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Rousseau’s Idea of Inequality
Theses: Although unequal traits existed in the original state of nature, inequality is socially constructed and therefore did not exist. Second, Rousseau perceives inequality as a beneficial occurrence except when it is not backed by merit.

Society creates inequality and each society determines whether that inequality will serve a positive or negative purpose. In Plato’s Republic, inequality was the foundation of an ideal society, providing structure and efficiency. Each member knew his or her place, and each was placed according to their best traits as they would most benefit the community as a whole. In most societies, however, inequality is perceived as a negative phenomenon, replicating injustice and corruption. To understand the idea of inequality, one must first understand the surroundings in which inequality takes place. Rousseau discusses this idea in his Second Discourse: Discourse on the Origin and the Foundations of Inequality among Men. He explains that there are two types of inequality: Natural inequality and moral or political inequality (p.131). Natural inequality is associated with the physicality of the human species, regarding height, weight, strength, and talent, all of which reflect the physical evolution of mankind and its adaptation to the surrounding environment (Note 10). Moral or political inequality is the byproduct of the moral and political lifestyle acquired by any given society; it is established by knowledge, observation, and jealousy; and it has the capacity to take on a distinctly positive or negative role determined by the political structure and laws adopted by the community. Although nature has created unequal traits among men, Rousseau’s understanding of the original state of nature does not recognize these unequal traits as “inequality” in its absolute sense; in order for there to be inequality, there must be interaction between humans, along with the ability to compare, which is absent in the state of nature. Society was caused by the development of the mind, and inequality was institutionalized by society.
Inequality in the state of nature

Rousseau writes, “inequality, being almost nonexistent in the state of nature, owes its force and growth to the development of our faculties and the progress of human mind, and finally becomes stable and legitimate by the establishment of property and laws” (p. 188). How is it possible that there exist a “natural inequality” while inequality itself is “almost nonexistent in the state of nature?” In the original state of nature, Rousseau describes man as essentially self indulged “without speech… without tie, without any need of others of his kind… perhaps without ever recognizing any one of them individually,” (p.157) and in no position to make comparisons (p.155).  Without the ability, or at least the desire, to recognize or to compare others’ qualities to his own, natural man can not sense inequality. In order for inequality to be an issue, man must associate ‘unequal’ with being worse off or in some way lacking what one wants or needs. Man in the state of nature wanted and needed no more than his self-preservation.
Rousseau shows that natural or physical inequality was present in the state of nature by age, height, weight, hair color, and skin color for example, but because of natural mans lack of knowledge to recognize these differences, they were of no concern to him. It was not until some “foreign force” brought man into consistent contact with one another that he formed a language and dependence, along with jealousy and comparison. But with the evolution of the Mind, man removed himself from the state of nature, as understood by Rousseau. Man became civilized through interaction; it was the sociability of man that made him notice inequalities and develop passions against his fellows. As Rousseau explains, “The one who sang or danced best; the handsomest, the strongest, the most skillful, or the most eloquent came to be the most highly regarded, and this was the first step toward inequality and vice” (p.166). Thomas Hobbes, one philosopher whom Rousseau studied, described inequality of man in a similar way: “that howsoever they may acknowledge many others to be more witty, or more eloquent, or more learned, they will hardly believe there be many so wise as themselves,” but as soon as “any two men desire the same thing,” be it material possession or inherent quality, “which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become enemies” (Hobbes, xiii: 2). In this context, inequality is perceived as a negative phenomenon. Only in cases similar to the Republic of Plato can inequality have a positive effect on society, but to achieve positive inequality requires forming a society with the prior knowledge that inequality, particularly economic and political inequality must be encouraged; such is the most unnatural condition of mankind to that of nature.
Formation of inequality in society


Although Rousseau does not specifically propose a society designed as in the Republic of Plato, he does support inequality in his ideal city. In the Epistle Dedicatory to his Second Discourse, Rousseau favors a society with “everyone being equal to his task” (p.114). He does not say that everyone is equal to one another, but that they are equal to their tasks, meaning that all magistrates are equal to one another, all academics are equal, all butchers are equal, as well as all housewives to one another.  He however does not expect the rulers and the butchers to be in any way equal; that is to say, their way of life and rewards from merits will differ within society. Similarly, although Rousseau favors a democracy, he does not wish “that everyone have the power to propose new Laws” (p.116). Thus, where the former was the support of economic inequality, the latter is an example of political inequality. He recognizes that people are different because of their interests (p.115) and therefore the inequality of interests will undoubtedly bring about the inequality of social stature. 


A third inequality favorable to Rousseau concerns education. Perhaps this idea of inequality is most essential in interpreting Rousseau; education is the source of societal division:  “education not only introduces differences between Minds that are cultivated and those that are not, but it also increases the differences that obtain between cultivated Minds in proportion to their culture” (p. 157). Because not all people can achieve the same education, due to varying interests and talents, it widens the gap between those who can and those who cannot. Recall that inequality “owes its force and growth to the development of our faculties and the progress of human mind” (emphasis added, p.188). Although discovery is a huge step in the development of the human mind, the re-teaching of material, the very process of education, allows for progress at a more rapid rate than nature would otherwise have allowed. 

Once again, Rousseau does not approach this idea of inequality adamantly. In the Preface to Narcissus, regarding the arts and sciences, Rousseau writes, “I acknowledge that there are a few sublime geniuses capable of piercing the veils in which truth wraps itself…The small number who have the good fortune of combining these qualities are the beacon and the honor of mankind; only they may properly engage in studying for the good of all” (p.102). Similarly in the First Discourse, Rousseau claims, “If few men are to be allowed to devote themselves to the study of the Sciences and the Arts, it must be only those who feel they have the strength to go forth alone in their footsteps… It belongs to this small number to raise monuments to the glory of the human mind” (p.27). Inequality starts in society with the ability to judge and compare; education is the catalyst of societal trends and the spread of morals; so if inequality is permissible in education then it must be permissible, within the community. A note that must be outlined in understanding Rousseau’s idea of inequality is that although he is not against inequality he is against the misuse of.
 Conclusion
Rousseau has no problem with people being good at one trade and limiting themselves to that trade and that only those who are geniuses study a specific subject, which celebrates the fact that some people are better in some areas than others. He therefore is not against inequality, so long as it benefits society, just as in Plato’s Republic. The inequality that he does not tolerate is the type that allows the least qualified to succeed while the more deserving are placed in positions restricting their potential. Rousseau discusses two sorts of equality: one “in allocating the same advantages to all Citizens indifferently, and the other in distributing them according to each one’s merit” (p.222). How is it possible that allocation based on unequal merits is defined as a “sort of equality?” Who determines these merits, and what makes one merit more deserving than another? Equality based on merit allows for exactly what Rousseau proposes: “every man being equal to his task” and therefore every merit is also equal to the task. The benefit received will equal the effort put in. But this does not answer who determines which merit deserves more benefit. Recall that inequality “becomes stable and legitimate by the establishment of property and laws” (emphasis added, p.188), both of which are a phenomenon of society. The people, once united by society, deliberate among themselves which unequal traits are “highly regarded” and the merits that are “real services” to the community as a whole (p.222). Based on these deliberations, property is allocated and laws are established to protect the essential inequalities, (p.173) or equalities by merit. Unfortunately, while these laws protect the inequalities that allow society to function, they also allow for the extreme inequalities that should not be tolerated. Rousseau explains:
The extreme inequality in ways of life, excess of idleness among some, the excess or work among others… the excessively exotic dishes of the rich… the bad food of the poor, which most of the time they do not have… the immoderate transports of all the Passions, the fatigues and exhaustion of the Mind, the innumerable sorrows and pains that are experienced in every station of life and that constantly gnaw away at men’s souls; Such are the fatal proofs that most of our ills are of our own making… (p137).

Once inequality in politics and economics is no longer based upon merit, and once inequality in education is no longer based upon genius, the idea of inequality adopts a negative impact, and the corruption spreads. It is at this point that mankind would have to step back, as did Plato, and re-educate the citizens by training them to embrace their unequal positions. Retrospectively, this re-education cannot take place in reality; mankind cannot go backwards. While man’s inherently unequal traits did exist in the state of nature, it was society that cultivated them to form the idea of inequality. It is therefore important that society determine in which way inequality is cultivated before it becomes fully developed. Rousseau favors cultivation by merit.
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