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I conceive that there are two kinds of inequality among the human species; one, which I call natural or 

physical, because it is established by nature, and consists in a difference of age, health, bodily strength, and 

the qualities of the mind or of the soul: and another, which may be called moral or political inequality, 

because it depends on a kind of convention, and is established, or at least authorized by the consent of 

men. This latter consists of the different privileges, which some men enjoy to the prejudice of others; such 

as that of being more rich, more honoured, more powerful or even in a position to exact obedience. 

It is useless to ask what is the source of natural inequality, because that question is answered by the simple 

definition of the word. Again, it is still more useless to inquire whether there is any essential connections 

between the two inequalities; for this would be only asking, in other words, whether those who command 

are necessarily better than those who obey, and if strength of body or of mind, wisdom or virtue are always 

found in particular individuals, in proportion to their power or wealth: a question fit perhaps to be discussed 

by slaves in the hearing of their masters, but highly unbecoming to reasonable and free men in search of 

the truth. 

The subject of the present discourse, therefore, is more precisely this. To mark, in the progress of things, 

the moment at which right took the place of violence and nature became subject to law, and to explain by 

what sequence of miracles the strong came to submit to serve the weak, and the people to purchase 

imaginary repose at the expense of real felicity. 

The philosophers, who have inquired into the foundations of society, have all felt the necessity of going 

back to a state of nature; but not one of them has got there. Some of them have not hesitated to ascribe to 

man, in such a state, the idea of just and unjust, without troubling themselves to show that he must be 

possessed of such an idea, or that it could be of any use to him. Others have spoken of the natural right of 

every man to keep what belongs to him, without explaining what they meant by belongs. Others again, 

beginning by giving the strong authority over the weak, proceeded directly to the birth of government, 

without regard to the time that must have elapsed before the meaning of the 

words authority and government could have existed among men. Every one of them, in short, constantly 

dwelling on wants, avidity, oppression, desires and pride, has transferred to the state of nature ideas which 

were acquired in society; so that, in speaking of the savage, they described the social man. It has not even 

entered into the heads of most of our writers to doubt whether the state of nature ever existed; but it is 

clear from the Holy Scriptures that the first man, having received his understanding and commandments 

immediately from God, was not himself in such a state; and that, if we give such credit to the writings of 

Moses as every Christian philosopher ought to give, we must deny that, even before the deluge, men were 

ever in the pure state of nature; unless, indeed, they fell back into it from some very extraordinary 

circumstance; a paradox which it would be very embarrassing to defend, and quite impossible to prove. 

Let us begin then by laying facts aside, as they do not affect the question. The investigations we may enter 

into, in treating this subject, must not be considered as historical truths, but only as mere conditional and 

hypothetical reasonings, rather calculated to explain the nature of things, than to ascertain their actual 

origin; just like the hypotheses which our physicists daily form respecting the formation of the world. 

Religion commands us to believe that, God Himself having taken men out of a state of nature immediately 

after the creation, they are unequal only because it is His will they should be so: but it does not forbid us to 



form conjectures based solely on the nature of man, and the beings around him, concerning what might 

have become of the human race, if it had been left to itself. This then is the question asked me, and that 

which I propose to discuss in the following discourse. As my subject interests mankind in general, I shall 

endeavour to make use of a style adapted to all nations, or rather, forgetting time and place, to attend only 

to men to whom I am speaking. I shall suppose myself in the Lyceum of Athens, repeating the lessons of 

my masters, with Plato and Xenocrates for judges, and the whole human race for audience. 

O man, of whatever country you are, and whatever your opinions may be, behold your history, such as I 

have thought to read it, not in books written by your fellow creatures, who are liars, but in nature, which 

never lies. All that comes from her will be true; nor will you meet with anything false, unless I have 

involuntarily put in something of my own. The times of which I am going to speak are very remote: how 

much are you changed from what you once were! It is, so to speak, the life of your species which I am 

going to write, after the qualities which you have received, which your education and habits may have 

depraved, but cannot have entirely destroyed. There is, I feel, an age at which the individual man would 

wish to stop: you are about to inquire about the age at which you would have liked your whole species to 

stand still. Discontented with your present state, for reasons which threaten your unfortunate descendants 

with still greater discontent, you will perhaps wish it were in your power to go back; and this feeling should 

be a panegyric on your first ancestors, a criticism of your contemporaries, and a terror to the unfortunates 

who will come after you. 

…. 

The Second Part 

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 how many crimes, wars 

and murders, from how many horrors and misfortunes might not any one have saved mankind, by pulling 

up the stakes, or filling up the ditch, and crying to his fellows, "Beware of listening to this imposter; you are 

undone if you once forget that the fruits of the earth belong to us all, and the earth itself to nobody." But 

there is great probability that things had then already come to such a pitch, that they could no longer 

continue as they were; for the idea of property depends on many prior ideas, which could only be acquired 

successively, and cannot have been formed all at once in the human mind. Mankind must have made very 

considerable progress, and acquired considerable knowledge and industry which they must also have 

transmitted and increased from age to age, before they arrived at this last point of the state of nature. Let 

us then go farther back, and endeavour to unify under a single point of view that slow succession of events 

and discoveries in the most natural order. 

Man's first feeling was that of his own existence, and his first care that of self-preservation. The produce of 

the earth furnished him with all he needed, and instinct told him how to use it. Hunger and other appetites 

made him at various times experience various modes of existence; and among these was one which urged 

him to propagate his species -- a blind propensity that, having nothing to do with the heart, produced a 

merely animal act. The want once gratified, the two sexes knew each other no more; and even the offspring 

was nothing to its mother, as soon as it could do without her. 

Such was the condition of infant man; the life of an animal limited at first to mere sensations, and hardly 

profiting by the gifts nature bestowed on him, much less capable of entertaining a thought of forcing 

anything from her. But difficulties soon presented themselves, and it became necessary to learn how to 

surmount them: the height of the trees, which prevented him from gathering their fruits, the competition of 

other animals desirous of the same fruits, and the ferocity of those who needed them for their own 

preservation, all obliged him to apply himself to bodily exercises. He had to be active, swift of foot, and 

vigorous in fight. Natural weapons, stones and sticks, were easily found: he learnt to surmount the 

obstacles of nature, to contend in case of necessity with other animals, and to dispute the means of 

subsistence even with other men, or to indemnify himself for what he was forced to give up to a stronger. 



In proportion as the human race grew more numerous, men's cares increased. The difference of soils, 

climates, and seasons, must have introduced some differences into their manner of living. Barren years, 

long and sharp winters, scorching summers which parched the fruits of the earth, must have demanded a 

new industry. On the seashore and the banks of rivers, they invented the hook and line, and became 

fishermen and eaters of fish. In the forest they made bows and arrows, and became huntsmen and 

warriors. In cold countries they clothed themselves with the skins of the beasts they had slain. The 

lightning, a volcano, or some lucky chance acquainted them with fire, a new resource against the rigours of 

winter: they next learned how to preserve this element, then how to reproduce it, and finally how to 

prepare with it the flesh of animals which before they had eaten raw. 

*** 

This repeated relevance of various beings to himself, and one to another, would naturally give rise in the 

human mind to the perceptions of certain relations between them. Thus the relations which we denote by 

the terms great, small, strong, weak, swift, slow, fearful, bold, and the like, almost insensibly compared at 

need, must have at length produced in him a kind of reflection, or rather a mechanical prudence, which 

would indicate to him the precautions most necessary to his security.... 

But from the moment one man began to stand in need of the help of another; from the moment it appeared 

advantageous to any one man to have enough provisions for two, equality disappeared, property was 

introduced, work became indispensable, and vast forests became smiling fields, which man had to water 

with the sweat of his brow, and where slavery and misery were soon seen to germinate and grow up with 

the crops. 

Metallurgy and agriculture were the two arts which produced this great revolution. The poets tell us it was 

gold and silver, but, for the philosophers, it was iron and corn, which first civilized men, and ruined 

humanity. Thus both were unknown to the savages of America, who for that reason are still savage: the 

other nations also seem to have continued in a state of barbarism while they practiced only one of these 

arts. One of the best reasons, perhaps, why Europe has been if not longer, at least more constantly and 

highly civilized than the rest of the world is that it is at once the most abundant in iron and the most fertile 

in corn. 

It is difficult to conjecture how men first came to know and use iron; for it is impossible to suppose they 

would of themselves think of digging the ore out of the mine, and preparing it for smelting, before they 

knew what would be the result. On the other hand, we have the less reason to suppose this discovery the 

effect of any accidental fire, as mines are only formed in barren places, bare of trees and plants; so that it 

looks as if nature had taken pains to keep the fatal secret from us. There remains, therefore, only the 

extraordinary accident of some volcano which, by ejecting metallic substances already in fusion, suggested 

to the spectators the idea of imitating the natural operation. And we must further conceive them as 

possessed of uncommon courage and foresight, to undertake so laborious a work, with so distant a prospect 

of drawing advantage from it; yet these qualities are united only in minds more advanced than we can 

suppose those of these first discoverers to have been. 

With regard to agriculture, the principles of it were known long before they were put in practice; and it is 

indeed hardly possible that men, constantly employed in drawing their subsistence from pants and trees, 

should not readily acquire a knowledge of the means made use of by nature for the propagation of 

vegetables. It was in all probability very long, however, before their industry took that turn, either because 

trees, which together with hunting and fishing afforded them food, did not require their attention; or 

because they were ignorant of the use of corn, or without instruments to cultivate it; or because they lacked 

foresight to future needs; or lastly, because they were without means of preventing others from robbing 

them of the fruit of their labour. 

When they grew more industrious, it is natural to believe that they began, with the help of sharp stones and 

pointed sticks, to cultivate a few vegetables or roots around their huts; though it was long before they knew 

how to prepare corn, or were provided with the implements necessary for raising it in any large quantity; 



not to mention how essential it is, for husbandry, to consent to immediate loss, in order to reap a future 

gain -- a precaution very foreign to the turn of a savage's mind; for, as I have said, he hardly foresees in 

the morning what he will need at night. 

The invention of the other arts must therefore have been necessary to compel mankind to apply themselves 

to agriculture. No sooner were artificers wanted to smelt and forge iron, than others were required to 

maintain them; the more hands that were employed in manufactures, the fewer were left to provide for the 

common subsistence, though the number of mouths to be furnished with food remained the same: and as 

some required commodities in exchange for their iron, the rest at length discovered the method of making 

iron serve for the multiplication of commodities. By this means the arts of husbandry and agriculture were 

established on the one hand, and the art of working metals and multiplying their uses on the other. 

The cultivation of the earth necessarily brought about its distribution; and property, once recognized, gave 

rise to the first rules of justice; for, to secure each man his own, it had to be possible for each to have 

something. Besides, as men began to look forward to the future, and all had something to lose, every one 

had reason to apprehend that reprisals would follow any injury he might do to another. This origin is so 

much the more natural, as it is impossible to conceive how property can come from anything but manual 

labour: for what else can a man add to things which he does not originally create, so as to make them his 

own property? It is the husbandman's labour alone that, giving him a title to the produce of the ground he 

has tilled, gives him a claim also to the land itself, at least till harvest; and so, from year to year, a constant 

possession which is easily transformed into property. When the ancients, say Grotius, gave to Ceres the title 

of Legislatrix, and to a festival celebrated in her honour the name of Thesmophoria, they meant by that that 

the distribution of lands had produced a new kind of right: that is to say, the right of property, which is 

different from the right deducible from the law of nature. 

In this state of affairs, equality might have been sustained, had the talents of individuals been equal, and 

had, for example, the use of iron and the consumption of commodities always exactly balanced each other; 

but, as there was nothing to preserve this balance, it was soon disturbed; the strongest did most work; the 

most skilful turned his labour to best account; the most ingenious devised methods of diminishing his 

labour: the husbandman wanted more corn, or the smith more corn, and, while both laboured equally, the 

one gained a great deal by his work, while the other could hardly support himself. Thus natural inequality 

unfolds itself insensibly with that of combination, and the difference between men, developed by their 

different circumstances, becomes more sensible and permanent in its effects, and begins to have an 

influence, in the same proportion, over the lot of individuals. 

Matters once at this pitch, it is easy to imagine the rest. I shall not detain the reader with a description of 

the successive invention of other arts, the development of language, the trial and utilization of talents, the 

inequality of fortunes, the use and abuse of riches, and all the details connected with them which the reader 

can easily supply for himself. I shall confine myself to a glance at mankind in this new situation. 

Behold then all human faculties developed, memory and imagination in full play, egoism interested, reason 

active, and the mind almost at the highest point of its perfection. Behold all the natural qualities in action, 

the rank and condition of every man assigned him; not merely his share of property and his power to serve 

or injure others, but also his wit, beauty, strength or skill, merit or talents: and these being the only 

qualities capable of commanding respect, it soon became necessary to possess or to affect them. 

It now became the interest of men to appear what they really were not. To be and to seem became two 

totally different things; and from this distinction sprang insolent pomp and cheating trickery, with all the 

numerous vices that go in their train. On the other hand, free and independent as men were before, they 

were now, in consequence of a multiplicity of new wants, brought into subjection, as it were, to all nature, 

and particularly to one another; and each became in some degree a slave even in becoming the master of 

other men: if rich, they stood in need of the services of others; if poor, of their assistance; and even a 

middle condition did not enable them to do without one another. Many must now, therefore, have been 

perpetually employed in getting others to interest themselves in his lot, and in making them, apparently at 

least, if not really, find their advantage in promoting his behaviour to some, and imperious and cruel to 



others; being under a kind of necessity to ill-use all the persons of whom he stood in need, when he could 

not frighten them into compliance, and did not judge it his interest to be useful to them. Insatiable 

ambition, the thirst of raising their respective fortunes, not so much from real want as from the desire to 

surpass others, inspired all men with a vile propensity to injure one another, and with a secret jealousy, 

which is the more dangerous, as it puts on the mask of benevolence, to carry its point with greater security. 

In a word, there arose rivalry and competition together with a secret desire on both of profiting at the 

expense of others. All these evils were the first effects of property, and the inseparable attendants of 

growing inequality. 

Before the invention of signs to represent riches, wealth could hardly consist in anything but lands and 

cattle, the only real possessions men can have. But, when inheritances so increased in number and extent 

as to occupy the whole of the land, and to border on one another, one man could aggrandize himself only 

at the expense of another; at the same time the supernumeraries, who had been too weak or too indolent 

to make such acquisitions, and had grown poor without sustaining any loss, because, while they saw 

everything change around them, they remained still the same, were obliged to receive their subsistence, or 

steal it, from the rich; and this soon bred, according to their different characters, dominion and slavery, or 

violence and rapine. The wealthy, on their part, had no sooner begun to taste the pleasure of command, 

than they disdained all others, and, using their old slaves to acquire new, thought of nothing but subduing 

and enslaving their neighbours; like ravenous wolves, which; having once tasted human flesh, despise every 

other food and thenceforth seek only men to devour. 

Thus, as the most powerful or the most miserable considered their might or misery as a kind of right to the 

possessions of others, equivalent, in their opinion, to that of property, the destruction of equality was 

attended by the most terrible disorders. Usurpations by the rich, robbery by the poor, and the unbridled 

passions of both, suppressed the cries of natural compassion and the still feeble voice of justice, and filled 

men with avarice, ambition, and vice. Between the title of the strongest and that of the first occupier, there 

arose perpetual conflicts, which never ended but in battled and bloodshed. The new-born state of society 

thus gave rise to a horrible state of war; men thus harassed, and depraved were no longer capable of 

retracing their steps or renouncing the fatal acquisitions they had made, but, labouring by the abuse of the 

faculties which do them honour, merely to their own confusion, brought themselves to the brink of ruin. 

Both rich and poor, shocked at their new-found ills,  

Would fly from wealth, and lose what they had sought. 

It is impossible that men should not at length have reflected on so wretched a situation, and on the 

calamities that overwhelmed them. The rich, in particular, must have felt how much they suffered by a 

constant state of war, of which they bore all the expense; and in which, though all risked their lives, they 

alone risked their property. Besides, however speciously they might disguise their usurpations, they knew 

that they were founded on precarious and false titles; so that, if others took from them by force what they 

themselves had gained by force, they would have no reason to complain. Even those who had been 

enriched by their own industry, could hardly base their proprietorship on better claims. It was in vain to 

repeat, "I built this well; I gained this post by my industry." Who gave you your standing, it might be 

answered, and what right have you to demand payment for us for doing what we never asked you to do? 

Do you not know that numbers of your fellow-creatures are starving, for want of what you have too much 

of? You ought to have had the express and universal consent of mankind, before appropriating more of the 

common subsistence than you needed for your own maintenance. Destitute of valid reasons to justify and 

sufficient strength to defend himself, able to crush individuals with ease, but easily crushed himself by a 

troop of bandits, one against all, and incapable, on account of mutual jealousy, of joining with his equals 

against numerous enemies united by the common hope of plunder, the rich man, thus urged by necessity, 

conceived at length the profoundest plan that ever entered the mind of man: this was to employ in his 

favour the forces of those who attacked him, to make allies of his adversaries, to inspire them with different 

maxims, and to give them other institutions as favourable to himself as the law of nature was unfavourable. 

With this view, after having represented to his neighbours the horror of a situation which armed every man 

against the rest, and made their possessions as burdensome to them as their wants, and in which no safety 



could be expected either in riches or in poverty, he readily devised plausible arguments to make them close 

with his design. "Let us join," said he, "to guard the weak from oppression, to restrain the ambitious, and 

secure to every man the possession of what belongs to him: let us institute rules of justice and peace, to 

which all without exception may be obliged to conform; rules that may in some measure make amends for 

the caprices of fortune, by subjecting equally the powerful and the weak to the observance of reciprocal 

obligations. Let us, in a word, instead of turning our forces against ourselves collect them in a supreme 

power which may govern us by wise laws, protect and defend all the members of the association, repulse 

their common enemies, and maintain eternal harmony among us." 

Far fewer words to this purpose would have been enough to impose on men so barbarous and easily 

seduced; especially as they had too many disputes among themselves to do without arbitrators, and too 

much ambition and avarice to go long without masters. All ran headlong to their chains, in hopes of 

securing their liberty; for they had just wit enough to perceive the advantages of political institutions, 

without experience enough to enable them to foresee the dangers. The most capable of foreseeing the 

dangers were the very persons who expected to benefit by them; and even the most prudent judged it not 

expedient to sacrifice one part of their freedom to ensure the rest; as a wounded man has his arm cut off to 

save the rest of his body. 

Such was, or may well have been, the origin of society and law, which bound new fetters on the poor, and 

gave new power to the rich; which irretrievably destroyed natural liberty, eternally fixed the law of property 

and inequality, converted clever usurpation into unalterable right, and, for the advantage of a few ambitious 

individuals, subjected all mankind to perpetual labour, slavery and wretchedness. It is easy to see how the 

establishment of one community made that of all the rest necessary, and how, in order to make head 

against the united forces, the rest of mankind had to unite in turn. Societies soon multiplied and spread over 

the face of the earth, till hardly a corner of the world was left in which a man could escape the yoke, and 

withdraw his head from beneath the sword which he saw perpetually hanging over him by a thread. Civil 

right having thus become the common rule among the members of each community, the law of nature 

maintained its place only between different communities, where, under the name of the right of nations, it 

was qualified by certain tacit conventions, in order to make commerce practicable, and serve as a substitute 

for natural compassion, which lost, when applied to societies, almost all the influence it had over individuals, 

and survived no longer except in some great cosmopolitan spirits, who, breaking down the imaginary 

barriers that separate different peoples, follow the example of our Sovereign Creator, and include the whole 

human race in their benevolence. 

 


