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To The Republic Of Geneva

Magnificent, most Honoured and Sovereign Lords,

Convinced as I am that none but a virtuous citizen is entitled
to render his country honours it can acknowledge, I have laboured
for thirty years to earn the right to offer you public homage; and the
present happy occasion making up in part for what my efforts alone
would fail to achieve, I have come to believe that I might be al-
lowed in this case to act upon the promptings of the zeal which in-
spires me rather than with the right which ought to be my authoriza-
tion. Having had the good fortune to be born among you, how
could I reflect upon the equality which nature established among
men and the inequality which they have instituted among them-
selves, without thinking of the profound wisdom with which the one
and the other, being happily combined in your Republic, contrib-
ute in the manner closest to natural law and most favourable to so-
ciety to the maintenance of public order and the wellbeing of indi-
viduals? In searching for the best principles that good sense could
dictate on the constitution of a government, I was so impressed at
finding all of them put into practice in yours that even if I had not
been born within your walls, I should have felt myself compelled to
offer this picture of human society to that people which, among all
others, seems to me to possess the greatest advantages of society
and to have guarded most successfully against the abuses of society.

If I had had to choose the place of my birth, I would have cho-
sen a society of which the dimensions were limited by the extent of
human faculties, that is to say, by the possibility of being well
governed; a society where everyone was equal to his job so that
no one was obliged to commit to others the functions which belonged
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to him; a state where, every individual being acquainted with every
other, neither the dark manoeuvres of vice nor the modesty of virtue
was concealed from public gaze and judgement, a state where the de-
lectable habit of meeting and knowing one another made love of coun-
iry a love for fellow citizens rather a love for the land.

I would have wished to be born in a country where the sovereign
and the people could have only a single and identical interest, so that
all the movements of the civil machine always tended to promote the
common happiness, and since this is something that cannot happen
unless the sovereign and the people are one and the same person, it
follows that I would have wished to be born under a wisely tempered
democratic government.

I would have wished to live and die free, that is to say, subject to
law in such a way that neither 1 nor anyone else could shake off the
honourable yoke, that soft and salutary yoke which the proudest heads
bear with all the more docility because they are made to bear none other.

I would have wished that no one within the state could claim to
be above the law, and no one from outside could dictate any law that
the state was bound to recognize. For whatever might be the formal
constitution of a government, if there is one man who is not subject to
the law, all the others will necessarily be at his discretion (A). And
if there is one national ruler and another alien ruler, no matter what
division of authority they could arrange between themselves, it is im-
possible for both to be duly obeyed or for the state to be well gov-
erned.

I would certainly not wish to live in a republic newly founded,
however good its laws, for fear that the government might not fit the
exigences of the moment, either not suiting the new citizens or the
citizens not suiting the new government, so that the state would be

liable to upheavals and destruction almost from its birth. For there
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is in freedom, as there is in heavy and succulent food or in rich wine,
something which fortifies robust constitutions used to it, but which o-
verwhelms, ruins and intoxicates weak and delicate people unused to
it. Once a people is accustomed to masters, it is no longer in a condi-
tion to do without them. If such peoples try to shake off the yoke,
they remove themselves even further from liberty; for as they mistake
for liberty an unbridled licence which is the opposite of freedom, their
revolutions almost always deliver them into the hands of seducers who
multiply their chains. Even the Romans, that model of a free people,
were in no situation to govern themselves when they first emerged from
the oppression of the Tarquins Debased by the slavery and ignomini-
ous toil that had been imposed upon them, they were at first only a
stupid populace needing to be handled and governed with the utmost
sagacity, so that in becoming accustomed little by little to breathing
the salubrious air of freedom, souls which had been enervated, or
rather brutalized, by tyranny, could acquire by degrees those austere
morals and that noble courage which ultimately made them of all peo-
ples the most worthy of respect. For this reason I would have sought
as my own country a happy and peaceful commonwealth of which the
history was lost, so to speak, in the darkness of time; one which had
endured only such hostile attacks as might serve to bring forth and for-
tify the courage and patriotism of the inhabitants, a commonweahh
whose citizens, being long accustomed to a wise independence, were
not only free hut fit to be free. .

I would have wanted to choose as my country one delivered by
a lucky incapacity from the fierce love of conquest and protected by
an even more fortunate location from fear of becoming itself the ob-
ject of conquest by any other state; a free city surrounded by sever-
al nations none of which had any interest in invading it, but all
having an interest in preventing others from invading it, in a
word, a republic which would not tempt the ambitions of its neigh-

bours and might reasonably count on their support in case of need.
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It follows that a state in such a fortunate situation would have nothing
to fear except from itself; and if its citizens were trained in arms, it
would be for the sake of developing that soldierly ardour and noble -
courage which go so well with liberty and nourish men’ s taste for it
rather than from the necessity of providing their defence .

I would have chosen a country where the right to legislate was
common to all the citizens—for who could know better than they what
laws would most suit their living together in the same society? But I
would not have approved of plebiscites, like those of the Romans,
whereby the rulers of the state and those most interested in its preser-
vation were excluded from deliberations on which the safety of the
state often depended and whereby the magistrates, by an absurd in-
consistency, were deprived of rights which ordinary citizens enjoyed.

On the contrary, I would have desired, as a means of thwarting
self-interested and ill-conceived projects and all such hazardous inno-
vations as those which finally destroyed the Athenians, that no one
should be at liberty to introduce new laws according to his fancy , but
that the right of initiation should be vested uniquely in the magis-
trates, and that even they should invoke that right with so much ecir-
cumspection, and the people, for their part, be so reluctant to give
their consent to new laws, and new laws be promulgated with so much
solemnity, that before the constitution could be disturbed, there
would be time enough for everyone to reflect that it is above all the
great antiquity of laws which makes them sacred and venerable, that
men soon come to despise laws which can be changed every day; and
that when the habit is acquired of neglecting ancient usages in the
name of improvement, great evils are often introduced in the endeav-
our to correct lesser ones.

Above all, I would have fled from a republic, as one necessa-
rily ill governed, where the people, believing themselves able ei-
ther to do without magistrates altogether or to allow their magistrates
only a very precarious authority, foolishly kept in their own hands

the administration of civil affairs and the execution of their own laws.
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