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The first and second discourses by Jean-Jacques Rousseau are seminal texts that explore the nature of
human society, the development of inequality, and the philosophical implications of civilization. Written in
the 18th century, these discourses set the stage for modern political thought and critique the moral and
social consequences of progress. Rousseau’s profound insights into human nature and society continue to

resonate, influencing various fields such as philosophy, sociology, and political theory.

The Context of Rousseau’s Work

Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was a prominent philosopher during the Enlightenment era. His works
often challenged the prevailing notions of his time, advocating for a return to nature and a critique of

modernity. The First Discourse and the Second Discourse were both written in the context of



Enlightenment ideals, which emphasized reason and progress while often neglecting the moral and ethical

implications of such advancements.
The First Discourse: "Discourse on the Arts and Sciences" (1750)

The First Discourse, officially titled "Discourse on the Arts and Sciences,” was presented as Rousseau's
response to an academic challenge from the Academy of Dijon, which sought to explore whether the arts

and sciences had contributed to the moral improvement of mankind.

Thesis and Arguments

In this discourse, Rousseau argues that the advancement of the arts and sciences has not led to the moral
betterment of humanity. Instead, he claims that civilization has corrupted human beings, distancing them

from their natural state. Key points of his argument include:

1. Corruption of Morality: Rousseau posits that as societies become more complex and technologically
advanced, they also become morally degraded. The pursuit of knowledge and artistic expression, rather
than elevating humanity, often leads to vanity, competition, and inequality.

2. Natural State vs. Civil State: He contrasts the pure, innocent state of humanity in nature with the
corrupted state of man in civilization. In nature, humans were free, equal, and lived harmoniously. In
contrast, civilized society breeds inequality and competition.

3. Critique of Enlightenment Ideals: Rousseau critiques prominent Enlightenment figures, arguing that
their emphasis on reason and progress overlooks the fundamental needs of humanity for connection and
morality. He asserts that true wisdom lies not in knowledge or enlightenment but in understanding and

returning to our natural instincts.

Impact and Reception

The First Discourse was met with both acclaim and criticism. Many praised Rousseau for his bold stance
against the prevailing admiration for the arts and sciences, while others accused him of being a backward
thinker. Despite the mixed reception, the discourse established Rousseau as a critical voice in

Enlightenment debates and laid the groundwork for his later works.

The Second Discourse: "Discourse on the Origin and Basis of
Inequality Among Men" (1755)

The Second Discourse, formally titled "Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality Among Men,"
further develops Rousseau's ideas about inequality and its societal implications. This work is often

considered one of his most significant contributions to political philosophy.



Thesis and Arguments

In the Second Discourse, Rousseau distinguishes between two forms of inequality: natural (or physical)

inequality and moral or political inequality.

Types of Inequality

1. Natural Inequality: This includes differences in age, health, bodily strength, and qualities of the mind or
soul. Rousseau argues that natural inequality is established by nature and is generally accepted.

2. Moral or Political Inequality: This form of inequality is dependent on conventions and social contracts,
where certain individuals or groups gain privileges over others through laws, institutions, and societal
structures. Rousseau believes that this type of inequality is not justifiable and is a source of societal

corruption.

Historical Development of Inequality

Rousseau analyzes the historical development of human societies and how the emergence of private

property led to moral and political inequality. Key points in this analysis include:

1. The Role of Private Property: Rousseau argues that the establishment of property marked the beginning
of social inequality. As individuals began to claim land and resources, they created divisions within society,
leading to competition and conflict.

2. Formation of Societal Structures: With the rise of property ownership, societies began to develop
governing structures to protect these properties, resulting in a loss of freedom for the common person. The
social contract, which should ideally promote equality, instead enshrined and legitimized inequality.

3. The Social Contract: Rousseau famously states that the social contract is an agreement among individuals
to form a collective body politic that aims to protect the common good. However, he emphasizes that this

contract must ensure equality and freedom for all, rather than serve the interests of a privileged few.

Philosophical Implications

Rousseau's exploration of inequality raises profound philosophical questions about justice, freedom, and the

nature of human existence. Some of the key implications include:

- The necessity of a just society that prioritizes equality and the common good.

- The critique of the counterproductive nature of wealth and power, emphasizing that true fulfillment
comes from community and mutual support.

- The idea that a return to a more egalitarian and less materialistic society could lead to personal and

collective fulfillment.



Rousseau’s Legacy

Both the First and Second Discourses have had a lasting impact on philosophical thought, particularly in the
realms of political theory and ethics. Rousseau's ideas continue to provoke discussion and debate, influencing
later thinkers such as Karl Marx, John Stuart Mill, and even contemporary discussions about social justice

and equality.

Contemporary Relevance

The themes explored by Rousseau remain relevant today as societies grapple with issues of inequality,
human rights, and the role of government. His critiques of materialism and the moral implications of

progress resonate in modern debates about capitalism, technology, and environmental sustainability.

- Social Justice Movements: Modern movements advocating for equality and justice echo Rousseau's call for
a society that prioritizes the common good over individual wealth.

- Environmental Ethics: Rousseau's emphasis on the relationship between humans and nature highlights
the importance of sustainability and ethical consideration of our impact on the planet.

- Political Philosophy: His thoughts on the social contract continue to inform contemporary political

discourse, particularly in discussions around democracy, representation, and citizen engagement.

Conclusion

In summary, the first and second discourses by Jean-Jacques Rousseau provide a profound critique of
civilization and its effects on human nature and society. Through his exploration of the arts and sciences, as
well as the origins of inequality, Rousseau invites us to reconsider the values that underpin our social
structures. His legacy endures, challenging us to seek a more just and equitable society that honors the
fundamental dignity of all individuals. As we navigate the complexities of modern life, Rousseau's insights

serve as a timeless reminder of the importance of addressing the moral dimensions of our existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Rousseau's First Discourse?

The main theme of Rousseau's First Discourse is the critique of the arts and sciences, arguing that they

corrupt moral values and lead to the decline of civic virtue.



How does Rousseau define 'natural man' in his Second Discourse?

In the Second Discourse, Rousseau defines 'natural man' as an individual who is pure and uncorrupted by

society, living in harmony with nature and free from the inequalities that arise in civilized society.

What does Rousseau argue about the development of inequality in the
Second Discourse?

Rousseau argues that inequality is a product of social development and property ownership, which creates

divisions among people and corrupts their natural state of equality.

What role do the arts and sciences play according to Rousseau's critiques?

Rousseau critiques the arts and sciences for fostering vanity, jealousy, and moral decay, suggesting they

distract individuals from genuine ethical living and true happiness.

How does Rousseau's view of human nature differ from that of Hobbes?

Rousseau believes that humans are inherently good and become corrupted by society, whereas Hobbes

views humans as naturally selfish and brutish, requiring strong governance to maintain order.

What is Rousseau's perspective on the social contract in relation to his
discourses?

In his discourses, Rousseau lays the groundwork for his later ideas on the social contract, suggesting that
legitimate political authority must be derived from the general will of the people, promoting equality and

freedom.

‘What does Rousseau suggest as a remedy for the corruption of morals?

Rousseau suggests a return to simpler, more communal forms of living and emphasizes the importance of

education that fosters moral values over the pursuit of wealth and status.

How did Rousseau's discourses influence modern political thought?

Rousseau's discourses influenced modern political thought by shaping ideas about democracy, the role of the

individual in society, and the importance of social equality and justice.

‘What critique does Rousseau make about modern civilization in the
Second Discourse?

Rousseau critiques modern civilization for creating artificial needs, promoting competition, and leading to

moral decay, which distances individuals from their natural state of contentment.



How does Rousseau's First Discourse connect to Enlightenment thinking?

While Rousseau engages with Enlightenment thinking, his First Discourse critiques the overemphasis on

reason and progress by suggesting that such pursuits can lead to moral and social degradation.
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