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Understanding Rousseau's Enduring Masterpiece: The
Discourse on Inequality

In the annals of political philosophy, few works have sparked as much debate, admiration, and
controversy as Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality
Among Men. Published in 1755 as a response to an essay competition posed by the Academy of Dijon,
this profound text asks a question that remains as urgent today as it was in the eighteenth century:
What is the true source of inequality among human beings? Rousseau's answer was radical, unsettling,
and deeply transformative. He argued that most inequality—particularly social, political, and economic
inequality—is not natural. It is not part of the human condition. Rather, it is a historical product, an
accident of civilization that has corrupted the natural goodness of humanity. This article will take you
deep into the core arguments of Rousseau's masterpiece, exploring its historical context, its
philosophical innovations, and its enduring relevance for modern debates about justice, freedom, and
the meaning of human flourishing.

Historical Context: The Academy of Dijon and a Revolutionary Question

To fully appreciate the Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality Among Men, it is
essential to understand the intellectual climate in which it was written. The Enlightenment was in full
swing. Thinkers like Voltaire, Diderot, and Montesquieu were championing reason, progress, and the
power of human knowledge. Science was advancing. Commerce was expanding. The promise of
civilization seemed limitless. Yet Rousseau, a citizen of Geneva, was deeply skeptical. When the
Academy of Dijon posed the question, "What is the origin of inequality among men, and is it authorized
by natural law?" Rousseau saw an opportunity to challenge the very foundations of Enlightenment
optimism.

His first major work, the Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts, had already won the Academy's prize
by arguing that the progress of arts and sciences had corrupted human morality. With his second
discourse, Rousseau went even further. He argued that civilization, far from being a blessing, was the
source of our deepest miseries. The Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality
Among Men is therefore a kind of origin story—a speculative history that tries to strip away the layers
of social convention to reveal who we truly are beneath the veneer of society.

Part One: The State of Nature and the Myth of Natural
Inequality

Rousseau begins his inquiry by distinguishing between two kinds of inequality. The first is natural or
physical inequality, which includes differences in age, health, bodily strength, and qualities of mind. The
second is moral or political inequality, which consists of the privileges that some men enjoy at the
expense of others—such as being richer, more honored, or more powerful. The central question of the

Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality Among Men is whether moral inequality
can be justified by natural law. Rousseau's answer is a resounding no.

The Noble Savage: A Thought Experiment

To understand what is natural, Rousseau asks us to imagine a human being in a pure state of
nature—before society, before language, before property, before government. This "noble savage" is not
a historical reality, but a heuristic device. Rousseau is clear that the state of nature is a hypothetical
construct, a way of peeling back the accretions of civilization to see the core of human nature. In this
state, humans are solitary, peaceful, and self-sufficient. They are driven by two primary impulses: self-
preservation and pity. Self-preservation leads them to seek food, shelter, and safety. Pity leads them
to feel a natural repulsion at the suffering of other sentient beings.

Importantly, Rousseau argues that natural humans are not inherently violent. The famous war of "“all
against all" described by Thomas Hobbes, Rousseau contends, is not a feature of the state of nature but
a product of early society. In the true state of nature, humans are too dispersed and independent to
engage in sustained conflict. They have no concept of property, no sense of pride or vanity, and no
desire to dominate others. Inequality in this state is minimal—limited to natural differences in strength or
agility that have little long-term consequence.

The Role of Perfectibility

One of the most striking concepts in the Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality
Among Men is Rousseau's idea of perfectibility. Unlike animals, which are governed by instinct,
humans have the capacity to learn, to adapt, and to change. This capacity is not a blessing but a double-
edged sword. Perfectibility allows humans to develop language, reason, and culture. But it also allows
them to develop vices, to compare themselves with others, and to desire things beyond their immediate
needs. Perfectibility, Rousseau argues, is the engine that drives human progress—and also the source of
human misery.

Rousseau is not a primitivist who wants to return to the state of nature. He recognizes that perfectibility
is irreversible. Once humans begin to develop tools, language, and social bonds, there is no going back.
The challenge is to understand how this development leads to inequality and to ask whether it can be
managed in a way that preserves human freedom.

Part Two: The Birth of Society and the Origins of Moral
Inequality

The second part of the Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality Among Men
traces the historical process by which natural humans become social beings. Rousseau describes a
series of stages that are speculative but deeply insightful. The first stage involves the formation of small,
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temporary groups for hunting or gathering. These groups are still relatively egalitarian. The second
stage, however, is decisive: the invention of property.

The Fatal Moment: Property and the Origin of Inequality

Rousseau's most famous passage in the entire discourse comes when he describes the invention of
property. He writes, "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." This
moment, Rousseau argues, is the origin of all moral inequality. Property creates the distinction between
rich and poor. It introduces competition, jealousy, and conflict. Those with property want to protect it.
Those without property want to take it. The peace of the state of nature gives way to the violence of
incipient society.

But the story does not end there. The rich, fearing for their possessions, propose a social contract. They
convince the poor to accept the establishment of laws and governments, promising that these
institutions will protect everyone's rights. In reality, Rousseau argues, this first social contract is a trick.
It is designed to protect the property of the wealthy and to institutionalize inequality. The poor, in their
naivety, accept a system that chains them more firmly than ever before. This is the origin of
government, law, and political authority—not as a solution to inequality, but as its consolidation.

Amour-Propre: The Social Psychology of Inequality

Central to Rousseau's analysis in the Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality
Among Men is the concept of amour-propre—a kind of self-love that depends on the opinion of others.
In the state of nature, humans have what Rousseau calls amour de soi, a natural and healthy self-love
based on self-preservation. Amour-propre, by contrast, is a social emotion. It is the desire to be
recognized, to be admired, to be superior to others. Amour-propre is the source of vanity, pride, envy,
and resentment. It is what makes us care about our status relative to others.

Rousseau's insight is that amour-propre is not natural. It emerges only in society, when humans begin to
compare themselves with others. Once amour-propre is awakened, it becomes insatiable. We want to be
better than everyone else. We want to be seen as superior. This endless competition for recognition is a
primary driver of inequality and unhappiness. The rich want to become richer, not because they need
more, but because they need to feel superior. The poor resent the rich, but they also want what the rich
have. The cycle of envy and competition becomes self-perpetuating.

Key Themes and Philosophical Innovations

The Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality Among Men is remarkable for its
thematic richness and its philosophical depth. Several key themes stand out.

Natural Goodness vs. Social Corruption

Perhaps the most famous theme of Rousseau's philosophy is the idea that humans are naturally good
and society is what corrupts them. This is not a claim that humans are morally perfect in the state of
nature. Rather, it is a claim that the vices we associate with human nature—greed, pride, cruelty,
domination—are not innate. They are products of social institutions that distort our natural impulses.
This theme runs throughout the Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality Among
Men and is foundational to Rousseau's later works, including Emile and The Social Contract.

Critique of Traditional Social Contract Theory

Rousseau was not the first to propose a social contract theory. Hobbes and Locke had done so before
him. But Rousseau's version is unique in its skepticism. He argues that the social contract, as it is usually
understood, is not a solution to inequality but a codification of it. The rich use the contract to legitimize
their power. The poor accept it out of fear or naivety. True justice, Rousseau suggests, would require a
different kind of contract—one that preserves freedom and equality rather than sacrificing them. This
idea would be developed more fully in The Social Contract, where Rousseau proposes a form of direct
democracy based on the "general will."

Perfectibility as Both Progress and Tragedy

Rousseau's concept of perfectibility is deeply ambivalent. On one hand, it is the capacity that allows
humans to develop language, reason, morality, and culture. These are real achievements. On the other
hand, perfectibility also enables the development of inequality, oppression, and psychological suffering.
The Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality Among Men presents human history
as a kind of tragedy—a fall from a state of simple, innocent freedom into a state of complex, unhappy
dependence. But it is not a fall from grace in the religious sense. It is a fall driven by human choices and
historical contingencies. This means that different choices might have been possible, and different
futures might still be achievable.

Modern Relevance: Why the Discourse Still Matters

It would be easy to dismiss the Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality Among
Men as a historical curiosity—an eighteenth-century thought experiment with little relevance to modern
life. But that would be a mistake. Rousseau's insights are more relevant today than ever.

Economic Inequality and the Spirit of Amour-Propre

In an age of staggering economic inequality, Rousseau's analysis of the psychology of inequality feels
remarkably contemporary. The gap between the richest and the poorest is growing. The super-rich
accumulate wealth not only for material reasons but for status and recognition. Social media has
amplified amour-propre to an unprecedented degree. We compare our lives constantly with the curated
lives of others. The result is widespread anxiety, depression, and a sense of inadequacy. Rousseau would
have recognized this condition immediately. He would have seen it as a natural consequence of a society
organized around competition, status, and the endless pursuit of recognition.

Environmental Reflection and the Critique of Progress

Rousseau's skepticism about progress also resonates with contemporary environmental concerns. The
same civilization that has brought unprecedented material wealth has also brought climate change,
biodiversity loss, and resource depletion. Rousseau's critique of civilization—his suggestion that we have
traded genuine freedom for false luxuries—invites us to question whether our so-called progress is truly
making us happier or healthier. The Discourse On The Origin And Foundations Of Inequality
Among Men does not provide easy answers, but it does provide a framework for asking difficult
questions about what we really value and what we are willing to sacrifice.
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