication of the Rights of Woman (New York:
1992), pp. 203-4.

Mary Wollstonecraft

. ousseau declares that a woman
l should never, for a moment,

feel  herself  independent,
that she should be governed by fear to
exercise her natural cunning, and made
a coquettish slave in order to render
her a more alluring object of desire, a
sweeter companion to man, whenever
he chooses to relax himself. He carries
the arguments, which he pretends to
draw from the indications of nature, still
further, and insinuates that truth and
fortitude, the corner stones of all human
virtue, should be cultivated with certain
restrictions, because, with respect to the
female character, obedience is the grand
lesson which ought to be impressed with
unrelenting rigour.

What nonsensel When will a great man
arise with sufficient strength of mind to puff
away the fumes which pride and sensuality
have thus spread over the subject! if women
are by nature inferior to men, their virtues
must be the same in quality, if not in degree,
or virtue is a relative idea; consequently,
their conduct should be founded on the
same principles, and have the same aim.

Source: Cited in Susan Bell and Karen Offen,
eds., Women, the Family, and Freedom: The Debate
in Documents, vol. 1, 1750-1880 (Stanford, CA:
1983), p. 58.

Questions for Analysis

1

Why did Rousseau seek to limit the
sphere of activities open to women in
society? What capacities did he feel
they lacked? What areas of social life
did he feel women were most suited
for? .

. Did Madame de Staél agree with

Rousseau that women’s social roles
were essentially different from men'’s
roles in society?

. What is the basis for Mary Wollstone-

craft’s disagreement with Rousseau?

. Why did gender matter to Enlighten-

ment figures such as Rousseau, de
Staél, and Wollstonecraft?

Who admired many of Rousseau's writings. She called
monarchy “the pestiferous purple which renders the prog-
ress of civilization a curse, and warps the understanding”
She spoke even more forcefully than Rousseau against
inequality and the artificial distinctions of rank, birth, or
Wealth. Believing that equality laid the basis for virtue,
she contended, in classic Enlightenment language, that
the society should seek “the perfection of our nature and

capability of happiness.” She argued more forcefully than
any other Enlightenment thinker that (1) women had the
same innate capacity for reason and self-government as
men, (2) virtue should mean the same thing for men and
women, and (3) relations between the sexes should be
based on equality.

Wollstonecraft did what few of her contemporaries even
imagined. She applied the radical Enlightenment critique of
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