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ROUSSEAU’S GENERAL
WILL: A CONDORCETIAN
PERSPECTIVE

BERNARD GROFMAN
University of California
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SCOTT L. FELD
State University of New York
Stony Brook

I/\/; identify three basic elements of Rousseau’s theory of the
general will: (1) there is a common good; (2) citizens are not always accurate in their
judgments about what is in the common good; and (3) when citizens strive to identify the
common good and vote in accordance with their perceptions of it, the vote of the Assem-
bly of the People can be taken to be the most reliable means for ascertaining the common
good. We then show that Condorcet’s (1785) model of collective judgment shares these
assumptions with Rousseau and that understanding the implications of Condorcet’s
(1785) “jury theorem” enables us to clarify many of the most obscure aspects of Rous-
seau's treatment of the general will, including his discussion of the debilitating effects of
factions and his confidence in the ability of the Assembly of the People to discern the

general will by means of voting.

Rousseau’s seminal
contributions to democratic theory are his
views on the development of the social
contract and his notion of the “general
will.” Although the “general will” has
been given various interpretations, there
has been little understanding of how, in
practice, political institutions might ascer-
tain the general will for the purpose of
effectuating public policy.

We illuminate the logic underlying
Rousseau’s notion of the general will by
making use of long-neglected ideas of
Rousseau’s contemporary, Condorcet, es-
pecially those about the judgmental com-
petence of individuals and groups. We
also present some new results about the
linkages between (individual and collec-
tive) preferences and (individual and col-
lective) judgments about the nature of the
public good. In the process, we show how

some of the most obscure passages in
Rousseau can be clarified by referring to
results about features of majority rule first
demonstrated by Condorcet some decades
after Of the Social Contract was pub-
lished. In particular, we examine the rela-
tionship between the general will and the
will of all, the likelihood that the general
will will err, and the subordination of
individual opinions to the collective judg-
ment. Our aim is to understand how col-
lective decision-making processes may be
appropriately used to ascertain the
general will.

Almost no scholars dealing with Rous-
seau mention Condorcet (for important
exceptions see Barry 1964, 1965, and
Baker 1980), and even those who mention
him customarily cite not his 1785 essay on
voting but other works dealing with quite
different topics (see, e.g., Ellenburg 1976,
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46, 84, 85). A leading interpretation of
Rousseau’s general will, made famous by
Runciman and Sen (1965), interprets it in
the context of a prisoner’s dilemma game,
and treats it as a problem of reconciling
conflicting individual preferences rather
than as a problem of developing a reliable
judgment of what is in the collective inter-
est. We view our approach, with its focus
on social judgments, as complementary to
that of Runciman and Sen, and providing
a needed corrective to a current focus, in
social choice theory, on treating all value
questions in democratic theory as if they
could be reduced to some aspect of the
problem of aggregation of preferences.

Rousseau’s General Will

The general will can only direct the forces of the
State in keeping with the end for which it was
instituted, which is the common good; for if the
opposition of private interests has made the
establishment of societies necessary, the har-
mony of these same interests has made it pos-
sible. That which is common to these different
interests forms the social bond; and if there were
not some point in which all interests agree, no
society could exist. Now it is only on this com-
mon interest that the society should be governed.
(Rousseau 1984, 66 [3.1))

In this quote from Book 3 of Of the
Social Contract, Rousseau recognizes that
people differ in their interests but asserts
that there is a common (or public) interest
on which all humankind can agree in prin-
ciple—even though not all would wish to
pursue it: “Indeed, each individual may,
as a man, have a particular will contrary
to, or divergent from, the general will
which he has as a citizen. His private
interest may speak to him quite different-
ly from the common interest; his absolute
and naturally independent existence may
make him regard what he owes to the

common cause as a gratuitous contribu-
tion, the loss of which will be less harmful

to others than will the payment of it be
onerous to him” (p. 53 [1.7]).

How is the general will to be ascer-
tained? Rousseau’s answer is, by voting:
“The voice of the greater number always
obliges all the others” (p. 328 [4.2]). How-
ever, the vote is not to be an aggregation
of self-interested preferences. Rather,
“when a law is proposed in the Assembly
of the People, what is asked of them is not
precisely whether they approve the prop-
osition or reject it; but whether or not it
conforms to the general will which is their
own: each in giving his vote states his
opinion on that question, and from the
counting of the voting is taken the
declaration of the general will” (p. 329
[4.2]).

This passage in Rousseau is often mis-
understood. It represents an understand-
ing of the process of voting not as a means
of combining divergent interests but
rather as a process that searches for
“truth.” Somewhere in the course of the
development of capitalism, what we may
think of as an essentially religious idea of
voting—a search for God's mandate as
revealed through man’s finite cognitions
(still present in some contemporary
religious groups, e.g., the Bruderhof
Commune [Zablocki 1971]) was replaced
with a much more individual interest-
based notion (Riley 1986).! Contempo-
rary social welfare economics, beginning
with Arrow’s work (1963), has focused
entirely on voting as a means of prefer-
ence aggregation. The notion of voting as
a process that can be thought of as a direct
search for the common good—indeed, the
very notion that there can be a common
good that is something other than some
form of summation or reconciliation of
;he preferences of individuals—has been

ost.

There is another important implication
of this quote about the nature of voting in
the Assembly of the People, namely, that
even those individuals whose vote is
based on their perception of the common

568




Rousseau’s General Will

good may err in that perception:2 “When
the opinion contrary to mine prevails,
that only proves that I was mistaken, and
that what I had considered to be the
gene]ral will was not” (Rousseau 1984, 329
[4.2]).

Because the voters who seek the general
will are fallible in their judgments, the col-
lective judgment can also sometimes be
wrong: “The general will is always up-
right and always tends toward the public
utility, but it does not follow that the
deliberations of the people always have
the same rectitude. One wishes always his
own good but does not always discern it.
The people is never corrupted, though
often deceived, and then only does it seem
to will that which is bad” (p. 75 [2.3]).2

Nonetheless, Rousseau expects the vote
of the popular assembly (i.e., its “declara-
tion of the general will”) to coincide with
the general will under reasonable condi-
tions: “If, when an adequately informed
people deliberate, the citizens having no
communication among themselves, . . .
the general will would always result” (p.
75 [2.3]).

We should also note that Rousseau, in
the passage quoted directly above, sees
the “deliberative process” as one taking
place within individuals rather than in
terms of a process of group debate. Thus,
each voter is seen as seeking to reach an
individual and independent judgment
about alternatives.

There are three elements of Rousseau’s

theory of the general will that we wish to
single out:

1. There is a common good.*

2. Citizens are not always accurate in
their judgments about what is in the
common good.’

. When citizens strive to identify this
common good and vote in accordance
with their perceptions of it, the vote of
the Assembly of the People can be
taken to be the most reliable means for
ascertaining the common good.$

Condorcet’s Jury Theorem
as a Formalization of
Rousseau’s General Will

Rousseau has long been acknowledged
as one of the great political philosophers.
In contrast, Rousseau’s contemporary,
Condorcet, languished long in obscurity
until his idea of the “paradox of cyclical
majorities” was rediscovered by Black
(1950, 1958) and helped lay the founda-
tion for modern social choice theory (see,
e.g., Arrow 1963; Farquharson 1969;
Plott 1976; Riker 1964; Sen 1966; and a
host of others). However, the idea for
which Condorcet is now most famous, the
paradox of cyclical majorities, was actual-
ly only an incidental by-product of the
problem on which he was working, which
was the problem of ascertaining how
groups could best make choices that were
collectively optimal (Black 1958; Grof-
man, Owen, and Feld 1983; Pinkham and
Urken 1982; Young 1986).

Two hundred years ago Condorcet
(1785) recognized that majorities of in-
dividuals are likely to be more often cor-
rect than individuals. Whether under-
stood by the participants or not, this is
one fact that makes democracy “work.”
Condorcet's result, however, was lost for
most of the next two hundred years (Black
1958) and even today is nowhere near as
well known as it deserves to be (Barry
1965; Grofman 1975; Grofman and Owen
1986a, 1986b; Miller 1986). The Con-
dorcet jury theorem (Black 1958; Con-
dorcet 1785; Grofman 1975) says that if
each individual is somewhat more likely
than not to make the “better” choice be-
tween some pair of alternatives (along
some specified evaluative dimension) and
each individual has the same probability
of being correct in this choice, then (with
each voter voting independently) the
probability of the group majority being
correct increases as the number of indi-
viduals increases, towards a limiting
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value of 1. Moreover, even if individuals
have varying competence—where by
competence we mean the individual prob-
abilities of making the “correct” (dichoto-
mous) choice (i.e., the choice that has the
higher value along the specified evalua-
tive dimension)—then so long as the
average competence is greater than .5, the
probability of the group majority being
correct still increases to 1 as the group gets
large (see Grofman, Owen, and Feld
1983).7

We can provide a statement of Con-
dorcet’s jury theorem in a form in which
its resemblance to Rousseau’s theory of
the “general will” will be readily appar-
ent. We assume that

1. There is a common good and a set of
alternatives that more or less share in
its virtues. Thus, alternatives can in
principle be evaluated with respect to
the underlying normative dimension of
consonance with the public interest
(general will), and this evaluative
dimension permits us, in principle, to
rank-order alternatives.

. With respect to choice between any
pair of alternatives, each citizen i has a
probability p; (0 < p; <1) of choosing
that alternative which is more in the
public interest (closer to the general
will).

. A group of size N chooses between any
two alternatives by means of a major-
ity vote in which each voter is polled
about his or her independently reached
choice, without any group delibera-
tion,

Though Rousseau was not at all a for-
mal mathematical thinker, and despite the
fact that some of the basic probabilistic
ideas needed to make sense of the Con-
dorcet jury theorem were still in a very
preliminary stage of development in the
1750s, we believe that the Condorcet jury
theorem accurately captures the basic
ideas underlying Rousseau’s notion of the

general will. It seems virtually certain that
ideas similar to those later to be formally
developed by Condorcet were “in the
wind,” and influenced both Rousseau
and, later, Condorcet; and there certainly
were various social and intellectual link-
ages between Rousseau and Condorcet.
One connection is via the Encyclopédie
project, in which Diderot and D’ Alembert
were involved. Condorcet became a close
friend of the mathematician and philoso-
pher D’Alembert, whose notion of the
pursuit of the common good anticipated
that of Condorcet; Rousseau, as a close
friend of Diderot, may have learned of
these ideas.®

There are five key points in understand-
ing the relationship between the ideas of
Rousseau and those of Condorcet: First,
the Condorcet jury theorem is based on a
notion of common judgment, not separate
individual preferences. It thus permits us
to understand better how Rousseau’s dis-
tinction between the general will and the
“will of all” can be implemented in a vot-
ing assembly. In Rousseau’s own lan-
guage, “There is often a great difference
between the will of all and the general
will. The latter regards only the common
interest; the other regards private interests
and is only the sum of particular wills.”

Second, the Condorcet jury theorem
permits us to understand how the major-
ity can be a representation of the general
will (when its members act in judgment of
the common good and not in terms of
their particularized self-interests) without
the majority will being identical to the
general will. The Condorcet jury theorem
states the “limit result” that as the group
size grows large, if the average citizen is
more likely than not to judge correctly
which of any pair of alternatives is more
nearly in the public interest, the majority
vote of the group will be almost certain to
be correct in its judgment of the public
interest.®

Nonetheless, the general will may err,
or—in Rousseau’s terminology—‘the
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characteristics” of the general will “may
not reside in the majority” (1984, 102
[4.3]). However, even for average group
competence 7 near .5, the expected judg-
mental accuracy of large assemblies is
considerable.’ For example, even if p is
only .51, a 399-member assembly has a
competence of .66, while if 7 = .55, a
399-member assembly has a competence
of .98. For a reasonable level of p (e.g., p
= .6), even relatively small assemblies (of
size greater than 41) have a group com-
petence level Py above .9 (see Grofman
1975; Miller 1986). For p = .7, an assem-
bly of only size 11 will have a group com-
petence level of above .9.

Third, knowledge of the Condorcet
jury theorem (and recent extensions, e.g.,
Miller 1986; Owen 1986) helps us better
understand the logic undergirding another
somewhat puzzling passage in Rousseau:

But when factions are formed, partial associa-
tions at the expense of the whole, the will of each
of these associations becomes general with
regard to its members and particular with regard
to the state: one is then able to say that there are
no longer as many voters as there are men, but
only as many as there are associations . . . and
[this] yield[s] a less general result. Finally, when
one of these associations is so large that it over-
comes the rest, . . . then there no longer is a
general will, and the opinion which dominates is
only a private opinion. (1984, 27 [2.3], emphasis
ours)

We translate this remark of Rousseau in
Condorcetian terms as an observation
about factions reducing the effective size
of the assembly. As the effective size of
the assembly is reduced—because people
vote as a herd (part of a faction) not as
separately thinking and independently
acting individuals—the Condorcet jury
theorem tells us, group accuracy will be
reduced. Indeed, at the extreme, if there is
a majority faction, this faction is equiva-
lent to a single voice deciding things; thus
the benefits of large numbers are lost com-
pletely.’? More generally, if individual
choices are positively correlated with one
another beyond the correlation to be ex-

pected from similarities in competence
alone, group accuracy will be reduced
(Owen 1986; Shapley and Grofman 1984).

Fourth, a focus on the judgmental basis
of voting allows us to provide a mathe-
matical foundation for Rousseau’s obser-
vation that “the closer opinions approach
unanimity, the more dominant is the
general will” (1984, 322 [4.2]).

Using the Condorcetian probability
framework, it can be shown that the more
votes there are on the majority side, the
more likely is the group majority to be
correct.!?

Fifth, a probabilistic approach to group
judgment allows us better to understand
Rousseau'’s views as to when supermajori-
tarian decision rules are called for: “The
more important and serious the delibera-
tions, the closer the prevailing opinion
should approach unanimity; [on the other
hand, ] in decisions that must be resolved
immediately, a majority of one vote
should suffice” (p. 103 [4.2]).

If certain kinds of decisions are more
subject to error than others (or are simply
more important than others so that we
wish to have a higher level of confidence
that the group vote is an accurate expres-
sion of the general will), we might wish to
require more than a bare majority vote,
since this will reduce the error level since
it can be shown that the more votes there
are in favor, the more likely is the group
judgment to be correct (Grofman 1978;
Nitzan and Paroush 1985; cf. Buchanan
and Tullock 1962; Rae 1969).12

Our emphasis has been on how indi-
vidual judgments about what is in the
public interest aggregate to indicate the
general will. We believe that this ap-
proach captures the central notion of
Rousseau’s concept of the general will.
However, Rousseau recognized that indi-
viduals were not always so nobly moti-
vated and that they sometimes expressed
their personal preferences, rather than
seeking the general will (see n. 5). He also
noted that the general will could some-
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times emerge as the residue from the can-
celing out of individual self-interest in the
process of aggregation: “The [general
will] looks only to the common interest.
The [will of all] looks only to private
interest and is only the sum of particular
wills: but take away from these same wills
the pluses and minuses which cancel each
other out and the general will remains as
the sum of the differences” (1984, 76
[2.3]).

While this language has proved in-
comprehensible or nonsensical to some
(e.g., Plamenatz quoted in Gildin 1983, p.
55), Gildin (1983, 55-57) provides a sim-
ple illustration of what Rousseau almost
certainly meant. In Gildin's illustration of
a Common’s Dilemma, each fisherman
would like to fish above the limit set by
long-run social advantage, since, ceteris
paribus, the few fish netted will not be
sufficient to drive the fish population to
extinction; yet if each fisherman “cheats,”
all will suffer (cf. Goodin 1982). Clearly,
each fisherman wishes the rule to be one
where all other fishermen must obey the
limit. If we subtract out these egocentric
peculiarities, the “common” preference is
for a ban on fishing above the socially
optimal limit for all fishermen (see Gildin
1983; cf. Runciman and Sen 1965).

However, as is clear from many pas-
sages from him, Rousseau believed that
the most certain route to finding the gen-
eral will was one in which individuals
were primarily oriented toward the gen-
eral will rather than to their own narrow
self-interest.

Conclusions

We hope that our reconstruction of
Rousseau's theory can lead to a broader
understanding of democracy as a means
to collective ends, rather than as just as a
means for aggregating narrow interests
residing in, and confined to, individuals.
While it is often assumed that democracy

should be based upon individuals follow-
ing their own self-interests, Rousseau'’s
and Condorcet’s contributions suggest
that democracy “works” better when indi-
viduals try to see beyond their narrow
self-interests to the collective good.
Democracy may require a certain amount
of shared collective consciousness to
achieve competent collective judgments;
consequently, polities that lack such con-
sciousness may not function well as
democracies.4

Even while many politicians and re-
searchers recognize that voters often vote
to further the collective rather than their
individual interests, other researchers and
theorists (especially those working in a
social choice framework) tend to over-
look the importance of these collective
orientations. Politicians obviously recog-
nize that appeals to “right,” “good,” and
“fair” policies have some political appeal.
Similarly, empirical research consistently
shows that norms of citizen duty are one
of the main determinants of whether
citizens vote at all. However, theorists of
democracy may fail to recognize that even
relatively small amounts of collective
orientation (i.e., only slightly more than
none), especially in the context of nega-
tively correlated individual interests, can
aggregate to collective decisions with a
high probability of serving the public
good. That small differences in each in-
dividual’s amount of collective orienta-
tion can make large differences in the like-
ly ability of the electorate as a whole to
make collectively beneficial judgments is
one of the clear implications of the Con-
dorcet jury theorem. Thus, it may not
matter that individuals are not very
“sociotropic” in their voting, as long as
there are some elements of sociotropic
voting present in a significant number of
voters (cf. Miller 1986).1%

We see Rousseau as a propounder of
enlightened democracy, not dehumanized
collectivism.® For Rousseau, as for Con-
dorcet, the process of voting is a means
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whereby the common good can be identi-
fied and implemented, albeit imperfect-
ly.” In voting, however, social judg-
ments, not individual preferences, are to
be the basis of voter choice.’® Democracy
as a process for making good decisions
based upon the aggregation of individual
judgments has only recently begun to
receive the attention that it deserves
(Grofman and Owen 1986a, 1986b; Miller
1986; Nitzan and Paroush 1985; Pinkham
and Urken 1982; Young 1986).1° We hope
our reinterpretation of Rousseau’s views
may encourage others to pursue the topic
of collective judgments in terms of both
descriptive and normative theory of
democratic behavior.?°

Notes

This research was begun while Grofman was a
fellow at the Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences, Stanford. We are indebted to
the staff of the Word Processing Center, School of
Social Sciences, UCI for typing and table prepara-
tion and to Dorothy Gormick for bibliographic
assistance.

1. Riley (1986, ix) characterizes his book as “a
study of the transformation of a theological idea, the
general will of God to save all men, into a political
one, the general will of the citizen to place common
good of the city above his particular will as a private
self, and thereby to ‘save the polity.” ”

2. Compare this idea with that of the “impartial
spectator” that, according to Adam Smith in his
Theory of Moral Sentiments (1971, 171) is contained
within each of us and would be “forced” to agree on
what is right. Such intuitionist notions of moral
judgment are common in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries.

3. We have omitted the continuation of this
quote, which indicates what happens when the
assembly is divided into factions. We will return to
this problem later.

4, “If there were not some point in which all
interests agree, no society could exist” (Rousseau
1984, 66 [2.1]).

5. Moreover, individuals may falter in their
allegiance to the common good over self-interest: “If
it is not impossible that a private will will agree at
some point with the general, it is at least impossible
that this agreement should be lasting and constant;
for the private will naturally tends to preferences,
and the general will to equality” (Rousseau 1984, 68
[2.1]).

6. Thus, from the vote of the Assembly “is taken
the declaration of the general will” (Rousseau 1984,
329 [4.2]).

7. Let Py be the majority judgmental accuracy
of a group of size N (m = (N + 1)/2, if we assume,
for convenience, N odd), i.e., let Py be the probabil-
ity that the group majority will, in a pairwise com-
parison, pick the alternative that is better with re-
spect to the common interest. Let 7 be the average
accuracy level of voters. Then, if voter choices are
mutually independent,

N
Py= T ()(@ha-pNh

=m

and if g > .5,

lim Py-—1.
N—o N

5 <.5,

lim PN bnd 0,
N—-o

while if § = .5, then, not so intuitively,
1—¢"2< limPy < e 12

N~o

(Grofman, Owen, and Feld 1983).

8. In his Encyclopédie essays on natural rights
and on the ancient Greeks, Diderot himself deals
with the conflict between individual wills and the
general will (see Riley 1986, 203-05). We are not,
however, aware of any mention of Rousseau by
Condorcet in his 1785 essay.

9. Grofman (1975) characterizes this aspect of
the Condorcet jury theorem as “vox populi, vox
déi,” i.e., the voice of the people approaches in-
fallibility.

10. The calculations below are based on a normal
approximation to the situation in which all group
members have identical accuracy levels. However,
for m > 10 or so, distributional effects of compe-
tence are minimal, and the results given above may
be used even for extreme cases (e.g., ones where
some members of the group have p; = 0 or 1). Grof-
man, Owen, and Feld (1983) and Grofman, Feld,
and Owen (1982) give precise bounds.

11. See n. 10.

12. To look at the differing competences of group
judgments with differing margins of votes, we make
use of the formula for the ratio of the probability of
the correct choice by a group majority of size m + k
to the probability of an incorrect choice by a group
majority of that same size, where m is a simple
majority (= (N + 1)/2 if N odd), and f is mean
group competence. We have

(ﬁ)m+k - F—,)N—m-k _
(ﬁ)N—m—k @1 - pmtk

r—,(Zm +2k—N)

- ﬁ)N-Zm—Zk
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It is apparent that the above expression increases
with k.

It should be clear that no single will can ever be
expected to divine the general will reliably (i.e.,
more formally, we would not expect any p; to equal
1). Furthermore it is likely that any long-lasting fac-
tion, even if a majority, will turn away from a
search for the common good to a concern for the pri-
vate good of its own members (see n. 5; cf. Federalist
Papers, no. 10).

13. If we insist on a supermajority, of course,
then we must risk deadlock; e.g., if juries require
unanimity, this opens the possibility of hung juries
(see Grofman 1979, 1981; cf. Buchanan and Tullock
1962).

14. Thomas Schwartz (personal communication,
March 1985) has proposed that “Rousseau and other
radical democrats want to have a society without
politics.” In one sense, this is correct; but we prefer
to stress the way in which, for Rousseau, politics in
effect becomes redefined as the search for the general
will.

15. Compare the view of Tocqueville: “Not only
is common opinion the only guide which private
judgment retains among a democratic people, but
amongst such a people it possesses a power infinitely
beyond what it has elsewhere. At periods of equality
men have no faith in one another, by reason of their
common resemblance; but this very resemblance
gives them almost unbounded confidence in the
judgment of the public; for it would not seem prob-
able, as they are all endowed with equal means of
judging, but that the greater truth should go with the
greater number” (1945, 2:11).

16. Some of the same language we have cited to
show how the majority will can become the general
will if citizens strive to identify the common good
and vote in accordance with their perceptions of it,
other authors interpret to mean that Rousseau takes
the position that individuals do not count, only
society matters. For example, Peter Drucker con-
tends that Rousseau believes that

whatever human existence there is; whatever
freedom, rights and duties the individual has;
whatever meaning there is in individual life—all
is determined by society according to society’s
objective need of survival. The individual, in
other words, is not autonomous. He is deter-
mined by society. He is free only in matters that
do not matter. He has rights only because society
concedes them. He has a will only if he wills
what society needs. His life has meaning only
insofar as it relates to the social meaning and as it
fulfills itself in fulfilling the objective goal of
society. There is, in short, no human existence,
there is only social existence. There is no indi-
vidual, there is only the citizen. (1971, 51).

This seems far too extreme a reading of Rousseau.
Certainly, the language in Rousseau about the

“general will” is susceptible to a much more straight-
forward interpretation. Rousseau merely sees a
public interest that is the proper concern of citizens
acting in the legislative arena but does not make the
extravagant claim that the legislative arena is the
sole, or even the superordinate, arena (see Riley
1986, 248-50; cf. Cobban 1964).

17. The clause “albeit imperfectly” is a critical
one. It is sometimes claimed that Arrow’s theorem
demonstrates the inherent impossibility of there
being such a thing as a general will: “The theorem
provides an unambiguous answer to the question ‘Is
there a foolproof way to derive complete and transi-
tive social preference relations?’ The answer is no.
This clearly negative result casts doubts on all asser-
tions that there is a ‘general will,’ a ‘social contract,’
a ‘social good,” a ‘will of the people,” a ‘people’s
government,” a ‘people’s voice,” a ‘social benefit,’
and so forth” (Feldman 1980, 191). We believe this
(common) view of what Arrow’s theorem allegedly
demonstrates about democratic theory is simply
wrong. Our position, like Rousseau’s, is that the
general will may exist but that the outcome of any
voting process is but an imperfect reflection of it.

18. As previously noted, we believe that the Con-
dorcetian perspective on social judgments provides a
useful corrective to the standard emphasis of
economists on social welfare as the aggregation of
individual preferences (cf. Dummett 1984, 170;
Grofman, Owen, and Feld 1983; Lehrer and Wagner
1981; Margolis 1982, 66-69; Nurmi 1984). We also
believe that the educative role of politicians in the
political process must also be acknowledged (cf.
Kelly 1987; Shklar 1969, 186-87). Similarly, ac-
counts of political actors as vote maximizers neglect
the role of politicians as innovators of organiza-
tional solutions to common problems (Glazer and
McMillan 1987).

19. As we have seen, Condorcet, who was con-
cerned with the search for the public good, is
remembered only for his analysis of the effects of
combining individual preferences in such a fashion
as to give rise to intransitivities (the paradox of
cyclical majorities).

20. One such application might be the analysis of
judicial decision making. Clearly, Supreme Court
justices are not supposed to be reconciling compet-
ing personal preferences for policy when they vote;
rather they are seeking to arrive at a judgment of
what the Constitution—or some statute—means (in
the given context). Thus, to use terminology from
early U.S. (and Continental) political thought,
Supreme Court justices are to exercise “judgment,”
not “will” (Chamberlin n.d.). Whether such distinc-
tion is meaningful and, even if meaningful, whether
human beings can be expected to restrain their will
and exercise only their judgment are questions rele-
vant to the present debate over the proper role of
evaluation of judicial philosophies as a factor in.
shaping Senate nonconfirmation of U.S. Supreme
Court justices such as Robert Bork.
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