jean jacques rousseau discourse on the
origin of inequality

jean jacques rousseau discourse on the origin of inequality, also known as
the Second Discourse, stands as a foundational text in political philosophy
and a seminal work in understanding the roots of social disparity. This
treatise, published in 1755, probes the fundamental question of how humanity,
initially existing in a state of nature, devolved into the complex and often
unjust societies we inhabit. Rousseau’s incisive analysis traces the
development of private property, the emergence of social hierarchies, and the
corruption of natural goodness through the corrosive influence of
civilization. This article will delve into the core arguments of Rousseau's
influential discourse, examining his conception of the noble savage, the role
of language and reason, the establishment of property, and the ensuing
inequalities that plague humankind. We will explore how Rousseau’s critique
of civilization continues to resonate in contemporary discussions about
social justice, economic disparity, and the very nature of human progress.
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Understanding Jean Jacques Rousseau's Discourse
on the Origin of Inequality

Jean Jacques Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of Inequality is a profound
exploration of the human condition and the societal structures that shape it.
Commissioned by the Academy of Dijon, this philosophical inquiry delves into
the historical and developmental trajectory of mankind, seeking to identify
the precise moment and mechanisms by which natural man was transformed into
the dependent and often miserable social being. The discourse is not merely
an academic exercise; 1t is a passionate plea for a more just and equitable
society, rooted in an understanding of humanity's innate goodness. Rousseau
argues that the inequalities we observe today are not inherent to our nature
but are rather the artificial constructs of social and political development.
This seminal work has profoundly influenced political thought, social
critique, and the very discourse surrounding human rights and social justice.



The State of Nature and the Noble Savage in
Rousseau's Discourse

Rousseau's Conception of Natural Man

Central to Rousseau's argument in the Discourse on the Origin of Inequality
is his depiction of man in the state of nature. Contrary to prevailing
Hobbesian views, Rousseau posits that natural man is not driven by a
perpetual war of all against all. Instead, he portrays individuals as
solitary, self-sufficient beings, guided by two primary natural sentiments:
self-preservation (amour de soi) and compassion or pity (pitié). These
natural inclinations, coupled with a limited capacity for reason, keep early
humans in a state of relative peace and contentment. There is no morality, no
sense of justice or injustice, as these concepts require social interaction
and the awareness of others' rights and needs, which are absent in this
solitary existence.

The Noble Savage Ideal

The concept of the "noble savage" is often associated with Rousseau's state
of nature. This idealized primitive man is not necessarily more morally
virtuous in a civilized sense, but rather uncorrupted by the vices and
artificialities of society. He lives in harmony with his natural desires,
unburdened by ambition, envy, or the pursuit of vanity. The noble savage is
characterized by his physical prowess, his independence, and his lack of
complex social entanglements. Rousseau uses this concept to highlight the
detrimental impact of civilization, suggesting that the further man moves
from this natural state, the further he deviates from his inherent goodness
and true happiness.

The Role of Language, Reason, and
Perfectibility in Social Development

The Development of Language

Rousseau identifies the development of language as a critical turning point
in the transition from the state of nature to civil society. While initial
communication might have been through gestures and simple sounds, the need
for more complex expression arose with increased interaction. Language, for
Rousseau, 1is not merely a tool for conveying information but also a catalyst
for the development of abstract thought, comparison, and ultimately, social
comparison and ambition. It allows humans to share ideas, coordinate actions,
and develop a sense of collective identity, which in turn lays the groundwork
for more complex social structures.

Reason and Perfectibility

Another key factor in humanity's development, according to Rousseau, is the
faculty of perfectibility. This innate human capacity for self-improvement



and adaptation allows humans to acquire new skills, invent tools, and develop
increasingly complex ways of living. While perfectibility is a source of
human progress, it is also, in Rousseau's view, the primary cause of human
misery. The ability to compare oneself to others, to conceive of future
needs, and to strive for more than what nature provides leads to
dissatisfaction, competition, and the accumulation of artificial wants.
Reason, intertwined with perfectibility, facilitates this process of social
and technological advancement, but at the cost of natural innocence.

The Emergence of Private Property and its
Profound Consequences

The First Enclosure and the Birth of Inequality

Perhaps the most pivotal moment in Rousseau's analysis of the origin of
inequality is the advent of private property. He famously states that the
first person to enclose a piece of land and declare it his own, finding
people simple enough to believe him, was the true founder of civil society
and the progenitor of all the injustices and conflicts that followed. Before
this, land was common, and individuals satisfied their needs directly from
nature. The establishment of private property created artificial distinctions
between "mine" and "yours," fostering concepts of ownership, possession, and
the desire to accumulate beyond immediate necessity.

The Social Contract and the Justification of Property

Rousseau argues that the social contract, as it emerged, was largely a pact
designed to protect the property of the rich and powerful from the poor and
dispossessed. It was a cunning stratagem by those who had unjustly seized
land and resources to legitimize their gains and establish laws that would
maintain their dominance. This "social contract" was therefore not a genuine
agreement for the common good, but rather a fraudulent establishment of an
unequal society that institutionalized and perpetuated the injustices that
arose from private property. The discourse criticizes how this initial act of
appropriation laid the foundation for all subsequent forms of social and
economic disparity.

The Development of Social Hierarchies and the
Perpetuation of Inequality

The Rise of Competition and Envy

Once private property was established, a new dynamic entered human
relationships: competition and envy. Individuals began to compare their
possessions and status, leading to a relentless pursuit of wealth and social
standing. This drive fueled the development of vanity, the desire to be
esteemed by others, and the need to appear better than one's neighbors.
Rousseau contends that these artificial desires, born from social comparison



and the accumulation of property, are the root causes of much human
unhappiness and moral degradation. The discourse highlights the constant
struggle to maintain and increase one's perceived social value.

The Formalization of Government and Laws

To manage the growing conflicts and maintain order in a society increasingly
defined by property and competition, governments and laws were instituted.
However, Rousseau viewed these institutions not as protectors of liberty and
equality but as instruments of oppression, designed to serve the interests of
the ruling class. Laws, he argued, often served to formalize and entrench the
inequalities that had already arisen, providing a veneer of legitimacy to the
dominance of the wealthy and powerful. The very concept of justice became
distorted, often serving to uphold the existing social order rather than to
ensure true fairness.

The Corrosive Effects of Civilization on
Natural Goodness

Loss of Natural Freedom

Civilization, with its complex social structures, laws, and customs,
fundamentally undermines the natural freedom that characterized man in the
state of nature. Individuals become dependent on the opinions of others, on
societal norms, and on the need to conform to avoid ostracization or
punishment. This dependence breeds conformity and stifles individual
expression, leading to a loss of authentic selfhood. Rousseau's critique
suggests that societal expectations and the pursuit of social approval lead
to a departure from genuine human needs and desires.

Corruption of Natural Sentiments

The natural sentiments of pity and self-preservation, which Rousseau saw as
benevolent forces in the state of nature, become corrupted and distorted
within civil society. Pity is replaced by a more calculated form of sympathy,
often tinged with self-interest. Self-preservation evolves into a selfish
pursuit of personal gain and power, often at the expense of others. The
discourse paints a picture of a society where artificial needs and desires
overshadow natural inclinations, leading to a moral decay that permeates
social interactions and institutions. The constant striving for more than
what is needed fosters a sense of perpetual dissatisfaction.

Rousseau's Legacy and the Enduring Relevance of
the Discourse on Inequality

Jean Jacques Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of Inequality remains a
profoundly influential text in the history of political philosophy and social
critique. Its examination of the corrupting influence of civilization and the



artificiality of social hierarchies has resonated with thinkers and movements
throughout history, from the French Revolution to modern critiques of
capitalism and social injustice. The discourse continues to provoke thought
on fundamental questions about human nature, the origins of inequality, and
the ideal structure of society. Its insights into the development of private
property, the nature of social contracts, and the impact of social comparison
are still relevant in understanding contemporary issues of wealth disparity,
political power, and the ongoing debate about progress versus authentic human
well-being. The enduring power of Rousseau's Second Discourse lies in its
unwavering commitment to questioning established norms and its persistent
call to reflect on the true costs of civilization.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Rousseau's central argument in the 'Discourse
on the Origin of Inequality' regarding human nature?

Rousseau argues that humans are naturally good and compassionate in their
primitive state, driven by self-preservation and pity. He posits that
inequality and vice are not inherent but are products of societal development
and the establishment of private property and social institutions.

How does Rousseau's concept of 'amour-propre' relate
to the development of inequality?

'Amour-propre' (self-love, or vanity) emerges when humans begin to compare
themselves to others and desire recognition and esteem. This, according to
Rousseau, 1s a corrupting force that leads to envy, competition, and the
desire for dominance, fueling the growth of social hierarchies and
inequality.

What role does private property play in Rousseau's
theory of inequality?

Rousseau famously identifies the moment someone enclosed land and declared it
their own as the 'true founder of civil society' and the origin of profound
inequality. He argues that private property, by creating scarcity and
interdependence, inevitably leads to conflict, exploitation, and the
subjugation of the poor by the rich.

How does Rousseau distinguish between natural
inequality and moral/political inequality?

Rousseau distinguishes between 'natural inequality' (differences in physical
strength, intelligence, etc., which he sees as minimal and not the source of
societal problems) and 'moral or political inequality' (differences in
wealth, power, and status). He contends that the latter is established by
convention and is the primary cause of human suffering.

What is the 'state of nature' as described by



Rousseau in this discourse?

Rousseau's 'state of nature' is a hypothetical condition of early humanity
before the formation of society. In this state, humans are solitary,
independent, and driven by basic needs. They possess 'perfectibility,' the
capacity to change and develop, which, when combined with social interaction,
eventually leads them away from their natural goodness and into inequality.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of
Inequality, with each title starting with "" and using only italicized text:

1. The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings

This collection features Rousseau's later thoughts on political philosophy,
most notably The Social Contract, which builds upon his critique of
inequality by proposing a more just and legitimate form of governance based
on the general will. It explores how society can be organized to preserve
liberty while ensuring social order, offering a potential solution to the
problems identified in his earlier discourse. The writings here demonstrate
Rousseau's evolving ideas about sovereignty and the nature of political
community.

2. Discourse on Political Economy

While Discourse on the Origin of Inequality focuses on the corrupting
influences of society, this work explores how a well-ordered political
economy can contribute to the common good and the well-being of its citizens.
Rousseau argues that the state has a moral obligation to ensure the welfare
of its people, and that economic policies should be guided by principles of
justice and equity, rather than private accumulation. It offers a more
constructive vision of the state's role in mitigating social ills.

3. Emile, or On Education

This seminal work by Rousseau details his philosophy of education, advocating
for an upbringing that protects children from the corrupting influences of
society and allows their natural goodness to develop. By outlining a
curriculum that emphasizes experiential learning and moral development,
Rousseau aims to cultivate individuals who are free, self-sufficient, and
capable of living virtuously within a social context. It represents an
attempt to produce individuals who might resist the very forms of inequality
he critiqued.

4. Rousseau's Confessions

This autobiographical work offers a deeply personal account of Rousseau's
life, experiences, and intellectual development, providing crucial context
for his philosophical ideas. Through his candid reflections, readers can
glimpse the societal interactions and personal struggles that likely shaped
his views on inequality, corruption, and the search for authenticity. It
reveals the man behind the philosophy, offering insights into the sources of
his critiques.

5. The Evolution of Inequality: From Hunter-Gatherer Societies to the Early
State

This book, though likely not a direct work by Rousseau but inspired by his
themes, would explore the anthropological and historical development of
social hierarchies and disparities. It would trace the emergence of private
property, labor specialization, and political power as key drivers of
inequality, mirroring Rousseau's argument that these developments



fundamentally altered the human condition. The work would likely analyze the
transition from a more egalitarian state of nature to complex, stratified
societies.

6. Political Philosophy: A Very Short Introduction

This accessible guide would provide an overview of major thinkers and
concepts 1in political philosophy, including a significant section on
Rousseau's contributions. It would likely explain the core arguments of the
Discourse on the Origin of Inequality, situating it within broader debates
about justice, freedom, and the nature of society. The introduction would
help readers understand the historical and philosophical significance of
Rousseau's critique.

7. Property and Inequality in the Ancient World

This historical study would examine the origins and manifestations of
property ownership and the resulting social stratification in ancient
civilizations. It would explore how the accumulation of wealth and the
establishment of private property contributed to social divisions and power
imbalances, echoing Rousseau's central thesis. The book would provide
empirical examples of the processes Rousseau theorized about.

8. The General Will: Rousseau's Concept of Political Legitimacy

This academic analysis would delve deeply into Rousseau's crucial concept of
the general will, which he developed in response to the problems of
inequality and social corruption. It would explore how the general will is
intended to provide a framework for a legitimate and just society, where
individuals can remain free while being subject to laws that express the
collective good. The book would connect Rousseau's critique of inequality to
his proposed solutions for political organization.

9. The Age of Enlightenment: An Intellectual History

This comprehensive history would survey the intellectual currents and major
figures of the Enlightenment, placing Rousseau and his Discourse on the
Origin of Inequality within their historical context. It would explore how
his radical critique of societal development and inequality challenged
prevailing notions of progress and human nature, contributing to the broader
intellectual ferment of the era. The book would highlight the revolutionary
impact of his ideas on subsequent philosophical and political thought.
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