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Introduction

The aim of this book is to provide a brief but substantive philosophical
introduction to one of the most influential texts in the history of
European philosophy, Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Discourse on the Origin
and Foundations of Inequality among Men (1755) or, as it is more
commonly called, the Second Discourse. (It is the Second Discourse
because it follows an earlier one, Discourse on the Sciences and Arts [1751],
both of which were written in response to essay writing competitions
sponsored by the Academy of Dijon.) This book is an introduction
because it presupposes no previous familiarity with the text — apart from
one’s having read it! — and it is philosophical because rather than being a
commentary in the usual sense of that term it aims at distilling and
reconstructing the central argument of the Second Discourse, a task that
turns out to be surprisingly difficult. I decided to write this book one
day when, teaching the text to undergraduates for what could have been
the hundredth time, I realized that neither I nor any of my students was
able to give a concise reformulation of Rousseau’s responses to the two
apparently straightforward questions he takes himself to be answering,
namely, what the source of inequality among humans is and whether it
is justifiable. The text, I came to see, is filled with dazzling insights and
masterly rhetorical flourishes, but it is also a tortuous maze whose
argumentative thread is extremely difficult to keep track of. The con-
sequence is that the Second Discourse is one of the most widely read
texts in the Western philosophical canon — a surprisingly large number
of undergraduates in the US are required to read it at some point in their
studies — and at the same time one of the least philosophically under-
stood. This is a pity — and a condition this book hopes to remedy — not
only because the Second Discourse influenced a highly diverse group of
philosophers in succeeding centuries (Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, and
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2 Rousseau’s Critique of Inequality

Freud, for example) but also because it contains a coherent argument
that offers influential and still relevant answers to a number of questions
that ought to be central to contemporary social and political philosophy.
As I will argue here, Rousseau’s text contains a sustained, compre-
hensive argument that aims to establish not only what makes social
inequalities objectionable (when they are) but also why inequality is so
prominent and stubborn a feature of human societies.

Perhaps one reason the Second Discourse has proved to be so
difficult to comprehend is that the position it articulates is far more
convoluted than its non-technical prose and the apparent simplicity
of its questions lead readers to expect. For Rousseau ends up giving
surprisingly complex answers to both of his guiding questions. With
regard to the first, he argues both that inequality is not a direct or
necessary consequence of human nature (or of nature more generally)
and that the basic conditions of human social existence make perni-
cious forms of inequality — along with many other social ills — nearly
unavoidable. With regard to the second, he argues that while most
(but not all) familiar forms of social inequality are morally objection-
able, they are not bad in themselves but only in virtue of certain
consequences they tend to produce. Although it is difficult to read this
off the surface of the text, Rousseau offers a set of criteria for distin-
guishing acceptable from inacceptable forms of equality and avoids
the simplistic utopian view that social inequality in all its forms is to be
criticized.

The contemporary relevance of this topic is difficult to overstate. In
the two decades following the end of communism in Eastern Europe,
social inequality in nearly every part of the world increased dramatically.
(And, contrary to what those who benefit most from capitalism would
like us to believe, the end of European communism has something to
do with this trend, even if it does not explain it entirely.) The form of
social inequality easiest to track is economic inequality, and empirical
evidence abounds in support of the claim that not only in poor,
developing countries but even in the richest and most technologically
advanced — the US provides an especially shocking example — inequality
is much greater than at any time in the recent past and that in the
absence of forceful political intervention by those harmed by it the gap
between rich and poor will only continue to grow wider. Statistics that
prove this thesis are easy to find: in 2007 one-third of the US’s wealth
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was owned by just 1 percent of the country’s population; in the period
between 2002 and 2007 more than 65 percent of the gain in total
national income went to those who were already in the wealthiest 1
percent; and in 2010 the average CEO earned 243 times as much as the
typical wage earner!’

Many more statistics could be adduced to show that economic
inequality in most of the world has reached catastrophic proportions,
but such statements of fact quickly dull one’s sensitivity to a phenom-
enon that has become so obvious that virtually anyone with two eyes
and a minimal ability to perceive social reality can recognize it as a
cause for alarm. In general, philosophy cannot contribute much to
the production of empirical data or to the explanation of particular
economic trends of the sort I have just mentioned. What philosophy
can attempt, however, is to understand why, very generally, inequality
is so pervasive a feature of the societies we live in and to investigate
when (and why) social inequalities become morally objectionable and
legitimate targets of social critique. This is precisely what Rousseau
undertakes in the Second Discourse, and my aim in this book is to
show that his answers to both sets of questions remain compelling
today. No contemporary philosophical treatment of inequality can
afford, in my view, to bypass the explanation and critique of the same
phenomenon given by Rousseau more than two and a half centuries
ago. Although much about social life in the West has changed since
then, not everything has, and we foolishly deprive ourselves of the
advantages of our rich philosophical legacy when we adopt the self-
flattering view that our forebears have nothing to teach us about the
problems that plague contemporary societies.

Rousseau’s Second Discourse, as its title tells us, is about the origin
and foundations of human inequality (where, as will become clear
below, the latter term refers to the normative status of inequality). The
dual focus of Rousseau’s text finds expression in the two questions
proposed by the Academy of Dijon as the subject matter of the
competition for which the Second Discourse was composed, namely:
what is the origin of human inequality, and is it authorized by — does

" These examples come from Joseph E. Stiglitz, 7he Price of Inequality New York, W. W. Norton,
2012), 2-3. Stiglitz’s exhaustive treatment and critique of contemporary inequality makes an
excellent empirical companion piece to the Second Discourse.
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it have its foundations in — natural law? (D7, 130/OC I1I, 129).” The
greatest obstacle to comprehending the argument of the Second
Discourse is the assumption that our own first take on what these
questions mean accurately captures Rousseau’s understanding of
them. In fact, both of the central ideas here — those of “origin” and
of “being authorized by natural law” — turn out to be much more
intricate and idiosyncratic than they initially appear to be, and for this
reason much of the interpretive work undertaken in the following
pages will be devoted to figuring out how these ideas are understood
in the Second Discourse.

Even before this interpretive work has begun, however, many readers
are able to have some sense of the most philosophically perplexing
aspect of the Second Discourse: its unexplained assumption that there
is a deep connection between these two inquiries — that is, between
apparently descriptive or explanatory claims about the origin of inequal-
ity and plainly normative claims about whether inequality is legitimate
or justified (whether it is “authorized by” or has its “foundation in”
natural law). To contemporary readers, the linking of these two ques-
tions cannot but seem to rest on a fatal confusion of normative and non-
normative issues: why should determining where a thing comes from be
essential to assessing whether it is good or morally permissible or
valuable in some way? Normally both philosophy and common sense
insist on the logical independence of these questions such that, for
example, the (factual) question of under what historical conditions the
Electoral College came to be established in the US is mostly irrelevant to
the (normative) question of whether one should now regard it as a good
procedure for electing a US President and as an institution worthy of
continued support. For this reason a central aim of any reconstruction
of the Second Discourse must be to give a coherent account of why
these questions are as interconnected as Rousseau apparently takes them
to be, and one criterion for the success of such a reconstruction must be
whether the sense it attaches to the Second Discourse’s two central
questions allows their alleged interdependence to be comprehended.

To put these points somewhat differently: Rousseau conceives of the
Second Discourse as providing a kind of genealogy of human inequality
that is inextricably bound up with the project of evaluating — more

* See the conventions used for citing Rousseau’s works in the List of abbreviations.



Introduction 5

precisely, criticizing — the very phenomenon whose origins his geneal-
ogy undertakes to elucidate.” In this respect the Second Discourse can
be seen as a founding text of a long tradition in modern European
philosophy that takes some version of the project of genealogy to be
essential to the normative evaluation of the object of genealogical
inquiry. To mention only the most obvious example: Nietzsche in
the opening pages of the Genealogy of Morals defines his task in that
work by posing two questions whose similarity to Rousseau’s is unmis-
takable: “Under what conditions did human beings devise [the] value
judgments good and evil? And what value do they themselves possess?”™
As it turns out, Rousseau has his own distinctive understanding of what
itis to provide a genealogy of something such that uncovering its origins
is essential to assessing its value. Even though Rousseau’s conception of
what it is to search for the origins of a social phenomenon such as
human inequality — as distinct from purely natural things or processes —
differs substantially from those of the philosophical genealogists who
follow him, figuring out how Rousseau links the two central questions
of the Second Discourse is of great relevance not only for grasping his
own, independently valuable views on the legitimacy of inequality but
also for understanding how later philosophers have attempted similarly
structured genealogies of their own. Thus, answering these two ques-
tions and articulating their connection is the principal task I undertake
in the pages that follow.

It is possible to make some progress in understanding the coupling of
these two questions once one notices that, for Rousseau, seeking the
origin of inequality amounts to asking whether inequality comes from
nature. This realization helps to make some initial sense of the dual
character of the Second Discourse’s project because nature, even for us,
often carries normative connotations. When we say, for example, “it’s
natural for humans to care more about their own well-being than that of

?> Rousseau himself describes the project of the Second Discourse as a genealogy in a letter to the
Archbishop of Paris (LCB, 28/OC1V, 936).

* Friedrich Nietzsche, On the Genealogy of Morals, trans. Walter Kaufman (New York: Random
House, 1967), Preface, §3; emphases added. Other versions of this project are essential to Fichte’s
Wissenschafislehre, Feuerbach’s critique of Christian theology, Marx’s account of ideology, the
Abbau of metaphysics proposed by Heidegger in Being and Time, and Foucault’s genealogies of
various social phenomena that define Western modernity. Even more obviously, Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit is inconceivable without the idea that reconstructing the history of our
normative practices is essential to assessing their legitimacy.
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distant others,” we typically mean not only to make a statement about
how humans are in fact (by virtue of their nature) inclined to behave but
also, perhaps implicitly, to endorse such behavior as justified or accep-
table, precisely because it is “natural” and because to expect humans to
act otherwise would be to place overly burdensome demands on them,
given the kind of creature they are by nature. Saying “it’s natural for
humans to care most about their own good” normally implies: “It’s
(most of the time) OK, legitimate, fully in order that they do so.” It is
worth remembering that this tendency to imbue “nature” and “natural”
with normative significance was even stronger for Rousseau and his
contemporaries than it is for us. When John Locke, for example,
articulated the laws of nature, he attributed to them exactly the dual
significance referred to above: they both describe how humans are
inclined to (and generally do) act, and at the same time they endorse
that “natural” behavior as good.” Similarly, Adam Smith’s claim that
“commercial society” (capitalism) is natural is logically inseparable from
his judgment that it is a fi##ing economic system for humans, given their
nature.® Merely mentioning these examples, of course, does not yet
explain or justify the mix of descriptive (or explanatory) and normative
elements contained in them — a good deal regarding Rousseau’s use of
“nature” remains to be said in the pages that follow — but it may help to
diminish the initial perplexity that the assumed connection between the
Second Discourse’s two main questions inevitably arouses.

As I suggested above, nature is not the only central concept of the
Second Discourse in need of clarification. “Origin,” too, is a potentially
misleading term, and understanding what Rousseau is after when he
inquires into inequality’s origin is essential to appreciating the power
and relevance of his argument. The most common misunderstanding is
encouraged by Rousseau’s own description of his text as a genealogy, as
well as by the example I introduced above (the US Electoral College) in
order to draw attention to the perplexing character of the presumed
connection between the Second Discourse’s explanatory and normative
ambitions. Usually when one sets out to construct a genealogy in order

> John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government, in Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter
Laslett (Cambridge University Press, 1960), Chapter 2.

¢ Adam Smith, 7he Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (New York: Modern Library, 2000),
XXiv, 14-18, §54.
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to explain a thing’s origin, one means to offer a causal, historical account
of a succession of actual events that led to the “birth” — the coming into
existence — of the specific phenomenon in question. This, however, is
not what Rousseau is up to when he inquires into the origin of human
inequality — despite the fact that he sometimes talks as though it were
(DI, 133, 186/OC 111, 133, 191—2), a fact that understandably confuses
many readers. Most important, he is not asking how some singular
phenomenon (the US Electoral College, for example) came into being
at a particular place and time (in Philadelphia in 1787). Instead, his
inquiry starts from a general observation about the pervasiveness of
inequality in the various human societies known to him — through his
own experience, to be sure, but also from the testimony of travelers, the
accounts of historians, and so on — and proceeds to ask not how
inequality actually came into the world but why, once there, it persists
and is so widespread. In other words, the question at the heart of
Rousseau’s inquiry into the origin of inequality can be formulated as
follows: what accounts for the striking fact that nearly all of the human
societies known to us are characterized by significant inequalities among
their members in wealth, power, and prestige? What forces must be at
work — not merely in a specific time and place but more generally — if
inequality is so common as to appear to be an enduring feature of the
human condition?” Much more will need to be said in the following
chapters about the kind of genealogical account the Second Discourse
undertakes to construct; for now it is sufficient to note that its aim is not
to account for the origin of inequality in any straightforwardly historical
sense of the term. As we will see below, asking about the origin of
inequality need not be construed as a request for an explanation of how
this or that particular instance of inequality in fact came to be.

The dual project of the Second Discourse might strike us as a bit
less foreign if we see that it is a response to classical Greek treatments
of the origin and foundations of social inequality. Both Plato and

7 In this respect Rousseau’s genealogy differs importantly from Nietzsche’s. The latter’s inquiry
into the origin of good and evil is, at least to some degree, an inquiry into the actual historical
events that issued in the birth of a specific mode of evaluation, alternatives to which are not
only possible but have actually been realized in other times and places. And yet, something of
Rousseau’s project remains in Nietzsche’s: insofar as ressentiment forms part of his answer to
the question of slave morality’s origin, Nietzsche, too, aspires to account for the persistence
and pervasiveness of slave morality in times and places other than those in which it first came
into existence.
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Aristotle, for example, ask versions of the same two questions, and both
respond by arguing that there is a basis in nature for human inequality.
Since nature endows humans with different capacities and rtalents —
differences that imply a natural hierarchy among humans — it qualifies
as the source, or origin, of inequality. Moreover, this natural inequality
is the foundation of social inequalities; it explains why there should
be inequalities in the world and, very generally, who should occupy
which positions. Actual social inequalities are legitimate — authorized by
nature — to the extent that they reflect natural inequalities. For Aristotle
there are natural masters and natural slaves, as well as natural differ-
ences, justifying inequalities, between Greeks and barbarians. For Plato
there are three types of souls corresponding to three kinds of metal:
gold, silver, and bronze. For Aristotle these natural differences justify
many existing inequalities; for Plato they show the unnaturalness of
existing political arrangements and establish the need for radical poli-
tical reform if society is to be as reason (and nature) demand. For both,
calling the differences “natural” implies that they are not products of
human will as well as that they are unalterable; there is nothing human
will could or should do to change them.

It is interesting from the modern perspective, by the way, that the
differences that justify inequality for Plato and Aristotle are not deserved
by those who benefit from them; they reflect the natural merits of
individuals and are not in any sense earned by those who have them. In
contrast, many modern philosophers — the so-called luck egalitarians —
are obsessed with the idea that inequalities can be justified only if the
better off deserve what they have, where deserved advantages are usually
understood as those that depend on one’s own (metaphysically) free
actions, as opposed to what they have obtained through good luck,
for example, from rich parents or good genes.8 (As we will see, Rousseau
does not share this view.) Equally interesting is the fact that for these

# For a description and critique of luck egalitarianism, see Elizabeth S. Anderson, “What Is the
Point of Equality?” Ethics 109 (January 1999), 287—337. While I find Anderson’s critique
compelling (as would Rousseau), one can still ask whether non-luck egalitarians can do
completely without the idea that desert plays some role in determining which inequalities are
morally legitimate: is it possible, for example, to reject the practice of inheriting advantages of
wealth without some appeal to the idea that the sons and daughters in question have done
nothing to deserve their parents’ property? For a clear example of luck egalitarianism see Robert

Dworkin, “What is Equality? Part 2: Equality of Resources,” Philosophy ¢ Public Affairs (10) 4,
1981, 283-345.
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classical thinkers, justified inequalities in power, authority, or prestige
do not necessarily translate into justified inequalities in wealth. This is
most obvious in the case of Plato, who restricts the pursuit of wealth to
those who occupy the lowest place in the natural hierarchy of souls. In
today’s world it is nearly impossible to imagine that advantages in power
or prestige could be separated from great wealth, and Rousseau picks up
his pen at a time when this is beginning to be true of his world, too (D,
183—4/ OC 111, 189).

One of the decisive differences between the classical and the modern
world is that the latter rejects the view that nature can be appealed to in
order to legitimize social inequalities, a position that generally goes hand
in hand with asserting the fundamental equality, from the point of view
of morality, of all human beings. Just what this fundamental equality
consists in and what it implies for social philosophy are vexed issues to
which modern philosophers give different answers. Yet no matter how
these questions are answered, asserting the fundamental moral equality
of humans poses a great problem that the ancients, given their answer to
the question of inequality’s origin, did not have to face: how can social
inequality, a seemingly permanent feature of modern society, be justi-
fied if it cannot be traced back to the way that nature (or God) set up the
world and if instead there is a prima facie presumption that no indivi-
dual has any claim to better treatment by society than any other? Does
accepting the moral equality of all humans imply that only a society
with no inequalities can be justified? And, if so, does that imply that
modern societies are hopelessly corrupt?

It is worth considering how modern “common sense” tends to
respond to these questions. When asked what explains the pervasive-
ness of inequality in human societies, the “person on the street” is likely
to reply with some version of the claim that inequality is a more or less
necessary consequence of basic needs and desires that motivate human
behavior everywhere and at all times, which, in conjunction with
certain constant features of the human condition, tend “naturally” to
produce a wide variety of inequalities. Some who take this position will
simply attribute inequalities to an inborn competitive urge — a drive to
gain advantage over others for its own sake, merely in order to experi-
ence oneself, and to see oneself perceived by those around one, as
superior to others. On such a view, inequality is a prominent feature of
human societies because proving oneself superior to others satisfies a
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universal and fundamental urge of human nature, and for this reason
this response would count as one version of the view that inequality
has — to use Rousseau’s terminology — its origin in nature. (Of course,
this appeal to nature — to the competitive urges of human nature — still
differs fundamentally from the classical view.) Perhaps a more common
response would be that, although the desire to achieve superiority for its
own sake is by no means rare, it is neither universal nor intrinsic to
human nature and, so, is not the most fundamental explanation of the
widespread inequality we find around us. Instead — so this second
response — widespread inequality is mostly an unintended but inevi-
table consequence of a conjunction of several factors, all of which are
more or less constant features of the human condition: an unequal
distribution of natural endowments, the universal desire to do as well
for oneself as possible, and material scarcity. Starting out with unequal
endowments, individuals who seck to maximize their well-being will
inevitably end up in positions that are superior or inferior to others’,
even if what they desire most fundamentally is not to outdo their fellow
beings but only to do as well as possible for themselves. In addition to
this, material scarcity provides such individuals with an incentive
actually to seek to outdo their peers, not because they desire superiority
itself but because under conditions of scarcity, achieving superiority is
often the only means of getting what one wants in the first place (to
improve one’s own non-comparative level of well-being).

If taken only this far, this second response would also locate the
origin of inequality in nature, as Rousseau understands that idea. Most
who begin down this path, however, are likely to go one step farther
(in the direction of luck egalitarianism) and introduce a further, zon-
natural element into their account in order to explain why some
individuals develop and exercise their natural endowments more
than others. This additional element is individual “effort,” usually
understood as an effect of the individual’s free will, and for that reason
this new element extends the explanation of inequality beyond the
realm of the purely natural. (As we will see in the following chapter,
Rousseau accepts this sharp demarcation between natural phenom-
ena and those that depend on free will without, however, appealing
to desert as a source of legitimate inequalities.) On this most sophis-
ticated commonsense view, the pervasiveness of social inequality is
due mostly to natural factors that escape human control — unequal
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endowments, natural self-interestedness, and material scarcity — but
exactly where particular individuals end up in existing schemes of
inequality and how extensive those disparities are depend also on
what individuals do with what nature has given them, where what
they do is a result of their free choice and therefore not a merely
natural cause of inequality.

It is not difficult to see how this answer to the question of inequal-
ity’s origin, especially its introduction of freedom into the picture, can
be taken to have implications for the second of the Second Discourse’s
main concerns: whether and, if so, to what extent inequality is
justified. Insofar as inequality is taken to have its origin entirely in
natural factors — in some combination of inborn competitiveness,
natural self-interest, unequal endowments, and material scarcity —
most (though not necessarily all) of the extensive inequalities char-
acteristic of modern societies are likely to appear as unavoidable or
eliminable only through extreme measures that inevitably “do vio-
lence to nature.” (From this perspective, for example, the socialist goal
of eliminating economic class distinctions appears utopian, oppres-
sive, contrary to human nature.) But the introduction of individual
effort into this explanation can also serve to justify existing inequal-
ities: because part of where one ends up in the social hierarchy
depends on the exercise of freedom, some advantages will appear
deserved, or earned, and for that reason legitimate. (As I will argue
in Chapter 4, Rousseau’s critique of social inequalities has nothing to
do with the claim that more advantaged members of society do not
deserve their favorable positions; determining which inequalities are
legitimate does not involve the hopeless (and moralistic) task of
figuring out which individuals deserve what.)

It seems likely that Rousseau expects his readers to approach the
Second Discourse already espousing, tacitly or explicitly, some version
of this commonsense view, which sees pervasive inequality as funda-
mental to the human condition (a necessary outcome of both human
nature and nature more generally) and views most existing inequalities
as legitimate or at least morally unobjectionable. If so, his aim is to
convince his readers that most of this commonsense view is mistaken.
Instead he will argue that inequality does not come from nature (or,
more precisely, nature’s contribution to human inequality is so small
as to be negligible). For Rousseau this means that widespread



2 Rousseau’s Critique of Inequality

inequality is not a necessary, invariable feature of human society and
that it therefore cannot be justified merely by appealing to the way
human beings and their world are constituted, with the implication that
to attempt to eradicate or diminish inequality would be to violate
nature. A further implication of the claim that inequality does not
originate in nature is that it comes instead (in some complex way to
be explicated) from human freedom, which differs from nature in being
an unpredictable source of the novel and the contingent. But, Rousseau
reasons, if inequality is indeed a contingent phenomenon that
humans introduce into the world — if its continued presence is up
to us (is our responsibility) — then the question of whether it should
exist (whether it is good or justifiable) acquires a significance and
urgency that it lacks if in the end very little can be done to alter it. In
other words, for Rousseau establishing the non-natural status of
inequality has the effect of displacing it from the realm of what is —
of what is necessarily and of what must therefore merely be accepted —
into the normative domain, where it becomes a possible object of
evaluation and critique. At the same time, it is important to note that
simply viewing inequality as a human creation does not itself answer
the normative question for Rousseau. It does not entail, for example,
that humans, as creators of the social hierarchy, deserve their places in
it, nor does the mere artificiality of inequality — its being the product
of human activity — imply its illegitimacy. As we will see in greater
detail below, Rousseau’s answer to the normative question is unex-
pectedly elaborate and does not simply dismiss all contingent or
artificial inequalities as illegitimate. Ultimately his answer springs
from a far-reaching vision of what must be shown about social
arrangements in order to establish their legitimacy or moral ground-
ing, a vision that looks beyond mere nature — to freedom (though not
to desert) — for its normative criteria.

My account of Rousseau’s arguments in the Second Discourse will
have the following structure: in Chapter 1 I reconstruct Rousseau’s
negative claim that inequality — or the sorts of inequality he is most
interested in — does not have its source in nature, neither in human
nature nor in the natural conditions of human existence. Chapter 2
examines Rousseau’s complex positive answer to the question of where
inequality comes from: it has its principal origin in a distinctively human
but “artificial” passion, together with certain very common but still
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contingent social circumstances that humans are responsible for creating.
Chapter 3 begins to reconstruct Rousseau’s answer to the normative
question regarding human inequality. It argues that Rousseau has a
simple answer to the question of whether most of the inequality we
are familiar with is authorized by natural law — it is not — but that this
negative answer does not exhaust his position on the legitimacy of
inequality. Instead, he provides us with the resources for conceiving of
another type of legitimacy, grounded in consent (but also in “nature”
in a sense that must be explicated with great care). Chapter 4 shows
how the positions articulated in the first three chapters can be used
to construct an alternative conception of right — right within society
rather than “natural” law — and how this conception can be applied
to a specific, especially timely issue concerning the limits of legitim-
ate economic inequality. (This chapter concludes with a brief con-
sideration of the methodological issue raised above: how precisely
Rousseau’s genealogy functions so as to provide answers to both the
normative and the explanatory questions that inspired the writing
of the Second Discourse.) Finally, Rousseau clearly intended for
the Second Discourse to aid us in “judging our present state” (DI,
125/ OC 111, 123), and Chapter 5 aims to show that this continues to
apply today by considering how contemporary political theory might
benefit from incorporating the Second Discourse’s insights.

It should be noted already here that in following this plan the present
book cannot aspire to deliver a complete interpretation of the Second
Discourse. Perhaps no book could rightfully claim to do so, but
certainly not this one. The Second Discourse is much too rich for
everything that is of value in it to be captured by an approach such as
mine that limits itself to answering the two questions that are explicitly
announced as its object. My exclusive focus on the theme of inequality,
though this is undeniably central to the Second Discourse’s concerns,
will necessarily leave out of view many important ideas for which the
text has rightly become famous. For these reasons my interpretation
must be supplemented by others that pay more attention to, for
example, the topics of alienation, social pathology, the evils of private
property, or the shortcomings of liberal thought and liberal societies.
Still, there is much to be gained by concentrating on only the “official”
questions posed by the Second Discourse — or at any rate that is what I
hope to show here.
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Although I have attempted to concentrate here on just one of
Rousseau’s major texts, the Second Discourse, it has proved necessary
to bring in ideas from other texts as well in order to reconstruct the
main argument of the Second Discourse. This, in my view, is not a
defect of my interpretation but a testimony to the essential unity of
Rousseau’s philosophical oenvre. Not surprisingly, the supplementary
texts | have appealed to most extensively are 7The Social Contract,
especially for its vision of the foundations of right within political
society, and Emile, especially for its treatment of human nature. I have
relied throughout on Victor Gourevitch’s unsurpassable translations
of and introductions to many of Rousseau’s texts. (See the List of
abbreviations for details.) At times I have made minor emendations of
these translations without noting that fact.

More than once, those who have heard or read portions of this text
have remarked, and sometimes protested, that my reading of Rousseau
has a Hegelian or Kantian bias. It is true that the Rousseau I present
here is very much a member of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
German tradition in social and political philosophy — the founder of
it in fact! — but I regard this as a strength rather than a weakness of
my interpretation. I regard it as a strength for two reasons: first, there
is something illuminating and historically accurate in the claim that
Rousseau is the Urheber of that great German tradition (Rousseau’s
influence on Kant, Fichte, Hegel, Marx, and even Nietzsche is both
ubiquitous and profound); and, second, the most compelling philoso-
phical positions that can be attributed to Rousseau are, in my view,
those that emerge when his texts are read with an eye to how his
German successors appropriated and developed his ideas (without,
one hopes, making Rousseau indistinguishable from them). I acknowl-
edge that especially the second of these claims is controversial and that
many readers of the Second Discourse and of this book will disagree
with it. Some will respond (and have responded) that my interpretation
of Rousseau is historically inaccurate because it ignores or underap-
preciates the many non-German influences on his thought — Plato, the
Stoics, Machiavelli, and Montesquieu, for example — as well as the
historical specificity of the problems his social and political thought
addresses. Others will no doubt claim that Hegel’s and Kant’s appro-
priations of Rousseau’s ideas in fact rid them of their brilliance and
originality and obscure their true promise by making them palatable to
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a philosophical sensibility that places a high value on systematicity and
logical coherence. These misgivings about the outcome of my book
deserve serious consideration; they contain, no doubt, an element of
truth. Rather than respond directly to such criticisms, however, I choose
simply to offer in the following chapters my reading of Rousseau, more
or less on its own, and to leave it to my readers to decide whether
reading the Second Discourse as I do is enlightening, distorting, or —
perhaps necessarily — a combination of both.

One further feature of my reconstruction of the Second Discourse
needs to be noted. The secondary literature on Rousseau written by
philosophers, political theorists, and literary critics is highly diverse,
unsurveyably vast, and for the most part very good. Although I have
benefited from reading a large part of that literature, it has been
impossible to acknowledge my indebtedness to it in detail here. In
my previous book on Rousseau” I engaged much more extensively with
the secondary literature, but I have decided to avoid doing so here in
order to produce a leaner and primarily philosophical (argument-
focused) introduction to the Second Discourse that concentrates on
interpreting and reconstructing Rousseau’s classic text. I have attempted
to correct for this shortcoming in small measure by providing a very
brief “Suggestions for further reading” that is intended to encourage
readers to explore some of the secondary literature most relevant to my
interpretation of the Second Discourse. No one can pretend to have the
final word on any of Rousseau’s texts, and my relative neglect of
secondary literature in this book should not be understood as an
implicit claim to that effect on my part.

? Rousseau’s Theodicy of Self-Love: Evil, Rationality, and the Drive for Recognition (Oxford
University Press, 2008).



CHAPTER I

Nature is not the source of social inequality

NATURAL AND SOCIAL INEQUALITIES

The present chapter aims to explain what question Rousseau means to
be asking when he inquires into the origin of human inequality, as well
as the first, negative part of what he takes the answer to that question to
be. It seeks, in other words, to reconstruct his argument for the claim
that inequalities — or, more precisely, the particular sorts of inequality he
is most interested in — do not have their origin in nature, neither in
human nature nor in the natural conditions of human existence nor in
some combination of the two. By the end of this chapter we will have
seen why Rousseau thinks himself entitled to claim at the end of the
Second Discourse that he has “proved that inequality is scarcely per-
ceptible in the state of nature and that its influence there is almost nil”
(DI, 159/0C111, 162).

Before reconstructing his argument, however, it is necessary to get
clear about the specific phenomenon Rousseau has in view when
speaking of inequality in the Second Discourse. The very first pages
of the Second Discourse make it clear that Rousseau means to be asking
about the origin not of human inequality in general but only of what he
calls moral inequality. Moral (or political) inequalities are said to differ
from natural (or physical) inequalities in two important respects. First,
they are not products of nature but are instead — to use a term Rousseau
will invoke repeatedly in the Second Discourse — artificial, which is to
say: they are established by a kind of convention that rests ultimately on
human consent (D, 131/OC 111, 131). Second, moral inequalities are
social in the sense that they consist in one individual (or group) exerting
a kind of power or possessing a kind of advantage over another. As
Rousseau puts the point, moral inequality consists not in “differences in
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age, health, or bodily strength” but “in different privileges which some
enjoy to the prejudice of others, such as being more wealthy, more
honored, more powerful than they, or even getting themselves obeyed”
(DI, 131/ OC11I, 131). Because “moral” no longer has the same meaning
for us that it did for Rousseau," and because “political” is too narrow to
capture all the inequalities he means to examine, I will from now on
refer to the object of the Second Discourse’s inquiry as social inequal-
ities. I use this term in order to signal that the inequalities under
investigation here both have a social origin (in human “conventions”)
and are social in nature, insofar as they consist in relative advantages or
privileges that some humans enjoy over others. The first of these points
will occupy us for most of this chapter, but it is important not to lose
sight of the second as well if we are to have a clear picture of the kinds of
inequalities the Second Discourse is concerned with.

It is crucial to bear in mind that for Rousseau social inequalities are
always privileges — benefits that some enjoy to the prejudice of others —
and that his standard examples are differences in wealth, honor (or
prestige), power (over others), and authority (the right to command
others and to have one’s commands obeyed). Rousseau’s language and
examples here suggest a point whose importance will become clearer
later: the characteristics in terms of which social, as opposed to natural,
inequalities are defined are robustly relative, or positional, properties
rather than “absolute” qualities. Strength of body, mind, and character—
differences in which constitute natural inequalities — are properties
that individuals can possess, and desire to possess, without regard to
whether others possess more or less, or even any amount, of the same.
The extent of a person’s wisdom, for example, is independent of how
wise her neighbors are, and the desirability of her wisdom does not
depend on whether others possess or lack it. Social inequalities, by
contrast, are made up of disparities in qualities in which the factor of
privilege (over others) plays a central role. This is easy to see in the case
of authority, where a person can be said to have authority only when

I«

Moral” here contrasts with “physical” and so has a wider sense than “ethical” or “duty-related.”
Depending on the context, the term can be synonymous with “spiritual,” “nonmaterial,” or
“cultural.” A prominent example of this usage is found in Rousseau’s characterization of the
“public person,” or moi commun, that issues from the social contract as a “moral . .. body made
up of as many members as the assembly has voices” (SC, 1.6.x). This moral being comes into
existence not through physical processes but as a result of the free consent of each of its members.
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there is someone else who must obey him. Authority is always authority
over some other who (in that specific respect) lacks authority and is
therefore (in that specific respect) “beneath” someone else. Something
similar is true of power, as long as we mean by that term something
more than physical or mental strength, disparities in which count as
natural inequalities. A socially powerful individual — one who succeeds
in influencing or coercing others to carry out her own wishes and ends —
is powerful only insofar as there are less powerful individuals to function
as the instruments of her will. The relativity (or positionality) of honor
is of central importance to Rousseau’s genealogy of inequality and will
be discussed in detail below. Finally, privilege over others is constitutive
even of riches, at least if Adam Smith’s famous account of the “real
measure” of wealth “after the division of labor” is to be believed: “every
man ... is rich or poor according to the quantity of that labor [of
others] which he can command, or . . . afford to purchase.” In all these
cases, possessing a good — wealth, prestige, power, or authority — is
inseparable from someone else being disadvantaged by the other’s
possession of it; the goods that make up the stuff of social inequalities
are goods that can be enjoyed only “to the prejudice” of another.

It should be noted that in defining the kind of inequality he is
interested in, Rousseau has already told us something important about
how he intends to answer the question regarding its origin: social
inequality has its origin not in nature but in opinions and practices
that come from human activities; it “depends on a sort of convention
and is established, or at least authorized, by men’s consent” (DI,
131/OC 111, 131). Moreover, he has made it clear that nature as he
conceives it stands in opposition to artifice, convention, opinion, and
consent. It is worth dwelling a bit on this puzzling claim, for when
properly understood it reveals a great deal about how Rousseau con-
ceives of the inequality whose origin and legitimacy the Second
Discourse is investigating. The puzzling character of the claim lies in
its suggestion that social inequality depends on human consent, pre-
sumably the consent of the very individuals who stand in relations of
inequality to others. It initially seems wrong, even perverse, to claim
that social inequalities exist, even in part, because the propertyless, the
oppressed, and the looked-down-upon consent to the wealth, power,

* Adam Smith, 7he Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (New York: Modern Library, 2000), 33.
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and prestige of those above them in the social hierarchy. But
Rousseau’s exact words are significant here: social inequality is said
to be “established, or at least authorized,” by human consent. That
Rousseau replaces talk of how inequalities come to be — how they are
first established — with talk about how they are authorized should alert
us to the important fact that the Second Discourse is less concerned
with the actual historical origin of inequality than it initially seems to
be. In fact, what Rousseau is most concerned with in this statement is
how and why, once inequalities have come to exist, they are main-
tained. Rousseau’s fundamental claim, then, is not that social inequal-
ities first come into the world through human agreement but rather
that, once present, their continued existence depends on a kind of
consent that he calls authorization. That authorization is crucial to the
maintenance of social inequalities implies that, in contrast to the
“physical,” or non-“moral,” realm of nature, they are essentially nor-
mative phenomena. Social inequalities are normative in the sense that
they are embedded in human practices whose existence depends on
their participants’ belief in the goodness or legitimacy or naturalness of
those practices, which in turn implies that we are responsible for social
inequalities — they depend on our own doings — in a way that is not
true of natural inequalities. To say, however, that social inequalities are
authorized by consent does not mean that they are 77 truth legitimate
or authoritative; it means only that they are taken ro be legitimate by
those subject to them and that this “authorization” plays a significant
role in maintaining them. (It should be noted, then, that “authorized”
has a different sense here from its meaning in the second of the Second
Discourse’s main questions. When Rousseau asks there whether social
inequality is authorized by natural law, he is not wondering whether
individuals believe in its legitimacy but whether, apart from the actual
opinions of humans, natural law in fact makes it legitimate.)

This point brings to light an important sense in which social inequal-
ities for Rousseau are moral rather than physical: the practices and
institutions that sustain social inequalities are maintained for the most
part not by force but by a (tacit or explicit) consensus that they are
justified. When workers in capitalist enterprises perform their eight or
more hours of labor, day in and day out, without sabotaging their
employers’ property or appropriating it for themselves, they typically do

so not primarily because they fear the state’s power to enforce existing
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property laws — though one should not forget that such power stands
constantly in the background, ready to crush the few who might dare to
violate those laws — but because at some level they accept, perhaps
unquestioningly, the legitimacy or naturalness of the social arrange-
ments that make it necessary for them to work for their survival, while
others have sufficient wealth to live without laboring and to enrich
themselves from the fruits of others’ labor. By the same token, asym-
metric power relations between men and women seldom depend
entirely on men’s having superior physical power at their disposal;
they depend also on the belief of those who participate in those
relations, including many women, that patriarchal rule is natural or
appropriate. This point is bound up with what Rousseau takes to be a
general truth about human social life: institutions that depended
entirely on brute, physical force or on the threat of coercion, without
any belief in their legitimacy on the part of those who participate in
them, would be highly unstable and inefficient, not least because a very
large part of the society’s resources would have to be spent in maintain-
ing oppressive mechanisms of coercion so that its members would
perceive them as ubiquitous and inescapable.

The consent that authorizes most social inequalities, then, is not
the consent typical of contracts, where contracting parties negotiate the
terms of their relationship and explicitly agree to them before their
relationship is established. Instead, the consent that grounds inequal-
ities consists in the holding of more or less conscious beliefs regarding
the appropriateness of certain practices and institutions. The reason
Rousseau regards this as a type of consent — as a free assenting to
practices and institutions — is that, as we will see below, beliefs (or
“opinions”) rest ultimately on our freedom. Believing something
requires an active assent to the proposition that such-and-such is the
case. It is perhaps more perspicuous to say that holding a belief —
for example, that men are naturally suited to rule over women —
implies a kind of responsibility for what one believes: our beliefs,
even if only vague or tacit, are ultimately up to us in the sense that
it is within our power as cognitive agents to reflect on their adequacy
and then, in light of that reflection, to abandon or revise them (to
adjust them according to the evidence we take ourselves to have for
or against them). It is for this reason that social inequalities are
artificial. They are the sort of thing whose existence requires the active
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participation of those who are subject to them; they are, if not exactly
created intentionally, at least actively perpetuated by the “consent” of
their participants, including the very beings who are disadvantaged
by them.

While it may seem harsh or unfair to make the oppressed and
disadvantaged even partially responsible for their condition, Rousseau’s
view also implies that the power to alter that condition resides, at least
in part, with them. If social inequality were not something that the
disadvantaged played some role in maintaining, it would be much
more difficult to see how they could ever be in a position to overturn
it. Moreover, Rousseau’s view implies that philosophy, broadly con-
strued, has an important role to play in progressive social change.
For philosophy that refutes our beliefs in the legitimacy of certain
inequalities undermines part of the foundations those inequalities rest
on. And this is precisely one of the Second Discourse’s principal
objectives in inquiring into the “origin and foundations [fondements)
of inequality.”

It is impossible to overstate the significance of the opinion-
dependent character of social inequality for Rousseau’s undertaking
in the Second Discourse. It has, for example, profound implications
for how he conceives of what he must find in order to uncover the
origin of social inequality. When Rousseau poses the question to
himself “What precisely is at issue in this discourse?” he responds
with the potentially misleading reply: “to mark in the progress of things
the moment when, right replacing violence, nature was subjected to
law” (DI, 131/OC 111, 132).* The central contrast in this reply is that
between purely natural beings, on the one hand — for which violence
is the rule — and moral, or normatively oriented, beings, on the other,
which are governed by law and right (or, better, by law and their ideas
of what is right).’ At the core of this obscure but important statement
is the following claim: the key to understanding where social inequal-
ity comes from lies in explaining how it is possible for opinions

3 T discuss the important term foundations of inequality and its implications in Chapter 3.

* One potential source of confusion is that Rousseau’s language suggests that he will give a
historical account of inequality’s origin. I have more to say on this vexed topic below.

> Readers of The Social Contract will recognize this as the same question Rousseau raises there
when considering “the remarkable change in man [that] substituted justice for instinct in his
conduct and endowed his actions with the morality they previously lacked” (SC, 1.8.1).
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concerning right, as opposed to mere nature, to assume a central role
in human affairs. If human societies are typically characterized by
social inequalities of diverse sorts (which themselves depend on
the opinions, or consent, of their members), then humans must be
the kinds of beings that can let opinions (normative beliefs about the
goodness or legitimacy of things), rather than mere nature (impulses
unmediated by such opinions), determine their behavior and mode
of being. One could reformulate Rousseau’s question concerning
the origin of inequality, then, as follows: what must human beings
be like if social inequalities, grounded in opinion, are able to assume
so prominent a role in their lives? Assuming that we have understood
him correctly so far, it would come as no surprise if Rousseau took his
answer to the question concerning the origin of social inequality to
depend on uncovering some fundamental feature of human beings
that both marks the distinction between the human and the purely
natural and explains the capacity of opinion to rule in human affairs.
In Part II of the Second Discourse, where the natural creatures of
Part I first become genuinely human beings, Rousseau will introduce
into his account precisely a factor of this sort — the passion of amour
propre —and, as we should now expect, it will serve as the centerpiece
of his answer to the question of where social inequality comes from.

Finally, understanding Rousseau’s distinction between natural and
social inequalities helps to make clear why he confines his attention in
the Second Discourse to the latter. The most obvious reason is that
the Second Discourse’s two main questions are quickly answered
when directed at natural inequalities: these, of course, originate in
nature (DZ, 131/OC 111, 131) and, so, are authorized — or at least not
condemned — by nature’s law. It is probably more accurate to say that
in the case of natural inequalities the question of authorization —
whether they are legitimate or permissible — does not even arise. It
seems likely that Rousseau believed that it makes sense to pose the
second, normative question only with respect to artificial phenomena,
those that depend on human activity (and freedom) in the sense
articulated above. In the case of natural phenomena, issues of legitimacy
or critique do not arise. It may be unfortunate that nature gave to some
individuals stronger bodies, more beautiful voices, or sweeter disposi-
tions than to others, but these differences themselves — as opposed to
what human societies make of them — are not unjust, illegitimate, or the
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proper object of moral critique. Normative assessment and critique for
Rousseau are appropriately directed not at nature’s (that is, God’s)
doings but at ours — which is to say, only at those states of affairs for
which we bear responsibility. It is important, however, not to over-
estimate the extent to which Rousseau’s view removes nature’s effects
from the purview of normative critique. The mere fact that one
individual is born blind while another comes into the world with perfect
sight is not for Rousseau a form of injustice, or any other kind of moral
deficiency. But how that natural difference ultimately affects the lives of
the individuals concerned is not the result of natural circumstances
alone. Since social practices and institutions play a great role in deter-
mining the consequences that natural inequalities have for the lives of
those disadvantaged by them, these consequences are in large part our
own doing — something we, not nature, are responsible for — and are
therefore an appropriate subject matter for the Second Discourse’s
normative question. If natural blindness is not in itself an injustice,
the facts that in some societies the blind have little access to educational
institutions or public transportation can indeed be unjust (and legit-
imate objects of critique) since the latter are social, not merely natural,
consequences of blindness that it is within our power to change.

This point suggests a further reason why the Second Discourse is
concerned exclusively with social inequalities: it is a basic conviction of
Rousseau — one for which the Second Discourse means to deliver a kind
of argument — that natural inequalities, though real and of some
significance, typically end up making very little difference in human
affairs compared to the vastly greater effects of artificial inequalities.
When an observer of modern society, troubled by the inequalities
around him, resolves to inquire into the origin and justifiability of
inequality, the phenomena most likely to motivate his inquiry, whether
he realizes it or not, are by far more the results of social circumstances
than of natural ones. As Rousseau points out at the very beginning of
the Second Discourse, it is easy to see once one reflects on the matter
that the great disparities in power, wealth, prestige, and authority so
prevalent in modern societies are not direct consequences of differences
in age, bodily strength, innate talents, or natural intelligence. That
wealth, prestige, power, and authority simply reflect the natural super-
jority of those who possess them “may perhaps be good for slaves to
debate within hearing of their masters,” but such a hypothesis can have
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litle force for anyone who sincerely seeks the truth about human
inequality (DZ, 131/0C 111, 132). Of course, that social inequalities
cannot simply be traced back to natural differences in no way consti-
tutes proof of their illegitimacy. What it does imply is that the greatest
portion of the inequalities found in existing societies are not merely
given, natural, or necessary phenomena but instead are due, at least in
part, to social circumstances that humans actively maintain and for
which they are for that reason responsible; it shows, in other words, not
that social inequalities are one and all illegitimate but, more modestly,
that they are an appropriate object for moral evaluation and critique.

With these reflections a beginning has already been made in recon-
structing Rousseau’s answer to the Second Discourse’s first question
concerning where social inequalities come from. For the initial step in his
argument that they do not have a natural origin consists in precisely
this claim: the general existence of social inequalities cannot be explained
as a direct or necessary consequence of natural inequalities; and, correla-
tively, natural inequalities play at most a negligible role in determining
which individuals in any specific society enjoy the advantages of
wealth, prestige, power, and authority. In other words, innate differences
among human individuals do not — pace Plato and Aristotle — imply the
necessity or legitimacy of social hierarchy in general, nor do they
authorize any specific assignment of advantages as “in accordance with
nature.” Moreover, Rousseau insists, even if it turned out that natural
inequalities played some role in determining the relative positions of
individuals in society, they would not do so of themselves, indepen-
dently of a host of social practices and institutions — rules of private
property, codes of honor, or conventions establishing authority, for
example — that give meaning to natural differences and encourage their
cultivation in ways that extend their consequences far beyond those
they would have “naturally,” in the absence of such practices and
institutions. Because the practices and institutions that mediate whatever
effect natural inequalities might have on social position are variable and
depend on human freedom, social inequalities are, at most, u#nderdeter-
mined by nature. Which forms of inequality obtain in a given society, as
well as how far they extend, are not natural (and therefore eternal) facts
but social (and therefore variable) circumstances that, because sustained
by human participation, are up to us and, so, possible objects of both
evaluation and reform.
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There is, however, more to Rousseau’s dismissal of nature as the
origin of social inequalities than this, and seeing what more there is
reveals a good deal about the nature of the Second Discourse’s genea-
logical project and its central concept, “origin.” Immediately after
establishing that social inequalities cannot be traced back to natural
inequalities, Rousseau poses a further question regarding their possible
origin in nature, a sure indication that this first claim does not exhaust
his thesis that social inequalities have a non-natural origin. This further
question is whether social inequalities might not have their origin — or,
as Rousseau sometimes says, their source (DI, 124/0C 111, 122) —
in human nature. One reason for preferring to speak of inequality’s
source rather than its origin is that the former term discourages the
common but mistaken impression that Rousseau means to be posing a
primarily historical question about how inequality actually came into
the world. Formulating his question in terms of inequality’s source
suggests instead that the Second Discourse promises a more general
investigation into where inequality comes from than a purely historical
account can 