Man is born free; and everywhere he is in chains. One thinks himself the master of others, and
still remains a greater slave than they. How did this change come about? I do not know. What
can make it legitimate? That question I think I can answer.…
Slavery
To say that a man gives himself gratuitously, is to say what is absurd and inconceivable; such an
act is null and illegitimate, from the mere fact that he who does it is out of his mind. To say the
same of a whole people is to suppose a people of madmen; and madness creates no right.
Even if each man could alienate himself, he could not alienate his children: they are born men
and free; their liberty belongs to them, and no one but they has the right to dispose of it.… It
would therefore be necessary, in order to legitimize an arbitrary government, that in every
generation the people should be in a position to accept or reject it; but were this so, the
government would be no longer arbitrary.
To renounce liberty is to renounce being a man, to surrender the rights of humanity and even its
duties. For him who renounces everything no indemnity is possible. Such a renunciation is
incompatible with man's nature; to remove all liberty from his will is to remove all morality from
his acts…
The Social Contract
The problem is to find a form of association which will defend and protect with the whole
common force the person and goods of each associate, and in which each, while uniting himself
with all, may still obey himself alone, and remain as free as before. This is the fundamental
problem of which the Social Contract provides the solution.…
If then we discard from the social contract what is not of its essence, we shall find that it reduces
itself to the following terms - "Each of us puts his person and all his power in common under the
supreme direction of the general will, and, in our corporate capacity, we receive each member
as an indivisible part of the whole."
At once, in place of the individual personality of each contracting party, this act of association
creates a moral and collective body, composed of as many members as the assembly contains
votes, and receiving from this act its unity, its common identity, its life and its will. This public
person, so formed by the union of all other persons formerly took the name of city, and now
takes that of Republic or body politic; it is called by its members State when passive, Sovereign
when active, and Power when compared with others like itself. Those who are associated in it
take collectively the name of people, and severally are called citizens, as sharing in the
sovereign power, and subjects, as being under the laws of the State.…
Jean-Jacque Rousseau, “The Social Contract” (1762) excerpt.

