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Jean-Jacques Rousseau – The Noble Savage

Rousseau was the main proponent of the French Revolution in the late 18th century, creating the idea of a state where everybody was free in a society that before promoted inequality, greed and injustice towards the rich.  His idea of the state of nature, a time when everybody is free with no external constraints of state or authority, was of a noble savage who only did three things, ate, slept and copulated with females.  He was not yet rational, living alone, hunting alone and not fighting with others, as he had no pride on which to justify hurting another human being.  It was a time of utter most happiness, a happiness that we cannot possibly reach in a current society.  At this stage, man is completely natural and free; in the state of nature, man is at his best, better physically than socialised man and completely happy in his ignorance.  We can look at today’s society, see the technology, knowledge, canals, cities and pollution and ask ourselves if we are better off now than in our ignorance, what positive effect has all of man kinds work had on nature?  However, this state of nature does not last forever.

Mankind has free will, an example could be that he has freedom of choice of foods, a cat could not eat nuts and berries while a human could.  With free will comes necessary self-improvement to become a better person.  The noble savage learns to snare and out wit other animals and with this came the feeling of pride.  As the population grows and competition got fiercer, he coupled with other men to hunt and thus developed a language to communicate with.  With this, l’amour propre surfaces - a love of ones self, a vanity and social passion that cause us to mask our true nature through the arts and various unhealthy judgements on other people, considering people on their looks and eloquence, attributes cherished in pre-revolutionary France – but people are happy until metallurgy and farming is introduced a time when people become closer with one another, developing sentimental love, together people overcome difficulties and grow dependant on each other – self-sufficiency is lost when people work together and society develops.  Social man is competitive and concerned with himself in the eyes of others.  At first people only make what is necessary to live but as society develops they can manufacture excess property than their needs require and as the society grows stable, opulence begins to become rampant.  With pride comes fighting and property, which is now precious to people, becomes endangered.  The richer members of society suggest that everybody associate together to use their common force to secure the weak from oppression, restrain the ambitious and assure to every man of what belongs to him.  Once one united front has been shown, others follow in order to save their skins.  The world of nature becomes a world of states.

Explain Rousseaus Version of the Social Contract

Savage Man and Civilised man are absolutely different according to Rousseau.  He says, “In reality the source of all these differences is that the savage lives within himself while the social man lives constantly out of himself and only knows how to live in the opinions of others so that he seems to receive consciousness of his own existence merely from the judgement of others” (page137 The Faber Book of Utopias, 1999).  Rousseau attempts to reconcile these differences with his social contract theory.  Rousseaus aim is to find a law that will bring together the freedom of the state of nature and the rights and justice of civil society.  Rousseau believes that in civilised society nobody is free to act as they please due to hierarchies that exist, and thanks to traditions and customs that have been invented over time.  He believes that all arrangements in society are tainted by greed, vanity and the desire to dominate, the l’amour propre of all people.  The main problem is uniting everyone while they still obey his or her own selves and remaining free.  The form of association must be voluntary, based on all the wills in society and keeps oneself out of servitude, thereby keeping their own natural liberty.

Rousseaus develops the idea of a social contract into his theory, which, on the surface at least, seems to go against every thing that he has stated before, though deeper delving reveals this not to be the case.  In his social contract, the individual hands over all of their rights to the state, something usually associated with the likes of Hobbes who tended towards totalitarian regimes rather than the liberalism that one would expect with Rousseau.  However Rousseau says that his form of a social contract opens up a way of liberty because of the way the state is formed by the free will of individuals.  These people form the general will, a body formed of everybody in the society where everybody gets their opinions heard and their reasoned arguments listened too.  Rousseau reconciles social man and savage man by creating a society in which liberty is the ruling ideology and every man is once again equal.

Evaluate Rousseaus Idea of the General Will

Rousseau believed that the state itself had a will, a will that was comprised of all the wills in a society and he called this the general will.  He says that the state, therefore, has its own will that tend towards preservation and welfare and is the sole source of our laws.  One is not free if there are constraints upon oneself – Rousseau would use the confusing example that we are not free if there are no laws to look after our property.  So rather than property rights making us less free, as Rousseau claimed they did at the dawn of civil society, he says that in his state they would provide liberty rather than oppression.  It is, therefore, difficult to see whether he had forgot about his earlier statement or that property rights in his state would be completely different to property rights in civil society.

The general will, Rousseau says, requires the true liberty of all, even whilst they are obeying laws.  To justify this, Rousseau says, “It is to law alone that men owe justice and liberty.  It is this salutary organ of the will of all which establishes, in civil rights, the natural equality of men.”  Law in Rousseaus society differs from civil society laws as the laws in his society are made by everyone for the benefit of everyone while in civil society they are made by a group of people aimed to, Rousseau would say, keeping the rich rich and the poor poor.  Rousseau continues by saying man gains civil liberties after he has lost his natural liberties in the state of nature, civil liberties which are gained by obeying the civil laws that we set ourselves.

Rousseau also attempts to change the tricky notion of freedom to suit his society.  Instead of a dissenter being allowed to say he or she is exercising their free will, they would be seen going against their free will, as the general will is freedom.  Any person who dissents is not following the general will, the general will which is freedom for every man and woman. Anybody who doesn’t follow the general will, is not using their reason and is using their l’amour propre, following their desires, since whatever the general will is, it is always correct because everybody in society has put forth their reasoned view.  However, there must surely be instances, as seen in rationalism, where reason can be incorrect, logic flawed and bias involved – the people in Rousseaus state would not be perfect as human beings.  If the general will make a wrong decision would it then be right to dissent against the government?  This is a situation that would happen very often in an arithmetical majoritarian democracy, one of the forms of state that Rousseau suggests.  As the wills that comprise the state are not perfect, the state is also not perfect and people who follow the state would not be in their state of perpetual freedom but only be free when the state makes a correct decision!  So the true will of society is the general will, a will is not always right but one would warrant, a will with the right intentions.

The general will is a strong concept for a true liberal political theory.  His idea of a Rational Will – a general will that thinks before it acts and attempts to be rational in any way it can, heeding others opinions and not always going with the majority – has been a dream of philosophers and political theorists for many years and seems to be a very appealing political theory.  How to implement the theory is a problem though.  Rousseau viewed politics more as an art than a science and did not explain how a general will would be comprised though one would imagine it would be nigh on impossible to have a general will of a large population such as the whole of America or even England, rather it would be a general will of small communities, where every ones voice would be heard and laws made on a small scale where it would be more accurate in implementing them.  

How can we be Forced to be Free?

Freedom in Rousseaus state is following the general will.  This is since when one obeys the laws of the state, one is following the laws that one has made and hence following ones own will.  So when one is following ones instincts and desires rather than reason, one is liable not to be rational and to go against the true will – going against the state.  Since to be free one is following the general will and obeying the laws that it has created, one can be compelled to do so by the whole of the will.  When one is forced to follow the laws of society, one is forced to be free which is usually the simple matter of compulsion.

