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Discourse On The Origin Of Inequality
Rousseau

Introduction: Unpacking a
Philosophical Masterpiece

Jean-Jacques  Rousseau’s  Discourse  On
The  Origin  Of  Inequality  Rousseau
remains one of the most provocative and
foundational  texts  in  Western  political
philosophy. Published in 1755 as part of a
competition  essay  for  the  Academy  of
Dijon, this work did not simply answer the
question, “What is the origin of inequality
among  men?”—i t  shat te red  the
assumptions  of  the Enlightenment  itself.
Rousseau challenged the very notion that
civi l ization  was  synonymous  with
progress,  arguing  instead  that  the
development  of  society  had  corrupted
human  beings  and  institutionalized
inequality.  For  anyone  seeking  to
understand modern debates about social
justice, human nature, and the legitimacy
of  political  authority,  engaging  with
Rousseau’s Discourse On The Origin Of
Inequality Rousseau is not just helpful;
it is essential.

In  this  article,  we  will  walk  through
Rousseau’s  argument  step  by  step.  We
will explore his conception of the state of
nature, his distinction between natural and
moral  inequality,  the famous account  of
the  invention  of  property,  and  the
relevance of his ideas today. Whether you
are  a  student  of  philosophy,  a  curious
reader, or someone interested in the roots
of  contemporary  political  thought,  this
guide will  help you grasp the depth and
nuance of Rousseau’s masterpiece.

The Context: Rousseau and
the Enlightenment

To fully appreciate the Discourse On The
Origin  Of  Inequality  Rousseau,  it  is
vital to understand the intellectual climate
in which it was written. The 18th century
was a time of  immense optimism about
reason,  science,  and  human  progress.
Thinkers like Voltaire, Diderot, and Hume
argued  that  the  growth  of  knowledge,
commerce,  and  refined  manners  would
lead  to  a  better,  more  peaceful  world.
Rousseau,  however,  was  the  great
iconoclast  of  the  Enlightenment.  He
looked  at  polished  Parisian  society  and
saw  not  progress,  but  a  mask  hiding
corruption, vanity, and servitude.

The Academy of Dijon had asked: “What is
the origin of inequality among men, and is
it authorized by natural law?” Rousseau’s
answer was radical.  He argued that  the
i n e q u a l i t y  w e  o b s e r v e  i n
society—differences in wealth, power, and
status—is not natural.  It  is  a product of
historical  development,  specifically  the
invention of property, the establishment of
laws,  and the rise  of  organized political
society. In the state of nature, Rousseau
claimed,  human  beings  were  solitary,
healthy, and free. It was civilization that
made them miserable and unequal.

The State of Nature: A



Thought Experiment

Rousseau begins his Discourse On The
Origin Of Inequality Rousseau  with a
famous disclaimer: his state of nature is
not a historical fact, but a hypothesis. He
invites  us  to  strip  away everything that
society has added to human beings and to
imagine  what  we  would  be  like  in  our
original condition. This is not, he insists,
the same as the “state of war” described
by  Thomas  Hobbes.  Hobbes  had
imagined natural humans as brutish,
competitive, and aggressive. Rousseau
completely disagreed.

Noble Savage or Misunderstood
Human?

Rousseau’s “natural man” is often referred
to  as  the  “noble  savage,”  though
Rousseau himself  never used that exact
phrase. What he actually described was a
being  who  was  physically  strong,  self-
sufficient,  and  driven  by  only  two
fundamental  instincts:  self-preservation
(amour  de  soi)  and  compassion  (pitié).
Natural  humans  were  not  aggressive
because they had no reason to be. They
lived scattered lives in the forest, meeting
others  only  rarely,  driven  by  immediate
needs like hunger, thirst, and the desire
for rest.

According  to  the  Discourse  On  The
Origin Of Inequality Rousseau, natural
human  beings  possessed  a  key  quality
that  society  would  later  corrupt:
perfectibility. This is the capacity for self-
improvement  and  learning.  It  sounds
positive, but Rousseau saw it as a double-
edged  sword.  Perfectibility  allowed
humans to develop language, tools,  and
social bonds, but it also opened the door
to  vanity,  greed,  and  the  desire  to
dominate others.

Natural Inequality vs. Moral
Inequality

A central distinction in the Discourse On
The Origin Of Inequality Rousseau  is
between two kinds of inequality. Rousseau
writes with clarity about this division, and
it is essential for understanding his entire
argument.

Natural (or physical) inequality
refers to differences in age, health,
strength, and mental ability.
Rousseau accepts that these
differences exist in the state of
nature, but they have little social
consequence because natural
humans do not depend on each
other.
Moral (or political) inequality
refers to differences in power,
wealth, status, and privilege that are
established by convention and
human agreement. This kind of
inequality, Rousseau argues, is not
natural. It is an invention of society,
and it is almost always to the
detriment of the majority.

Rousseau’s  key  point  is  that  moral
inequality  becomes  significant  only  when
humans begin to compare themselves to
one  another  and  when  society  creates
institutions  that  reward  certain  people
while subjugating others. In the state of
nature, a stronger person might dominate
a weaker one temporarily, but there was
no  permanent  inequality  because  there
was no property, no inheritance, and no
formal power structures.

The Story of Human
Development: From Solitude
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to Society

The  Discourse  On  The  Origin  Of
Inequality Rousseau is, in large part, a
speculative history of humanity. Rousseau
traces a  series  of  stages through which
human beings passed, each one marking a
step away from the freedom of nature and
toward the chains of society.

First Stage: The Golden Age

In  the  earliest  state  of  nature,  humans
were  solitary  wanderers.  They  did  not
know  family  bonds,  social  duties,  or
language beyond simple  cries.  This  was
not  an  unhappy  state,  according  to
Rousseau. Humans were content because
their desires did not exceed their needs.
There was no jealousy, no greed, and no
ambition.

Second Stage: The Rise of the
Family and Community

Over time, humans discovered that living
in small groups was advantageous. They
built  huts,  formed  couples,  and  created
the  first  rudimentary  families.  This  was
“the happiest and most durable epoch” in
human history, according to Rousseau. It
was the first step toward society, but
it  was  not  yet  corrupt.  People  knew
each  other,  developed  simple  language,
and formed bonds of affection. This stage,
which  Rousseau  calls  the  “golden  age,”
was a balance between the independence
of nature and the benefits of cooperation.

Third Stage: The Invention of
Property

Everything changed with the invention of
property.  Rousseau’s  famous line  in  the
Discourse On The Origin Of Inequality
Rousseau  is  unforgettable:  “The  first
person who,  having enclosed a piece of

land, took it into his head to say this is
mine and found people simple enough to
believe him, was the true founder of civil
society.” With property came the need for
protection. The rich, who had accumulated
more, wanted to secure their possessions
against  the  poor.  They  convinced
everyone to form a political society with
laws  that  would  protect  everyone’s
property.  In reality,  this was a trick.
The rich used the creation of government
to legitimate their  power and to  ensure
that the poor remained poor.

Fourth Stage: Institutionalized
Inequality

Once  political  society  was  established,
inequa l i t y  became  fo rma l i zed .
Magistrates, law, and police power created
a system where differences in wealth and
status  were  enforced  by  the  state.
Rousseau  describes  how  this  led  to  a
world of constant competition, vanity, and
mistrust. People began to care more about
how they appeared to others than about
who they truly were. The original, natural
human  being—free,  compassionate,  and
self-sufficient—was  replaced  by  the
modern man, who is anxious, envious, and
enslaved by public opinion.

Key Concepts: Amour-Propre
and the Corruption of Society

One of the most important contributions of
the  Discourse  On  The  Origin  Of
Inequality Rousseau  is  the concept of
amour-propre. This is often translated as
“vanity”  or  “pride,”  but  it  is  more
accurately understood as a form of self-
love  that  is  entirely  dependent  on  the
opinion of others. In the state of nature,
humans  possessed  amour  de  soi—a
healthy, instinctual self-love focused
on survival. Amour-propre, in contrast, is



the  desire  to  be  seen  as  better  than
others.  It  is  the  source  of  competition,
status anxiety, and social hierarchy.

For Rousseau, the emergence of amour-
propre  is  the  great  tragedy  of  human
history.  Once humans begin to compare
themselves to one another, they enter a
race  that  has  no  finish  line.  Wealth,
power,  and  reputation  become  the
only  measures  of  worth.  Society
becomes  a  theater  where  everyone
performs for an audience, and authentic
human connection is lost.

The Paradox of Progress

Rousseau’s Discourse On The Origin Of
Inequality Rousseau presents a deeply
pessimistic view of history, but it is not a
call to return to the forest. Rousseau knew
that there was no going back.  What he
wanted was to expose the illusions of his
contemporaries.  The  Enlightenment
celebrated  the  arts,  sciences,  and
commerce  as  forces  that  refined  human
nature.  Rousseau  argued  that  they
actually corrupted it. He wrote that “our
minds have been corrupted in proportion
as the arts and sciences have improved.”

This  is  the paradox at  the heart  of  the
Discourse: human progress has made us
worse,  not  better.  We  have  gained
knowledge, but lost wisdom. We have built
magnificent  cities,  but  we  have  become
miserable in them. We have created laws
to ensure justice, but those laws are used
by the powerful to oppress the weak.

Modern Relevance: Why
Rousseau Still Matters

Reading the Discourse On The Origin
Of  Inequality  Rousseau  today,  it  is
striking how relevant his insights remain.

Consider the following parallels:

Economic inequality: Rousseau’s1.
critique of property as the origin of
social division speaks directly to
modern debates about wealth
concentration, inheritance, and the
legitimacy of private property. His
warning that the rich would use the
state to protect their interests
seems prophetic in an era of
lobbying and political influence by
powerful corporations.
Social media and amour-propre:2.
Rousseau’s analysis of amour-propre
perfectly describes the dynamics of
social media. People curate perfect
images of their lives, compare
themselves to others, and
experience anxiety and depression
as a result. The dependence on the
“opinion of others” has never been
more extreme.
Environmental thought: Some3.
scholars see Rousseau as a
precursor to modern
environmentalism. His critique of
civilization and his idealization of a
simpler, more natural life resonate
with those who argue that
technological progress has come at
the cost of ecological health and
human well-being.
Political legitimacy: The Discourse4.
challenges us to ask whether the
political systems we live under are
truly legitimate. If society is founded
on a trick by the rich, then what
obligations do we have to obey its
laws? This question influenced later
thinkers like Marx and remains
central to critical theory.

Criticism of Rousseau’s
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Argument

No philosophical work is without its critics,
and  the  Discourse On The Origin  Of
Inequal ity  Rousseau  has  been
challenged  on  multiple  fronts.  Some
historians and anthropologists argue that
Rousseau’s state of nature is a romantic
fantasy.  Evidence  from  prehistoric
societies suggests that early humans were
often more collaborative and less solitary
than  Rousseau  imagined,  but  also  that
they  experienced  forms  of  inequality
based  on  gender,  age,  and  group
dynamics.  Rousseau’s  account  of
human  origins  is  speculative,  not
empirical.

Other  critics  point  out  that  Rousseau’s
solution  is  vague.  If  society  is  corrupt,
what  should  we  do?  Rousseau  himself
seemed unsure.  In  later  works,  like The
Social Contract, he attempted to outline a

form of  political  organization  that  could
reconcile  freedom  with  authority,  but
some  argue  that  his  critique  in  the
Discourse  i s  so  thorough  that  i t
undermines  any  possible  solution.  If
civilization is inherently corrupt, then
any reform is just a rearrangement of
the same problem.

Despite  these  criticisms,  the  power  of
Rousseau’s work lies not in its historical
a c c u r a c y  b u t  i n  i t s  m o r a l  a n d
psychological  insight.  He  identified
dynamics  of  competition,  status,  and
alienation that are still recognizable today.

How to Approach Reading the
Discourse

If you are planning to read the Discourse
On The Origin Of Inequality Rousseau
for yourself, here are a few tips to get the
most out of


