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Rousseau A Discourse On
Inequality

Introduction: The Provocative Glimmer of
Rousseau's Second Discourse

In the pantheon of Western political philosophy, few works have landed
with such seismic force as Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Rousseau A Discourse
On Inequality,  often referred to as the "Second Discourse." Written in
1754 for an essay competition held by the Academy of Dijon, this text did
not merely win an argument—it tore apart the comfortable assumptions of
the Enlightenment. While his contemporaries celebrated progress, science,
and the refinement of manners, Rousseau posed a devastating question: Are
we actually better off  as civilized beings,  or has society itself  made us
miserable, unequal, and morally corrupt?

To understand why this work remains a cornerstone of modern political
thought, we must peel back its layers. Rousseau did not simply describe
inequality; he diagnosed it as a historical disease, a fall from grace that was
neither  inevitable  nor  irreversible.  This  article  offers  a  comprehensive
exploration of the Rousseau A Discourse On Inequality, unpacking its
arguments, its philosophical debts, its revolutionary core, and its enduring
relevance in a world still fractured by wealth and power.

Historical and Intellectual Context: The
Enlightenment's Dark Mirror

The Academy of Dijon Competition

The year was 1753. The Academy of Dijon posed a question that seems
almost quaint today: "What is the origin of inequality among men, and is it
authorized by natural law?" For Rousseau, a Genevan-born philosopher who
had already made waves with his First Discourse on the arts and sciences,
this was the perfect provocation. The intellectual climate of the time was
dominated by thinkers  like  Voltaire,  Diderot,  and the philosophes,  who
believed that reason, commerce, and culture were the engines of human
progress. Rousseau, however, smelled a paradox. If society was so great,
why did it produce so much misery?



The State of Nature Tradition

Rousseau was building on a tradition that stretched back to Thomas Hobbes
and John Locke. Hobbes had famously described the state of nature as a
"war of all against all," where life was solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and
short. Locke had offered a gentler vision, arguing that natural man was
rational  and  property-holding.  Rousseau  rejected  both.  He  argued  that
these earlier thinkers had projected civilized vices onto primitive humans.
The  true  state  of  nature,  Rousseau  insisted,  was  a  peaceful,  solitary
existence where human beings were healthy, free, and largely equal. The
Rousseau A Discourse On Inequality is thus a thought experiment—a
way of stripping away the accretions of history to see what we truly are.

The Architecture of the Discourse: From
Nature to Corruption

Rousseau  structures  his  argument  in  two  distinct  parts,  each  building
logically on the last. Understanding this structure is essential to grasping
the power of the Rousseau A Discourse On Inequality.

Part One: The Natural Man and the State of Nature

In the first part, Rousseau paints a vivid picture of "natural man." This is
not a noble savage in the romantic sense—Rousseau was too subtle for
that—but a creature of instinct, driven by two fundamental principles: self-
preservation (amour de soi) and pity (pitié). Natural man is strong, solitary,
and content. He has no language, no property, no family bonds beyond the
fleeting,  and no  concept  of  pride  or  shame.  Inequality  in  this  state  is
minimal—purely physical  differences in strength or speed that carry no
social weight. Rousseau emphasizes that the vices we associate with human
nature—greed, vanity, envy—are not original. They are products of society.

This section is a direct challenge to Hobbes. Rousseau argues that natural
man has no reason to wage war because he has nothing to fight over. His
desires are simple, his needs easily met. The Rousseau A Discourse On
Inequality thus reframes the entire conversation about human nature. We
are not born bad; we are made bad by circumstances.

Part Two: The Origin of Inequality

The second part is the dramatic heart of the discourse. Rousseau traces the
slow, tragic process by which humanity left the state of nature. It began
with simple innovations: the use of tools, the building of huts, the formation
of small families. These early societies were still relatively equal and happy.
However, the great catastrophe came with the invention of property. In
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one of the most famous passages in political philosophy, Rousseau declares:
"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."

From property flowed everything else: the division of labor, the need for
laws to protect ownership,  the creation of  government,  and the rise of
systematic  inequality.  As  society  grew  more  complex,  so  did  human
psychology. Rousseau introduces the crucial concept of amour-propre—a
kind of self-love that depends on the approval of others. Unlike amour de
soi,  which  is  natural  and  healthy,  amour-propre  is  the  source  of  all
competition, vanity, and resentment. We no longer ask, "What am I?" but
"What do others think of me?" This transformation is, for Rousseau, the
origin of our deepest unhappiness.

Key Concepts That Define the Discourse

To  fully  appreciate  the  Rousseau  A  Discourse  On  Inequality,  it  is
necessary to examine its core ideas in greater detail. These concepts have
shaped not only philosophy but also anthropology, sociology, and political
theory for over two centuries.

Amour de Soi vs. Amour-Propre

This distinction is arguably Rousseau's most original contribution. Amour
de soi is a pre-social, instinctive care for one's own survival and well-being.
It  is  natural,  moderate,  and  does  not  require  comparison  with  others.
Amour-propre, by contrast, is a social emotion. It depends entirely on how
we are seen by others. It is the engine of ambition, competition, and endless
dissatisfaction. Rousseau argues that amour-propre is not inherently evil,
but  in  the  conditions  of  modern  society,  it  becomes  pathological.  We
become slaves to public opinion, forever chasing a status that can never
satisfy. The Rousseau A Discourse On Inequality  thus functions as a
diagnosis of the psychological costs of civilization.

The Noble Savage Myth

It is important to clarify a common misinterpretation. Rousseau never used
the phrase "noble savage," and his argument is more nuanced than a simple
glorification of primitive life. He does not advocate that we return to the
state  of  nature—that  would  be  impossible  and,  he  admits,  undesirable.
Instead, he uses the state of nature as a critical tool, a way of measuring
how far we have fallen. The natural man of the discourse is not morally
virtuous in a Christian sense; he is simply innocent, lacking the capacity for
vice because he lacks the social framework that produces it. The Rousseau
A Discourse On Inequality is therefore a critique of progress, not a call to



primitivism.

The Social Contract as a Fraud

Rousseau's later work, The Social Contract, is often read as a solution to
the problems diagnosed in the discourse. But in the discourse itself, the
first social contract is presented as a trick. The rich, perceiving the dangers
of a state of war that their own property had created, convinced the poor to
create laws and governments that would protect everyone. In reality, this
"contract" merely cemented the power of the wealthy. It turned de facto
inequality  into  de  jure  inequality.  This  is  a  radical,  class-conscious
argument that anticipates Marx by nearly a century.

The Influence and Legacy of the Discourse

On the French Revolution

Rousseau's ideas were a direct inspiration for many revolutionaries. The
language  of  the  discourse—the  critique  of  privilege,  the  emphasis  on
natural  rights,  the  suspicion  of  luxury  and  corruption—echoed  in  the
speeches of Robespierre and Saint-Just. While the revolution ultimately took
a different path, the Rousseau A Discourse On Inequality provided a
moral and philosophical foundation for the demand for equality.

On Modern Political Philosophy

Every subsequent thinker concerned with inequality has had to grapple
with Rousseau. Karl Marx borrowed the idea that history is a story of class
struggle and that private property is the root of exploitation. John Rawls, in
his A Theory of Justice, addressed the problem of justifying inequality in a
way that echoes Rousseau's concern for fairness. The discourse also laid the
groundwork for modern anthropology, influencing thinkers who study the
transition from hunter-gatherer societies to agricultural civilizations.

On Environmental and Anti-Consumerist Thought

In the 21st century, the Rousseau A Discourse On Inequality has found
new  relevance.  Environmentalists  read  it  as  an  early  critique  of  the
destructive consequences of progress and consumerism. Anti-consumerist
movements resonate with Rousseau's diagnosis of artificial needs and the
endless cycle of desire and dissatisfaction. The discourse speaks directly to
our age of social media, where amour-propre has been weaponized on a
global scale.
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Critical Reception and Counterarguments

No great work is without its critics, and the Rousseau A Discourse On
Inequality  has faced substantial  challenges.  Voltaire,  upon reading the
discourse, famously wrote to Rousseau: "Reading your book makes one long
to  go  on  all  fours."  He  accused  Rousseau  of  abandoning  reason  and
progress for a sentimental fantasy.

Other  critics  have  pointed  out  that  Rousseau's  "state  of  nature"  is  a
historical fiction. There is no evidence that humans ever lived as completely
solitary beings.  Contemporary anthropology suggests that  early  humans
lived  in  social  groups  with  complex  hierarchies.  Rousseau's  argument,
however, rests not on empirical accuracy but on a philosophical purpose.
He is not writing history; he is writing a moral allegory about the dangers of
civilization.

Some have also argued that Rousseau's solution in The Social Contract—the
general will—is itself dangerous, potentially justifying totalitarian control.
But this is a reading that often misses the nuance of his thought. Rousseau
was acutely  aware of  the  dangers  of  power and argued for  a  form of
participatory democracy that respects individual freedom.

Why Read Rousseau A Discourse On
Inequality Today?

There are many reasons to turn to this text in the present moment. First, it
offers a powerful critique of the idea that wealth equals happiness. In an
age of skyrocketing inequality, where the richest 1% own more than the
poorest  50%,  Rousseau's  indictment  of  property  and  privilege  feels
startlingly  immediate.

Second,  the  discourse  provides  a  psychological  vocabulary  for
understanding modern alienation. The concept of amour-propre  explains
why social  media,  despite its  promise of  connection,  so often produces
anxiety and depression. We are caught in a relentless comparison game
that Rousseau saw coming centuries ago.

Third, the text is a meditation on freedom. For Rousseau, true freedom is
not the ability to do whatever we want but the ability to follow laws we give
ourselves, free from dependence on others. The Rousseau A Discourse
On Inequality  thus challenges us to think about what a genuinely free
society would look like.



Conclusion: The Enduring Power of a
Provocative Idea

Returning to the original question of the Academy of Dijon, Rousseau's
answer was devastating: inequality is not natural; it is a historical artifact,
born from property and perfected by power. The Rousseau A Discourse
On Inequality does not offer a simple solution or a utopian blueprint. It
offers something more valuable—a clarifying lens through which to see the
world as it is and a haunting vision of what we might become.

The discourse remains a masterpiece of philosophical anthropology, a work
of profound moral insight, and a call to think critically about the stories we
tell ourselves about progress. In a world still struggling with the legacy of
inequality, Rousseau's voice is as urgent as ever. To read the Rousseau A
Discourse On Inequality is to engage with the very foundations of our
social existence.


