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Introduction

Rousseau proposes the idea of the general will as an answer for a prob-
lem regarding humans’ interdependence. Insofar as we depend upon
others’ cooperation to meet our needs, we are subject to their wills
and hence seemingly unfree. Rousseau suggests, though, that each
person can enjoy the benefits of society and “nevertheless obey only
himself and remain as free as before.”! The key is to be ruled by the
general will. If all are subject only to the general will, and if the general
will is the will of each citizen, then each citizen is subject only to his
own will —and therefore free.

Despite the centrality of the general will to Rousseau’s political phi-
losophy, and despite its continued influence on contemporary politi-
cal philosophy, there is little agreement about what it is. Opinions vary
sufficiently that some even question whether Rousseau is, in the title
of one book, “Totalitarian or Liberal.”? In the background of these de-
bates are two strands of thought in the Social Contract, each suggest-
ing different accounts of the general will. On the one hand, Rousseau
suggests that the content of the general will is determined procedur-
ally: the general will is simply whatever people vote for when voting is
carried out correctly. On the other hand, Rousseau says that the gen-
eral will wills the common good, and the common good seems to be
fixed independently of the voting procedure. Because it is difficult to
see how any voting procedure could be guaranteed to will the com-
mon good,? it is difficult to see how these two strands in Rousseau’s
thinking relate.

Recent interpretations tend to take one strand as more fundamen-
tal and then accommodate the other as best they can. I call procedural

1. SC1.6.4. 1 follow the usual convention for citing Rosseau’s The Social Contract:
book.chapter[.paragraph].

2. Chapman (1956).

3. Philosophers since at least Barry (1965, 292-3) have used the Condorcet Jury
Theorems to suggest that a majority vote (in the right conditions) is likely to
arrive at the common good. See Cohen (2010, 78ff) for limitations on this
thinking.
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accounts those that define the general will as a certain voting proce-
dure.* I call common good accounts those that define the general will
in terms of the common good, independently of any vote.> One popu-
lar group of common good accounts specifies that this understanding
of the common good must be publicly shared.®

The privileging of one of the two strands of Rousseau'’s claims about
the general will sometimes stems from the assumption that one must
be more fundamental. Evidence against one strand’s adequacy by itself
is taken as evidence against that strand’s being fundamental,” perhaps
because taking the conjunction of each as fundamental seems ad hoc.

4. For example, Gildin (1983, 44ff) and Sreenivasan (2000).

5. For example, Masters (1968, 326ff), Levine (1976, 45-95), Jones (1987, 115),
Melzer (1990, ch. g9), Charvet (1995, 140), Dent (2005, 138), Bertram (2012),
and Williams (2015).

6. For example, Neuhouser (1993, 368), Rawls (2008), and Cohen (2010). David
Lay Williams (2015) offers a different taxonomy that divides accounts of the
general will between those where a procedure determines the general will’s
content, and those where the general will is “an expression of a prior com-
mitment to substantive values” (219). What Williams means by “procedure” is
different from what I mean. For him, both a formal principle—e.g. laws must
have universal form—and a legislative procedure are procedures. In my termi-
nology, a procedure is an activity, and so a formal principle is not a procedure.
We taxonomize differently because we aim to answer different, though re-
lated, questions.

7. For example, Dent (1989) claims that the fact that even a unanimous vote
might dispossess a minority provides “reason for supposing that participa-
tion in some form of procedure for arriving at rules applicable to all is not the
crux of their legitimacy, is not the decisive mark of their ‘coming from all’ and
being the declarations of a truly ‘general will” (183). Because no procedure
is sufficient to account for the general will's aiming at the common good, he
concludes that the crux must not be the procedure but rather the voters’ aim-
ing at the common good:

We can only take their [the voters’] contribution or agreement serious-
ly if it is rationally made, on good grounds, clearly understood. But this
means that the whole weight of the issue in determining what shall count
as “coming from all” must fall on establishing what is a good ground and
what it dictates. The actual participation of people in an actual procedure
is altogether secondary. (201)

Dent moves from the claim that a vote can be legitimate only if made on good
grounds directly to the conclusion that the vote is secondary to the grounds.
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In this essay, however, I shall argue that there is nothing ad hoc
about Rousseau’s invoking both procedure and common good, for in
fact both are necessary to constitute a shared will. A will does not con-
sist of just any decision-making procedure, nor is it simply a concep-
tion of the good. Rather, a will is a capacity to decide what to do in
accordance with a conception of the good.® Hence, a will consists of
both a conception of the good and a process for determining how to
act on that conception. Inasmuch as the general will is a will, it must
have both conception and process. In Rousseau'’s general will, I argue,
the voting procedure is the process for deciding how to act on the con-
ception of the common good. The general will’s content is not simply
a conception of the common good or the result of a procedure; it is the
result of a procedure insofar as it is carried out in accordance with a con-
ception of the common good. This view unifies the two lines of thinking
under a single conception of a will.

I call my view the shared capacity account: the general will is a
shared capacity for self-determination in accordance with a pub-
licly shared conception of the common good. To be governed by the
general will is to be governed by the exercise of this shared capacity.
“Shared” here ought not be understood in a loose sense, as when two
people who can both whistle are said to share that ability.” I mean the
term strictly, as when we say that Supreme Court justices share the
ability to decide cases.” I can exercise my ability to whistle indepen-
dently of yours, but a justice’s ability to decide cases can be exercised
only along with the rest of the justices. I shall argue that the general
will is a capacity shared in this strict sense.

I defend my shared capacity account with two main arguments.
First, my account better accommodates Rousseau’s claims about the
general will. Second, it makes compelling sense of the freedom that

Like many other interpreters, he fails to consider that they might both be
fundamental.

8. Or so Rousseau thinks, as I shall argue.
9. That s, each have tokens of the same ability type.

10. That is, each are co-bearers of a single token ability.
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Rousseau claims we enjoy under the general will. Although some have
tried to combine Rousseau’s voting procedure and the constitutive aim
of the common good," my account differs in explaining two things:
how these two aspects fit together under the idea of a shared capacity
for self-determination, and why Rousseau thinks participating in a vot-
ing procedure is essential to our freedom under the general will.

I begin by considering the shortcomings of procedural and com-
mon good accounts of the general will. As some of the textual grounds
for my view are also the grounds for rejecting procedural and common
good accounts, these views set the stage for my own.

A Procedural Interpretation

Some take Rousseau’s claim that “the tally of the votes yields the

11. Williams (2015) conceives of the general will as consisting in the people’s
willing certain substantive principles, such as justice, goodness, and equal-
ity, and conceives of the voting procedure as constituting the exercise of the
general will. But it makes little sense to talk of the exercise of the people’s
willing certain principles: one exercises a will, not a willing of certain principles,
which is itself already an exercise. Furthermore, Williams fails to explain why
everyone’s voting is necessary to exercise the people’s willing, nor does he
say in what sense a non-unanimous result ought to be considered the will of
those opposing it.

Likewise, Bertram (2012) argues that the two strands in Rousseau’s de-
scription of the general will are not alternatives, but complements (411). On
his account, a democratic vote is essential for everyone’s self-determination,
because it serves three purposes that everyone wills: it ensures that we all do
the same thing, it satisfies a demand of fairness, and it is a reliable means to
discover the common good, which we all will (409—411). In other words, on
Bertram’s view voting is a means to shared ends, whereas on my view voting
is essential to the very constitution of the general will.

Melzer (1990) offers a common good account, but he claims that a major-
ity vote of all the citizens is a necessary means to express the general will
(170). However, he does not explain why.

Noone (1980) interprets the common good as our real will, and the voting
procedure’s outcome as our actual will. One’s “actual” will is whatever one
decides, while one’s “real” will is what one would have decided if one had
full information, made no mistakes in reasoning, and so on (74). This char-
acterization is compatible with mine, but it only gestures toward a familiar
duality rather than demonstrates the underlying unity of the two stands in
the concept of a will.
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declaration of the general will”? to suggest a procedural interpreta-
tion of that will.”® On this view, the general will is just a certain voting
procedure. The general will is everyone’s will in the sense that we all
participate in determining it, and we all consent to abide by the results
of the vote." Rousseau writes that “when an opinion contrary to my
own prevails, it proves nothing more than that I made a mistake and
that what I took to be the general will was not.”®> The procedural inter-
pretation accounts for this claim — if the general will is just a certain
voting procedure, the tally of the votes is incontrovertibly the general
will’s content.

But in the very next paragraph Rousseau himself seems to deny the
procedural account: “This [that the tally of votes declares the general
will] presupposes, it is true, that all the characteristics of the general
will are still in the majority: once they no longer are, then regardless
of which side one takes, there is no longer any freedom.”® The vot-
ing procedure declares the general will, which constitutes our free-
dom, only when the majority has the “characteristics of the general
will.” Hence, the voting procedure by itself does not define the general
will’s content.

Gopal Sreenivasan tackles this apparent contradiction by incorpo-
rating those characteristics into a more sophisticated account of the
voting procedure. Rousseau nowhere specifies all the “characteristics
of the general will,” but Sreenivasan identifies several conditions for
the vote to express the general will:

1. The subject matter of deliberation is perfectly general.

2. The conclusions of deliberation apply equally to all

citizens.

12. SC 4.2.8.
13. For example, Gildin (1983, 44ff) and Sreenivasan (2000).
14. SC 4.2.8.
15. SC 4.2.8.
16. SC 4.2.9.
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3. All citizens participate in deliberation.
4. All parties to deliberation think for themselves.

Still, these conditions seem insufficient to guarantee that, as Rousseau
puts it, “the general will is always upright and always tends to the pub-
lic utility” (SC 2.3.1). Sreenivasan himself admits as much.” He sug-
gests that Rousseau has left the problem of filling out the conditions
for us to resolve.’

However, Rousseau does not intimate that he leaves a problem for
the reader, nor does he claim this list of conditions to be a guarantee
that the vote aims at the common good. Indeed, Rousseau never gives
a list of conditions at all. Sreenivasan draws his conditions from sever-
al different chapters, only one of which addresses how to get the vote

17. Sreenivasan (2010, 574ff).

18. We could supplement Sreenivasan’s account with two further conditions sug-
gested by Rousseau: that socioeconomic inequality be limited (5C 1.9.8 fn.),
and that the people have the right sort of patriotic spirit (GP 4.1). Socioeco-
nomic inequality must be limited so that the people’s interests will converge
on the same laws, and so that no one can use economic means to control oth-
ers’ votes (SC 2.11.2). Patriotic spirit motivates participation and prioritization
of the common good.

An account with these conditions is not exactly procedural, for neither
condition is a rule for defining a voting procedure. They are rather back-
ground conditions against which a voting procedure can yield the general
will. Gildin (1983) interprets the general will in this way (Ch. 2). Even with
these conditions, though, it remains unclear whether such a will always aims
at the common good. In addition, Rousseau does not much specify the back-
ground constraints, which makes defining the general will based on them an
even murkier prospect. Consider Rousseau’s specification of the amount of
material inequality that a society should allow:

As regards wealth, no citizen [should] be rich enough to be able to buy
another, and none so poor that he is compelled to sell himself: Which as-
sumes moderation in goods and influence on the part of the great, and
moderation in avarice and covetousness on the part of the lowly. (sc
2.11.2)

The money a person needs to avoid having to sell himself depends not only
on how much he has relative to the rich, but also on the degree of “avarice
and covetousness” among the poor. If the definition of material inequality is
vague here, the requirement that people have the right patriotic spirit is even
vaguer.
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to aim at the common good.” If Rousseau meant for the general will
to be defined by a procedure involving such conditions, it would have
been more natural to list the conditions together. The textual evidence
suggests that Rousseau did not intend for the content of the general
will to be defined procedurally.

Moreover, it is difficult for procedural accounts to explain Rous-
seau’s claim that the general will is never “annihilated or corrupted,”*
even when voters use legislative procedures to advance private inter-
ests. If constraints definitive of the general will procedure no longer
obtain, would we not say that the procedure has been corrupted or
annihilated? In what sense is the procedure not annihilated if it is no
longer carried out properly? Only in the sense that it continues to exist
in corrupted form. If the general will is a procedure with constraints, it
is hard to make sense of Rousseau’s insistence that it is not annihilated
or corrupted when those constraints are not honored.

In sum, Rousseau does not seem to be defining a procedure, and if
he were doing so, he would appear to have failed by his own standard,
for the procedure would not guarantee that the general will aims at
the common good. Moreover, it is difficult to square a procedural ac-
count with Rousseau’s claim that the general will continues to exist
even when the conditions for its expression fail.

These problems may lead one to prefer a common good account.

19. For example, Book 2, Chapter 2, the source for Sreenivasan’s third condition,
is titled “That Sovereignty is Indivisible.” It argues that sovereign powers can-
not be divided among different institutions, and does not address whether
the vote aims at the common good. Chapter 4, the source for Sreenivasan’s
first and second conditions, is called “Of the Limits of the Sovereign Power.”
There Rousseau seems to propose Sreenivasan’s conditions not as ways of
ensuring that the general will points to the common good, but as features
inherent in the concept of the general will: “Thus, just as a particular will can-
not represent the general will, so the general will changes in nature when it
has a particular object and it cannot, being general, pronounce judgment on
a particular man or fact” (SC 2.4.6).

20. SC 4.1.6

VOL. 24, NO. 17 (NOVEMBER 2024)
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Common Good Accounts

Common good accounts define the general will in terms of the com-
mon good, independently of any voting results. The most popular
kind of common good account defines the general will in terms of
the people’s shared conception of the common good. For example, on
Joshua Cohen’s interpretation,? a general will is constituted by the
citizens’ publicly sharing — knowing that they share — a conception of
their common good, and by the citizens” being motivated to prioritize
that good over their particular interests in relevant circumstances.?
The general will itself is then the ability each individual has to act for
reasons based in this shared conception of their common good.”

Scholars debate how to understand Rousseau’s notion of the com-
mon good, and in particular, whether the common good is a function
on private interest of some formal principle, such as universality, or
whether it involves substantive principles.?* Although this debate is
important for the general will's content, it is beyond this paper’s scope.
What matters here is that common good accounts reject the claim
that the content of the general will depends on the results of a voting
procedure.

One advantage of common good accounts is that they can explain
why the general will always aims at the common good, for the general
will is defined in relation to that good. These accounts also explain
why it is reasonable to agree to be governed by the general will: for
something to be the general will is for it to be good for all citizens, at
least in their best judgment. It may not be clear why I would agree to
21. See footnotes 5 and 6 for more examples of common goods accounts. I ad-

dress some of Cohen'’s arguments because his view is one of the best de-
fended, but my criticisms apply to all such accounts.

22. Cohen (2010). Cohen also argues that individuals in a society regulated by a
general will have particular interests and reasonable confidence that institu-
tions conform to their conception of the common good. These points do not
matter here.

23. Cohen (2010, 61).

24. For more on this debate, see Cohen (2010, ch. 2), Williams (2015), and
Thompson (2017).
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always comply with the results of a voting procedure when it offers
little protection against a tyranny of the majority, but it is clear why I
would agree to be governed by what is good for all.

Common good accounts can also give a persuasive reading of
Rousseau’s claim, considered above, that the general will persists even
when the vote is captured by private interest. In those cases, Rousseau
says that the general will survives in the form of the individuals” will-

ing the common interest:

Each person, in detaching his interest from the common
interest, sees clearly enough that he cannot separate
them entirely, but his share of the public evil seems to
him as nothing compared to the exclusive good he seeks
to make his own. Except for this particular good, he wills
the public good in his own interest just as strongly as any-

one else.®

Common good accounts with a shared conception of the common
good accommodate this passage easily. Individuals retain their shared
conception of the common good, but they subordinate it to their pri-
vate interest.

On these views, however, the voting procedure Rousseau advo-
cates becomes puzzling. We need not all participate in legislation for
the laws to be for the common good. Hence, common good accounts
sometimes attempt to downplay Rousseau’s insistence on universal
participation in legislation.

Cohen argues, for example, that direct participation in lawmaking
“is about preserving sovereignty, about ensuring its stability” and is not
“a defining condition in the conception of sovereignty itself.”* I find it

25. SC 4.1.6.

26. Cohen (2010, 152). Neuhouser (1993, 390) and Dent (2005, 201) similarly
distance themselves from Rousseau’s insistence upon direct participation in
legislation. For Cohen, it is not even clear that there must be any authoritative
body, let alone one in which all citizens participate. Cohen suggests only that,
to be ruled by the general will, citizens must have “a reasonable confidence
that the institutions conform to their shared conception of the common good,

VOL. 24, NO. 17 (NOVEMBER 2024)
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difficult to square this interpretation with passages in Rousseau such
as the following: “The instant a people gives itself Representatives, it
no longer is free; it no longer is.””” Cohen would have to read this
claim as hyperbolic to the point of obscuring Rousseau’s meaning.

Or consider this passage:

Sovereignty cannot be represented for the same reason
that it cannot be alienated; it consists in its very essence
in the general will, and the will does not admit of being
represented: either it is the same or it is different; there
is no middle ground. The people’s deputies therefore are
not and cannot be its representatives, they are merely its
agents... Any law the People has not ratified in person is
null; it is not a law. The English people thinks it is free; it
is greatly mistaken, it is free only during the election of
the members of Parliament; as soon as they are elected, it

is enslaved, it is nothing.?®

Presumably Parliament’s will is capable of holding and prioritiz-
ing, at least in principle and for some (perhaps short) amount of time,
the publicly shared conception of the common good. Rousseau is not
arguing here that Parliament is unlikely to do so stably, as Cohen sug-
gests. He is saying that Parliament’s will is not the English people’s will
for the same reason that my authorized agent’s will is not my will: they
are simply not the same (identical) capacity of willing. If Rousseau’s
concern were with “preserving sovereignty” and “ensuring its stability,”
as Cohen claims, he ought to have said that the people’s deputies can-
not be relied upon to represent it, not that they “are not and cannot be

its representatives.”

and those social institutions [must] in fact generally conform to it” (58). On
this account, anyone can express the general will simply by acting on the
publicly shared conception of the good.

27. SC 3.15.11.
28. SC3.15.5.
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Rousseau makes the same point earlier in the Social Contract: “1 say,
then, that sovereignty, since it is nothing but the exercise of the gen-
eral will, can never be alienated, and that the sovereign, which is noth-
ing but a collective being, can be represented only by itself; power
may well be transferred, but not will.”® Again, the problem is not that
no one can be relied on to act in the sovereign’s interests. It is that the
sovereign is one particular collective being, and that any agent pur-
porting to represent the sovereign is not that collective being — and
hence cannot exercise that collective being’s will.

Only after this point does Rousseau add that no one can be relied
on to will the same things as the general will: “Indeed, while it is not
impossible that a particular will agree with the general will on some
point, it is in any event impossible for this agreement to be lasting
and steady.”*® The “indeed” or “in fact” (en effet) suggests that Rousseau
is making an additional point beyond the one made previously:* not
only is a representative’s will not the people’s will, it cannot even be
relied on to agree with it.>> Cohen’s interpretation, which reads this
final point onto the other passages that argue that transferring a will is
impossible, is not very plausible.

29. SC2.1.1.
30.5C2.1.3.

31. For similar uses of en effet, see SC 1.5.3, 2.6.4 (which adds a new argument to
the one provided in 2.4),3.4.4, 3.8.6.

32. Some may object that Rousseau’s allowing representatives in Considerations
on the Government of Poland suggests that he was not committed to direct par-
ticipation in legislation. But what Rousseau allows, in adapting the ideal to
Poland’s circumstances, is not representation in the sense of making deci-
sions for another, but only in the sense of reporting another’s decisions: these
representatives are bound to vote according to the people’s instructions (7.17).
In other words, representatives do not will for the people, as members of
Parliament do; they are simply the means by which the people sending them
participate in legislation. They report the people’s will, but do not decide it.
Rousseau says elsewhere (PE para. 23) that direct participation in legislation
is unnecessary, but this passage predates the Social Contract by almost seven
years and contradicts some of its claims. It thus seems best to interpret the
latter as Rousseau’s mature view.

VOL. 24, NO. 17 (NOVEMBER 2024)
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David Lay Williams suggests a different approach to Rousseau’s
procedure. On his account, “the general will is the citizens” willing of...
the [objectively defined] common good,” and the legislative proce-
dure is the “exercise” of the general will, sovereignty.*® But it makes
little sense to speak of the citizens’ exercising their willing of the com-
mon good. Willing is already an exercise; one does not exercise an
exercise, one exercises a capacity. Because Rousseau himself says that
sovereignty is “the exercise of the general will,” it seems that Williams
ought to modify his account of the general will.**

Even setting this problem aside, Williams’s account does not ex-
plain Rousseau’s claim that, in obeying the general will, one obeys no
one but oneself.*> How does the fact that the voters willed the com-
mon good make the law I opposed my will? The answer could be that
the majority tends to be right.*® The law would be my will because it
is what I willed de re, the common good, even though I (mistakenly)
thought that it was not. But that explanation makes no appeal to my
participation in the vote. As long as I will the common good and the
legislator legislates the same, the law is my will de re, regardless of
whether I participate in the legislation. Once again, then, it is hard to
see why everyone must participate in legislation.

I have argued that procedural accounts of the general will do not
respect Rousseau’s claim that the general will aims at the common
good and that common good accounts do not respect Rousseau’s claim
that a vote by all the citizens is necessary to declare the general will.
We should prefer an interpretation that combines these two seemingly
opposed strands. I offer such an interpretation in the next section.

33. Williams (2015, 235).
34. SC 2.1.2.
35. SC1.6.4.

36. Rousseau suggests that a properly constituted general will tends to perceive
the common good accurately (SC 4.1—4.2). It is not clear whether this is real-
istic. See Cohen (2010, 78ff) for a discussion of attempts to use the Condorcet
Jury Theorems to account for Rousseau’s position.
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A Shared Capacity Account

A will is a capacity for determining oneself to act.’” Hence, in this sec-
tion, I propose that Rousseau thinks of the general will as a kind of
shared® capacity for determining one’s shared self to act. I also sug-
gest several features that a shared capacity of willing must have. These
features account for Rousseau’s insistence on both a voting procedure
and a constitutive aim, the common good.

Rousseau gives no general account of the will, let alone a shared
will, but three features seem essential to his view. First, a will is some-
thing that determines itself to act (or not to act). Second, a will deter-
mines itself in accordance with an understanding of its circumstances
and possibilities. Rousseau takes the understanding or judgment as a
faculty separate from the will,** but the will determines itself on the
basis of that understanding or judgment: “The general will is always
upright, but the judgment that guides it is not always enlightened. It
must be made to see objects as they are, sometimes as they should
appear to it, shown the good path it seeks...”* Third, as we see in this
quotation, the will determines itself to act in pursuit of some constitu-
tive aim. For the general will, that aim is the common good — that is,
Rousseau holds a version of the “guise of the good” thesis, at least for
the general will.*!

To summarize: if we are to share a capacity of willing in the fullest
sense, we must 1) share the ability to determine ourselves to action, by
2) together consulting a shared understanding, in accordance with 3)
a shared aim of the common good.

37. For simplicity, I shall count not acting as a way of acting.

38. Shared in the strict sense discussed earlier, as Supreme Court justices share
supreme judicial power.

39. SC 2.6.10; D2 1.14-15.
40. SC 2.6.10.

41. In at least one passage, Rousseau seems to espouse a guise of the good thesis
for all wills: “One always wants one’s good, but one does not always see it”
(SC 2.3.1). In other places, though, Rousseau claims that freedom makes indi-
vidual human beings the exception to this rule (SC 2.6.10, D2 1.14-15).

VOL. 24, NO. 17 (NOVEMBER 2024)
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These three requirements account for Rousseau’s insistence that
the general will features a shared voting procedure and aims at the
common good. To share the ability to determine ourselves to action
(requirement 1), we must participate in the decision to act — that is, we
must vote. To share in the consultation of a shared understanding (re-
quirement 2),*2 we must participate in the deliberation® preceding the
vote. And to share an aim (requirement 3), we must share a conception
of the common good. Thus, we need not choose between defining the
general will in terms of a procedure or in terms of the common good. If
we define it as a shared capacity of willing, both the procedure and the
guidance by a publicly shared conception of the common good follow.

In addition to accounting for procedure and aim, my shared capac-
ity account harmonizes with other passages suggesting that the gen-
eral will is a shared capacity. For example, when the social contract is
signed,

At once, in place of the private person and each contract-
ing party, this act of association produces a moral and col-
lective body...which receives by this same act its unity,
its common self, its life and its will...As for the associates,
they collectively assume the name people and severally
call themselves Citizens as participants in the sovereign
authority.*

Notice the analogy between the body, unity, self, life, and will of the
people, on the one hand, and those of an individual on the other. Rous-
seau seems to say that the general will plays the same role in the life
of the people that an individual will plays in the life of the individual:

42. Note that not everyone must agree to share an understanding. Just like an
individual will, the group will can be of two minds about something. Later, I
shall return to the question of how dissenting voters can see the resulting will
as their own.

43. On the need for deliberation, see SC 1.7.2, 1.5.2, 2.3.1, 2.3.3.

44. SC1.6.10, emphasis in original.
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it is a capacity for determining itself to act, one in which the citizens
participate.

Rousseau further describes the general will as something that can
be exercised: “Sovereignty, since it is nothing but the exercise of the
general will, can never be alienated.” Capacities are exercised. He con-
tinues: “The sovereign, which is nothing but a collective being, can be
represented only by itself.”*® The general will belongs to a collective
being, and so if the will is a capacity, it would seem to be a shared ca-
pacity, one which the citizens collectively constitute.

Neither procedural nor common good accounts describe a shared
capacity of willing in this strict sense. A mere voting procedure has
no constitutive aim. A procedure without an aim is no more a will or
a willing than a coin toss. Consider what we might say of someone’s
behavior in a temporary state of dementia or insanity: “What they do is
not really their will.”*® Why not? Because their behavior is not properly
guided by their understanding of the good. Procedural accounts of the
general will simply do not describe a will.

While procedural accounts do not describe a will at all, common
good accounts do not describe a shared will. Suppose my partner and
I know that we share a conception of our common good, and that we
prioritize it. One day, though, on the basis of this shared conception of
the common good, my partner decides to replace the TV without tell-
ing me. It would be strange to call replacing the TV our action, even if I
later recognized that our shared conception had motivated the action.
We did not decide to replace the TV; my partner decided to replace the
TV. Only if we had both participated in making the decision —mini-
mally, for my part, by consenting to the idea — would it have been our
action. Similarly, for a law to be legislated by our will, it is not sufficient
that the law arise from a publicly shared conception of the common

45. SC 2.1.2.

46. Rousseau appears to say something similar about the individual who tries to
give himself into slavery gratuitously: “Such an act is illegitimate and null, for
the simple reason that whoever does so is not in his right mind...Madness
does not make right” (SC 1.4.4).

VOL. 24, NO. 17 (NOVEMBER 2024)



CHANDLER ABRAM HATCH

good, or even that we all know that it so arises. It can be legislated by
our will only when we decide it together.*” Without a shared process
for determining ourselves to act on a conception of the common good,
neither that good itself nor a publicly shared conception thereof is a
shared capacity of willing.

Because they do not treat the general will as a shared capacity, pro-
cedural and common good accounts fail to solve the problem that the
general will is meant to solve in the first place: to show how I can be
subject only to my own will. Procedural accounts fail because they de-
scribe not a will but a procedure. How can I obey only myself if what
rules me is not my will because it is not a will at all? Common good ac-
counts fail because they do not show the ruling will to be mine. They
settle for affirming that I obey a will conforming to my conception of
the common good.

Only a shared capacity, involving both procedure and aim, is both
a will and, as I shall now explain, mine, because it is ours. This account
takes Rousseau’s tendency to describe the general will as a shared ca-
pacity seriously, and it makes sense of Rousseau’s associating the gen-
eral will with both a procedure and a constitutive aim, the common

good.

How a Shared Will Can Be My Will

Any interpretation of the general will must account for the purpose
given to it by Rousseau: to enable “each, uniting with all, nevertheless
[to] obey only himself and remain as free as before.”*® When a capacity
of willing other than my own gives me the law,  am obeying another’s

47. The full story is slightly more complicated, because some laws are passed be-
fore some citizens’ births. How could those laws be the general will if the lat-
er-born citizens did not participate in the legislation? Rousseau answers that
it is not (merely) the fact that they were previously decided on that makes
them laws, but the fact that the people can now repeal them and still chooses
not to: “Tacit consent is presumed from silence” (SC 3.11.4). But tacit consent
can be presumed only because we have a shared procedure for refusing con-
sent. Common good accounts lack such a procedure.

48. SC 1.6.5.
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will in some important sense, even if that will is guided by a publicly
shared conception of the common good and is known by all to be so
guided. In other words, another’s act of legislation is not an act of my
will. By contrast, our shared capacity of willing is my will. When I obey
our shared will, I obey only myself.

I have taken for granted thus far that our shared will is my will:
what is ours is mine — not mine alone, of course, but mine and yours
together. At the very least, what is ours is more mine than what is
yours alone. But what is ours also seems to be less mine than what is
mine alone. Given how many people may belong to a political com-
munity, the general will can appear to be mine in a very meager sense,
and consequently, the freedom we enjoy by being part of the general
will can likewise seem meager. Suppose that there were no danger that
a representative assembly would violate our publicly shared concep-
tion of the common good. What freedom would I gain by being ruled
by our shared will, rather than simply by the representative assembly?

The challenge is to explain the sense in which a shared capacity of
willing is an individual participant’s will, such that being ruled by the
shared capacity constitutes non-negligible freedom. Rousseau does
not explicitly discuss this challenge, but insisting on direct participa-
tion in legislation suggests that he has some answer in mind. In the
remainder of this section and the next, I characterize the conditions
under which a shared capacity of willing is an individual participant’s
will.

Answering this question not only rounds out my interpretation of
how a shared capacity of willing offers us freedom, but also buttresses
my argument for the shared capacity account. For I shall show that
many of Rousseau’s claims about the general will can be explained by
two premises: 1) the general will is a shared capacity of willing (this
premise I defended in the previous section), and 2) the general will
is shared in such a way that it counts as the will of each individual as
well (this point is essential to Rousseau’s account of freedom under
the general will). That from these premises we can explain various
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features of the general will should reinforce our confidence that we
are correct to attribute these premises to Rousseau.

I begin with a general question: when is our activity my activity? For
example, when is our playing a melody my playing a melody? Playing
the same melody in unison is one possible answer to this question, but
not the only one. We might take turns contributing notes to a melody,
for example. Under certain conditions it would be reasonable to say
both that we are playing that shared melody, and that therefore I am
also playing that melody (though not by myself, of course).

A first condition for our activity to be my activity in the fullest sense
is that I have the capacity to do what we are doing: I am playing the
melody that we are playing only if I as individual have the capacity to
play a melody in the first place. If I am unmusical and just hit certain
keys on an instrument as directed by someone else, we may play a
melody, but I am not playing that melody, for I lack the capacity to do
so. I am simply hitting a key as directed. The general will meets this
condition: our activity of willing can be my activity of willing in the
fullest sense only because I have a will.

A second condition is that my capacity for performing the activity
be used in the process. If playing a melody involves shaping the dura-
tion, volume, and timbre of each note in relation to others such that
the whole is musical, then I must use my capacity to shape the notes in
these ways if I am to play a melody in the fullest sense. Suppose that
you simply record me playing a few notes without regard for duration,
volume, or timbre, and then later you supplement the recording with
notes of your own. In this case, I am not using my capacity for play-
ing a melody; rather, I am simply using my capacity for playing notes.
It may be true that we played a melody in some sense, but I was not
playing that melody. In the same way, for the general will to be my will,
my capacity of willing must be used in the general will, and not just
some sub-capacity like that for deliberating or for consulting the un-
derstanding.*’ Rousseau’s general will meets this demand: the general

49. The fact that I am consulted on an issue does not make the final decision my
will, if you alone make the final decision.
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will 1) deliberates by 2) consulting the common understanding to 3)
arrive at a shared decision, and I participate in the entire process when
I1) deliberate by 2) consulting the common understanding to 3) arrive
at a decision through our votes.

A third condition is publicity: for our playing a melody to be my
playing a melody, I must recognize that we are playing a melody to-
gether. If I am wearing noise-canceling headphones, for example, and
so am unaware of the contributions my melody makes to a broader
melody, we may play a melody together but I am not playing that
melody. For my capacity to play a melody is not being directed at the
melody we are playing. Similarly, I must know that I am contributing
to the general will if the general will is to be my will.>® Hence the legis-
lative process and its constitutive aim must be publicly known for the
general will to be the constituents’ will.

One theme uniting each of these three conditions is that, for our
activity to be my activity, our activity must not use my activity as mere
input; what I do cannot be just material for the construction of some-
thing different from what I am doing. Rather, I must be a full partici-
pant and co-shaper of the entire shared activity.

Civil Man

For me to enjoy full freedom under the general will, it is not enough
that the state does not treat my participation in the general will merely
as input. I must also not treat my participation as output. Only then, as
I argue in this section, is our will my will. As we shall see, this thought
explains several of Rousseau’s most striking claims about the general
will.

To treat my vote as mere output is to regard my contributions to
deliberation and my voting as expressing my individual will on the
matter (regardless of whether it is aimed at the common good). I may
take input about the common interest from public deliberation, but I
conceive of what I do primarily in terms of my own activity, and not

50. If I thought that we were discussing only a hypothetical decision, your carry-
ing out that decision is not an act of my will.
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in terms of any collective activity: I gather ideas; I make up my mind;
and I declare my opinion. In this case, my vote expresses my will: if I
had my way, we would act accordingly. If my vote is counted, we may
say that the general will is partly mine, just as we may say of the owner
of a voting share in a company that the company and its decisions are
partly hers —as a shareholder, she has a small share of control over
the company. Here, the shared will is each individual’s will in the weak
sense that each individual partly owns the shared will. Call this thin
freedom the “shareholder’s freedom.”

On the other hand, suppose I view public deliberation primarily
as a collective activity in which I am involved, an opportunity for us
to make up our mind. In this case, I conceive of my participation in
public deliberation not primarily in individualistic terms, as a means
of making up my own mind about the public good and of proselytizing
and voting for the views I take to be correct; instead, I conceive of my
participation as merely part of a process by which we arrive at a collec-
tive decision. On this approach, my vote does not express what I will
that we do, but rather gives an opinion about what is in the common
interest. If I had my way, we would not simply act in accordance with
my vote, for the goal of my deliberation is not for me to determine my
will, but for us to determine our will. My mind is made up only when
our mind is made up, and our mind is made up only when we tally the
votes. | have my own thoughts, of course, but I do not take them to
determine my will about what is to be done. My will is determined by
the outcome of the vote.

Here, we may say that the shared will is mine not just because it
(partly) belongs to me, but also because I belong to it. My individu-
al will is part of the whole, not just because it is a vote included in
the whole, but because my will is completed and determined by that
whole. When taken independently of the whole, my will is indetermi-
nate with respect to legislative questions, and yet it is active with the
whole in answering them. Hence, the general will is my own will in
a much more robust sense than in the case of the citizen with share-
holder freedom, because she views her vote as mere output.
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Consider again the analogy to music. When I play a melody with
someone, my aim is not simply to play my notes well, but to play the
melody well. If the other player straggles and I play at my preferred
tempo, our notes will not combine well. For the sake of playing a mel-
ody, each player must make accommodations for the other. If one is
the sort of player who cares only that the music be played well ac-
cording to one’s own understanding, then one will experience the ac-
commodations one makes as a failure to get one’s way. But if one’s aim
is to give a performance that every performer can regard as theirs to
the greatest extent possible, then accommodations are not deviations
from one’s will but rather essential to what one wills. In the same way,
if one regards one’s participation in the general will in collective rather
than individualistic terms, one views the outcome of the process not
as compromising one’s own will, but rather as expressing the group’s
will, of which one is a part.

Rousseau puts it this way:

When a law is proposed in the People’s assembly, what
they are being asked is not exactly whether they approve
the proposal or reject it, but whether it does or does not
conform to the general will that is theirs; everyone states
his opinion about this by casting his ballot, and the tal-
ly of the votes yields the declaration of the general will.
Therefore when the opinion contrary to my own prevails,
it proves nothing more than that I made a mistake and
that what I took to be the general will was not it. If my
personal opinion had prevailed, I would have done some-
thing other than what I had willed, and it is then that I
would not have been free.™!

What I will in legislation is expressed not by my vote but by the tally
of the votes, just as the melody I play with you comprises not just the
notes I play but all the notes we play together. My will qua individual,

51. SC 4.2.8.
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Rousseau suggests in the last sentence, is not that we act according to
my opinion, but that we decide together. The will to regard one’s vote
as belonging to a collective willing process, rather than as mere output,
is essential for making our will my will.

To will to be part of a general will requires a special kind of char-
acter. Rousseau describes the citizen with such a will as having a
changed nature:

He who dares to institute a people must feel capable of, so
to speak, changing human nature; of transforming each
individual who by himself is a perfect and solitary whole
into part of a greater whole from which that individual
as it were receives his life and his being; of adulterating
man’s constitution in order to strengthen it; of substitut-
ing a partial and moral existence for the independent and
physical existence we have all received from nature. In a
word, he must take from man his own forces in order to
give him forces that are foreign to him and which he can-
not use without the help of others.*

Citizens have life and being only as part of a greater whole. Taking
away citizens’ solitary nature involves bringing them to see partici-
pating in group decision-making not as their acting individually — as
shareholders — but instead as their making up their collective mind.

In Emile, Rousseau writes that this change gives civil man a relative
existence:

Civil man is only a fractional unity dependent on the de-
nominator; his value is determined by his relation to the
whole, which is the social body. Good social institutions
are those that best know how to denature man, to take his

52. SC 2.7.3. Cohen (2010) points out that some of these passages exaggerate the
degree of unity Rousseau expects of citizens in a modern state (36ff). My view
does not require that citizens have no private will. It requires only that they
prioritize deciding on legislation together, according to their publicly shared
conception of the common good, over having their personal opinion win out.

PHILOSOPHERS  IMPRINT

A Shared Capacity Account of Rousseau’s General Will

absolute existence from him in order to give him a rela-
tive one and transport the | into the common unity, with
the result that each individual believes himself no lon-
ger one but a part of the unity and no longer feels except
within the whole.>

To denature a will involves more than aiming that will at the common
good rather than at private interest. It also involves disposing the will
to act in the legislative process as a contributor to the collective judg-
ment, as “part of the unity,” rather than as an independent capacity, or
as “one.” The natural will is determined by its own perspective; the
citizen’s will when legislating® is determined by the whole’s perspec-
tive. As citizen I recognize the collective decision as my own because
the result completes the activity in which I am participating.

Natural man can regard the general will as his will only in the
shareholder sense, because his particular will is already complete by
itself: he takes the majority opinion’s resistance to his own will as a
foreign imposition. But civil man’s will on legislative questions is inde-
terminate until the votes are in. He may differ from the majority in his
opinion on what will achieve the common good, but that opinion he
holds to be of secondary importance: he has a partial, relative will with
respect to the body politic. In a robust sense, therefore, the general
will is each civil man’s will.

The secret to allowing “each, uniting with all, nevertheless [to]
obey only himself and [to] remain as free as before”® is thus to trans-
form the self whom each person obeys. I cannot live in society with
others and still obey only my natural, individual self. But if my self
transforms into a partial self belonging to and completed by the whole
of my society, then to obey myself in matters of legislation is no longer
to obey my individual will; it is to obey the general will of which I am

53. E39-40.
54. This is compatible with acting as an individual outside the legislative process.

55. SC1.6.4.
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a part. In the state, civil man is subject only to his own will —because
he has been reconstituted so that the collective will is his.

Of course, civil man does not will the deliberation’s outcome un-
conditionally. If the vote does not meet the conditions we have consid-
ered, including that of being guided by a publicly shared conception of
the common good, then it is not the decision of the shared will, hence
nor of his will. Moreover, because Rousseau argues that the common
good involves a sphere of civil freedom in which neither law nor oth-
ers interfere,* commitment to make decisions about the laws together
does not imply commitment to make all our decisions together. Civil
man still has a private will.

In the previous two sections, I have been arguing for two conclu-
sions at once. First, the features of the general will as described by
Rousseau derive from two basic thoughts: 1) the general will is a
shared capacity of willing, and 2) the general will is so related to the
individual wills composing it that the general will is the individual’s
will. These two thoughts account for the requirement that there be
a publicly shared conception of the common good, a shared voting
procedure, and shared deliberation, as well as for the requirement that
voters treat their votes as mere opinions. Additional features™ of the
general will could be derived from these thoughts, but I shall not de-
rive them all here. The point is simply that my interpretation of the
general will as shared capacity explains many of Rousseau’s claims
about it.

The second conclusion is that being ruled by a shared will, when it
is characterized by these two thoughts, constitutes a kind of freedom
for participants. Participants in the general will fulfill the conditions
that make a shared activity also the participant’s activity in the fullest
sense. Such participants may then reasonably claim that the shared
will is their will and that they obey only themselves, as Rousseau

56. SC1.6.6 and SC 2.4.4.

57. For example, the constraints mentioned in the section on procedural
interpretations.
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claimed.*® My interpretation of the general will as shared capacity fits
the role the general will is supposed to serve: to make citizens free.

The difference between merely being ruled in accordance with a
public conception of the common good and being ruled by a shared
will in which I participate is that, in the latter case, I can regard legis-
lation as my own activity; in the former, I can regard it as at most an
activity I endorse. The difference becomes especially salient when I
hold a minority opinion about the best means to achieve our common
good. In that case, voters who can identify their will as uniting with
others to form the legislative will are co-authors of the law. By contrast,
participants who can regard themselves only as shareholders are, in
at best an attenuated sense, authors of laws they disagree with; non-
participants are not authors at all.

Passages that Might Raise Doubts

Some passages about the general will may appear to challenge my
interpretation. First, Rousseau says that even when people vote their
private interest, the general will is never annihilated but “is always
constant, unalterable, and pure.”” On my interpretation, Rousseau is
asserting that the general will as shared capacity is “constant, unal-
terable, and pure.” We should not understand procedural failures as
corruption of the capacity, but rather as hijacking of the voting proce-
dure — which is only one part of the capacity — for another purpose.
In the same way we might view a madman’s behavior not as his will,
but as the hijacking of his faculty of desire by madness.®® Rousseau
conceives of the will as a capacity for action in accordance with the
understanding and the constitutive aim of the common good. Since
the common good is the general will's constitutive aim, that will can-
not be corrupted. What does not aim at the common good is simply
not the general will. As long as citizens recognize that they share a

58. 5C1.6.4.
59. SC 4.1.6.

60. See footnote 46 for evidence that Rousseau accepts this.
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common interest (and Rousseau insists that they do, even when they
subordinate it to private interest), then the capacity to deliberate and
vote on that interest remains. Hence, the general will is neither anni-
hilated nor corrupted.

This same passage, though, may suggest a second interpretive
puzzle for my view. Rousseau speaks of the general will as existing
within each individual: “Even in selling his vote for money [the citi-
zen] does not extinguish the general will within himself, he evades it.”"!
One might think that, because the general will is something within
each of us, its content cannot depend on a vote’s outcome. The vote,
after all, does not happen within me. Cohen takes a similar passage®
to imply that “individual members of a group with a general will can
themselves each be said to have a general will."® If this were the case,
then the shared capacity account would have a problem, because it
insists that the general will is a single will shared by many.

Reference to the general will, however —la volonté générale, and
take note of the definite article®® — as within each citizen is compat-
ible with there being one token general will that exists within every
citizen, as opposed to one general will per citizen. We may say that the
supreme judicial power exists in all members of the Supreme Court,
without meaning thereby that each member has their own supreme ju-
dicial power. Rousseau’s language here is compatible with there being
only one shared general will.

A passage about the will of government (the executive power), an-
other group will, suggests how such a shared will manifests itself in
each member:

61. SC 4.1.6.

62. Rousseau says that “each individual may, as a man, have a particular will con-
trary to or different from the general will he has as a Citizen” (SC1.7.7).

63. Cohen (2010, 61-2).

64. The citizens have the general will and not a general will (SC 1.7.7; see also SC
3.2.5).
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For the body of the Government to have existence, a real
life that distinguishes it from the body of the State, for
all of its members to be able to act in concert and to as-
sume responsibility for the end for which it is instituted,
it has to have a particular self, a sensibility common to
its members, a force, a will of its own that tends to its

preservation.®

Rousseau says that to act in concert, a government’s members need a
shared “particular self.” That shared self manifests as a common sen-
sibility, a force or will of its own. Its members share a single token
sensibility, force, and will that inheres in all those members as a group.

This aspect of Rousseau’s view on government applies to the gen-
eral will as well. That will, as we have seen, is the common self, life,
and will of the people.®® The people’s shared sensibility, force, and will
presumably manifests itself at least partly in individual members’ at-
titudes and behaviors; in their shared conception of the common good,
for example. This manifestation in the individual is what I take Rous-
seau to refer to in speaking of the general will within the citizen and
is compatible with the thesis that the general will is a shared capacity
in the strict sense.

Finally, a passage we have already considered might seem to favor
a common good account over my own. Rousseau writes,

How will a blind multitude which often does not know
what it wills because it rarely knows what is good for it,
carry out an undertaking as great, as difficult as a system
of legislation? By itself the people always wills the good,
but by itself it does not always see it. The general will is
always upright, but the judgment that guides it is not al-
ways enlightened.®

65. SC 3.1.20, emphasis in original.
66. SC 1.6.10.
67. SC 2.6.10.
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This passage seems to suggest that the general will has an objective
content, the common good, and that the content is independent of the
process of deliberation and voting, which seem to merely be ways for
the general will to come to know what it wills. And so it may seem that
the general will is not a shared capacity after all.

The shared capacity account can allow that the will has some con-
tent independently of deliberation and voting. That content is its con-
stitutive aim, the common good. But we must take care in jumping
from the claim that the general will wills the common good to the
claim that the general will wills X, where X is some particular law nec-
essary for the common good. Suppose I will to adopt the best diet, and
the best diet happens to be Mediterranean. It thus follows that I will
to adopt the Mediterranean diet de re, but not that I will to adopt the
Mediterranean diet de dicto. For I may not know that the best diet is in
fact Mediterranean.

In the above passage, Rousseau is speaking of what the general
will wills de re: there are laws that are in fact for the common good,
and since the general will wills the common good, it wills those laws
de re. But the general will does not know what laws are in fact for the
common good, so it does not will them de dicto. In the same passage,
Rousseau later speaks of the general will as being guided and taught
by the understanding and “seduced” by particular wills; these remarks
suggest that there is some sense in which the general will’s content
depends on what seduces, guides, or teaches it.®® Only when the gen-
eral will is guided to specific laws by the people’s understanding does
it will those laws de dicto. Hence, the general will’s legislative content
always depends on a process of deliberation concluding in a vote.

Conclusion

I have argued for a shared capacity account of the general will on two
grounds. First, this account explains Rousseau’s insistence that the
general will involves a certain procedure, and that by its nature it aims

68. See SC 2.3 for further discussion.

PHILOSOPHERS  IMPRINT

A Shared Capacity Account of Rousseau’s General Will

at the common good. These two thoughts, which are troublesome for
rival views, fit together naturally in the idea of a shared capacity of
willing. Second, that idea harmonizes with a compelling account of
freedom. A shared capacity of willing may be said to be each partici-
pant’s will, and this view allows for a more robust account of freedom
than is available on rival interpretations of the general will. This is
because it explains the thought that my will has made the prevailing
decision even when my opinion was contrary.

This merging of a people’s wills is, by Rousseau’s own acknowledg-
ment, a task for a god — but the possibility and attraction of a shared
will may be sensed in our experience of sharing a will with family,
friends, or colleagues. We can experience a taste of Rousseauvian
freedom wherever there is a will to decide the terms of cooperation
together, according to our publicly shared conception of the common
good.*’
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