
rousseau discourse on the origin of
inequality
rousseau discourse on the origin of inequality is a foundational philosophical work by Jean-
Jacques Rousseau that explores the development and justification of human inequality in society. This
seminal text delves into the nature of human beings in their original state, the emergence of civil
society, and the distinctions that arise between natural and moral inequalities. Rousseau critiques the
social and political structures that perpetuate inequality and challenges the legitimacy of certain
forms of social hierarchy. The discourse is essential for understanding the evolution of social contracts
and the philosophical underpinnings of modern political thought. In this article, the key themes,
arguments, and historical context of Rousseau’s discourse will be examined thoroughly. The
discussion will also highlight the implications of Rousseau’s ideas for contemporary debates on justice
and equality.
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Historical Context and Background
Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote the Discourse on the Origin of Inequality in 1754 as a response to a
question posed by the Academy of Dijon: “What is the origin of inequality among men, and is it
authorized by natural law?” This period was marked by the Enlightenment, a time of intellectual
inquiry into human nature, society, and governance. Rousseau’s work contrasts with other
Enlightenment thinkers who often justified social hierarchies or emphasized rationality and progress.

The discourse was intended to question the established social order and provoke thought about the
legitimacy of political authority and social inequalities. It draws on historical, philosophical, and
anthropological considerations to trace the development of human society from its primal state to
complex social structures.

Natural vs. Moral Inequality
One of the most important distinctions in Rousseau’s discourse is between natural inequality and
moral or political inequality. Rousseau defines natural inequality as the differences that arise from



physical or biological factors, such as age, health, or strength. These inequalities exist independently
of human institutions.

Moral inequality, on the other hand, is established by social conventions and depends on consent.
This form of inequality includes disparities in wealth, honor, power, and political rights, which are not
rooted in nature but created and maintained by societal laws and customs.

Characteristics of Natural Inequality
Natural inequality is inherent and unavoidable. It includes:

Differences in physical attributes

Variations in mental faculties or talents

Biological distinctions such as age and health

Characteristics of Moral Inequality
Moral inequality is artificial and contingent on social structures. It is characterized by:

Unequal distribution of wealth and resources

Differences in social status and privileges

Political authority and legal distinctions

The State of Nature According to Rousseau
Rousseau’s depiction of the state of nature is a central element of his discourse. He imagines a time
before the establishment of society when humans lived solitary, uncomplicated lives. In this natural
condition, people were free, equal, and motivated primarily by basic needs and self-preservation.

Unlike other philosophers who portrayed the state of nature as chaotic or violent, Rousseau
emphasized its peaceful simplicity and the absence of competition or envy. He argued that humans
were naturally compassionate and that many social problems arose only after the formation of
societies.

Key Features of the State of Nature

Humans lived independently and were largely self-sufficient

There was no concept of property or ownership



Natural pity prevented harm to others

Survival was guided by instinct rather than reason or morality

The Origin of Civil Society and Property
Rousseau identifies the establishment of private property as the crucial turning point in the origin of
moral inequality. He famously states, “The first man who, having enclosed a piece of ground,
bethought himself of saying This is mine, and found people simple enough to believe him, was the
real founder of civil society.”

The creation of property led to the division of labor, social interdependence, and the formation of
political institutions to protect property rights. This transformation marked the decline of natural
freedom and equality and the rise of competition, jealousy, and conflict.

The Development of Social Structures
The emergence of property and the subsequent social order resulted in:

Establishment of laws and government to regulate relationships1.

Creation of social classes and hierarchical distinctions2.

Introduction of inequality based on wealth and power3.

Loss of natural liberty and the rise of artificial dependence4.

Critique of Social and Political Inequality
Rousseau’s discourse is not merely descriptive but also critical. He challenges the legitimacy of social
and political inequalities that arise from the establishment of property and civil society. According to
Rousseau, these inequalities are neither natural nor justifiable under natural law.

He argues that modern social institutions have corrupted human nature and created artificial
dependencies that undermine true freedom. The social contract, in Rousseau’s view, should aim to
restore equality and protect the collective good rather than perpetuate privilege.

Rousseau’s Arguments Against Inequality

Inequality is a product of historical accidents, not natural necessity

Social hierarchies legitimize oppression and exploitation



The concept of private property leads to conflict and injustice

True freedom requires equality before the law and in political participation

Legacy and Influence of Rousseau’s Discourse
The Discourse on the Origin of Inequality has had a profound impact on political philosophy, sociology,
and modern thought on justice and human rights. It laid the groundwork for Rousseau’s later works,
including The Social Contract, where he further develops his ideas about legitimate political authority
and popular sovereignty.

The discourse influenced revolutionary movements and debates about democracy, equality, and
social justice. Its critique of property and social hierarchy continues to resonate in contemporary
discussions on economic inequality and human rights.

Scholars and political theorists often reference Rousseau’s analysis when examining the roots of
inequality and the ethical basis of political organization.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Rousseau's "Discourse on the
Origin of Inequality"?
The main theme of Rousseau's "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality" is the examination of the
development of human society and the origins of social inequality, arguing that inequality is not
natural but a result of social conventions and the establishment of property.

How does Rousseau differentiate between natural and moral
inequality in his discourse?
Rousseau distinguishes natural inequality, which is based on differences in age, health, bodily
strength, and qualities of the mind or soul, from moral or political inequality, which arises from social
conventions and institutions such as laws and property rights.

According to Rousseau, what role does private property play
in the origin of inequality?
Rousseau argues that the establishment of private property is the key moment in the origin of moral
inequality, as it creates divisions among people, leading to social hierarchies, competition, and
conflict.

How does Rousseau describe the state of nature in his



discourse?
Rousseau describes the state of nature as a peaceful and solitary condition where humans were
equal, free, and lived uncomplicated lives without the corrupting influence of society and private
property.

What criticism does Rousseau offer regarding the
development of civilization in "Discourse on the Origin of
Inequality"?
Rousseau criticizes the development of civilization for corrupting natural human goodness, increasing
dependence, fostering competition, and institutionalizing inequality through laws and property.

Why is Rousseau's "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality"
considered important in political philosophy?
Rousseau's discourse is important because it challenges traditional views on social order, highlights
the social construction of inequality, and influences later debates on justice, freedom, and the
legitimacy of political authority.

Additional Resources
1. Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men by Jean-Jacques Rousseau
This foundational text by Rousseau explores the development of human society and criticizes the
social inequalities that arise from civilization. Rousseau contrasts the natural state of humans with the
corrupted state brought about by property, laws, and government. The book is essential for
understanding Rousseau's political philosophy and his views on human nature and social justice.

2. Rousseau and Revolution by Will and Ariel Durant
This book examines Rousseau’s influence on the French Revolution and modern political thought. It
situates the "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality" within the broader context of Rousseau’s life and
works, explaining how his ideas challenged existing social orders. The Durants provide an accessible
interpretation of Rousseau’s critique of inequality and his vision for a more just society.

3. The Social Contract and Discourses by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, translated by G.D.H. Cole
This volume includes Rousseau’s key political writings, including the "Discourse on the Origin of
Inequality" and "The Social Contract." Cole’s translation is noted for its clarity and scholarly accuracy,
making it a useful text for students of political philosophy. The book highlights Rousseau’s
interconnected ideas about freedom, equality, and the legitimacy of political authority.

4. Rousseau: A Very Short Introduction by Robert Wokler
Wokler offers a concise overview of Rousseau’s life, works, and philosophical contributions, with a
focus on his social and political theories. The book contextualizes the "Discourse on the Origin of
Inequality" within Rousseau’s broader project of critiquing modernity. It is an excellent starting point
for readers new to Rousseau’s thought.

5. Natural Inequality and Social Justice: Rousseau’s Challenge to Modernity by Susan M. Shell
This scholarly work delves into Rousseau’s analysis of natural versus moral inequality and its



implications for contemporary social justice debates. Shell explores how Rousseau’s critique remains
relevant in understanding the roots of social and economic disparities today. The book also discusses
Rousseau’s influence on later political philosophy.

6. The Cambridge Companion to Rousseau edited by Patrick Riley
This comprehensive collection of essays by various scholars covers Rousseau’s major works, including
an in-depth discussion of the "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality." The book provides multiple
perspectives on Rousseau’s philosophy, his historical context, and his impact on political theory. It is a
valuable resource for advanced students and researchers.

7. Rousseau and the Problem of Inequality by John T. Scott
Scott’s book focuses specifically on Rousseau’s treatment of inequality and its philosophical
underpinnings. It analyzes the "Discourse on the Origin of Inequality" alongside Rousseau’s other
writings to present a coherent interpretation of his thought. The author also addresses critiques and
defenses of Rousseau’s position.

8. From Natural Man to Noble Savage: Rousseau and the Myth of the State of Nature by Mark Lilla
This book investigates Rousseau’s portrayal of the state of nature and its role in the "Discourse on the
Origin of Inequality." Lilla challenges common misconceptions about Rousseau’s noble savage
concept and clarifies its significance in his critique of society. The work contributes to a deeper
understanding of Rousseau’s anthropology and political philosophy.

9. Rousseau’s Political Writings: Discourse on Inequality, Social Contract, and Other Texts translated
by Christopher Betts
This edition compiles key political writings by Rousseau with accessible translations and helpful
introductions. Betts provides context and commentary that illuminate Rousseau’s arguments about
inequality, freedom, and government. The collection is well-suited for readers seeking a
comprehensive introduction to Rousseau’s political thought.
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