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The General Will  

[Book 2, Chapter 2: That Sovereignty is Indivisible] 
SOVEREIGNTY, for the same reason as makes it inalienable, is indivisible; for 

will either is, or is not, general;6 it is the will either of the body of the people, or only 
of a part of it. In the first case, the will, when declared, is an act of Sovereignty and 
constitutes law: in the second, it is merely a particular will, or act of magistracy — at 
the most a decree. […] 

[Chapter 3: Whether the General Will is Fallible] 
IT follows from what has gone before that the general will is always right and 

tends to the public advantage; but it does not follow that the deliberations of the 
people are always equally correct. Our will is always for our own good, but we do not 
always see what that is; the people is never corrupted, but it is often deceived, and on 
such occasions only does it seem to will what is bad. 

There is often a great deal of difference between the will of all and the general 
will; the latter considers only the common interest, while the former takes private 
interest into account, and is no more than a sum of particular wills: but take away 
from these same wills the pluses and minuses that cancel one another,7 and the 
general will remains as the sum of the differences. 

If, when the people, being furnished with adequate information, held its 
deliberations, the citizens had no communication one with another, the grand total 
of the small differences would always give the general will, and the decision would 
always be good. But when factions arise, and partial associations are formed at the 
expense of the great association, the will of each of these associations becomes 
general in relation to its members, while it remains particular in relation to the State: 
it may then be said that there are no longer as many votes as there are men, but only 
as many as there are associations. The differences become less numerous and give a 
less general result. Lastly, when one of these associations is so great as to prevail over 
all the rest, the result is no longer a sum of small differences, but a single difference; 
in this case there is no longer a general will, and the opinion which prevails is purely 
particular. 

It is therefore essential, if the general will is to be able to express itself, that 
there should be no partial society within the State, and that each citizen should think 
only his own thoughts. […] 

[Book 3, Chapter 4: Democracy] 
HE who makes the law knows better than any one else how it should be 

executed and interpreted. It seems then impossible to have a better constitution than 
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that in which the executive and legislative powers are united; but this very fact 
renders the government in certain respects inadequate, because things which should 
be distinguished are confounded, and the prince and the Sovereign, being the same 
person, form, so to speak, no more than a government without government. 

It is not good for him who makes the laws to execute them, or for the body of 
the people to turn its attention away from a general standpoint and devote it to 
particular objects. Nothing is more dangerous than the influence of private interests 
in public affairs, and the abuse of the laws by the government is a less evil than the 
corruption of the legislator, which is the inevitable sequel to a particular standpoint. 
In such a case, the State being altered in substance, all reformation becomes 
impossible, A people that would never misuse governmental powers would never 
misuse independence; a people that would always govern well would not need to be 
governed. 

If we take the term in the strict sense, there never has been a real democracy, 
and there never will be. It is against the natural order for the many to govern and the 
few to be governed. It is unimaginable that the people should remain continually 
assembled to devote their time to public affairs, and it is clear that they cannot set up 
commissions for that purpose without the form of administration being changed. 

In fact, I can confidently lay down as a principle that, when the functions of 
government are shared by several tribunals, the less numerous sooner or later 
acquire the greatest authority, if only because they are in a position to expedite 
affairs, and power thus naturally comes into their hands. 

Besides, how many conditions that are difficult to unite does such a government 
presuppose! First, a very small State, where the people can readily be got together 
and where each citizen can with ease know all the rest; secondly, great simplicity of 
manners, to prevent business from multiplying and raising thorny problems; next, a 
large measure of equality in rank and fortune, without which equality of rights and 
authority cannot long subsist; lastly, little or no luxury — for luxury either comes of 
riches or makes them necessary; it corrupts at once rich and poor, the rich by 
possession and the poor by covetousness; it sells the country to softness and vanity, 
and takes away from the State all its citizens, to make them slaves one to another, 
and one and all to public opinion. […] 

Were there a people of gods, their government would be democratic. So perfect 
a government is not for men. 
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