Rousseau Discourse On The Origin Of
Inequality

DISCOURSE ON THE ORIGIN
OF INEQUALITY

Introduction to Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of



Inequality

Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of Inequality is a seminal work by the French philosopher
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, published in 1755. This discourse is not merely a philosophical treatise; it is
a profound exploration of the nature of human society, the origins of social inequalities, and their
implications for human morality and freedom. Rousseau challenges the prevailing Enlightenment
notions of progress and civilization, arguing that the evolution of society has led to the degradation
of human beings, rather than their improvement.

The Structure of the Discourse

Rousseau's discourse is divided into two main parts: the first presents a critical examination of the
development of human societies, while the second focuses on the concept of inequality itself.

Part One: The State of Nature

In the first part, Rousseau describes what he considers the "state of nature," a hypothetical
condition in which humans lived before the establishment of society. He characterizes this state as
one of peace, simplicity, and contentment, where individuals were guided by their basic instincts and
needs. In this natural state:

1. Human beings were solitary - They lived independently without complex social structures or
hierarchies.

2. Survival was paramount - Life was primarily about fulfilling basic needs such as food, shelter, and
safety.

3. Emotion over reason - Rousseau posits that humans were driven more by emotion than by rational
thought, leading to a more instinctual and less conflicted existence.

Rousseau argues that this state of nature was inherently good, and that it was the advent of society
that introduced corruption and inequality.

Part Two: The Formation of Society

The transition from the state of nature to organized society marks the beginning of inequality,
according to Rousseau. He identifies several key developments that led to this transformation:

e The establishment of property: The concept of ownership emerged as individuals began to
cultivate land and accumulate resources. This shift from communal living to private property
created divisions among people.

e The creation of laws: To protect property and regulate behavior, laws were instituted.
However, these laws often favored the wealthy and powerful, further entrenching social
inequalities.



¢ The rise of institutions: Governments and social institutions developed to maintain order
and protect property, but in doing so, they often perpetuated inequality and oppression.

Rousseau contends that these developments led to an artificial hierarchy that contradicts the
equality inherent in the state of nature. Instead of fostering cooperation and community, society
bred competition, envy, and conflict.

Types of Inequality

Rousseau distinguishes between two types of inequality: natural (or physical) inequality and moral
or political inequality.

Natural Inequality

Natural inequality refers to the differences in physical attributes and capabilities among individuals.
This includes factors such as strength, intelligence, and health. Rousseau acknowledges that such
inequalities exist and are a part of the human condition. However, he argues that they are not the
root cause of social problems.

Moral or Political Inequality

Moral or political inequality, on the other hand, is created by human conventions and societal
structures. This type of inequality is characterized by the differences in wealth, power, and social
status that arise from societal norms and institutions. Rousseau argues that:

1. It is not natural: Unlike natural inequality, moral inequality is not based on any inherent qualities
of individuals but is rather a result of societal agreements.

2. It is unjust: Rousseau believes that moral inequality leads to exploitation, oppression, and the
moral degradation of individuals within society.

Rousseau's critique of moral inequality is particularly relevant in the context of his broader

philosophical themes of freedom and justice. He posits that a just society should aim to reduce moral
inequality and strive for a more egalitarian structure.

The Implications of Inequality

Rousseau's discourse has significant implications for understanding human nature, ethics, and
politics. Here are some of the key takeaways:



Human Morality and Freedom

Rousseau argues that the rise of inequality has corrupted human morality. In the state of nature,

individuals acted out of instinct and empathy, but the emergence of society has led to selfishness
and competition. The moral fabric of society is frayed, as individuals prioritize their own interests
over the common good.

Moreover, Rousseau emphasizes that true freedom is incompatible with moral inequality. Individuals
in a society characterized by inequality are often subjugated to the will of others, losing their
autonomy and agency. Thus, Rousseau advocates for a social contract that prioritizes equality and
collective decision-making.

Critique of Civilization

Rousseau's discourse serves as a critique of the Enlightenment belief in the inevitable progress of
civilization. He contends that while technological and cultural advancements have occurred, they
have often come at the cost of individual freedom and social justice. The veneer of civilization masks
deeper moral and social decay.

Rousseau's ideas foreshadow later critiques of capitalism and modernity, as he highlights the
detrimental effects of economic disparities and social stratification on the human spirit.

Relevance Today

The themes explored in Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of Inequality remain highly relevant in
contemporary discussions surrounding inequality, justice, and human rights. Several modern issues
echo Rousseau's concerns:

e Economic inequality: The growing wealth gap and the concentration of power among a small
elite reflect Rousseau's warnings about moral inequality.

» Social justice movements: Movements advocating for equality and justice resonate with
Rousseau's call for a more egalitarian society.

e Environmental concerns: The exploitation of natural resources for profit, often at the
expense of marginalized communities, parallels Rousseau's critique of the destructive effects
of property and greed.

Rousseau's emphasis on the moral implications of inequality encourages modern thinkers to
consider how societal structures can promote justice and equality rather than perpetuate division.



Conclusion

Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of Inequality offers a profound critique of the evolution of human
society and its impact on morality and freedom. By examining the origins and implications of
inequality, Rousseau encourages readers to reflect on the structures and conventions that shape
their lives. His call for a more just and equal society remains a powerful reminder of the ongoing
struggle for human dignity and social justice in our contemporary world. Through his work,
Rousseau continues to inspire critical thought and action towards creating a more equitable future
for all.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary focus of Rousseau's 'Discourse on the
Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men'?

The primary focus of Rousseau's discourse is to explore the concept of inequality and its origins,
distinguishing between natural inequality, which is based on physical differences, and moral or
political inequality, which arises from social conventions and institutions.

How does Rousseau differentiate between natural and moral
inequality?

Rousseau defines natural inequality as differences in age, health, bodily strength, and qualities of
the soul or mind, which are established by nature. In contrast, moral or political inequality refers to
differences created by society, such as wealth, honor, or power, which are not inherent and depend
on social agreements.

What role does the social contract play in Rousseau's
argument about inequality?

In Rousseau's view, the social contract is a mechanism through which individuals come together to
form a society, which inevitably leads to moral and political inequalities. He argues that while the
social contract aims to ensure freedom and equality, it often results in the subjugation of individuals
to the collective and creates hierarchies.

What are Rousseau's views on the impact of civilization on
human inequality?

Rousseau critiques civilization for corrupting natural man and exacerbating inequalities. He believes
that as societies develop, they create artificial distinctions that lead to competition, envy, and a loss
of the innate qualities that promote genuine equality and fraternity among individuals.

How does Rousseau's discourse relate to contemporary



debates on social inequality?

Rousseau's discourse remains relevant in contemporary debates on social inequality as it challenges
the legitimacy of existing social hierarchies and prompts discussions on how modern institutions
perpetuate inequality. His ideas encourage a critical examination of how wealth, power, and
privilege are distributed in society.

What solutions does Rousseau propose to address the
inequalities he describes?

Rousseau suggests that true equality can be achieved by returning to a more egalitarian social
structure that prioritizes the common good over individual wealth and status. He advocates for
reforms that promote civic virtue, direct democracy, and the establishment of laws that reflect the
general will of the people.
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